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1

SOME THINGS I NEED TO TELL YOU here at the beginning. To get them out of the way.

Everyone has stuff to get out of the way. Right?

So here’s the first thing. My name is Hercules Beal.

I know. It’s a stupid name.

It was an especially stupid name until this year, when I got my Beal Family Growth Spurt. Before that, I was the kid who always got put in the front of the class picture because otherwise I’d disappear behind kids like Ty Malcolm, whose grandfather played defensive end in the NFL before he became a minister at the Second Baptist Church of New Bedford and passed all his Ginormous Genes down to Ty. And I was the kid who was always cast as the Cute Little Animal in every school play—like stupid Toto in our third grade performance of the stupid Wizard of Oz. (You can’t believe how long it took before Ty Malcolm stopped calling me “Toto.”)

So it’s a stupid name.

I get it.

But I didn’t choose it. So don’t blame me.

Blame . . . my parents. Or don’t. Really, it’s not even your business.

And just so you know, even Achilles says that my growth spurt has finally started, like it happened for him when he was twelve, too.

All right?

Here’s the second thing. This fall, I’m going to the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences instead of Truro Middle School—which is bad enough. But what’s worse is that my teacher will be a retired marine lieutenant colonel. In his summer welcome letter—his summer welcome letter, which you can bet he wrote only because some principal told him to—he said he hasn’t had any friends since junior high, so we shouldn’t expect him to be our friend either. What we should expect is that he’s going to be a super-tough teacher who doesn’t take any crap.

I’ll say it again: that was his welcome letter.

Oh boy oh boy.

Here’s the third thing to tell you, even though it happened more than a year ago. Almost a year and a half ago. It’s about parents. Hercules the Myth’s parents were Zeus—he was strong like my dad, who could lift mature maples into a pickup by himself—and Alcmene, who was beautiful and wise and who had dark eyes—like my mom. Those were Hercules’s parents.

I don’t have any. Now, I mean. Now I live with my brother, Achilles, who had to come back from his stupid Washington, DC, apartment to live with me after the Accident so we could keep the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery going, even though he had to give up what he says was the best job in the whole freaking world because he used to travel the whole freaking world writing stories for Smithsonian Magazine and National Geographic. (The stories, by the way, are the part in those magazines that nobody buys the magazine because of.) He probably thinks that living back in Truro, Cape Cod, after living in Brussels and Sydney and Beijing and Barcelona and New Delhi and Cairo and Johannesburg, is like dying a little every day.

Which it isn’t, the jerkface.

I get that Truro may not be a town you’ve ever heard of. Tourists stick around Hyannis and Chatham and places where stupid gift shops live. Or if they want to go up to the end of the Cape, they drive to Provincetown and skip right through Truro without looking—probably because there aren’t any gift shops in Truro. But what the tourists don’t know, and what my brother probably doesn’t remember, is that Truro is the most beautiful place on the planet.

I know this is true.

Here’s how.

Every morning, I climb the Dune that lifts up from the scrub grass about a half mile from the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery. I leave in the dark. I close the screen door so quietly that my brother doesn’t hear a thing. I pass the Rigbys’ house, where Elly lives. You always feel like ducking your head near their house because of the huge sugar maple that drops its branches low. Then I pass Mrs. Bontemps’s house—she was my fourth grade teacher and the school PE coach and a substitute principal for a year, and everyone knew she could fix any problem in the universe if she tried, and she never made jokes about my name like some people. Then I pass the Kerrs’ house. Mr. Kerr reconstructs barns all over New England, like our Big Barn at the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery, and he has more tools than Ace Hardware. Then I pass the two summer people houses that used to get rented out all the time, except now only one does sometimes, and the other has a broken window and a huge hole in the roof and together they let more rain and snow and stray cats inside than you want to know about. Then I pass Mr. and Mrs. Neal’s house, which is a whole lot closer to the sea than any of the other houses, so close it looks like the waves could drench the back windows. I make sure I don’t look at this house, because the Neals hate every kid who has ever lived and you don’t want to catch their eye, especially in the dark. Then Mr. and Mrs. Gauch’s house, which has flower gardens that take up every millimillionth of their front and back yards. Then Mrs. Savage’s house. She’s a sculptor who puts her statues—who are all animals, including a huge hippo—on her front lawn for everyone to look at. I see her all the time in the mornings, wearing this torn UMass sweatshirt, polishing them up.

From there, it’s maybe another quarter mile of open beach and scrub grass to the Dune.

There’s a path of soft sand that goes up, and I climb barefoot since it’s a lot easier that way.

At the top, the wind is usually pretty high. It’s still mostly dark, and for a little while I stand with my back to everyone else on the whole freaking continent. Then I sit and watch.

The light starts to change. I begin to make out the ocean.

If I look west, I can see the night lights of Truro below me, and past them is the Bay, and way out on the other side of the Bay, that’s Plymouth, and then Duxbury north of that—each with a whole lot of lights on. When I look back east, I can watch the ocean getting lighter and lighter, and it’s easy to see the white on the waves now. And then more light, and more, and I know what’s coming, what’s coming, what’s coming, what’s finally coming . . .

And then it does. The sun shrugs over the edge of the globe, and the beams rush toward me through all that dark of space, and they hit me full on, like the lights of a pickup truck that . . . forget it.

Below me, on the west side of the Dune, it’s still dark except for the town lights, but on the east side the sand is all lit up. Mrs. Bontemps would probably say it’s like a symbol in a book—which she is always on the lookout for. I keep my back to the dark, and squint a little, and watch the sun come up quickly, and I know what’s going to happen really soon. The sun rises and rises, until just its bottom is still attached to the horizon, like a sticky caramel that can’t pull away.

And then it does, and the sun jumps into the sky, and everything is yellow and red and gold, and I whisper, “Morning, Mom,” and “Morning, Dad,” and the light is all around me now, so much of it that it finally spills over onto the west side of the Dune and fills the dark.

You can bet a whole lot that the dawn that comes to Truro is sweeter than anything you would ever see in stupid Brussels and Sydney and Beijing and Barcelona and New Delhi and Cairo and Johannesburg.

That’s what I do every morning when it isn’t terrible out—and sometimes, even when it is terrible out.

That’s how I know that Truro really is the most beautiful place on the planet.

Here’s the fourth thing to tell you, and I’m telling you this one so you don’t think I whine about everything, like my brother says I do.

I have a wicked cool dog.

And she came to me like this gift from who knows where—maybe because it’s been a pretty lousy year and a half since the Accident and the Universe owes me one.

Last spring, I asked Achilles about getting a pet, and he said he’d think about it, and I said how long would it take to think about it, and he said until after we got our vegetable garden planted, and I said we didn’t have a vegetable garden, and he said, “Now you’re catching on.”

Oh boy oh boy.

So we turned a whole plot over behind the South Greenhouse—and it was a lot of turning over—and we added a whole lot of manure—which you can probably imagine was no fun—and then my brother planted summer squash and brussels sprouts and purple cabbage. It would save on groceries, Achilles said, and be healthy for us too.

Double oh boy oh boy.

Do you even know anyone—anyone at all—who likes summer squash and brussels sprouts and purple cabbage?

Anyone?

And do you know how many summer squash grow from a single summer squash plant? Or how many brussels sprouts grow from a single brussels sprouts plant?

Lots.

And do you know how many good recipes there are for summer squash or brussels sprouts or purple cabbage?

None. Zero. Nada. There are no good recipes for summer squash or brussels sprouts or purple cabbage. But still, if you grow a lot of them, you have to eat them. Every night.

So on the day after sixth grade graduation, when our vegetable garden was all planted, I asked my brother if we could get a border collie because border collies are smart and good and true and blue and it wasn’t like I was a kid anymore since I was now officially in middle school. Achilles looked up at me from behind the desk in the Front Building of the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery, a pen in one hand, the other hand on top of a pile of forms and bills. He looked at me like I was a complete idiot. “I said a pet, not a whole dog.”

“That’s the pet I want.”

“Do you know how much a border collie costs?” he said.

“Maybe we could find one in a shelter.”

“A border collie is expensive. His license would be expensive. His food would be expensive. His vet bills would be really expensive. Do you know how much one heartworm pill costs? Twenty-five bucks. Every month. And who’s going to take care of him while you’re at school and I’m at the Farm and Nursery?”

“He could stay at the Nursery with—”

“No, he can’t.” My brother put down his pen. “How about a rabbit?”

“A rabbit?” I said.

“Uh-huh,” he said. “A rabbit would be a whole lot easier to take care of. And rabbits don’t need heartworm pills.”

“You can’t do anything with a stupid rabbit.”

“You could raise them to sell for food,” he said. “It could be part of the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery operation.”

A long silence.

“And a rabbit would never pee in the house,” Achilles said.

I went outside.

A few days later, my brother drove home with a gray-and-brown rabbit in a cage and a red hutch in the back of the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery pickup.

We set up the hutch beside the Big Barn.

When Elly Rigby saw the rabbit, she said, “What’s his name?”

“The rabbit came already named,” I said.

“So what’s his name?”

“I didn’t have anything to do with his name.”

“I get it. What’s his name?”

“Honey Bunny,” I said.

“Honey Bunny?” she said.

“Honey Bunny.”

“I think I’ll call him Sir Gawain,” Elly said.

That worked for a while. Every day Elly would come to feed Sir Gawain some carrots and to hold him and to stroke his gray and brown fur and to rub noses and coo his name and all that stuff. But one morning in July, Sir Gawain gave birth to twelve more gray-and-brown rabbits.

We went back to Honey Bunny.

But then, a miracle, and it all happened because this summer, my brother fell in love with a vampire.

You think I’m making this up, the vampire part. But I’m not.

She is definitely a vampire. Her name is Viola—already kind of a hint—and she wears only black except for her bright red lipstick, which she probably wears to hide what happens to her lips when she’s low on human blood. She has long black hair and long black fingernails and black toenails, sort of like a bird of prey—or maybe like the bat she can probably turn into.

And I have never—not once, not ever—seen any sunlight touch her. This is the biggest clue of all.

Viola the Vampire had been hanging around my brother (and yes, that’s a pun) for a couple of weeks when they came down to the shore to walk the beach and swim behind the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery. Elly and I were on a blanket playing cribbage.

Viola the Vampire was holding a huge black umbrella so that daylight would never touch her.

What a surprise.

“What are you two doing?” said Achilles.

“Putting on a stage musical,” I said. “I thought we’d call it Nosferatu. You guys want to help? We’re trying to figure out who could play the lead.”

My brother stood next to me and leaned down really close. “It must be hard to be in sixth grade and still be a total jackass,” he said.

“I’m going into seventh grade,” I said, “and really, it’s not so hard to be a total jackass. I mean, look at you.”

My brother slipped the towel from around his neck, twirled it into a snake, and pulled it back to take off a strip of my skin somewhere, when—and you have to believe me, because I’m not making this up—this dog, this amazing beautiful brown-haired amber-eyed big-eared mutt of a dog came out from who knows where—maybe the sea?—and stood between us, her beautiful brown-and-white tail stiff at attention. She perched high on her toes and the hair on her neck rose, and she leaned down low and stared up at my brother.

She might have growled, but if she did, it was pretty quiet.

I am not making this up. I’m not.

I really think she might have come out of the sea.

“Honey Pie,” said Viola the Vampire.

“Honey Pie?” I said to my brother. “She calls you Honey Pie?”

“Shut up,” said Achilles.

The dog kept staring at my brother, and then she growled like she meant it. This time we all heard it.

Viola the Vampire took a step toward my brother, who took a step back toward her.

“Looks like you have a bodyguard,” said my brother.

“Looks like,” I said. I put my hand on the dog’s shoulder. It felt perfect.

“You keep up with this, you’re going to need it.”

“Keep up with what?” I said.

He looked at my dog.

“You’re going to have to find out who she belongs to.”

“Okay.”

“You have to call the shelter to see if anyone . . .”

“I get it. And if no one is missing her?”

He looked at my dog again. Then he nodded. “Okay, Hercules. Okay. If no one claims her, you got your dog. But you’re going to have to work afternoons to . . .”

“I get that too.”

“And if she even looks nasty at me, or Viola, or a single customer, or . . .”

“I’ll make sure she never, ever looks nasty at Viola or any of the customers.”

Achilles’s eyes closed to slits—probably because of the sunlight, since maybe Viola had already bitten him and he might slowly be turning into what she was. He looped the towel back around his neck and turned to walk down the shoreline. Viola the Vampire followed him. But my dog—my wonderful, amazing, perfect dog—came down from her perched toes, let the hair on her neck smooth out, turned to me, and grinned.

Really.

Then she dropped onto the edge of our blanket, put her head on her paws, looked at me once, looked at Elly once, and fell asleep.

“I think I have a dog,” I said.

Elly stroked the soft fur on the back of her neck. “Her name’s Mindy,” she said.

And that was how Mindy came into our lives.

That was a part of this summer that did not stink.

But there was still other stuff that stunk that I haven’t told you about—like this: When the Kerr family decided to move to Oregon, which is so far away it’s like somewhere close to Beijing, they sold the house to Mr. Moby, who was the bus driver for the Truro school district, and who moved in before the Kerrs had turned all the lights off. He had been trying to buy one of these houses for years, he told them.

From then on, the Truro Public School bus was parked in front of Mr. Moby’s house. You can probably guess what Mr. and Mrs. Neal thought about this.

Mr. Moby—and I really don’t mean to be a jerkface, but if I’m going to tell you what happened, I should at least try to tell the truth—Mr. Moby is evil. The first thing he did was to take down the gazebo behind the house, the gazebo where the Kerrs let Elly and me play cribbage when it was raining and where we used to record our wins on the center post, and where we finger painted in kindergarten and oil painted the summer before sixth grade, where we danced once and almost kissed. (Elly said it doesn’t count if you just rub noses—but since I’m trying to tell the truth, it was a little more than rubbing noses.)

But Mr. Moby didn’t care. I asked him if I could at least have the center post if he was going to take the gazebo down, but he said it would be too much trouble and he burned the whole thing to the ground.

That’s Mr. Moby.

So, I told you before that this fall I would be going to the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences. Here’s how that happened. My brother said, “You’re going to the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences.”

I said, “Nope.”

He said, “I think you’ll like it there.”

I said, “I’m going to Truro Middle School.”

“It’s an immersion school in the environmental sciences.”

“Gee,” I said, “I guess that’s why it’s called the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences.”

“You’ll study the dunes, the ocean, the geology of the Cape, the flora and fauna, the biology of Perch Pond—all that stuff.”

“Perch Pond,” I said. “Oh boy oh boy. Count me in.”

“Sarcasm,” Achilles said, “is the refuge of the barbarian.”

“And how are we going to pay for this, genius? It’s a private school. And in case you don’t remember, Mom and Dad aren’t—”

“Shut up, Hercules. Shut up. Don’t you think for even a minute I’d forget.”

“We don’t have the money.”

“They have scholarships, and I got you one. What do you imagine I’m working on when I’m sitting behind Dad’s desk?”

“Bills.”

“That too.”

“I don’t care. I don’t care if you got a hundred scholarships. I’m still going to Truro Middle.”

“I already signed you up.”

“But you didn’t even—”

“They’re cutting back on the buses, Hercules. We’re outside the new routes for Truro Middle. So I can either drive you to Truro Middle School every morning and pick you up every afternoon, or you can walk on your own two feet for fifteen minutes to the Cape Cod Academy. Guess which one it’s going to be.”

You know how I said Mr. Moby is evil?

He’s not the only one.

So that’s why on the last day of August, I walked on my own two feet to the seven o’clock Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences’ orientation even though there was plenty of daylight left to do anything else.

Oh boy oh boy.

(For the record, it’s a twenty-two minute walk.)

Okay, so the Academy was actually pretty cool. In the front lobby, huge cages with mynah birds lined the sides, and the birds were calling out “Hello” and “Hi there” when anyone passed by—probably because those are the words that the teachers had taught them. They were also calling out words that probably the eighth graders had taught them. I’ll let you figure those out.

But the neatest thing of all is what happened when students they recognized passed their cages. The mynah birds called out their names. Really. They called out their names. Like I said, I’m not making this up.

Past the lobby and the mynah birds, down the South Hall, a line of saltwater tanks stretched to the end, filled with ocean fish. Down the North Hall, freshwater tanks—probably filled with fish from Perch Pond. Between them was the hall to the Arboretum, and that had the cages for the reptiles, all with warm yellow lights angled down to them and signs to tell you their names: the chameleon (Jocko), the bearded dragons (George and Gracie), the blue-tongued skinks (Laurel and Hardy), the green iguana (Queenie), the leopard gecko (Tarzan), the Chinese water dragon (Samuel), the corn snake (Slinkey), and the green anole (Esmerelda).

The Arboretum was in the center of the school. Vines and trees and bushes and ferns and pink and yellow and purple flowers filled the square and reached toward the high tinted glass roof. All the classrooms opened into the square, so while studying environmental sciences you could spot spotted turtles crawling along the paths beside quick chameleons—the descendants of Jocko, whose mate had escaped. Hummingbirds twittered at feeders and some sort of white birds flew up to high rookeries, and in the pond, long goldfish smoothed through the still water and under the spray of a fountain. And everything was green: the high banana trees, the bright moss that covered round rocks, the striped and frilly and broad ferns everywhere, the fronds of trees that almost hid the purple and yellow orchids misting by the fountain. The smell of damp earth and growing plants and bright flowering . . . everything.

It was like being inside a terrarium.

If my mother and father could have seen this . . . If they had known . . .

I stood by myself that night and stared and stared, and the fountain in the center of the Arboretum, I guess, misted my eyes.

I might have stood there for a long time, but an announcement from Dr. S. Klatt, principal of the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences, sent everyone to their new homerooms. Mine was Room 117, where my teacher, Mr. Hupfer—the guy who wrote the summer welcome letter you remember—was standing in the hall, shaking hands with the new students and greeting their parents like oh boy oh boy, he was so happy to see them. He held a clipboard like he might use it to hurt you in some way you could never predict.

I tried to walk past him, but Mr. Hupfer turned out to be quicker than I thought.

He grabbed me by the arm.

He had hands as big as shovels.

Fortunately, there were parents watching.

“The elementary school classrooms are on the second floor,” he said.

“Okay,” I said.

I tried to go on into Room 117.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess I didn’t explain myself well enough. If you are in the elementary school, you need to go back to the lobby—the one with the mynahs—and take the green stairs up to the second floor.”

“I’m in the seventh grade, and this is my homeroom,” I said.

“Really?” Mr. Hupfer looked at me like he was measuring, then he reached out. “Shake my hand,” he said.

“Harder,” he said.

“C’mon, kid. Harder,” he said.

I did.

“What’s your name?”

“Hercules Beal,” I said.

He never stopped looking like he was measuring me. Or maybe he was trying to come up with a stupid Hercules joke—which I have heard every single one of. But then Mr. Hupfer let go of my hand and he said, “That feels about right. Go find your desk,” and he turned to the next student.

I started to wonder what he’d measured.

I found the desk with my name on it in the row beside the windows that looked into the Arboretum.

That smell of damp earth and growing plants. The bright yellow and purple orchids. The calls from the white birds, who I guess weren’t used to having people in their school after a long, quiet summer.

Another announcement from Principal S. Klatt sent the parents to the auditorium for parent orientation, and after they left, Mr. Hupfer came into Room 117, closed the door, paused for a bit, and then said, in this low voice like rolling rocks, “Listen up! I’m only going to say this once.”

That got our attention.

I think the kid next to me almost peed his pants—which is something that, if you do in seventh grade, you never live down. It’s a whole lot worse than being Toto in third grade.

“Four months ago, I retired from a long and honorable career in the United States Marine Corps. Does anyone know what that means?”

A kid behind me said, “You couldn’t hack it anymore?”

This was not the right answer.

Mr. Hupfer waited a long time before he said anything to make sure that we knew this was not the right answer.

Mr. Hupfer ran his finger down his clipboard. He stopped at a name, and tapped it three times.

“Henry Sugimoto,” said Mr. Hupfer, “my military rank is lieutenant colonel. My name is Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Hupfer. Before you speak, you will address me as Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer.” He turned to the rest of the class. “Let me hear you all say it together.”

All of us said “Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer” together.

“Louder,” said Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer.

All of us said “Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer” together louder.

“Louder,” said Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer.

All of us said “Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer” together even louder.

“Sugimoto, you will say ‘Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer’ by yourself please.”

“Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer,” yelled Henry Sugimoto.

“Nicely done,” said Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer. “And now, since you are in my classroom and I have no intention of wasting time reciting school rules you already know regarding classroom behavior and latrine regulations—Sugimoto, do you understand what I mean by latrine? Good—let us all come to an understanding. To do so, I, as the teacher of the two humanities courses that are required in the current seventh grade curriculum, will now identify the distinction between the indefinite article and the definite article. The indefinite article is supplied by the word a, as in ‘a Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer.’ Say it now.”

We did.

“Louder.”

We said it louder.

“The definite article is the, as in ‘the Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer.’ Say it now.”

We did.

“Louder.”

We said it louder.

Then the Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer went back to his desk, which faced us like a small fort. He leaned over it. “So now you know the difference between the indefinite article a and the definite article the. And now you also know this: Starting the Tuesday after Labor Day, I will be the major adult force in your life other than your parents. Not a major adult force. The major adult force. Predictably”—and here Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer looked at Henry Sugimoto—“this will be a burden that will keep some of you awake long into coming nights. Does the potential of a sleepless night for you bother me? No, it does not. Will that potential bother some of you? I expect it will. Do I care that it will bother some of you? No, I do not.”

He sat down behind Fort Desk.

“Any questions?” he said.

No one had any questions.

The kid next to me who had almost peed his pants was squirming.

“Dismissed.”

I still hadn’t figured out what Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer had measured—but I wasn’t going to stop and ask.

And that was the end of my summer.

There. I’m glad I got all that out of the way.
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I GET THAT THE FIRST FEW DAYS of September are still technically summer vacation, but they’re not really. The first few days of September are already infected by school. It used to be that one of those afternoons my mother would go with me to buy new folders, and pens, and maybe a backpack, and new shirts, and new sneakers, and then a new blue-and-white gym uniform. The new sneakers were okay, and the new folders and stuff. But nothing else ever fit—even the new pens.

And can we just agree that no one should ever have to wear a stupid gym uniform?

This year, I didn’t do any of that stuff. Mostly because Achilles probably just forgot. And I didn’t remind him.

Which was fine. Really.

Really, it was.

Really.

It was in those first few days of September that Mindy took over the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery like she’d always owned it. When she wasn’t with me retrieving the wagons that customers left in the parking lot, or restocking forty-pound bags of topsoil, or pinching dead leaves off the last of the summer annuals, or watering the mums in the North Greenhouse, or repainting the Halloween decorations—“Only a month away,” Achilles pointed out—or lugging the leftover rosebushes to the Sale! area by the parking lot, Mindy lay at the entrance to the Nursery, her ears high and sharp, watching out for the new customers so she could stand up and wag her brown-and-white tail and greet them like she wanted to be best friends. She’d wag her tail in a circle—I know, I’ve never seen another dog do that either—and pad quietly up to them, so that even little kids who were afraid of dogs would come from behind their parents and put out a hand for Mindy to lick.

Just saying, as an ambassador for the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery, she put Honey Bunny and her twelve bunny kids to shame.

Viola was working at the Nursery now too. She worked in the Front Building, ringing up charges and keeping accounts and putting together hanging flowerpots and restocking the bowl of Tootsie Pops we kept by the checkout. She never, ever, went outside.

Guess why.

These early September days are relentless, though. It’s like they plot with each other to get shorter and shorter, and run faster and faster, until suddenly Labor Day has passed and it’s that Tuesday when you have to walk to the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences (twenty-two minutes) and face Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer in Room 117.

Oh boy oh boy.

But you know what? Not everything about that first day was so bad.

It’s pretty amazing to walk into the lobby and the mynah birds are calling out kids’ names—along with “Hupfer Hupfer Hupfer.” I went up to the “Hupfer” bird and said, “Beal Beal Beal,” but he only said “Hupfer Hupfer Hupfer” right back.

Not surprising.

Mr. Farley, the custodian, was standing by his custodian’s closet. He knew everyone’s name who had been at the Academy last year, and he stopped the new kids—like me—and asked our names, and I told him, and he said, “Achilles’s brother?” and I nodded, sort of surprised, and he said he used to work at Truro Middle and I should come by sometime and tell him how Achilles was doing, and whether he liked being back in Truro after living all over the world.

I told him he didn’t.

“It takes time to learn to love your home again after you’ve been away,” Mr. Farley said.

“Suppose you never do?” I said.

“You both lost a lot,” he said. “Give yourself a break. Both of you.” He smiled. “It’s going to be a good year, and it’s time to start. You better get to homeroom.”

I did.

Out in the crowded hall, Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer was standing with his clipboard and his hand behind his back like he was reviewing his troops, and he nodded as I walked toward him. I almost saluted, except Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer might have thought I was making fun of him and he would have punched my nose until the blood flowed and then he would have kicked my butt down the hall and out the door and Mr. Farley would have had to clean all that up and Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer wouldn’t have cared.

So I walked into Room 117 and looked around for the desk with my nameplate, but the names were all switched around from orientation night. That wasn’t a big surprise—Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer obviously wanted to keep us on our toes. But you know what? There was one surprise: Ty Malcolm was on the other side of the room. Really. He nodded to show that he knew I existed—at least he didn’t call me Toto. And you know what? I had no idea what he was doing there, but it felt so good to know at least one human being in this class—even if it was Ty Malcolm, who wasn’t exactly a friend.

Still, it was something.

And when I sat down, right in front of me was Henry Sugimoto, and that wasn’t so bad either. When Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer instructed us to greet someone in the class who was going to be our “Future Friend” and he didn’t really care if we got to know each other or not but he was supposed to schedule a “Future Friend” event and this was it and we shouldn’t expect another, Henry turned around and said, “You’re the kid who works at Beal Brothers, right?”

I nodded.

“Your parents were in that accident, right?”

“So?”

“You’re my Future Friend.”

He put his hand out and we shook, even though he was already obviously on Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer’s radar—and not in a good way—so probably it wasn’t even safe to know him, but somehow it felt like something serious was happening, like maybe we really were Future Friends, like maybe someday we’d tell our kids and grandkids that this is how we met, because our desks were one behind the other, and Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer told us to greet each other even though he didn’t care, and we did—and maybe we would.

And then Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer walked to Fort Desk and summoned his troops to attention, and my new year at the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences began.

My first class after Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer’s homeroom was Mr. Kelderman’s Geography and You, and we spent our first period writing about the place we live—which I guess is what you might expect in a course called Geography and You. I figure you might want to know this stuff too, since it’s sort of important later on, so I’m going to tell you about where I live now.

The original Beal Brothers were my great-great-grandfather Elias, who was married to my great-great-grandmother Elene. (I know you don’t care, but I need a running start into this part of the story.) My great-great-granduncle Elijah—and yes, I get that the names all sound the same—lived alone. They lived in two houses on two huge tracts of land right on the Atlantic that my family has owned since King Philip’s War. (We live in Elias and Elene’s house.) One day my great-great-grandmother Elene told my great-great-grandfather Elias that she was worried about Elijah, since he had no one to help him with his farm. Maybe they should go into business together, she said. Around the same time, my great-great-granduncle Elijah was worried about Elias and Elene because they had all these kids and not much money to take care of them, so he thought he might go into business with Elias to help them out. They each began to build a barn—Elijah’s was a whole lot bigger, which is why it’s called the Big Barn, which by the way now had two hutches behind it to take care of all the brown-and-gray rabbits—but they wanted their business ideas to be a surprise, so they didn’t tell each other why they were building these barns. Then they each began to build a greenhouse, but again, they didn’t tell each other why. And when they were both done, Elijah came to Elias and Elene and told them he’d built a barn and a greenhouse for them, and they told him they’d built a barn and a greenhouse for him, and Elijah said that he wanted to build another building to house a business with an upstairs for whoever in the next generation needed to live there and to store whatever they needed to store, and a downstairs to be a general shop, and Elias and Elene said they were out of money but they’d help build, and that’s how the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery started. And why the Front Building has a first floor all for the Nursery and why the second floor has rooms for a family, except the only one who ever lived there was Melva Beal, who lived there for something like a hundred years and probably is still haunting it. And it’s why there are two barns with some smaller sheds scattered around them, and why there are the North and the South Greenhouses, and why there’s now one tract of Beal land since the brothers joined them together, and why I grew up on the most beautiful place on the planet.

That’s what I wrote for Mr. Kelderman.

We didn’t have to write anything for my other Environmental Studies classes, which was good because I was all written out. In Mr. Kammerad’s Matter and Energy class, he defined systems for us. The whole time. In Mrs. DeJong’s Biodiversity class, she defined—can you guess?—biodiversity. The whole time. In Mr. DeMoor’s Environmental Conservation class, he defined environment and then conservation for—yes—the whole time.

The next two periods were social studies and language arts, both with Lieutenant Colonel Hupfer. He told us the story of Gilgamesh—the whole story. This might sound a lot worse than defining systems and biodiversity and environment and conservation, but it wasn’t.

And in PE, Coach Sanders—whose cousin, he told us, was the greatest running back the NFL had ever seen—announced that we were indeed going to have to buy the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences gym uniforms with the logo of the Academy printed on the upper right of the T-shirt and on the left leg of the shorts and there were no exceptions and this year, he said, he was going to enforce the rule that said we had to wear them in PE class and there really were no exceptions.

“Suppose we forget them at home?” said Henry Sugimoto.

“Don’t,” said Coach Sanders.

He did not look like he was kidding.

After school, when I got back home following my twenty-two-minute walk, Mindy jumped all over me to tell me about her day, and then together we ran over to Elly’s house, where she was waiting under the sugar maple in front.

She was already there because she didn’t have to walk twenty-two minutes to get home.

Just pointing that out.

I told her about my day at the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences. About how the lockers were all green and the halls were all green and the boys’ bathroom was all green and I didn’t know if the girls’ bathroom was all green too but it probably was. I told her about Ty Malcolm being in the same school, and about Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Hupfer. I told her about the mynah birds and about Henry Sugimoto and about stupid PE uniforms and about the saltwater tanks and the freshwater tanks and about systems and biodiversity and environment and conservation.

Mindy sat between us the whole time.

“It sounds pretty good,” said Elly.

“I guess.”

“I missed you all day, though,” she said. “Mr. Meyer asked where you were.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I said you were on the Barbary Coast, fighting pirates.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“I’ll get the cribbage board,” she said.

She won.

She won easily.

She said I wasn’t paying attention.

So we walked past the houses toward the Dune, and then on the way back we passed the Kerrs’ house, which was now Mr. Moby’s house. And he was outside, raking the two leaves that had blown over from Elly’s sugar maple.

He stopped raking when we came up.

“I hope you guys are going to rake the leaves from that dang maple when they come down in the fall.”

Elly nodded. “We’ll try,” she said.

“Do better than try,” said Mr. Moby. Then he looked at me and Mindy.

“You’re that kid from Beal Brothers, right?”

I nodded.

“I bought three holly bushes once from you guys.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“They died.”

“Oh,” I said. “Maybe you didn’t give them enough water.”

“Or maybe you sold me three sick holly bushes.”

“I don’t think we would have sold you sick plants.”

“That’s what I would expect you to say. So is that your dog?”

“Yeah. We have to get going—”

“Any pile of poop I find on my lawn I’m going to throw through the first open window I find at your place.”

“Okay,” I said.

“And I’m not big on peeing either. It leaves big yellow stains on the lawn.”

“I promise I’ll only pee on your sidewalk,” I said.

“Not you,” said Mr. Moby. “Your dog. And don’t be cute.”

Mindy put her head down low and lifted her lips. “C’mon,” I told her.

“The last dog I had looked a whole lot smarter than that,” said Mr. Moby.

“What did he do? Run away?”

Mr. Moby looked for a moment like he might smack me with his rake.

“No, he didn’t run away. He got old.” He leaned on his rake. “He got old. And then he—”

Mindy’s ears went down, and she lay on the ground and watched him.

Mr. Moby almost took a step toward her.

But then he stopped, and he held the rake as if he was going to choke it to death. “You just keep your dog off my lawn,” said Mr. Moby. “You just do that.”

We watched him go around back of the house. Beyond him, the waves pounded in a gray sea.

I thought about Mr. Moby and his old dog the rest of that afternoon back at the Beal Brothers Farm and Nursery, restocking topsoil, and restocking manure, and carting mums to the Front Building—and more mums, and more mums. I thought of him alone in his house, watching for falling sugar maple leaves and peeing dogs.

I thought of him the next morning, when Mindy and I went to the top of the Dune to watch the dawn come in over the Atlantic, by ourselves, to tell my mom and dad good morning—Mindy sitting down and wagging her tail so that it swept the sand behind us.

I thought of him when we passed his house heading back, Mr. Moby and his old dog. Then, Mr. Moby, alone.

I picked up the three maple leaves that had fallen on his lawn and carried them home, where my brother had already left to pick up Viola—before the daylight got too bright—and where Mindy curled up in front of the woodstove and watched me, even though her eyes were closed.

On the second day of classes at the Cape Cod Academy for Environmental Sciences, all the teachers had their September Serious faces on to show how much they meant business. I stopped in the lobby to talk with the mynah birds—“Beal Beal Beal,” I said—and after homeroom with you-know-who, I went to Room 120, where Mr. Kelderman lived. Once we were seated, he paired us up and handed us a folded road map that must have been printed from, like, before MapQuest even. “Now,” he said, “on each of these maps I’ve marked a Place of Origin. I’d like you to work in pairs and map out the route from your Place of Origin to the northernmost town on your map. Then write down whatever you might see traveling from your Place of Origin to that town—maybe mountains, cities, major and minor lakes and rivers and creeks, small towns—whatever you might encounter.”

“How do we know which way is north?” said Henry Sugimoto.
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