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Dedication

In memory of my father, Roger W. Langsdorf, whose smile,

great laugh, and never-ending belief in me continue

to guide me through the rough spots.

For my children, Ethan and Sylvie.
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AUGUST 31—MORNING

Allison Miller lay in bed in the dim light of early morning thinking about sex. It was the hammering on the new house being built next door that was responsible, the rhythmic pound, pound, pounding that ought to have chipped away at any nascent amorous thoughts instead of inspiring them. She slid her hand across the sheet, touching her husband Ted’s thigh, but it was clear from the set of his mouth that sex was not in the offing this morning.

“Do you know what time it is, Al?”

The question was rhetorical. Their digital clock was of the large-numeral variety, designed for people like them, in their forties, eyes just beginning to go.

“We hardly need the alarm clock anymore, Cox is so loud,” Ted said. The revving of a chain saw made him leap out of bed as if stung. He opened the window—with effort. The Millers’ house was old and its parts had settled.

They’d lost the battle for the trees. Ted couldn’t accept it. Nick Cox, neighbor and builder, had been given the go-ahead to cut down more trees on the property next door. The town only had jurisdiction over trees that were twenty inches in diameter or more. There were a surprising number of these junior, cut-down-able-size trees on Cox’s property, a small forest that had sprung up over the years—trees not strong enough for climbing or genetically programmed to offer fruit or flowers, but still welcome for providing a little buffer of green between the Millers and the adjacent property.

Allison watched Ted with fond familiarity, the gentle curve of his rear end and the rush of red in his neck from the effort of opening the window. She waited for him to yell, to open his mouth and to really let loose. He’d threatened so many times.

She imagined Nick Cox in his jeans and hard hat, his blue eyes sparking as he yelled back. She pictured the two of them engaging in a twenty-first-century duel, fought across the yards, a battle of words over the fortress Nick was building to their left, a four-story monolith complete with battlements and a double front door that begged for attending knights in armor. It was even bigger than the faux stone castle he’d built to the right, with its many turrets and spires, where Nick, his wife, Kaye, and their two pretty blond children lived. One half-expected to see fireworks shooting into the sky above the house—if one could see the sky above from inside the Millers’, which one no longer could. Allison and Ted’s little house was wedged between the two, a pebble amid boulders.

In the meantime Tunlaw Place was in disarray, the air tinged with the stench of diesel. A construction truck and a dumpster were parked along the curb, along with Nick’s little yellow bulldozer, which looked like a brightly painted toy.

Allison closed her eyes and stretched her arms and legs toward all four corners of the bed imagining that she—not the neighborhood—was the one at stake, she the damsel in distress, she the one for whom Ted would slay Nick Cox. Or vice versa. The winner would bed her. She was ready to make the sacrifice.

Ted stood at the window, on the verge of shouting. Allison waited, excited at the prospect. Today, it was finally going to happen. Today, blood would be spilled. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs, waiting, waiting—but Ted seemed to think better of it. He slammed the window shut and stomped off to the shower.

The alarm beeped then, an unrelenting tone that increased in volume until Allison silenced it with the flat of her palm. She set off to face the last day of August. A day that was neither summer nor fall. A day neither here nor there. A day that promised to be nothing more than betwixt and between—just like she was, Allison thought. Just like her.

JILLIAN MILLER SLOGGED HER WAY THROUGH HER CEREAL, HOPING she’d finish before her dull stomachache went full-blown. She chewed dutifully, her eyes on the leprechaun on the cereal box. She’d slipped the box into the cart on a recent trip to the supermarket. Her mother preferred organic products—brown rice, brown eggs, thin brown paper towels that dissolved in your hands.

Jillian had hoped there would be a good-luck charm inside the cereal box, but after digging around she came up with nothing more than a powdery hand and arm. No prize to put in the shoe box under her bed amid the other tokens she’d collected over the years: fortunes from fortune cookies, found pennies, rabbits’ feet—until she realized they were the real feet of real rabbits. They hadn’t helped so far, but you never knew when good luck might kick in.

Jillian was about to give the rest of her cereal to their dog Candy, a shaggy dachshund mix, when her mother came downstairs singing a cowboy love song. Her mother had been cast as the lead in the town production of Annie Get Your Gun. The thought of her skipping around in a little skirt and cowboy boots in front of everyone made Jillian want to die.

“The hammering wake you, hon?” her mother said. “It’s like living in a war zone.”

Jillian shrugged. Who knew if she even really slept at night? She always woke up tired, her worries buzzing around her head like the moons of Jupiter: homework, grades, Mark Strauss, bad hair, terrorism, school shooters, racial profiling, global warming, college, police brutality, boobs, sex, death. She hoisted up her backpack, so heavy she had to walk bent over. All the kids did. They were like overworked elves, crushed by the loads they had to carry.

“Sure I can’t get you one with wheels? They have some awfully cute ones.”

“Mom. Please.” She shook her head, hot with embarrassment.

“Don’t forget the soccer game this afternoon. Do you have your uniform and shin guards?”

“I’m not three!” Jillian dumped her backpack to the floor with a thud, and ran upstairs to get them. She stuffed them into her backpack and took off out the back door.

Once upon a time—last year, when she was in sixth grade—she and her best friend, Sofia, walked to school together with their matching purple backpacks. Now she was nearly thirteen and purple was a stupid color, but her parents wouldn’t buy her a new one because her old one wasn’t worn out. And worse even than that: Sofia had moved to Paris, leaving Jillian all alone with the idiots at the middle school. Jillian skirted the dumpster and the guy with the yellow hard hat who always greeted her with a creepy, “Good morning, young lady,” and headed down the street.

She distracted herself by naming the Sears houses she could see: the Glyndon, the Hazelton. If she named all of the house models correctly on her way to school, she would have an okay day. She’d learned the names last spring, when she made a model of the town for her final social studies project. She’d stuck to the houses built before World War II. It was weird to think that in olden times you could order a house as a kit from a catalog. She imagined what would happen if you could order a house online. It would probably arrive by drone two days later, possibly crushing an evil witch or two when it landed.

It wasn’t even September yet, but her school supplies had already lost their new-school-year smell. If she ran the world, she’d make it illegal to start classes before Labor Day. It was so hot. Was it hotter this year? Was it global warming? Why didn’t anyone care?

The Coxes’ SUV idled in the driveway next door, Mr. Cox behind the wheel, eyes on his phone. Lindy sat in the passenger seat, her blond mane glowing through the window. She looked at Jillian with no expression at all, as though Jillian were a fence post.

Jillian had had hopes at the end of fifth grade, when she learned that a girl her age was moving in next door, but it was obvious right away that she and Lindy would never be friends. Lindy liked popular girls. It was like she waved a magic wand at someone—Katie Brown, who had a pool; or Liz Godwin, who wore mascara—and suddenly they’d be best friends. They’d walk down the hall laughing loudly together and eat lunch side by side. Then, just as suddenly, the magic would wear off. Lindy would roll her eyes when anyone mentioned the girl’s name. “She sleeps with a night-light,” she’d say, or more famously, “She has sex fantasies about the janitor.” Lindy was tall for seventh grade. There were rumors she’d been held back.

The Starlight, the Katonah. Jillian named houses while she waited for Mr. Cox to back out. The Rodessa.

Why didn’t they just go? Were they secretly laughing at her? At her yellow pharmacy flip-flops? At her stupid hair? If they ran over her, her parents would probably move away so they wouldn’t have to live with the memories. Then Mr. Cox would buy their house, knock it down, and build another big one on their block.

She was about to close her eyes and just make a run for it when Mr. Cox backed into the road and sped away, spraying construction dirt on her. Jillian pressed her teeth into her lower lip, the tears pricking at her eyes. The Arcadia. The Hollywood.

TED MILLER SAT AT HIS DESK AT THE FOGGY BOTTOM UNIVERSITY alumni magazine office editing an article about the championship-winning basketball team of 1962.

“Once they called him ‘Hoops.’ Now they call him ‘Pops.’ These days, you’re more likely to see him at the food court than on the basketball court.”

It was impossible to concentrate on a guy called Hoops or Pops when Ted’s head kept filling with images of Nick Cox grinning at him through the leaves of their red maple. Ted had planted the tree for Jillian soon after she was born. He’d chosen it for the color its leaves would turn in fall, imagining the sun shining through the redness—a soft, rosy light under which his little daughter would play, followed, years later, by her own children. Ted would be the grandfather then, the old man puttering around the garden. He had been telling Jillian about that tree from the time she was little. She was bored with the story now, but Ted’s brother, Terrance, still liked to hear it.

“Once they called him ‘Hoops.’”

Ted skipped to the “class notes” section, where alums wrote in to brag about their lives: “Carlton and I and our seven children (You heard that right, kids—number seven appeared on the scene in February!) spent the summer in Bellagio . . .” “Win just sold his biotech firm and retired at the ripe old age of thirty-three . . .” “Caroline, whose candidacy for governor . . .” He mangled a paper clip as he read.

Ted had never sent in a class note, not even to announce that he and fellow Foggy Bott-iam Allison Cole were engaged to be married, which was the kind of thing that gave alums heart palpitations.

Ted had only had one girlfriend before he met Allison: Margie Kastanienbaum, from Pittsburgh, a pert biology major he’d met in his Philosophy and Religion class freshman year. When he told Margie he loved her after they had sex for the first time, she laughed out loud, thus squelching his plans to give her a pre-engagement ring, to be replaced by a real diamond upon graduation.

There was no further sex for Ted the rest of freshman year. Nor sophomore or junior. He didn’t really mind. Sex, in Ted’s mind, was equivalent with pressure. Pressure to perform. Pressure to please. He’d grown all but indifferent to it in recent years, which was normal as you got older, he supposed. He made a better older man than a younger one, always had—opting to go home weekends to do laundry instead of attending frat parties, choosing the spot on the bunk bed with his brother instead of the sliver of a twin bed in a girl’s dorm room.

Then, senior year, he moved to the group house on 39th Street and everything changed. His room was on the first floor, and Allison’s directly above. She was not just the only girl in the house, but his dream girl. She was petite, with curly auburn hair, and eyes that went from green to gray to blue—sometimes during a single conversation. Allison always had time to talk, and sometimes invited Ted along when she roamed the city, taking photographs. She took in strays, from dogs, to cats, to humans, offering them all a home and warm meals, and, for the humans, symptom-tailored herbal teas when they were under the weather. She was like Wendy in Peter Pan. All five of the guys in the house were in love with her.

Unfortunately so was her boyfriend, Gary Holloway—why, the name alone! It sounded like the name of a used-car salesman, and he acted like one, offering what he seemed to think was a charming smile and smooth remarks, and little else by way of compensation for living in Allison’s room. Gary Holloway was always there. Was he even a student? What did he do except screw Allison? Which he did a lot. The wooden floors were squeaky at the house on 39th Street, which meant Ted heard everything that happened upstairs. This was a torment the first few months—but it gave him the advantage the night Gary Holloway dumped Allison after a loud and ugly fight. Ted suffered through several hours of her unrelenting sobs before he knocked on Allison’s door, opting to console his pretty housemate over getting the sleep he needed for a history test. He’d failed the test, but he’d gotten the girl. He still couldn’t believe it. It was a feat worthy of his fictional brother, Thomas—a third, more confident Miller sibling whom he and his twin, Terrance, had invented as children. Thomas was the charismatic one, the success. Thomas was the brother with balls.

What would Thomas do? he and Terrance sometimes asked each other, still. He asked himself the question now.

Thomas wouldn’t put up with Nick Cox’s wanton destruction of Willard Park. He would have seen to it that the White Elephant was never built. At four stories, Nick Cox’s latest abomination rose high above all the other houses in Willard Park, casting a shadow over the Millers’ home. It was painted bright white and had been sitting on the market for months—hence the nickname, which Ted had come up with himself. It had caught on, he’d been pleased to learn, but that was the only thing about it that pleased him. Ted threw the paper clip, his mood having slipped from brown to black. It pinged off the door frame and landed with a tap on the floor. The tower bell gonged the half hour. Eleven thirty. Close enough. He took the stairs two at a time.

Ted unlocked his bicycle, donned his yellow helmet and vest, and rode through the iron campus gate, bumping down the cobblestone street. He picked up two cans of soda and a package of Oreos from the convenience store, continuing down the block to the nursing home.

Ted kept his head low as he walked by the nursing home supervisor’s office—Dana had left three messages on his phone this week, none of which Ted had returned. He nodded at the gray heads in wheelchairs or standing, propped up by walkers, in the fluorescent-lit halls and common areas. It was nearly time for lunch and the steamy, overboiled string bean smell rose over the tang of ammonia.

Terrance was in the Entertainment Lounge, standing between the blue vinyl couch and the television, newsboy cap on head, mop in hand. He smiled at Ted the way Jillian used to when Ted came home from work, the way their dog, Candy, did before she lost her heart to the Coxes’ German shepherd. Terrance removed an earbud from one ear. “Supertramp,” he called out, his voice loud.

Terrance listened to music on his phone during work, a deal they had worked out with Dana to keep his loquaciousness under control. Terrance had received warning upon warning for hanging out in residents’ rooms to chat, forgetting to mop and dust and water plants. He’d nearly lost the nursing home job last winter, when he opened an old lady’s window one evening before he left work. The temperature in her room dropped to the midthirties overnight; the woman, feverish, had been rushed to the hospital in the morning.

“But she told me to,” Terrance told Dana at the meeting the next day. Ted sat beside him the way their father had in similar situations at school and work for years.

“If I told you to walk into traffic, would you? Just because I told you to?” Dana said.

Terrance looked to Ted. Ted had shaken his head no. Terrance had shaken his head no, too, but he looked unconvinced.

“Check it out, Teddy.” Terrance offered an earbud.

“That’s okay, pal.”

Terrance let the earbud dangle, keeping the other one in his ear. “It’s a code orange today, Teddy. Moderately bad air. That was on the Weather Channel app, Ted. Catch!” He threw a wadded piece of paper at him. Ted threw it back. “I caught a ball at the Senators game that time, remember?”

“Sure do.”

“Frank Howard was number nine. Until 1968, Ted.”

“That’s right.”

“He was the only player ever to hit a fair ball out of Yankee Stadium.”

“I thought it was a foul.”

“Bobby Murcer said it was fair.”

“Then it was fair.”

“Pow! Remember when we played army?”

Ted smiled, thinking of long-ago summer days playing at the Willard Park creek. He and Terrance used to dig trenches and shoot stick guns, using metal dog bowls for helmets.

“We’re responsible carpenters, you and me,” Terrance said.

“Yep.”

“Dad said.”

Ted nodded. The summer they were ten, the boys and their father built a fort in their backyard, a months-long project that consumed every long, light-filled evening. It involved lessons in sawing and sanding and the wearing of safety goggles that slipped down their faces as they worked. Their father had entrusted them with the combination to the toolshed lock only when he was convinced they were “responsible carpenters,” an honor that ranked up there with “Eagle Scout” in Terrance’s mind.

Their father had been an accountant for the IRS, their mother a housewife. Ordinary people could afford Willard Park then—teachers, government workers, hippies. That was the kind of people Ted still wanted to live among. Normal people, who did for themselves and for others instead of hiring everything out to strangers. People who believed in community. Soon the neighborhood would be all power brokers who pulled into their garages at night and drove off again in the morning. It would become a bedroom community as economically homogenous as it had been ethnically homogenous in the 1950s.

Lucy’s family had been the first black family to move to Willard Park in 1959, before Ted was born. They bought the old Willard farmhouse and turned it into a café, naming it after their little daughter, who would later turn it from an ordinary sandwich place into an institution. The town had welcomed the family at a time when many Washington-area communities were still restricted, and diversity increased at a steady pace. These days Willard Park was a mixture of colors and nationalities, religions and sexual orientations. That made Ted feel proud.

“What’s wrong, Teddy?”

“Nothing, Terr. I’m good.” Ted spread out two paper napkins on the coffee table and handed Terrance a soda.

“Only you can prevent forest fires, Ted.” Terrance pointed at him.

Ted pointed back. He studied his brother’s mild, sweet face. Terrance was balder than Ted and a good thirty pounds heavier. He was like a distortion of Ted, what he would have been like if there had been complications at his own birth.

“I went on a date last night.” Terrance put his hand up for a high five.

His hand was warm. “With whom?”

“A girl. She’s from Free to Be Me.” Free to Be Me was Terrance’s social group. It met once a month for pizza or bowling.

“Good for you, pal.”

Terrance closed his eyes. “Bay City Rollers,” he said.

The nursing home wasn’t a bad place to work. There were pots of flowers and a shaded patio. The people were kind, for the most part. And yet, Ted felt guilty. He was the son who had it all: a comfortable job, a wife and daughter, and the family home. Terrance lived in a group home with three other disabled men and spent his days cleaning up after old people. He’d worked there for twenty years—longer than Ted had ever done anything.

Routine worked for Terrance, Ted reminded himself. Terrance had practically had to be medicated after Coke changed its recipe in the 1980s, and he’d gotten so worked up when Giant closed its in-store bakery that the manager called security to remove him from the store. Ted had to walk him over to the bakery next door for a couple of mornings, until he got used to buying his morning muffin there every day instead.

Ted’s dream—a small one, he knew, but a dream nonetheless—was to keep Willard Park the homey way it had been when he and Terrance were growing up, to make the town a constant his brother could count on in an ever-changing world.

“Want to see her picture?” Terrance said, eyes popping open.

“Whose?” He wiped mayonnaise off Terrance’s chin.

“My girlfriend’s.”

“Sure. Let me see.”

Terrance took out a picture that had obviously been torn from a magazine, of a model with heavily lidded eyes and sunken cheeks. “We’re going to New York City. We’re going to stay in a hotel and drink Gatorade.”

Ted looked at Terrance. “This is from a magazine, Terr.”

Terrance smiled.

“She’s a supermodel. You know that, right? Not your girlfriend?”

Terrance put up his hand for another high five. “Got you that time, bro.”

Ted laughed.

Terrance pointed his finger in the air a few times, then toward the ground. Disco moves. “Bee Gees,” he said. “I’m John Travolta.”

Ted took the offered earbud this time, singing along in a falsetto voice, his mood having turned from black, to gray, to the warm yellow of the sun.

A SOLITARY PORCH SWING: CLICK. A MAILBOX PAINTED TO LOOK LIKE the Cape Cod behind it: click. A garden gate with a welcome sign on it. The bell at the top of the town hall. The fishpond shimmering with goldfish. Click, click, click. The lighting was wonderful, the sky a rich autumn blue in spite of the summery heat this morning.

Allison saw the town differently when she walked with her camera—not as expanses of green or copses of trees or even houses in their entirety, but as tiny slices of the canvas that was Willard Park: the first golden leaf after summer. The autumn-toned hand-painted sign above Lucy’s Café. Click, click. It was different shooting photos with a real camera, using lenses rather than snapping away with a phone. There was a weight to it beyond the physical; it endowed her with a sense of responsibility to herself, and to the town.

She and Ted had lived in Willard Park for nearly fourteen years, ever since the winter Ted’s mother died, followed, shortly thereafter, by his father. Ted’s announcement that his parents left him the house led to one of the first serious arguments of their marriage. They discussed selling it (“You’re joking. Tell me you’re joking, Al.”) or renting it out (“to strangers?”), but sentimentality and practicality had won out in the end (“no mortgage!”). They’d let the lease on their Dupont Circle apartment lapse. The lawnmower, the Volvo, and the baby soon followed. So much for the year backpacking around Europe, a plan Ted had agreed to only grudgingly anyway.

Allison eyed the farmers’ market, snapping a shot of the wooden sign that advertised organic apples: click; a pyramid of homemade jams, a row of herbs in clay pots: click, click. She scanned a table full of brightly colored plastic toys—interlopers amid the artisan goods. Kaye Cox, toes polished in her high-heeled sandals, was handing over her credit card in exchange for a toy car. She waved when she saw Allison.

Allison smiled and waved back, then put the camera to her eye and zoomed in on a tree: click, click, click.

Allison wanted to like Kaye Cox. There was nothing wrong with her, really. So she was a little highlighted and made up for Willard Park—those were forgivable offenses. Allison should have stopped by to welcome them with brownies when they moved in a year and a half before, only she’d been so angry with them for building a castle on their block.

She and the other neighbors might have forgiven them the sin of bad taste with time, but as the months wore on, the Coxes continued to disobey the unspoken rules of the neighborhood. They didn’t compost. They had pesticides sprayed on their grass. They didn’t join Friends of the Willard Park Children’s Library. They didn’t even recycle.

Last spring Kaye had joined the town Beautification Committee, which seemed promising, but she immediately proposed banning fruit- or vegetable-bearing plants in excess of four feet—a pointed attack on Lucy, who grew corn and sunflowers in back of the café. The Coxes were like foreign visitors who had not read up on the local customs.

Allison climbed the porch steps and opened the café’s screen door. It was cooler inside the white clapboard house; the wooden floorboards were wide, the walls painted a buttery yellow. The café smelled like the lemon candles that burned on every table. Lucy stood behind the counter blending a drink, her long gray hair in dozens of braids that spread over her shoulders like lovely silvery fish. She wore a yellow LUCY’S apron slung over an orange tank top.

The café was known for its lemon bars and carrot cake, milkshakes and espresso drinks. It earned a spot on Washingtonian magazine’s “Best Of” list every year. Lucy made sure of this. When voting season came around, she asked every customer if they had voted yet and, if they hadn’t, took them straight to the website to show them how. Town residents kept a mug on a hook since Lucy accompanied the distribution of paper cups with a lecture. Allison snapped a photo of the eclectic mug collection.

“I had an idea for your book,” Lucy shouted over the blender when it was Allison’s turn.

“Okay. Shoot.”

“An aerial shot of the town.”

“How would I do that?”

The whirring died. “A helicopter?”

“A little overbudget, I’m afraid.”

Lucy picked up the coffee can by the register. She crossed out the word “Tips” and replaced it with the words “Helicopter Fund.” She poured Allison’s coffee milkshake into a glass and handed her the metal overflow cup. “Bottoms up, gal. Trees still standing?”

“Just a little chest pounding so far.”

Allison stopped by the bulletin board on her way out. It was littered with flyers for babysitting and home services—one card offered “Husbands by the Hour,” which gave Allison pause. Myriad items were for sale, from strollers to aquariums to training wheels. Someone was offering cooking lessons, and the town Single Parents’ Club was having a barbecue. There were business cards from Nina Strauss, realtor, to Maggie Conifer, a college student offering editing services, “No job is too small!” to Monkey Mind Yoga, “Specializing in private and small group classes.” People were so industrious, so entrepreneurial, so brave, putting themselves out there for the world to consider. Choose me! they seemed to cry. Choose me! She understood the feeling.

Allison found a table on the porch. She reviewed the photos she’d taken so far this morning as she sipped her shake. Not bad, if she did say so.

She would thank Jillian on the dedication page of the book. “To my lovely daughter,” perhaps, or “My love and thanks to Jill . . .” Would Jillian be flattered or embarrassed by the gesture? It was Jillian’s model of the town that had inspired the book Allison was working on, after all: Willard Park: An American Dream. That’s what Allison wanted to call it, assuming the publisher approved. Once she found a publisher.

She would fill it with photos of the town interspersed with Willard Park’s history and facts about the architectural styles and the oddities: the merry-go-round that used to be where the elementary school parking lot now lay, the peacocks one eccentric resident used to raise. She imagined a well-designed and informative book meant not only for residents, but for anyone who wanted evidence that idyllic towns still existed in America.

Allison was pinning a lot on this project. She wanted it to be the answer to the question “What do I want to do when I grow up?,” a question that had haunted her since childhood. What was her passion? Her raison d’être?

She was determined to make her mark. She was an artist after all. She’d studied photography in college and had managed a gallery near Dupont Circle before Jillian was born. In the meantime she’d become a prostitute. Well, that’s what it felt like. Allison was the photographer responsible for the nearly life-size portraits that hung on many a living room wall in Willard Park. They were traditional color photos of smiling parents and children dressed in their Sunday best—parents holding babies, children lined up staircase-style, in order of age; children in matching outfits gathered around doting parents. Oversize snapshots, in a word. They stared out at her accusingly whenever she entered one of her clients’ homes, reminding her that she’d sold out.

A familiar, icy feeling swirled around her ankles and swept up her legs—the fear that she alone, of all the women she knew, had not made the transition from mother-of-a-young-child to woman-who-was-back-in-the-game. Jillian was in middle school now, for goodness’ sake. Allison had run out of excuses. She often thought she should get a real job, just to stop the angst, but what was she qualified to do? Work at a photo shop? She pictured herself behind a counter at the mall alongside a pimply teenager, handing out prints. Did photo shops even exist anymore?

“Honey, honey,” an image of her friend Valeria came to mind, calling her back to herself. “Better to slit your wrists.”

Valeria was a Spanish teacher at the middle school, her husband, Phil, a public radio correspondent who had been assigned to cover Paris. Paris! Allison wanted to be assigned to cover Paris! She and Valeria had e-mailed each other daily since they moved in July. Well, the e-mails had been daily at first. Now it was more like once a week or so, with the occasional WhatsApp message. Valeria was busy after all—brushing up on her French, dealing with the convoluted rules at Sofia’s school, trying not to incur the wrath of the landlady with the hypersensitive hearing. The only consolation for the fact that her best friend had moved away was Valeria’s constant reminders that expat life was kind of a pain.

Allison poured the rest of the milkshake into her glass and drank it down to the bottom, chasing every last drop with her straw, then headed for home.

When she reached the Coxes’ house, she stopped to consider it, as she often did, hoping, eventually, to convince herself it wasn’t so bad. The trouble was, it was so bad. There were two Ionic columns looking fabulously out of place on the porch, two stone lions the size of ponies, towers painted gold—was it gold leaf? It was as if Nick had thumbed through a catalog of architectural features, earmarked the gaudiest, and had them stuck on his house. The inhabitants of an entire zip code could have lived in it comfortably.

One couldn’t, in all honesty, accuse Nick Cox of starting the “big house” craze in Willard Park. The tearing down and building up had started long before he moved in. It was slow at first, a knock down here, an addition there, but the pace had increased with time. Now houses wrapped in shimmering Tyvek slips were a common sight. Latino gardeners spilled out of trucks in the springtime along with wheelbarrows full of mulch and trees with round, burlap bottoms. Walking mowers had given way to tractor mowers nearly as big as the modest lawns themselves. The home gardener, in kerchief and garden gloves, a pair of clippers in hand, was becoming a rare animal in Willard Park.

Allison looked past her and Ted’s little house, comfortably set back on their lawn, to the house Nick was currently building, rising skyward like Jack’s beanstalk. Until June a Cinderella-model Sears home had stood there, owned for the better part of the century by Miss Theodora Frey, vegetable gardener and birder extraordinaire, now resting peacefully in her grave behind the church. Or rolling in it. Nick Cox had told her he was buying the house for his diabetic mother. Cox had completely resculpted the backyard to add another daylight level. It was nearly blinding the way the sun hit the white facade.

Nick was beside the new house, camouflaged in part by the leaves. There was something brutal about him, but it wasn’t unattractive. He was so tall and fit, Kaye so petite, that Allison thought Kaye was his teenaged daughter the first time she saw them, at the town cherry blossom parade. The way they’d looked, the children dressed in cheerful pinks and greens, you’d have thought they’d descended from the trees themselves.

Good sex, Allison thought, not for the first time. Energetic. Acrobatic, even. It was a game she and Valeria played. Which couples had fun in bed, who wanted out of the marriage, who would split ten, fifteen years down the road.

Valeria and Phil had sex three or four times a week, down from five to six times when they first got married. Valeria had mentioned this one day, laughingly saying they’d be down to just once or twice a week by the time Sofia put them in a nursing home. Allison had laughed—just once or twice a week!—when actually that sounded like quite a lot. She and Ted had never had it more than twice a week even when they were in college. Now it was down to once or twice a month.

If that.

She frowned, thinking. When had she and Ted last had sex? She thought back over the past weeks. He didn’t like to on weekdays, when he knew he’d have to be up by six thirty. He was tired on Friday nights, after work. So, a Saturday. Any recent Saturday? She couldn’t recall one. He often went to bed early, to read, then was out cold by the time she came to bed. They’d spent a week at a rental in Rehoboth earlier this month—had they had sex then? It would have been the perfect time, no work to wake up for . . . but no. She’d tried a few times, snuggling close in bed, rubbing his back, but he had just planted a big kiss on her cheek and wished her sweet dreams. July then. They must have had sex in July. Yes, she could remember the perfect storm of a Saturday night, when she raced to bed at the same time he did, not giving him time to pick up his book before she launched herself into his arms.

When was the last time he had initiated it though? She puzzled, thinking back through the summer and into the previous spring.

Nick must have felt her standing there, staring. He looked over at her and tipped his hard hat. Allison nodded at him, a waggle of electricity wiggling through her despite herself.

“Well, good morning to you, Mrs. Miller,” he said.

“Mr. Cox, how do you do this fine day?”

“I do very well, thank you. Very well indeed.”

She laughed; when had they started this little game of theirs, referring to each other as “mister” and “missus”?

“Be sure to leave a few standing, won’t you? For the sake of photosynthesis, Mr. Cox?”

“I’ll consider it, Mrs. Miller. I can assure you I will,” he said, bowing a little, in a silly, courtly manner.

Then he set the chain saw on the ground, put his foot on it, and pulled the starter. He touched its blade to one of the lesser trees near the new house. Its branches swung down to the ground, as if bowing in the presence of a higher god. A few other small trees followed suit. Then, without missing a beat, Nick Cox sunk the teeth of the saw into Jillian’s red maple, splitting it in two.
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AUGUST 31—AFTERNOON

I know you weren’t really considering Maryland,” their realtor, Nina Strauss, was saying, “but I just wanted to show you one neighborhood, if you still have the energy . . .”

Grant, sitting in the backseat of her BMW, behind his wife, Suzanne, was going to shoot himself if he had to look at another neighborhood—but it was up to Suzanne, he reminded himself. It was totally up to her.

Suzanne took a deep breath, sighed, and nodded, game. So Grant would be game too. They got on the GW Parkway and made their way up the Potomac. They had been looking at houses in Virginia for seven hours now. Seven.

“It’s on the expensive side—I won’t lie,” Nina said. “But you won’t be sorry. It’s where I live. It’s idyllic. I don’t show it to just anyone.”

Grant closed his eyes and rolled them. Hopefully Suzanne would see the next house, love it, they’d sign the contract, and that would be it. Finito. No more being stuck in a car with Nina Strauss. She put on such a nice face, but she wasn’t nice. “Davenport-Gardner,” she’d said, her expression mocking when they met this morning. “Hyphenated . . . Both of you?”

What if he were cast as Nina Strauss in a play? He’d wear a wig—a Ruth Bader Ginsberg wig, if such a thing existed. Nina’s hair was black and lay flat like spray paint against her scalp and was twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck. He looked down at his lap, practicing the smile that looked too large for Nina’s face. Her entire being tightened up when she smiled, not just the tendons in her neck, but practically even the skin on the backs of her hands. She looked about fifty, but he suspected she was younger.

He tapped his fitness tracker to check the time, steps, calories, and heart rate, even though he’d checked it when they got in the car. Then he tapped it again. In just a few short days he’d be starting his new job at a small law firm in Rosslyn, Virginia. He would be the low man on the totem pole, the new kid in town, a stranger. The idea made him want to go running back to his firm in Richmond, where they wore khakis and shirtsleeves when they weren’t in court and he knew all the judges. He touched Suzanne’s elbow for courage. She didn’t reach back for him, but nor did she pull away. They were making progress.

He’d made some bad decisions in his life—he’d be the first to admit it—but he’d made some good ones too. Becoming a lawyer had been a good choice. A more responsible choice than becoming an actor. As a child Grant had reenacted entire sitcoms for his mother while she cooked dinner. Those pockets of time before his father got home from the family hardware store were among the sweetest of Grant’s childhood.

A slight, pleasant vibration in his pocket. Grant fished out his phone to find a text from Marie. Going for coffee. The usual for you?☹ It was weird to think she was still working at Fitzpatrick, Oppler and Moore, while he was up here, about to start from scratch. Marie, a childhood friend, hadn’t even planned on going to college, much less law school, but he’d inspired her. “I figured if you could do it, I could, General,” she’d told him after she aced the LSAT. He’d put in a good word for her after she’d taken the bar, and the firm hired her, just like that. They thought they would spend their careers the way they’d spent their childhoods, side by side.

Have a double espresso for me—spiked with vodka, he started to write, then reconsidered, and just sent back an emoji of a yellow cat with a fat blue tear dripping from its eye.

“Hi, honey bunch,” Suzanne said, her voice loud, and for a moment Grant felt buoyant—but she was talking to her phone, not to him. “How are you doing? Is Grammy making dinner?”

Grammy, Suzanne’s mother, was taking care of their son, Adam, while they house-hunted. She lived around the corner from their house outside Richmond, close enough to look after Adam every day. Strangers—well, older strangers—sometimes mistook Grammy for Adam’s mother, a compliment Grammy laughingly mentioned every time it occurred. Grant always wolf-whistled in support, but Suzanne just uttered a taut, “So you’ve told us, Mom.”

Grammy had offered to move to the D.C. area to help out with Adam, but Suzanne turned her down. Grant pointed out that they’d miss having a babysitter on call, but no amount of lobbying on Grammy’s part could convince Suzanne otherwise.

“Addy wants to talk to you,” Suzanne said, handing her phone back to Grant.

Grant’s heart took wing. “Hiya, buddy!”

Adam retold the story Grammy had just read to him in minute detail, and recounted the moves of the Scrabble game they’d played. Scrabble. The kid was five! Grant listened, happy, simultaneously admiring the back of Suzanne’s head: her long neck, her long silky hair. He loved all of Suzanne’s long-ness—her long feet, her long thighs and calves too. So what if she was taller than him? It was just by an inch, easily overcome if he wore shoes with a very slight lift and she wore flats. Suzanne Gardner was a catch: student government president, president of the Young Entrepreneurs’ Club, a woman who had gotten a full academic ride to college and attended a prominent business school. She was a gifted athlete to boot. He used to get winded climbing the stairs before he started running with her. Suzanne was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Everyone said so.

Adam begged him to make the noise, so Grant obliged, making a raspberry with his lips. Adam laughed and laughed. He loved it when Grant put his lips to Adam’s belly, their nightly ritual, but this was the best he could do from afar. Suzanne gave him a sidelong glance, her expression pained.

If Suzanne was the best thing that had ever happened to him—and she was, she totally was—Adam was the best thing he’d ever had a hand in creating. True, Adam felt more like Suzanne’s creation than his own, but he’d decidedly played a significant role. Adam looked like Grant, like a mini, skinny, Grant, but his brain was Suzanne’s. Grant’s sisters had that brilliance too. Grant wasn’t stupid—he’d done well in the classes that had interested him, and got surprisingly high scores on his college and law school exams—but he didn’t have that razor sharpness. And he made mistakes.

Adam loved him though. Grant taught him show tunes and talked to him in cartoon voices. They wrestled like puppies and stirred their ice cream into soup. Adam tended toward serious, like Suzanne—which made making him laugh all the more fun. Soon—as soon as Suzanne gave him the go-ahead—he was going to introduce Adam to the old sitcoms—shows from his childhood and even further back, from the dawn of the television era. It was an education of sorts. Not as fancy as learning to play the piano or learning French, but an education in popular culture, and valuable in its own right. Suzanne thought exposing Adam to screens of any kind was like exposing him to a virus—a harmful, if not fatal, one. Grant went along in the interest of marital peace. Maybe she was right. Who knew? Adam was certainly just about perfect so far. And just-about-perfect Adam adored him. It was a heady, precious feeling to be adored by a child. One day he would no doubt realize that Grant didn’t shimmer the way he and Suzanne did, but that day was a long way off. Maybe ten years. Five or six at least. Grant wiped the spittle off the phone and handed it back to Suzanne.

They turned off the highway and onto a wide road that was thick with traffic in both directions. Nina tuned the radio to a classical station.

“Music to distract us from the fact that D.C. is a commuter’s nightmare . . . ?” Grant murmured.

Nina smiled as though she wanted to sink her fangs into his flesh. “So tell me about your little boy.”

“He just graduated from preschool cum laude,” Grant said.

Nina stifled a laugh. Had she? Was it a laugh or was she just clearing her throat? Suzanne creased her brow at him. They had a non-bragging pact.

He couldn’t abide by it though. How could he? “Gifted,” Grant said.

“Gifted!” Nina said. That time it was definitely a laugh. “Does he like soccer?”

Neither he nor Suzanne responded. In this department, they knew, they had neglected Adam to the point of possible abuse. They had never enrolled him in a soccer-for-toddlers skills course, had never exposed him to any ball sports—much less one that forbade the use of one’s hands. Soon there would be no catching up.

“Willard Park’s seventh-grade team is the only coed middle school team in the county. My son, Mark, is on it. Not only that,” she said, making them wait for the clincher: “I think they’re playing today.”

She turned down a shady street with well-spaced Victorians lined up on either side. Grant could practically feel the car swell with her pride. There were sidewalks, a park with a playground, and a soccer field full of children in jerseys and shin guards. Parents sat along the sidelines on a vast field. They passed what looked like a church with a TOWN HALL sign below a stained-glass window, and parked near an old house that, upon further examination, turned out to be part café and part post office.

“Welcome home,” Nina said, sliding her elegant car to a stop.

JILLIAN SAT AT THE SIDE OF THE SOCCER FIELD PULLING BLADES OF grass out of the ground one by one. If she slid a blade up by its root without breaking it, that was good luck, and if she did three of them in a row, Willard Park would win the game, she told herself, knowing it wasn’t true. There were two minutes left and the other team was killing them. Jillian had been sitting on the sidelines since the start of the game, unlike Lindy Cox, who’d been playing the whole time. Jillian’s mom wasn’t missing anything by not being there. Where was she? She came to every game, even the away games. Car accident, sleeping pills, heart attack.

Mark Strauss, the hottest boy in Willard Park, was goalie. He was a terrible goalie, but the real goalie had stomach flu or something. Mark’s hair, cinnamon colored, hung down into his face. He flipped his head back so he could see. Jillian tried to catch his eye but he was studying the tops of his cleats.

The other mothers were there—a couple of dads, too, but mostly moms. Chandra Sharma’s mom was there, as were both of Simon Washington’s dads. Mrs. Santos had brought all three of Luis’s little sisters, who were watching the game as intently as if the seventh-graders were professional soccer players. Lindy’s mom was on a big, striped blanket, her hair yellow in the sunlight; Lindy’s brother, Jakey, drinking sodas and eating chips, beside her. Jillian’s stomach growled. Her mom always brought a boring snack like apples and peanut butter, but it was better than nothing. Hostage situation, alien abduction.

Lindy raced down the field with the ball neatly tucked between her feet, her hair flying out behind her like birthday party streamers.

Trip, Jillian thought, but Lindy kept right on going. What did Lindy have against her? Did she stink or something? Sofia was the only one who would have told her, and she was an ocean away.

Mark’s mother, in her usual black suit, walked over to the field with two strangers. There must be a house for sale—she never came to games. Look up, Jillian told Mark through ESP. She’d read a book about it, and it was real. A tall boy on the other team had stolen the ball from Lindy and had sent it toward the goal. Look out!

She watched Mark the way she’d watched the film of President Kennedy’s assassination in her English class last fall, with a dark sense of inevitability. Her teacher had shown it to mark the anniversary of Kennedy’s death. The kids thought it was cool—gross, but cool—but the parents went crazy when they heard about it. They bombarded the school with angry calls and letters about the inappropriateness of it until the teacher resigned. It was too bad because he’d been one of the nice ones.

Mark yawned up at the trees. Meanwhile Lindy took off after the ball, her teeth bared. She threw herself between the ball and the goal and tried to block it. The blade of grass in Jillian’s
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