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What a small song. What slow clouds. What dark water.

Hath the rain a father? All the caves are ice. Only the snow’s here.

I’m cold. I’m cold all over. Rub me in father and mother.

Fear was my father, Father Fear.

His look drained the stones.

—Theodore Roethke, The Lost Son



Summer, 1992
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DEAN WOKE TO A soft, hot ear branding his cheek. Tears, not Dean’s, slicked down his jaw and dripped off his chin, leaving behind a frigid, electric itch. He recognized the creamy-sweet scent of the skin as Jason’s. Dean first believed he and his little brother were at home, in bed, hiding from imagined ghosts under covers, sharing air. But the stench of gasoline and car exhaust, differently sweet, said otherwise. A crowbar or wrench or jack jabbed his spine with each thump, digging a wound the size of which he could only imagine. He tried to move his feet to relieve the pressure, but wire cut into his ankles. Same with his wrists. Panic flickered in his chest. 

Dean inched his face into Jason’s neck and found comfort in his brother’s smell—it was like applesauce and milk. Each inhale stilled his heart a little against the fear. 

The car bounced and the boys thudded against the ceiling of the trunk. Jason groaned, then sobbed. Dean wanted to say something to Jason that comforted as much as his scent, but the words tossed around in his head like stormy water. 

The line was long and the heat blazed under the tent, despite the industrial fan wheezing in the corner. Dean, Jason, and their father were the last ones in line, having waited until the end of the day to meet the Munchkins. Dean could just now make out the actors sitting at a table signing photographs. Their tiny bodies and wrinkly, melted faces had frightened him years past when they’d come to his elementary school to speak. Chittenango was the birthplace of the author of the Oz books, and so the village hosted an annual event, to which the remaining Munchkins always came. This year, Dean had won a prize for creating a poster project on the Munchkins for his fifth grade class. Since then, he’d become obsessed, which was his nature, and he was excited to meet the actual people who had played them.

Dean, Jason, and their father had already watched the parade—the many tin men and scarecrows and lions waving from floats. They’d been on the few rides that were crammed into the gravel parking lot of the Chittenango Fire Department—the Octopus and Tilt-a-Whirl and Pirate Ship. They’d eaten their foot-long fried dough with cinnamon, hot and greasy in its paper sleeve. They’d hurled rock-hard basketballs at hoops and tossed bouncy rings at jugs trying to win a giant animal, but came up empty-handed. The brothers did, however, win fourth- and fifth-place ribbons for the best Munchkin costumes. They were the Lollipop Guild, dressed in striped shirts and suspenders and knee-high, candy-cane socks. They’d slicked their dark hair back with mousse and memorized the song in case they were called upon to sing it. 

Dean’s costume had placed higher than Jason’s, probably because, due to the bruises around his eyes, Jason was forced to wear their dad’s aviator shades. Defeating his brother in the contest was yet another betrayal to add to a long list. 

The brothers killed the time waiting in line by playing games. Dean’s hands twitched in Jason’s palms, anxious for Jason’s move. He saw it coming, but Jason was too quick and he slapped Dean hard. Jason laughed. This was the tenth time in a row he had got him, and the tops of Dean’s hands were red and puffy. After a few more failed turns, Dean became frustrated and jammed his scalding hands into his pockets. 

Then his dad addressed him. “Hey Dean-O, I need to use the bathroom. I want you to keep an eye on Jason, okay?” 

Dean squinted to make sense of this. His dad had never put him in charge of his brother, even though he was almost three years older than Jason. In fact, it was Jason whom his dad typically favored. Dean wasn’t comfortable with this sudden change in rank, but he didn’t know how to say so.

“I’ll be five minutes.” His dad pulled his leather wallet from his tattered jean shorts. He gave Dean a twenty. “If you get to them before I come back, you can each buy an autographed photo.”

There were only two times when Dean had held a twenty—his First Communion and his tenth birthday. 

“You’ll be right back?” Dean asked.

“Yes, but you’ll be fine.” He turned to Jason, who, even with the oversized sunglasses, looked confused. “Behave and do as your brother says, got it?”

“Why can’t I hold the money?”

“Because Dean is older than you.”

“Barely.”

“It doesn’t matter. He’s still older.”

“You can hold the money if you want,” Dean said.

“No,” his dad snapped. “I’m telling you to hold it.”

He gave Dean a hard, uncomfortable look, eyes saying this was about more than the money. It was probably because of yesterday, but Dean couldn’t figure out the connection. Before leaving the tent, his dad turned back and nodded, and then he walked off into the sun-bleached crowd. 

The bill felt heavy in Dean’s hand. He didn’t want to participate in his dad’s plan, whatever it was. He didn’t want to change the order of things between him and his brother. So Dean handed the money to Jason, who eagerly took it. 

A large, broad lady in a purple dress came up to the boys. Her fatty arms jutted from her sides like a weightlifter’s. At first, she simply stood there and hummed the Lollipop Guild tune. She had a shiny, almost translucent face, but a kind smile. From beneath her sunglasses, tears leaked down her cheeks, though she didn’t seem at all sad. She suddenly looked down at them as if just now seeing they were there.

“Well, lookit how precious you two are,” she said. “I bet your mama spent a lot of time on your costumes.”

Dean wasn’t sure how to respond, while Jason was busy snapping the twenty over and over.

“Where is she, your mama?”

“At home,” Jason said.

“Y’all are alone?” She pushed the glasses up to rub her eye with her knuckle.

Again, Dean waited for Jason to answer for them, which he did without missing a beat: “Dad’s going to the bathroom.”

The lady’s voice went lower, became eager. Dean thought she would try to steal the money. Instead, she said, “My name is Carol. I’m an assistant to the Munchkins. I think you two are just precious in your costumes. Would you like me to take you to the front of the line to meet them?”

This time, Dean knew what to say. His stomach or heart or prickling skin told him. But, like their game, Jason was quicker. “Yes!” He was so jubilant, Dean lost faith in his instinct.

Carol quickly ushered them out of the tent, a heavy hand on each of their shoulders. She told them they’d go around the other side to avoid the crowd. But then they were approaching the overstuffed Dumpsters behind the Fire Department, and Dean felt a door in his stomach open to a deep, cold fear that froze him stiff and silent. 

An ice cream cone melted at his foot. A black ant was caught in the creamy puddle, its legs a furious scuttle. A tear slithered down Carol’s bluish face. Jason snapped the twenty. 

The car stopped. A door opened and closed. There were two voices. 

Dean wanted to hear from his brother before it was too late. “Jason?”

“Yeah?”

Dean had no plan of what to say and no time to choose his words. “I liked your sunglasses.” 

“I can’t find them.” Jason seemed panicked about this, as if the missing sunglasses were the main source of his fear. Dean went to feel around for them, but the pinching wire reminded him that he was restrained.

The trunk groaned open. Two silhouettes peered in against the night-blue sky. It was Carol and a gaunt, long-armed man wearing an oversized Knicks jersey.

“You’re awake already.” Carol’s motherly tone and the man’s gold crucifix made Dean partly believe nothing bad would happen to them. But then she yanked Dean out of the trunk. The man pulled Jason out, and his head slammed against the hood. Jason grunted; his body flopped limp.

“Oops,” the man said, tossing Jason over his shoulder. “Sorry ’bout that, Pumpkin.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Carol. “This is the one I want anyhow. That one could be trouble—lookit his eyes.”

“What’d you get both for?”

“They were together. Can’t just take one while the other goes off telling people.”

Carol held Dean in her arms like he was a child. He felt her large, sagging breasts under her dress. He kicked and punched and squirmed, but she squeezed him so ferociously he saw dazzles in the night air. They walked up a gravel driveway. There were no lights anywhere, nothing other than a black wall of trees fortressing them in. An occasional lightning bug lit the night, and the woods buzzed with crickets. 

“What we going to do with this one then?” asked the man.

“Figure something out, Christ’s sake. Just don’t tell me about it.”

Dean screamed. Carol jammed her pillowy hand on his mouth and mashed his nose. She put her lips to his ear and hummed a gravelly lullaby, pimpling his neck and legs. She carried him up the creaking porch steps of a dim cabin. She bumped the front door open with her hip. She said, “You’re home, baby.”

Jason combed his fingers through Dean’s hair. Dean swooned from the hands working mousse into his scalp. Jason was silent in concentration, just his measured breathing and sour-sweet breath. Dean steadied on Jason’s lips, fuller than his own, perfectly pink. He had always envied Jason’s features—the wider nose, almond-shaped eyes, straighter teeth. Then he felt a tickle of guilt for looking so long. 

Dean looked past Jason to the bathroom mirror. His hair was helmet-slick, stuck in shape. Jason had already pocked Dean’s nose and cheeks with freckles using a makeup pencil. He loved how different he looked. He loved changing shape.

Banging on the door made them jump. It was their father.

“Jason! You haven’t finished your eggs.”

“But my stomach hurts.” 

“Eat, or you’re not going.”

“But I’ll barf, I swear.”

“Goddammit, Jason.” The door thumped again.

Dean thought he saw the beginning of tears in Jason’s eyes. He took Jason’s hand and gave it a reassuring shake.

“We’ll be there in a second,” Dean yelled.

“No, right now.” More banging. The lightbulbs rattled over the mirror. “Or neither of you are going.”

Their mother’s voice from downstairs: “Karl, just give them a minute.”

“Don’t worry about it, Rene.” Their father’s voice lowered. “Dean-O. Do the right thing. Open the door so your brother can finish his breakfast.”

Dean let go of Jason’s hand. His head felt heavy as he studied the tile floor. 

“Dean-O,” his father sang.

He fought to control the shiver in his jaw as his hand raised toward the doorknob. 

The house smelled like the bottom of a shoveled hole. The floors popped and snapped as Carol carried him through a hallway, past a kitchen with a woodstove and plastic patio furniture. The man was taking Jason, still unconscious, down a different hallway. Dean twisted to see where, but Carol restrained him. She brought him into a small room at the back of the house. A Batman poster was tacked over a bed crowded with oversized bears. The whites of their big, vacant eyes showed pink. There was no other furniture in the room. 

She set him down on his side. Sweaty mousse seeped into his eyes, stinging. Dust and grit clung to his face. She knelt beside him and kissed his earlobe. Her leaking eyes slimed his cheek.

“You’re my baby,” she told him. The moon’s glow cast through the window on her wide, oily face. 

“Where’s my brother?” Dean asked, shivering.

She smiled and shook her head. “He’s not your brother anymore, honey.” She walked toward the door. “I’ll be right back with some clothes and dinner.” 

Dean screamed his brother’s name, holding the –son until his throat burned and the name died out in a croaking rattle. There was no reply. When his voice was useless, he attempted to break free from the wire, but it bit back against his wrists. He inched toward the wall and put his head to it for leverage as he got himself on his knees. He could just see over the windowsill. A pier bobbed in a vast, black lake, where a hint of moon reflected just as perfectly still as the one in the sky. On the other side of the lake was a spray of lights, a town or neighborhood, something familiar. If they hadn’t been driving too long, then maybe this was Oneida Lake. That would mean Chittenango was nearby. Dean couldn’t know how long he’d been unconscious in the trunk of the car, however. They could be in Canada, and Dean suddenly pictured the map of New York State that his teacher sometimes pulled out, revealing with a pointer how close a whole different country was to home. 

He rested his chin on the sill and his stomach began knotting up and he fell back to the floor. He wanted to call out again to Jason, but his voice was too raw. Instead, he cried. 

“Oh, none of that.” Carol was back and she had clothes under her arm and a plate of something steaming. All Dean could make of it in the half dark was chunky gravy over rice. 

“Now, I’m going to take your costume off and put these on you,” Carol said, kneeling and displaying the outfit on a hanger. It looked like something his grandmother’s antique boy dolls wore: a white silky shirt, red vest, and bow tie. 

“Please don’t,” Dean tried.

Carol took hold of the waistband of his shorts, but Dean kicked the floor to slide back. She smiled, grabbed his calves, and yanked him to her. The wood scraped at his spine, reopening the wound from the trunk.

“Be still now.” She unclipped the suspenders and pulled his shorts down to his ankles but frowned at the wire that bound them.

“Wayne?” she called over her shoulder.

“Yeah?”

“Bring me the scissors.” As she waited, she put her hand on the bone of Dean’s hip. “You’re a skinny one, aren’t you?”

Dean’s breaths quickened like rapidfire. He didn’t want to be alone with Carol, even if that meant wishing for the man named Wayne and his scissors.

Wayne returned, handing over rusty shears. Dean could now make out his face. It seemed Wayne should have worn a beard or very recently had shaved one off. His was a narrow face with a jutting, somehow obscene chin. Dean avoided looking directly at it. 

“That other one’s a real shit,” he said. “Scratched up my whole arm. Lookit.” 

His lean forearm was shredded, like he’d reached into an animal’s cage.

“I told you we don’t need but one. This one is nice and gentle.”

“I’m getting to it, Pumpkin.”

Their insulting Jason, her assuming Dean wouldn’t fight like Jason had fought, and the last thing, we don’t need but one, whatever that exactly meant, stung Dean with a sudden rage. He cocked his knees and kicked Carol’s face. Her head flung back and blood streamed from her nose. There was a quiet moment when she sat there, peacefully tasting blood with her tongue. Then she shrieked. She smeared the hot plate of food into Dean’s eyes and mouth. She yanked his hair, whipping his head around, and then put her mouth on his temple and growled, tickling a part of his brain that made him urinate. It seemed to Dean like something wild was attacking him—a lion or bear—and he was helpless against it, no longer human, but rather small, mousey prey to be consumed. 

Wayne finally pulled her off, toppling her backward, on top of him. He sang Pumpkin into her ear, until the fury deflated from her. 

“Let’s just take a break,” he said, helping her up.

“I don’t need a fucking break.” But she was breathless.

Wayne walked her out of the room, petting her thick hair. 

Dean’s eyes blazed. He turned over on his stomach and retched. He had this image of himself mangled like a gnawed-on chicken wing. He hoped that he was worse off than Jason, that he was taking on the torture that could have been leveled on his brother. But Carol was proving to him that the suffering was limitless. 

Wayne returned a minute later and crouched beside Dean. He used his fingers to swipe the food from Dean’s face.

“Sorry about that, son,” he said. “But you shouldn’t’ve done that. Good boys don’t do those kinds of things. When she comes back, you’ll want to apologize.” He pulled on his long chin. “From here on, I’d like you to call me Papa. Or Pop. Just don’t call me your old man.” 

“Don’t kill him,” Dean said, but the sting in his throat thinned the words.

Wayne twisted up his mouth. “Call me whatever you want.” He then ducked out of the room as if embarrassed. 

Dean felt drowsy, but he feared slipping into this, as if death waited for him. He instead focused his energies on getting his shorts back over his waist. As he arched his butt off the ground, he kicked something that clattered on the floorboards. 

“Because of the grass? Your brother’s over there beat up because of the grass?”

“Karl.”

“No, Rene. I want to hear this. He’s always getting off too easy.”

“This isn’t the time to yell at him.”

His dad paced the kitchen, the floor whining in the familiar spot in front of the refrigerator. Jason sat on top of the counter, Mother holding a bag of frozen peas to his eyes. His mouth was red and slobbering, but his breaths were now controlled.

Dean felt he was sitting in the middle of the kitchen, displayed for public ridicule. He was unable to look at his father, at anyone. Especially Jason, since it was now obvious that Dean had betrayed him in the worst way. The cruelest part was his father forcing him to explain it, which he couldn’t even to himself. So he shut down, closed all the doors on his interior so that the Dean at whom everyone was staring was just the shell. He hoped he could maintain it, as he felt a sad rage collecting in his stomach. 

His dad bent over, trying to get his face into Dean’s vision. “You love your brother, don’t you?”

Dean’s face bunched up; he fought back desperately.

“Then why didn’t you do anything?”

“Dammit, Karl. That’s enough. He gets it.”

“But I don’t!” His dad lifted a kitchen chair and slammed it on the floor. Dean jumped. 

“Dad, stop,” Jason said.

Their mother charged past him, smashing the bag of peas into their father’s chest. She crouched beside Dean and pulled his face into her, brushing his hair and shushing him. Dean allowed her to, but the main part of him resisted. This was the last thing he wanted, to be mothered like a child. It made him feel even weaker than his father did.

His dad sighed and tossed the bag around in his hands. The thawing peas rattled the silence. “Look, Dean-O. I’m sorry. I just wanted to—”

“Sorry is enough,” his mother snapped.

He joined Jason, patted his back and squeezed his shoulder. “Sorry. Really, everybody.”

“We can still go to the Oz Festival tomorrow, right?” Jason asked, both eyes swollen almost entirely closed.

That night, Dean and Jason were allowed to have the TV in their bedroom. Dumbo was on, which they’d never seen. When the black crows began singing, Jason got out of his bed and climbed into Dean’s. They went under the blankets. Jason’s bruised eyes swelled like a frog’s, the openings mere slits; Dean could just make out the gleam of his pupils. He put his arm around Jason. Their knees collided. They tickled each other’s feet with their toes. Forehead to forehead, they rehearsed their Lollipop Guild song, giggling through each verse.

A sudden crash like the collision of a screen door on its frame rattled the window. Thumping came from just beyond the wall, outside. Dean squirmed to his knees and looked out the window. Wayne shuffled down the pier with Jason slung limp over his shoulder. With his free arm he dragged a sack of rocks or bricks, which thudded over each plank. Dean’s instinct was to call out, but instead he fell back to the floor. His thoughts were frantic as he rolled over the shears, trying to get them in his hands. 

Carol entered. Dean froze. She knelt beside him, wheezing. The peacefulness in her face reminded him of old church paintings in which saints look heavenward. 

“I know why you didn’t eat,” she whispered, voice quivering. “You wanted something else.”

She untied the top of her dress, reached in, and pulled out an enormous breast. It poured from her grip like a bag of sand. Blue veins spidered through its moonlike breadth. She bent over him, pushing the purplish nipple onto his lips. He jerked his head away, but she grabbed hold of his face and yanked him back. She pinched his nose, and when he finally had to breathe, she filled his mouth. The nipple was bitter. He tried to roll his tongue back to his tonsils, but there was no escaping.

“Just hush now and drink.” 

He flipped and twisted the scissors underneath his body, nipping his fingers as he worked them into cutting position. He realized, however, that he couldn’t both try to free himself and resist. He puckered his lips, put his tongue under the nipple, and began to suck. His mouth knew instinctively how to do this, though he had to fight back the vomit inching up his throat. Nothing was coming out of Carol’s breast except briny sweat.

“That’s a real good boy.”

For a moment, he was delivered to a place that seemed too far back to remember. It was his mother—the taste of her skin, her warmth that became his, the rhythm of her heart that controlled his. Dean’s eyeballs rolled back. A cone of heat spiraled from his chest to his crotch. He melted and stiffened, until Carol’s moan snapped him from this strange reverie. He came out hating her. 

He had the scissors in position, wedged up on the wire. The harder he tried to cut, the fiercer he sucked. The moment he felt his hands free, a single drop of something rich and sweet blossomed his tongue.

Before he could think it, his arm flung up from under his back. Carol screamed, and something hot coated his hand. She looked at him, befuddled, eyes gushing water. The ears of the scissors poked out from the side of her belly. He tried to get up, but his feet were still bound. His heart was going crazy, like a stampede of hooves hammering his chest. He grabbed the scissors and yanked them out. Her stomach let out a sigh followed by dark blood. She was sitting back on her legs, eyes following him as if watching a film. 

He attempted to cut the wire at his feet, but he kept fumbling the blood-slicked scissors. The whole time he thought there was a bird in the room, cooing just above his head, until he realized it was him, whimpering. He dried the scissors on his shirt. Now he could grip them, and he chomped at the wire. It took two attempts, but he was free. Dean scrambled past Carol, who was wilting forward. He heard her crash just as he left the room. 

He scanned the unfamiliar kitchen: table, chairs, stove—a screen door. He barged into it. 

He was in the vast, purple daybreak. Bright, crisp air, the whispering of the trees far above, the murmuring lake. He saw Wayne’s silhouette at the end of the pier, crouched and pulling the sack around Jason’s body. His legs went numb.

Jason and Dean were playing basketball in their wet driveway, carefully dribbling the ball around puddles. It had just stopped raining, and they were allowed outside on the condition that they not go on the grass. Their dad had explained that their clothes would get muddy, and they could ruin the lawn. 

Dean dribbled behind his back—a move he had been working on—and drove by Jason to score a layup. 

“Aw, man,” Jason said. “Good shot.” 

Basketball was the only thing Dean was better at than Jason. His younger brother could draw better, was funnier and quicker, and certainly more fearless. Still, Dean didn’t like to beat him. The guilt that followed never made it worthwhile. 

Only one more basket and he’d win, so Dean deliberately took a long, wild shot. The ball bounced high off the rim and landed in the grass with a slopping thud.

“Darn it,” Dean said.

Jason scrambled onto the lawn and grabbed the ball. He didn’t immediately return to the driveway. Instead, he was distracted by something in the grass.

“Whoa,” he said. “All these nightcrawlers are oozing out of the ground.”

Dean looked back at the house, at the windows. “Hurry up,” he said. “You’re not supposed to be out there.”

Jason gasped as he dug his fingers into the ground. “Look at this.” He held up a pointed rock. “It’s an arrowhead! Holy cow, a real arrowhead like from the Indians.”

“Bring it here so Dad doesn’t catch you.”

Suddenly Mark D, the fourteen-year-old from the other side of the village, zoomed past on his bike, tires spraying a line of water up his back. He never came around here unless he was looking for someone to pick on. He braked and turned in a controlled skid, then pedaled hard toward their yard. He did a wheelie, landing his front tire on the grass a few feet from Jason.

Mark had the shadow of a mustache and was rumored to have access to his father’s gun. He had once shown Dean and Jason his throwing star in a rare gesture of solidarity, right before trying to chuck it at them.

“What’re you doing, dipshit?” 

“Get off our lawn.” Jason puffed out his chest.

“Or what?” Mark threw down his bike and stomped on the grass. He towered over Jason, who did not flinch.

“Jason,” Dean called. “Come here. I have to tell you something.”

Jason did not turn. Mark grabbed Jason’s hand and yanked the arrowhead from him, then chucked it an impossible distance. Jason tried to get it back, but Mark shoved him to the ground. Jason popped up, the backside of his shorts and shirt soaked. Jason karate-kicked at Mark’s leg, a move he and Dean had practiced often on each other, but Mark grabbed his foot and tossed him down again. This time, Mark jumped him and pounded at his stomach.

“Hey!” Dean called, still standing in the driveway. He felt stuck to the asphalt, no more mobile than the pole of the basketball hoop cemented into the earth. He could only watch like a tortured spectator. Even when Jason screamed, tilting his head back, making eye contact with Dean, eyes pleading for help, Dean couldn’t move. Mark pressed his thumbs into Jason’s eyes. Jason squealed a sound Dean had never heard, not in all the years of their own fighting and taunting. Still, he did not go to him. 

When Mark was finished, he used Jason’s head to get himself to his feet and then spat on Jason’s mouth. He then climbed his bike and sped off. Jason held his face, knees up to his chest, rocking back and forth on the lawn. The toes of Dean’s sneakers were at the lip of the driveway, grazing the wet blades of grass. 

Just beyond Wayne’s head, across the lake, the trees were silhouetted against the dawn sky. Wayne looked up from the sack. His dangling crucifix bounced over the heap like a tethered moth. “What’re you doing out here?” 

“I think I killed her.” Dean’s voice was chapped, cracking in the giant, open night.

Wayne stood. “What?” 

“That lady. Your wife. I didn’t mean to.”

“Pumpkin?”

Wayne stumbled over the sack, hurried toward him. Dean waited, his feet apart and his hands closed to fists. Saying aloud what he’d done, killed a person, had given him a peculiar courage. He felt emptied out and hollow, with no reason to fear this man. But Wayne walked right by Dean—who felt a strange, singing panic in his throat—and went into the house.

Dean was alone. The trees, the sky, the lake, quiet, like held breath. The motionless form of his brother punctuated the end of the pier. Dean’s legs revived. His feet pounded the planks. The soft air whistled in his ears as though he was speeding down a runway, preparing for flight. And what if he took off, gliding through the twilight sky, making small life’s troubles? But this could never be made small, no matter how high he soared. 

He stood over Jason, whose lower half jutted from the sack. The striped socks from his costume were loose and sagging at his ankles. Dean knew this leg, even if he couldn’t make out its details: the wispy blonde hairs, the scar above the kneecap from a bike jump, the three moles on his calf that Dean had once connected with a pen as Jason squirmed and hooted. Dean hovered his fingertips over the shin, then touched. He fell back. His ears rang. His throat swelled against his tonsils. He looked into the sky, where the dark blue was becoming purple and pink, and settled on the crescent moon. The white began to bleed into its surroundings like a thumbprint smudge, then it retreated far back into the atmosphere, becoming nothing more than splintered light alone in a cold corner of space. 

A chill sliced through Dean. 

The screen door slammed open, sounding like gunshot. Wayne stepped onto the pier and growled, “You little shit!” 

Dean stupidly watched Wayne approach until he realized he was still present in his body. He pulled Jason’s legs from the sack and rolled him into the lake and then fell in after him. He snatched Jason’s suspenders and then kicked like mad trying to keep himself and his brother above water. Wayne shouted or wept from the end of the pier. And then Dean heard nothing but his own wild breath. 

Dean got a good grip on Jason, holding him with one arm and swimming with the other. His burning muscles found a rhythm. He was headed for the waning lights on the far shore—miles, it seemed, to go. To his left, the sun had come up full over the trees, warming his cheek. Out towards the center of the lake, his body went numb from the exertion. Under him, two kicking legs collided with two others—Dean couldn’t tell them apart. He squeezed Jason to be sure he still had him, but there was no sensation. A sudden fantasy flashed through his brain: maybe Dean was not the one who had survived; instead, it was Jason who was now carrying him. 

Jason cutting quicker through the lake. 

Jason at the shore, draping Dean over his shoulders, fighting through morning woods and fields.

Jason shivering at the front door, collapsing into Mom’s arms, who assured him he was home, he was safe, and Dad looking on, relieved to find that of his two boys, it was Jason who returned. 

Dean held that vision in his mind as he moved his brother through the lake, inch by inch.
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ACCORDING TO THE FBI brochure that the lady from victim assistance handed him, Karl was not allowed to question his son about the abduction. He was not allowed to blame him, either, or show extreme emotions or correct him if he did talk about the incident. But Dean didn’t talk about the incident. He barely spoke. Not to Karl anyway. 

What Karl was supposed to do was remind Dean that he loved him. He was supposed to give Dean small choices to help him regain some control. He should create an environment of normalcy. He should work closely with the victim specialist to assist with reducing Dean’s trauma. 

Stuck to the fridge with an orange and blue ’92 Big East Champs magnet, it was impossible for Karl not to read the brochure as a personal rebuke, as though the authorities—and his wife—were conspiring against him. He wanted to scream. He wanted to break things. He had broken things earlier in the week, the leaf of the kitchen table that belonged to Rene’s grandmother. 

“Oh, that’s just great,” Rene had said. 

Mostly, Karl was angry at Dean, whom he wanted to shake into articulation. He wanted information, the same information the FBI and Madison County Police wanted: what did the abductors look like, other than one being a man and the other a woman? Where had they taken them, other than the woods on Oneida Lake? What was the color of the vehicle? Dean wouldn’t even say whether it was a sedan or van or truck. And because of his silence, four days of it and counting, the goddamn abductors could be in Canada by now. 

So yes, Karl wanted to blame his son. He did not want him to choose between spaghetti and fish sticks for dinner. Nobody had a goddamn appetite in this house anyway. And an environment of normalcy? His youngest was dead. They’d buried him yesterday. He’d looked like a waxen doll in the casket, not eight years old but five. And fuck, fuck the brochure because during the wake, Karl filled St. Patrick’s with his wailing. Dean sat just beside him stiffer than his little brother. Rene pulled at Karl’s shoulders and when that didn’t work, his face, tugging at his face until he was backward on the altar steps, crying and embarrassed. He spent the rest of the service in the car, smoking and drinking from a flask until he drizzled the gravel lot with pink bile.

That was when he met the victim specialist. She leaned on the open car door, straddling his pathetic vomit, and offered exactly what he needed: a Kleenex and a stick of Doublemint. Before she identified herself, he thought she might be a nun—for her generosity, not her appearance. She wore a navy-blue knee-length skirt and jacket, a shimmery royal blue blouse, a chunky necklace of yellow stones. She was black. Dark-skinned, a healthy sheen to her forehead and cheekbones. African or Haitian, he thought, until she spoke without accent. 

“Can I get you some water?” 

Her perfume filled the family station wagon, a vanilla-lemon scent that called to mind an airy back porch, ceiling fans, and rocking chairs. 

“No, thank you.”

She held out her hand. “I’m Lena Johnson.”

He was ashamed of his hand, nicked and calloused from the six days a week at Mohawk. Hers was soft and impossibly cool in this humidity. Karl pulled himself out of the car. His brain felt like a dry, hard sponge, his knees like gelatin. He shut the door and leaned on it.

“How are you, Mr. Fleming?” Her soft voice entered directly into him, pooled his chest with a fluttery light. It was the first time anyone had asked him this. Everyone else—the neighbors, his parents, the guys at Mohawk—they all inquired about Dean first, then Rene, whom he’d never even thought to resent. Until now. Until this Lena Johnson asked how he was. It seemed a question that required no answer. Instead, it was an invitation into her eyes, a warm brown like something sweet had just come out of the oven. 

This could be a tactic, something the FBI trained their female agents to do to get into the heads of suspects.

He looked away, attended to his gum to try to get his guard back up. From here he could see the nearby shopping center, mostly empty on this Wednesday afternoon. 

Lena Johnson must have sensed the shift in him, as she adjusted accordingly, crossing her arms under her chest, but loosely, both hands cupping her elbows. She wore many gold rings, but there was no diamond. 

“I understand if you’re tired of talking to officials,” she said. “I want you to know that I’m not an investigator. I’m trained in child psychology, and I’ve worked with several children who’ve experienced trauma like your son’s.”

Karl kicked some stones around. He’d neglected to polish his only pair of dress shoes, the ones he was married in twelve years ago, at this very church. 

“Tomorrow I would like to come by the house and talk to Dean. I understand he hasn’t been communicative.”

Karl laughed, then immediately felt guilty. There’d been a lot of guilt; people were pushing it on him, forcing him to wear it. He didn’t want to. He didn’t feel he deserved it. The Herald Journal told of how he left his boys alone at the Oz Festival, and then they were kidnapped, as if it were a cause-and-effect situation. As if his leaving them alone so he could piss made the abductors want his boys. But that was how everyone seemed to interpret it. What about the others in line? Why the hell didn’t they do anything when some strange lady stole his boys away in broad daylight? And the abductors, everyone treated them as if they were just a part of life, an unfortunate reality—like drugs or drunk drivers. It’s your fault, not theirs, if you don’t take proper precaution. And Dean … Karl still bristled thinking about him in that instance. He should have known better than to go off with a stranger. How many goddamn times had he talked to both his boys about that? 

“Mr. Fleming?”

There was that soft, musical note of her voice again. This time, he felt his skin reach for her, as though she were magnetic. 

“May I come by?”

He was saying, Yes, of course, but to what exactly? To her helping his troubled son open up, or to that voice, those eyes, that warmth that he wanted to cocoon himself in?

She smiled, and before leaving, reached into the bag he hadn’t noticed on the ground beside her feet. 

“In the meantime, take a look at this.” She held out a glossy brochure. “It could help.” 

He wakes to screams. He’s up before he knows who he is or anything about his life. There’s only darkness through which he trudges like walking through tar. Pieces of himself shoot like stars from the pitch, so now he knows he’s Karl Fleming, that he’s in his room in his house on Race Street in Chittenango, New York. And there are the screams, no stars yet, no light, except for a dimness around the impression that it’s a child, his child, Dean, who has colic, who wakes so often in the night. 

He stumbles through his door and down the hall, wondering why Rene hasn’t gone to the baby the way she always does, immediately when Dean begins to cry, Karl pleading for her to wait, just wait, let him cry some and see if he can put himself back to sleep. If you go right away, he’ll keep crying every night. He won’t learn. But she’d ignore him, swoop up the child and bring him into their bed, nursing him back to sleep while Karl fumed. And here he is, going to the baby. But it’s no baby. He’s awake now. The door of the boys’ bedroom is open. No, just boy. Just Dean. And Dean is lying in his bed, eyes open staring at the ceiling. Rene is standing in the corner, heaving and blubbery, pulling at the front of her nightgown as though it burns. 

“What’s going on?”

Rene doesn’t answer. She is looking at Dean as though he’s a stranger or ghost who suddenly appeared, unwelcome, in this room.

“Dean-O?” Karl tries, but his son’s eyeballs don’t seem to see. They move in frightening, mechanical jerks, as though he were a robot malfunctioning. 

“We need help,” Rene spits at Karl, shrinking to the floor. “God help us, we need help.”

Lena Johnson brought her vanilla scent into their living room. She sat on the edge of Karl’s ratty blue recliner, somehow giving it class. Rene had made her hot tea—she didn’t drink coffee—and she settled it in her lap like those British ladies on PBS shows. Her hair was pulled up tight on her head, revealing the lovely roundness of her face. Today she wore black pants and a white-collared shirt, the top two buttons undone to reveal a simple gold chain and a taunting inch of cleavage.

Their house had ceased to be theirs since the abduction. News vans parked in the street, reporters littered the front lawn, a regular stream of uniformed officers went in and out the front door freely, while the FBI, always in their suits, invaded the family room with recording equipment. 

None of it mattered to Karl; it was better than being alone with Rene and Dean and the way they both judged him. He’d given up trying to talk to either, since Dean would ignore him, and Rene would find fault with even his simplest utterances. It had gotten to the point that she no longer slept in their bed but instead cuddled up with Dean every night in his room. Until last night, that is, when Dean had done something that Rene wasn’t talking about. When Karl got the message that there was nothing he could say to her, she judged his silence, as if she knew all along that he would give up on her and their son. 

Dean was on the couch across from Lena Johnson, scratching intently at a scab on his shin. Mesh shorts and a Syracuse Orangemen T-shirt were all Dean had wanted to wear. Karl had been charged with dressing him, as Rene had announced that morning that she needed her space from Dean. So Karl tried to abide by the brochure and gave Dean the choice of outfit, which was more for Lena Johnson than his boy. He wanted to be able to boast, if given the opportunity, that he was trying to do the right thing. He wanted her approval, her smile, maybe a touch on his wrist as she said, “Good for you.”

She didn’t do any of this. Instead, she’d informed Karl and Rene that she wanted to speak to Dean alone in the living room. It was okay that they listened in from the kitchen, but under no circumstances were they to interrupt if Dean revealed something “unpalatable.” Karl enjoyed watching Lena Johnson tell his wife what to do in her own kitchen. Looking at her side-by-side with this perfectly elegant woman, Karl was ashamed of his wife, who at ten a.m., still wasn’t dressed, hadn’t put on her makeup, or done her hair.

“I also have to inform you that unlike other therapists, what Dean reveals to me is not considered confidential. My purpose is to assist Dean with the healing process but also to get information pertaining to the incident. For that reason, I will be recording our conversation. I hope we have an understanding.”

“Yes, of course,” Karl said, perhaps too eagerly. Rene shot him a look and then sat at the kitchen table and put her head in her hands. A dismissive gesture with her fingers was her consent.

Lena Johnson looked sadly at Karl. He shrugged as though he couldn’t fathom Rene’s behavior.

“When I’m through, maybe we can all talk.” Then she left.

Now, Karl leaned against the kitchen counter sipping burnt coffee, concentrating out the window, on the creek that cut through the backyard, as a way to hear the conversation in the family room. Lena Johnson introduced herself, then asked Dean how old he was. He couldn’t make out Dean’s response, but he must have answered since Lena Johnson echoed “Ten,” and then asked his birthdate. This time he made out his son’s voice, no words really, just a low rhythm of sound. 

“And your brother, how old is he?” 

“Eight.” Clear and definitive, as though Dean was proud of this.

“His birthday?”

“August 12, 1984.”

“His favorite food?”

“Cheeseburgers without pickles.”

“Your favorite food?”

Dean’s voice went low again. He mumbled something syllabic Karl couldn’t match with a familiar word. What was his favorite food? Dean ate everything without complaint, whereas Jason was picky. That cheeseburgers were Jason’s favorite surprised Karl. Rarely did Karl grill burgers, and more rarely still did he take the boys to Burger King, though he would have. When he could, Karl enjoyed spoiling his boys with food Rene wouldn’t buy. He’d take them out on the weekends to local events, most often the state fair, the Firemen’s Field Days, the Oz Festival. There he’d splurge, treating them to ice cream and fried dough and sausage and peppers. They’d bond over the food—talking about what they’d eat beforehand, humming to it during, and on the way home, their stomachs full and a little queasy, agree on what they wouldn’t tell Mom they’d eaten, though usually Jason, hopped up on sugar, would spill it anyway.
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