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			For Christy, Clay, Bobby, and Brad, siblings tried and true, blended for eternity. I love you.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			
				It’s true
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				Mae Florence Merrivale & Arthur Steventon Buckfort 
together with their children

				Charlotte, Florence, Parker, Darwin, and Newton

				invite you to share their joy as they exchange wedding vows

				On Saturday, June 20, 2026 at 4 o’clock in the afternoon

				Conejo Canyon Beach

				1 Shoreline Road

				Mil Robles, California

				Seafood boil, beach volleyball, boogie boarding, and happily ever after to follow
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			The morning after the wedding, just as the sun’s first rays crowned the mustard-colored hills of the Mil Robles Valley, the five Merrivale and Buckfort children were awakened by blaring trombones.

			Twelve-year-old Charlotte “Cricket” Merrivale had, as usual, fallen asleep writing the night before. Now she sat up to discover that her lucky feather pen had juddered mid-sentence, dragging a U-shaped line across the bottom of her notebook. She quickly turned the line into the mouth of a smiley face (because her mother was always saying that positive energy was essential to creativity). Then she glanced around the room at the unfamiliar wallpaper and furnishings, trying to get her bearings amid the noise. Were the blaring trombones some sort of torturous alarm clock? She didn’t know, but anything was possible in this new world Cricket had awoken into.

			Her mother had married Arthur Buckfort yesterday, and Cricket and her brother and sister, along with their two stepbrothers, had spent the night at Arthur’s sister’s house. “Aunt Tildy,” Cricket was supposed to call her now.

			It was strange that Cricket had an aunt she hadn’t had just the day before. It was even stranger that her own mother had suddenly become Mrs. Buckfort instead of Mrs. Merrivale, as if she were no longer a Merrivale at all. So much had changed in the last twenty-four hours, including her mother’s last name.

			Now the Merrivales and Buckforts were officially a family of seven.

			It didn’t seem real. Not yet.

			Sitting on the bed across from hers, Cricket’s sister, Flossie, was already dressed and shoving her tangled honey-colored hair under her favorite brown fedora. Flossie wore it anytime she saw adventure on the horizon, and Flossie always saw adventure on the horizon. The fedora had a real rattlesnake’s skull perched on its brim, its open mouth revealing daunting fangs. She’d superglued it to the brim after a hard-won battle with their mother, who’d only agreed to the alarming adornment after she’d had the skull thoroughly examined by a local taxidermist to ensure it had been rendered venomless. (Although Flossie still loved to taunt unsuspecting gawkers by declaring that the skull could and would bite.)

			Flossie had discovered the skull on one of her excavations in the hills behind Mil Robles Elementary School. According to her, those hills were chock-full of treasures. So far, she’d found a red-tailed hawk feather, a desert tortoise shell, five geodes, and—once—a coyote tooth. The snake skull was her best find yet, despite the fact that Principal Juárez had banished her from the hills afterward with stern warnings about tetanus and rabies. But banishment, as the Merrivales knew but Principal Juárez did not, never worked with Flossie.

			“Get up, slug!” Flossie ordered now, yanking back Cricket’s covers. “Before we miss whatever’s happening.”

			Cricket scowled. How lovely it would be to stay in bed, daydreaming and writing under the covers. Why did Flossie’s nose for adventure so often result in her own loss of sleep? Though tempted to ignore her sister, Cricket didn’t want to be left out of the excitement, either. So she quickly dressed and slid her slender notebook into her back pocket. Maybe whatever was about to happen might provide some decent story ideas, at least.
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			Meanwhile, across the hall from the sisters’ room, three more children had also heard the trombones’ call.

			Six-year-old Newt, the younger and more daring of the two Buckfort boys, was the first to respond. He leaped from the top bunk, despite having broken his foot in a poor dismount from said bed only the year before. He poked his head into the lower bunk, his mussed black curls springing around his face.

			“Wake up!” He shook his brother, Darwin (or the blanket-covered lump he assumed was Darwin). “Dad’s back.”

			The lump responded with a delighted bark. On further inspection, Newt discovered the lump was not Darwin. It was their hundred-pound gray-and-white sheepdog, who had a long-held belief that sharing beds with his humans was his inalienable right.

			“Archimedes!” Newt scolded.

			Archimedes gave him a drooly lick, then sprang off the bed in a flurry of fur and scrambling paws. He dashed for the door with Newt, pausing only to shove his cold, wet nose into Parker’s ear along the way.

			Not yet used to Archimedes’s wake-up tactics, seven-year-old Parker Merrivale yelped in surprise.

			“You’re one slimy alarm clock.” Parker giggled as he wiped his ear. Parker was the quietest of the children, which was fine by him. The less he said, the less chance he had of anyone not liking what he had to say. Being a man of mystery saved him from having to answer questions that made his hands sweat, like whether or not he’d eaten all his lima beans (not) or how he felt about Aunt Tildy’s yodeling (thankful he’d only heard it once).

			He’d never had a dog before, although he’d been asking for years. In the last twenty-four hours, he’d acquired a dog and two stepbrothers. While the jury was still out on Darwin and Newt, Archimedes was definitely a keeper.

			Parker tumbled from bed and trailed after the dog, slipping on his fighter pilot helmet as he went. People asked him even fewer sweaty-hands questions when his helmet was on. Plus, he never knew when an intergalactic battle would be waged, and he wanted to be ready when it was.

			He, Newt, and Archimedes burst from the bedroom into the hallway at the same moment Cricket and Flossie emerged from theirs. In the tumult of barking, elbowing, and chattering that ensued, no one noticed Darwin standing at the top of the stairs. That is, until Archimedes pounced on him, giving his glasses a good-morning slobber, then bounded by him, down the stairs, past a yawning Aunt Tildy, and out the open front door.

			“How’d you get out here so fast?” Newt grumbled. It was no secret to the others that Newt always liked to be first for everything. When Darwin shrugged, Newt barreled down the stairs after the dog. “Dad must be outside,” he called over his shoulder.

			Darwin adjusted the smudged glasses on his freckled face with one hand while rubbing his worry stone with the other.

			“The song,” he said. “It’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries.’ ”

			“What does that mean?” Cricket asked, troubled by Darwin’s alarmed expression.

			“It means there’s mischief afoot,” Aunt Tildy said from where she was standing in the foyer below. She winked at them, then raised her eyes to Maximus the Cat, who was lazily perched atop her tousled curls, batting at her neon-green glasses.

			“Dad plays it to start every Buckfort Mission.” Darwin rubbed his worry stone faster. “He played it right before he surprised us with Archimedes. And the time he took us hot-air ballooning.”

			“Oh,” Cricket breathed in relief. “So, it’s…good, then?”

			“If you like surprises,” Darwin answered glumly.

			“I hate surprises,” he added at the same moment Flossie cried, “I love surprises!”

			Cricket didn’t like surprises these days, either, but she kept quiet. It had been the worst sort of surprise when her parents had told her, Flossie, and Parker they were getting a divorce. Only it hadn’t exactly been a surprise for Cricket. She’d heard her parents arguing late into many nights as her brother and sister slept. But Cricket hadn’t liked seeing how surprised Parker and Flossie were. That hadn’t seemed right or fair.

			Parker hadn’t said a word. Instead, he’d put on his pilot’s helmet and refused to take it off for an entire week. Flossie had burst into tears and vowed to run away. (In fact, she had run away but only made it as far as the backyard tree fort, where she’d spent several hours before coming back, puffy eyed but tight-lipped, in time for dinner.)

			Now, though, eleven-year-old Flossie was dragging both Cricket and Darwin down the stairs, wild strands of hair escaping from her hat as she went. “A mission!” Flossie was saying. “I’ll have to bring my metal detector, and my specimen jars—”

			“Flo, we don’t even know what’s going on,” Cricket countered, not wanting to see her sister disappointed if it ended up being a Let’s-Clean-Out-Aunt-Tildy’s-Garden-Shed sort of mission.

			“Darwin said Arthur’s back, which means Mom must be, too.”

			Cricket shook her head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Mom and Arthur can’t be here. They’re supposed to be on their honeymoon.”

			“Oh, they’re here all right.” Aunt Tildy swatted Maximus’s paw from her face with one hand while trying in vain to gulp coffee from her dragon-claw mug with the other. “What else could possibly spur us to rise at such an unholy hour? Early mornings make Maximus insufferable.” Maximus yowled in response, then knocked her glasses from her face.

			As Aunt Tildy grumblingly retrieved her glasses, Cricket stepped through the front door.

			Her mother and Arthur, her brand-new stepfather, stood in the driveway, arm in arm, in front of the biggest motor home Cricket had ever seen.

			“Surprise!” they shouted over the final notes of “Ride of the Valkyries.”

			Arthur swept his hand grandly before the RV, which took up the entire driveway. He was wearing one of his goofy science T-shirts. This one read You Matter. Until You Multiply Yourself by the Speed of Light. Then You Energy. Cricket might’ve rolled her eyes, but her eyes were too distracted with staring at the camper. “Behold…the Titan!” Arthur announced. “Our passport to fun and adventure.”

			“A house on wheels!” Newt stuck his head out of one of the motor home’s cab windows. “And we’re all going to live inside.”

			“We’re not moving into that.” Cricket glanced at her mother uneasily. “Are we?” With rust streaks trailing down its faded white-and-brown exterior and large dents in its siding, the Titan looked prehistoric and not at all roadworthy. But between Archimedes’s barking and everyone’s talking, no one heard her.

			The plan had been for the entire family, Buckforts and Merrivales combined, to move in together after the wedding. Cricket had been sure they’d move into a real house. Not one on wheels. She’d even overheard her mother talking on the phone with someone about numbers of bedrooms and acreage. Maybe, she’d thought hopefully, it would be a house big enough for her to finally have her own room. She glanced at the motor home, her spirits sinking.

			Newt’s head vanished from the window, but his muffled voice could still be heard from inside the RV. “There’s a kitchen and toilet…and beds that hang down from the ceiling.”

			“I’m copilot!” Parker hurried up the RV’s stairs to join Newt.

			“Probably full of bedbugs.” Darwin eyed the Titan suspiciously.

			“Can we drive to the Museum of Death first?” Flossie sank to her knees before her mother, hands clasped with dramatic flair. “Please? I’ve always longed to go. They have a three-headed chicken in a jar.”

			Mr. Buckfort chuckled, and he and Mrs. Merrivale-now-Buckfort shared a smile that made Cricket sad and happy all at once. Sad, because she couldn’t remember ever seeing her mother and father share a smile like that when they’d still been married. Happy, because her mother had found someone she could smile like that with.

			“A three-headed chicken is almost too fascinating and disgusting to resist,” Arthur said to Flossie as he withdrew the protesting Newt from the motor home’s depths. “But our familymoon should probably start on a sunnier, less death-centric note.”

			“Familymoon?” Cricket repeated.

			Her mother nodded as Arthur said, “Gather round, isotroops! Time for a data debriefing.”

			“I bet we’re the only kids in the universe who have a stepdad that talks like that,” Flossie whispered to Cricket.

			“He’s definitely punnier now than when we first met him,” Cricket admitted. She’d learned that Arthur, who was a physicist, firmly believed language was much more interesting whenever science was a part of it. The names he’d chosen for his sons and dog alone were proof of that. But his puns sometimes mystified her. “I know Arthur drew us that weird atomic diagram to try to explain it, but I still don’t understand what isotopes are. Do you?”

			Flossie shrugged. “Nope, but I’m going to find out.”

			This came as no surprise to Cricket. After all, Arthur worked in a laboratory conducting important experiments and Flossie was an experimenter, too. No one else in their family understood Flossie’s love of dissecting owl pellets or inspecting dragonfly wings under a microscope. But since they’d met him, Arthur had proved to be a devoted supporter of Flossie’s collection of curiosities.

			“The floor’s all yours, dearest wife of mine.” Arthur nodded to her mom now.

			“The two of us have been planning this for months,” she explained, beaming at the children. “We wanted to surprise you. Instead of a honeymoon, we decided a familymoon would give us a chance to have some fun. You know, fuse us with some great forever glue.”

			Her mom clasped her hands together as Newt giggled and mumbled, “Crazy glue’s more like it.”

			Darwin elbowed him.

			“Now that it’s summer,” her mom continued, “we don’t have hectic school schedules to worry about. The five of you can get to know each other even better before we all move in together. Arthur’s coworker, Mr. Mitchell, was nice enough to lend us his RV. So…” She settled her bright green eyes on her husband’s blue ones. “We’re taking a road trip to Yellowstone National Park!”

			“Road trip?” Cricket’s heart sank to her toes. “When?” Sleepaway camp started on Monday, and she’d already arranged to be in the same cabin as her BFFs, Hazel and Shauna. There was no way her mom would make her miss her creative writing camp. Not when she looked forward to it all year. “For how long?”

			“We’ll be gone for three weeks,” her mother said, a little too gently, as if she’d anticipated Cricket’s disappointment. “I already told the director you’d be skipping camp this year. You can go again next summer.” She squeezed Cricket’s hand.

			“But—”

			“Just think of the writing fodder you’ll have after this trip, Cricket,” Arthur said.

			Cricket swallowed thickly, unable to return his smile. She was still getting used to her stepdad calling her by her nickname. It wasn’t easy, because her dad was the one who’d invented it. Whenever she wrote a lightning-bolt sentence—the one-of-a-kind sort she was particularly proud of—she gave a little chirp of happiness. It wasn’t something she did on purpose. In fact, most of the time she didn’t realize she was doing it. When her dad had first noticed, he dubbed her “Cricket.” The nickname stuck.

			She knew it would be weird if she didn’t let Arthur use her nickname. But a part of her worried that her dad would get mad, as if Arthur had stolen something from him. Though that would be even weirder, since everyone called her “Cricket.” Still, that didn’t stop her from thinking about it. It was one of many “weirds” that came with divorce, she supposed, and she’d just have to get used to it eventually.

			“You’ll experience one of the geothermal wonders of the world,” Arthur continued now. “What a story that might make!”

			Cricket could only manage a slight nod as the picture of her perfect summer melted like warm ice cream.

			“Yellowstone!” Flossie cried. “Holy hamburgers, how glorious! I’ve never been to an active volcano. Do you think we’ll see lava? I knew something immense was going to happen today. I could feel it in my tooth.” She tapped her right front tooth. It had a small, crescent-moon-shaped chip in the bottom, courtesy of a minor roller-skating accident involving a tree. She called it her Tooth of Insight and swore that it could foretell the future. It tingled right before anything unexpected happened. It was her firm belief that the Tooth of Insight had predicted several pop quizzes and skinned knees, and even the last earthquake that had struck their valley. But earthquakes were common in the hills of central California, and skinned knees and flunked quizzes were common with Flossie. So, secretly, Cricket and the other children had doubts about the tooth’s powers.

			“Bears,” Darwin blurted. “There are bear attacks in Yellowstone. Every year. Deadly bear attacks.”

			“Enemy bear bogeys. Twelve o’clock.” Parker aimed his fingers at imaginary aircraft in the sky, making rapid machine-gun-fire sounds.

			“We don’t need to worry about bears,” her mom declared confidently. “They’ll leave us alone. They’re afraid of humans.” She glanced at Arthur (a little less confidently). “Right?”

			Cricket might’ve laughed then. Her mother, who’d grown up in New York City, had never even seen a bear outside of a zoo. Her mother had never been camping or, Cricket was willing to bet, set foot in a motor home until now. But Cricket didn’t laugh. Because Cricket was in the throes of anguish over the loss of summer. The loss of her summer, with hours of writing time in her cabin and critique sessions with Ms. Bronte, her favorite creative writing instructor.

			“Bears? Yes!” Newt whooped. “Let’s get going before Aunt Tildy finds the vase.” He scrambled for the house with Archimedes at his heels, but Arthur grabbed his shirt collar.

			“What vase?” Arthur arched his right eyebrow, and the struggling Newt stilled. Arthur, with his thick, round glasses and flyaway graying hair, had the wise and somewhat intimidating demeanor of an interrogative owl.

			Newt shrugged, but Darwin burst out with, “I knew you broke it!”

			Darwin, Cricket had learned some months ago, was an expert eyewitness when it came to his younger brother’s misdeeds. She could hardly blame him. While many of Newt’s more minor infractions went completely unnoticed by Mr. and Mrs. Buckfort, the children knew to be on high alert whenever Newt was too quiet. He could wreak havoc with the force of a forty-pound tornado, leaving tadpole-filled toilets or bald dogs in his wake. (Archimedes still hid at the sight of scissors.)

			Darwin looked at Mr. Buckfort now. “I saw him burying something in Aunt Tildy’s flower bed last night.”

			Newt frowned at Darwin, then, as easily as flipping a switch, turned wide, innocent eyes to Arthur. “I was only in the flower bed ’cause I was getting bugs for the sn—”

			“Never mind.” Arthur checked his watch. “We’re already a half hour behind schedule.” He leveled his gaze at Newt. “Whatever fate befell Aunt Tildy’s vase, you will confess all to her before we leave. Understood?”

			Newt nodded, but his eyes took on a scheming glint.

			“Good.” Arthur gave a thunderous clap. “Now. Go grab your bags and board the Titan before we change our minds.” He winked at his wife. “Last chance for second thoughts, lovely lady. We could still leave these gremlins behind and hop on a plane to Hawaii.”

			“Not a chance.” Mrs. Buckfort grinned and threw up her arms, tilting her head toward the sun. “Give us the ‘tonic of wildness.’ Let’s go wading ‘in marshes where the bittern and the meadow-hen lurk.’ ”

			“What in the heckle freckle is a bittern?” Flossie repeated in a whisper to Cricket.

			“I don’t know. I bet it’s Thoreau again, though, so she must be really excited.” Thoreau was one of their mom’s favorite writers. “But wading in marshes? Mom doesn’t even walk through puddles.”

			Cricket waited for Flossie to look as worried about this as Cricket felt. But Flossie only shrugged. “Who cares?” She grinned at Cricket, then whooped and shouted, “We’re going to Yellowstone!”

			Newt and Parker echoed Flossie’s enthusiasm. The three of them laughed and talked over one another as they clambered toward the house for their suitcases, which they’d already had packed for their planned three weeks at Aunt Tildy’s.

			Darwin and Cricket hung back, eyeing the Titan uncertainly.

			“Aunt Tildy!” Newt hollered as he flung open the door. “Maximus broke one of your vases!”

			Cricket stared after him in disbelief. “He just blamed the cat!” she said to Darwin.

			“Yup, and Dad didn’t even hear.” Darwin said it matter-of-factly, as if this were an everyday occurrence. “But I have bigger problems. I’m going to need another survival guide. On bears. As soon as possible.”

			“That seems drastic,” Cricket countered.

			Darwin collected survival guides. He’d told Cricket this was because he never knew when he’d have to survive a shark attack, plane crash, or falling elevator.

			Darwin gave her a grave look. “Bears can tear trailers to shreds. I’ve seen videos.”

			“I’m sure those videos are fake,” Cricket said. But she wasn’t.

			Then he pointed to the Titan. “That doesn’t look bear-proof.”

			Cricket shook her head. “It looks like a disaster.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				From Robert Mitchell’s cell:

				
					
						Hi Arthur

					

				

				
					
						I forgot to tell you about the Titan’s refrigerator. The door has a mind of its own. Sometimes it springs open unexpectedly. A little duct tape should help it behave. Call or text with any questions. She’s a great little RV. I hope you and your family enjoy her. Have a great trip!

					

				

			

			Some might assume that a twenty-five-foot motor home would be big enough to hold any family, but the Merrivale-Buckforts posed a unique challenge. First, there was the matter of Archimedes, whose abundant shag, unruly tail, and pancake-sized paws made him seem twice as large as he actually was. He wasted no time knocking groceries from the small kitchen countertop before claiming the entire couch at the back of the RV for himself.

			“We’ll have to do some hound-proofing, I see,” Mr. Buckfort declared in a tone that said nothing could possibly ruin his good mood.

			But then came the matter of the mountain of luggage, and the question of where it should all be stowed.

			“No time for fooling around or for breakfast,” Mr. Buckfort said, extracting Newt from underneath the suitcase pile in the driveway.

			Newt scowled. “What about Aunt Tildy’s triple-chocolate croissants? She promised we’d have some.”

			“And we will. On the road. She’s wrapping them up for us now.” Mr. Buckfort handed out a typed itinerary to each family member and taped one to the fridge inside the Titan. “We’re burning daylight and we’re already starting later than planned.”

			Cricket glanced at the itinerary with dismay. Each hour of the trip was mapped out on the paper—down to every single meal and scenic photo op inside Yellowstone. It was also color-coded in reds, yellows, greens, blues, and browns, with each color representing a type of activity, from eating to sleeping to getting gas. She glanced at her mom to gauge her reaction, but Mrs. Buckfort hadn’t even looked at her own copy. Instead, she’d rolled it up and tucked it into her messy bun, where it nested beside the paintbrush (or two) she always stashed in her hair and then forgot about. She was an artist and forever had stray brushes in her bun and paint on her face.

			“I’ll need my paints and easel handy,” her mom said as Arthur began loading suitcases into the cargo hold. “Leonard’s given me a drop-dead date to get him my pieces for the gallery’s next show.”

			Cricket’s uncle Leonard owned an art gallery in New York City. If he’d given her mom (his own big sister) a drop-dead date, that meant this gallery show was a big deal.

			“I need to paint whenever the muse strikes,” Mrs. Buckfort added.

			A flurry of requests followed from the children about which of their belongings had to remain by their sides. Everyone carried armfuls of items into the motor home. Flossie wedged her metal detector, excavation tools and vest, and microscope and specimen case in a narrow space behind the kitchen table, while each of the three boys instantly claimed a storage cubby as his “territory.” Darwin brought his survival guides, chess game, and Legos aboard; Parker, his toy aircraft carrier, Millennium Falcon, and model fighter jets. Newt decided on his backpack of “top-secret treasures,” loudly warning that anyone who dared look inside would meet “a fate worse than bad breath.”

			“You mean ‘a fate worse than death,’ ” Darwin told him, with a touch of older brother smugness.

			Newt stuck out his tongue in return.

			Cricket suspected that eight-year-old Darwin secretly enjoyed correcting Newt, mostly because other people didn’t. Newt’s downy curls and babyish face often fooled grown-ups into mistaking him for angelic. This, the rest of the children knew, was a critical error in judgment.

			Cricket’s suspicions were raised, too, when she thought she saw Newt’s backpack wiggle of its own accord. But given that her stepfather (why did that word sound so clunky in her brain?) was visibly sweating as he tripped over luggage, muttering under his breath about fire hazards and leaving late, she sensed it wasn’t the time to mention it. Besides, her mother hated tattling, believing that disagreements were better solved with “peaceful parleys,” as she called them.

			At this moment, though, the Titan was anything but peaceful. Cricket surveyed it with growing concern. Directly behind the driver’s cab, there was a tiny kitchen with a stove, oven, and refrigerator, an even tinier eating booth and table across from it. While Flossie unpacked her microscope set onto the table, their mother struggled to cram boxes of cereal and snacks haphazardly into the already full cabinets. Those cans and boxes she couldn’t fit into cabinets, she stacked in leaning towers on the cramped countertop alongside her paints.

			Beside the refrigerator was a bathroom, barely big enough to turn around in.

			Set into a nook of the motor home’s wall was a pair of bunk beds—the berths so short and narrow that when Parker crawled into one, he had to slide in feetfirst. With his face only a few inches below the berth’s ceiling, he instantly declared it his cockpit and began pushing imaginary buttons on the ceiling and radioing in to air traffic control.

			He growled in Wookiee, too. This was because Parker believed Chewbacca was easily the coolest pilot in the galaxy, and also because no one in the family spoke Wookiee except him.

			“I call the top bunk!” Newt leaped into the berth above Parker’s and then, being the only one of the five children still small enough, disappeared entirely into the depths of its back corner. “This’ll be perfect for hiding the…” The rest of his words were too muffled to hear.

			“Where is everyone else going to sleep?” Cricket asked.

			Her mother tucked a stray curl under her bandeau. “Oh, there are secret beds all over the Titan. Almost like the Murphy bed I had growing up at Pop Pops and Grammies’s.” She pointed to the couch in the back, where Archimedes was lounging, belly up and tongue lolling, in doggy bliss. “That couch folds out into a queen bed. Arthur and I will sleep there. There’s a cot that drops down from the ceiling above it, another cot above the front cab, and this”—she tapped the kitchen table—“transforms, too. Presto, change-o, insta-bed!” She snapped her fingers like it was a magic trick, smiling at Cricket in a hopeful way that meant she wanted Cricket to smile back.

			Cricket, though, wasn’t in the mood. Because somehow, she’d been tricked into this familymoon and tricked out of summer camp. She glanced around the RV’s cluttered, noisy cabin and hugged her notebook tightly to her chest. It was the first of four items she’d chosen to bring aboard. The second was the lucky purple feather pen she’d used to write the short story for her school’s creative writing contest last year. She’d won first place. Now she never went anywhere without it.

			The third and fourth items were her mom’s vintage portable cassette player and collection of music tapes. They were decades old, from way back in the 1990s, when her mom and dad had first met in college. A lot of them were tapes of her dad singing with his band, Flight of the Subways (the “Flying Subs” for short). That was why Cricket loved them. She always listened to the same cassette tape whenever she wrote. But how would she be able to write a single word without a quiet spot to herself?

			For the first time since they’d boarded the Titan, Mrs. Buckfort paused in her hustle and bustle. She kissed Cricket’s forehead.

			“I know you were looking forward to summer camp,” Mrs. Buckfort said, “and we sprang this trip on you out of the blue.” Cricket nodded, relieved that her mother recognized this. “But we’re going to have a great vacation! You’ll be so busy having fun, you won’t even have time to miss camp. We’ll go hiking and fishing and roast s’mores over open fires. We’ll be like Ralph Waldo Emerson’s transparent eyeballs. Becoming one with the universe! Sucking the marrow from the great wilds.”

			Mrs. Buckfort loved to talk about “transparent eyeballs” with her art students, telling them that art involved seeing the unseen and absorbing nature’s vibes. She also loved to talk about “transparent eyeballs” whenever she was asking her own children to try something new.

			Cricket didn’t like the idea of sucking marrow from anything. And her own eyeballs worked perfectly fine.

			“Mom,” she said. “You don’t fish. Or hike.” Her mother loved to do tai chi at sunrise atop the hill behind their house. She also loved to paint plein air landscapes, like the mountains and beaches of California. That was one of the reasons she’d left New York City years before, to get more “in tune with Mother Earth,” as she liked to say. But just because she captured seasides and meadows on canvas didn’t mean she wanted to live in an RV in the middle of the wilderness. Cricket pointed to the boxes of pasta teetering on the counter. “And you hate cooking.”

			Mrs. Buckfort looked mildly hurt, despite the fact that countless pots and one microwave had met their end at her oven-mitted hands. The Merrivale children were no strangers to fire extinguishers.

			“Maybe never having enough time to cook properly is why I hate it,” Mrs. Buckfort said defensively. “What am I always saying? Pressure poisons productivity.” She brightened. “We’ve just become a new family. What better time to stretch ourselves and try new things?”

			Cricket pressed her lips together. Any other time would be better, and she was about to say so until her mom added quietly, “This trip with all of you is our first one together. I just want it to start off on the right foot.”

			Together. Cricket’s heart seesawed. “Together” used to mean five of them: her mom and dad and her, Flossie, and Parker. This togetherness—the seven of them—was different.

			When her mom and Arthur first met, it had been exciting to see her mom so happy again. And then, after the two of them had dated for six months, they’d introduced her, Flossie, and Parker to Newt and Darwin. There were fun outings to the beach and the zoo, and even a day trip to Disneyland, as they all got to know each other.

			As of yesterday, though, that sometimes-togetherness had turned into forever-togetherness. That felt scarier, like the seven of them were letters stuck in place in that one word, “forever,” for better or worse. But she could see from her mom’s hopeful eyes how much she wanted Cricket to be all right with it.

			“Okay,” Cricket said just as Arthur announced, “Time to go!”

			“Halt!” Aunt Tildy hollered from the driveway, her arms full of cat and croissants. “You can’t leave without provisions.” Newt charged for the container of croissants, and Maximus dropped from Aunt Tildy’s arms, indignant. “Now…one pic for the road!”

			Arthur sighed as kids and dog crammed into the camper’s open doorway to pose.

			“Let’s see some pearly whites!” Aunt Tildy pulled out her phone to snap the photo, and the boys made every face imaginable that did not involve smiling. After a dozen failed photos, she gave up.

			Arthur climbed behind the steering wheel. “If it’s not in the Titan by now, it’s not coming. We’re at maximum capacity, and we should’ve left an hour ago.” For the first time all morning, he sounded impatient.

			He started the engine, and a deafening rumble shook every thought from Cricket’s head. Beneath her feet, the RV trembled as if it had a bad case of chills.

			“It sounds like a T. rex!” Newt cried with delight as he reached for two chocolate croissants.

			“It’s not supposed to sound like that,” Darwin countered.

			“The engine’s just warming up,” Arthur called back to them from the driver’s cab. “Robert said it does this sometimes. Totally normal. She’ll settle once we’re on the highway.”

			Mrs. Buckfort’s brow creased. “When was the last time Robert took this on a road trip?”

			Arthur’s answer was lost when he blasted the Titan’s horn, which bellowed like a tone-deaf cow. Everyone jumped, except for Archimedes, who joined in with an earsplitting howl.

			“Maybe avoid the horn for now, honey!” Mrs. Buckfort shouted.

			“Or forever!” Flossie called after removing her hands from her ears.

			Aunt Tildy blew them kisses from the driveway while Maximus hissed at the RV. “Fare thee well, my brave little sardines. Let your rusted tin can be a vessel for discovery. Send postcards!”

			“Wave goodbye to Aunt Tildy!” Arthur called as the motor home rolled out of the driveway. “Look out, Yellowstone, here we come.”

			Flossie, Parker, and Newt cheered and waved from a window, while Darwin busied himself trying (unsuccessfully) to buckle Archimedes into a seat belt.

			“Adventure awaits,” Mrs. Buckfort whispered to Cricket, her eyes gleaming. “Are you ready?”

			Cricket wasn’t ready. But here it was. “I—I hope so?”

			Mrs. Buckfort swept her into a hug. “I know so.” Then she turned to catch a tower of tumbling pasta boxes.

			Cricket sank down at the kitchen table across from Flossie. The Titan’s engine bellowed and chugged as Parker imitated missiles exploding from roaring jets. All the while, Mr. Buckfort’s “road-trip enlightenment,” an audiobook of The Hobbit, played loudly over the racket.

			Flossie, who had always been especially attuned to Cricket’s every mood, glanced up from her microscope, studying her sister’s face.

			“It is noisy in here,” Flossie acknowledged. “And sort of stuffy, too.”

			“Too noisy,” Cricket said. But she could tell Flossie didn’t mind the noise or stuffiness. She was only trying to make Cricket feel better.

			“Hey, do you want to see magnified earwax?” Flossie slid the microscope across the table toward Cricket. “I got a sample from Archimedes. It’s completely grosstastic.”

			Cricket stopped her nose from wrinkling just in time.

			Instead, she said graciously, “Thanks, but maybe later.” She stood, her notebook and cassette player in her arms. “I think I’ll write awhile.”

			“What’s it going to be today? A story or an epitaph?” Flossie asked.

			“Definitely epitaph.” Cricket sighed. “A proper goodbye to my summer.”

			Epitaphs, she believed, were something every soon-to-be-famous writer should use in stories, especially in mournful deathbed scenes. She’d begun collecting them back in fourth grade, when she’d come across one written on a tombstone in the Mil Robles cemetery. The cemetery was on her walk home from school each day and a source of constant fascination. She wanted to invent lives for each person buried there, but in particular for Elula Laffoon, whose epitaph read Curse You All, I Told You So. She’d written Elula’s epitaph down at once, and then collected dozens more she came across on the internet and in the cemetery.

			Soon enough, she’d started writing her own, too. Her first one had been for a smooshed toad Flossie had discovered in their school’s parking lot. Flossie had wanted to dissect it, but Parker wouldn’t let her. So they’d compromised and given the toad a funeral instead. The epitaph she’d written wasn’t perfect, but she’d thought it was pretty good for a first attempt: Alas, He Tried to Cross the Road. If Only He Had Knowed, Poor Toad.

			Her epitaphs had improved since, but she hadn’t planned on writing many this summer. Until now.

			Flossie, though, was less sympathetic to her gloomy mood than Cricket had hoped. “Your summer’s not dying. It’ll just be different than we thought. Even better, I bet.” Flossie gave her a cheery thumbs-up, then bent over her microscope again, instantly absorbed.

			Cricket resisted the urge to groan. Flossie was starting to sound like her mom, bubbling with positivity. She couldn’t take it.

			She scanned the Titan for a quiet writing corner. After a second’s consideration, she tried claiming a spot on the couch. She gently nudged Archimedes to one side, but he protested by stretching his great, furry mass across every inch of the cushions. Cricket glared at him, but only for a second, because it was nearly impossible to glare into the dog’s adoring eyes. At last, they came to an agreement. Cricket took a small corner of the couch; Archimedes’s hulking head took all of Cricket’s lap.

			She slipped on her headphones, pushed Play on the cassette player, and propped her notebook against the couch’s arm. Within seconds, the first notes of her favorite song, “Ballad of the Last Chance Café,” strummed in her ears. She squashed the urge to hum along.

			She hadn’t written three words in her notebook before Archimedes’s paw slapped down on the pages. This happened a dozen more times before Cricket resorted to scratching the dog’s ears with one hand while writing with the other.

			This arrangement was not ideal for Cricket, but Archimedes was delighted, heaving a contented sigh while nuzzling her knee with his wet nose. There were still miles and miles to go before they reached Yellowstone. Each mile took her farther away from summer camp, Hazel, and Shauna. She glanced out the window at the cars streaming past on the highway. Even at six o’clock in the morning, only twenty minutes into the drive, this trip already felt very long.
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