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			For M, para siempre. 
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			Thank you to the Horsemen, for believing in me and this series.

			Thank you, reader. 

			I’ll see you again in New York, in a little neighborhood called West Egg. I can hear the jazz music already… 
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			Sevierville, Tennessee—August 1970

			It is muggy in the hayloft. Sweat prickles upon my brow and dribbles into my eyes. It stings just like swimming without goggles in the Sevier County pool, the chlorine staining the sclera pink. I wipe my face dry with my shirt tail before lying amidst the loose hay. 

			The rifle is too big in my hands, the pommel butting uncomfortably against my shoulder. I squint through the scope, the crosshairs strafing across the farmyard. The chickens are loose, pecking at the dry, pockmarked earth. The rooster’s crimson comb bobs as he meanders around the yard like a southern dandy strolling a balustrade. With the scope, I can see his big, unblinking eye. “Bang,” I whisper, imagining the bullet shredding his pea-sized brain. That’ll teach you to chase me ‘round the yard, Drumstick. 

			The strands of loose alfalfa stab at my bare skin. I find myself wondering why they call you-know-what a “roll in the hay.” I suppose the phrase is meant to be titillating, reminiscent of a clandestine affair. But perhaps it is meant to invoke the fragility of one’s skin, its penchant for tearing. 

			Dust flurries in the hayloft, sticking to my eyelashes. I don’t dare blink. 

			There’s movement in the kitchen window. I swing the rifle’s barrel toward the cheery gingham curtains, and I find my mother at the sink with foamy suds up to her elbows. She’s cleaning up from lunch: egg salad sandwiches, the yolk a silky, fluorescent yellow. When I exhale, I can still smell the mayonnaise on my breath. There’s a faint vinegary note that reminds me of decorating Easter eggs, the pastel dye staining my fingertips for days afterward. I am too far away to hear her, but I know she is humming; she loves to sing along to the radio but can never remember the words. 

			I jerk the crosshairs away from her freckled skin and pursed lips; seeing her through the scope gives me a queasy feeling. Or is that the mayo, curdling in my stomach? “Focus, Henry!” I grumble through gritted teeth. You have a divine mission, given to you by God, the Father—and your father, too. 

			My eyes water, tears streaming down my cheeks. I allow myself one blink, hissing as dust stings my eyes. I carefully put down the gun, swiping at my grubby face with the tail of my Memphis Tigers t-shirt. “Dang!” 

			At the curse, I slap my hands over my mouth. There’s no one to hear, but God heard, didn’t he? I imagine Him lying beside me in the hay, his sandaled feet swinging and his bearded chin resting on his knuckles. Whatcha thinkin’ about, Henry Lee? Are you thinkin’ about me? Tee-hee! 

			Fo-CUS!

			In the barn below, the cow, Evangeline, bumps her feed bucket, scattering pellets. The metallic clang of the handle startles me, and I yelp. Peering down the ladder to make sure I am alone, I spot only the cow’s refrigerator-shaped body, fanning away flies with her ears. Unperturbed by the mess, she simply bows her head, lapping the pellets up with her thick pink tongue. 

			I pick up the rifle from the straw, cradling it in my arms. Despite the heat, the metal is still cold. 

			Outside, the screen door slams. Samuel Campbell coughs. His boots clomp on the porch as he hustles toward the yard, an oversized bag of feed balanced on his shoulder. The chickens hop around my stepfather’s feet, and he gently nudges them out of his way with his toe. Agitated, Drumstick flaps his wings, the hackle feathers around his thin neck puffing out. 

			“Don’t you dare,” Samuel warns the rooster, “or you’ll be baked and stuffed with mushrooms come dinnertime.”

			I hurriedly raise the rifle, squinting through the scope. The heavy weapon bucks in my trembling hands, the edge of the scope butting painfully against my brow bone. Surely, it will leave a bruise. The scope magnifies the feed bag’s label. It’s brightly colored with chubby cartoon pigs sitting at a table, holding a fork in one cloven hoof and a knife in the other. They are violently pink and wearing gingham bandanas tucked beneath their fat, bristly chins. Samuel is heading toward the potbellied pigs’ pasture just beyond the barn. 

			He pauses, readjusting the bag on his shoulder. I can see his face now: sun-reddened, weathered, tendrils of dark hair clinging to his sweat-soaked brow. He’s wearing a Sevierville Swallowtail baseball cap, the brim sun-faded and battered. He came to every one of my games this season, sitting wide-legged on the bleachers, crushing that hat in his calloused hands every time I came up to bat (“Let’s go, Hen-ree!”). 

			I can’t do this. 

			My stomach churns, hot bile sloshing up into my throat. I burp, the taste of stomach acid settling onto my tongue. I try to spit, but the sputum seems to cling to my uvula. Gagging, a foamy trickle of slaver edges down my chin. I don’t wipe it away, afraid that if I put down the rifle I won’t be able to pick it up again. Surely, it will weigh more than Sisyphus’ boulder. 

			“Even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light,” I recite under my breath, rolling my stiff shoulders. “His servants, also, disguise themselves as servants of right-right-righteousness.” I stumble over the last word. I don’t quite know what it means, but Father Ricci reads it with the same breathless reverence he has for Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost. Or when my pal Eddie gushes about Mary Ann from Gilligan’s Island. 

			“Where’s Henry?” Samuel calls as my mother steps out onto the porch, hanging tea towels on the rail to dry. Through the scope, I spot the one I sloppily embroidered in home economics, the stitching loose. It’s meant to be a dancing duck, but it looks more like a goose that has been flattened by a speeding car. 

			“He’s in the barn, I think,” she says.

			Samuel turns toward the barn and, inexplicably, up at the hay door beneath the gambrel roof. It’s as though he felt my eyes on him. He pales when he spots me there: his thirteen-year-old gangly-limbed stepson holding a rifle. When our eyes lock through the scope’s lens, I curl my finger around the trigger. Just as I squeeze it, Samuel drops the heavy feed bag. 

			Bang! The bullet punches through the bag, pellets bouncing around the yard like shrapnel. The chickens scatter, shedding feathers on the brown grass. It should have killed Samuel, but he isn’t there anymore. There’s only a long divot in the dirt. I think my mother is screaming, but I can’t hear her over the ringing in my ears. I can only see her wide mouth, her eyes bulging from their sockets, her hands clutching the porch rail so hard I can see bone. 

			Suddenly, a massive paw grasps the hayloft’s ledge, the claws pulverizing the wood. They are long and sharp, not all that dissimilar from the grizzly bear claw I got to hold at the Boy Scout jamboree last autumn. A hulking creature pulls itself up into the loft, its growls reverberating through my body like my cat’s purrs when she lays upon my chest. The beast looks like an enormous wolf albeit bipedal, with sinuous muscles and a wiry coat. Globules of saliva drip off of its teeth as it edges toward me, careful to avoid the molding floorboard. Just the night before, Samuel reminded me that we had to replace it before one of us fell into Evangeline’s stall. 

			There was a full moon last night, did you know that?

			I aim the gun and squeeze the trigger, but the bullet doesn’t hit the beast. Instead, a hole opens in the roof, a handful of copper tiles skittering down the side of the barn. Evangeline moos, throwing her shoulder against her stall door. When it doesn’t give, she throws herself at the opposite wall, shaking the whole barn. Or are those my knees rattling? 

			The beast bends the gun’s barrel as though it’s as malleable as play-doh. I can’t help but think of Bugs Bunny tying Elmer Fudd’s gun into a perfect bow. I stare at the bent metal, the beast’s fist still gripping the muzzle. I smell burnt fur, acrid and sulfurous. I’m fairly certain it’s what hell smells like. 

			“Stupid boy,” the beast growls in my stepfather’s voice, wrenching the gun from my quivering hands. “Who put you up to this?”

		

	
		
			I. November

			Chapter 1
(Hunter)
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			I sit on the stairs just beyond the reach of the porchlight. The sand is still warm from the autumnal sun, and I take my shoes and socks off to plunge my toes into it. Voices sieve through the screen door behind me, but I can hardly hear them over the breakers crashing upon the tetrapods. The three-quarter moon hangs low on the horizon, spilling silvery light upon the sand. Ghost crabs, housed in their pearly shells, skitter across the shoreline, foraging for tasty coquina clams to nibble on. As children, Candy and I loved to hunt ghost crabs, trapping them in the beam of our flashlights. 

			Inside, someone howls. It’s an ostensibly human sound: a lark, nothing more. Still, I find myself cringing away, wrapping my arms around my knees. I had to excuse myself, not wanting to hear one more word about prey or pack politics. The wolves become raucous when they are together, especially when alcohol is plentiful. I consider feigning illness, but I know Angus will give me that look. It’s the same look he gives me when I avoid his kisses, offering him only the stubbly plane of my jaw rather than my lips. We’ve hardly touched in months. 

			The screen door opens, crashing upon its hinges. I don’t have to turn around to know it’s Angus; he walks with the heavy stride of a Percheron in a parade. “Dinner is ready,” he announces, his voice a little thick from the Pinot Grigio. 

			“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I murmur, wiggling my toes in the sand. 

			Angus comes to sit beside me, his rounded hip butting against mine. He’s wearing a pair of chinos, a narrow leather belt threaded through the loops. It looks as though he’s been poured into them. “Are you alright?” he asks, draping an arm around my narrow shoulders. 

			“Should I be?” I ask, my eyes on the ocean. 

			Angus sighs, running his free hand through his glossy hair. I wonder if it’s exhausting—being with me. Is he tired of having this same conversation over and over? I wipe at my dry eyes with the heel of my hand, sucking my lower lip between my teeth. 

			“It’s Thanksgiving, Hunt. Can we please not do this tonight?” he asks. 

			“I’m not doing anything,” I counter. “I’m just sitting.” 

			Angus’ arm drops off my shoulders, slapping against the wooden floorboards. The hollow sound makes me flinch. “Ama wants to say grace,” he grumbles. “It’ll be rude not to be sitting at the table when she does. C’mon.” He rises, sticking his hand out to haul me to my feet. I reluctantly reach for it. 

			“Hunter—”

			“Hmm?” I busy myself brushing sand off the soles of my feet, gripping his forearm to keep from toppling over. I slip my feet into my fawn-colored boat shoes, keenly aware of the grit I wasn’t able to sweep off. 

			Angus gently cups my chin, tilting my head toward his. For a moment, I think he intends to kiss me, but he’s frowning. His mouth doesn’t quite cooperate; the gully traversing his cheek is thick with waxy, pinkish scar tissue, dragging the corner of his lip up. It makes him appear perpetually besotted. He’s wearing the leather eyepatch Toby crafted for him, the braided strap skimming his eyebrow. He hasn’t been fitted for a prosthetic yet, but I know an artist will never be able to capture the brilliant blue of his iris—the exact color of the ocean when the sun is at its apex. “Why won’t you talk to me?” he asks. 

			“Ama wants to say grace,” I remind him sweetly. Before he can protest, I trot up the stairs, tripping on the uneven step. Angus follows, catching the screen door before it can slam shut in my wake. 

			The living room furniture has been pushed up against the walls, leaving space for three card tables set end-to-end, shrouded in a linen tablecloth. The chairs are a collection of cast-offs, including two stools, four straight-backed chairs with upholstered cushions, and one rocking chair. Much like everything in the bungalow, the tablecloth hails from some bygone era; the hem is so tattered it resembles fringe. Still, the pattern is festive: hand-painted cornucopias laden with brightly colored gourds, bundles of dried wheat stalks, and fruit; leaves in red and gold; and cartoonish turkeys wearing buckled capotains. The table has been set since I excused myself, the dinnerware mismatched. Dainty crystal stemware is coupled with Pyrex plates in an unsightly saffron, silverware flanking every place setting. No two pieces of cutlery are from the same set. 

			Ama Chilton sits at the head of the table, dressed in a boat-necked sweater and tapered cigarette pants. Three strands of pearls adorn her throat. Even in her nineties, she looks like a cover model. I can almost picture her as she once was: dark pin curls, red lipstick, and eyes as blue as a robin’s egg. The chair to her right is empty, reserved for her grandson. Angus brushes past me, giving her bony hand an affectionate squeeze. Even enveloped in his massive paw, the tremor in her hands is apparent. We are all careful not to draw attention to it; it’s impolite. 

			I pull out the vacant chair between Angus and my sister, Candy, draping my coat over it. Haley, perched on the stool opposite, tips her glass back, swallowing the dregs of her cocktail. She fishes the wedge of lime out of the glass with her fingers, sucking the gin-infused juice from the fruit until the flesh turns wrinkly. “Are you okay?” she asks, raising her eyebrows. A trickle of liquid edges down her wrist, but she doesn’t seem to notice. 

			I shrug, dragging my linen napkin into my lap. 

			Candy glances from her girlfriend to me. “What’s going on?” she whispers. 

			“Nothing,” I mutter, indignant. “I was just taking a breather outside. I wasn’t aware that it would cause an international incident.” I can feel Angus stiffen next to me, but he continues speaking animatedly to his grandmother as if he hadn’t heard at all. 

			Alexandre pushes open the kitchen door with his shoulder, carrying the main course upon a silver-plated serving tray. The whole turkey is roasted to perfection, its golden skin still sizzling from the oven. Sprigs of fragrant rosemary garnish the bird, and aromatic stuffing—cubed bread, carrots, onions, and mushrooms—spills out of its chest cavity. It’s a large turkey; Alexandre’s ropy forearms bulge under the weight. 

			Her round belly leading the way, Toby follows with a basket of flaky croissants in one hand and a serving dish of mashed potatoes in the other. Haley bolts to help her, almost toppling her chair. 

			Once the spread is placed on the table, Alexandre sits on Ama’s left, and Toby takes the chair beside Haley. Ama clears her throat. When she smiles, the tissue-thin skin of her eyelids crinkles. “Before we enjoy this lovely meal, I would like to say grace,” she says. While old age shrinks her, bending her in half like a bonsai tree, her voice is clear and emphatic. “I’m not one who holds much stock in religion, or even God, but there’s something to be said about expressing thanks for a meal—imbuing it with power.” She folds her hands upon the tabletop and bows her head. “Thank you to Alexandre for cooking this beautiful bird.” 

			The Frenchman blushes a violent shade of crimson. “Bon appétit,” he murmurs. “Je suis honoré, Ama.” 

			“Thank you to my grandson, Angus, for bringing a pack to me. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until my house was filled with noise again. Soon, we will even be blessed with the pitter-patter of tiny paws.” 

			“Not soon enough!” Toby interjects, patting her stomach.

			“We have suffered a tremendous loss this year. Renner should be sitting at this table tonight,” Ama continues. Her cerulean eyes rest on the empty chair at the far end of the table, her lip quivering just slightly. I find myself staring at the chair too as if expecting to see the foul-mouthed fisherman materialize there. But it’s just an empty chair, a bit of yellowed stuffing peeking out of the seam. 

			“But I think, tonight, that we should focus on our perseverance,” she continues, “and what we have gained—”

			I laugh. I can’t hold it in; it punches its way out, doubling me over. At first, it’s just a guffaw—a shriek, really. Then I dissolve into humorless giggles. “I’m sorry,” I gasp, wiping tears from my cheeks. “I’m really sorry. That’s just a very funny way to put it. ‘Our perseverance?’ All I see is floundering. Take Haley: every time her phone rings, she shakes like a leaf, especially when “Mom” shows up on the caller I.D. Candy spends all of her time writing, but she dropped all of her coursework this semester. I have nightmares and can’t bear to drive anymore because every pothole feels like—” I crush my napkin in my fists, changing course. “What have we gained, exactly? Because from where I’m sitting, all I see is loss. That pack Angus brought here? Most of them are dead. Leigh, James—”

			Angus slams his fist on the tabletop, rattling the glassware. “That’s enough.” His voice rumbles through my chest wall like a bass line. His jaw is a right angle, the vein in his temple pulsing in time with his heartbeat. It was cruel to mention James. I may as well have kicked Angus in the balls. 

			I rise from the table, tossing my wrinkled napkin onto my empty plate. “I’m going home. I don’t feel much like celebrating tonight.” 

			No one follows me, though I can hear Angus apologizing profusely. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him, Granny. I’m so—” I don’t want to hear the rest. 

			As I stride down the driveway, I realize I’ve forgotten my coat. My house keys are in the pocket, but I don’t dare go back inside. The wind whips, tousling my hair and tugging at my clothes like a playground bully. I bow my head to avoid the brunt of it, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my slacks. 

			I walk along the narrow shoulder, careful to avoid the cattail-laden embankment. If I misstep, I’ll tumble into the runnel, soaking my shoes in the freezing brook that threads through the culverts. With my luck, the fall will snap my ankle, exposing a nubbin of bone to the filthy water, the natural habitat of mosquitos and Big Gulps tossed out of car windows. I pass two neighbors’ bungalows before Angus catches up to me, my coat in-hand. 

			If I stop walking, I’m certain that the wind chill will make my muscles as rigid as chicken cutlets forgotten in the freezer. Angus keeps pace with me, draping my coat over my shoulders like a cape. “What the fuck was that, Hunt?” 

			I thread my arms through the coat’s sleeves and zip it up to my chin. “I’m tired of pretending. Aren’t you?” 

			“I don’t know what you mean,” Angus says. A passing car’s headlights throw our shadows out in front of us. His silhouette dwarfs mine in both length and breadth. It’s as though the world can’t help but remind me of how different we are at every turn. 

			“I’m tired of pretending that everything is fine!” I’m too loud, and my voice bounces through the culverts. Fi-yi-yi-ine! A seagull, roosting atop a concrete drain, shrieks as if to say, Can you keep it down? We pass a streetlight, and I catch a glimpse of Angus’ face. He’s puzzled, his teeth dimpling his bottom lip. 

			Perhaps he really isn’t pretending at all. When we met, he spoke frankly of the barbarism of his people. He abides by laws outside of the humans’ purview, written in blood and notarized by teeth. Surely, his savage circumstances rewired his brain, tempering the electrical current that jumps between synapses. He doesn’t think like I do because we are not the same species. We are hardly the same genus. 

			“I don’t belong here,” I manage around the lump in my throat. “I’m not equipped for this.” For a brief moment, I feel unfathomable relief. I’ve given a name to the fixation that has doggedly nipped at my heels, growing larger with every passing day. 

			“It’s just dinner, Hunter.” Angus sighs, clearly exasperated. 

			Finally, we reach the bungalow we share. My Camry is parked in the driveway, shrouded in a tarp. While the damage to its front end has been repaired, the blood and brain matter buffed out, I can’t bear to look at it. I could sell it, but that seems wrong, somehow. I’d left the porch light on when we’d left, and an eclipse of moths orbit the bulb. One flies too close and—plink!—its powdery wings crumple. I step up onto the porch step, and for the first time, Angus and I are on equal ground. “No, no, you’re not listening,” I say. “Why aren’t you listening?” 

			“Babe,” Angus takes my hand, giving my fingers a squeeze. “I’m not trying to be obtuse here, I’m really not. I know you’ve been feeling depressed. How could you not be? You’re on the phone with the insurance company nearly every day. You are working in cramped quarters—here and at the café. We hardly get a moment to ourselves.”

			Angus alludes to problems with concrete solutions. He wants me to focus on what I, a human, can fix. I think of a parent jangling keys in their toddler’s face to distract from a red-faced tantrum. Look here, Hunter! That’s how he thinks of me, isn’t it? 

			“Angus, I killed someone for you—for this pack. But I’m still not a part of your world. Why is that?” 

			Angus leans against the porch’s banister, crossing his arms over his broad chest. I catch a brief glimpse of the “J” tattooed on his ring finger. “You shouldn’t be worrying about that,” he says. 

			I laugh, though there’s no humor in it. “I know you aren’t human, but surely, you understand that humans have feelings, right?” It’s a low blow. I may as well have called him a monster. 

			Angus jerks as though I’ve slapped him across the face. His lips pull away from his once-squarish teeth, now sharp and numerous. In the jaundiced glow of the porchlight, they appear discolored. A growl rumbles through his chest. “You aren’t acting like yourself.”

			I flip through my keychain to find the house key, distinct from the others because the bow is wrapped in a layer of duct tape, my initials scrawled in sharpie. Over time, the ink has feathered somewhat, leaving only an “H.B” shaped smudge. “That’s funny.” I chuckle as I slot the key in the lock. “Because you are acting very much like yourself right now.” 

			When Angus rips the porch’s handrail off the balusters and throws it into the yard, I don’t bother to look back. Loose nails bounce off the porch steps. Ping, ping, plink! I shut the door and lean against it, listening to the crunch of gravel as he walks away.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2 
(Henry)
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			Sevierville, Tennessee—June 1970

			My father is a forest fire. I must always check which way the wind is blowing before getting too close. 

			I loiter outside of the house long after my mother’s truck has pulled away from the curb, pretending to admire a tuft of yellow dandelions growing out of a fissure in the pavement. I can still feel the ghost of her kiss on my cheek, and I know that it will evaporate as soon as I pass through the threshold. Love has no jurisdiction inside the Fairbanks house. 

			He had to have heard the truck pull up. The engine hacks as though fighting a severe case of croup. If I keep him waiting for too long, he’ll be apoplectic. I can hear him now: what are you hiding, Henry Lee? I fish my house key from my overnight tote and slot it into the lock. I am relieved, albeit perplexed, to find the living room empty. Usually, when I come home, he’s waiting for me on the sofa like a guard dog at the end of its chain, hackles raised. 

			Despite the summer’s heat, the air conditioning unit is off; the room is stagnant and still. The spider plant on the mantle droops in its painted pot, the narrow leaves brown and brittle at the edges. The heavy curtains are partially drawn, letting only a narrow shaft of light play across the rust-orange carpet. I take off my shoes and socks before stepping onto it because I like the feeling of the squashy, shaggy fibers between my toes. This afternoon, though, I find no solace in it; something is wrong. I can sense it, just like our cat, Cindy, could sense that she was dying. Even before the tumor caused her back legs to drag and her bowels to release on the kitchen linoleum, she knew. 

			“Dad?” I call. My voice sounds flat in the airless room. I drop my tote beside my shoes and head down the hall. Perhaps he’s in his study. I pass my own room, the door ajar, and peek in. It’s just as I left it last weekend: the bed unmade, the Mickey Mouse bedspread in a heap on the floor; G.I. Joe action figures marching across my desk; and a dresser with unclean laundry piled on top. I can see the stains on the knees of my baseball knickers from my slide into home plate. I wince at the sight, remembering the thump of the catcher’s mitt on my shoulder. Y’er out, Fairbanks! 

			The door to the study is closed. When I press my ear to it, I can hear shuffling inside—a dry cough muffled by a fist. “Dad?” I call again, cracking the door. 

			He’s never in his study during the day, preferring to laze on the couch in the company of Mr. Art Linkletter. The study is for his nighttime toiling: listening to AM radio and downing Rheingolds. The intermittent crush of the cans and pssst of the tab provides the soundtrack for my dreams. 

			I keep my hand on the knob. If he’s feeling inhospitable, I’ll have to close the door quickly to avoid being hit in the head by a thrown Rolodex or paperweight. Part of me hopes he’ll do it. I don’t like his study, the walls adorned with grotesque hunting trophies. I find their glass eyes particularly unsettling. They seem to track me around the room. He is most proud of the moose head mounted behind his desk. When he sits just so, it makes him look as if he has grown enormous palmate antlers. 

			“I’m home,” I add, just in case he’s forgotten where I’ve been. He often forgets about me altogether. Sometimes, if I walk into the living room after being in my room for too long, he jumps as though he’s seen a ghost. 

			“Come in,” he croaks. He sounds like the fat Spadefoot frog I once found squatting in a puddle beneath the rain spout: sluggish, dyspeptic, and hoarse. He’s clearly been chain-smoking, even though he promised my mother he’d quit. 

			Hazy, bluish smoke hangs in the air, making my eyes water. Even hours after I leave, I can still smell the sulfurous odor permeating my clothes. When I was younger, I thought there was a frightened skunk trapped inside the wall. I would press my ear against the knotty pine paneling, convinced I would be able to hear the animal’s scratching. When I couldn’t hear it, I imagined it had been mummified, sandwiched between the sheets of drywall like a slice of bologna. Now that I’m thirteen years old, I know better. 

			Milton Fairbanks is a man who has been told his entire life that he’s too tall. His body is riddled with a lifetime of apologies: kyphosis of the spine, hunched shoulders, and knee joints that crackle like Rice Krispies. Conversely, I’m small, like my mother. Even sitting behind his desk, he is as intimidating and as fearsome as a giant. I often have nightmares wherein he grows taller than the house and swallows me whole.

			“How’s your mother?” he asks without looking at me. He jabs his joint into his ashtray, splitting the paper. The pungent odor of spent stems fills my nose. 

			I am too frightened to venture inside. I keep my hand on the doorknob, turning it this way and that. My palms are slick with sweat. “She says ‘hello,’” I reply, licking at my dry lips.

			Finally, my father deigns to look at me. He presses his lips together as if trying to stop a deluge of vomit from escaping. “Come in here, boy. Sit down.”

			When I step into the smoky room, I realize we aren’t alone. A man wearing a funny dress and skullcap occupies the leather armchair in the adjacent corner, his hands steepled beneath his fleshy chin. He doesn’t look at me, his heavily lidded eyes trained on the carpet. Another identically dressed man stands behind the seated one, his hands resting on the chair back. With his long, stubbly neck, bald head, and broad shoulders, he reminds me of the vulture in Snow White and the Seven Dwarves. A skullcap rests upon his bare scalp, seemingly held in place by religious conviction alone. 

			When he looks at me, his smile is so wide that I swear I can see all thirty-two of his yellowy, chiclet-shaped teeth. His dimples are trenches cut into the weathered rock of his cheeks and his lower lip shakes as if maintaining a smile requires the utmost physical exertion. I half-expect a bead of sweat to trickle down his lined brow. His eyes are a brilliant blue, albeit joyless. It’s as though he’s wearing two faces: the grin of a circus clown and the thousand-yard stare of a shell-shocked soldier. 

			“Sit down, Henry Lee,” my father repeats, gesturing to the folding chair in the center of the room. I recognize it; it’s one of the chairs we pull out of the garage on Thanksgiving. There’s a brown, crusty stain on the seat. I think it might be gravy. I hope it’s gravy. Gingerly, I sit on the very edge, tipping the back legs up off the carpet. Behind me, one of the men sniffles. 

			“How’s Samuel?” My father spits
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