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For Charlie




One


This mother is not my mother. She looks like my mother. She looks exactly like my mother. Same curly brown hair with a little streak of grey on the side. Same pink slippers with a hole in the big toe. Same blotchy freckle on the back of her left hand. This woman is like my mother’s twin. Her identical twin. But she is definitely not my mother.


‘Hello?’ My voice cracks, not because it’s changing (though it is), but because I can’t believe this is happening. It’s impossible.


‘Hi, honey,’ the woman says. She is standing over the stove, scrambling eggs. She stirs them the same way my mother does, by moving the pan and the spatula at the same time. The eggs dance in the pan. Just like my mother, she doesn’t have to think about it. She makes them dance without even trying.


Still, this is not my mother.


‘What’s going on?’ I ask. It’s a dumb question, but I don’t know what else to say. I feel like I’m in a place where I don’t belong. Like I’ve opened my eyes on some alternate universe.


‘It’s called breakfast, stupid.’


Charlie says this. He’s sitting at the table, drinking orange juice and reading a book. He’s not wearing pants or shoes. Just underwear and the same blue shirt he had on yesterday.


Julia is sitting next to him with Mom’s laptop on the table in front of her. She’s staring at the screen. She’s dressed already. T-shirt and jeans and sneakers. She’s not a savage like Charlie.


I stare at Charlie and Julia. It’s that wide-eyed stare I use when I don’t want anyone else to hear me. Sort of like our own personal sign language. I’m yelling at them with my eyeballs. I’m practically screaming.


What the hell is going on here?


They don’t even look at me. It’s just a normal day for them. They must think this mother is our mother. She’s tricked them, but I can’t imagine how. Maybe it’s because I’m fourteen and they’re still in elementary school. Little kids are always easy to fool. It’s why Charlie still thinks that a fairy flies into his room at night and steals his teeth from under his pillow in exchange for a quarter.


Honestly, I’m not sure if I ever believed that bullshit.


But how could they miss this? She looks exactly like our mother except exactly not.


I scan the kitchen. This can’t be happening. This must be the wrong kitchen. It’s a ridiculous thought, since Julia and Charlie are here, too, but it’s all I can think of. I must be in the wrong place.


Still, everything seems right. The linoleum floor is cracked in the same places and in the same patterns as our kitchen. The end of the counter is piled with the magazines that Mom says she’ll read someday but never will. The drying rack is filled with glasses and plates that will go from table to sink to drying rack to table without ever making it back into a cabinet. The refrigerator is covered with the misshapen vegetable magnets that Charlie made in Cub Scouts last year. They’re holding up one of Julia’s spelling test (100 per cent), expired appointment cards from doctors and dentists, coupons, a photo of Mom and Auntie Carole at some party last year, and a to-do list that I wrote about a year ago and haven’t touched since.


It has just one item on it:




1. Don’t





This was Mrs Newfang’s idea. She says that most of the time, the best thing for me to do is nothing. This doesn’t apply to things like homework or chores, but I wish it would. It’s a to-do list for when I’m feeling angry or sad or embarrassed. Whenever I get ‘emotionally charged’, which is Mrs Newfang’s way of saying ‘pissed off’. Instead of do, I should don’t. Instead of acting impulsively (one of Mrs Newfang’s favourite words), I’m supposed to think first and do as little as possible.


Do nothing at all if possible.


I don’t know if the to-do list has done any good, but I see it a dozen times a day, so maybe it’s sunk in a little without me knowing it. Osmosis.


I look from the refrigerator to the pantry and then back around to the table. It’s all how it should be. I’m not in the wrong place. This is my kitchen. Everything is right except for the woman at the stove.


She is not my mother.


Anger fills me up. It fills me up from my toes to my nose, which is something my real mother would say. My hands ball into fists. I clench my teeth. My whole body gets tight. I don’t think about doing these things. They just happen. It’s like a switch is flipped inside me without my permission and I’m red, just like that. Just like all the times before. I don’t want to be red, but it feels good to be red. It feels right to be red.


Why is this woman here?


Why am I the only one who can see that she isn’t our mother?


What the hell is happening?


I say these words in my head, but they are still red words even if I don’t say them out loud. I squeeze my fists even tighter.


I want my mother back.


These words surprise me.


I’ve wished my mother away a million times. I’m angry with her all the time. Nothing she does makes any sense to me. But I never wanted her to be replaced completely. I just wanted her to leave for a while. Get the hell out of my life. Take a vacation. Get her freakin’ act together. That’s all I really wanted. Go somewhere and learn how to be a real mother. And take Glen with her. This other mother is like the opposite of my wish. I wanted a better version of my own mother. The old version of my mother, really, before everything got ruined and she fell apart.


I don’t want this new mother.


I stand still for a second, just being angry, being full, seeing all those red words, and wanting to hit something. Someone. I guess I was wrong. The to-do list isn’t working. I don’t want to Don’t. I want to Do.


I count down from ten in my head and calm down a little.


I learned this counting thing from Mrs Newfang, even though I knew the strategy from when I was little. Everyone knows this one. I went along and pretended to learn it because Mrs Newfang likes to help me, and Mrs Newfang and I have to spend three hours together every week – which is a long time – so I try to make it easy for her. And I like it when she smiles and says nice things to me like, ‘That’s great, Michael. You are owning that strategy.’


She actually says, ‘You’re owning that strategy,’ but I do not like contractions. When I was little, I avoided them whenever possible. I use them a lot more now, mostly because people used to think I talked funny and made fun of me, which always made me angry, and I’m supposed to be trying to control my anger.


But I still do not like them.


Contractions are like fractions. They are messy. Not exact. Fractions like one-third are the worst. When you turn them into decimals, they never end. You have to draw a little line over the last three in 0.333 to tell people that the threes never stop. The little line is like a sign that says, ‘This number is crazy.’


I am not crazy. I do not need a little line over me. I just do not like fractions or contractions. I like things to make sense. I just need to talk to Mrs Newfang about stuff for three hours every week and take my medication and learn lots of strategies for when I get mad or sad or full.


No one in the kitchen has noticed that my hands are still balled into fists. Mom would’ve noticed. Mrs Newfang taught her to notice, so she could help me de-escalate (another favourite word of Mrs Newfang) before I do something stupid. This woman is definitely not my mother. Mom would be all over me.


Instead of hitting or throwing something or shouting at the woman stirring eggs (which I might have done three years ago and still want to do right now), I sit down beside Charlie. He is reading The Zombie Survival Guide. He has read this book a million times since he got it for Christmas last year. He doesn’t really think that there will be a zombie invasion, but he likes to plan for all the ways that the world could come to an end. He’s not a Boy Scout any more, but he still believes in the Boy Scout motto – Be Prepared – more than anyone I know. He has canned food hidden on the top shelf of his closet that he thinks only he knows about, and a life jacket stuffed under his bed in case God decides to flood the world again. He got the life jacket from Santa last year, which really means that Mom bought it for him, which was kind of crazy. Just because a kid asks for a life jacket doesn’t mean you should give him one.


I don’t believe in God. I would like to believe in God and heaven and all that, but it just doesn’t make any sense to me. It seems ridiculous. Babies die all the time. If there was a God, babies wouldn’t die. Little kids, either.


Even so, I told Charlie that even God couldn’t flood the world in one day. It would take a long time for all that rain to pile up, so a life jacket wouldn’t help. He would need a boat like Noah, which is a bullshit story, too.


Even if Noah managed to squeeze every animal and every bug and every bird on his boat, which isn’t possible, what about all the trees and the flowers? After forty days underwater, they’d all be dead.


‘Maybe next time God won’t give anyone a chance to build an ark,’ Charlie said. ‘Maybe it’ll be quick. Like a flash flood. Then you’ll wish you had a life jacket, too.’


‘Can’t God just shoot lightning bolts at us if he wants?’ I asked. ‘Wouldn’t that be a lot easier than forty days of rain? And a lot more fun for him? Kind of like a giant videogame.’


‘Don’t be dumb,’ Charlie said. ‘Even if it’s not another Noah’s ark flood, I’m still ready for a regular flood. They happen all the time.’


We have never had a flood in our town, but I let that one go. Sometimes you just have to stop fighting and move on.


Mrs Newfang taught me this, too, and I think she’s right. That doesn’t mean it’s easy, but with Charlie it’s easier than most. I can’t stand him most of the time, but I love him, too.


Julia is reading the box score from last night’s Red Sox game on the ESPN website. They lost again. Even though Julia is a girl and a year younger than Charlie and five years younger than me, she pays more attention to sports than both of us combined. She can also throw and catch better than Charlie. The dumbass doesn’t even care.


She throws and catches better than me, too, but at least I care.


‘Did you talk to Mom this morning?’ I whisper to Charlie.


Charlie keeps staring at his zombie book. He is reading a page about weapons. There is a cartoon drawing of a gun on the page.


I look back at the other mother. She’s buttering toast now. She’s left-handed, just like Mom. Or she’s faking it. I wish I had a real gun right now. If I did, I could make her tell me where my real mother is.


I start to get angry again.


‘Did you talk to Mom this morning?’ I ask Charlie again, even softer this time.


‘About what?’ Charlie asks. He’s still staring at his book.


‘About anything. Did you talk to her?’


‘Mom!’ he calls out. ‘Did I talk to you this morning?’


‘You’re talking to me now.’ The other mother is using my real mother’s voice, and she is saying what my real mother would say. It makes no sense. How could she so perfectly replace my mother? I feel like I’m trapped in some scary movie, but not a stupid one filled with blood and guts. A real one. The kind of scary that you secretly believe in even while you’re trying not to. Like one of those old, black-and-white Twilight Zone shows.


I look at the other mother again. She is standing by the stove. Bacon is crackling and spitting in a pan. She’s trying to flip it with metal tongs without getting burned. I look closely. Maybe this is my real mother. Maybe I’m just not all the way awake yet.


But I know this is not my mother. I know it deep down in my bones. I know it like I know that there was no ark filled with two of each animal and no Santa Claus delivering life jackets. I know it like I know that Charlie will not put his book down until someone takes it away or threatens to punish him. I know it like I know that even though Julia is the youngest of the three of us, she will have a boyfriend before Charlie has a girlfriend and maybe before I have a girlfriend.


I’m angrier now. I try counting back from ten again. It doesn’t work. It’s a stupid strategy. I want to ask this other mother where my real mother is. I want to know what she’s done with her. But I’m too afraid to say anything. I’m afraid to know the answer, but I’m more afraid of what she might do if I ask. I’m afraid of what she might do if I stop pretending that she is my real mother.


I want to ask Julia if she noticed anything different about Mom, but thanks to my idiot brother, the other mother is listening now. I can’t let her know that I know.


Asshole Glen walks into the kitchen. He is wearing his maroon bathrobe and probably nothing underneath it. I give him a hard look. I want to know if he has been replaced, too. If he is the other Glen.


He’s not. He’s still just Asshole Glen. Shaped like a walking baby, all pale and pudgy. He says he was a basketball player in high school, but I don’t believe him. He’s got squinty eyes and a moustache and beard. He’s going bald. He combs his hair over the spot, but it only makes him look like more of an asshole.


I wish he had been replaced.


I watch to see if Glen can tell that this is the other mother. Except to Glen, she would be the other wife.


The other stepwife, really. That’s what I call Mom sometimes. If I have to be a stepson, she has to be a stepwife.


I only call her that in my head, though. Never out loud. I say a lot of things in my head. Mrs Newfang says this is a problem. I’m supposed to talk about my feelings more. But I think I would have a lot more problems if I said what I thought.


Asshole Glen doesn’t realize that this is the other mother. He grabs a slice of toast from the plate on the counter and eats with one hand while he takes the other mother by the waist and pulls her close. He’s wearing brown slippers.


I hate this. It makes my stomach turn just thinking that his hands are touching my mother, except now his hands are on the other mother, so I don’t care so much. I wish Glen would run away with the other mother and leave me and Charlie and Julia behind. Then all my problems would be solved.


Not really, but at least it would be a start. Getting rid of Asshole Glen would be a great start.


‘What are you guys doing today?’ Glen asks. He is eating eggs from the frying pan with a fork.


‘Fishing!’ Charlie says.


I say nothing.


Julia says nothing.


‘All three of you?’ Glen asks.


‘Yup,’ Charlie says.


‘I have a softball game tonight if you want to go,’ Glen says. ‘You could be the batboy if you want, Michael.’


You haven’t been to a single one of my Little League games this year, and you think I’m going to go to your stupid-ass softball game?


I say this in my head, too. More red words.


‘No, thanks,’ Julia says. She is answering for me because she knows how I feel. She does this for me a lot. Otherwise she would’ve said nothing, too.


‘Breakfast is ready, guys and gals,’ the other mother says, just like my mother would. ‘Help yourself.’


I will not be eating eggs today. Not from a pan where Asshole Glen has already stuck his fork. Not from a mother who is not my mother. My mother’s eggs are good. These eggs only look good.


I eat toast instead. I stare at my feet. All of this is too strange. I should be calling the police and asking for help, except no one would believe me. If Julia and Charlie and Glen can’t see the other mother, a policeman won’t be able to see her either.


I’m suddenly glad that I’m still a kid. A teenager, really, but close enough. Stuff like this can happen to kids. Weird shit like moms being replaced by other mothers. If I were a grown-up, I’d have to be crazy right now. Mysteries and magic don’t happen to old people unless they’re losing their minds. If I was an adult, I’d probably call the police, and they would take me away to the funny farm, which isn’t funny at all. Only kids and grown-ups in books and movies could believe that something like this could be happening without going crazy.


I see Mrs Newfang for three hours every week, but it’s not because I’m crazy (even though this asshole in my class named Luke said I was). I see her because I need to learn strategies. I need to learn ‘to see what people need from me’. That’s what Mrs Newfang calls it. She says I need to learn to notice when someone is sad or angry or afraid so I’ll know how to behave. Know how to treat them.


I’m not sure if she’s right. I think I see all those things just fine. I just make bad choices. I do dumb stuff and say dumb stuff.


Charlie fills his plate with eggs and toast as the other mother and Asshole Glen head upstairs. I hope they don’t make loud sex like Mom and Asshole Glen do, because I’m not in the mood to hear it this morning. I have too many problems.




1. My mom is missing.


2. She has been replaced by this other mother.


3. I’m scared.


4. My brother is stupid.


5. Asshole Glen is still my stepfather.


6. Sarah Flaherty lives next door.


7. I have three detentions next week.


8. Brian Marcotte will be waiting for me to do the thing next week.


9. I don’t have enough strategies to keep from getting full.


10. Today is payday.


11. The letter in the yellow envelope won’t stop being real.







Two


I tell Charlie to finish his eggs and meet us in the driveway. Julia and I pull the bikes from the garage and stuff fishing tackle into old pickle buckets.


I used to love the garage. It smells like oil and old books. The shelves are filled with camping and fishing gear and tools of all kinds, and there is a ladder to a small loft where I used to hide when I couldn’t stand the world any more. I would sit up there above my father’s old cars and read books and eat potato chips. It was my place.


Not any more. Ever since I found the letter in the yellow envelope, I can’t stand being in the garage for a second longer than I need to be. The place feels like it’s haunted. I can’t even come in here at night. Even in the morning sunshine, I move as fast as I can to get our gear together.


‘Hi, Sarah!’ Julia shouts as I’m hanging buckets from the handlebars.


I turn. Sarah Flaherty is standing on the edge of her driveway. ‘Hi, Julia!’ she shouts back.


Sarah Flaherty is the girl next door. She has long blonde hair and brown eyes, but it’s her face that makes her pretty. And her smile. It’s friendly. It makes you think that she likes you even if she barely knows you. She has freckles, too, and I love freckles.


It isn’t easy having a popular girl living next door. Instead of worrying about what I look like every second while I’m at school, now I need to worry about what I look like every second at home, too. Like right now. It’s so early in the morning that I thought I’d be safe, but apparently not. I’m wearing dirt-stained jeans that are a little too short for me (high waters, a kid at school called them) and a stained white T-shirt.


I look terrible at the worst possible moment to look terrible.


My friend Jeff says I’m lucky to live next door to Sarah because he thinks I have a chance of seeing her half-naked someday when she runs outside to get the mail, thinking no one is looking. Jeff is a dumbass. Girls don’t just walk out of their houses half-naked, and especially for something as stupid as the mail. And what does half-naked mean anyway? Topless? Bottomless? Underwear and a bra?


It makes a difference.


‘Hi, Mike!’ Sarah shouts.


Everyone calls me Michael except for Sarah. She’s the only one in the world who calls me Mike. I always correct people who call me Mike or even worse Mikey (I find myself wanting to punch those people in the face), but I don’t correct Sarah.


I wave back without really looking and turn around and go back inside to get Charlie. All I want to do is wait inside until Sarah is gone. Maybe she’ll forget how stupid I looked by Monday.


Charlie is still sitting at the table reading his book. His plate and cup are empty. I can hear the sex sounds coming from upstairs, but this time it’s the other mother and Glen, so it doesn’t bother me much. It only bothers me because Charlie can hear it.


Except Charlie is reading, so he probably can’t hear anything. A parade of elephants could march right through the kitchen and he wouldn’t notice if his head was in a book.


Then it hits me. As long as the other mother and Glen are having sex, I can check the downstairs for my mother. I don’t really think Mom is tied up in a closet or locked in the basement. I don’t think she is anywhere in the house at all. I can’t explain it, but it’s the same way I know that the other mother is not my mother even though she looks exactly like my mother. I just know.


Still, I want to look. Better safe than sorry, especially when things are as fucked up as this. When your mother is missing, cover all the bases.


A new rule.


I don’t say anything to Charlie. I let him read as I go through every room, opening closets and cupboards and looking underneath furniture.


Nothing.


There’s no way Mom was jammed under the couch or stuffed behind the easy chair, but I look anyway. In the movies, it’s always the place you don’t look that holds the key to everything.


Then I go to the basement door. I hate the basement. It has three yellow bulbs that swing from cords in the ceiling and a dirt floor. It smells like worms and old leaves. I don’t know if I will hear Glen and the other mother in the basement, but I hear them now and it usually doesn’t last a long time. I need to check the basement. I know that Mom isn’t down there, but I feel like should check anyway.


I open the door. I flip the switch. The yellow bulbs turn the black at the bottom of the stairs to a burnt-yellow smudge. I walk down the thirteen steps to the bottom. I hate that there are thirteen steps. It’s the worst number for basement stairs. I skip the last step to make it twelve, even though the universe still knows that it’s thirteen.


The basement has a big room and a small room in the back. The big room is empty. The dirt floor gets wet sometimes, so we can’t put boxes of old toys or winter clothes down here because they would end up getting wet and smelling like dirt. The walls are concrete, with pictures of hearts and smiley faces and little messages drawn in pink and white chalk.


MD + EG


BJ luvs GG


Red Sox Rule!


Yaz!


Don’t Squeeze the Charmin! (I still don’t know what that one means)


The chalk drawings were here when Mom and Dad bought the house. I think of them as fossils of people who lived here before us. People who chose to spend time in this basement.


Clearly lunatics.


The small room in the back has a concrete floor. It has a furnace, a water heater, and an old furnace-like thing that is gigantic and reddish-brown. Dad once told me that it’s an old coal furnace. It has an iron door on the front that looks like a mouth and two old dials that look like eyes. We call it Robo because it looks like the oldest, stupidest robot ever invented. Robo stares at me when I enter the small room. I feel a little bad for him even though he’s not actually a robot, and even if he was a robot, robots don’t need anyone feeling bad for them either because they’re just machines.


Still, I can’t help it. Sometimes fake things can feel as real as real things.


I look behind Robo and the furnace and the water heater. It’s the only place down here where my mom could be. I find some copper pipes, a shovel and a screwdriver.


My mother would never fit inside Robo, but I decide to check anyway. I feel like I need to rule out all possibilities, just like the cops say on TV. I swing open his mouth. It screeches on its hinges. Robo is black inside. I lean forward and peek in. It smells like a rusty forest fire. A bloody forest fire. I exhale, and the sound of my breath echoes in his belly.


I lean in. I stick my whole head inside Robo’s mouth. It’s the bravest thing I’ve done in a while.


No Mom.


As I pull my head back out, I notice the shovel again. It looks new. The screwdriver, too. I’ve never seen either one before, but I don’t come down here often. Only on dares from Charlie and Dad when Dad was not dead. I turn and look back into the big room. I look at the dirt floor. It looks just like it has always looked, but I’ve never really paid attention to the floor before. If the other mother did something terrible to Mom, she could’ve buried Mom here under the dirt floor.


That is what I am thinking now. Mom is buried under the basement floor. I don’t believe it really happened, but I try to imagine it happening because it’s possible.


Imagining the possible – especially when it’s terrible – is something I do a lot.


When we flew to Florida three years ago, I imagined what it would be like if the plane crashed. I tried to picture all the different ways that the plane might hit the ground or break up in the sky. Belly first. Nose first. Water landing. Crashing into a mountain. I tried to envision those oxygen masks falling and the people screaming and praying just before impact. I didn’t think it would happen, but I wanted to know what it would be like if it did.


I wanted to be prepared.


I guess in this way, I’m as much of a Boy Scout as Charlie.


I hate the unknown. I’d rather know all the terrible maybes than ignore them or pretend that they will never happen. I like to predict the possibilities. Also, I have a hard time not thinking of something. I can’t put things out of my mind like Mom and Mrs Newfang constantly tell me to do. I perseverate, which means getting stuck in a loop like that movie Groundhog Day. The same movie plays over and over again in my mind. Since I can’t stop it from playing, I focus on it instead. I stare right at it. It’s kind of like daring it to continue.


I do this with the good possibilities, too. Not just plane crashes and missing mothers. Like imagining having sex with Sarah Flaherty. It will never happen, but it’s still nice to imagine.


I know what you’re supposed to do in sex, but I don’t know anything about the girl parts in real life. We saw pictures in health class, but no girl looks like a pencil drawing under her underwear.


Jeff’s big brother says that girl parts are complicated, but the girl will help when you have sex, so you don’t really need to know what’s going on down there. ‘She’ll guide you,’ he said. But I hate looking dumb and not knowing stuff, and I would really hate to look dumb while I’m naked. That seems like the worst part of sex: the nakedness. I wouldn’t mind the girl being naked, but there’s no way I want to be naked. I don’t even like being naked by myself.


I don’t have to worry about any of that, though, because it’s impossible for someone like me to have sex with someone like Sarah Flaherty.


But this buried-in-the-basement idea is possible. If you can replace someone so perfectly and fool everyone in the house except me, you could probably bury a person in the basement.


I get the shivers. The basement is scarier than it has ever been. I walk to the stairs. I try to walk slowly and calmly, but the closer I get to the first step, the faster I walk. I am running by the time I start climbing the stairs. Something is going to reach between the wooden steps and grab my ankle so I lift my feet high and pump my elbows. I know that running is the worst thing you can do in a situation like this. People who walk up the basement stairs are never in danger of being dragged back down. Only scared people get caught by scary things. But I can’t help it. It is a basement with yellow lights and a dirt floor and maybe my mom buried underneath.


I slam the door when I get to the top.


Sunlight. Just like that, it’s another world. Like everything in the basement is a million miles away in an instant. There is no way my mom is buried in the basement. That would be crazy. This whole other mother thing is crazy. I’m imagining the whole thing. Kids might believe in magic, and believing in magic might not make them crazy, but that doesn’t make the magic real.


I almost believe this. Then I find the other mother is in the kitchen, washing the pan that she used to make eggs. Still not Mom. Not even close.


‘You all set?’ she asks me.


‘What?’


‘You need anything?’ she asks. ‘For fishing?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’


Charlie looks at me when I say ‘Thank you’. It occurs to me that I would never say this to my real mother. I need to be careful. Act normal.


‘Okay, then,’ she says. ‘Be safe.’


My real mother would never say that, either. It’s like we are dancing with words. Trying to see what fits with what.


‘Thanks,’ I say.


Charlie looks again. Eyebrows scrunched. It’s his way of saying, What the fuck is going on here?


I grab Charlie’s book from his hand and walk to the door. Grabbing Charlie’s book is the best way to get him moving. Like getting a dog to follow by waving a bone.


If we had a dog, I bet he would know that this is not my real mother. Dogs can sense those kinds of things. They can sniff out drugs in suitcases and dead people buried in basements.


When I get back to the driveway, Julia is standing beside Sarah Flaherty. The two are straddling their bikes. Sarah Flaherty is in my driveway. A pickle bucket is hanging off Sarah’s handlebar.


‘Sarah’s coming with us!’ Julia says.


‘I hope it’s okay?’ Sarah says.


‘Yuck!’ Charlie shouts, running to catch up to me. ‘Fishing’s supposed to be for boys!’


‘Shut up,’ I say. I turn and throw The Zombie Survival Guide at him. It hits him on the chest.


‘If it’s going to be a problem …’ Sarah says.


‘No problem,’ I say. ‘Sounds good.’


But it is a problem. The last thing I need is Sarah Flaherty fishing with me. Especially when my mom might be dead and maybe buried in the basement.




Three


Sometimes I can want two opposite things at the same time. I don’t know if that’s normal, and I can’t ask anyone if it’s normal. I can ask Jeff about curveballs (which he says he can throw but can’t) or the quadratic formula or cheat codes or even sex with girls, but I can’t ask him if he ever wants something and the opposite thing at the same time. That’s just not a question people ask.


I wish I could, though, because the whole time we were dragging the canoes down to the shore I was thinking about how nice it would be to ride in the canoe with Sarah. Amazing, even. But I knew I would have to ride with Charlie, and not just because he thinks girls have cooties. He and Julia are too young to go in the same boat, and I’m the big brother, so it’s up to me to look after them (something Mom reminds me about a thousand times a week). But I was also happy to be going with Charlie because I was nervous about being alone in a canoe with Sarah. I was worried that I wouldn’t know what to say and afraid that I wouldn’t have anything to say at all.


At the same time, though, a part of me wished that it was just me and Sarah in the canoe.


When you want two opposite things at the same time, you’re never happy no matter what you get.


The pond isn’t like the ones I see in the movies. The water isn’t clear. The sunlight doesn’t twinkle on the ripples. There’s no sandy beach or tyre swing. The water is mostly green with lily pads and patches of gunk floating on the surface. I know the gunk is algae, but gunk is a much better word for it. Easier to spell, too.


This is not a swimming pond. It’s not even a sit-by-the-shore pond. Glen calls it a good-for-nothing pond. He’s wrong, but I know why he thinks this. It’s mostly green and gross. It smells a little bit like dead things. It’s the kind of place that adults avoid. All of this is great, though, because it makes the pond ours.


Sarah is sitting in the back of the canoe behind Julia. She’s wearing a flowery bathing-suit top and jean shorts. When she pulled her T-shirt over her head before climbing into the canoe, I knew there would be a bathing-suit top underneath, but still. A girl took her shirt off in front of me. Not a sister. A real girl. It was one of those times when I felt like a secret corner of the world unfolded and made the universe ten times bigger.


I can hear the girls talking across the water. Sarah has never been fishing before, so Julia is explaining the difference between using worms and lures. ‘Boys like to use lures because it means you get to cast and reel constantly. They love that kind of stuff. Boys can never sit still.’ They laugh. I catch a peek at Julia as she turns. She’s beaming. She’s made Sarah Flaherty laugh. I’d be beaming, too. ‘I use worms because I know how to sit still and be patient,’ Julia says. ‘And because you can catch more fish with worms.’


Julia’s not wrong, but I had never realized this until just now.


I don’t know why Sarah is interested in any of this, but it looks like she’s paying attention. She’s probably just being nice. Girls understand how to be nice much better than boys. They understand how to be fake nice, too. And mean nice. The kind of nice that really hurts. The kind that kills you slowly but can’t be seen and never be proven.


Boys are like rocks. Girls are like shark fins.


Charlie is sitting at the front of our boat. He’s quiet. He has a paddle in his hand, but he’s barely using it. He’s stuck in his head. That’s how Mom describes it. Charlie spends a lot of time stuck in his head. I don’t mind. I get stuck in my head a lot, too. Charlie is a giant pain in the ass, but at times like this, we’re good together. We can just sit and think without talking or annoying each other.


It’s good because even though I know that the other mother is just some weird trick that my brain is playing on me, I can’t stop thinking about her. I can’t understand how I can be so sure that the other mother is really just my mother and at the same time be so sure that she is not. It’s like my brain is divided into two parts. Like it wants two things at the same time. The part of my brain like everyone else’s brain knows that mothers can’t be replaced by identical other mothers, but the part of my brain that makes me different than everyone else knows that the woman making eggs in the kitchen this morning was not my mother.


There’s a rock on the tip of the island where we go ashore. It’s wide and flat and an easy place to beach the canoes. We call it Little Round Top. I have no idea how it got its name. It’s not little, and it’s definitely not round. My uncle called it Little Round Top when he brought me here for the first time five years ago.


It feels like five hundred years ago.


The canoes belong to my aunt and uncle, except that my uncle is dead and my aunt is losing her marbles. ‘Losing her marbles’ is what Asshole Glen says, but I’m not sure if it’s true. She just misses Uncle Norman all the time, and that makes her look a little lost. But missing a person is different than missing parts of your brain, even though it probably looks about the same.


I’ve heard Mom talk about moving Auntie Carole to something called assisted living, but Auntie says no. I don’t blame her. Assisted living sounds like polite prison, but a prison is still a prison, even if it comes with a flower garden and bingo night. I think Auntie Carole knows it too, because she seems to have all her marbles every time Mom brings it up.


I’m glad. As long as she still lives in the big blue house on the pond, we can use the canoes and visit the island whenever we want.


Charlie and I reach the island first. I climb out of the canoe and pull it on to Little Round Top. Charlie is out of the boat fast and running through the forest before I’ve finished tying the boat to a tree. He reminds me of those boys in Lord of the Flies. He’s a quiet kid in the real world, but when he gets to the island, he’s a madman.


‘Be careful!’ I shout.


‘I’m seizing my day!’ he shouts back.


A minute later, Sarah and Julia arrive. I splash into the water to help them come ashore. I grab the bow of their canoe and pull. It’s heavy. Heavier than I expected. I want to ask Sarah to climb out so I can drag the boat all the way up the rock, but I don’t. I want to look strong in front of Sarah. It’s ridiculous, because Sarah will never be my girlfriend, no matter how strong I am, but I still want to impress her. Mom would say that I’m ‘banging my head against a wall’, and it’s true, but I can’t help it. Maybe it’s a guy thing.


I’ve heard that expression lots of times before, too – ‘It’s a guy thing’ – but it’s always said about things that I don’t do. Like collecting baseball cards or making armpit fart noises, which I can’t do even though I’ve practised for hours.


When we were hiking in New Hampshire last summer, Asshole Glen refused to ask the other hikers where the blue trail started, so it took us over an hour just to get started up the mountain. Julia finally found the marker, though Charlie still claims to this day that he spotted it first. Mom said that not asking for directions is a guy thing.


I thought it was a stupid thing.


Maybe wanting to impress a pretty girl who will never like me is my first ‘guy thing’ thing. And maybe a stupid thing, too.


Julia climbs out of the front of the boat as soon as it’s clear of the water and sprints off into the trees, crashing through bushes and ducking under tree limbs. She wants to catch up to Charlie. She doesn’t want him to steal her favourite spot.


Sarah and I are alone.


It’s a small island. Tiny, really. Long and thin and pointy at the ends. Shaped kind of like a canoe. You can walk from tip to tip in about ten minutes, and that’s only because it’s overgrown with trees and bushes and prickers.


‘Does this island have a name?’ Sarah asks as I tie the canoe to a tree.


‘We call it Barracuda Island.’


‘Why Barracuda?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘My uncle used to take me here when I was little, and he said the water around the island was filled with barracuda. I believed him until I learned about barracuda in a book. Maybe it’s because the island is shaped kind of like a barracuda.’


‘Or maybe your uncle made the whole thing up,’ Sarah said. ‘Uncles like to terrorize their nieces and nephews.’


‘Maybe. He died, so I can’t ask him.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah says. Her voice changes when she says this. Her whole face changes. She shrinks. I’m so annoyed with myself. She was happy just a second ago. We were talking, and I wasn’t even thinking about talking. I was just doing it, the same way I talk to Jeff. Then I had to mention a dead person and ruin everything.


‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘He died a while ago.’ It takes me too long to say this, so now she’s looking at me like I’m broken and stupid.


‘Still,’ she says, ‘I’m sorry.’ She looks down at her feet. ‘Dying is the worst.’


I nod. I nod slowly because that’s the cool way to nod, but I want to nod fast enough to knock my head right off my shoulders. I want to nod in the way that screams, Yes! I agree! You’re right! My God! You’re right!


And just like that, I feel like I should tell Sarah about Dad. Like I can tell her. Like a door is open and I can step right through. It’s the first time that door to my dad has ever felt open. I can already feel the weight slowing lifting off my chest.


I’m about to open my mouth, to say words I can’t yet imagine, when Sarah speaks. ‘Should we follow Julia and Charlie?’


Just like that, the door slams shut, if it had ever been open in the first place.


‘Let me get the gear first,’ I say. I turn away so she can’t see my face. ‘We can’t fish without poles and tackle.’


‘Do they always abandon you like this?’


‘I don’t mind.’ I pull the buckets from the bottom of my canoe. ‘They’re excited, and they stink at lugging the gear.’


‘You’re a good big brother.’


‘Or just a big, fat sucker,’ I say.


Sarah laughs. I’ve never made a pretty girl laugh before. It’s fantastic. I want to do it again for the rest of my life.


I carry the pickle buckets full of tackle and worms. Sarah carries the poles. I lead the way through the trees.


‘No path?’


‘Nope,’ I say. ‘I mean, not really. It’s not a real path. Just a way to get to the other side of the island without running into the big patches of prickers. No one comes here except us.’


I push through the brush, making sure not to send any branches whipping back at Sarah. For a few moments, the sun disappears behind a canopy of leaves and branches overhead. The air seems warmer. More humid. It really is like Lord of the Flies for a minute.


‘How much farther?’ Sarah asks. She feels it, too. We’ve disappeared into another world.


‘Just around this next bend,’ I say.


We step out of the trees on to a small patch of flattened grass and dirt. Near the water, the grass falls away to a muddy bank that drops off about three feet into the pond. Charlie and Julia are sitting on the edge of the bank, throwing stones into the water.


Julia is sitting on her favourite rock. I knew she would be. She always gets what she wants, at least when it comes to her and Charlie. It would be nice to think that Charlie lets her win, but he doesn’t. She’s just faster and smarter than he is.


‘Hey, idiots,’ I say. ‘You want to scare away all the fish?’


‘Told you,’ Julia says. She elbows Charlie in the ribs.
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