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Praise for The Earthquake Child


“A riveting familial rollercoaster, The Earthquake Child portrays one mother’s determination to raise a child. Bravo to Elayne Klasson for so honestly describing the ripple effects of adoption, for child, birth parents, and adoptive parents. This is a gripping story wrought with emotion and truth.”


—JEANNE MCWILLIAMS BLASBERG,author of Eden and The Nine


“In Elayne Klasson’s new novel, the mother-child relationship takes center stage, but is amplified by the adoption equation. This well-crafted and true-to-life plot involves two mothers and the son they both cherish. It is about love, loss, longing, and the road to becoming whole. The Earthquake Child shows the fierceness of a mother’s love, the angst of adoption, and the secrets that set individual wants and needs colliding. Whether you are inside the adoption experience or on the outside looking in, Klasson’s well-informed novel will leave you thinking. And isn’t that what a really good book should do?”


—JULIE RYAN MCGUE, author of Twice a Daughter:A Search of Identity, Family, and Belonging


“This fine novel provides the reader with many pleasures. You’ll find well-drawn characters to care about, a suspenseful story, an emotionally-resonant depiction of the psychological stresses related to adoption, and a prose style that is clear and enjoyable to read.”


—MONICA STARKMAN, MD, author of The End of Miracles,Professor emerita of Psychiatry,University of Michigan Medical School









Praise for Love is a Rebellious Bird2019 National Jewish Book Awards Finalist


“From first love to last love, Love Is a Rebellious Bird by Elayne Klasson explores the manner in which some one special always holds a place in our heart. This book illustrates that our connections help us deal with the obstacles we all encounter . . . its message will resonate with readers who maybe facing challenging life decisions now; realizing we will all experience the vicissitudes of life sooner or later. This poignant novel addresses the nature of love and commitment (through a Jewish lens) and is a remarkable depiction of such.”


—JEWISH BOOK AWARDS


“Klasson fills every scene she can with thought-provoking reflections on the nature of love, family, and romance. A surprisingly complex and realistic love story delicately narrated by an endearing protagonist.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Elayne Klasson’s artistic and compassionate novel Love is a Rebellious Bird focuses on a lifelong love affair . . . an operatic, enduring, and subtle romance.”


—FOREWORD CLARION REVIEWS 5/5


“Love is a Rebellious Bird vividly evokes the worlds of Judith Sherman and Elliott Pine: 1950’s Chicago in the Jewish neighborhood of West Rogers Park, the subsequent whiplash of the liberated ’60s, marriages that fail and marriages that thrive, losses from illness and ambitions denied. Klasson shows us the seismic repercussions of a love, more unequal than unrequited, that vibrate over a lifetime. While Elliott may never fully love Judith the way she deserves, the reader certainly will.”


—STACEY SWANN, author of aGood Morning America Book Club pick Olympus, Texas
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“To be adopted is to be amputated and sewn back together. Whether or not you regain full function,there will always be scar tissue.”


—A.M. Homes
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Chapter 1

The Runaways







2006


Nick and two other kids slipped away from Mount Richmond Academy late on a moonless night. Using headlamps, they traveled west, hoping to reach Wilcox, the town closest to the school. At daybreak on the fifth morning, they discovered a small cave and collapsed into exhausted sleep. The weather was mild that summer in the Oregon high desert, and they slept deeply until nearly noon, when the whirring noise of a helicopter overhead woke them.


Nick slowly sat up, rubbing his shoulders. The nights of walking, sometimes stumbling, through the rough terrain had made his muscles ache. Sleeping nearby were his traveling companions, Noa and Jacob. A sorry duo, Nick thought. They weren’t kids he might have deliberately chosen for this getaway and long hike, but they were the only two who remained from the original group. Noa, in Nick’s opinion, was the school’s most disagreeable girl, and her boyfriend, Jacob, a skinny, pathetic kid, had no mind of his own. The stench in the filthy cave was made worse by the smell of their unwashed bodies. Energy bar wrappers and who knew what else littered the cave’s floor. Nick stared longingly toward the entrance, at the fresh air and clear blue sky beyond. He didn’t move, though. The sound of the chopper froze him in place.


Jacob woke and rubbed his eyes. In his puny voice he asked, “A helicopter?”


“They’re fucking pigs,” Noa said. She walked to the cave’s opening and looked out. Her hair, with its wild red curls, would be visible to anyone watching them.


“Military. Probably practicing to kill babies in Iraq.” Without turning back to the boys, she stomped forward and raised both middle fingers to the helicopter above.


Nick quickly ran to the opening. He grabbed Noa by her sweatshirt and forcefully yanked her back into the cave. “Don’t be an asshole, Noa. They’re searching for us. I keep telling you, we’ve got to stay out of sight during the day.”


Only sixteen, Nick was already an accomplished survivalist. Under his guidance, the three had hiked almost forty miles off-road from the school. Although their food and water supply was nearly exhausted, Nick remained confident his skills would get them to Wilcox. He just needed to impress on the other two, especially Noa with that wild red hair, that they must stay hidden during the day. They must not, under any circumstance, get picked up and dragged back to Mount Richmond, their piss-assed school. He’d run away from home in California several times and always landed on his feet, but now the stakes were higher.


Noa slapped at Nick’s hand. “Hey, you’re the asshole. Don’t touch me.” She fixed the boy, a good foot taller than she, with a deadly stare, then reached into her pocket for another energy bar—her last.


They were running from Mount Richmond Academy, a therapeutic boarding school with 120 teenaged students, most there against their will. Nick had arrived at the program less than a month before.


“Fake it until you make it,” older students told him.


They meant for him to follow the rules until he turned eighteen. After that, he could sign himself out and do as he liked. But the prospect of staying at the school for almost another two interminable years was not one he entertained. Nick knew he didn’t belong at the school. He’d been taken there, snatched off the street by goons hired by his mother, and he was not going to stay and fake anything.


At night in the dorms, the kids talked. They told stories of how, before being delivered to the school by their parents (or in some cases, like Nick, by bonded and licensed escort services), most had wreaked havoc on their families. Drinking, drugs, and not coming home at night were typical reasons kids were at Mount Richmond. With the boys, the anger was directed outward. In most of their homes, as in Nick’s own, there were holes punched through Sheetrock. With the girls, more typically, there was cutting or an eating disorder, something inflicting pain upon themselves. The kids at Mount Richmond, sometimes ashamed, sometimes defiant, recounted stories to each other: the violence, trouble with the law, self-harm.


From the time he was brought to the school, Nick was cautioned that no one made it more than twenty-four hours after running away before being picked up. Water was scarce in that isolated region. There were irrigation ditches, but the water in them was likely contaminated from grazing cows. Someone could get a bad case of E. coli, maybe even die, from that polluted water. Running from the school meant risking dehydration, sickness, or worse. The steep, uneven terrain also meant the chance of injury. A broken ankle might be fatal in these mountains, a person not discovered until it was too late. Mount Richmond’s isolation was intentional, the staff told him. It was for his own good he’d been removed from the temptations that got him into trouble.


His own good. Nick narrowed his eyes when he heard those words. There was no way the school would contain him. His plan to escape was fueled by fury.


Led by Nick, the trio had slowly made their way by night toward Wilcox, where civilization waited. All three still wore the dark polo shirts, navy sweatshirts, and khaki pants, now filthy, that was the uniform of Mount Richmond. The evening before, they’d covered nearly ten miles. Their feet were blistered and bloody, their food supplies almost depleted, and the jugs of water stashed into their backpacks were nearly empty, but none had gotten sick or hurt. Nick’s confidence was unshaken.


Noa and Jacob did not share this confidence and were beginning to doubt Nick. They’d slept only a few hours at a time and were exhausted. They were sick of energy bars and trail mix and, more troublingly, there was little left to drink.


When the sound of the whirring blades finally grew faint, Nick strode from the cave. He shaded his eyes, carefully scanning the valley below. Suddenly he shouted triumphantly. “There it is!” he said and pointed east.


The eyes of the other two followed his raised arm and saw it as well: the outskirts of town. There were a few houses scattered on large parcels of land. Beyond these were regularly laid-out streets. Nick had been right. Yes, the terrain had been steep and rocky, and they were tired as well as hungry and thirsty, but they’d done it. They’d reached Wilcox. Nick had led them to freedom.


Nick would never forget being kidnapped by the two thugs his mother hired to bring him, against his will, to Oregon. He kept hearing the sound of the car doors’ locks clicking shut, picturing how he’d been driven away in the ugly beige Nissan, as his friends watched. It was the most outrageous act inflicted upon him in his young life, and as soon as he’d been admitted to Mount Richmond, he knew he’d find a way out. Although confident of his survival skills, there was one problem. Nick hated being alone. He liked an audience—people to appreciate him. He also realized having good-looking girls along would be an asset, so he talked up his project to some of the braver female students. He was surprised at how difficult it had been to get any of them, either the boys or girls, to agree to the runaway. They were pussies, with no fight left in them. They hated Mount Richmond, yet running away seemed beyond their energy or imagination. Maybe Noa with her crazy conspiracy theories was correct— the school had brainwashed them.


Starting out, there had originally been six. But after that first chilly night in the woods, two boys and the other girl gave up. They left their supplies with the remaining three and promised to divulge nothing. Nick wasn’t pleased to be left with only Noa and Jacob, but he was determined to keep moving. He might have been okay with only Jacob. He and the other boy had arrived at Mount Richmond the same week. Both liked the same kind of music: death metal. Both passionately hated the school. But Jacob and his hot girlfriend, Noa, were inseparable. And Noa increasingly was a problem.


The previous week, Nick had seen the two lovebirds get busted for having physical contact. Touching a member of the opposite sex was one of many infractions at Mount Richmond. At admission, they’d been given a set of rules stating they were to abstain from physical contact with other students until they’d earned certain privileges. Holding hands, hugging and, God-forbid, kissing were big deals. These had to be earned through good behavior.


“Bullshit,” the kids said to one another.


There had been no privileges earned by Noa or Jacob. Neither was particularly good at following rules. Jacob was on the lazy side, easily distracted, never finishing his chores. Noa said “fuck you” to every staff member who spoke to her. She hated them all without exception. Both were put on restrictions after they’d been caught making out behind Jacob’s dorm. The no-touching rule, among others, was unacceptable to Noa. In group therapy, she reported she’d been avidly sexually active since middle school. Who was this place to tell her what to do with her own body? Jacob had never before had a girlfriend. To his dorm mates, he shyly admitted his surprise that Noa, with her beautiful red hair and sexy body, had chosen him.


Nick couldn’t figure it out either. He was much better looking than puny Jacob and had made some moves on Noa, which she quickly rejected. He supposed Noa liked that she could call the shots with Jacob and tell him what to do and not do. She could mold him to her will. Jacob may not have understood it, but with Noa, willing and gorgeous, crawling all over him, the little fucker just accepted his good luck.


As soon as Noa heard the escape plan through the underground student communication system, she passed Nick a note. Noa, and her boy toy, Jacob, would be at the designated meeting spot on the gravel road behind the boys’ dormitory at midnight on the next moonless night.


“I’m getting laid and I’m getting a beer,” she said to Nick when they met up at the spot.


Jacob nodded enthusiastically.


Tall, blond Nick was different than most of the kids. He didn’t break rules, nor give the staff a hard time. But he wasn’t buying into any of the crap at the school either. He listened at the endless group therapy sessions, quickly learning what was expected. He had real talent for mastering the psychological lingo of group therapy: speaking fluently about abandonment, loss, and grief. But when alone with the other kids, with no staff around to hear, he lost the obedient smile and charm he showed the adults. Group therapy was nothing but a pity party, he said to the other students. A waste of his time.


“I used to buy guns. On the internet,” he casually told the boys in his dorm. “For the Bloods and Crips down south.” He stretched his lanky body out on his bed, hands under his head.


“Right, Nick,” said the boy in the next bunk. “And how exactly did a pretty white boy like you meet the Bloods and Crips?”


Nick narrowed his eyes. “Oh, I got my contacts,” he told the kid menacingly. “In LA.”


Nick did seem to know a lot about gang stuff; and the other kids began to be a little scared of him, which Nick liked very much.


Although Noa and Jacob were a year older, Nick knew they were the ones who needed to be taken care of. He’d been on the streets. The last time he ran away from home in Northern California, he’d hooked up with a cool hippie group at a music festival in San Francisco. They were called the Dream Catchers. The music was lame, but he stayed with the group for days, until his mother found him and brought him back. From the Dream Catchers, he’d learned some serious panhandling skills, even how to get gas from pumps when someone walked away for a few moments. Nick was confident that once they got some distance from Mount Richmond, they’d survive just fine. He was unafraid. With his good sense of direction and street smarts, he was sure he’d be free of the school and even his mother. He’d travel with the other two, Jacob and Noa, until he didn’t need them any longer. Then he’d ditch them.


Nick wasn’t his real name. When he’d been adopted, soon after he was born in Wisconsin, his parents named him Joshua. For as long as he could remember, Nick hated this Old Testament name. He wasn’t anti-Semitic, but he felt his name was another example of how he was living the wrong life. His parents, both Jewish, had tried molding him into something he was not. When he was adopted, he had been dropped into a world he was not meant for. The Russells, his adoptive family, couldn’t even get naming him right. Joshua. The name irritated him. It made him want to puke. When he was a little boy, he’d woken one morning and knew with certainty that his name was not Joshua. His name was Nick. He fantasized that his birth mother had actually given him the name Nick, but he had no evidence, as he’d never seen his original birth certificate from Wisconsin. As much as he knew anything, he knew he was more a Nick than a Joshua. (And that was what his mom always called him, “Josh-u-a,” not Josh, all three syllables clearly pronounced, like straight from the Bible.)


So, at barely sixteen, when Joshua was admitted to Mount Richmond, he told everyone to call him Nick. And it worked. The staff went along with it, feeling a name change harmless. There were plenty of adopted kids at Mount Richmond. Most questioned how they fit into the family they lived with . . . the family they were not related to by blood. Some of these adopted kids were different racially or ethnically than their adoptive parents. There were Black kids or Asian kids adopted by white couples. Many did not look like their parents. Most were different temperamentally.


The staff said, “Sure, Nick, we’ll call you by whatever name you’d like.”


Nick/Joshua Russell thought there was a lot more besides his name that was wrong with his life in Northern California. The only things the Russell family cared about were money and prestige. They lived in a big, rambling house in Los Altos, a house uncomfortable to Nick in its size. When he ran away, which he’d been doing on a regular basis since he was fourteen, he saw how normal people lived. Before he’d been brought to Mount Richmond, shoved into that beige car, and forcibly taken to Oregon by the assholes his mother hired, his greatest pleasure had been listening to music. In the lyrics to the songs he loved, Nick heard about real life.


Like everything else his mother found for him, he couldn’t believe what a wrong fit this school was. He wanted no more of the talking bullshit, the therapy, the rules. Noa was right. She said Mount Richmond was like a cult. He wasn’t going to let it, or his mother, control him. He considered running away as keeping his integrity, being true to his authentic self. There was no choice but to get out of Mount Richmond.


He first started to get into trouble two years before and his mother shipped him off to a wilderness camp in Utah, a place some therapist friend of hers recommended. Wilderness camp had been okay; Joshua actually excelled there. He’d learned to start a bow-drill fire in mere seconds, rapidly twirling a spindle in a hole until a spark flew out. Leaning over a small pile of twigs, he blew and caressed it until a flame started from the single spark he’d created. He could cook decent meals over open fires, too. He once made a cheesecake, baking it inside an ordinary tin can, the wrapper peeled off, and then letting it cool in the chill of the evening. It’d tasted pretty damn good, but by then he and the other boys at the wilderness camp were so starved for sugar, the cake delighted their numbed palates.


Counselors at the camp talked nonstop crap about the curative powers of nature and how the great outdoors should inspire you to change your life. A bunch of bull, but still, Joshua was good at it. They were assigned to write in a journal every day about their goals. Instead, he wrote rap songs, with verses about pimps and whores. He drew daggers dripping with blood. And although he was one of the most able boys at the camp, he dreamed every day of getting back to California, about getting high again with his friends. His main fear was that his friends on the street would forget him.


When he returned from wilderness camp, the summer he turned fifteen, he searched for his friends, mainly kids from neighboring East Palo Alto. They had not forgotten him and welcomed him back. But his mother continued to make him feel like shit. He wasn’t studying enough. He wasn’t trying hard enough at school. He wasn’t living up to his potential. She never stopped.


“Who are your friends?” she asked. “Have you met their parents?”


When he got sick of her nagging, he’d run away.


Always there were cars to sleep in and people to share food and drugs. He never had trouble attracting girls. Girls wanted to take care of him. Joshua would tell them he’d been kicked out at home, which he hadn’t, of course, and they’d feel sorry for him and drive him to McDonald’s, buying him whatever he wanted.


In the middle of tenth grade, after several runaways, his mother looked at Joshua’s pathetic grades and tried to enroll him in a fancy private school in Los Altos. It was a school for kids with learning disabilities, but when he visited, he saw they were really just a bunch of pampered jerks, worse even than at his public school. The private school must have known he didn’t belong there, either, because they didn’t accept him. Joshua didn’t belong in that private school, just like he didn’t belong at Mount Richmond Academy. He belonged with his friends on the street, kids he hung with when he ran away. With them, not the fuckheads at school, and not with his family, the feeling he was a wrong fit lessened.


When Joshua was little, living in the big house in Los Altos, he used to watch Sesame Street every morning. Eating his bowl of Fruit Loops, he watched the small television set on the kitchen counter in front of him. Sometimes there was a segment where the screen was divided into four squares. A familiar song was sung with this divided screen: “One of these things is not like the other . . .” Of the four items, one was always different. Kids were supposed to figure out which one didn’t belong.


One morning, the screen showed three dark-haired people, with a blond head in the fourth square. It was easy to see which one didn’t belong with the others. Exactly like his own family, Joshua thought. His mother and his siblings were small, dark-haired people. By age twelve, Joshua was already the tallest. The others in his family had thick, wavy brunette hair. None of them had a big, round head like his. His mother regularly had his smooth, blond hair trimmed into a dumb-looking bowl cut that hung almost to his eyebrows. Ever since he could remember, people couldn’t seem to stop running their hands over his silky, straight hair.


“What an angel he is. Where did he get this golden hair?” they’d ask his small, olive-skinned mother.


His mom would laugh nervously, one of the few times he ever heard her at a loss for words.


She’d mutter, “Oh, his grandfather was a blond,” and try to change the subject.


Now, in the cave in the high desert of Oregon, he looked down at his filthy clothes and ran his fingers through his dirty hair. One of the first things Nick (for now he thought of himself as Nick all of the time) wanted to do when he got out of this shitty cave and could get his hands on some money was to ditch the preppie clothes the school ordered for them from Lands’ End. Then, he’d get a haircut. A Mohawk. He wondered if Noa knew how to cut hair so it stood up in the front and was shaved at the sides. It’d be a great disguise. People wouldn’t know to look for someone with a Mohawk. And a tattoo. He wanted to get a skull and crossbones tattoo with “Sam-a-el” written below it. It was his favorite group, a badass death metal band from Europe, which was totally hard core. He couldn’t wait to see his mother’s face when she saw her pretty little golden boy with a Mohawk and a skull and bones tattoo on his arm.


He knew he had to ditch Jacob and Noa eventually. They’d slow him down. He needed Noa for a while to get them rides. But after that, he’d find a car. He was sure he could make it back down to California in a day or two. That was his plan. There was a guy back home who knew someone who could teach him to manufacture ecstasy. He had another friend who had a place where they could make the stuff, an abandoned shack in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Ecstasy was supposed to be easy to make, not any harder than the experiments they did in chemistry class. They’d have as much E as they wanted, and they’d live pretty on the money they got from selling it.


Nick had good buddies, buddies a whole lot cooler than the pussy-whipped Mount Richmond kids. His drug buddies were real friends, better than anyone he’d met at Mount Richmond. They were people he could trust, who loved him unconditionally. There’d be no staff listening over their shoulders. No groups where they were supposed to talk about their feelings. He and his buddies understood each other without group therapy. He wasn’t afraid of living on the streets. He knew how to do it. When he had more cash, he’d go up to San Francisco, where there was real action.


The damn helicopter circling overhead was a concern, though. And so was crazy Noa jumping out of the cave and flipping it off. He hoped the helicopter pilot hadn’t seen her, but Noa was hard to miss with her flaming red hair. Though tiny, the girl was really built. Nick hadn’t told the others, but he thought he might have heard dogs barking in the early morning. He wondered if there were dogs searching the mountains.


“Noa, listen,” Nick said. “I think they’re looking for us. I’m sure Mount Richmond didn’t like having to call our parents and tell them they’d misplaced us. So listen to me. Just shut up and chill until it gets dark again. Then we’ll make it to the town down there.”


Noa looked at Nick as if he were an insect. “Since when are you telling us what to do?” She chewed her energy bar and looked the two boys up and down, making them squirm. She stared at Nick, pointing her finger at him. “You act like you’re the boss. Don’t forget, pretty boy, you are nothing but a sixteen-year-old punk. Younger than me and Jacob. Quit talking like you’re in a gang or something. You’re full of shit; everyone knows that.”


Nick bristled. Noa was such a bitch. He was going to get away from her and her pussy boyfriend as soon as possible. Those two losers deserved each other.


With the noise of the helicopter finally gone, Noa picked up her backpack and stepped out of the cave again. She scanned the sky, then glanced back at the boys. “I’m tired of this shithole,” she said. “You both stink and this cave stinks. I want a drink. See that house, the one down the hill and to the right? I just know they’ve got some nice cold beer in the fridge.” She started walking toward the house she’d pointed to.


“Good riddance, Noa,” Nick called after her.


She didn’t turn back.


Jacob stood up and, shrugging his shoulders, brushed off his pants and lifted his own backpack to his shoulders. He followed Noa down the hill and picked his way carefully among the boulders.


“Wait up,” he said.


“Shit,” Nick muttered to himself. He was alone in the cave. Left behind and thirsty. The thought of a cold beer fought with his concern about the helicopter and the dogs. He tried to convince himself the school couldn’t be paying choppers to search for them. Hiring helicopters and search dogs cost serious money. Even his control-freak mother wouldn’t go that far. She didn’t have that kind of money. Of course, he never would have believed his mother would have him kidnapped, either. But a helicopter and search dogs would be too much.


Nick caught up with the other two. He argued with them for a few moments. But he was hungry and thirsty and never good at waiting around. His desire for action won out over his caution. Erasing the picture of his mother from his brain, he focused on the house they’d seen. Food, drink, and who knew what other luxuries would be waiting for them. Maybe even a car. No, probably not a car.


“Okay,” Nick said. “Let’s get going. Hopefully that ’copter doesn’t make another pass this way. We’re better off together, the three of us. At least until we get back to civilization.”


“I suppose that means you need a girl to get you rides. Nick, you are such an obvious prick,” Noa said.


Nick looked warily at her. It bothered him that she saw through him.


They stumbled through the dry scrub. It was July, and the sun beat down on them. Nick’s fair skin burned easily and he flipped the visor of his black baseball cap from back to front. Noa, also fair, had no head covering. The sun was starting to burn the pale, freckled skin across her nose and cheeks. Up until now, they’d mostly stayed under cover during the days. Nick silently passed his baseball cap to her. She stared at him but took it and pulled it over her red curls.


They walked without speaking for an hour or more, their throats parched. Nick occasionally kicked at rocks, leading the way. Jacob, the least naturally athletic of the three, began to breathe heavily, lagging behind. By the time they got to the house, they were sweating and their water was gone. They stared at the house while catching their breaths. It was silent. The place was in bad repair, run-down with peeling paint and torn screens. There was also a boxlike mobile home parked behind it, which they hadn’t noticed before, and a white Ford extended cab pickup in the driveway. The truck was fairly new, clean, and the two boys circled it appreciatively.


When Nick turned away from the truck, he saw Noa had yanked open the unlocked back door. As he watched, she casually walked into the kitchen.


Nick whistled though his teeth. “That girl is crazy. People could be right inside. What the fuck is she doing?”


In a moment or two, Noa appeared again. “Coast is clear,” she said sweetly. Then she held up a can. “Mmmm. This sure is refreshing!”


Jacob hesitated. It was obvious he wanted to follow the girl inside, but he looked over to Nick, waiting to see what he would do.


Nick’s throat was so parched, he could practically taste the beer Noa held. “All right,” he said, and shouldered his backpack. “Let’s do this.”


They headed toward the open kitchen door, Jacob checking behind him to make sure Nick still followed. The boys crossed the threshold into the kitchen. Inside, they looked around cautiously. Nick grabbed another beer from the still open refrigerator and tossed a third to Jacob. Then he began to explore.


The house was small, on one level. It was carpeted throughout with a stained beige carpet, even in the kitchen. Nick sauntered through it, opening and closing drawers. As he walked through the house, his confidence grew. It was exactly how he dreamed it would be. There was a dining room and living room, with two bedrooms and a bathroom off the narrow hallway. He pocketed some change he found on top of a bureau in one of the bedrooms, then walked back toward the kitchen. The other two had opened a fresh pack of Oreo cookies and were scarfing them down.


“Anything interesting?” Jacob asked.


“Nope, just some old people’s shit. The whole house smells of old people. What’s to eat? Besides cookies?”


“There’s some eggs and a package of ham. That’d taste good, but I’m not going to cook for you guys. Either one of you know how to make eggs?” Noa asked. Neither boy replied. She shrugged and pointed. “Some apples on the table.”


Nick took a few and shoved them into his sweatshirt pockets.


Jacob said nervously, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to stick around here. I think we ought to get going. It feels really weird; they could come home any minute.”


Nick ignored him and opened a kitchen drawer. “Will you look at what these helpful people so considerately left for us?” He held up a ring of keys, dangling them high in the air. “I love when people are careful and keep a set of spare keys in a drawer, don’t you?” He spoke to Jacob, who had his back turned and was staring at a closet off the living room.


“Nice,” Nick said. “Very, very nice.” He pocketed the keys, then walked over to the closet Jacob was facing. Without hesitating, he opened its door, then said, “Holy shit! This is our lucky day.”


The others walked behind him. Their eyes widened. Inside was a small arsenal. There were two rifles propped upright on the closet floor and several handguns on a shelf. There were boxes and boxes of ammunition.


Nick picked up a handgun. He caressed it reverently in his palm. The other two backed off.


“Hey, that’s not a good idea, man,” Jacob said, his voice rising almost to a squeak.


“You’re a jerk, Nick,” Noa said. Perspiration streamed down her face. “Put it away. You’re going to hurt someone. You really are a weirdo.”


Jacob backed farther into the kitchen. His head swiveled to the back door. “Come on, Nick, she’s right—you’re gonna hurt someone. Put the gun back. We don’t need a gun. Let’s get the hell out of here.”


Nick grinned. “I’m not leaving this gun behind, dude. If you think I am, you’re going to have to wrestle me for it. You’ll have to take me down. This is exactly what I’ve been looking for.” He opened the gun’s chamber and saw that it wasn’t loaded. Then he reached inside the closet and ran his hands over the boxes of ammunition, removing three.


“Okay, we did well here,” Nick said and stuck the gun into the waist of his pants. “Now let’s have a look at that truck.”


He led the way out of the kitchen, but before he reached the truck, he stopped and said to Noa, “Keep a lookout. Let me know if anyone is coming. I want to check out that trailer.”


Noa looked at Nick and then down at the gun tucked in the boy’s waistband. She swallowed and nodded.


“Come on, Nick,” Jacob said. He was sweating as well. “Let’s just get out of here. These people might come home for lunch. What if somebody’s asleep in that trailer?”


“Don’t be such a pussy,” Nick said. “Stay here if you want and keep watch with Noa.”


Jacob glared at Nick but followed.


Nick climbed the two steps to the doorway of the mobile home and turned the handle. It, too, opened.


When the boys came back out, Nick still had the gun jammed into the top of his pants. Jacob had grabbed a plastic wrapped loaf of bread and a sealed package of lunch meat. He also had looped a pair of binoculars and a camera around his neck. Nick waved something triumphantly at Noa. It was a cell phone. “This gets better and better. Right? It was in a charger, just waiting for me,” he said.


All three stared longingly at the phone.


Finally, Nick broke the silence. “Okay, let’s try the truck. See if the thing starts.”


Jacob and Noa hesitated. Then Jacob moved to the driver’s side.


“Please, let’s get out of here,” he said, and glanced around nervously. “Let me have those keys, Nick.”


“Who says you’re driving?” Noa asked.


“I’m the only one with a license, right?” Sweat stained the back of his shirt. “Shit, guys, just get in. Please. They could come back any minute.”


Noa went to the passenger side and climbed in beside Jacob. She slammed the door. Nick shrugged but got into the back seat and passed Jacob the keys.


Jacob, hands shaking, put the large Ford key into the ignition. It turned over immediately.


“Whoa,” Nick said. “Will you listen to that? How much gas?”


“About half a tank,” Jacob answered. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


“All right, bro,” Nick said. “Where are we off to?”


Jacob bit his lip and then slowly answered. “I know people in Salem. My aunt lives there. I think it’s about four hours from here.”


Nick nodded and picked up the cell phone. He couldn’t wait to start making connections again. He’d hated being cut off from his friends, hated that he’d been forced into that car back in Los Altos without being able to tell anyone where he was going. More than food or drink, more even than the gun tucked into his waistband, he wanted to connect with the kids back on the street. To tell them that despite his mother having him kidnapped by a fat-assed bounty hunter in a car with childproof locks, he was coming back. And it was on his own terms.
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Chapter 2

The Quake







1989 and 1990


The earthquake hit shortly after five o’clock on the afternoon of October 17. When the trembling began, Eleanor was alone in the house, standing in front of a mirror in the upstairs bathroom. The weather in Los Altos had been still and warm all day, a bit of humidity in the air, unusual for Northern California in October.


In the years to come, she called this earthquake weather. The papers reported that the Loma Prieta earthquake was a violent collision of tectonic plates in a previously ignored section of the mighty San Andreas Fault. Located fifty miles to the south of San Francisco, it measured 7.1 on the Richter scale, lasting a mere fifteen seconds. However, time did strange things during those fifteen seconds, expanding and undulating. And during that brief time, Eleanor had a powerful and surprising thought. Even in the midst of her terror, Eleanor Russell realized how much she wanted another child.


As the shaking continued, Eleanor feared the whole house would come down, its wood beams and plaster walls collapsing on her. She feared she would be buried under the rubble with no one arriving in time to find her and she felt the frail, flesh-and-blood humanness of her own body. For the first time in her life, she thought she might be facing death. On that Tuesday afternoon, she put her hands to her belly and felt a longing that she could never adequately explain afterward. It didn’t matter that she already had two teenaged children. They were from her first marriage, another lifetime ago. She wanted a baby, one that was hers and Ron’s. She thought she had made peace with this urge for another child, but it was jostled loose by the shaking of the earth.


The teenagers were at practices: Max at soccer and Lara rowing on the reservoir. Ron had left for a medical convention in Atlanta the day before. He infrequently traveled without her. They liked traveling together since they hated spending nights apart. Both had been alone much of their lives and still marveled at the words, “my husband, my wife.” But she taught at the local college, and it was impossible to leave this close to midterms, so Ron had gone to Atlanta without her.


She’d been fixing her hair and makeup, getting ready for the monthly school board meeting in half an hour. Eleanor was president of the Los Altos Union Elementary School Board. Each time she stepped up to the raised semicircular platform with its smooth, sweeping desk, a microphone placed in front of each comfortably padded chair, she was self-consciously aware of her appearance. She fussed in front of the mirror not for the other nine members of the school board but for the audience who would be sitting in front of her.


Los Altos was a community of concerned and involved parents. Even on an evening with a relatively short and innocuous agenda, fifty people might attend. The Los Altos Weekly usually sent its photographer, Alton, a man who took his job very seriously. He’d perch on his heels facing the raised dais, ready to snap shots for the paper. Although he couldn’t have planned it, his pictures of her were often unflattering—perhaps eyes at half-mast looking as if she were sleepy or lips curled up on one side, appearing as an argumentative sneer. As she got ready, she practiced an alert, interested expression in the mirror, her eyes open wide and mouth fixed in an encouraging smile. She’d been forewarned that, in addition to the town weekly, KRON, the local television station, was sending a reporter and film crew.


A fifth-grade teacher in their district was being investigated. He’d been accused of inappropriate behavior when he’d been alone with a boy he’d been tutoring after school. It was a nasty business. Eleanor knew worrying about her appearance was not what she should be focusing on. But she was Eleanor, a person exquisitely aware of how she appeared to others. So she carefully applied cover-up under her eyes, so they would appear distinct but not raccoon-like, if the meeting should make the ten o’clock news.


The school board meeting never took place. With eyeliner applicator poised in midair, she heard the first deep rumbling. It sounded as if a heavy truck were passing their house, but Eleanor and Ron lived in the hills where there was no truck traffic. The rumbling was immediately followed by a huge rocking. The entire house swayed from side to side. From the upstairs bathroom, she heard the joints twist and moan—a sickening sound. As she gazed into the mirror, she saw with horror that the heavy pine armoire directly behind where she stood was tipping forward, heading for her. She stepped to the right just in time to watch the wooden piece crash with such force that the burgundy tiles covering the countertop cracked, and the mirror above shattered. The doors flew open, the wood splintering. Towels and sheets flew off the shelves.


Eleanor stared at the fallen armoire for a second. Still hearing her house torquing and cracking, she ran from the bathroom, fearing she’d not make it outside before the roof collapsed. She wondered if this was the big one. Was this the one in which the world as she knew it would disappear? She began descending the stairs to utter quiet. However, when she reached the landing, the house began to groan and move again. At the landing, her favorite piece of artwork rested on its heavy marble pedestal. It was called In the Evening, a green patinaed bronze of an elegantly draped female figure, sculpted by a famous artist. She and Ron had bought the sculpture seven years earlier when they felt flush and romantic on their honeymoon, a time when all, including a baby, seemed possible. Now, the pedestal and the bronze atop it swayed at the instant she ran past. The heavy sculpture slid off its base, hitting her hard in the knee, opening a nasty gash.


When she reached the bottom of the stairway, blood flowing down her leg, she gasped at the sight of the first floor. The massive wood beam that supported the front entry of the house had collapsed, dragging the plaster ceiling down with it. She stood still for a fraction of a second, absorbing the sight of the entryway now open to the sky. Then, another huge aftershock hit. With this jolt, seemingly bigger than the previous one, the old upright piano that rested against one wall of the living room began to roll along the hardwood floor. As she watched, it crashed through the glass picture window, the one facing north, its views all the way to San Francisco. The piano dropped to the lawn with a thud, its strings reverberating crazily.


She moved fast. Everything in the downstairs was tipped over, china and crystal on the ground, all of it smashed and broken. The liquor cabinet was on its side, and she smelled a sickly, sweet stench from the mix of alcohols: sherry and vermouth and Scotch flowed together, soaking into the deep-red Persian carpet she loved.


She ran toward the back door to avoid the ruined living room with its smashed picture window and open ceiling. On her way to the kitchen, she caught a split-second sight of her son Max’s room. Everything was on the floor as well, with drawers tipped out and bookshelves emptied. She had a pang as she saw his precious model airplane collection crushed on the ground, pieces of the painted metallic wood glinting in the debris. Those airplanes represented hours of Max’s childhood, when he’d built every model of every airplane available at the hobby store.


As she went for the door, she spotted a pan of brownies, still miraculously on the counter where she’d placed it after taking it from the oven an hour earlier. She couldn’t understand why the metal pan hadn’t slipped to the floor, but after she retrieved her purse, the car keys inside, from under a counter stool, she grabbed the brownies as well. It was the single unbroken thing she could see. Food. Wherever they were going, they’d need food. She ran outside clutching the still-warm pan.


The house still swayed, although now less violently. It stopped for a few seconds, then started up again. She supposed these were all aftershocks, although she wasn’t entirely sure these waves were actually happening or whether she was so jangled, she imagined the earth still moving. Her car was parked in the driveway. It was the Volvo convertible Ron had recently bought in a beautiful color of silver, tinged with a pinkish undercoating. Desert Rose. Eleanor loved the car and had persuaded Ron to splurge on it. A Volvo was as fancy as Ron would get. He said the doctors’ parking lot at the hospital was already filled with conspicuous consumption: Mercedes, Jags, and Lexus. He’d agreed on the Volvo only when she showed him the safety statistics.


As she opened the car door, she saw movement underneath. It was their dog, a large, red vizsla who, on the best of days, was neurotically high-strung. He trembled violently. Eleanor’s daughter, Lara, had rescued him years before from the shelter and named him Clifford. The dog had a strangely pointy head and a long tongue that didn’t seem to fit into his mouth. Lara felt sorry for him when she’d spied him at the shelter, hanging his head. She thought no one would ever want to adopt such a pathetic-looking dog with a deformed head.


Now, whining pitifully, Clifford jumped into the car as soon as she opened the door. Eleanor couldn’t imagine how the big dog had squeezed under the car. In the back seat, he tried to flatten himself. Eleanor never let Clifford ride in the beautiful, new car. Because of his propensity to throw up, he was only allowed to ride in the old van parked in the garage. But the lights had gone out with the first tremor and without electricity, there was no use trying to get the garage door opened.


“Shit,” she said. She remembered she’d been warned to turn off the gas in a major earthquake. But she had no idea where the special wrench was or even which pipe, exactly, she was supposed to turn off. What an awful time for Ron to be away. But she had to find the kids. She put the brownies on the seat beside her and drove wildly through town looking for Max and Lara.


With no functioning traffic lights and her car weaving down the road, it was amazing she actually found her kids. Max was huddled with his soccer coach and a few other boys at the park where practice was held. At first, Max refused to get into the car because it smelled so disgusting. Clifford had, indeed, vomited.


“Get in. Now. Thank God I found you,” she said. She clutched the wheel because she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking.


“Mom, there’s blood running down your leg,” Max said, when he finally slid into the front seat and lifted the pan of brownies onto his lap.


She shuddered as she thought about the armoire almost crushing her and then the falling bronze sculpture. “Wow. You’re right,” she said, and reached for a napkin from the glove compartment. She pressed the paper hard against her bloody knee.


A few minutes later, she found Lara. Eleanor’s ex-husband lived in the flat part of town, which was much less damaged than the hills. Lara had gone there after school. She hugged her daughter with relief and told her to stay where she was for the time being.


A few days later, when Ron finally boarded a flight from Atlanta and arrived home, he was maddeningly dismissive.


“I know what an earthquake feels like,” he told her later that week at what must be her hundredth repetition of the story. “But you’re all fine, thank goodness. Even Clifford. The other stuff is replaceable.”


His calm infuriated her. They’d moved to a rented condominium because the house was uninhabitable. It was a two bedroom and the kids, for the first time in their lives, had to share a room. Eleanor and Ron were aware they had to keep their voices down; the walls were thin and the kids in the next room. They rarely argued since both were wary of fights. He didn’t want to turn into his loud, bullying father, and she worried things would get out of control, where words would be said that couldn’t be taken back. This had happened in her first marriage. She tried to explain.


“It wasn’t like the other quakes. I thought I’d never see the kids again, never see you again. I don’t want to live here anymore. I want to move. Somewhere where we aren’t on top of a fault line.”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Eleanor. There are disasters everywhere. Floods, fires, tornadoes. We live in the most beautiful part of the most beautiful state in America. God’s country. The weather is almost perfect. Do you want to start shoveling snow off your car every morning? And you’re not even considering our jobs. I practice here. You teach here. The kids are in school here. You’re being crazy and you know it.” He picked up a newspaper and tried to start reading.


“Arizona. Let’s look at Arizona. I can’t think of a single disaster that happens in Arizona,” she said.


After many repeated discussions with Eleanor, Ron sighed and finally scheduled a trip to Arizona. They stayed at a nice hotel in Scottsdale, with views of Camelback Mountain. As they drove around Scottsdale, Eleanor tried to find something positive to say.


“I love the dryness, don’t you? And the rock formations in the desert. Red, brown, pink. The color changes are so subtle.”


Ron turned toward her. “And it’s hot and boring.”


She pointed out a large community hospital they were passing. “Looks new,” she said.


“Do you know how long it would take me to get a license to practice in Arizona?” he asked.


She shrugged her shoulders.


“Years,” he said.


On Sunday, they took the flight home. She gave up Phoenix. The thought kept going through her head that it was not a move to Arizona she wanted, it was a child. But she wasn’t ready to say that aloud to Ron . . . not yet.


Instead, she dragged Ron to couples therapy. Joyce, the pleasant therapist, listened with empathy as Eleanor described the fear she felt every night lying in bed, imagining she felt the shaking again. And how Ron lay in bed beside her, snoring.


“Eleanor,” the therapist said, “perhaps you’d feel better if Ron at least acknowledged your feelings. Let you know that he understands how frightened you are.”


Eleanor began to cry. “Maybe. Maybe he just needs to tell me that I’m not being crazy. I really thought I was going to get buried in the damn house. He can’t imagine what a 7.1 earthquake felt like. Everyone says we got hit especially hard. The tremors radiated out, and our house was directly on one of those radiating lines.”


Weeks later, Ron unrolled a set of blueprints, explaining to Eleanor the house’s retrofit was state-of-the-art and could resist all but a cataclysmic quake. He showed her how the walls would be on rollers, allowing them to move with tremors, not against them. Ron spoke calmly, saying they had to go on. They must look forward, not back.


Ron had always loved their home. It was his dream house, high on a hill, with a commanding view of San Francisco Bay. Before the earthquake, he would sometimes sit beside the large windows of their bedroom in the evenings, his comfortable chair facing the glittering lights, and watch in silence for an hour or two. Eleanor would be in bed, reading. She would wonder what he was thinking as he gazed out at the city.


She realized she was never going to convince Ron to move, either from the house or California. So, she took his advice. She thought of the future. As he busily supervised the house’s retrofit, she began to think more about a baby. They were over forty. Married in their mid-thirties, they had been unsuccessful, first in conceiving a child, and then in sustaining a pregnancy. With regret, a few years ago, they had decided a baby was not meant to be. They told each other they’d be content raising the two children from Eleanor’s first marriage. However, after the earthquake, the idea of adopting, once a passing thought, lodged deep within her. She returned to it again and again. Part of it was an overpowering need to affirm life. She’d been so terrified. She thought she was going to die under the rubble and never see her family again. All the possessions she’d once thought were important—the crystal, china, and Persian rugs—now seemed silly. She wanted a baby with Ron.


At first, she didn’t mention adoption. Although Ron had wanted a baby when they first married, he seemed, more than she, to accept that with their fertility problems, it wasn’t going to happen. But in the weeks and months after the earthquake, while they were still in the rental and rebuilding the house, it became the single thought that gave Eleanor joy.


In the spring after the earthquake, she drove Max to his baseball practices. Waiting in the car, she watched mothers pushing strollers in the park, putting their little ones in baby swings. She’d heard the desire for a child after a trauma wasn’t an unusual reaction. When people faced life-threatening situations, they sometimes reacted by craving a new life. Women got pregnant after they defeated cancer. Her own cousin Myrna had a baby after she recovered from breast cancer. Eleanor remembered reading somewhere that people in concentration camps, even facing the gas chambers, continued to have sex. Her rabbi once said in a sermon that when a funeral cortege meets a wedding parade, the funeral must give way to the bride and groom. The life force triumphs over death.


On her own, Eleanor investigated adoption. People she spoke to said they’d waited for a baby for a long time, sometimes years. She and Ron were too old; they didn’t have years. Overseas adoptions could take even longer. Eleanor also heard every possible horror story: the pregnant girl who promised her baby to more than one family; the girl who hadn’t disclosed her drinking and then the poor baby was born with signs of fetal alcohol syndrome; and the girl who wasn’t really pregnant but had faked it with a foam insert in order to bilk a desperate couple out of thousands of dollars. Yet, against all the odds she heard about, she still had a good feeling about adopting. Her gut told her they’d be lucky. They wouldn’t end up with a horror story.


She and Ron even knew an adoption attorney. Hal Mozart had been in their circle of friends for years. His wife, Donna, was in Eleanor’s book group. Hal and Donna had adopted their own three kids. He had a small law practice, specializing in adoption, with just one part-time assistant. He rented space in a historic building in downtown Menlo Park, and his desk was piled with disorganized stacks of paper. But Eleanor trusted Hal. She knew Ron liked him, too. Hal was sincere about what he did and dedicated to helping couples find babies, and babies to find homes.


Twice a year, Hal ran adoption information seminars at the San Jose Airport Marriott. Slowly, as the house was being rebuilt, Eleanor introduced the idea of adoption. Ron was astonished, at first. He and Eleanor were too old, he said. They were busy enough raising Max and Lara. After the pain of several miscarriages and unsatisfying visits to infertility doctors, Ron thought she had put the baby business behind her.


“Ron, when we first met, you told me how much you wanted a baby. It was one of the first things you talked about. You asked if I was willing to have another child. I was the one who worried about starting over with a new family,” Eleanor said. They were in the small bedroom of the rental. Their house would be ready to move back into within a few weeks.


“Yeah, but we were younger,” he said. “We’re over forty now. It’s different.”


Eventually Ron agreed to go to Hal’s spring seminar. He warned he wasn’t making any promises. They would just gather information.


When they first walked into the conference room at the hotel, it was May, seven months after the earthquake. Hal began in his soft, unassuming voice. There were about twenty people in the room. Those toward the back needed to lean forward to hear him. He was businesslike, explaining how “targeted marketing” could find them a baby. It was important to make an effective search.


He then added, “But along with a careful approach, you must have faith your baby is out there. Somewhere. Together, with faith and good advertising, you’ll find your child.”


“My recommended and proven method is simple,” Hal explained in the seminar. “We advertise. Advertise in small-town papers, even throwaway penny-savers. Newspapers you’d find in a laundromat. We try to think about what a pregnant girl from a small town might be reading and where she’d be reading it. Then we start running those ads. There’s no limit. I’ve had couples place five hundred ads. You’ll use my phone number. Initially, when they call, I’m the one to talk to the girls, find out which ad they’re responding to, and screen them. I make sure they’re legit. Then, you’ll take over. Ultimately, it’s up to you and the girl to decide if you’re a match.”


The couples in the room seemed to hold their collective breath, busily taking notes, trying not to miss a word.


“How do we find the right newspapers?” asked a man with a neatly trimmed graying beard.


“When you sign on with me, you’ll receive this,” Hal said. He held up a thick, bound book, the size of the San Francisco telephone directory. “These are names and addresses of thousands of small-town newspapers. I focus only on states with laws favorable to adoption. Places where the birth mother has a relatively short time to change her mind. I don’t do California adoptions; California is not a good state for adoption. Girls have six months to change their minds here. You don’t want to fall in love with your baby and then, six months later, have the birth mom demand the baby back. She could change her mind if she finds herself a new boyfriend.”


People groaned. This was everyone’s worst nightmare.


“What do we say in the ads? Do you have examples for us to read?” asked a woman with a fashionable spiky haircut.


“Of course. I’ll help you. But the important thing is, write from your hearts. Be honest. Say how much you want a child. Talk about what a baby would mean in your lives.”


Eleanor was a college professor. She taught child development at the Cal State campus in San Jose. The people in this room reminded her of students who were asking what to study for the final. This was a room of overachievers, successful people who worked hard and believed determination was the key to getting what they wanted. They just needed a plan. The problem of infertility, for most of them, was the first one they couldn’t solve with diligence.
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