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            THE NIGHT SOMEONE SAID IT
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      Nicole woke up and lay still, the way you do when you are not yet sure a sound was real. The house had its night noises and she knew all of them. The furnace clicked on and off. The ice maker dropped a load into its tray. Gracie talked in her sleep through the wall, and Danny's fan ran every night of the year because he said he couldn't sleep without it. None of those was what she had heard. What she had heard was her father's voice downstairs, and then her mother's, lower, and then nothing for long enough that she almost decided she had dreamed it.

      Her phone said 11:38. Her parents did not stay up late. Her mother was asleep by ten most nights with a book open on her chest, and her father fell asleep in the recliner with the television going and came up sometime after midnight, bumping the wall in the hallway on his way to bed. Two voices in the kitchen at this hour was not a thing that happened in this house.

      Then her father said something she couldn't make out, and her mother said, "Tony, keep your voice down," and Nicole was out of bed.

      She knew the stairs the way she knew the rest of the house. The third step from the top creaked on the left side, so you kept to the right. The seventh groaned no matter where you put your foot, so you stepped over it. She had learned both at twelve, coming home later than she'd said she would, and she had never needed them for anything that mattered until now. She went down in her socks, keeping her hand off the railing because the railing ticked where it met the wall, and she stopped on the eighth step. That was halfway. From there the wall ended and she could see the strip of light that came out of the kitchen and lay across the hallway floor.

      She could not see her parents. She could see the light, the edge of the refrigerator, and the corner of the counter where the mail piled up. She sat down on the step and pulled her knees up inside her sweatshirt.

      "I'm not yelling," her father said.

      "You're about to."

      "Because you keep saying it like it's already decided."

      Her mother didn't answer right away. A chair scraped. When her mother spoke again her voice had gone quiet, and Nicole had to lean forward to hear it.

      "I think it is decided, Tony. I think I want a divorce."

      Nobody said anything after that. The refrigerator hummed. Nicole found she was holding the carpet in her fist, a little fold of it pinched between her fingers, and she let go. She had heard the word on television and once in her aunt's kitchen about somebody else, and it had never sounded like this. Her mother had said it the way she said things she had been thinking about for a long time, carefully, as if she had set each part down somewhere first to see whether it would hold.

      Her father laughed. It was not a real laugh.

      "You think," he said.

      "I know."

      "Since when?"

      "Since a while."

      "Since a while." Nicole heard the pop of a can being opened. She hadn't heard him get up for it, which meant it had already been on the counter, which meant there had been others. "Seventeen years, and it's since a while."

      "Don't do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Make it about the number. You know it isn't the number."

      "Then tell me what it's about, Gina. Go ahead. You've obviously been practicing."

      Her mother started to say something and stopped. When she started again her voice was steadier, and Nicole understood that she was not going to hear the reason. Whatever it was, her mother was keeping it the way she kept Christmas presents, in a place nobody else was supposed to look. What she talked about instead was the mortgage, and whether the house could be sold before summer, and her sister's offer of the apartment over the garage for a while, if it came to that.

      "If it came to that," her father said. "You've got an apartment picked out."

      "I've got a place to go if I need one. That's different."

      "Is it."

      Nicole thought about the apartment over her aunt's garage, the one with the slanted ceiling and the smell of the space heater. She tried to put Gracie in it, and Danny, and herself, and there was not enough room in the picture, and she stopped trying.

      They were not being careful. That was the thing she kept noticing. When her parents fought in the daytime they did it in code, in short sentences over the kids' heads, "we'll talk later" and "not now" and a look across the dinner table that meant the conversation would happen somewhere else. There was none of that tonight. They were talking the way people talk when they believe they are alone in a building. Her father was getting louder and her mother had stopped asking him not to. It did not seem to occur to either of them that there were three bedrooms directly over their heads, or that one of those bedroom doors stood open a hand's width because that was how Nicole slept.

      "And what do we tell them?" her father said. "You thought about that? You practice that too?"

      "We tell them together. We tell them the truth, and we don't make it about each other."

      "The truth." The can came down on the counter hard. "The truth is you decided to blow up this family and you want me to stand there and nod."

      "That is not what I said."

      "It's what you meant."

      "Lower your voice."

      "Why? They're asleep. It's almost midnight, Gina, they're asleep. Nobody's listening to this but me."

      Nicole pulled her sleeves down over her hands.

      "You want the divorce," he said, and now it was loud, loud enough that it came up the stairs and past her and into the dark hall above, and it did not sound like the same word anymore. When her mother said it, it had been something she was asking for. When her father said it, it was something she had done to him. "You want it, you tell them. You tell them whose idea it was."

      Her mother didn't answer. The back door opened, and the cold came along the floor and found Nicole's ankles, and the door closed again, not slammed, just closed. For a moment she didn't know which of them had gone out. Then she heard her mother crying in the kitchen, very quietly, the way you cry when you are trying to do it without making any sound, and she knew her father was in the yard.

      This was when she could have gone down. She thought about it. She could see herself doing it, walking into the light in her sweatshirt and socks and standing in the kitchen doorway, and she could see her mother's face when she saw her, the crying stopping all at once, her mother wiping her eyes with the back of her wrist and saying, "Honey, what are you doing up?" in the voice she used for fevers and bad dreams. Her mother would hold her. She would say that everything was going to be okay, that Mom and Dad were just having a hard talk, that grown-ups said things sometimes they didn't mean. Her father would come in from the yard and see her there and find his other voice too. They would both be kind to her. And what she had just heard would go back into the place where they kept it, and she would not hear it again until they had decided how she should.

      She wanted to know what was happening. Sitting on the eighth step with the cold still moving along the floor, she understood that nobody in that kitchen was going to tell her if she asked.

      She went back up the way she had come down, over the seventh step, to the right on the third. At the top she stopped outside Gracie's door. Gracie was asleep on her stomach with one arm hanging off the bed and her mouth open, and the nightlight shaped like a moon made her look younger than eight. Danny's fan was going behind his door. Neither of them had heard anything. Nicole stood in the hall a moment longer than she needed to, then went into her room and pushed the door back to exactly where it had been, a hand's width, and got into bed.
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      Across town, in a house with a blue front door, Kevin sat on the edge of the guest bed beside a duffel bag he had packed an hour ago. It was the green bag he took to the gym, and it was too small for what he had put in it, so the zipper strained at one corner. He had packed it fast, the way you pull off a bandage, and then he had sat down next to it and had not moved since.

      He could hear Paul in their bedroom down the hall, not sleeping. Paul had said he would try to sleep, and Kevin had said he would sleep in here, and neither of them had asked the other for anything more. They had agreed on almost everything tonight, which surprised him. Kevin would stay until Saturday. They would tell Owen together at the kitchen table, and not before, and they had even settled on some of the words. It had been the calmest conversation they'd had in a year. Kevin sat beside the bag and understood that the calm was the worst part of it, because it meant Paul had already let go of something Kevin had not known he was still holding.

      He unzipped the bag and took out the gray sweater on top and held it in his lap. Then he put it back and zipped the bag closed. At the end of the hall Owen's door was shut, and on the other side of it Owen was asleep with the dog across his feet, which he was not supposed to allow and which everyone allowed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Luis lay on his brother's couch with his feet hanging off the end. The apartment was on the second floor over a laundromat, and even this late the dryers were running underneath, a low rolling sound he could feel through the cushions. The television was on with the sound off. His brother had given him a pillow and a blanket that smelled like somebody else's detergent and had said, "Stay as long as you need," in the voice people use when they mean a week.

      In the pocket of the jacket he had dropped on the floor was one of Mateo's socks. He didn't know how it had gotten there. It was small and white with a gray heel, and he had found it in the parking lot when he reached for his keys, and he had stood under the light over the laundromat door holding it long enough that a man coming out with a basket of towels had to step around him.

      Marisol had said Saturday. He could have Mateo on Saturday, from ten until five. She had said it standing in the doorway of the apartment that had been his that morning, with Mateo on her hip and her mother in the kitchen behind her, and Luis had said okay, because with Mateo right there looking at him there was nothing else he could say.

      Ten until five. He lay on the couch and tried to picture a whole day of it, where Mateo would nap and what he would eat and whether there was anything in this apartment a two-year-old could safely touch, and he could not get the picture to hold still.
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      At two in the morning, Shannon carried her daughter down the front steps of the house she had lived in for seven years.

      Lily was six, and heavier asleep than awake, all her weight let go, her head on Shannon's shoulder and her breath warm and even against her neck. She had on her pajamas with one of Shannon's sweaters over them, and her sneakers, which Shannon had worked onto her feet while she slept. It was a thing Shannon had practiced in her head so many times that it felt strange to finally do it with her hands. The bag was already in the car. It had been in the car for eleven days, under the spare tire, where Wade never looked.

      She did not look back at the house. She had decided that weeks ago, along with everything else. She walked down the path at an ordinary pace, because running would wake Lily, and because some part of her still believed that if she did this carefully enough it would not be what it was. The stuffed rabbit Lily slept with slid out from under the sweater and dropped onto the path. Shannon stopped. She stood there a long moment with her daughter on her shoulder and the rabbit at her feet and every window in the house dark behind her. Then she bent her knees slowly, the way you lift something heavy, and picked it up.

      In the car she buckled Lily in without waking her. She did not turn on the headlights until she reached the end of the street.
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      Nicole lay on her side facing the wall. Some time later, she didn't know how long, she heard the back door again and her father's steps crossing the kitchen, then the recliner in the living room taking his weight, then the television coming on low. A while after that her mother came up the stairs. She did not skip the seventh step. She had never needed to.

      The footsteps stopped outside Nicole's door. Nicole kept her eyes closed and made her breathing slow. She could feel her mother standing there looking at the gap in the door, and she knew that if she opened her eyes now her mother would come in and sit on the edge of the bed and ask what she had heard, and Nicole would have to decide whether to lie. She kept them closed. After a while the footsteps went on down the hall, and her parents' door closed, and the house was quiet except for the television downstairs and Danny's fan.

      She waited until she was sure. Then she took her phone off the nightstand, pulled the blanket over her head so the light wouldn't show, and opened her messages to Maddie, who had been her best friend since fourth grade and who would still be awake.

      She typed: i think my parents are getting divorced

      She looked at it. The words sat small and gray in the box at the bottom of the screen, not sent, and she read them twice. Then she held down the delete key and watched them disappear one letter at a time, from the end back to the beginning, until the box was empty.
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      Paul was up before six with an index card.

      He had written on it the night before, at the kitchen table after Kevin went to the guest room, and then crossed most of it out, and now he was writing it again on a fresh card in smaller letters. He liked index cards. They made you decide what mattered, because there wasn't room for anything else. When Kevin came down in a T-shirt and sweatpants and started the coffee, Paul turned the card around on the table so Kevin could read it.

      We both love you. That will never change.

      We've decided to live in two different houses.

      This is not because of anything you did.

      You will still see both of us all the time.

      Kevin read it standing up, holding the coffee pot. "That's good," he said.

      "It's four sentences."

      "He's nine. Four sentences is a lot."

      Paul took the card back and looked at it. On the old card, the one in the trash under the sink, there had been a fifth line: Sometimes people grow apart. Paul had written it at eleven o'clock and crossed it out at eleven-fifteen, and he had not told Kevin why.

      "I took something out," he said.

      "What?"

      "The grow apart thing."

      Kevin poured two cups and brought them over and sat down. He didn't ask why. He looked at the card for a while and then at the window over the sink, where the feeder was empty because nobody had filled it in two weeks.

      "We're not telling him about Scott," Kevin said.

      "No."

      "So what do we say when he asks why?"

      "We say it's a grown-up reason and it's between us." Paul turned his cup a quarter turn on the table. "What we don't do is give him a reason that isn't true. He's going to be fifteen someday, Kevin. He's going to be twenty-five. He's going to put it together. I don't want him finding out that the one thing we told him on the day was made up."

      Kevin nodded slowly. For a moment Paul thought he would say something about Scott, or about the last year, or about Paul, and the old part of Paul got ready for it. Kevin only said, "Okay," and drank his coffee, and Paul let the ready part of himself stand down.

      They went over it twice more. Kevin would start, because Owen always listened to Kevin first. Paul would say the part about the houses, because Paul would be the one still living in this one. They would not cry if they could help it. If they couldn't help it, they would not apologize for it. They would not tell him it was going to be fine, because neither of them knew that, and because Owen had a way of remembering promises long after the adults had forgotten making them.

      At eight-thirty they heard the dog's nails on the stairs, and then Owen's feet behind them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Owen ate his cereal standing at the counter, the way he always did on Saturdays, until Kevin said, "Hey, bud, come sit with us for a minute," and Owen looked at the two of them sitting at the table with their coffee and something in his face went still and watchful. He brought the bowl over and sat.

      Kevin started. He got through the first sentence fine. On the second he looked down at the card, which was lying face-down by Paul's elbow where neither of them could read it, and lost his place, and said, "Papa and I have been talking a lot, and we've decided," and stopped.

      Paul said, "We've decided that we're going to live in two different houses. Pop's going to have an apartment across town. You and Moose and I are going to stay here. You'll live with both of us. You'll have a room at Pop's too."

      Owen looked at his cereal. There was a scratch in the tabletop near his bowl, a long pale line he had made with a fork when he was five, and he put his fingernail in it and ran it along the groove from one end to the other.

      "Does Moose stay here?" he asked.

      "Moose stays here," Paul said.

      "Can he come to Pop's sometimes?"

      Kevin said, "If he wants. The apartment's small. We'll see if he likes it."

      Owen nodded. He ran his nail back along the scratch the other way. "Do I still go to my school?"

      "Same school," Kevin said. "Same bus. Same everything."

      "Mrs. Alvarez?"

      "Mrs. Alvarez."

      Owen seemed to think about that. The dog came and put his head on Owen's knee, and Owen put a hand on it without looking.

      "Where are my shoes going to be?"

      Kevin opened his mouth, and then closed it, and looked at Paul.

      Paul had been ready for a great many questions. He had lain awake preparing answers to why, and whose fault, and are you getting back together, and do you still love each other, and even the one he feared most, which was whether Owen would have to go somewhere else. He had not been ready for shoes. But he understood it the second Owen said it, and he saw that Kevin understood it too. When Owen came to them at three, the caseworker had carried him up the front walk on one hip and a white kitchen trash bag in her other hand. Everything he owned was in the bag. His shoes were in the bag. He had lived in two other houses before theirs, and in each of them he had learned where his things would be and then had to learn it again.

      "Your shoes are going to be in both places," Paul said. "Pop's going to get you your own sneakers for his apartment, and your own toothbrush, and pajamas, so you don't have to carry anything back and forth if you don't want to. Your sneakers here stay right where they are, by the back door."

      "And my cleats?"

      "Your cleats go wherever you have soccer. We'll figure it out every week."

      "Okay," Owen said. He took a bite of cereal, which had gone soft. He made a face and pushed the bowl away. "Can I go outside?"

      Kevin and Paul looked at each other. "Sure," Kevin said. "Put a coat on."

      Owen went. The back door opened and shut, and they heard him calling the dog in the yard, and then the creak of the swing.

      Kevin let out a breath. "That was," he said, and didn't finish.

      "Yeah."

      "He's okay. Right? That was okay."

      Paul picked up the index card and turned it over and looked at the four sentences they had barely used. "I think so," he said. He did think so. He felt something in his shoulders let go that he had not known was holding on. Outside the window Owen was pumping his legs on the swing, higher and higher, the chain squeaking at the top of every arc, and he looked like any boy on any Saturday. Paul put the card in the drawer by the stove, the one with the batteries and the takeout menus, and closed it.
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      Kevin's friend Marcus came at noon with a pickup, and the two of them carried out the things Kevin was taking, which were fewer than Paul expected. A desk chair. The good lamp from the den, which Paul did not argue about. Boxes of books. The bike. Owen watched from the kitchen table, where he had spread out paper and the big box of markers, the one with sixty-four colors that he wasn't supposed to leave open because the caps got lost.

      Paul made sandwiches that nobody ate much of. At some point he came to the table to clear the plates and looked down at what Owen was drawing.

      There were two houses. One had a red door and one had a blue door. Owen had given them the same number of windows, four each, and had put smoke coming out of both chimneys, although neither the house nor the apartment had a fireplace. Between the houses he had drawn a long black line, very straight, and he had used the ruler from the junk drawer to make it. Moose was on the line, drawn in brown with a pink tongue. And Owen was on the line too, next to the dog, exactly in the middle. His arms were straight out from his sides, one pointing toward each house, like someone on a balance beam.

      Owen looked up and saw Paul looking. He put his arm over the drawing, not quickly, not hiding it exactly, just resting there.

      "That's really good," Paul said.

      "It's not done."

      "Okay."

      Paul took the plates to the sink. When he came back Owen had gone upstairs, and the drawing was lying on the table with the markers scattered around it, most of them without their caps. Paul capped them, one at a time, and put them in the box. He looked at the drawing again. Then he folded it once, carefully, along the black line, and put it in the drawer with the index card.
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      Across town, in the living room with the television off, Gina sat on the couch with Gracie on one side of her and Danny on the other, and Nicole sat in the armchair with her feet tucked under her, and Tony stood.

      Gina had asked him to sit. He had said he was fine standing. He was by the doorway to the kitchen with his hands in his pockets, and he looked like a man who had come to fix something in someone else's house.

      "Your dad and I need to talk to you about something," Gina said. She had practiced it. She had written it on the back of an envelope and read it over at the stoplights driving home from work. "Your dad and I have decided that we're not going to be married anymore."

      "Your mother decided," Tony said.

      Gina stopped. Gracie looked up at her, and then over at her father, and then back.

      "Tony."

      "I'm just saying what happened. They're going to find out anyway. I'm not going to stand here and pretend I signed up for this."

      Danny said, "Why?"

      He said it to both of them, but he was looking at his mother.

      Gina had an answer for that on the envelope too. It said: Sometimes grown-ups can't make it work, and it isn't anybody's fault. She could feel the envelope in her back pocket. She could feel Tony standing in the doorway with his hands in his pockets waiting to see what she would say, and she could feel the whole of the last year behind her, every Sunday afternoon and every drive home with his hands not quite steady on the wheel, and every morning after that nobody mentioned.

      "Because your father drinks," she said, "and he won't admit it's a problem, and I can't live like that anymore."

      Tony shook his head at the ceiling. "There it is."

      "You asked me to tell them whose idea it was."

      "I asked you to tell them the truth."

      "That is the truth."

      Gracie began to cry. It came out of her all at once, a big gulping sound, and she slid off the couch and crossed the room and climbed into the armchair with Nicole, who opened her arms and took her without a word. Gracie pushed her face into Nicole's sweatshirt.

      Nicole held her sister and looked from one parent to the other. Neither of them looked at Nicole for more than a second. They were each watching the other, and Danny was watching both of them, and after a moment Danny got up off the couch and went and stood next to his mother's end of it, not touching her, just closer.

      Tony saw that. Nicole saw him see it.

      "Great," Tony said quietly, to nobody. "That's great."
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      Kevin left at six. He knelt on the front walk and Owen let himself be hugged, stiff at first and then not, his chin on Kevin's shoulder. Kevin said, "Wednesday, right? I'll pick you up from school Wednesday," and Owen said, "Right," and Kevin got into the car and backed out of the driveway slowly, waving, and at the corner he stopped longer than he needed to and then turned and was gone.

      Owen went inside and watched television with the dog. Paul made macaroni from the box, because Owen liked it and because it was all Paul could think to make, and they ate it on the couch, which they never did.

      At eight-thirty Paul did bedtime alone. He had done it alone many times before, when Kevin traveled for work, and it had never felt like anything. Tonight he noticed everything. The toothbrush in its cup with the empty slot beside it where Kevin's electric one had been. The two pillows on Owen's bed, because Kevin always lay down beside him for the first few minutes and Paul always sat on the edge. Paul sat on the edge. They read a chapter of the book about the boy and the island, and Paul did Kevin's voices for the characters, badly, and Owen didn't correct him, which he always did.

      Paul closed the book and turned off the lamp.

      "Dad?"

      "Yeah."

      Owen was lying on his back looking at the ceiling. "Is Pop leaving because of me?"

      Paul opened his mouth to say something about the marriage, and closed it.

      "No," he said. "Pop isn't leaving because of you. Nothing you did made this happen, and nothing you could have done would have stopped it. It's between Pop and me. It's our problem to take care of. It isn't yours."

      Owen didn't say anything. On the rug beside the bed the dog shifted and sighed. Paul sat there with his hand on the blanket over Owen's shin and waited, and after a while Owen pulled the blanket up and turned his face into the pillow.

      "But was it me?" he said, quieter.
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      Luis was awake at five-fifteen, and by six he had given up pretending otherwise.

      He folded the blanket and put it on the arm of the couch with the pillow on top. He washed the two glasses in the sink and dried them and put them in the cabinet, and then he stood in his brother's kitchen trying to see it the way a two-year-old would. There were outlets without covers. There was a cabinet under the sink with bleach in it and no lock. The coffee table had corners like the prow of a boat. The only chair Mateo could sit in at the table was a folding chair that folded if you leaned on it wrong, and on the floor by the radiator was a tangle of phone chargers and a game controller that his brother would definitely not want chewed.

      There was no crib. Luis had known that last night. It had seemed like a problem for the morning, and now it was the morning.

      He found a roll of electrical tape in a drawer and used it on the outlets, folding strips over the slots. It would not stop a determined two-year-old for very long. It made Luis feel better for about a minute. He moved the chargers to the top of the refrigerator. He wedged the cabinet door under the sink shut with a folded dish towel through both handles. He dragged the coffee table against the wall.

      At seven his brother came out of the bedroom in boxers and a Yankees shirt and looked at the room. "You moved my table."

      "Corners."

      "He's two. He's not going to run into a table."

      "He runs into everything, Rafi."

      Rafi scratched his stomach and considered that. "Put a show on for him," he said. "That's what Deb's sister does. Puts a show on, the kid sits there like a statue for an hour."

      "I don't want him watching TV all day."

      "Not all day. Just when you need a break." Rafi went to the refrigerator and opened it and stood in the cold coming out of it. "You're going to need a break, man. Trust me."

      Luis did not trust him. Rafi had no children and had once left a goldfish with their mother for a long weekend that turned into three years. But at eight-thirty, when Rafi left for his Saturday shift, Luis turned the television on to make sure he knew how to find the cartoon channel, and then he turned it off again.
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      His mother called at nine. She did not say good morning.

      "Do you have milk?"

      "I have milk, Ma."

      "Whole milk. Not the skim. He's too little for skim."

      "It's whole."

      "And don't give him juice all day, it rots their teeth. And put a hat on him if you go outside, it's cold. And if he cries when she leaves, don't make a big thing. You make a big thing, he makes a bigger thing." She paused. "Is she bringing him, or the mother?"

      "Marisol's bringing him."

      "Good." Another pause. "You want me to come over? I can come over."

      Luis looked at the room with the coffee table against the wall and the tape on the outlets. He thought about his mother walking in and seeing it, and about Marisol's mother seeing his mother there, and about what each of them would say about it afterward to other people.

      "No," he said. "I've got it."

      "You've got it," his mother said, in a voice that meant she would call again at noon.
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      At four minutes to ten he was standing at the window. The apartment looked out over the street, and across the street was a bus stop with a bench and a glass shelter, and while Luis stood there a city bus pulled up to it, green and white, knelt down on its front tire with a long hiss, let off an old man with a cart, and pulled away. Then Marisol's car came around the corner and parked in front of the hydrant.

      Her mother was in the passenger seat. She did not get out.

      Luis went down the stairs two at a time and met them on the sidewalk. Marisol was unbuckling Mateo from the car seat in back, and Mateo saw his father over her shoulder and shouted, "Papi!" and put both arms out, and Luis felt it in the middle of his chest.

      "Hey, papito," he said. "Hey, buddy."

      Marisol handed him over. Mateo was heavy in his puffy coat, and he grabbed a fistful of Luis's collar and laughed. Marisol went around to the trunk and came back with a diaper bag and a plastic grocery bag and set both down on the sidewalk, and then she stood with her arms crossed in the cold and told him everything, fast, not looking at him.

      He'd had a bottle at seven, but he was supposed to be off bottles, so no more bottles. He napped at one. He wouldn't nap without Tortu, which was in the diaper bag, and if Luis lost Tortu he would not nap, possibly ever. Diapers were in the bag, and wipes, and the cream. He was getting a molar in the back and it made him cranky. He liked bananas this week but not last week. He had to have the lid on the cup or it went everywhere.

      "Which cup?" Luis said.

      Marisol stopped. She looked in the diaper bag and then in the grocery bag. She closed her eyes. "The blue one. With the handles. It's on the counter at home."

      "I'll use a different one."

      "He won't drink out of a different one."

      "Then I'll figure it out."

      She looked at him then, for the first time, and he could see that she had not slept either. In the car, Carmen was watching them through the windshield with no expression at all.

      "Five o'clock," Marisol said.

      "Five o'clock."

      She leaned in and kissed Mateo on the side of the head, and said, "Te quiero, mi amor, Mami comes back later, okay?" and Mateo said "Okay," cheerfully, and Marisol walked around the car and got in and started the engine.

      It was when the car began to move that Mateo understood.

      He twisted in Luis's arms so hard that Luis nearly lost him. He threw himself backward, toward the street, both hands open, and the sound he made was not crying yet. It was a single high scream, her name without the word in it, and it went on until he ran out of breath, and then he took another breath and did it again. The car went to the corner and put on its blinker. Luis held on. Mateo kicked him in the stomach with both boots and screamed at the car until it turned and was gone, and then he screamed at the corner where it had been.
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      Upstairs, it did not get better.

      Luis got the coat off him somehow. Mateo stood at the apartment door with both palms flat on it and screamed at the wood. When Luis picked him up he arched his back and went stiff as a board, and when Luis put him down he fell to the floor and lay face-down and screamed into the carpet, and when Luis sat down on the floor next to him he crawled away and went back to the door.

      Luis tried the things he knew. He offered a banana, which was thrown. He found Tortu in the diaper bag, a green stuffed turtle with its shell rubbed shiny, and held it out, and Mateo grabbed it and held it against his face and screamed through it. Luis sang the song about the little frog's tail, the one his own mother had sung to him, and Mateo screamed over the top of it until Luis stopped. He turned on the television. The cartoon was loud and cheerful, a family of dogs in a bright house, and Mateo did not even look.

      At ten-forty Luis had his phone in his hand.

      He had not decided to take it out. It was just there, and Marisol's name was right at the top of his recent calls. He could see exactly how it would go. He would call and say, He won't stop, I think he needs you, and she would say, I'm coming, and in ten minutes her car would be back in front of the hydrant and Mateo would be in her arms and the screaming would stop like a door closing. And everyone would know. Marisol would know and her mother would know, and so would his own mother at noon, and Rafi when he got home, and in some way Luis couldn't have explained, Mateo would know too. That the house with his father in it was a place you only had to scream at long enough.

      Mateo was lying against the door now, not on it. The sound had changed while Luis wasn't paying attention. It had gone from a scream to something lower and wetter, a crying with words in it, "Mami, Mami," over and over, broken up by hiccups.

      Luis set the phone on the carpet and slid it under the couch with his foot so he couldn't see it.

      He got down on the floor. He did not pick Mateo up. He lay down on his side on the carpet by the door with his head at the same level as his son's head, a couple of feet away, and he didn't say anything. Mateo looked at him through his wet eyelashes and kept crying. Luis stayed. The radiator knocked. After a while Mateo reached out one hand, not toward Luis, toward the carpet between them, and patted it twice.

      Luis put his own hand flat on the carpet near Mateo's, not touching it.

      The crying went on for a long time after that, but it was a different crying. It was tired now. It came in waves and then went quiet and then came back. At some point Mateo moved over and put his head against Luis's arm, still crying, and Luis slid the arm under him and pulled him in against his chest, and Mateo let him. Luis could feel the heat coming off him and the damp in his hair and the hitch in his breathing every few seconds.

      A bus pulled up across the street with its long hiss.

      Mateo lifted his head.

      "You want to see?" Luis said.

      He got up with Mateo on his hip and went to the window. The bus was just pulling away from the shelter, green and white, a big 44 on the back. Mateo watched it go all the way to the end of the block with his mouth open and one hand pressed on the glass.

      "Bus," Mateo said. His voice was hoarse.

      "Bus," Luis said. "El cuarenta y cuatro. Another one's going to come in a little while."

      "Nother one."

      "Yeah. Let's watch for it."

      They stood at the window and watched for it. It took eleven minutes. When it came, Mateo shouted, "Bus!" and slapped the glass with both hands and turned to look at Luis with his whole face lit up, and then he remembered his mother and his face began to fold, and then the bus knelt down on its tire with the hiss and he forgot again.
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      At eleven-thirty Luis put Mateo in his car seat and drove to the big store out by the highway with his son singing a song with no words in the back.

      He bought a crib in a long flat box, plain white wood, the cheapest one on the shelf, and a mattress for it, and a sheet. He walked the whole aisle of cups until he found a blue one with two handles and a lid, not the same as the one on Marisol's counter, but close. He held it up and Mateo looked at it and said, "Mine," and Luis put two of them in the cart. He bought the same cereal that was in the diaper bag in a baggie, the little O's with the honey, and a small fleece blanket with buses on it, which he did not need and could not afford, and which Mateo held in the cart the whole way to the register. He bought outlet covers.

      In the parking lot, loading the trunk, he caught himself thinking that all of this was a lot of money for one Saturday. Then he stood with the long flat box in his arms and thought, It isn't for one Saturday.

      His mother called at noon, as she'd said she would. He let it go to voicemail.
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      Back in the apartment, he built the crib next to the couch while Mateo ate cereal O's one at a time off the tray of the booster seat he'd also bought, which strapped onto the folding chair. The box said thirty minutes. The instructions were a single sheet of drawings in which a smiling person with no face did everything correctly with a small hex key. It took Luis an hour and ten minutes and one side put on backward and taken off again. When it stood on its own he shook it hard with both hands, and it held. He put in the mattress and the sheet and laid the bus blanket over it and set Tortu in the corner.

      He filled the new blue cup with whole milk and put the lid on and handed it to Mateo, who examined it from every side, looked up at his father, and drank.

      At twenty past one Luis picked him up and walked him to the window, because it seemed like the right thing to do, and they waited for a bus. When it came, Luis said, "Okay. Bus is going to sleep now. Time for Mateo to sleep." He had no idea whether that would work. He carried him to the crib and laid him down on the bus blanket with Tortu, and Mateo immediately stood up and held the rail and cried.

      Luis did not pick him up. He lay down on the floor beside the crib, on his back on the carpet, with the radiator knocking and the television dark. He reached up and put his hand through the slats and rested it on the blanket.

      Mateo cried and stood and cried. Then he sat. Then he lay down, still crying, a little, and found Luis's hand on the blanket, and held two of his fingers.

      The crying stopped. Luis didn't move his arm. He listened to his son's breathing slow down and even out, and he listened to a bus pull up across the street and hiss and pull away, and at some point, on the floor beside the crib with one hand through the slats, he fell asleep too.
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            NOBODY IS SLEEPING
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      At ten past three in the morning Gina was sitting on the kitchen floor with her back against the dishwasher and the bills spread out around her in a half circle.

      She had started at the table. The table had been reasonable. She had brought down the laptop and the shoebox where the mail went when nobody wanted to open it, and she had sorted the envelopes into piles, and she had made a column on a yellow pad for what came in and another column for what went out. Somewhere around two, the columns had stopped agreeing with each other, and she had moved to the floor because there was more room on the floor, and because sitting at the table where the five of them used to eat had started to feel like being watched.

      The electric bill was two months behind. She had not known that. Tony had always paid the electric, from his account, because it came on the fifteenth and so did his check, and it was one of those arrangements from early in the marriage that nobody had looked at in fifteen years. There was a pink notice in the pile now with a date on it. There was a statement from the credit card that was in both their names, with charges on it from a package store near Tony's work and a restaurant she had never been to, and a balance that made her put the paper face-up on the floor and look away from it for a while. The mortgage was paid through this month. After that it was hers, or it was theirs, and she did not know which, and she did not know who to call at three in the morning to find out.

      She added the columns again on her phone's calculator, slowly, pressing each key. They came out the same.

      Upstairs, somebody's toilet flushed. She held still and listened for footsteps on the stairs. None came. A door closed and the house went quiet again, and Gina let out her breath and realized she had been holding the yellow pad against her chest like a shield.

      It was not that she had thought it would be easy. She had spent a year thinking about how hard it would be, lying awake next to Tony, adding things up in the dark. But she had been adding up the wrong things. She had thought about the conversation with the kids and the lawyer and the holidays and what her mother would say. She had not thought about the electric bill. She had not thought about the fact that she did not know the password to the account the electric bill came out of, or that the car registration was in his name, or that she would sit on this floor at three in the morning trying to decide which of three things to pay first and understand that every choice meant something would be shut off or sent to collections or late.

      She picked up the pink notice and read the date on it again.

      Then she gathered all the paper into one pile, the paid and the unpaid and the yellow pad together, and put it back in the shoebox, and put the lid on the shoebox. She sat with it in her lap. It did not make the numbers any different, but the kitchen floor looked like a kitchen floor again.
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      Across town, Paul had been awake since one, and at one-forty he had given up and gone to the store.

      The store was open all night. He had never been there after ten o'clock and it was a strange place at that hour, very bright and very empty, with a man on a floor machine polishing the aisle by the pharmacy in slow wide arcs. Paul went to the aisle with the school supplies. He bought a large dry-erase calendar, the kind that shows a whole month in a grid, and a package of eight dry-erase markers in different colors, and a roll of the tape that doesn't take the paint off when you remove it. At the register the woman looked at the calendar and the markers and at him in his coat over his pajama pants and said, "Back to school?" and Paul said, "Something like that."

      At home he cleared the side of the refrigerator of Owen's spelling tests and a magnet from the pediatric dentist and a photo of the three of them at the lake. He put the photo in the pocket of his coat. He taped the calendar up, level, measuring the space above and below with his fingers.

      Then he sat on a kitchen chair facing it and uncapped the green marker, and began.

      Green was Kevin. Kevin had Owen every Wednesday after school until Thursday morning, and every other weekend from Friday to Sunday at five. Paul wrote PU in the Wednesday squares for pickup and DO in the Thursday squares for drop-off. Blue was Paul, which was everything that was not green. Orange was soccer, Tuesdays and Saturdays, and he drew a little ball in each orange square before he could stop himself. Red was the dentist, the fourteenth. Purple was the conference with Mrs. Alvarez, the twenty-second, both parents to attend, and he wrote BOTH in purple and underlined it. Brown was the dog. He did not know why the dog needed a color. He gave Moose the vet appointment and the day the heartworm pill was due, and then he gave him every Wednesday too, a small brown dot beside the green, because Owen had asked whether Moose could go to Pop's and they had said they would see.

      He worked slowly. He liked the squeak of the marker and the smell of it, which reminded him of something from school. When he made a mistake he wiped it with the side of his thumb, which left a faint colored smudge, and then he went and got a paper towel and wet it and cleaned the whole square and did it again.

      He did not think about Kevin. That was the purpose of the calendar, and it was working. When the thought of Kevin came, in the apartment across town that Paul had not seen, in a bed Paul had not seen, the thought had nowhere to land, because Paul was deciding whether the soccer tournament on the last Saturday should be orange or should be both orange and purple, since both parents would probably want to be there.

      He made it both. He drew a line down the middle of the square.

      At three-fifteen he stood back and looked at it. Every day had a color. Most had two. It was very clear. Anyone who walked into this kitchen could look at the side of the refrigerator and know exactly where Owen would be at any hour of any day for the next thirty-one days, and who would be with him, and what he would need.

      Paul capped the green marker and lined it up with the others. Then he went up to bed and lay on top of the covers in his clothes.
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      Shannon was awake because Lily was a kicker, and because the air mattress on her cousin's living room floor lost a little air every hour, so that by three in the morning the two of them had rolled together into the low spot in the middle.

      She lay with her daughter's heel in her ribs and looked at the ceiling. There was a water stain up there shaped like nothing in particular. A car went by outside with its radio up, and then there was no sound except Lily breathing through her mouth.

      She was thinking about Wade's hands.

      She did not want to be. She had been pushing the thought away for an hour and it kept coming back, and the thing she was thinking about was not any of the things she should have been thinking about. It was the winter mornings. Every morning from December to March, for seven years, Wade had gone out before she was up and started her car and scraped the windshield so that it would be warm when she got in. He never said anything about it. She would come out with her coffee and the car would be running in the driveway with the heat on and the glass clear, and she would get in and put her hands on the wheel, and it would be warm from the vents.

      She missed that. She lay on a deflating mattress on her cousin's floor with her six-year-old's heel in her side and a bag with everything she owned in it behind the couch, and she missed her husband scraping her windshield, and she hated herself so much for it that she pressed the back of her hand against her mouth.

      She knew the other things. She knew all of them. She knew about the phone he checked, and the money he gave her in cash each week and asked for the receipts back, and the friends she had stopped seeing one by one without deciding to. She knew about the wall by the stairs with the patched place in the drywall, and what had happened the night before it was patched. She knew every reason she had left, and she had written them down in the notebook in the bag so she would not be able to talk herself out of them. And none of it seemed to have anything to do with the warm steering wheel. The two things lived in her side by side and refused to cancel each other out.

      Lily muttered something in her sleep and rolled over, taking the blanket with her. Shannon lay in the cold where the blanket had been.

      At a quarter to five the bathroom light came on down the hall. Dana worked the early shift at the hospital, and she came out in her scrubs with her hair wet and went into the kitchen without turning on the light, and Shannon heard the coffee maker start.

      She got up carefully, so she wouldn't wake Lily, and went and stood in the kitchen doorway.

      Dana looked at her. "Did you sleep?"

      "No."

      "You want coffee?"

      "Yeah."

      Dana poured it and handed it to her and leaned against the counter. She didn't ask anything else. The coffee maker gurgled at the end of its cycle, and Shannon held the mug in both hands.

      "I miss him," she said.

      She had not known she was going to say it until it was out, and when it was out she waited for Dana's face to change. She waited for Dana to say, After everything? or Are you kidding me? or You can't go back, Shan, the way everyone would say it, the way Shannon would have said it herself about someone else.

      Dana didn't say any of that. She drank her coffee. After a moment she said, "Yeah. I figured you might."

      "That's crazy."

      "It isn't crazy. It's seven years." Dana looked at her over the mug. "Missing him doesn't mean you were wrong to leave. It means it was seven years."

      Shannon sat down at the kitchen table. Her knees were shaking a little, and she didn't know why, and she held the mug and let them shake.
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      Morning came to all three houses anyway.

      At Gina's there were lunches. Nicole was already up when Gina came down, standing at the counter with the bread laid out in pairs, making Gracie's sandwich the way Gracie liked it, peanut butter on both slices so the jelly wouldn't soak through. She had Danny's lunch bag open too. She looked up when her mother came in and saw the shoebox under Gina's arm, and her eyes went to it and stayed on it a second too long.

      "You don't have to do that," Gina said. "I'll do the lunches."

      "I'm already doing them."

      "Nic."

      "It's fine, Mom. It's sandwiches."

      Gina put the shoebox on top of the refrigerator, where the kids couldn't see into it, and came and stood beside her daughter at the counter. Nicole was cutting the sandwich into triangles. She was fifteen and she had a test in chemistry second period and she had been making lunches for her brother and sister since Tony moved out, every morning, without anyone asking her to.

      "Are you okay?" Nicole said, not looking up.

      Gina felt the whole of the night come up into her throat. The pink notice and the card statement and the password she didn't have and the car in Tony's name. She could tell Nicole. Nicole was right here, and Nicole was old enough to understand, and Nicole was asking. It would be so easy to let the words come, and to have somebody in this house who knew.

      "I'm tired," Gina said. "It was a long night. I'm working some things out with the bills, and I've got people helping me." She took the knife gently out of Nicole's hand. "Go eat something. I'll finish these."

      Nicole looked at her for a moment. Then she went and sat down with a bowl of cereal, and Gina made Danny's lunch, and cut it into rectangles, not triangles, because he said triangles were for babies.

      At eight-fifteen, in the parking lot outside her office, Gina sat in her car with the engine running and called her sister.

      "I need help," she said, when Theresa picked up. "I need you to come over tonight and look at the numbers with me, because I've been looking at them alone and I can't see them anymore. And I'm scared. I haven't said that to anybody. I'm saying it to you."
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      At Dana's, Lily woke up and found her mother at the kitchen table and came and stood in front of her in the pajamas and the too-big sweater, and put both hands on Shannon's cheeks.

      "You're sad," Lily said.

      Shannon took her daughter's hands in hers and held them, and then lowered them gently to Lily's sides. "I'm a little tired, bug. Aunt Dana and I were talking. Do you want pancakes or toast?"

      "Pancakes."

      "Toast," said Dana, who had to leave in six minutes. "Pancakes on Saturday."

      Lily's inhaler was in the bag behind the couch. Shannon found it and gave Lily her two puffs the way the doctor showed them, and counted to ten out loud for each, and Lily counted with her. Then she found clean clothes, and discovered there were no clean socks, and put Lily in a pair of her own rolled over twice at the top, and drove her to a school that was not her school, where Shannon had called ahead to explain as much as she was able to explain, and signed a form in the front office that said who was allowed to pick her daughter up and who was not.
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      At Paul's, Owen came down at seven and stopped in the kitchen doorway and looked at the side of the refrigerator.

      "Whoa," he said.

      "It's a calendar," Paul said. "So we always know where you're going to be."

      Owen walked up to it and stood very close, reading. He found the green squares and touched one. He found the brown dots.

      "Moose goes to Pop's?"

      "We'll see. It's a maybe."

      "Why is the dentist red?"

      "Because nobody likes the dentist."

      Owen almost smiled. He ate his toast standing up and went to get his backpack, and at the door he stopped and said, "Dad? Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine, bud."

      Owen studied his face. Then he went out to the bus.

      Paul stood in the kitchen. His coffee had gone cold in the cup. He took out his phone and found Joanne's name, who had been his friend since graduate school and who lived in Chicago now and who he talked to twice a year, at birthdays, and he wrote: I'm not fine. I told Owen I was fine and I'm not. Kevin moved out on Saturday. Can you call me tonight? He read it once. He sent it before he could fix it.

      Then he put the phone on the counter and looked at the calendar again, thirty-one squares, every one of them filled except one. It was the third Saturday, in the second week of soccer season, when Owen would be at Kevin's from Friday until Sunday at five, and there was no game and no appointment and nothing at all for anyone to write in, and Paul had left it white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            THE TEXT AT 11:40
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      The phone went off at eleven-forty, while Gina was folding towels on the bed.

      She knew who it was before she looked. Nobody else sent her anything after ten o'clock anymore. Her sister went to bed at nine-thirty, the people from work knew better, and the kids were asleep or supposed to be. Only Tony wrote at this hour, and only Tony wrote the way he did at this hour, which was all at once, in one long gray block with no paragraphs, the words running together because his thumbs were going faster than his punctuation.

      She finished folding the towel she was holding. She put it on the stack. Then she picked up the phone.

      Got your message about the electric. Im not paying for lights in a house I got thrown out of. You want the house you pay for the house. And you can tell your friend Renee to stay out of my business, I know shes the one who gave you that lawyers name, she's been in your ear for a year. Also dont think I didnt notice you moved my Sunday to Saturday without asking. Nice games Gina. Real nice. The kids are going to figure out who you are eventually.

      She read it standing by the bed with a washcloth in her other hand.

      Every part of it was wrong. That was what she noticed first, before the anger arrived. Not wrong in the way that people disagree, but wrong in its facts, wrong in the way a map is wrong when it puts the river on the other side of town. He had not been thrown out. He had left, on the Saturday they told the kids, with two duffel bags and the television from the basement. She had not moved his Sunday. His sister's baby was being christened that Sunday, and Tony himself had asked to switch, in a text she could find in about four seconds if she scrolled up. And Renee had not given her the lawyer's name. Renee had driven her to the lawyer, on a Tuesday afternoon in March, when Gina's hands were shaking too badly to drive herself, and had sat in the waiting room for an hour and a half reading a magazine about boats.

      Gina put the washcloth down. She sat down on the edge of the bed and began to type.
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      She was good at this. She had been good at it her whole life. In high school she had been on the debate team for two years and had won a trophy she still had somewhere in a box in the basement, and for seventeen years of marriage she had been the one who could find the exact words, the ones that made it clear, the ones Tony could not get around. He would shout, and she would get quieter and more precise, and in the end he would leave the room, and she would know she had been right. It had never once made anything better. She knew that too. But she was good at it.

      The first paragraph was about the electric. She laid it out plainly. The bill came out of his account and had come out of his account since the year they bought the house. Nobody had changed that arrangement. It was two months behind because he had stopped paying it without telling her, and she had found out from a pink notice, and she had paid the back balance herself, with help, and she would appreciate knowing before he stopped paying anything else. She did not use the word irresponsible. She did not need to.

      The second paragraph was about Sunday. She scrolled up and found his text asking to switch and took a screenshot of it and pasted it in, and under it she wrote: This is from you. October 3rd, 4:12 p.m. I said yes. There was a great deal of satisfaction in the timestamp. She looked at it for a while.

      The third was about Renee. This one took longer, because it made her angrier than the others, and she had to delete and start again twice. In the end she wrote about the waiting room and the boat magazine, and about how Renee had been the one who stayed on the phone with her the night she found the receipts in his truck, and how he could say whatever he wanted about Gina but he did not get to say anything about the one person who had shown up. She read it back and it was good. It was true, and it was good.

      The fourth paragraph was about the kids. He had written that they would figure out who she was. She read that sentence four times, and then she wrote about who had been at every parent-teacher conference, and who knew the name of Gracie's reading teacher, and who had driven Danny to the emergency room the night he broke his wrist on the trampoline, while Tony was asleep on the couch and could not be woken. She wrote that the kids already knew who she was. She wrote that she hoped, for their sake, that when they were old enough to figure out who he was, he would have become somebody different.

      She stopped.

      The four paragraphs filled the box on her screen and ran up above it, so that she had to scroll to see where they began. She read them from the top. Every sentence was accurate. There was not a word in it she could not prove. If there had been a judge sitting on the end of the bed, the judge would have read it and nodded and turned to Tony and said, Well?

      Her thumb was over the arrow to send it.
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      She could see what would happen next. She did not have to imagine it very hard, because it had already happened, in one form or another, maybe two hundred times.

      He would be in the furnished room he was renting over the tire shop, with the television on. He would read it with a beer in his hand, or not his first one. He would read the first paragraph and his jaw would move. He would get to the screenshot of his own text, with the time on it, and he would not stop to think about whether she was right, because being right had never been the point for either of them. He would feel caught. And he would start typing before he got to the third paragraph, and he would be typing for ten minutes, and it would come back at midnight or twelve-thirty in a block twice as long as the first one, about the receipts and what they did or did not mean, about her mother, about things she had said in 2011. And she would answer that one. She would not be able not to. And it would go on until two, until three.

      And then it would be morning.

      She would come down at six-forty with three hours of sleep and her jaw sore from clenching it. Gracie would be at the table in her pajamas, wanting to know if she could have the waffles, and Gina would say No, we don't have time, in a voice that was not for Gracie at all. Danny would ask where his gym shorts were. Nicole would look at her mother's face from across the kitchen, and then at the phone lying beside the coffee maker, and put her earbuds in without a word. Danny would look from one of them to the other and ask, "Is Dad mad again?" And the three of them would go out to the bus stop and stand there in the cold with the fight all over them, a fight that had happened while they slept, that they had not been part of and could not do anything about, and that they would carry through the whole school day anyway.

      Gina looked at the four paragraphs.

      She pressed and held on the first word until the menu came up, and chose Select All, and chose Cut. The box went empty. She opened the notes app and made a new note and pasted it all in there, every word of it, the screenshot too, and at the top she typed the date. She did not delete it. It was true, and she wanted it somewhere. She just did not need him to have it.

      Then she went back to the message and wrote:

      Gracie has a half day tomorrow. Pickup is 12:15 at the front office, not the house. Danny's science board needs to come back with him Sunday.

      She read it over. It was three sentences.

      She sent it.
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      She folded the rest of the towels. There were eleven of them, which was too many for four people, and she understood that it had been too many for five people too and nobody had ever noticed. She folded the washcloths and put them on top. She carried the stack to the hall closet and put it on the shelf and closed the closet door.

      When she came back the phone was lit up on the bed.

      Thats it? I write you all that and thats what you got? Unbelievable. You cant even answer a simple question. This is exactly what I'm talking about.

      She stood at the side of the bed and read it once. There was a question in there somewhere, she supposed. She could not have said what it was. She could feel the four paragraphs sitting in the notes app, ready, and she could feel how easy it would be to go and get them, and how good the first few seconds would be after she pressed the arrow.

      She put the phone down on the nightstand and pulled the covers back. She took off her robe and turned off the lamp.

      In the dark, the phone lit up again, a white square on the ceiling. Gina reached over and turned it face down.
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      Gracie was ready at ten to five, which was ten minutes early, and she knew it was ten minutes early because she had been watching the clock on the stove since four-thirty.

      Her backpack was by the front door. Inside it were her pajamas, her toothbrush in a plastic bag, two books, and the bracelet. The bracelet was made of little blue and silver beads, and her father had given it to her the weekend before, at the dollar store near his apartment, and she had worn it all the way home on Sunday and then taken it off in the car before they turned onto her street. She didn't know exactly why. She had just had a feeling that her mother would look at it, and she didn't want her mother to look at anything. It lived in the small front pocket of the backpack now. She put it on in Dad's car and took it off in Dad's car, and nobody had said anything about it, so it was working.

      She sat on the bottom stair with her coat on and her hands in her lap.

      Her mother came out of the kitchen drying her hands and looked at her. "You don't have to wear your coat yet, honey. He's not here."

      "I know."

      "You'll get hot."

      "I'm okay."

      Her mother looked at the clock. Gracie looked at her mother looking at the clock. Five o'clock came, and then five-ten. At five-fifteen her mother said "Okay," to nobody, and went into the kitchen, and Gracie heard her open the drawer where the papers went, and close it, and open it again.

      At five-twenty-five Gracie took her coat off. At five-thirty she put it back on, because she thought maybe if she was all the way ready it would make him come.

      She went to the front window and knelt on the couch with her arms on the back of it and watched the street. The Hendersons' dog was barking at something. A car went by that was not his car, and then another. Her mother came and stood behind her for a little while, and Gracie could feel her there, waiting, although nobody had said anything that needed an answer.

      "Did he text?" Gracie asked.

      "Not yet."

      At five-forty the truck came around the corner with one headlight brighter than the other, and Gracie was off the couch and had her backpack on before it had even stopped.
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      Her mother walked her out. That was new since the summer. Before, her father would honk and Gracie would run out, and her mother would wave from the door. Now her mother walked her all the way to the truck and held the back door open and waited while Gracie climbed up and buckled herself in, and then her mother did not go back to the house. She stood by the driver's window. Her father rolled it down.

      "You're forty minutes late," her mother said.

      "Traffic."

      "You could text."

      "I was driving, Gina. You want me texting while I drive?"

      Gracie looked at the back of her father's head. There was a gray patch in his hair over his ear that she had not noticed before, or that had not been there before. She reached into the front pocket of the backpack and found the bracelet by feel and held it in her fist.

      Her mother had her hand on the edge of the window. "Okay. A few things, since you're here. She's got a field trip Thursday, the aquarium, and the slip needs both signatures now, the school changed it. It's fifteen dollars. Also, she's supposed to read twenty minutes every night and log it, it's in her folder. Also, Nicole says you want her and Danny next Saturday instead of Friday, and I need to know that from you, not from Nicole. And the dentist called about the twenty-first."

      "Can we do this later?"

      "When is later? You don't answer me later."

      "I answer you."

      "At midnight."

      Gracie put the bracelet on under her coat sleeve where nobody could see it. She pushed it up her wrist until it was tight.

      "The slip," her father said. "What is it, fifteen bucks? Why am I paying fifteen bucks for her to look at fish? Let her go, I'm not saying don't let her go. I'm saying why does it need my signature. You've been signing everything for eight years."

      "Because the school changed the form. I just told you."

      "Because you told the school to change the form."

      "Tony, I did not call the school about a permission slip."

      "You called the school about something. They looked at me funny at the concert."

      Gracie counted the mailboxes she could see from the window. There were five. The one across the street was shaped like a fish, which was funny, because of the aquarium. She thought about saying that. She thought that if she said it, in a funny voice, they might both laugh, and then everybody would be happy for a second, and her father would put the truck in gear. She opened her mouth.

      "I'll sign the slip," her father said. "Give me the slip."

      "It's in her folder."

      "Then I'll sign it at my house. Can we go? She's been sitting there."

      Her mother bent down and looked into the back of the truck, and Gracie was surprised to see her there, as if she had forgotten Gracie was in the truck at all and had just now remembered. Her mother's face changed. "Bye, sweetie. Love you. Have fun."

      "Bye, Mom. Love you."

      Gracie said it at the regular volume. Not too loud, because then her father might think she liked her mother better. Not too quiet, because then her mother might think so. She had practiced in the bathroom.

      The window went up. Her mother stepped back onto the grass. The truck backed out of the driveway, and Gracie turned in her seat and watched her mother standing on the lawn with her arms folded over her chest, getting smaller, until the truck turned the corner.

      "You okay back there, Gracie-girl?"

      "Yeah."

      "You hungry? I was thinking pizza."

      "Okay."

      She kept the bracelet on under her sleeve the whole way to his apartment.
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      On Saturday morning, forty minutes north, Shannon parked in the side lot of the family services building at nine-forty-five, fifteen minutes before Wade was due at the front.

      The building was brick and low and had a flag in front of it that snapped in the wind. A woman named Carol met them at the side door with a lanyard and a clipboard. Carol had done this with them twice now. She smiled at Lily and said, "Hi, Lily, I like your hat," and Lily, who had not yet decided whether she liked Carol, said, "Thank you," into Shannon's coat.

      Inside there was a room with a bright rug and a shelf of board games and a window with the blinds half down. Shannon knelt and took off Lily's hat and fixed her hair where the hat had flattened it.

      "Carol's going to stay with you the whole time," she said. "And Daddy's going to come in the other door and you're going to have your visit here, in this room. And I'm going to be at the library right down the street, and at twelve o'clock I'm going to come back to this same door, and you'll be here."

      "Why can't you stay?"

      "Because this is your time with Daddy."

      "Why can't Daddy come to Aunt Dana's?"

      Shannon looked at Carol. Carol looked back at her with an expression that was not quite anything, a face that had heard this question from a great many children in this room.

      "Because this is how we're doing it right now," Shannon said. "This is the plan. I'll be back at twelve."

      She kissed the top of Lily's head. She went out the side door and got in her car and drove out the side exit, the one that came out on a different street, and she was a block away at the red light when the clock on the dashboard said ten o'clock, and somewhere behind her a man she had been married to for seven years was walking in through the front door and signing his name on Carol's clipboard, and she would not see him, and he would not see her, and that was the plan.

      She did not go to the library. She parked on the street outside it and sat with the engine running, watching the library doors open and close for other people.
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      Tony brought Gracie back on Sunday at six. He was on time. Gina noticed that, and noticed herself noticing it, and did not say anything about it.

      Gracie came in and said hi and hugged her around the waist and went upstairs. Tony did not get out of the truck. He lifted two fingers off the wheel at Gina, which was something he used to do at the end of their street when they were dating, and she did not know if he meant anything by it. He backed out.

      Upstairs, Gracie was quiet. She unpacked her backpack by herself without being asked, which she had never done before, and put her pajamas in the hamper and her toothbrush in the cup, and then she lay on her bed on top of the covers with her shoes still on and looked at the ceiling. When Gina called her for dinner she came down and ate half a plate of spaghetti and said the aquarium slip was signed and it was in her folder, and asked if she could be excused.

      At eight-thirty Gina went up to do bedtime. Gracie was in her pajamas already, with the light off, curled up small. When Gina sat down on the edge of the bed, Gracie started to cry.

      It came out of her in hard, silent shudders first, and then with sound, and Gina put her hand on Gracie's back and felt her whole body shaking.

      "Oh, baby. Oh, honey. What happened?"

      Gracie shook her head.

      "Did something happen at Dad's?"

      Gracie cried harder.

      "Was he drinking?" Gina said. "Honey, you can tell me. Was Dad drinking?"

      Gracie shook her head into the pillow and cried harder, and Gina heard her own voice still hanging in the room, and could not take it back.

      She held her hand still on her daughter's back.

      Gracie cried. Gina waited. Out in the hall, Danny's door opened and closed. After a while the crying started to have spaces in it.

      "Gracie," Gina said. "What do you need right now?"

      Gracie turned her face on the pillow. Her eyes were swollen and her nose was running. She looked at her mother as if she had been asked a question in another language.

      "I don't know," she said.

      "That's okay."

      "I just." Gracie wiped her nose on her pajama sleeve. "When I'm at Dad's I miss you. And when I'm here I miss Dad. And it's just. It's always one."

      Gina rubbed a slow circle on Gracie's back.

      "Can you lie down?" Gracie said. "Till I'm asleep?"

      Gina lay down on top of the covers, in her clothes, on the narrow edge of the twin bed, with one foot on the floor. Gracie backed up against her and pulled Gina's arm over her like a blanket. And when Gracie's hand came out from under the pillow to hold Gina's wrist, Gina felt something on it, small and hard, and looked, and in the glow from the streetlight through the blinds she could see a bracelet made of little blue and silver beads.

      She did not ask where it came from. She lay there until Gracie was asleep.
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      On Friday Tony was twelve minutes late. The aquarium slip was signed and in the folder. The reading log was in the folder. The dentist was a question for another day, in a text, in daylight.

      Gina walked Gracie out to the truck and held the back door and waited while Gracie climbed up and buckled herself in. Then she stepped back onto the front step and stood there with her hands in her pockets. Tony got out of the truck to put Gracie's backpack in the front seat, which he had never done before, and for a moment he stood beside the driver's door with his hand on the roof, looking at nothing in particular, and Gina stood on the step, looking at nothing in particular either, and neither of them said a word to the other.

      In the back seat, Gracie pressed her cheek against the cold window. She could see both of them at once, her mother on the step and her father by the door. She lifted her hand, the one with the bracelet on it, where anybody could see it, and waved.
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            WHAT THE CHILDREN HEARD
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      It was spaghetti night, which meant it was Tuesday, and Gracie was talking about the pizza at Dad's.

      "It had the thin crust," she said. "The kind that folds. And he let me have the soda with the lemon in it."

      Nobody answered her. Gina was cutting Gracie's spaghetti with the side of her fork, which Gracie was too old for and let her do anyway. Nicole was on her phone under the table, where she thought nobody could see. Danny was twelve and hungry and had been working on his second plate without looking up, and he heard the word soda and something in him turned over, and he heard himself say:

      "Dad drinks, and he won't admit it's a problem."

      He did not say it loudly. He said it into his plate, almost like a fact about the weather, and after he said it he took another bite.

      He had not planned it. He only knew where the words came from after they were out. They had been sitting in him since the Saturday in the living room, when his mother said them with her hands in her lap and his father standing in the doorway, and they had come out now in almost exactly her order, because that was the order he had learned them in.

      Gracie stopped talking. Nicole looked up from her phone.

      And Gina smiled.

      It was very small. It was there and gone, a quick pull at one corner of her mouth, and then she put her fork down and said, "Danny," in the voice that meant that's enough. But Danny had been looking at her when he said it, and he saw the smile, and he saw it before she knew it was on her face.

      "What?" he said. "It's true."

      "Eat your dinner."

      He ate his dinner. Across the table Nicole was looking at him with an expression he did not like, flat and a little sorry, as if he had done something stupid in front of company. Gracie was looking at her plate. Gina picked her fork back up and finished cutting Gracie's spaghetti, and neither of them said anything else about it.

      After dinner, though, when Danny went to the living room and turned on the television, his mother came in a few minutes later with her tea and sat down on the couch next to him, which she never did on a school night. She did not make him change the channel. She watched his show with him, the one with the guys who fixed old cars, which she said every week was the most boring thing she had ever seen. At the commercial she put her hand on the back of his neck and rubbed it for a second, and said, "You're my guy, you know that?"

      "I know," Danny said.

      He did not know what he knew, exactly. He only knew something had happened at dinner that had made this happen, and he filed it away, the way he filed away which teachers let you go to the bathroom without a pass, and which ones you had to ask twice.
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      On Wednesday, at Kevin's apartment, Owen was eating cereal for dinner because Kevin had forgotten to go to the store, and Kevin said, from the kitchen, "Hey, bud. When you get home tomorrow, can you tell Papa something for me?"

      "Okay."

      "Tell him the check for camp is coming. Tell him I just need until the fifteenth. He'll know what it means."

      Owen said okay. He said it to himself on the bus the next morning, twice, under his breath, so he wouldn't forget. Check for camp is coming. Until the fifteenth. He said it at lunch. He said it in his head in math while Mrs. Alvarez was explaining something on the board he was supposed to be copying, and he missed the part about the remainders, and had to ask Ella what it said.

      When he got home Paul was on the phone for work, pacing in the kitchen with the phone against his shoulder. Owen stood in the doorway with his backpack on and waited. It felt important to say it right. It felt like carrying a glass of water filled all the way to the top across a room.

      Paul hung up. "Hey, buddy. How was school?"

      "Pop says the check for camp is coming," Owen said, fast, all at once, before he could lose any of it. "He says he just needs until the fifteenth. He says you'll know what it means."

      Paul's face did something. It was not a big thing. His mouth went flat, and for a second his eyes went somewhere else. Then he came back, and smiled, and said, "Okay. Thanks, bud. Got it."

      Owen stood there. He had delivered it. He did not feel the way he had expected to feel, which was finished. He felt as if he had handed his father something heavy and then watched his father's arms sag under it.

      "Can I have a snack?" he said.

      "Sure," Paul said. "Grab whatever."

      Owen took a granola bar and went up to his room with it and didn't eat it.
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      In the kitchen of her mother's apartment on Thursday evening, Marisol was washing bottles at the sink and Carmen was feeding Mateo rice and beans from a small spoon, one grain at a time, the way she had fed Marisol thirty years ago.

      The phone buzzed on the counter. It was Luis, asking whether Mateo had been sleeping better, whether the molar had come through. Marisol read it and typed back, Yes and almost, and put the phone down.

      "Is that him?" Carmen said, in Spanish.

      "Mm-hm."

      "Asking about the tooth? Now he asks about the tooth." Carmen scraped the spoon against the rim of the bowl. "When he lived here, he didn't know which end the diaper went on. Now he wants to know about the tooth. Two weekends at his brother's place and he thinks he's a father."

      "Mami."

      "What? It's true. That man couldn't boil an egg."

      Mateo was looking at his grandmother. He had a grain of rice on his cheek. He did not understand the words, or not most of them, but he had heard papá in the middle of them, and he had heard the voice they came in, and he held very still in his high chair with his mouth closed.

      "Mami. Not in front of him."

      "He's two," Carmen said. "He doesn't understand."

      She held out the spoon. Mateo turned his face away from it. Carmen held it out again, and he pressed his lips together and turned his whole head toward the window, and looked out at the parking lot where his father's car was not, and would not take another bite.
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      On Saturday Danny was at his father's, in the furnished room over the tire shop, which smelled like rubber and had a television on a milk crate. His father had bought the frozen burritos Danny liked, the ones with the red wrapper, and heated them in the microwave, and they ate them on the edge of the bed and watched the game with the sound up.

      His father did not drink while Danny was there. Danny watched for it the whole afternoon, and there was nothing, only a big plastic bottle of lemon-lime soda on the windowsill that they passed back and forth. At halftime his father said, "Your mom doing okay?" and Danny said, "I guess," and his father nodded and didn't ask anything else.

      Danny felt bad the whole weekend and could not have said about what.
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      On Tuesday it was spaghetti again. In the afternoon before dinner, Danny was in the garage helping his mother drag the recycling bins down to the curb, and he remembered that his father had said, on Saturday, that he would come by Sunday night and pick up Danny's bike to fix the chain. He had not come by. The bike was still leaning against the wall of the garage with the chain hanging off it.

      "Dad forgot the bike," Danny said.

      "I see that."

      Danny kicked at the bin with the side of his sneaker. He knew it before he said it. He knew exactly what he was about to do, and why, and what would happen after. He could already feel the couch and the car show and her hand on the back of his neck.

      "He probably forgot because he was drunk," he said.

      His mother stopped pulling the bin.

      She did not smile. Danny was watching for it, and it did not come. Her face didn't do anything. She let go of the handle of the bin and stood up straight in the driveway with her hands at her sides, and she looked at him, and it was a long look, and he started to feel the bottom drop out of something.

      "Danny," she said. "Don't."

      He waited for her to be mad at him. She didn't look mad.

      "The other night at dinner," she said, "when you said what you said about your dad. I smiled."

      Danny pushed up the lid of the recycling bin and let it drop.

      "You saw that. I know you saw it." She took a breath. "I smiled because I'm angry at your father, and part of me liked hearing you say it. That was wrong of me. That was me using you to be mad at him for me, and I'm sorry." She glanced down the driveway at the street and back at him. "You don't have to say anything about Dad to be on my side. There isn't a side. You can love him. You can be mad at him. You don't owe me anything about him, either way."

      Danny stood in the driveway with his hand on the lid of the recycling bin. He was watching her face. He was watching the place at the corner of her mouth where the smile had been, and it was not there, and it was not going to be there, and what was there instead he did not have a name for yet.
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      The first one was at one-fifteen, with the burgers, and nobody would have called it anything.

      Sal's backyard was full of people Nicole half knew. There were men from her father's work, and their wives, and a dozen kids she had been told she used to play with, and a cooler on the back steps the size of a bathtub. Her father took a can out of the cooler at the same moment he took a burger off the grill, the two things in one motion, and cracked it with his thumb and handed a paper plate to Gracie, and it was the most ordinary thing in the world. Every man in the yard had one. Sal had one in each hand.

      Nicole took her plate to the lawn chairs by the fence and ate with it on her knees.

      She had not planned to count. She only noticed, about an hour later, that she knew the number. Her father had come over to the fence with a second can and crouched beside her chair and said, "Nic. You ever play horseshoes?" and she had looked at the can and thought two before she thought anything else.

      "No," she said.

      "Come on. I'll show you. It's all in the wrist."

      It was not all in the wrist. It was mostly in the legs, he said, once they got to the pit at the back of the yard, and in how you let go, and he stood behind her and moved her arm back and forward in the right arc, slowly, the way he had taught her to swing a bat when she was six. She threw and missed by a mile. She threw again and it hit the stake with a clang and spun around it and fell off, and her father yelled "Leaner!" so loud that people turned around, and she laughed. She could not help it. He was funny. He had always been funny. He did the voice of a sports announcer, low and breathless, for every throw she made, and by the third game Danny and two of the other kids had come over to watch, and her father was doing the voice for all of them.

      When he went back to the cooler she counted three.
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      The afternoon went on the way those afternoons go. Somebody put on music. The younger kids ran through a sprinkler, even though it was too cold for a sprinkler, and Gracie came back blue-lipped and happy and was wrapped in a beach towel by a woman Nicole did not know. The men stood near the grill with their cans and argued about football. The women sat on the deck and talked about the women who weren't there.

      Nobody was watching her father. That was the thing Nicole kept noticing, and nobody else seemed to notice it at all. Sal wasn't watching. Sal's wife wasn't. The men around the grill were not keeping track of anything except the game on somebody's phone. Her father was the loudest person in the yard, and the happiest, and he had his arm around Sal's neck, and to everybody else it looked like a man having a good Sunday.

      She took the empty cans off the edge of the deck when he left them there. She didn't decide to. She just picked them up and carried them into Sal's garage, where the recycling bin was, and dropped them in one at a time, and counted them as they went down. Four. Later, five. She could not be sure about the sixth. It might have been somebody else's. At some point he switched from the cans to a red plastic cup, and after that she had no way of counting at all.

      At five-fifteen he stood up from the lawn chair he had been in for an hour and said, "All right, troops. Mom's expecting you at six." He said it loud, for the whole yard, and a few of the men lifted their cans at him.

      "You good to drive, Tony?" Sal said, over his shoulder, already turning back to the grill.

      "I'm great," her father said.

      And that was all. Nobody said anything else. Nicole stood by the garage door with Gracie's backpack in her hand and waited for somebody to say something else, and nobody did.
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      Danny got the front seat because he always got the front seat. Gracie was asleep before they were off Sal's street, still in the beach towel, her wet hair against the window. Nicole sat behind her father.

      He drove fine at first. He was talking. He was telling Danny about a play in the game, something about a quarterback, and his voice was bigger than usual, and he laughed at his own story in the middle of telling it. He put the radio on and turned it up and then down again when Danny said it was too loud. He took the ramp onto the highway a little fast, and Nicole's shoulder pressed into the door, and then they were on the highway in the right lane with the sun going down behind them.

      She could not look at him.

      She looked at the road instead. From where she sat she could see between the two front seats and out the windshield, and she watched the dashed white lines on the right come toward the truck one after another, and she watched where the edge of the hood was in relation to them. For a while it stayed in the middle. Then it drifted right, slowly, a foot, two feet, until the right front tire touched the rumble strip on the shoulder and the whole truck filled with a sound like something tearing.

      Her father jerked the wheel. The truck swung back into the lane.

      "Whoa," he said, and laughed. "Wake-up call."

      Danny didn't laugh. Danny turned around in the front seat and looked at Nicole, and it was the first time in a long time her little brother had looked at her like that, like she would know what to do.

      She did not know what to do.

      She thought about saying it. Dad, pull over. She could hear herself saying it. She could hear exactly the quiet that would come after, and she could see his face in the rearview mirror, the way it would change. He would be hurt first. Then he would be embarrassed, in front of Danny. Then he would be angry, because that was always what came after embarrassed with him, and he would say, I'm fine, Nicole, Jesus, I had a couple beers, and he might speed up to show her. He might pull over and then refuse to drive at all and they would be on the side of the highway with Gracie asleep and the sun going down. She did not know which. She did not know which would be worse. She had never been in a car with her father and been afraid of him before, and she was not even afraid of him. She was afraid of the white lines.

      The truck drifted again. Not as far. He caught it himself this time, without the rumble strip, and said nothing.

      Nicole took her phone out of her sweatshirt pocket and held it down beside her leg, below the level of the seat, where he could not see it in the mirror, and wrote to her mother.

      dad has been drinking. we're on the highway coming home. don't call him. im ok

      She sent it. The answer came back in under ten seconds.

      Okay. I'm here. Stay in your seatbelt. Text me when you're off the exit.

      Nicole held the phone in her lap and watched it and watched the white lines, back and forth, for eleven minutes, and when the truck came down the exit ramp and stopped at the light at the bottom, she wrote off the exit and sent it, and she got it wrong the first time and had to fix it.
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      Her mother was standing in the driveway when they pulled in. Not on the porch. At the bottom of the driveway, in her slippers, with her arms folded, standing on the concrete as if she had been there the whole eleven minutes.

      Nicole woke Gracie and walked her toward the house, Gracie stumbling along inside the beach towel. Danny got his backpack and Gracie's and followed. Behind her she heard the driver's door open and her father's feet on the driveway.

      "Hey," her father said. "Right on time."

      "Kids," her mother said, "go inside."

      They went inside. Nicole sat Gracie down on the couch, still wrapped in Sal's beach towel, and then went back to the front window and stood beside the curtain, where she could see them and they could not see her.

      It was not like the other fights. She could tell that right away, even without hearing the words. In the other fights her parents took turns, and each turn was a version of what had happened, and neither version was ever wrong enough to lose. This was different. Her mother was not taking turns. She was standing very close to the truck, not moving her hands, saying something low and steady, and her father started to say something and she said something over the top of it, one short sentence, and he stopped.

      Her father looked at the house. Nicole stepped back from the curtain.

      When she looked again her father had his hand on the roof of the truck and his head was down. Her mother was holding out her hand, palm up. For a long time nothing happened. Then her father reached into his pocket and took out his keys and put them in her mother's hand, and her mother went into the house and came out with her own car keys and her coat on over her pajamas, and got in her own car, and waited with the engine running, and after a while he walked around and got in the passenger side, and her mother backed out of the driveway and drove him home.
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      At ten o'clock that night Nicole was sitting on her bed with her phone.

      She did not practice what she was going to say. She had been practicing it for three hours, in the shower and at dinner and while Gracie cried in the bath about the sprinkler towel that had to go back to a lady whose name nobody knew. She found her father's name. She wrote it once, and she read it once, and it was right, so she sent it.
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      At ten o'clock on Sunday night Tony was sitting on the edge of the bed in the furnished room over the tire shop, in his work socks, with the television on the milk crate showing a replay of the game.

      His truck was in Gina's driveway. He would have to get a ride over there in the morning and get it before work, and he did not yet know who he would ask, or what he would tell them. His head hurt. His mouth tasted like old pennies. On the windowsill was the plastic bottle of lemon-lime soda from the weekend before, mostly empty, and beside it, not empty, a bottle of something else.

      His phone buzzed on the blanket beside him. He picked it up.

      It was from Nicole. It said: I'm not coming anymore.
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            THE MAN WHO DIDN'T STOP
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      The first message came through the tablet on a Tuesday.

      Lily had been using it on the air mattress after dinner, playing the game where you dress up cats, and she came into the kitchen holding it out in both hands. "Mommy, there's a note."

      It was in the drawing app, the one with the crayons and the stickers. Somebody had sent her a picture. It was a heart, red, drawn with the thick marker, and underneath it in the typing box it said: Daddy misses you so much, Lily Bug. Tell Mommy Daddy is so sad. Tell Mommy to call.

      Shannon scrolled up. There were other hearts, older ones, from weeks ago, that she had never seen. Wade had given Lily the tablet for her birthday. Wade had set it up. She had never thought about what that meant until she was standing in her cousin's kitchen holding it.

      "Can I write back?" Lily said.

      "Not tonight, bug."

      "Why?"

      "Because it's late," Shannon said, and put the tablet on top of the refrigerator, and that night after Lily was asleep she sat at Dana's kitchen table and wrote to Wade from her own phone, carefully, three paragraphs. She explained that Lily was six and should not be asked to carry messages. She explained that she was not keeping Lily from him, that he had his visits at the family services building every Saturday, that the schedule came from the court and not from her. She explained that if he wanted to talk about Lily he could text Shannon directly about Lily, and that she would answer about Lily. She read it over four times to make sure it was calm and fair and could not be misunderstood.

      He answered at one in the morning. He said she had always been dramatic. He said a father was allowed to tell his daughter he loved her. He said he had not asked her to carry anything, he had asked her to tell her mother something, which was different, and that if Shannon couldn't see the difference then maybe she was the one who needed help.

      Shannon read it and began typing again. She explained the difference.
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      On Thursday the counselor at Lily's new school called.

      Her name was Mrs. Park, and she was kind, and she was very careful, the way people are careful when they are reading from notes. She said that Lily's father had called the front office on Wednesday. She said he had been very polite. He had wanted them to know that he was concerned about Lily's emotional state, and that Lily's mother had been under a great deal of stress, and had a history of, he'd said, not always being able to cope, and that she had taken Lily out of her school and out of her home without warning in the middle of the night, and that he was worried.

      "I just wanted to let you know he called," Mrs. Park said. "We haven't given him any information. The form you signed is on file."

      "Thank you," Shannon said.

      And then she explained. She stood in the parking lot of the grocery store with a bag of groceries at her feet and explained to a school counselor she had met once for ten minutes why she had left her house at two o'clock in the morning. She explained about the phone checks and the cash and the receipts. She heard herself talking and could not stop. She explained that there was a court order and that she was following it. She explained that she did not have a history of anything, that she had been fine, that she had been a dental hygienist for eleven years and had never missed a day. She explained that Wade was very good on the phone. That he was always very good on the phone.

      Mrs. Park listened. When Shannon finally ran out, Mrs. Park said, gently, "You don't have to explain it to me, Ms. Pierce. We have the order. We'll follow the order."

      Shannon said thank you and hung up and stood in the parking lot, and it was a long time before she remembered the groceries.
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      On Saturday, at the pharmacy, the girl behind the counter said the insurance had been declined.

      "That can't be right," Shannon said. "It's an inhaler. She's had the same one since she was three."

      The girl typed something and looked at the screen. "It says the policy's been terminated for the dependent. As of the first."

      Lily's insurance came through Wade's job. It always had. Shannon stood at the counter with her card in her hand and Lily pulling at her sleeve wanting the gum by the register. The inhaler without insurance was one hundred and eighty dollars. She had two hundred and six in her checking account until Friday.

      She paid for it.

      In the car her phone buzzed. It was Wade.

      Heard you were at the pharmacy. Insurance thing is just a paperwork mixup on my end. Easy to fix. Call me and we'll sort it out.

      She did not ask herself how he had heard. She did not let herself ask. She sat in the pharmacy parking lot with the white paper bag on the passenger seat and Lily in the back asking why they weren't going, and she thought: I will call him. I will just call him once, and I will be very clear, and I will explain that this is Lily's medicine, and he will fix it, because it is Lily's medicine.

      She called him.

      The call lasted forty-seven minutes. The first ten were good. Wade was warm. He reminded her of the night Lily was born, when he had held her in the hospital at three in the morning and sung to her, badly, because the only song he knew all the words to was a jingle for a car dealership on Route 9, and Shannon laughed out loud in the pharmacy parking lot before she could stop herself. Wade was sorry about the mixup. Wade had been thinking about things, he said, and he knew he hadn't always been easy, and he understood why she'd needed some space. At minute eleven he asked where she was living. She said she couldn't tell him that. At minute twelve his voice changed. At minute thirty she was explaining, again, why she had left, and he was explaining, again, why none of it had happened the way she remembered. At minute forty he said that of course he would fix the insurance, he would call on Monday, as soon as she agreed to do the exchanges somewhere normal, like a regular family, instead of that place with the clipboard.

      She hung up. Lily was asleep in the back seat. The white bag was still on the seat beside her.

      On Monday, the insurance was not fixed. On Tuesday, her lawyer called to tell her Wade had filed another motion. It was his third. This one asked the court to end the supervised exchanges, on the grounds that Shannon was, the motion said, poisoning the child against her father.
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      The advocate's office was on the second floor of a building with no sign on the front of it. Her name was Rosa. She was older than Shannon and wore reading glasses on a beaded chain around her neck, and she had a box of tissues on the desk that she did not push toward Shannon, which Shannon noticed and was grateful for.

      "Tell me what's going on," Rosa said.

      Shannon told her. She told her about the tablet and the counselor and the pharmacy and the call and the motion. It took a long time. She had her phone out, and she scrolled back through the messages to show Rosa, and she read some of them out loud, and every time she read one of his she read one of her own right after it, so Rosa could see that she had been reasonable. She kept saying it. I was reasonable. I explained. I explained it really clearly.

      Rosa listened to all of it. When Shannon stopped, she took her glasses off and let them hang on the chain.

      "Can I ask you something?" she said. "What are you hoping will happen, when you explain?"

      Shannon opened her mouth. "That he'll understand."

      "Okay. How long have you been explaining?"

      Shannon started to answer and didn't.

      "I'm not asking to make you feel bad," Rosa said. "I'm asking because it's the most common thing I see in this room. It's the smartest people, usually. The most reasonable ones. They think the problem is that he doesn't understand. So they keep trying to find the right words." She put her hand flat on the stack of printouts Shannon had brought. "I don't know what goes on in his head. Neither do you, not really, not anymore. But I know what happens after every one of these. You pick up the phone."

      "You don't know him," Shannon said.

      "No," Rosa said. "I only know what he does."

      Shannon looked at the printouts.

      "So we're going to stop trying to get him to understand," Rosa said. "We're going to ask a different question. Not how do I make him see it. How do we keep you and Lily safe while he doesn't."

      They talked for a while about the house. Rosa asked what Wade had said, back then, about what would happen if Shannon ever left, and Shannon said he'd said a lot of things, he said things when he was angry, everybody did. Rosa asked whether he kept anything in the house that worried her. Shannon said the hunting rifle was his father's and he'd never once taken it out of the closet. Then she said, a little too fast, that he had never touched Lily. Never. Not once.

      "I didn't ask about Lily," Rosa said.

      Shannon looked at the window. It was a long time before she said anything, and when she did, it wasn't really an answer to anything Rosa had asked.

      "Once," she said. "By the stairs. His hand. Here." She touched the side of her own neck, and then took her hand away as if it had burned her. "The night before I patched the wall."

      Rosa wrote it down.

      After that they made a list. It was not a list of arguments. It was a list of things, and next to each thing Rosa wrote who would handle it, and in most of the spaces the name was not Shannon's. The tablet would stay off, and Rosa would show her how to find out what it had been sharing. The school would get a copy of the order and a letter from her lawyer, and after that any call from Wade to the school would be the school's problem, not hers. The insurance would go to her lawyer, who would ask the court about it, and in the meantime Rosa had a number for a program that covered children's medicine, and she wrote it on a sticky note and put it on Shannon's phone case. The motion would go to her lawyer. And Wade would get one place to reach her about Lily, one, in writing, and nothing else.

      "And when he writes to you there?"

      "Answer what's about Lily," Rosa said. "Only that. The rest of it doesn't get an answer."

      "He'll say I'm cold. He'll put it in the motion."

      "He's already putting you in the motion," Rosa said. "Answering him hasn't kept you out of it."
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      That night at Dana's, the tablet was off, in the drawer under the microwave, where it would stay.

      At ten o'clock Shannon's phone lit up with a message from Wade. It was long. She could see the first line in the preview on the screen. It began: I don't know what they're telling you over there but you need to hear this from me.

      She did not open it.

      She sat at the kitchen table with the phone in front of her and did not open it, and she felt, at first, only a kind of dizziness, as if she had stepped off a curb she hadn't seen. Then she felt the long message sitting there unread, and she felt how much of herself had been built, over seven years, around the answer to it. She did not pick up the phone. She went and brushed her teeth.

      When she came out of the bathroom Lily was awake, standing in the hall in her pajamas with her hair flat on one side.

      "Mommy," she said. "Where's my tablet?"

      "It's put away for a while, bug."

      Lily looked at the drawer under the microwave, where she had seen it go. She looked at her mother. Her face was very serious.

      "Is Daddy sad because of me?"
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            THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE THE COURTROOM
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      The hallway outside Courtroom 4B had a long wooden bench on each side, facing each other, like pews in a church where the families of the bride and the groom were not speaking.

      Tony sat on the left one with his lawyer. Gina sat on the right one with hers. Between them was about nine feet of speckled floor that a man with a mop had gone over at eight o'clock and that nobody had walked on since. It was nine-twenty. They had been told nine. There were four other cases on the list ahead of theirs, and every few minutes the courtroom door opened and a clerk called a name, and people on both benches looked up, and it was never them.

      Tony had worn a tie. He had bought it on Sunday at the discount store by the highway, because the one he owned was from his father's funeral and he did not want to wear it here. It was blue. It had seemed like a calm color in the store. Now, under the lights, he could not stop touching it.

      His lawyer was named Kessler, and he was older than Tony had expected, with half-glasses and a legal pad on which he had written a great many things in very small letters. On the drive over he had told Tony the plan. The plan was that Gina was exaggerating. Not lying, Kessler said, they wouldn't say lying, that played badly. Exaggerating. A man has a few beers at a cookout on a Sunday afternoon, which every man in that yard also did. His daughter, who is fifteen and has been through a hard year and is understandably upset with her father, panics. The mother, who has been hostile since the separation, takes a frightened text from a teenager and turns it into a case. Kessler had a list of every time Gina had been late for an exchange. He had a list of things Gina had said to Tony in writing. He had it organized by date.

      "We're going to be fine," Kessler said now, without looking up from the pad. "Just stay calm. Let me talk."

      Across the hall, Gina was not looking at Tony. She was looking at her hands, and her lawyer, a young woman with short gray hair named Duarte, was talking to her very quietly. Gina nodded at everything. At one point she laughed, a short surprised laugh, and covered her mouth, and Tony wanted more than he could have explained to know what had been funny.
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      Two floors up, in a small room with a window onto the parking garage, Shannon sat on a plastic chair with Rosa beside her and a paper cup of water she had not touched.

      The room was for people who could not sit in the hallway. It had a sign on the door that said only a room number. There was a couch with a crocheted blanket over the back of it, and a box of children's books in the corner, and a framed print of a sailboat that someone had hung a little crooked. Rosa had brought her up here at eight-thirty, by the back elevator, before the courthouse filled up, so that when Wade came in the front door with his lawyer he would find the hallway outside Courtroom 6A empty, and would sit down on a bench and wait for a woman who was not going to come around the corner.

      "They'll come get us," Rosa said. "You don't have to see him until you're inside, and then you don't have to look at him."

      Shannon nodded. On her lap was a folder her lawyer had given her with copies of everything. The screenshot of the heart in the drawing app. A printout from the pharmacy. The letter to the school. The three motions, one on top of the other, each a little thicker than the last.

      At ten-fifteen a court officer knocked on the door, and Shannon stood up, and her legs felt far away from her, and she went down the back stairs with Rosa and in through the side door of the courtroom.

      Wade was already at his table. He did not turn around. He had gotten a haircut. He was wearing the gray suit from their wedding, which he had had taken in, and he looked like a man who had come to the right place to finally be understood.

      His lawyer stood up first. She was good. She spoke without notes. She said this was, unfortunately, a very high-conflict case, one of the most high-conflict she had seen. She said both parents clearly loved their daughter, but that the level of hostility between them was harming the child, and that the current arrangement, with its supervised exchanges and its monitors and its separate doors, was only feeding the conflict, keeping it alive, teaching Lily that her parents were enemies. She said her client wanted peace. She said her client had tried and tried to communicate with the child's mother and had been met with silence. She asked the court to order the parents to a co-parenting class, and to end the supervised exchanges, and to let this family begin to heal.

      It sounded, Shannon thought, sitting there with her folder in her lap, like something she herself might have believed a year ago.

      Then her lawyer stood up. He did not say high conflict. He did not say that the two of them could not get along. He picked up the folder and began to read from it. The tablet. The date. The call to the school, the date. The insurance, the date it was cut and the date the text came offering to restore it if she called. The motions. The dates. He read them slowly, one after another, and he did not characterize any of them. He just said what had happened and when, and put each paper down on the table when he was done with it, until there was a stack.

      "Your Honor," he said, "my client isn't in a conflict. My client left. One of these parents has filed three motions in nine weeks. The other one has filed none."
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      At eleven-forty they called Marino.

      Inside, Courtroom 4B was smaller than Tony had imagined. The judge was a woman about his own age, with reading glasses pushed up into her hair. She said good morning to everybody and said she had read the file.

      Duarte went first. She did not talk about the marriage. She talked about one Sunday. She said that on that Sunday the father had driven the three children on the highway after drinking, and that the fifteen-year-old had texted her mother from the back seat, and that the mother had taken the father's keys in the driveway and driven him home herself. She said the mother was not asking to end the father's time with his children. She was asking that until he had an evaluation, his time be supervised, and that he not drive them.

      Then she said, "Your Honor, there's one more exhibit I'd like to read into the record. It's a text message from Mr. Marino to Ms. Marino, sent at 1:14 a.m. on the same night."

      Kessler started to stand. The judge waved him down. "I'll hear it."

      Duarte read it. She read it in an ordinary voice, not dramatic, as if she were reading out a phone number.

      "You got what you wanted. You turned my own kid against me. Hope your happy. You'll never see me again, none of you will."

      It was Tony's text. He knew it was his. He remembered sending it, or remembered the room he had been sitting in when he sent it, the television, the bottle on the sill. But he did not remember it sounding like this. When he wrote it, it had sounded like the truest thing he had ever said. It had felt like standing up for himself. Now it came across the courtroom in a stranger's calm voice, with the time on it, 1:14 a.m., and his own misspelling in it, and a sentence at the end he did not remember writing, and he heard it the way the judge was hearing it. He heard a man who had been drinking at one in the morning, writing to the mother of his children that none of them would ever see him again.

      He felt his face go hot, all the way down into the collar of the new blue tie.

      Kessler was on his feet. "Your Honor, my client was understandably distraught. His daughter had just cut off contact. The context here is a mother who has, since the separation, consistently..."

      "Mr. Kessler." The judge had her glasses on now. "I'm going to ask your client a question, and I'd like him to answer it himself." She looked at Tony. "Mr. Marino. On that Sunday, before you drove your children home, how much had you had to drink?"

      Tony could feel Kessler beside him. He could feel the whole plan, Gina exaggerating, the frightened teenager, the list of late exchanges organized by date. He had agreed to it in the car. It had sounded right in the car. He opened his mouth to say, a few beers over a whole afternoon, which was what they had practiced.

      And he saw Nicole in the back seat. He had not seen her, that day. He had not looked in the mirror once. But he saw her now, as if he had. He saw her with her phone down beside her leg.

      "Too much," he said.

      Kessler turned and looked at him.

      "I don't know how many," Tony said. "I stopped counting. I shouldn't have driven them. My daughter knew it, and she was right."

      Somewhere behind him a phone buzzed against a bench and was hushed. Across the aisle, Gina had turned her head and was looking at him, and he could not read what was in her face.

      The judge wrote something down. Then she ordered what Duarte had asked for, nearly all of it. Supervised time, at a center, until an evaluation was done and she had seen it. No driving the children. A date in three months to come back. She did not give Tony the weekends. She said, not unkindly, that she hoped to be able to change that order, and that it was largely up to him whether she could.
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      Everybody left.

      Kessler shook his hand in the hallway and said something about next steps and a phone call, and walked off toward the elevator with his legal pad under his arm. Duarte and Gina went the other way, toward the stairs, and at the corner Gina stopped for a second without turning around, and then kept going. The clerk came out and called another name, and two people Tony did not know got up off the benches and went in, and the door closed behind them.

      Tony sat down on the left-hand bench. The man with the mop came back and did the nine feet of floor again. People came and went. The lights hummed. Tony loosened the blue tie and took it off and folded it in half and held it in his lap, and did not get up.
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            WHAT THE DIVORCE COSTS
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      Danny was the one who noticed the thermostat.

      It had always been on sixty-eight. It had been on sixty-eight his whole life, with a strip of masking tape over the little wheel that said DO NOT TOUCH in his father's handwriting. The tape was gone now. The wheel said sixty-four. Danny stood in the front hall in his socks looking at it, and then he went and found a sweatshirt, and the next week it said sixty-three.

      There were other things. The television no longer had the channel with the car show, and when he asked, his mother said they'd cut back on some of the extras. The cereal was in a bag instead of a box now, and had a different name, and tasted almost the same. The pizza on Fridays had stopped. His mother had stopped buying the coffee in the red can and started buying the one in the plastic tub, and she drank it without saying anything, but Danny had seen her make a face at the first sip.

      None of it was big. That was what bothered him. If it had been one big thing, somebody would have told him about it. It was a lot of small things, one after another, each one gone before he could ask about it, and he lay in bed at night and put them together like the pieces of something and did not like the picture they made.

      He was twelve. He knew what happened to people's houses. There was a boy in his class, Tyler Webb, whose family had moved in the middle of fifth grade to an apartment on the other side of the city, and nobody had said why, and one day Tyler's desk was empty. Danny thought about that desk a lot.

      He needed forty dollars for robotics. The club met Tuesdays after school and you needed forty dollars for the kit, and the form had been in his backpack for nine days. He had not given it to his mother. He had taken it out and looked at it and put it back.
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      Nicole had needed eighty-five for the junior class trip, and she had thrown the form away.

      Gina found it on Thursday, emptying the wastebasket in Nicole's room. It was folded in quarters, under a granola bar wrapper. Two days in the city, a museum and a show, the bus leaving at six in the morning from the school parking lot. Parent signature. Eighty-five dollars, due by the fifteenth. The fifteenth was Monday.

      Gina sat down on the edge of Nicole's bed and smoothed the form out on her knee.

      Nicole had not said a word about it. Nicole had not asked for anything in weeks. She had not asked for money for the movies or for new jeans, though her old ones were high at the ankle. She had not asked for a ride. She had become, without anybody deciding it, the child who did not need anything, and Gina had been grateful for that, she realized now, without once wondering what it was costing her.
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      Gracie's shoes were too small. Gina found that out at the pediatrician's, where Gracie took off her sneakers to be weighed and the nurse said, kindly, "Oh, those are getting tight, huh?" and Gina looked down and saw her daughter's toes pressed flat against the fronts, and the red marks on the tops of her feet where the laces had rubbed. Gracie had not complained. Gracie had been walking around in shoes that hurt her, and had not said so, and when Gina asked her in the car why not, Gracie said, "I didn't want to be expensive."
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      Across town, Luis stood in the break room at the warehouse with his phone in his hand and read the overtime schedule on the corkboard for the third time, as if it would say something different.

      Thursday nights were the overtime nights. Thursday nights had always been the overtime nights. They paid time and a half from five until eleven, and for four years Luis had worked every one of them, and the overtime had been the difference between the rent and something left over. Now Thursday was his night with Mateo. The daycare closed at five-thirty. If he was not standing in the lobby at five-twenty-nine, it was a dollar a minute, and after three late pickups they would call Marisol and it would go in a file somewhere.

      He had given up the Thursdays. That was eleven hundred dollars a month, give or take.

      On Saturday morning, at the curb outside Carmen's building, Marisol handed him Mateo in a fleece jacket.

      "He came home without his snowsuit again," she said. "It's twenty-eight degrees. I had to buy another one. That's the second one this month."

      "The snowsuit's at my place." Luis was buckling Mateo into the car seat, and he said it into the back of the car. "You could've asked me to bring it."

      "You could've remembered to send it back."

      "He's two, Marisol. He doesn't need to go back and forth with his clothes in a bag every time. He should have one at each house."

      "I can't buy two of everything, Luis."

      In the car seat, Mateo had stopped kicking his feet and was looking from one of them to the other with his mouth a little open.

      Luis straightened up and stood with his hand on the car door. He knew what it cost her. He knew she was working at the pharmacy with no overtime to lose and her mother's rent on top of her own, and that a snowsuit was forty dollars at the cheap store and she had now bought two. He knew all of that. And he also knew what she meant, underneath, which was that his apartment was a place Mateo visited, and that a place a child visits does not need a snowsuit.

      He said it quietly, so Mateo wouldn't hear the words, only the voice. "I'm not asking you to buy two of everything. I'm asking you to stop acting like my place isn't his house."

      Marisol looked at him. Then she leaned into the back seat and kissed Mateo on the forehead and said, "Be good for Papi," and went back inside without answering. On his break on Monday he went to the cheap store and bought a snowsuit, blue, and a pair of boots, and put them in the closet by his door, and the forty dollars and the twenty-two dollars came out of the Thursday he no longer worked.
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      On Sunday night Gina called the three of them into her bedroom.

      It had to be somewhere, and she did not want it to be the kitchen, and she did not want it to be the living room where they had been told about the divorce. So she sat on her bed with her back against the headboard, and after a while they came in and sat on it too, Gracie at the foot with her knees up, Danny on the side with one foot on the floor as if he might need to leave, and Nicole in the doorway, and then, when Gina patted the blanket, on the corner.

      "I want to tell you about money," Gina said.

      She watched Danny's face. It went very still, the way it did before a shot at the doctor.

      "We have less than we used to," she said. "That's true, and I'm not going to pretend it isn't. When your dad lived here we paid for one house. Now there are two places, his and ours, and two sets of bills, and the same amount of money coming in. So there's less to go around. That's why the heat's lower. That's why the channels are gone, and the pizza, and the coffee." She looked at Danny. "I know you noticed. I should have said something before you had to figure it out."

      Danny looked at the blanket.

      "Here's what's also true. We are not losing this house. Not this year. I've been through all of it with Aunt Theresa and a lady at the bank, and we can stay. The lights are going to stay on. There's going to be food. If you get sick, you're going to the doctor. If you need shoes, you get shoes." She looked at Gracie. "Shoes aren't something you have to worry about. You don't get to be expensive. You're eight."

      Gracie hid her face against her knees, but Gina could see she was smiling.

      "What we're doing less of," Gina said, "is extras. Eating out. Some of the stuff on TV. The good cereal. That's it. That's the whole list."

      "Are we poor?" Gracie said, into her knees.

      Gina thought about it. "We have less," she said. "Less isn't nothing."

      "Tyler Webb moved," Danny said suddenly. He said it to the wall. "In fifth grade. Nobody said why. He was just gone."

      Gina looked at him. She had never heard the name. "We're not moving," she said. "If that ever changes, you'll hear it from me first. Not from a desk."

      Danny's shoulders came down about an inch.

      "And one more thing." Gina reached into the drawer of her nightstand and took out Nicole's form, still creased in quarters, and held it out. Nicole saw it and her face went red.

      "That was in the trash," Gina said.

      "I didn't need to go."

      "Nic." Gina waited until Nicole looked at her. "If you need something for school, I want you to ask me. All of you. Even if you think the answer's going to be no. Sometimes it's going to be no. Sometimes it's going to be not this month. But I'd rather say that to your face than find a form in the garbage." She put the form on the blanket between them. "I can do the trip. I can't do the trip and the SAT class in the same month. So you pick which one's first."

      Nicole picked at the corner of the form where it had been folded. "The trip," she said, and it was the first thing she had asked for since the summer.

      Danny cleared his throat. "Robotics is forty dollars," he said. "For the kit."

      "Get me the form."

      He was already off the bed.
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      On Tuesday Gina took Gracie to the grocery store after school.

      She had the same list she always had. Milk, eggs, bread, bananas, the chicken that was on sale, the store-brand cereal in the bag. She had worked it out at the kitchen table the night before, what she could spend, and she had a number in her head, and as she went down the aisles she added it up without writing anything down, the way she had once added up whether she could afford a drink after work in her twenties.

      Gracie rode on the end of the cart. In the second aisle she picked up a box of the crackers shaped like fish and held it up, and Gina said, "Okay, one box," and Gracie put it in the cart as carefully as if it were an egg.

      At the end of the coffee aisle Gina stopped. In the cart, on top of the bread, was the red can. She had put it in without thinking, out of habit, eighteen years of habit, her hand going to the shelf on its own. She looked at the price. She looked at the number in her head.

      Gracie was turned around on the end of the cart, reading the cereal boxes out loud.

      Gina took the red can out of the cart and put it back on the shelf, in the space it had come from, and turned the label to face out, and pushed the cart on before Gracie looked around.
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            THE REPORT CARD
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      The report card came home in a sealed envelope in Owen's backpack, and Owen gave it to Paul without being asked, which Paul would think about later.

      Math had been a B. It was a D now. Reading had been an A minus and was a C. Under Comments, in Mrs. Alvarez's round, careful handwriting, it said: Owen is a kind and thoughtful boy. He has seemed distracted this term and is often not finishing classwork. He has also been visiting the nurse frequently. I would welcome a chance to talk.

      Paul read it at the counter. Owen stood beside him with his coat still on.

      "It's not that bad," Owen said.

      "I know, bud."

      "The math is hard this year. Everybody says."

      "I know." Paul folded the report card back along its crease. "Go get a snack. We'll figure it out."

      He did not know what the nurse part meant. He called the school the next morning and found out.
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      Owen had been to see Mrs. Kowalski nine times since the start of the term. His stomach hurt. It was always his stomach. He would come in during math or right after lunch, holding his middle, and lie on the cot with the paper sheet that crinkled, and after twenty minutes or so he would usually feel better and go back to class. Mrs. Kowalski had not found anything wrong. No fever. He was eating. He was not throwing up.

      "It's mostly Wednesdays," she said on the phone. "I looked back. Six of the nine are Wednesdays."

      Wednesday was Kevin's pickup. Paul stood in his kitchen and looked at the green squares on the side of the refrigerator.

      "There's one other thing," Mrs. Kowalski said. "The last time, I asked him which of you I should call, if I needed to call somebody. He thought about it for a while. And then he said, whichever one is less busy."
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      Paul called Kevin that night. It was the first time they had spoken on the phone, rather than in short texts about pickup times, in almost two months.

      "He's what?" Kevin said.

      Paul told him. The grades. The nurse. The Wednesdays.

      There was a silence on the line. Then Kevin said, in a voice Paul knew very well, a voice with a careful edge to it, "Well. I don't want to say it."

      "Say what?"

      "I just think, Paul. The calendar. The chart on the fridge. Homework at four-fifteen, dinner at six, lights out at eight-thirty. He's nine. He's under a lot of pressure. Maybe at my place he gets to breathe a little and then he has to come back and be graded."

      "Graded," Paul said.

      "You know what I mean."

      "He was fine," Paul said, "until you left."

      He had not planned to say it. It came out whole, already shaped, as if he had been carrying it for weeks, and once it was out he could not take it back and found he did not want to. On the other end Kevin didn't answer for a long moment.

      "That's not fair," Kevin said finally.

      "His stomach hurts on the day he goes to your house."

      "His stomach hurts on the day he leaves yours. You ever think of it that way?"

      Neither of them said anything after that. Paul could hear a television on Kevin's end, and someone moving in another room, and he knew who it was, and he did not ask.

      "Mrs. Alvarez wants to meet," Paul said. "It's already on the calendar. The twenty-second. Both of us."

      "I know," Kevin said. "It's purple."
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      In the week before the meeting, each of them did something about it without telling the other.

      Paul found a tutor. She was a retired math teacher named Mrs. Hale who worked out of her dining room, forty dollars an hour, and he signed Owen up for Tuesdays and Thursdays at four, and he made a new column on the whiteboard for it, in a color he had not used yet, dark blue. He bought a timer shaped like an apple for the homework table. He bought flash cards. He sat with Owen every night and went through the multiplication tables and did not raise his voice once, and Owen got through them, most nights, with his jaw set and his eyes on the cards.

      Kevin decided the problem was stress. On Wednesday he picked Owen up and took him for ice cream, even though it was November, and told him that at Pop's house there would be no homework on Wednesdays for a while. "You need a break, bud. Your brain needs a break." He bought Owen a game for the tablet, one with building and dragons, and they played it together on the couch until nine-thirty, which was an hour past Owen's bedtime at Paul's, and Scott made popcorn and brought it in and sat on the arm of the couch and watched them.

      On Thursday Owen came home to Paul's with his math sheet from Wednesday blank. At four o'clock Paul drove him to Mrs. Hale's dining room. At four-twenty Owen asked to use the bathroom and stayed in it for a long time, and Mrs. Hale knocked, and Owen came out holding his stomach.
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      The meeting was in a small room off the library with a round table built for children, so that all the adults sat with their knees too high.

      Mrs. Alvarez was there, and Mrs. Kowalski, and the school counselor, a man named Mr. Brennan with a gray beard and a cardigan and a very quiet voice. Paul came from work with his laptop bag. Kevin came in five minutes after, a little out of breath, and took the chair across the table rather than the one beside Paul.

      Mrs. Alvarez went first. She showed them his work. She showed them a math quiz where Owen had gotten the first three problems right and then stopped, and had drawn in the margin, very small, a dog. She said she had moved his seat closer to the front. She said he was a lovely boy, and that he was not himself.

      Then Kevin said, carefully, that he thought a lot of pressure had been put on Owen at home lately, with the schedule and the tutoring, and that maybe the answer was to ease off.

      And Paul said, carefully, that he thought the change had come when the household changed, and that Owen needed more structure right now, not less, and that it was hard to build structure when half the week there wasn't any.

      Mrs. Alvarez looked at Mr. Brennan. Mr. Brennan was filling in a small square on his notepad with his pen, around and around, and he kept filling it in after they had both stopped.

      "Can I ask you both about something from before?" he said. "It's in his file, and I don't want to make too much of it. But I want to understand it. Owen came to you from foster care."

      "At three," Paul said.

      "And before that?"

      Paul looked at Kevin. Kevin said, "Two other homes. One was for about four months. The other was longer. Almost a year."

      Mr. Brennan nodded slowly and wrote something down. "Okay," he said. "So he's moved before."

      "I can't tell you which of you is causing the stomachaches," Mr. Brennan said. "I'm not sure that's where I'd start."

      Across the table Kevin was looking at his hands. Paul looked at the little dog in the margin of the quiz.

      "What I'd like," Mr. Brennan said, "is for there to be one plan. Not a plan at Paul's and a plan at Kevin's. One. The same homework time in both houses, whatever time you pick. The same answer about the tablet. One person who does tutoring, if you want tutoring, on a day that doesn't land on a transition. I'd like to see him once a week here. And I'd like you to find someone outside school, a therapist, who knows about adoption, and I'd like you both to go to the first appointment. Together. Not in shifts."

      He slid a sheet of paper across the table. It had lines on it and nothing written yet.
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      It took forty minutes. Mrs. Alvarez and Mrs. Kowalski went back to their classrooms after the first ten, and it was just the two of them and Mr. Brennan and the sheet of paper, with their knees too high at the little round table.

      Homework at four-thirty, both houses. Paul had wanted four-fifteen. Kevin had wanted after dinner. They picked four-thirty and neither of them liked it. The tablet game on weekends only, both houses, an hour. Kevin had already bought it, and Paul let that go. Mrs. Hale on Mondays, which was nobody's pickup day. Mr. Brennan on Fridays. The therapist, whoever it was, both of them, the first visit, and after that they would see.

      When they were done, Mr. Brennan read it back to them. Then he turned the paper around and held out a pen.

      Paul signed it. He slid it across the table. Kevin read it once more, all the way through, and signed it under Paul's name.

      In the parking lot afterward, standing between their two cars, neither of them said anything about the phone call. Kevin said, "I'll tell him about the homework time Wednesday. So he hears it from both of us." Paul said okay. That was all.
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      On the Friday after, Mr. Brennan gave Owen a box of colored pencils and a blank sheet of paper in his office, which had a beanbag chair and a fish tank, and asked him to draw his family, however he wanted.

      Owen drew two houses. One had a red door and one had a blue door. He gave them each four windows. He drew the dog between them, brown with a pink tongue. He drew a line across the page from one house to the other, freehand this time, a little crooked, because there was no ruler in Mr. Brennan's office.

      Then he drew himself on the line, next to the dog. He drew himself very small. His arms were straight out, one toward each house, and he was smaller than the dog.
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            THE TEENAGER WHO WENT QUIET
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      It was Nicole who taught Gracie to braid.

      Gina found out by accident, coming up the stairs with an armful of clean sheets. Gracie was sitting on the bathroom floor between Nicole's knees, and Nicole was working a comb through her sister's wet hair, sectioning it into three with the tail of the comb, and saying, "Over, under, over. No, you have to hold the other two tight or it goes loose. Here. Feel that?" Gracie was holding up her hands behind her head, trying to follow along by feel, and her tongue was out the side of her mouth.

      Gina stood in the hall with the sheets. Nicole saw her in the mirror, and her face closed, not unkindly.

      "She wanted to learn," Nicole said.

      "That's great, Nic."

      "It's not a big deal."

      Gina went on down the hall and put the sheets away. When she came back past the bathroom the door was shut, and she could hear them laughing on the other side of it, and she stood there for a second with her hand not quite on the knob, and then she went downstairs.
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      It had been like that since the summer. Nicole was everywhere in the house and nowhere Gina could reach her. She got Gracie ready for the bus. She checked Danny's math before he turned it in and told him when he'd done it wrong. She knew which of Gracie's teachers liked her and which one didn't, and which days Danny had gym, and where the spare key was now that the lock on the side door stuck. She ran the second shift of the house without anybody asking her to.

      And then, at eight o'clock, she went into her room and closed the door, and she was gone.

      Gina tried. She knew she was trying too hard, and she could not seem to stop. She asked at dinner how school was, and Nicole said fine. She asked who Nicole was texting, and Nicole said Maddie. She asked whether there was anybody new, anybody Gina should know about, and Nicole looked at her with an expression of such perfect patience that Gina felt about seven years old. She asked whether Nicole was sleeping. She asked whether she wanted to talk to somebody, a counselor, anybody. Nicole said she was fine. Nicole said she was fine so many times that the word stopped meaning anything and became only a sound.

      Gina warned, too. She could hear herself doing it and couldn't stop that either. About the party at the Delaneys' that she had heard about from another mother. About boys who drove. About the internet, about pictures, about the girl two towns over who had been in the news. Nicole listened to all of it with her eyes on some point just past Gina's left ear, and said okay, and went upstairs.

      On the Tuesday after Thanksgiving, Gina turned on the location sharing on Nicole's phone.

      She had set it up two years ago, when Nicole first got the phone, and had never used it. Now she used it. She looked at it at work, at lunch, a little blue dot moving between the school and the library and Maddie's house and home. She looked at it at night. She knew she was doing it. It did not make her feel any better, and she did it anyway, because it was the only piece of her daughter she could reach.

      Nicole noticed in four days. Gina knew she had noticed because the blue dot stopped moving. It sat at the house, all day, every day, even when Gina knew for a fact Nicole was at school. Nicole had left the phone at home. She went to school without it, and came home, and picked it up off her dresser, and never said a word about it, and neither did Gina.

      At eleven o'clock one night, a week later, Gina stood in the kitchen and looked at Nicole's phone plugged in by the toaster, where the kids' phones slept. She picked it up. It asked her for a passcode. She typed in the old one, Nicole's birthday backwards, and it shook its little shake and told her no.

      She stood there holding it. She thought about the six numbers it might be. She thought about how she would feel if she got in, and what she would find, and what she would do with what she found, and what she would tell Nicole about how she knew it.

      She put it back on the charger, in exactly the place it had been.
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      On Thursday night Gina went up at nine-thirty. Nicole's door was shut. There was light under it.

      She knocked. There was a pause long enough that she thought she wouldn't be answered. Then Nicole said, "Yeah?"

      Gina opened the door. Nicole was on her bed with a textbook open and her earbuds in and her phone beside her on the blanket. She took one earbud out and looked at her mother, waiting for the question.

      Gina came in and sat down at the foot of the bed. She did not say anything.

      Nicole waited. After a while she said, "What?"

      "Nothing," Gina said. "I'm not going to ask you anything."

      Nicole looked at her suspiciously. Then she looked back at her textbook. She did not put the earbud back in.

      Gina sat there. On the ceiling were the plastic stars they had put up together when Nicole was nine, the ones that glowed green in the dark, most of them fallen off now, a constellation with gaps in it. Gina looked at them. She did not look at the phone on the blanket. She did not look at Nicole's face. She sat at the foot of her daughter's bed with her hands in her lap and listened to the pages turn.

      It was a long time. Ten minutes, maybe more. Nicole turned three pages.

      Then Gina stood up. She put her hand on Nicole's foot through the blanket, briefly, and squeezed it once. "Night, Nic."

      "Night," Nicole said. And then, just as Gina reached the door, not looking up: "Mom. You can turn it back on. The location thing. I don't care."

      Gina stopped with her hand on the frame. "I'm not going to," she said. "I'm sorry I did."

      She closed the door behind her and stood in the hall. There was no sound from the other side for a while. Then the pages again.
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      It was Sunday, and dark at five, and Gina was driving Nicole home from Maddie's.

      It was a fifteen-minute drive, the back way, past the reservoir and the church with the lit-up sign that changed its message every week. The heater was on high. Nicole had her feet up on the dashboard, which Gina had asked her not to do about four hundred times and did not ask her now. The radio was on low. Neither of them had said anything since Maddie's driveway.

      They passed the church. The sign said WINTER IS COMING BUT SO IS SPRING, which was the kind of thing it always said.

      "Dad texts me," Nicole said.

      Gina kept her hands where they were on the wheel.

      "At night. Late. Not every night." Nicole was looking straight out through the windshield at the road, at the dark shapes of the trees going by at the edge of the headlights. Her voice was very even. "Since I stopped going. He says he misses me, and stuff about when I was little, and sometimes I can tell he's been drinking because of how he types. And I always write back. Every time. Even if it's two in the morning. Because I don't want him to be sitting there and nobody answers."

      She stopped. The heater roared. The road curved along the edge of the reservoir, black water on the right, and Gina took the curve slowly, the way she always took it.

      Gina's hands tightened on the wheel. She kept them there.

      "I didn't know that," Gina said. "Thank you for telling me."

      Nicole didn't answer. She kept looking out through the windshield, and Gina kept her eyes on the road.
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            THE NIGHT YOU SOUNDED LIKE YOUR FATHER
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      It had been a long week, and it was only Thursday.

      Paul's project at work had been moved up by ten days, which meant he had been on calls until seven every night and at the laptop again after Owen was asleep. The dishwasher had stopped draining on Monday and was still full of gray water because the repair window was eight to noon on a day he did not have. Moose had eaten something in the yard and been sick on the living room rug twice. And on Tuesday, at the winter concert, Kevin had come with Scott, and the two of them had sat three rows up and one section over, and during the fourth-grade song Scott had put his hand on the back of Kevin's neck, lightly, for a moment, and Paul had watched it happen and then watched the stage and not heard a single note his son sang.

      He had been fine. He had been fine all week. He had been, he thought, remarkably fine.

      At four-thirty Owen sat down at the kitchen counter for homework, because four-thirty was homework in both houses now, and Paul put a glass of chocolate milk beside the worksheet, because chocolate milk was part of four-thirty too. He sat down across from him with his laptop open and his phone beside it, and a call starting in twelve minutes.

      Owen did two problems. Then he started kicking the leg of the stool.

      "Owen."

      He kicked it again.

      "Bud. The stool."

      "I'm not doing anything."

      "You're kicking the stool. Do your math."

      Owen picked up his pencil and put it down. He looked at the worksheet as if it had insulted him. "This is stupid," he said. "We already did this in class. Why do I have to do it again."

      "Because that's what homework is."

      "At Pop's I don't have to do it on Wednesdays."

      "You do now. We all agreed."

      "You agreed." Owen reached for the chocolate milk without looking at it, and his hand caught the side of the glass instead of the middle, and the glass went over.

      It went over slowly, the way things do when there is nothing you can do about them. The milk ran across the worksheet in a brown sheet and off the edge of the counter onto Owen's lap and the floor, and some of it reached the edge of Paul's laptop and pooled against the keyboard, and the worksheet went soft and dark all at once, the numbers bleeding.

      Paul grabbed the laptop and held it up in the air, dripping.

      "Oh my God," he said. "Oh my God, Owen."

      "It's fine," Owen said. He was looking at his wet lap. "It's just milk. It's stupid homework anyway." And then, lower, not quite to himself: "I hate it here."

      Paul did not decide to do what he did next. There was no moment of deciding. There was the laptop in his hands, dripping, and the call in ten minutes, and the gray water in the dishwasher, and Scott's hand on the back of Kevin's neck, and his son's voice saying I hate it here in that flat, bored, careless tone, and then Paul's voice was filling the kitchen, loud, louder than he had ever used in this house, loud enough that Moose got up from under the table and left the room.

      "LOOK what you DID. Do you have ANY idea. Do you have ANY IDEA what I..."

      And his hand was on Owen's arm. He had put the laptop down on the wet counter without noticing and his hand had closed around Owen's upper arm, hard, and he had pulled, so that Owen came half off the stool toward him.

      Owen's face changed.

      It did not crumple. It did not get angry. It went somewhere. His eyes went flat and far away, and his shoulders came up around his ears, and his whole body got smaller and very still, like an animal in a field when the shadow passes over. And Paul had seen that face before. Not on Owen. He had seen it from the inside. He had worn it at nine years old in a kitchen in Dayton, with his father's hand around his arm in exactly this place, and his father's voice filling the room.

      He let go.

      Owen stayed where he was, half off the stool, not moving.

      And the words came into Paul's mouth. They came fast and whole and completely reasonable. I'm sorry, but you have to understand. I've had a really long week. You can't talk to me like that. You know you're not supposed to reach without looking. If you had just listened when I asked you about the stool. They were all true, and Paul could feel how good it would feel to say them, how much better, how they would put the thing that had just happened back on the other side of the counter where Owen was.

      He heard them in his father's voice. You made me do that. Look what you made me do.

      He closed his mouth.

      Owen got off the stool. He did not look at his father. He went upstairs in his milk-wet jeans, not fast, not slow, and Paul heard his door shut, quietly.
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      The call started without him. He let it.

      He cleaned up the milk. He did it very carefully, with paper towels and then a wet dish towel and then more paper towels, the counter and the floor and the rungs of the stool, and he threw the worksheet away and then took it back out of the trash and laid it flat on the windowsill, because Owen would have to explain it to Mrs. Alvarez tomorrow and it seemed important that it exist. The laptop would not turn on. He put it upside down on a folded towel.

      At six he went up and knocked on Owen's door.

      "I'm going to sleep," Owen said, through it.

      "It's six o'clock, bud. Do you want dinner?"

      "No."

      Paul stood in the hall. "I'm going to leave a plate on the counter," he said. "In case."

      He made grilled cheese and cut it in half the way Owen liked, and put it on a plate on the counter with a paper towel over it, and it was still there at nine o'clock, cold, when he went up to check and found Owen asleep in his clothes with the light on and the dog, who had gone up there at some point, asleep in the doorway.

      Owen's sleeve had ridden up. On the soft inside of his upper arm, in the lamplight, Paul could see four pale red marks in a row, fading.

      He turned off the lamp and went downstairs and sat on the back steps in the cold without a coat.
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      His father had never once apologized. Paul realized, sitting there, that he had never thought about that before, in all these years. His father had explained. That was what his father did, afterward, every time, at the kitchen table, with his hands flat on it: explained. How hard he worked. How much he put up with. How Paul had to understand what it was like. And at the end of every explanation, somehow, it had been Paul who was sorry. Paul, at nine, at eleven, at fourteen, saying sorry, Dad, and his father nodding, as if something had been settled.

      He had sworn, at some point he could no longer locate, that he would never do that to a child.

      He sat on the steps until his hands were numb. Then he went inside and got his phone from the counter, and he did two things.

      The first was an email. It was to the therapist they had found through Mr. Brennan, Dr. Lane, who had seen Owen twice now, and who had said at the first session that she saw parents too, alone, when that was useful. Paul wrote: I need to make an appointment for myself. Tonight I lost my temper with Owen and grabbed his arm. I recognized it. It's something from my own childhood, and I don't want to hand it down. Whatever you have soonest. He read it over. He did not send it. He sat with his thumb over the button and then saved it in drafts, where it would still be in the morning, and told himself that was the same thing.

      The second was harder. He called Kevin.

      It was ten-thirty. Kevin picked up on the fourth ring, and his voice had the careful sound it got now when Paul called at an odd hour, the sound of a man bracing for news about their son.

      "He's okay," Paul said first. "He's asleep. He's okay." Then he said the rest. He yelled at Owen tonight. He grabbed his arm, hard. There were marks. He started to say something about the week, the laptop, the call, and heard himself starting it, and stopped in the middle of the sentence and did not finish it. "I wanted you to hear it from me before you hear it from him."

      "Okay," Kevin said slowly. "Okay. Are you going to talk to somebody? Dr. Lane?"

      "I wrote her an email."

      "Did you send it?"

      Paul didn't answer.

      "Paul."

      "No."

      "Send it," Kevin said. "Right now. I'll wait."

      Paul took the phone away from his ear and opened his drafts and sent it, with Kevin on the line, listening to nothing.

      "Okay," Paul said. "It's sent."

      On the other end there was the sound of Kevin getting up and walking into another room and shutting a door.

      "I'm glad you told me," Kevin said. And then, after a moment, in a different voice, the one from before, from years ago: "Are you okay?"

      Paul stood in the kitchen with the phone against his ear and did not know how to answer that. "I will be," he said. "Go to bed, Kev."

      He hung up and went to bed.
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      In the morning Paul made eggs. Scrambled, soft, with the cheese stirred in at the end, which was how Owen liked them and how Kevin had always made them and how Paul had never quite managed to. He put them on a plate at the counter with a piece of toast, at Owen's place, next to the windowsill where the ruined worksheet had dried stiff and wavy overnight.

      Owen came down in yesterday's clothes. He looked at his father once, quickly, and then at the eggs. He climbed onto the stool and started eating.

      Paul sat down across from him. Not too close. He had thought about what to say most of the night, and had kept making it longer, and then had cut it back, and cut it back again.

      "Owen," he said. "Last night. I yelled, and I grabbed your arm. That was wrong. It wasn't the milk. It wasn't you. It's a thing I've got, from, it's old, and I'm going to go talk to somebody about it." He stopped. "I'm sorry."

      He stopped there. He did not say, okay? He did not say, do you forgive me. He did not wait for anything. He sat with his hands around his coffee and let it be finished.

      Owen shrugged. He kept eating.
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            ABUELA'S RULES
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      Carmen called them visits.

      She had called them that from the beginning, and at first Marisol had not noticed, because it was the kind of word that slides past. Luis has his visit Saturday. Is this a visit weekend? When does the visit end? It was only when Marisol heard Mateo say it, in the back seat of the car on the way to Luis's apartment, singing it to himself to the tune of something from daycare, visit, visit, Papi's visit, that she heard it at all. After that she could not stop hearing it. Carmen said it ten times a day. She said it on the phone to her sister in Puerto Rico. She said it to the woman at the bakery.

      "It's not a visit, Mami," Marisol said once, lightly, over the dishes. "It's his time with his father."

      "What's the difference?"

      Marisol did not have an answer that did not start a fight, so she didn't give one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On a Thursday in March, Marisol was at the pharmacy until eight and Carmen had Mateo, and at five-thirty Luis came to Carmen's door to pick him up, as he had every Thursday since the fall.

      Carmen opened the door about a foot. She did not take the chain off.

      "He has a cold," she said.

      Luis looked past her. Mateo was on the living room floor in his socks, driving a plastic dump truck up the side of the couch and making the noise of the engine with his whole face. He did not look like a child with a cold. He looked up and saw his father in the gap of the door and his face opened, and he said, "Papi!" and started to get up.

      "He's staying in tonight," Carmen said. "It's too cold to have him out with a cold. Marisol shouldn't have said yes to Thursdays anyway. A boy that age needs to sleep in his own bed on a school night."

      "He's three. It's not a school night. It's daycare."

      "Next week," Carmen said, and closed the door.

      Luis stood on the landing. Through the door he could hear Mateo saying Papi, Papi, and Carmen saying something in a low voice, and then the sound of the television getting louder.

      He texted Marisol from the car. Your mother won't give me Mateo. Says he has a cold. He doesn't have a cold.

      Marisol read it in the back room of the pharmacy, between a woman with a question about her blood pressure pills and a man who had been waiting forty minutes for antibiotics. She read it twice. Then she typed: I'll talk to her.

      She did not talk to her. She got home at eight-thirty and Mateo was asleep and Carmen was watching her novela with her feet up, and Marisol stood in the kitchen doorway and thought about the conversation, and how it would go, and how her mother would say, I did it for you, mija, somebody has to look out for you, and how Marisol would have nothing to say to that, because in a way it was true. So she ate the plate her mother had left on the stove and said nothing, and in the morning she told herself she was staying out of it. That it was between Luis and her mother. That she was not going to be in the middle.
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      Mateo turned three in April. The party was at the pavilion in the park by the river, because it was the only place big enough for both families, and because nobody's apartment was neutral ground.

      Marisol's side came early. Carmen brought the rice and the pernil and two tías and a cousin with a new baby, and set up at the long end of the picnic table closest to the parking lot. Luis's side came at two. His mother, Doña Inés, brought a cake from the good bakery in her own neighborhood, which was bigger than the one Marisol had ordered, and Rafi brought a speaker and set it on the grill and put on music nobody on Marisol's side liked, and Luis's aunts sat down at the other end of the same picnic table, and there were six feet of bare wood between them that nobody sat on for the next three hours.

      Nobody fought. That was almost the worst of it. Everyone was very polite. The tías complimented the pernil. Doña Inés complimented the balloons. Carmen told Rafi his music was very lively. And under all of it, in Spanish, in voices pitched to carry just exactly as far as they needed to, it went back and forth.

      "Such a nice party. So nice that the grandmother lets him see his father for it."

      "Well. It's his birthday. It's not a visit day, but for a birthday."

      "In my family, a father is not a visitor."

      "In my family, a father does not leave."

      Marisol was cutting cake. She heard every word. She kept cutting cake.

      Mateo had been running in circles all afternoon with the bigger cousins, shrieking, a streak of red frosting across one cheek. At some point Marisol looked up from the cake and could not find him. She looked at the playground. She looked by the river fence. Luis, at the grill, saw her face and put down the tongs.

      They found him under the picnic table. He was sitting in the dirt between the bench legs, right in the middle, under the six feet of empty wood, with his new dump truck in his lap. He was not playing with it. He was holding it in both hands as if it might spill, and looking at the grass, and his mouth was closed tight.

      "Mateo," Marisol said, crouching. "Papito. Come out. It's time for presents."

      He didn't move. Above him, on both sides, the grown-up voices kept going.

      Luis got down on his hands and knees in the dirt on the other side. "Hey, buddy. You okay under there?"

      Mateo looked at his father. He looked at his mother. He did not say anything. He held the truck.

      Marisol stayed crouched there with her hand on the edge of the bench, looking at her son sitting in the exact middle of the silence the adults had made, and thought about the text on her phone from March that said I'll talk to her.

      It took twenty minutes and a promise of the biggest present to get Mateo out. He opened the presents without saying anything. He did not eat his cake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following Thursday Marisol was off work. She was there at five-thirty when Luis knocked on her mother's door.

      Carmen got up to answer it. Marisol said, "I've got it, Mami," and went first, and took the chain off, and opened the door all the way.

      "Hi," Luis said, carefully. He looked past her at Carmen, who had come up behind her daughter holding Mateo's coat, the blue one with the hood.

      "Tell him back by seven-thirty," Carmen said, in Spanish, to Marisol. "Tell him not to feed him junk. It's a short visit, it's a weeknight."

      Mateo was standing between his mother's legs, holding onto her jeans, looking up at all of them.

      Marisol turned around. She did not lower her voice. She said it in Spanish, the way her mother had said it, so there would be no mistaking who she was talking to, and she said it in front of Mateo on purpose, because Mateo was the one it was about.

      "Mami. No es una visita. Luis es su papá. Su casa es la casa de Mateo también."

      Then, so Luis would hear it too, she said the rest in English. "He brings him back when the two of us agreed. Luis knows what to feed him. It isn't your decision, Mami. It's mine and his."

      Down the hall somebody's television was playing a game show. Mateo looked up at his grandmother.

      Carmen's face did several things. Marisol watched them happen. She saw her mother's mouth start to open, and saw the argument arrive in it, the whole of it, I'm only protecting you, after everything I do, you'll see, and she saw her mother look down at Mateo, who was watching her with his hand wrapped in Marisol's jeans.

      Carmen held the coat. She held it against her chest for a moment, in both arms, as if she might not let it go.

      Then she held it out, and handed it to Luis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            THE MEDIATOR'S TABLE
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      The mediator's office was on the fourth floor of a building that also had a dentist and an insurance agent in it, and the waiting room smelled like both.

      Luis got there twenty minutes early and sat in the car. He had a list. He had written it on the back of a pay stub the night before, and he had it in his shirt pocket, folded twice, and he took it out and read it again. Two overnights a week. Every other weekend, Friday to Sunday. Half of every holiday. Thursdays. He had underlined Thursdays twice. At the bottom he had written, and then crossed out, and then written again: I'm his father, not a babysitter.

      Marisol had a list too. Hers was on her phone. She had typed it on her break at the pharmacy and read it to her mother over dinner, and Carmen had added two things, and Marisol had taken one of them back off before she left the house that morning. Daycare stays by me. Pediatrician stays the same. Nothing overnight during the week. She makes the medical decisions. Every other weekend, Saturday to Sunday, back by five.

      They rode up in the same elevator without speaking. When the doors opened on four, Luis held them, and Marisol said thank you, and that was the whole conversation until they sat down.
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      The mediator was a woman named Diane Feld, with short white hair and red glasses and a glass-topped table in a small room with a window onto the parking lot. There was a bowl of wrapped mints in the middle of the table and three bottles of water and a yellow pad. She asked them to call her Diane. She explained what mediation was and what it wasn't, and that she did not work for either of them, and that nothing they said in the room would be carried into a courtroom. She asked each of them, separately and then together, whether either of them felt afraid of the other, or unable to speak freely in the room. They both said no. She wrote something down.

      Then she said, "So. Tell me what you're hoping to walk out with today."

      Luis went first. He had the pay stub out. He read it almost exactly as written, the overnights, the weekends, the holidays, Thursdays, and he heard his own voice getting harder as he went, as if he were reading charges.

      Marisol went second. She did not look at her phone. She had the list by heart. Daycare. Pediatrician. No weeknight overnights. Medical decisions. Saturday to Sunday. She said it evenly, to the table.

      Diane wrote both lists on the yellow pad side by side. She looked at them for a while.

      "Okay," she said. "Luis, can I ask why the overnights matter so much?"

      "Because he's my son."

      "Sure. But why overnights, specifically? Why that number?"

      Luis started to answer and heard it before he said it. Because if I only get him in the daytime I'm a visitor. Because two is more than one. Because every time she takes something away I'm a little less of a father and at some point I'm not one at all. He did not say any of it. He said, "Because I don't want to be a babysitter."

      "Nobody here said you were," Diane said mildly.

      Marisol was turning a mint over and over in its wrapper.

      "Marisol," Diane said. "Why no weeknight overnights?"

      "Because he's three. Because he needs to be in his own bed on a school night. Because I don't know what happens over there." It came out faster than she meant. "I'm not saying anything happens. I'm saying I don't know. I don't know when he eats, I don't know when he sleeps. He comes back and he's wrecked and I don't know why."

      "He's wrecked because he misses you," Luis said. "He cries at my place too, when it's time to go back to you."

      Diane held up one hand, not sharply.

      "Let's try something," she said. She turned to a fresh page on the pad and drew a line down the left side and wrote times along it, six in the morning to eight at night. "I want the two of you to walk me through a Tuesday. Not your Tuesday. His. Start when he opens his eyes."
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      It took an hour and a half.

      Mateo opened his eyes at six-fifteen, usually, at his mother's, because Carmen was up at six with the radio on. At Luis's it was closer to seven because the blinds were better. Neither of them had known that about the other one's apartment.

      He ate breakfast. At Marisol's it was eggs. At Luis's it was cereal, which Marisol made a face at, and Luis said he'd do eggs, it didn't matter to him, he just didn't know Mateo would eat eggs. Diane wrote: eggs.

      Daycare opened at seven-thirty. It was four minutes from Carmen's and twenty-six from Luis's in traffic. Luis had been thinking about that for months. He did not want Mateo in a car for fifty minutes a day. He had not said so to anybody because it felt like losing. He said it now, out loud, to the yellow pad, and Marisol looked at him with surprise.

      "So daycare stays where it is," Diane said.

      "Daycare stays where it is," Luis said.

      The medicine. Mateo had been on the pink antibiotic twice that winter for his ears and would probably be on it again. It had to be at eight and at eight. Marisol had been sending it in a bag with a note taped to the bottle, and half the time the note fell off, and she did not know if he'd gotten his dose. Luis had been getting it every time. He had an alarm on his phone. He showed her the alarm. It said MATEO PINK in capital letters, twice a day, and had said so all winter.

      Marisol read the alarm twice and handed the phone back.

      Pickup. Clothes. Which bag. Luis said he didn't care about the bag, he'd buy a second everything, he already had, the snowsuit and the boots and the blue cups. Marisol said she didn't care about the bag either, she just wanted his coat to come home when it was cold. They agreed that coats would stay with whichever house he slept at, and each of them wrote it on their own phone at the same time without noticing the other doing it.

      The goodnight call. That was where it got hard.

      On nights he was at Marisol's, Luis wanted to call at seven-thirty, every night, and say goodnight. Five minutes. On the phone, on video, whatever. Marisol said every night was too much, it wound Mateo up, he cried after. Luis said he cried because he missed his father, and that wasn't a reason not to call, it was the reason to call. Marisol said it was easy for him to say, he wasn't the one putting him to bed after.

      Diane let it go on for a little while. Then she said, "Luis. If you had to give up everything on your list except one thing. Which one?"

      Luis looked at the pay stub on the table. Two overnights a week. The weekends. The holidays. Thursdays, underlined twice.

      "The call," he said. "Every night. Five minutes."

      He had not known that until he said it.

      "Marisol," Diane said. "Same question."

      Marisol finally unwrapped the mint and put it in her mouth. "His doctor," she said around it. "The same doctor. Dr. Reyes. Since he was born. She knows him. I don't want him going to some urgent care on a weekend and having someone who's never seen him before decide something. If he's sick, I want Dr. Reyes to know. I want to be the one who calls her."

      "Luis?"

      Luis thought about it. "Okay," he said. "But I want to be in the room when she sees him. If it's my day, I take him, and you meet us there. You don't get to go without me."

      "Fine."

      "And the call."

      Marisol turned the mint over. "Five minutes. Not every night. Every night he's not with you except Sunday. Sunday he's tired."

      "Okay."
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      By the end, very little of either list was left.

      Luis got one weeknight overnight, Thursday, not two, and every other weekend from Saturday morning to Sunday at five, the way Marisol had wanted, instead of Friday. He got the call, six nights a week, five minutes, at seven-thirty. Marisol got daycare where it was, Dr. Reyes, and medical decisions with Luis told first and present when he could be. Mateo's birthday would be split, morning at one house and afternoon at the other. The holidays they could not settle. Christmas Eve was Nochebuena at Carmen's, the way it had been every year of Marisol's life, and it was also the night Luis's family had always done the big dinner at his mother's, and neither of them would give it up, and after forty minutes on that one thing alone Diane wrote TO BE DETERMINED across the holiday section in block letters and moved on. The word visit was not in it anywhere. Diane had asked, near the end, what they wanted the time called on the paper, and Luis had opened his mouth, and Marisol had said, "His time with his dad," before he could.

      Diane read it back to them. It was three pages. Neither of them smiled while she read it. Neither of them had gotten what they came in with. Luis thought, listening, that it was a worse deal than the one on his pay stub, and Marisol thought it was a worse deal than the one on her phone, and they both sat at the glass table and knew it.

      "Do you want to sign it?" Diane said. "You don't have to today."

      They signed it.
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      In the parking lot, Marisol got into her car and pulled out right away, because she was due back at the pharmacy at one. Luis watched her taillights go out onto the road and turn left.

      He got into his car. He put the key in the ignition. He took the pay stub out of his shirt pocket and looked at it, the overnights, the weekends, the holidays, Thursdays underlined twice, and at the bottom, crossed out and written again, I'm his father, not a babysitter.

      He put it on the passenger seat. He sat with his hand on the key and did not turn it. The parking lot was bright and flat. A woman came out of the building holding her jaw, from the dentist, and got into the car next to his and drove away. Luis sat there with his hand on the key.
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      Shannon opened the app at seven o'clock, because seven o'clock was when she opened it.

      She had made the rules herself, the second spring, sitting at the little table in the new apartment with Rosa on speakerphone. The court had ordered the app after the hearing: one place for everything about Lily, every message stamped with the date and the time, nothing deleted, nothing edited after it was sent, everything readable by a judge if a judge ever asked. It had a feature that flagged certain words before you sent them and asked if you were sure. Wade had complained about the app to the court twice. The court had kept it.

      The rules were Shannon's. She opened it once a day. Seven o'clock, after Lily's bath, before Lily's book. Never before coffee. Never after eight. She read everything he sent. She answered only what was about Lily, and she answered it in as few words as it took, and then she closed it.

      The rest of the week had nothing to do with him, and that was the part she had not expected. She was back at the dental office four days a week, cleaning teeth and listening to people talk about their kids while her hands were in their mouths. Lily had lied twice that month about brushing her own teeth, which Shannon found professionally insulting. Lily had lost a library book and cried about the fine. Lily wanted to go to a sleepover at a house Shannon had never been inside, and Shannon said no, and Lily said she was the only one in the whole second grade who couldn't go anywhere, and Shannon called the other mother and went and stood in her kitchen for twenty minutes and then said yes. On Thursday nights, when Dana could watch Lily, Shannon had started going to a pottery class at the community center, where she had made four bowls, all of them lopsided, one of which she had given to Rosa.

      Tonight there were three messages.

      The first had come in at 11:52 the night before. It was long. It said that he had driven past the Y on Saturday and seen her car, and he assumed that meant Lily was taking swimming lessons, and he wanted it noted that nobody had consulted him, and that this was exactly the kind of thing, and that a judge would be very interested to hear how she made unilateral decisions about his daughter's activities. It said several other things. It said his mother had been asking about Lily, and that his mother was not getting any younger.

      The second had come in at 6:10 that morning. It said: Easter. My mother is flying in. I'll take Lily Saturday through Monday.

      The third had come in at 2:34 that afternoon. It was a photo of Lily at four, on a beach, holding a bucket. There were no words with it.

      A year ago, Shannon would have spent the evening on the first message. She would have explained that swimming was Saturday mornings at nine, that it was twelve dollars a class through the city program, that Lily had asked for it herself after a girl in her class had a pool party and Lily had been the only one who couldn't go in past her knees. She would have explained that she had not hidden it, that it was on the calendar in the app, that he could have looked. She would have written a paragraph about his mother and a paragraph about what a judge would or would not be interested in. She would have done it well.

      She read it again. There was one thing in it that was about Lily, and it was already on the calendar.

      She read the second message. That one was about Lily. She opened the order, which she kept as a document on her phone, and scrolled to the holiday schedule, and read the line she already knew was there.

      She made the photo bigger with two fingers, then smaller again. Lily in a yellow bathing suit with a ruffle, squinting into the sun, bucket held up with both hands to show whoever was taking the picture. Shannon remembered the day. She remembered who had been taking the picture, and how good the afternoon had been, and how the evening had gone after they got home. She did not answer the photo. There was nothing in it to answer.

      She typed: Per the order, Easter is with me this year. You have Lily Saturday 10 to 12 at the family center as usual.

      She read it once. The app did not flag anything. She sent it, and closed the app, and went and read Lily the chapter about the girl who lived in the lighthouse, and did not think about it again until morning.
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      On a Thursday in March, Owen's school held the science fair in the gym.

      Owen's project was on a trifold board propped on the end of a long table. It said DO PLANTS GROW TOWARD MUSIC in cut-out letters, and underneath it were two bean plants in yogurt cups, one that had been played classical music for three weeks and one that had been kept in silence in the hall closet, and a chart. The one in the closet was taller. Owen had not expected that, and had wanted to throw the project out, and Mr. Brennan had told him that a result you didn't expect was still a result. So there it was, the taller plant and the shorter plant, and a card that said CONCLUSION: NOT WHAT I THOUGHT.

      Kevin and Paul came at six-thirty. They came separately, from different directions, Kevin from work in a tie and Paul from home in a sweater, and they met at the doors of the gym and walked in together. It was the third time they had done that this year. Owen saw them come in from across the gym and did not wave. He watched to see what would happen at the doors, and what happened was that his father held the door and his Pop said something, and they both almost laughed, and came in.

      They stood at his table for twenty minutes. They asked about the plants. Paul read the chart very carefully. Kevin asked what kind of music, and when Owen said Mozart, Kevin said maybe the plant just didn't like Mozart, and Owen laughed out loud.

      Then Coach Dimitri came by. He coached the travel soccer team, the one that played in other towns on Saturdays and sometimes Sundays, and he shook both their hands and said Owen had looked great in the rec league and he hoped they'd think about tryouts in April.

      After he left, Kevin picked up the closet bean plant, looked at it, and put it down.

      "I think he should try out," Kevin said.

      "I think it's a lot," Paul said. "Every weekend. Both houses. We just got homework working."

      "He's good, Paul. You heard him."

      "I know he's good."

      Owen stood between them with his hands in his pockets. He felt it start, the thing in his stomach, the place just under his ribs that got tight on Wednesdays. He waited for them to keep going. He waited for his Pop to say something about the calendar, and his dad to say something about Pop not being around to see it through.

      Paul looked at Owen. Then he looked at Kevin. Then he said to Owen, "Pop and I see this one differently. We're going to talk about it, just the two of us, and we'll tell you by Sunday what we decided."

      Kevin nodded. "By Sunday," he said.

      Owen looked at one of them and then the other. Then he said, "Okay," and the thing under his ribs loosened, not all the way, but some.

      When the fair was over the three of them walked out to the parking lot. His fathers stood by Kevin's car for ten minutes, talking, while Owen waited in the passenger seat of Paul's car with the bean plants on his lap. He could see them through the windshield. He could not hear them. Paul had his arms crossed. Kevin had his keys in his hand and kept turning them over. At one point Paul shook his head. At one point Kevin laughed, a short one, and Paul almost did. Nobody raised a voice. Nobody looked over at the car. Owen watched the whole thing, and it looked like two people deciding something, and that was all it looked like.

      On Sunday, on speakerphone from Kevin's apartment, with Paul's voice coming out of the phone on the kitchen table, they told him. Tryouts, yes. If he made the team, he'd play. If homework slipped, they'd sit down, the three of them, and look at it again.

      "Did you guys fight about it?" Owen asked.

      There was a pause. Then Paul's voice, from the phone: "We disagreed about it. That's different."

      "Your dad won some, I won some," Kevin said.

      "Which ones did you win?"

      "None of your business," they said, at almost the same moment, and then both of them were laughing, Kevin in the kitchen and Paul on the phone, and Owen didn't know what was funny, but he laughed too.
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      At seven o'clock on the Tuesday after Easter, Shannon opened the app.

      There was one message. It had come in at 1:18 in the morning. It was very long. It was about Easter, and about his mother, who had flown in and flown home without seeing her granddaughter, and about what kind of person did that to an old woman, and what kind of mother, and how one day Lily would be old enough to understand what had been done to her father and her grandmother, and how he would make sure she did. It used her name eleven times. The app had flagged two words in it and he had sent it anyway.

      Shannon read it through once, all the way to the end. Somewhere in the middle of it, in one sentence, he had asked whether Lily still needed the inhaler at night, because his mother had asked.

      Shannon typed: She uses it before swimming now, not at night.

      She sent it, and closed the app.
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            THE SUPERVISED HOUR
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      The first thing Tony did that Saturday, before he showered, before coffee, was write to Nicole.

      He wrote it at the kitchen table in the room over the tire shop, which had a real table now, a small one from the thrift store with a wobble he had fixed with a folded matchbook. It was seven in the morning. He had never once written to her at seven in the morning. He had written to her at eleven-thirty and one-fifteen and two-forty, all winter, and she had always answered, every time, and he had lain in the dark afterward holding the phone on his chest and feeling a little less alone, and he had never once asked himself what time it was for her.

      Walt had asked him. Walt was sixty-eight and had been sober for twenty-six years and ran the Tuesday night meeting at the Lutheran church, and on Tuesday, in the parking lot afterward, he had asked Tony who he called at two in the morning when it got bad.

      "My daughter," Tony had said. "Well. I text her."

      Walt had unwrapped a cough drop and looked at Tony, not unkindly, in the orange light from the streetlamp, until Tony heard it himself.

      So he wrote it at seven in the morning. He wrote it four times. The fourth time he made himself take out every sentence that asked her for anything.

      Nic. I'm not going to text you at night anymore. I shouldn't have been doing it and I'm sorry. That was mine to carry and I put it on you. I'm going to meetings. I have somebody to call now at night, a guy named Walt, so you don't have to worry about that. You don't have to write back to this. I love you. Dad.

      He sent it. Then he got up and took a shower and did not look at the phone again until he was dressed.

      She had not answered. He had not expected her to. He put the phone in his pocket and got his keys.
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      The family visitation center was in a converted house on a side street near the hospital, with a wheelchair ramp and a sign on the lawn that said only the address. Tony was there at nine-thirty for a ten o'clock visit. He sat in the truck and watched the front door.

      It had been more than a year since the hearing. For most of that year he had not come here at all. He had been scheduled for visit after visit, and had gone to almost none of them, and the center had sent letters to his lawyer, and his lawyer had sent them to him, and he had put them in a drawer. It was during those months that he had written to Nicole most often. He did not like to think about those months. He knew he would have to, eventually, with Walt, in some version of the thing Walt called the inventory. Not yet.

      He had sixty-three days now. He knew that because they had given him a key tag at the meeting last week, a green one for sixty, and it was on his key ring beside the truck key. He looked at it. It did not feel like very much. It was the most he had had since he was nineteen.

      At five to ten he went inside.
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      The visiting room had been a living room once. It still had the fireplace, bricked up, with a basket of stuffed animals in front of it where the grate would have been. There was a round table and four chairs, a couch against one wall, a shelf of board games and puzzles. In the corner by the window, in an armchair, sat a woman in her sixties with short silver hair and a clipboard and a bag of knitting at her feet, who stood up when Tony came in and shook his hand and said her name was Ruth, and that she'd be in the room the whole time, and that he should just pretend she wasn't.

      He could not pretend she wasn't. He knew she was writing things down. He did not know what things.

      He had brought a game. He had bought it at the drugstore on the way over, the one with the colored path and the cards, the one Gracie had loved when she was five and had made him play three times in a row every Sunday. He set it on the round table and opened the box and started setting out the pieces, and his hands were busy, and that was good.

      The side door opened and Gracie came in first.

      She was taller. She had been taller at every exchange for two years, but this was the first time in a long while, and she was taller in a way that caught him in the chest. She had the bead bracelet on. She saw him and stopped just inside the door, and he saw her decide something, and then she came across the room and hugged him around the middle, hard, and said "Hi, Daddy" into his shirt.

      Danny came in behind her. He was thirteen now. He had a phone in his hand and earbuds around his neck, and he said "Hey" at a point about two feet to the left of his father, and went and sat on the couch against the wall.

      "Hey, bud," Tony said. "You want to play? I brought a game."

      "I'm good."

      Tony looked at him. Danny looked at his phone.

      "Okay," Tony said.
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      He and Gracie played the game. She was nine and a half and she had outgrown it three years ago, and he knew within the first minute that she knew it, and that she was playing it anyway, carefully, drawing her cards and moving her piece and saying "Oh no" when she got sent back, the way she had when she was five. She was doing it for him. He let her. He did not know what else to do.

      He talked too much. He could hear himself doing it. He asked about school and about her teacher and about the aquarium trip, which had been a year ago, and about whether she still liked the pizza with the thin crust, and whether she had any new friends, and he asked each question before she had finished answering the last one. Across the room Ruth wrote something on her clipboard. Tony looked at the clock over the bricked-up fireplace. Nineteen minutes had gone by. He felt as if he had been talking for a day.

      "Daddy," Gracie said. "It's your turn."

      He drew a card. It sent him back to the start.

      "Oh no," Gracie said, in a voice so exactly like her five-year-old voice that he almost could not bear it.

      At the half hour Danny got up off the couch and went to the shelf and looked at the puzzles, with his back to the room. Tony watched him. He thought about getting up. He thought about going over and standing next to his son at the shelf, and he could feel exactly what Danny would do, which was move six inches away, and he did not get up.

      He said, to the back of Danny's head, "Your robotics team. Your mom said you guys made it to the regional."

      Danny did not turn around. After a while he said, "Yeah."

      "That's great, bud. That's really great."

      Danny picked up a puzzle box and turned it over and read the back twice.
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      The hour ended. Ruth looked at her watch and said, "Okay, folks," in a kind voice, and Gracie got up and hugged him again, longer this time, and said, "Next Saturday?" and Tony said, "Next Saturday," and meant it more than he had meant anything in months.

      Danny said, "Bye," from the doorway, without looking up from his phone.

      Tony stayed in the room while they went out the side door, which was the rule. He put the game pieces back in the box. He put the lid on. He left it on the shelf with the others, because he did not know what he would do with it at home.

      In the hall, Ruth stopped him.

      "You did fine," she said.

      "I talked too much."

      "Everybody talks too much the first time." She looked at him. "You came. That's most of it."
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      He drove home the long way without deciding to.

      The long way went past the package store on Route 10, the one by his old job, the one where the charges on the credit card had come from. He had not driven past it in sixty-three days. He saw the sign from a quarter mile back, green and white, and he felt his hands move on the wheel, and he put on his blinker, and he pulled into the lot and parked in the space closest to the door and turned off the engine.

      He sat there.

      It was one in the afternoon on a Saturday. A man came out carrying a case of beer on his shoulder and a paper bag under his arm and got into a van and drove away. The door opened and closed. Tony could see the shelves through the front window. He knew exactly where it was, the bottle he used to buy, which aisle, which shelf, how far down. He could feel the weight of it in his hand. He could feel the way the first one would make the room go soft and warm and far away, the hour at the center with Danny's back to him going with it, and Gracie saying oh no in her five-year-old voice, and the game with the colored path that he had left on a shelf in a house that was not his.

      His phone was in his pocket. The green key tag was on the ring in the ignition.

      He took out the phone and called Walt.

      It rang six times. He almost hung up. Then Walt said, "Yeah, what," over a lot of noise, and Tony could hear children shrieking and a television and somebody laughing. "It's my granddaughter's birthday, Tony, I've got twenty people in my kitchen, this better be." And Tony said, "I'm in the lot at the package store on Route 10," and the noise got smaller, a door shutting somewhere, and Walt said, in a different voice, "Okay. Okay. Don't get out of the car. Talk to me."

      He talked to Walt for twenty-two minutes with the engine off. Most of it was about Danny.

      When he was done Walt said, "There's a two o'clock at St. Anne's. It's ten minutes from where you're sitting."

      "I wasn't planning on a meeting today."

      "I know," Walt said.

      Tony started the truck. He backed out of the space, and drove out of the lot the way he had come in, and went to St. Anne's.
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      The meeting was in the church basement, thirty folding chairs in rows and a coffee urn and a table with pamphlets. There were eleven people. Tony sat in the back row and did not speak. He listened to a woman talk about her son, and a man talk about his job, and an old guy in a flannel shirt talk for five minutes about his tomatoes, and it did not matter what any of them said. He sat in the back and was in the room.

      At three o'clock they said the prayer and people began to go. A few stood by the urn and talked. The woman who had spoken about her son put on her coat. The old guy with the tomatoes began folding up the chairs in the front row, one at a time, and carrying them to the rack against the wall.

      Tony got up. He folded the chair he had been sitting in, and the one next to it, and carried them to the rack, and went back for more. The old guy nodded at him and didn't say anything. The two of them worked across the room from opposite ends, row by row, until the basement floor was bare, and Tony stacked the last chair on the rack and stood there with his hand on it.
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            ORDINARY NIGHTS
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      Luis was in the daycare lobby at five-twenty-six, which on a Thursday counted as early.

      Mateo was four now. He came out of the Blue Room with his coat on inside out and his backpack hanging from one elbow and one sneaker on. The other foot was in a sock with a hole at the big toe.

      "Where's your other shoe, papito?"

      Mateo looked down at his feet as if they belonged to someone else. "I don't know."

      Luis and the teacher, a young woman named Miss Tasha who had been at the daycare only since January, looked in the cubby, and under the cubby, and in the lost-and-found bin by the door, which held three mittens and a lunchbox and a single rain boot that belonged to nobody. They looked on the rug in the Blue Room and behind the play kitchen. Miss Tasha said it would probably turn up in the morning. It was five-forty. Luis carried Mateo to the car in one shoe.
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      He had imagined these nights, at the beginning. Back when he was on Rafi's couch and the only time he had was Saturday, ten to five, he had lain awake picturing what it would be like to have a whole night. He had pictured the zoo, and the pizza place with the arcade, and the two of them on the couch under a blanket watching a movie with the lights off, Mateo falling asleep against him. He had pictured something to remember.

      He had the whole night now, every Thursday, for a year. Mostly it was this.
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      The apartment was a one-bedroom on the second floor of a two-family house, with Mateo's room made out of the bedroom and Luis sleeping on a pullout in the living room. It had a real kitchen. Luis had made chicken and rice the night before so there would be something, the way his mother made it, with the peas and the little pieces of red pepper. Mateo had eaten two plates of it the Thursday before.

      Mateo looked at the plate and said, "I don't like this."

      "You liked it last week."

      "I don't like it now."

      "Try three bites."

      Mateo took one grain of rice between his fingers and put it on his tongue and made a face of such suffering that it would have been funny on another night. Luis felt it come up in him, the easy thing. There was a box of macaroni in the cabinet. It would take eight minutes. Mateo would eat all of it and be happy, and the night would be good, and Luis would get to be the dad who made macaroni.

      He did not get up.

      "Three bites," he said. "Then you can have your bread."

      It took twenty minutes. Mateo ate three bites of chicken, very slowly, looking at his father over each one to make sure he was watching. He ate all the peas, which Luis had not expected. He ate two pieces of bread with butter. He did not eat the rice. Luis let the rice go.
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      The preschool had started sending home a sheet on Thursdays. It was not homework, the teacher had said, it was a family activity. This week it was the letter M. There was a big M to trace, and a row of dotted M's to trace, and a space at the bottom to draw three things that started with M.

      "M is for Mateo," Luis said.

      "M is for monster," Mateo said, and drew one, large, with teeth, directly on top of the big M.

      "That's a good monster, but we have to trace first."

      "I don't want to trace."

      "I know. Trace, then monster."

      Mateo held the crayon in his fist, the whole fist, and dragged it down the first line of the M so hard the paper tore. He burst into tears. Luis got the tape. He taped the tear. They did the next M together, Luis's hand over Mateo's hand, down and up and down and up, and Mateo stopped crying partway through, and on the third dotted M he pushed Luis's hand off and did it himself. It was crooked. It was an M. At the bottom he drew a monster, a moon, and something he said was a milkshake and looked like a mailbox. It took thirty-five minutes. Luis put the sheet in the backpack so it would go back in the morning and not get lost, which was where the other shoe probably was, he realized, in the backpack of some other child.
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      Across town, that Saturday, Tony picked Gracie up at nine.

      He was allowed to now. The evaluation had come back in July and the judge had read it in August, and the order said daytime visits, unsupervised, and still no driving the children. So he did not drive them. He parked his truck at the end of Gina's street and walked to the door, and Gina opened it and said "Hi," and he said "Hi," and Gracie came out with her library books in a canvas bag, and he and Gracie walked the eight blocks to the library.

      They did this every other Saturday. She returned her books and took out new ones. He sat in the big chair by the magazines and read the paper while she looked. Then they walked to the diner on the corner of Maple and had pancakes, and she told him about the books, and at twelve-thirty he walked her back, and Gina opened the door and said "Hi," and he said "Hi," and "See you in two weeks, Gracie-girl," and walked back to his truck.

      Danny did not come. Tony asked the first few times, and Gina said Danny had robotics, or Danny was at a friend's, and after a while Tony stopped asking and just looked past her into the front hall to see if his son was there.

      That was all. It happened the next time, and the time after that.
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      On that same Thursday, across town, Marisol went on a date.

      She had not been on one in five years. His name was Hector, and he drove the delivery van for the medical supply company that came to the pharmacy on Mondays and Thursdays, and for about four months he had been making jokes at the counter that were not very good, and she had been laughing at them anyway. When he finally asked, she said Thursday, because Thursday was the only night in her week that belonged to her.

      Carmen watched her put on earrings in the bathroom mirror.

      "Where are you going dressed like that?"

      "Out," Marisol said.

      "Out where?"

      "Out, Mami." She put on the second earring. "I'll be back by ten. I have my phone."

      They went to the pupusería on Park Street. Hector talked for the first twenty minutes about his fantasy football team, which was in second place, and about a trade he regretted, and Marisol ate her pupusas and nodded and thought, Well, this was a mistake. Then the waitress brought the check, and Hector pulled out his wallet, and a school picture fell out of it onto the table. A girl about seven, missing a front tooth, with her hair in two puffs.

      "That's Destiny," he said, and picked it up, and his whole face changed. "She's with her mom this week. I get her every other."

      Marisol looked at the picture. Then she took out her phone and showed him Mateo in the bus blanket, asleep on Luis's couch, which Luis had sent her the week before without being asked.

      They ordered flan. They stayed until the pupusería closed. He told her about the first time he had to braid Destiny's hair by himself, with a video on his phone propped against the bathroom mirror, and how it had come out looking like a pineapple, and she laughed until the cook came out of the kitchen to see what was going on.

      In the car afterward she looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was nine-forty. She realized she had not thought about Mateo since the flan, not once, and she waited for the guilt to come the way it always came, and it came, and it was smaller than she expected, and she drove home.

      Carmen was waiting up. "Well?"

      "It was fine," Marisol said, and went to bed smiling, and did not explain.
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      Bath time was a war.

      Mateo did not want to get in. He lay on the bathroom floor on his back in his underwear and said the water was too hot, before it was even running. Then he said it was too cold. Then he got in and would not sit down. Then he sat down and would not let Luis wash his hair. Luis washed his hair anyway, with the plastic cup, one hand over Mateo's eyes the way Marisol had shown him, and Mateo screamed as if he were being murdered, and the lady downstairs banged on her ceiling twice with a broom handle.

      Then, at seven-fifteen, when it was time to get out, Mateo would not get out.

      "Five more minutes."

      "It's time, papito."

      "Five more minutes. Please. Please."

      Luis looked at his watch. At seven-thirty Marisol's goodnight call would not come, because it was his night, and at seven-forty-five Mateo was supposed to be in bed. He gave him two more minutes. At the end of the two minutes he pulled the plug, and Mateo watched the water go down around him with an expression of betrayal, and then Luis lifted him out and wrapped him in the towel with the hood that had bear ears on it.
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      It was at bedtime that it nearly went the other way.

      Mateo was in his pajamas. His teeth were brushed, mostly. He was in his bed with the book, the one about the little train, which they read every Thursday. And when Luis closed the book Mateo looked up at him and said, "Papi. Can we watch a movie? On the couch? With the blanket?"

      Luis felt the whole night in his chest.

      He wanted to. God, he wanted to. It had been a hard night, the shoe and the rice and the M and the bath, and there had not been one single minute of it he would remember in a year. He had one night a week. And here was his son asking for the exact thing he had pictured, the couch and the blanket and the lights off and Mateo falling asleep against him. He could say yes. It was a Thursday. It was not a school night, not really, it was preschool. He could give them both one good thing to remember out of this night, and Mateo would be tired and wrecked tomorrow at Marisol's, and she would text, and he would not care.

      "Not tonight, papito," he said. "It's bedtime. Saturday, maybe."

      Mateo's face crumpled. He cried, a tired, bottomless cry, and turned over and put his face in the pillow. Luis stayed where he was on the edge of the bed and did not take it back. He sat there a long time, while the crying got smaller and then smaller, and then stopped, and then Mateo was asleep.
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      He washed the dishes. He scraped the rice into the trash. He put the leftover chicken in a container with a lid and put it in the refrigerator. He wiped the table where the crayon had gone through the paper. He hung the bear towel on the back of the bathroom door to dry. He put Mateo's one shoe by the front door next to his own, so he would remember in the morning to ask about the other one.

      He stood in the kitchen doorway for a moment, looking at nothing in particular. The dish rack. The container in the refrigerator, through the door. The clock on the stove, which said nine-oh-four.

      He turned off the kitchen light.
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      Renee was the best friend Gina had ever had, and every Friday after lunch with her, Gina felt worse.

      It had taken her most of the second year to notice. They had lunch at the same place every Friday, the Greek diner near the office with the booths by the window, and Renee always ordered the spinach pie and Gina always ordered the soup, and within ten minutes they were talking about Tony. Renee started it, usually. Renee asked what he'd done this week. And Gina told her, and Renee's face did exactly what Gina needed a face to do: it got furious on her behalf. Renee said the things Gina could not say out loud to anyone else. That he was a child. That he had never deserved her. That men like Tony didn't change, they just got quieter about it, and that the sober thing would last exactly as long as the judge was watching.

      It felt wonderful. For an hour Gina felt completely understood. She laughed harder at those lunches than anywhere else in her week.

      And then she drove back to the office and sat in the parking lot for a few minutes before going in, and she felt something she did not have a name for. Not guilty exactly. Heavier. As if she had been handed something at lunch to carry for the rest of the day, and it was the same thing she had been carrying on Monday, only now it had been polished.
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      Pam lived three doors down. She was sixty-one, divorced for eleven years, with two grown sons in Ohio and a basset hound named Earl, and she walked Earl every morning at six-fifteen past Gina's house, and in the spring she had started knocking on the door on Saturdays when the kids were gone and asking if Gina wanted to come.

      The first time, Gina said yes because she couldn't think of a reason to say no.

      They walked Earl down to the reservoir and back. It took an hour, because Earl was old and investigated everything. And somewhere around the church with the sign, Gina started talking about Tony, because that was what she did now when she talked, and she waited for Pam's face to do the thing.

      It didn't. Pam listened. She listened to all of it, the drinking and the court and the text at one in the morning, and she nodded, and said "Mm," and "That sounds hard," and once, "What did you do?" But she never said anything about Tony. Not one word. When Gina finished, Pam walked for a while, and then she said, "And how are you sleeping?"

      Gina felt, absurdly, cheated. She had wanted the face. She had wanted somebody to be angry for her. She walked the rest of the way home a little stiffly, and when Pam said "Same time next week?" she said "Maybe," and meant no.

      She went the next week anyway. She was not sure why.
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      On Tuesday nights, forty minutes north, Shannon went to a room at the YWCA with nine other women and a counselor named Denise.

      It was a small room with a round rug and too many chairs and a coffee maker that took forever. The first time, Shannon sat by the door with her coat on. She had been to a group once before, years ago, at a church, a group for couples, where a pastor had talked for an hour about forgiveness and communication and meeting each other halfway, and she had gone home and tried very hard to meet Wade halfway, and that was the winter she had patched the wall.

      Nobody in this room talked about halfway.

      One woman talked about her ex-husband's new girlfriend, who kept friending her sister online. One talked about her daughter, who was sixteen and had decided her father was the fun one. One said almost nothing for three weeks and then, on the fourth, said very quietly that she had finally stopped reading his emails, and the whole room was silent, and then somebody started clapping, and then everybody did.

      Nobody told Shannon to forgive him. Nobody told her to find a way to co-parent, or to be the bigger person, or to think about what Lily needed from her father. Denise did not tell her anything. When Shannon talked, the room listened, and when she stopped, the room let her stop.

      In the fourth week she took her coat off.
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      Kevin noticed it on a Saturday night at eleven-fifteen, when he came out of the bedroom for a glass of water and found Owen on the couch in the dark with the tablet an inch from his face, playing the game with the dragons.

      The plan said weekends only, an hour. The plan had Kevin's own signature on it. It was Saturday, so that part was fine. But it had been on since after dinner. Kevin had seen it on at eight and said nothing. He had seen it at nine-thirty and said "Almost bedtime, bud," and gone back into the bedroom and not come out again, and he had known, when he went back in, that he was not going to come out again.

      He stood at the end of the hall with the empty glass and thought about the last month. The second dessert. The later bedtime. The new sneakers Owen had asked for in the store, which Owen did not need and which Kevin had bought without thinking. The Wednesday Owen had said he didn't feel like going to Mr. Brennan's thing on Friday, and Kevin had said, "Okay, bud, I'll tell your dad," and had then not told Paul, and Owen had skipped it.

      Every one of them he had said yes to. He had said yes to all of it for a year. He knew why. He did not like knowing it.

      "Owen," he said.

      Owen jumped.

      "Tablet off. It's eleven-fifteen."

      "Five more minutes. I'm almost at the..."

      "Now, bud."

      Owen looked up at him in the blue light of the screen, confused, as if a piece of furniture had spoken. "You never say that."

      "I know," Kevin said. "I'm going to start."

      He held out his hand. Owen looked at the screen, and at his father, and turned the tablet off and gave it to him, and went to bed without saying good night, and Kevin stood in the dark living room holding it, and did not sleep much.

      In the morning, when he dropped Owen at Paul's, he did not stay in the car. He walked Owen to the door and waited until Owen had gone inside, and then he stood on the step and told Paul that Owen had skipped Mr. Brennan two Fridays ago, and that he had said okay, and that he had not told Paul, and that it had been his fault.

      Paul looked at him for a second. "Okay," he said. "I'll call Brennan."

      Kevin nodded. He went back down the walk to his car. He was halfway there before he realized his hands were in fists in his coat pockets, and he took them out.
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      The Saturday after that, the kids were all out of the house by ten. Gracie was at the library with Tony. Danny was at a robotics thing at the high school. Nicole was working her shift at the ice cream place on Main.

      Gina stood in the kitchen.

      She had done this before, most Saturdays for two years. She knew what she usually did. She cleaned. She did the kids' laundry and the bathrooms and the refrigerator, and she went through the mail, and she made lists, and when the kids came home she had usually just finished, and she would say how was it, and the day would be over. It had never occurred to her to count how many Saturdays she had spent that way, getting the house ready for people who were not in it.

      Her phone buzzed. It was Renee. Lunch today? Diner at 1? I want to hear what the drunk did this week.

      Gina looked at it for a while. She did not feel angry at Renee. She loved Renee. Renee had sat in a waiting room for an hour and a half reading about boats. And she knew, holding the phone, exactly how lunch would go, and how good it would feel, and how she would feel in the parking lot after.

      Someone knocked at the door. It was Pam, with Earl.

      "Walking," Pam said. "You coming?"

      Gina texted Renee: Can't today. Rain check? Love you. Then she got her sneakers from the back door and went.

      They walked to the reservoir and back. Gina did not talk about Tony. She hadn't planned not to. She just found, somewhere around the church, that she was talking about the ice cream place Nicole worked at, and then about a class she had wanted to take at the community college when she was twenty-two and never had, something about photography, and Pam asked what kind of pictures, and Gina said she didn't know, she'd never gotten far enough to find out. Earl lay down in the middle of the path by the water and refused to move for ten minutes, and they stood there and waited for him, and it was fine.
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      That night Gina went to bed at ten-thirty. She did not look at her phone. She did not add up anything in the dark.

      She woke up and did not know where she was.

      It was light. Real light, gray and even, coming in around the edges of the shade. There was no sound. No car on the street, no toilet running, no phone. The clock on the nightstand said 6:52.

      She had not woken up at three. She had not woken up at all. She lay very still on her back with her eyes open, startled, listening to the quiet of the house.
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      Gina met Mark in the photography class.

      It was Tuesday nights at the community college, eight weeks, in a classroom that smelled like dry-erase markers, and she had signed up in the spring because of a walk with Pam and a thing she had said out loud without meaning to. Mark sat two seats over. He was fifty-one and a widower, a high school chemistry teacher with a camera older than Nicole, and in the third week, when the instructor sent them out to photograph something they had never looked at closely, he had come back with twenty-four pictures of the rust on a fire hydrant, and Gina had laughed so hard she had to leave the room.

      They had coffee after class. Then dinner, on a Saturday when the kids were out. Then more Saturdays. By October it had been five months, and he had never been inside her house, and she had started to feel, every time she dropped him at his car on a corner three blocks away so that nobody would see, like someone sneaking in and out of her own life.

      "I think I want you to come to dinner," she said. "With the kids. Sunday."

      Mark was quiet for a moment. "You sure?"

      "No," she said. "But I think it's getting stranger not to."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nicole was seventeen, and she saw the chair first.

      It was the chair at the end of the dining table, the one by the window, with the arms. It was the only one of the six with arms. Nobody had sat in it since the Saturday they told the kids. It had stayed at the end of the table with its arms pushed in, and the four of them had eaten around it for two years, and nobody had said a word about it, and nobody sat there.

      Mark sat there.

      He did not know. Nicole could see that he did not know. He came in behind her mother with a bottle of sparkling cider and a bakery box, and he was polite, and he shook Danny's hand, and he said hello to Nicole and said her mother talked about her all the time. And when her mother said, "Sit anywhere," he pulled out the chair at the end by the window, the one with the arms, and sat down in it, because it was the closest.

      Nicole's mother saw it. Nicole watched her see it, and watched her decide not to say anything, and pick up the salad bowl.

      For the first ten minutes of dinner Nicole could not have said what Mark looked like. She knew he had gray at his temples and glasses, because she had seen him in the doorway. But once he was in the chair she could not see him. She saw the chair. She saw the arms of it under his elbows. She saw, without meaning to, her father sitting there on a Tuesday night with a plate of spaghetti, reaching for the parmesan with the long arm he had, and saying something that made Gracie laugh milk out her nose.

      She ate her dinner. She said "fine" when Mark asked about school and "the ice cream place" when he asked where she worked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gracie loved him in about four minutes.

      She was ten now, and she had been told a man named Mark was coming, and she had asked what he was like, and Gina had said he was a friend from class who taught chemistry. Gracie had come to the table braced for something. And then Mark asked her what her favorite element was, and she said she didn't know any elements, and he said, "Well, what's your favorite thing that glows?" and she said fireflies, and he said, "Then your favorite element is phosphorus," and explained, badly and cheerfully, why fireflies glowed, using a breadstick and the salt shaker.

      By dessert she had moved her chair closer to his. She showed him the bead bracelet. She told him she had a piano recital in April, and did he want to come, and he looked at Gina, and Gina said "We'll see," and Gracie said "Please," and Mark said, "I'd love to hear you play sometime."

      Gina watched her daughter's face while she talked to him. It was open and bright and wanting, and something in Gina went cold and careful. She had braced all week for Nicole. She had braced for Danny. She had not braced for Gracie, who was ten, and who had already had one man leave the table, and who was leaning toward this one across a plate of cake as if he had always been there.
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      Across town, that same Sunday, Owen was not speaking to Scott.

      He had not spoken to him for nine days. He was eleven now, and he had figured something out, and he had not told anybody yet what he had figured out. He only knew that when Scott said good morning he did not say it back, and when Scott made pancakes on Saturday, the thin ones with lemon that Owen used to ask for, Owen ate cereal.

      At his dad's it was different in a way Owen did not think about much. Since the night of the milk his dad had not raised his voice once. Not one time. If Owen argued about bedtime long enough, his dad got a tired look and said fine. If Owen left his plate on the counter, his dad rinsed it. Owen did not know why. He only knew it worked.

      It was Kevin who finally made him say it. They were in the car on the way to soccer, and Kevin asked what was going on with him and Scott, and Owen picked at the tape on his shin guard and then said, "I saw the picture."

      "What picture?"

      "On your phone. When you let me look at the map. You and him at the beach. It says the date." Owen turned and looked at his father. "It was the summer before. Before you told us. You were already with him."

      Kevin didn't answer right away. He drove to the next stop sign and stopped and did not go.

      "Yes," he said. "I was."

      "So he's why."

      "It's not that simple, bud."

      "It is, though," Owen said. "It's really simple. You had us and then you had him and then you left. That's the whole thing."

      Kevin opened his mouth. He had a great deal he could have said. About the year before that summer, and the years before that, and the quiet in the house, and Paul, and himself. About how it had never been simple, not for one day. And none of it was anything a eleven-year-old should have to hold, and all of it would sound, to Owen, like an excuse, and some of it would be.

      "Yeah," he said finally. "Okay. Be mad. Be mad at me, mostly. Not him. Me."

      Owen looked out the window.

      When they got home that night Scott was on the couch reading. Owen walked past him without a word and went to his room. Kevin stood in the doorway to the living room, and Scott looked up at him over his book, and Kevin said, "I'm sorry. I'll talk to him again. He can't just..."

      "Yes he can," Scott said. "He's allowed to not like me." He turned a page. "I'm not going anywhere. He can take as long as he needs."
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      At the end of the night, Gina walked Mark to the front door.

      Gracie had already said good night three times and been sent upstairs. Danny had vanished after dinner with a "nice to meet you" that was almost audible. Nicole was in the dining room clearing plates, and had not looked at either of them since dessert.

      Mark put his coat on. He was smiling. He thought it had gone well. By some measures it had.

      "I sat in the wrong chair," he said, quietly. "Didn't I."

      Gina looked at him. "Yes."

      "I'm sorry. I didn't know."

      "You couldn't have."

      Mark buttoned his coat. "I think I came too soon," he said. "Gracie asked me to her recital. I don't think I should go. Not yet. I think maybe we go back to Saturdays for a while."

      Gina felt her face go hot. Five months. Five months of dropping him three blocks away. "So I keep you in a box," she said. "Is that it? Forever?"

      "Not forever."

      "She wants you there, Mark. For once one of them actually wants something and I'm supposed to tell her no?"

      He did not argue. He just stood in her front hall with his coat buttoned and waited, and after a while she heard what she had said, and what it meant that it was Gracie, of all of them, who wanted it.

      "Fine," she said. It came out sharper than she meant. "Saturdays."

      "Tell Gracie I'll hear her play sometime," he said. "Not in April. Sometime."

      He kissed her on the cheek and went down the walk to his car, which was parked in the driveway for the first time, and backed out and drove away.
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      In the dining room, Nicole had stopped clearing. She was standing at the end of the table with a stack of plates in her hands, looking at the chair by the window. Mark had pushed it back in when he stood up, the way a polite guest does, so that its arms were tucked neatly under the edge of the table. It was exactly where it had always been. There was a little crumb of chocolate cake on the seat.
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            THE FIRST CHRISTMAS
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      Nobody in any of the four families could remember much about the Christmases before this one. Everyone had just gotten through them. This was the first one anybody had tried to plan.
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      On the twenty-third, at the family center, there was a tree in the visiting room.

      It was a small artificial one on the round table, with paper chains the staff had made and a star with one point bent. Lily sat beside it for her two hours with her father, and Carol sat in the corner with her clipboard, and Wade gave Lily a present wrapped in silver paper with a bow bigger than the box.

      At noon Shannon was waiting at the side door. Lily came out holding the present against her chest with both arms.

      "Can I open it at home?" she said. "Daddy said I could open it on Christmas."

      Shannon looked at the silver paper, the enormous bow. She had a great many feelings about it. None of them were Lily's.

      "Sure, bug," she said. "You can open it Christmas morning. With the others."

      On Christmas morning, in the new apartment, with Dana on the floor in her pajamas and a plate of cinnamon rolls from a tube, Lily opened it first. It was a stuffed unicorn with a rainbow mane. She held it up and looked at her mother, quickly, to see what her face would do.

      "She's beautiful," Shannon said. "What are you going to name her?"

      Lily thought about it all through the cinnamon rolls, and named her Cloud.
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      On the twenty-fourth, at eight in the morning, Nicole's phone had two messages on it.

      The first was from her mother. Christmas Eve is here this year, remember! Aunt Theresa's coming at 5. I'm making the lasagna. Love you.

      The second was from her father. Hey Nic. My sister's doing Christmas Eve at her place, the whole family, first time in years. Everybody's asking about you. I know it's your mom's year but I'd really love it if you came even for an hour. Totally your call.

      Nicole sat on the edge of her bed and read them both twice.

      She was seventeen. She knew what totally your call meant. It meant that whatever she decided, one of them would be okay with it and the other one would be okay with it too, out loud, and she would spend the whole night watching that one's face to see how okay they were really.

      She texted her mother: Dad wants me at Aunt Carla's for an hour.

      The typing dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Then nothing.

      In the kitchen, Gina had her phone in one hand and a box of lasagna noodles in the other, and she was halfway through a text to Tony that began It's MY year and you know it, and she stopped.

      She could see Nicole upstairs, sitting on the bed with the phone, waiting to find out which parent to disappoint on Christmas Eve. She could see her having to decide. She could see her going to Carla's for an hour and coming home and being careful all night, or staying and checking her phone every twenty minutes to see if her father was all right. Either way she would be managing them. Either way it would be Nicole's night of work.

      Gina deleted the text. Then she did something she had not done in more than a year. She called Tony.

      He picked up on the second ring, surprised. "Gina?"

      "She shouldn't have to pick," Gina said. "I just realized we've both put it on her. So let's not. She's here tonight, because it's my year, and that's the schedule. But your sister's doing something on the twenty-sixth too, isn't she? For the ones who couldn't come tonight?"

      There was a pause. "Yeah. Brunch."

      "Then Nicole goes to the brunch. And Danny and Gracie too, if they want. You and I both tell her that, today, so she knows it's already decided and she's not letting anybody down."

      Another pause, longer. "Okay," Tony said. "Yeah. That's. Okay."

      Twenty minutes later Nicole's phone buzzed twice, a few seconds apart, from two different people, and they said almost the same thing.

      Danny came into the kitchen while Gina was layering the lasagna and asked if Dad would be at Aunt Carla's brunch. When she said yes, he said, "Guess I'll bring my own Sprite, then," and Gina laughed before she could stop herself, a short surprised laugh. She heard it. She knew exactly what it was. It was Christmas Eve and she was tired and her feet hurt, and she let it go, and Danny went back upstairs looking pleased with himself.

      On the twenty-sixth Nicole and Gracie went to the brunch. Danny said he had a headache.
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      On Christmas Eve, Owen was at his father's.

      The tree was in the corner of the living room where it had always been, and it was the same tree, and the ornaments came out of the same cardboard boxes that said XMAS in Kevin's handwriting in marker on the side. Paul did not change that. He had thought about getting new boxes. He had decided the handwriting could stay.

      There was the ornament tradition. Every year since Owen came to them, Owen got a new ornament with the year painted on the bottom, and every year he hung it himself, and every year Paul took a picture. Paul took the picture. He took it with his phone this time instead of with the camera, because the camera had been Kevin's and had gone to the apartment. Owen noticed. He didn't say anything.

      At eight o'clock Paul's friend Joanne knocked on the door, with a suitcase and a bottle of wine and snow in her hair. She had flown in from Chicago for three days. She hugged Paul for a long time in the front hall, and Owen watched his father's face over her shoulder, and his father was smiling in a way Owen had not seen in a while.

      They had ham and the potatoes with the crunchy tops. Joanne told a long story about a raccoon in her building's garbage room that made Paul laugh so hard he had to put his fork down. Owen laughed too. And somewhere in the middle of laughing he thought of his Pop, across town, and whether he was having ham, and whether he was laughing, and the laugh went out of him all at once and he looked at his plate.

      Paul saw it. He didn't ask. He passed Owen the potatoes.
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      On Christmas Day, at one o'clock, Paul drove Owen to Kevin's.

      Kevin and Scott had a tree too, a real one, much too big for the apartment, so that its top bent sideways against the ceiling. Nothing on it matched. They had bought all new ornaments in November, because Kevin's were at Paul's, and they were all from the same store, and all the same shade of blue, and they looked, Owen thought, like a tree in a hotel.

      Kevin had decided they needed a tradition. The tradition was a gingerbread house, from a kit, which the three of them would build together on Christmas afternoon, Kevin and Scott and Owen, every year from now on. Kevin said "every year from now on" twice while he was opening the box. The walls would not stand up. The icing that was supposed to hold them was too runny. Scott tried to prop one wall up with a can of soup and it fell into the gumdrops. Kevin said "Okay, okay, okay," and tried again, and the roof slid off.

      Owen had come in determined not to have a good time. He had still not decided about Scott. He was still, most days, angry.

      But the roof slid off a second time, and Scott said, very seriously, "I think this house has structural issues," in the voice of a man on a home repair show, and Owen laughed before he could stop himself. It came out loud. Scott looked at him. Kevin looked at him. Owen looked at the collapsed gingerbread and kept laughing, and after a second Scott laughed too, and then all three of them were laughing at the wreck of it, and it was the best part of the day.

      Afterward, in the bathroom, washing icing off his hands, Owen felt terrible.

      He did not know why. He stood at the sink with the water running until Kevin knocked on the door.

      "You okay, bud?"

      Owen opened the door. "Can I call Dad?"

      "Of course you can."

      He called from the bedroom. Paul answered on the first ring. In the background Owen could hear music, and Joanne saying something, and a pan.

      "Hey, bud. Merry Christmas. How's it going over there?"

      "Good," Owen said. "We made a gingerbread house. It fell down." And then, because he did not know how else to ask it: "Are you okay?"

      "Me? I'm great. Joanne's teaching me to make some kind of Polish soup. It's a disaster." A pause. "Owen. You're allowed to have a good time over there. Even if you miss me while you do it. It doesn't take anything away from anybody."

      Owen stood by the window in Kevin's bedroom looking at the snow on the parked cars. "Okay," he said.

      "Go eat some gingerbread."

      He went and ate some gingerbread. It was mostly icing.
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      On Christmas Eve, the night before all of that, Luis sat at the far end of Carmen's table.

      Luis still did it sometimes. Some Thursdays he let Mateo stay up for the movie on the couch after all, and bought the toy at the register when Mateo asked in the checkout line, and knew exactly why he was doing it while he did it, and did it anyway.

      It had taken three phone calls from Marisol and one from Doña Inés, who had called Carmen herself, grandmother to grandmother, for the first time in their lives. Luis did not know what had been said on that call. He only knew that on the twentieth his phone had buzzed with a text from Marisol that said: Mami says come for Nochebuena. 7:00. Bring nothing.

      He brought flan anyway, from his mother.

      There were nineteen people in Carmen's apartment. The tías were there, and the cousins, and the cousin's baby, now walking, and Carmen's brother from Philadelphia, and a neighbor nobody seemed to have invited. Luis had been put at the end of the long table, the extension part, where the leaf didn't quite match, between a teenage cousin on his phone and an old man who spoke only Spanish and only about baseball. He was about as far from Carmen as it was possible to be and still be at the table. Mateo was at the other end, on a phone book on a chair beside his mother, and every so often he would look down the length of the table and find his father and wave.

      Luis waved back. He talked baseball with the old man. He was not, he told himself, going to be offended by where he was sitting. He was here.

      At nine-thirty Carmen came out of the kitchen with the pernil on a platter.

      It was the moment of the night. Everyone knew it. The skin was crackling and gold and the smell came in ahead of her, and the whole table went quiet and turned. Carmen set the platter down on the counter and began to carve, and the tías began to pass the plates down to her, one by one, and she filled each plate with pernil and rice and handed it back up the table, and they waited to see who she would serve first.

      She filled the first plate. She held it in both hands. She looked down the long table, past her brother, past the tías and the cousins, to the far end where the leaf didn't match.

      She passed the plate to Luis.
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            SEVENTEEN AND CHOOSING
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      Nicole asked on the back porch, on a Sunday night in June, after the others had gone in.

      Gina was on the top step with a glass of iced tea. Nicole was two steps below her, sitting sideways with her back against the railing and her knees up, which was how she had sat on those steps since she was small enough to fit with her whole body between the posts. It was nearly dark. The citronella candle on the rail was doing nothing about the mosquitoes.

      "I want to live with Dad," Nicole said. "Senior year."

      She said it fast, all in one breath. Then she looked out at the yard and waited.

      Gina put the glass down on the step and picked it up again. The ice had melted to slivers. Somewhere down the street a sprinkler was going, tick tick tick, and a screen door slammed, and a dog she didn't know barked twice.

      "His place is ten minutes from school," Nicole said. "It's two bedrooms now. I'd have my own room and I wouldn't have to share the bathroom with Gracie, who takes forty minutes. I could walk to work. And." She stopped. "And it's quieter over there."

      "It's quieter because there's nobody there," Gina said.

      "I know."

      Nicole picked at a splinter on the step. Gina looked at the back of her daughter's head, at the part in her hair, which was crooked, which it had always been, which Gina had been fixing with the tail of a comb for fifteen years.

      "He's been sober fifteen months," Nicole said. "He goes to his meetings. He goes to Walt's thing on Tuesdays and the other one on Saturdays. He hasn't missed a Saturday with Gracie in more than a year. He pays for my phone." She was quiet for a moment. "I know you know all that."

      "I know all that."

      "So I'm not asking you to trust him. I'm just telling you it's real. It's not like before."
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      Gina set the glass down on the step beside her. She could feel it coming, the thing that had been waiting in her since the night of the text at one in the morning, since before that, since the kitchen floor and the pink notice and the keys in her hand in the driveway. She could feel it rise all the way up. She did not try to stop it.

      "Do you know," she said, "what I did, those two years? Do you know how many times I sat on that kitchen floor at three in the morning? Do you know I paid off the electric he stopped paying and never told you? That I went to every conference, every doctor, that I drove you to every single thing, that I stood in that driveway in my slippers while he gave me his keys, that I took his calls and his texts at midnight, that I held this whole house up with my bare hands while he sat in a room over a tire shop and..."

      She stopped. Her voice had gone high and strange. She heard it echo off the side of the garage.

      Nicole had turned around. She was looking up at her mother with her back against the railing, and her face was very steady.

      "Mom," she said. "I know. I was here. I know all of it."

      "Then how can you..."

      "None of that is why I want to go."

      Gina stared at her.

      "It's not a contest, Mom," Nicole said. "You win, okay? You did everything. Everybody knows that." She slapped a mosquito on her ankle. "That's not what this is. I'm leaving for college in fourteen months. And for two years I was so angry at him I couldn't be in a car with him. And then he got better, and I still wouldn't go, because I was waiting to see if it was going to last. And it's lasting." She looked down at her knees. "I don't want to go to college having missed the only year I'm ever going to get with him when he's like this. That's all. That's the whole reason. I just want to know him."

      The sprinkler down the street had stopped. It was full dark now. The candle made a small yellow circle on the rail and nothing else.

      Gina sat on the top step with her hands in her lap.
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      She did not sleep much that night. She lay in bed and did not add anything. She just lay there.

      She knew she could stop it. The order said the children lived with her. Nicole was seventeen. Gina could say no, and it would be a no that the law would stand behind, and Nicole would stay, for fourteen more months, in the room across the hall. She would stay and she would be polite about it, and in September of next year she would leave for somewhere far away, and she would not come back for a long time.

      Or Gina could say yes, and lose her. Not the way she was afraid of, she thought. Not all at once. Just every day. Just the sound of her in the kitchen in the morning, and the light under her door at night, and all the work Nicole had done around the house without being asked, and all the small ordinary chances to be in the same room.

      She had carried so much. She knew she had. And lying there in the dark she saw, very clearly, that she was about to hand some of it to her daughter. That the list she had shouted on the porch was a bill. And that if she said no, what she would be saying was, I am still owed for what he did, and you are going to pay it.

      At six in the morning she got up and went to the kitchen and called Tony.

      "She told you," he said, before she could say anything.

      "She told me."

      He waited.

      "She can come," Gina said. "In August. Before school starts. I want her here every Sunday for dinner. And I want to talk to you about it once a month, on the phone, like two people, about how she's doing. Not about us. Her."

      "Yeah," Tony said. His voice was not quite steady. "Yeah, Gina. Okay. Thank you."

      "Don't thank me," Gina said, and hung up, and stood in her kitchen with the phone in her hand until the coffee maker beeped.
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      Danny found out from Gracie, which was how Danny found out most things.

      He came to Nicole's door that night without knocking and stood in it with his hands in the pocket of his hoodie. He was almost fifteen and taller than her now, which neither of them had gotten used to.

      "You're really going," he said.

      "In August."

      "To live with him."

      "Yeah."

      Danny looked at the carpet. "After the truck."

      Nicole put her phone down. "He's not like that anymore, Dan. It's been almost two years."

      "For you," Danny said. "He's not like that for you." He rubbed one eye with the heel of his hand. "He calls me every week. I don't pick up. You know what he says on the messages? He says, No pressure, bud. Every time. No pressure." He laughed, but not really. "Like it's a dentist appointment."

      "You could pick up once."

      "I could," Danny said. "I'm not going to." He looked at her for a second longer, and she could not tell if he was angry at her or at their father or at something else, and she was not sure he could tell either. "Have fun," he said, and went back to his room, and shut the door hard enough that the picture frames on the hall wall rattled.

      Nicole rolled her eyes at the empty doorway. He was fourteen. He was being dramatic. Danny always came around eventually; he'd come around about the bike, and the car show, and a hundred other things. He'd come around about this.
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      On the other side of town, in August, Tony painted the second bedroom.

      He had asked Nicole what color, and she had said she didn't care, and then, a day later, had texted: not white. He stood in the paint aisle of the hardware store for forty minutes with the little cards in his hand. He picked a gray-green called Sea Glass because it was the only one that did not look like it was trying to be something. He bought a bed frame he had to put together with an Allen key, and a desk from the thrift store with a drawer that stuck, and he sanded the runner of the drawer until it didn't.

      On Tuesday he told Walt about it in the parking lot after the meeting.

      "She's going to be in the house every day," he said. "Every day, Walt. She's going to see everything. Every bad night."

      "Are you planning on bad nights?"

      "No." Tony looked at his truck. "Nobody plans on them."

      Walt jingled his keys. "Then you call me on the bad ones," he said, "same as now. And you don't make her the one you call. You already know that part."

      Tony did know that part. He drove home and put a second coat on the wall by the window, where the first one had gone on thin.
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      In August they packed Nicole's room.

      Gina got the boxes from work, the good sturdy ones the copy paper came in, with lids. They did it on a Saturday with the windows open and the radio on. Nicole packed her clothes and her books and the things on her desk. Gina did the closet shelves, the top ones Nicole couldn't reach without a chair, and found things neither of them had seen in years. A shoebox of birthday cards. A stuffed penguin with one eye. The debate trophy Gina had once put in the basement and Nicole had, at some point, taken for herself and put on her own shelf. Nicole looked at it and laughed and said, "I don't know why I have that," and put it in a box.

      They did not talk about the porch. They talked about whether she needed her winter coat now or could get it in November. They talked about Gracie, who had cried the night before and then asked if she could have Nicole's room, and was told no, and then was told maybe, in a year.

      At four o'clock Nicole carried the last of the books out to the hall and said, "I'm going to go get tape. We're out," and went downstairs.

      Gina stood in the room.

      It was mostly boxes now. The bed was stripped. The bulletin board was bare except for the pins.

      The box at the foot of the bed was half full, with sweaters on top. Gina went downstairs to the kitchen and opened the cabinet over the stove and reached behind the flour to the back, where there was a box of peppermint tea that nobody in the house drank except Nicole, the kind she made at night when she couldn't sleep, and that Gina had been buying for three years without anybody asking.

      She took it upstairs. She lifted the sweaters and put the box of tea underneath them, in the corner, and laid the sweaters back down over it so it didn't show.
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      Senior year at her father's was mostly ordinary, which was the thing Nicole had not expected.

      He got up at five-thirty for work and left a pot of coffee on for her, too strong. He was bad at laundry and good at eggs. On Tuesdays and Saturdays he went to meetings and came home at nine-fifteen and ate cereal standing at the counter. He did not ask about her grades unless she brought them up, and when she brought them up he listened to the whole thing, even the parts about chemistry that she could tell he did not follow. The house smelled like the gray-green paint for a month and then stopped.

      There was one night in February. He was supposed to be home at nine-fifteen, and at ten he was not home, and at ten-thirty he was not home and not answering his phone. Nicole sat on the couch with every light in the house on. She had her phone in her hand. She had her mother's number up. She had, she realized at ten-forty, been counting the minutes the way she used to count cans, and she hated it, and she could not stop.

      At ten-fifty-two his truck pulled in. He came through the door fast, with his coat still on, already talking. A man at the meeting had needed a ride to the hospital, his wife had gone in, Tony had driven him and sat with him in the waiting room, and his phone had died, and he was sorry, he was so sorry, he should have borrowed somebody's phone, he knew, he knew.

      He stopped. He was looking at her on the couch with all the lights on and the phone in her hand.

      He did not come closer. He stood in the doorway in his coat and looked at what he had done to her, not tonight, but before, all the way back, and she watched him see it.

      "I'm going to get a car charger," he said finally. "Tomorrow. And I'm going to give you Walt's number. So you have it."

      "Okay," Nicole said. Her thumb was still on her mother's number. She put the phone down.

      He made her a cup of the peppermint tea, badly, with the bag left in too long, and she drank it anyway.
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      Three weeks before graduation, Nicole watched it start to happen.

      Her mother asked, at Sunday dinner, how many tickets they were giving out, and whether Mark was invited, and whether her father's sister was coming, and said nothing about why she wanted to know. Her father asked, in the car on the way back, what time the ceremony started and whether there was a place to eat nearby, and whether her mother had made a reservation anywhere, and then said, "Not that it matters. Just so I know." Gracie asked where everyone was going to sit. Danny didn't ask anything, which meant he had already thought about it.

      Nicole could see the day as clearly as if it had already happened. Her mother arriving early and saving a whole row with a blanket. Her father arriving late, looking at the row, not knowing if he was supposed to sit in it. Mark standing at the end of the row trying to take up no space. Aunt Carla arriving and sitting on the wrong side of someone. Gracie choosing, out loud, in front of everybody. The photographs afterward, and who would stand next to whom, and who would say, Oh, get one with just us, and who would stand off to the side while the other one's picture was taken. Dinner. Two dinners. One dinner nobody wanted. Her mother's face and her father's face and her whole graduation spent reading them.

      She had spent four years reading them. She was good at it. She was tired.
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      The Sunday before, her father drove her to her mother's for dinner, as he always did, and parked at the curb, as he always did, and she said, "Can you come to the door for a second?"

      He looked at her. Then he turned off the engine and got out.

      Her mother opened the door with a dish towel over her shoulder and saw Tony standing on the step behind her daughter, and her face did something complicated and then settled.

      "I just need to say something to both of you at the same time," Nicole said. "It'll take a minute."

      She had written it down in her phone the night before, but she did not look at it. She said it on the front step, with her mother in the doorway and her father on the walk, and neither of them said a word until she was done.

      "I don't want anybody to sit together. You don't have to. Mom, you and Mark and Gracie in the section on the left, by the scoreboard. Dad, you and Danny and Aunt Carla on the right, by the band. Gracie and Danny can go back and forth if they want and nobody has to say anything about it. Lunch with Mom's side after. Dinner with Dad's. I made the reservation for dinner already. It's paid for, with my money from the ice cream place." She took a breath. "And I want one picture. After. The three of us. Just one. And then you can go back to your sides. That's all I want. That's the whole plan."

      Her mother and father looked at each other, over her head, for the first time in a long time.

      "Okay," her father said.

      "Okay," her mother said.

      "Okay," Nicole said. And went inside for dinner.
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      Forty minutes north, that same weekend, Lily was in a dance recital.

      She was nine. She was a firefly, in the second number, with wings made of wire and yellow tulle, and there were two performances, a Saturday night and a Sunday afternoon. For weeks Shannon had been trying to figure out what to do about it. Wade had filed, again, to be allowed to attend school and extracurricular events, and this time the court had said yes, with conditions. He could come. He could not approach. The dance studio had been given a copy of the order.

      Shannon had lain awake about it. She had talked about it with Rosa and with Denise's group. She had planned where she would sit, in the back by the door, where she could see him and he could not easily see her.

      On the Tuesday before, driving home from rehearsal, Lily said from the back seat, "Mom. Can Daddy come on Sunday and you come on Saturday?"

      Shannon looked at her in the rearview mirror. "Is that what you want?"

      "I don't want you both there at the same time," Lily said. She said it plainly, looking out the window, the way she might have said she didn't want peas. "Everybody gets weird. I have to look for both of you. I want to just look for one."

      So on Saturday night Shannon sat in the third row, not the back, in the middle, with Dana beside her, and watched her daughter be a firefly. And when Lily came out onstage and looked out into the lights, she only had to find one face, and she found it right away, and she did the whole dance with her wire wings wobbling, smiling straight at her mother.

      On Sunday afternoon Shannon sat in her car in the parking lot of a coffee shop two miles away and read a book and did not think about the recital until Dana texted at four-thirty to say it was over and Lily was fine. When she picked Lily up at five, Lily got into the car and let out a long breath, and said, "That was easy," and asked if they could get french fries.
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      On graduation day it was eighty-one degrees and there was no shade anywhere on the football field.

      Nicole sat in the fifth row of folding chairs on the grass in her blue gown with her cap getting hotter and hotter, between Nate Morelli and Priya Shah, and before it started she turned around once and looked up at the bleachers.

      Her mother was on the left, by the scoreboard, in a sun hat. Mark was beside her with his old camera around his neck, and Gracie was on her other side, and Theresa behind them. On the right, by the band, her father was in a short-sleeved shirt and a tie, and Aunt Carla was fanning herself with the program, and Danny was beside them eating sunflower seeds. He sat where Nicole had put him, next to his father, and in two hours the two of them said maybe ten words to each other.

      Nobody was looking at anybody on the other side. Nobody was performing anything. They were just sitting where she had put them.

      Halfway through the speeches, Nicole saw Gracie get up, walk down the bleachers on the left side, across the front, and up the bleachers on the right, and sit down next to her father, who put his arm around her and kept watching the stage. Twenty minutes later Gracie got up and went back. Nobody on either side turned their head.

      When they called her name, Nicole Marino, she walked across the stage and took the folder and shook the principal's hand, and she heard, from two different places in the bleachers, her mother's voice and her father's voice, at the same moment, yelling her name. She did not look at either side. She looked straight ahead and laughed.
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      Afterward the field was a mess of gowns and parents and balloons and people calling to each other. Nicole found Danny first, near the fence. She gave him her phone.

      "You're taking it," she said.

      Her mother came from one direction, with Mark hanging back by the goalpost, and her father came from the other, with Carla hanging back by the bleachers. They got to her at almost the same time. They stood on either side of her in the grass. Her father was on her left and her mother on her right, and there was about a foot of space between each of them and her, and neither of them closed it, and she did not ask them to.

      Her father looked at the camera. Her mother looked at the camera. Nicole stood between them in her blue gown with her cap crooked, and put one arm around her mother's waist and the other around her father's, and felt each of them, after a second, put an arm behind her too.

      "Okay," Danny said, holding the phone up. "Everybody look. One, two..."

      The shutter clicked once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            THE MOVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Scott got the offer in February. A research lab at a university in Portland, Oregon, the kind of job he had been working toward for fifteen years, the kind that did not come twice.

      He told Kevin at the kitchen counter, and then he said, before Kevin could say anything, "I haven't said yes. I'm not going to say yes unless we both decide."

      Kevin read the email on Scott's laptop twice, and scrolled back up, and read it again. He thought about Portland, which he had visited once and loved. He thought about the rain and the bridges and the life he and Scott had talked about for years in a vague way, the life that was always going to happen someday, somewhere else. He thought about Owen, who was thirteen, and in eighth grade, and on the travel team, and who had finally, sometime around Thanksgiving, started saying good morning to Scott again.

      "We should talk about it," Kevin said. "All of it."
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      He told Paul first. That had been part of the plan they signed in Mr. Brennan's office, years ago now, that anything big came to the other parent first, before it came to Owen. They met at the coffee shop halfway between the two houses, the one with the bad parking, on a Tuesday morning.

      Kevin laid it out. The job. The timing, August. What it would mean.

      Paul listened to the whole thing without moving. Then he said, "So you're going to leave him twice."

      Kevin felt it land. He had expected it, and it still landed.

      "That's not fair."

      "It's accurate."

      "It's not like it was," Kevin said. "It's not like when we were kids. We'll call every night. Video. He can see me, I can see him, I can help him with his homework over the phone. Kids do this all the time now. Half his team has a parent in another state."

      Paul looked at him across the table with an expression Kevin knew well, flat and tired and not surprised. "You think a phone is the same as being there."

      "I think it's close."

      "It isn't close," Paul said. "You're going to find that out. I just don't want him to be the one who pays for you finding out."

      They sat there. The espresso machine screamed. Neither of them said anything for a while.

      "I'm not asking your permission," Kevin said finally.

      "I know you're not."
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      They told Owen together, on a Saturday, in Paul's car in the parking lot of the soccer field after practice, because Owen had said once that the car was where he liked to talk about things, since you didn't have to look at anybody.

      Owen sat in the back. Kevin sat in the passenger seat, turned around. Paul sat behind the wheel with the engine off.

      Kevin told him. He told him about Scott's job and Portland and August. He told him that Owen would stay here, with his dad, in his school, on his team, and that nothing about that part would change. And then he said the thing he had been practicing, which was that they would talk on video every single night, and it would almost be like he was right there, and Owen could show him his homework and his room and the dog, and it would hardly feel different at all.

      Owen unbuckled his seatbelt and buckled it again.

      "That's not true," he said.

      Kevin opened his mouth.

      "It's going to be totally different," Owen said. "You can't come to my games on a phone. That's so dumb. You're going to be like three hours behind." He kicked the back of the seat, not hard. "Stop saying it's basically the same."

      Paul shifted behind the wheel. Kevin saw him start to say something, and saw what it was going to be, in his face. Something about how he had told him so. Something about Kevin choosing.

      "And Dad," Owen said, before Paul could say it. He was still looking out the window. "Stop acting like he's ditching me. You always do that face."

      "I don't want you to go," Owen said, to the window. "It sucks. I hate both of those. Can I get out?"

      He got out of the car and went and sat on the bleachers by himself. After a while Paul and Kevin looked at each other across the front seat.

      "He's right," Kevin said.

      "About both of us," Paul said.
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      They spent the spring building it.

      It was not one conversation. It was twenty, most of them short, most of them on the phone at night, some of them at the coffee shop with the bad parking, a few of them with Owen at the table and a few without. They wrote it down. It became four pages, and then six.

      Calls on Sundays and Wednesdays at seven-thirty Eastern, four-thirty Pacific, which Kevin set as a recurring alarm on his phone before he had even packed a box. Not every night. Owen had said every night would be too much, would turn into a chore, would make him dread seven-thirty. Twice a week, and anything else was extra and nobody had to.

      Summers: three weeks in Portland in July, the first two weeks after camp, flights booked in March so nobody could forget. Thanksgiving in Portland on odd years. Christmas stayed where it was. Kevin would fly back for the regional tournament every fall, whatever it cost, and for the eighth-grade graduation, and for anything else he could.

      Kevin got the password to the school's parent website. He learned where Owen's grades showed up and which teacher posted homework late. He asked Paul to text him a photo from every game, not a video, just a photo, and Paul said he would, and did.

      It was, Kevin realized sometime in May, sitting on the floor of his apartment surrounded by half-packed boxes and a six-page document on his laptop, going to be work. He had love. Love was not the problem. What would keep him Owen's father from three thousand miles away was the alarm on his phone, and the flight booked in March, and the photo from every game, and whether he looked at the photo.

      He finished packing the box he was on and taped it shut.
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      They left in August. The first call was on a Wednesday, the week after. Kevin sat at a card table in a rented house with no furniture and held his phone up, and on the screen Owen sat at Paul's kitchen counter with the dog's head in his lap.

      "How was practice?"

      "Fine."

      "How's school starting?"

      "Fine."

      Kevin asked six more questions. He got four more fines and a shrug. At seven-forty-two Owen said he had homework and hung up.

      Kevin sat at the card table. Scott came in and looked at his face and didn't say anything and made him a sandwich.

      On Sunday he called again, at four-thirty, on the dot. He got two fines and one sentence about a kid on the team who had broken his collarbone. On Wednesday he got three sentences. The Sunday after that, Owen called him first, at four-twenty-five, to show him a video of a goal.
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      In November, Owen's team made the regional final.

      Kevin had the flight booked since June. He was going to leave Portland on the Friday night, land at six in the morning, drive straight to the fields. It was on the six-page document. It had its own line.

      The flight was canceled at nine on Friday night. Weather in Chicago, a connection, a line of three hundred people at a counter. He called every airline. He got as far as Denver on the Saturday morning and sat at a gate there while the game started without him, two thousand miles away, and watched it on his phone on a stream the league put up, which froze every forty seconds.

      Owen scored in the second half. Kevin saw it in the stream, pixelated, a gray shape putting the ball in the corner, and then the stream froze on the shape of his son turning toward the sideline with both arms up, looking for somebody in the crowd. It stayed frozen like that for almost a minute. Kevin did not know who Owen was looking for. He sat at gate B14 in Denver with his phone in both hands and did not know.

      Paul sent the photo that night, like always. Owen, muddy, holding a plaque. Kevin looked at it at the gate in Denver, and then in the air, and then in his kitchen at two in the morning.

      On the Sunday call, Owen said the game was good. He said it was fine that Kevin missed it, weather happens. He said it like he was talking to a teacher.
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      The next July Owen came to Portland for three weeks.

      It was not special. Kevin had braced for special, had planned things, the coast and the mountain and a baseball game, and they did some of it. But mostly it was ordinary. Owen had a room in the new house, with a bed and a desk and a window that looked at a neighbor's apple tree, and Kevin had bought sheets for it that Owen said were fine. They went to the grocery store. Owen complained about the grocery store. Scott taught him to make the lemon pancakes, finally, and Owen burned the first four and ate the fifth. There was a skate park at the end of the street. Owen was bored some days and said so. It rained on a Tuesday and they watched three movies. Kevin still said yes more than he meant to. The second week he let Owen skip the summer reading Paul had asked about, and did not mention it on the Sunday call, and knew he was not mentioning it. It was not a vacation. It was three weeks of living in his other father's house, which was what Kevin had wanted.

      On the last morning Kevin drove him to the airport. He had the pass that let him walk Owen through security to the gate, because Owen was fourteen now and flying alone and the airline still asked. They sat at the gate for forty minutes. They did not say anything important. Owen played a game on his phone. Kevin watched him play it.

      When they called his row, Owen stood up and put his backpack on and said, "Okay. Bye, Pop." He hugged him, quick and hard, one arm.

      Then he walked toward the door to the jet bridge with his boarding pass in his hand. The agent scanned it. And at the mouth of the jet bridge, just before the turn where Kevin would lose him, Owen stopped, and turned back once, and lifted his hand.

      Then he walked on.
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      Lily asked on a Thursday in October, in the car, on the way home from volleyball.

      She was fourteen. She had her volleyball bag in her lap and her hair in a wet ponytail, and she had been quiet since the gym, scrolling through something on her phone. Then she put the phone down on her leg and looked out the side window and said, in a voice that was trying very hard to sound like it didn't matter, "Why did you really leave?"

      Shannon kept driving. The light ahead turned yellow and she stopped for it.

      "What made you ask?"

      "Dad said something." Lily picked at the edge of her phone case. "Saturday. He said I should ask you why we really left, because he'd like to hear what you'd say. He said you'd probably say he was a monster." She glanced at her mother and then away. "He said you exaggerate things."

      The light was still red. Shannon looked at her hands on the wheel.

      She had known this was coming. She had known it for eight years. Rosa had told her, back when Lily was six, that it would come, probably around this age, and that when it came she would want to say too much, or too little, and that both would be for her own sake and not for Lily's. Shannon had thought about it on a great many nights. She had written versions of it. She had crossed all of them out.

      The light turned green.

      "Okay," Shannon said. "Okay. I'll tell you some of it. Not all of it. Some of it's mine. But what I tell you is going to be true. Okay?"

      Lily nodded without looking at her.

      "When I was married to your dad, he was scared of losing me, and the way he handled being scared was to control things. He decided who I could see. He decided what I could spend and asked for the receipts. He read my phone. He got angry in ways that got worse over time, and I got more and more careful, and I stopped seeing my friends, and after a while I didn't really recognize my own life." She kept her eyes on the road. "And one night he hurt me. Not by accident. And after that I didn't believe we were safe anymore. Not me, and not you. So I left, in the middle of the night, because that was the only time I could."

      Lily had stopped picking at her phone case.

      "That's why," Shannon said.

      They drove past the elementary school Lily used to go to, and the gas station, and the stretch of road along the park. Lily didn't say anything. Shannon didn't either. She had learned, a long time ago, in a room at the YWCA, how to let a silence be as long as it needed to be.

      Finally Lily said, "I kind of knew."

      "Did you?"

      "Not the details. Just." Lily shrugged, one shoulder. "I remember being scared of the wall by the stairs. I didn't know why."

      Shannon's throat closed. She waited until it opened again.

      "And. Okay. The other thing," she said. "I'm not telling you this so you'll hate him. You can love him. I'd tell you if I wanted you to hate him, believe me. And if you're ever scared over there, of anything, you tell me. That's it. That's the speech." She let out a breath. "I had a longer one. It was worse."

      Lily looked out the window. "He's not like that with me," she said. "Mostly. He came to every single game this year. He knows all my friends' names. He taught me how to parallel park in the church lot." She was quiet. "He just gets weird about you."

      "I know."

      "He's going to ask me what you said."

      "You can tell him," Shannon said. "Or not. It's yours."

      They pulled into the driveway. Shannon turned off the engine. Lily sat for a moment with her hand on the door handle, and Shannon waited for the question she was most afraid of, which was, Why didn't you leave sooner, or, Do you still hate him, or anything that would require her to be comforted.

      Lily said, "Can we have tacos?"

      "Yeah," Shannon said. "We can have tacos."
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      On Saturday, at the diner halfway between, Wade asked her.

      He waited until the food came. He always did the nice part first; Lily had noticed that years ago without having a word for it. He asked about volleyball and about her friend Mia and whether she still liked the pancakes here, and then, cutting his eggs, not looking up, he said, "So. Did you ask your mother?"

      Lily looked at her plate.

      "I'm just curious what she said," Wade said. "That's all. I think I have a right to know what she's telling you about me."

      Lily thought about her mother in the car, with her eyes on the road, saying you can tell him or not, it's yours. She thought about the wall by the stairs. She thought about the way her father's voice had just gone, very slightly, a half step higher.

      "That's between me and her," she said.

      Her father put his fork down. He looked at her for a second as if he did not recognize her. Then he laughed, a short, surprised sound, and picked the fork back up.

      "Okay," he said. "Wow. Okay, kiddo. Fair enough."

      He did not bring it up again that lunch. He brought it up the next time, and the time after that, in different ways, and every time she said the same sentence, and every time it got a little easier to say.
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      Nicole was twenty-six when her father asked if she had a minute.

      She was living in an apartment across town and working at the hospital, on the pediatric floor, the night shift three days a week. Her car had died on the Tuesday, the transmission, and her father had driven her to work that night and picked her up in the morning, and he had said, when she got into the truck at seven-fifteen with her scrubs wrinkled and her hair falling out of its clip, "Come get breakfast at my place. I'll take you home after."

      His place was a small house now, a rented one with a yard he mowed badly, twenty minutes from Gina's. He had been sober for nine years. There was a coin for it in a dish by the door with his keys. He made her eggs and toast and did not ask her anything about work, because she had told him once that after a night shift she did not want to talk about work, and he had remembered.

      When she was finished eating he sat down across from her at the kitchen table and took off his reading glasses and folded them and set them down, carefully, beside his cup.

      "I need to tell you some things," he said. "Walt says I should have done this a long time ago. He's right. I kept waiting until I'd be able to do it well, and I'm never going to do it well. So I'm just going to say it."

      Nicole put down her coffee.

      "The Sunday at Sal's," her father said. "I was drunk. Not buzzed, not a couple of beers. Drunk. I drove you and Danny and Gracie on the highway drunk, and I knew I was, and I did it anyway because I didn't want anybody at that party to see me not able to. I put the three of you in the truck because of what Sal would think. You counted my beers. I know you did. You were fifteen."

      He did not stop. He did not look away from her.

      "After you stopped coming, I texted you. At night. Drunk, most of the time. Nights I felt sorry for myself. I made you the person who had to answer. You were sixteen and I made you my..." He stopped. He found the word he had been looking for, and it was a plain one. "I made you take care of me, because you'd always answer."

      "And the thing I sent your mother. The night you stopped coming. That none of you would ever see me again. You weren't supposed to know about that one. You probably did anyway."

      She did know. Gracie had found it years ago, on their mother's old laptop, and told her.

      He stopped and looked at the table. "I haven't done this with your brother. He doesn't pick up. I leave messages. I'm going to keep leaving them."

      "That's all of it," Tony said. "Or it's what I can say. I'm not going to tell you why. There's a why, and it's mine, and it's in a lot of meetings. You don't need it. And I'm not asking you for anything. I don't want you to say it's okay. I just didn't want to die with you thinking I didn't know what I did."

      He put his hands in his lap.

      Nicole sat across the table from him in her wrinkled scrubs. She could feel him not waiting. She could see that he was trying very hard not to wait, and that it cost him something, and that he was doing it anyway. She had imagined this conversation, a few times, in her twenties, lying awake after a shift. In the imagined versions she always said something at the end. Something that closed it. I forgive you, or it's okay, Dad, or sometimes she said something terrible, and he cried. In none of the versions did she know what she would feel.

      What she felt was tired, and clear, and something she did not have a word for yet that sat in her chest like a stone that had been warmed in the sun.

      "Okay," she said.

      He nodded. He didn't ask what she meant by it.

      Nicole looked at the clock on his stove. It was eight-forty. She pushed back her chair.

      "Can you drive me to work tonight?" she said. "The car's not going to be ready till Friday."
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      Paul sold the house the spring Owen turned twenty-five.

      It was too big for one person. It had been too big for a long time, Paul said, and he had found a place with two bedrooms and no stairs and a small yard for a garden, twenty minutes away, near the lake. Owen drove down from the city on a Saturday in April to help him empty it.

      They started at the top and worked down. The attic, with the Christmas boxes that still said XMAS in Kevin's handwriting, which Paul looked at for a while and then set aside to keep. Owen's old room, which had been a guest room for seven years and still had four pale squares on the wall where his posters had hung. The hall closet, with a box of dog things from Moose, who had died when Owen was sixteen: his leash, his collar with the tags, a rubber ball chewed nearly in half. Paul held the collar in both hands. Owen took the ball and put it in his own pocket without saying anything, and Paul saw, and let him.

      By four o'clock they had reached the kitchen.
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      The kitchen was the worst, because nobody ever cleaned out a kitchen. There were pots in the back of cabinets that nobody had used since Owen was in high school. There was a fondue set, still in its box. There was the drawer by the stove.

      Owen opened it. It was full of what it had always been full of: dead batteries and live ones mixed together, takeout menus from restaurants that had closed, rubber bands, a meat thermometer, birthday candles, three keys that didn't open anything. He took it all out onto the counter a handful at a time.

      At the very back, flat against the bottom of the drawer, were two pieces of paper that had been there so long they had taken on the shape of the wood.

      The first was an index card. It had four lines on it in Paul's small careful handwriting.

      We both love you. That will never change.

      We've decided to live in two different houses.

      This is not because of anything you did.

      You will still see both of us all the time.

      The second was folded in half. Owen unfolded it, and the fold was so old it had gone soft and almost tore.

      It was a drawing. Two houses, one with a red door and one with a blue door. Four windows each. Smoke coming out of both chimneys. A long straight black line between them, drawn with a ruler. A brown dog on the line with a pink tongue. And on the line, next to the dog, exactly in the middle, a boy with his arms straight out from his sides, one arm toward each house.

      "Dad," Owen said.

      Paul came over from the sink with his hands wet. He looked down at the drawing on the counter, and at the card, and dried his hands on his jeans before he touched it.

      "I forgot those were there," he said. "No. That's not true. I didn't forget. I just stopped opening the drawer all the way."
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      They stood at the counter and looked at it.

      "I thought I drew this at Pop's," Owen said. "At the apartment. The first one, the small one, with the bad couch."

      "No. You drew it here. At the table. The day we told you. Marcus was carrying Pop's bike out to the truck and you were drawing, and you had the big box of markers open, the sixty-four, and you left all the caps off."

      Owen frowned. "I don't remember Marcus."

      "You don't remember Marcus? Big guy, beard, the pickup?"

      "No." Owen looked at the drawing. "I remember the dog was on my feet. That night. And I remember the shoes. I asked where my shoes were going to be."

      "You did," Paul said. "You asked about Moose first. Then school. Then shoes."

      "I thought I asked about the shoes first."

      "No. Moose first."

      Owen was quiet. "Did I ask you if it was my fault?"

      Paul looked at him. "You don't remember that?"

      "No."

      "Twice," Paul said. "At bedtime. You asked me, and I told you no, and then you asked me again, quieter."

      Owen looked down at the boy on the line, with his arms out. He did not remember asking. He had no memory of it at all. He remembered the shoes and the dog and a feeling, not a scene, of the house being very quiet that night. His father remembered everything, every word, which question came first, and did not remember that the dog had been on Owen's feet, because Paul had not been in the room when it happened.

      "I don't remember that," Owen said again.

      "That's okay," Paul said. "I remember it for both of us."
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      That June, in three other places, three other people were having a good year.

      Mateo Ortega graduated from high school on a Friday night in a gymnasium so hot the programs curled. His mother and his father sat in the same row, three seats apart, with his grandmother Inés between them and his grandmother Carmen on the aisle in her wheelchair. When they called his name, all four of them stood up, and Carmen stood too, holding the back of the seat in front of her, which she was not supposed to do. Afterward, in the parking lot, Luis took the picture, and then Marisol took the picture, and then a stranger took one of all of them, and Carmen complained about her hair in every single one.

      Nicole Marino was thirty-one and had a daughter who turned one that month. At the party, in Nicole's small backyard, her father stood by the grill with a can of seltzer, and her mother stood by the cake with Mark, and they stayed about that far apart all afternoon, and when it was time to sing they both sang, from opposite sides of the yard, a little off from each other, and the baby put her whole hand in the frosting. Danny came for an hour. He said hi to his father by the grill, and his father said hi back, and Danny talked to Mark about baseball on the far side of the yard, and left before the cake.

      Lily Pierce finished college with a degree in social work. Her mother was there, in the bleachers of an arena, with Dana. Her father was not. The next week, Lily drove two hours to have lunch with him at a diner halfway between, which she did twice a year, on dates she chose, for exactly as long as she wanted to stay. He asked about her mother. She said her mother was fine. He asked what Lily planned to do now. She told him, and he listened, mostly, and at the end of the hour she paid for her own lunch and drove home.
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      Owen stayed at the counter with the drawing in front of him.

      Paul had gone back to the sink. The water was running. Outside the window over it, the yard was going gold in the late light, and the feeder, which somebody had kept filling all these years, had two finches on it.

      Owen did not put the drawing in a box. He did not put it back in the drawer. He picked it up by the corners, carefully, because the fold was so worn, and he turned it over.

      The back of it was blank.
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      Some of what happens to the families in this book might be happening in your house. If it is, you do not have to carry it alone, and you do not have to figure out the right words before you reach out. These are places that answer the phone.

      If anyone is in danger right now, call 911.

      If you are afraid of your partner or your ex, or someone is controlling where you go, who you see, or what you spend, call the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-7233, or text START to 88788. You can also reach them at thehotline.org. They can help you think through safety, including the parts of leaving that nobody warns you about. If you think someone may be checking your phone or computer, reach out from a device they cannot get into.

      If drinking or drugs are part of the picture, yours or someone else's, the SAMHSA National Helpline is free, confidential, and open every hour of every day: 1-800-662-4357. They can point you to treatment and support near you.

      If you love someone who drinks, Al-Anon is for you, and Alateen is for the teenagers in your house. You can find meetings at al-anon.org. If you are the one who drinks and you want to stop, Alcoholics Anonymous has meetings almost everywhere, at aa.org.

      If you or your child is thinking about suicide, or is in a crisis that feels too big, call or text 988. You will reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, any time, day or night.

      If you are worried that a child is being hurt, or you are a child who is being hurt, call the Childhelp National Child Abuse Hotline at 1-800-422-4453.

      If you are headed to family court without a lawyer, start with your local courthouse. Most have a self-help center or a family services office, and many areas have free legal aid for parents who qualify. Rules about custody, relocation, and what a teenager gets to decide are different from state to state, so ask about yours.

      And if none of this fits, and you just need to talk to somebody, talk to somebody. A friend who leaves you steadier. A counselor. A doctor. The school.
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