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Dedication

For Bennett, Jeremy, and Ava—
who have saved me so many times
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	Dedication

	Why Am I Out Here

	I Know, I Know

	Unfortunately

	Not at All Fun, Actually

	Though Tonight

	At First We Can’t Find Any Homeless People

	We Head West on Wilshire Boulevard

	We’ve Been Scouring Our Assigned Area

	Suddenly

	Now It’s Almost Two a.m.

	We Whirl Around

	Who Is This Girl?

	For a Split Second

	Then She Turns Away

	The Next Morning

	I Mean Seriously, God

	Most Days

	My Friends

	Generally Speaking

	Pixel and I Are Only Halfway Home

	We Break into a Run

	Out of the Rain . . .

	As Usual, the House Reeks of Pot

	As We Sprint Through the Storm

	She’s Shaking Her Hips

	Kind of Hysterically, Actually

	And She’s Twirling Me Around

	And I Know This Might Sound Strange

	Then the Rain Stops Falling

	I Can Hardly Wait

	I Can’t Believe My Ears

	I Don’t Get It

	Mom Is Exactly Where I Left Her

	It Wasn’t Always Like This

	I Guess By Now It’s Pretty Clear

	I Would Have Tried to Stay Awake

	And Then—It’s Morning

	Pixel Grins at Me

	It’s Quiet in the House

	And I’m Contemplating This Monumentally Sad Fact

	Which Means

	Fifteen Minutes Later

	So Much for My Winter Break Plans

	Pixel Cocks His Head at Me

	I Offer the Coat and the Cinnamon Bun

	I Think I See Her

	No Dogs Allowed

	The Pier’s Hideously Crowded

	Then I Hear a Familiar High-Pitched Laugh

	Then a Baby Starts Wailing

	I Rush Up to the Railing Overlooking the Water

	Then He Starts Tugging on His Leash

	The Three of Us

	I Smile Back at Him

	I Can Feel My Own Cheeks Flaming Up Now

	Oh. Wait.

	So, Just to Clarify Then:

	Pixel Rests His Paw on My Arm

	Pixel Gives Me a Look

	A Second Later

	I Open My Mouth to Call Out to Her

	Then

	Their Gondola Crests the Top of the Wheel

	As Our Gondola Begins Its Descent

	Pixel Gently Nips One of My Fingers

	But Now Cristo’s Smiling at Me

	When Our Gondola Finally Reaches the Ground

	Something Tells Me

	So Here’s What I’ve Learned So Far:

	After Dinner

	The Mime Bursts Out of His Invisible Box

	A Minute Later

	Her Arms Are Raised Above Her Head

	Red Tears Her T-Shirt Off

	The Guys Are Chanting Faster Now

	Pixel’s Straining on His Leash

	The Girl Looks Toward the Sound

	Then Red and I Are Dancing

	Pixel’s Glowering at the Guys in the Crowd

	Minutes Later

	Cristo Clears His Throat

	I Stifle a Scream and Shout Her Name

	I Stifle Another Scream

	Before Red Heads into the Shelter

	She Bumps Fists with Me

	As We Head Away from the Shelter

	We Manage

	Then

	I Pull Out My Phone to Check the Time

	When We Walk into the Restaurant

	But As We Ease into Our Seats

	Whoa . . .

	When a Boy Walks You Home

	But

	So Now

	And I’m Staring at That Hedge

	But Then—My Phone Rings!

	I Sigh

	My Throat Closes Up

	Then I’m Lighting the First Candle

	Because All of a Sudden

	I Trudge Upstairs to My Room

	A Second Later, My Phone Buzzes

	So I Write:

	But a Few Seconds Later

	The Moonlight

	Pixel Fetches That One Too

	So Basically

	It Takes Me Hours to Fall Asleep

	Then—It’s Morning

	I Throw on Some Clothes

	We Manage to Get to Daybreak on Time

	There’s a Ringing in My Ears

	She Stops Dancing and Grins When She Sees Me

	It Takes Some Convincing, Though

	And You Know Something?

	Noah . . .

	But Noah’s Joke About the Spider

	But I Can’t Think About Noah Right Now

	While We’re Waiting in Line to Pay

	It’s Late Afternoon

	Red’s Cheeks Flush

	When the Elevator Doors Slide Shut

	It’s a Beautiful Room

	A Minute Later

	When Red’s Finally Through

	Riding the Red Roller Coaster

	Pixel Hops Up onto Red’s Bed

	But a Little Chill Shoots Up My Spine

	A Second Later

	My Heart Does a Little Cartwheel

	Yikes . . .

	Multitasking

	She Tells Me That God Used to Visit Her

	Which Cracks Her Up

	Then Red and I Are in That Awful Coffin

	Because

	Then Pixel’s Beside Me

	While Red’s in the Tub

	It Turns Out

	But Then Cristo Asks Me

	Suddenly I Hear Red Shouting

	At Noon

	Maybe I Was Wrong About Red

	As We Continue Walking Through the Park

	And Now That Red’s All Cleaned Up

	Red Gathers What She Wants

	Sometimes I Miss Him So Much

	Mom Used to Be So Proud

	He Was the Best Brother Ever . . .

	My Heart Clenches Like a Fist

	I Squeeze My Eyes Shut

	I Call Her Name

	He Asks How Operation Red Is Going

	I Send Him Back a Zillion Smiley Faces

	Then

	We Find the Hidden Key

	Cristo’s Yard Is So Beautiful

	I Grab a Couple of Towels

	Sequoia Yawns in Response

	So I Suggest

	Somehow This Sound Triggers a Memory

	Before We Head Off

	Red Peeks at the Picture Over My Shoulder

	I’m So Mad

	I Dash Across the Lawn

	Then He FaceTimes Me

	And We Just Sort of Gaze at Each Other

	The Bicycles Are Perfect

	On the Way Back to Cristo’s Backyard

	She Always Used to Say She Did, Anyway

	Though I Sort of Wish I Had

	I Know I Should Just Say Good Night

	When Pixel and I Get Home

	God I Miss My Brother Tonight

	And That’s the Kind of Guy Dad Was, Too

	I Toss and Turn for Hours

	Fifteen Minutes Later

	There’s Red!

	But Looks Can Be Deceiving

	I Can Feel My Cheeks Burning Up

	Then She Bursts Out Laughing

	We Share Another Laugh at This

	But When I Call Out to Pixel

	I Look Down at My High-Tops

	A Half Hour Later

	Two Hours Later

	When We Get Back to Cristo’s

	When You’re Riding Your Bike

	But an Hour Later

	For the Last Couple of Days

	I Don’t Get It, God

	When I Tell Red What’s Going On

	There’s Only Five Days Left Till Christmas Eve

	I’ve Been Trying My Best

	Finally

	For the Next Few Days

	When I Wake Up

	When We Get to Cristo’s

	Maybe It Would Be Better to Bring Him with Us . . .

	As Red and I Take Our Seats at the Library

	Red Searches My Face

	As We Pedal Back to the House

	Because a Few Seconds Later

	My Stomach Lurches

	I Steal Another Glance at Red

	Red and I Collapse into Each Other’s Arms

	But Then I Think of Pixel

	I Rinse Out My Mouth

	Then Just as I Hang Up from the Last Call

	We Careen Around the Block

	Then

	The Whole Way There

	By the Time We’re Approaching Cristo’s Gate

	Mom Doesn’t Answer Till the Zillionth Ring

	I Don’t Even Bother Answering Her

	All of a Sudden

	My Mouth Goes Dry as Dust

	Red Shrinks Away from Me

	But I Don’t Know How to Help Her

	Then Suddenly I’m Standing in the Chapel

	The Crashgrinding Roar

	My Fingers Start Tingling

	Then She Bursts Out Laughing

	It’s So Total and Complete

	I Leap onto My Bike

	But I Can’t!

	When I Finally Get to Palisades Park

	Then

	I Whirl Around and Around

	A Sharp Pain Rips Through My Chest

	Did Red Feel Just Like Jimmy?

	My Body Feels So Heavy All of a Sudden

	Then I Hear a Sound

	She’s Going to Jump!

	I Begin Pretending to Cry

	She’s Standing There Frozen

	And Then I’m Running Toward Her Too

	We Cry

	We Pull Apart and Lock Eyes

	A Few Delirious Minutes Later

	I Can’t Help Cracking Up at This

	And We’re Just Sort of Sitting Here

	And Just Then

	I Hold My Phone Out to Red

	I Tell Her All About Noah

	The Ice in Red’s Eyes Has Melted

	My Dad Doesn’t Really Like Alcohol

	The Truth Is

	I Just Wanted to Have Some Fun

	I Stopped in My Tracks

	But

	Red Squeezes My Hand

	Then Red Gathers Me into Her Arms

	Suddenly Red Pulls Away from Me

	Pixel Cocks His Head at Me

	I Suck in a Breath

	I Give Red a Giant Bear Hug

	I Can Tell By the Look on Her Face

	I Wish I Could Say

	So What Red’s Mom Actually Says Is This:

	Her Mom’s Crying Now

	After I Say Good-Bye

	Red Wraps Her Arms Around Herself

	My Blood Freezes

	Now Red Breaks into a Run

	Her Eyes . . .

	Keeping a Tight Hold on Her Hand

	The Ambulance Arrives Five Minutes Later

	This Isn’t Just a Sprinkle

	A Second Later

	My Parents Pick Up on the Very First Ring

	And That’s When I Realize

	A Few Minutes Later

	When My Parents Finally Let Go of Me

	Then I Leap onto My Bike

	Pretty Soon

	When She Opens Her Eyes Again

	I Can Feel Her Words

	I Refuse to Cry . . . I Absolutely Refuse!

	Then She Heaves a Ragged Sigh

	I Let My Mother’s Words

	Until Today

	When Mom and I

	When We Get to Cristo’s

	When She’s Done

	While Sequoia Eats Her Dinner

	I Feel So Overwhelmed All of a Sudden

	My Battery’s Totally Dead

	I’m Not Going to Say

	The Truth Is

	But When It Gets Real Bad

	When I Wake Up on December 31st

	Halfway There

	I Pedal Through Palisades Park

	A Part of Me

	When I Answer Cristo’s Call

	What I Know Now

	Then

	I’m Still Not Sure If God Exists

	It’s Almost Midnight

	The Emcee Starts Counting Down
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Why Am I Out Here

In the middle of the freaking night

wandering the streets of Santa Monica

looking for homeless people

when I could be lying in bed

watching videos of babies eating lemons

and soldiers reuniting with their dogs?

Because I need four more hours

of community service this semester.

That’s why.

And

I need them

by tomorrow morning.




I Know, I Know

I shouldn’t have waited

till the very last minute.

But isn’t that what

the very last minute is for?

I mean, if God hadn’t wanted us

to wait until the very last minute,

he wouldn’t have

created it, right?




Unfortunately

This morning, when I explained

that theory to my Freshman Seminar teacher,

she just laughed and said,

“Molly, if God hadn’t

wanted us to meet deadlines,

she wouldn’t have created them.

And you’ve known for months now

that every student has to complete

their community service before winter break.”

Which is why I am out here

freezing my butt off

at eleven thirty at night,

with a clipboard and a tally sheet

and a pen that only works

when you wring its neck,

roaming the streets

with my faithful dog Pixel

and 250 other volunteers—

all of us

helping the city

take its annual homeless count.

Which is sort of like

being on a scavenger hunt.

Only much less fun.




Not at All Fun, Actually

I mean,

I knew there were people

living on the streets in Santa Monica.

You’d have to be blind not to notice them.

Though until tonight

I never really focused on them.

In fact, I tried really hard

not to focus on them.

Whenever I saw someone sleeping in an alley

or picking through a trash can

or trudging along in taped-up shoes,

I looked away and hurried past them.

Not because I’m one of those

spoiled self-centered teenage girls

whose idea of unendurable hardship

is having a broken fingernail.

But because . . .

Well, because seeing those people

stirs up all sorts of stuff in me.

Stuff I don’t like to think about.




Though Tonight

I can’t look away

and hurry past them.

Because tonight it’s my job

to count them for the city.

My mom never would’ve signed

the permission slip

if she knew I was doing this

alone.

I had to lie and tell her

some friends were coming with me.

Even though I have exactly

zero friends.

So the people running this event

assigned Pixel and me to a random team

with these two ancient hippies—

Feather and Eden.

Their clothes are so scruffy

they kind of look

a little homeless themselves.

But they’re not so bad, I guess.

If you don’t mind hanging out

with a couple of people

who’ve decided it’s their mission in life

to convince you of the many joys

of a gluten-free

meat-free dairy-free

soy-free fish-free

free-free existence.




At First We Can’t Find Any Homeless People

But when we get to Reed Park,

we spot a guy with a long white beard

wedged into the skinny plastic slide

for toddlers,

a baseball cap

covering his eyes,

his hands crossed over his chest

like a corpse in an open casket.

We stand here for a while,

just sort of watching him sleep.

And suddenly I’ve got this lump in my throat,

and I’m wishing we could help him somehow . . .

The event organizers

warned us we’d feel this way.

But they said we weren’t allowed

to interact with the people we find.

They said we should just concentrate

on counting as many of them as we can.

Because the more people we count tonight,

the more homeless funding the city will get.

So I swallow hard,

mark the guy down on our tally sheet,

and force myself to follow

Feather and Eden out of the park.




We Head West on Wilshire Boulevard

And pretty soon we notice a man

sleeping on a bench at a bus stop,

cradling a suitcase held together

with duct tape and string.

And just as we cross over 5th Street,

we see a woman sleeping in a beat-up Toyota,

crammed full of all the stuff

that once must have been in her closet.

Then, a couple of blocks later, we see

an old woman dozing on a yoga mat

tucked underneath a stairwell,

her fingers gripping a mangy stuffed bear.

And when I see that shriveled old lady

clutching that bear, my heart shrivels too.

And it’s all I can do to keep myself

from calling 911

and begging them

to get over here right now

and find her a place to live.

Find all these people places to live . . .




We’ve Been Scouring Our Assigned Area

For a couple of hours now,

on this totally strange,

totally sad search that we’re on.

And I’m pretty sure I’m starting to get frostbite.

(I know this is

Southern California.

But when it dips into the forties here,

it feels colder than Alaska to us!)

I zip up my jacket

and pull my socks higher,

thinking that I can hardly wait

for these four hours to be over

so that I can slip into my pajamas,

climb into my nice warm bed,

cuddle up with Pixel,

and drift off to sleep . . .

But then I spot a young guy

sleeping in front of the Converse store,

wrapped up like a sausage in a moldy blanket,

his swollen bare feet sticking out at the bottom.

And all of a sudden

I’m blinking back tears.

Because seeing him

lying there like that makes me . . .

Makes me think about another young guy . . .




Suddenly

My fingers

start tingling . . .

There’s a ringing in my ears . . .

I can’t breathe . . . !

My chest—it’s splitting in two!

I’m having a heart attack!

But then Pixel’s here—

standing on his hind legs,

resting his soft white paws

against my thigh,

peering up at me through his shaggy bangs

as if to say, “Easy now, kiddo.”

He nudges the comforting knob

of his nose into the palm of my hand,

reminding me that I’m just having

another panic attack—not a heart attack.

That all I need to do is take

some slow, deep breaths and I’ll be fine.

I stroke his secret sweet spot,

right behind that floppy left ear of his,

and I can feel my teeth beginning to unclench,

my heart rate returning to normal.

What would I do without Pixel?




Now It’s Almost Two a.m.

And the only area left

for us to search is Palisades Park—

a strip of land so long and skinny

it’s basically a piece of linguine.

It overlooks the bluff that leads down

to the Pacific Coast Highway

and, beyond that,

the wide, sandy beach.

Feather and Eden have finally taken

a break from trying to convert me

to gluten-free soy-free whateverhood

and have gone mercifully quiet.

We scan every bench, bush, and shadow,

while the Man in the Moon follows us

with his sunken Man-in-the-Moon eyes,

like he’s watching his favorite reality show.

A thick fog’s creeping in from the ocean,

swirling over the fence and around my ankles,

making me feel like we’ve wandered

onto the set of a horror film.

There’s only the sound

of the palm fronds rustling . . .

of something scuttling in the brush . . .

of my heart thudding against my ribs . . .

And then—a woman screams!




We Whirl Around

And spot her right away.

I’m relieved to see

she’s not being attacked or anything.

She’s sleeping on the bluff

a few yards from us,

on the far side of the fence—

just beyond the sign

warning people not to go

beyond the sign.

She’s curled up on top of a grungy

sleeping bag, twitching like Pixel does

when he’s having a dream.

She thrashes around and cries out again.

She must be having a pretty bad nightmare.

Even worse than the ones I have.

“Maybe we should wake her,” I whisper.

But Feather says, “They warned us not to

get involved with the people we’re counting.”

“She’s right,” Eden says.

“That’s the rule.

We really should go . . .”

But for some reason,

no one makes a move to leave.

We just stand here staring at her—

like the way you can’t help

staring at a car wreck

as you drive past it on the freeway.

And when I get a better look at her,

I’m shocked to see that she seems

only a few years older than me.




Who Is This Girl?

This girl

who’s wearing six layers of clothes,

her grimy feet jammed into

a mismatched pair of flip-flops?

This girl

with the rust-colored curls

who smells like she hasn’t had a bath

in forever?

This girl

who’s been reduced

to stuffing everything she owns

into a rickety old stroller?

I suck in a jagged breath,

thinking about how

she was probably in a stroller

once upon a time,

how she used to be

a sweet little gurgling baby,

cared for by someone

who loved her . . .

And suddenly

I don’t care

what the rule is.

I want to shake this girl awake.

I want to bring her home with me,

draw her a bath,

and feed her a nice hot bowl

of matzo ball soup.




For a Split Second

I even let myself imagine

inviting her to come and live

with me and my parents.

But something tells me

that wouldn’t exactly

go over too well with them.

Besides. You never know.

She could have lice . . . or hepatitis . . .

or maybe she even has a knife . . .

Then—

Eden sneezes,

startling the girl awake.

She sits up and gasps when she sees us,

wrapping her arms around herself

like she wishes she had an invisibility cloak.

“S-s-sorry we woke you,” I stammer.

She doesn’t say anything.

But her eyes are warning us

not to come any closer.




Then She Turns Away

And burrows down

so deep into her sleeping bag

that we can’t even see

the top of her head.

My heart starts pounding again,

threatening to crack apart my chest . . .

Pixel nudges his nose

into the palm of my hand.

Then Feather whispers,

“We should go. She’ll be okay.”

And I suppose

she will be . . .

So why is my stomach

twisting into knots

as the four of us

walk away?




The Next Morning

When

I hand in the sheet

to my Freshman Seminar teacher,

the signed sheet

that proves I’ve completed

my four hours of community service,

she smiles at me and says,

“I guess God decided she didn’t

want you to get a C in my class after all.”

I know she’s only kidding,

and I know God isn’t exactly sitting around

worrying about my grades,

but I can’t help wondering why he

(I mean if there even is a he) (or a she)

didn’t create enough houses

for everyone.




I Mean Seriously, God

Homelessness sucks.

Why did you create that?

Come to think of it, there are a lot

of questions I’d like to ask you.

Like why did you create french fries

and Snickers and pepperoni pizza

and then decide that all that stuff

should be so freaking fattening?

Not to mention

zit-inducing.

And why did you create

periods and cramps

and then choose girls to be

the ones who got them, instead of guys?

Did you honestly think

that was fair?

And why did you create

high school, God?

Why did you create popular kids,

but then create unpopular kids, too?

Couldn’t you have just made

everyone popular?

Would that really

have been so hard?




Most Days

I can handle

eating alone in the cafeteria.

At least I’ve got Pixel to keep me company.

He’s a service dog.

So when I showed the principal

a note from my doctor,

she gave me permission

to bring him to school.

Why do I need a service dog?

I’d rather not talk about it.

But it seems like everyone else

would like to.

They always start whispering

when they see us coming.

Or exchanging looks, like,

“Who’s that weird girl with the mutt?”

Before I began

bringing Pixel to school,

before the awful thing

that happened last winter,

before the night

when everything changed forever,

I used to be

in on the joke.

But ever since then,

it feels like I am the joke.




My Friends

Tried to be nice to me after it happened.

I mean, they aren’t jerks or anything.

They did their best to be supportive.

Especially

my two BFFs,

Rosa and Jasmine.

But it was pretty obvious

that the whole situation

was creeping them out.

They just

didn’t know what

to say to me.

And maybe they felt

wrapped up in it somehow.

Though they never said.

By summertime,

things had gotten so awkward

that they just sort of drifted away.

And now that we’ve started high school,

I’m as pathetically alone as that girl

I saw sleeping on the bluff last night.

Rosa and Jasmine and all the others

have started getting piercings

and going out with boys.

But me?

I still haven’t even

been kissed . . .

If I had known that middle school

was gonna be the high point of my life,

I would have tried harder to enjoy it.




Generally Speaking

Walking

home from school

is my favorite time of day.

This lovely little break

between the misery of my school life

and the misery of my home life.

Though on this

gloomy Thursday afternoon—

not so much.

Because as

Pixel strains on his leash,

leading me from tree to trash can to bench,

I can’t stop fixating

on the fact that it’s officially

the start of winter break.

Only this year our family

won’t be making our annual pilgrimage

up to Big Bear to play in the snow.

This year

no one’s even mentioned

going away.




Pixel and I Are Only Halfway Home

When the sky

turns strangely dark.

Even darker than the mood I’m in.

So dark

that if you Googled “ominous”

you’d see a picture of this sky.

And a second later

everything goes eerily silent.

Even the palm fronds stop rustling.

Then—BOOM! CRACK!

A clap of thunder so loud

it’s like a bomb’s gone off.

Even Pixel jumps.

He looks back at me

as if to say, “Dude . . .”

And then—it begins to rain.

This isn’t just a sprinkle.

It’s a full-on drencher:

torrential, epic, angry.




We Break into a Run

The rain’s squishing in my high-tops,

streaming down the back of my hoodie,

flooding into every crevice of my being.

And, also, of my backpack.

I’m running like a bunny, like the wind,

like Superwoman on Red Bull,

pretending there’s a gang

of serial killers chasing us.

Is that weird?

Yeah. I guess it is.

But it’s helping me

run faster.

And the faster I run,

the faster I’ll get home

and out of the rain.




Out of the Rain . . .

Out of the rain . . .

Out of the rain . . .

I begin chanting

the phrase in my head,

keeping rhythm with the pounding of my feet

as Pixel and I dash through the downpour.

Then

something inside of me

shifts.

And that’s when it dawns on me—

I’m not running home

to get out of the rain.

I’m running there to grab

the fold-up tent I use at the beach,

and maybe a raincoat

and some boots and stuff,

to bring them to that girl I saw

sleeping on the bluff.




As Usual, the House Reeks of Pot

Mom’s sitting in the family room,

watching the Home Shopping Network,

probably ordering one

of everything they’re selling.

(It turns out

that getting totally wasted

while watching that particular channel

is an expensive habit.)

She doesn’t seem at all fazed

by the puddle forming at my feet.

But she does pause between puffs

to ask me how school was.

“Why bother asking,” I growl,

“when you don’t actually care?”

“Of course I care,” she murmurs, as I grab

Pixel and stomp up the stairs to my room.

I change into a dry T-shirt and jeans,

get out my duffel bag, and throw in

my raincoat, my rubber boots, some old

clothes, and a handful of granola bars.

Then I shrug on Mom’s dumb yellow

windbreaker, race back downstairs,

grab the tent from the front hall closet,

and charge out the door with Pixel at my heels.




As We Sprint Through the Storm

I imagine how the girl’s face

will light up when she sees

all the things I’ve brought her.

I imagine how grateful she’ll be.

And how good that’ll make me feel—

sort of like I’m a hero or something.

Maybe

she’ll be huddled

in her soggy sleeping bag.

Or maybe

she’ll be hunkered down under it,

using it as a tarp.

Or maybe

she’ll be hiding out beneath

one of the dwarf palms on the bluff . . .

But when

I’m a few dozen yards away,

I catch sight of that red hair of hers.

And I can see

that she’s not huddled

or hunkered or hiding.

She’s dancing!
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