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DEDICATION

To the exiles . . .





Part 1:

Monday





10:18 a.m.

I hold my breath.

Don’t dare say more.

Stopping time with my lungs.

Afraid of what comes next.

Beyond our safe place in the shadow of a metal sun, the universe continues to expand. There are some galaxies so far from us, heading in the opposite direction, that we will never see their light. Whole parts of the universe we will never even glimpse. There is also an entire galaxy on a collision course with ours.

All of this is beyond us. There is so much we’ll never even know. So little we can control.

“Fuck,” says Caleb quietly. He flips the navy blue guitar pick between his fingers. Its gold lettering catches the light reflecting off the sun.

Regent Sounds.

A guitar shop in London.

A pick dropped on the floor in a basement club in New York City, three days ago. Dropped when its owner fled the scene. It’s been in my pocket, a burning secret, since then.

Caleb’s breakfast burrito sits on the grass between us, half-eaten. I should have let him eat a little more before I told him. If I were him, and I just got this news, it would be the end of food for the day. He tears off a corner of the foil wrapping and balls it up between his fingers. Shoots it out onto the sidewalk. It spins out sunlight like a disco ball, a tiny falling star.

A far comet.

I allow myself to exhale. Risk taking his hand. He’s going to freak out, any second now. . . . And he has every right to.

It’s not every morning that you find out your long-dead father is actually alive.

I try to keep from asking dumb questions.

Are you okay? Of course he’s not.

What are you thinking? A million things, obviously.

Caleb stares into the distance between us. He seems stuck, like his brain is overloaded, too many thoughts at once, the little wheel spinning. I see his chest moving, rapid breaths, his lovely eyes flicking, eyelids battered by storm clouds.

Finally, his thumb starts to rub the back of my hand.

“Tell me again.”

“Your dad is alive,” I say. “Eli . . . is in London. I don’t know how. But I saw him.”

Caleb nods. He sits there frozen for another few seconds and then those dark eyes find me. “Thank you.”

“For what? Ruining your day, your year—”

He manages a sort-of smile. “All that was already ruined. Thank you for telling me.”

I lean over and wrap my arms around him. “I’m so sorry.” I feel him collapse against my shoulder. I can’t even imagine what this is like for him. I kiss him gently, then harder. . . . In spite of everything, his lips are as soft as ever and I want him to know that I am here for him, right now, that we are unbreakable, a perfect fit. . . .

But after a second, he pulls back. “It’s okay. Actually . . . it’s fine.”

“Tell me.”

He sighs. “I don’t know, it’s like, all my life I’ve been living with this weird ghost. It was right in the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t quite see it. When I found out Eli’s identity, and the ghost got a name, a face, and a past, that just made it worse. The emptiness I used to feel became this hole. . . . And now? I don’t even know. A part of me always hoped he might be alive, might be out there somewhere, even though I knew that was impossible. I never wanted to admit that. I knew it was stupid . . .”

“Not stupid. And, apparently not impossible.”

“I wish I’d seen him.”

“I wish you had, too,” I say. “If Jason hadn’t shown up . . .”

This is the part that kills me the most. So many things happened last Friday night in New York. The whole day had already been crazy enough: We followed a note from Eli White that led us to his old guitar at the Hard Rock Cafe. We thought we’d find his third lost song there, but the guitar was empty . . . and then Jon defected to join stupid Ethan Myers’s band, Postcards from Ariel, and Val’s mom and boyfriend showed up at the gig, and Matt got punched and Val ran off and pretty much everything was shattered.

Caleb went after Val. Randy took Matt to the hospital, and so I was alone when the mysterious texts started coming in, pointing me toward a club called Ten Below Zero, with the promise of finding Eli’s final song. Time was short. I took off without waiting. . . .

Typical Summer. If I had just waited for Caleb, we could have gotten to Ten Below together, both seen Eli White alive and onstage, and Caleb could have met his father . . .

Or maybe if I waited it would have been too late, and he would have already been gone. There was so little time.

So instead, it was just me. Watching Eli White as he sat on stage, hunched over a guitar, playing a song from beyond the grave. And then Jason Fletcher showed up, and Eli pulled his vanishing act before he could be recognized by anyone but me.

For three days I’ve been carrying this secret, wondering what to do with it, whether it would hurt Caleb more or less if he knew the truth.

But he was already hurt.

He deserved to know.

We crossed the country, risked our band and our futures, probably lost both. Sure, we have two of Eli’s three lost songs, but that no longer feels nearly as important as the fact that we almost had him. And all we have left now is a location:

London.

That’s where Eli is. At least, I’m pretty sure.

“So,” says Caleb, “now what?”

As always, that is the question.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Go back to fourth period?” It feels so lame. Here we are, outside the bounds of time and space. It’s hard to even remember that it’s just a Monday in February and we are supposed to be in class. How can we possibly just go back to everything as usual?

Caleb smiles, but only for a second. Then he’s dead serious again. “We have to find him.”

I get out my phone. “I’ll try our mystery lead again. . . .”

I send a text to that same phone number that led me to Eli. The same unknown person who delivered Eli’s old guitar case to Caleb’s door on Christmas Day.

Summer: Caleb knows. We want to get in touch with Eli.

“How did he do it?” Caleb wonders. He picks up his burrito, takes a halfhearted bite, then drops it on the grass again.

“You mean Eli? How’d he fake his death? I have no idea.”

That’s been eating at me, too. It seems like kind of a massively huge deal to erase yourself like Eli did. Like something you’d need help to pull off. Not just actually faking a drowning, but connections to get out of the country, money . . . all that cinematic stuff.

“I went back to the Wikipedia page,” I say. “There’s no mention of whether Eli’s body was ever found. I always just assumed it was, or there would have been a story there. The article in the LA Times from when it happened says that his wallet was found on the Santa Monica pier, his car was in the lot, and his shirt was found washed ashore a few miles down the beach the next morning. At that time the search was still ongoing. But then there’s never any mention of a body.”

My phone buzzes:

(424) 828-3710: That’s not possible. I’m sorry. Too risky.

I show the text to Caleb.

He laughs and stares into the grass, the computer overloaded again, but then he nods to himself. “Tell whoever that is that if he doesn’t help us, we’re going public with the songs, and about Eli being alive, all of it. We’ll call CNN or Rolling Stone or whoever will listen.”

It lifts my spirits to hear him say this. To want to fight. But I still have to ask: “Would you really want to do that?”

Caleb shrugs. “Why not? He owes us, doesn’t he? Don’t I have the right to talk to my own father, who’s been avoiding me my whole life?”

I kiss him. “Yes, you do.”

“So then if he won’t make the choice, we’ll make it for him. Don’t you think?”

“Definitely.”

Summer: If you don’t help us, we’re going public with everything.

(424) 828-3710: Aren’t you supposed to be in class right now?

Summer: Not a priority today.

(424) 828-3710: Are you even at school?

Summer: We’re serious. Please help us.

. . .

“What’s he saying?” Caleb asks. He’s taken out his phone and started texting. I want to ask who with, but I resist. I don’t want to be the girlfriend who’s in every inch of his business (even though I want to be), especially not today.

“Waiting . . .”

(424) 828-3710: Ok listen: go to the athletics hall at school. Trophy case by the gym doors. Bottom left corner. See what you find. I’ll be in touch shortly.

“Weird.” I hold out the phone so Caleb can read. He doesn’t look up for a second, still finishing a text, and I fight another urge to know who with.

Then he reads my phone. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“Well, let’s go,” says Caleb, standing. “We can’t stay here all day, and there is no way I’m going to sit through my classes.”

We stand and leave our oasis beneath the metal sun, the spot where Caleb first told me about Eli. We pass the spot on the sidewalk where I first kissed him, which seemed so obvious in the moment and crazy in hindsight and like two years ago now.

Every step feels odd. A little dizzy. Like, who knows where we are heading now?

I finish my burrito as we walk. It’s a warm day even for LA in February, sweat between my shoulder blades and behind my knees. Part of me misses that biting cold in Chicago and New York last week, being wrapped in layers. Or maybe I miss being wrapped in certainty. There was something about that road trip. We had purpose, a mission. We were off the grid, space travelers with velocity. Now we’re back and I feel adrift and exposed.

When I throw away my wrapper, Caleb tosses out the rest of his burrito. He shoves his hands in his pockets. I reach for his arm, holding him by the elbow. He is still distant, shell-shocked. I want him back, present, arm around me, a kiss even, but of course he’s withdrawn. I try to imagine what it would be like to have your world change so much in these singular bursts, all over the course of six months:

Your mom sitting you down and revealing who your dad actually was . . .

Your dad speaking to you through tapes from beyond the grave . . .

Finding out that grave is actually empty.

10:41 a.m.

We walk silently back through the mall toward school. Everyone seems fake to me today: moms in their yoga pants with their expensive strollers; business types in their crisp folds talking at full volume into earpieces like they are the most important objects in the universe. I want to lash out at them and tell them, Wake up! Not everybody is living in your little bubble of self-satisfaction. Not everything is so perfect.

But maybe I’m just feeling wounded.

The moment I got back from New York City I was grounded for the lies surrounding my Stanford interview. That’s a whole other thing. I was offered an interview and ditched it, telling my parents that it actually happened. Who does that? Me, apparently. Which leads me to wonder who exactly I am these days. The two versions, who I want to be versus who my parents want me to be, feeling more and more different.

Of course the interview ended up working out, through no fault of my own. The interviewer, Andre, called my house when another available time came up, only I was on the way to New York when he called. Whoops. I guess I could have defied my parents further, refused to fly home when they caught me . . . but then what? It would be kind of ridiculous to run away, to live like Val. Compared to her life, I should probably be whistling happily along. So how come I don’t feel that way?

Since I got back, I’ve been feeling furious at my parents and the interview, even mocking Andre with his list of questions.

“How do you picture yourself impacting the Stanford campus?”

Like a success supernova!

Like an android my parents built.

Like brooding dark matter . . .

Actually he was a pretty cool guy. And side note: I probably nailed the interview. I might well be this strange and precious “Stanford material” that Dad dreams about, in spite of myself.

And then when I’m not feeling angry, I’m racked with guilt: for letting down my parents, for lying and being irresponsible, even though I don’t actually believe in the very expectations that I’m supposedly not living up to.

Sometimes I feel like I’m not their Catherine at all anymore. But is Summer a liar, a coward? I feel like if I was somehow a better version of me, I could be both. I don’t know why I can’t pull off being what they want and also what I want. Maybe some stronger version of me could make my parents see the value in my version, the value in Summer and her dreams, without having to lie, to hide myself from them.

Maybe I could have been more honest with them this winter, this whole last year, not just about my interview, but also my uncertainty about what I really want to do next year. I could have really put it on the table for them and explained why managing Dangerheart is so important to me.

But I also know my parents. They don’t make it quite that easy. Then again, have I ever given them the chance?

It doesn’t help that the future of Summer hinges on a band that is currently scattered in fragments. Caleb and Matt are the only members who are even at school today. Jon is getting home this afternoon, according to his posts, but he played two more shows with Postcards from Ariel and is flying back with them. I’m not sure he could even be called a band member at this point.

And worst of all, we still have no idea where Val is. I know Caleb and Charity have tried getting in touch with her. I’ve sent texts to no reply. I keep thinking she’ll resurface, if for no other reason than she knows Jason Fletcher, the scout at Candy Shell Records, is expecting an answer from us today. He offered us a huge record deal, on one condition: we turn over the tapes of Eli’s lost songs. Can we possibly do that?

It’s the half-million dollar question. And Val was counting on that money more than the rest of us, to pay for her legal fees as she pursues emancipation from her crazy mother, to rent an apartment of her own. . . .

But I’m not sure how your band can sign a record deal when you don’t have a band.

Would Stanford really be so bad for Summer?

Oh hell, I don’t know what to do about any of it.

“Hold on.” Caleb stops us at the edge of the parking lot.

School is between periods. We watch from a distance as students stream from one door to another. Everyone talking, laughing, silent, or joking, all deep in the drama of their lives, all connected by classes, late bells, hunger pangs, the desire to fit in, to stand out, to be the star of their movie.

We all think we’re the sun at the center of our universe.

Of course the center of the universe is actually an all-consuming black hole. Does that mean that our best-case scenario is that we’re each a tiny solar system, with a handful of planets, born to burn for only a cosmic blink of an eye, one of trillions that have shined before and after?

Maybe.

And yet still they all hurry, darting up the steps, getting to class, cramming for the quiz, rushing over to the Armpit to quickly suck down a cigarette, rushing to the wall behind the gym for a quick feel-up . . . all of them unaware that from this distance they are little more than ants on parade.

But then what does that make Caleb and me?

Out of the flow, apart from the parade, spectators. Does that make us blessed or cursed? Are we more awake, more aware, or just hopelessly lost in space?

Is there someone watching us from a similar distance?

Oh my God, Summer, get a grip.

“You okay?” Caleb asks.

“Fine,” I say, shaking it off. “I’m the one who should be asking you that.”

“It’s all right,” he says, like it mostly isn’t.

The second passing bell rings. The last stragglers stamp out their cigarettes, adjust their bras and boners, stow away their cheat sheets, and sprint for the doors.

Then the building is still again.

We cross the parking lot and enter through the glass doors of the PopArts wing. We skirt quickly by open classroom doors, until we are in the window-lined hallway that rounds the back of the auditorium.

“Aw, man,” says Caleb, “I just remembered there’s a quiz in amplifier physics.”

“Should you go?” I ask him.

Caleb shakes his head, allows almost a glimpse of a smile. “Pretty sure this is more important.”

The hall ends and we duck through old blue double doors into the athletics wing, a bleak, windowless hall of faded tan brick walls and stained brown tile floors, reeking of sweat and ever-damp showers.

The walls are lined with sad trophy cases. Most of the photos and trophies are at least ten years old, some older than that. Once Mount Hope became famous for PopArts, any kid with real athletic prowess went elsewhere.

We find the case beside the gym doors.

It’s for the swim team.

It’s as dusty as the others. Photo corners have curled away from the foil paper background, its shine dulled with time. Some of the medals that hung beside pictures lie on the bottom of the case.

We look over the items. Apparently Mount Hope had state champion swimmers in the 1980s, and one kid named Topher went to Nationals and even swam in the Junior Olympics.

“There.” Caleb points to the bottom corner: a photo of four boys standing in their Speedos, arms around each other. They are grinning and holding up the silver medals around their necks. A strip of paper beneath the photo reads:

Countywide JV Invitational 1991. 200m Medley Relay 2nd Place

There are no names on the paper, but he’s easy to spot: Eli White, second from the left, smiling brightly and actually looking better in a Speedo than his later, skinny-rock-star appearance would suggest. Actually, he’s got kind of great shoulders, which I tell myself not to think and definitely not to say because eww that’s my boyfriend’s dad. But more importantly, he looks so young, and that smile: it’s got a light that I can’t ever remember seeing in his later photos.

“Did you know about this?” I ask Caleb.

He shakes his head. “I don’t think anyone did. He was only a freshman then.”

“When did he and Randy meet?” I wonder.

“I think when Eli was a junior?”

“This photo is ten years before Eli died. I guess if he stopped swimming after freshman year, and never did varsity, maybe no one ever made the connection.”

That said, here is another piece of information that seems to be conveniently missing from the narrative about Eli’s death.

I text our mystery informant.

Summer: We’re looking at the photo. So Eli was a good swimmer.

(424) 828-3710: A very good swimmer.

Summer: We already know he didn’t actually drown. We need more.

. . .

(424) 828-3710: When can you meet?

I show Caleb the message. “My calendar is pretty free at this point,” he says.

Summer: Whenever.

. . .

(424) 828-3710: My associate will pick you up in twenty minutes. By the loading docks behind school.

The message makes an arctic chill pass through my abdomen.

“You up for this?” I ask Caleb.

I wonder if I am.

He just shrugs. “Does it matter?”

Summer: We’ll be there.

10:58 a.m.

We kill time in the Green Room. Coach says hello and looks at us sideways, no doubt wondering why we’re not in class. But he doesn’t hassle us.

There’s no one manning the espresso stand during this period but there is a self-serve pot of coffee. Caleb and I fill cups, then see that there’s no milk or sugar out. We drink them black and bitter.

It fits.

We stand around, fidgeting and quiet, try hugging, but we’re wound too tight.

After fifteen minutes we head out the back hallway, past the practice spaces, down the stairs, and out. A hot breeze lashes our faces, funneled between the high school and the community center next door, carrying the smell of the Dumpsters that sit just beyond a low concrete wall. . . .

Suddenly it is September again—either five months or five years or five centuries ago, it’s hard to tell—and Caleb is playing a concert to no one, standing on this very wall, until I startle him. It’s intense to remember that supercharged moment. Everything new, every moment a first, full of possibility and magic . . .

It’s so different from now, when the world feels hollow and mocking. That September afternoon seems so innocent. Maybe this is how it always is. Like it’s only when you look back that can you see how much you didn’t know, see what a silly dreamer you were.

But, no, we weren’t wrong to dream, because it turned out we were right! More right than we knew. We dreamed of a band and that happened, a great band. We dreamed of finding Eli, of making Caleb’s past whole. We did that, too. And it’s because of all that we did do that we’re here now, with so much further to go.

Deep breath, Summer. Let the caffeine sink in.

Caleb puts his arm around me. “I can’t believe you found me here that day.” I’m glad to know he’s thinking the same thing. “I never would have come this far without you.”

I resist the urge to question how far we’ve really come, given that we’re standing right back where we started and our band is in shambles. Our life in orbit around the Dumpsters.

But no, I have to believe we’re headed somewhere. And he’s right: we knew enough to believe in each other. At least I’m sure of that. We may be back where we started, but we have come too far, way too far, to let our doubts win.

“We did it together,” I say, and turn him toward me and kiss him, harder than he’s ready for. It takes him a second to respond, but then he does, and for one brief moment we both remember that there is also just this, us, kisses like comfort, and a heat that starts to build each second that our mouths and tongues and bodies are in contact—

A car engine roars from around the corner.

We pull apart. Let the world back in.

Damn.

“Are you ready for whatever’s next?” Caleb asks me.

“No idea. You?”

“No idea.”

11:12 a.m.

The car rounds the corner with a squeal of tires. It’s a cherry-red Audi. I recognize it before it pulls to a stop and I see who’s inside.

“Guys.” Ari Fletcher lowers his expensive silver sunglasses. He’s a senior who still looks like he’s made of potatoes, and still has his obnoxious giant red headphones around his neck, but today, his standard-issue, know-it-all smirk is gone.

Actually, he looks scared as hell.

“Come on,” he says. “Get in, already.”

“Huh?” I can’t help saying, because if Ari is here, then that means . . .

In my mind, I feel big heavy puzzle pieces sliding into place.

“I’m supposed to drive you,” he says, checking the clock. “We have to hurry.”

“Where are we going?” Caleb asks.

Ari checks his phone. He swallows hard and glances around like we’re in a spy movie. “He won’t tell me. Just that if I don’t bring you, I’m grounded for a month and I can’t go to Cabo for spring break, so get in.”

“Who’s he?” I ask but I don’t really need to.

I’m pretty sure I know.

11:14 a.m.

Caleb slides in the backseat. I take shotgun. Before I sit, Ari brushes a pile off the seat: takeout cups, energy bar wrappers, drumsticks, comic books, a copy of Pump It! magazine. His car smells like chocolate and boy. The second I close the door he tears off down the alley.

“So,” I say, “let me guess: Jason is behind all this.” I’m not even sure how that could be possible but who else could it be? There’s no one who’s been more invested in messing with us—

But Ari laughs dismissively. “Yeah right.” He revs the gas as we sit at the stoplight outside school, then guns it out onto Main Street, our necks whiplashing. “Like I’d do this for him.”

“Then who?” Caleb asks.

Ari is about to reply when his phone utters a sensual female moan.

“Nice,” I mutter.

Ari picks it up and reads a text. “One sec, gonna let him know that we’re on the way . . .”

He replies with his thumb while drifting back and forth in our lane. “Ari . . . ,” I say as we race up on a line of cars stopped at a red light. I grab the wheel to get his attention.

“I got it,” he says, glancing up and slamming the brakes.

His phone coos as his message sends.

“Are you going to tell us where we’re going, or who is behind this?” I ask.

Ari just stares ahead at the traffic, his face tight. Then his phone moans again.

“Ugh, can you please silence that?”

“I’ll put it on vibrate,” he says. He might mean that as a joke, but his delivery is halfhearted. He checks the text and holds it up so we can both see the sender and the message:

Dad: Santa Monica pier.

“Your dad . . . ,” I say.

“Jerrod Fletcher?” Caleb asks from the back.

“I don’t get why he wants to talk to you,” says Ari. “Does this have something to do with your label offer? Cuz believe me, I can understand why you’d be hesitant to work with my brother. He’s kind of a d-bag sometimes and—”

“Yeah,” I say quickly, glancing at Caleb as I do. “That’s basically it. We’re not sure whether or not we want to work with Jason.” If that’s what Ari is most inclined to believe, we’ll go with that.

“It’s huge money,” says Ari. He sounds jealous.

“It is,” says Caleb, “and we were supposed to give him an answer by today . . . I guess your dad wants to talk it over, try to persuade us or something.”

“Whoo, yeah,” says Ari. “I’m glad I’m just dropping you off and don’t actually have to be there. He gets pretty pissy about stuff like this.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I say.

Meanwhile, my midsection is doing backflips into a pool of adrenaline.

Jerrod Fletcher is the one who led me to Eli . . .

Who sent Caleb the guitar case.

Which means Jerrod Fletcher knows Eli is alive.

Has known for sixteen years . . .

Does anyone else? We met Kellen McHugh, Eli’s old band mate. He seemed to have no idea. I’m pretty sure Jason has no clue. Neither does Caleb’s uncle, Randy. I always just assumed Jerrod was part of the enemy team after Eli’s songs. . . .

But maybe he is something else entirely.

I try to catch Caleb’s eye again. I want to break this down with him so badly, but once more his gaze is buried in his phone. God, who is he texting now? I know I shouldn’t stick my nose in, but I have to say something. I’ll try to keep it casual.

Summer: What’s up?

Caleb: Nothing.

My thumbs twitch, wanting more.

Summer: Let’s not tell Ari anything we don’t have to.

Caleb: Agreed.

But other than swearing at the traffic on the 405, Ari doesn’t feel like talking, either. He drives like an idiot, or he’s just really nervous, weaving in and out of lanes, gunning the engine, and yet never quite improving his position on the choked highway. After a few miles, he puts
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