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The truth does not change according to
our ability to stomach it.

—FLANNERY O’CONNOR






Winter




The man took her son’s hand and walked casually toward the playground exit.

Sammie had left him on the swing set. He’d just learned to work the swing himself without her pushing, which was a relief, so she let him stay on for a few more minutes while she cleaned up and gathered their things. She’d said,

I’ll be right back

and

Keep pumping your legs, you’re doing great,

and then she’d walked down to the gate that led to the main exit, passing a woman with a double stroller bogged down in diaper bags and a kid so big that their legs hung down either side. It was stiflingly hot outside, even though it was already December, and the woman was huffing and puffing her way through the silty dirt with all that weight. She had on a pink visor with a palm tree and the word Orlando embroidered in cursive script. She was muttering something Sammie couldn’t make out—“Many, many,” it sounded like, or maybe “Money, money.” It sounded like crazy-person gibberish. Sammie hurried past so she wouldn’t end up getting involved.

There was a garbage can near her car, but it was rancid and overflowing already, so she wadded her son’s half-eaten lunch up tight in its paper bag and dropped it onto the front seat. It was so scorching inside the car that she opened all the doors and stood outside for a minute to let the heat roil out, because Samson would start crying if he felt “sticky,” and she was too tired to deal with it. A cloud of gnats circled her head, thirsty for the sweat beading on her neck, and she swatted at them absentmindedly. She picked up her son’s bottle of overheated lemonade from the floor, grimacing at the chunks of backwash before dumping it out on the sun-soft asphalt and tossing it back onto the seat. But it bounced and rolled off onto the floor, and her back hurt too much to pick it up, so she didn’t. Her back hurt because she’d spent the last three months picking up Samson and taking him to the bathroom every night after he wet himself. Four years old and still wetting the bed—but then every child was different, that’s what the doctor said. Sammie wasn’t sure she believed it.

So she left the bottle there and turned back around.

There was the man, walking away with her son.

“Hey,” she said, because no other words would come. “Hey!”

The man and Samson didn’t stop. They didn’t walk any faster, either. Just kept strolling toward the exit on the far side of the playground. Her son was holding the man’s hand as if he’d known him his whole life. The guy was medium height, in his forties maybe, with thinning dark blond hair and a scruff of beard, wearing a gray polo tucked into dark blue jeans. White sneakers. Her son had on khaki shorts and his yellow T-shirt with Ruff and Tumble, the cartoon dalmatians, on the front. His hair was a real cloud of curls from the humidity; it was well past time for a haircut, but Samson had thrown a fit when she tried to take him.

Sammie jumped the fence. She didn’t know she was going to until she did—didn’t even know she even could, really; she wasn’t particularly athletic, and her body was small—but she vaulted it and landed directly on the other side. And then she ran. She kicked up a storm of mulch, and one of her sandals fell off, but she kept going.

“Hey!” she kept yelling, louder and louder, but neither the man nor her son looked back. Her son never listened when she called him, never responded to his name or to her commands. The man had led her son through the gate, and now they were walking through the parking lot, headed toward a big red truck.

She stopped yelling and ran faster.

He opened the passenger door. Samson just stood there beside him. She could see the man’s lips moving, but she couldn’t make out any of the words. Her son, quiet all day every day, looked up at the man and smiled. Actually smiled. Full-on toothy grin.

Sammie started screaming. Not just a scream—a prolonged siren shriek, rising at the end like the wail of an ambulance. Still nothing from the man. Nothing from her son. Could anyone hear her?

When she finally reached them, the man was buckling Samson into the front seat.

She pushed past him and yanked her son out. Then her back, already strained from running, seized up altogether. She crumpled and almost dropped him onto the asphalt, catching him by the arm just in time. She was wheezing. Out of breath. Her foot was bleeding, she saw now, and so was her left thigh from when she’d scratched it hurtling the chain-link.

“You!” she said. Took a breath. Took another breath. “You. My son. You.”

The man put up his hands, as if to ward her off. Ward her off! Unreal. He was about to abscond with her kid in the middle of the afternoon and he was acting like she was the crazy one.

Then again, she probably looked crazy. She felt crazy. He didn’t look scared at all; in fact, he looked concerned. She studied his face, tanned and wrinkled around his deep-set eyes. He looked like the kind of guy who smiled a lot. He looked like someone’s nice neighbor.

“I was just showing him my truck,” he said. “Kid said he liked trucks.”

Samson was yanking at her hand to get away, and she gripped harder.

“Your truck. Your truck?”

“I swear.” The man smiled at her, revealing a line of very large bright teeth. Super white teeth, all even. Maybe not even real teeth. Too perfect for that face, with its crooked nose and scratchy beard and smile wrinkles.

“I am calling the police,” Sammie said. But where was her phone? Back in her car, along with her keys, along with all her stuff. Where was her other shoe? Halfway across the playground.

“Mom.” Samson tugged her hand again, sweaty fingers wriggling. “It’s got a CB radio.”

She looked down at her kid, and he looked back at her with that same indifferent look he always had. No grin for Mom, even though she’d saved him from imminent danger. No thought at all to how her heart was hammering inside her chest. She could have a heart attack right there in the parking lot, and he’d just climb up into the truck over her downed corpse.

She looked down again at her bleeding foot. One of her toenails had ripped half off, the littlest one on her right foot, and she was standing in a small puddle of her own blood.

“I am calling the cops,” she repeated. “I am calling them right now.”

The man closed the passenger door. Then he skirted around the front of the truck and opened the driver’s side door.

“Don’t you get in that truck!” Sammie yelled.

Samson was squirming, and she could barely keep a grip on him. She stepped back, dragging her son out of the truck’s path.

“Don’t you dare get in that truck! I am calling the cops, and you are going to stay right here!”

The man didn’t listen, didn’t even look at her, just climbed in and started the engine. He was going to leave; he was going to drive away from this, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

“Help!” she yelled.

Samson wriggled and nearly escaped, so she caught his T-shirt by the neck and gripped him there, too hard, she knew, because he made a squeak and then stopped moving.

“Someone help me! Child abduction!”

There wasn’t anybody else in the parking lot. She looked around frantically and saw that the woman who’d been pushing the stroller with the kid too big for it was setting out a picnic lunch. Only fifty feet away, maybe less, and still the woman didn’t acknowledge her screams for help.

She pulled Samson a few feet farther back, worried the man might plow the truck straight into them. But he just eased the truck around Sammie and her son and pulled out of the lot.

It was a Dodge, a bright, glossy red Dodge. She strained to see the license plate and started repeating the numbers aloud: “GN5 8V6, GN5 8V6, GN5 8V6.”

Samson was on his feet but hanging limp, dragging like he weighed a thousand pounds, the way he always did when he was being forced to do something he didn’t want to do. She kept repeating the plate number as she struggled back to the playground, steering him in front of her with one hand clamped around his neck and a fistful of his T-shirt. There was something in the sole of her foot, glass, maybe, and her toe was throbbing, and her back hurt so bad she couldn’t breathe. It felt like the truck had run her over.

Throughout all this, the mother with the stroller had been sitting calmly nearby, at a picnic table under the park’s solitary oak tree. When they reached the fence, she called out to the woman to call 911. Then she sat down right where she stood and wept.

“Ants,” Samson said, rubbing at his neck. It had a wild red mark where Sammie had grabbed him, and his collar was all yanked out. His face was dirty. He could use a wet wipe.

The woman came over and handed her a cell phone. “I didn’t know what to tell them,” she whispered, as if the situation were some kind of embarrassing secret. Her own kid was still sitting in the stroller, Velcro shoes kicking so hard the bags on top nearly fell off.

Sammie wondered if the kid had some kind of problem that required them to be in a stroller well past the usual age.

But what did that matter? She needed to focus. Sammie took the phone and spat out the license plate number to the dispatcher before she forgot it. Then she backed up and tried to explain what had happened, calling it an “attempted abduction.” She described what the man looked like, what he’d been wearing. She told them about his too-perfect teeth. How his truck had a CB radio. She ran through everything she remembered, which wasn’t much. She could barely remember her own name. It had all happened so fast, sped by in a blur. Then, in a fit of embarrassment, she hung up—only to realize she hadn’t taken down any information. She didn’t know the dispatcher’s name; all she knew was that it was a woman. Or she thought it was a woman, anyway, with that high-pitched voice. And Sammie had hung up before giving them a number to contact her. How would they reach her? Was the callback number logged automatically? It was the stranger’s cell phone, not Sammie’s. Would she need to call back and start all over with someone new? Already the license plate number had flown from her brain.

She looked down at her son leaning against the fence.

“Ants,” he said again, and he kept saying it: “ants,” “ants,” “ants.”

And then she felt them crawling up her legs.

Sammie leaped to her feet and dusted them off, then moved the both of them around the corner to sit in a spot without any bugs. There were hundreds of dandelions peppering the grass, wild, fluffy things that stirred in the breeze, but her child picked up an abandoned straw from a fast-food cup and started playing with it. She was going into shock, she could feel it. Her entire body was shutting down. She knew she should call her wife, tell her what happened, but all she had was this borrowed phone, and she couldn’t remember the number.

Why don’t I know my wife’s phone number by heart? she wondered. What if there was an emergency?

Samson dug the straw into the ground and scooped some up, then blew into the other end. Dirt rained down onto Sammie’s head, sprinkled down her top. Then he did it again. Sammie just sat there, too exhausted to stop him. Finally, the other woman came over to get her phone. When she saw what Samson was doing, she took the straw away herself and tucked it in her pants pocket.

“Don’t put things from the ground in your mouth,” she said. “That’s not nice.”

As she walked away, Samson picked up a fistful of dirt. He held it over his mother’s head, slowly opened his fingers, and let the dirt land where it wanted.
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The doll looked like total shit. Sammie was about five seconds away from throwing it in the garbage.

It was a school project, which meant her son was supposed to be the one working on it, but Sammie had done nearly all of it herself. It wasn’t her fault; it was the teacher’s fault for giving the fourth graders a project so massive they couldn’t do it alone, and it was the school’s fault for going along with it. Of course she’d complained, but there was no getting out of it. The project was a requirement for every single fourth grader. Samson would complete it or take a zero for the project, which meant that his average—already a C—would tank to a fail. He might even have to repeat the grade over.

Samson, going through fourth grade again? No, thank you.

Sammie sat at the dining room table, surrounded by pieces of Styrofoam and craft glue, attempting to assemble a quarter-scale approximation of her son. Her son, who was supposed to be sitting at the table beside her, who’d said he had to go to the bathroom twenty minutes ago. She’d bet her entire salary (much less, she grudgingly admitted, now that she was working part-time from home) that he was back in front of the television.

“You better have diarrhea,” she yelled. “You better have the worst stomachache of your life.”

She’d gone to the craft supply store after she’d finished her work for the day to pick out some things they could use. Sammie was not a crafts kind of person. Sure, she’d had to do all this stuff growing up, but once she was an adult she would have been happy if she’d never seen a bottle of glue again. That was one thing about having a kid: all the stuff you thought you’d never have to think about—math, art, PE clothes that smell like dead feet—all came rushing back like nostalgic reruns.

Monika could have picked up some of the supplies, but she was out of town for the next two days. She traveled a lot for work, which had been fun before they’d had Samson, but increasingly it meant that Sammie was shouldering most of the mom duties on her own. Over the phone, Monika said Sammie should let Samson do it himself, as if that were an option.

“He’ll never do it himself,” Sammie said.

Monika told her it wouldn’t hurt to let him try. What Sammie wanted to say was You have no clue who your son is, but she’d tried that before and all it got her was Monika sleeping on the couch and Sammie sitting up in bed all night, furious. At least this way only one of them would be mad.

“Samson, if you don’t get your butt back in here by the count of three, I’m gonna chuck this whole thing in the trash,” Sammie yelled.

She loudly counted to three and waited for her son to appear. Waited three more seconds. Four more seconds. Two minutes later, he slunk back into the dining room wearing one of Monika’s oversize sleep shirts. Sammie could see his red Superman underwear through the thin white shirt.

“Were you watching television?” she asked.

He just shrugged. Samson never spoke unless he absolutely had to, at least not to Sammie. He didn’t really like talking to Monika, either, but that never seemed like a problem. If anything, Monika preferred it when he was quiet. She brought it up all the time when they went to dinner parties or hung out with friends: Our son is so well-behaved, she’d say. He never talks back to us! But the subject didn’t come up that much these days, now that Monika was traveling all the time and Samson was having problems at school.

Sammie could have added that he never talked back because he was too busy doing just exactly the thing you’d asked him not to do, but that would have ruined the image Monika wanted them to promote: a happy, well-adjusted little family of three, gay, but otherwise just like anyone else.

That was a big thing for her wife. She wanted them to be normal. On their living room wall, she’d hung a framed photo of the three of them at a fancy birthday dinner for Sammie. They were all dressed up: Sammie in a new lace dress and her hair done up in a twist, Monika wearing her best blazer over a crisp white shirt, their son sandwiched between them in a navy suit with a paisley clip-on bow tie. On the table in front of them was a giant birthday cake, candles aglow, and everyone was sporting toothy grins for the camera. What you couldn’t see was Monika’s hand clenched around Samson’s leg under the table, because he kept jabbing Sammie with the toe of his loafer. You couldn’t smell his stinky little foot, open to the air after he’d kicked off the other shoe. Anyone who came to the house—especially Monika’s coworkers, whom she was always eager to impress with their “normalcy”—commented on the sweetness of the picture. Two perfect gay moms and their handsome, grinning son. Monika would smile and tell them what a great time they’d had that night, but all Sammie could do was wince and recall, silently, that things weren’t always as idyllic as they seemed.

Sammie looked out the far kitchen window and watched the sun sink behind the neighbor’s house. Birds called to one another, heading to bed for the night. Her son yawned and scratched at his neck.

According to everyone they’d consulted, their son was a problem only because he chose to be. He was a perfectly capable, fully functioning fourth grader who just needed an attitude adjustment. To Monika, that was a problem that would work itself out in time. To Sammie, it meant that her days were spent waiting for that magical shift to finally happen.

“Here you go,” Sammie said, pushing a mess of irregular-looking limbs across the table. They squealed as they scraped over the wood. “Paint these.”

Samson put his hands over his ears and made a face. “I don’t like it.”

The paint had dripped all over the place, even though she’d put down newspapers everywhere, especially on Monika’s grandmother’s antique dining table. Sammie ran another paper towel under the tap and tried to do some spot cleaning while her son half-heartedly glopped gold paint onto his brush. He dunked it over and over on the paper plate, stirring it around before dragging it down something that should have been a thigh but looked more like an oversize turkey leg. Three stripes later, he huffed miserably and dropped the brush directly onto the plate, sending a big splat of gold paint directly onto the wall behind his head.

“Fuck!” she yelled. Samson just sat there, staring at her. There was paint on the table, paint on Monika’s sleep shirt, paint everywhere. Big drops of gold, glimmering like coins.

She walked into the kitchen and filled a glass with water from the sink. She drank it all, took a breath, then refilled the glass and drank that, too. The water tasted bad, kind of metallic. It was the pipes and the Florida aquifer—they had one of those filtration pitchers, but no one ever bothered to refill it, so it just sat in the fridge with a useless half inch of clean water in it. She ran both hands through her hair and then realized she had gold paint on her fingers.

This had all seemed easy enough when she’d been in the craft store. She was embarrassed to admit it, but the project seemed childish. The whole thing was way too easy for her, a former manager now reduced to running a household. And if she was being honest with herself, not even running it all that well. She’d never gone back to work full-time after quitting her job to stay home with Samson, and the job she took on after he started school was only part-time work and full-time brain-numbing. She could do it all—copyediting, client emailing—in her sleep, and sometimes that’s exactly how she felt: like she was sleepwalking through her work and her life. So when the craft store employee came over and asked if she needed help, she’d turned them away, and she wasn’t all that nice about it, either.

How hard could it be? Styrofoam ball for a head, Styrofoam block for a torso, four foam dowels for legs and arms, two small blocks for hands and two for feet. She bought felt to make little clothes to match Samson’s own T-shirt and shorts, and yarn for his mop of curly dirty-blond hair. For his eyes, googly-eye stickers! Easy enough.

It was not easy.

She’d already cut her hand trying to carve the legs into shapes. She hadn’t thought to buy craft knives—why spend extra for something they’d never use again?—so she was using a kitchen knife, and it wasn’t as sharp as she expected, so she had to keep pushing till it slipped and stabbed dully into her palm.

When she’d measured Samson, to get a sense of his proportions, he’d wriggled so much that she’d struggled not to yell at him. These days her voice sounded like someone else’s, like someone she’d hate to have to listen to. It sounded a lot like her mother’s, which is something Monika had pointed out once when Sammie got mad at Samson for spilling a drink in a restaurant. Sammie didn’t bother replying to that, just went out to the parking lot and cried. Monika never said it again, but she didn’t have to. Sammie knew exactly who she sounded like: Her mother, the woman who’d never understood her. Her mother, the least maternal being on the planet.

So she downed her second glass of water, tied back her paint-streaked hair, then opened the freezer and got out the makings of two sundaes—ice cream with chocolate syrup and rainbow sprinkles and three maraschino cherries in each dish. She took another deep breath, then carried the sundaes into the dining room.

She was greeted by a gold-coated nightmare.

Sammie had bought four oversize bottles of gold paint, because she wasn’t sure how much the Styrofoam would absorb and she didn’t want to have to go back to the craft place for more. Samson had emptied all but one. It was dripping off the edge of the table, coating the chairs. It fell to the floor in flat, drippy splats. The newspapers she’d used to line the tabletop were crumpled into a big, slimy ball and tossed onto Monika’s favorite chair. The china cabinet, a wedding gift from another of Monika’s relatives, was covered with wild gold handprints. The rest was streaked everywhere, slicked over every surface in the room. It was as if King Midas had come to life in her dining room and touched everything to golden shit.

The only thing the paint hadn’t touched was the doll, which was sitting in the corner, dismantled, and still a pristine Styrofoam white.

Samson had disappeared, but his footprints led from the dining room into the hallway. Sammie followed them down the hall to the living room, shaking so much she worried she might have a stroke. There sat her son, perched on the couch, absolutely coated in gold paint. It coated his hair and dripped down his face, soaking through his nightshirt and leaving slick bands of gold along his neck.

“Samson,” she whispered.

He turned to look at her, and his eyes were shockingly bright in his face. The blue of them was almost electric. It looked like something, but at first her frazzled brain couldn’t place it, until finally it leaped from her mouth: “Carrie.”

That was it—the scene from Carrie when Sissy Spacek got the bucket of pig’s blood dumped on her head. Except this was molten gold, as if her son had been transformed into a golden statue.

“You little shit,” she said, wheezing out a giggle. There he sat, her monster. Ruiner of furniture and good moods. Able to wreck an entire evening with three containers of paint. And with that, the laughter just rolled out of her. It was uncontrollable, the kind that nearly bent her in half. Tears leaked from her eyes. Even her cheeks hurt. Samson just sat there, drops of paint landing in growing puddles on the hardwood floor, leaching into the rug under the coffee table.

She laughed until she thought she might throw up; even after she got herself under control enough to walk him upstairs to the guest bathroom, she was still suppressing it. She had him hop in the shower with his nightshirt on and pulled the shower curtain closed as the spray dripped liquid gold all over everything. She sat down on the toilet lid, held her face in her hands, and waited for the paint to slick off her boy’s face and body. What a weird thing, to love another human, she thought. Her stomach trembled, still quaking from the giggles; even thinking about the mess she’d have to clean downstairs didn’t make her mad. It made her want to start laughing all over again. She bit her lip as she struggled to pull herself together.

“Almost done?” she asked, but of course there was no response from Samson.

She got him out and dried, then bustled him off to his room at the end of the hall. Luckily, the paint seemed to come off easy enough. It was water-soluble, so it would probably wash off the walls, too. Worst case, she’d have to paint. And, anyway, she hated the color of their walls; Monika had picked it without even asking her, just came home one day with a giant bucket of the stuff. It’s nicer than the brand you mentioned, she’d told Sammie, which was basically her way of saying, I make the money in this house, so I’ll be making the decisions. This way, Sammie had an excuse to choose something new. She could thank Samson for that.

Sammie went downstairs and opened a bottle of chilled white wine. Then she got to work cleaning up the mess. It took several rolls of paper towels and a couple gallons of hot water, and by the time she was done she was exhausted and well on her way to drunk.

The doll still sat in scattered pieces. She looked again at the measurements she’d taken of her son: Height, average for a fourth grader. Weight, average. He looked nothing like her, though she was the one who’d given birth to him. Their skin tones were wildly different: his was pink and rosy, while hers tended toward sallow. Her hair was brown and frizzy, hanging stick-straight to her mid-back, nothing like his mop of curls. She and Monika had chosen an anonymous donor, so they had only a few basic facts about his biological father, but when Sammie looked at their son, all she saw was a tiny stranger who’d been dropped into their home.

Kids were aliens anyway, Sammie thought. No way to know what they were thinking, when their thoughts were the product of an unfinished brain still training itself to act human.

Sammie and Samson’s one similarity was in the eyes. Hers were dark brown and his were blue, but they both were set in their faces in a way that made them look eternally surprised, as if someone had come up behind them and shrieked.

The googly eyes felt appropriate. Maybe her one good idea at the craft store.

Sammie sawed away at the arms and legs, trying to approximate something human. She jabbed toothpicks into the ends, dabbing them with glue, and miraculously they held. Careful of her hands, she cut out pieces of Styrofoam and made a nose and some ears. Whittled out a neck. She jabbed all these together, too. Then she took the last container of paint and shellacked the whole mess.

It didn’t look terrible. She found herself enjoying the work, actually, finishing off the wine while she cut some clothes out of felt and glued them onto the body.

The hair, she realized, was going to be the biggest challenge. There was a current school photo of Samson on top of the china cabinet. He wasn’t smiling in the picture, of course—he hardly ever smiled—but the photo gave her a chance to look at his face long enough to see how his hair was supposed to look. She glued a mop of curly yellow yarn to the top of the doll’s head, brushed a few strands into place, and then sat back to look at the finished product.

Unlike her messy painted son, who resembled a horror film reject, the replica looked almost like an object of worship. It reminded her of the Bible story of Baal, which she’d read a million times as a child—the one about the Israelites who decided to make their own golden calf when Moses was up in Mount Sinai getting the Ten Commandments from God. Sammie hadn’t been to church in years—she barely spoke to her parents, who used their Christianity to shield themselves from acknowledging her queerness or her marriage—but somehow the golden idol in front of her had emerged from the swampy interior of her memory. Now she found herself recoiling at how sacrilegious it was. Strange that she’d even care about such a thing, but she often found herself responding to certain things as though her parents might still walk in and chastise her, even though she was a full-grown adult with a family of her own. Old habits were hard to break.

I can’t let him take this to school, she thought, but she knew she’d have to. Everyone had to turn in their work the next day, and Sammie had already raised such a fuss about the project that there was no way the teacher would give Samson an extension.

That teacher, Miranda Hastings, was the kind of woman Sammie really disliked. On the first day of class, Samson had come home with his things all labeled with cartoon-apple stickers—but the name tags all read TOMMY. At first she thought he’d grabbed the wrong binders, but when she realized someone had plastered the TOMMY name tags all over the binders she’d bought him, Sammie was furious. The next morning, she called and arranged a meeting. The teacher greeted her at the classroom door and ushered her to one of the small tables. It was frankly ludicrous, the two of them smashed together like they were crowding themselves into a dollhouse, but somehow the woman seemed totally in her element. With her blond hair perfectly coiffed, legs bent elegantly to the side, she reminded Sammie of Alice in Wonderland, curled up serenely on the green manicured lawn.

“This isn’t my son’s name,” she’d told the woman, brandishing one of the binders.

“It’s his middle name, isn’t it?” she replied, smiling in a way that Sammie felt was condescending. She explained that she invited the kids to call themselves whatever they liked, including nicknames. It was a little bit of freedom of expression, a way of letting the kids feel they had some say in a world that never let them decide anything for themselves.

“After all, is it really a bother if he goes by his middle name?” Miranda asked, and then excused herself to go pick up the class from PE, even though nothing had really been resolved.

The thing was, it did bother Sammie that her son’s teacher felt she had the right to make that decision. Sammie was the one who’d named him, after all. Her wife had given him her last name, Carlisle, which was fine, and she’d also given him the middle name Thomas, after her own grandfather. But it was Sammie who got to choose his first name, and she’d named him after herself. She didn’t really understand her son, even though she’d carried him in her body, even though she’d barfed up every single breakfast for four months straight, even though she’d spent two full days in labor before they finally carved him free of her stomach, leaving behind a scar that still bothered her, no matter how often Monika told her it was a symbol of their love for their child. But she had that one thing—his name, Samson, the one thing they shared. Her son was Samson Thomas Carlisle, and that was hers to protect, as long as he belonged to her.

Back in their living room, Sammie looked over at the miniature Samson on their freshly washed table, glaring at her with its big googly eyes. She felt creeped out by it—the gold gave it a lifelike quality, as if it were almost sentient—and for one drunken moment she thought she might smash it to pieces. Instead she turned off the lights in the dining room and the living room, drank another glass of water to stave off the hangover, and climbed upstairs to her lonely bed.

She fell asleep around one in the morning and woke again a few hours later, groggy and unsure why she was awake. It was dark in the room except for a shaft of light from the hall, though she’d thought she’d turned that off before crawling under the covers. She rolled over to check the clock on Monika’s side—and saw someone lying on the pillow beside her.

Sammie screamed.

Scrambling out of the bed, she fell onto the hardwood floor, banging her elbow so hard it lost all feeling. Still muddled with sleep and wine, she stumbled over to the door and switched on the overhead light.

There on Monika’s pillow lay the golden miniature of her son.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. “Oh God.”

It was 3:02 A.M., and the thing was under the covers.

She picked it up with shaky hands, carried it to the master bathroom, and closed the door.

Then she went down the hallway to check on Samson. His door was cracked, as always, and he was turned on his side, facing her. A stripe of light from the hall fell across his face, bisecting it neatly. His lips were puckered into a kiss—the way he always slept, as sweet as some porcelain doll from a catalog—and his hair was swept back over his forehead.

It was quiet in the room, and he was breathing regularly. And yet—

She walked in and dug his hand out from under the sheets. There sat the evidence: though he’d washed it clean in the shower, the skin of his palm was now spattered with gold, fingers coated and tacky with paint.

“Samson,” she said. “Samson.”

He didn’t move. Kept breathing regularly, chest lifting and falling, lifting and falling.

“Tommy,” she whispered miserably, and he opened his eyes.
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After all that hard work, at least Samson had gotten a good grade on the doll.

I got a good grade, Sammie thought, still feeling petty about it.

But even though he hadn’t wanted anything to do with building the thing in the first place, overnight he’d suddenly become obsessed with it. His creepy miniature.

Monika didn’t think there was anything wrong with their son’s attachment to the doll. In fact, she encouraged it.

“It’s weird,” Sammie said, but Monika just laughed.

“It’s not. Really. It’s totally normal.” She smiled, showing off her twin dimples, and took Sammie’s hand. Sammie had always loved those dimples. Alongside her Cupid’s-bow mouth, they made her wife’s baby face look unbearably sweet.

Monika had asked a friend from work to watch Samson so they could have a night away—dinner, just the two of them, and then a stay at a fancy hotel in downtown Tampa, next to the university where all the arts events always happened. She’d seen a play in the gilt-embossed theater seven years ago. Sammie hadn’t really liked the play itself, but the place had been pretty, with all those red velvet seats.

That felt like forever ago. This was the first time they’d been out in at least six months, but Sammie could barely focus on having a good time. All she wanted to talk about was her son’s bizarre fixation on the doll.

“He carries it around everywhere,” she said, pushing the mashed potatoes around her plate. They didn’t taste right. The restaurant was an upscale place recommended by one of Monika’s coworkers, and all the portions were too small, with ingredients that didn’t seem necessary. Raisins in the gravy? Really? And potatoes studded with parsley that felt like shredded grocery bags.

“It’s okay for him to like a doll, though,” Monika said. “Even though he’s a boy.”

Sammie stabbed at her tough, microscopic pork chop to keep herself from saying something she’d regret. Her knife screeched across the plate, making a long pterodactyl shriek. A couple nearby turned to stare.

“I didn’t say it was a gender thing. You always do that.”

“Do what?”

Sammie spat a piece of parsley into her napkin. Classy, she thought. “Tell me what I’m thinking, when it has absolutely nothing to do with what I’m talking about.”

Monika chewed her pasta. It looked marginally better than the pork, and Sammie wished she’d gotten it instead, but she was putting on weight around her hips and thighs and was trying to cut back on carbs.

“Why don’t you explain it to me, then.”

Fuck it, Sammie thought, grabbing a roll from the basket. It was so hard and crusty that she could barely break it open to smear the cold butter on it. “I hate this restaurant,” she said, and Monika shushed her.

“We can go get burgers or something afterward,” she said, smiling again. “Something we both like.”

She’s trying to change the subject, Sammie thought, and almost let her wife get away with it. Monika looked terrific—her short, peppery hair was curled up from the humidity, and the emerald of her shirt made her look like she’d just come in from a day at the beach—and that made it easier for her to get away with skirting issues. It was easier to kiss and make up, let things slide, especially when Sammie didn’t really want to fight. But this issue with Samson felt important.

“He uses it to do his talking for him, though. Have you noticed? It’s the only way he interacts with us anymore. It’s not normal.”

Monika took the roll away and spread the butter for her. “He likes it because it’s something you two did together. It reminds him of the good time you had that night.”

A “good time” that consisted of Samson coating the entire house with gold paint and then scaring her shitless in the middle of the night. When she first told Monika about it, her wife had laughed. Monika had a great sense of humor—it was one of the things that first attracted Sammie to her—but she also had trouble taking things seriously. Sammie didn’t think any of it was very funny. The doll made her extremely uncomfortable.

“He keeps talking to it.”

Monika handed her back the bread, and Sammie took a bite. It was softer inside, and the butter tasted good, anyway.

“Thank you,” she said, and Monika reached over and cupped her chin in her palm. It was nice. Sammie leaned into the warmth.

“What would make you feel better about this?”

Sammie wasn’t sure anything would. The doll was creepy and ill-made, so it was coming apart in chunks. Samson carried it with him to the dinner table, took it out to the backyard to play, and slept with it on the shelf by his bed at night. When Sammie asked him questions, only the doll would answer. And the doll answered to Samson, while her son answered only to Tommy.

Sammie took another bite of mashed potatoes and immediately spit the whole wad of it back onto her fork. Her wife laughed and pushed the bowl of pasta toward her.

“Let’s just switch,” she said, and Sammie was grateful.

The pasta was good. Full of very fatty cream sauce and shrimp and diced peppers and tomatoes. Samson would never eat something like that. Too many flavors.

Sammie frowned. She hated that every time she thought about something for herself it had to come couched in what her son thought. There were times now when she didn’t feel like her life was her own—that she’d become like a service bureau for what her son might want: his needs, his preferences.

“I want another baby” is what Sammie said, and right away she knew that was the exact wrong thing and absolutely not what she wanted.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Monika held up her empty wineglass and waggled it at the waiter, a thing Sammie found tacky and a little bit rude. Her wife had grown up with money, but she still did things like that sometimes. Cleaned her nose at the dinner table. Took off her shoes on flights. They’d been together a long time, and Sammie knew that sometimes the behaviors that irritated her about Monika were things she’d once found endearing. She tried to focus on Monika’s face in the candlelight, taking in her dark, deep-set eyes, the friendly smile lines radiating from their corners.

Remember what you love, she told herself, and she felt better.

“You don’t want another kid?”

The waiter came and refilled the glass. Monika pushed her hair back behind her ears, then shook it out again. Her hair was very short, but it was growing out a little. Wisps of it curled cutely over her ears. Sammie could have said, You need a haircut, and kissed her wife’s sweet face, but instead she’d asked for another baby, and she didn’t even want one.

“I want us to be able to spend more time together, though, and a baby would put an end to that,” Monika finally said, and it was exactly the right thing to say.

Sammie missed the romantic vacations they used to take, missed having quality time together beyond a few stray moments on the couch at night before they fell asleep. She relaxed back in her seat and finished her drink before they shared a piece of dark chocolate cheesecake (too rich) and more wine. Then Monika paid the bill, as she always did, and they pulled on their light coats (thanks to the chilly Florida rain) and walked out without taking the leftovers.

On the way out, Monika took her hand. It felt strange holding hands, Sammie thought, and that made her unbearably sad. Back when they started dating, they used to hold hands all the time. Touching each other’s palms in movie theaters, beneath tables at diners, even just sitting on a couch together—it was like some part of them had to be touching at all times. Sammie missed the hunger of that. When she’d first come out, it had felt thrilling to hold a woman’s hand in public. Finally, a sign of outward affection. It showed the world how much they loved each other, even though it meant they sometimes got dirty looks—like the time when a woman standing outside a department store hissed that there were children present, to be decent. It became one of their little inside jokes—Do you wanna go somewhere quiet and be indecent to each other?

All the way back to the hotel they held hands. Their palms were sweaty
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