

[image: Image]









Thank you for downloading this eBook.


Find out about free book giveaways, exclusive content, and amazing sweepstakes! Plus get updates on your favorite books, authors, and more when you join the Simon & Schuster Teen mailing list.







CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE







or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen











[image: Image]





For Grandma and for Jessie, who teach me how to live with a listening heart
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That Love is all there is,


Is all we know of Love.


—EMILY DICKINSON,


FROM “THE SINGLE HOUND”


Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,


you will have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.


—C. P. CAVAFY,


FROM “ITHAKA”
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PROLOGUE



Here’s the situation: We’re lost in the desert somewhere west of Albuquerque, and the car we’ve stolen is nose-first in the dirt with a flat tire. Gpa, Corrina, and me. Each day that passes, my grandfather’s grip on reality slips further and further away, and if I don’t keep a close eye on him he might wander into the dust and disappear forever. Corrina’s walked off in the other direction, so pissed she’s not even talking to me, and I’m not sure she wants to go all the way across the country anymore. But I made her a promise I’d get her there. I made Gpa the same promise—to get him to see that church one last time before his disease wipes it out of his mind and all his memories of Gma are gone. All I want to do is keep these impossible promises I’ve made, but Mom, Corrina’s parents, Gpa’s doctor, the police, and the rest of the freaking known world are all out there looking for us now, and we still have over two thousand miles to go and only three days left to do it.


I’d feel like this is all coming to the end, except I can’t. Because it can’t be. It can’t be the end, not for Gpa, not for Corrina, and not for me, because it is out here on the road in the middle of nowhere that I have finally come to understand what my grandfather means when he says the point of living is learning how to love.





PART I



How We Got There






CHAPTER 1


THE IMPOSSIBLE PROMISE



    The day before we busted out of town and raced into the wide, windblown roads of America, I stood three floors below Gpa’s apartment, staring across the beach to the water, clutching a newly framed photo of two dead people.


Calypso Sunrise Suites Assisted Living Facility was plopped halfway between the Santa Monica Pier and the Venice Beach boardwalk, but in this strange nonlocation between the two, if nobody cruised by in front of me, and I looked past the few palm trees twisting up out of the sand, and the stretch of beach beyond them, and into the endless expanse of the Pacific—it could seem as if I was marooned on the edge of an island, lost and forgotten at sea.


At least that’s how I felt as I stood there and gathered my strength to bring the photo back up to him. The week before, Gpa had smashed the glass and frame while having one of his fits, and although I’d been able to salvage the photo without it bending or tearing, I’d sliced up my palm and fingers on the glass. But at least I’d saved the photo. In it, Gma, her hair whipped up in one of those sixties beehives, stood in front of their old wood-paneled station wagon, holding the bundled infant version of my dad. Gpa hadn’t meant to ruin it, because it was his favorite one of her, but he’d swept it off his desk with everything else in a burst of rage, and it had shattered against the base of his floor lamp. I’d spent half an hour carefully vacuuming the area around his desk.


My hand still hurt, especially with Old Humper’s leash double-wrapped around it. He was going at it with the leg of a bench along the boardwalk, but I didn’t mind because I liked to let him get it out of his system before walking into Calypso, where pets were welcome, but not if they were going to get their freak on with any of the residents, guests, or staff. Still, he was small for an Amstaff, and with his dopey tongue hanging out over his teeth, the little guy could charm a smile out of a corpse. He finally grew tired and yawned to let me know, so I took him around the corner to the parking lot and up the steps to the front entrance.


None of the residents at Calypso were made of big money, but the place was still a wide, block-long, three-story complex with common rooms, an in-house bistro, an art studio, communal terraces, and a large garden off to one side, with a fountain and a few trees surrounding it, where I often met Gpa and listened to his stories, or read him poetry.


I knew most of the friendly, blue-polo-shirted staff, and I waved hello to the folks at the front desk as Old Humper and I crossed the lobby. I checked the garden first—Gpa wasn’t there—and then doubled back to the elevator to head up to Gpa’s apartment. I knocked on the door. There was no answer, so I opened it and poked my head in.


“Damn,” I said. Gpa was having another bad day.


The room was wrecked. His bed was askew, the sheets rumpled like frozen waves at the foot, and his clothes were scattered haphazardly across the floor. He had pulled and emptied the dresser drawers from the unit and tossed them toward the door to the bathroom. Even that room was destroyed. He’d flung open the cabinet doors beneath the sink and knocked his prescription bottles, shampoo, toothpaste, and deodorant into the tub.


It wasn’t the real Gpa who’d done all this. It was the man who took over when he was having a fit—the man with a storm behind his eyes. A man I didn’t recognize. And sometimes, when it was really bad, when he looked out at me from under his angry brow, I was afraid he might not recognize me, either. But to say it wasn’t him, to say it really was someone else standing by the window in his room, was shitty on my part. It wasn’t fair to say that. This was Gpa. I had to get used to that, and I needed to figure out how to help him.


He stood in his usual outfit, the gray slacks, the two-tone guayabera, and he had his shoes on, which was a good sign, because it meant he’d probably left the room earlier that day. He stared out the window, over the boardwalk and the sand, and gazed into the Pacific.


“Gpa,” I said to his back. “Gpa, it’s me, Teddy.”


I let go of Old Humper’s leash, and he raced over to Gpa, nuzzled his leg, then came back to me, as if looking for direction, and I wished I could give him one.


I walked across the room and repeated who I was as I approached Gpa. He kept his back to me, and I didn’t want him flailing out at me suddenly, as he might, so I didn’t touch him. I stepped to the side and leaned against the wall. In the late-afternoon sunlight, his cheeks were a golden sheen of tears. “Gpa,” I said again.


Someone knocked on the door behind us. It opened before I could say anything, and two of Calypso’s polo-shirted brigade stood in the doorway, two massive beefcakes, Julio and Frank, who looked like the football players at school who puffed out their chests when they walked and hung their arms about a foot away from their bodies like they needed to constantly air out their pits. Julio and Frank showed whenever there was Red Alert Trouble in one of the residents’ rooms, or if someone was lost in the middle of the bistro, or the lobby, during one of the organized activities, or during a meal.


“Everything okay?” Julio asked, coming into the room, knowing full well it wasn’t. “We need Dr. Hannaway?”


“No,” I said.


Gpa breathed in and out softly and wiped at the tears on his cheeks, so I knew he’d already calmed down and the rage had passed. He was quiet because he was scared. His eyes darted from me to the window and back. He probably didn’t know why he’d torn up the room. It was possible he didn’t even remember that he was the one who’d done it. Old Humper rubbed Gpa’s shin, and Gpa bent down to scratch him.


“I got this,” I told the giants.


“Doubt it,” Frank said. His bald head glistened as he dipped beneath the doorframe and stepped into the room. “Charlie?” he said to Gpa.


I stepped in front of them. “Seriously.” I put my hand up. “I got this. I do.”


Julio frowned. He nodded to the desk with all the drawers open and the pens, paper, and magazines pushed to the carpet around it. “Come on, Teddy,” he said. “We’re professionals.”


“And I’m family,” I said back. In fact, Gpa was about all I had for family. There was Mom, of course, but she was usually gone on one business trip or another, always working, gone that week, in fact, to Shanghai, and I saw Gpa more than I saw her, even though he no longer lived with us. Mom had probably only seen him twice in the seven months since she’d stuck him at Calypso.


So it was just Gpa and me and Old Humper, because Dad was gone too, and gone for so long we never even spoke about him. My dad: dead.


“I know, buddy,” Julio said. “But sometimes you have to let us handle these things. You can’t do it all alone.”


I wasn’t Julio’s buddy. I wasn’t frigging twelve, either, even though he spoke to me like I was on a middle school field trip, not the seventeen-year-old who was basically trying to keep his family together, or what was left of it, while the rest of the world didn’t give a flying fart if the Hendrix family just disappeared like one of Gpa’s memories: poof, as if we never existed at all.


“Gpa,” I said again. I stepped to the side, so I wouldn’t surprise or startle him. “Gpa, it’s me. Teddy. We’ve got a job to do.”


Teddy. We’ve got a job to do. He must have said that a million times to me as I was growing up. Mom was always working. It was just me and Gpa. Teddy. We’ve got a job to do. We would wash the kitchen floor. Teddy. We’ve got a job to do. We would sit down and finish my essay for homework. Teddy. We’ve got a job to do. And we would head over to St. Christopher’s Kitchen, where we’d cook for the homeless who washed up like driftwood on the beach and the boardwalk.


Gpa turned from the window, and I knew he was Gpa again. The old war hero, the disciplinarian—the half-smile that rose in the corner of his mouth was anybody else’s full smile. The clouds had passed from his eyes.


“What are we looking for?” I asked him, risking the peace of the moment. Julio and Frank hovered skeptically, as if they were waiting for Gpa to take a swing so they could shout See! I told you so!


“That photo,” Gpa said. “The one with your grandmother standing next to our station wagon.”


“Of course,” I said, trying to stay as calm as possible. “Our favorite one.”


Gpa nodded to me, the half-smile remaining. “Yes, exactly. Our favorite.”


“Guys?” I said to Julio and Frank. “A little space?”


They were reluctant at first, but Gpa assured them he was fine, and I did too, and as I started to clean up the clothes, Gpa began to fix the bed. Old Humper marched a line back and forth, keeping the giants on one side and us on the other. Eventually they left, and I thought about how the tables had turned and I was helping Gpa, like a parent helps a child, just as he had helped me when he came out to fill the hole left behind by Dead Dad.


But I also still felt like a damn kid, because I didn’t know what to do. As I got the dresser unit back together and put the clothes away, I couldn’t decide if I should tell Gpa I had the photo or not. I could easily pretend I’d found it under the bed, or I could tell him he’d broken it last week, and I’d promised to fix it, and I had, but not fast enough—in other words, the truth, but “truth” is a fuckedupedly deceptive word when your grandfather’s dying of Alzheimer’s.


Gpa finished tidying the bed, pulling the sheets tight and flat and tucking the corners beneath the mattress neatly as only a marine knew how, and then stepped back to the window. “I can still see her back then,” he said, looking out. “The little silver bracelets, the flower-patterned shirt, the color of her hair. I can hear her too. Her laugh. The way she said my name.” He balled his fist and shook it like he was cursing the Pacific, way out beyond the beach. “Goddamn this disease. It’s going to take her away from me all over again.”


I grabbed the bag by the door and joined him at the window. Even though I stood taller than Gpa, I felt so small and stupid, holding that bag with the photo of Gma, as if a photo could ever replace the real person. I put my arm around Gpa and followed his gaze out to the water and wondered if love was the thing that made us attempt the impossible, like Gpa, trying to hold on to every memory of Gma he could, despite the disease that was quickly stealing them away.


“Gpa,” I said, pulling the photo out of the bag and handing it to him. “I have it.”


He took it gently in his hands, and as if the photo itself pulled him away from the window, he held it in front of him as he walked to his bed and sat on the edge. If only I could have gotten it back to him sooner, I thought, I could have saved him from ransacking the room like a pirate pillaging what already should have been his.


But I hadn’t. I’d been too damn slow. I’d taken too much time, and time wasn’t something Gpa had the luxury to waste. Dr. Hannaway had told me he was entering the middle stages of Alzheimer’s, but that he could still interact with the world, and that he should. She told me he needed to get out of his room and be with people more. I was trying, but he had no interest in the activities at Calypso.


Gpa looked up at me. He patted the space next to him and I sat down. Old Humper followed me and squeezed in between Gpa’s legs. Gpa rubbed Old Humper’s face, then hugged him with his knees. He put his arm around me, as if he wanted to cheer me up, but the almond slope of his eyelids looked heavier and sadder than usual. “I want to go home, Teddy.”


“I know,” I said, shaking my head. “I want you home too. It’s not the same without you. But Mom says you’re too sick. She says you can’t.”


“I am sick.”


“No you’re not.” My voice cracked.


“I am, Teddy. It’s awful. I know it. I can’t hang on to things. Like this photo. How could I lose this photo?”


He trailed off. I swallowed the giant softball in my throat. “The photo wasn’t lost,” I told him.


He narrowed his eyes but didn’t say anything to me.


“I was here last week. The frame . . .” I hesitated. “Well, it was broken, and so I took it to the shop to get fixed.”


He pulled his arm away. He breathed deeply, then reached for my hand. “Teddy, I don’t remember breaking the frame.”


“It’s not a big deal.”


“It is.”


“It isn’t,” I lied. Not telling him it had been another one of his bad days. All the cleaning and calming I’d done to try to avoid having Julio and Frank come in.


“Come on,” I continued. I squeezed his hand back. “Don’t worry about it. That’s nothing.”


“No. No, it isn’t nothing,” he said. “I have this awful feeling that people are looking at me, as if they just spoke to me, just asked me a question, and I don’t know the answer. I don’t even know what question they asked.” His face was red. “I don’t want to lose everything. That’s why I want to go home.”


“I can’t bring you home, Gpa. Mom won’t allow it.”


“Not here,” he said softly. “Not your home. Mine. I want to be home in Ithaca, back where all my memories of her are. I want to be there before they’re all gone.”


I rubbed his back, but he glanced at me and his face softened. “Don’t let me forget her. Please.” I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or just thinking out loud now; his eyes were glassy and distant. “What I would give to walk down Mulberry again with her, and up the steps of St. Helen’s, just like we did when we got married. Please don’t let me forget her. Not her.”


I held him and said I wouldn’t let that happen. “I’m with you, Gpa. It’s Teddy. I’m right here and I won’t let that happen.” I kept repeating that and holding him as we rocked gently on the corner of the bed.


He caught his breath and straightened, and I knew he was present with me in the moment. He grabbed my arm and held me tight. Those same blue eyes as my own stared back at me intensely. “I don’t give a damn what happens or what it takes. Just don’t let me forget her, Teddy.”


“I won’t.”


“Promise me.” He gripped me tighter, and I knew what a promise meant to Gpa.


“I promise.”


“You are your word, Teddy.”


“I know. I promise,” I said, but the knot cinching tight in my gut told me I was telling him a lie, even though it was a truth I wanted to believe. It was the third time he’d asked, the third time I’d promised, and I really didn’t know if he knew that or not. After the last time, I’d come up with the only solution I could think of, and I called it the Hendrix Family Book. I’d started taking notes, jotting down everything Gpa said and remembered. I wanted to get it all down, from beginning to end, all the little stories that, when woven together, made up the big story—especially his life with Gma, the story that mattered to him most. The HFB was all I could think of to try to preserve her for him.


The anchor of his life was buried in the ground, but with his mind cut loose, he drifted further and further away from her.


Gpa, the old war hero, had survived Vietnam, the long road home after the war, the backlash at home that he couldn’t understand, my dad, his own son’s, death, and his wife’s death. But there, withering away in a room on the edge of the ocean, hiding from the world behind his veil of tears, Gpa was losing the battle against Alzheimer’s.


“Let the disease kill me, Teddy, but don’t let me forget her.”





CHAPTER 2


CORRINA’S SONG



    By the time Old Humper and I left Calypso Sunrise Suites, the sun had already begun to set, and we wandered down the boardwalk, past the skate park and through the crowds semicircled around street performers and art dealers, toward home. As we made our way past the grunts and the metal-on-metal clanging of Muscle Beach’s outdoor gym, I saw Corrina underneath a stand of trees. With the beach becoming a rosy gold, the silhouettes of palm trees black stalks against the orange sky, I sat down against the trunk of one of them to listen.


She cradled one of those acoustic guitars you can plug in if you want, and she had one foot up on her amp, hair down in front of her face, as she played a slow, meandering, bluesy melody. No matter the song, she gave in to it, let herself go and the music come first. It wasn’t theatrical, some fake-ass demonic possession that nobody buys anyway, it was like she joined the music, like something inside her danced along perfectly with each note. When she sang, her voice was warm and rich like the sunlight melting in the ocean behind her.


When she finished her song, the crowd clapped, and some threw coins and bills into her guitar case. She thanked people as they walked away. It was hot and her hair hung in sweaty strands. She wiped her brow and perched her sunglasses back on her head as a hairband. I couldn’t understand how she wore black jeans and boots in that sun, and even in her loose checkered shirt with the ends tied in a knot by her belly button, aside from the sweat on her face, she looked cool.


I knew her from class. We went to the same mammoth high school up the hill from the beach, and although we were the same age, she had just graduated. We’d both taken the Poetry Workshop elective that spring, but even though I remembered so many of her poems so clearly, intimate ones about her being adopted in Guatemala by a white couple from LA, that didn’t make us friends. We were just two people who recognized each other among a sea of thousands. So I didn’t really know her, I just knew I loved listening to her sing, and when you’re a junior in high school and your life feels like a whirlpool sucking you further and further down, and everything you thought you knew is cracking and falling apart and sinking with you, those little moments of beauty are the pockets of air that give you the energy to keep kicking up above it all.


She’d been busking on the boardwalk all summer, and since it was on my way home from Calypso, I often stopped and listened to her, adding and organizing notes in the HFB, or letting my own mind stretch as I scribbled lines of poetry. When I stopped to listen to her play, we usually nodded what’s up to each other, or even said a few words, but I usually waited for her to notice me. But that day, Oh, what the hell, I thought. Be brave. I spoke up.


“You threw in a little extra nasty on those last riffs today,” I said, hoping I’d used something close to the right lingo.


She looked at me and raised her eyebrows. “Hendrix,” she said. “You crack me up, man.” Everyone called me Teddy or Ted, but not Corrina. To Corrina, I was Hendrix. I liked that.


“Whatever. It was cool.”


“Yeah, I’ve been listening to tons of Orianthi lately.”


“Who?”


“Yeah. Exactly. If she were a dude, everybody would know her.” She wiped sweat from her top lip. “Just check her out. She kicks ass.” She looked around. The crowd had dispersed and we were left to ourselves. “But I’ve been working on something new of my own,” she said. “Want to hear it?”


I nodded. She dragged the amp closer to the tree and turned it low. Her copper bracelet tattoo glowed in the setting sun as she loosened her hands and fingers, closed her eyes, and began to play.


Night fell over the boardwalk, and a mild intoxication swept through the people still scattered about, the drum circles on the beach got louder and rowdier, and fewer people stopped to listen to Corrina play. Clouds of marijuana drifted back from the beach. Corrina competed with the riot of voices that had replaced the boards and wheels slapping and rolling in the skate park.


As she began another song, a group of kids from school, most of them recently graduated like Corrina, wandered toward her. They were a roving pack of the ultracool, wearing their thousand-dollar outfits to make them look like ravaged, exhausted party people, either sun-stoned neo-hippies or dark-eyed, sleep-deprived hard rockers who looked like they lived only at night. They were the crowd I’d see Corrina with in the halls or out on the steps at school. Kids who jumped into each other’s cars and shot off to parties I’d only imagined existed because I’d seen them in movies. On the boardwalk, they could have easily made a wide arc and steered clear of Corrina, but as soon as the guy at the front of the pack, Shawn Doogin, saw Corrina, he pulled them all over to her. He was impossible not to recognize. He was gigantic, and he stood there in his neon-bright sneakers and cutoff camo shorts, like he could have been one of the guys back there at Muscle Beach, doing military presses as easily as some people eat chocolate cake. He threw his arm around the shoulder of another guy and pointed to Corrina. They laughed, and then Shawn leaned back and shared his joke with the rest of the crowd.


Corrina played a song with a soft, sad chorus, the low notes on the guitar tolling slowly like a bell out deep in a harbor. It was one of her own songs, but Shawn and the other kids didn’t care. They weren’t there to listen. “Our child doesn’t act that way,” Corrina sang.


“I bet!” Shawn shouted.


Corrina closed her eyes and pushed on with the song.


“Oh, we know!” Shawn’s buddy followed.


They kept at it, heckling Corrina all the way to the end of the song, talking loudly, one of them occasionally laughing when he looked back at Corrina. A couple of the girls started saying things too, and this all surprised me because these were the people I’d always assumed were her friends, like Dakota, a white girl, one of the neo-hippies in a loose blouse and denim shorts who stepped forward from behind Shawn.


“Not going up to the O’Keefe party?” Dakota asked. “Miss your ride?” But even as she said it, she instantly blushed, red splotches burning an archipelago on her neck.


I thought Corrina might crank up the volume on her amp and blow them all away with some fat power chords that exploded straight out of hell, but she didn’t. Instead she stopped playing altogether. She leaned the guitar against the amp and folded her hands over the head and the tuning knobs. “What are you talking about?” she asked, propping a heavy Doc Marten on the corner of her amp and waiting, staring Dakota down.


“Are you serious?” another girl said, coming to Dakota’s defense. “You’re not up there drooling all over Toby?”


“I’m not his girlfriend,” Corrina said. “I don’t keep tabs on where he is.”


“Yeah,” Dakota said. “You sure aren’t.”


“What about last week?” Shawn asked. “When you were in the backseat of his car?” He pumped and ground his hips and laughed.


“What?” Corrina said. Her foot slipped from the amp and she tried to right herself quickly.


“You think if you sleep with a guy, he’ll go out with you?” Dakota said.


“I . . . What?” Corrina said, hesitating.


“He doesn’t even like you, Corrina,” Dakota added.


Corrina breathed heavily. “I didn’t sleep with him,” she said.


“Yeah, right,” Shawn said.


“No,” Corrina said.


“Oh my God!” Dakota shouted. She stepped forward and pointed at Corrina. “Yes you did. Just ask Toby. Since he’s telling everyone.”


“No, no,” Corrina said. “D, that’s not what happened. That’s not how it happened.”


“See!” Dakota said, looking back at her friends. “See, she even admits it!”


“No. D, seriously,” Corrina pleaded. “Let me explain.”


“Oh, Toby’s explained it,” Shawn said, waving his hand in the air, rallying laughs from a couple of the guys.


“Whatever,” Dakota said, dismissing Shawn and Corrina both. “Here’s the thing, Corrina. It’s like you only hang out with guys now. Ever since you picked up that guitar and thought you were some kind of Latina Patti Smith.”


Corrina straightened. “What?” she repeated, her voice sounding strained and weak. “Why would you say that?”


“Get over it. You think you’re so cool? Well, that’s probably why they all hang around you,” Dakota continued. “It’s obvious. You slut it up and they stick around.”


“Oooohhh,” Shawn said, egging Dakota on.


Corrina marched toward the group, her hands balled into tight fists. She headed straight for Dakota, but Shawn stepped in front of her. He was enormous, and he dwarfed the already-short Corrina. “Hey,” he said. “Take it easy.”


“Fuck out of my way, Shawn,” Corrina said. She tried to step around him, but he gripped her arm in one of his bear-claw fists.


Whether the lights along the boardwalk were getting brighter, or the night was twisting and squeezing tighter around us, it felt like one of those moments where the heat of the mob rises and people start losing it: Corrina yelled at Dakota and girls shouted back at Corrina, and Shawn and some of the guys started laying into her too, and there was Corrina, still stuck in Shawn’s grip, leaning right into the mouth of the mob and roaring back, and I got up, and I was sure Old Humper could feel my pulse whacking a hundred miles an hour in my veins and vibrating through my hands and right down the leash to his neck, because he started barking and bouncing around in tight circles, and some of the kids in the group looked over, but most of them didn’t, and all I wanted to do was swat them up the beach to Santa Monica but Old Humper made the first move instead, and he shot forward, yanking the leash from my grip, toward Shawn.


And while most dogs might dive into a melee with their teeth bared, salivating for a fight, that was not Old Humper. He leapt onto Shawn’s leg and began his very own slutty, eponymous deed.


“What the hell?” Shawn yelled.


Others screamed, because, naturally, they thought Old Humper was gnawing on Shawn’s shin, but when they realized Old Humper’s wet tongue was just panting along happily in the air, and that he had mistaken the brawl for an orgy, most of the kids started laughing.


Even Corrina was caught off-guard. She watched amazed as Old Humper went to town on Shawn. Shawn let go of her as he tried to free his leg, but she didn’t chase down Dakota. “Looks like you finally found someone, Shawn,” she said.


This got other people in the group laughing too, and Shawn looked like he might hit Corrina, but he was too busy with Old Humper. I didn’t want him to punch her or Old Humper, so I dove in and tried to get ahold of the leash, and after a little dancing around in a circle with Shawn, I finally got a grip on Old Humper’s collar and yanked him away.


Everybody looked at me, or at least it felt like it, and I didn’t know if any of them knew me, or remembered me, but for a brief moment it seemed like everything had calmed down.


But then Shawn shouted, “What the fuck is wrong with your dog?” He couldn’t stand still, and the current of fear probably still ripped through him because his hands and legs shook.


“Sorry, man,” I said, glad I had a voice in my throat. “He’s a lover, not a fighter.”


Shawn didn’t laugh at all. He swung so quickly I didn’t have time to move. I’d been in five fights in my life and had won exactly zero of them, and when Shawn slammed me in the gut, I continued my perfect record of losses.


I crumpled to the ground and Old Humper growled and barked, but I collapsed with the leash wrapped tightly around my arm, so Old Humper leapt around uselessly, but before Shawn could do any more damage, Corrina called his name. He turned around. Her big black boot shot like an arrow and kicked him right in the balls. He fell to his knees. Everyone shouted at one another and Old Humper kept barking and I wanted to get the hell out of there, but Shawn had socked me square in the solar plexus and I wasn’t sure I was ever going to breathe again—so I couldn’t really move.


As I fought to regain my breath, everyone else kept yelling and eventually some of them dragged Shawn away, some of the girls calling Corrina a slut and other names as they left—names that all too often are thrown at girls and not boys who do the same damn thing. Why wasn’t anyone calling Toby a slut? He was the one telling everyone.


Corrina remained and helped me to the curb by the trees. I sandwiched Old Humper between my legs, trying to calm him down, but he wasn’t as dumb as he was horny, and I was sure he could feel my own explosive nervousness blasting out of me from the ends of my fingers as I dug into the beige folds of his neck and scratched.


“Shawn’s a dick,” she said. “But your dog is hilarious. Is he always like that?”


“Yes. Unfortunately. But I can’t keep him at home or he’ll ruin the furniture.”


That got her to laugh again, and it came dancing out of her, free and easy. “Punched in the gut and still smiling,” she said. “That says something about you. Also,” she added, “cool band name: Punched in the Gut and Still Smiling.”


“Thanks, by the way,” I said.


“For saving you?”


“My hero.” I smiled.


She laughed again. “Yes. Yes.” She nodded, speaking as if an invisible audience huddled around us. “Yes, the boy is flirting. Punched in the Gut and Still Flirting—same band, years later, different bass player.”


“What?”


“Never mind, Hendrix.”


I still had trouble breathing, partly because of the punch, and also because I was sitting next to Corrina, the girl who set off explosions of nerves in my stomach whenever we spoke. A small, pale scar burst like a star by her left eye, and when she looked out of the corners of her eyes and smiled at me with a knowing kind of irony, she blew all the breath right out of me again.


She looked away, across the beach, and squinted into the dark distance. “But you know who I’d like to punch in the gut? Toby ‘The Asshole’ Fuller.” She got up and paced in front of me. Her nostrils flared as she breathed, and I almost thought she was going to hit me, since Toby wasn’t around.


“Corrina?” I said. “Are you okay?”


“Are you kidding? No. I’m not okay, Hendrix.” She stopped moving and glared at me.


“I know,” I said. “You look pissed.”


“I’m not pissed!” she yelled. “This is what I look like when I’m sad, okay?”


“Okay,” I said, as calmly as I could. “Okay. I’m not judging. I just wish there was something I could do to help.”


“Ha. Yeah,” she said. “You know what would help right now? A car. I wish I had a car. I’m so frigging pissed off, I want to go find that guy, right now.” She kept pacing, swinging her hands in the air as she spoke, rapid-fire. “God! I wish I could use my parents’ car right now.” She made air quotes. “I’ve eroded their trust in me? Yeah, well, they can erode this,” she said, flashing me her middle finger. She waved her hand above her head and spun toward the beach. “This isn’t your problem, Hendrix. It’s mine. You don’t need to come.” Then she quickly turned back to me. “But what about you? You don’t have a car, do you?”


“No. Mom’s? No, we can’t use hers,” I said. “Or, I can’t.”


“Why?” she asked, but I could already see her face brightening, an idea forming.


“I don’t have my license.”


Corrina laughed. “Hendrix, you are killing me. Who the hell are you, man? Who in LA doesn’t have his license?”


“Me.”


“Okay, but does she have a car I can drive?” Corrina asked.


This made me nervous as all hell, because (a) yes, she did have a car, the latest model of a little blue Volkswagen Beetle, and she was away so often she barely drove it, and it usually just sat in our driveway taunting the hell out of me, but also (b) I was not the kind of guy who blazed off into the night in my mother’s car, because I was not the kind of guy who ever got out and did anything, but there was also (c), and frankly (c) was impossible to ignore. (C) was Corrina. I’d spent the entire spring trying to imagine a reason Corrina might press her lips up against mine, and with everything that Gpa had told me about how important his memories were to him, I realized I wouldn’t have anything to look back on when I was his age, if I didn’t get out there now and go make some of my own. I had to do something worth remembering. So I chose (d).


“Yes,” I said. “She does.”





CHAPTER 3


ESCAPE FROM O’KEEFE’S



    Half an hour later we were ripping up Centinela toward the 10 to find Toby. He was supposedly playing a gig at a house party in the hills. Corrina found some music on the XM, and as it blasted from the speakers, every twelfth breath or so I thought, This must be what it’s like to live like Corrina, but the rest of the time I was worried we were going to smash into another car or a line of plastic trash barrels, or cross too quickly into the oncoming traffic, bust through the fence, and go crashing onto one of the rooftops down the slope on the other side of the street, because Corrina drove with gas pedal pressed to the floor, overtaking any car she could.


“Where are we going?” I yelled.


She didn’t answer. We shot past the Santa Monica Airport and got up on the 10, and she drove even faster.


This was not my life. I was the type to sit at home alone in the semidarkness of the little bungalow reading poetry or contemplating the shifting shades of violet and blue on the walls as my eyes got adjusted to the night, and the silence of the empty house became a noise in my head. I wrote notes in the HFB so one day, there might be a record that the Hendrix family had actually existed, and that some of their story was a good one, because the one I otherwise knew, the one of the indigo-emptiness, of Mom’s life away in hotel rooms on business trips, Gpa’s exile to Calypso, and a Dead Dad whose face I only knew from the pictures I could find or steal from the old photo albums my mother left buried at the bottom of her closet, that life was beginning to feel lifeless, a nonpresence, a whisper in a city of nearly four million people shouting.


But that night, as Corrina drove my mother’s car faster than it had ever been driven, growling along with some band named Flyleaf on the radio, she’d swept me into her life.
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