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			For Eli

		

	
		
			Even from ten or fifteen miles away you get a good view of a burning village. It was a merry sight. A tiny hamlet that you wouldn’t even notice in the daytime, with ugly, uninteresting country around it, you can’t imagine how impressive it can be when it’s on fire at night! You’d think it was Notre-Dame! A village, even a small one, takes at least all night to burn, in the end it looks like an enormous flower, then there’s only a bud, and after that nothing.

			—Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Journey to the End of the Night

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Prologue

			January 6

			Jeanne d’Arc Basin, Northern Canada

			SHE HAD BEEN naked for less than ten seconds when the snow began to feel hot. Her body, pale and lean and strong, biceps and thighs banded with black tattoos, lay basking against the glacial ice; a snow angel overcome by shadows and lights, calm and awed in whatever seconds remained. 

			The tower scaffolding from the rig flickered, and she could barely make out where the dark stacks cut into the white sky. Just shapes and brightness. And she thought of a silent shower of frozen sparks. And the shhh and hush of sand and desert blindness; how it was here too in the snow where everything shone. Where everything refracted and blazed and brought the world back to the simple material of itself, of its beauty. This was all she had ever wanted. 

			It was his breath she saw first, then the red of his tongue and gums and black fur. He panted and cantered painfully, lifting his frozen paws and wincing, and then he bowed and pushed his face against hers. She felt the impossible heat of his tongue against her skin. The condensation from his breath had crystallized into tiny bits of ice surrounding his muzzle. He huddled down and curled his small warm body beside her, and she slipped her numb fingers beneath his collar, rested her cheek against him. 

			The lights of the rig burned and bled to white, and before she closed her eyes, she could see the dunes out in the distance. Placid and silent and stretching on forever. 

		

	
		
			Dispatch #216

			Bad News Sistopher Robins,

			Sebastian anti-froze to death and by that I don’t mean he overheated. He drank anti-freeze and died. The most clichéd ending possible for a dog—like vomit-choking for a rock star or heart attack for a Teamster. Dad found him and at first held it together. He didn’t know the cause of death was poisoning and came to my room telling me our dog lived a good long life etc. Using my forensic senses I accidentally stepped in a puddle of bright green dog vomit and put two and two together. I was dumb enough to tell our Dad who then freaked out because he’s the one that spilled the dog poison on the garage floor. I tried to make him feel better by saying that dogs, like pregnant women, know what their bodies need. Grass for dogstipation, just like pickles and ice cream for whatever that treats, and that maybe Sebastian was on his way out anyway. But Dad thought I was just being a smart ass. Anyway, he was a good dog and at least he was old. We’re getting him cremated—good he drank anti-freeze instead of gasoline—and then putting his ashes in his favorite spots in the yard. Dad wants to save some until you get home but I am sure you, like me, think that’s weird so I’ll just do it myself. I can’t wait until you get home.

			Be safe, I love you.

			Danny

		

	
		
			One

			December 25

			Watertown, NY

			NO ONE WAS waiting at the airport for Lauren Clay because she had told no one she was coming home. She called a cab from the car rental at the front desk and then waited by the luggage claim for her duffel, which was more than half full of presents for her father and brother; things she’d bought at the FOB PX and things she’d bought out in the street, in the cramped and sweltering little market just outside the forward operating base where she’d been stationed for the last nine months. She checked her watch, readjusted the bobby pins in her hair. And thought about the promise of relief that would come from doing everyday things like washing dishes, gazing out the window at kids playing by the duplex next door, taking Danny to the movies or going through the National Geographic with him, or ordering Chinese food and sitting by her dad while he watched TV and slept. 

			She couldn’t wait for them to open presents, to surprise her brother. Sebastian had been one of those surprises, and the look on Danny’s face when he saw the dog made up for a lot, maybe everything. Sebastian’s fur was still brown and as soft as a rabbit’s when she brought him home years ago. He had ears like a kitten’s and his eyes were shiny and black and alert. He looked like a baby wolf and lived in a cardboard box in her room. Sebastian was the sweet helpless thing she wanted Danny to raise. Something he could train. Somewhere good to focus his attention. The kind of thing she knew could save a life. 

			The dog lived in their house for two days before they showed him to their father and he wasn’t angry. He sat up in bed and held the puppy and laughed. And Sebastian snorted and licked him, fell over and rolled around, chewed on his knuckles with his needle-sharp teeth. His belly was round and taut and pale pink. Jack Clay held the dog and looked into its face. 

			“He’s a nice pup,” Jack said, smiling, pulling his hair back from his shoulders so the dog wouldn’t nip at it. “He’s a good boy,” he said in babytalk. And then Danny picked up the dog and cradled him. And she felt good because they were happy and she was getting their lives in order. She was getting things done.

			Lauren hadn’t thought of Sebastian since getting Danny’s letter, but now in the calm and safety of the terminal she found his memory was the first to vividly greet her, to lead her thoughts to the neighborhood and the house she hadn’t seen in two years. 

			The dog had followed Danny around, sat on his lap, and, when he got bigger, accompanied them on treks through back lots and out along the river where he would hunt squirrels and swim and snap his teeth at the water. He was a strange-looking animal, and the woman who sold him to Lauren said he was a schipperke mix, told her they were bred to be miniature watchdogs and made the grandiose claim that during World War II schipperkes were used to deliver messages between Resistance hideouts. She and Danny tried to train him to do it, tying notes to his collar to carry between their rooms, but he tore them off and raced through the house dangling the shredded wet paper in his teeth, his head held high. When he got excited he galloped back and forth between their rooms growling, gums drawn back, teeth a gleaming white crescent amidst his fur. 

			She looked around the terminal and smiled. She had nothing that could replace Sebastian in her duffel, but she’d made it home, cruised right by what could have become a month’s worth of useless talk back on post, and made it home for the holiday. And now she had a week of relaxing before she headed out to finish things up. Meet Daryl, tie up loose ends.

			Christmas music played from speakers mounted near the cameras beside the baggage claim. Beyond the sliding-glass doors rain baptized those who ran from the curb to meet their friends and relatives in the roped-off lobby beneath a faded blue and white sign reading simply: ARRIVALS. They came in dripping, disheveled, their faces shining or makeup running as they embraced and balanced packages and bags. People regarded her in her uniform; her black hair pulled up into a bun, her dark eyes and deeply tanned face. If she weren’t in desert camo, if she were wearing a light jacket and high boots over skinny jeans, she could be returning home from school in California, or be some rich girl coming home after a year studying abroad in Greece or Africa. 

			She was back but didn’t feel so far away from Iraq. Home was closer to the wider world than she had realized as a girl. Watertown was a base town, the home of Fort Drum, and the place reverberated with its presence. She felt it now more than ever, bodies training and bodies deploying and the vast interconnected system of sleepy faraway places that housed and built soldiers to send out. They were everywhere. And from every lonely FOB or smoldering rubble-strewn corridor, she could feel their readiness now as if they were one. 

			When her bag arrived she slung it over her shoulder and walked out into the freezing rain to wait. She was giddy from the freedom and the space and the strangeness of returning. The streets were black and slick and reflected the yellow lights flanking the entryway, and the hiss and hush of cars speeding past made her anxious to get going. When the cab arrived she surprised herself by giving the driver Shane’s address. Shane, who she’d stopped emailing months ago. Shane, who hadn’t received a paper letter from her since the first mad lonely and exhausted weeks she’d been away. Her most recent, most consistent correspondence was with Danny. His dispatches. The full report and at least a page of jokes every time.

			The last letter made her laugh out loud and when Daryl asked, “What?” she got to say, “My dog died.” Lauren loved that kid. She loved Daryl too because he was smart and did things right but not too right. He liked hearing Danny’s letters. And when he showed her pictures of his kid they were always action shots: the kid doing a head stand, jumping off the top step of the porch, standing on the seat of his tricycle in little red cowboy boots holding a long spindly stick. The kid was a daredevil, had a buzz cut like his dad and the same sweet face. Daryl’d had him when he was nineteen, and, like Lauren, enlisted so he could provide better for his family. Daryl got it. There was no explanation needed between them.

			Shane she wasn’t so sure about. His letters were serious and obsessed with the future. Graduate school, cities, traveling, and always “when you come home . . .” Something made her stop emailing and she didn’t know what. When she thought about it all she could come up with was ancient history, a thing he’d said back when she decided not to go to school. Like everyone else he’d been genuinely surprised. She was in most of his classes, studied with him. They’d sat in the library together beneath the fluorescent lights, heads down, his glasses glinting, reflecting the pages they were reading, their feet touching beneath the table. Shane had gone to her recitals, he knew who she was. But his words were an echo of the same stupid question she’d heard from all her teachers, and she was still amazed anyone had the balls to ask her. Amazed she had to clarify yet again how dinner gets on the table. 

			He said: “Half the fucking kids from this neighborhood are doing the army ’cause they can’t get into college. And after all the bullshit you went through you’re going to send yourself to the same place as those white-trash fuckwads.” 

			It meant nothing to her at the time. She’d actually laughed about it. Knew she was right, Shane was wrong. But later, dust covered and weighted down and baking in the heat, with every pothole on what wasn’t really a road making her shoulders and back work for her living, sitting just two feet from some brand- new killer who couldn’t shut the fuck up on the day’s journey back to the FOB, she would long for a reprieve. She would try for the music in her head but sometimes she just got Shane’s voice, and those were always the words he was saying. One more reason on a very long list you shouldn’t have anything to do with the Murphys. Because they’re smart enough to know not to say a thing, but they’re always mean enough to say it anyway. 

			The Murphys were Shane and his mother and the big crucifix in the kitchen and his three bald and blue-eyed uncles, Patrick and two others, whose arms were branded with terse gothic directives in black ink. They came together every Sunday dinner and at one time every one of them could have gone to college like Shane but they opted for bartending, carpentry, and the occasional visit to County instead. They were men so indistinct from one another Shane referred to them collectively as “the Patricks.” He couldn’t stand a thing about them and neither could Lauren. Whatever they were, Shane wasn’t. But he couldn’t escape the fact that they’d helped raise him, given him the confidence and wit to live in the body of a thin, soft-featured, almost pretty man. And he’d inherited their look—the bright, expansive calm that assured you he was paying close attention, assured you that Shane Murphy, slight and myopic and often hidden behind a book, was not the kind of boy who experienced fear, was in fact capable of anything. 

			Lauren knew his drive to change and escape and how the specter of becoming his uncles had ridden his heels all the way to the lush gardens of Swarthmore. She loved him, had loved him since tenth grade. But it didn’t matter. She’d never had the luxury of taking off like he’d had, never even indulged in the fantasy for too long. She had to take care of Danny and make sure they were ahead several mortgage payments, make sure there was money in the bank. And enlisting was a good plan overall. She didn’t just get smart in basic, she got strong. And when people came home for break with their freshman fifteen, and drug stories, and gross soft, self-centered plans, she saw them for what they were—and so did Shane, and he respected her. 

			Now it seemed like that had all happened to another girl. That mind, that decision, belonged to another girl. He’d go to graduate school and he’d be a teacher or a professor, and she was back home to do god knows what. To fix things. To do what good women do.

			Six months into her tour she didn’t feel like telling Shane anything. Didn’t feel like discussing her plans, didn’t have the energy for “when” or “if” or “afterward,” so she just stopped. Reading one less letter, picturing one less face or having one less dream that wouldn’t come true felt like a good decision in the new war economy, the new austerity plan she had instituted in her soul. But Danny was a different story. Danny wrote her letters like dispatches, pretended that home and middle school were war zones and she was on vacation in sunny, exotic Iraq. He was dark, that kid. And strong and smart. And if there was any “when” or “afterward” it belonged to him and she would make sure he got it.

			She looked out the window of the cab as they passed through empty streets, the remains of snow on yellowed green and muddy lawns and houses strung with colored and white and blinking lights. Outside Lourdes Church a nativity scene rose from a puddle, the camels knee-deep in murky water. Red bows and candy canes decorated the streetlamps, and the place rang with quiet. Quieter than anything she’d experienced in fifteen months. 

			Lauren watched the rain on the window and started at the sound of the cab driver’s voice.

			“Don’t you guys usually come into Drum on a military flight or a bus or something?”

			“Well, yes sir, that’s often the case. I could see why you’d think that. However I came into Fort Lewis in Washington.” Lauren pushed the earnest lilt of hick into her voice. “I’m unna be seein’ my folks today after quite some time.”

			“You’ll make their Christmas.”

			“Yes sir, I sure do hope so.”

			The cab driver nodded knowingly and looked at her again in the rearview mirror. She smiled back at him. Straight teeth and smooth skin and kind dark eyes.

			“I got a nephew over in Afghanistan,” he told her.

			“Is that right?” Lauren asked, leaning forward and resting her arms on the front seat. “Who’s he with? What unit?” 

			Lauren wanted the streets of her hometown and silence to be her only welcome, but she talked to the driver instead. Words, stories, expressions, the lax, entitled way of soft civilian life. She was making him feel at ease and proud of his sister’s kid. And she heard that voice that she couldn’t stand coming out of her mouth. Some kind of camouflage in itself. The constricted encouraging tone of a liar. The modesty and gentleness and ignorance, the unassuming pose. It was a linguistic costume for a woman who’d never really felt these things in her life. But she was patient enough to listen, to know it was important for the cab driver to speak. 

			He answered her and she began talking quickly. Felt herself suddenly animated when she’d intended to say nothing, to see the town, feel the pull of the streets and the homey memory of places she’d driven past with Shane on their way to park somewhere where they could sink down in the seats and talk and kiss. This place held her life. It was an empty cup, an empty clip, a place from which she’d slipped, but it still fit her form. She surveyed the uneven sidewalks she’d raced down as a girl, the yellow diamond signs of the dead-end streets that led to the river where she’d played with Holly at the edge of the abandoned, graffiti-tagged industrial park. They skateboarded on the smooth concrete of the loading docks, gliding down the slope of the ramps and up into the arc, the cradle, of the half pipe. In that place they were alone and alive, and sometimes set small fires to let the flames hypnotize them. Stood sweat-worn and thirsty after exerting themselves, dropping wooden matches onto piles of newspapers and scrap wood. 

			They watched the fire grow until they almost couldn’t put it out. Gauging their abilities against its size, the direction of the breeze, the time of year, what some boy had said at school. When Holly would move to snuff it Lauren would hold her back, make her wait for the feeling, the rush and strange false calm of watching it grow and then the panic that it was not their fire anymore. She’d wait for the quick efficient intake of breath, the flooded dilated feeling in her chest, before they’d dash to stamp it down, or in worst cases blanket the flames with their sweatshirts and jackets. Lauren always made sure it wasn’t smoldering before she left, taking the feeling of terror and virtue with her like the good girl she was, the good girl she’d always been.

			Afterward they didn’t talk about these fires. About how they were learning to be patient with fear. How there was no such thing as undoing, and that putting out a flame didn’t mean it hadn’t burned.

			•    •    •

			By the time she got out of the car at Shane’s she felt like she was floating, still watching herself from outside. She ran up the narrow back stairs and pounded on the door while cold rain cooled her face and hair. It was lovely after all the dust and heat, after the feeling of ash in the air settling on skin; the hot granulated ground turned to powder kicked up and blown against lips, into her mouth and nose and anyplace sweat-soaked and exposed, whipping in a sharp crackling static against her glasses and the heavy ceramic plate strapped high and tight across her breasts, there to protect the soft flesh of organs beneath her rib cage and to keep the estuaries of blood inside of her, instead of bursting and pouring over the dry ground. 

			Rain was a relief. To shiver a luxury. That feeling of hovering not so strange beneath the gray diffuse light of the quiet Watertown sky, low close clouds and no smoke, no sound, no sun beating and burning her flat. She waited, looking around the small, square muddy plots of land that made up the back yards of the neighborhood. Kids next door had spray-painted a marijuana leaf on the plywood backboard of their garage basketball hoop, and plastic toys were strewn across their driveway, left there before the snow—or brought out now in this false spring.

			The yellow checkered curtain covering the back window moved, and Shane’s face stared blankly for a moment while she smiled. Then he gasped and shouted her name and the chain slid, the lock clicked, the door swung open, and he rushed out onto the narrow concrete step to hold her, bent down around her, squeezed her, and she pushed herself against him to feel all of his body and so she wouldn’t see surprise or sadness on his face. She closed her eyes, kissed him on the mouth and he held her tight to his chest, crushed their thighs together, and she felt his warm skin, the flood of pleasure and joy and safety to be in his arms. He put his hands on her shoulders, her arms, her back, as if making sure she was all there. Then she stood on his long feet and walked him backward, until they were in the low-ceilinged kitchen.

			“Is your mother home?”

			He laughed. “No. She’s over at Patrick’s.”

			“Can I have some?” she asked.

			He raised his eyebrows slowly and grinned at her. “Sure,” he whispered, then put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her back so he could look into her face, look for something, some explanation. She met his eyes and smiled because he was so pretty and because she didn’t want to worry him. 

			He said, “You know, I’ve been calling your dad for the past six months to find out if you’re okay.”

			“Did you find out?” she asked, and he made a short breathy sound and stared at her, his eyes wet and shining with relief. He hadn’t changed, didn’t look a day older than when they were in high school. Still had those beautiful teeth, the flushed and hollow cheeks and full lips and long straight nose, his wavy messy hair and his little wire-rimmed glasses; the white T-shirt and stupid sweater vest, the way he filled out his jeans, all the things that gave her that hollow hungry feeling in her stomach and constricted her breath. 

			He looked overwhelmed and like he was trying to be careful with her, but that wasn’t what she wanted at all. She moved close to him again and inhaled his scent. Put her hands at the base of his spine. Feeling his body made the hair on her neck stand up, made her heart restless. She wanted to bite him through his shirt, she wanted a mouthful of his skin. When her hands touched his belt she could feel his breathing change.

			“Well?”

			He was trembling slightly when he picked her up and she wrapped her legs around him. He walked quickly upstairs, slammed his bedroom door open with her back and kept walking until he pressed her into the metal-framed twin bed that creaked and cradled their weight. He put his lips on her. She tasted him, held his face, his head, her hands in his hair.

			“You’ve been haunting these sheets,” he whispered against her cheek. She didn’t want him to talk. She grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head and was crushed at once by how beautiful his chest was. How familiar and gentle. His long thin torso, smooth skin and the subtle ripple of muscle, a body like water, no knots that rose or cuts in flesh. No tattoos. Not frozen solid beneath the skin of his stomach and chest, but strong and supple. He touched her with his soft hands, his long fingers on her face and in her hair, and his smell was so clean, unspoiled. He unbuttoned her camouflage top, pulled up the T-shirt beneath, tore at her pants, and then stood before the bed looking down at her.

			“Take this off,” he said, “take all of this off, please. Take it off.”

			Her body had changed. Her skin was tanned, taut, her shoulders and back, her hips. And she could feel just how different she was built now that he was seeing her, touching her. Her stomach and legs, everything like an animal now. She felt his desire for her war body, almost curiosity at her hardness, and then she watched his face as he saw the rest of the tattoos, saw his look of distress and then hunger. He ran his fingers over her arms and legs, and she felt the difference between her inked and bare skin, the desensitized numbness of the black bands on her shoulders, biceps, forearms, thighs. His strength and delicacy and smell were overwhelming and everything he was doing was beyond familiar. A taste she’d forgotten she loved drew her into her body, and then out into nothing but breath upon breath.

			When it was over her head was clear and she got up and put her clothes back on. Left her hair unpinned and hanging tangled around her shoulders. Shane smiled and she looked at his relaxed face, his high and hollow cheeks, lips swollen from kissing. Lauren heard the sound of the rain on the windows, felt the gutted, senseless floating feeling again, and she wanted to be outside with cold water on her face.

			He asked, “What are you doing tomorrow?” 

			She bent down to lace up her boots and felt no air in her lungs with which to answer him. Couldn’t make her voice work. Felt that if she spoke at all some understanding she had with herself, a thing with its own logic and language would come undone. She took a breath and found her camo shirt buried in the blankets at the foot of the bed, looked at him again, at his long legs, the curve of muscle and vein at his hip bones, and smiled.

			“I have to be back to Swarthmore by next Thursday,” he told her. “Otherwise I’m around. I could even put off going for maybe another week.” He said eagerly, “Maybe we could go somewhere.”

			She didn’t say anything—kissed him on the cheek and began walking downstairs. After a few seconds Shane got up and followed her in his bare feet, buttoning his jeans as he walked.

			“Lauren, baby,” he said, and his voice was placid and gentle like his body. “Are you okay?”

			She looked at his face and did not like what she saw: the concern and confusion and, worst of all, the pale light of his eyes searching her.

			“You okay?” he asked her again, holding the back of her hand against his lips as she stood at the door. 

			She gave him a quick nod, smiled. She needed to get outside. “I’m good,” she told him as she walked down the back steps. “I’m good.”

		

	
		
			Two

			THE CLAYS LIVED in a bungalow-style building that crouched between a small, unkempt lot plastered with mottled-yellow leaves and a row of identical duplexes. Steam rose from a vent near the back door, and Lauren could smell dryer sheets, laundry being done. The walk from Shane’s had left her body feeling refreshed and strong, her joints loose and humming. Now she had a clear head to think about what she’d have to do at home.

			She stepped up to the back door and pushed it open, instinctively putting her hand down to stop Sebastian from jumping, then remembered he was gone. To hear the door creak and no barking felt like missing a step. His round blue dishes were not on the floor beside the closet, but his leash and collar hung on a hook by the coat rack, along with Danny’s jacket, her father’s plaid scarf and puffy coat. It smelled like home; a damp autumnal smell of leaves, musty old books, and some kind of citrus cleaner, or maybe someone had been eating an orange. Things she forgot existed made her smile in recognition. Wallpaper, linoleum, the vintage microwave with the analog clock on the front. She was shocked at how clean the kitchen was, dropped her bag in the corner and took a few tentative steps toward the living room.

			“Hello?” her father called, and the sound of his voice caught in her chest and made her want to laugh, suddenly calm and giddy at once. She heard the squeak of the ottoman being pushed away from the couch but kept quiet, stood grinning by the kitchen table, waiting for him to lay eyes on her, excited to see his face after so long.

			Jack Clay walked into the hall, his hair pulled back into a shaggy gray ponytail. He opened his mouth and shook his head, blinked quickly, then smiled. He was wearing faded jeans and beat-up slippers and a red sweater that looked brand new. His chest expanded and he held his breath, his face at first confused; and then, filled with relief, with joy, he stretched out his arms and then, overcome, began crying.

			“Dad,” she said tenderly. He rushed into the kitchen to hug her, choked with emotion and laughing. He looked well. 

			“Dad,” she said again, patting him on the back. He kissed her on the cheeks. “Oh my girl,” he said, and his voice was hoarse. “It’s my girl.” She squeezed him tight and rested her head on his shoulder, then heard the race of Danny’s footsteps pounding heavily down the stairs and he burst into the room—six inches taller—he hadn’t been kidding, as tall as she was now. 

			Danny threw his arms around her and their father, and he rocked them back and forth. Jack let go so that he could give his sister a proper embrace. “Whooooo!” Danny yelled. He high-fived her. Then hugged her again. She rested her head against his shoulder and they stood that way close to tears. He still felt like a baby to her. Taller and thinner but no muscles. She pulled back to look at him. His once round face was now longer and defined, making their resemblance clear, the dark hair and eyes and something in the expression. Some abiding tough sweetness. 

			“The two of you,” Jack said, wiping his eyes, the smile still there. “Look at you.”

			Danny picked her up and walked in a little circle around the kitchen, humming some cartoonish victory song. And their father started laughing, really laughing from his gut, a sound they both loved.

			“When did you get here?” Jack asked. “You didn’t walk all the way from the airport, did you? We’d have picked you up!” 

			She and Danny stood side by side, arms around each other’s shoulders, leaning into one another, a force now twice as strong as yesterday, smiling indulgently at him. 

			“I took a cab.”

			“Oh sweetheart, you’re soaking wet,” he said, shaking his head. “Danny, run down and get your sister some clothes.”

			Danny headed down to the basement, and she heard the hollow clang of the dryer door. A sound that proved she was home. That this was real. She had left the FOB, left Amarah. She had not dreamed this. She and Sue Godwin and Specialist Gibbons had driven to the airbase where they’d boarded a flight that had taken them back to the States. Less than three days ago, hours ago really, she’d been out on patrol. Now she was standing in the kitchen. Done with it. All of it. 

			“Look at you,” Jack said to her. “Look at you.” She worried he would start crying again, but instead he turned to the refrigerator and pulled out several deli bags: ham and turkey and cheese, then mustard and vegetables. He set them on the table, then went to the sink to peel carrots, fill the tea kettle. Lauren was surprised to see how relaxed he looked, how the refrigerator was stocked. For a moment she was afraid she was dreaming. 

			Danny shut the basement door, handed her an old plaid shirt and a pair of his Levi’s, and she held them, watching their father. She glanced at Danny incredulously, and he gave a quick nod in their father’s direction, smiled. “Dad’s been making a mean turkey pita lately,” he said.

			His phone buzzed and he pulled it from the front pocket of his jeans, read the text and clicked back a quick reply with his thumbs. 

			Something seemed wrong, a little too well organized, too normal. Why had her father been up and in the living room when she arrived? “Did you guys know I was coming home?” she asked, hungrily watching her father make sandwiches, marveling once more at the amount of food in the house.

			“We knew you were coming home this month,” Jack said, his eyes filling with tears again. “Because you said December but I was beginning to think it wasn’t going to happen. There was bad news yesterday and I knew you weren’t in Fedaliya, but I never really believed we knew where you were or what you were doing.” He said this last part bitterly, glanced up at her for just a second.

			“I was in the same place for the last nine months, Dad.”

			“Clown College,” Danny said, finishing the sentence in her same earnest tone.

			Lauren burst out laughing and their father shot him a disapproving look. Danny smiled to himself and she could see him as he was at eight, back when the comfort of their secret world unfurled around him.

			•    •    •

			When Danny was little she would bring him piles of National Geographics she’d got at the library sale and they would sit together for hours cutting out pictures: giraffes, single-sailed boats, churches made out of bones. And, thanks to his foresight, eating raisins and crackers and salami and drinking warm juice. Danny had made his closet into a kind of pantry. In case of emergencies, he said. One more way he was smarter than she was. Better prepared.

			They papered every wall of his room with photographs of different places. To make a whole new landscape. National Geographic provided them with a bigger, more interesting world to replace the one they’d been born into. Cherry blossoms and Eskimos and animals from the Galápagos. Houses on stilts and miles of lush forests and people with strange faces and beautiful crazy clothes. Our whole life is out there, she told him, looking into his dark eyes, and we will get to it. Nothing that happens here is real.

			She shook the memory off and breathed in the intoxicating smell of home. Things had been hard for a while, but she should be happy. Compared to where she’d just come from, they’d had riches. Their childhood was fine. It didn’t matter what happened before when they were small or when their dad wasn’t well, they were fine. They were safe. 

			When she thought about all the freedom they’d had it came to her as a pile of books. Flannery O’Connor, Vonnegut, Ivan Illich, Carl Jung, Joan Didion, and the autobiography of Lenny Bruce. Textbooks on family therapy and early childhood education, instructions on how to administer and grade IQ tests, and the not so incongruous combination of Samuel Beckett, R.D. Laing, and Baba Ram Dass. The house was full of shelves and shelves of poetry and stacks of albums that had been abandoned like the relics of some conquered tribe. And they were alone to discover it all, free to read the gentle prose and listen to Charlie Parker and David Bowie and the Beatles, forage in the cupboards for canned soup and drink from mugs sporting the Cornell seal like urchins squirreling away the still-useful items from some ruin. 

			Every corner of their house had a worn-out paperback or library-sale classic waiting to be read and she craved them now—the feel of the bindings, the yellowed pages, the hours alone lying on the living-room floor with Danny, their feet propped against the wall, reading. 

			Eventually they rearranged all the furniture, reorganized cupboards, screwed the frayed outdoor hammock into the living-room ceiling so it could be a swing. They’d also replaced the bottom of the glass-top table with an old aquarium they’d found in a free box on the street and bought two large goldfish for three dollars to live in it. She and Danny had thought this was a huge improvement, but their father’s friend PJ came over one afternoon and put the table back together because they hadn’t been cleaning the fish tank; he looked alarmed by what they’d done to the ceiling but just shook his head. She didn’t want to know what he’d think of her now that she was back from Amarah. 

			Like the images of fires, or songs she had practiced, these memories amassed over decades were now dwarfed by things that had taken seconds or, depending on your perspective, centuries to unfold.

			Her father smiled and touched her cheek. He handed her a plate piled with sandwiches and vegetables and a steaming mug of black tea with milk and sugar. 

			He said, “Welcome home, Angel.” 

			She took the cup without touching the handle so it would burn her hand. 

		

	
		
			Three

			THE TREE WAS fat and had long soft
				needles and smelled so good she wanted to eat it. It was carefully decorated with
				familiar baubles; a white ball with tiny red hearts, pine cones spray-painted gold,
				a gingerbread house. A delicate string of glass cranberries wrapped around the tree
				and multicolored lights glowed against the ceiling and across the white carpet,
				which was littered with crumpled red and green and white wrapping paper. She was
				happy to see there’d been presents this morning. She’d sent them money last month so
				they could get what they needed for Christmas. And aside from the fact that there
				was no dog to eat the paper or monopolize part of the couch, and that the dust on
				the bookcases made it clear they hadn’t been touched since she left, it was as cozy
				as that house had ever been. 

			She set her dish on the coffee table and ran quickly up to her room to
				change her clothes and pull gifts from her duffel. Suddenly the gentleness, the ease
				of her family and the shock of seeing her room made her feel uneasy, like she was
				returning from a place that was outside of time. Shane’s body had made her feel that
				way too. She stood in her room trembling, sat on her bed for a moment and breathed.
				She took off her boots and fatigues and slipped her arms and legs into Danny’s warm
				clothes like they were a disguise. She was home alive, in one piece and in this
				moment fighting a desire to wash her eyes out with lye.

			The duffel offered some distraction. She’d bought her father a classic
				black and white kafiyah, the traditional head scarf guys like him always associated
				with radicalism and “people’s resistance.” 

			She’d bought a SEAL pup knife for Danny. Now that she’d seen how much he’d
				grown she wished she’d gotten him the full-size knife. She also got him Swedish
				mittens with liners, a first-aid kit, six silver emergency survival blankets,
				waterproof matches, a box of twelve sure-pak MREs, a mess kit, a flask, a compass,
				and a crank flashlight that didn’t require batteries. 

			Danny was a scholar in disaster—the coming ice age, to be specific.
				Something he’d fallen in love with in third grade after watching a documentary on
				the Discovery Channel in the school library. It had been hilarious and beautiful to
				listen to him, a skinny, four-foot-tall kid lecturing on what happened to the woolly
				mammoth and what would inevitably happen to humanity. But even in third grade, the
				prevailing wisdom pointed to global warming, not ice age, and so Danny’s research on
				topics like hypothermia, treating frostbite, and snowshoeing gave way to reading
				about impending disaster from floods and droughts. Still, he was never as captivated
				by these things as he’d been with glaciers. Never stood in her doorway at one in the
				morning worried about a heat wave. Never rattled on the way he had back when
				mammoths roamed his imagination, and he was compelled to describe the creeping ice
				and the darkening sky. Or stand in the kitchen, his gaze distant and glassy, as he
				detailed William Parry’s fearless expedition to the North Pole.

			•    •    •

			She brought the armload of presents down to the living room and set them
				around the tree, then settled into the beat-up futon couch to eat.

			Danny handed her a little box wrapped in glossy paper with a picture of a
				sea lion on it. Inside was a silver bracelet with a working compass for a charm. She
				laughed as she put it on and then handed him a brown paper bag, which he opened to
				find a red and black military compass attached to a lanyard. He put it around his
				neck and high-fived her. 

			“Great minds . . .” their father said, and he handed her a
				slim rectangle wrapped in white and covered with silver script reading PEACE ON EARTH.
			

			She tore the paper: It was Robert Frost’s North of
					Boston; she flipped to the poem “Mending Wall,”
				her favorite, and smiled at her father, felt the book crack as she opened the
				stiff new binding and slumped lower on the couch to get lost in it again. Jack went
				to the closet, retrieved an old plaid blanket and put it over her lap, then handed
				her the mug from the table so she could drink and read. It was a gesture from so
				long ago, she didn’t know if it had ever happened before. A gesture from a ghost’s
				life. 

			“Open more presents!” she shouted, and she threw the green plastic bag
				covered with Arabic script to her father. He slid the kafiyah out, held up the
				checkered square of woven tasseled fabric, the tag still hanging from the side. She
				reached out and snapped off the cardboard sticker. He pretended not to notice.
				“Whoah!” her father smiled, “this is pretty cool.”

			“Put it on!” she told him. “That’s going to look great with the red
				sweater.” And for a moment, when she saw her father’s smiling face she was happy
				like she’d never been down range. 

			Danny opened his pile of boxes and bags, laughing in delight and holding
				up each new thing for their father to see. He put on the mittens and then flipped
				the tops down so he could use his fingers to send a text message. Then he cranked
				the flashlight, waiting for his phone to buzz in reply. He sent another message and
				opened one of the silver blankets, putting it around his shoulders like a cape,
				studied his new knife.

			After everything was opened they were content together around the tree,
				not saying much of anything. Their father sat cross-legged on the floor in front of
				the couch, his new head scarf wrapped around his neck and face. Danny opened one of
				the MREs and read the contents of the sealed packs: pork ribs, pound cake, and grape
				drink. He sent another text message. Lauren watched him, saw how his mannerisms had
				changed, saw how they fit now in his bigger body, how the culture of middle school,
				the urgency of connections had overtaken him. Even today with her home, sitting
				right in front of him.

			“Well, Low,” her father said, “maybe we should sing some Christmas carols,
				huh?”

			She smiled at him, shook her head no, then turned away before she had to
				see his disappointment. 

			Danny’s phone buzzed again and he flipped it open.

			“Are you in chorus?” she asked Danny. It was obvious he wasn’t doing any
				sports, so maybe he was singing and hadn’t mentioned it in his dispatches.

			“There is no chorus,” he said distractedly, still looking down at his
				phone.

			“Really?”

			“No chorus, no art classes,” Danny said. 

			And her father nodded in confirmation. “No budget, no tax base,” he
				said.

			Danny put his phone away and then looked through the MREs again with a
				satisfied grin.

			“Those things have a ten-year shelf life!” Lauren told him excitedly. “The
				vegetarian lasagna is actually pretty good.” 

			Then he looked right at her. “This is what I always wanted,” he said,
				entirely serious.

			“That’s why I got them.”

			Danny cut the pound cake with his new knife and handed a piece to his
				father, who lowered the scarf to take a bite, and then they heard PJ’s voice calling
				from the kitchen.

			“I didn’t even hear the door,” Danny mumbled through a mouthful of
				cake.

			“Oh, he’s stealthy,” Lauren whispered sarcastically. 

			“Peej,” Jack called. “We got a surprise.”

			They heard his boots in the hall and then he ducked his head around the
				corner and raised his eyebrows, looking at all of them sitting together happy,
				relaxed. He was genuinely shocked to see Lauren, started laughing hard, then held
				out his arms to her. His beard was nearly white, and the sides of his uneven afro
				had gone smoky gray and almost silver. He smelled like coffee. She stood and hugged
				him, and rested her cheek against his chest until the sound of his heartbeat made
				her step back. 

			“Yeah! Oh yeah! This is our soldier,” he said, clapping her on the back.
				“Boom. There she is. Just. Like. That. That’s right.” He looked down at Jack Clay,
				who again had tears in his eyes, and nodded. “That’s all right. Good time to cry.
				This is what we humans do.”

			Then he squeezed Lauren’s shoulder, leaned down to speak quietly into her
				ear. “Please tell me you got that head rag from somebody still breathing.” 

			She laughed for real for the first time since she’d landed, and her father
				asked PJ, “What do you think of our girl?” 

			“What I always think,” he said. “Beautiful. Needs her hair combed.” Then,
				“What’s all this? C rations? Oh shit. That brings me back.”

			“They’re MREs,” Danny corrected him.

			“Nah, we had the C rats,” PJ said. “What’s that, a SEAL?”

			“SEAL pup,” Danny told him, brandishing his new knife. “Wait, check this
				out.” He shined the flashlight in PJ’s face and PJ squinted, put up his hand.

			“Yeah! Okay, I can see it. Sister’s making sure everybody safe and
				prepared,” he said. “That’s cool.”

			“It’s chill,” Danny corrected him.

			“Nah,” PJ said, “it’s cool. Just like you got MREs and we got C rats.” He
				sat down on the futon and folded his hands behind his head. Jack passed him a piece
				of military-issue pound cake and he ate it, nodding at Lauren. “When d’you get
				Stateside, baby G?” he asked her with a mouth full of cake.

			“Couple of days ago,” she said.

			He furrowed his brow for a second, then looked at her and nodded. “Now,
				you need to worry about stop-loss or what? They gonna send you right back or are you
				good to go?”

			“No sir. I am on terminal leave.” She smiled as she said it. “Got
				outprocessed at Lewis. I’m telling you I could not wait to get that shit done. I was
				so ready to hand my stuff over. I got in and out of the PDHA in less than two hours,
				man, packed up my gear, and that’s that.” She laughed. “That is fucking that.” 

			“What’s ‘PDHA’?” Danny asked.

			“You get a physical and they ask you a bunch of questions,” she said.

			“Like what?”

			“A bunch of screwy shit.”

			“Like, are you going to go to the mall and shoot people when you get home?
				Do you plan on becoming a drug addict and robbing pharmacies? Have you ever eaten a
				baby?” Her father and PJ gave Danny a look but she laughed.

			“Yeah. Yeah,” she said, in a quick deadpan, “stuff like that.” 

			“You tell me all about it later,” PJ said, and she nodded, but that was
				the last thing she would be doing. She would not be wasting one more second talking
				about acts that shouldn’t be described and couldn’t be undone.

			“We’ll go out for coffee,” he said. “Don’t want to bore the old man.”

			Jack laughed. “Would you listen to this guy, two years older than me, and
				he’s calling me ‘the old man.’ ” 

			The phone rang and Danny jumped up to answer it, the silver emergency
				blanket still wrapped around his shoulders. She heard him telling a joke, then
				talking about her being home, and then he called to her. “Lauren, Mom!”

			“Who?”

			He laughed. But she sat and took another bite of her sandwich. Did not get
				up to get the phone. PJ and Jack looked at her expectantly. 

			“Lauren,” Danny called again from the kitchen.

			“Tell her I’ll call when I get settled in,” she said. But she knew she
				wouldn’t. 

			She could hear the soothing sound of rain, a relentless hushing on
				concrete and quick hollow taps against the windows and metal gutters. The glow of
				the Christmas lights played over the walls and ceiling. She snapped on the lamp
				beside the couch and sank beneath the rough wool blanket that smelled faintly of
				dog, opened her new book, and began to read, shielding her face from scrutiny behind
				the cover. 

			She’d made it home. If things could have gone differently, if she could
				have had any other life she wanted no reminding now. Her mother’s voice was the last
				sound she wanted to hear. 

		

	
		
			Dispatch #134

			Dear Sistopher,

			How’s your vacation in Desertown going? I’ve been trying to get a second to write you, but our Internet connection is unreliable out here in the middle of Watertown, and I have to keep morale up, otherwise I won’t be able to rely on Sebastian to bring you this message. When he gets there please feed him some socks and send him home. My class is planting a hydroponic victory garden, which should help some with all the rationing. Pip-pip, what? We’re growing sugar cane, and tobacco, and whiskey, and ladies stockings, and other things that have been hard to get. Like intelligent conversation.

			You must be really sick of all the surfing and sailing and guy supermodels by now. Maybe you could come home or I could come visit you and get a little bit of the good life.

			Dad seems okay. (This part is serious. He really does.) He’s talking about getting an office in PJ’s building and he’s gotten a few calls for clients. (I’m not kidding, people are actually calling him to get help with their problems.) OMG, WTF, LOL, ETC . . . ETC . . .

			Don’t wear yourself out at the spa.

			Be safe I love you,

			Daniel Clay

		

	
		
			Four

			THE BOOKS WERE there but it was like
				someone else’s room. Some girl she could barely remember. A girl who had painted
				everything yellow, including the ceiling. Who had hung blue curtains. What seemed
				like a sophisticated idea when she was seventeen now felt claustrophobic. Childish.
				The shelves that were not filled with books housed trophies and pictures. A
				photograph of Danny as a baby wrapped in a blanket in her arms, while she looked
				eagerly up into the camera. A picture of her and Holly before prom. They’d bought
				their dresses together at T.J. Maxx. Holly’s was yellow and shiny, and Holly’s
				mother babysat that night so they could go out. Holly didn’t drink because she was
				still nursing, but Lauren and Shane had a bottle of schnapps and Uncle Patrick’s
				station wagon—which was still filled with newspapers Patrick hadn’t delivered. They
				sat in the parking lot behind the gym and drank quickly right from the bottle. The
				air was warm, and she remembered the sweet burning feeling in her throat from the
				liquor. Holly laughing at them, showing them a new picture of Grace. They stooped
				over her flip phone as it glowed in the clear night, squinting at her standing up in
				her crib, four tiny white teeth visible in a smile that took up her entire face. It
				was just the three of them together at prom because Asshole had already broken up
				with Holly. But they were happy and they drank to getting out of school. 

			They shared Shane for the slow dances and watched the girls from their
				neighborhood leaning drunkenly against boys from Fort Drum whom they’d brought as
				their dates, boys who’d already graduated high school back in their hometowns and
				looked interchangeable in their high and tight crew cuts. They were fun and good
				dancers, had fine bodies and exchanged ironic knowing grins. She remembered how much
				she loved Shane’s way in contrast to them. How proud she was of him that night. He’d
				just heard from Swarthmore and they were paying for part of it and for the rest he
				took loans. Lauren would be finding out within the next week about school too, and
				they were exuberant that night. It was their last party and you could see it in the
				photograph. You could see how happy they were, because they were almost gone.
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