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Chapter One

Lily kicked him under the table during the second reading, which meant she had lost count again and needed him to know it.

Daniel didn't look at her. If he looked at her she would make the face, and if she made the face he would laugh, and if he laughed during devotions his father would stop, close the book on his finger, and wait. The waiting was worse than being yelled at. His father had never yelled at anyone in Daniel's life. He just waited until you understood what you'd done.

"'And the vessel was made ready,'" his father read, "'and the ground was prepared, and those who had gone before stood as witnesses.'"

Across the table, Naomi was mouthing the words along with him. She was ten and had decided this summer that she was going to memorize the whole scripture, all four hundred pages of it, and she was maybe on page thirty. Ruth, twelve, was reading a library book under the table and thought nobody knew. Hannah, fourteen, was looking at the kitchen clock the way Daniel was trying not to.

7:52. Devotions ended at eight. At eight-fifteen his mother would leave for the church office, and at eight-thirty he could take the old telescope down from the closet and look at the sun through the solar filter Sarah had bought him for Christmas, which was the only interesting thing you could do with a telescope in the daytime and which he had done eleven times this week.

Three days. Saturday he was sixteen. Sixteen meant the road test his father had promised, in the church van because the sedan was his mother's and she said it made her nervous to think of anyone else's hands on it. Sixteen meant, according to his father, that things would begin. He'd used exactly that word, twice this summer. When you're sixteen, Daniel, things will begin. Daniel had assumed he meant the driving.

"'Let the chosen one hear these words,'" his father read, and looked up, and smiled at him.

Daniel smiled back. This had been happening his whole life, the looking up at certain lines. When he was small he'd thought his father was checking that he was listening. Later he'd understood that some parts of the book were about him, or were for him, or were somehow his. He had never been sure which. He'd asked Sarah once and she'd said, You'll understand when it's time, which was what everyone in his family said about everything, from why they didn't have a television to why the trees behind the house were planted in a curve.

"Amen," his father said.

"Amen," said eight voices, Lily's the loudest because she liked to be done.
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His mother caught him in the hallway before he could get to the closet.

"Stand still. No, against the wall. Heels flat."

She had the sewing tape and the little notebook she kept measurements in, the one with the flowered cover that had his and all seven girls' names in it going back to when they were babies. She pulled the tape from the top of his head to the floor and squinted at it.

"Six one and a half," she said. "You're going to be taller than your father."

"Dad's not tall."

"Your father is exactly the right height." She wrote it down. Then she measured his shoulders, and his arms with the elbows bent, and around his chest, and he stood there and let her because there was nothing you could do about being measured except wait for it to be over. When she got to his chest her hands were shaking. Not a lot. He noticed because the tape twitched.

"What's it for?"

"Your ceremony clothes."

"For my birthday?"

"For your birthday." She tucked the pencil behind her ear and looked at him, and for a second her face did the thing it had been doing all summer, where it looked like she was about to say something and then she put it away somewhere. She reached up and smoothed his hair off his forehead like he was six. "You need a haircut before Saturday. I'll take you Friday."

"I can go myself. I have the bus pass."

"I'll take you Friday," she said, and laughed a little, and went into the kitchen, and he heard the pencil scratching in the flowered notebook, and then the tap running.

He looked at the wall she'd put him against. It was the same wall where she'd marked all their heights in pencil when they were little, before the house got repainted and she'd cried because the marks were gone. The paint was perfect now. You'd never know.
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By eleven the sun through the solar filter was a white coin with two freckles on it, which the internet said were sunspots and which his father, if asked, would say were something else. Daniel didn't ask. He wrote them down in the notebook he kept for the telescope—Aug 20, 2 spots, lower left—and put the scope back in the closet, and went downstairs to see if there was anything to eat that didn't require permission.

Rachel and Grace were in the kitchen, at the little table by the window, with their heads together over a magazine, and they stopped talking when he came in. Not stopped-talking-because-it-was-private. Stopped talking the way you stop when the person you're talking about walks in.

"What," he said.

"Nothing," Grace said. She was seventeen and had spent the summer looking at him like he was a math problem she couldn't get to come out.

"You want a sandwich?" Rachel said. Rachel was eighteen and never offered to make him a sandwich.

"I can make a sandwich."

"I know you can, I'm asking if you want me to."

"Sure," he said, because it was easier, and she got up and made it and cut it in triangles, which he hadn't asked for since he was nine, and put it in front of him and stood there a second with her hand on the back of his chair. Then she went back to the magazine and didn't turn the page for a long time.

Daniel ate the sandwich. It was a good sandwich. In his family the sandwiches were always good, the beds were always made, someone always knew where you were. He'd been to Josh Whitaker's house once, after youth group, and nobody there had known where anyone was, and Josh's mother had been eating cereal standing up at four in the afternoon, and Daniel had gone home and felt embarrassed for the Whitakers in a way he hadn't been able to explain to Sarah.

They just love each other differently, Sarah had said. Everyone does.
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Sarah took him for a drive at three.

She didn't say why. She just came in from the church office with her keys still in her hand and said, "Get your shoes," and he got his shoes, because Sarah was the one who'd taught him to drive in the church parking lot on Sunday afternoons and the one who'd sat with him through the flu when he was eleven and the one who, when he'd been eight and afraid of the trees behind the house, had walked him out to them in daylight and made him touch the bark of each one until he wasn't afraid anymore. If Sarah said get your shoes, you got your shoes.

She let him drive. He wasn't supposed to without a licensed adult, and she was a licensed adult, so it was fine, and she didn't tense up at the stop signs the way his mother did. She had him take the long way out past the grain elevators and back in on Route 9, and at the Dairy Barn she said pull in, and bought him a chocolate malt without asking what he wanted, which was correct, and one for herself, which she didn't drink.

"You nervous?" she said. "About the test?"

"A little. Mostly the parallel parking."

"You'll be fine. You're a good driver." She looked out the window at the Dairy Barn's sign, which had a cow on it that had been missing one ear for as long as Daniel could remember. "You know I love you, right?"

"Sure."

"No, I mean—" She stopped. Started again. "I want you to know it. Not just assume it. I want you to have heard me say it."

"Okay," he said. "I heard you."

"Okay." She was quiet for a while. Then she said, "Drink your malt, it's melting," and he did.

On the way back she drove. At the light by the Methodist church she reached over and took his hand, which she hadn't done since he was small, and the light turned green, and she didn't let go, and the car behind them honked, and she still didn't let go, and only when Daniel said "Sarah" did she seem to notice and put her hand back on the wheel.

"Sorry," she said. "Sorry. I was thinking about something."

He didn't ask what. You didn't, in his family. It wasn't a rule. It was more like the shape of the house.
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Wednesday was supper at the church, so at five the whole family walked over—it was six blocks, and his father believed in walking—with Hannah and Ruth carrying the potato salad between them and Lily carrying nothing and complaining about it.

His father fell into step with him at the corner of Maple and Third. He did this sometimes—drifted back from the front of the family to walk with whichever child he'd decided needed walking with—and Daniel had learned to read it the way you'd read weather. Today it was mild.

"Saturday morning," his father said. "You and me and the van. Nine o'clock, before the examiner's had his coffee and gotten mean."

"You said the van's steering pulls left."

"The van's steering pulls left. So you'll learn to correct for something. That's most of driving. Most of anything." He walked a few steps. "Your grandfather put me behind the wheel of a hay truck when I was fourteen. Stick shift, no synchros, a clutch you had to stand on. I put it in a ditch the first afternoon. He didn't say a word. Just got the tractor and pulled it out and handed me the keys again."

Daniel had heard about the hay truck before. He liked hearing it. His father didn't talk about being young very often and when he did it was always the same three stories, and Daniel had never told him that, because he could see it made his father happy to tell them.

"I keep hitting the cone."

"Which side?"

"Coming in. The back one."

"You're looking at the cone." His father said it the way he said things from the pulpit, like it was already true and you just hadn't caught up. "Don't look at the cone. Look at your mirror. When the curb disappears from the bottom of the mirror, that's your wheel. Turn then. The cone takes care of itself."

"That's it?"

"That's it. Sarah never learned it. She still parks by feel." He glanced ahead to where Sarah was walking with her arm through Rachel's. "Don't tell her I said that."

Daniel laughed. His father put a hand on the back of his neck, briefly, the way he had when Daniel was small and they were crossing a street, and took it away again.

"You're going to be a good man," his father said. "I want you to know I think that. Not because I'm supposed to. Because I've watched you."

"Thanks, Dad."

"I mean it. You're patient with your sisters. You don't complain. You notice things." He looked at Daniel sideways. "You noticed the sunspots before the internet did, your mother tells me."

"The internet had them. I just didn't check."

"That's what I mean." They were at the church now, the white clapboard of it and the fellowship hall behind, and his father stopped at the foot of the steps and let the girls go up past them. "I'm proud of you, Daniel. Whatever else happens, I want that said."

"Okay."

"Okay." His father smiled at him, and it was the smile Daniel had been looking at his whole life, the one that made people join the church, and then he went up the steps, and Daniel stood at the bottom for a second longer than he needed to, feeling good in a way he wouldn't have been able to explain, and then went in to set up the chairs.

The fellowship hall smelled the way it always did, of coffee and floor wax and the particular casserole Mrs. Hayes made every week, which had something in it that turned orange. Daniel set up folding chairs with the other boys, and the other boys treated him the way they always did, which was the way you'd treat someone's older cousin who was visiting from somewhere important. Friendly. Careful. Josh Whitaker didn't punch his arm the way he punched everyone else's.

Deacon Hayes came through the hall with the coffee urn and set it down and put a hand on Daniel's shoulder. Marcus Hayes was a big man, ex-Army, with a handshake that made grown men wince, and he had been looking at Daniel all summer the way you'd look at the sky before a wedding.

"Three more days, son," he said.

"Yes sir."

"You ready?"

"Yes sir," Daniel said, though he hadn't parallel parked once without hitting the cone.

Hayes squeezed his shoulder and went to get the second urn, and Daniel finished the chairs. Across the hall his father was talking to two of the elders with his hands folded in front of him the way he stood when he was pleased, and his mother was laughing at something Mrs. Parsons had said, and Lily had found a folding chair to lie across like a log, and it was a Wednesday. It was just a Wednesday.

Grace prayed over the meal. She did it well—she always had—but tonight her voice went thin in the middle, at bless this family in the days to come, and she had to stop and swallow, and his mother reached over and rubbed her back, and nobody said anything. People cried in the fellowship hall sometimes. It was allowed.

They walked home at eight with the sky going pink over the grain elevators. His father walked with Lily on his shoulders even though she was too big for it, and she steered him by the ears, and he let her, and Daniel walked behind them with Ruth, who wanted to know if the telescope could see Saturn.

"On a good night."

"Is tonight a good night?"

"Might be."

"Show me?"

"If Mom says."

Mom said it was a school night in two weeks and she wanted them in the habit, which was not a real reason and everyone knew it, and Ruth went upstairs sulking, and Daniel went up after her and lay on his bed and looked at the ceiling.

He'd painted that ceiling himself, or helped, when he was twelve—a beige his mother had picked out called Warm Sand. His room used to be blue. He'd had a poster of the Andromeda galaxy over the desk and a shelf of paperbacks with cracked spines and a lamp shaped like a rocket that Sarah had given him. His mother had said, when he turned thirteen, that it was time for a grown-up room, and they'd done it together over a weekend, and he'd been proud of it, and now it looked like the guest room at his grandmother's house before she died. He hadn't noticed that until this summer either.

At eleven he couldn't sleep. At eleven-thirty he unclipped the screen the way he'd been doing since he was nine and set it against the wall and climbed out onto the porch roof.

The shingles still held the day's heat. He lay on his back with his hands behind his head. The porch roof faced south, away from the streetlight, and on a clear night you could get most of the summer triangle and, low over the neighbors' garage, the cross of Cygnus, which had been the first constellation he'd ever found on his own and was still his favorite because it actually looked like the thing it was supposed to be. Most of them didn't. Most of them you had to be told.

From here he could also see the backyard, and past the lawn and the low white fence, the trees.

Dad's memorial trees. That was what everyone called them. There were ten of them now, planted one every August as far back as Daniel could remember, and each one was for somebody from the church who had passed on—that was his father's phrase, passed on, never died—and each one had a little brass plate at the base with a name on it that Daniel had read a hundred times without reading. He'd thought, when he was small, that the trees were shaped like a snowman lying down. Sarah had said they were planted in the sign for forever. She'd drawn it in the dirt with a stick.

They were bigger than they should be. He'd noticed that, too, this summer, the way he'd noticed the ceiling. The one at the far end had been planted the year he was six and it was taller than the house.

A car went by on Maple. A dog somewhere. His mother's window went dark.

He was thinking about the parallel parking, and about whether the Dairy Barn cow had ever had two ears, and about the way his mother's hands had shaken on the tape, when he heard the sound.

It was small. A tap. Like a moth against glass, except moths didn't do it three times and then stop.

He turned his head.

There was a man standing on the porch roof, six feet from him, in the dark. A man Daniel had never seen before, in jeans and a work shirt, with his hair in his eyes and one hand raised, as you would to a horse you didn't want to spook.

The man put one finger to his lips.
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