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For Nancy Church, who will be missed forever—A. J.
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When I was four, I could read the newspaper backward and upside down. I would stand and read the newspaper and not know I was doing it. Then suddenly everyone realized I was reading.

It was something that just happened to me. It wasn’t strange or anything. Magic, almost.

So my brother, Red, started putting me on the back of his bike so I could read the store signs as we flew by. It was speed-reading on wheels. He could never go fast enough. I’d scream, “Pedal faster, Red. Pedal faster.”

And he would, laughing the whole time.

It’s Red who I think of every time I pick up a book, ride my bicycle, or hear someone laugh. Everything was always him. He was always there, and we were always us.

But then one day my brother, Red, just disappeared from us forever.

You never know.

Red.

It used to be just me and Red. All the seasons along the coast, and seabirds, lobster breakfasts, and the beach all day. There were many summers and so many jars of shells that if I ever left the ocean, I would still feel it in my bones.

But maybe it’s Red that I feel. Maybe that’s why I see him in the mirror and then I don’t. Maybe I’m not really here, but someplace else where missing brothers walk past dinner tables unseen.

I’m lucky, though, ‘cause when the house is quiet and my heart is aching, at least I feel something, and I don’t have to leave here and go looking.
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Once Red and I were caught offshore during a storm. We’d sat fishing in the little skiff that our dad, Frank, had fixed for us the summer before, catching so many porgies that both our buckets were overflowing. I remember my feet hung over the side of the Daisy Moon while Red told stories of sea monsters and how the old mapmakers used to think any place not charted on maps had dragons.

Red knew all kinds of sea stories ‘cause he used to hang around Gloucester with Frank and his friends. Some, fishermen for a living, the others just living to fish. Frank would say that Red was learning the sea….

Anyway, the Daisy Moon was rocking gently under a Cape Cod blue sky one minute, and about to capsize under ugly, dark skies the next. The following twenty minutes were some of the scariest of my life. Waves crashed and almost swamped us. Red pulled me into the middle of the skiff, tightened my life vest, and told me stories of mile-long fish that laughed and played water polo.

I remember I held on to Red and buried my head in his chest, listening to his heartbeat. I remember the cold. I remember Reds calming voice.

A calming voice at ten years old.

Suddenly there was Frank in the motorboat towing us back to shore.

I couldn’t get warm for weeks. My mom kept blankets all over the house and filled me with hot cocoa. Red watched and told me stories about the hot desert and how they’d actually found fish bones where there wasn’t any water that anyone could see.

It took me a while, but I finally got warm.

Red went back out the next day.

I stood on our widow’s walk and watched as he pulled porgies out of the bay, waving to me. I worried that a storm would come up again, this time taking Red away forever and beyond.

It’s seven years now since that cold, wet day.
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My mom, Cassie, walks in looking tired.

“Sometimes I wonder why we live by the ocean,” she says.

Then she drags in two buckets and some paintbrushes from the hall and throws herself onto the beanbag chair. Her braids fall across her face.

“Damn!” she says, closing her eyes.

She falls onto the chair like I do; like she’s fourteen instead of thirty-five. Ageless. I think that’s what you’d call Cassie. It makes me mad because I feel so old. So very old.

Sometimes I want Cassie to look tired and worn out. You know, like someone who can’t take one more minute of whatever it is that’s dragging her down. But she never looks that way. She never complains or feels like the end is coming.

She told me this once.

She said with a grin once that complaining and worrying was just not what she was about. And her eyes looked clear through me when she said that.

What you see is what you get with Cassie. Always.

“I love living on the Cape,” I say. “Why would I ever want to wonder about living anywhere else but here?”

Cassie laughs and kicks the bucket over. It rolls along the floor and stops underneath the front window, which looks out onto the beach. She yawns and stretches out on the beanbag. In a few seconds she’s asleep.

Asleep and snoring.

Frank says she slept while she was in labor. The nurses said they’d never seen anything like it. I hate that she sleeps that hard, that deep.

But I get up to cover her with the pink Mexican blanket we got last year in California. Now all her braids fall across her honey brown face; it’s still moist from the outside humidity and sweat from whitewashing the fence.

I sit on the floor beside her and listen to the waves crash against the shore, and listen for something I’m not going to hear, because that’s all in the time before now.

I watch my mother sleeping like a baby and I am alone.

Even though it’s calmer on the water today than it was yesterday, I worry. I watch from the windows as little kids splash in and out of the waves. But for one minute—just one—I want to drag them all off the beach. I want to bring them all in the house and keep them safe, because when you grow up believing in dragons and the great beyond, you believe that they can show up anytime, taking anyone. My visions of dragons never go away.

Something I remembered.

Cassie promised this old aunt she had that she would dance on her grave when the time came.

I was so little when I heard Cassie say she would do this that I used to dream about spinning in the cemetery in a pink-and-white tutu. My hair would be pulled back in a bun, and the tights I wore would sparkle as I spun and twirled over the markers. I was a baby then and did not understand.

I’d sing, too.

I would dance and sing for all those who couldn’t.

I would be like Cassie, who loved her aunt. Who loved to dance on Saturday nights even though she was Pentecostal and thought she would probably go to hell—dancing.

It is because of her aunt that Cassie doesn’t have any religion. She says people like her aunt Charity were Nirvana-bound the second the doctor smacked them. Hell would melt if somebody like her aunt Charity ended up there.

I think she’s right.

I feel she’s right.

I know she’s right.

But now I don’t want to dance in a tutu in pink. And I definitely didn’t want to sing. I told Cassie I didn’t want to sing or dance on graves anymore like she might. And when she asked me why, I wouldn’t answer.
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