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I’m lost, wandering, and somewhat stoned. This parking lot, when you’re in the middle of it, seems much vaster and more expansive than it does from the street. Or do I just seem much less consequential? That’s the question. One for the ages.

It’s July, hot as balls. I stare up. The sky, pale and papery, looks like it’s about to burst into flame.

How would you describe the sky to someone who has never seen a sky? You’d have to explain how it’s different every day. So many shades of blue, of gray. And we’re not even talking about sunrise or sunset. Plus the clouds! How would you describe clouds?

“You need some help?”

“What?” I say.

Some dude in a suit is about to climb in his car. He’s about my age, probably a couple of years out of college. With the suit and the haircut, though, he’s all business. Me, I’m wearing board shorts, flip-flops, and a vintage faded Van Halen T-shirt that I found for five bucks at Goodwill. I haven’t cut my hair in almost forever and I’m a minimum-wage scarer at an amusement park fright zone.

Who’s happier, though, him or me? I mean, I hope he’s happy, but I’m happy too. I don’t need much. I don’t want much. I have everything I need and want. The perfect balance.

“You’re just standing there,” the dude in the suit says.

“Yeah. No. I’m good. Thanks.”

“Can you move so I can back out?”

“Oh. Yeah. Do you know where the new municipal court administration building is?”

He points to the far end of the parking lot.

“Right on,” I say. “Thanks.”

The new municipal building isn’t actually a new building. It’s the old municipal offices inside a different old building. Inside is your standard grim government environment. Low ceilings and dying fluorescent tubes, scuffed floors and dented doors, smudged handprints climbing the walls like vines. People pace up and down the long hallway. One woman is muttering to herself.

“Breathing in, I calm my body,” she says as she paces past me. “Breathing in, I calm my body.”

I get in line at the parking window. I have a ticket I need to deal with by five o’clock today, which is eleven minutes from now. Waiting will probably take longer than that, but if you’re in line by ten till, they usually let you slide.

We inch forward. Down the hallway to my right a guy is kicking a closed door. The woman is still pacing and muttering. Two dudes in line behind me argue loudly and irately first about some quarterback, then about some politician, then about Sonic hamburgers vs. Whataburger hamburgers. It must be exhausting to have so many strong opinions. I only have mild preferences, and usually not even that.

A woman in front of me worries into her phone about a suspicious lump in her armpit. I’m very glad for the bowl I smoked in my car. The weed makes me feel like I’m being gently removed from this moment by a big rubber eraser.

Down the hallway to my left, a couple of kids sit by themselves on a wooden bench. I just now notice them because it’s an extra-large bench and they’re extra-small. Six or seven years old? A little boy and a little girl. I’m impressed by how well-behaved they are. They’re not squirming or wrestling or even swinging their legs. At their age I would have been crawling around, licking the fossilized chewing gum stuck to the bottom of the bench.

We inch forward. Finally, it’s my turn at the window.

“Pay or delay?” the clerk asks.

“Delay.”

The clerk stamps my parking ticket, authorizing my request for a thirty-day continuation. I step away from the window. While I’m here, I realize, I should go ahead and get a continuation for my ticket due next week. The dude behind me looks anxious, though, so I yield the window to him. A good deed, my mom always said, never hurt anyone.

On my way out, I see those two little kids still sitting all by themselves on the big bench. Is it kind of weird that they’re sitting all by themselves? I look around for a likely parent or guardian, but everyone is wrapped up in their own world. Nobody even glances at the kids.

It’s none of my business, and I have zero understanding of child development, but the little boy and little girl seem way too young to be on their own—especially in a place like this, with so many sketchy people pacing and muttering and kicking at doors.

I walk over to the bench. I give the kids plenty of space and crouch down so that I’m not looming over them like Godzilla in Tokyo. Technically I’m one of those sketchy people myself, after all.

“Hey, dudes,” I say. “What’s up?”

The little boy looks past me, over my shoulder. The little girl looks over my other shoulder. They’re brother and sister, definitely. Twins? Unclear. They have the same sandy blond hair, the same broad forehead, the same enormous green eyes. They don’t seem scared. It’s more like they’re riding the bus to work, arms folded across their chests and staring out at the same tedious scenery that rolls past every day.

“Is your mom or dad around?” I say.

No reaction. Just: This bus, this route, so tedious. I decide, with no scientific basis whatsoever, that the boy is six and the girl is seven. They’re wearing miniature sneakers and miniature jeans. The little boy is wearing a miniature striped rugby shirt, blue and yellow. The little girl is wearing a miniature T-shirt with happy! spelled out with sequins. Though some of the sequins are missing, so it’s just, Happy.

I move my face three inches to the right so the little boy can’t miss it. He doesn’t even blink. I’m invisible. His eyes are offline, open but empty, just a dim light and lots of shadows.

Same thing with his sister. Very unsettling. They’re cute kids. I really wish they’d smile or giggle. I’d get behind even a scowl or a glare.

Should kids be as skinny as these kids? With such narrow, delicate necks and chests, wrists and ankles? They’re more like stick figure drawings than actual human children.

I notice the little girl’s ankle, the exposed skin between her sock and her jeans—three round dots the size of shirt buttons. Moles? That’s my first thought. But the dots are all exactly the same size and too perfectly round. My second thought is: ink? But what kid that age has a tattoo?

From a distance the dots are black, but when I lean closer I see they’re actually dark, dark red, just rimmed with black.

Cigarette burns. That’s what they are. I can positively identify cigarette burns because in high school some lunatic sophomore dropped acid at a party and thought his skin was made from ballistic nylon fabric. “Watch this,” he said, then pressed a cigarette against the inside of his wrist. He screamed and screamed, even after people found some butter to spread on him.

I feel my stomach twist. Cigarette burns? The little boy’s socks are pulled up so I can’t see his ankles. But then I spot three dots lined neatly along his collarbone, just beneath the collar of his rugby shirt. These cigarette burns are a brighter red than the girl’s, with a thinner black edge. More recent.

I stand and take a step backward. One single cigarette burn might, possibly, be an accident. But three on the girl and three on the boy? Arranged in neat lines, evenly spaced? There’s no way that’s an accident. I’m dizzy. All the noise around me, echoing voices and clattering heels and buzzing fluorescents, drops away and then, a second later, comes roaring back twice as loud. The kids still don’t look at me. They just sit and gaze off at nothing.

A woman steps out of an office. She hurries over to the bench. She’s the mother. Has to be. She looks just like the kids, with the same sandy hair, the same big eyes. Blouse, skirt. I don’t know if she works here or is a citizen with municipal business. The main thing I notice is how sharp she is, her face and her body both, all corners and edges, like origami.

“Let’s go, guys,” she tells the kids. For the first time they stir. The little girl corkscrews slowly off the bench and slides to the floor. The little boy studies his sister’s move, then duplicates it precisely.

The mother is looking at me now. She’s suspicious, understandably. As in Who are you with the long hair and board shorts and why are you staring at my children? But then I catch movement and glance down. She’s tugging at the collar of the little boy’s rugby shirt, rearranging it—trying, I realize, to hide the cigarette burns on his collarbone.

What!

The mother eases between me and the kids, blocking my view, and hustles them away. It all happens too fast. My mind drags behind, still three minutes in the past, still processing that first look at the cigarette burns. Down the hallway sunlight flashes as the glass doors of the building slide open. Before I can think or move or even think about moving, the mother and her kids are gone.

I look around for help, but every nearby person is deep into their phone or yawning obliviously. There was a security guard roaming the ground floor earlier—wasn’t there? Maybe he’s down by the elevators. I jog in that direction, then wonder if I should be following the mother and her kids instead. I wheel around and jog back the other way. The glass doors take forever to slide open wide enough for me to squeeze through sideways.

A couple of vapers lurk outside the building in a cloud of peach-flavored steam. In the parking lot, there’s no sign of the mother and her kids. The glare from all the windshields is right in my eyes.

A dark blue car pulls out of a space not far from where I’m standing. A Volvo, I think. The passenger window is down—it’s the mother, staring straight ahead. Next to her is a man, driving. I can’t get a good look at him. In the backseat I see the tops of two small heads.

Now what? I freeze again. The Volvo is swinging around, heading out. I can chase it across the parking lot. I can probably catch it. What do I do then, though?

License plate. License plate! I start trying to memorize the numbers, but then the little girl lifts her head and turns in her seat and looks out the back window. I’m startled when she looks right at me, right into my eyes. As the car speeds up and speeds away, it’s like some strange spell has been lifted and I’m no longer invisible.
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I go back inside. I need to locate someone, immediately, who is suited to handle this situation. Because I am definitely not someone suited to handle this situation. I have no special skills or talents, and nobody, ever, has put me in charge of anything. Scare acting at an amusement park fright zone doesn’t entail much responsibility. Neither does DoorDashing or Grubhubbing, the other jobs on my résumé. In middle school I was second man off the bench for the basketball team. In my one and a half years of college, four years ago, I passed all my courses with flying B-minuses.

All that’s fine with me. I like being ordinary. I enjoy the lack of pressure. But I’m getting squeezed hard right now. What am I supposed to do? The dark blue Volvo is gone. The mother and her kids are gone. I try breathing in to calm my body. It works, marginally. There’s still no sign of that fucking elusive security guard.

The mother came out of an office. I’ll start there. I walk over. The sign on the door says DRIVER IMPROVEMENT VERIFICATION. Ah-ha. I know this place from the old municipal building. It’s where I had to show proof I completed traffic school a couple of years ago.

Inside the office, the waiting area is deserted—just empty chairs and a goth chick behind the plexiglassed-in reception desk, flicking through her phone.

“How much do you know about anal warts?” she asks me when I walk over.

“What?”

“The internet is rife with conflicting advice.”

She’s messing with me. “Hey,” I say, “may I talk to someone, please?”

“Sign in.”

She nudges a clipboard at me with her elbow, so she doesn’t have to put down her phone. Her skin is excessively smooth and white, like it’s been freshly poured or ladled, while everything else—her hair, the shadow around her eyes, her lips—is deep, heavy black. She must have to wear civilian attire at work, a vintage dress with flowers, frills around the sleeves, but her silver necklace spells out, in small letters, SATAN LOVES ME, THIS I KNOW.

“I’m not here for an appointment,” I say. “Were you here, like, five minutes ago?”

“Sign in.”

“Just listen. There was a woman. She was in here five minutes ago. I saw her leave. Sandy hair, maybe thirty-five years old, kind of really … sharp. Like origami.”

The goth chick looks up from her phone. I have her mild, momentary interest, like she’s noticed a dog wearing a hat. “Origami?” she says.

An older woman emerges from a cubicle behind reception. She has the stride of a supervisor, the chin up and out, hair the color of stainless steel. I’m relieved. This is a lady who lives to handle difficult situations.

“How may I be of assistance, sir?” she asks me.

I explain about the kids, the cigarette burns, the mother. The supervisor nods and nods and nods, and then, when I finish talking, she shakes her head.

“Hmm,” she says. “The proper authorities should be notified.”

I wait for more. That’s it, though. The supervisor’s eyebrows go up: So if there’s nothing else …?

“But you’re the authorities,” I say. “I’m notifying you.”

“We’re city government,” she says. “You’ll need to speak with the state authorities. The Department of Human Services. Child Services, I would imagine.”

I guess that checks out. At least now I know who to call. “What’s her name? The mother? So I can report it to Child Services?”

“I’m afraid I can’t give you that information,” she says. “Our records are strictly confidential. It’s a matter of legal liability.”

What! “How am I supposed to report the incident to Child Services if you won’t give me the mother’s name?” I say. It’s a genuinely sincere question. I’m not trying to be a dick.

The supervisor blinks slowly. She wants me to appreciate how patient she’s remaining. And then she turns, walks away, and disappears back into her cubicle. I stand there in disbelief.

“Sign in,” the goth chick says.

“Seriously?” I say.

“Dude.” She glances at me, then down at the clipboard. She glances back at me, then back down at the clipboard. “Sign the sheet.”

Oh. Oh. I get what she’s trying to tell me. The sheet clipped to the clipboard is almost full. I scan down to the bottom. A lot of the signatures are just scrawls, but I have no problem making out the very last, most recent name. Tracy Shaw.

That’s her. The mother. Tracy Shaw. The goth chick shows me her phone—a gif of a crowd going wild in the stands of some sporting event, celebrating a victory. I grab the chewed-up ballpoint that’s Velcroed to the clipboard and write the mother’s name on the heel of my hand.

“Thanks,” I tell the goth chick and she shows me another gif—a guy in a race stumbling, falling, skidding on his face across the finish line.

In my car, I look up the Department of Human Services and call the main line. The automated system melts my brain. I press numbers. I return to previous menus. I keep getting dumped for some reason to the voicemail for Angela Prince-Stover, coordinator of Elders, Harmony, and Informatics. Who? Coordinator of what, what, and what?

Finally I get through to Child Protective Services. Because it’s after five, I have to leave a message. I explain everything. I state and then spell out Tracy Shaw’s name. I state and then spell out my name. I leave my number.

“Call me if you have any questions or, you know, if you need any additional information,” I say. “Thank you very much.”

I hang up, relieved. My job here is done. Child Protective Services will make sure those kids are okay and once again I don’t have a worry in the world.
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Nobody likes to be the Dead Sheriff. The hassle factor, compared to other jobs, is extreme. Townfolk Ghouls and Zombie Outlaws and Boot Hill Ghosts get to chill most of the night, shooting the shit and eating weed gummies while they wait for the next group to move through. The Dead Sheriff, on the other hand, is always on, always dealing with guests. And then at the end of every loop you get dragged helplessly away by the Outlaw Zombies. You don’t even get a big finish.

I’ve worked at Haunted Frontier for close to two years, so I know how to lie low and avoid unnecessary irritation and labor. Today, though, I’m twenty minutes late. When I slink in, trying to stay invisible, the shift lead spots me and pounces.

“Why, hello, you,” Duttweiler says.

A couple of Zombie Outlaws cackle at my misfortune. I pretend I don’t hear Duttweiler. I grab a vest and a pair of cowboy boots and take a seat on a defunct bumper car. The scare actors use the park’s old tinker shop for a dressing room. Concessions uses it to store fat, sagging bags of surplus Mountain Dew.

Duttweiler tosses me the gold badge. “My hero.”

“Duttweiler. Duttweiler. My contributions to the team are much better utilized in a different capacity.” Like chilling, for example. Like eating weed gummies. “Please.”

He walks away. Salvador hops up and volunteers to be my deputy. A couple of Townfolk Ghouls lob plastic water bottles at him. The Zombie Outlaws cackle. Salvador is only sixteen, still in high school. He’s too eager, too loud, and looks like a stick insect with braces. For some mysterious reason, and completely against my will, he’s appointed himself my loyal and relentless minion.

Duttweiler looks at me. He’ll throw me a bone and stick Salvador in a grave if I want. But I know the other Boot Hill Ghosts will just lob dirt clods at him all night. I feel bad for Salvador. Most of the reasons he’s annoying aren’t really his fault.

“Right on,” I tell Salvador. “You’re with me. Let’s roll.”

We pick up our first posse of guests in the central hub of the park. Beautiful America is a knockoff Disneyland that’s been teetering on the verge of bankruptcy since the seventies or eighties. Haunted Frontier used to be a part of the park called Frontier America, until Frontier America collapsed into disrepair and somebody in management thought, Huh, you know what, we can work with that, with collapse and disrepair.

“Howdy, pardners,” I tell the guests. “Ready for a terrifying trip back to the Wild West?”

“Howdy, pardners!” Salvador yells right in my ear.

I go over the rules. A tiny but ferocious-looking woman, like a teacup pit bull, is already grumbling. “I don’t know why we have to pay a separate admission for this,” she says. “This better be worth the eight extra dollars.”

Nope, I could assure her, not even close. But I just tip my Stetson, make sure everybody has a wristband, and lead the way. During the day, Haunted Frontier is just sad and depressing, all the broken windows and sagging balconies and splintered clapboard. After dark, though, the town achieves actual eeriness. Shadows stretch unexpectedly, darkness spills and puddles. There’s hardly any lighting—management cuts every corner.

A couple of Townfolk Ghouls stagger out of the General Store, moaning. I tell the tale of Infernal Gulch. Winter storm, massacre, cannibalism, etc. My mind drifts as I go through the spiel. I think about those kids at the municipal building. Do you know how painful a cigarette burn must be? How about three of them?

Those poor kids. I know someone else who’d have a hard time forgetting about them: my mom. She gave money to every homeless person she passed. She stopped for every flat tire and coaxed every lost dog into the backseat of our car. Once, I remember, we saw a dog standing frozen in the middle of the intersection. Traffic whizzed past, nobody slowing down. My mom pulled over and ran out into the street to get the dog. We spent an hour at least, probably more, going block to block in the neighborhood, ringing doorbells until we found the house where the dog lived.

I remind myself that those kids on the bench will be okay. They’re in exactly the right hands now. Child Protective Services—it’s in the name of the place, their literal reason for being!

More ghouls ahead, popping out of nowhere, shrieking and lunging. Up on Boot Hill: same. The Hanged Prisoner thrashes and gags.

“This is definitely not worth eight dollars so far,” the teacup pit bull grumbles.

We wind back down into town. Three drunk high school girls pull smuggled-in bottles of mango White Claw out of their purses and start guzzling.

“Hey, I’m sorry, that’s not allowed, please,” I say. No alcoholic beverages is one of the rules I went over barely ten minutes ago. “You’ll have to put those away.”

The high school girls ignore me. A guy taking flash photos—No flash photos at any time was another one of the rules—ignores me too. There’s nothing I can do. My badge is fake and my gun is fake and I have no duly appointed enforcement powers. Officially the Dead Sheriff is supposed to kick out anyone who violates the rules. Unofficially the Dead Sheriff is supposed to absolutely not kick anyone out because refunds will be demanded, complaints will be lodged. Officially the park’s customer service motto is Give every guest your best yes!

Now the drunk high school girls are taking flash selfies. For Instagram or TikTok, I guess? Or something newer than that? I’m not into social media. It takes too much effort. That’s my impression.

Here comes the pack of Outlaw Zombies, lurching ominously out of the jail.

“Oh, dang,” I say. “This sure don’t look good.”

“This sure don’t look good!” Salvador yells. He swats at a gnat and accidentally slaps himself in the face.

One of the drunk high school girls barfs up hard seltzer and blue cotton candy. The smell is unholy. Her friends squeal with delight. I’m not supposed to, but I slip the barfer a couple of free wristbands for a future visit. I can tell she’s not feeling great right now.

A Townfolk Ghoul rips out an eyeball and squishes it in the palm of her hand. It’s alarming the first few dozen times you see it.

I can’t say I love working at Haunted Frontier. Honestly, though, I don’t hate it either. The money isn’t great, but it meets my needs. Very little is required of me, zero brainpower. When I leave Haunted Frontier for the night, I forget it exists. Compare that to my brother, Preston, who works for the city planning department and has to bring his work laptop home every night and weekend, who is constantly gnashing his teeth and rending his garments about this deadline or that promotion.

I am content right where I am. The first Outlaw Zombie reaches me and I go down without a fight.
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Morning. Well, almost still morning. I lie in bed. I like to wake up slowly, gradually, easing into the day. Alarm clocks on phones are an invention sent back from the dystopian future to destroy us. I reach for the one-hitter on my milk-crate nightstand and fire up.

My mom was born in 1972, so the music she loved was from the eighties, her teenage years. She was all about Madonna and Prince, the Go-Go’s and U2 and Whitney Houston, the Beastie Boys. Every morning before school she’d blast a song to wake me up, bouncing on my bed and singing along. She had a specific song for every day of the week. “Manic Monday” on Monday, of course. “Vacation” on Friday. That was our unbreakable tradition. Until she died, when I was nine, I don’t think we missed a single day.

I try to imagine what waking up is like for those two kids with the cigarette burns. Is there a moment when they’re not sure where they are? When they can hope that everything that’s happened to them was just a dream?

I check my phone. Is it semi-worrisome that Child Protective Services hasn’t called me back? No. It’s only been two days since I left the message. Give them a minute, right? And maybe they don’t even need to call me back. It’s a strong possibility they have all the information they need.

I picture that dark blue Volvo again, the kids in the back. They get home. They pull into their driveway. Maybe the kids can relax while they’re in the car. Maybe nothing bad happens to them in the car. Maybe the bad things only happen when they get home.

Is it the mother who’s hurting the kids? Or is it the guy who drove the Volvo, the father or the boyfriend? The mother is definitely aware of the cigarette burns. She was definitely trying to hide them from me. Does that mean she feels guilty? Or does it just mean she didn’t want to get busted? If she feels guilty, is it because she’s responsible for the cigarette burns or because she’s responsible for letting the cigarette burns happen?

I roll off my futon and pull on some clothes. I live in a garage apartment that is truly that, a room that used to be a two-car garage. It’s fine, very spacious. A big rug covers a fair amount of the concrete floor and I have a portable heater for winter, a fan for summer. I’ve been meaning for a while to do more decorating. I have one poster taped to the wall above the futon. My friend Mallory gave it to me when I moved in. It’s a copy of a famous painting, The Fall of Icarus—a farmer is plowing a field while off in the distance, in the ocean, a guy, Icarus presumably, has fallen into the water. He’s just two tiny bare legs, kicking. The farmer doesn’t notice. That’s what grabs me about the painting, how it’s composed. I didn’t even notice those bare legs myself for a long time.

Why hasn’t Child Protective Services called me back yet? I don’t have any pressing obligations today, just a hang by the pool with Nguyen and Mallory, and DHS is only a fifteen-minute drive from my house, so I decide to drop by CPS and make one hundred percent sure that everything with those kids is good. What can it hurt?

I search the fridge and grab a leftover slice of pizza that smells viable, then head out. Getting across town takes longer than expected, traffic swallowing my elderly Kia Spectra the way Pompeii was engulfed by lava. The scenery is uninspiring. My city is a midsized metropolitan area in the middle of the middle of the United States. It’s flat and sprawling and a lot like a lot of other places, with no distinguishing characteristics geographic or otherwise. If my city was a suspect in a crime, the eyewitnesses would have a tough time describing it. You could probably say the same thing about me.

I find the office for CPS after only a few wrong turns. It’s similar to the office for Driver Verification, except the floor of this waiting area is buried under stacks of file folders. I thread my way through the clutter and find a dude down on his hands and knees behind the front counter. He’s flipping through folders, sorting one giant teetering stack into two smaller but also teetering ones.

“Hey,” I say, leaning over the counter. “Excuse me.”

The dude climbs slowly to his feet. His hair puffs out in unique places and the tail of his button-down has pulled loose from his khakis. He looks like either he woke up five minutes ago or he hasn’t slept in days.

“Fantastic,” he says.

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing. How can I help you?”

“My name’s Hardly Reed. Hardy Reed, officially, but everyone calls me Hardly. I left a voicemail Monday. Two days ago? About a couple of kids I saw?”

“How can I help you?”

I feel like I just explained that to him, but I try again. “I left a voicemail two days ago. Around five-fifteen or so? It was kind of a disturbing situation. I just wanted to find out, I guess, how that’s proceeding.”

He smiles, then grins, then laughs. “You left the message two days ago?”

“Yeah.”

“How rapidly do you think the wheels of justice turn around here?”

“I don’t know.”

He goes in reverse order this time, from laughing to grinning to smiling to looking once again like he hasn’t slept in days. “You can give your statement directly to a caseworker, if you want.”

“Sure. Okay.”

We walk down a corridor to a small room. He closes the door, takes a seat at the desk, fiddles with an app on his phone.

“Testing, testing, testing,” he says, and then plays it back. Testing, testing, testing. He opens a desk drawer and pulls out a legal pad. “Okay. Hit me.”

“You’re the caseworker?” I say.

“Dan. At your service. Hit me.”

I go through what happened. He takes notes on the legal pad. Every now and then he lifts a finger to put me on pause and ask a question.

“You said the children were six and seven years old?”

“I think so. But I’m not sure.”

“You’re confident the marks you observed on the children were cigarette burns?”

“Very confident.”

I’m telling him about the Volvo when his ringtone blasts. It’s dialogue and sound effects from a submarine movie or video game. Dive, dive, dive! Ahh-ooga! Ahh-ooga!

He taps off the recording app and answers the call. “Hello, Richard,” he says. “No, Richard. Yes, I would assume so. Respectfully, Richard, that’s difficult for me to believe.”

After he finishes the call, he apologizes for the interruption and checks his legal pad. “So … so we were discussing …”

“Do you need to turn that back on?” I say. I point to his phone on the desk.

“Right.” He taps the recording app back on. “So … right. You said that in the car with the woman and the two children was a male passenger.”

“I said he was driving. The male. He wasn’t a passenger.”

He frowns and crosses out a word on the legal pad. And then he keeps crossing it out—diagonal strokes slanted forward, diagonal strokes slanted backward, tight curlicues—until the word is completely obliterated.

“How many cases do you think I’m assigned right now?” he says.

“What?” I say.

“Ballpark it. I’ll give you a hint. It’s supposed to be a maximum of twelve at any given time. That’s the rule. A maximum of twelve cases per caseworker. So how many cases do you think I’m assigned right now?”

I have no idea. I’m not sure why he’s asking me. “Well …”

He lifts a finger to pause me. “I apologize,” he says. “Never mind. Let’s continue.”

I’ve just finished answering Dan’s follow-up questions when his ringtone blasts again. Dive, dive, dive! Ahh-ooga! “I’ll be right back,” he says. “One minute.”

“No worries.”

I hear muffled voices from the hallway or another office. Two voices, two guys. One of the voices, louder, says what sounds like, “Really? Really?”

A thud. Footsteps. The door opens. I sit up. It’s not Dan, though, but a different guy in a button-down shirt and belted khakis. He’s a little older than Dan, with the same frazzled hair but less of it. He slides into Dan’s desk chair.

“Excellent.” He squares the legal pad of Dan’s notes in front of him. “Thank you for your statement. Let me explain how the process works. We’ll open an investigation. We’ll gather evidence and carefully assess it. I can absolutely, one hundred percent assure you that we treat all allegations of child endangerment with the utmost gravity.”

“Excuse me,” I say, “where’s Dan?”

“Dan has decided to pursue other professional opportunities.”

“He decided … what?” I was expecting him to say, Dan has a personal situation at home he has to deal with, or Dan is feeling funky from Chipotle and ran to the men’s room. “You mean he quit? Just now?”

The new caseworker has an approach to eye contact that is uncomfortably intense. He reaches across the desk and at first I’m afraid he’s going to squeeze my hand or my wrist, maybe pat me on the cheek. Instead he raps his knuckles on the wood laminate.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “This case will have our full and undivided attention. I can absolutely, one hundred percent assure you.”
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When I finally get to their apartment complex, around three, Nguyen and Mallory haven’t made it down to the pool yet. They’re taking bong rips and watching an old episode of The Office. Nguyen is explaining his theory that Stanley on The Office is actually dead and the entire series is set in his own personal hell.

“What about the trip to Tallahassee?” Mallory says. “Explain that, my friend. Stanley is deliriously happy when the Dunder Mifflin team goes down to open the Sabre store. How can he be in hell?”

Nguyen surrenders with a shrug, then clears the bong with superhuman lung power, like a trumpet player holding a note for an entire verse.

“This hybrid is fire,” he says. He reloads the bong and hands it to me. “Very CBD forward, but your eyeballs will float out of your head too.”

I take a rip. I’m not a connoisseur like Nguyen. You’d think I would be, all the weed I’ve smoked over the years. I have a general preference for balance and potency, but beyond that I’m down with whatever Nguyen provides.

The commercial ends. The Office resumes. We watch Dwight being Dwight. Jim being Jim. It’s soothing. The bong rips are soothing. I start to separate slowly from my physical body, a soft silk glove being removed one finger at a time.

Still, my experience at Child Protective Services nags at me. It was kind of a clusterfuck, right? Not just Dan the caseworker quitting his job in the middle of my statement, but also all those stacks and stacks of files. Each file must be a separate case. How many caseworkers does CPS have? Not enough, if Dan was telling the truth. And why did the caseworker who replaced Dan keep reassuring me? That was not reassuring.

Though what do I know? A caseworker quitting in the middle of the day might have been some unusual and rare event. All those files in the waiting area might be completed cases, investigations successfully executed.

My brother, Preston, mover and shaker, might have some inside skinny on CPS since he works in local government. I step outside to give him a call.

“Why haven’t you been by lately?” he says. “Come over for dinner this week.”

“I’ll try. I have to work.”

“At the so-called amusement park?”

“How is it so-called? It’s literally an amusement park, Preston.”

“So-called amusement. You know if you had a real job, a career, you’d have normal hours. You could have a normal social life, a girlfriend. Eventually a family.”

I resist the urge to hang up. Technically Preston is my former foster brother. When my mom died and I was placed with a family, he was the preexisting foster kid, two years older than me. We spent the next seven years, until he went off to college, sharing a bedroom. In almost every way we’re total opposites. He’s black, I’m white. I’m chill, he’s uptight. In eighth grade I started smoking weed. In eighth grade he drew elaborate and meticulous plans for efficient metropolises of his own invention.

“What do you know about Child Protective Services?” I say. “The one here in the city?”

“CPS? What do you want with CPS?”

“Never mind. I didn’t think you’d know anything. Most people only know about their own branch of government.”

Preston prides himself on knowing everything, and he would never consider himself “most people.” Still, though, you have to be careful when you play to his ego. He’s aware it’s his weak spot.

“Off the record,” he says, “I wouldn’t let most of the dolts at CPS mow my lawn.”

“But there are some good ones, right?”

“Sure. There are probably a couple of needles in the haystack, if they last more than a year or two. What do you want with CPS?”

“Nothing.”

I go back inside, more unsettled than I was before, which is not the outcome I was hoping for.

Our foster experience, Preston’s and mine, was a positive one. We were lucky. Our foster parents weren’t exactly the most affectionate or loving or attentive people on earth, but we had enough to eat, we had clean clothes and sheets, we got to school on time. And they never hit us. They yelled a lot, but when we got punished, the punishment was reasonable. No TV for me, curtailed library privileges for Preston. We didn’t have to worry about someone burning our skin with cigarettes.

“On the other hand,” Mallory is saying, “Stanley is eventually forced to leave Tallahassee and return to Scranton. Which makes his eternal torment even more unbearable.”

Nguyen concentrates and concentrates. “Exactly,” he says. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“This thing happened to me a couple of days ago,” I say. “When I went to deal with this parking ticket.”

“What thing?” Mallory says.

I tell her and Nguyen about the kids on the bench. When I describe the cigarette burns, Mallory grabs the remote and mutes The Office.

“Fuck, dude,” Nguyen says when I finish. “That’s heavy.”

“Dude,” Mallory agrees. “I mean, what the fuck?”

We all sit there in silence for a while, then Mallory shakes her head and unmutes The Office. Nguyen reloads the bong.

“Do you think I should do something else?” I say.

“Like what?” Mallory says.

“I don’t know.”

“What else can you do?” Nguyen says.

He’s right. I’ve done everything I can. I could try the police, but they’ll just punt me back to CPS.

“We live in a predetermined universe and free will is an illusion,” Mallory says. “Our decisions have already been made. We are who we are and nothing will change that—because we are who we are.”

She’s explained this philosophy before. It’s definitely appealing. The absence of free will takes a lot of the stress out of life. Go with the flow because the flow knows where to go. You’re where you’re supposed to be. The predetermined universe wants me to rip this bong. The predetermined universe requires it.

“Those kids are out of my hands,” I say.

“Those kids are out of your hands,” Mallory says.

When I get home later that night I smoke more weed and play Far Cry on Xbox for a while, liberating outposts with just the socket pipe and smoke grenades. I’ve played through this individual campaign many times already, so I know every inch of it, every loop of every NPC. My fingers do all the work automatically, mashing away at the buttons without me. It’s very meditative and peaceful.

Until it’s not.

I toss the controller onto my futon and google “Child Protective Services.” After I scroll past a few official government links, the top hit is an article from last year about how child welfare agencies across the country are understaffed and underfunded and overwhelmed. A caseworker in Texas says her caseload is so heavy—twenty-seven families—that she doesn’t know if all the kids are safe or not. A director in Ohio says it takes two full years to properly train caseworkers who then leave the job, on average, after only three years. In Nevada the backlog is so bad that it can take weeks to even investigate a hotline call.

A different article, from three months ago, says basically the same thing. Child welfare agencies don’t have the resources to gather evidence of abuse. Without sufficient evidence of abuse, they can’t step in and protect the children.

Is my eyewitness account of the cigarette burns sufficient evidence? Probably not, I decide. It’s enough to start the investigation. If the investigation ever gets started. And what if this is one of those times that CPS fucks up? What if these kids end up getting shuffled around, misplaced, forgotten, lost forever?

I click one last link. In 2017 there were 1,720 child abuse and neglect deaths in the United States. More than a quarter of those kids—more than a quarter!—were already in the system, under the so-called protection of a child welfare agency.

I click one more last link. In Kentucky, a five-year-old girl was beaten by her parents, and then beaten some more by her parents, and then pushed out of a moving car. A month before she died, the latest CPS caseworker—her fourth—followed up a hotline call from a nurse. The caseworker went to the wrong house, though, and by the time he finally figured out the right address, a week later, the little girl’s bruises had healed. He marked his report: no evidence of risk.

A six-year-old boy in Pennsylvania. Two seven-year-old twin sisters in California. A caseworker who was responsible for thirty-nine families. A caseworker who suspected abuse but had no way to prove it. Whenever she stopped by for an unannounced visit, the parents didn’t answer the door and pretended nobody was home.

Every link I click floods the cracked screen of my phone with the same ugly, stupid, horrifying shit. After a while I can’t even comprehend full paragraphs or sentences. I just see individual words and phrases, details that pump through me like poison. Stop clicking, stop reading. But I can’t. Before I know it, two hours are gone and my battery is dead.

I google Tracy Shaw. There are more than a dozen Tracy Shaws in the city. It’s a common name. No Tracy Shaws I find seem like they might be the mother of the kids.

I gaze up at my poster of The Fall of Icarus. Icarus is drowning and nobody pays any attention to those bare legs kicking. The farmer plows his field. A shepherd with his sheep gazes in the wrong direction. So does his sheepdog! There’s another guy too, a fisherman I think, at the bottom right corner. He’s the closest to Icarus. Icarus is right there in front of him. The fisherman could save Icarus from drowning. All he needs to do is look up and jump in.

These past two days seem like a century or two. Through the mists of time I can barely make out the clerk who stamped my parking ticket, the high school girls with the mango White Claws. The one image that stays sharp is the car driving away, the little girl in the backseat staring straight into my eyes. What if she and her brother have nobody but me?

This is not the plot twist that my life required. I wish I’d never noticed those kids on the bench. I wish I’d never walked over. I wish, most of all, that I existed in a version of the multiverse where hurting kids with the glowing tip of a cigarette falls far beyond the boundaries of the human imagination.

But I don’t and it’s not.
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The next morning I’m up early—early for anyone, not just me. Jutta, my landlord’s German shepherd, clicks into the bathroom and noses at the plastic shower curtain, baffled by this strange turn of events. I pull back the curtain so I can rub her ears.

“That makes two of us,” I say.

I get to the municipal building at seven forty-five. I sit in my car outside the main entrance and hit my one-hitter. I watch a cardinal hop around on the median, a bright drop of blood on the sun-bleached grass.

Cars trickle into the lot. People enter the building. Ten after eight the goth chick receptionist from Driver Verification climbs out of a car. Her car is even more of a disaster than mine, the muffler sagging like a spilled entrail. She’s wearing spike-studded Frankenstein boots with her civilian skirt and blouse.

I walk over. She’s crouched down, using the broken side-view mirror to touch up her black lipstick. The side-view mirror is ingeniously rigged with chopsticks and duct tape.

“Hey,” I say. “Hi. Excuse me.”

She straightens up. It takes her a second to compute where she’s seen me before. I don’t take it personally. I’m not particularly memorable.

“You,” she says.

“Me, yeah. The dude from the other day? My name’s Hardly.”

“Hardly?”

“It’s what everybody calls me. Can I talk to you for a second?”

She makes sure I see what she does next: putting
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