posed to do to avoid having a panic attack. I've only had
one, the time Mom and I flew to Florida to visit my grand-
parents last year. No matter what they say about how safe
flying is, I think only birds and superheroes should be in
the clouds. Deep breath in, hold it for four counts, deep
breath out. I had never considered the meaning of life be-
fore. Why hadn’t I considered it? What is wrong with me?
Has everyone else thought about this except for me?
Maybe I was too busy trying to learn about time travel so
I could keep Dad from taking the car out on that fateful
day. My time travel research is important though, if not
vital, to all of mankind. How,was I supposed to put that
aside to ponder the meaning of life?

“Are you all right?” Lizzy asks, looking up at me.
“You look a little green.”
. Ido feel a little light-headed from all the deep breath-
ing. “I should probably sit down.” We head to the living
om and sink down into the tan corduroy couch. I lean
and close my eyes. When I was three, I named this
couch Mongo. It was one of the first pieces of furniture
'my parents found during the height of their old col-
_ ‘1‘ ting days, before I was born. Dad told me that objects
people left on the street were called mongo. I think he
‘must have told me this while we were sitting on the couch

1t. _
ift from your dad?” Lizzy asks.
ing so fast that I actually hear it

nd the words float in front of

‘ dentally occupying the same space as
st Shirley Temple on the waiter’s tray.

In’t have thought so,” I say.
i never saw this box before?”

head. _

never mentioned it?”

ad again and try to recall what I'm sup-




’s one-way to put it,” Lizzy says encouragingly.

riend of my father’s. He said he lost the keys to
ox that my dad left for him to give to me when

month with no way to open the box.”
ur mom has a spare set,” Lizzy suggests.
Harold sounded awfully sorry about los-

maybe the keys are with his old tools. No, wait, your
mom donated all that, right?” '

I nod, remembering how hard it was for her to get rid
of his stuff. “It doesn’t matter, though. Dad was good at
fixing things up, but I don’t think he could make some-
thing as intricate as this, with all the keyholes. He defi-
nitely engraved the top himself, though. He loved that
engraving tool.”

“Yeah,” Lizzy says wistfully, no doubt recalling the
weekend where Dad went around engraving his initials on
every wooden surface until my mother took the tool away
(but not before Lizzy got a plaque with her name on it to
hang on her bedroom door). “Too bad you didn’t get his
handyman genes.”

“Irue, but if I had, we wouldn’t have the hole between
my room and your room from where I tried to hang those
shelves.” Over the years Lizzy and I have made good use
of the hole to pass notes back and forth. It’s lucky our
bedrooms are back-to-back, or else the hole might have
gone into the middle of the Muldouns’ kitchen.

“We’ll find a Way to open the box,” Lizzy says dec1—

sively. “I promise.”

“No offense, but your promises tend to get broken, or

at least bent, a lot of the time.”

“Not this time,” she says, jumping up from Mongo.
Come on, let’s put the package back together. Your mom
ill be home any minute.”

I follow her back into the kitchen and watch as she
packs each item in reverse order. I am impressed at how
:at she is being, since Lizzy is the messiest person I know.




f.the:crumpled newspaper, I real- for Cat, the loner. All my fish are named after other ani-
bretend to my mother that I don’t mals because Mom won’t let me have real pets due to the

fact that she is still mourning her childhood rabbit. Cat is

rithe long piece of packing tape, I a striped tiger fish who keeps to himself. Dog is brown
1g to. tape it back together. I might with white spots and not that bright. He spends most of
it ’'m: not as good a liar as you.” ~ his day banging his nose into the side of the tank. Hamster

her hips and narrows her eyes. is a hyper, orange goldfish who swims back and forth all
day like he’s in an Olympic relay race. My newest fish,
Ferret, is long and silver and sometimes hard to find be-

cause he blends in with the gray rocks on the bottom of

have our. strengths and making people beheve o the tank. I sprinkle in some food, and they quickly swim
T to the surface to gobble it down.

/0 ength?” she asks. These fish and I are a lot alike. They swim around the

. ",01"1, What is my strength? Do I even have same four walls, safe and secure in their familiar environ-

2. Mayb I have t0o many strengths, and that’s ment. That’s how I am, too. Honestly, I don’t see any rea-

‘ son to leave my neighborhood. Everything I could ever

” she says, headmg toward the door. want or need is within a few blocks in any direction:

Dad’s store (I still think of it as his), movies, school, the
doctor, grocery store, dentist, clothes, shoes, the park, the
library, the post office, everything. I don’t like change.

I grab the feather duster from under the sink and run
around the apartment, swishing it over every possible dust-
collecting surface. I swish the mirrors, Aunt Judi’s many
sculptures, the tabletops, bookshelves, and the spines of
the books (almost all of which were discarded from the li-
brary or bought at flea markets). I dust the television
screen and the beaded curtains that Mom made the sum- °
mer she was pregnant with me and stuck in bed. I am
tempted to dust myself even!

Running into my bedroom, I quickly throw my blanket

‘ punished and sent to my room, which, 'm
.hat will happen. Our grandfathel clock —




sthering to straighten the sheets first. hook by the door. Thud goes her heavy briefcase onto the
'thét,;D,ad won for me by knocking ; floor. Now she’s walking into the kitchen to get a glass of
th __-:stat;e fair is trapped underneath - iced tea. I know her patterns very well. Three more steps
ooks like P'm hiding something be- until she’ll see the box. Two more steps. One. Now she’ll
1d bumps. 'm about to fix it when I be examining the package, wondering why it’s open. Now
bl knock;;on the wall that indicates a new she’s reaching in past the newspaper and pulling out the
jaitin for me:Llift up the poster of the solar sys- letter and the wooden box. And now she’ll call my name.

_ rs-the hole. and grab the end of the rolled-up | QOkay ... now!

0ol page Our; walls are about six inches apart, so Now?

irst tried to:stick notes through on small pieces Why don’t T hear anything? I expected, “Jeremy Fink!
) fall into the hollow space between. Get in here immediately!” Instead . . . silence. What does
ears: from now, maybe someone will find them this mean? Another minute passes, and still nothing. Is she
whe wewere. Now we only use notebook pa- - trying to make me squirm by dragging out the inevitable?
ongiway, so it reaches all the way through. Or what if she slipped and fell and is lying unconscious on

over the bed no

note are two jelly beans. Watermelon, my the floor? .
When I reach the kitchen I see that Mom isn’t, thank-
fully, knocked out on the floor. Instead, she’s standing by
the table, staring down at Dad’s box. I am familiar with
that position, having been in it myself for quite a while.
The letter is in her hand, hanging down at her side. Her
face is pale. I can see some gray hair poking through the
black, and for some reason it makes me sad. I have the
urge to take her hand. Instead I just ask, “Um, Mom? Are
you okay?”
She gives an unconvincing nod and sits down in the
bottle cap—covered chair. “You should have this,” she says,
nd hands me the letter. She runs her fingers over the
rds Dad engraved on the top of the box. “It was only a
after the accident when I mailed this box to Harold
‘safekeeping,” she says, not taking her eyes off of it.

uck/ If you gevf punished, there are nore

hese cane from

o the box when Mom got home, but
an’t move. I sit on the edge of my bed




i |
“Your th1r ee h'birthday seemed like a million years away | laration of Independence was signed. Which of course it
back then.” ‘o ‘ wasn’t really.
She looks so sad-that I wish she were angry at me in- She runs her hand over the scratches that burrow deep
‘stead ‘Not tha he has-a bad .temper or anything, but : into the kitchen table. “Remember what he said about
L shes blg on bo ndaries:;I.know if the package had my : this broken table when we found it?”
. name-on it, she never would have opened it. ; I shake my head.
| “Even though your dad insisted he would be here to “When we found this at a tag sale, your dad said it be-
gwe yout the box himself, I knew that deep down he didn’t | longed to an old woman who was very overweight. She
beheve it The instructions to send it to Harold were in : was sitting at the table when she saw in the newspaper that
: o ; her lottery numbers had come in. In her excitement she
throat feels likea snake is wound around it, butI = fainted and fell forward onto the table, breaking one of
e:to ask, “He believed that palm reader on the the legs underneath her weight.” Mom gestures to the box
ardwalk, didn’t he?” and says, “He was so excited the day he got this box. He
She lets -out .a- big sigh. “I don’t know. I think some o said it was the most unique one he’d ever seen, with all
ave.a greater sense of their mortality than others. those keyholes. You were six at the time, and he starting
the number of years that were allotted to him.” 3 filling it for you that very night. He didn’t engrave it until
er of us speaks for a minute. Then I whisper, Lf a few months later.” ,
ry- I opened the package.” If I were a little bit % My eyes begin to sting with the onset of tears, but I
§ blink them away. “So you know what’s in it?”
She shakes her head. “He was very secretive about it.
He kept it at the comic store in the vault.”

So that’s why I never saw it around the apartment!
“Do you have an extra set of keys?” I hold my breath un-
til she answers.

She shakes her head. “There was only one set. It takes’
four different keys to open it, and I mailed them to Harold.
I can’t imagine what he did with them.”

“Maybe Dad made an extra set and keépt them at the
ore. I can ask Uncle Arthur if —”
She just shakes her head. “I’'m sorry, Jeremy. I cleaned

mber those stories he used to make up about
found?”
cross from her and nod. I do remember, but

king to me (but in Dad’s voice), and I
scious effort to remember that the hall
le;not the very table on which the Dec-
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ther’s things from the store. There’s no | Cha\"‘tﬂ‘ 2: The Kc\/s

he:top .of the box, not really expecting
It is-sealed up tight. “How am I go-

1 Honestly, don’t know.” She stands up and takes the I send Lizzy a note telling her that Mom doesn’t have the
1 tea out-of the fridge. As she reaches for two - keys and that, miraculously, P'm not being punished. Hours
s, “Lizzy’s dad has some tools. We can ask , later, as the grandfather clock strikes eleven, I finally get a
: hrough itdf you haven t found a way to open | . response. |

_.-fi‘out of . my: Chalf nearly knocking it over. : I have a plar. Cone over ot 1© an. Lring the fetter
chmg he box:from-the table, I hug it to my chest. aud the box. Sormy d took so log 1o get back
o, then?” she says, sounding slightly " to you, what with the whole Friday Night s Fard

Mevie - /t)c%}/uf {ﬁmg field of Dreans agam AGALP!!
Dor't be late! :
che%

I e IR Oy e

Lizzy’s plans always make me nervous, but in this case I
have nothing to lose. Between dinnertime and now, I ex-
hausted my own methods for opening the box. To see if
extreme temperatures might loosen the locks, I put the
box in the freezer for an hour. No change. Then I put it in
he microwave. But before I hit start, I took it out, because
what if the meaning of life is actually some tiny alien baby
hat my father rescued from certain persecution? I didn’t
want to microwave the little guy to death.

"My final attempt was to wedge a butter knife under
e lid, but instead of sliding inside the box, it only hit an-
other layer of wood and wouldn’t budge.

I do not like surprises. I won’t watch scary movies. 1




