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Ephraim found his mother slumped over the kitchen table, her right hand curled around a half-empty bottle of vodka. A cigarette smoldered in the ashtray beside her; it had burned into a gray cylinder up to its lipstick-smeared filter. He ground the butt in the tray forcefully and waved wisps of smoke away from his face.

“I suppose this is my fault,” he said to her still form. She'd drunk herself into a stupor, but she'd probably blame him for not rushing home from school to wake her for her late shift at the supermarket. He picked up the vodka bottle. Even if he woke her now, she wouldn't be in any condition for work. Besides, she was already an hour late.

“Mr. Slovsky's gonna dock your pay again,” he muttered. Ephraim slipped the vodka out of her hand and took it to the sink. He filled a quarter of the bottle with tap water and swirled it around, diluting the alcohol. It stretched out the liquor supply; they already couldn't afford her two-bottle-a-week habit. Of course, it would be better for both of them if she didn't drink their money away at all. He screwed the cap on tight and thumped it onto the table where he'd found it. She didn't even stir.

“Mom?” Normally she'd be coming to by now, slurring incoherent curses while reaching for another drink. But there was no motion at all. Everything seemed to still around him, the sound of the humming refrigerator and the ceiling fan dropping away. Something was very wrong.

He touched her on the shoulder and leaned over her face to check her breathing.

“Mom.”

There was something clutched in his mother's left hand. An amber pill bottle. A few purple capsules littered the scratched formica around it. Ephraim's chest tightened as he realized that he'd never seen her take any kind of prescription medication.

“Mom!”

Ephraim shook her shoulders gently, then more roughly when she didn't respond. More of the candy-colored pills flew from the bottle and skittered across the table to the floor. The soft capsules popped under his sneakers as he stepped around her and took the bottle from her limp hand. The long chemical name on the pharmacy label meant nothing to him.

Ephraim eased his mother to a sitting position. Her head lolled forward. “Mom.” He patted her cheek gently. “Wake up. Wake up!” He felt her breath against the back of his hand—that was something, at least. “Please, wake up.”

“Mmmm…” she murmured. Her head twitched.

“Mom!”

Her eyes fluttered open, and she stared at him glassily. “Ephraim, where are you?”

“Right here, Mom. Look at me.”

She blinked a couple of times, trying to focus on his face. “Honey?”

“Yes, it's me.”

She was really out of it.

“What happened to you?”

She shook her head and tried to push him away. He held her shoulders tighter, worried that she would hurt herself. “No!” she said. “No!”

“What's wrong?”

She scrambled out of her chair and struggled when he tried to grab her arms. The chair fell between them and he bumped his hip painfully against the side of the kitchen table. She was stronger than she looked.

“You're dead!” She jerked away, more awake now. “Ephraim's gone!”

“Calm down, Mom. I'm right here.”

“Ephraim's dead.” She sobbed.

“You just imagined it. Mom, look at me. Look at me! I'm fine.”

She stumbled toward the stove and grabbed onto the side, then leaned over and retched. Clear liquid splashed onto the faded linoleum, along with some of the pills she had taken.

“Jeez!” he said.

She wobbled, and he rushed over to catch her if she fell.

She collapsed to her knees, head bowed. She coughed a couple of times and stared down at her own mess. Finally she looked up, and this time he knew she recognized him. She was crying; eyeliner was smeared under her eyes like bruises. “Ephraim? But…I saw your body.” A thin trail of saliva dangled from her chin.

“Do I look dead to you?” he snapped.

“A bus, it hit you, and—” She rubbed her face. “But you're here. You're alive? Are you really my Ephraim?”

“Why'd you do this, Mom?”

“You were so young.” She closed her eyes. “My poor baby…”

“Mom, stay with me. You have to stay awake,” Ephraim said.

“Stay…” she echoed.

“Mom!”

Her lips moved, murmuring something too low for him to hear. As he leaned closer to listen, she slumped back against the oven door and stopped moving.

Ephraim snatched the phone and dialed 911. While the line rang he lowered his mother gently down on the floor, using her purse as a pillow. His hands shook and hot tears blurred his vision.

A calm voice spoke from the phone. “911, what is your emergency?”

“My mother took some pills,” he said.



 

If one more doctor or nurse came by to tell him he'd saved his mother's life, or tell him how lucky it was that he found her when he did, Ephraim thought
he
would be sick.

It was still sinking in, what his mother had done. What she had tried to do.

During the ambulance ride to Summerside General, she had drifted in and out of consciousness. Each time she awoke, she'd stared at him as though she couldn't believe he was there. She'd thought he was dead, she said.

He looked up and saw a nurse at the open door with curly brown hair and a kind smile. She seemed familiar, though he'd never met her before. The badge on her chest identified her as Julia Morales.

“Ephraim Scott?” She pronounced his name “Eff-ra-heem” with a rolling R, the way his dad did, instead of “Eff-rum,” the way everyone else said it. He liked the exotic sound of her Spanish accent.

“Yes. How's my mother?” he said.

“She's still in Intensive Care, but resting comfortably. Thank God you found her when you did.”

Ephraim winced.

Her expression softened, and she sat down next to him, placing her hand on his arm. “Your mother will be okay now. Dr. Dixon doesn't think there'll be any permanent damage, but we have to hold her overnight.” She frowned. “Possibly longer.”

“Longer?”

“We can't send her home until we evaluate her. To make sure she won't try this again.”

“It was an accident,” he said. “She mixed up her medications. She had a little too much to drink, that's all.”

“Sweetie—”

“She's never done this before. She didn't mean to!” The loudness of his voice in the small room shocked him into silence.

“Okay,” the nurse said. “How are you doing?”

“How am
I?”

“With all of this. It's a lot for someone your age. If you want to talk—”

“I'm just worried about her.”

She sighed. “You go to Summerside High?”

He nodded.

“Maybe you know my girls. Mary and Shelley Morales?”

That's why he'd recognized her—she was Mary and Shelley's mother. The resemblance was clear now: her hair frizzed like theirs, she had the same thin nose and thick eyebrows. The same curvy figure.

“I'm in their English class.” He didn't mention that they wouldn't know him. The identical twins were far too popular to pay any attention to Ephraim, especially with all the other guys fawning over them—including his best friend, Nathan Mackenzie, who they outright ignored.

He almost asked Mrs. Morales what was up with naming them Mary and Shelley; it was an indication of how well-liked they were that no one had made fun of them when the class read
Frankenstein
last semester.

“So…what happens now?” he said. “With my mother?”

“A psychologist is going to talk to her. Try to understand what was going on when she—” She left the sentence hanging, her eyes darting heavenward. He noticed a silver cross dangling from a slim chain around her neck. “Child Protective Services will want to talk to her too. And you,” she said.

Ephraim clenched his jaw. “But she's fine normally, she really is.” Aside from the alcoholism and depression.

“It's hospital policy.”

Ephraim took a deep breath.

“She kept saying that I was…dead. Like she really believed it,” he said.

Her hand jerked up then to the side in a quick motion, a bit like the blessing the priest gave at church, a cross drawn in the air.

“Someone made a terrible mistake,” Mrs. Morales said.

“What do you mean?”

“We did have an accident victim earlier this afternoon. A boy, about your age and height, same hair color. His face was badly scraped, but honestly…I could see why someone might think he was you.” She studied him carefully.

He tried to maintain a neutral expression, though his feelings were jumbled in a mixture of shock and anger. This was important, though—his mother wasn't crazy. She'd been fooled just like everyone else.

“He was hit by a bus?” Ephraim asked.

Mrs. Morales nodded, her lips pressed together. “Just outside the library. He was killed instantly, they said, a small blessing.”

“So if you couldn't even identify him, how did my mother find out? Why didn't someone check with the school first? I was there all afternoon.” Ephraim had stayed late, hoping for a chance to talk to Jena Kim, the hottest geek girl in his class, while his mother nearly killed herself.

“We had reason to think he was you. Your library card was in his wallet.”

Ephraim's hand went to the bulge of his wallet in the right-hand pocket of his jeans. He'd used his card only the day before, and he remembered sliding it back into its usual place. Hadn't he?

“It was enough to make the identification, but we called in your mother to confirm it. I guess that poor kid must have picked it up somewhere. We all thought you were dead until you walked in here tonight.” She pursed her lips. “On paper, you still are. I'd better fix that.”

“Can I have my card back?”

“We gave all your
—his
—things to your mother when she came in.” She shook her head. “I'm sorry your mother had to suffer through that. If one of my girls…. Such a tragedy. Now we still have to find his family.” She stood up.

Ephraim leaned forward as she moved to the door. “Is the…uh, the body still here?”

She gave him a puzzled look. “You wouldn't want to see it.” She paused in the doorway. “I'm off shift in an hour. Do you have anywhere to go? Anyone you can call?”

Ephraim didn't want to return to his apartment. He would have to wipe up his mother's vomit, crawl around and pick up every one of those purple pills from the kitchen floor.

“Not really. Can't I just stay here?” he asked.

“You've done enough for her tonight, no? We have a spare room. My oldest son is working at his university this summer.”

Ephraim almost smiled at the thought of telling Nathan he'd slept at Mary and Shelley's house. But he wanted to be close to his mother in case she woke up. She might need reassurance that he was still all right. He should have been there for her today, and he wasn't going to risk leaving her alone while she still needed him.

“No thanks,” he said. “I want to stay here.”

“Then I'll ask the other nurses to let you know if anything changes. At least you won't miss anything important at school tomorrow.”

Ephraim didn't need the reminder. He'd been dreading the last day of school more than anything—until he'd discovered his mother at the kitchen table.

Mrs. Morales left to finish her rounds, and Ephraim sat still in the waiting room until his stomach gurgled loudly. He had missed dinner, of course. He didn't have much of an appetite but felt he should eat something. The hospital cafeteria was closed now, but he'd seen a vending machine down the hall. Unfortunately he didn't have any money for it.

Ephraim picked up his mother's purse. He'd grabbed it when the paramedics came, in case they needed her ID or credit cards or something at the hospital. He looked for change, rifling through balled-up Kleenexes smeared with mascara, tubes of lipstick, and an empty two-ounce plastic bottle of rum. He threw the bottle across the room; it clattered hollowly behind a row of seats.

Shoved down to the bottom of the purse was a clear plastic bag with “Summerside General” printed on it. He fingered the wrapped contents and felt a prickle along the back of his neck. The bag contained a wallet, a key ring, a black digital watch, and a single quarter.

Ephraim dumped the bag out on the orange plastic seat beside him. He counted the keys on the ring. There were exactly five, matching the ones in his pocket: one for the lobby door, two for the apartment, one for the AV Club storage space at school, and a little circular key for a bicycle lock.

The watch was a cheap Casio like the one around his left wrist, but the plastic face was cracked. Faded pixels danced across the shattered LCD screen when he pressed his thumb against it.

He hesitated before prying open the Velcro of the gray canvas wallet. It felt comfortable in his hands, well-worn and familiar, just like his own. If he'd closed his eyes, he would have thought it was his. He flipped through a few pieces of paper that looked like foreign bills or Monopoly money in assorted colors, faded receipts, and business cards from comic book shops he'd never heard of. It also contained a membership card to a new video game store; a ticket stub from the multiplex cinema for something called
Neuromancer
; an expired coupon for a free ice cream; three fortune cookie fortunes; and, in the zipped inner pocket, a sealed condom.

Ephraim's library card was tucked into the plastic sleeve, exactly where he would have put it himself. He tugged out his own wallet—similar but made of black canvas—from his jeans and looked inside. The card wasn't there. He hurriedly checked through all the sleeves and compartments, but his library card was definitely missing. He'd lost it after all.

Ephraim let out a breath. His palms were cold with sweat. He had really worked himself up, had halfway expected to find another library card. But it was all just an amazing, terrible coincidence.

Just one item left in the bag. The quarter gave him a static shock when he pulled it out. It was one of those commemorative US quarters: the back of it said “Puerto Rico 1998” at the top, with the mint date of 2008 at the bottom. The picture showed a little frog in front of an island with a palm tree.

He had a jar of those state and territory quarters back in his room, but he'd never come across one for Puerto Rico. They'd been released in limited quantities, making them rarer than the rest of the series. But the territory coins had all been minted in 2009, which meant this one could be a prototype that somehow had made it into circulation. Guiltily, he slipped it into his back pocket, reasoning that it was better off with someone who knew its value so it didn't end up in a parking meter or vending machine. He imagined if the hospital managed to contact the other boy's family, he could return it to them and explain why he'd held onto it.

Ephraim retrieved his library card, too, and dropped the rest of the things back into the plastic bag. He stuffed the bag back into his mom's purse and slipped it under his arm as he walked down the hall.

His mother only had a few dollars tucked into the plastic wrapping of a carton of cigarettes, so he picked out a bag of chips, Twinkies, and a can of soda. On his way back to the waiting room, he spotted someone rounding the corner ahead of him. It looked like Nathan.

“Nathan? Nathan, wait up!” Ephraim ran to the corner, but his friend wasn't anywhere in sight. A nurse at the station looked up at Ephraim and frowned. “Sorry. Thought I saw someone I know,” he said.

It couldn't have been Nathan anyway. Ephraim hadn't told him he was going to the hospital.

Maybe the stress was finally getting to him. Ephraim turned around and noticed a door near the corner. He wandered over and read the small sign mounted above it: Morgue. That was where they had the body that supposedly looked like Ephraim. He actually reached for the handle before he stopped himself. He wasn't really going in there, was he? He glanced back at the nurse's station. She wasn't paying attention to him anymore.

It was probably locked anyway. But when he nudged it slightly, it opened. It would just take a second to slip through.

No, he wasn't going to sneak into a hospital morgue. As morbidly curious as he was, he couldn't see himself doing something like that. He pulled the door shut and went back to the waiting room. He dropped his mother's purse on the seat beside him with the chips and Twinkies.

Ephraim popped open the soda can, and it fizzed all over his right leg before he could move it to arm's length over the floor. He'd shaken it too much when he ran down the hall.

“Perfect,” he muttered. The dark wet patch on his jeans quickly grew cold and sticky against his skin in the air-conditioned room. At least that would keep him up for a while. He had a long night ahead of him.
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