
I’ve watched too many young girls experience this kind of trauma and the consequences. Choices is a book that will encourage deeper understanding and a dialogue about these very prevalent and disturbing teen issues.
—Terry Steege Women’s health care nurse practitioner Grandview Clinic, Ironwood, MI
After eighteen years as a school counselor, I know that teens are hungry for stories that reflect their lives. They want to see characters go through difficult times and come out the other side, changed but better. I highly recommend Choices. This book will empower readers and give them hope. An important read for teens everywhere!
—H. E. Fleishman MS, educational psychology Los Angeles, CA
A riveting and noteworthy young adult novel to which all ages can relate. Choices explores sensitive topics in a compelling and engrossing story.
—Kathy Costa Youth Outreach Librarian Santa Fe, NM
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My Worst Nightmare(Wasn’t so Bad)
I’ll Sue That SOB, But What’s His Name?
I wanted to look just right. Lifting a few earrings out of my jewelry box, I held them up to myself in the mirror, one at a time. The peridot dangles were perfection with my lime-green sweater and black jeans.
Oh yeah, I was ready.
Mel, Dakota, Jenna, and I were going to Cherry Creek High’s basketball game. It took several days, but Mom finally convinced my Dad that I’d be safe going out to a night basketball game. Jeez. She was all smart about it too, deemphasizing the coed environment factor and playing up the fun I’d have going to the game with my girlfriends from school. Just Innocent—with a capital I—fun.
Getting all A’s on my report card didn’t hurt either.
Still, with a father like mine, it might be a year before I’d get to go out at night again. I dabbed a little of my new lip gloss on and read the label: “Hot Stuff.” I smoothed on some more and dusted my cheeks with blush.
I examined myself up close. My breath formed a circular pool of mist on the mirror’s smooth surface. Grandma had given me the mirror for my fifth birthday and told me it was magic, like the one in Snow White. Though I could only see the top of my head at the time, I believed that the taller I grew and the more visible I became the more beautiful I’d be. Someday, I thought, I’ll be the fairest of them all, just like Snow White. Roses and tiny clusters of leaves were carved into the mirror’s wide, silvered frame. The mirror had been Grandma’s from the time she was a young girl until my grandfather died, and then she’d given it to me. Of everything in my room, it was my most favorite.
The girl I was and the person I was becoming stared back. The fairest? Maybe not, but I was really OK with how I’d turned out. My toffee-colored hair was long and full. My round, wide-set eyes were the shape of Mom’s. They were the blue-green color of my father’s; I had his straight nose and high cheekbones, too.
People often said I should be a model, but I was way too shy for that. My mother told me I’d gotten the “best of both of them,” but in my opinion, I was really more a combination of Grandma and my Aunt Sarah.
“Kara, Mel’s here!” Mom called.
I grabbed my leather jacket from the bed and raced downstairs.
The parental gauntlet was lined up by the front door. I had to pass inspection just to get out of my own freaking house. Thank God there were only two of them. My father would typically say I had on too much makeup or tell me to change my sweater because it was “too small.” All I ever got to do was go to church, school, or dumb sleepover parties.
Mel was standing beside my Dad. She winked at me when he gave me his usual, the worried once-over. His face was a mask of sadness. Mel’s excuse for my father’s weirdness was that he probably loved me too much, but I knew better. He never wanted me to look hot. God forbid I might be attractive to a boy. Why couldn’t he just be proud of me or engage in some normal fatherly activity?
“Don’t be late,” he said, all serious. “Fab earrings,” Mel said.
I smiled at Mel and scooted by my father.
“You look great, sweetie. Got your cell phone?” Mom asked. I nodded and patted my jacket pocket.
Mom touched my shoulder as I passed her. “Have a good time.” And Mel and I were out the door.
Free!
Dakota and Jenna had already been picked up. I climbed in back with them, and Mel sat up front with her mom.
What a pitiful foursome: Stuck in an all-girls school, none of us had boyfriends or driver’s licenses. We were pathetic, no doubt. We laughed, talked, and squealed the whole way to the game. Our excitement filled the Subaru, gushing out of us like first-time nominees on their way to the Academy Awards. Or something bigger, something unimaginable.
I swear, I felt so alive, like my whole life was about to begin. I was really out, at night, with tons of other kids, a part of the real world. It was about time.
The front of Cherry Creek High was a swarm of kids. Luckily, we already had our tickets.
“I’ll meet you by the entrance to the parking lot at nine thirty. Have fun!” Mel’s mom called.
We burst out of the car a few minutes before game time.
The air in the overcrowded gym had a moist, sweaty smell. The bleachers were jammed, pulsing with noise and energy.
“This is so awesome!” I shouted to Mel. Mel nodded and pointed to a place in the second row on the Cherry Creek side. There were no open seats but, as usual, we all followed Mel anyway.
“Can’t you guys squeeze in? Jeez!” Mel yelled as we climbed over some Cherry Creek girls. They grudgingly moved over, letting the four of us wedge ourselves into a space on the bleachers barely big enough for two.
The snotty Cherry Creek girls sneered, and Mel sneered back. Mel had the best sneer. She could make anyone feel like dirt in a flash.
The gym was sweltering hot. I took my jacket off, shoved it under me, and smiled to myself. Not only had I wrestled permission from my parents to go to a night game, now Mel had scored us great seats.
“JAKE, JAKE, JAKE!!!”
And then I saw him: Jake Dodson, charging down the court full speed, dribbling the ball so fast I could barely see it. All muscled and lean, Jake’s thick hair moved up and down with his giant strides.
In a word—gorgeous.
He was totally amazing. Jake stopped short and hit a perfect shot before I could let out my breath. The crowd went wild.
“JAKE, JAKE, JAKE!!!”
The four of us screamed and clapped along with everyone else. “Isn’t he so awesome? His picture is in the paper all the time!”
Dakota shouted over the excited crowd.
I never read the Denver Post or the Rocky Mountain News unless I had to cut out an article for current events in global studies class. No way did I ever read the sports page. But I would now.
Dakota knows everything about public school stuff. Her mother is a counselor at one of the middle schools, and her father is the assistant football coach at Cherry Creek. Even though this game had been sold out, Dakota’s dad was able to get us tickets.
In between Jake’s scoring about a million points and the crowd’s screams, Dakota told us he was a senior and the captain of the basketball team. She said he was the coolest boy in the coolest crowd of any school in Denver. No doubt.
Cherry Creek slaughtered the other team, a total massacre. They won by sixty-three points, and Jake scored most of them.
The bleachers emptied.
Jenna, Dakota, and Mel went to wait in the long bathroom line while I hung out by the concession stand in a total happiness trance.
Kids shrieked and screamed at the Cherry Creek guys when they left their locker room. Girls and boys were pushing and shoving to get closer to the team; it was like they were celebrities. Boys high-fived Jake, and girls reached up to pat him on the back. Some nervy blond girl even touched the back of Jake’s hair.
Jake’s eyes grazed the room. Then he saw me, and his eyes kind of locked on me. Intense. I smiled and glanced over at the bathroom, a slight panic thumping my heart. Where was Mel? My friends?
I looked back to see Jake still smiling, big—right at me. He said something to the rest of the guys and started toward the concession stand. He was headed toward me. I glanced behind me and next to me. Jake had to be heading for someone else, not me. Maybe he wanted a Frito pie or a hot dog? Then Jake was there, standing right in front of me—all six feet, three inches of him.
“Hey. Like the game?”
“It was awesome. You were awesome!” Ugh. Why did I say that? I felt my face getting all hot.
“Thanks. Haven’t seen you around. You go to Cherry Creek?”
“No.”
“East High?”
“Saint Ursula’s.” Double ugh. Admitting that I went to Saint Ursula’s Academy for Girls was sure to end the most incredible moment of my life before it even began.
“Cool. I hear that’s a pretty good school. What’s your name?”
“Kara.”
“Mine’s Jake.”
Oh yeah it is. Like everybody didn’t know; like he wasn’t famous, a superstar.
Mel and Dakota walked out of the bathroom, blabbing away. Then Mel saw me. She stopped and grabbed Dakota’s arm. They froze midstep—wide-eyed and drop-jawed. Jenna was last out. Mel pointed in my direction and pulled her over beside them. The three goggle-eyed girls stood there, gawking at Jake talking to me.
Thank God Jake had his back to them.
“There’s a party after the game, at a friend’s house. Want to go?”
Omigod. Me? Me? “Um, I can’t.”
Jake seemed blown away. No sane girl in Denver would say no to him. The only girl stupid enough to say no would be a pathetic girl from Saint Ursula’s, a girl with a ten o’clock curfew.
“Oh. You here with someone?”
“Yeah, sort of,” I muttered, unable to arrange two coherent thoughts.
Jake took a program from a pile on the concession stand and reached into his jacket pocket for a pen. “What’s your last name, Ms. Kara? Give me your number, and I’ll call you sometime.”
My hand trembled, and my writing was pathetic scribble, but I wrote “Kara MacNeill” and my cell number on the program and handed it back.
“Cool. Thanks.” Jake smiled. He nodded to me and walked off. I had one single thought: He has the best smile on the planet. Mel, Dakota, and Jenna ran over to me, their voices merging into one huge blurt of questions.
“Did he just, like, walk over to you?”
“Omigod, was that Jake? Jake Dodson?”
“What did he say?”
“Did he, like, ask you out?”
All I could manage to say was, “Yes.” I was in a daze, staring at the floor where Jake had stood, like it was holy ground. My whole life had changed in a nanosecond.
“Oh, WOW. Really?”
“Omigod! He’s so gorgeous, an absolute god!”
“Jenna, please. Let us not blaspheme.” Mel’s imitation of our homeroom teacher, Sister Elaine, was perfect. We all laughed.
My mind was a blur, afloat in an ultimate dream world instead of my usual boring reality. My friends were really excited for me, and maybe just a little jealous.
My feet kind of glided across the front lawn after Mel’s mother dropped me off. I bounded through the entryway, down the hall, and into the den. All I could think about was Jake’s face, his smile, his deep voice.
My parents had the television tuned to CNN. My mother was sitting on the edge of the beige sofa working on a needlepoint, her brow set in a squint of concentration. My father sipped his Scotch and made some notes on a legal pad he was balancing on his lap. He glanced at his watch. “You’re late.”
The ice tinkled, the amber liquid in his glass created a little cyclone as he swirled his drink and rested it carefully on the arm of his chair.
Mom looked up from her stitching and smiled. “Did you have fun?”
“Yeah, it was pretty great. Cherry Creek killed them.”
My father tapped his finger on the face of his watch. “Your curfew was ten.”
“Sorry, Dad. It’s only ten minutes. We dropped Jenna off first.”
“She knows, Bill,” Mom said. “Next time she’ll ask to be dropped off first, won’t you, hon?”
Next time. If my mother weren’t around, there wouldn’t be one. “Yeah, I will, promise.”
My father sighed, took another sip of his Scotch, and returned to his paperwork.
Phew.
“OK, ’night,” I called and took the stairs two at a time up to my room. I couldn’t wait to get away from them so I could think about Jake in the quiet of my room. I wanted to remember every detail about him, our conversation, the way he’d zoomed into my eyes with his crystal blue ones.
I needed to figure out a way to see him again, to go out with him. The idea of actually going out with a guy seemed impossible. My parents could never know.
I closed my bedroom door and sat down at my desk, still floating. My phone rang, and I pulled it out of my pocket. I didn’t recognize the number.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s Jake Dodson. How’s it going?”
“Um, fine.” I sounded so lame!
“The party was a total bore. I left early, thinking about you. Wish you could have come along,” he said.
“Yeah, um, sorry.” I couldn’t believe it was Jake, calling me. His voice was deep, as beautiful as his smile—and my replies were pitiful.
“There’s gonna be a party after my game next Friday. Think you can make it?” he asked.
“Uh, what time…where will it be?” I had no idea how I would get out but…whatever it took.
“The usual. About ten or so. It’ll be at Dell’s. He’s on the team.” I twisted a piece of my hair around my finger until I’d cut off the circulation and thought of Jake’s smile.
“I think so, but, um, can I, like … get back to you?”
Jake was silent for a second, probably thinking how pathetic I was, probably wishing he hadn’t called and wondering why I couldn’t just say “Yes” or “No” like a normal person. My mind raced. What cool thing could I say? How to not sound like a total, drooling bore?
“Sure, just call my cell and let me know. Call me anytime.” Jake paused then said, “See you soon, Kara.”
And he was gone.
“Bye,” I said to a dead phone, my sweaty fingers still clutching it.
This was real. Jake was asking me out. He wanted to see me again, to take me to a cool party with all his cool friends.
Omigod. Omigod.
I was so jazzed I thought I might burst into a zillion pieces.
Rules, ludicrous rules—at school, at home, everywhere— strangling my life, squeezing it into a tiny box and clamping down on the lid.
A ten o’clock curfew for a fifteen-year-old was so lame.
One of the gazillion ridiculous rules my father had was no going out with guys until I turned seventeen. In two years my curfew would be ten-thirty. Whoopee. Nothing even started happening in Denver until after ten. Who was going to ask me out for a half-hour date? No one. Definitely not Jake.
My parents were in their bedroom with the door closed. The ten o’clock news droned out into the hallway from their TV. I grabbed an extra pillow from the linen closet and carried it back to my room, tiptoeing. Jake would be out in the alley behind my garage in a few minutes. I could hardly wait.
Jake had three hours of basketball practice every day, and then there was me, locked away on the opposite end of town at Saint Ursula’s All-Girls Prison. At night, I was trapped in my own private jail: home. For Jake and me, getting together was almost impossible. Almost.
I laid three pillows lengthwise on my mattress and covered them with my comforter then smashed and pounded them into the shape of me, sound asleep. It looked pretty real, too. Maybe a long wig would make it even better. I made a mental note to search through my box of old Halloween costumes in the basement.
My control freak father was never going to change my curfew or let me go out at night. The only option was to sneak out my window, crawl across the roof, and then climb down the lattice to the driveway. This would be my second time, and I was already pretty good at it.
Jake was absolutely the most beautiful boy ever—in the movies, in magazines, anywhere. His hair was deep brown with hints of auburn when the light hit it; thick black lashes set off his ice-blue eyes perfectly. I loved the way his hair fell over one eye sometimes and the way he threw his head back when he laughed. If things kept going right with us, sneaking out could be a regular thing.
And Jake was so worth it.
Ultra wired and excited, I almost slipped and fell going down the dumb lattice. The ultimate bummer would be breaking a leg and getting grounded for the rest of high school. I sprinted across my backyard and down the alley behind my house.
Jake was standing in the shadows of the street lamp, warming his face with gloved hands. When he saw me, he broke into a huge grin.
“Hey. Am I late?”
“No. You’re perfect,” he said, beaming his killer smile at me. Omigod. I smiled right back.
Jake opened the car door for me, and I slid in. He was wearing his red and white Cherry Creek jacket. “DODSON” blazed across the back of it in big white letters; underneath his name was his number, 21.
My whole body was tingly, on fire.
After we drove out of the alley and away from my neighborhood, I started to relax.
“Like Bob Marley?” Jake put a CD into the player. “Oh yeah, he’s awesome.”
Jake cranked up the volume. “Soul Captive” blasted through the car.
The cold winter air, the music, being with Jake, all of it felt magical. “Ever been to a bonfire?” Jake asked.
“No.”
I’d never been anywhere. Anywhere.
We drove to the other side of town. About twenty cars were parked in a dirt lot next to a big, open field. Jake pulled in.
“I think you’ll like this,” he said, and leaned across my lap to unlatch my door and push it open. The light above the dash went on.
Jake’s long body was touching my jeans, my legs. My heart almost stopped. He pulled himself back into his seat and sat there, his eyes fixed on me. The car light was shining on Jake’s perfectly straight white teeth and the thick, gorgeous hair that spilled over his forehead. I wanted like crazy to touch it. His eyes stayed focused on me.
“Is something wrong?” I asked.
In the surrounding blackness, sticks crunched under sneakers. Kids were talking and laughing.
Jake stared deep into my eyes, a grin creeping across his face. “Not a thing. It’s just you. You’re really pretty.” Jake turned and opened his own door, signaling to me with his hand. “Come on, beauty. Let’s go.”
I floated out of his car, a lit match against the dark night sky. Giant logs, scraps of lumber, and tree branches were heaped in a pile on top of a mound of ash and charred wood in the middle of the field. A few cases of beer and bottles of liquor were stacked near one of the parked cars.
Jake walked over to a guy who was taking bags of ice out of the trunk of a car.
“Kara, this is Dell. Dell’s on the team.”
Dell turned from his ice bag duties and saluted me. I recognized him from the game. He was tall and huskier than Jake, not nearly as good looking.
“Hey there.” He nodded to Jake and raised an eyebrow, like he approved of me.
“We’re just about to light ’er up. There’s a party at my house after. The ’rents are away.”
“Cool,” Jake said, he turned to me. “Sound good?”
It was a moonless night. I could barely see his face, and I hoped my nervousness didn’t show. “Maybe,” I said, afraid to stay out too late and push my luck, but much more afraid to admit it.
Jake popped the top of a can of beer and offered it to me. “No. No, thanks.”
“Don’t like beer?” Dell asked. “We’ve got plenty of other treats. How about a melon cooler?” He reached for a six-pack.
“Thanks, I’m good.”
A whoop exploded from the crowd as someone put a lit torch to the pile of wood. The roar from the fire was intense.
Loud. Crackling. Explosive. “Kerosene does the trick,” Jake said.
“Every time,” Dell replied, and they clinked their beer bottles in a toast.
Jake took my hand and led me over to the crowd by the fire. I could see faces now. None of them were familiar, and all of them were older than mine.
A group of girls stood next to us. The same girls I’d seen crawling all over Jake by the locker room after his game.
Jake nodded to them and pointed at me. “Kara, meet ‘the girls’; girls, this is Kara.”
Some mumbled “heys” drifted my way. Their eyes moved up and down, up and down. They exchanged glances, checking me out.
“Cheerleaders,” Jake whispered into my ear and put an arm around me, pulling me close. My body grew hot, alive.
The fire roared. Sparks and burning ash flew high above us and disappeared into the clear, cold sky.
“Cool, huh? I love fires,” Jake said. “Me too.”
We stood there, watching it burn, hypnotized by the flames. Somebody passed a bottle of tequila around. I handed it to Jake when it came by. He took a long swig and passed it on.
The cheerleaders sipped their melon coolers and snubbed me. I didn’t care. I was with Jake, and they weren’t. Jealous wannabes.
The bonfire burned down to hot embers, and everybody caravanned over to Dell’s house. Jake and I were up front, the leaders.
Jake parked in front of a house. No lights were on. The neighbors’ houses on either side were dark, too. Dell was right behind us and pulled his car into the driveway. He sprinted up to the house and turned on some lights, and then he signaled for Jake to help him with the trunk-load of beer. They hefted a case of Bud Light out of the trunk. I grabbed two six-packs of melon coolers, one in each hand, and followed them down a flagstone path to the backyard.
They put the case down next to the back steps, and Dell lit a joint. The marijuana smell was strong and unfamiliar. I’d never seen a joint up close. Dell took a long pull and then offered it to Jake.
Jake shook his head and grabbed a beer from the case. “No thanks, bro.”
Dell gulped the smoke down into his lungs and closed his eyes. Then he opened them, holding the orange-tipped joint out to me, his eyebrows raised.
“No, thanks,” I said.
Dell exhaled long and low.
“Really good shit. You guys are missin’ out,” Dell said, shaking his head with disapproval. He opened the back door to the house with his key and flicked on the overhead lights. Jake and I followed him into the kitchen.
Dell’s house was similar to mine—older construction, beamed ceilings, wainscoting, and dark, wide-plank wood floors, with an almost identical layout.
We walked down the long hallway from the kitchen to the den. More kids were flooding in through the front door. Someone in the living room put on a Led Zeppelin CD, ultra loud.
“Won’t Dell’s parents get mad if they find out?” I asked Jake. “Mine would kill me.”
“Mine too,” Jake grinned. “Not Dell’s. His father won’t even notice we’ve been here when they get back. His stepmom won’t either. They know how to ‘partay’ themselves, if you know what I mean.”
I shook my head. I really didn’t.
“Well, like the first time Dell ever smoked a joint? He stole it from his dad’s stash. Like that. He and his dad share a joint once in a while and shoot the shit.”
“Oh,” I said. “Wow.” Unimaginable. “Where’s his mother?”
I glanced around the den. Unlike my own place-for-everythingand-everything-in-its-place house, Dell’s was messy and funky. A dusty, odd clutter of tchotchkes and Asian, African, and old hippie artifacts scattered in a mishmash arrangement decorated their built-in bookshelves.
“Dell’s parents got divorced when he was seven. I think his mother lives on the West Coast somewhere. San Francisco maybe? Dell doesn’t hear from her much. She married some rich dude a while back. His dad is cool, though,” Jake said. “Way cool. Dell gets along good with him. He never gets in Dell’s face about anything, even homework and bad grades.”
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