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      “She told Mrs. Winston to shut up,” Sloane relayed to her husband, Callan, through the chocolate brown kitchen phone pinched between her shoulder and her chin. She turned and looked over her shoulder at Willa, sitting at the bar, reading Wonder Woman to see if she was listening. She repeated a thought so familiar it nearly brought her comfort: what she had done to make Willa this way. Disrespectful. Outspoken. And so confident in the face of authority. She wondered how this child of hers, only twelve, could be so fearless.

      On the other end of the line, Callan asked if they put her in detention.

      “They did!” Sloane said, pulling back to the conversation and the peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich she was making. “She got kicked out of detention, too!” She put the white bread pieces together and pressed them gently as she cut the crust off, leaving finger divots across the top piece of bread. “I just hope Mr. Stanley doesn’t notice I’ve been gone so long,” Sloane said as she placed the mustard colored plate in front of Willa on the tiled countertop. She wanted Willa to hear that part. To hear that she had disrupted Sloane’s day. Her work. And that her actions had impacted Mr. Stanley, too.

      Callan dismissed the Mr. Stanley concern.

      “Yes, well, I just wanted you to know what your daughter was doing today, and I’m sure you’ll have more to say to her tonight,” Sloane continued, the phone cord wrapping around her waist as she turned to hide her face, bracing for the response.

      Willa put her book down and watched her mother closely.

      Her back to Willa, Sloane adjusted the bow of her cream silk shirt, which hung below the waist of her forest-green corduroy miniskirt. She always dressed her best on Mondays. She pushed off the counter, back toward the phone. “Mmmhmmm, ah, yes, I remember,” Sloane said, winding her manicured fingernail through the coil of the phone cord. “I just thought that since she was completely kicked out, you might make an exception,” Sloane sighed, disappointed that Willa being kicked out of school wasn’t enough to change her husband’s standing Monday night plans with Dave.

      “Ok, see you then. Goodbye.” Sloane unwound herself and hung up the phone. She didn’t want to look at Willa, who would have that look on her face that said, Well, that was exactly what I expected. She wanted to turn and bolt out the back door and let someone else handle this exhausting child. She turned back to face Willa and put on her best unflustered face, though she could feel her chest flushing up her throat.

      “Well, Missy, I’ve got to get back to work. Mr. Stanley is no doubt looking for me.”

      “Can’t he answer his own phone?” Willa asked without a hint of sarcasm.

      “Of course, but it’s my job and my job matters.”

      “To who? If he can answer the phone, I don’t see why it matters.”

      “Willa, it’s to whom, and your mouth will keep getting you in trouble until you learn to bite that tongue. Is that why you got kicked out of detention? For talking back?” Sloane said, picking up her large, saggy purse and shaking it, looking at the contents while bracing for whatever outlandish story Willa was about to tell her. She wondered why she was the one Willa told all her extravagant stories to. And thought about how long she’s had to be the sponge to this child. Absorbing her energy, hoping that if she did, it would calm her down as she got older. Cleaning up her messes while trying to teach her social graces wasn’t what she’d hoped for in a little girl. When Sloane was a little girl, this call came naturally to her. At least that’s how she remembers it.

      “Not really. Just talking.” Willa said, picking up her comic book again.

      Sloane was grateful for the short answer. She thought she might get out of here without having to act interested in whatever was happening in Willa’s mind. She could get her thoughts back to herself so she could focus on making this career thing work. Her survival depended on it. Not listening to this child and her eccentricities. “Well, again with the mouth. If you want to get ahead in this world, you’ve got to learn when to keep your mouth shut.” Sloane slung her bag over her shoulder and started digging around for her keys. She found a pack of cigarettes, pulled one out, and put it between her lips while diving back in with her hand for the lighter. Her waves of curls that normally flipped away from her face hung like a curtain over her eyes as she looked. “Ouch!” she said when the tip of her finger found an open safety pin floating around. She put her finger in her mouth, letting the cigarette fall back into the purse.

      Willa looked up but said nothing, only raised her eyebrows.

      “It’s fine. Do you know where my keys are?” Sloane asked.

      “They’re by the front door. You put them there when we walked in.” Willa said, turning back to her book.

      “Ugh, Willa! You knew I was looking for them. Why didn’t you say something?” Sloane marched out of the kitchen toward the breakfast bar that connected it to the living room. As she passed Willa, she took in her daughter, wise beyond her years. Willa was wearing white bellbottoms, dirty at the bottoms with playground dust, and one of her brother’s old ringer t-shirts with illustrated superheroes on the front. Not feminine enough, Sloane could hear her own mother’s singsong judgment and knew how that would be a criticism of Sloane’s parental failing, not Willa, of course. She looked at Willa’s short, straight bangs,  recently trimmed and maintained by herself. Willa had insisted Sloane cut the back of her hair every month to keep it from getting too long, refusing to set foot in a salon. She gently pulled Willa’s hair out of the collar of her t-shirt and put her hand on Willa’s back.

      “So, what was so important that you had to talk about it in detention?” The imagined judgment from her mother made her want to protect this girl. That was the feeling she always came back to with Willa. That no matter how strong she seemed, Willa needed protecting, and Sloane was the only person in her life to do it. She wished someone had done that for her.

      “The Mount Pelée Volcano in Martinique.”

      “Honey, what?”

      “Thirty thousand people died instantly. Just like Mount Vesuvius. But way bigger. Only about two thousand people died in Pompeii, but they were rich, so I guess that’s why we have to learn about that one in school. But thirty thousand people died at Mount Pelée, and the volcano had been shaking the city for days. They could have gotten out, and the mayor said to stay, so they stayed, and they all died from the heat. It was over a thousand degrees when it erupted! How hot does the oven get? Like 300, right? Can you imagine? They were literally cooked like a chicken.”

      “Oh, Sis. You don’t need to be thinking about stuff like that.” Sloane responded, disgusted by the analogy and dreading the day when Willa learns about the Holocaust.

      “I read it in a book. In detention.”

      Sloane sighed, thinking about how this girl needed more than this world was ready to give her. She’d wanted more, too. But a very different more. All Sloane had wanted was to make sure she didn’t grow up a farmer’s wife. She never thought much beyond that. She wanted to live in a city, drive her own car, and have a job. And more and more frequently, Willa was showing her that she could have wanted more. That she should have wanted more.

      “Your father said there’s a delivery coming today. Please sign for it.” Sloane said, walking around the floral couch, toward the front door.

      “What is it?” Willa asked.

      “An heirloom. From your father’s aunt. The one he lived with as a child.”

      “Why is she sending him an heirloom through a delivery service? Isn’t an heirloom a napkin or a brooch?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. She passed. This is what she left him. And whatever it is needs to be delivered.” Sloane opened the door. “Oh, it’s here. Hi there!”

      “How did she die?” Willa asked, ignoring the fact that Sloane had started a different conversation.

      Sloane walked through the doorway and left it ajar. “Just inside the door here is fine, thank you.”

      Willa went back to reading.

      Two bulky men carried a heavy flat crate inside and leaned it against the pony wall behind the couch. “This good?” the man closest to Willa asked.

      “Sure,” Willa said without looking up.

      “You like to read, little girl?” The other said with a note of mockery in his voice.

      “Yes,” Willa responded.

      “Yes, sir, you mean?” the mustachioed man closest to her said.

      From outside the doorway, Sloane took in the men. The mustache man had a red bandana tied around his forehead and a blue t-shirt tucked into his bell-bottomed jeans that covered his dirty, all-white tennis shoes. His delivery mate wore straight-legged jeans and an untucked yellow t-shirt with a pocket. On the pocket was the AFL-CIO union logo.

      Sloane popped her head back in the front door. “That’s perfect, thank you.”

      “Something wrong with that one,” the mustachio man said to Sloane, flicking a thumb toward Willa.

      Sloane glanced at Willa to see if she’d heard and saw that look of recognition as Willa turned back to her book. Sloane stepped toward him, pushed the door wider, pressed herself against it, and lifted her chest high, giving the men space to get through without bumping into her but making sure they saw her. She wondered how much longer she could use her body to draw attention away from Willa and her ways. She wondered how much longer she could use her body for any gains.

      They took in her body as they slowly passed by. Once they were over the threshold, Sloane used the door handle to pull herself around the men, closing the front door. Before she closed it all the way, she poked her head back through the door to say goodbye to Willa.

      “Something’s wrong with that guy,” Willa said.

      Sloane wasn’t sure she agreed, but felt relieved that Willa hadn’t been harmed by the comment. She bit her lip and quietly nodded. “Keep the door locked.”
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      Sloane slid her Tahitian bronze Ford Falcon into her designated parking spot in front of a small sign that said “Secretary of the CEO.” She gathered her purse and keys and stepped out of the door, smoothing her skirt before she started walking up the sidewalk toward the three-story building. Stanley Insurance Company was located on the back side of the second floor, but she knew that the ladies from the much larger Morganson’s Homes, a regional real estate firm, loved to take their smoke breaks around this time by the elevator, overlooking the parking lot. The windows were mirrored so she couldn’t see them, but she walked as if she had an audience.

      She was friendly with Janice and Marybeth, but she couldn’t stand Deborah, and she knew the feeling was mutual. Deborah was too nosy, always asking questions about her life and about Mr. Stanley, which Sloane found inappropriate. Sloane had made the terrible mistake of sharing that she had once been in nursing school and had dropped out when she got engaged, and she worried that Deborah would tell Mr. Stanley, who would see her as unfit for her office job. Ever since then, she has avoided the smoking ladies and taken her breaks alone. Or like today, running a quick errand for the household. She hated lying to Mr. Stanley, but didn’t want to constantly remind him of her domestic duties of navigating life with two unruly children she couldn’t control and a husband who never wanted to be home.

      “Heya, Sloane. Why are you back?” asked David, snapping her out of her troubles. Sloane was so wrapped up in Willa’s latest drama that she hadn’t noticed him coming out of the door.

      Sloane caught her breath in her throat. David Stanley was the youngest son of her boss and much taller, younger, and more handsome than the man she sat in front of every day. It was clear that one day, he would take over the business, and the ease with which he lived his days told her he was in no rush.  Sloane’s hand went to her neck, and she quickly flattened her bow.

      “Oh, I just ran a quick errand, and I’m back now,” Sloane said, realizing that didn’t really answer his question. She wanted to answer his question. She wanted to talk to him more. But she knew she should keep her distance. David was a newlywed. He couldn’t begin to understand what Sloane’s life was like. But she loved the idea of a fresh start. Willa’s face again rose in Sloane’s mind.

      “Well, Daddy’s gone for the day, so if I were you, I’d hightail it out of here, too.”

      Sloane swore she could feel the smoking ladies watching this conversation. She peeked up at the window and confirmed her suspicion when she saw a shadow move behind the glass. Then she flushed with embarrassment when she realized she had parked beside Mr. Stanley’s empty spot without noticing.

      “Oh,” Sloane said, lifting her hand to her forehead, “you’re right. He had that Rotary luncheon at the Club. Gosh, I had to leave so quickly, I completely forgot.”

      “I hope everything is ok at home,” David said quietly as if he didn’t want to pry but did truly care.

      Searching his eyes, she saw kindness and compassion. And most of all youth. Youth that felt distant and untouchable. She wished she’d seen these eyes all those years ago. With his unlined face and soft voice, she wished she could touch him. But she knew better. She was only standing here because of her failings as a mother. Her child is untamed, and this man, this kind, young man, should never know what it’s like to live in a home where no one meets her expectations, herself included. That would ruin what he has. She wondered if he saw this when he looked at her face, her dull hair, her body diluted by motherhood.

      “Just peachy,” Sloane said with a smile. She didn’t want to taint him. She wanted him to stay pure and easy.

      “Well, I’m off to see the missus. Did I tell you we’re expecting?”

      And with that, Sloane’s fantasy formed a cloud around her body and floated into the sky.

      “Oh, David, what wonderful news!” She said, clasping her hands together. And she meant it.

      “Between us, I hope it’s a girl,” he said, leaning a little closer but turning his body toward the parking lot.

      Sloane turned her back to the building and, with her first step, began to lead him to the parking lot.

      “Girls are wonderful,” she replied kindly. Girls other than my own, she thought, then instantly regretted. She felt hot with panic as she realized that thought had been so close to coming out of her mouth. “And speaking of, I’ll head home and check on mine.”

      David’s face flickered a slight recognition that something was amiss, but Sloane’s smile told him not to pry.

      “Ok, see you tomorrow,” he waved and went to his vice president’s parking spot.
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      When Sloane opened the front door, she was shocked to see that the crate had been opened, some of Bishop’s tools were spread across the floor, and an antique and somewhat grotesque mirror was leaning against the credenza.

      
        
        Hello, Sloane.

      

      

      A smoky voice echoed in Sloane’s mind. Her feet froze, and she looked around the house, not sure what to expect.

      “Willa!” she called out.

      
        
        She’s preoccupied, as usual.

      

      

      Sloane looked to the side, unsure if she had said that to herself or if she was actually hearing things. She spotted the kitchen door ajar and strode toward it.

      “Willa!” she yelled again.

      The shed door was open. She stepped out the back door and down to the brick patio. This time of day, there wasn’t much shade on the patio, and with one more step, she was in the mid-day sun. Black birds squawked overhead, and she looked up at them, dots against the perfect blue canvas. She wanted to tell them to stop screaming at her. To leave her alone and let her be.

      She raised her hand up to her eyebrows and watched as the birds took a loop over her house. Flying lower, she could see variations in their wing colors. They flew lower still, as they rounded the lot, and she thought they might land in the trees that occupied the unkempt corner of the yard. The pile of unused firewood, covered in a tarp from years ago, was as ignored as Willa’s tricycle beside it, rusting.

      They didn’t land in the trees but turned sharply as if to fly at her.

      “Don’t. Move.” Willa said in a too-loud whisper from the shed door. She was wielding Bishop’s slingshot and had something cocked back in its sling.

      Sloane looked at Willa, who was looking at the birds, aiming at the birds, then fired at the birds. She never got a chance to tell her no. To ask what she was firing at the birds. To lecture her about not hurting animals. She watched helplessly as the bird on the right was hit by something shiny. She heard its cry and instinctively held her arms out to catch it.

      The bird wobbled in flight, and its partner swooped to the left with it, more directly over Sloane’s head. As they crossed over Slone, they increased their altitude, and one of them, the one hit by whatever Willa had shot at it, shot its own ammunition on Sloane. Thick white liquid landed in Sloane’s hair and on her right shoulder. Sloane spread her arms wide and her face to the sun. Another crucifixion for this child. She turned to look at Willa, her eyes bulging.

      She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She wanted to throw herself on the ground, punch it over and over and over, and demand a second chance. At this event. At this day. At this life.

      Willa doubled over in laughter, knees pinching together. The giggle was honest and deep, the sound changing between high and low. She gasped for air as she touched the ground with one hand and gently made her way down to her knees.

      As Sloane watched Willa melt with joy, her arms lowered to her sides. She took a long breath in through her nose and held it as long as she could before finally letting it go.

      “Mom,” Willa finally said, her hand blocking the sun so she could focus on Sloane’s face.

      Sloane didn’t respond as Willa continued to laugh. She turned and went back into the house to shower.
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