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			1

			CALIFORNIA LIVE OAK

		

	
		
			Bill Blair received his discharge from the navy on a September morning in 1954. He’d served on hospital ships off Inchon and Pusan, Korea, for two years and then completed his service at the Oak Knoll Naval Hospital, a cluster of wooden barracks on a grassy hillside in Oakland, California.

			On the afternoon of his discharge, he borrowed a convertible and headed across the Bay Bridge, an unplanned adventure that seemed like just the ticket for a fellow with some time on his hands. The sky was the same lovely shade of blue as the hyacinths in the bridal bouquet at his sister’s wedding four months earlier. He’d gotten a weekend’s leave and made it home to Michigan in time for a pre-wedding family breakfast at which his years of service were so celebrated that the very thing he’d sought from the trip, a return to the life he’d known before open wounds and gangrenous limbs and amputations, slipped finally and irrevocably out of his grasp. Outside the church, he stood with his parents in his dress blues and felt as lonely as he ever had in his life.

			He’d first seen San Francisco from the deck of the U.S.S. Haven under a sky choked with clouds. Now, as he drove, he found himself drawn less to the bright downtown than to the low-lying hills beyond it, beribboned with candy-colored houses. He stayed on the highway, heading for the next set of hills, and soon he was moving alongside the pale bay, approaching the airport. Seagulls swooped out of the sky, tiny icons of the aircraft landing on the glittering tarmac. This was the first convertible he’d ever driven, and despite all his time at sea he’d never had quite such a confrontation with the wind. His face was pummeled, his hair blown flatter than the bunk of an enlisted man. Up ahead of him, on the prow of the car, the noble brave Pontiac bore down on the unknown with an attitude of calm determination.

			Leaving the bay shore, Bill meandered for a mile or two until he found the King’s Highway, or so it would be called if the name were rendered in English—this he knew from the bits of Spanish he’d picked up in Oakland. El Camino Real. This king’s highway boasted car lots and supermarkets, nothing to fill Bill’s heart, but every so often a vista opened and included the sudden rise of yet more hills, some thickly forested, others the color of hay bales in autumn. He pointed the chrome Indian westward and drove through neighborhoods of brand-new houses that seemed like decoys for something marvelous he would discover soon.

			Twisting past a golf course, he entered a grove of pines. Narrow roads split off and disappeared around curves and up hills. On an impulse he followed one of these, winding among low-hanging branches with leaves like tiny silver spears. When he slowed down, a smell of earth and bark came to him, and overlaying that something pleasantly medicinal, the inside of a pharmacy staffed by wood creatures. The road leveled off, and a path beckoned him to leave the car and make his way to a clearing where a magnificent oak tree stood guard.

			He was the grandson of a farmer on his mother’s side and a doctor on his father’s, both third-generation Michiganders. As a boy, he’d expected a life like that of his father, the doctor’s son, who’d gone to work at a local bank and was now president and chairman of the board, a man who dressed in a suit and tie every day and had the house painted biannually because it was important to keep up appearances. Bill’s mother was an exemplary housekeeper, using vinegar to make the windows sparkle and bleach to keep the bedsheets bright on the line. Known locally as the gal whose one visit to Chicago had left her half-blind after a small rock kicked up by a streetcar struck her in the eye, she had a glass eyeball with a blue iris two or three shades lighter than her true eye color, an asymmetry that made her shy with strangers and unassailable to her children. Bill had grown up believing virtue was a ticket to contentment, but the war had exploded that notion, and he needed something to replace it.

			The oak was the most splendid tree he’d ever seen, its gnarled branches snaking every which way. He would learn later that it was a California live oak, species Quercus agrifolia, or sharp-leaved oak, and the ground beneath it was carpeted with curled, brittle leaves and peculiar elongated acorns. An idea had been forming during his last months of service that his skills and training could be adapted toward a type of medicine that might, over time, supplant his memories of men blown open with bodies that wouldn’t be subjected to such violence: the bodies of children. He would have to do a second residency in pediatrics, but he did not mind the idea of deferring his work life for a few more years. A period of preparation more or less equal to the number of months he’d given the navy might in some way cancel that experience and return him to the confidence and optimism he’d felt on the day he received his sheepskin from the University of Michigan Medical School, the best he could hope for now that his family had mistaken him for a hero. He surveyed the land in front of him and slipped into a reverie in which he was surrounded by children, dozens of them, darting between trees, throwing balls, jumping in leaf piles, calling “olly olly oxen free”—more children than he could father himself but not nearly as many as he could help.

			With the assistance of a gift from his father, he put a down payment on the 3.1 acres surrounding the oak tree against a total purchase price that would be laughable a few decades later, when the value of the land had increased by a factor of three hundred. He had no funds left to build anything on the property, and for the next couple of years he saw it only rarely, when he could steal time from the eighteen-hour days and eighty-hour weeks at UCSF, where he was learning the intricacies of health and illness in the young. He lived in a furnished apartment on Frederick Street, where he did little other than sleep the sleep of the exhausted.

			From his paternal grandfather he had inherited a 1935 Hamilton Seckron dual-dial doctor’s watch. Throughout the war he’d used the second hand to measure the pulse of the injured men he treated, and the habit had stayed with him, so that when the watch stopped working during rounds one morning, he found time the very next day to take it to be repaired.

			Reliable Clock and Watch was on Cole Street, a cramped shop with a battered swing counter dividing the entry area from the cash register and the workbench, each of which was occupied: the bench by a bespectacled balding man wearing a blue butcher’s apron over a white shirt and tie; and the counter by a slender, gawky girl with messy dark hair and a cameo pin fastened to her blouse.

			The girl was Penny Greenway, and the man was her uncle, a bachelor who’d invited his sister’s daughter to come from her home in Sacramento to work for him in exchange for room and board and twenty-five dollars a week. Penny had been with him for six months, and along with a little bookkeeping and a few rudimentary dishes to serve him for dinner, she’d learned that time was not just a property of physics but also a receptacle for loneliness.

			Initially, she had been somewhat reluctant to accept his offer. He was kind, but through her childhood he’d barely spoken to her, and in fact never spoke much to anyone when he came to visit, only sitting after dinner with her parents and nodding when her mother told him news about people they’d known long before. Penny had had no plans, though, and no beaux, and she viewed his invitation as a solution to the problem that was her life. Desperate to leave home, she said yes with the false certainty that he couldn’t be as taciturn as he seemed.

			Bill had the air of a hurried businessman, and she was surprised when he went to the trouble of explaining that he was a doctor and needed the second hand for his work. He smiled and waited while she peered at the face of the watch, and she was struck by the way his hurry seemed to vanish, replaced by a kind, keen patience. Her uncle came forward from the repair bench and looked the watch over, frowning in his characteristic way, and she felt an urge to reassure the man that his watch would be right as rain again. Instead, she pulled out a ticket and asked him for his address, and she blushed when he said he lived just around the corner, in an apartment upstairs from the coffee shop where she took her break every afternoon. He said his clothes smelled of hamburger grease but the rent was cheap and he hadn’t cooked a meal in over a year.

			A few days later, they ran into each other at the coffee shop. “Now we’ll see each other all the time,” he said as he held the door for her, and she said, “Though until you have your watch back it’ll be hard to measure.” It took him a moment to react, and she liked the way his plain brown eyes narrowed briefly and then widened again as he smiled.

			He came back to the shop the following week. Strapping on his repaired watch, he beamed at the steady spinning of the second hand and said, “Well done,” but in a voice so soft she couldn’t tell if he was speaking to himself or her. She was tongue-tied and wished she could think of another joke.

			“She’s partial to pie,” her uncle said, coming forward from his bench and using his soft red cloth to wipe oil from his thickened fingertips. He looked at Bill and said, “You can take her for thirty minutes.”

			Embarrassed, Penny stood still until her uncle gave her a push toward the closet. She pulled her coat from its hook and was about to put it on when Bill took it from her and held it behind her for her arms to find.

			“Do you want pie?” he said when they were on the sidewalk.

			She shook her head.

			“Coffee?”

			She looked up and found his eyes focused on hers, gentle and wary. “Let’s go this way,” she said, and they turned away from the coffee shop and walked two blocks without talking, Bill making sure he didn’t outpace her. He was perplexed by what had occurred back at the shop and even more so by his cooperation with it, when he had charts to update from morning rounds and clinic starting in an hour. Yet, seeing how her hair drifted in front of her face, he imagined pushing it back with his fingers.

			They came to the corner of Stanyan and Parnassus, where cars raced by in both directions.

			“I like pie,” she said, “but I can’t bake one.”

			“ ‘Billy Boy’?” he said with a smile, and she had an idea, brief but intense, that he’d come into the shop only to court her.

			Up until this point she had lived mostly inside herself, with the world of other people a destination more attractive in the abstract than in reality. At school she had limited herself to one friend at a time, switching every few years. Her classmates viewed her as studious because they had no other way to think about a girl who said little but was well mannered enough to blend in. In fact, she was indifferent to her schoolwork and earned mediocre grades.

			She had never liked a boy, and the kisses she’d seen on movie screens suggested the whole business would require more hot breath than she could tolerate. In her experience, men smelled like soap in the morning and it went downhill from there. Her uncle smelled worse than her father, probably because of the cigars he smoked after dinner. Every night he sat in the parlor that looked onto Taraval Street and smoked his cigar and listened to polka music on the hi-fi. He kept time on the arm of his chair, boom-duh-duh, boom-duh-duh, drumming with his palm until Penny had to leave the room so she wouldn’t scream. She wondered what it would be like to have Bill Blair sitting in the chair instead. She imagined he would have a lot of interesting things to say.

			“Have you been across the Golden Gate Bridge?” she asked him.

			“Across it, no. I’ve been under it. I’d like to go across it someday. I’d like to walk across it. Would you?”

			She’d been thinking of a ride in a handsome car, with herself wearing new lipstick, but she nodded enthusiastically and said, “Yes, that’s my dream!”

			He smiled and put his hand behind her elbow, signaling that they should cross the street. He liked the way she held her head, cocked slightly to the side. She was dark, whereas his mother and sister were fair.

			Bill’s first experience with a woman had taken place at a whorehouse in Yokosuka, a ten-minute visit that had given him all the satisfaction of a trapped burp finally making its way up his esophagus and out of his mouth. He’d never gone back, despite the ribbing he got from the other men, who seemed to view the availability of the “hostesses,” as they were sometimes called, as the equivalent of a mandate. Since moving to San Francisco, he had taken out four or five nurses, but in each there had been something missing, a quality resembling hunger, though he could not have identified it that way. Even so, he might have continued with any one of them had she pursued him, but he was so reserved that they were all a little relieved when they didn’t hear from him again.

			His celibacy bothered him no more than the occasional desire he felt for a better dinner than he could get at the coffee shop downstairs. He knew he would have a home someday in which he would enjoy good, nourishing meals, and in the same way he knew there would be a woman to share his bed once the grueling work of his residency was behind him.

			Within weeks of meeting her he began to wonder if this woman might be Penny. She had a yearning attitude toward life that struck him as sweet and answerable, and she was lovely to kiss, the way her eyelashes felt against his jaw once their mouths had parted. “There now,” he often said at such moments, and she laughed in a way that seemed to appreciate rather than object to his diffidence.

			She begged him for stories of his boyhood, and when his birthday came around, ten months after they met, she presented him with a collage she’d made from photographs she secretly requested from his mother. “But how did you think to write to her?” he asked. “And how did you find the address?” She said being happy gave her good ideas. For her part, his mother had been delighted by the young lady’s request and, a few weeks later, emboldened by hope, she decided to send him a snapshot of herself as a young woman holding him as an infant. It was 1928, and he was wearing a long lace dress. “Father was so very proud,” she wrote on the back of the photo, the closest she could come to suggesting that Bill get down to the business of starting his own family. His sister had been married three years by then and was still childless, and their mother had begun to despair of having grandchildren.

			Penny was an only child who for company during her school years had drawn pictures of the children she expected to bear. On the day Bill proposed to her, she handed him a portfolio containing a sampling of these sketches, and he was moved and intrigued by her having chosen to include two boys and one girl rather than the one of each most people would have selected. “Three, then?” he said, and she said, “Yes, don’t you think?”

			They were married at a small ceremony in Sacramento and received her parents’ friends’ good wishes at a late-morning reception where coffee was served from a large silver urn. Bill’s side was represented only by a colleague from the hospital; his parents and sister had never flown, and he had convinced them to forgo the long, tiring trip in favor of a more leisurely visit that he and Penny would make to Michigan. He believed he was looking out for them, and perhaps he was, but it also suited him to take Penny as his wife without his family’s witness, though he would have denied this had anyone suggested it.

			Penny’s head fit perfectly into the hollow of his shoulder, and they spent their first year together in a state of deep contentment. At the end of the day, when he came in from work and found her in the kitchen with a cookbook open and a smudge of flour on her jaw, he was tempted to set aside his trust in science and believe, if only for the moment, that it was fate that had led him on the long road from Michigan to Korea to this woman. Every night she sat with him while he bathed, often leaning over the side of the tub and scrubbing his shoulders with a sudsy washcloth. If he leaned back against the porcelain, she sometimes abandoned the washcloth and reached into the water to stroke him. This thrilled him, but his greatest pleasure came when, at the peak moment of his attentions in bed, she threw her head back and sighed. Matrimony, he began to think, was a cure for an illness he hadn’t known he had.

			As for Penny, it seemed to her that the formlessness of her life until now had been a kind of prepayment for the many perfections of her husband: the perfection of his good black hair, the perfection of his even temperament, the perfection of his voice on the telephone consulting about an ill child. “I know it’s frightening,” he said into the phone one night as she lay next to him in bed, “but I’m going to tell you how to bring the fever down now, all right? The baby will be fine, and you’ll feel better, too.” Once the call was finished, he pulled Penny back into his arms, and while he murmured apologies for the interruption and moved his lips and tongue down her neck, she decided it was the last part of what he’d said to the worried mother—“and you’ll feel better, too”—that made him such a good, kind man.

			Only one thing troubled her, but it sometimes troubled her a great deal: she didn’t always know what he was thinking. Often, almost daily, she would say, “Me for your thoughts”—me, since she was Penny. And he would say, “Oh, just daydreaming” or “Oh, my thoughts aren’t worth near that much.”

			He liked to be outdoors when he had free time, but San Francisco was mostly too cold for that, so they began Sunday trips to visit his property in Portola Valley. He bought a used car with a mammoth front seat, and one day when the ground under the oak tree was too damp for their usual picnic, they sat in the car and ate Penny’s deviled eggs, and then Bill stretched out with his head and shoulders against the passenger door and arranged her on top of him, half sitting and half lying. He kissed her, and she felt the change beginning between his legs. She pressed against him, and he patted his hip pocket, where he kept his wallet, and said, “I don’t have a rubber.”

			“I should hope not,” she said in the arch, slightly flirtatious voice she sometimes adopted, a voice he didn’t like and she didn’t hear. “Why would you carry one of those around?”

			He kissed her again while trying to sit up a bit to change the way their bodies were meeting.

			“Let’s start a baby,” she said. “Right here. Right now.”

			He smiled, but a sadness tracked across his face, and it seemed to her that he disappeared for a moment. She said, “Bill, what is it?”

			He shook his head. He was ready for children, but not if he and his wife differed in something as important as how they might each view this moment. If he continued today, they would give up rubbers until there was an infant in the house, but they would never know which ejaculation had released the one successful sperm. She—he saw this whole—would want to believe conception had taken place here, now, on this cool, damp afternoon when the oak leaves were at their softest and she was wearing her lucky cameo pin on her collar. He didn’t think he would be able to tolerate that.

			She loomed over him, hands on his chest, her pelvis moving against his. “Won’t we live here with him?” she said. “With all of them?”

			He looked past her head, through the windshield with its edges cloudy from released breath. The land he’d bought all that time ago had lost something. It no longer seemed quite so splendid, and he knew the change had come about when he started bringing her with him to see it. This was not knowledge he could accept, and to make it go away he kissed her. She pressed again, and he made a decision that necessitated a rearrangement of clothing and resulted in the start of something new, whether in their minds or in her body only time would tell.

		

	
		
			2

			THE PARTY

		

	
		
			The children got up early and gathered in the kitchen. Their mother was still in bed and their father was already gone, rounding at the hospital so he could get to his clinic and be home by midafternoon. At ten, Robert was the oldest, a serious-looking boy with straight dark hair and a habit of blinking two or three times before he spoke. Rebecca was two years younger and the only girl. Ryan was six and James was three.

			The kitchen had the tranquility of early morning, the counters and stovetop gleaming from the wipe-down they’d received the night before. Penny Blair was a dogged if uneven housekeeper, and the chrome sink fixtures shone while streaks of day-old juice created a sticky archipelago on the floor.

			Robert brought out cereal and bowls and told the others to eat quickly. James was allergic to milk, so Rebecca poured orange juice on his cornflakes, and the four of them spooned up their breakfast without talking. At dinnertime they had set places at the table—Robert and Rebecca on one side, Ryan and James on the other, and their mother and father at the ends—but when they were alone they sat anywhere, including the places usually occupied by their parents. Without being obvious about it, Robert generally tried for his father’s chair, and that was where he sat this morning as he finished his cereal.

			“Hurry up, you guys,” he said, carrying his bowl to the sink and turning on the water so hard that it hit the inside of his bowl and splashed his face. This was an insult to his dignity, but it was possible the other children hadn’t seen, so he didn’t dry off, though he hated the idea of cereal water on his eyelid.

			“Don’t put it in the dishwasher,” Rebecca said. “Wash it and put it away.”

			“I was there,” he said. “I have ears.”

			The night before, the family had talked about how the children could help their mother get ready for their annual summer party. Robert and Rebecca wanted to do more than just leave the kitchen clean after breakfast and keep James busy, and their mother had said there would be all kinds of ways to help: mushroom caps to stuff with bread crumbs and parsley, carrots to scrape for the crudités platter, soft cheese to roll in chopped nuts. And dozens of cookies to bake. “We’ll have an assembly line,” she said. “A cookie factory.”

			“Doesn’t that sound like fun?” their father said. “I wish I could help with that. I’ll be the iceman, though. I’ll bring home lots of ice.”

			Drying his cereal bowl and putting it away, Robert went to the sliding glass door. From where he stood he could see the backyard, a small square of lawn bordered by the beds of flowers his father cared for with the attentive nurturing Robert had heard him recommend to the parents of newborn babies. The property was on a hill, with a shallow upward climb out the eastern windows and a steep descent to the west. Beyond the house and the driveway and the groomed backyard, the land was crowded with oak trees and bay laurel, eucalyptus and manzanita. In summertime, the clear areas were hot and dry, but in the areas of heavy growth the earth seemed damp until June or later, and the fallen leaves made a soft blanket on the ground.

			The house was low and spread out, with doors and windows that slid open and a roof with deep eaves to protect against the afternoon sun. Portola Valley was known for its rustic quality, and like most of the houses in the neighborhood, the Blairs’ was painted shades of tan and brown that blended with the bark of the trees and the dusty gold of the hills. Bill often told the children that he’d bought the land on a whim, precisely because of how rural the area still was, long after the last of the ranches and orchards that once spread from the bay to the mountains had been replaced by shopping centers and crowded subdivisions. He was not a man given to whims, and they viewed the story as central to their family’s creation myth, though they wouldn’t have those words for it until many years had passed and Rebecca had begun to collect terms and phrases that helped her explain people to themselves.

			At the moment, she was at the table, finishing her cereal. She liked the kitchen in the morning, before her mother was up, and if she’d been alone she would have lingered, but she didn’t want to get stuck with all the cleanup. She had read in a book of her mother’s that women should make sure their daughters didn’t internalize the idea that the kitchen was their domain, and since she couldn’t really count on her mother to make sure of this, she was trying to make sure of it herself. She had a very large vocabulary for an eight-year-old, but she hadn’t known that “domain” meant “place” rather than “job,” and Robert had laughed at her when she announced at dinner one evening that she was going to get a summer domain when she was sixteen because she wanted to save up to buy a microscope.

			Her mother’s door was closed, and Rebecca tiptoed past it to her own room. On the bedside table was a stack of library books: All-of-a-Kind Family, More All-of-a-Kind Family, and All-of-a-Kind Family Downtown, the first three in a series of books she loved, about a family of five girls growing up in New York in the olden days. Rebecca had withdrawn them yesterday, for the fourth or fifth time. She wasn’t sure she would read them, but it was nice to have them again. At bedtime her father had noticed the books and said, “Ah, Rebecca. You’ve been having sister wishes again, haven’t you? Let’s get you a friend over this weekend, shall we?” Sometimes he knew what she wanted even before she did.

			She kicked off her shoes and lay down. Staring at the ceiling, she had the thought she always had when she lay on her bed after breakfast, which was that sleep was a very strange thing because you had no control over when you did it. Also: when you went to sleep you forgot who you were—really, you forgot everything—but when you woke up you remembered what you’d been thinking and doing just before you dropped off. It was like taking the needle off a record, waiting ten hours, and then putting it back down in the same groove as before. Another strange thing about sleep was that sometimes you thought you were awake but then you woke up, which proved you hadn’t been awake after all. The night before, she had dreamed about the party—she realized this as she lay looking at her ceiling. She had dreamed that the party was the way it always was but without any lights. All the grown-ups were standing around the living room with their cocktails and talking as if it were normal that they couldn’t really see each other. Rebecca and Robert were watching them from the kitchen and saying to each other, “Dahlink, pass me my drink because I can’t see it. Dahlink, I’m blind but I don’t care.” Remembering this made Rebecca sit up. Another thing she couldn’t control was whether or not Robert would be in her dreams. Sometimes, falling asleep, she would issue a statement—You can come tonight or Tonight you have to stay out—but he did whatever he wanted.

			James and Ryan were still at the table, James because he was playing with his food and Ryan because he was the slowest eater. His father said he had his own clock—meaning he didn’t feel time in the same way the other children did—and though Ryan knew what his father meant, he wondered what it would be like to carry around an actual clock, invisible to everyone else, ticking in his hands. He didn’t really remember last year’s party. “Is it the one with all the food and all the people?” he’d asked the night before, and his father had placed his palm on Ryan’s head and smiled.

			James spooned sugar into the mush of cereal and juice in his bowl. “I see, I see, I see,” he sang; or maybe it was “Icy, icy, icy.”

			“What do you see, James?” Ryan said. His badger was on the table near his elbow, and he thought they’d been apart long enough and tucked the animal under his arm.

			“Goin’ for the salt now,” James said, unscrewing the top of the saltshaker and trying to pour some into his spoon. It came out fast and spilled into his bowl. “Goin’ for the pepper now,” he crowed.

			Robert came over and grabbed his hand. “James, no.”

			Ryan made big eyes and covered his mouth to show James that he shouldn’t be scared of Robert.

			“Nye-nee,” James said happily.

			“Nye-nee” was as close as James could get to “Ryan,” and Ryan smiled. “You want to come with me?” he said. “Come with Nye-nee?”

			James launched himself from his chair. He was big and clumsy, prone to spectacular tumbles—loud wailing, tears and mucus everywhere, blood on his knees. This morning his feet landed flat on the linoleum. “Go with Nye-nee!” he said.

			Robert watched his brothers head off. This moment alone in the kitchen was rare and not to be wasted. He knew he should clean up, but on a shelf next to the refrigerator a jar of coins waited for him. He scooped out a handful and slid them into his pocket. He was quite certain his father wouldn’t mind if he knew why Robert was taking the coins, which was so he could practice the magic tricks he’d been teaching himself since summer began.

			“I’m telling.”

			He turned and there was Rebecca, standing in the doorway. He said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Yes, you do.”

			“What then?”

			Just a day earlier Rebecca had overheard her father telling her mother that this minor stealing of Robert’s was just a phase, some need to approach the line between good and bad, and “not an occasion to humiliate the boy.” Rebecca thought wrong was wrong, but because it was the day of the party she decided to let it go.

			“We should clean up,” she said.

			“Then let’s clean up.”

			Once they were finished, she went outside to see what needed to be done. The house had its morning look, closed and dark. She had never thought about the house’s color until the day in first grade when she saw a house that was violet. Now she knew houses could be any surprising color you could come up with—turquoise, buttercup yellow—and she thought the dull, plain surface of her house demonstrated a failure of imagination. She kept this to herself, though, because of how much her father loved the house and how much she loved her father.

			Robert wondered when his mother would get up. With nothing else to do, he sat at the piano and looked at his sheet music. He hadn’t practiced in weeks and was in a state of conflict about the whole matter. When school started up again he would be in the fifth grade, the age at which Mrs. Bostock, his piano teacher, made you start playing in recitals. This wouldn’t be so bad except she wanted the students to memorize their pieces, and Robert was sure he wouldn’t be able to do that. The obvious solution was to begin campaigning to quit piano well in advance of an actual recital setting up residence in his worries, but the problem was that he was pretty good at piano, and it wasn’t just his father who said so—Mrs. Bostock did, too, and so did Mr. Gleason, his fourth-grade teacher. “Very agile” was what Mrs. Bostock said, while Mr. Gleason demonstrated his approval by sometimes calling on Robert—but never anyone else—to accompany the class when they sang rounds on Fridays.

			Robert realized that once again he was acting as if Mr. Gleason were still his teacher. He was not and never would be again. He was by far the best teacher Robert had ever had, and when Robert thought about a new set of kids sitting at the desks in Room 9 come September, his stomach began to hurt. His stomach hadn’t hurt in a few weeks, not since the Fourth of July, when his father had brought him home from the club while everyone else ate hot dogs and played capture the flag.

			He left the piano and lay on the couch. His stomach really hurt, and his father wouldn’t be home for hours. There was a chance the milk had turned, though if that were the case then the other children would start feeling sick soon, too. He reached over to the coffee table and picked up his mother’s abalone shell from the beach at Sea Ranch. People used it as an ashtray, and it smelled like cigarettes, or actually more like after-cigarettes, which was a dirtier, nastier smell. At the party there would be a little smoking and a lot of drinking. He enjoyed watching adults, and never more than when they were tipsy. He thought they were very, very funny, with their loud voices and sudden, jerky movements. At last year’s party, his father’s friend Marvin Miller had gotten so loud that his father had left the party to take him home, and the next day he’d told Robert that for some adults, alcohol could be like candy in that it tasted really good but you could go overboard and then not feel well.

			Robert returned the shell to the table and concentrated on his stomach. His father said not to think about whatever hurt, but Robert couldn’t help it. On the Fourth of July, lying on the couch while his father sat beside him and stroked his head, Robert noticed that the pain in his stomach had gone away, and he told his father it was good he’d been concentrating on it because otherwise he might not have realized he was feeling better.

			He sat up slowly. In the bedroom hallway his brothers were being rather loud, and he went to investigate. When he was Ryan’s age, he’d read chapter books and ridden a two-wheeler, but Ryan could do neither. Maybe worse, Ryan cried whenever he was taken to the barber, so his hair was almost as long as a girl’s.

			“You guys are being really loud,” Robert said.

			“We’re playing track meet,” Ryan said. “Want to play with us?”

			Track meet was a game they’d invented early in the summer, following a trip to an actual track meet at Stanford. Robert said he was busy and disappeared into his room, and Ryan shrugged at James and returned his attention to his next event, which was long jump. He took a run and a leap and then at the last minute tucked into a somersault that delivered him to the floor right in front of his mother’s closed door. This hurt his shoulder and his ear, and he made his badger give them both a nuzzle. Badger had been a present to Ryan from James, on the day James was born; James had given Robert a play bow-and-arrow set and Rebecca a book of paper dolls. Ryan wasn’t sure why James hadn’t given their parents anything. Their mother would have wanted a present, he felt sure.

			He half pushed and half slid closer to her room. His feet needed somewhere to go, and they landed against the door. From there, it was possible to tap his toes without making any noise. He tapped out “Baa Baa Black Sheep,” using the big toe of his left foot for a few words, and then the big toe of his right foot, and back and forth. “Have you any wool,” he sang softly, and for the rest of the song he patted his badger once for every toe tap.

			He heard his mother on the other side of the door, saying, “Oh, how can it be so late?”

			She didn’t sound upset, so he got to his knees and turned the knob slowly.

			“Who is it?”

			He pushed the door open just a little and hoped she would somehow know it was him.

			But the next thing he heard was the sound of the bathroom door closing, and he realized she wasn’t coming to see him after all. The water went on, and he got to his feet and entered the room, which was dark and musty and smelled like bed. On his father’s side, the blankets were straight and so was the pillow, but his mother’s side was like a nest, and he got in and covered himself, head and all. The toilet flushed, and he hugged his badger, bringing his knees up to his chest so that he would look like a pillow under the covers. She would be very surprised to see him. She might even want to get back in with him. Sometimes when they were alone, she pulled him onto her lap and said he was supposed to be her baby.

			The bathroom door opened, and he tried not to breathe so the surprise would take a little longer. He heard a drawer open and close. “Look at you,” she said, and he felt himself smile. But nothing happened, and in a moment she said it again, a little differently: “Why, look at you!” He hadn’t heard her steps, so she must still be at her dresser. Then, again: “Look at you! Penny Blair, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Then her voice went very low, and she said something almost like a hum: “Mmmmm.” It went up and down as if she were tasting a pretend cookie he’d offered her.

			“Mom?” This was Robert, from outside the open door. “Who are you talking to?”

			Something clicked onto the dresser top, and it occurred to Ryan that she’d been brushing her hair. He brought Badger to his mouth and let his lips brush Badger’s fur.

			“No one,” his mother said. “Where’s James?” This was the moment when she would say, in a loud happy voice, “And where’s Ryan?” Ryan was so sure of this he needed to pee. But she didn’t say anything more, and when someone spoke it was Robert.

			“I took his diaper off. It was soaked.”

			“Well, I don’t want him running around naked, I’ve got way too much to do today. You’ll have to get him dressed.” And then Ryan heard her steps and knew she’d left the room.

			The door creaked a little more. “Good hiding place,” Robert said.

			Ryan pulled the covers from his head and looked at his brother.

			Robert was wearing his fake nice face. “What? It is.” He crossed the room and opened the curtains. The room appeared, the teak bed and dressers, the huge picture of their land as it had been before the house was built. It was a painting that almost looked like a photograph, painted by an artist hired by their father a long time ago. This artist was extremely good at trees. He wasn’t as good at colors—the greens were gray greens and the browns were gray browns, and the sky was a whiter blue than in real life. But the tree trunks, the branches, the leaves—these were perfect. Sometimes, when their father had gone into the bedroom to change, one or another of the children would track him down and find him sitting on the end of the bed, just looking at the painting.

			Robert stared at Ryan, lying there with his dumb badger. It took everything he had to say, “You can come help me with James if you want. You can do his shirt.” He had his hands on his hips, and his cheeks were red.

			“Does your stomach hurt?” Ryan said.

			“Not very much. Does yours?”

			“No.”

			They went to find James, who was, predictably enough, standing on the counter in the children’s bathroom peeing into the sink.

			“James, no!” Robert said.

			James turned to face the older boys and sprayed them both—Robert on the neck and Ryan in the hair.

			“James, no!” they both said.

			Laughing, dribbling pee, James swiveled around and got down on his knees and felt with his feet for the closed toilet cover. He took off running. He had white-blond hair and a pudgy pink behind, and thighs that were as big around as Ryan’s.

			“James,” Robert yelled, and halfway down the hallway James stopped and turned. His face wild with glee, he began to run back, and Robert planted himself so James had no choice but to run into the room he and Ryan shared. “Block the door,” Robert shouted.

			Ryan darted into the doorway. James was jumping on the bed now, and Robert pushed past Ryan into the room and tried to kick the door closed, almost hitting Ryan in the process.

			“James,” Robert said, “stop jumping! We’re going to help Mommy, but you need to get dressed first.” His voice was gruff, and James jumped faster, his hair flapping against his ears.

			“James,” Ryan said in a sweet voice. He moved to the bed and held out his hands. “Come to Nye-nee.”

			“James!” Robert said, and then, softer, “Remember the cookie factory?”

			James turned his back on his brothers and jumped, and the bed creaked, and through the window he saw Rebecca standing outside under the oak tree, balancing on one foot with the other held way behind her, toes pointed, arms up over her head as if she were going to dive.

			“Beck,” he cried.

			“Beck will play with you,” Robert said, “but first you need to get dressed.” He lunged at James, and Ryan grabbed an arm, and together they got James flat on the bed.

			“Here,” Ryan said, “you can hold Badger,” but James rolled to his side and grabbed his own stuffed animal, a small brown-and-white dog that he had more or less abandoned, though Ryan put it on James’s bed whenever he found it lying on the floor or in the closet.

			“Are you going to take care of Dog today?” Ryan said. “You can find him a new collar, or we could make one.”

			“Get clothes,” Robert said, “I’ll hold him,” and though Ryan knew that there was no need, that James would be still now, he went to the dresser while Robert kept his hands on James’s shoulders.

			They called Rebecca to come inside. In the kitchen, they told their mother they were ready to help, but she was busy chopping nuts and sent them away. A little later they tried again, but she was busy washing parsley and sent them away. They waited half an hour and tried again, then twenty more minutes and tried again.

			“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I have way too much work to stop and show you how to help. Go play, all right?”

			The children left the kitchen, the three R’s downcast while James dashed ahead of them with a three-year-old’s talent for easily abandoning dubious goals. “Chase me,” he called, but when he arrived at his room and turned around, his siblings were taking their time, too frustrated for their usual indulgence.

			Back in the kitchen, Penny was sorry—she knew she was disappointing them—but she really did have too much to do to be able to stop and explain the little jobs they could manage. She hadn’t been thinking straight at dinner last night, agreeing to let them help. Bill had encouraged them, and she’d gotten swept up in their excitement, which generally seemed manageable when he was around and overwhelming when he wasn’t. There was so much to do today, she needed to just put her head down and work. And the truth was she wanted to do it herself.

			The other truth was she didn’t want to do it at all. She was plagued by conundrums like this. A few days earlier she’d seen a picture in a magazine of a smiling woman wearing a little white apron decorated with the same red roosters as the ones on her own dish towels. Oh, how Penny hated that woman! And oh, how she wanted to be her! Even more, she wanted to be a woman she’d seen in another magazine, dressed in a sleeveless black dress and holding a martini. She’d cut out both pictures and taped them into a notebook where she kept articles she clipped from the newspaper about, as the headlines put it, “the social scene.” When Bill asked why she clipped these articles, she shrugged and turned her back on him, a gesture she’d inaugurated early in their marriage that was as unsuccessful now as it always had been. Rather than make him try harder, it made him give up.

			All morning, the children sensed their mother’s tension and were tense themselves. They tried to play Sorry, but James refused to follow the rules and hopped his yellow piece around willy-nilly, jumping over the other pieces or knocking them off the board. They tried to play Tinker Toys, but James kept initiating duels with the wooden sticks.

			Toward noon they went outside and sat under the oak tree. They figured she’d be getting to the cookies soon. The older two sent Ryan to check, and he came back and said yes, she had the big bowl out. They went around the back of the house so she wouldn’t see them through the kitchen window, then stopped before they reached the sliding door. The sun was high, and there was no shade. They began to sweat. They heard the clack of one pan of cookies going into the oven, followed by the rattling of another as she began to drop balls of dough onto it. Robert and Rebecca exchanged a nod, and the four of them stormed in.

			“Now we can help, right?”

			“Can we roll the dough?”

			“We’ll wash our hands. James, come on, we need to wash our hands.”

			“We roll it in little balls, right?”

			“Can we have one bite of dough? Just one small bite?”

			“No,” Penny said. “I’m sorry, no. I have too much to do.”

			“But it’s the cookies!”

			“What did I say?”

			At the sound of her raised voice the children fell silent. Worse, they fell away from one another; in spirit they did. Each was alone and disappointed. Robert thought that if it weren’t for the younger boys, he’d be allowed to help. Rebecca thought the same. They both believed themselves to possess special maturity.

			They watched. She ripped pieces of dough from the giant hunk in her bowl, rolled them between her palms until they were smooth and slick, and plunked them haphazardly on cookie sheets. Rip, roll, plunk; rip, roll, plunk. Rebecca thought it would make more sense to set them in straight lines—she thought you could get more on each sheet that way—but she didn’t say so.

			Then a faint smell of smoke came from the oven. “Oh, no!” Penny cried, yanking open the door and grabbing a pot holder. From where they stood, the children could see that the first batch of cookies was burned. Not black, but a fairly dark brown. “Damn it!” Penny shouted as she yanked the pan from the oven and dropped it on the stovetop. “Damn it all!”

			Their father didn’t like the word “damn,” so naturally each of the children thought of him: Robert remembered the stomachache he had to report, Rebecca recalled her father’s promise to help her invite a friend to come play, Ryan thought of the praise he’d received from his father on the care he was giving Badger, and James simply wailed the two syllables that formed the heart of his emotional life: “Dada.”

			“Of course!” Penny exclaimed. “Who else? All of you, out! Now!” And then—regretful and reaching for kindness but ending up with its poor relation, charity—she took her spatula, freed the cookies from the pan, and said, “Here, take these. They won’t be terrible. Just take them and go.”

			Robert gathered the burned cookies in a paper towel and led the way to the front door. Rebecca’s hair hung in front of her shoulders in two long, thin braids, and for some reason he thought of how he used to sit on her—she would be lying on her stomach—and hold the braids like reins, nudging her sides with his knees and yelling, “Go, horsie.”

			They sat together under the oak tree, James settling with his legs in their customary W, a contortionist with dirty knees. Ryan reached for one of the cookies and took a nibble. “It’s not bad. It kind of tastes like toast.”

			“I don’t want a burned cookie,” Rebecca said. She hesitated and then grabbed one and threw it into the bushes. This made Robert mad, the fact that she’d thought of it first, and he threw one cookie after another down the long driveway, leaving only a few for his younger brothers. He kicked the cookies into the bushes, then continued down the hill, the driveway twisting near the end so that when he reached the road, the house was no longer visible. For something to do, he opened the mailbox, but of course it was empty; it was far too early for the mail. He felt faintly ridiculous even though no one could see him. Toward the end of the school year, when Mr. Gleason ignored the breaking of small rules, Robert had left the room while everyone was supposed to stay seated and work on math problems, and he’d gone into the cloakroom (his cover story being that he’d left his eraser in his jacket pocket) and quickly transferred the contents of his lunch box into Valerie Pinckney’s lunch box and vice versa. Then, at lunch, he had watched with increasing dismay as she proceeded to eat his ham sandwich and savor his brownie without so much as a tiny wrinkle of confusion disturbing her pretty face. He felt the same kind of silly now as he had then.

			He started the climb back to the house, but instead of continuing up the driveway he veered to the left, down what his father called the spur. A narrower branch of the driveway, the spur sloped through a dense cover of trees and stopped at a storage shed that was several years older than the house and had been built by Robert’s father on a month of Sundays when Robert was a baby. “A month of Sundays” was just an expression, but as a very young child Robert had imagined a special month that was all Sundays, an anomaly of the calendar not unlike the one every fourth year that gave February twenty-nine days. Robert had imagined that he and his mother had come, too, on the special Sundays of that special month, perhaps sitting on a blanket while his father worked, and he’d been very disappointed to learn, from a passing remark of his mother’s, that they’d been left at home in San Francisco.

			The shed was small, about eight by ten feet, a rough wooden structure with a door held closed by a padlock. Inside was a set of patio furniture his mother no longer liked and a rowboat not quite old enough to have lost all its blue paint. The boat was an impulse purchase of his father’s, bought in a junk shop because it reminded him of a boat he’d used as a boy, on a pond in Michigan.

			The key to the padlock was kept in a drawer in the kitchen, but all at once Robert remembered there was a spare key hidden in a gap between the foundation and the base of one of the walls. He knew this with the strange conviction one has about things learned in dreams: it was absolute fact shrouded in mystery. How did he know it? Why would there be a key hidden in such an unlikely place? He had no idea.

			But he wanted to see the rowboat. They’d never once used it, not in two years. “Someday,” was his father’s insufficient answer to the question of when they might put it in water. Crouching at the door, Robert felt with his fingers for a gap between the foundation and the wall. Nothing. He slid his fingers sideways. Still nothing. It was a little creepy, not knowing what might be lurking there, what soft bug or moldy leaf, so he changed his mind about the whole thing and headed up to the house.

			His brothers and sister had disappeared, and he lay down under the oak tree. There were so many branches it was like being in a room. Robert remembered Mr. Gleason showing the class slides of his trip to France, where he’d been inside a church that didn’t have normal walls or a ceiling but instead a vast network of oak beams like an overturned sailing ship with its framing exposed. Mr. Gleason had brought out a box of balsa wood sticks and some glue, and they’d had a lesson on engineering. He was the only teacher who used science in English lessons and social studies in math lessons and made it so you didn’t even notice you were learning. A great example was the way he took a unit on the human body and ended up teaching the class a history lesson about “the four humors,” which was basically a big mistake doctors had made about how the body worked. In ancient Greece and Rome, doctors thought the body was filled with four substances—black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and blood—and that all diseases resulted from having an imbalance of the humors.

			Robert told his father about the humors, partly to show him how smart Mr. Gleason was and partly to make sure he knew about them, and his father said that even though the theory was long discredited, it wasn’t as outlandish as most people thought, because when blood was drawn and left to sit in a transparent container such as a glass vial, you ended up with four different layers, from a dark clot at the bottom to a yellow serum at the top. It was easy to understand how, in very early medicine, the observation of those layers might have given rise to all kinds of speculation and theorizing. He asked Robert if Mr. Gleason had shared with the class the idea that each humor was associated with a certain type of personality—black bile with the melancholic type, yellow bile with the choleric type, blood with the sanguine, and phlegm with the phlegmatic, a word that made Robert snort with laughter until he realized his father wasn’t kidding and it was a real word. It meant rational, calm, unemotional. Choleric meant angry or bad-tempered. Sanguine meant courageous and hopeful, and melancholic meant sad. “I guess I’m sanguine,” Robert’s father had said in answer to Robert’s question, “though your mother might say I’m phlegmatic.” Robert found it interesting that there seemed to be two good types and two bad types, and his father was both of the good types while his mother—well, at least sometimes she was both of the bad.

			“What is Rebecca?” he said, avoiding the question he really wanted to ask.

			“Oh, Rebecca is sanguine,” his father said. “She is definitely sanguine.”

			Lying under the tree, Robert squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could, and when he opened them bright spots fluttered in his vision. He waited for the world to become normal again. Above the branches of the oak tree, the sky was a harsh, crystalline blue. He thought it was probably about one o’clock, and then he remembered his watch, a gift from his father for his tenth birthday—a special gift for him because he was the oldest. It was a gift his father had received from his own grandfather, and his mother’s reaction had been confusing, almost as if she thought his father should have given the watch to her.

			It was in Robert’s desk. He entered the house through the laundry room and slipped into his room unnoticed. He fastened the leather strap around his wrist, though it was too big on even the tightest hole. It was only 12:20. Hours more until his father would be home.

			Through the window he saw Rebecca dragging a wooden bench away from the garage, and his anger at her intensified. He’d forgotten that they always put the wooden bench outside the kitchen so people would have a place to set an empty glass or plate if they happened to step outside for a little air. Now she would get all the credit. It was possible she’d even been assigned the job by their mother, and he couldn’t decide if that would make it better or worse.

			Out under the hot sun, Rebecca dragged the bench and rested, dragged it and rested. In fact, she’d had the idea on her own, and it was turning out to be not such a good one. The bench was incredibly heavy. She heard the phone ring in the house, and as she listened to the muffled sound of her mother’s voice she realized it was her father calling. Though she couldn’t hear words, she knew her mother was complaining about being home alone with the children and the party preparations, and Rebecca could almost fill in the gaps in her mother’s speech with the sound of her father’s calm, reassuring voice. “Your dad is like a mom,” one of Rebecca’s friends said once on a Saturday when her father was home with a houseful of kids while her mother was out shopping. Robert had a friend over that day, too, and their father helped them make Popsicles with lemonade and made sure everyone got a turn with Rebecca’s new pogo stick.

			Ryan found his mother alone at the kitchen table, thumb and forefinger pinching the handle on a coffee cup. She had her back to the door, and he was very quiet as he approached her. He stopped just behind her chair and waited. Then he moved forward and made his badger approach her for a big surprise kiss.

			“Oh, good grief,” she cried, scraping the chair away from the table and waving her hands near her face. “What are you doing?”

			He brought the badger back to his chest.

			“Ryan, what? What?”

			“Hi,” he said.

			“Oh, I see,” she said. “Hi. Hi!” She leaned toward him and grinned a horrible jack-o’-lantern grin. “My God, this day. Where have you been? Where are the rest of them? Your father has a meningitis case. He’s hours behind schedule.”

			She pushed her hair away from her face, and Ryan thought about how sometimes he did that for her: if they were sitting together on the couch he might get on his knees and turn his fingers into a comb and do her hair. She liked a lot of combing when he did that. More combing than tying, though he’d recently learned how to tighten a rubber band on something—twist, wrap, twist, wrap—and he had made her some good ponytails. Her hair was dark brown—the same color as Robert’s, a little darker than Rebecca’s—and wavy.

			She took Badger and made him kiss Ryan. “It’s okay, baby,” she said. “I’m sorry.” She held Badger near his eyes. “He’s thirsty. He’ll drink those tears. Are you thirsty, baby?” She increased Badger’s pressure on Ryan’s face, and he understood that he should hold Badger steady while she got him some water. She returned to the table, pulled him onto her lap, and held the glass while he drank. Badger listened to Ryan’s heartbeat and said it sounded very good and healthy.

			“I’m sorry about before,” she said, “with the cookies. We’ll make some together another time, okay? Chocolate chip—you don’t even like this kind very much.” She was about to ask him not to tell Bill how she’d yelled, but Bill had told her she shouldn’t do that kind of thing. And with four kids, he was bound to find out anyway.

			She pushed away from the table. “How’s the children’s bathroom?”

			Ryan thought of James peeing into the sink. “Okay,” he said, meaning I want to protect you, and not understanding, as he would in a few years, that there were times to postpone bad news and times to hurry it, and this was a time to hurry it.

			“Where is everyone?” she said. “What’s James doing?”

			Ryan found James and took him outside. The lawn had been freshly mowed, and Ryan took off his shoes and wiggled his toes in the grass. The blades tickled his feet, and he thought of barefoot time at his school, which started with sitting and ended with dancing. He took hold of James’s hands and swayed back and forth, but James got excited and began running in circles, fast and then faster.

			“We all fall down,” James shouted, and he pulled Ryan to the grass, where they lay together in a heap, panting. James’s face was pink and sweaty, his hair stuck to his head in damp strands. Suddenly his smile disappeared, and he stared at Ryan with giant, wounded eyes. “We fall down!” he said mournfully. “When is Dada?”

			“Dada will come home, James. We didn’t hurt ourselves.”

			Tears spilled from James’s eyes.

			“You want Mama?”

			“Dada takin’ me on my twike,” James said. “Down the hill.”

			Their father taught them to ride their bicycles on the driveway, up by the house where it was flat, but to really practice you had to go down to the village, or even to Menlo Park.

			“My wed twike,” James added.

			“What’s your favorite color?” Ryan said.

			“Wed!”

			“What color are your shoes?”

			James waved a foot in Ryan’s face. “Wed!”

			“That’s right,” Ryan said. “You like red the best. And I like blue the best.” But as soon as he said this, he thought of the other colors, the green of the grass today, and the white of his milk, and the dark orange he’d chosen for his new blanket. All the colors together helped each other be the best. He lay back on the grass. He would never say that grayish brown was his favorite color, but that was Badger’s color and it was the right one for Badger.

			High in the sky, the sun shone down on them. It shone on the roof of the house, heating the kitchen even hotter than the oven had. But it didn’t shine on the shed.

			Robert had gone down there again. He had decided that the table part of the old patio furniture set might be very helpful and that it would be fun to surprise his father by getting it out of the shed and bringing it up to the house. His father and his mother. She wouldn’t mind—she might even appreciate it—because it was only the cushions of the furniture set that she didn’t like.

			He’d looked in the kitchen but couldn’t find the key. And he still couldn’t find it on the foundation. He felt all along the front, crawling on all fours, bits of leaves and dirt embedding themselves in his hands and knees. Nothing. He heard the sound of his father’s car laboring up the steep part of the road and turning in to the driveway, and he ran up the spur waving just as the car, a four-year-old white Plymouth Valiant, roared past him. (“More my style,” his father had said when he bought the car, “than the Barracuda.”)

			“Dad!” Robert yelled, and through the back window he saw his father’s head tilt up—a look into the rearview mirror—and the brake lights flashed red.

			Robert ran. The car door swung open, and his father stepped out and gave Robert a giant wave. “Welcoming committee,” he called. He brought his palm to the back of his neck, a customary gesture that accentuated how tall and skinny he was, elbow triangling away from his head like the point of a signal flag.

			“How’d you get here so early?” Robert said as he reached the car. He was panting lightly. “What time is it?” Asking the question, he realized he was no longer wearing his watch.

			“Well, there’s a complicated answer to that,” his father said.

			Robert’s heart pounded, his absent watch leading the assault but followed closely by the uphill run and a fear, materializing by the moment, that his father would be going out again. “You haven’t gone to the clinic yet?”

			“I’ve been, but I have to go back. There are four patients left from this morning and six more when we reopen.”

			Robert thought he’d left the watch in his room—he must have—but he needed to get back to the house and check. “But why?”

			“I had an emergency.”

			The word “emergency” was familiar enough—it was an everyday word—but with his own emergency developing Robert let a small whimper escape, and his father squatted so he was looking up into Robert’s eyes.

			“It’s okay, son,” he said. “We have an infant with meningitis. It’s serious, but we’re treating him with antibiotics and I’m optimistic.”

			“What about us?” Robert cried, and he was so ashamed that he took off down the hill again, knowing he was humiliating himself further but unable to stop.

			Bill drove the rest of the way up to the house. The three other children crowded around him as soon as he was out of the car, James hugging his leg, Ryan leaning against his hip, Rebecca resting her head on his stomach. Usually when he came home they were inside, and they tackled him on the entry hall floor and worked him over as if he were a giant slab of clay. Greeting him outside, they settled for extra volume.

			“Do you need help with the ice, Dad?” Rebecca said. “I moved the bench, I put it by the kitchen. That’s right, isn’t it, Dad? Isn’t that what we do?”

			“Yes, it is, Rebeck,” he said, “but I don’t have the ice yet. I’m going to see if your mother needs any help.”

			The children followed him to the bedroom hallway, where Ryan smelled Lysol and remembered the lie he’d told his mother about the bathroom.

			And there she was, hair covered by a shower cap, a giant sponge in one yellow-gloved hand.

			“Oh, dear,” their father said.

			She scowled. “You can say that again!”

			“We’re closed for lunch. Thought I’d see what I could do for half an hour. Chopping? Mopping?”

			“Hoppin’!” James shouted, and he marched his feet up and down.

			“James,” Bill said, and he reached down and lifted James in his arms.

			“Get them some lunch, would you?” Penny said irritably. “Someone peed in here!”

			Bill carried James to the kitchen with Rebecca and Ryan following. “I suppose,” he said, “it might be better not to ask who peed in the bathroom.”

			It took Rebecca a moment to get it, but then she burst out laughing. How dare someone pee in the bathroom! Ryan laughed, too, unconvincingly. She wished Robert were there, because he would have been cracking up, and the two of them might have started knocking into each other and ended up on the floor laughing their heads off.

			“It was James,” Ryan said.

			“James!” their father said. “Lunchtime!”

			Mornings when he wasn’t at the hospital, he did assembly-line lunch making, bread in pairs, slap on a slice of meat, slap on a slice of cheese, swipe on the mayo, and the children lined up to receive the sandwiches and wrapped them up themselves, in waxed paper he’d previously torn from the roll, each piece coming off with a satisfying rip against the tiny metal teeth of the box.

			Now they all dove in. He found paper plates, and they took their food outside and crowded onto the bench, their father in the middle, Rebecca on one side, Ryan on the other, and James standing facing his father with his plate on his father’s lap.

			“Where’s Robert?” Ryan said.

			“I’m sure he’s working,” their father said, and this seemed right.

			Rebecca finished quickly and went back inside. This made room for Ryan’s badger to take a seat on the bench. “James was going to play with his dog today,” Ryan said, and James looked up at their father with peanut butter ringing his lips.

			“I’m goin’ on my twike,” he said. “Down the hill.”

			“Ah, James,” their father said. “Your trike.”

			Ryan stopped eating. He had a feeling he knew what was going to happen.

			“Down the hill,” James said again.

			“Oh, dear,” their father said, smiling sadly at James. “That will have to wait for another day.”

			Ryan recovered Badger and took his paper plate into the house. James’s screams were not as hard to hear when he was on the other side of a door, even a screen door. Leaving the kitchen, he heard his mother in her bedroom, and he crept past her open door to his room. There was James’s dog, on the floor again. He set his badger on his bed and put the two of them face-to-face. “Dog,” said the badger. “Badger,” said the dog. “Mmm mmm mmmm,” they said to each other, kissing. Ryan felt sorry for Dog, but he couldn’t take care of him and do a good job with Badger. He needed to find a way to help James take care of Dog. Ever since Dog’s collar got lost, James had ignored him. He wondered if Rebecca might have a ribbon that would be a good collar. Ryan sat on his bed, bringing both animals onto his lap. He held their paws together, and they swayed the way he and James had earlier, back and forth, back and forth. He held their bodies together, and they danced.

			Back outside, James was on the ground having a tantrum. He hit his fists against the concrete and pounded his feet, and Bill watched him.

			“James,” Bill said.

			James looked up. “My twike,” he whimpered, getting to his knees.

			“Oh, I know,” Bill said. “I know. Now can you stand up?”

			James stood.

			“We’ll go another time. All right?”

			James nodded, using his palm to wipe the tears from his face.

			Bill lifted him onto his lap, facing the grass, and began bouncing him, ba-bump, ba-bump, ba-bump. He said:

			James James

			Morrison Morrison

			Weatherby George Dupree

			Took great

			Care of his Mother,

			Though he was only three.

			James James

			Said to his Mother,

			“Mother,” he said, said he;

			“You must never go down

			to the end of the town

			if you don’t go down with me.”

			“You must never go down,” James said.

			“You must never go down,” his father said, “to the end of the town if you don’t go down with me.” On the final “me” he gave James an extra bump, and James slid off his lap and ran onto the grass, where he sped around in circles until he fell, dizzy, onto the ground.

			“To work,” Bill said, getting to his feet.

			• • •

			All afternoon the children avoided their mother: moving from room to room, or from indoors to outdoors, a step or two ahead of her. They joined together occasionally, all except Robert, but they didn’t gather again until their father returned. By then it was late afternoon; when they stood on the driveway, their shadows stretched from their feet nearly to the house. Robert’s stomach hurt most when he stood up straight, so he walked bent over at the waist, hobbling like an old man. Their father had eight bags of ice, and they each took one from the trunk of his car and carried it to the deep freeze in the garage—each except James, who ran from one sibling to another, touching the bags of ice and yipping with something that wasn’t quite shock and wasn’t quite laughter.

			“I think baths might be in order,” their father said. “Or showers, as the case may be,” he added, giving Robert a look that acknowledged his seniority.

			Normally this would have pleased Robert, but he was too worried to smile or even nod. The others dashed toward the laundry room door, conscious of an earlier dictum of their mother’s that they avoid the other entrances to the house for the rest of the afternoon, since she had “done” them already and didn’t want to have to “do” them again. Robert trudged after them.

			His watch was gone. He had been everywhere, retraced every step from his room to the piano to the spur; he had searched and searched, bent over examining every inch of the house and every inch of the ground. And now he was bent over again, not searching but shuffling in pain.

			In his room, he looked in his desk again, just in case he was wrong in remembering that he had already looked there, but to no avail. With no choice but to search outside a fourth time, he left his room and headed back to the laundry room, almost literally bumping into his father as he came in.

			“Line for the tub?” his father said.

			“What?”

			“There’s hot water to go around. I’ll bathe James and call you when we’re finished.”

			“Okay.”

			With Robert gone, Bill took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was 4:55 and the party started at 6:00. Early in the summer he’d suggested they have the party on a Saturday this year, so he could help more, but Penny had insisted that it was a weekday kind of party—that a Saturday party was a different sort of thing and would change the guests’ expectations and her ability to deliver.

			He found the children’s bathroom door closed and tapped at it. “Is that you in there, Rebeck?”

			“Dad, can you come in?”

			He opened the door and poked his head in. Rebecca was in the tub, slouched so that the ends of her braids skimmed the water. With her left forefinger she was stroking her right palm, which was a little red and raw from her work with the bench.

			“Can you pass me the good-smelling soap?” she said.

			Penny had cleaned, leaving the countertop sparkling and fresh hand towels on the rack, but there was no soap in sight.

			“I’m not sure where . . .”

			“Maybe the medicine cabinet?”

			He opened the cabinet only to have three bars of soap and a glass bottle of cough medicine come tumbling out.

			“Oh, oops, whoops,” he said, slapping at the soaps but slowing the bottle enough that it landed gently and didn’t break. “Now which of these is the good-smelling one?”

			Rebecca grinned.

			“Ah, you want me to smell them.” He brought a plain white bar to his nose, then a yellow bar of Dial, and then a pink bar that smelled of strawberries and chemicals.

			“Don’t mistake it for an ice cream,” he said, handing her the pink one.

			She watched him from under her dark eyebrows and brought the bar close to her lips.

			“How was your day?” he said, easing himself onto the closed toilet seat.

			She dipped the soap in the water and rubbed it between her palms. She thought of telling him about not getting to help, but she didn’t want to make him sad. She rubbed the soap harder, but it didn’t get sudsy; there was only a little foam, large-bubbled and unsatisfying. She was a bit sorry she’d asked for the strawberry, which wouldn’t be the most mature thing for her to smell like. She didn’t like it when adults spoke to her as if she were a little girl. Or a little girl—she hated it when people were talking to the boys and then changed their voices when they started talking to her. She brought one foot up out of the water and rubbed it with the soap.

			“Hot,” she said at last.

			“A hot day. That could be a good day, I suppose.”

			“It wasn’t.”

			“You aren’t a heat-loving girl.”

			“I’m a comfort-loving girl,” she said, “who tolerates heat.”

			“Rebeck, it’s good to be home.” Leaning against the toilet tank, Bill felt the hours of work drain from his body.

			“How many people are coming?” Rebecca asked, setting the soap in the soap holder.

			“Looks like about sixty.”

			“Good thing it won’t rain!”

			“That’s right.”

			“No, that’s what you always say! You say, ‘Good thing it won’t rain,’ and Mom says, ‘You don’t know it won’t,’ and you say it’s never rained in late July since you came to California.”

			“I believe you,” he said with a smile. “You are one of the most reliable people I know.”

			Rebecca looked away. “Dad?”

			“Sweetie?”

			“I tried to keep James occupied.”

			He smiled. “Of course you did. I would never have thought otherwise.”

			Ryan had tried, too, and he was trying again, lying with James on their bedroom floor, playing animals. He had a number of props for this, and he’d brought them out of the closet: old washcloths for blankets, a collection of bottle caps that Badger and Dog could use when they were ready to eat.

			“Dog sayin’ arf arf arf,” James cried, making his dog lunge at Ryan’s badger.

			“No, James,” Ryan said. “Dog is gentle. You love him, right?”

			James didn’t answer.

			“Maybe we should give him a bath before the party. Then he can put his new collar on.” Ryan went to the closet for a shallow plastic basin. “Let’s give them a bath together.” He set the basin between them and walked Badger over to it. “One, two, three,” he said, and he jumped Badger into the imaginary water, where Badger bounced up and down, splashing vigorously. “Alley-oop,” Ryan said, and he jumped Dog in, too. “Look, they’re splashing.”

			“Alley-oop,” James said. “Alley-oop, alley-oop, ALLEY-OOP!” He scrambled onto his bed and jumped, shouting, “NO MORE MONKEYS JUMPIN’ ON THE BED.”

			Their father appeared in the doorway. He had the rumpled look of late evening, his tie pulled loose, shirtsleeves rolled. “Time for your bath now, James,” he said quietly, and James slid off the bed and ran to him.

			In her room Rebecca considered what to wear. Her colorful dresses were on one side of her closet and her plain dresses were on the other, and though she loved getting a bright new dress like the purple-striped one she’d picked out a couple weeks earlier, she generally ended up with something darker and less adorned. She had a navy dress with a small white collar that she had worn at least once a week this school year, and she was reaching for it when she saw, hanging way off to the side, a sleeveless white dress decorated with yellow daffodils, not just printed on the material but embroidered with bright yellow embroidery floss, the effect being of real flowers floating over a white background. Her Michigan grandmother had made it for her and sent it in a box with small floral sachets tucked between the folds of tissue paper. She had never worn it for fear of ruining it, and she was relieved, as she pulled it over her head, that it still fit, though it pulled slightly across her shoulders and was shorter than most of her other dresses. She found some white socks with yellow edges, sat on the bed, and pulled them onto her clean feet, carefully folding them down so they were cuffed identically. She strapped on her black patent-leather Mary Janes and stood before the mirror. She was satisfied with the way she looked—satisfied was the happiest you ought to be about how you looked; she had read that somewhere—though her hair, in the day’s braids, wasn’t quite as partyish as the rest of her. In fact, they were yesterday’s braids. She needed her mother’s help to redo them, though, and at this point, with the party starting in under an hour, Rebecca didn’t want to bother her.

			She pulled the elastics off the tips of the braids and combed her fingers through her hair. When she was finished, it fell in sharp zigzags halfway to her elbows, and tears pricked at her eyes. She should have washed it. She really should have washed it, but it was far too late now—James was in the tub, with Ryan and Robert yet to go—and even if she had time she wouldn’t take a second bath just for her hair.

			Or would she? She was caught in the middle, with the right but difficult thing off to one side and the wrong but easy thing off to the other, and she imagined the bathtub empty right now, available, and herself carefully taking off the dress, and removing the shoes and spotless socks, and putting her robe on, and going back down the hall to the bathroom—and she couldn’t say for sure that she would do it, which made her imagine shaking a finger at herself, a picture that came to her so frequently it might as well have been a scene captured by her father’s camera and put in one of the family photo albums. Except it wasn’t a real picture: it was the Rebecca of the moment, in this case wearing the daffodil dress, shaking her ­finger at another Rebecca, usually a younger, smaller Rebecca, standing with her head down.

			“Carry on,” her father sometimes said when one or another of the children was stuck in a bad situation. He didn’t say it in a mean way; it was more: I know this is hard, I’m sorry it’s so hard, there are various things you could do, you could sit down and cry, or you could try to carry on. Can you carry on? I have a feeling you’ll be able to carry on.

			Rebecca ran her brush through her hair, and that helped—the kinked strands blended together, and it looked a little less messy. She decided it would have to do. She left her room and headed for the kitchen, pausing when she saw that her mother’s door was ajar. She stood outside the door, listening. Water running, drawers opening: there was none of that.

			Just then James came running out of the bedroom hallway in clean clothes. Her father followed, and when he saw Rebecca he stopped and smiled. “You look lovely,” he said, and a flood of warmth rose into Rebecca’s face.

			“I forgot to wash my hair.”

			“I’d never have known. To me you look perfect.”

			“Let me see,” her mother called from the bedroom, and then she pulled open the door as if she’d been standing right there all along.

			But she hadn’t. She’d been sitting on her bed gathering strength for the final push. She had cooked and cleaned, but the last part, getting herself ready, was the hardest. With the house and the food, she simply followed a plan that was the same from party to party, year to year. But when it came to herself, to her hair and makeup, her clothes and shoes, she was not so easily satisfied. Yes, she was a doctor’s wife and a mother of four, a suburban matron to the core of her being. But she wanted, just once a year, to look like someone important. The women she saw photographed at galas—they had something that went beyond a fashionable hairstyle or an expensive couture gown. It was an air of not doubting their right to be photographed, an air of having. As the daughter of a hardware store owner, Penny had never enjoyed anything like the advantages these women probably took for granted.

			“Look at you,” she said to Rebecca.

			Rebecca looked up at her father. When he was around she understood her mother better, or at least found it easier to know what to expect. She waited for him to say something that would make her mother go further, tell Rebecca how she liked the dress.

			But Penny said nothing, and Bill hesitated and then said he was making progress on getting the children bathed. Cutting her losses, Rebecca reached for James’s hand and led him to the kitchen. Trays of hors d’oeuvres lay everywhere: on the stove, the countertops, the table, even the top of the refrigerator. “That’s a ton of food,” she said, more to herself than to James. “She did a lot of work.”

			In the master bedroom, Penny was telling Bill the same thing. She wasn’t complaining, but she wanted him to be aware of her work so that he would feel honor-bound to do his, which wasn’t simply the shaking of hands and the fixing of drinks—it was much more than that.

			“I am glad to see them,” he said. “Or I will be.”

			“But I want you to act glad. Enthusiastic.” “Spirited” was another word. She wanted him to be spirited in the way he greeted the guests and even more spirited in the way he moved from group to group and joked with the men and teased or complimented the women.

			“I’ll try,” he said mildly.

			“Why can’t you say you will?”

			“Because I tried last year.” And the year before that, he thought but didn’t say. “I may not have it in me.”

			She was at her dresser with her back to him, holding her hair on top of her head with one hand and using the other to pull tendrils loose in front of her ears. He could see her face reflected in the mirror, the way she turned her head slightly and cast her eyes sideways to look at her profile.

			He said, “Is there anything else I can do?”

			Dropping her hair, she found his eyes in the mirror and looked at him. She couldn’t say she wanted him to cross the room and turn her around to face him and then to hold her close. He couldn’t say he knew this but had Ryan to move along and himself to get ready—that even if he couldn’t transform himself as fully as she wanted, he needed to wash up and change. And so they held each other’s gaze for another moment until Penny—who of the two of them had more to lose—broke the look and opened a drawer in search of bobby pins. And with that, Bill returned to the children’s bathroom.

			Rebecca and James were still in the kitchen. The cheese rolls were as tasty as she remembered from last year, and the cookies were mostly just the right light brown color, and the highball glasses were ready on one tray while the old-fashioned glasses were ready on another, but something was off.

			“Where’s Robert?” she said. “Where is he and where has he been?”

			James went to the sliding door. “Outside.”

			And sure enough, just out of view, Robert was sitting on the bench, where so many hours ago they’d all had lunch. But no: Robert hadn’t been with them. Except for in the garage, at the freezer, she had barely seen him all afternoon.

			He looked up at them.

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“Go away.”

			“Robert.”

			“Go away!”

			Robert could be like this, and she shrugged and went to check on Ryan. The bathroom was empty, and his door was closed.

			“Ryan,” she said, knocking.

			“Where’s James?” he called.

			She opened the door and found Ryan sitting cross-legged on the rug, naked. She said, “Aren’t you getting dressed?”

			He was holding his badger upright, while James’s dog lay on its side, somehow looking perkier than usual. “Where’s James?” he said again. “I thought he was going to take Dog to the party.”

			“Ryan,” she said. “He might not want to.”

			“Well, I thought he was.” Ryan went to his dresser. He didn’t put the badger down as he pulled on underpants and shorts and a clean shirt. “Why are you so dressed up?”

			“I’m not.”

			Robert would have argued, but Ryan just picked up the dog and set it on James’s bed.

			“Maybe he’ll come back for it,” she said.

			“Maybe,” Ryan said sadly.

			They went to the living room and sat on the couch. The door to their parents’ bedroom was closed, but they could hear James on the other side of it, jabbering to their father. The abalone shell was on the coffee table, and Rebecca leaned forward and looked at it. She said, “Not as many people smoke these days, but the ones who do smoke more.”

			She and Ryan were sitting side by side when Robert came in from the kitchen, looking bedraggled and forlorn. He said, “What are you guys doing?”

			“We’re ready,” Rebecca said.

			“For the party,” Ryan added. He held up his badger and waved him back and forth. “Badger’s ready, too.”

			Robert was tired and angry. His knees were dirty, and his eyes were red. He looked at Ryan and said, “Your badger makes me sick.”

			“Robert!” Rebecca gasped.

			The injury Ryan felt was enormous, and he reacted in stages: first not moving, then a hot feeling in his stomach, and finally an acute and terrible worry for Badger’s feelings. He bent his head and whispered some consoling words into Badger’s ear.

			“You’re six,” Robert said to him.

			“And you’re mean,” Rebecca said, jumping to her feet. “And you aren’t even ready.”

			Robert stood in front of the coffee table. “Who cares about a stupid party? What’s that dress, anyway?”

			They stared at each other. Rebecca, in the ten minutes that had elapsed since her mother had neither complimented nor ignored the daffodil dress, had arrived at a feeling of deep humiliation in regard to what she was wearing. This was the kind of humiliation that poses as insolence, however, and she planted her hands on her hips and stuck out her chin. “Grandma Blair made it for me,” she said. “As something special.”

			Robert sank deeper into despair. The watch he’d lost had originally been owned by Great-grandpa Blair, which made it far more special than the dress, since Great-grandpa Blair was dead. But how special was a watch when it was gone?

			“I’ve never worn it before,” Rebecca said. “It still smells like Grandma’s bedroom. Remember how I got to sleep with her when we visited?”

			“You know that tree house thing?” Robert snapped. “It’s going to be just for the boys. That’s what Dad said.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“He did,” Robert said, but thinking of the tree house made him sink lower. When his father first mentioned the idea of building a tree house, he said they’d get some redwood and make it sturdy enough to withstand rain and time, a combination of words that had prompted Robert to try to come up with a haiku, as Mr. Gleason sometimes assigned the class during the last minutes before lunch. Mr. Gleason would write two words on the board, always one-­syllable words, and say, “All right, class, fifteen more syllables. Go.” And they would write as fast as they could, the object being speed rather than elegance, for which Robert loved him all the more.

			Rain in the winter

			Hot all the time in summer

			Spring and fall have both

			Robert was pleased with himself for thinking so fast, and he recited the poem to his father and the other children, earning a smile from his father, a laugh from Ryan, and a long, curious look from Rebecca, who then said, speaking slowly, “In time all the world dangles like an ornament swaying in the rain,” and with his hands clenched into fists, Robert pressed his fingertips to his palms one by one, counting off her syllables, though he’d known as soon as she opened her mouth that she would outdo him.

			He turned his back on Rebecca and Ryan and looked out the window. How long ago it seemed that they’d sat under the oak tree with the burned cookies. How long ago since he’d thought about Mr. Gleason and the four humors! If Rebecca was sanguine, then what was he? What was he?

			“Robert,” she said, “why are you so mad?”

			“I’m not.”

			“Or sad.”

			He turned around and gave her a mournful look. “I can’t find—”

			“What?”

			He couldn’t admit it. It was too terrible. Once he’d said the words out loud he would have to tell his father. “The key to the shed,” he finished.

			“Why do you want the key to the shed?”

			“I think we need that table up here. The table from the old patio furniture.”

			“What for?”

			“For people to put things on outside the kitchen.”

			Rebecca was about to say they had the bench for that, but she stopped herself. “It’s in a drawer in the kitchen. The key.”

			“It’s not.”

			“That’s where it always is.”

			“It isn’t there. But there’s supposed to be an extra one hidden on the foundation, and I can’t find it.”

			“The foundation of the shed? You mean the concrete?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, let’s go look. Ryan and I will help you.” She crossed the living room and in one leap took the two steps up to the main level. From there she strode to the front door. “Come on.”

			She skipped down the front steps to the driveway, Ryan following behind her and Robert a few long paces behind him, and James, alerted somehow that the older children were on the move, bringing up the rear.

			Robert picked up his pace, wanting to be in the lead if they were going at all. The pain in his stomach was sharper now, a knife slicing into his belly each time his feet struck the ground.

			“Wait,” James cried. Excited, he began to run, and he hit something with his toe and was on the ground before he even knew he was falling. He screamed a scream from his store of special-occasion screams, giant and piercing, and immediately Ryan turned and ran back up the driveway.

			“James!”

			“Dada,” James wailed, pushing up onto his knees, his chin scraped raw and the heels of his hands bleeding. “Dada!”

			“Shhh,” Ryan said, crouching at his brother’s side. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Should I go get Dog? He’ll kiss you.”

			“Want Dada!”

			“Should I get Dog and Dada?”

			Robert and Rebecca were nearly at the spur, and they carefully avoided looking at each other so they wouldn’t have to acknowledge that they should go help Ryan. It was gloomy under the trees this late in the afternoon. At the shed they squatted and felt along the foundation for a gap where the key might be, probing with their fingers and then, when they came up empty, lowering their heads to the ground and peering sideways. They went around a second time on their hands and knees. At last they stood. Rebecca had gotten dirty again, her forearms and her shins in particular, but she’d tried to be careful with her dress, and she was relieved to see that aside from one streak of dirt at the bottom, it was clean. At least the front was. She twisted to look at the back and saw that one of the daffodils had snagged on something. The formerly pristine flower had turned into a mess of broken threads. “Oh, no,” she cried.

			Robert stared at the dress, and his eyes welled with tears. “You think that’s bad.”

			He told her about his lost watch, and they sat side by side in front of the shed, and because he was crying so hard Rebecca didn’t cry at all. She patted his shoulder a few times and waited. At last she wrapped her arm around him in an imitation of what their father would do if someone were upset. “Carry on,” she whispered.

			He looked into her face. “I hate this party!”

			“Me, too.”

			Off in the distance, a dog began to bark. It was the six o’clock bark—the bark of their neighbor Mr. Pope arriving home from work. The Popes’ dog alerted the neighborhood to every move his owners made, and on days when there was no barking it was assumed that the Popes were all home sick.

			“It’s starting right now,” Rebecca said. “And we’re filthy.”

			They climbed to the top of the driveway, where there was already an unfamiliar car parked behind the Valiant, and circled the house to the laundry room. Rebecca turned on the water in the soaking sink. “Here,” she said, reaching into a basket of towels and holding a washcloth under the stream. She found a bar of soap, rough and harsh-smelling, and rubbed it against the cloth until it was soapy.

			Robert took off his shirt and washed his face, his chest, his arms. He got out of his shorts and underpants, turned around for modesty, and washed his privates and then his legs. “How am I going to do my feet?” he said, and she looked around, uncertain.

			“Climb up here,” she said, patting the washing machine, and she had him sit with his feet dangling in the sink and washed them for him, which reminded her of something, maybe a book.

			“What about you?” he said. “You’re dirty, too.”

			She unzipped her dress and took her turn. When she was done with her body, she turned the water hotter and stuck her head under the faucet. She sloshed water through her hair and used the bar to soap it up. After she dried off she looked at her dress long enough to determine that she couldn’t put it back on.

			They heard party noises through the closed laundry room door.

			“I know,” she said, and she opened a cabinet and found a box marked “Too small.” With younger brothers, Robert’s clothes never made it into this box, but some of Rebecca’s clothes could pass for something a boy would wear, and, giggling a little, they both pulled on checked shorts so tight they looked like underwear and T-shirts that exposed their belly buttons.
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