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Buried deep in an untouched place

Where all dark secrets remain in any case

There you’ll find wedged windows of shadows and others of hope

But neither that show a broader scope

Pieces to a long-forgotten game 

Hold curses for many with shame

But there are many pieces that fit on that board

And there is a deep, dark piece that depletes a score
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Prologue
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Eleven-year-old Max clung to the uninjured arm of his newfound friend, Matty. Max’s entire vision was a blur, filled with fuzzy blobs of color that appeared to be outlined by faded halos with silhouettes of trees and tree limbs that lined the edge of the sidewalk that Max had instructed Matty to follow. Up until a few hours ago, Max’s vision was completely normal, possibly even better than normal...but something had triggered a degradation to blurs and doubles and halos, and it was already starting to give Max a headache. He could hear the soft rain hitting the sidewalk, street, and tree limbs as it gently patted his head and rolled off his arms. The streetlights flickered on as the evening sky approached, which forced Matty to jump back into Max out of fright. 

“Ooph!” Max cried in reaction to Matty backing into him. “Wha’d ya do that for?”

“What are those, Max?” Matty begged in a trembling voice, staring up at the streetlights in terror.

“What, the streetlights? Don’t worry about ‘em, Matty. They just turn on when it gets dark so people can see where they’re going. That’s it.” Max explained. 

“Oh...” Matty sighed in an odd combination of relief and confusion, his opal-blue eyes staring up at the streetlights, beaming with a fearful fascination. He cradled his bruised, swollen broken arm with the arm that Max had clung to, while holding both arms into his core and walked with a slight hunch as stitched up wounds in his stomach throbbed. “So, what do we do? Do we hide behind the trees?”

“No, Matty. We want to be found here. Knowing my dad and his stickler girlfriend, they’d have already called the police two seconds after I didn’t leave my room to come down after they said they were ordering pizza instead of cooking liver and brussels sprouts. The police are looking for me, and when they find us, they can take you to a hospital where someone can fix your arm and maybe fix that shit with your guts.” Max explained. 

“What’re the police?” Matty asked nervously. Even through blurry halos in his vision, Max could still make out a look of utter fear on Matty’s face.

“They’re not gonna hurt you, Matty, I promise. They’re probably just gonna take you to the hospital where people can fix you.” Max assured. 

Matty then asked, curiously, “What’re pizza and brussels sprouts?”

“All you need to know about pizza and brussels sprouts is that only morons put pineapple on pizza and brussels sprouts were invented by mom groups who convinced moms that if your kid isn’t frowning while they eat and farting themselves to sleep, you’re not feeding them right...” Max explained bitterly.

Suddenly, Max could hear a car approaching them as headlights flashed before them.  A skittish Matty jerked towards the trees, as Max, still clinging to his arm, pulled Matty back and cried, “Matty, stop!! It’s okay, it’s probably just someone here to help!”

“Max?!” came his father’s voice, trembling with hope as he heard car doors open and slam shut and figures rushing towards him and Matty that had to be that of Max’s father, Milton, his father’s fiancé, Melissa, Max’s older brother, Jeff, and Melissa’s two twin sons, Brian and Mitch, of the same age as Max. 

“Max, baby, is that you?!” Melissa cried, nearly in tears. 

“Dad?” Max cried in response, surprised that his father would be the one to find him and not the police or someone who recognized him from flyers around town and pictures on the news.

Max could hear Mitch exclaim, “Woah! Look at that kid’s arm!” 

Matty nervously whispered to Max, “Okay, I guess that’s your dad? What do we do? What do we tell them?” 

“It’ll be okay, Matty. They’re gonna help you. Just follow my lead.” Max confidently assured, as his family finally approached them. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1:

[image: ]




Worlds hidden behind every stroke of color

Layered in language only spoken by the soul

Nothing in those strokes could ever be called duller

When they held a secret to making someone whole

––––––––
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The day ran long for Max Mintz, after a long night of the strangest dreams. Flashes of them haunted not only his sleep, but his conscious mind’s eye, forcing him to spend the day at the studio to see the warnings they foretold. He had dreamt of wedge-shaped windows that allowed a glimpse of different secrets, of bridges connected by flames, and most specifically of a wedge-window that allowed a view of a place of eternal peace and another that presented a view of eternal shadows. His mind occasionally cursed him with disturbing images from the window of shadows, but he quickly tried to force them away by painting out the window to eternal peace. The colors on the canvas mirrored those that beamed through that wedge of space in his dream. The deep, rich golden yellows, burnt oranges, and the darkest amethyst and burgundy brushed onto a canvas that laid out a land, a peace, and a haven that knew him by name. And yet, for all those glowing and hopeful colors that beamed in his thoughts, accompanied by a soft hollow hum that he couldn’t get out of his head, a mission of anxiety and anticipation lurked behind the bold and promising hues. 

Max fought to shake himself of this unsettled feel. It was the winter of 2017 in Kingston, Rhode Island, and he was thankful that he didn’t have to push through a yard of snow on his way to the family home. He was on his way to meet his father, stepmother, and family for a weekly dinner at the family home on Cherry Road, as was the agreement that he and his stepbrothers and older brother had made upon moving out on their own. He had awoken that morning with an urge to see that soft hollow hum in his head and spent the day sketching and painting an entire scene of an eternal sunset that rested on a humble bay at the edge of a world only known to him. 

As he daydreamed about that final edge, Max arrived at the family house, noticing his older brother’s car and hence realizing that his brother had beaten him to the house, which could only mean one thing...he was late. His older brother, Jeff, was rarely on time, and always had to receive an ear-full from their stepmother, Melissa who praised punctuality, especially when it came to family dinner. 

“Fuck...,” Max whispered to himself, knowing the speech he would receive from Melissa, knowing that she had already had a warm-up from snapping at Jeff. He then shrugged, “Eh, what else is new?” 

Melissa was no wicked, evil stepmother, and Max and Jeff had never had such a thought of her. Melissa would give up one of her own limbs to help and provide for those she loved most, which included her two stepsons. She’d even bring the wrath of hell itself to anyone who would dare hurt her children, no matter how old they became. However, for all the love she had for all of her children, she was a force with expectations that had to be met to say the least. Not that Max was easy to deal with himself, and he knew that. 

Max quickly climbed out of his sad looking 1995 maroon Impala, with mild dents and paint falling off, and shut the door as he walked to the old family home; a quaint two-story house covered in snow and decorated with multi-colored Christmas lights. He approached the door, readying himself for the rant that Melissa surely had prepared for him. He was rarely late, knowing that being punctual saved him a lot of grief from his stepmother. However, he knew that she would be especially mad at him this time, as he had gotten so caught up in another project the week before that he forgot all about family dinner and hadn’t thought to check his phone throughout the day. He was told by his brother and stepbrothers that she was about to call the police, until they thought to call one of Max’s best friends and roommates, Joey Shephard. Joey answered on the first call and explained that Max was fine and simply working hard on a project in the studio, but that didn’t save Max from a long, irritating phone call later. 

As Max entered the house, he was greeted with a hiss by the family cat laying on the entrance mat; a white, long-haired, blue-eyed feline named Squash by Max’s then 5-year-old (now 8-year-old) little half-sister, Courtney, for reasons that no one had ever managed to figure out. The poor thing even had a big yellow name tag in the shape of a yellow squash with its name in all-white, all capital letters hanging from its blue-green collar. 

“Yeah, I’d be miserable if my name was Squash too,” Max said to the cat, as he closed the front door and headed for the dining room.

“MAX? IS THAT YOU?” Melissa called out from the dining room.  

“YEAH!” Max cried back, nearing the dining room, already annoyed at the words his stepmother had not yet spoken. 

Max then walked through a doorway that led to the living room area. He was then welcomed by his father’s and stepmother’s earthy brown living room carpet, along with finger paintings and the usual family photos hung on the wall. Max’s stepmother’s favorite “Precious Moments” figurines decorated the bookcase in the corner and surrounded the polished wooden surface that held up the television in the other corner of the room. Finally, there was a lit up and thickly decorated Christmas tree standing in the other corner to the side of front-facing living room couch.

Max appeared from behind the walkway that separated the kitchen/dining-area and the living room. Everyone was present and already seated, as was protocol with Melissa. Sitting by an empty chair between him and one of their stepbrothers was Max’s 26-year-old older brother, Jeff Mintz (older than Max by 3 years) with reddish-brown hair and stubble, freckles, and hazel-green eyes. Jeff possessed all the same features of his and Max’s father, Milton Mintz, who naturally sat next to Melissa. Max’s stepbrothers (same age as Max), the fraternal twins, Brian and Mitch Mintz, both with their mother’s almond-brown eyes, Mitch with longish dark brown hair and Brian with clean-cut blondish brown hair. Max’s 10-year-old little half-brother, Timmy Mintz, with a fresh haircut of his dark brown hair that he probably (definitely) got from Melissa, pudgy cheeks and hazel-green eyes that appeared delighted to see one of his big brothers. Max’s 8-year-old little half-sister, Courtney Mintz, her sandy blonde hair pulled back in a loose, low ponytail, wearing a pink t-shirt and pink ballerina-shoe-earrings, and her almond-brown eyes squinting in annoyance at Max’s tardiness. Finally, there was Bonnie Mintz, Max’s precious 5-year-old little half-sister who always adored all her big brothers and sometimes adored her bratty big sister. She was delighted to see him with her glowing ocean-blue eyes that contrasted well against her long black hair and bangs. She wore a purple t-shirt with painted handprints that made the image of reindeer; the famous red-nosed one to be precise. 

Everyone peered over at Max, all with either delighted or neutral faces in reaction to his arrival, except for Melissa and Courtney, with an empty chair saved just for him between his brother, Jeff, and his stepbrother, Mitch, accompanied with a plate of food. Melissa’s platinum blonde hair was perfectly straight-ironed, her almond-brown eyes attempting to pierce through his soul, as if Max hadn’t seen worse from her, and her arms tensely folded, as though waiting for an explanation. 

“Max, you missed dinner with us last week with no notice, I know that the university is out for Christmas break, and I know that you’re off work today. I am already sick of dealing with this from your brother,” Melissa scowled. 

“Hey, Melissa, I have told you that sometimes work runs late!” Jeff snapped in defense, his hazel-green eyes wide with offense beneath his tangled reddish-brown hair. 

“Sometimes and always are not the same thing, Jeff!” Melissa corrected, in such a motherly, matter-of-fact tone, accompanied with an irritated smirk. 

Jeff began to open his mouth in response, but merely sighed and decided to let it go instead. Sometimes, there was just no arguing with Melissa. In fact, most of the time, it was best to not argue with her...not that any of that always stopped Max. 

“Ya know, Melissa, it’s very weird that you knew that I was off work today, or not doing something for work today. It’s not like I have a very consistent schedule,” Max commented, annoyed and suspicious. 

“She calls your boss, dude.” Mitch mumbled. 

Melissa scowled at Mitch for his comment, as Max asked, irritated, “Wait, you call my boss?” 

“Babe, do you really do that?” asked Max’s father, Milton Mintz, sitting next to Melissa with a puzzled look in his hazel-green eyes that he shared with his oldest son. 

“She does! We heard her calling Max’s boss and asking for his schedule for the week!” cried Timmy from across the table. 

Max and his father both now stared at Melissa with eyes wide with confusion, as Melissa defended, “Well, I can’t plan out our weekly family dinner if I don’t know when everyone is available.” As she turned her attention back to Max and took a closer look at his appearance, noticing his hands, some areas of his clothes, and even a few small areas on his rectangular glasses were covered in dried acrylic paints and smeared charcoal from his day in the studio. She then felt compelled to complain, “You didn’t think to clean up a little bit before you came to dinner? Your brother is a mechanic, and he still cleans up before dinner!”

Already fed up with his stepmother’s expectations, after only having just arrived, Max threw his arms up in annoyance, and replied with an irritated laugh and smile, “Ya know what? You’re right, Melissa! I’m just gonna go home and shower and then I’ll be right back!” 

As everyone rolled their eyes and sighed, Max turned around to head back out the door in frustration, and Mitch jumped out of his chair, grabbed Max by his shoulders and turned him back around, as he cried, “Nope! Nope, you’re not!” He then added sarcastically, looking at his mother with his hand on Max’s shoulder, “What’re you talkin’ about, mom?! I think he looks great, okay? Can we just fucking eat already?! And maybe talk about something else?” 

As Melissa opened her mouth to get onto Mitch about his use of cursing in front of his much younger half-siblings, Milton beat her to the chase with, “Honey, you know it’s nothing they haven’t heard before. They know better than to say it. Let it go and let’s eat, okay?” 

Melissa sighed and agreed, “Fine, let’s say grace and eat.”

Max and Mitch took their seats, as the family said their prayer and began to eat. Melissa was an excellent cook who loved to cook for her family. She always worried that her two oldest sons and stepsons weren’t eating well during their time living on their own, and always wanted to make sure that they could have at least one good meal a week; another reason that she was adamant about weekly family dinner and being punctual. 

“So, what were you working on today? I thought school was out, I didn’t think you had any more art projects due,” Jeff asked his younger brother before taking a bite of mashed potatoes. 

“It wasn’t for school, I was just expanding on something I had already done.” Max casually explained, trying to politely speak through a mouthful of brisket. Max had an incredible artistic gift that he had expressed since early childhood as young as four years old. He could create almost anything, from clay sculptures to goofy cartoon sketches, to bold and beautiful paintings. He was even gifted in graphic design and animation. Everyone who knew him best knew that he loved his own work and loved the process of making art, as it seemed to calm his often angry and frustrated soul, but he never seemed to care so much if anyone else admired his work, unless it meant making a good grade or making money. He was a dual major in Business Administration and Art at the University of Rhode Island, hoping to use his artistic skills for marketing and advertising purposes. His dream was to be an animator, but he figured he would also strive for a path with more job security in the meantime. He was already on his way with his job as a cartoonist at one of the local news stations. 

While he may have never cared if anyone enjoyed his work as much as he did, his friends, family, professors, classmates, and so many others around town were always beyond impressed at his talent. The talent and technique of his that everyone admired so much, beyond simply creating realistic and incredible work, was his ability to make things seem as if they were moving without using any known optical illusion techniques, and that even included some of his ceramic works. More than that, people also admired his ability to create works so captivating that people could almost feel the scenes in his paintings and sketches encircling them in 3D until bouncing back from some kind of trance. Many of his classmates in his art classes (and even a few of his own professors) were even incredibly jealous of him and his talent, some of them watching his techniques closely while in the studio in an attempt to copy his style...but none of them could, even after watching him for months or even years. He simply had a gift that couldn’t be matched or immitated. Max was oddly modest about his work, never gloating about it and only showing it off for the purposes of grades and money, even for being rather arrogant about anything else. He wouldn’t even talk about it unless someone asked.

“Me and Rebecca went to the town art contest last week, and I saw that painting you did! That was really cool! Really dark, but really cool! I didn’t think you liked to participate in art contests.” Mitch commented, speaking of his girlfriend, Rebecca, and referring to a painting Max had done -—an oddly intense scene of a crumbling stone wall that faced a dark forest before it that cleared only to allow for a decrepit, eerie castle as the focal point of the painting. He used all the dark, cold colors, and all who pondered this painting in the art show claimed that it brought them chills with hairs raised on the backs of their necks. No one could explain why. On the surface, it just looked like a simple painting of a haunted scene, and yet, if one stared long enough, they felt hopelessly stuck there. 

“I don’t. I hate art contests and I didn’t put it in there. Joey and Mikey did that without telling me,” Max replied, rolling his eyes and referring to two of his best friends and roommates. 

“I’m sure they were just proud of you, Max. You do great work, and it’s a shame that you never submit any of it to any art contests,” Melissa defended, lovingly. 

Brian, sitting by Mitch’s other side, commented snidely, “They probably just wanted money for rent.” 

“You don’t get any money from the town art contest, Brian. You just get a ribbon and some recognition,” Mitch assured, somewhat irritably. He then added, speaking to Max, “And I saw that you won!” 

“And I saw that some people who work at some animation studio wanted to see a portfolio of your work!” Milton added proudly, before taking another bite. Milton beamed proudly at his son from across the table, patting his reddish-brown mustache with his napkin. He then begged, “Please tell me that you sent it to them!” 

“Yes, Dad, I sent it to them...,” Max assured, still slightly irritated. 

“Have you heard anything back?” asked Milton.

“Not yet, Dad. But I literally just sent it in to them. I’ll let you know what they say,” Max assured, a tone in his voice that begged everyone to drop the subject.

“So, maybe Joey and Mikey didn’t do something so bad after all?” Melissa dared Max to ponder. 

Max simply rolled his eyes and refrained from responding to such a comment. He wasn’t even going to discuss the fight he had gotten into with two of his best friends over that. Max hated the very idea of art contests for reasons that he would never thoroughly discuss. He always claimed that it was because they seemed to be for the pretentious, and though it was obvious that Max truly believed in that sentiment at least to some extent, those closest to him knew that he couldn’t have believed that that applied to everyone who entered art contests. Max was actually friends with some of his classmates who entered their work into art contests, and he even supported them. If they were even remotely pretentious, Max would not be able to even pretend to get along with them. It further enraged him to find out that two of his best friends had entered one of his works without his knowledge or permission. Again, no one truly understood why.

Trying to change the subject, Max commented, “So, Brian, how’s medical school going? You have to dissect anyone’s brains yet?” 

“Just Mitch’s!” Brian replied, as everyone softly laughed. 

Mitch leaned over to Max to casually explain, “I made a cake that looked like a brain last week. You should’a been here, it was awesome.”

“It was pretty cool,” Jeff admitted, half laughing. 

Bonnie commented, “It was really good and edible. It had cherries in it!” She spoke so confidently, proud at her use of the word “edible”.

“No, baby, those were strawberries!” Milton corrected. 

“Really, Milton? We’re just gonna correct her on strawberries? We’re not gonna talk about why she has to say that something is edible now?” Mitch commented, confused. He then added, jokingly, “What, did you poison the poor child, mom?”

“Yeah, when did this start, Bonnie?” asked Max.

“Timmy said that mom’s chicken wasn’t edible. Like, you can’t eat it.” Bonnie responded. 

“OOOOO, Timmmyyyy...,” Max, Jeff, Mitch, and Brian collectively responded, as Timmy blushed while staring at Melissa, half nervously laughing. 

“That was when you burnt the chicken, Mom!” Timmy defended, half laughing through his dimpled face.

“Mmhmm...” Melissa responded in disbelief. “If you don’t like my cooking, then maybe you need to go to school to become your own chef like your brother.” 

“Hey, I love your cooking, Mom! That’s why I wanted to become a chef!” Mitch defended.

“But Mitch’s food is edible apparently. Okay, Melissa?” Max jeered cleverly, prompting snorts and chuckles from around the table, even from Melissa herself, even as she rolled her eyes. 

“Yeah, Melissa, you need to up your game and make some brains and stuff,” Jeff added, half laughing.

“Yes, ‘cause that’s perfectly edible, okay? I don’t make the rules, Melissa, you gotta talk to Bonnie about this apparently,” Max agreed, sarcastically, forcing some pretty hearty giggles from little Bonnie, and even Timmy and Courtney. 

Trying to move on to something else, Milton asked, “So, Max, I heard that your friend, Matty moved out. Is that right?” 

The room paused as Max sighed and readied himself to explain. That same boy that Max had clung to with the broken arm that night twelve years prior, now known as Matty Richardson, had become yet another best friend of Max, and, until recently, had also been one of his roommates. Prior to that night twelve years ago and every day since, Matty Richardson had lived a somewhat troubled and greatly mysterious life. 

It was a strange night and an overall strange case for both Matty and Max. No one had ever laid eyes on Matty in the town of Kingston or in the whole state of Rhode Island until that night, and as it would later turn out, no one claimed to have laid eyes on Matty before that night in all of the United States after his case had gone national. After being discovered that night by Max’s family, in part because he was accompanied by then 11-year-old Max who had been reported missing a few weeks prior, doctors estimated Matty to have been around 10 to 12 years old. Max claimed that he simply wandered too far from home after getting lost on his way to a friend’s house and happened to stumble upon Matty as he wandered aimlessly around town. No one; not his father, his brother, nor his friends, Joey and Mikey, nor his then soon-to-be stepfamily believed that story, but they went along with it because he wouldn’t change his story, no matter how hard they questioned him. They were also simply too delighted and relieved that he was found safe to worry too much about the story he chose to tell. 

Another strange factor in this case was the sudden need for glasses only after Max was found. Max had always had great eyesight until he went missing, holding onto Matty when they were found, with Matty leading him aimlessly through town, not knowing where to lead them except to follow the sidewalk that they had stumbled upon that night. He was later taken to a few different doctors and counselors who all appeared to insist that his vision degradation might have something to do with some kind of trauma he experienced while he was missing, suggesting that his eyesight might go back to normal after some time had passed and after he had processed what he had experienced. It never did though. Oddly enough, unlike other people with vision issues, his eyesight never got any worse over time. It remained essentially as it was. 

Matty, however, had a somewhat different tale to tell. The authorities couldn’t find any pictures of him or even pictures of younger children from older cases who might have looked like a younger version of him in any local missing child cases. When questioned, Matty claimed to not remember...anything. He knew his name was Matty, and that was about it. He didn’t remember his last name or if he had one, and he didn’t even seem to understand the concept of last names at all. He couldn’t remember how old he was or his own birthday. And of course, what kid forgets his own birthday? The only day of the year where he can celebrate himself and his life with his family and friends with cake and ice cream and a party, unless something is truly wrong? He didn’t remember who his parents or other family were, if he had brothers and sisters, if any of his family was still alive, if he had been kidnapped and abused, or if he had just become lost as Max had. He claimed to not remember anything about his life before that moment when Max had accidentally stumbled upon him. He became the famous “lost boy” of Kingston, Rhode Island. Local and nationwide attention mysteriously produced no results to find Matty’s family and reunite him with them. Before being placed with foster parents who would eventually become his official adoptive parents, the Richardsons, he had stayed with Max and his family where he became a permanent family friend. 

“Yeah, he moved to some new loft apartment on the other side of town,” Max answered.

“I think Matty’s weird,” Courtney admitted.

“Courtney!” Milton and Melissa cried in unison, ashamed of their daughter’s judgement of the life and mannerisms of someone in Matty’s circumstance. 

“Well, thank you for your opinion, Courtney! Matty thinks you’re weird too!” Max assured. 

Courtney scoffed and rolled her eyes while picking at her food, as she groaned, “No, he doesn’t.”

“Yeah, he does! One time he said, ‘That Courtney and her cat named Squash! What a weirdo!’” Jeff joked, as Max, Mitch, and Brian smugly nodded in agreement.

Courtney merely rolled her eyes and said like a true teenager, despite lacking 5 more years, “Whatever.” 

Moving on, Mitch asked, “So, Matty moved out, huh? What, he get tired o’ you guys?” 

“Eh, maybe. I know Joey was driving him nuts because Joey likes to just randomly invite people over and have crazy parties and Matty’s not about that,” Max explained.

“What, he get shy all the sudden?” asked Jeff.

“No, he’s not shy. You know Matty’s not shy, he just doesn’t always like to talk. And he’s very particular about who he likes, and he does not like the people that Joey invites over. It also doesn’t help that half the time when Joey brings these people over, there’s always that one person who has to be like, ‘Hey, aren’t you that “lost boy”? Can I see your tattoo?’ In fact, half of them come over, after they find out that Matty lives with us, just to bombard him with questions about all that,” Max explained further.

When Matty was found, along with injuries that suggested severe and prolonged physical abuse, the doctors also noticed that he had a fresh tattoo on his right wrist. His tattoo was small, barely larger than a pencil eraser, that almost appeared to be in the shape of an elongated sideways heart with a dip in its side, all in black ink. Much to Matty’s displeasure and disbelief, no matter how much he tried to have the tattoo removed, the ink never seemed to fade. He always wore a wristband or sweatbands over his tattoo, concealing it from conversation and from “”s of memories that he didn’t care to remember. 

“Maybe they’re just curious. I mean, that was some story, and it was in the news for the longest time,” Brian suggested.

“Yeah, but you don’t just bring up shit like that when you first meet someone, Brian. You remember how Matty was when he was living with us. He probably doesn’t remember what happened to him because he doesn’t want to. That’s some pretty dark shit, and that’s a pretty douchey thing to do if you ask me. I wouldn’t like it either and I bet it gets old real fast!” Mitch reacted.

“Does Joey not ask his new friends to not say things like that to Matty? To be a little more sensitive?” asked Melissa.

“Oh, you know Joey. He means well, he just doesn’t think things through,” Max explained with a sigh.  

“Yes, we know,” Milton assured, matter-of-factly. “Matty still shouldn’t have to put up with that though.” 

Melissa sighed and nodded in agreement. She then asked, “Does Matty still see the Richardsons?” 

“Yep, he has to meet up with them once a week too!” Max answered

“Well, good, I’m glad he still stays in touch with them. They’re good people and I know they really care about him,” Melissa commented. “Oh, I made him a little house-warming gift; a casserole. Would you take it to him after dinner?” 

“Sure,” Max agreed, half laughing at his stepmother’s ridiculous but caring quirks. 

“We still have a lot o’ that brain-cake leftover at our place if you wanna take that to him too,” Mitch offered.

“You haven’t eaten it all yet?” asked Max.

“He made it so huge, man! It’s like—-” Brian began.

“It’s three brains of different sizes on top of each other. And even my fat ass can’t finish it by myself!” Mitch interrupted, patting his spare tire of a belly and prompting laughter from around the table.

“Okay, am I stopping by your place to pick up the cake?” Max asked, half laughing.

“Well...making sure it doesn’t get destroyed on the way over there is, like, a two-person job. How ‘bout me and Brian just bring it over. Text me his address and we’ll go get it and bring it over,” Mitch explained.

“Okay,” Max replied, half laughing. “I guess I’ll text Matty that we’re comin’ over with a cake and a casserole. He’s gonna be like ‘Dammit! I got my own place and I still can’t get away from everybody!’” 

“Hey, man, who can say no to cake and casserole?” Mitch pondered.

“Well, apparently not you, Mitch,” Max remarked. 

Before Melissa could condemn Max for his remark on Mitch’s weight, Mitch assured, casually and unoffended, “Nope, you’re right. My chunky ass can’t stay away from that shit. That’s why I gotta get rid o’ some of it! Me with cake and casserole is a dangerous situation!” 

The dinner and conversation went on, and as dinner came to a close, Milton asked to speak with Max and Jeff alone in the living room. As they gathered in the living room, Melissa searched the fridge for the casserole she made for Matty while Timmy, Courtney, and Bonnie helped with the dishes and the cleaning. Brian and Mitch left the house, assuring that they would meet up with Max at Matty’s new place. 

As the three of them gathered in the living room, Jeff asked, “So what’s up, Dad?”

“Have either of you gotten any calls lately from people at the news stations?” Milton asked, concerned.

Max and Jeff first starred at each other with concern, and then back at their father as they shook their heads in response with puzzled expressions. 

“Max, you haven’t been confronted by anyone you work with at the news station about anything lately?” Milton asked.

“No, why? What’s this about, Dad?” Max begged to know.

Milton sighed, then said, “Well...I got a call from one of the news stations around here...I can’t remember which one, but I know it wasn’t the one you work at, Max...And they were asking about having an interview or something about the anniversary of your mother’s disappearance. And I just wanted to warn you two that you might be getting calls like that. Or, Max, someone at your work might approach you about it.”

Suddenly, Max remembered all the flashing cameras in his home on the day after his mother’s disappearance. All the photos he had to take with his father and brother for the newspaper as they mourned for his mother’s absence, and all the moments he watched his father wipe away tears and prepare for interviews on the local news. All those moments that he just wanted to forget when no one else would. It was over. His mother was gone, and she wasn’t coming back. Why couldn’t that be it? 

“What? Why the fuck would they ask us to do that?” Jeff spat angrily.

“You told them no, right?” Max responded, enraged.

“Of course, I told them no! And I told them not to contact you two—to leave us all alone—-but that doesn’t mean they won’t! And I just wanted you two to be prepared if that happens, especially you, Max!” Milton explained. Looking solely at Max now, Milton continued, “Don’t lose your temper at them. Knowing you, that alone could make news and we don’t need that either. Just stay calm, tell them no, and even if they’re still talking, just hang up the phone. Okay?” 

Max merely let out a frustrated sigh. The news must have been slim and slow if they were desperate enough to ask for an interview from the family of a missing and presumed dead woman from a 14-year-old case. In the next week, it would be the anniversary of Max’s mother’s disappearance, and to this day, no one had been able to find her, and many, including Max and his father and brother, believed her to be dead. 

Max still remembered the day she went missing, as no one forgets days like that. He was nine years old, and his dad had come to pick him and his brother up from school. They went to pick up dinner before coming home, expecting Max’s mother to be a little late from her shift at the clinic, where she worked as a nurse. She worked extra hard that week, and Max’s father felt that it would be nice to pick up some flowers for her, asking his sons to help him pick out an arrangement. It was the most hideous arrangement of colors and flower types by any florist’s standards, but Milton knew that Sarah would love it...

...and, indeed, she truly would have...

Milton, Max, and Jeff prepared a plate of food for her, put the flowers in a vase with water in the center of the dining room table, and waited for her to return from work before eating. They noticed that her car was in the driveway and her car/house keys were on the kitchen table, but she was nowhere to be found in the house. Milton wondered if she had taken a walk around the neighborhood or gone for coffee with a friend in the friend’s car. Sarah enjoyed walks around the neighborhood and could be quite the socialite, so none of that was necessarily out of the ordinary, however, it was odd that she left her keys and did not leave a note for her family. It was getting late, and she had neither returned home nor called to say that she would be later than expected. Milton drove around the neighborhood, called some of Sarah’s closest friends, and even called the clinic just to be sure that she hadn’t ridden to work with a friend or coworker for some reason. But she was nowhere to be found around the neighborhood, and every friend that Milton spoke to said that they had not seen her that day. The clinic even said that she left early that day in her own car...several hours ago...around the time when Milton would have been picking up his sons from school. Naturally, Milton knew something was wrong and immediately called the police to report her missing. He was told to call back the next day if she didn’t return, and as one can imagine, that was the longest night of Milton’s and his sons’ lives. Of course, she never returned. 

Sarah Mintz had an incredible patience that no one understood, and that Max clearly failed to inherit. However, Mad managed to successfully inherit his mother’s physical features; her skin, hair, and eyes, making him look very different from his father and brother. His warm skin tones against their translucent, freckled appearance, and his thick, dark hair and dark eyes against their stringy, reddish-brown locks and mild hazel-green eyes. Sarah’s patience and soft-heartedness complimented that of her mild-mannered husband, Milton. She often used to lovingly comment that the soft, tolerant, mild nature of herself and her husband were gifts from the good Lord Himself, given to prepare them for the patience it would take to raise their bold, hot-headed younger son, Max. Sarah rarely grew frustrated with Max’s audacious nature, despite the fact that he was so unlike her and Milton and even Jeff in that way. In fact, she absolutely adored it, mainly because she had the patience to know where it came from. She even often used to say to Max, “Max, my dear, I don’t know where you came from...but I’m so glad you’re mine.” 

She was as beautiful as she was kind, with warm skin, long dark hair that was thick with natural waves and occasional curls, and dark eyes. Her hair and eyes were both as dark and bold as black coffee, and as gentle and warm as a sunset. She was a regular attendee at St. Mary’s church, always holding fundraisers and bake sales and even singing in their choir. She had an angelic singing voice and her favorite all-time song that she would sing almost every single day was “What a Wonderful World” by Louis Armstrong. She would even sing it to Max and Jeff as a lullaby when they were babies and still small enough for lullabies. Max had that song memorized from a young age, and though he never dared to sing, he often heard her singing it in his head from time to time. 

All of Max’s and Jeff’s teachers loved her, because she actually looked forward to parent-teacher conferences so that she could hear from the teachers themselves how wonderful her boys were and how to help them be their absolute best. She was a great supporter of her sons’ teachers and all educators, bringing them gifts and offering to buy supplies and offer support, insisting that teachers were some of the unsung heroes of the world. She brought comfort to every patient she encountered at the clinic, helping everyone feel at ease. Sarah’s absence was mourned by many, including Joey and Mikey and their families. After all, just like most loving mothers, she shared a role of motherhood with the mothers of her children’s closest friends. 

On the anniversary of her disappearance, it was common for people who were closest to her and her family to leave flowers and cards at the door and/or by a memorial headstone that was made for her and placed in Memorial Park Cemetery. Max never made a fuss about it, but he never liked that people did this. He knew the efforts were made with the best of intentions, but he just hated remembering that day, and would have preferred that everyone allow him and his family to just move on...especially after 14 years...It was just one of those local, sad, eerie stories that people never forgot...partly because it haunted them too...

During the first two years of his mother’s disappearance, many people would come by the house to drop off food, offer their words of hope, and even offer to help with housekeeping and family activities (such as taking Max and Jeff to school and picking them up). This included Melissa, who was still married to her previous husband at the time. From all that Max had ever heard from Melissa, Brian, and Mitch, Melissa’s first husband was an on-and-off employed salesman with little interest in his wife and two sons, even when he was unemployed with nothing better to do than take an interest in his own family. When asked what Melissa ever saw in him to begin with, Melissa would only ever shake her head and say with a sigh, “I just don’t know”. 

Throughout those two years of Melissa bringing food and offering hope and help, she started to feel like part of the family, and Milton and Melissa started to bond with subtle buds of romance creeping into their feelings of one another. At first, Milton was unsure and conflicted with his feelings for Melissa, as he began to fall in love with her but also still loved Sarah and hoped that she might still be found alive. However, after the first year, no one believed Sarah to still be alive and she was eventually presumed dead by authorities. Obviously, this brought no comfort or real closure to Milton, Max, and Jeff. It brought no comfort to Melissa either, even though she barely knew Sarah and was already falling in love with Milton, Sarah’s dear husband, during the first two years of Sarah’s disappearance. 

However, Milton and Melissa found comfort and hope in each other during these times, and Melissa soon divorced her previous husband and married Milton near the end of those first two years. Since Melissa’s previous husband had no interest in his and Melissa’s two sons, Milton adopted Brian and Mitch as his own and they, of course, both took the name, Mintz. Their new, unified family had a rocky start, with Max and Jeff obviously feeling uncomfortable at times with the idea of creating a new family so soon after their mother’s disappearance and obviously still grieving her absence. 

They, of course, had nothing against Melissa herself, they just naturally had something against moving on without their mother. Brian and Mitch also had their qualms, trying to understand why their father wanted nothing to do with them and why they had to move on to a new family without him. It was a pretty chaotic household for a few years, with a lot of grief still left to process for everyone involved. Many even wondered if that had been Max’s reason for running away when he went missing only to be found with Matty the “lost boy”. With years of constant patience and understanding from both Milton and Melissa, however, Max, Jeff, Brian, and Mitch eventually came around. Max and Jeff were also somewhat distant and cold towards their new stepbrothers at first and vice versa, as is to be expected in these situations and especially one as unique as this. However, as each set of brothers slowly began to realize that they weren’t the only two broken kids in this new family...

...that, too, began to change as well.

“Okay?” Max’s father repeated, expecting an answer from Max, telling him that he wouldn’t pick a newsworthy fight with anyone who called him about his mother’s disappearance.

“Okay, Dad!” Max assured, frustrated. 

Max’s father let out a sigh of partial relief, and a short silence fell as he gazed proudly and lovingly at his two tall grown sons. He knew Sarah would have been proud to see the men they had become.

Milton then asked, “Now, are you two okay? You wanna talk about anything?” 

Jeff merely shook his head and sighed in frustration as Max assured, “Nah, Dad, we’re fine.”

“Are you sure?” Milton asked, concerned about the agony that might have resurfaced in their souls from this news.

“Yeah, Dad, we’re fine,” Jeff assured. 

“Okay, well you boys call me if you need anything, okay? And call me if they call you. I’ll put in a complaint,” Milton insisted.

“Alright, Dad,” Max and Jeff assured unanimously through frustrated sighs. 

“Okay, well, you boys better give your old man a hug before you leave,” Milton insisted, as he held out his arms, reaching for Jeff first. 

Jeff welcomed his father’s hug and embraced him tightly as Milton kissed his oldest son on the head. When his father then turned to Max for a hug, however, Max reluctantly accepted and leaned in to embrace his father, as he kissed him on the head as well. Max was never big on hugs and kisses, he just wasn’t that kind of way and never had been, even though he loved his family so much and he had been raised in a very loving and affectionate household. However, his father, mother, and stepmother had all trained him to accept it from them anyway...otherwise, he couldn’t leave and feel good about it. 

As Max and Jeff then began to grab and put on their jackets, Melissa then appeared to Milton’s side with a disposable aluminum container with the top covered in foil and began handing it to Max as she explained, “Here’s that casserole for Matty. Tell him we said hi, and tell him to let us know if he needs anything, okay?” 

“I mean, he’s a grown man, Melissa, I’m sure he can take care of himself. But okay, I’ll let him know,” Max assured, half laughing as he took the dish from Melissa. 

“Well, Max, grown or not, everybody could use a little extra help sometimes,” Melissa insisted. 

Before Max knew it, Melissa already had her arms around his neck and was reaching to kiss him on the cheek, much to Max’s annoyance. It was almost as if she had done it to make sure to get in her hug and kiss before Max dared to leave without it. Jeff and Milton quietly chuckled and snorted at Max’s obvious discomfort and annoyance. 

Melissa then released Max as she then embraced Jeff while Max’s younger half-siblings came to say their goodbyes as well. Bonnie had many extra hugs and kisses to give that Max still didn’t enjoy any more than others but was more tolerant of them when they came from Bonnie. She just loved her big brothers. For Max, Jeff, Brian, and Mitch, she’d stare up at their towering heights and open her arms like she was starting to fly, waiting for them to pick her up so she could wrap her tiny arms around their necks and lay her head on their shoulders like a pillow with a soft smile on her face. 

As soon as goodbyes were finally over, Max was quick to dart out the door, overwhelmed with more affection than he could handle and tired of feeling awkward. Jeff was quick to dart after him, as Max headed for his car parked on the side of the street.

“Hey, Max, wait up!” Jeff cried.

Max turned around, confused, “What?”

As Jeff caught up with him, he asked, concerned, “Hey, man, are you really okay?”

Max paused for a second to think about his answer, and then finally replied, “I mean...I’m as okay as you can be knowing that people are pullin’ that kind o’ shit...” 

Jeff sighed and nodded his head in understanding, as he replied sympathetically, “Yeah, I know...”

“I still can’t believe they had the nerve to do that,” Max mumbled bitterly under his breath, speaking more to himself than to Jeff.

“I know...it’s pretty shitty,” Jeff agreed. “How long are you gonna be at Matty’s place?” 

Confused at his question, Max replied, “I dunno, I don’t know if he’s gonna want to hang out or if he’ll just want me to drop shit off and leave.” 

“Okay, well, I’ll probably be up pretty late tonight. Jenny’s gotta work a late shift, and she likes it when I wait up for her so we can watch some TV together before we go to bed. So, give me a call if you need to, okay?” 

“Jeff, I’m fine!” Max insisted, frustrated.

“No, you’re not, Max! You’re a mess like the rest of us, only worse!” Jeff assured, boldly. 

“Nah, not me! I’m just fine!” 

“Yeah, until you punch Joey in the face!” 

“Hey, sometimes Joey’s a douchebag who needs to be taught a lesson! That has nothing to do with this!” Max defended passionately.

Half laughing, Jeff agreed, “Yeah, I know...” He then insisted one more time, “But seriously, give me a call later if you need to, okay?” 

“Alright, whatever,” Max assured, annoyed. 

As they each began walking toward their cars, Jeff cried out, “Oh yeah, and congratulations on winning in the art show!” After seeing a greater look of annoyance on his brother’s face at bringing up the art show situation, Jeff added, “Hey, I know you don’t like being in art shows, but it wouldn’t kill you to be proud o’ yourself every now and then, huh? Maybe Joey and Mikey were just tryin’ to help you out!” 

Max refused to respond, even as his brother gave him a proud smile before they each climbed into their cars. As Max climbed into his car, he threw his brown and red backpack onto the floor of his car so as to put the casserole dish onto the passenger’s seat. Just as he slammed the door shut and was getting ready to put the keys into the ignition, his cell phone began to ring. 

He pulled out his smart phone to see that Joey’s name lit up the screen. Already annoyed, Max answered the phone, “Hey, Joe, what’s up?”

“Hey, Max, when you’re done at your family’s place, can you pick some cigarettes on the way back?” asked Joey.

“Joe, can you pick up your own damn cigarettes? I already gotta run an errand for Matty?” Max snapped.

“Oh, are you gonna see Matty’s new place? Awesome! I’ll get Mikey and we’ll meet you over there!” Joey delighted.  

“No—-” Max began, but Joey hung up before he could finish.

Max then sighed and shook his head, casually threw his phone on the passenger’s seat, and apologized to a Matty who was not present, “Sorry, Matty...”
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Chapter 2:
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That soft, hollow hum, oh how it calls

Like a hand stretched out for the chance

To find a new way through the walls

Brought to light with doors now enhanced

––––––––
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All the thoughts of the day rushed through his head again as he drove to Matty’s new apartment. That soft, hollow hum wouldn’t get out of his head, and it compelled him to paint a detailed scene of a place that he felt he knew or might have seen somewhere...but he couldn’t remember where from. Then, there was the whole situation of people calling about the anniversary of his mother’s disappearance...he’d be enraged about that for months...he even considered calling the news stations to see who would admit to it, just so that they could have a piece of his mind. He knew he shouldn’t...but, man, did he want to...Max had been in the local news more than he had ever wanted to, and he just wanted people to forget it all and let him and his family move on. 

Finally, he arrived at the apartment complex where Matty now lived and pulled up in the first available spot. In the same sweep, Brian and Mitch arrived in Mitch’s beat-up old Buick and crept into the next available spot a few cars over from Max. Max put the car in park and climbed out the car. He then reached back in for the casserole, and remembering that he had stuffed a few things that Matty had forgotten at the old apartment while moving, he grabbed his backpack as well. When Max looked up after slinging his backpack onto one shoulder, he was amazed at the cake that Brian and Mitch had pulled out of Mitch’s car. It was just like Mitch described, a three-tiered brain cake that looked like three different-sized brains sitting on top of each other. Every “brain” had at least one triangle-shaped cut out in it, revealing layers of cake, icing, and what looked like some kind of strawberry filling. That Mitch was already a great chef and cake artist, and his skills never ceased to impress Max. Food art was perhaps one of the few forms of art that Max had never cared to attempt, and he was happy to leave that up to Mitch.

“Wow, Mitch! You really outdid yourself there!” Max cried, impressed.

Calling back at him as he held one side of the large plate that held his masterpiece, “It’s awesome, right?” 

“You really think Matty needs that much cake?” asked Max, half laughing.

“I mean, I ain’t stoppin’ you from takin’ some home too!” Mitch insisted. He then asked, “So, where’s Matty’s place?”

“Here, I’ll direct you!” Max assured, as he ran over to them to have them carefully follow him to Matty’s apartment. 

He carefully guided them around a few corners, warning them of ice patches, and carefully directed them up an outside flight of stairs with ice that had mostly melted from sprinkles of rock salt. Not long after they arrived near Matty’s apartment door, they realized that Joey and Mikey weren’t too far behind them as they approached the bottom of the staircase they had just climbed. 

Max sighed at their arrival, still bitter about them entering his work into the art contest without his knowledge or consent and knowing that introverted Matty probably wasn’t up for an unexpected social gathering at his new place just yet, as he approached Matty’s apartment door and knocked. He stared around at the apartment complex; a quiet, out-of-the-way place the suited Matty well. A dead flower garden in the courtyard, centered between buildings, and a laundry mat in the distance. Matty was never quick to answer the door, especially when people came by unexpectedly, leaving time for Joey and Mikey to catch up with Max, Brian, and Mitch in the balcony area that led to Matty’s front door. 

“Hey, guys, I didn’t know you were comin’ over too!” Joey commented to Brian and Mitch, wearing a confused smirk on his face as he starred at the tall brain-cake with his curious cyan-blue eyes, his yellow-blonde hair visible even through the night’s darkness.

“Yeah, well, I got a cake to get rid of,” Mitch explained.

“Yeah, I see that. That’s pretty cool, Mitch! How long did it take you to make that sucker?” Joey asked.

“He just kicked everybody out o’ the kitchen for five hours,” Brian answered on Mitch’s behalf. 

“Damn!” Joey commented.

“So, you spend five hours on that thing, eat a few slices, and now you’re just gonna dump it on Matty?” asked Mikey, half laughing.

“Hey, man, I got other things to make and this is takin’ up space in the fridge!” Mitch insisted. “You should take some home too, Mikey! Put some pounds on that flat ass!” 

Mikey chuckled in response, completely unoffended, as he assured, “I dunno, Mitch, not much works for puttin’ the pounds on me!” 

Mikey was as tall as the rest of them, with messy, mouse-brown hair long enough for the front part to nearly reach his frosted jade-green eyes. However, he stood slightly on the thinner side, slightly thinner than the average healthy young man of his height and stature, though not sickly thin. And no matter how much he ate—-and he could eat an impressive amount of food in a single sitting, from his appetite alone—-it never seemed to stick. 

A few minutes later, Matty finally came to the door, barely opening it past three inches with his suspicious, intense opal-blue eyes wide with surprise to see Max accompanied with Brian, Mitch, Joey, and Mikey. His eyes almost seemed to emit a whitish-blue glow for a fraction of a second, but that was surely from the surprise on his face and the contrast against his stringy, longish black hair.

Responding to the surprise on his face, Max explained with casual sarcasm, “Hey, buddy. So, apparently five dipshits needed to drop by to give you some cake and casserole.” Matty could hear the undertone in Max’s voice that said, “I didn’t plan for this and I’m just as irritated about it as you are. I’m sorry...” 

With an eyebrow lifted, Matty slowly nodded in slight annoyance, as he replied through a sigh, “I see...”

“You made him a casserole?” asked Joey, confused.

“No, you ass, Melissa did! I was instructed to bring it over!” Max snapped in response.

“Ooohhhh! That makes a lot more sense! I was about to say, when did you become Betty Crocker?” Joey remarked.

“Hey, Matty, can me and Brian put this cake down?” Mitch asked, somewhat impatiently, as he and Brian still held on to each side of the plate that held his brain-cake creation.

Matty noticed the massive brain-cake as his eyes grew even wider, asking, “Holy shit, what is that?!” 

“It’s a shit ton o’ cake shaped like brains and you need it!” Mitch insisted.

As he replied through a sigh, opening his door wider and moving aside, Matty allowed, “Alright, whatever. Come on in.”

Brian and Mitch directed each other through the door and over to Matty’s counter area, followed by Joey and Mikey who began exploring Matty’s new apartment. Not that there was much to see, a spacious area with a sheeted mattress with a pillow and a bundled-up plaid blanket with an open laptop sitting on the bed. There were some bar stools by a counter area, a few windows and a sliding glass door that opened to Matty’s own personal balcony, two couches and a recliner that had all been donated by Mikey’s stepfather who had been dying to get rid of them, and several moving boxes full of other supplies and belongings that Matty had obviously not yet unpacked. Almost hidden in the corner by the sliding glass doors were Matty’s favorite instruments, his black guitar and his polished red wood violin and violin bow. Matty was as good a musician as Max was an artist, at least with his two favorite instruments. He was well versed in many instruments, but those two were his favorite. 

He had learned to love and play music from his adoptive parents, Susan and Harold Richardson, who were proud music teachers and sound in the workings of nearly every instrument, with his adoptive mother also being talented in singing and teaching others how to polish their vocal musical abilities. They worked from home, providing private lessons for the locals, and they also worked as music teachers and choir directors at some of the public schools. They were so happy that Matty had a natural interest in music. Nothing made them more proud than to see their adopted son take after their love of music, even if he failed to take after them in other ways. 

Like Max, there were times when he could be rather reserved about his talent, because just as Max did art more for himself than for anyone else, Matty played music because of the peace it gave him and the power he felt in it and not so much to impress anyone. He wasn’t quite as reserved and particular about his talents as Max was, though, as he sometimes accepted opportunities to play in the local symphony when he had the time and accepted gigs to play his guitar at local coffee shops and bars. 

Also strewn throughout the apartment were Matty’s odd collection of handbells. They filled the windowsills, parts of the counter, and any features of the walls that allowed space for them to sit. Max could still remember the time when he, his dad, and his stepmother were introducing him to his then future adoptive parents. Matty happened to accidentally knock over a tiny brass handbell with a wooden handle from the Richardsons’ piano. He remembered how mesmerized Matty had been with the tiny object and the high-pitched sound that it made when he swayed it back and forth. The Richardsons allowed him to hold onto it, and it began a collection of different bells, all that made different sounds based on size and material. Max actually caught site of that same tiny handbell from that day sitting among some of the others on Matty’s windowsill...the one that started it all. 

Max was the last to enter, as he handed Matty the casserole that Melissa had made and apologized, “Hey, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it, but it kind o’ turned into a thing...and I just now realized that I completely forgot to text you...”

Matty softly chuckled as he took the casserole from Max and closed the door, as he casually assured through yet another sigh, “It’s cool, man. No worries.” 

Matty walked over to put the casserole in the fridge on the other side of the kitchen area. Joey asked as he placed his hands on his sides, gazing around Matty’s new apartment, “You didn’t get a TV, Matty?” 

“Why do I need a TV? I got a laptop,” Matty explained.

“Yeah, I guess that’s true...,” Joey agreed. 

“Did you clean up the couches and the chair? They were sittin’ in my stepdad’s garage for a while,” Mikey asked, as he examined Matty’s upholstery. 

“Yeah, I shampooed ‘em and everything,” Matty assured.

“Good, ‘cause I’m sure lots o’ cats and raccoons had babies in ‘em over the years,” Mikey explained.

“Yeah, that’s what it smelled like at first,” Matty remarked. He then asked, looking over at the brothers standing by the cake that they had brought in, “So, Mitch, why do I need this cake?”

“Because I need it out of my apartment,” Mitch explained.

“You just get everybody’s shit that they don’t need anymore, Matty,” Mikey added.

“I see this,” Matty responded, casually and matter-of-factly.

“Hey, man, if you got some plates, we can take care o’ some o’ this for you right now!” Mitch suggested.

Smiling and half laughing, Matty shook his head, pulled some paper plates and plastic cutlery out of a cabinet, and handed them to Mitch who was happy to prepare a slice of cake for everyone. 

“So, Matty, you been talkin’ to that Lizzy chick?” Joey asked, as Mitch and Brian prepared slices of cake.

“What Lizzy chick? Who’s Lizzy?” Matty asked, confused.

“That chick I introduced you to at the old apartment a few weeks ago! She had that big ole rose tattoo on her arm!” Joey explained.

“Why would I be talkin’ to her?” asked Matty.

“‘Cause she digs you!” Joey explained confidently.

“Is that that annoying chick who kept preaching about being vegan?” Max asked. 

“Eww...how sad...,” Mitch commented in response to the ‘vegan’ part of Max’s question.

“Yeah...,” Joey answered in response to Max’s question.

“Then that’s why...,” Matty assured.

“But she’s so hot!” Joey insisted.

“Then you fuck her, Joe! I don’t care how hot she is, I don’t wanna listen to a bunch o’ pillow talk about how to have sex with a tree and have her police what I eat. She got in Max’s face just for eating a ham-and-cheese sandwich in his own damn apartment when she do’dn’t even know the guy!” Matty ranted.

As everyone laughed at Matty’s “pillow talk” comments, Mikey remembered, “Oh yeah, I forgot about that! And Max just told her to go outside and hiss with the geese because they might have leftovers for her!” 

“She actually got in your face like that?” asked Brian to Max.

“Yeah, man, that bitch had some nerve. I was tryin’ to be cool about it at first, like ‘okay, you like your cauliflower macaroni and your disgusting coconut substitutes an’ shit, that’s cool’. But she would not let it go and she wouldn’t leave me alone and it was pissin’ me off!” Max explained. He then asked to Joey, “Why do you bring people like that over, Joe?” 

“They’re just people from my classes, they come over to study!” Joey defended.

“You can’t study at a bar?” Brian asked, as Max, Matty, and even Mikey looked at Joey with faces that asked the same question.

After a long silence as Joey observed their faces, he surrendered, his hands held up in defense, “Okay, fine, I’ll start taking them to bars.”

“There ya go! Take a shot for every answer you get right!” Max sarcastically suggested.

Joey just smiled, rolled his eyes, and shook his head in response.

“Alright, I got brains for everybody! Where do we sit?” asked Mitch, after he and Brian had completed cutting out pieces of cake for everyone in the room.

“Wherever you want,” Matty answered casually, gesturing to the couches in the living room area with the wristband over his right wrist in plain view, as everyone took a spot on one of the couches while he took a seat on one of the bar stools by the counter.

Max and Joey both asked for Matty’s permission to smoke, which he granted before assuring everyone that they could raid his fridge for something to drink if they so desired. Joey was disappointed to hear that Matty had no beer, but was pleased when Matty said that he had some Fireball whiskey. 

As Joey poured the glasses, Max happened to notice that Matty had already put some of his random, antique negative photos on some ledges around the walls of the apartment. That was one of Matty’s many strange little quirks. He actually loved going to antique stores just to find boxes of old negative photos that someone decided to donate instead of trash. He was actually obsessed with photography, but not so much for the art or the aesthetic, but mainly just because there was something he loved about negative photos. He even made his own pinhole camera and took lots of rough, negative images with it that he would never develop into the positive images. No one could ever understand it, and he would never explain...he just liked to view the world...

...in the negative...

He even collected some of the oldest types of photographs where he could find them, like daguerreotypes and ambrotypes and the like. He loved old fashioned photography and the different ways that negative images were captured and portrayed. Something about it both mesmerized him and seemed to ease his ever-anxious soul. 

As they all enjoyed their whiskey and cake, Matty commented, sitting on a stool, as fumes from a cigarette flowed from his mouth and nostrils, holding a cigarette between his first two fingers of his right hand as he held onto his glass of whiskey on top of his plate of cake, “Hey, Max, I saw that you entered something in the town art show! I didn’t think you liked art shows!”

As Max looked over at Joey and Mikey in displeasure, Joey begged, “Oh, Matty, don’t bring that up...,”

Matty looked from Max to Joey and Mikey in awkwardness and confusion, halting on chewing a bite of his cake, as he finally asked Joey suspiciously, “Why, wha’d you do?” 

“We entered it for him...and we didn’t tell him...,” Mikey answered.

“Why would you do that?” Matty asked.

“Because it was so cool! Did you see what it was?” Joey answered.

Mikey then added passionately, “And there were gonna be scouts there and he still wasn’t gonna enter anything in!” 

“But why is that your problem?” snapped Max, before taking a puff of his own cigarette as the embers of the burnt tobacco burned golden orange.

“It’s not...we just thought we’d help ya out...Sorry!” Joey snapped back.

“We know those people from the animation studio contacted you...you’re welcome...,” Mikey added, snidely as Max let out a frustrated sigh through his nose and rolled his eyes, as streams of smoke rolled out of his nostrils.

“Seriously, Max, I don’t understand why you’re so mad! I’ve seen you mad, but I’ve never seen you mad over something like this! Usually, you have a pretty good reason, but this I don’t understand! It’s an art show...that’s it...it’s pretty harmless. And you’re an artist; a very good artist! And you want to be an animator! Why does it not make sense to put your stuff in art shows, especially when there’s gonna be scouts there?!” Joey explained.

“Again, I don’t know how this is your problem. I can send in an application with samples of my work just as easily!” Max snapped.

Joey then sighed and lifted his hands in frustration, holding a lit cigarette between the two first fingers of his right hand, looking around at Matty, Brian, and Mitch to see if they would come to his defense. Matty took another awkward swig of his whiskey and looked down at his phone, while Brian returned Joey’s insistence with a disappointed stare. 

“Hey, man, it’s his art, and if the guy doesn’t want his stuff in an art show, I wouldn’t put it in an art show...” Mitch explained plainly and casually after quickly swallowing a piece of cake, in response to Joey’s gesture and expression, as he took another bite of cake. Looking up and over at Max, he calmly added, “But in their defense, Max, I don’t think they meant to piss you off...and that painting was pretty awesome...Everybody was gettin’ chills from it!”

“We saw Rose was real proud o’ you too! She couldn’t stop talkin’ about it on Facebook, and sharin’ all the posts from the town’s Facebook page! She was all over Instagram about it too! She was so excited to share your work because, apparently, you never let her do it!” Brian added. 

Joey and Mikey then gestured their hands toward Mitch as they looked at Max with smug yet proud facial expressions that said, “See?” 

“Whatever, let’s talk about somethin’ else,” Max insisted, taking in another smoke from his cigarette. 

Rose was Max’s ex-girlfriend whom he had broken up with just a few weeks ago. He had been with her for the last three years, which had been some of the best three years of his life. Max was not the type to have issues finding a girlfriend; he was handsome, clever, funny, charismatic, assertive, and surprisingly romantic when he wanted to be. But finding a girl like Rose was a true accomplishment to him. He loved her so much; he had never even pondered the idea of marriage until meeting her. She was bold and she knew what she wanted in life. She was already working as an intern with the marketer and communications manager at a local museum because of her love for art, history, nature, and science, and she wanted to inspire others to love museums and what they offered as much as she did. She would always say to Max, “One o’ these days, I’ll have some of your work in the museum.” She was working to get her BBA and Max had actually met her in one of his marketing classes. 

However, over the last few months, Max and Rose had gotten into one too many petty fights, most if not all of them starting when Rose would probe Max about his strange quirks and secrets and emotional parts of his past that Max would never discuss. Max didn’t blame her for being curious or even for merely asking that her partner (someone that she might have hoped to spend the rest of her life with too) trust her with such things, but there were subjects that he would not discuss as his own personal rule...and Rose could not accept that. This was actually a common problem in many of Max’s romantic relationships; the fact that so many of his former girlfriends had wanted to know him just a little deeper, but those depths would remain uncharted territory if he could help it. 

The day that he won the town art competition, he received several calls and text messages from Rose, as she expressed in her texts and voicemails how proud she was of him for finally letting his guard down and opening up to the world just a little bit, of course not realizing that it had been done without his knowledge. He hadn’t responded to a single call or text from her from that day. He missed her, but he didn’t know how to tell her that her sudden pride in him was misplaced. He hadn’t broken the news of his break-up with Rose to his friends or family, partly because he was still processing it himself. Not that Max was big on life-event announcements anyway. 

Finally, Max commented, “Brian, I heard you joined some weird club on campus.” 

“Yeah, didn’t you join some Pagan cult or something?” asked Matty, taking another bite of cake.

“Is that what Mitch told you guys?” asked Brian, looking at his brother, annoyed.

“Well, yeah, ‘cause that’s what it is,” Mitch answered rather matter-of-factly on behalf of Max and Matty.

“No, it’s not. It’s a club about studying different types of bones and bone chemistry,” Brian defended. 

“Yeah, that’s just what they told you to say. I saw that room, all those bones laid out and that one ram skull still had eyes in it...and all those spell bottles...,” Mitch described.

“You mean the test tubes and beakers?” asked Brian.

“Nope, I mean the spell bottles...You guys’re cookin’ up some curses in there, I just know it!” Mitch assured, playfully.

“Where is this at? Can I join?” asked Mikey, genuinely intrigued.

“Yeah, you would like shit like that, wouldn’t you?” Joey commented, taking in a smoke from his cigarette as the embers glowed, looking at Mikey with an expression of slight concern.

“Well, yeah, but I’m interested in the bones and chemistry part, not all the witchcraft and shit. But ya know, if it comes with the territory, I guess I could practice some conjuring!” Mikey assured.   

“I mean, you might as well, you already have a conjuring kit in your room. All your pet spiders and salamanders, all your jars full of animal bones and bird feathers...,” Max agreed, playfully.

“Yeah, like, all you’re missing is the eye of a newt and a dead man’s toe,” Joey added, joking. “And you can probably get the toe from Brian’s club.” 

“You can actually!” Brian assured.

“Wait, you guys got people in there?” Mitch asked.

As Brian nodded in reply, Mitch insisted, “Oh now I know you guys are pulling some hexes on people!” 

Matty softly chuckled at Mitch’s comments as he took another swig of his whiskey, as Brian asked, “Why does this bother you so much?”

“Because you’re just in there touching dead things all day and it’s gross! That’s why you’re not allowed to cook at our place, at least not for everyone else, because I’ve seen you eat something without washing your hands after touching that stuff all afternoon!” Mitch ranted.

“I do that all the time!” Mikey commented.

“Yeah, we know...,” Joey admitted regretfully, exhaling a cloud of smoke, speaking for Max and Matty as well.

Mikey was an Animal Science major who currently worked as a vet tech at Kingston Veterinary Clinic. Mikey had a love and fascination for all creatures, but with a special interest in all the creepy crawlies that haunted Joey’s dreams. Max and Matty didn’t necessarily mind all of Mikey’s critters, though they weren’t exactly fond of them either. Joey, however, had a paralyzing fear of many of Mikey’s creepy little pets, mainly all of the spiders; the lizards, turtles, and salamanders didn’t bother him as much. In fact, the spiders bothered Joey so much, Max and Matty often wondered why he hadn’t been the first to move out. Joey could hardly stand them and would often do checks in Mikey’s room while Mikey was at work or in class or otherwise out of the apartment to make sure that they were all securely in their cages.

“I noticed Herbert wasn’t in his cage today,” Joey commented to Mikey, nervously taking another hit from his cigarette, speaking of one of Mikey’s pet tarantulas. 

“Yeah, he’s probably crawling on your bed right now and reading all your calculus books. He’s trying to prepare for some advanced courses,” Mikey commented, casually and sarcastically, as everyone chuckled while Joey starred at Mikey stone-faced and annoyed.

“He’ll probably spoon with you later after he’s read ‘Trigonometry for Dummies’,” Matty, added, arousing another round of soft snorts and chuckles.

“Seriously, Mikey!” Joey spat.

“Joe, he’s probably crawlin’ around somewhere in my room! Fuck, he’s probably still in his cage and you just didn’t see him! He has little hidey-holes everywhere and he likes to burrow! That’s what tarantulas do! Don’t worry about it! He wouldn’t like your room anyway, it’s too gross with all your moldy, half-eaten tv dinners and nasty ashtrays layin’ around!” Mikey assured, half laughing. 

“You want him to check under your bed just to be sure before you go to sleep, sweetheart?” Max asked playfully, arousing another round of snorts as he took a sip of whiskey. 

“Hey, fuck off!” Joey snapped as he hit Max across the shoulder, forcing harder laughter out of Max and everyone else. Joey then insisted, “You can’t tell me that those things don’t bother you too!” 

“Not as much as they bother you!” Matty assured, still half laughing, taking a quick swig of his whiskey. 

“Speakin’ o’ creepy things, Lenny Holt came up to me today and asked me where you’d been, Mikey?” Max brought up curiously as Joey and Matty raised their eyebrows at Mikey.

“Oh, Lenny,” Mikey sighed regrettably. 

“What’re you doin’ hangin’ out with Lenny Holt?” Joey asked, half laughing.

Mikey then explained in a regretful grumble, “Someone invited him to my DND group one time and now he thinks we’re best friends.” 

“DND?” asked Mitch.

“Dungeons and Dragons, Mitch, get with it!” Mikey explained in a playfully coarse voice.

“Oh, my bad, Mikey,” Mitch apologized sarcastically, taking a sip of whiskey from his glass. 

Joey then asked, “So, Matty, did you really move out because o’ me?”

“Well, yeah...,” Matty admitted matter-of-factly. “You kept bringin’ over all those annoying dipshit classmates o’ yours and I couldn’t stand it anymore...”

“Oh c’mon, that can’t be it. Everybody’s brought home an annoying person at least once! It’s not just me!” Joey defended.

“Yeah, but your people are special,” Mikey admitted in Matty’s defense.

“Well, you and Max haven’t moved out because of it,” Joey reminded.

“Yeah, that’s just because we tolerate stupid people—-and people in general—-better than Matty does...But some o’ the people you bring over are some extra special fucktards,” Mikey explained, casually, referring to Matty’s naturally introverted and sometimes untrusting and impatient nature.

Those who didn’t know him well often confused Matty’s introverted nature and small group of trusted friends and family as a result of being shy, timid, and awkward. However, Matty was neither shy nor timid. Although, he was at first when he was first found at the park with Max that night so long ago, facing a world he could not remember with injuries that he couldn’t explain. However, he had long grown out of that. As Max had stated at dinner earlier that night, Matty was not shy, and could be very assertive at times on his own terms. Many of course assumed that Matty also just didn’t desire a lot of attention, with everything that he already endured from his tragic and mysterious story as the famous “lost boy”. And as far as awkwardness goes, he was awkward for sure, but only as awkward as one would expect him to be, given his past and life circumstances, with quirks and ticks here and there that many assumed were the result of his traumatic past, for while he could not remember it for himself...

...it surely never forgot him...

Suddenly, Matty’s cell phone went off, as he put down his plate of cake and pulled it out of the back pocket of his jeans. He unlocked his screen and began to reveal a somewhat disappointed look.

“What’s up?” asked Max.

“My boss wants to talk to me tomorrow...,” Matty said casually.

“Why, wha’d you do?” Mikey asked.

Matty explained through a yawn, “This lady got mad at me today because she came into the shop looking for someone to fix a string on her kid’s cello, and I got all the stuff ready to fix it and I was about to start working on it, and then she stops me and starts yelling at me that I’m supposed to get a professional in to do this stuff...”

Joey interrupted to comment, his eyebrows furrowed in confusion as he exhaled a line of smoke, “But you are a professional with that stuff...” 

Matty continued, as everyone began to softly chuckle at his story as he told it, “I know, I tried to explain that to her, I tried to explain that that was why I was hired, but she kept bitching at me, saying that guitar strings aren’t the same thing as cello strings...which I don’t know what the fuck that was supposed to mean. I think that might o’ been some bitchy comment about how I look like some stupid pot-smoker who only knows how to play the guitar if I know how to play anything, and I’m too high and stupid know what a cello is? I dunno...Anyway, I tried explaining to her that I played the violin too and that I’ve been fixing instruments for years and I know that there are different strings for different instruments, and then she yells at me saying that she doesn’t want some grungy hipster fixing her kid’s stuff...”

“What?” Max remarked, half laughing.

“Yeah, I don’t know where the fuck that came from! I was being as patient and polite as a peach, trying to fix her stupid kid’s cello, and she just throws that at me! So, I just told that I would tell her to shove that bow up her ass, but it was clear that somethin’ was already up there!” Matty further explained, provoking some reasonably hardy laughter among the others in the room.

After the laughter had calmed a bit, Joey asked, “So, you think you’re gettin’ fired?”

“Nah, he won’t fire me. He’s prob’ly just gonna talk to me about keeping my cool and he probably won’t let me work up front anymore,” Matty explained calmly and casually.

“Was your boss there when it happened?” asked Mikey.

“No, I’m guessing she called and complained. She’s the type that would do it; a Karen,” Matty assured.

Upon first meeting him, many people thought Matty was lying or joking when he said that he played the violin and even sometimes played for the local symphony, because he just didn’t have “the look” or “the attitude/personality” that they seemed to expect from someone who played an orchestral instrument and played in the symphony. Matty, like his friends, held a rather rugged appearance with occasional stubble, his hair always somewhat long and untidy, his comfortable t-shirts that he wore under his favorite, comfortable plaid button-up shirts that were always unbuttoned and untucked, with slightly loose-fitting jeans. With that look, a folksy guitarist playing at a local coffee shop or a bar was easy to see...but not a violinist at the symphony. In fact, as much as Matty loved playing in the symphony, he hated the dress requirements, and was even sometimes called out for not adhering to every single dress requirement properly.

“I got close enough before I just had to say no”, Matty would sometimes stubbornly insist in defense. When Matty did manage to obey every expectation of the dress code, it was usually because his adoptive mother had made sure to stop by his apartment before his performance and fuss at him until he adhered. Matty’s adoptive parents were indeed proud of him and loved him, but being the prim and proper humble music teachers that they were, they just weren’t always sure what to do with his overly casual sense of style, his stubbornness, and his attitude. 

The night went on as they continued their various casual conversations. With a few more bumps and a few more qualms here and there, it was an overall pleasant and much-needed evening among six friends who had watched each other grow up. While Matty had not been in favor of the unexpected gathering in the beginning, Max could see that he had ended up enjoying himself all the same. Max still enjoyed himself, despite having still been rather bitter with Joey and Mikey in the beginning. He knew that they meant well, that they were always proud of him as good friends should be, and they merely wanted to make sure that he didn’t miss a good opportunity for his work to be noticed. They just didn’t understand that he didn’t do it to be noticed...it was the best and most distinguishable talent that he had, and something that he couldn’t go a day without doing, and so it only made sense to pursue a sensible career out of it somehow. Beyond that, however, Max had no desire to be noticed and was confident enough in his work, talent, and the recognition that he already received from his boss and professors to know that he would have plenty of job/career opportunities upon graduation and even before that. He didn’t do it to be noticed...and he felt it insulting to his own work and the meaning that it held specifically to him to put it on display merely to be praised as a “pretty picture” or an “impressive work of art” and win some award that meant so little to Max compared to the work itself. It was more than a work of art to him; it was something from deep within himself communicating with him as he dared to understand the secrets of his own soul. He didn’t do it to be noticed...he did it because he needed to...because there was something nagging at his soul since he could remember that he tried to find in his own work...answers that he hoped he could find once the pencil or paintbrush hit the canvas, or as soon as he flipped the pages after completing one of his own hand-drawn cartoon flipbooks, or as soon as he pressed his finger into a ball of clay...

...something that only intensified when his mother went missing...

It was a little past midnight before Max, Joey, Mikey, Brian, and Mitch decided that they needed to head to their own apartments. As soon as Max began to stand up and put on his jacket as the rest of them did, he began to hear that soft, hollow hum that had plagued his dreams the previous night and he became uneasy yet again...he still couldn’t shake it...As everyone began to say their goodbyes, Max happened to look out Matty’s sliding glass door to see that there was a small flickering light that came from a short, thick cream-colored candle. The candle had strange, wedge-shaped designs carved throughout it and outlined in black, some filled with varying hues of blue and green. Wax was dripping down the sides as if it had been there for relatively lengthy period of time, sitting on the ground next to a rod-iron fence that protected the apartment complex’s public flowerbed in the courtyard. 

As he stared deep into the flame that was so far away but felt so close, the soft, hollow hum only intensified, catching him in a mystified daze. All sound was blocked by the soft, hollow hum, reaching out for a land with no name. It hummed for the hope of revival for long forgotten dreams, it hummed for the memories that echoed even in an empty world...

...it hummed for all of Max’s dread, frustration, and agony...

...it hummed for a darkness and a distant day with a final word...

Finally, Max was awoken from his daze by the feeling of a hand on his shoulder, as he let out a short jump and turned to see that it was Matty. His opal-blue eyes almost glowing with worry, at everyone else starred at Max perplexed. 

“Hey, what’s up? You okay? I’ve been yellin’ at ya for the like that last two minutes!” Matty commented in concern, his black eyebrows furrowed in confusion and suspicion. 

“There’s a random candle just sitting on the ground out there...it’s really weird...,” Max explained, still reeling from the daze he had been trapped in, as everyone then gazed out the window to see this mysterious candle for themselves.

“That is really weird...,” Mikey agreed, now starring closely at the candle.

“Did someone seriously just light a candle in the middle of the courtyard and then leave? Who does that?” Joey pondered, realizing that there was no one present within the vicinity of the candle.

“I have no idea...,” Matty added, also mystified at this strange situation. “Let me get my shoes on and I’ll go check it out.” 

Matty then put on his most comfortable pair of leather boots, threw on a jacket, and guided the others outside as they followed him downstairs and over to the candle. They weren’t just going to let Matty investigate that by himself, it was too intriguing and even somewhat unsettling.

As they approached the candle, suddenly none of them knew what to do...the six of them huddled around the candle, occasionally awkwardly looking up and around to see if there was someone nearby who might have left the candle where it was or someone who might otherwise know why this candle had been left there. Max again felt the flame speaking to him with that soft, hollow hum, and occasionally looked around at his friends and stepbrothers to see if there was anything on their faces to indicate that they heard it too. There was some interesting expression on Matty’s face that was a combination of interest, concern, and dread, but Max almost expected that. Matty was, of course, an overall wary person in general. However, the looks on everyone else’s faces communicated head-scratching confusion and awkwardness, but no real indication that they heard any soft, hollow hum, or were otherwise as mesmerized with the candle as Max.

Finally, Joey asked, “Do you think your neighbors are looking at us right now, like, ‘what a bunch o’ jackasses standing around a candle’?”

“It’s Brian’s fault. All that witchcraft. We knew somebody was gonna hex him sooner or later,” Mitch remarked, as everyone softly and awkwardly chuckled in response while Brian just rolled his eyes.

“I don’t even live here, Mitch,” Brian reminded.

“Brian, I don’t think it’s that hard for the magic to find you once somebody’s put a hex on you...They just give the spell some of your hair or your spit and it just knows where you are...It doesn’t need GPS or anything, it’s good to go...,” Mitch assured.

Finally, Max decided through a sigh to reach for the candle and pick it up, as he then noticed a neatly folded piece of paper directly underneath it that appeared to be tan-colored with age.

“Is that a note or something? Max, maybe you should put it back, maybe we’re disturbing somebody’s memorial to someone who died,” Mikey commented.

Ignoring Mikey’s suggestion, Max handed the candle to Matty who oddly unquestionably accepted it, as Max then reached down for the folded note, Joey commented, “Why would somebody put a mGunrial out here?”

“I dunno...people can die anywhere, Joey!” Mikey remarked somewhat irritably in assurance.

“Well, damn, I hope no one died here. Tha’d mean you’re in one rough neighborhood, Matty,” Mitch remarked.

Still ignoring his friends and stepbrothers, Max began to unfold the note and then read the following intriguing riddle:

“Welcome my dear finder, I hope you are prepared

You are far less blinder than those who would douse me with no hope to spare

​Let me take you to the realm, where you’ll find the wedges that hold what could not fit

With echoes of people with colorful gifts, and the living run for a freedom they can’t quit

A land abandoned with a sinister one’s tragic trend

A land barely steps away from a parcel with no memory but that of the dead

Here lies a world with much to ponder

Welcome to the World of the Wanderers”

Max raised an eyebrow as he read the strange poem, wondering who would write something like this and what it could possibly mean. It had to be some weird prank or social experiment from someone living in the apartment complex. And if that were the case, surely they were being watched. Max suspiciously looked around the complex, looking for lit windows with faces peering through them, but we found no such sight. 

“What does it say?” Mikey finally asked, somewhat impatiently and genuinely curious.

Max let out a sigh of confusion, shook his head, and handed the paper to Mikey, simply replying, “Here.” 

Mikey read the poem in his head first, causing the same look of bewilderment that had appeared on Max’s face, and began to read the poem, “Welcome my dear finder, I hope you are prepared...” 

Mikey was interrupted by a violent flickering of the flame from the candle that still rested in Matty’s grip and by everyone’s quick surprised jumps in reaction to it. There was no wind and surely Matty’s breathing wasn’t heavy enough to have caused that...Everyone looked from the candle to Mikey and from Mikey to the candle, both curious and fearful of what was happening. No one said a word...no sarcastic remarks, no suggestions of how to explain everything away, no words at all...Something was happening, and Max now saw that they could all feel it...

A few moments after the flame had calmed, Mikey then continued, acting as if that was just a coincidentally strange occurrence even if he knew better than that, “You are far less blinder than those who would douse me with no hope to spare...”

Again, the flame violently flickered, forcing jumps, widened eyes, and fearful silence from all six men. 

“Hey, Mikey, maybe you should stop...” Max finally suggested. Max could feel something happening, something big and bold, something that might answer the questions his soul had asked for years...but whatever was happening, he feared his friends and stepbrothers were even less prepared for it than he was. He had waited this long, he could wait a little longer if he had to and if it meant that he could keep his friends and stepbrothers safe from whatever was to come of this.

“Yeah, this is gettin’ kind o’ weird. Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” Matty agreed, an uneasy look on his face.

“It’s just a candle and a piece o’ paper, guys...,” Mikey simplified, with a tone in his voice and a look on his face that appeared to be in a battle between knowing that there was something more to this and also thinking that there had to rational explanation. Surely everyone was just on edge.

“...Okay...,” Max reluctantly agreed, unable to argue with Mikey’s logic.

Mikey then continued, determined to finish the remainder of the poem despite the violent flickering of the flame as he spoke, “Let me take you to the realm, where you’ll find the wedges that hold what could not fit. With echoes of people with colorful gifts, and the living run for a freedom they can’t quit. A land abandoned with a sinister one’s tragic trend. A land barely steps away from a parcel with no memory but that of the dead. Here lies a world with much to ponder. Welcome to the World of the Wanderers.”

Once Mikey had completed the poem, the flame continued to passionately dance, as if excited to welcome them to its secrets, captivating their attention and unease. While neither the flame nor the candle actually grew any larger, the flame grew in their vision...it was all they could see...The flame consumed their vision, until all they could comprehend around them beyond the flame were the silhouettes of the six of them standing around it and total darkness that filled in every other gap of space.

The flame danced for them and rejoiced until it had consumed their entire vision and attention, at which point, it finally took a bow and extinguished on its own, releasing them from its spell. The lingering lines of smoke twisted and curved and folded into each other as Max and his friends and stepbrothers suddenly felt groggy, as if the trance had exhausted them. Black and white spots now sprinkled their vision as their eyes began to readjust, as they sighed and groaned and blinked in confusion. As their vision began to readjust, they began to notice grass and leaf litter beneath their feet...even though they had been standing on concrete before...The fading and shrinking black and white specks in their vision then began to reveal tall, towering trees and lush overgrowth of vegetation that surrounded them in the form of an old, eerie forest. It whispered of dark and ancient tales to tell through the soft breeze that glided through the feathery moss that dangled from the tree branches and surrounded a small clearing in which they stood. Wherever they were, the late night hours loomed in this place too, with a bold and beautiful full moon that beamed at them and judged them from above, and more stars than they had ever seen in a night sky with no artificial light to block their radiance. There were no streetlights, no telephone poles, streets, cars, houses, or other people in sight. From what they could see through the thick patches of forest and various other clearings in the distance in every direction, there were untamed hills and mountains and rough terrain for miles...but no sign of the world they knew...
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Chapter 3
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A new moon to welcome a new step

A place where wanderers roam

Tragedy felt on wind’s breath

If only to tell you, you’re too far from home

––––––––
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Drops of moonlight flickered through gaps in the trees and leaves and danced on the green and purple grasses. It made the night-blooming wildflowers glow neon in the darkness and beamed around an arrowhead shaped shadow that rested on the face of the full moon; a feature never seen on any side of the moon before. The air was somewhat humid and cool, and the stars were bright. The smell was strong and earthy, no smells of the industrial world they had known. Crickets chirped, and an owl or two could be heard asking who had just appeared, though their own appearance remained camouflaged. Despite the breathtaking yet tragic beauty of this place, and despite no obvious sign of danger, Max and his friends and stepbrothers still looked around in terror. Where were they? How did they manage to get from the courtyard in Matty’s apartment complex to this strange, forested area without moving a single step?

“Where the fuck are we?” Joey finally demanded in a shaky voice. 

No one answered him at first, all of them asking the same question in their heads with no answer that sounded right or satisfied them. They all stared and walked around in this strange and seemingly forsaken place, looking for anything that might tell them where they were, assuming that they were still in a place that they knew to begin with. Mikey was the first to pull out his smart phone from his back pocket, and attempted to do an Internet search for the closest town or gas station, only to realize that they were out of reach of cell phone service, wherever they were. Nothing seemed familiar though...absolutely nothing...Not only did nothing look familiar, nothing felt familiar. This place felt empty and hollow, unlike the urbanized, well-populated region from whence they had seemingly mysteriously departed. 

“We have to get outta here,” Max whispered to himself, worried for his friends and stepbrothers. He then looked over to Matty, realizing that Matty was still holding the cream-colored candle, and asked, “Matty, you got a lighter?”

“Yeah, I think so!” Matty quickly and nervously replied, as he used his other hand to fumble for a lighter in the front pocket of his jeans. After finally managing to pull an orange translucent cigarette lighter from his pocket, Matty asked, “I’m guessing you want me to relight this and see what happens?”

“Yeah, let’s give that a try!” Max agreed, somewhat nervously. While he definitely sounded nervous, Max still seemed calmer than the rest of them, as he tried to downplay his anxiety in an attempt to keep his friends and stepbrothers as calm as possible. However, Max was rarely nervous about anything, and for him to be nervous at any level sounded an alarm to those around him.

Matty attempted to relight the candle even with his shaky hands, but to everyone’s wide-eyed amazement and heart-sinking dread, the wick wouldn’t take the new flame even when Matty’s hands were steady enough to allow it. The flame from the lighter glided over the blackened wick, as if it wasn’t even there...as if the flame itself couldn’t recognize that there was something for it to catch. Just for the hell of it, Max even walked over to Matty, took the lighter from him, and tried to relight the candle a few times himself, with the same luck. 

“Maybe you have to say the poem again?” Mitch suggested, unable to believe what he was seeing and saying.

“I mean, who knows what that’s gonna do! How do we know it’s not gonna take us somewhere else we don’t know?” Joey commented, nervously.

“Well, then I guess we’re no better or worse off, huh? Go for it, Mike!” Matty reasoned and insisted.

Mikey took a deep breath, unsure of what this could bring, and then reread the poem. And still, nothing happened. No catching of the flame by the wick, no hypnotic dancing flare to catch and keep their gaze while it worked some strange magic in the background, and no new unknown world. Nothing at all. 

Mikey tried again, and again, and again. Eventually, they tried different combinations of actions, as Matty held the flame of the lighter to the wick while Mikey spoke to see if it would catch. He then tried to do it right after Mikey spoke. Eventually, everyone else gave it a try, with reading the poem and/or lighting the candle...two very simple actions that had them quite stumped. Still, nothing. Wherever they were, whatever the intentions of the mysterious maker behind this candle and poem...they were officially stuck in this empty, unknown realm.

“Fuck...,” Max finally admitted through a frustrated sigh, after they had given up and resorted to shaking their heads in a combination of panic and bewilderment. 

“Uhuh...,” Matty agreed, as he stared at the ground in thought.

“Okay, let’s talk about this for a second...Are we even sure this is really happening?” Brian pondered.

“The fuck do you mean? We were at Matty’s apartment complex one minute and now we’re...here...this is happening, Brian! I don’t know how, but it’s happening!” Mitch responded.

“What, you think Matty drugged us or somethin’, Brian?” Joey asked, mockingly.

“No, I was thinking you did!” Brian corrected, snidely.

“Fuck you, Brian! I swear, I give you a pot brownie without telling you once, and now I’m a fucking weird drug addict who gets off on getting everybody high?” Joey snapped. He then added, “This isn’t fun for me either, man!” 

Brian angrily opened his mouth in reply, but was stopped by Max, as he lifted a palm in Brian’s direction and a palm in Joey’s direction and insisted sternly, “Stop!! This isn’t the time for this, guys! I know we’re all a little freaked out, but this isn’t gonna do us any good! Let’s try to keep our cool, okay?” 

“Try to keep our cool? Max, do you not see what’s happened here? It’s like we just got teleported to a different world by a fucking candle! Like, how does that fucking happen!” Brian snapped, frustrated and panicked.

“I know, Brian...Believe it or not, I was there...I saw the whole thing...,” Max assured, snidely and sarcastically.

“So, why aren’t you more freaked out?” Brian begged to know.

“I am freaked out, Brian! You think this happens to me every fucking day? I am just tryin’ to keep it together because, whatever’s going on, freaking out isn’t gonna help us! We gotta keep our cool and try to think through this!” Max defended, somewhat angrily.

“And how exactly do we do that? What is there to think through? We just got teleported to another world or planet or whatever because of some fucking candle flame—-a sentence I can’t even believe I’m saying—-and we have no way back home. That’s all there is to it! There’s nothing we can do!” Mitch explained, his voice somewhat squeaking in panic in his last sentence.

“There’s always something you can do, Mitch! I don’t know what’s going on or how any o’ this happening, but if there’s some weird ‘magical’ way to get stuck in a whole other place, then I guess there’s a ‘magical’ way back home. It’s just a matter of finding it,” Max assured, attempting to sound calm and confident so as to ease his unsettled friends and stepbrothers. His bold, confident, black coffee eyes, which were just as intimidating behind his rectangular glasses as they rested just below the unintentional bouncy black coffee bangs that resulted from his longish untamed hair, attempted to catch the anxious gaze of everyone around him, hoping to gain their trust in his vague plan and give them hope. 

“Okay, well, how do we figure out a ‘magical’ way back home?” Mitch asked, still in disbelief in the statements and questions that came out of his mouth at the moment. 

“I dunno, Mitch. That’s why we need to work together and think about this. Do we just wander around and look for another random candle? Is there something in the poem that can tell us what to do? That kind o’ stuff. C’mon, let’s think!” Max encouraged.

“Well, the poem does mention something about wanderers...,” Mikey reminded.

“That could’a just been talking about us after getting stuck here,” Mitch suggested, somewhat irritably.

“No, I don’t think so. I mean, it did call this place ‘The World of the Wanderers’, whatever the fuck that means,” Joey remarked.

“I stand by what I said. Whoever or whatever wrote that could’a still just been talking about us becoming aimless wanderers once we got stuck here,” Mitch insisted, bitterly.

“No, I’m with Joey, that doesn’t sound right. It has to be talking about somebody who’s already here,” Max agreed. 

“Where?” Mitch asked, frustrated, as he opened up his arms and looked in every direction only to come back to meet Max’s gaze, hoping for an answer.

“Ya know, Mitch, I don’t know how big this world is or anything, but it still looks like we got a lot o’ area to cover. There is a big possibility that we are not the only ones here...,” Max insisted, growing frustrated with Mitch but still trying to remain patient, considering the situation. He then added, as Mitch rolled his eyes and sighed in frustration, “I know you’re scared, Mitch. Nobody’s happy about this. But you need to cut the shit and focus, okay?” 

Mitch sighed in frustrated and folded his arms, as Matty asked, “So...do we just start wandering then?”
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