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f r o m

We Love You, Charlie Freeman
by  k a i t ly n  g r e e n i d g e

C harlie lived behind a door in the living room. He had a large, oval-
shape space with low ceilings and no windows and no furniture. In-

stead, there were bundles of pastel-colored blankets heaped up on the scarred 
wooden floor. Even from where I stood, I could tell the blankets were the 
scratchy kind, cheap wool. The room was full of plants — house ferns and 
weak African violets and nodding painted ladies. “They’re here to simulate 
the natural world,” Dr. Paulsen told us, but I thought it was an empty ges-
ture. Charlie had never known any forests, and yet Dr. Paulsen assumed 
some essential part of him pined for them.

Charlie sat beside a fern. A man knelt beside him. “That’s Max, my as-
sistant,” Dr. Paulsen said.

 Max was wearing jeans and a red T-shirt, his lab coat balled up on the 
floor. He was pale, with messy red hair. He was trying to grow a beard. Prob-
ably just graduated from college a couple years earlier.

In front of us now, Charlie had gotten hold of Max’s glasses and was me-
thodically pressing his tongue against each lens. Max tried to coax the glasses 
away, but every time he got close, Charlie only bent forward and licked him, 
too, all the while looking Max in his small brown eyes. Max broke some 
leaves off the fern, ran them around Charlie’s ears and under his chin, dis-
tracting him.

 “They’re playing,” Dr. Paulsen explained.
But it seemed more like a very gentle disagreement. Charlie shook his 

head at the leaves but stayed doggedly focused on tonguing Max’s glasses. 
“Max,” Dr. Paulsen called, and Max squinted and waved. He picked up 

Charlie and brought him to us.

E
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As he came closer, Charlie let the glasses hang loose in his hands, and 
he craned his neck toward Dr. Paulsen. Now he looked like a baby. Taped 
around his waist was a disposable diaper. A few of his stray hairs were caught 
in the tape’s glue, and he kept dipping his fingers under the rough plastic 
hem, trying to worry them loose.

My father went to him first. He gently rubbed the top of Charlie’s head, 
not wanting to scare him. Charlie flinched and my father moved away. Next 
came Callie, who smiled and smiled, trying to get Charlie to bare his teeth 
back, but he wouldn’t do it. Then it was my turn. 

I reached out my hand to touch him. I thought he would be bristly and 
sharp, like a cat, but his hair was fine, so soft it was almost unbearable. I 
could feel, at its downy ends, the heat spreading up from his skin beneath.  
I pulled my hand away quickly. The scent of him stayed on my fingers, old 
and sharp, like the scent of witch hazel.

Charlie yawned. His breath was rancid, like dried, spoiled milk. Later, 
when he got used to us, he would run his lips up and down our hands so that 
all of our skin, too, smelled like Charlie’s mouth and the hefty, mournful 
stench of wild animal. 

My mother was the last to hold him. She was crying, and she said through 
her tears, her hands shaking as she reached out to touch him, “Isn’t he 
beautiful?” 

I wanted to say something snide. I wanted to say what I had been telling 
her since she told us about this experiment: that this was crazy, that she was 
crazy, that it would never work. I wanted to sign bullshit. But I looked into 
my mother’s face, wet and wide open with joy, and I couldn’t help myself. 

“Yes,” I told her, “he’s beautiful.”

Dr. Paulsen stayed for dinner, but none of us even pretended to eat. We 
were all watching my mother and Charlie. She sat at the head of the table, 
Charlie on her lap, a baby bottle in her hand, trying to get him to drink. She 
kept her face bent close to his, her chin butting the end of the bottle.

Charlie spit the nipple out once, twice. Each time he rejected it, Dr. 
Paulsen’s hands rose up as if she wanted to push it back in his mouth herself. 
My mother only saw Charlie. She refused to be discouraged. The fifth time, 
he took it. With a loud, rude swallow he began to eat. He drank until the 
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little plastic bag inside crumpled down on itself. He loved the bottle so much 
he wouldn’t give it up until my mother rolled a piece of lettuce and held it 
to his mouth. He parted his lips long enough for her to pull his empty away.

 Dr. Paulsen studied them. She turned to my father. “You’re ready to begin 
teaching at Courtland County High?” 

“Yes,” he said. “Especially because Charlotte’s going there, too. She and I 
will help each other — you know, find our seat in the lunchroom and make 
friends and all that. Maybe we can even share a locker.”

But Dr. Paulsen didn’t laugh. She was watching my mother and Charlie 
again. We all were. “And how do you think you’ll like teaching at Charlotte’s 
school?” she asked.

My mother looked up. “It’s getting late for him to be awake, isn’t it?” 
“I suppose you’re right.” Dr. Paulsen hugged each of us good-bye. She pat-

ted Charlie quickly on the head. At the front door she stopped, turned. “He 
likes another drink before bed. Make sure to sign it to him. Tell him what 
you’re doing.” 

She took a step backward, still watching Charlie. But he had set her aside, 
was concentrating on twining his fingers through my mother’s hair. 

When Dr. Paulsen was gone, my mother told us it was time for bed.
Our first luxury at the Toneybee: Callie and I got separate rooms. Hers 

was at one end of the hall and mine was at the other. 
I made it halfway to my room before Callie ran up behind me.
“I can’t find my pajamas,” she said, breathlessly.
“So?”
“So, can you help me find them?”
“I have to put mine on first.”
“That’s okay. I’ll come with you.” 
In her room, we were shy with each other. Callie tried to hide herself 

while she changed. When she was finished, I began to leave, but she caught 
my hand. 

“Well, what is it?”
 “Shouldn’t we say good night to them?” Callie asked.
“I don’t want to,” I said, and regretted it.
“Why?”
“They should have stayed with us, not Charlie.”
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“We’re too old for that.”
“That doesn’t matter. It’s our first night here.”
“They asked us to say good night.” Callie still held my hand. She shuffled 

her feet back and forth over the marble floor, and we both listened for a bit 
to the unfamiliar sound.

“I feel bad not saying good night to them,” Callie said finally.
I sighed. “Fine. We’ll do it. Come on.”
When we got to our parents’ room, they were already in bed. In the soft 

glow from the lamp on the nightstand my father sat propped up on a bank 
of the Toneybee’s pillows, his glasses off, a book open on his lap. My mother 
was already curled up beside him. It was only when we got to the edge of the 
bed that we saw Charlie lying in the space between them. 

My mother said, “This is a onetime thing.” 
Callie leaned forward to kiss them good night. She bent toward my 

mother, but just as her lips brushed her cheek, Charlie lifted one thin finger 
and swatted it hard across Callie’s face. Callie jerked back, surprised.

 “It’s okay. You scared him, that’s all,” my mother explained. 
Callie nodded, tried to smile. It was special to be touched by Charlie, 

even if it was a blow. “Good night,” she called to Charlie, who kept his finger 
crooked above his head, a warning. 

I took Callie’s hand and we turned and started down the hallway back 
to her room. We were halfway there when we heard it. First it sounded 
like something in a cartoon —“hoo hoo hoo”— too silly to be real. Then a 
wheeze. Then a wail, so low, so long, so hollow that it sounded like the most 
sorrowful sound in the world. It was a very old sound, something that had 
welled up from a deep and hidden place to whip and sting the world. The 
sound suddenly broke, left a jagged stillness that was worse than the crying. 
I held my breath. It was a relief when it started up again. 

Callie and I hurried back to our parents’ room. 
When we got there, all the lights were on. In the glare of the overhead 

lamp I saw Charlie cling first to my mother’s nightgown and then to the 
sheets of the bed. He arched his whole body and then flattened himself over 
and over again. 

My mother knelt beside him on the bed, trying to get her hands on the 
small of his back, on his arms, anywhere, but he wouldn’t be still. With his 
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mouth that wide open, I could see all the way down his throat, maybe almost 
to his heart, to something red and shaking. 

My mother was saying over and over again, “Please, sweetheart, please 
love, please.” 

My father was out of bed, standing behind her, his hands hovering above 
her. “All right now, all right now,” he murmured. 

But Charlie kept crying. He would not be comforted by any words they 
said.
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