
[image: image]




[image: ]





Dedication

For Wyatt.

You are my everything.





Epigraph

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet (1.5.167–8)
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1

SOMETIMES THINGS CAN be perfect. Sometimes everything and everyone you know can just float around in a kind of eternal, blissful loop like nothing can ever change and the world will just keep spinning perfectly on its axis, giggling, delirious with each turn.

And sometimes it can all fall apart.

Just like that.

SMASH.

Shards everywhere, sharp like a room full of razors.

Faster than you can say “Wait, but I didn’t know it would go! Hold on! I didn’t know it could ever change” it does change. And by then it’s too late.

Here. I’ll show you.

Look over there. See that gray stone fence that looks like it’s been here since before Columbus discovered America? The one covered with vines? Under the vines, the gray stones peeking out, playing hide-and-seek. Okay, now through that gate, the black, wrought-iron one.

There, see the big thicket full of trees? Eucalyptus, Torrey pines, cypresses, and even some redwoods? Okay, now down that dirt road. Through the clover and watch out for the poison oak.

There’s the clearing.

The light coming through the edge of the trees.

This is the part where I always have to stop. To catch my breath. To take it in. To feel it again for the thousandth time just like the first time.

Look.

The grass meadow swooping down down down into the cliffs and there, beyond the cliffs, the crashing deep blue Pacific Ocean. Westward, young one. That’s the direction you face. If you were magic you could see all the way to Tokyo.

And there, just where the meadow starts to swoop upward, perched just before the cliffs, the old Victorian house that looks a lot like it’s haunted. Yes, people think it’s a haunted house, but I know it’s not because it’s my house.

I think it’s the spires that make it look like a natural ghost habitat. And the wraparound porch. And the turrets. And the tiny graveyard in the corner of the property. That usually clinches it for people. But it’s been there forever. I mean, what are we gonna do? Move it?

See that little boy there? On the steps of the porch, looking out at the ocean? Well, that little boy there with the dark hair and giant eyes . . . that’s Henry. My kid brother. And, if it were two months ago, my kid brother Henry would come running up to me, and we’d go play hide-and-seek, or leapfrog, or we’d build an ant farm, or fashion a kite out of sticks and leaves, or we’d race all the way down the craggy path to the tiny beach below and throw ourselves onto the sand, panting, trying to catch our breath.

But it’s not two months ago.

It’s now.

Two months after our parents died.
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WHEN YOU SEE it in the newspaper it looks like this:

PROMINENT ENVIRONMENTALIST AND OCEANOGRAPHER DIE IN BOATING ACCIDENT



BIG SUR—Prominent environmentalist William Billings (43) and his oceanographer wife, Margo (39), died in a boating accident off the coast of Moss Landing. A police spokeswoman said the couple died when their boat turned over in the Portuguese Ledge State Marine Conservation area, during a sudden storm. William Billings was vice president of the Northern California Conservation Society and a board member of numerous environmental protection groups. He received the National Environmental Leadership Award for his work preserving the California coastline. Margo Billings, widely credited with the reinvigoration of Monterey Bay, was president of the Marine Mammal Preservation Cooperative. The couple leaves behind a twelve-year-old daughter and a ten-year-old son.

It doesn’t say I remember what she was wearing that day. She was wearing a navy-and-white-striped shirt and we joked around that she looked like a sailor and should be wearing a captain’s hat. It doesn’t say Henry thought they should bring sandwiches but Mom said she wasn’t hungry and so Henry made her just take some dried nectarines. It doesn’t say Dad had SPF 50 sunscreen all over his face and he looked like a ghost so I rubbed it in and he said “Boo!” and smiled and he tried to tickle me but I rolled my eyes and told him, Dad, I’m too old for tickling.

It says that I am twelve and that Henry is ten but it doesn’t say that Henry will be eleven in three months and we were already starting to plan his birthday party. It was going to be a spooky birthday party because Henry loves spooky things, especially skeleton pirates, and his birthday is October 26, so every year we have a “Spooky Birthday Party Spectacular” including a disco haunted house with glow sticks and a skull piñata.

It doesn’t say that now we will not be having that party because all Henry can do is sit on those steps and look out at the ocean and wait for my mom and my dad to come home.

And that would be a sad but peaceful thing to do, except . . .
 
“Would you kids stop making all that racket!”

That’s Terri. We call her “Terri the Terrible.”

Terri the Terrible is here to take care of us. Along with Claude, our uncle. We have also nicknamed Claude: “Claude the Clod.” So, between Terri the Terrible and Claude the Clod it’s a mouthful, but we kind of need it to get through, because, well, because they are jerk-faces. First class, grade A.

When we found out they were coming to take care of us we practically hurled ourselves off the cliff.

I know, I know, I’m supposed to be nice. But listen to this. The first day Terri the Terrible came in here, the first thing she did was move all the mahogany and cherrywood furniture up to the attic and replace it with a bunch of fake-royal, gold-gilded garbage that my mom would have thrown in the Dumpster before feeling guilty and then giving it to Goodwill. I’m serious. Everything in here is gold now and it makes no sense. This is a hundred-and-sixty-year-old house with wood everywhere and creaky stairs and now everything in here looks like it belongs on some kind of game show or reality TV program about housewives.

Terri wasn’t even nice about it. And she was mean to the guys. The guys moving it. She didn’t even treat them like people.

That’s the other thing.

Mom and Dad were always super nice to anyone who came in to do anything here in our place. As long as I can remember they would drill into us that everybody was equal and that we should treat everyone with respect, see what we could learn from those around us, and ask questions. It was common decency, Mom said. And if someone needed something, we should bend over backward to help them.

Helping other people was an opportunity to be a better person, Dad told us.
 
Their philosophy was simple, really. Their philosophy was kindness.

Not Terri’s.

She didn’t even look at the movers when she told them where to put all her horrible stuff. She just barked.

She even saw me looking at her in disbelief. You know how she replied?

“Oh, honey. I know it seems harsh; you can’t let these people take advantage of you.”

These people.

I think I know what she means by that.

Anyone else would have been mortified, but Terri didn’t seem to care. She just kept on barking orders and checking herself in that gold-gilded mirror and clinking the ice in her glass.

That’s something she’s really good at. Ice-clinking. Pouring lots and lots of liquid into a glass, swirling and clinking that ice in that glass some more.

And the worst part? She smokes.

I told her no one is allowed to smoke in our one-hundred-and-sixty-year-old house because it’s a fire hazard and, also, it’s gross, but she said, “There’s new rules now, sweetie.” And that was that.

And Claude the Clod? Well, he’s here but he’s not here. He’s never really anywhere. He’s kind of got his phone, or his Bluetooth, constantly glued to his ear and there is always an important phone call and he always has to get it no matter what. He has so many important phone calls you’d think he was the president of the world.

It’s always blah blah blah land deal or yadda yadda leases or whoop de doo tenants or permits or condos. Yep, he’s a real go-getter. If you want to engage him, better talk about real estate, because that’s all he cares about. One time he talked to me for an hour about the rise in market value of a Taco Bell near the Ontario airport.

Claude, I get the feeling, is the kind of person who could be vacationing in Rome and gaze up at the most beautiful cathedral, temple, or museum on earth and he would just say, “I wonder how much this place goes for?”

In case you are wondering, we do have another uncle . . . a long-lost uncle named Finn. Nobody has seen him for years because he’s too busy hiking the Himalayas or living among the Inuit people of the Arctic Circle or something. There’s a picture of him on the fireplace mantle, his face sunburned and lips chapped, smiling a toothy grin next to a Sherpa on the second base camp of Mount Everest. Although I have high hopes for him as a person of fascination and intrigue, I have zero hopes for him as someone who could actually take care of me and Henry in this particular domestic situation. Other than this photo, I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of Uncle Finn throughout the twelve years of my life thus far.

So, well . . . he’s out of the question.

We’re left with Clod and Terrible.

I can’t wrap my head around it. My mom and dad were so busy thinking about the oceans rising and the sun blazing, but somehow they never thought of this. A plan for us. Right here at home. In case something horrible happened. And then something horrible happened.

Sometimes I look at Terri and Claude and I think, Maybe Mom and Dad knew something we didn’t. Maybe they’re not so bad after all?

“Why do you kids insist on making so much noise?”

There she goes again. Standing in front of me and Henry on the stairs, she turns to me.

“Sweetie, you should really dye that hair. You look like a mouse! But the good news is mouse-brown hair goes to blond so easy. Just look at me!”

Henry looks at me and I try to freeze my face.

I do not say, “You mean, I would be pretty like you if I had banana-yellow hair and black roots and jewelry all over the place and makeup that looks like I’ve been applying and reapplying it for five hours straight?”

Everything about Terri feels so . . . fake. Right down to the baubles she has dangling on every available limb.

That’s the other thing. My mom never really wore jewelry. I mean, if it was a night out, she’d put on maybe a bracelet. But it would be an embroidered bracelet. From Istanbul. The kind of thing you wouldn’t notice at first and then you would notice it and realize it was the most intricate thing you ever saw. She didn’t care about diamonds or sparkly things that cost a zillion dollars because the things she thought were beautiful were things that came splashing out of the sea, things that played in the wake of a boat and talked to each other in whistles and clicks and underwater songs.

And makeup wasn’t at the top of her to-do list, either. Well, maybe if she felt like it, but even then just a little lipstick and mascara. Something subtle but not too committed. She would ask my dad, “Does this lipstick make me look like I’m trying too hard and everyone should fall in love with me because I’m pathetically desperate?” And my dad would shake his head.

Wow. Did he love her. She was always so strange, and her train of thought always went off in the funniest directions, and you couldn’t help but laugh at the weird, goofy, absurd paths her brain would take.

But makeup was never the focus of those strange musings.

So, you see, she was basically the opposite of Terri the Terrible.

I have a funny memory of my dad and mom having a “discussion” about having to spend Thanksgiving with Uncle Claude and Aunt Terri one year. It went something like this:

“Honey, husband, love of my life. I know that family is a priority, but maybe you could just send your brother and his girlfriend a fruit basket and we can go to West Marin? I mean, it’s not like you ever see him. Or talk to him. Or go bicycling with him down the coast and have a picnic and start singing that song from The Sound of Music in rounds with each other.”

“Margo, I understand that you’re not excited to go down to Orange County for Thanksgiving, but—”

“William Alexander Billings. It’s not that I’m not excited. It’s that I think I would rather slather myself in meat and frosting and throw myself in a great white shark breeding ground at sunset.”

“Why at sunset?”

“Feeding time.”

He nods.

“Margo Elizabeth Billings, maiden name Burke. If you slathered yourself in meat and frosting and went into a great white shark breeding ground at sunset then I would slather myself in even more meat and frosting and jump in before you. So, fine. We won’t go.”

“YAY! Let’s take the kids to West Marin, but don’t tell them, let’s keep it a surprise!”

She was always doing that. Surprises. It filled her with glee. Silly things. Ugly Christmas sweaters. A spooky bounce house. A Cinco de Mayo party in the middle of March, because March is so boring. After-dinner Mexican Loteria. A Chinese firework display on a random Wednesday night. A piñata for no apparent reason. She loved that stuff. Celebrations. Decorations. Surprises.

But the last surprise was not a happy surprise.

That would have really irked her.

At night, lying awake with the moon coming in through the blinds’ wooden slats, I see her. My mother, floating down down down into the sea, the moonlight in shards streaking through the water, her hair floating up above her, swaying gently back and forth, in the current, and around her, all around her, they come. The dolphins. And the whales. And the seals and sea otters. They all come to thank her. To honor her for honoring them. And they escort her, gently, gently down to her bed at the bottom of the sea. And they tuck her in, a blanket of silt, and surround her in a quiet prayer. We will protect you. We will comfort you. We will watch over you. And I wake up from this dream, each time, and look over at my little brother, because I have to make sure he can’t hear me cry.
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TONIGHT IS TERRI the Terrible’s big night. She is hosting her first soiree. It will be her big opportunity to show everyone the new kid in town—herself!

Henry and I are in charge of greeting her guests and getting their coats.

Marisol, our part-of-the-family-and-ever-beloved nanny, is supposed to relieve us of our coat-getting duty and then ferret us away so we can’t ruin the party. Because Terri says she doesn’t want a bunch of “screaming kids” around.

As if.

Fun fact: Marisol is the only one left around here who cares about us. She tucks us into bed and reads us stories and plays with us and helps us with our school projects and last night we even made homemade playdough. She told us you could even eat it, if you were hungry. But it would mostly just taste like eating purple.

Marisolita Ana Maria Zeron, aka Marisol, is from Guatemala and we basically all speak Spanglish to each other. My dad speaks . . . spoke fluent Spanish, from all this research he did in South America before he met my mom, so he and Marisol could talk and talk. He loved it. My mom used to tease him and call him a show-off, but I think she just wished she could speak it, too.

Henry and I know a few songs she taught us. “La Itzi Bitzi Araña” (“The Itsy Bitsy Spider”) and “La Cucaracha” (“The Cockroach”) and “Mariquita Mariquita” (“Ladybug, Ladybug”).

Come to think of it, all the songs are insect related. Is that weird?

But, yeah, we know some Español. We couldn’t have a conversation about the meaning of life, or supply-side economics, or anything. But we get by.

Marisol is really pretty, you know. She has giant brown eyes and a round face and long black hair that just goes straight no matter what. But what makes her really pretty is that she kind of just shines. Like there’s this glow around her. Made of kindness or something. And she loves us. She really does.

Since the accident, Henry has had a really hard time sleeping unless she’s right there beside us. He wakes up crying sometimes and calls for her. She always comes in. Even though her bedroom is down the hall.

I think Marisol feels like we’re her kids, kinda. She was young when she came here and she’s been with us the whole time. She never talks about what it was like to get here in the first place. From Guatemala. But I heard my mom talking to her about it once and, even just from talking about it, my mom started crying. Right there at the kitchen table. Marisol didn’t cry, though. It was like she wouldn’t let herself. Or maybe she couldn’t.

And I am thankful for her every day.

Especially now.

“Um, Uncle Claude? Who exactly is coming to this party?”

He’s on his phone. Of course.

The caterers and bartender are walking back and forth through the house like it’s the train station. Terri the Terrible had wanted me to help her invite every one of my mom’s friends and donors.

I might have told her I didn’t know how to get ahold of them.

I might not have admitted I have been collecting the invites to every charitable event from Mendocino to Monterey that have been appearing in the mailbox for my mom, who is now dead, each day for the past two months.

I might also have left out that I have a secret shoe box of all those invites hidden away.

Let her build her own mailing list. This one is my mother’s, and she earned it.

“Hmm?” Claude sort of answers.

“Who’s coming to this party?”

“Huh? I don’t know. Business associates?”

“Sounds . . . fun.”

He nods. I guess he doesn’t get my sense of humor.

Henry and I look at each other.

“Oooo. I have an idea,” I say. “Let’s play Boring People Bingo.”

This is a great game. My mom made it up. What you do is this: If you know you’re going to be spending time with a person, or a group of people, who always talks about the same boring things, you make a bingo chart. You can make up things to put in the squares like “Real Estate Purchase” or “Cost of Something” or “Random New Diet.” You just fill in all the squares in the chart. Then you keep that little chart next to you, or near you, and you tally it up the whole night. You have to play it with someone, though. It’s no fun on your own. Whoever fills in all the squares first wins.

“C’mon, Henry. You know you want to.”

He looks at me. He doesn’t smile. He really doesn’t smile much these days.

In fact, my job, and I take it very seriously, is to cheer up my brother. This usually involves dance numbers. Also, songs.

I like to make up songs about whatever is going on around us and perform them that evening to rousing applause from Marisol and a roll of the eyes from Henry. But a roll of the eyes is better than nothing and I know I am closing in on a smile soon. I can feel it.

Tonight, the cheering-up concept is Boring People Bingo.

“Pleeeeeeease? Please, Henry? It’s no fun without you.”

“Aaaaall right.”

I jump up and down, clapping. I know this will compensate, if only momentarily, for Terri the Terrible’s gold-gilded, people-impressing extravaganza.

“Eva, sweetie, can you please go out and close the gate to the path? I don’t want anyone falling off the cliff tonight.”

Ugh. Terri always has a list of things for me to do. It’s okay, though. Might be nice to get some fresh air before the Business Associates’ Ball.

There’s a little wooden gate you have to unhitch to get onto the path down the craggy rocks, which leads you to the beach below. The beach is a little sliver at the bottom of the cliffs. Just a tiny strip. At high tide it’s about eleven feet wide. At low tide it’s about eighteen feet. Narrow enough that nobody would want to hang out down there for fear of the tide or a rogue wave swooping them into the sea.

From the gate you can barely see down the slippery rock path to the water, but tonight is the full moon, reflected off the water like a squiggling line going straight up the beach to the moon. We’ve lived here all my life but it still stops my breath every time I see it. That giant white moon over the tumbling sea and the cliffs. It feels like looking at heaven. Like for a moment, we get to see it.

I’m just about to turn and go back to make my Boring People Bingo charts when I spy something strange.

Down on the water, through the jagged rocks and the brambles.

There, down there. I see it.

Next to the water. Coming out of the water.

There.

Do you see it?

Hovering there over the waves?
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THE MIST ABOVE the waves is dividing itself in fractals and spinning forms, whipping around and then disappearing into the air. The fog makes nautilus shell patterns swirling up up up into the moonlit night. Circular trails into the stars above.

I’ve lived here my entire life, was brought here the day after I was born, and have never seen a thing like this before. Not even on a science show. Discover. Planet Earth. National Geographic. I watch them all.

And then it makes a sound. “It” being the indescribable, intangible, and probably imaginary spinning vortex before me above the shore.

FSHHHHHHHHH.

Fshhhhhh.

FSHHHHHHHHHhhhhhhh.

Needless to say, the alphabet leaves a lot to be desired in terms of describing the aforementioned sound. Imagine the sound of a hurricane coupled with a friendly snake—a kind of whistling wind crossed with swirling maraca.

Here is the bizarre thing: For all intents and purposes, this swirling vortex sighting, accompanied by this otherworldly sound, should be terrifying. Yet it’s not. Instead, it hovers there, spinning out of the water and into the breeze, a luminous lavender whirling—whispering, with a kind of inviting warmth.

The moon behind is nearly full, low in the sky, casting phantom squiggles on the ocean in shimmering light. Beside me, the jagged cliffs hurl themselves up to the stars like black and gray skyscrapers.

This next part is going to make it sound like I lost my marbles somewhere in the northern Pacific, but there is really no way to spill the beans here unless I just admit it.

I feel the presence of something . . . something familiar in the middle of this myriad of spinning light and shadows.

I feel the presence of something sparkling and majestic, a kind of churning mischief. A kind of sheltering.

As if at any moment it will appear.

It will appear and carry me gently away with it.

So I do the only thing I can.

“HENRY!!!” I scream, and I tear up the rock path to the gate.
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THE PARTY IS now going on up the cliffs; I can hear the clink of glasses and the sound of polite laughter wafting out the windows and through the air up into the night sky. The windows, glowing orange squares, beckon me from the green salt air below.

There is only one thing to do.

Find Henry.

Over the sloping grass, up the wooden porch, through the entry hall smothered in coats and hats, I catapult myself into the mahogany ballroom. There, at the other end of the hall, is Henry.

He is doing a magic trick.

Fun fact: Four years ago, Mom hired a magician for my birthday party and, ever since then, you might as well call Henry “The Great Houdini.” At first, the tricks were pretty pathetic, but he was six and it was so adorable and nobody minded. But then he got pretty good at about ten tricks, tricks he mastered, tricks he spent hours going over and over in his bedroom, until one day, he emerged, the Great Henrini.

Right now he is doing a trick involving a fake rabbit, a black box, and a rubber chicken. He turns the rabbit into a chicken. Everyone oohs and aahs. Then, he turns the chicken back into the rabbit. Everyone freaks out.

It’s a solid trick. (It used to be his closer.)

Even though I am hyperventilating and need to get him down to the beach to see . . . whatever that is, I cannot bear to ruin his Great Henrini Magic.

This is the first time he’s done his routine since the accident.

I watch him, proud and a little bit wistful.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you . . .”

He takes out the now-transformed rubber chicken.

“A chicken!”

The crowd of dressed-up but not-too-dressed-up adults applauds, wineglasses in hand.

“Oh, but, wait. I forgot something. Hold on one second. I meant to say . . . I give you a . . . BUNNY RABBIT!”

Gasps. Exclamations. Anarchy.

The dazzled adults clap enthusiastically, some of them even putting down their wineglasses to do it. (You know it’s important when adults put down their wine. Especially here, in California wine country, where everyone is always talking about hints of berry and a slight peppery aroma and whether a certain vintage is “long on the tongue.” I mean, they really push the boundaries of acceptable things to say without bursting into laughter.)

I have a flash of my dad imitating someone quite self-serious, nose-raised and pretentious, on the way back from a Christmas party in Pebble Beach. “Yes, yes, I detect hints of paprika. And . . . on the back of the tongue . . . lingonberry? Or perhaps the third egg of a Tasmanian sea turtle. But just a hint!” Now, in this memory, my mom laughs and joins in. “Peaches! Yes, yes, plums! Five grains of sand from the Tunisian desert!” Now we are all doing it. “Sandwiches! Pencil shavings, thatches from a roof in Bali!” Even sleepy Henry joins in: “The bishop off a chessboard carved in Bulgaria! No, wait . . . Latvia!” We are all driving down the coast, cracking each other up, spouting more and more random things, in voices that, basically, start as sort of snooty then devolve into something strangely reptilian. We are just making each other laugh with our absurd lizard voices.

My dad was gasping for air. He actually had to pull the car over so he wouldn’t crash. I bet we looked ridiculous, a car full of people by the side of the road, guffawing uncontrollably. We’d catch our breath, there would be a lull, and another explosion. Trying not to laugh, laughing at each other’s laughs. Contagious.

I think of that moment as Henry completes his last and final trick: the Disappearing Flaming Candelabra. It’s a real humdinger. Abracadabra, light the match, presto chango, and the entire ballroom explodes in applause. Ecstatic clapping. Ecstatic. Straight up the beadboard walls, over the oil paintings of long-dead ancestors, and high above into the rafters. Clap clap clap.

Looks like they got their money’s worth. Not that anyone paid to be here. But who knows what they were expecting? Most of them have never been here before, these friends of Claude the Clod and Terri the Terrible. The guys wear gray pants and light blue button-down shirts, the uniform, and their wives are all a bit younger than they would be, say, in a normal place. A bit curvier. And again with the jewelry. This is the most






















OEBPS/images/1.jpg





OEBPS/images/epi.jpg





OEBPS/images/003.jpg
PART ONE






OEBPS/images/9780062560056_Cover.jpg
An&rea Portes “§§

"L





OEBPS/images/002.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg





