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To my sister Annie

I know kids can be cruel, 

and we weren’t always awesome to each other

But I hope that, as we grew,

I became the big brother you deserved.

I hope you know how much I love you

April 25th, 7:42 AM

I roll over in bed to get closer to Julie, but I realize I’m alone. She must have teleported away already. I groan. I hate it when she leaves without saying goodbye; it starts my day wrong even before I get up. I pull the blanket over my head and settle back down to sleep some more. Maybe next time I wake up, she’ll be back, and then I’ll get a better start. 

I hear a loud thump in Mister Lupino’s room, and I sit up immediately. I rush out of bed, not taking the time to put on anything over my underwear, and run to his room to see if he’s all right. He’s on the floor, trying to get back up, using the pole of his IV stand as a cane. I rush to him and help him stand.

“Papa, are you all right?”

He grunts irritably and tries to shoo me away, but that only makes him lose his balance further, and I need to steady him.

“I am fine, Alex. Now go back to sleep. I know you did not want to get up, I have heard your alarm a few times.”

I try for a smile. “I’m late as it is. Don’t worry about me. Is there something I can help you do?”

He shakes his head, his mouth moving in an odd, irritable chewing motion, shooing me again with his hands, and I refrain from sighing. His whole frail body quivers as he sits back down on the edge of his bed, still holding himself up by the pole of his IV. I wish he would ask me for help more. In his condition, things can get pretty hard. But at this time, Rosanna isn’t here yet, and the nurse that comes twice a day to take care of him won’t be there for another three hours, so I can’t just leave him. I sit on the bed next to him, careful not to throw him off balance. He looks frustrated, so I’m going to have to be careful about this. 

“You were getting up to do something. Is there something you want me to bring you?”

He shakes his head more firmly, and I sigh, because I’m starting to get a little frustrated myself. 

“Papa... I moved back here to help. A few years ago, you were telling me to trust you, and to lean on you. Please, let me return the favor?”

He looks at me sideways, his lips still moving nervously in that odd gesture between chewing and mumbling, and he tries to stand again. I do the same, helping him whenever he falters, and reach for his walker to give it to him, as subtly as I can. He takes it, waits for me to hitch his IV pole to it, and starts shuffling to the hall. I follow him, staying far enough to give him his space, but close enough to catch him if he falls. He gets to the bathroom, and gets in with his walker. I know it’s too hard for him to turn around and close the door, so I do it for him, leaving it open just a crack so I can hear him if he falls, but otherwise giving him his privacy. 

I lean on the wall, shivering because the floor is cold. I’m tempted to go to my room to put some socks on, at least, but I don’t want to be too far away in case something happens. I left him alone last week, coming home an hour after the nurse left, and I found him on the floor of the bathroom by himself, unable to get up. I haven’t left him alone since. It was really hard seeing him like that, helpless and humiliated; I used to think he was the most powerful man in the world, and I still do, sort of, but now he also feels kind of fragile, breakable. 

When he got the diagnosis, almost a year ago, he didn’t look sick at all, and I didn’t believe the doctor when he said that since he was over eighty years old, Mister Lupino’s chances weren’t all that good. He seemed to be doing well for a while, most of the time anyway, and I really thought he was going to beat this stupid disease. But when the cancer started to metastasize, which, I guess, is when it attacks the rest of your body, his health really started to plummet. He’s lost so much weight that his skin looks like it’s too big for him, just hanging on his bones. His hands have started to tremble, ever so slightly, all the time, and his limbs seem to curve in upon themselves, like they were trying to creep back into his body but weren’t quite sure how to do it. 

I hear him shuffle back toward the door, and I step away from the wall to pretend like I wasn’t waiting for him there, quickly going to grab my cell phone from my dresser and standing in the doorway to my room, pretending to be checking my messages. I let him pass down the hall, and follow him to his room. He lets me help him up in bed without saying anything, and after unhooking his IV pole from the walker, I leave it where he can easily reach it if he gets out of bed again. He struggles with his blanket, and I let him do it just long enough so he doesn’t protest when I pull it over him. I reach over to the book on his dresser, and hand it to him. It’s something in Italian by some guy called Italo Calvino, about a winter night and a traveler, judging by the title. He has a wan smile for me, and pats my cheek awkwardly with his frail hand. 

“Thank you, son. I am sorry to be a burden.”

“You’re not.”

“I wished to be a family with you until my old age. I did not think it would come so very fast.”

I smile at him, and pat the back of his hand. I wish I could be a little more demonstrative in times like this, but it’s taken me a lot to be able to do the little I do now. 

“You’re not that old. And we’re still a family.”

He smiles sadly and puts his free hand on top of mine so that he’s holding it between his. It takes him a long time to figure out what to say, too long, because by the time he opens his mouth, he gets distracted by something over my shoulder. I turn around, and see Rosanna leaning in the door and knocking on it softly.

“Hello! I am here!”

I smile and nod at her. “Good! Thanks, Rosanna. You have your pager?”

She shows it to me, and smiles. “I will be cleaning the kitchen. You have left quite a mess! That young lady of yours should learn to clean better!”

I laugh wholeheartedly, and she goes away. When I look at Mister Lupino, he’s smiling in earnest.

“I am glad to see you happy, Alex. You have found a great woman to share your life. It is all I could hope for. Or almost. When will you marry her?”

I smile and stand, raising one of my hands and picking up my cell phone with my other one. 

“And this is my cue to leave, before you start talking about babies again. I’ll be back in the evening!”

He smiles and shakes his head, and I walk out while I still have that feeling that everything is back to the way it should be, the way it was before he got sick. I pull on a suit when I get to my room, leaving the waistcoat and tie; just some pants, a shirt and a jacket, and I skip shaving. I’ve been a little looser about my look since my facial hair has started to really come in, finally.

I stop by the kitchen when I get downstairs. It’s really not as bad as Rosanna made it out to be, and I can smell she’s baking something. She frowns at me. 

“Alex! You are not leaving without breakfast, are you?”

I smile and sit down. “I suppose I can wait, since it smells this good.”

She nods, satisfied, and starts some coffee. She doesn’t look at me when she talks again, which is a measure of her discomfort. 

“How is Domenic?”

“He’s in a good mood this morning, I think. At least that’s the way I left him.”

She starts the machine and turns to me, with that expression that’s sad and happy at the same time that women do so well. She walks around the counter to hug me. I let her, because it’s Rosanna, and even though she was never with Mister Lupino that way, she was more the woman I thought of as having been a mother to me than Mister Lupino’s actual girlfriend. She smells of baking bread and cinnamon and her home-made spaghetti sauce. As she releases me, she smiles.

“You are a good son, Alex. You are exactly what he deserves at this time in his life.”

“Thanks, Rosanna. But it’s easy to be good to him. He’s been good to me.”

She nods, watching me like she’s trying to read something in my face, and then she turns around, going to the oven to retrieve the croissants she was baking. I just stay at the counter and watch her, because I know by now that I have to let her serve me my food, or else she gets mad.

April 25th, 9:17 AM

I tap the power button on my phone for the eleventh time this morning. No missed calls. She does it pretty often, but it still makes me feel weird and moody every time she just disappears before I wake up and doesn’t turn up until lunch. I know she does a lot of field work, but I still wish she would wake me up before she goes or call to let me know when she’s coming back. I’m having a hard time concentrating on the things I have to do as it is, I don’t really need that on top of everything. 

The door to my office opens and in walks a young girl I’ve never seen before, no older than twenty or so, with long blond hair in a French braid and a skirt suit that’s a good fit but has seen better days, which she probably got at a thrift shop. She seems surprised to see me, and a little uncomfortable, as if she really wasn’t expecting anyone in here.

“Hey.” I sit up straight. “Can I help you?”

“Mister Lupino?” She’s a bit awkward in her question, but she doesn’t ask in that dismissive, incredulous manner that a lot of people have when addressing me, as if someone as young as I am couldn’t possibly have co-founded something as complicated as the Lupino-Dow Foundation for Extrahuman Studies. 

“Yeah, that’s me. Who are you?”

She steps toward me, holding out her hand, and I shake it automatically. “My name’s Karen,” she says. “Karen Mason. I’m your new assistant.”

I frown. The name rings a bell. I try to dismiss it as having probably heard her name mentioned by Julie or Jill or something, but it feels like it’s more than that. Like I should know her. Damn this work. It makes my mind so tired it makes me imagine stuff.

“Oh! Uh... welcome. Sorry, I didn’t remember you started today.”

“That’s all right. I would have introduced myself earlier, but...” She trails off, and I nod. 

“I get it. This place is just nuts with the amount of work. You holding up OK?”

“So far. I’m actually here about something. There’s a man here who says he needs to see you.”

I frown and get my phone to check my appointments. “Really? I don’t remember – ”

“Oh, he doesn’t have an appointment. He just says he has to see you right now.” She looks over her shoulder, then leans forward and whispers. “He’s a bit weird, and really angry.”

I sigh. She’s probably afraid of sending him away. “Do you need me to go out there and turn him away?”

“Oh! No! I mean... I can do that if that’s what you want. He’s not that angry. He... just said you’d want to see him.”

I raise an eyebrow. If this is someone I know, like Jimmy, or Luke, they’d have called ahead. And they’ve never just showed up here uninvited, so I’m pretty sure it isn’t either of them.

“Did he say why?”

“No. He said it was private. He said to tell you his name is Randall Colson.”

A really weird feeling comes over me, like the information goes straight from my ear to the rest of my body, starting with my feet and my hands, numbing it to the point of feeling tingly and being unable to move, until it finally makes it up to my brain. Colson. Randall Colson. Randall and Margaret Colson. Those are names I’m never going to forget for the rest of my life. 

I try to talk, but the words haven’t really formed in my mind yet so my mouth just works soundlessly for ten good seconds. She frowns, obviously taken aback by my reaction, which is fair. “Uh. Let him in,” I finally manage to say

She nods cautiously, like she’s not sure she should really listen to me. “All right. Would you like me to bring you some coffee?”

“Sure.”

She leaves. I look around at the mess on my desk, and start putting things in piles. I’ll have to look really hard to find the stuff I was working on again, but I don’t care. For some reason, it feels kind of important to impress the man who’s been the father I haven’t been able to be to my son.

I’m not quite done by the time he gets there, so he sees me scrambling, and worse, he sees me stop self-consciously which signals for sure that I was doing it just for him. He doesn’t seem to notice or care, just walks in, carrying a cardboard box, which he sets on the floor next to my desk, before extending a hand. I shake it, helplessly realizing that my hands are moist, before motioning to the chair in front of my desk. He sits down.

“Mister Lupino,” he says. “I don’t know if you remember me. We met when – ”

“When I was still called Winters,” I finish for him. “You and your wife adopted my son.”

He nods, seeming a little bit relieved. “Actually, this is precisely what I’m here about. It’s fortunate that you work at this institute... it makes you the perfect person to handle my problem.”

We sit on either side of the desk, though it takes all my willpower; I’d rather be pacing back and forth. “Your problem?”

He clears his throat. “I’ll get to the point. Something happened with Nicolas.”

I knew it. I try not to show how nervous I am. I gave him up specifically to avoid problems, so that he could have a normal life, so that nothing bad would happen to him. 

“What happened?”

“He... he put my daughter in the hospital. It’s...” His voice cracks a bit on that, and I can see the distress in his eyes before he takes a deep breath, and glares at the floor, like he’s trying to find the determination he needs. “He’s one of... your kind.”

He makes a vague hand gesture towards me, still glaring at the desk but not meeting my eyes. I clench my fists again. I know I should probably know better, and have gotten used to it by now, but it still stings when people find it acceptable, or even normal, to refer to us like we’re some kind of other species, or sub-human, or something like that. And he’s not just talking about me, now; he’s talking about my son.

“My kind?”

He shifts, and frowns more deeply at the desk, like it’s going to help him stay mad. I recognize the expression; it’s one I’ve worn pretty often myself. “You know... all you people with... these abilities. Isn’t that what you do here?”

I take a deep breath. I want to let this go, because I need to get to the bottom of what’s happening here, instead of getting into an argument about semantics.

“Sort of. What happened to your daughter, and what does it have to do with my son?”

“He electrocuted her.” He finally looks up at me then, and I can see the frown is still there, forced over wide, haunted eyes. “With his hands!”

I prop my elbow on the desk, and cover my mouth with my hand, leaning my head against it. He’s not even six yet. I was twice that age when I first used my power, and before I seriously hurt someone with it. And even then, I had good cause. Did Nicolas have good cause? What have they been doing to my son?

“What happened?”

He looks at me, his eyes even wider. His breath is short when he speaks, and a bit shriller; I think I can feel a sort of panic mixing with whatever it is he’s feeling. “What do you mean, what happened? I just told you! He electrocuted her! He’s dangerous!”

I grit my teeth. I’m not liking this guy’s attitude. They seemed so normal when I met them. Stable. Happy. Comfortable. I guess extrahumans really are that scary to normals.

“And you want me to help him control his power?”

“No. Yes. In a way. I want you to...” he hesitate, his eyes dropping to the desk again. “I want you to take him back.”

My heart does that funny thing when it stops and starts up again, like a jackhammer. How could he just want to give him up like that, like he’s not good enough anymore, like he’s some kind of garbage? He’s not even thinking of Nicolas; he’s only thinking of himself. 

At the same time... could I really get him back? And what would that mean? I’ve dreamed about it for a long time... Can I handle it? What if he doesn’t want me? What if he’s traumatized? He doesn’t even know who I am.

“I... I have to think about it.”

His fists clench on his knees. “No. I’m sorry, but my decision is final. I can’t handle him. We can’t handle him. What if it happens again? He could kill my little girl!” He looks up at me again. This time, the fear is naked in his eyes, all traces of grief and anger gone. “You have to take him back.”

I lean my forehead in my hand. I feel dizzy. I want to punch this asshole, but I want my son back. How can I just decide this right now? Without telling Julie? I rub my mouth again, and feel the stubble of my beard like sandpaper on my palm. It’s distracting, but not enough.

“You can’t just do that to him. How can you abandon your child?”

“You did it. If you don’t want him...”

“No! That’s not the question! I loved him, and I wanted to give him a better life than I had to offer. That’s all. You... you just want to get rid of him!”

“He’s dangerous!” His voice is so shrill, he’s almost screaming. “My little girl...” He shakes his head. “You take him. He’s your son, and you run this institution. What other place could be better than this? Social services?”

I grit my teeth again. Social services? I’ve seen kids in social services. Luke takes in plenty of kids who have found themselves become homeless drug addicts and prostitutes, who have had to escape the hellholes social services put them into.

“Fine. I’ll take him. When do you want to bring him by?”

“He gets off of school at 3:00 PM. I can give you the address. You can go get him. I’ve put his things in that box.”

I frown at this, trying to remain calm. “You told him someone else was getting him, and he went to school anyway?”

“Are you crazy? There’s no way I’m going to upset him! He might kill me!”

He points to the box he brought in, and I take a deep breath, flexing my fingers. It’s a miracle I haven’t grabbed this guy by the collar and shaken his brain out of his skull by now, but I suppose controlling anger is something I’m going to be teaching my son, if he’s anything like me. Fortunately, I have Julie.

“You can’t just leave him like that, without telling him why. This boy thinks you’re his father. He doesn’t deserve to be abandoned without even so much as an explanation.”

“No way. You explain it to him. I’m through. My little girl... after what she’s been through, you can’t ask me to risk my life. She needs me.”

I can hardly contain myself anymore. I spring out of my chair, and start hammering my finger at him, almost yelling.

“You listen to me, asshole. You are a role model to this kid. It’s bad enough you’re kicking him to the curb like he’s trash, but after what you tell me happened, you and your wife are his only anchor, you’re his whole world, and he’s probably scared shitless right now. You explain to him, you tell him that it’s not his fault, that you love him, or it’s me you’ll have to deal with. And you should know I’m a hell of a lot more dangerous than a scared little boy who doesn’t control what he can do.”

He’s actually paling, and shrinking in his chair; I haven’t gotten used to that yet. It doesn’t happen that much anymore that I lose my temper or try to scare someone, and it would appear that I’m much more impressive as a full grown adult than I was as a teenager, superpowers or not.

He licks his lips. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

I breathe through my nose. “I have an... agent. She can neutralize powers with a touch of her hand. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

“I suppose that could work.” He’s sighing as much as talking right now. “His school is Tesla Elementary. I will be there by 2:00 PM.”

“I’ll meet you. Get the hell out of my sight.”

He stands up straight, adjusting his jacket like it can give him back some dignity, and struts out of here. I sink in my chair, putting my hands on my desk; they’re actually shaking, and so are my arms, and shoulders. I’m weak, and drained; anger has always given me strength in the past; it’s never felt that way. Is it because I’m getting old, or because it has to do with my son?

There’s a feeble knock at my door, and I look up sharply, thinking it’s him, but it’s only the girl, Karen, with a cup of coffee in her hand. I lean my head in my hand.

“Come in.”

She walks to my desk awkwardly. “Sorry. I didn’t want to interrupt your... meeting, so I waited.”

She sets the coffee down in front of me. It’s black. I pick it up, and drain half the cup. It’s piping hot, but that’s never bothered me. “Thanks.”

“Is there anything you need?”

I nod, and pick up my phone. “Yeah. But I got it. You can go.”

She seems relieved as she walks away, and I can’t blame her. I bring up Julie’s contact, and hit the call button. At least now I have a legitimate reason to call her.

April 25th, 2:06 PM

I’m leaning on the hood of my car, staring at the school, and I haven’t craved a cigarette this bad in at least two or three years. Julie rubs my upper arm, trying to comfort me, but she doesn’t say anything. 

The school is a big brown cement block, just like the one I attended when I was a child. I have mixed memories of school; I never made it past grade 6, so it was about 12 years ago, for me, and it all seems very distant, but the memories I do have are pretty good. I mean, I was never a popular kid; I had a temper and I was prone to fights, but I wasn’t ostracized, and there was no one there I was afraid would break my bones at the slightest provocation. But I don’t know what I’m gonna find here. I mean, I’m not bad when it comes to dealing with kids in pain, but I’ve never had to deal with one that young.

I check my phone again. He’s late. What if he’s not coming at all? What if he just decided to abandon him, and let us deal with the fallout? I take deep breaths, and Julie squeezes my arm. In twenty minutes, school will be over, and someone will have to step up. A woman comes up to me, wearing a skirt suit, her hair up in a bun. She’s gained some weight, and there’s a little gray in her hair now, but I recognize the woman who swore she’d care for my baby like he was her own.  She extends a hand; I guess she recognizes me too. 

“Mister... Lupino?” 

I nod, shaking her hand. “Yeah. I changed my name.”

She has a small, unconvincing smile. Her eyes are red, not the slightly red and puffy of having just cried a little, but the kind of blood-shot, bleary look that comes from having spent a long time crying not too long ago. “I’m...”

“Mrs. Colson. I remember you. Margaret, right?”

She nods, glancing at the school. Her eyes are filling with tears. “I... I’m so sorry about all this. It’s just...”

She looks so genuinely distressed that I feel my anger ebb, and I wrap my arms around myself. This is going to be tough for Nicolas, but maybe it isn’t entirely a bad thing. If these people are willing to be done with him, and if he’s going to be stuck with someone that gave him up, maybe he should be with the person who did it because he was thinking of his welfare.

“I get it,” I say. “You’ve got your own kid now, and you’re looking out for her.”

She has a relieved little smile even as she wipes the tears from the corner of her eye, carefully, trying not to disturb her makeup, and failing. “I just want to protect my little girl. It doesn’t mean that he isn’t a good boy, or that I don’t love him, it’s just...” Her voice falters, and she turns away from me. I see her shoulders shake a bit, and hear her breathing deeply. 

When she’s finished wiping her eyes and has calmed down a bit, she turns back to me. “How...” Her voice shakes, and she clears her throat. “How is this going to work?” 

I look down. As excited as I am to see my boy again, what is he going to think of all this? Am I going to be the person he blames for his parents leaving him behind? What kind of damage am I going to have to deal with? 

Julie looks at me, and decides to take over. “All I need is to touch him, and I can take away his ability for an hour or two. It should give you ample time to have a conversation with him.” 

She nods a bit, and walks toward the school. She heads straight for the principal’s office, and we wait outside as she goes in to have Nicolas called. There’s a small wooden bench there, in the hall. The walls are full of posters announcing the school end of year show, soccer tournaments, and large murals depicting the bottom of the ocean. 

I jiggle my leg as I wait, no matter how many times Julie puts her hand on my knee to make me stop, and I bite my cuticles to the point of making my fingers bleed. I have no idea how much time I actually wait, but it feels like an eternity. Finally, I hear light steps echoing down the hall to my right, and I look up. 

The resemblance to Lori is so striking that I find myself standing slowly, like I’m in a trance, even though I’m not consciously thinking of doing it. There’s a lot of her in that face, mostly the eyes, and the mouth, but I can also see myself as I was long ago. It’s the hair, exactly the straw color that mine has, and the shape of the face, but also the expression: he’s frowning seriously up at me with a mixture of defiance, anger, and fear. He’s taller than I expected.

He gives us a suspicious glance, and walks in the office. I follow him in, Julie on my tail. His mother, or, Mrs. Colson
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