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Once in a while you get shown the light in the strangest of places if you look at it right.

—Robert Hunter
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CHAPTER 1

Scarlet and I had been in love, but lately I hadn’t heard from her. She had moved home to New Hampshire and wasn’t returning my calls. I still had a coffee mug with her lipstick stain on it in my cupboard. It was summer now in Isla Vista. I hadn’t seen her in six months. 

I arrived at Burbank Airport early. The sun was bright. I went inside for a drink at the lounge. I spotted Cassidy. She looked good. We sat down after hugging each other like long lost friends. 

“Jack, you look awful,” she said. 

“Thanks.” 

“What did you drink last night?” she asked. 

“Everything.” 

“Did you miss me?” 

“A little.” 

She smiled. “Well, I missed you too.” 

“Have you got any aspirin?” I asked. 

“Yeah, somewhere in my bag.” Cassidy dumped her purse on the table and fumbled through it. She had been Scarlet’s college roommate in Isla Vista. She’d gotten her nose pierced with a silver hoop and had stopped shaving her legs. She said she liked the way they sparkled in the sunshine. Her hair was curly blonde. She had it in a hat because she was trying to grow dreadlocks. She was wearing a tie-dye shirt and ripped jean shorts with leather sandals. 

Anna arrived dressed in a business suit. She was holding a laptop. She had also lived with Scarlet in Isla Vista. It scared me to think that she had her life together before I did. 

“Well, if it isn’t Jack Miller!” she said. “You look horrible.” 

“I’ve been drunk for three days,” I said. 

“Good for you.” 

I leaned over the table and hugged her. 

“Well, enough about you, how do you like my hair?” 

“It’s nice,” I said. 

“I just got it cut. What do you think Cassidy, too short?” 

“It’s fine,” I said. 

“Oh, you don’t really care,” said Anna, brushing me off. “Tell me what you think, Cassidy.” 

“I like it,” said Cassidy, nodding like a child. 

“Me too,” said Anna, agreeing with her. “So, have you talked to Scarlet?” 

“No,” I said. “I just bought my ticket and figured I’d surprise her.” 

“I already told her you were coming. How’d you afford your ticket anyway?” 

“I sold my car.” 

“You must really love her.” 

“Don’t tell her I sold it.” 

“Why not?” asked Cassidy.

“’Cause she’ll get mad and I don’t need that.” 

“But why?” 

“Just do me a favor and promise me that you won’t say anything?” 

“I promise.” 

“Thank you.” 

“What have you been up to?” asked Anna. 

“Not much,” I said, tilting my drink. “What about you?” 

“I just got back from Italy two days ago, and before that I was in France. I think I want to go back there and go to school next year. I need to learn French. How was your trip, Cassidy?” 

“It was a lot of fun.” 

“Where did you go?” I asked. 

“I went to a semester at sea in the Mediterranean.” 

“Let’s go find our flight,” said Anna. 

We made our way through the metal detectors. Prohibited items were: axes, bats, bows, brass knuckles, whips, cattle prods, crossbars, dynamite, hammers, hockey sticks, knives, guns, mace, nunchucks, razors, scissors, drills, rifles, swords, spears, stun guns, throwing stars, and toy weapons.

We went through the line quickly and found our flight. I saw Eddie Van Halen leaning against a wall. I wanted to tell him I knew him—that he used to drive down my street on San Pasqual in Pasadena. I used to stand out in front of my house and watch him race his 1940s hot rod. My mother would tell me that he was the devil because of the music he played so I would yell, “Here comes the devil!” 

I kept it to myself and never said a word to the girls. After all, who would believe me? 

Our plane arrived and we boarded. I found my seat and sat down. I got lucky. No one was sitting next to me. 

The flight attendants appeared, pushing carts down the aisles, smiling. 

I had a turkey sandwich, chocolate chip cookie, and buttered sourdough bread. I washed it all down with a cold beer and felt that it was one of the best meals I’d ever had. I put the trash on the empty seat next to me and folded up the tray. 

Cassidy was standing over me when I woke up. “Get up,” she said. “We’re here.” 

“Are we in Dallas?” I asked, still half asleep. 

“No stupid, we’re in Boston.” 

“Well, let’s go,” I said, with a little excitement. I stretched for a second and then followed Cassidy off the plane. 

My eyes scanned the crowd for Scarlet. The crowd separated. Scarlet was standing alone. She had never looked so good. I hesitated to go to her. I didn’t want to look like I was in love with her. 

I hugged Delilah first and then shook hands with her husband Sam. They had been my college roommates in Isla Vista. Delilah was naturally pretty with long brown hair. Sam was a speed freak who talked too fast, but he was loyal. Sam was lucky to have Delilah for his wife. 

Time stood still when I turned and caught Scarlet waiting for me. All the old memories came flooding back. I grabbed her and told myself never to let go. I had thought my feelings for her were going to be different, but nothing had changed. I loved her. Her tan skin felt smoother than I had remembered. I ran my hands from her shoulders down to her wrists and squeezed her just enough to assure myself that she was real. My head was resting on her blonde hair that smelled like vanilla. I loved every detail of her. I wanted to tell her I loved her, but I didn’t. I was speechless. 

I took a step back, lost in her blue eyes. The loneliness from a long college break had been lifted. I felt the freedom of my youth. 

“Let’s get a drink,” I said to the others. 

“We’ve got to find my car,” said Scarlet. 

“It’s in the middle of nowhere,” said Delilah. 

Scarlet counted heads. “I don’t know how we’re going to fit everything in my Jeep.” 

“We’ll figure it out,” I assured her. 

We stuffed Scarlet’s Jeep until there was no more room, then piled the rest on the roof. Sam and I used our shoelaces to tie down the bags. 

“I lost my wallet at the hotel,” said Scarlet. “I’ll have to lie to my dad about that.” 

“My car broke down in Boston,” Sam added. “I’ve got to pick it up tomorrow and make sure those bastards don’t screw me.” 

“So,” said Scarlet. “We’re going to stop off at the hotel and see if they found my wallet.” 

“How much was in it?” asked Anna. 

“A lot. My dad’s going to kill me.” 

We stopped off at the hotel and waited in the parking lot while Scarlet went inside. I was praying she would find it, but she didn’t. 

“It’s not there,” she whined. The sun was dipping under the horizon. We got back on the highway. Scarlet was still wearing the poison ring I had given her for her nineteenth birthday in Isla Vista. She held my hand as we drove. It felt good. 

“We’ll go to Cape Cod,” said Scarlet. “I love it there. My parents aren’t too hot on the idea of you guys being here.” 

“How hot are they?” Sam asked. 

“It’s just that my mom thinks you’re all drug addicts.” 

“Is she going to check us for track marks?” Sam laughed. 

“If anyone’s a drug addict, it’s you,” laughed Anna. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You’re the one with the parents who found your weed, remember?” 

“Shut up!” she blurted. 

“Come on, Scarlet. We all know about it.” 

“It’s mostly my mom. She thinks everyone from California is a drug addict. She’s Catholic.” 

“Good thing she doesn’t judge people,” Anna laughed. 

“I’m sorry, but she’s just old.” 

“Who cares what your old mom thinks?” said Sam. 

“I’m just warning everyone about her.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, trying to cheer her up. “Your mom won’t even know we’re around.” We all nodded. 

“Call up your friends, Scarlet,” said Anna. “See what’s going on tonight.” 

“I think I know of a party across town,” said Scarlet. 

Scarlet drove through the darkness. She turned down a narrow dirt road to a white colonial house. I sat in the car for a moment while the others unpacked. I didn’t want to go inside. I wanted to go home, but I didn’t have a clue where we were. 

I caught up with Cassidy just as she was walking up the gravel walkway and pushed past her. I didn’t want to be the last inside. 

Everyone was standing at the bottom of the stairs looking up at Scarlet’s father. He was a large Irish man with a red face. Scarlet had forgotten to tell us that he was the police chief for the town. 

“Dad, I had a little trouble in Boston yesterday,” Scarlet admitted. 

“I told you not to go there but you never listen to me,” yelled the Chief. 

“I left my wallet at the hotel and when I came back for it, it was gone.” 

“How much money did you have in it?” 

“Only forty dollars,” she lied. “I also lost my license.” 

“Well then, you’re not going out tonight.” 

“What are you talking about? My friends are here.” 

“You’re grounded!” 

“Everyone just got here!” 

“That doesn’t matter.” 

“That’s not fair!” Scarlet whined. 

“Fair has nothing to do with it! Life’s not fair! You’re grounded!” The Chief stormed upstairs. 

Scarlet turned to us, on the verge of tears. “I’m really sorry.” 

“I don’t think I’ve ever been grounded before,” laughed Anna. 

“I’ll go talk to him,” Scarlet said.

“Who cares,” I said. “What have you got to drink?” 

“Yeah, there’s plenty to eat in the kitchen. Help yourself. I’ve got to talk with my dad.”

We went into the kitchen while Scarlet went upstairs. 

“My parents would never do this to me,” said Delilah in disbelief. 

Sam shook his head. “This is unbelievable.” 

“I know what you mean,” I said. “There’s no liquor in these cabinets.” 

Delilah took some bread from the cabinet. “My parents would never embarrass me in front of my friends.” 

“I thought all parents did that?” said Anna. 

“Not mine. Never.” 

“We might as well make the best of it and just start all over tomorrow.” 

“This sucks,” said Sam. 

Delilah made me a ham sandwich. I sat down at the kitchen table with the others and waited for Scarlet to come back downstairs. When she did, it was obvious that she’d been crying. I felt bad for her. 

Everyone went upstairs to sleep. Delilah and I stayed up. It was nice to be with someone. I felt so alone. Scarlet had gone to bed without kissing me good night. I could feel the distance between us. 

“How’s it going with Scarlet?” asked Delilah. 

“I’m getting a strange vibe from her.” 

“I’m getting the same vibe from Sam. He’s acting funny.” 

“Maybe Sam and Scarlet are cheating on us?” 

Delilah laughed. “Then we’d have to get together just to get back at them.” 

I liked her idea. It numbed my pain briefly. “Okay,” I half-laughed. 

“Just give it another day, Jack. I’m sure it’ll work out.” 

“I don’t have a choice. I’m stuck here.” 

Delilah kissed me and disappeared upstairs. 
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