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Monona Quinn accelerates into the curve, her little del Sol skittering slightly before regaining traction.

She is late. Very late. And Doug will be very angry.

Resentment surges through her. Let him be angry! The thought shames her.

She promised to be home by 6:00, and now it’s after 8:00. But this time it isn’t her fault, it really isn’t.

Keeping her eyes on the road, she fumbles the cell phone out of her purse and speed dials their home number. Might as well break another Doug Stennett rule, the one about using the cell while driving.

Pick up, she thinks. Pick up!

But he doesn’t pick up, a very bad sign.

In the beginning, she’d worked late several times a week, putting in 80-90-even 100-hour weeks, on-the-job training in editing what she soon came to think of as “the weekly miracle.” Doug had been patient then. Sometimes he barely seemed to notice, in fact, so hard was he working to establish himself as a financial analyst. But as his consulting business began to thrive, his patience evaporated, leaving sarcasm and a hangdog martyrdom that infuriated her.

Tonight she had intended to get home on time, no matter what; tonight was to be a celebration of their first two years in Mitchell—candlelight dinner and a rented DVD, Murphy’s Romance, which they’d wanted to see together for ages.

She tries to urge a little more speed out of the car without sliding off onto the loose gravel of the shoulder. In rural Wisconsin, roads bend to accommodate the farms, and she has to skirt the sprawling Huibregtse acreage before reaching home.

Rounding the last curve, she at last sees their one-story farmhouse perched on the hill, shaded by a huge maple tree. She downshifts as she swings into the long, winding driveway. She had planned to shower and put on the blue silk jammies Doug referred to as “foxy”—and here she is, still in jeans and flannel shirt, redolent of grease and onions from the burger Bruce fetched from the diner for her lunch.

She swings in beside Doug’s CR-V, cuts the engine, and vaults out of the car, leaving her briefcase and exchange newspapers on the passenger seat. Maybe it won’t be so bad, she thinks, as she pounds up the wooden steps and onto the deck that wraps around three sides of the house.

It’s worse.

She bursts through the front door and hurries through the living room to the kitchen, where some sort of elaborate chicken dish, long past cooling, sits on a platter under a cake cover on the counter.

“Doug? Hello?”

She hustles back through the living room, confronting the closed door of his office.

“Doug?”

As she reaches for the doorknob, the door opens, and Doug stands in the doorway. He’s wearing his navy blue suit pants, a crisp, white dress shirt, and a blue-and-yellow-striped tie. His long, lean runner’s body looks so good in that suit, and his clean, sharp features and wavy, black hair render him handsome despite the slightly nerdy, wire-rim glasses that perpetually slide down his nose and the sheepish half grin he so often wears.

He doesn’t look sheepish now; he looks like the dinner sitting on the counter in the kitchen, elegant but cold.

“Oh, Doug. I’m so sorry! I really couldn’t help it! Pierpont installed new pagination software, and it was just a mess.”

His stony face reveals no emotion. His “Mount Rushmore,” she calls it.

He’s worse than angry. He’s hurt. A pang of guilt strikes her, and then an electric jolt of resentment, which she fights down.

“Is dinner ruined? We could go out. I know! Let’s watch the movie and eat popcorn and ice cream!”

Her words break against his stony countenance.

“I couldn’t help it, Doug. Pierpont installed the new system overnight and insisted that we use it today—publication day! I thought Bruce was going to strangle him.”

Getting no response, she plunges on.

“The write-up of the Common Council meeting got wiped off the hard drive, columns kept sliding off the page, whole pages disappeared into cyberspace. By the time we finally got the whole mess nailed down, it was 7:30.

“With the new system, we’re supposed to be able to transmit the layouts to the printer electronically, but even Bruce couldn’t figure out how to do that. He volunteered to drive everything over to the printers for me, God bless him.”

“God bless Bruce. What would we do without good old Bruce?”

She swallows hard, determined not to get drawn into a shouting match. At least he finally said something. “Were you working?” She nods toward the computer screen behind him. The screen casts a pale blue aura in the otherwise dark room.

“Nope. Article for SABR. A statistical analysis of the importance of WHIP and earned run average to a pitcher’s overall worth to his team. Something to wile away the hours while waiting for my wife.”

“You didn’t expect me to just dump everything on Vi and Bruce, did you?”

“No, no. I wouldn’t want you to do something like that to Vi and Bruce.”

“I’m the editor, Doug. The Doings is my responsibility.”

“Right. Absolutely. I understand. I’m only the husband here.”

“What do you want from me, Douglas? Do you want me to quit? I did that once, remember? I gave up a job most writers would kill for to—”

The phone rings in the kitchen.

“Better answer that,” Doug says, his eyes looking past her. “There’s probably some problem with the paper.”

Her anger spikes, and she is about to snap back when foreboding floods her. “It’s Maddie,” she says, frowning. “Something’s wrong.”

She turns and retreats to the kitchen, catching the phone on the fifth ring, just before the answering machine would have picked up.

“Hello?”

“Thank God you’re there!” Mo was right, it is Maddie.

“What’s wrong? Is Mom …?”

“Mom’s fine. It’s Aidan.”

The picture that springs to mind is sadly out of date—a sweet, happy boy running to greet her and hug her leg. He called her his “Mommy two”—or maybe he was saying “Mommy, too.” The picture dissolves with Maddie’s next words.

“He’s been arrested.”

“Arrested for what?”

“Possession of marijuana.”

“Aidan?”

Doug’s dress shoes click on the hardwood floor of the living room; he stands behind her in the kitchen doorway. A large metal bowl, still three-quarters full of unclaimed Halloween candy, sits on the kitchen counter next to the phone. Mo had been so disappointed when only a few kids came to their door for trick-or-treat. Even the sullen teenagers who came late, thrusting their bags out as if they were robbing a convenience store, had been better than the long stretches of silence that underscored their isolation.

“I didn’t know who else to call,” Maddie is saying. “What’s going to happen, Sis?”

Mo takes a deep breath, willing herself to be calm in the face of her twin’s near hysteria. “Have you got a lawyer?”

“Dan.”

“I don’t think Dan does criminal law.”

She hears the quick intake of breath. Maddie is still processing her new, horrible reality, a bit at a time. Mo snatches a Reeses candy bar from the bowl and unwraps it, cradling the phone to her ear with her shoulder.

“The sheriff said something about a public defender,” Maddie says.

“No. No public defender.” Mo jams the candy into her mouth. She turns, twisting the phone cord around her finger, and her eyes meet Doug’s. He mouths the single word, Who?

“Aidan,” she whispers, and then, into the phone, she says, “Is Lewis Crubb still practicing law in town?”

“Lewis? I think so. I haven’t seen him in ages.”

Mo grabs another piece of candy. “Have you told Kenny?”

“Not yet.”

“But you’ve heard from him recently, right?”

“Three days ago. He says he’s fine and not to worry. You know Kenny.”

Something clicks shut in Mo’s mind, a decision made before she has been consciously aware of weighing it. “I’m coming,” she says.

“Oh, Sis. I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask. I’m volunteering.”

“Maybe you could talk to him. He might listen to you.”

She hears the tentative note of hope in her sister’s voice and aches to do everything she can to keep it there. But what about the paper?

Mo had taken over the Prairie Rapids Reporter for three weeks in September while Sy Davidson was on vacation. He could return the favor now. Vi and Bruce could certainly handle the day-to-day without her.

And what about Doug?

“My mind’s made up, kiddo,” she says into the phone. “I’ll get things squared away here and hop in the car, probably late tomorrow morning. I should be there for supper.”

“Thank you so much. You don’t know what this means to me.”

“You just hang in. The cavalry’s on its way.”

She hangs up, her back still to Doug, and wrestles with the candy, which obstinately refuses to shed its wrapper. Giving up, she tosses it back into the bowl. “We should throw this junk out,” she says.

Finally, she turns and meets his eyes. There is no anger in them now, only that maddening look of hurt and bewilderment and betrayal.

“Just like that.”

“Doug, she needs me. Who else does she have?”

Doug takes a deep breath, as if preparing himself for the blindfold and cigarette.

“I owe it to her, Doug. I’m the one who ran off while she stayed on the farm. She’s taken care of Mom all these years.”

He stands only two strides from her, but as she searches for some sign of understanding in his eyes, he seems to stare back from across a vast abyss.

Absently, he loosens his tie and pulls the knot down. When he tries to unbutton his collar, the button pops off and pings on the floor.

“I can’t promise I’ll be here when you get back.”

The words feel like a slap. “You can’t mean that.”

He runs his hands through his silky, black hair and then rams them in his pockets and hunches his shoulders. He takes another deep breath, blows it out through his nostrils, and with his forefinger pushes his glasses back up onto the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what I mean right now. You do what you need to do.”

“Douglas, I …”

She takes a step toward him, and he puts a hand up, his eyes clouded with feeling.

“You go ahead. I’ll be fine.” His voice is controlled, quiet.

His shoes click on the hardwood floor as he crosses the living room. His office door shuts quietly behind him.
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For over 250 miles, suspended between two worlds, Mo hasn’t felt sure whether she is leaving or returning home. Now, as she nears the town where she grew up, the landscape becomes eerily familiar. She follows a turn in the road, spots a train trestle crossing the road 20 yards ahead, and realizes that she knew it would be there; knew, too, that graffiti would be spray-painted on the concrete beneath the steel railing.

She has many vivid mental images of her growing-up place. Now those images will be tested against home as it really is.

The road dips as she crosses underneath the trestle. She once stood on that trestle, holding hands with the boy she intended to spend the rest of her life with, looking down the tracks toward their future.

A song runs through her mind, their song, “When Doves Cry,” by Prince. It evokes a yearning she hadn’t thought herself still capable of.

Get a grip, girl, she warns herself.

She turns on the radio and scans to 1700 AM, KBGG Des Moines, and gets the afternoon farm report. She hits Seek, and the numbers wrap to the bottom of the dial, stopping at 640 AM, National Public Radio out of Iowa State in Ames; the familiar voices of Robert Siegel and Michele Norris soothe her.

Perhaps it’s the unmistakable smell of pig that makes her memories so vivid.

Folks who complain about cows or horses should live near a pig farm, she thinks.

Another turn reveals a familiar barn and farmhouse, and she could swear the same cows are lying in the shade on a small rise to the left of the barn as were there the last time she drove by.

Life here has simply gone on without her, while her memories have remained frozen. She wonders how much will have changed.

A brown four-door sedan with “Sheriff of Falkner County” on the driver’s side door and a red light on the roof pulls off the shoulder of the road and slides in behind her. This stretch of highway is a notorious speed trap, with a lone 55 mph speed limit sign posted just off the interstate and then not another reminder for the 14-mile stretch to town. Mo sets cruise control to 54, and they crawl along the gently curving road together, the sheriff’s car staying a consistent distance behind her.

She unwraps a candy bar and chews it slowly, the chocolate making her choke until her eyes water. She threw away most of the Halloween candy before she left, sticking a last handful in her jacket pocket. If she hadn’t tossed it, the candy would still be right where she left it when she got back. Doug could pass a candy bowl dozens of times a day without taking a single piece.

Will Doug still be there when you get back?

Just drive, she tells herself.

The county mountie is still behind her, with another car behind him.

A sneeze surprises her, then another, and then a third. It should be too late in the season for allergies, but obviously something in the air is attacking her.

As she approaches a crossroad, the sheriff’s car signals a right turn. As she watches in the rearview mirror, he pulls off, letting the car behind him pass, and then pulls back in behind the second car. This guy is really out to get her!

But he’s missed his chance. Her heartbeat quickens as she rounds the last curve and the little county highway turns into Main Street, Summerfeld, Iowa.

She clicks off the radio, slowing to the prescribed 25 mph, and focuses on the noble two-story homes set far back from the road in well-tended yards, full porches inviting neighbors to sit and visit. Splashes of red and yellow still cling defiantly to the trees. Mounds of fallen leaves wait in neat piles on parkways.

She is at the eastern end of the cruisers’ loop. She wonders if high school kids still observe the Friday night ritual of piling into their cars and driving around Courthouse Square, up Church Road to Water Street, right on Water, right on Hammond, right on Main, and back around the square.

She remembers the sense of belonging she felt then, nestled in her boyfriend’s arm, their music on the car radio, going nowhere on a Friday night.

Get a grip! Senior Prom’s over!

As she reaches the square, her heart again surges. She passes Wallace’s Pharmacy, a realty office, and then, on the corner, The Cowboy Craig Marvel Museum. It looks exactly as she remembers, with the plastic replica of Cowboy Craig himself astride the great horse Thunder, silently greeting passersby from the sidewalk.

She gives Cowboy Craig a wave as she turns around the square, the statue of a Union Soldier standing guard at the edge of the park on her left, the Majestic Theater on her right. Seeing the “Mighty Majestic” evokes memories of lingering kisses and urgent breath, the smell of popcorn, and the disgusting glop that always made their shoes stick when they walked back out into the lobby.

The marquee announces this week’s feature. A permanent wooden sign over the box office still says “Shows Friday and Saturday night, 7:00 and 9:00,” an anachronism in the day of the three-hour feature film.

She suffers another sneezing attack and pulls over to the side of the road in front of Jill’s Quilts until she’s able to drive again. A car passes by slowly, and its driver, a middle-aged woman, stares at her. Mo pulls back onto the road and makes another left turn. The Courthouse Square is still on her left, and Sturdevant’s ancient auto dealership stands like a fortress on her right, with its stone arch entryway and huge picture window. The old Studebaker sign still hangs above the door, although the logos in the window are for Honda, Acura, and Lexus.

At the four-way stop, she has planned to turn right, back onto Main and out of town, but another violent sneezing attack prompts her to turn left instead and drive back toward the pharmacy. The proud old Pentagram building dominates the fourth side of the square, with its historical marker commemorating founding editor, “Fighting Freddie” Fitzhugh. The sign in the window of Profitt’s Ace Hardware still boasts of “The Farm Implements and Toys Museum” inside. Three men in overalls and seed caps sit on the bench outside Bev’s Diner, solving the world’s problems.

She finds a parking space in front of Wallace’s. As she gets out of the car, a woman with black hair, obviously dyed, walks by, turns, and stares at her.

“Hello?” Mo says, but the woman turns away and keeps walking.

Downtown feels like a huge museum, or perhaps a movie set for the film of her childhood, and this feeling becomes stronger as she enters Wallace’s. The wooden floor creeks under her feet as she walks down the wide aisle between shelves holding—she would almost swear to it—the same dusty nostrums that were there when she left to go to college 20 years before.

Pain relievers and such are right where she knew they’d be, at the back of the store, but gone are the cages filled with live birds, and the soda fountain looks to have been closed for some time. The high counter—behind which Mr. Wallace once filled the town’s prescriptions and kept its secrets—seems unmanned just now.

She scours the shelves but fails to find any sort of antihistamine she recognizes, so she walks to the front, past a stand-up display of sunglasses. A thin teenage girl with brunette hair pulled back in a ponytail leans against the glass counter, reading a movie magazine. She looks up and does a classic double take.

“Did you change your hair or something?”

“Did I …?” Mo pats at her hair reflexively. “Oh! You must know Maddie.”

The girl studies her in earnest now. “God, you look just like her! Except her hair’s different. And you’re thinner. Are you, like, twins or something?”

“Yep. My name’s Monona. I grew up here.”

“You’re her!” The girl’s eyes widen. “You’re famous!”

“Hardly.” Mo smiles despite herself. “What’s your name?”

“Janice.” Her eyes widen again. “You’re here because of Aidan! It’s on the front page and everything. I bet anything he didn’t do it.”

“You know Aidan?”

“We go to school together. We’re both seniors. So you’re, like, his aunt, huh?”

“Just like it.”

“That’s really freaky. I mean, being a twin. I used to wish I had a twin, growing up. Do you guys have, like, that telepathy thing twins get?”

“Sometimes. I don’t seem to be able to find the antihistamines.”

“You want the kind that relieves sneezing, itching, blowing, and runny nose for 12 hours without causing drowsiness,” she asks, grinning, “or the one that’s got your name on the package?”

“Any national brand will be fine.”

The girl bends behind the counter and emerges with a package. “These do?”

“Those are fine.” Mo takes her wallet from her purse.

“I need to see your driver’s license.”

“I’m paying cash.”

“I still have to check ID. You have to sign the register thingee, too.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s got that stuff in it. Pseudowhatchamacallit. The stuff they make meth with.”

Mo fishes her driver’s license from her billfold and sets it on the counter. Janice brings a spiral notebook from under the counter, opens to a page near the front already half-filled with entries in ink, and prints Mo’s name, address, and license number.

“You need to sign it,” she says, turning the notebook toward Mo. “Right there.”

Mo scans the rest of the page, looking for familiar names. She signs, and Janice replaces the notebook below the counter.

“Anything else?” Janice asks automatically, back in clerk mode now.

“No. Yes. Just a minute.”

Mo circles the counter to a low shelf holding stacks of The Des Moines Register, USA TODAY, and The Pentagram. She takes copies of all three papers and brings them to the register, and Janice scans them in.

“That it?”

“For now.”

Janice hits a key, and the computer whirs, spitting out a long slip of paper. “Tell Aidan I said ‘hey.’” She tears off the tongue of paper and hands it to Mo.

“I sure will.” Mo counts out exact change.

“You going to be here for awhile?”

Mo realizes she has no idea how long she might be staying. “Awhile,” she says.

“Well, see ya, then.”

“Yeah. See ya. Nice meeting you, Janice.”

“Me, too. You’re my first celebrity.”

Mo laughs but can think of nothing to say to that.

The sun has dropped below the buildings across the square. The oak trees in the park cast long, pale shadows in the waning light. Mo fans open The Pentagram.

COWBOY LINEMAN SUSPENDED IN DRUG BUST
Won’t Be Eligible for Division Semi Game Friday

Now, there’s an editor who really has his priorities in order. A kid’s future is at stake, and we’re worried about a football game. She folds the papers and tosses them into the car before getting in herself. She now has only 12 miles of very familiar road to traverse to reach the farm, her past, and whatever the immediate future might bring.
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Mo and Maddie clear away the dinner dishes and stand side by side at the double sink, Maddie washing, Mo rinsing and drying. Danny scurries to put the dry dishes away.

“Are you coming to my magic show, Auntie Mo?”

“Of course! I drove all this way just to see it.”

“No, you didn’t,” Danny says, half-believing. “Where does this go, Mom?”

He holds up the big serving platter that has recently held roast beef, roasted red potatoes, and mixed vegetables. With the scratch buttermilk biscuits and fresh, homemade apple pie, it had been a feast for the four of them.

Grammy Quinn sits in her rocker in the living room, listening to the radio. Aidan, free on signature bond after a night in the county jail, has yet to appear from the loft in the barn he now claims as his space.

“I’m going to do the ring trick. I can show you how to do it if you want.”

“Why don’t you save it so she’ll be surprised at the show?” Maddie suggests.

“Aw, Mom.”

“A real magician never reveals his secrets,” Mo tells him.

“Really?”

“Ask any magician.”

“Tell Auntie Mo about the other magician who’ll be performing,” Maddie urges.

“Oh, yeah! Fondue the Magician!”

“I think it’s ‘Shaundu,’ honey. The platter goes in the cabinet in the dining room. And then I want you to do your homework. Your Aunt Mo and I can finish these.”

“Aw, Mom!”

“I caught this guy’s act four times when the twins were going to St. Pete’s,” Maddie tells Mo as Danny walks away. “He’s actually very good.”

“What’s that magician’s name again, Mama?” Danny asks from the doorway.

“Homework,” Maddie says.

“Okay.”

His feet thunder on the stairs.

“Danny seems to be handling everything well,” Mo says.

“I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet. Maybe not for any of us.”

“You missed a spot.” Mo hands a dessert plate back.

“Can’t you just dry a little harder?”

Maddie rewashes the plate and then submerges the roasting pan in the sudsy water and wipes her hands on her apron.

“Let’s let that soak,” she says.

“Suits me.”

“How about a walk?”

“Yeah!” Danny says from the stair landing.

“I thought you were doing homework!”

“I can finish when we get back. I don’t have much.”

“Have you done your math?”

“Not yet. It’s not too hard tonight.”

“Okay. Go see if Grammy Quinn wants to come.”

His sneakers slap the floor as he charges through the dining room.

“His father used to go over his math homework with him every night,” Maddie says, hanging the apron on its hook. “I’m afraid I’m not much help in that department.”

“He looks so much like Kenny.”

“Doesn’t he? He’s his dad all over again.”

The thundering sneakers return. “She says she’ll just listen to the radio. Can Chance come?”

“Sure.”

“Okay!”

Danny shoots out the back door.

“Danny! Door.”

The door slams. Mo watches from the window as her nephew races down the dirt driveway.

“You might need a sweater,” Maddie says. “The evenings are getting a chill to them.”

“Who’s Chance?” Mo asks when they are outside, walking side by side down the long driveway, their paces perfectly matched.

“The Logan’s youngest boy. He’s just Danny’s age, which works out great, except he goes to the public, so they don’t see each other during the day.

“And when you get Chance, you also get Wrecker, the Logan family mutt. He’s allegedly a purebred Golden, but I think a panther must have jumped the fence.”

“How are the Logans working out?”

“Great. They have three boys. Chance, Mark, who’s 11, and Matthew, who’s 13. They’re good kids.”

“Matthew, Mark, and Chance? What happened to Luke?”

A gangly dog turns in at the driveway and charges them, woofing happily.

“Stand by to repel borders,” Maddie says, and Mo smiles at their father’s expression.

The dog bounds straight to Maddie and jumps up, nearly knocking her over with his big paws on her shoulders. She roughs the fur behind his ears with both hands.

“Off,” she says quietly.

Wrecker drops to all fours and turns to Mo, smelling her shoes with keen interest.

“He doesn’t want jump up on me?” Mo asks.

“I warned him that you know karate.”

Mo laughs. “I doubt my defense training would work on this guy.”

“Sit!” Maddie says sternly.

The dog’s hind end hits the dirt.

“Down,” Maddie says, holding her hand out, palm down.

The dog creeps into a lying-down position, his eyes on Maddie.

“That’s amazing!” Mo says.

“He was easy to train. He’s a real pleaser, this one. Aren’t you, boy?”

Wrecker’s tail pounds the dirt.

“Watch this.”

Maddie digs into the pocket of her housedress. Wrecker watches intently, muscles tense, eyes following her hand as it emerges from the pocket. Maddie bends down and carefully places a small, dumbbell-shaped object on the dog’s muzzle.

“Stay,” Maddie says firmly.

Wrecker watches her, his tail swishing slowly from side to side, the rest of his body unmoving.

“Okay!” Maddie says.

Wrecker shakes his head, catching the treat in the air and crunching it with his teeth.

“Good boy!”

“That really is remarkable.”

“Okay!” Maddie says, and Wrecker leaps up and gallops down the driveway, circling back to make sure they’re following.

They reach the end of the driveway and turn left onto Durning-Quinn Road.

A drainage ditch runs alongside the road, a sliver of water in the bottom.

Three feet back from the ditch, a wooden lattice fence, recently painted white, marks the property line.

Wrecker trots ahead. Maddie stoops to pick up a beer can, turns it upside down to shake out the moisture, flattens it in her hands, and slips it into her sweater pocket. A rabbit bolts across the road, and Wrecker accelerates into a full gallop, veering into the ditch after his prey.

“Wrecker! Stop!”

The dog freezes in mid-stride, turns, and sits, watching her.

“Wow!” Mo says. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”

“That’s the hardest thing to teach a dog. Wrecker! Come!”

Wrecker gallops up and sits, looking expectantly at Maddie, who digs another treat out of her pocket.

She hands the biscuit to Mo. “You give it to him.”

Mo holds out the biscuit tentatively. Wrecker looks at Maddie.

“It’s okay!”

Tail wagging, Wrecker sidles up to Mo.

“Gentle lips,” Maddie instructs.

Wrecker leans forward and slurps down the biscuit, his mouth soft and wet on Mo’s fingers. He turns and ambles back up the road, the rabbit apparently forgotten.

“I didn’t feel any teeth.”

“Everett, Mr. Logan, is training him to retrieve ducks. He has to learn to carry them without his teeth puncturing them.”

They turn onto Cemetery Ridge Road, which T’s from the left into Durning-Quinn Road. The white fence marking the Durning property line is still on their left. On the other side of the road, another wooden fence, its paint peeling and faded, marks Quinn property. On the right, 100 yards up, a narrow, dirt driveway leads up a gentle slope past a white-frame two-story house. A window box sports a row of geraniums, past blossoming but still robust. A dirty, red pickup truck sits in the driveway next to the house. A rope swing dangles to the ground from one of the high branches of a nearby maple, and the start of a tree house nestles in the branches seven or eight feet off the ground.

Danny charges around the corner of the house, followed closely by another boy, taller and heavier than Danny, with a thatch of flaming red hair.

Wrecker is right behind him. Spotting them, Danny skids to a stop and waves, and the other boy piles into him.

“Hello!” Mo calls, waving back.

Danny looks at the other boy and, as if by some signal, they pivot and run back behind the house, giggling fiercely. Wrecker bounds after them with joyful yelps.

“The old place looks good,” Mo says.

“The Logans take real good care of it. I’d sure rather have a nice family like them living in it than to have it sit vacant. A house falls apart fast when there’s nobody in it.”

“Mom seems good, too.”

“She has good days and bad. I think she hurts worse than she lets on.”

A larger version of the red-haired boy walks out onto the porch of the house as Mo and Maddie draw even with it on the road.

“Hello, Mrs. Durning,” the boy calls down. “How are you?”

“Hi, Mark. I’m fine, thanks. Think we’ll win Friday?”

“You bet!” He looks from Maddie to Mo, his perplexity showing on his face.

“This is my sister,” Maddie says. “Mo, this is Mark Logan.”

“Nice to meet you, Mark.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am.” He shakes his head, grinning. “And folks say me and my brothers look alike.”

“We’ve been told there’s a slight family resemblance.”

Mark forces a grin at the adults’ joke. “Well, Pa’s expecting me in the barn.”

“The chores never end, do they?” Maddie notes.

“Not hardly. Nice to meet you.” He vaults the porch railing and hits the ground running, slapping the side of the pickup as he lopes by.

Another 75 yards up, where the road crests gently, a metal archway marks the entrance to the shared family cemetery, where generations of Durnings and Quinns are buried. They turn in and walk the uneven dirt path between rows of tombstones.

Mo veers right and walks diagonally up the slope to the far southwest corner of the cemetery where, shaded by a huge maple just off the cemetery grounds, a double tombstone bears two names:

JAMES PETER QUINN

b December 25, 1947

d September 3, 1985

and next to it:

EILEEN COONEY QUINN

b July 21, 1941

The tombstone includes a cross, the inscription “I am the way and the life,” and a flower holder filled with geraniums. Mo kneels at the foot of the grave and prays silently for several minutes. When she stands, Maddie puts an arm over her shoulder, and they walk together along the back fence.

“There’s a new one,” Mo notes.

“Mr. Averbach. Remember? He taught music at the high school.”

“I do remember! He was a nice man. But he isn’t family, is he?”

“He had AIDS. He didn’t have anyplace else, or any family.”

They approach the new grave near the wire fence marking the back of the cemetery. The mounded dirt is still dark. Down the slope, a creek winds through a stand of birches.

“The tombstone was supposed to be here last week. Most of the town turned out for the funeral.”

“How sad.”

“Isn’t it! I can’t imagine not being close to your family.” She slips an arm around Mo’s waist and hugs her, so that their hips bump. “Thank you so much for being here.”

“Of course I’m here.”

The sun is already setting, and black clouds have rolled in from the west.

“Aidan hasn’t said three words since I drove him home. I have no idea what’s going on with him. It’s like I don’t know him anymore.”

“Our sweet Aidan is still in there somewhere.”

“I can’t believe he’s mixed up with drugs.”

“He’s a good kid, Maddie. We’ll get this straightened out.”

“I wish Kenny were here!”

“I do too, honey.”

“Coach kicked Aidan off the team, of course. He had to.”

“Just when they’re finally going to the playoffs.”

“The sad thing is, Aidan was really feeling like he’d been accepted by his teammates. Rick Sherman himself came by the house last week.”

“Who?”

“Sorry. I forget sometimes that you don’t live here. Rick’s the star quarterback. Coach says he’s got a good shot at the pros if he doesn’t get hurt. He’s a four-sport letterman, Mr. All-Everything.”

“I think I just felt a drop.”

“We’d better head back.”

Danny and Chance race up, Wrecker close behind, as Mo and Maddie reach the cemetery gate. “It’s gonna rain, Mom!” Danny shouts. “We’d better hurry!”

“Come here, Wrecker!” Maddie says as the dog starts to head into the culvert.

He trots up to her and sits.

“Heel!”

She starts down the road, Wrecker on her left, his eyes on her.

“I can make him heel, too,” Chance says.

“Now if we could just train him to milk the cows, huh?” Maddie says. “You want to try it?” she asks Mo.

“Do you really think he’d obey me? You were always better with the family dogs.”

“He’d better, if he knows what’s good for him.”

“Yeah!” Chance says. “He’d better!”

“Stop!” Maddie says. “Sit!”

The dog instantly obeys.

A cold, fat raindrop hits Mo on the tip of her nose.

“Tell him to heel and slap your left hip.”

“Heel?”

“Say it like you mean it.”

“Heel!”

The dog looks from Maddie to Mo and slides in next to Mo.

“How fast should I walk?”

“You set the pace.”

She starts down the road and is amazed to see that Wrecker sticks with her. “Maybe he thinks I’m you,” she says.

“He can tell us apart by our smells. Even identical twins can’t fool that nose.”

Wrecker heels all the way to the Quinn driveway, where Maddie releases him, and he and Chance run up toward their house.

“See ya!” Danny calls after them.

“See ya!” Chance answers without looking back.

Mo sees a flash out of the corner of her eye.

“One thousand one, one thousand two,” Maddie counts softly, “one thousand—”

Thunder rumbles across the sky to the right. As if waiting for this cue, the skies open, an instant downpour. Laughing and turning his face to the rain, Danny runs ahead.

“We might as well walk,” Maddie says. “We’re already as wet as we’re going to get.”

Their mother has already gone to bed by the time they get back inside and dry off. Maddie sends Danny upstairs to take his bath and finish his homework and puts on water to boil. She and Mo sit in the living room, drinking cocoa and watching the storm make its slow way west, forks of lightning snaking the sky, the thunder a distant, throaty rumble.

“Sorry about the soaking,” Maddie says. “I don’t think they predicted this one.”

“Don’t be sorry! I liked it.”

Maddie smiles. “I remember something you told Mom once when she wanted you to wear a raincoat to school. Remember those ugly yellow things she bought for us?”

“I hated it! I thought it made me look like a big, fat bee.”

“Do you remember what you said?”

Mo shakes her head.

“She said we had to have a plan for if it rained.”

“That’s Mom, all right.”

“And you said you did have a plan. I think you even called it a ‘contingency plan.’ We were only in, like, fourth grade, but you were always using words like that. Dad called you his ‘little professor.’”

“I remember that. But I don’t remember my ‘contingency plan.’ What was it?”

“‘If it rains, I’ll get wet.’ That’s what you said.”

“What kind of a plan is that?”

“Don’t look at me! It was your plan. Mom just stared at you like you’d lost your mind, and then she started laughing.”

“Did she make me wear the raincoat?”

“Of course not. She always let you have your way.”

“She did not! Did it rain that day?”

“I don’t remember.”

Mo hears a rustling on the stair landing and turns to see a swatch of blue disappear behind the corner.

“Danny,” Maddie says sternly.

Danny appears on the landing, wearing Batman pajamas. “I’m done with my homework.”

“Did you brush your teeth?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Did you brush all of them?”

“Every one. Aunt Mo, will you tuck me in?”

“Of course I will.”

“Don’t let him con you,” Maddie cautions as Mo stands. “He’s got a million stall tactics.”

Danny leads his aunt by the hand up the stairs to his room, which, although filled with the details of a boy’s life, is neat and orderly. Books are stacked on the desk next to a framed picture of the family, which must have been taken shortly before Kenny shipped out. Posters on the wall depict military fighter planes and choppers and scenes from football games. Several model airplanes dangle on wires from the ceiling.

“Can I show you my trick?”

“Of course you can.”

Mo sits on the bed as Danny literally hops over to the closet, emerging a moment later with three large rings in his right hand.

“Watch,” he says, grinning.

His tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth, he drops one of the rings to the floor, holds a ring in each hand, and bangs them together, making a dull clunk. Frowning, he examines the rings, turning one in his hand. After a moment, he straightens.

“Watch,” he says again.

Another clunk.

“It’s not working! They’re supposed to link.”

“Well, first you need a little patter.”

“What’s patter?”

“It’s your spiel. Chit-chat to distract your audience.”

“I don’t know any patter.”

“Why don’t you start by showing us that there’s nothing up your sleeves. Remember? Like on Rocky and Bullwinkle?”

“What’s Rocky and Boywrinkle?”

“Never mind. Just a cartoon your ancient auntie used to watch.”

“Can you show me?”

He thrusts the rings out toward her.

“Sure,” she says, standing to accept the rings. “You sit down and be the audience.”

“Okay.”

He sits on folded legs on the edge of the bed, and Mo stands a few feet in front of him.

“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, children of all ages,” Mo says, sweeping the room with her eyes as if addressing a huge arena, “I am about to perform a trick that will amaze and astound you.”

Danny giggles.

“Please notice at no time do my fingers leave my hands.”

She wiggles her fingers at Danny, who giggles again.

“Please notice, also, that I have nothing whatsoever up my sleeves.” She dramatically pulls on her sweater cuffs. “Except, of course, my arms.”

“That’s silly.”

“That’s the idea. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, children of all ages, I will now attempt to do the impossible, linking these two solid rings.

“Which, of course, I don’t actually know how to do.”

“I’ll show you.” Danny hops up and takes the rings.

“No! A magician never reveals his tricks! You go ahead and amaze and astound me.”
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