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			For Guy St. Jarre, 
intelligent and kind, who can fix anything, 
who sets, by example, an impossibly high standard of 
work-ethic, who laughs and makes others laugh, 
and who raised us right. 
Love you, 
Dad
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			Ashin Asilomar lived in Paris, in the midcoastal region of California, where the weather was perfect, but the ocean water was too cold for most. Tucked in, north of Big Sur, south of Santa Cruz, not quite on the Monterey Peninsula, but not really off of it either.

			It had the red tile roofs and stucco one comes to expect from the region, but it was not famous for wine, nor garlic, nor butterflies. Paris’s streets were still walkable, and the local schools were decent. It was not really a tourist destination, but not immune to them either.

			Ashin had been born here, grew up in its schools, went away only to get a college education, and came back with a wife. He had set himself up there, changing locations only once when he gave in to new road construction that was supposed to modernize the town. It had not only displaced his dental practice, but destroyed the wide sidewalks and greenspace on that side of town. The project had eliminated a bakery, a butchery, and a barbershop. With those gone, many of the neighborhood’s residents had left, too. That part of town was left little more than a strip mall, next to a road, where traffic moved too quickly for pedestrians to cross. 

			But Ashin had thrived after relocating, and he jokingly gave much of the credit to candy shops down by the antique carousel. He and his wife, Rebecca, had been able to buy a small home, with its own red tile roof and stucco walls, only a couple streets up from the Pacific Ocean. On warmer nights, he fell asleep listening to sea lions barking down by the wharf. 

			He eventually retired and, despite all the plans, he lost Rebecca shortly thereafter. They had never had children, and he had no other family within 1,000 miles.

			The day she passed, he had lifted her hand into his own. It was so frail; the skin a delicate paper. Her fingers were long, slender, and still soft despite their weathered appearance. He knew every millimeter of her hand, having held it so many times. At their wedding, as they had first walked through this house together, and they had held hands while watching wonders like man walking on the moon, at graduations, at other weddings, funerals, and then through that horrific moment when she was told she had cancer. He had held her hand through months of grueling treatment.

			That horrible day, his eyes had traced the line of her arm up to her tiny shoulder, further still to her face. He had watched as she lay sleeping, with labored breath, but at least the hospital equipment was finally gone. No more needles in her willowy arms. The alarms of occluded IVs were at last absent. Her once thick hair, by that time, had been replaced with only wisps of grey, and her scalp clearly visible. Her face, once so replete with life and color, was gaunt and pale. Yet, to him, she had been every bit as exquisite as the day he first saw her, all those decades before. 

			A stout candle had breathed the scent of jasmine throughout the room from one corner. He sat on a diminutive wooden rocker, too small for him, as he watched over her while she slept. Her head, ever so gradually, began to move. She turned her face and her lips parted. Her eyes, with tremendous effort, opened. They were the color of the sweetest chocolate, they reminded him of soft velvet. Her lips barely moved, but he heard her whisper, and heard her request.

			“Music,” she had said. Exhausted at the effort her eyes closed again, her head settling back, mouth relaxing.

			He reached out to the nightstand, beyond a clock-radio with its luminescent green numbers, to a jewelry box. It was old, and rectangular, with corners cut. The lid was oversized, larger than the opening. The wood was maple, with an inlay of flowers on the lid. He lifted it and turned the silver key on its bottom. He placed the jewelry box back on the nightstand, and carefully opened the lid. A tinny music began to emanate from it.

			“Greensleeves” began to play. It was the only sound in the room save her breathing. He took her hand once more, and began to sing to her. His voice was raspy from days of hard tears. He stopped singing, with his sorrow choking off his breath. He lowered his damp brow to her hand as he held it, and lying there, he wept quietly, and knew she was gone. 

			That jewelry box sat in the living room now. He very rarely opened it, but there it was, and he would look at it from time to time. He no longer cried at the sight of it, but he missed her.

			If one had to be on his own, though, Paris, California was an okay place to do it. The coldest night of the year got down to about 40°F, and the warmest day of the year might reach for 90°F. It rained mostly at night, was foggy in the mornings, and the afternoons were sunny. The air was never quite dry, and rarely ever humid. Paris was a wonderful place, climatologically. 

			Ashin could walk down to the shore. If the winds were right, towering white plumes of seawater would spray up off the same rocks that had eaten wooden ships as far back as the 17th century. Looking out, he’d see the tops of the kelp forest, and maybe an otter, floating on its back, using a stone to crack abalone on its chest. 

			The walks were nice exercise, a way to get fresh air, but they also helped with his diabetes. When Ashin had first been diagnosed, his doctor told him that he might be able to manage his condition without insulin by simply going for a walk each day. He took the advice, and so far, it had helped. 

			Paris had lovely parks, especially Wilson Point, whose grassy spaces fell to boulders that spilled into the ocean. Cypress trees pushed deep green into the cobalt-blue skies. People walked the perimeter, while watching the surf come in. Some threw Frisbees to family members, or to unleashed dogs. Those with different breeds would compare and compliment. 

			People picnicked on blankets, even the dogless, and when a big-headed Labrador would come in to sniff a sandwich, they were often met with a smile and a crust of bread. 

			Artists met, and painted en plein air. Almost every day, a busker or two would play guitar, or even flute or violin.

			The community shared the beaches and places like Wilson Point Park. There was no rancor; there were only people and animals living in the same spaces. 
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			As Ashin sat on his front porch one morning, a large silver SUV pulled up in front of his neighbor’s overgrown lawn. A diminutive man with gray hair climbed down out of it, scurried around to the back, and pulled out a sign. With this, he walked into the middle of the Kintners’ front yard, and drove it into the ground. He looked up, and spotted Ashin.

			“Hey Doc,” he called.

			“Hey Mitch, how’s it going?” Ashin asked.

			“It’s going,” Mitch said, and wiped his forehead with his hand. 

			“Going to try to sell it, huh?” Ashin asked.

			“Do my best,” Mitch said.

			“Might help to mow,” Ashin said.

			Leon Kintner would have never let the lawn get that high. It had never looked like a green on a golf course, but he mowed it once a week, and kept it tidy. Ashin had watched the Kintner kids grow up in that yard, and move on to their own lives. After Mrs. Kintner had her strokes and passed, Leon had gone to live with one of his daughters in San Diego. That last night before he left, Leon had come over and the two of them shared a beer on the front porch. 

			Leon had said, “I gotta go for the air down there, in San Diego.”

			“I suppose you do,” Ashin replied, but both men knew the air in Paris was perfect and pleasant, and so they said nothing more about it. The next day, Leon just stared at the house, from the backseat, as the car pulled away. Ashin waved, but if Leon saw him, there was no sign.

			There was certainly a sign now, “FOR SALE,” standing in Leon’s former lawn. 

			“I’ll send my son over to mow,” Mitch said, “Enjoying retirement?”

			“Doing just fine,” Ashin said. Unlike many retirees, Ashin hadn’t launched on a year of travel, or bought a lakeside cabin, or an RV and taken up a nomadic existence. Ashin knew that having a plan for after retirement was important, but not the bucket list of things people frantically do as if retirement was a picking of a plant that would soon wilt and be gone. He thought if someone wanted to take a long-postponed trip, that was great, but a list with tick boxes dragging a newly retired person around the world in search of the Great Pyramid of Giza, walking the Great Wall of China, climbing Machu Picchu, snowmobiling in Aroostook County, or gazing at the Taj Mahal seemed more like a source of stress than the celebration of a milestone reached. 

			Ashin had instead planned to make sure to eat well, to keep doing puzzles, to spend some time on the front porch every day, or as least as often as possible, to see other people, and to continue to read the newspaper. He set himself a bed time, and a wake time, and tried to stick to them without being a perfectionist. He resolved to shower at least two out of three days, and for God’s sake to brush his teeth. Every dentist should die with a mouthful of his own teeth, Ashin believed. 

			Maybe someday, he’d plan a trip somewhere distant, but his plan included his walks down to the park and whatnot.

			“Go for your walk today?” Mitch asked, “Big surf. Take care.” He turned away and began climbing into his SUV, the way a child might mount his father’s overstuffed armchair. Ashin smiled at the effort. He knew Mitch Mitchell to be a good guy, and an honest man. The vehicle was simply a bit oversized.
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			Within a couple days, cars were driving by the Kintner place at a crawl, with faces pressed to windows. People in them were pointing, attempting to square dreams with potential. Most of the cars had out-of-state plates, which was odd. For decades, Californians had moved away to Nevada, Oregon, and Colorado, but few out-of-staters had moved to a small town like Paris. 

			Just as surprising, less than two weeks later, Ashin arrived home from his walk just in time to see Mitch’s SUV pulling away. On top of the lawn sign was a new placard that read, “SOLD,” and within days, a moving truck appeared. The hum-ants carried furniture and boxes into the house.

			Ashin assumed that the man carrying half as much, but talking twice as much, was the new owner. He was explaining couch history to the movers, who nodded as if they cared, and then he told the story of the dining room table. A woman poked her head out the door of the house, but said nothing before disappearing back inside. Ashin wasn’t sure if she had been looking, or sniffing, but he knew his own wife would’ve been the one in the yard. 

			Ashin didn’t think Rebecca would’ve carried a thing, but she would’ve been a much more gracious host. He imagined she would’ve set up a TV stand on the front lawn, just out of the way, with a pitcher of lemonade and glasses. Also, as men carried a sofa, she wouldn’t have been concerned with its destination, or even really its care, but she would have been cautioning the men about the bottom step, or to lift with their knees and not their backs.

			When Ashin and Rebecca had moved into this home together, she had purchased a case of root beer, frowning on Ashin’s idea of providing actual beer, and shared it with the four men who unloaded the truck. Rebecca had made such a fuss, that the men felt obliged to drink all sixteen bottles, and the result was that with every heavy lift there was an accidental belch, and there were a great many trips to the bathroom. 

			When, near the end of the job, the youngest man said to his coworkers that he was hungry, Rebecca immediately invited the four to stay for supper. Mr. Varney, of Varney Movers, was among the four and quickly snapped at the young man to mind his manners and get to work, but then with the sweetest smile, turned to Rebecca, and politely declined the supper invitation.

			When Rebecca began to insist they stay, making Varney noticeably uncomfortable, only then did Ashin say anything. He thought that the more Rebecca insisted, the worse it would be for the kid who had initially accepted the dinner offer. Ashin only said, “Honey,” with a slight nod, and she read him perfectly.

			“Perhaps another time,” Rebecca had said with a smile.

			Varney smiled broadly with relief, and said, “Thank you,” and went out to see what was left to bring in.

			With the new neighbors, all these years later, Ashin could see no such magnanimity. Walking from the backyard came a boy—not a small child, but not a man either. He walked to the truck, but didn’t offer to help. A mover came over with a bicycle, a large metal basket over its rear fender. The bike was a bit too short for the boy, but the mover set it down, and then patted his shoulder. When the mover returned to the truck, Ashin could see the boy’s shoulders drop, and then he wheeled it toward the garage, disappearing around the corner of the house.

			Mitch pulled up in front of Ashin’s, not wanting to get in the way of the work. He came around the SUV, approached Ashin, and as he began to climb the steps, he asked, “Have you met your new neighbors, yet?”

			“I’m not selling my house, Mitch,” Ashin said.

			“I know it, I know it,” Mitch said.

			“I haven’t met them, but I’ve seen them,” Ashin said.

			“But if you were thinking about selling the house, we had a lot of offers on that one before the Funks turned in the best bid,” Mitch said, “the house sold quick, and it wasn’t exactly a dream home. They’re planning some pretty significant renovations.”

			“The Funks?” Ashin asked.

			“That’s the family name—Funk. They’re okay. Maybe a bit high-strung,” Mitch said, “Especially for Paris.”

			Ashin looked that way and watched the boxes streaming in. High-strung for Paris, thought Ashin. Great. 
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			He pulled his sweater off the peg, but then put it back. Instead, he chose a floppy hat that seemed to be made of the same canvas as his sneakers, which he just as often referred to as tennis shoes, although they’d never seen a tennis court.

			As he left his steps, and headed down the sidewalk, he heard someone behind him.

			“Where are you going?”

			Ashin turned, and saw the new neighbor boy standing there, hands relaxed at his sides, weight equally distributed on both feet.

			“Good morning,” Ashin said.

			“Good morning. Can I come with you?” the boy asked.

			Ashin thought for a moment, and then said, “You don’t know where I’m going.”

			“That’s why I asked that first, but you didn’t answer, so I thought it would be rude to ask again,” the boy said.

			Ashin’s eyebrows rose, and he asked, “What’s your name?”

			“Mateo Funk,” he said, and then added, “Sir.”

			“Well, Mateo, nice to meet you, I’m Dr. Asilomar,” he said.

			“You’re a doctor?”

			“A retired dentist.”

			“Oh,” Mateo said, sounding a bit disappointed.

			“You don’t like dentists?” Ashin asked.

			“I’ve never been to one. What’s it like to have your hands in other people’s mouths?” Mateo asked.

			Ashin said, “Wet.”

			Mateo said nothing, and blinked.

			“What about not talking to strangers?” Ashin asked.

			“We’re neighbors,” Mateo said.

			Ashin looked to the Funk house, and then back at the boy. “In that case, you don’t have to call me ‘Sir.’ Come on, let’s go for a walk,” Ashin said.

			Mateo asked, “Where to?”

			“Here,” Ashin said.

			“Huh?” Mateo asked.

			“At the end of the walk, we’ll be here,” Ashin said, and smiled.

			Mateo nodded, as if he got it, and they began walking down the road. Neither spoke for quite some time, which suited Ashin just fine. It was nice to meet a young person who was okay with the quiet. Actually, it was Ashin who spoke first.

			“So, where did you move from?” Ashin asked.

			“West Texas,” Mateo said.

			“Ah, that explains it.”

			Mateo asked, “Explains what?”

			“Most people have been moving out of California. But, if you’re starting from Texas, it makes sense,” Ashin said.

			“You don’t like Texas?” Mateo asked.

			“Did you like it?” Ashin asked.

			“It was normal,” the boy said. “Flat as far as the eye could see. If you were away from houses, you could see forever. Just a gnarled mesquite tree here and there in the way. In this place, the whole town slopes into the ocean. I mean, how do kids learn to ride their bikes on the side of a hill like this?”

			“Your bike is too small for you,” Ashin said.

			“You saw it? I outgrew it. Probably safer that way,” Mateo said. He held his arms outstretched and level, but then pitched with the angle of the avenues as they crossed the streets, on their way to the Pacific.

			“You’ll get used to it,” Ashin said.

			“Is that what we’re supposed to do?” Mateo asked.

			“What?”

			“When things change… we get used to it?” Mateo asked.

			“I think so,” Ashin said, “You said you got used to Texas. What’s the alternative?”

			Mateo said, “Leave.”

			They walked along, and then saw a group of children, a bit younger than Mateo, wearing wet suits and carrying short surfboards. They left the sidewalk, and walked along a well-worn path that ran diagonally across a front lawn, disappearing around a large house and, of course, headed downhill.

			“They all live there?” Mateo asked.

			Ashin looked over at the kids and said, “That’s Linda McDougal’s house. None of those kids live there.”

			“They walked right across her lawn,” Mateo said.

			Tired of being nudged onto the grass as Mateo looked this way and that while walking, Ashin switched sides with the boy. 

			“They wore a groove in the grass,” Mateo added.

			Ashin said, “That path has been there forever. They walked over her lawn because that’s where the path to the beach is. That groove was there when the Loracks built the house, it was there when the Shidhausers bought the place, and it was there when the McDougals moved in.”

			“Awful nice of the McDougals to let them keep doing it,” Mateo said.

			Ashin was bit confused. “Let them?”

			“Hey, those are cool,” Mateo said, pointing upward.

			Ashin looked up, and said, “Those are seagulls. Long wings, eh?”

			Mateo, looking straight up as he walked, bumped into Ashin again, this time pushing him off the sidewalk. Ashin looked at Mateo, and sighed.

			“Sorry,” Mateo said with a shrug.

			Walking again, Ashin asked, “Any brothers and sisters?”

			“I have a sister, Elizabeth-Marie,” Mateo said.

			“Are you a good big brother?” Ashin asked.

			“She’s much older, is only my half-sister, and she moved out already,” Mateo said.

			“How old are you?” Ashin asked.

			“I’m twelve. I don’t even remember spending time with her, really, but I’m told when she left it caused me to have separation anxiety,” Mateo said.

			“You’re a bit different, aren’t you?” Ashin asked.

			Mateo said, “Don’t worry, I don’t find that rude. My gram, that’s my mom’s grandmother, used to always say, ‘Protect your inner-weird.’ She was different.”

			“I believe you,” Ashin said. “Would you like to see the beach?”

			“Sure,” Mateo said, and they both headed for the McDougals’ lawn.
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“...both strange and beautiful...”
—Jaed Coffin on Aliens, Drywall, and a Unicycle
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