
[image: Cover: The Story of Us, by Deb Caletti]


 


I wondered if love—mine 
or anyone else’s—wasn't safe 
anywhere near me.




Cricket has a very long week ahead of her—her entire family has come together for her mom’s wedding, and it’s supposed to be a time for celebration. But for Cricket, the timing couldn’t be worse.

For years Cricket’s been half of the perfect couple, destined to be together forever. Now, because of what she’s done—something she would give anything to take back—Janssen has walked away. Maybe for good.

Cricket has always panicked in the face of change. Now she is forced to face her fears and decide once and for all what she wants, and how she’s going to get it. Over the course of the week, secrets will be revealed, bonds will be tested, and Cricket’s confusion—and her desires—may very well send her spiraling down a path she never thought she’d take … with no idea where it will lead her.
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To my daughter, Sam, and to my son, Nick, with endless gratitude for your love, generosity, good hearts, and just plain great company throughout our own life-adventure. I love you guys so much.

And in memory of Jupiter, our beloved pal.
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chapter
one

I found out something about myself as all those boxes piled up: I hated change. Hated it, and was bad at it. I suppose I got my feelings about change through some genetic line, because my mother, Daisy Shine, had left two husbands-to-be at the Sea-Tac Airport in order to avoid it. Imagine the spinning baggage carousel going round and round, the roaring liftoff of planes. The landings. The comings and goings. And some guy with his dreams in a suitcase, and my mother nowhere in sight.

Far as I knew, there were no airports on Bishop Rock, which was a lucky thing for Dan Jax. For all of us. I loved Dan, and this was one wedding that I … Well, I hoped she married the guy, I really did. The other ones were assholes, and she was right to leave them. But you got to wondering. You know, if she could do it. Maybe some people just had trouble with forever.

Outside, Ben beeped the horn of his truck. My brother was always on time. And, change? Whatever. He was fine with it. Jupiter—her, too. She’d see her leash and your car keys in hand, and her little butt would start swiveling in circles of joy. She didn’t know if she was going to Gram’s or to Taco Time, or if she’d land at the vet getting shots, but still there was the hopping around and the yay, yay, yay dog dance. She loved the ride anyway, no matter where she ended up.

But not me. What’s to love about uncertainty? Nothing. It’s scary—a big black hole of possible outcomes. Change requires bravery, and I don’t even like to walk into creepy basements alone. Sometimes I’ve even wished there was a human pause button, where you could choose some point in your life where you could stay always. Here’s the time I’d pick: my sophomore year of high school, when Janssen and I were crazy in love and my stupid brother still lived at home, and we’d all have those breakfasts on Sunday. Janssen would walk down the road and knock on the door, and Mom would be up early, and we’d have bacon and French toast, and Jupiter would sit by the table being her best self for a dropped crust. Sure, maybe things could get better than that, but things could get worse, too. I’d take it because I knew where I was then. I knew where home was. Things were sure.

Obviously I have my own troubles with forever, and what I did to Janssen proved that.

I heard my mother breathing hard, her suitcase bashing and banging into the walls as she brought it down the stairs. I could just see it—my mother, tripping and tumbling, broken leg, broken arm, no wedding. I listened for the crash. Janssen once said I was always listening for the crash.

“Be careful!” I called, but she was already safe. The bag thudded to the floor, and she sighed. She must not have heard me because a second later she was yelling up the stairwell.

“Cricket! Ready?”

Ready? I guess that was the question. Were either of us ready? For the last few weeks our house was a maze of cardboard cartons and mixed emotions. You could barely walk in there, and every stupid thing was a memory. Boxes were stacked up wherever you looked; stacked up and labeled in fat, black pen (or crayon or eyeliner or whatever was closest). KITCHEN. ATTIC. BEN’S STUFF. FRAGILE! Clumps of newspaper were strewn around, and so were the odd piles of things no one knew what to do with. A CD that belonged to one of Mom’s friends and needed returning, manuals to varied appliances, mystery keys.

What do you keep hold of? What is meant to go? One thing was clear—I’d had a childhood marked by Disney movies. Cricket, you want to keep your and Ben’s old Lion King game? How about these Princess Jasmine slippers? Cricket, look what I found in the garage. Remember this? Beauty and the Beast magic-mirror-slash-squirt-gun Happy Meal toy. You loved this.

When you were moving, every little object was a decision. That seventh-grade report on the Industrial Revolution—keep or toss? Christmas sweater knit by Great-Grandma Shine? On one hand—obviously I’d never wear it. On the other—she was dead, and putting it in the Goodwill bag made me feel like she’d be looking down, getting her feelings hurt. I couldn’t break hearts in heaven, I just couldn’t. Here on earth was bad enough.

My mother was worse than I was about all that stuff. Of course, she was happy, too. Really happy. Whenever Dan Jax would call or come over with a homemade something (Dan Jax was a great cook), she was giddy. I’d never seen her like that. But then came the sorting and the packing of our old baby clothes, tiny shirts yellowed with spit-up, miniature sweatshirts with trains and bears that she was supposed to be getting rid of, but that she only solemnly folded back up and returned to the box. She did better with our baby toys, but she was still weepy and sullen with each teething ring and stack of plastic doughnuts (largest to smallest, in rainbow colors) that she decided to part with.

“You can be happy and sad, too,” I had told her, which was a joke between all of us, because that was a line in Monkey M. Monkey Goes on Vacation, one of her most popular kiddie books. “Monkey M. Monkey was happy to go, but sad, too. He knew he would miss Otto and Willa and the others.”

“Do you want this for college?” she had answered, holding up a plastic yellow toy telephone. When I was four, I’d swung that at Ben once and gave him a bloody nose.

“Ha,” I’d said. “If I ever need to call home …”

Finally she found a solution—she kept a few of the toys and then spread the rest out on the floor and took photos of them. She even crouched for close-ups. My crib-side Busy Box got more poses than I did for my senior pictures. Hopefully she’d order wallet sizes so it could pass some to its friends, the shape sorter and the Fisher-Price garage.

Was that what I should have done with everything that was mine and Janssen’s too? Taken pictures, so that I could leave it all behind, if leaving it behind was what I was going to do? Hundreds of pictures, it would be. Dried flowers and stacks of sweet notes and the scarf he tried to knit me once but which ended up about two inches long. Pictures of pictures, too, I’d have to take. That one of him on Moon Point, where his hair is catching the sun and it’s a curly mess, and he’s grinning like mad, his arms out, as if he’s trying to hug the moment. He’s the cutest, he is. God. That’s a great picture of him.

Mom was down there with her bag, and in the driveway outside Ben leaned on the horn. He was ready a long time ago. He had this enviable ability not to linger over feelings. Get a move on, let’s go. I loved that. Maybe it was a guy thing. I wished I had it.

“Bus is leaving!” Mom yelled.

“Coming!” I yelled back.

“Jupiter!” Mom called.

From the doorway of my room, I could see Jupiter get up from her pillow. She stretched one thin beagle leg out behind her and then the other—oh, the old girl had to get the kinks out lately, before she could get the whole body moving. She clomped down the stairs, front paws and then back end, in a little hop. She’d already had a big day. A bath that morning, where she’d sat, miserable, in the tub with flat, drenched hair, until she was finally out and free to roll around on the carpet, smelling like strawberry shampoo and wet dog. Now she was fluffy as she made her way down. Some dogs—they’re just sweet; you can feel their kindness in their soulful eyes, and that was Jupiter. I snagged her bed and her favorite ragged blankie, too, and Rabbit, that flat stuffed-animal roadkill she loved.

“Don’t forget these,” I said to Mom.

“Thanks. Stinky dog bed … check. Deflated old Easter bunny.”

“This was one of ours?” We used to get a stuffed rabbit every year in our baskets.

“Yours, I think. Didn’t you give it to her?”

I felt a pang of something sad and bittersweet as I looked at that dreary, matted used-to-be fur. Even a stupid smelly dog toy had its stories. Stuffed toy glory days, long gone, but still, Jupiter kept on loving that flat old rabbit. It kind of choked me up. God! That, right there—that was evidence of the mess, the knotted, impossible, stuck mess I was in. Sentimental feelings about something that disgusting … I don’t know. That thing stank.

We hauled the gathered luggage to the porch. Ben hopped out of his truck, headed over to help with the bags. Jupiter had already tangled herself on her leash around the front hedge. Mom shut the front door and then locked it. The door seemed huge all of a sudden. Years and years huge. We’d moved to that house when I was ten years old and Ben was twelve, after our parents got divorced.

“Well,” my mom said. Her voice was wavery.

“I know,” I said.

“It’s not the last time. We’ll be back. We’ll have to check to see if the movers left anything behind …,” Ben said.

“Still,” I said. “Let’s hurry.”

“Good idea,” Mom said. “I hate good-byes.”

But we didn’t exactly hurry. Even Ben didn’t. He set down the bags he held. We all stood on that wide, wide lawn in front of our old Victorian house in Nine Mile Falls, my mother’s arm around our waists, mine and Ben’s. Behind that door—no, wait, on that lawn and up that drive and behind that door and everywhere else on that property—there was what felt like a lifetime full of memories. Middle school angst and Christmases, the huge blanket of maple leaves every fall, our creek out back, the sound of it—soft and trickling, or rushing with too much rain as the boulders tumbled underneath. My father with his car idling out front, picking us up for the weekend; Jon Jakes and his rotten kids who lived under our roof for two years; Ben and me—fighting and laughing and more laughing. Ben and me and Mom and Jupiter.

Home.

And Janssen, of course. My very own Janssen Tucker. Who right then did not belong either to my past or my future, which was all my stupid doing. I’d put him in some waiting place of in-between, and he’d just made it clear he wasn’t going to stay there much longer. Could you blame him? Me and my Janssen, our clock was ticking. You gotta figure this one out on your own, he told me. You gotta decide. I loved, love, that boy. That’s the first part of this story that you need to know.

“Smell,” Mom said.

“What?” Ben said.

“Blackberries ripening. Along the creek. Smells like summer.”

“It does,” I said.

“Summer was great here,” Ben said. “Except for cutting this goddamn lawn.”

“How many lawn mowers did this lawn kill?” I asked. The lawn was huge. The first cut of the spring—the grass was ankle high and so thick and hard to mow that it took a couple of days to do the job. I fought the lawn, and the … lawn won, Mom would sing, after taking a long drink of water out of the hose.

“Three,” Mom said.

“Two Weedwackers,” Ben said.

“And what about winter,” Mom said.

“Yeah,” I said. The wind would blow so hard that tree branches would crack loose, and the power would go out for days.

“Here …,” she said. Her voice was soft.

“What?” I asked.

“So much of our story is here.”

I didn’t want to cry. I hated to cry. All three of us were the same that way. She kissed the tops of our heads. Ben cleared his throat.

“Look at that crazy dog,” Mom said.

We did. She had about four inches of leash left and was now bound tight to the lilac bush. She had given up. Lain down right there and set her chin on her paws. She sighed through her nose.

It was great comic timing. That’s part of what made them so great, right? The mess, the barking, the trouble—one reason you put up with it all was for the relief of ridiculous dogs during big moments. Ben laughed. “Oh, poor you,” Mom said to her. “Poor defeated baby.”

I went to untangle her leash. Ben picked the bags back up, and Mom put her house key in the pocket of her jeans. All this past and all this future and all this unknowing, and there was only one thing we could do about it. One choice, and so we did it. We got into Ben’s truck to see what would happen next.


    
chapter
two

 

Dear Janssen—

 

That sounds so formal. I was trying to think how many letters we’ve written to each other over the years. Not many, really. Notes, yeah. But we’ve never actually been apart that long to write regular e-mails, have we? Well, when you went to Spain with your parents after graduation. That was only two weeks, and I remember it seemed like forever.

 

Anyway, I got your letter. When you said that it might be a good idea for me to write things down to help me sort out my feelings … Maybe you didn’t mean I should write to you. But how can I not write to you? You’ve been in my life for eight years. Eight of eighteen. Let’s subtract that first year of being a preverbal baby vegetable and say you’ve been there for almost half my life. You’re like my arm, or something.

 

I can hear your voice now. Don’t even say it. I don’t want to be your arm. I know, I know. Decide, Cricket, you say. Stay, or leave. I hate when you say that. I hate when you say “leave.” It hurts. You don’t leave an arm, Janssen. You just don’t. I love that arm.

 

The house is packed up. Of course you know that. You’ll be driving by and seeing it empty except for all those boxes until we’re out for good and strangers move in. I don’t like the thought of other people in our house. That’ll be really weird for you too, I guess. But worse, Janssen—the new place in Seattle feels so new. My room, the kitchen … Even though it’s an old, old house, we’re all new there. No memories in it yet to make it feel lived in.

 

If I go away … Janssen, where will I go to find home then? This is my really big worry. I’ll look around some stupid dorm room in an unknown city, and there won’t be the usual things we do and there won’t be my familiar people, and that’s like living without your favorite stuff around. Like your favorite stuff was wiped out in a tornado. I have no idea where home will be.

 

I’ve decided to write down our story, okay? That way we won’t lose it. All this newness—I worry it might barge in and shove our stories away until they disappear. I’d hate that. What does my mother always say? Each story, good and bad, short or long—from that trip to the mall when you saw Santa, to a long, bad illness—they are all a line or a paragraph in our own life manuscript. Two thirds of the way through, even, and it all won’t necessarily make sense, but at the end there’ll be a beautiful whole, where every sentence of every chapter fits. I like that idea, but who knows. Some books are lousy or boring or pointless, even if there are those rare ones that leave you feeling forever changed.

 

Anyway. I don’t want to forget.

 

All right, then. Day one of us.

 

It was winter. You know how I love this story. I still get happy when I tell it, even when I just tell it to myself. Wait—does this hurt you? I don’t want to hurt you more than I have. I hope it doesn’t. Tell me if it does.

 

So. Mom and Ben and me and Jupiter had just moved out to our Victorian house in the country from the place we’d lived with Dad in the suburbs, the Highlands. You know that neighborhood. What did your mom used to call it? Stepford Land? Looking down the street, it might have been one of those mirrors with the images that go on and on, because every house was the same and the same, and the same with only a slight variation. I could go to friend’s house to play and always know where the bathroom was. In that place everything was clean and new and orderly, and the closets were huge and each bathroom had two sinks. You could feel the creeping, multiplying bacteria of competition there, though. It was baaad. It meant you had mean boys on bikes and kiddie cell phones. Moms with manicures and Dads with BMWs. Everyone had those TVs as big as walls, and huge Costco cookies, and garages full of toys with wheels. We didn’t fit. We had a wooden swing set with a tire swing. They had “play structures” with slides and rubber chips if you fell. Other kids thought our house was quiet because the TV was never on. They thought it was weird. We had books. Art supplies. No video games (until Dad bribe-bought them for us later, after Mom and Dad got divorced).

 

I don’t know what we were doing in that neighborhood. Dad liked it, I guess. He hung out with the neighbors and mowed when they mowed, all that crap, but Mom, she was never the Fourth of July block party type, right? Can you see it? Some cake that looked like the American flag done in strawberries and blueberries—ha. Ben and I, we liked the pool. We liked riding our bikes around the cul-de-sacs. But most of the time we just ran around trying to stay away from the Washelli twins, those little pervs.

 

No one knew the real reason we left. They thought it was all about Jon Jakes, when it had nothing to do with Jon Jakes. I remember those women standing in a circle by the school when my mother drove us there in the morning. They’d look her way (our way) and snip, snip, snip, gossip, gossip. I felt ashamed, but mad, too. Even in Mrs. Ferber’s fifth-grade class, the kids knew my parents were getting a DIVORCE. Mrs. Ferber was extra nice to me, like I had a terminal illness. Like my childhood had a terminal illness. And then, shit. Remember the Bermuda Honda? Named after the Bermuda Triangle because bad, mysterious things always happened in it? Well, the muffler fell out of it right in front of those same women that time. Right in the school parking lot. You should have heard the noise. I was humiliated. I wasn’t too young to feel relief, you know, when we moved. We packed up our secrets and got out of there, is what it felt like.

 

Now, five miles out, and there we were in another world. Well, you know. You lived there your whole life. Acres between the houses, when before we could always hear Mrs. Washelli yelling at Nathan and Malcolm through our bedroom windows. Here we were, down a dirt road speckled with splashy, rain-filled potholes, out in the middle of nowhere, with neighbors that kept goats, and horses, too. Goats! Not an American Girl doll in sight! Minivans—gone! Just off that dirt road was our long gravel driveway, lined with five fruit trees (apple, peach, pear, plum, and cherry), and that electric gate swinging across the entrance. THE MIGHTY MULE, a sticker on it read, which we thought was hilarious. What was that gate supposed to keep out, that’s what I wanted to know. We’d been told that no one should bother having cats there, because of the occasional mountain lion. Jesus! We didn’t have those in the suburbs.

 

Mom kept saying It’s an adventure! but she didn’t always seem so sure. Not when she was driving that U-Haul over there, with bad brakes and our whole life sliding around in the back. Not when the kitchen sink pipe broke on our first night, or when the coyotes began to howl and you realized how dark it got out there. Not when our new fridge hadn’t come from Home Depot yet and we had to keep our milk out in the creek so it would stay cold. Not when she was paying bills, for sure. Or when Dad would come pick us up, his face tight and his hand gripping those stupid bags we had to pack every other weekend, to go to that apartment of his with all our familiar furniture. Our old armoire, our dining room set—they all stood around in there looking kind of awkward, as if they were at the wrong party.

 

Ben and me, we were definitely not sure it was “an adventure.” Can I say again how dark it got out there? Dark-dark. The suburbs were maybe milk-chocolate dark. But this was definitely semisweet dark. With the sound of restless wild animals coming down from Moon Point to find prey … Creepy! One night I heard a rabbit scream as a hawk found its dinner. I was so scared, I went to get Jupiter so I wouldn’t be alone, but Mom had gotten her first. We stayed up awhile together until the shivers wore off, as Ben snored away in his room. He could sleep through anything.

 

Were we more safe or more vulnerable now? My father could drive down that road with rage and revenge on his mind, and who would hear?

 

But finally maybe it was an adventure when that snow fell, and that huge lawn was this pure, untouched blanket of possibilities. Our own footprints on it, no one else’s. We all bundled up and ran outside. Those snowy mornings—so many clothes and the only thing sticking out was your face, and you felt the sting of cold on it. You don’t even need all those layers, but that’s part of the ritual—scarves and mittens and boots and a hat that you eventually toss off because it’s too hot and scratchy. Mom flung open the front door, and we all ran out, even Jupiter, a puppy then, snow up to her tummy. We rolled in it, and threw snow at each other, and Ben started rolling up a snowball.

 

“Remember that time,” Mom said. Her cheeks were red.

 

“Yeah,” Ben said.

 

I knew too. We told the story every time it snowed. It happened at our old house. We were going to walk a snowball all the way home from the school yard, but it had gotten so big, we had to abandon it in the middle of the street.

 

“Look,” Ben said.

 

And it was you. You, a boy, Ben’s age. On a horse. You were, what, twelve? But, goddamn, you looked … grand. It’s a strange word to use for a boy, but it was true. We’d seen that horse. We’d seen two horses, actually. In the pasture across the road from us. We’d given them names—Chocolate and Vanilla. But we’d never seen a boy. And now here he was, riding Vanilla down our snow-covered road. Talk about a princely image. White steed, ha. Head of messy brown hair (I’ve always loved your hair). One hand holding those reins. We were too far away to see your sweet eyes, but you had them, even then.

 

Jupiter started to howl, remember? She didn’t just bark, she ow-ooo’d! with her head up, same as a cartoon dog howling at a cartoon moon. You—we didn’t know it was you yet, but it was—smiled. You smiled, and I think you waved or something. Ben looked so glad to see a boy his age out there, and when you rode on, I think he was crushed. We kept on playing. Tried to get snow down Mom’s back. She got tired. Unwrapped her scarf. Sat down on the now slushy porch in her once-a-year snow pants.

 

“I’m out,” she said.

 

But right then, at the top of the hill across the road, here you came. With three big pieces of cardboard. In our old neighborhood they’d have had fancy snow saucers bought at Costco, but you could give a shit about fancy. You knew what worked.

 

“Hey,” you yelled, and it began.

 

If my father drove down that road with rage and revenge on his mind, who would hear? I didn’t know it then, but you would. So would your father, Gene Tucker, with his huge shoulders and sense of right and wrong, and your mother, Danie Tucker, with her warmth and kindness and no-nonsense air. But mostly you, who had all their best traits combined. You would hear fathers or coyotes or wild animals. You would know what to do.

 

I liked your list, Janssen. You wrote it to cheer me up, and it did. Dogs—yeah, we love those stupid creatures (especially Jupiter), don’t we? So, thank you. Please be patient with me as I figure myself out. (See how I snuck that in?) I’m adding to your list, because I’m guessing you might need some cheering up too.

 

Things to Love About Dogs (Part 2):

 

       6. Their furry chins

       7. Eyes that seem to know important things

       8. The way they keep your secrets

       9. Velvet heads

       10. The way they can always find their way back home

 

Love always,

 

Cricket



chapter
three

Well, if there was actually going to be a wedding, Bluff House on Bishop Rock was a beautiful place for one. Set up on the edge of the cliff, the house was all white, with three levels of wraparound decks, and a rambling boardwalk leading to the beach. It had a green lawn with white Adirondack chairs, and it all could be something from a movie, except that it was a little beat up by wind and salt air. Dan Jax was old friends with the owners, Ted and Rebecca Rose. We stepped inside the entryway, Ben holding Jupiter under his arm. Through the doorway I could see a sliver of the living room beyond—a huge fireplace, two-story windows, a deck overlooking the sea.

“Hello?” Mom called.

“Here, I’m here!” a woman shouted, and then Rebecca Rose appeared, hurrying down the curved stairwell, nearly tripping on a cat, who dashed out of her way. Rebecca Rose was in her early fifties, I’d guess, with a long gray braid, aging-hippie patchwork skirts, and sandaled feet. A whiff of pot smoke made it down the stairs just before she did.

Ben sniffed dramatically beside me. Caught my eye.

“I know,” I said.

“Guys …,” Mom whispered. “Stop.” Ha, she smelled it too. Jupiter was squirming her fat little sausage self under Ben’s arm. She would have loved to go after that cat, who was now weaving around Rebecca Rose’s ankles.

“Welcome, welcome. Oh, it’s a celebration. Come in, fine people.” Rebecca Rose leaned in to hug us. Pot, all right. Her hair reeked of it. Believe me, I knew the smell. I sat next to Jesse Shilo in practically every class in the ninth grade. “You must be Daisy. I hope you’re Daisy, or else I’m hugging strangers! Let’s see.” She squinched her eyes at us. “Dan and … insect name. Beetle?” Great, Ben would love that.

“This is Ben. And Cricket. Catherine, but we call her—”

“You look just alike,” she said. “All of you.” Maybe it was a pot thing. Ben and Mom were the ones that looked alike, with their gold hair and blue eyes. People always said I looked more like my father—brown hair, brown eyes. “Especially when you smile.” She waggled her finger at me.

“She probably looks like us too,” Mom joked, nodding toward Jupiter. Jupiter looked like herself. She was mostly black with bits of white—that small spot on her back, her tummy, the tip of her tail. There was a little brown thrown in too, around the edges of her ears. That cat was making her crazy.

“Oh, exactly. Exactly. One of the family,” Rebecca Rose said. “Anyone hungry?”

Ben snickered.

Jupiter twisted herself free. There was a midair moment before she landed on the floor. Ben kept hold of her leash, but she was pulling and straining, making that yelp-howl of panic-excitement. The cat dashed around the corner.

“Jupiter!” Mom lunged for the dog, and her purse slid off her shoulder. Stuff fell out—a brush, a tampon. She looked a little panicked herself. “Maybe we should just—”

Rebecca Rose clapped her hands. “Your rooms! I’ll take you. You can get settled in. Explore, before your lover man gets here? I remember that Ben. Hands like a beefsteak. Mmm.”

“Dan,” my mother corrected.

Rebecca patted her hips. “Keys. Let me find some.”

She hustled out, skirts swirling again around wide hips. “The High Innkeeper, scene one,” Ben said as I handed Mom her purse. “How’d you say you knew her again?”

“Dan knew them in college or something.” Jupiter was coughing now, like she did when she strained at the leash too hard—an alarming hack/honk that involved a frightening display of lurching. “Jesus,” Mom said.

Rebecca Rose reappeared. She didn’t even seem to notice the noise. I picked Jupiter up, and tried to soothe her. “You’re okay,” I whispered.

“It feels insane, bringing the dogs on top of all this.” Mom said. “But Jupiter’s never stayed in a kennel … and Dan thought, you know, these two have got to finally meet, so let’s just do it. Get the whole family together. I keep thinking, chaos …”

“Oh no, no, no.” Rebecca waved away the problem. “The more the merrier.” She had already moved toward the stairs, and we followed her up dutifully, carrying bags and one now quiet dog who was enjoying the ride. I felt like an overloaded duckling, following the stoned and muddled mama duck, who abruptly stopped in the hall. She flung open three doors. “King bed here,” she said to Mom. “Shared bathroom, right? Ted told you? Down the way. You might see our son, Ash, around.”

“Great,” Mom said.

“He’s in and out. I’ll let you …” She swirled her hands around.

“Thank you so much,” Mom said.

“You’ll all be at dinner tonight? We’re totally organic.”

“I bet,” Ben whispered to me. I snickered now.

“Wonderful,” Mom said. She shot us a look. “Dan will be here by then. He’s just picking up his girls at the airport. Everyone else will be straggling in …”

“Beautiful!” Rebecca Rose said. She grasped Mom and kissed her cheek. It was a wet one too. I could see the little bit of shine her lips had left. Rebecca Rose hurried back down the stairwell. Mom wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. We heard Rebecca stumble and then her voice. “Shit!” The cat yowled.

Mom sighed. I set Jupiter down. I could feel it, the familiar crawl of things going sideways. The sense that the nice little path you’d been walking on was suddenly getting steep and twisty. I hoped Mom wasn’t feeling it too. I looked over at her. Her face seemed frozen. She had her purse and her travel bag draped over her arm, but she wasn’t moving either forward or backward.

“This …,” she said.

“Don’t say it,” I said.

“Is a bad sign.”

Ben had already disappeared into his room. He was walking around in there. “High innkeeper, okay,” he said. “But this room is amazing.”

“See?” I said.

“All right,” Mom said.

“It’ll be fine.” I imagined a forgotten joint catching some couch cushion on fire. Smoke pouring from windows, animals and people running everywhere. No wedding, and only the cat manages to escape unharmed.

“It will.”

And then we both looked down at the same time. Jupiter was squatting on her shaky little back legs right there in the hall. A puddle was spreading out from under her.

“Oh no,” I said.

“We weren’t paying attention,” Mom said to her. “It was our fault.”

Mom was right. You could tell Jupiter couldn’t help it. She looked embarrassed. She never peed inside.

“Shared bathroom, down the hall. I’ll get the paper towels,” I said.

When I returned, Ben was back out again. “It’s okay, Jupe.” He scruffed her little black head. “Cricket used to puke after long car rides.”

“Oh, God, you did,” Mom said. She took the paper towels from me, started cleaning up.

“You guys obviously have memory failure,” I said.

“Crystal clear,” Mom said. “Kinda hard to forget.”

“So? You used to suck on rocks,” I said to Ben.

Mom chuckled. “That was kind of strange.”

“You called us by the dog’s name,” Ben said to Mom.

“Still do,” I said.

“Old age,” she said.

Ben tossed our bags into our rooms.

“Rock sucking in early childhood leads to success in later life, huh, Beetle? I got the best room.”

“Shut up, you idiot,” I said.

He was right, I saw, but I didn’t mind. Things could get off track, but there we still were, the three and a half of us. We’d been through a lot. And we’d always been okay so far.

Rebecca Rose might not have been able to deal directly with life without a protective barrier of marijuana haze, but the rooms of her inn were beautiful. Ben’s was bigger, sure, but mine had a sloped ceiling and a side dormer window that made it feel like a snug attic space. There were white plank floors, soft throw rugs, linen drapes blowing gently from the ocean breeze coming in. And the view—the windows opened out to the wide, wide sea. I could have stayed in that room for a long while.

Score a point for Dan Jax. Score another point for Dan Jax. He’d already made plenty of points with us, because he was a good guy. Maybe even a great guy. Probably Mom’s first one. I love my father, but it’s a complicated love. He can be great, really great, and then he’s suddenly a storm slowly building, a storm that finally tosses lawn furniture and garbage cans, knocks trees down onto roofs. Dan was a regular, calm sky. You kept looking up there, and, yeah, it was still blue and still blue. I said a silent prayer to whoever was in charge of these things, love things, that nothing bad would happen and that my mother would actually marry Dan Jax. There was no reason, really, that she wouldn’t, right? I mean, the other guys were assholes. Still, past assholes could make a person feel skittish. You had to be careful. It could all suddenly be different than you thought it was. A big possible mistake could be hidden anywhere, ready to blow up everything, same as stepping on a land mine.

I was the dog-loving girl, so I had Jupiter and her bowls and stuff in my room, which I didn’t mind, even though her bed smelled and she snored like an old man. She was lying on her bed right then, her small chin on Rabbit. I lay on my bed for a while too, and then I got up. Jupiter only lifted her head, I noticed. Used to be, you’d make a move and so would she. If you went downstairs, she went too. If you went outside, she’d be right behind you. She followed you as dutifully as a Secret Service agent. But lately she didn’t mind just waiting until you got back.

“Anyone want to go to the beach?” I called down the hall. I knocked on the bedroom doors on either side of me.

“Shut up. Jesus,” Ben said. His voice was groggy, muffled by a pillow. Taking a nap already, I guess, and he hated to be woken up.

Mom poked her head out. “Wanna be here when Dan and his daughters arrive.”

“Okay. Jupiter? You and me. Want to go for a walk?” She thumped her tail on her pillow. I grabbed her leash, and she rose, stretched, wagged her tail.

“They should be here soon,” Mom said. “Did I tell you Grandpa was coming tonight? He’s bringing a friend.” I raised my eyebrows. “No, a friend-friend. Golfing guy or something. Gram’s coming too, later, with Aunt Bailey. I told them they’d better behave.”

“Good,” I said.

“When those two get together …”

“Watch out,” I said. Maybe I shouldn’t have opened my stupid mouth, but I couldn’t help it. “Hey, Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“You can’t like them better than us,” I said. She knew who I meant. I was only half joking.

“Impossible,” she said.

 

Something tomato-saucey was cooking downstairs, but I didn’t see Rebecca Rose or anyone else. Jupiter wasn’t great on her leash, and she was twisting and pulling toward the dining room, smelling that cat, probably. In one of my dog books, I once read that a beagle is something like one hundred million times better at smelling than we are. A hundred million times. They can track human feet even when the trail is four days old and the person was wearing shoes. They can smell forty feet below ground. Jupiter’s whole world was smell. A hundred million smells of information. She didn’t just smell cat. She smelled CAT. She could probably smell what that cat was thinking.

We headed down the boardwalk to the beach. The boardwalk was steeply sloped and looked like it could be rickety (image: me breaking my neck; no wedding), so I held the railing with one hand until I realized it was pretty sturdy. The sun was out, but it was windy down there, and the beach grass was whipping around. I was really giving Jupiter a treat, because before us was an endless ocean of smell—seaweed and salt air, deep water and dead things on the beach. Her nose was down to the ground. She was pulling to the right. There was probably a decaying beached sea lion two towns over. I took my shoes off, let her lead. We picked our way over the driftwood and the layer of creepy stuff and broken shells to the hard sand where it was easy to walk. Oh, that beach felt great, peaceful, and I hadn’t felt peaceful in months. We walked a long ways—when I looked back, the Bluff House was tiny.

“Look how far we’ve gone,” I said to Jupiter.

I suppose even if you were computer geeks like Gavin and Oscar, who were not prone to dreaming or philosophizing (unless it was about the release date of some video game, Horizon Gate Six, say), a walk on the beach would still get you wondering about the direction of your life, your purpose, the big questions. Beaches, music, and car rides—they could all bring on a sudden bout of deep, dreamy thoughts. See, I was seeing the beach and the houses, and I was thinking about how to describe it all to Janssen. I was talking to him in my head. I realized it, and then my heart clutched up. My chest had this aching pain, thinking what it might mean not to talk to him anymore. Because that’s what breaking up meant.

The realization hit me with all its power and simplicity. You couldn’t break up and still stay together, could you? You couldn’t break up and still call each other every night and tell each other how the day went. He would go on with his own life, and I wouldn’t even know what happened. How could you not know the way the story would end up, when it was a story you’d been following for so many years? I wouldn’t know if Janssen was happy, or miserable, or if he needed me. Or if he still loved Taco Time (beef soft taco meal, number three, with a root beer). I wouldn’t know about his friends, or how he managed that economics class he was dreading next quarter. His mom had had breast cancer last year. It could return. She could die, and I wouldn’t even know.

What was I doing? Crashing and burning my own life. I wasn’t leaving Janssen at the Sea-Tac Airport, but what was the difference?

If I left Janssen, I wouldn’t know what was going on with him, but someone else would know. That was the other piece, wasn’t it? Maybe he’d do the Godfather film fest again with that person. Maybe he’d teach her how to swim the butterfly too. It could be one of those ideas you play with in your head, to see how it feels. You’d imagine his hands on her under the water…. You could pretend that you, too, were alone and free. But you could take it too far, let it scroll out a day or a week past someone’s tolerance and you’d mess it up forever. Especially when your mother was maybe finally getting married, and you were moving, and home as you knew it would be gone. It was an avalanche of change, so much snow barreling down right at you that parts of you were saying, Screw it. Go ahead and bury me.

Maybe I’d messed it up forever already, after what I’d done. Maybe it was already too late.

Why would you leave someone you love? Natalie had said to me. Even she was getting frustrated. What is wrong with you? You usually have it so together. I counted on her to understand me, but she couldn’t understand this. She poked me with the straw from her drink. You’re going to lose Janssen, and it’s going to be your own stupid fault.

And I would say to her, How do I know what love really is? And she would say back, You’re nuts, you know that? It’s been right there in front of you all these years.

Oscar and Gavin were getting tired of my questions too. I could tell. They’d change the subject. You’ll figure it out, Crick. Hey, did I tell you about this clock I got? All the numbers are replaced with equivalent equations…. Other people’s confusion could get old. I guess it was a little like the time Janssen broke his leg skiing. You’re caring and giving, but sometimes you just want the person to walk already.

Jupiter and I were tromping along, when I guess she just had enough. At least, she plopped right down and decided to go no farther.

“Okay,” I said. “Can we at least sit by those rocks?”

Nothing doing. You could tell when she had her mind made up.

“Well, fine, then.” I picked her up, carried her over, and sat down on the sand with my back against a large flat boulder. Jupiter sat next to me. She liked to sit real close. I put my arm around her.

“Good dog,” I said. “How’d you get to be so sweet, huh?”

She looked straight out to the ocean. She looked like she was thinking important things. The direction of her life, maybe.

“When you’re old, you know things,” I said to her. But she didn’t turn to look at me. She kept looking ahead, sitting still with her own weighty thoughts, or else keeping watch for a seagull or a far-off boat or an unfamiliar one of her kind that might wish to do me harm.

 

The Bluff House got larger and larger again as we walked back, and when we were almost there, I could see people on the grass on the bluff, a bunch of people, and a dog running around. Cruiser, Dan Jax’s dog. I’d played with him a few times when we’d gone to Dan’s for dinner, but so far he and Jupiter had only watched each other through car windows. The idea of getting them together—it scared me. Cruiser was young and physical, with boisterous big-dog energy. He was strong. Three times Jupiter’s size, easy, with a thick neck and meaty haunches. His fur was a golden tan, with a splotch of white on his chest in the exact shape of the shield on Superman’s suit.

Cruiser was a little out of control. He sort of reminded me of Kenny Yakimoro, our old next-door neighbor. Ben and I used to spy on him through our fence because he was always doing thrilling things we’d never be allowed to do. Shooting cap guns or playing war with Nathan Washelli, using real-looking plastic rifles. Kenny wasn’t a bad kid, but he was always in trouble for running in the halls, or for getting carried away and knocking someone’s lunch tray over. The kind of guy you wanted on your kickball team because he gave it everything he had. That was Cruiser.

This—them, us, the families coming in over the week before the wedding—it was all Dan Jax’s idea. I guess I could see his thinking: If you want to introduce two dogs who are going to live together, you bring them to neutral territory first. You have them meet. You let them participate in mutual activities—a walk, say. A Frisbee toss. You let them hash it out, and before you know it, they’ve figured out how to deal with each other.

Maybe I should just say right here that Jupiter wouldn’t fetch a Frisbee to save her life.

Maybe I should also say that Cruiser wouldn’t be my choice for Jupiter if I was playing dog matchmaker. I’d choose another old girl that might want to lie in a shady spot when it got warm. Not a big guy who’d tear up that lawn with his strong black toenails, sending bits of grass and dirt flying as he covered the places where he’d lifted his leg to mark his territory.

I could see two girls up on that grass too. We’d never met them before either. Dan Jax’s daughters, Hailey and Amy, eighteen and fifteen, lived in Vancouver, Canada. When our parents married each other (if our parents married each other), only I would be moving into the new house in Seattle. Ben would be away at school, and I’d be home until college started in the fall, or maybe later, depending on where I finally decided to go. Up in Vancouver, Amy and Hailey would be in the relationship sphere of distant cousins, I thought. Children of your parents’ friends, maybe. Those people you mostly just heard about, listening with one ear until some jealousy-inducing words flew past. Harvard, fabulous job, moving into your old room.

I could feel, right there, my attitude edge into something craggy and unwelcoming. I’d had bad experiences with steps. The word “step”—it’s perfect, isn’t it, for those people linked to us through remarriage? You step toward, you step away, but if you are “stepping,” you have never, will never, arrive. Thanks to Jon Jakes’s kids, Olivia and Scotty, who lived with us part-time at our old house, I didn’t believe families were meant to blend. Blend—it makes you think of smoothness and order, when it’s all more like that closet in Olivia’s room, with all the shit stuffed in and falling out. Blending was a great idea, yeah, but Olivia and Scotty didn’t care about school and ate junk food for breakfast, and on the weekends they’d stay in their pajamas in front of the TV until the day got dark again. We did care about school; we ate Cheerios, not Skittles, in the morning; and on the weekends we’d go to a baseball game of Ben’s and come home only to find them in the same place as when we’d left. You can use whatever words you want, but I knew they weren’t my brother and sister. I felt more connection to my cousins Zach and Kristina on my Dad’s side. We’d only met them once, but they had our same noses. You know your people. You recognize your tribe, same as a dog knows a dog is different than a cat.
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