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Fiddleheads

by Douglas Smith

Twelve-year-old Andy Pembleton’s younger brother disappeared two years ago. The loss tore Andy’s world apart. His father left. His mother withdrew into guilt, all but ignoring Andy.

But Andy is going to change all of that. He has a plan to find his brother—a deeply disturbing one.

~~

“ …about every parent’s worst nightmare. This was a gripping tale and goes to show that not only parents suffer when a child goes missing and how it can warp a child.”

—Bitten By Books
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FIDDLEHEADS

THE FIDDLEHEADS WERE back.

Andy Pembleton saw the ferns as he walked in the wooded ravine behind the house where he lived with his Mom. It was the same day that he had his idea.

His idea to find his little brother.

Nothing had been growing in the ravine yesterday. But now the ferns had already pushed their curled heads two inches above the forest floor, peeking bright green through the gray corpses of last fall’s dead leaves.

Andy stared at the patch of new life at his feet. The fiddleheads always meant spring was finally back. But they also meant the anniversary of losing his little brother.

Ever since Martin had gone missing nearly two years ago, not a day went by in which Andy didn’t want him back the way that only a twelve-year old boy can want something. But lately, his longing for the only friend he’d ever known had grown into an almost physical pain.

Walking in the ravine helped him feel better. The town kept talking about putting paved walking trails in back here, but they never had.

He was glad because it kept the woods his private place, a place of secret paths and hidden glades that only he knew. A place where he could be alone.

He sat on the ground in front of the patch of new fern heads, ignoring the damp that seeped through the butt of his jeans. The days were getting warmer, and the wet earth smelled of new life and old rot. Life and death were all mixed up together in here.

Of all things in the ravine, he liked the fiddleheads best. The ferns fascinated him in a way he could never figure out. Maybe it was how fast they grew. They’d be fully grown in less than a week and would stand taller than Andy, and he was big for his age.

Maybe that was it. The fiddleheads showed how fast things could change. How fast things could come into this world.

How fast they could disappear from it, too.

Reaching down, he snapped off the head of one of the ferns. He pulled it, unwinding it, then let it curl back into the shape that gave the fern its name. He remembered when Dad first showed the ferns to him and Martin.

But Martin was gone now, and Dad didn’t live with them anymore. Just the fiddleheads were left from that memory.

He heard Mom calling him for lunch, from the patio door of their house. He sighed and got up, reluctant to leave his special place, but feeling a little better. He stuck the fiddlehead he’d broken off into his pocket, and turned to leave the ravine.

Then he saw the little mound where Patches, the family cat, was buried. His stomach tightened. Fiddleheads were growing on top of the mound, death and life mixing there as well. He’d be glad when the fiddleheads were high enough to hide the spot.

Turning his back on the grave, he walked home.

~~

THAT EVENING, SITTING at the cluttered kitchen table, over a supper of hamburger stew and Kraft Dinner, Andy decided he’d try to tell Mom how he was feeling lately.

He could still talk to her sometimes, though not the same way as before Martin disappeared. She didn’t spend as much time with him, either. Since Dad left them, she had to work in the day and at night, and often weekends too. But sometimes Andy wondered if being around him reminded her too much of Martin.

“Mom?”

“Uh huh?” Mom said, not looking up as she shook some pepper on her stew.

“I...” he began, wondering if he should tell her. “I still miss Martin,” he finished, all in a rush.

Mom put the pepper shaker down and sat very still.

He wished he hadn’t said anything, but he couldn’t stop now. “I mean, I mean I miss him more than ever lately. Even more than when he...when he went away.”

Mom looked out the window, and for a moment, he didn’t think she was going to answer him. Then she turned back and even smiled in a sad kind of way. “We’ll always miss him,” she said. “But what you’re feeling, it’ll get better.”

He thought he knew what she meant, and it made him angry. “Because we’ll forget him, you mean.”

Mom shook her head. “No. We’ll never forget. Not ever.”

He believed that Mom wished that she could forget Martin, and that made him even angrier. He felt as if he was going to cry.

Mom tried smiling again. “We won’t forget. It just...it just won’t hurt so much.”

He didn’t want it to stop hurting. He just wanted Martin back. “Why am I even sadder now?”

Mom stopped smiling and got up from the table. She started to clear the dishes. “Because when Dad...when your father left, it made us remember all over again when Martin left us too.”

Dad had left last fall. Mom blamed a lot of things on Dad since then. He shook his head. “I think it’s because this is when Martin went away. Next week.”

Mom was silent for a moment. “Yes,” she said finally. “Yes, it was.” He knew that she was trying to forget, not remember. But he’d never forget May 2. It was only three days after Martin’s birthday. Or what would be his birthday if Martin were still here to celebrate it.

Mom scraped what was left on her plate into the garbage. “He would have been nine years old,” she said, as if she was talking to herself.

“He’s going to be nine years old,” he almost shouted, and his voice broke a bit.

Mom put her plate in the sink. She stared at him, and he could feel his heart pounding. Finally, she turned on the water. “Yes,” she said softly. “You’re right. Martin’s going to be nine.”

He finished his dinner in silence. Martin had disappeared on his birthday outing, and he knew that Mom didn’t like to talk about that day. His real birthday had fallen on a Wednesday that year, and Martin had wanted his party on the following weekend instead, so that they could all go to Canada’s Wonderland. The family had just moved to Toronto from Vancouver, and Martin had never been to the theme park.

Thinking about that day always confused him. It held both some of his favourite memories, along with the worst thing that had ever happened to him. And it had started the changes between Mom and Dad. He knew they both blamed each other for not watching Martin more closely, for not seeing him wander off. For losing him. Sometimes he blamed them both, too.

But mostly, he blamed himself.

After dinner, he went up to the little bedroom that he used to share with Martin. He still thought of it as “their” room--his and Martin’s. Pulling out his memory box from underneath their bunk bed, he sat down on the worn brown rug and opened the cardboard shoebox.

A picture lay on top. In it, he and Martin were on a roller coaster at Wonderland, their arms raised over their heads as the coaster began a long drop. They were laughing. They were happy.

That had been before he and Martin had argued. He didn’t know for sure if that had made Martin run off, but he always blamed himself.

Other kids made fun of Andy, for being behind a grade and in a special class. Martin had never done that. But that day at Wonderland, he and Martin had stood watching a play with some characters from TV in it.

“They look different than on TV,” Andy said.

Martin looked up at him. “They’re just actors in costumes, Andy. Not even the real ones from the show.”

Andy liked that show and was happy to actually get to see the characters. What Martin was saying spoiled everything.

“No, they aren’t. They’re real,” he said.

Some kids around them snickered, and Andy felt his face get hot. Then, for the first time ever, Martin looked at Andy the way kids at school did.

“Andy,” Martin said, “don’t be so stupid!”

He spun around and stepped towards Martin, towering over him, his fists clenched. “Don’t you ever call me that!” he yelled. “I’m not stupid. Don’t say that!”

Eyes wide, Martin backed up a step, bumping into another kid. All of the kids had become really quiet, then a little girl started to cry.

He grabbed Martin’s hand. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

Martin pulled his hand away, but followed Andy back to where Mom and Dad were waiting. The adults just smiled, unaware of the argument. He didn’t speak to Martin, didn’t even look at him again, for the rest of the day.

So he hadn’t noticed when or how Martin disappeared. He just knew that he had yelled at Martin that day, and later his brother was gone...

He jumped as he felt a hand on his shoulder. Mom knelt beside him on the floor. He hadn’t heard her come in. She gave him a hug, something she didn’t do that much anymore, then she took the picture out of his hand and stared at it.

“I wonder what he’d look like today?” she said.

He shifted so that her arm came off his shoulder. “You mean what he looks like.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s what I meant,” Mom said, but he knew it wasn’t.

Suddenly, thinking about her question, he felt confused. “What do you mean? Martin will look like Martin.”

Mom shook her head. “Look at you in this picture. See how much you’ve grown? How different you look? It’s been two years...” Mom’s voice trailed off, then she tossed the picture in the box, face down. She stood up. “Martin would...will have grown and changed too, Andy.” She went back downstairs.

He picked up the picture again, staring at himself in it, not at Martin as he usually did. He had to admit that he did look different now--taller, wider shoulders, hair darker and longer. And a face that was, well, different.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the fiddlehead from the ravine. He thought about how fast they grew, how fast they changed.

That’s when he got his idea.

~~

THE NEXT MORNING, walking in the ravine, thinking about his idea, he noticed that the fiddleheads had grown even taller. They were now at least six inches high and had already unfurled rows of feathery arms below their curled tips. He swore he could see them growing, moving, like people rising and stretching from an earthy sleep.

Sunlight sneaking through the trees high overhead painted the fiddleheads in ever shifting shapes of sun and shade, making the new ferns look as if they were dancing. He stared at the patterns of light and dark.

Light and dark. Light and dark.

Life and death. Light and dark.

Andy reached into his pocket and pulled out the Child Find flyer that the police had distributed when Martin disappeared. Andy stared at the face on the flyer, taken from a photograph that Dad had snapped that fateful day. A picture of Martin then.

But not the way he would look now, Mom had said.

He stared at the fiddleheads.

Things grew. Things changed.

The police and the missing child agencies were looking for the wrong Martin. If they were still looking for him at all--the police detective never returned Andy’s phone calls, and Mom wouldn’t even call them to follow-up anymore.

At first, he had wondered why Martin didn’t come
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