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CAROLINE—BEFORE


My mother takes the vase from the bookshelf and hurls it, smashing it to bits by my father’s bare feet. My father doesn’t even step back as the tiny pink and white pieces of ceramic skid past him on the hardwood floor. He just stands there, staring.

‘Dylan! Dylan, where are you!’ My mother shrieks my brother’s name and collapses into the mess she’s just made.

I’ve never heard my mother yell like this. Like the yell has crawled from the base of her feet and up her spine and forced itself out of her mouth. Like it’s coming from some other planet. Her screams are especially scary because they’re so different from the calm and collected way she behaved just moments ago when the police arrived. They came to say they don’t know anything new. That they don’t have the slightest idea where Dylan might be.

My mother nodded numbly, but as soon as she shut the door after them, she started to scream.

My father crouches down next to her on the floor, but when he tries to put his arms around her, she shrugs him off and spreads herself flat, kicking the pieces of broken vase out behind her with her feet and sending them spinning wildly out in front of her with her hands.

My grandmother and aunt run in from the kitchen, and as the anxious huddle around my mother grows, I slip down the hallway toward my bedroom, even though I don’t understand how my body is managing to move at all.

Since my little brother disappeared four days ago, I’m actually not sure how we’ve all managed to stay alive, much less move. My mother isn’t eating, and my father isn’t sleeping. I’ve done a little bit of both, but barely. Now I make it inside my bedroom and shut the door, then crawl into my unmade bed. I’m still dressed in my Violent Femmes T-shirt and butterfly-patterned pajama pants that I’ve been wearing since Saturday. I’ve got on the same underpants from that day, too, if you want to know the truth. My parents haven’t changed clothes either, or brushed their teeth or combed their hair. It’s like we’ve been frozen in that moment when we first realized Dylan was missing. And I mean scary, terrible missing. Not lost in the woods missing, which is bad enough. But taken missing. Kidnapped missing.

Burying my head under my pillow, I decide to count to one hundred and tell myself that by the time I’m finished, we’ll have found Dylan alive.

‘One … two … three …’ I whisper.

With my whole heart I will the police to call our house or ring our doorbell with good news.

‘Four … five … six.’

I imagine some nice lady ordering a pizza and seeing the neon yellow MISSING flyer with Dylan’s picture pasted on the pizza box – the one where he’s wearing his sweet toothy grin and his favorite cartoon space alien T-shirt – and then I imagine her looking out the window and spotting Dylan standing in her front yard, just waiting to be found.

‘Seven … eight … nine.’

I fantasize that one of the many made up, hair sprayed, honey-voiced television news reporters who’ve been interviewing my pale, barefooted parents in our family room over and over these past few days runs another story, a story where the right person realizes the right thing and makes the right phone call and my brother, my sweet little brother, comes home safe.

‘Ten … eleven … twelve.’

I make it to one hundred, but nothing happens.






ETHAN—BEFORE


All it takes is someone who isn’t Marty opening the door of the apartment. In the end, it’s as simple as that.

Simple. Yeah.

It’s not one police officer who shows up but four or five. They have their guns up like on television and in the movies, and the little kid whose name I don’t know and who is sitting next to me on the couch watching me play video games wets himself when they bust in. It’s the third time he’s pissed himself since Marty brought him here, and the first two times Marty swore and I scrubbed out the kid’s pants in the kitchen sink and the kid just walked around making circles with his feet and whimpering.

But this time when he wets himself, I don’t move to help him. I don’t move at all. Because now the police are here, and they’re shouting and asking us who we are, and the little kid is wet and crying and he gets up and runs to the door, and one officer takes him outside and for a split second I’m jealous. Because I don’t know if I’m going to get to go, too. And I sit there, my game console still in my hands, the bleeps of the video game speeding up. They’re going as fast as my heart is pounding. Suddenly, the electronic beats explode into a sad tune and I die on the screen, but my real heart – the heart inside of me – it’s still pumping. I glance at the television and I look at the officers and I don’t know what’s up or what’s down, what’s real or what’s not.

But my heart is beating, so I’ve got to be alive.

‘What’s your name, son?’ says one officer. She’s a girl. A woman, I mean, with dark hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. There hasn’t been a woman in this apartment in all the time I’ve been here.

I’m trying to catch my breath. I’m trying to speak. Without even realizing I’m doing it, my eyes go to the closet in the corner of the room. The one with the Master Lock on the outside. My tongue fills up my mouth, and I can’t answer.

‘Son?’ she says. Her voice gets a little softer, and I look at her again.

The other officers are racing around the apartment, opening doors, yelling at each other.

‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’

It’s the way she says sweetheart. That’s what works.

‘I’m Ethan,’ I tell her.






May 25, 2016

HOUSTON, TEXAS.



An 11-year-old boy who disappeared from the town of Dove Lake, Texas, was found alive Wednesday in a Houston apartment complex almost 100 miles away from where he had been abducted, along with a 15-year-old boy kidnapped from the same area in 2012, authorities said. The boys were found in the Houston apartment of Martin Gulliver, 43, who died of a self-inflicted gunshot when authorities attempted to arrest him at his workplace, Sheriff Joseph Garcia said.

The boys appeared physically unharmed. Dylan Anderson, 11, who has autism, was reunited with his parents and older sister on Wednesday evening. He had been last seen walking in his neighborhood on Saturday afternoon.

An area woman witnessed Dylan walking past her house alone, which she found unusual as she had never seen him outside of his house unsupervised. She told authorities that a few moments later she spotted a black pickup with severe damage to the rear bumper speeding away from the area.

Searchers from Dove Lake and surrounding communities searched on foot and horseback through the night and during the weekend. A break in the case came when Houston authorities were serving a warrant at the apartment complex on an unrelated case and discovered a pickup that matched the description of the vehicle seen near the scene of Dylan’s disappearance. A check of the vehicle tags connected the vehicle to Gulliver’s apartment.

Garcia says officers were shocked when they entered the apartment and discovered Ethan Jorgenson, 15, who had disappeared from Dove Lake in May of 2012. He had been heading to a friend’s house and never arrived.

Ethan was reunited with his parents, Phillip and Megan Jorgenson, on Wednesday evening. In the four years Ethan had been missing, his parents had emptied retirement accounts to hire private investigators in an effort to find their son. Psychics hired by the couple told them their son was most likely dead. Ethan’s disappearance served as a cautionary tale in the small community where residents often left doors unlocked and let children play unsupervised in nearby creeks and wooded areas.

‘We lost our small town innocence the day Ethan disappeared,’ said Beth Murphy, a resident who helped organize annual vigils held during the four years Ethan was missing.

After authorities found the boys, police approached Gulliver at his workplace, Gina’s Italian Kitchen, where Gulliver had worked as a cook since 2008. According to Garcia, when Gulliver saw the officers approaching, he exited on foot through the back of the restaurant and shot himself with a concealed weapon he had been carrying. He was pronounced dead at Houston’s Ben Taub Hospital.

Despite owning a vehicle, Gulliver often walked or took the bus for his shifts at the restaurant, and fellow employees say he rarely missed work. They were unaware of Ethan Jorgenson’s presence and believed Gulliver lived alone.

According to Garcia, authorities in Houston and Dove Lake are working together to establish the motive behind the kidnappings. One law enforcement source who wished to remain unidentified said Gulliver lived in Dove Lake briefly as a teenager and may have returned to the town because he was familiar with the area but would not be recognized.

‘It’s highly unusual for there to be two abductions from the same area by the same perpetrator,’ said Garcia. ‘There are a lot of unanswered questions right now. But the most important thing is two boys are back home safe with their families tonight.’

Abel Hernandez, 54, who lives at the apartment complex where the boys were found, said Gulliver was a polite but quiet man who kept to himself. Hernandez said he and other residents assumed Ethan was Gulliver’s son, and that the two were regularly seen outside the apartment. According to neighbors, Ethan went by the name Ethan Gulliver. Hernandez said Ethan never appeared frightened of Gulliver and seemed to come and go as he pleased.

‘One time I asked him how school was going, and he told me he was going to school online,’ said Hernandez. ‘He didn’t seem like a kid who’d been kidnapped.’

At a brief news conference held Wednesday evening in Dove Lake, both families thanked law enforcement for helping to find their sons.

‘We are so grateful to have Ethan back, I can’t even express it in words,’ said a tearful Megan Jorgenson. ‘We’ve finally managed to wake up from our nightmare.’

Dylan’s parents, Andrew and Mindy, were equally thankful as was Dylan’s sister, Caroline, 16.

‘I want to hold my little brother tight and never let him go,’ she said to reporters.






ETHAN—92 DAYS AFTERWARD


These are the sounds from home that I hadn’t realized I remembered until I came home after four years and heard them again:

 

• The yip-yip-yip of Missy the Chihuahua next door

• The clunk-plunk of the ice maker

• My dad’s car pulling into the driveway and the thud of the driver’s side door shutting, and then exactly eight beats later his keys in the front door

• The sigh my mother makes after she takes her first sip from her nightly cup of Earl Grey decaffeinated tea – how it starts really loud and then gets smaller and smaller like it’s running downhill or something

• The theme song to All Things Considered on the kitchen radio

• The screech of the garbage truck brakes on Monday mornings

 

All those sounds kept happening while I was gone. The refrigerator kept making ice. Missy kept barking. The garbage truck kept stopping. And I wasn’t here to hear them.

 

 

It’s been three months since I’ve come home, and I keep remembering sounds. And smells. All summer long they’ve been coming back to me. As soon as I remember them I realize I never really forgot them. Maybe I just kept them somewhere deep inside me that Marty couldn’t get to. Which makes me glad, I guess. But it makes me depressed, too. Because I realize how much I missed those sounds. Even the Chihuahua.

These are the smells from home that I hadn’t realized I remembered until I came home after four years and smelled them again:

 

• Fabuloso floor cleaner in lavender that Gloria uses to clean our floors

• Yankee Candles in Honeydew Melon and Kitchen Spice – my mom orders them in bulk online

• The Irish Spring soap my dad uses in the shower

• The stink of my old gym shoes, which were still in my room four years later even though they didn’t fit me anymore, and which still managed to smell like my middle school locker room

• Clean sheets on my bed. I don’t even know what Gloria uses to wash them, and I don’t care. Clean sheets. I can’t tell you how much I fucking appreciate those now.

• Venison-and-pork sausage grilling on the stove top – my dad’s favorite on Saturday mornings

 

Damn, now that I think about it, I could make a whole list of tastes I’d forgotten/secretly remembered.

I’ve wondered about asking Dr Greenberg about all of these smells and sounds, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to phrase the question. Like, is it normal to think about sounds and smells so much, Dr Greenberg? Do all the other guys that you treat who were kidnapped when they were eleven and a half and then were found after four years also think about sounds and smells? I mean, it’s not like there are a lot of us who fit this description. He’s probably as clueless as me about to how to deal with me. We’ve been meeting twice a week for three months now and basically all we talk about is the weather and how I’m sleeping. He always wants to know how I’m sleeping.

My answer is always, ‘Not so good.’ Which is why I’m on one medicine to help me fall asleep and one medicine to help me stay asleep.

Neither one helps me sleep with the lights off, so I have to sleep with them on.

The nights are the worst.

 

These are the sounds from when Marty had me that I don’t realize I’ve kept somewhere deep inside me until I hear something that reminds me of them:

 

• That clicking sound a doorknob makes when you shut it

• The squeaks a mattress makes sometimes

• Heavy bass in hip-hop music

• Microwave beeps

• Cigarette lighters clicking

 

And these are the smells:

 

• Cigarette smoke

• McDonald’s

• Italian carryout heated up too many times

• Palmolive dish soap

• Red wine

 

Maybe next time I go see Dr Greenberg I can ask him about the smells and the sounds. But probably I won’t. Probably I’ll do what I usually do, which is sit and nod at what he’s saying while on the inside I’m wondering all these weird things that I can’t say out loud to this Dr Greenberg guy who I barely know. Probably I’ll do what I usually do, which is look out the window at this huge pecan tree growing outside of Dr Greenberg’s office and think about how for the four years I was gone it was there, growing and getting to be this pecan tree. Doing its pecan tree thing. Waking up every morning under the sun and becoming a little bit bigger each day. Not worried about anything.






CAROLINE—96 DAYS AFTERWARD


All day long my mom has been after me to haul the stacks of old newspapers and magazines that have been breeding in the garage out to the garbage can at the back of the house. When the sun starts to set, I finally get around to it. As I struggle to lift the lid and dump the junk, I notice one of the yellowing papers has a big picture of Dylan under the front page headline. It was taken the day he was rescued. I stare at the picture of him standing between me and my parents, clutching my mother’s arm, and I can’t believe it’s been just over three months since Dylan came home and we were on the front page of almost every major paper in Texas.

I mean, never once in my soul-sucking, mind-numbing, small-town Texas life did I think that one day I would be standing in front of CNN anchor Gloria Conway in all her hair sprayed, stiletto-wearing glory as she asked me what any rational person would qualify as The Stupidest Questions in the World.

 

How does it feel to have your little brother back?

How did you keep it together these last few days?

Have you felt like a support for your parents as they’ve dealt with this unimaginable situation?

 

Gloria fired questions at me while I was standing in the Dove Lake High School gymnasium, the only place the local police could think to put all the reporters and cameras because it was the one space in town that would hold all of them. Blinking as the camera flashes went off. Stuck in the very same spot where my best friend Emma Saunders and I regularly lied to that rat-faced Coach Underhill about having cramps so we wouldn’t have to complete the volleyball unit. There I stood, clutching my baby brother’s hand as he rocked back and forth and pushed his face into my mom’s armpit. My parents cried, and I thanked the God I wasn’t sure I believed in for bringing Dylan home to us. I even answered all of Gloria Conway’s stupid questions as a sign of thanks to some higher power.

And I said a silent prayer, too, that she didn’t ask the questions that I didn’t want to answer.

 

Why was Dylan outside unsupervised?

Who normally would have been keeping an eye on Dylan at that time?

How are you planning to help Dylan recover from this traumatic event, given his special needs?

 

The reporters, some of them from as far away as England, were pretty interested in us, but Ethan Jorgenson got most of the attention. To be gone four years and found just over an hour away? And to have apparently had the chance to leave and not have left? That’s what everyone was talking about under their breaths.

The police kept our two families mostly separated in the aftermath. I didn’t see Ethan during the interviews at the police station. Or the examinations at the hospital. I’m not sure why. But we were all hustled into the gym together for the news conferences, and I caught a glimpse of him through the crowd of reporters. Tall. Dark hair. A bunch of piercings in his left ear. Not bad looking, to tell you the truth, but skinnier than I remembered him. Maybe that bastard who took him and Dylan didn’t feed him much, I don’t know. He looked so different, but of course that makes sense since he’d been gone for so long, and a lot happens to you between eleven and fifteen. I mean, at eleven I could wear clothes from the boy’s department, but by fifteen my boobs were as big as my mother’s.

Ethan had been a year behind me in school, but Dove Lake is tiny enough that it was easy to recall how he always played basketball at recess during elementary school and whacked away at the drums in the school band. I still remember his lopsided smile staring out at us from the MISSING posters taped to the front doors of the Tom Thumb and the Walgreens and the Wal-Mart and the Dairy Queen and the waiting room at his dad’s office. Dr Jorgenson is my dentist just like he’s the dentist for every kid in town because he’s the only dentist in town, and for years, even after everyone was pretty much sure that Ethan Jorgenson was a skeleton at the bottom of a lake somewhere, even after all the other flyers had been taken down because it was just too sad to keep them up, Ethan’s smile stared at me from the bulletin board in the waiting room when I went in for a cleaning every six months. And when Dr Jorgenson would come in during my checkups and nod and examine my teeth and ask me about how school was going, I would think about Ethan Jorgenson and his crooked smile and I’d feel so sorry for Dr Jorgenson. I don’t know how he even managed to get up each day, much less stare into the mouths of squirming pre-schoolers and pimply teenagers who probably reminded him of his son every second of every hour. He and Mrs Jorgenson didn’t have any other kids. They just had Ethan.

And then one awful day they didn’t anymore.

Ethan and his parents got booked on the Carlotta King show a few days after he and Dylan were found. The reporters were done asking my family questions, but the Carlotta King interview aired nationally on a Wednesday night, and there were promos running for it every hour on the hour in the days leading up to it. My parents didn’t want to watch it. Let’s leave well enough alone. Dylan is back. He’s safe. He’s unharmed. We don’t need to watch that, Caroline. We don’t need to get ourselves all worked up.

But of course I recorded it and after everyone was asleep – well, after Dylan fell asleep crying in my mother’s arms and my mother passed out on the floor next to his bed because it was the only way he’d drift off and my father acted the whole time like nothing was going on by shutting himself inside his bedroom, after all of that – I crept into the family room and watched it. I watched as Carlotta King tilted her head, furrowed her brow, and parted her lip-glossed pink lips just so before asking another probing question. She had this way about her, Carlotta King did, of making you feel like you were just sitting at the bus stop with her having a chat. It seemed like talking to her would be like talking to your favorite teacher from elementary school, the one who gave generous hugs and smiled sweetly when you accidentally called her Mom. No wonder Carlotta King scored all the big deal interviews with politicians who’d cheated on their wives and celebrities who’d gotten arrested drunk driving.

Phillip and Megan, you moved here to Dove Lake from Austin when Ethan was a preschooler in the hopes that you’d be raising your son in a safe, almost idyllic environment. Small Town, USA. And then this tragedy happens. How do you settle that in your minds?

Ethan, this question is delicate, but can you tell me how you got through these past four years? What was your day-to-day life like?

So what’s next for the Jorgenson family? Will you be continuing with the foundation you’ve started? You’ve done such wonderful work for the families of other missing kids across this country.

I texted Emma, This is so freaking weird.

No shit she wrote back. She had watched the interview earlier, and she wanted to know what I was thinking as I watched it. But pretty soon I was ignoring her texts, totally immersed in listening to my dentist and his wife and their son – a kid I used to pass by in the cafeteria at Dove Lake Primary – talk to the entire country about what had happened to them. They looked pretty put together considering. Ethan’s piercings had disappeared from his ear. Dr Jorgenson was wearing a tie and a blazer, and Mrs Jorgenson had on a swanky plum suit she must have found in the city or at least online. No store in Dove Lake would carry something so pricey.

They talked like they’d gone over the questions ahead of time, and maybe they had. Ethan’s answers were short, and he kept glancing at his parents in between. I felt sorry for him, but a lot of people were saying the Jorgensons were doing this to get the media off their backs. One Carlotta King interview and then hopefully everyone would leave them alone.

I waited for Carlotta King to ask Ethan why he didn’t try to run away, especially since reporters were finding out he’d been seen biking and hanging out outside the apartment complex in Houston all by himself while that bastard was at work. Some reports even said he’d made friends with other kids in the neighborhood. But she didn’t ask those questions. I waited for her to ask about Dylan, too. About how that bastard had managed to kidnap him from practically in front of our house. About what had happened to him while he’d been gone. But she never said a word about us. I guess she figured like everybody else that my little brother was only gone a few nights. That was nothing compared to what Ethan had been through. Never mind that on the evening I was watching Carlotta King and Ethan Jorgenson and his parents, I heard my little brother waking up in his bedroom down the hall, shrieking at the top of his lungs so loud that I couldn’t begin to make out the words my mother was using to try to calm him down.

It’s been three months since that interview aired. Three months since I saw Ethan Jorgenson in the Dove Lake High School gym. Three months since Dylan came home. And he still wakes up screaming, and my mother still sleeps on his bedroom floor a lot of the time, and my dad still comes home later and later. As for me, I hide in the shadows of my house, my mind unable to stop wondering and worrying about what happened to my baby brother when he was taken from us.






ETHAN—105 DAYS AFTERWARD


When my mom drives me to Dr Greenberg’s, we have to travel the same highway Marty used when he first took me, and this makes me anxious as hell. It takes an hour on the interstate to get to Dr Greenberg’s. There aren’t any therapists for me in Dove Lake or even in the next town or two over. So twice a week I get in the front seat of my mom’s Volvo and she lets me pick out something to listen to (usually nothing, sometimes Green Day). We start the drive to Dr Greenberg’s, and I fight the urge not to puke because I feel so bad. At first I thought about asking my mom if there was another way, but I know that if there is, it involves taking a million back roads and would take two hours instead of just one. So mostly I just squeeze my hands into fists and rub my thumbs over my knuckles until we get there. I imagine my thumbs are little mountain climbers and my knuckles are the mountains.

Up down and up down and up down and up down …

I used this trick when I was with Marty. It helps calm me down. Sometimes.

At first I didn’t have to worry about all of this because Dr Greenberg came to us, back when the media was still all crazy and reporters were literally camping out in our front yard. Dad’s old college friend who lives in New York and is some big brain doctor or something recommended Dr Greenberg and put us in touch and everything. Mom said he had a national reputation and lots of experience helping patients dealing with severe trauma. Those are the words she used. Severe trauma. Which made me feel more like someone with a broken leg than a kid who’d been kidnapped, but OK.

When Dr Greenberg first visited us, my initial thought was this guy looks really weird. I wasn’t sure how old he was, but he looked like a grandpa. He had a huge white beard and these bushy eyebrows that were so out of control I couldn’t even figure out how he managed to see. He basically looked like a skinny Santa Claus. He came out every single day and met with me alone, and with my parents alone, and with me and my parents together, and then with my parents’ therapist – this guy they started seeing while I was gone. That therapist met with my parents alone, and with Dr Greenberg alone, and with my parents and Dr Greenberg together, and then we were all sitting together and through all of it I offered one-word answers and grunts, basically feeling like curling up and disappearing or at least going to sleep. But of course I couldn’t sleep. So Dr Greenberg prescribed these sleeping pills and something called an SSRI and something for anxiety plus this other stuff my mom keeps track of. She keeps the bottles in her bedroom, and she has her phone all set up to ding when she needs a reminder to give me my pills.

But that was in the beginning. I’m still on the pills, but about a month ago Dr Greenberg said I could start coming to his office twice a week instead of him coming to us so much.

‘Mom,’ I said to my mom when she told me this, ‘I really don’t think I need to go. I’m fine.’ Part of this was because of the drive I didn’t want to do. And part of it was because the idea of having to talk about any of this made me want to disappear or melt or vaporize or something. I mean, if I’d spent all the time with Dr Greenberg in my house not talking, I didn’t see how that was going to change by sitting in his office.

‘Sweetheart, this is an important part of your recovery. Your dad and I are still seeing Dr Sugar.’ Yeah, their therapist is called Dr Sugar. Which is weird because my dad is a dentist, but I guess they like him a lot.

‘I know you’re still seeing Dr Sugar,’ I said. ‘That’s good. But …’

Then I looked at my mom’s face and her teary eyes. I can’t say no to my mom. I can’t say no to my dad either. Not after everything I’ve put them through. Those first few days back my mom kept following me from room to room. She hugged me every five seconds and she still kind of does, which was OK at first, but lately her hugs make me push my shoulders up to my ears and hold my breath for a second, and then I feel bad again. When I first got back and I went to the bathroom, she would wait outside the door. And when I went to sleep, she slept on the floor next to my bed until my dad talked her out of it. Those first few nights I would wake up a million times and blink and try to figure out where I was, and then I would see her on the air mattress on the floor and I would be happy and then sad because I was such a messed up person.

The bottom line is, I can’t do anything else to hurt her. I can’t put my parents through anything else. So I didn’t really fight going to Dr Greenberg’s when my mom said I had to keep going. I just said, ‘OK, I’ll go. It’s fine.’

And that’s how I’m here, zipping along the freeway, trying to distract myself by reading the exit signs and people’s bumper stickers and running my thumbs up and down over my knuckles and trying not to throw up.

‘Get on the floor. This is a gun on your neck.’

Just read the signs. Just focus on your hands.

‘Sorry, buddy. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

No, no, no, it’s not him. He’s gone now, Ethan.

‘Don’t cry. I don’t like crying.’

I cough because sometimes that helps stop the feeling that I’m going to hurl.

‘Are you OK, Ethan?’ my mother asks, glancing at me.

‘Yeah, I’m OK.’ I cough again.

Finally we get to Dr Greenberg’s, and once the car stops I start to feel a little better. Dr Greenberg has an office in his house on the north side of Houston. It’s a big, old-fashioned two-story house with a porch that goes all the way around. Sometimes his dog, Groovy, is on the porch taking a nap. Yeah, as if it wasn’t weird enough that my therapist looks like a skinny Santa, he has a dog named Groovy. I wonder if my dad’s college roommate really knew what he was talking about when he said this guy is some world-famous expert in severe trauma.

‘Hello there!’ Dr Greenberg says as he comes out the front door to meet us on the porch. Like we’re coming over for Thanksgiving dinner or something.

‘Hello, Dr Greenberg,’ my mother says, smiling. When she smiles she looks younger. One of the first things I noticed when I came back was how much older my mom looked. Like way more than just four years had gone by.

‘Ethan, how are you?’ he asks, grinning at me like he just can’t wait to sit in a chair opposite me while I stare out the window of his office and give one-word answers. ‘How was the drive up here?’

‘Fine,’ I say, nodding, and we head inside for our session.






CAROLINE—109 DAYS AFTERWARD


The truth is that Jackson Family Farm is not owned by the Jackson family but by the Saldana family. Only Enrique Saldana, my boss, told me once that ‘Saldana doesn’t sound as good as Jackson.’ When I asked him what he meant, he said, ‘Saldana sounds too Mexican.’ I reminded him that not only had he been born here, which made him as American as me, but that the people who drive the hour or so out here from the city don’t care if the farm they take their snotty kids to is run by Mexicans. I mean, they all drive hybrid cars with stickers for Democrats on them. But Enrique says he doesn’t want to take a chance. If anyone asks to speak to one of the Jacksons in charge, we have to tell them to talk to Enrique, and he says he’s just the manager.

Jackson Family Farm is one of those places where city families come to have a country experience without actually having to live in the country. These people show up dressed in overalls that they bought especially for the occasion, and their kids have names like Asher and Henry and Amelia and Josephine. They spend their time posing by the corn maze (in the fall) and the strawberry patch (in the summer), and then they pay way too much for homemade jerky and summer sausage, and by the time they leave they’ve posted pictures of their day all over the Internet. I sound rude, but I don’t mean to be. This is just how these people are. To be honest, I’m thankful for them because they’re the reason I can earn my own money in a town without a lot of part-time jobs, so I don’t have to bug my parents for extra cash I know they don’t have.

Enrique hired me last summer, just before tenth grade. I tried to get Emma to get a job here with me, but she said the thought of being around that much hay made her break out in hives. Among my many duties, I run the cash register, hand out the white plastic buckets for collecting strawberries, and point out where we keep the porta-potties. The name of the porta-potty company is Doodie Calls. That always gets a laugh from the guests, but once you’ve seen the name fifty million times, it isn’t even funny anymore. It’s just another part of working at Jackson (actually Saldana) Family Farm.

There are two other Dove Lake High kids who work here. One is Milagro Saldana, Enrique’s daughter, who’s a freshman and super quiet.

The other is Jason McGinty. He’s a junior, like me.

Jason McGinty is a lazy stoner and not the sharpest tool in the shed, but what I like about him the most is that when he kisses me he makes me feel like a head without a body. Actually, to be honest, just lips without even a head. And sometimes, if I’m lucky, he brings a joint to work and we go smoke by the back fence line after hours.

Which is how I find myself on Saturday night, sitting on the split rail fence, trying not to cough from inhaling too deep.

‘Oh, hell, I know you need to cough, so cough,’ Jason says. Which of course makes me only want to not cough even more. He smirks at me, and I give up.

The burning sensation passes, and I wait for the pleasant feeling of being high to begin. The pot Jason gets is pretty good, but I never ask him where he gets it. It’s just one of the many things we don’t discuss. Usually we just come back here and get high and fool around.

But tonight Jason feels like talking. And as soon as he starts, I wish he hadn’t.

‘So, is shit basically back to normal with your brother? You haven’t brought him around lately.’

I used to bring Dylan to the farm when I wasn’t working. I mean, before everything happened. Enrique let him spend hours touching all the grooves on the wheels of the tractor that doesn’t work but that the city kids climb on to get their pictures taken. But I haven’t brought Dylan by in months, and now Jason McGinty wants to talk about it.

‘Everything’s fine,’ I say, reaching out my fingers for the joint so he knows I want another hit. Jason is holding in a big swallow of pot and air, and even in the last remaining bits of daylight I can see his face turning just a little red. Finally, he exhales.

‘Yeah, but isn’t it also, like, a little weird? Like, when you think about what might have happened to him while he was with that dude?’

Oh, Jesus, Jason McGinty. Not now.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I answer. I squeeze my eyes shut and think about this morning when my mother was trying to give Dylan a bath. I think about his high-pitched shrieks and the thud of his feet kicking the sides of the tub and the splashing of water and my mother starting to cry. I think about my dad getting into his truck to go on a job that suddenly, magically appeared out of nowhere.

A swimmy fuzziness starts to come over me, which is good, but my heart is beating fast, which sometimes happens when I smoke. I don’t like that part so much.

‘And Ethan,’ Jason keeps going, like I’m not even there on the fence next to him, like he’s talking to himself, ‘I still don’t get it. The neighbors saw that dude hanging out alone all the time, and he never tried to leave? Or call his parents? That makes zero sense. Shit, even if he liked it there for some weird reason, you would have thought he would have at least called the cops for your brother.’

My heart is pumping so fast I start thinking back to the drug movies they made us watch in Human Growth and Development last year and I wonder whether any of them showed 16-year-old girls dying from pot heart attacks. Pot sometimes makes Jason chatty, and normally I don’t mind getting high with him and talking shit about people we know before we start making out. But now I’m so jittery I slide off the fence and start walking parallel to it, away from Jason toward the back of the property.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ Jason’s behind me. For a second I think he’s concerned about me. Then I realize I have the joint in my hands.

‘Here,’ I say, turning around to give the joint back to him. He scratches under his neck and looks at me, and his eyes look beady and tired all of a sudden in the darkening sky.
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