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        “There is no easy way from the earth to the stars.”

        SENECA

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A deer’s cry shrilled near a hill behind our house. I was afraid to follow the vocalization disturbing the untroubled night. As I paced in my room, something urged me to put on my shoes. I had to check if it was human. When I came close, it tried to run away, but crumbled to the ground. Its back was warm, that I do remember, and also the blood. I gathered what I could find in my mother’s medicine cabinet and rushed back to the forest.

      “No running inside the house,” Mother said, bending at the waist and looking into the oven.

      The body was gone, and below the penumbrae of the trees, a trail of blood tracked its way deeper into the woods. I took a step forward but lost to trepidation, and in minutes I was back facing the house, and saw the window in front of the kitchen sink.

      “What’s wrong?” Mother meant the tears in my eyes as I walked into the house.

      “Nothing.”

      With the bathroom door locked, I emptied my pockets on the countertop. The bottles rattled on their way to the medicine cabinet, and I turned each flask around so that the labels pointed forward, and the jars lined in ascending order; just the way Father liked them. I sat very still near the open window in my bedroom and closed my eyes. The wind changed when he was near, and all the creatures in the grass and dirt silenced and bowed to his arrival.

      Every morning before brushing my teeth, I would rush into the shores of the woods with a heart ballooned with hope only to find a family of trees harboring nothing more than lonely soil on their feet. I yelled all kinds of names into the leafy ocean in hopes of a rescue boat. Other times, even a shipwreck would have done. On those occasions, the water was not on the horizon, but overflowing my eyes. I headed down the path, as far as I dared, deaf to my ears, deaf to the morning, deaf to the house, and I hoped that maybe when I came back, it would have turned itself into a home, that this path led to the same place, but different.

      It was my disguise to pick apples from the trees and offer them as a tribute during breakfast. That seemed to please him. He would smirk and press hard on my shoulder, and I knew I had done well. The echo of my offering would not last until the evening, though, and that was when things usually got rough.

      People that grew up blind in darkness could not recognize when it had spilled over beyond the length of their limbs. Over time, it splattered on the floorboards and flooded the other rooms of the dwelling. A girlfriend I had in middle school once went with us on a family outing and asked me what was wrong with my father. After watching him frowning at nothing at all, staring at the ground for minutes at a time outside a store where my mother was shopping, pulling my mother out of the store, and hurrying us up the stairs to the movie theater to a showing that would not start for another hour, she said, “It looks like something terrible happened to him.” But I didn’t know. My father, it seemed to me, appeared one day on this Earth out of nowhere, like a thunderstorm on a sunny day forecast. I didn’t get many life lessons or family history from him, only glimpses that I rather not know. He would throw these gems out into the air only when it was just the two of us in the car, but by the time I caught them, they had turned into charcoal, disintegrating and rotten.

      “Do you know what your grandma used to do when I was a kid?” he said. “She would lie in bed, motionless, for minutes at a time, and I stood there calling her name and rocking her still body. And just when I had given up, and imagined my life without my mother, she would open her eyes and laugh.”

      Then, he would speak about his work as if the two belonged to the same conversation.

      “You know, Son. Sponge painting can hide minor flaws and imperfections on a wall, but it’s all about the technique. The trick is to dab the sponge into the corners of the imperfection and work outward.”

      He did not like awkward silences, and he filled them up with snapshots of his life, like what he said one time while turning the corner of Oliver and Sunset Lane.

      “Once, while I was living with my aunt,” he said, “a group of Mexican kids beat me into a pulp and left me laying on the ground for hours until my aunt came back from work.”

      Over the years, these facts popped up and created a Picasso image of my father. It was the rugged terrain on which I poured the slab of my life, and it went like this.
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        * * *

      

      My body punished me for not looking after my mind and letting my dragons feast whenever they fancied my flesh. It didn’t matter what I ate, my intestines exploded every morning on my way to school. It was good that old Ms. Ruth lived right next to it and let me use her bathroom. The things I did to that toilet, I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy, Duncan.

      A classroom was a hostile environment where kids grew at all sorts of disproportionate rates. Some of them still brought action figures to class in third grade, while others rolled up their already short sleeves to show whatever could pass as muscle. It was possible to imagine some of these kids holding a cigar on a ledge, blowing smoke into the open air while looking at some distant memory of their youth. By then, the girls flocked in groups and gravitated toward some of the boys. The boys noticed, too. It was hard to tell what came first, the girls or the balls. These boys were fearless. They had no shame because they had no predator. I wondered about life without a predator; it was all I did when Duncan locked me in a dark locker. I learned that while our seats were next to each other, all the kids sat in different classrooms, intertwining across different realities.

      “I missed you today, dear,” Ruth said over the school fence.

      “Oh, hi, Ms. Ruth. I skipped breakfast today.”

      “Dean, let’s go!” my dad said from the car.

      “Bye, Ms. Ruth.”

      “What did I tell you about talking to that woman? What the hell happened to you?”

      The dampened sound of the unsealed car door numbed my hands. I never got it on the first try. “I fell.”

      “Inside a trash can? How many times do I have to tell you to make sure the door closes right?” He leaned over me, reaching for the door, reeking of alcohol. My father unlatched the door and, with a powerful pull, closed it tight like it was nothing. It shook the car and the contents of my stomach with it. “Can you believe this guy? Come on, let’s move it!”—he honked several times—“This country, I tell ya. No one knows how to coexist; everyone is trapped in their little world. No regards to the fellow man. Come on!”—he honked again—“Enough of this.” He slammed on the reverse and drove the car straight into a steel pole. “I’m such a spaz. I’m such a spaz. I’m such a spaz.”

      I put on a face my friend Michael showed me at lunchtime; it was really funny.

      “What is that? What are you doing?”

      I remained on guard until the beast inside my father retreated. The storm cleared, and my father laughed.

      “All right, kid. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      I was late for class the next morning, but I swear I didn’t want to be. Duncan, the bastard, had put me in a locker again. “And I better not hear you moving in there,” he said.

      I enjoyed collecting things; I always have. Dissected butterflies and boxes of trading cards filled the shelves of my walls. It drove Mother crazy. She liked things spotless. My mother begged me to clean my room until one day I came home, and it was already neat, the cards stowed away, and the butterflies were somewhere in the city dumpster. When Hurricane Duncan hit, I started carrying a small pocket lantern. Once inside the day’s locker, I turned on the lantern and looked around. Being in a locker made me feel good. I didn’t enjoy thinking unless I was forced, and I thought a lot in those lockers. When I finished thinking, I grabbed a small item from it to take home, just to remind myself of the real good thinking I did. The janitor opened the locker when the halls were silent enough for him to hear my breathing. By the end of the school year, I had collected one item from every locker. It was quite a collection, which I hid from my mother’s clean hands.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Love is knowing what another person might be willing to do for you and never asking such a thing from them.

      

      

      We were in the middle of the forest, my father and I, and the first flakes of snow had already fallen.

      “Again,” Father said.

      “I can’t do it.”

      “I said, again.”

      The axe fell heavily on the thick stump, but it didn’t make a dent.

      “I don’t think it will crack,” I said. My skinny arms were shaking.

      “You need a better grip. Give me those.” He took away my gloves.

      “But I’ll get frostbite.”

      “Stop whining and go again.”

      Flesh to wood, I grabbed the axe, and descended my arms in a fury.

      “Again.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my god, what happened?” Mother said as soon as the screen door opened.

      “We have firewood, that’s what happened,” my father said, threw a pile of wood in the fireplace, and opened a can of beer.

      “Let me take care of that.” Mother put my hands under the running water in the sink, and I watched the tiny Red Sea as it swirled and flushed down the pipes. I imagined it clean and purified of my blood and flowing clear to another house, and my blood floating stagnant in a dark chamber among the secret blood of the world. She knelt with a roll of paper towels to wipe the floor, but a few of the drops had set in and tainted the cherry hardwood. Regardless, she tried a combination of chemicals, but failed to undo the damage. Days later, she came in with a new rug, placed it over the trail of stains, and cooked dinner.
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        * * *

      

      “Again,” I said in the schoolyard. A crowd surrounded Duncan and me as he punched the steel locker door with all his strength. His bloody knuckles were turning purple. The tears had exploded from his eyes and now flowed freely for everyone to see.

      “Again,” I said. I had grown three feet high and bulked out to the sides.

      It was a disappointment when I opened my eyes and saw my mother sitting in the corner of my bed.

      “Dean, it’s time.” She meant to go to school, and all the other good parts of a weekday. “Eggs are on the table.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I said and held on to my growling stomach.
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        * * *

      

      As a child, I was the only boy in the neighborhood without a television set lighting up the living room. Father said that no son of his would grow up carrying around a melting brain, skipping along to the sounds of June’s promise while the world blew itself to bits. He used to get all philosophical like that sometimes, and then he put on his daily play edited with effects of breaking glass and fists to the wall. Mom looked through the faux wood blinds at his car snaking in. She gauged his alcohol level as he fought with the car’s door handle and made haste to decide on the best place to put me. Sometimes, we would take our seats at the dinner table and play our parts of a normal family. He cursed both mortals and gods, trying to force us to meet his frustration level. After the fight became a monologue, he stumbled his way to the bed. Mom ran after him to take off his shoes and rub his brilliantine oiled hair until he fell asleep, letting out the victory scream with a sigh of relief. Other times she would hide me away in our secret place, a hole in a sidewall of my closet with a rug door that hung from an anchor. He came into my room looking for me, and my mom swore I was sleeping over at a friend’s house. He hit her until he couldn’t discern her still body from my bedposts, and I looked through the porosity of the fiber in the rug until it was safe to emerge again, trying not to reveal my whereabouts from an onset of excessive shivers.

      Once during recess, some schoolboys and I formed a circle in the yard, some standing, others sitting on the steel structures scattered around the playground.

      One boy, the tallest one, was breaking a twig into smaller pieces and throwing them at the ground one by one.

      “Sometimes he’s just rude,” he said, “and won’t buy me any toys.”

      “I know what you mean. I got a stupid book for my birthday this year,” one boy said.

      “Bummer For Ya!”

      At that moment, I realized that something connected most people together. They were like clothespins hanging tight to an invisible thread that spanned timelines and state lines, weaving together the human experience in one cohesive pattern. I looked at this pattern from the outside and nodded my head in confusion, watching the rest of the boys as they yelled in unison.

      “They turn my TV off at 10:00 p.m. at my house!”

      The other boys all turned around to this small freckled one who, mostly, kept to himself. The shock came from both the sentence and the vessel speaking it.

      “Sneak out of the bed after they fall asleep and turn it on again. That’s what I do!”

      The next morning, the small, freckled boy was quieter than usual. At lunch time he sought the group with a tear in his eye.

      “Hey!”

      All the boys stopped laughing and lowered their field of vision to listen to what the small boy had to say.

      “You forgot to tell me to lower the volume before I turned on the TV again!”

      They roared with laughter, and the wave infected me as well. And the thought of the thread came over me again. This time I realized that if there was a thread, at least I was still hanging on to it, even if by a small, lost strand of it. This filled me up for the rest of the week.
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        * * *

      

      My understanding of my parents’ life before me is so convoluted and twisted that I usually make a story up, or just brush it off with the bristles of omission. I know my mother didn’t have an easy upbringing.

      It had been pouring, and there was nothing to do. School had been out, plays cancelled, the television blown. My young mother let her hair fall down where it may, unspoiled of its nature, uncured. A gunshot came about, loud and piercing, and vibrated up to the steps of her loft. Seconds later, another shot, and a thud. She remained seated, as history had taught her to not show herself until called for. Then the sirens arrived, and a herd of officers opened the door.

      A uniformed youngster, Lucas, spoke first, “Oh God,” he stowed away his gun. “Dad, over here!”

      The old captain pulled himself up and started climbing up the stairs. “How many times have I told you? When we’re on duty, it’s captain!” On the last step, he saw my mother sitting still on the edge of her bed. “What’s your name?”—silence—“All right, Lucas. Bring her down.”

      “Dad—”

      “Just do it,” he turned it into a whisper. “I have enough shit to deal with already.”

      The scanner hawked and beeped. “10-35. Two victims.”

      Meanwhile, Lucas held my mother’s hand, careful not to break a bone. She was frail. Maybe it was the frailty, or her big, blue marble eyes, but he loved her from that moment until his death. He loved both of them. Mary, my mother, then later John, my father, as Mom spread her wounded wings and flew into his perverted nest.

      She’d met my father at a state fair. Lucas had insisted my mother had to get out of that house, away from the phantoms, and plant a goalpost somewhere in the future. Anything to look forward to. At the fair, my father stood leaning against a steel rail outside the circus tent. Lucas waved and nodded and pulled Mom toward him. Lucas introduced them. She always told this story with great hesitancy, with a plain fear of getting the facts too polished.

      For years, my parents were married with no children. The neighbors spoke of this in secret, but shot their laser eyes publicly, as to say without saying that there must be something wrong with them. One time, one of many, Father arrived at their doorstep with the stench of alcohol. Mom was with child nine months later. Lucas knew the child was not the result of a love-struck romance, as that same night Father had left his house in a haste. Mom withdrew more than before. She did not submit her famous pie recipe for the neighborhood competition that year. She set her eyes and goals into the care of her boy, Dean.

      They had inherited the house of her childhood, which in time proved too painful to live in. Mom convinced Father she wanted to move. We moved to a cabin just outside the city, at Father’s request, to not move so far away from his job.

      A few years later, Mom could tell from the shaking sheets of zinc and how dark it had become at the cusp of the afternoon hours, that this evening would have to end without her usual post dinner walk through the forest. And there had to be a forest, since she waved the unfinished, long streets and dim light posts of the city away years ago, around the time she woke up with a purple eye that layers of Naked Cream Dust could not cover.

      The trees Mom had marked always led her to a stream she had discovered in one of her walks. "He'll be OK for a few hours," she had whispered to herself the day before, only to open the door to a sleeping husband that stank of a failed attempt of sobriety, and thus another broken promise, and a son inside a hole in his closet wall, covered with a thick veil of wool knitted patterns. The desk had an open hardcover book, which she closed. Texas Wildflowers was the title.

      Mom set a basket full of wet clothes on the bed and bounced her knuckles off the wall in a musical pattern. She spoke first, "You mustn't leave the book sitting in the open like that. You did well."

      “Is he gone?”

      “The next best thing. Sleeping.”

      “Did you find any?”

      She reached into her pocket, unfurling her hand to reveal a handful of golden, wrinkled berries.

      “Now?”

      “No, he must eat them.”

      “When, then? Tonight?”

      “Tonight.”

      “Wake me up if I'm sleeping.”

      “I will.”

      But my father did not wake at all until the next morning, not even for his midnight snacking raid. Mother had the berries hidden in the cookie jar at the edge of the top kitchen cabinet, away from his Viking eyes.

      “What time is it?” Father said.

      “10:00 a.m.”

      “Is the boy still sleeping?”

      “I think so. I'll get him.” She stopped him from getting up.

      The lack of light had my circadian rhythm in disarray. My eyes opened to my mother sitting on my bed, and the room was dark as if the cabin sat covered whole under a twenty-foot wool veil.

      “Is it time?” The wind forced tree branches to sway and scratch the log walls of the cabin.

      A timer went off back in the kitchen.

      “Come.”

      Mother set the table with three plates and cutlery on the side of the porcelain, wrapped in a fabric napkin. Father made his presence known by disheveling my hair and landing on his seat like a missile in reverse. He had a newspaper in his hand, which he swatted open, and read in silence. I looked at my mother, who turned back to get the pancakes out of the pan and onto the plates. A confused boy could not move on with the next thought while sitting on a lingering curiosity. Were they in the pancakes? Ground in the coffee, maybe? Mom crossed eyes with mine across the table and directed my stare to the top of the kitchen cabinets, where a red can peaked down on us. Mom smiled. I chuckled in relief, ready to enjoy the pancakes.

      “Enough!” Father slammed his fist on the table with a ferocity, the wave of which the spoons and forks could not escape.

      “He didn't mean to, John.”

      Father engaged once more with the compelling news article at hand, unbeknownst to his boy's attention on the assortment of construction tools his father had assembled on the kitchen counter to prepare for a day of honest work. Some tools were sharp, others blunt, but he could take his pick of either type, and forever end this horror, or at least exchange it for a lesser one.

      The morning went uneventfully outside of my mind. Father’s truck tracks were still visible in the mud in front of the house as the first sprinkles of the storm had landed. He ended his work journal early that day when the newscasters relegated the governor's stay at home order. His time away, though, was enough for Mother and I to spend quality time together scheming of ways to get the berries inside the belly of the beast. We decided that ground in his dinner and drink were the best of ways. I had opted for the mortar and pestle instead of the grinder. I had mentioned something about enjoying the process, but Mom did not make a fuss about it.

      Their hugs never lasted long, but that day she pulled away quicker than usual. She scrunched her nose, focusing on his good spirits and on the rose in his hands.

      “I got you this.”

      “Thank you.” She inhaled the fantasy. “Food is almost ready."

      A storm brewed in full strength, as they said it would. Our family sat at the dinner table, as Mother and I had planned. Father chewed merrily on the chicken with berry sauce, now his favorite dish. My shoulders felt light for the first time. After dinner, Mother pulled me aside and unveiled the golden berry dust had not made it into the sauce but lay scattered outside the kitchen window. My shoulders tensed at the thin veil of change, the promise of second chances, the tracks of the tires of his pickup truck, the forest, the ever damming forest, and the peaks of buildings sneaking on the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the kids at school had divorced parents. I had parents that stuck together for dinners like that. My stomach churned in terror in the anticipation of something setting things off.

      Until something did.

      “Don’t worry, kid, I’ll take care of it,” Lucas Jackson said.

      Lucas Jackson had become a family friend and local Texas Ranger sheriff. He patted a white blanket on my shoulder. The lights of ambulances and police cars, blue, red, and white, blinked in harmony all around me. I must have been twelve. They explained to me that someone had entered our house and killed both my parents, though at the time I couldn’t make sense of it. The doors of the ambulance hung wide open, and I sat, legs dangling in the air, on the hard carcass of the patient compartment. They rolled out two bodies on stretchers, covered in blue bags, and tightened to the bed with a trio of red strings.

      “You’ll be OK, kid,” Lucas said.

      A nurse ran toward me with a wet towel that turned red as she cleaned my hands.

      Through the years, that night has revealed to me piece by piece, like flinders of a splinted two by four, pricking my feet whenever I become ever so close to normalcy. I remember my father getting home with the mist of alcohol in his breath. I could smell it from my room. That night, fear creeped in with the alcohol. The wall became my bed, and after the usual struggle, the night became silent. Even more so than usual. I couldn’t hear my mother sobbing on the other side of the wall. It was dead silent. I built enough courage to grow out of my hide. I crawled out of the hole, legs first. My father was kneeling down, searching for signs of life on my mother’s lifeless body. I grabbed the black little league bat with white stripes my dad got me as a birthday gift years before. He turned around for long enough to make the son out of the figure that swung him to death.

      The news never reported it, and the town never talked of it. Lucas forced his wife to take me into their home. At their home, the Jacksons treated me at arm’s length, leaving enough distance for a quick getaway should it become necessary. In the outside world, parents pulled their children closer, and whispers became the new town dialect. Uplifting quotes said that life is what you make of it. In reality, your life is also what life makes of you. The way the world reacted to you shaped the way you reacted toward it. It became an infinite tennis court, swinging the ball back and forth harder and harder, until one becomes more aggressive than the other, pushing the other into submission, ending its life, and saving its own. One morning, I woke up in the Jackson’s guest bedroom to a book neatly placed on the nightstand. The meditations of Marcus Aurelius guided me back into the light, or at least into my version of light, as bright as it was possible.

      By eighteen, I had inherited my father’s construction business. It survived in dire straits until I was old enough to manage it. I rebuilt it completely, destroying its crumbling infrastructure and putting it back together, hammering it down to what I knew was right. I fired the dead weight and hired the helium filled brains of the young and restless. Business blossomed to greater heights over the next few years. The awards and projects poured in, like the perfect foundation of a thousand story skyscraper, inching every second higher toward the sky.

      The town soon forgave and forgot, and I became the local hero. It’s funny how that goes. The company boomed out of what they criticized in the state papers. We hired only townsfolk and talked plainly to our clients, explaining the what and the why. My guys were never knocking on doors holding a tablet and vomiting sales pitches, or instructed to request an in-house estimate that allowed them to find the potential client’s demographics and place the quote on either side of the pricing sliding scale. They sat comfortably at our office and waited for customers to seek them out. While others compartmentalized, awarding only one menial job per pair of hands, snatching all power and replacing it with a neatly packed paycheck, we integrated, and one man did the job of five, empowering their path to become as wide as
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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