Chapter One: Rain and Wind

The rain came in the night, and by morning the gutters ran fast enough to float things all the way to the ocean.
Grant Mason stood at the edge of the driveway in his yellow boots and watched a bottle cap travel the length of the block without stopping. He had been watching for twenty minutes. His mother did not know he was outside.
The girl from next door appeared at the edge of her yard. She was already watching him.
She was the same age. Her name was Elizabeth, but everyone called her Beth, and she had never once in her life needed to be told what Grant was thinking. She crossed the grass in her new boots, red, not yellow, and came to stand beside him without being asked.
"It went around that rock," she said.
"I know. I saw it."
"Where do you think it ends up?"
He paused for a moment. "The ocean."
"That's very far," she said.
"Water goes to the ocean," he said. "That's the rule."
She thought about it. Then she reached down and pulled the rubber band from her wrist and dropped it in the gutter. It moved the way the bottle cap had, turning once in the current before it found speed and floated away.
They watched it until they it disappeared in the distance.
This was the whole of the morning. This was everything.

Their mothers had been friends before either of them was born. The two houses shared a property line and a lemon tree that grew on the line, and in some sense the children shared everything else: the back yards connected at a fence with a broken slat large enough for a child to fit.
The neighborhood was in the eastern part of Los Angeles, not the part that appeared in magazines, but the part where people parked cars on the lawn and grew tomatoes in coffee cans on the steps and knew their neighbors by the sound of their screen doors. The coincidence of the pregnancies had done what coincidences sometimes did: made two women into something they might not have found otherwise. By the time the children were walking, that opening had become their own private passage way.
Grant's mother sometimes said, in the way parents say things meant for other adults: "They're like rain and wind. They fit together." Grant had heard this all his life and never really understood it, which was fine, because it was not meant for him. But he had kept it the way children kept things that felt significant before they had the language for significance.
He was five, so he didn’t realize that he was keeping it.

The storage room was off the back of the garage, past the lawn mower and the boxes his father kept meaning to sort. It smelled of cardboard and the particular closed-air smell of things rarely used. Beth had discovered it the previous summer and declared it a good place to play house, and Grant had agreed because he always agreed with Beth about what was good.
They pulled the roll-away bed open not to sleep, but because the bed, unfolded, became a kind of island. They sat on opposite ends with their backs against the wall.
"We're on a boat," Beth said.
"I Mattey," Grant said.
"You have to say where we're going."
He thought about it. "The ocean."
"You always say the ocean." 
"Because it's the farthest we can go," he said. "That's where things end up."
She looked at him in the way she had, the way of someone who had already decided to agree but was taking her time getting there.
"Okay," she said. "The ocean."
Outside, the rain continued. They could hear it on the garage roof, steady and decided. Grant lay back and looked at the water stain on the ceiling, shaped like a state he couldn't identify, and after a moment Beth lay back too, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her arm against his without either of them saying anything about it.
Her hair smelled like the shampoo their mothers bought from the same store.
He noticed this the way you noticed things that were too familiar to name: only later, only in their absence.

Grant’s father was a large man who filled rooms through volume rather than presence. He was not demanding, exactly. He was the kind of man who required a particular arrangement of the household in order to remain easy to be around, and when the arrangement was wrong, he produced a barometric pressure change that everyone could feel.
Grant's mother managed this with a fluency she had developed over years, the way you developed fluency in a language you had not chosen to learn. Grant observed this and learned from it without being taught. He was already tall for his age, already the biggest boy in his class, and he had begun, without articulating it, to make himself smaller in the ways available to him: quieter, more careful, less likely to take up space he hadn't been given.
Only with Beth this didn't apply. She had known him since before he had any size. She looked at him the same way she always had, the way of someone seeing the person, not the height of the person, and around her the constant effort of being smaller than he was simply did not apply. He stood at his full height around Beth without noticing he was doing it.
He did not know this was a gift. He would not know it was rare until she was gone, at which point knowing it would not help.

In the years before everything changed, the days had a shape that felt permanent.
School in the morning. The walk home together, their shadows long in the afternoon light. The fence with the broken slat, which neither family fixed because fixing it would have required acknowledging it was a border, and it wasn't, not really. The storage room. The kitchen table at Beth's house, where her mother fed them both without counting heads. The lemon tree dropping fruit in early winter, and the two of them collecting the ones that fell on the property line, which belonged to neither family and therefore to both.
He was eleven, and Beth was next door, and the world was the size of two yards and a broken fence, and this was enough. This was the whole of the geometry.
He did not know it was ending.
In this he was not unlike most people, who rarely see the last good day for what it is until they are standing on the far side of it, looking back, wondering how they did not know to hold it longer.
But that was later.
That morning, the rain ran in the gutters all the way to the ocean, and Beth stood beside him watching it go, and the world was right.
