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MY FATHER

I know two things about him.

He’s locked away

down there in Texas,

I’ve heard my mother say.

She only talks about him

when she’s full of wine.

His name is Dylan Dawson,

same as mine.
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DARKEST PLACE I’VE EVER BEEN.

Middle of the California desert. No lights for miles. Another hour to Needles.

Wade watches the road behind us in the side mirror. Baby Face thumps her tail. Looks out the back window, growling at every shadow. The three of us need sleep, but we won’t rest until we make it to Arizona.

I want to kill Wade. He is my best friend, but I want to rip off his head and leave his body on the highway for the vultures and wild dogs. I understand why he did what he did, but I had three months at a good job. I was turning myself around. I had a girl. I had a future.

Not anymore.

I remind myself how Wade saved my life in juvie. It’s the only thing that stops me from leaving him on the side of the road.

We ride with the windows open because the air conditioner is busted. Still feels like we’re traveling in an oven. Watch the temperature gauge. Radiator has a leak. Gallon jug of water in the backseat in case the engine overheats.

I strain my eyes to keep them focused on the white reflective lines so the Mustang won’t fly off the blacktop. At least there’s a full moon, but it makes my eyes play tricks on me. Every time I pass a cactus I think it’s a man with a gun standing outside in the sand. A shining reflection becomes the glint of a badge … or a barrel.

I remember the rage in Eight Ball’s eyes. He’ll come looking for us. Of that I’m sure. My only comfort is that he doesn’t know where we’re heading. I didn’t tell anyone. Not even Jess or Mom. Better that way.

If they are lucky, they will forget about me.

I still have Jess’s note in my back pocket. I don’t know why she ever fell for a guy like me. What must she be thinking now? Will she hear about me on the news?

And my mother. How will she react when the police come looking for me? It almost killed her when I went to juvie last time.

I realize I’m pushing the gas and have to force my foot to relax.

Keep it slow. Don’t draw attention. Remember to breathe.

I’ve got to put some highway behind us, but we can’t afford to get pulled over. If a cop checks my license or registration, he’ll notice the plates I lifted from the Volkswagen in San Bernardino.

Wade and I don’t speak. There isn’t much to say after what has happened.

I try to stick my head out the window, hoping for a blast of cool wind to revive me, keep me awake, but it doesn’t help. All the air has gone out of the world. I cannot breathe. The night is an endless sea of desert and blackness. I clutch the steering wheel—my life preserver—though I’m not sure anything can save me now.

“You’re goin’ kinda fast.” Wade mumbles the first words he’s uttered in four hours.

I look at the speedometer and see I’ve edged past eighty. Ease my foot off the gas. Take a deep breath. Can’t let my thoughts go wandering. Have to make it to Arizona. Then we can pull into a rest stop and grab a couple hours’ sleep.

“I didn’t think it would go down like it did.” Wade looks at me.

I want to scream and tell him what an idiot he is, that as usual, he didn’t think at all. But he already looks like a puppy expecting to get beat—slouching in his seat, head hanging, greasy blond bangs covering his eyes, trying to make himself small.

Wade has made an art out of trying not to be seen or heard. Something he learned from living with an alcoholic stepfather. Wade came to stay with me and Mom when he was fourteen, after his stepdad pushed him down a flight of stairs and broke three of his ribs. He is part of my family. The only brother I’ve ever known.

“Don’t worry,” I finally tell him. “It’s all gonna work out.” I know this is a blatant lie. We are both screwed, and only time will tell just how totally screwed we are, but Wade seems to take comfort in my words. Sits up a little taller. Smiles. “Want some corn nuts?” he asks, tilting the half-empty bag that is his dinner toward me.

“No thanks,” I say, but Baby Face sticks her head into the front seat between us and licks his chin, eager for a snack. Wade gives her some food and scratches her ears.

“How long till we cross the border?” I ask him.

Wade wipes his hands on his jeans, turns on the overhead light, unfolds the map, and traces a long red line. “Little over an hour. From there Flagstaff’s another two hundred miles and Albuquerque’s three hundred more. Hey, look! The Grand Canyon is just north of Flagstaff. Wanna go?”

He’s grinning like a little kid. It takes so little to make Wade happy. Sometimes I envy him. “We’ll see,” I say. I am not taking a detour to the Grand Canyon, but there’s no reason to disappoint him just yet.

Wade turns back to the map. “We’ll take I-40 all the way to Amarillo, then catch Highway 27 south through Lubbock. After that it’s 87 to Fredericksburg, 290 to Brenham, then ten miles north to Quincy. You sure your grandma won’t mind us staying with her?”

“I’m sure.” I haven’t seen my grandmother in over a decade. Can’t expect her to shelter two guys on the run, but I don’t want to worry Wade. I just hope Levida will tell me how to find my father.

Dylan Sr. has been a guest of the Texas Department of Corrections for eleven years, since I was six. I don’t know where exactly. Don’t even know what he did. Mom cries if I ask her too many questions, so I quit asking.

I wanted so badly to make her proud and not disappoint her the way my father had done, but some things aren’t meant to be.

I will find my father. Then I will understand why I am the way I am. Why it is that no matter how hard I try to stay away from trouble, it always finds me.
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HOW DO YOU KNOW WHERE A STORY BEGINS? I COULD START with the night I killed Two Tone, but even if I described how Eight Ball’s gang came after us, ten against two, you still might shake your head like a tired judge who has heard too many pleas of innocence.

When it is so clear I’m anything but innocent.

I could start with what happened in juvie that made Wade the way he is and put me in debt to him for the rest of my life, or tell you how we never thought we’d do time for chopping cars, until we jacked a CD player out of a Honda one of Eight Ball’s gang had used in a hit-and-run.

I could go back to the day I dropped out of school and my uncle Mitch said he could get me a job with his old friend Jake, who owned a car lot in East L.A., and how Jake taught Wade and me a way to make some quick, easy money.

I could explain how I first met Eight Ball and how before we knew it, Wade and I had become associates of the Baker Street Butchers (BSB).

I could go back even further to when I was six years old and my father went to prison and how after that I couldn’t stay on the right side of anything.

I could even start with my father and tell you what led him to a life of crime, except for the fact that I don’t know.

And back there somewhere there’s probably another story about his father and his grandfather, what kind of men they were and what made them that way.

I could keep going back and back and back until I got all the way to Cain and Abel and Adam, but I won’t bore you with the history of the world.

Instead I’ll start with a girl named Jess.

I was twelve years old the first time I met Jessica Jameson. I’d gotten busted for lifting a pair of sunglasses from a grocery store when my mother decided to give up singing in nightclubs to become the assistant choir director at a church in Long Beach in an effort to give me a stable home life. Of course, she had to lie about her references, which wasn’t a good start.

When I first heard Jess sing, I thought she was an angel. I actually believed I could become a good person if I was allowed to just sit and listen to her voice.

Jess got the lead role in a musical at Holy Faith called The Starz of Bethlehem . One Sunday afternoon, about an hour after rehearsal had ended, Mom and I were starting to leave when we spotted Jess sitting alone in the foyer. She jumped up when she saw us heading for the door. “Wait!” she called out to us. “Don’t lock me inside.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize anybody was still here,” Mom said.

“My mom just sent me a text. She had to show a house in Paramount. She’ll be here in fifteen minutes. I can wait outside.” She started for the door.

Jess was always the last kid to get picked up. Usually long after the others had gone. My mother and I shared a look.

“I completely forgot,” Mom said. “I can’t leave. I haven’t catalogued the new sheet music. Dylan, stay here with Jess while I run back to the office for a few minutes.”

The relief in Jess’s eyes was plain to see, and I silently thanked God for my mother.

While we waited, I entertained Jess by beat boxing and rapping my own lyrics for the Christmas musical.

Away in a manger, no crib to call home.

The boy is in danger and Mom’s on the roam.

She has a hard time explaining the truth about Dad.

So don’t ask no questions. Too much truth can be bad.

My singing was so awful Jess laughed her head off, and it sure felt good to make her smile. It was another hour before her mother finally pulled up in front of the church in her Volvo.

Mom never said a word about Jess or her parents, but she made it a point to have lots of cataloging to do when practice was over. Jess and I started hanging out every Wednesday and Sunday night, making up our own version of the Christmas story. Unfortunately, Mom’s job didn’t last long. She soon discovered how nosy church people can be.

We relocated to West Covina, and after a few more moves I found myself at Downey High School, where I met Wade the spring of my sophomore year. I was taking a nap in the theater one day while I ditched English, when I looked up and saw Jess on the stage. I had to pinch myself, because I figured either I was dreaming or else I’d died and gone to heaven—which given my history was probably not where I’d end up.

She was even prettier than I’d remembered her, with hair that glistened like fire when the stage lights hit it just right, and bright green eyes. She’d gotten the role of Maria in West Side Story . That April I went to every single rehearsal. Wade gave me shit when I bought the soundtrack and started singing along to all the songs, but I didn’t care.

“Dude, there should be a law against people singing that bad.”

“Bite me.”

Day after day, I watched Jess in the theater and sitting at lunch with her rich friends. It was enough just to see her smile at them and pretend she was smiling at me. I don’t ask girls out. I can’t take the rejection and there’s usually no need. The sorts of girls I date are happy to make the first move. And the second … and the third.

That was never going to happen with Jess. Girls like her don’t go for troublemakers like me.

The final night of West Side Story, Jess finished singing “There’s a Place for Us,” and the entire audience gave her a standing ovation even though it was in the middle of the show. We were all thinking the same thing: how we were all going to be able to tell our friends, I knew her when …

Afterward I finally worked up the nerve to talk to her. She was standing outside waiting for a ride, holding a bouquet of roses, the stage makeup still coloring her cheeks. Kids all around her, pressing in like she was some kind of rock star.

“Jess,” I said, but not too loud, so she could pretend to ignore me if she wanted. I wasn’t sure if she’d even remember me. I’d changed a lot in three years and not for the better.

She turned around. Looked at me funny for a minute. “Dylan?”

“Yeah,” I said, and then I looked away so that she could go back to talking to her friends if she didn’t want to talk to me.

But she pushed past them and grabbed my hand. “Dylan! I haven’t seen you in forever. Where have you been?”

I didn’t think where I’d been was a topic for civil conversation, since I already had a file down at juvenile court, so I just said, “I go to Downey High now.”

“Really? Do you have A lunch or B lunch?”

“B.”

“Me too. I sit by the pizza window. Come find me. We’ll catch up.”

“Okay,” I said, even though I knew I’d never fit in with her crowd.

“Wow, it’s really good to see you.” She looked excited, but I figured that was because of the play and all the attention she was getting.

“Jessica!” a voice yelled, and I looked up to see Jess’s mother pulling up to the curb in a convertible Mercedes.

“I’ve got to go, but find me at lunch,” Jess said. Then she got into the car.

“Who’s that ?” Jess’s mother asked, looking at my long hair and baggy jeans.

“Mother, that’s Dylan!” Jess said, looking back at me to see if I had heard the disapproval in her mother’s voice, and I looked away—pretending that I hadn’t.

The following Monday I stayed as far away from the pizza window as possible. I even avoided the theater and went to English for the first time in two months. Mrs. Bates, who was none too happy about me ditching her class, called on me to read out loud from Great Expectations.

I was fifteen years old and until that moment had been able through lying, sulking, avoiding, complaining, acting like a badass, and convincing my girlfriends to do my homework, to hide the fact that I couldn’t read, at least not well enough to keep up with school. We’d never stayed in one place long enough for me to learn.

So I did the only reasonable thing I could think of. I threw the book on the floor and said, “This class is bullshit.” Then I walked out of the room.

There was a wrought iron fence surrounding the school. The back gates were locked and the front was guarded by security, so I had to lay low until school was out. It was during that hour of watching the front gate and trying to avoid the campus police that I came to realize that a school is just another type of prison.

I decided getting a job would be a better use of my time. We were always short on money. Uncle Mitch got me the position with Jake. My uncle owns a used car lot in La Puerta, Texas, and he brings shipments of cars to Jake, who can sell them in California for higher prices.

Wade, who was already living with me and Mom, finished out the spring at Downey High and then started working with me at Jake’s. He never went back to school, though, because by the time August came around, we were in juvie.

Wade got his GED while we were in jail. I have to give him credit for that. We got out in March, and I was sure I’d never see Jess again, but then she came into my life for the third time, and that’s when I began to believe that maybe destiny didn’t always have to be something bad.
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IT WAS LATE JUNE AND ALREADY SO HOT THE NEWSCASTERS were talking about rolling blackouts and power shortages. Wade and I were working at Gomez & Sons, jobs our probation officer, Mr. Grey, had gotten for us, hoping we might put our knowledge of cars to some lawful use. I have a natural talent for tearing things apart and putting them back together, and Gomez was training me to be a mechanic. Wade, who only has a talent for tearing things apart, was still sweeping floors, cleaning toilets, changing tires, and doing a piss-poor job of it.

While Gomez was yelling at him for forgetting to tighten the lug nuts on a Taurus, I took the opportunity to slip out of my sweat-drenched work shirt and hang it next to the Allen wrenches to dry. I was wearing a white tank top underneath, but I knew Gomez would tell me to put the shirt back on if he saw me. He is a proud and meticulous man. Not a tool out of place or a dirty rag left dangling. Gomez used to be a rich man. Years ago he owned a ranch down in Guatemala, before the government took it and he came to the United States as a political exile.

“You want the tires to fall off out on Rosecrans Avenue? You want someone to get hurt? You want me to get sued?” Gomez asked Wade, pointing at the Taurus.

“No, sir,” Wade said, hanging his head, the posture he assumed even when he wasn’t in trouble.

“What am I going to do with you? And pull up those pants. You think our customers want to know the color of your underwear?”

“No, sir,” Wade said, tightening his belt.

I could tell Gomez was nearing the end of his rope with Wade. I couldn’t blame him. Wade was a constant screwup. But he needed the job. It was a condition of our probation. Besides, he tended to get into trouble when he had too much free time.

Lucky for my friend, a man came into the shop looking for Gomez. Baby Face, who I kept chained in a corner, instantly sprang to her feet and started growling. She’s really a pushover, but she’s half Rottweiler and looks fierce. Gomez doesn’t mind having her around. He even posted a sign, WARNING: GUARD DOG ,  on the window out front. His shop is in south Downey, but it borders on Compton and break-ins are pretty regular.

“Is that an attack dog?” the man asked Gomez.

“Yep,” he replied.

“Down,” I told Baby Face. She sat, but kept her eyes locked on the well-tanned stranger, who took a step in the opposite direction.

“My Mercedes is making a strange noise,” the man said.

Gomez forgot about Wade and turned to Kip, the head mechanic. They shared a smile. One of a mechanic’s greatest joys is listening to people describe the “funny noises” their cars make. Gomez usually knew within five seconds what was wrong with an automobile, but he liked to have a little fun with people.

“Describe the noise,” Gomez said.

The poor man was sputtering and coughing like a backfiring engine when all of a sudden Max from M & M Towing came walking in, followed by Jess, wearing a bathing suit covered by some kind of wrap knotted around her waist.

I nearly dropped the battery I was changing.

“Got a dead Beemer,” said Max, pointing out the bay at the car on the tow truck.

“I’ll take care of this one,” I told Kip.

He looked at Jess and smiled. “I bet you will.”

Jess pushed her bangs out of her blazing green eyes. They looked like they were on fire. “There was a wreck on Rosecrans Avenue, and traffic got detoured onto a side street. All of a sudden my car just stopped. Right in the middle of Compton! My cell phone went dead and I didn’t know what to do. Thank goodness a cop stopped and helped me call for a tow.”

I tried to picture Jess, dressed the way she was, waving down low riders in the middle of Gangstaville, California.

Max went outside and started backing the Beemer into an empty bay while I set down the battery. It could wait till later. “I’m supposed to meet some friends at Soak City over in Buena Park in half an hour,” Jess said frantically. “What do you think is wrong with my car? It just died. Do you think this will take long? Can you fix it? Will it be expensive? Wait, are you laughing at me?”

A huge grin had spread across my face. I couldn’t believe it. Here she was, Jessica Jameson, standing right in front of me. Eyes on fire. Hands waving. Beads of perspiration forming on her neck. “I’m not laughing,” I said, trying to flatten my grin.

Recognition turned her eyes from flaming emerald to deep sea green. “Dylan?”

“Yeah,” I said. I wanted to swim in those eyes.

“Dylan, what happened to you? I saw you that night outside the theater and then you just disappeared.”

“Something came up. I had to quit Downey High.”

“Me too. My family moved to Hermosa Beach last November.”

Hermosa Beach was even farther away from my world than north Downey.

Jess narrowed her eyes and tilted her head, studying me. I could feel my heart pumping as she checked out my chest, and I wished I hadn’t taken off the blue work shirt. Did she think I was a slob, or was she impressed with my build? I’m pretty muscular. You have to have a strong upper body to work on cars all day, though I didn’t think that was the sort of thing that would impress a girl like Jess. I hoped she couldn’t see how hard it was for me to breathe.

I put my arms behind my back, not wanting her to notice the crude tattoo on my right hand. Caught my reflection in the side mirror of a Lexus. God, I looked like one of those muscle dudes puffing out his chest on the cover of Iron Man . I quickly folded my arms in front of myself and tried to remember to breathe.

“Wow,” she said. “Do you work out?”

“Just here in the garage,” I said. “I like to bench-press the batteries.” Stupid thing to say. How could I be so lame? Why didn’t I ever know what to say to girls?

When she realized she was staring, Jess blushed and turned away. I don’t know why, but I found her even more beautiful just then. I wasn’t used to girls who blushed.

“You cut your hair,” she said. “I almost didn’t recognize you. I like it. You have nice eyes.”

Baby Face barked at Mercedes man, who was making a grinding noise even though nobody was listening to him anymore. Jess turned around. “A Rottweiler,” she said, walking over and scratching Baby Face behind the ears. My ferocious attack hound instantly starting wagging her tail and licking Jess. “He’s beautiful,” she said.

“She. Her name is Baby Face.”

“Like the gangster?” Jess asked, and I felt like an idiot again. Why did I ever name my dog after a bank robber?

“Sort of.” I shrugged.

Baby Face plopped herself down at Jess’s feet and stuck her belly in the air, and Jess scratched her.

“Some guard dog,” Mercedes Man remarked.

“Hey, quit that,” I said to Jess. “We got reputations to uphold.”

Jess stood up and smiled at me with the same crooked, one-sided grin I’d seen her use a hundred times, but this time it made me feel weak and helpless, because this time she was smiling at me. “What kind of reputations?”

“You don’t wanna know.” All of a sudden I was wishing I’d stuck with changing the battery and given Kip the Beemer. My palms were sweating something awful, and I was afraid that if Jess hung around while I worked on her car, I’d pull a Wade. That’s what Kip called it when the mechanics screwed up. “You should probably wait up front while I take a look at your car. There’s air conditioning and a soda machine.”

“Okay,” she said, and headed for the front of the shop.

“You have nice eyes,” Wade said in a high-pitched girly voice, as soon as she was gone.

“Shut up!”

“Now that is a girl with class,” said Gomez.

“How can you tell?” I asked. He’d seen her all of five minutes.

“Look how clean she keeps her car.” Gomez smiled and pointed to the interior of the Beemer.

“What about my funny noise?” asked Mercedes Man.

“Quit using cheap gas. Things of value require special care.” Gomez gave me a sideways glance. “And put on your shirt,” he told me, “before I have a whole crowd of girls lined up in here buying tickets to look at your muscles.”

“Yes, sir.” I slipped on the blue shirt and got to work on the car.

Thirty minutes later I walked up front to find Jess reading a magazine. “All done,” I said.

“That was fast.”

“It was just a broken serpentine belt.”

“How much will that cost?” She sounded worried, which surprised me.

“A hundred and thirty,” I said, wishing I could just tear up her bill.

“That’s all?”

“It was a quick job, and belts are cheap,” I replied, relieved that she seemed happy.

“My car is due for its thirty-thousand-mile service. Do you do that?”

“Sure.”

“What would that cost?”

“I don’t know. Foreign car. Probably three hundred.”

“That’s all?”

“Could go a little higher if we ran into any problems.”

“The dealership in Hermosa Beach said it would cost me at least seven hundred.”

I shrugged, trying to stay cool, even though the desire to see her again was suddenly overwhelming.

“How long would it take?”

“Better part of a day. We’re closed tomorrow, but if you bring your car back Monday morning, I could get on it first thing.”

“I have a class in Hermosa Beach that starts at eight, but …”

I wanted to offer to pick up her car, drive her back to Hermosa Beach, take her to the moon.

“If I could save four hundred dollars, I could probably get a ride… . Okay, yeah. I’ll bring it back Monday.”

“It’s a date then,” I told her, before I realized what I was saying.

She smiled at me again, eyes shining. I thought about death by drowning and decided that when my time came, that’s how I wanted to go.
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WE STOP IN NEEDLES FOR GAS. IT’S THE LAST TOWN before we hit Arizona.

Wade takes Baby Face out for a walk so she can stretch her legs and do her business. Then he puts her back into the car and goes into the 7-Eleven to buy more corn nuts.

I put water in the radiator while the gas is pumping.

A cop car pulls in and slowly snakes its way around the station.

Hold my breath as I replace the radiator cap.

Lots of people must travel the desert at night. Too hot during the day. But where are they? The Mustang is the only car at the pumps.

Cop looks in my direction.

The numbers on the gas gauge move in slow motion.

The air is so hot and dry and still, it feels like time has stopped.

What’s taking Wade so long?

I see him through the window flirting with the chubby girl working the counter.

Why won’t the pump go faster?

The cruiser moves toward me in slow motion.

The girl at the counter laughs and tosses back her hair. Come on, Wade. Hurry up. Let’s get out of here!

It takes all my self-control not to yank the nozzle out of the tank and jump in the Mustang.

Baby Face sticks her head out the window and growls.

“Easy, girl.”

The cop rolls past us so slowly I can’t tell if he’s still moving.

I am hyperaware of the chuk , chuk , chuk of numbers rolling, time not passing fast enough.

Cop looks at me. Looks at the car. Looks at Baby Face.

I force myself to glance up and smile. Give a little wave.

Wonder if he’s calling in the license plate number.

The cop moves on and pulls out of the station.

Snap! I jump at the sound. Realize it’s just the pump clicking off.

Try to breathe. Finish with the gas. Get back in the car.

Collapse behind the wheel. Arms and legs shaking. Covered in sweat.

“I got her phone number,” Wade says, slipping into the passenger seat and waving a piece of paper at me, smiling like he just won the California lottery.

“Whose phone number?” My voice is trembling, but Wade doesn’t seem to notice.

“Amy,” he says, reading the name scrawled on the paper in purple ink.

“Who?”

“The girl at the counter.”

I look back through the window at the girl, who is waving at Wade. She blows him a kiss through teeth covered in metal braces.

“Wade, we’re never coming back here. Not in a hundred years.”

“So?” he says, tracing the numbers with his fingertips.

I am tempted to bash in his head, but then I think of Jess and remember a time I would have been content just to hold her number in my hand.

“Let’s get out of here,” I tell him.

But Wade doesn’t hear me. He’s sniffing the paper.

“She smelled like cherries,” he says as I drive off into the night.

[image: image]
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AFTER JESS LEFT THE GARAGE, I SPENT THE REST OF THAT Saturday smiling and humming tunes from West Side Story.

When work was over, Wade told me he was going to get some brews with Nathan, another guy from the shop. “Come with us,” he offered. “It’s been a long week.”

“Drinking is a violation of our probation,” I reminded him. Truth was, when we were forced to give up liquor and pot in lockup, it scared me how hard it was. Once my head cleared, I swore to never go back to the stuff, and I didn’t, even when Wade found some guys who were fermenting liquor out of fruit they took from the commissary.

“We ain’t gonna get caught,” he said.

“That’s what we said about working for Jake.”

Wade rolled his eyes. “Do what you want. I’m goin’ with Nathan.”

“Suit yourself.” For someone who lived in constant fear of returning to jail, he sure wasn’t doing much to avoid it.

I put Baby Face in the backseat of the Mustang and was relieved we were alone. On Saturdays I liked to relax by cranking up the stereo and cruising the coastline. When Wade came along, he always turned down the volume so he could talk.

I thought about going to Hermosa Beach, but decided against it. Instead I headed north on the 405 and took Santa Monica Boulevard. Finally ended up on the Pacific Coast Highway, playing the music so loud the speakers started rattling. Baby Face sat in the backseat with her head on my shoulder while I sang along to the music.

Mom let it slip once that my father’s favorite song was “Dream On.” Sometimes I played just that one song, over and over, singing along until my throat went dry, trying to imagine I was in my father’s skin. Trying to figure out what kind of man he was.

But not on that night. I took out Aerosmith and exchanged it for West Side Story and “There’s a Place for Us.” I remembered Jess, standing up on stage singing that song, and how the whole auditorium went crazy with applause. And now she was back in my life. Okay, maybe I was just the guy who fixed her car, but that was enough.

By the time I turned around and headed home, the sun was setting over the ocean, a huge ball of fire sinking into the sea, leaving streaks of red and gold like a melting candle. I thought of Jess, how being near her made me feel like liquid wax, and from somewhere inside of me came words: I know a girl with sea green eyes… . She melts the sun, swallows the sky… . Then breathes out stars to kiss the night.

I didn’t know where lines like that came from, but sometimes when I was alone, they just popped into my brain. Luckily, I wasn’t alone much. It could be embarrassing, not to mention dangerous, if guys found out I had stuff like that in my head.

I turned up the music, trying to turn off whatever channel those words were coming from, and looked back out the window at the sun. I know they say you shouldn’t do that. It will make you blind. But I’ve never been good at following rules. Besides, I was wondering if that was what the eye of God looked like and if he slept when the sun went down, ’cause it sure didn’t seem like he was on the job a lot of the time.

When I finally got home, it was dark. I parked out front and went inside to find my mother in the living room, singing along to the CD player and dancing with a bottle in her hand.

She must have gotten the check from Uncle Mitch. It came once a month, and once a month she would splurge on a bottle of Crown Royal, play “Fly Me to the Moon,” and wallow in self-pity.

He sent us a thousand bucks a month and then charged Mom six hundred to rent the house. I knew that was a steal in Southern California, even if the place was a cracker box, but I never understood why he didn’t just send four hundred and call it a day. He said it was the principle of the thing. He’d bought the house hoping my mother would stay put for a while.

I walked into the kitchen with Baby Face and poured three cans of chili into a pot. Filled a dog bowl with Purina. Baby Face sat at my feet whimpering and wouldn’t touch her bowl until I poured chili on her food.

“You’re gonna spoil that dog.”

Mom was standing in the doorway, holding the half-empty bottle of bourbon, wearing a summer dress, hair falling softly on her shoulders.

“Did you eat?” I set two bowls on the table. I knew she hadn’t.

Mom put the bottle on the table, sat down, and covered her face with her hands. Started to cry. I grated cheese to go on top of her chili. “You’ll feel better if you eat something.”

“I was going to be an opera singer. Did I ever tell you that? I studied Mozart and Stravinsky at the University of Texas. I’m not just barroom trash, you know.”

“Want some crackers?”

She didn’t answer, so I sat down next to her and crumbled saltines into her bowl.

“Then I met your father.”

I held my breath for a minute. I was well aware that Dylan Sr. was the source of her unhappiness, but she rarely talked about him.

“He promised me the moon. I believed he could deliver it. God, you should have seen him in college.”

“He went to college?” I never pictured my father as being university material.

“He had this way of talking about dreams as if they really could come true. He said he was going to take me to New York City. Instead I ended up on his parents’ pig farm in Quincy, Texas.” Mom took another long drink from the bottle. “I was in the chorus of Carmen with the Houston opera when I was eighteen, and by the time I turned twenty I was three months pregnant, living in a single-wide trailer.”

I knew it was just the liquor talking, but I couldn’t help but think about how I’d helped ruin her life just by being born.

Mom set the bottle back on the table and I coaxed the spoon to her lips. She took a bite and then cried some more and blew her nose into her napkin.

“How about I read to you from Yeats? You always like that.”

She dried her eyes on her napkin and tried to smile. “That would be nice.”

I helped Mom back into the living room to the threadbare sofa. Then I took Poetry Through the Ages out of the stack of plastic milk crates she used as a bookshelf, found my reading glasses, pulled a chair up beside her, and pretended to read from the section of the book dedicated to William Butler Yeats.

My uncle Mitch has a saying, “Cozy up to the things that scare you. Snuggle up next to ’em and then bite off their damn heads.” Uncle Mitch has a lot of sayings, most of which can’t be repeated in civilized company. You have to sift through a lot of junk, but occasionally there’s a gem of wisdom in the trash heap.

I took that one to heart and started cozying up to books. No one would think of accusing a guy of being illiterate when he’s got himself a book of poetry. The reading glasses were another trick. I didn’t need them, but they came in handy whenever somebody asked me to read something. I would just say I couldn’t find my glasses.

“Do ‘The Stolen Child’ on page twenty-two,” Mom told me.

I turned to page twenty-two, though I knew the poem by heart. I had for years. Mom never read me Dr. Seuss or Hop on Pop . When I was little she read me Yeats, Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and Robert Frost, over and over. So many times their words burned paths through my memory. We’d sit on the threadbare sofa of whatever dive we were living in, listening to the police sirens going by every few minutes. Mom always said we’d be rich as long as we had poetry.

“The key is in Yeats,” she said. Mom told me that whenever she got drunk. I had no idea what it was supposed to mean. “Fourteen, thirty-eight, twenty-two. Remember those numbers.” They were her three favorite poems; the pages were dog-eared with their numbers circled. She patted my hand and nodded her head to emphasize the point, as if this information might save my life someday.

“Okay, Ma,” I told her, and then pretended to read from the book, about the fairies of Sleuth Wood who stole children away:

“Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.”

Mom squeezed my hand. “You’re a good boy, Dylan. I know you’ve gotten into some trouble, but you have a good heart.”

I closed the book and stood up. I couldn’t listen to her talk about my “good heart” when she didn’t know half the things I’d done. “You sleep now,” I told her.

She nodded, and I turned the television on to the Shopping Network, Mom’s favorite channel. Then I walked back into the kitchen. Saw the bottle of Crown Royal. Got real thirsty all of a sudden. Decided to pour the whiskey down the drain before it did any more damage.

There was a room at the end of the hallway that used to belong to me and Wade, but while we were in juvie it got taken over with Mom’s boxes. When we came back home, we found she had moved all our stuff to the garage, which we had to convert into our current bedroom. I stepped inside the box room, Mom’s shrine to order and organization. Testimony to her belief that life could be managed if things were only kept in their proper places.

On the right were all the boxes for the things Mom had ordered from the Shopping Network—the slicer, the dicer, the blender, the indoor grill, even the fake fur coat, which didn’t get much use in Southern California. If and when we moved again, everything would go back into its original container. There were even a few things, like the do-it-yourself car-waxing kit and the fondue machine, that Mom had never opened.

On the left side of the room were stacks of white file boxes, each one labeled with a thick black marker: RECEIPTS , TAX RETURNS , BABY PICTURES , etc.

I hate to admit it, but I liked the box room. Sometimes I would go in there and stand in the middle of the room, just looking at the words on the white boxes. I guess it made me feel good because I could read them. They didn’t jump around, fighting with each other for space, like words on a page did.

I grabbed a box marked DYLAN from the top of one of the white rows, set it on the floor, and opened it. Inside were old art projects, report cards from a dozen different schools, a pair of booties, and, at the bottom, something I had hidden.

A map of Texas.

I opened the map, and the lines and words instantly started dancing. I tried to focus until I found Quincy in the bottom right-hand section. Wade had circled the name of the town for me in red ink one afternoon—when I couldn’t find my glasses. Then I called information and got the number for my grandmother, Levida Dawson, and had Wade write it on the map so I wouldn’t lose it.

Hadn’t worked up the nerve to call her yet.

Maybe one day I would just go there and get some answers.

One day I was going to find out what had happened to make everything turn out so wrong.

THE ROAD TO HUNTSVILLE
by D.J. Dawson
University of Texas Press

 

Prologue

 

My name is D.J. Dawson—inmate #892. My home is a ten-by-six-foot cell at the Polunsky Unit just outside of Livingston, Texas. There is one metal bunk with a two-inch mattress in this cage I call my home. One stainless-steel sink and a stainless-steel toilet. A small table stacked with books, an electric typewriter, and a small transistor radio.

There is one window, three feet wide and six inches tall, but I can’t see outside unless I stand on my bunk, and even then all I get is a view of the guard tower.

I spend twenty-three hours a day in this cell. I eat in this cell, sleep in this cell, shave in this cell, and crap in this cell. I get one hour a day of solitary recreation in a concrete yard surrounded by chain-link fence. I am not allowed to mix with the general prison population. I am not allowed a television or computer or e-mail.

Reading about how I live, you might assume I am some kind of psychopath, the sort of beast that must be locked away from society. But the truth is that I’m not that different from you. Not very different at all.

And that should scare the hell out of you.
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I AM DREAMING.

It’s the same old nightmare.

I try to force myself awake, but I can’t.

Something moves me forward, toward the sound of screaming.

I hear fireworks and think it is the Fourth of July, but then I remember it’s the middle of winter.

I reach a room with blue curtains, swaying in the breeze coming through a broken window.

The sound of ticking draws my attention to a clock above a door. The ticking gets louder, like the countdown of seconds until a bomb will detonate. Then a door on the clock flies open and a bird bursts through, squawking and screeching. The cackling of the bird mixes with the screams in the room until all I can do is cover my ears and close my eyes while I pray for it to stop.

I sit up, covered in sweat. Look around. Try to get my bearings.

OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
TAKE ME
THERE™





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEE

Simon Pulse





OEBPS/images/img07.jpg
THE GIRL WITH SEA GREEN EYES

Happiness is
s | M N
w M | G

T s of hee i






OEBPS/images/9781439157435.jpg
—TAKE ME
THERE™

CAROLEE DEAN

Simon Pulse
New York London Toronto Sydney








OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/img24.jpg
MY MOTHER

Drink
away your yesterday.
Don't think
about tomorrow.
Escape a world
of sorrow
[P G e T |





