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Introduction






We all carry stories inside us—the ones whispered in kitchen corners, buried beneath floorboards, or hidden behind doors we've learned not to open. These stories shape us in ways we don't always understand, threading through our lives like invisible wire, connecting moments that seem unrelated until we step back and see the pattern.

"The Secrets We Keep" began in the spaces between what was said and what was felt in my own childhood. It started with fragments—a photograph tucked into a drawer, the sound of footsteps in an empty hallway, the way adults would suddenly stop talking when children entered the room. Each story in this collection grew from those fragments, from the understanding that every family, every neighborhood, every life contains mysteries that are both deeply personal and universally human.

These twenty-five stories explore the hidden dynamics that exist in ordinary places. They follow children navigating adult secrets, families bound together by what they don't discuss, and neighbors whose carefully constructed facades hide profound truths. You'll meet characters like Wally, who disappears into her own reinvention; the Bottle Babies, who survive on society's margins; and a young girl learning that protection sometimes comes from the most unexpected sources.

The collection is organized around the truth that no single story can capture everything. Memory is selective, colored by emotion and distance. Each narrator offers their version of events, their piece of a larger puzzle that can never be completely assembled. This fragmentation isn't a flaw—it's how we actually experience life, in glimpses and moments, in conversations overheard and details that stick with us for reasons we can't explain.

Some of these secrets are dark, reflecting the reality that childhood isn't always safe, that families can be both sanctuary and battlefield. Others reveal the quiet heroism of ordinary people—teachers who care for more than just their students, neighbors who offer protection without being asked, mothers who make impossible choices with grace. All of them acknowledge that growing up often means learning to carry knowledge that weighs more than small shoulders should bear.

But here's what I've discovered in writing these stories: secrets aren't just about shame or fear. They're also about survival, adaptation, and the fierce loyalty that develops between people who share difficult truths. They're about the way children learn to read between the lines, to find safety in unexpected places, to protect what matters most even when they don't fully understand why it needs protecting.

If you've ever wondered about the photograph in your grandmother's drawer, the neighbor who seemed to disappear for weeks at a time, or the conversations that stopped when you walked into the room, these stories are for you. They're for anyone who understands that the most important truths are often the ones we don't speak aloud, and that sometimes the greatest act of courage is simply learning to carry someone else's secret with the dignity it deserves.

Read these stories, and then look around your own world with fresh eyes. Notice the spaces between words, the careful way people arrange their faces, the small acts of kindness that happen when no one is watching. Every neighborhood has its mysteries, every family its untold stories. The question isn't whether secrets exist—it's whether we have the courage to handle them with care when they're finally revealed.

Your own stories matter. They deserve to be told, to be heard, to find their way to the readers who need them most.

Are secrets lies? If you look it up in a thesaurus, you surely won't find that they are synonyms. But when you think about it, secrets are lies that we tell ourselves and others. We withhold the information consciously, pushing it back so that we don't have to deal with some of them, and others that are too horrific and refuse to be denied their time.

Growing up in certain places, under certain circumstances, in a particular slice of our culture, we learn that lies are tools to navigate the mechanisms that drive our culture, and we use them as we tell the lies and keep the secrets to ourselves.

I often find myself wandering in that strange, dirt-floored cellar of the old farmhouse where much of my early life took place, and I look around at the walls. I am particularly drawn to and curious about the newspapers spread on one wall. They must be at least thirty or forty years old. Why would anyone put newspapers on a basement wall? There’s no sign they served any special purpose. They’re just there, existing just like the natural stone walls, carefully placed to form the foundation of this house that has endured. Newspapers don't hold up walls, but they do hold secrets.

I never explored the portion of the boiler room that had proven to be the bulwark to hold evil in place, even though I easily could have walked back there. But I was a child then, and children don't always exercise curiosity in a dark cellar by themselves. Sometimes that has to wait until you're much older, but then the cellar and the house are gone, and with them, all of those hidden secrets. 

No, I don't live in regret for not having picked away at the newspapers or tiptoed back behind the old furnace to see what was hidden there. These were secrets for someone else, and they will be secrets forever now.










  
  
Chapter 1: The Last Feather



She kept the photograph at the bottom of her dresser drawer, the edges curled, the ink fading. A line of young women in sequins and feathers smiled for the camera, but their smiles were as brittle as glass. If anyone asked, and some often did, she’d laugh it off, saying she never had the legs for it, that she lasted only a few weeks. That much was true. What she didn’t say was why. But it at least it was an escape from their family butcher shop and her father's unwelcome touches after her mother died. The family dog tried to keep him at bay, but that, too, didn't work well enough. Where was her chance to escape? It came, but not as she had hoped. 
 
 At sixteen, she thought she'd stepped into a dream. Standing beneath the hot lights of the New Amsterdam stage, she could feel the floor trembling with the applause, the chandeliers blazing overhead, and the orchestra spilling notes that made her feel like she was floating. It was magical at that moment. Costumes shimmered like sunlight on water, and the audience leaned forward as if the girls themselves were precious jewels on display. To her, a girl from Queens in New York City with no name and no money, it was a world wrapped in gold.
 
 But backstage was another world entirely. There the air was thick with cigarette smoke curling into the rafters, powder settled on dressing tables, and the sharp, almost overpowering tang of cheap perfume clinging to the aged velvet curtains. The smiles slipped like Halloween masks as soon as the girls left the stage, replaced by quick glances and whispered warnings. No one lingered on dreams there; the stage mask was what they wore for the paying crowd. It was almost like a grim exercise they had to perform just to keep their place in line. And a place in line was all it was about. If they lost that, there would be little to hope for tomorrow.
 
 Her roommate, Clara, was the first to hint at it. She had a way of tightening her grip on the younger girl’s wrist before certain men stopped by after the show, murmuring, "Keep your head down. Don’t let them notice you." At first, she thought it meant avoiding the gossip columnists or the leering stagehands. But Clara’s eyes told another story, one she didn’t yet understand.
 
 It was on a Tuesday when she heard the secret she would never forget. She was in front of the mirror pinning her headdress, her sequins catching the light, when two dancers near the wardrobe racks began to murmur. Their voices were low but urgent. They weren’t talking about the applause, or the parties, or the rich men who sometimes waited by the stage door. They were talking about Lillian—the girl who hadn’t shown up that evening.
 
 "She’s gone," one said flatly, slipping a silk stocking up her leg. "Sent away."
 
 "Because she refused him,’"the other added. The words were sharp but heavy and hung in the air just like the cigarette smoke, but more dangerous. Refused who? She didn’t know. But the tone left no doubt: someone powerful enough to make a girl disappear with nothing more than a nod.
 
 Her hands stilled on the pins, her breath catching. She turned back to the mirror, but the face staring back at her no longer looked like a starry-eyed girl chasing a dream. It looked like someone who had just seen the edge of the stage—and what lay beyond.
 
 For the rest of her short run, she moved carefully. She smiled when told to, laughed when expected, and folded costumes with dutiful care. But the secret lodged in her throat like a chicken bone. Every time a patron leaned too close, every time the manager’s voice hardened, she remembered Lillian’s empty place at the dressing table. And she counted the days until she could leave.
 
 One night, she didn’t return. She walked out into the cold Manhattan air with her costume folded in a plain paper bag, the sequins already losing their shimmer. No one stopped her; no one called after her. She slipped into the city crowd, just another girl in a cheap, ill-fitting coat, and never went back.
 
 Decades passed. The feathers and sequins yellowed at the bottom of her drawer, buried beneath sweaters and stockings. She married, had children, and grew old quietly in a small house with lace curtains. If anyone asked about her time on stage, she offered the safe version of a teenager’s adventure, a lark that didn’t last. People smiled, nodded, and moved on. The secret stayed locked within her careful words.
 
 But on some nights, when the house was still, she pulled out the photograph. Her fingers traced the line of girls, their smiles wide, their eyes bright. And always she paused at the blank space between two figures, where she imagined Lillian should have been. She wondered what became of her, whether she’d been cast aside in some quiet scandal or swallowed whole by the city. No obituary ever appeared, and no story was told. Only silence.
 
 Years later, her granddaughter found the photo. The girl had the same curious tilt to her chin, the same hunger for answers. "Why didn’t you keep dancing?" she asked one afternoon, her eyes wide with the innocence of someone who believed all dreams were safe.
 
 The older woman hesitated, the secret pressing against her lips as it had for sixty years. Finally, she shook her head and said, "Not everything needs telling."
 
 Her granddaughter frowned but didn’t push. The woman didn't slip the photograph back into the drawer. No, not yet. She sat in the quiet afterward, touching its edges, thinking of the feathers long gone and the ink fading, and she wondered—always wondered—what price had been paid for silence.
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