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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever wondered if the best chapters of life were already behind them. 
May you discover, as Grady and Mari did, that new beginnings sometimes arrive disguised as detours, unexpected neighbors, or even an overly enthusiastic pink flamingo.
It's never too late to find your people.
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  Chapter 1: The Uneventful Morning


The coffee was good. The lanai was quiet. Grady Hollis had waited four years and a whole career for a morning exactly this uneventful, and he sat in the middle of it with both hands around the mug and waited to feel the thing he'd been promised he would feel. 
It was seven-forty. He knew that without checking, the way he'd always known things without checking — the fuel state, the time to top of descent, the number of souls on board. The number of souls on board this morning was one. The sun was coming up over the retention pond behind the house, laying a flat orange stripe across water that a brochure had called a lake and that Grady, who had flown over the actual Great Lakes ten thousand times, privately declined to promote. A pair of ducks worked the near edge. Somewhere two streets over, a leaf blower started, ran for exactly the length of one man's patience, and stopped.
He drank his coffee.
This was the plan. He wanted to be clear with himself about that, because it was important to give the plan its due. The plan had been: fly the line for thirty-four years, put money away, keep his medical current, and then, at the age the government decided a man's reflexes could no longer be trusted with a wide-body, retire to somewhere warm and flat and quiet and stop. Carol had helped him pick the somewhere. She'd sat at the kitchen table in Ohio with the printouts fanned out in front of her and a highlighter in her hand and circled Heron's Rest in Palmetto Landing, Florida, because it had a golf course and a heron on the sign and a clubhouse with what the brochure called an active social calendar. Look at these people, she'd said. They're having the time of their lives. The people in the brochure were laughing around a fire pit, holding wine, wearing linen. Carol had liked the linen.
Carol had been gone two years by the time the house actually closed. That was the part the plan hadn't accounted for. You could account for a great many things — weather, fuel, the failure of any single system — and still not account for the one that mattered, which was that the person you bought the house for could get a diagnosis in March and be gone by the following spring, and that you would then be standing in the closing office signing your name forty times on a house neither of you would ever laugh in around a fire pit.
He drank his coffee. It was still good. That was one thing he'd gotten right — he'd brought the grinder and the good beans, and he made it the way he'd made it in a hundred hotel rooms, and it tasted like his own kitchen no matter whose kitchen it was.
Across the little cul-de-sac, on the neighbor's lawn, stood a flamingo.
Grady looked at it.
It was pink, plastic, roughly two feet tall, mounted on a pair of thin metal legs that had been pushed into the turf beside the neighbor's mailbox. Its head was turned in a way that gave the impression, if you were the kind of man to be given impressions by lawn ornaments, of looking back over its own shoulder. It was looking, more or less, at Grady.
He was fairly sure it had not been there yesterday.
He was, in fact, certain. He'd sat here yesterday at this same hour with this same coffee and looked at that same lawn, which belonged to a house that had been empty since he'd moved in — a corner unit, tidy, blinds drawn, a FOR SALE sign that had gone to SOLD sometime in the last week without Grady ever seeing a human being come or go. Yesterday the lawn had held nothing but grass cut to the regulation height. This morning it held a flamingo. Nobody had driven up. No truck had come. He'd have heard a truck. He heard everything now; that was the trouble with quiet, it turned up the gain on the whole world until a leaf blower two streets over was an event.
So the flamingo had arrived in the night, on foot, or been placed by someone who moved without a vehicle and without a sound, which described no one Grady had met in the three weeks since he'd arrived, largely because he had met no one.
He considered the flamingo for a while. It declined to explain itself.
There was, he'd learned, a protocol for lawn ornaments. He'd learned this the way he learned everything about Heron's Rest, which was by receiving a document. The document had come in a heavy cream envelope his first week — the Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions of the Heron's Rest Active Adult Community, Revised, a spiral-bound volume the approximate thickness of the aircraft operating manual for the 737, and considerably less permissive. He had read it. Of course he had read it. A man did not sign forty times on a house without reading what he'd agreed to, and besides, it was the only reading material in the house that first week that wasn't a novel of Carol's he couldn't yet open. He'd read the CC&Rs cover to cover on the lanai over three evenings, and he could tell you, if you asked, and no one had asked, that Article XI, Section 4 governed "Decorative Lawn Accoutrements," that such items required written pre-approval from the Architectural Review Committee, and that flamingos — the document said this, in these words, he was not making it up — flamingos of any material were "expressly disfavored."
Someone had put an expressly disfavored flamingo on a lawn in the dark.
Grady found that he had stood up. He noticed it the way he noticed most things about himself lately, a beat after the fact — that he was on his feet, that he'd set the mug down on the little glass table, that he had walked to the screen and put one hand flat against the frame and was looking at the bird with the specific attention he used to give a gauge that was reading where it shouldn't.
He made himself sit back down. It was not his flamingo. It was not his lawn. It was not, he reminded himself, his community, not in any sense that obligated him to it; he had bought a house here, that was all, a transaction, and the fact that a bird had appeared on someone else's grass in violation of Article XI, Section 4 was a matter for that someone, and for the Architectural Review Committee, and for absolutely no one named Grady Hollis.
He picked the coffee back up. It had gone the temperature coffee goes when you stand up in the middle of it.
He'd been doing that. Standing up in the middle of things. Starting a task and finding himself three rooms away with no memory of the trip, or filling the kettle and never turning it on, or — this was the one that had frightened him a little, the first week — making two cups. He'd made two cups of coffee on his fourth morning here, poured the grounds for two out of thirty years of muscle memory, and stood there in the kitchen looking at the second cup with the sugar already in it, one spoon, the way she took it, and then he had poured it down the sink and rinsed the cup and put it in the rack and not made two cups again. He was proud of that, in the flat, diminished way a man is proud of small victories over himself. He had not made two cups again. He'd caught it now every morning at the grinder, one scoop short, a small correction, the kind you make without drama on an instrument that's drifted.
The ducks lifted off the pond together and went somewhere. Grady watched them go, out of the same habit that made him clock the flamingo, the wind, the fact that the palm at the corner of his lot leaned four degrees off vertical and had leaned exactly four degrees the whole three weeks, which meant it had grown that way and wasn't going anywhere, which was the sort of thing it was useful to know about a tree before a storm, and there would be storms; it was Florida, it was nearly June, and the season started the first and he had already, without quite deciding to, worked out which interior room of the house had no windows. The powder room off the hall. It could hold two people if it had to. It would only ever have to hold one.
He was aware that this was not what the brochure had promised. The brochure had promised linen and a fire pit and the time of your life. Grady had the fire pit — it came with the house, a gas ring in a bed of glass pebbles that he had never lit — and he supposed if he counted the flamingo he now had a decorative lawn accoutrement in his eyeline, which was more excitement than yesterday had offered. He was not having the time of his life. He was having a perfectly acceptable retirement, on paper, by every measure he could name, and the trouble was that he could name every measure and none of them added up to the thing they were supposed to add up to, the way you could have every system in the green and every number where it belonged and still, once in a very great while, feel the airplane doing something the numbers hadn't mentioned yet.
He would not have put it that way to anyone. He had not, in fact, put it any way to anyone, because there was no one to put it to. Rachel called on Sundays. Today was Tuesday. On Sundays he told his daughter that things were good, that the weather was warm, that he'd played nine holes — he had played nine holes, once, alone, and had been so relieved when it was over that he hadn't gone back — and Rachel, who was thirty-four and ran a logistics operation in Denver and could read a silence over the phone the way her mother had read one across a table, said good, Dad, and that's good, and did not believe him, and did not push, and they had gotten very good, the two of them, at the thing they did instead of talking. He was grateful for it and ashamed of it in roughly equal measure and he did the math on the days between Sundays more often than he'd have admitted.
The flamingo stood on the neighbor's lawn and looked back over its shoulder at him.
"All right," Grady said, out loud, to the bird, which was the most words he'd said out loud since the girl at the golf shop had asked him Friday whether he wanted the cart or the walking rate. He heard himself do it and did not much like the sound — a man alone on a lanai talking to a piece of lawn statuary was precisely the kind of man Grady had spent his life not being — and he shut his mouth and picked up his cold coffee and decided that the correct and adult and procedurally sound thing to do was to finish it, go inside, and get on with a day that had, as its scheduled events, nothing.
That was when he heard the truck.
It came in low and diesel from the direction of the front gate, downshifting, the particular labored note of something large and full taking a corner it was too large to take gracefully. Grady set the mug down again. A moving truck — a real one, a twenty-six-footer by the sound of the engine and confirmed a moment later when it swung wide into the mouth of the cul-de-sac, yellow, filthy, one hubcap gone, the rental logo peeling off the door. It did not stop at the empty corner house with the flamingo. It rolled past that one, past Grady's, and came to a stop with its air brakes gasping directly in front of the house next door to his — the one on his left, the mirror of his own, the one that had also been quietly sold in the last week without his seeing a soul.
The cab door opened. A woman climbed down.
She landed on the driveway the way you'd land coming off the last rung of a ladder you were done with, both feet, a small bounce, done. She was maybe sixty, dark hair going handsomely gray and shoved up off her neck in the heat, and she stood there for a second with her hands on her hips surveying the house she had evidently just bought the way a general surveys ground. She wore an apron. Not a moving-day apron, not a smock — a real one, canvas, scorched at one corner, tied at the waist over jeans, the kind of apron that had been through service and meant to go through more, and Grady, who noticed things, noticed that she'd driven a twenty-six-foot truck across what the plates said was three states in a working cook's apron and had not thought to take it off.
She turned her head and caught him looking.
Grady was sixty-three years old and had been caught doing very little in his life, and he discovered that he had no protocol for this. He was on his own lanai. He was permitted to be on his own lanai. He lifted the coffee mug a couple of inches off the arm of the chair, which was either a wave or the beginning of a sip and could, he thought, be plausibly claimed as whichever the situation later required.
The woman looked at him. She looked at the mug. She looked, unhurried, across the cul-de-sac at the corner lawn, at the flamingo standing there in its pink and expressly disfavored glory, and then she looked back at Grady with one eyebrow up, as though the two of them had already, wordlessly, agreed about something.
"That yours?" she called. She had a good voice, a carrying one, roughened at the edges.
"No," Grady said.
"Huh," she said. She wiped her palms down the front of the apron, considered the truck, considered the house, and delivered her verdict on the whole arrangement to no one in particular, though loud enough to cross a driveway. "Well. Somebody's got taste."
And she hauled up the back of the truck with a bang that rolled off the tidy houses and came back, and Grady sat on his lanai with a mug of cold coffee in his hand and the first genuine curiosity he'd felt in two years working its way up through him like weather he hadn't forecast, and across the way the flamingo went on looking back over its shoulder at all of them, keeping, for the moment, its own counsel.






  
  Chapter 2: New Dirt


The truck was empty by two and Mari Vega had a blister on her right palm the size of a communion wafer, and she stood in the middle of her new kitchen among a hundred and forty boxes and thought: the light is wrong.
Everything else she could fix. The light she'd have to make peace with, and she was not, historically, a woman who made peace with things. The window over the sink faced north, which meant the counter would never get the hard afternoon slant she liked to work in, the kind that showed you the truth of an onion, whether it was going or gone. Thirty years she'd cooked in a kitchen that faced west and took the four o'clock sun straight in the teeth, and she'd sworn at that light every summer and missed it now, standing here in this clean cool northern nothing, the way you'd miss a man who'd been terrible for you but knew exactly how you took your coffee.
She found the box marked KNIVES — she'd marked four boxes KNIVES, three of them decoys, an old habit from a restaurant where things walked — and cut it open with the box cutter she'd worn on her belt since ten that morning, and she lifted the roll out and set it on the counter and untied it and there they were. Her steel. Twenty years of it, some pieces older, the little paring knife with the handle worn down to the shape of her own thumb. She didn't unroll them to use them. She unrolled them because a kitchen wasn't a kitchen until the knives were in it, the way a church wasn't a church until somebody lit the candle, and now this cool wrong-lit box of a room was, provisionally, hers.
She'd cook something tonight. She didn't know what yet. She'd know when she saw what the one open grocery near the gate had for produce, and she already suspected the answer was not much, this being the kind of place that had four kinds of ranch dressing and no fish that had met the ocean recently, but she'd make it work. She always made it work. That was the whole of her professional reputation, if you boiled it down and skimmed it: she makes it work. Give Mari Vega a walk-in with nothing in it but leeks and regret and she'd send out forty covers and have people weeping into the amuse.
The house was quiet in a way that still startled her every few minutes. Thirty years of noise — the line calling back, the ticket printer, the dish pit, Danny's voice pitched over all of it — and then the lawyers, and then the noise had a different texture, and then it stopped, and the stopping was the loudest thing that had ever happened to her. She'd sold the restaurant. No. She had not sold the restaurant. She kept doing that, kept letting the sentence come out with her as the subject, as though she'd made a choice, and she made herself run it back and say it straight the way you'd re-sear a scallop you'd set down raw: the restaurant had been sold. By a court. Because it had been in his name — she'd let it be in his name, in year two, when she was twenty-nine and in love and setting up the accounts and he'd said baby it's just paperwork and she'd believed that a thing could be just paperwork — and when the marriage came apart the paperwork was not just paperwork, the paperwork was everything, the paperwork was thirty years of her hands and her name over the door and the regulars who knew to come Tuesdays for the braise, and the judge had looked at the paperwork and not at her hands and the paperwork had won.
She picked up the paring knife. She put it down.
New dirt, she told herself. It had become a kind of prayer over the last four months, two words she said to herself in the car and in the shower and at three in the morning when the ceiling of the rented condo had too much to say. New life, new dirt. She'd taken the settlement — there had been a settlement, enough, not what she'd built but enough — and she'd looked at a map of Florida and put her finger on a dot near the Gulf because the growing season was long and the ground was cheap and nobody there knew her as Danny Vega's ex-wife, nobody there knew her as anything, she could be nobody, she could be new. She'd walked the model home at Heron's Rest in March with the sales agent chirping about pickleball and Mari nodding and not hearing a word of it, because she'd walked out the back slider onto the little screened porch and looked at the yard — flat, sunny, south-facing, forty feet deep, a rectangle of dead St. Augustine grass and nothing else — and she had seen, complete, the way she saw a finished plate before she'd touched a pan, the garden that was going to go there.
That was the yard. Not this kitchen with its wrong light. The yard was why she'd signed.
And she was not going to spend her first afternoon in her new life standing among boxes letting a court in another state win a fight that was already over. She'd unpack the knives, and she had, and now she was going to go put her hands in that dirt before she lost the light she did have, the good long southern light out back, four hours of it left and burning.
She found the box marked GARDEN — one box, honest, no decoys, because who steals a trowel — and carried it out through the slider onto the porch and out the porch door onto the grass, and she stood in the middle of her rectangle of dead lawn in the full sun and shut her eyes and breathed in.
Warm. Green, underneath, where the hose had leaked by the spigot and something wanted to grow. A mineral edge to the soil she'd have to test but liked the smell of. And under all of it, faint, the ghost of salt off the Gulf eight miles west, the thing that had sold her before pickleball ever got a word in. She crouched and pushed two fingers into the ground at the edge of the dead grass and it gave — sandy, fast-draining, going to need compost by the truckload and going to grow tomatoes in December while Ohio buried Danny's new life under four feet of snow, not that she thought about Danny, she absolutely did not think about Danny, she thought about tomatoes.
She had the first bed marked out with stakes and string before she'd consciously decided to start, dirt under her nails, the coffee she'd carried out going cold and forgotten on the porch step exactly as it had gone cold and forgotten on porch steps her whole life. She dug. The shovel bit and turned and the dead grass came up in squares she flipped root-side to the sun, and the work moved through her shoulders and down into the good clean nowhere-place where there was no marriage and no judge and no wrong light, only the next square of sod and the one after that, and she was maybe forty minutes and a third of a bed into it, sweat down her spine, apron filthy, the happiest she'd been since October — when the shadow fell across her string.
"Oh," said the shadow. "Oh, my."
Mari looked up. A woman stood at the property line where the grass met the sidewalk, a soft round pink woman of about seventy in a visor and a golf skort, holding a small dog that was not walking itself, both of them regarding the excavation with the frank horror of people who had come upon a crime.
"Hi," Mari said. She pushed a wrist across her forehead and left, she'd find out later, a war-stripe of dirt. "Mari. I just moved in." She nodded at the house, in case the truck and the boxes and the woman covered in soil had left it in doubt.
"Barb," the woman said faintly. Her eyes had not left the hole. "Barbara Kessler, I'm just — three down, the one with the — " Barbara gestured vaguely at a house that presumably had a distinguishing feature. "Are you. Dear. Are you digging?"
Mari looked at the shovel in her hands. She looked at the bed, the string, the flipped squares of sod, the evident hole. She had a whole career's worth of answers to stupid questions and had learned, at real cost, to use approximately none of them on people she'd known under a minute.
"Raised beds," she said, pleasantly. "Kitchen garden. Tomatoes, herbs, some peppers to start. There'll be a little cooking setup over there by the fence — nothing crazy, a grill, a burner, a prep counter." She was aware, saying it, that she was describing to Barbara Kessler the entire second half of her life, the thing she'd driven three states for, and that Barbara Kessler was hearing a woman describe a felony.
"But," Barbara said. "The — the landscaping. The approved. They give you the — there's a palette, dear, there's an approved plant palette, it came in the — you can't just — " She stopped. She hitched the dog higher. She looked at Mari with something that was not unkind, that was closer to grief, the look of a woman watching a newcomer walk cheerfully toward a fan nobody had told her about. "Oh, honey," Barbara said, quieter. "Did nobody explain about the Committee?"
"The committee," Mari repeated.
"The Architectural Review Committee." Barbara said all four words the way you'd say the name of a saint or a hurricane. "You have to submit. For changes. Any changes. Exterior anything. And they're — with the certification coming, they're being — " She lowered her voice to the register reserved for the truly dire. "Eleanor is not in a mood to be lenient."
Mari did not know who Eleanor was. She would come to know, in the fullness of time, exactly who Eleanor was, and to have complicated and eventually tender feelings about her, but on that first afternoon in the dirt Eleanor was just a name Barbara Kessler said like a weather warning, and Mari — sunburned, blistered, four months out from the worst year of her life and thirty-eight minutes into the first thing that had felt like herself in all that time — did the thing she always did when someone told her she couldn't. She smiled. She leaned on the shovel. And she said the sentence that was going to get her name known in every house in Heron's Rest by Friday.
"Well, Barb," she said, "then Eleanor's going to have to come tell me herself."
Barbara Kessler left. Not rudely — she wished Mari well, in the stunned way of a person leaving the scene of an accident, and hurried off down the sidewalk with the dog and, Mari didn't doubt, a phone already coming out of the skort pocket. And Mari went back to her digging, and the light held, and she got the whole first bed turned before the sun went orange and low and she straightened up with both hands in the small of her back and looked at what she'd made — one honest rectangle of dark turned earth in a sea of regulation grass — and felt, for the first time in longer than she wanted to count, like a woman standing at the beginning of something instead of in the wreck of it.
The tomatoes would be worth crying over. She could already taste them.
The notice came the next morning.
She found it when she went out at seven with her coffee to look at the bed in the good early light — taped to her front door, not her mailbox, taped to the door where she couldn't miss it, cream paper, a heron at the top, and beneath the heron, in a font chosen by someone who enjoyed this part, the words NOTICE OF COVENANT VIOLATION and below that a list, and the list had numbers, and the numbers were bylaws, and there were six of them.
Mari stood on her own front step in her bare feet and read all six, and the coffee went cold in her hand, forgotten, the way it always did — but not, this time, because she'd tasted the air and gone happy.
She read it twice. Then she folded it in half, and in half again, and she looked across the little cul-de-sac at the house on the corner, at the flamingo standing on the empty lawn with its head turned back over its shoulder like it was watching to see what she'd do, and Mari Vega, who had never in her life backed down from anyone holding a piece of paper, felt the whole shape of her new life quietly rearrange itself around a fight she had not come here to have.
"Six," she said, to the flamingo.
The flamingo did not disagree.






  
  Chapter 3: Just to Understand the Rules


The mailboxes at Heron's Rest were the kind of thing Grady had learned to be wary of: a structure that had clearly been the subject of a meeting. 
They stood in a cluster at the head of the main drive, twenty-four brass doors set into a stucco housing with a little peaked roof and a coach lamp on top, the whole affair landscaped with the approved plant palette and a plaque that said MAIL in a font. He walked down to them every morning at nine because walking down to them gave the morning a shape, an event with a departure and an arrival, and a man needed at least one of those. He was reaching for his box — number eleven, key already out, the small ritual of it — when Marge Pruitt materialized at his elbow the way she did, out of nothing, the way weather formed over the Gulf.
"Now I'm not one to talk," Marge said, which he had already learned was the sound she made before talking, "but did you see."
"Morning, Marge."
"The new one. Next to you. The cook." Marge said cook the way another woman might say arsonist, with a little thrill of scandal running under the disapproval. She had her phone in one hand and her own mail unregarded in the other and her whole soft face was lit from within. "Barb Kessler found her Tuesday just — tearing it out. The landscaping. All of it. Digging. And when Barb, who is a sweetheart, Barb only went over to be neighborly, when Barb mentioned the Committee do you know what she said?"
Grady did not know what she said. He was aware that this was not going to stop him from finding out.
"She said," Marge reported, dropping into the hush of the truly delicious, "Eleanor can come tell me herself." Marge stepped back to let the enormity land. "To Barb. Who repeated it. It's — I mean I don't gossip, you know that about me, but it's everywhere, it's the only thing anybody — she got a notice. Six violations. Six." Marge's phone buzzed and she glanced at it and whatever it said confirmed something. She nodded to herself, grimly satisfied, a woman whose intelligence network had just filed a report. "First week. Six. That's a record. Even Doug only got four, and Doug painted his door aubergine."
"That does sound like a lot," Grady said, which was the sort of thing he'd learned to say to Marge, a small flat coin you could feed the machine to keep it running while you got your mail. He got his mail. One cream envelope with a heron. He knew before he opened it that it would be about certification, and it was.
"You're on eleven," Marge said, meaning his box, meaning she'd clocked it, meaning she'd clocked everything. "Right next to her. You'll have a view." And she was gone, off toward the clubhouse with her phone already at her ear, and Grady stood at the mailboxes and read, standing up, the notice that the community's certification site visit had been scheduled — a date now, an actual date, the second Saturday in June, which gave everyone a little under three weeks — and that all exterior violations were to be "brought into full compliance in advance of the inspection, without exception," and that residents with open notices should expect "expedited enforcement."
He thought about the woman next door and her six violations and her one honest rectangle of turned earth, which he had watched her dig, from his own lanai, with a shovel, for three hours, in the heat, in that scorched apron, with a focus he had recognized from the inside — the focus of a person doing the one thing that was keeping them upright — and he thought that expedited enforcement was going to meet that woman like a front meeting a mountain range, and that he did not want to be anywhere near the weather when it did.
He folded the notice and put it in his back pocket and walked home the long way, past the ninth green, because it added four minutes.
The long way took him past Frank Delgado's house, which was a mistake, because Frank was in his garage with the door up and the light on, and Frank saw him.
"Hollis." Frank came down the driveway at a clip, a compact gray man in a golf shirt buttoned to the throat, moving with the forward lean of someone who had spent a career walking toward things other people walked away from. "You got a minute. You got a minute, come here, I want to show you something." It was not a question and there was no version of the next four minutes in which Grady did not go look at the thing.
The thing was in the garage. The garage had, where another man might keep a car, a folding table, and on the folding table and pinned to a corkboard above it was — Grady took a moment to assemble what he was seeing — a map. A printed aerial photograph of Heron's Rest, marked up. Pins. Some of the pins had small paper flags. Two of the pins were connected by a length of red yarn.
"Three weeks," Frank said, tapping the map. "Three weeks I've been tracking it. You want to tell me it's kids, save it, there's no kids in a fifty-five-and-over, that's the whole point of a fifty-five-and-over, so who's putting flamingos on the Abernathy lawn at oh-three-hundred and swapping the numbers on the Feeney mailbox and leaving — you know about the gnomes?"
"I don't know about the gnomes."
"Gnomes." Frank said it darkly. He moved a flag half an inch, aligning it with something only he could see. "Tuesday, a flamingo. Corner unit, the empty one, which is interesting, Hollis, why the empty one, and I'll tell you why the empty one — because whoever's doing this knows the empty one's got no resident to call it in, so it sits there, it's a statement, it's up for what, thirty-six hours before anybody reports it? That's not random. Random's messy. This is clean." He straightened and looked at Grady with the flat assessing eyes of a man who had, over thirty years, watched people lie to him for a living and gotten good at the watching. "You're the pilot."
"Retired."
"You notice things. I can tell. You came down the street just now, you clocked my door was up, you clocked the light, you clocked me before I clocked you — no, don't, I'm not being funny, I'm saying you've got the eye. So." Frank tapped the map one more time, the whole neighborhood laid out under his finger with its two feet of red yarn. "You see anything. Anything. Out your window, on your street, the cook next door — " a small significant pause — "especially the cook next door, brand-new, arrives, and suddenly — you come tell me. All right? We keep it between us. There's an operation running in this community and I intend to find out whose."
"I'll keep my eyes open," Grady said, which was true, and cost him nothing, and got him out of the garage.
He walked home thinking that Frank Delgado was three-quarters lonely and one-quarter genuinely observant, and that the one-quarter was the part worth being careful around, and that he himself had watched the corner lawn the same thirty-six hours and reached none of Frank's conclusions and all of Frank's questions, which was a discomfort he set down and did not examine.
He'd meant to spend the afternoon not thinking about any of it.
He had a system for the afternoons. Lunch, the same lunch, a sandwich made competently and eaten standing up. The crossword, which he finished, which was the problem with the crossword. A walk he'd already taken. He'd bought a set of golf clubs and a nine-iron's worth of intention and the clubs stood in the garage in their bag like a decision he kept declining to make. He could read. Carol's novels were still in the box in the second bedroom and he still could not open the box, and the notion of buying his own novels, starting some stranger's story from scratch at sixty-three in a house he'd bought for a dead woman, sat wrong in a way he couldn't name and didn't try to.
So he took the notice out of his back pocket and read it again at the kitchen counter, and then, because it referenced the bylaws, he got down the spiral-bound Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions and looked up the sections, and then — this was how it started, he would think later, this was the exact hairline crack — because the CC&Rs referenced the Bylaws of the Association, which were a separate document, and because expedited enforcement was about to fall on a woman next door for the crime of planting tomatoes, he found that he wanted, with a specificity that surprised him, to actually understand the machine. Not to do anything about it. He wasn't going to do anything about it. But he had spent thirty-four years refusing to operate any system he didn't understand — you did not fly an airplane you hadn't read the book on — this was not a philosophy, it was the floor — and he was living inside a system now, paying eighteen thousand dollars of potential exposure to a system, being governed by a system, and he did not understand it, and that, more than the flamingo, more than Frank's red yarn, more than the woman next door, was the thing he could not sit with.
There was a board meeting Thursday. It said so on the community calendar magneted to his refrigerator, the one that had come in the welcome packet, the one he'd never had reason to consult. Monthly Meeting of the Board of Directors, Thursday, 7:00 PM, Clubhouse. All residents welcome. Open to residents. He could go and sit in the back and listen and understand how the thing worked, the enforcement, the certification, the money, all of it, and then he would understand it, and understanding it would be enough, understanding things had always been enough, it was the one appetite he'd been able to feed his whole life just by paying attention.
He put the CC&Rs back on the shelf, squared to the edge.
He would go Thursday. Just to understand the rules. He'd sit in the back. He'd say nothing. He'd be home by eight-thirty.
Across the cul-de-sac, through the kitchen window, the flamingo stood on the corner lawn in the four o'clock light, and next door — he could hear it, faintly, through two walls and a driveway — the woman was cooking. He could smell it, actually, if he was honest, something with garlic in it going in a pan, drifting over on the small breeze, the first cooking smell that had reached this house since he'd owned it, and Grady Hollis stood at his own counter with his hand flat on the closed CC&Rs and found that he was hungry, plainly and simply hungry, in a way he had not been in a long while, and did not, for once, know exactly what for.






  
  Chapter 4: Six Counts


Mari read the notice a fourth time at the kitchen counter with a knife in her hand, because she cooked when she was angry and she was going to be angry for a while, so she'd started a sauce. 
The onions were already going, low and slow in the good olive oil she'd hauled from Ohio because you could not buy it here, and she diced garlic against the board in a fast clean chatter that was less about the garlic than about the sound, and she read the six counts out loud to the empty kitchen the way you'd read charges at an arraignment.
"Count one." The knife came down. "Removal of Association-approved landscaping without written pre-approval of the Architectural Review Committee. So I can't dig up my own dead grass." Down. "Count two. Installation of non-approved plantings. The tomatoes are a crime." Down. "Count three." She had to squint at this one. "Construction of unapproved exterior structure — that's the raised bed, Barbara, that's four cedar boards, I've made croutons more structural than that." Down, down. "Count four, intent to install unapproved outdoor cooking apparatus, which — intent, they're citing me for intent, I haven't even unboxed the burner, somebody looked at my yard and predicted a crime — "
She stopped. She scraped the garlic into the pan off the flat of the blade and it hit the onions and hissed and the smell came up and she stood over it and breathed it and let it do the thing it did, which was make the world briefly bearable.
Counts five and six were procedural, the notice equivalent of piling on — failure to submit this, failure to obtain that — and at the bottom, in the smaller font, the part that had actually put the knife in her hand, was the line about the certification site visit and expedited enforcement and the words daily accruing fines commencing seventy-two hours from receipt unless the property was "restored to approved condition."
Restored. They wanted her to shovel the dirt back in. Put the dead grass back. Undig the one thing she'd done in four months that felt like standing up.
She added the tomatoes — the good canned ones, another thing you couldn't buy here — and crushed them into the pan with her hand because a spoon was for people who weren't upset, and she thought about the number. Daily fines. She'd read the fee schedule in the CC&Rs last night, standing up, the way you read a ransom note, and the fines started at a number that was insulting and escalated to a number that was frightening, and she had a settlement that was enough and was not infinite, and the whole cold engineering of it came clear to her as the sauce came together: they didn't need her to comply. They needed her to be expensive to herself. They'd just let the meter run until the math did what Barbara's warning hadn't.
"Well," Mari told the sauce. "The math can go to hell too."
The math, it turned out, had an opposition party, and the opposition party started showing up at her door.
The first was a man named Walter — older, gentle, a cardigan in Florida in May, which told her something before he said a word — who stood on her step holding a foil-covered plate as though it were a passport into a country he wasn't sure would take him.
"I heard you got six," Walter said. "I brought you a — it's just a lemon cake, it's from a mix, my wife used to — " He stopped. He looked at the plate. "I brought you a cake."
Mari, who had spent thirty years being the one who fed people and had forgotten, somewhere in the last four months, what it was to be fed, took the cake, and something in her chest did a thing she didn't have time for, so she covered it the way she covered everything. "Walter. Come see the crime scene." And she walked him around the side to the bed, and Walter looked at the turned earth and the string and the little green flags where she'd marked the tomato rows, and his gentle face did something complicated.
"They fined me too," he said. "This spring. I put in a rosebush. By the front walk. Just the one." He wasn't looking at her now, he was looking at the dirt. "It was Ruth's favorite. The — a Don Juan, it's a climber, red. She'd wanted one at the old house and we never — so I put it in. After." He cleared his throat. "It wasn't on the palette. The approved. And Eleanor — the Committee — they sent a notice, and I didn't submit the form in time because I didn't know there was a form, and by the time it all — " He made a small helpless gesture that took in the rosebush, the form, the fine, the whole apparatus. "It's gone now. I took it out. It was cheaper to take it out."
Mari looked at this man in his cardigan who had dug up the rose he'd planted for his dead wife because it was cheaper to grieve inside the plant palette, and she felt the anger change temperature — from the hot fast kind she could cook off into a sauce to the other kind, the low banked kind that didn't burn off, that you kept.
"Walter," she said. "You're going to help me plant tomatoes."
"I don't think we're allowed."
"I know we're not allowed." She was already walking him toward the shed. "That's the point, honey. Grab the trowel."
By Thursday afternoon there'd been others. A retired teacher named Linda who brought nothing but sat on the porch step and asked good questions and looked at the notice for a long time and said, in a voice that was warm right up until it wasn't, "They're going to have to be very careful, doing this, right before an inspection. Fining a newcomer into the ground. That's not a good look for a premier community. That's the kind of thing that gets talked about." A couple named the Reyeses who'd gotten cited last year for a basketball hoop their grandkids used twice a year. A man named Doug who arrived like a one-man parade and pronounced the garden "the most compelling thing to happen in this community since the clubhouse flooded" and offered, unprompted, to "handle staging" if she ever "wanted to make a moment of it," and Mari didn't fully understand what he was offering but understood that she'd acquired a press agent.
She hadn't asked for any of them. That was the thing she kept snagging on, wiping down the counter after they'd gone, the porch littered with the crumbs of a lemon cake from a mix. She'd come here to be nobody. She'd come here to cook for herself and answer to no one and build a life so small and so entirely her own that no court, no husband, no anyone could ever again get their name on the paperwork and sell it out from under her. And four days in she had a kitchen full of other people's grief and a garden that had somehow become everyone's, and it felt — she made herself say it straight — it felt good, it felt like a full house on a Saturday night, and that was exactly the thing she didn't trust, because the last time she'd let a full house feel like home she'd signed the paperwork in year two and believed it was just paperwork.
Linda, leaving, had paused at the bottom of the steps. "There's a board meeting tonight," she'd said, light, not pushing, a teacher setting a book on a desk and walking away from it. "Open to residents. Seven o'clock." And then she'd gone, and left the book on the desk, and Mari had looked at it there all afternoon.
She wasn't going to speak. She'd go and sit in the back and see who these people were, the Committee, the Eleanor, and understand what she was up against before she decided anything. She'd be home by eight-thirty.
She put the sauce in a jar for later and washed the knife and went to change out of the apron, and did not, changing, examine why her hands were fast on the buttons or why she'd caught herself, twice, deciding what to wear to a zoning meeting.
The clubhouse smelled of carpet and coffee urn, and Mari picked the back row, and she'd been in it about ninety seconds when the man from the lanai sat down two chairs over.
She knew him at once — the coffee-mug wave, the corner house's neighbor, the still one who'd watched her dig for three hours and said all of four words about the flamingo. Up close he was tall and squared-away in a pressed shirt, gray at the temples, with the contained stillness of a man who'd spent his life being calm on purpose, and he had a manila folder on his knee, an actual folder, and he was reading the agenda in it with the attention most people gave a will.
"You brought a folder," Mari said. She couldn't help it. Four months of holding her tongue and it turned out she'd used up the whole supply.
He looked over. "There was one on the table by the door."
"There was a stack of paper by the door. You made it a folder."
"It keeps the paper together." He said it perfectly evenly, no defense in it, a man stating the function of a folder, and it was so exactly the answer she'd have written for him that she almost laughed and caught it in time, because she was angry, she was here angry, and she wasn't going to be charmed out of it by a tall drink of tap water with a filing system.
"You're the one next door," she said. "You watched me dig for three hours."
"Two and a half. You took a break."
"You timed me."
"I noticed the break," he said. "It was hot. It was a reasonable break." And he went back to his agenda, and Mari sat there with her whole prepared fury sitting uselessly in her lap, because you couldn't get a fight going with a man who wouldn't hold up his end, and she'd have found that admirable in absolutely anyone she wasn't currently at war with the entire concept of.
"They gave me six violations," she said, lower, testing.
Something moved behind his face — not much, he wasn't a man who gave you much — but she saw him decide how to answer, and she watched him choose the careful thing over the kind thing, and it landed exactly wrong.
"I saw the enforcement notice this morning," he said. "The certification visit's in three weeks. They're going to hold to the rules pretty hard until then. If you brought the yard back into compliance now, you'd probably stop the fines before they —"
"Bring it back." She said it too loud; a blue-haired head turned in the row ahead. She dropped her voice and it came out worse, cold. "You watched me dig that. And your advice is I fill it back in."
"My advice is the fines double every week," he said, still even, still reasonable, and that was the trouble, that was the exact trouble, he was being reasonable at her about the least reasonable thing that had ever happened to her. "I'm not saying it's right. I'm saying it's the system, and the system's going to —"
"You know what," Mari said, and stood up, and picked up her purse, and did not sit in the back row after all. "Enjoy your folder."
And she moved four rows forward and sat down next to Walter, on the side of the room where the people were, and did not look back at the still man with the manila folder, who had, for the record, been trying to help, and who had watched her walk away with the specific stillness of a man realizing he'd read an approach correctly and flown it into the ground anyway.
At the front, a small woman of about seventy stood up behind the folding table, and the room went quiet the way a room does when the actual authority arrives, no gavel needed. She was compact and upright in a linen blazer, reading glasses on a chain, and she surveyed the assembled residents over the top of them with the mild, total attention of someone who had spent a career watching people explain themselves and had believed almost none of them.
"We'll come to order," Eleanor Vance said, not loudly. She didn't need to be loud. "I see we have a good turnout. We so rarely have a good turnout. I'll assume that means either civic renewal or trouble, and experience obliges me to plan for trouble."
A ripple of laughter, nervous, affectionate. Mari did not laugh. Mari was watching the woman who'd fined Walter's rose into the ground and thinking she looked like somebody's favorite aunt and ran the room like a hanging judge.
"Before we begin," Eleanor said, taking up the agenda, "a reminder, since I'm told feelings are running high this season, and a newcomer or two has discovered the Architectural Review process the hard way." Her eye passed over the room, unhurried, and did not land on Mari, quite, which was somehow worse than if it







