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—School Library Journal, starred review

“Caletti writes a compelling, multigenerational story about teens and parents who simultaneously weather heartbreak and find new self-worth, enriching the telling with the Northwest setting, folksy wisdom, and Ruby’s strong, sure voice.”

—Booklist

“Caletti explores the conflicting, complicated impulses of the human heart with polish and penetration. Her portrait of Ruby, aware of her own weakness even as she succumbs to it and hurts those she loves most, is delicate and authentic, conveying a sensitive understanding of character and of our ability to surprise ourselves in ways good as well as bad. . . . This is a stylish and perceptive account of a young woman’s developing perceptions of human frailty and human strength.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books

“Tender and poetic. . . . Caletti has the gift of voice and tells her story with humor, insight, and compassion.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Caletti is a top-notch writer. . . . Her smart writing packs keen observations on love, boys, and life in general.”

—Romantic Times BOOKclub

“Caletti fills the pages with wonderful images, sharp dialogue, and memorable characters.”

—KLIATT
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The first thing I learned about Travis Becker was that he parked his motorcycle on the front lawn. You could see the tracks of it all the way up that rolling hill, cutting deeply into the beautiful, golf course-like grass. That should have told me all I needed to know, right there.

I’m not usually a reckless person. What happened the summer of my junior year was not about recklessness. It was about the way a moment, a single moment, could change things and make you decide to try to be someone different. I’m sure I made that decision the very moment I saw that metal, the glint of it in the sun, looking hot to the touch, looking like an invitation. Charles Whitney—he too made a decision like that, way back on August 14, 1945, just as he ground a cigarette into the street with the toe of his shoe, and so did my mother when she decided that we had to steal Lillian.

Reckless is the last thing you’d call me. Shy is the usual word. I’m one of those people doomed to be known by a single, dominant feature. You know the people I mean—the Fat Girl, the Tall Guy, the Brain. I’m The Quiet Girl. I even heard someone say it a few years ago, as I sat in a bathroom stall. “Do you know Ruby McQueen?” someone said. I think it was Wendy Craig, whose ankles I had just whacked with too much pleasure during floor hockey. And then came the answer: “Oh, is she That Quiet Girl?”

I blame my quiet status on two embarrassing incidents, although my mother will say that I’ve always just been a watchful person by nature, doing my own anthropological study of the human race, like Jane Goodall and The Chimpanzees of Gombe. She is probably right that personality plays a part. I sometimes feel less hardy and cut out for the world than the people around me, too sensitive, the kind of person whose heart goes out to inanimate objects—the sock without a partner, a field of snow interrupted by footprints, the lone berry on a branch. But it is also true that humiliating experiences can wither your confidence sure as salt on a slug.

I was reasonably outgoing in the fifth grade, before I slipped on some glossy advertising circulars in our garage, broke my tailbone, and had to bring an inflatable doughnut to sit on at school. Before this I would actually raise my hand, stand at the front of a line, not be afraid to be noticed. My stomach seizes up into knots of humiliation just remembering that doughnut. It looks like a toilet seat, Brian Holmes cracked, and the above mentioned Wendy Craig laughed. And he was right; it did—like those puffy ones that you see in tacky, overdecorated bathrooms.

I had begun to put it all behind me, pardon the pun. I’d nearly erased the memory of Mark Cummings and Dede Potter playing Frisbee with the doughnut during lunch, trying instead to remember what my mother told me, that Brian Holmes would no doubt end up prematurely bald and teaching remedial math, and that Mark Cummings was gay, only he didn’t know it yet. Then it happened again: humiliating experience, part two. Just when you thought it was safe to get back in the water. This time it was my own fault. I’d placed a pair of mini-pads in the armpits of my blouse so I wouldn’t soak my underarms with nervous sweat during a science speech, and one sailed out as I motioned to my display board. At home, peeling the paper strips and sticking the pads in my shirt had seemed ingenious. Why had no one thought of this before? But as soon as I started to speak, I could feel the right one loosen and slip with every small gesture. I tried to keep my arm clutched tight to my side, soldier-like. Just because an organism is one-celled, doesn’t mean it is dull and uninteresting. Finally, I had no choice but to flip the page of my board, and down the minipad shot like a toboggan on an icy slope, landing on the floor in white, feminine-hygiene victory. The crowds roared.

So I became quiet. This seemed the safe thing to do when embarrassments hunted me like a stalker hunts a former lover. Again my mother tried her wisdom on me—Laugh it off, she said. Everyone else is too busy trying to forget their own humiliations to remember yours. You’re no different than anyone else. Why do you think that years later we still have dreams that we went to school and forgot to get dressed? And again, this might be true. Still, it seems to me that if I get a pimple it will be in the middle of my forehead like an Indian bindi, and if the answer is spermatozoa, I’m the one that will be called on. I’ve just found that it’s best to lie low.

Quiet People, I can tell you, usually have friends who play the violin way, way too well, and know that continental drift isn’t another way you can get your coffee at Starbucks. My friend Karen Jen won the Youth Math Extravaganza (I noticed that the bold letters on the sweatshirt she got spelled Y ME, but I didn’t mention this to her), and Sarah Elliott and I became friends in P.E. because the V-sit was the highlight of our gymnastics ability. Last winter, Sarah made a wild pass of her basketball and whacked Ms. Thronson of Girl’s State Volleyball Championship fame on the back of the head. One minute there was Ms. Thronson, her shoulders as big as the back of a dump truck, blowing her whistle—Threeep! And the next minute, bam, she was down on her knees as if praying for forgiveness for making us do that unit on wrestling. Sometimes you don’t know your own strength.

If you are kind, or were one of my friends in the pre-doughnut days, you’ve cringed for me over the years, sending supportive thoughts with a glance. But maybe, just maybe, when it is my turn to read aloud in English class (because reading aloud means that Mrs. Forrester can grade papers rather than really teach), you also notice that my voice is clearer and stronger than you thought it would be. When I read Fitzgerald, when I read the part about the light at the end of Gatsby’s dock, you see that Mrs. Forrester puts down her red pen and pauses with her coffee cup halfway to her lips, her eyebrows knitted slightly in a look of the softest concentration. That’s when you wonder if there might be more to me. More than the glimpse of my coat flying out behind me as I escape out the school doors toward home. At least that’s what I hope you think. Maybe you’re just thinking about what you’re going to have for lunch.

Old Anna Bee, one of the Casserole Queens, told me the same thing once, that there was more to me. She took one finger, knobby from years of gardening, and tapped my temple, looking me long in the eyes when she said it so that I would be sure to take in her meaning. I liked the way it sounded—as if I lead a life of passion and adventure, the stuff of a good book of fiction, just no one knows it. It sounded like I have secret depths.

And I guess for one summer, just one summer, maybe it was true. I did have passion and adventure in my life, the stuff of the books at the Nine Mile Falls Library where my mother works. Summer, after all, is a time when wonderful things can happen to quiet people. For those few months you’re not required to be who everyone thinks you are, and that cut-grass smell in the air and the chance to dive into the deep end of a pool give you a courage you don’t have the rest of the year. You can be graceful and easy, with no eyes on you, and no past. Summer just opens the door and lets you out.

It was nearly summer, though school wasn’t let out yet, when I got that brief glimpse of Travis Becker’s motorcycle on the long lawn of the Becker estate. I had walked home by myself that day, instead of with my friend Sydney, as I usually do. Sydney has lived next door to me forever; we both have movies of us when we were babies, sitting in one of those blow-up wading pools, screaming our heads off.

“We’re only screaming because of those bathing suits you guys had us in. They look like the kind you see at the community pool on the old ladies recovering from heart surgery. They’ve got skirts, for God’s sake,” Sydney said one night as we all watched the movies at her house.

“You were babies. The old ladies, by the way, only require heart surgery after seeing what girls wear to the beach these days,” my mother said.

“Personally, I think Sydney started screaming then and just never stopped,” her mother, Lizbeth, said, dodging a few popcorn pieces Sydney threw her way.

Lizbeth was probably right. Sydney was one of those people who weren’t afraid to express themselves, through words, through clothes, through honking a horn at another car during her Driver’s Ed test. She once got grounded for grabbing the family goldfish out of the bowl and threatening to throw it at her brother during an argument. Sydney and her whole family, really, were the kind of people who made you feel that power was possible if you could only get to the point where you didn’t care what anyone thought. Sydney was a year older than I was, and my only friend who didn’t know more about algorithms than was actually good for the health. She was more like family, though.

“You are a cool and beautiful person,” she had said to me after the minipad incident. “Just remember that high school is a big game where the blond, perfect ones sit on the sideline while everyone else crosses a mine field trying not to look stupid. In the real world, this all reverses.” She sounded a bit like my mother. “Being blond and perfect prepares you for nothing in life but being married to a brain-damaged former football jock named Chuck and having a license plate holder that says FOXY CHICK.” Next year when Sydney went off to college, I would miss her more than I could say.

But that day, fate sent Sydney to the dentist, and I walked home on my own. I got to go the way I liked: the long way. After you get out of school and pass the Front Street Market and the used bookstore and the community theater where they put on plays that usually star Clive Weaver, our postman, you can go home two ways. Sydney’s way, the quickest on foot, is down a side street, cutting through Olsen’s Llama Farm and the property of Johnson’s Nursery. But I like to take the main road, Cummings Road, the same one we take in the mornings when Mom drives my brother and me to school on her way to work. Nine Mile Falls sits in the center of three mountains, and Cummings Road weaves through the valley of the largest one, Mount Solitude.

When you walk, you can look at it all more closely—the winding streets named after trees that lead to snug neighborhoods; the small houses that sit right on the road near town, with their lattice arbors and gardens packed tight with old roses. If you go far enough, you walk past the sprawling lawn of George Washington’s house, at least that’s our name for it, the huge colonial that is odd and unexpected in our Northwest town, as odd and unexpected as finding a decent car at Ron’s Auto, the place you pass next. Ron’s Auto is in a dilapidated building with old junkers parked in front and RON’S spelled out in hubcaps on the fence. If you’re looking for a car that actually starts, I’d probably look somewhere else.

You get a little of everything on Cummings Road. Mom says it’s like a living bookshelf, each piece of property a separate, distinct story. If that’s true, then it’s a shelf organized by wacky Bernice Rawlins, mom’s co-worker. When she puts away the books at the Nine Mile Falls Library, you never know what will end up where. She once put How to Be Lovers for the Rest of Your Lives in the children’s section next to Horton Hears A Who.

The best part of Cummings Road, though, is Moon Point, a part of Mount Solitude. Paragliders leap from Moon Point in numbers that are almost mystical—thirty-five at one count, soaring like brilliant butterflies and floating so close to the road before they land that if you ever drive past in a convertible, you worry that a sudden, unexpected passenger might drop in. There is something special about the winds there, how they whip down from Mount Solitude and swirl back up again. I don’t know how it works; I only know that people come from all over to paraglide off Moon Point. There’s even a school on the grounds, the Seattle Paragliding Club, housed in an old barn. The club’s logo, wings carrying a heart aloft, is painted on the side of the barn, huge and colorful.

You get all kinds at Moon Point—the professionals with their gliders all rolled up into neon cocoons and strapped to their backpacks with precision, and the people who don’t have a clue what they’re doing and get stuck in the trees. Chip Jr., my younger brother, saw one once as we drove past. “There’s a paraglider in that tree,” he said, his face tilted up toward the window. I didn’t believe him—Chip Jr.’s favorite joke, after all, is telling you that he saw the governor in the men’s bathroom on his field trip to the state capitol. But sure enough, there was a guy stuck high in a fir, his legs dangling down and his glider tangled hopelessly in the branches.

I love to see those paragliders weaving softly around Moon Point, their legs floating above you in the air. When they drift in for a landing, their feet touch the ground and they trot forward from the continued motion of the glider, which billows down like a setting sun. I never get tired of watching them and I’ve seen them thousands of times. I always wondered what that kind of freedom would feel like.

That day, I stopped at Moon Point for a while. I walked past the row of cars that were always parked in front of the school—active, mud-splattered cars and trucks. I looked for my favorite one—the van with a whale painted on the side and an I LOVE POTHOLES bumper sticker, and was happy when I saw it there. A car with a sense of humor. I sat on the ground with my chin pointing upward and counted an even twenty paragliders soaring against the wooded backdrop of Mount Solitude. I stayed a long while, sat on the grass, and listened for the flapping sound of tight nylon wings against the wind. I had some things to think about. That morning, even before my alarm clock went off, I could hear my mother running the vacuum. It was a bad sign, a sure start to at least three days of hurricane cleaning, endless whiffs of lemon Pledge, odd colored liquids in the toilet bowls, the seeek, seeek sound of paper towels wiping down ammonia-squirted mirrors. This cleaning—it meant that my father was coming. It meant that my mother would once again lose her heart to a man who was no longer even her husband, but whose ring she still wore on a chain around her neck. And it meant that my brother and I would be walking around the broken pieces of that heart for days after he left.

I watched the paragliders until the sun snuck behind Mount Solitude. The shadow it cast quickly stole all of the summer heat, and so I decided to head home. Past Moon Point, right after the tiny Foothills Church with its white steeple, that’s where the Becker estate is. Construction men worked on that house for nearly two years. The only thing that was on the property before then was an old remnant of an earlier building, broken segments of brick and stone, a single fireplace, something that once was, only no one remembered what that something was. Then one day a bulldozer suddenly arrived, followed shortly after by men in orange vests directing traffic around all of the equipment that was coming and going. Traffic backed up badly on Cummings Road for three straight months. First there was the smell of fresh tumbled earth, and then the smell of mud, and finally of cement and asphalt, new wood. The day the driveway was poured and work began on a pool, my mother, a terrible driver, knocked down a record of five orange traffic cones as we wove through a narrow channel. The lawn was laid out using the same method as does Poe, our dog, when he snitches one end of the toilet paper and trots off—it was unrolled that same way. Instant lawn. Green as money, Sydney’s father said, but it wasn’t really true. It was brighter than that, bright as cartoon grass. Sydney’s dad just had lawn envy.

The stone wall, that’s what took the longest. After the wall itself went up, masons with cement-splattered overalls came day after day to add small tiles of intricate designs. The disappointing thing about the wall, and the iron gates that were added last, was that after they went up you could no longer see what was going on behind them. So we filled in the details on our own. The house inspired gossip all around Nine Mile Falls. First the owner was a movie mogul, then a chain-store tycoon, then the owner of a hotel; he came from southern California, Florida, Boston. Everyone agreed that the piece of property had been too long overlooked as one of our best, set against the firs and evergreens of Mount Solitude, a segment of Fifteen Mile River running through the back of the property.

The truth about the Beckers was not nearly as interesting as the stories. John Becker was from Seattle and made his money as an early stockholder in Microsoft; he and his wife, Betsy, had two sons, Evan and Travis. After we had all of the facts, stories continued to circulate. It was as if we had a need to make this house and the people in it more than they were; maybe the size of the place required a story big enough to fill it. Evan and Travis went to private schools; Evan had supposedly been kicked out. Travis had been arrested. Girls were always claiming that they were dating one or the other, or both at the same time. Every four or five months, John and Betsy were said to be getting a divorce, with plans to put the house up for sale, but no sign ever went up.

That day, after I watched the paragliders, something relatively rare happened—the gates were left open. Not to say that this never occurred; just usually, to your bad luck, you only noticed it too late, when you were zipping past in the car and what you saw was only from looking back over your shoulder. This time they were open, and I was on foot and alone. It was like something out of The Secret Garden. A hidden place that compelled you to go forward to a mystery that lay beyond. I pictured myself at that point in the old movie, when it goes from black and white to color as she steps through the gates. All right, let’s be honest. I trespassed.

I stopped when the house was finally in view. I let my eyes take in that beautiful yard and the oak tree picturesquely just left of center that the construction workers managed to leave in the ground. I saw it there, then. This motorcycle. All gleaming chrome, parked there so boldly, so wrongly, right on the lawn. Think of a defiant act—think of a boy in black leather talking back to a policeman, think of a stone thrown through a plate of glass—that’s what that motorcycle looked like. Stepping too close to the edge, saying no, or yes, and not caring about the consequences.

Right then one of the garage doors went up, giving me the fright of my life. I felt frozen in place, and I wasn’t sure if I would seem more guilty staying where I was or walking on after I’d already surely been spotted. I don’t even know why I felt so bad when it was really only a glimpse I had been stealing. My feet, by default, made the decision whether we were staying or going—they wouldn’t move. So as the door went up, same as a curtain when a play is starting, revealing Travis Becker on that almost stage, I was still standing there, staring.

I didn’t know it was Travis then, of course. I only saw this boy, good-looking, oh, God, with a helmet under one arm, looking at me with this bemused smile. Right away I got that Something About To Happen feeling. Right away I knew he was bad, and that it didn’t matter.
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In spite of all of its odd wonders, Cummings Road can be a dangerous place, at least for animals. We’ve got a lot of wildlife here. Nine Mile Falls is across Lake Washington from Seattle, in the thick of the Northwest. Some people, at least my assigned fourth-grade pen pal, think this means we live in log cabins and shoot bear for breakfast. Please. It’s Safeway and Lucky Charms for us, just like for the rest of you, but it is true that we’ve got plenty of animals—deer, raccoons, rabbits, the salmon in Fifteen-Mile River that runs through town. We also have coyotes and wolves and countless other things. My school was shut down last year because a cougar was spotted on the grounds, and a brown bear once wandered around the shopping mall nearest to us, probably looking for a good sale on bear items. A full-grown buck with huge antlers ran down Main Street one time, as if fleeing from a bad domestic situation.

People drive too fast on Cummings Road. Regular cars whip down it in the darkness; semi-trucks on occasion, too, come so fast in the other direction that your windows rattle, and on rainy days you are sprayed with blinding splats of water. People have lost their lives on that road, but of course it is worse for animals. Almost every morning you’ll see a dead animal or two, a deflated lump of fur, the thick side of a deer. You get so used to seeing something like that out there that your heart sinks automatically and you end up sending compassionate feeling to a clump of carpet that fell out of the back of someone’s truck.

Sometimes you feel very sorry for those animals, and other times you run out of pity and become impatient with their stupidity. You wonder why, with all of the lulls in traffic, they will choose that moment to dart out across the road. I mean, an animal’s instinct for survival is supposed to be so keen, right? Yet here is the rattling of a semi, coming closer and louder with every second, and the wind starts rumbling, the street shaking, beams of headlights blaring from the darkness, and boom! That’s when the animal shoots out from its safe haven and meets his end. You know how when people die, they are supposed to see a single brilliant light? my mother once said. These animals see a pair of them. I can’t help but think that sometimes it’s opossum/raccoon/deer suicide. Like this poor opossum has simply had enough of rooting around for food, fighting the troubles of daily existence, tired of being just so ugly, and says to himself, Now! If so, there are a lot of depressed animals out there, and more depressed opossums than any other species.

“Seventeen,” my brother, Chip Jr., said from the backseat of the car the day after I had first seen Travis Becker. Chip Jr. unzipped his backpack, fished around inside, and took out a small spiral notepad. I heard the tick-a as he pressed the end of his pen into working position with his thumb. He entered the new number into his book, then clicked the pen closed again. This was Chip Jr.’s roadkill tally. Seventeen was the number of days the two raccoons, whom we named Romeo and Juliet for their joint jaunt into death, had been lying in their spot on the side of the street.

“I wonder if I should call someone,” my mother said. “I never know who to call.” It was a mystery who picked the animals up—they would be there and then they’d be gone. I’d never once seen it happen. What a job.

“It beats the record of that opossum. Fourteen days,” Chip Jr. reported.

“Love is rough,” I said. I knew nothing about this personally. The only person I’d dated thus far was Sydney’s cousin, who visited one summer from Montana. He was allergic to bees. He jumped around like a tribesman during a rain dance whenever he heard anything that buzzed even slightly—a fly, Sydney’s electric toothbrush.

My mother started singing some song. “Romeo and Jul-i-et,” she sang. She rolled down her window a bit and stuck her nose out to smell the nearly summer air. “Ahh,” she said.

She was in a good mood. I knew why. “You’re messing up my hair,” I said to her.

“It’s a mess already,” Chip Jr. said.

I looked over my shoulder and glared at him.

“It looks like the dog’s.”

“Quit kicking the bottom of my seat.”

“I wouldn’t put my foot near your butt for a million dollars,” Chip Jr. said.

“Guys,” my mother said. But she wasn’t really paying attention. I think we both wanted her to. We wanted her to keep being our mother and not be transformed into this other woman that we knew was coming. We were throwing bombs in the road, trying to divert her attention, trying to make her remember who she really was. One thing was for sure—my mother would have been a lot better off had Chip Jr. and I been in charge of her heart.

We passed the spot of empty land by the roadside where something different was sold nearly every day—peaches, lawn ornaments, fresh fish, wagon wheels. That day it was bird feeders, to which I gave a passing glance, and then we went by the Becker house. Sometimes it is like your mind has a plan that it hasn’t even told to the rest of you yet. My heart thudded, bouncing around like Chip Jr. when Sydney’s family got a trampoline for their backyard. The gate was closed.

“Look,” my mother said. She did this little snort through her nose. Poor Joe Davis, minister of the tiny Foothills Church, had a problem on his hands. A few years ago the church had bought a signboard, one of those kind that sits on the ground and has stick-on letters. Ugly, my mother says, for a church that has a steeple and looks like it belongs on a Christmas card. The sign is sometimes used for church news, CHRISTMAS EVE SERVICES, that kind of thing, but more often for a simple quote that Joe Davis, or maybe Renny Powell, the young guy who takes care of the grounds, thinks is something we could all ponder until they decide to change the sign. The problem is, someone always swaps the letter G for the letter D. Today the sign said DOG IS LOVE.

“Dog be with you,” I said.

“And also with you,” my mother answered. She was not what you would call traditionally religious.

We arrived at my brother’s school first, but instead of dropping off Chip Jr. in front like she always did, my mother parked.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“I just . . . I’ve got something to tell you guys,” she said. Her open window had loosened some of the hair from the braid she wore, giving her that frazzled look of someone who’s just pulled a sweater over her head.

“Look.” I pointed. “You’re frizzy.”

She gave herself a distracted glance in the rearview mirror. She smoothed her hair down with her hand, tried to get one especially flyaway piece to stick down with one finger and spit. “It’s your dad,” she said.

“If this is a news flash that he’s coming, we already know,” I said. “At least I already know.”

“I know he’s coming,” Chip Jr. said.

My mother stopped fussing with her hair, whirled around to look at Chip Jr. and then at me. “How do you know he’s coming?’

“You can tell,” I said.

“It’s obvious,” Chip Jr. said.

My mother did something then that made me feel strangely unsettled. She blushed. It was one of those glimpses into your parents’ own humanness that you could do without. “Oh,” she said. She rubbed her forehead with two fingers like she had a headache starting. “Well, at least you guys could be excited about it.”

“Yipee,” I said.

“Yipee eye oh kay yay,” my brother said.

“Git along lil’ doggie,” I said. It was a dog-theme morning.

“Ride ’em up, move ’em out,” Chip Jr. said. These were the times I liked him a lot.

“Stop being mean,” she said.

We were all silent. She was right. We were being mean. After a while I said what I could.

“Of course we’re excited, Mom,” I said. “He’s our dad, isn’t he?”

My father is a performer in a roller coaster amusement park with a Western motif. He’s good at what he does. He’s a singer. They have this saloon there where he performs, with swinging doors and a long shiny bar, and the tables have playing cards shellacked onto the tops. The only things that aren’t too accurate, in my opinion, are the waitresses. No one wore skirts that short then. For that matter, you couldn’t get surgical boobs either. There are more huge round things in the Palace Saloon than in a bowling alley.

The Gold Nugget Roller Coaster Amusement Park is a state away from us, in Oregon. I went there once. The amusement park is supposed to resemble a miniature gold-mining town, with fake buildings that house things like the Iron Horse Shooting Gallery and the General Store. An old steam train circles the place and gets robbed by bandanna-masked villains on the way. The best roller coaster is an old wooden one that goes through a mineshaft. I guess part of the reason it is so scary is that it looks like a lawsuit waiting to happen. The time I rode it, the woman in the car ahead of me lost her hair ribbon on one of the descents. It fluttered down and away, probably landing somewhere on the Buckaroo Bumper Boats that were below us. Next to the Red River Theater, where they play John Wayne movies for the old people and roller coaster phobics, is the Palace Saloon, with shows at noon, two, and four.

All of the shows are supposed to be different—“Singin’ Round the Campfire,” say, versus “The Wild Ride Rock-’n-Roll Show”—but my father does them all. His music comes from a boom box hidden behind a bale of hay, or he plays his own guitar, and he changes his clothes from outlaw black to sincere cowboy with a red scarf and fringe vest.

As I said, he’s good. It is, after all, what he left for—to make it in show business, though I know he had a different kind of show business in mind. He still does, actually. He always has that next big maybe—a producer who wants to find him a record deal, a country singer who is considering recording the song he wrote. His voice is beautiful, it really is. When I was there, the people who had straggled in, and who sat fanning themselves from the heat with a menu and drinking Cherry Cokes and eating curly fries, applauded loudly and even whistled when he was done. The women did, anyway. He told each show’s audience about his next big maybe. Handed out photos of himself where he looked like a Ken doll in a Stetson. But I never went to see him there again. There was something about those curly fries that made me sad.

My father was a musician when he met my mother. He was singing part-time for a group called the Wailin’ Five that performed at high school dances and at a bar or two. During the day he worked loading trucks for a frozen-fish factory, where my mother was a secretary while she went to college to become a librarian. My mother was dating the president of the frozen-fish factory, who was twice her age and who asked her to take out her spiral writing pad during dates to jot things down that came to his mind. Today he’d be one of those people with the cell phones permanently attached to his ear, answering its ring during his kid’s school play or talking on it as he walked hand in hand with his date. I’ve seen that happen. Once we saw a guy talking on his phone while he was ice skating on Marcy Lake, which is one of the most perfect spots you would ever see during the winter, surrounded by snowy hills that look lush and soft as a doughnut rolled in powdered sugar. If you could interrupt that to be on your phone, the pair of you ought to be joined in wedded bliss, if you ask me. Anyway, according to my mother, Mr. Albert Raabe was that kind of guy.

Mr. Albert Raabe, though, made a mistake one day when he trusted Chip McQueen, factory worker, to drive my mother home from work. Chip was asked to do this favor by Mr. Raabe himself, who had a sudden important meeting. Word of this task spread fast among my father’s friends at the factory; the boss’ girlfriend, after all. They decided to demonstrate their support—they plastered a huge JUST MARRIED sign on the back of my father’s car.

Neither of my parents knew the sign was there right then, since the car was backed into one of the tight spaces of the factory lot. My father couldn’t understand why everyone was honking at him. He made sure his lights were on, his brights off, his turn signal in the neutral position, even that the belt of his raincoat was not hanging out the door. His confusion rapidly turned to annoyance. He even swore under his breath at a bakery truck, whose driver laid down on the horn long and loud. He almost flipped off a car of kids who were beeping madly and swerving around them in what was supposed to be a jovial fashion.

After he dropped off Ann Jorgensen at her doorstep, Chip McQueen went home, where he still lived with his parents. His mother, my grandmother Ellen, woke him in the night. She had gone outside to scare off two fighting cats and had seen the car in the driveway. Was there something he needed to tell them, she asked?

My father did not laugh or get angry. Instead, in some sort of optimistic need, he saw what happened as a sign from the Fates, even if it was a sign drawn with a Mr. Sketch by a couple of guys named Bill and Larry. He decided to pursue Ann Jorgensen, and was obviously successful or I wouldn’t be here telling you this story. She said his charm was like the wind when it blows you so strong from behind that you almost feel as if you can sit down on it. It just took her away. She was his, she said, when she first heard him swear under his breath at the bakery truck driver. That intensity promised things, and although she wasn’t sure what those things were, they were sure to be exciting. He lost his job at the fish factory and so did she.

My father was like that about signs. Seven years later, on April Fool’s Day, my father turned on his car radio at the precise moment a Chip someone-or-other started singing a song called “Follow a Dream and You’ll Never Get Lost.” He told my mother that he’d had it with babies and bills and the mortgage, and the next day he quit his job at Blaine and Erie Accountants and dug out his old guitar from the back of their closet. When he left, the stuff that he’d removed from the closet to reach the guitar—his old baseball trophy, my mother’s wedding shoes, various winter boots, and a nightgown that had slipped from its hanger—still lay on the floor in front of the closet. He didn’t bother to put anything back. My mother left that stuff lying there for a long time. She just kept stepping over it until she barely noticed it was there.

My mother was sure my father would be coming back home, only because she couldn’t imagine living without him. He had brought only a few clothes with him, an unopened package of Oreos my mother had just bought, and an enormous silver tea service that his parents had given them as a wedding gift. This indicated to her, in the logic of the recently left, that he’d certainly be returning soon, at least to get more things. This gave her hope. Ten years later she still had it.

The only thing that she seemed truly angry about was those Oreos. She went out and bought six more packages of them and stacked them on the kitchen table. She would glare at them, then cry in their direction. Finally she started eating them, just one a day. She was halfway through the fifth package when my father showed up. It was the first of his many unpredictable visits. I heard him singing in the shower. He’d joined some band. He sounded happy. When he left again, he took the sixth package of Oreos with him, and nothing else.

Here is something that Peach, one of the Casserole Queens, says about men and women and love. You know that scene in Romeo and Juliet, where Romeo is standing on the ground looking longingly at Juliet on the balcony above him? One of the most romantic moments in all of literary history? Peach says there’s no way that Romeo was standing down there to profess his undying devotion. The truth, Peach says, is that Romeo was just trying to look up Juliet’s skirt.

All day I was just waiting until it was time to walk home. That vague feeling of possibility had formed into a plan. I would lie to Sydney, tell her that I had to stay after school for help on my math, so that she would go ahead alone. I knew it would be unlikely I would even see Travis Becker again, but life had suddenly turned out to be one of those moving walkways at the airport. You stepped on, stumbled a bit, then just headed where it was taking you. That maybe felt like energy inside, as if I just ate one of those Power Bars that are supposed to make athletes leap higher and run faster, although the only time I ever ate one of those things, none of that ever happened. Two bites and I was having all kinds of weird images about what it was made of and if it was safe to eat something that looked and tasted suspiciously like gerbil-cage chips.

I needed that energy to first get me through the school day. After all, the highlights of it were when Shannon Potts stood by her locker and yelled “Fuck” as a teacher passed; having a sub in math; and listening to Adam Vores try to slosh liquid in his stomach after downing three cans of Diet Sprite. Sometimes you wonder.

“Thirty-nine grams of sugar, thirteen spoons of it, in this Sprite,” Mr. Sims, the math substitute, said.

“That’s why I drink diet,” Adam Vores said.

“Do you think this is a joke? This is no joke. Sugar can whack out your brain. It can whack out your veins. Brains and veins.”

“This guy’s a poet,” Miles Nelson whispered. I smiled his way. He was a Quiet Boy. He wore very tall shoes to compensate for a malfunctioning adolescent growth spurt. We had a toaster like that once. Wouldn’t pop up.

“What did you say?” Mr. Sims squawked. He looked Miles’ way. “I heard you. You think I couldn’t hear you? I got excellent hearing.” Miles blushed fiercely. “You think I’m wasting time here? I’m not wasting time. I’m teaching you about life. This lesson is my gift to the world.”

“We’re supposed to be correcting our math homework,” Cindy Lee said. Cindy Lee lived in fear that if she breathed through the wrong nostril she might ruin her perfect grade point average.

“I’m not just a teacher, you know,” Mr. Sims said. He glared at us a little. I wondered if he could be someone we might read about in the news one day when he finally ‘snapped’. “I got my own window-cleaning business. You don’t know what I see.”

“Glass?” Adam Vores said.

Mr. Sims ignored him. “I clean windows in this old people’s home. Every day I wonder, how many more people might be alive to be in that place if it weren’t for poison like this?” He shook the Sprite can around.

“Don’t open it after shaking it like that,” Cindy Lee said. I was thinking the same thing.

Mr. Sims sighed. He opened up the math book. He licked his finger as he turned the pages. “Three forty-five,” he said.

Kim Todd decided that the ramblings of this maniac were preferable to real learning. “What happened to your teeth?” she asked him. It was like putting more quarters into the machine.

Mr. Sims went on to tell us about getting punched in the mouth during an argument, and how the tooth’s root later died, which certainly meant the hitter had performed a kind of homicide, which meant the guy became his arch enemy until he realized that Whoever Angers You Controls You. He hoped we’d remember that.

I guess it was no wonder, looking back, that I felt I needed Travis Becker in my life.

“What do you mean you have to stay after school for help on math?” Sydney said. “I thought you guys had a sub.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Someone said the guy still had a shackle dangling from one ankle. He was supposedly the most bizarre sub since that woman who taught art all day with a parakeet on each shoulder and said Picasso cut off his ear because he heard people whispering in it.”

“Picasso didn’t cut off his ear.”

“No kidding. What do you think I am, stupid? You’re not getting help from that sub is what I’m saying. I won’t let you alone with him.”
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Right away | got that Something About to Happen feeling.
Right away | knew he was bad, and that it didn’t matter.

It is summer in the Northwest town of Nine Mile Falls, and sixteen-year-old
Ruby McQueen, ordinarily dubbed The Quiet Girl, finds herself hanging out
with gorgeous, rich, thrill-seeking Travis Becker. But Ruby is in over her head
and starts risking more and more when she’s with him.

In an effort to keep Ruby occupied, Ruby’s mother, Ann, drags Ruby to the
weekly book club she runs. When it is discovered that one of the group’s
own members is the subject of the tragic love story they are reading,
Ann and Ruby spearhead a reunion between the long-ago lovers. But for
Ruby, this mission turns out to be much more than just a road trip. . . .

* “Readers will immediately fall for Ruby with her humor and her wry way of
looking atthe world. ... A story full of heart, fun, and energy.”

“Caleti explores the conflicting, complicated impulses of the human heart with polish and penetration.”

“Caletti has the gift of voice and tells her story with humor, insight, and compassion.”

Simon & Schuser New ork

Cover designed by Robert Szntora

Cover photograph opyright ©2004
by Alin Dausin/Getty Images

WS monSaysTEEN.om

038





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
~A[oney, Z?aéy, Sweef/learl

DEB CALETTI

SIMON PULSE
New York - London - Toronto - Sydney









OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/dedi.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/copyri.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439115466.jpg
DEB CALETTI

“TENDER AND POETIC” —KIRKUS REVIEWS

| \jvloney, Kaéy, Sweef/zearl‘






