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    One 
 
      
 
    It was the kind of thing that you would expect from Rusty’s mother. Given a move from San Jose to Monterey, a distance of seventy miles, she decided they would go through Yellowstone Park. And they took the cat. Who takes a cat on a road trip? 
 
    Somehow the orange tabby survived the odyssey with little fuss. He used the litter box in its hatchback alcove, and even tolerated a few ventures on a leash. His mother attributed this to his name, Kerouac - a joke that Rusty didn’t quite get. But alas, his perfect record was not meant to be. Tonight, the last night of their trip, they pulled into a turnout in the coastal mountains. The second Rusty opened his door, the cat slipped out. 
 
    River Freeman reacted to this news with a thoughtful hum and click. She reached into the glove compartment and handed Rusty a flashlight. 
 
    “Here, honey. Try to find him but stay off the road, okay? I’ll make us some sandwiches, and I’ll give you a dollar if you find him.” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    Rusty wandered to the edge of the turnout, careful of his footing in the sun-beaten gravel. 
 
    “Keh-rooh-ack!” he sang. “Here, kitty!” 
 
    Past the turnout’s edge lay a shallow ditch choked by logs and leaves. He peered up the hillside and saw the ghoulish, wandering limbs of an oak. A big pickup rumbled past, the bass of a rap song shaking the chassis. 
 
    “Kittykitty! Mreowrr!” Rusty always wondered what cats heard when humans tried to meow. Was it just gibberish, or more like what an English speaker would hear from someone with an Italian or Chinese accent? 
 
    He slipped on a rock and stumbled, and then he heard a tremendous rustling sound. A large, dark shape lifted from a nearby tree. Rusty swung the flashlight and caught the yellow eyes of a vulture, its wings impossibly long. 
 
    “Holy crap!” he whispered. He stood there till the vulture was gone and his heart slowed back down. 
 
    Rusty continued along the road to a spot where the shoulder narrowed next to a bank of reddish dirt. Then he heard the sound of a girl screaming. Or a catfight! He rushed along the bank and came out to a grassy clearing, where he found Kerouac facing off against a trio of raccoons. 
 
    Rusty had been reading about raccoons, and he knew that their cute bandit faces were not to be trusted. They had sharp teeth and claws, and could rip a cat into tiny pieces. Not that Kerouac wasn’t putting on a good show. He had his back in a high Halloween arch, his fur puffed out to full extension, and was yowling like a lunatic soprano. Rusty opted for a similar kind of display, brandishing a fallen branch as he shouted with his biggest voice. 
 
    “Hey! Get away! Yaw!” 
 
    The raccoons gave him a look both confused and dismissive (“Hey, you’re the trespasser, pal”) and scrambled away. He was relieved to find that Kerouac had retreated to the shelter of Rusty’s sneakers. The cat was still in full agitation, so he took his time, kneeling to smooth down his fur and coo in a reassuring voice. Once he got him into purring, he picked him up. 
 
    “Silly cat! That’s why you stay in the car. The world is a dangerous place.” 
 
    It was only then that Rusty noticed what should have been obvious, the grand vista afforded by this bend in the road. Far beneath them, spots of light appeared here and there like rogue fireflies then gathered in a swarm, a shimmering plank along the dark ocean. Farther out, the lights ran to the right and blanketed a hilly peninsula. He knew from his maps that this was Monterey. Kerouac began to fuss, so Rusty turned and hiked up the roadside. Thus stimulated, his brain ran a slideshow of other images: the great burst of Old Faithful geyser, a breathing mountain of fur that turned out to be a bison and his favorite, the Grand Prismatic Spring, a heart-shaped eye of superheated aquamarine water surrounded by rainbow rings of color. At the onset, Rusty thought their trip would be one hassle after another, but he should have known better. Like most of his mother’s screwy ideas, it worked out. 
 
    “You found him!” River Freeman sang. “Oh, you are the Magic Man.” 
 
    Rusty settled Kerouac in the back seat, looped a leash to a seat belt and clicked it onto his collar. His mom ruffled both their heads and offered him a turkey sandwich. 
 
    “That’ll be one dollar, please.” 
 
    “Of course!” She reached into her pocket and handed him two. 
 
    “Wow! Thanks.” 
 
    “Well worth it.” 
 
    “I had to save him from some raccoons.” 
 
    “Now, Rusty. I already paid you. No need to exaggerate.” 
 
    “But I did!” he complained. 
 
    She stroked his shoulder. “Rusty! I’m kidding. You have got to learn how to take a joke. Now, tell me about the raccoons.” 
 
    “Well I was reading, you know, how people think they’re cute, but their claws are razor-sharp.” 
 
    “Youch!” 
 
    He decided to leave out the part about the vulture. It just wasn’t believable.

  

 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    The next morning was brilliantly sunny, which River called a “good omen.” 
 
    “But Mom,” Rusty complained. “It’s been sunny for months. And hot. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “The deal is Monterey, kiddo. Lots of fog in Monterey. And as for hot, just open your window.” 
 
    He hit the button and was surprised to get a stream of cool air across his face. After a full day of brutal, relentless Nevada, this was paradise. He put his hand out the window and carved the air with his palm. 
 
    When Rusty first caught sight of the small bay cradled by the Monterey Peninsula, he couldn’t quite believe the depth of the blue. High dunes of sand rose next to the highway, followed by a hotel that seemed far too large for the setting, as if they had towed it in from Las Vegas. An asphalt trail threaded along the dunes, peopled with cyclists and pedestrians. On the opposite side of the highway, the land filled up with shopping centers and houses. 
 
    “Is this Monterey?” 
 
    “No,” River replied. “That’s, um, Seaside. Hey, would you like to get some breakfast?” 
 
    “Would I!” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s see what we can find.” 
 
    Viewing the peninsula as a golf club (which Rusty’s readings indicated would be appropriate), the bottom of the shaft met with a forested ridge on the left and the clubhead of Monterey on the right. River puzzled her way through a web of offramps and ended up on a main drag that reminded Rusty of San Jose. Almost immediately, River turned left into a parking lot. 
 
    “What’s this?” Rusty asked. 
 
    “Grandma’s Kitchen,” River replied. “You can’t beat a place called Grandma’s Kitchen.” 
 
    Rusty snapped his finger and pointed like a card sharp. “That’s what they want you to think.” 
 
    River released her trademark laugh, a single soprano note that let him know he’d hit his mark. “Ha! Where do you get this stuff?” 
 
    “My very sketchy upbringing,” he answered. 
 
    No laugh on that one - she was busy fitting into a narrow space. But the comment stuck. A few minutes later, as Rusty dug into his banana nut French toast, it unglued itself and floated free. Chewing on her biscuits and gravy, River curled her lip in thought and aimed her sky-blue eyes in Rusty’s direction. 
 
    “Hey, bud. Do you really think you’ve had a sketchy upbringing?” 
 
    This was the kind of situation in which Rusty’s social sense could be as irritating as a cloud of mosquitoes. An ordinary kid might just say what’s on his mind, or write off his previous statement as a joke. Not Rusty. Rusty required of himself a certain level of honesty, but he could also hear the vulnerability in his mother’s tone and he didn’t want to cause her any more worry. 
 
    “Rusty?” 
 
    “Oh, um… Well, I was mostly trying to be funny. But you gotta admit, we do some stuff at which proper society might look askance. We just took a three-thousand-mile trip from San Jose to Monterey. With a cat.” 
 
    River Freeman gazed at her son and grew the best incarnation of her small-mouthed smile. 
 
    “What I say?” 
 
    “You said ‘askance.’ Where did you get that one?” 
 
    Rusty proceeded to commit the worst crime of the budding comic, laughing so hard at the response he was about to make that he almost failed to make the delivery. 
 
    “My… my,” he sputtered. “My sketchy upbringing!” He fell into a fit of giggling and received the ultimate applause, a swat on the shoulder. 
 
    “Oh you!” River pouted. “Eat your French banana nut toast. What the hell kind of breakfast is that anyway?” 
 
    “Uh-oh! Swear jar.” 
 
    “Don’t care. It was worth it.” 
 
    The laughter died off and Rusty set to work on his meal. His mother sipped at her third cup of coffee and eyed the traffic outside. 
 
    “Hey Mom?” 
 
    “Yeah, bud,” she said without looking. 
 
    “It’s all right. We have adventures. And, you know, you take what you can get.” 
 
    This didn’t really have the desired effect. River’s eyes weren’t exactly tearing up, but they looked a little glimmery. She reached over to rub his arm. 
 
    “You’re a great kid, El Rusto.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    River took quite a while to get them back to the highway. They climbed a long straightaway to a pass in the green mountains. Rusty was surprised to see what he thought was Monterey disappearing to their right. Soon both sides were nothing but trees, and soon after that they achieved the pass and rolled downhill. Big houses appeared to their left, then a gas station and a shopping center sprawled out over a flat spread. 
 
    “Mom? I thought we were going to Monterey.” 
 
    River was steeped in concentration, looking for a roadsign, and it took her a second to respond. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey. I guess I meant the Monterey area. We’re actually living in Carmel, which is, well, this.” 
 
    “Like caramel sundae?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Well! That’s a good way to remember it. Oh! Rio Road. Rio means what?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Well, no. It means river.” 
 
    “That’s you!” said Rusty, laughing. 
 
    She made a tch! Sound. “Wiseacre.” 
 
    “Wiseacre. Is that a plot of really smart land?” 
 
    “All right, all right. Enough. I have to concentrate.” 
 
    She turned into a neighborhood of curbless streets and neat-looking houses. 
 
    “Now keep an eye to your left and you’ll see something interesting.” 
 
    They passed a cream-colored building with spires and belfries. 
 
    “Wow!” said Rusty. “That looks old.” 
 
    “Very old. That’s the Carmel Mission. Built in 1771.” 
 
    “Really old.” 
 
    “You remember when we visited Mission Santa Clara?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “This is part of that same string of Spanish missions. We’ll go visit soon.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Okay. Ah! Santa Lucia.” She turned left and began chanting, “Casanova, Casanova, Casanova.” 
 
    Casanova Street appeared soon enough and River turned right. She slowed to a snail’s pace, eyeing the houses to the right. Most of them seemed far too nice for Rusty and River, freshly painted two-story homes with carefully placed hedges and trees. Ahead of them, Rusty could see a series of high pines marching downhill toward the ocean. River squinted, searching for address numbers, and meanwhile kept talking, burbling with knowledge like the springs of Yellowstone. 
 
    “If you take the Latin roots of Casanova, you’d come up with ‘new house,’ which for our purposes is pretty perfect. But nova is also used for star - a new star, and a big new star is a supernova. And of course Casanova was also an Italian author who was quite good with the ladies. Oh! 798.” 
 
    If there were a house at 798, it was certainly being sneaky about it. Two trees swung their branches over the roadside, loaded with leaves that looked like little dustbrooms. A brick wall ran the front of the property, rollercoastering with upside-down arches. Connecting the tips was a thick beam wrapped in vines. The vines were thick and verdant, and dangled fuzzy pods like oversize green beans. 
 
    “Just as I remembered,” said River. “You will find these wysteria vines very entertaining, young Rusty. In the first flush of Indian summer, these pods will burst like firecrackers and spit out seeds, sometimes propelling them twenty feet away. And it will be your job to clean them up.” 
 
    She unleashed her villainous cackle, which was probably the reason she dressed as a witch for every Halloween. 
 
    River grabbed her toiletries and purse, Rusty his backpack, and they made their way to the gate, a grill of wrought iron attached to the bricks. The thick trunk of the wysteria rose along the wall like a bundle of cables in weathered gray. River undid the latch and ventured forth. Rusty followed, studying the cross-hatching bricks that made up the walkway. 
 
    “Tada!” River announced. “I give you Porcupine House.” 
 
    The facade was constructed entirely of bricks, deep red with black flecks as if they were taken from old ovens. After each lengthwise brick came a perpendicular brick, extending its nose from the surface, creating a decidedly prickly surface. 
 
    “Man!” said Rusty. “That’s a fierce-looking wall.” 
 
    “Yes, be careful with all those sharp edges.” 
 
    “I really don’t spend a lot of my time running into walls, Mom.” 
 
    “Well don’t start!” She walked across the scrubby lawn to a small window, counted out from the right edge, then found a loose brick-nose and pulled it out. 
 
    “Ha-hah!” she exclaimed. She reached inside the pocket to retrieve a pair of keys on a chain. “A quite sophisticated security system.” 
 
    They proceeded to the porch, set beneath a sheltered alcove. Here the brick surfaces were smooth, and the rightward wall featured a lovely circular pattern. 
 
    “This may shock you,” said River, “but the original owner was a bricklayer.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She addressed the front door, an assemblage of varnished vertical strips, slipped a key into a circular brass lock, turned it, and they were in. 
 
    If the outside was all-brick, the inside was all-wood: hardwood floors, paneled walls and chunky wooden furniture. The walls were covered with framed posters and shelves holding knick-knacks. It reminded Rusty of a restaurant where his mom used to tend bar (minus the bicycle and kayak dangling from the ceiling). The biggest poster showed artfully painted sunbathers at a beach, over the word Cannes (Cans? At the beach?). A model racecar sat on the shelf, its hood emblazoned with the words Mille Miglia. A photograph showed a frosty blue lake under soaring mountains. Rusty guessed it was Lake Banff in Canada. 
 
    “Hey, bud! Check this out.” 
 
    His mother stood at a long counter that marked off a narrow kitchen. She flipped on a light, illuminating hundreds of tiny red tiles bordered in dark green grout. Rusty ran his hand along the surface and discovered that the tiles had dots on them. 
 
    “Are these dice?” 
 
    “They are! Uncle Walter was rather fond of casinos, and he bought used dice as souvenirs. He eventually got so many that he decided to use them for this.” 
 
    “That’s weird! And kinda cool.” 
 
    Rusty found a die with words on it: Seven Feathers. 
 
    “Is there a bathroom in this house?” 
 
    “I should hope so! Yes, down that hall there, at the very end.” 
 
    The hall had more posters: snow-capped mountains, a field of yellow tulips. The bathroom was small, a shower, toilet and sink all crammed together. The toilet seat was padded, which Rusty thought was kind of funny. He lifted it to pee. He tried to concentrate on his aim, but the floor felt oddly bumpy against his bare feet. When he finished, he washed his hands and flipped on the lights. The floor was tiled with mermaids’ tears! The pieces of glass that you found on the beach, their surfaces smoothed out by sand and waves. 
 
    When he got back to the living room, his mom was curled into a chocolate-colored sofa, scanning her phone. She wore a concerned expression, her forehead creased in thought. Rusty had seen this look a lot lately. 
 
    “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “Just a sec, honey.” 
 
    He knelt at the coffee table, a wooden slab filled with dark swirls, and picked up a model lighthouse, a tall white tower with a red cap. The base read Cape May. His mother tapped out a response and set down her phone. 
 
    “What’s up, bud?” 
 
    “The bathroom has mermaids’ tears!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Is something leaking?” 
 
    “No! Um, sea glass. On the floor.” 
 
    “Oh! That must be new. It’s funny, there must be something in a man’s DNA that makes him go around fixing hard objects into place. That Walter…” 
 
    Rusty peered inside the red cap. There were tiny reflectors inside, just like the ones they saw at Pigeon Point. 
 
    “So… um…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well… um…” 
 
    “Speak, boy!” 
 
    This was a running joke, and Rusty knew his lines. 
 
    “Ruff!” 
 
    “Good boy! Now in English.” 
 
    “So… what’s the story?” 
 
    “What story?” 
 
    “This house. What’s the dealio?” 
 
    River leaned forward with her hands under her chin. She chewed her lip, and Rusty knew that move, too. She was carefully pre-constructing her answer. 
 
    “Soooo…” she hummed. “I had a friend in college, Darlene. Every summer, she and I would come here to visit her parents. Walter and Renee. Renee, oh! She was this beautiful Persian lady, like something on a magazine cover.” 
 
    “Digression!” 
 
    “Yes, Mister Editor. Well, we had such a blast here. But, long story short, very soon after college, Darlene got married and we kind of drifted. Last year, we were reunited on Facebook, and she caught me up on things. When her parents retired, they sold their big house in Riverside and used the money to travel the world. This house was their official residence, but it was more just a place to rest between trips. That’s why it’s so filled up with souvenirs.” 
 
    She stopped and patted her knees. “So! Very sad, but Uncle Walter died of a heart attack, and last year Renee got Alzheimer’s - that’s a brain disease. They moved her into a care facility. Darlene didn’t know whether to sell this place or keep it as a vacation home.  But she recalled all the times I had complained about the high rent in San Jose. So she made me a fantastic offer, and here we are.” 
 
    She chewed on a fingernail, another bad indicator. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rusty. I hope you don’t miss your friends.” 
 
    Rusty didn’t know what to tell her. The Yellowstone trip had distracted him from thoughts of moving. His mom smiled just then, which seemed odd. 
 
    “Hey, bud. Let’s check out your new room.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    His door was first on the left. His mom opened it but didn’t turn on the light. Rusty could see a bunk bed, made from big slabs of oak. There was a tall chest of drawers and a poster of constellations, their shapes sketched out in bright green lines. A big rug that looked like the sun, with a smiley face. The long back wall looked kind of dark and bumpy. When his mom flipped on the light, it turned into five long shelves filled with books. Hundreds and hundreds of them. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    Rusty ran his finger along the spines. He could smell that peculiar scent of libraries and old paper. 
 
    “I thought you’d like that,” said River, wearing a bright smile. 
 
    Rusty picked out a shelf and read some of the titles. Plainsong, In Cold Blood, Gabriella’s Voice. A long run of Steinbeck, the local hero, and Kerouac, which might explain the cat. And three full shelves of photo travel books. 
 
    “Hey Mom. What’s a Kama Sutra?” 
 
    River laughed and covered her mouth. “I… don’t know. Why don’t you hand me that one?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    River looked at the cover - a lovely Indian couple doing things that she hadn’t done in quite a while. She made a mental note to conduct a thorough screening of the rest. Perhaps she would put all the adult titles in a box and give them to Rusty on his 18th birthday.

  

 
   
    Three 
 
      
 
    In San Jose, Rusty usually woke to the sun, which painted a bright stripe across his bed. This, his first morning in Carmel, he woke to his mother’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, bud. Sorry to wake you, but I have a couple of interviews to go to. I made you a sandwich for breakfast. And… I left you a housekey. If you go down Casanova, there’s a school with a playground. And… I’ll be back around two o’clock. Okay?” 
 
    Rusty took a bleary look around, saw the long back window still dull with gray light, and couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes. Love you!” 
 
    “Lumm boo,” he burbled, and crashed his head into the pillow. He heard the sound of his mom locking the door. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he was surprised to find himself back awake. Apparently, his body detected new territory and wanted to explore. He staggered to the bathroom for a shower, using soap and shampoo that looked a little old and stale. He found a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt that didn’t smell too bad and reported to the kitchen for a lukewarm grilled cheese sandwich and a grape juice box. The key was tied to a loop of string, which supposedly made it harder to lose. He brushed his teeth, found his blue windbreaker and headed out. 
 
    Rusty’s new neighborhood was shrouded in fog, shifting banks of white and gray that seemed to follow him around. He hiked a few blocks along the lumpy asphalt, jogged left to a street called Monte Verde and managed to find Carmel River Elementary, a gathering of blue-gray buildings with large windows. The playground had a basketball court and various play structures over a bed of chipped redwood, but the most impressive thing was the view. Beyond the large back field the houses disappeared, giving way to gentle hills of evergreen and golden grass. The fog loomed over their shoulders, low and possessive. 
 
    The main attraction in the play area was a fake boulder, rising three feet from the chips. Rusty scrambled to the top and stood there, king of the mountain, until his conquest was fully established. He proceeded to a set of swings, the standard rubber strap dangling between lengths of chain. Of course, now that he was eleven, simple swinging wasn’t enough. He had to create a competitive element. He worked up to a healthy back-and-forth and then jumped off, landing about a foot short of the little board that held the chips in. And there was his challenge. He returned to the swing, got a vigorous pump going, then let himself fly. But he freaked out a little and came up short, landing just before the board and scraping a shin as he rolled forward. 
 
    “Ow!” he cried, and rolled up his pantleg to check the damage. No blood, just a white swoosh of raised skin. 
 
    “Ya see whatcha did there.” 
 
    He looked up to find a round-cheeked Black kid watching him, wearing gray sweats and a black jacket. There was something a little impish in his demeanor, like a leprechaun or Rumplestiltskin. Rusty laughed nervously. 
 
    “Um, yeah! I messed up.” 
 
    “Well okay. But before that. Ya freaked out. You want to clear that board, ya gotta believe it, man! You gotta commit!” 
 
    “And I suppose you could do better?” 
 
    The kid flashed a cocky smile. “Yes I could.” 
 
    He sat on the swing and worked up to a good height, then yelled and flew at the same time. 
 
    “Woooh!” 
 
    And cleared the board by a foot. He rolled forward on the grass and laughed. 
 
    “That is how it’s done! Do or die. Hey, and you’re bigger than me. You can totally do this.” 
 
    How he managed to obtain a personal trainer and hype man Rusty wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t back down now. There was a boys’ code at work. He pumped the swing higher and higher, and he envisioned himself clearing the board. When he released, he felt for a moment that he was flying. He landed two feet past the board, then slipped and fell on his butt. 
 
    “Yeaaah!” yelled his hype man. “We’re gonna have to take off some points for that landing, though.” 
 
    Rusty stood up and slapped the grass from his jeans. 
 
    “I’m Kelvin,” said the kid. 
 
    “I’m Rusty.” 
 
    Kelvin held out a fist and Rusty bumped it. 
 
    “Rusty! That’s good. So, like, they left you out in the rain and your hair turned red?” 
 
    Rusty laughed, even though he’d heard this joke before. 
 
    “Hey,” said Kelvin. “You wanna meet my horses?” 
 
    “You have horses?” 
 
    “Kinda.” 
 
    Kelvin led him across the field to a barbed wire fence. The land beyond was lush, green and flat. Rusty thought he saw a flash of water. Kelvin reached to the bottom of a fencepost and ripped out a handful of grass. He held it aloft and let out a loud whistle. 
 
    “Horsies! Lunchtime!” 
 
    A trio of horses appeared through a notch in the bushes, trying hard to look disinterested. The first to arrive was a tall chestnut with a jagged streak of white on his snout. He came to the fence and took the grass from Kelvin. 
 
    “Thunderbolt! Always the first to the cafeteria. Go ahead,” he said to Rusty. “Help out.” 
 
    Rusty bent over, tore up a handful and held it out to a smaller horse with a light brown coat. 
 
    “That’s Brownie,” said Kelvin. “Don’t be shy. Get in there.” 
 
    Rusty extended his wad and pulled back quickly, a little cowed by Brownie’s big teeth. He was really struck by how large horses were in person. Kelvin stroked Thunderbolt’s big snout. The horse made a sound like a fat man clearing his throat, and his ears shook in the air. 
 
    “Ha! T-bolt’s kinda feisty.” He ducked down for another handful and held it out to their third visitor, a white horse with just a touch of yellow. 
 
    “That’s Vanilla. Man! I must have been hungry when I met these horses.” 
 
    Rusty reached out to touch Brownie’s snout. Her nostrils flared, but eventually she accepted his touch. Her fur felt like the coat of a labrador, and her eyes were amazingly large and dark. 
 
    “One thing I don’t quite get,” said Rusty. “They’ve got all kinds of grass over there. Why do they care if we feed them the same exact stuff?” 
 
    Kelvin held up a finger, like he was going to make a great point, and then dropped it back down. “I have no idea. Ha! Maybe they just appreciate customer service. I think some of the schoolkids bring them apples and carrots.” 
 
    They fed them another handful apiece and watched them chew. 
 
    “Well,” said Kelvin. “I’m gonna head home.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. Where do you live?” 
 
    “Casanova Street.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s my street.” 
 
    “Well come on then!” 
 
    They walked back through the school, made a couple of turns and ended up on Casanova. 
 
    “So,” said Kelvin. “Did you just move here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yesterday. From San Jose.” 
 
    “That’s cool.” 
 
    They stopped at the brick wall. “This is me.” 
 
    “Nah! Honeycomb House?” 
 
    “We call it Porcupine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that. Hey, can I see the inside? I’ve always wondered about this place.” 
 
    Rusty tried to remember if his mom had said anything about visitors. “Sure! Come on.” 
 
    He gave Kelvin the complete tour, the sad tale of Walter and Renee, their world travels. Kelvin especially liked the dice counter and the Italian race car. Rusty showed him his bedroom, but he didn’t think they should go into the other rooms. There was a door at the end of the hallway, though, that looked different than the others. It was painted gray, and looked like an outside door. He cracked it open and felt around for a light switch. It was a garage! A small one, only big enough for one car, but then Rusty had rarely seen a garage with an actual car in it. The left-hand wall held what looked like a hundred tools, dangling on hooks. At the center of the concrete floor stood a table five feet long, covered by a sheet of plywood. Rusty slid the wood away and discovered a pool table, but a really weird one, its surface covered in little posts capped with rubber rings. They sort of looked like mushrooms. 
 
    “Oh!” Kelvin exclaimed. “Bumper pool! I played this once with my dad. It’s so much fun!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    River Freeman knew her worth as a bartender - her customers told her all the time how good she was. Still, interviews made her nervous. This entire move depended on her getting a decent income, and the odor of desperation is never a good thing for job-hunting. 
 
    She was surprised, then, when she got two offers. The first was a family-style pub that closed at ten. The second was a place called Sade’s Cocktails, the closest thing Carmel had to a dive bar, open till two a.m. That’s the one she took, because that meant committed drinkers and better tips. She agreed to work a shift from nine till closing, which meant she could settle Rusty in for bed before she took off. 
 
    She felt bad about leaving Rusty alone on his first day in town, but from the moment of birth that kid had a way of being entirely self-entertaining. She opened the front door and was surprised to hear the playful shouts of young boys. She followed the sounds to the garage (Uncle Walter’s Tool Emporium) and found Rusty happily arguing with a small Black child. 
 
    “No way! You hit my ball first.” 
 
    “But that’s allowed! I think. Oh.” 
 
    Eleven-year-old boys had a way of looking at you like they were guilty of something, even when they weren’t. River declared them innocent with a smile. 
 
    “You found the bumper pool!” 
 
    “It’s so much fun!” said the Black kid. 
 
    “Mom, this is Kelvin. He lives two doors down.” 
 
    “Hi Kelvin. Hey, you guys want some cookies?” 
 
    “Um, of course we do,” said Rusty. 
 
    “I’ll bake some up right now.” 
 
    “Sweet!” said Kelvin. 
 
    River closed the door and headed out to the car for the groceries. Kerouac stood in the living room, giving her a dirty look (Where are we now?). But she couldn’t care less, because in the miraculous fashion of young boys everywhere, her son had gone and found a friend.

  

 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Uncle Walter’s bumper pool was the answer to one of River’s greatest concerns. She had pulled new-girl duty a few times in her own childhood, and she knew how important it was to gain a few allies before school started. With Kelvin, Rusty had hit the jackpot. The kid seemed to know everybody, and every day he brought new friends over to play pool: the gangly Troy, the towhead Ken, the Latin comedian Geno. 
 
    River had other reasons for enjoying this as well. In San Jose, she had been seen as the quirky single mom who worked as a bartender. Not exactly shunned, but definitely viewed with suspicion. Now her home was the neighborhood hangout, just like the house she grew up in. She primed the pump by stocking the garage mini-fridge with juice boxes and soda, and making fresh-baked cookies whenever she was around. 
 
    Still, she remained a little haunted by Rusty’s phrase, “sketchy upbringing.” Even though Carmel was known as the safest of towns, she felt bad about leaving an eleven-year-old at home while she went off to sell liquor to strangers. Scenarios dashed through her mind like a slide show: fires, kidnappers, sudden illnesses. 
 
    She was, however, thankful for her job and her growing ring of admirers. Many of them were retired men, bored off their keisters and happy to have an attractive bartender to flirt with. A nice bonus was Carmel’s status as a tourist town, which brought people and their stories from all over the world. It seemed that the demanding snob types were kept at bay by Sade’s divey appearance. (Compared to the places she worked in San Jose, Sade’s was anything but a dive.) 
 
    A week into the new routine, River was starting to feel better. Exhausted by an afternoon of trying out Troy’s new hoverboard, Rusty was already asleep before she left. This being a Tuesday night, business was pretty slow. The only regulars were Greg and Mike, a sculptor and painter, respectively. For artists, they were unexpectedly butch (Greg wrestled in high school; Mike played baseball), and their discourse veered from crude to insightful. 
 
    “Yaknow, it was just supposed to be a booty call thing, which was fine with me.” 
 
    “As it should be!” 
 
    “But then I went and fell in love, and suddenly that cutting sense of humor started drawing real blood.” 
 
    “Well you know she does that to everyone - and she gets away with it, too, because she’s actually funny. I call it the Don Rickles Effect.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not sleeping with her.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Hmmm… so what’s the story here?” 
 
    Two women entered the bar and settled at a corner booth. One was a tall, thin blonde in designer clothes and a perfect haircut. The other was a chubby girl with a pale, round face, brainiac spectacles and purple hair. The latter was radiating sadness, not crying but perhaps worn out from crying. 
 
    “Hmm, it’s the pretty girl/fat girl friendship.” 
 
    “Does the pretty girl have Pretty Girl Syndrome?” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly.” 
 
    “Okay,” River interjected. “I’m gonna regret this, but what’s Pretty Girl Syndrome?” 
 
    Mike smiled. “Has always gotten whatever she wants. She also has the Carmel Ass, the small but shapely derriere sported by all rich wives in this vicinity. The fat girl, on the other hand, has had to scrape for every bit of attention, has had to develop an actual personality and intellect. You want someone to hang out with, you pick Fat Girl. You want someone to sleep with, well, forget it, you can’t afford Pretty Girl or her Carmel Ass.” 
 
    River busted out laughing and immediately hated herself for it. “That is highly offensive, probably true, and somewhat beautiful.” 
 
    “The trifecta!” 
 
    Eventually Pretty Girl figured out that Sade’s didn’t have table service and came up to order a Tokyo Tea and a cranberry vodka. 
 
    “Well, she seemed nice.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a fellow Pretty Girl,” said Greg. 
 
    “Oh, pshaw.” 
 
    “Yes, they always deny it.” 
 
    “The drinks are a concern,” River observed. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Cranberry vodka is an everyday drink. But a Tokyo Tea signifies a teetotaler trying to get wasted. And it’s being consumed by our sad-looking thick girl.” 
 
    “Euphemizer.” 
 
    “It’s called being tactful.” 
 
    “I know of no such thing.” 
 
    “That’s clear.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “I think I have to wipe down some tables next to their booth.” 
 
    “Spy!” 
 
    “Eavesdropper!” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    “Tell us everything.” 
 
    She grabbed a towel and took a long time at her cleaning, picking up bits of the conversation. 
 
    “Well, I guess we know what I’ve learned from this debacle. Don’t mix love and housing. What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Oh, honey. You are free to use our couch as long as you want.” 
 
    “I’m grateful, Fiona. But this is going to be a tough semester, and couch-surfing is not what I was hoping for. Why didn’t he tell me sooner?” 
 
    The last sentence dissolved into tears. River’s heart was a small, furry animal that wanted to leap from its cage and comfort the sad girl. Instead, she retreated to the bar. 
 
    “What have we discovered?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Poor thing. She was going to move in with a guy and he dumped her. Apparently leaving her homeless.” 
 
    “Oof! Said Greg. “That’s cold.” 
 
    A half hour later, Pretty Girl went off to the bathroom and River went to their table. The girl with the purple hair gazed vacantly at her phone. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Oh, hi. Closing time?” 
 
    “No. My name’s River.” 
 
    “Hi. Autumn.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, but I overheard you two. Could you afford three hundred dollars?” 
 
    Autumn looked at her with eyes that wouldn’t quite focus. “That’s kinda steep for a Tokyo Tea.” 
 
    River chuckled. “No. For a room in a three-bedroom house. About a mile from here. You’d be living with me and my eleven-year-old son.” 
 
    Autumn’s eyes worked a little closer to sobriety. “Are you an angel?” 
 
    River smiled and touched Autumn on the arm. 
 
    “Yes.”

  

 
   
    Five 
 
      
 
    Soon enough came the first day of school, and Rusty found himself feeling ambivalent (ambivalent was his latest word - he really enjoyed the specificity of it). If you listened to his bumper-pool buddies, school was a thing to be dreaded, a prison, a place you had to be every single day. 
 
    But there were things he liked about school. For one thing, he was good at it. Teachers approved of him, and seemed to enjoy his presence. He remembered the passage through kindergarten and first grade, when this alchemy of words and letters began to take shape in his mind. And then he discovered written stories, and books. In second grade, they sent him off to take a special test and reported that he was reading at the level of a high school freshman. He discovered an author named Beverly Cleary and read everything she wrote, including Jean and Johnny, Ramona, and especially The Mouse and the Motorcycle. 
 
    He even liked math, which he found a little harder. He enjoyed its puzzle-like aspect, how calculations could snap shut like a well-hewn door. The only thing that really gave him trouble was fractions, which made his head hurt. 
 
    Rusty walked to the school, whose grounds he knew well by now, and followed the numbers to his new classroom. He usually sat in the front row, which kept him from dozing off, but these desks were only two deep, in the shape of a horseshoe. He settled at one next to a skinny blonde girl. He looked around for familiar faces but didn’t see any. He knew already that Kelvin was in the other sixth grade class. 
 
    The teacher, Ms. Laakso, was a pretty blonde who looked a little timid but proved capable of mustering some authority. Her primary target was a foursome of boys in the back corner. They had to be constantly reminded to turn off their phones, and burst into little eruptions of sniggering at the slightest provocation. Their captain was a dark-haired kid named John, who had a broad face and an angled smile that always seemed to be halfway to a sneer. 
 
    “Umm, Rusty?” 
 
    Rusty looked up from his instructional sheet. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re tapping your feet.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    The quartet sniggered. The foot-tapping was no surprise - it was his usual outlet for nervous energy - but his mother did complain about its intensity, which she compared to some guy named Astaire. 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to pass out your American history textbooks. Please print your name on the inside cover.” 
 
    When they let out for recess, Rusty wasn’t sure what to do. He sat at an aluminum picnic table and watched the other kids. The younger children filled up the play area over the redwood chips. The older boys and a couple girls were on the basketball court, trying one loopy shot after another. Kelvin chased down the rebounds and passed the ball to the next shooter. Groups of girls gathered at a long bench and worked out dance routines for Tik-Tok videos. 
 
    Rusty leaned over the fountain, but someone pushed him from behind and he ended up with water up his nose. He turned to find John, laughing. 
 
    “Sorry, tapdancer. Didn’t see ya there.” 
 
    Now that he saw him standing, Rusty noticed something else about John. He was short and thick, a veritable block of a boy. 
 
    “No problem,” Rusty lied, and went back to his table. 
 
    They began the next hour with a spelling test. Ms. Laakso explained that it wasn’t a graded test, that it was only to get an idea of where everyone was. Regardless, Rusty was delighted, because spelling was his birthright, passed on by River Freeman, who won a regional high school spelling bee as an eighth grader. Rusty finished quickly and doodled in his notebook, drawing leaf-like shapes that grew across the page like ivy. 
 
    Lunch was interminable. Rusty began to realize that his other bumper-pool buds - Troy, Ken, Geno - were going to other schools. It was hugely disappointing, and the prospect of wading out among children who all knew each other but didn’t know him was petrifying. 
 
    Fortunately, he had brought a book from his new library. Uncle Walter had a whole section of books about old-school athletes. Rusty was halfway through a biography of Wilt Chamberlain, a super-athletic seven-footer who once scored a hundred points in a single game(!). The playground full of rampaging children slowly disappeared. 
 
    For afternoon recess, he went to the fence and tried to hail the horses, but they were nowhere in sight. It could be the owner didn’t want kids messing with his animals, or perhaps there were liability issues. 
 
    After the final bell, Rusty loaded his backpack with his new textbooks and headed out, following the streams of children like a cow in a herd. He discovered Kelvin waiting at the corner, chatting with the crossing guard. 
 
    “Bumper Boy! How was your first day?” 
 
    “It was okay. Don’t know a lot of people.” 
 
    “Ah, that’ll change. Hey, I got something I want to try out.” 
 
    It was kind of a walking game. Rusty started at one side of the street, Kelvin at the other. They took off at diagonals, walking at an even pace. When they came to the opposite edge of the asphalt, they banked back across the street like they were human pool balls. The excitement occurred in the middle. When they came close to striking each other, they made a lot of noise - Oh no! Here I come! Watch out! - and emitted great sighs of relief when they narrowly missed. When they actually did come together, they exploded like torpedoes, with all the necessary sound effects and gestures. It was tremendous goofy fun, and they arrived all too soon at Rusty’s house. 
 
    “Wanna play some pool?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “Sure. I can do an hour.” 
 
    They went straight to the garage, cracked open a couple root beers and began their games. A few minutes later, his mom popped in. 
 
    “Hey bud. Got someone for you to meet.” 
 
    River was followed by a chunky-looking girl with purple hair. 
 
    “This is Autumn. Autumn, this is my son, Rusty, and his fellow pool shark, Kelvin.” 
 
    “Hi guys,” said Autumn. 
 
    “Autumn is moving in with us. She’s renting the extra room. And this way, you’ll have an adult around when I’m working.” 
 
    “Shoot,” said Kelvin. “So much for our wild parties.” 
 
    “Kelvin,” River reported, “is quite the card.” 
 
    Autumn smiled. “I can tell.” 
 
    “Well, we leave you to your competition. Autumn’s got a few more boxes.” 
 
    The women returned inside and Kelvin lined up a shot. “Well! That’s interesting. And purple hair, too.” 
 
    “My mom is one surprise after another. This summer, we drove all the way to Yellowstone.” 
 
    “Man! Long drive.” 
 
    “It wasn’t bad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Kelvin headed home, Rusty read the first chapter of the history book, the early settlements at Jamestown and Plymouth. He was glad to see mention made of the earlier visits from the Vikings, and a clarification that these were simply the first European visitors, that the indigenous tribes had already been there for thousands of years. 
 
    Then came time for dinner, and another surprise. The new girl had whipped up a batch of rotellini pasta with white sauce, grilled pork chops and asparagus. Rusty had never liked asparagus, but this was like a completely different vegetable, a tiny bit crisp with lemon pepper seasoning. 
 
    “You’ll notice,” said River, “that our new tenant is quite the cook.” 
 
    “Mmmyah,” he agreed, mid-chew. “Izzreallygud.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Autumn. “I think.” 
 
    “So how was the first day at school, bud? Please feel free to swallow your food before you answer.” 
 
    Rusty washed down some pork chop with milk. “It was all right. They had a spelling test.” 
 
    “Score!” She explained it to Autumn. “We’re both innate spellers.” 
 
    “Lucky.” 
 
    “Only…” Rusty fought for a way to describe the red flags all over the playground. 
 
    “Speak, boy.” 
 
    “Ruff!” 
 
    “Who’s a good boy?” 
 
    “Woof!” 
 
    Autumn snorted with laughter. 
 
    “Inside joke,” River apologized. 
 
    “It’s quite amusing.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rusty preambled. “None of my new friends are at my school, except Kelvin, and he’s in a different classroom. And there are these other boys who… well, I just have a bad feeling.” 
 
    River turned to Autumn. “Rusty’s got a high-powered social radar. Like, an empath.” 
 
    “I’m very intuitive,” Rusty added. 
 
    “Nice word, intuitive,” said Autumn. 
 
    “Well, just remember…” River started. 
 
    “Always consider the other person’s point of view,” Rusty finished. 
 
    Autumn took a bite of her pork chop and ruminated. “So you’re the new kid, and you’re in sixth grade?” 
 
    “Yes and yes.” 
 
    “Mmm. I don’t want to be a downer, but sixth-graders are pretty awful. They’re on the brink of adolescence and they’re working hard on their conformity skills. Any nail that sticks out gets hammered. They’re like a pack of animals establishing a pecking order.” 
 
    River gave her a concerned look. “Well, it can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “River, I’ve been what you would call a large girl all my life, and believe me, the kids of sixth grade were on me like hyenas on a gazelle.” 
 
    “Is there a way out?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “You have to somehow learn to not care. And just be your great self. It sounds simple, but it’s not. It takes a long time. You do, however, have a distinct advantage over me. You stick out because you’re smart, which is a really good thing to be. But you definitely stick out.” 
 
    “So I’m gonna get hammered,” Rusty grumbled. He thought of the tapdancing incident, and how quickly Evil John had converted that to a nickname. 
 
    River was growing uneasy with all this dark truth, so she took the opportunity to change the subject. 
 
    “Autumn is studying marine science.” 
 
    Autumn smiled, close-mouthed. “It’s the coolest. Monterey is one of the best places in the world to study marine life. The whole bay is a marine sanctuary. I’ll have to take you to the aquarium sometime.” 
 
    “That would be great!” 
 
    The conversation proceeded to whales and dolphins, the great underwater canyon of Monterey, kelp forests and sea otters. Much more palatable subjects than the torture of sixth-grade boys. After dinner, Autumn asked to see Rusty’s library. She found the Steinbeck shelf and picked out The Log from the Sea of Cortez. 
 
    “Steinbeck is the literary godfather of these parts, and he wrote this with his best friend, Doc Ricketts, who was a marine biologist.” 
 
    “Like you! So is there a Steinbeck I should read?” 
 
    “Here, try this one.” She handed him Cannery Row. “His friend Doc is the main character in this, and it’s really funny. Not everyone knows about Steinbeck’s sense of humor. And later, we can actually visit Cannery Row.” 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    “Well, I’m gonna hit the postcard room and do a little reading.” 
 
    “What’s a postcard room?” 
 
    “Oh. Have you not seen my room?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Well come on then!” 
 
    They crossed the hall and opened the door. The room had beige walls, a desk at one end, a small mattress on the floor. But the main attraction was the back wall, which was entirely covered in postcards under a coat of varnish. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    “Near as I can tell,” said Autumn, “they sent postcards to themselves, then they glued them to the wall and eventually painted them over.” 
 
    “Uncle Walter,” said Rusty, kneeling to look closer. He saw the pyramids, Tijuana, Samoa, Tokyo and Crater Lake. 
 
    “Uncle Walter?” 
 
    “He’s the guy who built the house. He’s sort of in love with fixing things in place. Bricks, dice, mermaids’ tears.” 
 
    “Mermaids’ tears?” 
 
    “Oh! Um, Sea glass. Like the tiles in the bathroom.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that. That’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I probably got that from my mom. She’s very colorful.” 
 
    Autumn laughed. “I’ve been told that myself.” 
 
    “Certainly your hair.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Rusty left Autumn to her reading and went to the living room, where his mom was parsing out slices of apple pie. 
 
    “All right!” Rusty enthused. 
 
    River watched her son dig in and waited for the right moment to speak. 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm?” 
 
    “Autumn’s a tenant, okay? That means she’ll need some privacy. If her door’s closed, try to leave her alone, but if you really need to ask her something, knock first.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Of course, if there’s some kind of emergency, don’t worry. That’s part of the deal.” 
 
    “Cool.” He took a big bite and chewed it down. “Kinda like a big sister.” 
 
    Kids can say the most innocent things, thought River, and stab you right in the heart. 
 
    “Yeah, bud. Like a sister.”

  

 
   
    Six 
 
      
 
    As he headed into his third week of school, Rusty couldn’t shake the image of himself as a nail, getting bigger and bigger, waiting for some enormous hammer to come and strike him down. One morning recess in the middle of the frog hunt in Cannery Row, a series of thoughts arrived concerning the ways that he himself, with some assistance from Ms. Laakso, had helped to worsen the situation. 
 
    The first step arrived when she told him not to bother with the regular spelling words, but to do only the three bonus words at the end of the test. He wasn’t entirely sure that his classmates even knew about this, but it certainly looked suspicious when he spent thirty seconds on a ten-minute test and spent the rest of his time fighting the impulse to tap his feet. 
 
    The second step came when she dismissed him three times a week to check into a special cubicle and pursue an independent studies program in language. He welcomed a break from the classroom’s theater-in-the-round, and the glossy workbooks gave his mind an agreeable buzz. But still, the nail continued to rise, and he ascribed to his classmates the personalities of small-town biddies. Who does he think he is? Smarty-pants. 
 
    The third element was entirely his own fault. On those infrequent occasions when he conversed with his native-Carmelite classmates, he had a bad habit - perhaps a nervous habit - of using large words. Au contraire, indubitably, ambiguous, xenophobic. Half the time, he had no idea where they came from (possibly a book), they just flew from his mouth like butterflies. 
 
    His classmates would react with quizzical looks and the kind of pained expression brought on by sour lemonade. 
 
    And so here he sat, compounding everything by reading a book at recess. He wanted to tell everyone, But it’s Cannery Row! It’s these guys trying to fund a party by stabbing frogs, and it’s so funny! Not the least bit pretentious. 
 
    And pretentious would bring on that pained expression. Do I really have to be stupid to fit in? 
 
    More and more, he felt like a target. Every time he went to the water fountain, he had to carefully check his surroundings before ducking his head to the stream. And now there were other tricks. You stand behind someone’s left shoulder, reach over to tap their right shoulder, and exit to the left, leaving them to turn and find no one there. Such wit! Such subtle comedy! Rusty felt like the cliche villain, berating his henchman. Morons! Fools! Idiots! 
 
    Then there was the wet willie, a spit-covered finger inserted in the ear. Random objects thrown his way in class (one time, a full baby carrot). One time, he was all the way home before he found a piece of gum in his hair. Autumn cut it out for him. 
 
    He had to give Evil John some credit - at least he ridiculed him to his face. The power of a kid that would do that was pretty imposing, and the sight of John swaggering across the playground tied Rusty’s stomach into knots. He even had a brand-new, vaguely insulting nickname. 
 
    “Really, Professor,” said John, leaning over his table. “Reading at recess. I worry about you. I worry about your brain growing so large that it will just blow right out of your skull - Blammo! And then your lover Ms. Laakso will make me clean it up. Yuk!” 
 
    Before Rusty could see it coming, John grabbed his book. 
 
    “Whatta we got here? Steindick? Well that sounds nasty. Let’s see what this is all about.” 
 
    He held it to his forehead like he was performing a scan. 
 
    “Fascinating! Here, Joe, give it a try.” 
 
    He tossed it to Joey, his long-haired blond lieutenant. 
 
    “Mmm. Tasty. Lots of gay sex, though.” Joey let loose with his jackhammer laugh. “Heh-eh-eh-eh!” 
 
    “Professor!” John scolded. “You really shouldn’t be bringing that kind of smut to school. I’m thinking I need to confiscate this.” 
 
    He tucked it against his arm like a football and jogged across the playground. Rusty sat and watched, feeling dejected and powerless. Where were his words when Evil John was messing with him? This apparent need to torment people was so foreign to him that he had no response for it. He noticed Mr. Bark, the fifth grade teacher, monitoring the basketball court, but he couldn’t see the point of complaining. He was already seen as a teacher’s pet, and whining would only make it worse. He sat there at his table and stared into the distance, the sounds of screaming children rolling around in his head. 
 
    Rusty spent the eternal lunch break reading ahead in American history. He was relieved to see Evil John playing basketball. At afternoon recess, he looked out to where he fed the horses and saw something peculiar, a flock of cream-colored birds scattering across the grass. He wandered in that direction and found that these were not birds, but pages. He picked one up and saw the name Doc. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelvin met him at the crosswalk, his usual upbeat self, and quickly distracted him from the day’s trauma. He stopped beneath a telephone wire that crossed Casanova twenty feet over their heads. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got an idea. That key of yours. The challenge is to toss it over the wire, like a pole vaulter, right? And then catch it on the other side.” 
 
    Rusty didn’t quite understand, so he handed his key-string to Kelvin. Kelvin rocked it back and forth and let it fly. The key flew toward the wire like a superhero with a long cape but it missed just underneath. Kelvin caught it on its descent but it didn’t count. 
 
    “Okay,” said Rusty. “I think I get it.” 
 
    Rusty held the loop, twirled it once and released. The key shot skyward, passed over the wire exactly like a pole vaulter, and fell. Rusty ran forward, holding it in his sights, and caught it. 
 
    “Yeah!” Kelvin cheered. “See? You’re a natural.” 
 
    “Awesome! What do I win?” 
 
    Kelvin gave him a sneaky tight-lipped smile. “My eternal respect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rusty thought about relating his tale of bookslaughter to his mom, but her expression was so constantly tight with worry that he couldn’t stand to do it. He waited till she left for work, then told the story to Autumn, who was eating noodles in front of the TV. Having picked out Cannery Row especially for him, she reacted with understandable anger. 
 
    “Bastards! Why, if that little twerp were here, I’d kick him right in the nuts!” 
 
    Rusty pictured Evil John rolling on the ground, grabbing his crotch, and giggled with glee. Autumn tapped a finger on her cheek, considering his dilemma. 
 
    “Are we close enough to school that you could come home for lunch?” 
 
    “Um. I guess so.” 
 
    “It’s not a real solution, but at least it would take you out of the firing line.” 
 
    “I could try it out, at least.” 
 
    Autumn patted Rusty on the knee. 
 
    “Ripping apart Steinbeck. What a Philistine!” 
 
    Rusty made a mental note to look up Philistine.

  

 
   
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Coming home for lunch seemed to work. It wasn’t terribly fun, since all the walking gave him only fifteen minutes to eat, but Autumn helped out by leaving strange and tasty sandwiches. One of them had turkey with cranberry sauce! Rusty still got the shoulder-taps and other stupid pranks at the two recesses, but the odd disappearance at lunch seemed to throw Evil John off his schedule of antagonisms. Rusty wondered if it was a sad thing that his fondest wish was to be alone. 
 
    When Saturday arrived, Rusty woke at an unexpectedly early hour. With his mother worn out by the Friday crowd and Autumn tired from her class load, this was usually a good day to sleep in. As Rusty’s mind gradually booted up, he began to collect evidence for this early rousing. First was the unusually bright sun striking his narrow windows. Second was the blend of rich and smoky aromas drifting in from the kitchen. Third was a deep male voice, inhabiting the walls like a rumor and then booming with laughter. Rusty wandered down the hallway in his Jurassic Park pajamas and peeked around the corner. A young man sat at the table, his long arms wrapped around the backs of neighboring chairs. He shared jokey banter with Autumn, who shuffled back and forth from the kitchen, delivering plates of food. 
 
    Rusty had a few secret moments to study the man’s appearance. He had an oval-shaped face with large features: expressive eyebrows, a wide mouth and a sharp, generous nose. His hair was light brown, cut very short. Autumn said something and he let out a laugh from the back of his throat, the way that surfer dudes laughed in movies. 
 
    “Haw! Here I am all worried about my sister wandering homeless through the slums of Monterey and you’re living somewhere between Pebble Beach and Clint Eastwood.” 
 
    “Well, after Danny the Schmuck dumped me, Fiona took me out for drinks. Then the bartender touched me with her magic wand and said, ‘Come live with me, Autumn.’” 
 
    Autumn spoke this last part in a high, funny voice like a faerie queen, and Rusty couldn’t help giggling. Autumn continued. 
 
    “You will, however, have to deal with the resident spies. Rusty! Come meet my brother, who dropped in without calling.” Autumn swatted her brother, who held up his hands to fend her off. 
 
    “I warn you, Rusty. She seems nice but she hits. I’m Logan.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Sit down, Rusty,” said Autumn. “We’re having eggs Benedict.” 
 
    Logan put on a nasal, snootie voice. “We’re having eggs Benedict in Carmel-by-the-Sea.” 
 
    “Oh stop. You love it.” 
 
    Logan leaned forward and set his arms on his knees. “So what grade are you in, Rusty?” 
 
    Rusty sat down, still feeling a little groggy. “I’m in sixth.” 
 
    “Teachers treating you right?” 
 
    Rusty took a moment to consider Ms. Laakso. “Yeah. She’s pretty cool. A little clueless.” 
 
    Autumn entered with a plate of food. “He’s getting the new-kid treatment. Stupid little pranks. Some kid ripped up one of his books.” 
 
    “Oh!” said Logan. “That sucks. I kinda got that in seventh grade. I was a scrawny little dude. Kids are horrible, man.” 
 
    Rusty thought it refreshing to find an adult who would commiserate with him without offering advice. He was also enjoying the food. The eggs and ham were covered in a creamy, tangy sauce. 
 
    “This is good!” he declared. 
 
    “Thank you,” replied Autumn. “I save it for special occasions.” 
 
    Logan took a long draught of apple juice and sighed. “Hey, since it’s so sunny out, why don’t we take young Rusty to the beach? You must be pretty close to the water, right?” 
 
    “God, I’ve been so busy with my classes, I haven’t even gone.” 
 
    Logan let loose with his booming laugh. “A marine biologist who never goes to the beach.” 
 
    Rusty laughed and took another big bite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Rusty was showered and dressed, Autumn and Logan had filled a couple of backpacks. Logan’s was kind of long and banana-shaped. The hike was a little long - twice the length of his walks to school - but he was entertained by the banter between brother and sister. Not that he had much experience with siblings, but these two seemed unusually close. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Logan. “That was not a good experience. Those infections are sneaky and deadly.” 
 
    “It was so sweet of Corinne to stay in the hospital with you.” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s the best.” 
 
    “So, no chance for you two?” 
 
    “Oh, you never know. But right now we’re headed in different directions.” 
 
    “Tough.” 
 
    They came out to a little parking lot and the Carmel River Beach. The beach was a near-perfect crescent of white sand, walled off at its northern tip by a gathering of gray and brown rocks. Behind the center of the crescent was a lagoon, and Rusty realized this must be the end-point of the Carmel River. He could see a large white bird wading in the shallows, and guessed it as a snowy egret. 
 
    They stopped at a likely spot halfway across the sand and laid out some towels. Logan took off his shirt and lay down. He had the kind of muscles that Rusty had only seen on movie stars and action figures. Logan took off his floppy hat and set it over his face. 
 
    “Come on, Rusty,” said Autumn. “Let’s go check out the tidepools.” 
 
    He followed her to the rocks. The sand was very fine, which made the walking a bit of a struggle. 
 
    “How come Logan’s not coming?” 
 
    “Silly boy drove all night to get here. He’ll be re-charged by the time we get back. Now let’s see…” 
 
    She climbed along the tan-colored rocks and found a miniature harbor where the waves rolled gently in and out. The sides were covered in spiky bits of seaweed, along with the black scales of mussels and the little gray caps of barnacles. 
 
    “Check it out!” said Autumn. “A starfish.” 
 
    The starfish lay in a little bowl in the rock, its skin a bright orange verging on pink. 
 
    “Go ahead, give him a touch.” 
 
    The starfish’s covering felt rough, like the grips on Uncle Walter’s pool cues. The starfish cringed a little, away from Rusty’s touch. 
 
    “Now, you see that critter next to him? Light blue? Looks like a flower? Check this out.” 
 
    She took a twig of driftwood and touched it to the flower’s face. The tentacles around it closed in, grasping the twig. 
 
    “It’s alive!” Rusty cried, like a mad scientist. 
 
    “That’s how it eats. Anything that falls in gets digested, like a garbage disposal. And don’t touch them with your finger, because you will get stung. So this is called an anemone, which is easy to remember, because with friends who sting, who needs anemones?” 
 
    Rusty laughed and mimicked a rim shot. “Ba-dum ching!” 
 
    “Whew! Rough crowd. Oh! Look.” 
 
    A snail shell grew a pair of crabby-looking legs and scampered into a crack between two rocks. 
 
    “A hermit crab. These guys have really sensitive exoskeletons, so they find old mollusk shells and squish themselves inside.” 
 
    “Like a sort of armor.” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    The next little wave rushed in. The tentacles of the anemone waved back and forth like the fronds of a palm tree. 
 
    “So how come your brother looks like a superhero?” 
 
    “You mean how come he’s ripped?” 
 
    “Ripped. That’s a good one.” 
 
    Autumn chuckled and looked out over the water, a navy blue that was interrupted by sudden pools of aquamarine. 
 
    “Poor Logan. His body timing is always off. He wanted to be a baseball player, but baseball takes a bit of a zen approach, and Logan thinks way too much. So he tried football, which suited him better, because he had very specific assignments: cover this guy, protect that zone. But he put in hours and hours of weightlifting and he couldn’t build enough muscle. Still, sheer tenacity counts for a lot. He played cornerback, and the guys he covered hardly ever got receptions. He could also tackle players twice his size. I swear, it was like some kind of magic judo leverage stuff. 
 
    “Then he hits college, gives up sports for good, but he keeps lifting and boom! Muscles everywhere. Sometimes he hugs me and I think he’s gonna choke the life out of me.” 
 
    “So where does he go to college?” 
 
    “He went to Gonzaga, up in Washington state, but he graduated this summer in computer science. He’s sort of looking for his first job right now. Hey, let’s walk back.” 
 
    They returned along the water, where the damp sand made for easier walking. Rusty stopped over an impressive find: a green comma of seaglass, right next to a sand dollar cover in purple fur. 
 
    “Mermaid’s tear!” Rusty cried. He slid it into his pocket and reached for the sand dollar. 
 
    “Oh honey,” said Autumn. “If you take that home, it’ll stink up the whole house. It’s better to wait till they’re white, which is basically their skeleton.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Rusty. “I never thought of that. That’s creepy.” 
 
    “Yes. You find a lot of death on the beach. But it’s okay, it all gets reused. Whatever’s left of this sand dollar will be consumed by bugs and seagulls, then the skeleton will crumble into the sand. If it doesn’t end up in Rusty’s room.” 
 
    Rusty leaned down to give the sand dollar a sniff. “Phew! You’re right.” 
 
    “I usually am.” 
 
    When they got back to the towels, Logan was on his knees, the floppy hat back on his head, looking remarkably awake. Rusty noticed that his eyes were the same blue as the pools in the water, but showed bits of green as he moved. 
 
    “Are you ready for training, big sis?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Autumn. “The hardest part is removing my exoskeleton.” 
 
    Logan tilted his head and made a sound like a curious dog. “Aroo?” 
 
    “Sorry. An inside joke between me and Rusty.” 
 
    Rusty enjoyed the idea that he and Autumn had an inside joke. She took off her sweatshirt and baggy leggings to reveal a tight-fitting swimming suit. The top was like a waterproof T-shirt, with sleeves going down to her elbows. The bottom was like a long pair of shorts, extending to just above her knees. The suit was black, with wide stripes along the side and at either sleeve. She still looked big, but the suit had the effect of smoothing out her body. She sort of looked like an Orca, but Rusty sensed that he had best leave that observation unspoken. 
 
    Not that Autumn was sticking around to chat. She ran to the water, splashed through the low breakers and dove in. She stood up and let out a squeal. 
 
    “Oh my god! So cold!” She giggled like a dolphin. 
 
    “My sister the sea mammal,” Logan joked. “It’s pretty impressive what a good swimmer she is.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring a bathing suit,” said Rusty. 
 
    “Not necessary.” Logan reached inside the long pack and pulled out a baseball bat and three tennis balls. “You can be my pitcher.” 
 
    Rusty followed him to a spot just above the breakers, where the sand was dry and level. Logan did some stretches, holding the bat above his head. 
 
    “Here’s my evil plan, Rustoleum. My sister needs to pass a scuba test this spring, and she’s not very good at working out. My job is to run her ragged - um, swim her ragged? - by hitting tennis balls into the ocean and making her go get them. Your job is to throw me pitches so we can make this random and fun. Are you a good pitcher?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Rusty. 
 
    “Well, there you go. Random and fun.” 
 
    Rusty thought about the baseball players he’d seen on television, and tried to throw it like they did. He was surprised when the first pitch went right into Logan’s wheelhouse. He hit a long fly ball that landed twenty feet to Autumn’s right. She swam after it. 
 
    “Fetch!” cried Logan with his booming voice. “Good girl! Now throw it back.” 
 
    Autumn laughed and tossed it in to Rusty. They immediately discovered that their little game had an amusing side-effect. When Logan hit a waterlogged ball, he got sprayed in the face. 
 
    “Phew!” he complained. “Who invented this stupid game?” 
 
    Rusty cracked up. “You!” 
 
    “Oh. That’s right.” 
 
    About twenty pitches in, Rusty threw a lowball and Logan laced a line drive right back at his head. Rusty reached up to fend it off and instead ended up catching it. 
 
    “Oh my god!” shouted Logan. “How did you do that?” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “I don’t think I had a choice!” 
 
    Logan laughed and came out to hand the bat to Rusty. “Heck of a catch. How many years you been playing?” 
 
    “Um. None?” 
 
    “Really? Wow.” He looked out to Autumn, who was taking a time-out, floating on her back. “Hey sis! How you doin’?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “I’m gonna let Rusty hit a few.” 
 
    “The bat’s a little big for you,” he told Rusty. “Just choke up a little. Put your hands at the top of the rubber grip.” 
 
    They moved onto the damp sand so Rusty could reach Autumn. His first few were weak grounders that rolled into the breakers, but then he caught one square and sent it flying into the water. It was a beautiful thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat around Uncle Walter’s old fire pit (naturally, made of bricks) and cooked up s’mores. Logan took a big bite and wiped the excess goo into his mouth. 
 
    “I tell ya, the kid’s a natural.” 
 
    Rusty caught a marshmallow on fire and blew it out. “But I wasn’t hitting it as far as you.” 
 
    Logan laughed. “Gimme a break kid! I’m a lot bigger and older than you. Plus, you’ve never played before, but you were making contact on every pitch. Not to mention that catch you made. That’s not normal.” 
 
    “Pure self-defense,” said Rusty. 
 
    “You gotta play Little League, dude. You would rock!” 
 
    “Well thank you, Coach Logan,” said River. “It sounds like you guys had fun. I have to get to work.” 
 
    “Good night, Ms. Freeman. Don’t let those drunks misbehave.” 
 
    “Actually, misbehaving is sort of the point.” 
 
    “Okay, but no gunplay.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    River headed outside, a little mystified at this new family she had inherited. She was so gratified that Rusty had something to feel confident about, and - she had to admit - for the introduction of a male role model. 
 
    “You’re kinda quiet, big sis,” said Logan. 
 
    Autumn was wrapped up in a blanket. “The ocean is a liar. ‘Come swim in me,’ says the ocean. ‘You won’t get tired. I won’t totally kick your ass!’” 
 
    Logan rubbed his hands. “You see, Rusty? My evil plan worked.” 
 
    “Hahaha!” Rusty sang, rubbing his hands. 
 
    “Great,” Autumn mumbled. “Now I have two evil brothers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Rusty’s mom predicted, the wisteria pods dried up and began spitting out seeds. Once in a while, a whole pod would go off at once, making a sound like a string of firecrackers. This one woke Rusty, and he took the opportunity to get some water. As he entered the living room, he saw a faint glow in the backyard. He also saw a figure - unmistakably Logan’s - hunched over the fire pit, staring blankly into the coals. 
 
    Rusty filled a glass and took it to his bedroom.

  

 
   
    Eight 
 
      
 
    The next morning brought ever more exotic smells wafting down the hall. This time it was pineapple pancakes and Italian sausage. Outside, Carmel had on its foggy clothes. Autumn and Logan, wearing jeans and rain jackets, looked like they were about to head right into it. 
 
    “Where are you guys going?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “We’re walking into town,” Autumn answered. “Would you like to go with us?” 
 
    “It’s kind of a trek,” said Logan. 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Rusty. “I’m a good walker.” 
 
    “He is,” said Autumn. “He walks home every day for lunch.” 
 
    Rusty wolfed down his breakfast and did a high-speed shower, slapping on soap and rinsing it right off. He reported to the dining table to find Autumn and Logan still chatting and laughing. On TV, it seemed like siblings were always arguing, but these two seemed to genuinely enjoy each other’s company. River entered, wearing her pink fuzzy bathrobe. 
 
    “Where’s everybody going?” 
 
    “We’re abducting your kid,” said Logan, “and we’re taking him to the mean streets of downtown Carmel.” 
 
    “Abduct away.” River patted Rusty’s damp hair, to let him know she was just kidding. 
 
    “Do you want to come with?” asked Autumn. 
 
    “No thanks. I’ll eat a couple pancakes and probably go back to sleep. Hey, try Carmel Valley Coffee Roasting. Umm, take Casanova and turn right on Ocean. Can’t miss it.” 
 
    They headed down the street. Every once in a while, they spotted an ornamental tree that was changing colors. With his long legs, Logan took slow steps, like a sheriff walking into a gunfight. 
 
    “How did my brother sleep?” 
 
    Logan rubbed his eyes as if to illustrate. “About usual. Just fighting the mechanism. I’m afraid traveling gets the old bean overstimulated.” 
 
    They walked a while in silence. The fog wafted through the trees like cartoon ghosts. For late September, it was pretty chilly. 
 
    “They call this neighborhood the Golden Rectangle,” said Autumn. “Which is funny. Most of these houses look pretty modest.” 
 
    “It’s all location,” said Logan. 
 
    A few blocks later, they turned right onto Ocean and immediately spotted the sign for the coffeeshop. The exterior was gray, with rooflines that curled around the edges like the ones in fairy tales. The interior was modern, with orange walls and bright paintings. Logan and Autumn ordered drinks with bouncy foreign names. Logan looked at Rusty. 
 
    “Rusteria! Have you had coffee before?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was okay.” 
 
    “Kinda bitter?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay. I think I’ve got an idea.” He turned to the counter girl. “Do you make breve lattes?” 
 
    “A latte with Half ‘n’ Half?” 
 
    “Yeah. Make it a small.” 
 
    After making a whole bunch of interesting noises, she handed Rusty a mug. The drink was white and foamy, but the top had a picture of a brown fern. They climbed to a room a few steps up from the counter area and sat at a table next to the window. The lamp had a shade constructed entirely of seashells. Rusty was beginning to think that Carmel was a magic place, perhaps inhabited by a secret population of artistic elves. The brevvy law-tay was like a warm milkshake, with an undercurrent of coffee to bite at his tastebuds. It was weird, but he could see where he might eventually like it. 
 
    “In Washington,” said Logan, “coffee is kind of a religion. But then, we have a lot more cold and darkness than you Californians.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Autumn complained. “Listen to this guy. ‘You Californians.’ You are not a Washingtonian.” 
 
    “Of course, I can see where Carmel might get enough cold to have excellent coffee.” 
 
    Autumn chuckled. “I can’t tell you how often I look across the Bay and Santa Cruz is in full sunshine. Bastards!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Rusty. “I don’t mind a little weather.” 
 
    “You’d probably like Spokane,” said Logan. “You’d love Seattle.” 
 
    Autumn and Logan chatted about their parents, friends from high school and Autumn’s classes. Rusty studied their faces, surprised to find bits of similarity despite their obvious differences. A turn of a nostril, the shape of their eyes, the curl of a lip. But he spent most of his attention on Logan, so much that Logan noticed. 
 
    “Young man!” he said, playing the role of a disciplinarian teacher. “What are you staring at?” 
 
    “Oh, um. You seem familiar.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Autumn. “He’s on to us.” 
 
    “Oh!” Logan cried. “This is going to ruin my surprise appearance at the premiere with Leo and Emma and Gaga. He’s probably posted my photo online, the little rat.” 
 
    Rusty had received enough teasing for a lifetime, but from Logan it was kind of fun. So he joined the act, slapping the table with mock anger. 
 
    “What are you talking about!?” 
 
    Logan looked at Autumn. “Kid’s got potential.” 
 
    Autumn laughed. “My brother looks a lot like a famous actor, Ryan Gosling. He was in, um, The Big Short?” 
 
    Rusty shook his head. 
 
    “The Notebook?” asked Logan. “Remember the Titans?” 
 
    “He was in Remember the Titans?” asked Autumn. 
 
    “Bit part. Um, La-La Land?” 
 
    “La-La Land!” In a flash, Rusty was in a theater with his mom, Logan’s face on the big screen. “Wow. You were great.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Logan. “We’ve discombobulated the boy. No. Rusty. I just look like him.” 
 
    “And he’s a very attractive man to look like,” added Autumn. 
 
    Logan hid his face and pretzeled his limbs in a caricature of embarrassment. Rusty could see where Logan really could be an actor. 
 
    “In fact,” said Autumn, “a couple of April Fools days ago, our nutty Uncle Jimmy pulled like, the best prank ever. He’s a journalist, so he created this fake blog called Spokane Clips and he wrote a story about Logan getting hired to be Ryan Gosling’s double in a movie. He did such a good job with the little touches. He used me and a totally made-up casting director as sources, and he pumped up the local angle by saying the movie was about a famous Gonzaga basketball star. By the time Logan and I and my parents got through sharing it to all our friends we had a thousand likes and hundreds of comments.” 
 
    “It sorta got to the point where it was beginning to seem cruel,” said Logan. “We waited till the end of the day before pulling the plug. I felt kinda bad, but, on the other hand, it was kind of a buzz being semi-famous for a day.” 
 
    Autumn chuckled. “I had this idea that maybe the spoof itself would go viral, and then some Hollywood producer would see Logan’s photo and say, ‘Wow, that kid really does look like Gosling.’ And then they really would hire him. Alas, no dice.” 
 
    They finished their drinks and walked around the corner, where they immediately ran into Sade’s Cocktails. 
 
    “Well!” said Autumn. “Now we know why your mom goes to that coffeeshop.” 
 
    The bar was closed, so they cupped their hands to the window and peered inside. Rusty thought it looked very homey - in fact, it reminded him of Uncle Walter’s garage. He thought it was nice that his mom worked in such a comfy-looking place. 
 
    They headed up Dolores Street and found a bookstore called The Pilgrim’s Way. Rusty and Logan found a little garden section with all kinds of funky sculptures, fountains and plants. When they returned to the bookstore proper, Autumn handed Rusty a bag. Inside was a brand-new edition of Cannery Row. 
 
    “I felt a little responsible for the last one. Maybe don’t take this one to school.” 
 
    The cover featured a drawing of three vagabonds atop a hill, looking out over a distant waterfront. Rusty riffled the crisp new pages and smiled. “Thanks! Now I can find out what happened to all those frogs.” 
 
    “Oh!” Autumn laughed. “I forgot about the frogs.” 
 
    They were headed back home on Mission Street when Logan spotted something and took a sudden turn, leading them into a set of shops that looked vaguely British. Rusty seemed to remember the style as two-door, but that sounded more like a car. They entered a small shop on the ground floor and Logan made a beeline for the counter, which held all kinds of coins. Rusty gravitated to a wall of framed stamps with unexpected words: Eire, Italia Deutschland. 
 
    “Dutch-land? Is that for Dutch people?” 
 
    “No,” Autumn answered. “That’s what German people call Germany. Doych-land.” 
 
    “Weird!” 
 
    Logan came over from his coin perusal and saw Rusty’s fascination. 
 
    “Ya like those, bud?” 
 
    Rusty noticed that Logan had picked up his mom’s habit of calling him “bud.” 
 
    “Yeah! They’re like little paintings. Or the stickers I used to collect when I was a kid.” 
 
    Logan gave Autumn a look and they exchanged smiles. Logan returned to the counter and spoke to a woman with short silver hair. 
 
    “What would you recommend for a beginning stamp collector?” 
 
    She gave him a practiced smile. “I have just the thing.” She pulled over a basket filled with burlap sacks. “Each of these has 500 stamps from all over the world. It’s kind of a treasure hunt.” 
 
    “Perfect! I’ll take two.” He paid for them and handed one to Rusty. “Here’s the deal, Rustnasium. You take one, I’ll take the other, and we can send each other pics of our discoveries. Deal?” 
 
    Rusty grinned and took one. “Deal!” 
 
    They took the last few blocks at a slow pace, coming within sight of the Carmel Mission and cutting back to Casanova. When they got home, River made them grilled cheese sandwiches with the new varieties Autumn had added to their grocery cart: edam, muenster, gorgonzola. Logan ate his and fell asleep on the couch. Autumn went to her room to catch up on some studying. Rusty dumped his bag of stamps on the table and began sorting through them. 
 
    “Wow!” said River. “Where did you get these?” 
 
    “Logan got them for me.” 
 
    “I hope you thanked him.” 
 
    “Um, I think I did?” 
 
    “Well, thank him again just in case. Ooh, look, Australia.” 
 
    “Nice! A koala.” 
 
    “You like Logan, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s funny.” 
 
    “Poor guy. You tired him out.” 
 
    “Autumn says he does that a lot. Kinda like a cat.” 
 
    “Ooh! Look. Bulgaria.” 
 
    “What’s all that funny lettering?” 
 
    “In some countries, they use entirely different alphabets. That one’s called Cyrillic.” 
 
    “That’s so weird.” 
 
    His mother cocked an eyebrow. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” 
 
    “Umm, translation?” 
 
    “Different does not always mean weird.” 
 
    “You, on the other hand, are definitely weird.” 
 
    “I believe that is a firmly established fact.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Kelvin and Rusty were pursuing their regular Sunday match of bumper pool when Logan popped in, wearing an Oakland A’s baseball cap. 
 
    “Rustacean!” He spotted Kelvin. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” said Kelvin. 
 
    “You want to go do some batting practice?” 
 
    “Um. Really?” 
 
    “Yeah! I want to see how good you are. Oh, and of course it would be great if your friend came along.” 
 
    “Kelvin,” said Kelvin. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Logan.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Rusty. “That would be fun.” 
 
    Kelvin set down his cue. “I’ll go home and get my glove. Meetcha at the school.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Autumn joined in as well. They hiked to the school, to the ancient backstop at the far corner of the field. Logan scratched a home plate into the dirt and told Rusty where to stand. He paced a few strides away with a sack full of old baseballs and tossed them toward Rusty. Hitting hardballs instead of tennis balls was a bit of an adjustment, but Rusty began to enjoy it. The balls made a distinct pinging sound when they struck the aluminum bat. 
 
    Just as on the beach, he made consistent contact, and Autumn, who wasn’t quite as fast on land, was having a hard time keeping up. Logan gave her a breather by coming up to where Rusty was standing. 
 
    “You’ve got a great natural swing, so I don’t want to mess with it too much, but here’s one thing. You’re lunging a little bit, which takes away your power. Just lean back a little on your right foot, and keep it planted until you move into your swing.” 
 
    Kelvin showed up - much to Autumn’s relief - and proved to be quite an outfielder. Rusty worked on keeping his back foot planted and, sure enough, sent balls deeper and deeper. It was amazing how many Kelvin managed to track down. Even though he’d seen it many times on TV, this idea that a ball could fly so far, from one person’s bat to another person’s glove, without touching the ground, seemed newly magical. When Logan told Rusty and Kelvin to change places, Rusty was excited about trying out the other half of the exchange. 
 
    Kelvin handed Rusty his glove and they took their positions. Kelvin didn’t have a lot of power, but he kept Rusty pretty busy. The first time he caught one on the fly, it felt like he had done something vaguely impossible. After that, he wanted to catch everything, and he was a little disappointed whenever the ball hit the ground in front of him. Kelvin hit a shallow fly to Rusty’s left and Rusty took off, his feet churning over the thick grass. But the ball was falling, and suddenly Rusty found that he was airborne, an action that his body had taken without his permission. He caught the ball just over the ground and tumbled to a stop. Kelvin, Autumn and Logan came together in an explosion of shouts. What a feeling this was! 
 
    Kelvin handed the bat to Autumn and took her glove to a spot off to his right. Logan waved Rusty to a position twenty feet behind the pitching area. 
 
    “This is where the shortstop plays,” he said. “You looked great with flies - I mean, incredible - but now I want you to work on grounders. The main thing is to use your footwork to get into the right position behind the ball.” He spread his stance and bent his knees, holding his glove low, the webbing open and ready. “This way, if you get a bad hop, it’ll hit your body and you’ll still have a chance to make a play. I know that sounds a little painful, but your mom told me about your faceoff with the raccoons, so I’m sure you can handle it.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Now, I’m having Kelvin play first, so every time you track down a ball, I want you to throw it to him.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Autumn wasn’t much of a hitter, but that gave him lots of different kinds of grounders. Rusty worked hard to get behind them. He began to think of it as a kind of dance. He was pretty good at tracking the ball into his glove, but his throws to first were pretty erratic. Kelvin was contorting all over the place, trying to catch them while keeping one foot attached to some mysterious spot on the ground. Finally, Logan came out to shortstop and scratched at his chin, as if he were trying to solve a math problem. 
 
    “The thing is, you’re aiming. Aiming doesn’t work. After you get the ball, take a step toward Kelvin and just chuck it. No thinking.” Logan acted it out as he spoke. He made an invisible throw to Kelvin. Kelvin pretended to make an incredible catch, and Logan laughed. 
 
    On the very next pitch, Rusty caught an easy two-hopper, took a step toward Kelvin and let it fly. It smacked into Kelvin’s glove, chest-high. 
 
    It seemed that baseball was a kind of mystic puzzle, and Logan had all the answers. Rusty realized, too, that while he was out here chasing balls, his mind seemed to blank out. He had not had a single thought about school or Evil John. Autumn hit the next pitch on a line. Rusty jumped as high as he could and picked the ball out of the air. 
 
    Soon after they stopped, the day-long fog broke up, letting the late sun paint the field in long stripes of orange. Kelvin managed to hail the horses for an introduction to Logan, who created horsey bits of dialogue for each of them as they chewed the grass. Logan slung his banana-shaped bag over his shoulder and they crossed the field. 
 
    “Hey,” said Kelvin. “Why didn’t you do any batting?” 
 
    “Well,” Logan spoke-laughed. “I don’t mean to brag, but the last time I did this I hit a ball so hard that it pulled some poor kid’s arm right out of its socket.” 
 
    Kelvin crackled with laughter. Logan got suddenly serious. 
 
    “Rusty, I love baseball, and I worked my butt off playing it, but I never got as good as I wanted. I want you to know, you’re a natural. You gotta promise me you’ll join a team, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Logan responded with that smile, a smile that seemed almost too big for just one person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Late in the night, Rusty woke to unusual sounds. He followed them down the hall and found Logan at the kitchen table, staring at squiggly lines on his laptop. 
 
    “Oh! Hi Rusty. I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “Um, well, maybe. Whatchoo doing?” 
 
    “This is my true love. I use my computer to make music. This one’s called Ascend.” 
 
    He hit a button and all the lines and levels began to move. It sounded like an orchestra, but there was a decided electronic tang to the tones. Sweeping chords broke like waves over a crackling drumbeat. It sounded like a good song to coax you out of bed in the morning, so the title made sense. 
 
    “You made that on a computer?” 
 
    “It’s a special app for manipulating sound. It’s a brave new world.” 
 
    Rusty listened for a while longer as the song grew thicker, as clicks and swoops joined the mix like spectators at a parade. 
 
    “Well, I better sleep.” 
 
    “Wish I could. I’ll put on my headphones. Sweet dreams, bud.”

  

 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    He didn’t see Logan leave. Autumn explained that her brother couldn’t sleep, so he decided to take off early in the morning, long before the rest of them had risen. 
 
    Still, Logan remained with him, in the sense that Rusty felt different. He kept replaying moments from the weekend: the line drive tennis ball splashing in his grasp, the moment of connection when his bat met with a baseball, the landing in the outfield, the ball snared in his glove, Logan’s beefy shout. At the first recess, Rusty went to the library and found a book called Basics of Baseball. He read it during the second recess, assured in the knowledge that, should anybody grab his book, they’d be stealing school property. 
 
    It was a rainy week, so he spent his evenings inside, watching the playoffs. Suddenly all the little things the players did began to make sense. The dramatic infield shifts based on batter tendencies. The pitchers’ tosses to first, designed to keep runners from getting big leads. Hitting the ball into the air to make sure the runner got home from third. It was all one big athletic chess match, equipped with a divine equilibrium of team play and individual effort. Afterwards, he would do his homework and look through his stamps. His mom gave him a pad of sketch paper. He used a glue stick to attach the stamps, organizing them by country. He found a panda stamp from Mongolia, asked Autumn to photograph it and send it to Logan. 
 
    At school, everyone seemed happy to leave him alone, which is all he really wanted. Then, on Friday, the alarms went off. 
 
    “Okay, children!” called Ms. Laakso. “Please walk calmly outside and line up at 6A. This is a drill.” 
 
    They gathered at a number painted at the edge of the basketball court, all of the classes forming long lines as the alarms continued to ring. The kids began to fidget, and it was Rusty’s misfortune to be standing in front of Evil John and his quartet. 
 
    John poked Rusty in the back. “Check me out,” he told his henchmen. “Every time I touch the professor, I get smarter. Woo! Feel the IQ jumpin’!” 
 
    He held a knuckle to Rusty’s ribs and dug in, which really hurt. Joey followed, keeping an eye out for Ms. Laakso. The other two, Mark and Jason, went after his shoes, tying his laces together. Rusty tried to swat them away, to little effect. He could feel the blood rising to his face. 
 
    “Cut it out!” he yelled. His voice rang out across the playground. Kids in other grades looked around to figure out who was shouting. The quartet adopted their most innocent faces as Ms. Laakso arrived to investigate. 
 
    “Boys! This is a serious drill. Can you keep it down for just a minute more?” 
 
    “We could do that,” said John, smiling his puppy dog smile. 
 
    Ms. Laakso patted him on the head. “Thank you.” 
 
    Reporting to his lone cubicle to work on his independent study, Rusty realized that Ms. Laakso had been addressing him, as well, as if he were a member of John’s little squad. Cause that’s how adults were. They didn’t care who started things, they just wanted those things to be over. The easiest way to accomplish that was to appease the troublemakers, and so, through sheer familiarity, the troublemakers and the teachers became the best of friends. In summary, karma was a big fat lie and adults were useless. He was on his own. 
 
    After school, he noticed that the quartet had gathered across the street, at the spot where Kelvin usually met him. What’s more, Kelvin was talking to them - and laughing! Rusty put his head down and crossed the other direction, feeling a growing sense of helplessness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the household now known as Autumn River (which Rusty thought sounded like a rehab center), Friday nights were special. This was the night that Autumn honed her culinary chops, and Rusty and River were more than happy to serve as guinea pigs. Tonight’s concoction was a chicken pizza with a cilantro lime sauce. Rusty held up his fingers like a paisano. 
 
    “Magnificent! Izza like a pizza Mexicana.” 
 
    Autumn laughed. “I hadn’t thought of that! I was just kinda throwing ingredients together.” 
 
    “I kinda hate it when you say things like that,” said River. 
 
    “Yes. But I bet you would kick my ass in the world of mixology.” 
 
    River smiled. “You know it. So what are we learning in the world of marine biology?” 
 
    “Whales! My marine mammal class. We’re into whalesong, which has always been a particular fascination of mine. I never really grokked this connection, but the reason whalesong and echolocation are so important is that, in the underwater world, scent and sight are both profoundly weak. That’s why sound is so important, and why shipping noise and military sonar are such big problems.” 
 
    “Wow,” said River. “I’d never really thought of that.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do a whale-watching cruise sometime.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said River. “Maybe after I score a couple of bachelorette parties.” 
 
    “Big tippers?” asked Autumn. 
 
    “The best.” 
 
    “Well. I get a twenty-percent discount on whale-watching, if that helps.” 
 
    “Very good!” River chewed down a bite of pizza and studied her son. “Master Rusty is a little quiet.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So how’s school?” 
 
    “Not so hot.” 
 
    “Would you like to tell us about it?” 
 
    “Kids are picking on me.” 
 
    “Rat bastards,” Autumn muttered. 
 
    “It’s mostly this one guy. Evil John.” 
 
    “Oh Rusty,” said River. “You should never call someone evil.” 
 
    “Well, he seems to have nothing better to do than mess with me. And he’s got these three friends who do whatever he says. I’m like their personal chew toy.” 
 
    “Sounds like Lord of the Flies,” said Autumn. 
 
    “Now, Autumn,” said River. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “An instructional manual for dealing with boys,” Autumn answered. 
 
    River laughed and covered her mouth. “Well, you might be up to reading it.” 
 
    Rusty’s growing distress showed in his voice. “The worst part is, well…” 
 
    “Speak, boy.” 
 
    He knew it was their running joke, but he wasn’t much in the mood. “Ruff,” he muttered, and went on: “Kelvin’s my best friend, but he doesn’t seem to have my back. He even hangs out with Evil John sometimes. I saw them like, cracking jokes and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” River took another bite and ruminated. She seemed to arrive at an answer. “Honey. How would you describe Kelvin?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Funny? Energetic? Fast?” 
 
    “I can vouch for fast,” said Autumn. 
 
    River chewed on a fingernail. “No. I mean… what’s the color of Kelvin’s skin?” 
 
    “But you said not to judge…” 
 
    “Notice which word I chose there. ‘Judge,’ and no, you shouldn’t judge someone by the color of their skin. But you should be aware of their skin. How many Black kids are there at school?” 
 
    He thought about it. There was a fourth grade girl, Cheri. And a smaller boy in first or second. 
 
    “I think… three?” 
 
    “There you go. I guess what I’m trying to say is, you’re getting picked on because you’re different. Imagine how it must be for Kelvin.” 
 
    “Wow, yeah.” 
 
    “That’s probably also why he’s such a joker. That’s how he gets along with people. As a matter of fact, it could be that the reason Kelvin was drawn to you is because you’re different. So when it comes to Kelvin’s friendship - what’s our family motto?” 
 
    Rusty sighed. “Take what you can get.” 
 
    “There you go. And you know, there might be some reason Evil John is the way he is, too. Some kids don’t have healthy home lives.” 
 
    “No! He’s just a jerk.” 
 
    River twitched her nose. “Okay, maybe he’s just a jerk. I just want you to be open to possibilities.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Autumn gave River a beaming smile. 
 
    “What?” asked River. “Did my hair just turn purple?” 
 
    “Not yet. But remind me to never underestimate you, Ms. Freeman. You are sharp.” 
 
    “Thank you. Bartending is twenty percent mixology and eighty percent psychology. I could solve every playground fight ever, but sadly they won’t let me offer the kids free cocktails.” 
 
    Autumn snorted with laughter. “Now that would be a recess!” Her phone dinged with a message. 
 
    “Hey Rusty, here’s something to cheer you up.” She showed him a picture of a stamp from Saudi Arabia, an impressionist painting of a woman in a flowered hat. 
 
    “Nice! Tell him I said hi.” 
 
    “Will do.”

  

 
   
    Ten 
 
      
 
    On Saturday, Autumn took Rusty to the coffee shop. He read more of his baseball book as Autumn drilled into her chemistry homework. Rusty understood this trip as a sign of trust. Your average 11-year-old could not stay self-entertained for this long, but he understood the importance of Autumn’s studies. He ordered another breve latte, and, sure enough, found that he was beginning to like it. 
 
    On the way home, they visited the stamp shop. Rusty examined the framed stamps along the wall and tried to figure out what made them so much more valuable than the ones in his grab-bag. He noticed that some of them carried the description “first day of issue.” 
 
    Sunday was brilliantly sunny, so Autumn, River and Rusty went to the beach for a picnic. He hit tennis balls to Autumn in the water, and it seemed like she was getting a little faster. Afterwards, they ate macaroni salad and peanut butter sandwiches with fig jam. After their workout, the cold cokes were like liquid incarnations of joy. They came home to find Kelvin in the yard, waiting for his Sunday bumper pool. Rusty remembered what his mother said and didn’t ask Kelvin about his mixed loyalties. 
 
    All in all, it was a beautiful weekend, but something was brewing in the mass consciousness of Carmel River Elementary. The fire drill had made Rusty into a kind of public figure, and Monday’s first recess brought early signs of trouble. It was no longer the wet willy, gum in the hair, or the flat tire. Kids would simply sneak up on him (easy to do, since he was reading), touch him and then run away screaming. It reminded him of a game he used to play in San Jose, Kick the Can. Kids would hide around the neighborhood - behind bushes, cars, fences - and whoever was “it” would try to find and tag them. Others could use this opportunity to kick a can placed in the middle of the street, thereby purchasing their liberty for the rest of the round. 
 
    Now, it would seem, Rusty was the can. 
 
    Evil John, meanwhile, had Rusty’s daily routine all mapped out. The quartet would gather at the intersection and heckle him as he crossed the street. Most of these were lame variations on the professor/brainiac/bookworm joke, which grew more and more irritating. Were they really trying to shame him for being smart? 
 
    Wednesday afternoon, he came to the corner and was relieved to see the quartet nowhere in sight. But then they burst from behind a classroom building and surrounded him. John came up to his face, wearing the usual happy sneer. 
 
    “You know, we could kick your ass any time we felt like it. You’re nothing special.” 
 
    Rusty just stood there with nothing to say. Evil John kept going. 
 
    “Or, I could just say one two three - get ‘im boys!” 
 
    Joey put him into a headlock as the rest of them pummeled him with their fists. But none of it was really landing. It was all stage-punching, designed to show him what they could do to him. And then they smothered him in a weird kind of group hug, patting him on the head like he was the family dog. 
 
    “Good Rusty!” John unleashed his big honking laugh. “Good boy! Now go home, boy, go home.” 
 
    They released him and he charged away. Rusty wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of running, but he walked away as fast as he could. He felt the heat rising in his head, equal parts fright and anger. The truly terrible part was the ridicule, the idea that the whole school would think it such a fun idea to make him miserable. 
 
    His mom and Autumn were too busy to notice Rusty’s distress. He stayed in his room with his homework and his stamps. He wished he had a cell phone so he could call Logan. Maybe a boy would understand this. Maybe a boy would know a way out. 
 
    On Thursday, it only got worse. By now the touch-the-geek campaign had worked its way to the lower grades. Little kids! Little kids were treating him like a piece of playground equipment, tagging him and running away squealing to tell their friends. He tried yelling at one of them - “Stop it!” - but his voice came out so big and angry it didn’t even sound like his. And of course it just made things worse; the culprit no doubt scored more bragging points by making the terrible ogre blow his top. Autumn was right, it was a losing game, there was no way to fight it. He grew so hopeless he felt like crying, but crying would make things even worse so he turned himself to stone and tried not to react at all. After a seeming eternity, the recess bell sounded. 
 
    At lunchtime, Rusty boarded Casanova Street, staring at his shoes, his brow crunching down like he was wearing an anvil on his head. He arrived at the power wire, and out of sheer habit he played the pole-vault game. He swung his housekey by its loop of string and flung it skyward. 
 
    What happened next he did not immediately comprehend, but later he could play it back in slow motion and parse the details. Coming from underneath, the length of string struck the wire crosswise. The open loop swung up on one side as the key rose up on the other. The key then flew into the loop and tied the string to the wire! 
 
    In real time, of course, this all occurred in the blink of an eye. Rusty stood beneath the wire and watched the key swing back and forth as he tried to understand what had just happened. Was this some kind of miraculous feat, signaling a turnaround in his fortunes? Or was this further proof that everything he attempted was doomed to failure? In his current mood, the key seemed like just another third-grader mocking him. Try to get me now, bozo! 
 
    Rusty continued home, his feet slapping the pavement as if he were barely able to lift them. He knocked on his front door, even though there were no cars at the roadside. Kerouac came padding up, hoping for doorman service, but stayed anyway as Rusty sat on the porch step and scratched his head. 
 
    Rusty had a surprising thought: I’m not going back. There had to be times, after all, when the universe was telling you, For God’s sake, do something different. 
 
    There was a magnolia tree in the side yard that was perfect for climbing. Rusty took his accustomed route, using a low branch to swing up into a notch near the trunk. He climbed a few branches higher until he was hidden by the thick waxy leaves. From there he could look over the streets to the blue strip of ocean, his head thrumming with thoughts that battled each other like warring snakes. 
 
    Rusty was enjoying his little vanishing act, but as with everything this week there was a fly in the ointment. Kerouac parked himself at the magnolia’s base and, still miffed that he couldn’t get into the house, began a steady campaign of meowing. When River drove up and entered the yard, she heard Kerouac’s fuss and came up to peer into the branches. 
 
    “Rusty? Did Kerouac chase you up a tree?” 
 
    “No.” He spoke this word on a two-note, high-low progression, a brief song that spelled trouble to a mother’s ears. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be back at school?” 
 
    “I’m not going.” 
 
    She considered this idea. “Well, come on down. I’ll make you some soup.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    In the Rusty River household, the ultimate comfort food was tomato soup with melted cheese. It was generally used for rainy days, but it was also handy for sickness and general distress. Rusty sipped spoonfuls and, in tired, sometimes teary paragraphs, recounted his miserable morning, miserable week and all-around miserable life. River listened in attentive, concerned silence, but the housekey story made her laugh. 
 
    “I suppose I should be angry about that, but it sounds like a pretty impressive trick!” 
 
    “Go see for yourself,” Rusty mumbled. “I’m sure it’ll be there for the next twenty years.” 
 
    River chewed a saltine as she pondered the situation. At a primal level, it just pissed her off. Who were these awful kids who got off on tormenting her kind, sensitive child? Did it make them feel better about themselves? Or was it just another reality show? She’d like to personally kick all of their little butts, and then drop Evil John into a giant frying pan. But of course, none of this was a solution. The idea she did come up with surprised her a little. She placed her hands at the edge of the table and fixed him with a look. 
 
    “Rusty. Here’s what I want you to do. Go back to school in time for recess. The first kid who messes with you, pulls a prank on you, so much as looks at you cross-eyed, I want you to punch him in the face.” 
 
    Rusty looked at his mother for a long time. River Freeman who always preached against violence, who always stressed the value of talking things out. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. This is an unusual situation. And I don’t want you to think twice. Just punch. If you get in trouble, I’ll get you out. I promise.” 
 
    “Umm. Okay.” 
 
    Rusty finished his soup, fetched his backpack and marched off to school, filled with a sense of mission. He arrived in the middle of a boisterous recess and went to the water fountain for a drink. As he lowered his mouth to the stream, there came a tap upon his right shoulder. Rusty knew this as the wrong-shoulder trick, so he spun to his left and planted his fist on somebody’s jaw. 
 
    Tim Spencer was a very surprised young man. He wasn’t even targeting Rusty particularly, it was just a dumb joke he learned from Brian Miller. After that initial shot to the mouth, things deteriorated into the slappy-wrestly chaos of your average playground fight. Eventually, two adults arrived to pull them apart and drag them off to the principal’s office. 
 
    The school nurse eyed Tim’s lip and handed him an ice pack, and he went to sit in the waiting room with his adversary. The redhead named Rusty was known for being a little standoffish but not for aggressive behavior. It didn’t help matters that he couldn’t seem to stop smiling. 
 
    The reason for the smiling was that Rusty Freeman was under orders from his mother. If it looked like lunacy, he figured that was exactly what River Freeman had been shooting for. Rusty had his head against a glass partition looking in on the adjacent office, and he could hear the mini-lecture being given by his mother (who arrived suspiciously soon after the fight) to Principal Dayenda. 
 
    “Look, I don’t expect you to police every one of your little sociopaths, but when the harassment gets to this level - when the entire student body is using my son as a freakin’ soccer ball - I can understand why he lashed out. I certainly don’t condone fighting, so yes, give him some kind of punishment, give him a talking to. But you will discover, if you talk to Ms. Laakso, that he’s an excellent student and generally well-behaved. So if I were you, I think I’d go a little light.” 
 
    Yes, Rusty thought, Don’t ever underestimate the power of River Freeman. He laughed, which seemed to make Tim Spencer nervous. 
 
    “Hey, Tim. I’m sorry. I was just, you know, having a bad day.” 
 
    Tim touched a finger to his lip, a little fascinated by its odd inflation. 
 
    “Umm, okay. But next time maybe just, I don’t know, yell at me?” 
 
    They broke into laughter, which made Tim’s lip hurt. “Ouch!” he cried, which made them laugh some more. And that was the beginning of their friendship.

  

 
   
    Eleven 
 
      
 
    Slowly, gradually, things got better. It seemed that the kids at school were a little afraid of him now, and that was okay. If he wanted to sit at his table and read, they left him alone. He began to take walks around the playground, watching the games, the random scrambles and the Tik-Tok dancers. Maybe someday he would even join in, but he felt like he had gotten a late start. From the shelf of Uncle Walter’s sports books he found a biography of Henry Aaron, the great slugger. He was surprised to learn that Aaron had to start his career in a separate league for Black ballplayers. This made him think of Kelvin. 
 
    Evil John was nowhere to be found. Rusty thought it unlikely that John was afraid of him, but his mother had an interesting take on this. She said that John was like a lion who picked on the weakest antelopes in the herd. By showing “a little streak of psycho,” Rusty had removed himself from this category. River started calling him Feisty Antelope, which cracked him up. 
 
    Meanwhile, the addition of squirrely, skinny Tim to his entourage made an unexpectedly large difference. Rusty liked to think of it in terms of geometry. With two points, you can make a straight line, or an even longer straight line, or an even longer straight line. With three, you can construct an infinite number of triangles. 
 
    Tim thought Kelvin was just about the funniest dude he’d ever met. He also enjoyed telling people the story of his rude meeting with Rusty. He would greet him with a playful punch on the shoulder and immediately shrink back, saying, “Oh please, Black Bart don’t punch me in mah mug.” For eleven-year-old boys, these running jokes provided endless amusement. 
 
    Kelvin lined up his opening shot, one eye closed, the stick like a piston in his fingers. His ball ran along the diamond-shaped array of bumpers, nicked one of Rusty’s balls and drumrolled into the hole. 
 
    “Geez!” Rusty complained. “You’re getting too good, bro. We may have to kick you up to a higher league.” 
 
    Kelvin blew the tip of his cue like a smoking gun. “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 
 
    The garage hummed with the sound of a smooth but powerful engine. Tim rushed to the side of the nonoperational garage door and peered into the gap. 
 
    “That is a red Porsche. And it just pulled up to this house.” 
 
    “Crikey!” called Kelvin. “Lemme look.” 
 
    Kelvin raised his eye to the spot. After a few moments, the engine shut off. The door opened and closed, he heard steps in the gravel and then, in the wysterial entrance, there appeared a lone figure. 
 
    He reported thusly: “Mee-ow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    River was surprised, but not really. Dropping in without calling was a purely Darlenian thing to do, even on the day after Thanksgiving. She stood in the front yard, making a leisurely scan. 
 
    Darlene inherited the dark Persian features that made her mom such a movie star. Thick, jet-black hair, cut at a playful length just past her shoulders. Expressive eyebrows, onyx eyes, a nose big enough to endow her with attitude, and a smile that could stop traffic. She wore black leggings, a royal blue blouse and a green scarf peppered with calla lilies. River got tired of waiting and came out onto the porch. 
 
    “If you continue to loiter, I will be forced to call the police!” 
 
    Killer smile. “River!” Darlene loped along the walkway and wrapped River in her long arms. Her perfume gave off hints of rose and vanilla. “I’m so sorry I didn’t call. This was just sort of a whim that grew feet. I wandered too far northwest and I swore I could hear the ocean.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you could.” River took Darlene’s hand and led her inside. She took a look around the living room. 
 
    “Oh!” she sang. “I love what you haven’t done with the place.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Did I have an option?” 
 
    “Oh well yes I know it’s a rental but I thought you might toss some of the tchotchkes in a closet.” 
 
    “No. Rusty loves our little retirement shrine. It’s very educational. And he adores the books.” 
 
    Darlene draped herself along the couch and brushed a hand through her hair, which bounced into place. Kerouac hopped up next to her and received a headscratch from her long purple fingernails. He proceeded quickly to purring. This was how it was with Darlene. River was convinced she was a witch - albeit mostly a good one. 
 
    “Did you have a nice Thanksgiving?” asked Darlene. 
 
    “Yes! My live-in chef prepared everything before she left for her parents’. She attached post-its to each dish with particulars about warming, and cooking instructions for the turkey.” 
 
    “I think you hit the jackpot with that girl.” 
 
    “Yes. And I thought I was doing her a favor. Rusty adores her. I think he also has a bit of a man-crush on her brother, who’s like this scoutleader action figure.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’ve got a woman-crush.” 
 
    River laughed. “He’s young enough to be my… little brother. But he is nice to look at.” 
 
    Darlene looked into the backyard, her eyes taking on a sorrowful cast. 
 
    “It’s so good to see a family in this house.” 
 
    River sat down and stroked Darlene’s arm. “Are you having a bit of holiday grieving?” 
 
    “I suppose. My mother is disappearing. She hardly remembers me most of the time. And Kamran’s family is so perfect it sort of pisses me off. Who can deal with such well-behaved people? So I spent Thanksgiving with them and then ran off to Carmel.” 
 
    They sat in silence. Darlene regained her PR instincts and put on a smile. 
 
    “Between this goofy house and you, my River, perhaps this is the best family I have.” 
 
    River felt a pressure behind her eyes, but she didn’t want to dampen the conversation with tears. 
 
    “What are you doing right now?” asked Darlene. 
 
    “Nothing much. I’m not working till nine. Rusty’s in the garage playing with his friends.” 
 
    “Bumper pool?” 
 
    “It’s quite popular.” 
 
    “Dad would be so happy! Remember all the summer afternoons we killed on that thing?” 
 
    “I remember you always beating me.” 
 
    “Home court advantage. So! Let me take you and Rusty to Nepenthe.” 
 
    “Oh Darlene, I couldn’t.” 
 
    Darlene’s smile turned sharp. “River! I have money. Let me spend it on you.” 
 
    “Well, gosh. It does sound nice. Okay.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” 
 
    “I’ll go get Rusty.” 
 
    “Oh! Let me come.” 
 
    So it happened that a Persian goddess appeared in Uncle Walter’s garage, descending the two concrete steps like Venus on the half shell. Kelvin and Tim went apoplectic trying to look cool. 
 
    “Rusty!” cried Darlene. She rushed over to kiss him on the cheek. “God, you’re getting big. Are you in college yet?” 
 
    “I’m trying to choose between Dartmouth and Pepperdine. It all depends on the football scholarship.” 
 
    “Goof!” 
 
    “Hey, um. Thanks for the house.” 
 
    “I couldn’t think of anyone better to live here. Besides, you are paying rent, you know.” 
 
    “Is that your Porsche?” asked Kelvin. 
 
    “Why, yes it is.” 
 
    “Nice,” added Tim, eager to join the conversation. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve.” 
 
    “Hey Rusty,” said River. “Put on some warm clothes. Aunt Darlene is taking us to dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, um, what about Kelvin and Tim?” 
 
    “They can stay and play pool as long as they want.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Tim. 
 
    Darlene turned to River. “I’m going to the room with the mermaids’ tears.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Ten minutes, Rusty.” She followed Darlene inside. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, Timothy,” said Kelvin. “But I do not have any aunts who look like that.” 
 
    “That’s really too bad,” said Rusty, feeling his oats. “Later, suckers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The coolness factor continued to escalate. Factoring in River’s need to go straight to work after dinner, they decided to convoy, which placed young Rusty in the passenger seat of the Porsche. The low position made him feel like an astronaut boarding a rocket. He felt like he was riding inches above the blacktop. Darlene maneuvered the stick with deft skill. Rusty had only seen such things in movies and video games. 
 
    He had been on drives to Santa Cruz and Half Moon Bay with his mom, but he didn’t remember a coastline that looked like this. As they snaked among the cliff houses of the Carmel Highlands, he saw clusters of searocks the color of chocolate and coffee. The variations of blue in the water were as variegated as a box of crayons. Once they boarded the wide-open stretches of Big Sur, towering hillsides rose to their left, tinted a perfect Alpine green by the recent rains. They passed a canyon lined with lush vegetation, leading to a beach, and cruised a village of shops and motels. They climbed back uphill, the Porsche drawing out the long curves like lines of poetry and cypress. 
 
    Aunt Darlene seemed a little distracted, her mind packed with thoughts. Rusty certainly knew what that was like, so he stayed quiet, but he couldn’t help stealing glances at her. She looked like a model in a car commercial. 
 
    She slowed and brought them into a long parking lot, careful of the car’s undercarriage as she crept over the speedbumps. They struggled out of their low seats and stood before a hillside ringed with oak trees, lined with a criss-cross trail of asphalt and metal railings. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rusty. I don’t mean to be so quiet. I’m afraid I have a lot of… puzzles to solve.” 
 
    “Preachin’ to the choir, sister.” 
 
    Darlene hiccupped a laugh. “What are you, fifty?” 
 
    “You ain’t jes’ whistlin’ Dixie.” 
 
    “Hilarious!” They climbed a flight of brick steps onto the trail. “So how has school been going?” 
 
    “The school part’s okay. The recesses are brutal.” 
 
    Darlene laughed, with a fuzzy low edge that resembled purring. “God. Some things never change.” 
 
    “I’m the new kid. The other kids seem a little overly… focused on me.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. You’re a bit of an intellectual.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Hey, I got the same treatment. Pretty girls weren’t supposed to be smart. And the mean girls picked on me mercilessly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that, too. It turns out, the solution is to punch somebody in the face.”  
 
    Darlene held a hand to her mouth and her black eyes went all big. 
 
    “Oh, it’s all right. My mom told me to.” 
 
    “Your mom. River Freeman.” 
 
    “Hey, desperate times…” 
 
    “This is definitely a story I will be asking your mother about.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sixth makes you do wacky things.” 
 
    They reached the top of the switchback and came to a flat area centered on a rough wooden statue of a large bird. To their right stood the restaurant, a lodge-like building with its entrance open to the elements. 
 
    “Tell you what,” said Darlene. “Why don’t you wait on this bench while I sign us up?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Darlene strolled to a little podium where stood a young blond man in a red shirt. He smiled at her approach. 
 
    “By the time Darlene gets done,” said River, “we’ll have free drinks and our own violinist.” 
 
    “Oh. Hi Mom.” 
 
    River sat down and ruffed his hair. “Did you have a nice ride in the hot race car?” 
 
    “It was exceedingly cool.” 
 
    Darlene turned and waved them over. They were seated at a table next to a large window. Past the hardy outdoor diners, the cliffs dropped hundreds of feet to a forever spread of ocean. The afternoon sun lurked behind the clouds, shooting spotlight circles onto the water. 
 
    “This is…” Rusty began, then realized he didn’t have a word for it. “I mean, look at it.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Darlene. You have discombobulated my son’s vocabulary.” 
 
    “This place is called Nepenthe,” said Darlene. “In Greek mythology, Nepenthe is an elixir that takes away all pain. Your mother and I have been coming here longer than either of us care to admit.” 
 
    River scanned the menu. “Oh! These prices.” 
 
    Darlene cut her off. “Any further talk of money and I will cut off one of your pinkies.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said River, snickering. “Just for that, I’m gonna order the priciest thing I can find.” 
 
    His mom steered Rusty to something called an Ambrosiaburger that cost twenty dollars (!). Although he had to admit, it was worth the price. His mom ordered scallops and Darlene got halibut. These seemed like standard kinds of food but they offered him samples and each bite was doctored with some fine balance of juices and spice. For dessert they shared a chocolate cake and a pie with three different kinds of berries: rasp-, straw- and boysen-. Then they ordered cups of coffee (River now well aware of his espresso habit) and returned to the patio. Darlene and River sat at a long table watching the adjacent hills fill up with the colors of sunset. Rusty sat ten feet away on a low concrete wall, watching the workers assemble that evening’s bonfire in a large pit. But he was also placing himself in a perfect position for eavesdropping. 
 
    “Okay girlfriend,” said River. “Is there something else going on with you?” 
 
    “Okay, well. Ever since we got the news about my female equipment and decided against adoption… Well, you know, at first I was fine with it. Embrace the adventure that is life, right? Hell, you see the souvenirs every day; my parents were masters of the fully embraced life.” 
 
    Darlene took a pause, her eyes sweeping the little tableau of meandering customers. 
 
    “But honey, romance doesn’t last, and often all of these activities seem a little, I don’t know, pointless. In normal relationships, I think children come along just about the time that two people can no longer stand each other. Maybe children give a couple something new to talk about. These days, we go on and on about the dog, and frankly the dog is not all that interesting.” 
 
    River laughed. 
 
    “Yes, yes, laugh at my misery! But Kamran and I used to have these moments. They weren’t great moments, but they kept me going. It was like filling up at the gas station. And then you hope for another moment, and your gas gauge works its way to empty and the next moment never comes. And no sex. No sex for months. Maybe sex is reborn, too, once you decide to use it for procreation. Change or die, right? And now I find myself snapping at him, and I think, No! I cannot be that woman, the woman who snaps.” 
 
    She struck a sandbar of sadness and stopped talking. A trio of vultures soared overhead. 
 
    “I used to feel bad for you, River. You just seemed to be constantly struggling. But maybe what I need is a struggle. Maybe what you did was the right thing all along. Have one kid, do it right - and look at the payoff. Your son is a treasure.” 
 
    Rusty turned to hide his smile. 
 
    “You’re giving something great to the world. And I’m not really giving the world anything.” 
 
    Darlene’s voice deepened, the vowels digging troughs. 
 
    “I think you’re forgetting your job,” said River. “You are doing a lot to ease suffering. Beyond that, I love you, Kamran loves you, and maybe the only gift you really need to give is the gift of yourself. You’re quite a spectacle, you know.” 
 
    Darlene tried to fight her smile but failed. “I must admit, I went to the garage just to mess with Rusty’s friends. They’re so cute at that age - so conflicted about girls. Do you ever hear from Patrick?” 
 
    “No. I assume he’s still in Ireland.” 
 
    “Is Rusty… curious?” 
 
    “Once in a while. I give him vague answers. I might tell him soon.” 
 
    The rest of the evening was kind of a blur. Watching the sun melt into the ocean, a sleepy drive home, an hour of TV and popcorn with Aunt Darlene. Rusty showed her his favorite stamps, and the books he had read from her father’s collection. She tucked him into bed and kissed him on the cheek, leaving traces of rose and vanilla. He drifted off with a song of vowels and consonants playing in his head: Patrick.

  

 
   
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    It was the end of the weekend, and Darlene wondered if it was the end of her visit. She didn’t necessarily have to be back at work (work these days could be done from just about anywhere). But there was Kamran to consider, and also whether she was overstaying her welcome. 
 
    With Rusty off to bed and River off to work, she had the place to herself. She checked the fridge for Thanksgiving leftovers and made herself a turkey sandwich, then sat at the table and cruised the TV channels for something watchable. She had just conjured Barbara Stanwyck in a cowgirl hat when the front door opened with its peculiar exhalation. A large girl appeared, carrying a pair of gym bags and a laptop. She stood at the entrance and gave Darlene a study. 
 
    “If you’re a burglar, you’re a pretty relaxed one.” 
 
    Darlene laughed. “I think it’s rude to just rob and go.” 
 
    Autumn dropped her bags and came to shake Darlene’s hand. 
 
    “I’m Autumn.” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Darlene. I own the place.” 
 
    “Oh! Darlene. I owe you a great debt. Without you I might be homeless.” 
 
    “It’s funny how everyone keeps thanking me for charging them rent.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what you’re charging, and believe me, you could get a lot more. Say, that sandwich looks good. I think I’ll get one for myself.” 
 
    She went to the fridge and extracted the necessary ingredients. Darlene kept talking. 
 
    “I got this house for free. As long as I can keep up with the property tax and maintenance, I’m a happy girl. And if I can help out my soul sister while I’m at it, all the better.” 
 
    Autumn brought her plate and a glass of milk to the table. 
 
    “Well, regardless, I’m grateful.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. So how was your Thanksgiving?” 
 
    “Very good. My parents have a beach house in Orange County, so everybody comes there. Cousins, uncles, in-laws. It’s quite a scene. And my brother just got his first post-college job, so that was exciting.” 
 
    “That all sounds like so much fun! I’ve heard your brother is quite the hunk.” 
 
    Autumn laughed. “It’s always so weird to hear your brother described that way, when you knew him in all his geeky years. When he was real little, he had these blue eyes that were too big for his head. We used to call him Cartoon Boy.” 
 
    “Well! I’m glad he grew into them.” 
 
    “I guess these holiday visits are a reminder of my primary superpower. I was raised in a happy family. Not a perfect family, but one where everybody pulls for each other.” 
 
    Darlene’s eyes flickered with thought. “Hmm. I think you have named something about my current situation. I am from a family that has become a bit too perfect. Perhaps if they were more comfortable with flaws, I could tell them the things I need to tell them.” 
 
    Autumn stopped eating and gave Darlene a full appraisal. She carried a certain bias against good-looking women, but this one seemed different. 
 
    “I think you should tell those things to me.” 
 
    “But I barely know you.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Ah. You make an excellent point.” She took a bite of her sandwich (the interplay of turkey and mayo, so heavenly) and considered the question of where to start. 
 
    “I can’t have children.” 
 
    She waited for the obligatory condolence but it didn’t come. This was a good sign. 
 
    “And we decided that we were not constructed for the selflessness of adoption.” 
 
    “That’s very wise of you. Have you thought about getting a dog?” 
 
    Darlene laughed so hard, with such a musical, velvety edge, that Autumn imagined she had just told some fantastic joke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rusty woke early, roused by some sort of whalesong. He stretched and yawned, rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. Faint slivers of light crept through the narrow window to play tag with his pajamas. When he entered the hall, he felt a shape coming toward him. The figure was dressed in navy blue sweats and capped by a wrecked crown of purple hair. 
 
    When she saw Rusty, Autumn stopped, but she seemed to come under attack from some external force. She covered her face and rushed past him, threw open her door and fumbled it closed. The whalesong began anew, a steady rise of moaning that twisted and turned as she fell onto her floor-bed. The song continued upward, cresting into a soprano scream of “No! No!” before she stopped it with her pillow. The sounds seemed barely human. 
 
    Rusty went to the bathroom and tried to concentrate on his aim. His mind began to boot up and he worked at this new problem. Something was seriously wrong. 
 
    He went to his mom’s room and knocked on the door. The answer he got was a question mark in phonetic form. “Wa-ungh-mmuh?” 
 
    He cracked open the door. Darlene and his mom lay in the bed. River raised an arm and blinked her eyes open. 
 
    “Rusty? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Autumn. She’s… I don’t know. Sick, maybe? Something bad.” 
 
    “Mmmkay.” River rose from the bed and wrapped herself in a pink fuzzy bathrobe. She stumbled off to the hallway like a drunk person and tapped on Autumn’s door with her fingernails. 
 
    “Autumn? Honey? Is something wrong?” She waited a few seconds and pushed in. “Honey?” 
 
    Autumn was curled into a tight fetal position, as if she were trying to turn herself into a ball. Random items were scattered about the room: a shirt dangling from a chair, books upended on the floor, wads of tissue scattered on the bed. River knelt on the floor and put a hand to Autumn’s forehead. Her touch set off paroxysms, as if Autumn’s body were a spring-loaded trap. 
 
    “Honey? Can you tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    Autumn lifted her face and drew in a breath, but it was no use. Her features closed back together and she began crying. 
 
    “Oh dear. Honey, I’m gonna make you some coffee, okay? I’ll be back.” 
 
    Rusty stood in the hall, like a soldier awaiting orders. 
 
    “Rusty, dear. I’ll need you to be my best boy and get yourself ready for school, okay? I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s something bad. And thanks for letting me know.” 
 
    “Okay.” He went back to the bathroom and turned on the shower. 
 
    River returned to find Autumn seated on her bed, her back to the wall, staring at her toes. She knelt down in front of her and placed the mug into her hands. 
 
    “Try to take a few sips, honey.” 
 
    Autumn took a couple. She looked up, presenting a pitiful image, her eyes rubbed pink, her face a wet, doughy mess. She forced her mouth to produce a “th,” perhaps the beginning of “thank you,” but couldn’t get any further. She dropped her head and stared into the coffee. 
 
    River adjourned to the kitchen to pour a cup for herself. This would be a day where she would have to operate on little sleep. A few minutes later, Rusty came down the hall all clean and dressed. River felt a surge of affection and gave him a big hug. 
 
    “Excellent boy.” 
 
    Rusty wore a look of great concern. River suspected that his social radar was operating at max capacity. 
 
    “Any clues?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really. The poor girl can’t even get a word out. Don’t worry. By the time you get home, we’ll have it scoped out.” 
 
    Her words were followed by another burst of whalesong from Autumn’s room. 
 
    “God,” said Rusty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rusty walked to school, feeling rudderless. He checked the power line for his housekey (still there). He drifted into the classroom and barely absorbed anything about ratios and plural conjugation. He sat at his table at recess and tried to read a book about Willie Mays. The words bounced off his eyes and fell into a little pile on the aluminum. When he went home for lunch, he found Aunt Darlene at the table, looking fresh in a white top and black capri pants. 
 
    “There’s my favorite lunch date,” she said. “What’s up?” 
 
    Rusty loaded up a plate with leftovers - mashed potatoes, green beans, stuffing - and gave them a ride in the microwave. He brought them to the table and dug in. 
 
    “Any news?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Poor girl finally cried herself out and now she’s sleeping. Your mom, too. I’m about to hit town. Want to cut class and come with?” 
 
    “Now now,” said Rusty. “You know the rules, young lady.” 
 
    Darlene gifted him a smile. “You are a funny kid. I could see you being a comedian.” 
 
    “Mmmaybe.” 
 
    He couldn’t really tell her the truth, how his brain was constantly going rogue, working out every possible scenario that might explain Autumn’s lugubrious behavior. How there was no real way to turn those thoughts off. So he ate his lunch as Darlene studied her laptop. He collected a rose-vanilla cheek kiss and made his way back to school. 
 
    Rusty’s footfalls were barely gone when the silence of Porcupine House was punctured by the jangling of an old-fashioned telephone. Darlene looked to the avocado-colored handset attached to a post at the corner of the kitchen. This was the land line maintained only for emergency use. She experienced an audio flashback to summers past, making gabby calls to her high school friends. She walked over and lifted the handset from its hook. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, um… I’m looking for River Freeman?” The voice was baritone, raspy from overuse, a tad unsteady. 
 
    “She’s asleep right now. This is Darlene Hashemi. I’m her, um, landlady.” 
 
    “Oh. Hi. This is Autumn’s uncle. Larry.” 
 
    “Hi Larry.” 
 
    “I called Autumn this morning with some bad news. She hung up, and she’s been out of touch ever since. So I checked this address and found this number. Is she okay?” 
 
    “Well, frankly, no. She’s a bit out of her mind about something.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s… understandable. Listen, it will be a while before we can get her down here. It’s… wow. It’s really a mess, Darlene. But, will she… Is there someone there to keep an eye on her?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s well taken care of. But thanks for calling. The poor girl can’t talk, and we’re a little stuck for details.” 
 
    “Well, I…” Uncle Larry seemed to hold the phone away from his mouth. As if he were trying to hold himself together. Jesus, thought Darlene. This must be really bad. Her heart went out to him over the land line. Larry cleared his throat and tried to continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Somewhere in the middle of the afternoon, Rusty’s brain stopped prestidigitating and clicked back into focus. Continental Congress, the writing of the Constitution, the addition of the Bill of Rights. Clear, edible nuggets of fact. When school let out, he walked home, his eyesight fuzzing out in the distance, dreading what waited for him. 
 
    He entered the house into a scene worthy of a painting. Autumn lay back on the couch, her head in Darlene’s lap. Darlene stroked Autumn’s hair and made cooing noises. Autumn’s face was scrubbed clean, and she wore a set of fresh clothes. Kerouac perched on the coffee table, wearing an indifferent expression. 
 
    River came from the kitchen and took Rusty’s hand. She led him around the table and out to the backyard, to a little concrete bench they had scoured of moss and dirt. His mother sat next to him and used her hands to square his shoulders. She looked desperately tired, emptied out. 
 
    “Rusty. Life is going to be different for a while. Autumn has had a terrible shock. We need to keep the house quiet for her. Maybe don’t have your friends over for a while. I know you’re an excellent boy, and you can help out with this. Okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    River fidgeted with her hands. “You’re so mature. And I don’t want to cause you pain, but I think I owe you the truth. Logan? Autumn’s brother? He’s had anxiety issues for years. That’s why he had insomnia when he was visiting us.” 
 
    She paused. Rusty said, “Yes?” 
 
    River set a hand on Rusty’s knee. “Last night, Logan committed suicide. Apparently, he took some pills.” She stopped to take a breath. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Rusty’s mind filled with a solid, warm tone that canceled out everything else. “He’s… dead?” 
 
    His mother’s eyes filled with water and she nodded. 
 
    Of all the things Rusty spent the afternoon dreading, none were as horrible as this. He didn’t know what to say. Was there something you were supposed to say? 
 
    “Is it… is it okay if I go to my room?” 
 
    “Sure, bud. We’ve got a pizza on the way. Do you want me to bring you some?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    He stood and walked inside, feeling like he was underwater. As he passed the couch, Autumn grabbed his hand, her eyes bloodshot and glassy, as if she were hailing him from the bottom of a well. He took her hand in both of his and placed it back on her stomach. Darlene gave him a sad smile. 
 
    He fetched his backpack from the doorway and walked to his room. He opened his math book and stared at the chapter on percentages. He did the problems at the end and it made no sense. He felt like he should cry. But it wasn’t really possible for someone as vibrant and strong as Logan to no longer be present on the Earth. Even now, he could feel the wet tennis ball in his hand, see the sweep of Logan’s swing, the burst of diamonds, Logan’s shocked smile. 
 
    River sat in the backyard, watching the world grow dark. A squirrel hopped across the lawn, his tail flying like a banner. River knew that her work was done, that she could finally allow entrance to the thought that she had spent all day holding off. She drifted into the shoes and mind and heart of Logan’s mother. She tapped on the door, she called his name, she entered to find her son strangely inert on the bed. Shaking him, pleading for a breath, feeling for a pulse, realizing that the nightmare moment had come. River felt the trembling travel her limbs and she sobbed for another mother’s child. It was going to be a long winter.

  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The next two weeks were rainy and dark, as if the state of California were mourning Logan. It seemed that Rusty’s life was darker, too. At school, his tentative ventures came to a halt. They conducted recesses in the assembly hall; Rusty remained in his independent study cubicle, reading The Boys of Summer, a book about the Brooklyn Dodgers. 
 
    Home was not much better. He walked on eggshells, not wanting to disturb the library atmosphere of grief. Autumn had shifted from non-stop crying to non-stop sleeping. He had yet to hear her utter a word, or give any sign that she might recover from this. Rusty applied the Rule of River and realized that his own sorrow was nothing compared to Autumn’s. He was comparing a single weekend to a lifetime of tight siblinghood. Still, it was frustrating that punching Tim Spencer had brought him such a short reprieve. 
 
    His mother looked worn and drawn, as though she were eternally pushing boulders uphill. The only glimmer of light came from Darlene, who seemed content to stay as long as she was needed, who seemed to blossom in her role as Autumn’s caretaker. In this she had job security, as Autumn’s sadness seemed to be infinite. But Rusty benefitted as well. Darlene took him for rides in the Porsche - to the coffeehouse, or the shopping center in Carmel Valley, or once to the little town of Big Sur for lunch. It was nice to know that someone cared about him. 
 
    On the second Saturday, the phenomenon they referred to as an atmospheric river (the pun here would be his mother practicing meditation) finally scattered into the more usual mix of sun and fog. Rusty sat in his room, looking through his vibrant wildlife stamps of New Zealand, and was surprised to hear the doorbell. Everyone else in Porcupine House was sleeping, so he went to answer it himself. It was Kelvin, wearing a green Oakland A’s jacket. 
 
    “Hey! I was off to check on the horses, and I thought you might want to come.” 
 
    “Cool! Let me grab a coat.” 
 
    Soon they were walking down Casanova, Kelvin taking a pause to rib Rusty about his housekey. 
 
    “If you tried to do that a million times, you could not possibly do that.” 
 
    “That was the stupidest, most awesome thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
    Kelvin granted him his high, cackling laugh, a sign of great approval. 
 
    “I’m sorry we can’t do bumper pool,” said Rusty. “Not in Bleak House.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s a Dickens novel.” 
 
    “Ah. But that’s okay. I’m pretty tripped out about Logan, too. There he was tossing baseballs to us. Dude was ripped, full of energy. And now he’s nothing. That’s damn frightening.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. I’m a little mad at him, too. For doing that to Autumn.” 
 
    They walked a few steps, Kelvin processing. “Yeah, that’s brutal. Tell you what, though. You don’t know what was going on in Logan’s head. What if it was like the worst nightmare you ever had, only it was playing on an endless loop? I mean, it must have been like that, right?” 
 
    Rusty thought about it seriously, then he realized that he was tired of being serious. “Damn, Kelvin, you are deep.” 
 
    Kelvin laughed. “Yes I am.” 
 
    When they got to the school and crossed the field, the horses were not there. Mostly because the pasture was buried under three feet of water. Some of it had even swallowed part of the school field. 
 
    “Man!” Kelvin complained. “Break out the kayaks.” 
 
    “This must be the sea rise I’ve been reading about.” 
 
    “Nah. The storms build up the sand dunes, and the dunes block the river. Happens all the time. Hey! Let’s check out the beach. You never know what’s going to wash up in all these storms.” 
 
    “Maybe some mermaids’ tears.” 
 
    “Yaknow,” said Kelvin. “That’s not a very manly expression.” 
 
    “I’m eleven years old!” 
 
    “Never too early to start butchin’ up.” 
 
    They quick-walked the few blocks to the beach. When they came to the parking lot, they saw a crowd of men gathered at the midpoint of the crescent, the landward edge of the sand. Halfway there, they came upon a big bearded dude manning a card table. A sign hung from the edge, reading Free the River. 
 
    “Hey!” called the man. “Are you here to help?” 
 
    “Help what?” 
 
    He stretched his arms like a preacher welcoming his flock. “Why, it’s Free the River day! If we don’t drain this lagoon, all our houses will be under water. Here, have a doughnut.” 
 
    He proffered a pink box with glazed doughnuts. They were delicious, as most unexpected food is. 
 
    “So! You guys in?” 
 
    “Well we have to help now,” said Kelvin. “We ate from the forbidden tree of doughnuts.” 
 
    “You’re funny! Here, let me get you some equipment.” 
 
    He handed them a couple of junior-size shovels and sent them on to the gathering. Two dozen men and a couple of women were assembled at the side of a ditch, headed from the center of the beach toward the rim of the lagoon. A couple of middle-aged men were lifting shovelfuls to the side, sweating and grunting. Their spectators drank coffee and beer and heckled them. 
 
    “Physical labor, Hal! Remember that? Hey, don’t look now but I think the younger generation is coming to take your jobs!” 
 
    Everyone laughed. Hal jumped out, wiped the sweat from his brow and said, “They can have it!” 
 
    Rusty and Kelvin piled in, taking turns inching the ditch forward, trying to toss the sand well clear so it didn’t just trickle back in. The crowd worked up a rhythmic chant - “Dig that ditch! Dig that ditch! - and laughed hoarsely at their own wit. Finally, Rusty spiked his shovel into the sand. 
 
    “I am so done.” 
 
    The crowd laughed, which gave Rusty an odd kind of buzz. This, he thought, must be why people go into comedy. The two of them climbed out and were handed ice-cold sodas. A couple of fireman types jumped in and made a spirited charge toward the lagoon. 
 
    “Hey,” said Kelvin. “You remember when you were a kid and you would dig a moat so the incoming waves would go around your sand castle?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Rusty. “Like, six months ago.” 
 
    “Well this beats the hell out of that!” said Kelvin, and grinned. Rusty doubted if he had ever seen Kelvin so happy, and that was saying something. 
 
    A half hour later, the sand became wetter and heavier. A tall man in a bucket hat made a declaration. 
 
    “Hold on there, Diego! I think we are at point break. What say we give the honors to our junior members?” 
 
    There came a boisterous mass approval. (Rusty suspected that some of them were getting drunk.) Bucket-hat handed a shovel to Kelvin. He immediately passed it on to Rusty. The message was clear: You need this more than me. 
 
    Rusty took the shovel and positioned himself at the end of the ditch. He could see the surface of the lagoon just beyond, and felt the damp sand sucking at his feet. He aimed the blade at the top and shaved a few inches. Nothing. Then a couple more inches. Nope. He aimed lower, gave a vigorous stab, and received immediate results. A stream of water shot from the wound, causing the sand above it to crumble forward. Fortunately, the seminal gush sank into the sand, but Rusty realized it was time to vamoose. He tossed the shovel to dry sand, scrambled over the edge and found himself flying, carried aloft like a football hero. From his perch, he could see the water fill the ditch and charge oceanward, carving the channel deeper and wider as it went. The men set him down and commenced a round of comically subdued clapping, as if Tiger Woods had just sunk a difficult putt. Bucket-hat slapped Rusty on the back. 
 
    “Son, with a single stroke you have extended the Carmel River.” 
 
    “Well,” he laughed. “I had some help.” 
 
    Kelvin and Rusty headed north to visit the tidepools. Rusty showed Kelvin the anemone trick and then they headed home, reliving the moment of the gusher. 
 
    “I thought you were done for,” Kelvin joked. “I thought they would discover your body on a beach in Hawaii.” 
 
    “Well, I admit, I felt very motivated to get out of there.” 
 
    “Some dude just grabbed you by the belt and hoisted you out!” 
 
    “I know. Gave me a wedgie!” 
 
    They arrived at Rusty’s house. Kelvin eyed the wysteria. The only car at the side of the road was Autumn’s. 
 
    “You think we could sneak into your garage? I have an idea.” 
 
    “Sure. What for?” 
 
    “I saw some old boxes Uncle Walter stashed away in there. I think we could have some fun.” 
 
    Rusty smiled. “I am dying for some fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Darlene eyed her second drink with suspicion. “What’s this called again?” 
 
    “River’s Secret Margarita?” 
 
    “So what’s in it?” 
 
    “If I told you that, it wouldn’t be a secret.” 
 
    “Either I have become a complete lightweight, or there’s something psychogenic going on here.” 
 
    “Oh!” said the man next to her (Matthew? Mark? Luke? John?). “There be many legends regarding the identity of the secret ingredient. Some say peyote buttons. Others say the crushed hearts of leprechauns.” 
 
    Darlene flashed her most winning smile (known to have its own psychogenic qualities). “What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Michael. And you’re Darlene, in case you forgot.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m actually Cyd Charisse.” 
 
    “Cyd Charisse. What a dancer!” 
 
    “Do you dance, Michael?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Well let’s do that, then.” 
 
    She skipped to the jukebox, found You’re Still a Young Man and hit the button. Michael met her on the tiny floor and took her by the hand and waist. It took Darlene all of three seconds to know that she had met a fellow traveler. His leads were easy to read: a spin, a wraparound, a shoulder slide, a crafty little walkabout. He settled to a sway so they could chat. 
 
    “The force is strong with this one,” she said. 
 
    “Daddy was a jitterbugger. I learned just enough that every girlfriend I’ve ever had wanted us to take lessons.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “I like to make it up as I go along.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “I think it’s great that you’re helping out with Autumn.” 
 
    “Aha! Michael knows things.” 
 
    He laughed quietly. “Along with cocktails, I get mutual psychotherapy. So horrible about that Logan. Seems like he was a great kid.” 
 
    “I never met him. But I have absorbed a great deal of grief on his behalf.” 
 
    “Be careful not to overdo it.” 
 
    “It feels about right. In fact, it feels like what I should be doing with my life. Can I get a few more spins?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    The moves got more complicated. At one point, he spun Darlene while simultaneously spinning himself. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    “If I thought about it, I probably couldn’t do it. Ready for a dip?” 
 
    “Shu-wah.” 
 
    The song came to an end and Darlene found herself upside-down, a little thrilled and terrified at the same time. 
 
    An hour later, Darlene stayed after hours and watched River closing up. 
 
    “You amaze me.” 
 
    River looked up from the dishes. “How so?” 
 
    “You’re such an excellent bartender.” 
 
    “I was raised to be good at whatever I did. And I discovered that good bartenders can get a job anywhere.” 
 
    “I wish I did something more hands-on.” 
 
    River straightened up and drilled her with those baby blues, the same color as Rusty’s. “You enable people to get artificial joints, honey. I’ve seen first-hand what those things do for people.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s marketing.” 
 
    “People can’t get the joints if they don’t know where they are.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So how’s Kamran?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess. He worries that I won’t be home for the holidays.” 
 
    “Hmm. I’ve got a little scenario worked out. Autumn’s parents say it might be a good time for her to come home. Only I wouldn’t want her to make that drive alone. If only I knew someone with a hot car who lives in SoCal.” 
 
    Darlene slapped the bar. “Trying to get rid of me!” 
 
    “If I were purely selfish, honey, I would never get rid of you. But Autumn needs help.” 
 
    Darlene fell silent, and suddenly looked very sad. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I used to dance with Kamran. He’s very good.” A tear tracked Darlene’s cheek. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said River. “River’s Secret Margarita strikes again.” 
 
    As they pulled up Casanova Street, the change was readily apparent. River pulled in to the roadside and was greeted by leafless wysteria vines wrapped in white Christmas lights. The effect was bewitching, like luminous spaghetti. As they came to the gate, they saw the secondary attraction. Someone had used the grid of the brick-snouts to outline fanciful geometrics with colored lights. River took out her phone to take a video as Darlene oohed and ahhed. 
 
    “You have the best son in the universe.” 
 
    River put an arm around Darlene’s shoulder. “You bet your ass I do.” 
 
    In the broad rectangle of Autumn’s window, River saw a figure in gray, raising a hand to the glass as if to touch the new constellations. 
 
    On the door, there was a handmade sign that read Free the River!

  

 
   
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Holidays in a bar are like a foreign exchange program. Suddenly all the regulars are away visiting family, and the bar is filled with strangers from everywhere else, in town to visit family. On this particular Wednesday, River was spending most of her energy on a distinct sub-group, high school friends conducting a mini-reunion, squealing at how ancient they’ve all gotten when in fact they’re no more than 25. Good kids, though, and she was grateful for the business. 
 
    River felt guilty for feeling happy, relieved that Autumn and her titanic grief had been removed from the house. Her absence and the onset of winter vacation combined to bring back Rusty’s bumper-pool pals Troy, Ken and Geno. Afternoons were soundtracked by boyish chatter from Uncle Walter’s garage. River baked cookies as an excuse to invade their turf, if only to witness her son’s newborn popularity. Thoughts of Logan’s tormented family buzzed at her conscience, but she reasoned that she and Darlene had done yeoman’s work on behalf of their young tenant. 
 
    The geography of Sade’s Cocktails carried a certain symbolism. Where the area near the front window attracted rowdies like the reuniters, the deep corner was a spot to be alone with one’s thoughts. Its occupant that night was a lanky gent in a black sweater, his features a bit overlarge and gawky, like Ichabod Crane’s better-looking brother. Hanks of thick black hair drifted over his forehead, and his long nose hosted a pair of black spectacles. He wasn’t a Hollywood A-lister by any means, but what drew River’s attention was his intensity. He sat there drinking Irish coffees and practicing his hundred-yard stare. He occasionally glanced at the high schoolers when one of the girls hooted. 
 
    Sadness in bars was perfectly acceptable - was, in fact, one of their main functions - but after an hour of this, River could no longer remain neutral. 
 
    “Are you done with your glass?” 
 
    “Oh, um. Yeah.” 
 
    “Would you like another? On the house?” 
 
    His dark eyes seemed to work their way back into focus. “Did I win a contest?” 
 
    “Yes. Saddest-looking guy in the bar.” 
 
    He almost laughed. “Not much of a competition, with all these hyenas in here.” 
 
    “Eh. They’re young. What do they know?” 
 
    He raked at his hair. “I played Pebble Beach today.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “And I hit an 88.” 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    “I should feel very happy about that.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Hmm. This is a long story. Should I join you at the bar?” 
 
    And he’s considerate, thought River. “Sure.” 
 
    Harper Talouse was a dentist from St. Louis. His wife had recently requested a divorce, owing to years of drifting apart. 
 
    “I knew we were no longer in love with each other, but I thought, well, that’s just what happens. We have a boy and girl in high school. I guess I figured once we got them into college, then we could figure out the marriage. But no, she went ninja on my butt. Kicked me out of the house, and now she bad-mouths me to my kids. When December rolled around, I didn’t feel like being crucified in front of the relatives, so I thought it was time to get Pebble off my bucket list. Sadly, golf does not heal all wounds.” 
 
    River was at a loss for what to say, but Harper picked up on her discomfort. 
 
    “God, I feel like I’m just making it worse. Let’s talk about you, River. Do you have kids?” 
 
    Her tumultuous year had provided her with a lot of good stories, so it was easy to keep Harper distracted for a while. 
 
    “So I told him, Rusty, the first kid who so much as looks at you cross-eyed, I want you to punch him!” 
 
    Harper let out a throaty laugh. “No! Really?” 
 
    “And he did! All the kids are a little bit scared of him, and the kid he punched is now one of his friends.” 
 
    “Boys are amazing that way,” he said. “Beating each other’s brains out one minute and the next minute - the best of pals.” 
 
    “They could teach the United Nations a thing or two.” 
 
    The reunion party was long gone, leaving the two of them like figures in a Hopper painting. Harper checked his phone. 
 
    “Wow. It’s getting late. I’d better leave you to your closing.” 
 
    River touched Harper’s hand. “No. Stay.” 
 
    “Umm. Okay.” 
 
    Time to be bold, she thought. “Where are you staying?” 
 
    Harper swallowed. “The Highlands Inn.” 
 
    “Tell you what. I’ll follow you there.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “And no insult intended, Harper, but I can’t stay the night.” 
 
    Harper tried not to laugh, but the role-reversal was pretty amusing. 
 
    “None taken,” he coughed.

  

 
   
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Haywire: from the use of bailing wire for makeshift repairs. 
 
      
 
    Rusty felt like his social radar had gone all haywire, which is why he looked it up in Uncle Walter’s enormous dictionary. The etymology was predictable but satisfying. 
 
    His mother, the always-exhausted River Freeman, was now more tired than ever, and often slept into the afternoon. Her eyes looked glassy and overused, and she made old-lady noises when she got up from the couch. 
 
    Simultaneously, she seemed to be extremely happy. Almost giddy. The slightest joke or amusement had her bursting into giggles, and sometimes he would find her staring into the distance with a mysterious smile on her face. 
 
    He supposed he could go all boy-detective and investigate these contradictory symptoms, but he was having too much fun and didn’t want to mess with his juju. Uncle Walter’s garage had become a party spot for his sudden glut of friends, and at three o’clock each afternoon his mom would deliver a tray of cookies: peanut butter, chocolate chip, or sprinkled sugar cookies in the shape of Christmas trees. His friends ordained her “the coolest mom in the ‘hood,” and he really couldn’t disagree. 
 
    The real surprise came on Christmas morning. The first present was a framed first-day issue with a Daffy Duck postage stamp. (Daffy was Rusty’s favorite toon.) Then his mom opened her present, a blue-and-green scarf Rusty bought with the money he made cleaning up wysteria leaves. River held it to her cheek like a small, precious animal. 
 
    “Oh, Rusty. It’s my colors, too. Thank you thank you.” 
 
    “Goes with your eyes,” he said, something she often said about him. 
 
    “And now,” said River, “You have to open your present from Santa.” 
 
    “Mom, I think we’re kind past that stuff now.” 
 
    “Hey! Don’t spoil my fun.” She handed him a book-sized package wrapped in red and gold. When he first saw the logo on the box, he assumed she was just re-purposing it to contain some hard-to-wrap item like socks or polished stones. He found the tab, opened the flap and found an insert with custom-fit pockets. The biggest of these held a rectangle with a red metallic surface. 
 
    “No! A phone?” 
 
    “I know I said not till middle school but…” 
 
    “Omigod! I don’t believe it!” 
 
    “Yes. But remember…” 
 
    “Be responsible, don’t look up nasty stuff, yeah, yeah. This is great!” 
 
    Rusty gave her a big hug and sat on the couch, running his hands over the glass screen. 
 
    “You want me to help you set it up?” asked River. 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    They spent the next hour reviewing charging instructions, recording his fingerprints for the security device and setting up the default search engine. Rusty discovered the camera and was amazed at the quality of the shots. He was already imagining all the goofy stuff he could shoot with his new gang. 
 
    “Okay, one very important thing…” River spent a minute punching keys. “There. Your mother’s cell number. Use it. Here, I’ll show you how to send a text.” 
 
    River was worried the new toy would have Rusty up at all hours, but an excursion to the beach - Rusty snapping photos all the way - managed to wear him out. At ten o’clock she took a quick shower, got dressed and snuck out to the car, feeling like she was cheating on her own son. 
 
    The nightly drives into the Highlands used to spook her, along with the too-sudden turn into the Inn. What she could not get used to was the opulence of the place. It wasn’t an East Coast, lookatme kind of tone, more of a subtle California elegance. Eventually, though, all the understated perfections piled up until it became a little overwhelming. She made her way down the high-ceilinged main hall, lined with stone and polished wood, and climbed a back stairway to Harper’s suite. 
 
    The interior was all whites and browns, like a park ranger tuxedo: an oxford brown table, white couch, a small gas-powered fireplace and a wall sculpture that looked like the cymbals of a drum kit painted white. A modest balcony offered a breathtaking view of the ocean, although she was largely guessing because she was never here during the day. 
 
    Harper greeted her at the door with one of his trademark hugs, his long limbs wrapping her up like wysteria vines. She picked up his now-familiar scent, something with a touch of cedar, and gave him a pillowy kiss. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” he said. 
 
    “Joyeux Noel,” she replied. 
 
    “Verrry Nawce,” he answered in a bad French accent. 
 
    “My little stab at sophistication. What do we have here?” 
 
    The table held two white squares drizzled with cream, plus two glasses of whiskey-colored liquid and a lit candle. 
 
    “I thought perhaps a yuletide dessert for you. White chocolate cheesecake with tawny port.” 
 
    “Ooh! All my favorites. Aren’t you a keeper?” 
 
    Her words lately were all tainted with irony. They both knew that he was not going to be a “keeper.” She ignored it and sat down. 
 
    “Eat first or gifts first?” he asked. 
 
    “Why not all at once?” She took a bite of cheesecake and measured its deliciousness. “My my my. By the way, Rusty loves the phone. Santa.” 
 
    “They all love their phones. It’s become a rite of passage.” 
 
    “I still think it was too much.” 
 
    “Pshaw! Better to spend it now before my future ex-wife turns me into a pauper. And I thoroughly enjoyed making at least one child happy this year.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get over it. Ooh! What have we here?” 
 
    He handed her a small box, the kind that usually contained jewelry. She flipped it open and found a necklace. The pendant was a gold gingko leaf, thin and delicate. 
 
    “Oh! It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    He smiled. “I thought of getting you something showier, but I figured it would be better if it were something you could wear to work.” 
 
    “You are absolutely right.” She leaned across the table to kiss him. Then she handed him a long rectangular box. 
 
    “Hmm,” he mused, removing the wrap. “A very tall book?” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    It was a tie, Italian silk, baroque golds and yellows with scarlet accents. 
 
    “I know, it’s a tie. But I loved it, and I liked the idea of a part of me dangling from your neck.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” He set his dark brown eyes in her direction. “You are my oasis. Thank you.” 
 
    The dessert was so good that neither of them wanted to rush it, but they were also eager to get to what was next. 
 
    River woke at two a.m. to a Mozart sonata playing on her phone. Harper mumbled a sleepy protest. She dressed herself and took a moment to brush out her tramp-hair. She returned to the bedside to plant kisses all over his face, then she left before leaving became too difficult. 
 
    River descended the front steps like an escaping princess, found her car and followed the familiar ess-curves home. She often thought that this was her favorite time, fully loved and radiant, passing the pocketed shells of houselight, the cypressed halls of dark. Someday soon she would use this as a comforting shawl, a touchstone to a brief time when her life was complete.

  

 
   
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
    River warned him ahead of time: on New Year’s Eve, there’s not much time for personal entertaining. And she was right. A small bar like Sade’s was perfect for folks who didn’t want to brave the big, crazy events but still felt like lifting a couple of toasts. She was run splendidly ragged keeping everybody lubricated, breaking out the Champagne and silly hats, getting the countdown started. At midnight, the jukebox played I’ve Got Friends in Low Places, which seemed about right. She snuck over to the Corner of Solitude to give Harper a lengthy smooch. 
 
    An hour later they were alone, wishing goodnight to the elderly Hassenschmidts as they tottered out to the wet street. River hugged him and they swayed a little at the front door. 
 
    “Are we doing our usual?” she asked, rubbing her gingko necklace. 
 
    He hesitated, which was never good. “I’m checked out of the hotel. I have to go.” 
 
    Harper wasn’t rude, but the idea was. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He ducked his head in apology. “My flight leaves at six from San Jose. I thought it would be easier to just stay up all night.” 
 
    She blinked her eyes, trying to work her mind clear after the long, noisy evening. “I knew this was coming. But I had a certain exit strategy.” 
 
    He held one side of her face and kissed her. “I wanted to tell you something.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The man you met two weeks ago considered himself a big fat zero, not suited to be a father, a husband or a lover. You, River Freeman, have utterly reconstructed that man. I’m going to pay scads of money for a lawyer and fight for joint custody. Because these children need me in their lives. And it also has something to do with you as a mother. You refused to let our time together bring confusion into your son’s life, and I truly admire you for that. You are so… excellent.” 
 
    She felt so distraught, but still she had to smile. It was the best thing that anyone had ever told her. And then she felt even sadder that he was leaving. 
 
    “Thanks for a lovely two weeks, Mr. Talouse. Do we… make it a clean cut?” 
 
    He rubbed his Christmas tie. “I do have to be careful. My ex will look for any evidence against me. Does Sade’s have a Facebook page?” 
 
    “Yes. I just started it.” 
 
    “I’ll follow it. And you can follow mine - Talouse-Worthing Dental, St. Louis. And maybe we can find ways to send each other little signals. Perhaps once the smoke clears on my divorce, I’ll send you an actual message.” 
 
    “Speaking of clearing,” said River, “I think I need to clear off that corner table.” 
 
    “Umm, okay.” 
 
    She kissed him on the neck. “Because we’re gonna need it.” 
 
    Sometime in the deathless morning, River lifted her lips from Harper’s and watched him take his long strides to his rental car. She lifted a hand and held it there until his tail lights disappeared. She got right back to work, lest she drown in her feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dangling housekey was now a part of Rusty’s spiritual life. A week into the new year, he paused beneath the wire to take account of his life. His recesses were back to normal, except that now he could read books on his new phone. Tim and Kelvin dropped by once in a while, which was nice. Evil John and his demon quartet seemed happy to make faces at him from the basketball court. He was flattered they would even bother. But he still felt like a freak, and he wondered if that would ever change. 
 
    He entered the yard, making a mental note to take the Christmas lights down, and padded toward the door. He heard a mewling sound and scanned the yard, thinking Kerouac might want some door service. He entered to discover his mother crying at the table. 
 
    Rusty set down his backpack. “Mom? Are you okay?” 
 
    She ran a hand over her face, embarrassed. “Oh, Rusty. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What is it?” He felt a little lightheaded. What fresh hell hath stricken Bleak House? 
 
    “Oh honey, nothing. Once in a while I think of Logan, and his poor mother, and I just feel so overwhelmed. Hey, I bought some macaroni salad. Would you like some?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She went to the kitchen, sniffling, then suddenly declared “Omigosh!” and ran out the front door. When she didn’t return, Rusty went to investigate. 
 
    A blue pickup pulled away from the roadside, leaving his mother hugging and talking to a woman with red hair. Rusty turned through the gate and broke into a trot. 
 
    “Autumn!” 
 
    “Rusty!” she cried, and laughed at their little drama. She picked him up in a hug. 
 
    “Who was that?” he asked. She set him down and picked up her bags. 
 
    “Oh, that was Carolyn. A fellow student. We hooked up on a rideshare site.” 
 
    “Nice!” They piled in through the door. Autumn dropped her bags and flopped onto the couch. River went to start some coffee. 
 
    “You’re a carrot-top!” declared Rusty. 
 
    “Sorry if I’m being a copycat.” 
 
    “I’ll let it slide.” 
 
    “Oh Rusty!” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’ve missed you. Hey, I’m sorry if all this… stuff was hard on you.” 
 
    Rusty was confused. This was like the accident victim apologizing for getting her blood all over the street. 
 
    She continued: “I mean, not sorry like I was wrong, just sorry that you had to suffer, too. After all, it’s not your family.” 
 
    “Sure it is,” said Rusty. “You’re like, my sister.” 
 
    Autumn’s eyes got big, and then she started crying. Rusty swatted her repeatedly on the shoulder. 
 
    “No! Stop crying! There will be no more crying!” 
 
    Autumn burst into laughter. “No! Rusty! These are happy tears.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense!” 
 
    River came in with a mug of coffee and gave it to Autumn. She smiled to see Rusty acting like such a kid. 
 
    “Things rarely make sense, bud. I’m glad to have you back, Autumn.” 
 
    Autumn sipped at her coffee. “My mom thought getting back to school would be good for me. We’re not doing any memorial stuff for a while. Hey, let me make you guys dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Really?” asked River. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely. It would do me good.” 
 
    “You got it! Check the supplies and we can make a run to the grocery store.” 
 
    Autumn batted a lock of hair that dangled over Rusty’s forehead. 
 
    “Little brother.”

  

 
   
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Despite Rusty’s (only half-joking) edict that the crying must stop, the crying did not stop. He woke each morning to the sound of Autumn weeping in her room, and he knew exactly why. If her wakings were anything like his, she would come to consciousness with her memory wiped clean. And then, as it all came back - the great horrible shock of Thanksgiving weekend - the wounds would be freshly opened and would plunge her into the process of sobbing it out. He would like to simply ignore it, but his mother’s training left him with no choice but to feel her pain. 
 
    His mother no longer cried, but her eyes carried a watery sheen, as if they could let go at any second. She held a constant look of sullenness, as if every day were an interminable list of chores, as if she were always a little bit angry at life. Much to his chagrin, he was beginning to see school as a preferable alternative, and even stayed there for the long lunch hour. 
 
    This made it all the more surprising when Autumn appeared at his door on a Saturday morning, showered, wearing bright clothing and what seemed to be a smile. 
 
    “Hey, little brother. Remember a lo-o-ong time ago when I told you I’d take you to Cannery Row? Well today is the day! Get ready to go.” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    In the end, it wasn’t Cannery Row they were going to. It was the Monterey Bay Aquarium, which was on Cannery Row. Not that Rusty was complaining. The aquarium held an amazing array of sights. A tidepool tank with the familiar anemones and hermit crabs, plus a small purplish octopus. A walk-in aviary with a dozen species of shorebird, patrolling a sand beach with man-made breakers. A shallow tank with circling bat rays that you could actually touch! A tank of diaphanous jellyfish glowing in the deep blue like fluorescent paratroopers. A school of sardines that whirled and eddied like a silver tornado. The enormous main tank presented a kelp forest and a variety of large fish: a California sheephead, orange Garibaldis, athletic-looking leopard sharks, a prehistoric-looking giant seabass and dainty silver senoritas. 
 
    An announcement came over the sound system and they hurried to the sea otter tank for feeding time. The otters looked so much like plush toys that Rusty wondered if their cuteness was part of their survival strategy. The trainers enticed them to wriggle onto the stone outcroppings above the tank. Others floated on their backs, using their bellies as dining tables. A few of them dove underwater, swimming past the faces gathered at the glass. Autumn burst into laughter, a very unexpected and welcome sound. 
 
    “Wish I could swim like that!” she said. 
 
    Their last detour was to the new deep sea exhibit, which included specimens taken from the depths of Monterey Canyon. Kept in a dark hall, the animals were both fascinating and a little creepy. The bloody-belly comb jelly featured a crimson body and luminescent colors running along their outer spines like Vegas marquees. The sea angel was a transparent swimming snail in the shape of a crucifix, its innards glowing yellow. The giant isopod looked like a huge potato bug, with a hard shell and 14 legs. 
 
    When their eyes and senses of wonder were all worn out, Rusty and Autumn left for the sunlight. They got a couple of sandwiches and sat in an oceanside setting called Steinbeck Plaza. At the center stood a tower of sandstone like the ones at Carmel River Beach. A dozen bronze figures lounged at different levels, talking or gazing oceanward just as normal folks do. Autumn pointed to a figure on the topmost rock. 
 
    “There’s your hero.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That’s John Steinbeck.” 
 
    “Oh! Cool.” He peered up at the figure, wearing a thoughtful look on his rugged, mustachioed face, as if he were just then contemplating the fate of humanity. 
 
    “And here’s mine.” She gestured to another figure near the bottom, right across from where they sat. The man sat forward on a rock, palms out, as if he were showing the viewer something he had just discovered. “Doc Ricketts.” 
 
    “Oh! From the book.” 
 
    “Yes. But he was real, too. A self-taught marine biologist who had a tremendous influence on his friend Steinbeck.” 
 
    Autumn studied Doc’s narrow, angular face, as if she imagined running the tides with him, gathering specimens. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t spend too much on the tickets,” said Rusty, sounding a lot like his mother. “I… saw the prices.” 
 
    “Oh, no. One of my professors, she… found out about Logan and sorta gave me a late Christmas present.” 
 
    And just like that: more crying. She looked away, to where the waves ran the pilings beneath the aquarium. 
 
    “People are very sweet, Rusty.” 
 
    Autumn walked to the edge of the plaza to gaze over the bay. Rusty stayed with Doc. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fog that night was Carmel classic, shapeshifting through the alleys like a criminal in a noir movie. River stared out the window, enjoying a lull. Her early crowd had been self-satisfied corporates, a pack of fiftysomething juveniles who launched one crude piece of bait after another, hoping that the pretty bartender would offer some flirtation or, miracle of miracles! a closing-time rendezvous. As if. And funny to listen to her own inner voice, describing herself as pretty. That’s what Harper had done for her: upped her expectations of male behavior, while at the same time making her feel sexy and beautiful. She would eventually need to work him out of her system. Waiting for some romance novel return was not going to work, and in the meantime she was growing bitter and angry. She didn’t want that kind of toxic thinking spilling onto Rusty or Autumn. They had both gone through enough. 
 
    And here she sat, staring at the website for Talouse-Worthing Dental, the new photo of the younger partner, his smile all atilt under that joyous nose, those fathomless brown eyes. He wore a tie of baroque golds and yellows with touches of scarlet. She reached for the gingko leaf hanging from her neck and felt the two gifts buzzing at each other across half the continent. Well, she thought, at least I have someone to crush on. 
 
    “Hey, can a girl get a drink in this godforsaken town?” 
 
    She looked up to find Darlene at the bar, more beautiful than anything she’d seen since Harper Talouse. 
 
    “Oh my freaking God! What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    She thought of leaping over the bar, but then she thought of the pricey copays on her medical insurance and settled for leaning over to kiss her cheek. River grinned like an idiot; Darlene grinned back. But then she saw the shifting in Darlene’s eyes as she considered the actual question of what the hell she was doing here. Her smile trembled and fell. She began to cry. 
 
    “Oh honey!” River took the long way around the bar and folded her friend into an embrace. A pair of customers came in and saw them there. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a second,” River told them. “A little emergency.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” said the woman. It was reassuring that women still said things like “Oh dear.” 
 
    River had some potato salad stashed in the beer cooler. She gave it to Darlene, and Darlene dug in. Clearly, she hadn’t eaten for a while. River took care of her customers and returned with a merlot and a glass of water. In a little while, Darlene seemed to recover. She breathed a few times and spoke. 
 
    “Kamran cheated on me.” 
 
    River said nothing. She suspected her eyes were doing the job for her. 
 
    “For a year,” said Darlene. “I discovered all these messages on his phone. And pictures.” 
 
    “Oh god. Sexy pictures?” 
 
    “Worse. Photos of her kids.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “He could have just told me. He could have grown a pair, admitted he wanted children and asked for a divorce. Instead he finds himself an instant family. She isn’t even all that good-looking, just… fertile.” 
 
    And that is how this year is going, thought River. Her caring, gorgeous, successful friend is jealous of another woman’s womb. 
 
    “Two darling children from her previous marriage. God damn them.” 
 
    Damning children didn’t seem kosher, but River let it pass. Darlene took a sip of wine and gave her friend a desperate look. 
 
    “I just got in the car and drove. It brought me here. Can I… Can I stay for a while?” 
 
    “Darlene. It’s your house.” 
 
    Darlene placed a palm on the bar. “It’s not standard procedure to force your tenant to host you.” 
 
    River put a hand on Darlene’s arm. “You’re my sister and I love you.” 
 
    Oh God. Darlene’s face scrunched up again. River held Darlene’s hand to her cheek as she wept into her potato salad. In her mind, River heard Rusty’s edict “There will be no more crying!” and resisted the urge to laugh.

  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Through a belief in their own immortality and a sneaky parkour back route, Kelvin and Rusty managed to climb the tallest of the seastacks at Carmel River Beach. They sat on its flat top, dangling their shoes over the edge. It was one of those gloriously bright days that you might call a spring preview, but the breeze was strictly Februarian. Rusty inventoried the elements, the gentle curves of white sand, the evergreens fenceposting the high green hills, the cypress Peninsula stretching out to Point Lobos, and spoke his conclusion. 
 
    “This is the most beautiful spot in the world.” 
 
    Kelvin took a sighing breath. “Eh, I’ve seen better.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like that aunt of yours.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. He hadn’t really caught the “girl fever” that his mom warned him about, but Kelvin was clearly afflicted. 
 
    “I don’t know. She might be trouble.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “She’s a cryer. They’re all cryers. One day they will discover us all drowned, floating in female tears.” 
 
    “So what’s got her down?” 
 
    “Her husband cheated on her.” 
 
    “Cheated on her? Why would he cheat on her?” 
 
    “Who knows? She’s pretty angry. And Autumn’s angry.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Angry at Logan for leaving.” 
 
    Kelvin squinted at the southward sun. “I get that. I’m a little ticked off at him myself. So is your mom angry?” 
 
    “Yeah. At life in general. Actually, it’s like that thing that parents say on TV: “We’re not mad, we’re just disappointed.’” 
 
    “Ooh! I hate that.” 
 
    “Yeah. So my mom is going to send life to its room for a timeout. ‘Life! You just sit in there and you think about what you’ve done!’” 
 
    Kelvin squeaked a laugh. “Yaknow, when you’re not being a doofus, you’re pretty funny.” 
 
    “When am I a doofus?” Rusty protested. 
 
    “Never. In fact, you should be a doofus more often. Come join the rest of us knuckleheads.” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “So the way I see it,” said Kelvin, “you are a relatively small male person in a house with three angry women, one of whom could snap you like a twig. I think you need to start kissing some serious butt.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?” 
 
    “Gifts! Bring them gifts.” 
 
    “Got no money.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Bring ‘em shells, or flowers. They love that crap.” 
 
    “Okay, but first let’s work on our pirate movie.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” 
 
    “Let’s see. This is the bridge of the ship, and you’re the captain.” Rusty put his baseball cap over Kelvin’s, facing backwards. It was more Sherlock Holmes than Jack Sparrow, but it was all they had. “Now… Shout out some orders.” 
 
    Rusty pressed the video button on his phone. Kelvin yelled at his invisible crew. “Hoist the scibbards, ya scurvy dogs!” 
 
    Rusty aimed the phone at himself and saluted. “Scibbards hoisted, sir!” 
 
    “Um, tighten the tonsils!” 
 
    “Beg pardon, sir, but I think ya mean tops’ils.” 
 
    “I mean tonsils, sailor!” 
 
    Rusty answered in falsetto. “Aye aye, cap’n!” 
 
    “And while yer at it, jibber the jabbers!” 
 
    Rusty panned along the shore. Past the rocks, the light blue breakers took a left turn, a thing he had never seen before. He continued to the long center, where he could almost see a strapping young lad batting tennis balls into the surf. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn’t predict who would want what, so he arranged his agates, sand dollars, mermaids’ tears and abalone shells on a plate. Then he fixed a glass of water at the center and inserted the little yellow wildflowers he found at the school (oxalis, although he preferred the common name, Bermuda buttercups). As the women filtered in for dinner - Darlene from her unofficial office at Carmel Valley Coffee, Autumn from her last class, River from a trip to the grocery - they offered soprano praises for Rusty’s creation. The room filled with the smell of Autumn’s teriyaki chicken, steamed rice and mushrooms. 
 
    “Thanks for the tip on the coffeehouse,” said Darlene.  
 
    “Isn’t it great?” said Autumn. 
 
    “One could do worse than to spend one’s work hours in downtown Carmel. But I don’t remember everybody being so personal-trainer skinny, and all the perfect SoCal casual wear. Are they hoping that somebody’s going to send a camera crew to follow them around?” 
 
    Autumn laughed. “I get that same feeling at Carmel Beach, like people are afraid an ugly T-shirt will ruin the aesthetic. Come on, people! Wear a floppy hat! Build a sand castle! Throw a frisbee!” 
 
    Laughter rang around the table. “Speaking of the beach,” said Darlene, “this centerpiece is beautiful. What inspired you, Rusty?” 
 
    Rusty’s real answer - to keep you women from killing me - seemed like a bad idea. 
 
    “Kelvin. His mom is kind of artsy-craftsy.” 
 
    “Well,” said River. “My thanks to the both of you.” 
 
    “Do we get to claim some of the pieces for ourselves?” asked Autumn. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Got my eye on that sand dollar.” 
 
    “Ooh,” said Darlene. “I like the glass. What do you call that?” 
 
    “Mermaids’ tears,” said Rusty. 
 
    “I forgot that expression! Mermaids’ tears. Someone should write a story about that.” 
 
    “Speaking of projects, honey…” said River. (This use of “honey” was a red flag, usually involving some sort of wysteria maintenance.) “We’d like to disassemble your bunk bed and move one of them into my room for Darlene.” 
 
    Rusty’s face went oddly blank. “But that’s where George sleeps.” 
 
    “Um, George?” asked River. 
 
    Rusty answered in a weird, disconnected tone. “George is my invisible friend.” 
 
    A wave of confused silence passed over the table. This was interrupted by the voice of Lon Chaney, Jr. 
 
    “And I will hug him, and pet him, and call him George. God! You people are so gullible.” 
 
    They burst into laughter. Autumn batted him about the head. 
 
    A little beachcombing, a few flowers, a spare bed, thought Rusty. Small price for survival.

  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Rusty sat at his desk, mulling over the word “twelve.” It sounded like a two that ran into an elf. The actual etymology was a little dull. Old English twelfe, from twa plus lif, roughly meaning “two left after ten.” Eleven was much more interesting - endleofan - but both of them pre-dated the simple suffix teen. Oneteen, twoteen. Ergo, Rusty wouldn’t be a teen just yet, but he liked the sound of twelve, the way it felt in his mouth. Also, he was born on February 12th, so he felt like something was clicking into circularity. 
 
    A knock fell on the door. “Birthday boy!” said his mom. “Your party awaits.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    As he entered the living room, his guests sang a ragged rendition of Happy Birthday. He sat down before the cake, blew out the candles (forgot to make a wish) and only then noticed what was embedded in the frosting: an incredibly accurate reproduction of his Daffy Duck stamp. 
 
    “That lookth Thtupedouth!” Rusty declared, in his best impression. 
 
    “Rusty!” said his mom. “Don’t spit on the cake.” 
 
    Rusty cupped a hand to his mouth and said, “You’re dethpicable. But seriously, how did you do that?” 
 
    “There’s a bakery in Monterey,” said Darlene. “You give them a photo, they reproduce it in frosting.” 
 
    “Badass!” exclaimed Tim. 
 
    Autumn unceremoniously cut Daffy into squares and served him up on paper plates from the 4th of July. 
 
    “Sorry for the leftover dinnerware,” said River. 
 
    “That’s cool,” said Rusty. “I dig fireworks.” 
 
    Once everyone was served, River clapped her hands and announced, “Time for presents!” 
 
    “Yeah!” said Rusty. 
 
    “Kids first. This one’s from… Kelvin?” 
 
    Rusty took a small, lumpy package and ripped off the wrapping. It was a scale model of a copper-colored sportscar, with flames on either half of the hood. 
 
    “It’s a TransAm!” said Kelvin. “Like in Fast and Furious.” 
 
    “Sweet! Thanks.” 
 
    Kelvin and Rusty performed a handshake they had invented featuring various palm slaps and finger waggles. River laughed at the boy-ness of it. 
 
    Next was a small, flat package containing a shiny gold device. Rusty stared at it. 
 
    “It’s a fidget spinner,” said Tim. “Here.” He held it by the center and spun the outer ring, which offered three circular paddles. Rusty took it back and gave it a try. It was amazing how long it kept going. 
 
    “Cool. Thanks, Tim. You’re the best friend a guy ever punched.” 
 
    “And yet you never get tired of that joke.” 
 
    “I will someday.” 
 
    “Next victim,” called River. “This is from your mother. So be nice.” 
 
    It was a clothes-looking box. Inside was a black windbreaker with red lettering over the heart: Pebble Beach. 
 
    “That,” said River, “is an official club jacket. One of my golfing customers obtained it for me.” 
 
    Rusty put it on. Kelvin used his fork as a microphone. “Rusty Freeman! You’ve just won the U.S. Open for the third time. To what do you attribute your general studliness?” 
 
    “Well, Kelvin, when I was twelve, my mother bought me this Pebble Beach windbreaker.” 
 
    “Back to you, River.” 
 
    “Ya little hams. Here, open this.” 
 
    The next present, from Darlene, was two feet long and skinny. Rusty undid the wrap and found a cue stick in two pieces. The surface was a pearlescent blue with bands of black threading. Darlene took it and showed him how to screw the two halves together. 
 
    “I was going through some of my dad’s stuff, and I thought it was time to pass this beauty on.” 
 
    “Thanks! It’s sweet.” 
 
    “And… it has an additional feature,” said Darlene. She unscrewed the base and extracted a test tube attached to a cork. “I hate to think what this was for - a little hooch, maybe a cigar. But it’s fun to have a hiding place.” 
 
    She screwed it back in and returned the stick to Rusty. He slid it through his fingers like he was lining up a shot. 
 
    “God, it’s perfect. Thanks.” 
 
    Darlene kissed him on the cheek, causing spasms of envy from his friends. Autumn handed him a squarish box, a foot wide, covered in green paper. He unwrapped it and found a box for a stewpot. 
 
    “Wow. Thanks! I’ll make us a nice jambalaya.” 
 
    Autumn swatted him. “Smart ass.” 
 
    “No jambalaya for you!” Rusty retorted. He undid the flaps and pulled out a baseball glove, black with white markings. 
 
    “Wow! Thanks.” 
 
    “Look at the back.” 
 
    Rusty put his hand into the glove and held it out. Along a white strip near the thumb was a series of neat black letters: LoGaN SChmIdT. 
 
    “Isn’t that funny?” asked Autumn. “Logan had a thing about mixing upper and lower case. He used this glove for his eleven- and twelve-year-old seasons, so I thought it would… Rusty? Are you okay?” 
 
    Rusty stared at the glove and couldn’t speak, because if he spoke he would join the cult of cryers and subsequently catch hell from his friends. Instead, he stood from his chair and gave Autumn a hug. Her shoulder provided a handy hiding place for his tears. 
 
    “Well you’re welcome,” she said, chuckling. “Logan always talked about how much fun he had with you guys that weekend.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Rusty, talking into her sweater. 
 
    “Hey Tim,” said Kelvin. “It just so happens that I have brought my glove, and a baseball, with no prompting whatsoever from Rusty’s mom. How about you?” 
 
    “Well I will be a monkey’s uncle…” Tim wriggled on his chair. “I just happen to be sitting on my glove!” 
 
    “Amazing! We should all go play catch.” 
 
    The three boys raced out to the back yard, throwing parallel to the house so they didn’t take out any windows. 
 
    “Those boys are turning into a comedy troupe,” said Darlene, watching them. 
 
    “It’s the phone,” said River. “They’re constantly making up skits and putting them on video. Kelvin’s a natural.” 
 
    It was getting dark outside, so River flipped on the patio light. Autumn stood at the window watching them, and River could read her thoughts. She came behind her and started braiding her bright red hair, a habit she’d gotten into. 
 
    “You, my dear, are the world’s best gift giver.” 
 
    Autumn didn’t answer, and probably couldn’t. Darlene came behind River and began braiding her hair. “And what about you, Mother Freeman? This customer with the Pebble Beach connections. Anyone we know?” 
 
    “Just a holiday visitor.” 
 
    “I’ll bet every man who comes into that bar has a crush on you.” 
 
    River smiled. “Well, I do get pretty good tips.” She watched the boys yelling and tossing, and realized that all three of the women’s gifts came from men who were no longer there. 
 
    Rusty was glad for the twilight, so his eyes could dry undetected. He enjoyed the sounds Logan’s glove made, a muted pff! if it came in on the fingers, a hearty slap if it smacked the pocket. 
 
    “Hey!” said Kelvin. “Let’s play pickle.” 
 
    “How does that work?” asked Rusty. 
 
    Kelvin and Tim took off their sweatshirts to use as bases. Kelvin and Rusty tossed the ball back and forth until Tim took off, trying his best not to get tagged out. Darlene watched at the window as River and Autumn braided her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was made by Mizuno, a Japanese company. Rusty had seen the name before; lots of big leaguers used them. There was lacing everywhere: around the pocket, at the bottom of the palm, along the fingertips. The webbing between the thumb and forefinger was divided into two triangles, one a solid black, the other an interweaving black-and-white checkerboard, like a victory flag at a road race. 
 
    There were little logos and descriptors all over the place: 10 Inches GPSP 1000, Prospect Series, Innovative Power Close Technology Pat. 5,446,775. A patent number on a baseball glove! The opening where you slid in your hand was lined with sheep’s wool, and also offered a velcro band you could fasten around your wrist. Rusty was surprised there weren’t more scrapes in the leather. With his speed, perhaps Logan played outfield, where the grass was gentler on gloves. 
 
    He couldn’t quite get over the image of Logan, in the flesh, wearing this Mizuno, hour after hour, season after season. And now the question was, what would Rusty do with it? 
 
    A knock came on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Autumn entered and sat on the edge of his no-longer bunk bed. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful. It’s like the Mercedes of baseball gloves. And… I’m not sure what to do with it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Autumn. “I wanted to clarify that. Sports is a very personal choice, and I don’t want to pressure you. If you just took it out once in a while and played catch, that would be great. I did want to tell you, though, long after that weekend, Logan talked about you, and how you seemed to have a natural talent for baseball. He was like a talent scout who had discovered an unknown player in, I don’t know, Haiti or something. 
 
    “I don’t know how you feel about baseball, but even if you did it just because you’re good at it, there’s something to be said for that. We all need things to help us feel good about ourselves. That’s why I like swimming so much.” 
 
    She took the glove from Rusty and ran her fingers along the surface. “I used to love watching Logan play. It’s so cool when it’s your own flesh and blood out there. And I would definitely come to your games, if you had any.” 
 
    Autumn held the glove to her nose. “I love that leather smell.” She held it out and studied the lettering. “I could never figure out if he was confused about upper and lower case or if that was a stylistic choice.” She handed the glove back to Rusty, then slapped her knees as she stood. “Well, gotta go study. Happy birthday, twelve-year-old.” 
 
    Rusty put on the glove and used it as a puppet-mouth. “Thank you very much.” Autumn laughed. Rusty sat there a while longer, making the glove say “twelve” over and over.

  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Rusty’s birthday was ill-timed. He looked up the local league, Carmel Youth Baseball, and discovered they had conducted their tryouts the last weekend in January. He wasn’t sure what to do, but in the meantime he managed to talk Tim and Kelvin into some after-school practices. 
 
    Tim wasn’t much of an athlete, but his presence greatly improved their options. With three people you could hit grounders to an infielder who could then make a throw to first. You had the pitcher, hitter and ball-shagger needed for batting practice. One guy could hit flies to two fielders so they could practice calling for the ball. Additionally, Kelvin taught Rusty how to slide, and how to use the leverage of the slide to pop back to his feet. 
 
    Rusty’s other coach was Logan, whose words drifted in on a regular basis. Using his footwork to square up behind a grounder, taking a step toward first and throwing the ball without aiming. Digging his back foot into the dirt and keeping it anchored before swinging. He began to discover other things on his own, subtleties that he had seen on TV or read about. On a bright afternoon, he figured out how to use his glove to block the sun. He learned to have “soft hands,” to welcome a grounder into his grasp as if he were greeting a friendly puppy. 
 
    But mostly, he began to fall in love with the game. Although it felt good to hit a solid line drive, to make a sharp throw or feel a lazy fly settle into the pocket of Logan’s glove, what really fired Rusty’s rockets was a search for the extreme. He would race to his left, dive after a grounder over the middle and jump to his feet to make the throw to first. He would speed across the green, glancing over his shoulder to track a long fly, then launch himself to catch the ball and land on his back in the thick grass. 
 
    There was another category that intrigued him; these were things that his body seemed to do all on its own. He ran in on a low line drive and had to get down to where the ball was, so he slid to his knees. This didn’t seem to be a wise move, but his legs folded back to either side so he could skim across the grass like a catamaran. 
 
    The women of Porcupine House seemed to enjoy all this rough-and-tumble. Rusty came home covered in grass stains, his hair gone feral with wind and sweat. 
 
    “Did you leave a single blade of grass unmolested?” asked Darlene. 
 
    “Are you playing baseball or rugby?” asked his mom. 
 
    Autumn just smiled. 
 
    On Thursday afternoon, Rusty was manning left field as Tim pitched to Kelvin. A little sound began to pick at Rusty’s ears, a subtle chiming, far-off mosquitoes of bellring. 
 
    “Time out!” he called (as if that were necessary). He jogged in to confer with his colleagues. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Kelvin. 
 
    “Are you hearing this? Little ping sounds?” 
 
    “The bells of the Mission?” Tim guessed. 
 
    “Nah,” said Kelvin. “That’s baseball bats.” 
 
    “Well I think we need to find out where they are.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” said Tim. 
 
    They rounded up their bats and balls and headed up 14th Avenue along the big white buildings of Mission Ranch, then uphill on Dolores Street past the old walls of the Mission cemetery. Past the Mission were a few school buildings, and after that, beyond a row of cypress trees, stood two baseball fields, their fences capped with yellow safety guards. 
 
    “Why have I never noticed this?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “Looks like they’re practicing,” said Kelvin. “No uniforms.” 
 
    “I guess we should go watch?” asked Tim. 
 
    Mitch was having his doubts about being a manager. There were constant problems, and each problem came with an overconcerned parent, not to mention the tender feelings of a pre-adolescent. But he understood. As an all-American kid who was nonetheless perceived as being Japanese, he was constantly underrated, and had to prove himself at each new level. Now he had a thoroughly Japanese kid, Nate, who was adopted but still somehow picked up the talents of his adoptive father and his maternal grandfather, the great Duke Snider. At the moment, Nate was patrolling shortstop like a supersonic Roomba, sucking up anything that got close. So yes, Mitch just answered his own doubts. He was here for Nate. 
 
    Mitch took great delight in watching Steve Kendrick spray balls all over the field. He was joined in the coach’s box by Darin, his wiry assistant. 
 
    “Hey Mitch, I think Eddie’s getting a little worn out. Can we get someone else in there? Or maybe do without?” 
 
    “God. Another reason to miss Davey Booker. I have no backup catcher!” 
 
    “Hey,” said Darin. “What say we nab one of those stragglers in the bleachers?” 
 
    “Is that… Can I do that?” 
 
    “Maybe not, but we can always plead ignorance. That redhead looks like he’d kill to get on the field.” 
 
    “Well, okay.” Mitch slalomed through the dugout and stood before the trio. “Hey red-haired guy, you ever play catcher?” 
 
    The Black kid answered. “Rusty’s a great catcher.” 
 
    Mitch laughed. “Are you his agent?” 
 
    “Yes. And I only represent the best.” 
 
    “Okay. We just need someone to catch batting practice. Could you do that for us?” 
 
    “Sure!” said Rusty. 
 
    “Okay. You can use Eddie’s equipment.” He returned to the field. “Hey Eddie! Got a sub for you. Give him your gear and do some hitting.” 
 
    “Thank god!” said Eddie. He trudged over and started handing things to Rusty. Shin guards, a chest protector, a mask. Eddie showed him how to attach everything, and soon he had enough armor for a jousting match. Rusty took the unfamiliar squat behind the plate, tried to ignore the bars of the mask and worked hard not to flinch as Eddie swung through the first pitch. Somehow the ball ended up in the catcher’s mitt, which was a vastly different creature than Logan’s Mizuno. He threw it back to the pitcher, a young-looking coach with long blonde hair tied into a ponytail. The next pitch disappeared as Eddie drove it to right field. Eddie was thickly built like Rusty, and definitely had some power. 
 
    It wasn’t glamorous work, nothing that he had trained for, but at least Rusty was on a field. He worked the last four batters, twenty swings apiece, and then coach Mitch called out, “Okay, everybody split into infield and outfield!” 
 
    “Hey coach,” said Eddie. “Shouldn’t the new guy get some cuts?” 
 
    “You realize that means you have to put the gear back on.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s only fair.” 
 
    Mitch smiled. It was so adorable how kids still believed in a just world. 
 
    “Fine. Twenty swings for the new kid.” 
 
    The whole team applauded. Applauded. Rusty picked out a helmet, found a bat the same weight as Kelvin’s and dug in. Jacob’s first pitch was low and away. Rusty lined it to right. Then he tomahawked a high pitch over shortstop. Then took an inside pitch down the third base line. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Darin. “We got us a bad-ball hitter.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he hits everything hard.” 
 
    Rusty smacked a grounder up the middle. Jacob hopped over it. 
 
    “Hey,” said Darin. “We should try him at third.” 
 
    Davey’s position. “Not a bad idea.” 
 
    After Rusty’s final swing, a fly to center, he hung the bat and helmet in the dugout and stood there, reluctant to leave. He picked up his glove and eyed Logan’s up-and-down lettering. The assistant coach, a skinny dude with graying hair, ducked by. 
 
    “Hey kid, ya wanna take some grounders at third?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Just the answer I was lookin’ for.” 
 
    Darin hit infield, calling out the bases they should throw to. Rusty made his initial toss a little high, but found out his first baseman was almost as tall as Coach Mitch. Wow! He thought. What a target. He muffed the next grounder, but managed to keep it in front of him, and the next three were nice and clean. 
 
    Mitch walked past Darin and muttered, “Hit him some hard stuff.” Darin smiled and smoked one down the line. Rusty laid out full horizontal, missing it by an inch. 
 
    “Good try!” called Darin. “Here’s another.” The next one was a lawn burner that hit a bump and hopped up, smacking Rusty in the face. Everyone on the field said “Ooh!” but Rusty located the ball at his feet and chucked it to first. 
 
    “Wow, sorry, kid,” said Darin. “Why don’t you check in with Mitch?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m okay.” 
 
    “Well, you’re bleeding.” 
 
    Rusty touched his lip and came away with a smudge of red. “What the hell.” 
 
    He trotted over to the dugout. Mitch inspected his lip, which was beginning to inflate. 
 
    “Not much we can do about a lip.” He handed him a pack of moist towelettes. “Here. Just make sure and keep it clean. So Rusty, how come you’re not on a team?” 
 
    “Mith da dryouds,” he replied, the lip affecting his diction. 
 
    “Just so happens we lost a player this week. His family moved to New York. How’d you like to take his place?” 
 
    “Yeath!” he enthused. 
 
    “Why don’t you give me your parents’ number and I’ll make the arrangements.” 
 
    “Tho whath da teab nabe?” 
 
    “We’re the Tigers.” 
 
    “Awethome.” 
 
    “You sound like Daffy Duck.” 
 
    “You’re dethpicable!” 
 
    “Fantastic! I used to work with Daffy. Long story.” 
 
    Practice broke up and the kids filtered out to the parking lot. Rusty reported to his agent. 
 
    “That was nasty!” said Kelvin. “Lose any teeth?” 
 
    “Nobe. But I odd da deab.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re trying to say.” 
 
    “I odd da deab!” 
 
    “Righteous!” exclaimed Tim. 
 
    Rusty grinned, even though it hurt.

  

 
   
    Twenty One 
 
      
 
    In the manner of bass players and drummers, waiters and cooks, quarterbacks and centers, proximity often leads to friendship, and so it was natural that Nate the shortstop became friends with Rusty the third baseman. Nate was also really smart, and Rusty found it a great luxury, not having to explain his words. 
 
    On a Saturday in early March, the Tigers played the Cardinals in the noontime slot, and Larson Field looked like a commercial for fine Carmel living. The southern hills loomed over them in their finest Irish greens. The fences were decked out in red, white and blue bunting, the scoreboard was alive with electric numbers, and the snack bar sent out an aroma of grilled meats and popcorn. They even had a PA set up for announcing the batters. The bleachers buzzed with chatter. Nate and Rusty sat in the dugout, trying not to let the opening-day hoopla make them nervous. 
 
    “So where are your folks?” asked Nate. 
 
    “Let’s see, third row, all the way to the right. Blonde, brunette, neon red.” 
 
    “Is this one of those My Two Moms kinda things?” 
 
    “Ha! No. Blonde is my mom. Brunette is my not-really aunt. Redhead is my not-really sister.” 
 
    “Freakin’ entourage! Is it okay if I note that your not-really aunt is hot?” 
 
    “Everybody does,” he sighed. 
 
    “Your not-really sister is kind of a wide load.” 
 
    Rusty thought about being defensive, but he decided to take the high road. 
 
    “Maybe, but she’s also the reason I’m here. Her brother… passed away a few months ago, and she gave me his glove. Here.” 
 
    He turned the Mizuno over and showed him Logan’s name. 
 
    “Well don’t I feel like a big fat jerk.” 
 
    “It’s all right. She is on the large side. Good swimmer, though.” 
 
    “That’s cool. So is this really your first year in baseball?” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t even know I was good until I met Logan.” 
 
    “So how does the uniform feel?” 
 
    Rusty rubbed a hand over his knee. “Like I’m performing Shakespeare.” 
 
    Nate laughed, a high chirp. “You’ll get used to it. Who’s the number for?” 
 
    “Forty four? Hammerin’ Hank Aaron.” 
 
    “No! Really? My granddad played against him. I don’t suppose you know my…” 
 
    “Willie, Mickey and the Duke? Come on! Your granddad is a legend.” 
 
    Nate squinted. “How do you know all this? Is this a Benjamin Button situation?” 
 
    Rusty laughed and punched the pocket of his glove. “No! I don’t know if I should admit this, but I read books.” 
 
    Nate flashed a smile that crackled in the sunlight. “Me too! You know what you are? You’re a jerd.” 
 
    “Say what?” (Kelvin taught him that phrase; he had been waiting for a chance to use it.) 
 
    “A jock-nerd.” 
 
    “Well, I get the nerd part, but I don’t know about jock.” 
 
    “I think you underestimate the legend that is beginning to take shape about you. Mysterious redhead shows up out of nowhere, like Shoeless Joe Jackson in a cornfield, starts knocking down ground balls with his face.” 
 
    Rusty cracked up. “Okay then! I’m a jerd. Sadly, not many of those at my school.” 
 
    “Lots more at Stevenson.” 
 
    “Ah, the high achievers.” 
 
    “Yeah. We got sixth graders already picking their colleges.” 
 
    “Yikes!” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get warmed up.” 
 
    They jogged out to the foul line in left. Rusty tossed the ball to Nate and saw a red-tailed hawk skimming the rooftops. 
 
    The game was not bad. The Tigers had their ace going - Albert Martinez, who curled up like a cat before he threw. Rusty made a couple of routine plays to first, tossing the ball to the enormously tall Sam Stegemiller. He muffed on a bunt, going for a bare-handed pickup and coming up empty. But he also ran up the foul line to catch a pop-up near the fence. An inning later, he dove to his left and knocked a grounder into the air, then Nate snagged it and threw it to first. Very cool. 
 
    On his initial at-bat, Rusty followed his teammates’ fondness for “working the count,” but he struck out looking at a fastball on the outside corner. He felt terrible, and he learned his lesson: see ball, hit ball. His second time up, he took a breath, leaned back on his right foot (Logan’s words in his ear) and laced an outside pitch between the first and second basemen. 
 
    In the final inning, Rusty came up with one out, bases loaded and his team up by a run. The strategy here (according to Basics of Baseball) was to hit something into the outfield, guaranteeing at least a sacrifice fly. He watched a low pitch go for a ball, then he swung at a letters-high fastball and hit it hard. The ball landed in left-center and rolled to the fence. Rusty performed Kelvin’s stand-up slide into second as the last of three runners scored. The bleachers erupted in a roar of feral shouting and he held his hands to the sky. Albert finished out the final three batters in the bottom of the inning and the Tigers had their first win. 
 
    The two teams conducted a fist-bump line, then they received tickets they could trade in at the snack bar. Rusty took his Milky Way to the bleachers, where he was mobbed by the sorority. 
 
    “What a hit!” said Autumn. “That was beautiful.” 
 
    “Rusty,” said his mom, “Autumn and I are going to the grocery store. So I’m afraid you’ll have to go home in the Porsche.” 
 
    “Aw!” Rusty whined. “Do I have to?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Darlene. “Show some enthusiasm or you walk.” 
 
    “Yay!” Rusty complied. “Porsche!” 
 
    As Darlene rolled her baby from the lot, Nate spotted Rusty in the passenger seat and raised an accusing finger. “You bastard!” 
 
    Rusty let out a villainous laugh. The legend grew. 
 
    “I could not believe how good you were,” said Darlene. “I mean, I knew you were good, but that was ridiculous.” 
 
    Rusty was experiencing a whole new feeling. All the praise was too much. It was like that last slice of pizza that you knew you shouldn’t eat, but then you eat it anyway and you feel all bloated. 
 
    “If you don’t know what to say to a compliment,” said Darlene, “just say ‘Thank you.’” 
 
    Rusty ran a hand over his face as if he were erasing an Etch-a-Sketch. Then he smiled politely. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Um, aren’t we going that way?” 
 
    “Nope. We’re going to the gelato shop.” 
 
    “Nice!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at Porcupine House, Autumn concocted a fish stew that she called a shipeeno. Rusty assumed that it referred to the ship that the fish came in. It was almost too much - as if she had just dumped in the entirety of the Monterey Bay Aquarium - but the stock was tangy and magnificent. Afterwards, they tried out Darlene’s new espresso machine and sat on the back patio, drinking from tiny cups. Rusty tried some but flinched at the bitterness. Darlene topped him off with some whipped cream and it wasn’t so bad. Hyped up by the cooking, the caffeine and Rusty’s epic double, Autumn told them a story about Logan. 
 
    “Logan wasn’t really a pitcher, but he had this three-quarters release that made the ball sink and produced a lot of grounders. But this one team had a twelve-year-old who looked like he should be playing for the Packers, and he had already hit home runs in his first two at-bats. Now, as a preface to this next part, you should know that every player in Little League operates under a pitch limit. If you reach a certain number of pitches, you have to take, like, three days off before you can pitch again. 
 
    “With this in mind, this oversize batter and his coaches had devised an interesting strategy. Logan, who really didn’t want to give this guy a third homer, threw three balls in the dirt. But when he threw a fourth, the batter swung and purposely missed. In other words, he was going to use this opportunity to drive up Logan’s pitch count. 
 
    “At this point, my teenage mouth got the better of me. While Logan’s coach came out for a conference, I told my mom, ‘Geez, next time they should just bean him.’ Unfortunately, we were seated right behind Monster Kid’s parents, and they took umbrage at my comment. ‘I was totally joking!” I said. Then Monster Mom said, ‘Well, last game they did bean him!’ 
 
    “Okay, well, I didn’t expect that but I wasn’t willing to fully cede the point. ‘Yaknow,’ I said. ‘Barry Bonds gets walked more than anyone in history, and he just accepts them. It’s a sign of respect.’ What I was really thinking was Why don’t you take your mutant son somewhere he’d face an actual challenge, like the National League West? Just then, Logan took his place on the rubber, threw one right down the pipe and Freak Boy hit it to Pasadena. 
 
    “And yaknow? Whoever made that decision - Logan, Logan’s coach - had it absolutely right. In a world taken over by mealy-mouthed adult strategizing, the thing to do is chuck the ball down the middle and take your punishment. ‘Cause if you’re that afraid of losing, you’ve already lost. You got that, little brother?” 
 
    “Aye-aye,” said Rusty. 
 
    Later, after Darlene headed to her coffeehouse work space and Autumn retreated to her room, Rusty helped his mom with the dishes. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Yes, bud?” 
 
    “The league fee, and the uniform? Can we afford all that?” 
 
    River turned and assessed her son. “Rusty, if you must know, our landlady has decided that  as long as she’s staying here we will not be paying rent. It makes me nervous to say this, but we have money.” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “But it’s very sweet of you to ask, and you are the most excellent of boys.” 
 
    Another compliment. Rusty thought of Darlene’s advice and said, simply, “Thank you.”

  

 
   
    Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    Rusty’s sudden rise as a jerd - helped in no small part by the fanfare surrounding opening day - didn’t have much of an impact on his school life, but it did improve his outlook. He enjoyed being in a league where they used authentic MLB gear, so he often brought his gothic-D Tigers cap to school. There was a small brotherhood (and sisterhood, thanks to Carla Breunling) that did the same, and it was a nice feeling, belonging to an exclusive club. 
 
    At the plate, however, things were not so hot. Over the next three games, Rusty went 1-for-10, even though he felt like he was doing everything exactly the same. Maybe Logan was wrong; maybe he wasn’t a natural after all. It didn’t help that the Tigers were slumping, too. Beyond Albert, they didn’t have much pitching, and they lost their second and third games. It got so bad that Mitch, noting Rusty’s strong throws from third, tried him out as a reliever. Rusty hated the whole idea, and had little notion of what he was doing. After three walks, Mitch took him out. 
 
    They played their fourth game against the Guardians on a cloudy Wednesday afternoon. In his second at-bat, Rusty jumped on the first pitch and hammered a line drive straight into the shortstop’s glove. He hadn’t even left the batter’s box. He felt the heat boiling up from his toes, and slammed his bat to the ground. 
 
    “Hey 44!” said the umpire. “Don’t throw the equipment.” 
 
    Rusty gave an apologetic look and trudged back to the dugout. He sat at the end of the bench and stared at Logan’s glove, as if it might offer some advice. 
 
    “You know what you’re doing wrong?” 
 
    Coach Darin sat down next to him. 
 
    “No. What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    Darin tapped him on the knee. “Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Darin stared at him with striking blue eyes. 
 
    “You are nailing the ball every time up there. I’ve never seen a better contact hitter. You’ve got great bat control and an electric swing. But I know you’re new to the game, so I’ll let you in on a little secret.” 
 
    He looked around as if he didn’t want the other players to hear. 
 
    “A huge portion of baseball is dumb luck. Come on, that ball you just hit? Three feet either way, you’re standing on first, maybe second. And that’s been happening a lot with you. Your only job up there is to keep hitting the ball hard, because that improves your chances. Hit the ball hard, good things happen. Just… not all the time.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “I guess I get it.” 
 
    “There are times this game will drive you nuts. But those hits will come, believe me. The other thing you’re doing well is, you’re not carrying that frustration into the field. Keep that up, have a short memory. What’s your favorite PG-13 cuss word?” 
 
    “Um… Crap?” 
 
    “Excellent. Next time you get a hard-luck out, I want you to say ‘Crap!’ real breathy and intense, just get it all out, and then it’s over and you’re ready to play third.” 
 
    “Crap! Okay.” 
 
    “You rock! Except for your pitching. Your pitching really sucks.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Two innings later, Rusty found an outside pitch and drove it to right-center. It was falling in, falling in, then a red streak appeared out of nowhere and caught the ball inches from the grass. The streak popped up and grinned. 
 
    “Kelvin!?” 
 
    Kelvin unleashed his high, squeaky laugh. “Sorry, Man. Just doin’ my job.” 
 
    The next inning, Kelvin came to the plate and hit a shot down the line. Rusty flew to his right to snag it and landed hard on the dirt. His teammates erupted in shouts. He rolled to his knees and flipped the ball to the pitcher. 
 
    “Sorry, K! Just doin’ my job!” 
 
    Kelvin laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “All right already! Truce!” 
 
    The Tigers lost by a run, and now they were 1-3. Kelvin and Rusty gummed up the fist bump line by performing their complicated handshake, then circled back around and walked to the snack shack together. 
 
    “Were you trying to hit it to third?” 
 
    “I’m not that good,” answered Kelvin. “But I was lookin’ for an inside pitch. Give you a chance to get even.” 
 
    “Mighty noble of you. So you decided to join up!” 
 
    “Yeah. I saw you on opening day, havin’ all that fun, and I guess I caught the fever. Buddy of mine told me one of the Guardians got hurt. When the coach found out how fast I was, he signed me up. So far, I’ve stolen six bases.” 
 
    “Geez, man. Catchers must hate you.” 
 
    “That’s the general intention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That Saturday’s game was against the dreaded Yankees, who had quickly established themselves as the class of the league. There were two reasons for this. One was Eric Kwok, a fairly normal-looking kid who had hit five homers in four games. The other was Evil John, who in addition to his more nefarious qualities had a rifle for an arm. This, for Rusty, entirely disproved the idea of karma. 
 
    The Tigers also had the ten a.m. game slot, which meant they had to face all this power while not yet fully awake. They did, however, have Albert on the mound, with a fully recharged pitch count. Nate and Rusty sat in the dugout, watching Evil John warming up. With his stubby legs, John’s motion resembled a falling tree. He would plant his left leg on the downslope of the mound and throw over the top of it. The result could be heard in the gunshot pop of the catcher’s mitt. 
 
    “That is some serious fire,” said Rusty. 
 
    “Yes,” answered Nate. “But that’s all it is. His fastball is very straight, and he’s got no breaking pitches. You, my friend, are a handsy, quick-wristed hitter, which is why they’ve got you in the two-hole.” 
 
    “Does it hurt my chances that I hate the pitcher’s guts?” 
 
    Nate gave a surprised look. “That seems uncharacteristic of you.” 
 
    “Evil John has been the bane of my existence. He’s a massive turd.” 
 
    “Well, don’t let that distract you. Maybe picture him as a pitching machine.” 
 
    John fired his final warmup. The ball crackled through the air. 
 
    “He’s a machine all right.” 
 
    Steve Kendrick led off and managed a couple of foul balls before striking out. Just like that, Rusty was up. He dug in, his hands twitching on the bat, ready to fire. But the first pitch came right at him. He froze, and took the ball off his hip. It hurt like hell, but he quickly dropped his bat and ran to first. He recalled a broadcaster who said you should never rub the spot where you were beaned; you should never give the pitcher that satisfaction. John didn’t seem to care either way. He took the throw back from the catcher and got ready for the next batter. After a long battle, including three foul balls, Nate stroked a ball into the right-center gap. Rusty ran hard, dipping at the bases. He saw Mitch windmilling him home and arrived with a head-first slide, a recent addition from Kelvin’s baserunning academy. 
 
    “Nice job!” said coach Darin, tapping him on the helmet. “Still, next time, try to get out of the way.” 
 
    “Oh, no worries there,” Rusty answered. 
 
    With Albert pitching, the Yankees’ right-handers were not going to pull the ball, so third base was pretty quiet. The one exception was one of those body-autopilot plays. Eric Kwok hit a hot grounder up the middle, but Albert was only able to get a piece of it. The ball trickled away toward third. Rusty charged across, picked it up barehanded and dove toward second base as he flicked the ball backhanded. Steve made a nice pickup for the force, and Rusty could hear the high-pitched hoots of his bleacher sorority. 
 
    Rusty came up for his second at-bat and found his mind much too occupied: Evil John’s sideways leer, the impossibility of catching up to his fastballs, his hip still throbbing with pain from the beanball. He was gone on three pitches, flailing as he fell away from the plate. Rusty returned to the dugout, whisper-shouted “Crap!” and occupied himself by tightening the laces on Logan’s glove. 
 
    Mitch generally left the motivational work to Darin, but he considered Rusty a special case. At that moment, he had a chance to beat the mighty Yankees, but he needed his third baseman to come through. The Tigers had men on first and second (a walk and a misplayed grounder) and one out. They were only a run behind, with his two best hitters coming up, but Rusty looked out of sorts. He seemed to flinch as a fastball ripped past for a strike. Then Mitch got an idea, and called time. He waved Rusty over and pretended he was giving him some advice. 
 
    “Here’s what I want you to do. On the next pitch, I want you to fake a bunt, then pull the bat back and chop it through the infield.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Mitch returned to the coach’s box and clapped his hands. By limiting Rusty’s options, he hoped to narrow his focus and drive out the distractions. Plus, he knew the kid had tremendous bat control. 
 
    Evil John licked his lips, adjusted his cap and placed his right foot on the front edge of the rubber. He pulled his hands together in a set motion and felt for the seams. 
 
    Rusty held out the bat and the third baseman charged. John rocked into his motion. Rusty pulled back and chopped at the pitch. But he hit it wrong and it flew into the air. Rusty ran to first, not really sure what had happened. Eddie stood in the coach’s box and waved him toward second. When he rounded the bag, he saw the left fielder run to the fence and stop, gazing toward Mission Carmel. 
 
    By the time he hit second, the few dozen people at Larson Field had erupted with a sound like a raging locomotive. The Yankees’ shortstop laughed and said, “Damn, dude!” 
 
    As he approached third, Rusty found Coach Mitch wearing an uncharacteristically goofy grin, and it was then that Rusty realized something extraordinary had happened. He yelled “No!” and slapped Mitch’s hand, then jogged home toward a mob of teammates ready to pummel him with affection. Rusty took a long jump, stomped on the plate and disappeared into a forest of limbs and smiles.

  

 
   
    Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    The sorority plus one spent Sunday cruising Big Sur, making all the standard tourist stops. Rusty’s favorite was McWay Falls, a narrow stream that went airborne and fell eighty feet onto the sand of a pristine cove. It almost seemed too perfect, like something concocted by the Disney Corporation. It was also completely inaccessible, surrounded by fences and steep cliffs. But perhaps this was for the best, thought Rusty. Humans had a way of ruining things. 
 
    On the way home, they stopped at Nepenthe for another Darlene-sponsored dinner. They had to wait an hour for a table, but Rusty and Autumn entertained themselves in the gift shop, which had all kinds of imported drums, toys, jewelry and soaps. When they returned, they found Darlene and River sitting near the giant bird sculpture. Autumn put a finger to her lips and they sat on the other side for a session of eavesdropping. They were talking about someone named Harper. 
 
    “Oh it’s just too cute,” said River. “He posted a new picture of his staff and listed the credit as ‘R. Freeman Photography.’ And he sneaks in my first name whenever he can. ‘The best service this side of the river.’ ‘A veritable river of cosmetic options to choose from.’ And then off in a corner of the page he posted this weird paragraph. Let’s see, ‘New orthodontic technology/dentally informed views on real cavity-easing drills you ever tried.’” 
 
    “Um. I don’t get it.” 
 
    River laughed. “The first letters of each word spell out ‘Not divorced yet.’” 
 
    “Oh that’s brilliant. It’s like you’re in your own little spy novel.” 
 
    River sighed. “I still don’t see how we would ever make this work. But it’s nice to get some attention. How about you, Dar? Do you miss men? Are you okay?” 
 
    Darlene stared into her wineglass. “I miss him. I miss what we had. We did have something, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You had the best wedding ever.” 
 
    Darlene smiled. “Yes. It was pretty spectacular. But men in general? No. Not to sound utterly egotistical, but it has come to my attention that I am a good-looking woman.” 
 
    “Really? I’m shocked.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Darlene. “So I am quite enjoying being by myself, but I do get the bits of sustenance that every woman needs: the double-take, the occasional chatting up, and of course Rusty’s drooling friends.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rusty complained. 
 
    Darlene laughed. “Yes, I know you’re there, you spies.” 
 
    Autumn and Rusty came around to join them, looking sheepish. 
 
    “But Rusty’s friends are only twelve,” River protested. 
 
    Darlene laughed her husky laugh. “That’s why it’s so cute. The poor dears don’t even know what they’re drooling about.” 
 
    “It’s probably the Porsche,” said Rusty. 
 
    “See?” said Darlene. “You’re lucky that Rusty hasn’t caught the fever yet.” 
 
    Rusty couldn’t vouch for that. He often found himself staring at Belinda Dietrich in class, feeling like various strings inside his head had been snipped in two. He understood that men and women needed each other. But the men in his mother’s life were Balinese shadow puppets. First Patrick from college, now some dentist named Harper. 
 
    Finally, they went in for dinner. The sorority requested yet another retelling of the HR Bunt. But that’s what Rusty liked about it. It wasn’t just some play in a baseball game; it was a real good story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Monday, Rusty settled at his aluminum table with the Iowa Baseball Confederacy, a novel by W.P. Kinsella. He enjoyed the way the author took baseball to myth-like extremes. He was thinking of doing the same for the HR Bunt. 
 
    Rusty felt a presence. A boot landed on the opposite bench with a hollow clank. It was Joey, Evil John’s goony lieutenant. 
 
    “Hey, uh, I heard you like, stuck out your bat and uh, the ball hit it and it went over the fence.” 
 
    Using his sixth-grade translator, Rusty realized that Joey’s razz was actually a form of flattery. The only appropriate response was to laugh. 
 
    “Heh, yeah. It surprised the hell out of me, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Another boy came in from his left. Mark? David? “Ha! You know who it really surprised was Eddie Valdez. Poor sucker was charging from third when you pulled back and swung.” 
 
    More boys. “I heard it took a chunk out of the schoolhouse.” 
 
    “No way! It went that far?” 
 
    “It did!” said Sam. “I was on second base. I couldn’t believe it, it just kept going and going.” 
 
    The entire recess was spent that way, a ring of baseball-capped boys debating the details of the HR Bunt. Someone even suggested an alternate nickname, the Home Runt, but he was quickly voted down because Rusty’s dinger was anything but a runt. Finally came the victim of the deed, Evil John himself, wearing his Yankees cap and windbreaker. 
 
    “Hey!” he said. “Let’s not forget who provided the power for that blast.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “Couldn’ta done it withoutcha, John. But damn! Didja have to bean me?” 
 
    John flashed his tilted smile. “Sorry, man. Half the time, I have no idea where that fastball is goin’.” 
 
    “That’s what makes you so scary!” Rusty replied, and everyone laughed. 
 
    The bell rang and the boys disassembled. Some blond kid he didn’t recognize stayed at the table. 
 
    “Hey Rusty. The teacher said we could have batting practice at lunch if we used a tennis ball. Come on out and join us.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Just, you know, try to keep it in the park, okay?” 
 
    Rusty laughed and headed inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a rule, Kelvin had enough energy for three boys, but after school he seemed even more amped than usual. 
 
    “Hey! Um, you got time to walk by the ballfield? Got somethin’ to show you.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They walked along the edge of school toward Mission Ranch. Kelvin seemed to know more about the HR Bunt than Rusty, as if he’d been deposing witnesses and breaking down film. 
 
    “For one thing, I think when you pivoted back like that you became like a coiled spring. But mostly, because you were swinging downward on the ball, and obviously you struck it underneath the midpoint, you created a tremendous backspin, which caused the ball to carry like crazy. They say that happened with Barry Bonds all the time.” 
 
    Rusty just walked and listened, still getting used to his celebrity status. They passed the Mission and came out to the field, where a handful of players had arrived for practice. Kelvin led him through the parking lot and to the left field fence. 
 
    “The thing was, my game was right after yours, and I had just arrived. I was walking over from the parking lot when I saw this baseball flying over here like it was shot out of a cannon.” He walked away from the fence, under the approximate flight of the ball. “It cleared the grass right here, then this spread of asphalt over here, and then it hit the damn school! I paced it off at a hundred feet past the fence. Three hundred feet total.” 
 
    They arrived at the covered walkway next to the Mission school. Kelvin pulled him back so they could see the terracotta tiles on the roof. 
 
    “Okay, so start at this post here, go straight up, then three tiles to the right, then three tiles deep. See that crack?” 
 
    A tile was split down the middle, showing a jagged line of black tar. 
 
    Kelvin smiled. “I think you owe the Catholics a new tile.” 
 
    Rusty turned around and looked at home plate, which seemed a bus ride distant. “That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    “That’s redonkulous. And, of course, the whole time I’m watching this Intercontinental Baseball Missile I have no idea who has performed this feat. Then I look to the field and find my old friend Rusty Freeman circling the bases. And I said, Say what?” 
 
    Kelvin bulged his eyeballs to illustrate his surprise. Then he dug into the pocket of his Guardians windbreaker. “I also thought you might want to have this.” 
 
    Rusty took the baseball and gave it a close study. It looked pretty new, but there were a couple of distinct impact points. 
 
    “I thought of selling it on eBay, but…” 
 
    Rusty patted his friend on the shoulder. “Thanks, K.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rusty was almost glad that, around the house at least, the hullabaloo was over. Darlene was out, Autumn was studying, and his mom was spending her night off watching TV. Rusty sat next to her and waited for the commercial. 
 
    “Mom, I’m… well it seems like I’m one of the guys now.” 
 
    River smiled. “You could not tell me anything that would make me happier.” 
 
    “But I just, well…” 
 
    “Speak, Rusty!” 
 
    “Ruff! Is that like, totally superficial? They like me because I can hit a baseball?” 
 
    “You forgot really far. You can hit a baseball really far.” 
 
    “Well, still.” 
 
    River muted the TV. “I got news for you, bud. Most of the people in the world are superficial. Then of course there’s the family motto.” 
 
    “Take what you can get,” Rusty muttered. 
 
    River gave it some more thought. “No, darn it! There’s more than that. I know that baseball is a physical thing, but these physical talents are a part of who you are. Call it coordination. Call it grace. But there’s more. All those dives you take represent great passion and courage. Your ability to know the right play takes a chess-like intelligence. Those pop-up slides are like ballet. And you’re very supportive of your teammates. 
 
    “You’re a little hard to get to know, bud. You might find this funny, but your smarts and your vocabulary make you a little intimidating. Maybe baseball just took all those positive qualities that everyone in this house knows about and made them public. And the HR Bunt, well that’s just crazy fun, and it gave those other kids a way to approach you. You’re not the only one who suffers from shyness, you know.” 
 
    Rusty looked at his mom for a while, thought about it and said, “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    She ruffed his hair. “You certainly will.” And turned the sound back on.

  

 
   
    Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    So life became different. Rusty became aware of a tightness that had occupied his entire body - because now it was gone. His newfound acceptance, his lack of enemies, his new knowledge of the things that his body could do - all of these conspired to produce a looseness in his limbs, a readier access to laughter, an increasing willingness to talk to children that he didn’t know. And then, in a very weird way, all of this goodness was multiplied. 
 
    Ms. Laakso was a fairly straightforward teacher, but every once in a while she grew bored, got a mischievous look in her eye, and created some fun for her class. Such an occasion was a sunny morning in mid-April, when spring had taken a firm grip on the Central Coast. In the middle of a labored attempt to explain negative numerals, Ms. Laakso let out a sigh, set down her chalk and just stood there, as if someone had pressed her off switch. 
 
    “Children, I propose a brief field experiment on the study of aerodynamics. I want each of you to take an 8½ x 11 sheet of notebook paper - and let me know if you don’t have one on hand - and construct a paper airplane. Then we will line up outside and see whose plane flies the farthest.” 
 
    As any sixth-grade boy would, Rusty had some definite theories on the subject of paper airplane construction. The standard approach is to fold the single sheet in half, lengthwise, then fold a triangular flap on either side. For a sleeker silhouette, one might fold the triangle twice. But Rusty decided to fold the triangle thrice. After making the outward fold that completed the wing, he had created an extremely skinny aircraft he titled the Dart. It wouldn’t be much on gliding, but it would be fast, and would cut through the wind like a javelin. If propelled by a worthy delivery system - say, a strong-armed third baseman - it might go a long way. When Rusty was done, he signed the fuselage and named it Dart II, just to imply that it had undergone a few years in research and development. 
 
    After the usual rigamarole, Ms. Laakso succeeded in lining up her troops just outside the classroom. They were instructed to keep their feet on the sidewalk and toss their planes onto the adjacent lawn. At launch time, a moderate crosswind blew in from the ocean. Ms. Laakso gave them a three-count, and on the final digit a flock of paper projectiles rained across the green. But one of them shot forward, as if the entire letter-size Luftwaffe had spat it out. It landed ten feet past the rest, its narrow nose sticking in a clump of grass. Ms. Laakso hurried over to pick it up. 
 
    “Rusty!” 
 
    The response was a mixture of disappointment and applause, but mostly the kids were just happy to be outside and not busting their brains on mathematics. 
 
    Ms. Laakso handed Dart II back to its owner and said, “I’ll have to give you a prize later. This was kind of a spur-of-the-moment idea.” She looked at her watch. “Well, we’re five minutes from recess, so why don’t we go ahead and start now.” The class whooped its approval. “Shh! Quietly. There are other classes.” 
 
    For the next micro-event in this downpour of good fortune, it’s important to understand the significance of a student named Ben Bennett. As a precociously talented quarterback for the local Pop Warner football team, Ben was far beyond what the sixth graders had begun to call “the cool kids.” He was sort of a twelve-year-old god, although he seemed blissfully unaware of his own stature - which just made him that much cooler. By all accounts, he got along with everyone, and considered the quarterbacking just a fun hobby he pursued with his friends. 
 
    Rusty was comparing notes with a couple of other budding Wright Brothers when Ben came rushing in, grabbed Rusty’s shirt in his fist and said, “You know what I do to guys like you?” 
 
    Rusty was surprised to find himself completely unfazed. “No. What?” 
 
    Ben released his grip and smiled. “I straighten out their collars.” And proceeded to do just that. 
 
    It was a typically lame sixth-grade joke, but something about this little transaction was perfectly symbolic of Rusty’s personal renaissance. Because Ben Bennett, the alpha male of Carmel River Elementary, had picked him out and said, “This one. He’s cool. I approve of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the final bell, still buzzing in his new role as Projector of Objects Over Large Distances, Rusty was gathering his books when Ms. Laakso appeared at his desk. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Boeing. I wanted to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” 
 
    She handed him a paper he had composed for creative writing. It was marked A+. 
 
    “Was this based on a true story?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “So the boy who hit the home run was you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well! Congratulations. But I’m wondering, why did you write the story in third person, as if someone else hit it?” 
 
    Rusty thought about it. “It was an incredible home run, and how it came about was a funny story. So I wanted to be true to what actually happened. But if I wrote about it in first person, it would sound like bragging, and then that would take away from it.” 
 
    Ms. Laakso twitched her lips. “I don’t think I’ve encountered a sixth grader who would make such a subtle distinction. I think you could be a writer, Rusty, and I hope you don’t mind, but I want to push you a little. I would like another story, by the end of next week. Any subject at all. And just to sweeten the deal, I will deliver the paper airplane prize upon receipt of said story. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal!”

  

 
   
    Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    Rusty arrived home and found Autumn on the couch, watching television. 
 
    “Wow,” he said. “Autumn, not studying.” 
 
    “It happens. Whatcha got there?” 
 
    “Dragon kite. I won it in a paper airplane contest.” 
 
    “Groovy.” 
 
    Rusty laughed at her hippie-speak. “Hey, um, I’m gonna go to the beach to try this out. Would you mind reading a paper I wrote?” 
 
    “Sure.” He handed it to her. She tucked it into a book about underwater volcanoes. Rusty got out quick, feeling like he was dropping a grenade. 
 
    Once her very important episode of Spongebob Squarepants was over, Autumn made a peanut butter and marshmallow cream sandwich and pulled Rusty’s paper from her book. The top of the page was covered in red ink: Beyond A! Bravo! You need to enter this in a contest. Geez lady, thought Autumn. Take a chill pill. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mermaid’s Tears 
 
    A story by RuSTy FReeMaN 
 
      
 
    In the month of October, in the terminally charming town of Caramel-by-the-Waters, there was born a cute and sweet girl. Her parents named her October. Almost three years later, in the month of July, there was born a cute and spirited boy. His parents named him January. This would not seem to make sense, but the boy’s big ice-blue eyes reminded his father of winters in Wisconsin. 
 
    It’s not unusual for a first-born child to resent a second, mostly for intruding on her parental monopoly, but this was not true of October. She gazed at her big-eyed brother in his crib and said, “I will always be here to protect you, because you are my dear brother, and we will be the best of friends.” 
 
    October and January were, in fact, the closest siblings that any of their friends had ever met, and they both grew into smart and kind young adults. They did, however, have troubles. January’s problem was his brain, which had an on switch but no off. It was constantly on the prowl, and like an overworked engine it would run hot and drift into redlines of worry and fear. It also prevented him from sleeping. Many was the night that October would rub January’s temples and sing wordless songs into his ear - but sometimes even this wouldn’t help. 
 
    October’s problem was her body, which was a healthy body but large and unwieldy. The girls at school made mean jokes that burned like hot embers. 
 
    Caramel-by-the-Waters had some of the most beautiful beaches in the world, and the two siblings spent many an afternoon walking their sands. One June day, they came to the tidepools to discover an albino sea lion sunning herself on the rocks. The sea lion tumbled into the water and barked at them. October heard this sound distinctly as an invitation, and before she knew it she was diving headlong into the cold blue waters. She didn’t see the albino creature anywhere, but discovered, much to her surprise, that she, Autumn, was an exceptional swimmer. Her ungainly body, so awkward on the land, became, in the water, a divine transport. She dove deeper and discovered that she could stay underwater for several minutes at a time, navigating the gold-green curtains of the kelp forest. 
 
    When October finally surfaced, she found January pacing the shoreline in a frenetic state. “Where did you go? I thought you had drowned! We need to get home - it’s almost time for supper.” 
 
    Just then, the albino sea lion appeared fifty feet away and repeated its funny barking. 
 
    “No,” said October. “I can’t go home. I think I will stay here and become a mermaid.” 
 
    October knew that this was preposterous. She wasn’t even certain that mermaids existed, and she had no notion of how to go about becoming one. But somehow, January seemed to understand. 
 
    “I’m going to have a hard time explaining this to Mom and Dad,” he said. “But you do seem happy here. Tell you what. I’ll tell them you found a nice place near the beach, and we’ll fill in the rest later.” 
 
    October let out a high-pitched laugh like a dolphin (which was very odd). “Thank you, brother. When you come to the beach, just call my name and I’ll come up to visit you.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    October loved her new life. She swam through swirling eddies of silver sardines, their fins tickling her skin. The sea otters taught her how to float on her back and open shellfish on her stomach. The whales taught her their beautiful and eerie songs. The albino sea lion, Snowball, took her to the edge of the Montrez Bay Canyon. 
 
    Every afternoon, January called for her at the beach. He brought green apples, her favorite food, and used a stick to bat them into the surf. 
 
    October waited for signs that she was becoming a genuine mermaid, but none came. And she worried about her brother. Each day, he looked more and more worried, and grew deep bags under his eyes. She asked if she should return to land so she could take care of him, but he wouldn’t have it. January waded into the surf and gave his sister a long, sad embrace. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not something that can be fixed,” he said. “I have come to a decision. I cannot bear this torment any longer. I am leaving to a place where the pain can no longer reach me. Sadly, sister, you won’t be able to reach me, either. But I really need to go. I love you, October.” 
 
    October thought of a hundred arguments to make January stay, but she realized that she could not ask him to suffer what he simply could not suffer. Especially when he had been so supportive of her odd mermaid ambitions. 
 
    “I will miss you terribly, brother. But I think I understand.” 
 
    January handed her a silver necklace. “I recorded some music onto this amulet. It sounds to me like whalesong. Hold this to your ear and it will play for you. Maybe you can share it with your whale friends.” 
 
    They held each other for a long, long time, until the sun dipped under the horizon, and then finally October let January go. He gave one last wave from the crest of the white sand, and then he was gone. 
 
    October thought he might change his mind, but after three days of keeping watch over the beach she realized he would not return. She held the amulet to her ear and sang along with its mournful tune, and as she did she could feel a great pain entering her body. 
 
    The next morning, the pain had traveled to her legs. She swam to the tidepools and lifted herself onto a rock to discover that she had no legs. What she had was a gold-green tail with fins instead of feet. What she had not known was that a human could not become a mermaid until she had suffered a great loss. And certainly, the loss of January was greater than any she could imagine. 
 
    This sudden transformation filled October with alternating waves of joy and despair. She began to cry, and her emotions were so strong that her tears crystallized into bits of colored glass. The waves carried her tears to the shoreline, where beachcombers found them among the pebbles and sand dollars. Most of them called these little gems sea glass, thinking them to be fragments of long-ago bottles, tossed and burnished by sand and surf. But the more whimsical called them mermaids’ tears, and they had no idea how right they were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rusty stood across from the sandstone tower and watched his dragon kite flying over the water, its large ornamental head trailed by a rainbow-colored tail. He saw a figure taking shape over the crest of white sand and realized it was Autumn. When she arrived, she placed a fist at either side of her waist. 
 
    “You jerk. You made me cry.” 
 
    “Oh like that’s hard to do,” he replied, exactly like a bratty little brother. 
 
    “Can I hold it?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Autumn took the spool and felt the kite tugging at the string. “I can’t tell you how gorgeous that story is,” she said. “I think you’re some kind of wizard. Or at least a very fine writer.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m wondering if you would read it at Logan’s memorial service.” 
 
    Rusty looked at Autumn, who was looking at the kite. The thought of reading to all those people made him feel a little terrified, and extremely honored. 
 
    “Of course I will.”

  

 
   
    Twenty Six 
 
      
 
    The next two months passed in a merry rush. When Rusty wasn’t running after baseballs, he was reading new books, hanging out with ballplayers at recess and enjoying chatty meals with his gynocentric household. 
 
    The story of Mermaids’ Tears had released something in Autumn. The vision of herself as a mermaid seemed to give her permission to shed her survivor’s guilt, her imprisoning sadness, and get back to the business of living. As Logan would have wanted. What remained of her mourning - faraway stares, unexpected silences, a susceptibility for crying at movies - were normal emotions that didn’t get in the way of functioning. 
 
    Rusty saw the same small sadnesses in his mother. He didn’t know whether to ascribe these to the shadowy figures of Patrick and Harper or just the usual struggles of supporting the household. His mother had often had these moments before, but it was odd for her to have them now. She no longer had to worry about Rusty’s social struggles, she lived with her best friend and the most helpful tenant in the world, and, owing to the cessation of rent, she was actually building a financial cushion. 
 
    A much simpler case was Darlene, who was blossoming in an extraordinary way. Rusty remembered the tension that left his body on the advent of the HR Bunt, and he suspected something similar had happened with Darlene. Despite the reassurances of her husband, and her own protestations of acceptance, he was betting that she suffered years of irrational guilt over her inability to bear children. Although her husband’s infidelity was hurtful, it was such a flagrant betrayal that it set her entirely free. She threw herself into her work, indulged in all the tasteful delights that Carmel could offer to those with ready cash, and banished the male gender to the back burner. She also signed up for classes in physical therapy, hoping to get closer to the experiences of the people who received the artificial joints that she marketed. Rusty suspected that this might be her next career. He thought of all the hours she spent consoling Autumn, and could see how important was her need for nurturing. 
 
    On the field, Rusty’s fortunes followed the same upward tilt as his life. The line drives that had previously found leather now found the gaps. He hit two more home runs, and in a way they were better than the first, because he could actually watch them as they cleared the fence. Still, his real joy was third base, where he continued to hurl himself around, as coach Darin put it, “with all the subtlety of a hockey goalie.” 
 
    The lack of pitching doomed the Tigers to the middle of the pack, but they continued to enjoy themselves. Nate’s enthusiasm spread through the team like a contagion, and although the dreaded Yankees won the title, the Tigers took pride in having given them their only loss. By the end of the season, Rusty realized that he no longer played baseball because he was good at it, but because he loved it. 
 
    During the final week of school, two extraordinary things happened. First, Rusty’s classmates voted him Most Likely to Succeed. This was a puzzlement. Wasn’t twelve a little early to be predicting such things? Was this some kind of sick sixth-grade joke? His mother told him to take it at face value, so he went with that. He hung the certificate on the wall next to his Daffy Duck stamp. 
 
    The second event was even better: he made the all-star team. Rusty found this to be nearly miraculous, and he wished more than ever that he could tell Logan. He was joined by two other Tigers, Nate at shortstop and their catcher, Ed Smith. After a couple of loose practices, they entered the tournament, and learned a lesson that many twelve-year-olds before them had learned: there are higher levels to this sport, and tougher teams. They lost their first game to Monterey Central, and even with a home-field advantage were losing 10-3 to Salinas. 
 
    Rusty learned the lesson of levels on a personal basis, as well. He was an all-star, but not a starting all-star. The Braves had a third baseman named Jay Palma who was already engendering talk of professional aspirations. So Rusty sat, and when he did go in, in the final two innings, it was to right field. He stood there now, getting into a ready stance as Carmel Youth Baseball headed toward an abrupt end to their season. 
 
    Rusty fielded a single, taking an infielder’s crouch behind the ball and tossing it to his cutoff. He was remembering how much fun outfield could be, the relative lack of responsibility. In the next inning, he managed to take an inside pitch and smack it between third and short. A hit in the all-stars! As he stood on first, however, he saw the oddest thing. His mother was trotting across the grass field beyond the fence. 
 
    River recognized him the moment he left the parking lot. His lanky figure, his long-legged gait, the wild curls of his hair. She felt like a bad mother, but she just had to go. She jumped off the bleachers and ran along the left-field fence, leaving Autumn and Darlene blurting out sentence fragments. By the time she met him, midway across the field, she was out of breath. He spread his arms and she planted himself into his grasp. 
 
    “Is it really you?” 
 
    Harper grinned and kissed her. “They told me at the bar. An all-star! How great is that?” 
 
    “Oh!” She looked toward the field. “He’s on base right now. Let’s go watch.” 
 
    They walked hand-in-hand toward the field. 
 
    “By the way,” he said. “I’m divorced.” 
 
    She laughed. “Congratulations! I’m so happy for me.” 
 
    Which made him laugh as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harper survived the introductions to the pseudo-daughter and the unofficial sister. They seemed to know the story. Next came the real challenge: the son. He apologized for forcing the issue, but River patted him on the knee. 
 
    “Oh, honey. It’s time.” 
 
    Mel Cozby hit a grounder to short and Rusty at least had the satisfaction of sliding into second and getting some dirt on his all-star pants. The boys lined up for fist-bumps, wished the Salinas players good luck in the tournament and took a long, mournful time to pack their gear and leave the field. Rusty was surprised to find that a tall, professorial-looking man had joined the sorority. He and his mother rose to meet him, which seemed oddly formal. 
 
    “Rusty, I want you to meet Harper. He’s a friend of mine from Missouri.” 
 
    Rusty almost gave him a fist bump, but that didn’t seem right, so he did a handshake like a businessman in an old movie. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Congrats on being an all-star.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “It went by kinda fast.” 
 
    “But still. In your first year!” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    They decided to celebrate by taking the long drive to Iolis’ Pizzeria, a New York-style place in Carmel Valley. Darlene and Autumn peppered Harper with questions. Rusty liked how Harper didn’t try to impress them, or to force a phony friendship with Rusty just because he liked his mom. He also noticed the way his mother looked at him, how close together they sat. She seemed happier than he had ever seen her, released for a few hours from the all-encompassing worries of a single mother’s life. 
 
    He considered amending his previous thoughts. Perhaps there was yet another level to his recent run of luck - the one where everyone around him got to be happy, too. 
 
    Plus, the pizza was really good.

  

 
   
    Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
    If anything, this time around was better. Harper was a free man, and they could be wholly together. He had rented a cottage closer to downtown Carmel and his beloved Pebble Beach. River remembered the Highlands Hyatt fondly - she had never really experienced luxury like that - but the cottage was eminently charming. It was set back from the main house, had its own parking spot and entrance, and a little garden with a patio table. A datura plant dominated the yard, its big yellow blossoms dangling like trumpets. 
 
    But mostly, she liked that Rusty knew what she was up to (although she didn’t know how far his knowledge of sex went) and seemed okay with it. He had a big sister and an aunt to keep him company, the bumper pool club was back in vogue, and he and some pack of boys were always off to the ballfield or the beach. She didn’t want to force Harper and Rusty on each other, but when they crossed paths they seemed to like each other. 
 
    On one of her days off, River got the urge to change things up. Darlene found an old tent stashed in the garage. River filled a cooler with ice, made a grocery run, and she and Harper headed south to Andrew Molera State Park. Molera was the best option for impromptu camping in Big Sur. (The sites at the national park were booked months in advance.) And so, on an absolutely perfect June day, they parked in the big dusty parking lot and toted their gear a mile to the walk-in campground. 
 
    It was fun to watch Harper wrestle with the stakes, poles and ropes of the old-style tent. He cheated a little by tying two support ropes to a tree - the only tree in the campground. They stowed the cooler and their sleeping bags in the tent, making a bet on the honesty of their fellow campers, and went for a hike. After meandering through a fog-fed forest and along the low bluffs, they descended a rocky trail and forded the mild Big Sur River to the sand. 
 
    “I always liked this beach,” said River. “It’s natural and raw, not like those foo-foo beaches in Carmel.” 
 
    “Lotsa rocks,” said Harper, stepping carefully. “Of course, me being from Missourah, every beach I see is like a miracle.” 
 
    River laughed. “Oh God! We are so spoiled here, aren’t we?” 
 
    “That’s why the rest of the country hates you. Although I don’t really see how you, as an individual, have been spoiled at all. That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “And I respond by dragging you off to a campground.” 
 
    “That’s all right. I kinda like this stuff.” He lifted a rock for inspection, but found it wanting and dropped it back. They wandered to where the beach bent to the south and settled onto the sand, resting their backs on a bleached-out log. River nestled into Harper’s chest and took a nap. 
 
    “River? River?” 
 
    She opened her eyes, the world a pile of fuzzy threads. 
 
    “I think you need to see this.” 
 
    She blinked her eyes into focus and found that he was right. A deeply orange sun descended through the marine layer, breaking into liquid pieces like a lava lamp. It returned to a full circle then touched down on the water and sank out of sight. 
 
    “Harper?” she murmured. “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Watching a sunset?” 
 
    “No, no. I mean, do we have a plan?” 
 
    “Just… enjoying ourselves?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Believe me. I’m enjoying myself. Especially with this body of yours. Are you getting abs?” 
 
    He sighed. “Lots of time for working out when you’re going through a divorce.” 
 
    “Oh dear. She put you through hell, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could benefit from your suffering. Now where was I, before I was distracted by your studliness?” 
 
    He let out a bark of laughter, a sound River had never heard from him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve never been described that way.” 
 
    “Get used to it, pal. So what’s our plan?” 
 
    He shifted and turned to face her. “I’ve got a freshman and a junior, both of them headed for college. I need to be around for their weekends. So I’ve got three years before I can entertain the idea of moving out here. Until then, I think I can arrange to be out here maybe six times a year, from long weekends to two-week stays. I wish I could offer you more.” 
 
    She thought about it. “Damn you. Hot dentist all dedicated to his kids ‘n’ stuff. You get more irresistible by the minute. So… Are we exclusive?” 
 
    He looked at the horizon, now producing a burnt-pumpkin afterglow. 
 
    “I don’t think I can ask that of you. With work and the kids and the ex, I won’t be dating. But, well, let’s just say you meet someone, and maybe you get tired of waiting. Just promise to be blunt with me.” 
 
    “And you with me.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    River folded her arms, which she knew was a bad look, but she had to ponder. She considered her life before Harper, which wasn’t bad but lacked the magical moments that were now a regular occurrence. The family motto appeared in her head: Take what you can get. 
 
    She extended a hand. Harper took a moment to recognize the gesture, but finally extended his own and gave her a businesslike shake. 
 
    “Deal,” she said. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “Now let’s make out.” She straddled him and started with his neck. 
 
    They lollygagged back to the tent in growing darkness and managed to start a fire with wood left at the vacant campsite next door. They roasted Italian sausage on skewers and sliced them into a pasta salad with sesame sauce and arugula. River had neglected to bring cups, so they took pulls directly from a bottle of Pinot Grigio. They followed with several roasted marshmallows. Then they rolled into their sleeping bags like happy hermit crabs and managed, rather amazingly, to fall asleep on the hard ground. 
 
    Sometime in the night, River came wholly awake. She knew this might last a while, so she wandered outside. The full moon had just appeared over the high eastern ridge and was painting the tall grass in a coat of silver. It was then that she realized she was in love.

  

 
   
    Twenty Eight 
 
      
 
    Rusty slid his birthday cue through his fingers and sent the red ball on a precarious journey, barely missing a leftward bumper before coming to a stop in front of the hole. On the little garage TV, Brandon Crawford sprawled behind second to snag a grounder, then hopped to his feet and fired to first for the out. 
 
    “Man!” Rusty exclaimed. “Just once, I want to make a play like that.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you come pretty close,” said Kelvin. “You’re a little crazy out there. I often think to myself, ‘Does he know he’s not getting paid for this?’” 
 
    Rusty cracked up, the usual result of hanging out with Kelvin. “I was kinda surprised you didn’t make all-stars.” 
 
    “They said my batting average didn’t quite cut it. But they said I was close.” He lined up a shot and banked it into the hole. “Ha! I’ll still beat you and your fancy-ass cue stick. Hey, when is Nate getting here?” 
 
    “Pretty soon. He’s biking from, like, five blocks away.” 
 
    “I got the fever!” declared Kelvin. “Let’s go in the back and play some catch.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They grabbed their gloves and headed through the house, completely devoid of women. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation,” said Rusty, “all-stars only lasted two games. Did I mention, however, that I hit .500?” 
 
    “Yeah. One for two. Slugger. Still. I woulda liked to have one of those nifty hats. The chicks, they dig the hats.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    They swung through the sliding door and into the yard. The grass was looking a little brown from a recent heat wave. Rusty stood in the shade of a pepper tree and threw to Kelvin, who stood by the house. They got into a hot-potato battle, where the aim was to throw the ball back as soon as you caught it. Kelvin threw a ball near Rusty’s feet. He tried to return it sidearm but it sailed over Kelvin’s head and hit the house. A brick fell to the dirt. 
 
    “Aaugh!” Kelvin screamed. “You broke the house!” 
 
    “Can you break a brick house?” Rusty jogged over and picked up the suicidal brick. “Wait a minute. This one doesn’t have any gray stuff on it.” 
 
    “Mortar?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He scanned the wall. Hey! Maybe this is another hidey-hole like the one out front.” 
 
    Rusty located the empty square and was about to reinsert the brick when he stopped. 
 
    “Whatsamatter?” asked Kelvin. 
 
    “There’s a dollar bill!” 
 
    “Yowza!” 
 
    “And… something… else.” Under the bill was a scrap of paper. On the back was some writing: To the finder of this treasure. Congrats! I grant thee good fortune for the rest of the day. Your pal - LoGaN S. 
 
    “Wow!” said Kelvin. “How cool is that?” 
 
    “Pretty cool,” said Rusty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Any particular reason you chose this place?” asked Harper. 
 
    “Come on! How can you resist a place called Grandma’s Kitchen?” 
 
    “Yes. But there’s more, isn’t there?” 
 
    River looked down at her plate, as if she’d been caught cheating on a test. 
 
    “This is the first place Rusty and I ate when we moved here.” 
 
    “Ah, see. I knew you had a reason. You’re a sentimentalist.” 
 
    River took a last bite of her huevos rancheros. “Well. Mostly when I’m with you.” 
 
    He reached for her hand over the table. “Come on, I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    River felt like crying, but crying would be a waste of precious time. “Two weeks go by fast.” 
 
    “Mostly when I’m with you.” 
 
    They were interrupted by their Latina waitress, Leticia, and her dancing brown eyes. 
 
    “You two! You’re like a couple of teenagers.” 
 
    River chuckled. “We get so few chances in life to be like that, don’t we?” 
 
    “Amen, sister. Enjoy it before he gets married to the golf course.” 
 
    Harper laughed. “It’s like she knows me!” 
 
    “That and your Pebble Beach golf shirt.” 
 
    “Oh!” said River. “You’re good. But I work nights, so he has mornings for his precious golf course.” 
 
    She smiled. “See? You were made for each other. Any dessert for you? More coffee?” 
 
    They looked at each other. “I guess not,” said Harper. 
 
    “Uh-oh. Is this one of those farewell meals?” 
 
    “You’re really good,” said River. 
 
    Leticia gave a close-mouthed smile. “I’ll get your check.” 
 
    They stood between their cars in the parking lot, exchanging glances, kisses and small thoughts until the time was running out. 
 
    “I really have to go.” 
 
    River looked into Harper’s eyes. “Be careful over 17. And have a good flight. And come back to me.” 
 
    He gave her a rueful smile. “Yes on all three. Goodbye, River.” 
 
    She wanted to use the L-word, but it wouldn’t be fair. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    They pressed into one more long hug, finished with a kiss, then he circled his rental car, waved once and got in. He waved again as he turned onto the road. River stood in the lot, a hand to her mouth, feeling like a piece of her body was missing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Autumn stared at the note for a long time. “Wow.” Then she stared some more. “Wow.” She pictured Logan on one of his insomniac haunts, feeling every brick until he found the loose one. It was just so him to deposit a piece of good fortune for someone to discover - for all he knew, years into the future. She was lucky to have had such a brother, even though it felt now like he had only been on loan. 
 
    “Do you want it?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “No. We should follow his intentions. You keep it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He returned to his room and taped the note to the wall between his Daffy Duck stamp and his Most Likely to Succeed certificate. His mom passed by, dressed for work. 
 
    “Hey Mom, check this out!” 
 
    When he explained the discovery (and admitted to hitting the house with a baseball), his mother said, “That’s wonderful, Rusty. That’s so sweet. Well, gotta go.” 
 
    He had the distinct impression that she was rushing away to prevent herself from crying. The sister’s fine, my mother cries, he thought. Who can predict these things? 
 
    He got out his stamps and started a page for Canada.

  

 
   
    Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
    Being a boy, Rusty pushed for Route 1, but the endless curves and high cliffs scared River off. She also couldn’t stand the idea of I-5’s Kansan flatlands, so she took the in-between route of 101. As they rolled past the little town of Soledad, Rusty got all excited, speaking in the kind of rush he used to get when he was eight. 
 
    “OMG! You know Soledad, right? That’s where Of Mice and Men takes place. I like that book but man! Brutal ending. I don’t know if I could shoot my best friend, even if he killed someone.” 
 
    River wanted to laugh at this fusillade (more evidence that, thank god, Rusty was still a boy), but she settled for speaking with a smile in her voice. 
 
    “Remember when we got the movie version from the library?” 
 
    Rusty proceeded directly to his impression of Lon Chaney, Jr. “Tell me about the rabbits again, George.” 
 
    “That’s so good! Remember how you thought Lennie took his voice from the Abominable Snowman?” 
 
    “I was seven!” he complained. 
 
    That was a tough winter, moneywise, so River brought home DVDs of classic films from the library. Another favorite was Casablanca. 
 
    “Come on! Do Bogie.” 
 
    Rusty curled his lips in an upward twitch. “Play it, Sham! Ya played it for her, now play it for me!” 
 
    “Do gin joints.” 
 
    “Of all the gin jointsh in all the townsh in all the world, she walksh into mine.” 
 
    “More! More!” 
 
    “Louie, I think thish is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.” 
 
    He stopped, having depleted his inventory. “Um, Rosebud?” 
 
    “Do you do any other celebrities?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to develop a Christopher Walken, but it just won’t come out right.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Walken’s a hoot.” 
 
    River missed these goofy chats. In a year of busyness and trauma, they had lost a lot of their mother-son playtime. They cruised a long bend and came out to rolling hills covered with vineyards. Rusty cupped his hands against the window and used them like binoculars. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’?” River sing-songed. 
 
    “If you focus on one spot, it looks like a single row of vines, even though a hundred rows are passing by. It’s like… a reverse movie.” 
 
    And there he was, the intellectual adult, threatening to cut in line. 
 
    “I’ll try that out sometime when you’re driving.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “It’ll be a while.” 
 
    “Only four years.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “So how do you feel about reading at the memorial?” 
 
    “Pretty scary. But Autumn gave me some coaching. She said, Just remember that you’re there to represent Logan, so everybody’s rooting for you. And also, don’t rush. Give each word its little place in the sun.” 
 
    “Those are good tips.” 
 
    “Autumn was a theater geek in high school.” 
 
    “I am not surprised.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “She seems the type.” 
 
    “Yeah. Dramatic.” 
 
    As the miles worked their way into a dull sameness, the conversation died out. River wondered if Rusty had drifted into a nap. Passenger seats had a decidedly soporific effect. She chuckled, remembering that she had learned that word from her son. 
 
    “Hey Mom.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Who’s Patrick?” 
 
    Well there it was. The words she had dreaded for twelve years. Fortunately, they were approaching a rest area. 
 
    “Tell you what. I’ll give you an answer after we stop here.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They got out and were greeted by a wall of dry heat. After their respective bathroom visits, River bought two sodas and two packs of M&Ms at the vending machines. They settled into their seats, she started up the engine (and the blessed AC), and they chose sodas: orange for Rusty, Pepsi for River. She pulled onto the freeway, studied the dry rough mountains over King City and launched into her story. 
 
    “I was in college at San Francisco State. It was the end of my sophomore year. I had decided to declare a sociology major and go into social work. The day after finals, Darlene took me to a party at the International Center, where all the foreign students stayed. It was there that I met Patrick, the most Irish-looking man on the planet. He was a tall business student with red hair, freckles, big green eyes and that kind of pure Irish accent that’s almost like singing.” 
 
    “Kinda leprechauny?” 
 
    “Not quite, but a little.” River laughed, remembering how she tried all night to get Patrick to say, “They’re always after me lucky charms!” 
 
    “Well, anyway, Patrick was due to graduate, and then he was heading immediately to Dublin to go for his master’s degree. But we liked each other so much, we decided to spend that last week together, just enjoying ourselves. I saw him off at the airport, and then I was good and depressed for a while. 
 
    “A few weeks later, I discovered I was pregnant, and I was faced with a decision. If I told Patrick, I would utterly disrupt his life. But I desperately wanted to have you, because I knew you would be terrific. And I knew that I was tough enough to raise you on my own. So that’s what I did, with a lot of help from Darlene and her family. I even spent part of my pregnancy at the house in Carmel. In case you were thinking it seemed familiar. And that’s, well, that’s the story.” 
 
    Rusty gazed out the window, chewing on his M&Ms. A dramatic hill rose to their right, blanketed in oak trees. His silence made River anxious. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rusty, if I’ve deprived you of having a father.” 
 
    Rusty rubbed his eyes, which were tired from the long hours of sunlight. “I guess I… I don’t really know the difference.” 
 
    “Yes.” River felt more and more in love with her son, but she wanted him to have his own, honest feelings about this, so she left it at that. She had a morbid thought that this would come back on her, that some monstrous teenage version of Rusty would threaten to go live with his Da in Ireland. For now, she bribed him by playing his favorite Greta van Fleet album. 
 
    The road eventually left the brown frying pan of the interior and headed for the coast. They came out at Pismo Beach, the Pacific a mellow sheet of blue under a sharp sun. They crawled through Santa Barbara at rush hour, then began a long loop around Los Angeles, skirting the Santa Ana Mountains to the beach town of Dana Point. 
 
    After getting a little lost, River found the entry gate for Beach Road and the seaside retreat that Darlene had rented for them. It was a cozy, low-lying home, painted with the expected  marine blue and nicknamed Seas the Day. 
 
    After the long drive, Rusty was pretty much one of the walking dead. It was all she could do to get him to pee and brush his teeth before tucking him into one of the bunk-style beds. Afterwards, she adjourned to the main room - white walls, hardwood floor, comfy gray armchair and couch - and sat at an outward-facing counter with Darlene and a bottle of Pinot Noir. River gazed out the window at the darkness, spotted here and there with the insect lights of boats. 
 
    “So the ocean is right there?” 
 
    “Yep. Take those stairs right there and you’re on the sand.” 
 
    “Wow! I hope this didn’t cost too much.” 
 
    “Eighteen thousand a month.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” 
 
    Darlene gave her a devilish smile. “I did not. You remember Kendra Cornelius?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “She handles vacation rentals all over Orange County. Just happened to have this one open for a few days. Got it for a song.” 
 
    “You’re so good.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “What would I do without you?” 
 
    “Sink into the mire.” 
 
    River laughed but covered her mouth, remembering her son sleeping in the next room. She took a long swallow of wine. 
 
    “I told him about Patrick.” 
 
    Darlene’s eyes went to full capacity. “No! How’d he take it?” 
 
    “He said it was hard to know how to feel about something he’d never had.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll throw it in your face once he’s a teenager.” 
 
    River chuckled. “My thought exactly.” 
 
    “That boy is a gem.” 
 
    “A birth made possible by your family. How many times are you going to save my ass?” 
 
    “As many times as it takes.” 
 
    They both looked out at the water, reassured by all that nothingness. 
 
    “How’s your mom?” 
 
    Darlene’s expression sagged. “It’s getting near the end, honey.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Someday soon, I will need you to save my ass.” 
 
    “Glad to. More wine?” 
 
    “Oh! We’d better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They woke to the shocking whiteness of the walls and discovered the ocean looming just past their windows. The weather was overcast, which was probably a good thing, since their audience would be seated outside. Darlene dished out coffee, juice, toast with butter and little bowls of cut fruit. 
 
    They took turns in the bathroom and came out with distinctive looks. Darlene wore a long goldenrod sundress with black floral patterns. River opted for white jeans and a red knit top, plus the everpresent ginkgo leaf necklace. Rusty surprised them both by choosing black jeans and his Tigers jersey. River thought it touchingly a propos. 
 
    They piled into River’s car and drove north to Salt Creek Park. Darlene had given Rusty a leather binder for his story, and he wouldn’t set it down for the rest of the day. They parked in the lot, festooned with signs for Logan’s Memorial, and followed a paved path down a lawn bordered by clumps of cypress. The path culminated at a bluff overlooking a lengthy beach. Their gathering spot was a grouping of sheltered picnic tables, overseen by three palm trees. Folding chairs were lined up on either side of the path, perhaps a hundred in all. Upon a spread of pebbled concrete stood a lonely microphone and a music stand. The lack of a podium made Rusty feel a little light-headed. This was an entirely new kind of hell. 
 
    The tables were covered in memorabilia, like a Logan Schmidt museum. Sports jerseys, trophies, academic awards, a skateboard covered in stickers, a football helmet, banners for Gonzaga University and Dana Hills High, the latter featuring a pugnacious-looking dolphin leaning against an upper-case D. The photos were everywhere, some cycling on a slide show monitor, others affixed to posterboard collages with various themes: holidays, travel, sports, friends, family. You could track Logan’s evolution from Cartoon Boy to long-haired skateboarder to clean-cut athlete to edgy composer/DJ, manning a turntable while wearing a pair of headphones. Logan’s was not a long life, but it was a life thoroughly explored and recorded. Rusty picked out a few favorites: Logan carrying a huge stick down the beach, a pensive pose that turned him into a green-eyed fashion model, another in a white cowboy hat that reminded him of Woody from Toy Story. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    He turned to find Autumn smiling at him, wearing a lilac dress that matched her hair. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Meet my mom.” 
 
    She pulled him over to a trio of chairs behind the tables, where her mom was busily working a cell phone. 
 
    “Mom, this is Rusty.” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, smiling. “Our Shakespeare. You can call me Sherry.” 
 
    Sherry had a broad face, hazel eyes and a head of leonine hair, blonde with streaks of white. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Logan,” said Rusty. “He was very cool.” 
 
    “I think he’d like that on his tombstone. ‘One very cool dude.’ I hope you don’t mind, but we’re using you as the cherry on the sundae. I’m going to speak first, then my husband Paul, then my brother Jimmy. Then Jimmy will introduce you. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Thanks so much for the story, Rusty. It made us all cry and feel a lot better. You really have a gift.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She stood up. “Well, I need to go play hostess.” 
 
    They watched Sherry walk away. Autumn smoothed a hand over Rusty’s hair. 
 
    “She’s the strongest woman I know. But a different kind of strong. She understands that this was the most horrible thing she could ever imagine, and then she went to therapy because she knew she would need that to get through it. Smart strong. Oh look! She’s met your mom. This is like, historic.” 
 
    Sherry ran across two women she didn’t recognize and introduced herself. River felt swamped by feelings of empathy but forced herself to be normal. 
 
    “Hi! I’m… well, I guess I’m your daughter’s landlady. River.” 
 
    “Oh! Rusty’s mom. So great to meet you. I wanted to thank you for looking after Autumn. It made things so much easier, knowing she had another family in Carmel.” 
 
    “I’m Darlene. I’m River’s landlady. Your daughter is delightful.” 
 
    Sherry smiled. “You know, she always has been. I feel sometimes that I take her for granted.” 
 
    “And she cooks like Julia Child,” added Darlene. 
 
    “Oh I know! She gets it from her dad. Is Rusty… okay reading in front of people?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” said River. “But that kid constantly surprises me.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “We don’t need anyone fainting at the microphone.” 
 
    River knew she needed to let Sherry go, but she also needed to say something. 
 
    “Your son was so… radiant. I only knew him a weekend, but I was so impressed. And he managed in that little while to change Rusty’s life.” 
 
    “Thanks. He had a way of doing that.” 
 
    Sherry put a hand on River’s arm. “I better continue my rounds.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    River imagined that, for the parents, today would be like the experience that brides and grooms have. Two minutes each to talk to all of your best friends in the world, and you probably won’t remember a word of it. She also guessed that they were being held together by a sense of mission. They had a son to be properly remembered. 
 
    The next half an hour was marked by little bursts of reunion, as the various participants in Logan’s life - college friends, high school teammates, family, musicians, skateboarders - gathered in their overlapping groups. No matter that this was called a “celebration of life,” they all looked a little nervous, unsure how to proceed. 
 
    Sherry stood at the mic to greet everyone and tell stories from Logan’s childhood, including the many afternoons he spent at Salt Creek Park. She read her remembrances from a notebook, and for a non-professional her delivery was pretty smooth. The same went for Paul, who Autumn described as a very serious-looking man with an unexpected, low-key sense of humor. He spoke of how proud he was to have had such a selfless, hard-working son, and his sorrow at having lost him. 
 
    Then came Uncle Jimmy, who described himself as “the off-white sheep of the family.” In fact, he was off-white, clothed in cream-colored slacks, a tan button-down shirt and a brown tweed fedora. Around his neck he wore a string of yellow and blue African trade beads. Jimmy had the same broad face and strong nose as Sherry, with small blue-gray eyes. 
 
    What unnerved Rusty was how Uncle Jimmy spoke entirely without notes, and completely off-the-cuff. He told the story about the April Fools’ joke (Logan as Ryan Gosling’s double), how surprised he was when he learned Logan was creating electronic music, and how proud he was at Logan’s dedication to the Black Lives Matter protests. 
 
    “But sometimes,” he said, “it’s the little things that stick with you. I was the family photographer, and one Christmas late in Logan’s teens I was about to take a shot of him when he stopped me. He took a discarded ribbon and bow, wrapped them around his head and said, ‘Okay, now.’ It didn’t matter that he looked like a total goof, the priority was making people laugh. That was how he was, and I will always miss the light that he brought into the world.” 
 
    Jimmy reached into his pocket for a scrap of paper. “I wanted to be true to Logan, so I asked Autumn who his favorite musician was. She said Mac Miller, and I hope I do this justice.” 
 
    He performed a verse from a rap song called Self-Care. You could tell from the younger contingent that he carried it off pretty well. Jimmy stopped and ran a finger along his trade beads. 
 
    “We have a decision to make today. Every time we think about Logan, we will feel a bit of heartache. And yet, thinking about Logan is how we keep him alive. So I will accept the tradeoff, and understand that I will carry this bit of sadness with me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Jimmy introduced four teammates from Logan’s high school football team. River was so impressed by them, their tales of Logan’s empathy and humor - the way he always supported his teammates, how he overcame his skinniness to win a spot as a starter. Then Jimmy came back on. Rusty could feel his heartbeat speeding up. He was next. 
 
    “All during this horrible year,” said Jimmy, “my niece Autumn has been living with the Freeman family in Carmel, where she’s studying marine biology. We’re very grateful that she’s had them to look after her. Rusty Freeman is a remarkable twelve-year-old who wrote a story that pays tribute to Logan in a touching and uplifting way. Rusty?” 
 
    Rusty’s first few steps felt like he was falling off the earth, but he gained his balance as he neared the microphone. Jimmy adjusted the stand and whispered some instructions. “Talk right into the mic. If it’s too loud, we’ll adjust it back here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Rusty turned to face his audience and found many of them giving encouraging looks. He breathed once, opened his binder and nosed up to the mic. 
 
    “I only knew Logan one weekend, but he changed my life. It’s a long story.” 
 
    They laughed, which surprised him. “Anyways, my story is called Mermaids’ Tears, and… here goes.” 
 
    Once he focused on the printed words, Rusty was fine. One time, he saw Autumn pushing her hands downward, so he slowed his pace. He found it remarkable that he had no urge to break, to tear up. Perhaps it was because the story lived in the world of metaphor, but it was more than that. It was as if some executive in his brain had switched off his emotions. Job to do. Before he knew it, he was on the final page, the last paragraph, and he didn’t want it to end. This 100-person silence was too beautiful to break. He landed on the final word, waited a beat and said “Thank you.” Everyone applauded. 
 
    Jimmy gave Rusty a fist bump and took the mic. 
 
    “You see what we mean. Thanks, Rusty. On behalf of the family, I’d like to thank you for coming today. Feel free to stay as long as you want, and please take advantage of the refreshments table. Thanks.” 
 
    People stood from their seats and stretched. A cloud of chatter rose from the bluff as Logan’s music played from the speakers. Rusty hadn’t even left the stage area before people intercepted him to rave about his story. “I’d never heard that phrase ‘mermaids’ tears’ before, it’s so beautiful. Do you want to write books someday? Can I get a copy of your story? Oh! You made me cry, it was so lovely. How can you be so young and write like that? My favorite part was the albino sea lion.” 
 
    He tried to answer the questions, and when he couldn’t think of anything he remembered Darlene’s advice and said “Thank you.” He found himself smiling at all the attention and wondered if this was what celebrities felt like. At the same time, something was scratching at his thoughts, like Kerouac trying to get in at the front door. When he ran out of supplicants, he escaped behind the tables, to a railing at the edge of the bluff. He felt a hand on his shoulder and was surprised to find it was Uncle Jimmy. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Jimmy. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Jimmy took off his fedora and ran a hand through his hair. “I think I know. You were getting a lot of attention back there, a lot of approval. People like your work, which is pretty intoxicating. And then you realized you were profiting from Logan’s death.” 
 
    It was a rather blunt assessment, and Rusty liked him all the more for that. 
 
    “Wow,” he replied. “Bingo.” 
 
    Jimmy chuckled. “I think you need to understand a few things, young Rusty. A lot of those people were very distant when this horrible thing happened. They’re feeling it now as if it just happened yesterday. They’re in shock and they’re hungry for some way they can deal with this. 
 
    “You came along with this gorgeous fable and offered them a different way to look at it. You opened up a window of hope. They’re going to love you for that, and even though it’s awkward, you need to accept that love. I got news for you, buddyboy. You’re a shaman, and the world needs you. So don’t worry about the admiration because that story made pretty clear the affection you felt for Logan.” 
 
    Rusty took a long look at Uncle Jimmy, and imagined the terrible sadness of losing a nephew. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re a shaman, too?” 
 
    Jimmy smiled. “I have my moments. Mostly, the youngsters can’t believe an old fart like me can rap.” 
 
    “That was pretty cool. Why didn’t you write out your comments?” 
 
    He looked out at the ocean, white-capped and smoky blue from the overcast. “Sometimes my writing is a little too smooth. For Logan, I didn’t want to be smooth. I wanted to be myself. I wanted to respond to whatever came in on the satellite dish.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    Rusty gave Jimmy a fist bump and left him to stare out over the railing, probably having a conversation with his nephew. He found the women of Porcupine House gathered around a plate of oatmeal cookies. 
 
    “Rusty!” said Autumn. “You did so well.” 
 
    “That story!” said his mom. “I never get tired of it.” 
 
    “Were you nervous?” asked Darlene. 
 
    “All day long. Until I started reading. Then I was all right.” 
 
    Rusty looked around the park at the people, Logan’s people, some walking up the lawn, some putting away folding chairs, most of them gathered in circles, talking. He visualized a blue thread - the color of Logan’s eyes - running from person to person, all the way to Charlie Huang, his Little League coach, pulling out of the parking lot in his pickup. And this is how the light of Logan Schmidt goes out into the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the next day enjoying their little beach house, playing frisbee on the sand, watching Encanto for the fifth time. Darlene took them out to a sushi restaurant, which was a little bit gross but fun. The next day, they started off mid-morning and drove north, Darlene way ahead of them in her Porsche, Autumn staying another week to box up the Logan Schmidt archive. 
 
    It happened in Paso Robles, once they had departed the hills and returned to the oven of the Salinas River Valley. River heard an odd sound and turned to see tears tracking Rusty’s face. 
 
    “Bud? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess.” 
 
    “Is it because he’s really gone?” 
 
    Rusty sniffed and nodded. River played an album by Rufus Wainwright, because it was sad and magical.

  

 
   
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    Owing to their regular ascents, Kelvin and Rusty had become pretty adept at scaling Logan’s Tower, the rock formation that guarded the northern end of Carmel River Beach. So adept, in fact, that they could bring accessories: a pair of binoculars and the Marybeth Laakso Memorial dragon kite. 
 
    “Marybeth?” asked Kelvin. “Is Rusty hot for teacher?” 
 
    “Nah! She signed my autograph book, so I learned her first name. I got this kite for writing Mermaids’ Tears.” 
 
    Kelvin blinked a couple times, gearing up for another volley of sass, but he couldn’t come up with anything. “Yeah, that was a good story.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Still, you can’t call it a memorial kite. Your girlfriend Marybeth is still alive.” 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of a joke.” 
 
    “Of course, if you try to fly it from here, the kite will need a memorial.” 
 
    “We’re about to find out.” 
 
    “You’re getting to be kind of a badass, Rusty.” 
 
    “You only live once!” 
 
    “I think I liked you better when you were a wuss.” 
 
    “Those days are gone, mah brothah.” 
 
    “Gettin’ to be kind of Black, too.” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    “You start freestylin’ rap songs, I’m outta here!” 
 
    Rusty laughed and removed the kite from its bag. He let the long tail hang over the edge and reeled out a few feet of string. A stream of wind cut between the rocks and lifted the kite over their heads. Rusty let out more string and stopped at fifty feet, tying the spool around his ankle. 
 
    “Good so far?” he asked Kelvin. 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    Rusty sat back and scanned his empire. The day carried a pearlescent brightness, but there was still a little bit of coolness. A team of white clouds floated past Point Lobos like limbless sheep. Kelvin lifted his new binoculars and studied something near the parking lot. 
 
    “Hachiwawa!” 
 
    Rusty always wondered about this expression. Was Hachiwawa some eternally horny Navajo chieftain? 
 
    “Whatcha got there?” 
 
    “I have located a bogey at 11 o’clock.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “Whatever that means.” 
 
    “It means a dark-haired hottie in a red bikini.” 
 
    “Gimme.” 
 
    “Oh! Now he wants to see.” 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “Okay. Be careful.” 
 
    Kelvin looped the strap around Rusty’s neck and only then handed him the binoculars. He adjusted the focus knob and found something from a Sports Illustrated layout, the red suit marked with black stripes and chevrons. She lifted an arm and waved at him. 
 
    “Crap!” said Kelvin. “We’re busted.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s Darlene.” 
 
    Kelvin grabbed the binoculars, still tethered to Rusty’s neck. “I know I’ve asked you this before, but can I move in with you guys?” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “Not on your life. After the fiasco with her husband, Darlene has sworn off men. But she’s also doing a lot of working out and sunbathing. I think her plan is to torment the male gender. Maybe cause a few heart attacks.” 
 
    “Well come on! Reel in that kite and let’s go join her.” 
 
    “Nah! She probably wants to be alone. Or… not.” 
 
    A trio appeared behind Darlene in less flashy clothing: Autumn, River and Harper. They came to the spot that Darlene picked out and unfolded their camp chairs. Darlene pointed out the peeping toms and they beckoned Kelvin and Rusty over. 
 
    “Jackpot!” said Rusty. “I bet they brought lunch.” 
 
    “Nice! Reel in that fish, captain.” 
 
    The Laakso Memorial looked so happy flitting in the breeze, he hated to pull it back to earth. Kelvin took the binoculars from Rusty’s neck and put them back around his own. 
 
    “So how do you feel about the new guy?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s okay. He doesn’t do that adult thing where they ask you a million questions like you’re interviewing for a job.” 
 
    “Oh! Hate that.” 
 
    “Mostly, he makes my mom happy. Before Harper, I never realized my mom wasn’t happy.” 
 
    Kelvin took his eyes from the binoculars. “That’s funny. Your mom always seems happy.” 
 
    “No. My mom is always nice. Not the same as happy.” 
 
    “Ya know,” said Kelvin. “If you continue bein’ all deep ‘n’ stuff, you’re gonna ruin my day at the beach.” 
 
    “Sorry ‘bout that.” 
 
    He sorted the kite back into its bag and they made their descent, which was always a little trickier than the way up. They crossed the beach to the little gathering. 
 
    “I hope we’re not invading your turf,” said River. “But the beach seemed like a really good idea.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Rusty. “It’s a free country.” 
 
    Darlene lifted her sunglasses just the way an actress would and said, “We were afraid you might be here with your many girlfriends.” 
 
    “Nah,” said Kelvin. “They were getting on our nerves, so we had our chauffeur take them home.” 
 
    Darlene flashed a smile. “Excellent decision.” 
 
    Kelvin ran out of things to say - which for him was a rare occurrence. 
 
    “Did you bring sodas?” asked Rusty. 
 
    “Yes,” said River. “And Autumn made some sandwiches.” 
 
    “Nice!” 
 
    Rusty found a Thanksgiving special - turkey, cranberry sauce and cream cheese - and picked out a root beer. Kelvin went for roast beef and cheddar with a ginger beer. They chomped happily away while the adults chatted. Rusty noticed that grownups never ran out of things to talk about. He also noticed that his mom was wearing a big, floppy sunhat. 
 
    “What’s with the lid, Mom? Afraid of skin cancer?” 
 
    “Nope.” She removed it and shook out a full head of purple hair. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Rusty exclaimed. “My mother has purple hair.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty weird. So yes, I like it.” 
 
    “Good answer! Living with the Queen of Hair-Dying, it’s a miracle I didn’t do this sooner.” 
 
    “I love it,” said Harper. “It’s like I’m dating a rock star.” 
 
    “It’s also my way of celebrating our anniversary.” 
 
    “Anniversary?” asked Harper, nervously. 
 
    “Not with you! A year ago to this very day, Rusty and I moved into Porcupine House.” She lifted her diet cola. “To a year in Carmel!” 
 
    The rest of them shouted their approvals and drank. 
 
    “Maybe next year not quite so… exciting.” 
 
    “Hear hear!” said Rusty. 
 
    Autumn began to disrobe, which alarmed Kelvin not a little. Underneath, she wore her Orca-like swimming suit. 
 
    “I was thinking it was time for me to get back to my training. You can’t be a mermaid without a scuba certificate. Rusty? Would you do the honors?” 
 
    “Heck yeah!” 
 
    Harper opened a gym bag, pulling out a bat and a bag of tennis balls. Autumn hopped through the breakers and swam a few warm-up laps. Kelvin stationed himself in the breakers. Rusty took a practice cut and drew a home plate in the sand. 
 
    Harper took off his shirt, displaying Loganesque abs and an unexpected tan. He dug a foot into the sand, shook off a sign from an invisible catcher and tossed a ball into Rusty’s wheelhouse. Rusty sent it flying. Autumn swam to her right and just missed catching it on the fly. 
 
    “Hey!” Rusty called. “Nice pitch!” 
 
    “Should be,” Harper replied. “Back in the day, I was an all-league pitcher.” 
 
    Rusty laughed. “You’re a jerd!” 
 
    Harper pretended to know what Rusty was talking about and took the relay from Kelvin. He eyed the waterlogged tennis ball and saw potential. 
 
    “Okay! Here comes the spitter!” He wound up over his head, old-timey style, and flung it into Rusty’s happy zone. Rusty swung. The ball exploded into a hundred small suns. 
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