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I pulled the pillow tighter over my head, but Jason's voice cut through the fabric like a knife.

"What the hell is this crap? You call this dinner?" The sound of a plate slamming against the kitchen counter made me flinch. "A fucking dog wouldn't eat this shit."

My fingers dug into the pillow case. The familiar knot in my stomach tightened as Mom's quiet voice tried to placate him.

"I'm sorry, Jason. I can make something else-"

"Don't bother. You'll just fuck that up too."

I rolled onto my back, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars I'd stuck to my ceiling when I was twelve. They'd lost their shine years ago, just like Mom's spirit. The mattress springs creaked as I shifted, and I caught myself holding my breath, hoping the noise wouldn't draw his attention upstairs.

More crashes from the kitchen. Mom's hushed crying.

"Clean this mess up," Jason barked. "I'm going out."

The front door slammed so hard my window rattled. If he hated her cooking so much, he could drag his ass into the kitchen and make his own dinner. But that would require actual work, and God forbid Jason Miller lift a finger in this house unless it was to point out someone else's failures.

The stairs groaned under heavy footsteps – Mom coming up to hide in her room like always. I waited for her door to click shut before letting out the breath I'd been holding. Through the wall, I could hear her muffled sobs.

I reached behind my pillow, fingers finding the matted fur of my ALF doll. "At least you're still here." I traced the seam along his belly, remembering the day Dad gave him to me. He’d shown up a year ago? A year and a half? Wanting a day out with his daughter. We’d gone out for burgers, but the whole time I could tell his mind was elsewhere. He’d asked what I was into, and that show was the first thing to come to mind.

The memory blurred as tears welled up. Dad had tried, I guess. But those moments were rare islands in an ocean of absence - missed birthdays, empty seats at school plays, holidays spent wondering if he'd even call.

A tear splashed onto ALF's nose. I wiped it away with my sleeve, then roughly brushed the wetness from my cheeks.

"Not today." My voice came out harder than intended. Life had already taken enough - my teens, my mother's backbone, any illusion of having a real family. It wasn't getting my tears too.

The red numbers on my digital clock blinked 7:54 PM. I dropped ALF back behind my pillow and swung my legs over the side of the bed. The carpet scratched against my bare feet as I padded across the room to the stack of magazines piled in the corner.

My fingers trailed over glossy covers - fresh-faced models beaming false promises of beauty secrets and dating advice. The Glamour issues Mom kept buying me sat pristine and barely touched. A few scattered Rolling Stones chronicled bands I'd pretended to like when fitting in seemed important. And buried beneath them all, my embarrassing collection of Sassy magazines, dog-eared and worn from countless re-reads.

I flipped through a Seventeen, the pages crackling with those stupid perfume samples that gave me headaches. Same old recycled articles about how to catch a boyfriend's attention - as if that was all girls should care about.

A soft thunk against my window made me freeze. I held my breath, listening. The sound came again - distinct this time, like a pebble hitting glass.

The third tap had me crossing to the window, magazine forgotten on the floor. My heart picked up speed as I reached for the curtain.

I pulled back the curtain. Jackie stood in the yard below, her black hair a wild halo in the twilight. Her arms were crossed over her chest, but her lips curved into that familiar smirk that always meant trouble.

Sliding the window open, I settled onto the sill and mirrored her pose. The evening air carried the scent of Mom's failed dinner attempt - burnt pot roast and disappointment.

"What's going on?" My whisper carried down to where she stood among Mom's withering flower beds.

"Come on out. They're showing that new slasher flick at the drive-in." Jackie rocked back on her heels. "My sister can sneak us in."

I gripped the window frame, my stomach churning. Jason would lose it if he caught me sneaking out. Last time he'd found my bed empty, he'd waited up all night just to drag me inside by my hair when I finally crept home.

But I knew Jackie. That gleam in her eye, the way she kept shifting her weight from foot to foot - she couldn't care less about whatever B-grade horror movie was playing. This was about finding somewhere dark and private, away from prying eyes and small-town judgment.

The memory of our last "movie night" sent heat crawling up my neck. We'd spent more time in the backseat of her car than watching the screen.

I sighed, already knowing I'd hate myself for this later. "Give me ten minutes."

Before she could respond, I pulled the window shut, cutting off whatever she'd started to say. My heart hammered against my ribs as I turned to survey my room, mentally plotting what to stuff under my covers to make it look like I was sleeping.

I grabbed my old jeans and a sweater from the laundry pile, wadding them into a vaguely human shape under my comforter. The lumps looked too artificial, like bunched fabric rather than a sleeping person. My gaze landed on ALF, still propped against my pillow.

"Sorry, buddy." I snagged him and tucked him beneath the covers where my head would be, adjusting his position until the shape looked natural. His worn fur caught the dim light from my bedside lamp, and for a moment I felt like I was seven again, staging elaborate stuffed animal displays while Dad watched from my doorway.

I stepped back, studying the illusion. The gentle rise of the covers, ALF's bulk creating the perfect silhouette of a head on the pillow – it could pass for me sleeping, at least from the doorway. Jason never came all the way into my room anymore, not since I'd started locking the door at night.

The floorboard near my door creaked under my weight as I eased into the hallway. Mom's sobs drifted from behind her closed door, the sound muffled but unmistakable. My hand lifted, hovering near her doorknob. The last time I'd tried to comfort her after one of Jason's outbursts, she'd accused me of trying to come between them. Said I was just jealous because he paid more attention to her than Dad ever had.

I let my hand drop. The carpet runner swallowed my footsteps as I crept toward the stairs, each careful step accompanied by the soundtrack of my mother's grief.

I reached the bottom of the stairs, my heart pounding against my ribs. The house creaked and settled around me, but beneath those familiar sounds I strained to hear any sign of Jason's return. The kitchen still smelled of burnt meat, the dirty dishes abandoned in the sink.

My fingers traced along the wall as I edged toward the front door. The porch light cast yellow squares across the entryway floor through the decorative window panels. I pressed myself against the wall beside the door, stretching up on my toes to peer through the side window.

Jackie had moved from the flower bed to lean against the massive oak tree, picking at her nails in that impatient way she did when she was trying to act casual. The streetlight caught the teased edges of her hair, making it look almost blue-black against the darkness.

I shifted to check the other side of the yard, holding my breath. The gravel driveway stretched empty and dark toward the street. No sign of Jason's rusty F-150 with its dented fender and peeling paint. The knot in my stomach loosened slightly. He usually spent hours at some dive bar when he stormed out like this, drinking himself mean before coming home to pick more fights.

I eased the front door shut, wincing at the soft click of the latch. The night air brushed cool against my face, carrying the scent of dried leaves and late summer. My heart still pounded, but the tension in my shoulders began to unwind as I stepped onto the porch.

"About time." Jackie pushed off the oak tree. "What were you doing up there, writing your memoir?"

I crossed the patchy lawn, carefully avoiding the spots where the sprinkler had left muddy puddles. "Some of us have to be careful about sneaking out."

"Whatever." She fell into step beside me. "Not like you've got anything better to do on a Friday night."

The words stung, but she wasn't wrong. Most girls our age were probably getting ready for dates or hanging out at someone's house, planning weekend trips to the mall or swapping stories about summer romances. Normal teenage stuff that felt as foreign to me as speaking Chinese.

Jackie's black Nova sat at the curb, its paint gleaming under the streetlight. I slid into the passenger seat, the vinyl cool against my legs. The dashboard was littered with cassette tapes and crumpled fast food wrappers, evidence of all the nights she'd spent driving around town just to avoid going home.

My fingers traced the crack in the armrest. It would've been nice to have actual friends – people who called just to talk about nothing, who wanted to share secrets and clothes and dreams about the future. But Jason had made sure that wasn't possible. The last time someone had called the house for me, he'd ripped the phone cord straight out of the wall and thrown the whole thing across the kitchen, screaming about running up his phone bill.

Jackie slid behind the wheel, the door groaning as she pulled it shut. The engine rumbled to life, but she didn't put it in drive.

"Get to work." She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.

I stared at her, not understanding. A grin spread across her face as she leaned over and smacked the glove compartment. It popped open with a clunk, spilling its contents toward my feet.

My eyes widened at the small plastic baggie nestled among the registration papers and old napkins. The dried green leaves inside caught the glow of the streetlight.

"Seriously?" I scooped up the bag and the packet of rolling papers that had tumbled out with it.

"What, you'd rather be sober for this masterpiece of modern cinema?" Jackie pulled away from the curb, the Nova's engine purring.

I ran my thumb over the rough texture of the rolling paper. The familiar scent of weed drifted up as I opened the baggie. A voice in my head that sounded suspiciously like Jason ranted about drug addicts and deadbeats, but I pushed it aside. If he was going to hate me anyway, might as well give him a real reason.

The motions came naturally now - sprinkle, roll, lick, seal. The paper caught the dashboard lights as I smoothed down the edges. Jackie's hand appeared in my peripheral vision, already reaching for the finished product.

"Nuh uh." I held it away from her grasp. "You drive, I light."
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I coughed, the harsh smoke burning my throat as I took another hit. The giant screen flickered in front of us, Freddy's burned face looming over some forgettable teenager, but I'd lost track of the plot two blunts ago. My head felt light, disconnected from my body in that floaty way that only came from really good weed.

Through the haze of smoke filling Jackie's Nova, I could see her slouched in the driver's seat, her head tipped back against the headrest. Her eyes had that glazed, heavy-lidded look that told me she was just as gone as I was.

"Where'd you score this stuff?" I passed what remained of the joint back to her. "It's way better than that garbage Tommy Reynolds sold me last month. Pretty sure that was just dried lawn clippings and oregano."

Jackie took a long drag, holding the smoke in her lungs before letting it curl out slowly through her nose. "My sister's boyfriend grows it himself. Out in some field behind his parents' farm." She snorted. "Real professional operation he's got going. Probably learned everything he knows from High Times magazine."

"Well, tell him to keep it up." I sank deeper into the seat, watching the smoke dance in the dim light from the movie screen. "This is the first time I've actually felt something besides a headache."

"You should come with next time." Jackie's words came out slightly slurred. "He's always looking for new customers. Plus his parties are wild - way better than watching this garbage." She waved her hand at the screen, where Freddy was transforming some chick into what looked like a cockroach.

Jackie's fingers traced up my thigh, her touch electric even through my jeans. My skin tingled - from the weed, from anticipation, from the way the darkness wrapped around us like a blanket. I turned toward her, catching the gleam in her eyes from the movie screen's glow.

I closed the distance between us, pressing my lips against hers. She tasted like marijuana and cherry lip gloss, a combination that made my head spin even more. Her hand squeezed my leg as she kissed back, gentle but insistent.

When we broke apart, Jackie's signature smirk played across her face. "Here I thought you only hung around for my premium bud and cheap entertainment."

Heat rushed to my cheeks. I grabbed the front of her shirt and pulled her back to me, crushing our lips together with more force this time. She made a surprised sound that melted into a pleased hum. Her fingers tangled in my hair as I deepened the kiss, showing her exactly how wrong that assumption was.

The movie forgotten, Jackie shifted closer, the gear shift digging into my hip as we lost ourselves in each other's touch. My heart thundered in my chest, drowning out even Freddy's maniacal laughter from the speaker box.

A sharp rap against the window shattered our moment. I jerked back so hard I slammed my elbow into the dashboard. Through the fogged glass, I made out the sour face of Mrs. Grimwald, her thin lips pressed into that familiar disapproving line.

My stomach dropped. Of all the people to catch us, it had to be the neighborhood vulture. The same woman who'd called the police when I was twelve because I'd walked across her precious lawn. The same bitter witch who'd spread rumors about my mom after the divorce.

Jackie cranked down her window, letting in a rush of cool night air that did nothing to ease my racing heart. The smoke billowed out around us, and Mrs. Grimwald's face twisted like she'd bitten into a lemon.

"Well, well. If it isn't young Josephine White." Her voice dripped with fake concern. "Does your stepfather know where you are tonight? Or what you're doing?"

I sank lower in my seat, my high evaporating faster than the smoke. Jackie's hand found mine in the darkness, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

"We're just watching the movie, Mrs. Grimwald." Jackie's voice came out steady, but I could feel her trembling next to me.

"Hmph. I may be old, but I'm not blind. Or stupid." She leaned closer, her face filling the window. "The smell alone tells me exactly what you two are up to. And I saw plenty more than that before I knocked."

My throat closed up. Jason would kill me if he found out. Not just about sneaking out, but about Jackie. About everything. The bruises from last time had barely faded.

"I suppose I'll have to have a chat with Jason tomorrow." Mrs. Grimwald straightened up, adjusting her cardigan with precise movements. "Someone needs to know what their stepdaughter is getting up to in parked cars."

My heart hammered against my ribs as Jackie leaned across me, her face inches from the window. "What's wrong, Mrs. Grimwald? Get your kicks watching young women make out? Maybe that's why you're always peeking through those binoculars of yours."

The old woman's face flushed crimson, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. Then the dam broke.

"How dare you! You're both going straight to hell with your sinful, perverted ways. In my day, we didn't tolerate this kind of-" her shrill voice pierced through the night air.

I shrank deeper into the seat, each word hitting like physical blows. More bile spewed from her mouth - words like 'unnatural' and 'abomination' mixing with threats about calling our parents and the police.

Jackie's hand shot out, yanking the speaker box from its mount. The metal pole scraped against the car door as she shoved it away. The window whirred up, cutting off Mrs. Grimwald mid-rant. Through the glass, I could still see her lips moving, face contorted with self-righteous fury.

Jackie slumped back in her seat, all her earlier fire extinguished. "Well," she said, her voice barely a whisper, "that just happened."

Jackie's hand settled on my leg, gentle and warm, but my skin crawled beneath her touch
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