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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever believed their best days were behind them. 
For those brave enough to begin again after loss, disappointment, or unexpected detours.
And for the communities, friends, neighbors, and loved ones who remind us that home is not a place—it is the people who notice when we're missing.
May we never stop finding reasons to show up for one another.
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  Chapter 1: The Eleven Waves


Kara 
The moving truck had been gone for forty minutes, and Kara Levitt had already been waved at by eleven strangers.
She knew it was eleven because she’d started counting somewhere around the fourth, when it became clear the waving was not a fluke of timing but a feature of the place, like the heat or the smell of cut grass and chlorine that hung over everything. Each wave came with a full-body commitment she found vaguely alarming — arms lifted, faces opened, golf carts slowing to a respectful crawl so the driver could get the gesture in before rolling past. In the city, eye contact on the street was a small act of aggression, a thing you did only if you wanted to find out what someone wanted from you. Here it was apparently a sacrament, performed at strangers, for free, with no discernible agenda except the alarming possibility that people simply meant it.
She set down the box marked KITCHEN — MISC, which she was fairly sure contained no kitchen items whatsoever, and pressed the back of her wrist to her forehead. The Florida heat was a physical fact, a hand laid flat against the body, and she’d been in it for under an hour and already understood she would lose every argument she ever had with it.
The cottage behind her was small and yellow and aggressively cheerful, with white shutters and a porch swing that had no business being as charming as it was. It belonged to her grandmother. As of three days ago, so did the second bedroom, which Kara now occupied the way a houseguest occupies a room they intend to leave the moment something better comes along.
Something better was not coming along. That was rather the point of the exercise, the part she hadn’t said out loud to anyone, the part she’d packed into the boxes she had no intention of opening. You did not move into your grandmother’s spare room at thirty-nine because your life was going well. You moved into your grandmother’s spare room because every other door you’d knocked on for a year had a form letter taped to the other side, and your savings had a horizon you could now see, and the only person left who’d offered you a key without first requiring you to explain what had gone wrong was the woman who’d been changing your diapers before you had opinions about anything.
“You’re going to hurt your back,” said a voice from the driveway, “and then everyone within a mile will know about it by dinner, and you’ll never live it down.”
A man stood beside a golf cart loaded with bags of mulch. Late sixties, maybe seventy, in a sun hat that had clearly been chosen for function and then defended for years against all aesthetic objection. He had the comfortable, weathered look of someone who had spent a long time outdoors on purpose and intended to keep doing it until something stopped him.
“I’m managing,” Kara said.
“That’s what they all say. Right up until the chiropractor.” He climbed out without being invited, which she was beginning to understand was how things worked here. “Tom. Three streets over, the one with the orange tree that nobody asked for.”
“Kara.”
“Evelyn’s granddaughter.” It wasn’t a question. “She mentioned you were coming. Mentioned it to approximately the entire community, actually. You’re something of an event. There was speculation.”
“Speculation.”
“About you. Whether you’d be friendly. Whether you played anything. Whether you’d take the corner cottage’s parking, which you have, and Dot is upset, but Dot is upset most days and it gives her structure, so don’t worry about Dot.” He hefted a box off the stack — KITCHEN — MISC’s twin, BOOKS/OTHER — and carried it up the porch steps like it weighed nothing. “Where do you want this?”
“Anywhere. Inside. I’ll lose it among the others.” She watched him go, slightly helpless. “You don’t have to—“
“I know I don’t have to. That’s what makes it neighborly. If I had to, it’d be a job.” He set the box down inside the door, dusted his hands, and looked at her with the frank, unhurried assessment of a man who had nothing pressing to do for the rest of his life and had made peace with the fact some years ago. “You okay? You’ve got the look.”
“What look?”
“The look people get when they move here and it’s not the plan. The plan was somewhere else and this is what’s left of it.” He said it gently, without an ounce of pity, the way you’d note the weather. “Half the community showed up with that look. Other half developed it later. It’s a fine look. Wears off.”
Kara opened her mouth to say something deflecting and professional, the kind of thing she’d been saying in rooms for a year — between things, regrouping, exploring options — and found, to her irritation, that she didn’t have it in her for Tom in his sun hat in the heat. “I’m something of a refugee,” she said instead, which was more true than she’d meant to be with a stranger before noon.
He didn’t flinch at that, which she appreciated more than she’d have predicted. He just nodded, like she’d confirmed a reasonable hypothesis. “Sunset Palms takes in a lot of refugees,” he said. “Most of them don’t know it yet. They think they’ve come here to wait for something. Then one day they notice they stopped waiting and started living and can’t say when it happened.” He climbed back into the cart. “You play pickleball?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
The pause that followed was so theatrical she nearly laughed. Tom removed his sun hat, held it briefly to his chest as though receiving terrible news, and put it back on.
“We’re going to have to fix that,” he said gravely. “But not today. Today you unpack. Tomorrow we begin your education. The morning sessions are the good ones — before the heat, before Frank’s blood pressure. Come down to the courts and watch a few games. Don’t commit to anything. Just watch. That’s how it gets you.” He started the cart. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Kara. Drink water. It’s hotter than it looks and it already looks like a lot.”
He rolled off at four miles an hour, lifting one hand in farewell to a woman across the street, who lifted hers back, who then turned and waved at Kara too.
Twelve.
Kara went inside, sat down on a box, and put her face in her hands — not crying, she would have insisted, simply resting her eyes in a downward direction — and stayed that way until her grandmother’s voice floated in from the kitchen.
“There’s iced tea, if you’ve finished sulking.”
“I’m not sulking. I’m reassessing my entire life on a cardboard box.”
“That’s just sulking with better posture.” Evelyn appeared in the doorway holding two glasses, beaded with condensation. At seventy-eight she was small and upright and entirely too sharp, with white hair cut close to her head and the deliberate economy of movement of a woman who had decided, a while ago, exactly how much energy each thing in life was worth and refused to overspend on any of it. She had a habit of looking at Kara as though she could read the last six months directly off her face. She probably could. She’d been reading Kara’s face since it was new.
“Come sit on the porch. You can reassess your life out there, where it’s prettier. And where Tom can’t double back to check on you, which he will, he’s a worrier with a cart.”
Kara took the tea. The first sip was so cold and so sweet it briefly reorganized her priorities, and she had a flash of memory — this exact porch, this exact glass, a much smaller version of herself, summers when her parents shipped her south and she’d resented it and then, somewhere around the third week each year, stopped resenting it without ever admitting she’d stopped. The tea tasted like being nine. It was a profoundly unwelcome and entirely pleasant sensation.
They sat on the porch swing, which creaked in a way Kara decided to find soothing rather than annoying. Beyond the small yard the land sloped down to a lake — a real one, wide and silver in the late light, ringed with palms and walking paths and the small moving shapes of people who appeared to have nowhere they urgently needed to be. A heron stood in the shallows with the stillness of something that had figured life out a long time ago and was simply enjoying the dividend.
“It’s a lot of waving,” Kara said.
“They’re friendly.”
“They’re suspiciously friendly.”
Evelyn smiled into her glass. “You’ve been in the city too long. You think friendliness is a transaction with hidden fees.”
“It usually is. In my experience the friendlier the opening, the worse the ask.” She’d built a career on reading exactly that, on knowing within ninety seconds of a handshake what a person was going to want from her and how much it was going to cost. The skill had not switched off when the career did. It just had nothing to do all day now except misfire at retirees in golf carts. “Tom told me the entire community speculated about whether I was friendly. That’s surveillance, Grandma. Charming surveillance, but.”
“It’s interest,” Evelyn corrected. “There’s a difference and you’ve forgotten it because the city beat it out of you. Interest is people wondering if you’re going to be all right. Surveillance is people wondering what they can get. Here it’s almost always the first one. You’ll relearn the difference. It comes back faster than you’d think.” She rocked the swing gently with one foot. “Here friendliness is just the rent you pay for being alive in a place where everyone’s been knocked down at least once and decided to be decent about it anyway.”
Kara didn’t have an answer to that. She watched the heron instead. After a while it occurred to her that she hadn’t checked her email in almost two hours, which might have been a personal record for the year — the year of refreshing, of the small sick hope each time the screen loaded, of the form letters that all used the phrase we’ve decided to move forward with other candidates as though moving forward were a direction you could only go without her. She decided not to fix it. She left the phone in her pocket. It felt like skipping a dose of something she wasn’t sure had been helping.
“You’ll meet everyone soon enough,” Evelyn said. “There’s a calendar. There are clubs. There is, I should warn you, a casserole situation.”
“A what.”
“Someone will bring you a casserole. Possibly several someones. You will not have requested any casseroles. This is non-negotiable and you must accept them graciously, and you must under no circumstances return the dish empty, because returning a dish empty is, here, roughly equivalent to a declaration of war. You return it with something in it. Cookies. Bread. It doesn’t matter. The dish must never travel naked.”
“This is an actual rule.”
“It’s the actual rule. There are others. You’ll learn them by breaking them. Everyone does.” Evelyn finished her tea and set the glass on the rail. “And there’s pickleball. You’ll hear about pickleball.” Something shifted in Evelyn’s voice, a note Kara couldn’t quite place — amusement, with an undercurrent of something more deliberate. “People here take it very seriously. More seriously than is reasonable. More seriously than some marriages, and I’ve watched some of the marriages, so I’m in a position to compare.”
“Tom mentioned it. He looked at me like I’d insulted his religion when I didn’t know what it was.”
“Tom is a gentle man with strong feelings about the kitchen line. Don’t get him started on the kitchen line.” Evelyn stood, gathering the empty glasses, and Kara — who had spent a career reading rooms, reading clients, reading the precise moment a deal was about to go sideways — noted that her grandmother had timed something, that the next sentence had been waiting in the wings for the right exit line. “You should go tomorrow morning. Watch a few games. Get the lay of it. Ben usually runs the morning sessions.”
“Who’s Ben?”
“A neighbor.” Evelyn turned toward the door half a second too quickly, and Kara’s whole misfiring professional radar lit up at once, because she knew that move, she’d made that move, it was the move you made when you’d planted a thing and didn’t want your face to confirm you’d planted it.
“A neighbor,” Kara repeated, flatly.
“A good man,” Evelyn said, already at the screen door. “Drink your tea. It’s hotter than it looks.”
That was twice now she’d been warned about the heat by people who would not look directly at her while doing it.
Kara stayed on the swing until the lake went from silver to gold to a deep bruised blue, and the first lights came on in the cottages around the water, and somewhere far off a wind chime started up and then thought better of it. The heron eventually decided its dividend had been collected for the day and lifted off across the lake with two enormous unhurried wingbeats, and she watched it go and felt, absurdly, a little abandoned.
She did not unpack the dangerous boxes — the ones with the photographs and the framed things and the files from a life she’d been good at right up until she wasn’t. Those could wait. Those could wait indefinitely, as far as she was concerned. She’d labeled one of them WORK in her own handwriting, months ago, in a different apartment, with a different idea of how long the waiting would last, and the sight of her own confident block letters on the box was a small daily humiliation she’d learned to walk past without turning her head.
But she found, when she finally went inside, that she was already a little curious about the morning. About the lake, and the clubs, and the casserole situation with its baroque dish-etiquette. About the neighbor her grandmother couldn’t quite look at when she said his name.
Dangerous, Kara thought, and brushed her teeth, and lay down in the narrow guest bed under a ceiling fan that ticked once per revolution, and listened to the crickets do the enormous work of a Florida night, and fell asleep faster than she had in months, which she would have found suspicious if she’d been awake long enough to notice.






  
  Chapter 2: A System for Mornings


Ben 
Ben Calloway had a system for mornings, and the system was the point.
Up at six, before the heat. Coffee on the back step while the lake did its quiet thing and the light came up pink over the far shore and the first fishermen — Hal and the other Hal, there were two Hals and they pretended not to be in competition and were in fierce competition — set out in their little boats to lie to each other about yesterday’s catch. Then the walk to the courts, where he’d unlock the equipment shed, set out the portable nets, sweep the worst of the overnight palm litter off the surface, and check the score-flip board that Walter Finch insisted on maintaining despite no one having asked him to. By seven the early players would start drifting in, and by seven-thirty there’d be the satisfying irregular pock of balls and the low rolling argument of people who had known each other for fifteen years and had run out of new things to be annoyed about, so they recycled the old things, lovingly, the way you reread a book you know the ending of because the ending was never the point.
It was a good system. It got him out of the house, which on certain mornings was the entire achievement. He’d built it carefully in the years after Marian, the way you’d build a railing on a steep set of stairs — not because you planned to fall, but because some mornings the stairs were steeper than others and it helped to have something to hold.
He’d been a contractor, before. Built half the additions and screen porches in Sunset Palms in the early years, when the place was new and raw and full of optimistic retirees who all wanted a lanai. Marian had done the books and the charm; he’d done the framing and the quiet. They’d been a good team that way, each covering the other’s missing half. When she got sick the work fell off because he couldn’t stand to be in other people’s half-built houses imagining the lives they’d live in them, and after she was gone he didn’t pick it back up, and the tools went in the shed, and the days went long. The pickleball had been Frank’s idea, or possibly Gloria’s, one of those interventions disguised as a favor — we need someone reliable to run the mornings, Ben, you’re up early anyway — and he’d seen it for what it was and done it anyway, because a railing’s a railing even when you can see the carpentry.
This morning the steps held just fine. He swept the court, set the nets, and was reaching to flip Walter’s board to the correct day of the week — Walter was off by one, Tuesday showing where Wednesday should be, which would ruin Walter’s entire morning if discovered — when a voice behind him said, “Is this where the international diplomacy happens?”
He turned.
There was a woman standing at the edge of the court with a coffee in one hand and an expression he recognized, because he’d worn it himself once: the careful, armored politeness of someone who has recently been hurt badly enough that they’ve decided to stop being surprised by anything ever again. Late thirties, maybe. City clothes that were trying to look casual and not quite managing it — the casual was a costume, you could tell, the real wardrobe was sharper. Sharp eyes too, that were taking in the nets, the board, the lake, the elderly couple stretching by the fence, and visibly filing all of it under suspicious until proven otherwise.
He knew who she was before she said. Everyone had known Evelyn’s granddaughter was coming; Evelyn had made sure of it, with the particular thoroughness Evelyn brought to anything she’d decided mattered. He hadn’t expected to feel anything about it. He felt something about it, a small unwelcome flicker of attention, and filed that under suspicious himself.
“Sorry?” he said.
“My grandmother said pickleball here is treated like international diplomacy. And a man named Tom looked at me like I’d kicked a dog when I said I didn’t know what it was.” She lifted the coffee an inch in something that wasn’t quite a greeting. “I came to investigate before the next person physically recoils.”
“You must be Evelyn’s granddaughter.”
Her face did something complicated and quickly hid it. “Does everyone here just know that?”
“Everyone here knows everything,” Ben said. “It’s the primary recreational activity. Pickleball’s a distant second.” He set down the broom. “Ben.”
He watched the name land. Watched her catalog it, set it against something — Evelyn must have said it, then, must have done her transparent grandmother thing — and decide to keep whatever the something was to herself. “Kara,” she said. “So you’re the Ben.”
“There’s a the?”
“My grandmother couldn’t look at me when she said your name. In my experience that means there’s a the.”
Ben laughed before he’d decided to, which didn’t happen often this early, or this easily, or — he’d think later — at all, really, not the real kind, not for a long time. “Your grandmother,” he said carefully, “is a woman with opinions and a long game. I’d recommend not reading too much into her facial expressions. She uses them as misdirection. She once spent a month making everyone think she’d taken up smoking, just to watch the community organize an intervention, because she said it had been a slow winter and people needed a project.”
“That’s deranged.”
“That’s Evelyn.” He found he didn’t want to stop talking, which was its own small alarm. “She’ll have plans for you. Fair warning. She’s been — let’s say she’s been mentioning you, around the community, for about a year. Building anticipation. You arrived with a reputation you didn’t write.”
“Wonderful.” But she was almost smiling now, the armor slipping a fraction. “So what is it? The diplomacy.”
So he showed her.
He walked her through it standing at the edge of the court — the kitchen, the non-volley zone, the two-bounce rule, the serve that had to go diagonal and underhand and offended everyone the first hundred times they tried it. He’d explained it a thousand times to a thousand newcomers and usually it was a kindness, a way of making someone feel less like a stranger, a thing to do with his hands and his voice that helped a person stop standing at the edge of something and step into it. This time he found himself paying attention to whether she was actually interested or just being polite, and was surprised to find she was interested — asking real questions, the kind that cut to how a thing worked rather than how to perform competence at it. Why underhand. Why two bounces. Why a kitchen at all, what was it protecting against. Good questions. The questions of someone whose whole job, whatever it had been, was understanding the architecture of a thing fast.
“And people fight about this,” she said, watching Frank Doyle and Gloria March take the near court with the body language of two nations on the eve of a war they’d been fighting for so long they’d forgotten the original grievance.
“People fight about everything. The pickleball is just the part with rules.” He nodded toward Frank. “That’s Frank. He’s been losing to Gloria for six years and has a new theory every week about why it isn’t his fault. Last week it was the humidity. The week before it was the paddle. Once it was, I’m not making this up, the earth’s magnetic field.” He nodded the other way. “That’s Gloria. She keeps a notebook of his theories. Reads them back to him at the worst possible moments. They’re either going to get married or one of them’s going to end up in the lake, and the rest of us have a pool going, which Gloria runs, which tells you who’s winning.” On cue, Gloria served, Frank lunged, the ball went into the net, and Frank said something to the sky that the morning thankfully muffled. “And that,” Ben said, “is the entire ecosystem. You’ve now seen it. There’s nothing more. It’s pickleball and weather and who’s mad at Dot.”
Kara watched for a moment longer. “Why are you the one running it?”
It was a sharper question than the others. Not unkind — just direct, the way she’d been direct about Evelyn’s face. Most people didn’t ask. Most people assumed he did it because retired men did things like this, found a small kingdom and tended it, and that assumption was comfortable and he generally let it stand.
“Somebody has to flip Walter’s board to the right day,” Ben said, “or Walter has a bad morning, and when Walter has a bad morning he writes it down, and then it’s permanent, it’s in the record, and the record outlives all of us.” He picked the broom back up, turned it over in his hands. “It’s a small thing. I like small things that go right. There aren’t as many of those as you’d hope, once you get to a certain age. The big things stop being reliable. People get sick. Plans fall through. But you can always set out the nets, and sweep the court, and flip the board to the right day, and that much, at least, will have gone right by seven-thirty, no matter what the rest of the day decides to do.” He heard how much he’d said and stopped. “Anyway.”
Something moved behind her eyes — recognition, he thought, the look of someone who’d recently learned the same thing the hard way, who knew exactly what it was to have the big reliable things stop being reliable all at once. She didn’t say so. She just nodded, once, like they’d agreed on something without naming it, a small treaty signed in the early heat.
“Well,” she said. “Thank you for the education. Tom threatened me with one, but yours was less aggressive. Tom’s comes with homework, I suspect.”
“Tom means well. He just loves it too much to be calm about it. There’s a kind of person here who’s found the thing that gives their day a shape, and they get evangelical about it, because it saved them and they want it to save you.” He hesitated, then said it anyway, because the morning was good and the steps were holding and she had the look of someone who needed one more reason to come back than she currently had. “We’re out here most mornings. If you ever want to actually try it instead of investigating it. No pressure. The first time everyone’s terrible. It’s tradition. We’d be honored by your terribleness.”
Kara looked at the court, at the lake going bright behind it, at Frank gesturing at the heavens about what was probably the magnetic field again. “Maybe,” she said, which from her armored politeness sounded like a maybe that meant it.
She walked back up the path toward Evelyn’s, and Ben watched her go for exactly as long as was polite and then half a second longer, and then turned back to the board and flipped it to the correct day, and did not let himself think too hard about why his good morning had gotten measurably better, or why he’d told a near-stranger the thing about the nets that he’d never quite said out loud to anyone.
He’d find out soon enough that Evelyn’s long game had a name, and that he was already in it, and that he’d in fact already played a part in this woman’s life weeks before she ever stood at the edge of his court — a part he wasn’t proud of, and had mostly managed to forget, the way you manage to forget a small debt by not opening the drawer where you keep the bill.
But that was later. This morning, the steps held. He swept the court, and the players came, and the balls went pock, pock, pock across the water, and Frank lost three more games and developed two new theories, and Walter recorded the scores and the weather and, Ben would discover much later, a single line noting that Calloway had spoken at length with the new arrival, and it was, by his own modest standard, a good day. One of the small reliable ones.






  
  Chapter 3: The Casserole Closer


Kara 
The casserole arrived on the second day, exactly as predicted, borne by a woman who introduced herself as Gloria March and did not wait to be invited in.
“Tuna,” Gloria announced, sweeping past Kara into the cottage with the dish held before her like a magistrate’s seal of office. “Don’t make a face. Everyone makes a face. It’s better than it sounds, which I’ll admit is a low bar, because it sounds like tuna and despair.” She set it on the counter, turned, and subjected Kara to a head-to-toe appraisal so thorough it was almost medical. “You’re taller than she said. Good. Tall people photograph well for materials. You stand at the back, you anchor a group shot, you don’t get lost. Short people have to be managed in photographs. Frank’s a nightmare in photographs.”
“The — materials?”
“You’ll see.” Gloria was perhaps seventy, sturdy, with a helmet of silver hair lacquered into a shape that suggested it would survive most weather events, and the unmistakable air of a woman who had organized things her entire life — committees, fundraisers, possibly small wars — and saw no reason to stop now that the things were smaller and the territory was three hundred cottages around a lake. She produced, from a tote bag Kara hadn’t noticed her carrying, a spiral notebook with a small geometric logo doodled on the cover. “Now. Evelyn says you ran events. Big ones. Corporate.”
“I did.” Past tense landed in the room like a dropped plate. Kara had gotten good at the past tense, at saying it smoothly, at not letting the smoothness crack. “Resorts, mostly. Conferences, galas, brand launches. Product reveals — the kind where a car comes up through the floor on a hydraulic lift and there’s a string quartet and four hundred people cry on cue because the lighting designer is a genius and I hired her. I’m — between things, currently.”
“Between things.” Gloria wrote something in the notebook. Kara felt a flicker of the same alarm she’d felt watching Walter’s score-flip board described as permanent — the sense of being documented, entered into a record she couldn’t see. “We’ll come back to that. Sit. No, sit, I’ve been on my feet since the bridge thing collapsed and I need to be off mine and it’s rude to make a guest stand while the host stands, so we’ll both sit, and you’ll have some of the tuna, and I’ll tell you about the situation.”
Kara, who had spent fifteen years managing the most aggressive personalities the corporate hospitality world could produce, found herself sitting and accepting a plate of tuna casserole with the dazed compliance of a woman who had met her match. The casserole was, against the run of play, pretty good.
“Here’s the situation,” Gloria said, settling into Evelyn’s good chair with the proprietary ease of someone who had sat in it many times. “Sunset Palms is entering the Community of the Year competition. It’s state-wide. There’s a panel of judges who tour communities like ours and score them on — I have the rubric, it’s nine pages, it’s nonsense, but it boils down to: are these people actually living, or are they just waiting to die somewhere pleasant. There’s a cash prize for the residents’ fund. Forty thousand dollars.”
“That’s real money.”
“It is real money and we badly need it, because the clubhouse roof is a war crime, and the reserve fund got eaten last year by the pump station, and the board won’t raise dues because half the community’s on fixed income and the other half’s too proud to admit they’re on fixed income, so we’re stuck.” Gloria leaned forward. “But the money’s not even the main thing. The main thing is the title. Because Lakeside Reserve won it last year. Lakeside Reserve, Kara. They have a gate. They have a man at the gate. They have a newsletter with a font budget. They are, to a community, insufferable, and they won, and we had to attend the regional luncheon and watch their board president give a speech about authenticity while wearing a blazer that cost more than my first car.”
Kara laughed — a real one, surprising her. “You’re a competitive person.”
“I’m a deeply competitive person and I’ve stopped apologizing for it. It’s kept me alive through three things that should have killed me, and I include my second husband in the three.” Gloria fixed her with a look. “Now. I’m not asking you to do anything yet. I’m simply informing you, as a courtesy, that a community with an unemployed professional event coordinator living in it, free of charge, in her grandmother’s cottage, is a community with options it would be foolish not to consider. And that this same coordinator might find that having something to do — something real, with stakes, that she happens to be extraordinary at — could be good for a person who has the look you’ve got. The waiting look. I had it once. The cure isn’t rest. Everybody prescribes rest. Rest is the worst thing you can give the waiting look. The cure is a deadline and people counting on you.” She stood, gathering her tote. “Eat the tuna. Bring the dish back with something in it. We’ll talk.”
She left. Kara stood in the kitchen holding a half-eaten plate of tuna casserole she had not requested, feeling expertly handled — outmaneuvered by a retiree with a notebook, the way she used to outmaneuver vendors and venues and difficult clients — and grudgingly, deeply impressed. She recognized a closer when she met one. Gloria was a closer. Gloria had walked in here, established rapport, identified the pain point, presented the offer, handled the objection before Kara could raise it, and walked out without asking for the sale, leaving the prospect to talk herself into it.
It was, Kara thought, exactly what she’d have done. It was a little like watching a recording of herself, from before.
She put the dish in the sink and did not, she noted, feel quite as tired as she had an hour ago.
* * *
She did not intend to go back to the courts. She intended to spend the day on the dangerous boxes, finally, getting it over with the way you rip off a bandage, because Evelyn had said, mildly, over breakfast, that the second bedroom would feel more like hers once the boxes were gone, and Evelyn was never wrong about things like that, which was one of the more irritating things about Evelyn.
She got as far as the box labeled WORK in her own handwriting. She lifted the flap. She saw the corner of a framed thing — an award, glass and brass catching the morning light, REGIONAL EVENT OF THE YEAR with her name engraved under it in a font she’d chosen herself, back when choosing fonts for her own awards was a thing she got to do, back when she’d stood on a stage in a hotel ballroom she’d half-built and accepted it and thought, with the uncomplicated confidence of a person who has not yet been betrayed, this is just the beginning.
It had not been just the beginning. It had been very nearly the end. Eight months later the company had needed someone to absorb the blame for a launch that failed for reasons that had nothing to do with her and everything to do with two partners who’d cut corners she’d flagged in writing, and they’d looked around the room for the person with the least power to fight back, and her hand, metaphorically, had been the one already up — the woman who’d built her whole standing on being indispensable and had mistaken indispensable for protected. They’d said she was all flash and no substance. They’d said it in a way that got back to everyone who might have hired her next. All surface. Manufactures experiences but can’t manage a crisis. The exact opposite of true — she’d managed the crisis, she’d documented everything, she’d been the only adult in the building the night it went wrong — but the truth had never been the point. The point had been that someone had to be the brochure they set on fire so the building looked like it had a sprinkler system, and she’d been elected, unanimously, in absentia.
She closed the flap so fast she nearly took off a fingernail.
She went for a walk instead. The walk took her, by a route she would later insist was coincidental and would never be able to defend as such to anyone who knew the geography, past the courts.
Ben was there. Of course he was there; he’d said he was there most mornings. He was mid-game, partnered with the elderly woman from the day before against Frank Doyle and a man Kara didn’t recognize, and he was — she stopped on the path to watch — genuinely good, in an unshowy way, moving people around the court with small economical adjustments, calling encouragement to his partner, laughing when Frank made a shot that had clearly been an accident and pretending it hadn’t been, giving Frank the dignity of the accident. She found she liked watching him do that. It was a small generous thing and he did it without seeming to notice he was doing it, which was the only way small generous things were worth anything.
He saw her. Lifted a paddle in greeting. And then — this was the dangerous part, she’d reflect later, this was the moment the whole thing started — instead of going back to his game, he said something to the others, jogged to the fence, and held the paddle out to her over the top of it.
“No,” Kara said.
“Everyone’s terrible the first time,” Ben said. “It’s tradition. You’d be honoring our traditions. Frank loves tradition. Frank, doesn’t she have to honor our traditions?”
“It’s the law,” Frank called, with the deadpan of a man who would say anything to extend his rest break. “I don’t make the laws. I just enforce them at my leisure.”
“I’m wearing the wrong shoes.”
“There’s no wrong shoes. There’s barely any rules.” Ben kept the paddle out. He wasn’t pushing — that was the thing she’d notice about him over and over, that he never pushed, he just left the door open and let you decide to walk through it or not, which was somehow far more effective than pushing and which she suspected he knew. “Five minutes. If you hate it you never have to come back and I’ll tell everyone you have a tragic pickleball allergy and we’ll all respect it. There’s a man here, Hal — one of the Hals — who genuinely can’t play because of his hip, and we’ve built an entire mythology around his noble sacrifice. We’ll do that for you. You can be a legend by lunch.”
She should have said no. She had every intention of saying no. She had a list of reasons, all of them excellent, the chief one being that she did not, currently, have the bandwidth to be bad at something in front of people, that being bad at things in front of people was precisely the wound, that her whole identity for fifteen years had been built on never being the one who missed.
Instead she heard herself say, “Five minutes,” and took the paddle, and stepped onto the court, and was immediately, catastrophically terrible.
She missed the first serve entirely — swung at where the ball had been a half-second before, like a cartoon. She hit the second one over the fence and into the lake, where it bobbed accusingly among the reeds and a duck came over to investigate it. She got tangled in the kitchen rule, stepped where she wasn’t supposed to step, got gently scolded, stepped there again immediately out of pure contrary panic. She hit a ball that was clearly going out and apologized to it, out loud, said sorry to a wiffle ball in front of seven strangers. Frank laughed so hard he had to sit down on the bench and put his head between his knees. Gloria, who had materialized at the fence with her notebook as though summoned, appeared to be taking attendance, or possibly notes for the materials.
And Kara — who hadn’t done a single thing badly in front of other people in years, who had spent a year so braced against humiliation that she’d stopped doing anything at all that might produce it, who had turned down a friend’s invitation to a trivia night three months ago because she couldn’t bear the possibility of not knowing an answer in public — found, to her complete bewilderment, that she was laughing.
Not politely. Really laughing, the kind that snuck up from somewhere she’d boarded over months ago, at the sheer absurdity of a grown professional woman apologizing to a wiffle ball while a retiree wept with joy on a bench and a duck judged her from the lake. Ben was laughing too, but with her, never at — she clocked the difference instantly, she’d spent her life clocking exactly that difference, and he was firmly on the right side of it. He kept feeding her gentle shots she could actually return, narrating her rare successes like a sports broadcaster who’d lost his mind (“she returns it! the crowd is stunned! Frank is openly distraught! the duck has no comment!”), and somewhere in the third or fourth rally she returned a real ball, a good one, that skimmed the net and dropped into the kitchen exactly where Frank wasn’t, a difficult shot she had no business making, and the small crowd that had gathered cheered, and Kara stood there with the paddle in her hand and her heart going and her face doing something it hadn’t done in a year and thought, with something close to panic:
Oh, no.
Because she knew this feeling. She’d felt it the first time she’d walked into a ballroom an hour before a launch and known, in her bones, that she was going to make six hundred people have the best night of their year. It was the feeling of being good at something — or in this case, being gloriously, freely bad at something, which turned out to use the same muscle — in a room that wanted you there. It was the feeling of being inside her life instead of waiting at the edge of it. She’d thought it was gone. She’d built a whole grim little philosophy around it being gone, around the idea that the part of her that lit up was a casualty of the betrayal, a thing they’d taken when they took the rest.
It was not gone. It had just been hiding, apparently, on a pickleball court behind a yellow cottage, waiting for a man with a paddle and bad jokes to leave the door open and a duck to provide commentary.
“Okay,” she said, breathless, handing the paddle back, suddenly aware of her own face and not sure what to do with it. “Okay. That was — I have to go. I have boxes.”
“You have boxes,” Ben agreed, not pushing, the door staying open behind him, his own face doing something she didn’t have time to read.
“I might come back. To honor the traditions.”
“Frank would weep.”
“I’m already weeping,” said Frank, from the bench, who was in fact wiping his eyes with the hem of his shirt.
“The duck’s leaving,” Gloria observed. “It’s seen enough. Same time tomorrow, Kara?”
“I didn’t say tomorrow.”
“You didn’t say not tomorrow,” said Gloria, and wrote something in the notebook, and Kara walked back up the path with her heart still going and a smile she couldn’t quite get rid of and the distinct sensation of having been recruited into something she hadn’t agreed to.
She made it almost all the way to the cottage before the other thing caught up with her — the small cold undertow beneath the warmth, the question she’d trained herself to ask after anything that felt this good, the question that had cost her nothing for the first thirty-eight years of her life and then become the most expensive lesson she’d ever learned: what’s the catch?
There’s always a catch, she thought, climbing the porch steps, the smile fading by degrees. There was a catch last time and I didn’t see it until it had already cost me everything. I laughed in rooms like that one too. I trusted the laughing. The laughing is exactly what they use.
She didn’t know yet what the catch was. She didn’t know it had a name, and a notebook, and that the notebook was Walter Finch’s, and that what was written in it about her had been written before she ever arrived, in careful documentary hand, by a man who’d just spent twenty minutes making her laugh harder than she’d laughed in a year.
She went inside. The tuna casserole, reheated, was somehow even better the second time. She ate it standing at the counter, looking out the window at the lake, and she did not open the WORK box, but she did, before bed, take the award out of it — just the award, just the one thing — and look at it for a while, and then put it back, not ready, but a little closer to ready than







