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For Mom and Dad, who made me feel brave enough to try, safe enough to fail, and strong enough to try again









When Death first enters a house, he throws so long a shadow—it seems to touch everyone.


—Fanny Longfellow, in a letter following the death of her seventeen-month-old daughter, 1848
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AFTER


The Night of the Party


The house has always belonged to The Mother.


Perched atop the highest cliff in Comal County, Texas, the Queen Anne–style Victorian was built in the late nineteenth century by Wilhelm Vogel. Wilhelm had fallen in love with young Ada Müller, a debutante, notorious for declining suitors, turning away their trinkets, poems, and various attempts to charm her. What she wanted was a castle. So Wilhelm, a notable businessman and stone carver, set his sails for the Texas Hill Country, like so many German immigrants before him. There he purchased the land. He brought an architect by train from New York City to draw the grand plans, and construction began. Limestone was quarried locally. Stained-glass windows and handcrafted woodwork were shipped from Europe. Finally, with calloused hands, Wilhelm planted tulips—Ada’s favorite flower—in the gardens along the latticework. Then he sent for her. Some months later, upon her arrival, she saw it from her carriage, so high up—asymmetrical facade, turrets and dormers, two-story wraparound porch—imposing against the backdrop of an endless Texas sky. Ada was pleased.


The ranchers who lived in the house’s shadow saw Mrs. Vogel often, tall and slender, with pale skin and pale hair—combing out her curls in the upstairs window, tending to delicate blooms of yellow, cream, and pink that stood sentry around the estate. Later, they watched her pushing the baby’s pram through the grounds, and at sunset, standing on the balcony, face to the wind.


Then came Ada’s death. So very soon after the magnificent house was completed. A story in and of itself. A fall, people repeated. An accident? they questioned. And some wondered and might have even whispered behind closed doors but never in polite company about whether it was proper to bury her in consecrated ground.


And after—after Wilhelm moved away, after the windows were shuttered and the house fell into disrepair, after the town grew beneath it like so much switchgrass and wild rye—the stories took a different shape.


Haunted, they said.


———


For more than a century, the house lay dormant. Until one summer day in 2010 it was purchased by someone new, and ever since the townsfolk have waited to get inside.


They watched the renovations from below. First, the exterior was pain-stakingly restored—limestone bricks scrubbed clean, the stained-glass windows releaded, the intricate gingerbread trim repaired and repainted in bright sugarplum colors. A basement and wine cellar were excavated from the limestone. Then, inside, walls were knocked down, floors peeled away, ceilings stretched to soaring. Claustrophobic woodwork was removed, along with tufted, claw-foot furniture and moldy Victorian tapestries. Until everything glowed bright, all white, Calacatta marble tiger-striped with veins of gold, modern chandeliers like soap bubbles.


The whole town could see the changes clearly. Because last and most shockingly, the entire back wall of the home was removed, sliced away, replaced with a floor-to-ceiling wall of glass, exposing the interior. Even the balcony—glass, extending the entire back of the top floor, hovering over the infinity pool, three stories below.


The house opened like a lidless eye.


A life-sized dollhouse.


———


Tonight is an unveiling of sorts—a party. The iron gates are open. The doors are unlocked. They have finally been invited in.


The house is a beehive cracked open, buzzing, buzzing.


It’s elaborate for a Sweet Sixteen—catered canapés, a three-tiered cake, a DJ turning the bluestone patio into a dance floor. They’ve rented tuxedos and polished their boots, teased their hair and purchased Badgley Mischka and Halston gowns at the Nordstrom in the La Cantera mall.


By 8 P.M., everyone gathers from their distant corners to sing “Happy Birthday.” Lights off. Sixteen candles are reflected in the blackened wall of windows. The birthday girl makes a wish, blows them out, plunges them all into fleeting darkness. They can see the small lights of their own houses far below, can see the town the way the house sees them. For this moment, they feel a part of it, of this house. But it doesn’t belong to them. To any of them.


It belongs to The Mother.


The lights come back on. The cake is torn apart. The dark windows are like mirrors in the night, reflecting the party guests back to themselves. They can’t see outside anymore.


But they can hear it.


The scream. Just long enough for a body to fall through air.


Then. The sickening thud.


Echoes—sounds this house has heard before.
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BEFORE


Dani


The Evening Before the Party


Charlotte makes a little sound. Not quite a cry, but I recognize it for what it is: a warning. She is tiring of her ExerSaucer. I have . . . maybe forty seconds before she completely loses her shit.


I’ve been working on the cake all day in the small pockets of time the baby has graced me with. “One second, sweetie.” I’m finishing a row of hot pink buttercream petals. The cake is a riot of neon colors—somehow the ’90s have come back around in fashion. But really, I need more than a second. I need hours of undivided time.


Charlotte arches her back and lets out an earsplitting wail. Of course, it’s that exact moment when Ethan enters the kitchen.


A few months ago, he would have made a joke—Poor thing. Is Mama torturing you? Not anymore, though. Now, he tosses his briefcase on the island, rescues Charlotte from her ExerSaucer prison. Her crying stops as suddenly as it started.


“Where’s Órlaith?” he asks, looking around the huge, open room for our nanny.


This kitchen is a dream, better than any feature spread from Bon Appétit magazine that I have ever drooled over, dog-eared, clipped, and tacked to the vision board in my apartment closet. Twelve-foot ceilings, two islands, all solid white marble, Gaggenau appliances, Sub-Zero refrigerator, custom brass hardware to match the one-of-a-kind geometric pendant lights. I should be deliriously happy.


“I’m sorry.” I set the piping bag down, wipe my hands on my apron. “I sent Órlaith upstairs to fold laundry. I swear, Charlotte was fine a second ag—”


“Dani, relax. I know.” He has Charlotte on his hip now. She is pulling at the collar of his shirt. He looks sexy. The way he always does after a long day at work. White button-up a little rumpled, the top two buttons undone. It makes me think of getting drinks on a weeknight in some dim bar, my legs tilted toward him, knees touching, hungry. It feels like a lifetime ago.


“How did today go?” he asks. “The cake looks incredible.”


I pick up the piping bag, twist the open end, apply even pressure as I form the next petal. “My session with Curtis went great,” I answer, because I know that’s what he’s really asking. Our conversations lately are like a game of Taboo—no one is allowed to say what they really mean. “He was really supportive of me making the cake. Said I needed to start reestablishing old routines.” This is a bit of a fib. Curtis, like everyone, wants me to take it easy. But taking it easy is driving me crazy.


I steal a glance at Ethan, to see if he bought my little white lie. He claims that he and Curtis don’t discuss my sessions, but I don’t know. I mean, if the tables were turned? I’d have my ear pressed to the door. He’s giving Charlotte attention, though, keeping his own cards close.


“My mom called,” I say.


Charlotte is fascinated by a button on the cuff of his shirt. “Oh, yeah? How’s Pam?”


I didn’t have time for the call. Frankly, it came at the worst possible moment. I was changing Charlotte’s diaper. There were three minutes left on the oven timer. But, with everyone so worried about me, I don’t have the luxury of letting a call go to voicemail right now.


Oh, honey, I forgot to tell you yesterday. Remember that armadillo that’s been digging up my azaleas? Well, Tom finally caught him.


Really? I thought he kept getting out of those traps you bought.


Another round of Taboo. Mom didn’t care about the armadillo story and neither did I. But we had to pretend, because what Mom really needed was to judge the cadence of my words, the pitch of my voice, to hear Charlotte babbling in the background. Finally, as the timer beeped and I single-arm-wrestled Charlotte back into her bouncy chair, we skimmed close to the real point:


Honey, are you sure you don’t need us there tomorrow? Because I can pack an overnight bag. It’s no big deal.


No, Mom, really. It’s fine.


Translation: I am fine.


“They caught that armadillo,” I tell Ethan.


“Pam must be thrilled.” He’s pinching Charlotte’s squishy bare leg.


I set down the piping bag again. “Let me see her.” I take my daughter into my arms.


Charlotte tips her head back. Her smile is always so quick, so generous, eyes squinted to slits, cheeks round and red as apples. She has recently sprouted two bottom teeth, which has somehow changed her whole face and also made her look more like herself. I grab my phone off the island, stretch out my arm, press my cheek to hers. We both smile in the selfie beside the cake.


Then she reaches out a chubby arm and swipes her hand through the frosting.


“Shit.” I yank her away, but the damage is done.


Charlotte is startled by my response, eyes wide and mouth trembling. She’s gauging whether or not to cry. Like, really cry. “It’s okay. That’s okay.” I sing the words, bouncing her to an unknown rhythm.


I’m soothing myself as much as her. Now I’ll have to redo the whole layer, scrape the frosting off and start again. I can’t express any of this frustration, because it will only confirm to Ethan what he already thinks: that this is all too much for me.


Ethan wanted to buy a cake. A “professional one.” I wanted to say I am a professional. Or, at least, I used to be.


Instead, I said, I miss baking.


There was a time in my life when I baked every day, multiple times a day. Before the baby, before Ethan, I could spend a week trying to perfect a recipe—mango vanilla bean tart, perhaps—make it and remake it twenty times until it was Instagram-worthy, the shortbread crust thin and flaky, the filling melt-in-your-mouth, the uniform slices of perfectly ripe mango spiraling into a rose.


Ethan takes Charlotte back from me. “Órlaith,” he calls out.


Órlaith is quick to appear. Like she’d been hovering just past the doorframe this whole time. I still haven’t gotten used to having someone in my home. Órlaith is a short Irish woman in her late sixties with a practical haircut and orthopedic shoes. She’s genuinely Irish, accent and all. She just immigrated here recently, after her husband died.


The woman is death-obsessed in that way that old people get sometimes. Everything loops somehow back to someone she knows who died in some awful, tragic way. Oh no, you won’t be seeing me drinking one of those diet fizzy drinks, she’ll tell me. They have that what’s-it-called in it, that only causes cancer, like. I had a friend, Mary O’Connor, drank one diet fizzy drink every day of her life, and wouldn’t you know what happened? Sure, brain tumor. She died terribly slow. Used to be full-faced and only gorgeous. The line of boys wrapped around the street back in our day. But by the end she hardly looked herself, cheeks sunken and no joy in her eyes.


I’m left standing stupid in front of the open fridge with a can of Diet Coke, like I offered her a glass of antifreeze. Seriously, she finds death in everything. No topic of conversation is safe.


And she’s always just there, right in the next room folding endless burp cloths, or picking up toys behind the sofa, or beside me when I turn to reach for the diaper cream. It’s like having a mopey, morbid shadow.


“I know you’re about to clock out,” my husband says, “but would you mind getting Charlotte down for bed before you go?”


“I’d be delighted.” She takes Charlotte from his outstretched arms. “It’s lovely,” Órlaith says of the cake. The bottom two tiers are assembled—multicolored and multishaped sprinkles applied by hand, fondant rainbows with marshmallow clouds, neon-colored macaroons.


I don’t answer, concentrate on scraping the top tier clean to be redecorated. I don’t mean to be bitchy. It isn’t Órlaith’s fault I don’t like her. Not really.


Once they are gone, Ethan is behind me, rubbing my shoulders. I force them to relax. “How much longer?” he asks.


All night. I want to get it perfect. I’m nervous about tomorrow—the Sweet Sixteen for Sophie, Ethan’s daughter from his first marriage—and focusing those nerves on a cake is more therapeutic than any session with Curtis could ever be.


“It shouldn’t take long.” I smooth a base layer of lime green buttercream.


His lips are on my neck now, his breath warm, the prickle of his chin just the right amount of rough. His hands wander down my body, to my waist, to my hips. He leans closer, leans into me, his front flush against my back, and I can feel the need of him. “What if I can’t wait that long?” His voice comes from deep in his throat.


My skin goose-bumps, involuntary and primal. I set the spatula on the marble, twist to face him. When I kiss him, his tongue dives into my mouth. We’ve been together over three years now, but he still kisses me like it’s the first time, like he is desperate to taste me, to have me. It’s intoxicating. I succumb—my restless thoughts eclipsed by physical sensation, the pressure of his fingers, the smell of his skin, and in this carnal moment, I feel, rather than think, Maybe everything really can go back to normal.


He presses, pinning my hips between his body and the hard marble countertop.


“What if Órlaith comes back down?” I ask, a little breathless.


“I don’t care.” His lips are back on my neck, teeth scraping that tender spot just below my jaw. Over his head, through the open doorway, through the great room, I can see the sweep of the staircase, the underside of the loft above. Suddenly, I imagine Órlaith, not in the nursery, but perched silent on the landing, her shapeless form like a gargoyle, observing.


I snake my hands to his shoulders, push him gently away. “I need to finish the cake.”


He lets out a groan of disappointment, then kisses my forehead and lets me go.


“Let’s have drinks by the pool tonight.” He goes into the butler’s pantry between the kitchen and the dining room, where we have a wet bar. The pantry is about the same size as the entire galley kitchen of my old apartment, but with much nicer fixtures—hammered copper sink, mirrored backsplash, mullioned cabinet windows to display every kind of wine and cocktail glass. Choice whiskeys and scotches line a shelf, alongside sipping tequila and Tito’s vodka, made just an hour away in Austin. A slim, glass-doored wine fridge holds a handful of bottles for easy access—Ethan’s full collection is downstairs in the cellar. I can hear him taking down glasses. “The weather is perfect.”


I turn to glance at the wall of glass. The view still takes my breath away. The depth of so much open sky beneath me somersaults my organs. Dusk gives the air a solid quality from way up here, gray and compressed, like lint pulled from the dryer, like if you fell, you might land softly. Cars snake along the highway down below, and ranches on the other side are a patchwork quilt. Spring has started, and here in Texas, that means wildflowers like streaks of paint, splashes of yellow, the bright orange of Indian paintbrushes, and large swaths of bluebonnets.


“I hope it stays that way,” I say. “I know Sophie and her friends are looking forward to using the pool tomorrow.”


He comes back into the kitchen, whiskey glass in one hand, checking his phone in the other. “Supposed to be a little windy.”


I’m working on the rows of hot pink buttercream petals again. It’s going faster now. “Speaking of Órlaith,” I say. I don’t look at him. “Do you really think we still need a nanny?” I don’t want to see his face during this conversation. It’s my turn to play Taboo. I brace myself for his response. What I’m really asking: Do you trust me yet?


He surprises me. “You do seem to be getting better.”


I look up. He leans against the opposite counter, one foot crossed over the other, the crystal glass of amber liquid in his hand. The hint of a smile on his face.


The tension melts from my shoulders, genuine this time. His words are a validation, a light at the end of the darkest tunnel I’ve ever clawed my way through.


I smile back at him, start on the next row of petals.


But the sense of relief is short-lived.


Because he doesn’t know the whole truth.
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Kim


I lean against the doorframe, wineglass in hand, watching Sophie try on her dress for the party tomorrow. How is it possible that my daughter is turning sixteen? How did I get this old? I swallow more wine. Sweetie, my favorite cat, a black and orange tortoiseshell with golden eyes, weaves figure eights around my ankles.


Somehow, I have three cats and two dogs, none of whom I specifically sought out—friends who find a litter of kittens by a dumpster or have a stray mutt show up during a storm know I’m a sucker for a sweet face (or a one-eyed face, like my gray tabby, Mad-Eye Moody).


I took Sophie shopping a month ago. She must have tried on thirty dresses before falling head over heels for this sparkly, powder blue, off-the-shoulder gown. It surpassed my budget by more than a little. But it’s hard for me to say no. Raising a child after divorce means being in constant competition with the one person you loathe.


The extra expense was worth it. The look on her face. I wish anything as simple as a dress could make me that happy. She’s sixteen—with the slim waist and long legs that used to be mine. The dress laces up the back, exposing a bit more skin than I’d like. But, overall, it has a sweet, Cinderella feel.


“Who’s dropping off Mikayla?”


Mikayla is Sophie’s oldest friend. She lives in our old neighborhood. They met shortly after we moved in, became inseparable in that way little girls can. It’s tradition that they celebrate their birthdays with a sleepover, pizza in bed, and movies late into the night. Now, of course, Ethan is throwing Sophie a sinfully over-the-top party to show off what an awesome dad he is. It’s also his chance to show off our old house, the renovations. He’s invited as many of his friends, neighbors, and colleagues as Sophie’s own guests. He’s so sure they’re all salivating to get in. The pathetic thing is he’s right.


I was glad the girls still wanted their sleepover here tonight. Maybe because it makes me feel like I still have one up on Ethan. He gets the facade of the party. I get the real deal. Or maybe I’m just not ready for my baby to grow up.


Sophie made the cheer squad last year, which came with a slew of new high school friends that I don’t really like. Girls whose daddies are real estate developers, whose mamas run the booster clubs, girls who kiss each other on the cheeks and exchange thinly veiled backhanded compliments.


Mikayla is the opposite. Red hair and a smattering of freckles, she always looks like she just stepped off the farm, because she did. Her family is old Bulverde—they’ve owned land and raised cattle here since it was a rural area way outside San Antonio, before the city spread like an inkblot and brought McMansions and, even more recently, overpriced tract homes.


I’m glad Sophie has a solid friendship like that. I might be a colossal fuckup, but I must have done something right in raising her.


Sophie shrugs. “Probably Caleb.”


Since I’m not driving, I take another sip of wine. “So, are we doing hand-tossed or thin-crust?”


Sophie scoffs like I said something offensive. “I had some veggies and hummus. Mikayla’s eating with her family.”


She is turned to the side, looking into the floor-length mirror, smoothing her hands down a nonexistent belly. I don’t say anything. If she changes her mind, I have some “emergency chocolate” tucked up on the top shelf of the pantry.


“You look gorgeous, Soph,” I say. In some ways she still looks—still is—so much a child. Face plump, limbs awkwardly long, as though they sprouted overnight. But I can see the hints and curves of womanhood like warning signs.


“Yeah?” she asks. Then, “Yeah,” like an affirmative. She turns to check out her backside. “Yeah. Okay.” She tries on a different pair of shoes.


“I just want you to have fun, babe.”


I can see the smallest of eye rolls in the mirror, as if I just don’t get it. Sophie’s first-ever boyfriend—a kid named Mason, quarterback on the football team, with floppy dark hair and nice yes ma’am, no ma’am manners—broke up with her a few weeks ago. She has spent almost every night since crying on the phone with Mikayla. She’ll bite my head off if I bring it up, but I understand more than she thinks.


Sophie invited Mason to the party. Mason, being the polite boy that he is, gullibly accepted. She told her friends she did it to show him how much she doesn’t care. I know better. She wants more than Mom’s approval. She wants to light up the room, wants to set it aflame, to burn Mason to a crisp.


“I need this party to be perfect,” she says.


I set the wineglass on her dresser. I stand behind her, hands on her shoulders, and we are both reflected in the mirror. “It will be perfect. I promise.” Though I can make no such promise, I double down. “Absolutely nothing will go wrong tomorrow.”
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Mikayla


“Caleb James, why on earth can’t you leave your boots by the door? I’ve only told you a thousand times. You’ve traipsed grass all through my clean living room.”


Mom is doing a circle around the table, scooping green beans onto everyone’s plate.


It’s like white noise. She’s said it all a million times. Grass is her enemy. She has literally used those words—You know that grass is my enemy—whenever one of us inevitably forgets to take off our shoes before coming in the house. But if it wasn’t grass, it would be something else. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mom sit down. Even now, she’ll flutter between the table and kitchen like a hummingbird because Dad needs salt for his mashed potatoes or because Kylie dropped her fork or because Mom oh-for-heaven’s-sake forgot the rolls in the oven like she always does. In between these errands, her butt might kiss the seat. She might even raise her fork to her mouth, but then something else will need doing and she’ll be off again.


“For God’s sake, Alice, sit down,” Dad says sometimes, but I think at this point it’s just habit.


When Mom slings a “No cell phones, young lady” at me, Dad perks up.


“Hey.” He snaps his fingers toward my phone, which I tuck into my lap. Dad doesn’t give a crap about grass in the living room or water around the sink. But he hates “teenage bull” like cell phones and jeans with holes in them. You want holes in your jeans, he likes to say, you can come work the stables with me for the day.


“It’s Sophie,” I say, pushing potatoes around with my fork. “She needs my help with her outfit.” She’s been texting me selfies in her dress—Hair up or down? Heavy eye or a softer look? What about shoes? She looks drop-dead, of course. Sophie couldn’t look bad if she tried.


“Aren’t you spending the night over there?” Caleb asks.


“You’re driving her,” my father says. “I need you to pick up some corn for the feeder from Tractor Supply on the way back. I’ll give you my card.”


“She wants me to see how it looks on camera,” I explain. “You know, for Snapchat.”


Caleb rolls his eyes.


“She’s dating the Fuller kid, right?”


Sophie and Mason broke up a few weeks ago, but Dad doesn’t actually care about that. He just wants to talk football.


“Scouts from all over Texas and out of state were after him. He’s smart to stay in Texas. A&M is a heck of a school.”


“Her Sweet Sixteen,” my mother says in a dreamy swoon, sinking into her chair. “You’re both so grown-up now.”


My own Sweet Sixteen was nothing special, no different from basically every other birthday party I’d ever had. Aunts and uncles and cousins, a handful of friends, Dad smoking a brisket, and Mom making a cake and her famous banana pudding, Memaw giving me two hundred-dollar bills in a card, which was more than she’d ever given me before, so I guess that was kind of special.


“Don’t you remember when they were tiny things, George? Oh—” Mom hops up. “The tea. Did I really? I could have sworn . . . ?” Her eyes scan the table before she flies back to the kitchen and returns with a pitcher of sweet tea. “You two were just the cutest. When did they move in up there? Y’all couldn’t have been older than three. Do you remember her riding the pony for the first time, George? She was such a little doll.” She’s making her way around the table as she talks, filling up everyone’s glass. “You better stay my baby forever,” she says to Kylie, kissing her on the cheek. Kylie’s only six.


I do remember Sophie on the pony, actually. Even as a little kid, Sophie was pretty—long blond hair that rippled like water, outfits that all matched, shiny shoes without a single scuff. She was golden, and I couldn’t believe my luck that she wanted to be my friend, sleep over at my house, sit next to me on the story-time rug, claimed me as her partner when Mrs. Whitaker told us to buddy up for our field trip to Natural Bridge Caverns, letting all the other kids know I was hers. She could have picked anyone. Every other girl wanted to touch her hair, try on her necklace, be near her. She had that kind of radiance—like just being in her general vicinity gave you some of her shine. She still does.


“You aren’t eating,” Mom says. “Everything okay?”


I lift my shoulder. “I’m fine.”


“You better not be on some wacky diet,” Dad says. “Guys don’t like a skinny girl, right, Caleb?”


Caleb shrugs.


This isn’t true. Guys love a skinny girl.


Spring of eighth grade, Sophie made the cheer squad. Which meant she was busy most of the summer with camp and then in the fall with practice and games, things I wasn’t a part of, a whole new set of friends. It was the first time there was this silent tug between us, like trying to hold hands during red rover. Plus I’m an FFA girl—a Future Farmer of America—raising and showing my goat, Ed, for the Comal County Junior Livestock Show. By anyone’s account, Soph and I shouldn’t be friends.


But our grips on each other are strong, our childhoods threaded tightly together like two necklaces tangled in the back of an old jewelry box. I can’t conjure a memory without her. My sister from another mister, Sophie says sometimes, slipping her hands around my waist and kissing my cheek when she drags me to a party that she was invited to and I wasn’t.


She didn’t leave me behind. Wouldn’t.


If they wanted Sophie there, they had to accept me as well. I was like a free gift with purchase—a makeup pouch you may or may not use after you spend seventy-five dollars on a pot of blush and brow filler at Ulta.


So I go to the parties, I sit with the cool kids at lunch, I laugh at their inside jokes, even when I don’t understand them, and I link arms with Sophie, who links arms with Gabby and Emma and Ava. We walk through the halls like a force.


But I’m not one of those girls. They’re hard to look at, as glossy as magazine covers. That’s how I’ve started to think of them—the glossy girls. Their thin legs like glossy stems, their cheeks and the straight line of their noses highlighted with shimmer, their high ponytails with a literal shine, tied up with enormous Ranger blue bows, so they look like the porcelain baby dolls my memaw collects.


It seems girls like this are always trying to be smaller—crawling into the guys’ laps, tucking their legs up in a chair, shrieking No, no, don’t pick me up, when all they clearly want is to be picked up. Maybe it’s a trade-off, some unwritten rule of the universe, that the smaller a girl’s body is, the bigger her personality is allowed to be.


Dad and Caleb are talking about trimming Buck’s hooves for the upcoming rodeo.


I sneak a look at my phone under the table, text Sophie—Love the sparkly heels! You look freakin amazing!


I wish I could enjoy this moment with her, be the girls we used to be. The girl I used to be. Things used to go unspoken because we understood each other so fully that we didn’t need words. We could have a whole conversation with just a sideways glance, cause each other to burst into giggles with a raised eyebrow.


Now, it hurts to even look at her. There are things that simply can’t be communicated, can’t be spoken, words that can never be said, because I know, deep down in my bones, that it would mean the end of us. The end of everything.


I want to yank the tablecloth, upturn everyone’s plates and glasses of tea, send it all crashing to the floor.


Sophie responds with a GIF of Beyoncé booty-shaking in a gold dress.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, the rolls,” Mom says, and leaps from her seat to the kitchen. There is the slight smell of burning.
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Órlaith


Is there anything sweeter than rocking a baby to sleep? Half past seven at this time of year, the sun is still setting. The blackout curtains darken the nursery, but enough light seeps around the edges that I can see the curve of her cheek, the pretty bow of her mouth.


I sing softly in rhythm with the sway of the chair—Sleep, sleep, gran mo chree. Here on your mamma’s knee—the same lullaby I sang to my own gorgeous girl. It’s been decades since my daughter was this age. But when I hold Charlotte, I can almost imagine that she is mine. Angels are guarding. And they watch o’er thee.


Though I’d be in heaven snuggling her all night, I lay her down. I shuffle from the room and hold the knob as I close the door so that it doesn’t even make a click.


Mr. Matthews waits on the landing. “Thanks for getting her down.” He chats for a bit, asks whether Charlotte gave me any trouble, if I have plans for the evening. But it’s clear he has something specific on his mind. He checks behind him more than once. Mrs. Matthews must still be downstairs in the kitchen, working on that elaborate cake of hers. “How is she?” he finally asks.


“Oh, she’s a gem, she is. She’ll be crawling soon, I’d say.”


He shakes his head. “No. Dani. How’s my wife? She’s thrown herself into this cake. And, I don’t know, maybe that’s a good thing. I just don’t want her to get overwhelmed and—”


I interrupt him. “She’s grand, sure. She’s a new mam. I remember when I first had mine. All she did was cry, and so all I did was cry too. You get through it.”


His expression relaxes a bit, the crease between his eyebrows uncreasing. “How many kids do you have?”


“Just the one. My Colm and I, we had plans for a right litter. Six kids, my Colm wanted. But you know what they say: If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans. And He did laugh, so He did. But isn’t He always right in the end? Because our girl turned out to be the picture of perfection.”


His lips curve politely. “Any grandkids?”


“No, sure.”


“Well, I bet you’re looking forward to that.”


I smile.


“You’re amazing with Charlotte. We’re lucky to have you. I worry about leaving Dani alone . . .” He trails off.


“With the baby?” I ask. I know he has his reasons.


“No, no.” He is quick to backpedal. “Well, yes. I feel guilty leaving them both alone, I mean. It’s nice knowing she has a little help when I’m not here.”


———


I say goodbye to Mrs. Matthews on my way out. She mumbles a response without looking up from her cake. She is manically using a pair of tweezers to apply sprinkles one by one.


Outside the sun has set and the sky is blue-gray with twilight. The house is like a big cake itself, outlined against the wide blank sky. It sits on the edge of an honest-to-God cliff, a sheer straight drop hundreds of feet down. Three big black birds circle in line with the cellar. Buzzards, they call them here, a type of little vulture. There is something dead down below.


I am getting in my car, but I can feel it. Every night, at the end of my shift, I feel it. Like a hand tugging me back. I turn the ignition, start around the circular drive toward the black iron gates. I want to go back inside. I want to gather the baby in my arms and bring her with me.


I don’t, of course. Every night I ignore the tug. But I know—


Solid as a prayer, I know—


There is evil in that house.
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Dani


Poolside is picturesque. It’s like a resort, I told my sister the first time I stayed over at Ethan’s. The gauzy curtains of the cabana billowing, the warm glow of the underwater lights, the sharp edge of the infinity pool, a mirror to the black Hill Country sky, stars like a cast handful of salt. The house looms large, every light on except the nursery. It’s like a diorama, like a castle flayed open. I relax into the plush lounge. Ethan has mixed me a cocktail—fruit, vodka, not too sweet—while he sips another whiskey. The baby monitor sits on a metal table between our two chairs. A staticky version of the white noise machine plays at a low volume.


The monitor is a good one—Ethan always spends top dollar—but it has a glitch. Sometimes, when you first turn it on, for a moment it shows an old image from just before it was turned off. It’s given me a jolt more than once, usually because it shows an empty crib. My mind can’t catch up fast enough, can’t outrun the panic. Once I nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw a woman standing over my child, her long, stringy hair dangling down into the bed. Until I realized I was looking at a vestige of myself.


On the screen now, Charlotte sleeps peacefully.


The night is gorgeous. Too dark to see much beyond the glow of the pool, the lights of other houses dotted far below, a track of headlights. There is a cool breeze, just enough to ripple the water, to flutter the hairs on my neck. The sounds of leaves rustling, of ice in our glasses, of unseen frogs and insects chirping. We live far enough outside San Antonio to see the stars on a clear night like this, far enough to see jackrabbits and wild turkeys during the day. But close enough that we can pop into town for dinner on the River Walk, drinks at the Pearl, or a play at the Majestic.


He is holding my hand, our fingers intertwined.


When I first met Ethan I was working at a coffee shop within walking distance of his practice. I noticed him right away. Dark hair, peppered with gray at the temples. A smile that dimpled his cheeks. Jeans and a blazer—I’ve always been a sucker for that look. He stopped by every day, ordered a black coffee and whatever pastry I recommended. He hung his jacket on the chair, looked over papers while he finished his coffee, then left me a generous tip. After a few weeks, he asked me out. “I’d like to take you on a date,” he said. It was so direct. No games. I liked that.


He picked me up at my door, took me to Bohanan’s downtown. I wore a red dress. Over a bottle of wine and steaks, we talked, and he listened. Really listened.


It was so different from dates with men my age. I had tried all the apps—Plenty of Fish and Tinder and Match.com—but the men my age were Peter Pans, eternally on the cusp of getting their shit together, wanting to meet for happy hour, split the bill, then take me back to the apartment they shared with two roommates. I didn’t have the time. I was too busy building my own career. I had gained a following on Instagram—nearly 300k after one of my videos was featured by BuzzFeed—posting artsy photographs of latticeworked pies or intricately piped sugar cookies, decorating videos sped up and set to pop music.


I became addicted to growing my following, and soon I was baking more consistently and elaborately than ever before. A hobby that I started long ago to spend time with my grandfather had turned into pretty pictures on the internet, which were turning into local orders. I had never thought of cooking as a career before, but the idea of opening my own bakery became a goal.


Ethan was fascinated by all of it. And I was fascinated by him—a psychiatrist who owned his own successful practice with his best friend, Curtis.


At the end of the night, he dropped me off at my doorstep. I was debating inviting him inside. I didn’t want the night to end. I was the perfect amount of tipsy—we had shared a bottle of wine—but also the evening had been exquisite, I had a buzz just from smiling. I swayed onto my toes, leaned toward him ever so slightly, willed him to kiss me. He did. His hand cupped my jaw, the pads of his fingers on my neck, his thumb on my cheek. I was on tiptoes.


When he broke the kiss, my internal debate was over. I was about to ask him inside, but he said, “I’d like to call you tomorrow.”


I couldn’t do anything but nod. He left me there, tingling from head to toe.


The rest was a whirlwind. Expensive dinners and tickets to the ballet, an out-of-town trip—a quaint bed-and-breakfast on the river in Gruene—and then, when he found out I’d never left the country, a trip to Paris, where we sampled wine and pastries until we collapsed on our hotel bed, bellies full and laughing. Another trip, later that same year, to Spain, where he proposed at the Park Güell in Barcelona, before the mosaic tile bench that winds its way along the terrace.


Ethan sets his empty whiskey on the table beside the monitor and gets up. He takes my glass from me and sets it aside as well. He sits on the edge of my lounge chair. He leans down to kiss me—my lips, my jaw, my ear, and down my neck, making me gasp. His hands travel me, and soon he is tugging down my yoga pants, climbing on top of me, finishing what we started in the kitchen. He reads me absolutely—responding to each arch of my back, inhalation of breath—and there is such freedom in being understood. I watch the stars while we make love.


It’s all so perfect. My life. How did I get so lucky?


Yet, there is a weight like a stone in my belly. I feel it more in these perfect moments than ever.


Earlier today, in the library upstairs, Curtis asked about my tendencies.


I put on my prettiest smile. I check the locks before bed. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. Probably too many times, with a breath of a laugh.


That’s fine, he said. That’s normal. What about sleep? Have you noticed a decreased need for sleep?


Are you kidding? I’m exhausted all the time. Whether or not I’m getting the sleep I need is another question, but not the one he asked. My foot jiggled up and down, up and down. I stilled it when I noticed him noticing, his almond-slivered eyes cut under his brow, pen poised over his notes. Purposeless movements, they call them sometimes, another warning sign. I smiled.


Do you ever see, hear, or feel things that others can’t? Have you noticed sounds or visuals that occur without any external source? Worries that aren’t based entirely in reality?


A variety of ways to ask whether I’ve been imagining things. How would I know, though, if I was? I shook my head.


He closed his notebook. Our session was coming to an end. I knew the question he would ask next, my chest tightening in anticipation.


You know I have to ask this. A sympathetic lift to his lips. Have you had any thoughts about hurting yourself or others?


Not at all. I made my face serene. I feel completely like myself again.


Wonderful, he said.


I’m pretty sure he believed me.


He clicked the pen closed, tossed it and the notebook onto the end table. He removed his bifocals and relaxed into the chair, arms crossed behind his head. Tell Ethan I’m expecting that Cuban tomorrow. Oh, and Gemma was wondering if she needs to bring anything? It was always strange, the way he shape-shifted roles, from therapist to friend. But Curtis is a friend. Ethan’s oldest friend, in fact, going back way before the practice. Ethan got his first job at fourteen doing clerical work for Curtis’s father. The Barkers—Curtis and Gemma—are our go-to couple.


At first, I thought it would be nice, talking to a friend, that it would feel casual instead of clinical. But now the lines are blurry. Between my sessions with Curtis, Órlaith’s spying from every corner of this sprawling manor, my mother with her nearly daily check-ins, and Ethan’s constant words of reassurance—I am a bug under glass.


That’s why I’ve kept it a secret from all their prying eyes.


Because none of them would believe me.


A few days ago, I found a note on our front step. I didn’t imagine it. I didn’t imagine the nasty words or the slanting hand. Didn’t imagine the threat folded inside that piece of paper.









7


Kim


I’m standing in my kitchen, empty wineglass in hand, debating whether to rinse it and go off to bed or to pour another. I told myself only two glasses tonight. To be fair, I say that most nights.


Fuck it. I give myself a healthy pour, then eye the package of Milano cookies on top of the fridge, but think better of the latter impulse. I have some self-control, no matter what anyone says.


The dress I plan on wearing tomorrow is hanging on my closet door. I bought it a few months ago, two sizes too small, with big plans. I still have friends who rave about the keto diet—the pounds melting away like all that butter they slather on bacon and broccoli. Then I realized the strict carb counting basically nixed my wine, which basically nixed that diet. I bought a pair of heavy-duty Spanx instead, started skipping dinners, popping diet pills.


Ginger, my Pomeranian, tip-tap-tips behind me. When I plop down on the sofa, she jumps up as well. I turn up my television. There’s a true crime documentary playing on Netflix—the torso of an unidentified woman is found floating in a lake—but I open my phone and click on Instagram.


I’m not sure why I feel the dress matters all that much. Ethan has a twenty-seven-year-old wife, for Chrissake. That’s how old we were when we had Sophie. I can’t compete with that. And I don’t want to.


It’s just . . . our old house, our old friends, this party—once upon a time, Ethan promised me a party like this one. I guess I don’t want to be the sad sack everyone thinks I am.


I scroll for a bit, but I can’t help myself. I take a long swallow of wine and click on Dani’s account.


———


I watched Dani’s Instagram obsessively in those early days. Between images of opulent cakes and rainbow bagels and videos of her rolling dough in a tank top, a dusting of flour on her cute little cheekbone, there were pictures of him, of them, of their growing life together. A stroll by the Alamo, a B and B on the Guadalupe River, a profile shot of Ethan looking handsome at some patio bar, whiskey in hand, #ManCrushMonday.


One post had really set me off: Ethan and Dani in front of a winery in Fredericksburg with Curtis and Gemma Barker, sunglasses and smiles and cabernet.


Curtis is good-looking in a way that implies he is well-bred like a horse—tall and slender, close-cropped blond hair, long and delicate fingers. His family drips Texas oil money, back generations. Gemma is his compact, travel-sized trophy wife, bleached hair bumped high on her head, a former Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader. By the look of her, I never would have expected to like her. Turned out, it was impossible not to.


What ticked me off was that, buried in my own Instagram account, existed nearly the exact same photograph, except it was the four of us—the Barkers and Ethan and me, standing in front of that same winery. That had been a fun trip. Ethan had booked it for my thirty-seventh birthday. A steak dinner at Crossroads, antiques shopping and baskets of peaches from a roadside stand, Gemma and I laughing in the shuttle from one winery to the next, her legs draped over mine.


When we separated, my life fell to shit. Not Ethan’s, though. No, I’m convinced the universe is stacked entirely against me, because Ethan’s luck only multiplied.


Three weeks after our divorce was finalized, Curtis’s father, “Big Roy” Barker, suffered a massive heart attack while dove hunting with only his black Lab for company. The death was unexpected, but an even bigger shock came during probate. It wasn’t surprising that Roy left something to Ethan—they’d always been close. Ethan had worked for Big Roy from the time he was fourteen years old, and they shared a mutual admiration for each other. Roy had supported Ethan in countless ways over the years, so it was easy to assume he’d get a mention in the will. Still, I don’t think anyone expected what Roy had hidden up his sleeve. Trust me when I say that the timing of our divorce was real shit for me. Along with a staggering inheritance, Big Roy gifted Ethan half his practice, the one meant solely for Curtis. Barker & Matthews was formed.


The son my father never had, Curtis used to joke.


There was the bite of truth to it.


When Curtis and Ethan graduated med school together, Roy paid for a party at Houston’s River Oaks Country Club. He was proud of both his boys, he said in his toast. But Curtis owed his degree to Daddy’s money—lawyers that got Curtis out of trouble in undergrad, donations that scrubbed his record clean, favors that swayed the admissions board—and everyone knew it. Curtis had no love or aptitude for psychiatry. He’d taken the easy path of following his father.


But Ethan reminded Roy of himself. In Ethan he saw someone who wouldn’t rest on the achievements handed down to him. A man who sought to make a name for himself, just like he’d done.


Ethan used a large portion of the inheritance to finish the last of the plans for the house that we had laid out together. He stripped off the entire back wall, replaced it with panels of glass the size of aquarium exhibits. I’d always wanted to see that view. Our dream home was finally complete, and I wasn’t in it.


For nine years, I sacrificed for that house—put aside plans, went into debt, broke fingernails to build that goddamn house brick by brick. If only I’d known then that I’d been building it for Dani all along.


The worst part of it all was that Sophie was smitten with Dani as well. Sophie was only twelve when she met Dani, and little girls always look up to slightly older girls, don’t they? Dani let Sophie help her decorate a dozen unicorn cupcakes once. The post garnered thousands of likes. For days, Sophie bounded into the room to show me every new comment.


I was well-behaved, feigning delight and telling her Wonderful, sweetheart instead of what I wanted to say, which was Don’t get too attached, baby. Daddy’s bound to find a new twentysomething plaything soon. And thank God I didn’t, because I would have been wrong. Instead, he married her.


Sophie had been excited to be in their wedding—Dani made her a junior bridesmaid—and was even more thrilled to have a little sister. But Sophie has spent exactly one night at the old house since the baby was born, dragging along Mikayla and a big bag of gifts. They haven’t invited her over since. Not once in the past four months.


I always thought, if nothing else, that Ethan was a devoted father. But, I guess, now that he has his new wife and new baby, he has no need for his old baggage.


———


As soon as I refresh the page, a brand-new post appears.


Dani has made my daughter’s sixteenth-birthday cake, and it’s objectively gorgeous. She smiles beside it, pretty as ever, with her cherub-cheeked baby.


I think suddenly of Sophie’s first birthday cake—white cake from a box with white frosting from a can, Happy Birthday spelled out in crunchy candy letters. Ethan and I singing, laughing when she grabbed a handful, tasted it, then squealed with sugar-rushed pleasure.


Just thinking about those two cakes, about the fifteen years in between, about the me then and the me now, I am more than pissed. I am livid.


I want to shove Dani’s perfect, stupid cake off that shiny marble island—that’s my marble. I chose it. It’s only available from one quarry in Italy. Bright white with dramatic gold bands. I should have taken it with me, pried it from the cabinets with a crowbar, or just smashed it to pieces.


I toss the phone onto the couch, unfold my legs from beneath me. Get a fucking grip. No one should get this angry about a countertop.


I down the rest of my wine, which helps a little, and get up for a refill. I won’t drink at the party, I promise myself. Just like the promise I made my daughter—hopeful and hollow—that absolutely nothing will go wrong tomorrow.
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Mikayla


We’re on Sophie’s bed, under the salmon pink covers—me in navy blue athletic shorts and an oversized Comal County Junior Livestock Show T-shirt, the logo faded from endless wear, Sophie in a pale blue cami and sleep short set. Her bare legs, smooth as silk, slide against mine whenever she reaches for the junk food spread over the comforter on our laps. We are bingeing classic romance movies that we’ve seen a hundred times before—like that old-school Romeo + Juliet with Leonardo DiCaprio, from when he looked like a cute boy who might go to our school instead of like someone’s hot dad.


Sophie pops a “fun size” 3 Musketeers into her mouth, then nestles down into the covers, resting her head on my shoulder. Her golden hair tickles my neck. “It hurts to watch these,” she says, “now that I know what it really means to fall in love.”


Her breath smells of chocolate. I murmur some kind of agreement. She thinks I don’t share her pain, that I don’t know. But I do. The heartache is so sharp it’s almost delicious. Like hot chocolate that burns your tongue. Like when we were nine and Sophie’s parents took us halfway across the country for a three-day Disneyland vacation. I had never been on a plane before. We sat together, in matching Minnie Mouse T-shirts, hands held tight, squealing as the plane lifted from the ground. My stomach dropped and I felt so happy that it made me sad, because soon I’d be on another plane, heading back, and before I knew it, I was. Now I can only look at pictures from that trip. It’s been almost seven years.


On the screen, Leo repeats Shakespeare’s lines. We read the play in Mrs. Garcia’s English class just this year: “Beautiful things muddled together into an ugly mess! Love is heavy and light, bright and dark, hot and cold, sick and healthy, asleep and awake—it’s everything except what it is!”


I feel the words chime against my bones like a tuning fork. How beautifully tragic, how tragically beautiful:


To love someone you shouldn’t.
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Dani


Three A.M. A scream.


I sit bolt upright in the dark nursery. Charlotte, who has been sucking lazily at my breast, is jolted wide awake.


I strain to make out the familiar shapes of furniture from the room’s shadows. The changing table, the dresser, the bookshelf, the bin of toys. I listen for any unfamiliar sounds. The wind moans against the windows. The sound machine whirs. The glider click-click-clicks.


I heard a woman scream.


Didn’t I?


Do you ever see, hear, or feel things that others can’t?


Since Charlotte’s birth, my imagination has been bombarded with intrusive thoughts. Sudden infant death, tipping bookcases, deadly fevers, choking hazards.


All new moms worry. I know that. Newborns are impossibly small, heads bobbing on their useless necks, heartbeats visible in the pulse of their soft spots.


On the first day Charlotte was home, I took her out onto the balcony to show her the view. I had a sudden flash of her tipped over the railing, of Charlotte’s fragile head cracked against the bluestone patio below like an egg. It made me ill. Made me clutch Charlotte tight in my arms. But I didn’t trust myself. I could drop her. No, I could throw her. I could throw my baby over the edge.


These aren’t normal thoughts.


I didn’t go out on the balcony again.


I breathe. I feel the sensations of my surroundings. The weight of my baby in my arms, the pull of the milk, the click-click-click of the glider, the whir of the sound machine, the moaning of the wind.
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