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Praise for Rebel Girl:

‘In Rebel Girl, the punk frontwoman reveals the story of her life – the men who tried to stop her, the women who kept her going and the boy who made her a mother … Hanna is super funny … Rebel Girl documents Hanna’s long career as an underground artist and musician, and its striking intersections with the mainstream … Her tale does have an epic quality … In Rebel Girl, Hanna amasses an impressive arsenal. Every time another man diminishes her and her work, she sharpens a sword, carves out another space for herself and her friends and starts filling it with interesting material’

New York Times

‘Intimate … Kathleen Hanna’s ability to flip – and flip off – expectations has made her one of the most riveting frontpeople in recent musical history … From the 1993 single “Rebel Girl” to this book of the same name, women’s sovereignty over their bodies has been Kathleen Hanna’s North Star and cri de cœur. Given recent court decisions sending America back to the Dark Ages, her story, along with Bikini Kill’s upcoming tour, couldn’t feel more necessary’

New York Times Book Review

‘Rebel Girl is an unblinking, purple bruise of a memoir … Stoic and empathetic in equal measure … The best parts of Rebel Girl detail Hanna’s difficulties navigating a world she and her peers had to make for themselves’

Washington Post

‘[Hanna] has always been brutally honest. But in her new memoir [she] gets even grittier, deeper and more heartbreaking’

Rolling Stone

‘Rebel Girl refines blunt rage into something more complex and mature, making it clear that there’s room for people of all genders, races, ethnicities and backgrounds to screw up and hurt others, even inadvertently … The Hanna of Rebel Girl is fully awake and in control of her own story, as committed as ever to making art for all the people who were ever told they were too crazy, too loud, too slutty, too something to be seen as the reliable narrators of their own lives’

Vogue

‘Capture[s] the life of a young woman trying to navigate a sexist culture while simultaneously finding her creative voice. There is an equal sense that Rebel Girl was written as a sort of road map for a new generation to pick up their own instruments and rock the world’

Vogue, ‘The Best Books of 2024 So Far’

‘Rebel Girl is Hanna in full: politically radical, funny and fearless. Just as Hanna has never held back as a performer, she writes unflinchingly about misogyny, sexual violence and her experience of getting an abortion as a teenager’

Vanity Fair

‘Gripping’

NYLON

‘Raw, candid and often bleakly funny’

Guardian

‘Engrossing … An addictive read … The stories Hanna dislodges from the recesses of her brain are raw enough to be plucked from a diary, and that frankness, once again, renders Hanna’s life story in its full three dimensions’

Pitchfork

‘Kathleen Hanna’s story is jaw-dropping, and her energy brings the era into technicolour’

New Statesman

‘Hanna’s memoir Rebel Girl is full of high-spirited stories … but it’s also dark. Halfway through writing it, she had to get help’

Sunday Times

‘Written in short, fierce, punch-to-the-point chapters, it’s a book that won’t leave readers in any doubt about why 55-year-old Hanna ended up as a lightning rod for feminist punk frustrations as frontwoman of Riot Grrrl pioneers Bikini Kill in the 1990s’

Independent

‘A powerful, whip-smart reckoning with her life and work in pioneering feminist punk band Bikini Kill, and later Le Tigre and The Julie Ruin, Rebel Girl is a love letter to Hanna’s bandmates and the many people who lit her path as an artist … Hanna’s style is vivid and forthright, with a lightning sense of humour that throws a cleansing light on the pain and violence she has also experienced’

AnOther

‘Titled after Bikini Kill’s defining call-to-arms, Rebel Girl puts Hanna’s experiences firmly front and centre … Rebel Girl is the story of a survivor, but also an agitator, an instigator, a catalyst. “Whatcha reading?” Here’s a hell of a reply’

Mojo

‘The revolution Hanna fought for is still very much alive, and her enlightening, empowering and unforgettable memoir offers no end of reminders as to exactly why it remains so necessary and important’

Louder

‘Her new memoir, Rebel Girl, is a startlingly generous account of a life spent surviving worlds of male violence both personal and professional in order to build a better world for herself and the people she loves. It’s a riot’

Surface

‘A fantastic journey into an unconventional life, pulsing with raw energy and vulnerability that I witnessed firsthand. It’s honest, funny, witty and smart. And most of all, it’s important to the herstory of Kathleen’s place in blazing new trails’

Joan Jett

‘Until I started reading this book, the idea of Kathleen Hanna seemed more real to me than the person. But with every word, Kathleen exposes the fleshy humanness of being a cult icon on a mission. While Rebel Girl is as defiant as the song that inspired its title, there’s a counterweight of humility and openness that adds new perspective to the songs and stories of Kathleen’s life. This book is something special’

Hayley Williams

‘Her resilient, dark-humoured lemons-into-lemonade approach to deeply chilling episodes is part of her huge appeal and the reason why both teenage girls and women who grew up with her still ask themselves now, “What would Kathleen Hanna do?”’

The Wire

‘A potent, revelatory, often bloody and heartbreaking but all in all triumphant rock-and-roll memoir. It sets a new bar for honesty in the form’

Interview

‘Significant … She tells her story, from a very early age, with brutal honesty. She speaks frankly and unapologetically about dealing with abuse – including emotional from her father, and, to a certain degree, from her mother – censorship, being silenced, being shut out, being a stripper on the evenings when she wasn’t performing with Bikini Kill. Hanna pulls no punches when she tells the unequivocal truth about being raped – more than once – and being on the receiving end of Courtney Love’s fist. Her accounts of her time with Kurt Cobain are poignant and heartbreaking’

SPIN

‘Vital’

FLOOD

‘This is a powerful, painful read’

Scottish Herald

‘Hanna writes with the affectless intimacy of Tracey Emin in her confessional phase’

Uncut

‘[An] honest memoir of radical ambition, unresolved trauma and self-doubt. For those who appreciate not just Hanna’s music but a well-crafted and candid rock biography, Rebel Girl […] succeeds as an unremitting testament to trying’

Lunate

‘With this book, [Hanna] creates space for her own story as well as the larger context of her time and the need for art as a creative agent of empathy and change. Hanna is a troubadour unafraid to speak out … Exuberant … Rebel Girl is a bold portrait. For the sake of late twentieth-century history alone, it’s a crucial book about feminist politics and art. But it’s also a tender examination of a woman who survived abuse and sexual assault’

LA Times

‘Hanna’s new memoir applies [her] caustic, introspective, politically astute and often mischievously playful voice to the ups and downs of her own life story … Candid and reflective, Rebel Girl tells the stories behind her best-known songs … and reframes her most mythologised brushes with the mainstream’

TIME

‘Hanna applies the same wicked sense of humour and sharp eye for injustice that have always defined her music to an insightfully frank account of her difficult childhood, the art she has made as a lifeline for herself and other marginalised people, and the hard-won happiness she’s found in work, friendship and family’

TIME, ‘The 100 Must-Read Books of 2024’

‘Hanna delivers a searing memoir in which the pioneering punk icon recalls her journey through music and activism … She makes the case for hope and resilience in the face of hardship – illustrated by […] the lasting positive impact of her work’

W

‘It’s hard to convey just how influential Kathleen Hanna has been to the world of music. Her time in Bikini Kill helped reshape punk, and her work in Le Tigre and The Julie Ruin also abounds with bracing musical and lyrical moments. With this memoir, she chronicles her life on and off stage – and offers a first-hand perspective on an evolving art form’

InsideHook

‘Fascinating … Her sharp wit, honesty and humour are as apparent here as they are in her lyrics, and the opportunity to hear first-hand about her life and work is something fans – long time or brand new – shouldn’t miss’

Town and Country

‘Hanna writes with the same spirit of her bands, but without the exorcism-like delivery of her music, it can weigh heavy on the soul. There are moments of male violence and creative triumph … An uncomfortable and riveting inside look at an artist who, for many music fans, is viewed at a super-heroic distance … Hanna moves effortlessly from wicked humour to disturbing truth-telling’

Associated Press

‘Intimate and candid’

Ms.

‘Hanna has a new memoir, Rebel Girl, that is at times hilarious and other times incredibly dark. She is unflinching in her descriptions of the staggering amount of male violence women endured in the 80s and 90s. (And sadly, too often still.) It’s a well-realised document of the youth of the often-overlooked Generation X, at least the progressive, hipster version that flourished artistically in an era of cheaper rents and thrift store fashion’

Salon

‘Rebel Girl documents Hanna’s growth from timid to explosive to self-aware through a series of anecdotes, some funny yet purposeful and others uncomfortable yet necessary’

Clash

‘Kathleen writes honestly and openly about the traumatic parts of her life, while somehow never losing the sense of humour that punctuates her stories’

Loud Women

‘I would recommend it to any fan, but also anyone that wants to be inspired’

Joyzine

‘A moving, literary memoir about punk, grunge and the making of a feminist through a traumatic childhood and a sexist industry. I cried reading the preface (so you can imagine what the rest of the book did to me) – her voice is more fresh and relevant today than ever before’

Deborah Francis-White, host of Guilty Feminist

‘Kathleen Hanna is a living legend: the frontwoman of beloved bands Bikini Kill and Le Tigre, and an indefatigable feminist activist … Rebel Girl offers deeper insights and more candid reflections, particularly about the shortcomings of the movement she helped launch’

Bustle

‘Fans of Bikini Kill are just the first people who will be drawn to Kathleen Hanna’s memoir about being a Riot Grrrl, fighting to make it in the sexist music industry and the joys of being a feminist punk’

Parade

‘[Hanna] chronicles her life story in Rebel Girl with a visceral voice’

Seattle Times

‘Packed with harrowing stories and illuminating revelations, Rebel Girl finds Hanna rejecting the victory lap premise of most music memoirs to instead interrogate and, by extension, make peace with past regrets. It’s a radical act of self-reflection and one that Hanna incisively pairs with cunning critiques of the historically patriarchal music industry as she takes readers through the select highs and copious lows of life on the road in a feminist punk band. Utilising a voice that’s often bitingly funny but never insincere, Hanna proves a captivating narrator … Presented in short, compulsively readable chapters … Hanna’s words resonate with clarity and conviction’

San Francisco Chronicle

‘An intimate look at how she became one of the most unwavering political voices in music … To read her life story now, Rebel Girl is a reminder that Riot Grrrl will always have a place for anyone who is down with the cause’

Jezebel

‘Hanna has gained the emotional and creative freedom to finally share the haunting but candid stories that she has hinted at in her music for so long’

Cultured

‘Hanna’s book is raw, honest, poetic, insightful and often funny. Her political evolution is particularly gratifying … An impressively perspicacious memoir from one of feminism’s most influential artists’

Kirkus Reviews

‘A no-holds-barred account … Hanna’s visceral prose captivates, and she’s refreshingly candid about the Riot Grrrl movement’s failures … It’s a raw and revealing portrait of a vital figure in the feminist punk scene’

Publishers Weekly

‘Hanna holds nothing back in a debut that traces her chaotic childhood through to founding the Riot Grrrl punk feminist movement and her time in such bands as Viva Knievel and Le Tigre. Visceral prose is undergirded by clear-eyed insight into the flaws of early punk feminist activism – including its overwhelming whiteness – making this a memoir with depth and edge to spare’

Publishers Weekly, ‘Top 15 Summer Reads’

‘A timely refresher on resilience, the power of protest art and the tender humanity that we must not lose … Like a comic-book hero, Hanna has seemed to gather superhuman strength with every blow she receives … all while churning out ever more powerful and furious music. Rebel Girl unapologetically reveals the vulnerability behind that image … [Hanna] reflects on her own failures and culpability, acknowledging them in a way that is refreshing and constructive … Hanna intentionally busts open her feminist idol identity, liberating herself from our perceptions and serving some hard-won wisdom’

BookPage (starred review)

‘A raucous, rousing tale about the power of music and activism … Hanna’s story is a full-bodied portrait of a fighter and activist who has used music as a way to tackle adversity … A vivid, funny and powerful memoir’

Library Journal (starred review)

‘Rebel Girl is a must for even passing fans of Bikini Kill or feminist punk music. If you needed a reminder about what a badass, genuine talent Hanna is, this is it’

Record Collector

‘It doesn’t matter whether you count yourself a fan of Bikini Kill or Le Tigre (yet), there is enough here to entice you if you just like to hear what an interesting human being has to say about their life’

Bookmunch

‘The Bikini Kill rocker’s searing new memoir, Rebel Girl, tells intimate stories of trauma, sexism, fame and everything in between’

Daily Beast

‘Rebel Girl is the kind of book that leaves readers, like concertgoers after watching their favourite band play its last song, wishing it wasn’t over’

Shelf Awareness (starred review)

‘Kathleen Hanna is the queen of her own world now’

USA Today




Dedication

For Mom

I hope me dedicating this book to you will make up for the fact that I’m going to make your funeral all about me.
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Author’s Note

THIS IS A WORK OF NONFICTION. THE EVENTS AND EXPERIENCES DETAILED here are all true and have been faithfully rendered as I have remembered them, to the best of my ability. Some names and identifying details have been changed in order to protect the privacy of the individuals involved. Though conversations have been written from my recollection of them, they are not written to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, I’ve retold them in a way that evokes the real meaning of what was said, in keeping with the spirit of the event.




Prologue

HAIR IS GROWING OUT OF MY MOUTH. I AM RAPUNZEL GONE horribly wrong. If I don’t tell this story, it will choke me.

I want to tell you how I write songs and produce music. How singing makes me feel connected to a million miracles at once. How being onstage is the one place I feel the most me. But I can’t untangle all of that from the background that is male violence.

I wish I could forget the guy who stalked me while I was making my solo record. How he sat on the roof of the building across from mine and looked into my windows with binoculars as I worked. How he told my neighbors he thought I was a prostitute who “needed to be stopped.” I wish I could slice him out of my story as a musician, but I can’t.

I also don’t want this book to be a list of traumas, so I’m leaving a lot of that on the cutting room floor. It’s more important to remember that I’ve seen ugly basement rooms transform into warm campfires, dank rock-bro clubs become bright parties where girls and gay kids and misfits danced together in a sea of freedom and joy, art galleries that had only ever showcased white male mediocrity become sites of thrilling feminist collaborations. I also ate gelato on a street in Milan with my bandmates and cried because it tasted THAT FUCKING GOOD.

But yeah, there were also rapes and run-ins with assholes who threw water on my shine. I keep trying to make my rapes funny, but I have to stop doing that because they aren’t. I want them to be stories because stories are made up of words, and words can’t hurt me. But the things I’m writing about aren’t stories, they’re my blood. They’re the things that shaped me. The things that keep me up at night rechecking the locks on the doors. The things that make me afraid and ashamed. The things that inspire me to keep going.

I don’t feel much like a “rebel girl”—most of the time I feel more like a dirty napkin. But Dirty Napkin is a terrible title for a book. It’s also not who I am.

I’m a feminist artist who navigates her way through difficult terrain. I’m a musician who felt like I’d achieved the highest honor imaginable when a woman told me she repeated lyrics I’d written in her head to get through a horrific rape trial. I’m a person who sang “Rebel Girl” in front of thousands of people buoyed by the thought of that woman, that woman, that woman.

When friends come over, I show them the details of our sunny one-story house, the pink sunken bathtub and garden wall made of various rocks sliced in half so perfectly they look like gems. I don’t notice this stuff that much when I’m alone, but when I do I almost start to cry. I can’t believe I get to live in this house—sometimes, I can’t believe I’m even alive.

I’m sitting in a chair on my patio when my bathing suit starts to ride up and it feels like a thong is wedged up my ass. Suddenly I’m sitting in a strip bar lying to a customer about having a sick grandmother so he’ll give me extra tips. How did I get from there to here? It’s like one reality lies on top of the other and puts its hands on the first woman’s eyes so she can’t look. I’m fine, I’m fine, I tell myself.

When I come back to the present moment, I remember that dancing allowed me to sing, and singing saved my life. Singing allowed me to travel the world. Singing gave me a career I was once too damaged to enjoy but now find thrilling. I remind myself that my war has never been with sexism, but with how sexism has warped me. My war is between the me who thinks she already died and the me who cries while touching the garden wall. My war is between the me who has suffered trauma and is trying to deal with it and the me who wallows in self-pity as a way to not reckon with my own privilege.

Every time I sing, I stare these battles down and shake loose another part of my story. And while I’ve lost and regained my confidence as a performer many times, singing has never stopped being the tiny tornado I most want to be in.

Writing is so much harder than performing. Some days writing this book feels like I’m spinning through the room singing “It’s my turn” at the top of my lungs. I finally get to decide how my work is contextualized, what parts of my story should be told, and what needs to stay in the trash. I also get to reclaim my public identity without being physically present. But writing this book has also taken me to places I once ran from and forced me to stand there, trying to catch a glimpse of my own face.

I want you to know I appreciate you standing there with me.




PART I 

JUNIOR ACHIEVEMENT




Hearing That Noise Was My First Ever Feeling

I KNOW SMELL IS SUPPOSED TO BE THE PART OF OUR BRAINS THAT IS most connected to memory, but in my life it’s always been sound. The sound of a Carole King record, of mattress springs squeaking while me and my best friend jump on a bed we were told not to jump on. The sound of my feet running up our wooden stairs, the sound of our dog panting when she was hot, the sound of a hole being punched through a wall by a fist.

My dad was the kind of 1970s guy who kept a loaded gun underneath the front seat of his van. He also had a CB radio that my older sister and I loved to play with. My handle was “Secret Squirrel” and my favorite thing to say on the CB was, “10–4 good buddy, what’s your 10–20?” What wasn’t fun was when my dad installed a speaker under the van’s hood so he could yell at women through the CB as we drove by: “Hey good-looking! Nice ass!” Every time it happened, I’d slink down in my seat and pretend I was invisible. Some mornings, I would come into the kitchen and my dad would be sipping on his “titty mug”—a mug shaped like a breast with a hole in the nipple for drinking coffee.

My parents met in high school in Portland, Oregon, and the first house my family lived in was twenty miles away in Gresham. My dad was apprenticing to become a welder, and my mom was a twenty-three-year-old nurse with two kids who did home visits with elderly people. I was always with my mom—gardening next to her, going with her to the bank, the grocery store, and the post office. I remember her climbing into the driver’s seat after she found out stamps went from five to seven cents, saying: “It’s like highway train robbery in there.” My mom had all sorts of cool sayings. She called vaginas and butts “front-bottoms” and “back-bottoms.” She called slippers “foo-foos” and Worcester sauce “poos-a-poos,” and instead of saying “You can do it alone” she’d say, “You can do it byself.”

I didn’t make it through even a day of preschool because my mom got a funny feeling in her stomach after driving away from the church basement. When she came to find me, I was sitting alone in a corner crying out for her. She walked in, picked me up, and never looked back. Instead, she made me her assistant on her home visits. Thanks to me, lots of old ladies in Gresham, Oregon, ended up with unneeded Band-Aids all over their legs.

My dad was installing sprinkler systems in Gresham when he got the news he’d been elected the head of his union, Local 669. His new office was in DC, so we moved across the country just before I started elementary school, to a tiny suburb called Calverton, Maryland. We were unpacking our boxes when our dog, Holly, shat on the living room rug. My father dragged Holly over to the poop and rubbed her face in it, screaming, “Look what you did! Look what you did! Well, you won’t do it again, will you!?!”

Even as a kindergartner, I felt guilty for not stopping him. I watched Holly’s legs contort into impossible positions as she tried to get away.

That first Christmastime in Maryland, I stood in the same room where my dad rubbed Holly’s face in shit, but this time I was alone. We’d learned some Christmas songs at school, but we all sang together, so I could never tell who was me and who was everyone else. Almost as an experiment, I opened my mouth and sang “Away in a Manger” as loud as I could. I walked toward the wall and noticed how the sound bounced off it and got even louder. Hearing my voice bouncing back at me was like watching light refracting off a mirror. A mirror I could finally see my whole self in. If there were words my body could’ve said, they would’ve been, “Right now is perfect. Right now, nothing bad is happening.”

The Christmas tree, the plaid couch, and the shag carpeting all dampened my voice just enough, while my mom’s weird clean-freak minimalism left enough natural reverb to hold my hand. As I sang the song over and over, I began to fall in love with making the notes jump higher and bend and twist like tiny gymnasts. They grew smaller at my command and leapt up to the ceiling as I closed my eyes and let my mouth drop all the way open.

Eventually I graduated to the bay window for my solo performances. I imagined I was looking out at an audience instead of an empty street. Singing was like figuring out I could make a rainbow appear on the wall just by staring at it. And because of that I always had a place I could return to when things got bad.

[image: ]

Holly and me. Calverton, Maryland, 1974




Danskins and Leisure Suits

I WASN’T THE KIND OF KID WHO CALLED ATTENTION TO HERSELF, BUT because I was a white middle-class suburban girl in the seventies, I took dance class three days a week after school. I liked the music and the costumes, but the dancing part sucked. I couldn’t do tap at all. Shuffle ball changes were a fucking nightmare. Ballet I could fake my way through, but I was always five seconds behind the girl next to me because I was just copying what she did.

We had teachers named Miss Jeanie and Miss Dianne, who wore plum Danskins with matching short sweaters that tied in the front. I pictured Miss Jeanie drinking wine in her ivory-colored apartment filled with macramé, ferns, and Tiffany lamps, waiting for her boyfriend, Detective Jim Rockford, to show up and tell her how beautiful she was.

Dance class happened in the combination lunchroom-auditorium at Calverton Elementary. The Calverton Elementary auditorium was the location for everything exciting—dance classes, plays, recitals, food eating, assemblies, our yearly fair, and picture day.

I had hair down to my butt in the second grade, but my mom got sick of washing it, took out her sewing shears, and gave me the ugliest short haircut imaginable. I also had a watch I refused to take off and thought I was pretty cool being the only ballerina who wore a sturdy blue Timex with my orange tutu. When not in dance class, I mostly wore Billy the Kid–brand denim leisure suits, hand-me-downs from a boy who lived on the next block and seemed to have an endless supply of them. They were cool as fuck—matching jeans and jean jackets in colors like navy, burgundy, light blue, and brown—and I loved them.

On picture day, I wore the light blue one with my favorite ladybug T-shirt. The photographer who was doing my solo shots on the stage of the auditorium had me kneel on one leg with my hand resting on my chin. He then had me lie down in almost the exact pose Burt Reynolds did for the centerfold of Playgirl. I hadn’t seen him pose any of the other girls this way. It felt weird and interesting. I thought the guy was a serious artist who was pushing the limits until he said, “Okay, son, we’re done now.”

I learned that day that adults were giving girls and boys entirely different instructions.

[image: ]

School picture day, 1975




The Lucky One

WHEN I WAS EIGHT AND MY SISTER WAS TWELVE, WE MOVED TO A cheaper Maryland suburb called Laurel. As we left Calverton I stared out the back window of my dad’s van crying while “So Far Away” by Carole King played on his eight-track. My first ever best friend, Becky Downing—the girl I painted rocks with, got in trouble with, and practiced kissing with—waved at me till she dissolved out of sight. Every word Carole sang felt like it was about us.

Laurel, Maryland, was basically an exit off a freeway. We moved into a town house complex behind an apartment building, near nothing but a crappy gas station that sold a total of three snacks, one of which was Andy Capp’s Hot Fries. The houses were in rows of seven, all attached and made of what seemed like papier-mâché covered in aluminum siding. The layouts were all identical except the end units, which were the opposite of each other. We lived in an end unit.

My dad was drunk a lot and my mom was economically stuck in a terrible relationship, but at least she had Holly, our dog, who we joked she loved more than anyone in the family. Holly’s veterinarian lived in the other end unit on our row. I didn’t know it at the time, but my mom was having an affair with him. Which meant she was sleeping with a guy in a house with the exact same layout as ours, but backward.

My dad didn’t know about my mom’s affair, but he did notice when my mom brought the feminist novel The Women’s Room back from the library. He immediately went to the bookstore and bought himself a hard copy so he could read it in tandem with her and tell her everything that was wrong with it. From then on, she staked out the mailbox so he wouldn’t know that she had a subscription to Ms. magazine, and she kept it a secret that she was answering phones in a church basement, helping women who were being beaten up by their husbands.

﻿I used to run home from school and sprint to the record player in the basement so I could practice the dance routine I’d choreographed to the Jackson 5’s “Dancing Machine.” I imagined I was the dancing machine the Jacksons were singing about, and once I had the dance down I added in singing, which made me confused. Am I singing about another dancing machine? Or am I still the dancing machine? I resolved it by thinking we were all in the same band singing together about my being “automatic, systematic” and “full of colors, self-contained.”

When I wasn’t doing that, I was listening to the dirty part of the Meat Loaf record with my sister in her room. My sister had long brown feathered hair and a mean smile. Her nickname in Laurel became “Goodtimes,” which made me, by default, “Li’l Goodtimes.” We had both taken to wearing wooden sandals with pantyhose socks and pastel-colored polyester suits like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever.

While my wooden sandals could get loud, I stayed quiet—but secretly dreamed of being onstage. At a rec center talent show, I performed “Top of the World” by the Carpenters with some girls from my school, and it ended with me singing, “I’m on the top of the world lookin’ down on creation,” from the top of an actual girl pyramid! My sister and her friends sang the Bay City Rollers’ “Saturday Night,” using posterboard with letters on it that they flipped up every time the chorus came on: S-A-T-U-R-D-A-Y NIGHT. It blew my mind. What kind of cool-ass twelve-year-old genius thinks of that?

Goodtimes developed early and wore a bra that had the letter C in it, which everyone knew meant she had massive boobs. Apparently, kids in the sixth grade teased her so bad about stuffing her bra that she took it off under her shirt, Flashdance style, in the middle of class and stood up to prove no stuffing fell out.

Because of her figure, she was quickly cast as the town slut—though no one would say it aloud because she was also a well-known hothead who loved punching girls in the face. When men would yell at her on the street, she’d shout back at them, “Suck my left one!” while grabbing her left boob.

My sister was always in trouble, and not just because she was bullied at school and screamed back at men—but because she had an abusive father. When they fought, which was often, it sounded like cats fighting, if the cats were a teenage girl and a full-grown man. All I wanted to do was escape that sound. I spent a lot of time on our front stoop with my hands over my ears, trying to make a facial expression that was the equivalent of writing “help” in a fogged-up window.

Once, after the screaming stopped, I went into the house and noticed my sister’s knuckles were bleeding. I’d hoped she’d punched our dad so hard in the face that her knuckles got hurt, but it was more likely that she’d been thrown against the wall. Another time, my dad threw my thirteen-year-old sister fully clothed into an ice-cold shower because she was upset—and what better way to help a teenage girl deal with her problems than to force her into a freezing-cold shower while screaming, “You’re hysterical! You’re hysterical! You’re hysterical!”

My sister may have had it bad, but she also made my life a living nightmare. While she’d already chased me around the house with a knife more than once, it was in Laurel that our domestic violence routine officially began.

“Mom pays kids to be your friends!” my sister yelled as she pushed me out of the house and locked the door. I was naked except my underpants. When I ran to the back of the town house, she dumped a bucket of cold water on me from the window above. So now I was naked except for a droopy pair of wet underpants. I sat behind the house shivering—knowing all the neighbors, including kids from my school, could see me. After a few hours, I walked barefoot to the playground across the street and sat on a swing till a girl came out and offered me an old football jersey.

My parents were gone for the day, and my sister kept me locked out until she heard their car pull up. I snuck through the sliding-glass door and up to my room and pretended nothing had happened, because I felt obliged to protect her. Even though she tortured me relentlessly for years, I always felt sorry for Goodtimes. She had been identified early on as the “troubled, pretty” girl. And I was the “smart” one. My mother always said I had the better deal, because pretty fades but smart is forever. So, I spent a lot of my life, even sitting outside in wet underwear, thinking I was the lucky one.
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Goodtimes and me on Santa’s lap. Laurel, Maryland, 1976




The Sun Will Come Out

MY FIRST EXPERIENCE OF SERIOUS MUSICAL PERFORMANCE CAME courtesy of my friend Maureen Gaines, the most enthusiastic member of our school music class. She was a skinny white girl with a Dorothy Hamill haircut and a tiny mouth, like a mouse with big brown eyes.

Though I sang along at top volume to my Tony DeFranco records in my bedroom, I just moved my lips, faking it in chorus class, while Maureen sang her little lungs out. Because she was my closest friend, I joined her when she started taking guitar lessons after school from our music teacher, Mrs. Matthews, a blond woman who looked exactly like John Denver.

We practiced on Maureen’s guitar every day after school. It was the size of a stand-up bass next to our small frames, so we had to carry it together in its massive case. We borrowed a cassette player from her dad, and when we weren’t pretending we had a radio show on it, we would listen to a tape of Mrs. Matthews explaining how to play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” over and over.

When we had to play our “Twinkle, Twinkle” solos in front of the whole class, we asked to go last. We were the only girls, and the ten or so boys each breezed through the song like mini Eric Claptons dumbing it down at a holiday party. And then I had to play. I’d practiced so hard, but as I hit the second note, the boys began laughing, and my confidence left my body like a ghost.

I stumbled through the song, messing up constantly, and then handed the guitar to Maureen, whose face was so red it looked like she was sweating blood. Her performance elicited knee-slapping laughter. Comments were made about girls not being able to play guitar. She did it anyway—she played the song all the way through. But that was the end of guitar lessons for us.

A few weeks later, Maureen informed me that she was trying out for the school musical. She begged me to go with her for moral support, so I spent my recess listening to forty kids struggle through the song “Tomorrow” from Annie. Maureen was really good. I thought she had a great chance of getting the lead, and then Mrs. Matthews called me up. I tried to say I was just, you know, “there,” and I didn’t want to try out. But she made me sing, for which I am forever grateful.

I thought I was going to pee my pants as I walked to the front of that classroom. And then I took a deep breath and sang the motherfucking shit out of “Tomorrow.” Mrs. Matthews looked like she was watching a squirrel on water skis when I hit the high notes at the end of the last chorus with ease.

The next day we found out that Maureen was cast as an unnamed orphan. I was Annie.

My mom bought me the Andrea McArdle Broadway soundtrack version of Annie and I memorized every quaver in her voice. I practiced every day until bedtime, lifting the needle and putting it back just enough so I could work on my sore spots. I’d once heard in a movie that you have to sing so people in the back can hear you, so I sang as loud as I could.

As rehearsals started, things got weird. School staffers kept wandering in and whispering into Mrs. Matthews’s ear. Eventually, Mrs. Matthews told us that our musical was now going to be a mash-up of the musicals Annie and Oliver—the boy musical also about being an orphan. There was a new round of auditions and a scrawny kid named Timmie Thomas, who happened to be the only English kid at our school, got the lead part.

I later found out Timmie’s mom had complained to the school board about Annie being almost all girls. She said it was “discriminating against boys.” All I knew was that half my songs were cut so Timmie could make everyone cry with that stupid “Where Is Love” song. Also, Mrs. Matthews had to craft a combination villain character out of Miss Hannigan and Fagin. That is some kind of bullshit!

The musical ended up like a porno: the storylines didn’t make sense and random people walked on- and offstage at odd times. Then, the cum shot: me standing next to a red stuffed dog singing “Maybe.” The song was about a girl hoping someone would show up and save her from her shitty situation. I sang “Tomorrow” to the best of my ability, but “Maybe” I sang from inside my bones.

We did two shows, one during the day for our classmates and one at night for parents. I was good at the matinee, but I killed it at the nighttime show. Now everyone knew I could sing—including me. I’d finally found a way to express my innermost self and I wanted to feel the way I did on that stage again and again, forever and ever.

Afterward, as we walked to the car, my dad said, “Let’s go get ice cream.”

Going to get ice cream in my family was code for “We’re proud of you. You turned off the TV when we told you to” or “You cleaned the whole house like you were on meth.”

As I sat down in the backseat feeling proud of myself, my dad chuckled and said, “Anyone who can make such a fool of themselves in front of so many people deserves an ice cream.”
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My big break! Playing Annie in 1978




Shirley Temple

MY DAD DID NOT HAVE A PARTICULARLY EASY LIFE. TWO OF HIS sisters died young—one after being beaten up on the playground so bad that her lungs collapsed, and the other after being trampled by a horse. His mom really wanted to have another daughter after her youngest died but got him instead, and thus he spent his whole childhood sleeping in a hallway while his older “wanted” brother had a real room. And then in 1971, his dad, a small-plane pilot, died in a plane crash. After my grandpa died, my dad got depressed and stayed that way for a long time. This was the early seventies, when a man going to therapy was about as likely as a woman going to the moon, so he just got drunk a lot, and all his unresolved traumas filled up our house like toxic gas.

Despite his low self-esteem and untreated alcoholism, my dad persevered and was “successful.” He had started as a welder with a high school education when he was nineteen, and by his thirties he was the head of an entire labor union. He’d gone from working-class construction guy to a paper pusher with a big office and two xerox machines.

One night when I was ten, my dad wanted us to go to a nice restaurant and eat surf and turf and pretend we were rich people. It was a Friday, which meant Donny & Marie would come on at eight. The Osmonds had been my first ever concert (I screamed so loud I lost my voice). I had a scrapbook dedicated to them, wrote them endless fan letters, and dreamed about being Marie Osmond like it was my job. All week I looked forward to lying on the floor in our basement watching Donny and Marie ice-skate their way across our huge wooden colonial-style TV set. Instead, that night, I was at the fanciest restaurant in Laurel, Maryland, watching my father’s “rich family out for a nice meal” fantasy blow up in our faces.

My fourteen-year-old sister kept leaving the table to sneak cigarettes in the bathroom. I kept squirming in my chair, asking what time it was. As usual, Dad got drunk before our food arrived and proceeded to get pissed off about some totally stupid thing, like how the kid at the next table had three cherries in her Shirley Temple and I only had one. This wound my dad up like a propeller and sent him whirling around the kitchen door, sticking his shiny, drunk face into the opening where the food came out, yelling, “Goddamn it, only the best for my kid! My kid deserves what every other kid has!”

The manager was insisting we leave, and my dad was acting like we were choosing to leave because this place wasn’t good enough for us. “Get your sister out of the bathroom! We’re leaving!” he shouted in his best Thurston Howell accent.

It was pitch-black and raining as my dad warmed up the car. All I was thinking was how happy I was that we’d left the restaurant. I would probably only miss the first five minutes of Donny & Marie. From the backseat, I heard my Mom trying to trick my dad into letting her drive because he was way past normal drunk. But he wouldn’t have it.

He peeled out of the parking lot as the storm got worse and began driving way too close to other cars. After a few minutes, my mom told him he was not allowed to drive her children around totally wasted. They started fighting and then my dad just opened the car door at a stoplight and got out. “Okay, you fucking drive then,” he yelled, walking off drunk in a torrential downpour. My mom slid into the driver’s seat, and we drove away. I wish I could say I was worried about my dad staggering around drunk at a busy intersection, but I really just wanted to get home in time to watch Donny & Marie.

As soon as we pulled into our parking spot, I grabbed a bag of Bugles and hightailed it to the basement. Just as Donny and Marie began their opening banter, I heard a loud thud upstairs.

This had happened one time before—oddly, also when I was watching Donny & Marie.

The other time I went upstairs and found a brick that had been thrown through the window with a note tied to it: “Goodtimes is a slut.” We immediately knew the culprit was this Tom Petty–looking kid in the apartments behind our town house who kept asking my sister to go to the movies with him, take a walk, make out with him, suck his dick, whatever. She’d made the hideous mistake of not wanting to do any of those things, and he paid her back with a bouquet of broken glass.

This time, I decided to stay in the basement and watch my favorite show. If Tom Petty Face was throwing bricks again, someone else could clean it up. Even if the world was ending, singing “Paper Roses” with Marie Osmond was how I wanted to go out. Maybe I’d get to see one more costume change before the house exploded.

Then I heard my mom screaming my name. I ran upstairs to find her and my sister crouched down on the kitchen floor. “Get down, Kathleen, your dad is outside with a gun.” My mom turned off the lights and we lay face down with our hands covering the back of our heads like in Dog Day Afternoon. She asked my sister, who was closest to the wall phone, to call the police. As my sister felt her way up the wall and dialed 911, we heard a gunshot outside.

“Hang up the phone,” my mom said. I was sure my dad had killed himself out by the muddy lake behind the town houses. Then we heard another shot, which was just confusing. How does someone shoot themselves twice? Did he do a practice shot first and then blow his brains out?

The phone rang. It was the police calling back. My mom pulled the wall phone down and said, “I’m sorry, my kid was just playing with the phone.”

We sat in silence for a long time. Then out of nowhere, the front door flew open and my dad loudly stumbled in covered with mud. He had the gun in his hand and was playing with the bullets in his coat pocket.

“See, that’s what it will feel like when I’m gone! You’ll finally appreciate me,” he slurred at us as he made his way to the lime-green love seat in the main bedroom.

My dad was still in danger of suiciding, so my mom told us to go tell him how much we loved him. I sat on the floor in front of him like I was a porn actress about to give him a blow job. My prompt was: “Say whatever you can to trick Dad into putting the gun back in the shoebox.” “Daddy, I love you! What would I ever do without you? Please put the gun away.”

My dad drunk-cried and told us we didn’t appreciate him and that was why he faked his suicide and he still might kill himself because no one loved him. While everything in me wanted to scream “I don’t love you! I fucking hate you!” into his face, I kept repeating soothing lies to him, like I was Laura Ingalls Wilder and he was Pa and this was all just some crazy misunderstanding. I thanked him for our rented town house and for taking us to Disney World and anything else I could think of. It felt like two full episodes of Donny & Marie had flown by, but it was actually more like ten minutes. And it worked. Dad put the gun away.

After “the gun incident,” I was terrified of my father, convinced he’d get drunk one night and kill us all in our sleep. It was not reassuring that my mom called us “flowers in his garden,” free for him to smell or touch or rip up from the roots as he wished. So I started saying the Lord’s Prayer every night before I fell asleep. I didn’t believe in God, but I wanted to cover my bases in case I didn’t wake up.




My First Foray into Performance Art

MY FAVORITE THING TO DO BESIDES SINGING ALONG TO RECORDS was to roller-skate. Every weekend I could, I went to the Wheel-a-While skating rink, crisscrossing my way around the corners while “Cold as Ice” by Foreigner played loudly through the speakers. I wore tight corduroys and T-shirts that said things like “Keep on Trucking,” fully embodying the promise of what someone named Li’l Goodtimes could be. This Li’l Goodtimes was Kristy McNichol and Matt Dillon rolled into one. This Li’l Goodtimes could sing every lyric to “More Than a Feeling” while skating backward. She was a ten-year-old motherfucker, a bat outta hell, a hokeypokey monster who could drink 7Up by the gallon.

In reality, I was a straight-A student who tutored younger kids and was a decent roller skater, while my sister, Goodtimes, could do flips and twirls and Dorothy Hamill–type shit at the rink but was terrible at school. Once she brought home her report card and asked me to change the F’s to D’s on the typewriter. By the time I was done, she had all D’s and one C. To celebrate, my parents bought her a pair of $248 roller skates.

I asked my mom why Goodtimes had a bad report card and got the best skates available, and I got straight A’s and still had cheap ones from Sears.

“Your sister needs the encouragement,” my mother told me. “We need to reward her so she doesn’t fail out of school.”

“If I get straight D’s will you give me two hundred forty-eight dollars?” I asked.

We were at the breakfast table and my dad got in my face and called me a spoilsport brat. When I began to cry, he taunted me: “Go ahead and cry, spoiled little baby, wah, wah, wah! Oh, is the little baby gonna cry?” Like he was my sadistic older brother instead of my dad.

I shoved three big spoonfuls of Frosted Flakes into my mouth, chewed them briefly, and held them in my cheeks like a squirrel. I took my feet out from under the table and sat sidesaddle on the chair, preparing for a speedy exit.

“Oh, poor baby didn’t get what she wanted? You gonna cry now, baby?” my dad went on. Without warning I spat the contents of my mouth into my dad’s face and ran as fast as I could toward the stairs. I could feel his hands reaching for my ankles as I ran up them, knowing if he caught me, I’d be dragged down face-first. I made it to my sister’s room and locked the door.

My dad violently banged on the door. I was sure he was going to punch a hole through it or break it down and kill me, but I didn’t care. Seeing him with chewed-up food all over his face was worth it. My first performance piece was a resounding success.




Famous in a Bad Way

When a sandwich bag of small black seeds was passed around at the junior high, legend has it that most people only took a few, but that Goodtimes took a huge handful and downed them with a Dr Pepper.

I was alone at the town house when my sister came home from school with her friend Shelly. She was acting super weird, like she was drunk, but Shelly told me she’d been hit in the head with a softball at school and just needed to lie down. Goodtimes kept getting up, though, and was doing strange things like opening and closing the fridge while laughing and screaming in a way that terrified me.

I called my mom at the psych ward, where she worked, and told her to come home as soon as she could. After calling her, everything in my body started screaming “Emergency!” and I ran to a neighbor’s house for help. So many worst case scenarios started running through my head; I wondered, was Goodtimes seconds away from stabbing herself with a kitchen knife or banging her head into a wall till she died? I felt like I needed an adult to help control her. When our neighbor saw her he said, “We need to go to the hospital.” I cajoled my sister into the backseat and climbed in next to her. Just as we were pulling away my mom arrived and jumped in the passenger seat.

Goodtimes got the idea that we were going to the roller rink, which was awesome because it distracted her from screaming out frightening things in a voice that sounded to me like a demon. She kept asking me how she looked and demanded I hold up a pretend mirror. When we got to the emergency room, she grabbed a gurney and started pushing it, flourishing imaginary skates, thinking we’d made it to the roller rink.

Then she was taken into the ICU and disappeared into an imaginary darkness I couldn’t save her from. I was too young to be in the room where she was slipping into a coma, so I sat in an anonymous chair byself while my mom went to be with her.

One of my sister’s friends who’d only taken a few seeds heard my sister was in a coma and called poison control to describe what they’d taken. Even though this girl could’ve just slept it off and not said anything, she spoke up and saved my sister’s life. Her call led to the final diagnosis of jimsonweed poisoning. Jimsonweed is a close relative of deadly nightshade, and if you take enough of it, you hallucinate until you die.

At school, I went from being known as a “good singer” after my Annie performance to “the girl whose sister overdosed.” I held my books too close to my chest while kids pointed at me, saying stuff like, “She’s the one whose sister is in a coma.” One kid stopped me in the hallway and said, “I heard your sister choked on a hamburger bun and died.” In the school library, as I searched for a book about Lucille Ball for my book report, a teacher I didn’t know walked over to me and offered her condolences.

“For what?” I said.

“For your sister’s passing,” she replied.

I dropped my books and ran to the principal’s office to call my mom. “I was just at the hospital,” she said. “I can assure you your sister’s not dead.”

“But a teacher told me,” I implored.

“It’s okay, Kathleen. People just want to be involved. They think it’s exciting.”

A few nights later my mom and I were watching the local news when they announced that the girl who had OD’d at the local junior high school had died. We called the hospital and couldn’t get anyone to tell us anything, so we drove a hundred miles an hour to check on her. Goodtimes was still in a coma, but she was alive.

Looking back on it now, I realize I got a lot of unwanted media training during that time. I learned that people love to attach themselves to fame even if it involves disaster, and that journalists are not always accurate.

I was definitely famous in Laurel now, but not for something good.
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