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			By Amanda Hess, David Carr Fellow at the New York Times
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			Part I 

Awakening 
(Minneapolis)

		

	
		
			1. 
The Day I Fell in Love

			Monday, January 4, 1971

			 

			A small boy with a crust of snow in his hair came clomping into the warming room, sat on the cement bench, and sobbed, arms covering his face. Joe, my boss, kneeled in front of him. The boy said his feet were so cold they were hurting real bad.

			Through the warming-room windows, I could see great gray clouds blotting out the darkening sky. The few trees on the edge of the outdoor skating rink bent forward in the wind like old people.

			Joe said to the boy, “Do you want me to warm them with my hands?”

			The child said yes but cried harder. Joe took off the boy’s ice skates and socks and held those little feet.

			“My dad used to do that,” the boy said.

			Joe asked him where his dad was. The boy said, “Up in heaven,” and cried even more. Joe soothed him. The room was silent except for Joe’s quiet, kind voice. All the kids were listening, especially me, because I’d never seen another man that kind and tender, and I wanted a man like that.

			Oh shit! I’m in love, but this will never work. He’s a grown man, and I’m still a teenager, and what would he want with me. I’m not even pretty. But I want a man like him. He’s the only man I’ve ever heard talk like that. Even Ma doesn’t. When she talks.

			Bobby Lund said, “Why are you doing this? You’re not even his dad.”

			Joe smiled.

			“Well, I’d do that for you, too, Bobby.”

			“I’m not a little kid. I’m eight.”

			“If you ever need help or comfort, count on me. All kids are my kids.”

			Would he warm my feet if they were cold?

			I clamped my hands together. Get out of my mind, dumb thought! You’re making me get all tingly, and I don’t want that private feeling showing on my face.

			Joe held the boy’s feet and talked to him until he wasn’t crying anymore. Put the child’s socks and shoes on. He sat down on the bench.

			“So, what’s your name?”

			“Bruce.”

			“Oh, Bruce from the famous Woosie family?”

			“No, Gustaffson.”

			“Huh-uh! Brucie Woosie. You can’t fool me!”

			Joe started telling silly little kid jokes. The two of them were laughing.

			After a while, Joe said, “I’m going to walk Brucie home. He lives just a block away, but it’s below zero and snowing, and Brucie is only five. Jill, you’re in charge until I come back.” Even though I was only eighteen and a half.

			The look on every kid’s face showed they were deeply touched by what Joe had done. But nobody talked about it, especially me.

			That night, in bed, I told Joe I loved him. I’d never said that to anyone before, even in my head. He kissed me. I began to tingle and get all wet. I whispered that my feet were cold. He took off my socks, rubbed my feet, kissed them. Kissed them! I moved my hand down between my legs. He undid my bra. In my mind, he was kissing my breasts. My fingers were moving all around my sensitive spot. Then he came inside me, and we made love, and I had the hugest orgasm ever, but he kept going, and I had another even bigger orgasm, and when my earthquake finally stopped, I had to turn on the light to make sure he wasn’t actually there. I felt very calm and relaxed. For a few minutes. Then I felt like, Oh, shit! I shouldn’t have done that. I crossed the line. What line? You know, The Line.

			I felt so happy and sad, all at the same time.

			About a week later, Brucie clomped into the warming room, crying again. Joe warmed the boy’s feet. I got all tingly, but I clamped that down real quick. I sat down next to Brucie so I could hear what Joe said. I was pretty good at comforting little kids. But Joe was a master.

			Joe said, all soft and gentle, “Brucie, how come you stay out so long in the cold?”

			Brucie, still crying, said his dad was up in heaven with the clouds. When the wind blew strong and cold, he could hear his father calling to him, “Brucie, Brucie, here I am. Come find me!” The boy had his hands covering his face. His head was bent down. He was half-talking, half-crying.

			“Then a hole opened up in the clouds. Red sun made everything glow. The wind got colder. Dad’s voice called me. I raced after it, back and forth across the rink. Big lights up on the tall poles turned on. I knew it was almost nighttime. My feet hurt.

			“It’s not fair!” Brucie yelled three times, hitting Joe’s chest each time with his small fists. Joe hugged him. Brucie cried, “Everybody tells me I’ll be okay. They tell me not to cry.”

			“Brucie, that doesn’t help, huh?”

			“What does help?”

			“Right now, crying.”

			Joe held Brucie while he sobbed.

			He didn’t tell Brucie, “Boys don’t cry!” or “Man up!” He didn’t yell at him, “How could you stay outside so long; it’s only nine degrees out!” So Brucie opened up and told him stuff. You know, the real important stuff.

			Same as the first time I met Joe. It was April 4, 1970. I was sitting in the warming room, helping Susie Hakala, Karen Ahlberg, and Cheryl Rasmussen with their science homework. This man walked in, grinned, and said, “Hi, my name is Joe Stern. I’m the new park director.”

			We mumbled, “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Stern,” like a bored chorus that doesn’t expect much.

			“Ladies, my first name ain’t Mister. So please call me Joe.” His grin got wider.

			I said, “Cool, Joe Stern, take a bow.”

			He burst out laughing, bowed, and said, “Good one! Never heard it before!”

			I bowed back.

			“You ladies have names?”

			Ladies! Not girls. Not chicks. This man seems to have some class!

			He asked us what we were doing.

			“She’s helping us with our science homework. Jill makes it fun, interesting. These blue pebbles are neutrons. Yellow ones, protons. Red are electrons,” Susie said, pointing.

			“So, Jill, you do this just because you get a kick out of it?” Joe said.

			“No big deal,” I said, slumping a bit.

			“Are you doing well in school?”

			I said, “No big deal,” again.

			“Jill’s got a straight A average an’ stuff,” Karen said.

			I shrugged. “It’s boring and too easy. They don’t even try to make it interesting, you know what I mean?”

			“But maybe you’re supersmart. Maybe they should challenge you more,” Joe said, hitting his palm with his fist.

			Karen nodded in agreement.

			“Nah. I’m just plain old Jill.”

			“You sure of that?” Joe said.

			I shrugged again. Yes, I’m sure. No, I’m not sure. You’re making me think, Joe Stern. I might actually like that.

			“Why do you hang out here?”

			“Oofdah! No other place for us teens. No stores, nothing but houses this side of the tracks, not even a fast-food joint?”

			“What about the schools?” Joe said.

			“Nuh-uh! Locked after three in the PM. Just to get to the railroad crossing’s a mile away,” I said, pointing in that direction.

			“What’s there?”

			“Nothing. Just the library. Closed at night. So this ugly warming room is it.”

			“What’s happening at home?”

			“Not much fun. Tiny houses. Big families. Grumpy parents.”

			“Jill’s lucky. Has her own room. I share with three sisters,” Susie said.

			“Got it. So if it was up to you, what would you want going on here?” Joe said.

			“Gee! Start a book club for teens. That way I’d have kids to talk with about stuff I’m reading,” I said.

			Joe nodded and smiled. Then I threw him a tough one. My smile tightened into a grimace.

			Very quietly, I said, “Joe, I want the restroom kids to be allowed in here, huh? They’re my friends. But they’re banned.”

			His face was puzzled, the grin gone. “Banned? Why?”

			“They got in trouble with Ole the groundskeeper? Hates kids. Made the cops ban them. We get together in the restroom. Usually the men’s.”

			“Okay, what do you do in there?”

			“Hang out, talk, listen to Vickie’s boom box. She’s my best friend. Sometimes smoke or drink. Like normal teens?”

			“Well, I’d like to meet them,” Joe said.

			“For real?” I said, rubbing my hands together fast.

			“For sure!” Joe said.

			“Come with us!” we all said.

			We went outside to the restroom doors. I gave the special knock, one-two-three, one-two, one, and opened the door. Five kids inside were silent. Laura was passed out on the floor. Paul, Li’l Mikey, and Dozer stood with clenched fists, looking ready to fight.

			Vickie said, “Laura drank too much again. What’s up, Jillster? You get busted? This guy a cop?”

			“Hey, guys, this is Joe, the new park director? His first name is not Mister. Seems pretty cool. Wants to meet you.”

			“It makes me upset you have to hang out in here. Can we work it out so you aren’t banned anymore? I’d like to invite you all inside,” Joe said, spreading his arms wide. “Can we talk about what you’d like to see happening? Whaddaya think?”

			They all said, “Yeah, no problem,” in the same toneless chorus that Cheryl, Susie, Karen, and I had used. Dozer bent down, all six feet five, two hundred and fifty-seven pounds of him, picked Laura up, carried her into the warming room like a baby in his arms. He rolled up his coat and put it under Laura’s head. She lay on the floor, snoring.

			“So here’s where it’s at. Tell me what you want. We’ll see if we can do it,” Joe said.

			“I already told him I wanted a teen book club, right? He didn’t say no.”

			Li’l Mikey said, “Yet.”

			Dozer said, “Shoot, Li’l Mikey. Give the guy a chance. Maybe he really will get something going.”

			“The trick is, I’ll need help. From all of you…and your friends,” Joe said.

			There was quiet for a few moments. So I decided to get the ball rolling.

			“I want to be allowed to listen to Vicky’s boom box in here, huh?”

			All the kids nodded yes.

			“No problem!” Joe said, pointing toward the electric outlet. “Go ahead. Plug it in. Turn it on!”

			Music filled the room.

			“I wish there was a group for preschool kids, but could you even do it in the warming room?” I said.

			Joe’s smile transformed into a grin.

			“Like, that’s possible, too.”

			Suddenly, everyone was talking. Cheryl wanted a table to do homework and crafts at. Susie said she wished there was a cross-country running club. Vicky said she could lead a running club for high school kids. Susie jumped up and hugged her.

			Dozer asked for some comfortable chairs. Everyone said, yeah, these benches were horrible. Li’l Mikey said he wanted some basketballs for kids to borrow. The court was right outside. We need balls! Paul said he liked crafts, too; we needed materials, and could we have weight lifting? Karen said her great-grandma wanted to swim in the junior high school pool. Why couldn’t we have a senior swim?

			Li’l Mikey said, “Yeah, they have one badass gym. We should have teen gym there at night.”

			Dozer said, “The light in here sucks, catch my drift? Can we get some lamps? And that crappy patch of earth in front. I’d like to start a club to grow flowers there.”

			Paul said he’d like a club for teens on how to repair small appliances. I wanted to start a nature club for fifth and sixth graders.

			“She’s always collecting bugs and leaves,” Vicky said, patting me on the back.

			Joe’s grin was huge now.

			“Yep! These are great ideas. I never would have thought of them!”

			He couldn’t even sit down anymore. He was pacing, bouncing around, all excited.

			“So, are you all willing to be on the teen council? Deal?”

			We all said “Deal!”

			Paul grimaced and scratched his head.

			“Ya passed the first test, Joe. Will ya pass the second? Can ya get this done?”

			“No.”

			“No?” Li’l Mikey said. “No?”

			“No. But we can,” Joe said.

		

	
		
			2. 
You’re Hired!

			Monday, April 13, 1970

			 

			On Monday afternoon, I biked straight from school to the park. Joe was in the tiny warming-room office. Nobody else was there yet. He was on the phone, arguing with someone.

			“Okay, why can’t they get the benches out and the table and folding chairs in by Wednesday? C’mon, Owen, I need your help with this. We’ve got the worst facilities. In the city. These kids deserve better. You’ll have an answer on that tomorrow. Okay, bye.”

			“Hey, Jill!” he called to me. “C’mon in. Can I talk with you?”

			I sat down next to him.

			“So I’m working on teen council ideas. Got four basketballs in the car. Table and chairs coming. Please give me some advice. How would you handle a two-hour preschool program? They call it Tiny Tots downtown. I think that’s a dumb name. Ever hear of a big tot?” He was grinning.

			“Sure, Li’l Mikey, when he was four. You should’ve seen him. He could reach up, squeeze clouds, make it rain!”

			I enjoyed laughing with him. When I told him how a preschool group should be run, the supplies and budget needed, I liked how his grin changed to a surprised look.

			“Jill, I underestimated you. You’re not just supersmart. You’re brilliant!”

			I blushed, clamped my hands together, cracked my knuckles.

			“Just plain old Jill.”

			“Like, how did you know all those details?”

			“Webber Park Library has a preschool program, right? Miss Pajari, the librarian, told me about it. Let me read their guidelines. You gonna run a want ad?”

			“Well, I already know who I’m hiring.”

			“Who?”

			“You.”

			“What the…? Why me? I’ve never done anything like that,” I said, my voice cracking, my whole body suddenly rigid, stomach churning.

			“I called Henrietta Weber this morning.”

			“From the neighborhood association? Why her?”

			“I mentioned our teen council. She thinks it’s a great idea. I asked her if she could recommend a preschool group leader. You seem to have quite a reputation in the neighborhood, Jill.”

			“What did I do wrong?” I said, pressing my lips together.

			“No wrong, everything right! You’re known for playing with little kids at the park and somehow finding paper and crayons so they can draw pictures. You have a reputation for being very kind and caring with them.”

			“Didn’t think anybody noticed.”

			“That castle building contest in the sandbox for little kids last summer—”

			“No big deal.”

			“Yes, big deal. It was a prodigious hit!”

			“It was?”

			“Mmm-hmm! Henrietta said you are the only person she recommends. Because kindness counts. And creativity counts. And being responsible counts. You’ve got all three. That’s exactly what she said.”

			I started crying, not sobs, but definite tears rolling down my face.

			“Are you okay?”

			His grin was gone. The look on his face and the way the light was coming through the narrow window over his head, I swear he looked like a saint with a halo. I nodded, but I couldn’t get any words out.

			“Jill, pinch yourself. You’re not dreaming.”

			“I’m just not used to being…taken seriously.”

			“Good feeling?”

			I nodded again.

			“But complicated? Like you’re feeling different things all at once?”

			“Yes.”

			“Like I can do this. No, there’s no way I could?”

			I barely managed to say, “Yes, that’s it.” My throat was so dry.

			“Jill, you have to nourish the yes-I-can and starve the no-I-can’t. It’s very important for you,” he said, hitting his palm with his fist.

			Shit, he’s making me think again! But this time it really hurts. How does he know so much about how I feel? Why is he being so nice to me? Am I someone special? Will he treat the other kids that way?

			“Excuse me for a minute?” I said.

			I went outside, hoping nobody was there. I didn’t want to be seen crying. In the ladies’ room, I splashed cold water on my face, clamped down on my feelings. I had lots of experience doing that. It didn’t take long. I went back to the warming room.

			“Where will our program be?” I said.

			“Here’s where it’s at. We can use the school’s kindergarten room. Can you run a program from two to four on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons starting in three weeks?”

			I nodded and made myself smile.

			“I can pay you $2.20 an hour. If we allow two hours of prep time, that’s six hours a week. Does that sound good?”

			“Fine with me.”

			Don’t get excited. It isn’t real. I only make $1.63 an hour at Camden Superette. How can he pay more than minimum wage?

			We talked about how I would find at least eight kids for the class. I would get paid for my time for advertising the program and setting it up. And he would be there to give me a hand the first few sessions.

			I helped him carry the basketballs in from his car, and then I headed for the Creekside Trail to the clump of willows where I could think and be alone. At least most of the time.

			I sat there, listening to the murmuring of the wind and the creek. Soon I was sobbing again. I wanted something like this to happen so much it made my whole body ache. But I had clamped those feelings down hard because I was sure it never would. I thought and cried, and then I began singing to myself, those little songs I made up about my life that I never, ever told anyone about. Even here, I sang them quietly so no one else could hear the words. Just in case.

			I heard footsteps. They were moving fast. “Jillster!” Vicky’s voice called out. “Jillster! We need to talk!”

			Oh, shit! How did she know I was here?

			I wiped my face with my hands. She ducked under the willow branches, her cheeks rosy from running, her face more excited than I had seen in months, and plopped down beside me.

			“Joe hired me to lead cross-country running. I told him I didn’t know enough. He swore I could. Asked lots of questions. Now I think I maybe can. Sort of. I hope. I’m not like you, you know. Never had a job. Six hours a week, that’s $13.20! Maybe now my parents will stop bugging me about money all the time.”

			I knew what running meant to her. She could sort of outrun the pain and almost forget about Brian for a few minutes, her true love, drafted at eighteen, killed in ’Nam at twenty, just two years ago.

			“Groovy. When do you start?”

			“In three weeks. Just like you with preschool.”

			But that’s not real.

			“He told you?”

			“It’s no secret!”

			“Wowzers! This is really happening?”

			“Yeah! He listened to us. He’s talking to Li’l Mikey right now. Don’t wanna miss nothin’. Let’s go!”

			We hugged each other, jogged back to the warming room. Li’l Mikey came out the door, talking a mile a minute.

			“Man, the dude already got the basketballs, and he hired me to organize basketball and volleyball tournaments ’cause there’s a volleyball and net coming next week, and he’s one bad dude. Hey, thanks, Jill!”

			He never talks fast like that. And he never thanks anyone.

			“Why are you thanking me, huh?”

			“He wouldn’t know about us restroom kids if you hadn’t told him.”

			Dozer was next, coming through the door with that special big grin of his, the one I hadn’t seen much of since we were twelve.

			“I can’t believe this! He hired me to start a gardening club. We’ll plant in that dirt patch right in front. It gets good southern sun. Big red and yellow zinnias! Maroon hollyhocks! Orange marigolds! I can’t wait!”

			Paul was last out, all smiles.

			“Yikes! That guy won’t let nothin’ stop us,” Paul said, holding his fists over his head like a boxing pro. “Well, there’s no budget for free weights, even little five-pound guys. But bricks weigh five pounds. Cost just seven cents each. So we’ll start with bricks in our weight-lifting club. He hired me, too!”

			Even Laura seemed to be caught up in the excitement. Although she didn’t say anything.

		

	
		
			3. 
Chemical Explosions

			Friday, April 17, 1970

			 

			On the way to school, an explosion shook the bus so hard it felt like an earthquake. A plume of smoke erupted from the bug spray factory. The driver floored it. We roared down Humboldt Avenue, bouncing over the railroad crossing. Passengers screamed. Greasy, stinking fumes made us cough, blotted out sunlight. Cops put barriers across the road behind us.

			I was trembling when I got off the bus, hoping none of the factory workers from our neighborhood, like Li’l Mikey’s dad, had been hurt or killed.

			Still shuddering in first-period chem class, I cradled my head on the desk.

			“Frisk!” Mr. Killeen said. “What are you thinking about with your head down like that? Chemistry? Or the love of your life?”

			“Sure, the love of my life, because that’s all girls can think about, right? Now ask me your chem question.”

			“What does miscible mean?”

			“The ability or lack of ability for two liquids to mix and form a solution, no matter what proportion they are in. And although you didn’t mention it in class, miscibility applies to gasses and even solids. And—”

			“How do you know so much about miscibility?” he said, his hands slapping his sides. “Girls aren’t supposed to know that. You think you’ll keep your husband happy if you’re thinking about science? Think about making babies!”

			Some of the boys were laughing. The girls were not. I jumped to my feet, fists up, body tense. The things Joe said to me were exploding inside my head.

			“Challenge me, Killeen! You’re boring the living shit out of me. Ask me a hard question—about chemistry. The hardest one you can think of. Do it, Killeen! Right now!”

			Killeen’s face got bright red. “Mister Killeen to you.”

			“Nuh-uh! When you call me Ms. Frisk, I’ll call you Mr. Killeen. Don’t stray from the topic. Maybe your question should be, ‘What do you need to know about two metals if you want to make an alloy from them?’ The answer is, ‘Are they miscible?’ Or ask me, ‘Can you make a zinc and lead alloy?’ Nah, they’re not miscible. But those questions are too easy,” I said, clapping my hands twice, smiling.

			“How about why would two liquids be immiscible? You never explained. It’s not in the textbook. Why didn’t you tell us when two liquids have the same atomic charge they’re like magnets? Positive magnets repel each other. So do—”

			“Get out!” Killeen roared. “Now!”

			His arm shot out, pointing toward the door. He advanced toward me.

			“Touch me and your ass is dead meat, Killeen!” I said, hoping he was not a great fighter, because I sure was not.

			Five girls stood up. And then three boys. “I’m going with Jill,” Debbie Moberg said. “Shame on you, Mister Killeen!”

			A chorus of voices joined them.

			“I’m going, too.”

			“I’m outta here!”

			“Me, too!”

			“Jill’s right! Bye, Mister Killeen.”

			We marched to the principal’s office. He wouldn’t listen. He separated us so we couldn’t talk. Killeen came in. They disappeared into the office. We were called in one by one. The others were sent to their next classes. He made me wait two more periods.

			“We won’t tolerate your disrespect, Frisk,” the principal said, pointing at me.

			“Respect has to be earned,” I said, clamping my hands together.

			“You’re suspended for two days. I’m calling your father. At work.”

			“And what about the fact your teacher won’t teach? I read thirty-seven books on advanced chem. He refused to discuss them with me.”

			“Three days, now!” he said, slamming his fist on the desk.

			“And what about the fact he insulted women’s intelligence?”

			“Four days. You want to keep going?”

			“No, sir.”

			He didn’t know that in Jillish “No, sir” meant “Fuck you!”

			“You’re banned until next Friday. Out! Now!”

			“Oofdah! I can’t go home. Bug spray factory’s burning. Road’s closed.”

			“Your problem, not mine. Leave! Now!”

			Outside, black smoke turned midday into dusk. I didn’t know anywhere to go this side of the tracks. The library didn’t open until two in the PM.

			I trudged west on Osseo Road. A bus came along. The driver said Osseo was closed ahead, but he’d get me home. We turned and turned, wound up on a big highway, smoke clouds in the distance. Round and round again, the sooty blanket blotted out the light once more. The bus stopped on Fifty-First and Queen North. The air stank. I was coughing. The driver was coughing. I asked if he needed water.

			“Nowhere to find any around here.”

			“I’ll get you some from my house. Right down the block.”

			He turned the bus, stopped in front of 5095 Queen Avenue North, my house. I filled a bottle with water, gave it to him.

			“Thanks! You’re the best.”

			“No big deal.”

			Inside, Ma was crying.

			“The mister will whack you when he gets home.”

			“I know that, Ma. What else is new?”

			I made myself a bologna sandwich on white bread. Ma sat, silent in the living room, not even watching TV. I was still shaking. Maybe if I talked to Joe, I’d feel better. But there was no answer when I called the park.

			When the father came home, he screamed, “Well, well! Dogface daughter’s in trouble again. Slut! Goddamned wiseass slut. You’re a nothing.”

			He smacked me, hitting my face and my butt. I didn’t utter a sound. Why give him the satisfaction?

			“No dinner for you. You’re so fat, you don’t need it.”

			“Not hungry.”

			“Get out of my sight!”

			He slapped my face again. It hurt. My eyes teared. But I was quiet. I ran to the bathroom, locked the door, and took a shower to wash his oily paw prints off me and drown out the sound of Ma screaming while he beat her.

			The house quieted down. In my room, in my bed, I read my thirty-eighth chemistry book, visualizing redox reactions, memorizing oxidation numbers, imagining molecules, atoms, ions dancing around me, changing colors, until they became a dream, and the book slid from my hands.

			There was a knock on my door. Dancing atoms and ions morphed into my kid sister, Linda.

			“Someone’s here to see you, Jill.”

			Killeen was in our living room, sitting in the father’s chair. He stood up, screaming, arm raised to hit me. I pushed him back down into the chair. He got up. I pushed him back down. Over and over. Until he transformed into the father, who kept getting up. I kept pushing him back down. I was laughing, crying, screaming, each feeling pulling me in a different direction until I exploded into a geyser of blood and guts all over my bedroom ceiling and dripped down onto the carpet.

			I woke up. My pillow and blanket were on the floor. Skies of soot almost blotted out the full moon.

			Next morning was full of sun and wind. The fire was out; the air still stank. Hoping Joe would be there early, I biked over to the park and waited. He pulled up, took a big box from his car. I ran to meet him.

			“What’s in there?”

			“Something wrong, Jill?”

			“No.”

			“That’s not what your face says. Besides, you’re not in school.”

			“I need to talk.”

			But I couldn’t say anything. I helped him unpack a bunch of crafts supplies from the box. Finally, he said, “That was an awful explosion yesterday.”

			I erupted, talking, crying, shaking, the words billowing out of me, making a thick black cloud over my head. I walked in a circle in front of him. He listened, nodding, silent, until I finished telling him about chem class.

			“Jill, Jill, Jill! I’m very proud of you. What you did took guts! Your teacher and the principal were dead wrong. That’s bogus widgets.”

			“You said they weren’t challenging me? I thought about it. A lot. Got so angry, I couldn’t…”

			“Do you want me to talk with the principal?”

			“Why bother? Won’t do any good. Just cause more trouble. Don’t want to get slapped around by the father again? He went bonkers. Hit Ma, too.”

			He stiffened, thrust his hands out, fingers spread apart.

			“Your father hit you?”

			A mix of anger and sorrow twitched on his face; there was an actual tear on his cheek.

			Can he feel my pain?

			“I’m so sorry he did that to you. I wish I knew how I could help.”

			I shrugged.

			“I’ll manage.”

			“Manage? How? And what about your ma?”

			I turned my palms up, tightened my lips. I was silent. He was silent. But his face was expressive.

			“Are you planning to go to college? You have the grades. You’re very smart. It could be your ticket out.”

			“Nah. The father won’t let me. I’m just a girl. Plain old Jill,” I said, slumping.

			“Is it up to him?”

			I shrugged again. I had too much to think about already. I didn’t ask where the ticket was out of, where it would take me, or how I’d get it.

		

	
		
			4. 
What Happened to Ma

			Tuesday, May 5, 1970

			 

			We had teen council meetings every Thursday night. Joe got whatever supplies and equipment he could from the park board. Then we started scrounging. Li’l Mikey found a bunch of bricks dumped by the side of the creek for Paul’s free-weights club. Vicky got four old-fashioned floor lamps donated, and Paul fixed them up. Karen’s great-grandma gave us six more folding chairs. Susie’s father was a printer. He brought us all kinds of colored paper. Cheryl’s dad gave us brightly colored telephone wire for crafts.

			I loved the kids in my preschool class. Joe did story time for them about a bear who went to work in a factory. I didn’t think I could do it, but I got them all singing along with me. I just had to hug every kid goodbye that day.

			Joe and I walked to the warming room afterward. Spring weather and sun felt so good! Dozer had a bunch of kids turning over the earth with borrowed shovels and rakes. Laura sat nearby. She didn’t look drunk.

			“This ground is crappy. It needs new life. Dad donated some fertilizer. We’re working it into the earth, adding earthworms. Then we’ll let it sit for a couple of weeks before we plant. The flowers will be so far out!” Dozer said.

			Over by the basketball court, Li’l Mikey was sitting with Bobby Lund, their backs to us. Joe put his finger to his lips, motioning me to stand there with him.

			“The pack of wild dogs charged right at Sam, snarling and yelping, with their teeth showing. Sam barked right back at them. He pointed his finger; a blue flame shot out, vaporizing the whole dog pack,” Li’l Mikey said. “What comes next, Bobby?”

			“But one dog didn’t burn. Sam kicked him so hard he went flying into outer space and became the moon. And that’s why dogs howl at the moon. But then this moon dog had pups and…”

			We backed away quietly and walked up to the Creekside Trail for a talk.

			“So how does Li’l Mikey do in school?”

			“He has troubles with reading. Doesn’t like it.”

			“C’mon! He loves telling stories.”

			“You bet, but telling not reading.”

			“So what do you think of Mike doing a storytelling club for third and fourth graders like Bobby?”

			“What the…? Would he do that?” I said, pointing toward the warming room.

			“I’ll ask him. Do you think Paul could teach the class he suggested on small-appliance repair?”

			“Whoppingly well. He’s always fixing stuff. When I asked him how to fix my table lamp, he explained how and had me do it. He didn’t do it for me, like most guys?”

			“Tell me more about how you’d set up a teen book club.”

			Joe wasn’t walking along the trail anymore. He was bouncing.

			“Sure! I already talked with Miss Pajari. She’ll help me choose books, get multiple copies. Come up with discussion questions. On sunny days, it’d be groovy to meet under the oak tree. Don’t know what to do about bad weather days.”

			“We can get a room at the school. It will take some doing. But we’ll do it. How many hours a week will you need to meet and plan it?”

			“Two.”

			“You’re hired. But three hours is more realistic. Oh, oh, step aside! Here comes Vicky and the cross-country club! She’s going to do a second club for kids on the waiting list.”

			Twenty-six kids ran by, waving and grinning. “Go, Vicky! Go!” Joe called out.

			“What about the nature club you suggested? How would you run that?”

			I outlined what I had in mind. He spread his arms wide as if he were embracing my ideas.

			“Got it! Wish you were around when I was a kid! Do you have enough time to do that, too?”

			“Plenty! I’ve already done tons of extra reading in all my subjects? Not much schoolwork left, you know what I mean? And chem is out of the way. I asked for an early test. Killeen agreed. He doesn’t want me in class. He thought he made it superhard. But I aced it. Nyah hah hah!”

			I did a little dance.

			“Good work, Ms. Frisk!”

			It was the first time anyone had called me Ms. It sounded strange, but I was pleased. He didn’t see me as single or married, but as a person.

			We walked in silence for a while. And then there was a storm brewing on his face.

			“Can you tell me what’s going on with Laura?”

			I teared up.

			“It’s hard. Very heavy.” 

			I was shaking. I kicked a pebble, sent it high in the air. It landed in the creek with a plop.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. You don’t have to.”

			“But I do have to tell you!” I said, trying hard not to cry again. “I do have to tell you!”

			It took a while before I could speak. We walked in silence past the first bend in the trail.

			“Dozer and Laura have been sweethearts ever since they met in kindergarten. She used to be a happy kid. She loved to paint and draw. She had a normal family—no crazy stuff like mine. When she was twelve, she got bad pneumonia. Her mom drove her to the emergency room. In a freezing rain. They admitted her.”

			My lips were so tight I thought I’d never talk again. I stopped walking, picked up a handful of pebbles, threw them into the creek. They sounded like bullets hitting the water. Joe’s eyes were wide.

			“On the way home, a bus hit her mom’s car on Osseo Road. Her mom…died.

			“Laura blamed herself. Started drinking. Dropped out of school. At fifteen. It was bonkers. She’s my other best friend. But she’s the walking dead now. I don’t know how to help her. None of us do. Even Dozer. Oh God! It’s not fair. It’s just not fair! Can you help her? Please, Joe, can you?”

			“Yes. But only if she wants to be helped. She needs to see a counselor. This is more than I know how to handle.”

			Back at the warming room, Li’l Mikey was checking out a basketball to a group of ten-year olds.

			“Li’l Mikey, that was a neat story you were telling Bobby. I love the way you got him involved. So how about you doing a story hour for kids his age?” Joe said.

			“Nah! I don’t read so good. I’m kind of dumb in school.”

			Joe howled, “Li’l Mikey!” strode right up to him, pushed him against the wall. Li’l Mikey looked very surprised.

			“That’s bogus! Don’t you insult my friend Mike. Don’t you dare call him dumb!”

			Li’l Mikey towered over Joe. But he didn’t do anything when Joe grabbed him and shook him. It looked kind of funny, Joe reaching way up to grab Li’l Mikey’s shoulders, standing on tiptoes. But I didn’t laugh.

			“Okay, okay, I’m sorry, Joe,” Li’l Mikey said.

			I’d never heard him say that before either.

			“Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to you. It makes me upset to hear you treating yourself that way.”

			“I have to think about that one. It’s deep.”

			“So ponder about this one, too. You could meet for about an hour. There’s lots of things you could do. You could have kids tell or read their favorite stories. You could have round-robin stories where each person tells part, like you did today. Or you could read a short story out loud to them.”

			“Me? Read out loud?”

			“I know you can, Mike.”

			“But what if I mess up?”

			“So what? We all mess up sometimes. You figure out why you messed up and go on from there.”

			“Gee! Will you pay him, Joe?” I said.

			“Yeah. Three hours a week, including prep time. Think hard, Mike!”

			“Ponder, huh? Yeah, I’ll ponder on it. I really like that word. It’s deep!”

			That night, after Joe went home, a bunch of us sat at the cement picnic table outside the warming room, talking about him.

			“Do you know what he said to Ole today? Ole was having a fit about Dozer digging up, you know…” Vicky said. “He came in to the warming room demanding Joe let him use the phone to call the cops. Joe stood in front of him, like nose to nose, and said, ‘Councilman Walden has permission from me, my supervisor, his boss, her boss, and so on, to dig a flower garden. So, no, Mr. Litenmann, you cannot use the phone to interfere with park board business.’

			“Ole pushed him. Joe didn’t budge, no matter how hard old Shitface shoved. ‘You’ll never win this one, Mr. Litenmann,’ Joe said. ‘You can’t push me aside. If you hit me, I will press charges. That’s a promise! Now please leave, Mr. Litenmann. You have no business here.’”

			“Gol’! What happened, Vicky?” Laura said.

			Vicky laughed. “Ole left.”

			“He stood up for Dozer,” Laura said with a trace of a smile.

			“He’s one bad dude, and Councilman Walden, I love it, am I Councilwoman Ahlberg?” Karen said in her fast, run-on-sentence talking style.

			“Yup! Get used ta it, Councilwoman!” Paul said.

			“What’s most far out about him? When he thinks you’re not doing something the right way, he explains exactly why. Then, how you can do it better. Then you actually feel good about yourself afterwards,” Dozer said.

			“Ah! He gives ya a lot of freedom and responsibility, but he also expects a lot from ya,” Paul said.

			“But don’t mess with him!” Li’l Mikey said. “He backed me up against the wall because I said I was kinda dumb in school. He said he didn’t like it I was insulting his friend. What did he mean?”

			“He meant if you think you’re dumb when you’re not, you won’t act smart. No way he thinks you’re dumb, Li’l Mikey. He cares about you. He knows when you’re upset. He’s onto what you’re thinking before you are,” I said.

			“I’ll help you read out loud. Practice with me first. You can do it,” Vicky said.

			Li’l Mikey looked pleased. He had always sort of liked Vicky.

			“I’ve just gotta help,” she told me as we walked home together. “It would be so cool…to see him doing well at something. But…”

			“But what?”

			“But what about Brian? How could…?”

			“Gee, Vix. If you like Li’l Mikey, going with him would respect Brian’s wishes, for real. Didn’t you read me his letter that said, ‘If I die here in this dismal swamp, remember me. But go on and live your life. That’s what I wish for you.’ Isn’t that what he meant?”

			I took her hand, held it tight. She stopped walking.

			“Vix, you gotta move forward!”

			She took a step and stopped. And then another single step.

			“It’s so hard!”

			I hugged her. “I hear you, Vix.”

			I asked myself what Joe would say.

			“But you can do it,” I finally said.

			She began walking again. It took us a long time to get to her house. She clung to me the whole way. But we got there.

			The next day Vicky and Li’l Mikey were sitting under the oak tree in the park, reading from a kid’s adventure book, Tom Swift in the Caves of Ice. She’d read a passage, and then she’d correct him as he read it. Then she’d have him read it again.

			“Hey, this is a pretty boss story,” Li’l Mikey said. “Bobby will love it!”

			“Hey! Keep reading. We have a lot more to…” Vicky said. She patted him on the cheek. He blushed so hard you couldn’t see his freckles.

			Later that afternoon, Dozer and I met Karen and her eighty-six-year-old great-grandma, Clara Ahlberg, and Joe’s boss, Owen Anderson, in the junior high school office. Mrs. Ahlberg took my hand, thanked me for helping Karen with her science homework, and kissed me on both cheeks. Owen shook my hand and told me Joe said a lot of great things about me. Why were they making such a fuss over plain old Jill? It seemed so strange.

			In the principal’s office, Joe introduced us. “Mr. Smaklös, this is my supervisor, Owen Anderson; our honorary teenager, Mrs. Ahlberg; and from the Shingle Creek Teen Council, Councilwoman Jill Frisk, Councilwoman Karen Ahlberg, and Councilman Gary Walden.”

			Mr. Smaklös did not smile. His handshake was limp. His voice was even, cold, and expressionless, his gray eyes like frozen steel. He brought back bad memories.

			Owen explained we had a certified senior swimming leader lined up, the park board would pay for her and two assistants, the club would meet twice a week in the fall, we could fit it into time slots in the morning when the pool was not being used, and—

			“The school board does not have insurance for programs of this nature,” Mr. Smaklös interrupted. “And I don’t see the demand for them. Stop dreaming!”

			Mrs. Ahlberg stood bolt upright and rubbed her index fingers together in the shame-on-you gesture. “Did you forget what your first name means, Mr. Smaklös? Nils, ‘victory of the people.’ And we here are the people. Do you mean to tell me I can’t go swimming in the pool I paid for with my taxes? And my great-grandkids can’t play ball in the gym I paid for with my taxes? A fine pool and gym sitting empty half the time? Do you know what my name means in Swedish? Clara—loud, clear, and famous, in my case for not taking boloney from anybody. How will you get insurance for these programs, Mr. Smaklös?”

			“I won’t.”

			“Yah? We’ll see,” Mrs. Ahlberg said. “We’ll see.”

			“Our meeting is over,” Mr. Smaklös said.

			I hadn’t expected anything different, but I was still fuming. Outside on the sidewalk, Owen called us into a huddle.

			“I’m as upset as you are,” Owen said. “But we had to go through the motions to get to the next step. Give me two weeks, okay? And Mrs. Ahlberg, I appreciated your comments. You were right on target. But you left one thing out!”

			“What’s that?” Mrs. Ahlberg said.

			“Smaklös means ‘bland and insipid’ in Swedish!”

			“Like my parents,” I blurted out. I felt
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