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gaturday Children

AMos MagLiocco

Thelotwas empty foryears hecau :
se the neighborswho owned i
d .
the creek and they could afford not to sell. Like everyonreleo nl:: }e;n] oyed thetreesalong
the Mormon temple at the end of the bl e street they attended

H ock, a bright affair with a

; a'lé, r‘:jz:_ izio::il steeple. When the value of their houses fell, the lot wfs zsosliat?)adi -

widower, recently-remarried, who though he arrived without the children the nsigfbmer
) 0TS

would have preferred nevertheless bui '
over the creek, small enough to ;ri):;l;i ?;:Zi:g;ﬁiﬁ::ﬂe hcl)usc elevat'etfl tw? tiers
center of the yard, and two emaciated post oak twisted in helic?l, ca()ljlrgi'b‘eau e m-the
In any wind the braided trunks rubbed and creaked like an old footbri}zle ;U;:E fl(ir sunlight.
the nefv ow.ner supervised construction and when the house was almos% ﬁnishezt ngg
H.IS w1'fe‘ put the hOUS(? up for sale and a man named Connor Marstell’ar made.
an offer, which was refused. Marstellar visited again and spent thirty minutes in the
e, meling vt b e g o
: . : e was planting perennials and evergreens
and Asian Jasmine along the foundation where Bermuda would have declined in so
much shade. A dozen tufts of monkey grass he arranged around a flat-stone path
from the upper level down to the creek. The meadow across the way hosted mature
trees so full in mid-spring he could not see the house behind them or even imagine
it. The surveyor’s report contoured a flood zonme deeper onto their property than
his by a hundred feet, likely the reason why the house was so far from the water.
At night, dogs howled to distant sirens like some nocturnal troupe of professional
mourners, their yelps like chamois polishing glass.

One morning in late May a woman came out onto the meadow with a Labrador
Retriever. She snapped a fallen branch in half and pitched the longer portion for her
dog to chase, and Connor smiled at the image of a tall woman in a white sweater
playing fetch with her dog. She looked to be in her early forties, with a youthful
haircut and vigorous attention to the animal and their play. The branch she'd thrown
whistled in the air and her dog launched himself so suddenly the squirrels and the
leaves on all the trees seemed to pause. Trotting back with the branch in his mouth,
the dog scowled at the bubbling stream until the woman clapped twice and then
dled his coffee mug and sank into the wicker chair

he stepped smart. Connor cra
call out to her it would break some

on his porch. He felt that if he were to Wave or
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of compromise he stood and brushed the St
d her dog both turned to face him. She smiled a4
ear. In that very instant a red-shouldereq
s scored on its wingspan. When Conng,
rned back for the kennel.

8 fmm
if he q

haWk
IOled

meditative reverie. By way
his jeans and the woman and N
said something she didn’t quite

dove from the upper canopy stripe
again, the woman and her dog were tu

Connor's BrOTHER MIKE and his family visited on Satull"{d}:)iy afternoons ever gin, Con.
nor’s wife Stephanie had died in Iraq. The brothers drabr; ‘ ear ('m t.I_l‘e porch while Mike,

kids, a boy and a girl, climbed the big tree apd (:hfased '(,a;mg bq'uu rels around the yarg
They cheated behind woodpeckers hammering -w1th their ramat.lc red crowns ang roge

in wonder when a hawk sailed around a bend in the creek. Their mother, Melissa, .

nervous about how high in the tree the girl climbed and the way the boy balanceq along
the ledge of the retaining wall. She smoked cigarettes and threaded the butts into empty
Coke cans, checking her phone for text messages, the'n E.)a.ced, closer and closer tq the
children. Mike ignored her agitation, as if she were 1nv1§1hle, bu"c it was also possih)e
they'd been married so long, twelve years, that she was an 1n(?a1_"nat10n of his own Unease
Connor recognized Mike’s stress from their childhood, but his brother’s communicatigy
with Melissa was in a code he did not detect. He and Stephanie had not been married 10ng

enough or spent enough time together for such a language.
Six months after Stephanie was gone, Mike tried to change the Saturday routine, He

told Connor to get out of the house, drive into town. If you can’t bear to meet people at least
be around them. He blamed Melissa for various cancellations, though they all knew the
visits constituted Connor’s only human contact most weeks. After the new house, however,
when the children saw the creek and yard, all the songbirds and sparrows dancing through
the trash trees, there was no more talk of interrupting the visits.

One Saturday in October, Connor’s niece stood near the bank of the creek. She
pointed to the other side and said the leaves from an American Elm were falling in
the same shape as the branches. From across the swale the dogs sang in reply as
if they'd long waited for someone to notice. The girl inched toward the water, no
more than a foot deep and five feet side to side. She was right about the leaves. The
orange scatter on the grass was like a tree of flame rising through the ground.

“Get back up here,” Melissa said.”G’mon. You, too, Brandon. Let’s go inside. I'll make
Kool-Aid.” The three together climbed the short steps from the lower tier to the upper
level and filed past the brothers wordlessly. Mike looked to his wife as if she might offer
an explanation, for Connor’s sake, but she said nothing.

“They can use the DVD player,” Connor said. “I have their movies saved on my Netflix
queue.”

Melissa held the patio door open for the kids. “Is there anything else on that queue I
should know about?”

“All right, Mel,” Mike said. Connor laughed. Kidding or not, the question felt good, an
invitation to normalcy.

Despite Melissa’s fretting, it was a fine yard for children, though for a toddler
he'd have built a fence along the ledge, a garden Kenninji of bamboo. He'd have
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g photos to Stephanie the sam
had welded i .
mates ha ed iron plates tg the
phanie was dead and there woylg l;e i
apsent from this new place He k no fenge, Exce
._ . He kept o :
from the wiveiing: ob & tacky eagle Statuej:n Om‘e Slof
_on their college campus; and Sone wing oy,
other the trayed . £t
. front of them passed a joi ‘4 concer
ting P jomt to Connor apq
stephari® took a few drags and forgot about iy h .
v e | ur i .
& nor e 4
rurned around. In bed a week later Connon or e
: : Creminded b o
(hey laught?d until tl'iey could hardly breathe. ! plann ;litd her of (he
pefore he said aword,” Connor said. | thought it wag m”nul '3 Punch im
Those moments Were rare, confined to § ‘ephanié 3: 1n y chance.”
i : s i 'S leaves
5 cONVOY escort, whisking allied contractors across Baghdad ¥
one day. returning from an escort, her squad stopped to (
sign“i11 had failed in a canyon of concrete buildings. Two young men |
. ) N, mavybe Lragi
not, stepped out 1 front of them. well-dressed, clean shaven. as if e yhe l"‘“l'- mayhe
: ; : el Yy were alre y
each with a Russian tank grenade held away from his chest like an l)‘f”-t ) \ u;;;li_v dead,
” 3 - . . . ) 5 ‘ring, " at ar
those? Stephanie calle_,d over the radio, not a question so much as a‘!'uvnwﬁt - . -
to the reports. And again, "What are those?” For reasons neither Conn necording
; y _ B &k AONNOT NOr anyone elye
would ever learn, the Humvee's .50 cal gunner did not open fire, did not cut 1hyt- men |
half with three or four rounds. ' on il
«“Melissa doesn't think you're bad luck or anything” Mike said. "It's just she has a
. . . . i L
new relationship to danger. A dystfunctional relationship, 1 would say.” It was good that
Mike could talk this way. For months their conversations had adhered to surfaces; the

maile
squad
But Ste
she was

4y she'd g,
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and undep OW sl
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and whe
e
Xpected gy o
Fa fight, b the may

coneert and

never

in the fyee

and lmli(lu_ym She drove

» all somewhai routine untjj

heck their map after the Py

un-mowed grass, Connor's beard catching food, sweatpants and balleaps and pizza hox
es. Now it was okay to witness how Stephanie’s death tilted others lives, Mike as a father
whose children’s aunt was killed by bad men far away, and how to explain such a thing?
“So—what? She floors it at green lights?” Connor said. “Pushes the kids' heads down
ps the clutch?” Mike laughed. “For Christmas. ['ll buy her night-vision goggles.”
and the woman across the creek unlatched her

aised his beer bottle more nonchalantly

and po
The dogs barked at the brothers’ laughter
gate. Mike waved and she waved back. Gonnor r

than he intended.
“You're a smooth one,” Mike said. Why not

“I've only seen her a few times in the six mo
“And your creek is not a moat. You don't have

You can’t say hello?”
“Next time [ will.” Connor shrugged.

just flip her off?”
nths I've been here.”
to date her—she's twice your age. anyway.

“Ghe isn't twice my age.’

k. cold brilliance painting
anderstood that

oom, a thin glow
e patio Jamp in

r the cree
n he woke up he
s. In the living *
om a three-glob

omb detonated ove
greyhounds. Whe
ays of her animal
eet, pale light fr

Tat nicuT HE dreamed a flash b
the dogs mid-gallop like full moon
police sirens had brought the frantic b
was draped over his furniture like a sheet.
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4 first coat of snow, it fell on either bank of the
rﬁek Li
. lk

the fixture was visible for the first time, g
luttereq | ¢

i
e

|kers the dogs stepped and held their Tieails
d sniffed each others’ necks. to 1Y gy

an’s packyard. Like
trees losing leaves,

ht. Crisp a8 night-wa
es in their pacing an

the wom
ash. With the
waking starlig
described cirel
offece and sat on the patio. Along the fo“ndation t

d in the blossoms. He nodded off again until 4 v,
r. in a black windbreaker and her hair faj)ep
ack and forth as if to gaiﬁ

.he thigk.
18 wok,
Ovep h(ir
his attey,.

NING, he brewed ¢
ruby re
me.” [t was he
younger, and waved her arms b

IN THE MOR
ening jasmine glowed
him. “Sir? Sir? Excuseé
shoulders. She looked

tion across a crowded room. |
“Hello,” he called back too loud. He was embarrassed at having fallen asleep,

“I'll come around,” she said and pointed to the creek and to the bridge at the
the street. He resolved to act like a normal person. Sit up straight. Smile He u:aé ;nd of
ting how to act around people. Where the water ran below the road, she climbed Ihezrgep
bank and descended again on Connor's side. When she was close enough to see hip, I%p
she squinted and nearly spoke again, like she recognized him. But they had never mel\xeli.
reminded her of someone, he expected, old pleasures petitioning for restoration : - He
heart. He hurried to the steps to offer his hand. “I'm Connor.” in the

“Hi. Connor. I'm Amy.” As he suspected, she came to apologize for the dogs. Sheq
' ' 1S, see
g room and with him asleep on his patio she assumeg

the light of the television in his livin
the noise had kept him up. She was nervous. said other neighbors had threatened to ¢a]]
Animal Control or make some formal complaint. Like some distant flavor from childh;ad
he remembered how it felt to be upset by such a thing, to ohsess over inconvenience ;
started a kettle for tea, Amy on the edge of her chair with herlegs crossed at the ankles.anz
her hands folded in her lap. The strawberry blonde hair at her shoulders was still dam
and shg wore no makeup. “What I really came to ask,” she said, "I must be honest—is aboft
the children. The ones on Saturdays? Are they yours?”
“Those s kids.” wk %
he added wir:;rir:g lkx):::;i kids.” She nodded expectantly. “A little gang of anarchists.
did they?:' saying enough. “They didn’t sneak over and break anything.
She laughed. “Oh, no no. And I w S
: ’ - ouldn’t mind if : & thei
parents—your brother, | guess— ind if they had. But do you think their
“Mike.”
“Do you think Mik: is wi
I . anc? his wife would let them come and play with the dogs? | meat.
o Elieir mother is afraid of your retaining wall here, and the creek.” )
Aier fears make for a long list.” ' SRS
y smiled and held his gaze. She didn’
.She didn’t kn start-
ed t(“) ;}I;eak but stopped and looked down vt Laghprmiol SO o
ere’s so much more s .
grass. It’s a natural playgr Ou;’:c%‘zn’my side,” she said. “Plenty of flat ground and greed
waited at the fence like abando. dat s why we bought the place.” In her kennel, the dog®
ned chaperones, four of them pacing back and forth and

stopping to watch, taj ) )
children. All cht ;;:is ‘:aggnng with such force their chests swayed. “Theyre good with
g energy is well spent on the dogs. And it's good for the animals: of
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course. T%'le tfl(‘);ght of trhe kids Chasing anci being chased by playful pups was wonder-
ful, that was hard to deny. And perhaps Melissa would relax enough sta i

an unkind thought. He was ashamed to begrudge her company ;ug ;0 stvop coming over,
death like aveil and in her presence he was afraid to act ew:zn er e oref SFSIJhanle_s
hinking i g : 3 or a moment as it he wasn't

“{What is her name?”

“Sorry, who?”

“Their mother. Your sisterin law? I'm so nosey.”

“Melissa.”

Amy_nodded. She seemed 1.1ke a person who understood hoth the conversation you
were having and the one you wished you were having. If only she could read his mind.
So far QO o.ne ha(?l asked the right questions, which Connor believed existed somewhere,
and which in their correctness would suggest such accurate answers as 10 relieve the dull
urgency to explain himself. On the Internet he found the term “Complicated Grief” to
describe how the normal mourning process can fold into depression and finally stasis,
Jike the point at the bottom of the globe where one simply turns, round and roun&, while
all humanity flies in circles overhead.

“In no time their mother will see the dogs are safe.” Each time Amy spoke was like
waking up again.

Connor said, “It’s not her fault—Melissa, I mean. She was my wife's best friend and
my wife—Stephanie was my wife—died in Baghdad last year. She was a soldier.”

“I'm sorry.”

He leaned back in the chair, confused, nearly alarmed by the lack of chattering con-
dolence. “Can I come and meet your gang first? Then I can give their nervous morm the
all-clear.”

“That’s a good idea. The dogs might be standoffish at first, since you're a grownup, but
they'll come around. Kids they take to instantly. It’s something how they know the differ-

ence.” She stood and extended her hand.
“We never had any. We'd planned onit.”
She leaned toward him a little and as if

do, Connor? Are you back to work yet?” . o
“Part time. I'm a paralegal for an estate attorney. Wills and medical directives, that
sort of thing. These days I putina few days a week with estate preparations. I supervise

events called label parties.” N
She smiled expectantly. She was either unaccustomed to oT unwilling to accept the
clipped manner in which Gonnor negotiated the world these days. -
“Grownup kids walk around and tag what items they want while .Mom—n,s, usually
Mom—looks on. It gives everyone the idea that there wo n't be any surprises later. )
“How ghoul.ish Mine can figh pout one another that way.

+ it out. They’ll learn more .
“Where are your kids? You said ‘we’ when you mentioned the house- Are they grown!
Connor could not remember the last t

ime he'd asked 2 question specifically to extend a
conversation.

she were trying to guess, asked, “What do you
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: sort of. my college daughter. Shes in grad school. e, A 5q
.-One 18 g]'O\\'Il. S01 O, . 1.11 s 1}1‘.‘]- uuil-l l]]y h“HI"-ll“] Il")’\ L2 %‘I(_ } . rtfjf
brid of old age and adolescence. The o 8 g - Olephane
f ¢ + re : N O 4 3 T d N . .,
hybri t“cqﬂ(ﬂl%“ is how he might have described her a long (i, 140, befy
a blunt woman, ¢ § 15 20 & with someone who did noq o eforg
the accident. Now it was relaxing to speak with someo; | anticipgge the
' ' A A0e( rconsequences later. Porhane 1.
ffect of her words. who let flyv and manage d the consequen tler. P Ih(,p,3 ‘le!o.
e x n Oy 4 W

macy had failed her too often. Connor had found l’h‘tl[ wilh_ the more cautioyg ‘Ming.
ed. tremendous energy was necessary to reflect a safe TESPOnEE, 1o AoSime t.h(_:m the

hadn't said “the wrong thing” when it did not matre.r at all what 1,-h<:|y said, or fajleq to
say, or if they said not a single word. Easier to avoid people t‘}i’].llr(‘l-y and reserye the
er;ergy to climb out of bed and make coffee and push th'mu“gh_ th e.(ﬁ,a.y. o

As she took the steps to the lower tier Connor said, "Why is your dog afraid f the
creek? The retriever?” ‘

“He knows how fast the water can rise. Barkley is his name—he’s my boy. What he
doesn't know is that it has to rain a long time for a flood like that to happen again.” Conng;
nodded and Amy left with a wave. Her dogs leapt at the gate and surrounded her in a pack
when she stepped back through the kennel door.

A FEW AYS later, Connor supervised a label party for a retired attorney twenty-seven years
older than his second (and current) wife. She and her two children from a previous mar-
riage had lived with the attorney nine years, but the adult children from his first marriage
didn’t like her. The old lawyer, Ray, was finishing a breakfast burrito at a small glass tahle
in the kitchen when Connor arrived. His current wife was a plain-looking woman who'd
been pretty once, kept a good figure, and made it clear from how hard she worked that
she'd earned what inheritance he saw fit to leave her. New braces flashed with her smile,
perhaps a sign she was worried for her future.

“Connor, tomorrow, after this whole sordid business is ended, I want to talk in front
of your cameras, if that’s allowed” Ray said.

"Of course. But I don't have to tell you that it's impractical—"
“To control from the grave, as they sa

Ray said, “Your boss told me about you. It’s a terrible thin
his wife. No getting over it, don’t worry about that. Not possib
eventually you find the sand to start over” He talked more
disconnection and alienation, while his children and stepch
asides. They moved through the house like Judges at the stat
lucky to be childless. “You're money ahead. Most familieg, th
go-between. When she’s gone you wake up in a village of for
language, you see, and they resent your inability to translate

mother could. It’s always better for the father to go first. I'm

g for a young man to lose
le. But you persevere and
and more Jike this, about
ildren ¢yt each other with
e fair, Ray saig Connor was
e.mother is an interpreter, a
€igners. You don't speak the
what happeneq the way their
10t supposed tg ta]) like this,
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al rights and all.” What Rav wac trvi . : y
equd'l rlg ! l.i '”', What Ray was trying to tell him was that each person’s grief is newly
worla, as wvidual ac pue ; ) i i . Lot

met inthe 18 individual as every member of the endless. single file tormation of the

dead. He'd sensed this but never examined it. It did not improve anything by its knowing.

Hisvisit with the dogs began awkwardly. Barkley refused to join him and Amy on the patio
or even step through the open gate. He dropped his head and whipped it back and forth
like a precocious child, not budging from the far corner of the kennel. In his protestations
he was quite beautiful, a milky-white coat with a squared jaw and muscular haunches, his
shyness so human it was instantly charming. Connor admired his intolerance of strangers,
but Amy was embarrassed. “Barkley,” she said. “Oh, what a show.” She turned her atten-
tion back to Connor across the green metal table. “He’s living in the past,” she said.

“Jealousy. Like any guy. I should introduce myself properly.”

“Let him come to you.” The other dogs were anxious to meet a stranger, but Barkley's
reluctance tempered their hospitality. “Sit a moment and show him you're no threat.” The
dogs collected behind their pack leader, a loyal crew. His followers gathered, Barkley sat
up, triumphant. Gonnor and Amy laughed together.

She must have married young, Connor thought, had her first child at eighteen or so.
How such news must have rang in her ear, a moment of exhilaration and terror at the start
of a relationship.

“Tell me what happened to your wife,” she said.

He gave a sanitized version to impart facts—Humvee and grenades—abstracted
enough through summary to maintain the conversation. He knew a way to sand the edges.

“So many questions,” she said and shook her head. "I guess you have to put them away
one at atime.”

“The turret gunner could have killed them. I know a lot about that kid, where he was
born and went to school. I saw his Facebook photos. He looked eager to kill something,
anything, with that .5o cal. He was always posing behind it. I don't know why he didn't
shoot them. Stephanie put the Humvee in reverse but they had pulled some old car in
behind her. The first one threw his grenade too far and it landed behind them. So she put

the truck in drive and floored it, right toward them, but the second one, he didn’t panic.

He threw sidearm, you know, like a ballplayer, on a low arc so it detonated at the wind-

shield. It was a perfect throw.”
Amy looked beside Connor and there was Barkley, ears raised and tail wagging,

watching him as intently as she had been. “You let down your guard.”
“I didn't know I had one left.” He offered his hand and Barkley allowed a scratch of his

chin and head. “But you're easy to talk to ” he said, not caring for the moment how she took
it. What he meant was he felt like Amy knew all these details already, and was only hoping

he would tell it truthfully, would tell the hardest parts ‘best. ) o
She drew Barkley to her lap and hugged his neck. “Such a good boy,” she said. “Thank

you, boy. Such a good boy.” She looked to Connor with a face full of expectation. “Sodowe
pass? I know it’s a little pathetic, but I'd love to see those children here, almost as much

as these dogs would.”
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Jaughed with relis,h. She was saying it was all right to laugh. But he couldn’t. Connor
was saying it wasn t.

“Why were you taking Ambien? Was it Jimmy? After all that time could you sense when
something was wrong?”

“No. There was a hollow space at the center of our relationship. It wasn’t there for a
long time and then it was and it grew and grew. He took his new love there to hide it. I had
no idea.”

He felt a chill. A smoke detector in her house chirped as if the battery were low. “Do
you still take Ambien?”

“Well. On the vow you're not a cat burglar, I lock myself in my bedroom now. The latch
is on the outside.”

“Barkley lets you out,” Connor guessed.

“He waits at the door each morning. He reaches up and pushes the latch pretty as you
please. It's a big latch [ installed on the other side. He's never late. Never not there. He'd
bring eggs if he could. I still wander around in my sleep, it seems, but with a little resis-
tance [ go right back to bed.”

THE NEW RELATIONSHIP brought a tangle of anticipation with hollow grief and also resent-
ment, at Amy for her dissembled marriage, at Stephanie for dying in some remote fucking
place he could nevervisit, at the Army for slogans like “freedom” and “duty” when the only
true thing was Stephanie had done a job and it was dangerous and they had known that
from the beginning. Rain woke him, tapping the glass and plinking the aluminum gutters.
As he drifted back to sleep he wondered what dreams Amy locked in with herself. In the
morning he called her. “Barkley let you out yet?”

“He’s more reliable than a morning kiss.”

Connor laughed. “Amy, can I ask you one more question about your marriage?”
She sighed. “Connor, at this point it’s like eyewitness testimony, you know? After the
crash? [ don’t know that I even know the truth myself.”

“Were they twenty-four good years?”

“Connor, you didn’t miss anything. It didn’t happen. Your wife died young. What you
had, you had, what never was you can’t claim. The sooner that’s clear to you the sooner
you'll sleep at night.” He was flush with embarrassment. But when his indignation reached
the surface, it popped like a child’s blown bubble and spread into the open air. Only so
much defense can be mounted for the dead.

“Breakfast—the three of us?” He asked.

“Barkley?”

“Why not?”

She said, “I know you saw it rain last night.” The creek was several inches higher,
swift against the jagged banks.

“You won't make me climb over there, will you?”

They took Connor’s Ford Explorer. Amy smelled of soap and cinnamon from some-
thing she’d baked earlier, and she fit comfortably in his car, in his life. She and Barkley
inhabited the cabin completely, his panting and her scents and smile and expectations
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for the ride and their morning toget her. All this toward some powerfy) —
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lunch in a taqueria where no one spoke English, and bought a bottle of "'mPf‘aan]O :

later. On their way out, she put her arm around his x‘vuisf. He m i_g}nr have hesitateq anmh;;
time, but that night his body bent like steel and he followed h.{-r ”,.”“ the bedroom. furneg
the lock on the outside while Amy started a Coleman l-[;:wkmi\' GD. a teenage moye the,
both laughed over, and Barkley peered through the door until Connor pushed it closeq,

They fell into one another, anxious and hopeful.

In the morning Amy was in a green chair by the window. The outline of her body ship,.-
mered like desert heat bends an image or suggests water where none can exist, and Coy.
nor remembered the smooth stretch of her legs on his chest, her hair in his face. Whey,
she turned her head the whispering snow outside reflected in her eyes. falling in thick
handfuls. He threw off the comforter. It was true. It was snowing. "How did you arrange
that?" he said.

“Don't tell me you think this is all for you.” She turned to face him, a little glossy and
disheveled. “You have to call Mike and have him bring the children!”

He'd have preferred to stay in bed with her, keep another day for themselves. “Let’s

bring them tomorrow—after they're worn out from building snowmen,” he said. Her eyes
widened. She hadn't thought of snowmen.

“Children don’t wear out, Connor.”

He beckoned her to bed. “I'm almost a child, compared to you.” She lunged toward

him and tried to slap him playfully. He grabbed her and pulled her on top of him. When

they finished, Connor resisted the urge to ask her about the sex in her marriage, but he

couldn’t help himself. She rolled her eyes. Fearsome at the start, she said, mellowed later.
until he started cheating, and then he was eneres ’

dresser to find clothes for the day. Connor wo

with the retrospective, paid bodily, the way she studj
paring in her mind’s eye the younger woman's
the bargains they struck.

It was coop they didn’t wait. The wind shifted and the;
th ;
tracks hidden from the sunlight. The kids brought fri::;i: nf?-::mm;lf;d’ In uneven
1Xes neighbor-

hood and the dogs were frantic to play wi
y with as many as possible
- Amy, Mike and

Connor drank hot chocolate under her canopy table when gpe li
a snowball toward their refuge and Connor said, “Hey!” 'ttle boy heaved
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seat and packed a return volley in her bare hands. Her ai iy Jumped from her
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the astonished child in the back. He fell dramatically and roll:; ::gzséld zhe tagged
*¢ While a Jack
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Russell I)Cd_almj ;”‘J’P him as if he were a log turning in a river. “I've still got it.” she
said. s‘he'wmed et hajnds and caught Mike studying her and she laughed at h.er.;seh".
“Their mother can’t do anything that spontaneous.” Mike said :
“It’s alright. ,Amy brushed the snow from her gloves. “They forgive her what she’s
going through. It's the mother they're counting on.” )
Mike S‘a’d’h.l h"?-t lma.Y be true, but they know their mother is counting on their father.”
Amy gave ?m a long, open look before she nodded and looked at her drink. vapor
rising in curls of steam.
“You're the expert, Mike. On your own opinion, anyway,” Connor said.
“It's hard to understand if you don’t have kids, Connor,” Amy said. “It’s not your fault.”
e bo).( I‘El(:f.id Barkley back and forth from the cut bank, water lapping the edge. His
boot heel sliced into the mud and Connor too felt as if he had been tilled by the blade of
some harsh absolution. Not his fault. Of course it wasn't his fault.
uThC Waterline ls the hlghest since you mOVed,n Mlke Said. a6 Gotyour SChOOI’lE‘,r Sealed? -
He reached over to punch Connor’s arm. “Where's it go, this picturesque canal of yours?”
“Lake McClellan,” Amy said. “The crystal waters. Straight out to sea.”

On THE DOWNTOWN square that night Connor and Amy watched college kids play Frisbee
while young parents stopped along the sidewalk so their kids could greet a black poodle
tied to a parking sign. A world full of kids.

“You don’t talk about your girls much,” he said.
“They're not in the museum yet. I see them so often, talk almost every other day. I'm

not as interested in the past as you are. I find the past to be cold like some distant moon.
And cynical, because even a happy moment is as shallow as the creek most days. You asked
about my girls. Merritt is my oldest. She had a little camera when she was a teenager. Gar-
ried it everyplace. One night she and a friend drove to a movie and happened to pass Jim-
my and me on the highway. Merritt told her friend not to honk while she fished out that
camera. They pulled alongside just as I was laughing at something Jimmy had said—my
head thrown back, my arm draped over the door. I never saw the kids. Didn’t know they
were there. Merritt waited ten years to give me that picture. One Christmas, there it was—
twenty four inches wide and tramed. I couldn’t believe the discipline to keep it like she
did. What you have to know. There’s sadness in that. We must have shown her that some-
how, Jimmy and me. And I don’t remember the moment of course—nobody would. I can't

remember Jimmy and me that way at all.”

“Maybe the past doesn’t matter.”
“No, the past throws a long shadow. I remember the months after my divorce as

profound loss and exhilarating liberation both. I never knew such strong feeling. It
matters.” After a few moments she turned to face him. “But a future that never hap-
pened—you're just not obligated to those hopes anymore. Dreams from long ago

are still just dreams.” ; a1

Late that night, Connor found a documentary about the ancient buildings and
vegetation of Baghdad. Many streets are lined with trees which after five years pro-
duce the palm dates Iragis have loved for centuries. Sweet and supple. Children walk
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the fruit. It seemed almost impossible thy,

levards collecting .
up and down the bou t have done this very thing when they were

the men who killed Stephanie would no

boys.

For THEIR FIRsT dinner at his place, Connor made enchiladas. Amy chopped vegetables
and habitually glanced toward her backyard. She tearfid up halfway through the first onion
and laughed while she dabbed her face with a tissue. When d? I see my first Iabel party?”
she asked. He couldn’t bring her to one, of course, but he didn’t have to—Ray Spiller’s vid-
eotape was still in his briefcase. After dinner, Connor played the tape. The image shook
a little as he'd tried to frame the whole clan, with Ray in the center. Never mind that, Ray
had said. Zoom in on my face. The HD resolution rendered the blotch on the bridge of his
nose and the emerald shine in his eyes. He looked around and faced the camera. “T always
missed your mother,” he said. “Right until the end, even though we brought each other to
grief many times, and that's often what you saw, but between those moments was healing.
That's hard to see. Our marriage was like an old bone break that set wrong. It ached in
the cold, but it was solid. It still aches now, even though I have a new wife who [ also love.
When you meet someone new, you put her in the front of your mind. which your mother
would've wanted. And if this new marriage seems easier, if it looks happier. it's because
of all that healing I learned with your mother. I think we taught each other. | honor your
mother by this happy marriage and you will do the same when I'm dead.” And there he
stopped. He looked down and back up to the camera several times, as if there were more
to say, but he didn’t speak again.
Amy asked about Ray’s health and what Connor thought would happen to the young
wife. The video had disturbed her in a private way that did not invite scrutiny. He didn't

know what would happen. In his experience, he said, the living are hard pressed to keep
their promises to the dead.

Tuar weekenD sHE didn't answer her cell. Her lights were off at night and it rained through
the afternoons and into Sunday night. The speed with which the creek rose was astonish-
i.ng—swollen over the bank and several feet onto his lower tier. rushing with debris. A
line of storms trained over the town and heavy rain became torrential. Water approached
Amy’s kennel, where the dogs huddled at the far side of the pen. He called her over and
over, sent a dozen texts. From the edge of the waterline he studied her house and made
out a dim light in the bedroom as if a TV were playing. It could be the Ambien. or perhaps
Barkley was too scared or confused by the weather to let her out.

And if the water came, what would he take from his own place? The computer and
photo albums. His little file cabinet. There were carnations in a white vase, a surprise
f;c;rrio ﬁ{a anc(l; 31 ?}éotograpby onk he planned to give her: a documentary of birds o7
never standril it Bet:rzz‘lg hihtmng flash exposed the creek, so swift now a man COl.lld
showed the rotted branch S you Coulc.i 1mag11.1e Atitrinel depth before e sorike

e anches and lawn furniture gliding downstream.

¢ drove over and banged on her front door. He worked his way along the side of the

h t -
ouse to the back where the dogs whimpered, Barkley not among them. In the worst case-
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pe'd let them outto save themselves. The next bolt caught his breath, revealed water onlya
few feet from the fence, twenty-five feet wide from her side to his, a conveyor belt of trash.
Amy’s patio door was unlocked and Barkley stood at the entrance to the bedroom hallway,
ears high and alert. “Good boy,” Connor said and Barkley wagged his tail. He tapped one
paw and then the other. “Is she in there, boy?” He called out: "Amy? Are you here?” He
took a few steps and called again. He knocked on the wall. He thought of the turret gunner,
whose father had said on the phone: “He didn't have time to shoot. He didn't have time.”

Connor turned the latch of Amy’s bedroom door until the alarmed reply came: “Who's
there??”

The room was dimly-lit, and he dared not enter, though he'd spent a half dozen nights
by now. “It’s flooding, Amy. What's the matter?”

“Oh, Connor, wait.” Before another word, lightning rolled across the sky like a
net tight against the underbelly of the clouds. In the illumination, a photograph on
Amy's dresser he hadn’t seen before: a woman in a car, laughing, and, at the end of
her bed, two sets of bare feet.

What is it, the man in her bed asked. Who is that?

He didn’t want to hear the answer. “Jesus—I'm sorry. I—the water’s nearly to the ken-
nel,” Connor said.

“Thank you, Connor. I'll get dressed. You take care of your place, too, and we'll talk
tomorrow.” He pulled the door shut and walked outside. Barkley followed him into the
rain, and at the kennel door Connor gauged the distance from the water to the southern
end of the pen. Out there with the dogs he waited for the sky to fill flat white like 2 hundred

laundered sheets on a line.
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