

[image: cover]





    Praise for Deb Caletti’s The Nature of Jade

“Smooth, perceptive writing adds polish to an already compelling story….”

—BCCB

“A sure hit for fans of Sarah Dessen…. All in all, a pleasure.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Full of heart, great twists and fully realized, soulful and flawed characters.”

—Romantic Times, 4½ stars

“Caletti masterfully creates her character and setting with highly crafted, straight-to-the-heart prose.”

—VOYA




    Also by Deb Caletti

    The Queen of Everything

    Honey, Baby, Sweetheart

    Wild Roses

    The Fortunes of Indigo Skye


To Mom and Dad—my biggest fans, as I am yours.




    
PART ONE:
 
    Sea Boy and Desert Girl





CHAPTER ONE

Humans may watch animals, but animals also watch humans. The Australian Lyrebird not only observes humans, but from its forest perch, imitates them, as well. It’s been known to make the sound of trains, horns, motors, alarms, and even chainsaws …

—Dr. Jerome R. Clade, The Fundamentals of Animal Behavior

When you live one and a half blocks away from a zoo like I do, you can hear the baboons screeching after it gets dark. It can scare the crap out of you when you’re not used to it, as I found out one night right after we moved in. I thought a woman was being strangled. I actually screamed, and my mom came running in my room and so did my dad, wearing these hideous boxers with Santas on them, which meant he’d gotten to the bottom of his underwear drawer. Even Oliver stumbled in, half asleep in his football pajamas, with his eyes squinched from the light my parents flicked on.

The conversation went something like this:

Dad: God, Jade. Zoo animals! Baboons, for Christ’s sake.

Mom: I knew we should never have moved to the city.

Oliver (peering at Dad with a dazed expression): Isn’t it August?

I was told once, though, that we really would have something to fear if there ever were a big earthquake, like they’re always saying is going to happen at any moment here in Seattle. Then we’d be living in the most dangerous part of the city. See, all the electrical fences are, well, electrical, and so if the power went out for any length of time there’d be lions and tigers (and bears, oh my) running loose, panicked and hungry. You hear a lot of false facts around the zoo—you’ve got the husbands incorrectly correcting wives (“No, ha ha. Only the males have tusks, honey”), and you’ve got those annoying eight-year-olds you can find at nearly any exhibit, who know entirely too much about mole rats, for example, and who can’t wait for the chance to insert their superior knowledge into any overheard conversation (“Actually, those teeth are his incisors, and they’re used for protection against his greatest enemy, the rufous-beaked snake”). But this bit of frightening trivia came from one of the Woodland Park zookeepers, so I knew it was true.

That’s one of the reasons I have the live zoo webcam on in my room to begin with, and why I see the boy that day. I don’t mean I keep it on to be on alert for disaster or anything like that, but because I find it calming to watch the elephants. I also take this medicine that sometimes revs me up a little at night, and they’re good company when no one else is awake. Besides, elephants are just cool. They’ve got all the range of human emotion, from jealousy and love to rage and depression and playfulness. They have one-night stands and then kick the guy out. They get pissed off at their friends and relatives or the people who care for them, and hold a grudge until they get a sincere apology. They are there for each other during all the phases of their lives. A baby is born, and they help it into the world, trumpeting and stamping their feet in celebration. A family member dies, and they bury the body with sticks and then mourn with terrible cries, sometimes returning years later to revisit the bones and touch them lovingly with their trunks. They’re just this group of normally abnormal creatures going through the ups and downs of life with big hearts, mood swings, and huge, swingy-assed togetherness.

When we moved into our brick townhouse in Hawthorne Square by the zoo during my first year of high school, I had this plan that I’d go there every day to watch the gorillas and take notes about their behavior. I’d notice things no one else had, make some amazing discovery. I had this romantic idea of being Diane Fossey/Jane Goodall/Joy Adamson. I liked the idea of bouncy, open-air Jeeps and I liked the outfits with all the pockets, only I didn’t really want to live in Africa and be shot by poachers/get malaria/get stabbed to death. Bars between gorillas and me sounded reasonable.

I went over to the zoo and brought this little foldout chair Dad used for all of Oliver’s soccer and baseball and basketball games, and I sat and watched the gorillas a few times. The only problem was, it felt more like they were watching me. They gave me the creeps. The male was the worst. His name is Vip, which sounds like some breezy nickname a bunch of Ivy Leaguers might give their jock buddy, but Vip was more like those freaky men you see at the downtown bus stops. The ones who silently watch you walk past and whose eyes you can still feel on you a block later. Vip would hold this stalk of bark in his Naugahyde hand, chewing slowly, keeping his gaze firmly on me. I’d move, and just his eyes would follow me, same as those paintings in haunted-house movies. If that wasn’t bad enough, Vip was also involved in a tempestuous love triangle. A while back, Vip got gorilla Amanda pregnant, and when she lost the baby, he ditched her for Jumoke. He got her pregnant too, and after Jumoke had the baby, Amanda went nuts and stole it and the authorities had to intervene. It was like a bad episode of All My Primates.

So I moved on to the elephants, and as soon as I saw Chai and baby Hansa and Bamboo and Tombi and Flora, I couldn’t get enough of them. Baby Hansa’s goofy fluff of hair is enough to hook you all by itself. They are all just so peaceful and funny that they get into your heart. When you look in their eyes, you see sweet thoughts. And then there’s Onyx, too, of course. One notched ear, somber face. Always off by herself in a way that makes you feel sad for her.

I didn’t even need the little soccer chair, because there’s a nice bench right by the elephants. I went once a week for a few months, but after a while I got busy with school and it was winter, and so I decided to just watch them from home most of the time. There are two live webcams for the elephants, one inside the elephant house and one in their outdoor environment, so even when the elephants were brought in at night, I could see them. Twenty-four hours a day, the cam is on, for the pachyderm obsessed. I got in the habit of just leaving the screen up when I wasn’t using my computer to write a paper or to IM my friends. Now I switch back and forth between the cams so I can always see what’s going on, even if the gang is just standing around sleeping.

I never did really write anything in my “research notebook” (how embarrassing—I even wrote that on the front); making some great discovery about elephant behavior kind of went in the big-ideas-that-fizzled-out department of my brain. But the elephants got to be a regular part of my life. Watching them isn’t always thrilling and action packed, but I don’t care. See, what I really like is that no matter what high-stress thing is going on in my world or in the world as a whole (Christmas, SATs, natural disasters, plane crashes, having to give a speech and being worried to death I might puke), there are the elephants, doing their thing. Just being themselves. Eating, walking around. They aren’t having Christmas, or giving a speech, or stressing over horrible things in the news. They’re just having another regular elephant day. Not worrying, only being.

That’s why the elephant site is up on my computer right then, when I see the boy. I am stretched out on my bed and the elephants are cruising around on the screen, but I’m not even really watching them. My room’s on the second floor of our townhouse, and if you lie there and look out the window, all you see is sky—this square of glass filled with moving sky, like a cloud lava lamp. Sometimes it’s pink and orange and purples, unreal colors, and other times it’s backlit white cotton candy, and other times it’s just a sea of slow-moving monochrome. I’m just lying there thinking lazy, hazy cloudlike thoughts when I sit up and the computer catches my eye. The outdoor cam is on, which includes a view of the elephants’ sprawling natural habitat. Chai is there with baby Hansa, and they are both rooting around in a pile of hay. But what I see is a flash of color, red, and I stop, same as a fish stops at the flash of a lure underwater.

The red—it’s a jacket. A boy’s jacket. When the outdoor cam is on, you can see part of the viewing area, too, and the people walking through it. At first it’s this great big voyeuristic thrill to realize you can see people who are right there, right then, people who are unaware that you’re watching them from your bedroom. There’s probably even some law that the zoo is breaking that they don’t know about. But trust me, the people get boring soon enough. It’s like when you read blogs and you get this snooping-in-diaries kind of rush, until you realize that all they talk about is how they should write more often. People’s patterns of behavior are so predictable. At the zoo, they stay in front of the elephants for about twelve seconds, point to different things, take a photo, move on. The most excitement you get is some kid trying to climb over the fence or couples who are obviously arguing.

But this time, the red jacket compels me to watch. And I see this guy, and he has a baby in a backpack. The thing is, he’s young. He can’t be more than a year or two older than I am, although I’m pathetic at guessing age, height, and distance, and still can’t grasp the how-many-quarts-in-a-liter type question, in spite of the fact that I’m usually a neurotic over-achiever. So maybe he’s not so young, but I’m sure he is. And that brings up a bunch of questions: Is he babysitting this kid? Is it his huge-age-difference brother? It can’t be his, can it?

The boy turns sideways so that the baby can see the elephants better. Baby? Or would you call him a toddler? I can’t tell—somewhere in between, maybe. The boy is talking to the baby, I can see. The baby looks happy. Here is what I notice. There is an ease between them, a calm, same as with zebras grazing in a herd, or swallows flying in a neat triangle. Nature has given them a rightness with each other.

My friend Hannah, who I’ve known since I first moved to Seattle, would say I am interested in the boy on the screen only because he’s cute. Hannah, though, seemed to wake up one day late in junior year with a guy obsession so intense that it transformed her from this reasonable, sane person into a male-seeking missile. God, sorry if this is crude, but she had begun to remind me of those baboons that flaunt their red butts around when they’re in heat. Talking to her lately, it goes like this:

Me: How did you do on the test? I couldn’t think of anything to write on that second essay question.

Hannah: God, Jason Espanero is hot.

Me: I don’t think it’s fair to give an essay question based on a footnote no one even read.

Hannah: He must work out.

Me: I heard on the news that a fiery comet is about to crash into the earth and kill us all sometime this afternoon.

Hannah: He’s just got the sweetest ass.

It is true that the guy on the screen’s cute—tousled, curly brown hair, tall and thin, shy-looking—but that’s not what keeps me watching. What keeps me there are the questions, his story. It’s The Airport Game: Who are those people in those seats over there? Why are they going to San Francisco? Are they married? She’s reading a poetry book, he’s writing in a journal. Married literature professors? Writers? Weekend fling?

The boy doesn’t take a photo and move on. Already, he is not following a predictable path. He stands there for a long time. The baby wears this blue cloth hat with a brim over his little blond head. The boy leans down over the rail, crosses his arms in front of himself. The baby likes this, pats the boy’s head, though the boy is probably leaning only to relieve the weight of the backpack. The boy watches Hansa and Chai, and then Hansa wanders off. Still, he stands with his arms crossed, staring and thinking. What is on his mind? His too- youthful marriage? His nephew/brother on his back? The college courses he is taking in between the nanny job?

Finally, the boy stands straight again. Arches his back to stretch. I realize I have just done the same, as if I can feel the weight of that backpack. You pass a bunch of people in a day—people in their cars, in the grocery store, waiting for their coffee at an espresso stand. You look at apartment buildings and streets, the comings and goings, elevators crawling up and down, and each person has their own story going on right then, with its cast of characters; they’ve got their own frustrations and their happiness and the things they’re looking forward to and dreading. And sometimes you wonder if you’ve crossed paths with any of them before without knowing it, or will one day cross their path again. But sometimes, too, you have this little feeling of knowing, this fuzzy, gnawing sense that someone will become a major something in your life. You just know that theirs will be a life you will enter and become part of. I feel that sense, that knowing, when I look at this boy and this baby. It is a sense of the significant.

He stands and the baby does something that makes me laugh. He grabs a chunk of the boy’s hair in each of his hands, yanks the boy’s head back. Man, that has to hurt. Oh, ouch. But the baby thinks it is a real crack-up, and starts to laugh. He puts his open mouth down to the boy’s head in some baby version of a kiss.

The boy’s head is tilted to the sky. He reaches his arms back and unclenches the baby’s fingers from his hair. But once he is free, he keeps his chin pointed up, just keeps staring up above. He watches the backlit cotton candy clouds in a lava-lamp sky, and it is then I am sure this is a story I’ll be part of.



CHAPTER TWO

In the animal world, sisters are frequently caretakers. Wolf sisters become babysitters when their parents leave to find food. Sister acorn woodpeckers take care of their siblings from birth, even giving up their first year of adult freedom to stay behind in the nest and look after them …

—Dr. Jerome R. Clade, The Fundamentals of Animal Behavior

You are wondering about the medicine I take, so let’s just get that part out of the way so you don’t think I’m dying or something. I’m going to describe it logically, but there’s really nothing logical about it. My illness is like instinct gone awry, and there’s not too much sense you can make of that.

So, number one: When I was fourteen, my grandmother died. If you want to know the truth, she wasn’t even a particularly nice person, which you can tell by the fact that we called her Grandmother Barbara and not the more cozy things you call the relatives you like, such as Granny, Nana, Grams, et cetera. Grandmother Barbara would give you horrible clothes for presents and then ask why you weren’t wearing them the next time you saw her. She was impatient with Oliver when he was little, wore a nuclear cloud of perfume, and hugged like she wished she could do it without touching. Once I caught her snooping in my room during a visit, looking for evidence of my rampant sex life or my hidden stash of drugs and alcohol, I guess. God, I still wore Hello Kitty underwear at the time.

She was also the kind of relative that had a bizarre, inexplicable obsession about your romantic success. Starting somewhere around the age of five, up until the last visit I had with her, our conversations went like this:

Me: So, lately, school’s been great and I’ve been getting straight A’s and I’m the vice president of Key Club and a member of the Honor Society and do ten hours of community service a week and have discovered a cure for cancer and successfully surgically implanted the kidney of a guppy into a human and …

Grandmother Barbara: Do you have a boyfriend?

Still, she was my grandmother, and she was dead. She’d had a heart attack. She had been overcome with this shooting pain down her chest and arm—she told my father on the phone before he called the ambulance—and that was that. Alive; not alive. There was a funeral and this box she was supposedly in, this ground. Her body was there in the dirt, the same body that walked around and snooped in my stuff and stunk of Chanel. See, it suddenly struck me that there was such a thing as dead, and all of the ways one could get dead. I’d wake up in the night and think about it and become so frightened at the idea that I wasn’t going to be here one day that I could barely breathe.

Then, number two: A few months later, my parents went away on a trip. Hawaii. Second honeymoon, because they were fighting too much after it had been decided that we were moving from Sering Island, which Mom loved, to the city, which she already hated. She was pissed and he was trying to buy her good mood with a swim-up bar and a couple cans of macadamia nuts and “memories to last a lifetime.” Or so the hotel brochure said.

My mom was nervous about leaving—she wrote pages of instructions for my aunt who was staying with us, and just before they left for the airport I caught Mom in the kitchen. She was holding a paper lunch bag up to her mouth.

“Mom?”

I startled her. The bag came down. “Jade,” she said, as if I’d caught her at something.

“What are you doing?”

“Planes. I’m just. Having jitters. About. Flying. It’s supposed to help. Breathing in a bag.” She had gotten an electric starter-tan, but her face was pale. My dad walked in then.

“Nancy. We’re going to be late.”

“I’m coming.”

“What are you doing?” Dad looked crisp, competent. He had a golf shirt on, tucked into khakis, a travel bag over his shoulder.

“Nothing,” she said. She put the bag on the counter.

“Thousands of people fly every day,” he said. “I, for one, don’t want to miss the plane.”

Hugs good-bye, off they went. My aunt looked slightly lost at first, clapped her hands together and said, “Well! Here we are!” with too much cheer and a dose of desperation. She’s got that nervous thing around kids that childless people have. Like if they turn their backs, you’re going to blow something up. And they’re not sure quite what to say to you—either they ask what you’re learning in school, or they talk about the economy.

The evening was going along fine. Aunt Beth made macaroni and cheese, with very little butter because she was on a diet, so it wasn’t so great, but oh, well. We watched a video she brought over, some National Geographic thing about pyramids, which Oliver loved but I was about snoozing through. I decided to go to bed but I wanted to get a snack first, so I walked into the kitchen. I don’t know what had been going on in my subconscious for the last few hours, but here’s what happened:

I see the bag on the counter. It has my mother’s lipstick around the edges. Something about that blown-up bag makes me think of those oxygen masks that pop down from the ceiling of airplanes. I think about those airplanes that crashed into the World Trade Center, the hijackers, and my parents on an airplane. I think of those people on that burning plane, and the ones jumping out of the buildings, and suddenly I get this sharpness in my chest, like my grandmother had, and I can’t breathe. I literally can’t catch my breath, and I feel like I’m in some really small box I’ve got to get out of or I’m gonna die, and there’s no way out of the box.

I clutch the counter. I almost feel like I could throw up, because suddenly I’m hot and clammy and lightheaded. I can’t really be dying, right? Fourteen-year-olds don’t have heart attacks, but even though I’m telling myself this, my body isn’t listening, because I need out of this box and there is no out and I’m gonna die.

I’m gasping and I don’t even have enough air to cry out, same as the time in second grade when I landed hard on my back after falling off the jungle gym. I am aware, too aware, of my heartbeat, and then Oliver comes in. I’m panicking, shit, because I can’t breathe, and Oliver must see this in my eyes and he goes and runs and gets Aunt Beth. I hear him call her name, but it’s really far off, and I’m in this other world where there’s only this fear and this pain in my chest and no air and this feeling of Need Out!

“Jade? Jade, are you choking?” Aunt Beth is there, and she takes hold of my shoulders and I don’t want her to touch me, but on the other hand I want her to put her arms around me and make me breathe again. “Water,” she says, and lets me go. “Get a glass of water, Oliver.”

I am so cold and hot and clammy all at the same time, that pass-out feeling. But instead of passing out, I throw up. Right on the kitchen floor, and I’m sorry for the gory details. I hate throwing up. No one likes it, I know, but I detest it, and that feeling of choking is the worst. My heart is beating a million miles an hour, and I’m shaking and Aunt Beth gets me to the couch to sit down. The pyramid show is still going on, I remember that.

Oliver stands there looking worried and holding a glass of water.

“It was that macaroni and cheese,” Aunt Beth says.

Only it wasn’t.

Because it kept happening. Three years later, it still happens sometimes. The medicine helps it happen less. That week, though, I succeeded in doing two things—I convinced everyone that I was nuts, and I convinced Aunt Beth never to have children.

My parents came home early from their trip. My father seemed pissed, my mother, sort of relieved. They took me to a doctor, who found nothing wrong. They took me again and again, because I knew something was wrong. They kept saying I was fine, but, excuse me, I know when my own body isn’t acting like it should. I felt the symptoms in my heart, my chest, this shortness of breath. Maybe it was a cardiac problem. I could have a hole in my heart or a murmur, whatever that was, or something. I know what I felt. And what I felt was a real, physical happening.

I only threw up that one time, but the other feelings kept coming, at night in bed, and in school—God, once right during PE. I held onto the gym wall feeling like I was going to pass out, sweat running down my face and the jocks staring at me and then going right on playing basketball. The male teacher (twit) thought I had cramps and sent me to the nurse’s room. Ms. Sandstrom, she’s the one who called my mom and told her I had what she thought was a panic attack. She said we should see a psychologist. Actually, she said this after about my sixth or seventh visit to the nurse’s room. See, I kept avoiding the gym, in particular, because I thought it would keep happening there since it happened there once, so Ms. Sandstrom was seeing a lot of me. This same thing had happened to Ms. Sandstrom, she told me, when she first moved away from home and went to college. Panic disorder. Anxiety. She had her first attack in the campus dining hall and didn’t go back there for five months.

I saw a psychologist, and then also a psychiatrist, who I only visit now if my medication seems messed up. I see the psychologist every two to four weeks, depending on how things are going. I really like the guy I have now, Abe, which is what I’m supposed to call him. His last name is Breakhart, so you can understand the first-name-basis insistence. For a guy that’s supposed to be fixing people, it seems like a bad omen. The psychiatrist finally put me on medicine because these episodes were making my life hell. I was sure I was dying, only no one knew it yet except me. Nothing made sense. I tried to logic myself out of it, not to have the thoughts, but it wasn’t like it was always thoughts = attack anyway. Sometimes it was more like attack = thoughts. Once I had attacks, I started worrying about getting more. After I had the first episode, I started listening hyper-carefully to see if it was going to happen again. Was my chest tight? Did I feel short of breath? Could I feel my heart beating? Was I about to lose all control in public? Was I going to die after all, and were all those people who said I wasn’t going to feel horrible that they were wrong? Your body does all kinds of things that are disturbing when you start really paying attention, believe me.

And I had no idea when it might kick into gear. It wasn’t like I panicked every time I was somewhere high up, or in an enclosed space, or during a storm. It could be none of those things, or all of them. I could (can) panic in a car, a new situation, any time a person feels a twinge of nerves. It’s a twisted version of Green Eggs and Ham: I could panic in a train! I could panic on a plane! I could panic on the stairs—I could panic anywhere!

I didn’t even want to go to school, because what if it happened there again? In class or something, when we were taking a test? How many cramps can you have? What if I threw up during an assembly, with the whole school there? People who have these panic attacks sometimes have “social anxiety,” which means, basically, you don’t want to go out in the world. But I think sometimes they’ve got their cause and effect screwed up. Would you want to get on a bus if you thought your body might do this? Would you want to be in a crowd of people? Sitting in Math? That kind of fear, that kind of physical out-of-control is … well, private.

Anyway, I am not my illness. “Girl with Anxiety,” “Trauma of the Week”—no. I hate stuff like that. Everyone, everyone, has their issue. But the one thing my illness did make me realize is how necessary it is to ignore the dangers of living in order to live. And how much trouble you can get into if you can’t. We all have to get up every morning and go outside and pretend we aren’t going to die. We’ve got to get totally involved with what we’re going to wear that day, and how pissed we are that another car cut us off, and how we wish we were in better shape, so we don’t have to think about how little any of that really matters. Or so we don’t think about how we’re just vulnerable specks trying to survive on a violent, tumultuous planet, at the mercy of hurricanes and volcanoes and asteroids and terrorists and disease and a million other things. We concentrate on having little thoughts so we don’t have BIG THOUGHTS. It’s like those days when you’ve got a really bad pimple but you still have to go to school. You’ve got to convince yourself it’s not so bad just so you can leave the house and actually talk to people face-to-face. You’ve got to ignore the one big truth—life is fatal.

I hurry home after school the day after I see the red-jacket boy. I want to see if he and the baby will reappear. I drop my backpack at the foot of the stairs as I come in, head up to my room.

“Jade?” Mom calls from upstairs. She’s in her bathroom, I’m guessing, judging by the muffled sound of her voice.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“How was school?”

“Fine.”

“The day went all right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I got my dress for homecoming,” she says.

Yeah, you read that right.

My mom has gone to more homecomings than I have—four for four. I went once, with one of my best friends, Michael Jacobs, during a time we thought we liked each other more than friends but didn’t really. As vice president of the PTSA, my mother chaperones the dances, which means she goes when I don’t. I swear, she’s got more pictures taken in front of phony sunsets and palm trees and fake porches than I do (with Mr. Robinson, my math teacher; Mitch Greenbaum, Booster Club president; Mr. Swenson, P.E., etc.), more corsages pressed between pages of our Webster’s dictionary, more shoes dyed to odd colors. She’s involved in every other committee and program my school has, too, from fund-raising to tree planting to graduation ceremonies to teacher appreciation days. Most irritating is The Walkabout Program, where “concerned parents” walk the school hallways in between classes to promote safety and good behavior, i.e., to spy. They even wear badges around their necks that read SAS—Safety for All Students. One time, some kid got into the badge drawer with a Magic Marker and swapped all the first and second letters, giving you an idea of how appreciated the program is.

Don’t get me wrong. I love my mother, and I feel bad having these mean thoughts. Because Mom, she’s one of the few people I can really talk to, who understands me. Sometimes she knows what I’m feeling before I even realize it. And we have a great time together. We make fun of the really bad clothes in the discount stores, and put ugly and embarrassing things into each other’s carts when the other person’s not looking. We tell each other about good books and talk each other into ordering a milk shake with our cheeseburger. But sometimes it just feels like she’s this barnacle we learned about in biology. It discards its own body to live inside of a crab (read: me), growing and spreading until it finally takes over the crab’s body, stealing its life, reaching its tentacles everywhere, even around its eyes. Well, you get the idea.

“Wanna see?” Mom calls.

“In a sec,” I say.

I want to get to my computer. I want to be there if the red-jacket boy happens to come back. I knock on my doorframe three times, which is just this thing I like to do for good luck, then I go in. I log on, and sit down. Then there’s a knock at my door.

“What do you think of the color?” Mom asks. Rose-colored taffeta, no sleeves, sash around the middle. The dress actually swishes as she walks. “With the right bra …”

“It’s real nice, Mom.” It screams homecoming. Or bridesmaid.

“You don’t like it.”

“Not for myself, but it’s great on you.”

She checks herself out in the mirror on the back of my door. She lifts her blond hair up in the back, even though there’s not much to lift. She tilts her chin, sucks in her stomach. Something about this makes me sad, the way women with eighties-style permed hair make me sad. The way old ladies in short-shorts make me sad.

“I think it makes me look slimmer,” she says. She’s always worrying about this—pretty needlessly, because she’s average weight. Still, we’ve got low-fat and “lite” everything, and tons of those magazines with articles like “Swimsuits That Flatter Every Figure” and “Five Minutes a Day to a Tight Tummy.” It makes you realize how basically everything we do comes down to a) mating or b) competing for resources. It’s just like Animal Planet, only we’ve got Cover Girl and Victoria’s Secret instead of colored feathers and fancy markings, and the violence occurs at the Nordstrom’s Half-Yearly Sale.

“You don’t have to look slimmer. You’re fine.”

“God, I’m just glad for fabric with spandex. Just shove in the jiggly parts and zip. Are these considered unhealthy weight issues that’ll make your daughter turn anorexic?”

“Nah,” I said. “I think they’re completely normally abnormal. Besides, you know how I hate throwing up.”

“Okay, whew. I can chalk that off my list of concerns.”

“Yeah, stick to worrying about me robbing banks.”

“Or your drug dealing. I’ve been thinking that it’s something you should quit. I know you like the money, honey, but it’s just not right.”

I laugh. “You’re not going to make me give that up,” I faux-groan. This is my favorite version of Mom. The relaxed, watch-romantic-movies-together Mom. The let’s-stay-in-our-pj’s-all-day Mom.

But suddenly she takes a sharp left turn into the version I’m not so thrilled with. The I-want-more-for-you Mom. I hear it in her voice, which goes up a few octaves. “So? How was school today?” she asks.

“Fine. I told you.” I’m trying to keep the edge off of my words, but it’s creeping in anyway. “And, no, no one asked me to homecoming.”

“Jade. Jeez. I didn’t say anything.”

But I know it’s what she’s really asking. It’s in the way she says “So?” As if it can unlock a secret.

“Are you getting your period?” She narrows her eyes.

“No! God. I hate that. I hate when every negative act is blamed on your period.” Sometimes bitchiness is just bitchiness, happily unattached to anything hormonal. It should get full credit.

“I’m sorry. I hate that too. It’s just … You. I want you to have a great year,” Mom says.

“I don’t even want to go to homecoming. And no, it’s not because of anxiety.” We’d been mother and daughter long enough that I hear that in her voice too. When you’ve got a situation like mine, people are always looking at you sideways, trying to figure out what’s you and what’s the illness, as if there’s some distinct line down the center of my body they should see but don’t. “It’s because of people dancing like they’re having sex while you’re trying not to feel weird about it and everyone all made up and phoniness and because somewhere inside you’re always wishing you were home, eating popcorn and watching TV.” In my opinion, dances like that are one of those painful things we all pretend are fun but really aren’t.

Mom sighs. Her dress rustles. “I hear you. I do. Wait, what am I saying? I never even went to a dance when I was your age. But your senior year. It should be fun. It should be one of the happiest in your life.”

“You always tell me how much you hated your senior year,” I say.

“I hated all of high school,” she admits. “I was so glad to get to college, I cannot tell you. Let’s just say, I was a late bloomer. College, now, that was a good time. College, I was good at. I had friends, went to parties, got good grades—the whole thing. But high school. Oh, my God.”

“Ha-ha. You ate lunch in the library.”

“Don’t remind me. Not that there’s anything wrong with the library.”

“I don’t eat lunch in the library. I’m happy,” I say. “Look.” I put on a huge, toothy smile. Wiggle my index fingers in the air. “See? Yay, happiness is flowing throughout me.”

Mom smiles. “You goof.”

“Happy happy, joy joy. Three cheers for late bloomers.”

“What do you keep looking at? It feels like you, me, and your computer are having this conversation.”

“Nothing.” I focus on her. “Just elephants.”

“All right. Okay. I’m going to go change.” She says this reluctantly, as if getting back into her jeans will change everything back, coach to pumpkin, glass slippers to the big yellow Donald Duck ones we gave her for her birthday and I think she actually hated.

I’m glad when Mom leaves, because I don’t want to miss that red jacket. I was so sure he’d be back that I’m bummed when I finally realize I must be wrong. No boy. No anyone, except for the Indian man in charge of the elephants.

I try to do homework—Advanced Placement American Government, Advanced Placement English, Calculus, Spanish, and Biology, which shows why I barely have a life. It’s hard to concentrate, though. I keep peeking up, still holding out impossible hope for the nonexistent red jacket.

Another knock—Oliver, this time. You wouldn’t believe how many years it took to train that kid to knock. He’s ten years old, so minus one before he could walk—nine years. See, I’m not in Calculus for nothing.

“What?” I say, and he comes in. I bust up when he comes through the door. I could never quite get over the sight of Oliver in a football uniform. Oliver’s kind of small for his age, and he has this narrow face and thoughtful, pointy chin. His hair is a soft blond like Mom’s, where mine is black like Dad’s. He looks too sweet for football. He is too sweet for football. That’s why he’s coming to see me.

“Don’t laugh,” he says. “I hate it. Help me.” He holds his helmet under one beefed-up arm, just like you see the real football guys do. He waddles over, sits on my bed.

“Talk to him. Tell him how much you can’t stand it.” Him, meaning Dad. My father, Bruce DeLuna, is a financial officer for Eddie Bauer, and a bit sports obsessed. To him, there’s nothing that can’t be cured by a brisk jog or vigorous game of touch football, even anxiety. He had this whole “cure” mapped out for me once, which actually included calisthenics. Dad’s the kind of person who thinks he knows “what is what” and how exactly things should be, which means he misses the point about most everything. I’ve gotten him off my back, though, mainly by using his narrow-minded female stereotyping to my benefit. Shameless, but it’s a survival tactic. See, I’m a girl (the “just” hovers somewhere nearby in his mind, you can tell), and even though he constantly reminds me that I should be doing my “cardio,” he lets me off the hook on the team-sports thing. He tried me in softball for a while, but I’m one of those wusses that flinch when a baseball flies at my face. A ball hit me in the leg once, and after that, all I could do was crouch and hover and wonder when it was going to happen again. I’m sorry, it’s not my idea of a good time to stand alone while someone pelts a hard object my way, with basically only a stick and my bad hand-eye coordination for protection.

I know I’m making Dad sound like a dad stereotype, but it’s how he is. He loves sports and understands sports, and I see him as viewing the world in this sports-themed way—win/lose, right/wrong, yes/no. The garage needs cleaning: yes. I should buy you your own car: no. You can slack off on your grades every now and then: wrong. Sports are a good idea for girls and mandatory for boys: right.

So I can get off the athletic hook, but Oliver, who is a guy, can’t. Even if he hates sports and just wants to play his viola and read his Narnia books, he’s constantly signed up for soccer, basketball, Little League, and even the Lil’ Dragons karate course in town. I swear, the kid has so many uniforms, I don’t remember the last time I saw him in regular clothes.

“You know talking to him doesn’t do any good.”

“‘Being accountable to a team builds character.’” One of Dad’s expressions.

“I hate it.”

“‘There’s no ‘I’ in team.’”

“These other guys—they’re machines.”

“‘Sports are good practice for life. You’ve got to be able to hang tough.’”

“Please, Jade.” He’s almost crying. I can see fat tears gathering in the corners of his eyes. “He’s going to be home any minute to take me to practice. It’s so stupid. Guys smashing into each other, shoving each other down. What’s the point? The coach calls us men. ‘Okay men, in formation.’ We know we’re not men. And why? Why are we doing it? I’ve got homework.”

“‘A good athlete makes time for work and sport.’”

“Please. I can’t do this. I can’t.” A tear releases itself, slides down his nose. “What can I do?”

My brother was born when I was seven. I was old enough that I can still remember him as a baby, with his tiny toes like corn kernels and chubby wrists with lines around them, as if a rubber band had been placed there too tightly. Ever since he first grasped my finger and held on (a reflex, I was told, but who cares), I felt a responsibility toward him. He was my brother, which meant I both loved him and wanted to kill him often, but that there was no way I’d ever let anyone else lay a finger on him. “Okay, Oliver. Let me think.”

“Hurry.”

“Okay, okay.” Broken arm, broken leg—too drastic. Run away? Nah, he’d have to come home sometime.

“Help me, Jade.”

Sick. Yeah. Really sick. Undeniably sick. “Meet me in the bathroom.”

“He’s gonna be here in five minutes.”

“Just meet me there.”

I hop off my bed, tromp downstairs to the kitchen. Root around in the fridge. Even if we don’t have any, I can whip up a batch with some catsup and mayo. But, no, the phony-illness gods are with me. There, behind the milk and the jam and the single dill pickle floating in a huge jar of green juice, is the Thousand Island dressing.

I head up the stairs, and halfway up, I hear the garage door rising. Dad is never late when it comes to taking Oliver to sports practice. Once, I had to drive Oliver to soccer, was ten minutes late, and learned that there had apparently been a mis-print in the Bible on the Ten Commandments thing: Thou shalt not murder, thou shalt not commit adultery, thou shalt not be late to soccer. My father was so pissed, I practically had to get the lightning bolt surgically removed from my back.

I shut the bathroom door behind us. Oliver rises from where he was perched on the edge of the tub, the shower curtain a plastic ocean behind him. “You’re going to have to do some groaning, look bad,” I say as I unscrew the cap.

“Okay.”

I squirt a blob of the dressing down the front of the football uniform. Smear it around. Perfect.

“Oh, gross, it looks like I threw up.”

“That’s the idea, Tiger.”

“It looks so real,” Oliver says.

“Smush your bangs up with some hot water. But get a move on. He’s coming. Call out for Mom. You’re so sick, remember? Bleh.” I hurry. Screw the cap back on. Hide the dressing bottle in a towel.

“You’re a genius, Jade,” he says.

I smile. Feel a rush of sisterly competence and good will. It makes me happy to help him. He’s my brother, after all, and I love the little guy. It’s important I stick by him. Your sibling, after all, is the only other person in the world who understands how fucked up your parents made you.

Dad is ticked off that night, you can tell, probably because he got off work early for football practice for nothing. His dark eyes look as flat and hard as asphalt, his jaw line stone. Even his black hair looks angry, if that’s possible. It’s like he knows he can’t get mad at a sick child, so the anger just simmers around in there and presses from the inside out, making his face tight and his footsteps heavy on the stairs after dinner. He stays in the basement all evening, working on his train set, something he’s been building for a couple of years now, since we moved to Seattle. He’s got a mountain with a tunnel and the start of a town, and a place for a river sketched out on the big board that’s the base. His own world. He can move mountains, and no one complains. If he goes downstairs, you don’t bother him, or rather, it’s just pointless to try. The conversation goes something like this:

Me: Hi, Dad.

Dad: Hi.

Me: How’s it going?

Dad: Good.

Me: I got a ninety-six on my calculus test.

Dad: Oh, mmhmm. Great. Can you hand me that glue bottle over there?

Me: I also built a bomb in a Coke can and set it off in the cafeteria during lunch.

Dad: Oh, super.

So we leave him alone there, and it’s my personal opinion that he’s immersed in the project just to get away from us anyway. I love my dad. And he’s not always a father stereotype—sports fanatic, go-to-work-then-come-home-and-disappear. Sometimes he just cracks me up when he’s really relaxed and he is laughing so hard at his own jokes. He’s a lot of fun when he goes off his healthy eating regimen and buys a big bag of Doritos that we munch happily, our fingers orange and salty. He’s an incredible basketball player, even if he’s just average height, and makes the best fried chicken I’ve ever eaten, even if it’s the only thing he cooks. And I really like it when he watches dog shows on TV and talks to our dog, Milo. Milo’s a beagle and is a bit on the insecure side. He always walks around with his blankie in his mouth. It’s like he’s perpetually lovelorn, without the love part. Cover boy for Dogs Who Love Too Much. But Dad tries to boost his self-esteem. He’ll watch the parading boxers and terriers combed to perfection and he’ll scruff Milo under his chin and around his floppy ears and tell him what a good-looking dog he is, even if he’s a bit overweight. How he is the best dog, and if there were ever a dog show around here, there wouldn’t even be a contest. All the other dogs would just have to go home.

And Dad wasn’t always … missing in action. He used to come home when we were little and we’d all ride bikes together or he’d play board games or we’d roughhouse. Lately, though, I have the feeling he’s been taking single pieces of himself out of the house, one at a time. One, and then another, and another, until all of a sudden, you notice he’s not there anymore. Sure, he’s busy—he gets up in the morning, goes to the gym or for a run before he heads off to work, and then after work, he plays basketball a few evenings or stays late at his office or goes downstairs to do some more building on the train. But he’s most missing when he’s right there having dinner with us, or when we’re all driving in the car together, or watching TV. When you have a conversation with him, it’s less like he’s listening than he’s being quiet while you talk. His eyes are looking your way, but he’s not really with you. It makes me wonder if his absence is really just concealed disappointment. I get this feeling that he’s lived by all these rules all his life and tried to get us to live by them too, just like he was supposed to, but now it’s turned out to be something of a letdown. As if he’d followed step-by-step instructions on how to build an entertainment center and ended up with a nightstand instead.

The bad part about my Oliver-saving plan is that Oliver doesn’t get dinner—his stomach needs to settle, according to Mom, so all he has is ginger ale and a couple of saltines. After we eat, I bring him up some confiscated slices of that thin, rubbery orange cheese wrapped in cellophane, a couple of peanut-butter granola bars, and a banana. He is sitting up in bed, looking as happy as a released prisoner. He’s reading The Narnia Fact Book by the light of the clip-on lamp attached to his headboard. A shelf of trophies (for participation, not skill) is directly opposite him, the frozen figures packed tight and looking on the verge of a golden war, with their upraised arms and kicking feet and swinging bats.
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