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“It’s not fair,” Brian whined in disagreement.

“It’s just how it is,” his older brother Cody replied.

“But we could keep Revs in our room. I could make him a bed in my corner. I’ll take care of him.”

“Dad doesn’t want him inside. You just can’t change how it is, Bonehead. Now be quiet, I need to read.”

Brian sighed, unhappy with the answer but returning to his toy cars nonetheless.

Just how it is, it was a saying their parents often repeated, a phrase that had become the unspoken motto of the Mueller family, along with its countless variations.

Brian resented this saying, even at his young age of six, he felt like it was more of an excuse than an answer.

He lay on his stomach on the thick area rug in the middle of the bedroom floor, pushing his small toy cars, while his brother, Cody, sat on his bed, attempting to read.

They both shared a large room on the upper floor of their parents’ house. The air smelled faintly sour, like mildew, mixed with the scent of old wood and worn fabric. A single bulb hung from the ceiling, casting a dim yellow glow that made the already drab room feel worn and tired.

Each of them had their own single bed on opposite walls of the room, along with their own dressers as well. They shared a closet, which held a few hanging shirts, and above each of their beds, was a shelf displaying their prized possessions. Brian’s shelf showcased his collection of toy cars and a puzzle cube he had yet to solve. Cody’s shelf held his model cars, along with a stack of racing magazines their dad had given him.

“Vroom.”

Brian sent his small red toy car slamming into the passenger side of another, giving exaggerated crashing noises that sounded more like explosions. Grinning, he lifted the T-boned car, sending it soaring through the air in a dramatic flip before placing it upside down on the worn area rug.

“How am I supposed to concentrate, Bonehead?”

“Sorry, Cody,” Brian muttered, feeling ashamed and uncomfortable for upsetting his brother.

“The boy was... scarred?”

Brian paused for a moment, watching his brother as he attempted to read. He admired Cody, looked up to him, and in Brian’s eyes, Cody was the best brother anyone could have.

Cody was nine, three years older than Brian and, naturally, taller. His brother had inherited most of his features from their father’s side. Lean but athletic, with a strong jawline and sandy blond hair. Their father favoured Cody openly, something their dad would never hesitate to admit. In fact, their dad had already taken Cody under his wing, teaching him the ins and outs of their family trade, auto mechanics, grooming his brother to take over the family business one day when he was older.

Brian, on the other hand, took after their mother’s side. He was rounder and not as athletically built, as his mother’s side wasn’t known for being anything but broad boned, though at only six years old, he hadn’t grown into his body yet. He had straight light brown hair, with a round face that was lightly dotted with freckles.

Although Brian lacked athleticism, he made up for it in intellect, or at least he possessed the patience to learn, which was far more than his brother had. It was something Brian was constantly reminded of, that he was the smart one, which placed a lot of pressure on him. He had already surpassed Cody in several areas, reading being one of them. In fact, Cody’s difficulties had been serious enough that he had been held back two grades, a frustration that Brian had quietly observed in his brother but never judged.

“Hey, Brian, what’s this word?”

Brian leapt to his feet, overjoyed that his brother wanted his help. He was always eager when Cody wanted his attention.

Peering over Cody’s shoulder, he scanned the page of the schoolbook. The illustration showed a boy huddled tightly beneath his blanket, peeking out with wide eyes as a red-cloaked monster loomed before him.

“I don’t know, Cody, but he looks afraid.”

“Scarred...”

“Scared,” Brian shouted, proud to have figured out the word. “I like the squirrel,” he added, pointing to the next page.

“Well, duh. Of course. That’s why you’re the smart one. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the hang of this,” Cody complained, tossing the book in frustration.

Brian felt discouraged that his brother had given up so quickly. He lowered his head, feeling as though he had somehow contributed to this. He questioned if he should’ve pretended not to know the word.

“Hey, don’t worry about me. What were you playing, anyway?”

“I was smashing my cars. Do you want to play?”

“Hell yeah,” Cody replied, jumping off the bed and onto the rug. Brian was close behind.

“This guy just smashed into this car,” Brian explained.

“Whoa, that’s an expensive car to hit. That’s a Corvette, 1979 model, I think. Two-door, four-speed, V-8 engine.”

That was Cody, he struggled with books, but he sure knew a lot about cars.

Cody grabbed the toy car and studied it with precision.

“I think I’d prefer it in black, though. Hey, maybe one day you’ll buy it for me, with all that money you’ll be making when you’re a big shot.”

Brian didn’t respond. His eyes were fixed on the bruises around his brother’s wrists, exposed when his sleeve had slipped back. He knew exactly where those marks had come from and wondered if there were more.

“I see you staring. Don’t worry about those. It’s my fault anyway.”

Cody tugged his sleeve down.

“I don’t like...”

“It’s none of your business, okay? So don’t worry about it. I can handle myself. Are we gonna play or what?”

Cody placed the car he was holding on the floor and began making high-pitched screeches and revving engine noises as he raced it across the rug. Brian, putting on a smile and trying to forget his concerns, grabbed a cop cruiser and chased after his brother’s car, wailing out a siren as he did. They raced the cars around the rug swerving around obstacles and creating a room full of noise. Cody picked up an action figure lying on the wooden floor beside the rug and held it upright.

“Oh no, look out for the old lady.”

His brother flipped the figure into the air and tossed it, sending it sliding across the floor, which made both of them erupt in laughter.

“You’re under arrest,” Brian declared in his best deep voice, holding up his toy police car and pointing it at his brother.

The rapid patter of claws suddenly echoed from the upper hall. A moment later, Revs came charging into the room, his tail wagging furiously. He bounded between the two of them, letting out a cheerful bark.

Revs was their four-year-old beagle, a Christmas gift from their parents the year before.

“Revs, you dumb mutt. How’d you get in the house?”

Cody laughed, as Revs let out another bark, before playfully jumping toward him, attempting to lick his face as he loosely held him back and laughed.

“Boys?” their mother’s voice called up from the stairwell. “Dinner’s ready.”

“We’ll continue this later, Bonehead. Race you,” Cody cheered, while pushing Brian to the floor as he sprang to his feet and ran.

Brian quickly scrambled up and dashed after his brother, Revs following happily behind.
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Brian’s parents’ house was situated in Fairmount, a decent-sized town, surrounded by smaller farming communities.

The house was almost always dim, even during the brightest part of the day. It didn’t help that most of the floors were dark wood, or that each room had only one dull light source. It was never like in the movies or sitcoms, where everything was bright, colourful, and full of life. None of the family realized it, but the low lighting gave their home a drab, gloomy atmosphere, which made their minds feel constantly tired and hazy.

“This looks delicious, Mom,” Cody said as he sat at the table.

Brian and his brother sat side by side at one of the long ends, while their mother sat across from them. Their father took his usual seat at the end of the table, facing the front of the house. The other end was always left empty, reserved for company, though they rarely had any guests.

“Thank you, Cody.”

Brian’s mother, Catherine, had curly brown hair and a youthful smile, or at least that’s how she described it. Most of her time seemed to be spent cleaning or doing odd chores around the house, saying how tough it was keeping up with three men, but that it was her role to look after her boys. Brian cherished his mother’s gentleness.

Cody reached over and grabbed a slice of ham, between the two of them, he always got the larger portion. But Brian didn’t mind, as Cody was bigger and therefore needed more food, or at least that’s what he was told.

“Hey, pass the salt, Bonehead,” Cody said, nudging him.

Bonehead was the nickname Cody had given him a year earlier. They’d been playing tag in the backyard, laughing, when Cody had tagged him a little too hard, sending him falling into a stone tile near the back overhang. Terrified, Cody apologized over and over, afraid he had seriously hurt him. When it turned out he was fine, Cody laughed in relief and said it must be because he had such a hard, bony head. After that, the name stuck.

A cool breeze crept in through the wooden screen door that led from the kitchen to the backyard, a welcome relief since the house always stayed hot in the summer. There was no air conditioning, something his dad insisted was an unnecessary comfort, so, every window in the house stayed open throughout the entire summer.

Jacob, his dad, chewed loudly in his seat, washing down his food with his usual beer. He was thin but solid, like Cody, with thinning light hair that he combed to the side and a face that always seemed tired and grumpy. Strangely, his skin always seemed unusually tanned to Brian, giving his face a constantly dirty appearance. He sat hunched over his plate, his thin frame bent forward, staring out from beneath his brow as he chewed, like an animal protecting his food.

“How’s the reading going?” his dad asked with a mouthful of food, taking a long swig from his beer bottle to wash it down.

“Not very good,” Cody admitted, also speaking through a mouthful of food.

Brian sat quietly, keeping his eyes on his plate. He didn’t like watching his dad eat, it always made him feel sick, especially with how fast and sloppy his dad was. Brian preferred to eat slowly, savouring each bite. It was just another way he was different from Cody and their father.

“You’re gonna have to learn to read, son. It’s important, at least to a certain level. After that, it’s all book smarts, and luckily for you, you won’t need much of that.”

“Because I’m gonna be working with you in the garage?” Cody chimed in, food nearly falling out of his mouth.

“You’ve been in that garage helping your dad since you were in diapers,” their mother added with a smile.

“Yup,” their dad said, smiling as he ruffled Cody’s hair. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t need to learn to read. I don’t want you embarrassing this family. You do that, and I’ll toss your ass out, you’ll have to live with the dogs in the street.”

This was a threat their dad made often, laughing as if it were a joke, though the thought always frightened Brian. He would always picture himself huddled in the cold night air, an angry dog growling beside him, whenever his dad had repeated it.

“What about me, Dad? Can I help too?” Brian asked, making sure to swallow his food first. More than anything, he was asking to spend time with Cody.

His dad laughed.

“You,” his father said, pointing his knife at him, “were supposed to be a girl.” He finished his beer. “That was the plan, first a boy to help me in the garage, and then a girl to help your mom with the housework. Your name was supposed to be Anne, after your mom’s mother. But instead, we got Brian.”

“Anne,” Cody teased.

Brian hung his head, feeling slightly embarrassed, not because he helped his mom, he enjoyed that part, but because his brother had made fun of him.

“Hey, maybe when Brian gets older, he can help me in the garage too. Brian’s pretty smart, so, maybe he could help with the bookkeeping and ordering parts, or something?”

Brian liked that idea, and more so because it came from his brother. He always felt proud when Cody spoke favourably of him, especially when they felt like a team.

In truth, though, Brian always felt more comfortable helping his mother with the household chores than being around his dad. He couldn’t do much at his age, besides keeping his mother company, and bringing out small bags of garbage to the backyard, but he never resented the situation. Some people might have held grudges toward their parents, or even their siblings, for this situation, but deep down, Brian felt nothing but love for his family. It was just the way it was.

His mother stood, and retrieved another beer for their dad from the fridge, as he continued to chew on his ham and potatoes with an open mouth.

“The boy’s got smarts, you can see it in his eyes. That’s from your mother’s side,” his dad continued, before turning and giving their mom a playful slap on the bottom as she set the beer in front of him. She smiled and blushed before sitting back down.

Cody had always been, son, to their dad, while Brian was, the boy. Brian didn’t exactly like it, but it didn’t bother him enough to say anything. Once again, it was just how it was.

“Brian is going to make us all proud someday,” his mother added with a large smile. “Maybe he’ll go to college and be a politician, or a doctor.”

“Not a politician, those bastards are all crooks,” his dad interjected, his mouth still full of food. “And don’t be filling him with ideas. If he wants to go to college, he’ll have to figure that out on his own. This family doesn’t have that kind of money.”

“Well, either way, you’re going to make us proud, aren’t you, Brian?”

“I will, Mom.”

It was then that Revs gave a sudden bark for attention. He had been hiding under the table the entire time, receiving small scraps of food from Cody.

Their dad immediately stood, reached under the table, and grabbed the dog by the scruff of the neck, causing it to repeatedly yelp loudly.

“Damn it. I told you boys that the damn dog stays outside.”

“I don’t know how he got in, Dad. He just keeps getting out of his collar, I guess.”

Nails scraped against the wooden floors as their dad dragged Revs across the kitchen and out the door to be tied in the backyard.

Brian lowered his head but kept his eyes up, slightly frightened by his dad’s act of cruelty.

“If that dog gets out again, I’m going to be forced to get rid of him myself. And I promise you it won’t be pleasant for me or him,” their dad threatened angrily, as he came back in and sat at the table.

Their dad began eating once more, eyeing each of them, including their mother, for any opposition to his remark, but no one dared to say a word against him.

They continued the rest of their dinner in silence. As usual, their dad was the first to finish, having eaten quickly. He leaned back in his chair, which creaked loudly under the strain. The next part of the routine was always the same, he would finish off what remained in his current bottle, tipping it upright to get the last few drops, as if they were the best part, his lips extended in a pucker on its opening. Then, he’d sit quietly, staring off into nothing, before letting out a loud belch. Tonight was no different.

“That was excellent, sweetheart,” their dad spoke, leaning over to kiss their mother. “Cody, once you’re done, get your butt into the garage. We’ve got work to finish the Sammer’s truck.”

“Not fair. I was gonna play with Brian tonight, Dad.”

Their dad’s face hardened, and Cody immediately lowered his head like a frightened animal. Brian, as did Cody, knew that look well, and it wasn’t one to challenge. Even their mother lowered her gaze.

“You want to play? What do you think you’re going to do with your life, Cody? Your grades are terrible, and you can barely read. This is your chance, your only future. How many times do I have to remind you of that, son? You’re lucky you have this opportunity. Do you want to end up a loser? Huh?” Their dad’s tone was stern, his scowl deepening. “Now, I’ve warned you, I’ll toss you out that door if you shame this family. Maybe that’ll make you appreciate what you’ve got.”

Brian felt a wave of sympathy for his brother. He stared down at his plate, motionless. Despite receiving most of their father’s favour, Cody also bore the brunt of the punishments, something Brian rarely experienced.

“There’s something you need to understand, son. People respect you for your name, your work, and your actions. You screw that up, and it’s over. They’ll take their business elsewhere. You have nothing without respect, nothing without a good name. That’s why you do the job right, and why I need to teach you now, so it sticks. You don’t want to bring embarrassment to the Mueller name when you take over, do you?”

“I won’t shame the family,” Cody muttered, looking visibly uncomfortable.

“You just do as I say. Don’t ever question me. I know best,” their dad continued. “You owe it to your mother to keep us going. Don’t worry, you’ll thank me when you’re older. Now finish up and meet me in the garage when you’re done.”

“Can Brian help me tonight?”

“No, he stays here to help your mother with the dishes... or keep her company... or whatever it is he does.”

Their mother stood before even finishing her own meal and took their dad’s empty plate and bottle. Their dad smiled and gave her a hard slap on her ass as she turned toward the sink. She must not have been expecting it, as she stumbled forward, sending the bottle to the floor, followed by the fork and knife that had been resting on the plate’s edge. Their dad laughed from his seat.

Cody’s chair squealed as he tried to rise in an attempt to help their mother, but their dad protested.

“You sit back down and finish your food.”

“Yes, sir,” Cody sighed, sinking back into his chair.

Their mother gave a brief, slender smile to signal she was fine.

Their dad rose from his seat, his expression turning serious, it was the look he wore when work was waiting.

“Meet me in the garage when you’re done,” he called back as he grabbed his red cap and exited through the back door. “And leave the cleaning to your mother and the boy.”

Cody grabbed the last bite of his ham as he stood, then took a long gulp of his juice, tipping the glass almost completely vertical to get the last drops.

“Don’t keep your dad waiting,” their mom reminded him as she cleared his plate from the table.

“I won’t, Mom.”

Cody trudged toward the back door, but their mother stopped him just before he left.

“Wait, Cody, don’t forget your father’s bottle. You know how he gets when he doesn’t have his beer.”

Both boys knew this well, their dad got irritated and short-fused without his alcohol. But they also knew how he became when he had too many, it was almost the same, except slower and much easier to distract.

“Thanks,” Cody said, taking the bottle and turning toward the door. Then, pausing, he turned back around and asked, “Are you proud of me, Mom?”

“Of course I am.”

Cody smiled.

He gave a glance to Brian, who was still finishing his food, and gave a small nod, before heading through the back screen door.
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Brian stretched his legs out in front of him, taking in the cool night air. He felt at peace, relaxed.

“Satellite,” Cody shouted while pointing to the sky, then turned and punched him on the shoulder.

Brian stared at the slow travelling light in the night sky, his shoulder throbbing.

They both sat on the rooftop of the overhang above the back door of the house. It was a decent-sized roof, with plenty of room for the two of them, even when they roughhoused, though they didn’t do that anymore, not since Cody had nearly rolled off during one of their games.

The roof sat just below the window of their bedroom, facing the backyard. Neither parent had said anything the first time they had ventured out onto it. Brian had expected them to protest, especially since he was so young and small, but instead, their parents encouraged it, almost seeming amused by their new hangout. Surprisingly, their dad had even built a small wooden step to make it easier for them to climb out.

Still, Cody always helped him through the window, even with the steps in place. It wasn’t so much for Brian’s sake, but to ease his own fears. Cody once told him he’d had a nightmare where Brian tumbled off the roof. In the dream, Cody looked over the edge and found him sprawled on the ground, his arms and legs twisted at unnatural angles. What haunted him most was that Brian had been smiling up at him through that mess of limbs, saying only one word: “Ouch.”

Since then, Cody had been extra cautious.

“If we do go on after we die, I’m gonna be up there.”

“What do you mean?” Brian asked, feeling somewhat disturbed by his brother’s statement.

“That’s where I’m gonna go, to live, when I die. Up there. It just looks so peaceful.”

“Do you think there’s anything else up there?”

“I don’t know. I guess so. I’ve never thought about it. I just like how they seem. But I learned that each one of those is like a sun, so I guess there could be lots of things around them too.”

Brian looked at his brother in awe, feeling as if he had just been told the most mind-blowing secret he’d ever heard.

“Maybe after I’m up there I’ll come back and tell you if there’s anything more.”

The crickets were loud tonight, chirping from the patches of grass scattered around the backyard. Most of the ground in the back was hard-packed mud, with clumps of grass here and there, littered with junk their dad had collected over the years, most of it piles of car parts. The yard itself was enclosed by a wooden fence that no longer stood straight. It leaned and warped in places, spotted with strips of white paint, looking like it might fall over with the next strong wind. It was just another project their dad always said he’d get to but never did.

“Satellite,” Brian announced, pointing to the opposite end of the darkened sky, then turned and punched Cody on the shoulder, although his hits weren’t even half as hard as Cody’s were.

Their dad’s garage stood at the far end of the backyard. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was one of the main reasons their parents had bought the property before either of them were born. The wood was old and weathered, giving it a sort of antique feel. A light hung from the corner, casting an eerie glow over the backyard. On the front of the garage hung a large plastic sign that read “Mueller’s Auto Repair.” The once vibrant yellow and red sign had faded over time, worn down by the sun and weather into dull, washed-out colours.

From the outside, the garage seemed smaller than it actually was, as inside it was spacious enough to fit three cars if needed, though usually, it only held two. It was their dad’s livelihood, and someday, it would be Cody’s too. Most of their dad’s clients were locals, with a few coming from the surrounding areas. People who came because they knew they’d get honest, reliable service. Many customers would complain about being ripped off or having their cars break down after taking them to bigger garages, calling them cons and scammers. Their dad had built a name for himself, and for the family, known for being an honest and skilled mechanic. At least, that’s what people said while they sat in the garage, waiting for their cars to be serviced.

“So, Bonehead, you nervous about starting first grade?”

Brian felt a sudden wave of anxiety, as this had been the one thing weighing on his six-year-old mind all summer. It might not have seemed so bad if his brother hadn’t filled his head with stories at the beginning of the school break about his upcoming teacher, Miss Cathaway. Cody had gone into detail about how terrible she’d been during the two years he’d been in her class. To Brian, she sounded like a witch, or an evil stepmother from a fairy tale. Cody described times when she made him sit at the back of the classroom facing the wall, or dragged him to his seat by twisting his ear. Brian knew his brother well enough to recognize exaggeration when he heard it, but this didn’t feel like one of those times, at least not to him.

“I’m a little scared,” he finally admitted in a small voice. “Of Miss Cathaway.”

Cody turned and looked at him with concern, then back to the stars.

“She’s a mean witch. She didn’t like me, that’s for sure.”

“Why?” Brian’s voice quivered.

“Don’t know. She’s just one of those mean people, I guess. And she always chooses one special person to pick on. You just gotta make sure that it’s not you.”

“How?” Brian asked, staring up at the night sky but no longer seeing the stars. His mind was already trapped in a classroom with the witch.

In his imagination, he pictured a hideous woman, her face gnarled and menacing, her back hunched, with bony, long fingers. He knew she wouldn’t actually look like that, but his mind had shaped her based on Cody’s stories.

“I don’t know. Maybe just stay out of her way and keep hidden. Oh... and try not to look her in the eyes, because that’ll give you away for sure. Once she’s got her sights set on someone else, it’ll be easier for you. Trust me. She really didn’t like me,” he reaffirmed. “She told me she only passed me just so she wouldn’t have to see my face again. But then she failed me anyways, to teach me a lesson in life, and that I should get used to it. At least that’s what she told me.”

Brian felt his mind tighten, his thoughts wound so tight it felt like they would snap. He stared at the glimmering stars, wondering about the planets that spun around them. Any one of those planets seemed like a better place to be than first grade.

“Satellite,” Cody shouted, while pointing straight above him, then gave him a good hit.

“Ow. That’s not a satellite, Cody, that’s a plane.”

Cody raised his head a little, as if extending his neck would give him a better view.

“Huh. I think you’re right. I guess you get to give me two back.”

“I do?”

“Yup. I was wrong, and rules are rules.”

Brian leaned back and gave his brother two hits on the shoulder while laughing. He tried to make them hard, but they looked like they barely affected his brother at all.

“Oh, and another word of warning. Don’t go telling Mom or Dad if you have any problems,” Cody informed him. “They don’t know much about her. You’re the only one I’ve told about this, and I wanna keep it that way. And don’t be surprised if she acts all nice around Mom and Dad either, that’s the only time she acts like a normal person. You know, around other adults.”

“Why shouldn’t I tell Mom?” Brian asked, feeling his stress deepen.

“They’ve got enough problems of their own, and it could make things worse here if they knew you were struggling. Also, if Miss Cathaway finds out, she’ll probably just make things worse for you at school, and trust me, you don’t want that.”

Cody glanced over at him. Then reached over, grabbed his hand, and held it tightly.

“Don’t worry, Bonehead. If you have any problems with her, just tell me. I’ll take care of it. In fact, if anyone gives you trouble, you just tell me, and I’ll take care of them too.”

“Really?”

“Of course. We’re family. Brothers. That’s what we do.”

Brian felt a sense of relief wash over him. It felt good knowing his brother cared enough to watch over him. It was one of the many reasons he loved his brother so much.

“Hell, you’ve already beaten me once. I had to redo Kindergarten, remember? You’ve got the brains, and I know you’re gonna make us all proud, just like Mom says. I just wish they were as proud of me as they are of you.”

Cody’s last words made Brian feel sad. And while he liked being called smart, the weight of it felt overwhelming. He didn’t know if he could live up to all those expectations, but he knew he had to try. His family was counting on him, and the last thing he wanted was to disappoint them, especially Cody.

A sudden muffled yell startled him out of his trance. It echoed up from below, the sound carrying through the back screen door and into the night air. Brian knew exactly what it was, their father yelling about something or other. Their mother’s voice followed, apologetic, only to be drowned out by more of their father’s angry shouts.

Brian turned to his brother. His body winding tighter with each spike in their dad’s voice, as his fear and tension grew. With concern he listened, dread creeping deeper inside him.

Cody squeezed his hand firmly, offering a silent reassurance. Brian felt a little better, in the thought that no matter what happened, his brother was always by his side.

“It scares me when Dad yells at Mom. I wish he didn’t get so angry,” Brian whispered, trying to lose himself in the web of stars once more, but failing as the shouts from below continued.

“I don’t like it either. But just remember, Dad would never hurt Mom. Yeah, he gets angry and yells, but all parents fight, that’s what they do. And we both know he loves Mom more than anything.”

“I know,” Brian replied, though his brother’s words didn’t reassure him. Deep down, he wasn’t so sure if he believed what Cody was saying.

“He’s just letting off some steam, that’s all,” Cody added.

Letting off some steam. Those were their dad’s words, not Cody’s.
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Brian watched as Miss Cathaway stood tall and rigid at the front of the classroom, explaining what would be expected throughout the year. Most of her lecture was a list of warnings: no unnecessary talking, no horseplay, and everyone was to listen to her instructions without question.

So far, the teacher hadn’t noticed him. He had walked in quietly, keeping his head low as he made his way down the aisle of desks to a seat near the middle, beside the windows. He had chosen that spot so he could peacefully gaze outside and feel the warmth of the sun on pleasant days. He also made sure to avoid the front row, as he didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to himself. In truth, he hadn’t even really looked at the teacher yet, only catching a glimpse of the bottom of her brown skirt and black shoes as he had walked by her.

“Are you crying?” Miss Cathaway’s voice boomed from the front, cutting off her own speech on classroom manners. “I will tell you right now, I do not tolerate criers. There is nothing I loathe more than criers.”

Brian glanced from the corners of his eyes and saw a boy with blond hair in the front row, sobbing quietly. The teacher loomed over him, and if it weren’t for the bright lights in the room, she would’ve cast a shadow over the boy.

“Do you know who cries?”

The boy shook his head, unable to speak through his tears.

“Babies, that’s who. What’s your name?”

“Philip,” the boy stammered, choking on his words.

“Stand up and tell the rest of the class, and loud enough so everyone knows who’s crying.”

The boy hesitated, clearly terrified of the humiliation that awaited him. His eyes squinted as tears streamed down his cheeks.

“Come on, stand up,” Miss Cathaway coaxed, her voice suddenly taking on an unsettling pleasantness.

She grabbed the boy’s arm and helped him to his feet, turning him to face the rest of the class. Brian heard someone giggle from the back as poor Philip stood trembling, his face contorting as he tried desperately to hold back his fear.

“Can I have everyone’s attention?” the teacher announced, her voice unnervingly charming as she rested her hands on Philip’s shoulders. “I would like you all to meet...” She paused and glanced down at the boy.

“Philip,” the boy shouted through his sobs.

“Thank you,” she said cheerfully, then guided him back into his seat. “Class, we are too old to cry. That was last year. This is grade one, and we don’t cry in grade one. Do you know who cries, Philip?”

“Babies.”

A few kids laughed at his answer. Brian remained silent, keeping his head down but watching from the tops of his eyes.

“Yes. Now you need to stop acting like one,” she said with a smile that didn’t seem sincere in the slightest.

The boy nodded, though his tears still came softly. Miss Cathaway puckered her lips tightly before crouching in front of Philip, gripping the front of his desk with firm hands.

“You’re going to give me trouble, aren’t you?” she asked calmly. “Go sit at the back table. That’s where I keep the troublemakers. You can stay there until you can control yourself, alright?”

The boy nodded again, his cries now reduced to soft sobs that made his body shake with each breath. He stood from his desk, his head hung low, and slowly walked to the table at the back of the room.

“I’ll be watching you, Philip.”

A freckled boy with glasses sitting across the room suddenly burst into laughter, glancing back at the humiliated boy.

“What’s your name?” the teacher asked, now turning her attention to the boy with glasses.

“Kevin,” he replied, his demeanour quickly turning serious.

“That’s a nice name,” she said with a smile. “Well, since we’re doing introductions, why don’t we all take turns? Each person will stand and say their name and something about themselves, starting with Kevin here.”

Miss Cathaway returned to the front of the class and leaned against the corner of her wooden desk as Kevin stood and recited his full name. It was then, while her attention was focused on the other side of the room, that Brian finally dared to take a good look at her.

His heart did a sudden strange little skip as he stared at her. Miss Cathaway wasn’t the hideous witch he had imagined. In fact, he thought she was beautiful. She was also much younger than he had expected, far younger than his kindergarten teacher, who had been older than either of his parents.

They moved quickly through the first row of kids, but Brian barely paid attention. He was too distracted by Miss Cathaway, trying to make sense of what he found so intriguing about her.

It was Philip’s turn, the poor boy sitting quietly at the back of the classroom. By this point, the boy’s tears had stopped, and he stood shyly beside his chair, his head partially lowered.

“Are we all done with the crying?”

Philip nodded, offering a nervous half-smile.

“Good. Why don’t you tell us a little about yourself?”

Brian continued to watch her with admiration, trying to understand what he found so captivating. Her teeth shone white between her smile, and her hair fell in beautiful dark spirals to her shoulders, perfectly complementing her small, pointy nose. These emotions were all too strange for him, too advanced for his age to fully grasp, but he didn’t fight it. He liked the feelings, even if they did confuse him.

“Good job, Philip,” she said as the boy finished his introduction. “Looks like you’ve pulled yourself together. You should be proud of yourself. I think you can come back to your desk now.”

She raised her hand and gestured toward the empty seat at the front, the one Philip had vacated earlier. To Brian, Miss Cathaway looked like one of the models on the game shows he’d seen, the kind who presented prizes, except here, the prize was her approval.

She’s not so bad, he thought to himself. Maybe Cody had exaggerated the whole thing, as he did have a tendency to do that. Perhaps his brother’s dislike of her had more to do with being held back than anything else.

Brian continued staring at the teacher, lost in thought. He hadn’t even realized he was still fixated on her until she suddenly turned and their eyes met. Her head twitched back slightly, her expression puzzled.

“You look awfully familiar. What’s your name?”

Brian jolted out of his daze, stunned. He hadn’t realized he was staring and now felt completely caught off guard. He pointed to his chest, silently asking if she meant him.

“Yes, you,” she snickered, leaning forward off her desk. “Stand up and tell us your name.”

Brian’s heart raced as he scanned the room, all the faces now staring directly at him. The kid in front of him turned in his chair, locking eyes with him. Feeling his cheeks flush, Brian slowly rose from his seat, as his body tensed.

“Well?” the teacher prompted, now standing at the front of his row.

“Brian... Mueller,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the floor, a wave of nausea washing over him.

“Mueller?” Miss Cathaway repeated with a curious snicker. “Do you happen to have a brother at this school, Brian?”

A pit formed in his stomach. He closed his eyes and gave a sigh of defeat before answering.

“Yes,” he whispered, immediately wishing he had lied. “Cody.”

“Cody Mueller?” Miss Cathaway laughed loudly, clasping her hands together as if she found this information incredibly amusing.

“Listen up, class,” she announced, walking toward him. The heels of her shoes clicked sharply with each step, her sway graceful and deliberate. She placed her hands on his shoulders and turned him to face the rest of the room as she stood behind him. She smelled sweet.

“Cody Mueller, Brian’s brother, was one of my worst students. Disruptive, rude... a little brat, really. One of the few children to ever fail my class, almost twice. Fortunately for him, and for me, I let him pass the second time, mostly because I didn’t want him disrupting the students who actually had a chance.”

Brian felt completely out of place, like a dog at a cat show, awkward and exposed. Everyone in the classroom watched silently, each set of eyes fixed on him, none of them offering a word, leaving him stranded to the mercy of the teacher. Miss Cathaway’s hands tightened on his shoulders, sending a sudden shock of pain through them and up his neck.

“I’m guessing Brian here won’t be any better than his older brother. So, I’m warning all of you to stay away from him. Especially if you don’t want to get into trouble. Do you understand?”

Brian glanced around at his classmates who quietly nodded their heads, his face burning with shame. A choking sense of unease and sorrow caught in his throat, but he forced it down until it hurt. He would not cry.

He knew he had lost. He had become her target, just as his brother had warned. The worst part was that it wasn’t even his fault, it was the shame his brother had left behind.

“Good. I don’t want anyone falling behind because of another Mueller boy.”

Her grip on his shoulders finally loosened, giving him a moment of relief as she turned him around. He found himself face to face with her, her eyes sharp and brown, beautiful yet cold. She bent down, leaning close. He could smell the faint fragrance of her perfume, sweet and flowery, a contrast to who she appeared to be.

“Let’s give this seat to a kid who has a chance, okay?” she whispered softly, so only he could hear. Her tone was oddly pleasant, nothing harsh about it. “I’ll give you a seat in the back. Who knows, maybe if you try hard enough and keep quiet, you might actually surprise me.” She smiled, her white teeth gleaming.

Hanging his head low and feeling nervous, he walked to the seat Philip had sat earlier and slowly lowered himself into the chair.

A vile mix of emotions churned inside him. He felt sad and alone, but also angry. He let the anger take over, crying would only make things worse.

From his seat in the back, Brian watched as Miss Cathaway returned to her spot at the corner of her desk and continued. She gave a glance his way and smiled.
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The garage smelled of gasoline and rubber, a familiar and comforting scent for both brothers. Sometimes they would sneak inside, especially when their dad was in the house watching one of his shows or a baseball game. During those times, Cody would show Brian the cars they were working on, mostly their dad’s projects, though Cody helped by fetching tools and listening as their dad explained each procedure, how the car worked, and why.

Cody would then recite what he had learned to Brian. He was full of details: how fast each car could go, its horsepower, gas consumption, engine specs, and whether or not it was a lemon. Cody seemed to have a sharp memory for stats and cars, picking up much of his knowledge from the car magazines he borrowed from their dad. Occasionally, he would even surprise their dad with how much he knew. Brian wasn’t bad at remembering either, though he struggled a bit more than Cody. Today, they were admiring a Monte Carlo.

“This is a 1978 two-door Monte Carlo, third generation. It’s got a V-6 engine, zero to sixty in about fourteen seconds, and it’s rear-wheel drive, which means the car gives power to the back wheels. Too bad they didn’t go for the V-8.”

Cody ran his fingers along the side of the car as if it were some precious object, before glancing at Brian, who was still staring at the tires.

“Did you catch all that?”

“I think so,” Brian squeaked in his small voice. “It’s a two-door Monte Carlo, red of course, with a V-6 engine and rear-wheel drive.”

“Right on, little brother. But don’t forget, there’s a V-8 model too.”

They walked around the back of the car and toward the next.

“Over here is a three-door AMC Pacer Station Wagon. 1978 model, I think. It’s rear-wheel drive as well, but it’s also a gas guzzler and a rust bucket.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good car.”

Cody laughed loudly. “You’re right about that, Bonehead.”

They walked to the far end of the garage, where the third bay stood empty. In the unused bay sat a chair, a cooler, and a small table with an equally small black-and-white television set, its rabbit ears capped with a crude piece of tin foil. Their dad would often turn on the TV to catch a baseball or football game while he worked. Occasionally, when he was in a particularly good mood, he’d let them watch a cartoon. The reception wasn’t great, and the static often made it hard to tell what was happening, but to the boys, it felt like a special treat to watch TV among the smells of gas and rubber, even though there was a much better television inside the house.

Cody stopped and stared at the calendar hanging on the wall above the workbench at the far side of the garage. The top portion, above the actual tear-away calendar, featured a photo of a light blonde-haired woman in tight blue jean shorts, leaning against a red Corvette. Brian knew the make of the car because Cody mentioned it nearly every time they passed it. The woman smiled, her hips bent awkwardly to the side, showing more of her body than Brian was comfortable with.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Cody said, his eyes fixed on the picture.

“The car?”

“Of course, the car, Bonehead. But Dad does say I stare at this picture too much. He thinks I’m staring at the woman. He says she’s gonna be my wife someday, the way I keep gazing at it. She is very pretty, though.”

“You know what?” he added after a moment’s pause. “Someday, I am gonna have that car. And you know what else? I’m gonna find myself a girl just like her to marry.”

Brian shifted uncomfortably, noticing that Cody was now actually staring at the woman, not the car. The woman in the picture smiled back at them seductively, but Brian didn’t care too much for the way she looked.

“She’ll be really ladylike, and we’ll have two kids,” Cody continued. “Maybe we’ll even live here, and by then, I’ll be running the garage. And I’ll take care of Mom and Dad. I think they’ll deserve it after all they’ve done for us, don’t you?”

Cody continued to gaze at the picture, smiling as he got lost in his daydream.

“I’ll make them proud of me,” he added in a whisper.

“What will I be doing?” Brian asked, a little worried he wasn’t part of Cody’s future plans.

His brother looked over at him, smirking with an expression of surprise and mock shame, as if Brian should already know the answer.

“Duh. You’re gonna be some big shot after college, probably running your own business. How do you think I’m going to afford that car?” Cody laughed.

Brian laughed along, happy with this idea.

“I think the car is better looking,” Brian said, turning his attention back to the picture.

“Of course you do. And stop staring at my wife,” Cody teased, then slapped Brian playfully on the side of the head before darting toward the door.

Brian followed, chasing after his brother. It was their usual game whenever they left the garage. Cody would hit him and run off, leaving Brian to give chase. Brian always expected it, and he didn’t mind, but he wondered if Cody actually thought he was catching him by surprise each time. Either way, it was one of the small things that made him feel closer to his brother.

Cody ran out the side door and into the backyard.

“Don’t forget to shut the lights off, Bonehead,” Cody shouted from a distance.

Brian quickly ran back in, turned off the lights, and closed the door. He stood at the edge of the yard, looking for Cody but was unable to spot him. The night had grown darker since they’d gone in.

“Gotcha,” Cody yelled from his side, pushing him to the ground.

They wrestled, Cody pinning him down and playfully slapping his shoulder and head as Brian struggled to break free. But it was no contest, Cody was older and much bigger.

“How was school today?” Cody asked, panting as he finally rolled off and lay beside him.

“It... was alright, I guess.”

“Did Miss Cathaway give you any trouble?”

Brian thought about telling his brother what had happened. He thought about mentioning how he’d been singled out because of Cody’s reputation. But in the end, he decided against it. He didn’t want to worry his brother or make him feel guilty.

“No, not really,” he tried to lie.

“Ah man, she is, isn’t she? I told you to stay quiet, Brian.”

“No,” he lied again, but it was even worse this time, he couldn’t bring himself to look at Cody. He picked up a rock and tossed it across the yard in frustration.

“You need to get her attention off of you, or she’s gonna make the rest of your year hell.”

“How do I do that?” Brian asked, quickly adding, “Not that I need to, but just in case.”

“You’ve gotta get some other kid in trouble, worse than you. That way, she’ll start picking on them instead. Knock them out of their chair, make them cry. She hates kids who cry. Trust me, you don’t want to be on her bad side. I told you all this, Bonehead.”

“But that doesn’t sound very nice,” Brian replied, feeling uneasy about the whole conversation.

“It isn’t nice, but the world isn’t nice either, little brother.”

It was then that Cody shoved him back onto the ground.

Brian’s head hit the dirt as Cody pinned his wrists painfully.

“It’s like Dad tells us, the world isn’t a fair or nice place.”

Cody’s face turned serious, his voice taking on a stern, almost harsh tone, as if he were about to teach Brian a hard lesson. He quickly twisted Brian’s wrist, forcing him to slap his own face, then slammed Brian’s hand back down, pinning it to the ground once more.

“People will walk all over you if they can,” Cody continued, making Brian hit himself again with the opposite hand. “They’ll kick you down if they get the chance.”

Another hit. Frustration and embarrassment surged through Brian as he struggled, unable to stop Cody from making him hit himself.

In the dimming light, Cody’s face seemed to change. His brother’s eyes looked vacant, as if he were somewhere else, an empty place.

“Nobody out there cares about you or me,” Cody growled, making Brian hit himself again, this time harder. “Except your family. We have to stick together. The world will eat you alive, Brian. They’ll roll over you just to get ahead.”

It didn’t sound like Cody talking anymore. Instead it sounded more like their dad.

Brian’s frustration grew, he’d had enough of this game. He struggled and wiggled, but couldn’t find the strength to escape his brother’s grip. Each slap made Brian’s anger rise, his blood beginning to boil.

“It’s either you or them,” Cody continued, his voice harsh. “You need to get the first hit in and send them down before you’re the one on the ground. You don’t want to be on the bottom, Brian, you’ll get squished and beaten. If you’re too nice, then it’s your own fault, you did it to yourself.”

Cody finally let go of Brian’s wrists, freeing his arms, but now he started slapping him back and forth with his own hands. Brian had no choice but to raise his arms in defence, the blows pushing him side to side. Each hit was harder than the last, and with every slap, Brian felt an overwhelming surge of rage. It was more anger than he had ever felt before, and it scared him. It felt as if something inside him was tearing open, a side of himself he didn’t recognize. He didn’t like it.

From the edge of the yard Revs barked at them.

“You don’t want to be on the bottom, Brian.”

“Stop, Cody, you’re hurting me,” he finally cried out.

Cody paused, breathing heavily, then rolled off to the side, staring out into the yard with a confused look, as if he didn’t quite understand what had just happened.

Brian held back his tears and sat up, staring at the garage wall, his mind racing, as he tried to understand what his brother had said. He didn’t like the intense feelings that had surfaced, but some of it made sense. He hated the idea of hurting someone else, but if he didn’t, then it would be him on the ground.

“You need to do it, Brian. Sometimes you need to be the bastard, like Dad says.”

Brian didn’t like the word Cody had used. It felt dirty, almost vile. He didn’t want to be that. He just wanted to be helpful, to be himself. He didn’t want to be “the bastard”.

Just then, a yell came from inside the house as the wooden screen door slammed open.

“Dammit, Catherine, you never get it. I have to work hard, or this family will starve,” they heard their father shout as he stormed toward the garage. “Get to bed, the both of you,” he yelled, stomping past them, beer bottle in hand.

Revs, who had been barking the whole time, let out a sharp yelp as their dad struck him, then immediately went silent.

Cody helped Brian to his feet and kept an arm around him as they walked back toward the house. Their mother stood at the doorway, tears in her eyes, beckoning them with a trembling hand as she tried hard to smile. But Brian could see through the tears, he could see the hurt they held, and he wished he could make it stop. He wished he could make her happy again.

As he neared, he hugged his mother tightly. She held him close in return, squeezing him hard as if he would slip away. Then, she gently turned him toward Cody, who led him upstairs.

His thoughts swirled in his mind, echoing his brother’s warnings over and over. He had to do well. He had to be on top. Not for himself, but for his family. Maybe then, they could all be happy. Maybe he could give his mother everything she deserved and more, and then there wouldn’t be any reason to fight, no more yelling. But to rise from the bottom, he had to be the one who succeeded. He had to be the bastard.
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Chapter 6
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Brian filed into the classroom with the rest of the first graders and quietly took his seat at the table in the back. Three weeks had passed since the first day of school, and he had managed to stay out of trouble by keeping a low profile. It was lonely at the table, as none of his classmates dared to talk to him, not even during recess or when they worked in groups. The rest of the class seemed to have learned from his example.
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