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Brody sat on the porch steps, peeking around his spy novel, trying to catch a glimpse of the new girl next door. She looked to be about his age. He wondered if she was watching him, too. It had been over an hour since Emma walked out her front door and sat down on the wooden porch swing with a tiny treasure box.

She looked up, and he quickly retreated behind his book. Brody wanted to talk to her but was afraid to speak first. 

Emma slid off the swing and tiptoed down the narrow porch steps that met the thick grass in her yard. She slowly made her way toward the edge of the property.

“Talk to him. He’s just a boy,” Emma muttered quietly but still loud enough for Brody to overhear. He smiled.

Emma took a deep breath when she was near the edge of her yard. “I’m Emma,” the girl said as she sat on the lawn and gave him a short wave. She placed the box beside her, tapping her fingers across the decorated wood. Brody peeked from behind his book and stared at her for a long minute. 

He thought Emma looked different than most girls with her countless necklaces, bracelets, and barrettes covering her wrists, ankles, and strands of long brown hair. She wore patchwork blue jean tights that were the same blue as her eyes under a green ruffled skirt with a pink and green short sleeve t-shirt that was covered in glittering peace signs. Brody never saw a girl dress like this before, except on television. 

“What’s that?” Brody nodded at the box on the grass.

“Tell me your name and I might show you,” Emma replied with a smile.

“Brody,” he said with a quick eye roll. She might be cool, he thought. He had never met a girl with the confidence to come up and talk to him.

Emma smiled and let out the breath she was holding. She stood and picked up her box to show him. She made her way to his porch and plopped down two steps away. He would only look at Emma for a moment before turning away again toward his book.

“Are you shy? How old are you?” Emma asked as she stared at him.

“No. Thirteen. You?”

“The same.”  

“Why did you move to Diamond Falls?”

“My dad grew up in West Virginia and wanted to move back from out west,” Emma said. “I heard that Diamond Falls was pretty cool.”

“What’s in the box?” Brody asked again. The top of the small, round box was decorated with a thin slab of rock. Brody knew rocks. He had been collecting them for years.

“It’s my rock collection,” Emma said, opening the lid. The box was crammed with smooth, shiny stones. “I collect rocks wherever I go and then use my rock tumbler to make them shiny. See?” Emma held up a handful of pink, green, and black stones.

“You tumble your rocks?” Brody made a gagging noise, dropped his book, and disappeared under the side of the porch.  

“What’s wrong with tumbling?” Emma yelled after him. “It makes them pretty.”

A few moments later, Brody emerged with a large, white plastic bin, which he dragged across the ground. He could not lift the heavy box. After he placed it in front of Emma, he pulled off the flimsy lid and leaned over the side of the box, smiling. Emma peered inside.

“Wow!” she exclaimed. Large rocks and small ones with dozens of different colors filled the bin. Many were still covered with dirt and had rough, sharp edges. “Where did you get all of these?”

“I used to go rocking hunting with Mr. M. He lives across the street.” Brody pointed to a small, brick house directly across from his own.  

“I saw him staring out of the window when we were moving in,” Emma said. “I thought he was crazy or something.”

“No,” Brody said. “He’s actually a geologist. Pretty famous, I think. He’s written a bunch of articles about different rock formations and stuff. He frames them and hangs them all over the walls of his house.” Brody continued to take his rock collection out of the box for Emma to see. He had never met anyone who liked rocks as much as he and Mr. M. Brody learned from Mr. M that tumbling a rock ruins some of its unique properties so he would have to teach Emma about that problem. 

“Why do you call him Mr. M?” Emma asked.

“His name is really Heath Matthews, but he says that his students used to call him Mr. M. He fell off a rock outcrop on a field trip with one of his classes last year and can’t go rock hunting anymore. Now, he just works on his rock collection for the museum.” 

“The museum?” Emma asked.

“Yeah, his rock and mineral collections are famous, and the state museum in Charleston asked him to put together an exhibit. He says there isn’t another collection in the world like his. The samples are from all over the world, and some are young rocks and some are super old,” Brody explained.

“How did he get them all?” Emma was still looking through Brody’s collection. His samples were much larger than hers and had interesting marks, colors, and shapes. She picked up a huge purple amethyst crystal and held it up to the sun. The pointed crystal glittered as it soaked in the sunshine.

“He got some around here but he won’t tell me about all of them,” he replied. “Geologist’s secret, he claims.” Brody laughed a little, thinking of all the times he had begged Mr. M to tell him where he had found his beautiful rocks.

“Emmaaaaaaaaaa,” hollered a distant voice.

“That’s my mom. I have to go,” she said. “Will you take me to meet Mr. M tomorrow? I want to show him my collection.”

“I’ll take you,” Brody said, “but he’s going to fuss at you for tumbling your rocks.”

“Why?” Emma placed Brody’s samples into the bin, picked up her small box, and turned toward her mother’s call.

“You’ll see.” Brody smiled at his new friend. “Come over tomorrow after lunch. Mrs. M usually has brownies ready then,” he hollered as Emma trotted home, carrying her treasure box.
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Brody walked in circles around the living room, silently hoping that Emma would hurry up and arrive at his house. He had finished his lunch an hour ago. Brody ate the same thing every day: a fluffernutter sandwich, an apple with no skin, vanilla yogurt, and a jug of chocolate milk. He needed lots of milk to wash down the sticky marshmallow cream and peanut butter. Brody’s mother rolled her eyes every time he asked for a fluffernutter. “That’s too sticky,” she would say. But Brody did not care. He thought it was the perfect sandwich.

The doorbell rang at half past two. Brody jumped as the chimes sounded through the house. He ran to open the door. His mother appeared behind him, obviously curious to know who had rung the bell.  

Emma stood on the porch with her treasure box in her hands. She smiled at Brody, and then looked up at his mother and gave a short wave. 

“Brody, would you please introduce us?” his mother asked with a smile. 

Brody’s cheeks turned red with embarrassment. He had never introduced a girl to his mother before. “This is Emma. She just moved in next door,” he said slowly.

“Emma Egeran.” Emma stuck her hand out to greet Brody’s mother.

“I’m Catherine Bascom, Brody’s mother. Come in, please,” she said as she shook Emma’s outstretched hand.

“I like your sweatshirt,” Emma remarked.

Mrs. Bascom looked down at her tattered Concord University sweatshirt. “Thank you, it’s my favorite school.”

Emma stepped into the house. The foyer was cozy with deep green walls and a mahogany table with an ornately decorated mirror hung above. Tall ficus plants stood in each corner and on the table sat three large fossils. “These are beautiful,” she said. Emma reached her hand out to touch them but quickly pulled it back. “I’ve never seen fossils this big or fragile.” 

“Mr. M gave me those,” Brody said. “This is a trilobite, a sponge, and a gastropod,” he said, pointing at each one as he spoke. They’re ancient. Millions and millions of years old.”

“Brody loves rocks and fossils,” his mother said. “I can’t keep him away from Mr. M.” She eyed Emma curiously. 

“I like rocks, too,” Emma said. “This is my collection.” She held up her box for Mrs. Bascom to see.

“They’re tumbled.” Brody laughed. “She owns a rock tumbler.” He laughed again.

“What’s wrong with tumbled rocks?” Emma asked. She scowled at Brody’s mocking. Emma shook her head and Brody kept smiling, trying to irritate her more.

“Brody,” his mother scolded. Brody knew he was not being nice by picking on Emma, but he thought it was fun to watch her ears get red as she grew mad.

“You can ask Mr. M today,” he replied, with the slightest hint of a laugh still in his voice.  

“Why won’t you tell me?” Emma demanded. The tip of her nose was growing crimson.

“Brody, be nice,” his mother insisted.  

“Fine.” He threw up his hands. “I’m just teasing you. Let’s go see Mr. M. You’ll like him. He’s really nice.”

“Emma, I look forward to meeting your parents. I’ll go over and say hello while you and Brody are at Mr. M’s house.” 

Emma smiled at Mrs. Bascom. 

After Brody’s mother gave them a long lecture about how to be proper guests and not to overstay their welcome at the Matthews’ home, the kids trotted down the porch steps and crossed Sierra Avenue, heading toward Mr. M’s house. 

“I’m excited to meet Mr. M,” Emma said. “I’ve never met a real geologist before. I can’t believe he was asked to make a display for a museum.”

Brody reached toward the doorbell, but the door flung open before he could press the button, making him jump backward.  

“Come in, come in, come in,” Mr. M said, waving his right arm wildly. “Come help me with my map!” He turned quickly and scurried down the hallway holding a dozen colored pencils in this left hand with another perched over each ear. He disappeared into a room at the end of the hall. Emma and Brody looked at one another. Emma raised her eyebrows. Brody shrugged his shoulders and smiled at her.  

“You heard the man,” he said. “Come in.” Brody stepped one foot through the doorway and made a sweeping motion with his head to tell Emma to follow.

“Okaaaaay.” Emma stepped through the doorway with a deep breath.

Brody loved coming over to the Matthews’ house. It resembled a natural history museum. Each room had a different theme. One room was the mineral room, another the igneous rock room and the next two were devoted to sedimentary and metamorphic rocks. Fossils had another wing in the house and each section was divided by era. Glass display cabinets covered the walls, shielding the specimens from direct light and dust. 

Emma spun around in amazement as they walked by each room on their way to meet Mr. M in his work area. She tugged on Brody’s shirt. “Can we look through all of these rooms before we leave?” she whispered.

“Yeah, I’ll show you around,” Brody answered.

The back of the house was devoted to Mr. M’s work area. A huge, granite-topped project table was centered in the middle of the room so that he could easily work from all sides. The walls were covered with oak cabinets, shelves, and drawers, which were each filled with rock and mineral samples, tools, maps, and books. Slate slabs covered the floor in a random pattern. One corner of the room contained a standing rock saw the size of a garage workbench and a small sink for cutting and preparing samples. Easels, scattered around the room, held colorful geologic maps of the different areas of the world where Mr. M had traveled, mapped the rocks, and collected his samples. A round, green dog bed filled the back corner of the room. A sleeping Samoyed lay behind the name ‘Aspen’ embroidered in pink on the edge of the bed. She opened one eye as Emma and Brody entered the workroom, and then closed it again, resuming her afternoon nap.

Mr. M sat on a tall wooden stool, hunched over his project table, gently coloring an oval area on his latest map a pea green color to indicate the presence of banded gneiss metamorphic rock. Each color on the map represented a different rock type that was listed on the key in the corner. He was dressed in khaki chino pants and a blue and green plaid button-down shirt that was streaked with colored pencil scratches and rock dust. He was slightly overweight but moved quickly for a man over the age of sixty, who had recently fallen off a rock outcrop.  

“You must be a friend of Brody’s,” Mr. M said without taking his eyes off the map.

“I’m Emma. I just moved in across the street.”

He stopped abruptly, looking up at her. “Well, welcome to Diamond Falls.”

“Thank you—” Emma started to say.

“Aaaaah!” Mr. M interrupted, jumping up from his worktable. He turned and ran to his desk, hands flailing through the air. He threw open all of the drawers of his cabinets, frantically looking for something he did not seem able to find. “Aaaaah,” he yelled again as he pulled a strange instrument from the bottom drawer and sprinted back to the worktable.

“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

“I made a mistake,” he cried. “No, no, no, no, no.” He shook his head while he looked at his map. 

“Here,” Brody said as he offered Mr. M a pink school eraser from the edge of the table. 

Mr. M looked up at Brody, narrowing his eyes. “No, no, no, no, no,” he said again, shaking both his head and his hands this time, too. “A colossal mistake like this needs something more.” He flourished the instrument he pulled from the desk drawer. He flipped a switch on the side of the instrument and watched the wide, white tip whirl like a tightly wound top. 

“What is that?” Emma asked. Her eyes were wide like flapjacks. “Is it a weapon?”

“Electric eraser!” Mr. M exclaimed, holding it triumphantly in the air. “When it absolutely, positively must be erased with speed.” He laughed as he placed the tip of the whirling eraser on the edge of the map. With great precision, Mr. M moved it across the pea-colored area, and the color was instantly removed. “Bye, bye you banded gneiss! You are supposed to be garnet schist!”

“That is so cool,” Brody declared. Mr. M picked a crimson colored pencil from atop his ear and began to recolor the newly cleared area on the map. 

Brody and Emma watched Mr. M work for the next thirty minutes. They helped him read his handwritten notes about the types of rocks he had found in the field. He assigned each rock type a color on the big map and added new ones to the key. Brody and Emma helped him fill in the colors. Slowly, the map came to life with vividly colored blocks, spots, and stripes. This was not a familiar street map or a topographic map, as Brody knew. Mr. M explained that a geologic map is different from a common street map. Rather than street names and building codes, a geologic map showed rock types and outcrop names. A geologist’s entire world revolved around these maps, and if he drew them well, these maps could be used to navigate around the globe. Mr. M’s life was in his maps, from the places he had lived to every location of his travels and each spot where he collected a rock. 

“Each specimen in my collection came from an area that I personally mapped and recorded,” he said. 

“Mr. M knows the story of every rock, mineral, and fossil he owns—how it formed and came to be here,” Brody said. “He can tell you if a rock came from a volcano or the ocean, or was squeezed and heated to unbearable temperatures and changed into something completely different. He can tell you when his fossils lived, how they lived, and when they died.”

“Wow, I’m impressed,” Emma said.

“What is this?” Brody asked, pointing to
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