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SATELLITES

Leaving Los Angeles – Book One

What they want is too far away to touch.

Benji’s wish to become a member of the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra may never happen. He thinks of himself as a satellite in orbit around everything he wants but too far away to touch. As Los Angeles is sometimes referred to as the City of Broken Dreams, his past, present and future seem to reflect this.

On his way to his night job, Benji meets Haley and the attraction is instant. In some ways, her life reflects his. Her dreams, like those of her parents, were too far away to reach. Yet Haley is not a broken dream. She’s real and someone to love in a city that has more devils than angels. 

As they fall deeper in love with each other, one thing is certain. If they both wish to find their dreams, leaving Los Angeles may be their only hope for happiness.

Reader Advisory: Some violent content, as not all in Los Angeles are angels.

PUBLISHER NOTE: Contemporary Romance. Romantic Suspense. Family Drama. 20,900 words. All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.


DEDICATION

For everyone yearning to be a star who found their way to Los Angeles only to have their hopes shattered on boulevards of broken dreams.


CHAPTER ONE

“I understand the passion you have in wanting to play for the orchestra. Not only do I recognize the precision with which you perform each piece, but I hear the passion and desire as your technique is flawless. Were it my decision, I would hire you the moment your audition ends. Yet there is something else to consider. You will be among a handful of brilliant musicians auditioning for one and only one vacant chair. Most, if not all of your competition, are accomplished musicians by virtue of their musical education backgrounds, which you, my young friend, lack. And it is that reason alone that will play as a disadvantage to you. I’m sorry I can’t tell you what you want to hear. It would be a disservice to you if I lied.”

As Benji walked toward the nearest bus station just after nine, the night sounds of Los Angeles were drowned out by these words from his classical music mentor, Bernard Collins. As a former professor of music, as well as a retired member of the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, Bernard was an expert on what Benji most wanted his future to be. But poor classical musicians, such as he, seldom found the chance to excel in a world populated by exceptional talents. I’ll always be an outsider, he said of himself, enhancing his growing misery.

Careful in how he crossed the busy intersection with the use of his cane, his steps were much slower than those who rushed past him to reach the other side of the street. He hoped the impatient drivers behind their steering wheels would be considerate of his disability. Most, though, were not judging by how many blaring car horns and profanity-laced meltdowns he would hear if he took too long to cross the intersection. Carrying his instrument case and using his walking cane hindered him from showing them his middle finger.

The mid-August heat wave gripping Los Angeles offered no comforting night breezes as he walked along. Passing by too many homeless people seeking refuge on the dirty sidewalks outside boarded-up storefronts and drug users and dealers shying away from the streetlights in making their deals, he thought of taking off his black T-shirt which clung with sweat to his heated body. But doing this would attract the unwanted attention of the prostitutes, both women and men, seeking clients for expensive minutes of pleasure. Though still a virgin at twenty, Benji did not want his first time of passion to be with someone he paid. I know it’s just money, but maybe I’d be paying with my heart and soul too, he thought. The prostitutes have already paid their price.

Approaching a bus stop to get on a bus that would take him to his short-order cook job at an all-night diner across town, Benji noticed a young woman dressed in a fashionable black mini-dress best suited for trendy Los Angeles nightclubs. Having long dark hair, similar in color to his own short dark hair, as he walked closer to her, he could tell that she seemed nervous. Maybe this was caused by a group of young men staring at her from the shadows of the street corner. Clearly, she had earned their attention. A thought crossed his mind as he walked to stand next to her. He hoped she would understand what he was about to do.

“Hey, babe. Thanks for waiting for me,” he said to her and smiled. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.” Appearing as if a deer caught in headlights, it took her a moment to react.

“Um, no,” she uttered, hiding her startlement as best she could. “It’s fine, baby,” she played along. 

Benji smiled in relief of her picking up on his intentions. His efforts proved successful as the group of men appeared to become disinterested in his presence. A minute later, the arrival of the city bus saved both of them. He followed her onto the bus while keeping an eye on the men who had not entirely left. To his relief, none of them got on the bus.

As he made his way down the center aisle to find a place to sit, Benji was surprised when the young woman offered him a seat next to her by motioning with her hand. Only a few other people were seated on the bus and none seemed threatening.

“Thanks,” he said as he sat next to her.

“I’m the one who should be thanking you,” she responded and smiled through her obvious nerves. “I could hear those guys whispering about me.”

“I’m glad I could help. Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but that’s not the best neighborhood to be walking through day or night for someone pretty like you,” he complimented her through his warning. She brushed a strand of her long hair away from her eyes as she tried to smile again.

“It wasn’t my intention to be there,” she explained. “The guy I went on a date with took me to a club named Hysteria so we could listen to a favorite band of his. Halfway through the performance, I realized that he wasn’t standing next to me. I tried to text him to see where he had gone, but he didn’t answer. When I was leaving to go home, I asked the guy working the door if he had seen my date. He didn’t remember either one of us. Before you walked up to me, I tried calling my date, but he wouldn’t answer. I guess he’s ghosting me.”

“Sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. Not the first time this happened. I seem to have a talent for going on dates with the wrong guys. I’m Haley, by the way,” she offered her name.

“Benji,” he responded with his own.

“So, why do you walk with a cane if you don’t mind my asking?”

“I used to love to skateboard,” he answered. “When I was fifteen, I was hit by a drunk driver. The bones in both of my legs were shattered below my knees. The doctors couldn’t repair the damage, so my lower legs were amputated. Now I walk with the use of a cane and prosthetic legs.”

“Wow? That must have been terrible.”

“It was. It took about six months before I could walk with my new legs.”

“How old are you now?”

“Twenty.”

“And what’s in the case.”

“My clarinet. I want to someday perform with the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra. I have an audition on Monday morning. But for now, I’m heading to work at my night job.”

“Where’s that?”

“The Constellation Diner. I’m a night short-order cook there Monday through Friday.”

“I know where that place is,” Haley said. “It’s only a few blocks from where I live with my parents. My parents own Pike’s Laundromat. I work there as an attendant during the day. My dad refuses to let me work there at night.”

“I can’t blame him. The people who come into the diner at night aren’t bad, though. It’s mostly cops and ambulance drivers needing food or coffee. There are some regulars. Just the usual neighborhood nighthawks.”

“That doesn’t sound so terrible.”

“It isn’t, but it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life.”

“I get that.”

“Well, this is my stop,” Benji pointed out as the bus slowed down to let him off. “Maybe I’ll see you around some time.”

“What about now?” Haley suggested. “I could use something to eat and it’s not too late.”

“Okay. If you want to.”

“I do.”

Haley followed him off the bus and walked by his side as they made their way down the block to the diner he worked at. Despite the homeless people and a few others who probably should not have been out so late, for Benji it kind of felt that it was just him and Haley. From the way she stole a few glances at him and smiled, maybe she thought that too.

* * *

“The hands of a watched clock never turn as fast as you want them to,” Barry Pike reminded Sharon, his wife of twenty-three years. She half smiled at him and returned her focus to her book for which she had not turned a page for the last hour.

“Haley’s twenty-one years old,” he added, stroking the shadow of a beard on his face and running a hand through his longish gray hair. “She’s an adult, whether we like it or not.”

“I don’t,” Sharon mumbled. “Or maybe it’s the guys she dates that I mind more. If there’s a jerk in our part of town, Haley is sure to go on a date with him.”

“I can’t argue that,” Barry agreed. He took a deep breath of oxygen through the tube attached to his nose and hooked it onto the portable breathing machine he could carry. Both were a result of lung damage he suffered when hospitalized with Covid-19 a year earlier. “I’m going down to check on the laundromat. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and no one has broken into the quarter’s dispenser.”

“You want me to come with you?” Sharon asked.

“No. You need to keep watching the clock,” he teased her and smiled. She rolled her eyes and shook her head which made him smile bigger.

After Barry had left, Sharon got up and walked over to one of the windows of their apartment above the laundromat. Despite the rundown neighborhood they lived in, from this window, she had an impressive view of the glittering Los Angeles night skyline. Not exactly the city of angels many think it is, she thought. It’s a city of broken dreams, like Barry’s and mine. What would our life have been like if Barry had become a major league baseball player like he wanted to, and I became the famous actress I dreamed of becoming? Hollywood’s next blonde obsession?

High school sweethearts in Flagstaff, Arizona, they left a day after their high school graduation to pursue their dreams in a city supposedly built on just that. But soon after arriving, they found out that their dreams would be much harder to achieve than they realized. Too many failed auditions to count for her, and Barry’s dashed hopes to play baseball for the Dodgers became their reality. At one point they thought of leaving Los Angeles and going back home to Arizona, but both were too embarrassed to admit to their families that they failed. For a while, they pretended to be happy here. Soon enough, the truth won out over their lies, and everyone simply accepted that this was going to be how their lives would play out.

Not wanting to look anymore at the city that had broken their dreams, Sharon turned away and wandered down the hall to their daughter’s bedroom. After pushing the door open, she sighed when she saw a few dresses of various colors and styles littered across the bed and on the floor. At first, she thought of picking the dresses up and hanging them in the closet, but then she decided not to. Haley’s an adult. She can clean her own room.

Glancing over at her daughter’s dresser, among an assortment of cosmetics and a few pieces of inexpensive jewelry, she spotted trophies Haley had earned from playing softball and volleyball in high school. They had hoped that Haley would have been offered college athletic scholarships to play both sports at a nice university close to them. Being that she was also an almost straight-A student, would have helped her earn a scholarship. Yet after countless college applications had been submitted, she was only accepted at a local community college lacking sports. And only limited financial aid was offered to her. Haley’s disappointment over this led to her decision not to go to college.

Another broken dream in this damned town, Sharon agonized. We always wanted so much more for her future than working with us in the laundromat. I swear if she came to me tomorrow and said that she wanted to leave Los Angeles, I’d help her pack so fast her head would be spinning. Unless she intended to leave with some loser of a guy. Then I’d demand she stay. If only she could find a nice young man in this city. Do they even exist anymore?


CHAPTER TWO

Haley was left alone for a few minutes as Benji went into the back diner office to change into his work T-shirt and put on his apron. She had eaten lunch here a few times with her parents and always thought the space-age decorations and glittering stars on the ceiling were cool to look at. With the lights slightly dimmed, the stars above shimmered like they would outside in the dark, if you could see any beyond the glow of the streetlights.

When he stepped out to the counter where she had found a seat on a stool, she smiled at how adorable he looked wearing a diner-logoed baseball cap backwards on his head. His black T-shirt had a spaceship and the diner’s name printed on it.

“So what will it be?” he asked taking her order. “I shouldn’t brag but all the fast-food restaurants are jealous of my burgers and fries,” he added with a grin.

“That sounds perfect,” Haley responded, regretting that Benji, himself, was not on the menu. She could hardly take her eyes off his chest muscles under his T-shirt that seemed spray-painted on his body.

“How about a milkshake with that?” Benji suggested.

“Does it come with whipped cream?” she wondered coyly.

“The best things do,” he answered. “And here comes one of the nighthawks,” he pointed out as he motioned toward the diner door.

Haley watched an elderly lady dressed in what at one time must have been a fashionable fur coat enter the diner and wave to Benji. Long strands of pearls accessorized her faded violet floral-patterned dress.

“Hey, gorgeous,” the lady greeted him, blowing him a kiss.

“Hey, Gloria. The usual?”

“Coffee and apple pie, like always,” Gloria said as if reminding him. “And who are you, sweety?”

“I’m Haley,” she offered when Gloria passed her and sat down on a stool next to hers.

“A pretty name for a pretty gal,” Gloria complimented her. “Now, are you by chance interested in my boyfriend back there?”

“I can hear what you’re saying,” Benji called through the large opening into the kitchen.

“He’s not really my boyfriend,” Gloria lowered her voice to a whisper. “He’s my lover. He just doesn’t know it.”

“I can still hear you.”

“I’ll share him with you,” Gloria mumbled to Haley. “He’s yours during the day and mine at night.” Haley could not help but smile. “And he’s the best cook this joint has. The stuff the other guys cook tastes like cheap dog food.”

“Here’s your apple pie and coffee,” Benji said as he placed Gloria’s order on the counter in front of her. “The burger will be ready soon,” he added to Haley.

“Just look at that handsome face,” Gloria gushed over him. “And not a bad body either. If only I was sixty years younger. Sorry, Frank.”

“Who’s Frank?” Haley asked.

“My late husband.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Haley apologized but Gloria waved this off.

“He passed away ten years ago, God rest his soul. He wasn’t much to look at, but he was a dynamo in bed. He was my second Hollywood dream.”

“What was your first Hollywood dream?” Haley wondered.

“To be an actress. And I was. I had small parts in three pictures when I was twenty years old. Gosh, I was a dish back then. Platinum blonde hair, ruby red lips, legs for miles, I had it all. That was the best year of my life, but it didn’t last. Some dreams only happen for a short time. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not bitter. I wouldn’t trade that year for anything. But it would have been nice, though, for my career as an actress to have lasted longer.”

Gloria sipped her coffee and stared off for a moment. Benji left to tend to the grill, leaving Haley alone with her. She heard him answer the phone when it rang and take a customer’s late-night order.

“After my acting ended, I got a job at a department store,” Gloria continued. “That’s where I met Frank. He was a delivery man. At first, I thought he was annoying, but then he grew on me, and I fell in love with him. We got married a year after our first date. We were married for fifty-three years until he died of a heart attack. Damn, how I miss him.”

“Did you have any children?”

“We had a son, Frank Junior. He died in the war in Vietnam.”

“Here you go,” Benji brought Haley’s burger, fries, and milkshake with lots of whip topping to interrupt their conversation. He also brought a milkshake for himself.

As they were eating, Haley noticed Benji’s troubled expression when someone entered the diner. She glanced over to see a tall police officer walk up to the counter. There was nothing friendly about his demeanor. In fact, he looked rather angry.

“Coffee, tin man,” the police officer demanded with his obvious rude remark about Benji’s artificial legs.

Benji offered no response as he poured a large cup of coffee into a plastic cup and placed a lid on it. Not once did he look directly at the police officer.

“How’s your mom?” the police officer asked.

“I wouldn’t know,” Benji mumbled. “How is she?”

“She’s not missing a piece of shit son like you turned out to be.”

“Tell my mom that I said hi when you see her next.”

When he went to ring the order up on the cash register the policeman stopped him.

“The coffee isn’t free?”

“No,” Benji answered. “The owner said that I have to charge the police for coffee since they aren’t doing anything about the crime in the neighborhood.”

“Are you saying we’re lazy?”

“No, Officer Talbert. My boss is.”

“Tell your boss that his coffee sucks,” Officer Talbert growled and left without taking or paying for the coffee. Benji poured the coffee into a small sink and tossed the plastic cup in the trash.

“Wow,” Haley uttered after Officer Talbert left. “He doesn’t seem to like you.”

“He’s an asshole,” Gloria chimed in and then took another bite of her pie.

“Office Talbert used to be my dad’s partner with the Los Angeles Police Department before my dad died,” Benji revealed. “Now he’s cheating on his own wife with my mom. And that’s one of the reasons why I don’t live at home anymore.”

Their conversation was interrupted when another customer entered the diner. This man, younger than Officer Talbert, was wearing an ambulance driver’s uniform and smiled and waved to Benji.

“I’ve got your order ready,” Benji said to him and walked back to the kitchen to fetch it. He returned with a bag and handed it to the man.

“I waited until Officer Talbert left,” the man said to Benji. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I am. I’ve got two ham sandwiches and coleslaw in the bag for you. Let me ring you up.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” the man again asked as he handed the money over to pay for his takeout order. “Keep the change.”

“I’m fine, really.”

“Call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

Benji returned to Haley and Gloria after the customer left. He sipped his milkshake through the straw and smiled at Haley.

“He seems nice,” she commented.

“That’s Greg. He was my physical therapist after my legs were amputated and helped me learn to walk with my prosthetic legs. He’s been my friend since then, and now I share rent with him for an apartment a few blocks away. When things got bad at home, he invited me to live with him. For about a year now we’ve been roommates.”

Startled by sudden snoring, Haley turned to see Gloria’s head resting on the counter next to her empty pie plate. Benji reached for her hand when Haley went to awaken her. He put a finger to his lips to keep her quiet, too.

“She falls asleep each night after eating her pie,” he whispered. “She’ll sleep for a few hours and then go home. I just let her sleep. Once, she told me that she has trouble sleeping in her house. I think it’s because she misses her husband. I think it comforts her to hear noise around her. Maybe it’s too quiet at home.”

“That’s sad.”

“I know. To be honest, most nights I’m glad to have her company, even when she’s sleeping. It makes the nights less lonely.”

* * *

Sharon opened her eyes when she heard footsteps coming up the staircase. Although she had crawled into bed just before eleven, she tossed and turned as she was too restless to fall asleep. Her daughter, Haley, had gone on many dates before and it was not unusual for her to come home well past midnight. But for reasons she could not understand, tonight seemed different to her as if the fingers on her little girl who she once held the hand of were slipping away from her grasp. Haley doesn’t belong just to me anymore, Sharon said to herself.

She watched the door open and saw Barry enter their bedroom. The slight buzzing sound of his portable breathing machine replaced the silence in the mostly dark room. A sliver of light from a nearby streetlamp offered enough light for her to watch her husband strip off his clothes except his boxer shorts. He then eased into bed next to her and she snuggled close to him, though careful not to touch his oxygen tube.

“Is Haley home yet?” she asked, hopeful.

“She texted me a few minutes ago,” Barry answered. “She’s in a taxi right now. She’ll be home soon.”

“A taxi? Why? What about her date?”

“No idea,” Barry responded. “It didn’t end well if she needed a taxi.”

“I should get up and wait for her.”

“No, you stay right where you’re at,” he said to her. “She’s an adult. It’s not like you’re getting her off the school bus. If she wants to talk to you about what happened, she’ll do so tomorrow.”

“I guess you’re right,” Sharon agreed reluctantly. “I just hate the thought of some jerk hurting her feelings.”

“I know. And anyway, I like you where you’re at right now,” Barry added. She could tell that he was smiling. “I’m curious. Did your mom worry about you as much as you worry about Haley?”

“Every time you drove shirtless over to our house in that black Camero of yours, she worried about me.” He chuckled when he heard this. “She guessed that you were up to no good. The difference was that my mom knew you from when you were a little boy. We haven’t met any of the young men Haley dates. She must want it that way. I’ve tried asking her about her dates. All I get out of her the next day is that they were losers. I worry that she won’t find a nice young man to fall in love with.”

“I think she’ll find one,” Barry whispered. “She’s smart like you and you found me.”

“That was back in Arizona,” Sharon reminded him. “And if I’m being honest, my dad and mom both thought you were a loser, especially when you smiled at them. They knew what you had on your mind.”

“Sex,” he confessed.

“Sex,” she agreed.

“I still have that on my mind.”

“Go to sleep,” she said to him, causing him to laugh. Sharon reached her hand over and stoked the soft hair covering Barry’s rising and falling chest. She kissed his shoulder, allowing her cheek to rest against him.

“Good night, honey,” he whispered to her.

“Good night,” she echoed this, kissing his shoulder one more time.

Soon she heard his breathing calm and knew that he had fallen asleep, something she was incapable of just yet. She glanced toward the sliver of streetlight penetrating through the curtains and noticed a few lights in the distance. With the window open, she could hear either a police car siren or an ambulance siren from somewhere not too far away. Seconds later, the sound of a car passing their building dashed her hopes that it was Haley’s taxi. But then a minute later, she heard a car pull up and a door open and close. And to her relief, she heard her daughter thank the taxi driver. Now, she could fall asleep.


CHAPTER THREE

Checking the social media posts on her cell phone the next morning, Haley scrolled through each in growing disgust and seething in anger. Not only had the date that ditched and ghosted her the night before blocked her ability to call and text him, but his social media posts, which she could still see, bragged about how good the sex was with her. The asshole is making himself look like a stud and me like a whore, she complained to herself. And worse, people are actually believing the son-of-a-bitch. I don’t know where to begin in getting even with that bastard.

She turned off her cell phone and placed her headphones on to listen to some music to distract her from her anger. Her mom then startled her as she was loading small laundry detergent boxes into a dispenser there in the laundromat.

“What?” she asked her mom as she pulled off her headphones and stopped what she was doing.

“How was your date last night?” her mom repeated.

“If anyone is wondering, Vince Callahan is an asshole,” Haley answered bluntly. “I hope his dick falls off if he has one.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re not sure that he has one.” 

Haley rolled her eyes at this comment.

“Go ahead and say it,” she urged her mom. “The guy was a complete jerk, another loser just like all the others. You might as well say it. I’ve been repeating it to myself over and over since last night. That’s the last time I date an actor. He made me sign a non-disclosure agreement like he was some big star. He’s only been in a men’s deodorant commercial and a dead body on a cop drama television show.”

“I’m not going to do that,” her mom responded. “I don’t want you to give up hope in finding a nice young man.”

Haley’s mind wandered as she thought about the nice young man she had found last night, or rather he found her. Benji’s pretty hazel-colored eyes, his deep voice, dark short hair, and the muscles of his chest and arms seduced her memories of him. Yes, I know where a nice young man is. I just might have to go find him before the day is over.

“Haley?”

“What?”

“I said that I’m going to the bank,” her mom repeated again. “And I have some other running around to do this morning. I probably won’t be back until after one.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later.”

Her mom waved to her as she put her headphones back on and finished loading the laundry dispenser. Yet only a few minutes after her mom left, the shock of seeing Benji walk into the laundromat held her momentarily speechless and paralyzed. He walked over to her slowly with the use of his cane. Dressed in faded blue jeans and a white cut-off T-shirt that did little to hide his chest muscles, his adorable grin captured her heart. With him, he carried a duffle bag, which he set down on the floor next to him.

“Hi,” he said to her.

“Hi,” she managed to utter. “What are you doing here?” Haley added while fussing with her messy hair under a baseball cap. “It’s just after nine in the morning and you said you were working until seven. Didn’t you go home to sleep?”

“It was too hot in the apartment,” he answered. “Greg and I rent an apartment in an old building that has no window air conditioners or central air. So, I decided to come do some laundry. On my walk over here, I met someone who called himself Satan, another saying that he was Jesus, and by the way, the world is ending tomorrow.”

Haley smiled when he said this. Los Angeles was filled with people like that.

“I’ll go home later and try to take a nap. And I wanted to see you again.”

“Here I am.”

“Maybe you could keep me company while my clothes are in the washing machine,” he suggested.

“Sure.”

“What are you listening to?” Benji motioned toward her headphones as he picked up his duffle bag and carried it to the closest washing machine from where they stood.

“Billie Eilish.”

“I love her music,” he commented. “Especially her songs from her CD, Happier Than Ever.”

“So do I! What’s your favorite song of hers?”

“Everything,” he answered. “I also love her song from that James Bond movie.”

“No Time to Die! I love that, too,” Haley agreed.

“Now I have to warn you,” he changed the subject. “You’re about to see some of my underwear go into this washing machine.”

“Well, that’s good. I’ll be able to recognize them when I strip them off you some time.” 

His beaming smile and blushing cheeks caused her heart to beat faster.

“So what are you doing this evening?” Benji asked.

“I think I’m going to a local pizza parlor with a handsome man who I’m helping with his laundry,” she said to him.

“I hope I’m that guy.”

“You are,” she assured him. “Stop by here at six.” They had talked the night before at the diner about neither of them owning a car. To be honest, she liked the idea of walking with him again.

“Okay.”

“Honey, who’s your friend, here?” her dad interrupted their conversation. Haley immediately blushed with embarrassment.

“Dad, this is Benji,” she introduced him.

“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Benji held out his hand which her dad shook.

“Barry Pike. It’s nice to meet you, Benji.”

“You, too, sir.”

“Benji, I’m wondering if you might be available tomorrow evening,” her dad continued as Haley covered her mouth with her hands. “Haley, her mom, and I, like to enjoy a family dinner on Sunday evenings. I’d be happy if you joined us.”

“I’d like that very much, sir.”

“Great! Be here a little before six, and don’t worry about dressing up. We’re pretty casual.”

“Thank you, sir,”

“You’re welcome. Haley, could you help me for a minute in the stock room?”

“Sure, Dad.”

Her dad busted out laughing when he closed the door behind them. She rolled her eyes and shook her head while crossing her arms.

“I could tell from all the way across the laundromat how much you like that guy,” her dad confessed. “He seems to be a real nice young gentleman.”

“He is.”

“I just know your mom will like him, too.”

“I hope so.”

“Is he taking you on a date tonight?”

“He’s meeting me here at six. We’re going to eat pizza at Giancarlo’s.”

“Awesome! But what’s with the cane? I saw him use it when he walked into the laundromat.”

“I’ll let him tell you about it tomorrow evening at dinner. Dad, I really like him.”

“I can tell you do, honey. Maybe that young man is a keeper.”

“I hope so.”

* * *

Intending to walk the seven blocks back to his apartment, Benji stopped dead in his tracks on the sidewalk in front of a liquor store when he noticed his mom’s car slowly approaching him. Neither waved to each other, though the thought crossed his mind. She stared at him for a few seconds and then sped away as if leaving the scene of a crime. Benji recalled the drunk driver who had struck him a few years ago doing the same thing. That time he was a victim and possibly this time too. Moreso, after his dad died, his mom treated him as if he was guilty of a crime. She had to blame someone.

He knew where his mom was driving to this time of day. He had heard through a family friend that she found a job as a caregiver at an elderly rehabilitation facility and would be gone for hours. This was just one in a string of jobs since his dad had died. Most jobs she got failed to last longer than a few months. With this in mind, the urge to return to the house they last shared after they lost his childhood home to foreclosure proved too much to ignore. So instead of heading back to his apartment, Benji decided to go back to where he had lived just before his dad died.

Walking twenty minutes, scorched by the midday sunlight over Los Angeles, he spotted the home he once shared with his parents. Nothing on the outside of the house had changed much except the grass and bushes were not tended to as well as they were in the past. And maybe the surrounding chain-linked fence was a little more rusted. The drab brown color of the walls was exactly as he remembered.

Benji made his way to the rear of the house and found the spare key under a loose brick on the back doorstep. He unlocked the door and walked into the kitchen. When he was growing up, he recalled his mom making sure the house was always neat and clean. Some time since he left and his dad died, though, she must have decided that cleanliness was a waste of time. The kitchen trash can overflowed with empty take-out food containers. The sink held a heaping pile of dirty dishes to compliment the stains across the linoleum floor. He went to open the refrigerator for a cold drink but stopped himself. I probably don’t want to see what’s in there, he thought.

Benji decided to avoid walking into the living room and bathroom and instead went straight to his bedroom. As he opened the door, he wondered, Am I stepping back in time?

For as much as he could tell, nothing appeared disturbed from the day he left. Two-year layers of dust covered his dresser, nightstand, and bookshelf as evident by the dust particles suspended in the air amidst shafts of light beaming through his bedroom window. Everything from the clothes he had chosen not to take with him to music CDs and books he enjoyed as a teenager acted as untouched relics of his past.

His old space toys and posters of planets reminded him that when he was younger, he wanted to be an astronaut. Although he was still obsessed with science fiction and space, music was now his passion and hopefully his future.

He glanced at his bed, noticing it unmade from the final time he had slept in it. He remembered a few nights when his dad had fallen asleep next to him on his bed.

What drew his attention most, though, was the skateboard he was riding when struck by the drunk driver. It was propped in the far corner next to his closet. Most, he guessed, who had suffered anything similar to what he had would have gotten rid of something like this, never wanting to see it again because of the terrible memories it could conjure. But Benji could only smile as he walked across the room to pick it up and hold it.

As terrible as his memories of the many days spent in the hospital and the horrific consequences of his surgeries to remove his damaged legs, what he remembered most about his skateboard were the hours he and his dad had spent sharing their passion for this. The evenings his dad was not working were spent together at the local skateboarding park. His dad had taught him everything he knew about riding and tricks.

And he recalled his days in the hospital with his dad at his side. Dad saved me just by being there, he said to himself. He was the only reason I survived.

Running his hand across the skateboard’s smooth blue painted surface, it confused him as to why his mom had not thrown this out with the trash. She hated
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