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Chapter 1

“The end!”

Funny way to start a story but these are the two words that Kyle Parker heard his mom shout at his dad through the thick walls of their brownstone on Twentieth Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues in New York City at four minutes before midnight on Wednesday June 9, two weeks and one day before Roosevelt High School got out for the summer.

“Did you hear me, Walter? I said I’ve had it!”

“I heard you. Everybody in Manhattan heard you. Including our son.”

“Kyle’s asleep.”

“I doubt it.”

So did Kyle. But maybe he was wrong. Maybe he was dreaming. And maybe his mother wasn’t really telling his father she’d had it. And worse, much worse, calling him by his name.

That’s right. Kyle’s mom told Kyle’s dad she’d had it a lot. Mostly with the book Kyle’s dad had been writing for the past six years called Love in Autumn. Which, if you asked Kyle, was about as sappy as you could get. The name of the book. I mean, who wants to read a book about love? In autumn? Which just happened to be when Kyle’s mom and dad first met.

November 14.

On the skating pond.

In Central Park.

Which was autumn. Or fall. Or whatever you want to call it. Like I said, Kyle called it sappy. And figured that was why no one would publish Love in Autumn and send his dad some money. Which was the real reason Kyle’s mom told Kyle’s dad she’d had it. Because she was sick of being the one who earned all the money all the time. Even when Kyle’s dad reminded her she didn’t earn all the money, since Kyle’s dad worked at the Open Book in Greenwich Village four nights a week.

“That’s a part-time job for a high school kid!” Kyle’s mom answered back. “Not for a grown man with a wife and a son and responsibilities!”

And stomped out of the room.

And slammed the door.

But never—not once, not ever—did she call him by his name.

Until tonight.


Chapter 2

Kyle wasn’t the best-looking kid at Roosevelt High School. Nor the most popular. Nor the best athlete. But he wasn’t a loser, either. I mean, girls liked him. Or, at least, some did. Or, at least, Lucinda Winston did. But she lived across the street. And still went to PS 126. And worse, way worse, had freckles.

Not that Kyle had anything against freckles. But what would his friends say? Which was a pretty stupid question since he knew exactly what they’d say. And, yeah, this is a delicate subject we’re talking about here. I mean, Kyle knew there was nothing wrong with freckles, and anyone who thought different was stupid or prejudiced or both. So he just pretended that freckles had nothing to do with it and convinced himself that Lucinda was just too young (a whole six and a half months younger than he was) and lumped her into the kid category. Which, as you might imagine, thrilled Lucinda no end. In other words, it made her so furious there were times she hated the very mention of the name Kyle Parker. Which, of course, was another way of saying she had a mad crush on him.

Did she mind that his knees were bigger than his calves and that his elbows were bigger than his forearms and that his hair stuck up like the crown of a rooster?

Nope.

Kyle was smart like his dad and hardworking like his mom and knew computers better than anyone on the planet. At least, that was the way Lucinda saw it. Though it wasn’t what made her eyelashes curl and her big toes tingle anytime Kyle even glanced in her direction. It was his smile. His special smile. Which, Lucinda realized, was as corny as all get-out. Especially since he saved it for his dog.

Shakespeare.

That’s right. That was the dog’s name. Which was a pretty high-class name for a dog, any dog, especially a dog as goofy as this dog. Plus, he wasn’t even Kyle’s dog. You see, Kyle’s dad was allergic. So, as far as Kyle’s house was concerned, there may as well have been a sign above the door that read No Dogs Allowed (or cats or canaries, for that matter). Another kid may have turned sulky. But that wasn’t Kyle’s style. He became a professional dog walker. That’s right. He walked Shakespeare for money. Because some dog owners, no matter how much they loved their dogs, either didn’t have the time or didn’t make the time to watch their four-legged friends take a dump.

Sound gross?

Not to Kyle.

He was crazy about Shakespeare—pooper-scooper and all—even before four o’clock that afternoon. When Shakespeare changed everything forever.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves.

Because it wasn’t 4 P.M. It was 7 A.M. The morning after the night Kyle heard his mom shout, “The end!” Which meant Kyle wasn’t thinking about Shakespeare. Or even his mom sitting across the breakfast table, biting her lower lip. He was thinking about his stomach. Which felt as if someone had tied it into a knot and yanked it so tight he was afraid he might double over and smash, face first, into his Grape-Nuts flakes. Kyle heard a grumbling noise. It sounded like a locomotive. Only it wasn’t roaring down the tracks. It was inside his head. Getting louder. And louder. Until Kyle knew there was only one question that could stop it. Not by slamming on the brakes. But by turning his life into a head-on collision.

“Where’s Dad?” Kyle said.


Chapter 3

This isn’t easy to say about a mother, any mother, especially Kyle’s mother, since Kyle wasn’t doing all that hot at the moment. But Polly Parker was cut-and-dry. What I mean is, there was no middle ground with Kyle’s mom. Things were either good or bad. Right or wrong. No compromises. No second-guessing. Once she made up her mind, that was it. Finished. End of story. You might consider this hard-hearted. But as far as Mrs. Parker was concerned, she’d been raising two kids the past six years. And one of them happened to be her husband.

“Kyle, your father won’t be living here any longer,” she said.

She didn’t shrug. She didn’t reach across the table and hold Kyle’s hand. She didn’t say, “I’m sorry.” Because that was another thing about Kyle’s mom. She got right to the point. No shilly-shallying or dillydallying. Life was what it was. And it didn’t get any better if you tried to dress it up with whipped cream and a cherry on top.

“Why?” Kyle said.

“I think you know why,” his mom said.

So okay. So it’s time we said something nice about Mrs. Parker. Which, actually, isn’t all that difficult. Because Mrs. Parker probably worked as hard at her profession as anyone you will ever meet. Plus, she was great at it.

Great as a what?

As a headhunter.

No, she didn’t shrink human skulls and stick them on the ends of spears. A headhunter is business lingo for someone who gets people jobs. Lawyer jobs. Teacher jobs. Executive assistant jobs. All kinds of jobs. And, yeah, Mrs. Parker got paid. And, yeah, she and her family needed the money. But money wasn’t the only reason she was so dedicated.

You see, Mrs. Parker believed that the right person in the right job for the right amount of money gave that person self-respect. Which was why she worked ten hours a day five days a week. I don’t mean she showed up. I don’t mean she put in her time. I mean, once she took you on as a client, it was pretty much a done deal that you were no more than three weeks away from starting your career.

And that wasn’t all. She had another great quality. Mrs. Parker loved Kyle the way Kyle loved Shakespeare.

Totally.

Unconditionally.

The no-compromising part of her personality?

That had nothing to do with Kyle. Oh, sure, he had to drink his milk and do his homework and be polite and get to bed on time. There was no cutting corners on any of that stuff. But with the big stuff, the stuff that mattered, the stuff that gave Kyle confidence and made him feel secure, Mrs. Parker never wavered.

Not once.

Not ever.

So don’t worry. Kyle wasn’t shaking in his socks that if he chewed with his mouth open he’d be out the door with his dad. As far as Kyle’s mom was concerned, there was the rest of the world, and then there was Kyle, and Mrs. Parker was as fierce as a grizzly bear when it came to protecting her cub.

Which was what she figured she was doing now. Protecting Kyle by giving it to him straight. No false hope. No pretending things might get better. Kyle’s father was gone. She kicked him out. Deal with it.

“For good?” Kyle said.

“Yes, Kyle.”

“No chance you’ll get back together?”

“No chance.”

“None?”

Mrs. Parker didn’t answer. Not out loud. Instead, she closed her eyes. And took a deep breath. And, in spite of herself, she reached across the table and took hold of her son’s hand. Because, remember, this was Kyle. The crack in her armor. And she was hurting him. And she knew it. And she’d rather rip her arm off at the socket than hear that tone in his voice or see that look in his eyes.

“What can I do, Kyle?” she finally said. “It’s the book. He’s been writing it for six years. Six years, Kyle. Without a penny. I have dreams too. I’m working ten hours a day, and for what? I want you to go to a good college. I want you to have everything you deserve. You’re a smart boy, Kyle, and I can’t keep paying the bills on your father’s dream. It’s killing me. I can’t stand it any longer.”

And she broke down. Right there at the kitchen table. Which may not sound odd to you. But as far as Kyle was concerned it was like the moon exploding or Tiger Woods hitting a drive less than two hundred yards. Kyle tried to move but couldn’t. He tried to speak but couldn’t do that, either.

So he just sat there.

Stunned.

Not just because of his mom’s tears. But also because of her last sentence. “I can’t stand it any longer,” she’d said. Not him. She hadn’t said, “I can’t stand him any longer.” She’d said it. Which meant his dad wasn’t killing her. The book was. Because it wasn’t earning any money. Because it wasn’t published. Which meant Kyle had to do something. He had to figure out a way to make sure Love in Autumn got published. No matter what. No matter where. Then maybe, just maybe, his mom and dad might get back together.

But how do you get a book published?

Huh?

How?


Chapter 4

A few years ago Twentieth Street would have been a maze of broken glass and Coke cans and half-eaten doughnuts for Kyle to hop over or zigzag around or crack or pop or squish. But no more. It was still a city block. Garbage cans still stood guard by the curbs. But the city sweepers had begun to keep the streets clean. And the folks who lived in the neighborhood stopped being litterbugs. And I’m not trying to compare New York to Oz, where Dorothy could have followed the Yellow Brick Road barefoot. I’m just saying Kyle no longer had to scrape his shoes every fifteen steps or hold his nose when he passed the alley behind the pizza parlor on his way to school.

One thing hadn’t changed, however. Lucinda still passed him three days a week. Not five days. That would have been too obvious. And not the same days. That would have also been too obvious. Because that’s what you did when you had a mad crush on someone who didn’t have a mad crush back. You studied his schedule. You found out where he was going to be and when he was going to be there. And then you showed up.

And ignored him.

Totally.

Which was what Lucinda was doing at that very moment. She was pushing open her front door and skipping down the steps. Her sandy blond hair bouncing. Her clogs clicking the concrete. Her T-shirt showing off just enough of her belly to make her dad spill his coffee all over the morning newspaper.

Did Kyle check her out?

Nope.

Lucinda knew. She peeked. Through the same wrap-around sunglasses that Carrie-Anne Moss wore in The Matrix. She wore the sunglasses so Kyle couldn’t see her eyes. Since she wasn’t really ignoring him, but only pretending. Which only worked if the guy wasn’t ignoring you. Which he was. As far as Kyle was concerned, Lucinda may as well have been a crack in the sidewalk. Better if she had been. At least he was stepping on that. Which was when it hit Lucinda, like a sock on the jaw. Kyle wasn’t ignoring her. He didn’t even know she existed.

Can you blame him?

Don’t get me wrong. It’s not that Kyle had never been faced with a problem before. Like two months ago when he wanted to wear his Dave Matthews T-shirt to a Mets game and it was still in the wash. Or last Tuesday when he had to choose between cheesecake and a chocolate sundae for dessert because his mom told him he couldn’t have both. But neither of these was in quite the same category as getting your dad’s book published to save your parents’ marriage. Especially if it was a book you hadn’t even read. Not a chapter. Not a page. Not even the first sentence.

Why?

Simple. His dad wouldn’t let anyone near it. Including Kyle’s mom. Oh, sure, he sent it to editors at publishing houses. And they read it. Or didn’t read it. And sent it back rejected. And then Kyle’s dad rewrote it. And sent it out again. And it got rejected again. And, of course, Kyle’s dad kept a copy for himself. But only one. And a backup disk.

He locked the copy in his top desk drawer. He locked the disk inside his wall safe behind a beat-up framed photograph that he’d had bought at the flea market on Twenty-sixth Street. And not just any photograph. But a photograph of Ernest Hemingway. Who, Kyle’s dad told Kyle about six million times, was his hero. Because he wrote The Old Man and the Sea. Which was Kyle’s dad’s all-time favorite. Which didn’t surprise Kyle. The old man part, I mean. Since the guy in the photograph had a thick, white, old-man beard and tired, angry, old-man eyes.

It was the eyes that always got to Kyle. They never blinked. They never moved. They just stared at you in kind of a dare. As if they were saying, “Let’s see what you got.” Like life was a race. And if you weren’t trying to win, then what the heck were you doing on the track?

But there was something else. Not in the photograph. But the way it was framed. Or, more precisely, on the brown paper that sealed the back so no dust could get inside the frame. Glued to the paper was a pocket. You know, to hold something. Hold what, no one knew for sure. Since the pocket was empty. Long empty, probably. Though that hadn’t stopped Kyle’s dad from making up a story right there on the spot.

“Can you feel it, Kyle?” he’d said. And flicked his eyebrows. And winked. “This is no ordinary photograph. Not even close. It was a gift from Ernest Hemingway to one of his children. That’s why that pocket is here. To hold his note: ‘From Papa. With all my love.’”

“Oh, please!” Kyle’s mom had said.

“Close your eyes, Polly. Run your fingers over the glass. The great man touched this. He gripped it in his hands.”

“I’d like to grip you in my hands.”

“Where’s your imagination, Polly? Where’s your sense of adventure? This photograph’s an omen. It’s going to bring us luck.”

“It’s a waste of money.”

“No, Polly. Trust me on this one. I’m buying it. I’m hanging it over the wall safe in the office. And someday you’ll thank me. Someday you’ll say it’s the best investment we ever made. You know why, Kyle?”

“Because you can find anything anywhere,” Kyle had said.

“That’s right, son. You can find anything anywhere.”

Which was a quote from Cadillac Jack, a book by Larry McMurtry. You see, Kyle’s dad always quoted books. Especially that book. Especially that quote. “You can find anything anywhere.” It was kind of like Kyle’s dad’s code. The words he lived by. Though none of it meant all that much to Kyle. Since he’d never read Cadillac Jack. Or The Old Man and the Sea. Or, for that matter, was he dying to read either one.

Love in Autumn?

That was different.

Why?

Because it was his dad’s book. His dad’s dream. Which had now become Kyle’s dream. So, yeah, Kyle was going to read it. Not because he figured anything his dad wrote would be chock-full of androids or gladiators or someone sucking blood from someone else’s neck. But if your major goal in life was to come up with a way to get your dad’s book published, it probably helped if you knew something about that book. Which in Kyle’s case meant he had to read it. Which meant he had to steal it. Which tightened that knot in his stomach. Which was pretty darned tight to begin with.

So I guess we can forgive Kyle for not knowing Lucinda existed. Since he didn’t know anyone existed. Not the guy on the corner without any shoes, mumbling, “Spare a quarter?” Not the taxi driver running the red light and nearly sideswiping the umbrella stand. Not even Ruben Gomez calling him (Kyle) “Chicken Legs” four hours later during gym.

Because Kyle was in a zone.

A zone all his own.

And he pretty much stayed that way. Until the school bell rang after last period. And Kyle burst out of geometry and ran every step of the way to Greenwich Avenue. Even after his lungs turned to fire. Even after his backpack felt like it weighed a ton. Because Kyle knew exactly where his dad was. And even more important—at least, to Kyle—he knew his dad would be waiting.


Chapter 5

Buzz!

That was the sound of the doorbell to the smallest bookstore in New York City. And not just the smallest. But the one with the most dust. The way Kyle saw it, anyone who could stay inside the Open Book for more than ten minutes and not sneeze deserved an Olympic gold medal.

Why the doorbell?

To make sure no one snuck in and stole a book. Which Kyle never quite understood. I mean, who would want to steal a book? And, even if someone did, who would want to steal an old book? Because they were. Old, I mean. Really old. Printed before Kyle was born. Plus, they were stacked so high and crammed so close that anyone grabbing a hundred-year-old copy of Pride and Prejudice or David Copperfield and trying to make a run for it would more than likely cough to death before he made it out of that bookshelf maze.

Mr. Jacobson owned the Open Book. Which meant he was Kyle’s dad’s boss. If boss was a good word. Since Mr. Jacobson treated Kyle’s dad more like a son than an employee. Mr. Jacobson was about seventy years old and walked with a cane and smelled like his books and looked like the rat in the Charlotte’s Web illustrations. Which was pretty much the exact opposite of his personality. Since Kyle had never met anyone with a kinder voice. Or a more generous heart. Especially if you were Kyle’s dad. And not a book thief.

“Hello, Mr. Jacobson.”

“Hello, Kyle.”

“How’s my dad?”

“How do you think?”

I know. That conversation doesn’t exactly take Mr. Jacobson out of the rat category. But words don’t always tell the whole story. You see, Mr. Jacobson also shrugged. And shook his head. As if to say, “I’m sorry. I wish I could help. I wish I could do something.”

As if he already hadn’t.

Because there was something else about the Open Book I haven’t mentioned yet. Smack dab in the middle of all that dust and clutter was a wraparound, metal staircase. Like a corkscrew. Spiraling straight up. Past the Hawthornes and Twains and Dickenses and Tolstoys until it dead-ended on a landing two feet under this wooden trapdoor that pushed open right onto the second floor. Which, Kyle knew without asking, was where his dad was staying.

How?

Because the rent was free. Because that was the kind of a guy Mr. Jacobson was.

“I’m going up,” Kyle said.

“You know the way,” Mr. Jacobson said.

And Kyle did. Three summers before, he’d spent half of July pretending the winding stairs were part of a pirate ship and the trapdoor led to a secret compartment where he hid his gold doubloons. Only this time, as he clanked up toward the ceiling, a tingle shot up his spine. Not because he was scared. But because it was just too weird that his old playhouse was now his dad’s apartment. Though apartment was kind of stretching it, since the whole thing consisted of one room, with a hot plate for a kitchen and a bathroom the size of a phone booth.

There was no tub.

No shower.

No place to clean yourself besides the sink. One sink. Where you washed your dishes and your hands but had to be an acrobat to wash anything else. Which, as it happened, was exactly what Kyle’s dad was up to when he heard the knock on the trapdoor. He was splashing water under his arms and sloshing most of it all over the floor. Which wasn’t exactly the image he wanted his son to see that day. Since Mr. Parker knew it was Kyle. Since it was ten minutes after school got out. And since Kyle’s dad knew that Kyle would have run all the way.

“Be right there!” Kyle’s dad tried to shout.

But couldn’t. Because he was too nervous. So nervous he forgot to dry his armpits before he buttoned up his Hawaiian shirt. Which made it look like he had two big sweat stains about to flood the palm trees. Which didn’t surprise him. Since everything else about that day had been a disaster, so why not look like an idiot too? Still, he didn’t change. There wasn’t any time. He just swallowed. Or tried to swallow. And stumbled over to the door. And took a deep breath. And grabbed hold of the rope. And yanked the trapdoor open.

“Son,” he said.

Kyle said nothing. He ran up the last two steps and hugged his father.

So much for sweat stains and wet floors and jumpy nerves. None of it mattered. Not now. Not with his son’s arms wrapped around him.

“It’s okay, Kyle,” he said.

“No, it’s not,” Kyle said.

“You’re right,” Kyle’s dad said. “I won’t lie to you. It’s not okay. But it will be. Someday. I promise.”

Kyle let go. He let go of his dad, that is. But in the same motion he crossed his arms in front of his chest as if he were hugging himself.

“How?” he said. “How is it going to be okay?”

Silence.

Nothing.

Kyle’s dad didn’t even shrug.

Which was weird. Way weird. Because Kyle couldn’t remember a time his dad didn’t have some kind of comeback. Something snappy. Something positive. Because his dad was always positive. Even at his first job. Where he worked ten years as a social worker in an assisted living facility. Which is a polite way of saying an old-folks home. Or, in Mr. Parker’s case, an old-folks home where all the people were sick and ready to die.

Tough job?

You bet.

But it was especially tough in the Bronx. Where every day he went to work Mr. Parker saw someone buy drugs or get mugged or run away from the police. He was never robbed himself. Nothing like that. Which was surprising. He wasn’t very tall and about as skinny as they come, and if anyone would have stuck a gun or knife in his face he would have given away his money without a fight since he practically gave away all the money he carried in his pockets anyway to anyone who asked.

You see, Kyle’s dad was a dreamer. He dreamed that one day people would be nicer to one another and more generous with one another and that no kid would be poor and no old person would be lonely. But that wasn’t all he dreamed. He had a different dream, his own dream, a dream he tucked way, way back in the corner of his heart. Don’t get me wrong. He wasn’t unrealistic. He knew it would take hard work. And maybe even a lot of luck. But Mr. Parker believed that everyone should do something that no one else could do. Something wonderful. Something special. Which was why he finally said good-bye to the old-folks home and started writing his book. Because now he was part of his own dream. No matter how many times Kyle’s mom got upset. No matter how many rejection letters came in the mail. Kyle’s dad simply smiled, cocked those thin eyebrows of his, and said:
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