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			To Grant and Lily, Daddy’s little monsters.

			As long as you two are around, I’ll never run out of things to write about.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			You’re probably wondering what it was like being a girl named Jack. Both my parents named me, but not in the usual way. Dad told me, years after the fact, that Mom wanted to call me Jacqueline. A sweet name. A girl’s name. He agreed, but I always got the sense that my name was something of a loss for him, like his team got kicked out of the NCAA tournament in the first round. It didn’t really matter in the long term. He ended up getting his way when I ripped my way out of her. Babies do that sometimes. You don’t know me very well, but believe me when I say I didn’t kill her on purpose. I was just a…difficult pregnancy, which naturally led to a difficult adolescence and difficult adulthood.

			Jack.

			Difficult.

			Was it the name or the lack of a mom that made me who I am? That’s the question of course, the big one, the one I’ve been trying to answer ever since I was old enough to ask the question. It was just before summer, the long summer with me and Andy, when all that awful shit went down in that dark hole in the ground. Everything changed that summer, and once the dust finally settled, I think that was when the question actually occurred to me.

			Why am I me?

			People always ask me about my brother too, the usual stuff like what was he like, did you suspect anything, did he ever hurt you? I won’t deny that it pisses me off, but I don’t really blame them. I can’t. Not because it’s just human nature doing its thing, the words behind their eyes clawing, twisting out, like something kept in a cage for too long. No, I can’t blame them.

			Of course he hurt me. I hurt him too.

			Brothers and sisters are just like that, the best and the worst of relationships, the entire world rolled into one. I can still remember the way we’d go at each other, the ways that only we could hurt each other, simply because we knew how to hurt each other. Insert knife here and twist it like so. Oh, he could hurt, and I could hurt even worse, and we could both make promises with hands on a Bible that we would die hating each other. So why did I go after him after he came up missing? And why did he risk everything for me? To have a sibling, especially a close one, is to have a greatest enemy and a truest friend, but it’s always been like that, hasn’t it?

			When people ask about Andy, I get ruffled around the edges, but I’ve learned to smooth out and shake my head in good nature. Of course Andy hurt me, but there was more than just that. There was the time Billy Callahan ripped my skirt off. I was only eight at the time, just old enough to have a sense of sex as a vague, far-off thing that grownups did in the dark with their clothes off. I was flirty with Billy in that way all eight-year-old tomboys were flirty. I called him names, kicked dirt on his shoes, told him to eat shit when he pushed me down.

			I liked him. He was eleven. I think he liked me too.

			Then one day at the creek behind his house, he told me he wanted to see my panties, and I froze up, all of the silly flirting evaporating like a puddle in the middle of summer. I didn’t know about sex, not really, but I got the sense that Billy did, and when I told him I didn’t want him to see my panties, he grabbed a handful of my hair and started twisting it. I knew, just knew, that he was about to pull a clump of it out by the roots, skin and all. He didn’t though. He just pulled me close and reached down for my skirt and ripped it clean off. I pulled away, stumbling down into the mud and grass, ass straight up in the air. He got a good enough look that day. One of his friends was laughing at the dirt stains on my underwear, sing-songing, “Jack shit her pa-ants.”

			I didn’t even know Andy was there. He might have been hiding, watching it all unfold, waiting for the right moment. Or maybe he just walked up at the perfect time. I never knew for sure. He had a half-rotten stick as thick as a Coke can, and when he swung it into the side of Billy’s head, it exploded in a shower of bark and termites. Billy’s friend stopped laughing just long enough for Andy to raise it back up and catch him under the chin in another cascade of wormy wood.

			Both looked up, saw Andy, and they knew. Without words between them, the boys crawled away and Andy stomped off toward the little clearing near the creek bed, his favorite hiding spot. He never even glanced back to see if I was okay, but I didn’t expect him to. Andy never was much of a talker.

			* * *

			A while back we had a little baby shower for a girl at work, a sweet gal as round as she is tall, a plump face like a bullfrog. They dragged her husband in for the whole thing, him feigning a smile as they opened the presents one after another, a pile that grew like mushrooms after a week of rainstorms. I had never done the whole shower thing before that. Never had a reason to. I can still remember strolling into the baby toy store, printing off the registry, and just marveling at all of it. I was pushing 30 then, babyless, likely for good unless something drastic popped up. Whenever I met someone, I always felt like I was breaking bad news to them.

			“Yes, thirty.”

			“That’s right, not a single baby.”

			“Who knows why? Could be that I’m completely unfuckable. Maybe my pussy just don’t know how to grow one.”

			People don’t like a woman that jokes like that. Believe me, I’ve learned the hard way. So I’d smile, the fingers on my right hand itching, and somewhere, in some far-off place, God would start laughing.

			Anyway, the whole baby industrial complex was new to me, and the sight of the place put my jaw on the floor, for more than one reason. One, because I had no clue that such a place even existed, that there was this hidden economy, an entire ecosystem that could keep this place, this shrine to the newly born, afloat.

			And two…

			I’ve seen that many toys before, and the memory nearly put me on the floor. Toys, stacks of them, new and old, stretching as far as the eye could see in that subterranean place, that nightmare. And somewhere, hidden in the back, I could see him, the Toy Thief, tall and gaunt, crawling on the ceiling toward me like a pale spider. I couldn’t do it, so I stumbled out of the baby store, back into the sunlight, to lean against the concrete wall and let the moment pass.

			One breath in. One breath out.

			Soon, the world returned. That dark place was gone. I saw the smoke rising from it. I set the fires myself. It was just a bad dream. Eventually, when I found the nerve, I ventured back into the aisles, staring with wide eyes at the rows of factory-produced rattles, dolls, and battery-powered things that spit out an endless prattle of nursery rhymes. Would these toys ever mean anything? Would Frog Face’s child bond with them the way I did with my toy?

			My only toy?

			I tossed a few rubber duckies into the cart and followed them with a pack of diapers. After paying, I drove home and drank shitty vodka until I was woozy enough to sleep. It took a lot of vodka.

			* * *

			My memory is shit nowadays, but I’ve tried to think about Andy when we were at our youngest, delving deeper into my subconscious, trying to unearth the earliest memory I can. I do this from time to time in the hopes of uncovering something good, only to come up time and again with something horribly frustrating.

			The mouse, for instance.

			I don’t know for sure if it’s my earliest memory, but I’ve convinced myself that it must be. I mean, it shines brighter than its siblings, and it’s not very hard to see why. Andy had started a little bonfire down by the creek – his hidey-hole we used to call it. The little flat spot was ringed with trees and shrubs and was surprisingly well hidden, even though it was maybe a hundred feet from the nearest house. Pissing distance as Dad used to say. The only thing was, no one could get in there without some serious effort. For a kid, that meant crawling through about fifty feet of drainage pipe or going hands and knees under a thorny wall of brush. Once inside, there was a good ten-yard square of patchy grass, smooth gravel, and slick creek bed. It was a wonderful place to smoke a stray cigarette or peruse a dirty magazine – a Playboy if you were lucky, an Easy Rider if you weren’t.

			I can remember seeing the smoke from the back porch, which wasn’t really a porch in the literal sense, just red bricks in a stack with a metal pipe jammed in for a handrail. Dad was quite the homemaker. I had borrowed one of Dad’s lighters, using it to melt crayons onto the porch, watching the colors swirl and blend like beautiful little starbursts. I think my original plan was to mix the colors together and make one big supercrayon, a brick of color that would leave kaleidoscopic comet tails across a blank piece of paper. Once the thick globs started to drip onto the bricks, the plan went out the window. I just couldn’t stop myself. I held the lighter until my thumb nearly blistered because I wanted to watch the crayons all disappear, like that feeling you get as a kid when the bathtub drain makes a tornado. It’s so small, but maybe, just maybe, it could suck you down into that lime-crusted darkness.

			I looked down at the blob of color, like a pile of Halloween vomit, and when I glanced up, wisps of smoke were rising from the circle of bushes that hid Andy’s secret spot. He had his own lighter, several to be honest, and he liked to burn just about anything he could get his hands on. Curious, I trotted down there, across the empty road on bare feet, the bottoms gone black with dirt.

			He had a pile of sticks, trash, whatever he could find, all of it stacked in the center, a small pyre fueling a weak flame. A plastic drink bottle caught with a whoosh and a thread of black began to rise and vanish overhead. He had a sharpened stick, digging around in there like he always did, only more focused than usual. His back to me, he was fiddling with something, a gleaming piece of metal that shined just on top of the fire.

			“What are you up to?” I asked, and he jumped half a foot off the gravel before turning on me with guilty eyes.

			“You? Nothing. Just get back to the house,” he said. Andy always did like to bark orders, but if he ever knew how much he sounded like Dad, he probably would have knocked it off. I ignored him, same as always, and peered into the fire. There was a tiny little can in there that probably held cat food or maybe dog food for the world’s smallest mutt. Something was inside, and Andy was tipping it back and forth like a chef.

			“What’s in there?” I asked on my tiptoes.

			“Nothing! I said get!”

			But it was too late. I realized now why he was so mad. Not because he was embarrassed, but because he was scared. There was a mouse inside, a dead one to be sure. I never knew when or how it had died, but even then, I had my suspicions. The dawning realization seemed to instantly wake up the rest of my senses, and all at once, I could smell the fur, hear the crackle of juices dribbling onto the scalding tin.

			I never said a word, but I just stood there, mouth open, wondering what sort of satisfaction he was getting out of this strange moment.

			“I hate you,” he blurted out, kicking at the fire and knocking the better part of it into the creek to fizzle out. He stormed off through the bushes and refused to talk to me for the rest of the night. That was the part I remembered: the stark, cold realization that the people you love might not be who you think they are.

			I think I grew up a little that day, but there was something else. Something I had forgotten, or maybe chosen to forget. It came to me one night in my twenties, when I had a dream about a burned man lying in bed next to me. He drew back the sheets and showed me his sides, all charred and peeling, and he asked me to touch him. I did, and the tips of my fingers caused the skin to split and a wall of white fluid pressed out, spilling onto the bed like old milk.

			It was an awful dream, but I’ve never been one to put much stock in dreams, to chop them up and sift through the pieces, trying to see what might be inside. No, it was just a bad dream, but it did trigger something. A memory of that day with the mouse. Andy had stormed away, leaving me alone with the remains of his fire. Despite his kick, the coals still burned red hot, and the tin can was resting on one side just next to them. I remembered picking up a stick and tilting the can onto its bottom. The mouse was still there, the singed fur stuck to the edge of the can. With the tip of the stick, I pressed it against the humped back, which split, spilling a ribbon of white ooze into the empty can.

			It was awful, a truly horrific moment, like attending your first funeral once you’re old enough to know just what it means.

			I kept watching anyway.

			* * *

			Dad wasn’t much of a talker either. Most nights, he’d plow in with a handful of sacks from KFC or McDonald’s, or maybe even a stack of pizzas, drop them on the table, and say “Get it while it’s hot.” Then he’d load up, testing the structural integrity of his paper plate, bending it with the weight of his food. Construction work makes a man hungry, to hear him tell it. Then Andy and I would do the same, pouring ourselves plastic cups of too-red Kool-Aid, nuclear fallout in liquid form. Our stovetop gathered dust, and eventually we even started storing linens in the oven. It was clean, so why waste the space? I can’t remember ever seeing him cook, but I do remember eating chicken noodle soup whenever I was sick – microwaved, I assume.

			In the days before DVRs, we would watch whatever was on, occasionally popping in a VHS copy of Ghostbusters or E.T. or the handful of horror movies we’d taped. The TV remote was a piece of junk that sucked batteries dry in what felt like a few weeks. Dad would stomp around in the kitchen, sifting through the junk drawer, swearing up and down that he’d just bought a pack of double As.

			“To hell with it,” he’d inevitably say. “We’re just watching a movie tonight.”

			If it was a TV night and Andy and I couldn’t agree, the old man acted as judge and jury, dropping the gavel and declaring that he would pick tonight. That usually meant whatever sitcom was on the networks, and that was just that.

			When he got too tired to hold open his eyes, he’d circle the room, kissing my forehead and scruffing Andy’s hair before heading off to his room and leaving the rest to us. No bedtimes. No homework checks. Just one big roommate and two little ones. I can’t remember him ever tucking me in, but I know he must have at some point. There were years there when I was too young to do anything for myself, and as far as I know, it was all him. I try to picture those wide, granite-cut fingers holding a bottle, and my imagination just fails me.

			He did always, and I mean always, tell us he loved us before he retreated to his room. And I always believed him. Maybe it was because I was the youngest. Maybe it was because I was a girl, whatever that has to do with it. Regardless of the reason, I believed him when he said it. I think, in some small but essential way, that simple fact accounts for so much of the difference between Andy and me. Everything that’s happened, every choice the two of us have made, has been shaded by the fact that I believed it and Andy maybe didn’t.

			There was always something sad about my father’s bedroom, something that made me want to stay out of there as much as I could. It was musty and musky in equal parts, a mixture of undusted clutter and aftershave. It was always dark, the bedsheets over the windows in that room only, a yellowed glow peeking in around the sides like the edges of sun around an eclipse. That accounted for some of the melancholy, but mostly it was the bed. It was huge, bigger than mine and Andy’s put together, wide enough to fit four easily. There was a hollow where he lay every night, a perfect mold of his tall, heavy frame. It wasn’t in the center like you might imagine, but over to one side, so close to the edge he would have tumbled off if he rolled over in the night. Next to him, tucked messily under the blankets and sheets, was a line of pillows for him to drape an arm over. It wasn’t the bed of a bachelor, a man who never shared a bed. No, my father had shared his bed for ten years, and he was still sharing his bed long after his wife was gone, long after I, his sweet daughter, came into the world and took her away.

			What a day that must have been. To gain and lose everything in the same, awful moment, your entire life cut into two. Before and after. And your daughter, your sweet little angel, was the knife that sliced your world in half. Whenever I worked up the courage to peek in that room, all I could see was all that I had taken away from him. I was the reason that bed was half empty, and because of that alone, I stayed far away.

			Despite all the reasons he had to hate me, my father was a good man. He didn’t know what he was doing, and there were certainly times I hated him because of it, but I’m too old for that silly shit now. None of us know what we’re doing. All I’m left with now is the question. Yes, he was a good man, but if my mom were still around, could he have been a great one?

			* * *

			I’m stalling, and I’m sure you can tell, but this stuff is important. I have to make you understand who I was, who Andy was, who Dad was, because you won’t believe me. You can’t. What happened when I was nine was…impossible. A dream. Something you forget a few minutes after waking up, not because your memory is playing games, but because it was too awful to stick around.

			No, if you want to understand the most impossible parts, you have to understand us. Stitched up. Not quite broken, but held together by duct tape. A family adrift at sea. If that…thing…hadn’t come into our lives, we might have just kept on drifting out onto the horizon. But these things happened. I saw the back door slide open, and I saw it slink in, crawling over my bed, touching my face, light as a shadow. For years, I’ve argued, convinced, bargained, and refused to make peace with the thing that invaded our home, with the toys that vanished that long summer of ’91.

			The toys.

			That’s all they are: worthless things, scraps of cloth and hunks of plastic. They don’t mean anything. They aren’t worth anything. Every shred of meaning and value and substance comes only from what you put into them – the innocence and hope that they absorb like sponges.

			Just toys.

			I never had much use for them, not the way I grew up, but when I was about seven or so, I found a box marked ‘Jack-Baby.’ It was near the back of the garage, hidden behind old Christmas decorations I’d never seen out, relics as strange as cave drawings. I wondered if my mom had hung them up back before I came along. I sat there trying to picture the house filled with winter decor, maybe with the smell of cookies in the air. I pushed the thought aside and dug into the box, rifling through a few foam blocks and baby rattles before finding a single, green-around-the-edges teddy bear. It didn’t make a lick of sense. The box was too big for just a few toys, and I got the distinct feeling that it had been full at one point. Maybe Andy had scrounged around in there, looking for something to burn.

			It didn’t matter. When I looked at that bear for the first time, I didn’t see a toy that meant something, some sort of far-off relic of my early years. Just a bear. Cotton and button eyes, staring straight at me. My hand caught hold of something on the back, and I turned it over to find a little metal clasp. I turned it, winding it up, and a slow, plinking version of ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ began to play. It wasn’t familiar, not exactly, but I couldn’t stop staring at it, listening to that song play all the way to the end.

			But there was something. A twinge of a feeling. A subtle hint at something bigger. Looking at that bear, listening to that song, I saw that someone at some time had cared enough to buy it for me. Dad still bought me toys, but for as long as I could remember it had been a perfunctory thing, a motion we went through. He’d take me to Walmart on my birthday with fifty bucks in his pocket, and we’d stroll around, doing the math, seeing how far the cash would go. They aren’t bad memories, not really, but that bear spoke of something else. A different life. A life of anticipation and surprise. A life with sleepless Christmas Eves, and birthday presents neatly wrapped.

			That bear, in more than one way, was my mother.

			I drew it out of that musty box, and I clung to it. It moved into my room permanently, going with me wherever I went, and I slept with an arm slung over it, the smell of dust filling my nostrils every night. That’s how it was.

			Until he came.

			That summer changed everything, and I’ve never told anyone until now. The girl I was, without question, is gone, but those memories, the weight of what happened, will never leave me until I get it out. I mean to tell it. What I saw. What I did. Every last moment. So buckle up.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sallie Renner was a rich girl. Or is a rich girl. Or woman, or whatever. She’s married off now, and the two of us haven’t spoken in probably eight years or so. It’s easy now, so many years out, for me to try to trivialize our friendship, to try to make it less than it really was back then. I mean, she was a wealthy girl from the other side of town, the nice side, you might say. I was the daughter of a single father, a construction worker no less, and the pair of us never really had that much in common. It’s fair to ask, were we ever really friends at all? But no matter how I try, that narrative doesn’t quite hold as much water as I wish it did. It would be easier if it were true. But the reality is, she meant a hell of a lot to me. When I think back on the time we spent together, before the thing with the toys, it burns like a patch of dry brush catching fire in a dark field.

			Warm. Inviting. Bright as daylight.

			That was Sallie, or at least, that was Sallie and me, together, that little electric connection that certain friends have. There were sharp edges, moments that could bleed from blissful laughter into instant, dark reproach if the unspoken rules weren’t followed, but in those days, there were no rules.

			Out of all my handful of friends, she was the only one who ever slept over alone, not like the small gaggle that roosted on birthdays or over the long, endless summers. No, Sallie and I usually slept over at one of our houses at least once a week. Her home was all wide spaces. Huge rooms, a football-field yard, endless walk-in closets, and yet we were never really alone there. Her dad and brother more or less let us be, but her mother – a crane-necked shrew named Ruth – never let us out of her sight. It was me, of course. Even when I was nine, I knew it. Compared to the rest of the PTA inner circle, my father was an unknown variable, something possibly wild, likely dangerous, and most importantly, poor. I never felt poor until I started going over to Sallie’s house, but her mother had a way of letting me know I was.

			“These are steaks,” she once said as she stared down the long, straight ruler of her nose. “You’ll need a knife.”

			Despite the room, it was stifling over there, and after a handful of times and countless begging, Sallie somehow convinced Ruth to let her spend the night with me. I can still picture her perched on the edge of the porch as we drove away, the three of us piled into the front of my dad’s filthy truck that farted black smoke as we drove away. She was right not to trust us, of course, but one time was all it took. Once Sallie got a taste of freedom at my house, I don’t think we ever spent the night at hers again.

			It’s not like we were getting into trouble, not really anyway. Sure, there were more than a few bad influences around Tristan Circle, that wide loop of road dotted with single-floor homes, some impeccably kept, others practically spilling trash onto the street. There was a row of squat apartments behind us, just across a short span of creek, and that was where most of the trouble started. Sallie saw her first fight behind those apartments: two fifteen-year-olds, shirtless, spitting, rolling in the mud until they tired out and just sort of gave up. She took her first puff of a cigarette back there with me, though neither of us felt compelled to keep it up after that. We both saw our first thirty seconds or so of a porno in one of those apartments, a grainy VHS that showed something so anatomical I couldn’t quite wrap my brain around it. We walked back into the daylight shaking our heads and questioning whether it was real or just some kind of kinky special effect.

			All this is to say that, yes, I was a bad influence on Sallie. I never held a gun to her head, but just being in my presence was enough to rub off on her, as if my upbringing and inherent griminess were somehow absorbed into her skin. Over time, she opened up more about her mom, specifically about her mom and me. It was a pretty simple concept. Ruth didn’t want us to be friends anymore.

			“Forget her,” I told her, and I meant it too. I’d gone my whole life without a mom. So could she.

			But soon I started to see a change happening, some kind of backlash against a backlash, you might say. Having me for a friend was, in many ways, a middle finger to her mother, a knife to cut a hole in the blanket that was smothering her to death. This was all well and good for both of us, but after a while, Sallie began to revert. It’s hard to explain, but she started to turn…childish. I mean, we were kids, I have to stop and remember that, but we were just old enough to not feel like kids. We knew what we were doing, we knew who we were, and the last thing we needed was for Ruth to stick her pointy nose into our business and tell us what to do.

			The source of the whole thing was my inability to grasp what Sallie’s life was like. I guess I couldn’t really understand the power of parents the way she did. My dad was more of a nonentity than anything else, a swell guy I truly loved, but not a major player in my day-to-day. I woke myself up, ate a bowl of cereal, caught the bus to and from school, and let myself in with the key we hid under a rock next to the porch. In other words, I was calling the shots.

			But Sallie relied on her mom and dad for everything. They took her to movies. They ate dinner at a table. They had family game night once a week. There was power there because, quite simply, there was love there as well. I didn’t see that when I was nine. How the hell could I? But I see it now, and in hindsight, that change in her makes more sense now than it ever did before.

			She started carrying a doll with her when she came over. Started quietly snuggling with it when we finally went to bed. She didn’t lug it around nonstop, but it was always there, in a backpack, waiting for her to sneak it out when I wasn’t looking. It was a girl, all felt, in a pink dress with yellow yarn hair. I’d leave the room for a minute and catch her twining the gold locks into fat braids. It wasn’t like my bear. That was mine, something secret, a thing I kept hidden from Sallie whenever she came over. We were girls now, not children, and so I hid my toys away.

			But this.

			This sudden reversal to silly girlishness felt wrong somehow. A betrayal even. A slap across my face.

			So I made it very clear that I hated the doll, hated all toys in fact, hated how childish they were. Hated them even as I hid my own away from her. It was a wedge, a sliver of distance between the two of us, a thing carefully slid into place by none other than Ruth herself. It was a very clever thing, a reminder of who it was that truly loved her more than I ever could, and it might have been enough to do the job by itself if given enough time. But something else intervened and did Ruth’s work instead.

			It was a Saturday in late May. I can’t remember the exact date, but I knew that school was almost out for the year, maybe just a couple of weeks left, I think. I remember it so clearly because we were putting on an end-of-the-year show in my living room, a big production like kids do. There was a musical number (Sallie), a deep, well-rehearsed monologue (me), and a dance number performed without consent by my fat, tiger-striped cat named Memphis. Sallie had brought her dad’s video camera, a small one for those days that recorded onto small tapes about half the size of cassettes. We meticulously set it up on the end table near the back door, one of the few places open enough to record our masterpiece. The two of us made hand-painted title cards, selected the music, and rehearsed until we were nearly bored of the whole thing.

			By the time the actual show time rolled around, it was nearly eleven, and after yawning through the first two acts, we prepared the stage for Memphis, who was sleeping next to the water heater, just as I knew he would be. The stage was a three-sided wall of cardboard lit by a pair of flashlights. The words, Kitty Kat Dancin’ were crudely scrawled on the back wall. Andy strolled out of his room to get a drink while we were setting it up, and he just shook his head.

			“What?” I said defensively, suddenly feeling childish, something I hated.

			“You’re asking for it,” he replied. He didn’t joke with me very much, and generally, my brother seemed to want to stay away from me the older we got. Still, if the moment struck, we could have some good times, the sort of deep belly laughs that only siblings could inspire. It had been years since I had seen him really smile at me, and he didn’t smile then, not quite, but I could tell he wanted to.

			“Asking for what?” I demanded.

			“Have you ever met Memphis?” he said sarcastically.

			“Uh, he’s my cat, ya butthole,” I replied. Not very clever, but right along my usual operating speed.

			Again he shook his head, and I fully expected him to stroll off into his bedroom. With a grin, he poured himself a glass of Coke, pulled up a kitchen chair, and waited for the show to start. He didn’t have to wait long.

			I’m still not entirely sure what our plan was, but I was certain, once the cameras were rolling, that Sallie and I would be able to make a convincing dancing cat. I scooped Memphis up from his endless nap, and he purred and curled into me, no doubt expecting me to bring him to bed with me like I did most nights. Instead, I carried him to the clear spot near the back door where his stage, his chance at stardom, awaited.

			“Action!” I told Sallie, and the show began.

			As the director of this particular piece of art, I took the majority of the scratches myself. I felt like it was my duty. In his defense, Memphis was surprisingly slow to anger. It wasn’t until the second verse of ‘Pour Some Sugar on Me’ that he really dug his claws in. The whole thing was a disaster, but the truly amazing part was hearing Andy’s laugh. I had forgotten what it sounded like.

			“Shut up!” I demanded, but it was too late. It was like my brother had sprung a leak, and the laughter was just pouring out uncontrollably. My face was red, and blood was dripping from half a dozen small cuts on my hands. I could have walked away, could have joined in and laughed myself, but instead I walked over and slapped him hard enough to leave a bloody print across one cheek. He was, as I well knew, the mean one of the two of us. I’d seen it, the way he could instantly grow violent and threaten the people around him, so I flinched, waiting for it. He only let his head drop a bit and slunk back to his room. Still fuming, but a little ashamed, I grabbed Sallie by the arm, and we stomped off to the bathroom to tend my wounds.

			We also, all unknowingly, left the camera running.

			Ruth had promised to pick Sallie up early on Sunday, a promise she kept, and the gentle, almost polite beeps from the driveway sent Sallie scurrying. In seconds, she was gone, and I was left to pick up the remains of our show from the night before. Ironically, I had to kick Memphis off the cardboard stage.

			“Get!” I spat. “If you didn’t want to dance on it, you don’t get to sleep on it.”

			It wasn’t until I had the thing folded up and tucked under one arm that I noticed the camera. It was dead by then, the battery sucked dry overnight. I stashed it away in my room, careful to hide it in a dresser just in case Andy came digging around for it, looking for some way to exact revenge. I still felt bad about the night before, but I wasn’t ready to apologize, not yet anyway. I didn’t think much more about the camera until that afternoon when the phone rang. My father got to it first, and after a few words of bland, inoffensive chitchat, he handed the phone off to me.

			“Sallie?” I asked.

			“Her mom,” he answered with a cocked eyebrow.

			We never talked about Ruth, but I got the sense that he wasn’t nuts about her either. I suppose that handing the phone off to a nine-year-old was proof enough of that theory.

			“Hello?”

			“Jack,” a tart voice said, “Sallie brought a camera to your house.”

			It could have been a question, but the tone made it a simple, blunt statement.

			“Yeah…” I said, and my dad tapped a knuckle on my forehead and frowned. I looked up just in time for him to mouth the word ma’am.

			“Yes, ma’am. We were making movies. She left it over when—”

			“It’s very expensive.”

			I didn’t really know what to say to that, but she didn’t give me a chance to respond.

			“I can’t come just this minute. I have too much to do. Can I trust you to keep it safe until this evening?”

			“Uhh…yes, ma’am.”

			I wasn’t quite sure what she thought I would do in a couple of hours. Maybe sell it for crack.

			“Good. I’ll come over after work…wait…I’m on the phone…”

			I could hear some kind of commotion on the other end of the line, and I instantly recognized the voice. Sallie sounded worked up, and despite Ruth’s protests, her daughter kept nipping at her heels.

			“Yes. Yes. Fine,” she said to Sallie. “I’ll be over tonight,” she directed at me. “Now Sallie wants to talk to you.”

			There was a fumbling of the phone and a smattering of annoyed whispering.

			“Mother!” Sallie said. Then footsteps, plodding away, followed by a slamming door. “Ugh. Jack, you there?”

			“Yeah. What was that all about?” I asked as I too fled to my own room on the cordless phone.

			“She’s just ridiculous. Dad doesn’t even care about the camera, but she’s in there shitting bricks.”

			“I noticed.”

			“Look,” she added, a bit nervously, “I also left…my doll.” She paused for a second, just long enough to let my eyes finish rolling. “I just got out of there so quick this morning. I’m pretty sure it was over by the back, where Memphis made his big debut.”

			She was right. I remembered it from the night before, because I had been especially annoyed that she felt the need to drag that stupid thing out when we were so busy. It was sitting on the end table, just next to where the camera had been.

			“I remember,” I said, sounding annoyed. “I musta missed it this morning when I got the camera. I’ll find it.”

			“Thanks,” she said quietly.

			After the call, I kept thinking about the way her mom had talked to me, and I muttered something smart-assy to myself when I walked into the living room. I checked the spot where I had seen the doll the night before. Then I checked the floor underneath the table, behind the couch, and under the couch.

			Nothing.

			I knew, almost at once, that Andy was to blame, but I knew better than to go storming in there without any proof. Then it hit me.

			The camera.

			I had no clue how long it had been running, but I felt confident that it had lasted long enough to catch him in the act. Even as disinterested as he was, Andy knew how much Sallie loved that toy, and getting back at her would be wonderful payback against me.

			Sallie had had enough forethought to bring her dad’s power cord in case the battery went dead, so I hooked it up along with the AV cord – one of the white-yellow-red setups. We still had it plugged in up in the cluttered playroom from the night before. I don’t know why we called it a playroom. There was a tiny TV, some board games, but little else. It was really just another hiding place for us whenever my dad felt like being conversational and we just wanted to be alone.

			Once everything was plugged in, I hit Rewind and ran the whole thing back to the beginning. Then I hit Play and sat back against the orange beanbag chair. There were some sputtering images of our rehearsals: Sallie wearing a black wig that made her look surprisingly like me. Me slowly explaining how the choreography of this scene or that scene would work. Jump to the stage, half askew, the camera being nudged into place and the world turning slowly into focus. I squinted and cocked my head this way and that, trying to find where the stupid doll could be hiding. Just once, for a second, I saw it, leaning against a lamp on the end table, right where I remembered it. Then we adjusted the camera again, and it was gone from the frame.

			I fast-forwarded a bit, bored now, but still hopeful that I might catch Andy in the act. It would be a special moment for a little sister to have irrefutable evidence like that. If he hadn’t dissected the damn thing, I might even have a chance to get it back. The screen flickered, and there he was, Memphis in all his fat, orange glory. With a cringe, I hit Play and watched it unfold.

			That damn cat.

			In the scramble that followed, the camera dropped onto the edge of the couch, and the unmistakably sweet sound of Andy’s laughter rose up, filling the room once again. Without a moment of hesitation, I turned down the volume to a whisper. I wasn’t ready, despite how pissed I was, for Andy to hear it all again. Part of it was fear of retaliation, but much more than that, I hated the fact that I was the one who silenced that amazing peal of laughter. It was true, deep regret that I felt in that moment, knowing that I might not ever hear a sound like that again.

			There was the light sound of my slap, and the laughter was gone, followed by the slight sound of stomping feet. And then nothing at all. The image showed the edge of the couch, the bottom of the end table, the cardboard stage on the floor, and, farthest away, the sliding glass of the back door, a sheet of blackness. I had to get closer to the screen to make it out, but there it was: the single cotton foot of the doll, resting at the corner of the screen. Pink. Soft. A physical manifestation of everything sweet inside Sallie.

			Ugh.

			I waited and watched, not quite ready to fast-forward because I was so certain that the deed would happen at once. After we fled to the bathroom, Andy had nothing but a cold glass of Coke and a red, stinging cheek. I know exactly what I would have done in that moment. I would have found the first thing in reach that belonged to him, and I would have destroyed it. Shredded it. Pissed on it even. Anything to give that pain away to someone else.

			I don’t blame a nine-year-old for being petty, but it was amazing how poorly I understood my brother in those days. He never hurt me, other than by simply ignoring me, and I don’t know why I felt so certain he would this time. Something about that slap had tipped some invisible balance, like a globe spun upside down, and suddenly, I was the one on top.

			I’m not sure exactly what Andy did with the rest of that night, but he never did reappear in front of the camera. So I watched, and watched, and watched, and when I finally couldn’t stand it, I hit Fast-Forward and let the world spin by, minutes reduced to seconds. Even at double or triple speed, it was terribly boring, and my attention had fluttered to something else in the room when I heard the tape stop. I’d come to the end, and as far as I knew, I had nothing to show for it.

			Instead of giving up, I ran the tape back a few seconds and hit Play just to be sure, and there it was. The door still showed black beyond the thin glass, and the cat stage still waited unused. But the doll…

			It was gone.

			Again, I hit Rewind and stared at the corner of the screen, waiting for the single moment when the foot reappeared, and in a flash, it did. I think I gasped a little when I saw it, and I fumbled for the Play button. There was some movement, a lightly shaded shape that glided around the side of the couch. Memphis, his tail curling up as he explored in the dead of night.

			“You,” I said bitterly. Of course he was responsible for all this. I rubbed my thumb across my gnarled, bandaged fingers and cursed him under my breath. I was about to stop the tape, wondering briefly where the cat must have dragged the doll off to, when I saw Memphis step further into view onscreen. His head tilted this way and that, and without warning, his back began to arch, fur standing straight up, ears folding neatly back against his head. He was staring at the back door, and after turning the volume up, I could hear his low, vibrating growl echoing in the empty room. Memphis could be temperamental. He was the type of cat that might decide to bite you after letting you pet him for half an hour. He wasn’t a bad cat exactly; he just liked to do things on his terms. Even if you were doing him a favor by stroking his back, he always seemed to think he was the one doing the favor. But despite his prickly nature, he wasn’t the type to growl at strangers or stare out the window, hissing at birds. To be honest, the outdoors didn’t really seem to exist for him, and that made the sight on the TV all the more strange.

			All at once, the cat darted away with a hiss, gone from the screen for good, and before I could even begin to wonder why, I saw it. The glass door, as silent as a quiet breeze, began to inch open. I must have screamed when I saw it. Honestly, I don’t remember, but I heard Dad calling from the next room.

			“You okay, Jack?”

			“Fine,” perfectly calm. I was very, very good at turning my emotions on and off. Even at nine, I knew it. But as the tape played on, the last thing I felt was calm as I watched the door to our home opening like some kind of black mouth. There was a puff of breeze from outside that caught the thin drapes, then…a shadow.

			There’s no other way to describe it. From the angle, I could just barely see the top of the door and a blank patch of white wall leading up toward the unseen ceiling. A smooth, dark shape seemed to melt up the wall, like liquid defying gravity. The thin line rolled up and out of sight in less than a second, disappearing out of view onto the ceiling somewhere above. I tried to wrap my brain around the layout of the room, tried to convince myself that all I was seeing was just the play of light from a passing car. Then a pair of thin, black fingers reached into frame from above, and just like that, the doll was gone.
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