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  Chapter One




   




  June 20




              Adam didn’t want to go into his mother’s bedroom, but she had asked for him. He knew death hovered like a balloon over his mother, its lips probably smacking with giddy delight. He placed his sweaty and shaking palm around the doorknob anyway and twisted, hoping the door, the room behind it and the impending doom would disappear around him. Fourteen was too young to be without a mother.




              After lightly shoving the door inward, Adam took a step inside the bedroom. The avalanche of smells made him cringe and he covered his mouth with his right hand to keep his lunch down. Beer was the immediate and instantly recognizable smell. Adam noticed his father slumped in an old, brown La-Z-Boy recliner; a bottle of beer hung from his fingertips. Adam wondered when his father last took a shower. His father’s oily hair glimmered in the light of dusk and dark smudges of dirt or grease or whatever it was pressed deep into the cracks of his aging face.




  The vibrating snores of his father shook the arm holding the bottle and Adam expected the bottle to fall to its death at any moment. Like a dutiful son, Adam considered removing the bottle, then tossed the thought aside. What if he wakes up and wants a beer really bad and remembers he had a bottle in his hand when he went to sleep and when he lifts his hand to take sip, it won’t be there and then he’ll be angry and will want you to get a tree branch for switchin’ time. No: better just to leave it there.




              A deep, rotten meat scent was the second smell. Adam sniffed the air again and he recalled the time he didn’t finish washing the dishes and they sat out for days. During that time, the food left behind quickly rotted and contaminated the air with a hollow, biting stench that tattled on Adam when his father came home the day his accident happened at the factory. Adam never forgot to wash the dishes again.




              Much to the surprise of Adam, a third smell caressed his nose. Rose petals, Adam guessed. The scent hung in the air between the other two disgusting smells. Adam stepped in further and noticed an oval decanter of perfume sitting on the nightstand. Silent Rose was stamped on the sticker affixed to the front side. Adam and Tommy had pooled their money together last year and got the perfume for her birthday. The perfume cost them $12 and they just had enough and they knew it wasn’t going to be like the stuff J-Lo or Britney Spears sold, but their mother always told them when you give gifts, don’t worry about what you get because it’s the thought that counts. And she wore it almost every day.




              It’s the thought that counts.




              “Adam—“ His mother’s voice cracked. It didn’t sound healthy. She let loose with a cough and turned her head towards Adam. “Adam. You are here.” A slow, methodological spewing of words.




              “I am, mother.”




              “Come here.” She paused to catch her breath. “I want to talk to you.”




              Adam glanced at his father and walked across the bedroom when he thought it was safe. In case his father suddenly woke up and caught Adam in the bedroom, Adam had a quick plan of escape: dive under the bed. His father frowned upon Adam and his brother constantly visiting their mother during her sickness. She’ll never get better if you two shitbirds keep buggin’ her, he’d say.




  Adam didn’t acknowledge his mother until he stood next to the bed in order to focus all his power on being stealthy.




              “How are you feeling?” Adam asked. It was a stupid question, he knew. The sickness had burrowed itself inside and lived in her for nine months. Nine months tomorrow, to be exact. Adam looked at the floor; how silly could he be for tallying the days?




              “I’m dying Adam. This cancer has been eating me alive for a year.” A cough. “I am ready to leave this place.”




              “No. You just need some rest.”




              “I’ll be getting plenty of that soon.”




              A rough grunt came from the corner. Adam watched his father shift slightly in the chair, the bottle of beer still secure.




              “Adam, come closer. I want to tell you something.” His mother tried to move so her whole body faced him, but he stopped her.




              “Mom, no. Just stay still.” Adam leaned in. “What do you want to say?”




              “It’s about your father.”




              “What about him?”




              “I want you to be wary of him.”




              “Wary? What does that mean?”




              “Keep an eye on him.”




              Adam nodded. “Of course. Tom and I will take care of him.”




              “I didn’t mean—“Another cough. “I didn’t mean like that. You and your brother need to watch out for him. He’s not a pleasant person.”




              “I don’t understand.”




              A weak hand emerged from under the covers and lightly touched Adam’s cheek. Adam enjoyed the quick contact from his mother, even though it took a good amount of effort from her.




              “Don’t trust him,” his mother said. “Ever.”




              His mother scooted up, but she struggled. She placed her arms under her body to hoist what she could, but Adam saw the trouble she was having. Adam got his arms under her back and lifted and pulled her toward the headboard.




              When his mother was propped against the headboard and regained some of her strength back, she said, “You’re strong. You should play sports when you become a sophomore this school year.”




              “I’ve been thinking about it.”




              His mother reached over and slowly lowered the shoulder part of her nightgown. This motion revealed a three- or four-inch gash oozing blood. The edges of the cut had started to turn black and small flakes of older blood slipped onto his mother’s fresher skin.




              “Your father did that to me weeks ago,” she said. “It has never healed properly.” She returned the sleeve back to her shoulder. “Not that it matters now, anyway,” his mother added.




              “He would never hurt us,” Adam said.




              “I know he won’t,” she said.




              With some of her last strength, his mother reached over with both hands and cupped Adam’s face. “I’ll make sure of that,” she said.




              “How?”




              “Don’t worry about that. You worry about your summer; you worry about getting ready for the next school year; you worry about girls; you worry about everything else besides how I’ll make sure your father doesn’t hurt you.” His mother looked over to his father and then continued, “I’m making you a promise right now that he won’t and that I will make his life a living hell.”




              Adam shook his head. “Buy why? I know he won’t hurt us.”




              “You can’t be sure, Adam.”




              “Neither can you, mom. You’re too weak.”




              “Though the body is weak,” his mother said, “the will is strong.”




              “I don’t want you to promise that. I want you to promise you won’t die.”




              Adam saw sympathy shoot from his mother’s eyes. Why is she giving me the sympathy? At that moment he knew she couldn’t promise that, but hoped the next words out of her mouth would be just that.




              “I am human and the cancer is beyond my control.” She slid back down into the bed; this was easier for her. Adam made an attempt to help her, but his mother shook her head. “You are a sweet boy, Adam. Soon, the girls will be begging you to make them happy.”




              “Mom…” Adam sensed tears welling, bulking up like a clogged drain that didn’t want to be unclogged.




              “Don’t cry. Give me a hug.”




              Adam raised his arms and intertwined them with his mother’s arms. They embraced for a minute as Adam soaked in every ounce of love his mother released. Adam realized this was the last hug he would receive from his mother and the tears flowed. His mother patted the back of Adam’s head.




              “I love you, Adam.”




              “I love you too, mom.”




              She gave him a final squeeze and Adam pulled away. “I have to rest now,” she said.




              Defeated, Adam stepped back. His mother relaxed her head, her eyes gazing toward the ceiling. Adam watched his mother’s eyes roll up into her head.




              This is it, Adam thought. I’m going to watch her die. He wished his father was awake and Tommy was standing here. Really, he only wanted Tommy next to him. Adam wondered why his mother had just called him and not Tommy too. Wasn’t she also afraid of his father waking up or worse, pretending to be asleep and hearing everything they said? He would be angry and ready to do some switching. But his father didn’t wake and Tommy wasn’t here; he was forced to watch his mother die.




  He was forced to do it alone.




              A light gasp escaped his mother’s mouth. Her lips vibrated for a split second and then her head lolled to the right, facing Adam. The eyes remained open, but no life remained. Adam took a step towards her to close the eyelids, but stopped: he didn’t want to give his father any reason to think he’d been in the bedroom.




              With no other reason to stay in the room, Adam turned and caught a glimpse of his father. For a second, Adam thought his father had awakened and watched him behind blurry and inebriated eyes. Hey son, watch ya guys talkin’ about over there? Havin’ a little mother-son talk about stuff? Well, tell me this stuff, eh son? Your good old involved father wants to know this stuff. If you don’t start tellin’ me what you and your whore mother were talkin' about, I’m goin’ to have you pick out a nice little branch for a wonderful switchin’ time! 




  This was not the case though: his father choked on a snore and continued sleeping.




              Adam relaxed.




              Sneaking across the floor to leave the room just as he had to reach his mother, Adam made it to the bedroom door without incident. His father stayed sleeping; the beer continued to hang perilously over the floor; and the Death Scent hit Adam even harder as he passed through the doorway into the hall. The Scent became stronger somehow since the passing of his mother.




              Adam quietly shut the door and went into the bathroom. The lock to this door was broken and Adam pushed the clothes hamper in front of the door. After swiping the shower curtain back, Adam stepped into the tub and sat down. He just needed a few minutes.




              The few minutes turned into thirty as he let fly all of the tears.




  





   




   




  





  





  





  





    




  Chapter Two




   




  Two weeks later.




              Adam flipped his 10-speed over so the seat and handlebars balanced the bike on the ground. As he spun the pedals, he saw the chain just a little off from the gears. On closer inspection, one of the gear’s teeth was missing. Adam sighed. Make it through one more summer, my friend. Just one more. I know you can do it. He adjusted the chain to see if there was a way the gap could be avoided, but he had no luck. The chain continued to slip each time it passed over the space.




              “Are you fixing that bike again?”




              Tommy bounded down the porch stairs holding a baseball and a mitt. Tommy’s thick, dark hair spilled out from under his Chicago Cubs baseball hat; the strands waved at Adam as Tommy moved across the yard. He wore his favorite T-shirt that said ‘T-Ball is for babies; Baseball is for men.’ The jeans, ripped at the knees, were not the best, but if Tommy decided to play rough or get dirty, the jeans would suffice. It would soon be time to get new school clothes anyway, if his father took on any jobs between now and then.




              “How many times can you fix it?” He asked.




              Adam knew Tommy didn’t ask because he really wanted to know how many times the bike could be fixed; Tommy asked to be difficult. Tommy was great at being difficult. Worse, Tommy knew when he was being difficult and sometimes relished it. What a hobby for a nine-year-old.




              “It’s not that big a deal,” Adam said. “I’ve fixed this problem before.”




              “We’ll see.”




              Tommy sat on the ground a few feet from Adam and set down his mitt and ball. Tommy fiddled with the rear tire when Adam reached down for a pair of pliers. Adam swiped his brother’s hand away. Tommy pushed down on the baseball and rolled it into the dirt as if he were rolling a ball of clay.




              Adam stopped fixing his bike. “What is it, Tommy?” he asked.




              The answer was a shrug.




              “If you have something to say,” Adam said, “then say it. Don’t dilly-dally around. I got a bike to fix.”




              “I miss mom,” Tommy said.




              “I know. So do I.”




              “I wish she was in the kitchen right now, making us lunch.”




              “Yeah. BLTs, right? That would be good.”




              Tommy laughed. “Or even bologna and cheese.”




              “That’s boring. BLTs make the perfect summer lunch.”




              “Maybe she could make them both.”




              “She would, too,” Adam said, nodding.




              “I still miss her.”




              Adam picked up the baseball mitt. “Remember when mom took you to get this last year? You didn’t want to play baseball. You said it was stupid. That hitting a ball with a stick didn’t make sense. What eight-year-old says stuff like that?” A smile crossed Tommy’s face. “You say stuff like that. But she bought you the mitt anyway and pretty much dragged you on the field when it was time for your first game.”




              “I remember.”




              “And what happened when you went for your first at-bat?”




              “I hit the ball.”




              “Right! You hit the ball! And you hit it pretty good. Got to first base, didn’t you?” Tommy nodded. “After that, you couldn’t stop talking about baseball. When the season ended, you couldn’t wait for this summer.”




              “I’m playing pretty good this year,” Tommy said, beaming.




              “You sure are. And mom knows you are too.”




              “What do you mean?”




              “That mitt. She’s with you every time you put that mitt on.”




              Tommy slipped the mitt on his hand, pushing the fingers in the slots securely. Something said, Yes she is in that movement. Tommy was proud to have the mitt on at that moment. He may never take it off now, Adam thought, which would be all right with him. Adam would understand.




              With Tommy focused on the mitt, Adam snatched the baseball from the ground and tossed it into the air a couple of times.




              “Go out for a throw,” Adam commanded. “We have to keep you loose for next year’s season.”




              Tommy leapt up and took off running across the yard. With a big house came a big yard and long fence to surround it. Before his mother passed, his mother, Tommy and him spent many cool spring evenings looking at the stars, guessing which constellations were which. Tommy usually took the guesses; Adam was usually right. He missed that. Maybe he could talk Tommy into camping in the back yard tonight or tomorrow night and they could play the Constellation Guessing game.




              Adam rose and waited until his brother hit the thick oak tree—which sat about fifty feet away—and gave a hefty throw. The ball sailed upward and went to a perfect arc towards Tommy, who had just turned around when the ball was halfway to him.




              “Nice throw!” Tommy yelled.




              “Better make it a nice catch!” Adam responded.




              And Tommy did make it a nice catch. The ball hit the glove with a thwaaaappp and Tommy closed the mitt around it. He raised the glove into the air as if to say, I made this phenomenal catch everyone, now where’s that scout from the Yankees to sign me to a five-year deal?




              Tommy sprinted back to Adam.




              Adam gave Tommy a light punch on his arm. “Good catch. I’d say you’re ready for next year.”




              The brothers sat back down on the ground in front of Adam’s bike. Adam picked up the pliers again and went to work removing the nut from the rear wheel axle.




              “Do you think dad misses mom?” Tommy asked.




              The nut loosened and Adam removed it the rest of the way with his fingers before answering the question. “I’m sure he does.” Adam guided the wheel from its slot on the frame and laid it on the ground. “Dad was with her until the very end,” Adam said. It wasn’t really a lie; Adam just wasn’t going to tell Tommy that Dad was sleeping off his recent drunk spell and probably happened to land in the chair in the bedroom. A nine-year-old shouldn’t hear that about his father. Tommy already knew that their father drank daily and disappeared constantly anyway, even more since their mother passed away, so tainting their mother’s death didn’t appeal to Adam.




              “Yeah, he probably misses her then,” Tommy said. The agreement didn’t sound too believable to Adam, but he let it go. This bike needed more attention at the moment than Tommy’s concern for their father’s grief, if it existed at all.




              Tommy stood. “I’m going next door to see if Jill wants to play catch,” he said.




              “Okay. Say hi to your girlfriend for me.”




              “I will—wait!” They laughed for a moment. “She’s not my girlfriend,” Tommy said.




              “If you say so.”




              As Tommy reached the gate, Adam heard the rear porch door to the house open. Adam focused on taking the chain off since he knew his father had been drinking most of the day and particularly didn’t want to catch his eyes.




              “Where the hell is that shitbird going?” Joe muttered.




              Adam continued to look at his bike. “He said he was going next door to play catch with Jill.” When Adam heard shitbird, he knew his dad was in a bad, drunk place. For the past month or so, he heard shitbird almost every day so hearing it now didn’t really faze Adam; he just knew how to handle his father the rest of the day.




              And that meant very, very carefully.




              “Make sure he’s back before dinner or both of you wily little shitbirds are gonna get a damn good switchin’. I’ll be gone for a bit.”




              “Are you going to be back by dinner?” The question hovered in the air for a moment and Adam wished he could reach out, grab the question and stuff it back into his brain. To that tiny spot in his head marked for Stupid Questions That Will Get You Switched.




              It only took his father three heavy steps with his steel-toed work boots to reach Adam. “What did you ask me?” He demanded. “If you asked me what I think you asked me, you might want to think of another question that won’t have such bad consequences.”




              “Did someone hire you to do something?” Adam asked instead.




              “Why would you ask that?”




              Adam pointed to his father’s boots. He wore them every day for the past seven years at the factory. After he was fired or he quit or was laid off—which was what his father sometimes told people—he only wore the slowly-deteriorating boots when someone hired him to do some handy work like mow the grass, fix shutters or clean out pools: basically shitbird work.




              His father looked down. “I can’t wear the boots without you asking about them?” He walked around Adam and gazed down at the bike. “Havin’ a little trouble with the bike there, son? Let me see if I can help you.”




              Pretending to reach down and grab a tool, Adam’s father gripped the top tube with both of his hands. He looked awkward doing it since the bike was upside down. Adam saw one of the boot’s tongue flap out, mocking Adam: Hey buddy, I just decided to come out and see what kind of switchin’ you’re goin’ to get. Oh yes, you’re going to get one, believe me on that. Mr. Cranky up there is probably going to drink some more—because we both know he’s not goin’ to a job—and come home and find one little reason to give you a switchin’. Better pick out a light stick this time; you don’t want it to hurt that bad.




              With one motion, Joe lifted the bike into the air and hurtled it about twenty feet across the yard. The bike rolled another few feet, the chain clanking against the frame. Two spokes snapped from the rim and flew to the side. The wheel made one complete turn and stopped, not because it was time for the wheel to stop, but because a bent portion of the rim jutted into the two brake pads.




              “Dad!” Adam ran to the bike, checking out the damage. Any repairs the biked needed were beyond what Adam could do.




              “Did that fix it?” His father asked, followed by a small chuckle.




              Adam felt his body tingle; the frustration of his father’s action caused a tear to make its way out. He held back a blubber by biting his lower lip.




              His father shook his head. “You gonna cry now? It’s just a damn bike. You’re lucky that wasn’t you flying through the air you ungrateful shitbird.” He headed towards the gate.




              “MOM WOULD NEVER LET YOU ACT LIKE THIS!” Adam screamed. It just came out before he could suppress it. His father’s reaction wouldn’t be good, but Adam felt relieved to have screamed it.




              Adam saw his father hesitate before going completely through the gate. To Adam’s surprise, his father pushed the gate open and disappeared through it. He didn’t know if that was worse or if he would rather have had his father get angry on the spot and deal out any punishment immediately.




              Did that fix it?




              Adam sat on the ground and put his head in his hands. He wanted things different, of course, but what could a fourteen-year-old kid with a nine-year-old brother do? The only parent they had spent most of the time drunk and yelling at them and any neighbors who they thought might care didn’t, because if they did, they’d have interfered long ago.




              Maybe he’d ask Victor his thoughts. He hadn’t seen Victor since the funeral. Even when things died down, he and Victor hadn’t hung out.




              Tomorrow, Victor.




              Adam looked at his watch, reminding himself to get Tommy in for dinner in an hour, just to be safe. Then, he gathered any loose pieces that managed to spring free of the bike and returned to his fix-it spot and started the process of reassembling the bike as best he could.




  





   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  Chapter Three




   




  Two hours, Twenty Minutes Later




              Dinner consisted of frozen TV dinners, as it did most nights. Adam prepared a Salisbury steak for himself, a Macaroni and Meat for Tommy and a three-piece fried chicken Hungry Man meal for his father. The brothers waited patiently at the table, which they did every night because their father never made it on time for dinner.  Sometimes it was a few minutes later and sometimes it was hours later. Adam and Tommy still sat at the table, no matter what time he got home. Twice, Adam made Tommy sit at the table by himself to keep a lookout for their father so Adam could finish some Algebra homework. Adam was sure his father didn’t know about either times and neither brother wanted to push their luck and try for additional deceptions.




              “I’m hungry,” Tommy said.




              “It’s only been twenty minutes,” Adam responded. “You can hold on a little longer.”




              Tommy picked up his fork and pushed it into his macaroni. He slid it around the black, plastic tray like a mop. “Just one bite?” He finally asked.




              “Hey, if you want to be the one that pisses dad off tonight, go ahead.”




              Adam watched the forked return to its place on the table. He smiled. “That’s what I thought.”




              The kitchen door swung open, bouncing from the wall and into Joe as he came through. He carried two gallon-sized cans of paint and set them on the floor. Adam and Tommy watched him with apprehension. Their father stepped back outside and returned with two more cans of paint and stacked them on top of the others. The third time, Joe set two plastics sacks on the kitchen counter. Adam peered at the bags and thought he saw paint brushes and stirrers inside.




              His father glanced from Adam to Tommy and then to their dinners in front of them. “Where’s mine?” He asked.




              Adam pointed to the microwave.




              Joe opened the microwave and removed his dinner. Detouring to the fridge, he grabbed a beer, and then plopped down at the table. In one swift motion, Joe scooped up a huge blob of mashed potatoes and shoved them in his mouth. Seconds later, the mashed potatoes came spilling out, back into the tray.




              “Which one of you shitbirds cooked this?” He asked, calmly. The last couple of words shot out with hoarseness.




              “I did,” Adam answered.




              “It’s cold.”




              “You’re almost thirty minutes late.” Adam put a bit of his own food in his mouth, chewed, then said, “I thought you said you’d be back at six.”




              “I don’t have to be.” Joe slid the tray to Adam. “Reheat this and then go outside and find yourself a branch. You’re getting a switchin’ because my food is cold and you are talking back.”




              Adam rose, but his body slumped, making him look like he was almost bending over uncomfortably. He snatched the tray and stuck it back into the microwave and set it for two minutes. While he stood there, he peeked out of the kitchen window. He’d have to cut a branch from the oak tree since the other two trees were dying. The dry, brittle branches would not do what his father wanted, which was to create whip marks on his skin. The dead branches would just snap off, probably angering his dad more.




              In those two minutes, Adam contemplated the branch he planned on cutting. He saw it about nine feet up with very few leaves on it. That meant the branch was alive just enough to satisfy his father, but dead enough to cause little pain. He’d have to get the ladder from the garage; at least he could choose his own branch, which Adam considered a positive. The branch wouldn’t mark him too bad, depending on how many switches his father wanted to lay on him and Adam hoped the punishment was light for cold food and talking back.




              “What’s the paint for?” Tommy asked.




              Don’t, Adam thought. Don’t provoke him.




              “It’s for painting, dumbass.”




              “Painting what?”




              “The wall in the mind your own business.”




              Tommy knew when to stop talking, and this moment was it. Adam quickly turned grateful.




              The microwave dinged and Adam took out the tray using a kitchen towel. Without a word, he set the steaming food in front of his father.




              “You know what to do now,” Joe said.




              Adam nodded morosely. When he took a step towards the door, he heard his father tap the table impatiently.




              “Don’t forget your dinner.” Joe said. “Eat it out there; I’ll be out in a bit.”




              Grabbing the tray and a fork, Adam hurried to leave the kitchen. When he opened the door, his father yelled, “Make sure you make it a big switchin’ stick!” A huge, hearty laugh followed, which Adam heard all the way out to the oak tree.




   




              Adam sauntered to the shed. When he reached the door, he noticed at some point, his father had unlocked the door. Probably in the time he left for wherever he was going and when he walked through the door with the paint.




              The shed contained all of his father’s tools collected over the past thirty years or so. Most of the tools were from the era in his twenties when he worked as a mechanic’s apprentice—very few of the tools were recent. His father loved Craftsman tools and despite that—especially since they had lifetime guarantees—rust, stains and chips existed on almost every single tool in the shed. Some of the tools remained in better condition, but his father never went to Sears to exchange them for something better, something newer. On many occasions, Adam had even offered to take the tools in for him but his father always said the same thing, I grew up with these exact tools; they gave me the money I once had and they remind me of the money I’ll have once again.




              Adam stopped asking to take the tools a year ago.




              The money you’ll have again is never going to come, Adam thought.




              Adam glanced over the tools. At least the shed is organized. Most of the smaller tools lived in three large, multi-drawer tool boxes. The middle toolbox’s top lid gaped open, ready to swallow him if necessary.




              Need a tool, young man? The toolbox mocked. The tool you need isn’t in here, but I’ll be glad to let you reach in and grab something. I won’t bite, I promise. Why would I risk being switched and thrown away? Your father takes better care of the tools I hold than you and Tommy.




              “Shut up,” Adam murmured.




              The tool you need is right above me, it said. Go ahead, get it.




              The long, thin saw with the curved, wooden handle made for one hand was above the middle toolbox and was the best saw to cut branches. Adam thought about using one of the other saws—which included a hacksaw, a bow saw and a larger wood saw—but he didn’t want to risk dulling the blade or bending the teeth on any of them. His father allowed one and only one saw to cut Switching Branches.




              Adam pushed the two-step stool in front of the middle toolbox and climbed up. Before reaching for the saw, he unhooked the hinge on the toolbox and shut the lid.




              Awww, come on Adam, how am I going to bite you now?




              “You’re not.”




              That’s too bad. My bite isn’t as worse as Joe’s switchin’.




              Adam grabbed the saw and quickly stepped back onto the floor. He replaced the stool—nothing out of place now—and stood in the doorway of the shed.
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