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ABSTRACT:

The history of GLBTQ YA (Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning
Young Adult) literature has seen the introduction of very small amounts of fiction over
the years. Publication of the first YA gay novel in 1969 opened the doors for many
writers interested in pursuing the genre. However, even since this year (the year of the
semi-liberation of gays during Stonewall) we have only seen a small amount of titles
provided to young readers. In the past decade, interest has begun to turn to a more
accepting, emotional and physical based portrayal of GLBTQ teens in their literature.

Since the onset of the genre, we have seen the introduction of secondary
homosexual characters, emotional expressions of homosexuality, embracing
homosexuality through analyzing different types, protagonist reaction to homosexuality.
It is not until the past decade that authors are willing to depict homosexuality fully,
embracing out protagonists. It is through my reading of these numerous YA GLBTQ
novels that I decided to present another perspective for teens.

Gay males have a breadth of literature available in comparison to that available to
lesbians. Through the development of my thesis, I present a lesbian protagonist whose
strongest relationship in life is that with her girlfriend. The homosexual relationship is
the stronghold of her life, offering strength and motivation to face her fears, failures, and
hardships head on. This thesis has nestled into the field, presenting diverse scenarios, yet
holding true to the initial purpose: evoking change for homosexuals as well as

heterosexuals.
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Holding Her Hand: A Creative Thesis

Chris Ellen Lamb
Spring 2007
“For me, words are a form of action, capable of influencing change.” —Ingrid Bengis
Q@ @ Q Inspiration @ Q@ ©

The inspiration for this creative thesis came to me when a friend suggested Julie
Anne Peters’ Keeping You a Secret as a fun summer read. [ was intrigued with the
craftsmanship of the novel even though I was disappointed by the negative outcome. It is
a realistic depiction of life as a homosexual, but seeing Holland kicked out of her house
because of her relationship with CeCe is hard for a reader to accept. However, Peters’
handles the situation well, using her sense of humor about the trivialities of life interlaced
with a serious, realistic viewpoint of homosexuality and the process of coming to terms
with emotions. Her development touched me, depressing as it was.

The entire time I was reading Peters’ novel I was thinking, “I can do this.” I have
since read all of her young adult novels. I understood that not all GLBTQ (Gay, Lesbian,
Bisexual, Transgender, and Questioning) “coming out” stories are positive, but I really
wanted to see a portrayal of acceptance in YA (Young Adult) novels for GLBTQ
characters by the people most important to them. 1 was determined to create a positive
reinforcement for GLBTQ teens struggling to be themselves in a fairly non-accepting
society.

I realized my home as a writer could be constructed in this field. I could address
the issues that GLBTQ teens are facing today by creating a fictitious story line that

parallels some of their own situations, offering a release from the pressures of life in the
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teenage mind. Writing this thesis presented me with an opportunity to explore the fears
and failures I encountered while discovering my own sexuality. 1 was able to use my
experience in the creation of my novel, hoping to offer other GLBTQ teens a story to
which they can relate. Teens like to be able to pick up a novel and relate with the
characters in some way. Because I was a questioning teen and came out to myself in my
late teen years, my voice comes from experience and this has given me an opportunity to
address issues of sexuality.

In my thesis I situated myself among those having already addressed issues faced
by GLBTQ teens. My novel involves a lesbian protagonist coming to terms with her own
sexuality. However, unlike novels such as Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind where
Eliza lets her love for Annie suffer because of fear or guilt, or Julie Anne Peter’s Keeping
You A Secret in which Holland is punished and kicked out of her house because of her
love for CeCe, the relationship my protagonist, Kelsey, shares with a female is the most
beneficial aspect of her life. She does worry about losing her best friend, but when she is
finally able to tell Olivia about her feelings, those desires are reciprocated to Kelsey.

More often than not in fiction as well as in real life, ridicule is the result of the
“coming out” process for teens, but the cases in which parents and friends are supportive
and encourage a healthy relationship have seldom been depicted. Rarely do writers offer
these positive situations to their readers. In Lauren Myracle’s Kissing Kate, Lissa and
Kate kiss, but their friendship is damaged by Kate’s disgust with the kiss. She claims to
not have the same feelings for Lissa that Lissa has for her. Because Lissa is beginning to
self-identify as a lesbian and Kate is clearly not ready for that, awkwardness between the

two is undeniable. My concern is that in reality, the disappointment in expecting the
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worst reactions from those closest to them restricts teen readers of books such as these
from being honest with themselves as well as with their friends and family. There are
families and friends that embrace their children as is, so I find it important to offer hope.

It was also important to me not to make this about a lesbian, but about a girl
dealing with life who just happens to be a lesbian. There are many other themes in my
novel and I don’t want the theme of sexuality to be the only one readers take from the
piece._I understand that not all readers will be GLBTQ, but expect that readers will be
able to associate with characters, regardless of their sexuality. If the novel is read by
heterosexuals, perhaps they will be able to see similarities to their own lives and loves.
Perhaps readers will be able to develop a sense of sympathy and compassion, and in turn,
apply that to people they may know. The ultimate goal for any audience is one of
understanding and education about a diverse population.

In the history of GLBTQ YA literature, acceptance is displayed more often with
male characters as the gay teen coming out. In Brent Hartinger’s Geography Club and its
sequel The Order of the Poison Oak, the apprehension Russell feels in his coming to
terms with gayness, and the fear he lets overwhelm him, turn out to be unnecessary.
Once he is open to his friends, he discovers that he is not the only gay person in his
school. Even though he is ostracized by many students, those who mean the most to him
accept him as gay and embrace their similarities._The same is true in the Rainbow series:
Rainbow Boys, Rainbow High, and Rainbow Road by Alex Sanchez. His three main
characters are both gay and friends. They are able to be “out” among themselves and in
public as well. Representation of acceptance for gay men is more abundant than it is for

lesbians. There are other novels such as Ellen Wittlinger’s Hard Love where strong, self-




identifying lesbian characters are present, but only as secondary characters and rarely as
protagonists.

The one exception to this is Deliver Us From Evie by M.E. Kerr. The
representations in this novel focus more on butch and femme, than on sexuality itself.
Evie’s family does not embrace her lesbianism, but does not shun her either. Evie is a
unique character, sporting a bomber jacket and slicked back hair. She is capable of pretty
much any mechanical work and is a devoted worker on the farm.

Patsy Duff, on the other hand, represents the epitome of femininity. She is very
much a girlie-girl and catches attention of guys on a regular basis. When the two develop
romantic feelings for one another, they become the talk of the town. Physical appearance
and demonstrations of love cannot keep the social order. Kerr develops a fairly realistic
town reaction to the relationship and its repercussions.

This is perhaps one of the strongest representations of lesbianism in YA novels
since its publication in 1994. Kerr took major steps in the development of the genre,
opening many doors for future publications. I was able to feed off of her inspiration,
using lesbian image as one of the subtle themes in my novel.

It is important for teenage lesbians to be able to realize who they are as well as to
identify with characters who have a strong sense of self. In Tea Benduhn’s Gravel
Queen, there is a new girl in town. Aurin is encouraged by her friends to reach out and
make friends with her. Benduhn addresses the topic of jealousy as the old friends begin
to get frustrated with Aurin. Her friendship leads to deeper feelings for the new girl and
eventually homosexuality is accepted, but because of the lack of character development,

the novel creates a faux sense of their existence. After reading these two novels, I
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decided it was important to me to present a character that feels the effects of society, but
despite those strains, constructs the will to persevere while developing a larger sense of
depth to the character.

Very early in my novel, an intense life for Kelsey is portrayed. In creating my
protagonist, I situated her in a tough climate that should seem realistic to many teens
today. She is the middle child of three and has been expected to grow up much sooner

than she should have. Her father left when she was a child, leaving her mother to be the

breadwinner for the family, thus placing Kelsey and her sister in charge of the house and
care of her younger brother. Her mother drinks herself into a stupor almost nightly as a
way of dealing with the loneliness, causing pain and emotional strain for Kelsey, and
even resorts to physical violence.

Before beginning the writing process, I created a back story to my protagonist. I

|

|

|

|

|

l felt this would aid me in the execution of the novel from the point where I began. The

‘ following is what I knew about my character before writing: Kelsey is, over all, an

‘ excellent child. She does not require curfews because she comes home on time. She

' responsibly does chores around the house without having to be told by her mother. She
! even tries to make sure her brother is taken care of before she does anything for herself.
| However, during one night out with her friends, Kelsey decides to try smoking weed.

‘ Once her mother finds out, her harsh reaction to Kelsey’s mistake leads to arguing and

i violence, eventually landing Kelsey in the office with a counselor against her will.

i It is not until Kelsey meets her counselor that she begins to realize who she is and

1 what she has to offer. Kelsey is the lead guitarist in a small band and uses practice as a

release session, pouring all of her aggressions into the guitar. Through practice and an
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eventual gig, the band becomes her stage, her door to the world of self-confidence and
self-love.

Kelsey is forced into her counseling sessions, but after learning that Julie is a
lesbian as well, she loses some of the defense and opens up to Julie’s opinions. Julie
offers her advice on dealing with her sexuality but not in a threatening way. She
symbolizes, for Kelsey, a proud lesbian in a loving long-term relationship. When Kelsey
asks the counselor “How do I deal with this?” Julie’s response is, “One day at a time.
That’s all you can do. Remember, Kelsey, just because you have told me this, it is not
confirmed to anyone else. Just because you have confided in me, the whole world looks
different to you, but not necessarily to everyone else. Don’t feel guilty. Don’t feel
scared. This is who you are. As I told you before, you are beautiful and you must
embrace this before you can get anywhere.” (63) Through her sessions with the
counselor, Kelsey is able to embrace her lesbianism, leading her into the world as
someone willing and capable of loving another woman. Her relationships lead her down
varying paths to acceptance and through hardships, but as she quickly learns, none she

cannot tolerate and even overcome.

Q @ Q Technique? @ 9

The most challenging aspect of writing for any novelist is to develop characters
that are realistic and dimensional, as well as to balance the aesthetic and didactic aspects

of the novel. It was important to me as a writer, like most minority writers, to develop a

clear representation of acceptance and deliver it effectively. I had to find a way to

! intertwine this intent with the demands of the craft of writing. I also had to maintain
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equilibrium between the art and the message I was trying to convey. I feel I have done
this nicely, sticking close to a realistic portrayal of teen life, yet suffusing the story with
morals. [ want readers, upon completion of the novel, to analyze their treatment of
others, hopefully offering more compassion for diverse groups.

I believe I overcame the challenges and created a novel teenage lesbians will be
able to identify with and utilize as inspiration to be who they truly are. There are a few
choices I made in my novel that create a structure appropriate to the Young Adult world.

Working hard to create realistic language, I focused my attention intently on the
' dialogue included in the novel. I tried to create each character by their actions and
language. I consciously chose different languages for males and females as well as to
signal class distinctions. For example, Olivia is very well off financially and it is through
description and language that I am able to offer this knowledge to the reader without
telling him/her the situation in a straight forward manner.

Readers learn early on that Olivia, a sixteen year old, drives a Jeep Liberty. Her
mother spends all day at home, sitting on the patio in the sun, sipping Margaritas. She
doesn’t work, and doesn’t need to. Kelsey gives description at various points in the novel
to the fact that Olivia never needs anything. She describes her huge house, the twisting
wooden steps, the iron railing, and the immaculate house cleaned by a maid. I made
these choices for a few reasons, the most important being that I wanted readers to know
that all kinds of people deal with homosexuality and love who they love regardless of
outside influences.

Another technique I chose to use was flashbacks. It is difficult to move out of the

progression of the present in the story to a time in the past. To capture a memory and
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offer as many visual descriptions as possible without distracting the reader is
complicated. However, if the technique is appropriately applied, the reader is given a
piece of their memory bank that adds to the development of a character. Flashbacks
allow the reader to step into the door of the fictional world and become a character
through relation to similar situations. They also allow the reader to see a different side of
the character that may not be evident in the regular story line.

Perhaps one of my favorites in the novel is a memory Kelsey had from childhood.
She recalls riding on her father’s lap down a dirt road in the heat of the summer. It is not
. the actual memory that means something to her, but the caring her father displayed to her
as a child. All of these years, she has been angry and blamed him for her wrecked home
life, but it is in these recollections that she is able to remember his love for her. Her hope
that things will change upon his return is restored in the good memories of him being a
great father to her.

My third technical decision was the format of the novel. It is divided into six
sections, Monday through Saturday. In each section, we see Kelsey in her counseling
sessions, in school, in band practice, and at home. Her reactions to her relationship with
Olivia all result from her environment. There are times that she uses her
friendship/relationship with Olivia as an outlet, unloading her fears and anger to a

sympathetic ear. Other times, Kelsey is able to utilize time with Olivia as a distraction.

Q@ @ @ Writing Experience @ ¢ ¢

Throughout my undergraduate and graduate coursework, I have taken a wide

variety of writing classes that have filtered into this process. I completed a poetry




independent study last semester with Dr. John Martone using feminist poets such as
Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, Diana DiPrima, Lucille Clifton, and Nikki Giovanni as
inspiration for writing poetry on love, power, loss, and life. This instilled in me the
ability to say exactly what I want to say and no more in my writing. In my undergraduate
work I enrolled in two fiction writing classes, and a humor writing class. Each of these
classes offered a different angle on writing for me to practice as well. I was able to
infiltrate the experiences from each into my dialogue, description, and flashbacks. The
humor writing proved beneficial in aiding me with one-liners periodically that keep the
reader jovial. The fiction writing enabled me to develop my descriptors to show the story
instead of telling it.

My senior seminar was an independent study in which I worked all semester on
the beginning of an autobiography—my coming out story. I completed over eighty pages
and had individual instruction throughout the entire process. Writing this opened my
eyes to what is important and what is personal in the discovery and revelation of
homosexuality. It heightened my awareness of what readers do and do not want to hear
from a lesbian writer. I learned to steer clear from telling emotions, and to develop those
emotions with visual representations. I was told to never beg the reader for sympathy,
but to give them a scene that makes them sympathize with the character. However, my
ultimate discovery was that diversity is beautiful, and I believe I have successfully proven

this to my readers through the revelations and the development of my novel.

Q@ @ Q@ Through the Years @ @ ¢
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GLBTQ YA literature has been in circulation since the publishing of John
Donovan’s I’ll Get There: It Better Be Worth the Trip in 1969. It is no coincidence that
this book was published around the same time as the events in the New York City
Stonewall pub, where homosexuals finally stood up to authorities and demanded equal
rights to access of public bars. This was the beginning of the gay/lesbian civil rights
movement, and Donovan’s text resulted in mixed reactions. As a milestone in gay and
lesbian writing, the interaction was simply a kiss between the two boys, and they agreed
that this interaction was to be the end of everything. This is ironic, since this book was
! the beginning of everything for gay and lesbian writers, characters, and readers.

Each year, one or two GLBTQ novels were published following Donovan. Titles
such as Isabelle Holland’s The Man Without a Face and Sandra Scoppettone’s Trying
Hard to Hear You followed in subsequent years. However, according to Christine
Jenkins in her article “From Queer to Gay and Back Again: Young Adult Novels with
Gay/Lesbian/Queer Content, 1969-1997,” only 31 novels were published in the first 16
years from 1969-1984. Jenkins states that between the years 1985 and 1992, thirty novels
were published; and 1993-1997 saw the publication of 38 novels. This means, as she
calculates in her article, that between 1969 and 1997, only 99 titles were published,
averaging 3.4 titles per year.

Looking at the field in these terms is shocking. Since 1997 reader interest has

been growing. It is appalling then to think there has been such a minute canon for

GLBTQ teens to read offering similar situations to their own. The earlier works offered
only vague representations of GLBTQ sexuality, inadequate for the needs of most teen

readers. The way situations were handled in these texts has changed as the nation has
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become more aware of what it means to be gay. In the past two years at least seven
novels have been published including new novels by Alex Sanchez, Julie Anne Peters,
and David Levithan.

Changes are slowly but positively advancing due to the still-active gay rights
movement. Therefore, I find it necessary to offer realistic texts for teens. With the fluid
motion of the acceptance and familiarity of homosexuality, especially in schools, now is
the time to introduce more texts into the world of eager readers. Schools are beginning to
address diversity, including sexual orientation, and are offering more texts for students. |
feel it is imperative to offer yet another source for teens to utilize in the process of self-
identity and “coming out.” Between the inclusion of my own experience, the extensive
list of primary sources used for reference, and the secondary sources I have chosen to
offer a more statistical, objective point of view, I strive to depict reality in my creative
fiction.

Growing up gay is not easy. For any teenager, there are so many difficult
situations to face and so many obstacles to overcome. Discovering and becoming familiar
with one’s own homosexuality is not an easy task either. Teenagers are becoming
familiar with sexuality at an earlier age than ever, so it is essential that they are offered a
rich selection of literature to confirm the validity of feelings that follow a direction
besides the typical heterosexual path. Over the past forty years, writers have become
slightly interested in the genre of homosexual young adult literature, but only in the past
decade has a high demand for this literature surfaced and a more abundant number of

titles been published. Therefore, I will contribute what I can to the education and
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entertainment of GLBTQ teens throughout the country by presenting my Young Adult

homosexual novel as my thesis. I just hope my voice can be heard and appreciated.
PYLYQ9RY Y9 QY Q
Primary Texts: Chronological Order

1969-1980
Holland, Isabelle. The Man Without a Face. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1972.

Scoppettone, Sandra. Trying Hard to Hear You. New York: Harper & Row, 1974.

Hall, Lynn. Sticks and Stones. Chicago: Follett, 1977.

1981-1985
Bargar, Gary. What Happened to Mr. Forster? New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1981.

Futcher, Jane. Crush. Boston: Alyson Publications, 1981.

Garden, Nancy. Annie on my Mind. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1982.

1986-1990
Ure, Jean. The Other Side of the Fence. New York: Delacorte, 1986.

Block, Francesca Lia. Weetzie Bat. New York: HarperCollins, 1989.

Wieler, Diana. Bad Boy. New York: Delacorte, 1989.

1991-1995
Garden, Nancy. Lark in the Morning. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1991.

Bauer, Marion Dane. Am I Blue? Coming Out from the Silence. New York: Harper
Collins, 1994,

Kerr, M. E. Deliver Us From Evie. New York: Harper Collins,1994.

Woodson, Jacqueline. From the Notebooks of Melanin Sun. New York: Blue Sky,
1995.

1996-2000
Garden, Nancy. Good Moon Rising. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1996.

Xiv




—l

Block, Francesca Lia. Baby Be-Bop. New York: Harper Trophy, 1997.

Wersba, Barbara. Whistle Me Home. New York: Holt, 1997.

Woodson, Jacqueline. The House You Pass on the Way. New York: Delacorte, 1997.

Hines, Sue. Out of the Shadows. New York: Avon, 1998.

Stoehr, Shelley. Tomorrow Wendy. New York: Delacorte, 1998.

Williams, Bett. Girl Walking Backwards. New York: St. Martin’s, 1998.

Boock, Paula. Dare Truth or Promise. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999.

Wittlinger, Ellen. Hard Love. New York: Simon Pulse,1999.

Peters, Julie Anne. Define “Normal”. Boston: Little Brown, 2000.

2001-2005
Sanchez, Alex. Rainbow Boys. New York: Simon Pulse, 2001.

Freymann-Weyr, Garret. My Heartbeat. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002.
Benduhn, Tea. Gravel Queen. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003.

Hartinger, Brent. Geography Club. New York: Harper Collins, 2003.

Levithan, David. Boy Meets Boy. New York: Knopf, 2003.
Myracle, Lauren. Kissing Kate. New York: Penguin, 2003.

Peters, Julie Anne. Keeping You A Secret. New York: Little Brown, 2003.

Sanchez, Alex. Rainbow High. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003.

Peters, Julie Anne. Luna. New York: Little Brown, 2004.

Sanchez, Alex. So Hard to Say. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004.

Hartinger, Brent. The Order of the Poison Oak. New York: Harper Collins, 2005.

Leitch, Will. Catch. New York: Penguin, 2005.

Peters, Julie Anne. Far From Xanadu. New York: Little Brown, 2005.

XV




B e —

Sanchez, Alex. Rainbow Road. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2005. ‘

Secondary Sources
Allen, Katherine R. “Opening the Classroom Closet: Sexual Orientation and Self-
Disclosure.” Family Relations 44.2 (1995): 136-141.

Alvine, Lynne. “Understanding Adolescent Homophobia: An Interview with Bette
Greene.” The ALAN Review 21 (1994): 1-6.

Baker, Jean M., PhD. How Homophobia Hurts Children: Nurturing Diversity at Home,
At School, and in the Community. New York: Harrington Park, 2002.

Bass, Ellen. Free Your Mind: The Book for Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Youth—and
Their Allies. New York: Harper Collins, 1996.

Borhek, Mary. Coming Qut to Parents: A Two-Way Survival Guide for Lesbians and
Gay Men and Their Parents. Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1993.

Brogan, Jim. “Gay Teens in Literature.” The Gay Teen: Educational Practice and |
Theory for Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Adolescents (1995): 67-78. k
|

Carroll, Pamela Sissi. “Today’s Teens, Their Problems, and Their Literature: Revisiting
G. Robert Carlsen’s “Books and the Teenage Reader” Thirty Years Later.” The
English Journal 86 (1997): 25-34.

Cuseo, Allan A. Homosexual Characters in YA Novels: A Literary Analysis 1969-1982.
Metuchen: Scarecrow Press, 1992. ?

Connor, Matt. “Flight From the Closet: Gay Characters Come Out.” Genre 2 (1992): 58-
61, 84.

Crowe, Chris. “Young Adult Literature: YA Boundary Breakers and Makers.” The
English Journal 91 (2002): 116-118.

Day, Frances Ann. Lesbian and Gay Voices: An Annotated Bibliography and Guide to
Literature for Children and Young Adults. Westport: Greenwood, 2000.

Faderman, Lillian. To Believe in Women: What Lesbians Have Done for America—A
History. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999.

Ford, Michael Thomas. Qutspoken: Role Models from the Lesbian and Gay
Community. New York: Beech Tree Books, 1998.

Garden, Nancy. “Dick and Jane Grow Up Gay.” Lambda Book Report 3 (1992): 7-10.

xvi




Gardner, John. The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for Young Writers. New York:

Vintage, 1983.

Goodman, Jan. “Out of the Closet but Paying the Price: Lesbian and Gay Characters in
Children’s Literature.” Interracial Books for Children Bulletin 14 (1983): 13-15.

Hanckel, Frances, and John Cunningham. “Can Young Gays Find Happiness in YA
Books?” Wilson Library Bulletin 50 (1976): 528-534.

Heron, Ann, ed. One Teenager in Ten. Boston: Alyson, 1983.

Howey, Noelle, and Ellen Samuels, eds. Out of the Ordinary: Essays on Growing Up
with Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Parents. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000.

Kinder, Deborah Jean. “To Follow Your Heart: Coming Out through Literacy.” The
English Journal 88 (1998): 63-69.

Kulick, Don. “Gay and Lesbian Language.” Annual Review of Anthropology 29 (2000):
243-285.

Mastoon, Adam. The Shared Heart: Portraits and Stories Celebrating Lesbian, Gay, and
Bisexual Young People. New York: Harper Collins, 2001.

McBroom, Gerry. “Young Adult Literature: Research: Our Defense Begins Here.” The
English Journal 70 (1981): 75-78.

Robinson, Bryan E., Patsy Skeen, Carol Flake Hobson, and Margaret Herrman. “Gay
Men’s and Women’s Perceptions of Early Family Life and Their Relationships
with Parents.”Family Relations 31 (1982): 79-83.

Shannon, George. “Making a Home of One’s Own: The Young in Cross-Cultural
Fiction.” The English Journal 77 (1988): 14-19.

Sumara, Dennis. “Gay and Lesbian Voices in Literature: Making Room on the Shelf.”
English Quarterly 28 (1993): 30-34.

Uribe, Virginia. “The Silent Minority: Rethinking Our Commitment to Gay and Lesbian
Youth.” Theory and Practice 33.3 (1994): 167-172.

Wilson, David E. “The Open Library: YA Books for Gay Teens.” The English Journal 73
(1984): 60-63.

xvii




MONDAY
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1: MARKED

“Kelsey?”

I hear my name called in a chipper tone and I'm quickly drawn back to my current reality.
Looking up. I see who I suppose is my counselor. Not what I expected at all. I scan her from shoes 1o face
as I raise my head. Black Sketcher boots, black cargo pants, a little baggy and obviously selected from the

men’s section. A white button-down shirt with black pin stripes. varsity tucked over a beater and adorned

with a black studded belt. Her hair is short. spiked. and flecked with grey. and blonde tips. Hands tucked
casually in her pockets and a manila folder tucked under her arm display to me her casual comfort. I have
no doubt that my name is tagged to the flap in Sharpie. placing me on the list of “Those In Need Of
Service.” After realizing my abnormally long hesitation. I nod my head her way. acknowledging my name
she has just called. and manage a small half-grin on the right side of my mouth.

“Follow me. if you will.” she says with a smile.

Reluctantly. I pry myself from my slump. retrieve my backpack. and shuffle along behind her
down an endless hallway of countless office doors. She finally stops at one. reaching for the knob.

After entering, I resume my slump in the client chair by the door; easy access in case I decide to
bail. The chair faces her desk at an angle. Scanning the room. I realize how much I hate offices. but also
realize how much character she has displayed here. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves are stacked with not so
many books and a bunch of random art. abstract for the most part. A black wrought iron candlestick
extends from the shelf in a circular rise and holds a colorful selection of six candles. the rainbow. Hand-
carved wooden figures embrace one another—clearly two women.

A small rainbow flag juts from the hole of a miniature bowling ball. The base holding the ball has 1
a metal plaque with engravings. Lookie here. We ve got a bowling champ on owr hands. Damn my
sarcasm. [ fight the urge to walk over and examine everything up close realizing that would be too
mvasive.

A framed RENT poster leans against the window. Small picture frames line the edge of her desk
facing her. I wonder who could be important enough to her to have made the desk. Who is it that she loves

cnough to look at every day?
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She begins in a gentle tone. "My name is Julie Cromwell. just so you know. So. Kelsey. what
brings you here today?”

Need she ask? 1didn’t make the appointment! "My mom made me.” [ offer the simhle answer.
hoping I don’t have to go there. She immediately realizes my reluctance to be here and tries to offer some
comfort.

“I know it is hard growing up with the pressures of home life and balancing school. Why don’t
you tell me a little about yourself Kelsey?”

Was she really serious? Did she know how hard my life was? What am I supposed to tell her?
There are so many things going on that I don’t even know where to start. Do I tell her how truly crazy and
hellish my life is right now and how dysfunctional my family is? NO. Ican’t. Iwon’t. That is not
something I share with many people. Instead. I go the easy route and tell her the exact reason I was forced
to come here. No ifs. ands. or buts about it.

"1 was smoking pot and got busted. It was the first time I had ever even tried it and of course. my
mom found out and spazzed on me. She called here and made this stupid appointment as part of my
punishment. She knows I hate to talk about anything and that I won’t talk to her. so why not send me 1o a
counselor who gets paid to make people talk?”

Leaning back to give me a little space. Julie reacts to my reluctance. ~T won’t make you say
anything you don’t want to. However. anything you do say doesn’t leave this room.”

“What. is that supposed to make me feel better?” I immediately regret saying anything. ~Sorry.
Just a little bitter, that’s all.” I duck my head.

“That’s okay. I've dealt with worse. So, how about this. How about you tell me what you like
and dislike about your life right now.”

“Umm...” I'don’t know how much to say. For some odd reason I feel this could be my chance. I
could spill my guts about feeling different physically and sexually, and only one person would hear what I
have to say. That one person isn’t going to tell anyone. unless of course. I am planning on hurting myself.

“T hate my house, I hate my hoine life. I hate my parents. [ hate drama at school. especially prissy
better-than-you girls’ attitudes...umm. ..I love my brother, I love my guitar, and I love a few of my friends.

That’s about it.”




—

“Guitar huh? I play too. I'm not too good but it doesn’t stop me from trying. It’s my relaxation.
Guitar is my therapy,” Julie replies. She is really hanging in there and I have to say 1 admire her effort.

“Yeah. I guess you need therapy after giving it all day.” This makes her giggle a hittle, and for
some reason [ fecl good about that. I can be funny sometimes.

“You know.” she says. T love my job. I love the fact that through a series of confidential
conversations I can make someone look at their life and say, “You know. it’s not that bad.” That. in turn.
gives me a chance to let people realize what they do have. Then, I can say. ‘Look at what you have. Let’s
do something to make that even better. Set some goals. and let’s get a move on. Life’s too short to sulk.” I
feel like I should make that a bumper sticker... LIFE IS TOO SHORT TO SULK. What do you think?
Think it would fly7”

Shyly but matter-of-factly I reply, ! don’t know about the sticker, but I know 1 admire you for
being able to be positive every hour of every day. I'try. butit’s hard. Usually 1 I’'m not happy. I try not to
say anything at all. The least I can do is keep to myself. No reason to drag others down withme.” I can’t
believe I just said that. Here I am. sitting here chatting away with a stranger. Telling her things I never
vocalize.

T think I’m starting to see who you are. Kelsey.” She says to me and my hands clam up. I'm
wondering how, in just a matter of minutes, she is able to size me up. I've been told that I'm a mysterious
person. “You are quiet and reserved. You rarely speak your mind because you are a pleaser. Correct me if
I’'m wrong or stop me any time, Kelsey.”

Curious to see what else she has to say. I answer, “No. go ahead.”

“By saying you are a pleaser. [ mean you worry about others over yourself always. Rarely do you
take the time to do what Kelsey wants to do. or what Kelsey needs to do.”

Ugh! There she goes with my name again. [ look away because 1 don’t want her to know she’s
right and I don’t want her to see the anger ['m feeling right now. I'm a leader! People do what I want to
do most of the time!

Hmph. Who am I kidding? Of course they do. Not because I particularty want to do it, but

because I am intuitive. I can pick up on personalities in a matter of minutes just by being in the same room




with someone. I want people to be happy. and don’t want to draw negative attention to myself. Therefore.
I always cater to the crowd when suggesting things to do.

“What’s wrong? 1lost you.” Julie asks as I sit pondering her analysis of me.

“No. I was just thinking. About what you were saying.”

“So, T was rnight? At least somewhat””

Kind of ashamed to admit my defeat in this short amount of time. I bow my head. ~Yeah.
unfortunately.”™

“No,” a quick response refuting my negativity. ~“Not unfortunate. There is nothing wrong with
wanting to please others. It is in our nature.”

Did she say “our” nature? Whose? Does she think I am like her or something?

“All T am saying 1s, it 18 okay to do things for yourself every once in a while.”

Upset by her comparison of me to her, [ decide to do something for myself. .. take her advice.
~Are we done here? Is time up?” |

“We still have 10 minutes.” She answers, confused by my attitude shift.

I grab my bag and jet out of my chair, telling her to consider payment of the remaining 10 minutes
atip. As Ireach for the door knob I tell her I'll be back tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that.
Not because I want to be. A week’s worth of sessions my mother has so graciously lined up for me.

“Kelsey. wait.” She says as I start out the door. ~Just think about what 1 said. Kelsey.”

I twm around and fose it. “Damn it! Can you quit saying my name already? I know it’s your job
and it makes you look good to remember all your measly little patients’ names. but please quit!” I storm
out the door. I can’t believe I just snapped like that. But then again. it felt kind of good. I try not to think

about it and rush out the door 1o go get my brother.

* * * * *




2: MUDDLE

Kyle is waiting on the sidewalk when I pull up. His face and body are covered in mud. Two clean {
lines run down his face from eyes to chin. and I quickly realize they re tear streaks. He opens the
passenger door as I quickly scramble to cover the seat with a towel.

“What’s up buddy?” I ask as cheerful as possible. No answer. He turns away from mc. clutching
his soccer ball in his lap and looks out the window. I can tell he’s holding back tears.

I’m not really in the mood to talk either. T want to be me today. Kyle’s sister. I'm tired of being
Kyle's mother. Normally I would be persistent. nagging at Kyle until I got an answer. but not today. 1
have too much on my mind. For as long as I can remember, I"ve been expected to be Kyle's mother. Well,
at least since my dad lefi. Iknow that for a fact. And Kyle was only a baby then. barely even crawling.

Eleven seems 1o be a rough age for a boy. He’s old enough to catch the drift of some subtle jokes.
old enough to be held accountable. But he’s in an awkward stage. not yet coming into his own. He’s bow
legged. knock kneed. and his feet are growing so fast his body can’t keep up. Not that he isn’t cute.
because he is. But he’s just that...cute.

~Kels. why are guys such idiots?” Kyle asks, startling me from my mental summary. ~Why do
they have to pull pranks on me?” I tiptoe carefully around the fact that Kyle is not exactly "Mr. Athlete.”
figuring this is the impetus behind his questioning. He is not the most coordinated kid on the block. [
know this is what all the fuss is about. He probably tripped at practice and lost the scrimmage for the team,
hence the mud he is covered in.

Giving him the benefit of the doubt, I ask. “What happened?”

“Where do you want me to start”” he asks. obviously frustrated by the continuous shit dealt (o him
by the guys at school.

“From the beginning sounds good to me,” I sarcastically reply.

“Well. at schoot this moming. someone pushed me in the bathroom. Ibumped into the soap
dispenser, squirting foam soap all over the front of my pants. For the rest of the day. everyone was calling
me “premie.”

I stifle a laugh. That’s kind of funny. Kyle notices me covering my mouth, and the clean part of

his face flushes red. Because of this, I scnse his seriousness.




“What!?I™ He screams at me. “It’s not FUNNY!™ He crosses his arms over the ball in his lap and
pouts. The famous Kyle Cramer pout. Oh, how many tunes have I witnessed that?

I peek at him out of the corner of my eye and realize he isn’t pouting because it hurts his feelings.
He is pouting because he doesn’t understand. “You don’t get it do you?” I inquire in a calm yet somewhat
surprised manner. “Kyle. it’s okay if you don’t understand. Just be honest.”

I have a feeling that this conversation is leading in a direction I don’t want to go. It is not my job
to educate my brother on puberty and sex. Ishouldn’t have to do that. And it’s not like I even have
experience enough to do so, but if I don’t, who will? I don’t want to be the one. but I would rather do it
than have him talk to Mom or our sister, Lori. They would just blow shit out of proportion and scare the
poor guy. If only Dad were around, he could do it. I mean. isn’t it a father’s job to fill in his son on these
subjects?

I honestly don’t even know why I think Lori would even attemnpl to have this conversation. Kyle
has never been anything to her but a hassle. She used to bitch and moan for having to change his diapers.
Then she would complain when he was a toddler, coming in and out of her room. One time, he wandered
into her room while she was in the shower. He couldn’t have been more than three. I was in my room
playing with my Lepos and [ hear her screaming at him. When she started screaming, he started crying.

Mom raced into her bedroom to see what was wrong. I followed close on her heels. As soon as |
caught a glimpse of him through the crook of Mom’s arm. I started laughing hysterically. 1 fell to the floor
dramatically, slapping my knee. Iknew this would do nothing but piss her off, and that was part of the
reason I did it. She started slapping me, screaming about how I did nothing but encourage the little brat.
There he sat. on her dresser. having climbed on top of the overturned trash can. He had a tube of lipstick in
his hand and a compact in the other. Powder was everywhere and his face was absolutely covered in red.
He had smeared the Lipstick with his hand across the mirror and the dresser. It was a complete disaster
arca.

It was after that day that Lori started locking her bedroom door every time she left her room. She
took money she had saved up and bought a new doorknob with a lock and key. just to keep us out. She was
too worried about her privacy and growing up and looking good. just so she could get out. That she did,

and never looked back.




He sits there, pondering. Finally he blurts out, “No. [ don’t get it. Is that soooo funny. Kels?”

“No.” I answer. startled by his anger. ~“Wani me to tell you? Or are you just going to be a little
ass to me?”

“Sorry.” he replies. It’s genuine. “Please. tell me what it means. but don’t Iaugh at me for not
knowing.™

I inhale a deep breath through my nose. exhaling slowly through nxy mouth. This is my aftempt at
keeping a straight face and not making him look like an idiot. “Okay. In this reference. being that you had

white foam all over the front of your pants...they are calling you a premie, short for premature...”

“Premature what?” he quizzically stares into my face.

“Ejaculator. Kyle! Premature ejaculator.” [ grip the steering wheel, palms sweaty. knuckles
turning white. Beads of perspiration dot my forehead. I dread what questions will follow this. [ almost
hate to ask. "De you understand””

“No...not really.” Sullen reply.

A frog jumps in my throat. Is this the time and the place that I am going to have to explain? Right
here in my car, looking at his muddy face? How can I be serious? How can I read his reactions? 1 have |
always been good at gearing what I am saying based on his body language. Now. in one of the most
important conversations we will have for a long time, I'm going in blind.

So. I tell him. asking questions and not wanting any answers. I explain so he understands what 1
am lalking about. I explain sex and orgasms and everything in between. I can’t believe I am doing this.
When I finish my explanation I ask, “Do you understand now?” hoping he does so I don’t have to offer
more detail.

“Yeah, I gotit.” He quietly replies. Silence. Trying to recover from my nervous bout. I continue.
“So, what else happened?” hoping no more sexual comments fly.

After a long pause. he finally responds. ~Well, [ guess that was the worst part and I didn’t even
know. At soccer practice this afternoon. I tripped in a mud puddle. lost possession of the ball. and lost the

scrimmage for the team.”




I knew it. I should’ve just let him keep talking and I never would’ve had to go there. Ashe

finishes his story. we pull into the driveway. After such an exhausting conversation. I have never in my life
been so glad to be home.
“Go wash up, bud. T'll get dinner ready.”

Kyle looks at me with shiny eyes. “Thanks, Sis.”

* ok Ak k%




3: MANIA

Fumbling with my bags into the front door. I nearly trip over the massive heap of laundry on the
floor. trying to reach the phone that is ringing off the hook. Mom is passed out on the couch yet again,
oblivious to out entry and the ringing phone.

~Hello.” I say. panting, trying to catch my breath.

“Hey Kels. What'sup?” The familiar voice of Olivia. my best friend. on the other end.

~Just walked in the door. What’s up with you?”

~I was just calling to make sure you were gonna make it to practice tonight at 6. 1 think Travis got
us a gig this weekend at the Broken Rainbow. We need some major work if we're gonna pull this off.”

~Shit!” I exclaim. ~1 totally forgot. I better bust ass on my homework so I don’t get behind. But
yeah, I'll be there.”

~Cool. Sounds good.” Olivia replies.

~Oh. Liv. Can you come get me? Mom left a note that she needs the car tonight.” I say. knowing
what the next sentence out of her mouth will be.

“Yeah. but are you gonna give her the keys? She can’t get another DUI or you are screwed.”

“Look Liv. Idon’t have time to talk about this and honestly, I don’t even want to think about it so
can we just drop it? And will you pick me up at 3:307”

“Well...okay. Iguess I'll see you then. I'll be in town ina littie bit.”

~Cool. Later.” I quickly hang up the phone. Partly because I have to get dinner going. but mostly
because I don’t want to have the drunk-driving-Mom conversation again. Of course I don’t want o give
her the keys. I mean, shit, look at her passed out at 4:30 in the afternoon, but it’s not my car and I don’t
feel like getting smacked today. Maybe one of these days she will realize how completely screwed up she
really is, but I can’t wait for it.

I rush into the kitchen and grab a pot from under the stove. Filling it halfway with water. I throw
some salt in and put it on the burner on high. Kyle will just have to settle for a simple meal tonight. I grab
a box of shells and cheese from the cabinet and lay it out on the counter. Turning around. 1 reach into the
second drawer and pull out the loaf of bread. I quickly grab paper plates from the cabinet and flop out four

pieces of bread.
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Digging through the refrigerator. I realize how bad we need a trip to the grocery. I'll go on
Saturday. That way Kyle can go with me and pick out what he wants. In the meantime. he’s going to have
1o settle on bologna, cheese. and mustard. As I grab everything from the refrigerator. I turn and SMACK.
bump right into my mom.

She has been roused from her slumber by my clanking around in the kitchen and 1is none too happy
to sec me home.

~What in the hell are you doing in here? Sounds like there is a herd of elephants in this kitchen.”
Great. She’s pissed, and it’s early.

I stare at her and study her frazzled look. Her eyes are puffy and the mascara has started to clump
on her eyelids. There are black streaks in the corners of her eyes, running the valleys of her nose. Her hair
is flat and matted in the back and stands straight up in the front. She. at this moment. closely resembles the
Bride of Frankenstein. Her T-shirt is two sizes too big and hangs off her left shoulder. The right leg of her
red sweatpants is pushed up to the knee and her socks are twisted. hanging about three inches off the end of
her feet.

I watch as she walks to the refrigerator, opens the door, and pops the top on a Pabst Blue Ribbon.
~Are you serious?” I mumble. under my breath. From my count of empty botties scattered around. this is
beer number 12 for the day.

~“What did you say”?" she asks. defensive.

“Nothing, Mom. Just. please. get out of the kitchen so I can finish dinner.” Not liking my
reaction. she rears back and slaps me. right across my face. "Oww! What was that for?” Task.

~Y ou should know better than to run your mouth to your mother like that. Now, straighten up or I
will ship you out of here faster than you can think.” The empty threat. Ihear this threat ring through my
ears every time Mom is drunk and angry. I realize that my count of the beer is pretly accurate and sigh
because I have nothing else to say.

I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this tonight. I know I don’t have time to sit here and fight with
her. but when do I ever have time? I repeatedly ask myself if I should even address this right now, and

decide against it. Just keep vour mouth shut, 1tell myself. it s better for evervone that way.
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As I squirt mustard on all four slices of bread and throw cheese on two. the water starts to boil out

of the pot, sizzling and crackling on the hot burner underneath. I quickly yank the pot off the burner to let
the bubbles settle down and dump the macaroni into the pot. Tuming to grab a towel to wipe up the mess. |
quickly glance at my mother. She is sitting at the table with her cheek propped on her fist. glaring at me.

“What?" I ask her, creeped out by the stare. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Kelsey. why in the hell do you wear those stupid clothes? Why do you always have lo wear
black? You’re so Goth. You look like you want to die or something. No wonder you’re turning into a pot
head. It would depress me every time ! looked in the mirror if I looked like you.”

Knowing a way I could get under her skin I reply. “Well. it would scare the shit out of me every
time I looked in the mirror if [ looked like you.” I couldn’t help it and I knew this one was gonna cost me.
Mom jumps out of her chair, pushing off the table. Her beer topples over and starts running all over the
table. dripping on the floor. Before [ know it. she has me pinned to the refrigerator and is clocking me left
and right. All of the anger she has built up for however long and about whatever she gets mad about is now
being eliminated through her punches. Tears stream from her eyes, as she screams like a maniac. She
punches me hard in the nose. then once in the stomach.

I reach up and hold her by the wrists to restrain her from hurting me even more. Kyle comes
running into the kitchen to see what 1s happening and I scream for him to go. ['yell at him to run next door
to Mrs. Oglesby’s for help. As soon as ! say this. Mom fights even harder. screaming at Kyle to come
back.

~This is none of her damn business! You leave her out of this argument. This is between me and
your sister. Kyle. Get back in here.” Frightened by her yelling. Kyle slinks back into the kitchen. By this
time he is getting angry. He balls his fists and I watch as he scratches the palms of his hands with his
finger nails. I know this is going (o send him over the edge and within seconds. he jumps on Mom’s back
and is wrapping his arms around her neck. trying to get her to release me.

Clawing and scraping at Kyle’s arms for breath. Mom turns away from me. long enough for me to
catch her off guard. “Kyle, jump down.” I yell as I swing low and swipe her feet out from under her with
my leg. She falls hard to the floor and her head smacks with a THUMP. Ouch. Glad that wasn't me. 1

feel bad. but what choice do I have?
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I whisper to Kyle to get an overnight bag as I throw bologna on the bread and stuff the sandwiches

into a bag. I reach up and turn off the burner that has ruined the shells and cheese. The water has boiled
out of the pot and the shells are stuck to the bottom and sides of the pan. I run to the phone and call Liv.

In a whisper. I beg. “Please. come get us now! We'll be on the corner. I'll explain when you get
here.” I hang up and grab my bag. Kyle is rcady with his book bag. his overnight bag. and a coat. He has
gotten fairly used to fast evacuations. We race out the door just as Mom is waking from the fall. moaning
groggily. Running around the corner of the house, we duck in the bushes by Mrs. Oglesby’s house until
Mom closes the curtain in the kitchen window. We sneak out of the bushes and head down the street to
safety, waiting on the corner when Liv comes speeding up in her white Jeep Liberty.

I rush over, swing open the passenger door and get in as Kyle climbs in the back. “GO!™ L'yell.
just as I see Mom rushing out of the house. arms flailing. “Just get us the hell out of here.” [ be. as tears
finally catch up to me. My adrenaline is rushing. my heart pumping blood spastically through my body. my
nose is bleeding. and I can’t hold back. [ crumble into myself, gasping for breath. mentally thanking Olivia

for picking us up again.
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+4: MASOQUERADE

“Oh my gosh! What happened?” Olivia asks. shaken by my panic. ~Your nose is bleeding.
There are napkins in the glove box.”

I can’t manage any words yet. The intensity of the situation is visible in the wrinkles of Liv’s
forehcad. Ilook at the side of her face as she drives attentively. Her distinctive jaw line protrudes in a
square. Her cinnamon hair falls limply on her shoulders and over her back. For a split second. [ am calm.
being with her,

I turn and look in the backseat and Kyle is lying down, hugging his knees. He sniffles one. two.
three times and I pass a napkin back to him to blow his nose. He snatches the napkin out of my hand and
peeks out the window before sitting up. Seeing that we are at a safe distance from home, he finally sits
upright and fastens his seatbelt.

“She jumped me. Liv. I have never seen her this bad. She was making fun of me and how I dress
and [ sarcastically slammed her shabby appearance. Before I could even look up, she was all up in my
face. She kept punching and swinging at me and if Kyle wasn’t there, I would probably be unconscious
right now.”

“This is probably a stupid question.” Liv starts, “but was she drinking?” She glances away from
the road at me and the look on ber face melts me. She truly cares about me as I do her. but my
stubbornness won’t let me accept it completely.

“Yes...a bunch. Thanks for picking us up. Do you have your cell so T can call Mrs. O 1 ask.
suddenly realizing I have to take Kyle somewhere.

“Look in the front pocket of my back pack. It should be in there.”™ Liv is gentle with her words
and I can see the concentration on her face. "Kyle can just stay with us if that’s what you are calling for.
I"'m sure Keenan will keep him company, and ny mom won’t mind if you crash at my place.” She’s right.
Keenan. her twin. will do all he can to make sure Kyle is comfortable. ~We can just go in the moming and
get you some stuff for school.” I look at Liv and my stomach shifts.

“You don’t have to do this.” I repeat. wanting nothing more than to sleep in the comfort of her

home. but at the same time. not wanting to be staying there simply because her parents are sympathetic. I




can call Mrs. O. She’ll be okay with it. I made him pack a bag so we can just pick him up in the moming
before school if that’s okay?”

Olivia will hear nothing of what 1 am saying. “No. it’ll be fine. Kelsey. You guys just need to
stay with me. Things will be fine. Promise.” She turns to me and makes a kiss face. A thin coat of clear
lip gloss intensifies the pucker and flutters rise in my chest. This face is not unusual. but in this vulnerable
state. my face blushes. heat-filled.

~Can we skip on practice for tonight”” I ask, kind of bummed at my own request.

“Yeah. Definitely. Let me just drive by the Band Bam and we’ll go to my place and get you
cleaned up.” Olivia seems to be about as disappointed as I am. but more than willing to do what I
want...what I necd.

We drive by the Band Barn and Ohvia jumps out of the car. leaving it running for me and Kyle. [
turn to him and the look in his eyes makes me crumble. Trying to comfort him. I reach around and put my
hand on his leg. He grabs niy hand and holds tight, beginning to cry again. “Kels, I was so scared. |
thought she was gonna hurt you so bad and I wasn’t going to be able to do anything.” The saddles of his
fower eyelid fill with tears. mounting but not falling.

“It’s okay buddy. Thank you for being brave and jumping on Mom. You saved me. You know
that”” He doesn’t respond. “We’ll be okay. Are you fine staying with Liv. or do you want to go hang out
with Mrs. O7”

T want to stay with you if that’s okay. Iknow she’s your friend and all. but [ don’t really want to
be alone tonight.”

“That’s cool. Youcan stay.” As I finish this statement. Olivia comes running back to the Jeep.
She is followed by Travis. Oh grear. Travis walks out with his scrawny body in girl’s jeans and shagp)
hair swinging back and forth over his eyes. He swings my door open. wanting to see my busted face.

“Aw helll” he says as he looks at my blue nose and my swelling eye. ~She gotcha good this time.
huh?” Olivia slaps his arm and he turns around. embraces her in a bear hug, pins her to the front fender.
and starts trying to kiss all over her. He wants to be with her but she plays it off as if they are just teasing

with one another. In their horseplay, they forget about me and the pain I'm in.




“Can we just go?” I ask Liv. I know this is probably totally rude. but honestly. I don’t care. I just
want to shower and clean up and cur! up in bed with my homework. I can’t let this get me behind. and 1
have a tough schedule this semester.

“Let’s do iL.” She says as she climbs back into the driver’s seat. Throwing the car into reverse. she
creeps backward to get turned around. She stomps the gas. We swerve and fishtail out of the driveway.
throwing gravel up at least 15 feet. A semi-grin appears in the comners of Kyle’s mouth. Quietly. he reacts
to her attempt to lighten the air. "Sweet.”

By the time we get to Liv’s house it is close to 8:00. 1realize we have yet to eat dinner. Reaching
into my bag. I pull out the gallon sized Ziploc I threw our sandwiches in almost three hours earlier. The
sandwiches have been smushed by my books and clothes, and the mustard smeared on the bag. 1reach in
and hand Kyle a sandwich. Looking it over. he decides it isn't too bad and begins to chow down as if he is
starved. I feel bad because I know he hasn’t eaten in like nine hours and this is not going 1o satisfy him. but
it’s a start. I look at my sandwich and hand it back to him. He takes it from my hand and immediately
takes a bite out of it. He sits there with a sandwich in each hand and as he is chewing. he looks down at the
bag. noticing that it 1s empty.

“Take it back.” he says. handing the sandwich to me. “What will you eat?”

“I'm not too hungry.” I lie to him. ~The blood is still running into my throat. making me a litile
queasy. I'll be fine.” And I will. despite the hunger creeping up into my stomach. and the shaky hands. As
bad as I want to take the sandwich back. I won’t.

“Kels. how will we get to school tomorrow?”
“I've got us covered. Don’t worry about it. You just get some rest.” I stretch back and knuckle

his head, ruffling his hair and he smiles. Slightly, but sincere.
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5: MAINTAIN

The thought of a shower feels amazing. I step in with the steam rising around me. embracing me.
I tilt my head back and run my fingers through my long hair. Leaning forward a little. I wipe my facc.
forgetting. for a split second. that I had been in the fight. "Ouch.” Isay. under my breath. Carefully
wiping around my nostrils. T try to cleanse the blood that has solidified. I gently tap the tenderness around
the bottom of my right eye. knowing [ will have & shiner when I wake up in the morning. Standing in the
hot shower, I clutch my arms around my body and slouch against the wall. Leaning my head back on the
cold tile I let the memories of the evening rush into the forefront of my thoughts, letting them replay,
hoping they will soon fade.

My emwotions have been tapped and I am completely drained of feeling. Reluctantly shutting off
the shower. I reach for the towel draped over the shower rod. I dry myself and examine my war wounds in
the full length mirror on the back of the door. I step closer and notice the purpling of my stomach at the
base of my ribs and realize how painful a breath is to me.

Pushing away the pain and savoring the warmth remaining from the hot shower. I brush my tecth
and my hair, gently rub lotion on my face. and pull my legs into black Jordan gym shorts. The only T-shit
I have in my bag is an old Rolling Stones shirt that I found in the attic and has been in my bag for three
weeks. It’s all wrinkled and smells like paper and books, but I figure it’s better than wearing blood for the
night.

Quietly pushing open the bathroom door, 1 scan left and then right. seeing no one. I walk toward
Liv's bedroom and see Kyle sitting on the floor. flipping through a CD case in Keenan's room. “Hey,
Kyle. You all set”” I ask and force a smle.

“Yep. Keenan says I can sleep in here so I thought I'd just chill.” Tlook over at Keenan. busily
typing away on IM. He looks nothing like Liv even though they are twins, His build is Jarge. a little
chubby. He is over six feel tall and a big sap. He is probably online chatting to his buddies about his
roomie for the night. I walk over to Kyle, grab his hand. and pull him up from his crossed-leg position. As
he rises. I notice how tall he is getting. In a few months, he will probably pass me up. I give him a hug.

Normally he doesn’t like to show affection for me when others are around. but tonight seems to be




diffcrent. Embracing me. he squeezes tighter and tighter. I have to ask him to release his grip so I can

breathe. “Night, Bro. Love you.” Isay and head out the door.

When I get into Liv’s room. she has already pulled back the bed and given me two pillows. I cail
for her and step into the hail. She pops her head out of the bathroom. toothbrush in mouth and toothpaste
running halfway down her chin. With a wink she raises one finger {o me, signaling me to hold on. and
returns to the bathroom. I casually cross my arms and prop myself against the doorframe of her bedroom.
doing as I'm told.

She emerges from the bathroom and approaches me. throwing her arm around my shoulders. With
a grin. she pulls me in her room and shuts the door. I step over her shoes, purse, and book bag and step
onto the furry. pink circular rug in front of her bed. Twming slightly. I sit on the edge of her bed and cross
my legs. squeezing my clasped hands between my legs at the knee.

I glance around the room realizing how much I despisc the decorations Liv has on her walls. She
told me once before that she hasn’t changed her decorations since she was eleven. and it is blatantly clear.
1 have been here quite a few times throughout the past two years. but I never really paid much attention to
how juvenile her room is.

Her walls are painted with stripes in two shades of purple: light lavender and a deeper violet. The
bed. vanity. nightstand. and mirror are all white wicker. and on the nightstand sits a brass lamp with a
unicorn lampshade. A pink and purple plastic bead curtain dangles i front of the closet. and pink and
green hippie flowers of various sizes hang on the walls. Ilook over and watch Liv as she applics her lip
gloss in the mirror, smacking her lips together. She doesn’t realize I'm watching her as she picks up her
brush, swings her hair around her left shoulder and begins to brush. I can’t help but realize how beautiful
she is, even though I would never say anything to her. 1 wouldn’t want to ruin our friendship. and besides.
she doesn’t fook at me that way.

“You know. you should really do something with this room.™ my atiempt at breaking the silence
and halting the train roaring through my head.

“Yeah. No kidding. Mom said I can do whatever I want with it and she never comes up here. but
I don’t know how to decorate. Hey...you're artistic. Maybe you can help me.” The answer I was waiting

for.
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“The only thing is. if I had free reign. the room would look like it was mine...not yours.”

Thoughts were floating in and out of my head and I envisioned the changes I would make. The first thing
o go would be the ugly lampshade! I would paint the walls, either red or black. and accessorize
accordingly. I could make this room badass.

“So. if you could do anything with it. what would you do’”” Liv asks. I explain the thoughts that
had just run through my head two seconds carlier. I tell her how awesome it would be to get blackboard
paint so you could write on the walls and erase. The more I talk, the more I am digging the idea of going
crazy in the room. I laugh and lay back in the bed, propping my head on my arm. Liv soon joins me in the
bed and turns on the famp. 1lie on my back. staring up toward the ceiling and continue with my thoughts.

ok ok k%

I start to doze and am startled awake by Olivia’s meek call to me. I try unsuccessfully to will
mysclf awake. My body tingles with a clenching panic. drawn from my slumber. Heart palpitations rattle
my chest and my breathing is quick. shallow. I feel the tingies in my hands and feet. my neck and ears.

“Kelsey, do you think your Mom is okay”?”

T had sort of pushed the eartier episode out of my mind. I think about my mother in all of her
beastly. drunken glory and the stinging look on her face. The utter hatred as she pounded me with her fists,
The desperate clawing as if I had betrayed her. Her misery struck out at me, I was the victim.

“Um, well...I'm not sure, It scares me to leave her like that, but there isn’t much clse I can do.
I'm just hoping she was too drunk to find the keys. If she stayed there. I think she’ll be fine.”  Honestly. I
don’t want to think about it. I feel safe here. I know her parents are sane and clean. Her parents would
never dream of getting blitzed beyond sanity and then beating the crap out of their kids. ~Can we just drop
11?7 I ask out of desperation.

“I’'m sorry.” she replies. “It’s just. I want to make surc you're all right.” She sniffs and I wonder
if she is crying.

“Liv. Fll be fine. 1promise. I'm used to this, sad as it sounds.” [ breathe in heavily and exhale
slowly. trying Lo keep my composure. I'm tired of crying. Anyway. what pood does it do? T mean. really,

I waste time crying. As long as I can took out for me and my brother. we'll make it.
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As 1 lay in the silence, I listen to her stcady breath. in and out. 1 wonder if she’s awake and why
she’s so worried. 1'm kind of flatiered by her concem. but it’s hard to deal with. 1'm not used to this
attention.

I roll over facing the window and wonder where my mom 1s. what she’s doing, if she’s sale. I
wonder if she even cares about the fight we had or if she is passed out somewhere. My eychids press
heavily on my eves. forcing me to close them. As T lay cuddled with my pillow. I feel Liv's back press up

against mine. The warmth conncecting the two of us is comforting.

* 0k ok k%
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6: TABUILATE

The warm sun wakes me early. My eves fly open as I realize that [ have begun to sweat under the
layers of blankets Liv stacked last might. 1 roll over onto my back. twning my head toward her. She has
thrown all of her blankets on top of me, the weight adding to the extremity of the obnoxious sun. 1 want to
go back to sleep. but look at the clock and realize we overslept.

“Wake up Liv. We have to hurry. We're gonna be late for school.” T spring out of bed and
quickly strip off my shorts and T-shirt and slink into the pants from the night before and a Volcom hoodie
that was crumpled in the bottom of my bag. As I stretch into the hoodie, the static crackles in my hair. 1
rush to the bathroom. wet my hands, and run them through my bair, puiling it into a dew drop.

I knock on the door to Keenan and Kyle, screaming at them o get up. Why did we all sleep in?
Why didn’t Olivia's mom wake us up like she usually does? Kyle stumbles from the bedroom and into the
bathroom. I walk back to Liv’'s bedroom and she is sitting on the edge of the bed. staring into her open
closet. I study her face. her crossed legs. As I stand in the doorway. she looks up at me.

~“How did you sleep. Kels?” she asks in a raspy morning voice.

“Okay. I guess. Not long enough. And you?”

“I was out! 1sleptlike arock.™ As she talks to me. she stares into my face. Standing from the
edge of the bed. she approaches me. hand extended toward my face. I jump away out of habit and she
approaches once more. ~Kels, your Face looks terrible! How bad does it hurt””

1 had forgotten about the bruises. In my rushing around. I didn’t even look into the mirror.
Leaning toward the vanity mirror across from her bed, I check out my face. My right eye is swollen with
shades of blue and purpte surrounding the bottom. My nose is discolored and the slit in my lip is puffy. I
look like hell. Immediately, thoughts of the day at school and the reaction of my classmates rock my brain.
How will I explain this? What do I say to distract people from my busted up face? I vow to myself to not
tell the truth. I’'m not normally a shady person. but I know the severity of telling others that my mom beat
me up. I know that with confirmed abuse, Kyle and I would probably be taken from our home and put into
some crappy foster home or something, ! also know it is likely we will not be placed together. Without

me, Kyle would go crazy.




~Liv. do me a favor? Please. whatever you do today. don’t tell anyone about the fight with my

mother. I'm begging you.”

Her stare burns through me. I know this is not the right thing to do. but is what has to be done. I
can’t hold her gaze. Ilook down at the floor, rustling the edge of the pink fuzzy rug with my shoe. “I don’t
understand you, Kelsey.” Liv says as she walks to her closet and pulls out a pink fitied shirt. With her
back to me. she continues. I know you love vour mother and that you don’t want to break up your home.
but I mean. really. you have to do something about this. Ihave known you for two years and this has
happened so many times. Ican’t believe no one has done anything about it so far. How many times are
you going to let this happen? I will keep my mouth shut, but not because I want to. I'm doing it for you.
understand?”

As she finishes her statement. she again approaches me. Her hand brushes against my jaw and she
tugs my chin up with a crooked finger so I look into her face. Her eyes fill with tears. She has lied for me
so many times, even though she doesn’t really understand.

“Liv.” I say softly as I grab her hand and hold it in mine. “one day. I will do something about this.
And when I do. you will be the first to know. It’s just. today isn’t that day.” Itilt my head to catch her eye
that is escaping nmine.

“Kelsey. I just....” She starts, hesitating.

“What? You just what?" I prod. hoping she will answer. She doesn’t. Every time we get in this
position. she stares at me. starts to talk. and changes her mind. I want to know what it 1s that 1s so hard to
say. Why can’t she just blurt out. tell me what is bothering her so much. But she won't...can’t.

I don’t think you fully understand. It’s not that I don’t wan! to do something about this because.
believe me. I do. I just can’t justify running my mouth. Do you know what would happen if I told”" I
have her attention now. She looks up at me. shaking her head.

~If I rat my mom out for this. she’ll be turned in to Social Services. With this comes mine and
Kyle’s removal from her custody. After that we more than likely go into foster homes. depending on some
stranger to care for us. Chances are. we won't be placed together. Then what? I'm in one place. worrying

about Kyle. He’s in another. crying for me. Not a good sitvation.” She listens. but docsn’t and can’t fully




understand. She doesn’t know how it feels. She has loving, doting parents. “Besides. it isn’t completely

her fault. If she isn’t drinking. she’s not half bad. She’s my mom. you know?”

Turning away from me. Olivia walks back to her closet. That didn’t sit well. With her back
turned to me once more, she strips off her night shirt and I watch as the muscles in her back and shoulders
tighten. Clasping her bra behind her back. her shoulders {lex. She bends down. grabs a white tank. and
pulls it over her head.

 stare at her and realize how gorgeous she really is. Fighting back urges to walk to her and turn
her toward me. embrace her in my arms. I sit on the vanity stool. 1 continue to watch as she slinks out of
her pajama pants, staring at her smooth. dark legs. Pulling a pair of navy pauts on one foot, she hops to the
right a little. losing her balance. She slides her other leg in and 1 watch as she pulls them straight over her
hips. She stands on tiptoe to button the pants. something I have always noticed her do. Onc of her little
quirks. Turning back toward me. she notices my stare as I turn my head away. too late.

~What?" she asks. kind of startled. but kind of flirty I think. “Were you staring at me? I think you
were.”

“Huh? Oh. no. 1 was in a daze. just thinking about everything.” Whew! That was close. How
would I explain staring at my best friend as she changes clothes? A sight I have witnessed countless times
over the past two years? “Hey. what would you do”” T'ask her. changing the subject.

“What would I do about what”? You staring at me when [ change?” She casunally punches my arm.
~Or about your situation’”

~Theoretically. if your mom or dad were beating you and drunk all the time. what would you do?
How would you handle things?™ I'm not quite sure I want to know her answer. And even if she does give
me an honest answer. I more than likely will not agree with it for my situation. But I ask. Onc. because
I’m curious to hear how she would handle this. Two, because she is my best friend and I care about what
she thinks. And three. because I desperately want to change the subject.

“T"11 have to think about it. I’ll get back to you later on that. K7~ She walks out of the room and I
watch her as she moves gracefully down the hallway. As Kyle emerges from the bathroom. Liv walks in.
Kyle looks at me and offers a half-ass smile.

“Hey bud. how did you sleep?” T ask as [ realize he is staring at my bruises.
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“Um, pretty good. What about you?" He stands. shoulder against the wall. hands in pockets.

“Better than I expected. I was really tired.” I try to sound a little chipper. despite things.

~So. how's your face”” The blunt question because he knows I won’t bullshit him.

“Doesn’t hurt too bad. but 1 look like hell. huh?” I try to joke and he smiles a little more.

“Worst yet. Usually there’s no bruises. What're we gonna do?” [ knew he would worry. Tdidn’t
expect anything different. Kyle is a worry wart. He never is content without knowing exactly what is
going on. When he was four. he always wanted me to carry him around piggy back or on my shoulders so
he could see everything. ~“I’'m the king of the world.” he’d say. able to see everything in the house. For
some reason. because he could see, he thought he knew everything too. Now. with emotions peaked. 1
know he wants answers. but I don’t have any.

“Hey bud. don’t worry okay? ['ll take care of us. Have [ ever failed you? Have I ever let you get
hurt? I'H figure it out and you’ll be the first to know.™ [ see him relax a little and his arms bend from their
stiffened state as he casually tucks them in his pockets. He trusts me. ~Let’s just go to school and wait on
the curb for me after practice. I'll be there to get you. I have something I have to take care of this

afternoon, and then we'll work things out with Mom.™

* * * * *
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7: TURNABOUT

Because 1 left with Olivia last night, 1 have to walk to the counselor’s office after school. 1 head to
my locker after class and load my bag with all of the work I need to catch up on. It’s only the first few
weeks of school and I have already fallen behind in my classes. Itold myself at the end of last year 1
wasn’t going to do this. and look at me.

I pop in the ear buds to my ipod as I slam out of the front doors and head toward town. The walk
to the counselor’s office isn’t that bad. I should be there in about twenty minutes. I breathe in the fresh air
of this gorgeous August day as I strut across the crosswalk per instruction from the crossing guards.
Because of the heavy traffic at the end of a school day. crossing guards take their duty seriously. Standing
on the corner in their fluorescent yellow vests, black pants and boots, holding Stop/Yield signs attached to
white PVC pipe. the guards consistently showcase stern faces. Whistles rest between their lips and their
motions are stiff. rchearsed. One beacons for me to hustle across the street and [ pick up my stride untit 1
reach the opposite sidewalk. Cars from the school parking lot turn right and head down Tamarack Avenue
following closely behind one another, falling into line. As I walk along the sidewalk. I start to sing along
with a Dave Matthews song, escaping into my head for a while. My classmates are heading toward town
with windows down. leaning out and screaming, as if today begins a holiday.

I walk with my head bowed letting my hair falt into my face as 1 have all day. [ want to obscure
the bruises as much as possible to avoid confrontation. People look at you weird when you have bruises
and cuts and frankly, I don’t want to deal with the plaguing questions and concerns. I want to carry
on...live my life as | know it and get the hell out of here as soon as possible. As I think of what my life
will be like when I'm independent, I’ m immediately overcome with a burden 1 have not yet
considered...Kyle. What do I do with him? Ican’t lcave him with my mother. It isn’t safe for him to be
alone with her. Do I take him with me? Is that even legal? I know that I have (o fabricate an escape plan
for the two of us. just in case. It would be a lot easier to just stay and duke it out with Mom until T turn 18,
but the question is. can I7?

1 approach the elementary school as well as intensified traffic. All of the smdents from my school
are piting into this traffic jam as parents attemnpt to pick up their children. This time of day s iinpossible

for making a left turn out of the elementary school parking lot. It never fails that some dumb asses feel
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they have the ability to do so and wait for the smallest clearing in the flow of cars. maybe two car lengths,

and pull out in front of the next person. This is exactly what I am witnessing.

Seme idiotic soccer mom has nosed out into the street, restricting the west-bound tratfic. The
driver she blocks is cussing and ranting, waving his arms. She is waving her arms back at him as she trieg
to tun. A break in traffic appears, way too short for her to swing her white mini van into the opening, but
she goes for it. Slamming the gas. she guns her van into the east-bound lane just as the cars in front of her
stop. She plows into the Ford Escort in front of her. causing a Dodge Hemi to crash into her rear. I jump at
the screech and crush of metal on metal on impact. Her kids are crying and she’s frantic. Antifreeze is
shooting out of the front end of her van and her hood is angled in a V shape. blocking her view from inside.
She jumps out of the van. running to the car in front of her. As the driver gets out of the car. she quickly
hugs him against his will. [ hear her screams over my music as she apologizes endlessly to the driver. I
chioose to walk on. Tdon’t have time 1o stick around as a witness. There were plenty of people who saw
the wreck. and besides. if T stay and talk to the cops. they will more than likely ask how I got so beat up and
I can’t risk it. My best decision is to carry on...and I do.

% 3 * * *

I walk into the counselor’s office. give my name at the desk to verify my appoiniment. and plop
into one of the stiff iron chairs in the waiting room. Almost as soon as 1 sit down Julie is waiting for me in
the doorway. “Hey. Kelscy. Good to see you. Come on back.” I follow her down the hallway. careful to
obscure my bruises from clear view. As soon as I sit down in the patient’s seat with my head down. I can
fecl the sizzle of Julie’s eyes burning through the top of my scalp, waiting for me to raise my head. Iknow
she has already noticed the bruises. I'm screwed. Out of the corner of my eye. I see a small siress ball on
the table next to my chair. Ireach over and grab it, looking at the logo on the side. Century 21.

“Looks like you didn’t have a very good night. Want to talk about it?”

I reply with my head still down. forehead leaning against my upturned hand resting on my knee.
“Um...I"d rather not. but if you want me to, I will.”
“Like I said before, I won’t make you tell me anything you don’t want to say. But I have to say.

I’m curious about how you were hurt. It worries me. Want to start there?”




Am I going crazy or did I not just say that I didn’t want to talk about it? I understand that she is

doing her job. I really do get that. What she doesn’t understand is that I don’t want to be here. I was forced
to be here. 1 rub my hands over my eyes and then down my cheeks. slightly raising my head 1o stare into
her face. hoping she will back down. Rcalizing that I am already preparing myself to get an attitude with
her, I decide against the anger. I lift my face completely. thinking to myself that she can’t do anything
about it even if I do tell her. In my opinion. this falls under patient confidentiality.

“Look. I will give you the rundown. but only if you don’t tell anyone else. I'm hurt. but I don’t
want you to do anything about it. 1 can take care of myself, and I have. Is that cool?”

Her hesitation scares me a little. Her eyes study the bruises and cuts on my face and some sort of
sadness or compassion or whatever you want to call it changes her expression. The look in her eyes causes
my stomach 1o flip as if I've let her down in some way. Softly she answers my questions. ~I am supposed
Lo report dangerous behavior. so if I think it is out of hand. I can’t promise that [ won’t tell somcone. not
because I don’t trust that you have things under control. but because it is my job to make sure my clients
are safe. We can work through that.”

1 know she’s right. It isn’t the first time I"ve heard such things. but it doesn’t make it any casier
for me 1o tell. Ilift my legs and drop them back down on the tops of my hands. stiffening my arms.
swinging my legs. ~“Well...here gocs.” I pause for a moment. gathering the nerve to explain. I don’t do
this. I don’t tell my business. [ take it all and let it scttlec somewhere within me. But T will try. "My mom
did it. T came in last night from here and was trying to fix my brother some dinner before band practice and
she was passed out. She drinks a lot sometimes. She came into the kitchen and started picking on me. One
smart comment out of my mouth and she goes ballistic, swinging at me, throwing punches directly al my
face and stomach. She blocked me in the kitchen and my brother distracted her to get her off me. Afier
that, we left.” Ilcft out the part about knocking her out. but don’t really want to talk about it.

“How often does this sort of thing happen between you and your mother? Is it a regular thing or is
it just random?””

~Umm...this is only the second time she has hit me hard enough 1o make me bleed and bruise.
Usually she just slaps me with an open hand, and sometimes kicks me in the shins. I have never scen her

sp irate before. It was kind of weird.”
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“Okay. What about your brother? Docs she ever hit him?”

“No. Never. She doesn’t even acknowledge him most of the time. She never wanted him to begin
with. I've practically raised him since my sister quit helping. She’s the favorite. She gets anything she
wants because she’s fenunine and pretty. She dresses like ‘respectable” women should. 1 getall of the
blame for everything. It doesn’t matter how hard | try, I can’t please my mother. She’s constantly nagging
me about how I dress and how I wear my hair. About playing the guitar and about being in a band. She
says I need to take better care of myself so I can find a rich man to marry and move out of this damn town.™

~So. you feel a lot of pressure that you think is unnecessary, and your feelings are justifiable. Is
there anything you can do to make her stop worrying so much?”

“Nothing I can do will ever be good encugh. Don’t you understand? There’s nothing I can do to
please her. Every time I talk 1o her, she finds something new to bitch about. If I knew of something. I'd do
it. T promise. Not only is this wrecking my home life. but it’s tearing me away from my best friend. She
doesn’t understand.”

~So this happens often. How often do you have verbal disagreements with her?”

“We argue all the time, but I have to say it’s worse when she’s drinking. She beconies anether
person. Sometimes she doesn’t even realize that we’re there, in the house, cleaning and doing laundry,
grocery shopping and mowing the lawn. She doesn’t realize that without me and Kyle. nothing would get
done around the house. She’s ungrateful and worthless.”

As 1 say this, I look down at the brown squiggles patterming the charcoal carpet. No matter how
true these statements are, I can barely utter them. I am ashamed to have a dead-beat mother who boozes
her day away. I am ashamed that [ don’t have anything more to offer Kyle. Iam depressed that regardless
what I do. my mother will never recognize my accomplishuents. I hate that about my life. I glance up in
the silence and watch as Julie taps the end of her mechanical pencil against the yellow steno pad in front of
her. She is stumped: she can’t even figure out what to write next in her notes to file in my cute little “needs
help ™ folder.

As 1 look back up into her face, she tilts her head and leans closer to me from across the cherry
desk. “Listen here, kiddo. I know how hard this has to be. and I am tempted to report this. However.

because you are disclosing this information to me, and because you are onty a few months from turning 17




when you are able to make some decisions as an aduit. I will leave this open for now. Because this seems

to be a somewhat rare occurrence, I am not obligated to immediately report this incident. However. 1
expect that you will be honest with me in the next couple of days. I the violence continues. I have no
choice but to report your mother. Understood?”

As T am listening. my heart sinks. My emotions have mounted a teeter-totter. rising 1o the height
of a mutual understanding and the realization that this woman is respecting me like T have never been
respected before. yet sinking to the depths of my darkest wishes to be removed from my mother.
Something deceitful and evil within me wants to be taken from her, never to return 1o her unappreciative,
disrespecting self. This same something feels it would be best for Kyle to be somewhere else.
Realistically, I know Kyle would transform into a different person if removed from me and his dependency
on me. But. honesily. would it be all that bad?

“Got it. Hey. thanks for listening. Thanks for agreeing to not say anything.™ T stand up. shaking
my now-numb hands. waiting to regain some feeting. I reach down and grab my bag. sling it over my
shoulder, and reach out to shake Julie’s hand. I don’t really know why I'm doing this. but I {eel the need.

“You are a fine young woman with more manhurity than | have seen in most women your age. You
keep taking care of yourself, and don’t let her bring you down. No matter how you look, how you dress.
how you wear your hair, you are still a beautiful person. Don't let anyonc tell you differently. Okay?
Tomorrow. we are going to tatk about you. About what you need to pet fm/m these sessions. About what
will help you deal with your struggles. About what makes you happy. Sound okay?”

1 manage a smile as she softly speaks these things. “Okay. I'll try. But1 have to admit, I"'m not
very good at talking about myself.”

My smile is mirrored on her face. Her compassion has. in only two days. changed my mind. I
feel warmth and sccurity in this place. I don’t dread being here. T would never say this to Julie. but I'm
looking forward to seeing her tomorrow. She seems like the only person. besides Liv. that truly cares right
now. She’s being paid to make me talk. to listen. and to get my mind redirected, but I confide in her
anyway. I wave as I walk out the door. Looking down at my watch, I realize I have to hurry and get the
car. Kyle will be waiting for me to pick him up. He'll want to know my strategy for correcting the wrongs

of the world, so I have to concoct one, and quick.




As soon as T get my ear buds back in place. 1 begin to jog toward the bus stop. I can feel the
warmth of the afternoon sun beating down on my back. radiating through my black shirt. My bag is
banging against my hip with every other step so I reach my anm around under i to steady the thump of the
books against my body. My feet slip out of my shoes with every step. making it hard to carry on. but [
don’t care. For these two minutes, I'm free. I'm a bluebird soaring through the open skies. ma fawn

running across a clear field chasing a butterfly. 'm a woman. respected and cared for.

* * * * *

-
[\




8: TOPSY-TURVY

I get off the bus three blocks from home and race down the sidewalk toward home. Thinking of
how the rest of the day will play out. | immediately dread going home. I know 1 have no cheice. but am not
ready 1o look into Mom’s face. I'm uncertain of how she will react to me. and don’t have tune to talk to
her now. T walk around the back of the house and slide the key into the door. Mom is in the kitchen and T
startle her when 1 bound into the dining room. I drop my bag onto the table and look at her, wondering
what her first words will be.

“Why are you late”” she asks. Her tone is surprisingly gentle, curious. 1t is clearly evident that
she is currently sober.

“Um...I had counscling, remember? I need the keys so I can go get Kyle from practice. Know
where they are””

“I think they’re on the table by the phone. Arc you coming straight home. or do you have practice
lonight””

Is this real? Is she really acting like nothing ever happened? Does she remember that she beat the
shit out of me last night? I nm into the living room and see that the keys are exacily where she said they
were. [ pick them up. toss them in the air. snap mry hand back around them and stuff them into my pocket.
I realize how thirsty I am and walk to the kitchen for some water.

“Oh my gosh!” my mother screams. ~What happened to your face! Did you get in another fight?”
She is sincere. She doesn’t have a clue that she did this to me.

“No. not really. T°11 tell you about it later. 1 have to go get Kyle now. He’s probably impatiently
waiting for me.” I walk out the door with a weight lified off me. Iknow it’s absolutely absurd that I
should be gratefu! that she doesn’t remember the encounter. but it’s that much less o deal with now. I slide
into the car and start it up. Backing out of the driveway, I crank the radio, drifting into my thoughts. Do I
confront her on her abuse? Do 1 let her know that she did this to me or do I fabricate somc fake story to get
her off my back? I really need to talk to Liv. I don’t know that her advice will actually be what I want to
follow. but I'm sure she’ll know what is right to do. 1 hate when she’s right. and it seems like it"’s most of

the time.




Pulling up to the curb. I sce Kyle. He gathers his bag and his soccer ball and runs toward me. He
plops down in the seat and turns toward me. “Hey. You look like crap.”

“Thanks, bro. Good to see you. too. Does it really look that bad’”

“Yeah. it kinda does. So. what about Mom? Did she go nuts on you when you went back””

I decide 1o stay parked for a minute. I need to talk to Kyle and this is the best place to do it. 1
need to warn him about 1ne blabbing my mouth to the counsclor. I need to prepare him for the
confrontation with Mom. Most of all. we need to come up with a plan in case it doesn’t go well. I don’t
think she remembers. 1really don’t. She asked me how I got the bruises. Can you believe that? I wanted
to tell you something though. I went to the counselor again today. You know. the one Mom made me go
to? And...um...well Itold her. 1told her what happened.”

I look over at him and he slumps. His head leoks down at his lap and his hands twitch. Fiddimg

with the edge of his shorts. he looks back at me. a litile teary. I know exactly what he is thinking and |
decide to intercept his thoughts.

“She’s not reporting it. She’s going to wait it out. We don’t have to be sent away or anything like
that. but. Kyle, 1 couldn’t lie. Something told me she would be cool about it. and she was. She was totally
understanding, okay” She really is a good person and she’s going to help me work through this, to try to
find a way to fix these problems with Mom. Okay”?”

“Yeah.” Insecurity evident in his tone.

“Kyle. we’ll be okay. Look at me.” He doesn’t. “Hey. look at me.” I catch his gaze and stare
intently into his big. blue eyes. 1 won't let you down. Promise. I told you I would take care of you,
right?”

“Right.”

“Do you trust meg”?”

T guess.”

“No. That’s not acceptable. I will take care of you. Period. End of story.” I am trying so hard to
convince him. My attempts seem to be failing. ~Okay. So. here’s the plan. We’re going to go home to
sce how Mom 15. I'm going to calmly explamn what happened to me. but not before I call Liv. 'l teli her

to head over so she’ll be getting there when we're talking through everything with Mo, just in case. You
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don’t even have to be in the room with me. I want you to get in the shower and pack a bag in case we have
to leave.”

He is staring at me as I talk, watching every word seep out of my mouth. ~Okay. but Kels. I have
homework that I have (o finish tonight. And you told me you would help me study for my science test that
I have tomorrow. Remember? ..I'm scared. I don’t want her to do that again. and if she does, then we'll
have to move and live in foster houscs with families we don’t know and we won't be together. and...”

“Hey bud. calm down. I have this under control.™ With that said. I put the car into Drive and take
off toward the house. This control [ preach sounds real pretty. I sound like [ know what I'm saying. My
gut is wrenching and I'm scared shitless. but I can’tlet on to that. Ican’t be weak. 1'm the one who has to
take charge. Ilook into the rear-view mirror as I'm driving and see a ghostly reflection stanng back at me.
I tell Kyle to reach into my bag and hand me my cell phone. He hands it to me and resumes his stare.
straight ahead.

I dial Liv and she answers after the first ring. “Whoa! Were you sitting on your phone or what?”
I smile. Only the second one 1 have managed today.

“No. bui 1t was sitting in my lap. What's up’?”

“Not a lot. I was wondering if you could do me a favor...yet again.™

“Sure. What's that””

“Well. I'm gonna talk to Mom when we get home and I was wondering if you could head over a
little early...in like thirty. forty-five minutes...just in case, you know. Crazy shit. Mom didn’t even
remember last night when I went home for the keys. I have 1o talk to her about it and [ want you to be there
in case we need to bolt. K

“I can do that. Are you geing to practice’””

“Yeah. I'm poing o practice. As lar as [ know anyway. IT all goes well.” She starts rambling
about a new song or something. As she is going on. Kyle taps me on my leg. Ilook over and furrow my
brow to him in an inquisitive way. He whispers to me. “Don’t forget about my homework.”

“Oh, Liv. Ido have something I have to do before practice. Think you can call the guys and push

it back to seven tonight”? That would help me a bunch.”




“I’ll just tell Keenan when I'm Icaving. He can call the guys. They’ll probably go early anyway.

but that way they' 1l know we'll be late.”

~Thanks so much. Well, pulling into the drive now. Wish me fuck and I'il see you 1 a few.”

“Good luck. T'Hl be thinking about you and driving nervously in your neighborhood. just in case
vou need mie quicker.”

“You’re the best.”™ I'm truly grateful and lucky to have such an awesome [riend. even though she
doesn’t understand.

“T know. See yasoon. Later.”




v: THRESHOLD

My hands are shaking and my stomach’s in a knot as 1 reach for the door knob. I'm trying to play
cool so Kyle doesn’t get 100 worried. but 1 can’t hide the fear. I glance back at him belore opening the door
and he gives me a willed crooked smile, the best he can do now. I'm certain that as nervous as [ am. he's
ten times as bad. He doesn’t deal well with conflict and never has. I'm sure he is anxioushy awaiting the
end of this drama. but I'm convinced that he won’t see it any time soon. The only way he would sce an end
is in the case of our removal. and that wouldn’t be good. I rustle his hair to calm him a little and walk into
the house like normal.

Mom is in the living room. I can hear the blare of the TV and peek around the corner 1o sec that
she is watching Dr. Phil. The topic of discussion on today s episode is "My Dependant Child.” The funny
thing. there arc no children. All of the “children” are grown adults 25. 28, 31 ycars old who still live at
home with their parents. She is engrossed in the show and barely even acknowledges our armival.

~Hey.” I say casually as I lay down my bag by the hallway. ~“What do you want for dinner?”

She doesn’t answer for a minute. 1 wait as I flip through the caller ID to see what calls were
missed. No one for me. A bunch of unavailable calls pop up as missed calls. but other than that, no one for
anyone. Probably a bunch of telemarketers. When the commercial comes on. she finally decides to
respond to me. ~Come here, Kelsey " She dewmands.

I walk into the living room and flop down in the recliner. facing the TV. Thisis intentional
because T want to put off the conversation about my face as long as possible. “Yeah?”

-1 wanted to talk to you, remember?” Uh oh. Here we go. I quickly scan the room and se¢ no
empty beer cans. That’s a plus. I peek around the corner to the kitchen bar and see that it is clean, no cans
there either. 1 think I'm in the clear.

~Okay. so talk.” Tsay. Authoritative but not hateful. T want her to know that I'm not scared of
her. Then again, I don’t want her to think I’'m being a smart ass. We know how well she handles that!

“What happened to you? Did some girls beat up on you in the locker room or something? It

better not be a boy, I tell you. Kids these days.”




“Actually, Mom....I. .it...1...” Ugh! Just say it already. How do I do this!? I just have to be
strong. but calm. ~It was you. Last night. That’s why we left.” I look over at her and can see the
figurative slap across her face.

"Me? Are you serious? There’s no way. I wouldn’t hit you. Tell mie the truth.” She actually has
no recollection of this. How amazingly pathetic. She was that drunk that she doesn’t even remember
something this major?

“Mom, you did it. I was making dinner and we were arguing, Next thing I knew. you were
punching me. I couldn’t getyoutostop. I...I'm....I'm sorry. Do you not remember?” I ask. not because 1
don’t know. but because I want her to see how absurd this whole situation really is. I want her to see how
ridiculous she is when she drinks. I want her to learn a lesson. [ know it is a far stretch, but it's worth the
effort. “You scared us. Mom.™

Tears roll down her face. She sits on the corner of the couch with her left ankle tucked under her
right leg. propped on the arm of the couch. She flops her head back staring at the ceiling. ~1didn’t.. I
couldn’t...I don’t hit my children.” This is spoken, not to me, not to anyone. but to herself. in disbelict.
Her head raises and looks me square in the face. It was the pills. Kelsey. I swear. The doctor gave me
pills and I didn’t know I couldn’t drink a beer with them.”

I decide I can’t be the nice-guy. Not now. I can’t just suck it up and take it anymore. ['m hoping
Liv is nearby because I need her here. I'm choking back tears because I don’t want to look weak. “Mom.
You didn’t have 4 beer. You had a half case of beer! I counted the empty bottles around the house. You
were passed out when I got home from school. That means you were drunk way before that. Sitting here.
all alone. diinking one after another, after another. You did this to yourself. You did this to me. You need
to look al your pathetic self and realize you are harming your children. The kids who do everything you are
supposed to do as a mother are being burt by you!”™ Now [ am crying. I can’t hold it in anymore. There is
only so much drunkenness one can take and [ have reached my limit. I can’t deal with her drunk anymore.
“You are hurting us! Do you hear that? You.....not me. Not Kyle. Not Lori. YOU!”

Head hunkered over into her lap. the sobs grow stronger. She is listening to me. She is finally
listening to me and not getting angry. She isn’t beating me. She isn’t scrcaming at me. She is listening to

me. I can’t wait to tell Liv about this. “Mem. pleasc look at me.” Iapproach her and grab her hand. Her




wel fingers slide in between mine as she slowly surfaces from her stupor. “Please. if for no other reason
than our safety. quit drinking.™

She grabs my arm and pulls me down beside her. No words come out. She looks into my face as
her mascara runs down her cheeks. Her blue eyes radiate with the redness surrounding them. Her face.
filled with desperation, starcs into mine. [ suck in my breath. trying to compose myself, ~Plcase. Mom.
For me. For Kyle. Foryou!~

Looking away from my face, she begins to cry more. ~Tam so sorry. I hit you. I hit you. I hit
you? I didn’t hit you did I? Please tell me no. Tell me you didn’t say that. Tell me you are kidding. Tell
me now that I didn’t hurt you.”

“Mom. I can’t. Ican’t say any of those things. You did this to me. Please look at me. Look at
what you did to me. I can forgive you, but only if you don’t do this again.” Where is this coming from?
When did I become the adult?

Kyle peeks around the corner and I quickly shoo him away with my hand. This is not the time for

him to come in. I feel. for some odd reason. that I am doing some good. I do what I have not done for
months, maybe years. I lean over to my mom and grab her shoulders, pulling hey into an upnght position.
Looking into her face once more, [ hug her. Not strong, not overbearing. Just a gentle ‘I care” hug. With
that, I stand and walk out of the room. leaving her with her tears. I can hear her sobbing and sniffing as I
grab my bag and walk down the hall toward Kyle's room. As soon as I start to walk. I hear a quiet knock

on the back door.
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10: TENTATIVE

“Come on.” [ whisper to Olivia, tugging her arm to make her hurry through the living room.
“Let's go to my room.” She looks at me in shock because I am red-faced. my mother is red-faced and
cveryone is silent.

“Not the right time. huh??” She whispers.

“Actually. perfect timing. Il tell vou more later. When we Ieave.” T follow Olivia to my room
and close the door behind me. I sink down on the bed in relief. Clasping my hands together. I stretch my
arms forward, then cross them behind my head. looking at the glow-in-the-dark skulls and stars on my
ceiling. They are hard to see in the daylight, but at night, iy ceiling 1s i1lluminated by the word
“BELIEVE" spelled out with the glowing plastic. My bed 1s unmade and the comforter 1s wadded up under
my back. causing me to lean a little away from Liv. She sits down in my black, plush retro chair against
the wall. cradling the Harley Davidson bear my dad mailed me last Christmas.

“Tell me. How did it go?” T don’t really want to talk about it now, so I decide to give her a
whispered short version. I don’t want my mom to be standing outside the door listening to my
conversation, and I don’t really have the energy to give a full-blown play-by-play.

“She didn’t even remember. Can you believe it? [ told her what happened, sort of. and she cried.
She begged me to tell her I was lying. and I wished I could. but I just kept on. 1 asked lher to stop drinking.
We'll see if that works. I'll tell you more later. K7 T look over at her and wink. Her face flushes pink as
she agrees.

~So. what's the plan?” She asks me, standing up and approaching the bed. She sits down next to
me. tooking at my face and the bruises. Leaning over, she touches my bruises. my cuts. I grab her hand
and scoot away a little. The paiu is more intense than 1 want to admit.

“Um...I have to help Kyle study for a test before I can go to practice. Were they okay with
moving it? Or do you need to go on?”

“No. they were cool. We can go at 7:00. Why don’t you have Kyle come in here to study. I'll
help you quiz him or whatever.” She seems excited by the idea of helping him study. I will let her do all
of it if she wants. I have stuff to caich up on too.

“KYLE!" I scrcam to avoid getting out of bed. “Come in here!”
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He pushes the door open. popping his head around the corner. ~“Yeah?”

~(et your science stuff and bring it in here. We'll quiz you.” He walks away from the room
leaving the door cracked about six inches. Then. a knock. ~"Yeah? Why are you knecking? Come mn.”
My mom peeks in.

“Sorry. I just. uh...wanted to talk to you for a second. but...sorry...I didn't realize you had
company. Hey. Olivia.”

“Hey Mrs. Cramer.” Olivia politely answers. making a gallant effort to smile.

“It’s okay Mom. What did you need”” I sit up, curling my legs underneath me.

"It can wait. No big deal...” She closes the door and I can hear her quick footsteps down the hall.
Weird. Olivia looks at me and it is obvious she is as confused as I am.

“What was that all about”” She asks.

“No clue.” AndIdon’t even care right now.

* * ok ok
Just as we’re heading out the door to the Band Barn. the phone rings. I hesitate. causing Liv to

bump into mc. then second guess my concern with whoever is on the other line. I head out the door, rush to

the car and flop down in the driver’s seat. Just as [ start the engine, Mom’s head pokes out of the door.
She is holding the cordless in her hand and points at the phone. then at me. I pull myself up. crooking my
arm over the driver’s door and yell to her.

I “"Who isit? I have to go.”

“It’s your Dad.” Her face immediately becomes molded with desperation. begging me with her
eyes to not leave her alone on this call. I think twice about leaving and look at her again.

“I've got to go. Tell him to call back tomorrow. I'm already laie.” I can’t believe this! He never
calls. T haven’t talked to my dad siace Christmas.

When I was four. he went away on a business trip. I cried when he told me he was leaving. I even
tried to climb into his suitcase and zip myself in. I didn’t do well being away from him. So, in order to
appease me, he decided to take me for ice cream. We drove to the parlor in his rusted out 71 Monte Carlo.
It had no air conditioner and the radio only worked when there were no clouds or wind. He let me climb

into the bench scat next to him, making me pinky swear not to tell Mom I got to ride up front. He rolled




the windows down with the hand crank and we backed out of the drive. floating down the street in this
boat-like car.

My legs were so short that my ankles barely reached the edge of the seat. Because of the humidity
in the July afternoon. the backs of my legs stuck miserably to the fake Icather seats. My hair clung to my
face and big chunks kept biowing into my mouth with the cross breeze through the car windows. He
looked over at me many times. and each time I retwrned his glance with a huge smile. My heart was
hurting because my daddy was leaving. but in that car. sitting in the front seat next to my idol. I couldn’t let
myself get angry.

We pulled into the parking lot and he helped me out of the car. taking my hand m his. Iremember
looking up to see his hand and how crazy it felt for my hand to disappear in his rough. calloused palm. I
skipped along. partially because I was happy and partially because ii’s all I could do to keep up.

As we ate our ice crean. Dad leaned over the table, making sure 1 was paying attention. “"Now
Kelsey, I'm gonna call you every night. [ will read you a story before bed and I will be there with you
when you fall asleep.” I didn’t understand the concept of being there even though he was away. But he did
it, just like he promised. He called me every night. He had taken four stories with him in his overstuffed.
hard, click-latch suitcase. just so I would have a new story each night. He did what he said he would do.
and I counted on him for that. He was honest with me. One year later. to the day, he walked out of the
house without saying goodbye. Sometimes I still wait for those phone calls when I miss him. just to hear
his voice. He never calls. And now. when 7 am too busy to talk, he’s on the phone.

My stomach clenches. Maybe I should ve taken the call. I glance over at Liv as she stares out the
passenger window. obviously not wanting to butt in. “Should I have taken the call?”

“Huh? Oh. It was your dad. right?””

“Yeah.” T wonder where her mind is now.

“You haven’t talked to him in like two years, right. besides Christmas? Why would you go out of
your way to talk to him right now? No, I wouldn’t have.” She cuts a look at me. She says this hoping I'll
agree with her.

“I don’t understand why everything is coming down on me at once. It seems like my life has been

completely rearranged in the past two days. What is up with me?” T wait for her responsc and get nothing.
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She continues staring out the window. Her shoulders quiver a liftle. I lean forward and look over at her.
trying to see her face. She is crying. “Liv. what's going on? Look at me.” She shakes her head and
begins biting her thumbnail, already chewed to the quick. to offset the tears. ~Please. look at me.”

She turns to face me with wide streams of tears pouring down her face. Puddles dance on her
lower lids as her green and brown swirled irises shine. 1 reach over and dry the tears on her lelt check with
the back of my hand. I pull her hand out of her mouth and intertwine my fingers with hers. As1 hold her
hand. her body heaves more and more. No sound comes out.

“What’s going on with you?" I retreat into my own thoughts. Have I done something to her? Is
she scared to talk to me. to tell me I have hawt her? I'm completely lost by this reaction. I have noticed her
being a little strange the past couple of days. but I thought it was just a reaction to my pain. “Will you
please just talk to me? I can’t read your mind and you’re scaring me.”

“It’s just...I don’t know. I feel so bad for you. I want to steal you from the pain of your world.
Scoop you up and cairy you to a land of happy. Ican’t do that. There is nothing I can do to help you and I
hate that. 1 hate not having any control over circumstances around me. Ijust....ugh.” She reaches up and
roughly wipes away her tears as if she is pissed at herself for crying. "Nevermind!™

“Wait, that's not gonna cut it. Nevermind? You know I hate when you say that. Inmy mind
there’s no such thing as ‘nevermind’ because something /s there. You are thinking something that needs to
be said and that’s just a cop-out.” Why am I getting angny”? This is ndiculous. She is sitting here bawling

her eyes out for me. Out of compassion for the hurt I'm going through and I'm getting mad. Something

inside tells me this isn’t all she’s thinking about. But I know Liv. and 1 know she won’t tell me the deepest
thoughts. The most painful ones.

I look over at her again as she is starting to calm the crying. “Listen. Kels. I do have morc on my
mind. but now 1s not the time to talk about it, okay? ['ll tell you eventually, I promise. [ just think now wc
need to focus on the other shit and get you through. Okay?" She is sincerc and I can’t fight that. I squeeze
her hand then release. As I wipe the sweat from my clammy palm onto my leg. she speaks again.

~I don’t know what’s going on to make everything crash in your face. I mean, you get in trouble
for something you do only once. and BAM, everything skyrockets from there. I know you can handie

things. I have no doubt. Ijust want...Ijust want you to know that I'm here for you to tatk to. You aren’t

43




very good at talking. but I want you to be. I want to listen to you when you’re down. to offer my support.
and to have you accept it.”

“I do. Ihonestly don’t know what I would do without you as a {riend. I probably would be locked
up in juvie right now if it wasn’t for you. I mean...you're the best thing that has ever happened to me. Do
you believe that?”

I wait. then. a nod. “Tdo. But sometimes I think you’d be better off without such a high-
maintenance friend. No matter what you’re going through, I still expect attention. I need to work on that,
to quit whining and devote time to you. I'm sorry. Kelsey.”

Where is this coming from? I'm completely confused with her emotions right now. Honestly. |
just want to forget about those other things for a while and enjoy time with Liv. I want to go to the Bam
and rock out. “Music is my therapy.” That’s what Julie said. I understand how she could say that. T hadn’t
ever really thought of that before. but I always know when 'm at the bottom. all I need is to pick up my
guitar.

I pull the car over just as we turn onto the shaded gravel road. The Barn is only a minute away.,
but T want to give her time to recollect herself. As I puli over. Liv looks at me. confused. “"What are we
doing?”

~Just giving you a minute to clear your head. We've got some major practice to get to tonight. and
you have to be at the top of your game. You can’t go in there and sing with a tcar-filled lump in your
throat. now. can you?" I smile at her and squeeze her knee. She jumps, lunging forward to remove my
hand. I hold on and squeeze some more until she laughs. She begs me to stop. and I do. “Now. breathe.
Look at me.” She does. There’s still a mystery in her eyes. and for a second. I'm mesmerized by the look
on her face: onc of compassion, sympathy, pain, and mystery, all blended together. ~You good?”

“Yep. Let'sdoit.”

I throw the car into gear and head down the washed out gravel road. I'reach over and crank the
volume on my radio as Fergie blares out of the speakers. Ugh. I hate her. I flip through the stations and
land on a country station, gtving Carrie Underwood the chance to wow me with her empowering revenge

song. I would hate to be on the receiving end of her anger. that’s for sure. I breathe in. exhale. and siretch
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my arms over the steering wheel. thinking. .. wondering... what is still revolving around unsolved in her

mind.
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11: THERAPEUTIC

1 haul out of the car, pop the trunk. and grab my gig bag. Slinging it over my shoulder. 1 rammage
through the trunk, looking for a bandana or a hat to hold my hair back. There is nothing worse than getting
into the groove of my music and having my hair flop over the body of my guitar. tangling n the strings. I
find a black Volcom hat and cock it sideways on my head. 1 glance over and see Olivia still sitting in the
car. I walk around and stand near her fect that she has swung out of the car and planted on the ground. She
leans forward. elbows on knees. and face in hands. I reach out with my left hand and brush the hair away
from her hands. As she looks up at me, 1 notice she has begun crying again. 1 take the guitar strap off my
shoulder and prop it against the car. Squatting down, I try to get Liv to look up at me.

“What's the matter, chica”” I run my hands over her smooth hair again and again.

T just can’t quit crying.”

-1 don’t know what’s going on. but can we talk about it later? We need to get in here. We're
already fifteen minutes late.”

1 stand and take her hand in mine. pulling her to a standing position. Just as I reach to grab my
guitar. she leans around me. losing her guts at my heels. “What is wrong with you? Are you sick”? Do you
want me to take you home?”

“No. I'm fine. Let’s just go.” She waiks on without me, leaving the passenger door wide open. I
slam the door and sling my bag back over my shoulder. As I walk into the barn. I'm greeted by the macho
I-am-a-man-waiting-for-women look, given by Travis. His shaggy bleach-blonde hair hangs over his left
eye and he leans his head to the left out of habit. just so he can see. His scrawny arms hang at his sides.
longer than they should be. A sarcastic “mad at you' look resonates on his baby smooth face.

I really like Travis. He's a riot. He's so metlow most of the time, but has a great sense of humor.
He lives in his own head 98 percent of the time. He dresses a lot like me. and actually, when I first moved
to town. he was drooling all over me because I like to ride a skateboard. He thought I was the coolest
person ever. I scored another point with him when he found out I played guitar. Ifilled the open position
as lead guitarist in their band. and now he respects me. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t tease me, because.

belicve me. I get my fair share of shit from him.
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“What took you girls so long? Were you making out or something”” I slug Travis in the
arm...hard. “Damn! Sorry. I was just joking!”

“Where do you come up with this shit? Dude. let’s just get started, okay””

“Aw...my bad. I seriously just made it up, I swear.” He holds his hands up where I can see the
palms as if he’s surrendering. The fifty black and translucent plastic bracelets he wears siide down the
length of his forearm. A shit-cating grin splashes across his face as he leans into his own bone-thin body.
curling over laughing. Ikick at the dirt floor, stirring a cloud of dust in his face and turn around as he
coughs.

“Whatever. dude.” I nurmur as I walk away. Ireach over and unzip the front pocket on my bag
and pull out a handful of picks. Deciding on the marbleized white Jerry Garcia pick Olivia gave me for my
birthday. I resume removing my gear. 1 sit down on a straw bale. swing the black and white checkered
guitar strap over niy head. and lay the body of the guitar on my leg. Picking string by string. I twist the
tuners until the guitar sounds as good as it’s going to get tonight. I mentally remove myself from the
nuisance of Jack banging on the drums and Travis playing on the electric guitar and begin playing a lick 1
make up. just 1o make sure my guitar sounds okay.

I reach down and grab the 3-ring binder I use to hold my music and {lip open to the first page:
Melissa Ferrick’s Thie Stranger. Treach down, placing my fingers on the appropnate frets and play through
the riff, humming the song quietly to myself. Liv appears from behind me. plops down on the bale beside
me. and begins singing the lyrics along with my guitar. You the stranger who took a chance. Held me at a
distance so I could see myself. So thank vou for everyihing vou gave without knowing, and thank you for
letting me fall 1n love, without withholding, without withholding ...

As I play through the song, I realize how much I've never paid attention to the lyrics. and how
much I really should have. Ever since I heard this song, it has always been one of my favorites. How did [
never listen to the lyrics? That is so unlike me. T guess I got caught up in the guitar music instead. since it
focuses mainly on acoustics. As she sings. I look over at her. 1don’t need the music for this one. I
memorized it a while back. 1 watch her as she feels the music she is singing. She is good at that. When

she’s singing, she must feel the same as [ do when I'm playing.
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Travis jumps down off the make-shift stage we have built with scrap 2X4s and plywood and jogs
over to us. Standing in front of me. he watches us, almost mesmerized by the chemistry between the two of
us as musicians. He has learned never to interrupt when we're in the middle of a song. He sways with the
music, tapping his fingertips on the elbow of the crossed arm. [ can tell he is anxious. but I block him out
to hear the completion of the song carried out by the gentle. raspy voice in my nght car. She voices the
aggression in sharp, accentuated words. feeling the frustration of the episode in the song.

So let me in now I am ready to move/and here comes fear
and resistance from you/and jor once I am willing and now
what/ I ve gol to wait?

A pause in the song. lyrics and guitar. Silence...verifying the mood. Chills pop on my arms and
dance down my spine. A lump rises in my throat and sticks. 1 feel a prickle of something behind my cars,
as if someone has blown a white dandelion all over the back ol my head and the seeds remain. blowing in
the breeze. tickling my skin. The initial strum after the silence is magnified in the still Barn.

These lessons are everywhere in my life/You know I never
waited for anyone and | was always right: But yeah/now 1
give up, [ surrender-I would wait for you... forever.

As she sings. her voice strengthens until forever, which is a vocalized swrender from the singer.
All of the unexplained emotions she freed in the car are disappearing with the words escaping her lips. She
closes her eyes as she sways with the music, gently brushing against my elbow with each left sway. Her
clasped hands rest on her lap. As I play. Ity to stay a step ahead, recoilecting the words she will sing next.
For the life of me. 1 cannot do it, I can’t get ahead. I have to wait. As I play out the transition to the next
verse, she sniffs, never opening her cyes. The strength of her voice magnifics the tendemess that follows. 1
continue, as does she.

So come on and test me go on and try it because I kiow
that I fit perfectly inside you/and to deny this love would be
10 deny your heartvand you re gonna be the one who breaks

it’baby.if you choose 1o walk ...
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Her voice crackles. then resumes into the repeat of the chorus. I strum quietly through the
remaining chorus, listening, feeling. living her words in the pit of my stomach. The emptiness I have felt
for two days has lifted and I can feel a tingle work down my arms and legs. My fingers are almost
completely numb as I work to finish the song. By the time we get to this point. everyone in the Barn is
still, watching, listening to this devetoping dynamic.

The final strum. Claps start out. Slow. pauses between each one. coming from Jack at the drums.
His black. three-inch Mohawk shivers with each clap. Soon Keenan and Travis join in and start to cheer.
Just as [ am regaining my breath, Mr. Bradshaw. the P. E. teacher who owns the Barn. walks into the door.

~Ladies. that is the best music I have heard coming from here for a month! I you continue with
that. you might get somewhere.” He turns and walks out. but not before giving us a wink.

Travis raises his bands to get everyone’s attention. “That song, right there. will be the first of our
sct at the Broken Rainbow.”

I disagree.” Jack chimes in. which is rare for him. He’s usually pretty go-with-the-flow. T think
that should be the last song we play. Leave those damn bar hoppers with something to look forward to.
Maybe they 1l ask us back if we end with that.”

Personally. I don’t understand how the song was that awesome. I felt it. but I think that’s just
because I was init. Living it. But I'll let it slide. Ilook at Liv and her face glows. Her checks are still red
from the crying. her eyes a little swollen. but something about her has changed. Even though I don’t know
what it is. I can feel it just sitting here beside her.

* * * * *

As we are wrapping up rehearsals. Travis grabs the mic, for emphasis. “Listen up losers. We
have a gig in less than a week. We have to practice every day. No questions asked. So. get here
tomorrow, on time. Got it?" He then rcalizes how serious and controlling this little fit is and tries to break
up the serious stares from the band. Holding up his hand he starts ticking off numbers backward from five.
Four. three...we all know what this means. Keenan jumps to turn off the mic on the board just as Travis
places the microphone practically in his mouth, belting out one of his hugacious burps.

“You are so gross!” Liv reacts as | duck my head laughing. Travis sees me laugh and potnts at

me with a straight arm.
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“You feel me don’t ya Kelsey? Yeah...that’s what I’'m talking about.” What a clown. His bony
self moves awkwardly in his dramatic moments. As I pack up my bag. I start thinking about how lucky 1
am to have found this group of egg heads to hang out with. If I was in this town. not knowing anyonc.
having to deal with my mother every single night. I'd shoot myself.

~So. can ya take me home?” Travis interrupts my self-pity.

“You know. for someone who minutes earlier was bitching about pcople showing up on time. I
find it kind of ironic that you are the only person in the band without a car. But. yes. 1 will take you
home.”

~I have a car. ass wipe. I just never get to drive it because my dad tends to think it is a 4-wheeley
instead of a Jeep used for driving on paved roads. Not my fault. okay?”

“Touché. Yeah. You can have aride.”

I grab my binder and head for the car. placing my guitar into the trunk. Before Travis can even get

into the backseat. 1 have to throw some of the junk in the back. As I start pulling out sweatshirts. shoes,

jackets. blankets. McDonald’s bags. cups and god knows what else, he walks up beside me.

“Holy shit, Kelsey. Do you live in here or what?™

Icut mS eyes at him letting him know I'm not in the mood for his shit. I slam the trunk to make
sure it closes all the way and slide into the driver’s seat. Ireach down to get the CDs from the floor just as
Keenan slides into the passenger seat. ~What are you doing crazy? You don’t need a ride too. do you””

“Nope. Just wanted to tell you that you guys kicked ass tonight.”

“Oh. thanks. I guess.” Idon’t really know how to handle compliments. “Where’s Liv? We need

to gel a move on.”

“T’ll get her.” He replies as he gives me a pound. ~Later sweetie.” He is too nice for his own
good. Sometimes I wonder if the boy ever has a bad day. It takes Liv a minute to get to the car. By the
time she gets there I have already listened to an entire song on my Sarah Bolen CD and Travis is sitting in
the back seat with his head tilted back. looking at the sky out of the back window. His ears are plugged
with his ear buds and I can hear his music over mine. He'll be asleep by the time we get back to town. 1

think to myself.




Liv plops down into the passenger seat and the entire car shifts. rousing Travis from his dream
world. *’Bout damn time...” he murmurs, and then leaves us to our own silence. 1 peel out of the lot and
click on my brights as I merge onto the gravel road. The moon is full and bright tonight. causing the
shadows from the overhanging trees to converge on the jagged road. A bunny darts out in front of the car
and I swerve to miss it just as Liv grabs hold of my leg. ~Oh shit...that scared me!”

My heart jumps into my throat. Not because of the near accident. but because of the reaction she
gives. A flutter rises inside me as she covers her heart with her right hand in horror. removing her hand
from my leg. Iimagine how distraught she would have been had I hit the bunny. She would have
screamed and insisted that I stop the car. She would have bailed from the car and run to check on the
wounded. or even dead. rabbit and burst into tears when she discovered the bloody. distorted body of the
small animal. Then she would have returned to the car and fallen into my arms, mourning the death of the
-small innocent creature.” For some odd reason, I’'m wishing I had hit the rabbit. My morbid curiosity for
what would have happened pounds in my brain, my temples throb.

“I'm so glad you didn’t hit that bunny.™ her exasperation evident in her breathy statement.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Do you have homework tonight. or can I hang out and chat with you”"

“I do have homework. but you can stay and chat for a while if you want.” I know this is the
wrong answer. but quite honestly don’t really care right now. I want her there for two reasons. First, I'm
afraid of how the conversation with my dad went when Mom told him I couldn’t talk. Second. I'm curious
as to what in the world is going on in Liv’s mind. T glance over at her as she quietly sings along with the
music. She doesn’t notice me looking at her.

The glow of the moon shines on her face. whitening the shadows a bit. Her hair curls under her
chin along her face and I'm tempted to twirl it behind her ear. I can’t stand for my hair to hang in my face
like that. Instead. I watch as her emotions change with the music. She sings with feeling. imagining some
place other than here. I look over at her a couple more times, and she doesn’t notice.

“Where’d you go?” I whisper to her. She looks at me. confused.

~Oh. nowhere. Just singing along. Sorry, did you want to chat?” Ido. but Idon’t. Idon’t really

know what to say. Besides. the things I want to say don’t need to be heard by the person in the backseat.
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who only two hours earlier, accused me of making out with the girl. The things I want to say are intense
and confusing all the same. I want to tell her how beautiful she is. I want her to look in my face as I say it
so I can see her reaction. I want to tell her of the feelings I have been having for her. more than friends. I
want o tell her how confused I am but how ready I am. I want to confide my deepest. darkest secrets in
her. I have never done that...with anyone. I want to lock my fingers with her as I speak, letting my
emotions flow into her body through the palm of her hand. I'm scared to say anything. Scared I may lose
my best friend. Wanting and doing are two totally different things.

“No. that’s cool. You just seem distant, that’s all.”

“I"m sorry. Nothing against you. Ijust am ina weird mood today. Not really too talkative. 1
hope that’s okay with you.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s fine. ] mean. that’s my norm, right? Not talking?” I smile. and mean it. She

returns the smile. holding my eyes a hittle longer than normal.

* * * * *
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12: TRIAL

I sling my back pack over my right shoulder and lean back into the car to grab my water. Asl
shut the car door, I look up at the front of the house. Mom is pacing in front of the window with the phone
clenched in her hand. drink in the other. Uh-oh. What does this mean? Am I gonna have to go through
this again? I turn to make sure Olivia is following me up the sidewalk and hesitate.

Tt Yooks like Mom is drinking again. You don’t have to come in if you don’t want.”

~That’s nonsense. Kelsey.” She answers. ~That is, unless you don’t want me to come in.” She
emphasizes the “want’ in a way that makes me feel guilty, reserved. Usually I don’t like anyone to be
around when my mom is drinking. She embarrasses me and she would be embarrassed herself if she
realized what an idiot she is when she is drunk.

I do want you to be here. It may not be pretty, though. You’ve been wamed.” Olivia grabs onto
my bag as I walk up the steps in the dark. T open the back door and the screech announces our arrival.
Mom pops her head around the corner. holding up her finger to signal ‘one minute.” I walk quietly into the
kitchen and drop my backpack in the laundry room on the left. Liv follows suit. We turn back into the
kitchen and I open the refrigerator. pulling out a Coke. “Want one”” I hand the Coke to her and grab
another for myself. I probably should not be drinking caffeine this late. but I still have a lot of work to do.
[ can hear Mom on the phone in the living room. ~Uh huh...yeah...oh yeah, I
understand...Okay...Okay. . .alright. bye.”

She joins us in the kitchen and my first reaction is to check her hand. Relief washes over me when
I see a Coke can in her right hand. No fights tonight. “Hey babe. How was practice”” She pulls out the
end chair to the dining room table and sits. Brushing her hair out of her eyes. she waits for a normal
conversation.

~Actually, it was awesome. Liv and ] were doing a song we have never done before and it turned
out to be the best duet we’ve done. I think we have to keep it in the set lineup. It was kind of cool. And
the song. it’s one you would never expect to be so dynamic....” Irealize the detail is not what she is going
for. That was merely an icebreaker. She is priming the pump so it doesn’t spring a leak when the weight is
dropped.

I don’t like that look. What’s going on””




“Well. as you know. I got a call from your father today.” Here goes. ~...he is coming to town on
Friday and wants to see you. I told him you are pretty busy and may not be able to hang out for long. but
he wouldn’t take "no’ for an answer.”

I stand still for a moment and raise my head to look at Liv. We had planned on spending Friday
and Saturday together. We had made the plans at least two weeks ago. She shrugs.

“Why? What’s the matter? You can’t make time for dear-old dad?”” Mom thinks she is funny.

"I don’t know. Why should I? He hasn’t made time for me in fen vears. Am I just supposed to
drop everything and follow along with whatever ¢ wants to do? That pisses me off!™ I throw down the
stack of mail I'm rummaging through. None of it is for me anyway. Just a bunch of credit card offers for
Mom. like she needs those. “"What would you do. Mom? Would you back out of your plans to see that
worthless piece of...” I stop myself because I don’t even want to go there. ~Screw this.”

“Now. Kelsey. He’s trying. He wants to know you. He wants to be something to you.” lcan’t
believe she is taking his side. Well. actually, I’m not one bit surprised. She always takes sides with anyone
but me.

“You really are...you think...you want me to. don’t you? You want me to hang out with him. get
chummy with the old pops? That’s crap. Mom. and you kriow it! If he wanted to be my father, he would
have done it ten years ago. If he wanted to be a part of my life. he wouldn't have left and never called! He
could have spent time with me all these years. but NO...he had more important things to do. He had other

plans. He couldn’t handle a family then... what makes you think he can now!?!” By the time I get all this
out. I'm screaming. I feel sorry for Liv who is stuck in the middle. But then again. I want her to see what
she 1s missing when I don’t invite her over much, just so she knows how truly jacked up my hfe is.

Mom looks over at me and sighs. Why does she want him to visit me? “Is he going (o hang out
with Kyle and Lon. too?”

“He said he is going (o go to Kyle’s game on Saturday moming. Then he might take him to a
movie or something like that.”

~Oh. that’s great. “Check it out guys...we have a super dad who thinks he’s special because he

can do things with his kids.” Mom. he doesn’t even know what we look like now. Kyle doesn’t even
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remember him. The only thing he remembers is the picture by his bed. Ten years, Mom! You expect me
to forgive ten years just to make him feel better? I'm not doing it!”

No one says anything for a short while. I’'m staring out the window. Liv is propped up against the
kitchen cabinets in the corner, looking under the free-standing cabinets at my mother. then back at me.
Mom continues to sit in the chair, only she has perked up and is sitting erect. back not even touching the
chair. The wind is blowing the trees and the black leaves dance in the moonlight. cascading onto the
concrete patio. A car starts a few houses down. A dog barks. All of these things I hear through the silence
in my house. Then it hits me in her look of desperation. No way!

“You want him back, don’t you?™ I accuse my mother. ~You want me to have a "play date” with
Daddy so 1 can win him back for you? T know I am right. Don’t even deny it.” Her shoulders stump. I
knew it. That was all I needed. ~If you want him back so bad, you’re gonna have to do it yourself. I'm not
helping you with this one. It’s gotta be you and him. Don’t let him think we will bend over backwards to
worship the ground he walks on. I have learned how to live without any help and I don’t need any
intrusions. I have been doing just fine on my own, thank you very much!”

She has nothing to say. Of course she doesn’t. I wouldn’t either if I was in her shoes. She is
desperate. She is willing to go the distance, to set up her kids as a sacrifice for getting back her high school
sweetheart. And he’ll probably fall for it. But I'm not going to. I chug the last swig of my Coke. step on
the lever to the trash can. and chuck the can in the bag. T look over at Olivia who has skipped out on me.
once again, and stands in a daze. trapped by her internal thoughts.

“Kelsey, I am trying to do something right. Can you really blame me? Iam trying to help myself
and I feel like it would be a hell of a lot easier if [ had some companionship. Everything is casier with
support. Plus. I miss him. Even after all these years. T am still willing to forgive him and forget everything
that happened. I talked to him for two hours tonight. Two hours! We had fun talking. We talked about
things that have happened and he reassured me that he could make things better. He told me that if T would
take him back. he would help e get sober. He promised.”

My head spins. All of these empty words fill my brain. I just want to explode. ~You know what?
You can do whatever you want. but don’t expect me to play matchmaker. Don’t expect me to turn on the

charm and win him back for you. If you want him back, do it yourself. And don’t use Kyle either. He
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isn’t old enough to really understand the inner workings of your demented wishes. Don’t hurt my brother!
He has been hurt enough by you and your alcohol....Come on Liv. Let’s go to my room.” [ grab my bag
and hers, handing hers over. She looks at me. Her loss of words flushes her face. She doesn’t like to see
people upset, and yet again, I cannot hide the emotion. ~"Have fun with your rendezvous, Mom. If you
need help making honeymoon plans, just let me know.” [ stomp out of the room and down the hall.

Kyle opens his door just as I'm storming by. His eyes are squinted and his hair. matted on one
side. sticks straight up in the back. ~Go back to bed, champ. Sorry to wake you.” He shuts the door as we
walk into my room and I slam mine behind. I close and lock the door behind me and lean against it. letting
myself slump to the floor. 1 embrace my knees and stare across the room at Olivia who is pulling back the
bed. making herself at home.

“Are you staying here?” I ask.

~Are you okay with that™”

“Yeah, of course. Just call your Mom and make sure that’s fine with her.”

As she picks up her cell to dial home. I lean my head back and close my eyes. Why me? [ don’t
have the energy to consider the why’s. I climb off the floor, empty my pockets, take off my shoes. and flop
onto the bed. As Liv reasons with her mother. I reach out and tug her belt loop, pulling her into me. Idon’t
know where this came from. but I don’t fight it. [ cuddle her in my arms, laying my head on her shoulder
and drift off for a moment in the scent of laundry still clinging to her shirt. The look on her face is onec of
shock. We have never really cuddled too much before. After a minute’s hesitation. she rests in the crook
of my legs. looks over at me just in time for me to wink. Her face glows. Nothing of the outside world

can penetrate the orbit of emotion filling this room.

* * * * W
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13: WITHOLD

I awake to my mom pounding on my door. Ilook over and realize I have slept through the night
spooning with Olivia. Thank goodness the door is locked! We look at each other in confusion and
awkwardly pull apart. Olivia stands up and walks to the window. pulling the curtain back. The sun shines
directly in my face and I shield my eyes with my arm from the blinding rays penetrating my sleepy head.
My room stays dark most of the lime. a cave created by the black blinds. So the unwanted sun livens up
the room in ways my grumpy morning attitude can’t handle. “Close the curtains already!™ Iyell in a more
severe tone than I intended.

~Aren’t we little Miss Chipper?” Her sarcasm is not lightly taken at 7 am. I roll over and bury my
head under the pillow, anchoring it with my arms. “Get up grumpy pants. We’ve got to get ready for
school.” She walks over and grabs her bag. slinging it onto the foot of the bed. Rummaging through. she
pulls out a wadded up sweatshirt. ~This is all I have.”

I roll back over and face her, laughing. ~You really think you need to wear a sweatshirt when it’s
like 90 degrees outside””

“Well, no. but I don’t have much of a choice, now. Do I7” She sarcastically replies with a wide.
helpless grin. Her demeanor in the morning is much more sunny than mine.

I can let you borrow some clothes. Just dig through my closet and find something you want to
wear. I’m gonna shower.” I finally stand and bend over to pick up a white tee from the pile on the floor. |
stumble over to the dresser and pull out socks and underwear. I look at myself in the mirror and realize my
hair doesn’t look much better than Kyle's did last night when we woke him up. My two blonde streaks that
arc usually in place running down the front of my face are separated and spread all over. I run my fingers
through it, trying to comb out some of the tangles. I realize it is a hopeless attemipt and pick up the brush. I
flop back down on the edge of the bed and start brushing my hair. Ialways start at the bottom and work
my way up. Otherwise. I would have a knot the size of a goif ball.

Olivia grabs a pair of khaki thin-lined corduroy pants with flowers and vines embroidered on the
back pockets, holds them up and then folds them over her arm. “Why don’t you ever wear these?”

“Are you serious!?” The look on her face tells me she 1s.
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I don’t wear girlie clothes. Seems like you’d know that after all this time. You can wear them if
you want. Matter of fact...you can have them for all I care. I'm getting in the shower. Back in a few.”

I take the clothes I balled up on the couch and head for the bathroom. I turn on the shower and
wait for the warm water to kick in. As I wait, I begin brushing my teeth. I step in the shower with my
toothbrush still hanging out of my mouth and toothpaste dnpping down my chin. Some people think it’s
gross to brush your teeth in the shower. but I don’t really understand what alf of the hype is about. I let the
warm water run over my neck and shoulders as I spit out the toothpaste. Reaching my hand out of the
shower curtain, I toss the toothbrush onto the sink.

* ok Kk %k

After less than ten minutes [ emerge from the steamy bathroom, fully dressed, with a towel
wrapped around my head. As I open the door 1o the bedroom, Liv jumps behind the closet door. ~Shit, you
scared me!” She yells. I look over at her as she struggles into the pants she pulled out.

“You not gonna shower?” I never understand how people can wake up without a shower.

“I didn’t really know if we had time. I'll be okay.”

“You can if you want. I'll get you a towel.”

I prab one of the nicer towels from the linen closet. There aren’t many of those in there. It’s
funny that you never notice how dingy something is until you have to share it with others. Most of our
towels are ripped on the edges with little strings lining the edge. The one I pull out is actually a beach
towel. but it’s in decent shape. I walk back into the bedroom and flop the towel down on the bed. turn and
see that she is fully dressed.

“I'm sorry. I just don’t want to impose. I took a shower right before I came 1o get you last night.
I'll be fine. Unless you think Ismell...” With that comment Liv pokes me in the stomach. One of my pet
peeves, but I say nothing. Instead. I smile and grab her hand. gently throwing it away from me. Flirting at
7 in the morming? Not my style. but yet. here I am doing it to the max. I realize the thought I just had. Is
this real? Iam really falling for my best friend. I turn from her in the awkward silence and begin to comb

my hair. Deciding I don’t have time to fix it. I opt for a pony tail.




R EEEEE——————————m—————

I reach over and grab the bottle of Curve sitting on my dresser and spray myself down. I notice
Olivia nonchalantly trying to inhale the smell of me. I turn to face her. ~It’s that good. huh?” Her cheeks
blush.

“No...it’s just...I can’t help it, okay? I love the smell of that stuff. That is one of the first things I
remember about you. The first day I met you, I remember smeiling the Curve, not knowing what it was.
That’s alt.”™ She tums shyly from me and busies herself with repacking her bag.

I think about letting it slide and decide against it. Instead, I walk over to her and grab her arm,
swinging her around to face me. As she turns, she ends up closer to me than I expected. We stand there,
face to face. toe to toe. and I freeze. I want to kiss her but know I can’t...not now. Idon’t know what te deo
to remove myself from this. She obviously doesn’t cither. We stare into each other’s faces for a second
and turn away at the same momeni. I clear my throat just to have something to do. Ireally almost kissed
her. Shit. what has gotten into me? I wanted to...didn’t I? T wonder what she would have done? Would
she have returned the kiss. or would she have pushed me away in disgust”? I kick myself for not doing i,
but then reassure myself that now is definitely not the time for that.

I slide my feet into my Doc Marten’s and bend over to tic them. As I do. Liv iries 10 squeeze by
me and brushes her hand against the smatl of my back for balance. The flutter arises in me again. I give
my head a little shake to (ry to forget the fecling and stand up. refilling the contents of my pockets I
dumped last night.

“Ready?”

“Yep. Let’sdoit...I mean...let’s go.”

P A
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14: WASTED

I slowly walk into the locker room to change for gym class. I'm usually the one who slides in the
door and walks to the corner locker. not talking to anyone. Because of this. I usually go unnoticed. Not
today. As T walk in slinging my bag to the floor, I reach up to open the lock and three girls walk up behind
me. [ have never really even talked to them betfore so I wonder what 1s so important that they have to
approach me today.

Bethany is super skinny and I'm convinced she is anorexic. Her blonde hair hies perfectly over her
shoulders. tucked tightly behind her ears, accentuating her protruding cheekbones. Her short shorts are
rolled over so the white waist band glows against the red of the shorts with her long fake-baked brown
lotioned legs shining in the fluorescent overhead lights. Her Apollo tee is tucked into the front of her shorts
and she fiddles with the looped string hanging out of the waist band. She stares at me with an intensity |
have never seen on her face.

Lacey falls in beside her. much shorter. but almost as thin. She prisses over and cocks her hip.
bending the leg, pointing outward at the knee. To accentuate the emotion of the cocked leg. she huffs as
she places her hands on her hips. Her eyes are caked with mascara and look as if she used mascara that had
been in her mother’s make-up drawer for years. The clumps make her eyelashes stick together. I smirk as
I look at her eves and wonder how long it’s going to take for her to get that crap out tonight.

The third girl is not quite as noticeable as the other two. There are no eye catching quirks to her.
Her make-up is smooth, natural looking. She is thin, but not in an unhealthy way. She seems to be more of
a follower. I think she is just stuck with these girls because they pay attention to her. I think her name is
Mel, but I'm not one hundred percent sure. She walks up behind Lacey and crosses her arms, half hidden
behind Lacey’s shoulder. The look on her face is almost sympathetic, and I wonder what the deal is. What
could these girls possibly want with mc?

“What’s up?” Task as I dig into my gym bag and remeve the smelly clothes I have been wearing
for a week and then wadding up in my bag, sweat and all. after class. “What can I do for you””

“That’s a good question, tramp.” The hateful reverberation of Bethany. “WE want to know what

happened to your face. You know. we have been watching you all semester and looking at the weird
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clothes you wear. Ya know. we just wondered how good of a fighter you are. Like. who did you get in a
fight with?”

I stare straight into her wrongfully inquisitive eyes with a strong, hate-filled stare. 1 hate people
like this. They think they can come in here and just because they are popular. they have some kind of
magical powers that no other girls in the school have. Just because they starve themselves and spend hours
each day fixing their hair and doing their make-up. they think they have somehow earned a higher standing
than those of us who choose not to participate in athletics. ~It’s none of your damn business.”

At that. Mel flinches. I can tell by the look on her face that she wasn’t over here because she
wants to be. She is standing in my face simply because Bethany told her to join. Bethany didn’t have
enough guts to approach me on her own accord. She had to resort to rounding up her posse in order to even
say anything to me. the outcast skater chick that hangs out in the corner and never talks during class.

“That, my friend. is not the answer I was looking for. I want to know who you got in a fight with!
Is that so hard to answer?””

I told you once, and I'm telling you again...it is none of your business! What part of that don’t
you understand?” My cool is starting to wear off. Ihave looked at her in a way that usually sends the
signal T want—get out of my face. That didn’t work. Thave raised my voice and cussed at her. That didn’t
work cither. They stand, unmoved by my anger. ~What is the big friggin’ deal anyway? Why do you all
of a sudden care about what happened to me””

“Well. let me just tell you. There’s a girl that is tramping around with our boyfriends and it has to
stop. She has been trying to hook up with them out of spite. Would you happen to know who that is?” It
dawns on me...they think it is me. I burst out with a laugh that fills the locker room. Every gitl's head in
the room turns to look at us in the comer. Silence. Bethany’s face flushes. She is used to petting attention.
but not in such a vulnerable state.

“I don’t do that. I got these bruises and cuts for reasons far more involved than being a shut. So. I
think you should just turn your litile skinny ass around and get out of my face.” Noune of them move.

“We don’t think you understand.” says Lacey. Since when did the three of them share a brain?

“We don’t think it’s you. We want you to find out who itis.”
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Even better! They don’t think it’s me. but they want me to find out so I can go beat the crap out of
some girl I don’t even know. They think I'm tough just because I wear black all the time and because |
have bruises on my face. ! got those bruises not because | wanted to eXpress my aggression to some girl for
whatever reason, but because I didi 7 stand up for myself until I had no choice. Now they are asking me to
stand up for them when they have never spoken one word to me before.

“Sorry ladies. but I'm the wrong person to be talking to here. 1don’t fight. Much less with people
I don’t even know and don’t have any qualms with. Find someone else to do your fighting...or. better yet.
Quit being titty-babies and do it yourselves.™

This is not what the girls want to hear. Lacey and Mel look at Bethany. waiting for her to respond
for the group. “That’s it.” Bethany snaps. “We didn’t want to have to do this. but it looks like we have no
choice.”

Interest in our conversation has worn off. and the room is buzzing with activity. Laughter from
little clicks of girls here and there. scattered. Some sit on the benches in the center of the room. others prop
against the lockers. Some are huddled around the sink, laughing. Smoke rises from one of the stalls, but I
see no feet. 1 guess she is standing on the toilet seat. Nothing new. Bethany snaps her fingers in my face.
I swat at her hand.

Leaning in closer to me she begins talking. ~Listen here, you little dyke.” I straighten up at that
statement, caught a little off guard. Anger surges down my spine, through my arms and legs. and to my
fingertips. She continues as I clench my fists at my side. “If you don’t find out who this girl 1s and put a
stop to the little whore, we...” pointing (o the other girls, “will tell the entire school that you are freakin’
lesbian.”

My body becomes noodle-like, but I keep a strong face. “You can’t do that. I don’t even know
you. Who are you to go running your mouth to the school”? Who in the hell told you it was so? YOU
don’t KNOW me!”

My efforts are in vain. An evil smile cracks into the corners of her mouth as she leans into me.
closer. “You’re right, I don’t know if it is true or not. I have my reasons to believe. That doesn’t matter.
You don’t even know how many people I know. I could nuin you for the rest of your high school days just

by telling three or four people. Think about it. Kelsey. Tomorrow. I expect an answer from you. We’ll be
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waiting.” She snaps her body around stiffly and her hair flips in my face. I close my eyes and reach up to
wipe the tickle from my nose.

Quickly changing into my smelly clothes. I storm out of the locker room. stamiming the door
behind me. I walk into the gym and see a bag of dodge balls piled into the center of the gym floor.
Walking over to them., I loosen the strings at the top of the bag and pull out the one on top, letting the bag
fall open. spilling balls across the floor. I walk over to the edge of the gym. flipping the ball out of my
hand and catching it. I rub my left hand over the top of the rough surface of the cherry red ball. grip it in
the curve of my right wrist, and fling it with all of my strength against the blue concrete wall. imagining
that Bethany is standing there. The high pitched ping of the ball hitting the slick surface of the wall echoes
loudly throughout the gym. 1am the only one in here and it feels good to drain my aggression right here
against this wall.

I catch the ball on the up bounce and fling it once again. As I do so. my mind drifis back to
middle school. It was because of those same idiotic bimbos in my old school that I begged my mom to
change my schools, following my complete humiliation. In my gym class in eighth grade. Tort Rakeshaw
did the same thing. She was a competitor in all of the local and state pageants and won a few times on
various levels. Because of that. she gained popularity. I was teamed up with a few of the guys in my class
on a basketball team in our battle-of-the-grades competition. The entire school was involved in this field
day at the end of the semester. Faculty and Staff had worked out a variety of games and competitions for
the students. We all had to be involved in at least one activity.

When it came time to play basketball, I was all riled up. I got out my uniform and dressed alone
in the locker room. similar to what I had done this moring. Tori approached me, asking me to let her
score a few points for the seventh grade team against me so her boyfriend would be impressed with her. He
expected her to be athletic and was highly competitive. I didn’t answer but she assumed I would. All the
while. I knew I wasn’t going to let her cheat. I didn’t know her. but because my mom worked with hers.
she thought I would do her the favor. As we stepped onto the floor, stretching and getting into position. I
looked at Tori and she gave me the thumbs-up. Turning away from her. [ resumed my concentration.

Long story short. I refused her. Instead, I played against her harder than [ had ever played any

sport. Any time she went in for a shot, I stopped her, even blocked one of the shots mid-air. Toward the
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end of the game, she went up for a shot as I moved in and she came down on the top of my foot. rolling her
ankle. and falling to the floor screaming. I looked down at her lying in a heap and smiled. walking away
and high-fived my teammates. Anger rushed onto her face in splotches of red. and the next day. she
hobbled into school on crutches. flipping me off.

Heading to my locker that day. I noticed everyone in the hallway parting as I came through. My
classmates stood behind shielded hands. whispering and chuckling with one another. 1 opened my locker
and a pile of notes fell to the floor. 1bent down. gathering all of them, grabbed my books. and headed to
my first class. As I sat at my science table, I began unfolding the notes. “Lezzie.” Read one. “Dyke.”
another. ~Freak. Gay Wad, Girl Lover, Carpet Muncher...” read others. The list went on. Anything that
could have been said about a lesbian was written on these shreds of paper. I collectively crumpled up the
notes and threw them in the bathroom trash as I passed by to walk into the stall and vomit. My life, as ]
knew it. was ruined. T had a label I could never rid myself of. I had escaped that torture with changing
schools. but was now feeling the exact same burn in my gut.

Mr. Bradshaw pokes his head out from his office in the opposite comer as I throw the ball harder
and harder against the wall. “Hey. Kelsey. What’s geing on”” He seems genuinely concerned. “You
seem a little upset by something.”

~Oh, don’t worry about it. I'm fine.”

“Hey. Change of subject. You guys sounded great last night in the Bam. You are really getting it
together. Like I said. that is the best I have heard from the band in a while out there.”

~Thanks.” I reply. nodding my head in his direction. fidgeting with the ball I have tucked under
my arm,

“You sure you're okay?”

“Yeah. I'm cool.” With that. 1 turn away, dribbling the dodge ball left. right, lefi, right. through
my legs. back through them again. I walk over onto the court and begin shooting. You would have thought
I was a basketball pro. sinking free throws one after another and even a few three pointers. He walks back
out of the office and joins me on the floor.

“You sure you don’t wanna join the team? We're short on players right now. T think you've gol

what it takes to play. Hey, with a little practice. you could even be a starter.”
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“Naw. Not interested. I'll just stick to the guitar.”

“If you change your mind...” He walks away. grasping the black whistle hanging around his
neck. "...vou know where to find me.”

The screech of the whistle brings me back. My class begins filing out of the locker room and into
the gym. It's dodge ball time, suckas! Luckily I'm chosen as a team leader. opposite a scrawny little guy
that I don’t even know. I vow not to choose any of the three girls that are threatening my social life. They
become my targets in the game. [ will not let my life be ruined. .. again.

# * * * *

A pop quiz! In US History. the last class of the day. of course. [had been magically successful at
drifting through the day up to this point, not drawing any attention from others, not betng called on to
answer questions in my class. but able to let my mind begin to process all of the thoughts floating around.
demanding to be sorted into my mental filing cabinet. Each issuc gets its own hanging folder. cquipped
with a color coded tab. The easiest way to deal with issues—forget them. And here we are. last class of
the day. and this train wreck of a teacher just happens to be organized enough today to give us a quiz.
Lucky me.

[ pull out a piece of notebook paper and write my name and the date in the upper right hand
corner. just as I am instructed. Ilay my head down on my left arm thinking of the threat. and wail for the
first question I won’t know the answer to. She drills through the questions. ten of them. all one word
answers. Fortunately. I know all but two of the answers. I manage to hang on to a B for the quiz. Only
thirty more minutes and I can get the hell out of this school for the day.

I feel a pencil poke into my ribs and turn around. Keenan is looking at me with a concerned tace
and passes the paper o me under my arm. Laying it in my lap. I unfold the note that I realize has been
circulating the classroom. The top of the page reads, in all caps I AM SERIOUS...FIND HER...OR
ELSE. I tear off the comer of a picce of scratch paper and write a note to Keenan. who gave this to vou?

He writes back: the guy behind me. 1 stretch to one side then another, turning my body slightly in
my seat in an effort to not distract the teacher. Reaching up to pop my neck so I can look behind him. 1 see

her. Lacey, sitting in the back of my row. Ididn’t cven know she was in my class! I turn quickly and face
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forward. my face burning. I had kind of put this behind me for the time being. They aren’t going to let me
slide. Shit! Keenan passes me another note saying what is thar all abour? 1 freeze.

I can’t tell Keenan. He is only the twin brother to my best friend who also happens to be the girl 1
am having feelings for. I can’t tell him the suspicions about me. That would only lead to more shit getting
started in our group. I see him every day. almost as much as [ see Liv. He is my friend. but I'm not really
sure how he would react. That is. if he really knew the truth. Ican’trisk it. Not right now. I pass back a
response. buying time. 7'/ tell you later. Maybe. this way. he’ll forget. Then I can figure out how to keep
their mouths closed before my business leaks out. I have to talk to Liv. give her the heads up.

I look up and realize we only have two minutes before the befl. | carefully start packing my bag
50 I can jet as soon as it rings. I don’t really have time 1o talk right now. and don’t know if I can even talk
without breaking down. Iknow I have (o hurry to get Kyle to Catholic Middle for his soccer game before I
can even go to my appointment with Julie. Now is not the time.

The bell blares over my head and I throw my bag over my shoulder and rush past the other
students in front of me. jetting to my locker. 1 hear Keenan calling my name behind me, but ignore him. I
rush to my locker. fling it open on the first try. and start throwing books in my gym bag. Slinging the bag
crossways over my chest, I slam the door and rush toward the parking lot just as Keenan falls into step
beside me, panting.

“What’s going on. Kels? Why did you run from me? This doesn’t make any sensc.”

“Sorry Keenan. 1 just...I have to hurry to get my brother and I have an appointment today. I
don’t really have time to talk, but I promise, I'll tell you what's going on. Jusi not now, okay bud?” I
reach over, tuck my shoulder under his arm. and give him a squeeze with my left arm. He is a good
hugger. He is so rugped. yet so teddy bear-ish. He would be a good football player, even though he has no
interest in playing,

He hugs me back. ~It’s just weird to sec you being so secretive. You usually talk to me more.
That’s all.”

“Are you serious? You are looking at the queen of secrets, brutha.”

He sniles a little and waves me on. “Go. Get your brother and get to your meeting. Talk to you

later.” I wave and rush out to the parking lot.
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The heat is stifling. I can hardly catch my breath with all of the humidity. By the time I get to my
car. I have already broken a sweat. I swing the door open, start the engine. and pull into line. 1 fold down
my visor and look at myself in the mirror. Clear liquid beads dance across my forehead. right below the
hairline. I wipe them away with the back of my hand and reach to grab my CDs. I need sonic therapy.
Flipping through, I grab Lil” Wayne and slide it into the feeder. Ilean back in my seat and sigh as I let my

body numb, just for one minute.
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15: WELCOME

I rush into the lobby and the secretary immediately recognizes me. ~Hello Kelsey. How are
you?”

I wave. trying to catch my breath. ~Al right. And you?””

She counters with a “fine” and I have a seat in one of the wonderful chairs, fanning myself with the
front of my shirt. As soon as I get settled Julie rounds the corner. Man. that was fast.

“Hey. Come on back.”

I follow her to her office and remain standing, wandering around the office a little. She takes her
seat at her desk chair and crosses her ankle over her knee. Leaning a little to the right. she props her jaw in
the L of her hand. looking at me. 1 wander over to her bookshelf, looking at the picture in the black
wooden frame.

“What’s going on, Kelsey”? You seem a little out of sorts today.™

I whirl around to face her. holding back tears. I don’t really know where to start. Instead. 1
change the subject. trying to buy time. ~“Who is this...here in the picture?” 1need to know. Earlier in the
week she had lumped us in a group together. 1 wonder and I have to know if by that. she was letting me
know, without saying flat out, that she is a lesbian. All the signs are there. The rainbow flag in the corner.
the tiered rainbow candles. the tomboy style of dress. the short spiked hair. I know I am jumping to
conclusions just like the girls in the locker room did with me by assuming. based on appearance. but I need
answers, and quick. Is this her partner or girlfriend or whatever?

“Look. T just...I wanted...T have something I need to ask you. I hope you don’t get mad at me for
getting personal. but this is going to help me to deal with a situation I am in. Can I just ask you a personal
question””

T guess so. Sure.”

"I just want to know, are....” Ugh. Get it out. This is important stuff and my tongue is tied.
T...areyou...you know...”

~Gay?”

She did it for me. I can’t believe this. Did she know that quickly that I might be a lesbian? How?

[ mean. I know I dress funky and stuff. but damn, is it that obvious? “Yeah.. are vou””




“Well. as a matter of fact. [ am. But I have to ask you, why is this important to you?" She stares
at me with a sharp, inquisitive glare. She doesn’t seem too angry by my question, but I can tell by the look
on her face. I'm not going to get out of here without an explanation. I plop down in the chair and begin
fiddling with my fingers. head ducked in partial embarrassment. I've never talked to anyone about this.
EVER. The feelings have been there for quite a while, but I haven’t addressed them to myself. much less to
anyone ¢lse.

“I'think Tam.” I whisper. choking over the lump in my throat. I cough. wipe the lone tear from
my cheek. and raise my eyes to hers. “No...I know [ am.”

“Okay. Well. how does that make you feel?”

“Scared. Weird. Normal. Idon’t know.” Julie leans forward. resting her elbows on her knees. A
stern look remains on her face, hard, yet concerned.

“Sounds like you are experiencing what every young lesbian goes through. There are times of
doubt. times of awkwardness. times of pleasure. and times of pain. What is it that makes this come to your
mind right now?”

“It’s a long story, but I need some advice. I’'m scared shitless. Qops, sorry. Didn’t mean to cuss.”
I begin to explain the locker room scene to her. watching her nod. acknowledging my pain. She listens
intently to every word that comes out of my mouth. When I pause. she clears her throat and begins to
speak.

“This. right now. is one of the most painful experiences you’ll have. Right there with watching
your family hurt. Right there with taking a beating from your mother. This scars you internally. This pain
is not easy to tolerate, but it is the most important pain you will ever experience if you want to be true to
yourself. Tam not saying the road will be easy. but if you want to act on the feelings you are having and be
what you say you are, a lesbian, you must leamn to deal with these brutal blows.™

What she is saying makes sense. but for some reason. I need more. She is remaining distant
because that is her job. Right now. I don’t need a counselor. I don’t need an adult figure telling me what 1o
do. Ineed someone I can confide in...as a friend. 1lean forward. sobbing into my hands. The pressure in
my head rests in my nose. My temples throb as I try to hold back the tears. I can’t cven raise my head. I

feel ashamed of myself. I feel a shift in the room. Julie rolls her chair toward me and lays her hand on the
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arm of my chair. I look up for a second and I see my pain mirrored on her face. She has been here. done
this. and moved on.

“How do I deal with this””

“One day at a time. That’s all you can do. Remember, Kelsey. just because you have told me this,
it is not confirmed to anyone else. Just because you have confided in me, the whole world looks different
to you. but not necessarily to everyone else. Don’t feel guilty. Don’t feel scared. This is who you are. As
I told you before, you are beautiful and you must embrace this before you can get anywhere.”

~One day at a time is not good enough right now. I have to have an answer tomorrow. They will
put my name out there and within the day. it’ll all be over. I don’t have time to wait around, but I also
don’t want to pick a fight with someone just to seal their lips.”

“I don’t really have any advice for you. [ would. however. refrain from fighting. That is never
going to solve your problems. There has to be a way to do this seo that neither of you gets hurt. Think on it.
I’'m sure you will come up with some way to embrace yourself without outing yourself to the entire
school.”

That’s 1t? That’s all she has to give me? A regret? How shitty. I can’t believe this. Iam still
stuck in the same position as when ! walked through the door. My anger is burning in the pit of my empty
stomach. Hunger cries out in a growl and I press my arm across my belly to damper the noise. ~So. I guess
vou are telling me I'm on my own? Is that right?”

“Not necessarily. However, as your counselor, I am not inclined to tell you what to do. I
shouldn’t persuade you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“Listen. 1don’t need a baby sitter. I don’t need anyone to hold my hand. I need help. I need
your advice.” T look at her with a desperation clinging to the tears in the corners of my eyes. ~This is no
time to drag my ass. but I'm at a loss here.”

“Look. Kelsey. Like I said. You need to do what is best for you. If you have a girlfricnd. talk to
her. See if she would be crushed by them outing you. You are not only looking out for yourself. but you

have to keep her...”
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"I don’t have a girlfriend!™ My breathing is becoming more rapid. nostrils flaring. My face heats

up with anger. I can’t believe I am doing this again. ~“I'm sorry. Ireally didn’t mean to snap at you

again.”

“It’s fine. but you really need to get your anger under control. I can only imagine how you will
react in more threatening situations. I just said that to get you to think about all angles. Maybe you should
write in a journal. This will give you a chance to clarify your anger before you actually talk to anyonc.
What do you think of that?” I shrug my shoulders.

“If I were you. I would find the girl and talk to her. Just simply chat with her about the situation.
Keep it quiet and perhaps that will keep you from getting hurt. Let her know you are expected to beat her
up and you don’t agree with that. Maybe. in exchange for your mercy. she will be able to help you not get
embarrassed. .. not be traumatized.”

“That sounds okay...I guess. For some reason. I feel like there isn 7 a girl. That’s the thing. I
think it’s a prank. and a really evil one at that. I’ll let you know tomeorrow...if I make it out alive.”

I stand and gather my bag and water bottle, slinging the cord of my ipod over my shoulder.
Sliding my left hand in my pocket. I reach my right hand out to Julie. “Thanks. Ium...really appreciate
you listening to me.”

“Hey, that’s what 1’'m here for.” She smiles at me. ~Oh. and by the way. that is my partner...in
the picture. Her name is Rachel. We’ve been together for eight years.” I walk back over and stare at the
picture again. Rachel looks happy. sitting next to Julie on a set of front porch steps. Her arm is around
Julie’s shoulder. hand resting close to her neck. Her head is tilted toward Julie and a smile shines on her
face. Her white beater fits snug to her body, offset by bagpy jeans and navy Converse Chucks.

I turn back to Julie as she looks for my reaction. “Nice. She’s. um. cute. Looks like you guys arc
happy. Hey, I've gotta go. Thanks again™ As I walk toward the door and reach for the knob she calls out
o me.

“Kelsey. Keep your head up. It will be okay. You will be happy too.” I walk out and don’t look
back. Irush to my car and stump in the driver’s seat. Leaning my head on the head rest. I close my eyes

for a moment. Tears run out of the corners ol my eyes and drip onto my neck. How can I do this?

* * * * *
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16: WAIVER
Walking into the kitchen. I sling the cabinet doors open 1o see what options we have for dinner.
Shit, nothing. Iyell up the stairs to Kyle that I have to go to the grocery. No reply. T walk up the stairs,
; rap on his cracked door. and push my way in. He is laying on the floor on top of a massive pile of dirty
| clothes with his headphones blaring so loud I can make out every word being said.

“Hey!!! Turn that down for a sec!!”

Startled. he opens his eyes. apologizing as he pulls the carphones down around his neck. ~Sorry.
what’s up?”

"I have to go to the store. You going or staying””

“Can I shower first?”

“Not if you want dinner anytime tonight. Just throw on some different clothes and let’s go if
you’re coming with.”

I walk out of the room. returning the door to its slightly open position. Irush into the bathroom
and check myself out in the mirror. Ilook like crap. My eyes are still puffy and red from my visit to the
counselor. Ireach down and turn the knob for the cold water. Running my hands and part of my arms
under the stream. I cup my hands under the flow until a puddle forms. Bending over, I splash the puddie of
cold water onto my face, rubbing and hoping the swelling will fade a littie. T do this three times and finally
reach for the hand towel on the wall next to me. T clasp the towel over my face and gently wipe the water
away. Hanging the towel back on the rack. I look at myself again and decide I don’t really care what I look
like right now.

As 1 walk out of the bathroom door. Kyle comes rushing down the haltway and bumps into me.
“Watch out!” I scream at him. not meaning {0 use this {one.

“Gosh. sis. What’s wrong with you?” He slugs me in the arm, his way of lightening the mood in
an uncomfortable situation.

“Nothing. Let’s just go. Ready?”

The ride to the store is silent. I cruise along in my own little world, thinking of what to say to Liv

and how to say it. Kyle stares out the side window, a trait he has fully developed in the past few weeks.




Finally he turns and looks at me. His green eyes are inquisitive and piercing through my emotional
barriers.

~“What’s going on? Is there something I missed out on””

“No...I um...I'm just having some personal problems. Nothing for you to worry about.” He'd
never understand.  As much as I would like to just spill my guts to him, I know it would do nothing but
upset him. He would then start to question me and may not even be okay with me. and then he’d be all
alone in the world. Icouldn’t do that. T can’t tell him what is going on. no matter how hard it is for me.

~I know when you are lying. Kels. And this is one of those times. Is it something about Mom?
Oris it Dad?”

I can honestly say it has nothing to do with either of them. I had completely forgotien about the
phone call and didn’t want to think about it right now. ~It’s not anything for you to worry about, okay?” I
glance over at him and his eyes as a worried look spreads across his face. “Really. it’s just something with
me. but not anything bad. I'm not like, sick or anything crazy like that. I just need some time, okay?”

He nods. not wanting to give up the conversation, but knowing he’ll get no further than he has
gotten. I pull into the parking lot and scan the rows in the blinding sun. The heat of the afternoon sun can
be seen in the swirls of gas dancing on the pavement and on the hot metal hoods and trunks on the parked
cars. I pull into a spot by the cart retwrn and shut off the car. I swing the door open and as soon as I step
out of the car I see her.

Julie. She’s one row over, walking toward the grocery store, holding hands with her partner. 1
stop for a second by my car as if I'm waiting for Kyle. but really so I can catch my breath. I don’t know if
she saw me or not, but I begin wondering if she would even talk to me in public. She can’t tell anyone that
I'm her patient because of confidentiality rules, but I wonder if she’ll speak to me. I start to freak out.
How do I explain to Kyle who she is and why she’s holding hands with another woman? Will he freak out
when he sees them? He walks up beside me, waiting for me to walk on first.

As I walk toward the door. they cut over a row, into our lane. Julie is shielding the sun from her
eyes with her hand and turns around to look behind her, making sure no cars are coming before crossing to
the door. When she turns, she pauses. looking at me. I act like I don’t see her and continue walking. She

waves to me with the hand that is shading her eyes. I don’t respond.
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“Hey. who is that?” Kyle asks. “She just waved at you.”

T am frozen. Not physically. because I am still walking forward. But my insides grow heavier as I
walk closer and closer to her. She and her partner pause on the sidewalk, waiting for us to get closer. Shit!
Pull it together Kelsey. 1find within me an ounce of bravery and approach the two of them.

“Hi. Long time, no sce.” [’'m so stupid.

Julie smiles at me as we step onto the sidewalk. Ilook over at Kyle and am instantly embarrassed
by his appearance. I should have let him take a shower. His hair is matted to his head from the sweat of
practice, still wet in some sections, and sticks to his forehead in clumps. He is still wearing his practice
jersey and his soccer socks pulled to the knees. but threw on a pair of denim cargo shorts and some Adidas
sandals. He smells like a boy, that salty outside smell boys get when they have been out for a while ona
summer day.

“This must be Kyle?” she inquires knowingly with a smile. "Nice to meet you Kyle.” She
extends her hand and takes his in a firm handshake.

“You too.” He returns, having no clue who this strange woman is. “What’s your name?”

“I'm Julic. And this is Rachel.” He reaches over and takes Rachel’s hand as well. Her shake is
more feminine and not so firm. She leaves the firmness to Kyle.

I stare at the two of them with a fake smile glued to my face. Rachel is even more beautiful than
in the picture. Her layered, blondish brown hair falls perfectly around her face and flips out around the
bottom. She has a nice. pure dark tan, not too dark. Her legs shine smooth in the sunlight and the light
sparkies in the few blonde hairs on her arms. Her teeth are beyond white and perfectly aligned. A few
freckles dot her nose and cheeks. Her eyes are hidden behind large black framed sunglasses. Her nose
wrinkles slightly. a reaction to the sun. Her appearance is quite the opposite of Julie and I wonder if 1
would ever have even known she was a lesbian if T didn™t see her holding hands with Julie.

~So, what are you up to this afternoon?” Juhie asks.

“Oh, wm...we didn’t have any food in the house because we haven’t been to the store in a while. I
figured if we wanted dinner. we better get to the store.” I look over at Kyle and he is analyzing their every

move. They have rejoined their hands, and stand shoulder to shoulder. ~So. here we are.”
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“Well. it is good to see you. and Kyle, it was nice to meet you. We better get in here too. We are
having some friends over for dinner tonight and we have to get the grill fired up. Have a good day.”

“Okay. You too. Enjoy your friends.” As I'm finishing, Julic drops Rachel’s hand and places her
arm around the small of Rachel’s back, leading her into the store. I can tell that Kyle is curiously staring at
them, but not in an “I can’t believe they are doing this™ kind of way, but more of a "hmm...I wonder if...~
kind of way.

Rachel turns back to me. “Nice to meet you guys.” She waves, turns, and they head in. I breathe
a heavy sigh and start walking in. 1can’t believe this. 1T mean. I know there are all kinds of lesbians and
gays out there, but never have I seen someone I know that is brave enough to hold hands with their partner
in public! This is just crazy. Part of me wanted to just tell them they better not do that. Then another part
of me wanted to clap. to show them that I support their courage in a small town atmosphere. Being gay
must be a hard thing to be. You always have to wonder what other people are going to think and how they
will react. My stomach begins to flip, partly because I am so hungry, but partly because I am nervous.

Will I ever be that okay with my own life? Can I do this. this gay thing?
* * * * *

Kyle says nothing about them in the grocery store. We fill up the cart with the usual groceries and
he picks out some different snacks to get him through the week. I push the cart over to the U-Scan and
Kyle helps me bag them and put them in the cart once I have them scanned. The groceries total over 100
dollars and I pull out my mom’s credit card to pay for them. I have perfected the art of electronically
signing my mother’s name in the little blue box since I am the only one who buys groceries for the house. 1
fold the foot-long receipt and slide it into my wallet for safe keeping.

As we walk toward the car, a look spreads across his face. It's as if being back into the parking lot
has triggered some sort of memory of the carlier run-in with Julie and Rachel. We load the bags into the
back seat. careful not to place anything at an angle that will let the bags tip over on corners. Kyle returns
the cart as I start the car. Iroll down the windows to let some of the heat escape as the air is cooling. I
reach up and pull down the visor and slide my sunglasses on. Kyle goofily skips over to the car, slings the

door open. plops down in the seat, and slams the door closed.
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“Now...we aren’t in public anymore so you can tell me...who were those women?” He is so
upfront about his inquiry. My face heats up and [ know I have to do the best I can to be nonchalant about
the whole thing. If I give too many details. he might catch on. I can’t. no matter what I do. let him know

| that I am “one¢ of those people.”
f “That was Julie, my counselor.” I will leave it at that. See what else he wants to ask.

~She seemed pretty cool. Pretty laid back. I wouldn’t mind it too much if I had to talk to her.”
He smiles at me. I wonder if he already knows. then immediately push that thought to the negative
category. Never assume, Kelsey. 11ell myself. That never turns out good for anyone.

“Yeah. she really is. You know. I didn’t really want to go to counseling. Thought it was so
stupid. But it’s not all that bad. Don’t tell Mom, though. She might make me do something else as a
punishment.”

He giggles a little. T thought it was stupid anyway. [ mean. so what? You did something bad.
Ooohh. Like the bad fairy is gonna cast some dumb spell on you or something!™ He is totally okay with
this. Am I seeing this right?

~So 1s that girl. like, her girlfriend or something? I mean. she was holding her hand and stuff.”
Oh boy...here we go.

"Yes, as a matter of fact, she i1s. They’ve been together for a long time. Are you okay with that?””

“Umm...I mean...1 guess so. It just seems kind of weird, that’s all. They re all like holding hands
in broad daylight. And at the grocery store! I was kind of like, whoa. You know?”

“Did that bother you?”

“No. Not really. Just weird I guess. Not bad. just different.”

Whew! [ expected him to go nuts on this one. I expected some crazy story about how they’re not
supposed to do that and that it is gross and all of that nonsense most people preach. If he had say that, it
wouldn’t have been because he learned it at home. We never even talk about gay people at home. It
would’ve had to come from some of his friends or someone at school.

“T guess it doesn’t really matter that much, huh?”
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“No. Tum....I don’t think it does. Some people think differently, but that is a good attitude to
have. I mean, you don’t freak out when you see a guy and girl holding hands do ya? What’s the
difference?”

"1 don’t guess I really see a difference.” A pause. ~So. um, what are we having for dinner?”

That was it! That was the end of that conversation. It didn’t phase him at all. What a relief.
“Whatever you want, champ.” I can’t help but smile. No matter what had gone on in my mind today. there
was a little bit of comfort in knowing that Kyle wouldn’t be too upset when I finally had to tell him the
truth about myself.

"I say....I want spaghettt and meatballs....and cheesy toast!”

“You've got it}

We come waddling into the house with bags hanging from cach arm all the way to the elbow. I
swing my arm around in order to get the bags up on the counter then turn to take the bags from my brother.
As T turn around. Mom is standing in the entry. leaning against the wall by the phone.

“What is all this mess?” She moans quietly. Her eyes are squinty and her hair is matted on the
left side. She must bave just gotten up. She yawns big, tapping her mouth with a flat hand. “How much
did you spend this time?”

I say nothing and reach into my back pocket. retrieving my wallet. I reach in, unfold the receipt
and hand it to her. 1 quickly resume unpacking the bags 10 avoid eye contact with her when she sees the
total. This is a weekly battle in our house. The messed up part of it is that she should be the one buying the
groceries. Instead I have to do that and she gets mad at me every freakin® time because of the price of
everything. I wait for her yells. Instead. she begins mumbling under her breath.

“Damn groceries cost more and more every week. A hundred and fourteen dolars and eighty five
cents. Lord, Jesus. What kind of crap did they buy anyway?”

She continues rattling as she scans down the entire list, catling off items and shaking her head.

“Kelsey. Itold you not to go spendin” a ton of money. now, didn’t I? Itold you I got an hour cut
this week at work and wouldn’t have a full pay check. Why do you not listen to me at all? 1 said go easy

on the groceries this week. And no more gas in the car, hear me?””
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“Mom, I didn’t buy a bunch of crap. Ibought enough food to fix lunches for us. to cook dinner

for us, and to have snacks for Kyle at practice. 7That is it’ I'm sorry that you didn’t get the money, but that

isn’t our fault. We still have to eat.”

She shakes her head as she starts to tear up. Wiping the tears off her checks with the same flat
hand. she raises her face to me. I am sorry honey, but I can’t do this. Did you use my debit card? Cause
if you did, this is gonna give e an overdraft. 'What an I gonna do?” Her crying grows stronger. 1 feel a
little sorry for her. She is so pathctic she can’t even make enough money to support her family. I finish
putting the groceries away and wad up the bags, stuffing them in the bag caddy on the top of the
refrigerator.

“Don’t worry, Mom. Tused the credit card. I know you don’t have a lot of money. but we don’t
have a choice of whether or not we can eat.” My voice is surprisingly calm. She turns and walks into the
living room. 1 hear the TV tum on and can hear the Dr. Keiith Ablow show in the background. She
watches that crap every day. I hate to hear all of those staged fights on the set of those shows. I know that
half of them are fake and can’t help but think of the real ones I'm used to at home. I really think that my
mom iakes them seriously and thinks that everyone fights like that with their family. That’s why she thinks
it’s okay to yell at me for things that aren’t my fault. That’s also why she thinks I shouldn’t answer her
questions with attitude, and if I do. [ deserve to be slapped.

On the commercial, she shuffles back into the kitchen. I've put pasta in the pan to cook and am
rolling out meatballs for Kyle. She looks over my shoulder and turns to the fridge. She opens the door and
stands staring at the stocked shelves. ~“You didn’t get me any damn beer?”” Here we go again.

“Did you forget that I can’t buy beer?”

“Well you can sure as hell use my credit card. Why can’t you buy beer with my dammn credit
card?”

“Mom. let’s not have this argument. If you want beer, go get some. I don’t want to hear it.”

She stomps over to the kitchen table where I laid my backpack. She unzips the front pocket and
starts rummaging through my stuff. ~What are you doing?” I ask, sort of short. “That is my stuff. What
do you want?”

I amr looking for the damn car keys. Where did you put them?”




“They are right herc.” I say. pointing at the counter. ~Are you gonna at least change clothes
before you go?” I look at her in her Tigger night gown with her boobs hanging down and fluffy pink house
shoes. I hope she will change clothes and at least brush her hair.

“Sure, Kelsey. Whatever makes you happy. Don’t want to embarrass you in your little black get-
up. Never mind that I never want you to leave the house looking like that and you don’t listen to me.” She
stomps to the back of the house. She’s already been drinking and I wonder how much. I walk over to the

trash can and step on the pedal. The tid pops up and I see at least four cans. but there are probably more.

Great, another one of these nighis.
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17: WHITTLE

As T am wondering if I should call Liv, the phone rings. I rush over and pick up the cordless,
propping it on my shoulder so I can finish dinner.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Kelsey. Did your mother tell you I called?” It’s my father. Great.

“No. I'meanyeah. She told me you called. I just haven’t had time to call back.”

“Well. that’s finc. Hey. I just wanted to touch base with you. It’s been a while.” No shit. As
much as I think it’d be cool to see what he looks like now. I don’t want to waste my time chatting it up. 1
really just want to get this over with,

“So. I guess your mom told you I’'m gonna be in town this weekend. I know this is short notice.
but I really would like to see you again. And Kyle. T have missed you guys so much and it is hard to
believe it has been so long since I've seen vou.” I listen as he pours on the nice. He is playing innocent
and I can’t figure out why. Since I have nothing to lose. why not just ask.

~So what’s the real reason? Why, after ten years of being nonexistent to us, do you feel the need
to come back now?”

“Tjust...it’s...1t°s kind of a long story.” The stumbling over words thing just isn’t working for me.

“T’d like to hear it. I'd like to know what it is that drove you to the decision to pack up and leave.”
I can hear him breathing into the phone. The continuous chatter in the background tells me he is watching
TV.

“T"m not sure I have the answers you want to hear. Besides. wouldn’t it be better if we saw each
other first, so we can...you know, at least meet each other again?” This isn’t gonna work for me. I nced
answers and I need them now,

“No. The deal 1s, you tell me what happened. Let me be an adult for once. I think you owe me
that for lcaving me fatherless for so long, don’t you?" I feel anger rising up in me. but the sincerity of my
question is true. This is a mystery I have held with me for so long. [ have gone through different stages.
hating him at times, and longing for him to return at others. never knowing his motivations. Now. I'm not

quite surc what I want, but I know | want answers. Is that so wrong?
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“Listen, if you really think you want to know this, I'll tell you. Not because I think it will change
things. but because I am willing to do this to be able to see you this weekend. It’s a hard story to tell.
Kelsey. if I tell you, will you agree to see me?" 1 pause for a second to analyze before deciding. I could
hear what he has to say and be completely pissed. not wanting to give him another second of my life, or
things could be better than I expected, and [ could live with seeing him,

~T want to hear.” I finally speak up. ~I want to know what happened to you. what took so long,
and what's going on in your life that brings you to call.” Iimagine him smiling at me, his deep dimples
creasing his cheeks. Iremember those. but that’s about it.

~Okay. It’sadeal. Things weren’t good between your mother and me. I’m sure you figured out.
[ lost my job because of a company staffing cut. Your mom was staying home with you and Lori, and had
to get a job to help pay the bills. She hated me for that. We were both working crappy part-time jobs just
to survive. The stress led her to alcohol. and before long. she couldn’t function without it.” [ figured as
much.

~Then. she got pregnant. You were only a toddler, and we knew it wasn’t a good pregnancy Since
we were barely getting by. She continued drinking. cursing the world and all those init. I finally gota
good job again when she was ten weeks along. The night I came home to tell her, she was curled up ina
ball on the bathroom floor, clinging to her knees, crying. [ rushed to her, asking what was wrong and she
swung her beer bottle in my face. breaking it across my jaw.” Oh my god. That’s when the violence
started.

~She lost the baby in a miscarriage. There was nothing I coutd do. I tried everything to make her
perk up. I bought flowers and pampered her. I cooked dinner and cleaned the house. For months, she did
nothing but work. drink, and sleep.”

My mouth starts to water. I want to cry, but am too busy. My ears are attuned to the conversation
and every noise in the house causes me to jump. I never knew. She never told me. Maybe that’s why she
never had anything to do with Kyle. Why we had to raise him.

He continues solemnly. “things got better afier a while. She cut back and tried so hard to get
things together. She started to be more involved with you girls and it seemed healthy. Then, about two

years later, she tumed again. I felt helpless. scared to say anything to her. She was out at clubs and




partying all the time since she wasn’t expected to work anymore. I didn’t know what to do. She was
cheating on me in her numb state of awareness. Then...she got pregnant. This time with Kyle.”

I finish his thought. “you didn’t know if he was yours so you left...”

He hesitates before answering. “Yeah. That’s right. [ feel so damn guilty for that now and have
ever since it happened, but I couldn’t keep doing it. I asked Mrs, Oglesby next door to look after you,
promising to send her a check once a month and packed my bag that night. I waited up for your mom. and
as soon as she stumbled in and went to sleep, I snuck out the door.”

This explains so much. Why he never called unless it was a holiday. knowing Mom would let us
talk to him simply to avoid confrontation. Why she never, ever mentioned his namne uniess she was cursing
him. Why we never heard anything about him and where he was. Why food would miraculously appear in
the kitchen. Why, most of all. we were left to deal with our own lives...to grow up on our own. I wipe my
eyes continuously, but cannot stop the steady flow of tears. Why did I never know?

I gather myself a little before speaking. ~Thanks for the explanation. I think I needed to know.
Don’t worry, I won't tell anyone that you told me. It doesn’t matter, right?”

“Thanks. Kelsey. I have lived with this long enough. I want my life and my family back.
So...will you meet with me on Saturday?”

“How can Inot?”" [ get a little chuckle out of him for this. “T'll meet you for breakfast. But I've
gotta get going now. Hope that’s okay.”

“You bet. Seec you then.”

I lay the phone down on the counter and step outside for a fresh breath of air. I need to cool it so
no onc asks me what’s wrong. It’s my little secret. for now. Of course. I know I can’t keep it from Liv
because she hears everything. But just for a few minutes, I hold onto the knowledge that my dad isn’t the

creep I always thought he was at all.

I pick up the phone and dial the first three numbers. I hang up. Something inside me is not right.
I feel a lintle jittery. I punch the button on the phone and listen to the dial tone humming in my ear. [ dial

six numbers and my finger stalls on the 8. Just do it... push the buttoun,
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I hear the ring on the line and wait, wringing my hands and popping my knuckles. My breathing
is heavy. After four rings Keenan picks up on the other end. I chat with him for 4 minute then ask for Liv,
As I wait for her to come on the line. I wonder if we will get into personal conversations, beyond the
normal rundown of what’s going on.

“Hey.” Liv says cheerfully. “I was just getting ready to call you. What’s up?”

“Um...I just wanted to tell you something. You will never believe who just called my house.”

"My father! Can you believe that? He wants to sce us on Saturday.”

“Really!?l Are you serious? He just called out of the blue”? 1'd be kinda skeptical about that if I
were you. I mean you haven't really talked to him much since he left. right? And now he just magically
shows up. Weird.™ My first instinct is to get angry since my conversation is still fresh in my mind. T turn
myself away from this because she hasn’t gotten the entire story. Once she hears, I'm sure she’ll react
differently.

“Well. it was just...I don’t know. He seemed kind of...lonely, hard up. Ikind of felt sorry for
him. It was weird. There was that curiosity in me. Iasked him why he lefl. "cause, why not? You know?
You're not gonna believe this.”

“Tell me! I want to hear.”

“Not now. It’s along story. I'li el you iater.”

“You can’t do that to me. That is 50 cruel.” She doesn’t understand.

“I'don’t want to go into it now. And I really can’t. so I'll let vou know as soon as I can.”

She hufls. not satisfied with my response. ~Ugh...you are such a tease. Just kidding. Okay, well
I guess that’ll have to do. huh?”

. "Yep. Well. I guess I’ll see you later? Hey, did you want to stay over tonight? I don’t know
how much homework you have or whatever, but you can if you want.” She tells me she will ask her mom
as she says her goodbyes. I have to get her in a place where I can talk to her face to face...alone. I have to
tell her about my dad. but the more important thing to me right now is my feelings for her. My relationship
could take a drastic turn.

I know things could go all wrong. I know this could be the end of our friendship, but I can’t hide

these feclings much longer. I have to talk to her. I have to tell her the threats in the locker room. Ihave to
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ask her advice. I have to tell her....everything. I pivot from my leaning stance against the counter and
return the phone to the charger. Hugging my arms around my middle, I lean against the wall for a second.
® % ok k%

I have cleaned up the dinner mess and as I'm packing my binder into my gig bag. my mom comes
tearing through the back door. She tosses the keys on the counter and hefts the bulk of a brown paper bag
onto the counter. I pull out my tuner and lay it down on the kitchen table to tune my guitar in drop D.
Throwing the strap over my head, I sit down on the comer of the table and strum a G chord. A little flat. 1
begin. one string at a time, picking and twisting, picking and twisting until the line on the tuner falls flush
with the balance line at the top of the digital screen.

“Do you have to do that night now”” My mom says. a little perturbed. ~Isn’t that something you
can do at practice? You are going to give me another headache.”

“Sorry!” I quickly grab the tuner. stuff it in the box. and throw it into the front pocket of my gig
bag. Ilook over at my mom as she pulls a 6-pack of Budweiser out of the bag. She reaches back in. Next.
she retrieves a fifth of Hot Damn. She reaches in. yet again, pulling out a small two-shot bottle of some
flavor of Schnapps.

“Are you serious? You really need all that?”

“Why don’t you shut your pretty little face before I make you shut it.”

“Ugh.” She always does this when she drinks. I can’t help but think what Dad must’ve felt
dealing with this all the time, too. There is no telling what she had to drink while she was gone. I'm sure if
1 walked up closer to her I would smell the familiar cheap beer. and probably mint or vanilla liquor as well.
T thought you said you were quitting for me...for us? Did you forget that little conversation?”

She raises her hand, squinting her eyes. Her body sways a little to the left, and then she retumns to
her upright stance. “You know...” she sturs, “I was. But t-h-at’s alt changed now.”

“What is it that could be so important that would change your mind to do something for your
kids?" Do I really want to know this? I wait for her answer.

“Weee.. 1l .. .yourdad Ith.i...nk Leave mea...lone™

I shake my head and approach the bar. When she tumns away, I reach up and slide the keys into

my pocket, hoping she didn’t hear the clank of the metal keychain against the keys. She didn’t. T shoulder
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my gig bag and walk out the door, loading the guitar into the backseat. I walk back in and jog up the stairs.
I tap on Kyle's door.

“Yeah?”

I push the door open and see him glued to the TV, rapidly punching buttons on the Game Cube
controller in the empty space between his crossed legs. He pauses the game and turns to see what [ want. |
squat down beside him. rustling his damp clean hair. ~Glad you finally took a shower.” I smile as he
protrudes his tip in a mock-anger face, scrunching his eyes.

I do like to do that sometimes.”

“Well, I'm off to practice. T'll probably be gone for a while. Just so you know. you'd probably be
better off just hanging out up here tonight.”

“Why do you say that? What's wrong with Mom?”~

~She’s been drinking again.” I reach info the cargo pocket on my army pants and pull out my celt
phone. “Here, keep this and call Liv’s phone if you need me, okay”? You should be okay, but just in case.
Oh, and don’t let Mom see that you have niy phone. She'll take it away from you.” I stand up and twrn
toward the door.

“Okay. See you later.”

“Do your homework.”

“Twill. T will.” He returns to his game before I even get out the door. not looking back at me.

I run back down the stairs and grab my back pack off the table. ~Gone to practice. Mom. There’s
spaghetti on the stove if you want some...and meatballs!” I poke my head around the corner and she’s
sitting in the recliner with her legs tucked into the chair with her. The living room is dark except for the
light bouncing off the television. She holds a bottled beer in her right hand and a lit cigarette in her left.
Her numb gaze doesn’t even shift over to me. She has no idea [ even said anything to her. The ashes on
her cigarette are every bit of an inch long and I just hope she doesn’t burn the house down before I get
home. Of all nights to invite company over. Iround the corner and jump in the car, revving the engine.
There’s something about leaving, on my own, that gives me a free. light feeling. I smile as I glance into the
rear view mirror. Be who yvou are, [ tell myself in the mirror, then laugh at my own ignorance. . .talking to

myself in a mirror.
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As I"'m driving through town. | flip through my CD case. James Blunt...nah. Justin
Timberlake...no. Jimmy Buffett...nah. Melissa Ethendge...no. Dixie Chicks...no. How about Bob
Segar? It’s been a while since I listened to this one. Islide the silver CD into the player and wait. I listen
as the familiar voice rings out. A blurry memory rushes into my mind. I'm sitting in my dad’s lap in the
driver’s seat of the car. We are cruising back roads and I'm pretty small, probably around five. Ilean my
head against his exposed chest and the hairs tickle my bare shoulders. The window is rolled down and his
left arm is propped on the door at the elbow. A half smoked cigarette clenched between his middle finger
and thumb, he inhales and I can feel the rise of his chest followed by the sinking. It’s a pretty hot day. My
hair is sticking to my face and neck. The backs of my legs stick to his below the line of his shorts. I'm
dozing off as we drive in the heat with the sun pelting me through the windshield.

We pull over and he lifis me under my arms. shinging me onto his shoulders. “Here we go.
Cupcake.” He shouts up to me. He always called me that. He bounces as he walks down the dirt path.
bumpy with the knots of tree roots protruding out of the ground. He turns and looks back at my mom and
sister. Mom is huge and pregnant and pulls Lori along by her arm. waddling down the path a little sfower
than us. [lean over and lay my chin on the top of his sweaty head as we walk toward the water, comforted
by the steady stride.

And I'm back. That’sit. That’s all I can remember. I'm driving down this gravel road. watching
the sun disappear in the distance. I want to go back. I want to see more. To feel the way I felt then. To
know that all is well. I want to experience my father. It has been so long since I saw him that I rarely even
have memories of him. He simply disappeared from my life for all of these years. and now he’s back.

Calling me. Wanting to see me. Idon’t even know if I will recognize him. or if he will recognize me.

* * & * ®
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18: WEB

I pull into the driveway for the Band Barn. Travis and Jack are sitting outside on a bale of straw.
Travis takes a pull from a fifth of Jack Daniels and waves over to me in an overly dramatic way. [ smile
and holler over to him. “What’s up crazy?” He gets up from his stoop and wanders my direction. ~Why
are you drinking”? Don’t you know we have to practice for like three hours or something? You can’t be off
your game.”

“You’re right. Ican’t. But you know how smooth everything feels after a couple of shots. Look.
I've only had a few.™ He raises the bottle. It’s more than half empty. At least he’s a funny drunk...unlike
my mother.

“Right. A few, huh?” He holds his hand out, palm up.

“Give me some skin, girlie.” I slap his hand and he pulls away, clenching a fist, in reaction to the
sting. Iturn my hand up to retwrn the favor. ~You ready to do this thing? We gonna rock "da house.
Tha’s right.” He turns and heads back to the Bamn before I can even answer. I look around and netice that
Liv isn’t here yet.

“Hey. anyone know where Liv is?" I call out as I walk into the Barn. No one answers. “Keenan,
where’s your sister?”

He looks up from the sound board shrugging his shoulders. I don’t know. I'm not her kecper.
She needs to hurry up though. Why don’t you call her?”

I reach down to the pocket on my leg and realize I left my phone with Kyle. Iborrow Keenan's
phone to call. She picks up on the second ring. “I'm coming, I'm coming! Be patient.”

“Hey. Liv.” I speak softly into the phone.

“Kelsey? I'm sorry...why do you have my brother’s phone?”

1 left mine with Kyle. Where are you””

“Turn around and you’ll see.” [ do a 180 and see her white Jeep Liberty flying up the gravel road.
She’s leaving a cloud of dust behind her. “Damn girl. I'm glad I'm not following you!™

~Shut up. smart ass. 1have to hurry. 1 had a little hold up in town. I almost ran out of gas and

had to turn around and go get some. Anyway, I'm here so I'm getting off. Love ya. Ciao.” Click. Did
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she just say that? I haven’t heard her say that in a while. I stand out by my car and wait for her to pull in.
1 She swings open the door and hops out. I look at her and my heart jumps.

She has on white. grey and black camouflage pants bunched on the side into Capri pants. a white
studded belt with the buckle on her left hip. black military boots laced halfway up her shins. and a black
beater with a big silver star on the front. Her hair is pulled back and she’s weanng a black and white
bandana with silver hoop earrings. On her left arm is a two-buckle leather bracelet, about three inches
wide. and on her right are at least twenty or thirty black plastic ring bracelets. She looks hot! I swallow
hard as she leans over and hugs me.

“Hey. Mom said I could stay with you, if that’s still okay. Ibrought a bag with me.” She poinis
to the back seat. By the looks of the bag, she has packed for a week.

“Did you bring enough stuff?” She winces at me. tilts her head to the left and sticks out her
tongue. She lifts up the front of her shirt, showing me a new belly piercing.

“"NO WAY! Youdidn’t. When did you do that?” Her face floods red. “You just did that didn’t
you?”

She puts her finger to her lips to shush me. continuing in a whisper. “Don’t say it too loud. I
don’t want to tell anyone. That’s why I was late. Promise me you won’t say anything, k7"

"I promise. but I want the details later.”

~And I think you owe me some details t0o.”

* * * * %*

Practice 1s awesome. We start warming up and hit a few of our regular songs. Then we take a
break and huddle up on the straw circle to organize our sets for the weekend. We go back and forth about
song order and all that crap. Some say we should mix up the slow and fast songs. Others think we should
group them together. Honestly, T don’t care how we do it. I just want (o get this thing moving. After about
thirty minutes of debate. we settle on a lineup. We start the set with Maroon 3 Sunday Mornings. Most of
our songs are covers for different bands like that. We’ll do Dave Matthews, Modest Mouse. Nickelback
(which seems so different). and one by Staind in the first set. with Travis and Jack alternating lead.

We’ll take a small break and switch into a different set. This one is more geared toward Olivia. In

this set we will do songs by Ani Difranco (but not many because I can’t master her guitar skills yet). Kris
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Delmhorst. Sarah Bolen. and some Melissa Etheridge. We will end with the Melissa Ferrick song that
everyone agreed would bring down the house at our last practice. Oliva has a pretty versatile voice. so we
have a lot of options in the less-popular realm of music. Hopefully people will be impressed and ask who
the different artists are. If not, at least it’s a night of fun for us. The first, and possibly the last. if we don’t
get a move on.

There’s no way we're going to get through all of these songs tonight. I suggest we start with the
second set because the guys hang out here without me and Liv a lot more. I think they can practice without
us. After groans fill the room, they finally agree. Liv jumps up onto the front of the stage and signals
Keenan to pump up the volume on her microphone.

I settle into my music. starting to feel the groove. Ilook up from my guitar when I can. [ watch
her. She’s there on the front of that stage in this abandoned barn, but in her mind, she is performing for

thousands of people. She gives this practice every ounce of effort she has, as if she is actually performing

on Saturday night. She feels the music, sways with it, jumps with it, uses her hands to make her point. 1
smile occasionally as I recognize her passion for what she’s doing. She is feeding off this band behind her.

At the end of the song, she turns around. wiping her nose on her wrist. She looks up at me and |
smile at her. She smiles back and once again, we are connected. Only me and her in this room right now.

I wink out of my right eye and she blushes. She approaches me a little closer and bends to tie her shoe. I
look down at her and she winks back.

My heart is heavy and beating out of my chest. My palms sweat and I wipe them on the towel
beside me. Trying to distract myself. to find a way to get my focus redirected to the music. I turn away and
reach for my water bottle. I screw off the cap and tilt it toward the ceiling, chugging. She walks over to
me and places her hand on my side.

~Can I have a drink of that? I am parched!”

I hand her the bottle and watch the curve of her lips around the mouth of the bottle. I think of how
it would feel to kiss those lips. I wonder if they are soft and if she is a good Kisser. I want to take her into
my arms and Kiss her for an hour. I run my hand through my hair and snule as she returns the bottle to me.

There is only a little left in the bottom. Itilt it back and down the rest.

0




Sitting the bottle down next to me, I stand and shake my head, pop my neck. and shake my body
all the way down to my feet and wrists. Gaining a little composure, I grip my guitar and strum the intro to
the next song quietly. I have to do something to draw my attention back to practice. When I begin playing,
everyone resumes position and we move on, song by song.

It’s time to practice the Ferrick song. The end of practice. and the most emotional song. Oh boy'!
Here goes nothing! Or something. who knows? As I wait for the boys to get back to where they need to
be. my mind wanders. She seemed excited about staying with me. Is she feeling the same things T am? 1
drift down one road of possibility.

If she’s feeling the same as I'm feeling, does that mean we could be happy like Julie and Rachel?
I can’t really imagine walking into the grocery store holding hands with Olivia. What if people starc?
What if they laugh at us? Or even worse, what if we get beat up for showing the world our attraction to one
another? This could potentially be a very dangerous life. I've scen on TV shows where men get beat up a
lot just for being gay. What makes people think it’s so wrong?

If T love a woman, what does that matter? I can’t help who I love. We could have so much fun
together. There would be no more tension between us because we could be upfront and honest about all
our feelings. Icould tell her L love her if T feel it. She could tell me the same. We could share connections
that most girls don’t have. We could...

“Earth to Kelsey.” Travis is standing in front of me. My eyes cross then straighten. focusing on
the strings of his electric guitar. “"Where’d you go?”

“Oh...sorry. [ was just thinking.”

I think brain damage came with the black eye,” he cackles. proud of himself for finding a way to
make fun of the bruises I had forgotten I even have. “Let’s do it, you little badass.” He retwrns to his spot
and I rejoin the band, playtng the acoustic intro to The Stranger. Liv cuts her eyes my way and turns
around breathing in deeply before her spotlight is turned on. T watch her move and wish I was in front of
her. watching her face as she sings this song. I would look into her eyes and read her emotions. I would

stare into her face and pretend she was singing the song for me and only me.

* %* * %* *




19: WANE

Liv follows me home after practice. 1roll down the windows and let the warm air blow into the
car. Cranking the radio up. I sing along with Ludacris’ Aoney Maker. 1 know every word. The music
flows through me. energizes me. Ibob my head and dance to the music. When we reach town. she flashes
her lights at me. I pull over in the mall parking lot to sce what’s wrong. She pulls up next to me and
shakes her phone at me.

“Your brother just called.”

“Is he okay?”

1 think so. Italked to him for a minute and he said your mom is drunk and just wondered when
we would be back. Wanna call him?”

“Yeah. Ibetterifyoudon’t mind.” She hands the phone to me and I call my own number, which
feels awkward. He picks up after the first ring. “Hey. bud. You okay?" After talking to him for a minuie
to calm his unnecessary panic, I decide this would be the perfect time to tell Liv about my dad.

“Kyle, will you be okay if I’m home in like thirty minutes?”

“Yeah. I'll just hang out in my room. Hurry though.”

I hang up. a little relieved that I can actually talk to her about it without having to whisper the
entire story and without any interruptions. I swing my door open and walk over to her Jeep, climbing in
with her. Ihand her the phone. “Here ya go. He’s fine. Just a little panic attack.™

“Oh, good. He was out of breath and everything when he called me. I think your mom started
yelling at him or something.”

“That’s what he said. but I got him calmed down. Icame over here so I could tell you about my
dad in private.” She nods her head. clapping a little, excited to hear the news.

“It’s not like that at all. It isn’t an exciting story. Pretty much depressing, if you ask me. But it
does explain a lot about how Mom acts and stuff.” 1 start off slow, working my way in to how it got to the
point of the confession in our conversation. She is listening intently to every word I speak, nodding
occasionally to show me she is paying attention. Before I even get finished with the story. she has started
to cry a little.

“Oh, Kelsey. I'm so sorry.” She’s sincere. but what good does it do me?
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“It’s no big thing. But I do think it’s something I needed to hear. It gives me a reason not to hatc
my dad like I have for so long. I just wish I'd known sooner. you know?”

“Maybe, but you probably wouldn’t have dealt with it too well. You weren’t ready to hear this
yet. Maybe you would’ve thought he was lying or gotten angry with him. You never know how you
would’ve acted.” She has a point. I don’t know that I was ready to hear it earlier. I hated him for leaving.
Hated him for upsetting my world. Hated Mom for letting him go and not fighting for the relationship.
This perspective is completely different than I would’ve ever imagined.

“You're right.”

"I love it when you say that!™ She’s so cute sometimes.

“Ready 1o get back? I'm sure Kyle is going nuts.” She hands me the phone to call him again. I

tell him we are in front of the mall and will be there soon. As I get back in my car. I sigh. One story down.
I tell myself. I’m ready to get back so I can talk to her and hang out for a while.
% * % % *

1 peel out of the parking lot. heading out of town on the back roads. 1really want to speed the rest
of the way, but think better of it because I know I can’t afford a speeding ticket. I set my cruise on the
curvy road knowing Olivia is not too familiar with this road. especially in the dark. She follows fairly close
to me. I pull into the driveway and signal with my arm out the window for her to park on the street. She
follows my lead. I get out of the car and wait for her as I sling my gig bag onto my back. She hauls out
this gigantic bag and I shake my head in disbelief. How could one person need so much stuff for one
might?

She follows me in and I see my mom sprawled out on the couch. As I'm wondering if she is
passed out. her head pops up.

“Hi girls. You sure are late. What time is it. anyway?”

“Um. It’s 10:45. We had a long practice. We have a gig this weekend.”

“You do? You didn’t tell me that. Ididn’t know you were getting that good.” She reaches over
and grabs a cigarette, clumsily placing it between her lips. She has to scoot the top part of her body off the
couch to reach the lighter on the center of the coffee table. She groans as she rights herself on the couch

and flicks the lighter. Tt takes three tries before she gets a suitable flame. [ quickly scan around the room

3




R —

and see all six of the Bud bottles spread out. Three on the coffee table. one on each end table, and one on
the floor next to the couch; within reach. I wonder how much of the other liquor she has gone through. but
don’t ask. Ireach around and grab Liv by the wrist. trying to signal for her to leave the room. She flinches.
not expecting the touch.

“Well, Mom, we’re gonna head upstairs. Night.”

“Leaving me already? I was just getting started.” Oh no. Tonight 1s one of the chatty drunk
nights. That makes me think she has slowed on the hard liquor and stuck to the beer.

“Well, I'm really tired and I need to shower. It was hot in the Bamn tonight. so I was pretty sweaty
by the time practice was over.”

“Well...that’s okay, I guess. I’'m kinda bored though. Where’s vour brother? I haven’t seen him
all night.” Are you kidding me? How did he know she was so drunk if she doesn’t even know he is here?

“He should be upstairs. That’s where he was when I left.”

“I’lt be. 1didn’t even know.”

I turn around knowing if I don’t just walk out. we’ll be stuck here for hours. I walk up the stairs.
drop my bag in my room. and walk across the hall to knock on Kyle’s door.

“Hey bud. Why did you get scared? Mom seems to be in a good mood tonight.”

~She wasn’t earlier. I went down to get a snack and she started screaming at me. She said 1
needed to get out of her house. She didn’t even know who [ was. What was I supposed to do””

I can see the pain in his eyes. It must suck to be a stranger in your own home. I hurt for him
because this is how it’s been his entire life. for the most part. I reach out and hug him. Knowing he wants
to be cool with Liv in the house. but also knowing that he needs the hup. and I more than him.

“Hey. Can I come hang out with you guys for a little bit?" T hesitate but then agree. After all.
he’s been alone all night. I wave him into the room and close the door. I start picking up my room a little
as we rehash the night. We explain our practice to Kyle and he listens intently. [ feel a little guilty for
leaving him here. I really should’ve invited him to come with me, but sometimes I need a break.

As T start brushing my hair, Kyle and Liv are chatting about an episode of Survivor last week.
Since I don’t really watch TV all that much, I'm lost in the conversation. It doesn’t bother me. It fecls

good to have my brother and my best friend finding something to talk about.
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~“While you guys chat it up about some crazy show, I'm gonna go shower.” I reach down and grab
my towel off the floor. Because it’s crumpled. it’s still damp from my moming shower. I toss it into the
floor of my closet, deciding to grab a clean one from the hall closet. I turn back around and catch Liv’s
eye. She smiles at me, obviously not completely in tune with the conversation. I wink at her and grab my
pajamas off the chair in the comer, waving as I walk out of the room, closing the door behind me.

*x % % kX

I pull the comforter back and scrunch down between the sheets. pulling the blankets up to my
chin. My wet hair dampens the pillow, which I normally hate, but it feels good to be clean and warm in
bed. Ilook over at Oliva as she rummages through her bag.

“Hey, mind if I shower now?”” She pulis a pair of silky purple sleep pants out of the bag,
| wrapping them around a T-shirt.

“Nope. Have atit. The towels are in the closet.”

“K. Thanks. Back inafew.” She walks out the door, closing it gently behind her. I invite Kyle
to sit at the foot of the bed.

So, did you get your work done tonight?”

He looks at me. a little frustrated by my nagging. “Yes. Idid it. A while ago. Ialmost beat the
game, too. I was getting bored without you here, so I played the game forever.”

We stare at each other. silent for a minute. ~So...when’s your next game?””

“Um...Saturday. I think it’s at 1:00. Can you take me?”

I think about Saturday. It’s gonna be a busy day. Soccer...Dad...and gig. “Yep. I'll even stay if
you want me to. You know Dad is coming to town. right?” Shock rolls over his face and his shoulders
shump. He didn’t know. Mom didn’t even bother to tell him.

“What for?” I can read the same mixed emotions on his face that T felt. He’s just as skeptical as I
was. [ want to reassure him that 1t’1l be a positive experience for both of us. I'm not sure how things will
go. but I have to pretend things will be fine between he and dad. and [ don’t foresee anything but fun for

him, but I'm trying to get him a little psyched up about the visit.
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“I"'m not real sure. He told me he missed us and wanted to be a part of our lives. I agreed to meet
up with him. Maybe we can talk him into going to your game. Would you like that?” 1 hate lying. but 1
know he wouldn’t understand what I heard from Dad. He didn’t need to hear it.

He stalls for a minute, twisting the frayed edge of my blanket in his fingers. Looking down at the
floor, he props his forehead in his hand. Is he crying? I sit up and reach over to rub his back but he jerks
from me. When Kyle resists, something is wrong.

“Hey. bud. Look at me.” [ wait. "Hey.” He finally upturns his face and I see the solitary tear
trickling from his right eye. Ireach forward and wipe it away, taking him into an embrace. “We’'re gonna
have fun. I promise.”

“How do you know? What if [ don’t wans to see him? What if I don’t have anything to say”
What if I don’t even know what he looks like. and then I feel dumb?”

“Listen. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. okay? No matter what Mom tells

you. you don’t have to go anywhere with him or say anything you don’t want to. Just trust me. He wants to
see you.”

I watch. waiting for a reaction. He seems to have calmed a bit. but I'm not entirely surc. “It’s
just....Idon’t even remember him.” This triggers more tears. His face reddens with his unsuccessful effort
to hold back. ~T've just kinda gotten used to not having a dad. Won't it be weird?”

“Yeah. I'm not gonna hie. I think it will be really weird. but Kyle. we don’t even know him. That
is the beauty of the whole thing. Maybe he has turned into a really cool guy. We should give him a
chance, don’t you agree? Just think about it.”

“Ijust...I don’t know.”

“It’s okay. Just think about it tonight and tomorrow. Let me know. I'm supposed to call him
back on Friday afternoon. Maybe then we can have a better plan for the day. It’s up to you. bud.”

“Okay....I think 'm gonna go to bed now.” He stands from his cross-legged position at the foot
of the bed. I climb out of my comfort and wrap my arms around his shoulders, kissing him on the top of
the head.

“I’ve got your back. I won’t let anyonc hurt you. Do you trust me?” I take my hands and place

them on his cheeks, lifting his face to me. “Well, do you?”
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A smile twitches in the corner of his mouth. “Yeah...Ido.” He turns from me and walks out the

door. Iexhale asI wait for him to close the door then climb back into my spot in bed. Pulling the covers

back up. I cross my arms. tucking them behind my head. Why me? Why do I have to do all of the “mons”

things? 1 complain to myself constantly about these things. but I realize I don’t really mind all that much.

I'm the one person who can calm my brother, make him feel important. That’s not such a bad thing.
I stare at the ceiling, at the word Believe looking down on me. Sometimes I do. Believe. that is.
believe I can take charge and make things okay for everyone else. I believe there are things I can change.

Things I can do to make a difference.

I
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20: WANTON

[ start talking as soon as Liv comes back into the bedroom. ~So, tell e about your piercing. Why
did you do it? How bad did it hurt?”

She flips around. greeting me with a mischievous smile. "Well, I did it just because. I don’t really
know. It was pretty friggin painful. if I have to say.™ She goes into details. showing me and telling me
cvery move they made from beginmng to end. She tells me how she’s supposed to care for it.

“That’s cute. And you can’t change it for two months? How crazy.” I stand up and turn on the
lamp. The overhead light is too bright for now. I walk over by the door and flip the switch. I'm acting
way too nervous. 1 think I need some water. Need anything?™ She grabs my hand as I tumn toward the
door.

“Oh, Kels, can you...”

“What? Can I what?”

“Never mind.” She drops my hand and shoos me toward the door. “T’ll tell you in a minute.”

As 1 walk quietly down the stairs, I pray that my mother is asleep. or passed out. or whatever so I
don’t have to talk to her again. I tiptoe through the hall. into the kitchen. She is snoring on the couch.
Whew. I quietly open the cabinet and pull out a plastic cup. This is the tricky part. [ open the freezer and
dip my hand into the ice tray. pulling out piece by piece. trying not to let the cubes shifi any more than
necessary. I close the door and fill the glass with water from the sink. I mash quietly back out of the
kitchen and up the stairs. I slide into my bedroom and close the door behind me. Liv is sitting cross legged
on the dresser when I come back in staring at her belly in the mirror. She looks over to me and climbs
down,

“So. what did you think of practice tonight?”” I say, hoping this conversation will lead mto more
important conversations that need 1o happen.

~Uh, I thought it was awesome. We’re really getting into our groove. don’t you think?” Crossing
her legs at the ankles, she leans against the dresser, taking the water from me to get a drink. She grabs one
of the cubes with her teeth, retracting it into her mouth. I imagine how cold her lips and mouth are right

now. How sensual it would be to feel her cold mouth on my warm lips.
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“Yeah. Totally. I'm stoked about the concert this weekend. I've never been to the Broken
Rainbow, have you?" I honestly don’t even know where it is, or what kind of place it is. All I know is that
it’s a club that you can get into even if you aren’t 21.

“No. I've never been, but Travis says it’s a pretty hip spot. All kinds of people there.” She
watches me from her post with her left arn crossed and tucked under her right. Her firm leg muscles are
accentuated under the purple form-fitting pants. Her shirt hangs loose just below her waist and the sleeves
arc short, allowing her biceps 1o peek out below the seams. ~“What?" she says as we stare at each other
silently.

“Nothing, ! just....I don’t know.” Isit up. crossing my arms over my knees.

She smiles at me as she stands up straight. She shuffles to the other side of the bed. sitting with
her back against the wall. T turn slightly, spreading out across the foot of the bed with my hand propping
my head. My feet dangle off the edge of the bed and I notice that I'm bouncing them. shaking the entire
bed.

-1 don’t really know how to say this...I want...” Oh god. I'm gonna stall. My stomach growls
loudly as I squirm to find a comfortable position.

~“What’s up, Kels? Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I've just....been thinking. That’s all.” Maybe this is it. There isn’t gonna be a betier
time. I've got her here in my room alone. I need to just spit it out. To spill my guts would be the most
relieving thing for me right now. But what if she doesn’t agree? What if she gets weirded out and wants to

leave? Then I'll feel like shit.

~Okay. You've been thinking. So...what else’s poing on”” I look away from her. staring hard at

the Kill Bill poster above her head. ~Are you worried about your dad coming here? Is that what it is? Or
is it something else’?”

The flood gates are open. “Yeah...sort of....but...that’s notall. It’s just...I feel....I don’t
know...a little weird.” Breathe. ~I want to...T just need to talk to you about something.” I wait for her
reaction. She seems a little tense and looks away. She fiddles with the cup, swirling it around in circles. so

close to spilling the water on the bed. She studics her hand movements and finally spcaks.
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~Did I do something wrong? Something to make you mad?” Her concern radiates from her
furrowed brow.

“No...don’t even think that. It’s nothing you did wrong. I just don’t know how to say this.” Isit
back up and cross my legs. My fingers and toes tingle with nerves. My stomach clenches. I breathe in
deep and blow my breath out of puffy cheeks. “It’s crazy. Idon’t want you to think I'm stupid.”

~I can promise you that nothing you say will be stupid. Kelsey. you are my best friend. You
know that right? So just tell me what it is. I'm listening.” For some reason, I think she suspects part of
what I'm going to say. She steadies the cup, crossing her fingers around the back of it. holding it upright in
her lap.

“I've just been...I don’t know how to explain it...I’ve been having these strange feelings. Like

I'm sort of, winm...attracted to you. Like more than friends.” There! Ididit! Isaid it. [ wait for her

reaction. She says nothing for a minute and slowly, her face lights up. She stares into my eyes and the
connection is there. once again.

~That is so weird, Kelsey. 1 have kind of been feeling that too. I thought I was just being foolish.
I thought I was way reading into things. I don’t know...it’s just like...these vibes. Like there’s something
there between us.”

I'm completely shocked by her response. Inever, in a million years, expected it to be mutual. At
least not like this. I never expected her to admit to having the same feelings. T can’t get this out of my
head. Liv. You, I mean. I think about things and have to back myself out of my own thoughts. tell myself
I'm being dumb. It’s just. the last couple of days. I have wanted to hug you. To cuddle up to you and hold
you. To kiss you. And nothing else.”

“Yeah. Ifeel ya.” A shy smile. Ismile back. This has been way too easy for me. What’s the
catch?

~It’s not just that, Liv. Ithink...no. I know almost 100 percent...I'm gay.” I wait for the extreme.
If she is going to change her reaction, now will be the time. She doesn’t.

“I"m a little scared of that too. I have tossed that around in my head for a while now. [ mean. 1

don’t really look gay...most of the time. Do you think? Idon’t really dress like a boy or wear my hair




short. or anything like that. What makes someone gay”? I don’t know that I have the answers to my own
questions.”

“I"m not really sure. But I have to say, this has been eating at me forever. I was so scared to tell
you. I was afraid you would turn away from me.” She reaches out and grabs my hand. Her fingers are
soft. and a little cold from the cup.

~So. what do we do about it”” A huge grin takes over her face. A lump slides into my throat. 1
hadn’t really thought we’d get here. Now what?

“Well, there is something else.” She waits.

“Three girls. Bethany, Lacey, and Mel, approached me in the locker room today. They pretty
much said if I didn’t find the girt who was fucking around with their boyfriends and beat her up. they were
gonna tell the entire school that I'm a lesbian.™

~Are vou serious? That is so stupid. They did this to a freshman last year and nothing came of it.
[ think they just like to make people get nervous.” How does she know this? Why didn’t I catch on?

~So. you're saying it’s a joke? This is never going anywhere?” She nods to my relief.

I think s0. Ican’t say for sure. But even if it isn’t a joke, so what? What does it really matter?
No one that you are friends with will listen to them over you anyway.” I can’t believe she is so nonchalant
about this. I expected her to be upset and distance herself from me for a while so she’s not caught up in the
gossip. She is, yet again. proving her friendship to me.

“What should I do then?”

I think you should talk to Bradshaw since that is the class you have with them. He’ll take care of
it for you.”

I hate to rat...but I guess I will.” [ wiggle my hand in hers. extending my fingers then clamping
them again around her hand.

“Now that that’s taken care of, back to us.” She studies my lips. I lick the bottom lip slowly.
anxious for the first kiss. I pull my hand away from hers and wipe my sweaty palms on my shirt, giggling
nervously. I turn my body. settling in next to her. She reaches over and lays her hand on my leg. My
adrenaline is pumping, rushing wild through my body. 7his is it. Itell myself. My chance is right here.
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I move her hand off my leg and walk to the door, quietly turning the latch.. just in case. I walk
back to the bed and slowly sit. sliding back into place. Iturn my face to look into hers and our eyes lock.
Giddy smiles on both of our faces clearly demonsirate a mutual nervousness. My hands shake as I reach
over and take her hand. Lifting her hand, [ take my fingers and delicately trace down hers. She flips her
arm over and I lightly scratch my fingernails from the bend of her arm down to her palm. Goose bumps
risc on her flesh. The hairs stand on end. A nervous energy penetrates my stomach and hips. I shiver
under the veil of desire. unsure of what to do next.

I run my hand back up her ann. to the shoulder, bringing it to rest on her face. I pull away again
and trace her sharp jaw line with the tips of my fingers. My hand quivers as I trace with my thumb. under
her eyes and across her lips, wanting to lean forward and press my lips to hers. My ears are attuned to
every creak in the house. [ jump as a limb scrapes the outside of my window in the breeze.

I finally lean in. turning my head slightly right. and gently touch lips with her. She hesitates for a
second. and then returns my kiss. We kiss softly for a few minutes before we pull from each other. Ilook
deep into her eyes. “You okay”?" I whisper. She nods.

“You?" Inod inreturm. Ireach forward and run my fingers through her hair, pulling it away from
the scalp. Though it is still damp from the shower, I'm surprised at how smooth it feels between my
fingers. My right anm, tucked under my side. starts to go numb. As I shuffle around. she turns onto her
back pulling me over onto her. She grabs the sides of my head and pulls my face to hers once again. The
kissing becomes more intense as she slides her tongue into my mouth. Breathing becomes heavier and I am
immediately aware of my own breath. blowing hot against her face. Thank god I brushed my teeth! She
stops quickly.

~Can we turn off the lights?” She whispers to me. I kiss her once more then turn and twist off the
lamp on the table next to me. There’s something about the dark that makes everything more real. Nothing
I can think of could replace this moment for me. This is the time I've been waiting for as long as I can
remember having feelings for other girls. My fears are, slowly but surely. being pushed aside.

1 turn over to her, sliding my leg between hers, and climb on to her a little more than before.
carcful not to squish her stomach. Her hands roam up and down my sides as we kiss. under my shirt and up

my back. She digs her nails in and pulls them aggressively down my back. [ moan quietly under the
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intensity of the scratch. I sink my tongue into her mouth. Not in a sloppy. wet kiss. but in a loving.
precise. passionate kiss. demonstrating my desire for her.

We pause for a moment, letting our eyes adjust to the darkness. The light from the streetlamp
shines through the cracks in the blinds. giving us enough light to see simple features. I see the outline of
her face. Slowly my eyes focus on her lips; her thin upper lip complimented by her curvy lower lip. They
glisten in the light under a thin layer of wetness. I'lean my head down. mouth parallel to her ear. and
whisper slowly, I can’t believe this is happening.”

She takes me in an embrace and rolls me over, landing on top of me. “Believe it.” She saysina
firm, controlling tone. She seems to have been waiting for this moment as long as I have. We continue on,
playfully tickling one another, trying in vain to keep quiet. We kiss periodicaily. Her hands roam up my
shirt, and mine up hers. With the sensation of touch radiating between the two of us, we learn each other’s
body. inch by inch.

At one point I roll over and look at the clock. 3:34. ~Shit, Liv. We have to get some sleep.”

“Nah. The first only happens once, right?” She pulls me back into her and we make out more.
What the hell? Things could change by morning. right? We tumble back and forth, one on top. then the
other. Later. we settle down side by side. facing one another. I pull her arm around my middle and trace
her curves. Starting at the shoulder. I rub down her side, into the dip of her waist and back up to the hip. 1
slide my arm around her back, pulling her closer to me. She slings her leg over my hip and I caress the

curve of her ass. not able to get close enough to her. savoring each second in this new beginning.

* ok ok k%
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21: TRIED-AND-TRUE

I wake up on my back with the alarm clock buzzing loudly in my ear. Topen my eyes and reach
over. slapping the snooze buiton. Just ninc more minutes. Iturn my face back toward Liv who 1s curled up
under my arm with her head lying on my chest. She raises her face and the creases of my shirt leave lines
in her face. Ismile at her. unsure of her “morning after’ reaction. She smiles at me, wiping her eye with a
loose fist.

“Wow. that was...interesting,” She says to me in a yawn, as she rolls over onio her pillow.
tucking her hand under her cheek.

~To say the least.” I'm still unsure if I can touch her. or what I can and can’t do. 1 lie still. waiting
for a cue. She reaches over. draping her arm around ny waist.

“You okay?" She asks sincerely.

“Yeah. I'm good. Justa litile tired.” I reach up and brush her hair from her face. lean over. and
give her a peck on the lips. I"m careful. knowing my breath is rank. ~"What now?”

“T don’t really know. Are you worried about things? I mean. just because this happened. no one
else knows. right?” I hadn’t thought of it that way. But wouldn’t people be able to tell? Not all people.
but our group. Travis, of all people, will pick up on it. Keenan is pretty quick to catch on.

~Do you really think no one will notice that we’re a litile. you know. different?”

I don’t think it really matters. Kels. Tt is what it is. right”” She’s so nonchalant about this. And I
have to say. I'm a little surprised. This ‘feeling’ seemed like it was something I was dealing with...on my
own. It felt like a big secret I had to feel out before 1 could be completely sure. Now. it’s like WHAM in
my face. I’m not saying I'm not ready for it. because I am. I'm ready for what will come with Olivia.
Whatever happens, happens. All I can do is buckle up and hang on for the ride.

T just don’t wanna get out of bed. That’s my problem right now. Ihave to say. you wore me out
last night!” She shyly shrinks into her own body, pulling the sheet up 1o her chin. Iroll over cuddling up
to her. As soon as I find a comfortable position, the alarm screams out a warning. Get your lezzie bults out
of bed! Okay, so I made that up. but the hesitance is real. The paradise is over.

1 roll over and grab my pillow as I stand up. I raise it above my head and bring it down on top of

Liv. "Get yo’ lazy assup!” She stands up. ready to fight. She pgrabs her pillow and crawls across the bed
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swinging at me. Our pillow fight continues for a few minutes. She jumps on top of me and starts kissing
me. I resist her attempt to get me going again and pull out from under her grasp. “We have to gol”

No part of me wants to leave this house. Actually. no part of me wants to step out from behind
this locked door. Ido. against my wishes. Irush through the getting rcady process. pulling my hairup in a
ponytail. I throw on some random clothes I pick up off the floor. not quite sure if they’re clean or dirty. 1
watch Liv as she meticulously brushes out her hair. It falls into perfect formation. as if she just washed.
dried and fixed it. So unlike my own, but I don’t really care.

From the time I sit down in my car. I miss her already. I walk the hall to my locker. twist my
combination. and swing the door open. a little more aggressively than I had intended. The door bangs
against the next locker and I jump. I quickly stuff my bag for the next few classes, throw it over my
shoulder and slam the door shut. I turn to head to class and I see her. a few doors down.

She’s standing at Keenan’s locker. and it seems like they are in an intense conversation. Did she
tell him? I can’t help but wonder. I decide not to butt in on them and continue walking by.

“Kelsey. Come here for a second.” I turn around casually. walking over to them. I search
Keenan’s face. looking for any little clue to indicate whether or not she told him. Ican’t tell.

“What's up guys?” I try to sound relaxed.

~T was just telling Keenan about the girls. He’s headed to Mr. Bradshaw’s now so he said he'd
talk to him and see what he could work out.”” I don’t know that I want this to happen. I mean. yeah. it’d be
nice to have it all taken care of. but if I don’t handle this on my own, they will have more reason to accuse
me of being gay because I will seem guilty.

~That’s okay. You don’t have to do anything. I'll take care of it.” I'reach out. placing my arm in
the crook of his elbow. ~Thanks though.™

~Are you sure? I'd be happy to talk to him. I don’t like that they are doing this to you and I think
it necds to stop before it goes any further.”

~I agree, but I can handle it.” T smile at him. pulling myself away.

~How about if I just tell him you need to talk to him about the threat and you’ll fill in the details””
Ugh. I'm not a child. I'm fully capable of handling my own shit and I want him to back off. Idon’t want

to be rude, but do want him to know I'll do it.
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“I"m cool. T’ll take care of it. But if I nced you. I'll let you know.™ That seems to satisfy him

enough. I wave and look into Liv's eyes. She smiles a cute little smile to me as I turn and walk away.
ok % ok ¥

I sit at the desk and pull out my notebook. flipping to a blank page. I start doodling. Nothing in
particular, just something to pass the time. A flower, a star, a crescent moon with the star at the bottom tip.
I sec the black flats of my history teacher cross in front of my desk as I'm shadowing a tnbal twist.

She stops in front of my desk with her back turned to me as she lays down a stack of
papers...Monday’s tests. Great. Just what I need. A bad grade to alter my mood. My guts are twisting
and turning; a direct response to the increased sexual tension thniving in my body.

I can predict her next moves. She’ll walk over to the windows, pulling every shade up three
fourths of the way, walk to the sink in the back of the room and run just enough water to fill the coffee cup
half way. Then. she’ll walk back to the front of the room. dumping part of the water into the potted tulips
and the rest into the fern hanging from a ceiling-mounted chain. After she finishes her watering duty. she’ll
walk back to the desk. push her glasses up on her pointed nose. run her fingers through her black. frizzy
hair, clear her throat and wait for the tardy bell to ring as she checks off present students in her attendance
book. The same routine, day after day.

I watch her routine and peg everything until the very end: she clears her throat as she pushes her
glasses up. I chuckle to myself as I realize the irony in this sitvation. Mrs. Tucker is so predictable. I'm
sure all of her days arc composed of the same actions in the same sequence. Me. on the other hand. I'm so
not predictable it is actually quite hysterical.

I think about the blazing heat that tortured my body last night as I surrendered to my deepest.
darkest desire. I fidget in my seat as I recollect the gentle touch of Liv’s fingers on my face, my lips. The
excitement that rose in me as she sucked my finger, teasing me with a twitching tongue on the tip.

I brush the stray strands from 1y face and pop the collar on my black polo. pulling the corners
around my face to the cdges of my mouth. T watch Mrs. Tucker’s stiff motions as she gathers the papers in
her hand and speaks to the class.

~These are the graded tests from Monday. Not bad. 1 have to say I amn, overall, very plcased with

the results of this test.”
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I mentally sigh with relief. Maybe this won’t be something to burst my balloon. She lays the

paper face down on my desk. I slide it to the edge before flipping it over, close to me, forgetting that she
never writes the grade on the first page. “Just in case.” she says. In case what? In case we have a heart
attack when we look at it. I guess.

I scan through the test. I missed half of a question on the first page. none on the second, and an
entire question on the third. Grand total of 96.5%. No way! How stoked am I? I tuck the test into my
notebook. and then realize I didn’t look at her comments. I pull it back out. flipping to the Iast page. She
writes;

Kelsey.

Although I am very impressed with your test, [ can’t help but wonder if something serious is going
on with you. You have seemed very distant in class for the past few weeks. If vou need further help on any
of vour assignments, or additional time to finish vour first paper. don 't hesitate 1o come tolk to me. Ay
planning period is 47 on Mon, Wed, and Fri. and 3™ on Tues, and Thurs. Come by anvtime. Keep up the
good work!

-Mrs. Tucker

My initial reaction is what the hell is that about? 1then rcalize_, duh. I have bruises on my face. 1
keep forgetting that. I guess that would give her reason to worry. I appreciate her concern and [ do have a
lot going on, but nothing T need her help with. I can handle my own problems. I'm getting tired of
everyone feeling sorry for me. I decide to stay after class. just as a courtesy. to let her know everything is
fine. Hell. right now, all of the important things are great!

I tuck the test back into my notebook and turn to anether clean page. I figure I should try to pay
close attention. take some notes, maybe even offer some answers to her open-ended questions in lecture
Jjust so she knows I'm fine. I smile at her when she looks at me. The smile has nothing to do with her, but

she doesn’t have to know that.
The rest of the day is pretty boring and way longer than I want it to be. In my last class, I start

making a list of things I nced to get done in the next few days:

-laundry
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-clean room

-Julie’s office (today and tomorrow)

-Kyle-practice

-band practice (today. tomorrow, and Sat)

-clean house

-go to Library (books about Stonewall Jackson for Hist. paper)
-dye hair (trim if needed)

-g£as in car

-dream all day v v

That should be enough; probably more than enough. I figure tomorrow in study hall T can go to
the library. Mavybe I can get online in the moming and figure out what books they have in so I can jot
down call numbers. That will make my trip a little casier.

A minute before the final bell. I start organizing my things. As soon as the bell rings. I jump up
and dart to the door. Travis is right outside the door when 1 leave.

“Hey Kelsey. What’s up? You look a little tired.” Is it that obvious?

~Gee, thanks.” | say sarcastically to him. ~“Follow me to my locker. I have to hurry to make my
appointment.”

“Oh. how’s that going? You seemed totally pissed about havin’ to go and now you don’t say shit
about 1t.”

~Actually. my counselor is really cool. It’s not bad.” He studies me, actually involving himself in
the conversation for once.

“Oh yeah, what’s she like?”

How to explain this...hmph. ~“Well. she’s really laid back. Kinda cool. you know? Dresses all
hip and stuff with her cargo pants. She even had on flops yesterday. Can you imagine. wearing flip-flops
to the office? How chill is that””

“Flops huh? What. were they pink and furry”™”

“Funny. Trav. No. they were black Reefs. I have the same patr.”
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“Sweet! You two could like twink out!” He laughs and draws away from me. expecting a punch.

1 don’t follow through. ~What, is she like gay or something”™ Now comes the punch.

“What’s that s"posed to mean?”

“Nothing bad. [ was just sayin’, you know, with the cargos and flops. seems kind of butch to me.”

“Actually, she is.” I don’t know where that came from. “She’s had a partner for eight years.” |
wait for him to freak on me. He doesn’t. Instead. he raises his eyebrows with an understanding smirk on
his face.

“Hey, that’s cool. Whatever floats your boat, right?”

Whoa. Was he just totally cool with her being gay? 1 doubt that will be his reaction when 1he
news hit closer to home. right in the middle of the band. He shifts gears and ['m glad.

“So. what did you think of practice last night? You guys were Kicking ass. if [ might say so
myself. I think Keenan actually gave Liv more mic volume last night. Mr. Bradshaw asked Keenan if he
could come in tonight...listen for a while and shit like that. That cool with you?”

“Yeah. I'm fine with that.™ I smile at him as he switches feet. swaying. His attention span is shot
and that’s probably a good thing.

“Gotta run, bro. See you later.”

“K. Have fun. You gonna be on time tonight?”

“Hey...I'm not the one you should be telling that to. You need o talk to your buddy Olivia about
that one.” [ wave and turn, just in time to reach out for the silver bar handle on the exterior glass panel

door. I step into the bright afternoon. the heat of September. shielding my eyes. I'm still smiling.
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22: TOUCHED

Once more. I rush into the counselor’s office, wave to the receptionist and park it in the lobby
chairs. trying to catch my breath. Swrprisingly, I'm a little early today. 1 sit. staring at the Monet hanging
directly across from me. Iextend my feet. crossing them at the ankle. cross my hands over my belly and
stare into the Impressionistic lilies. I try to imagine myselt as Monet, the artist. sitting on a stool on the
bridge with my canvas propped on the easel in front of me. My paint palate is color coordinated with
pastels, greens and white. The serenity of the scene lets me escape into this world.

A guy shuffles into the waiting room and slumps into the chair opposite me. Ilook down from the
painting info his acne-covered face. He stares at the floor. picking at one of the few untouched pimples on
his chin. Irecognize him from school, but don’t have any idea what his name is. It is obvious to me that he
doesn’t want to be here. I wonder if he was he forced to come just like I was? 1 look at him and he never
looks up.

Julie finally appears in the doorway and I'm relieved to be rescued from the waiting room. I stand
quickly. slinging my bag over my shoulder and follow her to her office. “How are you today”?” she asks as
we walk down the hall,

“I'm cool. Pretty good.”

“Have a seat.” She waves her arm toward the chair. I sit stiffly in my client’s chair, trying to stay
cool. My legs bounce quickly and my breaths are shorter than normal. 1 stare into the drawn up windows.
at the light peeking symmetrically beneath each slat of wood in the cherry Venetian blinds. I wonder why,
on such a beautiful. sunny afternoon. Julie sits holed up in a dark office.

~So, tell me about your day. You seem happy.”

ook over 1o her sitting at her desk. chair swiveled sideways. staring at me. Her legs are casually
crossed and her fingers are intertwined. She, 100, fidgets in her scat with a bouncing foot. I smile. Not one
of those "1 don’t know what fo do so this is what you get’ smiles. but a genuine. "I"'m happy for the first
time in years’ smile.

She smiles back curiously. “Something’s going on with you. Am I right?”

"I don’t know what you're talking about.” Irespond. knowing full well she isn’t going to buy my

false stupidity.




“You don’t know what I'm talking about? Hmm. Well, I guess we’ll move on. How was your

evening at home? Any less tense””

I can’t stand it. Trying 1o hold back isn’t gonna work for me. so I blurt out, I have a girlfriend!
Well. sort of.”

With the raise of her eyebrow. I can see the gears turning in her mind before she dares to spcak a
word. Her careful analysis of my body language leads to a professional response. “"Do you want to talk
about this?” She doesn’t want to pry. and I appreciate this, but for once in my life, I want someone to pry.
This is HUGE information I am dying 1o share.

~Of course I want to talk about it. I've wanted to talk about it aii day. The problem is. I didn’t
know who to tell. I mean, I'm scared. you know? What if people think of me differently? What if people
start harassing me because of this?”

“Whoa...Slow down. Let’s just talk about the now. Let’s not worry about the “what ifs” just yet.
First off. congratulations. What’s her name...if you want to tell me, that is.”

As she’s talking I'm realizing how much I haven’t considered what could happen 1o me because of
this. I mean, I've always kind of known, but never really done anything about it. Now that I'm doing what
I am feeling, things are different. My palms are damp and little beads of sweat spring up on my forehead.

“Olivia.” That’s all I can say. The excitement I had when I walked into this oflice is now gone.
Fear rises in me and I'm glad ['m here. in the privacy of the office of someone that understands what I'm
feeling.

“Where'd you go, Kelsey?”

“I"m here. Tjust...1t’s just...I've not thought of those things “till right this very second. What do I
do? How do I deal with this?”

“It will be fine. I promise. First, and foremost, you nced to enjoy yourself. You need to enjoy the
realization you have finally made. Don’t worry about everyone else. No one has to know until you are
ready for them to know.” Her voice is calm yet persisient. Ilook at her, nodding my head. trying to
believe that 1 can do what she’s telling me.

“What about if I do want to tell people? 1 mean, not really people at school. but other people.” 1

bite my lower lip as I wait for a reply.
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“Everyone moves at a different pace. Some people don’t confirm their relationships for years.

Others like to get it out in the open. not wanting to hide. It all depends on what you and Olivia want to do.
This is something you need to talk about and agree on. You should respect her. and in turn, she will respect
you. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah. It does. Can I change the subject a lintle?”

~Of course you can. Iam here to listen to you. remember?”

“Right. Well. [ was completely worried that Liv would freak out about this. It’s something I’ve
been questioning for a while. but we are such good friends that I was scared she would flip and not want to
be friends anymore. She completely shocked me. It was almost like she was waiting for me to say
something. Like she had been thinking the same things about me. And now that I said something and we
kinda did some stuff, it’s like she is proud of herself. It’s kinda weird. T guess I expected her to be
more...veserved. or something.™

“Does that hurt you, or worry you?”

“No not really. I'm just shocked. that’s all. Like. in the hall today at school. T walked by her, not
even looking at her because 1 didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

She called for me to come back like nothing was up. I figured she would have a hard time with it for a
while, but she’s not.”

“Well.” she wrings her hands as she thinks about what I’ve said. ~That’s not a bad thing right’?”

“No. I just don’t want her to regret telling people.”

“Maybe the best thing is for you to talk to her about it. You’d be surprised how easy it is to talk
about these things. Who are you wanting to teli””

“I’'m not real sure yet, but my dad is coming in this weekend and I told him I would see him. He
told me his story and I want to be honest with him as well. T want him to know me. ALL of me.”
Confusion spreads on her face.

~So. things are good with your dad now?”

“Long story short, he called and wants to spend time with me and Kyle. He regrets missing out
and all that. His story 1s different than I expected. My mom is trying to get him back and I think 1t just

might work. He’s coming in to hang out with us. I’'m not real sure what’s going on.”
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“Well. I guess you don’t really have much to lose talking to him about it. [ mean. yeah, it would

be bad if he didn’t accept it. but if he loves you like he says he does. and if he wants you to be his daughter
again, it’s only fair that he accept you as you are. You’ve gotta start somewhere, right?”

['m 5o glad to hear her say this. [ need this affirmation of my thoughts right now. [ want to tell
him. I want to ask Liv about it. but I'm almost certain this will be a conversation I have with him this
weekend. For some reason. [ alwavs feel better when I'm here. 1 talk to Julie and she treats me like an
adult. She respects me for who I am. never questioning my ability to make decisions. unlike my mother.

“Look, I just wanna say “thank you’. I was totally dreading having to come here, but you’ve made
it a good thing for me. You've shown me its okay to be me.”

“That’s what I'm here for. 1’m not here to make your life miserable, as some may think. I'm here
to help you open your eyes and analyze your life and the decisions you make. It’s unfortunate that you
were caught in 2 moment of poor judgment. but I have to say. it has been beneficial to you. I can sec the
beautiful person under all of the trouble. I can see a responsible individual willing to stand up for what you
believe. Most of all. I can see a loving. caring, sensitive person who deserves to feel love. To feel that
others care.”

I'm a litile teary. I've never been told these things. 1t makes me happy to hear these words
coming from someone I just met four days ago. She is truly good at what she does. She cares about people
who may not deserve it. She looks tnside you. I could never have let myself be who I want to be had it not
been for her.

As T get ready to leave, she stands up and walks toward me. At first I don’t know what she’s
doing. I panic a littie. She normally keeps her distance; maintains a professional session as she is
cxpected. Today, however, she is breaking out of the counselor/client role. ~Do you mind if I give you a
hug? Iknow it scems a little sirange. but I feel like you could use one.”

I hesitate for a second. but then agree. She hugs me. squeezing me hard to her boney body. |
don’t know how to react. I’'m stiff at first. hands to my sides. I then return her hug. It’s been so long since
I've been hugged by anyone besides Liv that T don’t know how to react.

[ step back. a hittle tense.  She smiles at me as she grips my shouider. ~1’'m proud of you. Kelsey.

Have a good day.”
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“Thanks. I guess I needed that. T°il see you tomorrow.”

She waves at me as I walk out the door. ~See you tomorrow. Your last session.”

For some reason. I'm sad at the thought of this. Not because I want to go to counseling for the rest
of my life. but because I"ve been able to talk to someone who cares. Calm has come back over me and I'm
happy. I wave to the receptionist as I burst out of the doors into the heat of the afternoon. I hug my arms
around myself and look up into the sky. Iopen the door and sit in my car with my left leg dangling. I want

to sit here. for just a second, in silence.
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23: THUNDERSTRUCK

I settle down on my bean bag chair with the phone next to me as I crack open my Algebra book.
Liv said she’d call me this afternoon, but I'm tempted to call her anyway. Instead. I will myself to focus on
my homework. [dig my planncr out of my bag and flip to today. Chapter 3. problems 1-23 odd and
problems 22 & 24. Ay gosh! I'll never get through all of these. At least the odd answers are in the back
of the book. 1 finish question five when the phone starts ringing.

“Hello.” I answer quickly.

“Hey Kelsey. It's Mom. Just wanted 1o tell you I'm gonna be a little late getting back.”
Seriously’?

“Where are you? It’s so loud.”

“Oh. I’'m at the mall.”

“The mall?l What are you getting”?”

~Clothes for the weekend. I thought I could use some new ones.” Ho-ly Shit! Ican’t belicve this.
She can afford clothes and booze, but not groceries. 1 choose not 1o say anything. She seems like she's in
a good mood.

~So. when do you think you’ll be home””

“Idon’t know. Maybe by 6:30 or 7.7

“Mom, what about Kyle? I have practice tonight.”

I totally forgot about that. I'm so sorry. Can you just take him with you?”

Take him with me? You’ve got 10 be shittin me. What about Liv? I can’t really be myself with
her it Kyle is with me. ~And what about his homework...and bedtime? [ know I'll be there late.”

“Umm..." I hear her faughing at someone in the background. “Please, just do this for me, okay?
I'll owe you.” She returns her attention to whoever is with her.,

“"Who arc you talking to?7”

“Oh, no one. Look. I've gotta go.”

“Hey, Mom.”

“Yeah?"

“Can you just come get him at the Barn when you're done?” Hesitation.




"I guess...See you then.” She hangs up. I want to scream but I don’t for one simple reason: Kyle.

I don’t want him to think he’s a burden to me. For the most part, he’s not, but this is really important and
she is really starting 10 piss me off. She dumps him on me as if he’s my child. If it wasn’t for me
reminding her Hey, vou have a son, she would never even realize he existed.

I toss the phone back on the floor and work a fcw more Algebra problems. T snap my book closed
around my notebook and crawl out of the bean bag. Tucking the phone in my back pocket. I trudge down
the statrs for a drink. I throw open the refrigerator door and see that Mom has restocked her beer supply.
Great. Ireach in and pull out the cardboard carton of orange juice. unscrewing the lid of the plastic
opening in the side. How dumb...to put a spout on a cardboard carton? I tilt the jug back. chugging the
juice. Large pieces of pulp hit my teeth then slide into my mouth and down my throat. When I'm finished
drinking, I chew the rest of the pulp left in my mouth as I screw the lid back on. [ sit the jug back on the
shelf. grab a bottle of water. and head back upstairs.

When I reach the landing, the phone rings in my pocket, making me jump. I pull it out, quickly
hitting the "TALK’ button.

“Hello.”

“Hey. sexy.”

My body grows warm. “Hey to you! What’s up?” Ooh...what I wouldn’t give to have her here
NOw.

“Not too much. I was just calling to see if I could come over before practice so we could. you
know. hang out a little...alone.”

“Well, yeah! Come over whenever you're ready! I'ii be here. Mom's gone. but Kyle's here. He's
in his room playing video games again. I'll be waiting.”

“Okay. Well. I'll be there in about thirty. Can’t wait to see you. I've got a story for you.”

“Tell me.”

“Nope. You just have to wait.”

"Aww. Come on...Tell me. Or at least tell me what 11°s about.”

“No hints. No story. It’ll give you somcthing to look forward to.”

Like I don’t have enough already”? “You're cruel. You know that?”
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“T know. It’s what I do best. See you soon.”

“Now who’s the tease””

She laughs then hangs up. T hang up the phone wondering what in the world this could possibly
be. My guess is that she told someone. But who? The panic I felt earlier quickly returns to my gut.
Suddenly the orange juice is sitting heavy and my mouth begins to water. [ open the bottle of water and
take a few swigs, trying to get rid of this horrible taste. No luck. I turn and head back to the bathroom to
brush my teeth. wondering what this fabulous story will be.

# * * * *

The doorbell rings and I race down the stairs and fling the door against the wall by accident,
thinking it is going o be Olivia. It's not. A little boy, like first or second grade stands at my doorstep. his
mother parked in a van at the curb. His feet are together and his legs are locked at the knee. Blonde hair
sticks out below his cap and he has a bag slung across his front from his left shoulder to his night hip. He is
holding a paper-covered coffee can with a tent, a fire. and a stick person drawn on it in magic marker.

“Hi. Can I belp you?”

T was wondering if you would be interested in purchasing a candy bar for only a dollar to support
my Boy Scouts troop on our camping expedition.” How adorable. I wonder how many times he stood in
front of his parents, or his mirror, repeating that line. He must have practiced over and over in order to
remember it. I smile at him, but think this is yet another task I shouldn’t have to do...this is a parent’s job.

“So. tell me. what will you get to do on your camping expedition?” I may be throwing him off,
but I'm curious to know. He stares at me for a minute. He starts lo sway front to back, working up an
answer to my question.

“We will tie knots, put up a tent, build a fire, hike, and cook our own food. I don’t know what
else.” He 1s absolutely adorable. Even though I don’t have a lot of money, I can’t resist this one. I reach
into my back pocket and pull out a wad of paper and money. I retiieve a dollar from the stack and hand it
to him. He quickly stuffs it in the can. He bends over stiffly. setting the can on the ground. so he can dig in

his bag for the candy bar. He pulls out three different ones.




“Would you like milk chocolate. milk chocolate with almonds, or caramel filled chocolate?”” He

holds the candy bars like a hand of playing cards, spread for me to pick the Old Maid. The bars are twice
as long as his petite hands.

“T’1l take the...um...caramel filled please.”

He hands me the brown-papered bar. slides the other two in his bag, picks up the can, and looks
back at me. “Thank vou so much for your support.” He twns and waves his hand running down the stairs
and through the yard to the neighbor’s house.

Just as I am about to close the door, I see Liv tun the corner onto my street. My heart beats fast
as I wait for her to puli in the driveway. I walk out. leaving the door cracked open. to greet her in the drive.
She swings open her door with a shit-eating grin on her face.

“Hey there, hottie.” Tlook down at myself, not guite sure where she gets that from. ~Looks like
you had a visitor.” She says. pointing at the little boy that just left my doorstep.

“Yeah. He was the cutest little guy. Come on, you can split the candy bar with me.” As we walk
toward the house, she carefully slides her hand in mine. My first reaction is to shake it out. not knowing
who could see. I resist the urge, locking my fingers with hers. Ilead her in the door and drop her hand to
turn and lock the door behind us. She tums to me and grabs my face with both hands. kissing me in the
middle of the living room. I tove it, but it makes e nervous too.

“Wait a second.” Isay lightly. ~"Let’s go to my room.™

* * * * *

Before I can even flip the lock on the bedroom door. Liv is kissing me. Roaming hands wander
rapidly over my stomach. back and ass. I lean into her kisses. letting go of my reservation. I playfully
throw her onto the bed. climbing on top of her. pinning her arms to the bed. She blushes as I bend down
kissing her helpless body. I release her, pulling her into a sitting position. I swing my leg over her and sit
in her lap facing her. She wraps her arms around me. sliding the tips of her fingers into my waistband.

I pull her face up in my hands. looking into her eyes. ~Olivia Thomas, you are beautiful.” Idon’t
really understand where this came from, but it’s something I have wanted to say for so long. She shyly

turns her face away from me. “What’s wrong?”




“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” Her smile convinces me of her words. I just can’t believe this is

happening. Ihave wanted to be with you in this way for so long. I was so scared to say anything. 1

just...feel kind of bad. That’s all.”

“BAD? For what?”

“For not telling you sooner. We could have been together for at least a year by now if T wasn’t a

chicken.”

“You can’t say that. Everything happens when it’s supposed to. What’s the most important

thing? We’re together now, right? To me, that’s all that matters.” Ilift my leg and climb off her lap.
Propping my pillow against the wall. I lean against it.  pull her shoulders around and lean her back on me.

crossing my arms around her chest. ~7/us is what matters.” I kiss the top of her head.

“You're nght. Ican’t imagine things any different than they are now.” We lay there for a few

minutes, me holding her and her rubbing my hands.

“So. what’s the story you were gonna tell me?” She perks up at my question. sitting and swirling

around to face me.

“Oh yeah. Ialmost forgot...I got a liitle sidetracked...if you know what I mean.” She scrunches

her nose up and pinches my cheek. ~Anyway. Itold Keenan today. About us. [ mean.”

“You told him? Are you serious? What did he say?” My heart is beating double time. I'm not
sure | want to hear this. The first person she tells is her brother?

“He was cool with it. I told him a long time ago that I thought you were hot. Don’t be mad. He
kept telling me to talk to you, that he thought you might be into that kind of thing, and he...”

“Wait, wait. wait. That kind of thing?”

“Well. you know what I mean.”

“No. It doesn’t work like that. If this is just gonna be a thing for you. we need to talk about it.”

~Okay. so that’s not whét] mean. This is me. Kels. This is my life. I am attracted to wonen.
Okay?”

I shake myy head yes to escape the knot in my throat. I wave my hand for her to carry on with the
story.

“So. anyway. He asked me if you were a good kisser and all that stuff.”
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“Ooh gross. Your brother asked you about someone you kissed”? I wonder why he didn’t say

anything to me about it. I talked to him earlier today and he...wait a minute...he was acting a little weird.
Maybe that's it.”

“He’s totally cool. Don’t worry. He won’t tell anyone about it unless we tell him he can, He's
my besl fnend. besides you.” She winks at me. Something I haven’t seen in a few days.

“Doesn’t it seem weird that people are okay with this? I mean. I told my counselor today. Idon’t
really know her and she’s older than me. but I felt comfortable for some reason. Granted, she is a lesbian
too. but she was completely cool with it.”

“People just do what they do. I'm sure there are plenty of people that won’t understand and will
treat us like shit.”

“Yeah. Ijustdon’t know how to act. It kind of scares me. Like, I was trying to not talk to you
because I didn’t want anyene to pick up on it.”

She pauses for a minute. thinking hard about what I said. “But don’t you think it’s worse to not
talk to me? I mean, we’re together all the time. Wouldn’t it be worse to avoid me? Are you ashamed of
this...of us?”

“No. Notatall. Ididn’t want to tell because I was afraid you would be mad.”

“I'm not mad. Iwant this. If my friends don’t like me because I'm with a woman. they can find
new friends. Idon't want to lose my friends, but if that’s how they are gonna be. I don’t have time to deal
with it.”

I am so glad to hear that. This is exactly what I wanted to hear from her. 1t"s so different than I
expected it to be. 1 expected to feel sort of like a freak. Like everyone would be staring at me and pointing
atme. “So. you're okay with telling anyone?”

“Not exactly. It’s not like I want it to be spread around the school. But if it is. I won’t get too
upset.”

“T do want to ask you something.”

~Shoot.”

T was thinking of telling my dad. Would that be okay with you?”
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“Yeah. Of course. This is not all my decision. This is your relationship too. I do appreciate you

asking me, but tell who you feel like telling, okay?”

I reach over. taking her hand into mine. I pull her hand up to my mouth and kiss each of her
fingers. Ilook up as I’'m kissing her. She studies my lips on her fingers. After I have kissed each of her
fingers, I lean in close to her, pressing my mouth to hers. This is heaven.

I pull away. brushing my hatr from my face. Quietly I ask. “Do you want to meet him? My dad?”
She looks at me. First at my lips. then into my eyes.

~T would love to.”
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24: TOPOF THE WORLD

I dig around in my closet for something to wear to practice. I pull out a wrinkled beater. frayed
around the bottom edge. From the bottom of the pile. I pull out my favorite frayed jeans with bleach stains.
[ pull the jeans on over my green and cream plaid boxers, leaving them unbuttoned as I sit on the edge of
the bed. reach down and pick up my black Doc Marten boots. pulling on the right shoe. As I grab the left
shoe. Liv climbs up behind me on the bed. brushes my hair to the side and starts kissing my neck. [ blink
hard. lick my lips. and slide my foot into the boot. She pulls my shoulders back and lays me down on the
bed. Here we go again.

She bends and whispers in my ear trying to get me riled up again. ~You look so hot! I want
you...now.

I force myself from under her, making myself breathe. There is nothing more I want right now
than 1o just collapse into bed with her and stay there the rest of the night. I know we can’t do that. I stand
up. kissing her again.

“We've gotia get moving. We can’t be late again. Keenan will know what’s up and that won’t be
good.” She laughs and pouts as she stands up. brushing the wrinkles from her clothes. She walks over to
the mirror, running her fingers through her hair. I watch her as 1 pull my studded belt through the loops of
my jeans. [ can 't believe I've got her. She s mine. 1 shake my head just as she turns to look at me.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just thinking.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“You.”

“What about me?”

“Just you.”

I button my pants and belt, tucking my boxers tight into the jeans. Ircach over. grab the Curve.
and douse my body with the cologne, rubbing my wrists together. 1 pull my hair back and through the hole
of a green and white O’neil trucker’s cap, tilting it slightly on my forehead.

“You are fryving to torment me. aren’t you?” Liv stands at the door with her hands on her hips.

“Maybe. Gotta keep you wanting me, right?”




I don’t think that’s a problem. I'm not gonna be able to focus on practice tonight. T'll be

thinking of getting you alone again.”
I reach out, grab her hand. and plant another kiss on her lips as I reach for the doorknob. “Let’s

go. sexy girl.”

I swing open the back door of my car and pull out my gig bag. I lay it in the back floorboard of
Liv’s Jeep, propped upright against the seat. Iclimb into the passenger’s seat, buckle my seatbelt, and tilt
the seat back.

“Man. Who's been sittin® here? Your grandma?”

“What do you mean?”

~I feel like I"m sitting on the dash. I haven’t sat up this straight since I was in a back brace.” 1
wink at her as I pop a stick of gum in my mouth,

~Shit! 1 forgot we were supposed to take Kyle with us! We have to go back and get him.”

Liv swings into the next diiveway, backs out, and throws the car into gear, peeling out in the
street. I look back in time to sec the smoke from her tires dissipating into the heat of the afternoon.

“Damn. woman. It’s not that urgent.”

“Sorry. Ididn’t mean to do it quite like that. Pretty badass huh?”

“You’re not kidding.”

I get out of the Jeep and run to the back door. I unlock it. running through the house. "KYLE!
Come on. We've gotta go now.”

He opens his bedroom door, confused and tired looking. ~Where?”

“You're going to practice with me tonight. Mom isn’t gonna be home for a while. Hurry.”

“For real? I get to go with you? Will Travis be there?” Inod yes. He pumps his anm up and
down.

“Yes. He will be there. Get your backpack and your homework. You have to get it done while

we’re therc. No questions. Got it? Oh. and comb your hair.”




He doesn’t comb his hair. but throws a hat on. He hustles to gather his stuff and slings his

backpack over his shoulder. Irush down the stairs, swing the fridge open and pull out three Gatorade’s.
“Let’s go. bub.”

“I'm comin’. I'm comin’. Gosh.”

We jog to the car and slide in. I look at the digital clock on the dash as 1 buckle my seatbelt. 5:34.
Three minutes. Record time.

“Hey Kyle,” Liv calls out as he gets in. I look back at him and see the smile on his face. He feels
important right now. Ilike that he can feel that. Ihave to say. I don’t like that I can’t hold her hand or lay
my hand on her leg.

“Hey, Olivia. How’s it going?” He settles down. leaning his arm against the door.

“Pretty good. What about you?”

~Good. Is Travis going to be at praciice tonight?”

I blurt in. I just told you he’d be there. Buckle your seatbelt, bud.” He slumps back in the seat,
defeated by my annoyed tone. ~Sormry. I wasn’t trying to be short with you. I just told you he’d be there
two minutes ago.”

“T know. I was just talking to Liv, that’s all.” He looks down. fiddling with his hands.

~Go ahead and talk to her. Fine by me.” 1 settle back in the seat, reaching up to grab the “oh shit’
handlc above my door. I need to watch my temper.

“Sorry. Kyle. Let’s have fun okay?” 1 look back at him and smile,

“Okay.” A reserved answer. Ireach down and crank up the radio, knowing its Kyle’s favorite

song.

We pull into the lot at the Barn. Travis and Jack are sitting outside and make sure to make a big
thing out of looking at their watches when we get out. 11look at Liv. mentally telling her we should have
left carlier. The guys are distracted when they see the third door swing open and Kyle jump out.

“Hey. bro.” Travis says as he approaches Kyle, smacking his back and taking Kyle’s neck into his

embrace. ~“Whatcha’ been up to?”
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Kyle looks up at Travis, all smiles. “Not much man. I’ve just been hangin around home, you !

know?” ‘
~Cool. cool. Itell you what. littie man. 1 could sure use some help in here if you don’t mind.”

They walk toward the Barn together. When they get far enough away, Liv looks at me saying. "Aww.

How cute is that? Travis finally found someone his own mental age.” |

I can’t help but smile. He’s always been good with my brother. He always makes a point to make
Kyle feel welcome and useful. 1 grab my bag out of the backseat as Liv leans in from the other side. We’re
ducked down behind the seat and she makes a quick gesture with her hand for me to come over there. 1
stide in a little further, sneaking a kiss. Something about the possibility of being busted by the puys makes
the sensation of the kiss even better. I smile as I back out of the door and bump into Keenan.

“T saw that you naughty girls.” He approaches me to give me one of the infamous bear hugs I
have grown accustomed to. Leaning down to hug me. he speaks in a low tone. ~You okay””

“Yeah. Absolutely. Why would you even ask such a thing right now? I'm on an adrenaline
high.” I smile, wink, and turn from him, practically bouncing into the Barn. I lay my bag down and sneak
back outside for just a minute. I need some Kelsey time. Even if it’s just a minute or two.

I walk around to the back of the Barn and swing my leg over the wooden fence. T sit with my back
propped on one of the fence posts staring out over the field. A small valley runs the length of the land
about fifty yards down the hill. In between the gusts of wind. T can hear the trickle of the creck running
through the trees. I look up to see the sun ducking behind the distant maple trees, casting gigantic shadows
onto the swaying weeds. I breathe in deep. close my eyes and feel my body relax.

“Hey you.” 1 quickly open my eyes and tum just as Olivia walks up to me. She stands with her
belly against my thigh and lays her hand down on the fence in front of my knee. ~Pretty peaceful out here,
huh””

“Yeah. Tdo miss the quiet sometimes. We moved in town when I finished Middle School.™ I
look around to make sure no one is within eyeshot and lean down to kiss her. “We need to come out here
sometime at night when no one is around. We can spread a blanket out and look up at the stars. Wouldn’t

that be fun?”
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“Yeah. Romantic.” She pinches my side and I squirm from her grip. I turn to her, looking into

her face. The light from the afternoon sun glazes her face in a golden orange. Her crystal blue eyes sparkie
with the reflection of the sun. A breeze catches a strand of her hair, blowing it over her shoulder. I stare in
utter amazement at the beauty of the girl beside me. She is mine.

“Welp...ready?”

“Whencver you are. I'm kind of enjoying the peacefulness, but we probably should get in there
and get ready.” As we walk beside each other back around to the front of the barn, Olivia hums. warming
up her voice. I want. so bad. to reach down and grab her hand. To hold it. swinging our arms as we walk
in the doos, but I can’t. And I don’t.

“All right, guys.” Jack says, standing behind the drums. twirling his drumsticks. ~Let’s rock out
with our cocks out.”

“What about us girls?” Liv chimes in.

“Improvise.” He comes down hard on the drum. The guys are laughing and Kyle’s face turns a
little red. He sits in an old school desk without a back right next to Travis® corner of the stage. watching
his every move. I smile at him and he waves to me.

I look over at Liv mouthing to her “You ready?” She nods and I begin picking the delicate start to
Dixie Chicks Top of the World. T wanted to include this song in our set so I’ve practiced continuously for
weeks. It’s a little slow and a little distant from what we usually play. but I have heard Liv sing the song
over and over in the car and decided to do it for her. Yet another chemistry builder.

Her delicate voice starts in almost a whisper as I softly pick the notes. She sings in the silent
microphone. Once the guys realize what's going on. the room grows still. Perfectly hitting every note. she
sinks into herself. closing her eyes and swaying with the song. Keenan tiptoes over and turns the volume
up slowly until her singing is penetrating the still barn. Travis chimes in with the constant bass on the
chorus and follows my lead, having been tortured enough in my car listening to the song.

Cause evervone is singing’ we just wanna be heard/ disappearing
every dav with our so much as a word’ somehow ... Wanna grab a
hold of that little song bird’ take her for a ride to the top of the wortd

right now ...
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Prickles of sensation cover my flesh. I sway with the beat of the music, the twang of the acoustic

ringing in my ears. Olivia hits all of the notes, high and low. I watch her grasping the microphone

delicately. As she sings into the end of the song, Mr. Bradshaw rounds the comer, stopping in the

doorway. He stands in his gym pants and white Apollo Eagles polo with his arms folded across his chest.
As the song draws near the end, he walks toward the stage, watching each of us individually. |

pick the last few tabs of the song. As I strum the final chord. all eyes are on me.

' “Let’sdo it!” Iyell out. Energy levels are high as we jump into our set. Mr. Bradshaw looks
’ over to me and nods, hopefully seeing why it is I don’t want to play basketball. This guitar is my life. my
' release. The more [ play. the more I love it. I’m hoping he can see the passion in my face as we play song
after song. We break after three songs. My fourth string snapped and 1 have to change it. Luckily I have a
| new set in my bag and a string winder to tighten it. This 1s an unfortunate break because our energy was
outrageous. We were on a roll.

“Man. guys. Areya’ll feelin this like me?” Travis says as he wipes his sweat on the back of his
arm.

~This is off the hook!” Jack calls, high-fiving Travis. ~Let’s keep the beat going. Kelsey. we’ll
play out of sequence while you string your guitar. okay? We’ll do something that doesn’t really need the
guitar. That cool”” [ don’t know which song they are talking about because I play every song, but
whatever they want to do.

“Sure. Go for it.” I walk over to a chair by the door and sit. As I'm pulling the old string off. Mr.
Bradshaw walks over to me.

“You're pretty good. if I must say.”

“Thanks.”

“So. when do you have your first gig again?”

“Oh. Saturday might. At the Broken Rainbow. You gonna come?” [ ask. assuming that his
answer will be no. I mean, what high school gym teacher wants to hang out at a club with his students?

1 was thinking about it. I mean, [’ve listened 10 you guys out here pounding away for so long, |
might as well see the real thing. Right?” Holy shit! I never expected that. Suddenly my nerves grasp my

heart. tugging it into my belly.




t
i
«

“Well. yeah. T just never expected you to want to come. That’s all.”

“What. am I not cool enough?” He laughs a deep, throaty laugh. laying his arm over his stomach.
He bends slightly, slapping his leg. ~You think I'm a dork don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that. It’s just...you don’t seem like that type of person.”

~And what type of person is that. Ms. Cramer?”

['m stumped. What do I say”? I mean. yeah. I did kind of think he was a dork. How many men do
you see walking around with a polo tucked into their elastic waistband pants? Really”? Just gym
teachers...that’s it. ~You're a teacher. Ididn’t think teachers really wanted to hang out with their students
on the weekends in a dance club.” Whew. By the seat of my pants!

~Oh. Isee. Well. I just might prove you wrong. huh?”

~Actually. T would like for you to. And while you're at it, why don’t you invite some of your
faculty friends? We'll just have a real good time.” I’m totally joking by this point. He doesn’t getit. Or
at least he doesn’t let it show. I pull out my tuner as soon as I get the string wound. I start picking string
by string, twisting to get the right pitch on each of the strings. Getting everything where I want it. I stand
up. slinging the strap over my back. Ibend down and pick up the broken string and my tools, tossing the
string in the metal barrel outside the door.

“Well. I'm set. Hang out and listen for a while. We need an audience.”

He looks at me and slaps my shoulder. “T'1l do that. Make me proud.”

I walk back into the barn and they are standing around bullshitting. “Hey. Travis. Ready for your
turn?”

He tumns to me. inquisitive. ~“Yeah. sure. Whatcha™ got for me? You seem to be planning it all
out. Hit me, sister.” He walks over, grabbing the mic from Liv. She jurnps down. joining Kyle.

“All right...here you go.” I start strumming the intro to Dave Matthews” Gravedigger and his
head starts to bob. Not many people can pull off Dave Matthews. His voice is so raspy. so different. But I
have to say, Travis does a pretty damn good job. His falsetto is believable. He sways with the song,
bending at the knees when he gets to the harder vocal notes. I play on. letting him shine in the spotlight.

He likes it there.

*
*
*
*
»




25: TIPSY

I look down at my watch at 10:05 as my mom swaggers into the barn. What is she doing? 1 forgot
Kyle was even here. He’s been practically silent the entire night. He loves coming here with me. Because
of that he tries to keep quiet, ensuring a chance to come back again. She comes in waving her arms. She
reaches into her pocket. pulls out a lighter, {licks the side and waves it back and forth as if she is in the
front row of a Nickelback concert. Oh mv god. She s not doing this to me!

I jump off the edge of the stage. still playing my guitar. I walk over toward her. careful not to
miss a beat. She looks at me as I nod my head for her to follow me. She giggles as she trails behind me.
At the end of the song. I look over at her.

“What are you doing here? I didn’t expect you to show up.”

“T came to get Kyle. You told me to, right”” Kyle has noticed her and is trying to hide from her

sight,

“Yeah.” She leans over to me.

“You're good, sis.” Her breath smells like a brewery.

“Who brought you?” I'm hoping she will say somebody. anybody. I'm hoping she didn’t drive
here alone.

“Your dad’s in the car. He didn’t want to come in.” I'm instantly nervous. He showed up early.

[ thought he was coming tomorrow and hanging out with me and Kyle on Saturday. That explains why she
didn’t want to have to look out for Kyle. That actually explains a lot to me.

I don’t want my first meeting after 10 years to be in the Band Barn, but reply reluctantly, “He can
come 1n...if he wants.”

“He didn’t want to make you nervous, being he hasn’t seen you for so long.” I secretly appreciate
his concern. I’m glad he didn’t come in because it’s just that much more to explain to the band. Oh, by the
way, thisis my dad. 1don’t see that going too smoothly. For him to strut in here would definitely throw a
kink in our flow.

“Hey. Why don’t you go have fun with Dad. Leave Kyle here. I'll just bring him home with

me.” I say this, not because I particularly think it is best for Kyle to stilf be up. but because I feel sorry for




him. Idon’t want him stuck in an awkward situation just because I had a long practice. 1know he’s

nervous about meeting Dad and 1 told him I'd look out for him.

“Well. Idrove out here to get him.” She studies her hands. not sure what to do now. I look over
at Kyle and he is shaking his head ‘'no’. He doesn’t want to go. He must have heard Mom say that Dad
was here. His eyes are floating in tears. I see his body jerk with a snifl. the pointless effort to restrain the
tears.

~Just don’t worry about it. okay Mom? I'll take carc of Kyle.” T grab her shoulders. turning her
toward the door. I start 1o walk. pushing her forward. ~Just go.” Ilet go as she turns back to me.

“If you insist. We do have a lot of making up to do...if you know what I mean.”

“Yuck. Mom. I don’t want to hear about it. And I'li call when we’re on our way home...if you
know what / mean!” She giggles again, waves to everyonc and blows Kyle a kiss. He ignores her.

* ok % k%

“What was that all about”” Keenan asks as the band gathers around me.

“Oh, she’s just...nothing. Let's get back to it.” Iraise my hand and gesture to Kyle with my
finger for him to come over to me. He stands and shuffles toward me.

“She gone?” He asks, wiping the snot from his nose on his sleeve.

“Yeah. Don’t do that. It’s nasty! I got you out of it this time. But you have to promise me you
won’t be a grouch in the moming,”

He holds his hands up in the air by his head. T swear. I won’t.”

“Can I get that in writing?” I rustle his hair with an open hand. ~T know it’s hard to concentrate,
but did you get your homework done yet?” He looks down at the dirt floor and I know the answer. ~Get 1o
it. No arguing.”

“Thanks Kelsey.” He hugs me tight around my waist. He whispers. ~T didn’t want to go with
them.”

~I know. Now get over there and get your nose in the books.™

Liv walks over and sits beside me. ~You okay?”

“Yeah. I'm just tired of this mess.”




“Tunderstand.” 1 nod. But she doesn’t understand...not really. Her parents are still together.

Even though she doesn’t see much of them, at least they care about her. They pay attention to her and
make sure she’s taken care of. They play the role of parents, unlike mine.

“I guess.” She puts her arm around me and I stiffen up. ~Let’s just get back to it.” She crooks her
finger under my chin and lifts my face to hers.

“We’ll be okay. Ipromise. I'm here. Remember that.” 1 force myself to loosen up.

~Good. That’s what I need to hear.”

I stand up and regain my composure. I flip the page in my music binder and start the next song.
Everyone joins in. I want to get pumped again. I want to feel the high I was on a few hours ago. Mr.
Bradshaw stands and waves at us.

“Sound’s good guys. but the old man needs to hit the sack.” He walks out of the Bam whistling.

k  k k ok ok

Kyle falls asleep in the car. propped against the window. With every bump his head bounces.
Once we hear his head thump against the window and cringe at the pain he would’ve felt had that happened
when he was awake. It’s a dark night but clear. Liv turns down the brightness of the dashboard lights until
only a tiny bit of light glows in the Jecp. She reaches over, taking my hand in hers. She moves my hand to
her thigh and sits with her fingers intertwined in mine. I slump down in the scat. leaning my head against
the head rest. 1look over at her with the orange interior light flickering on her skin. She glances my way
and smiles.

“What?" T ask, in a guarded tone.

“Nothing. Can’t I just look at you?" She pulls my hand up. kissing my fingers.

“Be careful... Kyle.”

“It’s fine. He’s sleeping.”

“You never know...Sorry. 1’m just a little skittish right now.”

“You're fine.” She lays my hand back down in her lap. releasing my grasp. She grabs the steering
wheel with her right hand and props her left arm on the door. Irub her leg, wanting to lie next to her and

feel her close to me.




We pull into the driveway and I realize I didn’t call my mom. I decide to make it a point to make

a lot of noise when I go in. I knock a clip of papers off the refrigerator, accidentally, and stomp and carry
on as I pick it up. !laugh at Liv as she makes faces at me. Kyle is still asleep in the car so I go back to
wake him after [ sit my bag down by the kitchen table. He groggily raises his head to look at me as I'm
tapping his leg.

“Huh? Where are we?” He asks.

“We’re home. Come on. It’s time for you to go to bed.”

Sleep and walking are not two things that Kyle does well together. He takes forever to get in the
house. I watch him go up the stairs and into his rooin. Mom and Dad are nowhere 1o be found. 1 walk
back into the kitchen and throw open the fridge. starving. I tear into a package of lunchmeat. I pull out a
jar of pickles and dip my hand down into it, wrestling with a slimy spear. I finally pull it out. sucking the
juice off 1t

“Want one”” I offer Liv.

“Um...sure.”

“We may as well both have pickle breath, huh?” I smile as I dramatically bite off a chunk. I chew
it and stick my tongue out, pickle chunks and alt. Liv follows my lead. sticking her tongue out. We laugh.
falling into each other’s arms. Our laughing summens my mom from her dungeon of love. Yuck.

“What are you domg?” She’s not happy.

“Sorry, Mom. We’ll be quiet.”

“You were supposed to call when you were on your way home.”

“I'm sorry. Iforgot.”

“You're just full of apologies tonight. You need to go to bed. It’s midnight and you have school
tomorrow.” Since when did she care about me going to bed?

~“Okay. We’re on our way now.” She turns and stomps back into her bedroom. huffing and
slamming the door.

“Somebody got interrupted.” Liv whispers to ine. We start to giggle again, but more quiet this
time. T extend my arm for her to go upstairs first. As she is walking up the steps. I grab the back of her

legs and she collapses on the stairs, tuming to me with a playful grimace. T am so ticklish there.”




~Something for me to remember.” [ retort with a tormenting laugh. I follow her into the bedroom.

collapsing onto the bed. She falls down on top of me.

1 probably should go.” She says as she pulls my hat off and tosses it across the room.

“What? Are you kidding me?”

“It’s a school night, remember? And somebody can’t keep up..."”

“Awww...that was low. Tell you what. You stay here and I proniise you. you will be the one
begging for sleep.” Istart to tickle her. She pushes me away, pulling her finger to her lips to shush me.

“With a promise like that, 1 can’t really turn you down, now can I'””

~Good. Let’s go to bed.” 1 shut the door. flip the lock and slam my hand against the light switch.
Darkness. [ strip my tank top and jeans, climbing into bed in my boxers and sports bra. I cuddle up to her.

basking in this bliss.




FRIDAY




26: FLINCH

I wake up to pounding on my door. "KELSEY! Getup!”™ Iroll over and look at the clock. Shit.
We overslept...again. I guess I forgot to set my alarm when we finally curled up to steep at 4:30. 'm so
glad it’s Friday because I don’t know how much longer I can handle this up all night stuff. I roll back into
the warm spot I just came from, snuggling my face into the nape of Liv’s neck.

“We've gotta get up. babe.” My body goes warm. Did I just say that?

“Tdon’t wanna.” She groans into the pillow. ~Can’t we just skip school today?”

“You can if you want, but I have to go. [ have a quiz in Algebra today.”

The knocking is back and I'm getting pissed. Ithrow my hair gel at the door. yelling at my mom.
“TAM UP!™ I flip the lock and throw open the door. ~See!”

“Man. someone’s grumpy today.” She mocks me.

“Well. look who’s Little Miss Chipper. You must have...never mind.”

“What? I must’ve what? Don’t you sass me. young lady. I'll show you who’s boss.”

I walk back into my room and pull a plain biack T-shirt from the closet. I pull out my olive green
army pants from the middle of the stack of clothes on the chair and amble into the bathroom. making an
effort to slam the door behind me. 1look at myself in the mirror. My bruises are looking better. Just a
little green and yellow left: the last stages. I quickly jump in the shower and love the feeling of the warm
water hitting the tops of my shoulders. The tension has gotten so bad. I lean back. letting the water run
down the length of my hair. Small streams run down my forehead and into my face. As I’m wiping my
eyes. a cool breeze washes over me. Someone just opened the door.

“Who’s that?”

“It’s just me. [ have to pee real bad. ['ll only be a second.™ Liv. At first I start to think how weird
it is that she is in here when I’m in the shower. All girls do that, right? They go in and out of the bathroom
when others are in there? Ity nol to get so uptight about it.

“Flushing.” Her voice shouts out. I quickly move to the back of the shower awaiting the rush of
cold water. It takes forever for the warm water to flow back to me.

“Thanks for the waming.”
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“No prob. Are you gonna be quick enough 50 I can get a shower? 1 can’t really go to school
smelling like...this.” She’s got a point. I wouldn’t be too fond of going in public with the smell that was

lingering in my bedroom right now ecither.

“Yeah. I'm almost done. It’ll be just a sec. k7 She pulls back the shower curtain. I shy away
from her. leaning my front against the curlain.

“"What’s the big deal? It’s not like I haven’t scen it before.” It’s different for me. There is
something vulnerable about being in the shower and someone peeking in. Something a little
uncomfortable. Tlean over and kiss her, choosing not to go there. |

“I’ll be out in a minute.” I rush through the rest of my shower and quickly dry off. I wrap the
towel around myself and yell across the hall to Liv. ~You can come in now.” She walks into the bathroom
with a pile of ncatly folded clothes. lays them on the hamper. and tosses her towel over the curtain rod. As
she takes her clothes off. she carefully folds each parment. not one bit guarded about standing in front of
me naked. I like that about her. but sadly admit to myself that it will take a while for me to reach that
comfort level.

[ wait for her 10 get in the shower, piddling around with stuff on the sink. trying to look busy. As
soon as she steps in and slides the curtain, I hurriedly step into my underwear and pants with the towel
resting on my back. [ drop it to the floor as I slide my bra over my head. 1 have leamed to dress privately
in the locker room. Idon’t really know where my body issues come from, but I do know that I’m not
comfortable strolling around the house naked.

* * * * *

I gel my hair and dry it for a few minutes, just enough to get the weight of the water out of it. [
throw on some shoes. stuff my books and notebooks into my messenger bag, and head downstairs to round
up some breakfast for us. Mom is in the kitchen when I get there. ~Sorry for being so crabby. Mom. I'm
just tired.”

“T'll say. You’ve not been yourself lately. You need to get some rest so you don’t get sick.”

"I 'know, I know. It’s jusi, we’re so pumped about this gig tomorrow that we have been practicing

so hard and I have te stay up later to do my homework, and all.” T just lied through my tceth. For some




reason. I think we both know I'm not staying up to do homework. She doesn’t say anything about it. “So.

how were things with Dad? Did he tell you that we talked the other day?”

“Yes. Asamatter of fact. he did. I want to thank you for that. by the way. He's really excited to
be able to get to know you again. We had fun last night. It was like back in the day. We were cuiting up
and dancing. And we had a Iot of catching up to do.”

“Ibet youdid.” Sarcasm...but who can resist? She left that one wide open for me. I look over at
her and see a look on her face I haven’t seen in quite some time: contentment and maybe even a little
happiness.

There’s something in her look that draws me back to age six. I was sitting on my new bike on the
back patio. It was my birthday. July 10" and I had just gotien the bike. It was big and the coolest thing 1
had ever seen. Mom. even at that {ime. was trying so hard to get me to like girly things. As ! walked
through the store by each of the bikes. I would point to a red one or a blue onc. telling her over and over
again how much I wanted a bike. She would. in turn. try to avert my attention to pink. purple and even
mint green girls” bikes.

I told her so many times how much I wanted this Superman bike. It was the best bike ever. The
seat was a giant Superman cape and there were red. blue and black tassels hanging out of each of the hand
grips. For some reason. she gave in and bought the bike for me. This was the one time that I got
something the other boys on the block could only drool over. Most of their bikes came from garage sales
or older siblings.

I sat on that bike seat. barely able to reach the ground. The summer sun scorched my sun-screcned
skin. Icould feel the sizzle. A trail of sweat ran down my spine and my thin curis clung to my cheeks in
the heat of the summer moming sun. I reached up with my arm to shield the sun. looking over first at my
dad. lounging in the tri-fold lawn chair. His back was to the sun and his gigantic sunglasses shielded half
of his face. He bounced baby Kyle on his legs and watched me gawk over the best birthday present I ever
had.

I looked over at my mom. sitting with her legs crossed in the swing. newspaper spread to the
funny pages. A random breeze stirred in the backyard, blowing clippings of grass onto the patio. They

formed a cyclone under my dad’s chair and danced on into the yard. My mom radiated happiness. She was




proud to be able to give me the gift I really wanted. ~You just gonna sit there all day on that brand new
bike or are you gonna ride it?” She asked. smiling sincerely into my face. The twinkle I saw in her eyes
then disappeared for a long time and has reappeared this very morning.

I pull myself away from that day. questioning Mom. ~So. you guys getting back together!”

Her head whips around to face me. ~Don’t say that. T only just saw him for the first time in years
last night. I couldn’t possibly be able to tell you that.”

“I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I mean. I’ve watched you mope around here long enough. Mom.
You deserve to be happy. If that’s what it takes, so be it.”

“Where did that come from, Kelsey? Is this my daughter standing here? For a second I thought
you might be supportive of me trying to get him back.™

“So you are. huh?”

“Well, maybe. Are you okay. Kelsey”?" She approaches me in an almost loving way. placing her
hand on the small of my back. She tilts her head to look into my face. I stop spreading the peanut butter on
my bagel and look at her.

“'m great. I'm really good.” I resume.

“What's ruffled vour feathers?”

“What? Where did that come from? That is so comny!™ I look over and notice a smile on Mom's
face. This is the first time in forever that we've been in the same room and both been capable of smiling at
the same time. I lick the peanut butter off my fingers and slide the knife into the dishwater just as Liv
comes bouncing into the kitchen.

“You ready”” Iask her as she gives a little wave to Mom.

“"Morning, Mrs. Cramer. Yeah. I'm ready.”

“Good moming, Olivia.” She gives Olivia a sincere sinile and I wonder if she would be smiling
the same way if she knew what was going on between us. 1 grab my bag and hand a bagel to Liv. toss a
bottle of orange juice to her. grab one for myself and sweep up my bagel, heading for the door.

" Are you gonna take your brother to school?”

I sigh and look at my watch. ~I don’t think I have time. Can you take him?”

She puts her hand on her hip, a little annoyed. ~Yeah. 'l take him.”




“Thanks. Mom.™ 1 close the door before she can say anything else. 1 hop into Liv's Jeep before 1
think about the rest of the day. ~Shit. I can’t ride with you. 1 have counseling today.” 1 reach for the
handle to open the door.

“Don’t get out. I'll take you.”

“Are you sure? Idon’t want to interfere with your plans or anything.”

~Are you kidding? YOU are my plans.” She leans over, laying her hand on my leg. ~Are you
sure you're cut out for this whole relationship thing?”

I'm not real sure if she is serious or not. 1 look over trying to read the look on her face. I can’t see
through the pleasant grin. "I'm game. You?”

~Absolutely!” I want to lean over and kiss her but decide not to. We both stare out the windshield
in silence. slightly dancing to the radio. She reaches into the console and pulls out a CD case. "Don’t
look.” She flips th;ough the pages and pulls out a CD. careful to cover the top so I can’t see. She reaches
up to the slit in the dash and it pulls the disc from her hand, registering the songs. 1 listen. waiting. It’s Ani
Difranco. Iknew it. It’s disc one of the Living in Clip set. My favorite, and hers too. We link hands on
the console. Wiih the windows cracked, the humid morming air blows warmly into the car. We join in

singing with the music blaring.

10

——




27: FRAUDULENT
Nothing can shoot me down from the adrenaline high I'm riding on. I seem to tloat through the
‘ day. a litle sicepy at times, but giddy nonetheless. I drift off into my dream world in between classes. but
! remain attentive during class lectures. [ float through my Algebra quiz, jotting down the formulas for sine.
i cosine and tangent. I plug and chug numbers. turning out answers I think are correct. I even have time to
’ £o back and check them with the formulas by substituting differcnt parts of the equations. I flip the quiz to
t the back and fly through problems using the Pythagorean Theorem. That’s the easiest for me; A~+ B~ =
C°. How hard can that be?
| As I rush out of my Algebra class hoping to see Liv before gym. I realize what class 1 have
’ next...gym. Shit. I got out of answering to Bethany and her posse yesterday because of an assembly for
the football team, but there is no getting away from it today. I have to go to Mr. Bradshaw. I see Liv down
the hall and wave to her, signaling her to come to me. Iopen my locker, grab my gym bag. and turn to her.
“I've gotta talk to you.”
“Okay. What’s wrong?”
“Let’s go over here.” I say. pulling her toward the stairwell. ~Listen. I just wanted to tell you I
have gym now. Wish me luck with the girls. I just wanted to remind you.™
‘ I'm glad she isn’t worried about the rumor. but I'm still a little scared. T need to go. I'll see you
; after school.”
} “Yeah. Meet me at my car.”
“You gotit.” I tum from her. weaving in and out of the crowd. I'm trying to get to the locker
| room carly so 1 can get changed and out of there before they even get in. My plan fails. As soon as I open
l the door to the gym, I see the three of them, guarding the door to the locker room.
‘ “Hey, Kelscy. What's your answer”” Bethany says in her sassy, "I'm better than you’ veice.
' "I don’t have one. Ihave to get in here to Mr. Bradshaw’s office. I'll be there in a minute.” I
duck into his office. not wanting to be a tattle. but knowing it’s the best option. I need suggestions and I
need them fast. 1round the corner. a little out of breath. Mr. Bradshaw is sitting at his desk with his feet

l propped on the oversized calendar. He has on earphones and is tossing a basketball up as if he is shooting
‘ free throws. As soon as he sees me, he jerks the earphones off his head.
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“Well, Ms. Cramer. What’s got you so out of breath?”

“Look. I need help. I'm not much of a rat. but I don’t see any option in this situation.” I quickly
run through the most important details, watching the confusion clear up from his face.

“I see. Well, looks like we’ve got ourselves a problem, huh??”

“Yes sir. Tdon’t really want to get them in trouble. I just want them to leave me alonc. 'm nota
fighter. That isn’t an option for me. I just don’t really want my name dragged out all over the school.”

“Understandable. Tell you what. You just tell them this.” He rattles out a plan. “T'll take care of
the rest.” I shake his hand and thank him as I back out of the door. I sling open the door to the locker room
and go about my business like nothing ever happened. Ilay my bag down in the open locker in the corner,
strip my shirt, leaving 1t as a cover over my chest. [ swiftly shide the shirt over my head. punch my arms |
through, and pull the other shirt out of the neck of my gym tee. Islide my pants down and pull them off.
folding them in a sloppy manner and stuff them in my bag. My boxers tickle my legs as I slide my
basketball shorts over them.

“Well. look at the dyke. She’s got her boxers on today.” Bethany says. loud enough for everyone
in the locker room to hear.

~Shut the hell up.” I yell. not even turning to face her. I busy myself with my rubber band. trying
to pull my hair up.

“Did she just say that to me? Iknow she didn’t.”” She turns to Lacey and Mel getting a little
crazy. “Did she just tell me to shut the hell up?” Lacey nods in an evil way. instigating trouble.

~So, Butchy. did you get her or what?””™ Butchy. How unique. My emotions want to get angry but
I keep telling myself it’s under control. Iinhale and exhale deeply before turning around to face them.

1 got her. Now, can you leave me the hell alone”” The three of them giggle to one another like
sccond graders.

“You got her. huh? Who was it? If you're so good. then who was it that was trying to sleep with
our boyfriends?” Were they making this up? I’m still not sure. Mr. Bradshaw is taking care of the rest of
it. This could possibly be the best joke I ever pulled on anyone. EVER! I play badass. and I love it.

~If you're so concermed about it. why don’t you see for yourselves. She’s in Mr. Bradshaw’s

office now.” Ihope they had time to get it going. I walk into the stall and slide the lock in place. Through
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the crack I can see Lacey standing over the sink with tweezers. You ve got to be kidding me. She is

tweezing her eyebrows for gvm class? 1 flush the toilet, wash my hands, and sling the cold drops of water
all over Lacey’s legs.

“Eww. gross.” She whines as I smile. tossing the paper towels in the trash. I walk out into the
gym and straight to the office. 1lean my head in to make sure she’s in there, scc her in his chair, and give
them a thumbs up. T walk back into the gym and stouch against the wall. shding to the floor. just as I was
told to do. Iclear out my mind. holding in the laughter that I want to belt out. Sitting with a stern look on
my face, staring at the floor. I see three sets of shoes walk stowly toward his office. It’s them: Bethany.
Lacey and Mel. They re whispering in a little of a panic as they walk past me. They approach Mr.
Bradshaw’s office and are called in. 1 hear the door slam shut and know they’re getting one of the best
acting scenes they’ve ever seen.

The door opens and the three girls emerge from the office. tears in all of their eyes running down
their faces. dragging mascara and eyeliner with them. They look a mess. Mr. Bradshaw looks over at me
and nods. It worked! They fell for it. Victory is mine. He approaches me, asking me to step into his
office. He closes the door behind me. I walk over and slouch down on the couch on the back wall of his
office under the framed jerseys.

“So. give me the rundown.™ 1 plead. not wanting to wait another second. The chair swivels in my
direction and I gawk as I look into her face. The girl is Lexi Snodam and she’s one of Liv’s friends. She’s
a senior theatre major and just happened to be in the gym that afternoon. Mr. Bradshaw asked her to help.
knowing the three girls would never see her in school. None of them were in theatre and none of them
were in senior classes. Brithant, if you ask me.

She had rushed to the dressing room in the theatre and brought over a tackle box full of makeup.
You wouldn’t believe how well she pulled off a black eye and a split lip. She even ratted her hair to make
it look like I had pulled it in a fight. She finally spoke up. I hope this helps you Kelsey. I know it must
be pretty shitty to have that threat hanging over your head.”

“What did you say to them?”
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T told them that you beat me up just because rumor had it that I was sleeping around. I told them
these cuts and bruises were based on nothing but people running their mouths. that I didn’t even know their
boyfriends. and that I am, in fact. a lesbian.”

“No way. You didn’t.” I can hardly contain myself. I want nothing more than to get in their faces
and point my finger, yelling at them about lessons learned. I know I can do nothing of the sort or the battle

will continue all ycar long. They can never know this was a joke.

‘ “The girls are being sent to the principal’s office. I phoned him and told him what was going on,
‘ but they will be sent to detention. I didn’t do this to make you look good. but did it to prevent the
demolition of your reputation. Understood, Ms. Cramer?” Mr. Bradshaw is standing over me. looking
down with a glorified grin.

“Yes. sir. Absolutely.” I stand and walk over to Lexi. ~Thank you so much. You will never
know how much I appreciate this. Let’s hang out some time. If you want.”

“Sure. Iwould be happy to.” She lowers her voice so Mr. Bradshaw can’t hear. ~So. is it true?
What they were going to say about you? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want.” I consider lying,
but think better of it. I nod yes. ~T thought so. but didn’t want to assume.” She stands. straightening her
shirt around her hips.

“Well, Mr. Bradshaw, I better go. I have rehearsals I'm missing out on. I'll come back for the
| make-ﬁp kit when school is over. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes ma’am. And thanks again Lexi.”

“No problem.” She shakes my hand and walks out of the office.

“Now.” Mr. Bradshaw says. “let’s go play some volleyball.” He waves his hand toward the door
and I walk out in front of him. ~This is our little secret...remember that.”

"My lips are sealed.” I walk out onto the floor proudly. This couldn’t have gone any better.

* * * * *
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28: FISH

Liv revs the engine just as Bethany. Lacey, and Mel walk in front of her car. They look up and
quickly rush by when they see me sitting in the passenger scat. We both start laughing. curling down
below the dash so they don’t see us laugh. Liv puils forward in line, waiting for the faculty members on
parking lot duty to give us permission to leave. She peels out of the parking lot. eaming evil stares from
the teachers and crossing guards.

She drops me off at the curb to the counseling center. telling me she’ll be back in a little over an
hour to get me. I squeeze her hand and wave as I shut the passenger door. I stand on the curb, waiting for
her to pull away. She gives me two little honks and before I can blink, she is gone. lost in the traffic.

I whip the door open. strolling into the center like I own the place. Well. not really. but maybe it’s
fun to think that way. I mean, these people know me now. I have mixed emotions about my session today.
It’s my last session and I have an eventful weekend ahead of me. That pumps me up. On the other hand.
I’1l miss the chance to sit down and spill my guts for an hour, receiving hella feedback throughout my
conversation with Julie. It’s only been a week. but feels like so much longer.

I take my seat: the same one I"ve sat in the entire time I've been coming here. I tap my toes to the
hum of the fish tank that must’ve been installed today. I watch as the orange and white flecked goldfish
flips his tail side to side, gliding through the crystal clear water. He weaves in and out of the faux plants,
stationary simply because of the blue and purple fish tank rocks covering the plastic base. An algae sucker
clings to the glass wall in the corner. hanging out and probably starving to death because of the sanitary |
tank. His nutrition hasn’t had time to form. }

Two neons dart back and forth, keeping the same distance between them with each jerk. The

leader. extended half a body length in front of the other, is painted with a fluorescent green stripe on its
belly. The follower, day-glo orange. I watch asbubbles climb the clear tube from the gravel to the filter.
There are a few other fish lollygagging around. but I don’t know the names for them. The lone goldfish sits
at the glass, almost as if he is watching me. His mouth opens and closes over and over as he breathes. I
name him Gus.

Gus was a fish I won at the county fair when I was five. Isay ‘I won.” but really mean my dad

won him. I played game after game, after reluctantly backing away from the stand where you throw a dart
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at a balloon. I knew I could win that one, but didn’t really want a stiff, crinkly. spooky white teddy bear

with red paws and ears. So. being the stubborn child T was, I chose the impossible games: throw a three
inch ring around a two and a three quarters inch bottle, or toss the whiffle ball into the moving tub with a
holed-out slanted picce of plywood stuck in it, or best of all, knock down the five stacked two-pound jugs
with only three baseballs. Needless to say, at five years old, weighing a measly 34 pounds and having the
upper body strength of a toddler, I wasn’t getting too far.

Dad came to the rescue. He stumbied over in his tank top and too short cut-off jeans carrying a
can of Pabst Blue Ribbon in one hand and a cigarette in the other. smoked down to the filter. He took the
cigarette between his thumb and middle finger. pulled it from his mouth. dropped it on the sparse grass
under the tent and placed the toe of his Chuck sneaker on the tip, twisting from side to side. I waited
patiently because I had seen him do this so many times before.

He walked over to me as I stood there with my arms full of baseballs. Taking onc from me. he
launched it toward the bottles, knocking over three and booing at the game leader. He moaned about how
Jjacked up the game was and how no one ever won. He carried on with his babbling, took another ball from
me. lined up and launched the ball right at the middie jug. knocking over two. There was one jug left and 1
held one more ball. I knew the odds were against me because how often is the ball going to connect with
that one little jug from 13 feet away?

He reared back and launched the ball forward with every ounce of energy he had left. The bottle
spun on the rim before diving off the edge of the board. He did it. Ijumped up and down, celebrating my
victory (or my dad’s). I was finally gonna get a fish. The game guy lifted me over the barrier and let me
look through the bags and bags of fish in the plastic kiddie pool. I found the perfect one and lifted the bag,
looking the fish in the face.

For the rest of the night, I didn’t care what we did. I had what I came for right in my hand. Every
few minutes I would lift the bag and look at my fish. It took ail of three hours for the name to come fo me.
As I stood by the grandstands watching the horses prance around the track before the races, I lifted the bag
once more. It was right then that the name popped in my head. Gus. Perfect. I had a fish named Gus and

in my mind, I was the coolest kid in the entire world.
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As I sit looking into the fish tank Julie calls my name. Ismile at her as I stand. “Nice tank.” I say
as [ follow her to her office.

“You like that? It was a gift from a patient’s father. All offices need a fish tank. right?”

“Yeah. Isn’t it kinda a requirement or something?”

“That’s how it seems, huh”?™ She twists the knob on the door, swinging it open. She motions me
into the office before her. Ilay my bag down on the floor by the chair and sit down. slouching
comfortably. T lift my arms, crossing my fingers behind my head. ~You seem relaxed today. It’s a nice
change. Kelsey.”

“Thanks. It feels good to relax sometimes, ya know?”

“So, tell me, what’s going on today in your life?” She sits, swiveling her chatr toward me.

“Well, I have a lot going on. I wanted to tell you...I talked to Liv about who to tell and all that
stuff. She was totally cool. Actually she already told her brother. She is not ashamed and thinks we’re
doing what’s best for us. It’s nice to have her be so upbeat. We both know I tend to lean toward the
negative.” I watch as she nods in agreement. It bothers me that I am this way, and even more, that she is
confirming it. It’s true. but I'm working on it.

~So. things are going well with you and Liv. then?”

“Yeah. I can’t seem to get enough time with her. We haven’t slept apart in a few days.”

“T will tell you, it’s fun to spend time together, but be careful. You need to make sure you give
yourself some time to be alone. Everyone needs alone time. Otherwise, you will become someone you're
not. Does that make sense™”

~Sort of. I guess.” I can’t even think about being apart from Liv. It seems unnatural. Why part
when we’re having fun and getting along so well?

“When relationships are new, it’s hard to grasp the concept of aloneness. but you need to focus on
Kelsey every once in a while. Find a time to maybe go to the river and play guitar. or to sit down and
write, or something else you enjoy. This will keep you from getting so bogged down like you were carlier

this week. So. what else is going on?”
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“Umm...well... we have a gig tomorrow night at the Broken Rainbow. I'mn psyched about that! I

can’t wait. And...to top it all off. my dad’s in town, but I haven’t seen him yet. My mom was hanging out
with him last night.”

~So. your mom was with him but you didn’t see him?”

“Yeah. They camne to the Barn during practice. but Dad stayed in the car. I was kind of freaked
out, and I'm not real swre why. It’s just...I haven’t seen him in so long that I don’t want to be put on the
spot in front of all my friends. I don’t want the first time I see him to be in front of a lot of people. Idon’t
know how I'll react, so I guess I'm just a little guarded.”

“That’s perfectly normal. Kelsey. You have learned to live without him and now he just randomly
contacts you, wanting to hang out. It’s okay to have reservations about the meeting.”

“I"m excited to see him. I think it’ll be a good thing later on. I'm just a little scared.”

T hope that goes well for you. Ireally do.”

“T'll see him in the moring. so we’ll see how it goes. Can I ask you a question?”

She sits, looking into my face intently. Her cheek propped on her index finger with her other
fingers falling in front of her face. ~Yeah, absolutely.”

"I decided to tell my dad...you know...that 'm...gay. [ mean, it seems like a good place 1o start.
I want to tell people, so why not start here? What do I have to lose? I know that sounds kinda mean, but
true.”

She pauses. assessing the possibilities. A sincere response confirms my opinion. “If that’s what
you want 1o do, I don’t see a thing wrong with it. However, you have to think of how you’ll feel if he
doesn’t accept your life. Will that crush you to the point that you won’t be able to see him anymore? Or.
will that give you the feeling of accomplishment you so need to have? It just depends on you. I think it’s a
very bold step on your part. Whatever’s best for you.”

“Yeah.”

“Anything else you’d like to tatk about before you go? This is your last session.”

I don’t really know what to say. This has been a good thing for me. “Not that I know of. Thanks

for listening and stuff.”
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“It’s been my pleasure. Just give me a call if you need anything else. You know where to find

me.”

When we get back to my house, Liv and I walk in the back door. Mom is standing over the sink.
staring out the window into the afternoon. “Hey Mom.™ I call out. dropping my bag by the door.

“Hey.” A quiet, somewhat sorrowful reply.

“What’s wrong”” Do I really want to know?

“Nothing you should worry over.” she says. continuing to stare out the window, unmoved. 1
wonder if I should pursue it further or if I should follow my selfish instinct and walk out, leaving her to
sulk. Tfeel generous so I enter the conversation.

“Are you okay? Is there something I can do?” She shakes her head. ~Are you crying?” Probably
a stupid question since she has yet to look at me. She turns around. Boy has she been crying! Her mascara
runs in two streaks clear to her chin and is smudged around each eye, making her eyes look not so much
different than mine did earlier in the week. I approach her, wanting to console her. but find myself tripping
Over my own tongue.

This is the first time [ ever remember seeing my mom cry out of some emotion other than anger or
drunken rage. Irealize I'm not sure how to react. As I stand here and watch her cry. I understand how
Julie must feel every day when patients sit in her office crying and she doesn’t know what to do. How can
I comfort her when she won’t talk”?

She stands. propped against the sink, feet crossed at the ankles. One arm is wrapped around her
middle, the other is propped at the elbow on the wrapped arm. She covers her mouth with her free hand.

Gently, I speak again. “Can you please tell me what’s wrong?” I look back at Liv and wave my
hand for her to go to iy room, thinking Mom may talk if we’re alone. She quietly tiptoes through the
kitchen. disappearing in the hall. I hear the thump of her shoes up the steps and wish | were following
instead of stuck in this dead-end conversation.

I turn back to my mother. ~Tell me... what happened to you?”

A whisper. Finally. So faint I can barely hear. “He got upset. He left.”
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' “Who?" Iknow who. What a stupid question. Maybe I don’t want to believe it. Maybe I just

! need to hear it.

} “Your father. He said he was ashamed of how I have raised our children...” Could he say that?

I Does he have a right to say that when he left? She continues. ~...he said I should care more and if [ don’t.

‘ he can’t have me back.” I stare, not knowing what to say.

‘ “T’'m sorry...T guess.”

‘ She tilts her head. looking questioningly into my face. ~Am I that terrible of a mother? Do I treat

I you that bad?”

‘ "No...um...well...” Tden’t know exactly how to put this. The brutally honest truth is,
yes...she’s been a terrible mother for the past few years. The bad thing is, that answer could send her over

the edge. I choose a not-so-brutal approach. ... the thing is, Mom, you need some help.” Okay. so maybe

“You are not a bad mother... when you are sober. But I can’t sit here and lie, saying you are the

l that didn’t come out quite right.

greatest mom that ever walked the face of the earth, because you and I both know what a crock that is. You
hurt me and I'm not able to forget that. You beat the shit out of me. Remember? If you could just quit
drinking, like I told you earlier. things would be different. You would feel better. I would feel better...like
I could talk to you easicr. Kyle would feel like he had a parent...besides me.”
’ “Wait. he doesn’t?” She is shocked by this.
“Mom, seriously. When is the last time you sat and talked to Kyle? When is the last time you

gave him a hug? When is the last time you even acknowledged him? / had to tell him about sex. Mom. /
' am the one he comes to with personal questions because / 7 the one he trusts.”
1 Her cyes fill again. T can’t believe this,” she repeats. covering her face and rocking herself. She
| i1sn’t talking to me. She has retreated into her own world and is coming to realizations no one ever wants to
j» have to face. I am worthless.” she whispers to hersclf as if repeating something Dad said to her in their
i conversation.
I I do something I never expected to do. Ihug her. ~Listen,” I say. taking her shoulders into my
| hands, playing "‘Mom.” “you are not worthless. You just need a little help. That’s all. If you can promisc

me you will quit drinking. .. will work through this with Dad. [ will try to smooth it over.”
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[ 'wait for her reply. She takes me into her arms, leaning back to brush the hair out of my face.
She is at a weak point now. and I realize it. but it’s hard to willingly stand here in her embrace. pretending
to be loved by her. Letting her hold me angers me. I want to lash out on her. to be mean like she has been
to me so many times. Instead. I let her play with nry hair and rub my face like she did when I was small.

“I'lltry.” Her only response. Iback away a little, stiffening.

“Not good enough. If you try. I say nothing to Dad. If you sign up for AA or rehab or
something...I talk to him. You decide.”

I'm now finished with the mushy-gushy-feel-sorry-for-me crap. I pull her hands away from my
hips and let them go at her sides. "Mom. this is it. This is your chance. If you will just do this one thing to
help yourself. you can get your husband back. You can get your family back. Most of all. you can get you
back. Honestly, I don’t blame him one bit for getting upset. Look at yourself. You are a mess.” I pause,
stepping backward toward the hall. ~It’s your decision.™

I spin in place and walk out of the kitchen, not looking back. I don’t feel sorry for her. The only
thing I feel bad about is having to be the one to tell her these things. Someone has to do it, but for once.

just once, I want it to be someone besides me.

* * * * *




29: FRIVOLITY

I walk solemnly into my bedroom and Liv is lying on the bed. head propped on pillows, fingering
through the latest People magazine. “Sorry.” Isay quietly as I slide on the bed beside her.

“What are you apologizing for? IU’s cool.”

I lean over to her. placing a gentle kiss on her cheek. A smile starts in the corner of her mouth,
spreading across her face. ~Listen,” she whispers, laying her hand on the crook of my leg. ~“You've had a
| lot to deal with lately. Why don’t you pack a bag and crash with me tonight? We’ll leave here in a little
| while, go to practice. and head to my place. You can forget about everything for the night. How’s that
l sound?””

’ I contemplate the offer. Honestly, I would love nothing more than to stay with her. My mind
catches up with me. ~“What about Kyle?”

“Kelsey. you can’t keep worrying about him. I know he’s your brother and you worry. but the
truth is. he’s not your child. He’s not your responsibility.”

I hear her words. T understand her words, but it doesn’t change my feeling of responsibility. ™I
have to take care of him only because Mom doesn’t.”

"I know this, but you can’t put your life on hold just to make sure he’s taken care of. Afake her do
her job as a mother. If you’re not here, she has to take care of him.”

My guts are wrenching. I just worry about him. All of the things I've had to deal with this week
seem intense. but [ can’t push away the thought of Kyle having to witness it. Even though it wasn’t Kyle
getting beat up, he watched it. He watched her drink herself into oblivion. He isn’t dumb.

“T’ll go and I'}} have fun. but I need to at least talk to him first. Okay?”

She pauses before answering. ~“Deal...now pack some bags. girl.”

I start stuffing clothes into my bag in silence. ~Oh, wait. I was gonna go buy an outfit for the
gig”

Liv fooks over to me. “Tell you what, we’ll go now. You can invite Kyle if you want. then we’ll
bring him back and head to my house.” Descent compromise, I guess. I walk over to her. taking her in my
arms.

“Thanks. I'm sorry I'm so bummed right now. I’lf snap out of it before we get to the mall.”
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“Promise?”

“You bet.” I take her hand. leading her out of the bedroom.

ok ko %

We pull up in the mall parking lot and Kyle sits straight up in the back seat. “Can we go to
Spencer’s?” His excitement is without reserve.

“Maybe. but I told you before we left that this shopping trip is for me and Liv.” His excitement is
quickly replaced by defeat. He gets out of the car not saying a word and follows on our heels as we walk in
the front entrance.

~So, where do you wanna go?” Liv asks, poking my ribs because she knows the answer.

“Pacsun, of course.” I walk with my shoulders slumped and straighten them when I realize it.
“Let’sdoit.”

We walk in the door. greeted by a guy named Jacob who’s in my Algebra class. “Hey ladies. Just
to let you know, we've got T-shirts 2 for $23, jeans 2 for $53, and this entire rack is $9.99 and under.

There are a couple more sale racks in the back.” He nods as he continues folding the stack of T-shirts in
front of him, placing them carefully on the display table.

I walk to the back of the store first. I like to start in the back and work my way forward. There’s a
guy in the back with spiked hair. red on the tips. He moves quickly through a box of shirts. sticking pins in
the neckline. clicking the sensors onto the pins. He piles the shirts on the shoe bench.

“Anything I can help you ladies find?”

“Nah. We’re just looking.”

“Okay. Well, let me know if I can help.”

I dig through the rack, scooting one shirt after another to the left. I really want to get a thermal, but
realistically. that is not the best decision. I know I’ll be so hot on the stage under the lights. I settle on a

black beater. Tan bleach spots randomly splatter the beater and a tan bleached Volcom Stone symbol rests

on the bottom, left hip in front. 1 grab a SMALL and sling it over my shoulder.
I walk to the denim wall and realize I don’t really like any of the jeans. Liv comes up behind me.

placing her hand on my hip. “Why don’t we go to Hot Topic and get some pants?” She has a white beater.
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similar to mine. draped over her arm. T grab it and hold it up. The design is the mirror image of mine with

black splatters and the logo on the right front hip.

“Won't we be hot? With coordinating clothes and all?” She winks at my enthusiasm. That was
her plan. I walk to the dressing room and turn the handle. Locked. Uhh. I hate when they lock these!
Shirt boy walks over to us.

“Need a fitting room”" No shit. He opens the door and grabs a "1’ tag from the wall next to the
room. [ interrupt before he can hang it on the door.

“Can we go in together”” I ask matter-of-factly.

“Uh...we’re not really supposed to do that. but I guess so.” He exchanges the "1” for a "2” and
hangs it on the outer hook over the preppy display outfit. ~If you need anything, just let me know.” Yeah.
I need you to go away.

“Okay. Thanks.” [ mumble. slamming the door in his face. I think he’ll get the picture. We strip
our shirts off and pull the beaters on. 1look in the mirror. visualizing the entire ensemble. ~We’re hot.
Liv.” She stops smoothing her shirt and Iooks over at me. 1 lean into her and kiss her. Her face flushes

red.

“Kelsey!™ I wrap my arms around her. tucking my flat hands in her back pockets. Isway side to
side. pulling her to me. She kisses me back.

“Let’s do it right here.” I whisper in her ear seductively.

"No. Absolutely not! Kelsey, your brother’s out there waiting.”

1 bite my tongue and twrn around. ~Okay, okay. But it would be fun.”

"I didn’t say it wouldn’t, but let’s just get out of here.”

T do as she says. but not without tormenting her a little. As she grabs the knob to open the door. |
reach out and grab her ass. squeezing it. She squirms out of my reach. slapping my hand. We buy the
shirts and head out of the store with Kyle following.

Kyle complains as we walk toward Hot Topic. “Why do we have to go here? This store is
freaky.”

“You’ve never even been in here! Just come on and look around.”™ 1 scrounge through the tightly

packed sale walk-around and pull out two pairs of pants. The first is a pair of black Dickies with zippers all




over the place. There is a zipper up the back of each leg that goes to mid-calf. Every pocket on the front

and back has a zipper. The second ones are a pair of red and black plaid strappy pants. There are random
straps on the backs of the legs that intertwine and connect the legs together.

I grab both and throw them over my arm. [ walk over to Liv and see that she has found a pair of
white Dickies exactly like the black ones I pulled out. How crazy is this? “We could totally match.™ I say
quickly as I walk up behind her. She jumps. covering her heart.

“You scared me to death.”

I scoot over to her between the overpacked racks and grab her around the waist. ~“T'm sorry. Hey,
we should do that. You dress in white. I'll dress in black. Opposites attract. you know. Nothing like
coordinating for the big show. huh?” She’s falling for it.

“Let’s go try on the entire outfit!”

I pull the curtain back and wave her into the dressing room ahead of me. 1 look over at Kyle
before stepping in. He is closely examining the band shirts displayed in plexi glass, lining the entire west
wall.

We try on the outfits, talking through accessories. ~You could wear a white bandana and I could
wear a black one.” Liv says, finally getting excited. ~And then, you could wear my white studded belt and
I'll wear a black one with the white outfit.” If I had only known it would only take shopping to pump her
up about the show. I would have brought her last week.

“Hold up. You want nze to wear the belt with the cutsie little star cut-outs? I don’t think so. I'll
Just buy a white one. The one with the three rows of studs. That sounds better to me.”

“What’s wrong with my belt?” she answers. a littie defensive.

“Nothing, Absolutely nothing. It’s just...not me. that’s all.” She sticks her tongue out in a
mocking way, knowing all too well it’s the truth. I don’t do cute.

Before we get to the checkout, we end up with wrist bands and jewelry, and I grab a sticker {o add
to the collection on my gig bag. This one says: TACT IS FOR PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT WITTY
ENOUGH TO BE SARCASTIC. Fitting. At least I think so.

Kyle comes romping over with a fow things in his arms. ~“Hey, Kelsey. Do I have any money?”




“Look at you. Mister this-store-is-creepy. Crazy what you find out that you like when you give

things a chance, huh? Let’s see here...” Idig in my bag. pull out my wallet and see how much cash he
has. My wallet has a divider in the money part so I always keep up with his cash in front and mine in back.
Good thing too since he would drain me of my money if I didn’t carry his. ~You've got...it looks like...24
dollars.”

“Yes.” He pumps his hand up and down.

“Let me see what you’ve got first.” He unloads his junk on the counter so I can scrounge through.
The first thing I lift out is a red Happy Bunny lanyard with a quote that says: I JUST THREW UP IN MY
MOUTH A LITTLE. Real funny. He thinks it’s hilarious and covers his mouth, trying not to laugh. The
next thing is a two-pack of Nintendo wrist bands. One is green with the lup mushroom on the front. The
other has a picture of the remote and underneath it says “Old School.” Not bad. Then, wadded up. he has a
shirt with a skull and cross bones. The skull has shiny sunglasses and a smoking joint in its tecth.

“Nope. You're not getting this.” I hold it up.

“"Why not?” he whines.

“Mom wouldn’t let you wear it and you can’t wear it to school. So unless you are gonna waste
your money on a shirt you can only wear in your room...no.”

“Aww man. You're no fun.” He knows I’'m right. Otherwise he wouldn’{ say anything. I look
over into the case and see a sticker exactly like the print on the front of the shirt. I point to it.

“Compromise...you can get that instead.” He shakes his head no.

“Okay. Be that way. Either put the shirt away and come on or pick out something else quickly.”
He decides to just go with his other two things and I'm not the least bit upset. I don’t love shopping and

my patience is about gone. “Let’s get a move on.” [ kave beiter things to do.

*® * *® *® *®




30: EABRICATION

We drop Kyle off in the driveway. not even going into the house. He waves. ducking his head.
clearly not wanting to be lefi. We watch until he gets in the house and pull out of the drive. I lean back in
the scat, exhaling. Liv reaches over, rubbing my leg.

“You ready to party?” she says. squeezing my thigh.

“Party? Are you serious?”

“Well, not that kind of party...you know. Party in my crib.” She slaps her leg laughing. She
thinks she’s funny. I cut my eyes to her. snarling in a joking way.

~Cute. Why are you in such a good mood?”

“What? I can’t be in a good mood? I just am. you know...I’ve got the night to spend with my hot
girlfriend and...”

~Oh. so you’re my girlfriend now. huh? When did that happen?” I'm serious.

~Is that not what this is?” She gets a little insecure. Her mood is deflated by a sincere question on
my part.

~That’s not what I meant. I just...didn’t know it was official. I guess.” I lean over. pecking her
cheek as she drives. ~Tlike it.”

“Is that...okay? I mean. that I called vou that?”

“Absolutely. Isaid I like it. and [ mean it. 100 percent. It just caught me off guard, that’s all.” /
have a girlfriend’ How many times have I said this to myself. wishing it were true? ~“Doesn’t it scem
weird to be all like ‘I have a girlfriend’? Does that feel weird to you™

She analyzes my question. I see her lips moving as she repeats the phrase a few times silently.
“Yeah. It does seem kind of weird.” She glances over at me. ~“But I have to say. I love it!” I grasp her
hand. holding it over her lap.

~So...party at your house. huh? Let’s do it. No worries. Not for now. anyway.”

* * * * *

1 stare at her hugacious house as we pull up. I always forget how big this house is until I'm here

again. Liv flings open the door. announcing our presence as she drops her bag at the foot of the wooden

staircase twisting upward. “Mom...we're here.” She yells as she walks through the entry, into the dining
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room and eventually into the kitchen. Her mom is sitting on the back patio in a fancy lawn chair with a
glass in her right hand. dangling over the sandstone floor. I see the top of her woven hat from the other
side of the room, the lime green reflecting in the sunlight.

As we emerge through the French doors into the breezy afternoon. I walk behind her mom’s chair.
noticing the orange slice floating in her strawberry margarita. She sits. one leg straight. the other bent at
the knee in an elegant pose as if there is a hidden photographer clicking off rolls of film from the bushes.
Her white framed sunglasses cover the majority of her face. but I'm distracted from them by the flamingo
pink lipstick shining under a thick layer of gloss. Her reddish brown locks flow freely from under the hat,
resting heavily on her shoulders. Lines in the corners of her mouth display her age, her many years in this
same position in the sun, day after day.

“Hi Mrs. Thomas.” I wave casually. plopping down in the lawn chair next to her. propping niy
clbows on my knees. !

“Hello Ms. Cramer. How are you?”

I raise my shoulders as if to say I’m not real sure. “Pretty good, I guess.”

“Well. your face sure has cleared up. 1 can hardly see the bruises now.” 1 raise my hand to my
face. rubbing my eye out of instinct. I drift off, thinking how odd we as humans truly are. When we talk
about a body part, we have a tendency to touch or scratch that part subconsciously. Liv interrupts.

“Mom. We’re gonna go up to my room and pop in a movie. We figured we’d just veg out for the
night. Will you order us a pizza in a little bit?” I’m amazed at her demanding tone but realize this is
normal for her. Her mother lives to please the kids. She doesn’t do anything all day but sit in the sun and
drink margaritas or daiquiris, she can afford to do something, right?

“Yes, hon. Just tell me when you’'re ready. T'll have it delivered and let you know when it will be
here.”

Liv leans over. kissing her mom on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. You're the best.” She waves at
me to follow her inside. I stand and stretch a little.

~Good to see you Mrs. Thomas.”

“You too, Kelsey. Don’t be a stranger. You’re always welcome here. You know that. right?”
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“Yes, ma’am.” Ireply quickly. Itwn to Liv, whispering to her. “Would I still be welcome as
your girlfriend?”

She chuckles softly. T think so. but let’s not go there now.”

As I trail behind her through the immaculate house, I wonder what it must be like to have so much
money you don’t even know what to do with it. They must hire a maid because I've never seen her mother
lift a finger besides serving some fancy order-in dinner that was delivered from the other side of town on a
fancy engraved platter. The only way there is a clean room in my house is if I clean it when no one is home
and it only stays like that for one point five seconds after Mom or Kyle enters.

We trudge up the shiny wooden steps. holding on to the iron railing. I follow Liv into her room
and am welcomed once again by the immaturity of the purpleness. “Hey.” Icall to her, tugging at her
shirt. ~“We should redo your room tonight. Want to?” 1 get a little excited by such a huge possibility of
distraction. There are other things I want to do. I don’t want our relationship to revolve around just sex. I
want to be able to have fun and not feel like I am obligated at every free second to fulfill some desire.

She pulls me to her. collapsing with me onto her bed. kissing me. ~Are you saying you don’t want
to party?” Here we go.

“Where in that sentence did I say I didn’t want to party? Ido. T just think it would be fun, that’s

all.” T wait for her rejection of my idea. She looks around the room. studying each wall and taking it all in.

She stands up and walks around and I’'m not quite sure what she’s doing. She turns to face me.

“Black. white. and red? Is that what we decided”” She reaches up. pulling one of the hippy
flowers down and tosses it on the floor by the miniature trash can at the edge of her vanity.

“Yeah!™ I jump up, excited by this possibility. How fun, to just go crazy decorating”? I mean, it’s
not like she doesn’t have the money or anything. ~Let’s go get paint.” [ grab her hand, pulling her to me.
kissing her. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

: I'm excited. It's been so long since I did anything artistic besides play music. I haven’t done any
ceramics or charcoal like I used to since my art class was over last year. She reaches over to the dresscr.
lifting a music box from the top. She lifts the lid and a ballerina starts twirling to some jacked up scary
lullaby. Liv takes the ballerina. folding it down with her hand to shut it up as she pulls out a wad of cash.

Holy shit! There is no telling how much money is there. She quickly shuts the top to the box. preventing




the noise. and tucks the wad in her pocket. Noticing me staring at her unbelievingly, she decides she needs
to explain the money.

“I"ve been saving up for three years. Ididn’t know what I would need the money for, but this
seems like a good investment. Don’t you think?”

I nod. unable to speak. If I had that money, my life would be so much easier. I. of course. would
never tell her this. Knowing her. she’d probably tuck it in my pocket. insisting that I take it. She would tell
me I need it more than her. which would be true but beside the point.

She reaches behind me wrapping her arm around my waist. ~“Let’s do it, chica.”

I smile as I walk out the door. “How fun is this? I am super excited.”

* * * * *

At Lowe’s, we flip through swatch after swatch of possible paint colors. Liv reads off the crazy
names of the colors 1o me, voicing her opinion on each. ~Fire Engine Red...too common. Candy Apple
Red...too hooker. Tootsie Pop Red...too dark. Cranberry Sauce Red...too, I don’t know. Coca-Cola
Red...that’s it! This has to be the one.”™ She takes the sample and hands it over to me as she walks to the
black end of the color palate. How hard can this one be? Sure enough, there are at least fifieen to twenty
different colors of black. I wonder how in the world this is possible. but I see with my own two eyes the
samples. She pulls one after the other out of the holders.

“Oh, for crazy’s sake. just pick one.” I poke her in the butt with a stir stick. She slinks away from
me, knowing how nuts she is making me, but continues to study each. She finally decides on Midnight’s
Cat Black. Whew! That was a close one. We walk to the paint counter, handing the samples to the dorky
guy behind the counter. He stares at us hard for a second before taking the paper from my hand.

“This gonna be all fur’ ya’s . ladies””

“We need a gallon of white and a quart of blackboard paint as well.” I manage to squeak out
before busting out in laughter. He points to a tower of white gallon jugs.

“White’s over therc.”

His southern drawl is completely overdone. His hair is parted and slicked down. and it looks like

itis oil and not gel holding it in place. He is missing three of his front teeth and squints when he talks. I'm

thankful for the interruption because I'm not quite sure I could stand there and watch him mix paint for too
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long without being utterly rude to his face. We load up on brushes, paint trays. free stir sticks. rollers.
handles, and just about any other painting utensil you could possibly think of before we finally reach the
register. We make it out of the hardware store with a cart full of $154.74 worth of painting supplies. “That
oughta do it.” Liv states as we walk to her Jeep.

~Ya’s think?” I answer and we both roll, bending over from the pain of laughter. 1look up at her
and see tears from her laughter. We laugh the entire time we are loading the junk and are still laughing
when we pull out of the parking lot.

“We are so mean.” I finally say. And we are.

~Oh. but we're funny,” she replies. And we are that. too.

* ok ok k%

It’s almost dinner time by the time we drag all of the paint upstairs. We carcfully lay out one of
the plastic drop cloths in the hallway where we’ll keep the unused paint. The difficult part of the whole
thing will be getting everything off the walls and out of the room. We decide the best thing to do is to pull
the heavy stuff to the middle of the floor and drape it with cloth. We’ll just have to dance around it while
we paint. |

I grab the giant roll of blue painter’s tape. blocking off squares and triangles on the walls. If
you’'re gonna go for it, why not go all out, right? We decide to fill in the shapes with red. the background

with black and the ceiling will stay white. with a fresh coat at some point.

Mirs. Thomas hears us banging around and climbs the stairs to see what’s going on. Her mouth
drops to the floor as she reaches the landing and a gasp of air loudly bounces off the walls of the open
hallway. I stand at the railing, looking over the edge to the giant Venetian rug in the entry to avoid her
eyes. [ have a feeling this isn’t going to go over well.

“What are you girls doing?” Clasping her hand over her heart in a soap opera dramatic way, she
continues. ~Are you crazy? It’s almost dinner time and your room is a wreck.”

“It’s cool. Mom,” Liv interjects. “We’ve got it under control...right Kels?”” Damnit. Iknew it
wasn’t gonna be that casy.

“Hubh...oh yeah. Absolutely Mrs. Thomas. We’ll have it done this weekend. if not tonight,” 1

look at Liv, raising my shoulders as if to ask "1s that okay”
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“You girls. Always gotta be doing something productive. What colors are you painting this
craziness””

“Just wait and see.” Liv replies. Smart one. She’d really flip a lid if she saw the black. ~It’ll be a
masterpiece. I've got my very own artist standing right there.” She points with a straight arm to me. No
pressure. I can’t help but think how serious I have to be. can’t be sloppy or I will get my hide skinned.

“So. Mom. Won’t you turn your skinny little tush around and head right back down the stairs.
We've got a job to do here.” She smiles knowingly, draping her arm around her mother’s shoulders,

i leading her to the stairs. ~Go fix yourself another Margarita and we'll come down for dinner.”
| "I don’t know if I like this.” She steps down one step. two steps, then turns, looking me in the
eyes. “Kelsey. don’t let her go wild on this okay?”

I bite my lip. She’s gonna hate it. ~Yes ma’am.” I hope she doesn’t blame e when she can’t
stand to look at it. Then again. it was my idea. She tums and heads down the stairs. At the bottom she
calls back up, “T’ll order pizza in thirty minutes.”

“Thanks. Mom. Love ya.” Liv calls over the railing. She rushes back into her room holding back
laughter. ~“Aw man, Kelsey. She’s gonna go nuts when she sees this.” A pause. “Well, let’s get to it.”

We move systematically through the room, painting the red first. As we reach the last wall. the
first is pretty much dry. 1 pull the tape away and restick it over the red so we have a clean edge for the
black. It’s geiting dark out and Liv goes into Keenan’s room. grabbing the halogen floor lamp for more
light. By the time we make it through the black. it’s almost midnight. My back and legs are cramping. I
sit on the floor, staring around the room at the utter chaos, loving it. Not many people have parents that let
them do whatever they want to their walls. This is nuts.

“Liv...what do you think”" She swings around with the biggest smile I"ve seen since the
‘morning after’.

“TLOVE it! This is so kick ass. Think we should invite Mom up to look””

I think about it for a minute. Probably not a good idea. ~If you really think so. Liv. we are gonna
give her a heart attack. Maybe you should wait “til morning.” She nods in agreement. “Besides. we still
have to paint the ceiling. And you’re gonna have to have new bedding and stuff. You can’t have that ugiy

ass comforter in this bomb ass room, right?”
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“You better believe it. We’ll go Sunday to pick out the decorations for the room.™

“Why can’t we go tomo...oh. That’s right. My dad.” Suddenly I'm caught in a whirlwind of
emotions. My first thought is. yes... my Dad s coming to hang our, then I get a little frightencd. a little
anxious, a little skeptical...all at once. What if he doesn’t like me? 1 quickly push this question aside,
deciding it isn’t acceptable. He has no choice but to like me. ['m his daughter. |

“You about ready to close up shop for the night?” Liv asks. draping her arms over my shoulders.

“Yeah. Probably a pretty good idea. I have to get up early, remember.” I tilt my head up and kiss
her. She grabs my hands and pulls me to my feet. ~So, you still gonna go meet my dad in the morning?”

“Um...sure. If you want me to. I don’t want you te feel like you have to introduce me or
anything. I haven’t said anything else about it because [ don’t want you to feel pressured.”

“T want you to meet him. Are you okay being introduced as my girlfriend?”

A spark ignites in her eyc. She is proud to be my girlfriend. 1 fold her in my arms. proud to have

her. “I'd love it.”




SATVRDAY
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31: SYNCHRONIZE

Eight o’clock comes earlier than it should. I stretch and sit up, nauseated by the paint smell
trapped in the room. I stand up and slide the window open beside the bed, letting some fresh air in. |
didn’t think about the fact that we would be breathing fumes all night. Liv rolls over, looking at me.

“How do you feel”” 1 ask, sitting on the edge of the bed, smoothing her hair out of her face.

"I have a little bit of a headache. You?”

“Me too. Ithink we’re high. You ready to get up and get this show on the road”” She rolls over
and tucks her face into the pile of pillows on her side of the bed. I have never seen anyone require so many
pillows to sleep. She sleeps on one. cuddles one in her arms, props one between her legs, and when I'm not
here, she leans against a body pillow. She may as well be sleeping in a ball pit like they have at the
MecDonald’s Playland.

She rolls over onto her back and stares around the room. I love the paint. You did a good job.
babe.” She slides her arm around my hips. ~Are you some sort of professional or something?”

“Yeah, right. 1 just like to paint. I have an eye for it and can’t really explain why.”

"I don’t know where you fearned, but | have to be honest. I didn’t expect it to be this cool.”

I lay down on her outstretched arn yawning. “Thanks. Glad you like it.”

We get up and siowly pull on some clothes for the outing. I don’t feel like showering and decide
to skip it this morning. I mean, we’re going for coffee and to Kyle’s soccer game. Not like we need to
look cute. I pull on a pair of thin sweats with a wide waist band and drawstrings on the front and slide into
a plain white tee. My hair crackles with static. A drawback of foregoing the shower. She dresses quietly
and we head downstairs.

We climb in the Jeep and head into town to meet my dad at Starbucks. Here goes nothing. As we
pull into the parking lot. my hungry stomach rumbles and it feels likc there’s something inside me rolling
over. I'm not quite sure if it’s nerves. hunger. or a little of both. 1 swing the door open and wave her ahcad
of me. I slide my sunglasses onto the top of my head as I study the menu.

“Kelsey?" A quizzical voice calls to me from the table in the corner. I turn on my heels and
glance over to the comner. It’s him. I recognize him right away because he looks a lot like me. | wave and

step out of line, shuffling over to his table. He looks comfortable sitting there. He has a newspaper spread
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out on the table and a tall coffee next to his left hand. The wrapper of a muffin lays spread on the edge of

the table, no crumbs in sight. He must be a prenty tidy person.

His dark hair is dappled with gray. but not too much, just a little over his ears and a few across the
front hairline. Deep grooves around his mouth are shadowed along the edge of his smile, the dimples [
never forgot. His forehead creases with his arched eyebrows. He sits with his right leg crossed at the ankle
over his left knce. A button up Hawaiian shirt with a tuft of chest hair extending in the V of the top button,
a pair of khaki cargo shorts. and Reef flops. This guy is cool! He stands as I approach his table. taking me
into a giant man hug. It feels nice, familiar yet a little strange at the same time.

“Long time. no see, kiddo.” He acts so nonchalant that I forget all of the nerves I had built up all
week. It’s almost as if this is a moment he has waited for all these years just like me.

“Yeah. You’re not kidding. Good to see you.” Idon’t know what else to say. He returns to his
seat and [ grab thc back of the chair across the table for something to hold on to. My head is spinning. 1
can’t believe this day has come.

“You look good. Kelsey. Slim. Well kept.”

~Are you kidding? We just rolled out of bed.” I let out a nervous laugh. He reaches into his back
pocket and pulls out his wallet. He flips it open and pulls out a twenty.

“Here. go get yourself some breakfast. And your friend.” He tucks the twenty in my hand.
wrapping my fingers around it as if [ were a small chitd.

“Thanks. You don’t have to...”

~Just take it and come sit with me. We’'ve got some catching up to do.” He flashes a smile and

returns to his paper reading.

I get two glazed donuts and a tall caramel latte with whipped cream. Liv settles on a blueberry
muffin and a bottle of orange juice. She’s not much of a coffee fan. Ilook over at her at the register and
whisper, “"Here goes nothing.” She nods, feeling my eagerness.

We get back to the table and Liv scoots into the chair by the window. I sit down directly across
from my dad. He looks up at us as we get settled.

~And who's this pretty young lady”?” He waves his hand toward Liv.




“This is Olivia...or Liv. She’s...” should I? I told her I would but didn’t anticipate these nerves.

“she’s...my girlfriend.” He doesn’t say anything for a minute and I feel like I have blown it. I have
completely ruined any chance I had at getting to know my father. I wait. expecting him to stand up,
demand his money back, and walk out the door. He doesn’t.

“Well...that's...interesting. Nice to meet you, Olivia.” Whew. My relief is unexplainable. He
didn’t flip.

“Nice to meet you too, Mr. Cramer.” She politely extends her hand to shake his. She is good with
people. She knows how to say all the right things, unlike me.

“No, it’s Dan. You can call me Dan. Mr. Cramer 1s what they call my father. I don’t particularly
like that title.” He jokes with her. It takes me a bit to get it, but she is right in the loop.

“Well, Dan. It is nice to meet you. How’s your visit been so far”" I can tell by the look in his eye
that he is pleased with her politencss.

“Great. Feels good to be back in good "ole Kentucky.” He laughs the obnoxious laugh I tded to
remember so many nights, but lost somewhere in my memories. We carry on with nonsense, surface level
conversation for a good ten or fifteen minutes. He finally turns to me with a2 more serious look on his face.

“Kelsey. I'm worried about your mother.” The onset of this statement feels like 'm watching a
Looney Tunes cartoon when Wile E. Covote is falling off a cliff. I hear the whistle in my ears, loud and
real. This dive bomb of a statement instantly removes me from the bliss of chatting it up with my father.

“You and me both.” I choke on my words. ~That’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“T agree. I needs to be addressed if this is going any further. Let me just be real with you.” He
folds his paper and lays it on the floor at his feet. With the table cleared, he is able to prop his elbows on it.
He leans in to me. closing the gap. "What is she like, I mean normally.”™

“Umm...well, that’s kind of hard because she is a little different every day. Seme days she is
kinda happy-go-lucky and other days she stresses me out. For the most part she is pretty much worthless to
anyone but herself.” Maybe I shouldn’t be saying this. Maybe I should try to brush it off and make it a
little more attractive to woo him back to her. Nah. Not fair. He’s been cool so far and I think he deserves

to hear the truth.
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Liv slides her hand over onto my leg as I start back in. “She’s an alcoholic. When she is drinking,
I can’t even say anything to her without her crying or flying off the handle. She beat the shit out of me
earlier this week. Pardon my language. Idon’t know what to do with her.”

He purses his lips, nodding in agreement. “I'm sorty you have to deal with this. She should not
be your responsibility.”

“I'm well aware of that, but if I don’t take care of her. who will? Lori is gone and Kyle is too
young. He’s terrified of her most days.”

~T want to help. Let me just be honest.” He pauses, wrapping himself around his words. I want
to come back. I need to comne back. 1've made some stupid decisions in my day and I'm trying seo hard to
fix that. But...I can’t come back and get into this situation again. I’ve been clean for almost three years
and I don’t want to get mixed up in alcohol again. It seems like your mother is nothing but an alcoholic. 1
love her. but I don’t know if I can deal with that.”

Now is my chance. I have to tell him about my conversation with her the other night. I inhale and
stretch my arms under the table. Reaching up. I brush my hair back and pull out the pony tail holder.
redoing my hair before I speak.

I told her to get help. I told her if she didn’t get help. I was going to get it for her and it wouldn’t
be pretty. She bawled like a baby. but she knows. She knows she’s screwed up. She knows she has
nothing. She knows she needs you back. Where she goes from here, T don’t know. ['tried. That’s all I can
do.”

“Tagree. And I have to say, I’'m proud of the way you have handled this so far.” He pats the top
of my hand. ~T'll do the best I can to take care of it from here. Don’t you worry yourself too much.”

That is exactly what I needed to hear. I have a life I'm trying to hold together. I have a new
relationship that is wonderful. I have a brother I want to chill with as his sister. not a mother. Ihave a band
that is moving up in the world. I have a life. Thanks to the way Julie opened my eyes. I can recognize this
now.

“Hey. Sis. Ican’t begin to tell you how glad | am to see you.” He says. choking back tears. Is

this real? Is my life really getting this much better?
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“You too.” Ireach over and squecze his arm. My cold fingers cause the hair on his arm to stand

up.

“Man, you're cold.” He looks down at his watch. ~Let’s get out of here so we can see your
brother play soccer. Whadya say?”

I stand up. collecting my garbage. 1lift the cup of now cold coffee to my lips, downing the last
swig. “"Let’s doit. We'll go get him and meet you there in thirty minutes. Sound good?”

“That’ll do. Oh, again. it’s nice to meet you. Liv,”

She has to uncoil her tongue to speak since she hasn’t said a word in about an hour and a half.
“You too. Mr. Cra...Dani”

I walk into the warm morning and am smacked in the face by the humidity. I climb into the car
and look over at Liv who is beaming. ~“Well, that went well, don’t you think””

“Yes.” she says. “"Kelsey...I'mn proud of you. And it didn’t phase him but just a minute.”

T have a feeling the conversation is yet to be had, but I'm cool with that. He’s my dad, ya know?
Whatever comes of this is gonna be good. I can feel it in my gut.”

* £ * * *®
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32: SALUTATION

“Kyle...” 1call out, running up the stairs. ~You ready for your game?” I push his door open and
walk in. To my amazement. he’s standing in front of the mirror, fixing his hair. [ haven’t seen him fix his
hair in almost two vears. ~What’s the occasion?”

“Do you even have to ask? Duh...I'm meeting Dad today. remember?”

“Oh. He doesn’t care what your hair looks like. You are going to play soccer. remember?”

He snarls his lip. clearly not liking my reply. “But I have to look good so he’ll like me.” He picks
up my can of hair spray that he had to have snagged from my room, spraying way more than he needs.

“Enough already. You are choking me out.” I sarcastically wave my hand in front of my face.
“You look beautiful you little stud muffin. Now let’s go.”

“Hey...not beautiful. Handsome I could go for, but definitely not beautiful. That’s a word for
girls only.” He tosses his duffle bag over his shoulder, stumbling slightly under the weight.

~Good grief, child. What do you have in there? A body or something?”

“No smarty. I'm staying at the hotel with my team tonight. The coaches are having a swim party
at the Fairfield Inn for us.” I totally forgot.

“Do vou need money’?” 1 start to dig out my wallet.

“Nope. Mom already gave me some. She said Dad left it for me. That’s pretty cool, huh?” This

leads in beautifully for me to give him a nmmdown of my first impression of Dad after all these years.

“Kyle. you’re gonna /ove Dad. He’s so fun and kinda hip too. Let’s go. Liv’s waiting in the car.
"1l tell you more on the drive.” He perks up. rushing out the door. He jogs down the stairs with the bag
thumping into the back of his legs with every step. 1 watch carefully, hoping he doesn’t go tumbling. I
mean, this bag is big enough for him to get in and he had to have packed enough clothes for a week for the
bag to be this full.

“So...” he leads in as we close the front door, "tell me more. What’s he look like? What docs his
voice sound like? Do we look like him?””

“Whoa...slow down, cowboy.” I open his doeor. taking his bag from him. He slides in and I chuck
the bag in the back of Liv’s Jeep. She says hi to Kyle and he acknowledges her with a smile before staring

at me intently, waiting for me to continue my description.
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“I"d have to say, yes. we look like him. You definitely have his eyes. He seems pretty laid back.

Just so you know. he looks like a total beach bum today.” I continue on. describing every visual detail
painted in my memory. He listens. waiting for more. It's almost as if I'm feeding candy to a starving
child. He just can’t get enough. Ilook over at Liv at one point and her face is solemn. I turn from Kyle to
acknowledge her.

“"What’s going on”? Why the ho-hum face?””

“Nothing. I'm cool. Just listening to you.” She stares forward. never looking over to me.

"I don’t believe you. Tell me. what’s up?” She cuts her eyes to me as if giving me a warning to
back down, mouthing the words "I'll tell you later.” I nod. and quickly resume my happy chat with Kyle.
He is pumped. He’s ready to see Dad, but more than that. to get out on the soccer field and prove to Dad
that he is a good athlete. I don’t dare burst his bubble and tell him that he kind of sucks. Who knows,
maybe today will be the day with all of this adrenaline pumping. he could have a lucky day.

We pull into the parking lot and I dig the water jug out of Kyle’s bag. not even attempting to carry
that hunk o” junk around with me all day. There are thirteen fields in this complex and we won’t know
until we get to the concession stand where Kyle will be playing. 1 will not lug that bag.

He rushes on ahead of us and I settle in close to Liv as we walk through the grass. The blades
tickle my bare toes, exposed through the sandals. I try not to focus on the tickle and get serious for this
conversation.

“So. what was bothering you in the car?”

She hesitates as if she doesn’t know how I will react. She looks at me. then down at her feet as
she walks. Looks at me again, then straight forward.

~Just tell me. It can’t be that bad.”

“It’s not bad at all, just sad. That’s all.”

I’m completely lost. What about today has been sad”? ~Can you clarify because I must’ve bailed
off the train a few cars back or something. I'm not following.”

“It’s just...I don’t know. I feel like I take my life for granted.™

“Meaning?”
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“Well. you struggle to make relationships work. You have a mother that’s so twisted up in her
own addiction that she can’t even give you the love you deserve. You strive to make Kyle’s life a little bit
better than yours was. You sacrifice yourself, sometimes more than necessary, to make sure he is happy
and content and active in anything he wants to participate in. You have zero support. besides me, of
course, but you don’t even realize it.” She pauses, reaching up to wipe a tear from behind her sunglasses
that I didn’t even know was there until she wiped it away.

“And then I look at myself. T have a mother that does exactly what she’s supposed to do...she acts

i like a mother. She makes sure everything is taken care of for us so we don’t have to worry. Kelsey. I

| never wanted for anything in my life.”

| I wonder if I’'m supposed to feel bad or glad or what. I don’t say anything, waiting for her to

I finish. She sniffs and wipes the other eye. I can’t believe she’s crying. Yet another example to prove to
me how much she cares.

~And then today...I see how your face lights up when you first see your dad. How your entire
temperament changes when you’re with him. How adult you truly are about everything in your life. Your
face lights up with that same glow when you talk to Kyle. 1 just adore you...is that okay?” She finally
looks at me and I smile shyly. Iappreciate her spilling her guts to me. By this point. we’ve stopped
walking and stand propped against a huge Dodge Ram in the grassy lot. I reach out and grab her hand. She
starts to speak again.

“So I guess why I'm sad is because it hurts me that you haven’t had a father all along. It kills me
to know that you are such a beautiful person, inside and out. and the people who should matter the most
never see that.”

“But you do...and that’s what matters most to me now. I'm not gonna lie. I am super excited to
see my dad. but he hasn’t been around and I’ve gotten used to that. You. on the other hand. have been a

constant in my life for two years now and I couldn’t go on without you. A lot of my strength. whether you

know it or not, comes from you.”
I rub her arm and she connects eyes with me. ~“Kelsey...I love you.” Flutters. Like the first time

we kissed. ~“I’m not saying this in a tota! relationship kind of way. but as friends too. [love being around
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you. hanging out, making music with you. and of course, making love to you. Iknow it may sound corny
this early in the relationship, but it’s true.”

In hearing these words. another layer of strength is added to my shoulders. This confirmation lets
me believe things will be okay. It allows me to move forward into the ugly world knowing things won’t
always go my way. and probably most times they won’t. But with her love, I know it’s worth it. I reach
over. taking her hand in mine. locking our fingers.

“Let’s go watch some soccer.” We walk on, swinging our interlaced fingers and tightly clenched
hands into the crowd of parents and children, holding firm to one another. Both of us are wearing smiles as
we walk up behind my dad. talking to my brother. Kyle glances over at me with the biggest grin I have
seen since he was a small child and when he sees me holding hands with Liv, it doesn’t fade. He’s in
heaven.

~“What field you on, bub?”

“Three, I think. Come on. Let’s go.” He waves us on and we follow. Looking back
occasionally, his smile doesn’t fade. Ilook over to Dad and he joins hands with me on the other side.

“Kelsey...I can’t believe how much you two have grown. Thave missed you more than you will

ever know.”
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33: SURPRISE

I high five Kyle and hug him, congratulating him on his block. The hair he took so long to fix is
now plastered to his forehead in wet chunks. He has completely forgotten how hard he tried to make
himself took good. Dad lifts him over his head, sitting him on his right shoulder. We walk through the
field. back te the cars.

“Kelsey...can Iride with Dad? Would that be okay”?™ Ilove it. He feels so at home now. Dad
puts him back on the ground and he jogs over to me. waiting for my reply.

“Of course you can. Let’s get your bag out of the car first. Dad, where you parked?” He points
over rows and rows of cars. Like that’s ponna help. ~Okay...this is nexi to impossible. Let’s just pull out
and meet at the Shell station on the corner. Does that work?”

“Sure thing, kiddo.” Dad looks over 1o Kyle and reaches his hand out. He takes it. ~“Ready,
soccer champ?”

“Yep.” We separate and load in.

“He is so adorable.” Liv says. T wish I had a litile brother.”

“Are you sure about that?” My sarcasm never dies.

“Yeah, why not?”

“1I"m not gonna lie. they can be a pain sometimes. But I wouldn’t trade him for the world. He’s
my light most days. Or as I used to say when he was a baby ...he’s my pride and joy.”

“Aww...that’s so cute. How old were you?”

“T'don’t know. like 5 or something. I was a dork.”

We pull into the gas station and Kyle has a hard time getting ont of Dad’s truck because it is so
high off the ground. He hops out and runs over. slinging the back door open to grab his bag.

“Not so fast there, macho man. Don’t I get a hug or anything””

He rounds the side of the car and squeezes me long enough to count, but quick enough to get
away. Ifollow him to Dad’s truck. He rolls the window down.

“Hey.” Isay. ~Are you okay with this? I mean, do you have anything to do?”

“Don’t worry, sis. Ican take care of this.”
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“Okay. Well. thanks. Hey...I don’t know what your plans are tonight. but if you have nothing
better to do. our band has a gig tonight at the Broken Rainbow. You’'re welcome to come check us out if
you want. This is our first time playing in front of an audience. We are stoked.” He grins and so do L

“We'll see. Itry to steer clear of bars, but you never know.”

“Don’t feel like you have to. I just thought I'd put the offer on the table.”

“Have fun and don’t worry about Kyle. We’re gonna have a good time today.”

I lean over so Kyle can sce me. “Hey buddy. you be good. okay? And have fun at the party. Call
me if you need anything. Ihave my phone and Liv has hers too. You have the numbers with you. right?”

“Okay! Just go. I'll be good and yes. I have the numbers. Love you.”

“Love you too. Later guys.” I wave and turn back to the Jeep. Liv is beaming in the driver’s seat,
watching the interaction between the three of us. I don’t even have to ask what she is thinking because I

Know already.

The afternoon is ours so we decide to head back. change clothes. and drive out to the Bam to
practice for a little bil. We have two big songs together in the line up tonight so we want 1o play around
with them a little with no one else around. As we pull up at her house, Keenan runs out of the front door.

“Hey ... where have you guys been? I've been waiting for you all moming.”

“Her Dad is in town and her brother had a soccer game. so we were running around there. What’s
itto ya?" Little miss sassy is out today!

“T was just gonna see if you were going to the Barn early tonight to practice. I haven’t heard
anything from Travis or Jack so I didn’t know.”

She rolls her eyes at him. Little Mr. In-the-Know doesn’t know what’s going on. He ducks down,
leaning his arms against the window seal and his head in the window. ~Hey, Kelsey.”

“Hey. Keenan.”

Liv butts in. “We’re gonna go practice our two duets in a littie while, but the band is planning on

practicing for like thirty minutes or so before we head out. 1 think you should show up at like 5:30.”
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“Sure you’'re practicing. Don’t mess with me like that. I know what you two are up to. You're
gonna go make oul or something in the Barn.” Liv’s face flushes red. Not because she’s embarrassed, but
because she thinks his comment is hormibly inappropriate.

“No. smartass...we really are going to practice. If you don’t belicve me then get your happy little

ass ready and come with us.” I'm silently hoping he refuses because 1 could use some time with just Liv. 1
mean, I should take advantage of the free babysitter I inherited this morning, right? Thankfully. he shakes
his head no.

“We're gonna go drink some Jack. I think. Travis scored a blunt and he wants to light it up, but
I’m not gonna smoke.”

“Have fun with that. We’re not smoking either, right Kelsey?™ She nudges my leg. making fun of
me for getting busted. ~Some of us can’t handle the buzz and get busted by our mothers.”

“Ha. ha. Real funny. Hey. if [ hadn’t gotten busted. I wouldn’t have gone to counseling. If I
hadn’t gone there, I wouldn’t have met Julie. If I hadn’t met Julie, I may have never gotten the balls to tell
you how I felt. So...dog me out all you want. but this relationship you have right now...would’ve been
nl.” Hah. Now who’s boss?

“True, true. Guess the stuff’s not all that bad. Keen, don’t get too trashed. We have to be good
tonight if we want another shot at this shit, okay?”

“You've got it. Later girls. You lezzies.”

Liv slaps his arm. ~Not funny. Take it back.”™ I'm laughing behind her back. Such sibling love...

“Sooooorrmrry.” Keenan sarcastically draws out, leaning in and planting a big fat kiss on her

cheek. squished between his hands. ~Later.”

| While Liv is getting dressed. I try to pick up some of the mess we made fast night. Ilook around
| the freshly painted room thinking of what decorations she could get. Ilove the room. Tagree...we did a
good job.

When she’s ready, she takes me back to my place and tells me she’ll meet me at the barn at 4:00.

She kisses me quickly and inconspicuously before I get out. I wink at her and head in the house. Mom is

in the bathroom when I walk by. primping. For a second I’'m drawn back to my childhood, when T used to
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sit on the floor in the bathroom doorway and watch her get ready in the momings. I would watch her

smooth on foundation. powder over top. She delicately outlined her eyelids with vibrant eye shadow. 1

never wanted to learn how 1o put on makeup. 1 just liked to watch her process. 1 would sit and stare.
wondering why she was putting all that junk on her face when she was beautiful to me without it.

“What’s up?” [l ask, startling her.

“Oh, just getting ready for dinner. Your father called and asked if he could take me out tonight
since you have plans and Kyle is at the hotel party.” She can barely contain her excitement. I look around
the room and see no beer bottles or mixed drinks. What a relief. Maybe she can go out and see that she
can have fun without alcohol. It does seem sort of weird to me that he called to hang out so quickly after
telling her he couldn’t handle her. Maybe it helped him to talk to me today. Maybe I helped him change
his mind a little. Even if that’s the case. Mom will never thank me.

“What did you do today?” I ask this hoping she’ll say she contacted a counselor or something to
help her. She looks at me with her big. round eyes through the reflection of the mirror as she continues
curling her hair.

“Well, I cleaned the house.” That’s almost enough to make me happy right there. ~And I called
my friend Lucy. Do you remember her? You probably haven’t seen her in years, but I needed someone to
talk 10 and she is usually the one I dump my problems on. Doesn’t that just sound horrible?”

“Not at all. Ikind of remember her, but I couldn’t pick her out of a crowd. What did she have to

say. if you don’t mind me asking.” I’ve learned in the past few years that when Mom isn’t drinking, you
have to prod her for any information. Another clue for me that she hasn’t tipped the bottle today.

“Um. well. I pretty much spilled cverything out to her and she kind of agrees that I need to do
something different. Figured you’d be happy about that. She offered to help me.” 1 am glad. but choose
not to rub it in her face.

“T hope that goes well. Ineed to get ready for practice and stuff. The big day is here.”

“How exciting, Kels. I'm sure you'll be brilliant. You are at everything you do. it seems.” I'm
not sure if that is a comment or if she is dogging me oul. I choose to accept it as a compliment.

| “Thanks.” I walk toward my room. That wasn 't too bad.

* ok ok k%
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I stand over the trash can in my room. ripping tags from all the new stuff I bought to wear to the

gig. I carefully fold the pants, and shirt, tucking them into my backpack. Iroll up the belt and lay it on top
of the shirt. tucking the wrist bands and bracelets in the front pocket. Idig through my jewelry box for
some cool rings. Isay "dig’ in a light sense because I don’t have a whole hell of a lot of jewelry. 1
mentally check off everything I need from the list. sling the bag over my shoulder. and head out the door.

I walk into the kitchen to get the car keys. She wasn’t lying. The counter tops sparkle and I can
still smell the faint but pungent smell of lemon Pine Sol. The floors are clean. the junk mail is in a neat pile
on the comner of the bar, and no food is left out to waste on the counter top. Even the window above the
sink has a refreshing shine to it. Nice. I call out to Mom as I reach for the back door knob.

“I’'m out, Mom. Have fun tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

She doesn’t answer and I don’t wait for her to. I rush out the door to the car and pop the trunk to
make sure my gig bag is in there. [ open the bag. checking for my tuner and a pretty good number of picks
for the night. All there. I slam the trunk and as I’'m walking to the driver’s door. Mom comes out the front
door.

“Here.” She extends her hand. offering me a whate rose. ~It’s for luck tonight.”

My eyes fill with tears at the surprise. Never did I expect her to give me anything for an
accomplishment of mine she doesn’t understand. And never did I expect any acknowledgement to be any
more than a hug. I take the rose from her and give her a hug.

“Thanks. Mom.” I say into her shoulder as I squeeze harder. T really appreciate this.”

“You're welcome.” She runs her hand over the back of my head and the length of my hair. T pul
away and get into the car. starting it before I close the door. Carefully. I place the rose on the dash so I'll
be sure to show Liv.

“See ya.” [ slam the car door. smiling, and reach over to crank the radio.

She blows me a kiss as I back out of the driveway. She doesn’t see me. but I catch it and tuck it in

my pocket like I used to do when I was small.

* * * * *
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34: STIFF

I'm at the Barn and no one is here yet. I climb out of the car and slide onto the hood, and lie
against the windshield. I cross iy arms behind my head, close my eyes. and listen. Birds chirp and I can
hear the beating of wings as a few fly overhead. In the distance, I can hear the low moos from a field of
cows. I hear a thump and jump slightly, opening my eyes. Sitting on the hood of my car is a long haired
gray cat. It sits at the edge. not wanting to get too close.

I extend my hand slowly, letting the cat know I won’t hurt it. It leans into my hand. appreciating
the affection. The cat scoots closer and closer. eventually parking on my belly. What a loving little fellow.
As I pet. the cat begins lo purr, massaging claws into my belt. 1 feel Kind of stupid. but I talk to the cat
anyway.

~Must be nice, living out here in the country, getting the romp of the land. You sure are a friendly
little fella. You have to be someone’s pet.” Ireach up, running my hand down the head and the full length
of the body. wrapping my fingers around the tail. A quick whip pulls the tail from me as the cat turns and
nudges my hand with its head.

I hear a car and sit up to see who it is. IU’s my girl. The cat, a little startled, hunches down. As
Liv pulls up beside me to the right, the cat jumps down to the left and darts out of sight. [ slide down off
the hood and walk to her car.

“Hey, babe.” 1swing her door all the way open.

“Hi. What're you doing on your car?” She finds it odd.

T was just early and I thought [ would chill for a minute. You scared ofl my visitor.”

“Oh yeah? Who was that?”

~Just a cat that wandered up. It was pretty loving. Just wanted some attention...like me. right
now.” Ireach in from behind. wrapping my arm around her waist. [ slide her hair over her shoulder and
kiss lightly on the back of her neck. She holds her arm up for me to see the goosebumps.

“You drive me crazy. You know that, don’t you?”

I slide my hands under the edge of her shirt, pulling my fingemails across her bare belly. “You

haven’t seen crazy yet.” I pull her into me, turning her toward me and kiss her. She wraps her arms around
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my neck. kissing me back. Knowing how much I can torment her, I pull away. leading her into the barn.
“We better practice. don’t you think””

T can barcly make out her hushed voice as she walks behind me, “You've got to be kidding me.”

I shake my head. knowing I have control. 'l use that, but not until later. I need her 1o save up
her energy.

“Let’s do it on the stage. Want to?”

“Nope. We’ve got songs to practice.”

She sticks her tongue in her lower lip. perturbed yet entertained by my little game. “Now, let’s get
to these songs.” I jog back to my car. grab my guitar and swing the strap over my head. Strumming as 1
walk back in. I take a seat on the edge of the stage and lead in. I watch her close her eyes, breathe in deep
and exhale, getting into the spint of the song.

w*  o% ok k¥

Everyone starts piling into the Barn at around 5:30. All of the guys are riled up and half drunk.
There are a few other guys that I don’t know wandering around the Barn drive. I do what I probably
shouldn’t do and remove myself from the bustle. Ineed a few minutes o breathe and run through these
songs in my head.

I grab my guitar and slide out the door unnoticed. I walk to the back of the Barn and crouch down
against the wall. crossing my legs. I quictly strum through a few of the songs. quicker than they should be
played. T have to make sure my fingers are loosened up. My nerves wreck me for a minute. I’ve never
been on stage in front of an audience. I don’t even like much attention.

T hear the crunch of gravel and siraw as somcone’s steps round the comer. It’s Liv. ~T figured you
would be out here. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just needed time alone to warm up.” She slides down the wall next to me, sitting on her
heels.

T just wanted to tell you that in the midst of all the nerves and all of the glory of the spotlights, the
one thing that will be on my mind throughout the performance is you. For many reasons. Without you. I
don’t know that we would be here. I don’t know that we could have found somcone with such talent to fill

our slot.”
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“Thanks. but I'm not that great.”

“Yes, you are. Don’t be so humble. You have so many talents you aren’t even aware of. You're
amazing.” Silence. I pick random notes that don’t belong to any of our performance songs. ~You know.
it’s weird how things work out. How we were brought together two years ago and developed an
unforgettable friendship. Then, in this one week with all of the pressure. all of the excitcment. we just
happen to take things further.”

I really hadn’t thought of it this way. This has been one hell of a week! With all of the pressures
of my parents and Kyle, Liv has been the one to pull me through. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 1
mumble to the ground. She leans over to me.

“I'm glad 1 could be that person.” She kisses me. Not in the joking, tormenting way I had kissed
her earlier. but out of passion. Out of desire. Ilean into her and just happen to open my eyes as Travis
rounds the barn.

“Dude! What’s going on here?” Shit. Not now. Please don’t let him freak. Ihold my finger to
my lips to shush him. I wave him over to me.

“Please, Trav, just keep your mouth closed. Don’t say anything about this. Not right now. Idon’f
want the band going crazy over this. I mean, we were planning to tell you guys. just not tonight.”

His mouth is still hanging open. He didn’t see this coming...atall. ~I...um...naw...1...guess...1
won’t.” I’'m not quite sure I believe him.

“Travis. I'm begging you.” 1 plead with my eyes, locked on his.

“All right. Man,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck with his right hand. T just didn’t. T don’t
know. [ didn’t think zAis would be what I found.” He holds his hands up in front of him. ~It’s cool. 1love
you guys. Whatever, you know.” I can tell he’s a little upset because he is still crushing on Liv,

I stand up. wanting to clarify things. T just want you to know...I’m not ashamed of this. We
arcn’t ashamed. We just wanted to wait. K7~

He approaches me, wraps his arm around me and gives me a man hug, slapping my back. “Let’s

do this thang!™ He has to change the subject and I"m not sure if that’s good or bad. I guess it doesn’t really

matter since it really is time to load up.
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I decide to drive my car in town and ride to the club with Liv and Keenan. I drop my car off at the

mall since it is on the way and not too far from home. I grab my bag I had so carefully packed earlier in the
cvening and toss it into the back seat next to Keenan, who has so graciously offered me shotgun. As I go to
climb into the passenger seat, Liv says, “Hey goofball. Were you planning on taking your guitar? It might
help.”

[ grab my stomach., a little sick at my own stupidity. Man, my nerves are getting to me. Irush
back to my car and grab my gig bag. Liv opens her door quickly. “Hey. just stick it in the backseat. I have
a lot of shit in the very back.” T think nothing of it and do as I'm told. I climb back in, clapping my hands
together.

“Let’s rock and roll!” We roll down the windows, feeding off the adrenal euphoria pumping
through our bodies. Liv reaches out and turns up the volume on the 80s radio station. We’re all singing
along with Tommy Tutone’s song “867-3309" and acting so incredibly stupid I'd be embarrassed if
weren’t in the car with these two. For a second, I forget where we’re going.

Our caravan trails a tow truck down the side road. Travis is behind us. honking furiously for us to
pass. Liv taps the brakes a few times as a way to tell him to back off. She finally tums on her blinker.
heading toward the main road. We drive downtown and park along the river, right in front of the club. If
we weren't getting here two hours before the gig. there 1s no way we’d ever be able to park here on a
Saturday night. Usually, if you want to go to the park by the river or any of the buildings near the club. you
end up walking two or three blocks. We’re in between rushes. The rush on Cavatini’s, the local Italian
restaurant, has slowed by now. The bar crowd is somewhere else. We are in the clear.

As we all start hauling out of our vehicles at the same time. we look like some so1t of punk skater
gang about to rob a place. We all wear our clothes two sizes too big (with the exception of Liv) and have
chains hanging out of our pockets. All five of us have studded belts and wear a lot of black. I'm sure some
people would laugh in our faces if we even attempted a robbery. but most would be so uncomfortable that
if they happened to be walking by us on the sidewalk. they would instantly duck their heads and pick up the
pace.

I chuckle to myself as | think of that scene. A wardrobe choice tends to place us in catcgories we

don’t fit at all. My philosophy is if people want to make assumptions about the types of people we arc
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based on how we dress. their shallowness doesn’t deserve our company. It’s surprising how many people

react that way, though,

We haul ass to the back door and Keenan raises his hand. beating on the door with the side of his
arm for effectiveness. ~You’re such a badass, Keenan,” [ mock.

He sticks his tongue out at me. squinting his eyes for effectiveness. ~Thanks. dork.”

“Ooohh. That. I think. may have carned you yet another point.” I give him the familiar Kelsey
shug in the shoulder.

“You can quit touching me now you little stank ass punk.”

The manager comes to the door. 1 don’t know him or even recognize him, but it’s kind of hard to
miss the white lettering across the front of the black T-shirt saying ‘Manager” in all caps. He nods to
Keenan who is first into the door. Liv follows him. I follow her. Travis is behind me. He speaks up as he
walks in.

“So. you’re the manager?” He thinks he’s funny. but I honestly have to say. I thought of saying
the same thing. “Just wondered.”

“Yeah. Asa matter of fact I am.” he says with a jeering smile. ~The name’s Bill. You can call
me Bill.” Wow. Isn’t he Mr. Personality”? He is trying to be cool and we have to give him props for that,
but otherwise. he’s a total waste of a man. His shirt is tucked tight into his Levi 301 jeans and his pot belly
hangs over in the front. causing the waist band to fold down a little. He’s wearing a pair of Adidas Sambas.
[ think those went out like. um. ten years ago or something. To top it all off. he’s wearing a day-glo green
wrist band. I guess they must pass those out at the door.

“S0,” Jack says, “where do you want us to set up?”

Bill points to a door behind him. ~We’re gonna set you up in the loft. We’ve got tables and chairs
up there and a small dance floor. Usually where we put the bands. There are dressing rooms behind the
stage. Help yourself.” He locks the door behind us and flips a switch in the stairwell. brightening the
room. [haven’t really been to clubs before. but I would like to think that these are what they refer to as
“house lights.” The ones they turn on when they’re trying to run everyone out at the end of the night.

I quickly scan the lower level. Pretty cool. There’s a dance floor to my right with a huge arch ol a

rainbow painted on the wall in six inch strips of color. There are mirrors on either side of the painting. to




make the dance floor seem bigger. I'm sure. In the opposite corner. the other half of the rainbow mirrors

this corner, hence “The Broken Rainbow’. I wonder if that means they’ll break anyone who walks in the
door that has even an ounce of pride. or if it means just the opposite...it"s a welcoming place for people
with broken pride. those who have been trampled on for their differences. I secretly hope it’s the latter
because if not, I'm definitely not welcome here.

* * * * *

T follow everyone up the steps. bringing up the rear. T quickly take in my surroundings. getting a
feel for the place. The walls on the stairwells are fluorescent orange. The carpet is black with little specks
of color in triangles that I'm certain look pretty damn cool in the black light. The stuffy confinement of the
stairs draws the reek of puke to my nostrils, causing my nerves to overtoad. Isuddenly feel drawn to the
toilet myself. If T thought about it long enough, T could seriously make myself puke right now. I won’t.
Instead, I focus on happy things.

This is it...the big night. Upstairs, we are all chatting nervously about what if this and what if
that. None of us truly knows what to expect and maybe it’s better that way. We separate into the guys/giris
dressing rooms. Alone with Liv. I watch her bounce her shoulders up and down. a trait I’ve noticed off
and on with her when she is super excited about something.

“You ready?” Iask.

“Hell yeah. Tam more than ready. What about you?”

“Honestly, I’'m a nervous wreck. I don’t deal well with crowds.”™

She tries to console me. “Baby...you are going to be briliiant. T have no doubt. Besides. when
you're up there in the lights, you won’t even be able to see the people in the crowd. Believe me. I do
theatre, remember?”

“True. but theatre is different. You don’t have people cheering and yelling, trying to talk over the
noise. The audiences are totally different. Ido think the lights will help though.”

She doesn’t say anything for a minute. I start to worry that I have pissed her off or something,
She’s a little sensitive about theatre. She thinks people make fun of her for it, but I'd never do that. “Who
knows? I’ve never done this either, but I'm just not gonna worry.”

* * * * *
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35: SPOTLIGHT

Liv starts her vocal warm-ups as she is dressing. I stand in front of the mirror in my bra and
underwear for a minutc. watching her routine. She does seem totally cool. Something inside me won’t let
me settle. Maybe the nerves are good. I mean, I play guitar every day. and have for the past three or four

years. Ishouldn’t be so worried. Iunzip my bag and pull out my clothes. That’s one thing that we have

going for us. if we don’t sound good. at least we’ll look good.

I lean over and step into 1y pants. pulling them up, but not buttoning them yet. I never do and
I’m not really sure why. I pull on my tank and switch everything from my pockets in the pants I had on to
these pockets. I clip my wallet chain to the belt after I wind it through the loops. I pull the stool out from
under the vanity and plop down in front of the mirror. It’s lined with the huge yetlow bulbs like the mirrors
you would imagine in Hollywood or backstage on Broadway. I rub lotion on my face to freshen up my
skin and brush my hair before tying on the bandana.

After I'm dressed. I sit in the lounge chair in the corner and pull out my guitar. tuner and a pick. I
niess around with the strings until I'm totally satisfied with the sound and start playing warm-up exercises
to get my fingers back in it. even though I just put it away a little over an hour ago. Liv walks over.
watching me. and I know she doesn’t want to interrupt.

I look up at her. She looks amazing! She looks like a rock star. ~“What’s up. hottic?”

T was just wondering if you wanted to give me a little good luck lovin™?”

I stand. propping my guitar carefully on the edge of the chair and wrap my arms around her. She
moans as she sinks into me. Ikiss her gently a few times. I pull away and look her in the eyes. ~Tlove
you.”

She smiles sincerely. T love vou, too. Always and forever, “til my dying day.”

“Let’s not think of that. k7~

T guess not. How about we go sce what the guys are up to. Maybe do some focus exercises.” 1
don’t really want to because focus exercises are as close as you can get to icebreakers and I don’t deal well
with those. [ agree anyway since she seems a little sensitive.

We walk across the hall and she sticks her hand behind the curtain. ~You guys decent?”
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Keenan answers. “Yep. Come onin.” We walk through their curtain and they are all lounging

around like we are going to the movies or something. No nerves here.

“Focus exercises. anyone?” Liv asks. I can tell she’s hoping we’ll all jump for joy. Instead. she’s
answered with moans. Travis and Jack are both in theatre with her and they know what’s coming. I
motion behind her back to the guys to stand up. They do. We humor her and do some of the focus
exercises. simply to make her happy. We can’t have an upset lead singer, can we”?

* * * * %*

As we're wrapping things up. the manager, Bill. sticks his head in the curtain. He has a
microphone clipped to a head band draped over his head and a wire running to a battery pack on the side of
his pants. High tech right here. ~On the stage in three minutes. We’ll make an announcement for you. Is
there anything you need me to take out?” We all look at each other and decide that we’re good.

"I think we’re cool. Thanks though.™ T answer for the group.

“Alright, well. break aleg.” And he’s gone.

Liv has one final game for us called Zing. Basically you stand in a circle and one person starts.
You do a clapping pass. straightening your arm to pass the Zing to someone else in the circte. who will then
pass it to someone else. It seems like a pretty cool game. but a little hard to play with only five people.
You really have to watch good to make sure you're sticking with it. 1t’s pretty hard to stick with. I'm
losing focus easily. The object is to use your perephial vision to watch the people next to you and to pass
the Zing as quickly as possible. We suck pretty bad. but we play until we lose it three times.

Jack starts the classic hands-in-the-middle-and-break thing that you see sports teams use way too
often. We all pile in, erupting with the words ‘Kick Ass.” We're ready, or as ready as we’re gonna be. 1
scoot to the curtain, peeking out. The place is packed. I step away and retreat to the dressing room, grab
my guitar, and wait behind everyone. We all agree Liv should be the last on stage since she’ll be the one

communicating with the audience.

I lean my guitar against the wall. My fingers are numb and 1 flex my hands rapidly. trying to get

feeling back in them. That doesn’t work so | start shaking them. 1 let the shake spread to my arms and
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down my legs. ending with a tilt back and forth with my head. That did it. I'm officially ready as I hear

the announcer in the DJ booth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, guys and girls, and anyone in between...” a ring of laughter from the front
row. “I'm pleased to welcome to our stage tonight our feature band, an up-and-coming band from right
here in our hometown. Put your hands together for RUSTIC ROOTS.” Claps start up and get louder as we
burst out of the curtain onto the stage. We all go about our business. getting settled in our places. Liv
grabs the microphone from Bill who stands tucked away in the corner. She raises the mic to her mouth and
she is immediately in her zone. This is her thing. She’s here to make the crowd happy-.

“How ya’ll doin’ tonight?” She waits for the cheers to die down a little. ~We’re so glad to be here
and we hope you’ll have fun with us. We’ve got a good lineup for you tonight. Hope you enjoy.” She
turns 1o Jack. With the first pound of the drum, the cheers have already begun. Liv is singing her heart out,
dancing around and rousing the crowd. [ can make out the shadows of people in the front row, sitting at the
cocktail tables. clapping atong.

I'm concentrating deeply on the chords I"'m strumming. The lights, as Liv said. create an illusion
of us alone on this stage. If it weren’t for the noise. I would think we were alone. This is awesome! That’s
all I can say to describe it. This pure feeling of the art of music played out in perfect unison.

* * % * %

Too quickly. the time comes for the final song of the night. T move forward from my back corner
spot. closing in on Liv since we are the only two performing this song. As I step forward, I just happen to
look down at the front row. Sitting there, center stage, is none other than my dad. My nerves return. 1
smile and nod at him trying to make out other people. He is at the table with my mom and she is beaming.
Why she got so proud so quick is beyond me.

1 try to let my eyes adjust and focus on them. She leans over to him, whispering in his ear as 1
blindly start picking the opening of the song. A new motivation creeps up on me. I have to do this and do
it well_..for my dad. Even though Melissa Ferrick’s Stranger is a love song, for some odd reason. I feel
like it is meant for my dad to hear. For so long I've waited for him to return. And he’s here on perhaps one
of the biggest nights of my life so far. I look at them one more time before returning my focus to my guitar

and Liv. They look happy...a litte stiff. but.._hopeful.
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T look up at Liv as she starts in on the chorus, admiring her execution of the song in her own

unique style. As I play, growing louder on some parts, fading on others, 1 can’t help but hope that some
way, somehow, this vision of my parents is not just a fagade. T want them back together for the sake of
everyone involved. But I also want them to accept Liv as my lover, my girifriend. my companion.

I strum the last chord gently. We all pause. Claps ring out. People are whistling from all over the
room. One guy yells out over the entire crowd ~You chicks are hot!™ We all laugh at that. The guys join
us on stage. bowing, and we all duck out. behind the curtain.

Bill comes back on stage. “How’d you like the show?” Cheers and yells again. “Let’s give
another round of applause to Rustic Roots. Thanks for coming out tonight. Have fun and be safe.” Witha
wave. he turns and walks off stage. He comes back stage to us.

“You guys were awesome. We’d like to have you back sometime, if that would be okay with
you.” We all simultaneously start nodding and agreeing. Individually we shake hands with him. thanking
him for the opportunity. I’m sincere, but ready to get out of here. Ineed to get back out on the floor and
make sure what I saw was what I thought it was.

I step down the three stairs onto the floor. maneuvering my way through the pile of people. I walk
over to the table behind Dad and lay my hand on his shoulder. He turns and sees that it’s me and stands
quickly, taking me into a giant hug. ~You were amazing. Kelsey. I had no idea you could play like that.
Your mom and I were just talking about how you’ve always had the knack for music. but T gness we never
really took you seriously.”™ I shift over, looking down at my mom who is still sitting.

She hesitates. then stands as well. “Good job. Kels.” She leans in to hug me. whispering loudly in
my ear, “Thanks for talking to him.”

“You’'re welcome. Please, don’t blow it.” She nods and I finally believe that all the motivation
she needed to better herself a little is standing next to her. I chat for a minute and say my goodbyes.

“Thanks so much for coming. I really appreciate it. I never expected you two to show up.”

Dad chimes in. "Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” With that. I need nothing more. I

weave back through the audience and go to gather my stuff thinking, I couldn 't have asked for more.

* * * * *
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36: SILHOUETTE

I lean over, scooting my guitar into the Jeep. My hair is still clinging to my face and neck. I sit
down, looking over at Liv. ~What now?”

~You just sit back and nde. I’ve got it all planned out.”

“You do? When did you have time for that?” I’m completely shocked by this. Ididn’t expect

anything but a shower and some wind down time. Maybe a movie at her house.

“When I dropped you off today, I was like a crazy woman trying to get all of the evening planned
out. I wanted to tell you. but I thought you’d just bug the shit out of me until I told you the plan.” She
knows me well. Tdon’t deal well with surprises. “Instead. I chose to keep it a surprise.”

I sit back in the seat with my arm out the window. Thinking over the night, I drift into the
possibility of my parents getting back together. I don’t want to get too excited until I know for certain
what’s going on. It’s hard, though. I’ve not had a complete family for so long.

I look out the window. trying to figure out where she’s taking me. We cross the river on the blue
bridge and she turns onto a desolate side road. It’s so unused that no one has even thought to pave it. The
gravel is preity much washed away or compacted deeply into the soil from the travel of combines and
tractors up and down the road. The ride is bumpy and Liv swerves to miss a few massive potholes in the
tire tracks.

“Where are you taking me? Are you some sort of psycho killer and this is my final fate””

“Yeah. That’s exactly it. You guessed it. I'm an evil vampire in disguise. I'm gonna take you
back here and sink my tecth into your neck. sucking the life from your body as I drink your blood.” We
both find humor in this and joke about it.

~Oh yeah, well what you don’t know is that I trained under Eliza Dushku. I'm a vampire slayer.”
As T am saying this. she pulls off the road into a clearing in the trees.

“Okay. We’re here. Get out.” She cuts the engine and climbs out of her seat. Pulling the handle
to the back open. she reaches in. I join her at the back as she pulls out an oversized quilt and bands it to
me. “Here, carry this if you dont mind.”

I will. but I don’t know what’s going on here.” She reaches into the back, pulling out an old goif

cooler she had to have jacked from her dad. We walk toward the shore of the river on a flashlight lit path.
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It’s obvious that others were here before us. There’s a stone circle about six or eight feet in diameter with a

huge pile of ashes in the center. 1 scoot closer and grab the flashlight from her. shining it into the remnants
of the fire.

Crushed beer cans are tarnished black from the flames. There are dozens of brown bottles. all
different kinds of beer. To the side of the fire pit is a disposable grill and a bun bag. "Man, someone had a
par-ty down here.”

She grabs my hand. leading me to the edge of the water. Taking the quilt from me she spreads it
out on the ground. I sit cross legged on the corner as she unzips the cooler. Inside. she has packed us a
picnic. She pulls out sandwiches, chips, pops. and a sinall container of strawberries. Aphrodisiacs. This is
gonna be a wild night and I'm not complaining one bit.

She pulls the sandwiches out of the gallon size Ziploc. handing me one. Prying open the bag of
chips. she lays it down. propping it on my leg. She even goes as far as to open my drink for me. “Now this
is what I call treatment.” I say.

“Enjoy.” That’s all she says as she sinks her teeth into the sandwich. Ifollow suit. I'm
appreciative of the food since T haven’t eaten anything besides breakfast. That was sixteen hours ago. My
nerves wouldn’t let me eat before the show, but my stomach is appreciating me now.

We finish the sandwiches and she pries open the fruit container, taking a strawberry by the leaves,
feeding it to me. I tease her. licking all over it before I finally take a bite. ~Somebody’s frisky.” she says.
biting off the same strawberry. We plow through them, having successfully polished off all the food she
brought down here. 'We tuck all of the trash back into the cooler and lay it in the grass behind the blanket.

“Thank you, so much. That was really sweet. A moonlight picnic.” T spread out on the blanket.
calmed by the food. She joins me. As I lie here on my back on this peaceful end of summer night. T can
think of nothing better. My left leg is bent up. my right ankle propped on my knee. Liv lies perpendicular
to me with her head half on my ribs, half on my stomach. Her head rises with my inhale. then sinks. I
reach down and intertwine my fingers in hers. placing our closed hands gently on her belly. A warm breeze

rustles the blades of grass above my head as well as the baby fine hairs lining my forehead.
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I stare into the black sky. dotted with vibrant blue and white stars. thinking this is too good to be

true. The stars are so much more real than the stars T lie under night after night, taped to my ceiling.

BELIEVE. they say. How can I not?
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