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For Sheila, as a new chapter of us begins . . .


JUNE 25, 1975

“This is it?” Matt asked.

Mom gave a harried sigh. “It doesn’t look like much from the outside,” she said, far too cheerily if you ask me, “but wait until you get in before you judge.”

My brother mumbled something and pushed open the passenger-side door, groaning as he stretched.

Drama queen, I thought. I scrambled out of the back seat, and the cool sea breeze hit me. It smelled salty and fishy—and I loved it. On the enthusiasm meter, I was way closer to Mom than to Matt.

“What are we even going to do here?” He picked up a rock and tossed it lazily toward the beach.

“Are you kidding?” I cried, “the house is practically right on the water!”

“Yeah,” Matt said with a glare, “and we don’t know a single person, dildo.”

“Matt! Watch your language.”

He shrugged and shuffled toward the beach. I followed, keeping my distance.

“Take a quick look around, then come right back and help me unload,” Mom called.

I waved to acknowledge her then jogged a few paces to catch up to my big brother as he crossed the empty street. We stepped over a chain that separated the diagonal parking spaces from the beach. And that was it. Sand under our feet and waves crashing in front of us. I bent to pick up a cool shell, placing it in my pocket and keeping my eyes peeled for whatever other treasures might await me.

Matt had stopped just at the water’s edge. I came up behind him as he stood motionless, staring out at nothing in particular.

“It might be kind of fun to live here,” I said. I didn’t think he was going to respond, but then he turned to me. He wasn’t crying, but was pretty close. He wore his pain openly: lips tight, eyes narrow and wet. Then the corners of his lips moved. Not a smile, but something other than his grim expression of a moment ago.

“Yeah,” he finally said. “Maybe.”

He was only three years older than me, but the years between eleven and fourteen were longer than most. At least they seemed like it, to me. My brother was closer to being an adult than he was to being a kid. I looked up to him, but was in no hurry to get to where he was. I liked eleven just fine. Even without a father.

We walked back toward the house, carrying our sneakers and dragging our feet in the warm sand. I picked up a few more shells along the way.

At the end of the driveway, I stopped to examine the house. It was in rough shape; the merciless sea air had taken its toll. The washed-out paint, once some shade of blue, I guessed, had faded to a sad gray mess. The white trim was mostly chipped. The shutters were all broken or crooked, one swinging in the sharp breeze, banging against the house, then bouncing back the other way. Home, I thought, and trudged over to the car to grab something to carry in.

Mom was already unpacking a box of kitchen stuff and I heard Matt walking around upstairs.

“What’ve you got there, Ryan?” Without waiting for an answer, she peeled back the folded box cover and looked inside. “My bedroom,” she said. “Top of the stairs, last door on the right.”

I lugged the box up the creaky stairs, noticing every crack in the wall, every spot of peeling paint, every dirty smudge. I reached the top, realizing I was looking for negative things, looking at the house the way my brother does. No more, I thought. I shook my head and started down the hall. As I passed the first door on the left, gurgling water sounded on the other side of the door. Bathroom, I noted, and kept going toward Mom’s bedroom. I placed the box on the floor and looked around. It wasn’t a huge room but it was big enough. I noticed a bathroom attached, and a good-sized closet. Not that I cared about stuff like that, but it would make Mom happy.

I left the room to check out the rest of the upstairs. I opened the next door on the same side as Mom’s room: a small closet. Next, an empty bedroom. Since Matt wasn’t in it, I assumed two things: it was mine, and it was smaller than the other one. Mom had told us on the way—to our great relief—that we would not have to share a bedroom. My room was cozy . . . meaning pretty small, but I didn’t care, I could see and hear the ocean from it.

Across the hall was the bathroom. I opened the door and found myself in an old black-and-white movie. The bathtub stood on clawed feet and had no shower. The sink had separate hot and cold taps, and the toilet . . . well, the toilet looked like most toilets, I guess that technology never advanced much. It used to be white porcelain but it was now so rust-stained it was hard to tell. The wallpaper hung in tattered strips and the room had an unidentifiable stench that I really didn’t want to identify. I closed the door and walked to my brother’s room. I knocked, waiting for a response. I’d made that mistake before.

“Enter,” he called, in his finely-tuned Bored Teenager voice.

I stepped into the room and was immediately happy he’d picked it. It was much larger than mine, but it looked out onto the tiny backyard and the other houses beyond.

“What do you want?” he asked, without turning from his spot at the window with the crappy view.

“Nothing,” I replied, trying to sound cheery. “Just checking the place out. Did you see that bathroom? How could you use it? It’s nasty!”

“This whole place is nasty,” he said, glumly. “And I wasn’t in the bathroom.”

I shrugged. “Must have been Mom. Anyway, it ain’t that bad, really. I mean, the beach is cool.” 

He shrugged but didn’t respond.

“Matt, do you think . . . ” My voice hitched, the words stuck, refusing to come out.

He must have heard something in my tone, in my silence. “No, Dad isn’t going to find us.”

I wanted to run across the room and hug him, but that wouldn’t end well for me. Instead, I just nodded. “Good.” 

He didn’t reply.

“I’m going to get my stuff from the car,” I said. I waited there a while, but he never left his post at the window.

I spent the next couple of hours lugging boxes into the house. The moving van arrived, adding to the chaos, but at least it looked more like a house afterward, once they were done setting up the furniture. My brother had snapped out of his morose persona and we actually had a few laughs. We found a Chinese take-out place and sat at the kitchen table eating chicken fingers and rice and a bunch of boogery-looking stuff that Mom and Matt ate but I refused to touch. We were all too tired to talk so we went to our rooms. Not exactly a Saturday Evening Post cover of our first night in the new house, but at least nobody got beat up.


JUNE 26, 1975

I woke to the sounds of seagulls squawking and waves rolling up to the shore. I’d slept with the window open and the room smelled wonderfully salty. I bounded out of bed and leaned my head out to breathe in the sea air and look out at the beach—it was nearly empty save for a few older people taking their morning walk. I’d forgotten to plug in my alarm clock so I had no idea what time it was. With nothing better to do, I ambled down to the kitchen to see if anyone else was up.

Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking, and drinking coffee. She gave me a weary smile.

“Mornin’, champ. Sleep okay in the new room?”

“It was great,” I replied, telling her about the sounds and smells I’d woken up to.

Her face brightened. “That’s great. I think we’re going to be happy here.” Then her momentary brightness dimmed and I knew she was thinking about Matt.

“He’ll come around,” I said. “Did you sleep okay?”

She shrugged. “Pretty good, I think. It’s just . . . ” 

I was glad she let her words trail off; I didn’t want to hear anything about my father. “Do you know where the cereal is?” Even at eleven, I knew when to change the subject. I liked it when Mom smiled.

We both had a bowl of Corn Flakes and talked about getting the house set up properly and checking out the beach and the rest of the town. My brother joined us—well, he had a bowl of cereal, but he didn’t add much to the conversation.

“What’s up with that horror movie bathroom?” He asked, between mouthfuls.

Mom laughed. “Oh, I forgot to tell you about that. It’s . . . out of order.”

“That’s an understatement,” he muttered.

We could always count on Matt to accentuate the negative. I guess after what he’d been through, that was just his way of looking at things.

“The landlord said he’d get around to fixing and updating it, but probably not until the fall. He’s too busy with all his other summer rentals. There’s a bathroom off my bedroom and the one down here, so it’s not that bad. It was part of the reason we could afford a place so close to the beach.”

“One less bathroom to clean,” I said. The truth is, we’d all been through a lot. Maybe because I was younger, I was more resilient. Or maybe Matt was just a grumpy teenager. Whatever the case, he kicked me under the table for my cheeriness.

“That’s a great way to look at it,” Mom said, pointing at me.

When she stood to put her bowl in the sink, my brother made a face and flipped me the bird. We both grinned.

Mom snuffed out her cigarette. “How about we unpack a bit while it’s not too hot, grab lunch in town, then check out the beach this afternoon?

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, earning another kick, but I could tell Matt was as antsy to check out the place as I was.

It didn’t take me long to get my room set up just the way I wanted it. I’d packed carefully, which made unpacking a breeze. I finished a little before noon, the final steps making sure all my books were in the right order on my shelf. When I poked my head in Matt’s room, it didn’t look much different than it had the night before. He was on the bed, flipping through an old comic book.

“Ready for lunch?”

He tossed the comic book on the floor and slithered off the bed. “Yeah, I’m starving, let’s go see what kind of hillbillies live around here.”

Mom drove through town, taking different roads than she had the night before when we’d gone to get the Chinese Food. “It’s pretty deserted,” I said, craning my head this way and that and finding mostly boarded-up houses.

“Bayport is mostly a summer town,” Mom said. “A lot of the houses aren’t winterized and the owners only use them in the summer, or they rent them out to vacationers. Most of the ones that do use the houses themselves are probably retired in Florida. Snow birds, they call them. Wait another week, this place will be jumping.”

I wondered how rich you’d have to be to have two houses and never have to shovel snow. I glanced up when Mom turned the car into a sandy parking lot. The Daybreak Diner. I could almost hear my brother rolling his eyes.

“Lunch is served!” Mom hopped out of the car and bounced toward the front door. She could have been a college girl in her summer dress, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She had a lightness in her step I hadn’t seen in a long time.

I followed her in, turning to see if Matt was going to bother joining us or just mope in the car as usual. He slouched against the backrest, staring in his usual Matt way, at nothing. I followed his gaze and saw her. He wasn’t staring at nothing, not this time. The girl was about his age, wearing tight white shorts and a bikini top. The dark brown tan on her legs and stomach made the shorts seem to glow in contrast. Even at eleven I knew she was the kind of girl who would steal your heart and your senses with just a smile. And she was smiling at Matt. Maybe she could get him out of his crabby mood. Crabby . . . beach . . . not bad. I followed Mom into the diner.

“Three please,” Mom said to the hostess or waitress or cook . . . or probably all of the above. She turned to me, then looked around. “Where’s your brother? If he’s pouting in the car—”

She stopped mid-rant when I pointed out the window. Matt was leaning against the car in his best too-cool-for-school slump while the girl stood talking to him. He was a good-looking kid, tall and thin, but athletic, not skinny. His hair was long but neat and on the rare occasions he smiled, it was a good smile. Matt said something and the girl laughed, tossing her hair to the side in a practiced move. I knew that was it: she had him. “Let’s sit down, Mom, okay? If he doesn’t come in we can get him something to-go.”

Mom looked out a moment longer and I saw her face do something weird. She looked both happy and sad at the same time. It was a look I couldn’t understand then, but which I can now recognize for what it was. Her son was growing up. Parents gets that look countless times watching their kids grow, and my mother seeing her son fall in love was one of those times. Not that Matt was even old enough to know what love was, but he probably thought he was in love already, just from that one burst of laughter the girl gave him. 

“Good idea,” Mom mumbled, following the waitress to a booth by the window.

“I’ll be right with you,” the waitress said, dropping a menu on the table and rushing to greet the next family that came in.

The diner had a long Formica counter with round stools covered in red vinyl. Those spinning stools were the bane of every parent: “Stop that! You’re gonna fall off and split your head open!”

There were a bunch of tables and booths, also in that same red vinyl, and the floor was black-and-white checkerboard linoleum. There were advertisements hanging on nearly every inch of the wall, hawking everything from Coke to Marlboros to Gold Bond. Nowadays, a place like that would be “retro” but back then, they were everywhere.

I checked out what they had to offer, not surprised to find such New England delicacies as fish and chips, clam rolls, and Lazy Man’s Lobster. Naturally, I despised seafood. But they served breakfast all day so I was in luck. I put the menu down and watched my mother. She would glance at the menu, crane her neck to try to spot my brother, then focus on the waitress, who was busy greeting new customers and rushing back to pick up orders every time someone dinged one of those bells like you see on hotel counters.

“Mom,” I said, mostly to check to see if she was still on this planet, “what are you getting for lunch?”

She gave me a smile. “Hopefully a job.” Then she stood up and walked over to the counter.

It made sense, the way she was watching the waitress. The woman was clearly overworked and frazzled. The place wasn’t terribly crowded, but it was definitely too much work for one person. Good for her, I thought, the concept of our needing some form of income to survive having not yet crossed my mind. I watched her, the waitress, and a guy I assumed to be the cook, chatting it up at the counter. Then the waitress double-timed it over to the door to start her pattern all over again. Mom and the guy shook hands and she practically floated back to the table.

“You are looking at the new, up-and-coming waitress at the Daybreak Diner,” she said with a wink.
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