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Robert Reed's recent gppearancesin our pagesinclude "Crooked Creek," "Season to Taste," and
"Market Day." Somehow, we've gone dmost three months without anew story from him, an error we're
happy to rectify. "One Last Game" follows thematicaly from two of Mr. Reed's earlier storiesfor us,
"Will B€" (Jan. 1999) and "The Gulf" (Oct. 2000). If you haven't read those stories aready, we predict
that you will... which might mean that you dready did...

Saturday
PATIENCE WAS ONE OF MOM'S words.
Tolerance and cooperation were two morefat favorites.

Of course she didn't say those words by their lonesome. It was more like, "'Be patient with people. Be
tolerant of people. Cooperate, even when it hurts." Then after abig pause, sheld say, "No, you need to
cooperate particularly when it hurts. Promise me that. Please, would you, Neil?"

He pretended not to be listening.

Then she looked back at him. She made certain that he saw her stern face, and for the trillionth time, she
said, "I know you'll be the oldest one there. But that's just the way it is, and you're going to have to make
the best of things."

The best of things -- that was pure, undiluted Mom.

Neil treated her to alittle nod and shrugged asif his shoulders ached. Then just to shut her up, he said,
"All right. I'll try."

"Do morethan try,” she countered.

Which was a pretty stupid way to talk, if you thought about it. What could any person do besidestry?

Y et Nell made himsdf nod asif agreeing, and that bought him another twenty minutes of being
unpestered. He was Sitting in the back of the van, aone with their luggage and groceries and the old
croquet set, listening to hismusic while playing afew rounds of Nuke the Fools. It helped him
concentrate, the game did. He barely noticed the ugly-ass country diding past their shit-for-guts van. But
then he stopped playing, giving hiseyesarest, and he found himself staring out over theflat fields of corn
and things that weren't corn, and he was thinking about the lake again. Neil didn't quite believein this
lake. Maybe hisfolks believed that it existed. And maybe the Hawthornes honestly thought they owned a
cabin beside the water. And sure, people had been talking about Okoboji since Neil could remember,
telling stories about the boating and the swvimming and shit like that. A few friends even came home with
bad sun burns. But that didn't prove anything. This semifamous lake was just alittle drop of bluein their
Rand McNally, and it was so many words spoken by others, and Neil was fourteen years old--a huge
and important and extremely wise age-- and he didn't bdlieve in anything just because everyone said that
it had to betrue.

Dad was driving; Mom was using their Rand McNally to navigate. She seemed to betelling him whereto
turn next, and Dad said something, pointing at the dash, and Mom did agood job of looking out the



window, pretending not to notice. Their van was agenuine pile of crap. Red lights came on every time
they took it out on the road. Usudly the lights didn't mean anything, and they got homefine. But thiswas
along-haul trip, and Nell could taste theworry inthe air. And the worry got worse when they pulled off
the Interstate, nothing but little two-lane state highway's between them and this mythica lake.

They stopped in somelittle-asstown. "For lunch,” Dad claimed. But modtly it wasto givetheenginea
chanceto bresthe.

They had burgers at Hardees, then while they were walking back to the crap-van, Mom said, "Why don't
you sit in the middle seet? Would you do thet for me?"

"Why?' Neil asked.

Mom didn't have agood excuse. So instead, shetold the truth. Looking straight at him, she said, "It
doesn't look right. Us up in front and you way in the back."

It looked just fineto Neil.

But he moved his gear to the middle seat and settled behind Dad as the old man wrestled with the van,
trying to get it running again. Grind-grind-grind. Pause. Then another grind, followed by the sputtering
roar of an overheated, under-oiled, and basicaly spent engine. Then Nell had his music going nice and
loud, and he was nuking citiesfilled with nothing but fools...right up until Mom yanked off his headphones
and covered the game screen with an angry hand, repeating what shel's said only amillion times before,

"Be patient with these kids. | know you'll be the oldest, so | expect you to take some responsibility with
the others."

Neil looked out at the ugly-assfidds.
"What did | just say?' Mom asked.
"That I'machild,” he grumbled.

She could have said anything. But instead of talking, she decided to ook sad and frustrated, throwing
that sad look toward Dad. And maybe the old man felt her eyes. Whatever, he gave a haf-glance over
his shoulder, telling Neil, "Y eah, that'swhat you are. A child."

Then helooked forward again, eyes jumping from the temperature gauge to the oil-pressure gauge and
back again. And talking to someone -Nell or Mom, or maybe to himself -- he said, "But you're not the
oldest kid. Not in this bunch, you're not.”

THE GAME GROUP were five couples. The Hawthornes. The Shepherds. The Millers. The Jensens.
And Nel'sfolks. Most everyone had graduated together from the same high school, and if you listened to
them, you'd think that it was the best time of their lives. Nell couldn't count how many times held heard
those same stupid stories about the same long-ago people. It was asif everything had happened just
yesterday. Not twenty years ago, or whatever it was. Mom openly claimed that she'd loved her school
days, and she missed them. But Neil had noticed how al these happy schoolmates went to the same
junior high too, yet nobody seemed to talk about those days-- afact that proved what Neil could sense
for himsdlf. That junior high sucked, and nobody, even if they had the power, would ever make
themsdvesfourteen again.

Dad wasn't like those other adults. He came from the far end of the state, from entirely different
circumstances. He was aMarinefor a couple stints, and he met Mom when hefinally got to college. A
few years|ater, they were married and living haf amile from the house where Mom grew up, and they



began hanging out with her old school buddies. That's how the game group got rolling. Once amonth,
everyone would show up a someone's house or gpartment, and they'd pick a game that everybody could
play together. Back then, only Neil'sfolks were married. A face or two changed during those earliest
days. But eventually everybody settled down and got married, and those were the people that Nell knew
today. Except for afew teachers, Nell knew them better than any other adults. Which wasn't to say he
knew them dl that well, or that he felt warm and gushy toward them.

Nell wasthefirst kid born in the group, and for alittle while, he wasimportant. There were abunch of
old videos that hisfolks brought out whenever he needed to be embarrassed. They showed him asa
toddler performing tricks for aroom full of laughing, drunken adults. Walking was atrick back then, and
he was the center of the universe. But then he suddenly got to be five years old, and the Hawthornes and
Shepherds had their first babies on the same day. After that, everyone was having kids. Triplets, in the
Jensens case. Everyone had their own, and Neil was forgotten, and today there were eeven kids,
counting Neil, with him being the only only-child in the bunch.

That wasn't the plan. Hed heard it abillion times from Mom, and maybe twice from Dad. Neil wasan
accident. "A nice accident,” Mom would always add. "A lovely one." But definitely, hewasabig
urprise.

There was supposed to have been ababy sister or brother. That was the plan when they moved into their
current house. Money had been saved, and Dad was doing well enough at work, and they were trying.
"Trying." It wasthe word they'd offer to the game-group, hafway laughing but smiling in aseriousway.
Sometimes, Neil could hear them trying. Once, after the group had gone home, hisfolks were too drunk
or just assumed that he was deeping, leaving their bedroom door open and trying their damnedest. But
judging by the noises, someone was too drunk, and things weren't working as they should. Which made
for apretty strange set of sounds to be hearing when you're ten years old, lying in the dark and unable to

deep.

There was a bedroom next to hisfolks room just waiting for the baby. But Mom was having troubles.
That was one bit of newsthat Neil had to pick up without being told. Mom had gained weight when she
had him, and that was a problem. Maybe. So she took up this brutal diet and started to exercise. Then
her doctor told her to stop running, because that didn't help either. And then it wasn't ameatter of what
sheweighed or how much she rode the stationary bike. It was something about Mom's plumbing, and
that's when things got real serious. There weretripsto specia doctors and weird whispering about eggs
and wriggly sperm and tricks done in someone's fancy kitchen. And there were the billsthat camein thick
white envelopes that Dad would open asif expecting to find bombs.

Findly, there came aday when nobody mentioned baby sisters and brothers. Something big and final had
been decided. The next thing Neil knew, hisfather was punching out the wal of the nursery, joining it
with the master bedroom. Dad was doing the work by himself because, ashe put it with agrim
satisfaction, "' don't know what I'm doing, so | can do it chesp.”

Everything about their lives was cheap, these days. It was because of the doctor bills and because Dad
got passed over a work, two or three times at last count, and because Mom had decided to quit her
office jab, thinking that she'd make more money and have more fun if she worked at adesk intheir big
damp basement.

Sometimes hisfolks were nothing but fools. They were aburden for Nell, and an embarrassment. It was
bad enough they had trouble making house payments, but a the sametime the rest of their gang had
trouble spending al of their money. Every game night, someone had to boast about what they were
buying or building or making in the stock market. Nobody was rich-rich. But some of those people could
see red wealth from where they were standing, while Neil's parents were fighting just to keep their old



friendsin gght.
After every party, there was the complaining.
There wasthe wishing.

Therewas Mom saying, "I'm glad Matt's doing well, but why does Becky have to keep bringing up his
promotion.”

Then Dad would say, "The Shepherds are going to France again. Did you hear?"’

"And the Millers are heading for Tahiti,” Mom would growl. "For two long weeks after Christmas, Sarah
told me."

Which made Dad wince and fed sad about himsdlf. He was a plain man with anarrow mouth and sorry
eyes, and Mom was pretty but fat again, fatter than ever, and when she was fedling sad, her eyes got big
and bright, and her wide mouth clamped down until there was nothing but an angry little line. They fed off
each other, which couldn't be good. It was something that Neil was beginning to seefor himsdlf. And that
waswhy hetried to buit in, just onetime, clearing histhroat in abig way and telling them with his best
reasonable voice, "l know what you should do. Stop going to the damned game nights, if they're so
awful."

It was asmart suggestion. It was smart when he said it, and it was still smart today.
But hisfolks hit him with hard, hurt looks, and Mom told him, "Don't be absurd. These are our friends.”
More her friends than Dad's. But Neil didn't say the obvious.

"Wejust haveto blow off steam every now and then,” Mom told him. Or maybe she wastaking to
hersdf. "It'sokay, in private," she added. In public, of course, everyone would have to be tolerant, and
patient, and cooperate with the windbags.

Y eah, Neil knew the speech.
Mom looked a Dad, telling him something with her eyes.

Then Dad cleared histhroat, agreeing with Mom. "Weve invested alot of yearswith this group, and
they're our friends." Then after alittle pause, he added, "And I'm not going to be thefirst oneto drop

Which was a pretty stupid reason to do anything, Neil knew. But he didn't say it, or anything. Sometimes
you can try al you want, but people just won't listen to the thingsthat are true.

Therewas ared lake, asit turned out. Rolling corn fields gave way to afew wind-beaten treesand a
busy little town filled with summer traffic, pluslittle prairie ponds set beside the highway, and coming up
over the crest of asudden hill, Neil caught aglimpse of bluish-green water surrounded by an army of
cabins and houses. The Hawthornes had just built their cabin, and the group had been invited up for the
weekend. That word -- "cabin" -- brought to mind things like outdoor johns and beaver pelts nailed to
pinewalls. But Neil remained skeptica, and it was smart of him. Following the directions on the printed
invitation, Dad pulled into along driveway of clean new concrete. A big swing set and sandpile were set
in the newly sodded lawn. Two minivans and someone's fat-ass Expedition were parked where the
driveway widened. There was atwo-car garage, and sprouting off the back of the garage was along
building that would have looked like ahouse anywhere dsein theworld. And abig house, at that. Just
how big wasn't gpparent from the driveway. They had to climb out and take the long walk up afancy



flagstone path to the first door. The doorbell sounded like real bells. One of the kids opened the door.
Neil remembered the face but not the warpaint or the plastic sword.

"What's the password?' the kid barked.

"Hello, Collin," ssid Mom, her and Dad stepping past the kid.

"What's the password?' he asked Nell, poking him in the belly with the point of the sword.
"I'll let you live" Neil rumbled. "How'sthat?"

Collin swalowed those words and shrank down alittle bit. But then he smiled and lifted his sword, an
important voice saying, "Y ou can pass.”

The house went on and on. There was a hdlway and stairs leading up and akitchen and some kind of
playroom on the ground floor, and after that, adining room and living room that werevisblefrom a
distance. Theliving room was more windows than walls, and the early afternoon sun was making the air
conditioning work. "If thiswasacabin," Neil thought out loud, "then our houseis adamned shack."

"Enough,” barked Dad.

But the old man was thinking the same thing.

"Where's everyone?' asked Mom.

Collin wasfollowing them. "In the front yard," he reported.

Didn't they come from the front yard? Apparently not. The door leading outside had been | eft open,
which had to pisstheair conditioning off. Neil could hear the machine running. He was following hisfolks
out across anarrow green lawn, climbing alast little rise before the world fell away. A smdler second
building was perched on the steep dope, zigzagging Stairs leading to it and then past, reaching awooden
dock that stretched out into the water. Kids were running on the dock and bobbing in the greenish water,
and they were shouting. A girl'svoice was shouting, "Help, I'm drowning. Help!”

Nobody seemed to notice. She was just making noise gpparently. But even if it was noise, Neil wished
that she'd shut up.

A pontoon boat was tied against the dock, and alittle sailboat, and about athousand inflated doughnuts
and styrofoam kickboards were scattered across the dock and on the water and taking breathers on the
muddy sand of the beach. A square platform was moored farther out on the lake. Two grown men were
ontop of it, wrestling. They looked slly in those long swimsuits. They werealittlefat, and pink, and very
dow. It was Mr. Hawthorne and Mr. Miller. A couple million bucks were pushing hard a each other,
and after amoment, they collgpsed from exhaustion, laughing and flopping down on their backs.

Most of the kids werein the water. They wore life jackets. Even Claudia Hawthorne wore abig orange
jacket, splashing in the shallowest water, shouting, "Help mel™ at the top of her lungs.

The adults were sitting at the end of the dock, waving hard at the newcomers. Mom and Dad practicaly
brokeinto arun, needing to get to them. To say their hellos and show off their smiles. Everything was
very socid and very loud, and Neil wanted to be anywhere else. He was thinking about hisgamesin the
van, thinking that maybe he could take them and vanish indde that big house. But when he turned to look
back up the stairs, he noticed Mrs. Miller swimming hard from somewhere up the beach. It wasalong
way to the next dock, but he had the impression that she had comethat far. She did amean freestyle,
steady and strong and lifting her head high every now and then, checking on her position. When she



reached the dock, she stood on the lake bottom and wiped her face a couple times. Squinting, she said,
"Neil?" with afriendly voice.

Hesad, "Hi."

Then she grabbed alittle ladder and started to climb out, tired armslifting her only so fax before she had
to pause, her feet feding for the lowest rung. The warm green water was diding off her swvimsuit and off
her body. It was a one-piece suit. Mostly, it was solid and thick, and nothing showed. Except that it
wasn't meant for real swimming, and when she finished her climb, she happened to bend forward, the
soaked fabric pulled down by its own weight, letting her tits halfway pour out into the sunshine. They
were big and soft-looking and white as could be, and Neil couldn't do anything but stand there, staring
hard, thinking that there was something dangerousin this. In this staring. But he could practically see Mrs.
Miller's nipples, and there wasn't anything else in the world.

A few seconds later, he was asking Dad for the car keys.
"Leaveyour gamesdone" Mom growled a him.

But with a perfect honesty, Neil could tdll her, "No, I'm going to get my suit and change. | want to go for
aswim.”

To hisfolks, that sounded like welcome news.
"If you can, bring in some of our luggage--" Dad Started.

"Maybe," wasthe best that Neil could promise. Mrs. Miller was bending over again, toweling hersdf dry,
and it was dl that he could to keep hiseyesin hisskull.

IN THAT LITTLE whileit took Neil to put on his suit and run back to the dock, everything had
changed. Most of the adults had moved to the pontoon boat, and the outboard was growling, making the
ar gink. Still in street clothes, hisfolks were flanking Mrs. Miller, asif keeping her safe, and Mr.
Hawthorne gave Neil abig wave, asking, "What do you want? A trip around the lake, or stay here and
help kid-gt?'

Dad said something too soft to be heard.
"I'll comeaong," Nell volunteered.
Which gave the adults an excuse for agood little laugh.

After two minutes of chugging across the open water, Nell was wishing that he'd stayed behind.
Everyone was talking, and the only subject was the cabins. Who owned what? Which were the prettiest?
Thefanciest? The best to buy? Nell ended up watching the water and the other boats, and he gave Mrs.
Miller agood glance when he didn't think anyone would notice. But she was wearing a shirt now, and
there was nothing to see but her strong smooth legs -- except once when she moved on the padded sedt,
afew curly dark hairs snesking out through the eastic of her suit, hinting at everything that was hidden.

Thelake wasfilled with fast boats pulling water skiers and flocks of roaring, graceful Jetskis. The big
pontoon boat plodded its way through that delicious mayhem. People had to dow or steer wide of them,
and it was embarrassing. Out of smple frustration, Neil asked Mrs. Hawthorne, "Why don't you have
any Jetskis?'

"WEell get sometoyslikethat,” shereplied. "When Claudiaand Collin are your age, and ready.”



Jetskiswerent toys, they were serious, important machines. But Neil didn't bother correcting the woman.
Instead, he sat quietly and let his mind wander dong with his eyes. Time grew dow and heavy astheir
boat made its circuit of the lake. There was anovelty with the sun on the water and the occasiond tickle
of spray againgt his upwind cheek, but the fun wore down after awhile. In some ways, it was nest to Sit
among happy adults, listening to their quick patter, wondering a what point in hislife he would find such
aconfident, maost brazen voice. But by mid-voyage, he was completely bored and more than alittle
uncomfortable. Mrs. Miller had thrown atowel over her legs, protecting them from the sun. Mr.
Hawthorne was | etting the other men take the whedl, but nobody thought to offer that responsibility to the
boy. Neil moved back besde the rumbling motor, letting himself broil in the sun, ignoring his mother when
shesad, "You'regoing to burn." Hewouldn't. Not thislate in the summer, he wouldn't. Then with the
adults huddling under the canopy, Neil wasfreeto stare at the water and think about anything, including
how much he wanted to be anywhere but here.

Findly Mr. Hawthorne took back the wheel and pulled up next to his dock. But Neil wasn't happy here,
ather. Thetriplets were screaming on the beach. Claudiawas il shouting, "'I'm drowning. Help me, help
me." Collin and the two Shepherd boys were running on the hard planks, beating each other with Roman
swords and styrofoam noodles. It would be afun game, for about two seconds. Neil resisted the
temptation. Mrs. Jensen was Sitting nearby, pretending to be alifeguard when she wasn't reading her fat
novel. When Claudiayelled for help again, the woman looked up. But it was Nell that she was watching.
"How wasyour trip?' she asked, showing ady littlesmile.

Mrs. Jensen wasn't as pretty as Mrs. Miller. Or asbuilt. But Neil had ways hafway liked talking to the
woman.

"Did you have fun?' she pressed.
Hesaid, "Yes," because that seemed like the polite thing to say.

Mrs. Jensen's sunglasses had dipped down her whitened nose. She pushed them back up, and her smile
changed, and shaking her head, she said, "Redly?' She said, "1'd have ahard time buying that.”

Despite his doubts, the rest of the afternoon had itsfun. Neil began by swimming out to the floating
platform and back again, then diving into the weedy depthswith aleaky mask strapped to hisface. When
those adventures got old, there were chicken fightsin the bathwarm shallows. Neil wastoo long and
lanky to ride anyone. Not that he wanted to ride, of course. But he didn't weigh much more than a
hundred pounds, and some of these kidswere real chunks. Fat or solid, they were hard to lift, and
moving with them on his shoul ders was about the toughest work held ever done. It wasthelittle kidswho
made the best partners. Like the Jensen triplets. They were wiry and strong for five-year-olds. Barbie
Jensen would wrap her legs around Neil's neck and shoulders, and an adult man carrying some beefy kid
would charge and knock the girl backward. But she'd pop right up again. And if they got behind the man
while he was fighting someone e se, they could knock him off hisfeet, and that's how you sometimeswon
thisvery amplegame.

Between rounds, Claudia siwvam up to him. She was turning ten in another month, and her parents had
aready bought her apony asabirthday gift. She explained dl of thisin abreathlessrush, floating highin
the water because she was fat and because of her big orangelife jacket. Then she said, "Let'sbe
partners. Okay?'

She had to be asheavy as Neil. That'swhy he asked, "I | say yes, what'll you give me?"
Not missing abest, Claudiasaid, ™Y ou can ride my pony."

"Oh, wow," he said sarcadticdly. "Gosh, jeez.”



Claudia heard what she wanted to hear. She assumed they had adeal, and when Neil turned to leave,
she grabbed hold of his head and flung her thick legs over his shoulders. Neil wastrapped, at least for the
moment. He sank into the warm water, letting the girl scrambleinto position above him. Then herose up
to where he was holding most of her weight and too much of his own. He sagged and moaned under the
waves, then lifted his mouth high enough to take a pained gulp of ar, moving them into deeper water to
let himself sand taller, bracing for the first assault.

Neil's plan wasto lose. Someone would give them alittle shove, and he would pitch to one sde asiif
shot, dive deep and dip free of thefat girl.

But their opponents were HannahMiller riding high on her mother's strong shoulders. Mrs. Miller wasin
shallower water, her suit filling with water as shelifted her eight-year-old into the air, those big breasts
threatening to spill free. Then she adjusted her straps and started her charge, laughing as she pushed her
way through the lake. Neil watched how the water lifted and broke over the pale smooth flesh, and he
dtared as the breasts dove benesth the surface, bearing down on him. Then something obvious occurred
to him, and he grunted to Claudia, "Hold on. Tight!"

It was ashort, forever sort of battle. The four of them collided aong with their foam and shouts, and the
high arms were grasping while the lower arms held tight to the clinging legs. Neil and Claudiahad
momentum, and Mrs. Miller was laughing too hard to fight back. For an ingtant, it looked asif she might
lose. Claudia gave Hannaha yank, and their opponents started to fal. But thefat girl didn't have akiller
ingtinct. Shelet them recover, which wasfine with Neil. Then everyone was close and pushing hard, and
Nell felt asmadl strong hand againgt hisribs, then tugging at Claudiasfoot. It was awoman's hand. It was
touching him, pretty much. So Nell reached out and yanked at Hannah'sfoot, and his quick fingers
brushed against one of Mrs. Miller's breasts -- her left breast--the wet fabric barely obscuring the living
swell of flesh that seemed to Nell, for that wondrousinstant, to be the genuine center of the universe.

Then Claudia confused him for her six-hundred-pound pony. She threw her weight to one side, their
center of gravity suddenly outside Neil's body, and he wasfailing Sdeways, his bare feet dancing across
the muddy sand of the lake floor. He wanted to remain standing. He desperately wanted a second
chance to touch the breast. Another quick fed; that would be perfect. But thefat girl kept fighting him,
twisting her legs and hips, and Neil was underwater and sinking fast when a pain attached itsdlf to his
badly twisted neck, causing him to scream and drop deeper, shoving a the girl'sfat assin order to free
himsdf, a last.

Neil's neck had broken.

That was hisfirg horrific impression. But then he redlized that he could move hislimbs and even swim,
buoyed up by the water and awhite-hot misery. He surfaced weakly and made no sound for amoment
or two. Where was Mrs. Miller? Nowhere close, he realized. She and her daughter had wandered off,
looking for fresh victims. Meanwhile Claudia splashed behind him, telling theworld, "I'm drowning, help!™
She screamed, "Neil! Look a me!™ So he turned, his neck burning somewhere near its mangled base.
Then she giggled and said, "Save me, Nell! Save me!™

It was easy to say those next words.

"You're asbig asafucking pony!" Neil snapped.
For thefirgt timetoday, Claudiafdl silent.

"Y ou broke my neck, you goddamn horse --!"

His belongings werein the house, set in a hegp in the room where his parents were planning to spend the



night. The unairconditioned boathouse was reserved for the children and whichever parents drew the long
straw. But for now, Neil could use his parents bed. He was under strict ordersto deep and also keep a
big ice pack pressed againgt his aching neck, which was aridiculous pair of assgnments. Between the
pain and the cold, deep wasimpossible. So what Neil did instead was play afew rounds of Time's
Arrow, pretending that he was Agent Nano searching through Roman times, trying to stop Count Kliss
and hisminions before they forever dtered history.

"How areyou feding, dear?'
He froze the game and folded up the screen. Without moving hishead, Neil told his mother, "The same.”

The pack was more water than ice now. Mom took it from under him and sat on the edge of the bed,
gtarting to rub his neck and then thinking better of it. She bit her lower lip for amoment, then said, "You
know, she has a crush on you."

A sudden impaossible hope pounced on him.
But Mom had to ruin everything, saying, " Claudia practicaly adoresyou."
"Oh," Neil whispered. "Her."

"She'sawfully sorry for this. | don't think she's stopped crying yet." Mom wastdling him thisfor a
reason, but she wouldn't just come out and say it. She didn't know what Neil had said to the fat girl, or
she was pretending not to know. Either way, she decided to change the subject, smiling when she said,
"Dinner'samost ready. If you want, come down and eat with the rest of us."

His neck ached, but Nell was famished, too.

"Laurasaysit'sjust amusclegran.”

Laura Shepherd was a dermatol ogi<t, which made her opinions alittle suspect.
"Areyou coming?' Mom pressed.

Neil unfolded the screen again, but only to clear the game. He wasn't doing that well anyway. Obvioudy,
what he needed was food.

DINNER WAS LOUD and busy and extraordinarily boring. Mr. Shepherd had cooked spaghetti in big
pots, and it came out clumped together and halfway raw in the middle. Y et the adults had to tell each
other how ddlicious everything was. Nell ate with them in the big living room. The kids and Dr. Shepherd
used the dining room. Spillswould be less of a problem there, and there were spills. The new carpet was
stained at least twice before the kids were banished outside with popsicles. Plagtic plates and empty
bottles of wine were thrown into bulging trash sacks. More wine was opened, plus sometall cans of
beer. Then the kids were brought back insde and stuffed into the playroom, along with maybe twenty
million toys, six of which being interesting enough to be played with.

There werefights over those Six good toys.

If Neil was healthy, he would have helped referee. But he wasn't well. He sat in the living room with his
neck ridiculoudy straight, making ashow of hismisery. It was Dad, of al people, who vanished into that
mayhem; and that |eft Neil in the equally unwel come position of taking Dad's place in the evening'sfirgt

game.

He had never played charades before and never would again. It was acting in public, which was



something that he wouldn't do. So Mom did double-duty, standing in front of their team and making a
fool of hersdlf. And Neil did try to contribute to histeam's efforts, but the books and movies and songs
were from aworld that he barely knew. Sometimes he'd blurt out awrong answer, but mostly he just
stayed quiet. And when histeam logt, he pretended that it didn't bother him. That it was just astupid
game, which it was. One of severa stupid games that were played in rapid succession.

Neil watched the adults, listening to what they said when they weren't playing. Everyone looked tired and
sounded happy and maybe they were alittle drunk. Mrs. Miller was wearing summer clothes. Shortsand
alight blouse and sandds. Neil kept remembering that her name was Sarah, and he would wonder how it
would sound to say Sarah when he was aone again, in the dark. Her face was red from the sun and
pretty in agrown-up way. He was watching her face when she noticed his gaze, and with a sudden little
wink, she asked, "What should we play next?'

She was talking to the room, but the room was too busy to notice.

"My mother just turned seventy,” Mom was shouting, gpparently responding to some distant
conversation. "And she doesn't even look sixty, which I'm taking to be avery good sign for my future.”

In Neil's eyes, Grandmawas nothing but a sputtering old seventy. Y et he decided to Sit there,
conspicuoudy saying nothing.

"And do you know her life-expectancy?' Mom continued. "I mean what those charts...the actuaria
charts...do you know what they're predicting for her....?"

"Ninety-plusyears," Mr. Jensen replied. "It's something like that, | would think."
Mom nodded. "Another twenty-three and ahalf years. Yed"

Mr. Jensen was alawyer and agenius. Hewas asmal man, alittle pudgy around the middle, and he
looked like agenius should look, wearing thick glasses, histhick black hair going twenty ways a once.
When the group played Trivia Pursuit, Mr. Jensen played alone. It was the group's specid rule. He had
no partner and no help, but more often than not, heldd still win their stupid game.

"If our parentsreach old age," he explained, "then they've escaped the hazards of risky behavior and bad
genetics. And if they have hedlthy habits after that, most of them are going to be around for along time.
One or two of them will makeit to ahundred, easy."

The adults reacted to this newswith ahorrified cackle.

"God!" Dr. Shepherd called out. "1'm going to have to keep my house clean for another thirty years...just
in case his mother shows for a snap ingpection --!"

The laughter rose, then collapsed when it ran out of bregth.

Mr. Hawthorne said, "Bullshit! Areyou telling methat I've got to listen to my old man complain about
politics until the middle of this century?'

"Maybe s0," said Mr. Jensen. "Maybe s0."

Mrs. Hawthorne grabbed her husband by the knee. "Maybe we should give our folks skydiving lessons.
What do you think? For their anniversaries?'

Everyone howled with laughter.



Mrs. Miller said, "Or afloat trip through the Grand Canyon, maybe?"
Which made Mom blurt, "Perfect! My mother can't swim a stroke!™

Neil couldn't believe what he was hearing. Sure, his parents liked to complain about their parents. But to
say that you want them dead... to say it in public, evenif it wasjust ajoke...well, it made Neil
uncomfortable and sad. Watching them bend over with laughter, he caught aglimpse of frustrations that
were deep and private, and ancient...frustrations that he'd aways assumed were peculiar to
fourteen-year-old boys.....

Mr. Jensen cleared histhroat. "Lifespans are growing,” he told Mom, and everyone. "If awoman in our
generation can reach seventy, then shell dmost certainly live well past the century mark.”

Mom got alook. She halfway shuddered, then made herself laugh. And turning to Neil, she blurted, " Just
think, honey. I'm going to be your mom for another hundred years™

Neil didn't know what to make of that threat. The adults had to be drunk. Whatever thiswas, thiswasa
disgusting and fascinating business, and Neil could only just it on the brand new couch, sipping hisfifth
or sxth coke of the day, wondering where things would lead next.

"Imaging" said Mrs. Hawthorne. "We're only athird of the way therel"
"If wemakeitto old age," Mr. Jensen cautioned. "Whichislesslikely for men than for women.”
"Asit should be!" Mrs. Miller trumpeted.

Again, Mom looked at her son. But she was asking Mr. Jensen her question. "And how long will our
children live? Can you guess?'

"l can dwaysguess” hereplied, laughing softly.

Everyone seemed to be enjoying themsalves, laughing and bending close to hear whatever he might say
next.

"One hundred and fifty years," Mr. Jensen offered.
"That much?' Mom cried out.
"Or athousand years, maybe."

There was laughter, but it had a different color now. It was abright, uncomfortable sound that
evaporated into an abrupt and very nervous silence.

"L ook at the last hundred years,” Mr. Jensen continued. "Antibiotics. Transplants. Genetic engineering.
Hédl, how much of that was predicted?"

A genuineinterest grabbed hold of Neil. "Y ou redly think so?" he sputtered.
"Youll liveto wak on other worlds, my boy. | guaranteeit.”

Nell had awaysliked the man.

"Who knows what you might accomplish, given athousand years?'

It was an ideathat made Neil happy and warm, wiping away most of the pain in his poor neck. And



that'swhen the idea hit him. It came from an obvious source, but he didn't mention his computer game.
"Maybe when I'm done traveling to the planets,”" he began. "'l don't know, but maybe | could travel back
intime...."

"To where?' blurted Mrs. Miller. Then she added, "To when, | mean. And where aso, | guess. Wouldn't
it be?'

Neil thought of Rome and the Dark Ages and the other popular haunts of his computer salf. But instead
of those possihilities, he heard himsdlf say, "Here. Maybe I'd come back to now, and here, just to tell
you how things turn out and...I don't know...maybe let you know about the future, in littleways ... ™

That brought giggles and winces and every other uncomfortable expression.

For amoment, Nell felt foolish. He hoped this topic would pass. Collapse, and vanish. But then Mr.
Jensen found something worthy in the possibility. Evenintriguing. He jumped to hisfeet, swayed for a
moment, then said, "L et's get the kidsin here. Right now."

Mom asked, "Whet for?"

"Weve got another game. A new game." Then he promised everyone, "It won't take two minutes. Or it'll
take forever, depending on how you look at things."

People exchanged big-eyed looks, then agreed to play aong. Mrs. Hawthorne went to get Dad and the
kids. At Mr. Jensen'singstence, three video cameras were set up and left running. The kids were herded
back into the room and told to St together, asif posing for agroup picture, and when Mr. Jensen finished
his glass of dark wine, he stood in front of hisaudience, saying in abig, haf-drunken way, "Listento me.
Thisisthe night! Wewant to ask you afavor. A huge favor. When you've learned how to trave in
time...maybe a thousand years from now...we want you to come back here. If it's possible. Please. Will
you promise usthat? Will you?'

These werelittle kids. They looked fried from too much fighting and too much fun, and whatever Mr.
Jensen was saying, it was too strange and large for them to understand. But he sensed their limits. He
made a stabbing gesture at a camera, adding, "We're going to talk to you about tonight. That's our
promise. For years and years, your parents are going to remind you about the big commitment that you're
making to us now."

But they hadn't said anything. Mosily, the kids sat motionless, looking ready to fal over into exhausted
heaps.

"Promiseus," said Mrs. Miller, getting into the mood of the moment. "Hannah? Say that you promise.”
Her oldest squirmed, then said, "Okay. | guess.”
Then Mrs. Miller turned to Nell. ™Y ou should promise for al of them. Would you do that for us?'

If anyone el se had asked. But it was Sarah Miller, and he whispered, "Sure," and gave the camerasa
little glance.

"What are you sure about?' Mom pressed.
Without too much lifein hisvoice, hetold them, "Well come back. If it's possble, well visit you.”

There was astrange, long pause. The adults acted asif they were waiting for some flash of light and the
miracul ous appearance of travelersfrom the far future. But then it was obvious that nothing would



happen, and it was embarrassingly obvious that some people needed to stop drinking, &t least for the
time being. Over the next half-hour, most of the kids were successfully ingtalled in the boathouse. The
Hawthornes volunteered to stay with them, and that |eft the master bedroom free for Neil's parents,
which left him with areal bed instead of ahard cot in the hot boathouse.

Being an invaid wasn't too awful, Nell decided. He undressed dowly and climbed under the new white
sheets, and Mom came in to check on him and collect her belongings. She said, "Here," and produced a
littlewhite pill. "Sarah gave thisto me. It'sapain pill, and it'll help you deep.”

Neil wasn't too old to stop his mother from feeding him medicine.
"Seep," she said again, risng and making certain that the lights were off in her wake.

Then the party started up again. The adults had found their second wind, more beers were being opened,
and therewas aloud, gunshot-like bang as a cork flew. That's when the pill started to work on him.
Suddenly Nell felt himsdf tumbling down along dark hole, feding warm and week, and hiseyeswere
pulled shut by their own considerable weight, and even his heart seemed to grow tiller as something that
wasn't true deep took hold of him.

Hisroom was directly above the front door.
He hafway remembered that.

And when he heard the ringing of abell, close and insstent, some dim, still-conscious part of him was
ableto think, "That's someone. Someone outdoors. Someone who really wantsto comeinsde..... "

Sunday

THE DREAMLESS SL EEP ended with the abrupt closing of adoor. Neil's eyes found themsalves open
again, revealing astrange room filled with a staggering light. Where was he? Then he remembered this
room and his borrowed bed, and in his codeine-inspired confusion, he decided that Mom must have left
alight burning after dl. It fet asif only aminute had passed, a most. Someone had finaly answered the
doorbell. That'swhat hed just heard, he decided. And that brilliant light was coming from...where...?
From the bedroom window, apparently. How ridiculous was that? But after severa deep bregths, what
was obvious burrowed itsway into his consciousness. Night was finished; somehow it had become
morning. Entire hours had passed in what fdlt like a heartbeat. And once he accepted that improbability,
Nell could let hiseyesclose again, trying to will himsdlf back into that timeless place.

The ar-conditioning was running. He heard the steedy hum of chilled air shoved through avent, and in
the distance, the constant complaining efforts of a compressor. But then it was cool enough indoors, and
the machinery shut itself off with a solid thank. He heard the thank, followed by an imperfect sllence.
Birdswere singing. A man at the far end of the cabin spoke afew words, then afew more. Then Neil
heard the sharp aching sound of a person crying, and his naturd first thought was to assume that akid
was pissed or sad or just too tired to do anything but cry. Except it sounded like awoman crying. Like
his mother, sort of. And that sound finally made him st up, dressing dowly, taking frequent breaksto rub
at the giff center of his neck.

The crying came from the master bedroom; hadn't his folks spent the night there? Except when Nell
looked in through the open door, he found Mrs. Hawthorne sitting on the edge of the giant bed, wearing
last night's clothes, mopping at her face with asoggy Kleenex.

Neil was embarrassed, and he was fascinated.



The woman looked into the hallway, but nothing registered in her sad red eyes. She had a puffy old face,
and the hair that she dways kept just-so had become frazzled and dirty. Quietly, she took a deep breath.
Then she dropped her head and sniffed hard once and unwadded the Kleenex before giving her nose a
hard long blow.

Nell retreated, finding the stairs and the kitchen. But the other adults were missing. Probably deeping of
their night. Servesthem right, he thought with an easy piety. He snagged a cold pop, then drifted into the
living room. Mrs. Miller was stretched out on the longest sofa, a brown afghan covering everything but
her face and the small bare feet, eyes closed tight and astiliness embracing her entire body, making it
appear asif shewasn't redlly breathing.

Neil hovered, watching her deep.

Then she opened her eyes and looked Straight at him. She was awake, alert. In her pretty face were hints
of something that wasn't quite surprise, and the eyes were huge and red, blinking to make themsalves
Wet.

"I'm sorry,” Neil sputtered. "1 wokeyou --"

"No." She shook her head. "No, | wasn't. You didn't." He sipped his pop, trying to find something worth
saying. Mrs. Miller began to Sit up, then remembered something. With the afghan gtill covering her bodly,
she reached behind herself and deftly refastened her bra. Then she straightened the shirt that she'd worn
last night, and she let the afghan fall to the floor and blinked her eyes hard afew times, rubbed at them,
and with her face pointed at her toes, she asked, "What did you hear?"

"When?'

"Never mind." She looked at Nell. She was genuingly staring at him, asif he was an object deserving her
fascination. Or wasit fear? Then she asked the question again, but with different words. "How did you

deep?'
"Hard," he admitted.

"Codeine doesthat," she dlowed. And she smiled at him. Then she thought to ask, "And how's your
neck today?"

"Better."

She started to say, "Good." But another thought intruded, and she sat up straight and nodded toward the
door, saying, "They're outsde. On the patio. Go on."

Hisfolks, she meant. They were sitting on theiron furniture, watching the sun rise. Neil preferred to be
here, talking to this woman about deep and body parts. But she was urging him to go see them, and
that'swhat he did. Neil closed the door behind him, thinking of the airconditioning. He could fed his
folks eyes cutting into him. Even before Neil looked at them, he knew they were staring. A fedling of
deep shametook hold of him. Obvioudy, he had done something wrong. Something horrible. Then he
remembered that ugliness with Claudia, and the shame made him shiver. Honestly, he deserved at least a
few hard words. That'swhat he told himsdf. But when helooked up, they were smiling. They weren't his
parents; his parents never smiled so much. At him. Grinning likeidiots. At him.

Nell settled on thefirst iron chair, set his pop between hisfeet, and asked, "What?'

Dad sad, "What?'



Mom just Sghed and said, "Nothing. It'snothing.”

"It got pretty wild last night,” Dad offered. "Did we bother you?'
"Maybe," Neil began.

Both of them squared their shoulders and waited.

Then Neil said, "No," and gave abig shrug. "Thelast thing | heard...I'm pretty sure...was someone at the
door ...."

Dad darted to say something, then caught himsaif.
Mom made herself look up at the trees, and to nobody in particular, she said, "Listen to the birds."
These weren'tt his parents, they were doppy imposters.

A nearby door flew open. Everyone gave alittle jump. Then came the wild screams of aboy charging out
of the boathouss, little feet dapping against the plank stairs. Neil saw one of the triplets pop into view,
followed by his brother and Collin and the three Shepherd kids. A little race was being run. They were
followed by the Miller girls, Hannah holding tight to her young sister's hand. Claudiawas accompanied by
her father, talking in arapid, amost breathless voice about a dream involving her stupid-ass pony. And
after them came the rest of the missing adults, the Jensens holding tight to their daughter who, grouchy
from alack of deep, kept dgpping at their clinging hands, screaming and squirming, complaining with a
ghill and defiant little voice.

For no good reason, Neil's parents started to laugh now.

"Ligtento her," Dad said, lacing his hand behind his head and leaning back in hischair. "Doesn't she
sound good?'

"Great," Mom exclamed.

Neil just had to stare at them. Did they have any idea how stupid they sounded? And how embarrassed
they were making him fed?

An explanation drifted a the edge of sanity.

Clues and hints and the very odd expressions from these very odd parents could be pieced together,
giving Neil an ideathat made him snort and shake his head defiantly. No, he wouldn't believe that. No,
no, nol!

"What's the matter?' Mom asked, dropping athird piece of French toast onto his syrup-encrusted plate.
"Nothing'swrong,” hetold her.
"You'reright," she sang out, giving her son afond pat on the back.

Which madeit al the harder to say nothing. Nell glanced at her, then redlized that he was sneering. So he
looked down the dining room table, pleased to see that he wasn't the only one noticing this bullshit.
Hannah fidgeted as her dad inssted on giving her another big hug. Jake Shepherd told hismom to please
stop staring at him, please. Only the Hawthorne kids seemed comfortable with this crazy mood. They
asked the adults for more French toast and more milk, even though they hadn't finished their first

hel pings. Then Claudiasaw her mother staggering downdtairs, and with abullying voice, she sad,
"Mommy, my syrup's cold. Can you warm it up for me?"



Makeup was plastered thick on the woman's face. Mrs. Hawthorne walked over to her daughter and
yanked her plate away, never looking at her or saying aword.

"Inan hour," Callin announced, "I'm going swvimming." He was aready wearing his swimsuit. "1'm going
out to the float and back again. Twenty times.”

The adults became quiet and watchful.
Hannah pointed out, "That'salot of times.”

Neil didn't fed hungry anymore. He was sorry for accepting more toast, because now it was destined for
the disposdl.

The microwave beeped. Then Mrs. Hawthorne returned, carrying Claudias plate with adishrag.
The girl took abite, then said, "Ugh! It'stoo hot now."

Her mother stared at the plate. Only &t the plate.

"Thisisnt what | wanted,” Claudiacomplained. "I can't even put it in my mouth.”

Her brother said, "Chicken fights. | want to chicken fight."

The Jensensfinally stopped tickling their daughter. They glanced at the other parents, meaningful looks
exchanged in rapid succession.

"And aboat ride," Callin proposed. "Dad? Dad? Can you pull an innertube with our boat? And can |
rideit, maybe?"

For aflickering moment, that sounded likefunto Neil.

"Not today, son. No." Mr. Hawthorne had cooked their breakfast, and he'd just wandered into the
dining room to measure the remaining hunger. He was wearing an gpron and ahard face, keeping his
emotionsin control. He looked sad and angry, but he wouldn't show anyone why or & whom. Y et the
anger wasin hisvoice, every word stiff and dow as hetold Collin, "We aren't doing anything like that
today."

"Anything likewhat?' Nell muttered.

Mr. Hawthorne rubbed his hands in the gpron. Then to everyone at the table, he said, "We aren't going
into the water today. We can do anything but that."

Mrs. Miller said, "Anything,” with emphasis. "Like, maybe we can go seeamovie. Isn't there athester
downin-- 7'

"Absolutely," said Dr. Shepherd. "Or we can rent a stack of movies."

Neil was picturing himself straddling an innertube being towed by the pontoon boat. It wasn't a Jetski, but
it could befun. For alittlewhile. Plusit would happen outdoors, and wasn't that why people cameto
placeslike this? To be out on the water?

"No swimming at al?" asked one of the Shepherd boys.

"Not for us," said Mrs. Jensen, ignoring the frowns building on her triplets faces. "Not today, we won't.
No, thank you."



"Youvedl had too much sun,” Mr. Miller blurted.
Nobody was burned. Neil could see that for himself.

"But you can have anything ese,” Mr. Hawthorne repeated. "What do you kidswant? Nameit.
Anything!"

"A horse," Claudiacaled out.
That brought asudden, unnerved silence.

Thegirl didn't care. She stared at her mother, and with a gushing, hopeful voice, she said, "A red horse.
A thoroughbred. Can we go get one? There's astable just down --"

"No horses," her father warned her. "Wevetold you."
"But you just said, '‘Anything..."

Neil'sfather stepped forward, waving hisarmsto get everyone's attention. Then he amost shouted,
"Guys? We decided last night." His voice was amixture of conviction and desperation. "For today,” he
told them, "and for alot of good reasons, we're not going anywhere near the lake.”

Someone had to ask the question.
"What reasons?' Neil pressed.

Dad seemed disappointed to hear those words. But before he could summon up alame excuse, Claudia
interrupted, her shrill and cutting voice saying, “I'm tired of my pony. | want ared horse!”

Her mother descended on her, pulling away the French toast and shouting, "No. We're not going to spoail
you anymore. No!"

A perplexed and embarrassed |ook swept across the girl's face. Then anger flickered, found its heet, and
she gathered hersdf, letting loose arain of tears.

"And no more tantrums, young lady! Do you hear me?"

Which made Claudiaeven louder, thewall rigng like atornado sren beforeit findly collgpsed into
gut-born sobs.

Mr. Hawthorne stared at hiswife, saying, "Darling, | don't know --"

"What?What 7' Mrs. Hawthorne was crying and screaming, using the plate as a prop, flinging it back
and forth as she asked everyone, "Am | being unreasonable here?' Then she dropped the plate in front of
Claudia, buying the girl's Slence with its crash. " Oh, things are changing now. Are you listening to me,
young lady? | don't want a spoiled, self-centered daughter who can't say two nice words to her mother
when she's an adult --1"

Incredibly, Dr. Shepherd told her children, "Y ou didn't hear that."
Neil looked at his own parents, they struggled to avoid his gaze.

Claudia shrank down, sobbed lightly, then halfway fell out of her chair, doing afat-girl sprint into the
living room and dropping onto the sofa, letting everyone watch as she kicked and wept into the brown
afghen.



Finaly, Dad gave Neil ahdf-hearted glance.

"What happened last night?' Neil asked him. Asked everyone. Then before anyone could hammer
together alie, he added, "And don't tell me we came back through timeto visit you! Because that's not
possble. And evenif it was possible...I wouldn't do it, not in trillion damned years...!"

The only sound was Claudiaweeping, and even that had lost its vigor.

Then Mr. Jensen asked, "But what if, Neil? What if coming here was the decent, right thing to do?' He
pulled a hand through his matted hair, then to underscore his question, he gave his daughter alittle kisson
her embarrassed forehead, adding, "What if by doing that you were accomplishing one enormous and

very good thing?'

Neil was angry in too many waysto count, and for reasons he couldn't even name. He sat on atoy bench
insde the playroom, pretending to watch over the kids. But nobody seemed to be doing much of
anything, even quarrding. Like Nell, the kids were keeping quiet, listening carefully, little snatches of their
parents conversations managing to find their way in from the living room.

"What did you think? First, | mean.”

"Quiet."

"Hrg," hesaid again. Mr. Miller asked the question. "When you saw them?"
"l didn't believeit,” Dr. Shepherd muttered.

"l didn't believe them,” saild Mom, with conviction.

"They can't hear us," someone promised. Mrs. Miller?

Then Dad said, "What | guessed? It was you, Bill." Bill was Mr. Jensen. "'l mean, Since it was your game.
Youinvented it. So | just assumed that you'd hired actors, probably weeks ago. Coached them and
made them wait for asignd, and it wasal just --"

"A practical joke," Mom interrupted.
"A sgtup,” said aman. Which man?

Then Mrs. Jensen whispered aname, then started to ask, "When you heard about her, did you till think
-

"Exactly,” Mom blurted. "Not ajoke, no."
Severd voices chanted, "No," in the same moment.
Then aman said, "Keep it down,” and the conversation evaporated into a hushed murmur.

Hannah |eft the kidsto Sit beside Neil and hear better. But there was nothing to be heard, and findly she
whispered, "What do you think?' She stared at Neil, her legs crossed hard and both hands on her high
knee, her body dumped forward asif she wastrying to make hersdf tiny. "What?'

"It didn't happen,” hetold her.

"What didn't?' Shewasasmart girl. It showed in her face and particularly in her bright eyes, and she was
older than eight in her voice. But shewas dtill just akid, and she hadn't put things together. "1 don't



understand,” she admitted, without shame. "Who cameto see them last night?"
"Nobody did," Nell told her.

The other kids were sitting on the floor, toys scattered around them or held by indifferent hands, every
eyefocused squarely on Nell. "They got drunk," he growled. "They don't know what they saw." But his
audience couldn't embrace that answer, either. They sighed and returned to their lazy playing, and
Hannah moved closer to Neil, trying to listen again. They were sitting in the same twisted position, heads
as closeto the doorway as possible, both hearing Hannah's mother ask someone, "Now whose moon is
that?' Dad said, " Saturn's.”

But then Mr. Jensen said, "No. It's Neptune's." "Which onelivesthere?" asked aman. Mr. Shepherd,
wasit? Someone whispered an answer. But it was said so softly that Nell couldn't decipher the name, or
if it wasaname. Although didn't it sound alot like hisfather's quietest voice? And maybe he hadn't said a
name, but instead, he smply offered, "Mine."

Mr. Miller said, "Oh, I'd never live out there. | don't suffer the cold well."
The adultslaughed for amoment, then fell slent.

Nell could hear Hannah breathing. He wished that she wasn't Sitting this close, but he didn't say anything,
and glancing at her, he noticed that she had her mother'sface. In akid sort-of way, she was pretty.

Someone mumbled a question.

And Dad repeated it. Y eah. Why aren't they worried about changing the big stuff? Like higtory. Did
anyone ask anyone?'

"| asked," Mr. Jensen volunteered.
"And?" someone prompted him.

"It has to do with quantum mechanics,”" the man replied. Hannah asked, "What's that? Want-um
mechanics?'

Nell placed hisfinger to hislips, lisening hard now. But he couldn't hear haf of the words -- not near
enough to make sense of things --which was why he stood and crept into the doorway, careful to keep
just out of sight.

"Movethrough time" Mr. Jensen was explaining, "and you cause the universeto divide. To plit. It's
something that happens regardless of the direction you happen to be traveling. Whether it's backward in
time, or like us, moving ahead at our snail's pace.”

"What does dl that mean?' Mrs. Miller asked with atight, frustrated tone.

"I turnright, or | turn left," Mr. Jensen explained. "Or | wak straight ahead. These are the sorts of
decisonsthat each of us makes every day. Easlly, and effortlesdy. But when | turn right, there's another
version of mewho turnsleft. And athird that keeps walking straight ahead, bumping into thewall. You
see? The quantum universeisvast in wayswe can't perceive. Everything that can happen, does. It'sjust
that in our particular verson of the universe, asingle string of eventsisthe story.” That brought a puzzled,
perfect silence.

Mr. Jensen continued. "The universe has an infinite number of Earths, each with its own unique history.
And it's possible -- from what they said, it's even easy -- to move backward in time. So when you arrive



at some past Earth, what you're doing is causing that Earth to split again. | turnleft. | turnright. | walk
graight. Or -- | cometo ahat because suddenly I've got atime traveler tanding in my path .... "

"I still don't get it,"” Mrs. Hawthorne growled. She was still angry and sad, using the loudest voice of any
adult. "Y ou don't make much sense, Bill."

"It'shard to grasp,” Mr. Jensen agreed. "And I'm pretty much exhausted, too."
There was more whigpering, in the living room and behind Nell.

Then Mr. Jensen continued, saying, "What would have happened is till happening. But not in this
universe. Not to us" Then after abrief pause, he said, "And not to my daughter, thankfully.” A murmur of
goproval fel into sllence.

Then Mom asked, "So why aren't these visitors everywhere? If traveling isso easy, and l -- 7"

"It'seasy,” Mr. Jensen agreed, "but it'saso unlikely. | mean, well...what are the odds that one of uswill
vidgt acertain tropica beach during our lifetimes? Vanishingly smal. And besides, when atraveler arrives
somewhere -- somewhen -- he doesn't erase the old timeline. It's ill there. He's just adding anew
complication. One complication among trillions of complications.”

"Complications," growled Mrs. Hawthorne.
"Anyway," said Dad.

Then the adults were talking at the same time, quietly and quickly, their words smeared together into a
tired but excited tangle of sounds.

Neil sarted to step back, kicking Hannah in the shin.

She was directly behind him. And dmost every other kid was crowded behind her, standing and
knedling, listening hard to words that couldn't make any sense. But isn't that how it was when you're a
kid? Nothing makes sense, but you can't help yoursdlf. Y ou listen to the adults, waiting for anything that
you can remember and use.

Neil looked at their faces, at the eyes staring up at him, and he wished they would just go away. But then
athought hit him. Hetook alittle bresth and smiled, and he whispered, "Okay. Tel me, guys. What do
you want to do today?'

Claudiaanswered first. She was gtting donein the middle of the playroom, dressing soldiersin dall
clothes. Without looking up, she snapped, "1 want to swim."

"Shush," Hannah told her.
Neil herded everyone far back into the room. "Is that what you want? To go down to the water?"
They nodded and said, "Y es," with loud, impatient whispers.

Then hesaid, "Okay," and looked at the bare white wall for amoment, deciding how it could be done.
"Okay," hesaid again, louder thistime. And he kneeled down low, making sure that everyone was
listening when he said, "Thisishow weregoing to doit.”

THE ADULTS SAT limp in the chairs and sofas, looking sick and exhausted. But most were smiling like
people whose faces were stuck in that position. The Hawthornes were the exception. They couldn't stop
being angry about whatever had happened last night. Which had never happened, Neil reminded himself.



He dill didn't believe any of this crap, and he wouldn't ever, and that thought helped him find avoice that
was strong and certain, and believesble.

"They want to go out front and play,” Nell reported. "I'll watch them. If you want."
"Out front?" Mrs. Hawthorne snapped.

Then he remembered. "In the back yard, | mean." The front yard was beside the deep, dangerous lake.
"They want to play on the swings and in the sandbox. If that's okay with you guys.”

"It'sdl right with me" said Dad, laughing to himsdlf.

Mom was half-adegp. Every adult seemed ready to drift away, except for Mr. Jensen and Mrs. Miller.
He was probably still explaining timetravel to her, and she was waiting eagerly for the boy to leave them
doneagan.

"Just keep them in the back yard," Mr. Hawthorne barked.
Nell looked a him, saying, "1 will. Sir."
"If you get in trouble --" Dad began.

But Neil was adready leaving, dipping back into the playroom and giving the kids abig nod and wink.
"Likewetaked about,” he said. "Be quiet, and quick.”

They went out the main door, out onto the hot new driveway, then dipped through the split-rail fenceinto
the adjacent yards. Nell led the way while Hannah stayed at the back. A private sidewalk ran between
the next two overgrown cabins. The kids kept atrespasser's silence as they dipped between the
buildings. Then they used anarrow path running back aong the high ground between the cabins and the
big lake, everyone shrinking down low for the last little ways, reaching the boathouse stairs without being
noticed.

Their swvimsuits were till damp and sandy from yesterday's fun. They dressed in shifts, then ran down the
last long Stretch of stairs. Thelake was vast and brilliant, stirred by athousand fast boats. An infectious
fun erased the last traces of guilt. It was easy to jump into the water and paddle where you wanted,
forgetting about parents and their odd commands. But first Neil barked at the others, telling them to put
onthelr lifejackets. "Keep together, and stay in the shallows," he demanded. Then looking straight at
Claudia, he added, "And unlessyou're dying, don't scream for help!”

Nell didn't bother with alifejacket. He plunged in feet-fird, letting the warm water pull him under, and he
popped up kicking and laughing, haf a dozen hands grabbing him from behind, haf adozen kidstrying to
climb on hisback at once.

"Chicken fights" Collin called out.

But Neil wasthe only one big enough to carry anyone, and what was the point? No chicken fightsfor
now, he argued. Which was how the grabbing became agamein its own right. Suddenly every kid was
chasing him around the shdlows, little hands clinging to his shoulders and elbows and around hiswai <.
Sharp nailsleft him cut and bleeding. But nothing hurt too badly. It was fun, everyone laughing ashe
dowly, [aborioudy pulled them dong. Then Nell would take abig gulp of air and dive, twisting to sheke
off his pursuers, and after agood long swim above the weedy bottoms, he would surface again, hislungs
burning for the next few breaths, barely having enough time to recover before the kids again descended
onhim.



Onetime he came up too close to the others. The Jensen girl -- wiry little Barbie -- instantly threw her
arms around his neck. The others grabbed her and held tight. Y esterday’s pain returned, but Neil mostly
ignored it, bending forward and pumping with hislegs, towing five or Six kidsinto deeper water. Then he
dove, and Barbie dmost let go. Almost. But she managed to put her second arm around his neck,
sgueezing and locking her hands together, forcing Nell back up to the surface, forcing him to take aquick
bresth before diving deeper than before, kicking and twisting and the girl till holding onto him, afrantic
strength making her aamsfed like bands of warm iron.

Nell findly used hishands. It waslike cheating, taking hold of her little arms and giving them ajerk, then
another. Then he twisted and tugged athird time, and Barbie was gone, and he sivam another few yards
underwater, coming up in water too deep to stand in, using the lagt of his strength to stay afloat while he
breathed in quick, useless gasps.

Someone swam up to him, and he ducked ingtinctively.

Then the kid was past, and he came up to find severa kids happily swimming toward the end of the
dock, their little orange jackets keeping them high in the bright chopping water. Where were they going?
Toward thefloating platform, he redized. Everyone was breaking hisfirst rule. "Y ou're supposeto stay in
the shalowd!" he cried out. "Hey, guysl Guyd Listento me!”

Nobody heard him over their own laughing and the whine of outboard motors. Or maybe they heard him
fineand didn't care,

Either way, Nell wasfurious. He broke into a steedy freestyle, trying to catch them before they got past
the end of the dock. But he wastired, and he kept swimming crooked, and al of thoseidiot kids were at
the float when he finally reached them. "Hey!" he barked. "Who said you could come out here?"

"l said s0," Claudiareported. Then she made ashow of climbing thelittle ladder and dropping onto the
platform's green carpet. Neil was too tired to scream.

The other kids climbed the ladder or held onto the algae-painted sides, and desperate to rest, Neil used
the ladder, amost staggering when hisfull weight was out of the water. There was no placeto Sit, much
lesslie down. So he stood in the middle of their little square idand, and after aminute of panting, he
thought to count heads. They were one short, he redlized.

"Who'smissing?"' he asked, looking at Hannah first. But he aready knew who wasn't here, and right
away, hetold the eight-year-old, " ou were suppose to watch her!"

"Who?' the eight-year-old asked.
"Barbie. Whereis she?'

The stubborn happiness refused to give way to serious thoughts. Instead, the kids giggled, and Callin
pointed out, " She was riding you, when | saw her."

A chill took hold of Neil. Standing tall, he looked toward the shordline, finadly asking himsdf how that
little girl had stayed with him underwater. Sheld removed her lifejacket or it had comeloose. And that's
when he remembered what the jacket looked like. 1t was an old-fashioned pillowy kind, orange but
stained by years of hard use. And then he saw the jacket Sitting against the beach, the wakes of the
passng boats pushing it alittle higher with each doppy wave. "Stay herel” he roared. Somelittle turd
happily said, "Wewill," and broke into abig laugh. Neil hit the water snvimming. Hewastrying to
remember where he was when he was wrestling with the girl, and when he was halfway certain that he
wasin theright place, he dove and started hunting for anything like limbs and a body. But he couldn't see



far in that green water. Not without aface mask, he couldn't. So after a couple useless dives, he surfaced
and climbed up onto the dock, fedling exhausted and terrified and sad and miserable. Where were the
goggles? In the pontoon boat, he decided. And he found them under a pile of wet towels, but it took
forever, and suddenly he was thinking that maybe he should run up to the cabin now and tell them what
had happened. He should find help. Which was the first thing that he should have done, he redlized,
taking the wooden stepstwo at atime.

Voices descended on him.

Someone muttered something harsh, and there was crying, and Neil stopped and |ooked up the long
dtaircase, watching as his parents came down fast now, followed by the Jensens, and between them,
sobbing hard, their little daughter.

Nell sagged againg therailing, relieved.

Then Dad sad, "Migter," to him. Which was what he dways said when Neil wasin the degpest shit.
"Migter." What you usudly cal an adult who'sworthy of your respect.

"You had noright," hisfolkstold him. "None."

Probably not. But Neil had to clamp his mouth shut, putting on abrave face before muttering,
"Everyonesfine”

"Not because of you," Mr. Hawthorne pointed out.

Dad sad, "Maitt," to Mr. Hawthorne. There was awarning in the name. Then he turned back to Nell,
saying, "We gave you orders, and you disobeyed them.”

Nell was standing at the end of the dock. The kids had been herded back out of the water, and now they
were climbing the stairs with the best duggish gait they could manage. Neil was the danger here. The
sparkplug to the rebellion. That much had been decided, and before things got worse, the adults had to
put astop to hisevil ways.

"Neil," said Mr. Jensen, his voice more forced then friendly. "Thisisthe Stuation. | know I'm not suppose
totel you this, but you see, we had some very odd visitorslast night, and they stayed the night, and they
sad...wdl, quite abit. More than they intended to say, I'd guess.”

Neil showed them a glowering face.

"My daughter would have drowned today,” Mrs. Jensen blurted. "But these visitors came back to warn
us--""l didn't warn you," Nell growled.

Mom took him by an elbow, ready to tell him otherwise.

So hesad, "'l did not warn you," with asow, precise voice. Could they understand what he wastelling
them?"| was adeep. In bed, and adeep.”

"You'reright,” Mrs. Miller agreed, trying to smilea him. "It wasn't you. But it was you, and them, froma
very distant future --" "No," he snapped.

Mom said, "Honey," and tried to take the elbow again.
But he shook her off, telling her, "Don't do that."

"Y ou have awondrousfuture,” Mr. Jensen told him. "If you're careful and can live long enough,



Nell...well, theré'sjust nothing that you can't achievein your very longlife...." "Think of it," Dad told
him.

Why was this so avful ? Neil was amaost shaking because hefelt so sick and nervous. So deeply and
enormoudy scared of everything.

"Y ou aren't suppose to know that much," Mrs. Miller admitted. Then she touched him on the shoulder,
and again, she made hersdlf smile. "But you deserve to know. Y ou're old enough.” The smile seemed to
grow warmer. Fonder, and genuine. "Ask us anything. If you promise to keep what you hear a secret,
well tell you whet they told us:!

"Y ou deserve to know," Mom assured him.
"To understand," Dad added.

"Anything," Mrs. Miller repeated, now pushing up beside him, giving the boy arough little hug around the
shoulders.

With an astonishing ease, Neil pushed her away.

Then he turned, and with the adults calling out his name, he dove off the end of the dock, hitting the lake
with agood flat dap and breaking into a strong freestyle, his head down except when he breathed, arms
working and histired legs kicking, carrying him past the floating platform and out into the open lake
itsdf.

He swam until he felt breathless, then after afew deep gasps, he swam out even farther. A chill reached
up from the deep water. The air around him was being torn by the high, angry whine of motors. The
knife-like prows and kedls crossed in front of him and behind. A flock of Jetskis were somewhere
nearby, hitting the high waves with a ddlicious wet thud. He couldn't see anyone chasing after him, nor did
he bother to look. All that mattered was the swirling bright water, chaotic and vast. All that Neil wanted
wasto keep hislimbs moving, keegp himsdf swimming aone, working hisway across this enormous lake
that ill, even now, he couldn't quite believein.



