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Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. — Matthew 18:5



The basement wasn’t meant for living in. The floor was bare concrete- as were the walls. There was one single window at ground level and hardly any light came in. Tim said it was temporary. I knew it was unlikely to be temporary but didn’t bother pointing it out. Pointing out things accomplished nothing in my marriage. I made it work. Looking back, I’ve been making things work since I was sixteen. I found a rug from a thrift shop and tossed it beside the bed so we wouldn’t have to feel the cold concrete underfoot upon waking. I found a lamp so that we didn’t have to use the overhead fluorescent bulb that gave me a headache. We had two boxes of things that was  all we had to our name after a year of marriage. Tim found a TV and set it on a folding table. These touches didn’t make it into a home exactly, but more of something I could stand to be in. It would have to be enough. 

Above me came the sound of Bart’s boots across the kitchen floor, loud and annoying. Then Chrissy’s voice. She had a phone voice for her Avon customers, warm, practiced and patient. She laughed at all the right moments and made each woman feel like the catalogue was made with them in mind. She did good business, I could tell from how many calls she received and the way she tracked orders in the notebook on the kitchen counter. Her customers liked her- she was so down to earth with them. 

Chrissy and Bart had a son, Liam. With Liam, Chrissy was tender. He could knock his cup off the table and she’d clean it up and put her hand on his head and the event would be over in seconds. No hard feelings, no damage done. How could there be? He was just two years old. 

Tim fit in up there within about forty-eight hours. He and Bart were good friends and he would spend hours up there with them, laughing. It sounded like a different life upstairs.

On the fourth day after we moved in, Chrissy asked me to babysit. She had an Avon delivery across town- would be gone three hours maximum and Bart would be working late. She said she thought it would be nice for me to get to know the kids. 

“Of course,” I replied. The basement walls were closing in on me. I didn't tell her so. I stood in the kitchen and looked at a child’s drawing stuck to the fridge with a strawberry shaped magnet. Liam was already pulling at the hem of my shirt wanting to be chased. I complied. I chased him the entire length of the living room and back, around the coffee table and down the hall. His laugh got bigger the longer we played. I caught him in my arms at last and he shrieked and squirmed. I put him down and he wanted to start all over again. We played until his face was red and he kept falling over his two feet. I warmed some milk and sat with him until his eyes were heavy before I transferred him to his crib. 

When I went back to the living room, Charlotte was on the couch. She’d been there the whole time, sitting with her hands in her lap watching me chase her brother. She was small and pale, with red under her eyes. She held the remote control in both hands before handing it to me and taking it back again. She turned on The Little Mermaid and we began to watch it. 

Somewhere in the middle of it I started singing along, “Part of your world!” I have loved this movie since my own childhood, and of course I knew all the songs, and I always sang with them. I felt her go still beside me, but I didn’t stop. When I glanced down at her she was looking up at me, not at the television. She smiled. I smiled back and looked at the television again, finishing the song with Ariel. 

When the movie ended she looked at me. I stole a glance at her before I pressed play again. This time she sat a little closer. I let her be as close as she wanted to be and sang the songs again when they came. 

After the second watching, she ran off and got crayons and spread them all over the coffee table. She opened a coloring book to a random page and began to color. After a few moments, she slid the crayon box towards me without looking up. I took a crayon and began to color with her. We sat like that, both of us bent over the book, the house quiet around us. She didn’t speak, but had clear opinions about which colors were correct and would replace my chosen crayon for another. I let her. She was probably right.

Chrissy's headlights swept across the living room wall not long after. Charlotte looked up at the window, then finished the line before she closed her coloring book. We listened to Chrissy’s key in the door as the little girl slid off the couch. She packed up her crayons, looked at me once more and went down the hall to her room. I heard her door click shut just before Chrissy entered.

“How were the kids?” Chrissy dropped her purse by the door. 

“Great. Liam went down easy.”

“I knew it, I knew we’d get along, I had a feeling about you!”

I smiled and said goodnight and went back down to the basement. I lay in the dark beside Tim and thought about Charlotte smiling. 

***
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I was sitting on the floor when I noticed the pink tricycle. There was a  little basket on the front with two fake flowers zip-tied to it, one yellow and one that had been yellow once.I leaned against our bed and began to reread a magazine when I heard the door at the top of the stairs open. I didn’t expect a knock, and besides Chrissy’s washing machine and dryer were in my basement. Their basement. 

There was a small pause and then small footsteps descending. Charlotte came down carefully, both hands on the railing, one step at a time. We locked eyes before she skipped over to the tricycle. She began making slow wide circles around the room.

I had reread the same paragraph three times when Liam appeared at the top of the stairs. He came down the same way she had, both hands, one step, then the next. He went straight to a smaller tricycle tucked behind the furnace that I hadn't noticed until that moment. He dragged it out and climbed on and began following her circuits, his legs working twice as hard to keep up. They went around together a few times, her steady and unhurried in front, him laboring earnestly behind until he lost interest. He climbed off and sat on the bottom step pulling at his shoelaces while she kept going. Patient and slow, her pale face forward, those red-rimmed eyes not focused on anything in particular. I watched her over the top of the magazine. 
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