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The Six Rules of Maybe


Chapter One

You could tell something was different about Juliet the moment she stepped out of that truck. She was wearing a yellow summer dress and her hair was pulled back so that you could see her cheekbones and her straight nose and the blazing eyes that used to make all the boys crazy in high school. I don’t know how to explain it, but she seemed smug in some way I’d never seen before. Like she had this satisfying little secret. Like something had been decided by her and her alone. She held her head as if she were the period at the end of her own sentence.

We knew Juliet was coming home; we just didn’t know she’d be bringing someone else with her, or several someone elses, depending on how you counted. Hayden’s dog, Zeus—he was one of those people-like dogs; he listened hard and looked at you with knowing in his eyes, even if two minutes later he’d decide to zip around the living room, slightly crazed, ears pinned back, taking the corners around the furniture like he was in his own private race with lesser dogs.

When the truck door slammed outside, Mom looked out the window and gave a little It’s her! squeal and we hurried outside. The afternoon was just right warm—a May day that could have been a role model for all May days, and the air smelled wet and grassy because Mrs. Saint George across the street had turned her sprinkler on. The truck was one of those old kinds with the big wide front that could slam into a tree and still come out smiling its chrome smile. Juliet stepped out and she was all sunbeams in that dress. She was wet grass, and summer, and sunbeams, same as that day was. The thing about sunbeams, though … Well, it might sound unkind. You’ve got to know that I loved my sister very much even if our relationship was complicated (and, anyway, aren’t love and complications basically words partnered forever, like salt and pepper and husband and wife?). But a straight shot of sun directed at a mirror can set things on fire. Juliet and I had learned this ourselves when we were kids one August day on the sidewalk in front of our house. When I was seven (and, honestly, nine and twelve and fourteen), I’d have held that mirror toward the sun for days even if nothing had happened, just because she’d told me to.

Mom ran across the lawn to hug Juliet like she hadn’t seen her in years even though it had only been five months since she’d been home last, three since Mom and I had gone down to Portland, Oregon, where Juliet had gotten her big break singing four nights a week at the Fireside Room at the Grosvenor Hotel. When you saw her onstage in that sapphire gown, her head tilted back to show her long throat, smoke from some man’s cigarette circling around her like a thin wisp of fog in some old detective movie, you’d never have thought she’d come from tiny Parrish Island. Tiny and inconsequential Parrish Island, where the only important visitors were the pods of Orca whales that came every summer. You’d never have thought Juliet was a regular girl who had graduated from Parrish Island High School only the year before. Barely graduated, I might add, almost flunking Algebra II had it not been for the tutoring of her younger sister, thank you, although Mom would say Juliet had never been a regular girl.

The driver’s side door opened, and that’s when Hayden got out. I thought he was having a nice stretch before he got back in and went home, a friend doing a friend-favor, maybe. He was about twenty-three or -four, tall, with easy, tousled brown hair. He wore Levi’s with a tucked-in white T-shirt, and his jeans had a big wet spot on the leg, spilled coffee was my guess, which he was blotting with napkins.

And then he looked up at us. Or at me, because Mom didn’t even notice him. Usually I was the invisible one in any group, but he was invisible along with me then. Mom was clutching Juliet to her and then holding her away again so that Juliet’s fiery eyes could meet Mom’s blazing ones. So his eyes met only mine, and mine his, and right then my heart shifted, the way it does when something unexpected begins. There are those moments, probably few in a life, where before and after split off from each other forevermore in your mind. That was one of those moments, although I wouldn’t realize it for a long time afterward. I saw something very simple and clear there, in his eyes—that was the thing. Honesty. But with the kind of hope that was just this side of heartbreak.

He smiled at me, went around to the back of the truck. I guess anyone would have noticed the way he looked in those jeans. Of course I did. In the open pickup bed there was a big dog waiting to be let out. He was the sort of large, energetic dog that made Mom nervous. A sudden dog, and Mom didn’t like sudden things. She mistrusted squirrels and birds and men and anything that had the capacity to surprise. If she ever got a dog, she’d say, it was going to be one of those white and fluffy ones, like Ginger, the Martinellis’ dog, who looked the same as the slippers Mrs. Martinelli wore when she went to get the mail. You could put a dog like that into your purse like a lipstick and take it anywhere you wanted it to go, like women did in New York or Paris. A lipstick with a heartbeat that might pee on your checkbook, in my opinion, but this was Mom’s dream, not mine. I liked a dog you could lean against.

The dog jumped down and made a galloping leap toward Mom, and the guy in the Levi’s lunged for his collar and said, “Zeus!” in a way that was both emphatic and desperate. Zeus, it would turn out, was actually a very well-trained dog—he’d do anything for Hayden. Zeus would look at Hayden in the complete and adoring way you privately wished and wished and wished that someone, someday, might look at you. But Hayden was a good dog father and knew his boy’s limits—meeting new people turned Zeus into a toddler in the toy aisle, with the kind of joy and want that turned into manic jumping. Zeus leaped up on Mom, who was horrified to be suddenly looking at him eye to eye, and she held him off with a palm to his tan furry chest. She looked down at her clothes as if he might have made her muddy, although the ground was dry and she was only in her old cargo pants and a tank top, her hair in a sort-of bun stuck up with a pair of chopsticks.

It was then that Mom realized that Juliet had not descended alone from the heavens. She looked surprised at the unexpected visitors and the facts in front of her: this truck, not Juliet’s ancient Fiat convertible; this lanky, excited dog; this lanky, somewhat tousled and tangled guy grabbing his collar …

And that’s when we saw it. We both did, at the same moment. It caught the sun, so shiny and new was the gold. A wedding band. On the guy’s finger. We both did the same thing next, Mom and me. We looked at Juliet’s left hand. And, yes, there was one there, too. That same gold band.

My mother put her hand to her chest. I heard her gasp. And then she breathed out those two words, the ones I was feeling right then too, that multipurpose, universal expression of shock and despair.

“Oh fuck,” my mother said.


Chapter Two

Before Juliet came home married to Hayden Renfrew, I had other problems. Clive Weaver, the retired mailman across the street, was losing his mind, and Fiona Saint George who lived next to him (she was a senior at Parrish High, where I was a junior) had fallen into some deep depression, judging by the dark designs she drew in chalk on our sidewalk. Mr. and Mrs. Martinelli, who lived next door to us, were on the cusp of dangerous involvement with scam artists who sent them Urgent Business Propositions by e-mail. And then there was my best friend, Nicole, and her parents’ divorce, which so far involved one breaking-and-entering, one restraining order, various personal items thrown onto the street (a television, too), and an impending trial to decide the custody of two kids almost old enough to vote. Nicole was in a constant state of turmoil, which had meant bouts of sobbing, endless phone conversations, and a brief fling with her parents’ liquor cabinet.

But my sister’s sudden marriage to someone she’d never before even mentioned—a someone, that someone, who was now heading inside our house carrying a backpack and Juliet’s old purple suitcase—it was a three-car pileup right in our very own driveway.

Juliet spilled her purse while leaning into the car to retrieve a bunch of daffodils that Hayden had brought for Mom, and we chased an eyeliner and a roll of mints making an escape down the driveway. Finally, we’d gathered everything and went into the house and stood awkwardly in the kitchen. Hayden introduced himself and Mom folded her arms and looked at him as if he’d managed to marry Juliet without her permission. I got a mixing bowl for Zeus and filled it with water and let him into the backyard; he seemed to be embracing this new experience better than anyone else. He sniffed the garbage can and the Weedwacker. He trotted around the willow tree and the rosebushes. He put his paws up on the fence and tried to peer at the Neilsons’ cat through the slats of wood.

I went back in through the screen door and let it slam shut behind me. I wanted to make some kind of noise, because Juliet had gone off to pee and Hayden just stood there in the kitchen with Mom, his hands clasped in front of him. I felt sorry for him—those clasped hands made it look like he was praying.

“I really love your daughter, Mrs. Ellis,” he said. “I’m crazy about her, actually.” One thing was becoming very quickly clear: Hayden was not Juliet’s usual type. Not at all. He seemed solid and grounded the way a tree is, and he was kind, you could tell. He had the sort of kindness that announces itself. Already it was obvious he was nothing like Adam Christ or Evan Giordi or, especially, Buddy Wilkes. Buddy Wilkes gave you the shivers. Me, the bad kind of shivers; my sister, the good kind. If Juliet was going to run off and marry anyone, I’d have guessed it would have been him. Buddy Wilkes III was the one my sister had given her heart (and everything else) to on and off for all four years of high school. Who was named Buddy anymore? No one. And he still did all those things guys named Buddy did years ago: smoked cigarettes, worked at a gas station, gave girls a “reputation.” He wasn’t a tree, but a high voltage power line, thin and electric and dangerous.

“I’m not a ‘Mrs.,’” Mom said. “Unlike my daughter. What did you say your name was?”

“Hayden,” I offered.

“Scarlet. Go upstairs. I have more than I can handle here already.”

I made a can you believe this? face to Hayden to convey that Mom had obviously and suddenly lost her mind. I didn’t want him to think I was someone who could be “sent upstairs,” which was something parents did in TV movies, anyway, not Mom. She was going a little nuts, and he looked stunned and helpless. Juliet appeared again. You could hear the gurgling sound of the toilet tank filling up from the open door of the bathroom. “I know this is a surprise,” she said.

“Surprise? Surprise? You’re kidding, right? Let me just think a minute, here,” Mom said. She rubbed her forehead with her fingertips as if a plan might appear to undo what had been done. Mom was always a little frazzled on a regular day. I figured it was what happened when the way things were and the way you wished they would be were not quite the same thing.

“Did you go to Vegas?” I asked. I was suddenly interested in the details, mostly because I was suddenly only realizing there were details. My sister had gotten married. My sister, whom I had grown up next to, who sat beside me in the car and at the dinner table, whom I used to take baths with, who taught me how to use makeup and shared her friends with me like she used to share her white-and-pink animal cookies because she always seemed to have more of everything—she’d gotten married. We both used to hide the zucchini we hated in our napkins and test Mom’s patience and fight about who had what and now she’d joined hands with this particular guy and pledged her long life to his, and maybe she’d worn a white dress or maybe her jeans and maybe there was music or maybe there wasn’t and maybe they’d been in a long hall with big windows or barefoot on a beach or gazing into each other’s eyes at a Chapel of Love. How could we not have been there?

“Portland courthouse,” Juliet said. “Five minutes, and the deal was done.”

“It was the happiest moment of my life,” Hayden said. “Even if it was all a little … unplanned.” He reached for Juliet’s hand, but she was taking her hair down and putting it back up again. His ring—it sat solid and permanent on his finger. He was the kind of guy who would want love everlasting and silver anniversaries and Thanksgivings at big tables. The things you would want. I would want. Juliet’s ring—it seemed small and light. I could see that. Juliet’s ring had wings.

“Jesus Christ,” Juliet said, although I doubted He’d come if she called. The two of them didn’t know each other very well. “I can’t believe it but I have to pee again.”

Mom stopped her forehead rubbing and stood wide-eyed, her face frozen. A freight train might have just come through the living room, its single light barreling straight toward her.

“No,” she said.

“What?” I asked.

“No,” she said again.

Hayden looked desperate. He was pacing while he was standing still; that’s what he was doing.

“What?” I said again.

“Scarlet, I told you to go upstairs!” Mom shrieked.

I didn’t have much choice, then, and as I left the room, I felt the shame and embarrassment of having a mother, which followed me the entire way up the stairs. Banishing me wouldn’t do much good anyway. I was someone who liked to stay toward the background, and when you’re that kind of person you have a way of finding things out no matter where you are. Sometimes, you don’t even have to try—information seeks you out and clings, same as the smell of cigarette smoke to clothes. I knew from a very young age, for example, that our father, Steven Ellis, moved to Vancouver Island around the time I was three, even though I had no memory of it or of him, and even though our mother never spoke of it. Fatherhood was too much for him, from what I understood, the way rich foods are too much for some people’s stomachs.

I knew various facts about other things too. My mother’s subsequent boyfriends: Vic was a cheapskate and Tony’s ex wife took everything he had and Mark thought he was so hot but he couldn’t figure out how much to tip a waiter without counting on his fingers. I also knew that my sister lost her virginity with Buddy Wilkes on her fifteenth birthday, in his parents’ rec room, under a mounted deer head that Buddy and his father killed on a hunting trip. The day after Juliet’s fifteenth birthday, she became a vegetarian for one year; until then, that was the longest she’d been dedicated to anything. And somehow she’d also become just as dedicated to Buddy, as attached as that deer head was to the faux pine paneling of the rec room wall.

From my place upstairs, then, I did something I was very good at. I watched and I listened. From the landing I could see Mom’s feet—painted toenails, brown sandals—which were facing Hayden’s—a pair of guy’s feet in sturdy well-worn Birkenstocks. Can toes look angry? Because Mom’s did. It was a foot face-off. I wished I had my camera with me, because it would have been a good shot. Feet versus feet, the moment in the animal shows just before one creature gets ripped to shreds.

“I know this is a shock,” Hayden said. These were the words being used—shock, surprise—words of sudden ambush. “It’s a surprise to me, too,” Hayden said.

“You must have realized there was this possibili—”

“Can we go outside or something? The heat is killing me.” Juliet’s feet joined theirs. White sandals with fragile, thin straps and the narrowest of heels. That summer, I would come to understand something about fragility—how powerful it was, how other people’s need could draw you in, bully and force sure as an arm twisted behind your back. But right then I saw only shoes, no big metaphor, two sets of reliable, dedicated feet following those delicate heels outside.

The feet exited stage left. I heard the screen door open, and Hayden called out something to Zeus. Ice cubes were freed from a tray, clinked into glasses. The screen door shut again. Everyone was likely sitting at the umbrella table outside, which meant I’d have a good enough view from the bathroom. I crossed the hall, lifted myself up onto the countertop. The bathroom was still all new starts and shiny surfaces, smelling the blue-brightness of Windex, cleaned only an hour ago by me. Since Juliet had left home, her returns had reached the status of Company Coming, meaning the bathrooms were cleaned for her and Mom had made a dessert, and Mom never made dessert.

“It’s just Juliet,” I had said as Mom spread the pink peppermint-chip ice cream into a chocolate-cookie pie shell, swirling it with the edge of her spatula.

“Juliet’s doing big things in the world,” Mom had said. Mom respected “big things in the world.” Ever since we were kids, we’d hear her talk about Following Your Dreams and Aiming High and Seeing the World as she packed our lunch or drove us home from swimming lessons or carried our tri-fold boards into the cafeteria where the science fair was being held. She’d sing her favorite song “Be” by her favorite singer Neil Diamond as she pasted photographs of places she’d never been into the scrapbooks she made with the scrapbook club Allison, her best friend, started. She’d belt out “Sing as a song in search of a voice that is silent” as she glued bits of feathers or shells or other found things to the borders of images of vineyards and castles and ancient cities and other faraway places. The song was her personal big dream anthem—she thought it was about embracing life and finding your true love, but if you listen closely, it’s really a song about God. Big Him, not little him. I pointed this out once, but she didn’t seem to care. She told me she went through her entire high school years thinking “I Don’t Know How to Love Him” from Jesus Christ Superstar described her boyfriend, Roger, perfectly.

I opened the window, put my face close to the sneezy mesh of the screen. In the window ledge was one long-expired potato bug, who had apparently set off on a journey across the wide plain of the south side of our house, traveling the endless distance up and over each dangerous stretch of siding, all in order to die in the gutter ledge of our second-story bathroom window. He had had big dreams, too, and look where that had gotten him.

The umbrella of the table hid their faces, but I could see Hayden’s back, and Juliet’s tan arms, and Mom’s profile. Juliet poked at her ice with the tip of her finger.

“I told Hank I quit,” Juliet said.

“Oh, honey,” Mom said. “I just can’t believe this.” She shook her head. One of the chopsticks in her hair was sliding loose and about to fall.

“I suggested maybe just some time off … ,” Hayden said.

“They’re not exactly going to want a pregnant woman crooning to middle-age men on business,” Juliet said.

I sat away from the window. I may have actually gasped. I leaned my slow and clueless self against the just-cleaned mirror. Pregnant? As in, having a baby? Juliet? I think my heart might have stopped for a second then. At least, the moment had a shutter click of stop action. My stomach did the elevator drop stomachs do when something is utterly and completely wrong. This was not our life. Juliet as a mother? Juliet had had a cactus once, given to her by some boy just back from a vacation in Arizona, and that cactus had sat on her bookshelf until it turned a despairing yellow and then shriveled up and died. She could kill a cactus. She’d be one of those parents who left a kid behind at a rest stop, driving for miles before she noticed. We’d hear about her on the evening news.

And how did this happen? I mean, I know how, but how? It was just after Buddy Wilkes when I first saw the round pink package of pills in a protective oval appear in our bathroom drawer, hidden under the box of tampons. Maybe my cluelessness was understandable, given that pregnant was the last thing you’d expect from Juliet. You’d expect that she’d be telling us she’d just gotten a record deal and was about to become world famous. Maybe that she was moving to a foreign country and taking us all with her, which was, in a way, what was happening. If anything was a foreign country, marriage was. A baby, too.

Hayden leaned back in his chair. There was a sigh in his shoulders.

“So you don’t have your room at the hotel anymore,” Mom said. She sounded crushed. Juliet’s job at the Grovesnor came with room and board, meaning a great big suite and room service whenever she wanted. The room was a strange mix of past and present—a quilt from home on the shiny gold hotel bedspread. A photo album in the drawer next to the bed with pictures of Juliet’s friends from high school, keeping company with the room service menu and the Portland Attractions Guide. When it was time for a meal, though, a little table would be wheeled in, with a white tablecloth and elegant food under silver domes and tiny salt and pepper shakers. During our first visit there, my mother, who is as honest as anyone I know, wrapped those tiny salt and pepper shakers in a napkin and snuck them into her purse. The next time we visited, we had a new bath towel at home, with a big, embroidered G across the bottom. Mom loved that hotel.

“I didn’t think quitting was necessary—we could stay in married student housing. I could finish my degree… .” Hayden was appealing to Mom, but when Juliet sighed, Mom reached out and took Juliet’s hands. I more than anyone could have told him that no one came before Juliet. You could feel the truckload of loneliness heading his way, as he just stood there, blinking in the bright light of his new marriage.

“I just want to have my baby at home,” Juliet said.

There was the weight of silence, the clasped hands. The chopstick finally slid free from Mom’s hair and clinked to the floor. She bent down and picked it up, stabbed it back decisively in her hair. Zeus, maybe sensing that his beloved Man was outnumbered, came over and set his chin on Hayden’s lap.

“Of course you do,” Mom said. The words were a whisper. Gentle as falling snow. As quiet and powerful, too. “Of course.”


Chapter Three

I’ve been told a million times that when I was only three years old, I gave my beloved blankie to my mother because she was crying. It was when my father left, I’m sure, though that isn’t the part of the story that gets told. I covered her knees with it. I still have that blanket, though I won’t go around admitting it.

From that moment on, being kind and caring was what I was known for, same as some people are known for being smart or beautiful or for playing the piano, a quality as much a part of me as the scar on my hand from when I picked up broken glass when I was two. In the first grade, I was the one who invited Sylvia Unger to my birthday party (nine years before her first suicide attempt), and from the second grade on, the weird and friendless sat with me at lunch. You ate your tuna and Fritos and tried not to stare at their misguided clothing choices or the way they’d chopped their bangs or the red scratches on their wrists.

The truth was, though, I had never really had a golden heart; that’s not why I did any of those things. Not really. It sounds awful, but, honestly, I didn’t even really want to be friends with those people. Gillian Tooley, for example, was weird to the point of obnoxiousness, Kevin Frink was almost scary, and Sarah Volley had a disturbing tendency to grasp my arm with both hands while we walked, as if she were Helen Keller and I was Anne Sullivan. When Renee Wilters started hanging around Jackie Tilsdey instead of me, I felt the giddy relief you feel when you pass off the joker to someone else when you’re playing Go Fish.

The real reason I was so supposedly “kind”—well, it was just less painful to put up with a weird person’s company than to feel the horrible weight of their loneliness. I had a low tolerance for other people’s pain; that’s what it was. And a low tolerance for other people’s pain guarantees that you win the booby prize of hangers-on and clinging, irritating oddballs. You’re probably destined to grow up to be the sort of person who’s nice to telemarketers and who gives money to starving children in Africa while everyone else buys some great new pair of shoes instead. You’re definitely the one the dog stares at during dinner.

But on the other hand, Gillian Tooley had alcoholic parents, and Kevin Frink’s mom drove a hearse, and Renee Wilters lived in that creepy house with all the cats, and you could see they were hurting inside. I guess I also had the old-fashioned beliefs that if everyone turned their back on hurting people, the world would not be a very nice place. And that nice was a great word, even if it was a stepped-on and shoved-aside word, and even if nice people were stepped on and shoved aside too. That’s what I told myself anyway, every time I felt hollowed out by someone’s need, the kind of hollow that makes your insides feel like the wind is rushing through and that sends in the loneliest of lonely thoughts: How did I get HERE? You tell yourself that what you’re doing is good, because nice is sort of the reward for your efforts. A limp reward, a forever bronze medal, but still a reward. Helping people becomes who you are and what you do. It’s your job in the universe, and no one likes their job all the time. Still, you do it.

When I went to my room later that day, then, the day Juliet and Hayden came home married and pregnant, I shut the door and pulled out the boxes of books under my bed. It was clear that something should be done, although I had no idea what or for whom, which was probably a lie I was already telling myself. I saw those eyes, his eyes, again in my mind and the helplessness in those shoulders and I felt a true want, the urge to help maybe for the first time out of actual desire and not out of a painful sort of pity. I hunted through a few of the books—Principles of Psychology, Behavior Understood, Casebook of Abnormal Psychology, Personality Disorders of Our Age—looking for the right kind of advice. All of the psychology books I read said that too much information was bad for kids, but if you wanted too much information, they were a great place to start.

Personally, I loved information. The more, the better. Knowledge was a personal life preserver you could always count on when you were swimming in the deep end. I ran my finger down the glossaries. Teen pregnancy wasn’t exactly accurate—Juliet was twenty. I didn’t know how to define the problem. I couldn’t exactly find Nonmaternal Sisters Suspected of Getting Pregnant on Purpose. Or even, Nice Guys About to Be Destroyed.

I gave up on the books for the moment. I ignored a call from Nicole, who was likely only going to tell me about her father’s recent legal maneuver, or her mother’s, or a sighting of Jesse Waters from our American Government class whom we nicknamed Shy, because that’s what he was. Jesse was cute and quiet and never said a word to anyone, and Nicole loved him madly and was convinced he loved her back only he couldn’t express it. She’d use her camera phone to sneak-take pictures of him, or even better, herself with him in the background. She could study those pictures for hours. She’d give his elbow or ear or jacket sleeve fine qualities, like sensitivity or generosity.

I was at a loss about what to do with myself and my thoughts. I tried to do my biology homework for a while, but the pictures of the swimming organisms in a marine biome only made me think of one thing. Right then at that moment, a creature was growing inside my sister—creature was the word I thought of first. Cells dividing and forming. Baby. I tried to make this more than a word. More than science or a Fisher-Price commercial, with chubby-cheeked toddlers and sturdy dump trucks; more than the pink, soft smell in the baby aisle at the grocery store. This would be a real person, with real toes and real lips and real things it needed from us. But no matter what I did, baby just seemed like an idea, an unreachable concept like Paris or Mardi Gras or husband.

After a while, the smell of lasagna came up the stairs—warm cheese and tomato sauce, a dinner’s ready smell that would have ordinarily meant I’d be called to set the table. But I heard Mom down there, opening drawers and cupboards and doing it herself, and when she finally called us to eat, the daffodils had been set in a vase in the middle of the table.

“Your sister is having a baby,” she said, as we sat around the table and she edged out a fat piece of lasagna and slid it toward Hayden’s plate which he’d held up at her request. Most people could manage only a single tone in their voice—disappointment, or sarcasm, or joy. But my mother could play an orchestra of emotion in hers. In six words, she conveyed that she had been disappointed, gotten through it, and was now trying to view things in a positive light.

Juliet shouldn’t be trusted with a baby, I imagined myself saying. But I didn’t want to say what I was really thinking in front of Hayden, who might get the wrong idea of me or, rather, the right idea of me. Instead, I ran the words through the nice and polite filter and out they came in their revised form, sort of like a doughnut going through the icing machine. “So I heard,” I said. “That’s great.”

“You’re going to be an auntie,” Juliet said.

There was something about this that made me feel suddenly sick. Maybe because she made the word cute, and Juliet never made words cute. Juliet was a lot of things—beautiful and aloof and strong, feminine enough that men seemed to want to rescue her. But she was never artificially adorable. Maybe being pregnant had done it—something about hormones and maternal instinct. Maybe after the baby, she’d turn into Ally Pete-Robbins, our neighbor with the rotten twin boys, who hung those holiday banners up in her yard, in case we might forget it was Christmas.

“Wow,” I said. I remembered suddenly the time Juliet was supposed to watch Ginger, the Martinellis’ dog, when they took their new RV, the Pleasure Way, out for its maiden voyage to Montana. She’d forgotten to feed the little dog for a full day and a half until I had reminded her. Maybe it was a good idea that she’d come home to have the baby after all. Maybe it would have to stay in my room so that I could keep an eye on it.

“You going out to the game or something tonight?” Juliet asked me. And just like that, we were transported to some sort of normal life. Or we were using my normal life to pretend everything else was normal. Juliet was inhaling her lasagna like one of those superpowerful vacuums you see on TV, the ones that can suck up nails.

“It’s May. Football season was over a long time ago.” This was a stupidity of hers I was comfortable pointing out.

Hayden laughed, covered Juliet’s hand with his. It was a sweet laugh. The sort of laugh that meant he thought everything she did was fabulous. She probably could have robbed a bank teller at gunpoint and he would have thought it charming.

“Game. Any game. Not just football,” she said. “I didn’t just mean football.”

“Football games are a singles bar with an ASB card,” I said. Hayden grinned at me across the table and I grinned back.

“Scarlet would never go to a singles bar,” Juliet said to Hayden. “She’s the good one in the family. She’s never done a wrong thing in her life.”

“No,” I said. “That’s not true.” She was right, though.

“Okay, she cut her own hair when she was three,” Juliet said.

“It was a lot of hair,” Mom said.

“After that, her days of wild living were over.”

“Ah, you don’t know. You don’t know that at all. Everyone has their secrets,” Hayden said.

He looked at me and grinned and I had one of those flashes of irrational thoughts you get sometimes, like when you’re sure a song on the radio has been played as a message to you, or when you think a certain star can bring you particular luck. When he said that, I felt like he might know things about me. Things I didn’t even know about myself yet. Things that might happen or would happen. “I’ll never tell,” I said.

“Okay, there’s no football. There are still spring sports to go to,” Mom said.

“Track meet … The student production of The Music Man. Whatever.” Juliet had gone to all those things when she was at Parrish High. Some people are high school people and some people are not high school people, and that’s just a fact of life. Juliet was one, and I wasn’t. She could do high school because she didn’t care about it in the least, whereas I couldn’t because I cared too much.

“Oklahoma,” I said.

“Again?” Juliet said.

“Mrs. Phipps, the drama teacher, lacks imagination,” I said to Hayden.

“Well, it is Friday night,” Mom said.

Sometimes you’ve been lectured on a topic so often that all a person has to do is say a few words and all of their former lectures come pouring out of your brain like people from a crowded elevator. It’s a good time-saving trick for the person doing the lecturing. My mom, Annabeth Ellis, assistant manager of Quill Stationers, was under the impression that my life was lacking things—things like more friends, places to go, stuff to do, a passion, a boyfriend, maybe. I had held back from pointing out that these were precisely the things her own life was lacking—she had her job, sure, and her oldest friend, Allison Bond, and the women in Allison’s scrapbook club. She had her boyfriend, Dean Neuhaus, too. But when she came home from work, she’d flop on her bed, claiming exhaustion, and she complained often that she had nothing in common with the women in that club, who actually went on all the trips they were so decoratively remembering. And Dean—sure, he had a great job and a fancy car, but he was always pointing out how she could do things better. He had once taken out our own silverware tray from our own drawer and reorganized it so that only spoons were with spoons and knives with knives and he had cleaned it so that not a single bread crumb remained. Dean was more a promise of rejection than a boyfriend.

“Friday night. Why does everyone make such a big deal about Friday night,” I said.

“And New Year’s Eve, too,” Hayden pointed out. “Hate that.”

I smiled. “If you don’t have plans, you’re a loser.”

“If you don’t want to get drunk and wear those stupid hats,” he said.

“Those hats show disrespect for eons of evolution. We came out of the sea for that?”

He chuckled and stared back down at his lasagna because he knew, the same as me, that Mom’s level of irritation was rising. You could feel the silence being turned up as sure as if it were sound. I felt a surge of something. Happiness. It was that joy you feel when someone’s suddenly on your team when you were used to playing alone.

Mom’s lips were thin and tight. For some reason, she was being very motherly with me right then, probably because she wished she could do it with Juliet, but it was too late. She was never really much like that—even her lectures were more strong suggestions, darts thrown with best effort, with no expectation of actually hitting the bull’s eye. Honestly, how much could she actually care about my social life right at that minute? It felt a little like a mother performance. Displaying her authority to Hayden, the way teachers did on the first day of class to set the general tone.

“I used to love Friday night,” Juliet said.

“Scarlet, you have to make things happen for yourself. You can’t just wait around for the doorbell to ring,” Mom said, which, by the way, was exactly how she had met Dean Neuhaus. His Lexus had broken down on our street and his cell phone battery was used up, so he had asked to use our phone.

I rolled my eyes in Hayden’s direction, to let him know that public humiliation had no effect on me, and then used the favorite line of social losers: “I’ve got a ton of homework anyway,” I said.

“Well, it’s your decision,” my mother said with that uphill warning-rise in her voice. A person who says It’s your decision is informing you that your decision sucks, but I pretended not to know this. Instead, I smiled and changed the subject back to where it belonged. Someone needed to.

“When’s the baby due?”

“October tenth,” Juliet said.

“She’s four and a half months along.” My mother’s fork tinked against the plate in a way that seemed either angry or heartbroken. It was a long time to keep a secret. Juliet probably even had known last time we’d come to visit. I wondered what it would be like to keep that big a secret for so long. That could change you, maybe. The press of it day in and day out. Pretending everything was the same when we all sat in her hotel room and ate room-service meals. But Juliet looked just the same as she always did, except for maybe a small mound under her sundress if you looked closely. She was plucking off a crunchy corner of Hayden’s lasagna with her fork. I hated when she did that. You never wanted to sit by her at dinner because her fork would come visiting your plate uninvited.

“You thought of names?” I asked.

“Scarlet,” Mom said. Maybe she thought if we ignored this, it would go away. But I didn’t think that baby was going to stay inside Juliet forever.

“We haven’t talked about that yet,” Juliet said. You got the feeling they hadn’t talked about most things. “Hayden calls it Jitter, as in Jitterbug.”

I felt his embarrassment before I saw it, saw his neck flushing red. We didn’t know who he was or where he even came from, and this small bit of information seemed too suddenly personal. Maybe you should hear that someone is softhearted only after you at least know if they came from Saint Louis or Michigan. There’s an order to those things.

He braved our eyes, looked up. “It seemed wrong … you know. To keep calling it it.”

Juliet didn’t seem to notice his embarrassment. In fact, she didn’t seem to notice him much at all. When she looked at him, it was with the flat and uncommitted gaze one gives to boring television.

“Jitterbug … ,” my mother said slowly, as if this were taking a long time to reach the understanding part of her brain.

“It was just one of those things that comes into your head… .” Hayden said.

“I like it,” I said. “It’s very friendly.”

“Scarlet’s the generous one too,” Juliet said.

“Last time I heard, that was a good thing,” Hayden said.

Right then, one of the neighborhood dogs barked, Corky maybe or Ginger, and Zeus leaped to his feet and barked a loud and strong reply. He was doing his job, as far as I saw it. They communicated, and you communicated back, or you were rude. But Mom put her hand to her heart as if she’d just heard a cannon explode.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Jesus.”

If you judged by the mess we were all in then, it didn’t much look like He came when she called, either.

After dinner, Mom cut the pie and brought it into the backyard and she and Juliet had some hushed conversation that involved living arrangements and Juliet’s room versus the basement, while Hayden threw a tennis ball over and over for Zeus. There was the sort of tension that made you feel like someone had left the gas on in an enclosed room, even though we were outside.

My head felt too busy, as if it were an old room being moved into or out of—boxes about to be opened or shut, things being shifted around, movers bringing in new furniture there wasn’t a place for yet. I decided to surprise my mother and Juliet by not being such a loser introvert and by going over to Nicole’s after all. Her parents’ restraining orders sounded kind of peaceful. I left Mom a note, grabbed my backpack, and headed out.

As I walked down the drive, my eye caught on something over by the tire of Hayden’s truck—a sheet of paper folded and folded again until it was a fat chunk. When I leaned down to pick it up, I also saw the sticker on his back bumper: The only good clown is a dead clown. Ha. Another person with clown fear who was actually doing something about it.

Before I could open the paper to see what it was, I noticed old Clive Weaver across the street, on his hands and knees in his driveway. I liked Clive Weaver. I maybe even loved him. Even if he was always doing some loud, industrious thing like chainsawing tree branches or vacuuming his car at annoying hours on Saturday mornings, he made me feel happy when I saw him. He always gave a hearty wave and said hearty things to me like “Go give ’em hell today!” When he walked his dog, Corky, he let Corky lead, which sometimes meant that you’d find Clive Weaver in your hedges or up other people’s driveways. Right then, he was crouched next to his boxy white Jeep with no backseat, (which he’d bought when the postal service sold its old fleet), peering underneath. He was wearing his usual attire—blue shorts, blue shirt, and knee socks, as close as you could get to the mail carrier outfit he’d worn for thirty-five years without actually being the mail carrier outfit he’d worn for forty-five years.

“Mr. Weaver?” I called.

“I had them a minute ago,” he said.

“Did you lose something?” I asked.

He looked over at me, startled.

“My keys. I had them right here,” he said. His white hair stood out in an alarmed fashion. It was usually combed straight across.

“There.” I pointed. “In your hand.”

He looked down, his mouth gaping at the surprise appearance of the keys. He was really worrying me lately. His old-guy vigor and capability seemed to be seeping from him daily, turning into something confused and feeble.

“That happens to me all the time,” I lied.

“Goddamn,” he muttered.

“See you, then,” I said.

“See you,” he said to his keys.

Clive Weaver went to his mailbox next and opened it with a tiny key on his key ring. I hoped something was in there. He loved it when he got mail. You could tell. Even if it was some Domino’s Pizza ad or one of the endless notepads or calendars or letters from Yvonne Yolanda, Your Friend in the Real Estate Business, he seemed pleased. He’d walk off looking at the envelope with a smile and a bounce in his step, as if he were walking on promises. Most of all, I think, he loved to hate getting his electrical bill. He’d shake his fist at the envelope. “Roscoe Oil!” he’d say. “Those bastards!” But today, nothing. I heard the sad metal door shut against the sad metal box.

I held the clump of paper in my hand and unfolded it as I stood there on the grass. It was a letter. Black ink and small block letters. Hayden’s handwriting. I had no proof of it, but I knew it inside, down deep and clear as day, the way you know all of the most truthful things. It said:

 

A little evidence of God …

Stars.

Raspberries.

Sand dollars.

The need to make music and art.

Sight. Insight.

Tree rings.

Evolution, yes.

Genius, invention, and the brain itself.

Repetition of design, and on the flip side, variety of design.

The sea.

Color.

Language.

Babies.

And most of all … you, my beautiful Juliet.

 

For a moment, I could barely breathe. I held the note in my hand as Mr. Weaver shuffled inside; as Fiona Saint George shuffled outside, wearing all black and grasping a box of chalk; as the Martinellis’ dog, Ginger, squatted by the juniper bush; and as Ally Pete-Robbins’s banner blew in the breeze, reminding anyone who might forget such a thing that it was spring.

Some place opened in me that I didn’t know could open. I felt a rip, a thing being torn, and underneath, something laid bare that I’d never felt before, some sort of longing. The words on the page were as beautiful as any I had ever seen. They were an offering, a gift held out in careful, cupped hands. They were the shining silver tips of a wave at sea, in contrast to the deep, gray watery depths of those other words in my head. My baby, Juliet had said. My.


Chapter Four

In the morning, the smell of burned toast climbed the stairs, drifted into my room, and woke me up. Someone was burning toast in the kitchen, and usually Saturday mornings just smelled like the same old dusty-vent smell of the furnace going on or last night’s baked-chicken odor that couldn’t bear to leave us. No one cooked breakfast anymore—Mom would eat a bowl of Total (I once caught Dean Neuhaus grabbing a pinch of her side as if it were excess flab even though Mom had a thin, careful body), and I would have a bowl of Life, but the days of week-end breakfasts of French toast or scrambled eggs appeared to be over, disappearing right around Juliet’s senior year, when Mom basically decided her cooking days were done. After Juliet left, the two of us ate like bachelors, quick dinners sometimes downed while standing at the counter, take-out eaten with plastic forks out of white Styrofoam containers. So the burning-toast smell made me feel happy. I actually hurried out of bed with the kind of childhood excitement brought about by simple things like Otter Pops and a new lunch box and hot chocolate with marshmallows.

I pulled my hair up and made sure I didn’t look entirely stupid and was pleased when I saw that what I had imagined was true—Hayden stood at the kitchen sink in his jeans and a soft green T-shirt that looked a million years old. He was rumpled in a way that made you think of sex and sheets and Sunday morning and the bed he’d just risen out of next to my sister. His face was scrubbly and unshaven, and he held a piece of toast in one hand, scraping the black off with the edge of a knife. There was something about that scraping sound and the black dust falling into the kitchen sink, though, that made me feel bad for him again. Black toast was plain old good intentions gone awry.
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