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            One
Fall

         
         
            Stella

            Stella Parker loves hot summer nights. The warm embrace of them. The feel of the air against her body and the earthy smell
               of humidity. It’s a visceral response, one that’s almost embarrassing. Like a vice one doesn’t mention in polite company.
            

            
            When she first came to McLean, these languid nights were a revelation. She hadn’t realized they existed outside the world
               of fiction. A night like this in early fall feels like an impossibility, much like her own privileged life.
            

            
            Stella hugs her knees, still golden-brown from the summer sun, close to her chest. She makes herself small on the slate steps
               as though she could disappear into the night. Behind her, the house looms, sprawling up and out. It’s always been too big
               for their family, but Tom rationalized the purchase based on the large backyard.
            

            
            “The kids need to be able to play outside, Stella,” he’d said.

            
            She hadn’t argued.

            
            “Besides, look at this kitchen. It’s perfect for entertaining.” He’d smiled at their polished blonde real estate agent as
               he wrapped his arm around Stella’s shoulders and squeezed.
            

            
            The version of Stella that Tom saw, the one that can be easily swayed by a kitchen built for entertaining, doesn’t quite match
               reality. The actual Stella doesn’t like to throw dinner parties. Or any kind of parties, if she’s being completely honest.
            

            
            She doesn’t mind that he got that wrong. She wants him to believe in that version of her. If Tom believes it, it means she’s successfully excised the parts of her that aren’t fit for public consumption. Stella tells herself that everyone has secrets. 

            
            If you tell the same story often enough, eventually it becomes the truth.

            
            Except sometimes the past breaks into the present. Nights like these, when Tom and the kids are out and Stella is left to
               her own devices. These are the nights when she rejects the comfort of air-conditioning and television for sticky warmth and
               things that creep through the night. The heavy darkness draws out raccoons, blood-hungry mosquitos, the neighborhood fox that
               stares at her without fear, and, of course, Stella herself.
            

            
            When her phone buzzes, Stella feels a flash of annoyance. She looks at it, all lit up on the flagstone. Her electronic monitor.

            
            Does her deep-seated desire to, once in a while, be left completely alone make her a bad mother?

            
            She sighs. A desperate sound, barely audible over the cicadas. It’s already late September. There won’t be many more nights
               like this. What she wants is to be uninterrupted.
            

            
            Her phone buzzes again, and Stella does a quick calculation.

            
            It’s not Colin, because he’s at his baseball tournament. Daisy is at a sleepover, but she’s been there only an hour. It’s
               too soon for the kind of drama Stella associates with Daisy sleepovers. That leaves Tom. He has a work dinner tonight, and
               Stella isn’t expecting him home until late. She told Tom she was going out with friends from her book group. The women who
               think she’s one of them.
            

            
            They’re all graduates of impressive universities. In theory, the conversation that takes place with her book group should
               be incisive and thoughtful. Instead, it focuses obsessively on SAT/ACT prep, college visits, recruiting for field hockey (which
               everyone refers to as fockey, a word that makes Stella cringe), and the purchase and subsequent renovation of second homes.
            

            
            This is why Stella canceled at the last minute. She couldn’t face two hours of that kind of conversation paired with half-eaten
               salads. They meet at a restaurant where it goes, almost, without saying that everyone will order a salad, then eat only half.
               Still, Stella is a member of this book club because Lorraine started it. Not everyone is invited to be part of Lorraine’s
               book club.
            

            
            Lorraine Loomis is Stella Parker’s best friend. To be clear, by “best friend,” Stella means Lorraine is the person she sees the most, apart from Tom and the kids. She does not mean Lorraine is the person with whom she shares her darkest secrets and fears. 

            
            Lorraine enjoys dividing people into baskets.

            
            “There are two kinds of moms in McLean,” she once told Stella while they were drinking white wine in Lorraine’s backyard.
               “The gorgeous ones and the smart ones.”
            

            
            Stella, who had already been a stay-at-home mom for a decade, knew which basket Lorraine had placed her in, which is why she
               didn’t take the bait. Instead, she’d smiled, smoothed her highlighted hair, and said, “You’re too funny, Lorraine,” in a way
               that implied exactly the opposite.
            

            
            Despite Lorraine’s proclamations, Stella knows there’s only one word that describes the moms in this town.

            
            Rich.

            
            Her phone buzzes again, and Stella glares at it. Probably Daisy. She rolls her eyes in the dark. Whatever minor discomfort
               Daisy’s texting her about is something she could solve on her own. It’s important to learn problem-solving skills in childhood.
               And yet Stella always errs on the side of helping too much. Tom, well, somehow Tom is exempt from the twenty-four-hour child
               concierge service that Stella is supposed to provide.
            

            
            She’s not sure how that happened.

            
            One minute, they were both lawyers, then Stella was not.

            
            It made sense for Stella to stay home with the kids. Her last job before she stopped practicing law was with a boutique law
               firm that paid less than the cost of daycare or a full-time nanny. The childcare benefited them both, but as Tom pointed out,
               if Stella stayed home, they could funnel the money they would have spent on it into a college savings account. It was hard
               to argue with that logic.
            

            
            “Kids need consistency,” he’d said, cradling tiny Daisy in his arms with a tenderness that made her fall in love with him
               all over again. He’d just made partner and traveled constantly. The obvious choice for provider of consistency was her.
            

            
            Besides, she liked the idea of being home with Colin and Daisy.

            
            Though “like” is perhaps too strong a word.

            
            She’d been exhausted by trying to balance work and motherhood. The option of doing just one job felt like an escape hatch. Like she’d been underwater breathing through a stir straw and someone had offered her an oxygen mask. The inequity of Tom not feeling similarly exhausted by trying to achieve his own balance hadn’t occurred to her. Perhaps it was the oxygen deprivation, or the fact she hadn’t slept in months. 

            
            She wasn’t at her most rational.

            
            When her phone starts to ring, Stella relents. She picks it up expecting to see Daisy’s name, but Tom is the one calling.
               With a twinge of guilt, she sets the phone back down on the step. He’ll assume she’s in a crowded restaurant with her friends
               and didn’t hear it.
            

            
            She knows Tom is busy. She knows he can’t always answer the phone when she or the kids call, but she also knows he gets to
               ignore his phone because Stella doesn’t ignore hers. And the truth is, she doesn’t resent the evenings when he’s entertaining
               clients. Hours at a time when he never bothers to look at his phone. What she resents—no, covets—is his freedom. The knowledge
               that he doesn’t have to look at his phone. If something urgent has happened, he knows Stella will handle it. Stella will be the fixer of problems,
               100 percent of the time.
            

            
            Last week, she’d had a biopsy. Nothing big, just a routine procedure after an abnormal Pap. When the school called, Stella
               was on the table. Feet up in those sock-covered metal stirrups, her ob-gyn probing her insides.
            

            
            “We’ve been trying to reach someone all morning,” the guidance counselor said, without asking whether this was a good time.
               “Daisy made a very concerning statement in her third block.”
            

            
            “You know—” Stella said, but the guidance counselor was on a roll.

            
            Daisy had been overheard whispering “Kill me now,” and given the rising rates of teen suicide, the third-block teacher wanted
               Daisy to speak to a counselor. Obviously they needed parental authorization to proceed.
            

            
            “Yes, of course. And I’ll talk with her tonight,” Stella said, refusing to allow even a hint of pain into her voice as her
               doctor razored off a piece of her uterus.
            

            
            The biopsy was fine, but Stella was not.

            
            “They said they tried to call you. Multiple times,” she told Tom when he got home. She was still seething with the indignity
               of it all.
            

            
            “Look, you didn’t have to take the call. Nothing would have happened if you hadn’t picked up.”

            
            “It was the school. What if it had been an emergency?”

            
            Tom shook his head and kissed her on the top of hers.

            
            “They’re teenagers, Stell. When we were teenagers, no one had constant access to our parents. Don’t worry so much. They’ll
               be fine.”
            

            
            She let it go. After nineteen years of marriage, she knows Tom truly believes this philosophy. He doesn’t understand that
               sometimes things don’t work out. He’s never seen how quickly life can take a turn down a dark and narrow alley. When she met
               Tom, he reminded her of a glass of filtered water, pure and clean. She liked him that way. Even more, she liked that Tom thought
               of her the same way.
            

            
            Stella spots a car moving slowly down their quiet street. A dark luxury SUV, almost indistinguishable from the one sitting
               in Stella’s garage. It would be completely unremarkable in this neighborhood except its headlights are off.
            

            
            The SUV slows, then pulls into Stella’s driveway. Stella scrambles to her feet, phone in hand like a weapon. The driver’s
               side door of the SUV flies open and a woman stumbles out. Instinct makes Stella press herself back into the darkness, but
               the next moment, she steps forward. She recognizes the woman.
            

            
            It’s her neighbor. Gwen Thompson.

            
            Her first nonsensical thought is that Gwen has stopped by early to collect the auction basket Stella promised she’d drop off
               tomorrow.
            

            
            “Gwen, hey,” Stella says.

            
            She feels ridiculous. Both about the blood pounding in her ears, an exaggerated reaction to non-danger, and about being caught
               skulking around outside in the dark.
            

            
            “Stella?” Gwen stops, then looks around like she’s confused. She’s clutching a small Lilly Pulitzer bag embroidered with palm
               trees. The same kind that was on Daisy’s birthday wish list two years ago, Stella notes.
            

            
            Something’s wrong. Stella feels it in her stomach. Once you acquire an instinct for danger, you can’t shake it.

            
            “Do you want to come in?”

            
            They both glance at the front door.

            
            “I’m . . .” Gwen lets the single word hang between them, which gives Stella time to notice that Gwen appears to be limping.
               That she’s hiding one side of her face behind her hair.
            

            
            “Are you . . .” Stella hesitates, then rewords the question. “Is everything okay?”

            
            “Fine. I’m fine. It’s okay.” There’s a slurred thickness to Gwen’s words.

            
            Stella takes a step closer, moving toward Gwen through the dark. The motion-sensor light that’s supposed to illuminate the
               front walkway has gone out. She glances up at it, then back at Gwen.
            

            
            “I’m fine,” Gwen repeats, as though Stella is arguing with her. She sinks down on the stone step that Stella just vacated.

            
            “I could make you some coffee,” Stella offers.

            
            Gwen laughs, but there’s no amusement in the sound. “Funny how things come full circle.”

            
            The look she gives Stella is accusing, but Stella chalks it up to the alcohol, or whatever substance has thickened Gwen’s
               speech. Still, something about the moment gives Stella an intense feeling of déjà vu.
            

            
            “Let me drive you home,” Stella says.

            
            “Yeah.” Gwen nods. “I probably shouldn’t be driving.”

            
            She stands, and Stella follows Gwen to her car. It’s a short drive. Three blocks.

            
            “Leave it in the driveway,” Gwen directs.

            
            “Are you sure you’re okay?” Stella asks, handing Gwen her keys.

            
            Gwen nods. She’s already getting out of the car, which means Stella has to follow suit.

            
            “Love the pictures you post on Insta. You really have the perfect family,” Gwen says.

            
            “Thanks,” Stella says, but before she can formulate another question, Gwen limps away toward her front door.

            
            She’s limping. There’s no other word for it.

            
            “Gwen,” Stella calls, but Gwen either doesn’t hear her or chooses to ignore her. She slams the front door, leaving Stella
               alone in the night.
            

            
            Stella turns and walks the three blocks home to her too-big house. When she gets to the front walk, she spots something on
               the steps. Upon closer inspection, she recognizes it.
            

            
            Gwen’s Lilly Pulitzer bag.

            
            She picks it up, then sits back down on the steps and pulls her phone out of her pocket. Scrolling through her contacts, she
               finds Gwen’s number.
            

            
            Hey, she writes. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Btw, you forgot your bag. I can drop it off tomorrow.

            
            She hits send, picks up the bag, and climbs the steps to the front door. Stella has had enough brooding darkness. As she opens the door, she hears the familiar buzz of a text. She glances at her phone, expecting a message from Gwen, but her phone is blank. 

            
            Stella sets down the bag, locks the front door, then jumps when she hears the buzz of another text. She glances at her phone
               again, but it’s still blank.
            

            
            Slowly, as though she already knows what she’ll find, she picks up the Lilly Pulitzer bag. Inside, Gwen’s phone is lit up
               with a text from Stella Parker.
            

            
            But underneath that text, there’s another one. The sender’s name is a jumble of letters. SJIUYVP, like a bad hand of Scrabble.

            
            Quick thinking! it reads.
            

            
            But whatever Gwen was quick at thinking about is unclear, because the previous message has been deleted.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
Spring 1987

         
         
            Julie

            When the cheer coach tells us there’s no funding for the freshman team, all the other eighth-grade girls look like dogs that
               got kicked real hard. I probably do too. This is a football town. Our high school’s team goes to state every year. They’ve
               won three out of the last five years and are untouchable. Cheerleading is supposed to be part of that. But it turns out new
               football uniforms mean trading away freshman cheer.
            

            
            Some of the girls leave, wiping away tears.

            
            Others, like Ginny Schaeffer, the most popular girl in our class, take it better. Her eyes flick dismissively over to the
               girls who give up right away.
            

            
            Losers.

            
            You can almost hear her saying it in her head.

            
            Cheer tryouts last a week. Every day after school, we cross the street from the middle school and meet in the high school
               gym. The girls on varsity teach us the routine. Today is the first day, and already our odds have narrowed. No freshman team
               means we have to compete for spots on JV against girls who already have a year of practice.
            

            
            “It’s not impossible,” the coach tells us before she turns practice over to the captain of varsity.

            
            Deanna McAdams has an infectious smile and wears her hair cut short so you notice her big eyes. You have to be confident to
               wear your hair like that. She’s the kind of person everyone likes, including me.
            

            
            What I don’t like is Deanna’s dance routine. It’s long and complicated. After the ninth eight-count, even Ginny starts to mix up the moves. 

            
            More girls walk out, shoulders slumped in defeat.

            
            Deanna teaches us another eight-count.

            
            “This is impossible. I’m going to the bathroom,” Ginny announces loudly.

            
            As she walks by me, I see tears welling up in her eyes. Megan, her older sister, reaches out and squeezes Ginny’s hand as
               she passes.
            

            
            I already know Ginny is going to make the team. Megan knows the counts and will make sure her younger sister knows them too.

            
            Re-creating the dance routine is key, but based on today’s practice, I’m already failing.

            
            You have to memorize the moves, then polish them at home until they shine. That’s why they teach it on the first day. If you
               don’t get the routine down, you don’t make the team.
            

            
            Instead of marking the counts with the other girls, I dig in my backpack for my notebook and a pencil and sit, sweaty back
               pressed against the concrete wall of the gym. As Deanna performs the routine again, I scribble down stick figures and notes.
            

            
            After Deanna finishes, we break for water. I’m double-checking my notes when I feel someone standing over me. Megan is studying
               me with an unfriendly gaze. She and Ginny have the same blonde hair and wide blue-green eyes, but that’s where the resemblance
               stops. Ginny is more petite. Not as small as me, but definitely smaller than Megan. Megan’s probably got five inches on Ginny.
               Six on me.
            

            
            “You should really show more spirit. Livingston cheerleaders don’t sit around on the sidelines.” Megan gives me a hard smile.

            
            “I have cramps,” I lie.

            
            “You’re an eighth grader, right? Do you know my sister, Ginny?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “That’s weird. I don’t remember her ever mentioning you. What’s your name?”

            
            “Julie.”

            
            She studies me, taking in my reddish-brown hair and hazel eyes. Body more like a kid’s than a teenager’s. Her eyes flick over
               my notes.
            

            
            “Those won’t help you.” When she leans over me, I can smell the Juicy Fruit gum on her breath. Her ample cleavage, encased in a lacy bra, is on full display. 

            
            “I don’t know if you know this, Julie,” she says, lowering her voice like she’s telling me a secret, “but part of making the
               team is based on what they see in tryouts. So based on this whole thing”—she gestures at my notes like they’re the strangest thing she’s ever seen—“my guess is you’re already a cut.”
            

            
            “Your sister went to the bathroom,” I say.

            
            “Not. The. Same.” She rolls her eyes.

            
            When she flounces back to her group of friends, they form a tight knot around her. The knot erupts with laughter after Megan
               glances back at me.
            

            
            I wish Paula was still here. If Paula was here, those girls wouldn’t mess with me. But Paula left two years ago, almost five
               years after Dad moved on. I miss Paula a lot.
            

            
            Deanna claps her hands for everyone’s attention, then we run through the routine four more times. I have every move in my
               notes. Megan doesn’t have the second half of the routine down, and Ginny never comes back from the bathroom.
            

            
            After practice, I wait outside for Kevin to pick me up. If I could, I’d avoid the looks Megan and her friends give me by hiding
               in the bathroom, but I can’t. If Kevin comes and I’m not outside, he won’t wait around. We live fifteen miles out of town,
               so it’s not like I can walk.
            

            
            Some of the varsity girls have cars and leave right away. Other girls have parents who pick them up on time. When Kevin finally
               pulls up in his old blue truck with the bed that’s rusted out in places, I’m the only one left waiting. The back of his truck
               is filled with the tools he uses for his job as an HVAC tech. Best I can tell, he’s a glorified handyman, although I know
               better than to say that. Mom and Kevin started dating in early spring, and he’s lasted longer than I thought he would. Like
               Mom’s other boyfriends, he comes from somewhere else and doesn’t talk too much about his past.
            

            
            He honks like he doesn’t see me running toward the truck.

            
            “Hey,” I say as I get in. I put on my nicest smile so he won’t accuse me of being sullen or having an attitude. Depending
               on Kevin’s mood, I’m spoiled, ungrateful, or full of myself.
            

            
            “Hey, Julie,” he says and gives me a sour look.

            
            I pretend not to notice. “How are you? How was your day?”

            
            He grunts an unintelligible response, then speeds out of the high school parking lot, tires screeching.

            
            “Your mom wants cigarettes,” he says, pulling into a gas station on the way out of town.

            
            “Okay.”

            
            “So go on in and get them. Jesus.” Kevin rolls his eyes like I’m stupid.

            
            “I don’t—I don’t have any money.”

            
            He sighs and makes a huge production out of giving me ten dollars. This is the highlight of the drive home for Kevin. He enjoys
               making me feel stupid. Also, he likes it when I have to ask him for things.
            

            
            “You can get yourself a snack,” he says, “but I expect the change.”

            
            “Thank you so much, Kevin.”

            
            I make my voice sweet and smile. This is another part of the game I have to play with Kevin. Manners, my facial expressions,
               whether I comport myself properly in the world according to him—all those things form the complicated chart he uses to evaluate
               and shame me. I try not to give him any ammunition, but sometimes I fail.
            

            
            The first time Mom brought Kevin home, I thought he was good-looking. Tall, dark, and handsome with the kind of skin that
               tans easy in the summer. He has dark brown eyes and a grin that turns sharp and mean when he’s provoked. Of course, it took
               a while before he showed us the mean grin. When I look at him now, I barely remember how I used to think he was handsome.
               All I see is the sneer at the corner of his mouth and the hardness that lurks under the surface of his eyes.
            

            
            “One pack of Camel lights, please,” I say to the gas station attendant.

            
            As he pulls the cigarettes off the shelf, I glance out at the truck and the shiny pink of my notebook catches the sun. I didn’t
               put it in my backpack, and now Kevin is paging through it. I should have known better. The grunt told me everything I need
               to know about his mood.
            

            
            “And these too,” I say, grabbing a package of Slim Jims.

            
            The clerk rings them both up without comment and gives me my change.

            
            “Took you long enough,” Kevin says when I get back in the truck.

            
            I don’t say anything. At this point, it’s like one of those cop shows on TV. Anything I say can be used against me.

            
            “By the way, Julie. What the fuck is this?” He shoves my notebook across the seat of the truck like it’s evidence of a crime.

            
            “It’s for the dance routine we have to learn.”

            
            Every part of me wants to grab my notebook and tuck it in my backpack, but I leave it open on the seat between us. The moment
               Kevin realizes I need those notes is the same moment he’ll destroy them.
            

            
            He doesn’t say anything, so I keep talking. “They made us write it all down like we’re too dumb to remember.” I roll my eyes
               and give him a little half smile. “Hey, I wasn’t hungry, so I got you something instead.”
            

            
            I slide the package of Slim Jims over to him, along with his change. It’s like offering steak to an angry dog.

            
            “That’s sweet of you, Juliebell,” he says, scooping up my offerings.

            
            Juliebell, that’s what he calls me when I’ve done everything right.

            
            He starts the truck, and as we pull away, he becomes talkative.

            
            “Back in my day, cheerleaders were dumb sluts who didn’t know how to keep their legs closed. Bunch of stuck-up bitches who
               only talked to the guys on the football team. I heard they ain’t gonna have a freshman cheer team this year, so you probably
               won’t make it. Just as well. All those girls would be jealous of you. Still, who knows. Maybe you’ll show ’em, right, Juliebell?”
            

            
            This is Kevin’s version of a pep talk, given between bites of his Slim Jim.

            
            “You sure you’re not hungry?” he asks, shoving the thin piece of meat in front of my face. “Go on, take a bite.”

            
            This is not an offer. It’s an order.

            
            The end of his Slim Jim is softly chewed and makes my stomach turn, but saying no thanks will be proof that I’m stuck-up and
               ungrateful. I open my mouth, and Kevin inserts the Slim Jim.
            

            
            He watches as I attempt to bite off the smallest piece possible.

            
            “You look just like your mom right now,” he says with a chuckle. “I guess it’s true what they say. Apple don’t fall far from
               the tree.”
            

            
            Do I know what he’s implying?

            
            Absolutely.

            
            Do I let on that I know?

            
            I do not.

            
            Instead, I smile sweetly and think about how happy I’ll be when Mom decides it’s time for Kevin to move on.
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Fall

         
         
            Stella

            Tom’s pitch for their too-big house was its history. How this house preexisted the others. Before their neighborhood was filled
               with sprawling McMansions built on too-small lots, houses that squeeze against the edges of their space, reminding Stella
               of someone in pants two sizes too small, it was filled with modest brick split-levels. But sitting at the end of their street
               on a triple lot was an old house, spacious and welcoming with mature trees and a wide yard.
            

            
            When they moved in, the backyard was a wasteland of weedy grass that sloped down to a stream that runs along the border of
               their property. After Colin and Daisy started to walk, Stella took on the garden. Working outside, weeding and pruning, allowed
               her to keep an eye on her toddlers while simultaneously giving them space to grow. She encouraged them to explore and create
               their own imaginary games, intervening only when necessary, with gentle words designed to shape them into the kind of thoughtful
               people she was determined they’d become.
            

            
            Stella located her vegetable garden in the sunniest part of the backyard, which happens to be at the edge of the property
               line. It was from this vantage point that she first spied the window upstairs. Stella was weeding lettuces when she was interrupted
               by a phone call about volunteering for an upcoming field trip. As she talked, she gazed up and spotted an extra pane of glass.
               When she got off the call, she recounted the number of windows upstairs.
            

            
            There was one too many.

            
            Later, while the children were doing homework and before Tom came home from work, she counted again. Six windows on the second floor that looked out over the backyard. Outside, from her garden, there were seven. The seventh was visible only when she was kneeling at the very bottom of the yard. As she stood up, it disappeared behind the roofline. 

            
            In the week following that discovery, she spent her free time, tens of uninterrupted minutes, prowling the upstairs of her
               home. Pushing and knocking at the back of the deep hall cabinets and studying the floor plan they’d received when they bought
               the house. That mysterious seventh window was the kind of thing she should have mentioned to her family, but she didn’t, because
               no one asked about her days.
            

            
            Now Stella wonders if that first secret of omission was a step toward others. Like the way she’s already preparing not to
               tell Tom about her strange encounter with Gwen.
            

            
            “Stella? Honey?” Tom’s voice carries from the kitchen to where Stella stands in the entryway.

            
            “Hey, you’re home.”

            
            She drops Gwen’s Lilly Pulitzer bag into one of the bins in the entryway designed to hold shoes. Then she places her own shoes
               on top of it and joins her husband.
            

            
            “How was the work dinner?” she asks as he rummages in the fridge for leftovers.

            
            “Long. Boring. Mediocre food.”

            
            “Wow, too bad I couldn’t be there.”

            
            He smiles at her. “If you’d been there, it would have been less long and less boring, and the food would have tasted better.
               How was your evening?”
            

            
            “We actually talked about the book.”

            
            “At book club? Groundbreaking!”

            
            He grins at her. Still the handsome lawyer she met when she was three years out of law school. His sandy blonde hair is now
               highlighted with gray and his face has more lines, but his eyes are the same warm brown. His long runs have helped him avoid
               the middle-age spread she’s noticed on other dads.
            

            
            Of course, it wouldn’t matter if Tom gained weight. The only extra pounds frowned upon would be those gained by Stella.

            
            “Daisy and Colin get off all right?”

            
            “I haven’t heard from either one of them.”

            
            “No news is good news,” Tom says, eating enchiladas straight from the glass container where Stella has stored them. “I’m exhausted.
               Think I’ll head upstairs.”
            

            
            “I’ll be up in a minute. I’m just going to put the clothes in the dryer.”

            
            “It can’t wait until morning?”

            
            She makes a face. “They get musty if you leave them in the washing machine.”

            
            He nods, yawns, and turns toward the stairs, leaving the container of enchiladas open on the counter.

            
            As Stella reseals the lid and puts the food back in the refrigerator, she wonders what would have happened if she’d told Tom
               she’d skipped book club and explained the unsettling encounter with Gwen, her limp and hunched-over posture. His brow would
               furrow with worry. She can almost hear him say, “I’ll reach out to Dave and see if everything’s okay. It’s the least we can
               do.”
            

            
            Instinct, the kind learned in childhood and allowed to go dormant, resurfaces.

            
            So instead, she waits until she hears Tom moving around upstairs, then returns to the entryway and retrieves Gwen’s Lilly
               Pulitzer bag.
            

            
            She’ll keep the odd encounter with Gwen a secret, at least for now.

            
            It took Stella months to solve the mystery of the seventh window, and even then it happened by chance. She was in the basement
               laundry room, the only part of the house that, other than the addition of new plumbing, has remained untouched since the house’s
               construction.
            

            
            There’s a long, narrow closet next to the washing machine, designed for brooms, mops, and ironing boards. She rarely touches
               those items, which still catches her by surprise. In her current life, Stella has an efficient service that cleans her home.
               Her own efforts are sporadic. The sudden urge to empty and wipe out the snack drawer. Five minutes sweeping leaves off the
               front porch.
            

            
            Sometimes Stella doesn’t recognize herself.

            
            She still does laundry, though. There’s something meditative about bearing witness to the bounty that fills her children’s closets. She was folding clothes when she accidentally knocked the seltzer water she likes to drink off the top of the dryer. Cursing at her own carelessness, she grabbed the mop. When she was done cleaning up her mess, she shoved the mop back in the closet at an odd angle. The door bounced back open and hit Stella on the knee, eliciting a word she would never use in front of her children. 

            
            When the throbbing faded, she tried to close the door again, but the back of the closet was broken. Then she realized what
               she was seeing, and her stomach filled with tingles of anticipation.
            

            
            It wasn’t broken.

            
            A door had opened.

            
            Beyond it was a narrow wooden stairwell. She crept up the stairs, a cat burglar in her own home, thinking of lions, witches,
               and wardrobes. Also wondering how this secret staircase had escaped discovery for so long.
            

            
            At the top of the stairs, Stella found the window. Light flooded into a small room, approximately the same size as her walk-in
               closet. The room was furnished with a filing cabinet, a desk, and a chair. On the ceiling was a fluorescent light with a string.
               Stella tugged at it and found it still worked. As she wiped dust off the furniture, she decided this room would be her secret.
            

            
            Now, Lilly Pulitzer bag in hand, Stella runs down to the basement. She transfers wet laundry to the dryer and turns it on.
               Then she unlatches the door to tiptoe up her secret staircase, emerging into the only space that is truly hers.
            

            
            It’s a space where she can read a book or stalk her children’s social media accounts without the risk of being caught. It’s
               also a space where she can think about the past. A place where her eyes can fill with tears without the need to reassure the
               rest of her family that she’s fine. Better than fine. Her life contains more than she could have ever imagined. Even so, she
               still needs moments to herself.
            

            
            The kids have their bedrooms.

            
            Tom has an office, both here and in the city, where he can close the door. Everyone knocks before they come in, even Stella.

            
            Technically, she has her own space: a built-in desk off the kitchen in the family room. Mostly, she uses it to pay bills.
               Or if she’s feeling blue, she’ll open up Colin and Daisy’s swollen college savings accounts for reassurance that she’s made
               the right choices. Still, no one would call her desk private. It’s a space with no doors or walls. There’s no way to immerse
               herself in any kind of project without the potential interruption of Colin, Daisy, or Tom. All three of whom take turns parking
               themselves on the chair nearby and venting about whatever is on their mind at any given moment.
            

            
            Stella doesn’t mind. In fact, she loves being the person they seek out, the person who exists at the heart of their family. But it hasn’t escaped her attention how these conversations gobble up her spare time. Her family flows through her space as though she’s a hoop, specifically designed for people to bounce their ideas through. 

            
            Another thing that has not escaped her attention: This is a one-way activity. They’ll listen to her talk for a moment, then
               they’ll disappear behind those doors they all have. The door she didn’t have, until she discovered the one at the back of
               the laundry room closet.
            

            
            At first, Stella thought the filing cabinet was empty, but upon careful inspection she discovered a single piece of paper
               that had slipped behind one drawer.
            

            
            This page, formatted like a memo and labeled “Intelligence Information,” with a brief preliminary summary of interactions
               using the code name of a well-known Russian defector, gave Stella a fairly good idea of how this room came to exist. Research,
               which is something she excels at, revealed that two owners ago, the house belonged to someone who listed their place of employment
               as “State Department.”
            

            
            Code for the CIA. Makes sense. CIA headquarters are less than a mile from their home. The room was installed with flawless
               design. Almost invisible, unless you happened to be kneeling at the edge of the yard and a glint of light from the window
               caught your eye.
            

            
            In her secret room, truly alone, Stella sets the Lilly Pulitzer bag on the card table and inspects Gwen’s forgotten phone.

            
            Quick thinking.

            
            Something about the message makes Stella’s spine prickle. SJIUYVP is a saved contact, random letters clearly meant to hide
               their identity. Very cloak-and-dagger of Gwen, but what about her limp? The possible bruises on her face.
            

            
            The obvious answer is that Dave is hitting his wife.

            
            Stella comes back to the feeling of déjà vu. Something about Gwen’s face in the dark felt . . . she searches for the word.

            
            Familiar?

            
            That expression of barely concealed contempt. Gwen wasn’t here for Stella’s help. Actually, as Stella parses their encounter,
               she’s not sure why Gwen was here at all. Stella and Gwen are not close.
            

            
            They’re neighbors, but their children aren’t the same ages, so their interactions are limited. No shared sports teams or carpools. Tom knows Dave because the boys were in the same Scout troop for a hot minute. 

            
            You really have the perfect family.

            
            Gwen’s tone felt almost mocking. Or was it just that her speech was slurred? Now that Stella’s focused on it, she can’t let
               it go. Did she hear something accusatory, or was it her imagination? All of Stella’s childhood skills have grown rusty with
               disuse.
            

            
            The phone buzzes in her hand, making Stella jump.

            
            A text pops up. Banner across the lock screen.

            
            It’s from SJIUYVP. Really sorry. Let’s reschedule.

            
            The text makes her wonder if Gwen is having an affair. It’s possible Stella misread the situation. Maybe Gwen pulled into
               Stella’s driveway to collect her wits after a bad encounter with a secret lover. She wasn’t expecting Stella to pop out of
               the dark.
            

            
            What Stella needs is time to think, but as she mulls over the possibilities suggested by the messages from SJIUYVP, her own
               phone buzzes in her pocket. A series of texts from Daisy.
            

            
            Mom? Are you awake?

            
            Mom?

            
            Mom? Hello????

            
            Mom, are you there?

            
            MOM???? I need you!!

            
            The phone lights up with a FaceTime call.

            
            Stella drops Gwen’s phone on the desk and runs down the stairs. She hits Accept, and Daisy’s disgruntled face fills her phone.

            
            Daisy looks a lot like Stella.

            
            Same shade of auburn hair, highlighted blonde by the sun (Daisy) and at the salon (Stella). Same hazel eyes. Her mouth is
               fuller than Stella’s, though; that’s from Tom. Daisy is also taller and more confident than Stella ever was; confidence being
               a quality Stella has carefully cultivated.
            

            
            “Where are you?” Daisy asks. She sounds shaken in a way that grabs all of Stella’s attention.

            
            “Just turning off lights, then I was headed to bed. Everything okay?”

            
            “No. Everyone’s out in the hot tub, and my period just started.” Tears of exclusion fill Daisy’s eyes. “I feel like no one
               even cares about me.”
            

            
            “Oh, sweetie, I’m sure that’s not true,” Stella says and sits down at her kitchen island to coach Daisy through this imaginary crisis. 

            
            The thing about crises is, you never know when a real one will occur. What Stella does know is how to survive them. Practice makes perfect, which is why she’s willing to give Daisy as much practice as she needs.
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Spring 1987

         
         
            Julie

            We live in an old farmhouse set back from the road. Mom inherited the house and the twenty-two acres it sits on from her parents.
               I don’t remember her parents because they died before I was born. When I say “we,” I mean me and Mom. “We” used to include
               Paula, until she took off. And when I was a whole lot younger, it included Dad.
            

            
            Kevin lives with us, but I don’t count him because it’s temporary. Eventually, Mom will get tired of him and he’ll move on.
               Of course, he doesn’t understand that. He thinks he’s here to stay. Mom’s boyfriends always think they’re here to stay, but
               the only kind of men Mom likes are the ones who move on.
            

            
            Upstairs, I hear Mom walking around. She works at a retirement home, and her hours are always changing. Some weeks she gets
               home for dinner and sleeps at night. Some weeks she leaves after dinner and sleeps during the day. This is a sleep-during-the-day
               week, so when she comes downstairs, she’s wearing her bathrobe.
            

            
            “Hey, sweetheart. How was your day? How did the tryouts go? Did you say thank you to Kevin for giving you a ride home?”

            
            She’s all smiles and questions and long red hair that hangs down to her waist like a curtain. Before I can answer, Kevin cuts
               in.
            

            
            “My day, in case anyone’s wondering, was pretty shitty.”

            
            He sits down on the couch and thunks his dirty work boots up on the coffee table.

            
            “Oh, baby, what happened?”

            
            Mom arranges her face in a way that looks worried, but I can see behind the mask. She doesn’t care about his day. Somehow, Kevin doesn’t see that. He believes the mask. When she presses herself up against him, he puts one hand under her bathrobe. Her eyes meet mine and the mask slips away, but Kevin is too focused on what’s under her bathrobe to notice. 

            
            “I’ll tell you all about it upstairs,” he says.

            
            “Okay.” She leans down and kisses him.

            
            He pulls her closer, holding her tight until she squeals and squirms away.

            
            “Julie, there’s meatloaf in the oven. You go on ahead and eat,” Mom calls as Kevin pulls her up the stairs.

            
            Mom’s tiny, and looks even smaller behind Kevin, who is tall and muscular. Her hair swings and swirls as she follows him.
               Mom’s size and hair color are things that Kevin loves about her.
            

            
            “My five-foot firecracker,” he’ll say, acting like her head is his armrest.

            
            She pretends to find this amusing. For some reason, he never hears the way her laughter rings false.

            
            I’m small like Mom. Hopefully, I’ll grow a few more inches. Paula is five foot four. That seems like the perfect height. Tall
               enough not to be noticeably short, but short enough not to stick out. Paula has dark brown eyes and brown hair like Dad.
            

            
            Mom and I have lighter eyes. Hazel, that’s what Mom calls them. A mix of brown and green. Neither me or Paula got Mom’s nose,
               which turns up at the tip. We also were lucky not to get her teeth. Ours are straight with no gaps. Mom’s two front teeth
               have a big space between them, and the bottom ones are squished together. In pictures, she always smiles with her mouth closed.
               I don’t think her teeth look bad, but she hates them.
            

            
            In the kitchen, I take the meatloaf out of the oven, cut a slice, and put it on a plate. Somewhere between tryouts and the
               bite of Slim Jim, I lost my appetite. Mom won’t make a big deal if I don’t eat, but it’s the kind of thing Kevin will notice.
               When she works nights and I’m alone with him, I have to make sure I do everything right. You never know what will set him
               off.
            

            
            Mom is a good cook, but after the ride home with Kevin, my stomach hurts and I have to force down every bite. When I’m done,
               I carefully wash all my dishes, dry them, and put them away.
            

            
            Things were easier when Paula still lived here. There were two of us and it’s always easier when you’re not alone. The best times were when Mom was between boyfriends and it was just me, Mom, and Paula. When Mom’s days off fell on a weekend, we’d make pizza and stay up late watching TV. Sometimes we’d have dance parties and make ice cream sundaes with the kind of toppings you buy at the grocery store: whipped cream, pretzels, cherries, M&Ms, chocolate sauce. 

            
            After Paula got pregnant, everything changed. She dropped out of high school and moved to Hermiston, all the way on the other
               side of the state. Mom told me she lost the baby, but I guess she likes Hermiston pretty well because she hasn’t come back.
               Mom says maybe we’ll go see her this summer, if she can get the time off from work.
            

            
            I used to write Paula a letter every week.

            
            “When do you think you’ll come home?” I would always ask.

            
            She would always write back, but she never answered that question.

            
            I wonder what Paula would have thought of Kevin. My gut tells me they wouldn’t have seen eye to eye.

            
            After I make sure the kitchen is spotless and the meatloaf is tightly covered, I grab my notebook with the eight-counts. For
               a minute, I let myself think about making the cheer team. Being part of something like that would be almost as good as having
               Paula back. The thought makes me smile, but then I wipe it off my face quick. Mom says not to count your chickens before they
               hatch. The only thing I should be counting is that dance routine.
            

            
            In order to learn it, I need a mirror. I have a full-length mirror in my bedroom, but Kevin is weird about me overhearing
               him with Mom. Like he thinks I don’t know what they’re doing. Or that I haven’t heard her with other men. So instead of going
               upstairs, I head outside where the air is damp and cold, and follow the path to the barn.
            

            
            Our barn is old and tilts to one side like it’s had too much to drink. For a while, we had sheep, but they got sick. Mom said
               those vet bills just about broke her, so now the barn sits empty unless Mom’s in the mood to paint.
            

            
            I slide open the metal door and tug the string that turns on the single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. The light gives
               me a fuzzy reflection of myself in the door. It’s not perfect, but it works.
            

            
            My notebook goes on top of the can where we used to keep the sheep food. I start working my way through those eight-counts. Committing each move to memory. 

            
            When the door opens, I freeze. But it’s only Mom.

            
            “I’m heading out soon,” she says with a smile.

            
            I nod.

            
            “Let’s see it.”

            
            She watches me perform what I’ve learned so far, her head tilted to one side. Her smile is genuine. No mask needed. One thing
               I never question is how much Mom loves me. And Paula; she loves Paula too. We’re her whole world. That’s what she tells us,
               and I believe her.
            

            
            When Mom says something true, I recognize it, because I’ve seen all the masks she uses to tell her stories.

            
            “The last part’s still sloppy. Keep working. Another day and you’ll have it down,” she says when I finish. “Come on. Let’s
               get you back to the house before I leave.”
            

            
            From the path to the house, I can see blue light flickering through the windows.

            
            Kevin watching TV.

            
            “He’s in a better mood now,” Mom says. She puts one arm around me, pulling me close. “Why don’t you take a shower before I
               leave. Get to bed early. Rest up for tomorrow.”
            

            
            “Okay,” I say.

            
            What she’s really telling me is how to avoid Kevin. He’s like an undetonated bomb, and we have to tiptoe around him until
               he moves on.
            

            
            A police drama blares from the TV.

            
            “Looks like you’ll have the TV all to yourself. Julie’s tuckered out from that tryout,” Mom says to Kevin.

            
            “Night, Julie,” he grunts.

            
            “Kiss,” Mom says, tapping her cheek.

            
            I oblige, then I lean over and kiss Kevin’s cheek too. I don’t want to, but I’m careful not to let on. Mom’s taught me how
               to pretend the water is calm and blue, so that no one can see what’s churning down deep.
            

            
            “Kevin says he’ll pick you up again after tryouts tomorrow,” Mom says as I turn toward the stairs.

            
            “You sure it’s not too much trouble? These tryouts go all week. I could try to get a ride with someone else if it’s a problem.”

            
            Kevin scowls at me. “No way you’re going to ‘get a ride,’” he says, his voice going falsetto on the last three words. “Won’t have you end up like your sister. Not on my watch.” 

            
            He looks at Mom like he’s expecting her to argue, but she nods and smiles. He doesn’t notice the cold look in her eyes.

            
            “I’ll be there right at five thirty. You best be waiting outside for me.”

            
            “Thank you, Kevin. I really appreciate it.”

            
            The sweetness in my voice is cloying, but Kevin doesn’t notice that either.

            
            “It’ll be good to see you do something besides stare at them books in your room,” he calls as I climb the stairs.

            
            In the shower, I imagine pointing out his inconsistencies. Cheerleaders are dumb sluts, but if I study too much, I’m a bookworm.
               Which is it, I think about asking, but I can’t. A conversation like that wouldn’t end well.
            

            
            In the morning, I take the bus to school, same as always. Usually I sit by myself, but today Ginny Schaeffer sits next to
               me.
            

            
            “Hey, Julie,” she says.

            
            I didn’t think Ginny knew I existed, let alone knew my name.

            
            “Hi,” I say with a shy smile. So this is what it feels like to be part of something.
            

            
            “I saw you at tryouts yesterday.”

            
            “Yeah.” I look down at the sweatshirt and jeans I’m wearing. The sweatshirt used to be Paula’s and the jeans are a little
               big because Mom got them secondhand, but she says I’ll grow into them.
            

            
            Next to me, in her pink button-down shirt and matching two-tone watch, Ginny looks bright and shiny, like she stepped out
               of Seventeen magazine.
            

            
            “I like your watch,” I say.

            
            Ginny’s mom is a teacher’s aide and always picks her up after school. On Fridays, Ginny gets to bring friends home with her.
               Her dad is a detective on the Livingston police force. Every year at the Strawberry Festival Parade, Ginny rides with him
               on the police float. She’s always bragging about how he has a perfect arrest record.
            

            
            “It’s a Swatch.” Ginny shows it to me. “I have a collection.” Smiling sweetly, she adds, “I can’t decide whether I should
               go back to tryouts today. What are you going to do?”
            

            
            I shrug. “Figured I’d finish what I started, you know?”

            
            Ginny’s voice turns conspiratorial. “That dance routine is so hard, right? Like, my sister was a cheerleader last year, and even she didn’t have it completely memorized.” 

            
            “Yeah, it’s really hard,” I say.

            
            “The girls on varsity are saying it’s unlikely any eighth graders will make JV. Like, it’s not even personal. There just isn’t
               enough space on the team. I don’t know if it’s worth going back today.”
            

            
            I nod, but I’m not thinking about tryouts.

            
            I’m thinking about Kevin.

            
            I already told him tryouts go all week. Even if Ginny’s right and I don’t stand a chance, I have to go. Quitting isn’t an
               option. It would break one of the unwritten rules of the game I play with Kevin. If I quit and Kevin finds out, he’ll use
               it against me over and over.
            

            
            But then I realize why she’s talking to me, and that this is a different game than the one I play with Kevin. “Are you going
               back?”
            

            
            Ginny rolls her eyes. “I mean, obviously. My sister’s trying out, so I have to ride home with her.”

            
            I nod. One thing I’ve learned from interacting with Mom’s boyfriends is you don’t need to say everything you know. Instead,
               I smile and make my voice sweet like I’m talking to Kevin. “My mom’s boyfriend is picking me up, so I kinda have to go too.”
            

            
            “Bummer,” Ginny says, blinking rapidly. She shrugs. “By the way, I hope you’re not afraid of heights. We’re working on lifts
               today. You and I are, like, the smallest of the eighth graders, so I could totally see us having to fly. It doesn’t mean we’ll
               make the team or anything. I just wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”
            

            
            “I don’t mind heights,” I say.

            
            Ginny looks disappointed.

            
            The bus pulls into the parking lot and Ginny waves to the group of girls at the back where she usually sits.

            
            I watch as they walk toward the entrance of the school, leaving me alone. It’s not until they’ve gone inside that I think
               about how Ginny’s taller than me. Probably weighs more too. If the choice is between me and Ginny, it’s clear who will be
               easier to lift.
            

            
            That’s when I realize why Ginny doesn’t want me to come to tryouts.

            
            Which means I’ve got a shot at making the team.
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Fall

         
         
            Stella

            Stella wakes to the smell of pancakes floating up to the bedroom.

            
            “Morning.” Tom looks up as she pads into the kitchen on bare feet.

            
            He likes her this way. Eyes still sleepy, T-shirt that reveals her legs, toned from the workouts she squeezes in. A hint of
               underwear when she bends over.
            

            
            “How’d you sleep?” he asks with a smile.

            
            “Tossed and turned a little.” She leans into him and gives him a hug.

            
            He responds by kissing her on the top of her head. Before kids, this small amount of contact would have led to sex. Hot and
               urgent, right here in the kitchen.
            

            
            “Worried about Daisy?” he asks.

            
            She nods, but her mind is still on the sex they won’t be having. “I just want her to be happy, you know. There’s always so
               much drama.”
            

            
            “She’s fifteen.” He smiles. “I think drama is what makes her happy.”
            

            
            “When I was fifteen . . .” She pauses and doesn’t finish.

            
            Tom slides a spatula under each of the pancakes and flips them one by one. “No fifteen-year-old should have to deal with the
               death of a parent. This drama is normal. I promise. Daisy’s going to be fine.”
            

            
            She leans in, finds the place on his neck that when she first discovered it, felt like it was made to fit her face. He kisses
               her in a brotherly-love kind of way. There’s a creak upstairs followed by the sound of someone using the toilet.
            

            
            Stella moves away and runs down to the basement to grab her Barre bag. She ties her bathrobe tighter to prevent shocking Colin with too much mom skin, but she’s still thinking about sex. It’s been four weeks since the last time. The realization makes her uncomfortable, like she’s failing some secret exam. 

            
            When she comes back upstairs, Colin is sitting across from Tom, shoveling pancakes into his mouth with a singular focus.

            
            “Good morning. You’re up early,” she says.

            
            “Group history project. Langston chose the time.” He doesn’t look up from his phone. “By the way, I’m out of contact lens
               fluid.”
            

            
            “I think the phrase you’re searching for is, ‘Good morning, Mom.’” Stella softens the correction with a smile.

            
            “Good morning, Mom. But seriously, I need more contact lens fluid. Can you get some today?”

            
            “Yes, Colin. I will put it on my list.”

            
            “Thank you!”

            
            This is said with more enthusiasm than contact lens fluid should generate, but she tells herself it’s a testament to his good
               manners. Or the fact that he’s grateful for all the contributions, small and large, Stella makes to his life. She glances
               at the griddle. It’s empty. She looks back at the two plates where the only thing that remains is a smear of syrup.
            

            
            “Did you want pancakes?” Tom asks.

            
            “No, I’m fine,” she says tightly. “I’ve got Barre class this morning anyway.”

            
            “Okay.” Tom looks back down at his own phone.

            
            Stella grabs a banana and pours herself a cup of coffee before going upstairs to change. She adds contact lens solution on
               her grocery app, and tells herself her irritation is an overreaction. Of course she will pick up contact lens solution. Of
               course she doesn’t need a pancake. How could she maintain her perfect size two if she indulged in pancakes, she asks her reflection.
               Then she rolls her eyes.
            

            
            Still, her life is filled with privilege. Privileges like Barre class and fancy workout clothes followed by the freedom to
               sit with Lorraine over coffee afterward. Who needs a paying job when she’s paid in love?
            

            
            She rolls her eyes again. Love hasn’t gained a lot of traction as an official currency.

            
            When she was paid in dollars, there were parameters and rewards. Meals to celebrate the end of transactions and bonuses to recognize extra effort. She works more hours now, but instead of receiving bonuses, she has to own the privilege of staying home. Own the privilege of providing free labor to her family. 

            
            Labor that currently includes, but is not limited to, coordinating travel for sports teams; buying endless amounts of snacks
               and setting up a snack table at each game; scheduling and attending all medical appointments from dermatological to orthodontic;
               driving the children to and from everything; planning vacations; filling the house with cheerful decor to celebrate each holiday;
               hiring, paying, and supervising the cleaning service and yard
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