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In Oak Knoll, a tight-knit North Carolina neighbourhood, professor of forestry and ecology Valerie Alston-Holt is raising her bright and talented biracial son. All is well until the Whitmans move in next door - an apparently traditional family with new money, ambition, and a secretly troubled teenage daughter.


With little in common except a property line, these two very different families quickly find themselves at odds over an historic oak tree in Valerie’s yard.


But as they fight, they fail to notice that there is a romance blossoming between their two teenagers. A romance that will challenge the carefully constructed concepts of class and race in this small community. A romance that might cause everything to shatter. . .


‘A feast of a read: compelling, heartbreaking, and inevitable. I finished A Good Neighborhood in a single sitting. Yes, it’s that good.’


Jodi Picoult


‘Compelling, complicated, timely, and smart . . . a full-hearted, unflinching indictment of a broken system and in so doing tells a story hard to put down and hard to forget.’


Laurie Frankel, bestselling author of This is How it Always Is


‘This is a story that will stick with you for a long time.’


Emily Giffin, No.1 New York Times bestselling author of All We Ever Wanted




For Wendy and John, who always see me through
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PART I
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An upscale new house in a simple old neighborhood. A girl on a chaise beside a swimming pool, who wants to be left alone. We begin our story here, in the minutes before the small event that will change everything. A Sunday afternoon in May when our neighborhood is still maintaining its tenuous peace, a loose balance between old and new, us and them. Later this summer when the funeral takes place, the media will speculate boldly about who’s to blame. They’ll challenge attendees to say on-camera whose side they’re on.


For the record: we never wanted to take sides.


Juniper Whitman, the poolside girl, was seventeen. A difficult age, no question, even if you have everything going for you—which it seemed to us she did. It’s trite to say appearances can be deceiving, so we won’t say that. We’ll say no one can be known by only what’s visible. We’ll say most of us hide what troubles and confuses us, displaying instead the facets we hope others will approve of, the parts we hope others will like. Juniper was hiding something, and she didn’t know whether to be ashamed or angry or just exactly what.


This new home’s yard was much smaller than Juniper’s old one—not even a third of an acre, when before she’d had three. Where was she supposed to go when she needed to get away but wasn’t allowed to leave? There was hardly any space here that was not taken up by the house and the pool, and what space there was had no cover. There was no privacy at all. At her previous address, Juniper had liked to sit among the tall longleaf pines at the back of the property, far enough from the house that she felt like she could breathe and think. She liked to be amid the biota, as the scientists call it. It made her feel better. Always had.


But the builder of this big, gleaming white house had cleared the lot of the stately hardwoods that shaded the little house that had been here, the house that had been demolished without ceremony and removed like so much storm or earthquake debris. Except there had been no storm, no earthquake. There was just this desirable neighborhood in the middle of a desirable North Carolina city, and buyers with ready money to spend. Just that, and now this great big house with its small but expensive naked yard and its pool and its chaise and its girl and her book.


Juniper thought the rustling noises she heard in the yard behind hers, a yard that still contained a small forest of dogwood, hickory, pecan, chestnut, pine, and a tremendous oak that had been there for longer than anyone in the neighborhood had been alive, came from squirrels. She wasn’t fond of squirrels. They were cute, sure, but you couldn’t trust them not to run straight under the wheels of your car when they saw you coming. And they were forever getting into people’s bird feeders and stealing all the seed. Juniper had a novel in her lap and steered her attention back to that. The story was good, and she’d become skillful at escaping into stories.


“Hey,” said a voice that was not a squirrel’s. Juniper looked up, saw a teenage boy standing at the edge of her backyard with a rake in one hand, the other hand raised in greeting. He said, “You must be our new neighbor. I’m about to clear out some leaves and saw you there, so, you know, I figured I’d say hey.”


His appearance was a surprise in two ways. Juniper hadn’t known anyone was nearby, so there was that. But even if she had suspected there was a person, a boy, a teen like herself, she would have expected him to look like her—that is, white. Everyone in her old neighborhood was white. Instead, he was black, she was pretty sure. Light-skinned, with corkscrew hair the darkest possible shade of gold.


“Hey,” she said. “Yeah. We moved in yesterday—my little sister and my parents and me.”


“You all from out of town?”


“No, just farther out in this town.”


He smiled. “Cool. Well, I didn’t mean to bother you. Just, you know, welcome.”


“No bother. Thanks.”


If this had been the extent of it, if they’d been able to greet each other and then leave it at that—well, everything would have been a lot simpler for everyone. To say the least.
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North Carolina has a temperate climate. That’s a big part of its draw. Winter is mild. Spring arrives early. Yes, summers are hot, but fall brings relief and lasts a long time. The oaks keep their leaves well into December, and sometimes, when winter is especially gentle, some of the varieties—the live oak being one, with its slim, feather-shaped, delicate-seeming leaves—stay leafed throughout winter as well.


The boy who greeted Juniper that first day, Xavier Alston-Holt, knew a lot about trees. They weren’t a special interest of his; he was far more interested in music, and in particular, music made using acoustic guitars. Guitars, though, are made from wood, so when his mother talked to him in endless detail about various trees, their habitats, their residents, their qualities, their vulnerabilities (greedy homebuilders topping that list), he mostly paid attention. When his mother stood in their backyard taking video and crying the day the lot behind theirs was cleared, the day men with chainsaws and grinders started at dawn and continued until dusk and his ears rang for the rest of the night, he stayed there in the yard with his arm around her shoulders because that was what he could do for her. She’d done so much for him.


And so Xavier was not surprised, nor were any of us, that his mother was not eager to meet the new neighbors who’d bought the freshly built house behind theirs. Valerie Alston-Holt was not sure how to be friendly with the kind of people who would put up the money to tear down the old house and cut down the trees. All of the trees. “People like that,” she’d said more than once—for this kind of thing was happening throughout Oak Knoll now in varying degrees—“people like that have no conscience. It’s like they’re raping the landscape. Murdering it. Trees are life. Not just my life,” she would add, since her fields were forestry and ecology, “but life, period. They literally make oxygen. We need to keep at least seven trees for every human on the planet, or else people are going to start suffocating. Think of that.”


Xavier walked around to the wooded front yard where his mother was clipping peonies for display on a sick neighbor’s bedside table. The plant beds around their modest brick ranch, a house that had been built in 1952 and had hardly been updated since, were Valerie’s favorite things, second only to her son, and one tree, the massive old eighty-foot oak that dominated their backyard. You might not think a tree could mean so much to a person. This tree, though, was more than a magnificent piece of arboreal history; for Valerie Alston-Holt, it was a witness and companion. Its wide trunk was the first thing she noticed each time she looked out the windows into the backyard. It recalled to her many moments from the years they’d lived here, not the least of which was the summer night she had stood and pressed her forehead against its nubby gray-brown bark and cried while Xavier slept in his crib, the boy too young to know that God had just robbed them blind.


Six varieties of irises. Peonies in four different colors. Azalea, phlox, snowdrop, camellia, rhododendron, clematis, honeysuckle, jasmine—you name the plant, if it grew in this state, Valerie Holt had installed it somewhere on their plot. Tending her plants was her therapy, she liked to say, her way of shutting out the stresses that came with teaching undergraduates at the university—or more often, the stresses that came from dealing with the department head or the dean. The kids were actually pretty great. Curious. Smart. Political in ways she approved of—useful ways, ways that helped protect natural habitats, or tried to, anyway, and that was worth a lot. Young people were going to save the world from itself, and she was going to encourage them in every way she could.


Now Xavier said to her, “The time has come.”


“What time is that? Are you going somewhere?” She laid the flowers and clippers in her basket and then stood upright. “I thought you were going to clear out those dead leaves for me.”


“I am. We have new neighbors.”


“Oh, that. I know. It was inevitable. Like death,” Valerie added with a rueful smile.


Xavier said, “I met one of them just now. She says it’s her and one sister and their parents.”


“Only four people in that huge house?”


Xavier shrugged. “Guess so.”


“How old?”


“The girl? My age, I think, give or take. And a little sister, she said. I didn’t ask about her.”


His mother nodded. “Okay. Thanks for the intel.”


“Do you want me to find you if the parents come outside?”


“No. Yes. Of course. I am going to be a good neighbor.”


“You always are.”


“Thanks, Zay.”


“Just telling it like it is.”


“That’s what we have to do, as much as we can.”


Xavier returned to the backyard and got to work raking the leaves from an area where his mother intended to put a koi pond. With him going off to the San Francisco Conservatory of Music for school in the fall, she’d said she needed new beings to keep her occupied so that she didn’t call him every day to make sure he could survive on the opposite side of the country without her. He knew she was joking; she wouldn’t call daily regardless. She’d want to, but she wouldn’t. He understood. They’d been a pretty exclusive duo for a long time.


He’d said, “Make the pond, and maybe date someone local.”


“Oh, look who’s talking about dating.”


He gave her that crooked smile of his that had made him so popular with all the older ladies here in Oak Knoll, as well as with, we were sure, the girls at his school. He said, “I’m too busy to have a girlfriend.”


“Too picky, it seems to me.”


“I know you are, but what am I?” he said.


The fact is, Xavier was both picky and busy—but mostly picky. He hadn’t met anyone who made him feel like he ought to change any of his priorities. He had plenty of female friends and, among them, girls who would have dated him if he’d pursued their interest. He hadn’t pursued it, though, because he knew himself well enough to understand he was an all-or-nothing kind of guy. Always had been. He’d hooked up with a couple of girls in the past year mainly due to lust and opportunity, but a relationship was not workable for him right now. His music was his love.


Now he glanced at the poolside girl, the new neighbor, the girl he’d sort of met. What’s her name? he thought. Why do you care? he also thought. Just do your work.


Xavier had been six years old when he first strummed a guitar, at a birthday party for the daughter of one of his mom’s colleagues. Several of the adults had brought instruments—guitars, mandolins, bongos, a harmonica—and after the cake and presents, everyone gathered on the uneven brick patio in plastic lawn chairs to play and sing. First it was Raffi songs, for the kids, then a lot of Neil Young and the Beatles and some James Taylor. Xavier thought the music was fine, but it was one particular guitar that snagged his curiosity. He liked the look of it, and its clear, bright tone. He’d asked its owner, a history professor named Sean, if he could try it. Sean sat him down and put the guitar on Xavier’s lap. The instrument was huge in comparison to the boy’s skinny little self. Xavier held the neck and reached over the top and strummed, and that was it, he was gone. A week later he took his first lesson. By ten, he was fixed on classical music exclusively; of all the genres, classical was the one that made him feel beauty, and he needed that feeling to help him get through all the emotional noise in his world. Then early this year, now eighteen years old, he’d auditioned for a coveted spot at SFCM and got it.


Xavier raked the leaves into a pile and began stuffing them into the biodegradable bags Valerie bought from a shop where every item cost four times as much as its cheaper but usually toxic (in one way or another) alternative. Most of their cleaning, bathing, storage, and clothing products came from there. Between this expense and the gardening and Xavier’s music lessons, it was little wonder there wasn’t much money for updating the house, had Valerie been inclined to bother. We made fun of her sometimes—the way we did with our friend who’d gone so far with the Paleo Diet that he wouldn’t even eat food made with grains unless that grain had been milled by hand with a stone. Valerie took our ribbing in the spirit with which it was given: affection, since we couldn’t help but love a woman as caring as she was, and respect the way she stuck to her guns.


The new neighbor was still on the chaise by the glittering blue in-ground pool, still reading. Xavier liked the sight (of the girl, mainly, though the pool looked really nice). Though he hadn’t yet had a chance to study her features, his initial impression was favorable. White girl. Really long brown hair. Pretty face. Plaid shirt tied at the waist, sleeves rolled up. Cutoff denim shorts. No shoes. Dark toenail polish—green, maybe? He kept an eye on her as he worked, and had the odd but pleasing sense that she stayed deliberately aware of him as she read.


“Sunscreen, Juniper,” a woman’s voice said. Xavier looked up from his work to see a woman coming outside through tall French doors to the covered porch, a bottle of sunscreen in hand.


Juniper.


The woman’s hair was blond and long, but not as long as Juniper’s. She wore it in a high ponytail above gold hoop earrings, which did not, in Xavier’s opinion, go with the tight fitness tank top and shorts and tennis shoes, all of it in trendy patterns and colors that, if he had known about fitness fashion, he’d have recognized came from Ultracor’s spring collection. She looked like a catalogue ad.


Watching the woman, Xavier thought well-kept, the term he’d heard some of the women use when his mother had her friends over for book club. While they always did eventually get around to discussing the book, whatever it might be, first they had the “graze and gossip” part of the evening. Lately that term, well-kept, was in the gossip part of the evening a lot, in correspondence with the increasing number of high-end houses being built nearby. The women tried to make it simply an observation, but Xavier could tell that it was a judgment, too. These women were all professionals: some were teachers or professors, like his mother; some were in public health or social work or ran a small business. None of them were kept.


Xavier liked to hang out with them, not to gossip (their business was their business) but to avail himself of the appetizers and salads they brought. They brought wine, too. Plenty of wine. He was eighteen now, old enough to die for his country and therefore old enough to have a glass of wine with his hummus and olives, his chèvre-stuffed figs, his lentil-arugula salad, et cetera, that’s what they all liked to say. Xavier wasn’t much for wine, but he would never say no to the so-called crack dip, a hot cream cheese, Ro-Tel, spicy crumbled sausage extravaganza, as far as he was concerned. He planned to buy a Crock-Pot for his dorm room so that he could make the dip himself and basically live on the stuff.


“Juniper,” the well-kept woman said again, this time with annoyance.


“Juniper,” Xavier said to himself softly, trying it out. Then he thought, Idiot. You got no time for this.


“Seriously, Mom?” said Juniper.


“On your face? Absolutely. Arms and legs, too. You have to take care of your skin now, or you’ll end up spending way too much money treating sun damage later. Do you want to end up looking like Grandma Lottie? I wish I’d had a mom as smart as I am.”


“If you do say so yourself,” said Juniper, taking the sunscreen.


“By the way, do not tell Grandma I said that.”


Next came a shirtless man with a golf tan, wearing coral-colored flowered shorts below the protruding belly common to so many middle-aged men. He left the tall door open behind him. “Is this the life or what?” he said. He carried a bottle of beer in one hand and a pitcher of something pink in the other. Setting the pitcher on a teak dining table, he added, “Who’s ready for a swim?”


“I am!” said a little girl, skipping outside behind him.


The woman said, “Are you sure the water’s warm enough? They just filled it yesterday.”


The little girl, maybe seven years old, fuchsia bikini, big yellow sunglasses, put her hands on her hips and answered, “Mommy, are you a man or a mouse?”


Xavier, realizing that he was staring, finished stuffing a bag and then put down his rake and turned to go find his mother. Might as well get the introductions over with. Before he got more than a few steps, though, the man called to him.


“Hey there, son.”


Xavier turned around. The man was waving and walking toward him.


“Listen,” he said, coming into the yard, “I’m wondering if I might hire you to do some work for me when you’re done here. We just moved in and I’ve got boxes to haul out and break down, some furniture to move around—my wife, she couldn’t make up her mind with the movers, so . . .” He chuckled. “Fifty bucks sound fair? I don’t need you for but an hour or so—pretty good pay, right?”


“Oh, I . . . That is, I’m just helping out my mom.” Xavier pointed toward the house. “I’m Xavier Alston-Holt. Most people call me Zay,” he said, extending his hand.


“Ah,” the man said, and shook Xavier’s hand. “Brad Whitman, Whitman HVAC. You’ve probably seen my commercials, right?”


“Maybe?” Xavier said. “We don’t have TV.”


“I’m on the internet, and radio, too.”


“Okay, sure.”


Brad Whitman leaned in and tapped Xavier’s shoulder with his fist, saying, “Heh, I thought you were hired by the old lady who lives here.”


Xavier smiled politely. “I don’t think my mom would appreciate being called ‘the old lady.’ ”


“No, right? What woman would?”


“She’s only forty-eight.”


“That so? Guess my Realtor got it wrong,” Brad Whitman said. “But there are lots of old ladies in the neighborhood, isn’t that a fact?”


Xavier nodded. “And some old men. Everything, really.”


“Sure,” Brad said. “That’s what we want, right?”


Xavier nodded. “So, I was just about to get my mom. She wants to say hello.”


“Sure, good. Bring her over.” Brad pointed toward his house. “Julia just made some pink lemonade. The girls love it. I’ll offer you a beer if you’ve got ID saying you’re twenty-one.”


“Not yet, but thanks. Be right back.”


Xavier was almost to the house when Brad Whitman called, “Bring your dad, too, if he’s home. I’ve got a cold one for him, at least.”


Xavier raised his hand to acknowledge he’d heard.


Bring his father? He wished he could. He had always wished he could.
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Before we depict the first encounter between our story’s other central players, we need to show the wider setting in which this slow tragedy unfolded. As our resident English professor would remind us, place, especially in stories of the South, is as much a character as any human, and inseparable from—in this case even necessary to—the plot.


Valerie Alston-Holt had fallen in love with our neighborhood, Oak Knoll, the first time she stood on one of its sidewalks. She was a Michigan native two years out of her Ph.D. program, twenty months into her new job at the university, one year married, and seven months pregnant. She and her husband, Tom Holt-Alston, who was a young sociology professor, had been renting a cozy apartment near campus. Now, though, it was time to buy a house—and this was the neighborhood their colleagues loved most. Tom and Val couldn’t go wrong here, everyone said so.


As with a lot of American suburban neighborhoods of a certain character, Oak Knoll had been conceived in the boom years after the Second World War. Wide streets, sidewalks, and—because this is North Carolina, which is rich in both trees and clay—brick-clad ranch homes, the basic three-bedroom, one-bath design, small but functional, set on spacious tree-filled lots.


Spring was Oak Knoll’s showy season: white and pink dogwoods in bloom along with chestnuts and pears and viburnums and camellias, cherry trees, persimmon trees, hawthorn shrubs, hollies. Also tulip magnolias, those heralds who now and then made their eager pink appearance only to be punished by a late frost. The neighborhood was known particularly for the dogwoods, delicate, slow-growing trees that need two decades to achieve the size of a six-year maple. Valerie brought Tom to walk around and see for himself how lovely it was here, how perfect for them and their child-to-be. Some of us still remember seeing the two of them that day, Valerie so pregnant, so dark-skinned, such a contrast to her tall, blond husband. We won’t pretend that no one paid attention to this contrast. Of course we did. Mostly we felt it gave them an exotic appeal, a kind of celebrity status in a neighborhood that had come to think of itself as progressive yet was not doing much to demonstrate that character. The most that could be said was that some residents were white and some were nonwhite, some were on fixed incomes and some were young professionals in low-paying fields, and we treated one another with kindness and respect. To be fair, what more was there to do?


Oak Knoll was never, at least until recently, thought to be a prestigious part of town. People with serious money lived in nearby Hillside. Hillside had the blue bloods, the politicians, the surgeons, the founders of industry and big retail chains, many of them living in enormous homes made of stone and brick, fairy-tale homes with gates and ivy and long driveways and porticoes and sculpted shrubbery and, of course, towering oaks. Valerie admired these mansions and also the slightly lesser versions of them tucked into the smaller lots there—also beautiful, the yards also verdant. Who wouldn’t? But there was no way, not in any life that might be available to her (short of winning a multimillion-dollar lottery jackpot), that she could ever call Hillside home. And even if she did have millions, many of the Hillside residents would say a black woman with a white husband had less legitimacy there than the black hired help, because she obviously didn’t know her place.


As time passed and the city grew, the type of people who were then known as yuppies bought big graceless houses in new outlying subdivisions on acre-plus lots, where the properties were dubbed “estates” and many families kept a golf cart in their three- or four-car garage. The Whitmans had lived in one of those neighborhoods because, let’s face it, you get a lot more house for your money out there and your neighbors aren’t close enough to know your business. Also, Whitman HVAC was a growing company, not a mature one, and to get the kind of house he wanted for a mortgage he could afford while still driving his BMW and giving Julia a new Lexus SUV and paying for the girls’ private schooling, Brad Whitman, who secretly yearned for the prestige of Hillside, had to settle.


Then he invented some gadget or part of an HVAC system (we’re not clear on what exactly it was), patented it, and sold it to a big manufacturer, netting something like two million dollars. This meant he could afford to move Julia and the girls to a house in Hillside. To one of the lesser houses, true; four thousand square feet instead of six or eight. But Brad was fine with that plan; his property taxes would be lower than with the true mansions and he’d still have that enviable Hillside address.


Moving there would have been the Whitmans’ plan, except that their best friends, the Jamisons (Jimmy was in pharmaceuticals and doing well these days), had discovered Oak Knoll, with its aging houses and, in many cases, aging residents. Aging residents who were one by one selling off and moving into assisted living. Or they were dying off and their kids had no interest in returning to live in the cramped one-bathroom houses they’d grown up in, houses that now smelled of mothballs and Preparation H and had nicotine stains on the ceilings and walls. And so the kids were clearing out the tchotchkes and selling the places as is.


Unlike in Hillside, where the houses were at least as old or older (if better smelling—sometimes—and better kept), in Oak Knoll you didn’t have to pay through the nose to get the house and then pay again to modernize everything. Oak Knoll homes were cheap enough that you could raze them and build a brand-new showplace, put in the best materials, best technology, great insulation and low-e glass, have lower utilities and maintenance and tax bills and a larger return on investment if you sold—Oak Knoll was where it was happening, Jimmy Jamison told Brad. He’d already picked his builder, and Brad was not going to believe the media system he’d designed. Jimmy took Brad to see one of the builder’s just-done houses (Mark and Lisa Wertheimer’s, now). The men stood in the kitchen with its ten-foot ceilings, its marble countertops, its Sub-Zero refrigerator and Wolf range, and Brad said, “Damn. I reckon I ought to build one of these for Julia and me.”


From the far more basic Alston-Holt kitchen, where Valerie was arranging her peonies in vases, she watched Xavier speak with the new neighbor. Visually, the man fulfilled every expectation she’d had for who was going to live in that house: white, late forties, trendy on-brand swim trunks to go with the swimming pool and the enormous stainless-steel gas grill on the flagstone patio nearby. He wore flip-flops and a backward-facing ball cap. A man-child with money.


There were a lot of them around these days. She’d had dates with a couple such men, fix-ups by a friend in the engineering college who had regular dealings with men in local industry. More like pre-dates: meet someplace during happy hour, see if there’s any chemistry, try to gauge whether or not the guy’s interest in dating a black woman arose from an honorable place in his soul. Valerie Alston-Holt was not some exotic oversexed chick waiting to satisfy some white man’s slave-sex fantasy—and yes, there really were men who entertained themselves with that idea and thought she’d be entertained by it, too.


Valerie didn’t mention any of that to Xavier. Even when she dated a man for real, she kept it very low-key. To wit: her current gentleman, a man she’d connected with at a conference in Virginia almost three years ago but whom Xavier had met only twice. His name was Chris Johnson—the most nondescript of names, we thought. He had great credentials, though, being tenured faculty at the University of Virginia in the Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy. Also, he sang baritone in a prizewinning quartet. Their “dating” so far amounted to regular FaceTime conversations and the occasional weekend getaway, now that Xavier could stay home on his own.


Valerie didn’t invite Chris down here, save for the two times we mentioned, and didn’t talk about him much. As all single parents know, dating while raising a child or children is no simple endeavor. Valerie didn’t want to make Xavier anxious about a thing that might happen, might not. Once that boy got fixed on something, he had a hard time letting go. She’d seen that about him early: a favorite blankie, a favorite food, a toy, a book, an author—one summer he’d read nothing but the Brian Jacques Redwall novels, all twenty-two of them. He had two close friends, who’d been his friends since preschool. And of course there was his music and his guitars.


Here’s another example of the boy’s intensity: The possibility that Xavier’s first-choice college might not take him had kept him awake nights, though he was as skilled and talented as anyone he’d competed with over the years. To the delight of those of us who lived nearest and could hear him play when the weather was mild and the windows open, Xavier increased his practice schedule to an hour before school every day and two hours at night after he got home from his job stocking groceries. Then he did his homework. For two days before and a day after his SFCM audition in January, he could barely eat, which is saying something. And although he did get himself back into a more normal routine after they returned from San Francisco, he stayed keyed up until his acceptance letter came in mid-March. This was just the sort of young man he was. Valerie had done her best to teach him to make that intensity work for him. Good grades, good work ethic, good recommendations from his teachers and his boss—and it had paid off.


But it might have as easily worked against him, and still might; how many nights in the past few years had Valerie waited up for her son, praying that he and his friends not be stopped by the police? Praying that he never got put in a position where he felt wronged and defensive and turned that intensity of his on the cops? He was tall. He was black. Valerie had told him so many times, “If they get scared of you, they’ll shoot,” hating that she needed to say it at all, hating that the progress toward that post-racial future she and her husband and others like them had fervently fostered was now being reversed. Why couldn’t we see one another as simply human and pull together, for goodness’ sake? The planet was dying while people fought over things like who was most American—or who was American at all.


Now she watched Xavier leave the man-child-with-money and come inside the house. “They’re all out there,” he said, joining her in the kitchen.


“I saw. Let me just finish this and wash up.”


Xavier leaned against the counter, took an apple from a bowl and polished it against his T-shirt. Then he put it back and did the same with another, saying, “He thought I was your hired help.”


“Are we surprised?”


“He also thought you were an old lady. Well, not you specifically. He thought an old lady lived here. Said his Realtor told him that.”


“Well, that is a fair mistake.” She dried her hands on a dish towel. “Did you get his name?”


“Brad something. HVAC. That’s his line of work. He said he has TV commercials, like I should know him.”


“Oh, right, right. I remember Ellen said a local celebrity was buying here. She just couldn’t remember which one or which house. Clearly there’s a good buck in HVAC.”


Valerie considered and then rejected changing out of her sweaty T-shirt and fraying cargo shorts. Let them take her—or not—as she was. She put on sunglasses and a hat, and then she and Xavier walked over to the Whitmans’ together, moving from their wooded paradise to the Whitmans’ sculpted strips of mulch and sod that surrounded the patio and pool.


“Greetings,” she called as she stepped onto the flagstone. At least the Whitmans had chosen natural stone and not poured concrete. The stone wasn’t a great choice in terms of the environmental effects of excessive hardscape coverage, and Valerie suspected the builder had gotten a variance for the pool and patio and possibly the house, too, or how could he get away with covering so much of the land? But flagstone did have slightly better permeability than concrete and looked much more natural.


The real problem was the risk to the nearby trees. Large ones, like the old oak in Valerie’s backyard, had shallow root structures that spread laterally and might extend hundreds of feet from the trunk. Valerie, who taught classes on recreational forest management (among other subjects), knew this better than any of us. She’d been watching that oak for signs of stress since the day the Whitmans’ lot was cleared.


That tree meant a great deal to her. She couldn’t look at it without seeing baby Xavier in the bright red canvas swing they’d hung from one of the lower branches; little Xavier, age four, on the wooden “big boy” swing that came next, moving his legs back and forth in his first attempts to pump; ten-year-old Zay and his uncle Kyle building a tree house, in which Zay and his best friends, Dashawn and Joseph, would spend untold hours in the years ahead with their comic books and video games and great quantities of snacks. Both the tree house and swing were still there. Xavier and his friends still sometimes used them, as if they were as reluctant to break these tethers to childhood as Valerie was to see them broken.


Julia Whitman was the first to return Valerie’s greeting. She stood up from where she’d been sitting in a cushioned teak chair on the covered porch. “Hi, join us. I’m Julia. Let me pour you both some lemonade.”


“Hi. Valerie Alston-Holt.” She directed her words at Julia but went straight for Brad Whitman, her hand extended. She knew from experience that it was necessary to set the tone right away. “You must be Brad.”


“Brad Whitman, Whitman HVAC. Good to meet you. Thanks for coming by.”


Then Valerie shook Julia’s hand and accepted a filled glass before taking the seat nearest Brad’s. She said, “We’ve been waiting forever for this house to be finished.”


“Us, too,” said Julia, as bright in attitude as the orange block print on her shorts.


“Eight months of noise and commotion,” said Valerie, not really meaning to go there but also kind of wanting to. “The air compressors and nail guns and saws, the drywall guys blasting their music all day long . . . Honestly, every day off I’ve had since September was spoiled by the noise.”


“Oh,” Julia said. “I’m so sorry.”


“Done now, though,” said Brad. “All’s well that ends well.”


Valerie said, “Until one goes up next door or across the street from you. Then you’ll see for yourselves. You met my son, Xavier?”


“Brad did. Hi,” said Julia. “Pink lemonade?”


Xavier sat down in a chair next to his mother’s. “No, I’m good, thanks.”


“That’s Lily in the pool,” Julia said, “and that’s Juniper.” She pointed to her older daughter, who had set her book aside and was getting up to join the group on the porch.


Hanging on to the pool’s edge, Lily said, “Hi, Mrs. Neighbor. I’m sorry, I forgot to hear your name.”


“She’s Mrs. Alston-Holt,” said Julia. “Did I get that right?”


“Ms. Alston-Holt,” Valerie amended. She did not personally mind if the kids used her first name, but a lot of parents in the South insisted on the formality of titles. If that was how these people were, they should at least get the title right.


“I like the girls’ names,” she added. “Plants are my thing.” Then she said, “Brad, you say you do HVAC work? Maybe you could have a look at my compressor. It’s making a strange noise.”


She glanced at Xavier. He was holding back a laugh. He knew that this was not a sincere request, that there was no troubling noise; Valerie was razzing Brad Whitman in return for his assumption that Xavier was her yard boy.


“Glad to,” Brad said. He set his beer on the table. “Let me just get a shirt and shoes, and—”


“Oh. I didn’t mean this minute.” She had not expected him to be willing to do it himself. “Thanks, though. And, you know, it doesn’t even make the noise all the time. I don’t think I heard it today. Zay, did you hear it?”


“Not today,” Xavier said.


“It can keep. Besides, I wouldn’t think to bother you about it on a Sunday.”


“God’s day,” said Juniper, who’d sat down beside Julia. “Except we don’t go to church anymore.”


“We go sometimes,” Julia said.


Lily said, “God is everywhere, even right here in the pool.”


“Yes indeed, sugar pie,” said her father. He told Valerie, “I confess: I like to golf on Sunday mornings. Better tee times.”


“He likes to golf every day,” Julia said. “But he only goes on Saturdays and Sundays.”


Valerie said, “We’re not regulars at church, either. Especially this time of year. I like Sunday mornings for working in the yard.” This, too, was a little bit of a dig. These people barely had a yard, and what there was of it was professionally landscaped to within an inch of its life. There would be no yard work for them, Valerie was sure, only yard workers.


Brad said, “You’re going to think, ‘What a pushy guy,’ but I’m just one of those people who likes to know things, so here’s my question: Is there a Mr. Alston-Holt?”


Valerie said, “No. It’s just us.”


“Sure,” said Brad. “No problem.”


“I’m a widow,” she clarified.


Both Brad and Julia reacted as new acquaintances always did: the quick look of surprise that preceded Oh, I’m so sorry, and then the lingering curiosity that they were too polite to voice.


Julia said, “Juniper’s about to be a rising senior at the Blakely Academy. Are you in school, Xavier?”


“I’ll graduate from Franklin Magnet in a few weeks.”


“Oh, high school. I thought you might be older. Congratulations!” Julia told him. “I bet that feels good. Will you go to college this fall?”


Valerie answered. “He got a scholarship to the San Francisco Conservatory of Music. I’m very proud of him.”


“Partial scholarship,” Xavier said. “But, yeah. I play guitar.”


Brad said, “Hey, like Jimi Hendrix!”


Xavier shook his head. “Acoustic. Classical. Don’t worry, nobody even knows it’s a thing.”


Juniper turned to him. “Is it true that kids at Franklin bring guns to school for gang fights, and the only reason there hasn’t been a shooting is because security guards confiscate the guns?”


“What?” said Xavier. “No. Where did you hear that?”


Juniper looked at Brad. “Isn’t that what you said?”


Brad glanced at her sharply, Valerie thought. This reaction (if she read him right) suggested that his cheerful man-child exterior might be a veneer. If so, she would not be surprised. In her experience, some men—well-off white men in particular—were so accustomed to their authority and privilege that they perceived it as a right.


Juniper’s botanical name notwithstanding, to Valerie she seemed an ordinary teenager. A tiny bit hostile maybe, nothing unexpected there, given that her parents had moved her to a new house just weeks before the end of school when she probably had papers and projects due. Fortunately, she wouldn’t to have to change schools for her senior year. Private education did have that advantage.


Now Brad was saying to Juniper in a kind tone, “You got something mixed up, honey,” and Valerie decided she had misheard and misjudged him. She did have some prejudice, because of the clear-cutting. Lighten up, she told herself. Give the man a chance.


Brad went on, “I might have said something about some other school. Or maybe you heard it from one of your friends.”


Juniper said, “Maybe. I guess.”


“For the record,” said Valerie, “Franklin is one of the highest-performing public schools in the state.”


“Well, sure,” Brad said. “Just look at Zay here. Classical guitar. I don’t know what that is, exactly, but if you got a scholarship to do it, you must be good. Juniper takes piano—though I don’t believe she’ll win any scholarships with her playing.”


Julia said, “She needs to practice more. But she’s very at good cross-country running. She ran varsity as a freshman.”


“Nice,” Xavier said to Juniper. “Will that be your thing in college?”


“Like a sports major?” Juniper replied. “No, I think I want to study zoology or botany. I’m hoping to get into a program in Washington State.”


“Since when?” said Julia.


“I’ve been thinking about it.”


“We’ll see,” Brad said. “I’m sure your mother’s not crazy about the idea of you going to school so far away.”


“Or at all,” Julia said, shrugging. “What can I say? She’s my first baby; I don’t want her to grow up.”


Valerie was about to empathize with Julia when a half-dozen Latino men in matching bright yellow T-shirts came around the side of the Whitmans’ house to the back property boundary. One man had a spade. Another had a gas-powered posthole digger.


“There they are,” Brad said, rising. “Fence guys. They were supposed to have this done before we closed—got backed up because of last week’s rain, they said. We got the C.O.—certificate of occupancy—anyway; I know a guy in the permits office. He was useful in a lot of ways,” he said with a wink. Then he went to speak with the crew.


“You’re putting in a fence,” Valerie said to Julia. “Of course. I’d forgotten about that regulation. Used to be no one in Oak Knoll could afford a pool.”


Julia said, “A nice wooden fence, don’t worry. Not chain link.”


It wasn’t the fence material that worried Valerie. It was the further disruption of her trees’ root systems that would arise from the digging. And what could she do about it? Nothing. The pool was in. A fence was required.


Brad returned to the porch. “It’ll only take them a couple of days for the install,” he said. “Apologies in advance for the noise. It’ll be nice, though, right? More privacy for everyone.”


“Sure,” said Valerie.


She sincerely wanted the noise to be the worst of the trouble. And root disruption aside, she approved of there being a fence between her yard and theirs. She had no desire to forever be looking out her windows at this pool and patio, which alone must have cost as much as she and Tom had paid for their house. Nor had she been crazy about the prospect of seeing young, beautiful Julia Whitman lying around the pool all summer—in a bikini, probably—showing off her five-day-a-week-workout-fit body when she, Valerie, had ten extra pounds she’d been failing to lose for about as many years.


She said, “You know what Frost says: ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’ ”


“Frost who?” said Lily.


Juniper said, “Robert Frost. He was a poet.”


Valerie nodded approvingly. Yes, the youth were going to save them all.


And so the Whitmans and the Alston-Holts sat a little longer in the shade of the covered porch and talked of inconsequential matters, parting after another twenty minutes as the fence crew got under way, Brad and Valerie satisfied that they all were as well acquainted as they needed to be. This was as auspicious a beginning to the relationship as any of us could have hoped for. None of us were giving the trees or the kids a second thought.
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Two days later, Xavier was standing at the kitchen counter making himself a grilled ham-and-cheese sandwich for an early supper when his mother joined him.


“How was school?” she said, coming over and putting her arm around his waist. He was a good ten inches taller than she was, which still felt weird to him. He’d spent most of his life wishing he were bigger, taller, grown—and now he looked down at most adults, not up. Now he could see the top of his mom’s head. Now he was six-three, an inch taller than his dad had been. He wished he had a dollar—no, make it ten—for every time someone assumed he played basketball.


He told Valerie, “Review for exams. Pretty dull.” He lit a burner and set a griddle over the flame.


“Finish line’s in sight.” She gave him a squeeze, then let go. “Hey, so I’ve been thinking of this and I wanted to ask you: What’s your read on our famous new neighbor, Brad Whitman?”


“How do you mean?”


“I found him . . . opaque. I couldn’t tell if he’s as good as he seems.”


“I thought he was all right,” Xavier said. He’d buttered the outer sides of two sandwiches and was about to put them on the griddle. “Want me to make one for you? Then I have to go to work.”


“Sure, thanks.” She got a tomato, a knife, and a cutting board, and sat down at the kitchen table. “Maybe I’m being too sensitive. I don’t want to think the worst about these people when I don’t even know them. Prejudice is ugly. I don’t like to think I’m capable of it.”


“I hate to break it to you, but you’re human,” Xavier said, assembling a sandwich for her. “Besides, it’s not prejudging if you’re doing it after you meet someone, right?”


“I basically judged them from the second the chainsaws started, and that bothers me. I try to give everyone a chance, or how can I complain when people prejudge me?”


Xavier placed three sandwiches onto the griddle. They sizzled, sending the hot butter’s lipid molecules into the air. Scent was chemistry. Breathing was chemistry. Digestion was chemistry. Plant growth and oxygen production from those plants was chemistry, too. His mom had taught him all about the plant stuff especially, hoping, maybe, that he’d come to share her passion for ecology. He’d gotten deep into it for a couple of months, and then his interest was sated.


That happened a lot. Xavier had learned that while he was interested in many different subjects, there were few he loved. Every time he’d latched onto something new, though, his mom let him indulge himself, encouraging him to take it as far as he wanted to go. She said this was one of the benefits derived from the civil rights battles. That is, he was the child of a white man and a college-educated black woman, being raised in a middle-class household in a country where, she said, “you can pursue anything you want. Anything. And you get to be just a kid, not a black kid. We have to give credit where it’s due, Zay, and not take any of this for granted.”


He knew it wasn’t wholly true, though, this just a kid, not a black kid assertion. He knew she didn’t believe it, either. There were a lot more folks nowadays who tried not to differentiate their treatment of others based on skin color, yes. Then there were the ones—mostly older white folks—who scowled at him or avoided him or watched him, hawklike, when he was in a store, as if he was going to stuff his pockets or pull a gun. Once he’d asked his mom, “Why doesn’t half white equal white the way half black equals black?” Her answer, i.e., the history of the one-drop rule, etc., made sense but didn’t satisfy him. Factually he was just as white as he was black.


He said now, “Your issue is with the things the Whitmans did, not who they are. Every complaint should be evaluated on its merits, period.” She’d taught him that, too. Use logic. Be fair. Demonstrate your humanity and integrity the way Dr. and Mrs. King had always done, the way John Lewis still did.


“Yes, but I have to tell you, Zay, this kind of antipathy is new for me. I’ve had preconceptions of people and things lots of times—it’s impossible not to, right? But I can’t think of a time when I’ve been so predisposed to despise something or someone this way.” She shook her head. “It’s the situation, I guess—the fact that it’s so personal to me.”


He looked over at her and said, “Don’t be too hard on my mom. She’s a good person.”


This brought a smile. “Thank you, sweetie,” she said. “How about you?”


“How about me what?”


“What do you think of them? The Whitmans.”


“If you don’t count them being fine with the clear-cutting and all, then, like I said, they seemed okay to me. Neighborly, for sure. Can’t say I’ve really thought about it since the other day.”
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