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        Nature, with equal mind,

        Sees all her sons at play,

        Sees man control the wind,

        The wind sweep man away.
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          LOVELACE

        

      

    

    
      It was Meredith’s last night in Pennsylvania. Tomorrow she would make the long drive to Lovelace, Virginia.

      Restless with anticipation, she tossed and turned in bed for some time. She didn’t know how long it had taken her to fall asleep, but sometime in the middle of the night she was awakened by someone banging on the front door. She sat up in bed, her hand on her chest and her eyes wide open. The banging continued. She wasn’t sure what to do; she was frightened to answer it, but she worried that whoever was at her door was trying to impart to her an urgent message.

      She jumped out of bed and slipped into her bathrobe, then silently crept downstairs, wishing she had left a light on. Cautiously, trying not to make herself visible through the windows, she stepped to the front door and peered out through the peephole.

      It was Nick.

      Nearly fainting with joy and relief, she quickly unlocked the door and swung it open. He stood there in jeans and a white t-shirt, his blond hair windswept over his face, his eyes crinkled in the corners and his long lips straight and serious.

      “I’m so sorry, beautiful,” he said, his soft voice tender with affection. “Please take me back. I can’t live without you.”

      She flew to him, throwing her arms around his neck and pulling him into the house. She slammed the door with her foot, then wrapped her leg around him as she took his face in her hands and kissed him.

      “I love you,” he whispered, his lips at her ear. “Oh, Merry, I love you.”

      “I love you, Nick,” she breathed. Instantly her memories of him seemed real again, and she remembered vividly his touch, his smell, the sound of his sighs as he kissed her.

      His breaths were heavy, and his eyes were closed. His hands gripped her waist, and he lifted her up, prepared to carry her to her bedroom. She closed her eyes, hardly believing her greatest wish had come true.

      Suddenly she was back on the floor, and his delicious scent was different. It was a familiar scent, but she couldn’t place it. She opened her eyes, stunned to find that Nick had vanished.

      In his place was Adam.

      Meredith flew backward with shock, knocking into a small table and staring wide-eyed with horror.

      “Adam!” she cried. “What are you doing here?”

      Adam smiled, his boyish face full of fondness.

      “Honey,” he said. “I’ve missed you so much. You look so pretty.” He held out his hand for her. “I’ve come back to you. I couldn’t stay away from you. Please have me back.”

      Meredith stared at him. She said, “Where’s Nick?”

      Adam’s smile dulled. “Who’s Nick? Honey, it’s me. Come to me.”

      “No,” she said. She began to cry. “He was just here. Please, send him back.”

      Adam’s face turned sorrowful. “Meredith, honey. Please. I miss you. I came all the way back just to see you.”

      Meredith tearfully shook her head and backed away. Reaching the wall, she slid down to the floor and buried her face in her hands.

      “He’s left me again,” she cried, closing her eyes and weeping. “Please, Nick. Please, please come back to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Meredith opened her eyes. Her face was taut with terror. She felt unable to move, so she stared straight up at the ceiling, allowing her heartbeat time to slow to its normal speed.

      When she felt able, she turned her head. The clock on the nightstand told her it was just after two o’clock in the morning.

      She turned her head straight again and made an effort to slow her breathing. Her mind was in chaos. She lay numb for many minutes, letting the thoughts tumble around in her head until she was mentally exhausted. She felt herself drifting back into blackness, and she let it happen, knowing that she would be a wreck in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Meredith pulled into the driveway and stared at the house in front of her. It was a modestly sized bungalow house, trimmed all the way around with a flowerbed guarded by a scalloped border. Each window was adorned with a window box containing neat rows of pansies.

      She studied her new home with vague curiosity. In her backseat she carried some clothes and other essentials. Her movers should be arriving tomorrow with the rest of her things. In the meantime, she could begin making herself at home, once again in someone else’s house, with someone else’s furniture.

      Most of the houses in the neighborhood looked the same: well-trimmed, tidy, and cozy. Residents here had done their bests to keep them neat and make them pretty. Meredith thought the neighborhood looked quiet, peaceful, and safe. It would do.

      She stepped out of her car, letting her eyes absorb her new surroundings. It was a Sunday afternoon, and very few people were outside, despite the unusually cool weather. The summer had been hot, too hot for Meredith’s tastes, but today a light breeze graced the air, blowing wistfully through the trees and offering relief from the merciless sun.

      Nothing left to do but enter the house, she grabbed her suitcase from the backseat and walked up the stone walkway, the grass around it neatly trimmed, and up the four wooden front steps. Meredith now felt a surge of delight as she examined the splendid porch. She stepped toward the side of the house and took note of the wooden swing, the wrought iron table, and the plants that sat on stands everywhere she looked, their luscious green fronds cascading to the floor. A smile crossed her lips. She took the key in her hand and put it to the doorknob, a shimmer of excitement finally reaching her heart as she wondered what the rest of the house contained.

      Everything about the house spoke of careful, diligent maintenance, including the heavy oak front door, the center of which was a large window covered by a crisp white curtain. Meredith opened the door, first noticing the shimmer of the hardwood floor, then the soft pastels of the Persian rugs, then the graceful curves of the tasteful antique furniture. Surprise and relief swept over her. She hadn’t cared what the house looked like, but now that she saw how lovely it was, she certainly wouldn’t complain.

      She rolled her suitcase inside. The kitchen was to her right. The dining room appeared to be beyond that. The living room was to her left. In front of her was a steep staircase, softened by a floral stair runner. She decided to bring her suitcase upstairs to the bedroom and then explore the downstairs.

      The primary bedroom was to the left of the staircase. It was decorated modestly, with a taupe carpet and white walls. Prints of watercolor paintings hung around the room. Meredith felt a rush of delight when she saw the bed: it was a heavy mahogany sleigh bed.

      A bathroom was to her right. It was small but sufficient, clean and white. A window made it light and airy. Meredith nodded to herself, satisfied so far.

      The house had two guest rooms, which straddled the short hallway on the other side of the staircase. Meredith glanced inside, noticing the sparse but handsome furniture and floral bedspreads.

      Downstairs she glanced over the living room, which boasted a wide stone fireplace. The room was uncluttered and elegant, with red drapes tied back on either side of the three tall windows.

      She walked through the living room to another short hallway, finding herself in a tidy family room. She then explored the dining room and spacious kitchen, where she was happy to discover modern appliances and sleek countertops and cabinets. A large island sat in the middle of the room.

      Meredith sat down on a bar stool in front of the island, her arms folded across her chest. She closed her eyes and imagined Nick coming up from behind her and wrapping his hands around her waist, tucking her hair behind her ear. Her heart beat painfully faster as she envisioned herself in his arms, the soft crinkling of his eyes, the way his hair had fallen over his temples. She opened her eyes, determined not to focus on the past today.

      Looking around the house, she felt very alone. As she forced herself to move, she glanced around the room and noticed a basket hanging on the wall, filled with papers. Upon closer inspection, she realized they were menus. She flipped through them until she found one for a Chinese restaurant that delivered. She dialed the number and ordered dinner, which she ate in front of the TV in the family room, hoping the noise would simulate the effect of company.

      After dinner, she sat with the cartons in front of her. She was bored. None of her books had arrived yet. She decided she would go out and treat herself to a new book.

      She cleaned up her dinner and snatched her keys off the island in the kitchen before she had a chance to talk herself out of it, then headed to her car. It was a lovely summer evening, cool enough to be comfortable but not enough to require a jacket. She hopped into her car, found a bookstore with her GPS, and pulled resolutely out of the driveway.

      She bought a cup of coffee at the bookstore’s café and strolled around, picking up books here and there and putting them down after reading the back covers. She unenthusiastically flipped through a Washington, DC travel guide, her eye catching a page devoted to The Spring House, a restaurant with a long waiting list that she always had wanted to go to; to cheer herself, she resolved to make it there some day soon. She browsed the new release and bestseller tables but found nothing that appealed to her. Glancing up, she saw couples holding hands and whispering together with happy faces. Suddenly she had no interest in a new book. She threw her coffee into a trash can at the door and left.

      She arrived back home at around eight o’clock. The sun hadn’t yet set, the days quite long now, and fireflies blinked all around her. Though sad, she felt slightly more at peace. If she had to move on and endure life without Nick, starting from scratch in a new place, she’d might as well do it here, where she could enjoy a pretty house and quiet neighborhood.

      She was just getting ready to walk into the house when she heard someone calling to her from next door. She lifted her face to the air and peered around the front of the house. A woman was walking toward her, across the lawns.

      The woman’s face wore a kind smile. She was pretty, with chocolate-colored hair falling to her chin. Her wide smile had narrowed her eyes, making her appear sincere and approachable. She wore a knee-length denim skirt and a black sweater. Meredith liked her instantly.

      “Hi there,” the woman called to her as she crossed Meredith’s lawn. Her voice was melodic and pleasant. She held out her hand in greeting. “I’m Jodi O’Reilly, your next-door neighbor.”

      “Hi, Jodi,” Meredith responded with a smile. “I’m Meredith Beck. Nice to meet you.”

      “Welcome to the neighborhood,” Jodi said, gesturing at the houses with a sweep of her arm. “I think you’ll like it here. We’re a friendly bunch.”

      “I’m so happy to hear that.” Suddenly Meredith was feeling better. “Thank you.”

      “Did you arrive today?”

      “Yes, a few hours ago.”

      “We’ve been waiting to find out who was going to move in while Grace and Frank went on their long second honeymoon,” Jodi said brightly. “My husband Mitch has been peeking out the window all day.”

      Meredith laughed. “I promise you, I’m not that interesting.”

      “Well, we’re glad to have you just the same.”

      “I appreciate that. So you live next door?”

      “Yes. It’s Mitch and me and our three boys.”

      “You must keep busy. I’m sure you never sleep.”

      “Not in about seven years.”

      They laughed.

      “So are you here by yourself?” Jodi asked.

      “Yes,” Meredith replied, her face losing some of its luster.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Jodi said, and frowned. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Meredith said, forcing herself to smile. “I guess I need to start accepting it. It’s been about four months since we broke up.”

      “Well, I certainly hope you’re happy here,” Jodi said, touching Meredith’s arm. “We’ve been living here for almost ten years. We love it.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’ve moved around so much and been through so many changes in the last few years. Hopefully this will begin to feel like home soon.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Meredith saw a man approaching. He was tall, with brown wavy hair and a friendly smile. Jodi noticed Meredith’s eyes following something behind her, and she turned.

      “Oh, there you are,” she said, greeting the man, and turned to Meredith again. “Meredith, this is my husband Mitch. Mitch, this is Meredith Beck, our new neighbor.”

      “Hi, how are you?” Mitch said genially, and held out his hand.

      Meredith shook it and smiled. “Doing well, thanks.”

      Mitch turned to Jodi. “Honey, Ethan needs help with his science project. He says you have the sheet with all the rules.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Meredith, it was so nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll see you again really soon.”

      “I’ll be looking forward to it,” Meredith said, grateful to have made her first acquaintances. “Thanks for coming over.”

      The O’Reillys turned and headed home. Meredith stood on the front porch wondering what to do next. Not thinking of anything, she went to sleep early, lying in bed until the sun went fully down, wishing Nick were beside her and wondering if he was watching the sun set too.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke the next morning feeling depressed and unmotivated. She rose from bed and dressed only because she knew the movers were coming; had it not been for that, she felt she would have been content to spend the day in bed.

      The movers arrived at nine o’clock as promised. Meredith did not have any furniture, only boxes, and the movers were not there long. She asked them to drop the boxes of books in the living room; everything else she had them bring down to the basement, where they would be out of the way until she decided she needed them, if such a time ever were to arrive.

      They were out of the house by ten o’clock. Meredith was officially moved in.

      The first item she unpacked was Vince’s watercolor, the one she had framed, the one he had given her so long ago. Yesterday as she explored the house she’d eyed a few places to put it. Today, as she held it in her hands, she decided that it should once again go in the kitchen: it was a room she’d spend a lot of time in, the room that would most feel like home. In the corner was a bookshelf that housed Frank and Grace’s cookbooks. Meredith placed the watercolor on the top shelf, at eye level, and stood back, satisfied. This watercolor had come to represent not only Vince’s talent and potential but also the love of their grandmother Josephine, who had encouraged Vince in his art. Meredith would see it every day, a reminder of the love in her life.

      Having nothing better to do, she then sat on the floor of the living room and went through her books, still unsure of what she would do with them but feeling somewhat comforted by their presence.

      She opened several boxes and scanned the contents, flipping through a few and making mental notes of what she wanted to reread. Before long she came across one that made her stop and stare. She held it in her hands: it was her copy of John Keats’s poetry.

      She noticed a bookmark stuck inside, toward the end of the book, and opened to the page marked. The bookmark was a piece of white scrap paper, probably one he had found lying around the house. But on the paper, he had written, “I love you.”

      She couldn’t imagine when he had done this, or why; he must have done it with a little grin, not knowing when she would find it but waiting patiently, anticipating that one day she would stride up to him holding it, a smile on her face, and tell him she loved him too.

      It was precisely the kind of thing he would do, Meredith thought—selfless, subtle, playful, and totally unexpected.

      She replaced the bookmark where she had found it, put the book on the floor, and wept with her face in her hands.

      The doorbell rang, startling her. She wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. Peering out through the curtain on the door, she saw Jodi, wearing a blue sundress, standing on the front porch, in her hands a plate covered with foil.

      She took a deep breath and opened the door. Jodi’s face wore a warm, wide smile.

      “Hi there,” she said jovially. “I come bearing muffins.”

      “Oh,” Meredith exclaimed, a little too dramatically in her attempt to appear cheerful. “You’re very kind!”

      Jodi’s smile faded as she registered Meredith’s grim face and red eyes. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Meredith sighed. “I don’t know if it would make me feel better or worse,” she said, sniffling. “You’re welcome to come in, though. Can I get you some coffee?”

      Jodi stepped inside and noticed the boxes of books on the floor of the living room.

      “Wow. I didn’t think anyone had more books than I did.”

      “Are you a reader?”

      “Yes. Right now I’m rereading To Kill a Mockingbird.”

      “That’s one of my favorites. I teach it every year.”

      “You’re a teacher?”

      “Yes. I’ll be teaching English at Dover Academy.”

      “Dover Academy. That’s a great school. Good for you for landing that job.”

      “I taught in the Philadelphia location last year. I was lucky; my principal put in a good word.”

      Meredith took the muffins from Jodi’s hands and placed them on the coffee table. Then she went into the kitchen, returning moments later with two cups of coffee.

      “So that’s where you’re from? Philadelphia?”

      “Outside Philadelphia, yes. I grew up there and returned last year after a long time away.”

      Jodi thanked her for the coffee and sat on the floor, folding her legs daintily to the side. She peered into the boxes in front of her.

      “I’ve never read this,” she said, picking up a copy of Jane Eyre. “Dirty little secret—don’t tell anyone.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Meredith promised with a smile as she joined her on the floor.

      “Say, Meredith,” Jodi said. “Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight? We’ll probably grill out. The more the merrier.”

      “That’s sweet of you. I’d love to come.”

      “Great,” Jodi said, and smiled.

      Meredith smiled too, feeling more at ease. “So how old are your boys?”

      “Eight, six, and four. They’re all in camp right now. Cory, my youngest, I have to pick up at noon. I’ll try to sneak in some work before then.”

      “What do you do for work?”

      “I make jewelry. I sell it online and at craft fairs.”

      “Oh, how wonderful! I’m impressed.”

      “Well, it’s just something I got into for fun, but I realized I could bring in some extra cash doing it. Once Cory started going to school, I figured I’d might as well go all the way with it.”

      “What did you do before having kids?”

      “I was in advertising. I liked it well enough, but making jewelry has always been a dream of mine.”

      Meredith’s eyebrows rose with interest. She couldn’t help but feel comfortable in Jodi’s presence. Already she admired her, raising three boys with a business on the side, having given up a successful job to follow her passions. The happy, relaxed aura about her made Meredith temporarily forget her troubles.

      They chatted amicably for some time. Finally they both stood. Meredith promised to join the O’Reillys at six o’clock that night, and Jodi smiled and waved goodbye as she left to pick up her son from camp.
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        * * *

      

      Meredith whipped together a peach cobbler to bring to the O’Reillys’ house that night. At six o’clock sharp, she walked up the steps to their front porch and rang the bell. The door was opened by a child wearing nothing but his underpants and a cowboy hat.

      “Ira, come here!” Jodi’s voice bellowed from down the hall. “Sorry,” she said to Meredith as she nudged her son out of view. “He’s too quick for me sometimes.”

      “Not to worry,” Meredith assured her, stifling a giggle as the near naked child picked a toy guitar up off the floor, strummed a few discordant notes, and ran off.

      “He thinks he’s a cowboy,” Jodi said.

      “It looks like he’s well on his way.”

      Jodi led her inside. The house looked tidy but lived in, much like Tara’s. Thinking of Tara, Meredith grew a little sad, and she vowed to call her that night.

      “Come on in,” Jodi was saying as she led Meredith down the hall, where the kitchen and dining room blended into each other at the back of the house. “Mitch is already outside grilling. Would you like a drink? Wine?”

      Meredith accepted a glass of wine and followed Jodi outside. Her three children—Ethan, Ira (now fully dressed), and Cory—were playing on a swing set in the backyard. Mitch was flipping burgers and vegetables on the grill, which sat on a stone patio overlooking the backyard. He waved to Meredith with a smile and turned back to his grilling.

      “Thank you so much for having me,” Meredith said. “I appreciate the company.”

      “We’re glad to have you. I couldn’t stand the thought of you sitting in that house all by yourself tonight, being so new here.”

      Meredith watched the boys playing. They were chasing each other, shrieking with delight.

      “When do you start school, Meredith?”

      “I have to set up my room tomorrow. Orientation is Friday, but that’s only a half day. I see each class for ten minutes so I can distribute their books and assign their homework. The first day of school is next Tuesday, the day after Labor Day.”

      Mitch transferred the food onto plates and invited them all to sit down. Mitch, Jodi, and Meredith sat at a large glass table on the patio; the boys sat at a smaller table on the lawn.

      “So, Meredith,” Mitch asked. “Have you met any of the other neighbors?”

      “No, you’re the first.”

      “Well,” Jodi said, “we’re having a big birthday bash for Mitch the weekend after Labor Day. Of course we’d love to have you. Whoever you don’t meet in the next couple of weeks, you’ll be sure to meet then.”

      “We should introduce her to Delia,” Mitch told his wife. Turning to Meredith, he said, “She was a teacher too, before she retired.”

      “Delia lives two doors down from us,” Jodi added. “She’s lived here a long time. Her husband passed away years ago.”

      “And of course there’s Liz and Chris.”

      “The Thompsons. They’re good friends of ours,” Jodi explained, turning to Meredith once again. “They live right across the street from us. They have a daughter about Cory’s age.”

      “Then there’s Wes, but he won’t be home for another week or so.”

      “Wes is your neighbor across the street, Meredith. He’s an attorney and occasionally has to travel for cases. He’s been in Richmond for about two weeks now. He’s divorced.”

      Meredith absorbed all this information in silence, feeling simultaneously overwhelmed and excited. She took a sip of wine and glanced at Jodi. Jodi was looking at her with a funny expression.

      Meredith smiled awkwardly, not sure if she was imagining the concentration she sensed in Jodi’s face. She seemed to be thinking very hard.

      “Yes,” Jodi said finally, taking a long sip of wine. “I hope Wes is back in time for the party.” When she lowered the glass from her lips, there was the hint of a grin there.

      The three new friends enjoyed a pleasant dinner outside in a cool summer breeze, discussing books, current events, and career choices. Jodi went inside to retrieve Meredith’s cobbler, and both she and Mitch nodded with satisfaction.

      “Meredith, this is amazing,” Jodi said. “Where did you get the recipe?”

      “Oh, I just threw this together.”

      “Well, you’ll have to tell me how you did it. If you don’t mind, of course.”

      “No problem,” Meredith said, and smiled.

      Meredith stayed a little longer and then excused herself to go back home, thanking them and saying goodbye to the boys, who she doubted had ever even noticed her presence to begin with. Back at the house, she turned off the lights downstairs and sat on her front porch looking around the neighborhood. Wes’s house was dark except for the light outside his door; the landscaping was sparse but tidy. The front of Liz and Chris’s house was bright with voluptuous flowers and wind chimes. This was her home now; these would be the sights before her, every day, for the foreseeable future. Soon she herself would be part of the usual landscape. And then he would truly be gone.

      A moment of panic seized her; she inhaled deeply, and it subsided. She knew she wouldn’t always feel an outsider, but it seemed so hard to believe.

      She sat for a while until she grew tired and lonely, too dejected even to call Tara. Then she went inside, locked the door, and climbed the staircase, once again not forgetting that she was doing so alone.
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        * * *

      

      Meredith did not fall asleep easily that night. She lay in bed for some time, on her back, her eyes closed, pretending Nick was on top of her. She raised her knees in the air and placed her feet flat on the bed, and spread her legs. She lay there motionless, her arms straight and her hands resting at her sides, the only movement that of her chest as it heaved up and down, her heart beating rapidly as she relived their time together in her mind.

      She wondered if he was being tormented by memories just as she was. She imagined him lying in bed aching for her the way she did for him, tossing and turning and sighing in agony. This vision of him made her miss him even more.
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          NEW

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning, Meredith went to her new school to meet with her principal and set up her classroom. She dressed in a cool blue dress shirt with slacks and high heels, picked up her work bag and a big box of supplies from the floor of the living room, and headed out the door. She felt the familiar anxiety of starting a new school year. She wouldn’t be teaching today, but she would see her principal for the first time since her interview and undoubtedly would meet many of her colleagues as well.

      She arrived early and sat in the car concentrating before venturing inside. She was nervous. She had taken this job without knowing too much about the school, and she had not yet met the head of the English department, Katrina Vasquez, who had not been in town during her interview. Though her principal, Nancy Zales, had seemed approachable and accommodating, Meredith had sensed that she would not have with her the personal relationship she had had with her former principal.

      Her heart fluttering in her chest, Meredith took a deep breath and assumed an air of confidence. She climbed out of the car and opened the back door, taking her box in her arms and closing the door with a loud thud. The sound of the door slamming drew the attention of a man a few cars down, who was retrieving his own work bag from the passenger’s side of his own car.

      “Hello there,” he said, his voice friendly and upbeat. He was tall, with a lean frame. His hair was short, almost black but with a touch of gray at the temples. His stylish suit looked new. “Who are you?”

      “Hi,” Meredith responded with a smile. “I’m Meredith Beck, the new English teacher.”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve heard about you. You’re the one from Philadelphia.”

      “That’s right. I taught for a year at our branch up there, but before that I taught at Tidwell in New York.”

      “I’m Henry Albright. I teach math here.”

      “Nice to meet you, Henry.”

      “And you, as well. A great pleasure.” His eyes sparkled.

      Oh, heaven help me, Meredith thought gloomily. Please not another overly zealous math teacher.

      Henry continued, “I’ve been to Tidwell. My husband, Jay Waters, used to teach history up there. He’s since moved down here; he’s teaching down the road at Carlisle.”

      “Oh!” Meredith exclaimed, both relieved and surprised. “I know Jay. Our time in New York overlapped by a year. He’s a very nice man. All the students adored him. They knew he was tough but fair.”

      “That’s Jay.”

      “How long have you been teaching here?”

      “This will be my fourth year.”

      “How do you like it?”

      Meredith thought she sensed a smirk creep onto Henry’s face. He said, “It’s all right. The students work hard. You have the occasional incident, but you’ll find that pretty much anywhere.”

      “How do you find Nancy Zales?” Meredith asked, braving the question. She didn’t want to appear too nervous or too nosy, but she felt she could trust Henry.

      “Nancy will back you. She doesn’t take any crap from students. But behind closed doors she’s a bit abrasive. Just don’t piss her off, and you’ll be fine.”

      Meredith pursed her lips. That wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement. She wondered what kinds of things annoyed her new principal and hoped she could avoid doing them.

      “You’ll love Katrina, though,” Henry continued. “She’s terrific. You can have a real conversation with her. She’s smart and honest, and she gets the job done.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Meredith said, perking up. “Do you have much trouble with cheating here?”

      “It’s definitely become more of a problem. Ask Katrina. I know it’s something she’s been worried about.”

      They entered the school, which clearly was in the advanced stages of preparation for a new year. Bulletin boards were half built, and desks were in the hallway to allow room for the final cleaning of classroom floors.

      “You’ll want to stop by Nancy’s office first,” Henry told her. “Do you remember where it is?”

      “Yes,” Meredith replied, smiling.

      “All right, then,” said Henry, returning her smile. He extended his hand. “It was nice to meet you, Meredith. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you.”

      “You too, Henry,” she said, shaking his hand. “Thanks for the tips.”

      They turned and went their separate ways.

      Meredith paused outside Nancy’s office, then sucked in her breath and knocked politely. A voice from within told her to enter.

      “Hi, Nancy,” Meredith said pleasantly as she stepped inside.

      “Oh, hi, Meredith,” Nancy Zales said, looking up from a stack of papers on her desk. She was standing in front of her chair, her long finger pointed downward to keep her place while she was reading. She was tall and poised, wearing a gray suit and purple blouse. Her once blond hair was streaked with gray; she wore it pulled back into an austere bun.

      “I hope your move went well. Let’s get you to your classroom.”

      Nancy walked swiftly to Meredith’s classroom, Meredith struggling to keep up. They stepped inside, and Meredith looked around. It was a comfortable-looking room, the windows facing the cheerful morning sun and the walls freshly painted. Meredith’s desk sat catty-corner on the far side of the room. The students’ desks sat in neat rows. In the back of the room was a blank bulletin board, covered with fresh white paper, ready to be created. The room was light, airy, and pleasant.

      “Here are your class lists,” Nancy said, handing her some papers, “and some other odds and ends. Here are the student and teacher handbooks. Please read them over and let me know if you have any questions. Here’s a plan book. Katrina will need to see it every Monday.”

      “Thanks, Nancy,” Meredith responded, taking everything handed to her.

      “I told you when you interviewed that each class has been assigned summer reading. Have you planned the corresponding assignments?”

      “Yes,” Meredith said, eager to begin discussing her ideas. “I’d like to see where we are with organization skills and argument planning, so I’m going to assign each class a critical essay.”

      “That won’t work,” Nancy responded with a frown. “We like to get the students going with a creative project, to let them express themselves before we begin cracking down.”

      “Oh,” Meredith said, disappointed. “Okay. I was hoping to start strong, to let them know what kind of work they’ll be doing all year, but I’m flexible.”

      “Katrina is here somewhere,” Nancy said as she glanced at her watch, ignoring Meredith’s comment. “I’ll find her and send her down.” She extended her hand. “Good to see you again, Meredith. Good luck setting up today. And feel free to ask me any questions.”

      “Thanks,” Meredith said, shaking her hand.

      Nancy strode from the room, Meredith staring after her with raised eyebrows.

      Meredith put Nancy out of her mind and began unpacking her box, filing her papers into the drawers of her desk and placing some books on the shelf by the window. She began hanging her bulletin board and was progressing quickly when she was interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Hello,” said a pleasant voice. “Meredith Beck?”

      “Yes,” Meredith said, stepping down from the chair she was standing on to reach the top of the bulletin board. She extended her hand. “Katrina Vasquez?”

      “That’s right.” Katrina smiled. Her friendly face, with her large eyes and full pink lips, was carefully made up. She was dressed in a black pants suit with a red blouse underneath, which complemented her curvy figure. “It’s nice to meet you. Glad to have you on board.”

      “Thank you,” Meredith responded, returning Katrina’s smile. “It’s nice to meet you too. I hear good things about you from Henry Albright.”

      “Ah, Henry,” Katrina said, her smile widening. “He’s one of our treasures. He and I have become good friends. We try to meet for dinner and drinks on Fridays after school. You should join us.”

      “Thanks, Katrina. I appreciate that.”

      Katrina and Meredith discussed policies and philosophies of the English department and of the school, and Meredith was relieved to learn that they felt similarly on most issues, from curriculum to student crises.

      “Don’t let Nancy scare you,” Katrina warned her, lowering her voice. “If you have a problem with something, talk to me first.”

      They chatted a few minutes longer, and Katrina left her, saying she would see her again on Friday. Meredith finished her work, took a glance around her new room, gathered her things, shut off the lights, and walked out to her car.
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        * * *

      

      Meredith spent the next two days begrudgingly moving her boxes of books from the living room to the family room, reading over her lesson plans, and sitting on her porch observing the neighborhood. Thursday night she was invited to join the O’Reillys and the Thompsons for dinner at Liz and Chris’s house. It was a lively group, everyone drinking wine, laughing, and sharing stories. The children played raucously in the playroom while the adults chatted. Meredith at first felt like a third wheel but eventually joined in the laughter and appreciated the company. She enjoyed her new neighbors and felt grateful that they had so warmly welcomed her into their lives.

      Liz and Chris wished everyone a good night as they stood in the doorway and waved, their arms around each other. Meredith waved back and thanked them, then walked across the street to her own house. She climbed the staircase without pause and prepared for bed. She had a big day tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Meredith had begun many new school years in more than one new school, but she was especially anxious about this job. Pulling into the parking lot, she took a few deep breaths and climbed out of the car, messenger bag over her shoulder, and walked toward the school.

      It was bustling. Students in crisp new uniforms jostled each other with excitement, new backpacks slung over their shoulders and notebooks in hand. The mood was tense with promise and expectation. Meredith nodded and smiled at several curious students whose eyes rested on her as she walked down the hall until she arrived at her classroom. She arranged her books and papers on her desk and stood awaiting her first class. She had ten minutes with each class, during which time she would introduce herself, distribute her syllabus, discuss what they could expect to learn this year, and assign her first homework. Her first class would be sophomores.

      The bell rang, and within moments her first students began trickling in. They watched her with curiosity. Some of them smiled; some of them looked away anxiously, afraid to be too friendly too soon.

      Meredith believed a class’s tenor often could be determined the moment everyone was seated. Some classes were more challenging than others, some more motivated, or more thoughtful. Meredith had a positive feeling about this class. They looked up at her with patient expectation as they received their books and papers.

      Encouraged, she awaited her next class, her seniors. This class was gearing up for college and therefore would be more likely to make quick connections with her by asking for recommendations, advice, and support. They were chatty and friendly, asking her many questions and smiling at her responses. So far Meredith was feeling hopeful. She was beginning to look forward to the year.

      Her third class, freshmen, entered tentatively, looking like babies compared to the seniors who had just left. Meredith loved freshmen, who in her view entered as children but left as high schoolers, more confident and capable and ready to embark on the rest of their education with skills she had taught them. This group did not say much, their faces blank and inscrutable. She decided she would have to make them more comfortable before they would open up with her.

      Finally, Meredith awaited her juniors, always her favorite class. Juniors studied American literature, and Meredith enjoyed the lively discussions connecting their work to historical events. Juniors were excited to begin their college journeys. She had looked forward all day to meeting this class.

      As soon as the first juniors entered the room, Meredith sensed a shift in atmosphere. Hiding her unease behind a welcoming smile, she studied their faces as they huddled together staring at her and whispering, leaving her smile largely unreturned. She had dealt with difficult classes before, and she was prepared to put in the extra effort to reach them, but it could be delicate, uncertain work. She tried not to judge before the class even began, though, and when the bell rang for her ten minutes to start, she greeted them with upbeat enthusiasm.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” she said brightly, going out of her way to try to counteract the dark mood. “How is your day going so far?”

      Her question was met with mild grumbling. The students sat completely still, some staring at her, some gazing downward at their desks.

      “Welcome to American literature,” she went on, as if they had answered. “I’m really looking forward to this class and to getting to know all of you.”

      Nothing. One or two students looked vaguely interested, but otherwise, her comments were ignored.

      Meredith rubbed her lips together. Okay then, she said to herself, and jumped into her routine.

      She began her introduction, distributing her syllabus and telling them briefly about herself. She handed out their textbooks and gave them an overview of what their course of study would look like. Finally it was time to inform them of their first homework assignment.

      She distributed a handout explaining the assignment and passed the papers to the first student in each row. “Over the summer, you were asked to read a selection of poetry, Spoon River Anthology by Edgar Lee Masters. For Tuesday, I would like you to write your own poem in the style of the poet.”

      Meredith turned back toward her desk to deposit the extra handouts. From behind her, she heard a female voice, quiet but angry: “This is bullshit.”

      Meredith’s face grew red, and she turned around, her eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

      Nobody said anything. All faces were blank.

      Meredith said, “Perhaps the person who has such a strong opinion about this assignment would like to talk to me about it, so I might respond to your concerns.”

      Still, there was silence.

      The bell rang, signaling the end of class. All students rose.

      “Just a minute,” Meredith said, raising her voice above the din of chairs scraping against the floor.

      Everyone sat down.

      Meredith paused until the room was silent. “Class is over when I dismiss you.”

      She paused again. She could see the students fuming behind annoyed faces.

      “You can go. Have a good weekend.”

      The students stood and left, nobody thanking her or saying goodbye.

      Meredith frowned as she collected her papers and books and organized them into her messenger bag. She tried to look on the bright side. It was one class out of four, and it was only the first day.

      There was a knock at her door. Katrina entered, her smiling face drawing Meredith out of her gloom.

      “How did it go?” Katrina asked.

      “Very well, except for the juniors.” She told her what happened.

      “That’s awful,” Katrina said with a frown. “Not a fun way to start the year.”

      “They’re just trying to test me. They’ll warm up soon enough.”

      They walked out to the parking lot together, stopping by Henry’s classroom to pick him up on the way.

      As they dropped her off at her car, Katrina said, “Henry and I are going to grab some lunch. Would you like to join us?”

      Meredith accepted gratefully and followed them to a nearby restaurant. For the second time in two days, she forgot her worries in the company of delightful new friends.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning, Meredith drove home to Pennsylvania to see her parents, whom she hadn’t seen in over a year, and Tara. She spent little over an hour listening to her parents tell stories of their travels and forcing herself to be diplomatic in response to their interrogation into her life choices. She kissed them goodbye, telling herself to not pay them any mind, and headed to Tara’s, where she was warmly greeted by her friend and the two little girls. She passed a pleasant afternoon there, first catching up on events and then shedding some cathartic tears, and finally staying for an early dinner. Then she drove the three hours home, thankful for some quiet time to herself.

      On Sunday, Meredith awoke early and decided to do a little gardening, hoping it might lift her spirits. She threw on shorts and a white tank top and drove to the nearest nursery to pick out some colorful new flowers. When she arrived home, she noticed there was a car parked in the driveway across the street for the first time since she had arrived. The car was black, expensive-looking, and clean. Meredith guessed her neighbor had returned from his business trip.

      She unloaded the flowers from her car and placed them strategically around the flowerbeds, trying to determine what should go where. The day was growing warmer; she had gone to the nursery at seven o’clock, but now that the sun was rising higher she was beginning to regret having decided to plant flowers on such a sunny day. She stayed outside in the hot sun for two hours planting flowers and putting down mulch, then watering everything with the long hose attached to the side of the house. She took a few steps back, her hand on her hip, and admired her work. There she stood, sweating more than she had in quite some time, holding the hose in one hand and wiping her brow with the other, occasionally rubbing the small of her back, which ached from all the bending she had done that day. She removed her sandals and hosed off her feet, then her legs, unable to resist the temptation of the cool water splashing upward. Finally, giving in, she sprayed her arms, tilting her head as she relished the feel of the cold water against her hot skin.

      Suddenly her eyes were drawn across the street. She was horrified to discover that she was being watched. She quickly turned off the water and looked down at herself, praying her wet clothes still provided at least a little cover.

      He was standing on his front porch, a newspaper in hand. He was wearing jeans and a gray t-shirt, which was covered by a plaid shirt that was unbuttoned all the way down, its sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He was attractive, slim and athletically built, his arms looking strong and thick under his rolled-up sleeves and his chest broad in his t-shirt. His skin was tanned pleasantly. His hair was wavy and blond, not sun-colored like Nick’s but rather darker and sandier, and not longer like Nick’s but cut shorter, neatly above his ears, more professionally. Meredith thought he looked a few years older than she was, though she couldn’t tell at this distance.

      He was looking at her with wide eyes and straight lips, as if she had taken him by surprise. She didn’t know how long he had been watching her, but when she met his gaze he looked embarrassed, and he smiled before waving awkwardly and stumbling back into the house.

      She stood staring for a few moments, but she didn’t know why. Then she turned back toward her house, slipped her feet back into her sandals, replaced the hose, and went inside.
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      Tuesday arrived, the first day of school. Meredith showered and dressed with her heart in her throat. She sat at the kitchen island with a cup of coffee and her plan book, going over the day before it began. Though she was nervous, she appreciated the distraction; she had no time this morning to be sad about her personal life.

      She drove to work with the news playing in the background, but she didn’t hear a word of it. She pulled into the parking lot and climbed out of her car without hesitation, not allowing herself time to feel any anxiety. As she strode into the school, she received a handful of smiles from students she recognized, and she returned them gratefully. She stopped in the office first to hand in her plan book and pick up her photocopies, then headed toward her classroom to await her sophomores.

      Meredith had two classes in the morning, a long break between them, and two in the afternoon after lunch, back to back. Her first two classes were uneventful. The sophomores had been polite and diligent and had answered questions to the best of their ability. Her seniors were lively and vivacious, and Meredith sensed she would have a lot of fun with them. Already several students had asked her to set aside some time to discuss colleges and application strategies.

      During lunch, Meredith sat in the faculty room with Katrina and Henry, where she was introduced to other members of the
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