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With love to Alex, Andrew, and Luke, my German-Texan sons







PART 1




He is happiest, be he king or peasant, who finds peace in his home.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, German writer

Whenever you feel homesick, just remember what a lucky girl you are.

—Dorothy Turner Mitchell, Texan grandmother








DALLAS [image: An illustration showing a location pin indicating the start, with a dotted line extending across the horizontal axis.]


The students involved in the scandal that spring may have been Rockwell’s best and brightest, but most kids at the school didn’t even know who they were. Lucy found out who was involved when her son texted: D + R + S + me = big trouble.

She was having lunch at Haywire on McKinney, sitting between Bryn and Harper, the impressive young CEOs who had hired her only six months before. She found them intimidating. Lucy worked remotely, and twice this powerhouse duo had flown her to their chic headquarters in LA for an in-person meeting. But today they had come all the way to Dallas just to see her. Lucy had no idea why.

She read Jack’s message under the table and texted back a question mark and a smiley face, thinking that if he and his friends were in some kind of trouble, it couldn’t be all that bad. Lost keys maybe. Or a crashed computer.

Lucy looked up to see Harper twisting a lock of her highlighted hair around one finger. “Should we have drinks?” she said, sounding not rebellious, but rather as if she’d just learned of a new custom, one she might dare to try herself.

“Like a cocktail?” said Bryn, intrigued. “Like… champagne?”

The waiter arrived. Lucy closed her notebook and sat up straight in the tufted U-shaped booth, smoothing her napkin over her lap.

“Did I hear champagne?” the waiter said as he placed their salads in front of them.

“Sure,” said Lucy with a shrug. “Heck, yeah.” This was, after all, the start of a momentous family weekend.

The waiter nodded and turned to her bosses. “Are we doing three glasses or a bottle?”

Harper was tapping her lips with her finger. “On second thought,” she said, “I think I’ll stick with mineral water.”

“Same,” said Bryn, adjusting her sleeveless top, which emphasized razor-sharp collarbones. “Day drinking wrecks me. But I love this for you, Lucy. You should celebrate.”

“A glass then,” said the waiter.

Lucy immediately regretted the order.

She assumed the celebration Bryn was referring to was Jack’s high school graduation. But the women exchanged a glance then, as Harper leaned forward and said, “We came to tell you in person, the Laurel team love-loved your pitch.”

Lucy started, knocking her bare knee into the table leg. “Really?” she said. “As in…?”

“As in,” said Bryn, “we got the contract for their six West Coast hotels. It was your concept that sold them, that whole Scandinavian, clean look you presented.”

“I worried it was giving hospital vibes,” Harper said. “Bland, sterile even. But they absolutely adored it.”

“Great,” said Lucy, unable to contain her smile. She loved her job with this boutique firm, so much more than the low-budget hotel chain where she’d worked before. It was awkward, though; she’d fought for this aesthetic against her own bosses, who were gunning for their signature, edgy boudoir theme that always included an obscene amount of red velvet. “I’m on it.”

“Good,” Harper said, “because they want to launch as soon as possible.”

“Onboarding starts Monday,” Bryn said.

“I’ll be ready,” said Lucy.

“Are you sure?” Bryn said, pouting slightly. “Because we know you’ve got, like, a whole thing this weekend.”

“It’s fine.” Lucy opened her notebook again and clicked the top of her ballpoint. In addition to the graduation, her visiting in-laws, and a backyard party for fifty, she would find time to prepare a kick-ass presentation. “It’s no problem.”

“They’re our biggest client,” Harper said with a bit of surprise, as though she could not believe Lucy had delivered this win. “So we need to earn their confidence right off the bat.”

The waiter came back and set the lone champagne coupe on the table, just as Lucy’s phone started to vibrate on the seat beside her. She glanced down, seeing the dreaded word “School” on her screen.

“I’m so sorry,” Lucy said. “I wouldn’t normally take this, but Zoe wasn’t feeling well this morning and—”

“Who?” said Harper.

“Her daughter,” said Bryn, sliding out of the booth to let Lucy out.

“Just… a sec,” Lucy said, holding up a finger and stepping away from the table. She heard a voice saying, “Hello? You there?”

Lucy recognized the drawl of the principal’s secretary. “Donna,” she said. “Yeah, I’m here.”

“Phew,” Donna said, sounding breathless. “We need you to come in to discuss the accusations.”

“Sorry?” Lucy put a palm over her free ear to block out the background noise from the bar. “What accusations?”

“It’s about Jack,” she said. “He participated in a… sexist activity.”

Lucy’s first reaction was to laugh. Jack was many things, most of them nerdy and some of them astonishing, but sexist he was not. He was a teenage boy, so he did things from time to time without thinking them all the way through. He was late for everything. His posture was bad and his feet smelled. He was a terrible driver; these were all accusations Lucy herself would level. But sexist? No.

“Principal Neal wants to know how fast you can get here.”

“What happened?” Lucy said.

“I can’t say anything more,” she whispered, “but Jack is in serious trouble.”

“Shit,” Lucy said, glancing over at Bryn, who was poking at her salad suspiciously, and Harper, who was looking around the restaurant, taking in its southern decor with bemusement. “I’ll be right there.”

Lucy walked back to the table and apologized profusely to her bosses. They stared at her blankly when she explained that she absolutely had to leave.

“Now?” Bryn said.

“I’m so sorry,” Lucy said. “There’s some kind of emergency—”

“Rotten timing,” Harper said, putting her fork down. “We have so much to go over.”

“Could we meet later today?” Lucy said, stuffing her notebook in her tote bag. “Like in an hour or so? I could come to your hotel?”

“We’re flying back this afternoon,” Harper said.

“But do what you have to,” said Bryn. “Family comes first.”

Lucy thanked them, but she was pretty sure neither one of them really believed that.



She picked up her minivan from the valet and broke the speed limit as she took the tollway from downtown to her kids’ school. On the way there, she called her mother, who picked up on the first ring.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in a meeting?”

“I had to leave,” said Lucy. “I’m heading to the school.”

“Uh-oh,” Irene said. “Who got sick?”

“No one. Jack’s in some kind of trouble.” She remembered what Donna said. “Serious trouble.”

“What did he do?”

“I don’t know yet. Probably nothing,” Lucy said. She could hear her mom’s manicured nails tapping on her keyboard. And then the clicking stopped.

“Jack’s a smart kid,” she said, “but his frontal lobe has a ways to go.”

“Donna said he did something… sexist.”

“Sexist? Jack? I don’t think so.”

“Yeah,” Lucy said, “me neither.”

“But you should probably call Mason anyway.”

Lucy swerved to dodge a busted tire in the middle of her lane and then swerved back to avoid a pickup truck on her left; the driver honked and shot her the finger.

“Hello?”

“I’m not going to bother him,” Lucy said. “Mason is on Mars.”

“Mason is in New Mexico.”

“Potato, po-tah-to,” Lucy said.

“It’s a theater set. Get someone to holler over the chain-link fence.”

“It’s not theater; it’s a simulation.”

“Potato, po-tah-to,” her mother said.

“Please don’t belittle NASA,” Lucy said, “or the biosphere or Mason. I’ll call you when I know something. I’m almost there.”

“Jack’s a good boy,” her mom said. “He probably pulled a senior prank. Something dumb but harmless.”

“Yeah,” Lucy said. “I bet you’re right.”

“Wait,” Irene said, “how did it go with Happy and Brie?”

“Harper and Bryn. I got the client,” said Lucy.

“Good for you, I knew you would. And what about your in-laws? Is their flight on time?”

“They land at six, and Henry gets in from Chicago at six fifteen.”

“Thank God he’s not bringing the crew. His children are hellions.”

“The reservation’s at seven thirty.”

“We’ll meet you there,” her mom said, “unless you want Zoe and Alice to ride with us.”

“Yes, definitely.”

What Lucy didn’t know as she was driving to the school that afternoon was that nothing was definite. The story of what Jack had done—or what people thought he’d done—was already sloshing out into the world, a toxic glob taking on a life of its own, sprouting hairy legs and developing bad breath, growing monstrous. No matter how fast Lucy drove or what she did or didn’t do when she arrived at the school, there was no motherly act that could contain the fallout, and everything she knew to be set in stone was already falling to pieces.

She got off the tollway and drove by the Preston Royal shopping center, turning into the campus. She passed impossibly green athletic fields and the state-of-the-art glass and steel science pavilion, parking as close to the columned entrance as she could get. It was ninety-seven degrees that afternoon, and yet she grabbed her cardigan from the back seat, anticipating the frigid air-conditioning in the school.

A cluster of seniors in their blue and white plaid uniforms eyed her as she passed them.

“Hi, Madison, Becca, Allie,” Lucy said. “Congratulations.”

None of them answered. Not a single “Thank you” as she walked by. She’d known these girls since they were in elementary school, not that they were friends with Jack exactly, not that they’d ever come over. But the class was, on some level, tight-knit. Lucy could not imagine what had happened to account for such rudeness.

Through the atrium—filled with balloons and a giant banner that said Hooray, Graduates!—Lucy arrived at the glassed-in, navy-carpeted administrative suite. Donna, the normally cheerful school secretary, nodded at her curtly, coral lips in a tight, straight line, and pointed her sharpened number-two pencil at the corner.

There was Jack, looking ashen, hunched over his closed laptop, the top of which was covered in stickers: Github Rules. Dogs believe they are human—Cats believe they are God. Let’s Go Solar. And Lefties are the besties. Jack was right-handed, so that last one had to be a nod to his twin sisters. Or a sticker ambush committed by one of them.

“What is going on?” Lucy said, sitting down in the chair beside him.

“It’s not what it sounds like,” he said. He was jiggling his foot at top speed.

“What does it sound like?” she asked. “And where are the others?”

“They were sent home,” he said, his eyes on the floor. “They might get suspended.”

Lucy could feel her heartbeat quicken. “Are you getting suspended?”

“Probably.”

“But why?” she said. “And how can anyone be suspended? Y’all’re graduating tomorrow.”

“It was a stupid… thing,” Jack said. “I thought the others would have cleared it up by now.”

“Look at me, Jack,” Lucy said, her exasperation and panic growing. “How stupid? What did you do?”

“Really stupid,” he said, glancing over at her, looking more like a scared ten-year-old boy than a young man heading to college. “But I can explain.”

She hoped so. She hoped he could fix whatever this was the way he could remove a bug from glitchy code or stop a fight between his sisters. She put on her sweater, a bit of armor for what was coming, and said, “Tell me everything I need to know.”

Before he could answer, the door to the principal’s office opened, and Janice Burton, queen of the senior class moms and Lucy’s neighbor from two streets over, walked out with her daughter, Cynthia. Lucy was relieved to see an ally; the Burtons had known Jack since he was a toddler. But on spotting Lucy and Jack in the corner of the room, Janice wrapped her arm around Cynthia as if to shelter her from some encroaching danger, hurricane winds or a pack of coyotes. “Shame on you,” Janice hissed as they walked by.

“Excuse me?” Lucy said. “Shame on…? Don’t we get to explain?”

But what, Lucy wondered, were they explaining? Janice and Cynthia were already out the door, marching down the school corridor, when the principal—former Texas Tech running back Kevin Neal—hulked out of the office. Kevin’s hairline was damp with sweat. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to reveal muscular forearms and a heavy watch that looked like it was rated for deep-sea exploration, even though they were three hundred miles from the Gulf of Mexico. Lucy put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, hoping that whatever he had to say in the next few minutes would fix what was going off the rails here and that Kevin would calm himself down before he had a heart attack, which would not be his first. Jack might be disorganized and socially clumsy, but the fact remained, he was a dream student, especially in the eyes of a principal. He was a Rockwell lifer, he was not a troublemaker, and he had an MIT acceptance for the fall, a win that the school administration had not only celebrated but happily touted as their own in a recent newsletter.

Kevin exchanged a grim look with Donna before turning to them. Lucy stood, and as Jack got up, he stepped back to let her go in first, whether out of gallantry or fear, she could not say. She looked at the open door and then at her good-natured, earnest son, and she felt an impulse to grab on to anything fixed around her, anything known. Here we go, she thought.

She reached out and took hold of Jack’s arm.
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On the rooftop deck of the Schultz Foundation offices, with its view of the verdigris cupolas of the Berliner Dom, Greta moved through reception, chatting with guests and reveling in her newfound milieu. That these people had invited her, that they even knew who she was, was in itself a kind of fantasy fulfilled.

The events that day—a culmination of a full year of high-stakes decisions and one especially thrilling purchase—had started with the signing of documents at the auction house. There was the unveiling of the seven paintings for a select audience at the National Gallery, followed by a private lunch with members of the Schultz family. After a flurry of interviews with various media outlets in the early afternoon, the family and their close friends had gathered at the foundation offices. Greta was thanked for her calm, steady guidance. She was complimented for her expertise and aesthetic sensibilities. She wanted to hold on to the day forever.

After the last speech had been delivered and the final trays of wine and Häppchen had been passed, she said her goodbyes, starting with the family’s patriarch, Sebastian Schultz. He shook her hand, smiling more warmly than he ever had before. One of his matronly daughters, always in florals and pearls, opened her arms for a stiff hug and handed her a bottle of Taittinger in a gift box.

And then Sebastian’s granddaughter Vanessa, the family member who had shown the most interest in the art itself, the woman who had made this all happen, stopped her at the door.

“Ich habe einen Vorschlag,” Vanessa said. “If you’ll take me on, I want to be your next client. Only me this time around, so no family quarrels. And unlike my grandfather, I say Alte Meister be damned! I want contemporary art.”

Greta’s pulse quickened at the idea of starting a project. She’d quit her job at an auction house to work for the Schultz family and needed new clients now that their collection was complete.

“Of course my budget is a lot lower,” Vanessa went on, “but I think we could have some fun. Can we meet sometime next week?”

“I’d love to, but I’m leaving for New York Sunday,” Greta said, hoping that the distance between them wouldn’t put off her potential new client.

“Lucky,” she said. “When are you back?”

“In a year,” said Greta, and she loved the sound of it. “My husband’s taking a sabbatical. But there’s no reason we can’t—”

“Perfekt,” Vanessa said, waving her hand as though an ocean between them posed no obstacle. “Let’s catch up with each other in the fall. Meanwhile, you can keep me in the loop with all the galleries there.”

Apparently, whenever Vanessa appeared, doors opened.

“In that case, yes,” Greta said, “I’d love to work with you.”

Vanessa smiled with an air of wealth and possibility. “You and I,” she said with a spirited nod, “are going to shake things up.”



It was still light out when Greta’s taxi dropped her in front of her building in Charlottenburg. She climbed the stairs to the top floor and turned the key, stepping out of her high heels in the entry. The apartment was quiet, making her miss the days when she would have been greeted on a Friday night with the sounds of pop music and the high-pitched voices of Emmi and her friends. She walked down the hall to find her husband in their bedroom, packing a large suitcase. He’d closed the curtains, and the bedroom felt like a cave.

“Well, hallo,” Otto said as she walked in. “How went it today? All was okay?”

From the moment Otto’s New York sabbatical had been approved, he’d insisted on speaking only English at home. Greta was happy to oblige because—while she spoke English almost as well as she spoke German, thanks to her American mother and years of summer camp in Maine—Otto needed the practice.

“The Schultz family was very happy,” she said.

“I hope they are, given how much euros they have spent.” He patted her shoulder affectionately. “You look changed.”

“They had a hairstylist and makeup artist at the television station,” she said.

Otto turned his attention back to his suitcase. “I can’t find my blue and white sleep-suit,” he said.

It was mostly Otto’s vocabulary that needed work; he had a habit of relying on direct translation, which often failed. Other times he picked the wrong word out of thin air.

“In the laundry,” she said. “I’ll have it all done tomorrow.”

“Schau mal,” he said, indicating his mostly full suitcase, “a good start, yes? I have not so much to do before we are leaving.”

Greta had already finished packing; her two suitcases were in the entry, ready to go.

“I thought you were having dinner tonight with one of your symposium speakers,” she said.

Otto checked his watch. “Yes, and he is so impressive,” he said. “He made a very good lecture today.”

“And your talk?”

“Tomorrow morning,” he said. “I wish I had time to practice with you. My slides are, mmm, gut genug, but some of the English is schwer. I will never be as… liquid as you.”

“Fluent. And you’ll be fine,” she said, relieved not to be subjected to an hour-long presentation on the removal of bunions, at least not while she was still buzzing with energy from the day’s events.

“I must make myself ready for dinner,” he said, and went into the bathroom.

Greta talked to him through the closed door. “I called Emmi this morning,” she said. Their nineteen-year-old was at the university in Freiburg—as far away from Berlin as she could have gone. But this summer she would be living with them in New York. Greta was so happy to know they would have coffee together every morning before Emmi’s internship and go to concerts and plays on the weekends. “She says the firm is somewhere in midtown on the East Side—Weiss, Watkins, and something or other. It’s not the easiest commute, but she’ll manage.”

Greta kept thinking they must be overlooking some detail for the trip, but it seemed they were really ready to go. They had passports, plane tickets to Newark, and a furnished two-bedroom faculty apartment waiting for them on Riverside Drive. While Emmi and Otto were at work, Greta would get fully versed on the American contemporary art scene, visiting galleries and meeting artists. A former colleague, now working at Sotheby’s, had already invited her to the opening party for a sculptor who was having a solo exhibition at an art space in Brooklyn.

She straightened a frame on the wall that held a small woodcut by Kirchner that she’d found in Prenzlauer Berg. “Otto,” she said brightly, over the sound of running water, “the Schultz granddaughter wants to hire me to build her art collection.” She could hear Otto gargling. “Vanessa is a force. She has such confidence.” Confidence and very expensive-looking jewelry. Greta ran her hand over her hair, still stiff with hair spray from the photo shoot where she’d smiled alongside Sebastian Schultz and the museum director in front of Girl with a Red Turban, a Vermeer that had been presumed forever lost and that Greta had managed to acquire. “She’s only in her early thirties,” she said, “but she has great instincts, and she’s very”—Greta paused, trying to find the right descriptor for her new client—“bold.”

From inside the bathroom, Otto made a guttural yelp, half bark, half cry. Greta’s first thought was that he’d fallen.

“Otto?” She knocked on the door. “What happened?”

He didn’t answer.

“Are you okay?” she called out as the sound of running water stopped.

He pulled open the door, his eyes wide. He was holding a washcloth in one hand, his phone in the other. “He can’t do this.” He dropped the washcloth on the floor and walked off, staring at his phone.

“Who can’t do… what?”

“My new boss—the Arschloch—he halted my sabbatical funding.”

“Halted?” Greta felt the joy of the day evaporate in an instant. “That’s not possible. We’re about to—”

“ ‘Aufgrund von Budgetkürzungen,’ blah blah blah…” Otto said, scrolling through the message. “He says I can’t go.”

“No, but…” Greta’s face flushed in anger. “It’s too late—”

“He’s sorry for any problem this might cause.” Otto dropped down on the foot of the bed and put his head in his hands. “I thought I would get eine Pause from the politics of my work, and have more nicer colleagues at last.”

“Otto,” Greta said, overcome by a wave of disappointment for them both.

Otto stomped his foot on the floor. “Thirty years at the same institution, and I’m all the time disrespected.”

She had heard this refrain many times of late and had not wanted to believe it was true, but maybe Otto had seen the situation accurately.

“They have been looking for a way to push me down for months,” he went on, “and Moritz the Monster and the new Arschloch department chair have finally done it. Wie peinlich!” he said.

“No, Otto,” said Greta, but it was embarrassing; they’d told everyone their plans. She put a hand on his shoulder to steady herself. One of them needed to keep calm. “Schatz?” she said. “As terrible as this is, I don’t think we can solve this crisis right now.”

“I will write a letter of protest—”

“Yes, but what about your dinner?”

“Dinner?”

“Your dinner with the symposium speaker?”

Otto looked at her, panicked. “Scheiße.” He jumped up. “What time is it? Oh Gott, Oh Gott, I have to go.”

“Try to breathe,” said Greta, following Otto to the front door.

He put on his raincoat. “I feel like I’m being demolished.”

Diminished? she thought. But that was almost worse.

Sliding his phone in his pocket, Otto stepped into his loafers, adjusting the arch inserts. “At least the man I’m taking for dinner is ein guter Typ. Friendly and… großzügig?”

“Generous,” Greta said.

“Yes, he is the kind of colleague I wish to have.”

Greta patted his back. “Too bad you can’t join his lab,” she said sympathetically.

Otto gave her a nod and rushed out.

Greta closed the door and made tight fists with her hands, reeling from the dramatic shift in mood. It couldn’t be possible that New York was being stolen away from them, after all the planning, all the anticipation.

And she had no one to share in what had been—up until now—a most remarkable day, a day that had made news not just in Berlin, but across Europe. She poured herself a glass of wine and took it out onto the balcony, where she saw Otto disappear into a cab and speed away. Across the street, a young couple kissed under the light of a doorway.

A breeze caused Greta’s silk skirt to flutter against her knees, and she heard music coming from her American neighbor’s apartment below. The base was thumping.

She leaned over the stone balustrade, and there was Adam, sitting on his own balcony. He looked up and smiled at her.

“Hey, you,” he said, getting to his feet. “How did it go today?”

Now that her night had taken an epically unpleasant turn, Greta found herself at a loss for words. “It was… fine,” she said.

“Fine? No need to be humble. You know, you were in the New York Times International Edition today: Under the careful guidance of Greta von Bosse, the Schultz Collection is a national treasure that… totally kicks ass, I’m paraphrasing. I’d demand my personal tour if you weren’t leaving,” he said. “New York ho!”

For a split second, she thought he was calling her a ho. “Yes, westward ho,” she said.

She couldn’t bear to talk about Otto’s lost sabbatical, so she held up her phone, miming an incoming call, and ducked back inside. She felt completely unmoored and tried to remember the pride and pleasure of the past weeks as the Schultz family, museum directors, and the press acknowledged her for having formed a collection of European masterpieces—all portraits of women, from every walk of life, from the lowly to the sublime. The sixteenth- to nineteenth-century paintings, depicting femininity in every form, were now on display in a single room bearing the Schultz name, and she had done her part to create that.

She would not let the change of plans derail her. She looked around her beloved apartment. She’d recently had the old herringbone floors restored to a beautiful finish. The apartment had all its original fixtures, the hardware on the doors, the medallions on the ceilings. They’d lived here for fifteen years, and she had everything the way she liked it. Leaving this apartment to go to New York had seemed worth it; she had hoped that she and Otto would find a new kind of joy there, on their own and, more important, with each other.

And that’s when the worst part of Otto’s news dawned on her: Emmi! Greta was losing the gift of a summer with her daughter living under her roof.
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Lucy’s phone pinged to announce that today was graduation at the Rockwell School. But Jack would not be graduating, and none of the Holt family festivities surrounding the event were happening. Lucy would not tap her foot along to “Pomp and Circumstance” as the students marched in procession. There would not be a big lunch at Mesero, nor would they gather in the evening at her house for a celebration with Jack’s friends and their families, even though Big D Party Rental had already dropped off linens and set up six round tables and fifty folding chairs in the backyard. It was impossible to believe that it was all canceled, including MIT in the fall.

Jack had been so close, and now everything was grievously and hideously bungled. Lucy punched a fist into the mattress.

She hadn’t slept. The scene in the principal’s office had replayed over and over in her head while she tried to think of a way out of this mess. She had a house full of guests in town for graduation—Mason’s divorced parents, along with his brother, Henry—and sometime around midnight, she was sure she’d heard something, raised voices and a thumping on the front door. When she’d gotten up to look out the window, there was no one there. Her heart was pounding even now as she stared at the ceiling of her bedroom, watching the blades of the overhead fan spin, feeling crushed. The evening before, Jack—all chin stubble and leg hair, taller than she by six inches—had cried on her shoulder for the first time since he was a little kid. And all she could do was pat his back and tell him that somehow—although she had no peg on which to hang this promise—things were going to work out.

At least his friends would rally around him. They were superstars. A band of misfits, sure, unpopular by whatever metric high schoolers use to calculate popularity. But they were a nice group. Smart, generous; they had one another’s back. Rosie was an aspiring environmentalist. Drew, who had arrived at Rockwell in second grade, was shy, painfully so. He and Jack volunteered every Wednesday afternoon, socializing animals at a local shelter, which is how the Holts had ended up with a pit bull, a something-doodle, a guinea pig named Piglet, and three still-unnamed tabby cats, one of whom was downright aggressive, though no one could tell them apart. Sam was the last to join Rockwell and was the most outgoing of their group, recently wowing them all as Howie the milkman in the spring production of Our Town.

And then there was Jack: fan of bad puns and Torchy’s Tacos, member of a climbing gym, highly sensitive, and seriously into math.

All nice kids. None of them perfect. Only one of them expelled.



Lucy climbed out of her side of the bed, and the dogs, Bunny and Tank, followed her out of the room as she went to wake the twins. Instead of decorating graduation cupcakes for their big brother that morning, the girls were going to Saturday swim practice. They were groggier than usual as they ate their cereal. But then came the usual morning chaos, conducted in hushed tones rather than at normal volume. The girls ran around in pajamas, searching for goggles and dry pool towels, and then went to brush their teeth.

“Is my hair green in the back?” Zoe said, twisting to see for herself in the bathroom mirror.

“Yes,” said Alice.

“No,” said Lucy, sniffing the chlorine that emanated from her daughter’s head. “Your hair’s fine. But let’s put it in a ponytail.”

“A green ponytail,” said Alice snidely.

Lucy hustled them into the hallway, just as Uncle Henry came out of the guest room in a bathrobe, his hair standing up on end the same way Mason’s did. He put out a hand and high-fived the girls on their way downstairs.

“You’re up early,” Lucy said quietly. The last thing she wanted was to wake Jack or Mason’s parents, given how late they’d all been up. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Until the sunlight nearly blinded me,” he said, pointing a thumb over his shoulder. “Adding that huge east-facing window was a bad move.” Henry had designed the house, and people either loved the architecture or despised it, as her mother did. “I had a nightmare that the doors were all the wrong sizes and were falling out of their frames. It was like that dream where your teeth fall out.”

“It wasn’t a dream,” Lucy said, patting Tank, who was leaning heavily against her leg. “The dogs heard it too and went completely bonkers.”

“Or we’re all experiencing a collective anxiety,” Henry said, shaking his head. “Poor Jack.”

“Ellen took the news pretty well,” Lucy said.

“As you know, my mother is a pathological optimist. But she’ll be sad if it turns out that Jack isn’t moving to Cambridge.”

For Lucy, the very words “Jack isn’t moving to Cambridge” were like a punch to the gut.

“I called home last night,” Henry said, “and tried to tell the gang what happened, but I got confused about the math part.”

Of course Henry would tell his wife and kids, but Lucy hated to know the story was spreading and probably mutating, all while Mason knew nothing about what had happened. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Jack wrote a complicated formula to calculate how much the most popular girls in his class would have to be paid to invite him to their graduation parties. Someone found the list and claimed he was putting prices on them.”

“Too smart for his own good,” Henry said, putting a hand on her shoulder, “like father, like son. I’m sorry Mason isn’t here.”

Lucy was too. Very sorry.

“My brother picked a hell of a time to go to New Mexico.”

“Mason is on Mars,” she said.

Henry shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

He returned to his room, and Lucy went downstairs, where she found the girls in the kitchen with her father. He’d let himself in the back door and was crouched over, patting Bunny on the rump. When he straightened up, he stepped on a plush dog toy that let out an absurd squeak under his sneakers. Alice was getting Go-Gurts from the fridge to take along in the car. Even the twins were trying to act as though everything were perfectly normal when absolutely nothing was.

When she saw that the girls still hadn’t put on their bathing suits, Lucy sent them back upstairs to change, hoping Alice could keep Zoe on task.

“How’s he doing?” Rex said, putting a hand on the counter next to the plastic-wrapped tablecloths and napkins she’d rented for the party.

“Oh, Dad,” said Lucy. She sat down on a barstool, feeling the fatigue in her legs. “I’m freaking out. Drew’s mom heard the Burtons might try to press charges. There’s talk about a restraining order—”

“The Burtons, our neighbors?” her dad said, his face flushed. “They’re demonizing a boy over a piece of paper. Why can’t they let him explain the math and apologize?”

“It was easier to kick him out,” Lucy said, “than to make sense of datasets.”

“You want me to go over to the Burtons’,” Rex said, “and give them a talking-to?”

Lucy was also tempted to try to talk to Janice, mother to mother, but she’d been instructed by the principal not to make contact. “No, you can’t,” Lucy said firmly, “and neither can I without making things worse.”

“I don’t see how things can get any worse,” Rex said.

He had a point. “Thank you for taking the girls this morning,” she said. “Who knows what the swim team parents have heard.” She got up to make a pot of coffee.

“I meant to congratulate you,” her dad said.

She turned back to him and coughed out a laugh. “What for?”

“Your mom said you got that client, for the Danish design you pitched.”

Lucy had forgotten all about Laurel Hotels. The lunch at Haywire seemed like ten years ago. “Right,” she said. “It isn’t so much Danish as Scandinavian in a more general way.”

“Whatever you want to call it,” her dad said. “It wasn’t easy to go against your bosses and their brothel theme—”

“Boudoir—”

“—but your good taste prevailed.”

All the more reason Lucy felt tremendous pressure to deliver. She wanted not only her bosses but the whole team to believe in her vision.

She was washing out the coffeepot when Alice ran in, dressed in her swimsuit and jelly sandals. She grabbed on to Rex’s leg and yelled “safe” so Zoe couldn’t tag her. But Zoe paid no attention; she was playing a different game altogether. She came spinning into the room wearing Jack’s cap and gown, her stuffed rabbit, Fred, under her arm. Behind her one of the cats was chasing the black fabric as it dragged across the kitchen floor, his claws tearing the hem into ribbons.



After they left, Lucy hid the cap and gown on a shelf in her closet. She checked the time; the ceremony would be starting in three hours. She was still—for no good reason—holding out hope that the principal would call and tell her he’d changed his mind, that Jack was off the hook. She kept her ringer on, just in case.

Alone in her bedroom, she sat cross-legged on her bed and called NASA. Sandra picked up right away. “Good morning, Lucy. I guess congratulations are in order.”

“Unfortunately not,” Lucy said. “We’ve had a crisis here.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Sandra said, as sweet as could be.

“I need to talk to Mason.”

There was a long pause. “Well, bless your heart,” Sandra said, with an uncomfortable laugh. “You know that’s not going to happen.”

“No, seriously,” Lucy said, shifting to make room for the dogs, who joined her on the bed. “There’s a problem with Jack, as in ‘Houston, we have a problem.’ I need Mason to call me,” she said.

Sandra cleared her throat. “He can’t call you. Mason is on Mars.”

“Mason is in New Mexico,” Lucy said.

“Lucy,” Sandra said, scolding, “this is a commitment. And you’re asking to break sequestration in week three? This doesn’t speak well for your ability to handle the stress of a partner in space.”

“Mason is not in space and he’s never going to space, so just tell him that Jack’s in big trouble, okay? Do whatever you have to do. But tell him I need him. We need him.” The dogs were watching her, cocking their heads at the intensity of her voice.

“Is this a health-related matter?” Sandra said. “Like, is your son physically okay?”

“Would that make a difference?”

“Not necessarily,” she said.

“Seriously, Sandra?” Lucy said. “This is stupid. Just give Mason a phone.”

“There’s currently a glitch in the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter UHF antenna. And unfortunately, Mason and the crew cannot be reached at this time.”

“Please?” Lucy said, indignant that Sandra would be so stubborn. “Make an exception? Just this once?”

“You signed up for this mission too,” Sandra said, as if Lucy were a child, “and you were told very clearly that communication blackouts would be an anticipated occurrence.”

“How long,” Lucy said, trying to keep her cool, “will this particular blackout be in effect?”

“I can’t answer that,” Sandra said. “But I can tell you that communication with Earth at this time would destroy the integrity of the entire project.”

“Wow. This is so not okay. And Mason’s going to be furious when he finds out,” Lucy snapped, and she hung up. Bunny and Tank were still watching her, waiting. “Mars, my ass,” she said.

The doorbell rang, and the dogs started barking. Lucy let them out in the backyard and went to the door, worried there might be an angry mob. Instead, through the window she saw a stranger, a woman in cowboy boots and a long, tiered denim skirt. She opened the door, taking in the smell of her neighborhood in early summer, cut grass and magnolia blossoms.

“Hi, I’m Sylvie,” the woman said. “I just bought the house next door to you.”

“Oh, hi,” Lucy said. “Welcome.” She’d seen the “For Sale” sign go up and the “For Sale” sign come down, all within a matter of hours and had been impressed by whoever made such a big decision in such a hurry. Now she knew. “I’m Lucy,” she said, realizing she hadn’t brushed her teeth or her hair yet. The timing for an introduction to her new neighbor could not have been worse.

“Real nice to meet you,” Sylvie said, putting out her hand. She had turquoise bracelets on her wrist and pretty, silver rings. “Sorry to come by so early. I’ll be moving down from Plano in a couple of weeks, and I just wanted to say a quick hello. I’m planning on having a few people over for drinks to welcome myself to the neighborhood, once I get here and unearth the wineglasses. No offense to the husbands,” she added, “but I thought it might be nice to meet the ladies around here first.”

It occurred to Lucy that this woman had to be the only person in a ten-mile radius who had not heard about her son and the infamous list he’d made. “My husband’s out of town anyway,” she said, “on a work thing. He’ll be gone awhile.”

Sylvie nodded sympathetically. “My ex traveled all the time,” she said.

“Come on in,” Lucy said.

“Only for a second. We don’t want your AC to escape.” Sylvie did a graceful little leap over the doormat and then looked around the entry.

“I just love y’all’s house,” she said as Lucy closed the door behind her. “So unusual. I hope it’s okay if I ask for a few recommendations, like who cuts your grass and cleans your pool. This is my first time living alone, not that my ex was much help around the house, but I’m sure as hell not climbing a ladder to clean my own gutters.” Sylvie laughed, though Lucy thought she detected a little sadness.

From the kitchen she could hear Mason’s mother and her own talking in the kitchen and realized she’d never turned on the pot of coffee.

“I’ve always found meeting people easy, through school and whatnot,” Sylvie was saying, “but my kids are grown and flown. I’ve got a daughter in her last year of business school at Oklahoma State and a married son living in Atlanta. So I’m pretty much a one-woman show now.”

Lucy looked down at her pajamas. “Sorry about my appearance,” she said. “Today’s a little hectic. I’ve got relatives in town, busy eight-year-old twins, and a son who’s”—Lucy paused and glanced up the stairs—“considering a gap year,” she said.

“I remember what that’s like,” said Sylvie, nodding. “Anyway, I just wanted to say hi. I’ll drop off an invite for my party after I move.”

“Thank you,” Lucy said. But she doubted she would be going to Sylvie’s party, or to any party, or to anywhere else around town, including Starbucks or the Tom Thumb. What the hell was she going to do?

“I’m hoping this is as nice a neighborhood as everyone says, but I admit,” Sylvie said, glancing behind her at the front door, “I’m having my doubts this morning.”

“Sorry?” Lucy said.

“Oh, I figured you knew. I hate to be the one to tell you this,” Sylvie said tentatively, “but somebody egged your front door.”

Lucy remembered the thumping she’d heard the night before and clenched her teeth.

She opened the door and stepped outside—eggshells and slime under her bare feet—and looked at the outside of the door. “Well, how about that,” said Lucy. “I think—this must be one of those end-of-school pranks.” There had to be a dozen eggs smashed against the wood and puddled up on the doormat. Lucy felt a stinging behind her eyes. “Kids,” she said, putting her hands out in a cartoonish shrug.

“That’s going to be a real pain to clean,” Sylvie said, carefully hopping back over the doormat. “You need a hand?”

“No thank you,” Lucy said, “I can manage. But thanks for telling me.”

“Sure. I guess you know already about the other… prank?”

“The other…?”

“Your car?” Sylvie said, and pointed toward the driveway.

Lucy stepped away from the broken eggs and saw Jack’s Prius sitting off-kilter, three of its tires slashed.

As bad as she’d thought the situation was, it was far, far worse.






To: Otto von Bosse

From: Troy Judson

Hi there, Otto,

Thanks so much for inviting me to the symposium. And thank you for dinner last night! I really enjoyed the chance to talk about robotic surgical solutions for metatarsal tumors and other exciting developments in our world of feet. And let me say again, I was real sorry to hear about your sabbatical falling through like that. But I’m hoping your department head’s bad decision will be our gain! I called the dean of my university, and we’d love to host you in Dallas. As I said before, the research you do has inspired my own, and I think there could be a real benefit to a collaboration. Let’s do this!

Down to brass tacks: We can provide you with lab and office space, a postdoc to run studies, and all the equipment you could need. Since you’ve been denied a sabbatical salary by your institution, we can finagle the budget to kick in some kind of stipend. We don’t have any housing to offer, but might I suggest you consider a house swap? I know people who swear by them. Could be a win-win! I’m attaching a map, indicating the neighborhoods you may want to consider.

It would be an honor to host you in our department! How soon can you come?

Best,

Troy Judson, MD

UT Southwestern Medical Center




Girl with a Red Turban   €60,000,000

Bathing Woman        €27,000,000

Prostitute in Repose       €4,000,000

A Lady Reading        €3,300,000

Dancer in Yellow        €876,000

Madonna del Parto       €750,000

Noblewoman with Parakeet  €650,000
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Otto—who wore pressed gingham shirts to work, who listened to Beethoven in the bathtub, who read widely and ate narrowly, who loved soccer with its yellow cards and red cards—was, like many Germans, a stickler for rules. And yet he’d broken one of the most important marital ones. Greta was gobsmacked.

She met him at the door when he got home. “How could you agree to something like this without discussing it with me first?” she said.

“I apologize. You are correct,” Otto said as he stood on the doormat, rain dripping off his umbrella. A brightness in his eyes showed he wasn’t all that sorry. “But it happened so fast. And I thought we did talk about it, zufällig. When I was leaving for dinner last night, you said I should be part of a lab that has more friendlier people.”

Greta crossed her arms as Otto came into the entry, taking off his wet coat and shoes. As he was closing the door, she could hear Adam’s laughter in the stairwell below them.

“The playboy,” said Otto, “is entertaining a group of people who look like… Diebe.”

“They’re not thieves,” said Greta. “They’re more likely rock musicians from his studio.”

“Well, I don’t like him,” Otto said. “I have never liked that man.” He slipped his feet into his slippers.

“Please, Otto,” she said impatiently, “explain yourself.”

“Can I eat something first? It’s been a long day.”

They went to the dining room. Greta was meeting her sister for dinner later, so she had kaltes Abendbrot arranged on the table for Otto. There was a basket of bread and a board with cheeses, ham, tomatoes, and olives. She’d gone shopping that morning, thinking they were staying in Berlin and she might as well fill the fridge back up again. She’d also unpacked her clothes and taken her empty suitcases back down to the Keller. And then Otto had called to tell her his big news. Her outrage was causing her entire body to stiffen and her head to ache.

“I thought you’d be happy,” Otto said, sitting in his usual seat at the dining table and placing his linen napkin across his lap. “You wanted to leave Berlin, to have an adventure, ja?”

She poured herself a glass of wine and handed him the bottle. “Yes, but not just any adventure.”

“Please, Greta,” he said. “My institute was wishing to… spool me into the sewer—”

“That’s not really—”

“But I found a solution. I am crawling myself back out of the toilet. I am being welcomed, most kindly, by this Texan doctor who saved me from looking foolish to my colleagues. Oh, the Arschloch’s face when I told him about the offer! It was after the symposium was vorbei, and—”

“I’m sure that was very satisfying, Otto. But this is all too fast. You’re giving me whiplash.”

“Whiplash?” he said, reaching for the breadbasket. “What is whiplash?”

She was so annoyed with him then, she could feel her face turning red. In her desperation, she played the death card. “I’m already dealing with the loss of my father and my mother’s decision to sell my childhood home. And now you’re throwing a completely unexpected change at me. It’s too much.”

“Lillian is doing the right thing,” Otto said, patting her hand before selecting a roll that he began to slice open. “Why would she need such a large house anymore?”

Greta couldn’t argue with that. “Why Texas?” she said.

“Dr. Judson is offering everything I need to do my research.”

He pronounced Judson Yudson. Greta did not correct him.

“There’s only ein kleines Problem,” he said.

There was a gust of wind outside, and rain spattered against the windows. Greta got up to close the transom above the balcony door, seeing a lot more than one little problem. She was struggling to reconceive the next twelve months of their life, starting with the fact that she wouldn’t be with Emmi this summer. She’d never been to Texas, and it was not on any bucket list she’d ever made. And she doubted Vanessa Schultz would have the same enthusiasm to work with her from Dallas.

She sat back down and held her hands together on the table. “And the one little problem, as you see it, is what?”

“This hospital in Dallas can only pay part of my salary,” he said. “Ein Stipendium.”

Greta closed her eyes and tried to breathe steadily. “Otto,” she said, “I don’t have a job anymore. How much is the stipend?”

“I don’t know yet, but probably not much.” He took his fork and stabbed a piece of prosciutto. “But maybe we could be… How do you say sparsam?”

“Frugal,” said Greta, her voice flat. She took a big sip of wine.

“Yes, like my grandmother after the war. We have saved some money,” said Otto. “And Dr. Judson had a wonderful suggestion—sehr interessant. He said it is win-win if we make a ‘house swap,’ because then we are not paying to live there. A good idea, oder?”

“A house swap?” Aghast, Greta sat back in her chair, looking around the room, her eyes settling on the expressionist still life painting she’d hung beside the curtains. “And have strangers living in our apartment? Absolutely not.”

“Why are you so quick to say no? A stranger is not always a bad person. What about the last stranger you met? Herr Schultz’s granddaughter? That was also win-win.”

He was right about that; a year ago, Greta had stopped for a cup of coffee at the Gendarmenmarkt and sat next to a woman who asked for the sugar packets from her table. Greta had noticed, under the young woman’s left elbow, the catalog from the Museum Barberini in Potsdam that featured the Impressionist collection of the billionaire philanthropist Hasso Plattner. After passing the sugar, Greta mentioned a Morisot painting she’d seen there, and they began a conversation that had changed everything. Vanessa Schultz had simply appeared in her life that day, and it felt like she’d cast a spell over her, one that made people warm to her and trust her.

But that did not mean Greta wanted some random stranger living in her house, using her Fissler pots and pans, sleeping in her bed. Soaking in her bathtub! She took a sip from her Lobmeyr glass, imagining someone else drinking out of it. She hated the idea.

“You aren’t eating,” Otto said, his fork in hand.

“I’m going out with Bettina. And anyway, I’m not hungry,” she said, sorry for how sulky she sounded.

“I wish you could keep your mind open. If we could make this work,” said Otto, “I am being so happy. Dr. Judson is brilliant. And his work on soft-tissue masses is the top-notch. This hospital, Southwestern, has six Nobel Prize winners. Six!” He held up five fingers on one hand and his thumb on the other. “When we come back in a year, my colleagues here will respect me.”

Greta didn’t answer. She knew nothing about Dallas, good or bad. Otto might have a purpose there, but what was she going to do?

“We have already our tickets to Newark,” he said, “and I discovered an airline called Spirit that has very cheap prices to Dallas.”

“And where do you propose we stay when we get there?”

“There’s a Holiday Inn one and a half kilometers from the hospital; we can stay there until we make our house swapping.”

The room darkened, and there was a low rumble of thunder. Greta could not help but glower at him.

“We’re leaving our beautiful home,” she said, refilling her glass, “to stay in a Holiday Inn by a hospital?”

But Otto looked at her then with pitiful hope in his eyes. “Bitte, Greta, please, I need this,” he said. “I’m so tired of the people here, my colleagues who are always penetrating me in the backside, and the rain, rain, rain. All the time, the rain.” He reached over and took her hand. “I know you’re disappointed about New York and Emmi. Ich auch. But I think we could have a nice time in Texas.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “Maybe enjoy the Wild West together. Ja?”



“The Wild West?” Bettina said. “Did he actually call it that?”

“He’s romanticizing a horrible situation,” said Greta. She and her sister were drinking martinis at Hildegard, sitting at a high table across from the crowded bar. At their feet, Til, Bettina’s enormous Bernese mountain dog, named after the film star and heartthrob Til Schweiger, was sleeping soundly despite the noise.

“Well, I think it’s kind of adorable,” Bettina said, tossing her long hair over her shoulder. “He’s got the wrong idea, though; Dallas is very sophisticated.” Bettina was turning heads in her skinny jeans and sheer, low-cut top. She looked thirty but was fast approaching forty, a fact she vehemently denied.

Greta stabbed her vodka-soaked olive with a toothpick. “I thought we were going out for dinner,” she said. “I need to eat something other than nuts.”

Bettina studied Greta over the rim of her almost empty glass. “Years ago,” she said, “I secretly thought Otto was too old for you.”

“Secretly? You said he was too old for me, multiple times,” Greta said, “even on our wedding day.”

“But maybe I was wrong. He’s the one acting young at heart. So spontaneous!—and in the face of a major letdown. I’m kind of impressed with him. Maybe you need to loosen up. It’s only a year.” She reached over then and tried to undo the top button on Greta’s tailored van Laack shirt.

“Stop,” said Greta, brushing her hand away.

“Why are you dressed like Mom on her way to a luncheon in Wannsee? No guys are going to try to pick us up—”

“I don’t want guys to—”

“I do,” said Bettina. “And you’re sending the wrong message. Where did you get that heinous shirt anyway?”

“From Mom,” said Greta, “in Wannsee. I went to say goodbye to her, and I salvaged it from a pile of clothes she was giving away. She seems almost too happy.”

“What are you, the grief police?” Bettina said, resting her chin on her hand. “Is she not mourning sadly enough for you?”

“You aren’t supposed to make significant changes in your life for a year after a partner dies,” said Greta, “and she’s already sold her house with practically everything in it, including”—and she held up her index finger—“Dad’s drafting desk, which he promised to you.”

Bettina squinted. “I really don’t think you should be more upset about that than I am. My level of upset should kind of set the bar.”

Greta desperately wanted the Bauhaus sconces from the hallway of her childhood home, but she didn’t mention it.

Over Bettina’s shoulder two men appeared to be having a lovers’ quarrel, one holding on to a fistful of the other’s shirt.

“The suburbs are a bad place for a single woman,” Bettina said, leaning down to check on Til. “And anyway, it’s better for us to have Mom in the city.”

“I know. I just worry Tobias is having some kind of anesthetizing effect on her. He’s the last person I would have chosen to be her helper.”

Greta’s most vivid memory of Tobias Meyer was when he was ten or so, and his parents invited them to go sailing on the Wannsee. Tobias thought it was a fun joke to fling himself into the lake, forcing his father to shout “Klar zur wende!” and turn the boat around to retrieve him. They spent most of that summer afternoon sailing in circles until Tobias’s mother became enraged and threatened to tie her son to the mast. Greta’s mother had hired that reckless boy—now a grown man—to help sort out their father’s clothes and papers, to go through the attic and the basement, and to pack up for her move.

“She says he’s a godsend,” Bettina said, “which is over-the-top maybe, but at least he’s being a help.”

“If Tobias’s own father doesn’t trust him enough to work in the family business, then why should we trust him to work for our widowed mother?”

“As soon as she moves,” Bettina said, “she won’t need him anymore.” She raised a finger to the bartender, ordering another round.

“No, I can’t,” Greta said. “I’ve got a flight to hell in the morning.”

A young man in a suit was angled away from his finance pals at the bar, making eyes at Bettina; she winked and smiled at him.

“Can you focus on me for one night?” Greta said.

“So needy,” Bettina said, rolling her eyes.

“I always hoped at some point in my life I’d have the chance to live in Manhattan like you did, and it will probably never happen.” Bettina’s time in New York had completely erased whatever minimal German accent she’d had, while people often asked Greta where she was from.

“At least Emmi still gets to go,” Bettina said.

Greta took the last sip of vodka. “If she can find a place to live.”

“She will.” Bettina shifted on her barstool, crossing her long legs. “You can live vicariously through her. And as for a house swap, it’s not as impossible as you think. There are websites for these things.”

“I’m not having a complete stranger live in my home,” she said.

“Then post something on Instagram, I’ll share it with my friends.”

Greta picked up her phone and scrolled through pictures of her apartment, its high ceilings and cozy lighting. “I don’t want to,” she said.

“It’s this or a Holiday Inn on the side of a freeway,” said Bettina flatly.

Greta breathed in deeply and opened Instagram. “What do I say?”

Bettina took a cigarette out of her purse. “Something like ‘Seeking a house in Dallas beginning ASAP, ideally for one year but flexible.’ ”

“I thought you quit smoking,” Greta said, composing a message. “It’s so bad for you.”

“In exchange,” Bettina said, “a gorgeous ‘altbau’ apartment in Berlin’s most boring, bougie neighborhood.”

“Charlottenburg is not boring,” Greta said.

“Fine,” said Bettina, “in Berlin’s… safest neighborhood.”

Greta wrote most desirable neighborhood. “Anything else?”

“Perfect for anyone evading arrest.”

Greta typed Perfect for anyone in need of an escape, adding three exclamation points at the end.

The bartender brought their new drinks and a dog bowl filled with water. After he walked away with the empty glasses, Greta pushed her martini toward the middle of the table. Bettina slid it back toward her, her eyes still following the handsome man who was mingling as if he owned the place.

“Do you know that guy?” Greta asked.

“And add a picture of your balcony,” Bettina said. “Americans get such a hard-on for a good balcony.”

Greta reviewed the photos, hating this entire idea. “What if I get squatters? I’ve heard about people who find these seemingly perfect tenants and then they can never get them out.”

“You won’t get squatters.”

“What if they don’t use coasters? What if they wear their shoes inside?”

“So you’ll refinish a tabletop and clean the floors,” Bettina said, untying the leash from the table leg. “Not the end of the world.”

She was wrong about that; it was never a good idea to tamper with the original finish of antiques unless you absolutely had to. Greta took a breath and tapped Share.

She put her phone down on the table. “But New York,” she said sadly. “Mom has so many stories about growing up there. I wanted to feel more connected to it, more at home.”

“New York’s not going anywhere,” Bettina said. She was on her phone, typing rapidly with her thumbs. “Okay,” she said. “I just reposted. Let the magic begin.” Then she stood up and took her leather jacket from the back of her chair.

Til sensed a change and got to his feet as well, his big body knocking against the table leg. Greta patted his head.

“I’m going outside for a quick smoke,” Bettina said. “I’ll only be a minute.”

“You can leave Til with me,” said Greta.

“It’s okay,” Bettina said. “He needs to pinkel anyway.” She started to follow the good-looking man to the door.

“Bettina,” Greta called after her, a knowing lilt to her voice.

“Sei kein Baby. I’ll be right back.”

Greta watched her go and then waited, taking small sips from her drink, getting more and more annoyed the longer she sat there. Her phone pinged with an Instagram notification, and she opened the app to see a message: Hey pretty lady sexy you want sugar daddy pay money?DM me!

Trolls. Greta blocked the account.

The bar was getting louder, and Greta drummed her fingers on the table, turning to the door in search of Bettina. The two men arguing at the next table were deep in conversation, their foreheads pressed together. Whether this was an escalation of their feud or a reconciliation was impossible to tell.

A man walked up to her, and Greta prepared to gently rebuff his attention. But he was only asking whether he could take Bettina’s barstool.

Again, she got a notification, this time from someone who followed Bettina: My son and his six friends are looking for a place to hang in Europe while they take time off college. No home to exchange, but interested?

No, Greta was not interested. She reached for her drink and took a bigger sip this time. She folded and refolded her cocktail napkin. She considered leaving, but she had no desire to talk to Otto, to repack her bags, or even to sleep. She wondered whether Bettina was coming back at all; it would not be the first time her sister had ditched her in a bar.

She was curious to know whether the two men would patch up their disagreement or go their separate ways. One minute they were kissing, and the next they were gritting their teeth in anger. How would it end?

Greta finished her drink and then started in on Bettina’s.
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