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Аннотация
It’s the summer of 1988 in northeastern Kansas, an area home to four prisons that has been shaken by the recent escape of a convict. But for two young brothers in Leavenworth, the only thing that matters is the pool in their apartment complex. Their mother forbids the boys to swim alone, but she’s always at work trying to make ends meet after splitting with their police-officer father. With no one home to supervise, the boys decide to break the rules.
While blissfully practicing their cannonballs and dives, they meet Chris, a mysterious stranger who promises an escape from their broken-home blues. As the older brother and Chris grow closer, the wary younger brother desperately tries to keep his best friend from slipping away.
Beautifully atmospheric and psychologically suspenseful, Cote Smith’s Hurt People will hold you in its grip to the very last page, reminding us that when we’re not paying attention, we often hurt the ones we claim to love the most.


Cote Smith
Hurt People

For Brett


one

ALL WE WANTED was the pool. It waited in the center of our apartment complex, sleeping beneath a blue tarp. Sometimes the wind snuck under the tarp and puffed it up as it passed, giving the pool an irregular, visible pulse.
My brother and I walked by the pool every spring day after school. This was in 1988. He would grab the gate’s bars and stare. I touched the bars too. I wanted the pool because I wanted whatever my brother wanted, whether anyone said I could have it or not.
Now it was summer. School was out, the tarp was off, and the rest was up to our mother. We asked to swim every day after Memorial Day. Our mother hadn’t said yes yet. It’s too cold, she said. I’m too tired. You just ate.
We didn’t give up.
We pressed her in every way we could. My brother was a real good arguer. A teacher once told my mother he would make a good lawyer someday, and in a city where there were more prisons than restaurants, that could be a good thing.
We lived in Leavenworth, a city famous for its prisons. My brother and I could name all four. There was the county jail, where the local felons lived; the women’s prison, where all the bad wives and mothers went; and there was the juvenile correctional facility, home to the troubled young. But it was the federal penitentiary, stuck on a hill between Leavenworth and Fort Leavenworth, that loomed over everything. At school I’d seen pictures of palaces of kings and queens. This prison was bigger than all of them. Tall walls of concrete a mile long. Layers of barbed-wire fences. Guards perched in scattered sniper towers, in case anyone tried to escape. This, our mother told us, is where the country’s worst wind up. This is what happens. She liked to remind us that when someone did something wrong, they were always punished, one way or another. And in our case, she said, living where we did, the punishment was always close. Waiting.
“I’ll make you boys a deal,” my mother said one morning. The three of us were in the kitchen, sitting at our small square table. Sitting down, our mother towered over us. She was taller than most women, even minus her huge head of hair. But she was also very skinny, something she passed on to me. Random people told us we needed to eat.
My mother leaned over her plate of french-toast sticks, waved us in conspiratorially. “If the temperature hits seventy-five,” she said, “then we’ll all go to the pool.” She got up with her cup of coffee and left the kitchen, not waiting to field any questions. A moment later, we heard her bedroom door close, and then nothing, though I knew if I crept up and put my ear to the door, I would hear the soft hum of her rotating fan. She always slept with it on, a habit from the days with our dad.
It had been more than a year since our parents split, but we saw leftovers of our old life everywhere. A nasty washcloth, soggy under the sink, was actually our dad’s old tank top. A wineglass hidden in the cupboard at our dad’s duplex had the faint stain of our mother’s lips. If, when playing a game with my brother, I accused him of cheating, a tension stung the air.
Our dad was a cop for the city, and had been since before I was born. He was a popular policeman, so popular that it was hard to go do something quick like get gas or groceries without a stranger stopping him for small talk. They would ask about a missing person, news of the latest escape, or, with head down and eyes to the side, about the possible leniency of the law. But our dad never appeared put out, not to the people anyway, and they really liked him for this. His boss was to retire any time now, and in their heads the people had already ordained my dad their next chief.
Our mother never discussed our dad, other than to say, It’s Friday, go pack your bag. I guess she didn’t want us to know what she thought of him. There were times, though, when she was too tired or frustrated to filter her thoughts. One morning, for example, we were late to school because my brother spent too long getting ready in the bathroom. You’re ten, my mother said to him as she turned into the school parking lot. What do you care how you look? God, you’re just like your dad. Another time, while walking downtown with our mother, we saw a picture of our dad on the front page of the local newspaper. But when we asked our mother if we could buy the paper, cut out the picture, and give it to our dad, she sighed and told us no. Believe me, she said, he already knows.
* * *
It was normal for our mother to go back to sleep after breakfast. She did this when it was her turn to work the late shift at the golf course on post. She worked there six days a week and a lot of those days she worked nights too, manning the pro shop while Army men, reluctant to return to their tiny quarters, hit bucket after bucket at the driving range. If she wasn’t home by our assigned bedtime, my brother and I dragged our blankets to the living room to camp out for the night. We borrowed couch cushions and made a makeshift bed on the floor, next to the box fan. We tucked ourselves in and slept close.
We put our plates away and started dialing Time and Temperature. My brother said, “You can dial first because you are the youngest.” Time and Temp was the only number I was allowed to dial. I had it memorized. I grabbed the phone off the wall, stretched the cord to the floor, and dialed. The tone purred once before the robot lady answered. She said hello to me and that the time was too early, the temperature too low.
I waited three minutes and tried again. This was our plan. After ten disappointing dials, I pulled the phone out of the kitchen to see what my brother was doing. I caught him on the couch, looking at the naked ladies in our mother’s encyclopedias. The encyclopedias were an anniversary gift to my mother from my dad. Before they had separated, my mother often talked about going back to school to become a teacher. She was a big fan of history, she once told me, of learning from the mistakes of the past, including her own.
“You shouldn’t be doing that,” I said, though I had seen these naked ladies too. My brother had shown them to me.
“It was OK the other day,” he said, “when you were looking.” I hugged the phone against my ear with my shoulder, to look like an adult.
“You told me to come see. I didn’t know what it was going to be.”
“It’s a book. I’m learning,” he said. “It’s OK. I’m older.”
I couldn’t think of a way to argue with him. My brother was older than me, by twenty-two months, a fact he was always throwing in my face. And it was a book, something about the human body. But the lady pictured, who was half skin, half insides, looked too much like our mother, making me uncomfortable. Her fully skinned half was model beautiful with blond hair. She had big blue eyes, twig legs like me.
I hung the phone up and went over to my brother, sitting with the book on his lap. I sat next to him so our knees touched, and looked at the lady. She wasn’t looking back. Her face was turned to the side, flushed with red. I could see one breast.
“Mom wouldn’t like this,” I said. My brother closed the book but didn’t move to put it away.
“If you don’t dial,” he said, “there’s no pool.”
* * *
My mother must have woken to the loud thumping. She came into the living room and saw my brother giving a cushion a flying elbow drop off the couch. I was in the kitchen with a beach towel tied around my neck like a cape. I was doing a running man dance. The phone was in my hand.
“Stop,” my mother said. “Have you lost your mind?” She had a hand in her big hair. I gave her the phone and let her hear the robot lady speak.
The time is twelve fifteen p.m. and the temperature is seventy-six degrees.
She held the phone away from her face and frowned.
“You guys, you’re going to hate me for this, but I’m just too tired,” she said. I stopped running in place. My brother stood on the couch with his shirt off.
“I don’t understand,” he said.
“There’s nothing to understand. We need a new weatherwoman.” My brother jumped down. “It was only supposed to get up to seventy,” our mother said. She held the phone by its cord now. The receiver banged the floor. “And I have to work tonight.”
I took my towel off and sulked out of the kitchen. I moped past my brother and fell face-first into the couch.
“I’m sorry,” my mother said, “I’m just too tired.”
I held my breath and pretended I was doing a dead man’s float.
“I can take him,” my brother said, “if that’s what this is all about.” I pushed my face deeper into the crack between the couch cushions. My eyes were open but everything was black.
“You don’t have to come,” my brother said.
There was a pause. “Hmm,” my mother said. In the blackness I could almost hear her think. “How old are you?” she asked my brother.
“Almost eleven.”
“That’s right. And you’re going into what grade?”
“Fifth.”
“Just fifth?”
“But I’m old for my grade. Plus I’m smarter than the other kids at school. When the teacher has to leave the room, I’m the one put in charge.”
“I don’t care about those kids,” my mother said. “This is you and my baby boy we’re talking about. Will you keep your eye on him?”
“Yes,” my brother said. “He’s my brother.” This statement made me smile. I lifted my face out of the cushions. My mother looked like she wanted to give in.
“Fine,” she finally said. “But in for dinner before it gets dark.” We nodded. I could hear the phone’s dead dial tone, beeping at us like a quiet alarm. Our mother picked up the receiver and pointed it at us. “You guys watch out for each other, OK?”
My brother put his arm around me.
“Strangers,” my mother said.
* * *
It was just us at the pool. This was not a rare thing, though when we first moved to the complex late last spring, our mother had promised we would make new friends. She said there was a field behind our building, a nice open space good for any game. But the day we arrived, all we saw were hints of kids. A turned-over tricycle, flat-tired in the grass. A frayed jump rope, hung from an unreachable branch. All signs of potential, long-gone friends. When we asked our mother, she said they must have moved to the new complex that opened up the town over. When we asked why we couldn’t stay in our old house, she told us to figure out a way to afford it. Plus, she said, sure that place was nice, but there was no pool.
As soon as we were through the gate I ran and jumped into the water like a crazy person. My brother took his time. He walked to the diving board and pulled out a list of aerial moves brainstormed over spring. They had names like the Jellybean (a balled-up boy rolled headfirst off the edge), the Secret Serviceman (a bullet-stopping sideways dive), and the Elántra (to be determined). The water was not warm, so the first half hour we spent getting our bodies used to it. The second we played monkey see, monkey do. My brother did moves he knew I could safely do in the shallow end of the pool.
“I like this,” I said.
“Yes,” my brother said, “me too.” He was on the diving board, deciding what move to do next. The sky behind him was blue, the same as the pool, and my brother smirked as an idea dawned. But when he was ready to jump, a siren sounded.
We looked up at the clear sky. Our city had only one siren, with only one sound, which it used for all its warnings.
“Is it a tornado?” I asked.
“Or a prison bust,” my brother said.
“A test?”
“I don’t think we should worry. I’ve heard it louder before.” I said OK and watched him cannonball off. I crossed my legs Indian style and went underwater, sinking myself to the bottom. There I pretended I was having tea with a stranger. I opened my eyes and saw my brother blurred underwater, still grasping his knees into a cannonball. When we popped up the siren was no longer sounding.
Regular pool activities resumed. My brother asked if I wanted to race. Most races began in the shallow end and required the racer to do something like hold one leg and hop to the border of the deep end and back. The loser received a playful dunk as reward. The winner got to gloat. My brother was doing a victory underwater handstand when a cop ran by.
“A policeman ran by,” I said to him when he popped up. He pinched his nose and shot out the water.
“When?”
“Just now. When you were underwater.”
“Was it Tony?” Tony was the cop who would sometimes drive by our apartment, give us knockoff baseball cards. I liked to think that my dad sent him, to check on us when he couldn’t.
“I couldn’t tell,” I said. “He was moving too fast. What does it mean?”
My brother spun in the pool, looking around, but there was nothing to see. It was like nothing had happened. “I guess it means we’re safe.”
We were having so much fun that I wanted to believe him. For caution, we agreed that we would go in ten minutes early. This would make our mother proud. She would realize that my brother and I were responsible, that we were capable of good judgment. We could take ourselves to the pool every day if we wanted, not have to tag along with her to work. We could spend our summer like this.
We went back to racing. I lost a bunch and took in a lot of water when dunked. I had to get out and pee.
“Don’t go inside,” my brother said.
“I won’t.” We both knew if we went inside our mother might see us shivering in our soaked trunks and change her mind.
“Go behind the shed,” my brother said.
“OK.”
The shed was far from the pool, next to the woods. Our complex was at the edge of the city and was bordered by woods on three sides. I always thought of the woods as the deep end of the nonpool world and avoided going into them. My brother was the one who retrieved an overthrown ball, a misbehaving boomerang.
I stepped to the trees and pulled down the front of my trunks. My pee was the clear color of our mother’s homemade lemonade.
I tiptoed my way back to the sidewalk to avoid the grass. I had to watch my feet to do this. When I looked up, I saw a man talking to my brother at the pool. At first I thought it was Rick, an ex-con my mother worked with at the golf course on post. Rick was the meanest person I knew. He always made fun of my brother and me, and when he took us on long rides in his special golf cart, whose engine he had messed with to make the cart go faster, Rick would do this thing where he would pinch our entire thigh with his thumb and pointer finger. We called it the Rick Pinch. We never knew when it was coming and could never be at ease.
But the man was not Rick. This man had a smoother, whiter face. He probably didn’t smell of gasoline and grass like Rick always did. The man sat on the edge of the shallow end with his jeans rolled up. His legs were hairy and his toes skimmed the water’s surface like mosquitoes. I didn’t want to walk very fast to this man and my brother, but the cement was hot. I sat by my brother and cooled my feet in the pool.
“This is Chris,” my brother said.
“Hey, what’s up, little man?” Chris said.
“Hi,” I said. I kept my head down, focused on my feet. I wished my brother would tell this man to go to the deep end. Sorry, he could say, we’re using this end for racing. Just us two.
“Man,” Chris said, “this sure is the place to be. You guys have it made, don’t you think?” My brother agreed, and Chris started talking about how much he missed the pool. How it was good to be back and why did he ever leave this in the first place? My brother smiled and said he didn’t know. It was pretty great. I didn’t want to deal with this, so I went underwater. When I opened my eyes I saw my brother’s legs next to Chris’s legs. Chris had a tattoo on his left ankle. Some symbol or shape. I couldn’t tell what it was. My lungs started to burn, so I floated to the top.
“What does your tattoo mean?” I said. Chris and my brother turned to me. My brother seemed mad that I’d interrupted. He always said I asked too many dumb questions.
“Hey, he talks,” Chris said.
“What does it mean?” I said. Chris pulled the leg out of the pool and stared at it like it was a new fake limb.
“Oh, that? That’s a secret only my friends know. I already told my man here, didn’t I?”
“He told me part of it,” my brother said. “He wouldn’t tell the rest.”
“I want to know,” I said. “Tell me.”
“Can’t,” Chris said. “Not unless we’re friends. What do you say, little man? Want to be my friend?” I nodded instantly. I did not like the idea of being left out of a secret kept by my brother.
“Good,” Chris said, “but let’s hear you say it, so the whole world can witness. Go ahead, say you’re my friend.” I looked at my brother, who shrugged one shoulder as if to say hey, why not. “Well, little man?”
“Yes,” I said, “I am your friend.”
Chris clapped his hand. “Nice,” he said. Then he twisted his neck and glanced around.
“Are you looking for spies?” I said. I also had a problem where I said the first thing I thought. My brother looked at me like I was a new breed of idiot.
“Yes!” Chris said in a loud whisper. “We don’t want this getting out, do we?” I shook my head. “OK,” Chris said. He put his finger on the symbol, parting the wet hairs around it. His nail looked chewed on, dark with dirt underneath. “Well, the first thing you need to know is that it’s Chinese.”
There was a disappointing pause. A pool pump clicked on. “That’s all he told me,” my brother said, “and I pretty much already guessed that.”
“Hey, guys,” Chris said. “This thing hurt. It’s a part of my body. I’m not going to give it away for free.” I began to float on my back. Water found my ears, wooshed sounds around. I knew as much as my brother and no longer cared what the rest of the symbol meant.
“We don’t have any money,” my brother said.
Chris laughed. “I don’t want your money. I have my own means.” I swam to the side, hung off the shallow ladder. Chris wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Man, is it supposed to be this hot?”
“It was only supposed to be seventy,” I said.
“Is that right?” Chris said. “Hmm. You know, my mother used to give us something special on days like these. You know those popsicles that come in plastic strips? You ever have anything like that?”
“Yes,” my brother said, “we have those.”
“You do?” Chris said. “Let’s do this, then. How about one of you gets us some treats, and when you get back, we’ll all share. You share the popsicles, I’ll share my secret.”
My brother turned to me with his thinking face on. “We’ll both go,” he said, meaning me and him.
Chris raised his hands like he was being held up. “No, no, no. That won’t work. If both of you leave, I’ll get lonely. I need someone to keep me company. Plus, I don’t live here. I’m not allowed at this pool by myself.”
My brother’s thinking face grew more serious; lines showed up on his forehead. “He’ll go,” my brother said. “I’ll stay with you.”
“Why can’t we both go?” I said to him.
Chris sighed.
“It’ll be quicker this way,” my brother said. “You’re small and fast. I’ll be right here. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Fine,” I said.
“And don’t wake Mom.”
“I know,” I said, standing up. Chris’s sigh changed into a smile. The sun beamed on his face, coloring his teeth yellow.
“Hey, little man,” Chris said. “Make mine a red.”
* * *
Inside our apartment, my feet were quiet on the carpet. I got down and crawled into the kitchen, like an Army man. I stood up at the fridge and hoped my mother wouldn’t hear when I opened the freezer and ripped three popsicle strips out of the box. When I stepped out of the kitchen, I saw her sleeping silently on the couch. She was still in her robe, which hung loose off her chest and shoulder. I took a few steps to see if she had her swimming suit on, if she had changed her mind and planned to keep her promise. I couldn’t tell until I was at the arm of the couch. From the side, I got a good angle into her robe. I saw the curves of her body. She had nothing on underneath.
* * *
By the time I got back to the pool, my body was dry and cold, and my palm was nearly numb from the popsicles. My brother opened his blue one with his fingers; Chris and I ripped ours with our teeth. We did not talk while we ate. We kept the plastic strips in our mouths and pushed the frozen chunks up from the bottom like toothpaste. For the first time, I was able to stare at Chris. His hair was a lighter version of my dad’s. It was dirty blond and long enough that he had to brush it off his forehead. His body was thin and pale, like his face, but not so skinny that his ribs showed, like mine did. He scratched the trail of hair on his stomach, and I wondered if his hands were rough or not.
When all the ice chunks were gone, we drank the melted stuff left behind. I could feel the sugar on my tongue.
“Will you tell us about the tattoo now?” my brother said. Chris was leaning back in the pool chair. He sat up after a few seconds, his face scrunched up in pain. He put two fingers to his forehead, between his eyebrows.
“Ow,” Chris said. “Ow, ow, ow.”
“What’s wrong?” my brother said.
“It hurts.” Chris stood up and started stumbling around. “Hurts so bad.”
“What does? Are you OK?”
Chris didn’t answer. He dropped his popsicle wrapper and a small breeze took it. Now he had both hands on his head. He pulled his hair and yelled, “Ah! I got the brain pain!”
“What do we do?” my brother said.
Chris yelled again in response. His mouth stayed open in pain, showing all the fake red inside, outlining and tinting his teeth. Then, suddenly, he stopped moaning and spit a red pool. My brother and I looked at each other, confused.
“OK,” Chris said, “it’s passed. The pain has passed.” He was smiling again. It was all an act.
My brother sat back down. “The tattoo,” he said. He looked at Chris like he looked at me when we were running someplace and he had to stop and wait for me to catch up. Chris stood up and shook his head like a wet dog.
“Patience, my man. It’s all about patience.”
“But he got you a popsicle,” my brother said, pointing to me.
“Yes, he did. But what have you ever done for me?” Chris looked away from both of us and into the woods. My brother didn’t respond. I thought he was thinking of an argument. I knew he had an amazing one in him somewhere. It would be something Chris wouldn’t have an answer for. Chris would open his mouth to say something back, but his brain wouldn’t be able to help. He would apologize and have to tell us what we wanted to know. We would hear what the tattoo meant, say big deal, and return to our mother, victorious.
“You guys ever heard of the Gainer?” Chris said.
My brother looked confused. “Is that your tattoo?”
“No, this is something else.” Chris stepped toward us. “This is my secret pool move.” He lowered his voice and looked at each of us seriously. “You want to see it?” My brother glanced at his list of moves, pinned down by a pool chair, the names written in big bubble letters.
“Trust me, this isn’t on your little list,” Chris said. “Do you want to see it or not?”
“I guess,” my brother said.
“You guess. Well, OK, then get ready.” Chris ran around the pool and jumped on the diving board. He lifted both of his hands to the sky and yelled, “For the Gainer!”
My brother and I stayed close to each other. The sun shone on Chris, who with his arms raised looked like one of our dad’s old softball trophies, now boxed away in the dark part of his basement. We watched Chris unbutton his fly and drop his jeans. It was the first time I had seen boxer shorts in person. They were as white as his body, and I felt like I should look away, but I didn’t. I was eager to see the move, to be there when the secret was revealed.
Chris stepped to the edge of the board and rubbed his hands together. A V of birds glided the sky, calling out to one another. Chris took a step back and raised his arms like he was holding a rifle. He mock-shot each bird, one after another, pow! bursting from his lips.
“Don’t want them telling their little bird buddies, do we?” he said, and laughed. He stepped to the edge again. “OK,” he said, and took a deep breath. “Here we go.”
I grabbed my brother’s arm, and we watched as Chris bounced once on the board and sprang into the air in a motion we had never seen before. He jumped forward but did a backflip, his body somehow upright as he entered the water. There was a big splash. When it died my brother and I looked at each other like what was that. I wanted to say that that was the most amazing thing I had ever seen.
A large fly drummed my ear as we stood by the shallow end, waiting for Chris to pop up. After a few seconds, we started to worry. Maybe that super move had taken everything Chris had. Maybe he was a goner.
My brother fast walked to the deep end. He got up on the diving board and peered into the water below. The trees shook. My brother looked at me like he was about to do something he didn’t want to do.
“Don’t,” I said.
“He needs help,” my brother said, and did a few baby bounces on the board.
“Please don’t.” I had to pee again, even though I just went.
“I’ll be right back.” He put his arms out to the side, ready to dive. But as he took the final step to the board’s edge, Chris’s head popped up. He shot water from his mouth like a fountain and turned to my brother.
“You ready to try it?” he said, as if nothing had happened. He swam to the side and got out of the pool, his soaked shorts nearly see-through.
“I can’t do that,” my brother said.
“Sure you can. You can do anything, my man, because you’ve got me for a teacher.”
“What about the tattoo?”
“Forget the tattoo. This is bigger than that. You get this down, nobody will mess with you. Can’t you see that?” My brother appeared unconvinced. “Fine,” Chris said. “Come here.” My brother walked away from me and stood next to Chris, who put his hand on my brother’s shoulder and whispered something into his ear. I watched my brother’s face change, saw him smile. Chris pulled away and my brother nodded. If a stranger were to drive by, they might think the two were father and son.
“Now,” Chris said, “are you ready to try it?” Chris patted him on the butt. “OK, then get on up there.”
My brother hopped on the board. I jumped into the shallow end, to get a better view, and because I was cold and felt far away.
“You’re not going to master it in one day,” Chris said, “but that’s OK. We got all the time in the world, my man. None of us are going anywhere.”
* * *
Our mother never came to the pool. The rest of that day my brother worked on learning the Gainer. Well, Chris made him work on the front dive first. He said my brother had to crawl before he could walk, which meant he had to dive before he could flip. I watched from the border of the shallow and the deep, and throughout the day, stepped closer and closer to where my toes could no longer touch.
On our way home, my brother and I walked side by side. My towel was wrapped around me like a skirt. My brother’s hung on his shoulders like he was a prizefighter.
“Did he tell you what the tattoo meant?” I said.
“Yes.”
“Will you tell me?”
“Maybe.”
“Did he tell you not to tell me?”
“No, he didn’t.”
“Tell me.” I had stopped but my brother kept walking. He was almost at our building’s pea-green door.
“OK,” he said. “But you can’t tell Mom.”
“I wouldn’t.”
“Or Dad. Not about Chris, either. That’s part of it.”
“I won’t.”
“And you have to make me a sandwich.”
“OK.” My brother waved me to the door. He cupped my ear and whispered what the tattoo meant, but I didn’t know what that word was. I asked him to explain. He stood up straighter. He said, “You’ll understand when you’re older.”

two

I DON’T THINK he knew either. I don’t think my brother knew what the tattoo meant. But we agreed not to tell our mother about Chris. So I couldn’t ask her. When questioned at dinner, over a plate of beans and toast, how was the pool, my brother said “fun” and “good.” I bathed my toast in baked beans and kept my mouth shut. I thought someday I would be able to lie to my mother, but in the meantime I was glad I had a brother.
The next few days our mother said the weather was bad and unsuitable for the pool. At night, on the local channels, our county was displayed on a small map at the bottom right corner of the screen. We were warned about severe thunderstorms, flash flooding, and told to watch out for the occasional tornado. My mother would stare out our sliding glass door, which led to our small third-floor patio, and say, “Bad weather,” like the weather had purposely done something wrong, broken some rule. This happened so much that week I started to get mad at the weather with my mother. We would boo the weatherwoman when she gave us bad news. And when she dared show her face the day after a mistaken forecast, we pointed our fingers at the TV and said, “You’ve got some nerve.”
* * *
My mother had to work the last night of that bad weather run. She ordered us to stay in and lock the doors. We’re under a tornado watch the entire night, she said, so no going outside. After she left, I took her spot at the glass door and whispered, “This is bad. This is bad.” I tried to make my voice sound like my mother’s, but I actually liked it when there was a big flash of lightning. When, if I was looking in the right direction, the world shined a brief light on the pool.
My brother came out of our room for a big bowl of cereal. He poured what had to be half the box into a large Tupperware bowl. He opened the fridge but I already knew we were out of milk. “Did you drink the last of the milk?” he said.
I was staring out our sliding glass door, thinking of Chris and watching the rain beat the glass in sheets. “You did,” I said. “You and your huge bowls.”
My brother came to the door and stood by me. We stared at the darkness together. “Make us some milk,” he said.
“No,” I said. “You do it.”
I hated mixing the milk. My mother never said we were poor, now that we were living alone in this apartment, in this part of the city, but certain situations said it for her. Whenever we couldn’t do something it was because there wasn’t the money. And when at school I remarked that the milk in the carton tasted better than the stuff I had to mix at home, I got looks.
“What if I pitch to you tomorrow?” my brother said.
“You won’t.”
“I will. I swear.”
I didn’t answer him. My brother was always promising things, things that rarely came true, and used those promises to get what he wanted.
“Fine,” I said. “But you also have to teach me the Gainer, once Chris teaches you.”
“No way. You can’t even dive.” I walked away and sat on the couch, and let my brother think about how he hurt me. “OK,” he said, “but it might be a while.”
“Promise on Baron,” I said. That was the name of our dead dog. He had lived with us at our old house when our parents were together. I didn’t remember getting Baron but I remembered losing him. I remembered him limping a lot for weeks. Then one day, after school, I came home and he simply wasn’t there. My brother knew I loved that dog. When Baron was alive, my brother made fun of me for treating a dog like a person, for tucking him in at night, telling him about my day at school when I got home. But the day Baron went, it was my brother who, against our dad’s orders, fetched Baron’s old toys out of the trash and gave them to me. To keep in secret.
“Promise on him,” I said.
“I promise.”
* * *
After cereal, we played with our G.I. Joes, something my brother was excellent at. While my playing was based on plots from cartoons or movies, my brother created his own stories, which lasted hours, took over the entire apartment, and contained several startling plot twists. I tried to copy what my brother did, but my characters never sounded real, and quickly ran out of things to say. I could never tell as good a story as my brother. Days after we played, I would find men hiding in the cracks between the couch cushions, or dangling from a shower curtain ring. These men, my brother would explain, were the last survivors of a clan long thought dead, who when the time was right would rise out of the shadows and avenge the murder of their people.
I finished my playing early like usual so I could watch the rising action of my brother’s plot. A good guy hung by one hand from the edge of a dresser while the head bad guy stepped on his toes. The villain looked on and laughed.
“Why do you let the bad guys win?” I asked him.
“Because you never see that,” he said.
We went to bed an hour after we should have gone to bed. We tried to sleep in our room but it was too hot without the A/C on. It was off because it was broken. In the meantime, we had the box fan in the corner of the living room. So we slept out there with the big fan inches from our faces. At the bottom of the fan were three roaches. Two were dead and one had one leg. I felt bad for them, but my brother said there were worse places to die.
“Remember,” I said, “you promised.”
“So did you,” he said. He was talking about Chris, how I said I wouldn’t tell anyone, no matter what. “Now go to sleep.”
* * *
I had forgotten that the next day was the weekend, which meant we would be going to our dad’s duplex. My mother drove us across the city in the morning, on her way to work. Some weeks, for easiness I guess, our dad would meet her at a halfway point, a corner station or public park. It was like a prisoner exchange. Our mother would stay in the car, windows up, and watch us walk from her van to our dad’s police cruiser. Our dad, still in uniform, would stand behind the open driver’s door and when we got close, say, “My boys.”
This day our mother dropped us off at the duplex and drove away when she saw that we got in OK. Our dad was not inside. We called for him and ran upstairs to his bathroom, his shut bedroom door. We froze and listened for movement, heard nothing. My dad’s bedroom, like the woods, like the pool at nighttime, was off limits.
We retreated from the room and checked the refrigerator for something to snack on, knowing there would be little. Our dad never planned ahead. Our mother said he once read somewhere to live each day like it’s your last, and took it a bit too literally. A pound of beef thawed on the fridge’s middle rack. A sports drink stood next to the meat, with maybe a sip left. In the crisper there were eight cans of beer, three slices of cheese, and two packets of fast-food ketchup. That was it. If this was the last day on earth, why stock up on groceries?
We shut the fridge door and the whole place felt empty.
“Hey, I’ll pitch to you,” my brother said. “Remember our promises?”
* * *
Our dad didn’t come home until after dinnertime, after my brother and I played outside for over an hour. There was an old people’s home across the street, and we liked to use its chain-link fence when we played home run derby. We liked to smash the ball over the fence and imagine we were real stars. Later, when we were back in the duplex, hopping on the couches and pretending the carpet was lava, my brother reminded me that he had kept his promise. About pitching. And that I’d better keep mine. Or what? I had joked, but before my brother could make any threats, empty or otherwise, the storm door creaked open, announcing the arrival of our dad.
We jumped off the couches, and when he came into the living room, we pretended that we weren’t out of breath, that we hadn’t just been breaking the rules. Our dad, in his all-black police uniform, looked at the crooked cushions and smiled. “Boys,” he said, as if this were an old western and he was greeting us in a saloon. He went upstairs to change. As soon as his door shut, we quickly put the couch and love seat back in order, so that when our dad came back downstairs — this time wearing running shorts with paint on them and a T-shirt older than my brother — the living room showed no signs of foul play. This made our dad smile even wider. “The perfect crime, eh, boys?” he said, and went out back to start the grill.
Our dad grilled out every time we were over there. Steaks. Pork chops. Hot dogs. Chicken legs. He had a microwave that I unplugged once to see if he would notice. He did, but only because he needed to thaw out some buns for burgers.
When the food was ready, he made us eat at the table while he ate in the living room and watched TV. It was like eating by a radio. We once asked him why we couldn’t eat in there with him. He said he needed time to unwind after work, and that good folk sit at the table for dinner. It was one of those rules he made us follow but didn’t follow himself.
“What are we doing tonight?” my brother yelled from the table. “Renting movies?”
“Only if you eat,” my dad said.
“Are you going out?”
“Yes. But don’t worry, you’ll be asleep.”
He had been going out most weekends we stayed with him, to the bar to throw darts. That’s what he told us, anyway. I tried not to mind because, like he said, we were always asleep by the time he left, and he was usually there by the time we woke. And I never wanted to go with him — though my brother had mentioned it more than once — because I didn’t like the way my dad smelled when he got back, when we saw him in the morning before he showered. I think the smell was what kept my mom in the van when she picked us up on Sunday.
My brother flashed his teeth at me. “We heard a siren a few days ago. Did any prisoners escape?”
“Yes,” our dad said. “But only one. Now eat.”
* * *
Escapes were not uncommon. With so many prisons, so many prisoners, and so few guards, people were bound to get out. That’s what our dad said. He said the state never had enough money, and the city had even less. So, escapes would happen. My brother and I, we loved it when they did. Even though we knew it meant more work for our dad, more stress at his job, which he would take out on us, we didn’t care. Because it also meant the sounding of the siren. The flashing of cruiser lights. It meant our city, for once, was exciting.
After dinner our dad drove us down to the local video store, and the entire ride my brother pestered him with questions. Who was the prisoner? What crimes did he commit? How did he escape? As usual, our dad either gave no answers, or funny ones. Who was the prisoner? A criminal. What crimes did he commit? The illegal kind. How did he escape? Undetected.
A chime rang when we entered the store, and the lady at the counter, who had a thin body and long, pointy face like a witch, lifted her head with a smile and said, Oh, hello. This lady owned the store, and although she had plenty of hired help, still worked every Friday and Saturday night, and always talked to my dad at length, sometimes touching his wrist to drive her point home. She was older than my dad, but didn’t dress like it. Tonight, she was wearing a black T-shirt of some rock band I remembered she and my dad talking about our last time here. The shirt was faded and full of big holes where her pale skin peeked through, and the store smelled different, like strawberries.
“Hey, I like that shirt,” my dad said.
“I thought you would,” the witch lady said. She opened her mouth and showed pointy but straight teeth. “I see you brought backup.”
“Yeah, they love it here,” he said. “Can’t get enough.”
The witch lady thumbed the fat ring on her pointer finger. “Must run in the family,” she said.
My dad turned to us. “All right, boys, go pick some good ones.”
“Yes,” the witch lady said, “and take your time.”
My brother and I went straight to the horror section. Now that our mother wasn’t around to judge, our dad let us rent any movie we wanted, regardless of rating. The only catch was that we were not allowed to watch the movies alone. Our dad wanted to be there when a mummy gnawed an arm off or a hostage got dropped off a skyscraper. He wanted to remind us that none of it was real, and that if things turned too scary, he was just a couch cushion away.
My brother chose his movie carefully, sounding out the plot summaries on the backs of the boxes, while I picked mine based on the cover. Tonight, I selected the one where a green, bald-headed monster was popping out of a toilet. My brother’s pick, which he settled on ten minutes later, featured a southern black vampire who “enlists with a heavy heart to fight for the North.”
We brought our picks to our dad, who was leaning over the counter, still chatting with the witch lady. “These look like winners,” he said, and returned to his conversation. The witch lady took the tie out of her hair, let the black mess fall down. She stretched the tie around her hand and slid it up her skinny arm.
“What we need is more officers like you,” she said. “Good men. Men who spend time with their boys”—she winked at my brother—“even with a nut on the loose. All the prisoners in the world could escape. They could all do their worst, but if we had more men like you, it wouldn’t matter a bit.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” my dad said.
“I do. And I know you’ll nab this latest guy too. You grabbed him before and you’ll grab him again. Only a matter of time.”
“Well,” my dad said, “we’ll certainly do our best.”
The witch lady nodded and took the boxes into the back to retrieve the tapes. As soon as she disappeared, my dad checked his reflection in the counter’s glass candy case.
“You put the prisoner away?” my brother said.
“Yes.”
“Were you the one who caught him?”
“Yeah,” my dad said, fluffing his hair. “The first time. But it’s not a big deal. Nothing to worry about.”
The witch lady returned. She rang up our videos, but only charged us for one.
“Oh, is there a deal going on?” my dad said.
“Yes,” the witch lady said, sliding the videos to my dad. “The deal is if I ever need help, you better come running.”
My dad put his head down and laughed. There was a weird pause as he pulled out his wallet and paid, and by the time he finally said something back, I had stopped listening. I was staring at my reflection, imprisoned in the glass, studying my features and imagining what it would be like to be older. I tried to imagine what I would look like all grown up. Would I take after my dad, or my mother? Or maybe, when I hit a growth spurt, I would look just like my brother. Maybe people would mistake us for twins.
“I’ll see you out tonight?” the witch lady said.
“I will see you out tonight,” my dad repeated, as if when I wasn’t paying attention, he had fallen under her spell.
“We’ll have a good time?”
“We will have a good time.”
My dad said ’bye to the witch lady and wished her a good night. The witch lady touched my dad’s hand with her hand.
“Let’s both have a good night,” she said, adding something like sugar or sweetheart at the end.
* * *
I put my movie in and took my place at my dad’s side. Almost all of the movies we picked had cops in them — usually the stupid victim of some supervillain — and our dad liked to point out each thing the police did wrong. That’s not how you hold a gun, he would say. Or, You can’t just barge into someone’s house like that. He would then explain how things were really done, which was always boring and forgettable.
Tonight, after one bad cop got wasted by a hobgoblin, my dad let out a frustrated smile. My brother and I looked at each other and grinned, waiting for the lecture.
“Well what did he expect?” our dad said. “Entering a dark room without clearing it. Slice the pie!”
My brother and I rolled on our sides and laughed. Slicing the pie was one of our dad’s favorites. Any time a cop went running into a warehouse, chasing a criminal or monster, our dad would yell, Slice the pie! Slice the pie! And even though my brother and I knew this was a real police technique, used by policemen to clear an area before entering, we still liked to laugh. At the way it sounded, at how mad the movie made our dad. At the idea that if the policeman had just followed procedure, things would have ended better. You never know, my brother joked. Maybe the goblin would have surrendered, come out claws up.
When the goblin was done feasting on the cop’s insides, and my brother and I were spent from laughing, a sex scene came on. At this point, like usual, my dad covered our eyes with his hands, but didn’t turn the volume down. I heard a doomed couple exchange deep kisses. I heard saxophones and the tearing of clothes. I heard my dad say, “Kissy kissy.”
* * *
I woke up alone and out of place. The TV screen was black, and a pillow had replaced my dad’s chest. I sat up and tried to remember where I was. My dad came out of the kitchen. He had changed clothes. His shirt was tucked in. A button-up. He smelled different.
“Sleepy time,” he said. “Your brother is downstairs.”
As he reached out toward me, the dream I’d just had flashed in my mind. The escaped prisoner was on the loose and was coming after my dad. I was dressed as a cop and had been sent to investigate the video store, where the prisoner was last spotted. But I did everything wrong. I didn’t slice the pie or hold my gun right, and the entire time my dad shouted, What are you doing? That’s not what I taught you. You’re going to get yourself killed. Oh no, here he comes. Here comes the bad man.
I sat up and tried to forget about the dream world. I asked my dad if he had to go.
“Yes,” my dad said. “People are counting on me.”
I pictured the witch lady, leaning against a jukebox. I pictured the prisoner, sneaking around town, a shadow creeping closer and closer.
“Did we finish the movie?”
“I put it away,” he said. “We’ll watch the rest tomorrow. Now go be with your brother. Boys sleep in beds.” My dad and my mother both had sayings like these, things they said to us over and over. When my brother and I were mad at either of our parents, we used these sayings to make fun of them.
Downstairs, the only light came from a lamp I had to feel my way to in the dark. I clicked it once for its lowest setting so I wouldn’t wake my brother. He was sleeping with his mouth open. I wondered if I slept that way and decided to ask my brother tomorrow if he would draw a picture of me while I slept. I worried about swallowing spiders. We had seen lots when our dad first introduced us to the basement. He had a second bedroom but it was too small, and my dad said he didn’t want his boys living in a closet, even if it was just for the weekends. Boys don’t sleep in closets. Boys sleep in beds.
I turned off the lamp and tried hard to sleep with my mouth shut. I closed my eyes and saw visions of Chris, spiders, prisons. I saw my mom and dad and ghosts and ghouls.
* * *
My brother snored me awake. He was a super-loud snorer. I didn’t know what time it was, but whenever I woke up in the middle of the night I made myself go look around wherever I was. I thought that then, when the world didn’t expect me to be awake, I could catch the world doing something it didn’t want me to see. A secret only I would know.
I used my brother’s snores as cover for me upping the creaky steps. At the top I put my head to the door, like I’d seen in movies. I heard giggling. I opened the door a sliver and saw my dad, slouched, shirt off, snoring on the living room couch. The TV was on and a half-eaten block of cheese sat gross on the coffee table. The room smelled familiar, fruity, like our city’s one department store.
I waited for my dad to wake and do something strange, a weird act I would relay to my brother the following morning. He would give me his full attention and say, And you actually saw that with your own two eyes? Yes, I would say, I was very lucky.
My dad dropped to his side on the couch and hugged his body. He did not shiver, but he looked small and cold. I wanted to cover him up with a blanket, but there were no extra blankets in the house, only the one in his bedroom, where I was forbidden.
The air conditioner shut off. At the same time the TV cut away from its sitcom family to dead air. The new silence made me feel exposed, so I took a step back and crouched on the basement stairs. The stairs were made of a plastic wood and dug into my bony knees. I poked my head around the doorframe to continue watching my dad. I didn’t want to miss the revelation.
The air conditioner clicked on and off several more times and still nothing happened. I made my arms into a pillow and rested my head. My mind started to wander. It went back to all the other moments I had crept on stairs, spied on people. Reflecting, I ended up falling asleep, dreaming of my parents fighting.
We are living in our old nice house.
I am watching TV downstairs with my brother, my elbows on my pillow, hands holding my head. It’s late and the TV is the only light. We are watching his favorite game show. The one where the host makes the contestants do filthy things like bathe in beans if they can’t answer a question correctly. The host is always smiling, but also likes to zing the contestants when they give answers that aren’t even close.
I am not really watching the show; I just want to be with my brother.
The show ends. Without a word, my brother turns the TV off. The room goes dark. Before my eyes can adjust, my brother runs upstairs, taking them two at a time. I am left in the dark and my heart beats panicked. Down the hall is my dad’s office. The door is halfway open when it’s supposed to be closed. Red curtains cover the office window well, level with the earth. When the moon is bright, like it is in this dream, it shines through these curtains and colors the entire room blood-red.
In the dream I shield myself with my pillow and run upstairs as fast as I can. I try to take two stairs at a time like my brother but fall and burn my knee on the carpet. In a movie I am for sure dead. But in my dream I am OK. I put the pillow on my shoulders, and take it easy taking the rest of the stairs.
When my head is almost level with the second floor of our house, I hear my mother’s voice. She is loudly whispering an argument. I flatten my body on the stairs, my eyes peeking over the floor’s horizon. My mother is standing at the sink, her back to my dad, who is sitting on a stool at the kitchen bar. He is wearing a softball cap, and his head is up, waiting for its turn to talk. It is clear they have been arguing for some time now.
“It’s this place,” my mother says. “These prisons. I feel like I can never get away.”
“Away?” my dad says. “Is that what you want? You want to get away from me?”
“No,” she says, though in the dream her voice is unsure. “That’s … that’s not what I want.” She shuts the sink off and dries her hands, holding on to the rag long after the wet is gone. “I just need to do something.”
“Oh, what. What could you possibly need?”
My mother throws the rag at my dad, but it’s mostly dry and falls short of his face. “Don’t talk to me like that,” she says. “You’re not here. You’re out there. And you come home and I ask where have you been and you say at work.”
“So,” my dad says. “I have two jobs. Where else would I be?”
“Oh, c’mon. You smell all beery when you get home. And then you try to roll on top of me?”
“So sometimes I go throw darts.”
“See. You’re fuzzy with details.”
“Details.”
“You know what talking to you is like?” my mother says. “It’s like, it’s like when I ask one of the boys to do something simple, and I can tell that they understand, they understand what I want them to do, but they don’t do it. Instead, they do something very similar, but not quite right, just to show me that they have power too. Like the other day, I asked your eldest to draw a tree before we left for the park. But he doesn’t really care if we go to the park. He kind of wants to play in the backyard by himself. So you know what he draws? He doesn’t draw a tree. He draws a bush.”
My dad takes his hat off and throws it at the stove, right by where my mother is standing.
“You want me to draw you a tree? I’ll draw you a goddamn tree.” He is no longer pretending to whisper. “Hand me that marker. I’ll draw right on my arm. See? Here. Look. This way everybody knows that even after I work all day at two different jobs, when I come home I still do whatever my wife wants.” He stabs a marker I recognize as my own into his upper arm. He grips it with all of his fingers, like a kindergartener, or like a felon holds a knife.
“That’s not what I want,” my mother says. “That’s not what I want.”
“Then I don’t know what you want,” my dad says. “Everybody wants something. I see that every day. Speeders want off with a warning. The Chief wants more tickets on Main Street.” He doesn’t look at her while he talks. He draws on his arm, filling in the shapes. “You’re the only person I don’t know. I don’t know what you want anymore. I don’t know what you could possibly want. We have two good boys. We have a house. I am working. I don’t know what you want.”
“That’s not what I want. That’s not what I want.”
“Maybe I have to tell you,” my dad says. “You can’t decide for yourself, so I have to tell you.” He slowly walks around the kitchen counter displaying his colored arm. “Look at this. This is what you want.” He comes too close to my mother and she puts out her hand. He flexes his drawn-on arm at her. “Is this what you want? This is what you want.”
My mother turns away. She grabs the rag off the kitchen floor. She runs water over it and, at first, holds it against her forehead. After a moment, she looks at my dad. “Come here,” she says. My dad looks at his arm like he doesn’t understand what it’s doing there, flexed and floating in the air. He drops it and steps toward my mother, close enough their hips can touch. My mother holds my dad’s arm and wipes at the marker. The rag is now a beach towel.
“This tree is really stuck,” she says. She laughs, though without a smile. She scrunches her face and scrubs the arm harder. “I don’t know if we’ll ever get it out.”
She laughs some more and my dad starts laughing too. Their laughter grows louder and louder, until I realized it was not their laughter anymore. The TV had finished its spell of dead air. The happy family was back, and I was awake.
I opened my eyes and remembered where I was, what I was doing. My dad was still asleep on the couch, his back now facing me. So far in my life, I had never seen any markings on either of his arms, but I wondered if I looked now, when the world was asleep, if I might see something different. If his skin might be indented where he once etched a tree.
I waited for the TV people to laugh before I took each step. When I was finally standing over the couch, I paused and stared at my dad, sleeping in the television’s glow. I studied his dirty blond hair, darker than Chris’s and shaggy around the ears; his tan body, thin with muscle all over. He looked like a taller, thicker version of my brother, but with a mustache.
I waited for more laughter from the TV, but it didn’t come. The sitcom was having its serious moment. A family was healing itself, a rift was resolved. I reached out anyway and touched my dad’s naked chest. It was warm like a golf cart seat in the sun. He turned over on his back, but his eyes remained shut. I stepped back. When his breathing settled, I closed in and peered at his other arm. Near the shoulder was a small circle of pockmarks. I ran my finger over his skin. I smiled.
“What are you still doing here?” my dad said.
I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I felt like he was waiting for an answer, for me to say something. “What is that?” I said, pointing to his arm.
My dad rubbed his eyes, put a hand down his pants and scratched. “What is what?”
I touched the pocked spot. It was weirdly soft. “That. Is that a tree?”
“A what?” he said. “No, it’s a scar. From a shot I got when I was a kid. Never went away.”
“Oh,” I said, and we both went silent. My dad squinted his eyes open. I didn’t know what he was expecting, but he seemed surprised, or confused, seeing me, his youngest son, in the living room with him, up when I shouldn’t have been. His brow furrowed.
“You should be in bed,” he said. He grabbed my wrist and pulled me near him. He smelled of beer and other things I didn’t know. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”
“I…”
“Explain yourself.”
“I wanted to watch the rest of the movie?”
“The movie’s in my room. You’re not allowed in my room. You know that. Try again.”
Afterward, when I was back in bed with my brother, I thought of a million different lies I could have told my dad. I had to use the bathroom. I was thirsty. You looked cold. But with his hand tight around me, I panicked, and told a truth.
“We made a new friend,” I said. “At the pool.”
Behind me, the TV went to a loud commercial, something about knives that could cut through marble. My dad sat up, releasing my wrist, and turned the TV down.
“What did you say? Who?” He rubbed his forehead like he had Chris’s brain pain, pinching the gulf between his brows.
“His name is Chris,” I said.
My dad sank back into the couch. “Oh,” he said. “Great. That’s great. And that’s why you’re up?”
I thought of the dream, pictured myself explaining about the tree, my theory about the world’s secrets. “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess.”
“OK,” my dad said, “but you can tell me more tomorrow. Go back to bed.” He pulled me down to him and kissed me on the head.
Something familiar caught my nose. “You smell like strawberries,” I said.
He laughed. “Thank you. Now I’ll see you in the morning.”
I said good night, and my dad closed his eyes. A few seconds later he was breathing heavily.
On the way to the basement door, I stopped by the TV. A man was taking turns slicing through sheet metal and tomatoes. A pretty blond woman stood at his side, her face amazed. She was blown away by the man, his knives, and kept shaking her head in disbelief. But the man played it cool. He didn’t glance up to smile or wink at the camera. He cut through one thing after another, only pausing to hold up the halved material. To show the whole world what he had done.
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A SECRET, CHRIS SAID, is worth keeping. A secret has the potential to hurt. That’s why you can’t tell everyone everything. That’s why some things must be locked up inside you, he said, touching my brother over his heart. Right here, the only place that is truly safe.
We learned the secret to secrets after our mother picked us up the next morning. After my dad made us eggs and burned us stacks of toast with jelly and apple butter. My brother and I had already been up for hours watching cartoons, waiting for my dad to wake and take the stairs slowly to the kitchen. When he came down, he still wasn’t wearing a shirt. Some days I think my dad tried to see how long he could go without a shirt. I think this was a game he played. Today was Sunday, though, and I knew that by the time my mother knocked on the front door, my dad would be wearing his favorite yellow softball tank top, faded and full of holes.
After eggs and between shows my brother and I changed into our church clothes. I wore blue corduroy pants and a striped polo given to my mother by a military wife who golfed at my mother’s work, and who pitied her. It was a terrible outfit. So was my brother’s. But I paid attention to his, because I knew I would be wearing the same thing in twenty-two months, when the clothes were handed down. Thus, on Sundays, more than any other day, I looked at my brother like he was the future me. The compliments he got from strangers I got, and I felt bad when he said something mean to my mother, or when he was slapped on his knee for not paying attention in church. Every moment, I hoped for him to do great things.
When my mother rang the doorbell, my brother ran to get his bag from the basement. My dad did not get off the couch. And when I opened the door with a smile, my mother did not step inside. She looked down at where a doormat should have been.
“Do you want to come in for a second, Ag?” my dad called from the couch. Ag was for Aggie, which was for Agatha. “Made some eggs. I ran out of milk, so they’re kind of bush league.”
“No thanks,” my mother said. She took a few steps and stood awkwardly in the entryway. “Already late for church. What’s that smell?”
She smells the strawberries, I thought. I could still smell them too.
“Apple butter,” my dad said.
My mother looked unconvinced, but she came into the living room anyway. She looked around at the blank walls, the low lighting. “How’s the Chief?”
“Still at it,” my dad said.
“Of course he is.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
My mother’s nose was still at work, wiggling at the smell. She seemed to realize something and she blinked a long disappointed blink. “It means some people don’t know how to quit.”
My dad coated his eggs with ketchup, pushed them around with his fork. “I think he’s almost ready.”
“You’ve been saying that for years.”
“Aggie…,” my dad started. The rhythm of their speech reminded me of my dream, except here my dad wasn’t as quick with his answers.
My brother returned from the basement and turned off the television. My dad stood up. “Same thing next weekend, then?”
“Mm-hm,” my mother said. We hugged our dad.
“Bye, Dad,” my brother said.
“Bye, sons.”
Our mother pushed us out the door.
* * *
We were quiet the drive home. My brother rode up front in our minivan, a purple-and-gray Ford Aerostar. It was the last big purchase we made as a family. I sat in back in silence, staring out the window, imagining myself a serious thinker, but really I just watched the city pass by with no deep thoughts.
We cut through the heart of downtown, which was designed to echo a time no one I knew could remember. The streets were narrow, built out of brick, and had names like Delaware and Cherokee, in honor of the people the settlers had captured and killed. They were dotted with the same old lights that first lit the city when it wasn’t a city, when it was just a nice town growing fat with hope. On each side there were small-time shops and the occasional bank, and when the streets were empty, like they were this morning, I liked to imagine them as the site of a showdown, an old western gunfight. I could almost see the old-time outlaws terrorizing the town until my dad rode in, the new sheriff, and put every trouble to bed.
Once out of downtown, we drove past the city’s park. It was windy and gray, and there were no kids playing. There were men in orange jumpsuits, however, prisoners, spearing trash as armed guards looked on. This sort of sight wasn’t uncommon. Whenever we drove through the city, I couldn’t count to ten without seeing some sign of a prison: the big billboard at the end of the city that read, “Come Do Some Time in Leavenworth”; the guards in uniform who crawled out of their houses at all hours and unlocked their cars with countless keys attached to the hip, the teary-eyed out-of-towners who asked for directions to a given prison, where they would visit their locked-up loved ones. It was all part of where we lived. Still, common as it was, sometimes, if my brother and I had been bad that morning or the day before, our mother might slow the van down, point at the men in jumpsuits, and say something like, “See, that’s why you do what I tell you. You don’t want to end up like that, do you?” Today she drove by without a word.
Past the park we turned onto Tenth Avenue, and from there to Limit Street, which stretched the entire city and had its west end at our apartment. When we first moved in, our complex was called Oak Valley. But a month later, before he left us for a different, safer city, the owner changed the name. He tried to spin the fact that we lived on a street called Limit at the limit of a sad city, and renamed the complex the Frontiers, as if the world around us were wide open and not surrounded by prisons.
* * *
At home we all took our after-church hangovers our separate ways. My mother went to her room and shut her door for a nap. She had to work that evening and tomorrow at noon, and wasn’t to be disturbed. Unless someone is bleeding, she said, let me be. My brother had a contest with himself to see how many push-ups he could do. I wasn’t sure why he did this, but guessed that a kid at school had teased him about being a taller, nearly as skinny version of me. My brother didn’t say it, but I think he had visions of showing up to school in the fall a newer, better version of his spring self.
I lay in bed with a pillow over my head and fell asleep. It was a hard sleep but no dreams stuck around my brain. In the real world, a rustling sound found my ear. Something tickled. I felt my body start to wiggle. I opened my eyes and my brother was sitting over me, dangling my swim shorts.
He was singing a jingle. “Let’s go to the pool. Let’s go to the pool.”
“Mom?”
“Mom,” he said, still singing, “Mom is gone.”
* * *
We had never gone to the pool while our mother was gone. We had never gone without her giving us the OK to go. I thought about mentioning this to my brother while we changed into our trunks, but was certain he would beat my point with his own better point that I could not predict. This was why I never could argue with him. The times I tried, when I thought my thoughts were good, he would put my point in some other light, and soon I would be on his side.
I was able to stay quiet until we reached the bottom of the stairs, where the guilt caught up.
“Does Mom know?” I said.
“Does Mom know what?”
“You know.”
“Mom knows lots of things,” he said. He pulled out a sheet of paper he had folded in his trunks and pretended to read. I imagined the paper had a detailed drawing of a diver doing a Gainer, and wondered if he would ever let me see it.
“The pool,” I said. “Did you ask her if we could go to the pool?”
“I did ask her.”
“You did?”
“Yes.” He put the sheet back in his pocket and held open the pea-green door. “Can we go?”
It took me until the pool gate before I realized my brother had not said whether my mother had said yes or no.
“Of course she said no,” my brother said. He laughed at me, and opened the gate. It felt like we were breaking in, like we were sneaking into a prison, instead of escaping with everyone else. I stayed in the shallow end and watched my brother do move after move. Before each bounce off the board, he looked around to see if anyone was watching. A guard. A cop. Chris. The pool was silent. There was no one but us.
“I guess I’ll work on my front flip,” my brother said. “You should work on it with me. That way, when Chris comes back, he’ll be like, ‘You guys have gotten good!’” That argument didn’t appeal to me, but I liked the idea of doing something with my brother, and him inviting me.
Though I had only been off the diving board once before. And I was real scared then. We had just moved into the apartment. Our mother was with us, but she had gone inside to get a book and never came back. To get me to jump, my brother had to narrate a long tale of the sea, starring himself as a famous pirate captain whose waters stretched the entire pool. I was the former best friend who had betrayed the captain by breaking the one rule obeyed by all of the sea’s wayward criminals: Thou shall not covet thy captain’s wife (a take on the commandments my brother was forced to memorize back when we still suffered Sunday school). The story ended with me, the first mate, having to walk the plank. My brother let me keep my eyes open then, which he said real pirates wouldn’t do. I think he felt the eyes of the few adults who were watching the entire performance from pool chairs.
I felt that memory in my stomach when I stepped onto the board.
“First, let’s try a dive,” my brother said. I could tell he was enjoying the role he was playing, the substitute Chris. I stepped to the edge of the board and looked out over the deep end. The sun hung low over the tops of the trees. My brother stood as close to me as he could without being on the diving board. So this is what it was like.
“Put your arms up,” he said. “Hands together.”
I did.
“Squeeze your head.”
What?
“Pinch your head with your arms. Like this.”
Oh.
“Now jump.”
Um.
“Fall.”
Well.
“Do something!”
His last shout pushed me off, though I didn’t jump. I just kind of fell, and as I fell I saw my brother’s face — surprised, but also smirking.
There was a loud pop, a punch in the stomach. I didn’t go into the water right. The world around me became a blue dream. Water rushed up my nose and into my lungs, but I couldn’t make it stop, or tell my body to float to the top. I hung underwater, thinking of nothing, feeling the same.
Chris was the one who pulled me to the pool ladder, after I don’t know how long. All I knew was that I was in a pool chair and Chris’s hands were all over me, pressing my chest, cupping my face.
“Just checking for leaks, little man,” he said. “Nope, no holes. She’ll float.”
He sat me up. My brother stood behind him, wearing his concerned face, the one that also said he was annoyed.
“What were you doing down there?” he said. “Why didn’t you come up?”
“I don’t know. I thought I would.”
“You thought you would? What does that mean?”
Chris stood up, put his hand to his chin. “Hmm,” he said, “I think I know what this is about.”
“He’s an idiot,” my brother said. “That’s what it is. An idiot baby. A baby idiot.”
“No,” Chris said. “It’s much worse than that.” He folded his arms and his face fell, almost into a scowl. “You told someone, didn’t you, little man? About me, about our secret?”
I thought of my dad the night before, what I said.
“No,” I said.
“Are you sure? Are you sure you didn’t accidentally let our secret slip, then try to take your shame to a watery grave?”
I looked at my brother, whose concerned face now widened with worry.
“No,” I said. “I didn’t tell anyone. I promise.”
Chris’s eyes narrowed, until the blue, the best part, disappeared. He laughed. “Just kidding, little man. I trust you. You and your bro, I know you wouldn’t tell a soul.” He took off his shirt and headed toward the diving board. “I know you know what makes a secret secret. And how to keep it.”
He hopped on the board and stepped to the edge. My brother and I, confused as we were, expected him to do the Gainer. Instead, Chris twirled on one foot and fell backward, his hands behind his head like he was lounging on a couch. He seemed to hover there, parallel to the pool, his body floating like magic. Only at the last possible second did he throw his arms out and arch his body into a back dive. When he came up he said, “You two do know about secrets, don’t you?”
My brother nodded.
“You do? Then tell me.”
“A secret,” my brother said, “a secret is something … is something you don’t tell anyone. Even if they beg.”
“Go on,” Chris said.
“And … you keep it to yourself. No matter what. Even if you’re tortured.”
“Yes, of course,” Chris said, backstroking to the shallow end. “Everyone knows that. But there’s more.”
A secret, Chris explained, can’t be spoken. Put into words. A secret is a place, or an action. A symbol. Secrets aren’t told. They are shown. Revealed. When you share a secret with someone, they look at you confused — like us with the tattoo, the Gainer. They get mad that they can’t understand. Or they feel hurt that you kept something from them, even though it was for their own good, even though they weren’t ready. That’s why it’s best not to tell. Even the people you love. Especially the people you love. If a secret is a secret, when it’s revealed, it hurts people.
“What about us?” my brother said. “You told us about the Gainer.”
“I did,” Chris said. “And the first time you try it will not be pleasant.” Chris walked out of the shallow end, body dripping, emerging like a swamp monster. “But that’s just a little secret. There are much bigger ones. Greater, yes, but more dangerous. Secrets like that should never get out. Do you understand?” he said. “Do you understand what I’m talking about?” My brother looked at me as if I could help, then back at Chris. “So, then,” Chris said, speaking directly to my brother. “If I was to show you more, could you keep it a secret?”
This time my brother didn’t bother checking with me first. He nodded in silence, as if he too had fallen under the witch lady’s spell. As if she had cast a curse that made him mute.
“That’s right,” Chris said. “No words.”
Then he mouthed the Gainer. Then he touched his lips, curved into a grin.
* * *
The next morning my brother and I were eating cereal at the table. Our mother came into the kitchen in her lace pajamas. She had her big blond hair in a ponytail and I wanted to yank on it, like I wanted to do to the girls at school. She went straight for the coffee. She kept her back toward us while she waited for the brewer.
“So what did you boys do last night?” my mother said. My whole body flinched, but my brother responded naturally, like he was the best actor in one of the bad films we watched with our dad.
“Not a lot. We played hide-and-go-seek for a bit, messed around with toys.”
My mother let his answer sit there for a while. “That sounds like fun. And you didn’t go to the pool?”
“No.”
“I noticed your trunks seem rather wet. Hanging in the tub.”
Sometimes, Chris said, secrets are hard to keep. Sometimes the truth and secrets don’t get along.
“Oh, that,” my brother said. He looked down at his cereal, and for a moment I thought my mother had him. But he was just pausing for effect. “I left them there when I took a shower.”
“Shower,” our mother said. She poured her coffee and mixed in some mixed milk. “OK, good. Because you shouldn’t be out there while I’m gone.”
“We know,” my brother said.
“I heard from somebody at work they still haven’t got that prisoner guy,” our mother said. Her voice had the same tone as when our county was under a tornado warning.
“How did he escape?” my brother said.
Our mother sat down at the table, her face hovering over her coffee. “What does that matter?”
“I don’t know. I guess it doesn’t.”
“If you’re so interested, ask your dad,” she said. “Or read the paper.”
Our mother often said this if we were asking too many questions, concerning things she didn’t know about or didn’t want to discuss. Pick up a book, she would say, the wannabe teacher. Go read the paper. Never mind that we couldn’t afford a subscription, or that our dad brought a paper home only when he was quoted or pictured. Still, there were other ways. Papers were left behind in public places. If we were lucky, we would find one that way, discover the true story. We had done the same thing after the last breakout, which was only a year ago. We found a paper at the park, and my brother snuck it home under his shirt. After our dad had fallen asleep, my brother took the newspaper downstairs and read the article out loud. It became one of his favorite stories. The escapee was aided by a lady who ran a voluntary inmate dog-training program at the prison. Pups for Perps, my dad called it. The lady would bring in dogs from the city’s animal shelter and pair them with inmates. The inmates would walk, feed, and pet the animals on a weekly basis. The idea was to have both dog and inmate practice being with others before they got out of their prisons and found a new home. But the more time the lady spent with the prisoners, the more she liked them, and the more she became attached, to one man in particular. Soon she found herself shuttling him out of prison, stashing him in the back of the dog shelter’s van, hidden in a kennel. She drove him a hundred miles to his home city, where he picked up some guns and drugs from old friends. But the police were waiting for him. They locked him back up, this time for longer. The lady was also put away, and the article featured her mug shot, above which read the headline “Man’s Best Fiend.”
“Who knows?” my mother said. “Who knows how these things happen? Who cares? You don’t need to know.” She refused to tell us more. She thought the details would give us very specific nightmares. “Anyway,” she said. “You’re coming to work with me this morning. I don’t want you guys here by yourself. I worry sometimes.”
* * *
I liked the golf course. Before I started school, when my mother first got the job because she felt bad that my dad had two jobs, she always took me to work with her. She would buy me fast-food french-toast sticks and tell me not to tell my brother. When I got bored playing with the putting machine in the pro shop, I watched TV in the club’s dining hall under the loose care of the cook, Sandy. She was a middle-aged ex-con secretly dating a large black man named Cornbread, another ex-con, who was in charge of the course’s greens. I had seen them hug once when they thought no one was looking. Whenever I came into the cafeteria, Sandy dropped whatever she was doing and gave all of her attention to me. “There he is!” she would say, in a way that tingled my neck. “Your VIP table is waiting, sir.” Then she would sit me down with a free grilled cheese, pinch my ear, and say, “Anything you need, you let me know. I’ll do my best to keep out the riffraff.”
When we got to the club that afternoon, Rick was waiting for my mother in the shop. He tapped the imaginary watch on his wrist.
“Look who decided to show,” Rick said, his lips stretching across his tan face. Rick’s entire body was a dark tan, from spending entire summers taking care of the golf course. He had a thin build, similar to my dad’s, except his came with more of a gut, from all the years he pissed away on whiskey, he once said. Nowadays he drank beer.
He didn’t see my brother or me at first, but when he did, Rick’s smile went wider.
“Hey, everybody, look here, it’s the Gabor sisters.” I didn’t understand the reference, but got that the sisters part wasn’t supposed to be flattering. Still, I had to look at Rick’s blond knees because I knew if I looked directly at him my face would start to reflect his smile. I don’t know why. I knew I didn’t like Rick.
A dying light flashed over our heads.
“Dammit,” Rick said, “I told Cornbread to change that stupid thing.” I counted the blinks of the light. My dad once told me to count the seconds between the flash of the lightning and the pop of the thunder — that’s how many miles danger was away from me. I tried to do the same thing with the golf shop light. There were big gaps in the flickers. I counted the danger far away.
“So, girls, what’s the lady outlook look like?” Rick said.
“OK, I guess,” my brother said, just to give Rick an answer.
“Just OK? Listen, you maroons.” He squatted down so our faces were even. His blond mustache sat straight, serious, telling us to pay attention. “You can’t settle for OK in life. Haven’t I told you that? You gotta always be looking, keeping your eye out for hot opportunities. They’re not gonna just stroll by your lazy ass and grab you.” He stood back up, and lunged at our mother. “You have to grab them!”
Our mother shrieked. She punched Rick’s hands away from her ribs. “Hey, cut it out,” she said, but with a smile. The two looked at each other, and the light above their heads flickered off, flickered on. “Boys, why don’t you see what Sandy’s up to?”
“Yeah,” Rick said, holding on to our mother. “Why don’t you go someplace that isn’t here. Your mother and I have a game to play.”
“Rick,” our mother said.
“Oh, sorry. I forgot. We’re saving that for tomorrow.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“What’s tomorrow?” I said.
An Army man came into the clubhouse and wandered into the pro shop. My mother broke free from Rick. “Go help,” she said.
“Fine, but tell these two goons I’ll be watching them. They better not mess up my course.” He pinched our mother on the elbow and walked away, a greasy handkerchief dangling out of his back pocket.
“Anyway,” our mother said, “tomorrow is my birthday. The day you two treat me like a queen.” She circled around my brother and me, slowly, giving her words an air of importance. “And to commemorate this historical moment, we’ll be having a party. At our place. What do you think about that?”
“Is Rick going to be there?” my brother asked.
Our mother stopped her circling and looked at the shop. Rick was cleaning the Army man’s club, and the two were sharing a loud laugh. “Of course he is,” my mother said. “All our friends will be there.”
“Rick’s not my friend,” my brother said.
“Sure he is.”
“No, he’s not,” I said. “He pinches people.”
Our mother laughed. She didn’t understand that we were serious. She didn’t know him like we did.
“Well, he’s my friend,” our mother said. “And he’s coming over. So you better learn to like it. OK?”
My brother threw his hands up. “Fine. What do I care.”
“What do you care? You care because this is my special day, a chance for your mother to have fun. Well-deserved, long-waited-for fun. I think I’ve earned it, don’t you?”
For a moment her eyes pleaded with my brother, but her mouth twisted into a smirk, like she knew what all her presents were before they were unwrapped.
“Sure,” my brother said. “Now can we go?”
“Wait,” she said, and for a moment she stared at us intensely, as if trying to memorize our faces. Finally, her eyes softened. “Yes, you may go.” She dug a hand into her shorts pockets. “Do you want tokens for the range?”
“No,” my brother said, pulling me away. “We’re fine on our own.”
* * *
Sandy had just returned from her break. She smelled of cigarettes and the citrusy perfume she used to cover up the smoke. She was taking inventory. Towers of wax-paper cups were stacked all over the counter. As we made our way across the cafeteria, Sandy unwrapped a sleeve of smalls and started counting out loud. She was up to thirty when she saw us and lost her place.
“There they are!” she said, throwing her hands up like it was a parade. “Hip hip hooray! Hip hip hooray!”
My brother rolled his eyes, but my face smiled big. I couldn’t imagine this ever getting old. Sandy pushed the tower of cups to the side of the counter so we could see her better. She was barely taller than my brother, even with her balloon hairdo, a brown and curly perm that stayed the shape of a hairnet at all times. She was a few years older than my mother, and sometimes I liked to pretend Sandy was my mother’s big sister, my favorite aunt. I also liked her because she didn’t like Rick, which I could tell by the way her face changed when his name came up, and by the way the two talked about each other behind their backs. (Sandy was the office gossip, according to Rick, even though the golf course didn’t have an office; Rick, on the other hand, wasn’t given a mean name, but Sandy would plug her nose and wave away stink lines when he walked by.) Whenever the two had to talk to each other, their words were filled with leftover anger. It was like me talking to my brother an hour after a fight.
Sandy took a small cup and filled it with orange soda. She gave it to us to share.
“So,” she said, “what are the best boys up to today?”
She rested her elbows on the counter and put her head in her hands, very interested. We took turns taking sips and told her a little about our plans. The old spots we would hit. The new places we hoped to find. Now that we were older, my mother let us explore the course by ourselves. My brother took this new ability very seriously at first and brought a large sheet of sketch paper to map out the entire confines of the Fort Leavenworth Country Club. I eventually spilled red Kool-Aid on the map while my brother was coloring an oak tree. For that, I did time locked in our toy trunk. With my brother sitting on the top. The map was never mentioned again.
“Fun,” Sandy said. “That sounds like fun. Just be careful. I don’t want anything happening to the best. Without the best, what would we be?”
Sandy gave us a refill with a to-go lid and we went out the side door, forgetting to thank her. The side door led to a large practice green we knew to keep off of. We ran around the course, stomping holes where we pleased before catching our breath at a women’s tee. My brother asked if I wanted the last sip of the soda. I said sure, but when he handed me the cup it was empty, and my brother was laughing. Throw it away, he said. You touched it last.
The trash can was on the other side of nine’s green, which I crept across, praying no golf balls fell from the sky and struck me down — punishment from the golf gods for desecrating their land. What I found wasn’t punishment. It was a gift. On the lid of the trash can was a copy of the city newspaper, the Leavenworth Times. The weekend edition. I threw my cup away and tried to make sense of its stories, but the sections were disheveled and the pages out of order. Then someone yelled fore from far off. Seconds later a white dot thudded at my feet. I tucked the paper under my arm and ran off the green to my brother. Moses coming down the mountain.
“What’s that?” my brother asked. He took the paper from me and quickly solved its puzzle, putting the pages in their proper order. “Whoa. You see this?”
He held the paper up, but I didn’t see what was so special.
“This.” He pointed at the bottom right of the page, at a small article continued from 1A, which was missing.
“‘Stranger’ Still on the Loose.”
“Is that the prisoner?” I said. But before he could answer me, we heard the rumble of a familiar motor.
“Oh no,” my brother said. “Rick.”
We looked up the hill, but didn’t see him. All we saw were the holes in the ground, the destruction we’d done.
“Quick!” my brother said. “This way!” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me along, shouting more action language. “Run for your life!” he said, and we ran all the way to the end of the rough, where the course met the woods. We stopped. A barbed-wire fence stood in our way: on it a cracked sign read KE P OUT.
At our feet several golf balls stained yellow with rain and age sat forgotten, waiting for their owners, who would never come.
“C’mon,” my brother said. “We have to keep going.”
We ducked under the barbed wire and disappeared into the woods. The trees were thick, and we struggled to find a path. Half-leafed limbs scratched back as we swam in. The little trees held hands and fought back like their parents. The woods don’t want us here, I thought. This isn’t a place we should be.
After a few minutes of wandering, we came to a small clearing. I looked up at the trees that towered above us, at the sun, whose rays couldn’t find the ground. This was not a comforting spot. There weren’t any old tires to sit on, no stumps or sizable logs. So I stood there, waiting for my brother to pull out the paper and read what it said. To reveal the story of the Stranger.
Instead, he snapped off a dead branch and pretended to fence a bush.
“What do you think about what Chris said?” he said. “About secrets.”
I stared at the unarmed bush and felt sorry for it. “I don’t know. It’s kinda cool.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Kinda cool. Kinda dumb, but kinda cool.” He stepped back from the bush and tilted his head, considering the best way to kill it. “You didn’t tell Mom, did you? About Chris?”
“I already told you. You told me not to.”
“Good,” he said. “Because it would only hurt her. And you don’t want that.”
He plunged his stick sword into the bush and let out a loud moan, making the dying sounds for his victim. He wiped his hands on his shorts and admired his work. “I’ve taken care of this villain. Now let’s find someplace to read this in secret.”
We left the clearing. I followed my brother back the way we came. Some of the branches were still bent, others had returned to their old selves. We took a random right and came upon a creek, and my brother and I stood side by side on the little bank. I noticed a gang of tadpoles swimming above the clay-colored creek bed. I crouched to get a better view. The tadpoles chased one another in circles. They had games of their own. I put my hand in the water where the tadpoles played, and they shot away from my fingers like fireworks.
“… is also known as the Stranger,” my brother said. He had begun reading the article about the prisoner, which apparently continued mid-sentence.
Kern has been a Kansas prison inmate since 1985, when he was found guilty of the first-degree murder of Morgan Wells.
In December 1984, Leavenworth police responded to an eyewitness report of a woman being dragged into her home by a white male. Upon arriving at the scene and entering the house, police found Kern with a gun to his head, standing over the deceased Wells and a camcorder. Authorities alleged Kern had set up a camcorder to record the murder of Wells, and planned to kill himself immediately afterward. Authorities arrested Kern before he could shoot himself, however, and he was convicted in March 1985. He was sentenced to life imprisonment for first-degree murder.
Leavenworth Police and the Kansas Department of Public Safety are assisting the Department of Corrections with the search. Prison officials declined to comment on how Kern escaped, but say he is considered dangerous. Anyone with information on Kern should call the police immediately.
My brother tore out the article and put it in his pocket. Later it would sleep beneath his bunk bed, hidden with the rest. “The Stranger,” he said.
“The Stranger,” I said, to hear how it sounded from my mouth.
“The Stranger,” my brother said. “The Stranger … is coming to get you.”
He turned his hands into claws and jumped at me, like Rick grabbed my mom. I tried to fight him off but he was bigger and quicker.
“Don’t fight it,” he said, squeezing me into a suffocating bear hug. “You’ll only make it worse.”
Let me go, I told him, please let me go. But when I heard my words they weren’t my own. They were softer, more desperate, the words of Morgan Wells.
“Relax,” my brother said. “Honey, relax.” He put his finger to my head in the shape of a gun. “It’ll all be over soon.”
I closed my eyes. It would be easier to let him do what he wanted, to let him play out his plot. This I knew from suffering before. So I let my body sink into his—Don’t do it, baby, please don’t do it— and wondered what it felt like to die. I imagined my brain shutting off like a television, the picture of the world beaming large and colorful, then, in an instant, shrinking to a single dot of white. I closed my eyes and felt my brother drag his finger up and down the length of my cheek. I felt his breath in my ear. This is what you get, he said. For talking to strangers. For sharing our secrets. He cocked the gun with a click of his tongue. Now smile for the camera, brother.
“Stop!” I yelled, as much in my own voice as I knew how.
“Sorry,” the Stranger said. “I can’t.”
“I’m not playing!
“Good, because this isn’t a game.”
“I mean it! Stop!”
The woods echoed with the alarm of my voice, loud enough for the whole course to hear. I felt my brother’s grip tighten, then loosen. “What?” he said. “OK, fine.” He let me go, but with a hard shove that nearly sent me into the creek. “I was just playing.”
“That wasn’t funny,” I said. “Why’d you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Why’d you say that, about secrets? I didn’t tell Mom about Chris.”
“I know,” he said. “You told Dad.”
He pushed me aside and washed his hands in the creek.
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did. You did and I know you did.”
“I didn’t mean to. How did you know?”
“Because you’re my brother. And I would have done the same thing if I was your age.”
“Stop acting like you’re that much older than me.”
“I am.”
“We’re only two grades apart.”
“Yeah, but I’m smarter.”
“I’ll be just as smart when I’m your age,” I said. “No, I’ll be smarter. So I told Dad. It was at night. He was asleep. He doesn’t remember.”
“Good.”
“So you should have already known that. If you’re so smart.”
My brother shrugged. “When a secret is shared, people get hurt. That’s what we said.” He kicked a rock into the creek. “And Dad wasn’t asleep. He was drunk.” He walked away, leaving me by the water. I saw my wet reflection and thought of my dad. How he looked that night. The crooked shape his mouth took when I said he smelled like strawberries.
“I hate you,” I said to my brother.
“No, you don’t,” he said, examining the woods, looking for the right way to go. “I’m not what you hate.”
“Yes you are. And I’m going to tell Mom what you did.”
“No, you won’t,” my brother said. “You don’t know your way back. Or who’s out there.”
He crooked his hands into hooks, the same shapes he made a moment ago, playing the Stranger. I turned away and looked into the woods, the sea of trees before me. Nothing was familiar. But I told my brother I knew where I was going, and so what if I didn’t. What did he care? I brushed past him and stepped into the woods, thinking of the scene where I told my mother what my brother did, the terrible things he said to me, and how he wouldn’t let me go. My mother would stop helping whatever dumb customer was at the counter and storm after my brother. She would catch him under the arm and drag him to a dark corner. She would have hooks of her own. How does it feel? I would say as my mother slapped him, or hit him with her shoe. She would scold him and ask what kind of brother are you anyway? What kind of brother does this? And my brother would cry, but I wouldn’t. I’d be sitting next to Sandy, Rick out of the picture. I’d be drinking a soda all by myself. I’d have the last sip. I’d have the last word. I’d say, Who’s laughing now?
I smiled to myself and took five steps into the woods before my brother stopped me. “Hey, dummy,” he said. “This way.”
I turned around and followed.

four

OUR MOTHER HAD TO WORK the following morning. We reminded her that it was her birthday, her special day, but she said we needed the money, so she picked up an extra shift. Before she left, she pulled my brother and me out of bed and gave us our orders for the day. We were to ready the apartment for her party. This meant we had to clean the place up, make it presentable for others. I asked what about decorations, and she said we didn’t have the time or resources to worry about that.
“And don’t even think about going to the pool,” she said. “We’re supposed to be under a tornado watch all day.” She threw her keys in her purse and her purse over her shoulder. “Remember, if you hear the siren, you know what to do.”
Yes, we told her. Go downstairs to our building’s bottom level, where the washers and dryers lived. Crouch down and cover our heads until the siren is silent, the danger is gone. We had practiced this many times.
“And just in case,” our mother said, “I’ve asked our neighbor to check in on you. So you better be here when she comes by. Got it?” We nodded. “Think of the neighbor as your guard,” our mother said. “And I’m the warden. I don’t want any pool activity in the guard’s report.”
She kissed us on our cheeks, and a moment later we heard the van come to life, whine out of the parking lot, and sputter down Limit Street.
“OK, she’s gone,” my brother said. “Time for the pool.”
He disappeared from the kitchen and came back with two towels and my trunks. He was already wearing his.
“What about the guard?” I said.
“If you believe that, you really are as dumb as Rick says,” my brother said. “When’s the last time you saw Mom talk to anyone around here besides us?” He threw my trunks at my face. “She doesn’t know anybody. The only friends she’s got are at work, and who knows how much she even likes those people.” He paused, perhaps thinking about what we’d seen yesterday, the way our mother and Rick looked at each other. “Now go change.”
* * *
We locked the door on the way out and my brother put the key in his fanny pack. We didn’t keep the key under our doormat anymore because of the prison break. The mat was left over from our family life. It read, “Wipe Your Paws,” and there were dog prints on it.
As we stepped out into the hallway so did a neighbor lady I’d never seen before. She had long greasy hair, and her body was drowned in baggy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. I looked away. Later, my brother said the mistake we made was we didn’t make eye contact. He said if you want to get away with something you have to act like the thing you’re doing is something you do every day.
“Hey there,” the lady said. “What are you two up to?” She fished for a pack of cigarettes in her sweatpants and waited for our answer. On the hallway walls were poorly framed pictures of painted flowers. “Well? Do they speak?”
“We were just going to wait outside,” my brother said, “for our mother.”
The lady exhaled her smoke, a wispy cloud that reminded me of the tornado watch. “Well, here’s an idea. Wait inside.”
She smiled at her response. We couldn’t think of anything smart to say back, and the lady didn’t wait for us to say OK or sorry. She snuffed out her cigarette in a Coke can cut in half, and went into her apartment. My brother pushed me back inside. We leaned against the door and slid down on our butts. I asked my brother what do we do now.
“We’re trapped,” he said. “We wait.”
* * *
We spent the rest of the morning prisoners of the smoking lady. My brother took turns bad-mouthing her, our mom. That’s the lady she gets to watch us? Gross. We thought of different ways we, or some higher power, might rid us of the smoking lady. Next time our mother took us on a trip I would “accidentally” leave a toy at the top of the stairs by the smoking lady’s door, and then let’s see what happens. Or she would go into the hospital for a typical physical and find out she had cancer all around her lungs and bones. That was how our mom’s dad died.
While my brother made a list of all the ways the smoking lady could die, I started cleaning the apartment. The first thing I had to do was pick up all our toys. There were fighting men everywhere, all left behind by my brother, all players in his never-ending plots. I had wanted to pick up many of these toys before, but knew if I did, my brother would yell at me. That guy needs to be there, he would say. No, don’t move him. You’ll ruin the ending.
Once all the men were put away in our room, I wiped everything down. I dusted the bookcase with the encyclopedias, not peeking in the book with the naked lady, the one who looked like my mother. I moved quickly to the TV, writing my name in the dust blanketing the screen, before wiping it all away. When I was done, I reported to my brother, who was up now, doing push-ups in his room. He told me great, good job; now do the floors.
We didn’t have a vacuum, not anymore. Before we moved into the apartment, our parents sat down in our old house’s empty living room and divided their things. My brother and I were supposed to be outside playing, but we’d gotten too hot and come in early, plopping ourselves tiredly on the floor. After little discussion, it was decided that my mother, the cleaner of the two, would keep the vacuum, and my dad would get the grill. Other items — the microwave, the record player, the VCR — were not as easily agreed upon. But they never really fought over anything either, like I imagined my brother and I would have if we had to split up the Christmas gifts addressed to both of us. In the end, my mother sat comfortably next to her pile of stuff, and my dad his, while my brother and I sat strangely in the middle, under the cool of the ceiling fan, unsure what pile our things belonged to.
But that vacuum had broken, had gotten clogged with too much dog hair. Now all we had was the carpet sweeper my mother borrowed from work. There wasn’t any fur to worry about anymore, but there were a few roaches. Dead and alive alike. I found one under the couch, another behind the end table, and two in the box fan. I piled the dead on a paper towel and threw them away. The two live ones I kept in an old, lidless coffee can, which already had a roach in it to begin with.
I took the can to our room and asked my brother what should I do with it. He was on the floor resting from his routine, and it would have been easy to simply turn the coffee can over and watch the roaches fall on his face, dart in all directions over his squirming body.
My brother peered into the can. “Jesus,” he said, and put his hand over his mouth. “Get that thing away from me.”
“What do I do with them?”
“I don’t know,” he said, backing farther and farther away. “Take them outside or something…” My brother’s words trailed off and his face suddenly changed. He had an idea. I could tell by the way his eyes shifted upward, moved far away, and his eyebrows curled into thinking mode. When it came to my brother’s faces, I thought of myself as something of an expert.
“Quick,” he said. “Grab your trunks.”
“I’m wearing them.”
“Let’s go, then.”
“What about the neighbor?”
“It’s fine,” my brother said. He pointed at the coffee can. “Now we have a reason.”
* * *
My brother made me cover up the can with my pool towel. When we left the apartment this time, the smoking lady wasn’t waiting, though the hallway still smelled like smoke. I told my brother I didn’t think we should be gone long, in case she came back. He agreed. He just wanted to check something.
First, we released the roaches into the woods and watched them stumble around, confused by their new surroundings.
“I’m starting to hate this place,” my brother said. “Gross roaches.”
On our way back in we saw someone by the pool’s front gate. It was Chris. He was lounging in a desk chair, wearing a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off, so we could see his armpit hair dangle like a sweaty vine. The chair he sat in had wheels, and to stop from rolling away Chris had tied a neon rope from an arm of the chair to a chink in the fence.
“Uh-oh,” Chris said. “Here comes trouble.”
I turned around expecting to see someone bad behind us, but saw no one. When I faced front, my brother and Chris were shaking hands, sharing a smile. The two talked about the weather, how clear the sky was, how it was the perfect day for the pool. Chris said he wished every day was like this, that they would last forever. Wouldn’t that be great? he said. Just the two of us, catching some rays and hanging by the water? My brother agreed. That would be the best. Both of them seemed to forget that I was there.
A woman walked by with a dog and a kid. She was wearing cut-off shorts and a loose tank top. I didn’t remember seeing her around the complex before, but the kid was too young to be a friend, so maybe I just never noticed. He ran around in circles, holding a fat piece of pink chalk. I wanted it.
“Hey, I’ve got a question for you two,” Chris said.
The woman stopped. “I’m sorry?” she said.
Chris sat up straighter. “Oh, not you, ma’am. I was talking to these two gentlemen. But don’t worry, I’ll let you know if I want your ear.”
He pushed his sunglasses back up, and the woman smiled with her eyes down. She returned to pretending her kid was very interesting. The two walked a few steps until the kid crouched down to draw on the sidewalk, a large shape that didn’t make any sense to me. The woman waited. Chris folded his arms behind his head and stared at the woman, watching her kid make art. He leaned over to my brother and spoke quietly.
“What do you think?” he said.
“About what?”
“The kid. Should we recruit him? Think he’s old enough to learn you know what?”
My brother shook his head, returned Chris’s hushed voice. Too young. Practically a baby. Babies can’t swim.
“Yeah, you’re right,” Chris said. “He looks like a bit of a mama’s boy. Probably a blabbermouth, too.”
The kid finished shading in his odd shape and stood up proud. Chris’s eyes followed them until they disappeared around a building. My brother and I stood there waiting for Chris to come up from his thoughts.
“Chris,” my brother said.
“Yes.”
“Can we go in the pool now?”
“Hmm,” Chris said. “Oh, sorry, of course we can. Just had to wait until that lady left. Never know who she might know.” He stood up and pulled off his shirt. His body looked tanner than last time, and there were mosquito bites where there weren’t bites before, nestled into the blond hair below his belly button. The hair that ran into his shorts.
“Hey,” Chris said. He had caught me looking at his hair. He put his hand under my chin and lifted my head until my eyes met his. I thought he was going to be mad, but all he did was smile. “Remember,” he said, “we don’t want any word getting out about this, do we? About the Gainer?”
I shook my head, but Chris didn’t let me go.
“No,” my brother said. “That’s how you ruin a secret.”
* * *
The water looked warm in the June sun. But before I could swim, my brother and Chris said I had to run inside and grab them popsicle strips. My brother didn’t care what color, but Chris wanted a blue. When he finished his strip, Chris leaned over and without warning licked my brother on the face, leaving a long streak of blue across his cheek. My brother looked at Chris with shock.
“Gross,” he said, and wiped off Chris’s spit with the back of his hand. He stood up and backed away. “What was that for?”
“That was for your own good,” Chris said, and laughed a little. “For your protection.” He drank the rest of his strip and gargled the blue like mouthwash, swishing it around with fat cheeks before swallowing. “Did you know,” he said, “that a giraffe’s tongue is completely blue? Top to bottom.” My brother asked a quiet why, his hand still touching his sticky face. “Well, they’re out in the sun every day, aren’t they? Licking leaves off trees and stuff, their tongues just hanging out. The blue prevents them from getting burned. It’s like their sunscreen.”
Chris stuck out his tongue, which was coated a deep blue, darker than the pool, and extended farther than any tongue I’d seen before. I bet he could lick his own nose if he wanted, but instead he pretended he was stripping an invisible tree of its leaves, taking each leaf into his mouth and saying yum after.
My brother dipped his hand in the water and wiped off the rest of his face. “Giraffes don’t do that,” he said. “That’s not true.”
“Oh, it’s not?” Chris said. “You don’t think so?” He stood up and started toward my brother. “You know, your face is starting to look a bit pink, big man. I think you could use another coat!” He grabbed my brother and my brother squirmed, but only half trying to get away, his face open with laughter as Chris tickled his ribs and wagged his long blue tongue next to my brother’s ear. Don’t fight it, Chris kept saying. It’s for your own good!
“All right, all right,” Chris finally said. “Enough of that. No more messing around. We’re here for serious business, right?” My brother dunked his head to get rid of the Chris spit. “Well, are we?”
“Yes,” my brother said.
“That’s right, the Gainer isn’t some silly game. It’s the real deal, so let’s get ready.”
They moved to the deep end, leaving me to throw away the popsicle wrappers.
“OK, show me what you got,” he said. My brother stepped to the edge of the diving board, tested its spring with his toes. I felt nervous for him, like the few times I remembered watching my dad’s favorite football team on TV. He wanted his team to win so badly, and I did too, because the day’s mood depended on how the game went. It decided if Dad might finish our swing set, or just sit in the grass, in a circle of empty cans and unused parts, clueless or careless about what went with what.
“Let’s go, big brother,” Chris said. “The world won’t wait.”
My brother jumped, and if I had let my mind think for a second about anything else, I would have missed the dive. It was that fast. And it produced little splash. In my mind Chris was already giving my brother a variety of high fives. In real life my brother came out of the water wearing his humble face. He swam over to the ladder and stepped out like an Olympic swimmer, so far in first he couldn’t care less about the judge’s score. Chris watched my brother wipe the water dripping off his body, pull the trunks away from his waist, so they didn’t stick.
“You, sir, nailed it,” Chris said. “You really nailed it, didn’t you?” My brother looked up, but didn’t even give a thank-you smile. Chris turned to me, still in the shallow water. “Hey, little man, look at this guy: Joe Cool.”
I acted unimpressed.
“All right, Mr. Cool, let’s step it up.”
They moved on to the front flip, and Chris taught my brother all he needed to know to master the move. How before you jump, you have to tell yourself I won’t jump until I’m committed. How after you jump, you have to throw your arms forward like you’re inbounding a basketball. You have to let your arms take your body where your body wants to go, Chris said. Do that, and the rest will follow.
Just before my brother was about to flip, however, a car door slid shut. My brother jumped off the board, but not into the pool.
“Mom?” I said.
“No,” my brother said, tilting his head toward the sound. “Just someone with a van, I think.”
Chris swung his legs out of the water and ran over to the front fence. “Mom?” he said. “Who’s this Mom character?”
The closeness of our apartment hit me in the head. I looked away from the pool to see if I could see the window from where we were.
“Is this Mom person someone we need to worry about?” Chris asked. “She’s not a spy, is she?”
“No,” my brother said, staring at the water. “She’s not here. She doesn’t matter.”
He stepped on the board again, ready to get back to the flip, but Chris held his hands up. “Whoa. Pump the brakes, sir. What do you mean she doesn’t matter? All moms matter.”
My brother’s face said he wanted to change the subject. “She doesn’t know anything,” he said. “That’s all I meant.”
He tried to step to the edge of the board, but Chris grabbed him by the trunks.
“Hey, not so fast. I want to hear more about your mom. I mean, we’re friends, right?”
My brother looked down at Chris’s hand, holding the butt of his trunks. I knew for a fact he didn’t like when other people touched him. He hated shaking strangers’ hands, didn’t even like hugs from the people he was supposed to love.
“So tell me what’s she like. Is she awesome? I bet she’s awesome.”
My brother tried to pull away from Chris. He twisted around, but Chris had a Rick-like grip. “She’s OK. Please let me go.”
“Just OK?” Chris said. He pulled him closer, and my brother almost fell off the board, but Chris steadied him, his hand on my brother’s naked side. “No way, this is your mom we’re taking about. She’s what made you, and you’re something special, right?”
My brother grabbed Chris’s wrist. “Let me go. I want to get in the pool.”
“Hold on,” Chris said. He scratched at the bites below his waist, spreading the red around. “So you live with your mom?”
“Yes.”
“What about your dad?”
“No.”
“No dad?”
“No.”
“You don’t have a dad?”
“No, I do. He just … he—”
“Left?”
“Yes.”
“Is he coming back?”
“No. I don’t know—”
“So she’s by herself? What about suitors?” Chris said. A coy smile wiggled across his face. “Any love interests?”
My brother opened his mouth, stopped, and for a second, nothing came out. “I’m cold,” he said. “Let me in the pool.”
“You didn’t answer me,” Chris said.
“Yes I did. Let me go.”
“Why won’t you tell me? Is it a secret?”
“No,” my brother said, raising his voice and squirming more violently. “Let go of me!”
For a flash, faster than my brother’s dive, I saw Chris’s face go angry. His eyes spiked down in a way we hadn’t seen before. But like the dive’s splash, the anger quickly disappeared, and Chris’s face returned to its calm.
“Oh yeah,” he said, releasing my brother’s trunks. “Of course. Sorry.”
My brother stepped off the diving board. He grabbed his towel from the pool chair and went to the shallow end to dry off.
“Get out of the pool,” he said to me.
“What’s wrong?” Chris said. “All right, all right. So you don’t want to talk about your parents. I get it. But what about what I want? I’ve got a mom and dad too. C’mon, we can swap war stories.”
“Hurry up,” my brother told me. “Get your flip-flops.”
“Oh, where are you going?” Chris said. “Don’t be a couple of babies. The baby bros, everyone!” It was something Rick would have said.
“We have to go,” my brother said, and pushed me toward the gate. “There’s a lady watching us. We shouldn’t be out here.”
Chris ran ahead of us and blocked the entrance. “Guys, I apologize. I get it now. I went too far too fast.” He stood with his arms crossed. “But I can’t let you leave until you forgive me. It wouldn’t be right.”
“It’s fine,” my brother said, looking past Chris, to where we wanted to be. “We need to go.”
Chris’s face twitched, like a bug flew in his ear. He slapped at the side of his head. “I don’t know. That didn’t feel right to me. That seem real to you, little man?”
“Don’t ask him,” my brother said. “He doesn’t know what’s going on.”
“And what is going on?” Chris said.
“You were showing us pool moves.”
“But then I ruined it, didn’t I? I’m sorry.” Chris put his head down. “What about this? What if next time we see each other, I share another secret? It can be anything you want. Another pool move. Something about my mom. Anything. I’ll even take you somewhere, if that’s what you want. Some cool place you’ve never been.”
My brother draped his towel over his head, so I couldn’t see his face, so I couldn’t tell if he was thinking this last offer through.
“It’s fine,” he eventually said.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. You said sorry.”
“So we’re square?” Chris said. We nodded. “Good.”
He stepped aside and I followed my brother out the gate. Chris stayed behind the fence, and I was glad that he did. Though as we made our way around the corner to our building, we heard him call from the pool.
“Think about my offer, Mr. Cool!” Then, “I like that you stood up for yourself. You’re on your way!”
I thought that my brother might smile at this, but he didn’t. On his face I could still see a hint of blue.

five

THE QUEEN WAS almost late to her own party. The register at work broke and our mother was the only one who knew how to fix it. Ten minutes before people were supposed to show, she burst in the door, ink smudged on her fingers and face. Here she is, I thought, our majesty. Except she didn’t look like any of the royal people I’d seen in books or on TV. Her work shirt was untucked and dirty, and instead of a crown, there was the large mound of her yellow hair, frizzled from the summer’s humidity. She quickly surveyed the apartment, chewing nervously on a greasy lock. This was our queen.
“Good job, guys,” she said. “The place looks good. Now let me go change.”
She rushed back to her room and slammed the door, leaving my brother and me bored on the couch. We got on the floor and had a foot war. I placed the bottoms of my feet against his and we pushed our feet back and forth like they were glued together. When our legs grew tired, my brother drew up a peace treaty that we signed with an imaginary feather pen. Our mother still hadn’t come out of her room.
There was a knock at the door and the first thing I thought was Chris. My brother could read my mind. “It’s not him,” he said. “He wouldn’t come up here.”
Whoever it was knocked again.
“Maybe he wants to say sorry,” I said. “Or maybe we forgot something.”
“Maybe,” my brother said, with his thinking face on. I could tell he didn’t buy my idea, but like me, I think he was picturing what it would look like if Chris were in our apartment.
There was another knock, this one louder, less patient. My brother ran to the door.
It was Sandy and Cornbread. Sandy stood smiling with a cake. Carrot, she said. Your mother’s favorite. Cornbread towered behind Sandy, twice her size, holding four boxes of wine, two under each arm. Both of them were wearing what they always wore, jeans and a hunter-green polo shirt from work. They smelled of grease and grass.
“How are my two favorite men?” Sandy said. She pushed her way past us, and Cornbread stooped his head to get in the door. We showed them to the kitchen, and Sandy set the cake on the empty table. She asked where our mother was and we pointed. “Oh, she must be getting pretty,” Sandy said, and went down the hall to help her put on the final touches.
Cornbread put the wine on the counter and sat at the kitchen table, drumming his fingers. Like everything else he touched, the table now looked like it was made for a small kid, the size of the child with the chalk. He tried to make conversation, but we only gave him one-word answers. Yes. No. Fine. When he ran out of questions, my brother and I returned to the couch and listened for our mother coming down the hall. Instead, we heard Cornbread checking the cupboard for cups. A moment later, he came out drinking from a glass dark with wine.
“That looks good,” my brother said.
“It is good, but you can’t have any.” He came over to the couch and told us to scoot over. It was a tight squeeze. Even with his legs bent, Cornbread’s knees still came up to my head. He asked if the TV worked and we said no, not really. “Well, we need something to look at.”
And like a magic trick, Sandy came out with our mother, the two holding each other at the elbow. Sandy looked the same, face plain, head shaped like a hairnet, but our mother was changed. Her work clothes were gone, and so were the ink smudges. She was wearing a loose summer dress, yellow and flowing, and her wild hair fell completely straight, teasing her bare shoulders. She stepped closer, into the light, and I saw that her eyes looked different too — larger, her lashes longer, like they wanted to reach out and touch me.
“What do you think, boys?” she said.
“You look new,” I said, and Cornbread laughed, causing the couch to shake. But I meant what I said. My mother was like a new mother. Bright, beautiful, she belonged to one of the royal families she liked to read about in history books. This was the queen she promised to be.
There was another knock, and Sandy threw her hands up. “Ooh, here they come,” she said, and did a little dance to the door. My brother rolled his eyes and went to the kitchen to grab a glass of mixed milk. But I stayed where I was, marveling at our mother. Her newness. For some reason, it felt wrong to do so, to look for so long. It felt like I was looking at the lady in the encyclopedia, the one who was half naked, half insides — but I couldn’t help it.
A few seconds later, Sandy came back with new people, a man and a woman I’d never seen before. The man had his shirt tucked in when he probably shouldn’t have. His belly ballooned over his belt like a waist floatie. The woman, less pretty than the witch lady, had brought party hats for everyone, and stuck close to the man until she saw how beautiful my mother was. Once the ladies were talking in a tight triangle, Cornbread got up and started talking to the man, leaving my brother and me alone.
Several more partygoers arrived over the next half hour, all with small presents in hand. I didn’t recognize any of these people. They were not from my mother’s work, and I had no idea where she had met them, where they had come from. They all waved hello, went to the kitchen, and returned with red plastic cups. The party had begun.
* * *
No one was talking to my brother or me, including our mother, so we went to our room. We shut the door behind us and that made things better for a while. But the party’s murmur grew with each new guest. Someone brought speakers and a record player. The music went through our room’s thin walls like they were made of paper, and the bass rattled our door. My brother said it was like there were zombies out there, pounding for us to let them in. Brains, my brother said. Brains. We made a game out of this, lying there in the bottom bunk. We listed all the dumb things people did in the zombie films we’d seen with our dad. I said we should avoid shopping malls, which wasn’t a problem in our city, since there were none. My brother suggested we hole up in the old people’s home, because the zombies would probably come for the elderly last. Yes, I said, they would taste the worst. My brother laughed, said that wherever we go we should stick together. Of course, this was the first thing I thought of, but I didn’t say anything because I knew if I really thought about the zombie scenario, I would do what I always did and think about what would happen if only one of us was bitten. What would I do if my brother began to turn? What then?
“It wouldn’t matter anyway,” he said. “Those movies always end horribly. Just when you think they’re in the clear, another zombie appears and ruins everything. The undead mailman pops out of a dumpster.”
I wished he would change the subject, but our door still thumped. The party was growing louder. Maybe I could call my dad and file a complaint. Or maybe the smoking lady would, unless she was out there too.
“What if one got into a prison?” my brother said. “All those guys would be eaten alive.”
Somebody rapped at the door, making me jump. Sandy poked her head in, and the music followed. “Hey, guys, it’s time for cake!” she said.
“Ah!” my brother screamed. “Zombie! Breach! Breach!” He rolled off the bed and grabbed a balled-up sock. “Head shot! Head shot! Shoot to kill!” He threw the sock ball at Sandy, just missing her face.
“Wow,” Sandy said. “Well, OK, more for me, I guess.”
She shut the door, leaving me to sit in the dark and think about zombies, me getting bitten and my brother being the one who had to put me down.
“I want some cake,” I said.
“Are you crazy?” my brother said. “This place is crawling with brain-eaters.”
“But I’m hungry,” I said, which was true. In our mother’s rush to get ready, she had forgotten to make us dinner.
My brother picked up the sock ball. “All right, I’ll cover you. But watch out. If you see anybody you know, don’t trust them. They’re probably a zombie. They probably want your brains.”
He opened the door to the loud music, and we pushed our way through a maze of adult legs, some attached to shaking hips. We didn’t see any cake, only ironed pants and smooth dresses. Finally, the crowd parted and we could see what was going on. Someone had dragged the square kitchen table into the tiny dining room we never used, along with one chair. A moment later our mother emerged from the living room and sat at the table’s only seat. The crowd closed around her. The music was muted and talk dwindled to a murmur. We were waiting.
The lights went off. But the room didn’t fall completely dark. A man whose face I couldn’t see, but who was wearing jeans, came from the kitchen holding Sandy’s carrot cake, now a ball of light. Through a tangle of arms I saw the light make its way to my mother, who sat straight in her chair, head held high, like a queen perched on her throne.
The man set the cake in front of my mother, so that the spotlight was on her now. He started to sing in a low, even tone. I wanted to see who this person was, this man in jeans with his shirt tucked in, but no belt. We pushed our way closer to the front, fighting through the drone of all the zombies. We finally made it to the table as the song wound down, but the singing man was nowhere to be seen. He must have slinked off into the darkness. Our mother was visible, though, and when she saw her two boys she raised her cup and nodded, an empty gesture to her loyal subjects.
The song ended, and someone said make a wish. My mother leaned over the cake. “I can’t do this all by myself,” she said. Sandy had used a candle for each year, instead of two wax numbers. “I need some help.”
I felt my brother pulling away from me, drifting from the crowd to help my mother. Yes, I thought, it should be him. He’s the stronger one, the one better at blowing up balloons. But before he made it to her side, another figure stepped into the light. It was the singing man. I could see the waist of his jeans floating by the candlelight, flickering by my mother’s face. Though it wasn’t until he bent down, grinned in the orange light, that I saw who it really was. That tan face. Those big teeth. Rick.
He put his hand on my mother’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, little lady, I’m real good at putting out fires.” He poked my mother in her ribs, and her arm flew out, hitting my brother.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there,” she said. “Would you like to help?”
My brother didn’t answer. He was staring at the burning candles, watching their shape change with every breath. He put his hand over the fire, and slowly lowered it until the flame kissed his flesh.
Rick slapped my brother’s hand away from the cake. “What are you doing, moron? Trying to kill yourself?”
My brother studied the palm he let burn.
“Relax,” our mother said. She shifted in her seat so she was facing my brother. “You can help too, if you want. You and your brother.”
“Yeah, good idea,” Rick said. “For once the world could use your hot hair.” He patted my brother on the back and I saw my brother’s face immediately change.
“Don’t touch me,” he said. He blew on his burned hand, and looked at our mother. “Why would I want to help you?” he said. “Rick’s a jerk. Why would I want to help a jerk?”
“Hey,” our mother said, and the rest of the room went quiet, though none of the zombies moved.
“It’s fine,” Rick said. “I’ve been called worse. By worse.” A few zombies chuckled, and my mother glanced around the room uneasily.
“You don’t have to help,” she said, “if you don’t want to. You can just stand there and be quiet.”
“I don’t want to stand here. I don’t even want to be here. Why can’t we go to our dad’s or something?”
Our mother sighed. Rick turned to one of the zombies to make what he must’ve thought would be an unheard remark. “Boy wants to run out on his mother. Must get that from the old man.”
And true enough, my mother didn’t hear Rick’s comment. But my brother did. I saw his face, burning orange, change into a new kind of anger. Then he said something he’d never said before.
He said, “Hey, Rick, why don’t you go to hell. Asshole.”
My mother exploded from the table, knocking over her cup of wine. “What did you just say?” She pushed Rick out of the way and grabbed my brother out of the crowd, dragged him into the hall. She must have not wanted everyone to see her scold my brother, though with the music off and the zombies silent, we could hear everything. Her hand smacking my brother’s butt. Her saying, Look at me. Look at me. If you want to be rude, be rude from your room. My brother said fine. He would. He didn’t want any stupid cake. What kind of cake was carrot cake anyway? A cake with a vegetable in it? Stupid. A second later we heard the bedroom door slam. My mother returned, apologized to Rick and the rest of the zombies. He’s just mad about the pool or something, she said, and waved my brother’s anger away like it was a housefly.
“That’s no excuse,” Rick said. “That boy needs to learn some manners.”
My mother took her seat and looked around nervously until someone yelled for her to blow out the candles before the apartment burned down.
“Yeah,” another zombie droned, “we want food!”
Rick got on his knees so he was level with my mother. He looked her in the eyes. “Go on,” he said. “This is your birthday. Don’t let anyone spoil it.”
My mother took a breath. Rick put his hand on hers and they looked at each other the same way they had at the golf course. Like they had their own secret.
“Ready?” Rick said. “Make a wish.”
My mother bent over the cake. I saw her thoughts go far away as she stared into the fire and visualized whatever it was she most wanted. She and Rick closed their eyes. They opened their mouths and blew, their streams of air rushing the candles until every flame turned into smoke.
* * *
I returned to my room. When I opened the door, the lights were still off, but I could feel my brother’s presence. He was seething on the bottom bunk.
“Leave me alone,” he said, but I didn’t move. I stood in the doorway, wanting to help, to cheer him up. “Didn’t you hear me?” he said. “Get out of here.” He threw something at the door, not soft like the sock ball. It clacked against the wall, and I picked it up off the floor. It was a toy man, one of the good guys. He told me to leave again, and this time I listened. But as I left I heard my brother talking to himself.
He said, “I hate him.”
* * *
My mother opened her presents while Cornbread and Sandy passed around plates of cake. All of the gifts were bottles of booze, some guy’s funny idea he got everyone to agree to. I took my cake to the sliding glass door, where it was just me. I had never had carrot cake before and didn’t expect the inside to be the same color as the rust on our van. After forking the cake around and deciding I wouldn’t like it, I stared out the door, thinking about the pool, Chris, the woods. I didn’t have a particular thought, just a sinking feeling, like I got when we used to take trips to the lake. Back when we were a whole family, our dad would borrow a boat and we would drive it out to the middle of the lake and cut the engine. This was the only time we escaped Leavenworth. My brother and I would put on life vests and swim out while my dad drank beer, argued with my mother. My brother would swim around, pretending to be an aquatic assassin, while I floated in the brown water, afraid to venture too far from the boat. I would lie on my back and stare at the sky, its gray as endless as the water around me, until the sinking feeling crept in. And in the middle of the lake, there were no sounds to comfort me, nothing except the water lapping in my ears. I realized I could stay out here all night and the waves would never stop lapping. I could take my vest off and sink to the bottom, the gray sky turning into a cold black, and still the lapping. My family would return to shore, hitch the boat to the van, and drive the long distance home. They would realize they had forgotten something, scratching their chins until my mother gasped when she realized what was missing. Me. They would speed back, search the spot I was last seen, but they wouldn’t find me. All they would find was the lapping, the sound of the big scary world, the sound of me left behind, forgotten.
“I think it’s time for bed,” someone said. I looked up and saw that it was Sandy, standing above me with her hand out. She took my plate of cake and helped me up. “Pretty soon it won’t be pretty.”
I had no idea how much time had passed. The party had thinned, but there were still strange adults everywhere — sitting on the couch, standing by the bookcase, falling into each other with their words. I glanced around for people I knew. Cornbread had apparently left. My mother was nowhere I could see. Two men danced to a slow song and everyone laughed. One of the men grabbed the other man’s butt and let out a scream. I looked down at my feet. I told myself I could always count on my feet. I know these feet. These feet are familiar.
Sandy pushed me through the crowd. When we made it into the dim border of the hallway, I heard something familiar. It was my mother’s voice. I stopped.
“I want to say good night,” I said.
“Yes,” Sandy said. “I think she might like that.”
She guided me to our tiny dining room, where we had swarmed to sing “Happy Birthday.” My mother was still sitting in her chair. There were three men standing over her, their shirts tucked under their fat belts. None of them were Rick, I saw, and I smiled. Sandy told me to go on, and I pushed through the men’s legs, heavy as church doors. Hey, one man said. Watch it. My mother had her head down, slouched, and was laughing into her cup. She sloshed around whatever was left before gulping it down. The men kept talking. One cleared his throat, lifted his pants by his belt buckle. No one saw me.
I tapped my mother on her knee. Her dress was even softer than it looked. “Mom,” I said.
Her eyes went big. They belonged to a pretty cartoon.
“Hey! There you are!”
“I’m going to bed,” I said.
One man said something and another laughed. My mother shooed them away. She put her arm around my waist, pulled me into her. “Was it a good time tonight?” she said, her thick breath lingering on my face. “Yeah, it was, wasn’t it? I just wish your brother hadn’t done what he did. You’re not mad that Rick came, are you?”
I thought about it. I wasn’t mad that he came; I was just happier when he wasn’t around. Though if it made my brother mad, I told myself that it should make me mad too. Finally I shrugged.
“Good,” she said. “Good, good, good. Because I’m trying my best. I really am.” She put her hand to my cheek and rubbed my ear. “He’s not going to replace anyone.”
I nodded again and looked at my feet. The summer had just begun, but sandal tan lines were already starting to form. A line of white surrounded by light brown started at my big toe, climbed the face of my foot, and forked into two faint paths. I knew as the summer wore on and the sun grew warmer, the contrast would strengthen. Soon the difference between the brown and white would be much sharper, the choices of the paths that much clearer.
“Hey,” my mother said. “Hey, look at me. Look at your mother.” She raised my head with her hand, and I thought of Chris. “You know, you were God’s best surprise? Did I ever tell you that?” She grabbed my cheeks, brought me close, and gave me a kiss on the lips. Longer, wetter than usual. “Your dad and I, we didn’t know you were coming, but we’re both glad that you did.”
She licked her thumb and wiped my lips. I could feel the red on my mouth.
“OK,” Sandy said. “Visiting hours are over.”
My mother laughed, and I saw where the wine had stained her teeth. “Uh-oh, you better listen to the guard here. For your own safety.”
As Sandy pulled me away, my mother squeezed my hand a final time, her short fingers the same as mine.
“Good night,” she said. “Good night, my cute boy.”
* * *
I awoke from a pool dream. In the dream someone had taken my dad’s favorite tank top and thrown it into the pool. Why don’t you go get it, Dad? I asked. Just go get it. My dad chewed on the tips of his fingers before revealing that, the funny thing was, he never learned to swim. I reminded him about the lake and he said yes, but I never go in. I just drink beer. I got on the diving board and looked around. Where my brother was I did not know. He should be here. Where is he? He’s playing in the woods, my dad said. Get the shirt and we’ll go find him. Even in the dream I knew this was not a good thing. But it was a dream and I was not as scared. Standing on the diving board, I felt I belonged. I could live in the blue if I wanted, swim to any deep. I dove in. It was as easy as I thought it would be. The water didn’t push back against me. It didn’t pull me to the top, squeeze my lungs. I cut to the bottom, and when I opened my eyes, they didn’t burn. I grabbed my dad’s shirt and even though I knew it should have been heavy with water, it wasn’t. I swam back up, effortlessly, and the sun shone around me, spotlighting the boy who could do anything.
I woke up laughing. The confidence from the dream carried over. I sat up in bed, fully alert, sure I was the best swimmer around. I threw the covers off and stood up, wet with sweat. But the wet didn’t worry me. It made sense. I was a professional pool person. I was someone who wanted to be wet. Unlike others, I was better then.
I opened our bedroom door before I realized I was shirtless. I didn’t remember taking off my shirt before bed, but I took that as a sign. I stepped out and looked down our apartment hall. My mother’s door was open, which it never was when she slept. Her alarm flashed its red numbers at me, as if while I slept we’d lost power. As if a storm had passed unnoticed.
I snuck down the hall to peep into my mother’s room, to see if she was sick. Maybe that’s why she left the door open, in case she had to run to the bathroom and throw up the carrot cake. Her body wasn’t there, though, no lumps in the covers.
I returned down the hall, curious. Maybe my mother fell asleep on the couch, like my dad had. Maybe I could get a good look at her while she slept. Maybe she had a secret mark too, something that would reveal itself to me. Would she still be wearing makeup, or was that something she washed off before bed? Would her hair be back to its old self, or would silently I feel its new soft?
I walked faster down the hall and peeked around the corner, eager to catch my mother, to see what she was like now. But what I saw was two people on the couch. My mother was there, yes, but she was not alone: Rick was there too, his hand on my mother’s bare leg, a box of wine between them.
My mother sat in her bra. The top of her dress was pulled down to her waist.
“I can’t,” she said. “They’re right around the corner.”
She shivered, and Rick put his arm around her, brought her to him. “Is that it?” he said, and kissed her on the cheek. “Or is it something else?” He worked a finger under my mother’s bra strap, teased it from her shoulder. “I think you’re just not sure. I think that’s what it is. And I get that. I do. Shit, I know what it’s like to be alone.” He turned two of his fingers into legs and walked them down my mother’s thin arm. “But,” he said, “I also think you owe it to yourself. Isn’t that what you’ve been saying?”
He moved his hand farther up my mother’s leg, until his arm disappeared completely beneath her dress.
“Stop,” my mother said. “Rick,” she said, “quit.” But Rick didn’t quit. He opened his mouth on my mother’s shoulder, nipping at her with his teeth, and eventually my mother gave in. She leaned back into the couch and sighed, and Rick moved his face to my mother’s, his back swallowing hers, eclipsing her body. I stood there and watched. I listened to them breathe through their noses, moan through shut mouths. I wanted to leave, but I also wanted to stay.
Rick pulled back and said something to my mother, gestured to someplace with his head. I could only see my mother’s face. It moved side to side to say no, though it did so with a slight smile. “C’mon,” Rick said. “I’ll be real quiet. They won’t hear a thing.”
I didn’t hear my mother answer him, but I imagined her shaking her head, saying no, this is not what I want.
“Wait, I’ve got it,” Rick said. He stood up, still holding on to my mother’s hand. “I’ll grab that fan. It’s so damn loud, it’ll drown out anything.”
And before my mother could say anything, he hopped across the room, desperately searching behind the TV for the fan’s plug. He was so excited, so focused on the fan, he wasn’t even thinking about my mother, who I could see for the first time since Rick had smothered her with his back. Now I could see everything. I saw the red on my mother’s neck and shoulders where Rick’s mouth had gone. I saw where Rick had pushed up the side of her dress, where he had walked his hard hand up her pale leg. And when I looked closely, as Rick finally found the plug and the room went silent, I saw where my mother’s bra had fallen. I saw the pink of her breast.
I looked away. I looked at my hand, which had been pressed against the back of the bookcase. It was covered in dust. Thick dust. I had missed this spot earlier in my cleaning. It hadn’t been touched in months. I held my hand up to my face, this hand that didn’t look like my own. I spread my fingers wide. I imagined my hands were webbed flippers, excellent for swimming. But unlike fish flippers, I could see through this webbing, and when I did, I saw my mother staring directly at me, her head tilted like our once-living dog. Her arm had fallen, revealing the rest of her breast. But she didn’t cover herself up. And she didn’t yell at me, or point above my head and mouth, Go to your room. This isn’t a place you should be. Her neck kept crooked, and she looked right at me, through me, as if I wasn’t there.
Finally, she shook her head, slowly, and without blinking. I turned and ran back to my room. I got in bed with my brother, who for once, and the one time I wished that he was, wasn’t snoring. I could hear anything, everything. The apartment was all quiet. I lay there and I waited. I waited for my mother to walk back, to flip on the hall light, the yellow shining through our door’s crack, forming a straight-edged capital C. I waited for the door to creak open, for my mother to say, hey, we need to talk. She would walk me to the bathroom and sit me in the bathtub, where I went when I was in the wrong. I would sit there, staring at the bath faucet, awaiting my execution. A moment later the lights would flicker in our bedroom, and that’s how my brother would know I was a goner.
I waited for this all to happen. I waited in the dark. I put my brother’s arm around me, my head on his chest, and waited. I waited and I waited, until dreams started to sneak into my head. I waited and waited, but my mother never came.

six

OUR DAD PICKED US UP the following morning. He actually came to our door in uniform, and with a small box in hand. He asked if our mother was around, but true to her word to Rick, she was already at work.
I sat in the back of the cruiser, where the criminals went, with my bag, which wasn’t zipped up all the way. There was a little hole at the end that gave the bag a mouth, and in my mind I turned the bag into a person, someone I could talk to. I asked the bag what was in the box my dad had brought. Was it a gift? The bag didn’t know, nor did it know why my dad had come up and knocked, and not just waited outside, like he normally did.
I thought about these questions until we passed a prison. It hit me. My mother had told on me. She’d told him what I had seen the night before, how I was up late spying on people again. That was why he was here, to take me in. Don’t be an idiot, the bag said. He’s got bigger fish to fry. There’s a murderer on the loose. But as we drove around in the police cruiser, I couldn’t help but feel like the lake again. I thought of all the things I was guilty of: two counts of spying, talking to a stranger, lying to my mother.
Oh, c’mon, the bag said. No one cares about that. You haven’t done anything really wrong. Have you?
As we coasted by the second of three prisons we would pass driving through the city, I put my fingers in the wire screen behind the front seats, the barrier that separated the cops from the criminals, me from my brother and my dad. My dad’s arm stretched across the passenger’s seat headrest, a habit he picked up when he used to drive our family around. I shook the screen. I was the Stranger and my dad was the sheriff, my brother his deputy. I put my mouth right behind my dad’s head, so close I could almost kiss him, so close that my breath brushed his hair. Hey, I whispered. Let me out. Let me out of here.
* * *
We didn’t grill out that night. We went to my favorite fast-food restaurant, the one that served square burgers and soft-serve ice cream. The lobby was full of large men in prison-guard khaki who had just gotten off work. They stood in line, thumbs in pockets. There were also a few big-bellied men in dirty jeans — mechanics, struggling farmers. No matter who they were or what they did, my dad knew all of them. And they all knew my dad. Sometimes when we were in a crowded place like this, my brother and I would make bets on how long it would take before a stranger started a serious talk with our dad. But the time was never over thirty seconds and the game quickly lost the little fun it began with.
Today it didn’t take long. The man in front of us turned and did a double take when he saw our dad. He was a younger man, with a small body and eyes as big as a squirrel’s.
“How are you doing, sir?” the man said.
“Fine, Jason.”
“Hey, can I talk to you about something, sir? Sue’s got this lawyer, see … do you think we could…”
My dad sighed through his nose and scratched his mustache. He had a way of not letting his face change when he was annoyed with the public. I tried the same when dealing with my brother, but always broke down.
My dad turned to us. “You two know what you want?” he said. He gave my brother some money. “Order me whatever you get. Jason, let’s warm up the table.”
We stood in line and watched our dad lead the young man to a booth by a trash can. We didn’t listen to what they were saying, because we knew the deal. Jason had done something stupid and now wanted our dad’s help in fixing it.
My brother and I ordered our food, and the cashier gave us a number. Our dad was still talking to Jason, so we picked another booth by a window. We filled paper condiment cups with pools of ketchup for our fries to dive in. We set the table with yellow napkins and extra salt packets for our dad. We were proud and organized, but soon grew bored. We used the table as a football field and a salt packet as a football. By the time our dad came back, we still had no food and the table was a mess.
“Sit by your brother, son,” my dad said to my brother.
“What did that guy want?”
“None of our business.”
“Did he ask you about the prisoner?”
“He did.”
“What’d you tell him?”
“I told him we’re going to catch him.”
“We are?” I said.
“Of course we are. We’re the good guys, aren’t we?”
“Yeah,” my brother said.
“Yeah!” I said, a little too loudly.
My dad gave me a knowing squint, winked, and sat up a little straighter. I smiled back and sat on my feet, trying to be as tall as him.
“Find him yet?” a man said. Where he had come from I hadn’t seen. He was an older man, wide in overalls, and with a gray beard down to his chest. I had seen him before and never liked him. He always talked to my dad with fake respect, like how my brother treated me the time I got to rule the apartment for a day as the result of a bet.
“Hi, Wayne,” my dad said.
“You talk to his family?”
“Not yet.”
“No?” Wayne took a sip from his gigantic chocolate milk shake, rested the cup on his stomach. “Well, I hope you hurry. You know, for your own sake. I mean, aren’t you worried?”
“Nope,” my dad said. “Not at all. There’s nothing to worry about, right, boys?”
We nodded. Our dad was going to catch him. That was that.
“Oh, good,” Wayne said. “That’s real good.” He shook his shake, loudly slurped what was left. “But, um, don’t you think you should be worried? At least a little? I mean, if I was you, if I was the one—”
“Wayne, it’s not a big deal. Escapes happen. Criminals get out.”
“Yeah,” Wayne said, “but not ones from around here.” He looked around, as if the Stranger might be watching him. “Not ones everybody remembers.”
“OK,” my dad said. “We’re trying to eat here.”
Wayne laughed. Eat? Eat what? He didn’t see nothing to eat. “You know, I’ve been around this city a long time,” he said, leaning on our booth, addressing my brother and me. “I remember when your dad first showed up, just a young pup. A young pup in love. Puppy love,” Wayne said, and wheezed at his own joke. “What I’m trying to say is that I know this city. I know how it works. And I’m telling you if you get this man before anything bad happens, you’ll be chief in no time.”
Yes. Chief. Our dad would be chief. The good guys would prevail.
“On the other hand, if you don’t catch him, well, I guess you can always join the Army.” I thought this was a joke too, and that Wayne would wheeze some more, but he didn’t.
“All right, Wayne. That’s fine.”
“I’m just saying, it’s one thing to say, it’s another to do.”
“I hear you. And we’ll get him.”
“‘We’? Ain’t no ‘we.’ That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You gotta do this. You do. Nobody cares about Tony or that Alan fellow. All eyes are on you.”
“Wayne.”
“Lives are on the line. Yours and your boys’.”
“All right.”
“You think they’re safe, but I don’t know. I don’t know that anybody’s safe. Hell, what about Aggie?”
My dad pounded the table.
“Wayne!”
The entire restaurant went quiet. Everyone stared at my dad, whose face turned red, like he’d held his breath too long underwater.
“Listen,” he said, “my family is none of your business. We’ll catch him, OK? Now please leave me and my boys alone.”
Wayne put his hands up. “Hey, got it. Sorry, sorry. Didn’t mean to disturb.”
He waddled out the door and got in his big truck. The rest of the restaurant stopped staring.
“You should have told that guy to shut up,” my brother said.
My dad put his head down, like he was looking through the table to see if his shoes were tied, to make sure everything was all right down there.
“We don’t talk like that.”
“Why not, he deserved it.”
The cashier came to our table.
“I’ve been calling your number,” she said, putting our trays down. “I’ve been calling your number and you never came.”
My dad didn’t look at her. I wondered if this would be one of those nights where he didn’t talk to us, where he just popped in a movie and told us to be quiet.
“Make it to go,” he said.
* * *
On the way home we stopped by the video store. Our dad stayed in the car while my brother and I ran in. The witch lady was working and she gave us a big bad-toothed smile. We waved at her, but she stared above our heads like there was someone lurking behind us. We quickly moved into the horror section, where a short man with a buzzed head and a patchy beard stood in the way of the movies we wanted. The man thumbed a movie with a bikini-clad space alien on the cover. My brother said excuse me.
“You’re excused,” the man said. He looked us over, head to toe. “This a place for boys?” We tried to ignore him, his sweat-stained undershirt, his sour smell. My brother grabbed two movies without reading their summaries and pulled me from the aisle to the front counter. The witch lady looked at the movies, then out the store window, where the cruiser idled in the dark. She asked how our dad was doing, and what our plans were for the night. We said we were going to watch these movies with our dad, and would she mind hurrying? She pushed our change back. That sounds like a good time, she said. Enjoy it while it lasts. OK, we said, and we left.
* * *
Our dad didn’t go out that night. We watched the first movie and I made it all the way through, head on his chest. The movie featured a pack of dogs that turned into unstoppable killers after drinking from a creek outside a small town’s chemical plant. My dad said something about the environment, but the message was lost on me. After it ended, my dad stayed in his spot on the floor. He didn’t get up and say it was time for bed, then change out of his tank top while we slow-marched to the basement. Instead, he said, “Who’s up for another one?”
My brother was already walking to the basement door, and the question hit him in the back of the head. “Really?”
“Don’t look so shocked, boys. Grab the pork rinds.”
My brother ran into the kitchen, slid on his socks across the linoleum floor. He tossed the bag to my dad and we started the second film, Lieutenant Lazarus, about an Army man who died in the line of duty, only to be brought back to life by his wife, an amateur Wiccan, to fight and love again. I knew I wouldn’t last past half an hour. I might see Lazarus die and be revived, but not the climax. I would miss the lessons learned.
An explosion woke me. I was somehow on the couch with my brother, lying head-to-toe, feet in each other’s face. My brother snored. I did not remember moving or being moved. My dad was on the floor, sitting upright, the only one still watching the movie. It must have been near the end. Flames ate a bad guy’s fort, coloring the screen orange from corner to corner. The screen was like the fireplace at our old house. It felt like Christmas and I did not want to move. When the credits came, my dad didn’t get up or fast-forward to the end to make sure there were no bonus scenes hinting at a possible sequel. The name of every person who worked on the movie rolled by, one after the other, and there were no hidden scenes, no meanings tucked away.
The screen went black and my dad didn’t move. My eyes adjusted and I could tell the difference between this black, where the film was still playing but had nothing to show, and the set’s real black, when the TV was powered down or unplugged.
I slid off the couch and crawled to my dad.
“Are you spying on people again?” he said. I leaned against his shoulder and wondered how much he remembered from the other night. If I said the name Chris, would it mean anything?
My dad stared at the blank set. “Who’s this guy your mother’s seeing?” he said. He put his hand to the fake-black screen, and I could hear the pop of the TV’s static. I knew he was talking about Rick, but I didn’t want to say his name. “When I patrol late at night, I always swing by your guys’ apartment. Sometimes I just sit there in the parking lot, watching, making sure everything’s OK.”
He didn’t have to say the rest. I pictured my dad in the parking lot the night before, the night of the party. I saw Rick stumble out of our building in the dark, my mother close behind. I saw her walk him to his car, give him a kiss good night, as wet as the one she gave me. I saw my dad see all of this.
“Don’t tell her,” my dad said, “but sometimes I can’t take the way your mother looks at me.” He put his head on mine and I could taste his stale breath, battered with cheap beer. He must have started drinking as soon as my brother and I fell asleep.
“I don’t like being in trouble either,” I said.
“Well then, I guess we better change our ways,” my dad said. “Otherwise we’re no better than Lieutenant Lazarus, are we?”
I told him no, I guess not.
“It’s funny, I kinda learned something from that stupid movie.”
“What happened to him?”
My dad put his warm hand on my cold neck. “We’ll find out tomorrow. Time for bed.” He ejected the tape and pushed me toward the basement door.
“Are you going out?”
My dad kissed the top of my head. “Good night, you ghoul.”
* * *
My brother wasn’t asleep when I slid into bed. He couldn’t, he said. He had Lazarus swimming laps in his brain.
“There was a spider,” he said. “When I came downstairs. Right on my pillow.”
“Did you kill it?”
I knew the answer was no. He hated bugs, so he wouldn’t come close to touching it, not even through a shoe. He would have waited until the spider walked away. He would have crawled into bed and shut his eyes, hoping for sleep. But every time the sheet bristled his leg, he would think it was a spider. That’s why he was still awake.
“Let’s watch the rest of the movie,” he said.
“We can’t. Dad’s gone.”
“We can. Dad’s gone.”
He rolled over and turned on the lamp. “Fine, you can stay down here with the spiders.”
He left me with the lamp, and I might have stayed down there if the biggest spider I’d ever seen hadn’t crawled across the ceiling, right above our bed. I didn’t bother closing my eyes, waiting for the spider to drop down a thread of web and land on my face. I ran upstairs to our empty living room, then up to my dad’s room. The light was on but my dad was gone. My brother was rummaging through the trash on his dresser.
“How do you know it’s in here?” I asked.
“Because it wasn’t by the TV. And because this is the only room we’re not allowed in.”
As I stood in the doorway, I was very aware that the last time I’d been here, my dad had yelled at me. To never come back. This, shortly after he moved in. The first weekend my brother and I visited, when the basement was stacked with boxes and there was no bed for boys to sleep in. Our dad had gone out that night to have a few beers, to get a few buddies off his back. It would only be an hour or two, he told us, and set out pillows and sheets on the couch and floor. He left alone and returned otherwise. The next morning I snuck in after a bath, searching for a comb, and surprised a blob of blankets moving in unison. The hallway threw light on the headboard and a woman sighed a soft, spent breath. My dad’s head emerged from the blob, his hair twisted and his face flushed. Get the hell out, he said. Don’t ever come back.
“C’mon,” I said. “It’s not here.”
“Maybe it’s hidden,” my brother said.
He opened a drawer, another, and combed through my dad’s T-shirts and underwear. Nothing. He looked under the bed, felt under the mattress.
“Why would he hide it like this?” I said.
“Because he doesn’t want it to hurt anyone,” my brother said. “Duh.”
I opened my mouth, but couldn’t think of anything to say. It felt like we were talking about two different things, like my brother was after something other than the movie, though I couldn’t imagine what.
I watched him wander to the closet, stand before its closed doors like they were the entrance to a forbidden temple. He slowly slid one open. Nothing happened. There were no traps or poisonous darts. There were my dad’s uniforms. There were dress shirts and a tangle of ties, none of which I’d ever seen him wear. My brother pushed the shirts apart. He got on his knees and picked through a pile of shoes.
“Check up top,” I said. Above the hangers sat something shiny, though I couldn’t tell what.
“Help me get it,” my brother said. I shook my head. When my dad asked if I’d kept my promise, I wanted to answer him honestly.
My brother called me a baby, and removed the fan resting on a dining chair borrowed from downstairs. He dragged the chair to the closet, and in an instant was back on the floor, holding a metal box, the temple’s long-lost treasure.
“Don’t open it,” I said. “That looks private.”
“Not private,” my brother said. “Secret.”
The lid opened with a click, and I watched my brother’s face change from wonder to something else.
“Found it,” he said, and he held up a tape. I turned and ran downstairs, now that the search was over, just in case our dad returned. A moment later, my brother came downstairs, slowly.
“Hurry,” I said.
“Relax. You know Dad.”
He turned on the TV and put the tape in the VCR. A triangle appeared when he hit play, floating in a pool of blue. Then a person. No FBI warning. No rating or warning about the content to come.
“What is this?” I said.
“I don’t know,” my brother said. “It didn’t say.”
“What do you mean—”
A woman sat in a chair. Gagged but not blindfolded. Behind her a gray wall. A basement. Her wide eyes watched something off screen. Her face was something of shock and fear. Of begging and sorrow. Her body twisted, but was wrapped in rope. Her legs tied down, knotted together. All this and the hum of the room. No songs or effects. There was only what was real. A man appeared on screen, his back to the camera. Jeans and a T-shirt. Something in his hand. He took the gag out of the woman’s mouth and let her scream. Until her voice grew to nothing, until she realized it was pointless. The man disappeared from the screen.
“You know what to say,” he said, off camera. The woman didn’t say anything. She put her head down and shook with tears. The camera zoomed in on the woman’s face. She was young, not much older than a girl. The man backed the zoom out a bit, so we could see the woman’s entire head, the bubble of space around her. We saw her head thrash. We saw her eyes beg. But she didn’t speak, except to whisper please.
The screen went black, and I thought the movie was over. But it was just the man passing through the frame, standing in front of the woman before moving to the side, remembering that he wanted everyone to see. He put something to the woman’s head. A toy gun. A real gun. The woman screamed please, she loved him. She wouldn’t tell anyone. The man clicked off the safety and the woman shut her eyes impossibly tight.
“Go ahead,” the man said. “Tell them why.”
The woman put her head down. The man’s voice was gravelly, strangely calm. He grabbed her by her hair, slowly tilted her head back.
“It’s OK,” he said. “I’ve already forgiven you. But you need to tell them. They need to understand that you deserve this.”
The woman begged. Her brain wouldn’t let her say anything but please. The man’s hand combed her hair. He said it was OK. She didn’t have to talk if she didn’t want to.
The man put the gun to her head and, before I could shut my eyes, he fired.
* * *
The woman’s body slumped limp. For a moment, the man simply stood there, staring with awe at what he’d done. The movie did not cut away. The camera would not move. The man touched the woman’s shattered head. He rubbed the blood between his fingers, on his clothes. He removed the camera from its tripod and made us watch as he untied the woman and let her fall to the floor. The camera marveled at how lifeless something living could become. I felt sick. I tried to tell my brother to stop the tape, but the man started talking. He said things that didn’t make sense. I didn’t know this woman, he said, and zoomed in on her broken face, the dark pool it was drowned in. I didn’t know her and she didn’t know me. He said, Nobody knows anybody, and if you think you do, this is what you get. He grabbed her soaked hair and pushed the camera into her face. He zoomed in, tighter and tighter, closer and closer, until there was nothing but her big dead eye.
Do you know me? the man said. If you did, would you have done what you did? Would I be able to do this?
He shot her again. The woman’s eye went a thousand directions.
This is what happens, the man said. Don’t worry waiting. This is what we’re all gonna get.
Then the screen went black, and there was nothing.
* * *
My brother wouldn’t eject the tape. He sat on his knees, frozen. The TV was black, but I still saw the tape’s images, over and over. Get it out of there, I tried to tell him, but a sob was stuck in my throat, hung there fat and dry. The tape wasn’t going anywhere. It was here forever.
Who knows how long we would have stayed there if our dad hadn’t come home. The cruiser’s headlights washed over the front-door window, thawing out my brother. Without a word he ejected the tape and sprinted upstairs, returning it and the cursed box it came in. He flew back down the stairs and into the basement, forgetting that I was frozen too, so that when my dad came in, there I was, still sitting on the floor.
“I thought we had a deal,” he said.
“I can’t sleep.”
He shook his head. “It’s the movie, isn’t it?”
My dad bent down and picked me up like I was nothing. He carried me downstairs, into the black of the basement, and tucked me in next to my brother, pretending to sleep.
“Don’t worry,” my dad said, “there’s no such thing as a Lazarus. No one dead like that is ever coming back.”
He started up the stairs and I tried to call after him.
“Dad,” I said. But nothing more.
I rolled over and inched as close as I could to my brother, listening for his heartbeat in the dark.

seven

THE NEXT MORNING our mother picked us up for church again. When our dad answered the door, the sun was behind him, and he was wearing a new polo. It fit his arms well, but was too wide around the body. From the side he looked big and fit, but from the front a bit like a kid in his older brother’s shirt.
He stepped to the side and told my mother to come in. “They’re not ready,” he said, and the entrance hall’s linoleum creaked as my mother walked in, arms crossed like she forgot her jacket. She raised her shades and her face looked tired, her makeup faded.
“What are you watching?” she said.
“I don’t know,” I said as Lieutenant Lazarus mowed down a team of Soviets. My dad had put the tape in first thing this morning, and although I didn’t want to watch the rest, I also didn’t want to stare at a blank screen. Lazarus popped open a Russian’s skull like a can of cat food, started gnawing on his brain. He was a cannibal now. One of the ways his witch bride got the spell wrong.
My mom stopped the tape. “Where’s your brother?”
I told her I didn’t know that, either. I didn’t tell her that he was still in bed, that he hadn’t moved since last night. I’d wanted to stay with him, but as soon as I woke up he told me one of us needed to be upstairs.
My dad put the news on.
“Have you heard anything more about that guy?” my mother said, whispering too loudly.
“We’ve got a couple of ideas,” my dad said. “It’s not a big deal.”
“A friend at work said his family still lives around here. Is that true?”
“A friend at work,” my dad repeated. “Huh.”
I turned from the TV and looked at my mom, who was picking at her hangnails, one of her bad habits she could never break. “Yes,” she said. “Cornbread, I think it was.”
“Right,” my dad said. “Cornbread. Well, your friend is right. He still has family. Tony’s already talked to them, but the Chief wants me to head out there today.”
There was a short silence as the news went to the weather. I followed the weather report, waiting for the woman to tell me what today and tomorrow would be like.
“Anyway,” my mother said, “thanks again for the phone.”
“What phone?” I said.
“Your dad bought us a new phone. Dropped it off last night. Cordless, like something from the future.”
“You’re welcome,” my dad said, mouth full of eggs. “Sorry I interrupted.”
That’s where he went. Why he didn’t come home smelling like strawberries.
“Hey,” my mother said, and I heard my dad drop his fork on his empty plate. “Is everything OK?”
A graphic came on the TV. Five columns of clear skies, a large orange ball in front of a pool of blue.
“Of course,” my dad said. “You and your friend have nothing to worry about.”
On the way home after church, my mother kept the radio off. My brother sat up front, but still wasn’t talking. Van noises filled the void. Each sound was a symptom of the van’s larger illness, my mother said. The whining serpentine belt. The thundering muffler. All point to old age, she said. All hint that the van’s best days are behind it.
At Eisenhower and Main, the vehicle idled oddly. My mother petted the steering wheel. “I’ll tell you guys, if I found a way to escape this place, if I stumbled into some money or something, I’d pack my bags and go right back to school. You wouldn’t catch me lurking around.”
My mother let herself smile. I had never seen a college, but I pictured my mother at my school, walking around, hair bobbing, encyclopedia clutched to her chest.
“Of course, you guys would come with me. You know that, right?”
I nodded my head. She turned on the radio. Over the music, I could hear the van’s engine ticking away.
* * *
We went to the pool every day that week, but we never saw Chris. Or the smoking lady. We were careful to sneak out each morning, sneak in each afternoon. When we left the apartment, we sniffed the air for cigarettes, then poked our eyes into the hallway, slicing the pie. The smoking lady was never there, though the hall still smelled of smoke. It became clear that our mother never checked with the smoking lady, to see how we were doing, or she did and the smoking lady lied and said we were good, then went back to sleeping or watching TV or whatever it was she did when she wasn’t smoking. Either way, no one was watching my brother and me. Either way, we could do whatever we wanted.
Our dad had to work that Friday night, so instead of going to his duplex we went to work with our mother. There was something about the weekend, she said, that she didn’t want us home alone. I thought her worry might have to do with the full moon floating in the sky, beaming like a silver coin, or the distant way my brother had been behaving.
At night we weren’t allowed to explore the course like during the day. We had to stay indoors, which was incredibly boring. The cafeteria was closed, so Sandy was gone, as was Cornbread. There was just our mom, leaning against the counter in the pro shop, staring off into space, dreaming of what, I did not know.
When Rick showed, she perked up. He brought two greasy bags of food, one for him, one for her, none for us. Sorry, Rick said, I thought the mice were away. My mother took some change from the register and gave it to us for the vending machine. Make sure you each get something sweet, she said. Rick slid her a burger and pinched her by the elbow. He said, Don’t mind if I do.
The vending machine was downstairs, next to the door that led to the golf cart garage, which was locked at night. The entire way down my brother mumbled mean things about Rick. Things like God I hate that guy and Why can’t he just die? I thought it would have been a perfect time for the candy bar my brother selected to fail to fall, to hang on its hook and refuse to dive. But the bar fell no problem, and when my brother handed me the leftover change, I was a nickel short of all the things I wanted.
Neither of us wanted to go back upstairs. Neither of us wanted to see our mother with Rick, even if it was just eating fries, or straightening the shop for the five customers who came at night after hitting a bucket at the driving range. My brother tried the garage door, just to make sure there was nowhere else we could go. When it didn’t turn, he sat on the stairs and unfoiled his candy bar, eating the whole thing in three or four vicious chomps, not offering me a bite.
“Do you want to play a game?” I said.
“Do I look like I want to play a game?” He threw the candy wrapper on the floor.
Our mother came looking for us half an hour later. What were we doing, she wanted to know. She had a smirk on her face, seeing us there, alone but not complaining. It was as if she was proud that her two boys could go anywhere and have fun. Like she was happy knowing she could leave us anyplace and we would use our powerful imaginations to turn that place into a new and exciting world, alive with danger and possibility. She didn’t seem to realize that my brother was angry, or upset, or something else. Since we’d watched the tape, it was hard to tell.
We didn’t want to see Rick, I told her. That was all.
“You don’t have to see anyone you don’t want to see,” our mother said. She stood there for a second, then sat down on the stairs, her knees popping as she crouched next to us. “You know, I’m not going to make you like anyone you don’t want to like. That wouldn’t be fair.” She picked up my brother’s candy bar wrapper, turned it inside out. “But you won’t be rude to anyone. And you’ll do as I say or suffer the consequences.”
She tried to put her arm around my brother but he brushed it off. Suffer the consequences. It was something a villain would say, a dungeon master, not a dungeon mate. Without a word my brother stood up and stomped up the stairs, leaving me with my mother.
“I guess he’s still mad from the party,” she said, and I felt her gaze drift toward me, as if to say, What do you think, cute boy? And even though I thought Rick was the biggest jerk alive, I still felt something for my mother. I still wanted to lean into her and smell her shirt and say I was sorry, for spying, for lying to her about Chris, for my brother. I wanted to tell her about the tape and for her to tell me it wasn’t real.
But I didn’t say anything, and after a minute of silence, my mother balled up the candy wrapper. She pushed the foil into her fist, like a magician would a handkerchief, until the whole thing disappeared.
* * *
My brother and I spent the rest of the night building a fort in the cafeteria. We dragged two tables together and hid underneath, behind the chairs that sat upside down on the tabletops. We didn’t have a name for it, but our fort was someplace safe. No one could see us, we believed, but we could see everything. We saw Rick hang around, even though it was clear he wasn’t here to work. We saw our mother help a man for fifteen minutes, showing him the different clubs available. We saw the man leave without buying anything, our mother and Rick shrugging and laughing.
When it became late, we fell asleep. We must have. Otherwise we would have seen it when our dad showed up. We wouldn’t have missed him taking two chairs off our fort’s table, turning them upright. We would’ve thought that after our dad sat down in one chair, it would have been our mother who sat in the other. We would’ve heard her thank him again for the phone, their voices warming in a way they hadn’t in a while. We would have heard and seen all these things. We would have never guessed that the person who sat opposite our dad wouldn’t be our mother. It would be Rick.
“Thanks for doing this,” my dad said.
“Hey,” Rick said, “anything for the po-lice.”
It was my brother who poked me awake, I later realized. Who without a word told me to be quiet, and pointed at the chairs, the extra legs present. Our dad’s were all black, draped in his uniform. Rick’s were tight in light blue jeans, though we only saw one on the floor. He must have had his legs crossed, like talking to our dad the police officer was no big deal.
“You know why I’m here?” my dad said.
Rick laughed. “Yeah, I know why you’re here. Because you missed the party.”
“No,” my dad said. “It has nothing to do with that.”
“You sure? Sure you’re not mad that you missed out?”
“Why don’t you shut up and let me do the talking.”
Rick uncrossed his legs. Now both feet were firmly on the floor. “How about you not talk to me like that,” he said.
Or what? I would have said, my brother would have said, if one of us was playing the good guy, the other the bad. What are you going to do? We would have taken out our nightstick and showed it to Rick. Pulled out our gun if we had one. I’m an officer of the law, we would have said. Now sit there, shut your mouth, and do as I say.
“Listen,” my dad said. “I’m not here to get on your case. I know you jailed with Kern. That’s all I want to talk about.”
“Don’t you mean the Stranger?” Rick said. “The big bad Stranger. Though I guess he’s not a stranger to you.”
I heard my dad sigh through his nose, perform his patience trick.
“Fine,” Rick said. “What do you want to know?”
“I want to know anything I can use. Did he ever say anything to you?”
“Who? The Stranger? Oh yeah. All the time. Didn’t you know, we were best buds?” Rick laughed. “Yep, we used to talk about all sorts of things. Sports, the weather. Our favorite movies. He liked those violent ones, you know, for mature audiences only.”
“Rick,” my dad said.
“Yeah, me, I’m more into comedies. But he was a real sick bastard. Said he liked making movies of his own. You know, homemade stuff. Real gory. You know anything about that?”
The tape. The woman.
“I’m being serious,” my dad said.
“Good,” Rick said. “That makes one of us.”
“Did he ever say anything about what he wanted to do if he got out? Anyone he wanted to see?”
Rick laughed. “You mean other than you?” he said. “Nope, didn’t say a thing.” My brother and I looked at each other with confusion. “Seriously, are these the questions? You know we weren’t in the same cell, right? Not even the same block. I barely saw the guy.”
There was a pause in the interrogation. My dad crossed his legs at the ankle, making a diamond-shaped window, and through that window we saw my mother. She was still in the pro shop, no doubt curious what this talk was all about.
“Yes,” my dad said. “I do know that.”
“Oh,” Rick said. “I get it.” He stood up, and my brother and I retreated farther under the table so he couldn’t see us. “I was right. This is about what you missed.” He walked away from our dad and faced the pro shop. “Or, miss.”
“I’m just trying to do my job,” my dad said.
“Yeah,” Rick said. “I know what you’re trying to do.” He watched my mother fish a misplaced shirt off a top rack, put it where it belonged. “You think you can scare her, is that it? Remind her who I am and she’ll come running back?”
My dad shifted in his chair, and I heard the click of his pen as he put his pad away.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” Rick said. He laughed and my dad told him to shut up. That he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Maybe,” Rick said. “Maybe not. But I do know some things. Some things I know for sure.”
Like what? my dad said. Oh, nothing much, Rick said. Just the threat Kern made that day in court, the day he was sentenced to life, with my dad, the arresting officer, watching. Rick pulled out a big dip of chew and tucked a chunk under his bottom lip, ballooning the lower half of his face into that of a deformed monster. “You should have let me die,” the monster said. “You should have let me kill myself. Now someday I’m going to come for you. Someday I’ll hurt the people you love.”
Rick dug an empty soda cup out of the trash, spit into it. With the back of his hand he wiped away the monster drool dripping from his chin. “That about sum it up?” he said. “Or should we invite Aggie in here, reenact the whole thing?”
My dad stood up and put his finger in Rick’s face. I always thought the two were the same height, but seeing them next to each other, it was clear Rick was taller, and more muscular.
“What?” Rick said, looking down at my dad. “What are you going to do? You touch me and I’ll tell her all about what Kern said. You come near me again and good luck seeing your boys.”
As if on cue, my mother entered the cafeteria. “What’s going on?”
My dad paused. He looked at his finger like how did it get there, like a puppet finally becoming aware of its strings. “Nothing,” he said.
“Is everything OK?”
“Yes.” He smiled weakly. “He’s all yours.”
My mother watched him leave. “What was that all about?”
“He just had a few questions,” Rick said. “That’s all.”
“Oh,” my mother said. “What did you tell him?” There was worry in her voice, though I wasn’t sure about what. Rick pulled my mother into him and stared at the cafeteria door, as if any moment my dad might return.
Rick said, “I told him what he needed to know.”
* * *
The next day the van died. In the morning, my brother and I sat down for breakfast and watched our mother leave for work. We didn’t talk about what we’d heard the night before. What we learned, what it meant. How before our dad arrested the Stranger, he saved his life. That was the part of the tape we didn’t see. But the Stranger hated our dad. The Stranger wished to die and our dad took that from him. Yes, and for that, the Stranger wanted our dad dead. He told him so. In court. And now the Stranger was out. Now the Stranger was coming for us all.
We didn’t talk about these things the same way we didn’t talk about the tape. We ate our cereal in silence until we heard the jangle of keys as our mother unlocked the door and stormed back into the apartment.
“The van is dead,” she said. “Long live the van.”
She grabbed the phone to dial for a ride. I had yet to use the new phone, with its long antenna, like something out of a spaceship. Our mother tried Rick first (no answer), then Sandy, then Cornbread (both stuck at work). She called Rick again and this time left a message. Come get me, she said. As soon as possible. Where are you?
“Call Dad,” my brother said. “Make him help.”
“Your father doesn’t know a thing about cars,” my mother said. “I wish that he did.”
The phone rang. I thought it was our dad, calling to prove our mother wrong. But it was Rick. He would be here right away. Anything for a lady in distress.
When she finished talking to Rick, our mother found a tow man in the Yellow Pages. She wiped the sweat off her forehead and spoke into the phone, sayings things like “dead” and “estimate.” Then she hung up the phone and spread her arms wide on the counter, like some busted perp. You’re under arrest, I thought, and patted her down with my eyes. She let her head drop. “If I asked you two to wait for the tow man,” she said, “would you be able to do it? If I gave you the key, could you give it to the man and not mess it up?”
“Of course,” my brother said. “We’re not babies.”
My mother worked the van key around the ring. “I don’t like doing this, but I can’t be late to work again. So it’s up to you guys,” she said, and when she placed the key in my brother’s palm, she left her hand in his, like a low five gone wrong. “Don’t talk to anybody and don’t do anything stupid.”
We waited with her until Rick finally showed up in what was a real nice sports car once upon a time. Two doors, faded black body, a ridge on its hood that looked like a nose. I pictured Rick driving my mom around the city in this car, fast and crazy, the way he raced around the golf course in his customized cart. I wanted to warn my mother. Watch his hands. Look out for the leg pinch.
Rick ran around the car to open the door for my mother.
“When will you be home?” my brother asked.
“Right after work.” She buckled herself in, pulled the strap tight. “Take care of your brother, OK? You know the drill.”
I stuck my head in the window so my mother could kiss my face, and saw Rick, grinning as always. “No need to worry, retard,” he said. “Yours truly knows how to treat a lady.”
My mother kissed me goodbye. “Go wait with your brother. Be good.”
* * *
After they disappeared down our street, we opened the van doors to let the heat out, sat in some shade we found on the curb. It was early morning, but the day was an oven.
“We should be in the pool,” I said, “where it’s nice and cool.” If the pool wasn’t a safe subject, I didn’t know what was. “Are you mad?”
“No.”
“Are we mad at Chris?”
“You want me to tell you how you feel? If you’re not mad, then why be mad?”
The answer was that I hated myself for forgiving too easy, something I was known for. One summer my dad nicknamed me Marshmallow Man, because no matter what anyone did to me, especially my brother, I always forgave them and quickly returned to my original form.
“I don’t like that he talked about Mom,” my brother said, “or the way he talked about her, but he said he was sorry. So, I don’t know.”
A large truck turned onto our street, and we raised our heads with hope, but it wasn’t the tow man. I got off the curb and hopped in the driver’s seat to take my mind off things. I had sat here once before, up front with my dad, one night after a policeman’s birthday barbecue, when my mother said my dad had had too much to drink. I scooted up to grab the wheel and put my hands where my dad had shown me. A dumber kid would have made driving noises with his mouth, bounced up and down like roads were nothing but speed bumps. But I was a real driver. I checked the side mirrors, shot my eyes to the blind spots. I put my blinker on when I wanted to turn and pumped the brakes when a kid chased a ball into the street.
I saw my brother approaching in the passenger mirror and nodded hello. His shirt was off, and he walked with his arms loose like boiled noodles. He got in the backseat like he was someone famous and I was his driver.
“Where to, sir?” I asked him.
“I’m here for the van. You called for a tow?”
“Oh, yes.”
My brother stuck his foot in my face. “Well, here it is!”
“Cut it out.”
“But it’s me! The Toe Man!”
He pushed his stinky foot into my nose. “No you’re not,” I said. “You’re gross.” I fought his foot until finally I had to punch his leg to get his toes away from me. “I’m not playing that. I’m the taxi man. Now where to?”
My brother didn’t answer, and when I looked into the rearview mirror I saw his face had changed. His eyes were slanted and menacing, and I knew right away he’d transformed into the Stranger, like he had in the woods.
“Sixth and Revolution,” he said, giving our dad’s address. “And step on it. I’ve got a cop to kill.”
“Don’t,” I said.
He chuckled to himself.
“That’s not funny,” I said.
“I know,” the Stranger said. “I wasn’t joking.”
I flicked on the imaginary meter and pretended to ignore him.
“But if you like jokes, I’ve got one for you. Why did the Stranger cross the road? To kill your entire family! Hahaha!”
He fell out of the mirror, rolling over in the backseat.
“Stop it,” I said. “You shouldn’t be laughing. You shouldn’t play the Stranger anymore.”
“Why not?”
“Because of the movie.”
My brother stopped laughing.
“It wasn’t a movie.”
“Yes it was.”
“No,” my brother said. “Movies aren’t real.”
It took me a moment to understand what he meant. Because he didn’t say any more, and I didn’t either. Eventually my brother rose from the backseat, like a vampire rising from his tomb. For some reason, he looked as pale as one, too.
“Where are you going?” I said.
He handed me the keys and said, “I’m going to the pool.”
* * *
The chain-link fence rattled, shaking under someone’s weight. I rolled over in my pool chair, to find my brother, to ask where he was going, to yell at him for leaving me again. He had already left me in the van, where I waited for the tow man for what felt like forever before giving up and leaving the key in the ignition. But my brother was hovering in the pool, his eyes on the woods side of the fence.
“It is I,” Chris said, “Sir Chris!” His voice boomed across the pool, in an unnecessarily grand way. I looked back at the front gate, which hadn’t moved.
“Where did you come from?” I asked.
Chris gestured toward the woods, then bowed. “I have come from my secret kingdom, good sire, a place of magic and nobility.” My brother swam to the side of the pool, rested his arms on the pool’s lip. “Ah, this must be the fabled swimmer of the Frontiers,” Chris said, “a serfdom famous for its watery ways. What say you, fellow nobleman?”
“What are you doing?” my brother said. “Why are you talking like that?”
“Talking like what?” Chris said. “Oh, dear sire, I apologize. You must forgive me if my words are colored with my native tongue. You see, I have just returned from conversing with my kin, whom I haven’t seen in many a fortnight.” Kin. Fortnight. I tried to lock these words in my brain, so I could look them up later. “You see, I sometimes forget we have our own way of speaking, to which others’ ears may be unaccustomed.”
“What’s your kin?” my brother said.
Chris wagged his finger. “No, no, I cannot discuss them further. I will not.”
“Why not?”
“Why, because of the charlatan.” My brother looked as confused as I felt. “Have you gentlemen not heard? Oh, it’s most terrible. There is a man, disguised as me, who travels from pool to pool, preying on innocent swimmers, ruffling their feathers by making unwanted small talk about their families. You know, mothers and the like.” A small smile crept across Chris’s face. “But that’s not me. No, my cause is much nobler than petty gossip.”
“Whatever,” my brother said, and he pushed himself out of the pool.
“Dear sire, art thou questioning my purpose? Dost thou doubt my motives? If so, let me assure you, I come from an honest, polite people, mastered in the way of manners. Believe me, I will only broach the subjects deemed appropriate by you and your stableboy.” No one looked in my direction, but it was clear they were talking about me. “While I can understand your hesitation, what with that big-mouthed fool on the loose, I promise, if you give me your trust, I will not disappoint. I swear on my lineage, on the long list of my family’s dead, you will be happy to see what I have traveled far and wide to show you.”
He was obviously talking about the Gainer at this point, but it still piqued my interest. Maybe it was the language he was using, or maybe it was because Chris had only done the Gainer once, and although I had seen it performed in person, it didn’t seem real. It existed in my mind as a blur, its unnatural motion part of an amazing, dying dream.
“What dost thou say?” Chris said, offering my brother his hand. “Can I count on your loyalty, as you surely can count on mine?”
My brother extended his arm and let Chris pull him out of the water. “Just the pool moves,” my brother said. “Nothing else.”
“I wouldn’t dare of it, my liege,” Chris said. He put his hand to his chest, which was much browner than when we had first seen him, though still flat and unmuscular, like mine. “We will speak of nothing else. You have my word, I will only take you as far as you want to go.”
“Then I am yours, Sir Chris,” my brother said, and bowed his wet head. “Now have my stableboy fetch me my towel.”
* * *
“What do you think of my new trunks?” Chris said. He and my brother had dropped the medieval act and were now practicing pool moves. “Picked them up when I snuck by the old castle. Not too shabby, huh?” The trunks were blood-red and stopped well above his knees, much more suitable for swimming than the boxers he wore before. They’re lifeguard shorts, Chris explained, though they didn’t look new, as he had described. The thick white cross on the left leg was cracked, and some of the lettering had peeled away, so that life was much more visible than guard.
“They’re nice,” my brother said, “now watch this.” He flipped into the pool, crookedly and with a widely spraying splash, but landing upright. This was the first time I’d seen him flip.
“Whoa!” Chris said. “What in the world? When’d you get so good?”
My brother swam to the side. “I’ve been practicing, like you told me.”
Chris gave him a high five, but I stayed where I was, sitting in the shallow end. That was awesome, Chris told him, but keep your body balled tight, my man. You’re all over the place. Remember: one smooth, even motion. My brother nodded, listening to every word Chris said, and then he flipped again. This time a little straighter, a little less messy.
He flipped several more times, steadily improving, and soon he was running to the diving board instead of walking, becoming more confident the closer he came to perfection. Smiling wider the more Chris cheered him on, and for the first time since we’d watched the tape. I should have been happy for my brother, for his success. I should have been up there with Chris, cheering him along, instead of rooting against him, hoping he would hit his head on the board, just nick it, or fall flat on his stomach. But no one was paying attention to me. It was Chris and my brother, off on a wild adventure, while I was left to tend the horses.
I grew tired of playing by myself, and began walking around the inside of the fence, circling it again and again, raking my hands against the chain link like I was the prisoner. Like I was the Stranger looking for a way out and they were the ones who should be afraid of me.
Still, no one noticed. After my brother mastered the front flip, he and Chris took a break. They stood next to the deep end and discussed what move my brother could do next. Had my brother ever tried a back dive? Chris wanted to know. No, my brother said. Chris put his hand on my brother’s shoulder. He let it linger, and they didn’t see me. They didn’t see me sneak behind my brother, creep closer and closer until I was close enough to reach out and hug. They didn’t see me slowly raise my arms, then with a flash throw them at my brother, shove him violently into the pool.
My brother fell on his face, and the water popped as it punched him in the stomach. He didn’t sink, though, like part of me wanted him to. He thrashed in the water, immediately angry, immediately understanding what I had done. Before I thought to run, he was out of the water, his mouth open, his hands tensed into claws. He was the Stranger, only he wasn’t playing. I hid behind Chris. I put his body in front of mine and held on to his waist. My brother’s feet slapped the concrete, louder and louder, and I squeezed Chris and begged him to protect me.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Chris said. “Easy there, big man.” He put his arms out like a protective gate, and my brother bounced around, telling Chris to move, to get out of the way.
“You think that’s funny?” my brother said. “Do you?” His chest and stomach were red from falling on his front. “Get out of the way. I’ll kill you!”
Chris held him back. “All right, all right. Let’s take a breath. I’m sure it was an accident.”
“Yeah right! You saw what he did!”
He kept hopping up and down, pointing at me. It wasn’t until Chris grabbed him by his shoulders that he stopped jumping. He made my brother look him in the eye and said, OK, you’re right. He saw. It wasn’t an accident. But no need to get all hot and bothered about it. This is your brother. Surely he had a reason.
“Isn’t that right, little man?” Chris said. “What, was there a bee on his head or something?”
I looked at my brother, dripping, his eyes fixed. Bee, he mumbled. Yeah right. Chris stared at me, waiting for an answer. But what could I tell him? What could I say that would make a difference?
“No?” Chris said. “Perhaps the bee was in your bonnet. Perhaps the stableboy needs a break. Some time away from his kingdom.” He turned to my brother. “What sayest thou, good knight? Should we give your servant some time off? Send him on vacation?”
My brother leered at me. I could only imagine what he would do to me later, when he got me alone. “Yeah, why don’t we send him far, far away. Like, forever.”
I started toward the gate, keeping my distance from my brother. I’ll wait by the van, I told them. For the tow man. Chris raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. Just the pool moves.
“Good idea,” my brother said. “And don’t come back. Or you’ll regret it.”
* * *
The tow man was nothing like I pictured. I spent another hour waiting, trying not to think about my brother and Chris at the pool without me, trying to imagine the tow man instead. What he would look like, what he would say. But he wasn’t the fat guy in overalls I imagined, a greasier version of that jerk Wayne, who hounded our dad at dinner. The tow man was skinny and wore pants. His face was clean-shaven minus a few hairs that hung from his chin like a frayed jump rope. He asked me where my mother was and when I said at work he didn’t seem to care. He handed me the carbon paper to sign and didn’t say anything when I wrote my name in print. He gave me my yellow copy, took the key out of the ignition, and a moment later the van was gone.
I thought about going to the apartment. I thought about sitting patiently on the couch, reading a book, and waiting for my brother. I thought about these things. Instead, I took a lap around our complex’s other building, the building where the chalk kid and his mother lived. This way I could spy on the pool from a spot my brother wouldn’t expect. I could watch my brother and Chris have fun without me, high five, share a joke at my expense. Whatever happened to that stableboy? one of them might say. Oh, who cares? the other would say. Let the baby have his horses.
I was sure I would see all of this.
But by the time I made it around the building, my brother and Chris were gone.
* * *
The pool was empty, the complex silent. I sat on the couch, waiting and hoping for my brother’s return. I recalled the details: the pool gate swinging open with the wind; my brother’s towel heaped on a pool chair. This, I told myself, meant he wouldn’t be gone long. He couldn’t leave his towel out all night. He would have to bring it back or our mother would get mad.
But he wasn’t back by lunch. Every ten minutes I went out onto the porch and looked for him, scanning the complex as far as I could, hearing nothing, seeing less. I took the kitchen timer into our room and set it to ten. As the timer ticked down, I tried to busy myself by playing with my brother’s toy men. All the stories I told, however, turned into tales of two men turning against a third. I put away the toys and watched the timer ding.
Our mother would be home any minute. What would she say when she saw my brother wasn’t here? Chris? Who is Chris? Some stranger? She would stare at me accusingly, as if I were the older brother, the responsible one. And you let him go by himself? I checked the time on the TV, reading between the blurry lines of the one channel we got. It was well past five. The TV’s static distorted the man on the news, stretching his head, sucking it into some other dimension. What choice did I have? I had to go look for my brother before our mother found out. I had to leave the apartment and go into the world alone.
The smoking lady was waiting.
“Hey!” she yelled, much louder than she had to. “You! I see you!” She was wearing the same sweats as the last time we saw her, but her T-shirt was somewhat soaked, like part of her had fallen into the pool. She pointed her cigarette at me. Her hand was shaking.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she said. “You and your brother, think you’re so smart. But I know kids. I’ve seen their tricks.” She took a long drag and ashed onto the hallway carpet. Orange flakes that could have started a fire, had she not smothered them with her bare feet. “Where is the other one? That, that big kid. I don’t see him. Guess he’s gone, maybe? Guess I tell your mother.”
I felt a hand on my shoulder. “I’m right here,” my brother said. I turned around and there he was, dry as the towel around his waist. “Just went to check the mail. That’s not a crime, is it?”
The smoking lady finished her cigarette. She eyed us suspiciously and flicked the butt over the stairwell rail. She mumbled to herself. Something about no-good sons. Something like she’d be watching. She went into the apartment and slammed the door.
“She’s the worst,” my brother said.
I studied him for a moment. It was difficult to tell if he was still mad at me, if Chris was, too.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “for what I did.”
My brother frowned, as if he had forgotten about me pushing him into the pool until I reminded him. “Are you?” he said.
“Yes.”
“Then show me,” he said.
“How?”
“Don’t tell Mom. About where I went. Where I go.”
“Where did you go?”
“Just don’t tell her, OK? Keep your mouth shut and you won’t get hurt.”
He went into our apartment, leaving the door open behind him. Through the doorway I could see the length of the apartment, down the hall and into our mother’s room, and through her window. I could see the long streaks on the windowpane where, on the day we moved in, my brother and I wrote secret messages to each other, using fingers coated with spit. What the messages were I could no longer remember. But I remembered pressing our wet fingers together and making a promise. To not tell our mother. To let her find the words on her own. That, we agreed, would be much more fun.
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MY MOTHER GOT rides from Rick the next couple of weeks, and there was no talk of fixing the van. Every morning Rick honked for my mother, a sharp blast that always made my heart leap. I began to hate his horn, unpredictable as his leg pinch, and so I asked my mother why she had to get rides from Rick. Why not Sandy or Cornbread? My brother and I were lying on the bathroom floor, curled near our mother’s legs while she blow-dried her hair. This was something we did in the morning, if we were up early enough. We brought pillows from our room and put them at our mother’s feet. In the winter, she would pass the dryer over our bodies, cold from the tile floor.
“We have similar schedules,” my mother said. “It’s easy.”
But it didn’t seem easy. Our mother was looking more and more tired after each shift, as if each ride with Rick drained her face. She continually smelled like she did the night of her party, though not quite as strong. And if that wasn’t enough, on the days she didn’t work late, I would hear her take the cordless phone into her bedroom and shut the door. I would hear her talk, to Rick I guessed, and say things like Oh stop and What a world. In the morning she would emerge a cranky zombie who didn’t want brains. Only silence. And coffee. She needs a day off, I thought, a day with her boys at the pool. Though I knew she wouldn’t get one. If I asked, she would say if she didn’t work, there wouldn’t be any money. And if I asked couldn’t Dad help out, she would say he certainly could, then let the dead air speak for itself.
So we went to the pool. We rarely saw the smoking lady, and when we did, she barely tried to stop us. She just stood in the hall, her cigarette fidgeting in her trembling hand, calling us no good and saying we’d be back.
The water was so warm we could jump in right away. Chris came most days, though he didn’t talk to me much. In his eyes I went from pesky stableboy to traitor to the throne. Without a word I had been tried for treason, found guilty, and kicked out of the kingdom. I became mad at my brother for letting this happen, and each night I pictured myself in my mother’s room, standing over her bed. I’ve got something to tell you, I would say. We’ve been keeping a secret. Or I pictured myself at the police station, in a gray room with my dad. He’s at the pool, I would confess. The stranger you want.
But I couldn’t make myself rat my brother out. Even though it increasingly felt like I was supposed to, like in the end it would be the right thing to do. Instead, we went to the pool, and when they told me to fetch them popsicle strips, I did. When they told me to go home and leave them alone, I did that, too. It’s fine, my brother would say, if I paused too long at the gate, I’ll be home in a bit. And every day I was worried. And every day he stayed out longer. But he always came home, though what he did with Chris he would no longer say.
One morning we exited the apartment building and a police cruiser was parked in the spot reserved for our van. I though it was my dad at first, but the car light’s bar was lit up, flashing bursts of red and blue. The officer stepped out of the car and I immediately saw that it was Alan, not my dad. He did a double take when he saw us. He must have not known we lived here, with our mother. Our dad must have never told him.
“Hey there,” he said, and swallowed a breath, gathering himself. “Boy, you startled me. I thought you’d be with your pop.” A lady came out of the building opposite ours, a small kid behind her. I didn’t recognize the lady at first, but when I saw the kid I realized it was the mother and son we’d seen the day Chris was waiting in the chair outside the pool. The boy with the chalk. He was crying, and the mother was hugging him with one arm, rubbing his shoulder.
“I’ll be with you in one second, ma’am,” Alan said to the lady. He came over and walked us to our door. “I need you boys to go inside, OK? Is your mother home?” We told him no. It was just us. “OK, well, everything is fine,” Alan said. “Just go inside, and I’ll come check on you in a bit. Can you do that for me?”
We told him yes, of course we could, though we wanted to stay outside and hear what had happened, find out why the kid was crying. Why Alan’s police lights were on, but not his siren.
Alan opened the door and pushed us in, like two baby ducks. “Go on,” he said. “You be good.”
My brother marched upstairs, touched our doorknob, then marched back down to the pea-green door window. I followed him, and we took turns spying on Alan, the lady, and her kid, describing to each other what we were seeing. The lady is talking. Alan is nodding. He is jotting things down. Now the lady is pointing to her building, at a window on the second floor. Now she is crying. She is looking at the ground and shaking her head. Now she is taking her boy inside. Alan is right behind her. Now the door is closed. Now there is nothing.
“What are they doing now?” I asked my brother.
“He’s probably checking out the crime scene. Taping it off.”
I thought of the time our dad brought home the last few feet of a roll of yellow police tape. How I went upstairs one evening and found my room taped off, my brother guarding the door. Sorry, he said, can’t let you in. Official crime scene. I pushed him out of the way and opened the door. Inside, Sparky, my favorite stuffed animal, was hanging from the ceiling fan, a suicide note taped to his chest. My condolences, my brother said. I’ll notify the family.
“Do you think it’s Chris?” I asked my brother.
“Do I think what’s Chris?”
“Why Alan is here.”
“What would he want with Chris? Chris hasn’t done anything wrong.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do.”
“Right,” I said. “Because you’re best friends.”
I shoved the pea-green door as hard as I could and went outside, stepping on every sidewalk crack and wishing it were my brother’s or Chris’s back.
“What’s wrong with you?” my brother said. He had followed me outside and was puzzling at the weird way I was walking. “Do you want to ask Alan? I’ll ask Alan.”
I stopped my back-breaking. “What if it’s the Stranger?”
“No,” my brother said. “He wouldn’t come here. I don’t think it’s anybody.”
“How do you know?”
“Listen, if you want me to ask, I’ll ask. I guess he could know something, probably more than Dad anyway. Not that that’s hard.”
He kicked a rock down the sidewalk, in the direction of the police cruiser.
“What are you so mad at Dad about?” I said. He shook his head, said isn’t it obvious? The dull look on my face must’ve told him no, I didn’t get it. So he ran through his list of grievances. It’s Dad’s fault we’re here in the first place, and not in our big house. It’s Dad’s fault we have to see Rick every week. It’s not Dad’s fault the Stranger escaped, but Dad’s not doing anything about it. The Stranger could be coming to kill us all and yet Dad does nothing. Dad has no leads. No clues. He says he’s going to catch him, but then he goes out, leaves us alone. Dad doesn’t care.
“He does too care,” I said.
But when my words came out, they sounded shallow. They didn’t come close to convincing myself, let alone my brother. So we went inside, forgetting to ask Alan, and the cruiser’s lights flashed behind us, without a wail, warning the Frontiers in silence.
* * *
By the time Alan came to check on us, our mother was home for what she called her mid-morning break. Really, she had stayed at Sandy’s again and had come home to change clothes before heading back to work. She didn’t ask what we’d done the night before. She didn’t check to see if we had any food left, which we didn’t. When Alan knocked on the door and my mother answered, my brother and I crept out of the room and spied. We heard Alan tell our mother about the break-in, how someone had entered a neighbor’s (the chalk family’s) apartment while they were gone. We learned what the burglar had taken: food, toiletries, nothing really valuable. They got in through the patio door, Alan said. Smashed the glass and walked right in. Actually, there had been a couple other break-ins around this area, our street and the street over. So make sure you lock up at night. Neither said what I was thinking, as I’m sure my brother was as well: What good is a lock if they throw a rock through the window?
After Alan left, our mother breezed past us into her room and changed into her work clothes. When she came back out, she had a bag like the ones we took with us to our dad’s on the weekend. She seemed surprised to see us sitting in the hall, surprised we existed at all.
“I’m assuming you heard all that,” she said. “Well.” She looked at us and scratched her big hair, like we were two strays she’d found on the street. She put her bag down. “Well, so what. This is the city we live in. If it wasn’t safe, your dad would say something.” She picked her bag back up and stood straight, as if by doing so she would prove the matter was settled. “I have plans,” she said. “With Sandy. OK? I’ve already made plans and why is it every time I want—”
“Mom,” my brother said. “No one is stopping you.”
Our mother turned from the open door, the hallway light blanketing her in a faded halo. She frowned. She nodded. Then she left.
* * *
My brother went to visit Chris at the pool. It was sprinkling and he didn’t invite me. I asked if he was going to ask Chris if he knew anything about the burglary, but he ignored me. After he left I locked the door and made a list. A list of things I didn’t want anyone to take. Not the burglar, not Chris, not the Stranger. Not anyone. Sparky, I wrote. The G.I. Joes my brother didn’t have and always wanted to borrow. I put my pencil down. I debated if I should add people to the list. I decided I should. At the top of the list, I wrote my brother’s name, without thinking why I did this, why I picked him over everyone else.
* * *
That it wasn’t Sandy my mother was staying with would have never occurred to me if not for my brother. Besides forgiving too easily, my other flaw, according to my brother, was that I believed whatever anyone said. So I believed it when my mother said she was sleeping at Sandy’s, that she did so only because the van was broken and that she sure did miss us. I would have never guessed she was spending the night with Rick, re-creating, I guessed, my mother’s birthday, their magical night on the couch.
My brother revealed this to me a few days later, one evening when I wanted to call our mom and complain that we were hungry, that we were tired of eating watered-down flakes and heels of bread that had recently celebrated the one-month anniversary of their expiration date.
“Go ahead,” my brother said, dangling a Joe from the fridge. “But she’s not at Sandy’s. She’s with Rick.”
I told him he was wrong. I asked him why Mom would leave Sandy’s number for emergencies if she was with Rick.
“Try the number,” my brother said. “You’ll see.”
I grabbed the new phone and dialed, and when Sandy answered after the first purr I turned to my brother to gloat. To say, In your stupid face. But then I thought of how Sandy had answered, what she had said: Fort Leavenworth Country Club, may I help you?
I pulled the phone away from my ear like it was a burning iron. I stared at it. On some faraway planet, Sandy said, Hello? Is there anybody there? Hello? Finally my brother took the phone out of my hands, smiled, and spoke into the receiver. “Help us,” he said, his voice slowing to an agonized groan. “We’re dying … The Stranger … He broke in … Please, somebody, help…” He hung up and returned the phone to the wall. “See,” he said. “It’s one big lie.”
Behind him, across the living/dining room, a late sun poured through the glass door. I thought about how easy it would be to climb up to our patio and break in. A lot of times the Stranger wouldn’t even need a rock. A lot of times we forgot to lock the door, wedge the stick so the door couldn’t slide.
“Why would she do that? What if something did happen?”
“You need to stop asking why,” my brother said. “Especially when it’s obvious. She’s a liar. Don’t you get that? Just like Dad.”
She may have been a liar, but thirty minutes later our mother did show up, bursting through the door in a sweaty panic. I was on the couch, trying to think of things to add to my most valuable items list.
“What the hell are you doing?” my mother said. “Are you all right?”
My brother came out of the kitchen, gnawing on the last stale cracker. “What are you doing? Shouldn’t you be at work?”
My mother slapped the cracker out of his hand. “I mean it. Which one of you did it?”
“Did what?”
“It’s not funny,” my mother said. “I want an answer.”
My brother picked up Sparky, who I had left in the living room after sleeping on the floor the night before, and held him up. “I’m sorry. On the advice of my lawyer here, I plead the fifth.”
My mother grabbed my brother by the shoulders and shook him, slammed him against the back of the couch. “Stop it! This is serious! What if—”
“What if what?” my brother said. He shoved my mother off him and stood up. “What if something had happened? You wouldn’t have been here. Or at Sandy’s. Don’t try and make us feel bad.”
“For your information—”
“And we are dying here,” my brother said. “We’re starving and you won’t even fix the van. You’re off with Rick like an idiot.”
“Hey!” my mother said. “You do not call me that.” She put her hands on her hips and started tapping her foot to some fast but silent rhythm, some angry rock song only she could hear. “Fine, you want the van back? Fine. I will get the van back. I will get the van back right now, if that’s what you want. Is that what you want, or do you want to just keep annoying the hell out of me?” I want the van back, my brother said, trying to look defiant. But his face seemed unsure. “Good,” my mother said, and she snatched Sparky from my brother’s hand. “Then we’ll start with this.”
Holding Sparky by the neck, she left the living room and we heard her stomp down the hall and kick open her bedroom door. My brother and I glanced at each other, guessing. A minute later our mother returned carrying a pile of random things: a small box of jewelry, a hair straightener, an old radio that belonged to her dad. She dropped them all on the floor like they were junk.
“What’s all that?” my brother said.
“This,” my mother said. “This is what it’s going to take. You think you’re big enough to solve adult problems. Well, here’s your chance. Go into your room and bring me your three most expensive toys.”
“What? Why?”
My mother lowered her gaze. “Adults don’t ask dumb questions. Now do it.” We knew she was past the point of arguing, so we did as we were told. My brother brought back the action-figure fortress he rarely used, and never let me touch. I returned with a robotic dog I played with when I felt like I was forgetting Baron. The dog came with a two-button remote. The first button made the dog speak. The second, shake. It belonged on the list.
“What are you doing?” my brother said.
She took the toys from my brother and threw them in a bag. “Just what I said. I’m going to get the van back.”
“Hey, you can’t do that.”
“This is what you wanted,” my mother said. “Remember? Besides, aren’t you getting too old for toys? You should be outside, exploring the world.”
We followed her into the living room as she searched for her keys. “You won’t let us,” my brother said.
“Well, what do you need toys for? You have the pool.”
“You won’t take us. You only let us go once by ourselves.” Even now my brother wouldn’t reveal that we had been sneaking out to the pool against our mother’s orders.
“Look, do you want to eat or what?” our mother said. “There they are.” She threw her keys in her purse and grabbed her big sunglasses. She put them on inside, so we couldn’t look her in the eye when she said goodbye, or maybe so she wouldn’t have to look at us.
“This isn’t fair,” my brother said. “We didn’t do anything.”
“Well, sorry, but that’s the way of the world. This is what has to be done. Now stay put. When I get back, we’ll go for ice cream or something.”
My brother tried to protest. “I don’t want—”
“Be quiet!” my mother yelled. “OK? Stop being a brat! Nobody cares what you want. Not right now. Just wait here and shut up.”
She stared at him hard, until my brother folded his arms and went to the couch, kicking it before he sat down. Yes, our mother said, kick the couch. Be like your dad. That’ll help. Then she left, the bag of valuables thrown over her shoulder like she’d got her wish and was leaving our city for good.
* * *
My brother and I didn’t know how far away the auto shop was, so we didn’t know what to do. Mad at my mother, he wanted to go to the pool, but did we have time, or would he be in the middle of a move when our mother returned and caught us outside with Chris? What lie would my brother tell? Chris could be a special swimming instructor, who traveled around to poor neighborhoods and gave out free lessons. He would teach a range of things. For the beginners, the swimming babies, he would demonstrate the basics — how to wade or float on your back. For the more advanced, like my brother, special meetings would be held at secret times, in private places, where Chris would show moves too tough for anyone but the gifted. The only things Chris would ask in return would be the occasional popsicle strip, and your faith, your commitment, to do whatever he asks, keep whatever secret. That’s not too bad, Chris would say, when you think about all there is to gain.
We decided to wait inside.
My brother leaned against the porch’s screen door, seeking relief from the heat, or maybe listening for the pool.
“What are we going to do?” I said. “We have nothing to do.”
“You’re going to shut up,” my brother said, his tone taking on our mother’s. “That’s what you’re going to do.”
He got up and brushed by me, purposely nudging me with his knee as he passed. In the kitchen he took an ice tray out of the freezer and slammed it against the counter, much harder than necessary. He dropped a few cubes into a glass, filled it with cloudy city water, and drank it all without coming up for air.
“I didn’t do anything,” I said. “Don’t tell me to shut up.” Outside, I heard sprinkles of rain. I slid the glass door shut and faced my brother. He came out of the kitchen with his glass of ice cubes.
“Oh yeah?” he said. “Watch this: Shut. Up.” He crunched an ice cube with his mouth open. Broken bits littered the carpet.
“Fine,” I said. “Be a jerk.”
“I’m not the jerk,” my brother said. “Mom’s the jerk. You’re the jerk. Baby.”
“I’m not a baby,” I said.
My brother laughed. “Hm, could’ve fooled me.” He reared his head back to chomp more ice, his teeth gnashing it into chunk after chunk.
“You’re the baby,” I said.
“Oh yeah?” my brother said.
“Yeah. You won’t even ask Chris anything. You’re too afraid.”
He stopped his chewing and set his glass down on the bookcase. The A book, which showed the woman’s naked anatomy, was slightly pulled out from the last time my brother looked at it when our mother was gone. He took a step toward me and told me to apologize.
“For what,” I said. “For you being a baby and a jerk? A baby jerk?”
My brother balled up his hand. “Say you’re sorry.”
“No,” I said. “It’s not my fault you’re a jerk. A jerk worse than Ric—”
I didn’t get to finish his name. My brother let out a yell and charged at me. I wasn’t ready for him, and my body flew like my brother’s did when I pushed him into the pool. I heard a loud thud and didn’t realize it was my head hitting the glass door that went to our porch. I was on the floor with my hand held to my head but I didn’t get why. I was crying but didn’t understand that either. I wanted to sleep, but somewhere my dad wouldn’t stop playing a record. The record was a country one and it kept skipping. The singer sang, I’m sorry, darling, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. Over and over. It sounded like the singer could cry too. I opened my eyes and tried to focus them past the throbbing. The singer reached out to me, still singing I’m sorry, and rubbed my shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” my brother said. “I didn’t mean to.”
My mother walked in at that moment and the record went away. She saw the living room, me on the floor and my brother standing over me, and gasped. It could have been a crime scene.
“What happened? What did you do to your brother?”
“We were playing is all,” my brother lied. “He wanted to play.”
“Stand up,” she said to me. She didn’t take out a small notebook to jot case notes down, like she should have. Her eyes were all over the room. “Is your brother telling the truth?” This wasn’t good interrogation technique, our dad would say if this was a movie. You never interview suspects two at a time. Not at the crime scene. You pull them aside and shake them down one by one. Otherwise, one person’s idea of the truth gets passed on to another, until everyone is remembering what happened the same way, even if that memory has big blind gaps, or is one large lie. “Is he?” she said.
Of course, there were other ways the interview could go wrong. One suspect could use another’s story against him. In my case, I could listen patiently to everything my brother said, true or untrue, then tell my mother no, it happened just the opposite.
“Well?” my mother said.
I rubbed my head where a bump was coming up. “I wasn’t playing,” I said. “He shoved me for no reason.”
“That’s not true,” my brother said. He looked at me like he couldn’t believe I was lying, even if it was just a little bit. “He kept calling me names.”
“No, I didn’t,” I lied. “He’s been doing this for months. Hitting me all the time. Making me do things I don’t want to do.”
“Is that true?” my mother said.
“No!” my brother said. “He’s making it up.”
“It is too true. He said if I don’t do everything he wants, Dad will never come back, and it will be all my fault.”
“I never said that!” my brother said, so dumbfounded that he started to laugh.
“You think hurting your brother is funny?” my mother said.
“He’s lying.”
“What’s wrong with his head?” my mother said. “Why is there a red spot? Is he making that up too?”
My brother turned away. He said he was sorry again, and for some reason didn’t try to further explain himself with the truth. My mother said my brother would be sorry from his room tonight. That was her verdict. The interview was over. The case was closed.
“You know, I came back with good news,” she said. “The van is fixed. I left it running outside. I wanted to grab you boys and go out for ice cream.” She looked at my brother. “But you made a mess of it, didn’t you?”
“Who cares about ice cream?” my brother said. “You can’t make everything better with ice cream. Dad sucks. You suck. This city sucks. I hate this damn family.”
“Hey!” our mother said again, and she looked at me as if to confirm that it was my brother who just said these mean things. “You can go to your room right now,” she said. “I’ll tell you when it’s time to come out.”
My brother kicked the TV as he stormed back to our room. I didn’t want to look at my mother. I was afraid if she took a good look, she would see right through me, the lies I had created.
“The van’s still running,” my mother said, her voice quiet. “How about we get some ice cream to put on that bump of yours.”
I thought about my brother, alone in our room, using our toys to act out the pain he would later put on me. I turned and looked at the glass door. There was a small smudge where my face had hit.
“Don’t worry,” my mother said. “We’ll get some for him, too. A peace offering.”
I said OK and we went out to the van. It should have felt good to ride up front.
* * *
We went to the same fast-food place my dad took us to, though it was different after dinnertime. All the big men were out of uniform and in their stained jeans. They wore shirts that told you the kind of car they owned, or dreamed of driving. They brought their wives and kids with them, and most didn’t talk to either as they spooned scoop after scoop of ice cream. A few teens entered and exited, laughing, but the men kept straight faces.
My mother ordered two small cones for here and a sundae to go. The sundae came in a cup with a clear dome lid. I put my hand around the base to feel the warmth of the hot fudge racing to the bottom, melting the ice cream. There wouldn’t be much left by the time we got home. “We should have gotten this to go,” my mother said. “That would have been the smart thing.” I nibbled away my cone’s chocolate shell. “Though it’s nice having some alone time with my baby boy. And I’m not sure your brother deserves much of anything tonight.”
“He’s not that bad,” I said. I took a bite of my ice cream cone, leaning over the booth’s table. The person before us had left an issue of the local newspaper, sports page up.
“You’re just too sweet,” my mother said. “Always have been. Mr. Marshmallow.” Her words seemed like a trick. She was saying nice things to pile on the guilt, to make me confess about the lies I had told about my brother. But once this story was out, I knew I would only feel relieved until she asked what else I was hiding.
“How did you get the van back?” I said.
“I walked down there and gave them all the money I got for our stuff. And when that wasn’t enough, I called your dad. He does owe us, you know. So he showed up and said he would pay the entire bill if I wanted. You know your dad, he has his good moments.” She took a big bite of ice cream, let it melt in her mouth instead of swallowing it whole. “Your brother does too. He’s just getting bigger, growing older, that’s all.” She took another bite and was already down to the cone. “You know, that stuff your brother said about me and your dad…”
He didn’t say anything. I made it up.
“… some things are very tough to forgive, let alone forget.”
My mother held up the remains of her cone. She seemed like she wanted to say more about my dad, but she didn’t.
“I’m going to run to the ladies’ room. You finish up.”
She slid out of the booth, and to avoid her glance as she walked away, I studied the sports page in front of me. In the center was a baseball player at bat, swinging for the fences. I thought of the home run derbies my brother and I had, behind the old folks’ home. I thought of my brother home alone, in the field out back, throwing the ball up to himself, hitting homers without me. Then I thought of him hitting with Chris.
I flipped over to the news. Our city was too small to have a paper with separate sections during the week. There was the news on the front, the sports on the back, and a glossy insert in the middle, advertising sales at Leavenworth’s one grocery store. I licked my cone and scanned the headlines. The top story was on the proposal to build a new public library, a proposal voted down without a single yea. “We don’t have the money,” explained one councilman, whose face was pictured next to the quote bubble, like the whole thing was a cartoon, “not if we want to maintain the correctional facilities.” And as if to further prove the councilman’s point, below the quote was an editorial about the prison break, called “Nothing ‘Strange’ About Recent Escape.” The article blasted the government for hiring “kids” to guard their prisons, teenagers straight out of high school who had few other options for work, and who jumped at the signing bonus offered by the state. What can we expect when we send baby-faced teens to guard the worst? Should we really be surprised that someone like the Stranger would slip through the cracks? The article went on to list the recent escapes from all of Leavenworth’s prisons, never mentioning whether the criminals were caught or not. Never saying if they were still walking among us.
My mother returned from the restroom. “You ready?”
“One second,” I said, and carefully tore the article out of the paper.
“For your brother?” I nodded, and her face seemed to ease. “You guys still love that stuff, huh?” She grabbed the melted sundae. “All right, I guess a little excitement won’t hurt anybody.”
* * *
My mother made me sit up front, keep her company as we took the long way home. I didn’t ask why we had to go the long way, but imagined that she felt bad for the van — locked up at the mechanic’s for so long, not knowing when its owner would come to take it home — and wanted to make up for lost time.
We got off the main street and took one of the side roads, driving deeper into the city, to an area crowded with old houses, big and nice, but scary at night. Each had multiple floors, some with porches on both levels, and were inhabited by people whose families had been here since the beginning, my mother told me. We drove another few blocks, and my mother talked about how these people had watched the entire city grow around them, seen the good and the bad. They were there when the Army rolled in the materials to build the military prison. At first the people weren’t so sure, she said, and from their porches, they eyed the soldiers with suspicion. But the general in charge visited each family, traveling door-to-door to assure them that once the prison was built — by its future inhabitants, the prisoners themselves — nothing would change. No one was asking anyone to alter their ways.
Years later, there came word that the city was thinking about building a large prison of its own, instead of the state university originally planned. The people got off their porches for this. They took their wives and children down to the mayor’s office to protest, their angry faces burning orange in the lamplight. But when they got there they were told sorry, they could not see the mayor. You can go home, it’s already been decided. The prison would be good for the city’s growth, it was said, good for the economy. In addition to all the jobs created, the inmates themselves would work for free at the nearby coal mines, giving the people of the city more time to spend with their families, more time to do fun things like fish and swim. And unlike a university, which could be afforded by few and came with no guarantees, the prison could always be counted on. Because as long as there were people, it was reasoned, there would be crime, and people to commit crime. And it would be our job to lock these people up, to watch over them every hour of every day and on through the night, to make sure those who had done wrong would never get out to do anything bad again.
“No one mentioned what the prison might do to the city’s spirit,” my mother said, finishing her history lesson, and I saw another glimpse of why, before my parents split and my mother had to go full-time at the golf course, she wanted to be a teacher. “Sometimes I try to imagine what it would look like if they had built the school instead. How things would be different.” A car sped by, its headlights washing over my mother’s faraway face. “But who knows,” she said. “It would probably all turn out the same.”
We drove a few more blocks until I had no idea where we were. The van started to smell funny, like someone had poured pancake syrup on the engine. I rolled down my window, looked for a familiar landmark — the unpainted dinosaur at the abandoned fairgrounds, the big hill I never got to sled down — something to show us home.
“Where are we?” I said.
My mother wasn’t listening. She was paying attention to the van, which had started to shake as we coasted down a narrow road. The shaking got worse when we stopped at a four-way stop sign. There were no cars around and the houses had their lights off.
The van gave a big shiver, and my mother patted the steering wheel. “It just needs a little help,” she said. “That’s all.”
“I thought it was fixed.”
“It is,” my mother said. “I mean, it’s supposed to be.” But when she pressed the gas, the van didn’t go. The engine gave one last cough and went still. The interior lights and dashboard warnings all came on at once.
“What? No,” my mother said. She turned the key and pressed the pedal. When that didn’t work, she closed her eyes and opened them again, like that would do something. She punched the horn, sending a sudden noise out into the surrounding silence. After the noise faded, she looked over at me with her blue eyes, her blond hair almost touching the ceiling.
“Mom,” I said.
“Please,” she said, facing front again, “be quiet.” She gripped the wheel with both hands, as if any moment the van would come back to life. “I have to figure this out. Damn mechanics.”
I reached out. “Mom, it’s OK.”
She slapped my hand away and looked at me hard. “Don’t tell me it’s OK. You don’t have to tell me that.” She leaned over and unbuckled my seat belt. She put on the emergency lights and unlocked the door. “Get out.”
Outside the air was buzzing with insects, and a strong wind rushed the road. My mother made me sit on the curb where she could see me. “Don’t move,” she said, and popped the van’s hood. She put her hair up with the tie she always kept around her wrist. “I can’t see a blessed thing,” she said. Neither could I. The moon was covered by thick clouds, and we hadn’t seen a streetlight for blocks. I looked both ways down the street. No cars were coming. None of the porch people were walking out with flashlights and toolboxes. There was no one here to help.
I held my knees and watched my mother work. She touched one part, wiggled another. I knew not to ask her what she was doing because she wouldn’t want to admit that she didn’t know. I wished my brother were here. He didn’t know anything about cars, but he could help me pass the time. He would invent a game, take the scary world that was out there and turn it on its head. We would be dangerous drifters, maybe, a traveling tag team. The night would be afraid of us, not the other way around.
I grew cold on the curb, so I walked over to the side of the van and peered in. The inside was a maze of dark parts. There was a thick smell of burning.
“I thought I told you to stay on the curb,” my mother said. An entire arm of hers had disappeared into the engine and her face was wrinkled with strain.
“What are you trying to get?”
“What part of what I said don’t you understand?”
“I want to help.”
Her arm flinched like something bit her, and she screamed. She held her finger up, put it in her mouth to stop the bleeding.
“Are you OK?”
She turned to me angry. “You can’t help, all right? I wish you could, but you can’t. You can barely see over the hood. Now go sit.”
“Maybe we should call Dad,” I said.
“No. We’re not going to call your dad every time we have a problem. We can’t do that. That’s the old story.” She stepped away from the van and shook her head. She looked up at the sky again, checking the weather, maybe, or waiting for an answer.
“What are we going to do?” my mother said. “What are we going to do?” She stared at the clouds some more, as the wild wind stirred them in the sky. She stared for so long that I began to feel scared. It was like she wasn’t there anymore, like it was just me with the van. No dad or brother to help.
“Mom,” I said, but she didn’t move. I called to her several more times, my voice growing louder. I tapped her on the hip. “Mom.”
She slowly turned her face to me, and it took a second for her eyes to follow. “Yes?” she said.
I stared up at her until she snapped out of it.
“Yes. Yes, OK.” She put her hand on my shoulder and looked around her, as though seeing it all for the first time. “OK, here’s the plan. What does that street sign say? Run over and see.”
I did as she told, though I couldn’t see the sign until there was a flash of lightning.
“It says Pennsylvania. The other one says Tenth.”
“Good,” my mother said. “OK. Here’s what we’re going to do.” She looked around, as if still unsure. “We’re going to walk. That’s it. That’s just what we have to do.”
“To our house?”
“No,” she said. “That’s too far. We’ll have to get help from someone else. Are you ready? Here, take my hand. It’s a bit of a hike, but we’ll move fast. And we’ll stick together, OK? Got it?”
Before I could reply she slung her purse over her shoulder and pulled me along. As we made our way down the road, I kept looking back. At where we were. Where we had been. Behind us, the van grew smaller the more we left it behind, and after walking a few blocks, it started to rain. A drizzle at first, one we told ourselves we could tolerate. But soon the clouds opened up, pouring all they had, not to be ignored. My mother put her purse over my head and told me not to worry, that it would be all right.
“Is it a tornado?” I yelled. I could barely hear myself over the rain.
“No,” my mother said. “I don’t know. But let’s hurry.” She squeezed my hand and began to run, dragging me as best she could, our soaked shoes slapping the sidewalk. But as we picked up our pace, so did the rain. The drops grew fatter, faster, and after another block the only thing I could see was my mother’s arm, tugging me forward, stretching farther and farther away as I tried to keep up. She shouted for me to come on, that we were almost there. I shut my eyes and pretended she was my brother. That we were back at the golf course, where it was dry and familiar, and we were ready to have an adventure.
When we came to a corner, my mother’s hand slipped from mine. She had turned so quickly, and when I reached out for her again, she wasn’t there. Just darkness and rain. I listened for her footsteps. Heard nothing. I called her name but the only sound that came back was the rain lapping my ear. I looked down at my clothes, drenched, painted on my body, and thought of the lake. I rubbed the water out of my eyes, and when I opened them again, a pale hand appeared out of the darkness. One of the lake people, I thought, come to claim me as their own.
“Hey,” my mother said. “There you are. Come on, I think I found it.”
She put her arm around me and we turned again, this time onto a narrow, flooded sidewalk. We passed through a gate that opened and closed with the wind and came upon a house. I could only see its outline at first, but as we approached the porch step, a motion light shot on, spotlighting my mother and me, and the square old home in front of us.
We got out of the rain and shivered under the porch, the wood of which was warped and pocked with holes. Under the front window were two lawn chairs, and under the chairs a few empty bottles of beer, a soggy pack of cigarettes. My mother rang the doorbell. From inside, a dog barked.
The door opened and a big dog came wagging at me. Sandy yelled at it to get back in. Then she saw us. “Holy cow,” she said. “Aggie.”
“I’m sorry,” my mother said. She pushed me in front of her and Sandy gasped again.
“Mother Mary. Well, get on in here.”
* * *
Sandy had just made it home from work and was still in her cook clothes. Inside, the house was warm, but in our wet clothes it felt like we had just stepped out of the pool. Sandy showed us to the kitchen, disappeared to fetch some towels for me, a change of clothes for my mother. Her dog stayed behind, licking the rain off me, sniffing me with its cold nose. It was a long-haired mutt with a muddy snout, and it panted happily as I petted it.
“Sorry I don’t have any clothes your size,” Sandy said to me when she returned. My mother changed in the bathroom and came back looking funny in Sandy’s sweats, which only went down to my mother’s shins. The T-shirt she wore looked more like a cut-off tank top. “You either,” Sandy said.
The two of them sat at down at the kitchen table, a long oval unlike our small square. I wrapped myself in the towels and stayed on the floor, next to the dog.
“That’s Steamboat,” Sandy said. “He used to have a brother, Tugboat. Are you a dog person?” she asked me.
“He is,” my mother said. “I’m allergic. So, if I start sneezing and crying…”
I didn’t know that about my mother. I didn’t remember her sneezing around Baron, though I didn’t remember her petting him a lot either. Especially near the end.
I scratched Steamboat between his ears and he liked it.
“Look at that,” Sandy said. “You’ve got a new friend.” She got up from the table and took two glasses from the cupboard, set them in front of my mother. “You must be thirsty from your jog.”
“A glass of water would be nice,” my mother said, itching her nose.
“Yes, but would a glass of wine be even better?” Sandy opened the fridge and pulled out a box of wine left over from the party and poured two dark glasses. “There we go, something for our troubles.” She sat back down and she and my mother each took a sip. “And for my soaked sailor, there are sodas in the garage. Right through there. Fridge is by the door.”
I looked at my mother. Go on, she said, and started talking to Sandy about the van, what all we’d been through.
I had to go through the laundry room to get to the garage. A single bulb lit the entire room, which was packed with stacked boxes of junk. It looked like Sandy had just moved in, or she was getting ready to go somewhere. Except the boxes were worn, caving in on one another. I checked one with the hope of finding something rare, something I could borrow from Sandy if she wouldn’t mind, and use to win back my brother if the Stranger article didn’t do it. I found a photo of Sandy and a man who wasn’t Cornbread. This man was white and wore a large hat that shadowed his face. Sandy was not wearing a hat. Her face was clear, and she looked much younger in the picture than she did now. Her cheeks were smooth, her hair long and with no touches of gray.
I put the picture back and rummaged some more. There were more pictures of the man, of Sandy. In one photo Sandy was at a Halloween party, dressed in all yellow with a large hat that matched. In Sandy’s arms was a crying baby dressed as a monkey, who seemed upset that someone had taken away its pacifier and given it a toy banana. Sandy’s lips were pouted like she wanted to kiss the baby, or maybe she was shooshing it to be quiet. At the bottom of the box there was nothing but empty picture frames, a dusty rattle.
Steamboat met me at the door when I came back in. My mother’s wineglass was almost empty, and Sandy’s drink had gone from purple to clear.
“I know he’s trying real hard,” my mother said.
Sandy nodded. “And it doesn’t bother you? What they say in the papers?”
My mother picked up her glass. “No, it doesn’t,” she said. “The dogs bark, but the caravan moves on.”
Another one of her sayings. She once told me the same thing when I complained about my brother’s name-calling. There are always going to be mean people out there, people with bad hearts who mean you no good. I’m not saying your brother is one of them, but don’t let what they say bother you. The dogs bark, but the caravan moves on.
But whenever she said that to me, all I could think about was the dogs being left behind.
“That’s good,” Sandy said. She poured my mother a refill from the box.
“I mean, I know it’s the city’s reputation, blah blah blah. But when it comes to that stuff, he always seems to come through.” She stared into her glass of wine, as if it were a crystal ball and something would soon be revealed.
My mother sniffled, wiped her eyes.
“You know, it’s funny. When I first moved here, I read about how Kansas was the worst allergy state in the country, made people absolutely miserable. But I never had a problem, not until we got that dog.” Steamboat tilted his head, as if he knew my mother was talking about his kind.
“Well, don’t worry, he’ll catch him,” Sandy said. “Sometimes it takes a day, sometimes longer, but they always catch them.” My mother nodded. There were a few seconds of silence as Sandy held her glass in the air, suspended in thought. Finally she said, “I mean, where is there to go, really? Where can anyone go?”
My mother took a long gulp. “Nowhere comes to mind.”
Sandy shifted in her seat and she put her hand over my mother’s. “What I mean, sweetie, is there’s no sense worrying about things you can’t do a thing about.”
“Yes,” my mother said. “I know what you mean. You tell yourself not to worry, about money, prisoners, but it’s always there. Hanging in the back of your mind when you lock the doors at night. It has a way of finding you.”
“Like tornado season,” Sandy said. “Like a tornado watch.”
“Exactly,” my mother said, taking another drink. “Except with kids, the watch is endless.”
“Yes,” Sandy said, “well.”
She looked at her refrigerator. There were a lot of magnets, but no pictures or notes. Her eyes fell and she twirled the stem of her wineglass between her thumb and pointer finger.
“Remember when you guys first came to town,” Sandy said, “and there was that newspaper article. About that baby. They had your picture and everything.” She paused, her gaze drifting upward, as if what she was picturing were written on the ceiling. “You sure looked beautiful. I remember that’s all people talked about. How you were the most beautiful woman this city’s seen.”
“Right,” my mother laughed.
“And that summer dress. Whatever happened to that dress?”
“Sold it,” my mother said. “Last month when bills were due.”
“Oh,” Sandy said. “Sorry.” She pinched the corner of the plastic tablecloth and made some joke about the golf course’s wages. “What was it the baby was choking on?”
“A rubber nipple. It chewed the tip off and got it lodged in its throat.”
“That’s right. CPR on a baby.” Sandy shook her head. “Your husband, the hero.”
“Sandy,” my mother said. “We don’t have to talk about that.”
Sandy poured another refill. This time she left the box on the table. “Well, sometimes I think it’s best to discuss the worst.” She swirled her wine around, making a tiny tornado. “At least, when you’re among friends.”
“Sure,” my mother said, but under the table, where Sandy couldn’t see, her feet were fidgeting. She drank more wine.
“But,” Sandy said, “it doesn’t have to be all gloom and doom. Let’s talk about your new beau. Tell me what’s it like, because I’ve got to tell you, I never would have figured you two.”
Steamboat stretched out on the floor and groaned.
“Oh, I don’t want to talk about that,” my mother said.
“Well, he seems to be making you happy,” Sandy said. “Isn’t he? Are you happy?” I felt my mother look at me, so I acted like I wasn’t listening. I lay down parallel to Steamboat and pretended we were having a conversation. I asked him if he’d ever seen a tornado, and could he believe this weather.
“I don’t know,” my mother whispered. “He’s been such a help. The rides to work. Watching the kids at the course. And he really is a gentleman when he wants to be.” Sandy didn’t say anything. “Look, I know it could go either way. But if I’m wrong, I’m wrong. The way I see it, I deserve to be wrong. Everyone else gets to be wrong, why not me?”
“I don’t know, honey,” Sandy said. “But I can tell you from experience, being wrong is overrated.”
The room went quiet, and I felt for sure I had missed an important gesture or look, up above.
“Yes, well, it’s my decision to make, isn’t it,” my mother said. “No one else’s.”
“No, I guess not,” Sandy said. “More wine?”
They drank a little more, and Sandy changed the subject back to my dad. Where did he fit in the picture? she wanted to know. What was his outlook like? My mother sighed, put her hand to her head, massaging her temple. She didn’t know, she said, and looked at me again. This time I asked Steamboat what his plans were for tomorrow. If the weather was right, how did he feel about a walk? Steamboat’s ear perked up, and my mother resumed her talk.
She didn’t know about my dad, my mother said. She wished she did. She took another sip. She said the worst was — it was this moment. There was a time, right after we learned I was, you know. Again. We were both lying in bed, watching some bad movie he rented, and I said, I don’t know why, that maybe I shouldn’t … see it through. It was something I’d been sort of thinking about for a while. I mean, we were living in a nice-enough house, but we had no money. So I started to think, about where we were headed, what our future looked like, and what I saw was us barely getting by for the rest of our lives. I saw myself never going back to school, staying in this city, in that house forever. As soon as I said it, though, I knew I could never go through with it. The words, they left this terrible taste. Still, they were already out there, waiting for a response. He paused the movie, sat up, and looked at me. He put his hand on my stomach and told me absolutely not, that I’d regret it for the rest of my life. And those were the right words, and he said them the right way, but something was wrong. I could tell he’d thought about it before. I could tell he was imagining it now. A life without … restrictions. In his mind he’d written an entirely different story for himself, one in which he could be anything, go anywhere, where the decisions he made didn’t follow him around every day, nipping at his heels. I knew then he was ready to escape.
The room went silent. Under the table every leg was still. Steamboat got up, licked his chops. He stretched his back legs and went over to his empty dog bowl. He whined.
“Oh, hush,” Sandy said. “You’ve already eaten.”
“I’ve thought the same thing, to be honest,” my mother said. “I mean, we were so young … but I never acted on it. That’s the difference.”
Steamboat walked over to Sandy and whined. “What? I don’t know what you want,” Sandy said. “You’ve had your fill. Go on.”
“But now I think … I mean, I just don’t know how long we can live like this. What if something goes wrong? What if the van has quit for good or something happens and we need to go to the doctor?” Sandy took my mother’s hand. “We just, we need help,” my mother said. “That’s all.”
“I know you do,” Sandy said.
Above them the ceiling fan whirred. Steamboat put his head in Sandy’s lap and whined, until she scratched his head and said OK. It’s going to be OK.
* * *
When the wine box was empty, my mother said we should get going. She had an angry son at home.
“Do you want to call a cab?” Sandy said. “You don’t want me driving.”
My mother said no, she didn’t have the money for that. But it was fine, she knew whom she could call. He should be off by now. Sandy showed her the phone in the living room, returned to the kitchen, where I was petting Steamboat. She asked me if we ever had a dog, and I said yes, but not anymore.
“He was a German shepherd,” I said. “His name was Baron.”
“How nice,” Sandy said. “Was he a retired police dog?”
“I don’t know. He was old.”
“Well, I’m sure you were very kind to him. I bet you treated him like a brother, didn’t you?”
My mother returned.
“He’s on his way,” she said. She gave Sandy a big hug, told her she could never thank her enough. Sandy said to hang in there and walked us to the door. She petted the side of my head like I petted Steamboat.
“I know it might not seem like you have much,” she said, “at times. But you have this beautiful boy. And a bigger one just as good.” She flipped on the porch light, so it wasn’t so dark out there. “Let’s let that count for something.”
* * *
Outside, the rain had stopped. The sky had cleared in parts, forming small pools of stars, and a bright white moon lit the path ahead.
The van was where we left it, the way we left it, broken and alone. I rubbed its side mirror and said I was sorry for leaving it behind. I promised it wouldn’t happen again.
Rick showed a few minutes later, windows rolled down, bad music blasting.
“Look who comes crawling back,” he said. He grabbed a flashlight and some tools out of his trunk. “You two stay on the curb. Let Rick the fix-it take a look.” But Rick didn’t have any better luck than my mother, though he did know a good mechanic, someone who owed him a favor and would tow our piece of junk for free. He put his tools away and opened the door for my mother and me.
The back of the car was a disaster, full of greasy clothes, golf cart parts, used or stolen pro shop supplies. An air freshener in the shape of a racecar hung from the windshield, but did little to mask the strong smell of gasoline. At the golf course, I once saw Rick show up early for his shift to fill gas cans he must’ve brought from home — pumping from the same white tank used for the golf carts — and sneak them off to his car when no one was looking. I never told my mother this or discussed it with my brother, imagining that if I ever got in trouble with Rick down the road, this information would be valuable. That I could somehow use it against him.
My mother sat in between Rick and me, so I could have the only working seat belt. After we got on the road, Rick put his arm around my mother and pinched my neck. “I thought testicles traveled in twos. Where’s your bro?”
“At home,” my mother said.
“Doing what?”
“Waiting.”
“Oh, I get it. You’re bonding with the baby,” Rick said, and flicked my other ear, much harder than my brother ever would.
“Cut it out!” I yelled.
“Whoa, look at this guy. Look at how upset he gets when he’s away from his brother. Do not separate the two.”
My mother put her head back and closed her eyes. “Rick, my head is killing me.”
Rick sniffled. At the golf course he always complained about his allergies, saying you had to be pretty stupid to make someone work a job they were allergic to. Then he’d laugh and say, but hey, that’s the government for you.
“You didn’t let me finish,” Rick said. “I was gonna say him and his bro are lucky. I had a brother growing up, but we weren’t thick as thieves like them two.”
I tried to imagine a younger Rick, a Rick with a brother. I pictured the two of them riding around in Rick’s cart, chucking water balloons at little girls and laughing.
“We were always at each other’s throat. My dad used to throw shit at us, we got so loud.” He sniffled again, wiped his nose on his arm. “My mom said we would grow out of it, but we never did. I hated my brother and I still do. I don’t know where he is, and I don’t care. If I saw him today, all he’d have to do is grin that shit-eating grin and my hate would be just the same.”
We took a right at a stoplight, onto Limit Street. When we were a couple blocks away we saw a police car’s reds and blues lighting up a family’s driveway. An officer was talking to a father on the front step. A boy and a girl watched from behind the screen door, clutching their pillows as if they were precious treasure.
“Did your brother visit you in prison?” I said, and I could feel my mother open her eyes, alarmed at my question.
“No,” Rick said. “Nobody did. That shit only happens in movies.”
“What about your parents?”
“You don’t have to answer that,” my mother said to Rick. “He’ll be quiet now. Won’t you?”
Yes, I said, and we were silent the rest of the way. I put my cheek to the window and shut my eyes, not sleeping but not thinking either, until I heard the turn signal click and felt the familiar dip of our apartment’s lot. My mother pushed me out, and we walked halfway to our building’s door before she told me to stop.
“You didn’t thank him, did you? Run back and thank him. Hurry.” I asked her if I had to, and she said yes. He helped us, didn’t he? Since when do we not thank those who lend us a hand?
I ran to Rick’s car, idling in the parking lot. He was watching us, waiting to see that we got in safe.
“Thank you,” I said.
“Wasn’t a thing,” Rick said. He put the car in drive, but kept his foot on the brake. He leaned his head out the window and looked past me, at my mother. He sank back into his seat, gripped the steering wheel tight, like it was a balloon that would fly into the sky if he ever let it go.
“You’ve got a good mother,” he said. “You like being with her, and so do I. But if you think she’d ever visit you or your brother in prison, you’re dead wrong.” He turned up the radio, reached for a seat belt that wasn’t there. “Nobody wants to see living proof of the mistakes they’ve made.”

nine

THE STRANGER STORY was ruined by the storm. It had slipped my mind until we stepped inside our building, the halls and stairwell buzzing with lights and things unseen. But as we made our way up the stairs, I remembered what we were returning to, my seething brother, waiting with closed fists for me, the liar. I pushed my hand into my pocket, so I could have the editorial ready to show him before he pummeled me. Here, I would say, hands up in surrender. Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot. In reality, what I pulled out of my pocket wasn’t paper. It was a watered-down wad, a spitball that came apart in my hand when I tried to unfold it. I sighed. My evidence, my chance at forgiveness, was gone.
None of that mattered, though, at least not right away, because when we opened the door to our apartment, there was no brother. No lights were on, and when my mother called my brother’s name, all we heard in return was the hum of the fan. I didn’t wait for my mother to bolt our door and find a place for her purse and keys. I went into the living room to see if my brother had made camp there. He hadn’t. A blanket was in the right spot but there was no brother. The first place my mother looked was our room, but he wasn’t in there, either.
“He’s probably just hiding,” I said, to punish us for leaving him for so long, coming back empty-handed. But I knew what I said wasn’t true. I could tell my brother wasn’t here. He was somewhere with Chris. Where, I didn’t know. For now, it didn’t matter. Because I wouldn’t tell my mother anything. The next half hour our apartment was a one-man movie, starring me as the world’s biggest liar.
“Show me all his spots,” my mother said. “Show me where he could be.”
I followed and helped her search, acting surprised when my brother wasn’t behind the clothes in my mother’s closet, or cocooned in her curtains.
“I don’t know,” I said. “He should be here.”
While my mother searched the rest of the apartment, looking in desperate, silly places (inside the oven, under the kitchen sink), I opened the sliding glass door to let the air in. I gazed in the pool’s direction and pictured the way it would look now. The automatic lights would have kicked on, giving the water a warm, sugary glow. All the chairs would be empty of belongings, except maybe one.
My mother came into the living room and asked what I was doing. I should be looking for my brother, she said. What kind of brother was I? She told me to recheck every spot I could think of.
“We have to keep searching, OK?” she said, and went to the phone. She picked it up, returned it to the wall. “I’m going to check with the neighbors. You stay here and search. Don’t go anywhere.”
I said OK, but when she left I stayed by the sliding door. I imagined what it would be like to swim at night, to break the first pool rule. You would want to stay in the water, I thought, where it was warm. The sun wouldn’t be there to comfort you, if you were just a spectator, a lowly stableboy. If you were on the diving board, you’d better know what move you wanted to do. You wouldn’t want to spend too much time up there, exposed, where the air was free to get you.
I dazed off until I thought I heard a splash, so soft I wasn’t sure if I had imagined it. I tried to get a better view of the pool. I slid open the screen door all the way and stepped onto our porch. Another splash. This one was louder, deeper. I stepped up on the porch’s lower rail, leaned over the edge. I’m so close, I thought. Just a little higher. If I could get on the top rail, I could see it all.
“What are you doing, dummy?” a voice said.
I jumped down and turned around. It was my brother. He was not in his swimming suit. He had the same clothes on as before. He was dry, and I wanted to hug him.
“Mom is going to kill you,” I said.
My brother smiled. “She’d never get away with it. Not in this city.”
“Where were you?”
“You better get inside before Mom comes back,” he said, and went inside and lay down in front of the fan. I sat on the couch, arms crossed.
“Where were you?”
“Nowhere.”
“You’re lying.”
“You’re right. What can I say, runs in the family.”
He closed his eyes like he wanted to rest. As if wherever Chris had taken him, the two had traveled long and far. To what secret kingdom, I knew he would not say.
“I read a thing about the Stranger,” I said.
My brother breathed deeply, his mouth open, and at first I thought he was asleep. “So?”
“So don’t you want to know?”
“Know what?”
My mother returned. I heard her check our room again, then call from the hall, asking if I’d had any luck. I didn’t answer. I let her step into the living room and see the scene herself. That’s what I would have wanted, if I were her. I wouldn’t want anyone to ruin the ending.
Her face twitched like it couldn’t be sure of what it was seeing. After the shock passed, she ran to my brother. She told him to stand up so that she could give him a hug.
“Where have you been?” she said.
My brother pushed her arms away. “I waited for you. I stayed up and waited.”
I watched his face closely, to see if it flickered when he started to lie. I couldn’t tell my mother my brother’s secrets, but maybe I could give her a clue.
“I’m sorry,” my mother said, and she told him what happened, about the van and about Sandy. “But where were you when we came home? You weren’t here, were you? As soon as I opened the door, I could tell the apartment was one boy short.”
“I waited as long as I could.” He put his head down. He wasn’t answering the question.
“Stop ducking the question,” I said. “He’s ducking the question.”
“You need to stay out of it,” my mother said, though she seemed to take my point. “You were supposed to stay in your room.”
My brother sat back down and faced the fan, turning his back to my mother like some proud villain. “I waited. But no one ever came to get me. I thought you forgot.”
I rolled my eyes, mumbled, Give me a break.
“Then I got thirsty in there. So I came out for a glass of water.” He paused there, either for effect or to give himself time to form his lie more fully. “That’s when I heard the siren.”
“Siren?” my mother said.
“Yes, I thought there was a tornado or something, so I went down to the laundry room, like you told us.”
My mother looked at me. We had been outside for most of the night. If there was a siren, we would have heard it.
“We didn’t hear anything,” my mother said. “Are you telling me the truth?”
“I don’t know,” my brother said. “I don’t know why you didn’t hear anything, but that’s what happened.” The corner of his lip dipped a bit, almost forming a smile. “I swear.”
His lip stayed dipped. He was lying, and he knew he would get away with it.
* * *
Our dad picked us up on Friday again, and again he was early. He came to the door and this time our mother was still around, though she had already started getting ready for work. Still, she moved aside when our dad politely asked if he could come in, and the two sat at the kitchen table sipping cups of coffee in silence until he asked about the van breaking down again.
“How’d you know about that?” my mother said.
My dad coughed, took a sip of his coffee. “I have my sources.”
My mother didn’t mention anything about my brother, his disappearance. Maybe she didn’t want my dad to worry. Or maybe, like me, she wanted to wait until the investigation was closed before making any judgment, releasing information to the public. But she did tell my dad to keep an eye on my brother. That he’d been acting out.
“Is that right?” my dad said. He took out a check, already made out to my mother. For the van, he said, and whatever else. My mother looked like she got socks for Christmas.
“Did you hear what I said?”
“Yes,” he said. “Don’t look so happy.”
“How’d you know how much it costs?”
“I owe you,” he said. “I want to owe you.”
“Just watch him,” my mother said. “OK? And don’t expect anything in return.” She magneted the check to our fridge, beneath a drawing my brother had done in school and our electric bill. Both were stamped Outstanding. “How’s work? Anything on you-know-who?”
“I don’t want to talk about work,” my dad said.
“Then don’t.”
“Nothing’s going to happen, Ag. Everyone thinks this guy’s gonna come after their family, but that’s never the case. I’m sure he couldn’t care less.”
“Yeah, but what about your job?”
“That’s my problem. Nobody else’s.”
My brother stomped sleepy-eyed into the kitchen with his weekend bag, asked if we were going or what. My dad told him to wait his turn to talk, but my mother was already on her way to the front door.
“You’ll pick them up before church?” my dad said, hanging in the doorway as my brother and I ran into the hall.
“In the morning. Yes.”
“Hey, if the van isn’t fixed, you know I can give you a lift on Sunday. I’m available for rides, or whatever else you need.”
“I appreciate that,” my mother said. “But the check is enough for now. I don’t want you doing anything you don’t want to do.”
I looked at my dad. Her words hurt him, but he didn’t take us and walk away. He stood in the open door and rebounded with a smile.
“Lucky for you I’m becoming a new man. All I do now are things I don’t want.”
“Ah,” my mother said, “so you’ve been rehabilitated.”
“Yep, the system works. Ask anybody at the station.”
My mother looked at me, though I don’t know why. She kissed the top of my head, rubbed my brother’s back. “I just wonder if it’s one of those things,” she said. “Where it’s meet the new, same as the old.”
* * *
After we grilled out for dinner we didn’t go to the video store. Our dad came downstairs in jean shorts and a polo shirt with our city’s emblem on it. Holstered on his hip, for everyone to see, was his gun.
“Get in the car,” my dad said. “I want to show you something.”
He drove us out to a part of the city I wasn’t familiar with. We sped past the fenceless baseball fields and the city’s water tower, the trailer park where no one owned a shirt. My brother and I kept our eyes out the window, watched the falling sun flicker through the trees. Eventually we asked our dad where we were going, but were glad when he wouldn’t tell us, when he said sorry, it’s a secret.
We pulled into a small, loose-gravel parking lot packed with squad cars. Again we asked where we were. He waved us on and said to follow and be quiet. We walked up a hill on a worn dirt path, me trailing my brother, my brother my dad. When we got to the top, we saw a crowd of policemen standing around with their guns out. Some were cleaning their clips, others practicing taking aim. In the field behind them was a row of shadow-shaped targets, hovering like ghosts.
“Stay close,” our dad said, leading us to the other officers. Out of the seven policemen, only three were in uniform, but they all had bulletproof vests strapped to their chests. Alan came up to my dad, grinning. He asked my dad how he was doing, and if he was going to come out to throw darts tonight. He didn’t say anything about seeing us the other day, whether or not they caught the burglar.
“Can’t,” my dad said, “got the boys.”
“Bring them along!” Alan joked. “We could always use another DD.” He patted me on my shoulder and it stung. “Seriously, though, we’ve missed you these past couple weekends. And we’re not the only ones. I know a couple ladies who put out an APB.”
My dad stepped away from Alan and whistled for everyone’s attention. The officers gathered around him, holstering their guns, and waited in silence for my dad to speak. My brother and I stood at my dad’s side, like we were his best lieutenants.
“The Chief couldn’t be here tonight. He had a council meeting with the mayor. But because we’re all trained professionals…,” my dad said, and paused to let his men snicker, “… I know you all will be on your best behavior. Don’t make a fool of me in front of my boys, OK?” He put a hand on our backs and I felt my face redden. “All right, let’s line up.”
Once everyone was in the proper place, lined up against the wooden railing, my dad explained how the drill would go. Each officer would empty two clips. The first would be freehand. Upon my dad’s order, the officers would aim the gun at the shadowy bad guy and fire like it was any regular daytime shootout. But for the second clip, the officers would have to wait until the sun set. At that point my dad would give a signal, and the officers would flick on their black flashlights to light up the dark target, the unseen threat.
Our dad came over with two pairs of plastic earmuffs. “Take these,” he said. I put the earmuffs on, but they were too big and kept sliding off my head, onto my neck. “I want you guys to watch from over there,” he said, pointing to a splintery wooden bench, far away from the railing.
“That looks crappy,” my brother said. “Why can’t we stay by you?”
“These are live rounds.”
“So?”
“Listen, you’re not even supposed to be out here to begin with. But the Chief’s gone and I thought you’d might like to see this, see your old dad in action.” My dad blinked his eyes, waiting for us to say something like cool or oh yeah. “You know, if your mom found out, she’d probably kill me. You’d have a dead dad on your hands.”
He walked back to his men, the sun blinding him into a silhouette. I thought about his words, a dead dad on my hands. I imagined a miniature version of my dad. An action figure, small in my palm, the sad ending to one of my brother’s warped plots.
We sat on the bench and watched our dad get everyone in position, help them settle in their stances. When everyone was in their proper place, he shouted, “Ready!” and the officers raised their guns, pointed them at the targets. For a second, I felt bad for the targets, the black, faceless blobs. They weren’t holding a gun or a knife, or anyone hostage. What had they done? What was their crime? But before I could say anything, my dad yelled fire and, again, it was too late.
The sound wasn’t the sound from our stupid movies. It was a long-lasting pop, one that blasted my ears and rattled my chest, making me feel hollow. It was the sound from the Stranger tape, and with it came everything I tried not to think about. I immediately put my hands to my head, pressing the earmuffs as hard as possible to shut out both thoughts and sound. But this trapped the noise inside me, so that the booms circled from my head to my heart in one continuous terrible loop.
I felt my brother nudge me, and when I looked over I saw that he was shaking with laughter. I didn’t get what was funny until I realized he was laughing at me, his scared baby brother. I opened my mouth. I tried to tell him that he was scared too. He thought of the same things I did, went to sleep each night with the same worry, and just because he had Chris and I didn’t, that didn’t mean he was any safer or better than me.
After every clip was empty, our dad gave the OK to retrieve the targets. The men held up their victims so the fading sunlight could shine through the holes where the bullets had hit. My dad examined each sheet, giving tips to those whose targets went untouched. The hand of one man, who hadn’t hit a single thing, was bleeding badly and in need of a bandage. The gun’s kickback had pinched the man on his first shot. He hadn’t fired a gun since his training, he said. “Well, that’s why we’re here,” my dad said, and grabbed a first-aid kit to patch the man up.
After the man’s bleeding was stopped, our dad came over to see how we were doing. “What do you think, boys?”
I wanted to tell him that I didn’t like this. The noise. The blood. And I didn’t want to be here.
“Can I shoot a little?” my brother said, his eyes fixed on the men and their guns.
“No, son. This is official police practice.”
“Official?” my brother said. “That guy’s wearing a tank top.”
“Some other time,” my dad said, and put his hand to his gun, as if to double-check it was still there. He often did the same thing with his wallet, tapping his back pocket to make sure it hadn’t been picked by a thief.
“Please,” my brother said, “just one round.”
My dad said no, asked my brother if he was hard of hearing. My brother dropped his earmuffs on the ground. He turned around and muttered.
“Excuse me?” my dad said.
“You heard me,” my brother said, his words a little louder.
“Try me again.”
“I said this is stupid.”
“And why is that?”
“Because … they’re shooting paper.”
“That’s a good thing.”
“Yeah, but you’re not even gonna shoot. You’re just gonna stand around and tell everyone else what to do.”
“That’s my job.”
“Then why did you bring your gun?” my brother asked.
My dad looked down at the gun on his side, to where his hand was resting, and it was obvious that he didn’t have an answer. “I just thought you’d want to see what your old man does. That’s all.”
“Yeah,” my brother said, and he turned away from my dad, so only I could see his smile, “but you don’t do anything.”
My dad’s face hardened, and he looked at me as if I could explain why my brother was acting this way. But I didn’t know what to say. I had questions of my own.
An officer called to my dad. They were ready to start the second round. “Just sit down and shut up,” my dad said to my brother. “Next time you can stay at your mother’s.”
On the way home my brother sat in the back of the cruiser with me, and our dad kept glancing at us in the mirror, like we were a couple of criminals itching to escape.
“I have to run you home,” our dad said. “I’m technically on duty now, so…” His voice trailed off as we came to a four-way stop. I knew where we were, and knew that if we went left, it would lead us to Limit Street, which we could hop on and take to our mom’s. We went straight. “You know,” our dad said, “your mother’s told me some things about you. How you’ve been acting.” He was talking to my brother, who shook his head and rolled his eyes, but didn’t say anything. “Hey,” my dad said, “I’m talking to you.”
My brother didn’t respond. When it became clear he wasn’t going to apologize without prompting, or admit to any wrongdoing, our dad didn’t force him. He flipped on the police radio, and the car filled with garbled voices, battling back and forth. I stared out the window and tuned out the radio as best I could, until my thoughts were interrupted by my dad’s voice. He had the radio to his mouth and had joined the conversation. He told the woman to show him responding, but didn’t say responding to what.
My brother ceased his silent treatment. “What was that?”
“Nothing,” our dad said. “Some idiot’s trespassing. I’ve got to run by.”
“Where?”
“The battery factory.”
The battery factory was one of the biggest buildings in Leavenworth that wasn’t a prison or a grain elevator. It was more than five stories tall, and painted a grassy green that had faded over time, after the factory was shut down and everyone lost their job. We’d driven by it only once or twice in my life, but each time we did our dad would shake his head and say what a shame. To my brother, the factory was an unexplored world, one of the few places big enough to house his imagination.
“Are we going?”
“I am,” our dad said. “I’ll drop you boys off first.”
My brother grabbed the barrier in protest. “No way. Take us with you.”
Our dad told him no. He wasn’t taking his kids to a crime scene. Besides, it was nothing exciting. Probably just a couple of lonely-hearted high schoolers looking for a dark place to sneak off to.
“We won’t do anything,” my brother said. “We’ll stay in the car and watch, won’t we?” He nudged me until I said yes. “We just want to see.”
When my dad didn’t shoot him down right away, I knew my brother was onto something.
“Oh, I get it,” our dad said. “So now what ye olde dad does is cool? Is that it?”
We stopped and a red light colored my brother’s wide smile. “We’ll be good,” he said. “I promise.”
Our dad looked in the rearview mirror. I couldn’t see his mouth, but I saw his face rise, his eyes beam. He took a sharp turn, veering off our normal course, taking a side street off Main and up onto Marion, a street I’d never heard of.
It was dark when we pulled up. The streetlights weren’t alive. There were no cars in front of the factory, or dusty bikes lying in the gravel. Whoever trespassed had traveled by foot. Our dad aimed the headlights at the front doors, chained shut with a dungeon lock. It felt like we’d stumbled into a movie someone else had rented. Our dad was the cop in the opening credits, the one who was just doing his job, and everyone knew would get it. Wrong place, wrong time, we would think, right before a monster snatched him from the rafters. I glanced at my brother, who was sitting on his feet trying to get a better view. I didn’t remember a single movie where the worthless cop brought his boys.
“Stay put,” our dad said. “I’ll be back in a second.”
He rolled down our windows a little more than halfway and stepped out of the car. He didn’t approach the chained door with his hand on his holster, like I thought he would. He walked up hands free and tried the doors, held fast by the chain. I kept waiting for the worst possible thing to burst through the doors, but the night remained quiet. Our dad stepped back from the building and looked up, as if the monster had scaled the walls and broken through one of the dirt-caked windows. I pictured the monster bashing the glass with a rock, not his fist, and suddenly the monster became the burglar. A criminal. And because I didn’t know what the Stranger looked like, never got a good look at his face on the tape, in my mind I made Chris play the part.
Our dad took one last look at the police cruiser, at us, and ducked out of the headlights, into the darkness. I heard my brain shouting the same things it shouted when we watched a bad movie. The things I never said out loud, because if I did my brother would tell me to shut up. They can’t hear you, he would say. They’re already dead.
For a few minutes, we did as we were told. For a few minutes, we sat there and listened. But my brother grew bored. He stuck his head out the window to see if he could see anything. He wormed half his body out, and announced he was leaving. That he was going to help our dad and that I should stay here.
“Don’t,” I told him. “You know what’ll happen.”
My brother ignored me and slithered out the window. “Dad needs backup,” he said. “If you see or hear anything, the radio’s right there.” He poked his head through the window, and his arms dangled to the side, like he was seated at a guillotine, waiting for the blade to fall. “Now remember what Mom always says,” he said, a sick grin stretched across his face. “Don’t talk to the Stranger.”
And with that, he left. He ran in the same direction as our dad, the gravel crunching under his feet. Soon I heard nothing, and the night opened before me, into what could have passed as an eternity. I tried my best to hide behind my dad’s seat, glad at first that he had left the headlights on, a little night-light for this new and scary world. But as the minutes ticked away and neither my brother nor my dad returned, I wondered if I would be better off without the lights. If it would be better for me not to see whatever was coming. Still, I didn’t close my eyes. I sat there. I watched the yellow oval the headlights made. Cover the front, I told myself. You can do that much.
A shadow streaked in front of the car. A flash of black. Before I could doubt what I’d seen, another flew by. Two shadows, flying through the headlights and back into the night. I grabbed the police radio, like my brother told me, and waited for the next thing to happen. Whatever it would be. But the shadows didn’t return. They stayed in their shadow world, and the only sound I heard was the dispatch lady reporting another possible break-in, this one off Tenth and Limit, not far from where we lived. Where our mom was if she wasn’t with Rick. Still, the thought of another criminal gave me comfort. For some reason, I found it hard to imagine two criminals at the same time. If the danger was on Limit Street, I thought, then we should be safe.
I heard a gunshot.
That sick pop. I closed my eyes. I imagined the sound of the shot bouncing off every empty room in the battery factory. I imagined the bullet finding its target, and could only hope that whatever shadow it sank into, it was the right shadow. It was the bad ghost, not the good. I put my hands together and prayed. Or I wished. I opened my eyes and realized I never understood the difference.
When neither shadow returned, standing tall and triumphant, or sinking low and clutching its gut, I decided to get out of the car. I couldn’t breathe, so I wormed my way out like my brother.
The air didn’t smell of smoke, like it did at the range. It smelled of mildew, of the river nearby. At I first I stayed next to the car. I walked around but made a deal that at all times I must keep a finger on the cruiser. I pretended it was a space shuttle and this was my first trip outside the ship. My first space walk after months of space crawl. But when I made it to the front, the lights were too bright, and without thinking I backed away. I floated out and someone cut my tether. I felt exposed, to the dangers and coldness of space. The universe was infinite and any part of it could get me.
I heard footsteps. I heard something being dragged on the ground. My mind made an axe, a sword, a maniac or monster lugging its deformed foot around. I saw a shadow drawing near, the bottom half of its outline like nothing I’d seen. Multiple legs, inkblot limbs limping toward me. I turned and ran, like I always swore I wouldn’t if I was in this situation. I ran around the side of the factory and found a door propped open by a brick. I ducked inside, where it wasn’t as dark as I’d thought. A big moon speckled its way through the dirty windows, shining a light on the grimy floor. There were no rooms in the factory. All the walls had been torn down, leaving one enormous open space, where huge pieces of abandoned machinery waited for someone to spark them to life. A mad scientist. A deranged professor. If my brother made it this far, his imagination would have unfolded like a flower, blooming with possibilities. It was the type of place I imagined Chris would take him, if they kept taking their trips. It was the type of place where the Stranger would hide, make a home, until the cops gave up on the search. It was the type of place my brother would use for every story he ever told when playing with our Joes. The battery factory, with all its machines and secrets, was the perfect hideout for every bad guy my brother ever knew.
I accidentally kicked an empty bottle, sending a ting into the farthest corners of the building. I froze, remembering where I was, the shadows I was supposed to be running from. The bottle found a wall or a machine and knocked up against it, spinning loudly like a flicked quarter waiting to settle.
The side door lurched open behind me. I turned around and saw a shadow standing in the doorway. Normal-shaped, not the monster I’d seen before. But I couldn’t make it match the bodies of anyone I knew. Not with my mind in its terrified state. I made the shadow the worst. I made it Chris with my brother in the woods. I made it Rick after discovering what we’d done to his course. I made it into the Stranger. I put myself in the tape.
“It’s over,” the shadow said.
I tried to run, but couldn’t. I thought of my brother’s phone call to the golf course: Please … Send help … We’re dying.
The shadow floated toward me, drawing nearer and nearer. “C’mon,” it said. “It’s done. I’ve got your brother.”
“No,” I said. “Please, no. Leave my family alone.”
“It’s OK,” the shadow said. “It’s going to be OK.”
It reached out toward me.
“Don’t,” I said. “We didn’t do anything bad. You did. You hurt that woman. Not us.”
The shadow didn’t respond. Its hand came at me, like my mother’s in the rain. So I let it have me, and told myself to think of my mother. Whatever happens, wherever it takes you.
“Ow,” I said. The shadow’s hand hooked itself under my arm and raised me to the shadow’s face. The shadow’s mustache.
“What the hell are you doing?” my dad said. “What did I tell you?”
He didn’t wait for an answer. He started dragging me to the door, to the car. My dad threw me in the back, next to my brother, and when he released me I felt the immediate burn where his hand had hooked me hard.
“Buckle your goddamn seat belts,” our dad said, and when my brother didn’t move fast enough, our dad threw his hand to my brother’s throat. He clasped his hook around my brother’s neck and squeezed, until my brother’s mouth opened involuntarily, begging for air. “Do not test me, son.”
“Dad,” I said, but he told me to shut up. Stay out of it. He held on to my brother for another long second, watching him struggle, clasp at my dad’s wrist, before releasing him with the same violence he’d used to throw me in the car.
“Now,” our dad said. “Seat belts.”
* * *
Our dad would have to write a report. Not about the trespassing. There hadn’t been one, or if there was, they were long gone by the time we arrived. There was no Stranger. No Chris. No shadowy monsters stalking me in the night. There was only my dad, my brother. There was only me. But every time an officer’s weapon was discharged, my dad explained, a report had to be filed, detailing when and where and, of course, why. That last part was the one my dad said he would catch hell for. How could he explain what had just happened at the battery factory?
I cobbled together a hazy picture from the different things my dad shouted on the drive home: What the hell were you thinking? After what I told you! After you promised to stay put!
But my brother had not stayed put. That much I already knew. What I didn’t know was that after my brother snuck out the window, he followed my dad. He pretended he was my dad’s backup, his secret partner. He crept around, his finger the shape of a gun, slicing this pie, slicing that. How long was it before my dad noticed he was being followed? How long before he turned on my brother and beamed his flashlight in my brother’s face? My brother would have put his hands up, instinctively, and pleaded his case. I just wanted to see, he would say. I just wanted to help. And maybe part of my dad forgave him. Maybe my dad lowered his flashlight and said, Well, that’s OK. But this is no place for boys. Only trained professionals. Go back to your brother. I’ve got it covered.
What about your gun? my brother would say.
What about it?
Aren’t you going to use it?
My dad would frown. We’ve been over this, he would say. Go to the car. Wait for me there.
I wasn’t sure how my brother did what he did next. How he got the jump on our dad. I imagined after he was told to head back to the cruiser, he pretended to do so. He took a few steps, yes, but only enough to fool our dad. Now, as he followed him, my brother was more careful. He matched his pace to my dad’s, so the crunch of their shoes canceled each other out. When my dad found the entrance to the battery factory, my brother waited a full minute before following. He had to be patient. He had to wait for the perfect opportunity, when my dad’s mind was elsewhere, to sneak up on him. To, with one motion, pop the button snap on my dad’s holster and swipe his gun.
Never in a million years.
Aimed the gun right at me.
You were right. Something is wrong.
These were the words my dad said to my mother. After he walked my brother to the basement, his holding cell, and dared him to move. My dad stretched the cord to the stairs, where he sat with his head in his hands, mumbling words of apology into the receiver as he finished the story. I didn’t say anything. I was so shocked. Never had a gun pointed at me. Yeah. Mm-hm. No, I don’t think he knew what he was doing. He looked afraid. Like he’d realized what he’d done.
My dad pulled the phone away from his face, and from my spot on the couch I could hear my mother’s voice. I couldn’t understand her words but I could hear their force. The way she launched them at my dad like missiles. I pictured my mother on the other end, pacing the entire apartment with the cordless space phone, not bound by any tether. I saw her going into our vacant bedroom. Going out on the porch, staring at the moon. When she said all the mean things she could think to say, she gave my dad his punishment. His sentence, she would say, for being so thoughtless.
* * *
“I won’t be seeing you guys for a while,” my dad said. “Your mother’s orders.” This was after he made his appeal, was denied, and hung up the phone, defeated. We both sat there a while longer, in silence, my dad recovering from the one-sided fight he’d had with my mother. Me, trying to imagine not seeing my dad. No movies. No fast food or cop games. I imagined the Stranger showing up, looking to hurt my brother and me, my mother, what he thought was my dad’s entire family, only to be disappointed when he found my dad, maybe drunk, definitely alone.
“Why’d you tell her?” I asked, somewhat angry.
“I almost didn’t,” my dad said. “But … that’s what the old me would have done. Kept it a secret.”
“What’s going to happen now?”
“Tomorrow you’ll go back to your mother’s. You and your brother.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
My dad wrapped the phone around his neck like a noose, asked himself how he could be so stupid. I wondered if he would be fired. I pictured my dad in the Chief’s office, head lowered in shame while the Chief raged at him like in the movies. My dad hadn’t caught the Stranger, and now this. Again my dad would apologize, and again it wouldn’t be enough. Heads need to roll, the Chief would say. Examples must be made. He would extend an open hand, waiting for my dad’s gun and badge.
“I just don’t know what he was thinking,” my dad said. “Do you? Hey, look at me. Is there something going on with your brother?”
I shook my head no, though the thought crept in of how easy it would be to say yes. How simple it would be to confess everything: what I saw the night of my mother’s party, my brother’s disappearance the night before, my theory about the pool and about Chris. The tape. What a relief it would be, I thought, to tell my dad all these things.
I looked at a picture my dad had on his wall. It was of my brother and me dressed as sailors, though we were so young we could barely walk, let alone steer a ship. My brother had his arm around my shoulder, and instead of facing the camera, he was facing me.
“He hasn’t met any new friends?” my dad asked. “He’s not hanging around any older boys who like to get in trouble?”
I kept my eyes on the picture, swallowed the dry in my throat. “I don’t think so,” I said, and was glad that we were sitting in the darkness.
My dad kept pressing me, asking me what we did the days our mother went to work. Did we go anywhere? We never left the complex, did we? I kept telling him no, we never went anywhere. We haven’t met anyone. We haven’t done anything.
“You’re not lying to your dad?” he continued. “You’re telling the truth? Because I would understand if you weren’t. I know what it’s like to want to protect somebody.”
“I haven’t done anything wrong,” I said. “We don’t know anything. Ask Mom.”
At the mention of my mom, my dad went quiet again. He pulled himself off the stairs and hung up the phone with a resounding clack. He ate a slice of cheese straight out of the wrapper and went upstairs to change. When I heard his door shut, I went and sat at the kitchen table. My dad had left his police pad there, and I flipped through its pages so I could think about the crimes other people committed, the mistakes they made, and not the lies I had just told.
MW wrk.
MW liquor store.
MW home.
MWWR.
MW home.
These were the newest notes, but I didn’t know what they meant. So I flipped backward, to the letters I could decipher. B&E meant breaking and entering. DUI we’d learned in school. BK I didn’t know.
“Brian Kern,” my dad said. I hadn’t heard him descend the stairs. “Or as you and your brother like to call him, the Stranger. Now what did I say about going through my things?”
He grabbed his gun off the table, where he’d left it even after what had just happened. He put it in its holster, his badge on his hip.
“What about the rest?”
My dad snatched the pad from me, closed it. “The rest, you don’t need to know,” he said. “The rest is none of your business.”
“But—”
“I said no, goddammit. Why are you and your brother so hard of hearing?” He grabbed his keys and wallet. “Now go to bed.”
After he left, I sat on the couch wondering why my dad had told me the Stranger’s full name, why that was my business but MW wasn’t. Maybe he wanted me to know who he was in case I ran into him. Or maybe he wanted me to think of him as real, just another human being and not some scary monster out to get me. There are no monsters, my dad once told me. This when I couldn’t sleep after watching a movie about a fish lady who ate her own kids. Mother Guppy, I think it was called. There are only people, my dad said. It’s people you have to watch out for. But I won’t let any of them hurt you. That’s my job. I’m your dad.
This had calmed me at the time but now made things worse. A monster I could imagine, I could hold in my brain and toy with. A person, a real-life human being, I could never understand. Not fully. I could never grasp why my mother was with Rick. I couldn’t understand why my brother kept leaving me for Chris, picking some guy we hardly knew over me, his only brother. A monster wouldn’t do that. It would eat you, spit out your bones, but the only feeling it would ever force you to face was fear.

ten

THE SUMMER BEGAN to fall away. The city inched closer toward a nasty August heat, and the Stranger remained at large. After the battery factory, my brother refused to discuss anything about the Stranger. The only thing that interested him now, it seemed, was Chris.
But for a couple of weeks, Chris was unavailable, or my brother was unavailable to him. The morning after the shooting, our mother handed down my brother’s sentence. In addition to not seeing our dad, my brother was grounded. Sentenced to the apartment for an undetermined amount of time. Maybe forever, my mother said, if he kept going the way he was going. Would there be time off for good behavior? There would not. Not for a crime as serious as my brother’s.
So for what seemed like forever he did nothing. He stayed in our room most of the time, sleeping, reading, or doing push-ups. At first I visited him, pretending I was a variety of people. I pretended I was family, not a brother but a distant cousin, come to show the black sheep support when everyone else had given up on him. I pretended I was a prison guard with a soft heart, the one who’d sneak an extra dinner roll from the mess hall. I pretended I was a detective. My dad’s superior. I apologized for the way our dad had handled the case. That boy sure did bungle it, I said. But not to worry, we know you’re innocent. We know you’d never hurt anyone. And I’ve made it my mission to find the people who did. So tell me the truth: Who did take that gun? Was it Chris? Did he tell you to do it? Or were you learning to protect yourself? Just in case.
“You’re so stupid,” my brother said, two weeks into his sentence. “Stop making shit up and leave me alone.”
He threw a sock ball at my face. The guard should have searched his cell for weapons.
“Prison’s changed you,” I said. “That’s the pen talking.”
My brother shut the encyclopedia he was reading. Not A for anatomy. The letter E, for escape, I guessed. He grabbed a handful of my bottom-bunk sheets. “You think the Stranger’s sheets had dinosaurs on them? This isn’t a prison. It’s a nursery. Now leave me alone, baby.”
He wasn’t going to talk. That was clear. One day his sentence would be served, and what then? I shut myself in the bathroom. I stared into the mirror and pretended the skinny kid with the bowl cut was someone else. A cop. A teacher. A guard. Anyone who knew what to do. Anyone who had an answer.
It’s up to you, the reflection said, in a voice that was and wasn’t my own. You have to do it. Find out what’s going on with your brother. Get him back on the force. It’s the only way.
* * *
I decided to tail him. If my brother wasn’t going to volunteer the answers I wanted, I would have to get them some other way. But after following him around for a day without him noticing or caring, I realized I was more like a guy on the inside than I was a tail. I was the little brother, so it made sense for me to follow. I could walk by my brother’s side, step where he stepped, and who would suspect a thing? To make sure my brother never got too far away, though, I acted like I was a dog and my brother was my owner. Inside the apartment I went room to room with him, plopped on the ground when he stopped, and panted or pretended to sleep. I imagined an invisible leash rung around my neck, and that my brother was walking me, and that we could only be as far apart as the leash stretched.
What I discovered was little. I learned that he didn’t want to talk to me, that if I asked him what he was thinking while he stared out our sliding glass door, in the direction of the pool, at the woods, he had no problem putting me in a headlock, stuffing my head in the crack between the couch cushions. None of this was done in a playful way. He didn’t smile to himself, the way one of his evil men would after drowning some hero’s loved ones in the bathtub. He looked annoyed, and tired of me, of this apartment, the roaches. But we couldn’t go anywhere. Our mother’s boss was on post all week, so she couldn’t take us with her to work. She called every thirty minutes to make sure we were there, and if I answered and said, Yes, we’re doing fine, nothing is wrong, she said, OK, good. I believe you. Now put your brother on the phone. It was times like these I wished we had a second phone. So I could listen in on the other line, hear my mother’s instructions, instead of just my brother’s half. Yes. No. We won’t. I won’t. Goodbye.
A couple of weeks into his sentence we went to the pool. But we didn’t swim. We couldn’t risk losing track of time and not being there when our mother called.
“Have you seen him?” I said. “Do you think he’s gone?”
“No,” my brother said. “He’s not gone. I haven’t been here. So.”
“Will he come back?”
A hot breeze blew over the pool, and my brother put his arm through the pool gate, unlocked it.
“We can’t,” I said.
“I’m not.” He opened the gate but did not enter. “But in case someone’s looking,” he said. “Now they know it’s an open swim.”
I didn’t know what that meant, and my brother didn’t explain. He left the gate open like that, for any chalk kid to wander in and fall in the water, to flail or worse. But I didn’t shut it. I followed my brother like a good spy, and when we went into our apartment the phone was ringing. It’d been only ten minutes, but here was our mother, calling again. I just got this feeling, she said. I just got this feeling that something was wrong.
* * *
Trailing my brother became trickier the Sunday we went back to the golf course with our mother. Normally she didn’t work Sunday mornings. That time was reserved for church. But the past month, we hadn’t made it to a single mass. Instead, our mother slept in, after a long day of work or a long night out with Rick, who wasn’t around when we arrived.
“He had an emergency, so you two have free roam of the course,” she said. She stared at my brother as she spoke. She must have wanted to keep an eye on him, too.
“Emergency?” I said.
“Yes. He wasn’t feeling well. But I expect you to be on your best behavior. Be back at the van before the cannon.”
The cannon belonged to the fort. It fired every day at five, right after retreat was played over loudspeakers planted all over post. My brother and I didn’t own watches, so our mother made us use the cannon to tell time. When the cannon sounded, my brother and I liked to clutch our chests and pretend we’d been shot. Fall to the ground, say woe is me.
We stopped by the cafeteria for a late breakfast. Sandy wasn’t behind the counter or sitting in any of the empty seats.
“She must not be here,” I said.
“She is too,” my brother said. “She’s hiding.” He headed for the metal double doors that led to the kitchen, where we weren’t allowed.
“We can’t,” I said.
“Watch us,” my brother said.
“You just do what you want, don’t you?”
“Yes. And I do what you want too, but are too baby to do.” He pushed a door open and slid in without a sound. I thought about whether to follow, but couldn’t make up my mind. A good undercover cop wouldn’t hesitate, I knew. He would follow the mark wherever the mark went, do whatever the mark asked, until the line between right and wrong became blurred, and the cop began to wonder if there really was a good side and a bad, or if wrongdoing, as one bad movie had said, was in the eye of the beholder.
After a minute the door swung open and my brother’s head poked out. “You have to see this,” he said before disappearing into the back again.
This time I did what a good cop would do, what I thought my dad would have wanted me to do. I followed him. I snuck through the door and hid behind an icebox that hummed like our box fan. I peeped around and took everything in, memorized the exits. The kitchen was dirtier than I had imagined. Old mop strings shed during the last scrub stuck to the floor. All the metal had a rust to it, and the walls and ceiling were yellow when it was clear they wanted to be white. We walked through a maze of boxes, stacked into towers that nearly touched the ceiling. My brother stopped me when we came to a corner and put his finger to his lips.
“Shh,” he said. “Do not disturb.” He waved me around the corner, and I stepped out in the open and saw what he wanted me to see. It was Sandy, sitting on a stack of huge sacks of popcorn kernels. Or, Cornbread sat on the sacks and Sandy sat in his lap, her back twisted, so I couldn’t see what their faces were doing. Cornbread held her in his big arms, like my mother did when she wanted to pretend I was still a baby. Sandy rocked with him, cooed, moaned, and didn’t shiver when Cornbread’s hand drew circles on her naked knee.
I immediately thought of Rick and my mother, the night of the party. Cornbread’s arms flexed harder, holding Sandy tight. Sandy’s legs kicked in the air like she was swinging on a swing set, trying to get higher and higher. I watched for a moment longer, and walked away, in sort of a daze, until I reached the cafeteria, where my brother was waiting, laughing. “I know,” he said. “It’s stupid, isn’t it?”
“I guess,” I said, though I couldn’t put into words what I just saw, or what seeing it made me feel.
“Don’t you get it?” my brother whispered. “Nobody’s watching. Rick’s gone. Mom’s working. Sandy and Cornbread are, well, you saw.” He smiled at me, though in a way I didn’t completely recognize. “We have the whole course to ourselves, dummy. We can do whatever we want.”
He got up and walked out the cafeteria’s side door, and I followed him outside, unsure what he meant. What could we do now that Rick was gone that we couldn’t do while Rick was here, except relax, not worry about his leg pinch?
We went around back, down the long hill that led to the golf cart garage. The air was thick and dead. Coming in from the daylight, I rubbed my eyes to help them adjust to the darkness, while keeping up with my brother as he weaved from row to row, snaked through the endless sea of carts.
“What are we doing?” I said.
“We’re doing what we always do,” my brother said.
“I don’t want to play hide-and-go-seek.”
“Who said anything about that?” he said, and started to walk faster, to take sharper and more surprising turns. I tried to track his feet, but he was running now, darting toward the back, where it was all dark.
I had to stop to catch my breath. “Wait up,” I said, but I could no longer hear my brother’s footsteps. “Where are you?” The entire garage was still, buzzing with silence. Everything looked like it could come to life. “I told you I’m not playing.”
I wound my way through several more rows. It got so dark that when I closed my eyes, there wasn’t much of a difference. “Come out! I don’t like this!”
No one returned my words. I sat down in the middle of a row and wondered what would happen if this was it. If I was a dead boy. I imagined my face on a flyer tacked to the bulletin board at my dad’s police station. The other officers would pat my dad on the shoulder, console him as he stared at my picture on his break, his face blank. They’ll find him, Alan would say. They always do. When they did find me, when I was discovered by Cornbread or, more likely, Rick, my mother would collapse over my body. Don’t touch him, she would say, running her hands through my hair, over my skin, which would be pale and pruney, like I had drowned in the pool. Don’t any of you touch him. And Rick would slowly back away, slinking back into the shadows, because he had never had a son and couldn’t know what to say. He would have to leave my mother alone.
I brought my legs to my chest and put my head down.
“Hey, c’mon,” a voice said. “What are you doing?”
I looked up and saw my brother.
“Get up, would you?” he said. “I want to show you something.”
* * *
“It’s a cart,” I said.
My brother had picked me up and walked me through rows of carts, leading me to what he wanted to show me. I held on to his shirt until we passed through what felt like the garage’s center, where it was lighter and any sound echoed. We took turns hooting and shouting, letting our voices disappear into the dark, only to return to us a second later, tinny, like we were talking through a can.
“Here it is,” he said, and sat down in a random cart, the last one in its row. I sat next to him in the passenger side, my butt on the edge so my feet could touch the floor.
“I don’t get it,” I said.
“Look.” He pointed at the ignition, where someone had left a key. “It’s Rick’s. This is his cart.” A green rabbit’s foot dangled from the key ring, bright and unreal. I remembered something similar dangling from Rick’s car keys. “Haven’t you ever noticed? He always leaves his keys in his cart, like an idiot. But now everybody’s gone. Now’s our chance.” I reached out to touch the rabbit’s foot, which I had been too afraid to do in Rick’s car. My brother slapped my hand away. “No way,” he said. “You’re too dumb to drive.” He took a deep breath, moved his hand to the shifter, and put the cart in reverse. “If anyone’s going to get us out of here, it’s going to be me.”
He twisted around so he could see what was behind him, and put his arm behind my neck, like our dad used to do to our mother when he drove our family around.
“Here we go,” he said, and put his foot to the pedal.
The cart jerked backward. Fast, out of control, its little motor roaring.
“Shit!” my brother yelled. He kicked at the brake, and just as sharply as we started, we stopped, slamming me back into my seat.
A bead of sweat dripped off my nose and into my mouth, salting my tongue. For a moment I sat there, taking in what had just happened. I glanced over at my brother, who had both hands on the wheel, staring at it like it was an alien ship. The ship had crash-landed thousands of years ago, and we were the stupid humans foolish enough to think we could make it fly.
“Maybe we should stop,” I said.
“We haven’t done anything. Not yet.”
I grabbed the rabbit’s foot, combed back its hair to find its skin. I reminded myself that Rick was gone. He wasn’t working today. And with him out of the picture, there was no one here to punish us.
“Are you sure?” I said.
“Yes,” my brother said. “Now’s our chance to get out of this dump.”
I scooted back in my seat. I took a breath, held on to the railing, and told my brother that I was ready. He put the cart in drive and inched us away from the wall. He drove slowly until the garage exit was in sight, like our mother did in school zones, even in the summer. But once we got out in the open, out of close quarters, he put his foot down hard and started to drive just like Rick.
* * *
We drove the cart all the routes Rick always went: up the hill to eighteen, down to five, across the rickety bridge to seven. Like Rick, and unlike any other driver I knew, when we started down a huge hill, instead of braking or letting the cart coast, my brother sped up. I grabbed the cart’s side rail because I didn’t have Rick’s arm to hold on to.
We circled a water hazard, murky with algae and pond scum. We stopped and found the biggest rock to throw in. I found a small, weird-shaped stone and put it in my pocket. A golf club pinged somewhere far off, and a white dot drifted into the blue sky. We watched the ball land in the tall ragweed surrounding the pond, and we laughed, because we knew the owner would never find it. Rick once said tall grass was where golf balls go to die.
“It’s nice not having to worry about Rick,” I said. “His stupid leg pinch.”
“We can go wherever we want,” my brother said. “That’s what’s nice.”
We got back in the cart and drove around some more. We drove all the places we could think to drive. I thought about the course map we made of all the places we explored — the one I spilled Kool-Aid on — how it took weeks to cover only a quarter of the course. If we had had the cart the whole time, we would have finished in one weekend. The whole thing seemed silly.
When we had gone everywhere else, my brother drove us to the abandoned scoreboard. The scoreboard stood to the side of where the eighteenth hole once was, back when eighteen was a par five. On one of our weekly rides, Rick explained that nobody could ever hit the ball far enough, so they moved the green and changed the hole to a four. Before that, the course was too tough, Rick said, especially for a city so short on talent.
We parked the cart behind a bush in case anyone showed up, though no one ever came out here but us. I raced my brother to the ladder, but when I looked back, he wasn’t racing at all. He was walking. He let me climb the ladder attached to the scoreboard’s back and took his time following. If you knew where to look, you could see the scoreboard from the cafeteria’s corner window. From that distance, it seemed small, a toy, a real-life thing made miniature for toddlers. But up close was different. The scoreboard towered above us, an abandoned fortress, our own secret skyscraper.
At the top there was little room to stand, just a ledge you would fall to your death from if you weren’t careful. I sidestepped across the scoreboard to the end of the other side, a spot usually reserved for my brother. I leaned over the edge, peered at the pool of dirt below.
“This is my favorite place,” I said.
My brother sat down and let his legs dangle. “That’s because you’ve never been anywhere.” He had that jerkiness in his voice again. I tried to ignore him. I looked up at the horizon and tried to find the building farthest away. All I saw were prisons.
“Neither have you,” I said. “Where have you been that I haven’t?”
“Nowhere,” he said. “I haven’t been anywhere either.” I watched him closely after he said this, but he didn’t say anything more. The wind picked up, and I hugged the scoreboard. I thought about saying something mean, to tease more information out of my brother, but when I opened my mouth, there was a cloudless thunder.
“It’s five,” my brother said.
“What happened to the music?”
“We’re too far away.”
He didn’t move. He just sat there, his back against the scoreboard, his eyes closed like he was sunbathing at the pool.
“We better get back,” I said.
“She won’t go anywhere without us,” my brother said.
“She’ll be mad.”
“Of course she will.”
“She will.”
“Look, we’re already late,” he said, opening his eyes. “We still have to return the cart, right? We can’t leave it here. So we’re already late.”
“You’re going to make us later. You’re going to get us into trouble again.”
He stood up. “Again?” he said. “Us? You were never in trouble in the first place. You should have been.” He walked over to me quickly, crossing the narrow ledge without holding on to anything, or looking down to check his footing. “You know, I’m sick of you, you little liar. You follow me around, a little lying baby, doing what I do, wanting the things I want, but you’re too afraid to go get them.”
I bent my knees to brace myself. “No I’m not.”
“You wanted to drive the cart, so I drove the cart. You wanted the gun, so I grabbed it.” He grabbed me by the shirt. He could throw me off and there would be no witnesses. No one to call my brother out in court. “You wanted to go to the pool, to learn the Gainer and all the other cool pool moves, so I went and made friends with Chris.”
“That’s not what I wanted,” I said.
“Liar,” he said, and leaned me back, dangling me over the edge. I could feel the nothingness beneath me, the empty air between me and the ground. “You better tell me what I said is true,” he said. “Or it’s a long way down.”
I tried to grab his arm. He leaned me back farther, until I was sure I’d fall.
“OK, OK,” I said. “You’re right. You’re right.”
“Say it. Say you’re a baby.”
“I’m a baby.”
“A lying baby.”
“I’m a lying baby.”
“Say I’m smarter than you.”
“You’re smarter.”
“Smarter than you’ll ever be.”
“You’re smarter than I’ll ever be.”
He grinned at me and opened his mouth in fake shock, pretending he’d lost his grip. Don’t, I said. He pulled me up to him. “Ha. You really thought I was going to drop you, didn’t you, dummy?”
He ruffled my hair, pushed my face. I punched him away. I sat down, swung my feet off the edge like I was at the pool, kicking them safely in the shallow end. I looked around until I found the cafeteria window, small, far away. I imagined someone watching what just happened from the window, my brother dangling me over the edge. It would look like something out of a movie, or one of my brother’s epic toy plots. Me, the good guy in serious trouble. My brother, the bad. The villain who only won in the worlds my brother created.
My brother peered over the edge of the scoreboard, as if the pool waited below, waiting for his best move. It occurred to me I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in the pool, in the actual water.
“What do you guys talk about?” I asked my brother.
“Who? What do you mean?”
“You and Chris. Tell me what else you guys talk about, or I’ll tell Mom what just happened. I’ll tell her and Dad about you and Chris, sneaking out to the pool — everything.”
There was a second of silence, and I felt my brother look at me. But I didn’t look at him. I already knew the faces he was making. Anger, mixed with worry and disbelief.
“You’re blackmailing me?” he said. I didn’t know what that word meant, but felt I should say yes. My brother kept his back to me, and the sun baked his shadow into the scoreboard. “Unbelievable,” he said.
He put his head down in thought, his hand on his chin, as if he were weighing the options.
“I can’t tell you,” he finally said. “I’m not supposed to.”
I pulled up the tongue of my broken-laced shoe, got up, and walked over to my brother’s side. I sat down and put my hand on his shoulder, as if to say, It’s OK. It’s me, your brother. If I were wearing a wire, this would be the part where I leaned in close and said, Don’t worry, I won’t tell a soul.
“Fine,” he said. “But I can only tell you what isn’t a secret. Got it?”
I nodded and scooted closer, so the only thing in between us was the wind. OK, my brother said, here is what you can know.
* * *
Chris was a lifeguard. Or he had been, at one time. This was the first thing my brother revealed. When he was a teenager, still in school, Chris spent summers working at the city pool. That’s how he knew so much, so many moves. That’s where he got those trunks. What happened? I asked. Why doesn’t he work there now? Well, my brother said, he was fired. For what, I said, licking kids? No, he said, for falling in love. My brother blushed, embarrassed he’d used such a stupid word. This was Chris’s story, he reminded me, not his. These are his words, not mine. Anyway, Chris met someone special. At the pool. Someone he couldn’t live without. But he’d never had these feelings before. He didn’t know what to do with them. He was too afraid to tell anyone, scared of what they might think or say, so he kept them to himself. What place is safer, more secret, he said, touching his chest, than right here? He didn’t act. He waited. From his lifeguard perch, he studied the one he wanted, making sure they were worth the risk. Making sure his feelings weren’t a fluke, some sick joke the world was playing on him. But the feelings did not go away. They grew stronger. He couldn’t concentrate. If the one he loved came for a swim, it became impossible for Chris to focus on anything else. His mind was right, but his heart felt like it was drowning.
What did he do? I asked.
He acted, my brother said. He took a chance.
And?
And it didn’t work out. Chris left a note in their locker, tucked it into their pants pocket. That way they would find it later, Chris imagined, in their room when no one was looking. They would read it and finally know how Chris felt, how he’d fought and waited. How if he could love anyone else, he would.
The loved one never responded. Never met Chris at the park across the street from the pool. Never let Chris share a snow cone.
She ignored him? I said.
I guess. She stopped coming to the pool. Or she came once, but only to report Chris. To get him fired.
Oh, I said. That’s sad.
There’s more.
Before he left, Chris stole her membership card, with her name and address. He went to her house, at night. He brought flowers and candy. The neighborhood was quiet. No lights were lit. He climbed her porch and knocked on her window. Nothing. He waited and waited. He grew tired of waiting. He lifted the window and crawled inside.
My brother paused.
“What happened?” I said.
“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s all he told me. Said he would tell me the rest next time I saw him. But I haven’t seen him since.” He stood up and brushed off his shorts. “There, now you know some stuff. Happy?”
He started down the ladder, told me to hurry up. He didn’t want to get grounded again. I climbed down and sat in the cart, and my brother put his arm around me and drove. I thought about the story he’d just told. How sad it made me feel, how it felt like a secret my brother shouldn’t have shared. We rolled through the hills like this. Once in the garage, we parked the cart in the back, in the dark where it belonged. We left the key in the ignition, the rabbit’s foot where we found it.
* * *
When we got to the pro shop, Rick was there, not our mother. His arm was in a blue sling that looked homemade from a pillowcase. This didn’t stop him from pointing to his wrist, giving his big Rick grin.
“Hey, hey!” Rick said. “Look who it is!” He raised his good arm, readying the imaginary crowd for his grand announcement. “Gather ’round, everybody! They’ve returned! It’s Duh and Little Duh, Duh’s dumber brother!” We mumbled hello. “So where the hell have you been?” Rick said.
“Nowhere,” my brother said.
“Ooh, that sounds nice. Have to go there sometime. Where is nowhere, by the way? A block away from nothing, down the street from wherever?”
“Leave us alone,” my brother said. “We didn’t do anything.”
We tried to hurry by Rick, but he stepped in front of my brother, not letting us pass.
“That’s funny, because earlier I stepped outside to have a chew and you know what I saw? I saw two little shits driving my cart around. You shitheads know anything about that?”
“No,” my brother said, and he looked right at Rick. His mouth didn’t drop, giving away his lie.
“Oh, right, right, of course you don’t. Because if you did, you know there’d be a whupping coming your way. You’d get a big old piece of Rick’s wrath.”
“Where’s our mom?” my brother said.
“Hey, let’s not get off subject now. I’m still curious about the cart.”
“Is she in the van?”
Rick wrinkled his tan face, annoyed that my brother wasn’t taking him seriously. “Listen,” he said. “I saw you goons out there. Now ’fess up or we’re gonna have problems. Even one-armed Rick is still a man you don’t want to mess with.”
My brother looked around. There were no customers nearby, no signs of our mother. “Fine,” he said. “We drove the cart around a little bit. You’re the dumb one who leaves your key in the ignition.”
Rick nodded to himself, scratched the side of his stubbly face. He let out a big breath and I could smell the cheap cafeteria beer. Flecks of chew speckled his chin.
There was a pop, a wet smack.
I heard the slap before I saw anything, before I could realize what happened. I looked at my brother, now on the ground, rubbing his head. Rick stood over him, holding his good hand in the air. He turned to me. “You two think you can do whatever you want,” he said. “Just like your dad. Where do you want it?”
I shook my head, even though it wasn’t a yes-or-no question.
“Your punishment,” Rick said. “Where do you want it? The head or your rear.”
“I didn’t do anything,” I said.
“You didn’t stop anything either. Know what that’s called? Called an accomplice. Called guilty by association. You do time for that, too.”
“Leave him alone,” my brother said, still on the ground. He kept one eye closed, as if that would shut out the pain. “You can’t punish us. You’re not—”
“That’s right. I most certainly am not,” Rick said. “Know how you can tell? ’Cause I’m not a cheater. I would never do that to your mother. She might be a pain in the ass like you boys, but she’s still one of the good ones.” He adjusted the strap on his sling. “Besides,” he laughed, “who’d want to be your dad right now? I’ve seen the paper. The man couldn’t catch a cold.”
The word cold made me think of my dad curled up on the couch, shirtless and alone.
“Shut up,” I said.
Rick laughed. “Or what, retard? You gonna call the fuzz? He can’t help you, OK?” He stuck out his hurt arm, the one he always used to pinch us, and poked my chest. “Face it, moron, Father Fuzz is a failure.”
Later that night, when I was in my bed, my brother snoring above me, I replayed the day in my head. It was then I realized that it must’ve been me who screamed that high-pitched noise, announcing my attack. At the time, I only saw Rick’s sling, swinging lazily in front of my face. Teasing me until I couldn’t take it anymore, until my mind must have gone white with rage. And then I must’ve screamed. All of this right before I grabbed Rick’s hurt arm and pulled down as hard as I could.
Rick cried out in pain. His good arm flailed until he caught my head by my hair. I tried to twist away and find my brother, who was on the ground clutching his stomach. Rick must have hit him when I went for his arm. “Goddammit,” Rick said. “Why the hell would you do that?”
“Let me go.”
“No, no, no. I was gonna let you off easy. A smack on the ass or something. But now…” His grip on my hair tightened. My face felt like a mask Rick was ripping off. “Now you’re in for a real treat. But don’t worry, it’s in your best interest. You won’t do anything stupid any time soon.”
He dragged me to the cafeteria and threw me in a chair. There was no one here either. The grill was no longer going.
“Man, did you step in it,” Rick said. “Stepped in it big time.” He let go of my head and began to undo his belt buckle, which he had welded in prison. “I’m doing this for your mother, you know. She may hate it here, but there are worse places. Worse things in life.”
He licked his thumb and wiped a dirt spot off his buckle, twisted around to put it in his back pocket, already occupied by a puck of chew. This was my chance to escape. But when I tried to get up, Rick’s good arm flew out and caught me by the thigh.
“Sit,” he said, and his fingers sank into my leg like animal fangs, shooting a sharp shock down my entire side. “Stay.”
He slid the belt off his waist and held it by its tail, like it was a deadly snake ready to strike. I rubbed my leg, sure I would never use it again.
“What are you doing?” I said.
“Good question,” Rick said. “Let me show you.” He grabbed me by my neck and threw me over his lap, on top of his oil-stained jeans. “Think of it as preventative medicine,” he said, and folded his belt in half in front of my face, so I knew exactly what was coming.
I closed my eyes and prayed for my brother. I hoped that he was faking hurt, that he would sneak up on Rick and put him in a choke hold, a combat move we had sort of learned from our dad, but were never supposed to use. Unless it was an emergency.
“Let him go,” a voice said, soft. It couldn’t belong to my brother. I opened my eyes and lifted my head. It was Sandy. Standing alone, her hair imprisoned by a hairnet, a small frying pan in her hand.
“Oh, mind your own damn business,” Rick said. He wrapped the belt around his good hand, tested the tightness of his grip. “He broke the rules, so he gets punished. He gets the same treatment as me and you.”
“Maybe,” Sandy said. “But that’s not up to you.”
Rick stopped what he was doing. He rested both of his arms on my back and gave Sandy his attention. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means you should leave the punishment to the parents and go on about your business.”
“Oh yeah?” Rick said. He pushed me off him and stood up. “Well, do you see his parents around anywhere?” Sandy slowly blinked her eyes. “Me either,” Rick said. “But I’m here, aren’t I? I’m the one who’s always around, OK. I see these brats more than their goddamn dad.”
Sandy sighed, and for a moment it seemed she could see Rick’s point. “It’s not the same, Rick. You don’t know what it’s like.”
Rick laughed to himself. For some reason, what Sandy said was funny to him. He unwrapped his hand and threw his belt over his shoulder. “Oh, so now you’re an expert. On parenting.” He sauntered over to Sandy, until the two were close enough to kiss. “You. Of all people. Is that right?”
Sandy met his eyes, her jaw clenched. “Don’t.”
“What?” Rick said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “You don’t want to trade parenting tips?”
Sandy squeezed the frying pan’s handle, and her arm veins popped up like little rivers.
“OK, how about a freebie?” Rick said, turning his back to Sandy and looking straight at me. “A free lesson from me to you, Sandy. Here it goes: If you ever have a baby that won’t quit crying, don’t shake it to make it stop.” He turned around, smiled at me. “For God’s sake, I mean, you don’t treat a baby like a jug of juice.”
Sandy’s eyes dropped. She looked at me, biting her lip, as if she wanted to apologize with all her heart for burning my breakfast every day I ever knew her.
Rick licked his lips, proud of himself. “Nope, last time I checked they don’t give out mother-of-the-year awards to a lady with a dead baby on her hands. I’m pretty sure they put people like that in jail.”
Sandy lowered her head. Hit him, I thought. He isn’t looking. Do it.
But Sandy didn’t. She relaxed her grip on the pan, twirled it by its handle, and composed herself. “Are you sure you want to be airing each other’s dirty laundry?” Rick stopped his cocky pacing. “’Cause there are some things I heard about you, you know, things that you probably don’t want getting out.” My mind went to the gas cans Rick filled in secret, when he thought no one was looking.
Rick scratched his sling. “Bullshit. You don’t know nothing.”
“You’re right,” Sandy said. “I don’t. But Cornbread does. He only told me a little, says there’s some code among guys who’ve done time together. But I bet if I really wanted, I could get it out of him.” She rolled her tongue in her mouth, combing her teeth, and her whole body loosened in a way I’d never seen before.
“Go ahead,” Rick said to Sandy, “fetch your magic Negro. Just because we jailed together doesn’t mean he knows shit.”
“O-K,” Sandy said, stretching out each letter. “Hey, maybe I’ll fetch the boys’ mother while I’m at it.” Rick quickly turned around. I couldn’t see his face, but I bet it was filled with fear. “How much does Aggie really know?” Sandy asked, her voice cold. “I’m sure she knows about the stupid things that landed you in jail. But does she know about what you did in prison? The stuff you did to survive?”
Rick walked away from Sandy and me and stood by a tall cafeteria window, his reflection milky in the glass pane. “She knows enough.”
My brother came into the cafeteria, still holding his stomach. The mark on his face where Rick had hit him was easily visible.
“What’s going on?”
Sandy and Rick exchanged a quick look.
“Nothing, sweetheart,” Sandy said, and just like that she reverted to her former self, the ex-con cook who always treated me like I was the world’s most precious metal. “Just having some words with Mr. Rick. But I think we’re done.”
Rick stayed by the window, gloomy. “I was just trying to help,” he said, staring at his reflection, the only other person on his side. I liked to do the same thing when I was alone in our bathroom. I liked to whisper and watch my lips form the words. This is what I look like. This is what other people see.
* * *
Our mother was waiting in the van. Her big blond hair hung out the driver’s window, soaking up the sun like Baron used to do on car rides. She had an hour to drive us home and feed us, she said, before she had to be back at work for the late shift. She didn’t ask why we were late, where we had been, not until the van was parked and we were walking up to our building’s pea-green door. “Why was I waiting?” she said. There were no sounds at the pool. The fireflies were out, lighting up what was left of the summer. “At the golf course, I mean.”
“We were detained,” my brother said.
My mother laughed a tired laugh.
“Detained?” she said. “That’s a funny word for you. Hey, what happened to your face?”
“A golf ball hit me,” my brother said. “I guess it was only a matter of time.” He tried to pull open the building door, but my mother stuck out her long arm and held it shut.
“Hold it. You’re not lying again, are you? Turn around.” My brother slowly spun around, and my mother brushed the hair covering his face. “I’m not ignorant,” she said. “I know there was no siren that day. I canvassed the neighborhood. No one heard a thing.” She cupped her hand on my brother’s cheek and examined him, her thumb tracing his red mark, now a dark bump. I watched her and put my hand to my face, where my head had hit the patio door.
“The Bump Brothers,” my mother said. She leaned in and gently kissed my brother’s bump. “Listen, you don’t have to tell me where you were that day, though you can if you want. Just tell me what happened to your face. And I don’t want another lie. I’ve had enough lies to last a life.”
My brother looked away.
“Rick did it,” I said. “He hit him for no reason. That’s why he has that mark.”
“Rick did?”
“And he was going to hit me, but Sandy stopped him. He was going to beat me with his belt.”
“He hit you,” my mother repeated, sounding more confused than disapproving.
“What do you expect?” my brother said. “Working with prisoners.”
“Ex-prisoners,” my mother said, though that didn’t sound any better. “OK, I’ll talk to him.”
“Yeah,” my brother said, “talk.”
Our mother waited until we were inside the apartment before she said any more. She wrapped a handful of ice cubes in a washrag and sat my brother down at the kitchen table, the ice pack pressed to his face. Across the living room the sliding glass door was open and I could hear a police car’s siren wailing down a nearby street. I pictured my dad racing across town, chasing down some bad guy. The Stranger.
“Listen,” my mother said. “I’m sorry about your face.”
“It’s fine,” my brother said. “Whatever.”
“It’s not fine. Rick is … complicated.”
“We don’t like him,” I said.
“It’s not that simple.”
“He hurt him,” I said. It was a simple statement, but true, and it stumped my mother for a long time. She sat there thinking. She repeated what I said, tried my words out on her lips. He hurt him. He hurt him.
Finally she said, “I’m sorry if Rick ever hurt either of you. But that’s only because Rick has his own hurt.” She took the ice pack off my brother’s bump. The bump looked brighter, bigger. The swelling had gotten worse, not better. “It’s like I always say, hurt people hurt people.”
My brother slapped my mother’s hand off his face, and the ice pack fell to the floor, scattering cubes across the kitchen. “I’m sick of your stupid sayings. You say all these things, but they never mean anything.” He turned his bruised half away from us, showing only the good side, like he was giving us his best mug shot. My mother apologized again. “I don’t care,” my brother said. “Stop saying that. Stop saying you’re sorry. You’re sorry. Dad’s sorry. It doesn’t matter. Things keep happening.”
“I know, I’m sorry.” She put her hand to her mouth, to stop herself from apologizing. But she didn’t know what else to say.
“Forget it,” my brother said. He kicked the spilled ice out of the kitchen and onto the carpet, where it would melt into dark pools I would accidentally step into later. He left. I sat in my chair, watching my mother think things through. Her hand in her big hair.
“He wouldn’t hurt you for no reason,” my mother said. “Rick isn’t perfect, but he’s got a good heart.” I didn’t know what she wanted me to say. If she wanted me to confess about the cart, that wasn’t going to happen. I wasn’t going to betray my brother again. She’d have to get it out of Rick.
“He didn’t deserve that,” I said. “We didn’t do anything.”
My mother nodded. She got up from the table to fix dinner: hot dogs and beans for the third time that week. She dumped the beans in one small pot, started water in another. Normally I would help her get everything ready. My mother would take down three plates and I would put a hot dog bun on each, opening them carefully so they didn’t tear. I would get the ketchup out if we had any and turn it upside down, so whoever used it first didn’t get the runny stuff. I would help my mother keep an eye on the hot dogs, which I knew were ready when they floated to the top, like the dead men we pretended to be at the pool.
But I didn’t do any of these things. I couldn’t make myself want to help. I kept thinking of Rick, of what he would say to us the next time we saw him, and the time after that.
“You’ve got your thinking face on,” my mother said. She shut off the stove and put two plates on the table. One for me, one for my brother. Though my mother sat in his spot, the hot dogs drowning in the plate of beans in front of her. “What are you thinking about?”
I used my fork to make a mountain out of my beans. I dipped one of them in ketchup and it looked like blood. I said I wasn’t thinking about anything.
“You know I meant it,” my mother said, “when I said Rick’s got his own issues. Did you see his sling?”
Yes, I saw it. I yanked it until I made Rick scream.
“Well, it wasn’t an accident.”
“What happened?” I asked. I pictured all the ways Rick could have hurt himself — falling off a ladder, the scoreboard, tripping down the stairs — and I couldn’t help but smile. But my mother wouldn’t say any more. How wasn’t the point, she said. The point was someone hurt him. And now he had passed that hurt to me. To my brother.
“But it better stop there,” she said. “You better stop it before someone stops it for you.”
* * *
Before she went back to work our mother reminded us to take out the garbage. The trash men were coming tomorrow. I scraped the beans and dogs my brother never ate into the kitchen trash and tied the bag shut, replaced the old bag with a new one while my brother waited by the door. Outside, the complex was quiet, minus the buzz of bugs swimming around our building’s exterior lights. The lights were set to a timer that turned them on at dusk, off at dawn. I imagined the bugs dreading the moment the sun started to show, leaving sad when the light went away.
My brother decided to swing by the pool before we went back in. I had never seen the pool at night. Not up close. It was different in person. Its sugary blue glowed brighter, so that the water looked like something from the future. Something one of the men in my brother’s plots would fall into and receive special powers from. My brother didn’t open the gate. He ran his hand over the pool rules sign. No running. No horseplay. No swimming at night. But if that was a rule, why leave the pool lit up and uncovered? Why tempt us little bugs who didn’t know any better?
My brother put one sneaker in the fence and hopped over. He opened the gate, but didn’t wait for me to follow him through. I traced a path around the pool, to the shallow end where it was safe. Where if I fell in I could rescue myself. The water was still. No pumps were on. No wind formed a small tide, crashing waves against the pool’s concrete side. There was no lapping. I got on my knees and bent over the water, until I saw myself staring back up at me. I waved to this other me, and when that wasn’t enough, I reached out to touch my face. I wanted to feel this new water, feel something different. I wanted to wipe away my reflection, which hadn’t changed at all since I studied it in the video store candy case. I was the same as I had always been. The water felt like it always did. Cold. Wet. There wasn’t anything special about it. I sat back and looked up, first at the naked sky, then at the diving board, where my brother stood fully clothed, peering into the pool. The light from the maintenance shed outlined him as a shadow.
“What do you think?” he said. “Should I jump?”
I shook my head, but wasn’t sure if he could see. From behind him, a second shadow emerged.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Chris said. “What good is the Gainer if no one’s here to see it?”
Chris stuck out his hand and helped my brother down from the board. Even though it was night, he still wasn’t wearing a shirt. He gave my brother a hug and said it was good to see him again. He didn’t say the same to me.
“What are you guys doing?” Chris said. “It’s not safe to be out here alone. Not at night.”
He and my brother walked over to where I was sitting on the shallow side. Chris was wearing the same trunks as last time, and had a hat on backward. “Then again, I guess you’re not alone, are you?” Chris said. I could feel him smile, though not with the amount of energy I was used to. He sat down next to me and dipped his legs in the pool, like the first time we met. His tattoo shone in the pool’s light. I stared at his trunks. I wanted to ask about his time as a lifeguard. I wanted him to finish the story.
“Where have you been?” my brother said.
“Oh, here and there,” Chris said. “Trying to sort some things. You know how this world can be. One minute you’ve got it all figured out, the next you feel all wrong.”
He craned his neck to the sky and sighed. And now? my brother said. What was Chris up to now?
“Just looking at the stars, my man. I like to come out when it’s clear like this, check out the constellations. Look.” He put his arm around my brother and pointed at the sky. “There’s the Little Dipper. Ursa Major. There’s Orion. And look at that, he’s doing the Gainer.”
Chris laughed a little, but his laugh sounded fake too. I looked at the stars, but couldn’t see any of the things he pointed to.
“I’m just kidding,” Chris said. “But did you know that Orion is the Hunter? He was a famous hunter who got stung by a scorpion … like this!” Chris turned his hand into a stinger and stung the back of my brother’s neck. “And he died. But the gods really liked him, so they brought him and the scorpion up to the sky. See, there’s Scorpio.” He drew another line with his fingers.
“That’s cool,” my brother said. “What else is out there?”
“Well … oh, I know. You’ll like this.” He tilted his head into my brother’s, so their faces were nearly touching, their eyes set on the same spot. “You can’t see them this time of the year, but to the right of Orion there are two super-big stars. Brothers.” He planted two fingers in the sky, where the brothers should have been. “See? Those are their heads. And you can’t tell, but they’re always holding hands. Playing, having a good time. Always by each other’s side.”
He wiggled his fingers in the sky, made the brothers jump around.
“What are their names?” my brother said.
“Hmm,” Chris said. “Good question. I forget.”
“Is Orion their dad?”
Chris shook his head. “No. It’s just the brothers. No stupid parents around, telling you what to do, where to go. Isn’t that nice?”
Chris dropped his fingers and leaned back on his hands, and the three of us sat there like that, staring at the stars. I tried to make figures of my own out of the brightest dots, and stories to go with their shapes. Here was my mother, broke down by the van. Here was my father, fired by the Chief. Here was Rick. Here was Sandy. Here was Chris. I picked a star for everyone I knew.
“The cool thing,” Chris said, “is that the stars are the same everywhere you go. That’s what I like. No matter how you feel, no matter if you’re up or down, they won’t change.”
How many things can you say that about? he said. He lay flat on the concrete, his hands resting behind his head. My brother and I did the same, until all we could see was the vast night, a blanket of black pocked with white.
“Chris,” my brother said. “Are you OK?”
“Oh sure, Sir Knight. Sure I am. It’s just…” His words trailed off. “Never mind.”
A wisp of a cloud drifted into frame, pushed by a wind I couldn’t feel. A few minutes passed and more wisps moved in, covering up the brother stars, tucking them in.
“See, that’s the thing,” Chris said. “The stars don’t change, but you can’t say the same about the world around them.” He sat up quickly, as if struck by lightning, or some brilliant idea. “But,” he said, “there are certain places clouds never touch. Places that … that … Why, in my travels, I’ve witnessed constellations few have ever seen.”
He ran his hand across the sky, like a magician preparing his audience for the trick’s final reveal. When he spoke again, he spoke like a shiny knight, not some sorcerer, and all his gloom had disappeared.
“I wonder,” Chris said, “if these wonders interest any of you. I wonder — who amongst you is daring enough to face the most dastardly dangers? Who will look fear in the face and say, Not today, fiend, new worlds await.” His hand dropped and he leaned back on his elbows, his voice crouching into a whisper. “Only the bravest will I lead, only the strongest of hearts may endure what is in store. Ask yourself, is that me? Am I ready to follow Chris to the ends of the earth? Am I ready to give my life, if asked? Weigh these questions heavily, dear friends, and do not reply until your soul is firmly resolved.”
My brother was the first to stand up. “I am,” he said. “I’m ready, Sir Chris.”
“Bravo!” Chris said, abandoning his whisper. “But wait: Are you certain? Think long and hard. After all, you’re not just going someplace new, you’re leaving behind the old. You’re abandoning the familiar for the strange. All your friends, all your valuables. Is that what you want?”
I looked at my brother, his weighing face. I thought of the list of valuables I made weeks ago, the treasured possessions I never wanted my mom to hock. I thought of the ones she’d already taken, the ones I’d crossed off the list and were gone forever.
“I have no more valuables,” my brother said.
“Ah,” Chris said. “I see. But what about your stableboy? Who will look after him, make sure he doesn’t stray from his duties? Or worse yet, that he doesn’t tell the world our secret whereabouts.”
“He won’t,” my brother said. “He’s sworn an oath of his own, haven’t you?”
I didn’t answer. I stared at the water, neon in the light. I wished it really were magical, some sort of potion or elixir, something that would give me the strength to do what I knew was right.
“Hey, stableboy,” my brother said, “your knight is talking to you.” He nudged me in the ribs with his foot. “You won’t betray me again, will you?”
“No,” I said. “I won’t tell.”
Good, my brother said. He said otherwise it would be off with my head. And in case I didn’t know what that meant, he ran his finger across his throat: Svvvt!
“Then it’s settled,” Chris said, and he stood up to shake my brother’s hand. “Now you better get back to your castle, before the queen realizes you’re missing.”
My brother agreed, and I started toward the gate, but Chris called my brother back to him. He said hold on, he forgot to tell my brother something. He waved him close and said something louder than a whisper, but I couldn’t hear it over the pool’s cleaning pump, which had kicked on. My brother nodded to whatever Chris said, and Chris high-fived him and for a moment held on to his hand, swinging it by his side.

eleven

STORMS CAME AND WENT, threatened with rain and hail. Tornadoes dodged north and south of our city, biding their time, and we didn’t see Chris, though every night I looked for him. We camped out in the living room and I lay facing the sliding glass door, waiting for Chris to climb in and finish the story. There were moments when I allowed myself to wonder if he and the Stranger were the same person. Chris snuck in and dragged his loved one out of her house, killed her in front of a camera, for the whole world to watch. This seemed beyond Chris, what he was capable of, but I couldn’t stop myself from imagining them. Too many movies, any adult would say. Now go back to bed. Now shut your eyes.
During the day I busied myself hunting roaches. I did not tell my brother this, but I called myself Orion, only instead of scorpions it was something less scary. And instead of killing them, I used the old coffee can as a temporary holding cell. This time, however, I didn’t show them to my brother. I kept my collection to myself, and released the roaches into the woods alone, waiting until my brother had completed his push-up circuit and was in the shower, rinsing off his sweat.
Outside the sun assaulted my face, and I had to squint all the way to the woods, where I hugged a tree for shade. The roaches danced around the bottom of the can, happy to be out of the heat. I turned the can over and patted the bottom, watched as the roaches dropped to the ground. I blew on them and told them to go, to be free. I left the can in the woods, in case the roaches got homesick.
The apartment door was open when I returned. Inside, two low voices. I recognized one as my brother’s but could not make out the second, other than it was a man. I put the voice in Chris’s mouth, Chris’s body in our kitchen table chair.
When I went into the kitchen, I saw it was our dad. Our dad, who wasn’t allowed in here. Wasn’t allowed to see his boys until our mother lifted her sentence, pardoned him for his parenting crimes. He looked tired, like the zombies had finally knocked down his door and bitten his brain. His face was pale and unshaven. What was once a mustache now bordered on a beard.
“You can’t be here,” I said, without thinking. My brain still saw Chris in the chair, not my dad. He told me to have a seat. He didn’t look comfortable. His face and arms were sweating, and his uniform made him too big for our small chairs. His holster hung off the side, clacked the table when he shifted in his seat.
“I was just talking to your brother,” he said. “Your mother’s eased up a bit. You’re going to spend the weekend with me. But just you.”
I glanced at my brother to see what he made of this. He scratched at a dried flake stuck to the kitchen table. His face was far away.
“Don’t worry, son,” my dad said to my brother, “it’ll all pass. She’ll forgive me. She always does.”
My brother didn’t look up or say anything. Once the flake came off, he brushed it onto the floor. He got up from the table without a word and went into his room.
“He’ll be OK,” my dad said. His voice tilted up at the end, as if to say, “Won’t he?”
I didn’t know. I fiddled with the cereal bowl my brother left out from yesterday’s breakfast.
“I bet your mother still cuts your hair with that bowl,” our dad said. “She always loved doing that. She thought it made you look like something out of history. Like Shakespeare or something.” He laughed, looked down for a while, lost in a memory.
“Ah, screw it,” he finally said. “Grab your brother. Let’s take a trip.”
“To where?” I said. “Do you want to call Mom? Let her know where we’ll be.”
My brother came into the kitchen, head down, and my dad’s brightness flickered away. “Yes,” he said. “I suppose we should.” I handed him the phone, but when he took it, he looked like I was handing him an object as cursed as the Stranger tape. He gave the phone back to me. “On second thought, let’s let this be one of our secrets.”
* * *
We drove around the city, and it was obvious my dad had no idea where he was going. We would stop at a light, and when it turned green he would veer off to the left or the right without any warning to the car behind us. When we hit downtown we rolled down the windows. People waved at my dad and he raised his hand in return, but we ignored the smiles that invited us to stop and chat. We drove on uncaring, an act some looked confused by.
We made a U-turn at the river and drove back through the city, past Limit Street and into a neighborhood with big houses we would never again afford. We took a right by a church I recognized. It wasn’t one we ever attended, but I remembered it for some reason — its low triangle roof, the basketball hoop in the middle of the parking lot. We took a left on another street and that too, the act of turning at that spot, the angle at which we curved from one street to another, felt familiar. Once on this new street, I recognized all sorts of things: fire hydrants, mailboxes, the shapes and slopes of driveways.
“Where are we?” I said.
“God, you’re dumb,” my brother said.
We came to a cul-de-sac, circled around, and stopped across from a house. A warmness in my chest told me I had been here before. My dad put the cruiser in park. He turned off the radio and stared at the house.
“Is this our house?” I said. My dad didn’t say anything. He continued to stare at the house, running his fingers over his mustache, his baby beard. This was our house. Or it once was. I was sure of it. I recognized the square windows, the one on the left for the hallway bathroom, the one on the right that went to the room my brother and I once shared. But it also wasn’t our house. The car in the driveway wasn’t our van. The basketball goal was somebody else’s, the birthday gift for some lucky kid.
“Why are we here?” my brother said. “Can we go?”
“It’s weird, isn’t it?” my dad said.
I stared at the house, trying to remember if it was always that light brown color.
“I’m bored,” my brother said.
“You’re bored?” my dad said. He wanted to stay a little longer, and so did I. “What if I do this?” He rolled up his window. We didn’t get why we were supposed to be impressed. “Wait for it.” He flipped a switch on a box attached to the center console. A steady static came out of the box’s speaker. This seemed to encourage him, and he started playing with the dials.
“What are you doing?” my brother said.
My dad put his ear to the speaker. “Don’t you hear that?”
“So what. Our TV does the same thing.”
“Patience,” my dad said, fiddling. “Patience perseveres.”
He messed around for a minute more, until, suddenly, a voice broke through the static. A woman talking. Words popping in and out, crackling like fireworks.
“Is that a ghost?” I said.
My dad stopped messing with the box and stared out the window, at our old house. “Not a ghost,” he said. “Now be quiet. We have to be quiet.”
I covered my mouth. When that didn’t work, I closed my eyes. I held my breath until the voice came back. This time clearer, but funny-sounding, like someone was sending words through a fan.
“He surprised me with it,” the voice said. “I was standing there chopping vegetables and he just came up and sat down by my leg. He said, ‘Mom, I got it. Look.’ And of course I thought it was something silly, so I didn’t really look. But he kept on, saying, ‘Look, Mom. Watch my shoe.’ So finally I look down, and there he is, my baby boy, tying and untying his shoe like he’s all grown up. Making the same face as his dad. That stupid face he makes when he’s concentrating hard. Can you believe that?”
There was a silence. We couldn’t hear the ghost on the other side.
“This one’s a talker,” my dad said.
“I know. So fast, right?… No, he wasn’t here to see it. He was so mad when he got off work … No, mad that he missed it … He doesn’t know about that … I know, but he’s got to work, so what can we do?… I know. I pray every night that won’t happen … Well, that’s all I can do.”
The speaker cracked again and fell into static. I closed my eyes, but the voices were gone. My brother and I sat up. Our dad didn’t turn from the window.
“Who was that?” my brother said.
“Just some lady,” my dad said.
“How can we hear them?”
“Sometimes we can hear people if they’re talking on a cordless phone. That’s all it is.” He wasn’t excited like us. He sounded like his football team had just lost a close one.
“Does she live in our house?”
“Who cares,” my brother said.
I stared at the house’s front door, hoping the lady would come out. “Can we go around back?”
My dad looked at me, his cheeks puffed up with pity. “We used to have fun back there, didn’t we?”
“I’ll take him,” my brother said, “if that’s what he wants.”
Our dad turned to the house again, rubbed his chin. “OK,” he said, “but be quick.”
We got out and went around the car, my brother crossing the cul-de-sac without me. I hung back for a second. “Do you want to come too?” I asked my dad.
He put his arm in the window. “No, son. No parent wants a cop approaching their door.”
* * *
I ran across the street and up the front yard. I laughed because it was funny; it was funny that my legs remembered running up this little hill. They knew exactly how many steps to take and when to tell my brain to stop. I ran around the side of our old house and into the backyard. It hadn’t changed at all. Here was the porch, weathered and gray, where my dad used to grill. Here was the spot where grass refused to grow, season after season, the spot my brother and I used as home plate the day our dad bought us our wiffle ball and bat. We used a small bush as first, an old sandbag as second, and a porch pole as third. All these things remained. No one had bothered to change them since we left, or maybe nobody could.
My brother came around back. “It looks small,” he said.
“What does?”
“Everything. It just looks smaller.”
“It looks the same to me.”
“What about the tree?” he said. “The tree is gone.”
“I don’t remember a tree.”
He pointed at a mound at the edge of our property. “It was right there.” He walked to the spot and put his hand to the ground. “See, there’s the stump. Here, feel it.”
I kneeled in the grass and spread my hand on the earth’s bump. It didn’t feel familiar. “I don’t remember any tree,” I said.
“Well, it wasn’t a big tree. More like a baby. Mom used to laugh at Dad because he would try to sit under it for shade. You don’t remember that?”
“I think I remember,” I said. “I mean, I want to.”
My brother shrugged. Behind him there was movement at one of the house’s windows. A hand parted a curtain, a woman’s face. The woman stared down at us, and I couldn’t help but think of my mother, even though this woman’s hair was small and dark. She stepped back from the window, and a second later the porch door creaked open, the same way it always had. The woman stepped outside. She had a cordless phone in her hand and set it on the railing. She didn’t say anything at first. She just watched as my brother circled the backyard, touching each base until he was home.
“That spot just won’t grow,” the woman said. Her voice was the same as the one that came out of our dad’s box, only less staticky. “All the neighbor kids use it as base when they play hide-and-go-seek. You boys from around here?”
“We used to live there,” my brother said, and pointed at the woman. Or, he pointed through the woman and at our old house. “But we don’t anymore.”
“Oh,” the woman said. She twisted around and studied the house, as if she didn’t already know what it looked like, as if she didn’t live here every day. “Oh, OK. I didn’t think I’d seen you before. Would you like to come in or something? Are your parents around?”
“We can’t,” my brother said. “Our dad’s waiting.”
“Oh,” the woman said. “OK. Well.” Her eyebrows arched up, like she wanted to say more, or help in some way. Then her phone rang, startling the woman into a jump.
“That sounds like our phone,” I said.
“Do you have one like it? I love the darn thing. I can take it anywhere! The only thing is that sometimes I pick up other people’s calls.” She laughed. “Makes me feel like a spy or something. Anyway.”
I looked at the phone, at this woman who wasn’t my mother. I looked at the cruiser parked out front, my dad listening in.
“We have to go,” my brother said, and took off as the woman said it was nice meeting you. I followed slowly behind, wondering how my dad could do this.
We got in the car. The static box wasn’t on. My dad put his notepad in my brother’s lap. He told him to hold it, and put the cruiser in drive. Well, how was it? he wanted to know. I sat against the door and was glad I could stare out the window as we drove, happy that I didn’t have to look at my dad. We stopped at a light across from the women’s prison. A police cruiser exited the facility and drove past us, the driver nodding in our direction. Our dad nodded back. He asked again how it went. What did we think of the old place?
“It was OK,” my brother said.
I kept my eyes on the prison. One woman was roaming the grounds, no guard in sight. I wanted to roll down the window, tell her to run.
“Look at that,” my dad said. He shook his head. “That’s somebody’s mother, or wife maybe. Can you believe that? Man, if she were my wife—”
I took the notepad, still open to MW, resting in my brother’s lap, and studied the letters. “If she were my wife,” my dad repeated, and again I didn’t listen to the rest. I was too focused on the M and the W. In my mind I took the two letters and I separated them. I pulled them apart, putting enough space between them so that I could fill in the missing pieces.
“Son?” my dad said.
“What,” I said.
“I asked you about the old house.”
I closed the pad and looked out the window. The woman was still standing there, staring in our direction. She raised her hand and waved, turned on her heel, and walked back toward the prison. “It wasn’t what I remembered,” I said.
The light turned green and my dad eased off the brake. “No,” he said. “I imagine it can’t be.”
* * *
My mother came home in a bad mood and yelled at us before I could even think about telling her what I had found out about my dad, how he had been using our phone to spy on her. Her face was tight and makeup-less, her mouth small, like she was ready for a fight. She paced around our small apartment like a cartoon bull or wolf, ready to blow the whole place down. Finally she grabbed the phone out of the kitchen, the new box of wine she’d brought home, and went to her room. Stay out and play, she said through the door. Give me peace.
We went to our room and played with our toys, but through our thin wall we could hear everything our mother said. She called Sandy and was complaining about Rick. She had confronted him about what had happened at the golf course. She told him in no uncertain terms to never touch us again. That wasn’t his place. Not his job. And Rick said, What is my job then? Whose job is it to make sure your little shits don’t screw up their lives? Because it doesn’t look like you’re up to it. Or their asshole father. That’s when my mother had slapped Rick. She didn’t mean to, it wasn’t premeditated or anything, but she had done it. Out of instinct, she said. And to be honest, it felt good. It seemed like a mistake now, not the way to handle things, but at the time nothing felt better.
She went quiet for a while on the phone, listening to Sandy and replying with the occasional “mm-hm” and “I know.” I pictured my dad out in the parking lot, listening in. I pictured him jotting short notes in his police pad. R hit boys? MW slapped R. R & MW split? He would underline the last line, maybe draw a smile next to it.
I stopped listening and tried to play with my toys, like my brother was his. He was in the middle of one of his epic plots. One man had a tough decision to make. Should he go after the gang who wiped out his entire family, a journey he knew could take the rest of his life, cost him who knows what, or should he stay behind with his new bride, the sister of his fallen wife, and start a new family? The man was having a terrible time deciding. The sister pleaded with him to stay, to appreciate what he had here in front of him. There’s nothing out there but more sorrow, she said. More misery. If you go, you’ll never find anything good again.
My brother made the man nod, as if in agreement. He put the toy man’s hand to his toy chin to make him think. He gave the man a monologue. Maybe it would be better to stay. Maybe his new wife was right. The man turned and looked at the wife. He extended his plastic hand and put it to his wife’s plastic cheek. He wants to stay, I thought. Make him stay.
* * *
There was a loud pounding on our apartment door. My brother and I were sleeping in the living room. The hallway light flicked on and through sleepy eyes we watched as our mother shuffled to the door in a tank top and short shorts. She undid the chain and told whoever was knocking to hold their horses.
Rick burst in. He brushed past my mother and turned on the kitchen and living room lights, stunning my senses.
“Hey,” my mother said. “Hey, hey.”
Rick ignored her. He stomped into the living room and almost stepped on my brother and me with his work boots. His eyes were red, I assumed from the gasoline he reeked of.
“You two rubes need to go to your room,” he said. “Hear me?” My brother and I sat up, confused. I scooted my back to the box fan. “Hello?” Rick said, cupping his good hand over his mouth to make a megaphone. “Earth to morons. Come in, morons. Get your asses to your room. Your mother and I need to talk.”
“Rick,” my mother said, “we’ve done our talking for the day. Go home.”
“I know that,” he said. “But I didn’t say what I wanted to say.” He stepped around my brother and eased himself into the couch, careful not to bump his injured arm, wrapped in a new sling, a darker blue than the one before. “I feel like … I feel like I let my anger get the best of me. Earlier. But now I’m ready for a real sit-down.” He patted the empty spot next to him. “So sit down.”
My mother rubbed her arms like it was cold. “Boys, you better go to your room. Take your fort with you.”
My brother stood up, pillow in hand like a shield. “Why do we have to go? We were here first.”
“Just do it, OK?” my mother said, her voice remaining calm. “Because I said so.”
“So,” my brother said.
Rick laughed. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. They don’t listen.” He leaned back in the couch and scratched the skin beneath his sling. “Boys need rules. That’s what I was trying to tell you. If not, they run wild. Go down the wrong road.”
“Oh, shut up,” my brother said. “Nobody wants you here. You’re just a jerk who won’t leave.”
Rick pushed himself out of the couch, his eyebrows raised. “What did you say to me?”
“You heard me. Jerk.” My brother threw the pillow at Rick and Rick caught it.
“Stop it,” my mother said.
Rick dropped the pillow and raised his hand to my mother. “It’s OK.” He stepped around the coffee table, toward my brother. “So you want a repeat of the golf course? Is that it?”
“I want you to leave,” my brother said. “That’s what I want.”
Rick popped his good knuckles against his chest. “You need to go to your room. You need to take your baby bro and beat it, before it beats you.”
“Rick,” my mother said.
“See,” my brother said, not backing down. “See how he is?”
“Oh, and how am I?” Rick said. “How am I exactly?”
“You’re stupid. Too dumb for my mom.”
There was a pause. Rick glanced at my mother, and for a moment it looked like he expected her to defend him, to say something nice about him so he wouldn’t have to say something mean to my brother or hit him again. But my mother remained quiet.
“Oh, now I’m the dumb one?” Rick said. “This coming from the brothers with half a brain between them.”
“That’s half more than you got,” my brother said. He smiled a bit, feeling confident now, sensing he was winning. “You have all your rules, but you don’t get that nobody wants them.”
“No?”
“No. Nobody cares.”
“I care.”
“So?” my brother said. “Nobody cares if you care. Nobody cares about you, either. You don’t belong here.”
Again Rick looked at my mother, who opened her mouth but still didn’t say anything.
“Well, if I don’t belong here, idiot, then where exactly do I belong?”
My brother took a step back, putting some distance between himself and Rick. He curled his lip like one of his villains, and I knew whatever he said next was going to be something mean, something he had wanted to say for a long time, but had been waiting for the right moment. Waiting for Rick to fall into his trap, for Rick to be his weakest.
“Isn’t it obvious?” my brother said. “You belong in prison. With the rest of the scum.”
Rick didn’t look at my mother for help this time. He lunged at my brother, one arm raised like a crippled bear. But my brother was ready and easily jumped away.
“No!” my mother yelled, breaking her silence. She jumped in between them and stuck out her arms. “Cut it out! You,” she said to Rick. “Sit down on the couch.” She turned to my brother. “You, take your brother and go to your room. Now.”
“Did you see that?” my brother said. “See what I mean? Tell him to leave.”
My mother grabbed my brother by his arm and dragged him away from Rick, into the kitchen. She bent over him and put her finger in his face. “I’ve had enough of this. You need to say you’re sorry and go to your room.”
“No,” my brother said. “I’m not going to say sorry. You don’t even like him. You know you don’t.”
“It doesn’t matter,” my mother said. “You don’t talk to people like that. I don’t care who they are, or what they’ve done.”
She shoved my brother toward the living room, and his face lost any sense of pride he felt from beating Rick. He walked over to Rick and stood in front of him, arms at his side. But he did not apologize. Instead he turned and kicked the box fan over, the same way our dad kicked our TV the day he left us for good. My brother looked at our mother a last time and went to our room, leaving me and our blankets behind.
“I’m sorry,” my mother said to Rick. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He didn’t mean it.”
Rick slid off the couch’s arm and into his original spot. He wouldn’t look at my mother. He stared at our coffee table, thinking of things I could only guess. Prison, maybe. His cell. My mother went to him and sat in the spot he’d patted earlier. She took a throw pillow and slid it gently under his arm. Neither of them said anything, and the only noise in the apartment came from the box fan, lying on its back from my brother’s kick, whirring loudly like a vacuum lifted off the ground, begging for someone to put it down.
I stood the fan up. Part of its front plastic was broken off, and there was a hole big enough to fit my hand through.
“Go to your room,” my mother said. “I won’t say it again.”
* * *
Exhausted from his anger, my brother fell asleep right away. I lay in bed listening to his heavy, troubled breathing for what I thought was an hour before realizing I was thirsty, that I could use a glass of mixed milk. When I opened our bedroom door, I knew Rick wouldn’t be there. I could feel that he wasn’t. In bed with the lights off, I hadn’t heard my mother and Rick yell at each other, like I thought I would. My mother hadn’t told Rick that he couldn’t talk to us like that, that he shouldn’t threaten to hit us, and that his way of doing things was wrong. Rick hadn’t gotten mad and yelled back, like my dad might’ve done, shouting he was doing his best, and tough luck if she didn’t like his methods. No one was told to get out, that they were through for good this time. No doors were slammed. The only sound that ever came was a call from my dad, fifteen minutes after Rick left, asking how my mom was, and if everything was all right.
My mother was in the kitchen, sitting at the table, drinking a cold cup of coffee. I opened the fridge and poured a glass of milk and tried not to look at her. When I finished my milk, I put my glass in the sink and turned to leave.
“Rinse your glass out,” my mother said. She wasn’t facing me, but knew I had forgotten. “You and your brother, you always forget. Or maybe you just don’t listen.” I rinsed the glass out and stood by the sink, watching the water swirl down the drain, unsure what to do, what to say. “Come here,” my mother said. “Come sit by me.” She pulled a chair out with her foot. “Things haven’t been good lately. Have they?”
I shrugged. Her breath tasted of coffee and wine.
“No, they haven’t,” she said. “I know that. I wish there was something I could do, you know, but I don’t know what.” She kicked me under the table, by accident. “Do you? Do you have any ideas?”
I could feel my mother’s eyes on me, but I continued to not look at her. I focused on everything else in the kitchen instead. The empty cookie jar. The splintered square table. My mother’s coffee cup. I closed my eyes and imagined each item disappearing, being sold by my mother when something bad happened and we needed the money. I imagined having to say goodbye to everything in the apartment, one by one.
“The pool,” I said. “You could take us to the pool.”
My mother laughed. “Is that it? Is that all you guys want?” I nodded. “All right, cute boy. If you think that’ll do it, then the pool it is.”
She sipped her coffee some more, and I got up to go back to bed. She kissed me on the cheek and said she loved me.
“You promise?” I said.
“I promise.”

twelve

I WOKE BEFORE my brother. I didn’t like doing this, being out in the world before him, but there was a sound. It was the dumb buzzing of my mother’s alarm, beeping me out of my sleep. I closed my eyes and sent her a mental message to turn the thing off. The message didn’t get there. I put my head under my pillow and fake suffocated myself. That didn’t stop the sound either.
I stomped down the hall and knocked on my mother’s door. Soft, then loud, then angry. I hated this. She slept like my brother, not lightly like me. I banged three more times and threw the door open, letting it whack the wall. I went straight for the alarm and mashed buttons until I found the snooze.
Another sound, this one from beyond our walls. It was the early chirp of a bird, calling to one of his buddies. My mother’s window was open, and I could feel the morning breeze fly by, puffing out the window’s thin curtain. I breathed in the air, which smelled of chlorine, tasted like the pool.
I turned to the mess of covers in my mother’s bed. It was dark in the room, blacker than the hall. “Are we still going to the pool?” I said. The lump didn’t respond. “Mom.” Nothing. I bumped the bed with my hip. “You promised,” I said. “We’ve got new moves to show you. You’ve got to see our new moves.”
When there was still no movement, I put my hand on the blanket where I thought her hip would be, but the covers caved. I felt all around, before diving into the cold blankets. She wasn’t here. She was supposed to be, but she wasn’t. I looked at the alarm to try to make sense of this. Its double zeros looked like surprised eyes.
I walked to the kitchen, knowing my mother wasn’t there. My brother was there, though, sitting at the table, eating a big bowl of cereal.
“I used the last of the milk,” he said.
“Where’s Mom?”
He pointed his spoon at a sticky note on the fridge. She had arranged her words like a poem.
Boys, Rick is sick.
Had to run to work. Should be home
after lunch. Stay inside. Sorry
NO POOL.
I Love You.
I crumpled the note in my hand. “She said she would be here.”
“What do you care, stableboy? Dad’s picking you up later anyway.”
I sat down and stared at my brother’s cereal. “That isn’t milk,” I said. “I hate this.”
“I know,” my brother said.
“Rick was fine last night.”
“I don’t know.”
“She told me.”
“That’s your problem,” my brother said. “You’ve got to stop listening to her. She just says things.” He stabbed a few flakes. “So does Dad. You know he’s the one who messed up Rick? Yeah, I heard them talking last night. Rick was here until like two, begging. What a fucking baby.”
He took a final violent bite of cereal. Two G.I. Joes from a forgotten plot lay in the middle of the table. I made the Army guy my dad. The guy with the metal head, I turned into Rick. Metalhead wouldn’t tell my dad what he knew about the Stranger, so my dad had returned to the golf course, confronted him in the cafeteria, or in the golf cart garage. My dad said, Listen, Metalhead, you know what the Stranger has done, what he’s promised to do. Stop playing games. Metalhead scoffed, twirled his keys around his finger, the rabbit’s foot a green blur. I could help, he said, but I also could not. So the Stranger wants you out of the picture? Seems to me that’s something we have in common. And maybe my dad would lunge for him then. Or maybe he’d ask him one more time, politely, with respect, before Rick — before Metalhead — told him to pound sand. You don’t get it, he would say. I don’t like you. I’m not like you. When I get ahold of something good, he would say, putting two fingers in my dad’s face, shaping them into snake fangs, which would paralyze my leg a few days later — when I get what I want, I don’t let go.
“Dad pushed him,” my brother said. “That’s all I know.”
A moment later there was a knock on our door, our dad telling us to let him in.
“What will you do?” I asked my brother. “When I’m gone.”
A worm of a smile wiggled its way across my brother’s face. He stood up, patted me on my shoulder. “The stableboy is gone, so I guess I’ll ready the horses.”
* * *
My dad put me in the cruiser. As I waited for him to walk around and get in the driver’s side, I looked out at our apartment building, its dull brown bleached light by the sun. Tall maples curtained the front windows. I tried to see through those curtains, through those walls and into our apartment, to guess what my brother was doing.
I saw nothing. I felt like I’d left recess early, and everyone was having fun without me.
I shook my head. I put Sandy’s words in my mind and told myself my brother would be fine. Where would he go? Where can anyone go? When my thoughts began to clear, I saw the smoking lady, this ghost of early summer, by the dumpster. She was smoking and talking to someone. I couldn’t tell who, not until my dad backed out and pointed the car away from the Frontiers. We drove too fast for me to be sure, but I was almost positive the person the smoking lady was talking to was Chris.
* * *
That night I was tucked in. I was put to bed and promised to. My dad wasn’t going out. Not tonight. He patted the blanket and asked if I wanted a story. No, I told him, which wasn’t true. I wanted a story, just not from him.
In the middle of the night I was woken by water rushing through the pipes above the bed. My dad must’ve used the bathroom upstairs. Minutes later, he was standing over me. Son, he whispered. Son. He couldn’t see me, or tell if I was sleeping, and for a moment I studied him, the way he waited, impatiently, his arms crossed, his body in full uniform.
“I have to run to work.”
“Now?” I said. The word came out as more whimper than whisper.
“Yes, it’s an emergency.”
“Is it him?”
“Don’t know what it is yet.” I sat up, but held the blanket close. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll lock the door and you’ll go back to sleep.”
“What if he comes?”
“He won’t. He’s far away.”
“But—”
“Listen, if it is him, then that means he’s not here, right? He can’t be two places at once. No one can.”
He patted me one more time and left, ascending the cheap, squeaky stairs.
* * *
I woke up the next morning with the world lapping around me. I ran upstairs to see my dad, to have him sit me down and say, Son, we got him. But the upstairs was empty. No notes, no poems, nothing. I made peanut butter toast and tried not to think about the worst possible things. I stayed away from the basement, where the spiders lived. I stayed away from the stairs, which led to my dad’s room, which led to his closet, and to the tape.
My dad came home a half hour later. The Stranger tip had been a bust. Some bored teen playing a prank. I pictured a swarm of patrol cars swooping in on the battery factory, only to find nothing. Or they found a boy, my brother, grinning, hands up in a fake apology.
But my dad had to go back to work. The false lead had angered the Chief, who didn’t want to spend his last damn days on the job chasing a ghost. My dad needed to work hard, to work the morning after the night, if that’s what it took.
“Are you close?” I asked him.
“I think so,” my dad said. “Now grab your bag. I’ll take you home.”
* * *
The feeling in my chest was the lake without the dread. It was more excitement than fear, more last day of school than first. My dad could not drive fast enough; the streets were eternal. There seemed an unending number of houses and buildings, all in my way, all telling me to slow down, asking in Rick’s voice, Where’s the fire? Maybe that’s what the feeling was, inside my chest. Something I had to put out, that would burn until I saw my brother and told him the Stranger was nearly caught. There was nothing to worry about.
When we finally pulled into the parking lot I forgot to tell my dad goodbye. I didn’t answer when he said, Your mother’s waiting inside, right? and I didn’t say I loved him. There was no time, there was a fire. There was me slamming the cruiser door, me sprinting the sidewalk, shouldering through the pea-green door. The stairs were as long as the city’s streets. They belonged to a tower, not a two-story apartment. I braved through. I climbed the ladder higher and higher, ignoring the flames, the thick musk of the smoking lady’s smoke. And then I was at the door, and I was ready for whatever great thing was about to happen.
That my brother wasn’t there didn’t make sense. It didn’t fit the story my brain had worked so hard to tell me. I was a hero ready to play my part, but no one else got the memo. There was a note in the kitchen, which I skimmed, something about my mother having to run out. To where and for how long it didn’t say, and I didn’t care. I crushed it in my hand and searched the rest of the apartment, the bedrooms I knew were empty. What was left but to look for clues, to pretend if I put the pieces together, they would all add up. There were new fingerprints, etched in the dust. In our bedroom, shirts missing. Shoes. My brother’s favorite toys. The man torn between his family and revenge was long gone. He had chosen doom.
In the bathroom a towel was missing. A toothbrush. My brother’s trunks were taken from the tub. I sat on the toilet and put my head in my hands. I closed my eyes and tried to think it through. I held up all the missing items in my mind. I put them in my brother’s weekend bag. I put the bag on my brother’s shoulders and, with a cry, sent him down the street.
* * *
All that was left was the pool.
The apartment was empty, the laundry room humming but the same. Outside, the summer was its hottest. A hot wind shook the trees but offered no relief. I took the longest way possible around the other apartment building before finally taking a peek, seeing the thing I was most afraid to see.
Slicing the pie, I saw my brother. I poked my head around the far apartment building and I saw him. I saw Chris. They were not in the pool. They were behind it. They were at the top of the little hill and they were facing the woods. My brother had his bag around his shoulder, just as I had imagined, and was looking up at Chris, like a son would a father, like I would my brother. Chris put his arm around my brother. He squeezed him close. He took a look around, and as I saw his head twisting in my direction, I hid. I dissolved myself into the apartment bricks and prayed he had not seen me.
I caught my breath against the wall. I told myself to count to ten, then slice another piece of the pie. But like so many times before, when my brother was the hider and I was the seeker, I didn’t count as high as I was supposed to. Because I couldn’t wait. I had to look. I had to find him. I skipped a few.
If I had counted all the way to ten, I would have missed what happened next. I wouldn’t have seen Chris take my brother’s hand, hold his arm out, as if to say, This way, please. Are you ready? My brother nodded, but his mouth didn’t open. He stepped toward the woods, took one last look back. If I had counted to ten, if I hadn’t skipped three, five, and seven, I would have missed that look. That face that was so familiar. If I had counted to ten, I would have had no idea that my brother was afraid.
* * *
Many tens ticked away before I decided to act. How many it was hard to say. I was not counting. I was staring, at the hole in the world my brother had disappeared into. The door in the woods Chris had opened and taken him through. Magic.
What could I do? I could walk to the pool. OK. I could climb the little hill, stand before the door. Done. But then what? I could turn around, yes, the same way my brother had done. And I could wonder. Not about the things he was thinking; I didn’t want those thoughts. No, I wanted to know what was next. I wanted to know whether or not I should follow. My hand shielded my eyes from the sun, and I found our apartment. Our sliding glass doors. I could go inside, I realized, and call my mother, at Rick’s or at work or wherever. I could call my dad. The police. But what would happen in the meantime? Where would Chris take my brother, while a phone cried in an empty room?
In the end, it was not that much different from my first dive in the pool. I faced the trees and I squared my shoulders. I took a deep breath and told myself a story. About me. About my long-lost brother, separated at birth when our family was lost at sea.
He is out there, I said.
He is waiting for you.
I stepped into the trees, the story’s whisper tickling my ear.
Find him, it said. You have to find him.
* * *
Like my first dive, as soon as I stepped into the woods, I knew I had not fallen in right. Or, I had fallen in OK, but was in a place that was too big for me. Like the deep end, this was a place I didn’t belong. The trees were not the trees surrounding the golf course, loose and spread out. These were longer, thicker with leaves and needles, and much closer together. Some locked limbs or leaned into each other like they were sharing secrets. Insects buzzed from places unseen, alerting the world of my presence, warning the rest of the woods, and Chris.
I didn’t have a plan. Not a real one, other than to run. To push my way through brush and grass until I caught sight of my brother. Our dad once taught us how to tail a suspect, but I couldn’t remember how, not with my heart drowning my head, my chest swimming with worry. Only small pieces of memory found their way through. Don’t get too close … Blend in as best you can … Never work alone …
I paused, out of breath, and let the rest come back to me. Never work alone. That always surprised me. A good tail, our dad said, works with a team: two or three partners to pick up the pursuit in case the mark makes you. If one of you gets too close, if the suspect gets suspicious, fall back, let another follow. But won’t he see us? Won’t he notice us both? No, he said. People are dumb. Most focus on one thing at a time. They get so fixed on one idea, they ignore the obvious other.
I ran some more, and for the first few minutes, none of what I remembered mattered. I didn’t see anyone, any signs of Chris or my brother. I saw trees, bushes. I saw the sun disappear behind clouds, reappear heavy on my neck. I grew tired. My run became a walk, and I could feel the ache in my feet. In the movies, people kept running. They never ran out of breath. They tripped. They fell, flipped over on their hands and feet like a crab, and watched the axe fall on the last of their lives.
Keep going, my story told me. You’re so close. I can see the shore.
I looked at my legs, these useless paddles. I looked back at where I came from, to see how much of the sea I’d swum. But I couldn’t see my way back. I couldn’t see anything. The trees had swallowed everything behind me. There’s only forward, the story said. There’s only Chris, your brother, and the end.
A fat gust of air ruffled my shirt, moved on, and the sea calmed. I took a long breath in, out, and began to row.
* * *
I changed from tens to twenties, to hundreds. Count to one hundred, I told myself, and if you don’t see anything, run home. After the first hundred, I stopped and looked around for clues, for bent bush limbs or a secret signal fingered in the mud. There was nothing. No paths. The woods were untouched. When I came to the second hundred, I stopped again, but not as long. When I came to the third, the fourth and fifth, I didn’t stop at all. I stopped counting before I gave up. I let a last number go, something in the high hundreds, but kept on walking. How long I’d been in the woods there was no way to tell, but it felt like forever and a second at the same time. Whichever it was, it became clear to me that the time needed for my sea story to tell itself had expired. Somewhere, in a world weirder and happier than my own, I was reunited with my brother. I braved a storm and crashed a shore, and in the morning I stumbled from my wreckage to find him sunbathing on the beach, dreaming up a list of moves to do off a nearby waterfall.
But in this world, under these trees, I sat down and cried. Softly, as if I might waken the woods. I pulled my knees to my face and sobbed, louder this time, not caring who heard. When my eyes were spent, I lifted my head from my legs. The wet I left behind was a blob on my bony knee. I let my mind play the cloud game and tried to make a shape. Something that would cheer me up, replace my sea story. Something that would tell me to get on my feet, to keep moving. All I could think of, though, was the shape the chalk kid had drawn what seemed long ago. Before I learned the secrets of the Stranger. Before the kid and mom’s apartment was robbed. Before Sandy and Rick, my dad, my mom, and everything else.
In the end I could make no shapes out of the pool on my leg or the chalk kid’s sketch. No whales or hippos, ships or pirates, no secret islands in the sea. Nothing made sense, and all that was left was to keep going. To wipe my leg and walk on.
* * *
What felt like hours passed. I found footprints and they were my own. I was walking in circles, with no idea how to go home. It shouldn’t be this hard, I kept telling myself. They weren’t that far ahead. I started in a different direction. I saw trees I hadn’t seen before, creeks I prayed were new. The sun glowed high above and wasn’t close to quitting the day. I pretended I was in the desert and started making my own mirages. That creek was an oasis. That mud was silver, those rocks were gold. And what was that laughter? Where did those voices come from? From some bush that was my brother. From some splintered trunk that was Chris.
I shook my head, but the mirage didn’t go away. I still heard voices. I heard Chris’s laughter, close, and I ran to the sound. In the fall, I would have been noisy. I would have crashed through dead leaves breaking beneath my feet. But now, at the tail end of summer, the world was much louder than me. Under the rush of wind pushing fat clouds across the sky, I ran, my feet drumming along to the beat of birdsong. I came to a faint path. A thin line of dirt stamped a lighter brown by two sets of footprints. I bent down and touched the smaller one, then sprinted the path until I saw my brother. Or the mirage that was my brother. My brother that was and wasn’t real. Chris had taken his bag and carried it for him. His other hand held my brother’s wrist.
I should have screamed right away, but the scene before me was a bad dream. Someone was standing over my bed, preparing to hurt me, and I couldn’t open my mouth. The sleep world wouldn’t let me. All I could do was moan, Mmmmm, like a mummy, and point. There. There it is. Somebody please make it stop.
I couldn’t yell or talk, so I followed. More clouds moved in, a possible storm. My marks moved quickly. They didn’t run, but they walked with long legs, their bodies in a hurry.
They paused at a hall of trees. A long, narrow clearing, with the towering woods lining each side. I had to tell my legs, so used to walking, to stop. I lay down on a muddy slope and listened, spied like I did on my parents in the dream about the tree.
“What?” my brother said. “Is this it?”
“Close,” Chris said. “This is the road to it. A little farther.”
“I don’t get it. You keep your car out here?”
“No, not here, exactly.”
My brother took his hand from Chris. “Yeah, but how did you get it here? Your car. It doesn’t make sense.”
Chris kept looking around, but not at my brother. “This isn’t the time for questions, OK?”
“Yes, but—”
“I’m sorry, we have to keep moving.”
My brother looked down at his sneakers, which he hadn’t worn all summer.
“Remember,” Chris said. “I asked you. I asked you if you were ready. I told you what it would mean. Remember? I made sure.” He handed my brother his bag. “But it’s up to you. You can take your bag and run back home, if you’d like, to your tiny apartment and your mom and dad, or we can stick to our plan. But I can’t keep talking about it.”
My brother cradled his bag to his chest, and Chris asked him what’s it going to be, my liege, a hint of his early charm returning to his voice. But my brother wasn’t so easily fooled. His body tightened and his mouth stayed straight. He wants to go home, I should have said. I should have stood up, revealed myself, and said, I’ve never seen that face, but that’s what it says. Sorry, Chris. It’s over. We’re going home.
And this time I did stand up. This time I shook off my dream and my voice returned to my throat. But as I opened my mouth to speak, my brother handed Chris his bag. He said, Here. He said, I don’t want to go back.
* * *
They walked a little longer. Chris kept his arm around my brother, though neither seemed to enjoy it. I tailed them without even trying. I didn’t watch where I stepped or keep the proper distance. I sulked. I hoped I’d get caught, but had lost the courage or will to come out. What was the point? I didn’t know where I was or how to get back, and there was no one around who cared enough to show me the way.
A bush stopped them. The size of a tree but not a tree. What is it? my brother said. A gate, Chris said. A passage to something special. Yes, my brain mocked, it’s always something special with Chris. He peeled back the bush and gestured my brother in. The gate was a mouth of darkness that led to a place unseen. But what did I care. This is the time to turn around, I told myself, to find your own way home. This isn’t the time to worry about your brother. He didn’t want to go back. This wasn’t the time to wonder why you’d heard no sounds after Chris disappeared into the bush and the gate closed up. To wonder what was so great about this place, to let doubt creep in and poke you with stupid questions: What if this is something great and you’re missing it? Or, what if it’s the opposite? What if your brother needs you? What then? What would it be like to not be able to forgive yourself?
The bush’s needles scratched at my face as I waded into the gate. I closed my eyes and followed the rustling in front of me, the brushing of branches and shuffling of feet. Almost there, I heard Chris whisper. Come on, come on, he sang, come a little closer. There. Isn’t that better?
I opened my eyes and didn’t understand. I was still in the bushes. This was not what I wanted. I pushed forward, harder, the needles tickling my skin with tiny cuts. It’s OK, Chris said, it will only hurt at first. But already I could feel the burn of a scrape, the smear of my own blood. It’s OK, Chris said again. It’s fine. No one is here but us.
When I emerged from the bush, it took a moment for me to understand what was before me. To take it all in. I was in a clearing, yes. Naked of bushes and trees, but somehow shaded, somehow covered. And in the middle, impossible to miss, was a silo, twenty or thirty feet tall, a lonesome tower of block and cement. It was ancient and beautiful, but in bad shape. Its top was shattered; blocks cracked like broken teeth.
I circled the silo, tracing my hand against its grainy, uneven surface. Then my hand ran out of wall. I came to where there should’ve been a side, but there wasn’t. There was a big gap, blown into existence by some disaster I couldn’t imagine. I stepped through that gap and saw the tree. An oak. It was the biggest tree I’d ever seen and it stood dead center in the silo, where it made no sense to be. I craned my neck and followed the tree to the silo’s top, where its branches had grown straight up, as if the tree were being robbed. How big. How strange. This was what Chris had promised. This, I understood, was a secret worth keeping.
Remember, Chris said to my brother, reading my mind. Remember what we said about secrets. Well, this is ours. OK? From now on, this is something only you and me know. Because, the thing is, I’ve tried this before, and it didn’t work out. But that was my fault, understand. I rushed it. But this is different, right? You and me. I’ve waited. Those days at the pool. Our walks. Yes, that’s right. So it’ll be OK. We’ll do what we need to do, then we’ll be on our way, and everything will be just fine.
I couldn’t see where Chris’s words were coming from. They bounced around me, off the silo walls, and faded, fleeing out the gap. I sneaked around the tree. I told myself it was OK. Chris knows you’re here. He’s read your mind and he welcomes you. Leave the past at the pool. You belong here too. You belong with your brother.
On the other side of the tree was a darker shade. In that shade my brother was pressed against the wall, shirtless. Chris had the seat of his own shorts down and was leaning into him, pinning him to the silo like my brother was under arrest. One of Chris’s hands handcuffed my brother’s wrists behind his head, and the other wrestled desperately with the double knot protecting my brother’s trunks.
“You sure tie these tight,” Chris said. “Afraid of losing them in the pool or something?”
My brother didn’t answer. Chris’s legs stretched out in a V and between them I saw my brother’s legs, two pale sticks. They didn’t struggle.
“Good thing I got long nails, huh?” Chris said. “There! Got that fat one.”
I took a step forward, and my brother’s leg gave a little kick. His knee buckled and his hips started to twist.
“Hold on,” Chris said, and drove his hip into my brother’s back until his body stopped ticking. “Almost finished.”
There was the loud rip of the trunks’ Velcro, and I stepped forward. With his free hand, Chris pushed down one side of my brother’s shorts, then the other. My brother told him no, and I took another step forward. I opened my mouth and my brother said the word for me.
“Stop,” he said. At first more of a whisper. “Stop. No. Please.” He threw words out. Short words, words that traveled fast, became louder and louder. Don’t. No. Stop. With each word, I took a step, like it was some sick game where I could move only when my brother was calling out for help. No, step. Chris, step. Please, step. Soon the words were coming so fast I was running. I was running to Chris, my hands in the air, and I was yelling for the whole world to make Chris leave my brother alone.
Chris yanked up his shorts and turned around. “You? What? Not you.”
My brother pulled up his trunks and tried to run, but Chris caught him by the neck. “Whoa!” he said, wrestling my brother’s desperate, flailing arms. “Come on now.” He finally got hold of one arm and used it to fling my brother against the silo wall. He pressed his hand into my brother’s chest and with a fierce look commanded him to stay. “Jesus,” Chris said, catching his breath. “What the hell? Just hold on a second, OK? Let’s think this one through.” My brother clawed at Chris’s arms, his chest and wrist. Chris grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him into the silo wall, flexing his arms and shoulders with a strength I hadn’t seen before. “What is wrong with you?” Chris said. “Cut it out!” He shook him one last time, then held him still. “Calm yourself. Are you calm?” I took another step but Chris warned me to stay back, that he’d deal with me in a second. Still, I could see my brother’s face, reddened with hate, his mouth white with anger. It was what I must’ve looked like all those times my brother pinned me down with his knees, spit on me, or made me make promises I swore in my heart I would never keep.
“Promise me you’ll calm down,” Chris said. “You won’t do that again.”
My brother’s eyes flashed at me. His jaw stuck out, in rage, in disbelief.
“Don’t look at him,” Chris said, and grabbed my brother’s cheeks. “Look at me. Do you promise?”
My brother looked at Chris, his friend, our teacher. He nodded. He said he promised. He said, “Let me go.”
Chris sized him up with one last look. He let him go. My brother’s body relaxed, but he did not move from the wall. When Chris was satisfied that my brother wasn’t a flight risk, he turned to me. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
I ignored him. I tried to ignore everything about Chris, his loose trunks, his sick, milky limbs. I did my best to convince myself he was not here.
“Hey,” Chris said. “I’m talking to you. You shouldn’t be here.”
“Dad got a tip,” I said. “He’s close to catching him.”
Chris blinked his eyes quickly, batting away his confusion. He turned to my brother for answers. “What the hell is he talking about?”
I stepped away from Chris, so he was out of the scene and it was just me and my brother. I just needed a chance.
“Everything’s fine,” I said. “Everything will be OK.”
Chris tried to touch my brother, and my brother slid away. My brother put his head down, hiding his face. I could tell by the shaking of his shoulders that he had started to cry. I reached out to my brother, to comfort him, but he shrank into a crouch, into the fetal position. He hid his head in his arms, in the cave between his knees.
“We don’t have time for this,” Chris said. He pushed me out of the way and bent down to my brother, brushed my brother’s hair with the back of his hand. “It’s OK. We can figure this out.”
More winds rolled in, swirling the silo in a thudding rush. I looked at the circle of sky above me, at the puffy clouds moving in, dropping to the treetops. Chris caressed my brother’s cheek, but shifted his stare to me.
“You realize you’re coming too,” Chris said. “I mean, you know I can’t let you go back.”
A drop of rain. I heard his words and immediately tried to unhear them. My brother lifted his face. He wiped his nose with his arm and through a sob told Chris no. “He shouldn’t have to. Don’t make him.”
Chris walked over to the tree and broke off a piece of its bark.
“He doesn’t know anything,” my brother said. “I never told him.”
Chris flipped the broken bark in his hands, tossed it against the wall, and watched it shatter. “He knows,” Chris said. “Not a lot, but enough.”
My brother backed into me, raised his arms, to keep Chris out. Chris said please. He looked at his hands, sticky with sap, and reminded us that although he wasn’t much to look at, he was faster. He was stronger. He took a step toward us.
“Chris…,” my brother said, but there were no words to finish his thought.
“Stop calling me that,” Chris said. “That’s not my name.”
My brother’s arms drifted backward, closed around me. I peeked around his shoulder, at this man I didn’t know.
“It really is you,” I said. “You’re the Stranger.”
Chris cocked his head. “Stranger? C’mon, little man, you know me. So does your brother. I’m no stranger.” He stuck out his hand, which still showed dots of what he’d done to the tree. “Now we’re going to put this behind us. And you’re gonna come with me, trust and all.”
He drew nearer and I buried my face in my brother’s back. No, I mouthed into my brother’s skin. We can’t.
“Isn’t that what you want?” Chris said. “What we’ve all wanted all along?”
I felt his hand land on my brother’s shoulder, his fingers crawl like spider legs into my hair. I felt his nails scratch at my scalp, digging their way in.
“No!” my brother shouted, and with a quick shove knocked Chris to the ground. He grabbed my wrist and we started to run. But Chris was faster, as he promised, and beat us to the silo’s gap. He blocked it with his body.
“I’m sorry. At this point, I really am. But we’re too far. We’re farther than I’ve ever been and I can’t go back now. It might not be what you want, but the world has led you here. This must be what the world wants.”
Then, as if the world had heard Chris, it answered. From the gray sky there came a low groan. A murmur at first, a rumble in my chest. But the sound grew greater and filled everything around us. Chris looked into the sky and frowned. It was our city’s siren.
The rain picked up. Heavy drops splatted the big tree’s leaves, made constellations on the ground. We saw this all, but heard none of it. The siren wailed around us, screaming an unthinkable volume. Chris covered his ears. He stepped away from the gap and I had every urge to run. We would have to move fast, bolt while Chris wasn’t looking, but if we were lucky, maybe we could make it.
My brother pushed me away from Chris. He took me under the tree and stared. One more face I couldn’t recognize. What was it saying to me now? He had a plan. Yes. A squint of his eye told me that. But there was more. There was a hardness in his cheeks, a tension I couldn’t translate.
The siren sailed away, momentarily screaming its warning to someone else. Chris asked what we were doing. My brother ignored him. He pressed me into the tree the way Chris had pressed him. He took my head into his hands. He put his forehead to mine and started talking. Whispering things only I could hear. I told myself to keep my head up, my eyes in his. To not look at the scratch marks around his waist, where Chris had desperately dug. On the other side of the silo Chris rose on his toes, trying to spy on our conversation. But he couldn’t hear what we were saying. He couldn’t understand our secret words. Only the long-lost brothers could.
My brother’s plan was this: When the siren sounded again he would run past Chris and into the woods. Chris would chase him. When he did, I would run. I would find my way home, lock the door, and call our dad.
“Got it?” my brother said.
I didn’t nod or shake my head. “I don’t know the way. Where will you run?”
This close, his blue eyes were the size of planets. They didn’t blink.
“I told you. The woods.”
“No,” I said. “Where will you hide?”
He dropped one of his hands and gave me his pity face. My mind had been trying to picture his plan. I saw him bursting past Chris, jumping into the woods again, half naked, desperate, like some sort of caveman. It didn’t make sense. Chris knew the woods better than he did. And he was faster.
Then I realized my brother wasn’t going to hide. That’s what his face was saying. Hiding wasn’t part of the plan. He squeezed me on the shoulder, and more water dripped down his face. He wasn’t meant to escape.
The siren started to return.
“I can come with you,” I said.
“No, you can’t.”
“Why?” I said. “Why can’t I?”
My brother took his hand off my shoulder and turned to Chris. But before the siren was completely back, he turned again and looked at me. He was wearing that smile, that classic brother smile that shot a sinking feeling into my stomach, and I knew exactly what he would say next. It was like the script was already written.
“You’d never make it,” he said. “Out there is no place for a baby.”
He turned and walked away. And I let him go.
Chris was leaning against the silo wall, next to the gap. His arms were crossed and his rain-soaked shirt clung to his skin.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve tried being patient. Being the good guy. But we have to go.”
Chris put his arm around my brother. He rubbed my brother’s ear with his thumb, kissed his temple.
“Now call your brother,” Chris said. “Tell him he can’t hide forever. Tell him the world won’t wait.”

thirteen

MY ESCAPE BEGAN with a blur. One moment Chris was embracing my brother, waving me out from under the tree, telling me to hurry up. The train was leaving the station. The next my brother was slipping out of his grasp. He was throwing his bag in Chris’s face and fleeing through the gap, disappearing into the woods. Chris never looked in my direction. He didn’t say, You stay put or else, like I feared he would. Because I didn’t matter. I wasn’t the real prize.
Chris left my brother’s bag and ran into the woods, forgetting all about me.
Alone, a strange calm settled over the silo. The siren left again and I could hear the crackle of branches breaking, twigs snapping in the deep woods as Chris chased my brother. When I couldn’t hear them any longer, I made myself turn and run. I told myself, Don’t think about what you want to think about — run as fast as you can.
I had no idea where I was running. I only knew that when I was following my brother here, the sun was behind me, so now I did my best to put it in front. This was mostly a guess. A family of clouds had moved in, deep gray and heavy with the weight of rain. The clouds swallowed the sun, only let it shine for a second before covering it once more. If I had stopped to think about it, the darkened sky would have worried me. But my mind only let me use the hovering storm as motivation. Hurry, my brain said, before more bad happens.
A break in the trees. A chain-link fence. The sight of the pool, a small miracle. I had run for seconds and I had run for hours. I had run for hours and I had run for days.
I was at the pea-green door. At our apartment. I was inside, the door locked behind me, my heart beating my entire body.
I grabbed the phone, took it to the sliding-glass door, and dialed my dad’s number. As the dial played in my ear, I stared outside at the tops of the trees, waiting for an answer. I tried not to think about sharp branches clawing my brother’s body, mud-covered rocks waiting like land mines. He has nothing, I thought. He’s out there with nothing.
The phone continued to ring. My dad never bothered to get a new answering machine after my mother took the old one, and I imagined the phone hanging on his kitchen wall, repeating its ring throughout the duplex with no one there to pick up. I tossed the phone at the couch. The cushions. The cushion my brother elbow-dropped with excitement when we first learned we could go to the pool.
The pool. Chris. The Gainer.
Then, another blur. My hand was unlocking our apartment door. My eyes were ignoring the smoking lady. My ears were filtering out her words, turning her question into the haunted whisper of a lonely ghost. What … do … my … boy? My legs were carrying me downstairs, outside. The siren was still going, and now I was running around the building, through the back field and to the edge of the woods. Now I stopped. I wiped the tears from my eyes and the world around me unblurred. The burning feeling returned, that lapping feeling that started in my stomach and swarmed my chest. The one that made me feel there was no hope, that made me want to run — to and away from everything.
The siren did nothing to help, and the burning grew larger, but I didn’t run into the woods to extinguish it. I was too afraid. I was scared I would sprint like a madman far into the woods before realizing I had no idea where I had run to, no clue where I was. Then there would be two boys lost in the woods. Two brothers. Tomorrow’s local paper would say we ran away together. One writer would speculate it was because we couldn’t take this place any longer. This city with no good jobs, where the streets were as cracked as the sidewalks, where everyone either ended up directly in prison, as the prisoner or the guard, or became tied to a prison in a hazy way, some way no one talked about or could put a finger on, which made it even worse.
I ran back inside. I called my dad again. I called the golf course. No one answered anywhere. There was only me again. There was the kitchen, its empty pantry. There was my mother’s room, her swimsuit slung over the chair, dry and forgotten. There was our room. Missing toys, missing trunks. But there was the old wiffle-ball bat, long and bright yellow, and unused since that first weekend after the pool. I picked it up. I looked at it like I expected it to tell me something. I told it to give me an answer. What was it doing in here? Why wasn’t it out there, with my brother? It could have helped him. It could have hit Chris. The bat laughed, said it wasn’t talking. I started beating the bed with it. I hit the railing as hard as I could. The bat twanged each time, vibrated in my hands and up my arms. I didn’t care. I wouldn’t stop. Who could stop me? No one. No one could.
Someone grabbed me from behind. They wrapped their arms around my waist. I knew who it was right away. I knew her arms by heart, but I still tried to swing the bat. Easy, she said. Baby boy, easy. It’s just a test. She let me go. What are you doing? she said. What’s wrong? I didn’t turn around. She waited a second. She said, Where is your brother?
I faced her. She was on her knees, on my level, with her big blond hair, her worn-down eyes.
“Where is he?” she said. “Is he in the laundry room?” I looked at her shoes. She put her hand to my chest. “You can tell me. You don’t have to protect him.”
I kept my head down. I thought this might make things easier, but my eyes still became blurry.
“Hey,” she said. The siren stopped. “Hey.”
The scream dissolved into one long low note, like someone dying in slow motion.
“Look at me,” my mother said. “One last time. Where is your brother?”
I turned toward our window, toward the woods. I bit my thumb and thought of the silo. “He’s gone,” I said. “He took him.”

fourteen

I STAYED IN MY ROOM, the door shut and the lights off, but I could hear everything. The warble in my mother’s voice when my dad picked up and she said his name. The ticking of our clock as she steadied herself and told him what happened. I heard the sobs that followed. I heard all these things in part because our apartment was quiet. There were no neighbors knocking around, no working A/C units sputtering on and off. But also because I had my eyes closed, which I knew for sure made me hear better.
When I opened my eyes, the room’s dark was different. I had fallen asleep. I didn’t know for how long. I had not dreamt.
There was someone sitting at the end of my bed, facing away from me. A slender, fit body. At first I thought it was my brother, returned to me once again. Maybe he had escaped after all. Maybe he knew a secret spot in the woods, more secret than the silo. Maybe he had gone there, waited until the coast was clear, and simply strolled home.
“Hi, son,” my dad said.
I sat up and leaned on his shoulder. He put his arm around me, like we were back at his place watching a bad movie. I put my head against his chest and felt the cold metal of his badge. He was in uniform.
“This will be hard,” he said. “But I need you to help me. I need you to tell me everything about the man who took your brother.” His gun, holstered on his side, dug into my hip. Why aren’t you out there right now? I thought. You should be out there, looking for him. We both should be.
“I’ve got officers in the woods,” he said, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “But you know how big those woods are. And soon it’ll be dark.”
He was right. I could see that through the window. The clouds had moved on, and the sun was still high in the sky, but so was the moon. Pink was peeking through the blue.
“Come on,” he said, “let’s go sit at the table. You can tell us all about it.”
He took my hand and walked me to the kitchen, where my mother was sitting at the square table, her head in her hands.
“Aggie,” my dad said.
My mother raised her head, showed me her red face. She pulled out a chair. “I made you some cereal,” she said, sniffling.
I sat down and spooned the cereal. All the best bits were soggy; they had drowned waiting for me. My dad sat on the other side and opened his notepad.
“Tell us everything,” he said. “Everything you ever saw. Everything that was ever said.”
I could hear the desperation in his voice, the same panic that was on my mother’s face, and that laced the air around us.
“Son,” my dad said, “please. You have to help me.”
* * *
I started at the beginning. I put in every detail I could think of. The tattoo. The trunks. The Gainer. I said his name was Chris, but then it wasn’t. I took my time and chose my words carefully. I imagined I was my brother and tried to tell the story as if I were him. When I was done, my mother looked at me like I had fired acorns at every squirrel in our complex, until they all fell dead at the feet of their trees. My dad shook his head and said mercy. Mercy, he said. Over and over. He thanked me and told me to go to my room so he and my mother could talk. I nodded and left the kitchen, but didn’t go into my room. I shut the door to fool them, and snuck back and spied from the hallway. I needed to hear them list what all I had done wrong. How I should have told them about Chris when my dad asked. How I should have stayed out of the woods. How I never should have left my brother alone.
“I have to go,” my dad said. “I’ve got Tony and Alan in the woods, but that’s all I got.”
My mother said my dad’s name. “You have to find him,” she said. “He can’t be out there like that. With that man.”
I peeked around the hall wall, just enough to see my dad put his hand to my mother’s hair. “I will bring him back,” he said.
My mother nodded. She said she wanted to go with my dad. She said all the things victims said in those bad movies we’d seen, the words that before never meant a thing.
My dad went to the door but stopped in the dark hall. “Aggie,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
“I know.”
“No, I mean, you shouldn’t be alone in this place, in this city. I never should have left.”
My mother came out of the kitchen. But she didn’t go to my dad. She went to the sliding glass door and stared at the woods. “I know,” she said. “I know what you meant.”
* * *
I found my mom standing at the glass door, still in her club shirt from work. She hadn’t moved. The TV was on but the sound was off. A weatherman was pointing at various red blobs moving across the squares and rectangles that represented our corner of the state.
“This is bad,” my mother said. “This is real bad.” A few fat drops hit the glass. I put my arms around her and rested my head on her side. “I don’t know whose fault this is,” she said. “Whose fault is this?”
I knew I wasn’t supposed to say anything, so I just squeezed my mother tighter. Her shirt smelled like sweat and club cleaner. The sky flashed and there was a quick pop, like a bulb had gone out. Little time between light and sound. My mother pushed me away from the glass. “The storm is close,” she said. “We better watch the weather.”
We sat on the couch and my mother put her arm around me. The weatherman zoomed in on our square. He pointed to the solid red mass southwest of us. He fast-forwarded the image behind him, showing us what our county would look like in a matter of minutes. What he showed was that our county wasn’t there. In its place was the red mass. The weatherman was doing his best to warn everyone. His gestures grew wilder, his eyes wider. But my mother and I couldn’t make ourselves care. We sat on the couch and knew whatever was happening out there, whatever was coming our way, was going to happen, and that nothing we could do would make it stop. All we could do was wait.
* * *
I woke up because someone was shaking me. I opened my eyes but it was as if I kept them closed. All the lights were out. The city’s siren blared.
“Come on, we have to go,” my mother was saying. I was still on the couch. She struck a match and lit a candle. “This isn’t a test.”
She got me on my feet and led me to the door. The siren was louder out in the hallway, bouncing off our building’s empty halls, the empty bedrooms. I couldn’t see anything except my mother’s worried face, yellow in the candle’s glow.
The laundry room was humid and reeked of bleach. We were the only two down here. My mother pointed to a spot by a dryer. She didn’t have to tell me what to do next. We had practiced this drill many times in school. An alarm would sound and the teacher would jump at her desk, drop her chalk, and lead us away from the classroom windows and into the hall. We would line up against the wall and they would tell us to get down on our knees. Ball up. Put your face between your legs and cover your head. They called it the fetal position, but none of us knew what that meant, unless we had an older brother who was smart and would tell us if we asked nicely. Still, we did what the teachers said. We huddled until our knees hurt from the tile, until we grew tired of tasting our breath. When the drill was over and we were all back in the classroom, rubbing our necks and complaining, the teacher would say she was sorry. Some tornadoes like to take their time. But it’s for your own good. In this part of the country, a drill like this can save your life.
“Stay down until I tell you,” my mother said. I peeked out of my position and saw the black shape of my mother, leaning on a washer, watching the storm light up the stairwell wall. The siren was fainter down here, but we could hear the dark sky grumble, low and without pause. I tucked my head and covered my ears to shut out all the noise. I imagined the red mass passing our complex, and let myself believe the storm was over, that if there was a tornado, it had somehow skipped the Frontiers. But when I uncovered my ears the wind still howled, louder than I had ever heard it before. The walls shook and creaked, like a large hand was slowly wrenching out each nail. I looked for my mother again. She blew out the candle, got down, and balled herself up next to me. She started saying things, words I couldn’t quite make out. I scooted closer so I could hear her. I put my head next to hers. Please, she said. Please. She wasn’t talking to me. She was praying.
Something shattered. I heard the spray of broken glass. It was the stairwell window, finally giving in to the wind. The outside grew even louder, the low grumble now a relentless roar. In class, the day of each drill, we asked our teachers what it was like. What’s it really like to be in a tornado? And each teacher had her own tale, her own set of memories. A green sky. A cloud like an infinite wall. But they all had one thing in common. When they described the sound of the tornado, it was always the same. It’s like a train, they would say. The shaking of the earth, the whistle of the wind. It’s like someone laid tracks right where you live. You didn’t notice because you were busy. Maybe you were at school or at work. Maybe you were picking up the kids. But when you finally did figure it out, when you heard the warning, it was too late. The train was coming through and you couldn’t get out of the way.
My mother put her arm around me and pulled me into her. She covered my entire body with hers and whispered things I couldn’t hear over the train’s violent whistle. But they were nice things. They felt good in my ear. They got me away from my imagination, from thinking about what would happen if the roof fell, if the tornado picked me up and threw me somewhere nobody would ever find. Curled over me, my mother only let me think about her. We rode the train out like that.
* * *
The tornado went away before the siren did. The whistle faded. The walls rested. I asked my mother if it was safe. “Wait,” she said. She stood, but kept her shoe on my back so I wouldn’t move. The siren eventually died, restoring our apartment’s silence. “OK,” my mother said, “you can get up.”
She helped me to my feet, and I followed her to the stairs. The lights flickered on and off, and it wasn’t long before we saw the first sign of damage. At the ground level the window above the building’s pea-green door was missing. The door itself hung by one hinge. I didn’t have my shoes on, so my mother picked me up, carried me over the broken glass, and set me safely on the hall carpet. Be careful, she said.
Upstairs, the pictures of flowers had been knocked off the wall, their frames broken. We hurried into our apartment. The electricity was out completely, so my mother lit each of us a candle. Let’s see what’s left, she said, and floated into the darkness. I took my candle and went my own way. From what I could see, everything looked the same. The bookcase stood, the encyclopedias were still in place. The sliding glass door remained closed, locked and intact. I walked into the kitchen. The square table hadn’t moved either. My cereal bowl was right where I left it.
“It missed us,” I said, out of shock, and went back into the living room, where my mother was looking up.
“No, it didn’t,” she said. She held her candle up to a gigantic crack in the ceiling, running diagonally corner to corner, spanning the entire living room. We could hear the wind breathing through the opening, invading our apartment. “This isn’t safe,” my mother said. “We have to go.”
“Where?” I said. “Rick’s?”
I didn’t know why I said that, why I had guessed Rick’s. I hadn’t even thought about it, but now that the option was out there, the choice hung in front of us, a fork in the road.
“No,” she said. “It’ll have to be your dad’s. For now.”
“Why?” I said.
She looked at the ceiling’s crack again, put her hand up to feel the cool air. “Because,” she said. “Now go to your room and grab some things. And be quick.”
* * *
When I opened the door to my room, I knew I would never live there again. There was no way. The gigantic crack from the living room tracked across our ceiling too, and the bedroom window was completely gone. In its place was a black square of night, through which a chill air seeped in. My brother’s bunk bed had been knocked off mine and lay on its side in the middle of the floor. I picked up his blanket and wrapped it around me. The outside temperature had dropped at least twenty degrees. In what was left of our ruined room, I realized I hadn’t cried yet, about anything. I hadn’t taken the time. But here, among the wreckage, I let the tears go.
When I was done, I put my shoes on and made my way around the mess. I tried not to look at what was once the room I shared with my brother, or think anymore about what this all meant. That time is over, I told myself, and packed my bag like I was going to stay the weekend with my dad. This is a normal weekend, I thought. This is an ordinary life.
* * *
On our way to my dad’s we saw a glimpse of what the tornado had done. The damage it had left behind. Tall trees were shredded to splinters. Street signs lay broken, or spiked into front yards. The farther we drove, the more we realized how random the destruction was. How none of it made sense. The city would be pitch-black one block, perfectly lit the next. On one street every house had its roof ripped off. Then we took a left and everything seemed fine.
“What about the prisons?” I said. I imagined the tornado knocking down prison walls, letting loose the country’s worst. I imagined the Stranger waving at his former roommates, laughing and saying our time has come.
“I’m sure they’re fine,” my mother said. “Those buildings are very old. In a time like this, a prison is probably the safest place to be.”
From what we could see that night, it seemed she was right. None of the prisons had lost power. The federal penitentiary still shone on its hill, loomed over the rest of the city. Other personal landmarks weren’t as lucky. The city’s grocery store had a parked car flipped through its front. At the city park, the tornado slide was bent in half, into an L. On almost every street we drove we saw debris, broken bits of somebody’s property. Pieces of someone’s life.
“This isn’t half of it,” my mother said. “We won’t know how bad it really is until morning.”
We turned onto my dad’s street. The old people’s home was still standing, though its fence, the one my brother and I once hit home runs over, was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t until we were four duplexes away from my dad’s that we found it, coiled across the street like a big metal snake. We got out of the van and tried to move it, but we weren’t strong enough, and no one came out to help. We left the van parked on the side and walked the rest of the way.
My dad’s duplex was fine. The door was locked when I tried it, but my mother had a key. My dad had given it to her a long time ago, she said. Just in case.
We went inside and I felt like I had to show my mother around. So I showed her the kitchen, the grill out back, which miraculously hadn’t moved. I took her upstairs and showed her my dad’s room, the unmade bed where he slept. I figured she might want to go to sleep soon. I thought she was tired like me.
“I can’t sleep now,” she said. “But you can show me where you sleep. Maybe I’ll lie next to you for a bit.”
I took her downstairs, into the basement. I turned on the lamp and gestured toward my bed. A big daddy longlegs ran across the bedspread and disappeared under my pillow.
“You sleep here?” my mother said.
I found the spider and let it crawl on my hand. “It’s not that bad.”
“It’s not that good, either,” my mother said. She sat next to me on the bed. “You’re so quiet.” She brushed my bowl-shaped hair. “Don’t you ever get scared?”
I lay down and thought about the question. I thought about what I felt when my brother and I were with Chris. I tried to remember how scared I was, but I couldn’t. I thought of my brother out in the woods, alone or worse. I pictured Chris catching my brother, the two of them taking shelter in the silo. I imagined the tornado coming and taking Chris away. But as hard as I tried, I couldn’t picture my brother coming back. I couldn’t imagine what he would be like.
“I don’t know,” I said.
My mother put her head on the pillow next to me. She put one arm behind her head and wrapped me in the other.

fifteen

MY MOTHER WOKE ME. It was morning, though it looked the same in the basement. We went upstairs and there was no one there. My dad’s police cruiser was not out front.
My mother made me an egg-and-cheese sandwich for breakfast. While I ate, I tried to remember pieces of the things I dreamed. But there was nothing I could hold on to. That world had fled, faded away. Now there was just the world in front of me, in which my mother sat watching me eat. Marveling at every bite like it was a small miracle. I tried not to stare back, not for too long. I stole glances at her makeup-less face, her dry, small eyes. When I was finished she put my plate in the sink and ran water over the yolk that had broken free of the egg and hardened. Something clogged the drain and I could hear the water slowly rise, forming a small pool.
“Go get your shoes,” my mother said. “We need to move the van.”
* * *
When I returned from grabbing my shoes in the basement, my mother wasn’t waiting by the door. She was in the kitchen, looking in the fridge. I asked her what she was looking for. “Nothing,” she said, and quickly slammed the door shut. She looked at me, then out the kitchen window, at me again. “Let’s go. I have to get out of here.”
Outside it was cold enough for a small jacket. The temperature had stayed down after the tornado. Dew wet the grass, and a thin fog descended on my dad’s street. Summer was ending early. Once in the van I didn’t know where my mother was taking me, but I didn’t ask. It felt wrong to say more words than I had to. She drove with the radio off and I did my best to keep my mind blank, to not think about the empty basement back at my dad’s place.
After we got onto Main Street, it became easier to think about things besides my brother. Because my mother was right: the tornado’s damage was different in the light. The streets that had been without power the night before, the ones hidden in the dark, were the streets hit the hardest. Entire houses were crumbled, their frames warped and broken. Trees lay atop smashed cars, and random yards burned. Strangers walked up and down their once familiar neighborhoods, like zombies that had arisen from the dead after decades underground, who clawed their way out of their graves only to find everything they knew beyond recognition.
More than once we were forced to detour. On our way to wherever it was we were going. My mother sped from one street to another as though we were being chased, and as soon as we thought we had escaped, a mountain of debris blocked our way. My mother punched the steering wheel each time we were cut off, made a U-turn, and peeled out in the opposite direction. This happened several times, until eventually we pulled into an unharmed gas station, with a liquor store attached. I couldn’t remember being here before. My mother put the van in park.
“It’s not open,” she said. “After all that.”
I looked where she was looking, at the Open sign, cursive and unlit. The insides of both stores were dark and unmoving. My mother slumped in her seat and closed her eyes. She started to cry. Loudly and without shame. Then, suddenly, she stopped, and although I thought she would feel better, she didn’t.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” she said. “You should have said something.”
I turned from the window and faced my mother, her blue eyes reddened with sadness and disbelief. “This man, this Chris — all this time! You could have stopped him! Why didn’t you tell anyone what was going on?”
“I didn’t know.”
“What do you mean you didn’t know? Of course you knew.”
I shook my head, the only thing my body would do.
“Oh, well, that’s great,” she said. “That helps a lot. You didn’t know and look what happened.”
She started crying again and I felt my mouth open. My cheeks tightened, but nothing fell. I stared at my mother, knowing I could offer nothing.
A car horn gave a quick honk from behind. I turned and saw it was a police cruiser. My dad’s. He got out and walked the few steps to the driver’s side, like we’d violated some rule of the road and he was finally ready to take us in.
“We’re still looking,” he said. “But we’re stretched thin because of the storm.” I could hear the tired in his voice. From being in the woods all night. Calling out my brother’s name, again and again with no reply.
“So what are you doing here?” my mother said.
“I saw you driving around. This street’s closed, you know.”
“No, I mean what are you doing here? Why aren’t you out there? What the hell are you waiting for?”
“C’mon,” my dad said, touching my mom’s shoulder, “let’s get you home.”
She jerked away from him. “No! That’s not what I need. I need you to be out there. I need you to find him.”
“We will. Just—”
“Then do it! For God’s sake, do something right for once in your life.”
My dad’s hand dropped. He backed away. For a moment, he looked like he’d been shot. The color left his face and his breathing stopped.
“Aggie,” he said.
My mother sighed. She looked down at her hands, shaking the wheel. “I know,” she said. “I know.”
She started the van and we drove away.
* * *
I didn’t know my mother snored until the first night we shared a bed. Not until I woke up, kicking her legs and calling my brother’s name. Stop, I said. Would you stop.
I thought she would leave after that first night, after I made her remind me that my brother wasn’t the one snoring. That my brother, her son, was gone. I thought she would go upstairs and sleep on the couch, not stay down in the dark with the spiders. Though maybe that was the point. In the basement, it was always dark. There was no window well like at our old house, no light to leak in. My mother could pretend night lasted forever and stay in bed entire days, which she did.
My dad, he had no idea what to do. Those first few days he tried to coax my mother out, like she was some wild animal, scared but dangerous. But instead of biting or snapping her teeth, my mother did nothing. She said nothing. Only, I’m fine. Only, Please leave me alone.
My dad was the one who handled all the disappearance stuff. While my mother slept or didn’t sleep, he did all the things I could never imagine doing. He talked to the KBI and the bordering counties’ sheriff departments. Put up posters in the appropriate places. He went out into the woods every day and every night and came back with nothing. He found the silo and we talked about its tree, but that was it. There were no footprints showing him where to go. No broken limbs bent by a fleeing body. The storm, he said, washed everything away.
What about the smoking lady? I asked him. I had seen her talking to Chris, hadn’t I? Whatever happened to her?
No sign, my dad said. Not since the tornado. We know she has no son listed, but we’re tracking down her relatives. Nothing yet.
When my dad couldn’t look anymore, he would come home. His eyes strained, his body tired and thinned with grief. If he was home at dinnertime, he grilled out. He stood alone on the porch and watched the open flame. He didn’t move when the wind changed and the smoke drifted across his face, already burned from hours spent wading through the woods. The last wave of the summer sun scorched him a sad brown, then a bright red, and each day he dried up and shrank a little. When the food was ready, my dad took a plate down to my mother, knowing she would eat next to nothing, if anything at all. He would murmur a few words to her, and slowly climb the stairs and return to the kitchen, where for the first time since we were all a family, he ate at the table. After the first week I stopped asking if he had found anything, if he’d picked up on any leads or discovered new clues. In those long hours we lingered in the living room, I learned to read my dad’s face too.
* * *
When I was alone, my mind wanted comparisons. It wanted to make sense of the overwhelming emptiness I woke up to every morning, and carried with me through the day. It’s like when Baron died, my mind told me. Remember? How strange and terrible it was to wander room to room and not be followed, to realize you would never hear the soft pant of his spent breath, the jingle of his collar clinking behind you. This is like that, don’t you think? In some way? Doesn’t that make it better?
The truth was it didn’t. The truth was I knew that when I went downstairs each night and climbed into bed, my mother would be crying, and that I would clench my fists and flex my body as tight as I could in the stupid hope that I would not cry too. That will only make your mother sadder, I told myself, and haven’t you done enough? The truth was I had dreams of the lake, only this time I was the one in the boat, and my brother was the one left in the water, with nothing to keep him afloat.
* * *
The city recovered. Or kept moving. So we would have something to talk about besides what we were avoiding, my dad kept up-to-date on the cleanup. Within a week the grocery store reopened. The car the tornado crashed through the front was removed, the windows replaced. Work crews cleared the streets of debris, filled dump trucks to their beds’ rims. What they couldn’t haul away they piled in yards, little hills of wrecked lives.
Still, the tornado wasn’t a big one, according to the newspaper. Not when compared with others that had struck our state the same summer. Unlike those storms, which flattened entire towns off the map, ours had inflicted what the state labeled “manageable damage.” Though many had been injured, though homes had been leveled or made unlivable, there were no known deaths.
“We’ll get past this,” my dad said one evening, his face hidden behind the paper.
I stared at the article on the back page of what he was reading, a blurb about another escape, this time from the women’s prison. From what I could read, the article didn’t mention anything about the Stranger. It was like the world had moved on and everything I cared about was forgiven or forgotten.
“How?” I finally said. How were things going to get better?
“Just give it some time, son. We don’t know if things are the worst.”
He put the paper down and tried to smile at me, then went downstairs to talk to my mother. I followed him to the door and listened to him plead with her. Tell her how he needed her to be strong, to guide me through this while he was gone. Won’t you come upstairs? my dad asked. If not for me, for him?
There was a lull. Until I heard my mother’s voice. Soft, matter-of-fact. I heard her ask my dad if he’d found anything, if he knew who took her boy. When my dad said no, my mother said, Then you have my answer.
* * *
When my dad was gone, I hung out on his front step. There, I could think about whatever I wanted, or I could think about nothing. I could stay or I could go. I could sneak off and hurl a rock at a neighbor’s door or I could be good. I could behave. I could sit and wonder why my brother chose not to, why he snuck out all the time, why he went into the woods with the man we thought was Chris. What was he after? I could ask myself. Where did he want to go?
All this because I couldn’t watch TV anymore. I refused. I couldn’t watch another fake family laugh their way through their fake problems. I couldn’t watch the news and risk seeing a story about my brother. Only once did my dad suggest we go to the video store. No, I told him, but I didn’t give him the reason why. I didn’t tell him that, lately, there was only one tape I’d thought about watching. The one my dad kept upstairs, hidden in his closet. I didn’t tell him that part of me still thought Chris and the Stranger were the same, and that if I could just make myself watch that tape one more time, at least some of my questions might be answered. I didn’t tell him this because I was afraid. Because I couldn’t imagine watching something so horrible again, and this time, without my brother.
* * *
I had forgotten about the smoking lady until my mother started to resemble her. This was the third week without my brother. Three weeks of my dad and me walking around like zombies. We no longer talked to each other. We chewed our food, he read the paper, and at the end of the day we silently nodded good night. A reality was sneaking up on us. A story I never wanted told.
I grew used to the quiet. When my dad was gone during the day and I had no desire to be outside with worthless birds chirping and the mocking sun, I lay on the couch. I crossed my arms like I was in a casket and stared at the ceiling, at nothing. I slept, and when I wasn’t asleep, I thought of the worst things. And if I wasn’t at peace I was at something like it, only sadder. There was the numbness of calm, but it came with a shadow. Lurking over me on the couch, saying, Don’t get too comfortable.
So it was a shock when my mother came out of the basement during the middle of that third week. The middle of the day, even. I must’ve screamed when I saw her standing in the doorway. She startled and put her hand to her heart, wrapped herself tightly in the pink bathrobe she’d been wearing for weeks.
“Is your dad here?”
I shook my head, too mesmerized by her strange appearance to speak. She was new. She was once again transformed, but this time the change was bad. Her big yellow hair was limp, flat, matted to her head with sweat and grease. Purple circles hung under her eyes, puffed out from her bony, pale face. She looked like she was dying, or was already dead. Her hands would not stop fidgeting, a tic she must’ve picked up from the smoking lady.
“Did you have any breakfast?”
“No,” I said. It was well past noon.
She slowly made her way to the kitchen and poured a glass of orange juice. She sat down and drank the glass with one long tilt, wiped her mouth with the back of her arm, and went downstairs, back into the basement. I did not see her the rest of the day.
* * *
One day my mother spent an entire morning upstairs, sipping her orange juice and staring out the back porch window. She didn’t say anything to me and I didn’t say anything to her. When my dad came home from an all-night shift and saw her sitting upstairs, he looked confused, like he came to the wrong home.
My dad sat down with my mom. She didn’t seem to notice him at first, or if she did, she still didn’t look in his direction. The two of them stared out the window, and although I knew neither would allow themselves to feel the smallest bit of happiness, for that fleeting second, the duplex lost a little of its gloom.
“She had a son,” my dad said. “Your neighbor.” My mother glanced up from her glass. “Not biological. The kid of the man she was with. But she raised him. He lifeguarded at the city pool.”
“So,” my mother said. “So what?”
She stared at my dad, her face desperately trying to make meaning of his words, trying not to jump to any conclusions. Finally her mouth opened, whispered, What? What is it?
“It seems he was fired,” my dad said. “Nothing was ever proven, but there were charges … rumors that he”—he glanced cautiously at me—“hurt one of the kids.”
“What do you mean?” my mother said. But then she seemed to realize something. The meaning behind my dad’s words, his tone, the helplessness in his eyes, became clear.
My mother stood up. She looked at my dad hard, and left the kitchen, not wanting to hear any more. She was halfway down the basement stairs before she stopped and called back up to us.
“Do you know where she is?” she said. “Does this tell you where he might be?”
It didn’t.
“Then don’t,” she said. “Don’t you say it. Until you bring him back, don’t you dare say what might’ve happened.”
The last few stairs moaned under her feet. My mother didn’t come up the rest of the week.

sixteen

MY DAD STILL did his job. He no longer spoke of a promotion, or seemed to hope or care about such a thing anymore, but he didn’t miss a day. Unlike my mother, who never returned to the golf course, who never called Rick to let him know what was going on, my dad put on his uniform and went to work. He came home, changed and ate, went back out. Not to the bar, like before. Not to rent stupid movies. He went out looking for my brother, again and again. He never took me, and if I asked where he went and what he found, he wouldn’t say, but I could see it all over him. I knew.
When it had been over a month, my dad got a call about the Stranger. Until then, it seemed the rest of the city had forgotten about the escape. For them, the threat had never become real. It became a waste of their time. There were no murders over the summer, nothing to satisfy the fears that buzzed the thick air. A prisoner had escaped. Yes. A dangerous man made himself free, but he never went after their family. He did what my mother promised she would do, if she ever got half the chance. He left. He fled this city of prisons and little else, and he never looked back.
My dad hung up the phone and sat at the kitchen table. He didn’t know I was in the living room, lying on the couch, in the dark. He opened his police pad, thumbed some pages, and shut the pad with a look of disgust. I imagined what he saw there, in his notes, the scribbles that told the story of this terrible summer. A few jots about the Stranger, yes. But most of the notes came from my dad spying. They were about my mother, with Rick, then without. If you read the pages closely, they showed what my dad really wanted.
My dad put on his gun and his badge.
“It’s not him,” I said, startling him from the darkness. “It can’t be.”
My dad came into the living room, saw me on the couch, my arms pulled into my shirt for warmth. “Sleeping here tonight?”
I nodded. I waited for him to shake his head, to say boys sleep in beds. But he pulled a blanket from the closet and draped it over me. He tucked me in and kissed me on the head.
“I love you, son. You know that.”
I closed my eyes, unsure if his last words were a statement or a question. I told him I loved him, too, and listened to his footsteps move to the door, out into the night.
* * *
I woke at a painful hour. Too dark to be up, too light to go back to sleep. For a while I stared at the TV, blank and black. I tried to remember what day it was, what had happened the night before and if any of it mattered. My dad had not come home. He was out chasing the Stranger lead, following the claim to its dead end. I tried to imagine what my dad would find when he arrived wherever the tip took him. An empty shack, perhaps. A stack of dirty dishes. In the sink an insulting note: Sorry I missed you. I pictured the disappointment on my dad’s face, his hand crumpling the note or tearing it into a million pieces.
I poured a bowl of cereal before discovering the milk carton was empty. I went into the basement to tell my mother, as if this little tragedy would finally rouse her. I knelt by her side and listened to her light breathing. She wasn’t asleep.
“What do you want?” she said, and I told her about the milk. “Be quiet,” she said. “Come here.” She moved over and pulled me onto the bed, wrapped me in both arms. She had taken on a certain smell these last couple of weeks, from rarely bathing, wearing the same robe day after day. She breathed into my neck. “Big spoon, little spoon,” she said, and weaved a leg around me like a giant spider, squeezing me tight. “You know, when you were a baby this was the only way you would sleep. Just like this. Someone always had to be hugging you. Otherwise, you’d cry your head off.”
She asked me if I remembered that, and when I said no, she said, Well, of course, you were just a baby.
“I don’t remember when it stopped exactly,” she said. “When you didn’t have to be in bed with me or your dad.” I felt her arms and legs flex with thought. “I guess it was when you were big enough to sleep by your brother.” She sighed. “That makes the most sense.”
She held me for a moment longer, then, as if satisfied with the answer she gave to her own question, she released me. She lay on her back and stared at the black ceiling, a sky without stars, with no stories to tell.
“You stink,” my mother said. “When’s the last time you had a bath?”
I lied and said it was yesterday.
“Well, you need one now. Grab your things. Close the door behind you.”
The bathroom was upstairs, next to my dad’s bedroom. Since my mother and I had been staying here, the bedroom door was always closed. This morning, it was open, and an eerie daylight shone through the window blinds. I tried not to look, pretended that looking was also forbidden. But it was weird. The bed was made. Zero clothes were thrown on the floor, and the fan chair had been moved to the opposite side.
So there was a clear path to the closet, if I wanted it. I didn’t want it. I put my clothes on the sink and started my bath. I waited for the tub to fill. I peed, flushed the toilet, and listened to the water move down the pipes, descending to the basement, rushing above where my mother lay in the dark. My dad was out there. My mother was downstairs. Everyone was somewhere else, and why couldn’t I know? I deserved to know.
I kept the water running and tiptoed to my dad’s closet. The box was still there. So was the tape. I waited until the bath was full before I snuck downstairs and put it in. I pressed rewind. I pressed play.
But there were no clues.
There was the woman. There was the gun. There was her face.
It’s OK, the Stranger said. They need to understand you deserve this.
My wailing must’ve woken my mother, though I didn’t realize it was me making those sounds until she appeared in the basement doorway.
“What’s wrong with you?” my mother said.
I wiped the last bit of tears and snot off my face. I pointed to the VCR. The tape, done playing, half ejected itself, as if the VCR had spat it out, out of disgust.
“What is this?” my mother said.
I opened my mouth and wailed some more. “He’s killed him,” I cried. “I know it.”
My mother dropped the tape. “What?” she said. “What are you talking about?”
The phone rang. In the story I accepted, the call was right on cue. It was an officer. It was my dad, calling to say he’d found another tape. With my brother. With Chris. You’d better come down here, he would say. To the station. It’s over. It’s all over.
* * *
On the way to the police station my mother would not say a word. I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t imagine myself ever wanting to talk again. Before we left I had thrown up, quickly, violently. Heaving all I had, and when all I had was gone, my body retched some more. Even though there was nothing left. No words. Only feeling terrible. Only the awful taste.
I sat in the back of the van. I would stay here. I would wait silently as my mother went into the station. Cars and clouds would roll by. A siren would shriek, and a minute later my mother would reappear, changed again.
* * *
My mother shook my knee to stir me from my daydream. We’re here, she said, and stepped out of the van. Where we were wasn’t the station. We were parked in an unfamiliar lot, behind a big brick building I’d never seen. Or I had seen it once, I was later told, but when my eyes were new and I entered our prison town for the first time, in the arms of my mother.
The hospital smelled like the school nurse’s office, chemical and clean. My mother held my hand. A nurse gave her a number and my mother pulled me through a maze of halls. I peeked in a few of the rooms, saw serious-looking people standing over still feet. In one room I caught a man, not much older than my dad, pushing a pole to the bathroom. In another, an old woman slept in a chair, flowers in her hand, saggy balloons dying just above her head. Eventually we came to the door with the number. It was closed, and when my mother gently knocked, I heard my dad’s voice call for us to come in.
The room was mostly dark. The lights were turned off, and only a few bars of daylight slipped through the blinds, striping the yellow walls white. My dad rose from the chair and greeted my mother with a hug, burying his puffy face in her neck, her yellow hair. He pulled away and whispered something that I couldn’t hear or see behind my mother’s head. But my mother nodded and the two turned to the opposite wall, to a bed I thought was empty until I stepped deeper into the room. In the bed I saw two feet and when I followed those feet I saw my brother.
It took a moment to recognize my brother in the body in the bed. I had to look past so much. His starved body, thin as me. The long hair that swept over his shut eyes. He had bruises up and down his arms, dark purples stained on his neck and wrists. A tube snaked up his arm and disappeared in the hospital gown. His face looked sucked in, his cheekbones stuck out, and he was as white as a ghost. I didn’t believe them when they said he wasn’t dead.
My mother fell to her knees, rose with the help of the bed rails and my dad. He put his arm around us both and we watched my brother’s chest rise and fall. We watched his mouth hang open, the drool that pooled off his lip. His face flinched as he slept. I wanted to put my finger in his mouth, to feel his breath. I wanted to dip my finger in the cave of his lips and watch him dream.
* * *
The next night we took him home. My mother’s insurance ran out. My dad offered money but my mother wanted him out of here, she said. She wanted this to be over. A stern doctor cleared my brother, prescribing a lot of rest, food, and water. He looked at us with pity and sent us on our way.
All of this after my dad filed the police report. After my brother woke and answered my dad’s questions. When he did wake, to me, he was a different person. Gone were the faces he made, the looks I recognized. He had no attitude or emotion and answered each question yes or no, or with the smallest of sentences.
Where were you kept? House.
Were you held against your will? Yes.
Where exactly? House.
Where in the house? Basement.
Did he hit you? Yes.
Where? My arms. Legs and face.
Were you tied up? Yes.
You could not move?
No.
For how long? All the time.
My mother held my brother’s hand the entire interview, but this didn’t seem to comfort him. He didn’t look at her, or me. He looked at the window, even though the curtains were closed, and even if they weren’t, the room’s view was just another brick wall.
My dad continued.
This will be difficult, he said.
Did the man touch you, in an inappropri—? Yes.
— ate way? He did? Yes.
My mother stifled a cry.
OK, it’s OK, son, my dad said. Can you tell me how many times? A few.
Can you show me where? My brother pointed. Down his front, between his legs. He rolled over and pointed down his back.
My dad let his head drop, but only for a second. “It’s OK,” he said again. “It’s OK. It’s over now.” He took my brother’s hand and rubbed his thumb over the bump where the IV entered his skin. “I just need you to do one last thing. When you’re ready, I need you to come with me and identify the man. His body.”
For the first time, my brother turned his gaze from the window.
“The Stranger’s dead?” I said.
My dad turned and gave me a stern look. “Be quiet,” he said. “No one’s talking about that.”
I looked at my brother, to see what this information did to his face, but he was through looking at any of us. Later, when I couldn’t sleep, I let my mind imagine Chris’s death. I put Chris in the woman’s chair, instead of behind the camera. I made Chris take her place and I let the Stranger, whoever he was, whisper how I felt. You need to tell them. They need to understand that you deserve this. I made the Stranger put the gun to Chris’s head. I made Chris beg and cry. You know me, he said. You know me. Do I look like a stranger?
I made the Stranger say shut up. I made him shoot and I watched Chris fall to the floor. Do you know me? the Stranger said. Do you know me?
After my dad put his notepad away, after my mother hugged my brother for hours and the doctor said we could go home, after my mother made my brother a bed on the couch and lay next to him, so he wouldn’t have to sleep in the basement, so she could watch him — after all this, when it was just me in the basement, me and the spiders, I let the Stranger loose. I brought Chris back to life and let the Stranger kill him over and over. In all the ways I could think of. In all the ways I’d seen villains die in movies.
Nobody knows anybody, and if you think you do, this is what you get.
In my mind I made Chris suffer the worst, and I tried to make myself believe that this made things better.
You deserve this. You deserve this.
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THE STRANGER WAS FOUND weeks later, states away. My dad never mentioned the story, but it was all over the local news, the front page of the paper. He was caught hiding in an old barn on a random farm. The barn was rarely used, apparently, and had been all but abandoned. Boards were missing or cracked, the paint was worn off, and the roof had gaping holes and dents from suffering decades of storms. The land’s owners might never have known about the Stranger had their teenage son not snuck a girl and some wine to the barn. They discovered the Stranger sleeping behind an old bale of hay, wild cats circling his head, meowing for food and water. The son told his dad and the dad, too old to deal with squatters anymore, told the sheriff. An hour later the Stranger was on his way back to Kansas. Back to Leavenworth.
We stayed with my dad, and the city continued to heal. Every day the news ran a different heartwarming video telling the story of some small miracle related to the storm. A dog was picked up by the tornado and thrown two miles. Its owners gave up the dog for dead, until last week when they heard a whine at the door. The dog had crawled its way home, broken legs and all.
By September, when school was ready to start, there were few signs of the tornado’s damage. You had to know where to look.
My mother took me by the apartment to gather the rest of our things. When I had put the last trash bag of our belongings in the van, I went to the pool. It too might’ve looked the same to someone who didn’t know better. The water was calm and blue, and every pool chair was in its row. But the diving board was gone. Ripped out, I assumed, by the tornado. All that was left were rust-colored holes where the board had been bolted in. Four small circles that showed what once was.
Instead of going back inside the apartment when I was finished, as my mother instructed, I sat at the deep end. A dead leaf descended from some tree and floated in the water. I thought of Chris. How he died. My parents never told me directly, but of course there had been articles about my family in the paper. I wasn’t allowed to read any of them except the one that told of my brother’s return. It was brief and dealt only with facts, listing them in a way that didn’t assign blame. The police officer’s son had been found. Locked in the basement of a vacant house close to the city pool. Officers were led to the house after discovering the body of a twenty-year-old Leavenworth man, Adam Sharp, drowned in the city pool. An apparent suicide. A neighbor had seen Mr. Sharp leaving the vacant house on several occasions, but thought nothing of it. The officer’s son, my brother, was in stable condition.
So here was the leaf. Here was Chris, Adam, facedown in the pool. I thought of the time my brother and I went out to the apartment pool and found Chris in the same position. How we knew he was joking, but still grew worried. How when my brother swam out to make sure Chris was alive, Chris dove underwater like a shark and grabbed my brother’s legs, pulling my brother down with him. I tried to imagine what it felt like when whoever found Chris poked at his body, waiting for him to roll over, to come to life. I thought of my brother, how he was changed, and tried to imagine what it would feel like when you realized someone was no longer alive.
* * *
My dad was waiting when we got back to the duplex. He eagerly helped us bring our leftover things inside, lapping us multiple times and carrying cartoonishly large loads. When the van was empty, he slammed the doors, and for the first time since my brother’s disappearance, his mouth wasn’t dragged into a frown.
“Well,” he said, “is that it? We’re all moved in?”
My mother and I looked at each other, at our dad, who was doing a terrible job hiding his excitement. Behind him the van rattled, even though it was parked and the engine was off. I grabbed the last bag out of my mother’s hand.
“That’s it,” I said. “We sold all the rest. When you left and we were poor.”
My dad’s face fell. For a moment, I felt what my brother must have when he knocked Rick out with his words. For some reason it felt good to hit my dad, and a part of me wanted more.
My dad checked the van’s side door, to make sure it was locked. “I see,” he said. “Well, I’ll go clear some space inside.”
He went in, and my mother followed him, but not before giving me a long, serious look. A warning maybe. Or a worry. Either way, she didn’t say anything, and when I finally went in minutes later, I caught her and my dad whispering to each other in the living room. They shut up when they saw me.
* * *
My brother did not return to school with me. No one told me for how long, but for now he would be homeschooled by my mother, who ditched the bathrobe for slacks and her golf course polo, the closest thing she had to teaching attire. The encyclopedias were the schoolbooks, the kitchen was her classroom, and by the time I left each morning my mother and brother were sitting at the table, leaning over the day’s lesson. The sound of my brother’s voice was a comfort, but he still talked only when he had to. Every day I tried to think of something to say to him, something that would inch us back to the way we were, but every word or sentence I thought of sounded stupid in my head, worthless aloud. It was like the dialogue I forced upon my G.I. Joes, small and meaningless. Words that took up space and nothing more.
A few weeks into school I came home and my brother was in the basement. His things gone from the couch. I found my mother on the back porch, staring at the weather. The sky was gray, but the threats were gone. Storm season was over in Kansas. The dumb weathermen could relax.
“It was his idea,” my mother said. “To go down there. I asked if he was sure.”
I looked up at her. A light rain misted our faces.
“How was school?”
“Fine,” I lied.
“You like your class?”
“I guess.”
The rain stopped, started. The clouds watered the sun white, and my mother turned to me. “I got a call, you know. From Miss Scott. She says you’re not paying attention. Not doing your work.” I lowered my head. “Is this true?”
I turned my back toward her, thinking of the haze of each school day. The musty classroom. The windows pulled open. The low drone of my teacher’s voice.
“It’s not my fault,” I said. “I don’t get why I’m the only one who has to go.”
My mother smiled. “Hm. I always loved school. Especially the beginning. The new books. The new supplies.”
“Yeah,” I said, as mean as I could. “Well, I’m not you.”
I moved to the corner of the porch. Opposite my mother. I heard her drum her fingers on the porch railing for a moment.
“Come here,” she said, and when I didn’t move, she came to me. “Listen. You need to hear this.” She turned me around and put my head in her hands, her palms cupping my cheeks. She looked me in the eye. She said, “You can’t carry this with you.”
“But—”
“No,” she said. “I know how much you love him. But you have to leave it behind.”
Rain ran down her forehead, dripped from the tip of her nose. In another minute or two, we would be soaked, but my mother wouldn’t let me go. Not until I met her stare and told her I understood. That everything that had happened, happened. That it was in the past and that the future, if we let it be, was open.
“Tomorrow is always different,” she said. “Understand?”
I nodded, and through the rain did my best to meet her eyes, hardened over the summer, but still my favorite shade of blue. “Yeah, Mom,” I said. “I get it.”
“Good,” she said.
* * *
When we ate dinner that week, we looked like a family. The TV was off, and my dad sat across from my mother, and I my brother. We chewed our food and my parents discussed their days. My dad talked of the Chief, who at the last minute pushed back retirement another six months. My mom spoke of my brother, telling my dad how smart he was, how studious. It was obvious she was hoping to spur him to speak, and when he didn’t, she would look at me, eyes raised, my cue to try.
After dinner my brother would go straight to the basement and lie in the dark, sleeping or not, I couldn’t tell, while my parents did the dishes in the kitchen. I didn’t feel like I belonged in either place, so sometimes I went out back and sat on the porch, stared at the stars. If the night was clear, I found the constellations I knew, the ones I’d learned from Chris. The Little Dipper. Ursa Major. Orion the Hunter. And even though I knew the brother stars wouldn’t come out for some time, I looked for them anyway. I found the hole in the night where I thought they belonged and wished for them to appear, holding my fingers in the sky. Two dots. Though I didn’t know what the stars looked like, or how far apart they really were.
* * *
My brother’s birthday was the week of Thanksgiving. This year, it fell on the same Thursday. There was little fanfare for my birthday, but my mother made two pumpkin pies for my brother’s, one for my dad and me and the other for the birthday boy. We gathered around the circle table and did our best to look happy. We sang, and when we were done my brother blew out the candles, the one and the one. There were no presents given. We couldn’t think of a single thing my brother would want.
After dessert, we sat on the couch and watched a repeat of the parade. My mother convinced my brother to stay upstairs with us, at least for a little while. Have a second slice, she said. It’s your special day. You deserve it. But five minutes later, when my brother’s plate was clean, and he dropped it noisily in the sink and went to the basement without saying thank you or good night, it was clear that the second slice, him spending an extra moment upstairs, was his gift to us, not the other way around.
My mother poured herself a cup of coffee and sat on the love seat. She’d been sleeping there since my brother was found, but now that he was back in the basement, she had no real reason to. Or not the same reason. More than once I heard my dad invite her to sleep upstairs. To take his bed. He would gladly sleep on the couch. It’ll be like old times, he said with a smile, you upstairs and me in the doghouse. But as comforting as a full bed sounded, my mother kept telling him no. She didn’t want to be too far away from my brother.
The parade ended. The streets of that big scary city cleared and the floats were taken down. When it was all over, it was way past my bedtime. I closed my eyes, wanting to stay upstairs as long as I could. Not wanting to spend another night with my brother, listening to his troubled breathing, feeling his tossing and turning. I pretended I was asleep and listened to my parents talk close to each other. At first, they talked about anything they could so they wouldn’t have to talk about my brother. They talked about things they read in the paper, things they heard. They talked about how the state was losing some of its funding and would have to let a few officers and guards go at the end of the year. They talked about my mom’s job, what she wanted. They talked about my mother going back to school to get her teacher’s degree, though she said she didn’t know. She kind of missed her work, missed Sandy. They talked about other people I didn’t know, places I had never seen or heard of. They talked about things I tried to understand.
But they couldn’t ignore what was everywhere. The thoughts of my brother, their son, which drowned out our days, despite our best efforts to smile, to wade, to stay afloat.
My mother was the first to speak. “What are we going to do?”
A few weeks ago, my dad would’ve said, Give it time. Give him some space. But we had tried that and it had taken us only so far.
“Maybe he should talk to someone,” my dad said.
“Like a therapist?”
“He won’t say any more to me or you. We’ve tried.”
“I know,” my mother said. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Part of me doesn’t want to make him relive it. But what else could he be doing down there?”
A week ago I woke up in the middle of the night, and I was happy because I couldn’t place where I was, what life I was living. The feeling didn’t last, however, and when I remembered all we’d been through, the burning returned to my chest and I sat up. My brother’s half of the bed was empty. I thought about sneaking upstairs, spying on the world and finding my brother, who for some reason I assumed was sleeping on the couch again. Maybe he couldn’t take it, I guessed. Maybe being down here with me was too much after all.
But when I put my foot to the floor, I heard a noise from the wall by the stairs. A hiccup. A choked sob. My eyes adjusted to the dark and I saw the shadow of a boy, balled up in the fetal position. I went to him, part of me thinking this was still a dream. And when I touched him, he didn’t slap my hand away and his heavy breathing told me I was right; this was a dream. But it was my brother who was dreaming, not me. He was the one who couldn’t wake. Who moaned and moaned, terrified by some unseen force. I tried to put my arm around him, but that only made him wail louder. A siren, calling closer and closer. I didn’t know what else to do, so I ran back to bed and hid under the covers. I listened to him cry for several hundreds, as I counted sheep after sheep, praying for someone to take me to sleep.
In the morning I woke and found my brother dressing, preparing for his lessons with my mother. He didn’t say a word to me. And I didn’t know what to say to him.
But now, maybe, an idea. Something I could do.
“You’re right,” my mother said. “He needs to talk. He needs to tell someone his story.” Then she repeated what she said to me. “He can’t carry it alone.”
My dad agreed, and it was decided they would call someone in the morning. Set up something for after the holiday. But that wasn’t soon enough, was it? My brother needed to talk now, and not to some stranger.
My mother finished her coffee. My dad shook me awake from my fake sleep. Both said they loved me. Both, Boys sleep in beds.
* * *
My brother was already asleep. I thought about waking him. Whispering, It’s OK. You can tell me. I know what you did for me. And I will never forget.
Where to start? In my mind I went over what I knew. I skipped past the beginning, meeting Chris. The middle, Chris growing closer to my brother. I skipped past what could have been the end. The story would have to start with Chris catching my brother in the woods. The bad guy capturing the good. If it were a movie, we would see Chris tie my brother’s hands, maybe with the rope he used to tie the desk chair to the pool fence. We would see a strip of duct tape stretched across my brother’s mouth. We would watch Chris march my brother miles into the woods, until they emerged in a part of the city I didn’t recognize. It would be the middle of the night, and they would walk to a silent street full of old empty houses. For Sale signs would creak in the wind. Chris would lead my brother to one of these vacant places, inside which were stacks of stolen items, cans of food and toiletries taken from the chalk kid’s apartment, nearby houses. Chris would crack open a back window and shove my brother inside. He would throw a leg over the sill, take one last look around to make sure no one was watching, that no one would interrupt what he was about to do. He wouldn’t smile. He wouldn’t look at the camera. He would pull his other leg into the darkness, shut the window, and the screen would go to black.
But my brother’s story couldn’t end there.
I rolled over and stared at the ceiling, the water pipes that ran beneath the floor above. The first weekend we stayed at the duplex, my brother and I had contests to see who could hold on to the pipes the longest. The loser had to get back up and hold the pipes some more, while the winner pretended he was an evil prison warden, sent by the state’s corrupt governor to torture the inmates for information. The warden would whip the prisoner’s ribs with a pillow, or drill him in the stomach with a sock ball, until he got the answers he wanted.
They would have to bring my brother in, I realized. In the movie, to fill in the rest of the story, they would drag my brother down to the station. We need to know what happened, they would say. What exactly this man did to you. We need to know why he drowned himself and not you. We need answers. For our sake and yours.
My brother wouldn’t talk. He would give them the same thousand-yard stare he’d walked around carrying for months now. The police would get mad. Out of anger, they would treat him as a hostile witness, not the victim he was. They would bring in the good cop so they could bring in the bad. But it wouldn’t matter. No one would get my brother to describe what he’d been through. No amount of pressure or force. They could beg. They could plead, and they would. We just want to understand. Why did you go with this man? Why do something we told you never to do? Still, my brother wouldn’t talk. Everyone would throw up their hands. A cop would kick over a chair. You know, this is for your own good, they would say. We’re doing this for you.
And when all hope was lost was when I came in. The long-lost brother everyone forgot about. The ex-partner who could read the victim inside and out. At first, no one would notice me. I would slide into the room unseen while the others continued with their questions. These last-ditch efforts. You’re a smart kid. Your dad’s a cop, for God’s sake. You should have known what this man was up to. Surely you felt it, the more time you spent with him. Surely you knew he was leading you down a bad path. So why stick by his side? Why not tell anyone? Why follow him down that road, unflinching?
My brother shook his head. Under the hot lamp, he said he didn’t know. And maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe he didn’t understand why he stuck by Chris’s side no matter what. Why, for that small window of time, he would follow Chris to the ends of the earth, if Chris asked, despite the feeling deep in my brother’s heart that told him where you are going, where he is taking you, is someplace wrong.
Just tell us why, the cops said. Let’s start there.
I stood in the corner, looking at my reflection in the two-way glass. I smiled with the realization. The reasons I understood, even if he didn’t.
Why? the cops begged. Please, just tell us why.
In the real world I took my brother’s hand. I squeezed it. In the imaginary world, I turned dramatically away from the glass. I faced my brother and my brother smiled back at me.
I think I know, I said. Maybe I can help.
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