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         I think it’s safe to say I hate September.
         

         
         September means fall is here, everything turning brown and dead and crunchy. It means school starts and everyone comes back
            from break all spectacular and stuff. Like Nico, who got his braces off; or Reece, who now wears real bras; or Emery Wallace,
            who apparently learned to tell the future over the summer.
         

         
         (In case you can’t tell, I’m allergic to spectacular. I’d rather just . . . not.)
         

         
         The number one reason I hate September, though, is that it’s Finn’s birthday. Finn’s birthday has always been a Big Deal in
            our family.
         

         
         When he was here, Mom used to get all teary-eyed and look at Finn and say, “Today is [eight or nine or ten] years since I
            became a mother.” And Finn, enjoying the fuss, would look at me with fake pity and say like he was giving me advice, “Next
            time, Space, be born first.”
         

         
         Now that Finn is gone, September 3 is when Mom gets all teary-eyed and frazzled. She seems to be looking everywhere at once, and she buys so much stuff we don’t need. Food and balloons and gifts for Finn. 

         
         I don’t think Mom loves my brother more than me or anything. Or if she does, it’s only because you automatically love things
            the most when they’re gone. It’s like the love and the missing add up to even more love. Sometimes I think I like Dad better
            than Mom, but it’s only because Mom is here. Like, always. Checking my homework and making me clean my room and asking what
            a TikTok is.
         

         
         “Okay! Balloons have entered the chat!” says Mom’s boyfriend, Roger, taking pictures of Mom standing at the top of the stairs with
            a huge bundle of HAPPY BIRTHDAY balloons for Finn’s MIA birthday.
         

         
         “Look at those colors!” Roger says about the balloons.

         
         Mom beams as she comes down the stairs, like it’s her birthday instead of Finn’s.

         
         “September third is a happy day,” Mom says every year as she’s ordering cupcakes or getting balloons blown up or wrapping
            Finn’s birthday present. “It will never stop being a happy day. I won’t let it.”
         

         
         “Skye,” Mom says now, “come and take a picture next to the cake.”

         
         “Do I have to?” I ask. I’m sitting on the couch playing Super Mario Bros. Next to me, Catastrophe is curled up in the crook of the couch, sleeping over all the Polaroids I’ve taken today. She keeps startling awake and falling off the arm of the couch every time I lose a life, but she just shakes herself off and gets back on there. 

         
         “Yes, you do!” Mom says.

         
         The thing you should know about Finn’s MIA birthdays is that I have to stand in for him. I’m in the pictures next to the cake,
            the way the birthday boy normally would be. I wear the party hat. I pretend to smile for so long my face starts to twitch.
            It’s like I’m a very bad Rent-a-Finn. For one thing, I’m not nearly as tall as he was. The other thing is I just stand there,
            but Finn would do something funny like pull a face or wear his party hat as an eye patch. Finn was more . . . spectacular.
         

         
         “Can’t I take the pictures?” I ask, because taking pictures is way better than being in them.

         
         But Mom shakes her head. “Absolutely not,” she says. “Hurry up, Skye.”

         
         At the last minute, just before Mom gets mad or says I’m ruining Finn’s day, I get up and go over to the cake. Skye the Sloth
            is not allowed on MIA birthdays.
         

         
         When Mom isn’t looking, I dip a finger into the green icing and lick it. Catastrophe wanders over and rubs her fur against my legs like she wants some icing too. I bend and whisper to her that I’ll sneak her some extra kibble tonight. 

         
         “Give me a big smile, Skye. Come on!” Mom says. “Rog, will you take a picture of us?”

         
         “Uh, sure,” Roger says, holding up his phone awkwardly, and I feel so embarrassed for Mom. Roger is the first boyfriend Mom
            has had since The Divorce, which means she doesn’t know the rules for dating someone who isn’t a physicist or Dad. Rules like
            don’t wear the same sweats for a week when your new boyfriend comes over. Rules like don’t have a party for your missing son.
            Also, don’t joke about your new boyfriend’s nose hairs. (What if he’s sensitive about them?)
         

         
         Mom comes and stands beside me. With both of us next to the cake, she puts her arm around my shoulder and smiles. She’s changed
            into a bright green dress, Finn’s favorite color, with buttons all down the front. Before, she was wearing a sweatshirt that
            said, “Why isn’t energy made of atoms? It doesn’t matter.”
         

         
         Today, after we are done taking the photos, Roger and I take a slice of cake each before we throw it out (Mom says she doesn’t
            feel hungry). We tuck the gifts upstairs in Finn’s room. The balloons stay, though, hanging over us like very colorful ghosts.
            The truth is that no matter what Mom says, September 3 is still a sad day because Finn is not here to celebrate with us.
         

         
         After we are done taking pictures and eating cake, I borrow Roger’s phone, then Mom’s, and look through all the photos because pictures tell their own story. 

         
          

         Finn isn’t here to celebrate his birthday with us because when my brother was ten and I was eight, Dad kidnapped Finn and
            took him somewhere nobody can find them. For the last four years, police have searched for them. Friends and family and strangers
            have searched for them. It’s as if they vanished into thin air, like smoke or a magician’s bunny. But I can’t imagine my brother
            going quietly anywhere. Finn is loud and clever and silly. He was skinny and tall for a ten-year-old, with a million knock-knock
            jokes, big brown eyes that could make him look sweet and innocent, and a laugh like thunder. I just don’t think you can fit
            that much person into nothing.
         

         
         So Dad might have taken Finn, but Finn must have agreed to go.

         
         “Do you think they’re living underground somewhere?” my best friend Jax asks at lunchtime the day after Finn’s MIA birthday.
            She has put away her sketchbook to nibble on her sandwich, but I can tell from the way her eyes are wide and she’s fidgeting
            that she’s almost ready to start drawing again. Jax never goes too long without sketching something.
         

         
         On the other side of me, my other best friend, Reece, makes a snotty noise. “Underground? They’re not gophers.”

         
         “No, they’re definitely not gophers,” I agree, even though I feel bad for not siding with Jax.

         
         Dad speaks five languages. He used to have an ear for accents, the way some people have an ear for classical music or a head
            for numbers. Like Finn, he is tall and skinny. He has ears that stick out, a beard that is starting to go white, and a never-ending
            need to talk about magnets. If you think this means that Dad and Finn should stand out like sore thumbs, that they shouldn’t
            be able to blend in even on a planet with eight billion people, you are wrong. They are camouflaged, like see-through moths,
            chameleons, stick insects.
         

         
         Talking about Dad and Finn makes me feel jumpy and like something is sitting on my chest. I wish Polaroid cameras were allowed
            at school, because taking pictures would make me feel okay. I would take a picture of all the people at Nico’s table, which
            is the only table where sixth-grade boys and girls sit together. A picture of the cafeteria ladies, dishing up food and chatting
            with different kids. A picture of Jax and Reece, looking in opposite directions with me in between.
         

         
         The truth is that, in some ways, gophers seem like the exact right animals to describe Dad and Finn. Gophers live in tunnels, burrowing deep so nobody can see them. If they ever come out, it’s at night. And they live alone. 

         
         But I like to think of my dad and brother more as birds, flying through the sky, happy and free—not hiding in the dark somewhere.
            Being afraid of light and people. That feels too sad and too lonely. Dad and Finn did something bad, which doesn’t mean they
            are bad. I think mostly good people who do bad things should still get to feel mostly happy.
         

         
         Jax and Reece and I have always played the Animal Game, where we say what animal different people remind us of. Our friend
            Nico is a dolphin, friendly and social and chatty. Mrs. Collins is an owl, with sharp, knowing eyes, perfect posture, and
            excellent hearing. Jax is a hyper dog, a Bernese Mountain, maybe. Before she became friends with Emery Wallace, Reece was
            an elephant. Elephants are social, smart, and they always like to be part of a herd. They’re empathetic—the type of friends
            who cry with you when you’re sad and are happy when you’re happy. New Reece, I guess, would just be a cheetah. Fast as the
            wind and freckled, but not the type to feel the things her friends feel. I’m a sloth, because I’m the opposite of quick. I
            also don’t really do things, like in general. Except take pictures, which doesn’t really count because I’m not doing any work-work. I don’t draw like Jax or run like Reece. I don’t do drama like Nico. I’m not a physicist like my parents, and I don’t skateboard like Finn used to. 

         
         “I think we should brainstorm,” Jax says, because she always thinks we should brainstorm.

         
         “Brainstorm describes you so perfectly, Jax,” Reece says with a sigh, and she has a point.

         
         If I could see into Jax’s brain, I think it would be like a tangled ball of yarn. We would have to unspool it and remove knots
            and follow the threads, but it would still be pretty awesome.
         

         
         Jax isn’t done explaining her idea. “We could write down all the places your dad and Finn could be and then we could go there
            and search for them.”
         

         
         “The police already searched everywhere,” I point out.

         
         “We can look again,” Jax says. “They have to be somewhere. . . .

         
         “People don’t just disappear,” she adds after a minute.

         
         But the thing is, sometimes they do.

         
         Reece takes a bite from her apple and chews loudly. Finally, she says, “I actually agree with Jax.” She says this as if it’s
            a strange thing to agree with Jax—abnormal, instead of something that happens all the time with best friends.
         

         
         “We could put up posters again and do interviews with news shows like your mom used to,” Reece says. “We could write to different police departments and ask them to check their neighborhoods. Ooh, you could ask Emery to use her magic to help you. She totally would.” 

         
         Jax and I laugh. “You don’t actually believe Emery learned to tell the future over the summer, do you?” I ask.

         
         Reece’s face is all scrunched up with annoyance. “Why would she lie?”

         
         If there is one person who is the definition of spectacular, it is Emery Wallace. She’s in cross-country and dance and chorus
            and she’s like the smartest kid in our class. Over the summer, her hair did get shinier, straighter, and redder, but she’s
            definitely not magic.
         

         
         “Because she’s Emery Wallace?” Jax says.

         
         “That’s the exact reason why she wouldn’t lie,” Reece says. “Anyway, if my brother was missing, I’d be looking everywhere.”

         
         I start to tell her that I did. We did. We are.
         

         
         But she continues, “I just think it’s weird to sit around and do nothing.”

         
         “I’ll talk to my mom,” I say. I’m using the Blame Game, one of the greatest tricks ever that Finn taught me: when there’s something you don’t want to do, something your friends are trying to make you do, just say you’ll ask your parents or say your parents said no. It’s probably very immature to blame your parents for everything, but I do it anyway because then it means people won’t blame me. The only thing I know about blame is that it feels like something heavy dragging you down from the bottom of a pool. It feels like the nights when Mom thinks I’ve gone to bed and she’s on the phone with her best friend, Celeste, saying, “I should have known. How didn’t I know or sense it? I’m Finn’s mother. I was Keith’s wife.” 

         
         I think blame sounds like drowning.

         
         
            [Pictured: brown leaves covering the ground]

            [Pictured: Rent-a-Finn Skye standing awkwardly next to a green cake]

            [Not pictured: a heavy ball of guilt on the bottom of a pool and the chain attached to someone’s ankle]
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         “Skye,” Mom says on the drive to school two days after Finn’s MIA birthday, “do you think an object can be in two places at
            once?”
         

         
         “Um, yes?” I guess. This feels like a trick question, because obviously something can’t be in two places at once. But whenever
            Mom asks a question like this, the answer is usually “yes.”
         

         
         “Correct!” Mom says, beaming. “According to quantum physics, every particle is also a wave and a wave can be in multiple places
            at once. Do you know why that is?”
         

         
         I shake my head, but she’s already explaining. “What happens when you throw a stone into a puddle of water? It creates a wave
            by making several ripples at once, and those ripples are spread out in space but they’re still the same wave.
         

         
         “So if a wave can be spread out over space—in multiple places, let’s say—and each particle is a wave, technically all objects can be in multiple places at the same time. It’s a concept known as superposition. Isn’t that neat?”
         

         
         “So neat,” I say, but it comes out flat, like I don’t mean it. I actually do think it’s pretty neat, but I know Mom wants
            me to be jump-up-and-down excited. (Mom thinks everything about physics is jump-up-and-down exciting. In fact, she says that
            her main job as a physics professor is to teach kids how awesome physics is. You know how some people like to tell everyone
            about God [Mrs. Collins] or their dreams [Jax] or their double-jointedness [Emery Wallace]? Mom likes to tell everyone about
            science.)
         

         
         Mom sighs now, though. “If superposition doesn’t impress you, Skye, I don’t know what will.”

         
         Mom is right. I don’t really get impressed, and anyway the point of the Did You Knows is not to impress us but to “make us
            curious.”
         

         
         Mom and Dad have done the morning Did You Knows since Finn and I were little. Mom says, at first, it was just her and Dad’s
            time to talk to each other about their work and figure out research problems on their way to drop us off at school. But when
            Finn was old enough, he started to interrupt and ask them what they were talking about. Finn has always been like that—he
            always has to know what is going on.
         

         
         So then Mom and Dad started giving us a Did You Know every morning. After The Divorce, Mom gave us one. And since Finn and Dad left, it’s just been me and Mom’s thing. 

         
         As we drive now, Mom’s disappointment about my lack of enthusiasm ping-pongs around us in the car. I wonder if disappointment
            is a wave too, because it seems to be everywhere all at once.
         

         
         “Science is cool, you know,” Mom says.

         
         “I know,” I say, but again it sounds like I’m lying.

         
         “It is!” Mom insists. “And relevant to our everyday lives in ways you wouldn’t imagine. And I’m going to prove it to you.”

         
         I sigh, because this sounds like a lot of work for me. “Okay, Mom.”

         
         We pull up to Rowland Waters Middle School, where a snail trail of cars is lined up beside the school lawn. Mom doesn’t switch
            off the car. She turns to me and says, “Have a stellar day, honey.” She says stellar like it’s a secret word, like it means something special, but when I see her smiling big and
            waiting for my reaction, I know stellar is a science word. She’s showing me how relevant it is.
         

         
         “Okay, thanks, Mom,” I say.

         
         “Keep expanding that mind. Just like the universe!” she calls. I shut the door before anyone else can hear her and head inside the school. 

         
         In the building, I stuff my book bag in my locker and pull out my clothes for PE. I don’t like to run ever, not even if I’m
            late or a dog is chasing me. But with PE, it is running just for running’s sake. There is literally no reason why you’re running
            except, you know, to be healthy, and that feels like a waste.
         

         
         In the grand scheme of things, I feel like running is much less useful than the word stellar or the expanding universe, but for some reason I have to learn about all three.
         

         
         As I go through first and second periods, I think about Dad and Finn. Can humans be waves? And if they can, does that mean
            Dad and Finn could be in two places instead of one? The thought is exhausting, because so far we’ve not had any luck finding
            the one place, not to mention the second.
         

         
         Dad used to say, “The universe has so many secrets,” and I always liked that. I liked that my parents’ jobs were to work out
            the secrets of the universe. There’s a safe, tucked-in feeling to knowing your parents are figuring out massive puzzles while
            you sleep.
         

         
         I was six when Mom and Dad got divorced.

         
         After The Divorce, Mom and Dad kept being physicists, so they were still discovering the biggest and smallest secrets about the world, but somehow it didn’t feel the same. It felt like suddenly the universe had crumbled into several pieces, so many pieces, but instead of solving its mysteries together, we had to solve them on our own. We were all walking around with different secrets and we could never put them together to form one whole. 

         
         When my father and brother disappeared, the universe broke into even more pieces and so did we.

         
         Finn and Dad are out in the world somewhere, carrying some of the secrets of the universe. Where they are, why they left,
            and why they didn’t take me with them.
         

         
         And if people are particles and particles are waves, then we are all in two places.

         
         Me and Mom, and Dad and Finn.

         
         We are here, doing PE and studying dark matter and learning reasons science is cool. But we are there too, somehow, always,
            even without knowing where there is.
         

         
          

         As I get off the bus after school, I see Roger carrying boxes out to the sidewalk and dumping them on the side of the road.
            It’s been two days since Finn’s MIA birthday. I wave to Nico and go over to Roger because I’m pretty sure I know what is happening:
            he’s leaving.
         

         
         “Hi,” I say, instead of the obvious question, which is whether we can keep Catastrophe. Catastrophe is a white Persian cat that Mom and Roger adopted together, but she lives with us. Roger mostly lives with us too, but I always thought that if he and Mom broke up, he would let us keep the cat. Now, I’m not so sure. 

         
         “She’s used to our place and she’ll probably be so freaked out, she’d fall down the stairs in your house. Our stairs are way
            shorter. Doesn’t that mean our place is better?” I never have so much to say and I never say it so quickly, but because this
            is super important I let myself ramble to Roger.
         

         
         He looks completely confused, though. “Sorry, what are we talking about?”

         
         “The cat,” I say. Catastrophe’s original name was Ranger, but a couple of weeks after we got her and she had stepped in paint
            and chewed Mom’s shoes and dragged in a dead mouse, Roger started calling her Catastrophe. “You won’t take her, will you?”
         

         
         Roger keeps looking confused, and then his face changes and he smiles. “I’m just taking care of some recycling for your mom,”
            he says. “I’m not going anywhere.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say.

         
         Roger frowns like my reaction makes him sad. I don’t want him to think I don’t like him—I do—but I was so sure he’d had enough of us. Mom’s traditions for Finn’s MIA birthdays weird people out. They weirded out Reece the one year she was over for Finn’s birthday, and they weird me out. Then there’s the way Mom gets all spaced out this time of year and cries randomly. Mom is beautiful with her black shoulder-length natural hair. It only has a sprinkle of gray. She has super white teeth because she doesn’t drink coffee like Roger or eat candy like me. Plus, she’s the smartest person I know. Roger has plenty of good reasons to like my mother, but the way she gets about Finn and his not being here—the way she never wants to talk about it but always seems to be talking about it—I thought it would eventually make him stop liking her. 

         
         “Help me take this inside?” Roger asks, handing me a cardboard box.

         
         I take it from him, and we walk toward the house together.

         
         “How was your day?” Roger asks.

         
         “Okay,” I say.

         
         He is quiet a moment and I think maybe he’s waiting for me to ask him back.

         
         “How was your day?” I ask.

         
         “You know, not too bad,” he says. “I’ve been trying to make this color, this shade of orange that I had in my mind, for weeks
            and weeks. And I think I finally got it today.”
         

         
         “That’s good,” I say.

         
         I think Roger is disappointed that I am not more impressed. I am always disappointing people with my reactions to things, and I guess being disappointed with me must be one of the things Mom and Roger see eye to eye on. 

         
         Sometimes I don’t really understand how Mom and Roger ended up dating. I mean, I know the facts. Roger’s job is making paintings,
            and when Celeste invited Mom to an art show, Mom loved Roger’s work and introduced herself. They went out to dinner a few
            times, and then they were dating. What I don’t understand is how Mom, who studies dark matter for her job, can have things
            in common with Roger, who tries for weeks to make the right shade of orange. In a way, maybe they are both scientists, discoverers.
            Roger is kind and dad-joke funny, but he is the furthest thing from my dad, who was serious and scatterbrained and always,
            always thinking. How could Mom have loved them both? How could the thing that brought Mom and Dad together be the same thing
            that brings Roger and Mom together?
         

         
         I guess what I don’t understand is love, and the way it can have so many different shapes. I don’t understand how it starts,
            and maybe I am not good at telling when it ends either. I didn’t see any change in the way Dad looked at me those last few
            weekends compared to the way he looked at Finn. But he left me and took Finn, so his love for me must have been different
            from his love for Finn, and I never noticed.
         

         
         Roger tells me about all the spring cleaning he plans to do over the next few weeks, and I don’t understand why he’s spring cleaning in the fall. Mostly, I just feel exhausted hearing all his plans.
         

         
         Mom comes out of her office then and Roger wraps his arms around her and kisses the side of her head.

         
         She asks me how my day was and gets a glass of water, but Roger isn’t done talking.

         
         “One of these days, Skye,” he says just before I head for my room, “you won’t be able to get rid of me or Catastrophe.”

         
         Mom laughs and says, “That sounds menacing.”

         
         I think it sounds too good to be true.

         
          

         Since Nico and I live on the same street, we sometimes walk the neighborhood dogs together.

         
         Technically, I walk the dogs and Nico comes along.
         

         
         I was nine when I started taking pictures and eleven when I started wanting an old-school digital camera for photos. “Well,
            you’ll have to get a job and save up,” Mom said when I asked her for a Nikon. “It will give you something positive to do.”
         

         
         My mom is always worrying about whether I have enough things to do.

         
         “You’ve been playing that game for hours, Skye,” she’ll say.

         
         Or, “Don’t you want to see your friends?”

         
         I like Finn’s old video games. I like taking pictures and I like Catastrophe. Those are enough things to like, aren’t they?
            I’m not Jax, who has a million hobbies from researching insects to painting to sculpting to drawing comics to playing drums.
         

         
         On Saturday morning, I am walking Mr. Rutherford’s dogs when Nico comes running out of his house to meet me.

         
         “Ahoy, Skye!” he says. “Wait up!”

         
         I slow down—not that I was going very fast—so he can catch up. While I’m waiting for Nico, I notice his new across-the-street
            neighbors unloading things from a U-Haul truck, so of course I have to take pictures of that.
         

         
         The thing about pictures is that they catch things we can’t see in the moment.

         
         They catch stories and secrets and plans and hopes.

         
         For example, it was by looking at the pictures from Jax’s party that I noticed Jax’s cheeks going a pale pink color every
            time Ashley P. talked to her or even looked at her. It was by looking at the pictures that I noticed Nico’s mom’s face and
            belly were rounder and fuller the day she told Mom that she was having another baby.
         

         
         Sometimes when you are in the moment, you are too distracted to catch every single thing that is happening around you. Sometimes, even if you are looking, it is hard to know where to look. But if you take pictures, you can trap enough moments to give you clues. I wish I had pictures from the weeks before
            Finn and Dad disappeared. I want to set out all the memories on the carpet of my room and sort through them. The day Dad took
            us for dessert at Galileo’s Ice Cream Parlor. The evening before Finn went to Dad’s when my brother came to my room to check
            on me. He didn’t come too close because I had a stomach bug, so he stood at the door and pretended to use a megaphone to shout
            to me.
         

         
         “Attention, Space! Attention!” He made a crackling sound like the megaphone was breaking up.

         
         “Fiiiinnn,” I said, and he stopped pretending to shout. I was curled up on my bed listening to a song Dad had sent me when
            he heard I was feeling sick. Dad always said that depending on the song and what was going on in life, you could hear different
            things in the same song.
         

         
         The day Finn left for Dad’s, I heard a sad, tired feeling in “(Sittin’ On) The Dock of the Bay.” Maybe because I was feeling tired and sick? I didn’t have time to figure out what it really meant because Finn was needling me.
         

         
         “You know stomach bugs are literally bugs in your stomach, right?” Finn said.

         
         “No, they’re not.”

         
         “Are too,” he said, because he knew how much I hated bugs and that this would really, really creep me out. “I bet you have cockroaches crawling all over the inside of your stomach, Space. With their little antennas and short spindly legs.” 

         
         I tossed my pillow hard at him. Finn laughed as it landed next to him. Finn was always goofy, but he thought it was his main
            job as my older brother to tease me and gross me out, and he took his job very seriously.
         

         
         “Try not to puke all over the bathroom while I’m away,” he said, and raised his hand up to his head in a salute. And then
            he was gone. Not for a day or a weekend or even a year. He was gone forever.
         

         
         I wish I had taken pictures of Finn that evening, not just because it was the last time I saw him. Not just because I can’t
            really remember his face when I’m not looking at pictures. That evening was one of the few times Finn had gone to Dad’s without
            me, and sometimes I wonder if he knew what Dad was planning. If I had a freeze-frame of Finn’s face when he was saying goodbye,
            would I have known it was goodbye forever? Did he hesitate or have a sad look in his eyes?
         

         
         And what about Dad? The last weekend I saw him, he looked the same as usual. Tired and a little mad-scientist-y with his too-long hair that was turning white. I have pictures that show how Dad listened with so much attention when Mom spoke, because she was always saying something supersmart. There’s one that shows Dad grinning as Finn does his bad impression of President Obama. Dad looks like he doesn’t want to laugh at Finn’s joke, but he has to make an exception. Because Finn was exceptional.
         

         
         Sometimes I’m glad I’m the one behind all the photos, because I never captured the way Dad looked at me. In real life, it
            always felt like love and a sunshine type of warm. The kind of love that didn’t need lots of words. But now I’m afraid the
            pictures would show something I couldn’t see at the time. Disappointment. Boredom. The way you look at unexceptional things.
         

         
         If pictures say what people don’t, I wonder now what the pictures I’m taking of Nico say as he catches up to me on Saturday.
            I wonder what I’ll look at later and discover. Like maybe his smile got bigger the closer he got, or maybe he looked excited,
            as if he had so much to tell me.
         

         
         “Arr, matey,” Nico says, smiling when he reaches me, and I let my Polaroid camera hang on my neck.

         
         “You’re still a pirate?” I ask. I don’t mean to smile back, but Nico’s happiness is contagious. And it’s funny because normally
            everybody’s happiness makes me tired. But not Nico’s.
         

         
         “Aye,” he says. “A Method actor must stay in character, they must.” Nico bends down to greet Mr. Rutherford’s two pugs, Barnacle and Lefty. They are jumpy and excited. Everybody, including dogs, loves Nico. 

         
         Despite what he’s said, though, Nico doesn’t stay in character. “How long are we walking for today?” he asks.

         
         I like that he says how long are we walking, as if it’s a given that we will be walking together. I try not to smile harder. When I slept over at her house in
            the summer, Reece said it was “so obvious” I have a crush on Nico, and now I have this fear that it is. Like, I’m walking
            around with a giant sign over my head that says, “I Have a Crush on Nico.” I don’t even know if I do. I definitely like him as friends. I definitely do not like him as much as Mom and Roger like each other. I wonder if there’s
            something in between, something that fits, something that doesn’t feel too small or too big for the way I feel.
         

         
         “We’re walking for thirty minutes. Well, twenty-three now,” I say, looking at my phone.

         
         Nico tells me as we walk about how the school play—Pirates of the Caribbean—is going. I laugh a lot, because there’s something hilarious about the way Nico tells stories. Actually, Nico reminds me
            a lot of Finn. Finn was smart and funny, but I think the biggest thing he shares with Nico is confidence. A way of seeming
            sure on the outside even if you’re not so sure on the inside.
         

         
         I think all spectacular people have it.

         
         You have to be special to play a pirate captain or to be the best at a sport or to be stolen from your life by your father.

         
         And you have to be pretty un-special to not like anything, to not have any cool skills. To be left behind.

         
         
            [Pictured: boxes of recycling on the edge of a curb]

            [Pictured: two yippy dogs with smashed noses]

            [Not pictured: cockroaches inside the stomach of the girl left behind]
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