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THE POOL SMELLED like chlorine and fruit punch. It had always smelled like chlorine, but it only began smelling like punch the morning Parker Kelbrook showed up to work as a junior lifeguard.


Parker was a good-looking kid. Trim and athletic, though he didn’t play sports. Perfect hair, though he never seemed to brush it. And surprisingly stylish for a boy his age. When he was eleven years old, he borrowed his grandfather’s tweed sport coat after becoming chilly at the Pennsylvania State Fair. Though the jacket was a tad large, it suited Parker so well that his grandfather insisted he keep it. From that day forward, Parker dressed exclusively in formal and casual wear from decades past purchased at local thrift shops.


The boy was arguably overdressed in a corduroy blazer at the Pittsburgh Leisure Centre’s pool, but he was the only member of the summer staff who wasn’t cold.


Sometime around 6:45 AM, Parker managed to pour the Leisure Centre’s entire supply of Purple Madness Fruit Punch Mix off the high board. Fifty-seven gallons of powdered punch sank toward the drain, then bounced off the bottom of the pool into an indigo cloud. As the cloud expanded it turned the water a subtle shade of purple. The fruit punch mix was supposed to last the concession stand the whole summer. The purple stain it left on the pool’s tiles was potentially permanent.
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The Leisure Centre’s young assistant manager sat behind the desk in a cramped office. His head in his hands, his breathing heavy. The floor littered with cleaning supplies and pool toys.


“Obviously I have to fire you,” the assistant manager said to his shoes.


“Is it obvious?” Parker asked, loafing in front of him. “This is a really comfortable chair. Did you buy this?”


The assistant manager lifted his head. “It was here when I started.”


“Well, I’m glad they hired you. I haven’t been around long, but I can tell you’re doing an outstanding job. I bet you become manager in no time.”


“I’m just trying to make some extra cash for books and gas before I go back to college.” He dropped his head to the desk. “They’re probably going to fire me, too.”


“Because the pool you’re supposed to look after became a giant punch bowl?”


“Yes.”


Parker sighed. “I could see that.”


“Thanks for understanding.”


“So, do I pick up my paycheck from you now, or is that something you’ll mail me?”


The assistant manager raised his head and glared at Parker. Parker stared back. Waited. But the assistant manager just held his gaze.


“Maybe I’ll go,” said Parker. “Seems you have a lot going on.”


“Sounds like a good idea.”


Parker stuck out a hand and the assistant manager’s mouth dropped open.


“I really appreciate the opportunity. Thanks for taking a chance on me. Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t know better. And I came highly recommended.”


The assistant manager nodded, then seemed to surprise himself by shaking Parker’s hand.


“Look on the bright side,” continued Parker, “now we both have an entire summer to do whatever we want.”
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Three hours later, Parker and his best friend, Kevin, were eating ice cream in a minimart parking lot with two girls, and a redheaded boy drinking a can of iced tea. Kevin was a lanky kid with dark sunglasses and a waffle cone in each hand.


“My great-uncle Fred has a corduroy jacket just like this,” said the girl with the braids. She rubbed a piece of Parker’s sleeve between her fingers.


“Sounds like he has incredible taste,” said Parker. “Maybe we could all go bowling sometime.”


“He’s retired in Florida.”


“Then he has plenty of time to bowl.”


“Are you getting another job?” asked the girl with wavy hair.


Parker smiled and shook his head. “I tried working. It didn’t take. Too structured and constricting.”


“So you’re just gonna do nothing this summer?” said the redheaded boy.


“I wouldn’t say nothing,” said Parker. “Kevin and I are getting out of town to have a life-affirming amount of fun before school starts.”


“Who’s Kevin?” asked the girl with the braids.


“Me,” Kevin said. “We had three classes together this year?”


She examined his face. “Are you sure?”


Kevin sighed and took a bite from each cone.


“What’s everyone doing the rest of the day?” asked Parker. “I know a guy who’ll let us borrow a pony from a petting zoo.”


“What would we do with a pony?” asked the redheaded boy.


“I was thinking we could sneak her into a movie,” said Parker.


“You’re nuts,” the girl with the braids said with a laugh. “I have to bag groceries.”


“I’m tutoring math,” said the one with the wavy hair.


“I have to mow my neighbor’s lawn,” said the redheaded boy. “Hey, do you think they’re hiring at the pool now that you’re gone?”


“I guess. Want me to put in a good word for you?”


The boy cringed. “That’s okay. It’s probably better if you don’t.”


“What do you mean?” Parker asked.


“Uh. Nothing,” said the redheaded boy. “It’s just that you’re not exactly the greatest reference.”


The others became fascinated by their ice creams.


“Why would you say that?” said Parker.


“Seriously?” said the redheaded boy. “You ruined their pool. They probably won’t hire me if they know we’re friends. No offense. I should get going. See you around.”


Parker wrinkled his nose. “Um. Okay.”


The girl with the wavy hair finished her cone. “Yeah, I’m late. We should go, too.”


“Bye, Parker,” said the girl with the braids.


“Bye,” he said with a grin.


“I’m here, too, you know,” said Kevin.


“Bye, Devin,” she responded as they walked away.


“It’s Kevin,” he mumbled before taking a massive bite of ice cream. “I don’t understand why they always like you.”


Parker gave Kevin a playful punch on the arm. “I’m sure they were intimidated by your mysterious sunglasses.”


Kevin forced a smile.


Parker sensed that his friend was feeling unsure. “You just have to be a little more confident. They weren’t lucky enough to grow up next door to you, so they have no idea what a prodigy you are at board games and Ping-Pong. Girls love that stuff. It’s how my grandparents got together.”


Kevin laughed. “It’s called table tennis.”


“Sure it is. What time are we leaving on Saturday?”


“Early. My mom wants us in the car by nine. Did you ask your dad?”


“He’ll be fine. I mean, he’ll miss me, but how could he say no to me spending a month at the beach? He knows the Outer Banks is the only place where I can really unwind. I can’t wait to do nothing on a lounge chair.”


Kevin’s mouth twisted. “I was kind of planning on getting a job at the surf shop down the street from the house we’re renting. Our landlord knows the lady who owns it and says she could let me work a few hours a day.”


“Really?” Parker frowned. “Maybe you can ask to work mornings and I’ll sleep in?”


“Oh. Maybe.”


“This is going to be the best summer of our lives,” Parker said as he ate a spoonful of mint chocolate chip.


“Are you sure your dad is going to be okay with you coming?”


“Don’t worry about it.” Parker looked across the parking lot to the shops lining the boulevard. “I wish I had enough cash to buy new swim trunks.”


Kevin bit into one of his waffle cones before tilting his head. “You don’t see that every day.”


Parker followed his friend’s eyeline to a mother walking hand in hand with her five-year-old son. Parker smiled before noticing the little boy’s hair was purple. It looked like the kid had been crying.


Parker winced. “Excuse me. Did you just come from the Leisure Centre?”


“I told him the pool was closed,” the mother groaned. “But he got excited and jumped in. He used to have the lightest blond hair.”


The purple-haired boy looked sheepishly at Parker.


“Let me buy him an ice cream cone,” Parker said as he dug for his wallet.


The kid’s face lit up.


Kevin took another bite. “Better talk to your dad.”


“Just don’t let your mom leave without me.”
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AFTER SAYING GOODBYE to Kevin, Parker made his way uptown. Like every Saturday for the previous two years and nineteen weeks, he would have brunch with Ms. Eleanor Birdseye.


The Birdseye mansion sat on eleven of the finest manicured acres in North Pittsburgh. The gates surrounding the estate had been forged a hundred years prior in one of Ms. Birdseye’s father’s steel factories, and its Corinthian columns were rumored to have been smuggled out of an archaeological dig in Greece. The compound had a staff of eight, which expanded to fourteen during the holiday season. Ms. Birdseye had recently turned seventy-seven years old, but Parker insisted she didn’t look a day over seventy-six. It was one of the many reasons why she enjoyed his company.


The dining room table was covered with stacks of waffles and pancakes, plates of poached eggs, bacon, sausage, three kinds of toast, and five types of jam.


Ms. Birdseye was a tiny woman, hidden behind thick tortoiseshell glasses and the morning newspaper. She scrutinized Parker, who was finishing his ninth piece of bacon. “I don’t understand. You quit on your first day?”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Ms. Birdseye. I was fired.” Parker spread jam on toast. “This strawberry blend is delicious. Has this always been an option?”
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“I couldn’t tell you.” Ms. Birdseye folded her newspaper and placed it on the table. “I thought that job would be a nice fit.”


Parker bit into his toast and shrugged. “Well, you can’t be right about everything. Besides, if I were working today, we couldn’t have brunch.”


“There are more important things in this world than brunch, young man.”


“Sure, good company,” Parker said with a wink.


Ms. Birdseye shook her head. “Parker, you know I find our conversations delightful. I have since you were a little boy. But I worry more and more about you every day.”


“Worry about what?”


“Worry that you have such tremendous potential, but that you’re so curiously rudderless. I thought that job would help you.”


“Help me? Ms. Birdseye, come on, it’s too beautiful a day to be working.”


“Sometimes I wish you could be more like my nephew. He’s had a job every summer since he learned to ride a bike. But then again, any extended period of time I spend with him bores me to tears. He has the personality of a rusty shovel.”


“Sounds like it’s best that I stay clear. Did I tell you I’m going to the Outer Banks?”


“The beach?”


“To relax a little.”


Ms. Birdseye rolled her eyes. “You’ve never struck me as someone who needed a vacation. You’re still young, but trust me, habits form early. You can’t just waste your days away.”


“Waste my days away? It’s not even noon and I’ve already taken a nap and had ice cream.”


“You had ice cream before brunch?”


“I was worried you wouldn’t serve any until dessert.”


Ms. Birdseye pursed her lips to hide a smile. “You’re an odd duck, Parker.”


“Quack.”


“You have her sense of humor.”


Parker blushed.


“I think that’s what I miss most,” she continued.


Parker stared out a window.


“Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t talk of sad things on sunny days.”


Parker turned back to Ms. Birdseye. Rubbed a sleeve across his eyes. “It’s okay.”


“You’re a good boy, Parker.”


He reached for a waffle.


“But I do need to talk with your father about your little science experiment at the pool.”


Parker put his elbows on the table and massaged his temples. “I’m sorry about that, by the way. It was dumb. But do you have to tell him?”


“I do. Although first I need to call and apologize to your former employer.”
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Mr. Kelbrook leaned against his kitchen counter opening bills. His fingernails were stained with grease and the word “Birdseye” was stitched above the breast pocket of his navy jumpsuit in yellow thread. “You’re not going.”


Parker frowned from a stool across the counter. “You’re tired. You had a long day. We should talk about this after you’ve had something to eat. I was thinking we could order pizza.”


“We’re not doing takeout. And you’re not spending your summer lying on the shore in North Carolina.”


“Is this because of what happened at the Leisure Centre?” asked Parker.


Mr. Kelbrook exhaled. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing it was to have Ms. Birdseye tell me that my son did three thousand dollars’ worth of damage to a swimming pool on his first day? She’s on the board at the Centre.”


“I could see that being a problem,” admitted Parker. Then he frowned. “Three thousand seems high, no?”


“They have to drain the water, do a deep cleaning, and then refill it. Three thousand is probably a bargain.”


“Is that after subtracting what they owe me?”


Mr. Kelbrook sighed. “You were fired before your shift started. They don’t owe you anything.”


“Right.” Parker grabbed a pen from the counter. Began doodling on the back of one of the bill envelopes.


“Do you realize how lucky we are? Ms. Birdseye doesn’t even need a full-time mechanic. She rarely drives anywhere, and I can only wash and wax the cars that sit in her garage so often. I don’t know where we’d be without that job.”


Parker thought for a moment before nodding. “I know. You’re right.”


“I mean, she pays your school tuition.”


“I told her I was sorry. Anyway, she’s the richest person in Pittsburgh and my friend. Money isn’t a big deal to her.”


“Fifth richest and my boss. And people become rich by holding on to their money. She likes you, but you have to be more appreciative. I wouldn’t even have this job if it weren’t for your mother—”


“I know, Dad.” Parker shrank into his seat. Regretted snapping at his father.


Mr. Kelbrook softened. “I get that things have been rough. They’re hard for me, too. But you have to stop doing stuff like this.”


“Stuff like what?”


Mr. Kelbrook shook his head at the ceiling. “Things like filling your gymnasium with balloons. Or wrapping your science classroom in cellophane. Or decorating our neighbor’s roof with a giant model of the solar system. Or inviting your entire school to a semiformal dance at your vice principal’s house. Or having some guy dressed like a chicken sing me a telegram at work.”


“Okay, I hear you. But that singing telegram was a surprise for your birthday.”


“It wasn’t my birthday.”


“That’s what made it a surprise.”


Mr. Kelbrook crossed his arms and stared at his son. “What possessed you to dump a cup of punch mix into the pool?”


“Actually it was almost sixty gallons.”


Mr. Kelbrook’s head tilted, impressed. “How did you get it all onto the high board?”


“I can accomplish anything I put my mind to.”


“It’s a shame you put your mind to doing as little as possible.”


“Like most things, that’s a matter of perspective. I’m tired. I need a break this summer.”


“A break from what? You’ve never worked a day in your life.”


“That’s a matter of perspective, too.”


Mr. Kelbrook set the bill on the counter and grimaced. “I wish that were true. Parker, you have more going for you than any kid I’ve ever met. You can grow up to be anything you want.”


“Thank you.”


“I’m just worried you’re on a path to choose nothing. You used to be so motivated. When are you going to start taking things seriously again?”


“Taking things seriously makes them real.”


“Life is real, Parker.”


“Life is unfair.”


“Sometimes. But we have to roll with it anyway. Why did you take the job if you didn’t want it?”


“It was before I knew Kevin had a spare room at his beach house. I guess I figured I’d be spending the summer at the Leisure Centre regardless, so I might as well get paid for it. But then they gave me the early shift. Why would I want to go to the pool before my friends got there? Apparently the later shifts are given out by ‘seniority.’ But there was never any version of me working there long enough for that. They should have just made an exception for me, right?”


Mr. Kelbrook seemed mystified. “That’s not really how the world works.”


“It’s how I like my world to work.”


“Well, about that. It’s not going to anymore.”


Parker stopped doodling. “Are you making me get another job to pay for the pool?”


“Of course I am.”


Parker got up, walked around the counter, and put a hand on his father’s back.


“Look, I love you, but if you let me go to the Outer Banks with Kevin there’s apparently some surf shop that I can maybe work at for a couple of hours a day. I can pay it off in no time. Or at least by the end of next summer. Don’t make me spend the whole summer here.”


“I love you, too. But you’re not spending the summer with me.”


Parker beamed. “You’re letting me go to the beach with Kevin?”


“Not even close.”
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Parker slammed a suitcase shut at the foot of his bed. “This feels like a terrible mistake.”


“It’ll be good for you,” his father called from the kitchen.


Parker zipped the duffel bags at his feet. “How do you know? You hadn’t even heard of this place two days ago.”


“Because Ms. Birdseye said so,” said Mr. Kelbrook.


“Does it matter that I don’t want to go?”


“Not particularly.”


“Okay, but to be clear, I’m going to say it for the twenty-seventh time—I really don’t want to go.”


Silence from the kitchen.


Parker frowned. “I’m not sure Ms. Birdseye’s decision-making skills are what they used to be. She means well, but she’s getting up there in age.”


“Has she ever steered you wrong?”


Parker thought for a moment. “There’s a first for everything.”


“Hurry up and finish packing.”


Parker’s shoulders deflated. He glanced around his room. Spotless as usual. An antique desk, a hat rack draped with baseball caps and fedoras. Framed photos surrounded a mirrored dresser. He lifted one of the photographs—a laughing woman eating cotton candy.


He had her eyes.


Mr. Kelbrook stepped into the room. Froze when he saw Parker holding the photo. “Oh. You know, you can go say goodbye to Mom before I drop you off at the station. If you want.”


“Um, maybe.”


“I could drive you?”


Parker stared at the picture. “That’s all right. Thanks.”


Mr. Kelbrook nodded. “Okay. Dinner’s ready.” He headed down the hall.


Parker slid the frame into a pocket on the suitcase before following his father. He bumped into his dresser on the way out the door. Resting below the mirror was a brochure with a picture of a stunning farmhouse and three tiny figures crouched in a field.
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PARKER THOUGHT RIDING on a train for two nights would be fun. He was wrong.


It had been a day and a half since Parker left Pittsburgh, and at least twenty hours since he had seen anything outside the window resembling a city. He hadn’t even spotted a building since breakfast. What he had seen was corn. Endless stalks of corn. Corn racing by at seventy miles per hour. And corn inching along whenever the train slowed to a crawl for reasons that would never be known to him.


When Parker squinted and slouched, the tops of the cornfields almost looked like the sand dunes that led to the shoreline at the Outer Banks. Almost. He was figuratively and literally heading in the opposite direction from that North Carolina beach where he was supposed to spend his summer.


When his father had said he’d bought him a fifth-class train ticket, Parker figured he was joking. Something like that couldn’t possibly be real. He was wrong about that, too. His seat didn’t recline. The food cart only sold stale cheese sandwiches. And he hadn’t managed to sleep for more than six minutes at a time.


Oh, how he missed sleep. Every time he drifted off, he was shaken awake by a sudden jolt of the train, or a kick to the back of his uncomfortable chair by one of the twins behind him. He had given up on asking their mother for help after her third “They’re two years old, what do you want from me?”


As Parker shifted uncomfortably in his seat, he regretted not seeing his own mother before leaving. Visiting tended to put him in a bad mood afterward, but it usually helped to spend some time with her and talk. She always understood him better than his father. And though she wouldn’t have changed his father’s mind about how he’d spend his summer, it would have been nice to vent.


Parker wanted to get up to stretch his legs, but he worried he would wake the elderly man who had fallen asleep on his shoulder. He wished the man would stop drooling. Parker slipped a cocktail napkin between himself and the man’s mouth.


Three days earlier, Parker had found a seersucker suit with thin blue and white stripes at a thrift shop. He was proud of the discovery, especially since it was on the clearance rack and his size. It wasn’t long before he had serious regrets about wearing a full suit on the train. He was roasting.


The sun pounded on Parker through the window. The humidity was ruthless. The air as sticky as the floor. And since there wasn’t anywhere for that air to go, it was hot during the night, too. Sometimes it even felt like there was heat coming off the moon. He would take his suit jacket off if it weren’t for that elderly man’s face pressed against it, and the cringe-able amount of sweat that would be visible through the white shirt he wore underneath. So he left the jacket on and continued to bake. It was a vicious cycle.


For some reason Parker had been under the impression that entertainment would be provided on the trip. Perhaps movies. Maybe a magazine published by the train filled with interesting articles about traveling by rail. There was nothing of the sort. Instead, Parker stared straight ahead and counted the tiny polka dots on the upholstery of the seats in front of him. There were 6,709 dots visible on the chair directly ahead, and 6,511 dots on the one next to it. He confirmed those numbers nine times.


Things went from bad to worse when the twins and their mother got off the train, only to be replaced by the trash from the third-class car’s lunch service. The smell of leftover tuna fish and mayonnaise made him equal parts nauseous and starved for anything other than a stale cheese sandwich.


The train rolled over a bump that shook the elderly man awake. Parker watched as he found his bearings and wiped the sleep from his eyes. The man looked down between them and frowned. “Would you mind taking your elbow off my armrest?”


Parker glanced at the sliver of seersucker resting on the divider between their seats. “No problem,” he said as he pulled his arm away and folded his hands in his lap.


The man rolled his eyes, yawned, returned his head to Parker’s shoulder, and went back to sleep.


Parker’s summer vacation had taken a disappointing turn.
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Forty-eight hours after leaving home, Parker’s train arrived at his destination as the sun rose. He wouldn’t have known if the conductor hadn’t told him. It didn’t look like a station at all. Just a bench next to an empty ticket office. The office wasn’t much bigger than a telephone booth. The ground beneath the bench wasn’t even paved. It was like whoever built the station threw the office and bench off the back of a truck and called it a day.


The conductor came by again and nudged Parker’s arm. “Come on, kid, get moving. Train has to go.”


Parker sighed. “It’s been a pleasure,” he whispered to the sleeping man before extracting himself as gently as he could.


It felt wonderful to stand. And even better to step off that humid train into a summer breeze. To breathe something other than that fifth-class train air.


Parker was the only passenger to disembark. Within seconds, the train’s whistle blew twice and it began chugging away. He smiled before turning to the dirt beneath his feet.


Parker’s eyes went wide and he spun in a circle, searching frantically. His hands shot into the air.


“Wait!” he yelled as he sprinted after the train, his necktie waving over his shoulder.


But the train didn’t wait. No matter how many times Parker called for it to stop, or how quickly he ran, the train became smaller and smaller until he couldn’t see it anymore.
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Eventually he stopped running. Rested his hands on his knees and caught his breath.


Then he looked around again.


There wasn’t a soul in sight. And no sign of a highway. Only a few dirt roads and a set of train tracks that ran through cornfields on the horizon.


With no one to pick him up, and no clue where to go, Parker sluggishly returned to the bench and lay down in his seersucker suit.


The suit was now his only pair of clothes.


Parker’s luggage was still on the train.


He fell asleep in seconds.
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