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PRAISE FORTHOSE PEOPLE BEHIND US






“Juxtaposed against the bright and sunny Southern California sky, this multigenerational tale takes a deep dive into the minds and motivations of a seemingly harmless neighborhood as it strips back each dark and complicated layer, piece by piece.”


—Suzanne Simonetti, USA Today best-selling author of The Sound of Wings


“Thoughtful and riveting. Camarillo trains an astute yet empathetic eye on the residents of one Southern California community in the year 2017, dissecting the mental and emotional cracks in our foundation at the brink of the Trump era.”


—Shelley Blanton-Stroud, author of Copy Boy and Tomboy


“A fascinating and perceptive read about growth, acceptance, and understanding people different than yourself.”


—Diana Wagman, author of Spontaneous and Extraordinary October


“Mary Camarillo deftly weaves the lives of these five very different people together, revealing their personalities with skill and sympathy. You’ll wonder about your own neighbors—those people behind us—and whether you should make more effort to get to know them better.”


—Anara Guard, author of Like a Complete Unknown


“A town that could be anywhere in America.”


—Leslie A. Rasmussen, author of After Happily Ever After and The Stories We Cannot Tell


“Mary Camarillo captures a suburban beach community with such precision, you feel you are eavesdropping on real people’s lives, with all their dreams and disappointments, faults and frailties. Camarillo allows her characters to express their differing views and leaves it to her readers to draw their own conclusions.”


—Debra Thomas, author of Luz and Josie and Vic


“Peyton Place with a twist of Trump.”


—Eduardo Santiago, author of Tomorrow They Will Kiss and Midnight Rhumba
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CHAPTER ONE



KEITH NELSON
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Keith watches a skunk family march down the middle of Summertime Lane, their eyes glowing zombie red in the streetlight. It’s 5:20 a.m. and the battery on his cell phone is almost dead. He can smell himself, perspiration, pizza breath, and the gym socks and towel that never quite dried yesterday. No matter what, he’s got to do laundry today and get some sleep tonight. He had to move his car from the library parking lot earlier, when the police drove through, flashing blue lights at the parked cars and RVs, yelling into bullhorns that the lot was closed. Now he’s only two blocks away from the house he grew up in.


He imagines his parents, sound asleep, with no idea of all the wild things creeping around outside in the dark. Coyotes slinking down the sidewalk, sniffing the air for dog food and outdoor cats. Possums waddling toward sidewalk-splattered avocados. Tree rats chasing each other across electrical wires. Two raccoons traversing the cinderblock walls like gloved and masked thieves. One scrawny, grey striped cat hiding beneath the Gormans’ oleander bush.


Keith pees in an empty Gatorade bottle, opens the car door as silently as possible, and gets out. The blooms on the crepe myrtle trees up and down Summertime Lane catch the sun rising over Ensillado Mountain. He pours the urine out over the grass clippings in the Gormans’ green yard waste container, then puts the empty Gatorade bottle in their blue recycling bin. Stretching his arms overhead, Keith hears his neck pop. He wishes he had an Advil.


The crepe myrtle flowers are beautiful—watermelon red, rose pink, deep lavender, fuchsia, and white—with a silver bark that glows in the sunrise. A small breeze picks up and the blossoms wave back and forth as if they’re admiring each other. His dad would call him a pussy, but he loves these trees, the contrast of their crazy colors against the concrete sidewalks and driveways.


And then the Gormans’ sprinklers go on and an icy jet of water shoots straight up his leg. “Fuck,” he whispers as he jumps across the meridian, trying to avoid getting his feet wet too. He gets in the car, grabs the stinky towel from the backseat, and does what he can, but it looks like he’s pissed himself. There’s another pair of shorts in the trunk that also stink because he’s worked out in them twice this week, but it’s too hard to change in the car. He has a key to his parents’ house, but they’ll be up soon, making coffee, getting ready for work. He imagines his father’s granite slab of a face, his mother’s disapproving smirk. “Not so independent after all,” she’d probably say. He checks his cell phone again: 5:43. He starts the car.


He’s the first one through the door at the Seaview gym, holding his gym bag over his crotch so Cliff, the club manager at the front desk, can’t see the wet spot.


“Your membership expires in July,” Cliff says. “You want to go ahead and take care of that now?”


“That’s two months away,” Keith says. “I’ll catch you next time.” He changes his shorts, stows his gym bag in a locker, then goes out to the workout floor and does his weight routine twice. After he runs on the treadmill for forty-five minutes, he heads back to the locker room where he shits, showers, and shaves.


His chin in the bathroom mirror is the same as his dad’s, square and solid. They used to have similar noses too, long with high bridges, but beer has pickled his dad’s nose into something red and bulbous. Keith takes a blue button-down off a dry cleaner hanger. He always wears blue because his grandmother says it complements his eyes. He looks tired. He never gets enough sleep. Most people guess he’s older than twenty-four.


The traffic on the freeway is heavy, but he still gets to the office early, takes his usual spot in the last row of the parking lot behind the bright blue trucks with “The Bug Guy” printed in bold yellow. He parks in the back because he doesn’t like the idea of people looking at his towel and gym clothes spread out in the backseat to dry. The Accord is otherwise spotless, washed weekly at the drive-through car wash, no trash on the floor, the rest of his belongings packed neatly out of sight in the trunk.


The phone on his desk is already ringing. “It’s a great day at the Bug Guy,” he says as required in his job description. His father calls him a glorified receptionist because he answers the phone, schedules termite inspections, and listens to customers describe invasions of roaches, ants, and fleas and complain about inspectors being late. He’d make more money as an inspector, but he doesn’t like chemicals, crawling in attics, or dealing face-to-face with weird people, going into their weird houses, looking at their weird shit. He’s too big to crawl into attic spaces anyway. Five foot eleven and two hundred twenty-five pounds, according to the scale at the Seaview gym this morning.


He watches enough sports and news at the gym to make small talk with people at work. They seem to like him, but he keeps to himself because being too friendly would mean explaining his life in more detail. His coworkers have stopped inviting him to lunch and happy hour. “Keith’s a health nut,” they say. “Spends all his spare time at the gym.” Once he can afford a training space of his own, he plans to convert them into clients.


At 5:00 p.m., he clocks out and heads to his usual laundromat with his duffel bag full of dirty clothes, but every single machine is taken. There’s no place to sit and wait either. This place is never busy. He calls his grandmother and asks if she needs anything, hoping he can use the machine in the laundry room by her place.


“Pick me up some coffee filters and a box of chardonnay,” she tells him on the phone. “You can stay for dinner too.”


There’s a line for the visitor pass lane at the Golden Years Retirement Community where Granny C lives. Catherine Nelson is her real name, but Keith’s always called her Granny C, and she’s always called him Sonny. She’s the only one who isn’t disappointed in him. He watches the guards as he waits to be waved in. Uniforms and gates still make him nervous.


“So handsome,” Granny C says when she opens her front door. She’s wearing her usual pastels, lavender today. She has a woman who comes to her apartment every Friday to wash and style her hair, and she always keeps her glasses clean and the batteries in her hearing aids charged.


Keith leaves his duffel bag on her front porch and kisses the top of her head. After he puts the wine in her fridge, he helps her switch from her walker to a wheelchair.


“Set that duffel bag in my lap,” she says. “Let’s go do some laundry.”


They roll out of her apartment and down the sidewalk. Keith likes Golden Years’ expansive lawns. They have an impressive collection of trees too—Southern Magnolias, Ginkgo Biloba, Mimosa, Jacaranda, and his favorite, Crepe Myrtles. “The hydrangeas are starting to bloom,” he says, and Granny C smiles. She had a huge garden in her old house in Coyote Heights and taught him the names of all the plants and trees.


There’s an OUT OF ORDER sign on the locked laundry room door.


“Shoot,” Granny C says. “There’s another laundry room across the greenbelt. Let’s try that one.” On the way they stop in front of a corner apartment with a display of twenty-five pink plastic flamingos arranged around a stand of jasmine and ginger.


“Remember that time we went to Hawaii?” she asks.


He remembers jumping over waves in bright sunshine, his dad holding tight to his hand. They bought shaved ice on the way back to the condo, green hills in the distance. “Any flavor you want,” his dad had said. Keith’s favorite was called Tiger’s Blood: watermelon, strawberry, and coconut. “That was a long time ago,” he says now.


The machines in the second laundry room are all in use.


“Sorry, Sonny,” Granny C says. “But you could probably do laundry at your parents’ house.”


“Not a good idea.”


“Don’t be so stubborn.”


“It was my idea to leave.”


“I worry about you, sleeping in your car. There’s so much crime.”


“That room in Garden City will be available soon.” He’s on a waiting list and the room is actually just a sectioned off part of an unheated garage, but he’ll have bathroom privileges and access to a washer and dryer.


“How about if I give you some money for a hotel in the meantime?” she says.


“You know my mother won’t like that.”


Back in her apartment, Keith cuts the stuffed bell peppers in the Meals on Wheels tray into two pieces and heats them in the microwave. When he pours her a glass of wine, Granny C hands him a check for two hundred dollars. His mother will be angry when she finds out, and she will find out because she reviews Granny C’s bank accounts religiously.


They eat in front of the television. Granny C pays for cable so she can watch James Garner in The Rockford Files. She admires how Garner never uses his gun unless he has to but isn’t afraid to get into a fistfight. Rockford’s fights are laughably fake, but Keith likes the show because she does. He wakes up when the credits roll. Granny C is snoring. He takes the check out of his pocket and admires her handwriting, then tears it in half and throws it in the garbage. On his way out he slips two twenties from her purse. He picks up his duffel bag of still-dirty clothes and goes back to his car.


Too bad he never got that blond woman’s phone number, the one who’d subbed a cardio fit class a few Sundays ago at the Seaview gym. She was exactly his type. Blond and fit. Her class was organized and complete. She looked smart too. He’d noticed her wedding band and flashy diamond ring but followed her out to her car anyway. Despite the hour and a half cardio class she smelled fresh, like orange blossoms. Usually following women out to their cars doesn’t go well for him, but he must have said something right because she mentioned a quiet place in the Gunner industrial complex where they could talk if he wanted to meet her there.


They parked next to a dumpster behind a closed auto paint shop and got in the backseat of her Chevy Suburban. The tinted windows were so dark, he could barely see her sitting next to him, untying her shoes. She pulled her leggings off and she wasn’t wearing any underwear. When she straddled him, he couldn’t believe it. It was over before he could really appreciate it—she came, he came, and then she climbed off him. She didn’t want to talk either, never even gave him the chance to ask for her name or her number. He hasn’t seen her at the Seaview gym since.


His best friend Wayne Connor’s house is another option, but Wayne’s wife Tina never seems glad to see him. When Keith asked if he could crash on their couch that first night out on his own, Wayne said they’d just remodeled.


Keith starts his car. He’ll go back to the laundromat. They’re open until midnight. Hopefully, the machines will be empty by now.












CHAPTER TWO



RAY MURDOCH
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After Ray gets up to pee the second time, he goes back to his bedroom and cracks open the window, hoping to see the LA Times delivery truck come down Mountain Brook. The air is cool and damp, the start of another May Gray morning. At least the stink of rotten eggs from the offshore oil rigs has finally lessened. There’s an open can of tuna on the patio table below. He’ll have to talk to his mother again. Leaving food out for the Gormans’ cat will only attract rats.


He’d had the craziest dream before his bladder woke him up. He was riding his bicycle across the country. The sun was on his back, there was blue sky above and Saguaro cactuses in the distance. Tucson, maybe? He was happy, which was how he knew it was a dream.


It might be too early for the newspaper. There are no lights on in the Nelsons’ house behind him. They’re probably sound asleep like gainfully employed people should be, unlike jobless old farts like him with only a Social Security check to look forward to each month. Bouncing from auto repair shops to construction sites and falling on and off the wagon was never a pathway to a pension or a home of his own. Or a cross-country trip on a bicycle.


That was a good dream though. Much better than his usual nightmares about helicopters and medics in Vietnam. He liked how free he’d felt, out on the open road on his own. That old three-speed he bought in a garage sale to pedal around the neighborhood would never survive a trip like that. Neither would he. He can barely ride five miles without having to stop and pee or rest.


He should try to bump up his mileage, maybe ride down to the beach today. Except he has to take his mother to the podiatrist at nine-thirty and to her retina doctor after, and then he needs to go grocery shopping.


Headlights come up Mountain Brook. Maybe he’ll actually get to read the paper with his breakfast this morning. Ray walks across the hall and opens the front bedroom shutters. This was his room when he was a kid. Now he has the master in the back and his mother sleeps down in the den because she can’t manage the stairs anymore. A car passes his street, Hillside West, and turns right on Summertime Lane. It’s the grey Honda the Nelson boy drives. That newspaper guy must have overslept again.


Ray glances up and down the street at his neighbors’ driveways. It looks like a luxury car lot. Two matching BMWs next door. A tricked-out Lincoln Navigator parked beside a brand-new minivan across the street. That new couple halfway down the block has a black Mercedes, gleaming under the streetlight. Ray has counted five Teslas, three Airstream trailers, four Jeeps, and a Hummer on his bike rides around the neighborhood. Vehicles worth more than he ever made in a year. His neighbors are all about the show. They probably make fun of him for living with his mother and driving a sixteen-year-old Camry, but he doesn’t care. He doesn’t even know most of their names.


Ray closes the shutters. There are two sets of neighbors he likes: Neil and Stephanie Gorman over on Summertime Lane and Martha Kowalski and her son Josh three houses down. Martha loves to cook and always has leftovers to share. He never cared much for Martha’s husband, Joe, who was some kind of pyromaniac, always fooling around with fireworks, but Joe seems to be out of the picture these days.


Ray knows the name of the gardener who takes care of most of the neighborhood lawns. Gregorio always stops by to admire his mother’s roses. The real estate agent, Lisa Kensington, he knows only because she leaves an annoying newsletter with her name printed in large bold caps on his porch every week. And then there are the Nelsons behind him. Their son Keith appears to be living in his car these days. He’s a full-grown man, much too large to be comfortable sleeping in a Honda.


Ray scratches his stomach under his T-shirt. He supposes the general lack of neighborliness might also have something to do with the Hillary flag his mother insisted on buying as soon as she saw the Trump flag next door. The election is over, but the flags are still flying. Ray doesn’t remember any political signs when he was growing up. He never had any idea of how people voted or who they were for or against. Now everyone advertises exactly how they feel about everything when they’d all be better off not knowing. Ray remembers a line from a poem he had to memorize in grade school about good fences making good neighbors. He never really understood what it meant until now.


He doesn’t understand why the Nelsons don’t let Keith sleep inside their house. Keith’s lucky to have a car, Ray supposes. More comfortable than sleeping on a bus bench or in a tent by the river like so many people are these days. Veterans, some of them, with a jones for drugs, alcohol, or both. He’s had a spin on those merry-go-rounds. Maybe Keith has too.


One thing Ray’s learned in his seventy-two years on the planet is he has no freaking idea what goes on in other people’s heads. He hears the toilet flush downstairs, which means his mother’s up. Might as well go start a pot of coffee. The newspaper should be here soon.


[image: ]


LISA KENSINGTON


Prestige Haven Homes, Where Your Home Is Your Castle


MAY 26, 2017 | (800) WB4-EVER lisa.kensington@Sandcastlerealty.com


HAPPY MEMORIAL DAY


Once again Sandcastle Realty is providing Memorial Day flags to the entire Prestige Haven neighborhood. This beloved holiday is a chance to honor and remember our military service members who have died in the line of duty.


Memorial Day also marks the official start of summer. Time to get back in bikini shape! The Curves on Eckerd and Gunner has a special on memberships right now! Mention my name and get ten percent off your first workout!




Helpful Household Tips


“ To remove marks on wood furniture, cut a walnut in half, rub it into the scratch, rub the area with your fingers, and then buff it up with a cloth. Isn’t that nuts?”





In Case You Didn’t Know


I’m Lisa Kensington, from Sandcastle Realty, and my territory (for almost 18 years!!!) is the Prestige Haven tract. Three miles inland from the Pacific Ocean, Prestige Haven offers the most affordably elegant classic beach homes in Wellington Beach. It’s also where I live.


My husband Eric owns his own pest control business, and our two teenagers attend Wellington High School (go Wellies!).


I’m your forever real estate agent. I know the neighborhood. I’ll get you the most money in the least amount of time.


PRESTIGE HAVEN IS A GREAT PLACE TO LIVE


Wellington Beach has always been an affordable Southern California beach town, perfect for raising a family. The Prestige Haven tract is a shining example of the Wellington coastal lifestyle. The neighborhood includes a mixture of oneand two-story plans with three to seven bedrooms ranging in size from twelve to thirty-eight hundred square feet.


Prices in the Prestige Haven tract have risen dramatically. A recent sale was $979,000! Call for a free estimate.












CHAPTER THREE



LISA KENSINGTON
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Just before sunrise, Lisa picks up the stack of Sandcastle Realty newsletters and slings a backpack loaded with small American flags over her shoulder. She stops in front of the hallway mirror to examine her hair. The color isn’t quite as red and glossy as it was two weeks ago when she paid the salon two hundred dollars. She loves the cut, a short bob with a center part and bangs, but her roots seem to have widened overnight to almost a quarter inch stripe. She’s not ready to go grey yet—she’s only forty-four.


There are also dark shadows under her eyes that no amount of concealer will hide. Last night, after she let Betsy, her mother-in-law, bait her into another ridiculous argument about whether or not Melania was trying to slap away Trump’s hand when they landed in Tel Aviv (Betsy’s convinced the video was altered, Lisa is sick of talking about it), she ate half a bag of caramel popcorn and lay awake with a stomachache most of the night.


She tells her husband she’s leaving, receiving a muffled grunt in return. Eric’s probably already clicking on his phone, buying something else they don’t need from Amazon. Stress-eating and arguing with Betsy weren’t the only things keeping her awake last night. Both kids will need to take their SATs soon and the tutoring sessions are pricey. Her teenagers do okay academically, but okay isn’t enough in these competitive days of affirmative action, advanced placement classes, and the requirement to have a significant amount of volunteer work in addition to a four-point bazillion GPA. She’d like the kids to go somewhere more prestigious than the state university she and Eric attended, but they haven’t saved nearly enough money.


Pulling an Angels cap over her grey roots, she heads out of their one-story house on Paradise Court—three bedrooms, one and half baths, the smallest model in the tract. As she places a flag in the yard of her next-door neighbor, John comes down his driveway in his robe and slippers and picks up the Wall Street Journal.


“Memorial Day already,” she says, handing him a newsletter. “Can you believe it?”


John gives her a knowing smile, which usually means he has another rumor to share. “Have you heard the latest about the Riptide?”


“I heard it sold,” she says. The Riptide apartment building sits on the northern edge of the Prestige Haven tract. People visiting the apartment dwellers are always parking in the neighborhood, as if they belong here.


“The Riptide tenants got sixty-day notices to vacate last February,” John says.


“That place is pretty run down.”


“They’re planning to put in low-income housing.”


She doesn’t have time for John’s nonsense this morning. “Where in the world did you hear that?”


“A woman from my church. She’s moving out this weekend. They told her she’s going to have to reapply if she wants to move back in. Thought you’d want to know.” He leans over and pulls the flag out of the ground. “These are a lot flimsier this year. Are you using a different vendor?”


“Same as last year.” If she allowed herself to dislike any of the neighbors, John would be at the top of the list. But neighbors represent future opportunities, and it doesn’t matter if she likes them or not.


“Can’t you do something about that kid pounding on his drums over on Hillside? We can’t hear ourselves think with that racket.”


I’m a real estate agent, she’d like to say, not the block warden. “Have you tried talking to him?” she says instead.


“I don’t want to get involved. I figured you might know the parents.”


“I’ll speak to his mom. Have a nice day, John.”


In a way, she is a kind of block warden, Lisa thinks as she heads out of the cul-de-sac. She definitely feels responsible for the neighborhood. Walking the tract is not only good exercise; it’s the best way to keep her eye on things. Lawns suddenly gone untended. Dusty cars that never move. Newspapers yellowing in driveways. Trash cans left out on the street too long. All of that impacts property values.


A low-income housing project so close to the tract would be devasting, but John has always spread ridiculous stories. Last year he was convinced one of the houses over on Morningside was an Airbnb. Lisa already knew the owner had family visiting from the Netherlands. Two months ago, John told everyone the one-story next to Saint Benedict’s had been turned into a sober living place because he saw three men sitting in the driveway smoking cigarettes. The men were actually newly appointed deacons, there to celebrate Palm Sunday, which Lisa knew because she doesn’t assume anything, she asks questions. John’s obviously wrong about the Riptide.


She sticks flags in each of the forty-six yards on Mountain Brook. The old man in the corner house with all the plumerias is too frail to live on his own much longer. He’ll be ready to sell soon. She just sold a similar model for cash to a tech company that will probably rent it out and eventually flip it. Lisa would rather sell to a family just starting out. She loves making people’s dreams come true, but six percent is six percent, regardless of who is buying.


She pulls twenty more flags from her backpack and turns on Hillside West. There are several homeowners on this street who haven’t taken down their Hillary signs. Trump flags are still flying too, even though he’s been in office for five months now. It’s 2017. People need to move on. She’s not a fan of Trump, but the economy might improve with a businessperson in charge. She puts a flag in Ray Murdoch’s yard and admires his roses. Most yards are landscaped with the same pink ladies, boxwoods, night-blooming jasmine, creeping fig, and birds of paradise. It’s slightly monotonous, but the consistency gives the neighborhood a uniform feel.


The yard in Martha Kowalski’s two-story, three-bedroom further down Hillside is a different story. Martha is having her son Josh rip out all the grass in the front yard, which is a huge mistake since landscaping is the first chance to make a good impression. Most people have gardeners, but Martha might not be able to afford that anymore since her husband moved out. Martha might even be thinking about downsizing. Lisa makes a mental note to call and check in, then plants a flag in the dirt next to Martha’s mailbox and moves on. She won’t say anything to Martha about Josh’s drumming. The boy needs an outlet. She can’t imagine raising a teenager on her own. Martha works long hours at Wellington Community Hospital, which leaves Josh unsupervised most of the time.


A realtor’s flexible schedule is a huge advantage for a mom. Lisa’s been able to juggle clients and chauffeur her kids all over Citrus County to their practices, meets, and games since they were small. They’ll be out of school for the summer soon. Seventeen-year-old Monique will spend every minute of her vacation playing water polo, building up her muscles, and doing nothing to improve her social life. Tyler, on the other hand, is sixteen and sure he’s God’s gift to women. He’s signed up for a two-week wrestling camp but is otherwise free for the summer and already talking about all the upcoming parties. Lisa dreads the resulting phone calls from parents of sobbing daughters, sure that offering up their virginity to Tyler was a ticket to eternal love and commitment. Tyler thinks everything’s a big joke and says not to worry, he’s too young to settle down. Lisa worries that some pregnant girl might trap him into marriage.


No wonder she can’t sleep.


When Monique got her driver’s license, Lisa thought she’d have more time for herself, but then Betsy moved in. Lisa never leaves her mother-in-law home alone. She sees most of her clients in the evenings and on weekends. The kids help out when they can. Tyler even gave Betsy his bedroom and moved out to the workshop by the pool. In hindsight, this may have been a mistake. She suspects Tyler is smoking pot out there. Eric keeps promising to talk to him. She needs to remind him again.


Thank goodness there aren’t any sober living places or Airbnbs in the Prestige Haven tract. It’s a “homogenous neighborhood,” she occasionally admits to the clients who look like her, laughing hesitantly about being politically correct, not wanting to offend anyone and lose the sale, because you can never tell these days what people will take offense to. That’s why it’s a huge mistake for people to put up political flags. It’s so divisive. Like tends to follow like, after all. Everyone is more comfortable among their own kind. It’s just human nature. There is some diversity in Prestige Haven, of course. One Jewish family marches virtuously through the tract on Saturdays to the synagogue next to the Goodyear Tire Store on Hefner Street. Two Indian women wearing saris push baby strollers through the neighborhood, but they speak English in a lovely musical tone. Lisa doesn’t really mind those kinds of foreigners, especially when they have cute dogs.


There are also two interracial couples who seem nice enough, and a few Asians who keep to themselves and could possibly be caregivers for the “normal” residents. So far, no one’s added any pagodas or elephants, unlike neighborhoods in nearby Fountain Springs, which are almost entirely Asian now; too many cars in the driveways, residents talking to each other in some foreign dialect. How’s that supposed to make people feel? How can you not think they’re talking about you? It’s certainly not neighborly.


Lisa knows from online voting records that most people in Prestige Haven voted for Trump, although she and Eric most certainly did not. They are looking forward to electing a slightly less liberal governor and city council, and they’re big fans of Carter Welch, the Wellington Beach city attorney who has filed several lawsuits against the State of California. They admire Welch’s opposition to homeless shelters, sanctuary laws, and most especially low-income housing. California needs to stay out of Wellington’s business.


Some of her neighbors are so fed up with California’s politics that they talk about moving to Texas or Idaho. She and Eric have no plans to move anywhere. Sure, there are problems—too much traffic, too many homeless people—but if they left California, they’d never be able to afford to come back. California has always been home.


Lisa plants her last flag. The kids will be up by now, expecting breakfast. Eric always needs help figuring out which tie to wear. And Betsy will be awake soon. Lisa feels a headache start behind her eyes. Today, she vows, she won’t let Betsy get to her.












CHAPTER FOUR



JEANNETTE LARSEN
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Jeannette is still trying to get the crappy sound system to sync up with her phone when the members of the 9:45 a.m. Cardio Fit class at the South County gym start to file in and set up their steps and risers. She glances up at the banner hanging over the clock. Don’t just try. Do it. She could teach the class without a microphone, but that would mean screaming for an hour, and the twenty dollars per class the gym pays her isn’t worth losing her voice. She takes a deep breath and counts to ten, then reboots the system. So what if she’s a minute or two late starting? It’s not her fault the club bought the cheapest system available.


“This is my first time here,” a woman says. “Is there anything special I need to know?”


Jeannette glances quickly over her shoulder at a young Latina with a pretty face and a soft round belly. “Start with one riser and two five-pound weights. You should be fine.”


“I just had a baby.” The woman crosses her hands over her belly. “I was wondering if the daycare here is any good. Do you have kids?” Jeannette shakes her head, turns back around, and reties her ponytail, pulling her blond hair back tight off her face. Giving parental advice is not in her job description.


The grey-haired woman who wears glasses laughs. “Jeannette doesn’t talk much, but she gives us a decent workout.”


The Botoxed redhead who always sets up in the front row says, “If you don’t mind working out with a robot.”


The grey-haired woman laughs again.


I can hear you, Jeannette almost tells them, but she really doesn’t care what they say. They’re right anyway, she is kind of a robot. She teaches the exact same class to the exact same music every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday morning.


“I use the daycare all the time,” another woman says. “Just be prepared for your kids to get sick a lot.”


“Builds up their immune systems,” the grey-haired woman says.


Jeannette’s phone finally connects with the sound system, and when she punches play, “Funkytown” blasts out of the speakers. “Eight-minute warmup,” she yells. “Let’s get started.”
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After class, the club manager, Cliff, stops Jeannette and motions her to follow him. Cliff manages three clubs in Citrus County. He is tall, Black, handsome, and most of the time seems to have a stick up his very firm ass. “We had another complaint,” he says, not waiting until they get to the privacy of his office. “A member says you yelled at her.”


Jeanette knows right away who it was, the Botoxed redhead. She’d told her twice to sit into her squats, not just bend over.


“It’s the second complaint this month,” Cliff says. “If you’d smile once in a while it would help. You’re so serious. It scares people.”


“Form is important. There’s no point in exercising if you aren’t going to do it right.”


“Lighten up a little bit, okay? I don’t want to have to let you go.”


“Let me go? You can’t even find me a sub when I need a day off.”


“You know I have to treat all you girls the same.” His eyes run up and down her body. “Even though you’re my favorite. Come on. Let me see that smile.”


She tastes her morning coffee in the back of her throat. It was a mistake to fuck him last month in his office. “I’ll try,” she says.


He gives her a slimy smile. “Don’t just try,” he says. “Do it.”


She wants to scream as she hurries to the door. She breaks into a run as soon as she’s out of the building. A Tesla backing out of a parking space nearly hits her and she has to leap out of the way. She raps her fist on the hood. “Watch where you’re going!”


“Sorry,” the driver mouths. “I didn’t see you.”


Shit. The grey-haired woman with the glasses. Jeannette forces a smile. “No problem. See you Saturday.”


She should quit this job. The pay’s lousy, the microphone is crap, the floor is dirty, and the mats reek. Her husband Bob is making good money now, thanks to his promotion, and they can easily afford the new house in Wellington Beach on his income. She likes having her own money though, and teaching aerobics keeps her in shape.


She lets her fingers hover over the Tinder app then puts her phone away and starts the car. She hadn’t needed Tinder for that last guy. He’d followed her out of the Seaview gym, and she’d invited him to meet her over in the industrial park. Good looking guy too, firm jaw, and longish blond hair. He wore a blue tank top which showed off his sculpted torso and impressive biceps. His eyes said he’d lived through some tough times, but she wasn’t interested in hearing about his life. She didn’t want him to talk at all.


Afterwards, when he’d tried to ask her advice on starting his own personal training business, she’d shooed him out of the car. His feelings might have been hurt, but she didn’t care. Her advice would have been to pick another dream. Personal trainers peaked years ago, and unless he had celebrity connections, he’d never make money on his own. The other choice is working for a chain like she does, which isn’t likely for this guy because his body type’s out of fashion. Even the man’s gym clothes were out of style. No one wears tank tops anymore. His body was fine with her though. She likes big and strong. It’s what attracted her to Bob.
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Emmylou Harris is singing “Red Dirt Girl” on the satellite radio as Jeannette turns into her tract, driving a little too fast because she really has to pee. Her sports bra is damp and clings to her skin, and the waistband of her leggings is soaked. She slows as she turns down her street, wondering what there is in the house to make for dinner tonight.


One of the neighbors is outside, working in her front yard with her teenaged son. The boy holds a hoe; the woman leans against a shovel, a dejected expression on her face. There aren’t many young families in this tract, but Bob says the neighborhood is starting to turn over. He thinks this will be good for their property values.


Jeannette recognizes something familiar in the defeated curve of the neighbor woman’s spine. The boy, however, is full of energy—dancing around with the hoe, stabbing at dandelions. He needs a haircut. He says something and the woman halfway smiles and then looks sad again.


Jeannette licks her lips and tastes salt, suddenly furious at the woman for looking so unhappy when she has a living, breathing boy to spend time with, in a front yard soaked in sunlight. What she should do is slam on the brakes, pull over to the curb, get out and grab the boy by his arm, march him down the sidewalk, push him into the backseat of her Suburban, and speed off in the opposite direction. That woman has no business with a child. She can’t even keep up with his haircuts.


Jeannette glances in the rearview mirror. She can’t remember where she was going or where she’s coming from. She doesn’t recognize her own house until she passes it. She takes a quick look at the backseat, worried that the boy might be sitting there.


The backseat is empty, of course, and the boy and the woman are still working in their yard. Jeannette makes a U-turn and drives back to her driveway, punches the garage door opener, and allows herself a quick glance down the street. The woman and the boy don’t look up. Emmylou Harris is still singing about red dirt. Jeannette pulls into the garage and closes the door.
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After her shower, Jeannette sits naked on the upholstered vanity bench in her walk-in closet. Pink blouses arranged by shade and sleeve length hang above black slacks and pencil skirts lined up by fabric type. Her black dresses are on the opposite wall. Leopard skinned sandals and heels sit in separate cubby holes. White tennis skirts hang on their own rack, gym tops are folded and stacked by color on the shelves, leggings arranged by dominant shade, workout and tennis shoes at the ready.


The purses have their own section.


The first Coach bag her son, Zack, bought for her birthday with most of the money he earned working at Hot Topic is displayed on a shelf all its own. Zack had read somewhere the bags were made of leather and stitched together like baseball gloves. She loved the purse so much he bought them for Mother’s Day and Christmas too. He would have approved of this closet, a museum piece of color coordination, her entire wardrobe artfully displayed.


The rest of her purses, all Coaches in tribute to Zack, are lined up in chronological order. They are her only extravagance and she’s such a good customer; Coach is always sending her coupons. She’s bought one every month since Zack’s funeral. Bob never complains about what she spends.


The closet was originally a small bedroom next to the master suite, but the prior owners knocked out a wall and added shelving, double hangers, a tri-fold mirror, and a vanity and bench. It’s the only reason she agreed to sign the papers to buy this place, but she still feels like a traitor, moving away from the house where Zack was born. She worries his ghost is haunting their old neighborhood, wondering why his parents have abandoned him.


She turns on the light of the magnifying mirror, although she’s learned to take off and put on makeup without fully looking at herself. She hates what she sees in her deep brown eyes—a mother who should have done more, a wife who no longer wants her husband to touch her, a woman who has sex with strangers.


She’s not careful with sunscreen. It won’t be long before her doctor will suggest a dermatologist. She won’t make the appointment. She doesn’t get mammograms either. Let what will happen, happen. She stands and surveys her body in the full-length mirror. Her arms are strong, her stomach flat, her legs toned and tanned. She pulls on a short black dress. No underwear, she decides. Flat leopard skinned shoes and the pink flowered cross-body Coach bag that has just enough room for her phone, her keys, and a credit card.


She has a few hours before Bob will be home. She’ll drive over to the Costco parking lot and check Tinder. She’s been lucky this time of day when people might decide to cut out of work early and hook up with someone. Afterwards, she’ll go inside Costco and pick up something for dinner. Their sushi is surprisingly good. Bob likes it anyway.












CHAPTER FIVE



JOSH KOWALSKI
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“One, two, three, four.” Every time Neil Gorman counts off the beat, Josh can’t believe the man is almost eighty-six years old. Something magical happens when Neil sits down behind Josh’s drum kit. His spine straightens. The pupils of his eyes brighten. His skin stretches tight over his cheek bones, and he looks decades younger.


The first time Neil knocked on his door, Josh assumed he was there to complain about the noise. He’d been banging on every available flat surface since his dad left; tapping his fingers on the kitchen table at breakfast, slapping his palms on his desk at school, smacking his hands on the tops of his thighs, keeping time with his right foot, switching it up with his left. Annoying everyone was his only objective. His mother finally suggested he set up his father’s old drum kit in the garage. His dad was in a band for a while and then quit, just like he quits everything. All of his abandoned projects are stacked in the garage; books on how to win at blackjack, a metal detector, some paintball guns.


If Neil had been any other neighbor, Josh would have ignored him that day. He’d already googled Wellington’s laws. Cops can’t do much about noise until after 10:00 p.m. But when he saw Neil standing in the hot sun, his red adult tricycle pulled up on the sidewalk, he’d felt bad for the old man.


Turns out, Neil was a drummer too, for a rock band in the sixties called Electric Catfish. Josh read online later that their lead singer smashed his Corvette into the center divider of the 405 freeway the day after the band signed a record contract. The label dropped them and they broke up. Neil doesn’t like to talk about it. “A cliché,” he calls it.


Neil’s the one who told him about Led Zeppelin. Josh found a grainy YouTube video of John Bonham playing the Moby Dick solo live with his bare hands, leaving blood prints on the drum skins. Now, Led Zeppelin is Josh’s favorite band.


Neil’s been coming over every afternoon since school let out for the summer. He’s taught Josh single strokes, paradiddles, and double stroke rolls. This afternoon Neil shows him something called a bolero. When Josh switches places with Neil to try it out, he feels energy transfer from the sticks to his hands and straight through the drum skins.


“The bolero will make more sense,” Neil says after Josh works through it a few times, “once you learn how to read music. You should join the high school band in the fall and learn another instrument. Piano’s always good. Increases your options.”


“I just want to play drums, Neil. The high school band is for losers, and I don’t need to read music. That’s what YouTube is for. Have you ever heard of a band called The Midnight Slinkers? They were my dad’s favorite. They shoot fire when they play.”


Neil shakes his head. “Sounds like a circus act. I don’t know anything about YouTube either. We had record players when I started out. I can’t count how many needles I wore out, playing tracks over and over again.”


“What’s a record player?” Josh grins. “Seriously, Neil. John Bonham was a genius.”


“Charlie Watts is the genius,” Neil says. “John Bonham is a maniac.”


“You know John Bonham is dead, don’t you?”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Neil says. “Try the bolero again.”


“Bonham died a long time ago,” Josh says, but Neil is already counting down.
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Later (five minutes? Two hours? Josh loses track of time when he’s playing with Neil) he looks up, dripping with sweat and completely happy, and sees his mother in the driveway, home from work.


Neil lurches to his feet, stiff legged. “Can I help you?”


“It’s just me, Neil. Martha?”


Neil nods. “I remember. Your boy here has real talent.”


Josh grins. Neil’s praise is rare.


“I made spaghetti for you and Stephanie last night,” his mom says. “I’ll go get the container.”


“Stephanie loves your spaghetti,” Neil says.


“How is she doing?” his mother asks. “Does she have to go far for her chemo?”


Neil’s eyes widen and the color drains from his face. “I need to get home.” He hurries out of the garage and climbs on his trike.


“Everything okay, Neil?” Josh asks.


“What about the spaghetti?” his mom says, but Neil is already halfway down the street.


“He’s getting worse,” she says as they watch the red trike turn at the corner. “He didn’t even recognize me today.”


“We were into the music,” Josh says. “Neil forgets stuff sometimes, but he still rocks. Want to hear a joke he told me? How do you make a million dollars as a musician? Start with two million. Get it?”


“That’s too true to be funny.” She touches the circle of freckles on his right cheek with her fingertips. A birthmark she calls his angel’s kiss. “Don’t start believing you can make a career out of this, honey.”
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After dinner, she holds up Neil’s forgotten container of spaghetti. “Why don’t you take this over to the Gormans? Make sure they’re okay.”


“Sure,” he says. He likes the Gormans’ house. They have an old upright piano in their living room, and they have really cool posters. There’s one in the bathroom of Led Zeppelin at the Long Beach Arena back in 1972, before his mother was even born.


The lights are on at Neil’s house, and he can hear the television. They’re probably watching “Behind the Music,” a show Josh teases Neil about but secretly likes. He knocks on the front door and waits. There’s something rancid in the air; a skunk maybe, or the neighbor’s trash cans. Whatever it is smells terrible. He rings the doorbell. No answer. Neil and Stephanie might already be asleep. As he turns to leave, the curtains open. Neil looks at him wide-eyed and quickly closes the drapes. After a minute, the door cracks open.


“Can I help you?” Neil asks.


“My mom wanted me to give you this.” Josh holds up the spaghetti container. Neil mumbles something Josh doesn’t catch. He leans past the old man and waves his hand at Stephanie, sitting in her recliner, wrapped in a purple afghan. Neil’s recliner has a matching green one draped across the back. “Hey, Miss Stephanie. Jeez, Neil. It’s cold in here.”


“She likes it cool. She’s sleeping.”


“Is that Deep Purple?” Josh steps past Neil and walks toward the television set. The smell seems to have followed him inside. He checks the bottom of his shoes for dog shit and then hears a familiar minor chord. “Awesome! Is that ‘Smoke on the Water’?” He glances over at Stephanie to see if she agrees. Her eyes are closed. Her skin is the same color as her purple afghan, her mouth open, her jaw slack.


His heartbeat quickens. “Neil?” he says. “She doesn’t look right.” He’s never seen a dead person before and even though it feels disrespectful, he can’t look away.


“She’s just sleeping,” Neil says. “Let’s go outside so we don’t wake her up.”


“She’s not sleeping, Neil. We should call someone.” He’s still staring at Stephanie when he feels soft fur slink between his bare calves. A jolt of terror jumps straight up his spine and every muscle in his body clenches. He looks down as Ringo, Stephanie’s grey-striped cat, leaps up into her lap and licks her hand.


“Get off of her, you damn cat!” Neil flails his skinny arms up and down.


Ringo raises his head, blinks his yellow eyes, slides his pink tongue across his teeth, and lowers his head again. The blood rushes from Josh’s heart down to his feet. Ringo isn’t just licking Stephanie’s hand; he’s chewing on her palm. Josh’s stomach lurches.


Neil grabs the TV remote and throws it at Ringo. He misses and the plastic case slams into the brick fireplace and shatters. The cat leaps gracefully off Stephanie’s lap, down to the carpet, and then soars up the stairs, stopping at the landing to clean his claws with his teeth.
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