Paral |l el Lives
by J. L. Owens

Jo was cleaning the garage quite vigorously to the sound of the
radio that she failed to see the frame of a figure walk up the
driveway and into the garage. The nusic went silent and

i medi ately Jo turned around. It was the next door neighbor’s
daughter, Kate.

Jo recalled the day they had noved into the nei ghborhood. A big
yel | ow noving van sat in the driveway of the medium sized, white
house on the corner. A mni-van drove up to reveal a famly of
five; a nother and a father, a son and two daughters. Jo’s
eyebrows inmediately lifted as the two girls wal ked up to the
white house in a single file, both blonde haired and bl ue eyed.
At first glance they seened al nost identical, except one | ooked
ol der and the other still had chubby adol escent cheeks. Junior
hi gh, Jo i medi ately thought as she scanned the younger one.
Jo’s eyes followed the older girl in and out of the house al
norning long as the famly unl oaded everything fromthe noving
van. She had pin pointed the older girl’s age to be plus or

m nus of about sixteen years of age, the age of herself. The
efficiency of the famly to renove the boxes and furniture from
the truck made Jo glance at the father’s hair and notice the
buzz cut. Cbviously, mlitary.

Now Jo stood face to face with Kate, the youngest of the
daughters, or what seened to be at |east face to chest, and
gl ar ed.

“Karen says your nusic is too loud and she can hear it in the
backyard.” the young blonde said with a defiant stare.

Jo cocked her head out of the side of the garage to see a figure
lying in alaw chair, in the backyard of the neighbors, tanning
herself to a crisp color of bacon.

“Does your sister always send you over to do her dirty work?” Jo
asked as she turned the radi o back on and tuned the station to
pl ay cl assic ol dies.

The little girl’s hands i medi ately went to her hips and her
bottomlip fell short of the ground. Jo | aughed as she wat ched
the girl stonmp off and away from her.



Since the first day the new nei ghbors had noved in they had been
not hi ng but trouble. True, one of the neighbors was her age but
this only drew interest fromthe nei ghbor boys. |Imediately,
boys and their cars and trucks would start to slowy cruise by,
allowng time to smle and stare. Jo hated this. She wanted

not hing nore but to get away fromthe nmain direction of the
boy’s traffic, and to hide in her house all summer.

A car pulled into the driveway and the driver was all too
famliar. Steven was Jo’s best friend. He stepped over the many
piles of junk as he stopped to pick up a basketball and dribble
it afewtines before yelling catch and throwing it at Jo’s
body. She immedi ately caught it and slamed it into a box beside
her .

“What’s new i n the nei ghborhood?” he asked as he | ooked around
the side of the garage to the nei ghbor’s backyard.

“She’ s sun bathing again,” Jo curdled. “How can anyone |ike that
much sun is beyond ne.”

The sound of the wooden gate opening beside the garage

i mredi ately stopped the conversation and then Karen wal ked into
the front of her yard holding a beach towel and a book. She wore
a two-piece bathing suit in bright florescent colors.

“Are you going to turn your damm nusi c down?” Karen barked.
Jo | ooked at her. “I don't think it’'s that |oud.”

“Ugh, you people are all so rude and creepy, | swear!”
Steven finally spoke, “Wat does that nean?”

“I't nmeans all you honosexual s or whatever you call yourselves,
all need to get away from ne!”

Karen turned away and stonped off. Her front door slamed as she
closed it.

St even | ooked di snayed. Never had he witnessed or been a part of
sonething like that. To blatantly bash soneone because of who
they are. He | ooked at his best friend. She wasn’'t hideous

| ooki ng; she didn’'t have the stench of anything bad. O course
she liked girls, it had al ways been that way but he never had

m nded. After all, he liked girls too.



“Come on,” Jo said in alow alnbst nmuted nmutter. “Let’s go
i nside.”

Later on that day Steven went hone and Jo finished cleaning the
garage. It was a |ong and doughty task, taking al nost the rest
of the afternoon. By the tine she was finished, the garage

| ooked wel |l organi zed and cl ean. Jo sneezed as she wal ked into
t he house and noticed the layers of dirt and grinme on her body.
She inmediately felt the need to take a shower and wash off.

As she turned on the faucet, Jo thought about the first day that
she had cone face to face with Karen. Jo was in her backyard
silently swinging on the tree swing. She was listening to the
nei ghbor girls argue about sonething and the little brother was
throw ng a ball up against the side of the house. The sound of
the sister’s rem nded Jo of mice, the kind of incessant
streaki ng and squeaki ng you would hear fromtwo furry critters
fighting it out over which part of a cage. The only thing that
broke the shrill noise was the sound of a bouncing ball thunping
agai nst the pavenent.

Suddenly the noise of the ball stopped and Jo watched as the
ball flew over the side of the fence into her yard. The

shri eki ng stopped and the boy started to cry. Jo scooped the
ball up into her hands and threw it back over the fence, hearing
it bounce a few tines before soneone caught it. Imrediately, two
bl onde heads popped up fromthe fence and stared at Jo. The
smal l est girl was the first to speak.

“l1 know who you are, ny cousin said you are a dyke.”

The ol dest girl eyes opened wi de at the comment.

“Kate, get down fromhere,” she yelled.

“But Karen, Mary Sue said that . . .”

“l don’t care, get down!”

The ol der girl pulled the younger off the fence and t ook one
| ast | ook at Jo before she too made her way to the ground. Jo
listened to the nmuffled sound of voices for a while and then

went back in the house still stunned and anmused by the little
girl’s comrent.



She had faced honophobi ¢ peopl e before but never soneone as
young as herself. It had al ways been the people out front of
Wal - Mart giving information on the Knight Initiative or the

| ocal politician on the television. On occasion it was Ku Kl ux
Klan nmenbers at the Gay Pride Festival in San Francisco or her
Princi pal at her high school.

“You have to expect this sort of treatnent if you intend to live
as you live.” he once said.

Jo finished her shower, taking a rather | ong one because she
knew as soon as she was out that she would be i mredi ately bor ed.
It was already 2:30 in the afternoon. The garage was cl ean,
Steven was gone and Jo had nothing to do.

Karen read the last line in her book she was reading before
closing it, nmaking sure to nmark the page for next tinme. Her back
had al ready begun to feel burned so she decided her daily sun
bat hi ng was over for the day. She folded her towel and wal ked to
the front door to open it but found a surprise when she
couldn’t. It was | ocked. Oh no, she thought, Mom nust have

| ocked it when they left. Imrediately, Karen ran around to the
back door only to find that it was | ocked too. She pani cked and
started scratching at all the back windows with her fingers.
They woul dn’t budge. She sat there on the back porch for sone
time and thought.

It was thirty mnutes before Karen decided to walk to a

nei ghbors house to call her Mom She felt stupid as she crossed
the street on wth her bare feet. She ran because the pavenent
was hot and it burned. She recalled the tinme that she watched
her Dad’s truck drive away in the heat of the sumrer, |eaving
tar tracks as he left. She knocked on the door and then realized
there was a doorbell so she rang that too. No one answered. She
| ooked in the driveway but there wasn’t a car. She turned and

| ooked at the whol e nei ghborhood and not a car was in sight. The
only sign of anyone around was the open garage at the house next
to her. The house next door.

Karen | ooked at her options. Either I wait all day outside for
sormeone to get honme or | wait at sonmeone el se’s house.

| mredi ately, a car drove by with two young nen. They whistled

| oud as they sped past, calling “hey babe” and “sexy.” Geat,
Karen t hought. Just great.




Jo had been watching for sone tinme while Karen sat on her front
porch. It was obvious that she was | ocked out of her own house.
Jo laughed. It already had been an hour and a half. Karen was

| eani ng her back on the step of her front porch. She | ooked
tired and as if any m nute she was going to fall over. The

weat her channel said it was 101 degrees but Jo didn’'t notice the
heat, after all, she was in an air-conditioned house. Anyone was
suicidal to be outside for longer than 10 m nutes.

Good, Jo thought. She deserves to suffer a little, but only a
little.

Jo went back to watching the tel evision. Tel etubbi es bounced on
the screen and she changed the channel. She never could quite
under stand how peopl e t hought the purple one was gay. | nean,
she thought, he does carry a purse but it’s a children’s show
for crying out |oud. Sonme poor adult nust have been really bored
one day. On the next channel was a great novie about flying

ali ens and how they were bent on destroying the Earth. Jo | ooked
out the wi ndow again at Karen. This tinme she | ooked as if she
was asl eep. She went back watching the television, flipping the
channel s as she got bored.

She paused for a nonent with the renote in her hand and thought
about the heat. Last year Jo was in a soccer tournanment and one
of the nonms on the sideline fainted. The heat had been too nuch
for her. Jo | ooked out the wi ndow again and Karen was in the
sane position she was before.

Jo opened her front door and stared at Karen, unnoving. Wuat if
. . . Jo thought, she fainted or sonething? Wiat if she needs
hel p? Jo took a step forward. What if she m ght be dying or
sonmet hi ng? What if she’'s dead? Jo started to run towards her
And | wat ched her die! She al nbst skidded as she stopped near
Karen and bent down. She put her hand on Karen’s shoul der and

i mredi ately Karen | ooked up, surprised.

“BEww. . . get away fromne!”
Jo junped back startled. “1 just thought you fainted or
sonet hi ng.”

“What’ s your problem freak? Can’t you see | don't |like you?”
Karen stood up. “Go away.”

Jo turned and started wal ki ng back hone. She felt humli at ed.
She felt hurt. She was only trying to help.



Thirty mnutes |ater Karen was still on her front porch, this
time with her towel over her head. Jo had beconme content on

wat chi ng Karen through her wi ndow. Wiy is she being so nean? Jo
thought. Al | had done was nake sure she was okay and what do |
get? | get yelled at. It’s not ny fault she is dunb and | ocked
hersel f out of her house in this heat. Wat ever have | done to
her? The questions filled her head and she found herself
standi ng up and pacing. She felt as if she has swall owed a hard
nmetal ball and it was wei ghing down her stomach.

Jo grabbed her cell phone fromoff of the coffee table and

wal ked out the front door. Karen noticed Jo when she first
opened the front door. She rolled her eyes and gl ared.

“What is up with you, go away!”

“At | east call sonmeone or sonething,” Jo said defiantly, “so you
don’t | ook dunb sitting out here.”

Jo coul d see Karen was contenplating it. Her eyes wandered to
t he phone and then to Karen' s eyes. Karen turned away quickly
noticing Jo was wat ching her intensely.

1] NO_ ”
Jo still held the phone towards her.
“What ever, then don’'t take it.”

Jo wal ked back hone and decided the girl was totally nuts. She
sat back down to watch her novie. Let her be stupid, Jo thought.
She’s only hurting herself.

As anot her hour went by Karen knew she shoul d have taken the
phone. But who was she to call? She still didn’t know either of
her parents phone nunbers at work and she had no friends to cal
upon her need for a spare key. She sighed m serably. She could
just go over there and knock on the door and ask to use the
phone and call soneone. The girl after all, was trying to hel p.
She got up slowy.

By the tine she reached the door she already had her hand to
knock but as she did the door opened. It was Jo. Karen nervously
put her hand down.

“l don’t know ny nonis work nunber.” She guiltily explained. Jo
nodded silently. They stood there staring at each other for that



nmonment. Karen knew she had acted like a jerk. Jo knew she should
be nice and invite the girl in but still she hesitated.

“And I"'msorry | called you a freak.” Karen said | ooki ng down.
“1 know |’ ve been a jerk but | guess since | just noved here it
is different. I"’mnot used to it, that is all.”

Jo nodded again and spoke. “I’msorry that | played ny nusic too
loud. | did it partly to bug you.” Karen | ooked surprised. She
never expected an apol ogy from Jo.

“Whul d you like to cone in?” Jo finally asked. “l’ve been

wat ching TV and you are welcone to join nme until your parents
get hone.”

Karen smled. “I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”

Just as Karen stepped into the doorway a car turned the corner
down the road and came closer, parking in the driveway next
door. It was Karen’s nom Her nom got out and waved.

“Ch, | should get going. She's hone.”

“Yeah.”
“But, I’'ll see you around.”
“Yeah, |’'ll see you around.”

The next day Jo was out in the garage. She sat there in a | awn
chair quietly waiting for Steven to arrive. He was supposed to
stop over around lunchtine. Wien he arrived he was all smles
and happi ness.

“So anything interesting happen yesterday?”

“Umm . . . nope. | just cleaned the garage.”

Steven noticed the radio wasn’'t on. He wal ked over to it to turn
it on but Jo stopped him

“No,” she said, “it will bug the neighbor.”

Just when Steven was about to reply Karen wal ked through her
back gate and up to her own front porch with a shiny new key in



her hand. She put it in the | ock and opened the door but before
she went in she waved.
Jo smled and waved back and Steven was puzzl ed.

“Now you can turn the nusic on,” Jo said. “She went inside.”

“What ?” Steven asked. “Am 1 in sone parallel universe or
something or did I just see you two get al ong? What happened
yest er day?”

Jo smled a big grin. She knew she crossed a |ife parallel to
her own yesterday. Karen wasn’'t so awful. She | ooked out into
the open air and wal ked out into the sun. That day Jo found that
Karen wasn’t so bad. Yes, and the sun wasn’'t so bad either.



