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The sparrows chirped and squawked on the oak branches outside Theodore’s bedroom window, the birds excitedly announcing the arrival of a new day. Crows cawed, and blue jays squawked, adding to the cacophony. The birdsong was so raucous, that it woke Theodore up from his deep sleep. He rolled over, and stared at his alarm clock, realizing that it was nearly six thirty in the morning. Already, the sun had come up. It was a bit early to get out of bed, but he knew that there would be no going back to sleep. Not with all that noise outside his bedroom window. Unfortunately, sleep was unattainable. He scrubbed at his eyes, exhausted.

Theodore leaned over and peered down at the bottom bunk. His little brother, Alex, was passed out under his nest of blankets, one socked foot sticking out from the bedding. He clutched his ratty old stuffed rabbit to his chest, snoring lightly. Alex was turning six today – he was a tiny scrap of a child who was usually full of energy, rushing about peppering everyone with questions about the world around him. But now, thankfully, he was quietly slumbering on, and quiet as a mouse.

Theodore linked his fingers together behind his head and stared up at the wooden beams of his bedroom ceiling. Upon his arrival two weeks ago, he’d tacked a few pictures above his bed – pictures of his friends back at home, a family photo of him, Alex and their father, and a mermaid collage that he’d made in art class just before the end of summer. He smiled, studying the mermaid with her emerald green fish tail, her long hair flowing in the ocean water. The beautiful mermaid was the main image of the collage, but he’d cut images out of magazines to border around the mermaid. He’d pasted the various fish, sharks and shell pictures that he’d procured from the Owl magazines and National Geographic magazines that his teacher, Mrs. Sherman, kept in the back of the classroom for that very purpose. He’d included pictures of green sea turtles, coral, and starfish – anything that he could find that fit his theme. And he’d had it laminated, so that the collage wouldn’t get damaged.

He loved that collage. It was his happy place, allowing him to imagine that he might one day meet an actual honest-to-god mermaid, and run away with her. It had been painstaking work, cutting out all the tiny images, arranging them over the mosaic of blue and green he’d selected from the magazines. But the finished project – oh, it was so worth all the effort! It was his best collage, yet. 

Theodore thought that being a merman would be the best thing in the entire universe. He’d proudly swim with his own bright, scaly fish tail, and adorn himself with handmade jewelry crafted out of pink and white shells, pearls, and barnacles. He’d dye his hair blue, or green – any bright colour differing from his drab, boring light brown hair that he naturally sported. He’d love to be able to swim underwater for days at a time, amongst the fishes and sharks. He closed his eyes, imaging what it would be like, to live underwater permanently. He could surface on occasion – to watch the intense summer thunderstorms, or to briefly visit his family. That would be excellent. 

Theodore listened to the birds chatter exuberantly outside his window for a good half an hour, before he finally decided that enough was enough. He hung down over the side of the bunkbed and checked on his brother again. Alex was just beginning to wake up, rubbing tiredly at his eyes. 

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Theodore told him. “Happy birthday.”

“Hi, Theodore,” Alex said, still rubbing at his eyes. “What time is it?” 

“Around seven o’clock. You should get dressed.”

He watched Alex roll out of bed and begin to dig through his dresser. Theodore jumped down from the top bunk and raced past his little brother on his way to the bathroom. He slammed the door shut behind him, locking it behind him. He strode towards the sink and turned on the tap. Theodore splashed cold water on his face, sprinkling a small amount on the back of his neck to cool off. 

The bathroom was a tiny room – more like a closet than a full-sized room, and everything was in the same shade of sickening lavender. Even the toilet seat cover, and the toothbrush holder was lavender – that had been Grandma Rose’s favourite colour. Grandpa had refused to change it over the years, even though Grandma Rose had been long dead and gone twelve years ago. Theodore could barely even remember her; he’d only been four when she’d died. He did have a few good memories of her, but not too many. 

Theodore double-checked that the bathroom door was locked, before rooting around under the bathroom sink. Four days ago, he’d hidden a plastic bag behind the toilet paper and cleaning supplies. The bag was full of toys and candy that he’d bought at the general store in town. Presents for Alex’s sixth birthday. He upended the bag on the lavender bath mat and began to sort through his purchases. 

He’d bought him a new beach pail, a scuba mask and snorkel, and about six different types of chocolate bars. Theodore pulled out the shiny silver gift bag he’d bought, and quickly wrote a message on the attached card. Then, he loaded up the presents into the bag, trying to make it look as presentable as possible. There, that looked nice. He hoped Alex would like it.

It had been two weeks since they’d moved into Grandpa’s old cabin. Grandpa had died last year, and the place had been empty ever since. He’d left the cabin to his only remaining son in his will – Theodore’s father. It was a quaint, rustic cabin that had a fantastic view of the lake. Theodore and Alex loved swimming in the beautiful lake.

However, there were a few drawbacks of living at the cabin. One of them, was that it was so far from civilization. There were a few stores in town – a general store, a hardware store, and a few others - although that that was about fifteen KMs away. And it bothered Theodore that he was cut off from civilization, as Wi-Fi and cell service was extremely spotty. He was basically isolated from his friends, stuck at the cabin for the summer with just his brother and father for company. And his father was often on the road commuting to work, spending long hours at the office. He was gone all the time.

Alex banged on the bathroom door, whining that he had to go to the bathroom. Theodore rolled his eyes, and grabbed another piece of blue tissue paper, and balled it up. Sometimes, Alex was a great kid – other times, however, he was annoying. 

“Just a second!” Theodore called out, grabbing another piece of paper. “I’m almost done!”

“Theodooooore!” Alex shouted, banging on the bathroom door again. “Hurry up. I gotta go!”

“Just a minute!” Theodore shouted. He hid the bag under the bathroom sink again, and carefully closed the cupboard door so as not to make a sound. He didn’t want Alex to hear him, on the off-chance that his brother might snoop. Theodore stood up, and yanked open the bathroom door. Alex rushed in after him.  

Theodore went back to his bedroom and rifled through his dresser. It was muggy July morning, even though it was only seven thirty in the morning. He wouldn’t be surprised if the temperature raised to the high thirties. He stripped out of his clothes, and changed into a light-coloured ribbed tank, and a pair of cargo shorts.  

He disliked having to share a bedroom with his younger brother, Alex. It meant that he didn’t have much privacy. Back at home, in their old apartment, he’d had his own bedroom. It had been nice – a loft bed, his own TV and Xbox, and everything. It’d been nice. He’d been able to have his friends over for a sleepover. But now, his friends were hours away. 

The cabin was very small – and it only had two bedrooms. One was for Dad, and the other was for him and Alex to share. Their shared bedroom was cramped, with a set of sturdy bunkbeds, and two midsized dressers side by side. It had a tiny single-pane window that overlooked the backyard, and a toy chest filled with all the toys Alex had brought from home. Space was limited; they’d had to put everything else in storage. This room had once belonged to their father, and his older brother, uncle Patrick. But that had been years ago. Patrick was long dead now – he’d been in a car accident before Theodore and Alex were born.

Theodore went back to the bathroom and checked in on Alex. His brother was standing at the sink, on the little plastic step stool. He was grinning at his reflection in the mirror, hooking his fingers in the sides of his mouth and making silly faces. Then, he straightened up, and leaned closer until he was only a few inches away from the mirror, unblinking. 

“What are you doing, Alex?” Theodore asked, watching him. Alex’s hair was all mussed up, and sticking up in strange angles. “C’mon, brush your hair. You look a right mess.”

“Shhh,” Alex whispered. “I’m concentrating.”

“Oh yeah?” Theodore smirked. “Okay, weirdo.”

“I’m trying to see if I look older.” Alex continued to stare intently at his reflection. “I’m six, now. Do I look older? I need to know.” 

“Yeah, bud. You look older,” Theodore said, grabbing the hairbrush. He began tackling Alex’s hair, turning his head from side to side, and brushing Alex’s soft, downy hair until it was tangle-free. “Jeez, you really are all grown up! Alex, you’re practically an adult. You’ll need to get a job and pay taxes soon enough. I guess we should break the news to dad that you’ll be moving out.”

Alex twisted his head and looked up at him, grimacing. “Not that old! I don’t want to pay taxes, or move out.” 

“No, not yet. Thank god,” Theodore laughed. “C’mon, let’s get some breakfast.”

The boys went into the kitchen, and sat down in the little dining nook. Theodore was glad that his father had gotten up early to make breakfast – the table was laden with scrambled eggs, sausages, rye toast, and sliced strawberries. Normally, dad would leave early, and they’d eat cereal and milk. Or oatmeal packets with hot water – something quick, and easy to make. Theodore quickly filled up his plate, and did the same for Alex. He poured syrup on everything, and then began to wolf the food down. 

“Happy birthday Alex,” Dad said, grinning at him. He turned, and frowned at his older son. “Whoa there, slow down, champ. Theodore, don’t eat so fast, or you’ll get sick.” 

“Sorry, Dad,” Theodore said, grinning at him. “I’m starved. This food tastes great.”

“Dad, don’t you have to be at work right now?” Alex asked, his mouth full. “I didn’t know you would be here for breakfast. You’re always gone when we wake up.”

“I took the day off. I wanted to be here with you guys,” Dad said, turning around to scrape the scrambled eggs out of the frying pan. “We can do anything you guys want. You two wanna go into town, and rent a DVD from the general store? We could get some candy and popcorn. How’s that sound?” 

“Yeah!” Alex said, grinning at him. “That sounds fun.”

“So, Alex,” Theodore said, turning to study his younger brother. “You’ve got a birthday wish today. What are you going to wish for?”

Alex’s face lit up. “What am I going to wish for? Hmmm, that’s a good question. A puppy would be nice – a great big Newfoundland, or a shaggy English Sheepdog. That would a really cool gift!”

“A dog?” Theodore said, amused. He doubted that their father would ever let them have a dog. And certainly not a big dog, like a Newfoundland. If they ever got a dog, it’d probably be some old, mangy dog from the local shelter – something small. “Wow, that’s uh – that’s quite the birthday wish. A Newfoundland dog would be perfect for the lake. They’re great swimmers. They used to work as lifeguards, you know. At lighthouses and stuff like that.”
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