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FOR MY PARENTS, KATHRYN AND RON—MY TWO BIGGEST FANS
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The day my mother walked away, the snowdrops had just appeared. I never saw them nudging through the ground. They turned up each February, fully formed, standing there like unexpected guests. I thought the tiny white flowers looked like fairy shower caps, drooping off their thread-thin stalks. I was four. I remember touching a petal with my finger. It felt like a soft lower lip.

My mother had picked three from the backyard of the house we rented in downtown Victoria, which wasn’t much: a slab of concrete, two lawn chairs, a composter, and those snowdrops. She turned to me and said, “I’m going away. But I’ll be back before these flowers wilt.” She pointed to the Mason jar that held the three snowdrops. It sat on our Formica kitchen table, which was scuffed white with a faded print of black clovers.

“Can you remember that, Nicola?” she asked. Her voice was calm, more so than usual. She had ruler-straight bangs, a long, delicate nose. There was a thin gap between her front teeth that I imagined you could slide a dime through. My mother, Annalee, was as beautiful as Rose Red in my book of fairy tales. Her nickname for me was Little Early, which I assumed was because I always woke her up.

“I can remember,” I told her. She said my name with a sigh. Ni-co-lah.

On Sesame Street a girl in a cartoon remembered her shopping list—a loaf of bread, a container of milk, and a stick of butter—all the way to the store. Her mother let her go alone. I decided I could remember one thing: my mother would be back before the flowers wilted.

She hugged me and left me sitting at the kitchen table. I remember feeling her long hair, velvet soft and silky. My father, Verne, must have been at his security job at the mall. That’s not important to this memory.

What’s important is this: each day I sat at that table gripping my blue cup of milk as my father bumbled around making toast or slicing bananas. I watched the flowers fade and wither, and by day three the stalks were bald and dead, the petals scattered on the table.

From then on, I knew two things: I would never, ever believe anyone, and I would never again be called Nicola.

The year she disappeared was 1996. Kurt Cobain was already dead, supposedly having committed suicide two years earlier. Of course, I didn’t realize the significance of that event back then. I couldn’t even brush my own teeth yet, let alone mourn for a man I didn’t know: the man who stole the world.
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It would be easy to assume that “Smells Like Teen Spirit” was the first Nirvana song I ever heard. It wasn’t. It was “Dive,” from a Sub Pop compilation called The Grunge Years. My friend Obe, who could enter thrifting as an Olympic sport, bought a secondhand copy and played it for me. The next Nirvana song I heard was “Sliver,” the one where Kurt Cobain sings about a kid having dinner at his grandparents’ house who wants Grandma to take him home. I remember having this idea whap me in the face like a tree branch: if we met, Kurt Cobain would understand me. He was slight and blond, like me, and I almost always wanted to flee dinners at my grandma Irene’s, which usually involved a slab of roast beef. It was Obe who introduced me to Nirvana, which is yet another reason to be glad that he exists.

Byron Oberlin has been my best friend forever. No one else applied for the job. I’ve known him since I was four and have always called him Obe. We met when I lent him my socks. Verne had packed a spare pair in my little knapsack and I offered it to Obe when his got soaked on the playground. The socks had shiny pink hearts on them; I suppose my mother bought them. Obe wore them, grudgingly, and returned the socks fresh and clean the next day, and I remember thinking it was nice to have a mom launder them for me. His mother sent me a Strawberry Shortcake sticker, too.

So I became inseparable from Obe, who lived a couple of streets away. Both of us belonged to the school breakfast club, which meant we received free bread with no-name peanut butter and juice because our parents didn’t have a lot of money. The fact that I had breakfast at school hurt my dad’s pride, I think, but he was probably glad someone else was taking care of something, even just one meal a day.

Back then Obe was content to go along with pursuits such as experimenting with the ancient tomato-red Easy-Bake oven Verne found at a garage sale. We churned out cakes that resembled golden hockey pucks until one day the oven fizzled for good. Those cakes tasted like a burnt, sweet sponge. We also constructed Lego spaceships and launched balloon rockets off my front porch. We rode up and down the city sidewalks on our secondhand bikes, and we mashed together holly berries to make secret poisons. We got by. I had no mother to curl my hair or make me a Halloween costume, but to be fair, most of the mothers in my neighborhood had jobs. The dollar-store costumes were cheap and shiny, made from the same thin material as picnic tablecloths.

At age fourteen, Obe finally accepted that no one was going to christen him with a cool rap nickname. (Obe rhymed with “robe,” and that’s about it, and no one called him Byron.) For a time, he pretended to like Eminem, but I caught him singing along with Destiny’s Child and Britney Spears. Then Obe and I really got into retro music together, listening to alternative bands from the 1990s. I tried to avoid the gazes of the other girls at school. I never had the money to dress in whatever the trends were, and I didn’t want to anyway.

Verne worked days, six-thirty to six-thirty, or nights, the same, so Obe and I logged our hours in class and left the school grounds as soon as the bell rang, running off to his house to eat Triscuits with Velveeta, or to my place for popcorn and strawberry Quik. My rented upper-floor suite, though drafty, was preferred, since my dad got home later than Obe’s mom. Sometimes Verne would be gone all night if he worked a late shift, but he often played the daughter card. “Gotta get home to Nico,” he’d say to his coworkers, reminding everyone that he was all I had.

The nights he was gone I often stayed awake, listening, my fingernails digging half-moons into my hands. Some nights I allowed myself a memory of my mother. I only had a handful of memories, and some were blurred around the edges. I played them over and over, remembering them slowly, And then this, and then that, as if letting a sweet lozenge dissolve under my tongue. Sometimes the memory would cheer me up, but often it would make me sad.

I once heard from a counselor that children can form memories earlier than age four—and even as young as two—but they forget them as they get older. I read more about it online and discovered that babies can’t hold on to their memories because of their undeveloped limbic systems, as if their little brains are change purses with holes in the bottom. But toddlers can store their memories, at least until they begin fading around age ten. Reading this set off sparks of panic in my chest, because we are what we remember. So I review my memories. I make sure all the pieces are there, and then I put them away again. I told Obe I would never become a serious boozehound or a junkie, because I can’t damage my brain. I don’t have much else.

By the time we reached grade nine, afternoons usually involved marathon music-listening sessions at my house. Obe would sit cross-legged on the carpet. He was amazingly flexible, thin and frail, with the posture of raw bacon. He had dramatic glasses: thick black frames and wide, round lenses that would have been distracting had it not been for his hair, which sprang from his head in wild curls that resembled punctuation. He was not adored at school, but he wasn’t tormented, either. He was lucky to be a boy, I figured. Boys don’t have to be super good-looking. They can compensate with skills.

At school I alternated between sleepwalking and having fits of anxiety when anyone noticed me. Not much worth mentioning happened that school year until October, when I got my first Nirvana album.

“Obe, let’s get out the Ouija board,” I said, handing him a glass of Coke. (It was actually cola. Verne bought generic everything.)

“Nico, not again. I’m tired of that stuff. I thought we were going to Lyle’s Place.”

Obe and I loved Lyle’s Place, a CD store downtown next to a movie theater. You could buy pricey imports from Britain or get domestic albums cheap and used. The store’s logo has a teal cartoon Martian with a half-moon smile. He was riding a spaceship. Obe and I went there all the time to paw through the discs. We never stole anything and usually scrounged enough money to buy a CD every couple of weeks, so our presence was tolerated. I badly wanted an iPod, like other kids at school had, but there was no way I could afford it.

Lyle’s Place also sold magnets, T-shirts, and other mass-produced novelties people buy to appear unique. Once Obe bought me a button that read Jesus loves you, everyone else thinks you’re an asshole. He meant it to cheer me up, but later I hid it in my underwear drawer and cried. Deep down, I feared that everyone at school did think I was an asshole except Obe.

“First the board, then Lyle’s,” I suggested. I liked any excuse to leave our run-down house. Obe sometimes tried to put his foot down, but he wasn’t good at it. He was smart, but he didn’t like dealing with details, so I made most of the decisions.

While Obe ate popcorn, I whipped out the Ouija board, which had once belonged to my mother. I couldn’t stop asking it questions. I didn’t need a shrink to figure out that I wanted answers about her. Of course I did.

“Okay, but just three questions,” said Obe, gesturing to make his point. He’d taken to wearing fingerless gloves, no doubt inspired by something he’d read. His parents were divorced, barely spoke to each other, and Obe would almost always rather back down than raise his voice. He’d heard too many fights in his lifetime already.

“Will my mother ever come back?”

We put our fingers on the board. I could feel it hum after a few minutes, like the tiny heart of a bird. The pointer trembled, then lurched forward, moving dead center toward the YES and the NO. The pointer quivered toward the NO, then staggered in the direction of YES.

“Nico, I don’t think this is good for you,” Obe said. The gloves were ridiculous, gray and black.

“Who are you, Dr. Phil? Concentrate. You’re bringing bad energy.”

“I don’t think we should mess with this stuff, Nico. The other side.”

“You didn’t say that when we were asking all those questions about that girl you were so hot for, Sari…”

“Yeah, okay, that was dumb.”

The pointer was stuck between YES and NO. I wanted to try another question. A big one. “Is Verne my real father?”

Obe rolled his eyes as the pointer shuddered toward NO. I felt something flip in my stomach.

“When will I meet my real father?”

I waited, examining my fingernails, which looked wretched. I had put black polish on them and then just let it chip off. Obe sighed. The pointer was on the move, heading to the numbers.

“One, four,” I said. “Fourteen. I’m fourteen.”

“You’re almost fifteen.”

“Maybe it means fourteen days.”

“That’s two questions, Nico. Let’s go now.”

The farther I got from my lonely house, the better I usually felt.

“What are you looking for?” Obe asked me as we walked along Douglas Street, the city’s main drag.

“I don’t know,” I said, shoving my hands in the pockets of my shorts, which I was wearing over leggings. I’d forgotten what was on my album wish list. I could feel sadness welling in me again, a cold pool.

“Well,” said Obe, who had a sixth sense for knowing when I needed a boost. “You’re a hard, angry young woman, and you need hard, angry music. Nico Cavan, do you know the date?” Obe liked to talk in a theatrical way sometimes, as if he were in an old-time movie, wearing a tux. He also did his research, checking out armloads of music magazines from the library. He always knew what I’d like.

“It’s October 5, 2006, and starting to piss rain, Obe.” I took my hand from my pocket and linked my arm with his, as we liked to do. I remember it was a Thursday, because it was right before Thanksgiving weekend.

“Oho, yes. And it’s the day you’re going to get your own Nirvana album. Bleach, to be precise.”

“Just as long as I don’t have to drink it,” I said, trying to sound bored, but I felt a shiver like icy fingers on my rib cage, like something was about to happen.

[image: ][image: ]

When I was small, Verne was afraid I’d plop off a slide and break a bone and he’d never know because I wouldn’t cry when I was injured. I’d just keep walking. I have a high tolerance for physical pain. What I can’t stand is minor annoyances: a thread of celery between my teeth, a scratchy clothes tag. Those drive me insane.

Verne was a security guard at the university, often working nights patrolling residences and chasing drunken rich kids out of parking lots. He mostly caught eighteen-year-olds doing stupid shit involving too many vodka coolers. He broke up the fights, got students to put their clothes back on, go back to their dorms and sober up, or called the city police if need be. One year he found that some first-years had been growing marijuana in Finnerty Gardens, an area of native plant beds near the Fine Arts building. That was a professional highlight for him.

He had a live-and-let-live attitude with me, though. “Nico is who she is,” I heard him tell Grandma Irene, who had just moved to an old-age home in Oak Bay, a swanky suburb near the ocean. Then a deep sigh. Verne, as I thought of him, was a solid appliance of a man—wide-chested and long in the body, with olive skin. My mother, I know, was the opposite: reed-thin and pale.

My mother never did come home. Nor was she found, living or dead. She became, at age twenty-eight, a missing person. I can remember being five and watching my dad get ready for work, putting on his uniform, and I couldn’t believe how he could carry on driving, and dressing, and frying food, and watching the Canucks play hockey. There was a police file, sure, but lots of women in Victoria walked away from their lives and never came back. There were leads from time to time, phantom sightings, an idea that she had gone to New York or even Ireland, as she had always joked of doing. She loved old songs as well as harder, alternative music. None of the theories brought her back. I always told myself to expect the worst. Once, when I was ten, my dad and I were sitting at Willows Beach drinking hot chocolate from Styrofoam cups. We were quiet, watching dogs fight each other on the sand, the waves crashing. Off in the distance I could see a cluster of sailboats.

“How could she leave somewhere so beautiful?” I asked Verne. I don’t know why I said that, because she didn’t leave the ocean, she left our moldy rental house with the kitchen cupboards that didn’t close properly. She left me.

Realizing that Verne would never broach certain subjects, I tried to stay one step ahead of the game. I learned about girl stuff from paperback books. Verne didn’t like to talk. He liked to play road hockey (I indulged him sometimes) and watch movies (this I actually enjoyed, too). Our finest evenings spent together began with spaghetti and garlic bread, followed by a movie, using one of North America’s last remaining VHS players. (“Hey, it still works” would be Verne’s catchphrase on a sitcom.)

Verne rarely went out when he had time off. He probably couldn’t afford a babysitter, or maybe he had nowhere special to go. We generally stayed home at night. The house was in a sketchy part of downtown that was neither hip nor cosmopolitan, next to a business that laundered service uniforms and shipped them off in green vans. Most people in the neighborhood were decent, but one morning in the playground, Obe and I found broken glass planted right at the bottom of the slide. That sucked.

Verne loves movies, whether they rate two stars or five. So instead of going out, we watched and rewatched masterpieces like Mrs. Doubtfire, E.T., and Lady and the Tramp. He had no problem indulging my cinematic whims. He would sit peacefully and watch Desperately Seeking Susan or The Breakfast Club as long as I didn’t keep asking him “Tell me how you met. What was she wearing the last time you saw her?” All I knew was that they had met at Mayfair Mall. My mother was a part-time environmental studies student at the university. She also worked in the mall at a candy store called Sweet Dreams. Verne used to stop and make small talk on his breaks until he worked up the nerve to ask her out. That’s about all I got out of him.

“I can’t talk about it anymore, Nico,” he’d say. “Please, don’t ask me.”

Verne wouldn’t give me answers, but he was diligent in providing what he could. By the time I was in middle school, his wages had increased enough that I never lacked for pencil cases and protractors or new jeans in September. He even made my school lunches until I declared myself a vegetarian and begged that he cease and desist with the ham and cheese, ham and cheese, ham and cheese.

Inspired by my new Nirvana album, I decided to go grunge by hacking my best jeans into cutoffs and wearing them with long johns and a Salvation Army plaid shirt. I previewed my new look at Thanksgiving, which was just the two of us, since Grandma Irene was off visiting her sister. I knew the dinner would be pumpkin pie from the bakery, a turkey breast for Verne, and soy sausage for me, because meat is murder. We still had the same white kitchen table from when my mother left. I’ll bet four out of five therapists would recommend that my dad trade it in.

“Isn’t that a guy’s shirt?” he asked, nodding to the blue-gray flannel.

“It might be. It’s the fashion these days,” I lied.

I stabbed at the veggie sausage he had cooked for me. It reminded me of a pet’s chew toy, fake and rubbery, but I didn’t care as long as it wasn’t real meat. I had been nagging Verne to cut out the meat. He had some kind of cholesterol problem that he refused to discuss.

“This is good, Verne,” I told him. I’d recently started calling him Verne instead of Dad; it was a thing. He hadn’t pressed me about it.

Verne had made steamed broccoli and brown basmati rice, too. The rice was still crunchy in places, but Verne did his best. I was no cook, either. We both looked forward to pizza night.

“Are you excited to go see Aunt Gillian?” He sounded hopeful then, his big square face widening, preparing to smile. He worried that there was no one around to teach me how to be a girl.

“Yeah, I’m stoked,” I said. Verne and I usually went together twice a year to visit his sister in Seattle. As a fifteenth birthday present, I was going to be allowed to take the Clipper ferry over on my own, with my aunt meeting me on the other side. The trip was booked for the beginning of the Christmas holidays just after school ended. I would return for Christmas Eve.

Whenever we visited, Gillian kept me overscheduled and overcaffeinated. Despite being siblings, Verne and Gillian weren’t much alike. Gillian was a nurse, a redhead, a doer, and a talker. My dad was hesitant and quiet. He kept to himself. They say the test of an introvert is whether you find it energizing or draining to socialize with big groups of people. Dad and I both found it difficult, one of the things we had in common. After a day out in the universe, Verne and I would collapse on the faux-leather couch and watch a movie together, grateful not to talk. Me: with my flat, wheat-colored hair and tiny hands. He: with his paws like dinner plates, his thinning curly red hair. We looked nothing alike. The one thing I had of my mother’s was a slight gap between my teeth. Aunt Gillian told me that one day it would be the height of charm, as it was on my mother. My mother’s eyes were a soft velvety brown, like bulrushes. Mine are blue and bright, almost garish, like the center of a ring from a gumball machine.

The idea of my mother was a pebble against my heel. Every step forward dug the pebble deeper. I would torture myself, racking my brain for any memories of her. Winter was the worst season, with Christmas, of course, and then February marking her disappearance. When December hit, I would think of her almost nonstop. She talked softly but liked loud music. She wore almond-scented hand cream that came in a white bottle with pink letters. She had a fondness for owls, and collected mugs, candles, cookie jars, and stuffed animals featuring them. But that’s not a memory; Aunt Gillian told me that.

Sometimes, though, I still searched thrift stores looking for owl designs, picking up pendants or batik wall hangings with the money I made babysitting a kindergartner up the street. I stored the owl tea towels and other items in a flat box under my bed. Then I bought another box and I filled that, too. If I met my mother again, I would be ready. I wondered why people made so many things with owls. In the west we make owls cute, putting glasses on them in cartoons, but in other cultures they’re a bad omen. Associated with sorcery and death. They’re scary and beautiful at the same time.

I used to have this dream in which I got to ask my mother questions: Why did you leave? Where did you go? My dreams could be so thick, so sticky, they were like a spiderweb that covered me and pulled me in and under, and sometimes I didn’t want to let them go. I was given Tylenol 3s once, when I was seven, after my tonsils were taken out. The pills made me feel as if I had fallen through an ice-fishing hole and was looking up at the world from a deep, numbing cold. They slowed everything down: all feeling, all memory, all sensation. There was danger in that feeling.

Once I had my copy of Bleach, I listened to the song “About a Girl” over and over. It turns out Kurt Cobain wrote it for a girlfriend named Tracy Marander. She helped pay his bills while he was trying to make records but got annoyed with him because he never cleaned the apartment they shared in Olympia, Washington. The two kept turtles and rabbits, because he loved animals, if not always people.
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I used to shuffle down the school halls with a little half smile on my face just to show everyone that I was okay, everything was good. Then, in the gym locker room, I overheard a girl say that I must be a pothead or something, with that constant silly grin. So I geared down to neutral. When my fifteenth birthday dawned on December 4, nobody at Victoria High School took notice. I didn’t see Obe all day, and no one offered to buy me a carton of chocolate milk or share a celebratory toke. After school, Obe and I walked home, not saying much, an icy rain sputtering. I pulled my hood over my head. When we reached my doorstep, Obe held out a square package wrapped in a copy of the free alternative newspaper.

I glanced at the package, then back at Obe. Kids at school thought he was gay, but I knew he had crushes on girls. Verne also seemed to suspect Obe was gay and hence didn’t mind if we spent hours on end together. Plus, it was hard not to like Obe once you got to know him.

Obe was wearing a wool cap that suited him, a small stud in his ear, gaucho-style gray pants that looked like something a Depression-era milkman would wear, and a Mr. Rogers cardigan from his team of stylists at the Salvation Army.

“Hey, Obe, thanks,” I said. He had made the card himself. He was no artist, but he did enjoy drafting a rude cartoon. It was of two beavers hanging out in a dam wearing coveralls and ball caps, as if they were mechanics. On the wall was a calendar that said Real beavers. I unwrapped the newspaper. Inside was a Sonic Youth T-shirt. It was soft and pilled, with tiny dots, as if it had a slight rash. It had a woman like a cutout paper doll on the front and outfits next to her to wear, except they were grunge style, my style. Don’t try; don’t care.

“Obe, this is vintage.”

“Yep. So are you. Fifteen.”

“You’re fifteen, too.”

“I’ve had six months to become much cooler than you, December baby.”

I’d been hearing it all my life. I was often the youngest in my class, always the smallest. Some sociologists have said that it’s better for girls to be underdeveloped and start school at a younger age; otherwise they’re restless and promiscuous and, uh-oh, get pregnant, as my mother did at twenty-four. Which is really not that young, I guess, compared to fifteen. I’ve read up on all these things, thanks to my intermittent counseling sessions over the years, all intended to take the pulse of my mental health. I’ve read articles in Psychology Today and on parenting websites, always trying to stay one step ahead of the therapists. So far, I’ve managed to score “prone to anxiety but doing remarkably well,” with the inevitable caveat “all things considered.”

“Obe, you’re the best,” I said, trying to sound like a plucky girl Friday, except my voice quavered.

“I know.” He touched my shoulder lightly. The few kids at school who didn’t think Obe was gay might have thought something was going on between us. I regularly crushed on boys, but they never liked me back. My latest secret crush was named Bryan. He had regal bone structure and an English accent, because his parents were from Manchester. He called soccer football, which was cool. Best of all, he drew, like I did. I had noticed him doodling. He would smile at me, but I don’t think he even knew my name. No one at Vic High noticed me most of the time, and that was almost the best I could hope for.

“When do you leave for Seattle?” Obe asked. He said Seattle in a funny way, as if it ended with “tell.”

“December twenty-first, just after school’s out. Three nights there, then back home for Christmas Eve.”

“Do you want to do homework together?” he asked, dragging the back of his hand over his face. He claimed the acid in rain made him itchy. Doing homework usually meant listening to CDs, or making lists of albums we wanted, or poring through library copies of NME magazine. Obe knew I always got sad on my birthday. He said it sometimes seemed as if I blamed Verne for my mom leaving, but I didn’t, not really. I just wondered, What if? Isn’t that what people do? What if I’d been born taller? What if I we’d won the $50,000 grand prize in the grocery store scratch-to-win? What if I’d been good at basketball? Would people have liked me more?

“I’d better not. Verne’s making a birthday dinner, I think.” I had this secret hope that Verne would buy me a dog. I had been pining for one for years. Verne always said it wasn’t fair to the dog. It would be alone during most weekdays. Plus, it was against our lease. Still, I sometimes brought home library copies of Dogs in Canada magazine, hoping the photo spreads of the handsome, noble breeds would win him over. It’s not so much that I was hopeful; it was more that I was refusing to give up, which is slightly different.

It was impossible to enter our rental quietly. The house was like an eighty-year-old woman with arthritis. The front door stuck and the oak floorboards creaked. The house was dark and largely fashioned of wood—the floors, the railings, and even a ledge around the ceiling that was meant to display china. An old lady lived in the first-floor suite, which she rarely left. It was strange knowing she was down there, listening. Our absentee landlord lived on the mainland in Vancouver and took advantage of Verne’s good nature. We had an old fireplace but could never use it because the chimney needed fixing and the landlord never got around to it.

“Nico, that you?” called Verne from the kitchen. He was listening to a traffic report on the radio even though he had driven home already and it didn’t matter.

“Yes, Verne, it’s me.” Who else would it be? We rarely had visitors.

I could see from the hall that vegetable shrapnel was splayed on a cutting board. The fat red pasta pot was out. I knew he wouldn’t want me to help with my birthday dinner, so I went to my room and tried on the Sonic Youth T-shirt. It was a bit long but felt soft against my arms. I listened to the Breeders on my headphones. Obe generally humored my retro tastes, sometimes politely pointing out that it was 2006, not 1996. I’d say, “I’m always three steps behind in everything else—why not in music, too?” I didn’t want to talk to other kids, besides Obe, about the music I liked. I had to keep something sacred.

My birthday dinner was vegetarian fusilli, romaine-lettuce salad, and a vanilla cake from the Dutch Bakery downtown. Verne had the cake iced with Nicola, then scraped off the last two letters. Even after all these years, he still sometimes used my full name.

“What will you do when I’m in Seattle?” I asked him as our forks scraped our plates. The cake was good, spongy and light, with thick Bavarian cream piped in the middle.

“I’ll be working, mostly, cruising around the campus. A few kids stay every year.”

“That’s sad,” I said, trying to ignore the fact that my father was one of those lonely drifters, driving around an empty campus. “International students?”

“Yes and no,” said Verne, one of his favorite expressions. If we’d been another kind of family, we would have had those students over, shown them a real Canadian Christmas with a glut of gifts and platters of fattening food—but we weren’t.

“Nico, you know I’m hopeless at choosing gifts,” Verne began, looking up at me, his eyes shining. “But I got you this.”

He slid a white envelope across the table, his hand a big pink mitten. Inside was a card that read For You, Daughter, on Your 15th Birthday in puffy gold letters. I ran my fingers along them. I always did that, in case one day I went blind. I wanted to shake the envelope but knew it would be rude. Verne and I could be shy around each other that way.

“Look in the envelope, Nico.”

There was a square card with a thirty-dollar gift certificate for Lyle’s Place. I kept the card in my pocket while we watched movies that night, and the next day I finally bought Nevermind, a full fifteen years after its release, and the follow-up, In Utero, for good measure. I holed up in my room all weekend listening to them, only surfacing for bathroom breaks and bowls of Life cereal. The music filled all the cracks in my brain, at least for a time. I put every book about Nirvana on hold at the library and stayed up until my eyes felt as if they’d been through an Easy-Bake oven. When Kurt Cobain played his guitar, he looked weightless, like a blond marionette. I can still picture the black-and-white concert photos of him. Rising up, slamming down the chords, and then smashing stuff.
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