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Author’s Note


The unique format of this book is intentional: left-justified for narration/action, indentation for dialogue, with spaces between. All in the name of perspective: This story is told by a child.
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Good night, Daddo!


Good night, Mommy!


Mommy and Daddo leave my room.


I pull the covers up to my chin.


Other Mommy comes out of the closet.


Hi, I say.


I’m so excited to see you again.
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Bela, Mommy says to me. Eat.


I’m not hungry, I say.


But still. Eat.


I’m not—


I’ve got minutes, only minutes. Then work. Remember? That’s the place I go to make all the little money so we can buy things like food. So, you? Eat the food. Help me out here.


Little money? I ask.


Sometimes it feels that way, hon. Like the money I make is physically smaller than what other people get.


I eat. Mommy always gives me oatmeal. Daddo never gives me breakfast because one time he gave me eggs and sausage and I ate till I threw up and Mommy got mad at him and so now only Mommy gives me breakfast. But Daddo does the dishes.


I love you, Mommy says. Bela?


My mouth is full of oatmeal.


Say I love you too, Mommy says. Don’t make me ask you to say that, ’kay?


’Kay.


I love you, Bela.


Love you too.


What’s on your mind? she asks.


Nuthin’.


But there is something on my mind. I’m looking at the recycle bin.


Bela, Mommy says. Eat.


Where does it go? I ask.


Where does what—


But she looks to where I’m looking.


Are you seriously asking me about recycling right now?


I nod. She looks impatient.


I don’t know where it goes, she says.


Is it a better place?


Better place than what?


Than where we are?


Mommy looks at me the way she does when I say something that surprises her.


I don’t know what that means, Mommy says. The whole point is that it comes back, as . . . something else, I guess.


Something else.


I think of carnations.


Bela—


But she doesn’t need to tell me again. I eat. Then she’s up from the table.


Be good for your daddo, Mommy says.


When will you be home? I ask.


I don’t know yet. Might be late. I don’t know.


She looks frazzled. That’s the word Daddo uses when Mommy looks like this. She’s wearing her brown leather coat. Her black pants. I don’t have to go anywhere because it’s still summer. Daddo works all the time. Mommy’s schedule is all over the place. That’s how she says it.


Bye, Bela, Mommy says.


Bye.


She leaves the kitchen. Daddo is in the den working already, and I don’t hear her say goodbye to him before she leaves out the front door. I go quietly upstairs to my room. I wait for a second by the table with the flowers in the hall.


Other Mommy is already standing outside my closet doors.


I don’t want her to make the face I think she’s about to make. She gets impatient like Mommy does.


I know she wants to talk about carnations.


I go into my bedroom.


And I wave at her.


And I sit on the end of my bed, where I know she likes to talk.


She’s been coming out of the closet a lot more lately.


She walks over to me now. Sometimes it’s like she floats.


She sits on the bed too. Slowly. Next to me.


And she asks:


Can I go into your heart?
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The first time I told Mommy and Daddo about Other Mommy they laughed. It was good-night time and I told Mommy good night and then I said it again and Mommy said,


Why did you say that twice, Bela?


And I said,


I was saying good night to Other Mommy.


They both smiled and their eyes got wide and Daddo made a funny sound like from a spooky movie. Then Mommy’s smile went away and she asked,


Who’s Other Mommy, Bela?


But I was embarrassed. So I said,


I’m tired!


Daddo laughed again and shut the light and they left my room, but I saw Mommy look back once through the crack in the door. Her eyes looked right at mine. Then she and Daddo went to their own bedroom.


Then Other Mommy made the grunting sound she makes when she stands up on the other side of my bed, in the space between my bed and the wall, when she’s been crouched down there on the carpet waiting for them to leave.
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Mommy only left for work ten minutes ago, but Daddo already calls to me.


Bela, you up there?


Yeah.


Bela?


Yeah!


Come on down. You don’t have to play alone.


I’m not alone.


What?


You’re in the house too.


Come on down. We’ll find something for you to do.


I’m doing stuff.


Daddo comes up the stairs. Other Mommy steps into my bathroom.


The kids at school say I’m lucky I have a bathroom connected to my bedroom.


What are you doing in here? Daddo asks.


Stuff.


You’re just standing in the middle of your room.


No, I’m not.


Bela.


I was thinking what to do next.


Daddo sniffs the air like he smells something bad. I don’t want him to see Other Mommy in the bathroom. I don’t want her to talk to him. I don’t want her to ask him what she always asks me.


What’s that smell? Daddo asks.


I don’t smell it.


Are you serious? It’s totally disgusting.


He sniffs again. He goes toward the bathroom.


I’m ready to go downstairs, I say.


Hang on.


Now, Daddo!


No. Hang on.


I hang on as Daddo goes into the bathroom. He goes in far enough so I don’t see him. I wonder if Other Mommy is making that face at him.


Then I hear the toilet flush and Daddo steps out again.


He taps my belly.


You okay? he asks. Smells like a gas-station bathroom in there.


What does that mean? I ask.


He looks once back to the bathroom. The noise of the toilet stops. It’s done flushing.


Come on, Daddo says. Let’s hang out downstairs. You can play a game in the den while I work. We got that amazing Michigan puzzle.


It is a great puzzle. All the roads and cities and the state bird (the robin) and the state flower (the apple blossom) and the state flag, my favorite flag of any flag in the world.


Okay, I say.


He smiles, but he looks at me the way Mommy looked at me that one night through the open bedroom door. Like he thinks there’s more to what I’m saying than what I’m saying.


Behind him, Other Mommy is peeking out of the bathroom.


Let’s go, I say.


You get as restless as your mom, Daddo says. I guess energy needs somewhere to go.


I think of energy going someplace else. I think of carnations.


Am I wrong in saying you used to play outside more often? Daddo asks.


I don’t know.


I’m not trying to make you feel weird, he says. I just have many memories of you through the den window, seeing you on the front lawn, running around.


I don’t know.


What’s Deb doing today?


I don’t know.


What about some other friends?


We both just kinda look at each other because we both know I don’t have any other friends. There’s Mommy and Daddo and Deb. And Kelvin too.


Other Mommy has been my friend as long as I can remember. But lately she won’t stop asking me the same question. It used to be she’d wait till night to come out of the closet, but now she’s out before I even get out of the bed in the morning.


Whatever, Daddo says. I just wanna make sure you’re doing as much as you used to do. Exercise. That kind of stuff.


He’s right. I used to do more. I used to play outside. But then I’d see Other Mommy watching from the windows upstairs. And what if she came downstairs to talk to Daddo in the den while I was outside?


Daddo rubs the top of my head.


No worries, he says. We all go through phases. I mean, when’s the last time I exercised at all?


He smiles and I try to smile too.


The puzzle, he says. Think of it as . . . mind exercise. I say that counts.


I follow him out of my bedroom. We head downstairs and I don’t look back because I know she’s still peeking.


It feels like she’s always peeking these days. Night or day.
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Daddo works at his desk and I sit on the couch and work on putting the puzzle together. There’s no door for the den and across the foyer is the entrance to the dining room. I try not to keep looking up, but every time I hear a creak I do.


Well, I wasn’t aware of that at all, Daddo says into his phone. Probably woulda helped me to know that.


The puzzle is hard. I like that Daddo believes I can do it. I like the books in his office too. I like adult books. I can’t read all the words but I like looking at them anyway. Pages in any book are pretty, I think. I told Daddo that once and he picked up a book and opened it and looked at a page for a while and then said, I don’t know if I see it, but I like that you do.


This damn Himalaya account, Daddo says.


He’s off the phone now.


What’s wrong with it? I ask.


It’s just a lot of work.


Work is fun, I say.


Yeah, well . . . 


It beats doing nothing.


Daddo laughs a little.


Did I teach you that? he asks.


I shrug.


Well, that’s a good philosophy, he says. Still, some projects take more out of you than others.


Yeah. Like when Mr. Brown has us give our speeches in class.


You don’t like giving speeches?


I get scared.


O, don’t be that way.


I can’t help it.


But trust me, Daddo says. You wanna get over that right now. You don’t wanna have stage fright your whole life. If there’s one thing I could teach my younger self . . . 


It would be to not have stage fright?


Totally.


Why?


Because it comes up a lot in life. Think about it: I’ve been on the phone for an hour this morning. It’s like I’m giving speeches. You know? Right now Mommy is probably giving a speech, kind of. Hell, even when you call the insurance company you give a little speech.


I don’t call the insurance company.


No literal jokes.


But they’re funny.


Maybe. A little. But really . . . next time Mr. Brown asks you to give a speech? Give a wild one. Get up on your desk and shout it. Whatever you gotta do to get over that stage fright now, do it.


I think about that. Mommy would tell me not to get up on my desk. But I know what Daddo means. I’m jealous of the kids who aren’t afraid. Who don’t have a reason to be afraid.


I won’t be afraid of speeches anymore, I say.


Daddo holds up a hand because someone is calling his phone. The ceiling creaks. I pretend to put the puzzle together, but I’m not paying attention anymore.


The ceiling is creaking.


Not right now, I say.


I shouldn’t have said that out loud. I don’t want Daddo asking me about Other Mommy.


But Daddo’s talking on the phone and didn’t hear me anyway.


I look up.


She used to come only at night. Then sometimes during the day. The first time I saw her in the daylight I hid.


I think she’s getting closer. Even though she’s already in the house. Even though she sits next to me on my bed.


Closer. That’s the word I think of.


She used to just stand in the closet and stare at me. Then she came out. Then she started talking.


Then she started asking.


Not now, I say again.


I see an eye up there, like there’s a hole in the ceiling shaped just like an eye.


Maybe it’s a whole face.


Daddo gets off the phone.


What’s up? he asks.


Nothing.


He looks to the ceiling.


You look freaked out, he says. Was it because of all that stage-fright talk?


I nod.


Yeah, well, sorry, he says. That’s the problem with stuff like that. The more you talk about it, the more it freaks you out. But don’t let it.


Daddo makes a funny sound as he breathes out just as the ceiling creaks and he didn’t hear it and I don’t look up.


Wanna watch a movie when I’m done? Daddo asks.


Should we wait for Mommy to come home?


O, I don’t know when that will be.


Mommy used to be home all the time. We used to watch movies and eat together all three of us all the time.


What movie? I ask.


Well, that’s up to you. Hey, what are you and me?


I smile.


We’re best friends, I say.


Totally, he says.


He snaps his fingers like I got the answer right. Then his phone rings again and he holds up his hand for quiet.


I look up.


Other Mommy is looking back down at me.


I get up and hurry out of the den while Daddo talks. I don’t want him seeing her.


I take the stairs and I hear creaking up there and I know Other Mommy has gotten up off the floor, bringing her face up from the carpet.


I hurry. I’m gonna tell her to leave Daddo alone.


She used to just stay in the closet. Now she sometimes leaves my room.


I hear the mattress creak before I get there. I see her before I enter. She’s sitting on the edge of my bed. She’s facing the other way.


I don’t like to see her like this. Because I can see the backs of her arms and there is dark hair on the backs of her arms.


I hurry in, but I don’t say what I wanted to say.


I’m too afraid to say it. I don’t tell her not to show herself to Daddo. I don’t tell her not to ask him what she always asks me.


But I don’t have time to ask anyway.


Because she asks me first,


Bela, can I go into your heart?


No, I say.


Please? she says. Let me in?


No, I say.


She looks upset. In school we were told not to let people other than our parents touch us. Is going inside my heart the same as touching?


Friends give and take, she says.


I don’t know what Other Mommy will do if I say yes.


No! I say.


She makes that face and I run from my bedroom. I don’t look back. I run down the stairs and back into the den and Daddo is standing up at his desk, setting down his phone, and he says,


You pick a movie yet?


Yeah! I say.


Which one? And why are you breathing so hard? You just change an alternator?


I’ll show you, I say. Hurry up! I wanna watch a movie right now!


I run out of the den and up the hall toward the living room.


Okay, okay! he shouts. I’ve never met someone so eager before. Don’t ever lose that!









6


Me and Daddo are on our third movie. The sun is down and it’s darker in the house, but I watched when he made dinner because our house has an “open floor plan,” that’s what Mommy calls it, and you can see everything in the kitchen from the living room. We’re just up the hall from the den and sometimes Daddo gets up and goes and grabs something from there because he’s still doing work even if he’s just watching movies and every time he does I want him to hurry back from the front of the house because the stairs are up there at the front and I don’t want him hearing any creaking.


We’ve been watching “easy movies.” That’s what Daddo calls movies with a lot of jokes and people falling in love. Sometimes, when I’m in my bedroom, I hear Mommy and Daddo watching movies that aren’t easy. Loud, scary music and people screaming and sounds of violence. It used to be Other Mommy would stand at the end of my bed and cover both my ears with her hands so I didn’t have to hear the not-easy movies. But I was littler then.


Daddo rolls his eyes at a joke in the movie, but I can tell he likes it. Mommy makes fun of him for liking bad jokes but Daddo doesn’t mind. I think he likes when Mommy makes fun of him. Maybe they fell in love watching movies like these.


I wish Mommy was here to fall even more in love with Daddo.


You hear that? Daddo asks. I think she’s home.


I listen for Mommy.


She’s not home yet, I say.


Daddo looks at the clock. He frowns.


Thought I heard someone, he says.


He gets up and I get up too.


Urs? Daddo calls.


Ursula. That’s Mommy’s really cool name. Daddo’s name is Russ and that’s okay too.


Urs, you home?


I follow Daddo out of the living room and up the hall to the foot of the stairs.


Urs?


He turns to look out the glass-brick windows that frame the front door and I peek into the dining room.


Is she sitting at the dining-room table in the dark? Is that her?


What is it? Daddo asks. Why’d you just gasp?


He looks into the dining room too but he doesn’t see her.


Maybe it’s not her.


Other Mommy has never come downstairs before.


Daddo steps into the den and looks out the windows and I take a step into the dark dining room and I hear breathing.


Are you downstairs? I ask.


The front door opens so suddenly, I scream.


Mommy is home like Daddo thought she was.


You two! Mommy says.


She sounds a little loud.


You two look like you saw a ghost.


Mommy turns on the foyer light and I look into the dining room and nobody is sitting at the table. Nobody is breathing there in the dark.


We’ve been watching romantic comedies, Daddo says.


Mommy smiles.


Scary stuff, Mommy says. Then, to me: Have you been good?


She’s been weird all day, Daddo says.


Have not, I say.


Mommy struggles to take her purse off her shoulder. She sets it on the bench in the foyer, but she sets it too close to the edge and it falls off.


Whoops, Mommy says. What a night.


She picks it up and when she’s standing again Daddo tries to kiss her. I think it’s because of the movies we watched.


But Mommy just steps past him and into the hall toward the living room and she says,


What would you two do without me. Russ, you want a drink?


Daddo says,


The answer to that—


And then at the same time they both say,


Is always yes.


All right, Bela, Mommy says. Just because your daddo doesn’t believe in bedtime doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.


Daddo looks at me.


Do you think it’s real? he asks.


I think of what I saw at the dining-room table. The shape in there.


Is what real? I ask.


Daddo smiles.


Bedtime, he says. Is it real or . . . 


He wiggles his fingers.


. . . is it fantasy?


Mommy brings Daddo a drink and sips from one she made for herself.


It’s real, Mommy says. Real as the hair on your head.


She touches my hair.


I think of the backs of Other Mommy’s arms.


Up, Mommy says.


She nods to the foot of the stairs.


Go get ready, hon, she says. I’ll meet you up there.


I head up. I hear Daddo whispering behind me. When I turn around they’re kissing.


I think of carnations as I climb the rest of the way. I think of how friends are supposed to give and take.


When I look back down, Mommy is walking out of view and Daddo is watching her walk away.


They don’t even think there might be someone other than us in the house.


That’s really good.


I don’t want her talking to Mommy or Daddo about carnations and friends. I don’t want her asking them what she always asks me because they might say yes or they might say no and I don’t know which is the right answer.


Mommy calls out to Daddo in a loud voice and I imagine them falling in love all over again. I want them to always feel good. I want Mommy and Daddo to hold hands all the time like they used to when we’d walk around the zoo and even the time I saw them holding hands when we were swimming in a lake in Chowder.


That’s all I want.


For them to be like that all the time.


Bela.


Other Mommy is sitting on my bed, facing me.


Hi, I say.


I used to be so excited to see her. I used to wait for the closet doors to open. But she scares me now. With all her talk and her question.


Can I go into your heart?


Mommy calls out from downstairs before I have time to answer.


Bela! I don’t hear you getting ready!


Make more noise! Daddo says.


They laugh down there.


But Other Mommy isn’t smiling.


She’s waiting for an answer.


No, I say.


And I run to my bathroom and close the door and grab my toothbrush.


And I make enough noise to block out the question.
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Mommy sits on the side of my bed. She’s wearing what she worked late wearing. She still has her leather jacket on. Her eyes look a little wet.


You smell different, Mommy, I say.


She smells her hands. Smells her shirt.


What do I smell like?


She looks to the door. Like she doesn’t want Daddo to hear.


I sit up and smell her up close.


You smell like another person.


Mommy looks upset.


Don’t say that, Bela.


Why not?


Because it’s not nice to tell someone they smell like someone else.


I’m sorry.


She doesn’t tell me not to be sorry. She just smells herself again. She takes off her jacket. Her back is to the closet.


Shit, Mommy says.


I fluff my pillow and lie down. In a minute she’ll think I’m falling asleep. Sometimes Mommy and Daddo tell me things when they think I’m asleep.


I stay quiet a couple minutes.


I deserve this, Mommy says. I deserve to have my kid say I smell like someone else.


I know she thinks I’m asleep now. I breathe like I am. She’s facing my bedroom door. She doesn’t see my eyes open a little in the dark.


What the hell am I doing? Mommy says. I have a family. Why would I risk this?


She hiccups. I wanna laugh because a hiccup is a funny sound, but I don’t want her to know I’m awake. I don’t want Mommy to know I hear what she’s saying.


Jesus, Mommy says. Jesus Christ.


She closes her eyes and she breathes in really deep and she smiles like she’s sad.


Other Mommy steps out of the open closet.


She slides along the wall to where the two walls meet. Her head is up in the corner of the ceiling.


I want to tell her to leave. I want to tell Mommy to leave.


Your father is a good man, Mommy says.


She’s crying a little. I know what Mommy and Daddo sound like when they cry because they both cried a lot when Pester died. Pester was our orange cat.


He works hard for you and me just like I work hard for you and him. But sometimes . . . 


Other Mommy blends into the dark corner. Mostly.


Bela? Mommy asks. Are you awake?


I don’t answer. I’m afraid to speak. If I do, will Other Mommy ask to go into my heart?


There’s no rationalizing this, Mommy says. What am I doing . . . 


She only talks like this when Mommy and Daddo drink. Mommy must have been drinking while she worked late.


She stands up and picks up her jacket and turns around suddenly and Other Mommy sinks deeper into the corner where the walls meet the ceiling.


Mommy makes a little gasp sound.


She isn’t facing me, so I can open my eyes wider and she won’t see. I watch her take a step closer to the corner where the wall meets the ceiling.


She says,


Is something up there?


She walks to the dresser by the closet and puts her hand on the lamp like she’s gonna turn it on. But she doesn’t. Probably she doesn’t wanna wake me.


She steps closer to where the walls meet the ceiling.


What did I just see?


When Daddo speaks from the doorway, Mommy jumps.


What’s up? Daddo says.


Man, Mommy whispers. You scared me, Russ.


Daddo looks to where she was looking. I close my eyes before he looks at me.


Ready for bed? he asks her.


Mommy doesn’t answer at first. I peek again and see she’s still looking where the walls meet the ceiling.


She turns on the flashlight on her phone and points it up to the corner.


What is it? Daddo asks.


I don’t know. I just . . . I’m hungry, she says. I may eat something before bed.


There are chicken wings in the fridge, Daddo says.


That sounds good. Yes. How was Bela tonight?


Great. Always.


I peek. I see Mommy looking up at the corner still.


She worked on that puzzle, Daddo says. I think she likes the challenge. What are you looking at? A spider?


No, I . . . I don’t know.


She lowers the light.


I guess I felt like I was being watched.


By a spider.


No.


By me.


Now they’re looking at each other. I’m not sure but I think Other Mommy is in the closet again. I used to think that’s where she lives. But one time when I asked her what would happen to me if I let her into my heart, she told me I would go where she comes from. We’d switch places, she said. I told her I didn’t want to be in the closet. She told me that’s not where she comes from.


I love you, Urs, Daddo says.


I know you do, Russ.


I almost said yes to her once before. Daddo told me that people should say yes in life more often than they say no. He said that’s how adventures begin. The first time Other Mommy asked to go into my heart I really almost said yes. I didn’t wanna make her feel bad. I’d already seen her mad face.


I worry that one day I’m going to say yes. Just because.


One time I heard Daddo’s friend Mark at a party downstairs say that if you ask enough times for a favor, people “eventually say yes.”


And Mommy said that you can only “tempt” someone for so long before they give in.


Other Mommy is asking me for a favor. She says that’s what friends do.


They give and take.


They help each other carnation.


But I don’t know what that means.


I love this family, Mommy says.


She has tears in her voice.


Then Mommy and Daddo are leaving my bedroom together and I’m alone in the dark, and I’m looking at where the ceiling meets the walls.


Hi, Other Mommy says.


Her voice is right next to me.


She’s almost too big for the space between my bed and the wall and she feels too close.


I cry out.


Mommy and Daddo come running back and they’re both in the doorway and I say,


I almost rolled off my bed.


They wait a second and then Daddo laughs.


That’s not funny, Mommy says. Bela, be careful.


O, come on, Daddo says. At some point in everyone’s life, they roll off the bed. It’s a rite of passage.


Go back to sleep, Mommy says. You won’t roll off.


She looks to where the ceiling meets the walls again, but Other Mommy is crouched on the other side of my bed now.


You good? Daddo says.


Yeah, I say.


Daddo sniffs the air.


What? Mommy asks him.


Daddo thinks about it.


I don’t know. Nothing. I keep getting a whiff of something. Like . . . a toilet pipe.


A toilet pipe? What the hell?


It’s gone, Daddo says. But whatever. If something’s wrong, we’ll fix it.


He smiles at me.


I can hear Other Mommy breathing on the other side of my bed.


Good night, Bela, Mommy says. And do me a favor?


What?


Sleep in the middle of the bed.


Then they leave. And I think about how Other Mommy used to feel more like a friend. When I first met her, she was a friend. And I didn’t need any others! We laughed in my bedroom at nothing. She combed my hair. She covered my ears. She held me.


Then she’d go back into the closet. And she’d stare at me for a long time from in there. She told me she was making sure I had good dreams. But I didn’t always have good dreams.


Sometimes she didn’t talk. But I could hear her breathing. And sometimes I’d hear it again, while I was sleeping, her breathing, in the dreams I did have. And sometimes I woke up and saw her hurrying back into the closet.


We were friends then.


Are we still?


Does she still want me to have good dreams?


Ha! Daddo yells from up the hall.


Something fell in their room.


Daddo is laughing.


Then Mommy is too.


I told you it’s a rite of passage! Daddo says.


I try to feel good about them laughing. I want them to laugh all the time.


But I can hear Other Mommy breathing beside my bed.


And I know she wants an answer.


And if we used to be friends . . . what are we now?


I sit up.


I think about calling out to Mommy and Daddo again.


Then I hear her sliding across the carpet.


The closet doors slowly close and I don’t call out for Mommy or Daddo.


Let them laugh, I say.


Please, let them laugh, all the time, like this.


Forever.
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Deb and me are on the swings in Chaps Park. We come here a lot. It’s one of my favorite places because the jungle gym is huge and made of wood with bridges and ropes and slides. Daddo always laughs about one time when I was littler and I went too fast down the slide and landed on my face in the sand and looked at him like I was gonna cry but then I started laughing and got up and went back to the ladder because I wanted to do it again.


I like the days best when Mommy and Daddo take me here together.


Why isn’t your dad here? Deb asks.


He’s home working, I say. Mommy’s schedule is all over the place.


Deb asks a lot of questions. Mommy says so does her mommy. Her mommy’s name is Carly, and Carly and Mommy are talking on the bench by the big trees and the bathrooms.


They use their hands a lot when they talk.


I wonder if Mommy still smells like another person today. I wonder if Carly notices that too.


My mom says the school is gonna make us be checked for weapons, Deb says.


I heard the same thing. Mommy and Daddo got real mad about this. Daddo slapped his palm on the kitchen counter and said the world is “crap.” Mommy started to tell him not to say that in front of me, but then she stopped because I think she agreed with him.


It’s gonna be really weird, Deb says. We gotta make sure we don’t have secrets in our backpacks.


I think of carnations. A backpack full of them.


We swing as we talk. Mommy once told me everybody lives in fear of “something.” She said everyone has “that one thing they’re afraid of.” She told me she doesn’t want to live in fear and that if she ever catches me living in fear it would “break her heart.”


Would you ever hurt anybody? Deb asks me.


I don’t think so, I say.


Like if somebody was hurting me? Deb asks. Would you hurt them for me?


O, then yes.


I swing higher than Deb does, but then she swings even higher and we talk as we pass each other.


Good, she says. Because I would do the same for you.


What would you do? I ask. How would you save me?


Mommy looks to me from the bench. She’s wearing big, dark sunglasses. A white scarf around her neck. It’s still summer but some days are a little bit colder than others now. She looks like she’s in disguise. But I can tell she’s looking at me. I think about her on the edge of my bed last night. She said she was “risking” everything.


Well, Deb says, swinging slower now. I guess that depends on what’s happening.


I slow down until we’re both not swinging anymore.


Let’s say I was in my bedroom, I say. And a woman lived in my closet.


Deb giggles.


I like scary stories, she says.


But really, I say. How would you save me from a woman who lives in my closet?


Deb’s face gets smushy while she thinks about it. She taps the dirt with the tip of her shoe.


Maybe it’s not bad if she lives in there? she says.


But what if it was bad? I ask.


Then I would tell your parents.


I look to Mommy. She’s really using her hands while she talks and she’s sitting on the edge of the bench.


I think of Daddo snapping his fingers, saying yeah we’re best friends.


Are Mommy and Daddo best friends too?


I wouldn’t want them to get hurt too, I say.


That’s true, Deb says. Well, how would she hurt you?


She could scare me, I guess.


I wouldn’t want that.


But she says we’re friends. Because we used to be.


Friends? Deb asks.


Yeah, I say. We used to play quietly in my bedroom.


What did you play?


Her question makes me feel weird. I don’t know the names of the games we played.


Like staring contests and stuff, I say.


That’s weird.


What if she watched me from the bathroom when I was lying in bed? I ask.


Then I would stab her! Deb says.


She said it loud and I look to our mommies but they didn’t hear her.


Stab her?


Yes, she says. I would say, Leave Bela alone! And stab her with a sword.


I think of a mean face.


But what if there are no swords? I ask. What if I woke up and she was lying in my bed next to me?


I don’t wanna play this game anymore, Deb says.


What if I woke up and her face was next to mine? What if her eyes were on the bottom of her face?


Deb gets off her swing.


Stop it, Bela.


Would you save me then? I ask.


Stop it. I don’t want to hear any more of your scary story.


How would you save me from the woman who lives in my closet?


I don’t wanna talk anymore!


I get off the swing and follow her to the jungle gym.


Would you still tell her no? I ask.


Deb runs the rest of the way to the jungle gym. She knows not to run to our mommies because they’re talking about something serious and now Carly is doing more talking than Mommy, who is holding her head in her hands like people do when they don’t feel so good inside.


Would you kill her? I ask.


Bela, stop.


I’m right behind Deb now. She climbs the metal ladder to the wood bridge.


Would you pour water on her like in the movies? I ask.


Stop it, Bela. Talk about something else!


Would you push her out the window?


Bela . . . 


Would you—


But Deb runs across the bridge and into one of the square wooden rooms.


I’m standing down in the sand beneath the jungle gym.


Would you really tell your mommy? I ask. Even if your mommy might get hurt?


Deb comes out and walks to the top of the yellow slide.


Yes! She says. Yes! I would tell Mommy that a mean woman lived in my closet and that she laid with me in bed!


Daddo says some things are a “matter of time.” It’s “only a matter of time” before something happens that you think might happen.


Are you alone in there, Deb?


She’s hiding from me in the little wood room.


Of course I’m alone, Bela!


Are you sure?


Of course I’m alone!


Are you sure?


Stop it!


Mommy and Daddo talk to me when they think I’m asleep. Daddo talks a lot about “the importance of being nice.” One time he said:


The older I get, the more I think the barometer for intelligence is how kind you are. Because it’s not an easy thing to do, staying mindful, after all you go through in life. It scares me, thinking of you going through all the things your mom and I already have. Everybody who has ever lived has gone through some pretty terrible times and it scares me to think you will too. I don’t talk about these things when you’re awake because I don’t want to scare you. What kind of a father tells his kid they’re going to go through hell and back? Well, I guess one day you’ll need to know it. And it’s not just about crushed dreams and failed relationships. It’s much deeper than that. You know, I can still remember the time I realized people are mean. Most people. I was just out of high school, I was living here in Chaps already. I was working this terrible data-entry job and my job was to type in how many hours these home healthcare nurses worked. Would you believe I got paid more to type in their hours than they got to work them? Yeah. Even then I was able to see there was something wrong with that. But here’s the thing: there was this guy at work named Oren. And for whatever reason, Oren just did not like these home healthcare nurses. They were mostly women and definitely poor and here this guy who worked in the office with me just flat-out hated them. Well, we would hand out the paychecks weekly. The nurses would line up in the office after helping people in their homes, their apartments, and Oren and I would hand out the checks and the nurses would make sure we had the hours right before leaving. Justifiably so. And more than once, we didn’t have it right. And I couldn’t figure out why. They turned in their hours, I typed them in, Oren ran the checks. And if a nurse said we got it wrong? I’d tell them not to worry, I’d figure it out. But Oren would push back. He’d tell them they were wrong. They were uneducated and “couldn’t add.” And there was this glee on his face when he did this and it made me so mad. It still makes me mad now, years later, sitting here with you. But it wasn’t just that I realized Oren was somehow docking their pay, out of spite. It was that Oren would often look to me during one of these beratements, and in his face I’d see he expected I felt the same way he did. That I got off somehow on watching these poor nurses suffer and argue too. And no matter what face I made back at him, no matter how disgusted with him I looked, he still assumed I felt the same. You see, Bela? That’s real cruelty. That’s world cruelty. Where it’s not just the idea that one person is cruel, it’s that they believe, and have reason to believe, the whole world feels the same.


Deb, you still up there? I ask.


She doesn’t answer. She’s mad at me.


I’m being mean, I know.


I climb up the slide. It’s not easy, but I get to the top. The wood room Deb is in is just the little bridge away.


Deb? I ask. Are you mad at me?


I cross the wood bridge.


Deb. I’m sorry.


I hear her in the dark. She’s crying.


Really, Deb. I’m sorry. We can talk about something else.


Get away.


I’m sorry, Deb. Don’t tell our mommies. Come out.


No.


Let’s play in the sand, I say. I’m sorry!


I can see a little of her face in there.


She says,


Bela?


Yeah?


Can I?


Can you what, Deb?


Can I go into your heart?


I look over the safety railing, down at the playground sand. I see Deb running back to our mommies down there.


Can I, Bela?


It’s Deb’s voice from the dark.


Fingers curl around the edges of the entrance to the wood room.


Fingers with hair.


MOMMY! I yell.


I back up too fast across the bridge and my feet hit the top of the slide and I fall backward, down the slide and hit the sand at the bottom, hard, too hard.


I feel dizzy.


Mommy and Carly are coming for me. I don’t feel so good, my head hurts.


I think of Daddo on the edge of my bed.


So the goal, I think, is to stay kind for as long as you can, no matter what happens to you. No matter what you go through, no matter how many breaks you get and how many you don’t. And I think you always have to remember that if someone is mean to you, they are like that with everybody else too. You see, Bela? Meanness doesn’t have to spread. It can stop with the mean person, stop at the threshold of the kind person. I guess I’d put it this way: don’t let them in. Don’t invite them in. If there’s one thing I could convey to you, one thing that would take root in you just like the need to eat and sleep, it would be this: try to stay kind as long as you can. For all of your life. Always be mindful of what others are enduring. And whatever you do, most of all, don’t allow someone else’s meanness, someone else’s cruelty, to get inside of you.


Everybody’s standing over me. The sun is up behind them all. I squint. I see myself in Mommy’s dark glasses. She’s asking if I’m okay. She sounds so worried. She smells like herself again. I look scared in her glasses. I look small.


Deb looks scared too. And Carly holds her like she’s worried the same thing could happen to her. Like Deb could suddenly fall down the slide right now.


Bela, Mommy says. What happened? Why did you fall?


I don’t have the air in my chest to answer. I cough. She helps me sit up and she pats my back and I see past her and past Deb and Carly.


I look up to the entrance of the wood room on the jungle gym.


Bela? Mommy says. Are you okay?


I’m scared, I say. I’m really scared, Mommy.


For the first time ever, Other Mommy is outside the house.
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