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        Laura McHale Holland's delightful Shinbone Lane captures echoes of San Francisco's Summer of Love, with a few surprising twists. Set in a quirky corner of the city peopled by old friends, new friends and one very lonely – and rather chatty – magical pigeon, Holland's novel reminds us that despite kind intentions, utopias often mask a dark underbelly.

        RAYNE WOLFE, AUTHOR OF TOXIC MOM TOOLKIT AND FORMER NEW YORK TIMES REGIONAL STAFF WRITER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I haven't got a clue how Laura conjures such mysterious locales, but she has surprises in store for me when I get there, and it's always a fascinating ride.

        BARBARA TOBONI, AUTHOR OF LIGHT THE WAY AND THE BUNNY POETS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Shinbone Lane is full of charm, humor, and memorable characters. In a delightful blend of magical realism, mystery, and social commentary, the author explores themes of friendship, family, and the search for truth.

        REBECCA ROSENBERG, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF CHAMPAGNE WIDOWS NOVELS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I’m impressed with how well Laura created so many interesting and delightful characters who all had their own special stories, and how she wove those stories together.

        EDIE BARAN, TEACHING ARTIST, ARTS FOR ALL WI

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Laura McHale Holland's strong prose riveted me through three books, and I'll be returning for more.

        MARY ELLEN GAMBUTTI, ADOPTEE ADVOCATE AND AUTHOR OF I MUST HAVE WANDERED
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      For the soulful seekers, misfits, rebels, and dreamers whose lives crossed mine what seems a lifetime ago in San Francisco, and who helped me see that to be alive is wondrous in itself and doing our very best is quite good enough.
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      At the kitchen table, she couldn't complete the simple task of paying her bills. How could she, the way they watched her every move?

      Like parents who'd caught their child in a lie, they peeled her soul with their eyes. They could punish now or hold the threat at bay. Even when she closed the blinds and turned her back, they assaulted the life she'd begun after her mother's sudden demise. A heart attack. In middle age.

      They'd been close, the child born during the Great Depression and her single mom. Until the big mistake. The unforgivable act. The one that caused mother to banish daughter to days and nights of bedpans and Melba toast for a simpering great aunt, and diapers and Gerber meals for a squalling baby she never wanted. She spent seven years cooking, scrubbing, rubbing while the elder shriveled and the child grew. Fresh air rarely touched her skin.

      Then, a Special Delivery package: a note scribbled in her mother's final moments, train fare, keys. Freedom. At the funeral, the sole row of mourners didn't recognize her. The toll of indentured servitude now worked to her advantage. She was twenty-five and looked thirty-five. She wouldn't have to lie about where she'd been, and why.

      With a tidy sum her mother had hidden in a hat box, she rented a cheerful, sunlit place near her careworn childhood home. She had plans. It was 1961, a young decade with hints of change in the breeze. She would start over. She would make curtains and hang plants in the windows. She would throw them open to salt air in the mornings. She would be normal, live alongside people for whom she'd been a clump of fennel growing unbidden on the hillside, not a treasured rose planted with care. People who had no clue who she was.

      But the day she moved in, she saw them perched like royalty on a gilded balcony. They studied, judged, choked her hope. Every hour, every day, they reminded her she was unworthy.

      With anger sizzling her blood, she swept the checkbook and stack of bills off the table. Something had to change. She had suffered enough. Done her time. The lofty tormentors must go. She needed help. Someone to sneak in and ravage their roost. And that someone was right under her nose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      With a backpack full of dreams slung over her shoulder, Maddy entered the weathered Greyhound station. She took in the sweat-and-patchouli air as Keeley's parting words swarmed her mind. "Nothing lasts forever. Look at the Beatles. No more songs from them, mind-blowing as they were. That's how life is, cupcake."

      Maddy merged with the rumpled crowd and slinked forward. Fear clogged her throat as she slumped into a vacant seat. Head cast down in the City of Saint Francis, the storied City by the Bay, she brushed tendrils of her thick brown mane from her face, pulled out a sketchbook, and drew a few lines in charcoal.

      Boots shiny as black sapphire came into view, followed by a swirling lavender hem. A woman plopped with an oof! beside her. "Hello," the stranger said, her voice layered with years of joy and sorrow.

      "Um, hi," the youth mumbled. She flipped to a blank page.

      A few yards away lurked a paunchy man with gold front teeth. He'd tried to pull Maddy toward him when she'd exited the bus. She'd batted him with her pack and fled inside, where she'd thought of pleading with an agent for a free ticket home, but then she remembered. She no longer had a home.

      Soft as a good-night prayer, the woman hummed the melody to "Moon River" while Maddy sketched her skirt. It struck the budding artist how easy she'd had it since she'd run away eighteen months ago. Her fifteenth birthday.

      She'd slipped through her bedroom window, hugged a tulip tree that had heard her every whispered hope, and sprinted past remnants of smashed pumpkins and scattered candy wrappers to Highway 68. There she stuck out her thumb. Within minutes, a van of dropouts from Antioch College, where her dad worked as an administrator, pulled over. They'd just set off to visit friends scattered across the country and said she could come along.

      Keeley, who at age twenty had already published a children's book, took Maddy under her wing. They baked bread for a commune in the Smoky Mountains, sang and passed the hat on Philadelphia street corners, made sandwich boards for a theater in Kansas City, cooked breakfast for a dude ranch near Tombstone, sold jewelry in campgrounds across North America—anything and everything to get by under the table.

      But then Keeley fell in love with a glassblower in Los Angeles and joined him on a journey to Machu Picchu in Peru. No one else invited. One by one, others in the group pulled away to follow divergent stars.

      Maddy panhandled and caught a Greyhound north. A guy she met in the Rockies had scribbled his phone number on a matchbook. "Come to San Francisco sometime. I'll take you around my hometown," he'd said. He could spin a yarn better than Arlo Guthrie, and his voice was resonant as a Martin guitar. But his eyes were midnight pools of sorrow. Maddy never thought she'd actually call him. Her companions were family, after all. Ha! What a jolt to see the truth. No one was family. He'd seemed okay, but what if he wasn't? He might try to force himself on her. Or he might be looking for love. She was the wrong person for that. Stupid love. It's always trouble.

      Now, on a windy May morning in 1974, in the city that stole Tony Bennett's heart, sixteen-year-old Maddy pondered what to do next. No more Keeley. No more protector. And only a handful of hippie stragglers left in The Haight. She stopped drawing to brush her bangs aside and rub her itchy brow.

      "Goodness me." Fingers with clean, clipped nails twisted a gold wedding band kept in place by a swollen knuckle. "Is that what my bottom half looks like?"

      "I'm not that skilled." Maddy filled in shadows along the ribbing of a turquoise sweater. "I do this when I'm sorting things out."

      The woman looked her up and down, and Maddy bristled, preparing for unwelcome advice or comments. But the elderly lady unclasped her mint-green leather handbag and pulled out a bright fuchsia wallet. "I'd like to buy that when you're done."

      "You must be kidding." Maddy studied the woman's face and found a weathered version of Glinda the Good Witch of the North in The Wizard of Oz. She wasn't all sparkly, waving a wand, she didn't have apple-red cheeks, but she exuded the kind of grace that lifts spirits.

      "I most certainly am not kidding," the woman replied as wrinkles crinkled around her eyes. "I'm Clara, by the way, Clara Tremblay."

      "Maddy. Pleased to meet you." She gave a quick smile and returned to the drawing, eager to capture the moment. Clara sat still while Maddy outlined and shaded the woman's torso. Next Maddy sketched her shoulders and finally her face, which was framed by wisps of white hair that had escaped from a bun at the nape of her neck. When Maddy finished, she ripped out the page and handed it to Clara.

      Clara rubbed her bottom lip as she looked over the drawing. "My, my, this is remarkable. How much do I owe you?"

      "Nothing. It's yours."

      "You should be paid for your work." Clara pulled a five-dollar bill from her wallet and pressed it into Maddy's hand. "Buy yourself a little something special."

      Maddy tried to wave her off, though sorely in need of money. Long gone was the $166 she'd emptied from her piggybank.

      Clara held her ground. "I insist."

      Maddy gave in, thanked her, and stuffed the money into her pocket.

      Clara glanced at her watch. "Ah, it's time for me to go." She stood up and hovered over Maddy. "Would you mind helping me outside? Ted should be here now. He's my neighbor, a true godsend. My Packard's on the fritz yet again. That's why I rode the bus." She grabbed two overstuffed canvas bags. "There's so many people to wade through, you know."

      "Sure. I should get going anyway." Maddy tucked her pencil and sketchbook away, hiked her pack over her shoulder, and took one of Clara's bags.

      Gusts of diesel wind lifted Clara's hem as they stepped outside. She batted her skirt down. At the curb, a slender man, with shoulders slightly stooped and eyes the color of new violets, pulled up in a maroon pick-up truck and tipped his tweed fisherman's cap at Clara. A piece of history brought to life, the vehicle had curves like chocolate-covered cherries and wide, black running boards.

      A bird shot up from the truck bed, which was rimmed with wooden slats.  It resembled a pigeon, but with bold coloring like a kingfisher or parrot and a longer body and tail. The bird, which had one normal claw and one that appeared to be a spring, maneuvered from the slats into the cab and pecked at the collar of the man's flannel shirt.

      "Here's Ted, always right on the button. Comes from his days at Southern Pacific Railroad. Best engineer they ever had." Clara opened the passenger door. From Ted's truck wafted a potpourri of leather, sawdust, lemon oil, rose petals, and weathered books, which caused Maddy and several passersby to sigh as though sniffing perfume they couldn't afford.

      Clara smiled at Maddy's reaction to the scent. "Isn't it lovely?"

      "Just a second," Ted said. "I'll come around and help you up."

      "It's okay. Maddy will help." She winked at the girl and stepped onto the running board. "In fact, you're coming over for a cuppa tea, isn't that right, dear?"

      "Better hop in quick." With a calloused hand, Ted motioned them forward. "We're not supposed to linger here."

      Maddy could have said no thanks, closed the door after helping Clara inside, and waved them off. But she felt like a punctured tire losing air fast. Then she spotted the man with gold teeth only a few yards away, leaning against the building, watching her. Why not pause for a little while, pretend all was well before figuring out where to go next? Clara slid over to make room for Maddy and patted the seat.
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      Ted drove the truck through streets busy with buses, cars, and bicycles angling for space, yet traffic flowed with friendly, small-town ease. People came and went from warehouses, auto shops, run-down hotels, old Victorian homes, and apartment buildings. Dusty storefronts housed restaurants, bridal shops, check cashing services, beauty salons, artist cooperatives, mom-and-pop groceries, and dime stores.

      As they wended along, they passed colorful murals covering entire sides of multi-story buildings. Signs in Spanish advertised businesses as mercados, panaderias, carnicerías and lavanderías, which Clara pointed out were markets, bakeries, butcher shops, and laundromats.  Before long, Ted turned onto a boulevard with palm trees lining the median.

      "Look on the right, and you'll see Mission Dolores, built in 1791," Ted said.

      "It's one of the oldest structures in the city," Clara added.

      "And here's Dolores Park," Ted swept his arm to an open green space that spanned about two square blocks. “Lots of things going on there."

      Looking out the window, Maddy grinned. "It's full of people—sunbathing, jogging, picnicking. Oh gosh, look at that gorgeous Irish setter. It just leaped way high to catch a Frisbee."

      "Too bad the Ed Sullivan Show's not still on TV," Clara said. "That dog would be a hit."

      As they continued past the park, Maddy remarked, "It looks like all the buildings are kind of squished together. No lawns, no side yards."

      "That may be so," Clara replied, "but you'll find many a sanctuary in our backyards, and just look at all the flower boxes bursting with color."

      "Not to mention our famous painted ladies," Ted said.

      Maddy cocked her head at Clara. "Painted ladies?"

      "That's the Victorians painted so beautifully," Clara added.

      Absorbed in the passing scenery, Maddy's tummy fluttered as they drove up and down hills that by San Francisco standards were far from steep. The conversation lulled. After a while, Clara, who never sought the spotlight but knew every Broadway hit by heart, lilted the first line of "Wouldn't It Be Loverly." Maddy and Ted joined in with off-key harmonies, which made them all laugh. Captain, the wild-colored pigeon, tapped his beak against the dashboard in time to the beat.

      They turned off Dolores Street onto 29th Street and headed uphill. Like other streets in the area, it was packed with a mix of Victorian and Edwardian homes and apartments. Shortly after they passed a church with school buildings Clara identified as St. Paul's parish, the incline grew so steep it seemed to Maddy they were driving straight into the sky.

      At last, Ted turned onto Shinbone Lane. Immediately, an open, green space at the top of a graceful upward slope came into view. Warm sunlight illuminating manzanita, bougainvillea and other greenery cast a rose-gold glow all the way down the lane. Maddy gaped, and blinked her eyes, as the truck passed homes large and small. Some even had side yards sporting a joyous riot of colors.

      Two pocket-sized, dark-green structures with flat roofs set uphill and far back from the road caught Maddy's eye. A long, winding path dotted with rose bushes in a multitude of colors led to them. "What are those?"

      "Earthquake shacks, or some folks say cottages, built after the big quake in '06 for folks who'd lost their homes," Ted said.

      "The O'Grady brothers moved them up here around '08. A few generations of their progeny live there now," Clara noted. "You'll see a gaggle of kids in uniforms pile out and file down the hill on school days."

      A few moments later, they stopped in front of Ted's three-story Italianate Victorian at 346, three houses before the lane ended at the foot of the lush hillside. Ted's lifelong home sat directly across from Clara's smaller and simpler Edwardian at 631, the addresses a reminder that early residents took liberties when numbering homes along their unpaved lane, which stretched roughly two-and-a-half blocks. But who could say for sure? Shinbone had no side streets.

      Meanwhile, the monthly meeting of Shinbone Friends was in full swing at The Farmhouse, the first structure built on the lane. Abandoned in the 1940s, it was purchased and refurbished for community use in 1960 by Shinbone Friends. The group had formed because neither Glen Park nor Noe Valley, the two closest neighborhoods, would claim Shinbone as its own for various reasons—the main one being they found the lane's name gruesome.

      Eloise Watkins, a middle-aged dance teacher whose family had lived on the lane since the 19th century, looked into her compact mirror. She applied crimson lipstick as she listened to her neighbors discuss the dilemma.

      "It seems to me," said Rosie, a petite woman with puppy-brown eyes, "we could at least consider a name change." Silver bracelets on each arm jangled as she tucked her chin-length red waves behind ears adorned with silver hoop earrings.

      Most members regarded Rosie with approval. She was well-liked for her welcoming smile and for the bargains she provided at her sidewalk sale every Saturday on Sanchez Street.

      But Eloise puckered her face at Rosie as though she'd been offered a plate of moldy cheese and stale crackers. "What would you know?" she demanded. "You don't even live on Shinbone, being as that your home—rented, I might add—is on the far corner facing 29th. I guarantee you won't be here long." She tossed her makeup into her purse and patted Coco, the toy poodle snoozing in her lap.

      Bea and Barb, identical twins with blond hair and almond-shaped eyes, who shared a room at 346, cried out in unison that Eloise wasn't being fair. The man seated next to Eloise elbowed her and admonished that Rosie was as much a part of the lane as anyone else. Murmured words of agreement echoed through the room.

      Eloise put Coco on the floor, stood, and straightened her butter-yellow skirt-and-sweater set with a couple of good yanks. "Our name and the story of how we got it belong to us. We can't just cast it aside. But I have more important things to do than this." She put a hand on the man's shoulder. "Why aren't you helping me find my Julianna, hmmm?"

      "Kids these days—she'll turn up," he replied.

      Coco skittered across the room and out the door. Ever the ballerina, Eloise chasséd after, her well-worn slippers barely touching the floor. "Come back here, sweet Coco, little love." Outside, she stopped abruptly and squared her shoulders at the site of Coco yipping and wagging her entire body at Ted's truck, which sputtered, creaked and pinged before growing silent.
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        * * *

      

      Coco sniffed Maddy when the youth stepped out and she wagged her tail at Captain, but when Clara emerged, the dog leaped into the old woman's arms and licked her face. Eloise glared from across the unpaved lane before strutting over to rip Coco from her elderly neighbor's arms.

      Rattled, Clara clutched her purse to her chest, looked down at her boots and hummed the first bars of Barbra Streisand's hit song "People." Ted reached an arm around Clara's shoulders and pulled her in for a quick hug.

      Eloise scanned 346 from ground level to the roof and back. "It's time you do something about this aberration, Ted Yates. It steers kids the wrong way, turns them against families that love them."

      "Good afternoon, Eloise." Ted took off his cap and ran a hand over his crew cut. He chuckled, for what his home was, or was not, depended on who was looking. Not to mention time of day, density of fog, and other factors that are difficult to measure. A small number of folks claimed on "general principles" that 346, rumored to have once been a house of ill repute, remained a bad influence.

      To many, 346 was merely old Ted's ramshackle eyesore, with bull thistle, fennel, and calla lilies choking the backyard, fungus-weary rose bushes clawing the rickety fence, and bougainvillea enveloping windows and doors. Curiosity drew others in. They lingered while on strolls or errands to admire the exterior paint in shades of green, mauve, off-white, and gold. They fawned over the flower boxes with oversize petunias and pansies forever in bloom. Many secretly envied the tribe of free spirits clad in repurposed hand-me-downs dashing in and out at all hours.

      To the band of people who called the place home, 346 was a refuge. Soft, golden light filled the rooms; a soothing hum spread from rafters to nooks and crannies at sunrise; paint on the walls emanated appeal, as though a final coat of love had been applied.

      And the backyard was a revelation. A path unfolded like a cozy mystery, to reveal a slender creek lined with fruit trees, vegetable patches, and a waterfall. Cottages made from scavenged materials nestled beneath tall pines and oaks. These served as studios for art, music, and other creative pursuits. Nobody could explain how all of this fit into what appeared from the outside to be an ordinary San Francisco backyard.

      Eloise poked Ted's chest. "I must inspect the place. You can't guarantee that my Julianna isn't hidden in some alcove in back. She could be lost in there for all you know. After all, the place is always changing."

      Ted could not deny that 346 constantly transformed in ways difficult to fathom. It had been that way as far back as he could remember. But after a quick consultation with his pigeon friend, Captain, who was fluent in English and sent advice directly into his mind, Ted remained confident Eloise's daughter was not in his midst.

      "How can you be sure Julianna didn't take off on that trip around the world she always talked about?” he asked. “She said she'd go when she turned eighteen."

      Eloise scoffed and shrank from the kindness beaming from his violet eyes as though it were a twisted scarf tightening around her throat. "I know my Julianna—that's how."

      She shook off the fear and focused on Maddy, who stood mesmerized in front of a tree, which had pale-blue bark cracked like birch and covered in places with a dusting of moss. Its rippling, heart-shaped leaves reflected light in variegated colors the way crystals do.

      "Nabbing another lost one, I see." Eloise's pinched face radiated disdain. "Look at her, head in the clouds, perfect for your band of riffraff, the very reason no neighborhood will claim Shinbone Lane as its own."

      "What an amazing tree." Maddy patted the trunk, and a tingle ran through her, which brought to mind the tulip tree that had comforted her in childhood. "The ripples and light and this faded blue trunk ... I could watch all day." The leaves chimed faintly as a breeze ruffled by.

      "We should rip that no-good ripple tree out." Eloise poked at her hair, which hugged her skull like a bathing cap and then broke into a frizz of curls on the ends. Plastic combs and hairspray kept all strands in place—a look straight out of the early 1950s. "But nobody listens to me."

      Eloise huffed, whipped around, and beelined diagonally across the lane toward her home, which perched far above the road at the end of a set of rickety wooden stairs. But instead of climbing the stairs she swerved and headed up Shinbone hill.

      Ted clucked his tongue. "Never mind her," he said to Maddy. "It's just her heartbreak talking. She can't even bear to be at home since Julianna left."

      "That's too bad." Maddy leaned against the tree trunk, and a soothing sensation ran up her spine. "Why would anyone name such a beautiful place Shinbone?"

      "There are different stories about that," Ted replied, then addressed the bird. "Right, Captain?"

      The pigeon waddled past Maddy. This gave her a good view of his variegated golden, fuchsia, turquoise, deep-purple, red-orange, and burgundy plumage, as well as his mismatched feet—one normal and one fashioned from a spring—before he bobbed his head, flew up to Ted's shoulder, and nibbled on his ear.

      "And I have good news about that," Ted continued. "We have a volunteer to transcribe Ida's version of how Shinbone got its name."

      "That is good news!" Clara, whose shoulders loosened for the first time since Eloise's onslaught, turned to Maddy. "Ida was the last of the generation that raised Ted and me. She passed on six months ago at age 105." She sighed, recalling how much she missed Ida's voice, took in a deep breath, and recognized a welcome smell.

      The scent of scones fresh from the oven at Star Bakery, located several blocks downhill, permeated all the way up the lane. The treats had a one-of-a-kind glaze—a secret recipe. It tasted of butterscotch and maple, with a hint of apricot.

      Once a week, the bakers made an afternoon batch for a canasta club that met in an apartment above their shop. The late-day pastries had grown so popular, they started making extra batches. With stomachs growling, all remaining attendees at the Shinbone Friends gathering tabled their business and hurried off to grab some of the coveted goods before they sold out.

      "Follow them, please, won't you, dear? I'll have tea waiting when you return." Clara waved toward her home across the lane and handed Maddy another five dollars. "Get half a dozen and drop a couple off for Ted and Captain on your way back."
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        * * *

      

      Distracted by the smell of baking scones, Lark ripped a page of poetry from her Smith Corona portable, crumpled it into a ball, and tossed it toward the wastebasket. It nicked the rim and landed on the floor.

      Leaving her desk, she crossed to her third-floor bedroom window. The ripple tree's heart-shaped leaves sent shadows cascading around the room. She listened for their whisper-soft harmonies, but the leaves held their silence. They chimed only when it pleased them. She heard laughter instead. On the path below, someone Lark hadn't seen before nodded to Clara and ran after a group loping toward Star Bakery. The poet cringed at the sight of the newcomer's lithe figure and impossibly thick mahogany hair falling below her shoulders.

      Lark had tried to achieve lush locks like those before giving up on her stringy, dishwater blond mane. She'd finally opted for a pixie cut, a style that may have flattered Mia Farrow but only drew extra attention to Lark's thick-lensed, tortoise-shell glasses.

      The urge for big bursts of buttery flavor was an undertow difficult to resist. Lark's mouth watered, but her thighs, tummy, and breasts, which she deemed flaccid, bulging, and heavy, kept her feet in place. Her body, she opined, must be what had caused her heartthrob, Dave, to bail on her. What else could it be?

      Now, if queried about this, not one person on the lane would fault Lark's body for not being as thin as a two by four. Indeed, many neighbors thought she was Marilyn Monroe's doppelgänger, only studious and with better curves and hair more beautiful due to its natural tones. But they didn't share their thoughts with Lark, concluding, correctly, that she wouldn't have believed them. So she stewed on about her lost love.

      Both insomniacs, Lark and Dave had often sipped chamomile tea together in the kitchen of 346, where they both lived. She'd even inspired his latest song. "In the Deep" he called it, meaning the wee hours when most people are dreaming. She should have known an up-and-coming folk-rock musician would be as hard to hold as a butterfly.

      Lark returned to her desk and tapped a portable cassette player that held Ida's rendition of how Shinbone Lane got its name—a far-fetched tale, she thought. Lark wanted to transcribe the recently deceased old-timer's story before the annual Shinbone Fair, but hadn't been able to concentrate on that, nor had she been able to write more than the beginning line of one poem. Her mind kept chewing on Dave. How many times had they spent the entire night in the kitchen and hugged at dawn before parting ways on the landing?

      She recalled telling him about her MFA studies at San Francisco State, how he, a gentle tide titillating her, had pulled her from the shores of solitude. With a quavering voice, she'd read him her poems, then whispered painful truths, describing the day her parents went on a six-month sojourn, leaving her, eight years old, in the driveway with a nanny while their cab to the airport grew smaller and smaller in the distance. She remembered how Dave would often arrive too wound up to sit still after a high-energy performance, how he said her voice soothed him, centered him, helped him open up. He spoke of his small-town upbringing, his tour of duty in Vietnam, how he stood across a creek from a Vietcong for the first time, locked eyes with him for what must have been mere seconds but seemed like forever, and pulled his trigger, killing someone who looked more boy than man. He'd confessed it was empowering to know how strong his survival instinct was. But those eyes—too many nights they haunted him.

      This very morning, Lark and Dave had lingered at the landing, hugging longer than usual. Lark, on tiptoes, kissed him first on his cheeks and forehead and then on the mouth. He kissed her back, then took her hand and led her to his room.

      If only she'd kept her mouth shut and let their hearts and bodies lead them, she might still be with him, basking in newfound love. Instead, the scene in his room played over and over in her mind's eye, starting with when he pulled his T-shirt over his head, and she said, "I was right to wait for you."

      "Mm hmm." Eyes half closed, he reached over to help her slip out of her robe.

      Suddenly realizing all she had left on was a flimsy nightgown, she said, "You'll be gentle, won't you?"

      He held one of her hands and kissed it.

      She quivered at his touch. "It's just that I waited so long for you to show up."

      He pulled her closer to him. "But I moved in here way before you did."

      "Insomnia brought us together."

      He kissed the top of her head. "I can't argue with that."

      "I want everything to be just right."

      "Um, what are you getting at?" He unfastened his ponytail, letting his walnut-colored hair fall to his shoulders.

      "It's like a crescendo has been building, um, toward this very moment of, of ... true love."

      He sat up straighter. "You know the band's taking off, recording contract, the whole nine yards. I'll be on the road a lot. I'm not ready for love with a capital L."

      Her heart beat with a new urgency. She gripped his hand. "But today's the day, the day I've been⁠—."

      He pulled away. "What's gotten into you? It's like you're not you anymore."

      She fidgeted, hands in lap. "I've heard it can hurt⁠—"

      "You mean you've never⁠—"

      "But I'm ready, really ready to give myself to you."

      He rubbed his chin. "Let me get this straight. You're a smashing gal with loads of friends, a wild way with words, and you're a darling at the Poetry Center at SF State, but you've never, you're a⁠—"

      "Virgin, yes, but don't look at me like it's some kind of affliction."

      Dave shot up from the bed while putting his T-shirt back on. "This was a bad idea. It's way too heavy, too much. The fact that you've waited till you're twenty-two⁠—"

      "Twenty-one. I'll be twenty-two next month."

      "I care for you. I really do. But I should never have ..." His voice trailed off, his face the picture of pity.

      Lark wanted to blast him into outer space. She grabbed her robe and fled like a bird flushed from a bush.

      The scene continued to play out in her mind that afternoon. Those words—I care for you—stung like a snake bite. With venom of shame. She couldn't face anyone, let alone Dave. She'd thought of asking Clara if she could rent her recently vacated attic studio across the street. Then she wouldn't be Dave's housemate anymore. But looking out the window, she had a hunch Clara already had a new tenant in mind, the nubile arrival who could probably eat a dozen scones without gaining a feather of weight.

      Sooner or later, Lark would have to leave her nest. But not yet. And not for scones. She snatched her crumpled work from the floor, peeled it open. The paper held only four words: The quest is over.

      Unrequited love called her to the keys.
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      Clearing a path through his mother's spare bedroom, Ricky shoved aside newspapers and junk mail piled on top of boxes stuffed with clothing, games, knickknacks, and other castoffs, none of which he recognized. After tossing a few throw pillows aside to make room for his pack, he carried a stack of weathered True Detective magazines to the kitchen and plunked them on the table.

      His mom, Natalie, wiggled her chubby body into a chair. She could be straight out of a Reubens painting hung in a museum, except for her purple polyester pantsuit, the bright, geometric-patterned rayon scarf around her neck, and the phlegm she hacked up while holding a lit cigarette with nicotine-stained fingers.

      He put a hand on her sturdy shoulder. "I don't know why you keep these, but they're in the way, along with random stuff piled everywhere, all of it breeding who knows what sort of grunge." His words accused, but his smile teased.

      "Like you care how I live." Natalie scrunched her face into a sneer, but it didn't hide the glimmer of hope his homecoming brought.

      He sat beside her. "Is this how it's going to be?"

      She poked at the thinning permed hair at the crown of her head. "I'm no fortune teller."

      "I don't know why I bothered to come back," he said, drumming his fingers on the chipped kitchen table. "Do you?"

      Natalie blew smoke rings in his direction and then chortled as he waved them off. "Sissy—that's what you are."

      He pushed his chair away from the smoke. "Could you stop with the attacks?"

      "Haven't been here more than a day, and you're itchin' to leave me alone again. I can tell."

      "I was in VISTA, remember?"

      "Havin' a gay old time."

      "It's Volunteers in Service for America. Service, get it?"

      "There's plenty of work to do right here. You didn't have to go all the way to Kentucky and leave me high and dry."

      "I was doing something worthwhile for once."

      "Only for a year. Then you took a whole 'nother year, takin' your sweet time to get home, not that you were even home when you were here. I know who you really are, Ricky Pine. Your soul's as dark as your indigo eyes."

      "It's not my fault social services took me away." He searched her face for some acknowledgment of the truth.

      She turned away. "Don't give me that look, that well of sadness so deep it throws me off. There's no call for it." She faced him again. "You know very well you didn't have to go after them pigeons." As she spoke, the tip of her nose gleamed.

      "You told me to."

      "Never could take a joke."

      "I was eight years old."

      "People saw you runnin' away, couldn't even finish the job." With her index finger now glowing red, she tapped ash from her Camel filter into an overflowing ashtray.

      Ricky put his hand on the table and immediately withdrew it. "Jeez, it's hot; you're radiating heat again. Better relax or pretty soon we won't be able to breathe."

      She took a puff on her cigarette. "You haven't even told me how long you're stayin'."

      He stood up and walked to the back door. "I gotta get some air."

      "I always was too much for you, kid, but never enough at the same time. I shoulda washed my hands of you from the get-go. I shoulda turned tail and run like the dickens, but I had no spine. So I wore a big scarlet letter that didn't belong to me."

      "You're talking nonsense. This is 1974, not 1674. We aren't Puritans."

      "You don't know. You really don't know. I accepted my fate the best I could. And now, here you are all grown up, handsome as all get out, and you're no use. If you were willing to play along, we could use your looks to our advantage. You could sweep women in Pacific Heights off their fancy little feet if you wanted. Think of all that we could pull off."

      "Sure, Ma, sure." Ricky scuffed onto the back porch and up a set of stairs to a neglected rooftop deck lined with pots full of dead plants. On Castro Street, it afforded a bird's eye view of where 29th Street met Shinbone Lane. The enticing smell of Star Bakery scones filled his nostrils as a swarm of people burst from the lane and promenaded down the hill. Among them was a sylph-like girl with thick brown hair darker and prettier than any locks in a Breck shampoo commercial. She looked familiar, but he couldn't recall from where.

      He returned to the back porch, opened the door a sliver, and peeked into the kitchen. "Glad you calmed down; it was starting to feel like an oven in here."

      She scowled at the stack of magazines on the table. "What am I supposed to do with these?"

      "I gotta go. We'll talk later."

      "Of course you do. It's too much trouble to think about what I want for a change."

      "I'll bring some scones from Star if they have any left."

      "Bottom of the barrel, that's all I ever get."

      Ricky closed the door and sprinted toward the crowded queue, which was now backed up a block outside the bakery. The young woman with the gorgeous hair was about a quarter block ahead of him. When she stopped in line near the bakery's entrance, he ducked into a market across the street and watched from the storefront window, feigning interest in a copy of Road and Track magazine.

      After what seemed an interminable time during which the clerk at the cash register eyed Ricky with suspicion, the girl entered the bakery. It wasn't long before she reappeared carrying a white bag. He slapped the magazine back on the rack and followed, adjusting his pace to match hers, never getting close enough for her to notice him tailing her. Every time a car passed, she skulked close to the buildings like a fugitive seeking shadow. With each step, Ricky grew more certain he knew her.
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        * * *

      

      Perched atop a set of shelves in Ted's garage, Captain cleaned his feathers with beak and tongue poking up and down, in and out, up and down, in and out. Meanwhile, his best friend, Ted, was back after helping Clara carry her shopping bags home. The spry retiree with an ample pension hung his cap on a peg and got busy. When not lending a hand to neighbors and housemates for all manner of projects and conundrums, Ted spent his days fixing broken and discarded toys, appliances, and tools; painting and polishing them until they looked better than new; and then giving them all away.

      "So, the girl?" Captain's gravelly rasp came directly into Ted's mind. "Do you think she'll stay the night?"

      "You know Clara, how irresistible she can be to restless souls."

      "So that's a yes." The bird fluffed himself up and stretched out his wings.

      "I wouldn't bet against it." Ted grinned, creases forming at the edges of his eyes and mouth.

      Captain flew down to Ted's work table and watched calloused hands sand a jewelry box designed like a set of drawers. "Why are young humans so footloose nowadays? Why don't they settle down, make a home? Isn't that what people do?" The bird asked, half to himself.

      "I can't speak for the baby boomers, don't know why so many are on the move. Things were different when I came up. We had to work for everything at the dawn of this century." The conversation lulled while Ted recalled a world without cars, automatic dishwashers, refrigerators, vacuum cleaners. "Heck, I didn't see a TV until I was sixty." He leaned down and blew fine dust off the jewelry box.

      "If I had a family, I wouldn't leave."

      "If you had a family, my friend, maybe you would."

      Captain squawked, bounced on his spring foot and went a couple of feet into the air and back.

      Regretting his remark, Ted rubbed the pigeon's chest with his index finger. "Look, if you always have something, you take it for granted. That's all I was trying to say."

      Captain tapped his beak on the table. "It's about time I go looking again."

      "How many quests have you gone on now? Fifteen?"

      The bird pecked Ted's pinkie with his beak.

      Ted jerked his hand away. "Each time you return, alone, your feathers are thin and disheveled, your eyes dull, you can barely eat. It takes weeks for you to be able to talk to me again. " Ted returned to sanding.

      "If it bothers you, I don't have to come back."

      "I hate seeing you in pain is all." He paused to look Captain in the eye, then resumed. "And maybe it's not worth it."

      "She's out there somewhere. I need to find her. I wasn't meant to be alone."

      "What would be so wrong with one of the street pigeons?"

      Glowering at his friend, the bird looked like he'd just seen Ted shrink to half his size. "They can't think in words, for one. How could I mate with a bird who isn't multilingual?"

      "Sometimes it's better to accept that what you've been longing for will never be and move on."

      "Like you did, giving up on love before you even knew what it was."

      "That's a low blow."

      "What's a low blow?" Maddy stood at the open door, pastry bag in hand. "Who are you talking to?" The garage workshop smelled like Ted's truck, only stronger, with more sawdust and leather in the mix, and fewer hints of rose petals, lemon oil, and weathered books.

      The bird's rumbly, ragged voice came into the teenager's mind: "He's talking to me!" She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked from Captain to Ted.

      The bird shifted his weight from natural to artificial leg. "You heard me," he said to Maddy.

      "Well, well, this is quite unusual." Ted put down the sandpaper and blew dust away again. "Captain doesn't talk to just anyone."

      "I'm ... I've ... I don't ..." She cleared her throat. "I've never met a talking bird. Well, it's not exactly talking, is it?"

      Captain puffed up his feathers. "If it isn't talking, I certainly don't know what it is."

      The youth stepped into the workshop to get a better look at Captain. "I like all your colors."

      "Thank you, Miss Maddy." The bird dipped down and waved one wing from his breast to his side in a mock bow.

      "He comes from a long line of versatile birds, going back to ancient times. He's a hybrid, most likely a mix of band-tailed pigeon and the extinct passenger pigeon. Not sure from where." Ted slid the tiny jewelry box drawer into place. "Germany or thereabouts, I think."

      Maddy took a step backward. The tulip tree outside her former home had seemed to understand her, but she could easily have imagined that. This wide-open communication with Captain would take some getting used to. "I feel like I'm in a dream."

      The bird focused on the white bag in her hand. "I would like mine now, please."

      With trembling fingers, she put one scone down next to Captain, who instantly attacked it, crumbs flying. Then she held out the bag to Ted.

      "Thanks." He reached in and took one. "Mmm, it's still warm."

      "I'd better get to Clara's so she can have a warm one, too." Maddy hurried to the open garage door, then looked over her shoulder. "Are you really talking, Captain?"

      "Come back soon," the bird answered.
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        * * *

      

      Warm, golden sparkles permeated Shinbone Lane as residents scurried home, bulging bakery bags in hand. They hurried to unlock doors to buildings hugging together like long-lost friends, a few homes with wide lots and lush side yards being the exception.

      People coveted their scones, not only for the delectable mix of flavors, but also because biting into them brought back fond memories buried by time. The scenes inevitably faded as quickly as they'd come, but they left behind a sense of well-being. This was true even for grumbly folks who insisted their lives had been cruel and bruising from day-one. Radiance infused every room, alcove, and cranny along the lane. In Clara's living room, Maddy and Clara sat at a little round table tucked into a window nook.

      "It's like the houses all have halos." Maddy nibbled her scone. "And this is ... wow!" She took a full bite. "These could be more addictive than potato chips." Maddy suddenly felt as though she were two years old again, playing with a toy telephone on the family room rug while her parents held hands on the couch—and from the phonograph came Gene Kelly crooning "Singin' in the Rain."

      Clara chuckled and filled the youth's cup with tea. "There you go." She bit into her scone and recalled a day when she was a young mother pulling her daughter, Tilda, up the 29th Street hill in a red wagon. Despite the steep incline, Clara felt light as an angel.

      Maddy's memory vanished as though she'd never experienced it. Yet she felt uplifted while she stirred honey and milk into her cup and took a sip. "This tea might be addictive, too."

      Clara's fond memory of Tilda faded as well, but it left her with a lingering bittersweet feeling. "It's from the community store down the hill. Some call it the 'hippie store.' They sell things in bulk—grains, loose tea, nuts, even henna for body decorating and reddening hair. I think it's all the rage with you youngsters."

      Maddy took another taste of tea. "I feel kinda silly bringing this up, but did you know that Captain, uh, kind of throws his voice into your mind?"

      "He's spoken to you?"

      "Yeah, when I stopped at Ted's."

      "I dare say that's quite an honor. He doesn't speak to just anyone."

      "I bet he doesn't talk to the woman with the little poodle."

      "Eloise?"

      "She seems a little ... on edge?"

      Clara swallowed several times. "That's certainly one way to put it."

      "Is she⁠—"

      "Oh, goodness." Clara shot up from her chair with the vigor of someone twenty years younger. "I'll be right back."

      She darted to the kitchen and rummaged through a cabinet drawer. She returned to Maddy, who was leaning back, eyes closed, while a memory of running barefoot through tender grass faded.

      "I forgot to bring out my special occasion chocolates." Clara lifted the lid and held the candies out for her guest.

      Maddy opened her eyes.

      "These are eighty percent dark chocolate."

      The teen took a piece and bit off a small chunk. "Mmm, groovy. I've never tasted chocolate this ... strong."

      "Your parents must not have adventurous palates."

      Maddy looked out the window at the glimmering lane and its mix of earthy hues. Shades of gray, brown, and beige intermingled with blades of grass poking up here and there to form a rustic, uneven canvas. "It's odd," she said, "that the street isn't paved."

      "Oh, Shinbone Friends would never hear of paving our lane. There's history in every chip, every bump and rut, and every attempt to fix it."

      "Makes sense." Maddy smiled at Clara. "You know, I was wondering about how the lane got its name. Didn't you say people have different versions of the story?"

      Clara settled back into her chair. "Ida's version is probably the best, but I'm partial to what I heard at my pa's knee. I suppose we're all like that. The stories we hear in childhood take root and sink deeper with each passing year." Clara stirred her tea. "Check with Ted. He did say he found someone to transcribe Ida's version."

      "You've known Ted a long time?"

      "All my life."

      "Must be nice to have roots like that."

      "You don't have family?"

      "I'm all on my own."

      The two sipped tea in silence for a while, each absorbed in her own thoughts.

      "Could you just tell me your dad's version? I'd love to know the story before I go."

      Clara's cheeks reddened. "Dear me, I am no storyteller." She patted the bun at the nape of her neck, pulled out a couple of loose hairpins, then slid them back in.

      "I guess I won't find out how Shinbone Lane got its name then, since it's about time for me to shove off. I've got someone to look up."

      "Someone?" Clara's eyes twinkled with amusement. "How well do you know this someone?"

      Maddy hesitated, then confessed, "Hardly at all."

      Clara pointed out that fog had rolled in while they were talking and the wind would soon be strong enough to gust straight into a person's bones. "It'll be dark in a wink. I'd feel much better if you spent the night here and looked up that someone tomorrow."

      The girl took a last gulp of tea while her heart thrashed like a rat in a trap.

      "I have just the place for you." Clara described her recently vacated attic studio. "My last tenant, an aspiring actress, lovely girl, ran off with a mushroom farmer just last week. It's all aired out and sparkling clean now. You must have a look."

      Maddy resisted at first, uncertain whether she could trust this elderly woman whom she'd met only hours before. Was she too good to be true?

      Clara reached across the wobbly table and put her hand on Maddy's. "I'm worried about you racing off to find some lad you don't know in a city you don't know, wondrous as it is. ... Besides, I have more than enough food for dinner."

      The runaway considered her options. Phone a guy she'd met only in passing and ask to come over or stay with Clara on the most peculiar little street she'd ever encountered. "I guess I could check it out."

      "This way, my dear, and bring your pack so you can freshen up before we eat." Clara showed Maddy to the interior staircase.

      Upstairs, like Goldilocks finding Baby Bear's bed, Maddy lay down and rested her head on a pillow. It smelled of ocean spray.
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