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			For Bill Yaffe

			and for our children
Leah and Noah

			and for our nephew
Stealth

		

	
		
			We never know how high we are

			Till we are called to rise;

			And then, if we are true to plan,

			Our statures touch the skies—

			—Emily Dickinson

		

	
		
			1

			

			Avis

			THERE WAS A YEAR of no desire. I don’t know why. Margo said I was depressed; Jill thought it was “the change.” That phrase made me laugh. I didn’t think I was depressed. I still grinned when I saw the roadrunner waiting to join me on my morning walk. I still stopped to look at the sky when fat clouds piled up against the blue, or in the evenings when it streaked orange and purple in the west. Those moments did not feel like depression.

			But I didn’t desire my husband, and there was no certain reason for it, and as the months went by, the distance between us grew. I tried to talk myself out of this, but my body would not comply. Finally, I decided to rely on what in my case would be mother wisdom, or as Sharlene would say, “to fake it till you make it.”

			That night, I eased myself out of bed carefully, not wanting to fully wake Jim. I had grown up in Las Vegas, grown up seeing women prance around in sparkling underwear, learned how to do the same prancing in the same underwear when I was barely fifteen, but years of living in another Las Vegas, decades of being a suburban wife, a mother, a woman of a certain social standing, had left me uneasy with sequined bras and crotchless panties. My naughty-underwear drawer was still there—the long narrow one on the left side of my dresser—but I couldn’t even remember the last time I had opened it. My heart skipped a little when I imagined slipping on a black lace corset and kneeling over Jim in bed. Well, I had made a decision, and I was going to do it. I would not give up on twenty-nine years of marriage without at least trying this.

			So I padded quietly over to the dresser, and eased open the narrow drawer. I was expecting the bits of lace and satin, even sequins, but nestled among them, obscenely, was a gun. It made me gasp. How had a gun gotten in this drawer?

			I recognized it, though. Jim had given it to me when Emily was a baby. He had insisted that I keep a gun. Because he traveled. Because someone might break in. I had tried to explain that I would never use it. I wouldn’t aim a gun at someone any more than I would drown a kitten. There were decisions I had made about my life a long time ago; firing a gun was on that list. But there were things Jim could not hear me say, and in the end, it was easier just to accept the gun, just to let him hide it in one of those silly fake books on the third shelf of the closet, where, if I had thought about it—and I never did—I would have assumed it still was.

			How long had the gun been in this drawer? Had Jim put it there? Was he sending a message? Had Jim wanted to make the point that I hadn’t looked in this drawer for years? Hadn’t worn red-sequined panties in years? Had Jim been thinking the same way I had, that maybe what we needed was a little romance, a little fun, a little hot sex in the middle of the kitchen, in order to start over?

			I could hear Jim stirring behind me. He would be looking at me, naked in front of our sex drawer. Things weren’t going exactly the way I had intended, but I shook my bottom a little, just to give him a hint at what I was doing.

			He coughed.

			I stopped then, not sure what that cough meant. I didn’t even want to touch the gun, but I carefully eased the closest bit of satin out from under the barrel, still thinking that I would find a way to slip it on and maybe dance my way back to the bed.

			“I’m in love with Darcy. We’ve been seeing each other for a while.”

			It was like the gun had gone off. There I was, naked, having just wagged my fifty-three-year-old ass, and there he was, somewhere behind me, knowing what I had been about to do, confessing to an affair with a woman in his office who was almost young enough to be our daughter.

			Was he confessing to an affair? Had he just said he was in love with her? The room melted around me. Something—shock, humiliation, disbelief—perhaps just the sudden image of Darcy’s young bottom juxtaposed against the image I had of my own bottom in the hall mirror—punched the air out of me.

			“I wanted to tell you. I know I should have told you.”

			Surely, this was not happening. Jim? Jim was having an affair with Darcy? (Or had he said he was in love?) Like the fragment of an old song, my mother’s voice played in my mind. “Always leave first, Avis. Get the hell out before they get the hell out on you.” That was Sharlene’s mantra: get the hell out first. She’d even said it to me on my wedding day. It wasn’t the least surprising that she’d said it, but still, I had resented that comment for years. And, look, here she was: right. It took twenty-nine years. Two kids. A lot of pain. But Sharlene had been right.

			It all came rushing in then. Emily. And Nate. And the years with Sharlene. The hard years. The good years. Why Jim had seemed so distant. The shock of Jim’s words, as I stood there, still naked, still with my back to my husband, my ass burning with shame, brought it all rushing in. So many feelings I had been trying not to feel. It seemed suddenly that the way I had been trying to explain things to myself—the way I had pretended the coolness in my marriage was just a bad patch; the way I had kept rejecting the signs that something was wrong with Nate, that Nate had changed, that I was afraid for Nate (afraid of Nate?); the way that getting older bothered me, though I was trying not to care, trying not to notice that nobody noticed me, trying not to be anything like Sharlene—it seemed suddenly that all of that, all of those emotions and all of that pretending, just came rushing toward me, a torpedo of shame and failure and fear. Jim was in love with Darcy. My son had come back from Iraq a different man. My crazy mother had been right. And my whole life, how hard I had tried, had come to this. I could not bear for Jim to see what I was feeling.

			How could I possibly turn around?

			I AM NINE YEARS OLD, and inspecting the bathtub before getting in. I ignore the brown gunk caked around the spigot, and the yellow tear-shaped stain spreading out from the drain; I can’t do much about those. No, I am looking for anything that moves, and the seriousness with which I undertake this task masks the sound of my mother entering, a good hour before I expect her home from work.

			“Yep. You sure have got the Briggs girl ass. That’ll come in handy some day.”

			She laughs, like she has said something funny. I am frustrated that my mother has walked in the bathroom without knocking, and I don’t want to think about what she has just said. I step in the bathtub quick, bugs or not, and pull the plastic shower curtain closed.

			“Should you be taking a bath? What if Rodney walked away?”

			“He won’t,” I say, miffed that she is criticizing my babysitting skills. “He’s watching Gilligan’s Island.”

			“Okay,” she says, and I hear her move out of the bathroom and toward the kitchen. She is going to make a peanut butter and banana sandwich. Sharlene is twenty-seven years old, and she loves peanut butter and banana sandwiches.

			“I’M SORRY, AVIS. I NEVER wanted to hurt you.”

			I was still standing naked at the drawer, my back to Jim, the red satin fabric in my hand. I didn’t know what to say to that. I couldn’t seem to think straight, I couldn’t seem to keep my mind on what was happening right that moment. Did Jim just say he was in love with Darcy? Why had I opened this drawer?

			And still I was racing toward Jim’s apology, grateful for it, hopeful. One of the first things I ever knew about Jim was that he was willing to apologize.

			I AM TWENTY-ONE YEARS OLD, and working at the front desk of the Golden Nugget casino. It’s taken years to get where I am, years to extricate myself from Sharlene, years to create the quiet, orderly life that means so much to me. That day, Jim is just one more man flirting with the front desk clerk, one more moderately drunk tourist wanting to know if I am free that evening; I barely register that he has said he will be back for a real conversation at four. And, of course, he is not back. But at ten to five, he rushes up, carrying a bar of chocolate, and tickets to Siegfried and Roy at the Frontier. I hear his very first apology.

			“I’m sorry. I know you thought I wasn’t serious, but I was. I couldn’t get here at four. I was hitting numbers at the craps table, and if I’d left, I would have caused a small riot. Please forgive me. You don’t even have to go to the show with me. You can take a friend.”

			That’s how he apologized. All straightforward and a bit flustered and as if he meant it, as if I were someone who deserved better from him.

			I WAS WONDERING WHY THE gun was in the drawer. I was thinking that I would have to turn around. I was acutely aware of being naked. I didn’t know which one of those problems to address first. Turning around. Being naked. Figuring out how the gun got in the drawer. And, of course, none of those were the real problem.

			“I didn’t mean to fall in love with her. It just happened. We’ve been spending a lot of time together at work. You’ve been so distant. I don’t know. I didn’t plan it.”

			He just kept talking. He seemed to think that I was listening. That he should talk. As if the fact that he didn’t plan it could make it better. He said he was in love with her. Was that supposed to make me feel better? I wanted to get angry—I wanted to grab at the lifeboat of anger—but instead, my mind kept repeating—cover your ass, where did the gun come from, always get the hell out first, did he say he was in love—as if I were on some whirling psychotropic trip.

			I AM SEVEN YEARS OLD, and Sharlene and Rodney and I have been living in and out of Steve’s brown Thunderbird for a year. We fill the tank with gas whenever my mom can pick someone’s pocket or Steve can sell some dope, and then get back on the road, driving until we are almost out of gas, until Sharlene sees a place where we can camp without the cops catching us, where there is a park bathroom we can use if we are careful not to be seen. We have criss-crossed the country, even driven into Canada. That was a mistake, because the border patrol might have stopped us. But they didn’t.

			The craziest thing about that year in Steve’s car is that there are thousands of dollars crammed under the front seats. Steve has stolen the money, stolen it from a casino, and we are on the lam because he is afraid of getting killed, because he knows the owner of the casino will have him killed the instant he knows where he is, and Steve has decided the bills are marked, that the casino owner—some guy Steve calls Big Sandy—has written down the numbers on the bills and has banks looking for them. So he is afraid to spend any of it, not one dollar of it. Even when we are hungry, even when Rodney cries and cries because his ear hurts, Steve does not give in; he does not spend any of that cash, any of those bills. They sometimes waft up when the car’s windows are open, and Rodney and I try to catch them, and Steve slams on the brakes and swerves the car and screams at us that not one bill can fly out the window.

			“AVIS, I’VE BEEN TRYING TO figure out how to tell you. I didn’t mean for it to be like this. I didn’t mean . . .”

			His voice trailed off. He didn’t mean for me to be stark naked and totally exposed when he told me? Then why had he told me?

			Oh, yeah, things were about to get awkward.

			Awkward if you were in love with your girlfriend.

			I lifted my hand to put the bit of satin back in the drawer, and I touched my fingers to the cold, hard metal of the gun barrel. I had never liked guns. I was afraid of them. Afraid of the people who had them.

			IT TAKES SHARLENE A LONG time, all of the year I might have been in second grade, but finally she has had enough. She waits until Steve is passed out stoned, and then she grabs huge fistfuls of the cash under the seats, and she grabs us—I remember being grateful that she had grabbed us, that she had not left us with Steve—and we walk to an all-night diner. We hitch a ride with a truck driver, and after Sharlene and the truck driver are done in the bed in the back of the cab, we get a real hotel room, and a shower. Sharlene stays in that shower until the water goes cold, and each time that the water warms up, she showers some more, and after a night and a day and a night of her showering—with Rodney and me watching television sitting under the pebbled pink comforter, pretending it is a teepee, watching all through the day and the night, whatever shows come on—after that, on the second day, we take a bus, and we are back in Las Vegas.

			“WHY IS THERE A GUN in this drawer?”

			It was the first thing I had said since Jim started talking. I realized it must have sounded incongruous. It was the only thing I could make my mouth say.

			“What?”

			“The gun. Our gun. It’s in this drawer.”

			I was still naked. My back was still to him.

			“I don’t know. The gun?”

			He sounded shaken. He was wondering if I had heard him. He didn’t know what I was talking about.

			WE STAY IN A SHELTER when we first get back to Vegas, where I sleep on a cot near a man who burps rotgut whiskey and we line up for breakfast with a lady who screams that Betty Grable is trying to kill her. After a couple of nights, we move to a furnished motel where Sharlene can pay the rent weekly. That motel is not too far from the motel we lived in before Sharlene met Steve, though it is not the same one we lived in when Rodney was born, and it is not the same one we lived in when Sharlene first came to Vegas—when Sharlene came to Vegas with me, just a baby, and the boyfriend who owned the 1951 Henry J. The Henry J broke down in Colorado, and Sharlene and I and the boyfriend had to hitchhike the rest of the way to Vegas. That’s what Sharlene told me anyway, that’s what I know about how I got to Vegas—that, and that the Henry J was a red car without any way to get into the trunk.

			But they were mostly the same, those furnished motels. They all had rats, which didn’t even scurry when I stamped my small foot, and mattresses stained with urine and vomit and blood. In all of them, the neon lights of dilapidated downtown casinos blinked through the kinked slats of broken window blinds.

			“THIS GUN USED TO BE in the closet. Did you put it in this drawer?”

			I didn’t know why I was asking these questions. I didn’t care why the gun was in the drawer. I just had to say something, and nothing else that occurred to me to say was possible.

			“I put it there. I forgot. I mean, I forgot until just now.”

			I waited. Still naked. Was he still looking?

			“It was a long time ago. At least a year. I had it out. I was looking at it. And you came in the room. I just wanted to put it away before you saw it. I meant to go back and get it, but I forgot about it. Until just now.”

			I thought about this. The gun had been in the drawer for a year. Jim was looking at it. He didn’t want me to see him looking at it.

			“Is it loaded?”

			I heard Jim move, quickly. I almost laughed. I didn’t know why I had asked if it was loaded, but I had no intention of shooting it. And suddenly, it was not funny. Did my husband just imagine that I would aim the gun at him? That I was asking him if it was loaded so that I could hurt him?

			What had happened to us?

			WE DIDN’T STAY IN THAT furnished motel very long. Sharlene got the shakes. She said she couldn’t be alone, not with Rodney and me anyway. So we went to live with a friend from the bar where Sharlene used to work. We lived there for four months, and while we were there, Sharlene smoked and talked and cried, night after night, with her friend. And then she stopped crying and she started laughing. And when Sharlene and her friend had collapsed on the floor, laughing about Steve and the bills and the wind from the windows, for the third time, I knew we would be leaving the friend’s house, and we would be going somewhere else. Eventually there would be another man, and another apartment, and if I were lucky, another school. I would go back to school.

			“IT’S NOT LOADED. AVIS, PLEASE. Turn around. Just look at me.”

			I didn’t care that I was naked anymore, and I didn’t care that Jim had apologized, and I wasn’t even thinking about what he had said about Darcy. I had reached some sort of disembodied state, and what I was thinking about was whether the gun might be loaded after all, and why Jim had been looking at it a year ago, and if there was still any way to get my life back.

			I picked up the gun, and it was heavy for something that looked like a toy. I remembered this from the one time Jim had showed me how to shoot it. It took me a second to open the chamber, to hold the gun so that the slide would move back properly. I felt oddly pleased at the automatic way that I had opened the bottom of the gun, released the magazine, checked it for bullets. As Jim had said: no bullets.

			No bullets. What about all those stories? All those guns that weren’t supposed to be loaded? All those toddlers killed, eyes shot out, lives broken? Bullets could hide.

			I AM TWENTY-FIVE YEARS OLD, in the parking lot of the Boulevard Mall at an Opportunity Village fund-raiser. Emily is done walking, wants none of her stroller, sits perched on Jim’s shoulders. Small grubby fingers cling to his hair, his ear, his nose, as she rocks there. Jim sees the truck, so I buy the ice cream, the simplest one I can find, but still a swirl of blue and yellow dye.

			Emily is amazed at this experience. At the truck, at the kids clustered next to it, at the excited chortle of their voices choosing treats. And then the ice cream itself. Cold! Her tongue laps in and out.

			“Jim, her eyes are like a lemur’s. She can’t believe she gets to eat that thing.”

			She kicks her small feet into his collarbone.

			“Whoa there, pardner,” he says.

			“Oh, I’m afraid it’s getting in your hair.”

			“I can feel it.”

			In fact, the ice cream drips along his ear and down his neck, and before she has eaten half of it, Emily has dropped the whole soggy thing on his head. And then she puts her hands in his hair, lays her cheek on the ice cream, and says, as clear and sweet as those ice-cream truck chimes, “Good daddy.”

			So what can he do? Except walk around in the heat with a cream-streaked child on his head, blue and yellow stripes dripping down his shirt, and me laughing.

			And later, just weeks later, when Emily’s fever hasn’t responded to the Tylenol, when we have raced to the ER, when the nurse has plunged her in a tub of water, when the fever will not abate, when the doctor says it is meningitis, when he says it sometimes comes on fast like this, when thirty-seven hours and twenty-eight minutes and a hundred million infinite seconds pass, when Emily lies there, tiny in the ICU bed, her breathing labored, then faint, then fluttery (like a little bird), then gone, then a single heart-stopping gasp, and then, again, gone. And no gasp. Later, after all of it, I am so glad we bought that ice-cream treat.

			“AVIS, I KNOW YOU ARE upset. I promise I will do right by you. We can figure this out.”

			“What about Nate?”

			“Nate? I don’t know. We’ll have to tell him. Avis, I don’t know. I haven’t thought about this. I don’t know what we’re doing. What about Nate?”

			“There’s something wrong with Nate. He’s different. You know he’s different. Something happened to him. And he’s not getting better. I know you’ve seen this.”

			“Avis. We’re not talking about Nate right now.”

			“But we are. We are talking about Nate. What you are talking about is everything. Me, you, Nate, Emily, everything. We are talking about everything.”

			I had always known that I would never stop loving the man who left that little girl asleep on his head in the sun. But Jim must have held no equivalent debt to me. There was no image that kept him from falling out of love with me, no matter what happened, no matter how many times. No equivalent moment to a soggy ice-cream-stained child glued to his hopelessly knotted hair.

			He stood up and moved behind me. I startled, and he breathed in. Jim was still thinking of the gun. He had said it was not loaded, but it bothered him anyway: the gun, and that I was holding it, and that I had not yet turned around. Then he pressed my bathrobe against my shoulders, offering it to me without quite touching me, his cheek very near my hair.

			And I folded. I slipped to the ground with the bathrobe around me, and the tears began. I could not stop them. Awkwardly, Jim put his hand on my back, but I shrugged him away. He stood up and went out. Then I cried harder. Because I wanted Jim to hold me. Because how could I want Jim to hold me?
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			Roberta

			I LIKE LAS VEGAS best early in the morning, when the valley stretches out peacefully below a blue sky, when the knife-edged hills that surround are pleated with the shadows of a sideways slicing sun, when a great quiet sits softly over the tiled roofs, the disheveled cottonwood, the miles of empty roads. It’s not often that I drive the valley serenely. Usually I’m jolted to attention by the careening traffic, the cars pouring onto the freeways, the trucks filled with produce or gasoline or maybe chemical waste, the nineteen-year-old on a motorcycle weaving as if he is playing a video game, safe behind a console, the tourists sitting oddly upright in their rented Chevy Cobalts.

			In the hush of dawn, it’s possible to believe that all is right in the city I call home. I’m one of those rare Vegas locals. I was a teenager here in the early seventies, when the hippies dropped LSD at the Valley of Fire and painted their own hieroglyphics over the ones left so long ago. I went to the public schools, a standout Jewish kid in a small town filled with big dreamers. My dad was a gambler, forced my mom to pick up and move all of us when we were too small to remember, and he said he could run an electric company in Las Vegas just as easily as he could run one in New York. And that was true, because electricity was big in Vegas, and my dad had it all: a gambler’s sense of the moment, a quick smile, an easy banter, good looks.

			I loved being one of my dad’s cherished daughters. I loved his hoarse, low-throated laugh, his purple silk shirts, the square gold cuff links, the fur coat and the diamond rings and the emerald necklace he brought home to our mother, the family vacations in hotel suites nearly as big as our home in the Scotch 80’s, the ermine collar on my own seven-year-old’s coat, the curling pool in the backyard where my friends and I would order Cokes from the swim-up bar that my dad had installed long before anyone imagined such a thing on the Strip.

			Mine was a particular kind of Las Vegas childhood, neither common nor unique, but of course I remember other children; I remember the way other kids lived. Back then, there wasn’t much space between the best parts of Vegas and the worst. People drifted in from every part of the country, all with their own stories, many without anything to back them up: not money, not education, not family, not wit. And their children tumbled along, left to survive or not as they could. I remember the kids who came to school hungry, the kids who came bruised, the girls whose eyes flickered with something I was too sheltered to understand. I noticed then, I remember now. It is all part of the life I live still.

			MAYBE IT’S SURPRISING, BUT MOST Las Vegas children don’t grow up quickly. They aren’t fast like their coastal counterparts. In Vegas, children pass through their novel environment unconsciously, lacing up their cleats or humming to the radio while a parent maneuvers through the traffic on the Strip; while bare-chested men thrust pornographic magazines at open car windows, while women wearing a few feathers leer seductively from billboards, while millions of neon bulbs flash “Loosest Slots in Town” and “Babes Galore.” And still the children don’t notice. They’ve been taught not to notice, and it’s only the transplanted ones—the children who arrive from Boston when they are nine—who think to tell their friends back home about the naked billboards, the “Live Nude” signs, the doggy-sex flyers.

			The families just off the Strip—the ones occupying mile after mile of nearly identical stucco houses—live conservative lives at home. Dad might be a dealer, mixing with high rollers at Caesars five nights a week, Mom might be a waitress, wearing a butt-skimming lamé skirt at forty-­seven, but home is for another life. For first graders marching in the nearest high school’s homecoming parade, for neighbors sharing abundant harvests of apricots, for peewee soccer tournaments and springtime fairs and little bags of treats left on door handles all through October. It can be cloying, it can be surprising, but after a while, it simply becomes the way it is. And the good in it, the old-fashioned neighborly niceness of it all, is one of the reasons people stay in Vegas, stay even if they can’t explain quite why, even if they tell their friends they hate it, that the place is a dump, that off the Strip there is nothing to do, even if they worry about the schools and bemoan the lack of art and feel stranded in the stark vastness of the Mojave Desert.

			And when the children are old enough, they move into the world their parents occupy. They grow up selling lemonade on the corner, and wind up, at seventeen or eighteen years old, parking cars at the Tropicana, or waiting tables in an Italian maid’s costume at the Venetian. They make a lot of money, these insta-adults, and buy fast cars, diamond bracelets, designer clothes, Cristal. Fifty thousand earned in valet tips is a lot of money if you’re young and single; less when you’re middle-aged, when you have kids and a mortgage and an array of nonspecific health complaints: maybe it was the carbon monoxide.

			If their parents came from somewhere else, if they were part of the rush of professionals who came to Vegas during the eighties and nineties, then the kids leave when they are old enough to go to college. They go off to Vanderbilt, the University of Michigan, SMU, and the other students call them “Vegas,” and they miss being able to buy nail polish or paper clips or waffles at any time of the day or night, and before too long, their hometown becomes a myth to them as well, something larger and smaller than what it really is. They don’t come back, those children, and when they try, the world they miss is not there; it existed only for their childhoods, and now their friends are strange to them, caught up, as they are, in the world of late-night clubs, baccarat odds, celebrity parties.

			And then there are the children who don’t go to college and don’t land on the Strip: the ones who go to war. In Las Vegas, armed forces recruiting centers dot the landscape like Starbucks shops, across from every high school, near every major intersection. Everyone knows someone in the military. Thousands of people live on the base at Nellis; many thousands more owe their livelihoods to it. Schoolchildren thrill to the roar of Thunderbird air shows, commuters estimate their chances of making it to work on time when they see the four jets return to base in formation each morning.

			We send our children off, knowing they will grow up, thinking the military will give them security, hoping they won’t be hurt, praying they won’t die, believing that ours is a patriotic choice. And our children come back with that war deep within them: a war fought with powerful weapons and homemade ones, a war fought by trained fighters and twelve-year-old boys, a war fought to preserve democracy, to extract revenge, to safeguard oil, to establish dominance, to change the world, to keep the world exactly the same. Yes, Vegas children fight America’s wars. These most American, least American of children, these children of the nation’s brightest hidden city: the city that is an embarrassing tic, a secret shame, a giddy relief, a knowing wink.

			But, then, fighting a war, going to college, working at Caesars Palace, these are choices for children who grow up. In my line of work, I worry most about the ones who might not.
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			Bashkim

			EVERY DAY I WALK to school early and cross the street with Mr. Ernie. Mr. Ernie wears a vest and his fishing hat, and sometimes he puts his stop sign over his head like an umbrella. He does this to make us laugh, because it almost never rains when I am going to school. The rule is that nobody can step off the curb until Mr. Ernie is in the middle of the road and has called for us to come. Any kid that steps off before he calls us gets in trouble, even if Mr. Ernie doesn’t like to get kids in trouble, because that is an important rule.

			Another important rule is that kids have to stop reading their books when they cross the street. Even if they wait until the crossing guard says they can step off the curb, and even if they walk perfectly carefully, they can’t be reading a book while they do it. I know that because last year I had library at the end of the day on Tuesday, and sometimes I would try to read my book while I was walking home the short way, but Mr. Hal would make me stop. And he would say, “Stop reading that book!” in a really loud voice, which made me almost drop the book the first time, but the second time, when I forgot about the rule, he said that if I didn’t stop reading in the crosswalk, he would have to report me to the principal.

			I can’t be reported to the principal.

			If you get reported to the principal, you get an RPC, which is a required parent conference, and you can’t go to class until your parent comes in, and I don’t think my baba would come in, and my baba might not let my nene come in, so I don’t know what would happen then. Also, if my baba did come in, he might say, “Budalla Bashkim, I don’t want to hear from the school!” Or he might say, “Bashkim, I have had enough of you reading books.” Or he might flip the backs of his fingers against my nene, and say, “Arjeta, this is your fault. You are raising my boy to embarrass me.” But in any case, whatever he did at school, he would definitely do something worse at home. That’s why I go the long way and don’t cross with Mr. Hal, because what if my foot just accidentally fell off the curb before he called to us, and what if he remembered about me reading the book twice last year? Then he might think I was the sort of kid who needed an RPC.

			So I cross with Mr. Ernie, who doesn’t have two strikes against me. Also, it’s kind of nice to cross with Mr. Ernie, or even to hang around on his side of the street awhile and then cross, because Mr. Ernie has a lot of friends at my school, and he has a lot of people to talk to every morning. I like to listen.

			Mr. Ernie has a high voice that sounds funny, which is probably because he is Italian. Mr. Ernie loves Italia and he loves soccer, and he always is saying things like “Did you see that story in the paper about Italia, Mrs. Bell?” or “How you feeling, big guy? You going to play in a game this Saturday?” Any kid who wears a soccer shirt hears from Ernie. “Hey, you play soccer? Are you a striker? Make any goals? What’s the name of your team?” He likes it when the girls play soccer. He says girls don’t play soccer in Italia, but in America, maybe the girls could beat the boys. “Whatcha think, Michael? You think Marissa could beat you? You better work hard, or she could beat you.”

			I don’t play soccer. I don’t play anything. Unless it is in PE. But I like to think about playing something. And having a uniform. I might do that some day.

			Sometimes Mr. Ernie talks to me, even though I don’t play soccer or anything. He says, “What you say, little man?” and “Did you get a good breakfast today? Why don’t you hurry up and get some breakfast at the school?” He says that because I am skinny, but I don’t eat breakfast at the school, because it costs a dollar, or you have to fill out papers. My baba doesn’t fill out any papers except the ones that get me into school, and I can eat at home—good Albanian buke and djath—which is true, except sometimes there isn’t that much to eat, and sometimes I know it would be better just to leave what is there so we can eat it at night.

			My baba doesn’t know, but sometimes my nene lets me eats the ice-cream cones in our truck. She doesn’t let me eat the ice cream, because she says ice cream will make me sleepy in school, but an ice-cream cone is okay, and it just fills me up a little in the morning.

			MY TEACHER IS MRS. MONAGHAN. There are five third-grades in my school, and none of my second-grade friends got put in Mrs. Monaghan’s class with me. Alyssa Button did, which is sort of surprising, because Mrs. Monaghan is brand-new, and Alyssa Button always gets the teacher that everybody wants. Alyssa Button’s mom helps at the school. She puts all the decorations on the bulletin board, and on Wednesday she reads in the hall with some kids who don’t read fast. I don’t read in the hall with Mrs. Button, because I am really quick at reading.

			For a new teacher that nobody wanted, Mrs. Monaghan is pretty good. She has curly hair, and she waves her hands when she talks, and some days she wears red shoes. She is almost the nicest teacher in the school. She lets us do whatever we want during Earned Party Time, but she gets mad if we are loud other times. That’s not too hard for me, because I am used to being quiet, but Levi Van Wyck can’t be quiet. He has already gone to detention, and it is still the first month of school.

			I really like red shoes. When I grow up, I am going to get red shoes for Tirana and my nene. Along with lots of other things. That’s why I work hard at school. So I can take care of Nene, and Tirana too, if she doesn’t have a husband or something. I have a list of things my nene wants, but red shoes aren’t on it, because she probably doesn’t even know how pretty red shoes are.

			Mrs. Monaghan is from Australia, and she says things in an Australia way. I like the way Mr. Ernie talks, and I like the way Mrs. Monaghan talks, but I think it’s funny how grown-ups speak with their accents at school. At home I speak Albanian, or sometimes American that sounds Albanian, but at school I just speak regular American. That’s how all the kids do it. On the playground, Felicia and Santiago speak in Spanish, and with Mrs. Lopez, they speak American that sounds Spanish, but in class, they speak regular American. So I don’t know why Mr. Ernie and Mrs. Monaghan always use their home voices. Mrs. Monaghan and Mr. Ernie have been here a long time, and in Australia, it is not even a different language.

			AT MY SCHOOL, WE HAVE specials. A special is a class that you have just once a week. All of our specials are right before lunch. Mrs. Monaghan’s class has art on Monday, music on Tuesday, PE on Wednesday, science on Thursday, and library on Friday. At 10:49, Mrs. Monaghan claps one time, and we all stand up and get in a single file line, real quiet. We have to have our lunches, and our notebooks, but we can’t go until everyone is still and quiet. Sometimes even I get mad at Levi Van Wyck, because it is hard for him to be quiet, and when he finally does get quiet, he usually has forgotten his pencil, or he drops his notebook, or his shoelace is untied, and then we might be late for special. But it doesn’t help to get mad at him or make any sound like Alyssa Button does, because then he just drops something else. Being late is a problem, because we have to walk down the hall at the right time, or the principal comes out and asks, “Mrs. Monaghan’s class? Shouldn’t you already be in your special by now?” The principal makes me really nervous, because I don’t want an RPC, and I just look at the floor when she is there.

			Mrs. Monaghan has us take turns being line leader. All of our names are on Popsicle sticks in a jar, and when she pulls out the Popsicle stick with my name on it, I am leader. Then she puts my stick in a different jar, so I won’t get another chance for a long time. I gave her the Popsicle sticks. We have lots of them in our truck. I washed them before I gave them to her, but she still looked a little surprised when she saw them. I don’t think she had ever seen that many Popsicle sticks. I was real careful to give her the best ones.

			The leader gets to decide when the line is quiet enough to start walking and also how fast we walk down the hall. You can’t walk too fast or too slow, or you never get to be leader again, but it is still nice to walk exactly the way I want to walk, and everybody else has to do it. At our school, we are supposed to walk with our first finger in front of our mouth. This reminds us to be quiet. It’s hard in Mrs. Monaghan’s class, since we have to have our lunches and everything when we go, so Mrs. Monaghan says that only the kids who have a hand free have to do it, because it’s better not to drop your stuff than to put your finger in front of your mouth. But we still have to be quiet. The line leader has to stop if someone is not quiet, and wait, and not go again until it is silent.

			At my school, everybody is proud of how quiet the kids are in the hall. We have 742 students here, and everybody going to specials and lunch and things all day long, but the halls are quiet. The principal and the teachers and the lunch monitors are all proud of us, but one time, when the principal was showing the school to visitors, I heard a lady say, “My, why is it so quiet here?” And I could tell that she didn’t like it as much as the principal did. Well, I know what that visitor was thinking, because sometimes I have to be real quiet at home, and that’s a scary quiet, but being quiet at school is not like that. Being quiet is just something Orson Hulet Elementary School kids do.

			MY FAVORITE SPECIAL IS SCIENCE, because my school has a marine lab, and science class is in it. Some days I get to sit in the shark seat. That’s the chair next to the tank where our sharks live. Sharks don’t like to live in tanks, and they can’t breathe if they can’t keep swimming. That’s why our shark tank is round, so the sharks can keep swimming around and around without bumping into a corner. When the sharks get too big—as big as her tibia, Mrs. Jimenez says—then we have to give them to the Mandalay Bay casino, because they can’t live in our tank anymore. Anyway, our sharks always swim in the same direction, and they stare at whoever is sitting in the shark seat. Some kids don’t like this, but all the boys do, and that includes me. I know one shark remembers me and waits for me to come each Thursday. I always say, “Hi, Shark,” real quiet, when I first sit down. There are three sharks this year, but it is the biggest one that looks at me and stays even with my face when he swims around.

			There are other things I like in the marine lab. When I am in fifth grade, I am going to be a tour guide, so I can show the little kids who visit our school how to hold an urchin, and where the hermit crabs like to hide, and how a sea star eats. The first thing that we always have to teach someone who visits our marine lab is not to say starfish. Mrs. Jimenez says that a sea star is not a fish, so why would we call it one? Fish have gills and fins, and sea stars don’t have either.

			Sometimes Mrs. Jimenez tells us to get out our notebooks and our pencils, and draw what is new in a tank. I like it when she does this. One time the lionfish had a big bite out of his prettiest fin, and another time we found babies in the nonaggressive tank. Mrs. Jimenez likes us to draw the coral tanks too, but I don’t like to do this. It takes a long time for coral to change. Usually if there is anything new, it is some coral that has died, and that makes me feel sad.

			THIS AFTERNOON MRS. MONAGHAN MADE an announcement. She has three kittens. If any of us wants one, we can ask our parents and then we can have one. They’re too small, but Mrs. Monaghan doesn’t have the mother, so she has to find homes for them right away. She can’t take care of them when she is at school.

			I guess her husband is taking care of the kittens today. He’s a big guy, real tall, and one day he brought us popcorn. But he’s still scary. Mrs. Monaghan is small. Why would she have such a big husband? I can’t see that guy taking care of little tiny kittens. He might squish them and not even know it. I hope somebody asks his parents and takes those kittens home soon. I can’t have one. I can’t even ask my parents. My baba would go crazy if I asked for a kitten that would eat some of our food.

			But I sure would like a kitten. It could sleep with me and Tirana. And if it cried, I would take it oh so carefully next to me, and I would say, “It’s okay, kitty. I’m here. I will take care of you. Don’t be afraid.” And it would stop crying and snuggle up against me and fall asleep. And if my baba and nene were yelling, or if my baba pushed my nene, then the kitten would probably get scared, and I would have to keep it quiet, really quiet, but I would hold it so close to me, and so softly, and the kitten would not be afraid, and nobody would notice it but me. Also, I bet the kitten would like it when Tirana sings her baby silly songs, and when my nene hums while she is cooking, and the kitten could listen to my baba tell stories about his life not in America.

			Kittens are funny, too. They leap really high, and they love strings, so if I had a kitten, it would probably make everybody laugh. And when Baba laughs, we are all happy. But I can’t ask for a kitten. Just asking for it might make Baba mad. And that could hurt Nene.

			I bet Alyssa Button gets one of those kittens. Which might be good for the kitten, because Alyssa lives in a really nice house. I went there for her birthday party when all the kids were invited last year. Also, I can’t see Alyssa’s mom yelling “Yiii, better I should be dead!” like Nene does sometimes. That would be really scary for a kitten. But I don’t think ­Alyssa will love a kitten as much as me. I would love that kitten more than anything but Nene and Tirana.

			Jasmine Jacob wants to know how come Mrs. Monaghan has kittens but no mama cat. Mrs. Monaghan says she can’t talk about kittens all morning, but she tells us that the kittens showed up in the backyard, right next to her breakfast window, and she watched them for a whole day, but no mama ever came. The kittens were crying, and one of them finally came out from a bush, and Mrs. Monaghan realized they were going to get hurt if she didn’t help them, because her neighbor has a dog, and he can get in her backyard even though there’s a fence. She didn’t want to be eating breakfast and see something bad happen right outside her window.

			MRS. MONAGHAN SAYS “SOMETHING BAD,” but I know she means slaughter. I know all about slaughters. My baba saw slaughters in Albania. That’s why he hits my nene and makes bad noises at night. I don’t know why it’s my nene’s fault, because she was just a girl when my baba saw those slaughters, but my nene says that Baba can’t forget anything. I was born in Albania, but I don’t remember it. Tirana was born here, so she is full American, but Baba and Nene and me, we are legal Americans. Nene says it’s very important to be legal, and we are lucky. It’s better to be legal Americans than born ones, I guess, because she never says Tirana is lucky.

			My baba saw a slaughter right in the street in Albania, and he yelled at the policeman who did it, and he didn’t run away fast enough, so he got put in prison. He was in prison a long time, and when he came out, he was skinny like he is now, and his left arm didn’t work right anymore. Nene says he looked old. A lot older than plus-nineteen years in prison.

			My baba met my nene when he got out of prison. She knew she was going to marry him right then, because their families had agreed, and also because Baba had lost a lot of time to have me and Tirana, and in Albania, every man has the right to a family. The women have to do it.

			I wonder if they do it that way in Australia? Maybe that’s why Mrs. Monaghan is married to Mr. Monaghan.
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			Avis

			JIM AND I ARRANGE to go to the city council meeting together. Nate doesn’t know anything about Darcy, or about Jim having moved into a room at the casino. Nate has been focused on doing well at the police academy, on passing the exam, and we agree that it is better to wait until all of that is over to tell him.

			Not that a twenty-seven-year-old son will be upset about his parents’ separation.

			Jim stayed in the guest room the first couple of nights, but I finally told him he had to leave. I couldn’t stop thinking about what he had said, couldn’t stop imagining him and Darcy together, couldn’t stop wondering if he was having his regular Tuesday dinner meeting or screwing his director of community affairs. I tried not to do this, I tried not to torture myself in this way. I told myself that the affair was the symptom, not the problem, but it didn’t work. When push came to shove, this is where my mind stayed: on Jim’s naked body or on Darcy’s, on the image of Jim’s eyes crinkling up at something Darcy had said, on the sound Darcy might make in an intimate moment.

			Those first days, I couldn’t get one single idea past these thoughts. I stumbled around our home, a place both our children had lived, and tried not to imagine my husband making love to another woman.

			I USED TO RELISH THE light in this house on a fall morning. It would slant in, bright and clear and cool, and the shadows of leaves would form charcoal lace on the walls. For years, I came back in the house about nine, after walking Nate to elementary school. I would walk home alone, the last mom to leave the playground. I would watch the children line up on the blacktop, and then wait—not rush off but instead stand halfway back from the children, always a little awkward at being one of the moms who stayed, who perhaps didn’t have any other life or loved this one more than she should. But I did love those five minutes before school started: when the children lined up, when the principal said good morning, when the loudspeakers crackled with instrumentation, and then, best of all, when seven hundred children, some wiggly, some tired, some born to perform, sang “This Land Is Your Land.” Day after day after day, and it always pleased me. It never felt old. I used to love to hear those voices and think—If ever I am too sick to do anything but lie in a bed motionless, I hope I remember this, I hope I hear these sounds, see these faces, smell this schoolyard smell, before I die.

			You see, it all mattered so much to me. Not even Jim realized how deeply I felt it. That was Emily, I suppose. To always know how quickly life could change, how quickly everything important could disappear, to always be trying to feel this unexpectedly beautiful life to its core.

			JIM LOOKS GOOD WHEN HE comes to the door to get me. This is not exactly helpful, but I am ready for it. He’s obviously in the better position here, and I learned enough from life with Sharlene not to convince myself that it might be otherwise. I am not pretending that he will miss me. Or that Darcy will have turned into a crone.

			“Hi, Avis.”

			I nod hello, suddenly unsure of how my voice will come out.

			“That dress looks really good on you.”

			I can’t help it. I appreciate that he is trying, I am glad my dress looks good, even while I want to hit him, want to scream, want to do something to change the path we are on. But I don’t reply. I pick up my bag and my sweater, and head for his car.

			I WAS YOUNG WHEN EMILY died. And in the dead center of grief, I discovered I was pregnant. Barely pregnant. It was just a question in my head—Is it possible?—but, of course, it wasn’t just a question. It was Nate, and before I knew it, before I could begin to let go of Emily, there was this new child, this little boy, this baby who gazed solemnly just as my brother Rodney had. And there I was again, right in the middle of life, whether I wanted to be or not.

			I didn’t want to be pregnant when I was pregnant with Nate, and then for years afterward, when I wanted another child—four more children, I wanted to drown in new children—I could not get pregnant at all. No reason for it. Nothing the doctors ever found. Just a woman meant for two children, one who lived and one who did not.

			WE MEET LAUREN OUTSIDE THE council room, as we have planned, and make our way to the seats reserved for visitors. We can see Nate sitting on the left with the other officers who will be sworn in this evening: three men and one woman. Lauren seems uncharacteristically anxious: it might be that her fair skin looks wan under the fluorescent lighting, but I wonder if she has heard something about Jim moving out of the house, if she and Nate somehow already know what has happened, and my heart beats faster. I realize how unprepared I am to tell my son and his wife about Jim.

			“Did you get to see Nate today?”

			“No,” she says without looking at me. “He already started training, and he came straight here from there.”

			“It’s a big day,” says Jim. “Nate did really well with this.”

			“Yes,” says Lauren. I am beginning to wonder what is going on. If Lauren weren’t so straightlaced, I would think she had taken something.

			“Lauren, we really appreciate all the support you’ve given Nate. Avis and I know that it hasn’t been easy. Since he came home this last time. Since he got out.”

			Lauren looks as if she might jump up and run, and normally I would catch Jim’s eye, try to figure out what he is thinking, but of course, I don’t catch Jim’s eye tonight. We are only pretending to be here together.

			“NATE, PLEASE. WHAT ARE YOU and Luke doing?”

			“We’re fighting, Mom. It’s fun.”

			It sounds painful. It sounds angry. They lunge at each other like mad dogs every time they meet. My friend Cheryl tells me that I am lucky my son has a good friend.

			But, oh, Nate was sweet too. Square faced, square jawed. He loved to hook his “beltseat” by himself, and to eat at “Boowga King,” and to play “sowca” in the “pawk.” If I had known how long he would carry around that dirty one-armed rabbit, I would have put more care into making it. Jim’s dad taught Nate to kick rocks when he could barely walk, and for years, he kicked a rock “fo Bompa” everywhere he went.

			SOMEONE ASKS US TO RISE for the pledge, and the city council meeting begins. The swearing in of the newest police officers is the third item on the agenda, after the approval of last week’s minutes and someone’s report about a parking lot. I am relieved that we will not have to wait through the seventeen-point agenda. I recognize two of the citizens in the area reserved for people who want to speak: they are always speaking on Channel 4, exercising their right to comment on city affairs. Seeing them makes me feel uneasy. I wonder where they live, wonder if either one knows my brother, Rodney, wonder if Rodney has ever sat here and commented with them. How could taking a stand on a traffic sign change or an equipment purchase possibly seem worthwhile to them? Are they here because the room is cool in the summer and warm in the winter? Does one hear voices, telling him to do this? Is this the only place where anyone ever pretends to listen?

			I move over one seat from Jim so that I can get a better view of Nate. My son is tall and fair haired and well built. Every tour in Iraq left him a little more muscular, a little more tanned. Sitting in this public room, in his starched, new uniform, he looks like a movie version of a young police officer.

			I smile. Nate needed those good looks when he was a kid. Needed something to offset the tipped-over chairs, the too-loud whisper, the overzealous romping, the forgotten homework. Oh, he was a boisterous child, a child given to moving too fast, hitting too hard, whirling around right when someone was passing by with a fragile school project. I always imagined people wondering where we had gotten him: I, who am dark and quiet, and Jim, who is dark and thoughtful. Thoughtful. Well, I am not sure that is the right word for him anymore.

			EDNA NEAL ELEMENTARY opened the year Nate started kindergarten, and we were there for the first day of the first new school built in Las Vegas in a decade. It was exciting. I had just given up a job at Jim’s hotel, just realized that I might not have another child and had better make the most of this experience before Nate got any older, and so I didn’t really know the other mothers in the neighborhood. But we were all there, walking out our doors at eight thirty, headed to the school. Some of the women pushing strollers. New backpacks, new shoes, little girls with ponytails and red ribbons, little boys with scalped haircuts. I fell in next to Cheryl and Julie, who would become such dear friends, all of us kindergarten moms—Julie, like me, taking her first to school, and Cheryl taking her last.

			I am not sure what we were expecting. Streamers and a band, I suppose. There were news trucks. I remember that. Seeing the news trucks, and saying to one another, “Oh, this is fun,” and then walking around the back, to the kindergarten doors, and seeing hundreds of parents and their children. Fifty-seven five-year-olds waiting for one startled teacher to open up one brand-new classroom.

			That was the beginning. The beginning of decades of that sort of madcap growth. They couldn’t build schools fast enough, they couldn’t hire teachers fast enough, for all those families moving to Las Vegas from all over the world. We complained about it, and laughed about it, and juggled zone changes and schedule swaps and double sessions and year-round calendars, for all the years our children were growing up. There were kids who changed schools nearly as often as Rodney and I had, yet they lived in the same house the whole time. This was part of having a child here, just like endless sunny days, and belly flops in backyard pools, and kids who didn’t even notice when the women on the billboards were naked.

			TO MY RIGHT, LAUREN FIDDLES with her bra strap, and I notice that she has a dark bruise on her shoulder. I see a bit of it when she pulls on the fabric of her blouse, and after I have seen it, I recognize the full mark under the light-colored cotton. It’s a deep, fresh purple, no green. I try not to think the next thought, the one that wonders how she got it, the one that thinks of Nate, of how Nate has been these last months. I don’t want to think this thought right now, at the very moment when Nate is about to achieve a dream he has had since he was eleven years old. I don’t want to think this thought at all.

			I have spent eight years with the constant fear that something will happen to Nate. Eight years trembling when the phone rang too late at night, eight years waiting for the one-line email, the five-minute phone call, the message that said my son was not hurt, he was still alive, he had survived another week in Iraq. I am deep-marrow tired of this fear. Is that fear why Jim is leaving me? Did I pay enough attention to us?

			ON THAT FIRST DAY OF kindergarten, Mrs. Linfelter blew her whistle and addressed the “Edna Neal kindergartner class of nineteen ninety-four.”

			“Nineteen ninety-four?” we all whispered. “What’s in nineteen ninety-four?” Someone figured it out, “Fifth-grade graduation.” And we all smiled. Fifth graders!

			“Edna Neal kindergartners, it is time to line up. Get in line right behind me, one by one, single file.”

			There was a confused rush toward the teacher. A few children held back. Julie’s daughter Ella buried her head in Julie’s thigh. Nate raced off, pushing to be the first in line.

			Mrs. Linfelter ignored the scuffle of bodies banging into one another.

			“One by one,” she said very sweetly, like a cartoon caricature of a kindergarten teacher.

			“No holding hands. Single file.”

			She kept at it, with her sweet voice, her clear instructions, nothing but business. And when all fifty-seven of them were ready, in a snaking line that filled up most of the dusty kindergarten play area, Mrs. Linfelter gave her first full-class instruction.

			“Children,” she said. “Stand up straight. Look at your moms and dads. And wave bye-bye. Good-bye, Moms and Dads!”

			Then Mrs. Linfelter turned and walked in the room with fifty-seven five-year-olds in single step behind her.

			Most of us were stunned. It was Cheryl who hooted. “Brilliant!” she said. “This Mrs. Linfelter is brilliant! Let’s get some coffee.”

			THE MAYOR HAS ASKED THE cadets to stand, and he is reading off their names one by one.

			“Staff Sergeant Nathan James Gisselberg.”

			He has used Nate’s Army rank.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, Cadet Gisselberg served three tours of duty in Iraq. He was awarded a bronze medal for service. We are particularly proud to welcome him to the Las Vegas Police Department today.”

			Nate stands still, like a soldier, and his face does not reveal what he is thinking. Jim and I and Lauren look at each other. Our shared pride is like a rod between us. I wonder if Lauren or Jim also feels the kind of melting gratitude that I feel. When you have sent a child to war, when you have seen what being in a war is like for that child, every single acknowledgment matters. Nate had so damn much courage. It matters to me that the mayor knows it, that he says it.

			The cadets raise their right hands. The mayor asks them to repeat the words of the oath. He swears them in. And then, only then, does Nate smile. I know that smile so well. The smile of a little boy who has just caught the long fly in his mitt, who has just wobbled the bicycle down the street by himself, who has just asked a girl to a dance. When I see that smile, I think that everything is going to be all right. I look at Lauren, and I see it in her eyes too: we both believe that things will be okay.

			MY SECOND LIFE STARTED ON that first day of kindergarten. Not when Jim asked me to marry him, not when we moved into a house where the master bedroom was larger than the apartments I had grown up in, not when Emily or Nate was born, but on the day that Edna Neal Elementary School opened, and Nate followed Mrs. Linfelter into kindergarten.

			That’s the day when my old life seemed to slip completely off me, when a group of women assumed I was one of them, a suburban mom with a sweet-faced child headed off to school. That was the first time I ever went to have a cup of coffee with women who had been to college, the first time nobody seemed to notice that my memories were not the same as theirs.

			I suppose it was that Nate was so very much like their children, and my house so very much like their houses, and my husband so very much like their husbands. Just like that, Sharlene and the boyfriends and the weekly motels and the alcoholic brother melted into some other reality. In those years of Nate’s elementary school, my days were punctuated by the hours I spent with other mothers. The cups of coffee, but also the soup at the deli, the gym classes, the midget football games, the walks to and from school, the hot scones left on a doorstep at six in the morning, the bottle of wine while the kids cannonballed in someone’s backyard pool. Jim and I both loved the Friday-night barbecues then, when the children would “put on a show” for the adults. There would be banged-up heads, torn costumes, uncontrollable laughter, and half-eaten hamburgers all over the house. The dogs would rush in, thrilled to be let out of the side yard, and race to find all the dropped, abandoned food on the carpet.

			There were good days, when Nate snuggled into a pillow and read Where the Wild Things Are all by himself, and bad days, when Emily’s little feet kept jutting into my line of vision, reminding me and daring me. There were days when the contrast between my life and Sharlene’s life threw me sideways, when I couldn’t bear to hold in one heart the memory of what it had felt like to be Sharlene’s child, and also the awareness of how young she had been, how little she had had, how alone she was.

			JIM AND LAUREN AND I make our way out of the council meeting when the swearing-in is over. We wait for Nate outside, on Stewart. Somewhere behind us, the neon cowboy on the Pioneer Hotel lifts his left hand in permanent salute; beyond him, the blinking red and yellow letters of “Plaza” cast a strange orange glow. Lauren sees Nate first. She hurries toward him, and he grins as he wraps his arms around her. They look young and happy. I smile then too, and without thinking look to Jim, and for a second, we are there, eyes locked, just as we were when we were young. Of course, Darcy flits through my mind, but I don’t let it take me, I don’t go there, I just relish that Nate is happy, that he has a lovely wife, that he is not going back to Iraq, that Jim and I, no matter what, we did okay.
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