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      Philip was average height for his age, a rambunctious ten-year-old, but he was gangling. He was crouched by a tiger cage. The big cat was lying on the far side of the pen and was taking great pains to stay opposite of Philip. The animal eyed him warily with bright amber eyes. The boy took a few steps away from the enclosure. His attention moved carefully over the edges of the tents he could see. His sharp hazel eyes were on the lookout for a very specific prey.

      As he hunted, a slight breeze blew off the hills to the west. The forecast on the radio called for rain at breakfast, but so far, the sky had been all sun. The storm clouds in the distance warned of poor weather just as the radio had, and the air felt thick and humid. It was likely the rain would come and ruin the performances scheduled for the afternoon and evening, but that was of no concern to Philip.

      Right then, he was looking for a tiny pair of white sneakers in the grass. Finding his younger sister Melissa was never a challenging hunt. She always hid near the animals. Always.

      Usually, all Philip had to do to find her was see which animals seemed skittish and search for her shoes. That day, he was having a harder time than usual. He crept past the lion enclosure and turned his head from left to right, ensuring he didn’t miss anything.

      The breeze picked up again, and Philip closed his eyes as the wind kissed his cheeks. Perhaps the rain wouldn’t hold out for the afternoon, after all. He took a deep breath through his nose. All he could smell were the animal pens. Though he and his sister had just bathed that morning, he couldn’t smell the rich lavender soap their mother used on them both. Not like he usually could. All he could detect were the rich, earthy musk of the creatures and the stench of their leavings. It was too early for popcorn to be popped for the show.

      When he opened his eyes again, his vision felt sharper and he thought he could hear every creature on the grounds. As he snuck between the elephant and the fortune tellers’ tent, he crouched lower, as if being sneakier than his sister would allow him to find her more easily. It was not altogether unreasonable. He had tiptoed up to her without her hearing him before. She was a social creature and easily distracted, though catching her because she had gotten swept up in a conversation wasn’t nearly as satisfying as tracking her when she was meant to be concealed.

      This time she was proving to be a worthy target, though. His sneakers were all but silent on the grass beneath them. The blades were almost in need of mowing, and the lush turf bent easily under the soles of his shoes.

      Philip caught movement in the corner of his eye and quickly turned to face it. It was just one of the sword swallowers—not Melissa. The man smiled at the boy, and Philip nodded at him before he ducked beneath a flap of the big top.

      The tent was dark inside. The lights wouldn’t cut on until much closer to the first exhibition. Philip squatted on his heels behind the bleacher-style seats beside him. He put his fingers on the earth between his spread knees. He closed his eyes again. He took a deep breath through his nose, and then another. He smelled stale popcorn, dropped beneath the seats by audiences past—but no lavender. He listened carefully for any sign of her, his eyes still closed.

      She wasn’t normally this difficult to find. Either she was getting better at hiding, which she ought to after years of practice, or someone was helping her. It wouldn’t be the first time. The pair of them were the only children in the circus, and they tended to be spoiled by the host of sideshow acts and performers.

      Once, Philip had found his sister hiding in the leather trunk the bearded lady kept her corsets in. That had been on a Sunday, though. Performance days were different. No one had time for them on show days. Even their parents were scarce when a full house was expected.

      Philip slunk to the end of the bleachers. He looked to another set of seats across the ring, and his lips curled into a small grin. He saw a tiny set of white sneakers peeking out from beneath the bottom row.

      The boy lowered his chest closer to his knees, his hands spread wide at the end of his outstretched arms. Silently, he slipped around the outskirts of the ring. He kept bleachers between himself and his sister in the hopes she wouldn’t see him stalking her.

      Philip grabbed her waist and squeezed, tickling her. The girl shrieked, surprised joy catching her off guard before she descended into giggling.

      “Got you!” he announced, even as she thrashed on her belly on the bleachers.

      “Letmegoooo!” the girl begged, only breaking from laughing long enough to plead for release.

      Philip relaxed his grip and let her roll over onto her back to look at him. He grinned mischievously and mimed like he meant to grab her again. She squealed, which made him laugh in turn.

      “Philip, you’re wicked!” Melissa teased, sitting upright.

      “And you are bad at hiding,” he teased. He offered her a hand to help her to her feet. She took it gratefully and let him pull her up.

      “Race you home!” she shouted, taking off like a shot.

      Philip sprinted after her. With his long legs, he would have caught her in a few strides if he hadn’t tripped. His foot caught on a length of rope, and he pitched sharply forward.

      Before his hands and knees hit the earth, he jolted awake. He blinked his eyes a few times, adjusting to the sudden darkness around him.

      It took him a few moments to realize where he was. It always did. Instead of sleeping on the bunk bed he’d shared with Melissa in his family’s caravan at the circus, he was in a bedroom. He looked across the room to the other twin bed, where his adoptive brother Kam slept. Seeing his older brother’s silhouette in the dark brought reality down with jarring clarity.

      He wasn’t at the circus anymore. He didn’t live with Melissa anymore. Their parents were dead. He might never see Melissa again.

      The realizations kept crashing down on him, and his throat clenched. He felt his eyes begin to tingle, his only warning before the tears came. They were followed almost immediately by deep, hopeless sobs. They wracked his body, even as he clung to a stuffed bear his adoptive parents had given him. It had been one of Kam’s cast-offs, but Philip kept it close every night.

      Kam stirred and woke, jarred by the noise. His blue eyes found Philip in the darkness with some difficulty. He rolled onto his side.

      “Bad dream?” He asked the question, but he already knew the answer. Philip had come to live with them roughly six weeks ago. He had nightmares several times per week. The family doctor had suggested this was normal for ten-year-old boys who had been through as much as Philip had.

      He sniffled, quieting enough to answer Kam’s question. “Yeah,” he replied, his voice rough from the effort of the response.

      “You want to come to sleep with me?” Kam asked. That had not been a suggestion offered by the doctor, but Philip had shared that when he was younger and had nightmares, his parents had let him crawl into bed with them. Kam had taken it upon himself to offer a similar comfort.

      Philip sniffled again, seriously considering the offer. “Yes,” he replied finally, his voice still quiet.

      He kicked out from beneath the blanket and got to his feet. He left the bear in his bed—if the bear was in the wrong bed in the morning, that would give them away. Their adoptive parents insisted Philip should be strong and independent, and he didn’t like to disappoint them.

      Philip slowly crawled onto Kam’s bed and snuggled in close to his makeshift sibling’s side as Kam settled onto his back once again. He smelled clean, like minty toothpaste.

      “It was just a dream,” Kam reminded Philip softly.

      Philip nodded, but the fact made his eyes well up all over again. It was just a dream. He’d likely never see his circus family again. His parents were gone. He didn’t know what had happened to Melissa.

      Philip buried his face into Kam’s side, and the older boy put his arm around his new brother’s shoulders.

      “It’ll be okay,” Kam reassured the younger boy. “You’re getting better.”

      Philip nodded, but he didn’t raise his forehead from where it was pressed into Kam’s ribs. The older boy kept his arm around Philip’s shoulders, and together, they took a few controlled, deep breaths.

      Held against Kam, Philip felt himself begin to cry again. This time, his tears flowed silently. He wrapped his arms around his own torso and squeezed tightly. He stayed cuddled up next to his new protector and tried to take comfort in his presence.

      As he finally drifted off to sleep a few hours later, his thoughts swirled around his sister. Of never seeing Melissa again. Of worrying she didn’t have someone to look over her without him there. That she’d grow up thinking Philip had left her deliberately, like their parents had.
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      In the two years Philip had lived with the Gardners, he’d learned a lot by watching. He saw his new parents attending church and Bible studies. He observed as they took part in bake sales and volunteered for the community. When he was young, they didn’t expect his participation so much as expected him to pay attention, and that suited Philip just fine. He learned they were a peaceful, devout couple, which made for a similarly inclined family. They had a remarkable amount of patience for Philip, and he believed they cared for him, even loved him. Still, there were some things about him that they didn't understand. They knew he’d been the one to find his parents when they died. They knew he’d wept daily during the first few months in their care, but then all of a sudden, he’d just… stopped. They didn't understand how the boy had gone from crying every day to never crying at all. They certainly didn't know what to do once they realized he’d begun hurting himself.

      He’d started small. The first time he'd cut himself, the wound had been an accident. He'd simply been careless with the cuticle nippers. It was a mistake, he swore, cutting down too close to the nail bed. He had slipped the bleeding tip of his finger between his lips. While he’d sucked in the stinging digit, he’d found it difficult to focus on anything but the sensation and the salty, metallic flavor.

      That had been the spark. The next time he’d felt his emotions building tightness in his chest, he’d grabbed a pair of scissors, the sharpened pair Mother used for her quilting. He took the blade to his shoulder, where it wasn't likely to be seen. He found that he felt immediately better, like all the tension building in his body had been released. He tested the experience a few times more after that, but it didn't take long for a habit to form.

      The Gardners didn't catch on for a long time. He tended to focus on his shoulders, upper arms, and chest. It wasn't until a late summer lake trip that they’d spotted his scars and questioned his fresh wounds. Philip had known they’d ask, so he had held off on getting undressed as long as possible. Unfortunately, Father wouldn’t tolerate him wearing a t-shirt in the water, so he’d eventually needed to disrobe. That had been six months ago.

      In the new school year, all the razor blades, scissors, and pocketknives in the house were gathered up, and Philip had begun regular counseling sessions with Pastor Andrew at their church.

      The removal of his usual implements and introduction of counseling didn't stop Philip, though. It had simply made him more creative. He got his hands on an old sewing kit. The kit had a tiny pair of scissors which were too small to do any meaningful damage, but the main prize was a selection of vicious little needles. What was more, he found that scratches from the needles were easier to hide, even though the Gardners were on alert for wounds.

      Philip didn’t like hiding his self-harm from them. It felt like lying, and the only way he knew how to lie well was to keep very quiet.

      When Philip finally got his hands on a small pen knife, he was elated. The pin pricks had held him over, but they were nothing compared to the biting slice of a blade, even a short one. When he finally worked up the courage to use it, he was a little overzealous. It had been the first time he’d used a knife on himself in a while, and afterward, his watch wasn't as helpful at hiding the deep wound as he’d hoped.

      He tried without success to convince his parents that the wound had not been an attempt on his life. They took him immediately to the hospital, where he was given a few stitches, and the attending physician was all too happy to admit him to the psychiatric ward.

      “Please don’t leave me,” he’d begged, holding tight onto his adopted mother’s blouse. “Please! I’ll never do it again.” He knew as soon as the words left his lips that they were lies to protect his habit. He was addicted to the pain and the release it brought, but his fear of being left was more powerful than his fear of being damned.

      “We only want what’s best for you,” his mother replied. She wiped tears from her cheeks, and then used those same hands to pry his fingers from her clothing.

      Once they were gone, Philip was silent. He didn't speak for three days. Not to his therapist. Not to his roommate in the ward. Not to anyone. His dark curls were in disarray and his hospital-issued clothes were disheveled, a mess after just a few days. Despite his appearance, he hadn’t forgotten his manners. He gave nods of thanks to the nurses who brought him medication and the orderlies who brought his meals, but that was all they could get out of him, aside from complaints about the medication he was given. He found the medication made him drowsy, so they allowed him to take it at night.

      After his medication was changed, he found the days were monotonous, but the evenings were something worse. At night in the darkened hallways he felt like there were always shapes moving just outside his line of sight. When he woke up in the middle of the night he had nothing to seek comfort in but shadows. It was yet another insult added to the injury of being taken from the home he had grown accustomed to.

      One morning after a particularly rough night of sleep, Philip was outside the facility. He was enjoying the warmth of the sun upon his face and the light feeling of the wind across his skin. The air had a hint of a chill and the leaves turned upside down and backward when the wind blew—a sure sign of rain. His eyes were closed and his cheeks were upturned. His vision was blurred red by the sunlight through his eyelids. For once in this wretched place, he was alone. None of the other boys had wanted to go outside, but Philip didn’t fear a little rain.

      A loud creaking jarred Philip from his moment of peace. The door to the activities room was in need of oiling. His hazel eyes fixed on the figure who’d just come through. It was an orderly.

      “Have you seen Jeffrey?”

      Philip shook his head.

      “Can you help me find him? There’s been an emergency at his home and his folks are coming to get him. They’ll be here in an hour.”

      Philip couldn’t imagine what they’d need to drag a depressed little boy home for, but he was immediately jealous. Guilt overtook him a moment later when he thought about what might be cause to beckon him home. Something wrong with Kam? Their adopted parents? Only something dire would bring him home early, and he couldn’t wish ill of his loved ones.

      “Of course,” he replied. He pushed his curiosity down, along with everything else.

      The fenced-in yard was larger than he remembered seeing when he had arrived. It ran the length of the hospital and further around the building. Philip turned left to follow the chain link around the corner of the brick, and he didn’t elevate his gaze to take in the razor wire. Philip looked around the yard and decided to peek behind the garden shed. At the back of the structure, there was a line of bushes that had become overgrown.

      He was about to leave, to trek beyond the edge of the shed, when rustling in the bushes halted him. He locked his eyes on the leaves and the low-hanging branches. Philip’s eyebrows furrowed at an all-too-familiar sound—was someone crying? It was muffled, but it wasn’t distant the way it was at the hospital at night. He crouched low beside the bush and peered beneath the greenery. “Jeff?” His voice was uncertain, but the crying stopped.

      A few drops of rain pattered onto Philip’s bare arms and onto his dark curls. He bent lower and crawled on his hands and knees into the underbrush. The bush was denser underneath than he expected, which made it challenging. The light cotton uniform the hospital supplied caught on brambles and tore. He didn’t mind—he was on the hunt. Finally, he was in familiar territory.

      “Jeff, they’re looking for you!” Philip called. He still couldn’t see the young boy, but he could sense him. As surely as he had predicted the rain, he knew Jeff was in the bush. “Come on, you’re going home!” The crying didn’t resume, but Philip heard sniffling, which meant he was on the right track. He pushed some of the undergrowth aside and continued forward. Jeff sat curled in a ball just a foot away.

      Philip scowled at him. “Why didn’t you come when I called?”

      “I can never go home,” Jeff replied, his small voice was fragile. He wouldn’t meet Philip’s gaze with his red, puffy eyes.

      “What? You’re going home now, as soon as we go inside.”

      The rain pelted harder against the leaves overhead. At this rate, it would be pouring by the time they got back across the yard.

      “I can’t go home,” Jeff repeated the sentiment. “Kam’s dead.”

      Philip recoiled from the small boy. “What did you say?”

      Jeff sniffled. “I can’t ever go home.” He stared at Philip with vacant eyes as he spoke again, “Kam’s dead.”

      “Who’s Kam?” Philip asked, his chest tight.

      “Your brother.”

      The light seemed to dim around them, as if the sun had gone behind the clouds beneath the bush. Philip’s heart sank with it. “What?”

      “Kam’s dead—Kam’s dead—Kam’s dead!” Jeff shouted the words over and over, his volume raising with every repetition so he could be heard over the roar of the howling wind.

      Philip felt the world turn sideways on its axis. He fell from the earth, and when he landed on his back, he jolted and sat upright in his hospital bed. Tears were streaming down his face.

      “It was a dream,” he hissed to himself in the dark. “Kam is fine, it was just a dream.” Without his brother to console him, he could only wrap his arms around his middle and rock slightly back and forth on the mattress. His tears flowed freely until the morning. When the orderly from his dream came to wake him, the man found Philip sitting upright in bed, his back to the wall.

      The day after his dream, he finally spoke to the psychiatrist. That morning the orderly had made a few snide comments that if he wanted to get out, then he needed to work with the doctors. The combination of the nightmare and the idea of his captivity being permanent forced him to act.

      “If you keep up not sleeping and giving them the silent treatment, they’ll keep you in here forever,” the orderly had insisted. Philip certainly didn’t want that. The thought of being trapped in the hospital while something could happen to Kam on the outside was too much. He had to get out.

      When Philip made it clear he was going to cooperate, the doctor chose to speak to him about his past, rather than about the self-harm that had resulted in Philip’s detainment.

      “How old were you when your parents died?” Dr. Garcia asked. She studied him with fawn-colored eyes and a serious expression, her dark hair neatly tied back in a ponytail.

      “Ten,” Philip had answered quietly. The doctor was a professional, and didn't so much as blink when he shifted from staring blankly at her to answering her questions. Philip felt uncomfortable opening up, but he needed to get back. Again, he thought of Kam at home without him.

      “Do you remember much about how they passed?”

      “They killed themselves,” he replied. He was still speaking softly, as if he feared being overheard. “They shot themselves when we were outside playing. I came back in to see when lunch would be ready, and I found them in the kitchen.” He was speaking slowly, carefully enunciating each word, as if that would make it less painful to recount. He thought about his parents’ passing often, but he didn’t often speak about it. Saying the words aloud was challenging. Discussing it out loud was like tonguing a cut on the roof of his mouth—it stung when touched.

      “Who was we?”

      “My sister Melissa and I.”

      “Where was Melissa when you found them?”

      “Outside. I didn't let her come in once I saw.”

      “How did you feel when you saw your parents?”

      “Sick. I threw up. Then I ran outside, screaming and crying.”

      “Do you feel like you want to cry now?”

      “No.” His voice sounded a little distant. Even as he said the word, he felt a little numb. “I’m okay now,” he lied. He was getting better at lying. He had a feeling that the longer he stayed, the better he’d get.

      “Do you cry often?”

      “No,” he lied again. “Mostly when I have nightmares.” Dr. Garcia also knew from her notes that he had nightmares fairly often. She didn’t know just how often, because Philip wasn’t very accurate in his self-reports.

      “What are your nightmares of?”

      “Playing with Melissa,” he answered, his voice still low.

      “Why do you cry when you dream of Melissa?” Dr. Garcia asked, studying the boy carefully.

      “Because I’ll never see her again,” Philip replied. His tone was still muted, devoid of any emotion despite what he was saying. Detaching from his feelings had been the only way so far he had found to deal with them. Well, that and the self-harm, but that was hardly an option in the hospital.

      “Do you feel like crying now?”

      “No.”

      “Were you crying when you cut your wrist?” the psychiatrist wondered, finally looping back to the matter at hand.

      “Yes,” he admitted. It was the first time he'd spoken about what had sent him to the hospital, beyond insisting that he hadn't wanted to kill himself. He didn’t want to talk about it, but he wanted to stay committed even less. He knew he had to give the doctor something to work with. The orderly had been very clear about that.

      “Do you feel like you need to hurt yourself when you cry?”

      “No, but it helps.”

      “How does it help?”

      “It’s like unlocking a garden gate,” he explained cryptically. “Having the gate unlocked makes going through it easier.”

      “That’s what crying is, something to get through?” the woman asked.

      Philip thought about the question for a moment. Unlike the previous questions, this felt more like she wanted his opinion. He didn't know how to provide his opinion, not on something personal like this.

      “Yes,” he finally said, but he sounded uncertain. His voice wavered a little when he spoke.

      “You know you can cry if you need to when you meet with me,” the doctor offered. “This is a safe place where you can feel whatever emotions are moving through you. I won't judge you if you cry, or shout into a pillow, or pace around the room—whatever helps you. Dr. Kramer feels the same way.” Dr. Kramer was the psychologist who led the group therapy and individual therapy sessions. Philip had been mute during those, at least so far.

      “Okay.” Philip didn't want to cry, or shout, or pace. He wanted to go home. “What if I just want to talk, like this?”

      “That’s fine too, if that's what you need,” the doctor replied with a nod. “It’ll take a few weeks for you to feel a difference with the medication I prescribed.”

      “What will it feel like?” Philip asked. He knew he’d begun taking a medication, but he didn't know what the point of it was supposed to be. The only thing he’d felt so far was sleepy and mildly dizzy, but surely that wasn’t meant to help.

      “You shouldn't feel like you need to hurt yourself so much, and the sadness shouldn't feel so deep.”

      Philip nodded. He didn't know if he believed the little white pills he took would make a difference, but he hoped they would. If the medicine worked, he’d get to go home. “How long do I have to stay?” he asked.

      “Until we see how the medicine’s working, and until we know you won’t be a danger to yourself.”
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      A few days after that session with Dr. Garcia, the Gardners came to visit Philip. They came as a family on Sunday afternoon, after church. They were dressed in their Sunday best, and Philip felt self-conscious in his hospital-issued clothes and grippy socks.

      “How are you doing?” his mother asked.

      “I’m doing well,” Philip replied, smiling. “I want to come home.”

      His mother eyed the bandages on his wrist where he’d cut himself, and her smile looked strained. “As soon as the doctors release you, dear.”

      “What have you been doing?” Kam asked, blue eyes bright and his light brownish hair tousled like always.

      “I have sessions with Dr. Garcia. She handles my medicine. I meet with her once a week. Then I have sessions with Dr. Kramer. I meet with her by myself, and then in a few groups.” He shrugged. “Those schedules are all different. When I’m not meeting with one of them, I play with the other kids, do crafts…” he trailed off and shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes I just sit in my room by myself or watch the other kids play.”

      “It sounds like they keep you busy,” Kam suggested. He didn't sound too confident. “I’m glad you're not dead,” was what he finally decided on, and his mother glared.

      For some reason the words, more than their mother’s reaction, made Philip smile. “I’m glad I'm not dead too,” he agreed. “What have you been doing?”

      “It’s just the same as before you left,” Kam shrugged. He carded his fingers through his hair—it was slightly too long, so he’d be getting a haircut soon. “Schoolwork every day. Homeschool circle twice a week. Bible studies. Church. The only thing that’s different is that you're not there.”

      “We do miss you terribly,” his mother added, glad the boys had moved to less morbid subjects. “We’re really looking forward to when you’re well and can come home.”

      “I want to come home now,” Philip said earnestly. Tears welled and threatened to fall down his cheeks. Seeing him getting emotional got his mother choked up, and she looked to his father.

      “We’ll take you home as soon as they say you can go, son,” his father said simply, in his steady baritone. He adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses on the bridge of his nose. “But we have to give the medicine time to work.”

      Philip nodded, but he didn't agree. He didn't think he needed medicine, or therapy, or any of it. He just wanted to go back home.

      “What was today’s sermon?” he asked, hoping to turn the conversation to happier things.
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      Over the next few weeks, Philip tried to improve. He was contributing regularly to group and individual therapy sessions, and Dr. Garcia seemed to think the medication was doing its job. He performed better on the diagnostic inventories the psychiatrists used to gauge his well-being. They had increased his medication dosage gradually, and although he felt more muted, a little more numb, he didn’t feel dramatically different. He did find that he wanted to hurt himself less frequently. His emotions felt less intense. He even looked better—he’d resumed brushing his hair and he was sleeping better now that his bunk was more familiar.

      The bandages and stitches had come off and out. A nurse said that if Philip didn't scratch the scab, there wasn't likely to be more than a minimal scar. Philip hadn't been especially worried about scarring, but the woman had sounded so relieved for him that he hadn't wanted to disappoint her.

      “When do you think I’ll get to go home?” he asked Dr. Garcia at his next appointment.

      “Soon, Philip. You’ve made great progress,” the doctor replied. “Your parents want to take you home just as soon as you’re ready.” That made the boy smile. It meant a lot to him that the Gardners missed him when he was gone. It even meant something to him that they had cared enough about him to have him committed in the first place, though he still hadn’t quite forgiven them. He cared for them too, in his own way. They didn’t feel like his parents, but they were adults he could trust and he loved them. It didn’t hurt to call them Mother and Father.

      “Just tell me what I have to say to get out of here,” Philip said, eager to please the doctor.

      The woman chuckled. “It’s not as simple as that,” she replied. But over the years, Philip learned that wasn’t true.
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      It took another two years before Philip hurt himself badly enough to worry his mother again. That time, he didn't cut himself, but had chosen to take a bottle of painkillers. He was willing to admit that it was a suicide attempt. He’d tried to kill himself rather than face life without Kam. He couldn't handle more loss.

      His older brother had been planning to leave. Kam’s relationship with their parents had grown strained, and an uncle a few states away had offered to take him in. It had been a last-ditch alternative before sending Kam to military school.

      Philip had begged and pleaded and cried to keep Kam with him, but his parents had made up their minds. They couldn't handle Kam’s defiant behavior anymore, and they weren't willing to try anything else to keep their elder son under their roof. In the face of his failure to convince them, Philip lashed out in the only way that had ever been successful for him—self-destruction.

      The day the family was meant to pack up the car and start on the nineteen-hour road trip to take Kam to Uncle Adam’s, they were instead waiting in a hospital hallway while the fourteen-year-old had his stomach pumped.

      In the car on the way to the hospital, Kam had held Philip’s hand in the back seat. The boys had sat on opposite sides of the car, and their had hands met low on the middle seat, out of their parents’ line of sight. Kam’s warm palm on Philip’s kept him tethered to the world around him. He felt cold except for where his hand was touching Kam, and he had to fight to stay awake.

      “You can’t send me away while Philip is in the hospital,” Kam had argued, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I need to be here in case anything happens,” he insisted. “Please. I’ll listen to you, I swear.” Their mother had been too exhausted with worry to argue.

      Father had agreed they could postpone sending Kam away to their uncle’s until they were sure Philip was stabilized at the mental hospital.

      For the first few weeks, Kam was on his best behavior at home. It helped, of course, that Philip flew into hysterics any time Uncle Adam was mentioned, either by the Gardners or by staff at the hospital. Kam tried to do anything his parents asked of him, but eventually, he began to fall short.

      Unfortunately for their parents, it was very clear that Kam’s presence was a non-negotiable piece of Philip’s recovery. Kam had agreed to go, Uncle Adam had agreed to take him, but Philip couldn’t handle the thought of Kam going away even temporarily. The idea that Philip might go back to a home without Kam made him want to curl up into a ball. He wanted to pull Kam close and hold on tight so that no one could send him away.

      When Philip finally came home from the hospital, his parents had been offered the guidance that he was an incredibly sensitive, traumatized boy. Although their parents weren’t explicitly told they should bend to his will, they were encouraged to consider his history of loss and whether sending Kam away was critical. The Gardners took the counsel to heart. Once Philip was released, there wasn't any more talk of Kam going away. Uncle Adam couldn't be expected to handle both boys, especially when Philip was so troubled, and it was clear Philip was too fragile to handle losing someone else. In the interest of peace, the Gardners dropped the issue.

      There was a small uptick in the number of shouting matches Kam got into with their parents, once it was clear he wasn't being sent away. Philip noticed the only times they didn’t fight was after Kam took small, hand-rolled cigarettes into the backyard. He'd come back inside from behind the shed with bloodshot eyes and infinitely more patience for his parents. He’d change his clothes so they wouldn’t pick up on the smell, and then he could take anything their parents threw at him.

      Their parents never knew about the cigarettes, as far as Philip could tell, and they didn't seem to make any connection with Kam’s moods. Philip never asked about his habits, and Kam never volunteered the information. This was for the best, as any interference with Philip’s medication could have been dangerous. Only one of the boys could afford to self-medicate.
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      By the time Philip was sixteen, he had perfected the art of getting what he needed from institutions and of being released on his own terms. As far as Philip was concerned, it was always an accident that got him into the facilities in the first place, and so it was his own deliberate efforts that would release him.

      This accident, as he would come to call it, was twofold. The first piece was what happened to a bully, Isaiah Frederick. Philip had begun going to a community center to socialize and play games with other teenagers. Shortly after Philip’s birthday, Isaiah began harassing him every day.

      He had started by teasing Philip about everything from his haircut and how he dressed to what church the family went to. Philip did what he could to ignore the taunts. After a few weeks, Isaiah resorted to pushing and shoving Philip. When he did, the younger boy snapped. He wasn’t sure what made him lose control. Something about Isaiah’s hands grabbing him roughly was too much. His blood boiled and he let loose a roar as a powerful animal instinct overtook him.

      Philip grabbed Isaiah by the shoulders and managed to trip him, knocking the elder boy to the ground. Once he was on the ground, Philip kicked and scratched and even bit Isaiah when the older boy took a swing at him. By the end the other boy had a split lip, a busted eyebrow, and a cracked rib or two for his trouble. It had been Kam who’d broken up the pummeling.

      Philip was sent away to a juvenile detention facility. The second fold of his accident was stabbing himself in the arm with a fork he’d stolen from the dining hall. That had been enough for the state to hand his care over to a mental health facility. Philip felt it was worth the pain in his arm. In his mind, a few months in a mental hospital was arguably better than the juvenile detention ward, and it also meant he could have more regular family visits.

      “You can’t keep doing this, Philip,” Kam grumbled, one week later when he had made the drive to see Philip alone. His blue eyes were bloodshot and had dark circles under them; he hadn’t been sleeping well. “Every time something upsets you, you can’t take it out on yourself. Stabbing yourself in the arm?” Kam shook his head. “That jerk wasn't worth hurting yourself over.”

      “But I shouldn't have reacted that way,” Philip argued. “I should have been stronger than that.”

      “Well, you weren't, and he deserved it,” Kam retorted. “You didn't do anything wrong by teaching him a lesson. I don't care what the court said.”

      “I shouldn't have kicked him. I went too far. Knocking him down should have been enough. I should be better than that.”

      “Why?” Kam asked, inclining his head to the side. “I’m not.” That got a laugh out of Philip, but it wasn't enough to sway him. “You can’t keep hurting yourself when you get upset.” Philip smiled weakly when his brother doubled down, and he shrugged his shoulders. Kam wasn’t fazed. “Hurting you doesn't help anyone else, including you.” Before Philip could protest, the bell chimed that indicated the visiting hour was over.
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      Philip had been hospitalized enough that he knew the routine and what the providers wanted to hear. By the end of the month, he had both the psychiatrist and the psychologist eating out of the palm of his hand. He didn’t feel like he wanted to hurt himself or anyone else, so it wasn’t that he was lying necessarily. He was simply embellishing the truth.

      As soon as he had the option, both eagerly signed off that he could be released into the care of his parents. They stipulated that he needed to continue to attend weekly counseling sessions, but they could be conducted by the pastor of the family’s church, so long as the pastor filled out the necessary forms.

      After his release. Isaiah never so much as looked at Philip the wrong way again. Not that it mattered, Philip wasn’t afraid of him any longer. Every time their eyes met Philip just saw Isaiah broken and bloodied at his feet. To be safe, for both of their sakes, Philip stopped going to the community center.
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      After eight years with the Gardner family, in and out of hospitals, the dreams of his old family came less frequently. Instead of every night, he woke up crying once every few months.

      It was an improvement.

      He wasn’t proud of the progress he made, however. It came at a cost. Every night he didn’t remember and mourn his family felt like a personal, moral failure. His hormones had opted to replace them with new dreams.

      The dreams weren’t the first changes Philip had to contend with. A few months prior, his stomach and chest had begun to itch. Hair grew in wild, unruly patches. That had been his first physical shift, years behind his peers. The peach fuzz on his chin had followed. His voice had fortunately only cracked once. The dreams, however, had started coming with alarming frequency.

      At least once per week if not more, Philip would wake up panting and sweating, unable to ignore the damp, sticky warmth between his legs. When his eyes opened, he could never raise them from his own body and shame. He felt heat in his cheeks if he even glanced toward his brother’s side of their cramped bedroom, even in the dark while Kam was sleeping.

      By the morning, Philip had always changed his clothes and stripped his sheets. He could never meet Kam’s eyes. He was too afraid his glance would linger too long on his brother’s lips, too worried his thoughts would flash back to his lurid imaginings. Each morning, he remembered all too clearly the way Kam tasted hours ago, in his dreams. How soft his brother’s body felt in his hands…

      In his imagination, he could even picture how his brother’s skin would smell, clean and fresh, just before he traced it with his tongue.

      Images from those dreams haunted his waking hours. Kam would move to pass the peas at dinner, and Philip would have to blink back something that made his toes curl beneath the table.

      Before puberty hit, every night he hadn’t dreamt of his lost family had been a blessing, but now the heartbreak was replaced by dreams of vulgar sin. He’d been too embarrassed to broach the topic with their pastor at his weekly counseling sessions, but his adoptive parents took note when Philip began taking an interest in his own laundry.

      One evening before supper, his father pulled him aside. He led Philip into his study—a room typically reserved for independent reflection or his official church business as an Elder. Father looked every bit as tidy and pressed as he did for church every Sunday. His dark brown hair was neatly combed, and his shirt was tucked into his trousers around his wide middle.

      “Philip,” the older man began, his voice deep and warm. “I’d like to speak with you about something important.”

      Philip’s blood turned to ice. He’d had another sinful dream the night before. He knew that as a boy, before he’d started medication, he’d spoken on occasion during his sleep. He’d even been prone to bouts of sleepwalking. He swallowed, but it didn’t clear the lump in his throat. What if he had spoken again? He could only imagine what vile things he might have said or moaned the night before. What if Kam heard? A wave of nausea nearly capsized him.

      “Don’t be afraid, son.” His father’s lips twitched. He wasn’t smiling, not really, but his expression did look a touch less severe. “I’ve put off this conversation for too long, but you never showed any interest— Well. We’re having it now.”

      Philip nodded. He wasn’t confident he could speak without confessing everything.

      “You’re familiar with Genesis?”

      Once again, Philip nodded. It seemed this conversation wasn’t easy for his father either.

      “Genesis says that God created mankind in his own image, male and female, and that God encouraged them to be fruitful and multiply, to fill the Earth, and to subdue it.” He looked to Philip over his glasses.

      Philip froze under his father’s direct attention. It felt like the man could see into his very soul. “Yes,” he said quietly. He agreed because he didn’t know what else to do.

      The reply, however inadequate it may have felt to Philip, was sufficient for his father, and he continued. He couldn’t recite the passages he referenced by memory, but he knew them well enough to call the sentiments to mind. “In Thessalonians, it’s said that it’s God’s will that you should be sanctified, and that you should avoid sexual immorality.” His tone was somewhat accusing, though what Philip noticed most was that this was the first time he’d ever heard his father reference sex. “You should learn to control your body, your sinful impulses, in a way that is holy and honorable—as the scripture says.” Philip swallowed again, and his father frowned.

      Controlling his body, controlling his mind—those ideas felt too far out of reach.

      “You have it within you, Philip, to be godly. You aren’t a beast filled with the passionate lust of the pagans.”

      Philip meant to speak then, to reassure his father that he hadn’t deliberately sinned during his waking hours, but his father raised a hand to silence him before he could utter a word.

      “My son, I believe the best of you, but this will require effort on your part. As Galatians says, you must stand firm and resist to submitting to a yoke of slavery. I encourage you to walk the path of the spirit, and it will keep you from carrying out the desires of the flesh.”

      Desires of the flesh. Even the words sounded sinful to his ears. (And so delicious…)

      “Dreams,” Philip said suddenly. He was desperate to interrupt, lest his father say something else that sounded so electrically enticing and damning all at once. “I’ve been having… dreams.” He couldn’t help feeling that his tone wasn’t sufficiently apologetic.
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