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THE MEADOWS

The moving truck had been gone for eleven minutes and Clara Whitfield was already crying in the downstairs bathroom, quietly, with the tap running so Arthur wouldn't hear.

It wasn't sadness exactly. She couldn't have named it if you'd asked her. Something closer to the feeling of stepping off an escalator that was still moving, that lurch in the ankle when solid ground turns out to be a lie.

"Clara?" Arthur's voice came muffled through the door, cheerful in a way that had become unfamiliar to her over the last six months. "You okay in there?"

"Fine. Give me a second."

"No rush. I'm just standing in our living room. Our actual living room. With actual square footage."

She turned off the tap, blotted her eyes with a wad of toilet paper, and looked at herself in the mirror. Thirty-four years old, dark hollows under her eyes that three weeks of unemployment hadn't managed to erase, hair pulled back in the same elastic she'd worn to her last day at Kessler & Vance, the day she'd packed her desk into a cardboard box while her manager watched her do it like she might steal the stapler.

Burnout, her doctor had called it, in the gentle, clipboard voice doctors use when they want you to feel like a diagnosis rather than a failure. Adjustment disorder with anxious mood. Recommend reduced stressors, structured routine, strong social support system.

The Meadows was supposed to be the strong social support system.

She opened the bathroom door. Arthur was standing in the middle of their new living room with his hands on his hips, grinning up at the vaulted ceiling like a man who'd just been told he'd won something. He'd lost weight in the last month of interviews, but he looked good—new haircut, the kind of tan that comes from walking a golf course rather than working outside.

"Look at this ceiling," he said. "Look at it, Clara. You could hang a chandelier the size of a Volkswagen in here."

"We don't have a chandelier."

"We will."

She managed a smile. Outside the bay window, the cul-de-sac curved away in a gentle arc, lined with colonial-style houses so symmetrical they looked drawn with a ruler. The lawns were a green she associated with golf courses and film sets, not real grass in late July. No brown patches. No crabgrass fighting through the cracks in anyone's driveway. A sprinkler ticked somewhere, unseen, and the air smelled like cut grass and something floral underneath it, honeysuckle maybe, though she couldn't spot a single vine.

"It's beautiful," she said, and meant it, and hated a little that she meant it.

"Wait till you meet the neighbors. I ran into a guy walking his dog this morning while you were still asleep—Robert something, lives three doors down—and he was telling me about the neighborhood association. Book clubs. A men's poker night. His wife does the welcome baskets." Arthur crossed the room and put his hands on her shoulders, the way he used to when they were dating, when touching her wasn't a habit yet but a decision. "This is going to be good for us. I know the last year was—I know it was bad. But this is a reset button."

"It's a big reset button. Eleven hundred square feet bigger."

"Chandelier-worthy," he said, and kissed her forehead, and for a moment—just a moment—Clara let herself believe him.
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By the third day, the boxes were mostly unpacked, and Clara had learned three things about The Meadows.

The first was that it was a gated community in name only; the gate at the entrance stood permanently open, its call box dark, as though the developers had installed it purely for the word gated in the brochure. The second was that trash collection happened at dawn on Tuesdays and Fridays, and every single bin was returned to its garage within the hour, so that the curbs were never, not once, cluttered with the black and green plastic totes that lined every other street she'd ever lived on.

The third thing she learned from Arthur, who came home from his first week of orientation at Halloway Prescott looking like a man who'd been dipped in confidence.

"They want me on the Meridian account," he said, loosening his tie at the kitchen island—their kitchen island, marble-topped, the one thing in the house Clara had genuinely fallen for during the walkthrough. "That's a nine-figure client, Clara. They don't put trial hires on nine-figure clients."

"That's amazing." She meant it. She also noticed, not for the first time, that he hadn't asked how her day was.

"Adaira—she's the Meridian lead—said something funny today. She said the partners have a theory about performance and home life. Something about how the guys who do best are the ones with, quote, 'a well-run house.' Like it's a competitive advantage." He laughed, shook his head. "Corporate mysticism. But hey. If believing it makes them promote me, I'm not going to argue."

"A well-run house," Clara repeated.

"You know what I mean. Stability. Somebody in your corner." He looked at her properly then, and something in his face softened. "You okay? You've been quiet."

"I met one of the neighbors today. Eleanor. She lives at the end of the cul-de-sac, the big one with the wraparound porch."

"And?"

"She invited me to a welcome tea on Thursday. All the wives." Clara turned the word over in her mouth like it tasted strange. "That's what she called it. Not 'the neighbors.' 'All the wives.'"

Arthur shrugged, already reaching for the mail on the counter, already half a thought ahead of her, the way he'd been for months now. "Sounds nice. Go. Make some friends. God knows you could use it."

She didn't argue. She wanted to be the kind of woman who went, who wore something pretty and made friends and stopped crying in bathrooms with the tap running. So on Thursday afternoon she put on a linen dress she hadn't worn since a wedding two summers ago, and she walked the four hundred yards to Eleanor's house, past lawns so flawlessly green they looked laminated, past hydrangeas the size of beach balls, past a stillness so complete that her own footsteps on the sidewalk sounded like an intrusion.

She did not yet know to be afraid of the quiet. That would come later.
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THE GOOD WIFE'S GUIDE

Eleanor Voss's house did not look lived in so much as staged, and staged by someone with excellent, ruthless taste.

The porch alone could have been photographed for a magazine: white wicker furniture with cushions the exact blue-gray of a robin's egg, ferns in brass pots that hung without a single browning frond, a welcome mat that actually said WELCOME in a serif font Clara found herself coveting. Eleanor answered the door before Clara had finished knocking, as if she'd been standing just behind it.

"You must be Clara." Eleanor was somewhere in her fifties, though her skin had the unlined, poreless quality Clara associated with retouched photographs. She wore a cream shift dress and pearl earrings and not a single hair was out of place despite the heat, which had climbed into the nineties by two in the afternoon. "Arthur's wife. Come in, come in, everyone's dying to meet you."

Everyone turned out to be eleven women arranged around Eleanor's sunroom with the practiced casualness of a photo shoot, teacups balanced on saucers, laughter pitched at exactly the right volume. Clara was introduced to a rotating cast of names—Priya, who did something in wealth management before she'd "come home"; Ingrid, who bred goldendoodles as a hobby; Naledi, whose husband ran the Halloway Prescott office two towns over; a soft-spoken woman named Sarah who barely spoke at all, and who Clara noticed kept her sleeves buttoned at the wrist despite the heat.

"So," Eleanor said, settling into the wingback chair that was clearly hers and no one else's, "tell us everything. City girl, corporate girl, and now—" she gestured at Clara with an open, delighted hand, "—one of us."

"I don't know if I'm one of anything yet," Clara said, and the room laughed warmly, the way you'd laugh at a child's joke, indulgent and a little too quick.

"You will be," said Priya. "It happens fast here."

"What does?"

"The settling in," Eleanor said smoothly, before Priya could answer. "It's remarkable, really, how quickly the Meadows takes hold of a person. Most of us came from somewhere loud. Somewhere that ate us alive a little." She smiled at Clara with an expression that might have been sympathy. "Arthur mentioned you'd had a rough year."

Clara stiffened. "He did?"

"Just in passing, dear. Men talk more than they think they do." Eleanor set down her teacup with a small, precise click. "It's nothing to be ashamed of. Half the women in this room came here broken in one way or another. That's rather the point of the Meadows. It puts you back together."

There was a murmur of agreement around the room, gentle, almost liturgical.

The tea itself was excellent—something floral and slightly bitter that Clara couldn't place, served with scones that tasted like they'd been baked that morning by someone who'd trained under a pastry chef. Conversation drifted through book clubs and school districts (none of them had children that Clara could see, which struck her only faintly, the way an odd fact strikes you before you've decided it's odd) and a charity gala scheduled for the fall. Clara found herself relaxing despite herself. It was pleasant. It was, God help her, exactly what she'd wanted.

Near the end, as the other women were gathering handbags and murmuring goodbyes, Eleanor pulled Clara aside with a hand light on her elbow.

"I have something for you," she said. "A tradition, of sorts. Every new wife gets one."

She produced, from a drawer in the sunroom's writing desk, a book bound in dark leather, soft with age, its spine cracked in the particular way of an object that had been opened many thousands of times. The title was embossed on the cover in gold lettering gone dull with handling:

THE GOOD WIFE'S GUIDE TO BLEEDING

Clara turned it over in her hands, frowning. "That's a strange title."

"It's an old book. Older than the Meadows, even. It was my mother-in-law's, and her mother-in-law's before that." Eleanor's smile didn't waver, but something in her eyes sharpened, went still and watchful, like a bird deciding whether a shadow was a threat. "Bleeding, in the old sense. Sacrifice. Effort. The unseen cost of a well-kept home. Recipes, cleaning solutions, some rather charming old wives' tales about gardens and moon cycles. Homemaking used to be a serious discipline, Clara, before the world convinced women it was beneath them."

"And you give this to everyone?"

"Every wife who's serious about the life. You strike me as serious."

Clara opened the book at random. The page was handwritten in faded brown ink, a recipe for something called cellar bread, the instructions oddly specific about timing and temperature and something described only as "the offering, given freely, given warm." Beneath it, in smaller, cramped handwriting that looked like a different author entirely, was a line that made the hair on Clara's arms rise before her conscious mind had even parsed the words:

The house does not ask for love. It asks for what love costs.

"This is a little morbid for a welcome gift," Clara said, trying to keep her tone light.

Eleanor laughed, a warm, genuine sound that dissolved the strange tension of the moment entirely. "Old houses have old superstitions. Don't overthink it, dear. Try the sourdough recipe on page forty. It's foolproof." She squeezed Clara's arm once, gently, and released her. "Welcome to the Meadows, Clara. I have a very good feeling about you."

Walking home in the gold late-afternoon light, the book heavy under her arm, Clara told herself it was charming. Eccentric. The kind of thing you'd find in your grandmother's attic, harmless as a pressed flower.

She placed it on the kitchen counter that evening, propped against the toaster, and when Arthur asked about it she said only, "Welcome gift. Recipes," and did not mention the sentence about what love costs, because saying it out loud felt, for reasons she couldn't articulate, like giving it more
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