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				WE WATCH

				WE HEAR everything. In the wind we whisper secrets—it is true. We speak it all softly and simply, as human mothers send promises through the tiny ears of their little ones. Translate our language and hear it flow ambient and foreign, a banquet hall murmur, the airy breath of ten million hushed opinions in a crowd. Hear the constant rush of wind through our branches.

				Feel the sounds brush our leaves—the boy’s small steps rustling, his boots pressing brittle twigs and shuffling soil; the man’s breathing, steady, ragged. The signals quivering in tiniest branches then passed inward through thicker limbs, deep into our trunks.

				And see everything. See the sunlight spark through the quick spots between leaves. See the light reflecting off it all, even reaching us from such distances. See it bounce off so many surfaces—the bright rim of fuzz along the man’s cotton shoulder, his feet drawing twin arcs in white; a gleam from the notebook’s cover tilting in the boy’s hand. The light’s history leaves its imprint; its colour and texture and intensity are not lost on our skin. We see it all. See houses ascending, falling, mountains sinking into seas, cities blooming and deserted. The images, not only the light, feed us. It is the images, the sounds, the moments and the stories that sustain us. We thrive on all life projects to us in its subtle signals, and we understand.

				See us as one, strung together at the roots. Joined by all we bear witness to, we know only one moment: this full and eternal now which is everything. But it’s the humans who fascinate us most. Their desires, flaws, their will, their hopes race between us at impossible speeds, never stopping nor starting, never frozen; constant. Beneath our branches their movements blaze a hyperblur of every colour, a woven web of speeding light. Something about it never tires.

				So we slow and focus on certain threads; we bend to a point of view and a pace synchronized with its person. Some strands we revisit often, some we never leave. In this way we’ve learned much, have collected so much, but still we wonder. And so we watch.

				

			

		

	
		
		
				A DELIGHTFULLY HAPPY CHILD

				MEANWHILE MY real dad was hot air ballooning off the coast of California all by himself, trying to make the long flight over the Pacific alone without dying. He had, obviously, packed suitcases full of enough food for ten weeks, and enough leisure suits for one. My real dad was not the kind of man to wear the same outfit twice in a row, even if he was alone a kilometre above the sea, so when laundry day came around he’d send his parrots down to the surface with their talons gripping custom-tailored slacks and their beaks full of detergent. It hadn’t failed him yet.

				He Made a List of Things the Ocean Was:

					–	A wrinkly blanket

					–	Pale blue

					–	Scarier than anything

					–	Covered in cold mist

					–	Infinitely huge

				He spent most of his days writing in his log book and listening to his favourite records on his mini Victrola. Occasionally he’d smoke a pipe of tobacco and write a letter home to my real mother, and promise to be back soon. Every Sunday he’d crank a lever to extend all the ropes of his airship way down until the basket floated gently on the waves, five hundred feet below the balloon, and he would cast his rod and fish for his weekly feast. Most of the time, he’d hook a great white shark and wrestle it to the floor of the basket until it practically begged to be cooked, but if he was tired, a giant squid would have to do instead. My real dad won every squid-wrestling contest he ever entered.

				[image: Balloon.tif]

				When he had a break from being amazing, my real dad would just sit and think. He’d stare at the horizon. He’d try to count the days since he’d last seen land. He would lose count. He’d think about his father, and wonder what ever happened to his own son. He’d catch a glimpse of his six-foot beard reflecting in his gold pocket watch and think, “How stupid must a man be to remember everything but his razor?”

				THEN SIMON—the guy who pretends to be my dad—tapped my shoulder to get my attention back. “Arthur?” The balloon flew out through my skull and away from my brain.

				“Hmm?”

				I was supposed to be doing algebra.

				“You daydreaming again?”

				“No, I was calculating. I was trying to work it out in my head.”

				“Try to pay attention, chief. We’re almost done.”

				The math book flipped to a new page and I looked past Simon’s shoulder and out the window to the tall trees, moving back and forth from the wind. There’s a pretty nice bit of woods by our house, and I like it a lot in there. We live in this fat dark grey house that has white windows and a wood porch attached to the front, and it isn’t really in the city, but it’s also not in the country or anything crazy like that, it’s just on this long street by the river, and there’s lots of amazing trees all around. What I mean is, the city and the skyscrapers and the noise and all that stuff isn’t that far away really, if you take a car for about fifteen minutes, but where we live it’s just houses and a river and trees. Simon says I spend too much time in the woods. I don’t though. He pretty much lets me do what I want, I guess, but one time he said it might not be healthy for me to be alone in the woods all the time. And he knew how I felt about Finch and Victoria, but he still said I should ask them to play sometimes. “Even if they are so annoying.”

				It was in those exact woods where I was about to find the most excruciating thing I’ll probably ever find, and half an hour later my life was about to never be the same again, but I didn’t even know that yet. These past couple weeks have felt like a thousand weeks, and they’ve definitely been the craziest days of my life so far—well but maybe I should just give you the basic scoop first of all, so I can make sense. I promise it won’t take forever or anything.

				First off, I know it’s confusing, but Simon Arthur Williams is not actually my real dad. Even though it probably looks like he is. But he adopted me when I was still a tiny foetus or something, I guess because he wanted a kid pretty bad, and he named me, and everything. And I had been living there forever pretending like he was my dad even though he wasn’t. Because someone else was my real dad and mom but they decided not to be. I know it’s confusing. The most confusing part was how last Christmas break I asked if we could go see them one day but it turned out I wasn’t allowed to.

				Simon has big square glasses and wispy soft hair and he’s really tall and boring. Compared to Uncle Max or even Aunt Maxine, he’s boring. And compared to most of the other grown-ups I know, too. His job has always been something on the computer that he does at home, in the room with the wooden sliding door beside the kitchen, and he’d never had a girlfriend or frenched any babes or anything. But that was OK with me, because if he had a girlfriend she might think she could just start being my mom if she wanted, which obviously would be so annoying. Simon always thought that he could teach me better than schools could, so the room beside our kitchen is also where I go to school. I guess he must be an alright teacher, because I’m supposed to be in grade five Math, but I’m really in grade eight. And I’m in grade six English, and grade seven Social Studies, and grade nine Science.

				Simon’s got a younger sister named Maxine and, unbelievably, she married this guy named Max. Since he is her husband, and she is Simon’s sister, that makes Max and Maxine almost my aunt and uncle. They’ve always acted like they really were my aunt and uncle, but mostly I don’t mind that, because mostly, I like them. Simon likes them a lot too, especially Max, so they come over to our house a lot and it’s usually pretty fun when they do. They both like talking to me, but in different ways.

				Uncle Max is hilarious, because of when he tries to be, but also because of when he doesn’t try to be. I mean, he’s pretty good at telling jokes and giving me funny presents and things, but he’s also afraid of lots of things. Lots of things. Uncle Max is afraid of spiders, and tall places, and rats. He’s afraid of swimming, and boats, and driving—Aunt Maxine drives most of the time—and paper cuts, and spilling hot drinks, and mermaids. Some of his fears are a lot more serious than others. Some of them are mostly jokes.

				Whenever some tiny little thing scares him when I’m around, he’ll usually yelp or jump at first, and then go right into doing an impression of whatever the thing is. I think if he makes fun of the thing, he gets revenge.

				He’ll see a spider and get the shakes and I’ll laugh at him.

				“Oooh-hooo, spider,” he’ll say.

				Then he’ll bend his arms and stick them out funny and crawl around on the floor, and try to climb up my pantleg. It’s only happened a few times, but I usually try to gently stomp him, to help him get over the fear. Then he twitches upside-down on the ground and I put him out of his misery. Or,

				“How are you today, Uncle Max?”

				“Not bad, Arthur, not bad, except your aunt’s busy so I had to drive. You know how much I hate driving.”

				He’ll open his eyes as wide as they go and grab the invisible steering wheel and start crashing into things in my bedroom and puffing out his chest like an airbag. What I’ll do is, I’ll grab hold of the wheel and I’ll throw the emergency brake on and steer us to safety. Then I’ll ask him to step out of the vehicle and suspend his licence.

				My Uncle Max is not afraid of talking about what he is afraid of though, and that’s what I like most about him. He’s an obvious guy. And he has good skills with the ladies even though he’s got a hairy moustache. He’s always making up funny love songs about Maxine and the sun and cheesecake and stuff, and singing them to me and playing his electric organ. Also, he is not afraid of the dark. He says that when it’s dark, he can’t possibly see any of the things he’s afraid of anymore, so it’s OK. Plus I doubt my Uncle Max can do a very good impression of “the dark.”

				Aunt Maxine is different. I don’t think she’s afraid of anything at all. She gives great hugs and she always writes me letters and usually sends them in the mail, even though she could easily send them to my Gmail account, and even though they only live about twenty minutes away. Her letters are always written on pale blue paper and neatly folded into white envelopes. She said that she wanted to be pen pals so that I could practise my writing skills and my politeness and things, and so she could send me amazing true facts and interesting words. But really, there were usually hidden important things that were the real reason she wrote.

				April 8th

				Dearest Arthur,

				How are you, sweetheart? I’m terribly sorry that I haven’t written in a while. Your silly uncle has been in bed stiff as a two-by-four for six days, he’s got very mild pneumonia [new-moan-yuh] and is delighted to make me serve him like a prince whenever I’m home. Speaking of two-by-fours, how is your old treehouse holding up? Do you still spend much time in it? I hope so.

				OK, the vocabulary word this time is: “transmigration.” It can mean one of two things: the departure from one’s native land to settle in another, or the passage of a soul after death into another body.

				Love as always,

				Aunt Maxine

				P.S.—I really do hope you still play in that old treehouse. I remember when you and Si built it. You were such a delightfully happy child in that era. Are you still?

				P.P.S.—I know it must be hard, this business about wanting to know. I just hope you know how special you are to us.

				See what I mean? Aunt Maxine really likes movies, and she knows what all the really good ones are. Her favourite part about movies, I think, is when the guy (or girl) has this thing happen, some big gigantic thing or sometimes a really small but important thing, which sort of changes the guy’s life. Something that makes the guy snap out of it, or makes him stronger, or something. It’s like she’d always try to do that to me sometimes, in her letters, even though I was absolutely fine and could take care of my own snapping out of things. I would write back, usually, but I’d just hand her my letter next time she came over, because what kind of ten-year-old could afford a stamp every week?

				Dear Maxine.

				I’m absolutely fine. I still play and pretend stuff in the treehouse from time to times. It’s weird that Max would let himself get pneumonia because I would think that he’s probably affraid of pneumonia. Come over to visit soon so I can transmigrate this letter to you. I think that I am still a delightfully happy child. Bring some of your cinnimin buns.

				by Arthur.

				P.S.—Obviously I’m special. I’m Arthur.

				I’d usually try to write the vocabulary word somewhere to show her how much smarter I was getting. I’d hand her my letter and she’d say thanks and put it right in her purse and probably not read it until she got home.

				When I was still a little baby me and Simon built a big treehouse in the woods, on a cliff near the water, and I used to play in it every day. That’s what Aunt Maxine was talking about. But then I didn’t really go in the treehouse too much anymore, after a while. Not because I didn’t like it anymore, but because I just got a little too old for it, and I liked exploring other parts of the woods instead. It wasn’t a big deal or anything, but maybe I just sort of grew out of it.

				Anyway, you never know what you might find in the woods. Every day there’s a new universe in there. Some things I’ve found in the woods are a rock shaped exactly like a human brain, a half of a steering wheel, and a couple shotgun shells that Simon said must have been from hunters, way before we moved in. There are animals, too. One time I chased a squirrel around for an eternity (for fun, not because I’m a hunter or anything) until he scampered up into a pine tree and straight past this huge black porcupine. That big guy gave me quite the staring contest. There was a bare patch on the trunk next to him where he must have been eating the bark, like how Victoria told me her dad once murdered a porcupine with a rifle because it was killing their trees. The porcupine I saw just kept staring at me, which was a little scary because he looked sharp of course, but we both minded our own business. I was being pretty brave. Everyone thinks porcupines shoot their quills at you. That’s ridiculous. As if they have gunpowder blood or something.

				Whenever I find something good in the woods, I’ll draw it. I’m a really good drawer. I drew the Leaning Tower of Pisa before, and I was pretty proud of it. I hung it on my wall with all my other drawings and lists and things. A couple nights after I drew it, I had a dream where I went to Spain to hunt down the real leaning tower, and I drew a giant picture of it in full-scale size. I drew it with a gigantic yellow pencil, and made it really wide and flat, on sheets of white paper the size of apartment buildings. Months later, when I was finally finished the drawing, my team of engineers and architects helped me lift the paper with cranes and wrap it around the whole tower. The biggest roll of masking tape ever was needed to hold it in place. The thing was, I made it so that when you looked at it with my drawing on top, it wasn’t leaning anymore. It was just the Regular Tower of Pisa, like it was always supposed to be. The tourists stopped staring at it, because it was like any other building around. It was perfectly normal. I know it doesn’t make sense, but that’s what my dream was.

				When I woke up I thought, “You idiot. It’s in Italy.”
[image: Pisa.tif]

				Part of the reason I drew everything I found was so I could remember it. Because, whenever I discovered anything in the woods, I always put it back exactly where I found it. Instead of keeping all the things I found, I would just make really exquisite drawings of them, and then put them back where they came from.

				Other Things I Found in The Woods:

					–	A rusted silver tag from a dog who was named Crusader, which is about the most moronic name for a dog ever

					–	The pit from a peach

					–	A squishy thing that I had to do a ton of internet researching about to figure out that it was a used condom.

				It’s just that the woods are so gigantic. The trees are a thousand times taller than me, and hundreds of years older, and the rocks and leaves and plants and animals never do anything silly like kill each other or fall in love or grow up. So I always felt like the woods was very nice for letting me walk around in it in the first place, and I should at least be careful to leave things where they were. It’s like, the woods doesn’t go around moving everything everywhere, so I didn’t think I should either. Even when I found things that were obviously garbage from sloppy people, like the peach pit and stuff, I still left it where it was because the woods was used to having it there, and maybe it wasn’t garbage to the woods. I mean, who knows? There’s lots of garbage in my desk at home that if anyone threw it out I would want to punch them, except I wouldn’t actually punch them, because punching is something I’m not very good at.

				When I go walking around in the woods it always feels like time stops. The problem is, it doesn’t really. Time is the one thing I’ll never understand. One minute I’m leaving the house and my watch says 4:00 and one minute later Simon is calling me for supper and it’s 6:30. Probably everyone wishes they had a time machine, and I probably do, too.

				Some Obvious Places I Would Go in My Time Machine:

					–	The time when Adam and Eve were around and didn’t eat the apples yet, and were still naked (to tell them to be careful)

					–	The time when Finch fell in the mud so hard and it was really funny

					–	The time when the first pizza ever was invented and I could have the very first slice

					–	The time when I crawled out of my real mom’s vagina, and I would make myself memorize who was in the room

					–	The time when Jesus is supposed to come back again (to see if he will still wear a beard or not)

					–	The time when the history book writers had to start rewriting all the history books because of how much I was changing with my time machine

					–	The instant right before Phil was about to make himself die.

			

		

	
		
		
				WE WAIT

				WE SEE HIM. See the man walking under our branches, between our trunks, toward the river, carrying only a notebook. See him wearing white. He is bright and clear to us in white jeans, a clean white t-shirt and white sneakers. It’s a warm morning though it’s late fall, nearly winter—the soil is damp but holds no snow, and beneath us the sunlight sometimes reaches the man, and he glows.

				He walks with slow confidence, stepping carefully down the hill, his arms held at forty-five-degree angles to his body. He places one foot in front of the other and walks along a thick root until it nearly meets another. He stretches out his leg and switches to the next root, his arms still suspended, notebook in right hand; he balances and keeps his head down and walks almost musically, as if watching intently while treading along a piano, and picking out all the right notes in a melody he makes with his footsteps: bright, slow, rhythmic and lingering. He walks on our roots like this for some time, crossing a series of linked dark tightropes over the green-brown earth.

				He hops down and his thin black hair bounces and lands in his eyes. He brushes it aside and finds a nearby rock to sit on. He looks toward the river, watches the surface of the water in the small cove: an expanse of warm glass. He crosses his right leg over his left and continues to stare. He shuts his eyes so hard his face fills with creases, and he holds them shut. We see his teeth clenched. He opens the notebook and drapes it over his leg, takes a pen from his pants pocket and writes something quickly. He studies the top of the page with dark eyebrows drawn together, daring the word to stand up and swim away. He crosses it out and writes another. Immediately he crosses the second out as well. We watch him make seven more attempts before deciding.

				The next words come quickly, and he puts them down meticulously, precisely on the page. He seems as if he’s recalling a long phrase he’s never quite heard, but is transcribing it flawlessly. When he stops writing we watch him take a small translucent bottle from his pocket, and the sun plays in the bottle’s orangeness, silhouetting the tiny contents at the bottom against the colour of iodine. He twists the cap off and pours a small pile of fine white crystals into his left hand. With one finger he pushes the grains around, making patterns on his palm. Abruptly, as if of its own will, his hand raises and tips them into his mouth, and he tries to swallow.

				We watch him stare. He waits.

				Immediately he is writing again, almost illegibly, the words striking the page and landing where they must. More and more words charge at him and he writes.

				Then he is eliminating. He draws long lines, slashing through the abundance, shedding words and banishing them.

				Few are left when his body begins to ask itself what is happening. We hear his breathing grow heavy. We watch him shut the notebook and jump up, turning in all directions, wild and urgent. We see the book fall to the forest floor. We watch his muscles tense as he pulls his white clothes off. Carrying them with him, he heads for the beach, the book forgotten. It remains.

				We hear his feet crushing the gravel so roughly, so loud. His steps echo over the calm water, and across the river more of us are listening. More are watching. We watch his chest contract, as if strapped with belts quickly tightening. We listen as he coughs deeply, relentlessly. He stumbles along the gravel and then the grey sand, past thick tangles of driftwood collected on the shore. We hear his sloshing steps cutting into the shallow water and his splash into the deep.

				We wait in the silence. We listen for the next shimmering splash, the returning splash. We listen for the next rough breath breaking surface, and it does not come. And it still does not come.

			

		

	
		
		
				AN UGLY DUCKLING

				AFTER ALGEBRA I came home from school—which is what I like to call it when I’m done my lessons and I can run from the kitchen into the woods, because obviously there isn’t much difference between home and school for me—and I was in an amazingly bad mood. Simon was getting on top of my nerves, because during Math my brain wouldn’t stop thinking about the real dads and he wouldn’t stop telling me to pay attention.

				But God was in a good mood I think, ’cause it was just barely spring but he was shining all the light he could on our neighbourhood all day. He decided that the day needed no wind, or rain, or even clouds, and he painted the sky the prettiest of blues, as if he was a huge fan of postcards.

				So there God was making this amazing day, and there I was solving the hardest algebra ever. I couldn’t pay attention, and all I could focus on was how it was extraordinarily beautiful outside and how much I wanted to get out of the stupid house. I kept asking God to please make Simon get sick or get hurt (just a little) or even just fall asleep, but I think he was too busy painting the day, so I came home from school at 3:00 as usual. Does that guy ever do anything you ask him to?

				So Simon was on top of my nerves, or I was on top of his, and either way when school was finally done I walked across the yard and into the woods thinking angry things.

				(Meanwhile my real dad was pulling his solid gold car into his huge driveway, after a long day of work at the Mint. He was exhausted from a long hard day of printing money. My real dad was very important and respected at the Mint, so they let him choose his own salary and print off as much money for himself as he wanted. So he made money for twenty-two hours a day, and the Mint didn’t keep track anymore.

				He turned the ruby doorknob and burst through the door of his mansion and all seven of my real sisters and brothers jumped on him like leeches who only wanted hugs, not blood. He called them all by name and kissed them all on their foreheads, one by one, and then they all said together, “What did you bring us today, Daddy?”

				With a cunning smile he distributioned to them all of their favourite chocolate bars and slipped misprinted twenty dollar bills into their tuxedo pockets so that they could play stock market later. He went into one of his ten bathrooms and clapped for the tap to turn on, then washed the green and blue ink stains from his shining hands.

				My real mom came and leaned against the door frame in her tangerine-orange summer dress and took off her sunglasses, then leaned in and frenched my real dad for about five minutes. Then she said “Honey, a boy named Arthur is calling for you on line three... he says he’s your son?”

				“Nonsense,” my real dad swiftly replied, “Put him on hold. Can’t you see I’m ever so tired from such a long day of printing money?”

				My real mom strutted back over to the phone and pushed the HOLD button, hung up, and put a kettle on to make coffee.)

				Jazz piano hold-music was stuck in my head as I walked underneath the huge skinny trees. I took out my almost-great-grandfather’s binoculars and peeped around, except when Simon gave them to me he said that my almost-great-grandfather actually would have called them “field glasses” instead of binoculars. Looking through the field glasses, I only spied all the ordinary things: a sticky-looking bird’s nest, my favourite boulder shaped like a sea turtle, a couple squirrels squirrelling around in the roof of shadowy branches, and the treehouse sitting way over there on the cliff. For a millisecond I thought maybe I’d go in the treehouse and work on some stuff but then I thought I should just stick to the woods.

				The Woods By My House:

					–	The trees are all cedar and birch, with a couple pines and spruces and fat oaks popping up every once in a while.

					–	A bunch of little hills covered in brown pine needles, crushed up old leaves, dirt, a little bit of old snow.

					–	Some jagged cliffs by the water, a tiny gully, a clearing, and, farther down, a not-very-sandy beach.

					–	Rocks with creeping green moss like soft emeralds, bright orange lichens that look like when cars rust apart and get flaky, and white stringy stuff like cauliflower spaghetti.

					–	Spiderwebs that always get wrapped around your face but then you can’t find the spider.

					–	Trees so tall and skinny that it feels like wandering through an NBA team’s potluck dinner party on your knees.

					–	A rotten smell that is kind of sweet and isn’t gross.

					–	In the summer you look up and there’s a smudge of different greens against the blinding sky light so bright, and dark thin trunks stretching up and kind of jumping towards it.

					–	Ants.

					–	Paths that aren’t real paths, they’re only kind-of-paths, because I walk on them so much.

				I reached one of my favourite spots in the woods. It’s this small clearing with no trees except on the sides, which are very nice to sit under. It was so beautiful out that day, and spring was coming up quick. That was amazing, because kind of soon after that it would be summer vacation. The snow had been disappearing: the street was extraordinarily clear, but it still stuck around the ground in the woods. The snow was 50% still there. I wandered through the trees, thanking God for not making winter last forever.

				I didn’t know why Simon worried about me playing in the woods so much. One time he called me a “little escapist” when I was going out the door, and I didn’t know what that meant, so I decided to have fun in the woods and forget about it instead of figuring it out. I found out later that it means someone who chains themself up and dunks themself underwater but gets out without drowning. Which is weird, and I still didn’t know why Simon called me that; it’s not like I ever pretended to be an escapist or anything.

				I sat down on the sea turtle rock and photosynthesized. I let the sun hit me in the face and make me feel glowy. In the shade it was chilly, so I was wearing my green jacket over my t-shirt, but in the sunlight it was so warm. I thought about the trees and how they were basically doing the same thing: letting the sun warm them up and keep them alive. I thought about some other things.

				Like how my street was so long, and all the houses stood far apart like they hated each other. And a bunch of people lived inside the houses, but I didn’t know any of them yet. As far as kids my age, there’s only Finch and Victoria. Simon Alexander Finch is an annoying boy one year younger than me, who lives three houses away, which is way farther than it sounds, because of how separate the houses are. I already have enough Simons in my life as it is, obviously, so I just call him Finch. Finch and I only saw each other once in a blue mood, and that was fine by me.

				I mean I didn’t hate Finch. Sometimes I wanted to call him my nemesis, but that was only because I liked the word “nemesis,” and not because it was the 100% truth. The truth is that I just didn’t care much about him at all, really, and that’s why we weren’t friends. The thing is that his mom and my Simon thought that Finch and me were superb friends, so sometimes they made us play. It also didn’t help that Finch was confused for some reason into thinking we were friends.

				Finch just thinks he’s the best at everything. If you’re playing soccer with him, he’s going to tell you what a rainbow kick is, for the billionth time, and show you how he’s so good at doing them. And the thing is, he’s just not even good at doing them. I’m not either, to be honest, but it’s not like I go around telling everybody I am or something.

				Like one day a couple months before, Finch was in my woods with me, and we were over by the treehouse because Finch loves the treehouse because he doesn’t have his own one, so he always wants to go look at it. So one second he’s telling me about how awesome my treehouse is, and then one second later he’s showing me some mistake that me and Simon made building it, and telling me that if he’d made it, it would’ve been ten times stronger and ten times bigger and ten times cooler. But I couldn’t think of anything ten times less true. I doubt he even owns a hammer. Then like always he asked why can’t we just play in the treehouse, and I told him because it was so boring in there, but he climbed up anyway.

				Then, to top it all off, he starts bragging to me.

				“Victoria said she wants to be my girlfriend.”

				He was always trying to make Victoria be his girlfriend.

				“Finch, quit being so moronic. And she’s way too much of a babe for you.”

				Victoria Brown is too much of a babe for Finch. Victoria’s a girl that me and Finch know, who lives way up our street. She’s a year older than Finch and the same age as me, and I am a way better match for her. But I don’t like her, if you’re wondering. I mean she’s beautiful and she’s a babe and she’s not a moron and all that, but I don’t care if she’s my girlfriend or not. Because I don’t think I’m old enough yet that I like girls much, and also because I have too much self-esteem.

				“You’ll see,” Finch said, climbing up the ladder to the top floor. “And I already said stop calling me ‘Finch.’”

				Victoria Brown had brown eyes and brown hair and her skin was just slightly browner than say, mine or Finch’s, more like Uncle Max’s. Anyway, her last name was perfect for her, and one time I told her that and she said “I know!” The only part that wasn’t brown was that she always wore these white dresses. She lived so far up the street, she even lived three or four houses farther away than the hermit, for God’s saints.

				That’s a weird thing: people always said there was a hermit living in the small grey house close to Victoria’s. The house was kind of dirty and scary looking, like some Halloween cottage or something stupid like that. It really was pretty scary though. Everyone said all this stuff about the hermit doing all these evil things. Like all he ever did was really bad things. No one ever told a nice story about him petting a dog or anything like that. He’d probably be sawing the dog in half. I didn’t know anything about hermits, other than the hermit crabs we’d sometimes find if Maxine drove us way out to the ocean. I liked to imagine the hermit on our street poking his claws out from under the bottom of his old grey shack and kind of scuttling all over the neighbourhood, eating up the deer and stuff. But I didn’t think he ever really did that; I figured he was the kind of hermit who didn’t move around. Simon never talked about him though, even when I asked. He always said if there was a hermit on our street, he’d never met him. To which obviously I said “That’s because you don’t meet hermits.” Simon didn’t say anything else. That’s just what he’s like—sometimes he acts all quiet and mysterious. It’s so annoying. I usually wouldn’t even bother asking him about stuff. Anyway I won’t tell you every single thing I heard the hermit did right now, but it was all really evil.

				I was sitting on the sea turtle rock forever, because I was thinking about infinities and infinities of things. I do that a lot. I know it’s weird. I think because of how much I think about stuff, grown-ups sometimes call me things like “smart” or “special” or “delightful,” and Finch always calls me a “weirdo.” I guess I know what they’re all talking about. The good thing about being so weird is that I can kind of be friends with all types of people, because I have so many thoughts that I usually have one in common with everyone. I mean like I can sort of be friends with most grown-ups if I want, and kids, and also kids who act like grown-ups and also grown-ups who act like kids. The bad thing is that I’m usually too weird to have more than one thing in common with anyone, so really I guess I’m nobody’s friend except myself.

				Then BLAM! A huge sharp sound ripped through the air, and the river echoed it over and over. I jumped to the ground behind the rock and waited with my heart shaking. Nothing else happened. I waited more. The loudest part of a big noise is the quiet afterwards. I could hear nothing but a few branches rustling, and one of my crazy neighbours dropping a pin somewhere. I coughed, to break the ice a little, and realized that I was lying on my side, with my legs scrunched up like a baby still inside a vagina.

				Finally I remembered that it was probably just someone hunting ducks. I’d heard the same sound lots of times before, but it still scared the heck out of me and it was still good to use my excellent reflexes just in case. I slowly got back up and sat on the rock. I felt a little bit sick when I thought about how something had probably just died, so close to where I was. I mean, something probably dies every millisecond, I know, but still. I thought that a duck would have a family, and if it wasn’t an idiot it might have friends, and maybe even a girlfriend if it wasn’t an ugly duckling or anything, and if it was rich. Anyway, there were other ducks out there, somewhere, and when that one duck didn’t show up at home that night, they would wonder where he might have gone and probably be excruciatingly depressed. I shivered but I wasn’t cold.

				I took a swig of milk from my thermos. It was very relaxing, sitting on the sea turtle rock drinking milk and ice cubes and forgetting about death and things. I tipped my thermos up and took another sip of milk with the bright sun closing my eyes, and when I tipped my head back down I saw something strange on the ground. Down the hill a ways, there was a corner of something sticking out from some leaves. I figured I probably had a milk moustache as usual, so I shaved it. Then I slid off the rock and climbed down to check out the whatever-it-was.

				It was a book. A splotchy black and white notebook, beat up and damp, half covered in leaves. I knelt down and pulled it out from the mucky leaves and brushed it off like a palaeontologist. I looked around for a second to check if there was anyone else on the hill, or up in the clearing, anyone who might have lost it. But I realized that the thing looked like it had been there for ice ages. Obviously, whoever owned it must have lost it a while ago and had no idea where it went.

				[image: Journal.tif]

				The cover was black and white like I said, this small speckly pattern of strange black shapes and strange white shapes crashing into each other and covering each other up. Someone had written their name on the cover, but their last name was all smudged.

				I hiked back up to the rock again and sat and opened it up. I examined the first page. Faded and sketchy handwriting filled the paper, written in black ink all attacked by the rain and wind and bugs and racoons and whatever else it had dealt with. I flipped through the rest of the book and found a bunch of pages pretty similar to the first. Most of them were filled with black handwriting, and each page was numbered in the top corner, because the book must have came with numbers already printed in it. Big parts of the writing were really hard to read because of how wet they’d gotten, and the ink was so runny. There were a couple diagrams, and there was a lot of stuff that was crossed out. Some pages looked like they were written carefully and slowly, with nice loopy letters and perfect spaces, like an intelligent sloth might write, but then some pages were more mashed together and had writing at weird angles, kind of angry looking. It must have been someone’s journal.

				“Aaaarrrr-thurrrr!”

				I was almost all the way to the beach but I could still hear Simon’s voice. It was time to eat.

				I went over and put the book back on the ground where it was, but then I picked it up again. I was having a mid-life crisis. For some reason, I skimmed through the pages over and over, like I was having a case of Alzheimer’s right there in the woods. Like I said, I’d found lots of things in the woods, all the time, but I always put them back where they came from. I’d just never found anything that was so obviously someone else’s before.

				“Aaaaaarrrrrr-thurrrrrr!”

				“Ohhhhh-kayyyyy!”

				I put the notebook into my little white backpack with my thermos and my sketchbook and my field glasses. Before I zipped it up, I looked at it again, and I looked at the spot where I found it. I measured it in steps, and memorized that it was five steps from the bent tree, heading away from the river, and one step sideways towards the house. I was breaking my own rules. I was breaking the rules that I thought the woods had. I looked up to the trees for advice, kind of, but they obviously said nothing. They just whooshed in the breeze. I decided that I would put it back where it had really come from, which was in the hands of whoever wrote it. Still. I was breaking the rules. I put my backpack on over my shoulders and it felt like it weighed a ton.

				“Aaaaaaaarrrrrrrr-thurrrrrrrr!”

				“OOOOOOOHHHHHHH-KAAAYYY!”

				I went home and slid the book under my pillow and ate supper.
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