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Great Nature has another thing to do

To you and me; so take the lively air,

And, lovely, learn by going where to go.

 

                                           From The Waking by Theodore Roethke
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1

Riley Walker sat alone in the middle of a boardwalk bench shaking his head. Completing his third decade of teaching called for a celebration. Staring at the horizon didn’t qualify. Wringing his hands, he could hear the Friday evening beachfront parade passing by behind him—walkers sharing secrets, joggers puffing, their running shoes thumping the boards, and car stereos blaring top-down dreams along Ocean Avenue.

As the sun took its daily bow, flip-flops in hand he walked down the beach and stood on the cool sand below the tide rise. Gulls patrolled the shoreline. A one-legged bird lighted yards away from others strutting up and down, following the foam. They pecked and scurried from each breaker like skirmishers before a superior force. He stood in the wash. Numbing May water pricked his feet. In the black distance, lightning bolts boxed above the horizon. Thunder accompanied the breakers. Their sound eased memories.

He moved onto the smooth high tide sand and sat cross-legged, massaging his toes until sensation returned. For fun, he scooped sand into a mound and moved around on his hands and knees. He squared the mound and dug a courtyard. Walls formed, smoothed by a flip-flop. When a wall collapsed, he built it up again. He found decorations along the tideline. Muscle shells stuck in halfway served as battlements, bits of straw flagpoles. A silly distraction on an empty beach void of shadows, teeming with ghosts. 

By the time he leaned back on his elbows across from his creation, he could barely make it out in the dark. High tide would come about midnight; the castle and semester would disappear together. No more final exams to read. No more grades to file. Tonight, all he had to do was sleep. He’d take a night’s sleep as a good omen.

He’d take a few restful hours any way he could.

***

Curled in fetal position, his pillow somewhere, Riley peeled off sweaty covers and rubbed his eyes. Mornings usually meant relief. Today held promise. Sludge rattling in his throat, he rumbled it clear, swung legs around, and sat up. He wrung his hands as his toes touched the floor. It had rained hard during the night, but now sunlight slashed across the floor through worn window blinds. Summer break would start with an a.m. cruise. Shaving and showering, he thought about where he’d drive after a quick stop at Molly’s. He put on his cargo shorts and favorite Yankee T-shirt. 

Outside, morning sun glittered off Stella—his 2010 Firecracker Red Jeep Wrangler. He climbed in and unwound himself. He’d bought her used a few years back. She didn’t have all wheel drive, and the previous owner speckled the cloth seats when he spilled bleach, but nothing beat going doorless and topless on a warm May morning. 

“Bare for air!” he crowed. 

Now to Molly’s cheerleader smile and coach disposition. Fiftyish and fit, she could transform routine happenings into flashy parades. She liked to joke she and Riley were the same height as Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln. Before Molly, he strolled through the academic year without ever focusing on matters more than an hour away. Encroaching age, possible ill health, or lack of retirement security never crossed his mind’s streets at three a.m.—too much spectral traffic. 

He couldn’t get stoned on Saturdays without thinking about what she’d asked him to do. She called it needling. He called it coaching and found himself fishing for it. They’d been close since St. Paddy’s but agreed not to cohabitate except in case of fire or flood. They enjoyed being alone together even in crowds. 

She met him at her kitchen door and jumped down his throat like a tongue depressor. “Your hair tells me you’ve been riding around. I hope you aren’t drinking a four-pack of Guinness for breakfast.” 

“Most men my age can’t do this.” He grabbed a handful of his shaggy salt and pepper hair. “As for my passenger, my semester break begins a transition period during which I’ll seek out my anarchist roots and rejoin the poetic half of my soul.”

She put two bowls on the table. “Homemade yogurt and granola.”

“When I toss wild declarations at you as if they’re fresh fish, at least clap your flippers.” 

“It’s Saturday night, our date night, and you won’t be good company if you drink on an empty stomach at eight a.m. Don’t forget Klyde’s joining us.”

“I’ll be fine. I won’t spoil your Italian feast. You have your gravy started.”

“You call it gravy. To me, it’s spaghetti sauce.”

“Ambrosia by any name.” He sat. “Klyde sleeping late?”

“He has baseball this morning. Not sure what time.” She poured him a cup of coffee and sat with him. She lifted her head and smiled when he covered her hand with his.

“How’s he doing?”

“Okay. Trying to fit in.”

“The jigsaw analogy.” He twirled a spoon, but the tablecloth wouldn’t let it spin. “Wish I was tucked in the middle of a five-hundred-piece puzzle.” 

“Well, you have a few months to relax. Please stop with the spoon.”

 He stuck the spoon in the yogurt. “I might be done, Molly. I mean with teaching.” 

“Whoa. Where’d that come from?”

“I thought I’d find an important part of myself still kicking when I started at Brookside CC. As English department head, I’d have a say. I’d be a mover and shaker.” He swiveled in his seat. “Horseshit. I’m required. Might as well be water.”

“I’m not serving self-pity this morning. You help your students.” Molly patted his hand. “Don’t talk yourself out of your happiness.” 

“I can’t see any good happening anymore. I’m not talking about here at 202 Monmouth Avenue.” He wagged a finger at the floor. “The world’s a parking lot crammed with drivers who refuse to use turn signals. And stupidity’s catching.”

Molly moved the yogurt and granola closer to him. He jiggled the yogurt bowl. The stuff didn’t move.

“You didn’t drink that four-pack’s twin for breakfast, did you?” she asked.

“Speaking of coitus, Walter Landale, a close colleague, regularly has affairs with adult students. I reject such opportunities. Before you and I met, the last decade of my sex life had been as colorless as a white board.” 

She shook her head and stood. Stirring her sauce, she turned to him. “I’m sorry your job has you down, but you’re done with it for a while. My pasta dough’s ready.” She smacked the white blob atop her flour-sprinkled counter. “I need to get rolling.”

“I encourage second-chance adults and teach twenty-somethings skills they missed in sex ed.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” She smiled and shook her head. “Such as?”

“My younger students are keenly aware of social, political, and financial realities, but they know nothing of foresight and foreplay. They don’t carry condoms.”

Molly turned. “Girls or boys?” 

“Why would girls—” 

“I rest my case.” 

***

He escaped Molly’s yogurt less. Ah, to cruise on a peaceful morning. The sun stretched shadows and shimmered off an empty ocean and a bare beach. 

But vehicles were arriving. They’d park in the diagonal spaces along the boards to unload beach chairs, umbrellas, Tommy Bahama buggies, child carriers, and Yeti coolers. Tourist-toted beach sundries would clog crosswalks in Amazon Prime parades. Whoops. As two women pushed baby strollers across Pine Avenue, a pickup revved its engine and froze them in the street’s center. 

Riley gave the truck a voice. “Watch out, bitches. I’m in town, and my tourist dollars trump your infants.”

He cracked open a Guinness and dumped it into his mug. Tan foam bubbled over. He slurped, finished pouring, and crushed the can, all while sitting on his unfastened seat belt. He didn’t like feeling strapped in. Cruising down Ocean Avenue with only a couple of weeks until Memorial Day… Damn. He could have lit a cigarette if he still smoked.  

Back home, he thought about firing up a nice bud. Not all of it. He wanted to save a taste for tonight. But he figured Molly would smell weed on his clothes. On his overstuffed, bedroom-corner chair, he uncovered an old sweatshirt with cutoff sleeves underneath his sweatpants and shorts. In the summer, his chair served as a closet. Clothes he wore frequently sat on it or hung over its back. Soon, it would change colors from school drab to summer bright. 

Pop-Tart in hand—unfrosted cinnamon went best with Guinness—he climbed back into Stella and took off toward Spring Lake. A nice drive through town. All decked out in Mother’s Day hanging baskets. 

Back on Ocean Avenue, he found an empty spot along the boards to pour Guinness number two. He instinctively checked over his shoulder and imagined an Asbury Park Press story: A Brookside Community College Professor was arrested Saturday morning for possessing an open container of alcohol in his vehicle. Naw. Too boring… Prof’s Pouring Pisses off Police. 

Hello, ma’am. A woman, with tan arms and legs, sauntered past and gave him, his Guinness, or Beethoven a thumbs up. The can sat in plain sight with Stella bare for air, but on Ocean Avenue, cops were easy to spot. Why get older if you couldn’t be immature? 

He cruised from Inlet Bridge to the big Spring Lake gates, up and down. By his last trip, he had wavers on the boards who recognized Stella. He switched CDs from Beethoven—Ode to Joy had turned a boardwalk jogger’s head—to Bach. 

Helen loved Bach. 

His gut burned like grill grates. Guinness didn’t douse stomach acid. Another charming facet of aging—spontaneous heartburn. He could head uptown for some Tums. Better put a sippy top on his mug. He could joke this ain’t an open container.

He never made it uptown.

Morning Bach and beer buzz jump-started his emotions as a nostalgic hobgoblin commandeered Stella. She turned right, gunned one block down, and came to a dead stop alongside what used to be old lady Murphy’s rooming house. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d driven past it. Now a cozy B and B, 102 Surf Avenue was a white, three-story Victorian where he’d taken a room for a summer two lifetimes ago. It sat on a corner along one-way streets. He eyed its postage-stamp side yard. The old fence had been torn down. Faded blue shutters waiting to be painted leaned against the building, and a lawn mower sat in the middle of the overgrown grass. “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” filled him. Gazing, memory searching, Stella and thoughts idling. 

A black pickup’s horn jarred Riley back to the intersection. Sporting a bright yellow Gadsden flag license plate, the truck had stopped at the corner, heading south on Surf. Stella faced west on Fisher. Riley caught the driver’s eyes under a cap cocked at a jaunty angle. The driver stared him down. Fat fingers opening and closing around the top of his steering wheel, the driver drifted his truck forward ever so slightly, an interloper longing for intersection nuptials. 

The driver lifted one hand off his steering wheel, pointed a curled forefinger at Riley, and wiggled it for him to go. Then his four fingers waggled back and forth. He kept at it. They weren’t traffic-cop cool; his arm and shoulder never moved. They weren’t spread-apart, slow old lady fingers. They insisted. No—demanded. A regular fucking traffic Moses waving fingers instead of a staff. Proceed!

Riley’s mind lost ground to his heart as long morning light poured down the blacktop wet with last night’s rain. As Bach’s strings rose, he remembered hearing Helen’s cries that night thirteen years ago, the car’s high beams gleaming off the road, glaring slick with black ice as the car swerved toward the phone poll, a magnet pulling the car, spinning it sideways until metal and glass and wood all screamed at once.


2

Up to her wrists in flour while rolling out pasta dough, Molly spun around and called Jamie’s name when the first aid siren exploded. She’d meant to say Klyde. Another one of her moments. She shook her head and wrung hands in her apron. It wasn’t the first time she’d confused the two. Her son Jamie, Klyde’s daddy, was in his third week of residency at Coventry Treatment Facility in Salinas, California.

Klyde had to be upstairs. On her way out of the kitchen, she shooed a stray bang with her wrist and pushed through the swinging door and into the living room. Standing at the stairway’s bottom, she told herself to go easy. Klyde’s counselor had suggested soft voices. Better to go upstairs and knock. Klyde saved her the steps as guitar riffs and Mick Jagger’s marble-mouth voice boomed through his door. He listened to his father’s music in his father’s old room. No wonder she had moments.

She sighed. How many times had she placed a hand on this newel post before calling upstairs? To Jamie, if he were late getting dressed for school. To Hank, her ex-husband, when he admitted screwing his secretary and she screamed they could both go to hell. 

They ended up in a duplex in Paterson. Close enough.

She went back to her dough. 

She’d decided to cook homemade pasta after hearing Klyde brag about his spaghetti talents. He learned it out of necessity. His father often couldn’t prepare or provide meals. Passing dough through her pasta maker, she made sure to put her hand under the noodles coming out— fettuccine setting made for a heavy noodle, likely to tear and leave ragged ends if they weren’t supported. To dry the noodles, she hung them from oven racks. Imagine spending money on a custom pasta drying thingy. Her sauce simmered away. She would add her special meatballs with raisins in their centers later on. 

***

“Real good gravy,” Riley had called it the first time she had cooked for him.

Not sure about him, she sensed he offered tomorrows. She floated her question.

“Should a woman my age take on the responsibility of raising a twelve-year-old?”

He answered instantly. “Why not?” 

They sipped a half bottle of Chianti. He sported a gray flannel sport coat and a baby blue muffler. She stayed less formal in jeans and a comfy, oversized sweater. 

“I think I need to,” she said. “I think Klyde needs and deserves—”

“Do you want to? Don’t do it if you don’t. And don’t let your grandson become a volleyball getting smacked back and forth. You say there’s not much chance of Jamie straightening himself out. Sounds to me as if your son needs a good boot in the prostate.”

“My son is over thirty.”

Riley nodded. “We’ll get Klyde involved,” he proposed. “I promise to help. I’ll sign him up for Little League, hit all his games. This summer, he can get with the new surfing program they run over on Mercer Avenue. He’s a California kid. He must surf, right?”

“Jamie loved to surf.” Molly’s eyes lowered. She sipped her wine. “Damn. I use past tense when I shouldn’t.”

Riley’s smile spread. It carved new lines in his face. Comforting, almost reassuring. “There you are.” He extended a hand, but his jacket cuff found the sauce.

She smiled. “Oops.”

“Walk beside me, Madam, and we shall dip our sleeves in life’s gravy.”

The next morning, her face hurt from grinning. She hadn’t used those muscles lately. But first things first—she called her lawyer to start turning the formal adoption wheels. She hadn’t planned on the life that awaited her, but she sure as hell didn’t want to miss it. 

It seemed like days ago instead of months.

***

Molly finished hanging the fettuccine when the phone rang.

An authoritative and formal voice said, “Mr. Riley Walker asked me to inform you…” 

“Who is speaking, please?” she asked.

Officer somebody. She pictured the Guinness four-pack.

How many cops can one woman speak to in a lifetime? Riley was being transported to Shore Medical Center, and would she please meet him… She knew about hospital runs from Jamie… Old chills bubbled as she checked the kitchen… Were the oven burners turned off? She didn’t know what to do. Leave Klyde and go to the ER? Take him with her? No, he had baseball. She’d give him his reading assignment—a Chekhov collection Riley gave her—and leave him on his own. She kept her house clean, not an aspirin in it. The only things unopened with alcohol were Listerine and vanilla extract.

She hurried upstairs and tapped on Klyde’s door. Jagger again, a bellowing butler answering knocks. She kept knocking. They’d been on either side of this door many times, and after last night’s argument about curfew, she didn’t want to bark. The music stopped. One more set of knocks.

“What?” he said. “I turned it down.”

“I have to go out, Klyde. May I speak with you?”

The door opened a bit. A squinting eye and furrowed brow peeked out. “Okay, Gram.”

Pocketbook strapped over one shoulder with her car keys pinched in one hand and Chekhov in her other, she pushed open the door without entering. His back to her, Klyde peeled off a T-shirt and shot it basketball style onto a pile of clothes on his bed. He wore his blue surfer baggies as usual.

“One more victim for you to fold after I wash,” he said.

“Are you ever going to wash those surfer baggies you wear 24-7?”

“Board shorts, Gram.”

“Board shorts. You know I very much appreciate you washing your own clothes.” 

Back still turned, he spread his skinny arms and gazed outside his window as if sweet freedom waited to dance with his reflection. “Thanks for my positive comment of the day.”

“Here’s your reading for today.” 

“It’s Saturday.”

“A story called ‘The Bet,’ page fifty-three. I marked it.” She took a half step and underhanded the book onto his bed. “I don’t know how long I’ll be. What time is your baseball practice?”

“I don’t know. I forget.”

“Klyde, please turn around and face me when I’m talking to you. It’s no fun talking to your back.”

“I got used to it with Pops. He always walked away from me frontwards.” He turned halfway and folded his arms, eyes rolling.

“Please tell me what time. I know darn well you know. We talked about commitments. You made one when you joined the team, and—”

“And I’m sticking it out. Like Pops said. Ten o’clock.”

“Thank you.”

She took a step toward him, hands extended and reaching. He shied away, attacking his clothes piled on his bed. Whites found the floor; colors stayed on top.

“I won’t be walking away frontwards or backwards from you, Klyde. I’ll always be here for you. You can count on just so many people in your life. It’s never a good idea to turn away from the ones who stick around. My sauce is turned off. It’s fine. Leave it off.”

He stopped sorting and turned. “Sorry, Gram.”

“Okay.” She pointed at Chekhov. “Don’t wash Riley’s book.”

***

She drove along Ocean Avenue feeling panic’s tugs—another leftover from Jamie. If she tried to rush through town and inland traffic, she’d arrive at the hospital ER all wound up. Besides, Saturday morning traffic didn’t permit anything but slow going.

But she wished Riley hadn’t carried beer. She knew his routine. He didn’t drink to intoxication. To him, drink was a companion, a buddy along for a ride. But come on. Not this nonsense again. Not now with Klyde absorbing minutia and spitting out irony. A bright kid and watchful as a sentry, he didn’t need his current male role model to end up in an alcohol-related traffic accident. 

“Goddamnit, Riley!” She hit the steering wheel with her palm.

She opened and closed her fingers and took a deep breath. Her decision to adopt Klyde required her to establish a routine for him, a dependable repetition of activities until he returned to school next fall. No simple task for a child of a drug-dependent father. She’d accepted the challenge assuming she wouldn’t get help but never anticipated Riley tossing a Hummer into the works.

Morning sunlight slanted into the car. She wiped her brow. May as well be standing back in a hot kitchen over simmering sauce. She pressed the back of one hand to her cheek. Hormonal nonsense… She buzzed all the windows down. Air fluffed her short hair. A reusable shopping bag in the back seat coughed open and spit out a long receipt. It swirled, twisting in midair. She grabbed for it, but it sank and lifted out of reach. Before she could raise the windows, it fluttered out, a white ribbon on the blacktop in her rearview mirror until a car ran over it.   

Across Inlet Bridge in Avon, she pulled into a parking space and let her face sink into her palms. After it passed, and her breath quieted, she gazed out over the boardwalk at the sand. The tide rise hid the waves. When clouds parted, the water swelled green and then blue under the sunlight. She folded hands and squeezed them together for a count of three, then breathed in and out slowly. A car with a kid’s feet sticking out a back window parked next to her. The feet jiggled up and down. May. Crowds were coming.

She’d dismissed Riley’s morning musings as his usual pre-coffee grumpiness. 

Hank had given out warnings years before his transgressions. His complaints concerning her constant attention to their son still rang in her memory. Preoccupied with Klyde’s wellbeing, had she set herself up for a failed relationship? 

The possibility clung to her heart.

***

Last night, she and Riley had stopped over at his place after semester-end, celebratory drinks at Chaplain’s. She’d visited one evening months before—an ordinary bachelor living space. Now, the condo’s living and dining areas mixed. The butcher block island from the kitchen now occupied a spot inside the front door, its top home for a computer and printer along with a quart-size Gatorade bottle filled with murky water and grocery store flowers. Their plastic wrapping and preservative packet sat alongside. Tossed clothing decorated a love seat. An overstuffed matching chair and coffee and end tables crowded together along the edge of the linoleum kitchen floor. 

Molly managed to mumble an oh before she draped her jacket over an island chair and regarded Riley. “What possessed you? Is this reverse Feng Shui?”

“It reminds me to complete my paperwork.”

“I see.” She strolled between pieces of furniture, shaking her head side to side while smiling. “Did you have help? I mean with moving furniture, not its arrangement.”

“It’s two steps to sit and watch TV while cooking. And closer to bed at bedtime. I never ate at the table. It has always been a workspace.” He almost laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. Flawless logic.”

She brushed aside a wrinkled dress shirt with a tie still decorating its collar, sat on the love seat, and ran a hand over empty space. “Come sit in,” her eyes surveyed the area, “the kitchen living area.” 

He held up a finger. “Something from my bar?”

“Same as at Chaplain’s, please.” The love seat’s fabric pilled. While he fetched and filled two goblets with pinot noir, she gathered several fuzzballs and made a tiny flower.

“Cheers.” The wine warmed her. She sighed and sat back.

“You’re not afraid to be here this time, are you?” Riley whispered. “I thought you were last visit. You brought Klyde along. Did you have the jitters?”

“People lock up tight, don’t they?” She chuckled, set her wine down, and wrung her hands. 

“Are you worried about leaving Klyde alone at night?”

“Yes. You have something cooking, don’t you?” she said to cushion her quick reply. “I smelled it as soon as I walked in. Smells spicy.”

“Had. Sausage from last night’s baked ziti. The pan’s still dirty. I’ll run you home if you like.”

She squeezed his hand. “I don’t know what I should do.” 

“He hasn’t given you a reason not to trust him, has he?”

“Short answer, no.” She drew in a short breath and paused. 

No, this wasn’t Riley’s fight. Not his problem. She had to learn to deal with ambiguities. There had been a time when she perceived Jamie’s condition as black or white: under the influence or clean and sober. How often had he been between the two, transitioning from white to dark gray to shades he couldn’t recognize for himself. Shades counselors, the AA, and halfway houses couldn’t help him perceive.

Riley walked to the refrigerator and lifted out leftover ziti. He fetched a bowl and spooned out generous portions. “You can take this home for Klyde. He needs protein and carbs. Bet he ate nothing but bean sprouts in California.” 

***

Arriving at the hospital, signs and arrows indicated emergency services, patient admittance, and visitor parking. They all seemed familiar, although there appeared to be new construction along the south end. Molly didn’t want to be there. She parked in the first space she spotted, locked the car, hoisted her pocketbook strap over a shoulder, and strode toward the ER entrance. 

A car coming toward her searched for parking. It slowed down. It made her wait while the driver stopped in the pedestrian walkway to inspect the next row of parked cars. She paused, waiting. Feet together, eyes straight ahead to not anger the driver. She mouthed a curse and stormed around the car before breaking into sure, quick steps to the red-lettered Emergency Entrance sign.
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Klyde flew down the stairs and flopped his tan, twist-tie bod onto the living room couch. Shaking out baby dreads, he grabbed the remote. East coast Saturday morning TV sucked. He had channels down but not the programming. Settling on a classic rock music station, he blared the volume and headed for the kitchen. 

Gram had flour and pasta stuff all over. He knew about her oven pasta trick. There it hung, thick and long. Stoked for dinner, he took a wooden spoon from its rest and tasted her sauce. Nice and fresh and not all chunky. Jamie Pops learned the recipe from Gram but hardly made it. Claimed he had lost ambition. Instead, he’d settle for pizza and let the babes he brought home talk him into all kinds of screwy toppings like avocado and pineapple. 

Waiting for his toast, Klyde found a pencil, robbed a recipe card for something called chili mac from Gram’s recipe box, and used the back to start a list of stuff he liked and stuff he didn’t. His counselor had told him to try it every once in a while. Maybe he’d find himself moving items from one side to the other. Fat chance. Gram ate his lists up. She’d read it the next time she made chili mac. 

He wrote likes and sucks at the top and drew a line down the middle. On the like side, he listed Pops, surfboard, wetsuit, Pacific Ocean, and its coastline. His toast popped up before he got to the sucks side.

Lying flat on the coach with warm toast on his chest, he nibbled away and found The Three Stooges. Moe dragged a saw across Curly’s head. The saw’s teeth bent all crooked. A commercial came on, and Klyde listed the sucks side out loud. “Leaving Pops, Gordon Carmichael, baseball practice, baseball games, the fifty-degree ocean and its shitty waves, no board, and no wetsuit. No Monterey. No far-out coastline.” 

Toast gone, he sat up and cupped his hands on his belly to catch the crumbs falling through four chest hairs. Sitting at the kitchen table, he put two more toasts in, shook his hair out, and wrote no Pops at the top of the sucks side. He underlined it three times. 

Three weeks ago, they had talked on the phone. Pops had checked into this Coventry place. They wouldn’t let him use his phone for a while. Klyde had bitched about baseball. How it sucked and how he wanted to bail.

“First practice I got this humongous strawberry on my butt,” he had complained. “It won’t heal. It’s all red and oozy. I got it in fuckin’ sliding practice. They made us slide into second base. I wear my board shorts under my jeans now.”

“Board shorts and baseball, huh?” Pops had told him. “Don’t say fuckin’. You know I won’t like Coventry either. But we’re both sticking this out, okay? You stick it out with baseball for me, and I’ll stick it out with rehab for you. Deal?”

Klyde pulled at his dreads with his free hand. “I don’t like playing in games. People sitting behind home plate yell at me. I’m talking grownups. They make cracks about my hair and then tell me I’m swinging late. I swing at three pitches to sit back in the dugout and chill.”

“Deal?”

“I’m goin’ for dreads. Did I tell you?”

“Klyde.”

“Not getting a haircut for years. Okay, deal.” 

Practice started at ten. He had time. But riding his bike on a sunny, warm Saturday morning, he’d have to put up with all the kooks—tourists talking like My Cousin Vinny, driving hungry out-of-state cars eager to eat bikes. Riding around here was like going over the falls. No bike lanes, one-way streets, and a million parked cars with nutcases eager to pop open a car door and wipe out his ass. Lots of bullshit to meet with his Jersey Nazi baseball coach and loudmouth teammates.

He missed rolling roads in Monterey and Pacific Grove, beach roads without parking meters. Days when Pops still worked—he bartended at a restaurant called The Brasserie—Klyde would ride with him into Monterey and hang out. He’d watch Pops polish the long brass handrail and footrail around the bar and cut lemon twists and lime wedges. Pops had a mean case of fruit finger once. 

Then at lunchtime, when customers showed up, Klyde’d sneak a sandwich and walk to Cannery Row to check out the otters. They were rad critters. They’d get themselves a rock and a clam or bunch of mussels and use their rock to open up lunch—all while swimming on their backs and using their bellies for a table. Slick and shiny, they moved through the water while tourists pointed from the shore. 

Weekend nights had sucked sometimes. Pops enjoyed the company of ladies. Most Saturdays, he’d have one along with him when he got home. They’d make a racket getting settled. The trailer was only eight feet wide. Chicks always banged their elbow or head on something. Especially in the bathroom. It was like shitting in a phone booth. Pops and his guests made it tough to sleep. All the snorting, laughing, and bed squeaking. Sometimes, he’d sneak a couple cans of Oly to help him nod off. The next morning, Pops would start ping-pong wisecracks so the chick wouldn’t hang. Lots of yelling and stuff flying all over. Then Pops got canned. He parked near 17 Mile Drive and passed out. No more Brasserie gig meant no more bread and babes. It meant Klyde’s board and shortie in hock. 

***

Klyde’s long shadow wigwaggled back and forth as he peddled down Monmouth Avenue. He had his team cap on backward as usual. It didn’t sit right with the bill around the front. Coach Ron, aka Nazi Man, would make him turn it around when he got there. Coach Ron had a big belly. His fingers bent like they’d been hit with hammers. During the first practice, he had put his crazy knuckles and bumpy, black fingernails on Klyde’s shoulders and pulled him away from home plate. His hands had smelled like cigars. 

Klyde knew he needed glasses. He couldn’t follow the ball too well. He could hear it zip by him though, hissing as it passed, and then smack into Gordon Carmichael’s mitt.

Gordon would come out of his crouch, show the ball, and say, “Like that sound I give ya?” to the pitcher. Gordon talked nonstop. Chatter, he called it. He watched what he said during games with an umpire behind him, but at practice, he was a rude, crude, relentless dude. Him and his team toadies. 

Practice was uptown at Belmar Memorial Field, a block of fields across from the elementary school. No skate parks, but a whole block of nothing but ball fields. Gram told Klyde Josh Gibson hit a 600-foot homerun playing on the big field by the railroad tracks.

He didn’t know who Josh Gibson was. He asked her, “Who’s Tony Hawk?” 

She had no idea.

The town had all this room for baseball, but the one mile of smooth decking called a boardwalk didn’t allow skateboarding. No skate park. No hills. He missed El Estero, a bitchin’ skate park right in Monterey. He’d hit it when Pops worked. Skate in a street around here, and he’d decorate a car bumper. 

Most of his Pay Joyce teammates were warming up when Klyde got there. He dumped the secondhand bike Gram bought him, adjusted his hat around, and took to the field. At least up to the first base foul line. Most of his teammates were paired off in the outfield, tossing long, throwing north to south. Wilma Harris sat on her glove by first base. She and Klyde were two of the ass-splinter crew—kids who sat the pine and appeared only as pinch hitters or designated base runners.  

Klyde sat on his glove a few feet away from Wilma. She didn’t notice him. Instead, she followed the ball’s flight between Carlene Poff and Mike McCalla. She had braces, skinny arms, and the skinniest ankles Klyde had ever seen on any human being. She never wore jeans—always shorts. And smart—like I-know-all-of-this-doesn’t-matter smart.

The ball bag sat right between them. Klyde figured he should say something about warming up. They were the only two players not throwing.

“Hey, Wilma,” he said.

She turned her head. “Hey, Klyde.”

She was his only teammate not to call him No-Slide. He’d refused slide drills since he scuffed his ass cheek raw. What difference did it make if he knew how to slide? He never got on base. 

“Wanna throw a few?”

“Sure.” She shot up, put on her glove, and trotted down the foul line. Then her smarts kicked in. “Hang on. We better throw north to south like the others.”

She cut across toward second base and stopped by the bag. Klyde stepped past the bare dirt marking the first base coaching box. He watched her for a second before realizing neither of them had a ball. He got one, backed up, and let it fly. She caught it with two hands. She always used two hands in long toss. And she always threw back as hard as she could. She leaned right and side armed the ball. Sometimes it reached him on a fly, but most of the time, it killed a few worms. He didn’t like bending down for grounders. He always pictured the ball taking a bad hop and smacking him right on the nose.

Tossing, he heard a door slam behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. Coach Ron stood alongside his big pickup, blowing the last puff of stinking cigar smoke out his nose while reaching into his truck’s bed for the bat bag.

“Klyde, heads up!”

Wilma’s voice turned him in time to watch the ball skip past and bounce against the chain-link fence opposite of Coach Ron’s truck. He ran to get the ball.

“Get down for those, son,” Coach hollered. “Hey, come on over here and grab this catcher gear for me while I bring the bats around. Hey, Gordon!” Coach waved an arm at Gordon Carmichael in center field. “Bring it in and get your gear on!”

Klyde carried the catcher’s mask, chest protector, and shin guards toward home plate.  

Gordon came in from the outfield, a grin carved in his fat cheeks. “Drop my gear, No-Slide.”

“Let’s have some batters,” Coach Ron called. 

He meant starters. The regular lineup minus Gordon, the team’s catcher, would bat against Coach Ron’s lob balls while scrubs played the field. Klyde went out to right field next to Wilma in center. They were more chasers than fielders.

Through eight starters, only two balls got hit to right. Klyde scooped up a grounder and waited for Coach to call for it before he ran in closer and uncorked a high toss right to him on a fly. No nice throw, Klyde. As starters replaced scrubs, practice slowed down. Scrubs whiffed a lot and hit infield dribblers.

Behind Klyde, the railroad gates ding dinged as a train passed. Tracks ran north to south at the west end of the field, yards away, and on Saturday morning, trains ran up to Newark and New York. Sun on his face and arms warming him, he wished he sat on a beach near Monterey, where low dunes rolled down to the shoreline and swells rose up past the breakwater. He imagined his cheek on his board, the wax smell, kicking out through the kelp to the breakers. And after hours of riding, lying warm and wet on the




























