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1

NAME.

This one’s easy. I click my pen open and write on the line: Mark Hoppus.

Date.

Another easy one. October 2, 1980.

Grade.

Third. Three? Third.

Then the real test questions start. They’re much harder. They want to know how many times 910 can be divided by 5. They ask what 11 times 4 is. All kinds of math stuff. Equations. Quotients. Remainders. Too easy. I got this.

I hunch over my desk, deep in thought about long division and multiplication tables. That’s when I feel the rumble. My desk starts to shake and rolling thunder roars toward the school. A shadow flashes. Suddenly, a sonic boom explodes just above our classroom. BAM! It’s so loud the windows rattle in their frames. It feels like the sky is crashing down, like the universe itself is collapsing, but most of the other students don’t even bother looking up from their tests. A Navy fighter jet disappears into the distance, shaking everything in its path. This happens every day here.

[image: ]

This is where I grew up. Ridgecrest, California. A small town in the middle of the Mojave Desert. The only reason a town even exists in this barren landscape is the large, adjacent military base. A million acres of creosote and nothingness where the Navy develops and tests their missiles, rockets, and bombs. It’s where my father has worked since I was born.

Living near a test range made military presence a part of my everyday life. Fighter jets zoomed over my school regularly. Most of my friends’ parents worked on the base. When I was in second grade, a Navy pilot named Ted Faller flew by in a QF-86 Sabre whose engine failed immediately after takeoff. Rather than eject and risk the abandoned jet plowing into the kids on the playground or destroying the school, he steered his doomed aircraft to an empty field six hundred yards away where it crashed and burned. He burned with it, caught in his harness, while rescuers and helpless onlookers watched in horror. His fatal flight brought the entire town to a standstill. The spared school was renamed in his honor.

Ridgecrest is built on wind and dirt. When I rode my bike home from school, I had to pedal hard against the intense gusts. Sand blew in my face and got stuck in my teeth. Sand blew so hard it blasted the paint off mailboxes, stripping them down to bare metal. People laid heavy tires on the aluminum roofs of their trailers to keep them from clanging all night or disappearing altogether. We chased dust devils in the schoolyard. Actual tumbleweeds blew down the streets. It was windy—you get the idea.

And then there was the heat. Summers were brutal. The old gag is “Yeah, but it’s a dry heat.” But 120 degrees is no joke. The sun beat down mercilessly on everything. It bleached the color off plastic toys left outside. It bleached the color off entire houses. Most buildings became faded snapshots of their original selves. Parked cars had their dashboards warped and cracked by the extreme rays. Their vinyl upholstery roasted your thighs and the seat belt buckles scalded your hands.

[image: ]

And the metal slides at playgrounds. Oh my God. Your legs would sizzle like a McDonald’s grill, back when they had grills. There was a single McDonald’s in Ridgecrest and it was the only fast-food place in town.
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My family lived in a double-wide trailer in the middle of the dirt, and it wasn’t much safer in there. Even with a swamp cooler, it got so hot that the water evaporated out of the toilets. Sometimes the door handles inside the house were too hot to touch. We went away one weekend and returned home to find that all of our candles had melted, their wax hanging from the shelves like suspended waterfalls.

It’s too hot for most living things to survive in Ridgecrest. Every spring, a few naive neighbors planted green lawns and shrubbery. The fools. Their plants and dreams flourished and bloomed for a few optimistic weeks. Then the summer came and scorched everything from the earth. Grass turned brown, flowers wilted and died. Any life that could take hold was ruthless and hostile. Rattlesnakes hid under rocks. Black widow spiders lurked on lawn furniture and bike seats. Sometimes I’d run inside shouting, “Mom! Mom! Guess what! I found a crab!” She’d rush out and shoo away the scorpion I’d been playing with.

Then in the winter, everything froze.

To survive in the desert is a one-in-a-million shot. In this environment, nothing grows. Nothing lasts. Nothing makes it out or thrives.

But somehow, I did. One-in-a-million happens to me all the time.
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2

I GREW UP A HAPPY KID in a happy family.

After a few years of sweating it out in our desert trailer, my dad saved up $33,000, enough to buy a modest house on the edge of town. When I say “the edge of town,” I mean there was one house behind us and then . . . nothing. Miles and miles of nothing. But it was a nice little home on a street full of other homes that looked just like it. Leave It to Beaver in Death Valley.

My dad was literally a rocket scientist, an aerospace engineer who spent his career designing missiles and bombs for the Navy. He devoted many years to HARM, a High-Speed Anti-Radiation Missile designed to take out enemy radar. Sometimes the news would show footage of an American aircraft and my dad would pause mid-bite, point, and say, “I worked on that.” Other times he couldn’t talk about what he was working on at all. He had to testify before Congress in secret committees.

The man was a scientist through and through, organized and precise in everything he did. As a young engineer he wore giant Coke-bottle eyeglasses and neatly pressed collared shirts that he tucked into his pants. He saw the world through the lens of data and schedules. Careful planning and meticulous, hard work. If there was one piece of advice he hammered into me, it was: “Mark, time management is the key to success.” He never liked me sleeping in and instilled in me a fear of being late that I still possess. I’m never late.

As a kid I enjoyed spending time with my dad, even just tagging along for mundane chores. On Saturdays we drove our trash to the dump in his truck, speeding down a long, bumpy road. We called it the Yee-Haw Road because you had to dip through a dry gulch that left your stomach hanging in midair. We’d hit the drop and scream yee-haw! He blasted the stereo and we sang along to Don McLean’s “American Pie” the whole way. The sun beat down on us and dust trailed behind.

He told the worst dad jokes and stuck faithfully to the same cringey bits for years. The man needed new material. Every time we went to a restaurant, he called the server over to say, “Uh oh, looks like I need a new menu. This one’s printed upside down.” The harder people groaned, the more he leaned into it. To this day, every holiday season he sets out a small branch with a rifle shell casing on it and asks people if they know what it is. “A cartridge in a bare tree.”

My dad’s sense of humor was what won my mom over when they first met in high school. He asked her out on a tennis date and made her laugh. They started playing all the time and soon became inseparable. They cruised the orange groves lining the idyllic Southern California suburbs in convertible American cars, Beach Boys on the radio. They fell in love. Gross.

My mom was all love and support and patience. Big on hugs and quick to tears, but with the fire and determination of a suffragette. Whenever there was a school parade, Cub Scout meeting, or charity event, she would be the one sewing costumes and baking cookies. There was no mom duty she couldn’t handle. She made up games for us to play and got down on the kitchen floor to play them. She read me books and we watched Captain Kangaroo. She took me to run errands at the bank and the grocery store, and taught me how to cook. By the time I was four I could cook my own scrambled eggs. We hiked and camped and backpacked. She encouraged me to explore the world. Whenever I had a budding interest in a new endeavor, like my shameful month of close-up magic, she supported me to the fullest. My mom let me take mental health days off from school while my dad shook his head.

When I was five, my sister, Anne, was born. Five years is a fairly big gap between siblings, but there was never a distance between us. From day one, I felt close to Anne. She was my sister and friend. I built us forts in the house and we would hole up in them for hours. I walked her to school to make sure she got there safely. I read to her. On the hottest days, we put our bathing suits on and ran through the sprinkler in the front yard. Our grandma gave us a tape recorder that Anne and I used to make our own radio shows, complete with original songs.

We spent summers ninety minutes south, in Riverside, with Nana, my mom’s mom. My parents dropped Anne and me off when the school year ended and for the next few weeks we swam in Nana’s pool, eating turkey sandwiches and Doritos with wet fingers in the California sun, listening to pop hits like “Tainted Love” and “Call Me” on The Mighty 690 AM radio. Nana took us to play miniature golf and gave us money for video games. She bought us as many books as we could read. Over the summers I went through all the Paddington Bear, Encyclopedia Brown, and Choose Your Own Adventure series. Nana also gave me what is, without a doubt, the best Christmas gift I ever received. An Atari 2600 video game console, along with a Space Invaders cartridge. Fuck yeah.

We also spent a lot of time at my dad’s parents’ house. Mama and Papa were more formal than Nana, their belongings more precious, their house a little colder, but they loved us no less. Mama made me peanut butter and mint jelly sandwiches on buttered white bread. She had a great, loud laugh, and her car smelled like perfume and ashtrays. I remember Papa as quiet and grey, always in a freshly pressed cardigan, falling asleep upright on the couch, snoring loudly. He had a woodshop in the garage where he built me and Anne toys and furniture. Easter was their big holiday and they devised elaborate egg hunts for us to solve.

We spent birthdays and special occasions at Disneyland. I loved Disney. They don’t call it “the happiest place on earth” because it sucks. Going there was sort of a family tradition. My mom has a photo of herself there as a young girl in 1955, the year the park opened.

Ridgecrest was home to a weird mix of people. The Navy base drew the brightest minds in science and aeronautics, the most talented fighter pilots and their families. But the influx of personnel was greeted with leery skepticism by the locals, who did not seem to appreciate these strangers invading their wasteland anonymity. It bred an odd combination of geniuses, desert rats, doomsday conspiracists, and meth heads. I believe at one point Ridgecrest was the methamphetamine capital of the United States. It may have just been California, but I like to dream big.
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I had a lot of friends in the neighborhood. We were Generation X. Our parents left us to play on our own. We skinned our knees, drank from the hose, and ghost-rode our bikes directly into the curb. We risked life and limb playing with X-Acto knives, woodburning kits, and chemistry sets. When I was just a toddler my dad gave me a piece of wood, some nails, and a hammer and told me to go nuts. I knocked so many nails into that thing it looked like a porcupine. That was my favorite toy. A lot of my friends and classmates were also military brats, so there was a good deal of turnover. You’d get close with someone and then one day their family would move away, and you never saw them again.

I got good grades and stayed out of trouble. I was never late. My homework was always impeccable. Except for the time I got detention for changing the lyrics in the Christmas play to “Jingle bells, Batman smells.” But if I behaved well, Santa brought me new Star Wars toys for Christmas. When The Empire Strikes Back hit theaters it completely consumed us all. We collected the action figures and spacecrafts, and reenacted scenes from the movie in the schoolyard. I was always jealous of my friend Jeff. His parents bought him all the Star Wars toys he wanted, and he could ruin them with impunity. I’d chase him and his TIE fighter around his backyard with my X-wing and yell out, “You’ve been hit!” He’d make an exploding sound and throw his TIE fighter at the ground as hard as he could, smashing it to a thousand pieces. And his parents would just buy him a new one! My parents didn’t have enough money for replacement TIE fighters, so I learned to value what I had.

Ridgecrest didn’t have much to offer aside from dirt and open space, but my friends and I made it work. We built elaborate BMX courses and spent afternoons jumping the mounds. It didn’t always have to be that complex, though. Sometimes we just had dirt clod fights where all you had to do was reach down, pick up a lump or sometimes a rock, and hurl it at your friend before they could get you. The world was wide open, and no one was watching.

There were no playdates back then. We took off on our bikes in the morning to explore the desert with instructions to be home when the streetlights came on. We caught lizards and horny toads out in the Great Nothing and brought them back to examine in our bathtubs. Occasionally we’d stumble upon abandoned mining camps with rotting piles of empty cans and broken bottles. Some of the camps contained abandoned mine shafts. Every year, hapless off-road motorcyclists disappeared into forgotten excavations. We made sure to walk around those. One day my buddies and I were rummaging through a heap of discarded trash when we flipped over a sheet of plywood to see what was underneath. Staring back at us was a stack of porno magazines. We had no idea what we were looking at. When I got home, I told my parents we had discovered “pictures of naked ladies exercising.”

My parents were pretty loose about what I watched and listened to, often even sharing their interests with me. They had great taste in music. Our living room cabinet held a turntable and a big stack of records. I used to lie on the thick shag carpet for hours, listening to albums by the Beatles, Neil Diamond, Diana Ross, John Denver, and Michael Jackson (I can say that, right?). Elton John and Simon and Garfunkel. Stevie Wonder, Olivia Newton-John, and the Bee Gees. Donna Summer, Barry Manilow, and Kenny Rogers.
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My favorite songs were the ones that got stuck in your head, the ones you couldn’t help but sing along to, even when you weren’t listening to them. The ones you could hear over and over again without getting sick of. I liked lyrics that made you think in a new way or told a cool story. The more I listened, the more time I spent thinking about what the singers were trying to say. Joy and heartbreak. And it made you want to sing. And wonder. What would it be like to live in a yellow submarine?

There were also a number of comedy records in our collection. I grew up on Richard Pryor, George Carlin, and Bill Cosby (I can say that, right?). I listened to their routines and laughed until my face hurt. I especially loved Carlin and Pryor because they weren’t just telling funny stories. There was something more going on. They cursed and paced and told their truth. I could tell there was meaning beyond the jokes, which were razor-sharp and delivered with beat-by-beat timing, down to the word. Carlin had his famous “seven words you can never say on television” bit, which I gleefully committed to memory—shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfucker, and tits. I recited them to anyone who would listen, and plenty who wouldn’t.

That stack of records laid the foundation for my love of both music and comedy. The albums also soundtracked the earliest memories I have of my family. We put them on while my mom made dinner. We sang and laughed together. We were a regular nuclear American family, and everything felt nice and safe in our suburban home.

Then in third grade everything fell apart.
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