Although I’ve lost so much of my past, I will always remember this.  I am twelve, it is the Spring of 1989.  This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened.  My brother Benjy is cool, so I have to play it cool, too.  I think it’s working, but Benjy won’t call me by my real name, he still calls me Sandy.

 	The wide highway droned beneath their headlights, an endlessly breaking wave.  Benjy glanced at his little sister, hugging her skinny knees.  Enticed by the open window, her hair danced into the outside night.
	“Benjy?”  Then her blue eyes widened, “What’s Mom gonna do?”
	Benjy gritted his teeth.  “Remember when you were five, and got lost in San Francisco?”
	“Nope,” said his sister, rubbing her eyes with both fists.
	“Dad found you, no problem.  He knew where to look.  Mom was useless, running after cop cars, as if they’d know where you were.”  Benjy checked the speedometer, trembling over sixty.  “Even though I left a note telling her that we were escaping … she’ll probably go to the cops,  Sandy.”  
	“Don’t call me that.  ‘Sandy’ is a little kid name.  Use my real one.”
	“Sorry.  Sandra.  I’ll try to remember.”	
	In the quiet of the car, he could feel her thinking.  
	Until finally she blurted, “Thanks for bringing me.”
	Benjy said, “When Dad died, he left us behind.  Stuck with Mom.  I couldn’t let that happen to you again.  Besides, Sandy, we’re a team.”
	“I told you, don’t call me that anymore.”
	“Sorry.  Habit.  You know, I hate the name ‘Benjamin’.”
	His sister raised her small, proud chin.  “Everything is different now, and I want to be Sandra.”
	“Sure, I’ll try to – oh shit.”
	Red and blue lights bounced in all the mirrors.  Benjy slowed the car until they came to a gravelly stop on the shoulder.  The police car parked behind them and a spotlight glared through their back window. 
	Shrinking in the seat, she asked, “Do you think Mom told them already?” 
	“Hush,” said Benjy.
	The cop poked his flashlight through the open window.  “License and registration, son.  You were going seventy in a fifty-five.  What’s the hurry?”
	Handing over the papers, “We got a late start.  I was just trying to make up time.”
	“Where are you headed?”  The flashlight was back in Benjy’s eyes.
	Benjy said, “We’re just going to visit our father.”
	“Do us both a favor.  Keep it below sixty.  I’m gonna cut you a break.”  
	The cop handed back the papers, flashlight’s last suspicion of Benjy’s face.
	Benjy said, “Thank you, officer.”
	On the highway again, hum of tires.  Headlights measured out their journey in disposable portions.  She bit her lip in sly grin.
	“You handled that cop real good, Benjy.”
	“I handled him well, not good.  Learn how to talk.  Sandra.”
	Around her pinkie she wound a curl of hair and pulled it tight until the finger changed color.  She released it, and looked up at him.  “Benjy, what are we going to do at the beach?”
	“We’ll get sweet tans and build huge sandcastles.  I’ll teach you to body surf, you’ll love it.  Dad used to say, the beach was a place where you could be happy doing nothing all day, and only wish you could do even less.”   
	“But where will we live and stuff?”
	“We can get a cheap motel room to start.  After that, we’ll see.”
	“Cheap motel room?  Gross.”
	“Better than moving to that guy’s house with Mom.”
	She watched a meaningless green sign pass.  “What about school?”
	“You’ve got the summer and then we’ll worry about school in the fall.”
	“But I mean, will I have school on the beach?  Like, on the sand?”
	He smiled, checking empty mirrors.  “I doubt it.”
	“But Benjy?  Are you gonna finish high school?”
	Benjy gave his sister a cool sideways sneer.  “Fuck it.  I’m eighteen.”
	She chewed a curl of hair.  “I don’t remember the beach at all.”
	“You were a baby when we went.  Dad talked about going back, but we never did. Mom never liked the beach.  She said we didn’t have the money to go, but I think she’s scared of it.  She never even went in the water.”  
	“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said, and yawned.  “And I’m hungry.”
	“OK.  We could use some gas anyway.  There’s a good exit ahead.”
	Headlights bled along the trees until the ramp dumped them into a brightly-lit truck stop.  He parked in front of a diner, the car’s engine shuddered to rest.  She threw off her seatbelt, kicked open the door and ran into the diner.  The late April night was warm and humid.
	She was almost as tall as the “Please Wait to Be Seated” sign.  Her dark curls, immeasurable in the shadows of the car, rolled to a stop above her waist.  She stood on her toes to whisper through a small fist:  “Are you sure we can afford it?”
	“Between your piggybank and my lawn-mowing money, that’s like over three hundred dollars.  This is a special occasion, we can celebrate our escape.  Go to the bathroom, I think it’s that way.”
	After she skipped off, a waitress with eyes slack in makeup handed him two menus and motioned to the flotilla of empty booths.  Another waitress, hair squirreled in a bun, looked up from a paperback with a broken binding.
	Benjy sat down.  Without his sister to protect or entertain, he sagged from his shoulders.  Benjy turned to the window.  In the reflection, worry distressed his forehead.  Beyond his reflection was a dark world.
	She slid into the opposite booth and whispered, “It feels like we’re in disguise as ordinary people, just sitting in a diner.  Nobody knows.”
	Benjy smiled, “But we’re not ordinary, are we?”	
	“No,” she agreed, blue eyes conspiring with his browns.
	“We are extra-ordinary.  Despite what Pastor Robin says, this one life is all you get.  Since you and I are extraordinary, we have an obligation to do something special with our lives.  That’s why we’re going to the beach, while Mom stays behind.”
	“Only, I think I might be kinda ordinary, Benjy.”
	Benjy shook his head emphatically.  “You are not.”
	“But how would you even know?” she asked.
	“Because I’m extraordinary, like Dad was.  He saw it in me, and I see it in you.”  
	The waitress appeared.  Clicking her pen, she asked Benjy, “For you?”
	“Coffee.”
	She said, “I want steak and eggs.  And coffee too.”
	“How do you want your steak and eggs cooked?”
	“Extraordinary,” she said with a flourish.
	“Huh?” frowned the waitress.
	“She’ll have them medium,” said Benjy, winking at his sister.
	“OK,” said the waitress, wheeling perfume in her wake.  
	“By the way, Sandra,” teased Benjy, “it’s ‘extraordinarily’.”
	“I can’t believe I’m finally getting steak and eggs!”
	Benjy rubbed his eyes.  “Why do you even want it?”
	“I read this story once and this guy was really hungry, he was describing how hungry he was and so you start getting hungry too and then he finally eats, and it’s steak and eggs, and it sounds so good you can taste them almost.  I’ve always wanted to try it.”
	Benjy cocked one eyebrow at her.  “And coffee?”
	“Maybe I’ll like it now.”
	Their coffee arrived.  Benjy poured the cream slowly, watching it swirl into the blackness.  His sister did the same, then poured sugar from the chrome-topped jar.  She stirred, clinking, and sipped from the spoon.
	Benjy lit a cigarette.  Smoke slowly streaming, he drank his coffee.  When her food arrived, he put out his cigarette.
	His sister ate the whites of her eggs, then started on the steak.  She cut at it and the plate skidded with each thrust.  Benjy looked around the diner.  He watched a fly discover a blob of syrup on the next table.  He looked at the revolving pies.  He watched the waitress turn the pages of her paperback.  Until Sandy was finished.
	Walking to the car, he asked, “How were your steak and eggs, Sandy?”
	“They weren’t as good as I expected.”
	“Oops, sorry.  I called you ‘Sandy’ again.”
	“I guess it’s OK, if you call me that.  Actually, ‘Sandra’ sounds kinda weird.”
	Benjy turned the key, and the car shook itself alive.  They drove out of the truck stop glow, back into the tunnel of night.  The wide highway droned beneath them.  
	Cocking an eyebrow the way Benjy did, she asked him, “Did you have this all, like, planned already?”
	“You should always have an escape plan.  I figured the beach would be the place, if you and I ever had to escape.  When Mom told me that we had to move to Pastor Robin’s house, that was it.  I packed up everything we’ll need.  I even remembered your favorite pillow, it’s in the trunk with all your stuff.”
	“Not all my stuff, I bet,” she said.  Big yawn.
	“I even peeled off the red-striped wallpaper, so your new bedroom can look like home.”
	“Yeah, right.”  She gave him a fishy look.
	Their headlights probed ever farther into the dark distance.
	“Benjy?” she asked carefully.  “What would Dad think about this?”
	“What would Dad think?”  He squinted at the onrushing highway.
	She swallowed and looked away.  “Nevermind.” 
	“No.  Dad would think,” began Benjy, before he stopped.  He thought a moment, checking the steady speedometer.  “Dad wouldn’t be worried.  He knows we’re extraordinary, and everything we do is going to be all right in the end.  He would be excited for us.  You know he’s here, in spirit.”
	His sister leaned against the door and her hair spilled out the window.  Soon she closed her eyes and fell asleep, head nodding with the bump of highway seams.  
	Straight ahead, gold-bottomed clouds stratified the emergent indigo as Benjy drove into the dawn. Now he could smell the salt air.  It smelled good.  
	They climbed up a sand dune:  ocean forever, to the horizon of blinding sunrise.  The cool sand shifted under their bare feet.  They walked into the first bite of cold ocean.  Beyond the waves, the sun revealed still water, bright as a mirror.
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