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Chapter 1

 


The rain drummed a steady beat on the roof of the Harrison
house. In his bedroom on the second floor, last room on the right,
young Teddy Harrison sat on his bed watching the storm. The Toy
Story curtains that he had begged his mom to take down already (too
babyish for a 10 year old) were pulled open, and the old oak tree
outside the window swayed and groaned with the force of the wind.
Teddy wasn’t interested in the tree, but was busy watching the
shadows of his action figures (not babyish at all) fight out epic
battles for control of the world with every blinding flash of
lightning. He was pretty sure that Hulk would win this round, but a
particularly drawn out flash of light seemed to push Spiderman a
little closer to the winning blow. Teddy’s cat Sprocket purred
anxiously and curled a little closer to him whenever the thunder
roared.


               
As interesting at this battle was, the thunder and rain could not
quite drown out the sound of the other fight going on down the
hall. The elder Harrisons were having their own war, and try as he
might Teddy just couldn't seem to stay out of the middle. He leaned
back against the pillows on his bed, rubbing his still stinging
cheek absentmindedly. He supposed it was his fault for speaking up,
but they just got so loud sometimes and all he wanted to do was
watch the end of America’s Funniest Home Videos and escape to his
room. He would have excused himself sooner, but he was afraid that
they might take it as a sign that he didn’t want to be around them.
He wished he could be like his older brother, and have his own car
so he could drive off to exciting faraway places when the fighting
started. Joey had his own place too, although their parents still
kept his room looking the same as it had the day he moved out.

There was a lot of yelling that day too. Teddy was only 7 when
Joey left, but he still remembered his older brother leaning in
close as he left and whispering to him. I wish you could come
with me, buddy. Just call me if things get too bad. Teddy
didn’t know what counted as too bad, but it sure felt like
it was getting close.


               
The Hulk continued his assault on Spiderman, and for a few minutes
it looked like the fight might be over. Phrases seeped under
Teddy’s door, as if they were rain leaking in with the storm.
This is your fault. It never would have happened if… Blame me?
You… I wish this could all be… If you would quit being such a… he’s
just a kid, you can’t… better off not… Teddy got up and opened
his window a crack, hoping that the sound of the thunder and rain
would wash away the anger coming from the other room.


               
It worked for a few minutes before the dripping and trickling
sounds of water running through the gutter had a predictable effect
on Teddy’s bladder. He squirmed on the bed for a few minutes hoping
it would go away, but it didn’t. Sighing, he moved Sprocket to the
side and slid off the bed into his slippers, hoping to make as
little noise as possible creeping down the hall. He really didn’t
want them to hear him out and about. He wouldn’t be in trouble for
that alone, but he just didn’t want to see either of them again
tonight.


               
Teddy loved his parents, and for the most part they were okay to
him, but they seemed to hate each other. Nothing ever happened in
this house without a fight about it later. If his dad took him out
for ice cream, his mom spent the night crying because he was trying
to buy their son’s affection. If his Mom helped him with his
homework, his dad felt accused of being too stupid do to simple
math. Sometime Teddy felt like the grownup in the house, and wished
he could send them to their room for a time out.


               
He creaked his door open, listening for a change in the battling
voices from the other room. As usual they were oblivious to
anything going on other than their own problems. He quickly padded
down the hall, avoiding the notorious creaky spot in the middle.
That’s how he knew to shove his comic books under the bed when Mom
or Dad came down to check on him after bedtime. They didn’t seem to
notice the creaky give away, but Teddy did. Upon reaching the
bathroom, he swung the door almost shut behind him, but not enough
to set off the snick of the door handle settling into place. He
shrugged down his pajamas and relieved himself quickly. He winced
as the toilet flushed. He would rather stay quiet, but the wrath of
the grownups if he left a pool of his pee in the bowl…? Not worth
it.


               
He pulled the bathroom door back open and almost screamed as he saw
a dark shape moving toward him from the other end of the hall. He
stifled it as he realized it was his dad, trudging down the hallway
carrying his pillow and blanket behind him, almost as if ashamed of
it.


               
“Can’t sleep, son?” His voice sounded rough from hours (years) of
arguing and fighting.


               
“Uh, the rain made me have to go. I’m sorry.” Teddy started edging
backwards towards the door to his room, where his comic books and
action figures waited for him to make a safe and quick return.


               
“You’re fine. Listen bud, I’m so sorry about earlier. I don’t know
what happened. How about we go do something tomorrow, just the two
of us? And talk?” His dad looks sincerely sorry, and Teddy started
to feel bad for all the horrible things he had thought about him
after The Slap.


               
“Yeah, okay. That sounds good.” His dad nodded and turned towards
the stairs. Teddy spoke up one more time. “Hey Dad? Good
night.”


               
“Good night, son. Sleep tight.”


               
Teddy watched his dad’s larger than life shadow slip down the
stairs towards the couch he often ended up sleeping on. Not for the
first time, Teddy wished he parents like his friends parents, who
loved and hugged each other. Or like Mikey’s dad, who would come up
behind his mom in the kitchen and pinch her bottom, making her
squeal and playfully hit him with a dishtowel. He couldn’t remember
the last time he saw his parents hug, or even hold hands.


               
Back in his room, with only the sound of the constant rain
pattering outside, he crawled under his covers and tried to fall
asleep. The cat circled around his head a few times before plopping
down next to him and purring loudly in his ear. He thought about
how nice it would be if they would stop fighting once in a while.
It took a long time for sleep to come.










Chapter 2

 



               
The next morning Teddy woke up to silence in the house. He strained
his ears for the sound of his dad banging around in the kitchen or
his mom on the phone, but there was nothing. He pulled on clothes
and tip toed down the hall to peek into their room.


               
His mom was still asleep in bed, with the covers tangled around her
and her hair bunched up on the pillow. Teddy wanted her to get up
and make breakfast, but she looked so peaceful when she was
sleeping. He stood and watched the blankets rise and fall with her
breathing for a minute before quietly easing the door shut and
going downstairs.


               
The couch where his dad had slept was empty. There was a pillow and
blanket stacked neatly on the chair next to it, but his dad was
gone. Teddy went around the corner into the kitchen to find a note
from him on the fridge. Got called into work for the morning.
Should be home after lunch. Sorry buddy, but we’ll have to do
something later today. See you when I get home. Teddy pulled
the note out from under the Ricky’s Pizza magnet and crumpled it
up. After tossing it in the trash, he climbed up on a stool to get
cereal and a bowl out of the cupboard. It looked like he was on his
own for the morning, since his mom probably wouldn’t wake up until
later.


               
Teddy was halfway through his second bowl of Star Crunch (which his
mom would NOT have approved of) when he heard music drifting down
the stairs. I’ve lost all ambition… for worldly acclaim… I just
want to be the one you love… It didn’t sound like anything his
mom usually listened to, and he assumed it must be coming from the
neighbor's house. He ate a few more bites of sugary cereal before
realized that the music did in fact seem to be coming from up above
him somewhere. He rinsed his bowl out in the sink and started back
up the stairs. Sprocket twisted through his legs with every step,
nearly tripping him on the way up.


               
He walked softly down the hall to his mother’s room, but all he
heard was her gentle snoring and the tick of the grandfather clock
in the corner. The cat nosed the door open a little farther and
went to accompany her in a cat nap. Teddy backed out of the
doorway, still looking for the source of the music. He followed the
faint sound all the way to the other end of the hallway until he
hit the door to the attic. Normally, he wasn’t allowed to go up
there, but since his mom was fast asleep and his dad was gone for
the morning, he figured what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt
them.


               
The attic door creaked as it opened and Teddy froze, waiting for
his mom to wake up and catch him in the act. No one came out
yelling at him, and after waiting a minute to make sure, he started
climbing the steep stairs into the dusty darkness.


               
The light switch was at the top of the stairs, but even that did
little to banish the shadows lurking in the corners of the room.
Even the sunlight filtering in through the small attic windows was
weak, as if the darkness in the attic was stronger than even the
sun. Even though Teddy had been up here a few times with his dad,
the attic still creeped him out some. He was right about one thing
though… the music was definitely louder up here. He could still
only catch bits and pieces of it, but it was clearer.


               
He wandered around the edges of the room, careful of the weak spots
in the floor. As he got to the far end, he realized where the music
was coming from. There was an old wooden steamer trunk in the
corner. He guessed he had seen it before, but he didn’t remember
ever paying much attention to it. He wondered what could be making
music inside it, and ghost stories from the pulp comics under his
bed started to flash through his mind. Stop, that’s
nonsense, he told himself. Only a baby would be afraid of
ghosts. Taking a deep breath, he leaned over and grabbed the
lid of the trunk, inching it open slowly in case, God forbid, there
really was something monstrous in there. The only thing that jumped
out at him was a puff of dust and the smell of old wood. The music
got louder instantly though. He leaned over to look in the trunk,
suddenly wishing that he had brought a flashlight up with him. He
would make sure he came better prepared next time.


               
He couldn’t see anything except darkness in the trunk. It seemed
like the darkness was so thick that it hid even the bottom of the
trunk from inspection. The music was soothing though, and as the
song drew to a close and another one took its place, he did
something that only an innocent and curious young boy would do. He
stepped one foot in the trunk, and then the other. Settling down on
his butt, he found he had just enough room to lower the lid and
still sit comfortably.

He sat in the complete dark for a minute, letting the gentle
music swirl around him, and breathing in the age old scent of
varnished oak. He let his eyes close, imagining he was in a
prehistoric forest, with unseen woodland creatures playing magical
songs just for him. For a minute, the worry about his parents
fighting so much slipped away, and he relaxed. The sounds and
smells of the old trunk started to lull him into a light doze when
he heard it.


               
“Teddy? Teddy, where are you? Breakfast is ready!” Teddy sat up so
fast that he banged his head on the lid of the trunk. Breathing out
a curse word that he would surely get paddled for if his dad were
to hear him, even though he heard it from him in the first place
when he accidently got his finger under the hammer instead of a
nail. He scrambled out of the trunk, brushing the dust and cobwebs
off of his shirt. He could faintly smell bacon frying down in the
kitchen. He wondered how long he had fell asleep in the trunk. He
sighed with relief though, knowing his mom must have woken up in a
pretty good mood if she was cooking breakfast for him, let alone
bacon and eggs. He hurried down the attic stairs, being sure to
latch the door behind him. The last thing he wanted when she was in
a good mood was to get in trouble for snooping around up there.


               
His mom was standing in the kitchen when he got there, her back
turned to him as she finished up breakfast on the stove. He noticed
right away that something was off. For one thing, the music that he
heard coming from the trunk was playing on a radio in the kitchen.
His mom liked more modern music, and even then she rarely played
music in the house. Even though the kitchen looked pretty much the
same, it seemed brighter. It took him a minute before he realized
that the heavy blinds that usually covered the windows were
replaced with gauzy white curtains that were swaying with the
breeze. He tried hard to remember if they had been that way this
morning, but like a typical boy, he didn’t pay much attention to
those kinds of things. It wasn’t until his mom turned around that
he realized the full extent of the weirdness. 


               
She looked younger. Her hair was a lighter shade, and cut in a
shorter care free style, not the heavy locks that she usually had.
The other major difference was her smile. His mom always looked
like she had cut a smiling picture from a Hollywood magazine and
stretched it onto her face every morning, or at least the mornings
when she smiled at all. This… woman… had a real, genuine smile. She
seemed happy, and as she saw him it seemed to light up even
more.


               
“Well there you are! I’ve been calling you. Where were you?” She
sounded the same as his mom, but not as tired.


               
“I was upstairs playing with Sprocket. I didn’t hear you, I’m
sorry.”


               
“Sprocket? Oh, one of your action figures? You know I can’t keep
them all straight.” Teddy started as he realized that she didn’t
even remember their own cat. This was starting to feel like some
strange dream, and he wondered if he was really still asleep in the
steamer trunk. If so, he didn’t want to make the mistake of waking
up now. This was a pretty good dream, especially if the breakfast
tasted as good as it smelled.


               
“Um, yeah. He’s a robot cat. Fights evil dogs, that sort of thing.”
She smiled at him, and seemed to accept this as a perfectly
reasonable explanation.


               
“Well hurry and eat up. Your dad will be home in a little while,
and I thought we would do something fun today. Get out of the house
for a bit.”


               
“That sounds great, Mom. Really great.” Teddy leaned back in his
chair, and decided that as far as dreams went, this was the best
one he had ever had, maybe with the exception of the one where he
himself had become a super hero, and ruled the world from a castle
in the sky. That dream hadn’t included bacon though. He started in
on breakfast, and made up his mind to enjoy this dream as long as
he could. Only the little voice in the back of his head insisted
that if you knew you were dreaming, you woke up automatically. He
ignored it. Who made up the rules for dreaming anyway?

 

 










Chapter 3

 



               
Teddy thought he was in heaven. After a great breakfast, his dad
came home and they all went to the park around the corner and his
dad played super hero with him, catching him as he swooped off the
swings. His mom sat on the bench reading a book, and smiling at
them whenever they called to her. Teddy wished this was the kind of
dream that didn’t have to end. It’s not a dream though. You
know that… something happened when you got in that trunk. He
shushed his inner voice, and tried to concentrate on this great day
he was having. The voice kept at him though, and he had to start
admitting to himself that there was no way he was having a dream
this real, or this long for that matter. And if it was really a
dream, his real life mom would be getting really pissed pretty soon
when she couldn’t find him.


               
“Hey Dad, do you think we could go back home for a little while?
I’m getting kinda hungry.” He felt bad for interrupting the fun,
but he had to get back up to the attic and check out the trunk. He
had to know what was really going on. His dream dad nodded, and
called to dream mom to grab their stuff from the bench. They all
trotted home together, tired from the playing.


               
“You know kiddo, I had a great time with you this morning. You’ve
been pretty quiet lately. It’s nice to know that you still want to
have some fun with your dear old dad.”


               
Teddy missed a step, startled. He hadn’t ever stopped to think
about whether there was a dream version of himself running around
somewhere. If these parents didn’t notice the difference… could
dream Teddy be running around at his house? And would his real mom
realize that something was off? He guessed she wouldn’t. She didn’t
even notice him half the time.


               
Teddy walked a little faster, a chill running down his spine as he
thought about what the other Teddy might be doing in his life,
while he was busy playing at the park. When they got home, he
quickly excused himself to the bathroom, and ran up the familiar
stairs to the attic door. He didn’t know if other Teddy was
forbidden to go in the attic here too, but he snuck the door open
quietly just in case.


               
Just like everything else in the house, the attic looked pretty
much the same, but with a few small differences. His dad had an old
model train set in their attic, but when he looked over in the
corner here he saw an old mannequin, the kind women used to use to
make clothes on. Luckily, the trunk looked just the same as it had
before. He listened next to it for a minute, but only heard faint
scuffling noises, not the calm music that had drawn him to it in
his own attic.


               
Taking a deep breathe, he climbed in and shut the top behind him,
just as he had before. He closed his eyes and breathed in the same
mix of wood, varnish, and time.  He got that same sleepy
feeling for a few minutes, and just as he thought he was going to
fall asleep, he caught himself, and threw open the lid of the
trunk. He scrambled out, not sure what to expect. Remembering the
mannequin he had seen with old scraps of fabric still pinned to it,
he whirled around to the side to see if it was still there. His
breathe caught in his throat as his eyes registered the sight in
the corner. His dad’s old train set peeked out from under the
yellowed sheet covering it. He could see the tail end of the
caboose, its bright red paint dulled by layers of dust. The train
set used to be in the spare bedroom but his mom got sick of
cleaning around it and banished it to the attic.


               
Teddy just stood for a minute, trying to absorb this. It could
still be a dream, he supposed. A really elaborate and detailed
dream, but they say that’s what happens when you read too many
comic books, especially before bed. Teddy had never had such a
realistic dream before though, especially not during the day. He
listened at the top of the attic stairs and could faintly hear his
mom moving around downstairs. He quickly climbed down and latched
the door shut behind him. He had to find out if this was a dream or
not without asking his mom. He made a beeline for his bedroom.


               
He had his answer as soon as he opened the door. Toys were strewn
all across the room, tossed around like a tornado had come over for
playtime. The sheets and blankets were torn off the bed, and his
comic books were pulled out of their hiding place and crumpled up
on the floor. Teddy started to panic. If his mom saw his bedroom
this way she would flip! He couldn’t very well blame it on a
mysterious “other Teddy” either. But it was, wasn’t it? While
you were over there enjoying his nice happy parents, he got to have
a whack at your life too. Teddy shook his head, silencing that
pesky, but often right inner voice. He hurriedly started picking up
the toys and tossing them into the big toy box at the end of his
bed. He felt anger growing as he tried to straighten out the comics
that he had saved all of his allowance money to buy (secretly, of
course). He piled the blankets back up on the bed, figuring that it
was the least of the damage, and an unmade bed was often overlooked
anyways. He was grabbing the last few toys when he noticed
something odd on the edge of an old toy fire truck that he had
kept, even thought it was clearly for little boys. It had been a
Christmas present from his Grandmother before she passed away, and
he couldn’t bring himself to part with it yet.


               
He turned the faded red truck over in his hands to see what was
stuck to it. A tuft of something, fur maybe. He looked around to
see if there were any stuffed animals in the toy box that might
have gotten caught on it, but he had gotten rid of most of them
last year at their garage sale. They were most definitely baby
toys, not suitable for a mature young man such as himself. He wiped
the fur off on the edge of his blanket, watching it drift down to
the floor. Tossing the last of the toys into the box, he looked
around the room quick to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. It
looked okay, considering the ravaging some other boy had put it
through. If he was lucky, his mom wouldn’t even look in here today
and he could finish fixing it tonight.


               
Making sure to shut the door behind him, he hurried downstairs and
into the kitchen to see what kind of reaction his mom would have
upon seeing him. He could tell as soon as he walked in that he was
back in his own dark, somehow musty kitchen. It didn’t have the
life that the other kitchen had. His mom was sitting at the table
with her check book, paying bills. She glanced up at him when he
walked in, but didn’t look too surprised and had already moved her
tired gaze back to the papers on the table before talking to
him.


               
“I thought you were playing outside today. I didn’t even hear you
come in.” That’s because I didn’t, thought Teddy.


               
“Yeah, I just started to get thirsty, so I came in for a drink. Is
Dad home yet?”


               
“No, he called and he won’t be making it home until dinner.
Figures. Did you need something from him?” She sounded far away,
like she herself was dreaming, but Teddy knew by now that she
always sounded that way. Like she would rather be somewhere,
anywhere else.


               
“No, I was just wondering… Can I have a juice box?” She nodded at
him, and he grabbed a box of apple juice out of the cupboard to
take with him. Thinking quickly, he grabbed two, just so he
wouldn’t have to come back in here again soon. The air always felt
dead when he was alone in the room with her. He was almost out of
the room when he had a thought.


               
Have you seen Sprocket today?” She only glanced up at him briefly
before answering.


               
“No, I don’t remember seeing him. I assumed he was with you.”

 

 










Chapter 4

 



               
Teddy managed to spend most of the afternoon outside and away from
the sadness that made his house feel so heavy. He fought imaginary
wars in his tree house and rode his bike down to the corner and
back calling for Sprocket a few times. He wasn’t allowed to go past
the corner unless an adult was with him, and that didn’t happen
very often. There was no sign of the mischievous feline, but he
sometimes disappeared for a day or two. Teddy always pretended he
was off on a magic mouse hunt, conquering whole towns of little
mice with a single swipe of his paw. He managed to keep the mystery
of what had happened that morning in the back of his mind. He knew
it was something important, and definitely something that deserved
some thought, but it was a nice sunny day out, and he had already
had a good morning, even if he didn’t know how or what had
happened. He didn’t want to ruin it.


               
He didn’t even notice it starting to get dark until his mom called
for him from the back porch for dinner. He grabbed his coat and
headed inside, where the lights in the kitchen made it seem warmer
and cozier than it felt. His mom was just setting plates out on the
table, and he could smell dinner coming from the oven. Even if she
was unhappy and distant most of the time, she was an awesome cook.
He run to the bathroom to wash his hands and came back just in time
to hear his dad unlock the front door and kick his boots off in the
mudroom.


               
He met his dad in the kitchen, and could tell immediately that
something was wrong. His dad’s normally rugged tan skin was a
greyish white, and he had a look on his face. Teddy couldn’t tell
exactly what kind of a look it was, but it wasn’t a good one.


               
“Dad? What is it?” Teddy’s anxious voice made his mother turn to
look, and even she noticed the strange expression on his dad’s
face. It was almost part sad and part disgusted.


               
“It’s… Katherine, can I talk to you in private for a minute?” His
mom must have heard she same seriousness in his voice that Teddy
did, because for once she did as he asked without complaining.


               
“We’ll be right back, Teddy-o. I just have to talk to your Mom
outside for a minute.” He turned, and Teddy’s mom followed him out
of the kitchen and out the front door. Teddy tried to listen in,
but after a few seconds, he heard the door to the garage open, and
then they were too far away to hear very well. All he could make
out was muffled noises, and maybe a gasp from his mom. He gave up
on spying and went to sit at the table, wondering what it could be
that made his Dad look so strange.


               
After a few minutes, they walked back in. His mom was now wearing a
similar look. Teddy waited with a sick feeling to hear what they
had to say. His dad sat down next to him while his mom went over to
the sink and picked up a hand towel to dab at her eyes with. Fear
started to circle in Teddy’s stomach like a restless animal caged
at the zoo.


               
“I don’t even know how to tell you this,” his dad started. “When I
pulled the car into the garage, I found Sprocket… He was lying in
the corner. I’m so sorry, it looks like something… another animal
may have gotten in and had a fight with him. I tried to help him
but it was too late. I’m so sorry, buddy.”


               
Teddy sat motionless for a minute. He had been a little worried
when he couldn’t find the cat earlier, but he had no idea something
like that had happened. Sprocket had been pretty much his only
friend for as long as he could remember. It was only a cat, he
knew, but still. He felt the news settle like a dark weight in his
chest.


               
His mom came over and put her hand on his shoulder. The news seemed
to have broken through the haze she walked around in and made her
more human like for once. She actually looked concerned. Teddy
didn’t know what to say. Nothing seemed right. After a minute, his
parents moved away from him and started serving dinner.


               
Teddy picked listlessly at his food, wondering what could have
happened in the garage. Sprocket was a pretty tough cat, so it must
have been something big to hurt him that bad. It was right in the
middle of a bite of chicken that he suddenly remembered the tuft of
fur on the corner of his old fire truck. It hit him like a
lightning bolt what could have hurt a cat that bad and he started
gagging and choked on the food that now sat like a lump in his
throat.


               
While his dad jumped up and started pounding him in the back, the
inner voice that he had been banishing to the far corner of his
mind all day sprang back into the light shouting. It was him!
The other Teddy! He trashed your room, and then for some sick
reason he killed Sprocket. He smashed him right up with that fire
truck! Teddy’s vision swam for a minute as his eyes filled
with tears, partly from coughing on the bite of food, but party in
realization that this wasn’t just an accident. What had happened
this morning wasn’t just a pleasant daydream in a dusty attic. He
had gone somewhere, and someone else had come here in his
place.


               
He finally got the food down, and took a gulp of his water as his
dad sat down with a relieved look on his face. As he sat watching
his parents resume dinner and make idle conversation, his mind
whirled with possibilities. Was the other Teddy really evil? Maybe
that’s why the other parents had seemed so happy this morning when
Teddy “visited”. Maybe they were relieved to have a nice version of
their son for a day. Or had they even noticed? Maybe the other him
was perfectly pleasant on the outside and a serial killer in
private.


               
Teddy excused himself from the table, and went up to his room. It
felt violated now that he knew what kind of a person had been in
here. He sat down next to the toy box and dug through for the
alleged murder weapon. It made him sick to think that a gift from
someone’s grandma could be used for something so hideous. He had
asked during dinner if he could go see Sprocket, but his dad said
no. He said that he would put him in a box later, and they could
bury him in the morning. He found the fire truck, and brought it
over to the light to have a closer look at it.


               
A few hairs still stuck to it, and as Teddy looked closer he
noticed that the edge of the truck was a little darker red than the
rest of it. He didn’t know how he could have missed it this
morning, but it was lined with blood. That bastard, no, that FUCKER
has killed Sprocket. Some of the dried blood rubbed off on his
thumb, and he suddenly felt the little bit of dinner that he had
eaten coming back up in a rush. He sprinted for the bathroom, and
barely made it as he tossed his cookies into the bowl. “Prayed to
the porcelain god”, as his mom said. His dad called it “feeding the
raccoons”. He gagged and dry heaved as the realization of the whole
day hit him over and over. When the retching finally subsided, he
sat back against the bathtub and wiped his mouth.


               
He knew one thing for sure. This wasn’t over. He went back to his
room to ponder what he could do about it. It felt lonely without
his cat curled up on the bed. He scowled as he pulled his freshly
wrinkled comic books out from under the bed and flipped through
them without really looking at them. It was hard to concentrate. As
usual, once his parents came up for bed, words and phrases leaked
under the door and through the vents to find their way to his room.
This time, however, they weren’t really fighting. Their voices were
a little quieter, but worried. Teddy wondered if they were talking
about Sprocket, and crawled out of bed and over to the heating vent
to listen closer.


               
There’s just no way… he’s not that… smashed, looked like
someone… I refuse to believe… to a pulp, Katherine… he’s just so
quiet… alone too much… what do we… no, don’t say… Teddy jumped
back from the vent like he had been burned. They thought he had
done it. They actually thought that he had taken the fire truck and
beaten his own cat to death and left him in the garage for his dad
to find. They thought he could be capable of something like that.
He framed me, he thought. He thought about what evidence
the other boy might have left around. Did anyone see him outside? A
neighbor maybe? Teddy started to panic. They would never believe
him. Who would believe a story like his?


               
He got into bed and pulled the covers up over him. What options did
he have? He could try telling his parents what had happened with
the trunk, but they would reward his honesty with a one way ticket
to the loony bin. He could just deny everything, but what if
someone had seen something? What if they found other evidence that
he didn’t know about yet? He thought about the parents in the other
world. They seemed like the type that would believe him. They would
try to understand, and help him out. If only… But they don’t
have to be his parents, Teddy-o. They could be your, just as easy.
Just a quick hop in the trunk, and they’re all yours. Just as
Teddy started to fall asleep, he realized that maybe that little
voice wasn’t so crazy after all… Then sleep claimed him, and
anything else that happened that night really was the stuff of
dreams.

 

 










Chapter 5

 


Chapter 5


               
Morning brought realization to Teddy Harrison. He sat up in bed
knowing what he would do that day. To borrow a phrase he had heard
his mom say often enough, the other Teddy had made his bed, and now
he could sleep in it. Teddy wasn’t going to be blamed for some
identical psychopath from another dimension (and as weird as that
sounded, he was pretty sure that’s exactly what was going on)
killing a cat, and in such a gruesome fashion, at that. If he
wanted to screw with this world, he could live in this one.


               
He looked around his room to see what he might want to take with
him, if he could even take anything. He realized that pretty much
everything was the same over there, so he shouldn’t miss much. He
thought about his parents. Would they miss him? Would they ever
even notice that an imposter had taken his place? He guessed not.
If the nice version of his parents didn’t even notice, how would
his version? Still, he felt like he was leaving them, and it felt
like shit. He wanted to say good bye to them, but he didn’t know
how to tell them that he was ditching them for the alternate
universe version of themselves.


               
Teddy settled for going downstairs to at least see if his mom was
up yet, and see if his dad was home. It was Sunday morning, so
there was a good chance he was still in the house. Unless he was
golfing, that is. The stairs creaked on his way down, and he felt a
weird sense of pre-déjà vu. He knew he would hear that sounds many
times in the future, but down happier stairs.


               
Both of his parents were sitting in the kitchen drinking coffee
when he walked in. They looked up and smiled at him, but he could
see the hushed conversation from last night in their eyes. So they
did blame him. He tried to act cool, but the thought that they
could think so low of him really bothered him. Why not blame the
bully down the street, or a random drug addict breaking in, or
aliens attacking. But their own son? Unthinkable to most parents,
and yet his had grabbed onto the conclusion like a life raft on a
stormy ocean.


               
“Teddy? Are you okay? You look pale. I hope you’re not coming down
with something.” Sure Mom, he thought, now you’re
concerned about me.


               
“I’m fine. Just tired, I guess.” He sat down in the chair at the
other end of the table, and watched his parents eat their breakfast
silently and flip through the paper without chatting with each
other. He wondered if it was wrong of him to leave them, but he
wasn’t really. He was just choosing another path for his life. And
anyways, Evil Teddy didn’t deserve the parents he had. The looks on
his parents’ faces this morning had made up his mind for good. He
was leaving, and he wasn’t wasting any more time thinking about
it.


               
Teddy pushed his chair back suddenly, startling his parents. He
excused himself and just about ran for the attic before he changed
his mind or lost his nerve. He didn’t even bother being quiet as he
went up the attic stairs and headed for the trunk. He held his
breath as he got in, praying that this would really work and it
hadn’t all been in his mind. The trunk had the same smell and faint
sounds coming from it as before.


               
He closed the lid and tried to steady his breathing. The musty wood
smell filled his nostrils and he felt the same sleepy feeling as
last time. He wasn’t sure if anything was happening. After a few
minutes he figured it was now or never. He creaked the lid back
open and peered through the dim attic, his hands slick with
anticipation. He sighed with relief when he saw the mannequin in
the corner, still wearing the half-finished shirt it had last
time.


               
He had done it. It wasn’t just a figment of his imagination after
all. He had really changed places. He ran down the attic stairs
into his new house, so much like the other. The hallway even had
the same creaky spot in it. He poked his head into his new bedroom
door to see if it too was the same. It was, for the most part. The
majority of the toys were the same. He went in and lifted the dust
ruffle of the bed to check and see if the comics were even the
same. Instead of superheroes though, there were glossy horror
comics, the gory kind with vampires and zombies. So Evil Teddy had
slightly different taste than him. It was okay. As he pushed them
back under, he caught a glimpse of another magazine even further
under the bed. He pulled it out to be surprised with an old Playboy
magazine. He blushed as he opened it to see naked women staring
back at him. Not the time, but could definitely be fun to check
out later, he thought to himself.


               
Leaving his bedroom, he went down to check and see if his new
parents were waiting in the kitchen for him like in his old life.
Sure enough, there was breakfast on the table, and his new, happier
parents were sitting in the same seats. In this world though, they
were happily sharing the newspaper pages and laughing over the
comics together. They looked up as he walked in, smiling at
him.


               
“Good morning, sweetie. Are you hungry?” He nodded in relief, and
sank down into his chair, ready to start his new life. He ate
quietly, drinking in the happy vibes coming from this more cheerful
version of his old kitchen. His dad hugged his mom as she was
cleaning up the plates after breakfast, and reached over to ruffle
Teddy’s hair as he walked by. Teddy knew then that he had made the
right choice. He didn’t know how they had missed what a psychopath
their son was, but it didn’t matter to him now. He had the parents
he always wanted, and the other boy had the dull, unhappy life that
he seemed to deserve.


               
“Hey Dad? Do you think we can do something today?” His dad looked
mildly surprised, but in a happy way. Maybe the other Teddy hadn’t
been as sweet as he had thought.


               
“Well sure! I’d like that. Maybe we should go down to the park
again, throw a ball around for a bit. We can even walk down for ice
cream after lunch. That is, if your mom approves.” His dad looked
up at her smiling, and she gave a playful sigh.


               
“Gee, I suppose that’s okay. Though it would be nice if you invited
the boss of the family with you.” His dad laughed and kissed her on
the forehead.


               
“You’re always invited, my love. What good would ice cream be
without the prettiest girl in the world?” She blushed. Teddy
smiled, glad to be where he belonged for once. This was going to be
a good life.

 Teddy sank into bed that night feeling better than he had
in a very long time. As long as he could remember, for that matter.
He had spent a great day with his family. They even followed
through with the suggested ice cream, getting an extra scoop and
sprinkles too. They had spent the afternoon at home. His dad had
let him help change the oil in the car while his mom made dinner.
They even popped popcorn and watched movies after eating dinner. He
couldn’t imagine a better day.


               
He had thought about his other parents a few times during the day,
but the feelings of happiness and love in this house overshadowed
any lingering doubts he may have had. Remembering all the arguments
and tense voices he was used to hearing at night, he slipped out of
bed and crouched by the heating vent, just to see. He faintly heard
whispering voices from his parents’ bedroom. As usual, it was only
bits and pieces of the conversation floating through, but it was
enough for him.


               
So happy today… seemed like a new… like he used to… a new
leaf… They could tell a difference, and they were happy about
it. They seemed like such good people, they deserved a son that
loved and appreciated them, not some angry cat killing weirdo.
Teddy got back into bed and pulled the blankets up around himself.
He drifted off to sleep thinking about the great day with his
family, and looking forward to many more.

 

 










Chapter 6

 



               
Teddy woke up suddenly, disoriented and confused. He had been in
the middle of a dream where his new parents had taken him to
Disneyland, and they got to go to the front of every line without
waiting. Next thing he knew, he was waking up in the dark, his legs
cramped up next to his chest. He panicked for a minute before he
realized that he was in the trunk in the attic. Then the real panic
set in. Evil Teddy knew what he had tried to do. Cold chills built
up in Teddy’s chest as he realized the mistake he had made when he
went to the other universe this morning. He hadn’t locked the
trunk. It had never even popped into his 10 year old mind that this
world hopping might go both ways.


               
Teddy shuddered as he tried to imagine what the punishment for this
would be. If the other Teddy killed an innocent cat just for the
fun of it, what would he do to someone who tried to steal his
family and trap him in this cold unhappy house? His heart beat
faster as he scrambled out of the trunk and saw the train set. It
was true… Evil Teddy had initiated another switch. As much as he
wanted to climb back in the trunk and find a way back out of this
mess, he had to know what had happened in this world, if anything.
His parents were really going to kill him if the other Teddy had
trashed the whole house the way he had trashed the bedroom
before.


               
Teddy crept out of the attic, desperately trying not to wake his
parents in the middle of the night. There’s no way that could end
well for him. He stepped around the creaky spot in the hallway, and
got almost to his bedroom doorway. He listened for his parents, but
the house was silent. He took another step, and then without
warning, his foot slid in something wet on the floor and he went
flying off his feet. He landed hard on his back, and had to bite
his tongue to keep from yelling from the surprise of it. He
groaned, wondering what kind of evil trap the boy had set up, and
whether he would be able to get it cleaned up or get out of here
before his parents woke up and found it. Evil Teddy’s parents, that
was. He had no intention of taking the blame for this, or coming
back here at all after his wonderful day with is new family. He
sighed, and got back up, wiping his hands on his pajamas pants. He
ducked into the bathroom and flipped on the light to wash his
hands.


               
As Teddy looked down at his sticky hands, and the smear of liquid
soaking through the legs of his pajamas, he choked back a scream,
and suddenly felt like the world was folding in on him. It was dark
red, and sticky. Teddy knew blood, and this was definitely it. He
knew he wasn’t hurt, so thoughts raced through his head. He sat
heavily on the closed toilet seat, starting to shake. His vision
was blacking in and out. This was a lot of blood, and Teddy had a
feeling he knew where it had come from. Thought of him stealing the
other boy’s parents and the possible punishments for that flashed
through his head, and he suddenly leaned forward and vomited all
over the grey rug in front of the sink.


               
It couldn’t be. No one was that sick. Of course, most kids didn’t
kill household pets either. Teddy didn’t even feel the tears
coursing down his cheeks. This can’t be happening. It must be
something else. It’s a prank, corn syrup and red dye. Maybe some of
that fake blood they sell down at the corner store in the magic
aisle. He knew in his heart that wasn’t true though. He could
smell the coppery tang of the blood, and it smelled like when his
dad came back from hunting and hung a deer in the garage to drain
the blood out. It smelled like life and death, not corn syrup.


               
Teddy stumbled to his feet without really thinking and looked back
into the hallway of horror. Now that his eyes were adjusted, he
could see the blood on the floor. There was a whole trail of drips
and smears, ending at the attic doorway. The other end came out of
his parents’ bedroom. Teddy started to see stars flash in his
vision before he realized that he wasn’t breathing. He took in a
long ragged gasp of air, gagging again at the scent of blood, now
so strong that he wondered how he had missed it in the first
place.


               
He crossed numbly over to his parents’ room and pushed the door
open. It was obvious, right from the doorway. Teddy didn’t even
have to turn the light on to see the damage. His parents both lay
in bed, drenched in blood. His dad looked peaceful, if you ignored
the giant gash in his throat. Evil Teddy must have gotten to him
first. His mother’s body was twisted in the sheets; her hands
slashed and still dripping blood on the carpet. Teddy wondered
wildly if it would come out, or if there would always be stains
there. Her body was pushed up against the headboard, a large silver
knife handle still sticking out of her chest. Her head hung down,
her long hair almost obscuring the blade.


               
Teddy suddenly realized that he was balled up on the floor, tears
flooding his vision. He was struggling for breathe, trying to
justify this in his mind. How could this happen. Who does this? His
guts knotted up as he realized that his mother must have thought it
was him. She died thinking her own son was murdering her. How would
she know any different? In a way, he had. He had killed them by
leaving them here with this monster in his own skin.


               
Oh my god. The knife. If we are the same, will our fingerprints
be? The reality of the situation finally set in, and Teddy
screamed. He sat on the floor, covered in his parents’ blood, and
screamed until his throat was raw. He was going to be blamed for
this. He would never be able to convince anyone that it wasn’t
really him. There was only one way out of this. He had to get back
through the trunk and lock it this time. Let that little fucker rot
in jail in this world. He scrambled to his feet, going mostly on
instinct and shock, and got to the bedroom door when he heard the
sirens racing down the street. Someone must have heard him
screaming. Panicking, he flung open the attic door.


               
He fell twice trying to race up the stairs, his feet slick from the
blood he had trampled through. As he got to the top of the stairs
he heard the police force the front door open downstairs. He
couldn’t hear them yelling through the pounding in his own head,
but he was sure that they were. He threw himself across the room
towards the trunk. He could hear the cops now, calling for backup
and an ambulance. As if that will do any good now, he
thought madly. He collapsed next to the trunk and grabbed the lid
with both hands. It didn’t move.


               
He tugged harder, praying that the wood was just swollen with the
summer humidity. He pried and pulled, feeling a fingernail splinter
against the unforgiving wood. Above the deafening roar of his
pulse, and the shouting and stomping from the police below him, he
heard the sound that threatened to drive him over the edge. He
heard laughter from inside the trunk. It was fading, but he could
still make it out clearly. He knew it, because it was identical to
his own. It sounded like he was belly laughing at the funniest joke
he had ever heard. He realized that he was screaming again. The
footsteps from the cops were pounding up the attic stairs now. His
hearing faded in and out as his body threatened to lose
consciousness in the horror of everything. The cops sounded so far
away, like they were voices floating through a heating vent.


               
Guys, I got someone… oh my god… he’s covered in… do you think
he saw… found a note… oh god, he couldn’t… it was him… this kid
killed…
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