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For Robin Clements, beloved husband



And for my father, Frank E. Richardson, Jr., honored trustee, who fifty years ago saved a now famous midwestern country day school from impaling itself on a point of history. (In a fraught silence at a meeting of the school community called to decide whether the paralyzed school could continue to exist, he rose and addressed the sitting board, some of them founding members, all elderly rich men unaccustomed to compromise. He suggested that in order to allow for such innovations as parent committees, opening the board to women, and term limits for trustees, they should resign in a body. They all said, Thank God, a solution, and did so.)



To the woman who sent me the Elegy of Yuan Chen so long ago: If you read this, you will know I have never forgotten the story of your son. Heres a patch for his memory quilt.

I owe grateful thanks to many others for various kinds of support and assistance. I thank Wendy Weil and Diane Reverand for their everlasting steadiness, for their professional support, and especially for the pleasure of their friendship. I thank Bitsie Root and Jerri Witt for invaluable suggestions on the manuscript and readers Emily Conroy, Pam Jones, and Cathy Lynn, whose reactions were more helpful than they can imagine. I am grateful for the assistance of John B. Clements, who shares a great deal of Georgias musical taste. Anyone familiar with the field will recognize that somewhere along the line Rue has met and been deeply impressed by the generous spirit and giant brain of Peggy McIntosh; Rue and her creator both are grateful for the encounter. And last and most I am grateful for the wit, intelligence, and cherished friendship of Douglas Ware.
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It was two days before the opening of school when the Spanish teacher dropped dead. Dropped is the right word; she was on her knees in the garden, cleaning out the crocosmia bed, when she felt a sudden lightball of pain in her chest, and then was herself extinguished. She toppled face-forward into the fragrant California earth, and lay there, stiffening in the September sunshine, wearing her green-and-yellow gardening gloves. She was otherwise dressed for work. It was the facultys first day back at The Country School, and the news of her death found her colleagues gathered in Packard gymnasium for a CPR course, performing mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on rubber women.

As her colleagues mourned and comforted each other, Rue Shaw left the gym to hurry across campus to her office. Under the circumstances, she was struck by the illusion the parched campus imparted of a serene and manageable universe. The fields where the bigger boys played football were freshly mowed and green from a summer of sprinklers. As she passed, Manuel was laying down lines in white lime so that all could see the structure of the game, the clear boundary between in and out, good and bad, safe and sorry. Everywhere the scent of cut grass mingled with the smell of eucalyptus.

The offices of the Head, and all the rest of the administration, were in a building known as Home, because it had been the original homestead when the campus was a ranch. The Plum family who pioneered it had grown prosperous and built a grand Victorian farmhouse with wide, covered porches and the latest in gingerbread trim, in which Rue now lived. From there the Plum family had raised livestock and apricots and used the old homestead for a sheep barn. Rue Shaw now bustled into Home through the dutch door, which Merilee kept open at the top to let in the sunlight and the perfume of the outside air and closed at the bottom to keep out the campus dogs and cats. Rue went straight past Merilees desk to find her assistant head, Mike Dianda. His office, which had once been a birthing pen for lambs, was low and cluttered, with heavy dark beams and small windows. Mikes desk was stacked with papers and books; he had more than once misplaced his telephone and had had to wait for it to ring so he could find it.

In Mikes office, miscreant children sent to be sentenced sat in the ladderback wooden chair facing his desk. But the soft leather chair against the bookcase was only for Rue, for when she came in with mugs of tea at the end of the day and kicked the door closed behind her. Mike was to Rue like the brother she never had. He was tart, smart, handsome, and funny, and as far as she could tell, never afraid to tell her she was wrong. The collaboration was particularly successful because he did not want her job. He would make a fine school head when his life was more his own, but at the moment as a gay man and a single parent he had enough on his plate getting his daughters through school.

I talked with the mother in Albuquerque, said Mike, as Rue appeared in his doorway.

How is she?

They knew Mariel had a heart condition.

Did they? Did we know it?

I didnt. Maybe Lynn Ketchum did, or Cynda Goldring. They were closest to her.

Will they have the funeral here?

No, theyre taking her back to New Mexico. Well have to have a memorial.

God. Yes. When? They both looked at the calendar. Beginning of term was jammed with conferences, trustee meetings, parent council meetings.

Rue said, I better call Fletcher Sincerbeaux. And Helen Lord, andwho else has Spanish in Primary?

Would Mrs. Ladabaum come back, do you think? Mike asked.

I dont know, isnt she in Florida?

Would we want her if shed come? She was getting awfully deaf.

Of courseI never saw a better teacher. We must have an ear trumpet somewhere.


Okay, Ill find her, said Mike.

Rue went off to her office to start calling fellow school heads who might have a lead on a Spanish teacher.



On the wall in her office Rue kept a framed motto from Lucy Madeira, a famous East Coast educator. It read: Function in disaster, finish in style. She often wondered what motto her predecessors, Carla and Lourdes Plum, would have willed her, had they been able to imagine her. The Plum family had proved over time to be as unfruitful as their land was lush, and their line narrowed and stopped with the spinster sisters, Carla and Lourdes, who had made a living conducting a day school according to tenets of their own devising.

Rue had made a study of the archives left by the Miss Plums. These artifacts were piled in wooden milk boxes and stored in the abandoned ice house, and included papers, letters, programs from Germans and Christmas plays, books, bottles of Coca-Cola syrup with which they treated childrens coughs, woolen bathing suits, theatrical costumes, and some untouched ration books from World War II. The Miss Plums had gaily mixed notions of progressive education which they read about in papers sent out from New York, with their favorite parts of Science and Health, the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg, and the teachings of Madame Blavatsky. They believed that babies were born with their souls and their life paths fully formed, so there was no point imposing structure from without that might serve to crowd or cloud the structure within. They believed that every child had an aura which could be read, and that after death, that aura remained on earth, not so much a ghost as an angel, so the clear California air was crowded for them with invisible beings, concerned with the ways of woman and intervening in all her doings.

If the Miss Plums were right in their interesting theories, then no doubt their own auras lingered on the campus of The Country School, interfering in the business of shaping young lives in the ways most likely to confirm their own beliefs. If their theories were in error no one would ever know, because the Depression had put an end to their experiment before a significant sample of scholars could be sent out into the world. Their school was closed, and the Miss Plums lived by selling off bits and pieces of outer pastures until only fifteen acres remained. By that time World War II had brought prosperity back to the region, and the Miss Plums lived to see others make large profits on land that had recently been theirs. Their joint Will and Testament left what land and money remained for the founding of a Country Day School, on acres that had once been lost in a wide expanse of range and orchard, but by the last decade of the twentieth century formed a hemmed-in green patch of nature, bonsaied between expensive developer houses and an upscale mall called The Countrye Mile. The campus was like a patch of the world as it once had been, but in a jar, with the top off.













Emily Dahl arrived in Seven Springs by accident, if there are accidents. She had driven north until the children got hungry, and pulled off the highway into the nearest town. Her blond hair was clammy from heat and dirt, and there were half-moon perspiration stains under her breasts on her once crisp lemon-yellow blouse. She kept thinking of things she had forgotten to pack. A favorite pair of gardening shoes she had left outside the back door. A book she was reading, left facedown on the clothes hamper beside the bathtub. The worst was Davids gerbil. Fortunately, David had not yet noticed.

She found that Seven Springs was a town of some natural beauty. There were fruit trees, citrus, and apricot, and on the dry hills, avocado. She and Malone and David found a taco restaurant that was air-conditioned. Across the street was a movie house that must have been built in the thirties. It had dusty art deco lettering on the marquee and the front of the theater was faced with black marble. It was cracked now, with pieces missing, but the whole effect was evocative; she remembered the theater in the town on Long Island where she grew up, where the whole eighth grade would show up at the movies on Saturday night. If you liked somebody and he liked you, you would sit apart from the group, in the balcony. There would be frightened bumblings having to do with the boy getting his arm around you while pretending to stretch. You would then die of embarrassment as you waited another hour or so for him to get the nerve to let his arm, lying across the back of your seat, inch down to encircle your shoulders. This, Emily realized, was a memory from a simpler world.

Malone squinted across the street at the movie house while she ate. Eleven years old, she had just gotten her first pair of glasses. She looked like a cross between a beautiful bombshell and a baby owl.

Mom, What About Bob just started.


Did it? Can you read the times from all the way over here?

Malone nodded. Youd only miss a little bit of it and I can tell you what happened.

David said Are we going to the movies? David the space cadet noticed everything two beats after everyone else.

I dont know, said Emily, wondering really, Why not? What else did they have to do that evening? Sure, if you want to.

Yea, said Malone and bounced in her seat. This was a New Mom. The Old Mom wasnt so good at actually hearing what other people wanted. The Old Mom didnt tend to consider that someone elses plan might be just as good as hers.

So they went to the movie and ate popcorn even though they had already had tacos, and when they got out it was cool and dark and you could see Venus and the Big Dipper.

Why dont we find a motel with a pool? said Emily, and this had met with wild enthusiasm, so they had stayed in Seven Springs for the night. The children splashed and shouted until the manager turned off the pool lights at nine oclock. Emily could only watch, since one of things shed forgotten was her bathing suit.

The next morning, over breakfast at a House of Pancakes, they took a poll and decided this town seemed as good a place as any to light and settle. Emily suspected that excess sugar and bread and circuses were behind the choice, since everything they had done since they arrived was an out-of-the-ordinary, somebodys-birthday kind of treat. But the choice was made, and Emily stopped at the office of the first real estate company she saw.

The Coldwell Banker lady, Sylvia French, was a people person. That, translated, meant she had been out of the job market for fifteen years and had no professional skills, beyond being an extremely nice woman. Fortunately, in Seven Springs there was a market for that. Sylvia had two children in a local private school for which she had run endless cookie sales and book fairs and drives to collect winter coats for the homeless. She was a fountain of enthusiasm for the town, for her school, for her belief in the widely available bounty of goodness life had to offer, and she loved accumulating details about other peoples lives. Sylvia was not the sort of woman who needed much privacy. In fact, she abhorred a vacuum, which is how she perceived silence. She sat at the wheel of her big sedan, her glossy cap of dark hair shining, her large brown slightly bulging eyes even bigger behind huge square-framed glasses, chattering as she expertly drove.

I dont know if this is in your price range but I must just show you these homes because they are so affordable, for what they are, she burbled as she pulled into a crescent drive on which stood five or six monstrosities, on parched clay in which not a shrub or field daisy grew, only the odd blade of onion grass and some blackened stalks of what might have been milkweed. The houses were in a half-timbered Tudor style with a soupcon of French chateau thrown in. Two master suites, two guest rooms, dining room, living room, family room, two-car garage, full basementits all basically the same floor plan, but theyre flopped in this one and that one. So you can choose which way you want the view. Would you like to see inside? Emily could see through the window of the nearest one that they also had nasty low ceilings, gaudy brass fixtures, and skip-troweling on the walls, like a pretentious motel.

I think you better tell me the price, said Emily.

Theyre asking a million six. It would be closer to two, but so many developers went belly-up in the last three years.

Ah, said Emily.

From the plush back seat of Mrs. Frenchs car, Malone caught sight of something promising in the yard. Mom, are we going to have a hot tub? Emily didnt answer. She was thinking that at these prices, Malone would be lucky to have her own bedroom.

Mom, said David from some zone of his own, Wheres Ralph?

Something in his odd little brain had at this moment come across the memory of his gerbil.

Im afraid thats a good deal out of my range at the moment, said Emily, knowing that she was wearing a very expensive watch and shoes, and that cars like her Volvo station wagon, which was currently parked in front of Sylvias office, didnt come in Crackerjack boxes. How to convey that things were not what they appeared with them, that their circumstances had changed rather suddenly.

Its Emily began, and then stopped. Inadvertently she glanced in the rearview mirror at the children.


I understand, said Sylvia. And amazingly, she did. Sylvia glanced sideways and suddenly understood, from something fugitive in the smile or perhaps from the uncertain way Emilys hand moved to push her hair back, that this very put-together, self-assured, and glossy human had suffered a recent and frightening crack in her foundation, and was trying to keep it from spreading. It wasnt hard to guess the rest.

Lets try down here in the Lake District, Sylvia said, turning the car away from the parched heights she had been ascending. Its an older neighborhood, very quiet and safe. I call it the Lake District, of course theres no lake. Theres a street called Lake, and a very pretty pond with a playground, and a dog run. Do you have a dog?

No.

Mom, said David a little more insistently, wheres Ralph?

We have a gerbil, said Emily. To David: Hes in your bedroom in his cage.

Here? asked David.

Honey, you know he isnt in the motel room. Hes in your old bedroom in Daddys house. Daddys house. That was the first time it had ever been anything but our house.

Who will feed him? David asked.

Im sure Daddy will, said Emily, lying. She doubted that Tom even knew they had a gerbil. It could be weeks before anything caused him to visit one of his childrens rooms. Shed have to call a neighbor who knew where the key was, ask someone to take Ralph home till she could arrange to come back for him.

They were driving down a winding street with far more modest houses than the Affordable Homes, fairly close together, under arching trees. These were houses from the twenties, frame and brick, many needing a little paint, or a lot of yard work. Youll want to be close to The Country School, Sylvia was saying. The public school, Ill take you by it, it isnt actually a bad school, theyve only had one incident, I think, of children in Primary bringing guns to school, but The Country School is so special.

Pressing to hear all her options, Emily learned that the town also boasted a private elementary school run by Scientologists, an Orthodox Jewish school, which was probably the toughest of all academically but you had to take half your courses in Hebrew, and a wildly progressive school called Greenmere, where they did a great deal of water play and didnt start to read until fifth grade. Countrys most serious competitor was an ex-military school, where the children still drilled in patterned marching, carrying wooden rifles during PE. Sylvia said it was fine academically, but to her mind rather rigid and joyless.

You better tell me about The Country School, said Emily.

Its like a family, said Sylvia. Thats the most important thing. You feel that every child matters, that there are no favorites. Every parent too. The Head is a woman named Rue Shaw, and she is really something special. Shes smart, she has a sense of humor, and she has principles. Your kids dont just get into the best high schools, although they do that too, they also learn to be really nice people.

I have brains and a sense of humor, thought Emily, with a sudden flash of bitterness. I had straight As in my major, and all the right connections. Why am I not a school head? Why am I not sitting magisterially in a big office with a leather blotter, interviewing prospective parents, reading the latest books on learning deficits? Instead of driving around the middle of nowhere with my children in the back of some strange car because my husband has decided that he wants to boff his nurse-receptionist? A woman named after a fruit? Why was I the last one on my block to learn to fear chaos at midlife?



The outer office of Home had once had a double-height door, so a man, or woman, could ride into the stable on horseback, and dismount in the center of the room, there to curry and brush his horse or wash it down, if it had been a muddy day. There had been a sloping cement floor, with a drain in the middle of the room, where Merilees desk now stood. The door to this room was now of conventional size, and the visitor walked in to be surrounded by trophy cases, sepia class photographs, and plaques painted with the names of each succeeding class of Country School graduates, including mementos from the days of the Miss Plums. Rue especially relished a photograph of Carla and Lourdes Plum in long white skirts and middy blouses, leading a ragtag little flock of scholars in fencing practice. There was also an autographed picture of Hedy Lamar, whose children had once boarded with the Miss Plums and gone to school here.

What had been the tack room, lined with English and Western saddles, including the Miss Plums sidesaddles, was now full of office equipment. One large box stall had become the faculty lounge cum sick bay. The other box stall, now enclosed to the ceiling, was the office of the business manager, Mr. Glarrow. Mr. Glarrow was a pale youngish man, quite long and thin, who existed on the edge of this bustle of life like a lost soul. He was brusque and clumsy with his grounds staffhe was not a people personand he adored modern technology, although he had no talent for it whatever. Every summer when Rue went on vacation he drove her careful budget out of whack by buying new telephone systems that no one could work or networking software that couldnt be installed because it competed with existing device drivers on the computers, and no one in the office except Rue knew what device drivers were, let alone config.sys files and autoexec.bats, all of which soon came into play when Mr. Glarrow had a new bright idea for making their lives simpler. He was, however, a crackerjack bookkeeper and a terrific steward of buildings and grounds. Rue had never known a manager who could do everything in the job description and was grateful Bill Glarrow could do as much as he could. The fact that he didnt much care for children was not exactly a plus, either, but he worked terribly hard in early morning and evening hours, and rarely left his office during class times.



Emily had been thoroughly taken with The Country School when she visited, although it was still in summer session and she met only the staff, one teacher, and the assistant head, a Mr. Dianda. She had loved the air of the place, which had none of the prim sense of self-importance of the girls school she herself had gone to in Cedarhurst. But when Emily stopped in two days before school opened, she knew something had happened. The hum of life, the smiles of welcome she had seen all over campus the day she had brought the children to be interviewed, were gone. Faces looked blank, or hurt. People walked together in twos and threes, talking intently. Something was wrong, a family thing. No one looked at the outsider.


In the office, Emily found a plump woman in her mid-forties dictating a newspaper ad to Merilee. She was wearing a long loose jumper of some soft stuff, and she had strong red hair, piled on her head in a haphazard knot. Her eyes were gray, wide, and intelligent. If she wore any makeup, Emily couldnt see it; she had beautiful skin and a fine acquiline nose, and carried herself as if to say that if that wasnt good enough for you, too bad.

Merilee said in her sweet chirping voice, Oh hello, Mrs. Dahlthis is Mrs. Shaw.

The paragon, the woman with brains and principles. Rue had turned to smile Welcome, and her smile was extraordinarily warm. Hello, how nice to meet you, said Rue, taking Emilys hand.

You were still on vacation when we first arrived.

Of course, Mr. Dianda told me. I understand you have a son with a brain the size of Montana.

Emily was pleased. He tests well. Hes a little shy, though. He has trouble making friends sometimes.

Mike told me that too. But theres another little boy in Davids class who has some physical problems, so he doesnt play sports and hes mad for dinosaurs. Pterodactyls are his particular field, I think. Mike says David goes in for tyrannosaurs.

Hes interested in pterodactyls too, said Emily.

Good. No point in specializing too early. Colins a dear little boy and weve been worried about his being lonely. The class was full, but Mrs. TerWilliams said she couldnt resist David. And in Malones class, we happened to need a girl, so this has worked out well. Welcome to Country.

Thank you.

Mrs. Dahl, piped Merilee, did you bring me the health forms? Merilee had a bright smooth face like an apple, and she spoke with a high-pitched lilt that was so full of good will that no one could say a cross word to her.

I did, but Mrs. Shaw?

Rue.

Rue, thank you. Did I hear you advertising for a Spanish teacher?

You did.

Could I apply for the job?


Do you know Spanish? I mean forgive me for asking, since I was about to offer it to Manuel whos out mowing the soccer field. Have you taught?

Not recently, but yes Well actually, not in twenty years, but. Shed been good at it, she felt, and had once meant to go on with it.

Come into my office, said Rue.



Rues office was in the low-ceilinged back of the building, beside Mike Diandas. It too had heavy square beams and small windows. Rue had filled it with soft-blue furniture on a pale green carpet, and on her desk there was always a bowl of flowers from Merilees garden. Today they were roses. The effect was of a haven, like a favorite book-lined room under the eaves, or a cross between a cave and a garden.

What Emily noticed first, when she followed Rue in, were the boxes of Kleenex everywhere.

People must cry a lot here, said Emily.

Rue smiled. They do.

The second thing she noticed was there were no diplomas on the wall. She had a feeling Rue Shaw had some impressive degrees under her belt; she had looked forward to knowing exactly what, from where. She was hoping there might be something a little second-rate, so she wouldnt need to feel one down. She herself had gone to a good but not great womens college, from a very famous Eastern boarding school where she had received a very middling preparation from a faculty superannuated to the point of coma in some cases. It was a school, she liked to say, where girls were supposed to be awash in sentiment and have silver spoons for brains. Still she felt more secure after shed managed to drop the name. It helped people place her, told them something true about who she was and where she had come from.

Rue apparently had no such need.

Her walls were crowded with framed pictures of children, drawings and paintings from children, handlettered cards and cartoons and certificates of commendation from eight-year-olds. These were interspersed with photographs of her family. There were, side by side, framed antique photographs of two men from other times and places. Each stared fiercely into the camera. One had light eyes and wore a soft hat; the other had puffy cheeks and muttonchop whiskers, and a heavy watch chain across his waistcoat.

Two of my great-grandfathers, said Rue, noticing Emilys gaze. The one with the hat was a sheep farmer on an island in Maine. His name was Long. He had eleven children and the boys all had names like Miles Long and How Long.

Emily laughed. And the other one?

My mothers grandfather. A titan of industry.

Emily stopped at a framed snapshot of a girl who could have been Rue herself at eighteen, except that she had a darker quality, too, something deep and intent. Like a cross between Rue and a fawn of some kind.

I dont have to ask whose child this is. You must have had her by parthenogenesis.

Thats Georgia, said Rue. Actually she and her father look exactly alike. Rue picked up another picture from her desk, this one showing a good-looking man of about forty with blue eyes and unruly blond hair, with a ten-year-old Georgia, grinning, sitting on his shoulders in a striped bathing suit. She handed it to Emily, who said, Oh my god, and started to laugh.

What?

Cricket Shawyoure married to Cricket Shaw?

Surprised and pleased, Rue said, Mostly we call him Henry now.

Does he still play the saxophone?

Only when hes drunk.

I dont know that I ever saw him sober. My god, I never expected to see Cricket again in this lifetime. What did he grow up to be?

Rue, smiling, said, Hes a brain surgeon.

When Emily stopped laughing, she said, I went out with one of his college roommates, Todd Bakeman.

Bakelund

Bakelund. He was a little odd.

Still is.


I had the most tremendous crush on Cricket.

I dont blame you, said Rue, smiling. Will he remember you?

I dont know, said Emily. Though she did know. He would.

Tell me about your teaching experience, said Rue.













When Rue got home from school that afternoon her Georgia, Georgia who looked like a cross between Rue and a fawn, Georgia who was somehow the image of Henry when she talked, was packed and ready to leave. Her room was a wreck. It looked as if she had taken out every article of clothing she owned, packed the things she wanted, and left the rest wherever they fell, on the bed, on the chairs, on the floor. Her suitcase, her enormous duffel, her boom box, and her guitar were waiting in a pile to be carried downstairs. The cassettes she couldnt be parted from for twenty-four hours were in a carrying case. A few hundred more were packed in a cardboard box, with her name and her New York address written on it, ready to be mailed. And what looked to Rue like several thousand rejects remained in stacks in her bookcase, along with her Narnia books, her Nancy Drews, her Black Stallion books, and her paperback Great Books from high school English. From now on it was to be no more Dead White Male writers, just composers. She was going to New York to live and breathe music.

Georgia herself was out on the back porch in the glider, with her friend Caroline who had just gotten back from Outward Bound. Rue could hear cries of Oh my god followed by laughter, as they rushed to fill each other up with every event and detail of the summer they had spent apart. Outward Bound had moved Caroline to take the safety pin out of her nose, Rue overheard, but the change had been temporary. It was back, with a full display of hoops and studs, but at least the safety pin was gold.

Tonight, after family dinners, would be their last evening with their old gang. Posse had been the right term for it at one point, but now Georgia rolled her eyes if Rue said it, so she gathered posse was past, along with so much else.

Tomorrow morning Henry would take Georgia to the airport, and Caroline would leave for UC Santa Cruz in a used ambulance her father had bought her. Caroline had already been arrested twice for having red lights and a siren on what was not an emergency vehicle, although she swore she only turned the lights on for, like, a minute. She and Georgia had become friends in high school, right around the time Rue had begun to wonder if she was tempting fate when she said out loud that Georgia alone in her experience with adolescents had never given her parents a moments unhappiness or worry.

Georgia had been their hearts delight from birth. She was a large-hearted, bright, wise, and beautiful little girl, and adolescence hadnt made her as hideous as it did most. There was a year when her nose seemed too big for her face, but that had passed, and there had been the famous shouting match the time they caught her chewing tobacco in the bus barn with Manuel, and Henry made her swallow it. This had made Georgia furious at both of them and Rue angry at Henry because it had so upset Manuel. Manuel was a little simple. On this afternoon, Rue could remember being mad at Henry when they differed about Georgia, but she didnt think she could remember ever being mad at Georgia.

Missing her daughter in advance, this morning when Rue left for school she had carried with her a leaden sense of loss that was so piercing that she barely had room for more when the news came that Mariel Smith was dead. If you wanted six children, and you only could have one, Georgia was the one you would want. Delight was the word that best expressed Rues feeling for her daughter. Georgias brain was very different from Rues or Henrys; she was quick, inventive, and above all musical, and Rue simply adored her. Rue had begun to worry what would happen when Georgia was gone. The three of them had been so close for so long, she wondered if she and Henry would collapse like a triangle with a missing side.



For Georgias farewell dinner, Rue cooked eggplant curry, and raita and dahl and fragrant basmati rice, and she herself smelled faintly of cumin. Caroline had gone home to have steak with her family, and Georgia was now upstairs washing her hip-length auburn hair and listening to Tosca. Rue thanked God she wasnt playing some ear-splitting heavy metal tonight; but Georgia was good. She nearly always saved her really awful music for when she was out of the house. You tended only to hear it when she had been driving your car and forgotten shed left the radio tuned to KOL Rock and the volume cranked up to a thousand decibels. Henry had had a few mornings when hed turned on his ignition and been blasted nearly into the back seat. Rue was spared the early morning assaults because she commuted to campus on foot.

Rue was very glad that school was starting tomorrow, despite the fact that one of the bus drivers had broken her arm, and pressure was already building from parents who didnt want their children in Mrs. Trainers class, and the Spanish teacher was dead. She loved the first day of school because it was a day full of clean slates and new book bags and happy reunions and hope. And you could say one thing about having the house empty of Georgia tomorrow night. It would make meal planning easier. Since Georgia had become a vegetarian, Henry made sad remarks about veggie pudding and Alpo burgers on the nights she cooked for Georgia, and when she produced sausage or chops for Henry, Georgia ate cold cereal, looking pained at the savagery before her. Rue was on the fence between them. She liked the meatless meals, but she was constantly allowing herself to be frightened by friends who read womens magazines who warned that if she didnt make a full-time study of meatless nutrition, she would get a protein or calcium deficiency and become demented during menopause, or that all her bones would break, or something.

Dinner was ready, the candles were lit. Henry had come in, opened a beer, and stood around the kitchen humming snatches of the Beatles song Shes Leaving Home. Every time their eyes met, they laughed, because they were so sad. Georgia breezed in, fresh and clean and wearing a new white t-shirt of her fathers, which was huge on her. Her wet hair was twisted into a loose rope down her back. They all took their places at the kitchen table, where they always ate when alone. It was a big room, with wainscot cupboards under the counters and two stoves, the old wood cook stove the Plum family had once used and the thirties-vintage white porcelain number Carla and Lourdes had installed. Tonight there was a bucket of roses from Rues garden on the cold wood stove.

In the candlelight, and the lingering evening light of late summer, Georgia gave them their pitch. As they had done every night they were all together, for the last fifteen years, they sang Tallis Canon, in a round. Rue and Georgia began:


All praise to thee my God this night



And Henry followed with the same line, as the women sang:


For all the blessings of the light.

Keep me, Oh keep me, King of kings

Beneath thine own almighty wings.



And Henry finished alone:


Beneath thine own almighty wings,



in his sweet raspy bass, and Rue felt tears start in her throat. In the silent second that followed the singing she had to wipe her eyes and blow her nose.

Georgia said, You loved it when I went to camp, Mom. Dont pretend you didnt. You cried till the bus was around the corner and then you hardly remembered to write.

I wrote daily.

I was the only kid in my cabin who didnt get mail all week. The counselors felt so sorry for me they wrote me notes and forged your name.

Youre a wicked liar.

Henry said to Georgia, She wasnt crying for you, anyway. She was crying because she knows youre going to sing Tallis Canon at my funeral.

Oh, good, said Georgia. Are we? Have you printed the programs?

Not yet. No, the new rector at your mothers church gave us all forms to fill out planning our funerals. Hes really trying to get us to call our lawyers and put the church in our will, but I thought that was depressing. Ive done my funeral, though. I want Tallis Canon and For All the Saints, and Oh God Our Help in Ages Past. And I chose my readings too, but I dont think Father Tom is going to like it.

What are you having?

Robert Frost and E. B. White.


No gospel? Rue asked.

No, I want someone to read Whites essay on The Death of a Pig.

Mom, have you planned yours?

No. There are so many hymns I love, I cant decide. Daddy just put Tallis Canon in his because he knows it would make me fall apart. I know you fancy the idea of the widow wailing and sobbing and having to be led from the church, Henry. Would you pass me the chutney?

But you forgot, you made me promise not to die first.

Oh, youll never keep that promise. Look at all that red meat you eat.

I dont want any funeral, said Georgia.

I read about a company in San Francisco that makes coffins out of auto bodies. Wouldnt you like one if you could go in a little red vintage MG? asked Henry.

Nope. No funeral. No sacred texts, no ministers especially.

How about a recital of Cavalleria Rusticana? said Rue.

Nope.

So, you want me to record that in your baby book? No funeral, no memorial, just plant the ashes in the garden with a post hole digger?

Perfect, said Georgia. Life is all there is, and life is enough. Too many people miss it, because theyre worrying about something else that doesnt exist.

Okay, said Rue, but will you let me know if you change your mind?

I will if I do, but I wont.

Thats what you said when you were five, about cooked tomatoes.

Be Here Now. Thats my final word. This is great chutney, by the way. Did you make it?

Major Grey made it. I made everything else on the table. Everything. I made the napkins, I made the salt cellars.

Sorry, Mom. This is great raita, did you make it?

Why yes, Georgia, I did. I made it just for you, and Im so glad you like it.

Are you all packed, Beezel? Henry asked.


Almost. I cant zip my duffel but Sam will do it.

Whats in it?

Sheets. Blankets. Shoes. I dont know. Buford.

Buford was her stuffed bear.

You put Buford in the duffel? I thought he had trouble with claustrophobia.

He got over that. It was adolescent angst.

Ah.

Do you think Buford will like New York? Rue asked.

I think hell love it. Hes looking forward to his first subway ride. Dont cry, Mom.

Im not. I ate a piece of chili.

Apart from the Spanish teacherMrs. LincolnHow does your new school year look, Rue? Henry asked. Whats going on over there?

Rue was grateful for the change of subject. She was embarrassed when emotion overcame her, though it happened to her all the time. She said, I think this may be Catherine Trainers last year. Im already getting complaints about her and we arent even in session.

Georgia said, Why? I loved Mrs. Trainer.

I know you did, everyone used to. But she went way downhill while Norman was sick, and after he died, she just never bounced back. In the last couple of years, shes just been marking time, as if it doesnt matter what she does because shes a School Character.

What would happen to her if you fired her? Henry asked.

Nothing good. She has one married sister she never sees. Shes not trained to do anything but teach. And she needs the money. Shes only fifty-nine.

They all three looked at each other.

Could she get another teaching job?

I doubt it. At her age, shes too expensive. And no matter what reference I give her, any other head is going to know I wouldnt have fired her except for really good cause.

What if she quit? Henry asked.

Shell never do that. All her friends are here. The school is her life.

I assume youve let her know that things are serious, said Henry.


Of course. Ive said everything short of Youre fired. But she doesnt hear it. The only part she hears is Youve worked hard on improving such and such. The minute I say But, she turns off her receiver. Its as if she thinks were all family, and you may be annoyed with your sister, but youre stuck with her.

Wellit is the real world. If she cant do the job, youre not running a charity ward.

She can do the job

But someone else could do it better.

A lot better, Im afraid. I lost three families last year on her account, and Im about to lose more. But the Lord provides. Weve taken four new kids in the last week. One of the moms is an old girl of yours, Henry.

How exciting, which one?

Her name is Emily Dahl. Shes a slim blond, pageboy hair, Georgias height. About two years younger than I am.

Im not placing her.

The doorbell rang. Georgia jumped up.

Honey said Rue. If thats your friends, could you

Ill tell them were eating. They can sit in the living room.

Tell them to sit outside in the driveway, said Henry. But they all knew that no matter what they did, Georgias last supper at home as a child of this house was bound to end.













Chandler Kip was annoyed when he left the house. For the fourth time since he bought it, his Jaguar wouldnt start, for no reason that he could see. There was plenty of juice in the battery, it wasnt cold, it wasnt flooded, and it had been running fine last night. He had had to wait for Bobbi to get back from taking Missy to school, so he could borrow her car. She drove a huge Suburban that got about twelve miles to the gallon. It was like driving a tank, but that was what Bobbi liked about it. City traffic scared her, so she needed something heavy that put her high above the road, like a turret gunner, in case she went shopping in LA.

As he hefted the Suburban into the Seven Springs Service on Union Street, he checked himself out in the rearview mirror. He brushed what little was left of his hair back with one hand, and bared his teeth in the mirror to be sure there was nothing caught in them.

He pulled up to the first row of pumps and killed the ignition. The station seemed deserted. A slanted rectangle of sun burned through the windshield across his thigh. He honked the horn and looked around the apparently empty bays of the garage, then around the front seat of the van at Bobbis detritus, while he waited. There was a gum wrapper wedged between the seat and the back, there were hair pins on the dashboard, there were loose cassettes. Bobbi was listening to an abridged version of The Joy Luck Club, he gathered, as she ferried Missy and her little friends to dancing class, to riding lessons, to Campfire Girls.

He got out of the car, walked around to open the gas cap, went to the pump, and started to fill the tank. After three gallons, a voice behind him said, Im sorry sir, this is a full-serve island. If you want to do that yourself, youll have to move your vehicle to the self-serve, see over there. We have big signs.

Randy, Chandler turned and smiled. I didnt know where you were. Randy was twenty and lean, with long arms, big hands, and such big shoulders that he looked as if hed left the hanger inside his clothes. He took the pump hose from his father.

I was in the can. Sorry.

You know, in the last gas rationing crisis, there was a man who closed his station and went home for the night but he left one pump unlocked. When he came back in the morning his whole tank was dry, two thousand gallons. Someone had stood there all night selling his gas and pocketing the money.

Randy bristled slightly. Thanks, Dad. Next time I go to the can, Ill lock the pumps.

I didnt mean that. It was just a story. I just was thinking of it, I could have stood here and sold your gas to whoever came in, if you hadnt come back.

Phils gas. Dont you think people would wonder a little bit about your suit? Randy had always been the master of the deadpan. He stood there in his blue overalls, looking at his fathers handmade Glen plaid. They might suspect it wasnt your regular gig. Or, hey, maybe not. Its a recession. Who knows. Maybe theyd think you got laid off and couldnt afford a pair of overalls.

The people who bought the gas from the guy in the gas crisis must have noticed the station didnt have any lights on.

You have a larcenous soul. Dont they say you can only con a con? Randy finished filling the tank of the Suburban, and put the hose back in its cradle.

Sohows it going? Chandler asked.

Okay, said Randy. Your car in the shop again?

It wouldnt start. I dont know why.

You want me and Phil to take a look at it?

No, Bobbi called the Triple A. I guess its a lemon.

Its not a lemon, its a Jaguar. I warned you.

There was a silence. Chandler took his wallet from his back pocket and took out two twenties and handed them to Randy.

Ill get your change, he said, turning to go to the office.

Please keep it, said Chandler. He noticed that Randys hair reached to his shoulder blades and could use a shampoo, and that he had a paperback copy of The Plague, by Albert Camus, deep in his back pocket. Randy came back, pocketing the money.


Thank you.

Youre welcome.

There was another silence.

Hey Dad, guess what Mom sent me. Randy suddenly smiled.

Youre in touch with your mom?

Of course Im in touch with Mom. What did you think?

You just havent mentioned her in a while, I didnt know. I didnt know if you still knew where she was.

Shes where shes been for two years, Dad. Did you think she was like some field mouse? Drops the litter of micelets in a field someplace and wanders off and forgets to write? I always know where she is.

Sorry. Im glad to hear it. What did she send you?

Randy smiled. Your college yearbook. She said she didnt have a lot of use for it, and she thought Id like it. Your senior picture is a gas, man, with your hair curled down over your earsyou looked like H. R. Haldeman.

Chandler put his hands on his hips and grinned. Well thank you very much, how do you even know who H. R. Haldeman is? You have my yearbook? I havent seen that in years. I didnt know it still existed. Your mother had my yearbook?

Ive got one question, Dad. Tell me about being Tonto Toogood.

Chandler gave a sharp laughing bark of embarrassment.

Is that in there?

Right under your senior picture.

What, do they have a lot of quotes and stuff under your picture? The same as high school? Id forgotten that. I guess they did.

Chandler turned away and looked into the distance. He looked back. Tonto Toogood. I feel like that happened to a different person.

Apparently. Another car, a Miata with the top down, pulled up to the full-serve pump in front of the Suburban. Excuse me, said Randy.

When he came back, his father had recovered from his surprise.

So? Tonto?

As I remember, it was a fraternity thing. We used to have Truth or Consequence nights, where you all sit in a circle drinking and people can ask you anything they want and you have to tell the truth.

Randy nodded. And waited.

One night someone asked me what was my deepest secret, and I told them my real name was Thomas Toogood.

His son stared at him, then smiled briefly, then shook his head, as if to clear his ears. Your real name is what?

My real name is Chandler Kip, but Thomas Toogood is what my birth certificate says.

Daddid it ever occur to you to mention this to me?

I guess not. To tell you the truth, I think I forgot it.

Its a hell of a thing to forget. What does it mean?

Well, Toogood is Grandmas maiden name.

I know. Whos Thomas?

I have no idea, said Chandler. His son was staring at him. Now that the subject had come up, it occurred to him that it might be mildly odd that he hadnt thought to tell him before.

Well didnt you ever ask Grandma?

Of course I did.

Well?

I asked her what happened to my real father, and she said, Your real father is right in there, go ask him yourself. Meaning Elmer, lying in front of the TV on his Barcalounger.

Randy remembered Elmer, although he had always called him Grandpa, and he didnt know that that thing he always lay on like a beached whale was called a Barcalounger. Grandpa had wispy patches of steel-gray hair and thick glasses that made his eyes look pink. He was minister emeritus of the Church of Christ. When Randy, aged seven, asked Grandpa what emeritus meant, Grandpa said it meant fired.

So, said Randy, your name isnt Chandler and it isnt Kip? And neither is mine?

Of course it is. Grandma legally changed it when she married Elmer. She changed hers and mine from Toogood to Kip at the same time.

Dont you think you might have told me?

Why? said Chandler.


Because it doesnt just affect you! You were going to let me go through life waiting to look in the mirror and find Id turned into Grandpa? Elmer? And now it turns out I should be waiting to turn into some guy whose name I dont know, whos head must look like a boiled egg? He waved his hand at his fathers head.

You get baldness from the mothers side, said Chandler stiffly.

It seems you get everything from the mothers side, said Randy. Where did Chandler come from?

There was an embarrassed silence. Chandler glanced at the street, as if willing another car to pull in, but traffic hummed by.

I think it was a movie star she liked. Maybe a radio actor, from when she was younger. Something Chandler.

Randy looked at his father, laughed, not very nicely, and abruptly walked in a circle around the pumps, as if stillness might lead to an explosion.

I dont know why youre so aggravated, said Chandler.

Irritated, said Randy coldly. Aggravated means make worse. From the Latin gravis, serious, heavy, or bad.

Well excuuuuse me, said Chandler. What do you want to do, take dueling IQ tests?

Randy looked at him, angry because hurt, then looked away. His father looked at the sky, as if for answers. He looked at his watch. He looked at the concrete, glittering with mica in the hot September sun.

You asked me a question. This is the answer. I told my brothers my name wasnt my real name. They decided they should rename me, like Indians name each other after exploits or deeds, so they called me Tonto Toogood. I liked it. But in the end I didnt see what difference it made. My mom gave me a name and then she gave me another name. They both came from the same place. What difference did it make?

Randy was staring at him as if he couldnt express how dumb his father looked to him. Finally, he said, Did Mom know?

Of course. She was there.

When you were born?

She was there, at Grinnell.

Why didnt she tell me?

I dont know. Ask her.


Did you make her not tell?

Chandler flared. Of course I didnt make her not tell! Id like to see the man who could make your mother do fucking anything she didnt want! She probably thought all sons should be named for their mothers and men should be left out of the system entirely, I dont know why she didnt tell you. Ask her yourself.

They stared at each other for a long time, Chandler beginning to sweat onto his monogrammed shirt, and his son, burned to brown on his face and neck, the sunburn following the V of his greasy blue overalls that said Randy in white stitching over the pocket.

Have a nice day, Dad, said Randy, turning away from his father. As he walked to the office, he took the book from his back pocket and started to read, as if he were shutting a door behind him. Chandler wheeled and went to the drivers side of the Suburban and climbed in, slamming his door. He peeled out to the curb, only to have to jam on the brakes as a light changed, and he was stopped by a lane of live traffic and left to sit in the sun, confused and angry at his only son.













The campus was looking lush and groomed for the first day of school. The olive and persimmon trees were glossy, and there was a new bed of bright blue campanula mixed with white impatiens outside Rues office. By 8:15, the parking lot had been filled with Range Rovers, BMWs, Volvos, and Mercedes. Some were driven by moms on the way to work, more were driven by dads on the way to work. The ones with whom Rue most empathized were the moms who drove the carpool in their bathrobes, wearing moccasins on bare feet and drinking a mug of coffee. The only thing Rue liked about the concept of retiring was the thought of sleeping late.

On the central walkway, where the paths led off in long spurs to the Primary building and to the Middle School, Rue stood to greet her children. As they did every school day, every child from first grade through sixth began the day by shaking her hand and saying, Good morning, Mrs. Shaw. Much as she had dreaded the end of summer and especially Georgias going, she was surprised by elation at this moment, seeing the children again, seeing how theyd grown and changed in so short a time as summer, seeing the campus fill up again with noise and motion and shining-faced hopeful protoplasm.

Good morning, Patrick. Good morning, Lillibet. Good morning, Sara. Good morning, Jesse. JesseWhat is this in my hand, a dead fish? Oh! Its your hand! Thats much better. Good morning, Nairi. She had begun this practice sixteen years before, when she took over a school with seventy-seven children left, most of whom were poised to flee. Seventy-seven, she had reported to Henry when she got back to Boston, and their IQs match their shoe size.

She had been thirty-two at the time. Most people thought she was out of her mind to take on a school that looked to be on the verge of closing. But her mentor said, If you follow a beloved longtime head at a thriving school, youll be fired in three years because no one really wanted a change. Its better to follow a head who was drunk or insane. Rues predecessor at The Country School, a nephew of the Miss Plums, had apparently been both.

The first thing Rue had decided was that even if they couldnt read or write, Country School children would know how to look you in the eye, call you by name, and give a firm handshake. The tradition caused a great bottleneck now that enrollment was nearing three hundred, but the children liked it, and Rue liked it. There were usually a dozen moments in the course of a day when she feared she was was doing the wrong thing, but in this exercise at least, adding very slightly to the level of civility in the world, she felt sure of doing no harm.

For the first day of school Kathleen Clancy, a dear little girl with Coke-bottle glasses, had brought Mrs. Shaw a tomato she had grown all by herself. It was large and ripe and beginning to split. Rue took it carefully, with warm thanks, shook Kathleens hand, and wished her a very happy year in second grade.

As she was doing this, a man Rue had never seen before appeared suddenly from the side of her field of vision and started to barge past her and Kathleen, tangled among the little ones. He was dark and very tall with a long angular face, and he moved in a violent rushing way, as one who has been running for a plane and sees that it has left the gate, whose next move is going to be to knock people down and yell at the gate agent. Beyond Home, Rue saw that someone, in spite of the large handpainted sign asking that no one park on the grass, had circumvented the line of cars by pulling a gleaming green Masarati onto the lawn of the preschool.

Good morning, said Rue, smiling, but subtly blocking his way by holding out her tomato. Can I help you?

The man looked balked and angry, as if not used to being questioned.

Have you seen Malone and David Dahl? Im Dr. Dahl.

Rue extended her hand and said calmly, Im Dr. Shaw.

Are they here yet? Id like to see my children, he added sarcastically, as if she had personally kept him from them.

Ill be through here in just a moment, Dr. Dahl. Why dont you wait for me in my office? Right in there, in the administration building.

Rue watched him storm off toward Home.


Good morning, Lia. Good morning, Ashley. Good morning, Ryanwhat happened to your foot?

A horse at camp stepped on it, said Ryan proudly. He was in a nylon cast that was covered with graffiti. He stumped away.

Good morning, Jennifer, good morning, Scott. Jennifer

Jennifer Lowen, a fifth grader wearing all the Colors of Benetton, hopped back to her.

Could you do me a favor? Would you find Mr. Dianda and ask him to come speak to me? Thank you. He should be in his office.

Mike Dianda, reassuringly tall and broad-shouldered in his tweed jacket and khakis, appeared moments later. Theres a fairly aggressive item stalking up and down in front of Merilees desk, he said. Good morning, Shana.

Good morning, Mr. Dianda.

I know, said Rue. Would you please go take over Mrs. Dahls Spanish class and ask her to come to my office?

At that moment the warning bell for first class sounded. Yes, maam, said Mike.

Good morning, Jamie, good morning, Tara, better hop ityouve got two minutes. Oh, Royya, thank you! A beautiful black-eyed girl emerged from a huge silver van and handed her a bouquet of zinnias with their cut stems wrapped in wet newspaper. Rue waved her thanks to Dr. Zayyad, Royyas mother, who was a competitor of Henrys. Rue liked Rita Zayyad a lot.


I would like you
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