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      This story was inspired during the three seasons I volunteered as an environmental interpreter for the Haystack Rock Awareness Program in Cannon Beach, Oregon. The Haystack Rock Awareness Program is a stewardship and environmental education program whose mission is to protect, through education, the intertidal and bird ecology of the Marine Garden and Oregon Island National Wildlife Refuge at Haystack Rock. The jewelry Lucy makes in her STEAM club is based on the Trash Talk program started by Haystack Rock Awareness Outreach Coordinator, Pooka Rice. To learn more about the Haystack Rock Awareness Program please visit their website: https://www.ci.cannon-beach.or.us/hrap

      Thank you to the amazing women who inspired this story through their dedication and passion for the Haystack Rock Awareness Program (HRAP) during the three years I volunteered with HRAP: Lisa Habecker, Haystack Rock Awareness Program Education Coordinator; Pooka Rice, HRAP Outreach Coordinator; Kari Henningsgaard, HRAP Communications Coordinator; Melissa Keyser, Haystack Rock Awareness Program Coordinator; Andrea Suarez, HRAP Bilingual Interpreter; Briana Ortega, whose companionship and earmuffs on HRAP shifts always made me smile on the cold rainy days; and Jacie Gregory, who educated me about both the tide pools and birds on the beach, as well as teenage life in the halls of Seaside High School.

      During the writing of this story, I spent a year and a half substitute teaching on the North Oregon Coast and I’d like to give a special shout-out to the elementary teachers at Astor Elementary and Lewis and Clark Elementary in Astoria, Oregon, Warrenton Grade School in Warrenton, Oregon, and Gearhart Elementary in Seaside, Oregon, whose classrooms provided insight and inspiration for this story. A special thank you to Literary Arts in Portland who, during COVID-19, provided funding to me from the Booth Emergency Fund.
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      Mom and I moved around a lot. Sometimes we slept in hotel rooms with thin covers and the sound of TVs floating through the walls. Other times we rented one-bedroom apartments, slept on the floor on blow-up mattresses and cooked with our box of thrift store kitchen utensils.

      But I hoped all that moving around was going to stop when Mom drove our used Ford Taurus past the wooden sign on Highway 105, with the white lettering that read “Sea Rock Cove.” Tall evergreens framed the two-lane highway which stretched along the Oregon Coast. Sea Rock Cove was ninety miles west of Portland, Oregon, where Mom and I had been living. It was four hours south of Seattle where I was born. But most importantly, Sea Rock Cove was where Dad grew up.

      It was a cloudy Saturday morning in April. Light sprinkles of rain dotted Mom’s windshield, but not enough that she had to turn on the wipers, which always left streaks across the glass because they needed to be replaced. A huge basalt Haystack Rock loomed out of the ocean ahead of us. I fingered the small, silver sea star I wore on the chain around my neck. Dad had given me the necklace and it matched the tattoo on his left arm. I bounced my left leg up and down. I was finally going to see the sea stars Dad had always talked about before he died.

      Dad said he wanted to be a marine biologist, but it took a lot of school and he didn’t have the patience for school. So, he worked on a fishing boat in Alaska which took him out to sea. Then he met Mom while he was docked in Seattle. After I was born, Mom didn’t want Dad to be gone six months at a time, so he tried to get an office job. The problem was, Dad wasn’t really an office person and the jobs never lasted long, so we moved around a lot chasing the next job.

      A herd of elk chomped grass along the side of the curvy exit road. Mom didn’t slow the car until we screeched to a stop at a four-way stop sign. We were the only car at the intersection, and I was pretty sure we could have flown through and no one would have noticed.

      The small box on my lap slid toward my knees and I placed my arms around it. I had learned how to carry my science box when Mom drove. I never packed it in the back seat, where it might crash to the floor in a quick stop and my specimen jars would land in a broken heap.

      Mom glanced at a yellow sticky attached to the dashboard and steered the car straight into a small downtown area. At 8:00 a.m., the shingled, storybook galleries, small restaurants, ice cream and candy store, boutique clothing stores, pet store and library hadn’t opened yet. Mom drove up a small hill and the Haystack Rock, called Sea Rock, loomed even closer on my left. There were lots of these rock formations all along the Oregon Coast. They were carved out of the coastline by the wind and waves and eroded into interesting shapes. A few of them got the name Haystack Rock because they looked like piles of hay. But I didn’t think Sea Rock looked anything like a haystack. I rolled down the window. The seagulls’ cries filled the air and the salty scent of the ocean wafted through the town like the smell of cotton candy at a fair.

      We drove past a wood-shingled building with peaks and arches that made it look like a small castle. The two-story building leaned a bit to the left and the porch steps were at a slight angle. A painting of Sea Rock hung in the middle of a front window. A thin, white-haired man sat on the porch in a wooden chair, his feet propped on a red stool, a blanket draped over his legs and a cup of coffee in his hands. He studied an easel in front of him that held a half-painted canvas. The man didn’t look up as we drove by. I hoped people in Sea Rock Cove were friendly, like the people in the houseless car camps where we had been staying.

      Mom checked the address again and slowed her speed as she drove past shingle-sided one-and two-story summer cottages—most of which were empty. Occasionally a small lamp glowed through a window in the cloudy morning and showed yellow painted walls with beach scene paintings or family photos. She stopped at Evergreen Avenue to turn left. A man on a bike swerved in front of us from the other direction. He carried a large, army-green sack over his shoulder, and a black dog, about the size of a Lab, ran alongside him. He grinned and waved.

      I stuck my arm out the window and waved back, glad to see the town did have at least one friendly person.

      Mom drove down a gravel road and stopped in front of six small, brown, vacation rental cottages with a worn sign in front: The Villas at Sea Rock Cove. Each small building was more a one-bedroom cottage than a fancy villa, with a faded blue door and a sea star with a number in it centered on the door. A couple of flowerpots perched outside the cottage doors with nothing growing in them. A small, ranch-style house with a sign that read “Office” sat at the back of the U-shaped cluster of cottages.

      “This is it, Mom,” I said. “Home.”

      We had never stayed in one place long enough to call anywhere home. My favorite “home” had been a rustic lodge tucked into the Cascade Range of Washington State. I’d spent long afternoons exploring the woods and trails, collecting everything from mossy specimens to slugs to wet leaves. But Mom and Dad’s job managing a small hotel ended with a wildfire that took out everything in its path, including Dad. After Dad died, Mom’s jobs seemed to all be in the cities. Her last job, working in a fancy hotel in downtown Portland, hadn’t paid enough for us to rent anything in Portland, and we had been living in our car in a camp with six other car-home families for the last two months.

      A fat brown bunny hopped across the overgrown yard toward a rusted bike with a wicker basket. “Aunt Charlotte said the keys are over the door,” Mom said.

      Aunt Charlotte was Dad’s older sister by ten years, and because they didn’t have a mom when they were growing up, Dad said she was always bossing him around. Dad didn’t like her very much. I had only met her once, when we lived in Seattle. She was attending a big real estate conference and we met her for pizza at Pioneer Square. Aunt Charlotte complained the whole time about the people begging for money. Dad sometimes played in a jazz band in Pioneer Square and knew some of the guys who hung out during the day on the benches. His jaw did that funny thing and he never ate a bite of his pizza. We didn’t see Aunt Charlotte again.

      Aunt Charlotte called once a week, though, always on Sundays, and sent me presents for Christmas and my birthday. Sometimes the presents didn’t catch up with us for months as they followed our change-of-address notices. Mom never returned Aunt Charlotte’s calls. Until last week.

      Aunt Charlotte owned a real estate company in Sea Rock Cove and said she knew of rental cottages that needed a new manager. The job came with its own living quarters. Aunt Charlotte said it was a great job because long-term housing was scarce in the town due to the massive amounts of vacation homes and second homes. Mom didn’t tell her that housing was scarce with us too, but she called her right back and took the job.

      The light spring rain sprinkled across the windshield as Mom popped the trunk. I opened the passenger door and stepped around a white bunny munching on grass. A light brown bunny eyed me from beside the middle cottage and a black bunny dashed across the patio of the fourth cottage.

      “What’s with the bunnies?” I hoisted my box of journals, glass jars, gloves and small dissection kit out of the car.

      “Mmm? The rabbits?” Mom opened the trunk and turned as a white bunny hopped across the yard.

      “They look like pets.” Pet bunnies were snow white. The rabbits we saw in the woods when we camped on old logging trails were always brown, and bigger. “Do the cottages have pet bunnies like a petting zoo?”

      Mom frowned. “Aunt Charlotte didn’t say anything about pet bunnies.”

      I counted five bunnies before I reached the front door of the small house with its rusted door handle. I waited for Mom to set our box of bedding on the ground before she stood on her tiptoes and grabbed a key that had been left on top of the wooden door frame.

      Mom inserted the key, turned the knob and stepped inside. I followed her and inhaled. The house smelled damp and musty. A red and brown couch sat in the middle of the room, with a matching chair and a brown, scratched wooden table. I placed my science box on the floor by the couch. The jars inside rattled against the small notebooks where I recorded my scientific findings.

      A bookcase full of books rested along the back wall. I stepped closer to the bookcase and scanned the titles. Coffee table books about the ocean, and books about surfing. A thin layer of dust covered the middle and bottom shelves, and I ran my finger through the dust in a wavy line. Field guides to birds, sea life and the flora of the Pacific Northwest. Books about lighthouses, and the lives of octopuses. I pulled out a thick book, Between Pacific Tides by Edward F. Ricketts and Jack Calvin. I knew the black and white drawings by heart. I had borrowed the book from a Seattle library and studied the pages for hours. I copied the drawings into my logbooks along with detailed notes about each species found in tide pools along the Pacific Coast.

      Tucked among the other books was a battered copy of The Sea of Cortez by John Steinbeck.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Lucy?” Mom peered over my shoulders.

      “Dad’s favorite book.” I ran my finger over the scratched cover and the tear in the right corner. Mom kept all of Dad’s things in a box. She never unpacked the box because she said it was easier to move and not forget something by mistake. We didn’t talk much about Dad since he died two years ago, but sometimes I found her, at night, with a glass of wine, pulling out each item and running her hands over the books, a couple of old t-shirts and his favorite winter scarf.

      Mom squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t dwell on anything too long,” she always said. Mom opened a small hall closet. A broom, mop and bucket fell out, along with a small mouse that scurried across the hardwood floor and out the open door.

      “I think this place needs a good clean.” Mom wiped her forehead. “I hope the cottages are in better shape, but somehow I’ve afraid they won’t be.” She smiled at me warily. “You ready for this, Lucy?”

      “Sure.” I hugged Mom. How could I not be? We were in Dad’s town. The place where he had grown up. The place where he had first fallen in love with sea stars. Somewhere in this town were not only the sea stars but also the people who had known Dad when he was twelve like me.

      I hopped away from Mom. I couldn’t wait to explore the beach and find Dad’s sea stars. I would become the marine biologist Dad always wanted to be, in the town where he had lived. It seemed like destiny to me. I was more than ready!
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      A few hours later, the house smelled like vinegar, the dust and cobwebs were swept away, and the wood floors shone. The early morning marine layer clouds had broken up into puffy white clouds in a blue sky. Mom sat working at a small desk by the door. I dumped the last bucket of dirty water onto the grassy area by the back door. A faded blue one-speed bike leaned against the left corner of the house. A little bit of rust dotted the spokes but otherwise it seemed in good condition. I dropped the bucket and hollered into the doorway at Mom. “Can I use this bike?”

      “Mmmm …” Mom barely lifted her head. It would be hours before she finished setting up new utility accounts and reading through cottage reservations. Not to mention she had to figure out where our nearest walk out of town was in case of a tsunami. Beside Mom sat a stack of plastic signs that told guests which way to walk toward high ground and what to do in case of a tsunami. Each one had to be attached to the back of the door of every cottage. Dad always explained how a lot of people thought tsunamis only happened in Japan, but they also happen along the West Coast of the United States. In 1964, a big earthquake in Alaska triggered a tsunami wave of thirty feet in Sea Rock Cove that took out a bridge on the north end and knocked homes off their foundations. After that, the people of Sea Rock Cove didn’t mess around with the possibility of tsunamis. Once a month, the town tested a warning system that sounded from speakers located all over town, and people could practice walking their route to high ground safety. The practice warning system sounded like a cow mooing so people would know it was a practice drill. In a real tsunami, the alert was a siren. I hoped we’d never hear the real siren.

      I grabbed my backpack from a small hook by the door and adjusted the strap against my shoulder, making sure not to rattle the three glass canning jars. There were a lot of things I needed to study if I wanted to be a marine biologist. I hoped to fill each jar with an animal from the tide pools that I could label with the scientific name and record in my notebook. I had cleared a nice space on the window ledge in my new bedroom to place all the filled jars. I grabbed the bike handlebars and steered the bike onto the gravel road.

      A cold breeze blew across my face. I dove deeper into my oversized sweatshirt and pedaled hard. In Portland, spring was warm, and I wore short-sleeve shirts without a sweatshirt. The cottage yards I passed bloomed with tulips and colorful pink and white rhododendrons. Even though it was Saturday, almost all of the cottages had closed blinds and drapes. Two cottages had small circular signs attached to the front: Beach Vacation Rental. It looked like the rental season hadn’t quite started yet.

      I pedaled onto the town’s main road and made sure to stay on the sidewalk on the few blocks to the downtown area. Aunt Charlotte’s real estate office was in a cluster of shops with a high-end boutique clothing store, a shop that sold beach-themed linens and a flower shop. Each storefront had the same cedar shingles I’d seen on all the cottages. The whole town looked like something out of one of those holiday movies Mom liked to watch, where the couples always had a happily ever after.

      I pedaled past the building that looked like a miniature castle with its spiked roofline. The painting of Sea Rock filled the front window. There were colorful purple and orange sea stars painted along the bottom of the mammoth Sea Rock. The sea stars looked just like Dad had described them! A small wooden Closed sign hung across the door, but I was sure I saw the man’s narrow face peer through the upstairs window. I picked up my pace and pedaled faster.

      In another two blocks, I slowed as I rode past The Bow Wow Beach Dog shop window. Colorful cut-out bones with the names of pets and their owners who had donated to the local animal shelter lined the front windows. If I had a dog, one of the first things I would do is go into that shop. I wanted a dog, but Mom said our life was too much in motion and it was too hard to find a pet-friendly place to rent.

      Music floated down the street and I followed the sound to a tall, thin man standing in front of a restaurant with open patio seating. He wore faded blue jeans with a rip in the left pant leg. A too-big flannel shirt hung open over a well-worn grey t-shirt that said Pluto’s Books in light blue letters. His tennis shoes had holes in the sides, the same way tennis shoes did that I saw at the thrift stores. It was the same man I had seen on the bike. The dog lay by his side and an open guitar case with a few dollar bills lying inside was in front of him. His bike leaned against a bush and peeking out of the bush was a green duffle bag, as if he had tried to position the bike to hide the duffle bag. In Portland and Seattle, I saw a lot of people that looked like this man, but they always had a cardboard sign that said Help Please. Food or Money, which lay beside them on busy street corners.

      I recognized the song as one Mom liked to sing. It was something from the ’70s; folksy and blues-ish at the same time.

      I pulled my bike up beside him. His dog eyed me from his perch on a clean flannel blanket, but he didn’t make a move toward me. “Can I pet your dog?”

      The man stopped singing but kept playing his guitar. “She doesn’t like most people.”

      The dog’s sides were filled out and she wore a nice red collar with Sea Rock Cove stitched in blue lettering. A rabies tag dangled from the collar. I didn’t see a tag that said where she lived like most dogs. But, she seemed like a well-kept dog. The dog’s clear dark eyes peered back at me.

      “I’ll be right back.” I leaned my bike against the stone wall and walked to the Bow Wow Beach Dog shop.

      I opened the door and a small bell tinkled above my head. “Do you have something for the dog outside?” A rack of fancy dog collars and leashes stood beside a big stuffed dog. I bet the real dogs peed on the stuffed one.

      The woman walked to a deep refrigerator at the back of the store. She wore dark blue jeans and a heavy grey sweatshirt with The Bow Wow Beach Dog Shop etched across the middle in white letters and a picture of two dogs running on the beach. The woman pulled out a raw bone and handed it to me.

      “How much is it?” I only had a $1.50 that I had found tucked into the crevices of a beat-up leather couch at a coffee shop Mom and I had stopped at before we left Portland.

      “That’s okay.” She brushed her hand at me in a dismissive motion. “It’s on me.”

      “Thanks!” I hollered over my shoulder as I headed back out the door. I would be sure to return to this dog shop. The cottages accepted dogs and I would tell all the guests to make sure they took their dog to the Bow Wow Beach Dog shop!

      “I have something for your dog.” I showed the man the dog bone.

      “Luna will like that,” he said, and grinned at me. Even though his clothes looked a little dirty, his teeth were straight and even. They looked cleaner than mine. I hadn’t been to the dentist in a while. The last time we went it was one of those free clinics. I guess free meant they told you that you had a lot of cavities to fill. By the time we left I didn’t think I had a tooth without a filling. Mom said I was exaggerating, and it had only been two.

      I squatted beside Luna and laid the treat for her on the blanket. She sniffed it and gingerly moved her tongue over the bone. She wagged her tail.

      “That’ll keep her busy for a while.” The man stuck out his hand. “I’m Thomas.”

      “I’m Lucy,” I said. “I just moved to town. My mom is managing the cottages over there.” I waved my hand back toward where I had just come from. “My dad grew up here.”

      “Who is your dad?” Thomas’s blue eyes shone in his weather-worn face. More than one wrinkle lined his forehead and alongside his jaw. He looked like he could be close to how old Dad should have been.

      “Rick Lavender,” I said.  “Did you know him?”

      Thomas nodded. “He was a couple years ahead of me in school. We used to climb Sea Rock together.”

      “You can climb Sea Rock?” I wanted to climb Sea Rock! I bet there were a lot of great things to study on the top of that big rock!

      “Nope.” Thomas strummed his guitar. “It’s a National Wildlife Refuge. Everything above the high tide line is part of the protection zone for the birds who nest and live there, and can’t be climbed or walked on. But people used to try sometimes.”

      “What happened?” I asked. I could just see Dad climbing Sea Rock. He would make it all the way to the top!

      “If they catch you,” Thomas said, and paused, “you can get a big fine or go to jail. We didn’t get that far. It was winter and pouring rain. We figured no one was going to really see us too well. But we barely got into the saddle of the rock, the lower part, before we decided it wasn’t a good idea. The rain was just too strong in our faces for us to do much climbing.”

      “Wow!” I said. “Dad never told me that story.” It sounded like a great adventure. Why hadn’t Dad told me the story? Did he think I was too young? I was ten when he died. I could have handled the climbing story.

      Thomas shrugged. “Not all stories are told.”

      “Dad told me he wanted to be a marine biologist,” I said, wanting Thomas to know that Dad did tell me some important things about himself. “But he died and now I’m going to be one.”

      “I’m sorry about your dad.” Thomas strummed chords on his guitar. “I think I heard something had happened to him a few years ago. Your grandpa told me, I think.”

      “I don’t have a grandpa.” I crossed my hands over my chest. Dad and Mom always said it was just us. Dad’s parents were both dead and Mom’s parents had retired in Florida—way too far away for us to visit when we barely had any money, and they had a retirement income that didn’t allow for much traveling either. I talked to them on the phone sometimes, but that was about it.

      Thomas played a loud chord. The sound seemed to reverberate everywhere. “You don’t have a grandpa?” He repeated my words slowly.

      “No.” I shook my head and stuck my hands in my pockets. I guess Thomas didn’t know Dad so well after all. “Dad said Grandpa died in a car accident before I was born. Dad has a sister, Aunt Charlotte, who lives in Sea Rock Cove.” I puckered my lips. “But Dad didn’t like her very much so we only saw her once. She got Mom the job at the cottages.”

      Thomas eyed me and his eyebrow arched. “Charlotte owns the real estate company. I know her.” He continued to play his guitar but his strong chords had moved into a mellow tune. “Sea Rock Cove is a good place to land. Always good to get to know your family.”

      I wasn’t going to tell Thomas, but I didn’t think Mom and I were going to get to know Aunt Charlotte very well. It might be harder to avoid her weekly Sunday calls in Sea Rock Cove, where she could pop over to see us, but I doubted Mom would want us to spend a lot of time with her. “Your Dad would have preferred it this way,” Mom would say. She said that a lot, especially about Aunt Charlotte.

      “Do you have a favorite song?” Thomas strummed his guitar. “I can play lots of things. I was going to be a musician but it didn’t work out so well.”

      I told him the name of a song Mom liked to sing when we drove in the car for a long time. He immediately began playing. “That’s an old favorite.”

      Thomas hadn’t finished the song when across the street Aunt Charlotte hurried out of the post office. “Lucy!”

      “Uh oh,” I rolled my eyes. It was happening already. The small town can’t-get-away-from-each-other syndrome. Dad had talked about it and said he left Sea Rock Cove because it was just too small for him. Even though he loved the ocean, he said there were plenty of other bodies of water and he didn’t need to go back to Sea Rock Cove and be under a microscope again. Mom always said it was just part of his wandering feet.

      Aunt Charlotte motioned for me to cross the street. She shifted her large, fancy designer leather bag onto her left shoulder. I didn’t have to look to know that inside was the most recent model of a laptop with all the latest apps uploaded, and probably a matching cell phone stuck in an outside pocket. Women who dressed like Aunt Charlotte always had those things. Mom and I never had a computer and always had to use the library ones. Mom got a cell phone at one of the shelters for houseless women and children. But it was about three versions behind the current models.

      “I guess I better go,” I said to Thomas. I didn’t want to talk to Aunt Charlotte, but I couldn’t be rude. She had gotten Mom and me the job, and she was family. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Thomas kept playing my song and Luna chewed on the bone. “Thanks for the dog treat. We’ll see you around.”

      “See
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