

[image: cover]



 


[image: Image of the cover in simplified form]




Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3


 

Chapter 1

March 17, 1969

Suffering From Nervous Headaches? Ask Your Doctor About Anacin Fast Pain Relief!

Claire sighs. Nervous headaches – not even close to her biggest problem today.

She squints at the poster, tilting her head. It’s been here in the waiting room of the doctor’s office since she was a child, with the same pretty cartoon nurse holding a bottle of medicine on a faded pink background. Back then, Claire had looked at it as a kind of role model. Her own mother trained as a nurse, though she stayed home to raise Claire and keep house rather than working as one. She’s now happily retired, having never worked a day in her life.

Today, the well-kept woman on the poster looks down at Claire judgmentally.

Swallowing down the pang of anxiety, Claire casts her eyes around for a distraction. The waiting room is busier than usual—almost every seat is full. There’s a man dozing off in a chair near the door, wearing perhaps the most obvious toupee Claire has ever seen. It looks like he’s skinned a small Yorkshire terrier and glued it to his head. A person to her left is coughing wetly. There’s a very unhappy toddler somewhere behind her. Cold and flu season is just winding down.

Claire would normally have waited until her birthday in July for her yearly check-up, but she has something important to ask today. Though she’s been dreading it since she made the appointment, she just couldn’t stomach waiting another four months.

“Mrs. Davis?” a nurse calls from the front desk.

As the sleeping man starts to snore, Claire wonders whether he realizes that his toupee is two different shades of brown. Is it only Claire who sees it? Nobody else is giving it a second look. Is she the odd one out? It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Mrs. Claire Davis?” the nurse repeats, with a note of annoyance.

With a jolt, Claire finally recognizes her name being called. She stands so abruptly that she jostles the woman to her left with an elbow, sending the woman’s magazine tumbling to the floor.

The woman tuts quietly, glaring at Claire as she bends down to pick the magazine up.

“Sorry,” Claire says, gripping her purse with all her strength. The nurse who called her name has her eyes on a clipboard, flipping through it with a harried look. “I’m Claire Davis?”

“Dr. Martin is running late today. He appreciates your patience, but it’s going to be a while longer,” the nurse says. Her smile is kind, but tired.

“Oh,” Claire says. The bubble of dread in her chest doesn’t deflate – it only grows bigger. “Of course. No problem at all.”

The blue plastic chair creaks as Claire sits back down. The woman to her left opens her magazine again, muttering disapproving words under her breath.

Claire tangles her fingers in her pearl necklace, tapping it against her front teeth. It helps to quell the restlessness, the constant tap tap tap tap matching the frantic energy in her body, but soon the woman to Claire’s left clears her throat pointedly, looking at the source of the tapping with a disapproving frown.

Claire quickly sets her hands in her lap.

The woman goes back to her magazine. Bereft of anything else to fidget with, Claire grabs a magazine of her own. VOGUE, the cover proudly proclaims. American Fashion Issue.

Claire gnaws on her lower lip. Her husband doesn’t approve of having fashion magazines in the house. His mother makes most of Claire’s clothes to spare him the cost of dress shopping, so there’s no need for Vogue.

But Pete isn’t here right now.

The woman on the cover of the magazine is beautiful. She’s a blonde bombshell, with her hair styled long and straight to frame her face and a chic neck-scarf under a stylish jacket. She’s sophisticated. Modern. She’s everything Claire isn’t, really. Claire’s hair is a mousy brown, and a bit unruly—by the end of any given day, curly strands of it have usually escaped from whatever style she’s wrestled it into. She’s too tall for her own good, leaning towards gangly and thin, never quite fitting properly into her dresses. Sometimes she thinks it’s a miracle that she managed to get a husband at all.

Claire turns to the first page. Beauty That Works For You! 

New hairstyles. New makeup trends. Everything up and coming for the modern woman at the turn of the decade. Claire flips page after page, taking in woman after beautiful woman showing off clothes that look terribly uncomfortable. Claire can’t imagine herself wearing them—how ludicrous would she look doing dishes in a draping black cape over wool pants? Planting tulips in the garden, caked with dirt, while sporting that colorful and expensive floral pantsuit? She can practically hear what Pete’s opinion would be: Too revealing. Too tight. Pants are for floozies. Hippie clothes.

The next set of pages advertises something called the Mark Eden Developer—guaranteed to increase your bust in eight weeks or less. Claire scoffs as she flips the page over. As much as Pete would probably love for her small bust to grow, she doesn’t have the time for that kind of silliness. Next is a two-page spread where a model shows off what she can only assume is some kind of fancy lingerie. It’s a mess of tiny straps, hardly any actual fabric at all to cover her, and Claire has no earthly idea how the woman got into the thing in the first place. She tilts her head, twisting the magazine back and forth to puzzle it out. Is there some kind of mechanism at the back, or did she somehow maneuver her legs through the labyrinth? And how on earth could the woman have gotten out of it?

Claire is holding the magazine fully upside down when she hears her name again.

“Mrs. Davis? If you’ll follow me?”

Claire almost rips the magazine in two. She fumbles it, catching it with a bent cover, and the woman beside her tuts disapprovingly again. Claire swallows down the urge to tell her to mind her own business. No need to cause even more of a scene.

The transfer to the doctor’s small private office is just an opportunity for more waiting. Claire sits gingerly in the second plastic chair, and lets her gaze wander over more posters on the walls. The one that catches her eye features cartoon renditions of various fruits and vegetables, dancing around an energetic-looking couple.

Eating Right Keeps You Swingin’!

It’s funny to think about little cartoon apples and carrots swapping spouses, having wild nights with the local cucumber or bunch of grapes. In that case, would a salad classify as some kind of key party?

Claire snorts. If only Pete knew that healthy eating would lead to that, he’d never eat fresh produce again. If any couples in their suburb seem to be engaging in the swinging trend, Pete insists on not inviting them to the neighborhood barbecues anymore.

Claire nearly jumps out of her skin when Dr. Martin strolls in, stopping only to put out his cigarette and wash his hands.

“Well now, Mrs. Davis,” he says, sitting heavily and flipping through Claire’s chart with his damp hands, “bit early for your checkup, isn’t it?”

Claire clears her throat. It’s now or never.

“Yes. But there’s something I wanted to ask you about,” she says. Her heart is starting to pound, and not because of the startle. The room smells like antiseptic and cigarette smoke and Dr. Martin’s cologne. Her fingers are so tight around the strap of her handbag that she’s sure she’s going to rip the darn thing off in a minute.

“Oh?” he says, over the noise of his rolling chair. He approaches with a tongue depressor. “Say ahh.”

Claire does as she’s told. The doctor examines her mouth, makes a small noise of satisfaction, and scribbles something on her chart.

“Yes. It’s about…” Claire swallows hard past the dry wooden taste, watching his messy scrawl across the paper. “You know that Pete and I have been trying for a baby for some time.”

“Ah, yes.” Dr. Martin slides across the room on his chair again, grabbing the blood pressure cuff. “No success on that front yet?”

“No. No, and…” Claire takes a breath. She’s edging around the truth, now, and it eats away at her stomach. “I thought—we thought, as it’s been so long, I might be getting a bit too old to be carrying children. Don’t you think?”

“Twenty-eight? A bit far along, but not unheard of,” Dr. Martin says. He fastens the cuff, pumping it up quickly.

Claire can taste her heartbeat. It races at the tips of her tingling fingers. This is the moment of truth. Her voice feels thin and uneven, but she forces the words out. “I’m turning twenty-nine this year. I read in the Ladies’ Home Journal that fertility goes down after thirty. There can be birth complications. Issues with the mother’s health. I thought, just to be safe…that perhaps it’s time we stopped trying?”

“Stopped trying?” Dr. Martin repeats distractedly, squinting down at the dial.

Claire bites hard at her lip as the pressure on her arm increases. The words tangle on her tongue, tumbling out fast and nervous. “I hoped you could talk to Pete about it. Tell him that childbirth gets more dangerous the older the mother is? He’d listen to you.”

Dr. Martin’s moustache twitches. He leans back in his chair as he unfastens the cuff, his thick brows knitting into a frown. “I wouldn’t take medical advice from some silly women’s magazine, Mrs. Davis. It might be more difficult after thirty, but it’s no reason to stop trying, is it? If you’re struggling to conceive, I’d rather send you to a specialist who can sort out what’s going on.”

“No!” Claire interrupts. She shouts it, in fact, so abruptly that Dr. Martin startles and almost drops the cuff. Claire clears her throat, straightening her posture into something more demure. “Sorry, I just don’t think that’s necessary. Please.”

If some specialist figures out what’s wrong with her, what’s keeping her from conceiving, this period of luck will come to an end. That’s the last thing Claire wants.

Claire Davis has a good life. She has a nice house, and a husband who provides. She spends her days keeping their things clean and making sure dinner is on the table when Pete gets home. She should have absolutely no complaints, least of all that her husband wants children. She should be thrilled at the state of her life. Blissfully happy.

She should not be terrified by the very prospect of a potential pregnancy.

“You’ve got plenty of time to start a family,” Dr. Martin says. There’s a hint of reproach in his voice that makes Claire squirm. She can only hope that he puts it up to the cold stethoscope being pressed to her chest. “But perhaps you do need a bit of help. I’ll talk to Peter about a specialist referral when he comes in for his physical.”

“Oh, I don’t want to wait that long,” Claire says. She clenches her fingernails into the palm of her hand until the dull pain stops her breakfast from threatening to reappear. She’s been trying to curb the habit, but it’s just about the only thing that soothes the chaos in her mind. The light scabs there only just healed after Pete forgot their anniversary last week, and now she’s threatening to re-open them. “I think I’d rather talk to him about it myself, if it’s all the same to you.”

She’ll do nothing of the sort, of course. Pete doesn’t even know that she’s here today, let alone what she’s asking for. He’s wanted a family since they were going steady in high school. They’ve been trying since the day of their wedding, but with each passing year Claire’s feeling on the subject of children has shifted from mild discomfort to outright dread. Every month she gets her usual cycle is a relief, even though Pete’s disappointment always follows swiftly.

If Pete knew she had asked this? If he knew she wasn’t only failing him as a wife, but was actively looking to stop trying?

Dr. Martin takes the stethoscope out of his ears, making another note on her chart. “You do that, then. As for your habits, are you eating well?”

“Good and healthy,” Claire says.

“Getting a bit of exercise?” Dr. Martin says, making an x on his sheet. “And adequate sleep?”

“I think so.”

Dr. Martin scribbles some more. Claire wishes she could see what he’s writing, but his penmanship is indecipherable from this distance. Instead, her attention is drawn to his necktie. It’s a pale blue, and there’s a stain just below the knot. It’s bright yellow, like maybe he spilled mustard on it during his lunch, and the more Claire stares at it, the more it seems to resemble the state of Massachusetts. It even has a few little splotches underneath that could be the islands off Cape Cod.

Mustard-chusetts. All it needs is a tiny Dijon Mayflower, sailing across the ocean of Dr. Martin’s tie.

Claire chuckles under her breath. When she finally looks back up at Dr. Martin, he’s frowning, and Claire realizes he’s been trying to say something to her. There’s a small piece of paper in his hand, which he’s trying to hand over.

“Sorry,” Claire says, straightening her posture and averting her eyes from the distracting stain. “Could you repeat that?”

“I was saying, I think you might be struggling with some anxiety. These will help,” he says. “Take one with each meal.”

Claire takes the paper; scrawled across it in messy writing is a long and complicated word. Chlordiazepoxide.

“Are you sure these are necessary?” Claire asks. She’s not sure what she’s being prescribed, exactly, and even when it’s coming from a doctor, she doesn’t like the idea of taking something blindly.

Dr. Martin waves her off. “It’s easier to conceive when you’re relaxed. Malaise can throw off the body’s rhythms.”

“Then maybe it’s Pete who needs the pills. He’s got no rhythm at all,” she says, chuckling. “Two left feet.”

The doctor doesn’t laugh. He frowns deeply, and reaches for his prescription pad again. “Are you sure you’re sleeping enough? Maybe I should prescribe you something for that.”

“No, that really isn’t—I’m sorry,” Claire says. Another nervous laugh bubbles up from her chest. “Just a bad joke.”

Thankfully, Dr. Martin puts the pad down, though he’s still frowning. “Right. Well then, besides a bit of a rapid heartbeat, you’re in good health, Mrs. Davis. We’ll see you again soon, and you can tell me how the medication is working.”

He stands, opening the door for her, and Claire hops down from the examination table feeling duly chastened.

The walk home is a long one. The doctor’s office is further into town than she usually goes, and it took her almost an hour to get here. She has no intention of going to the pharmacy—the prescription is crumpled in the bottom of her purse and she plans on it staying there, but she does have to stop at the grocer for her weekly shop before heading back to their little suburb of Acacia Circle.

Her feet don’t take her straight to the store, though. She meanders through the park instead. It’s a perfect early spring day, and women are out and about. They socialize with friends, push prams, and lay out picnics for their young families. As always, Claire feels no desire to be among them, caring for her own future children. Observing is enough. More than enough, in fact—it’s a reminder of Claire’s brokenness.

It's not only Pete that she’s not doing right by, in hesitating over motherhood. It’s also her own mother, who has always wanted grandbabies and is cursed to have only one child who could give them to her. Even though she lives in Florida now, thriving in her second marriage after Claire’s father passed, she still asks about the status of Claire’s womb every time she phones up.

Once upon a time, Claire might have been inclined to stop and sketch on a day like today. Maybe capturing these idyllic little family outings could magically make her want what they have. But it’s been a long time since she had a moment to draw in the park, the way she did when she was a teenager. She doesn’t have the time for that kind of frivolity anymore. She has a house that needs keeping.

So, Claire keeps walking. She finds her way to her usual grocer, pushing her squeaky cart aisle by aisle and grabbing things by memory. She hardly ever needs to write a list anymore—Pete is a creature of habit. He leaves the same amount of cash for groceries every week, and Claire has the necessities down to an art. It’s so second-nature that Claire often ends up lost in thought until she hits the checkout.

A bag of frozen carrots. Two packs of bacon. There are two toddlers wrestling in a cart in the middle of the aisle, while their tired-looking mother is distracted by a sale on frozen TV dinners. They remind Claire of Tom and Jerry—one slightly larger than the other, bonking his sister insistently on the head with a box of Cream of Wheat while she gnaws on his arm. Being an only child, Claire has always wondered what having a sibling might be like, but passing their cart makes her reconsider. A few lonely days in childhood are probably better than being smacked about the head.

A carton of eggs. A quart of milk. There’s a display of Ovaltine set beside the milk refrigerators, and Claire picks up a box out of pure nostalgia—she used to love the stuff, until she got too old for it. Pete probably wouldn’t notice if she bought some. He never checks the cupboards. After a moment of consideration, Claire sets it in her cart.

Three cans of mushroom soup, and one of peas. Claire ducks around a woman with a cigarette in her hand, and the smoke makes greyish swirling patterns as it rises towards the ceiling. Claire tries not to wrinkle her nose as she grabs the cans. She’s always been glad she never started smoking. The smell of it is unbearable. Next is a box of puffed rice…

As Claire rounds the corner into the cereal aisle, her mental list skids to a halt.

There’s someone in her way.

This shouldn’t be such an obstacle. Claire could easily scoot past like she has in every other aisle, but this time her feet seem to have rooted themselves to the linoleum. The woman is unlike any person Claire has ever seen in real life, and she finds she’s unable to do much besides stare.

The woman is fairly young, probably around Claire’s age, and arresting to look at. She’s much shorter than Claire, not helped by the fact that she’s in flat-soled sandals; Claire can see painted toenails, a deep navy blue, which shouldn’t be an interesting fact but somehow seems fascinating. Her legs are also bare, no stockings in sight, all the way up to the knee-length hem of her black slip dress. A leather belt cinches it to her waist, and the long sleeves drape a bit as the woman stretches up to reach futilely for a box of Sugar Crisp tucked away on the top shelf.

Her face, when she turns towards Claire, is entirely unfamiliar. Sharp features, highlighted with the kind of hip makeup that Claire only sees in magazines. An aquiline nose with a strong, angular bridge. Dark olive skin, dramatic almond-shaped eyes, and black hair hanging loose and straight around her shoulders. This woman is glamorous. She looks carefree and stylish. European, maybe? It’s a struggle to guess at where she might be from.

Claire can’t stop looking at her. She looks like she belongs on a beach somewhere. She looks like a catalog model, like those ladies in Vogue Magazine. No…even better. The women in Vogue don’t have such a perfect curve to their waist. They don’t have that kind of generous bustline. They don’t have the same subtle smile, or those warm brown eyes.

Warm brown eyes which are staring directly at Claire.

“Sorry. Do you need me to move?” the woman says.

Claire’s mouth opens and closes once or twice before she finally remembers her manners. She springs into action, scooting her cart to the side of the narrow aisle.

“Oh no, I can fit. See?” Claire gestures down at her cart, smiling widely. She feels silly when the woman only nods, the corner of her full lips quirking. The almost-grin makes Claire’s smile feel all the more forced. Claire is sure, somehow, that this woman’s real smile would be dazzling. She can imagine how she might draw it.

The woman goes back to her task, stepping up onto the bottom shelf to boost herself, but she only succeeds in knocking the box backwards and further out of reach.

“Do you need some help?” Claire says tentatively.

The woman hops down from the shelf, flicking her shiny hair out of her face with a frustrated sigh and turning to Claire. “Help?”

Claire points up to the tipped-over box. It’s well within her own reach. “I could get that for you?”

The woman’s expression clears. She looks surprised, but she moves aside, nodding. “Oh. That’d be swell, actually. Thank you.”

Claire abandons her cart, stepping closer to the woman. The top of her head barely comes past Claire’s chin. She would usually expect to smell someone’s perfume, standing this close, but the woman doesn’t seem to be wearing anything too strong—just a light herbal scent. Shampoo, maybe?

Claire plucks the box easily from its place, handing it to the woman with a tentative smile. “Here.”

“This is what I get for not wearing heels today, right?” the woman says, dropping the box into the basket sitting on the floor near her feet. It lands haphazardly next to some milk and a loaf of bread. Her voice is low and a little throaty, but her accent sounds local, not European. “I wish I had your height.”

“No, you don’t. Trust me,” Claire says, with a self-conscious chuckle. “Try being the only girl in the back row of every school photo. There’s no blending in when you’re taller than most of the boys.”

“Why would you want to blend in?”

“I…” Claire says. Her words trail off as she actually absorbs the question. She can’t say she’s ever been asked such a thing before, let alone in the middle of the cereal aisle, and she’s not sure how to respond. It feels as if it should be obvious.

Blending in is just what one does, isn’t it? Claire used to stick out like a sore thumb as a child. Her parents wanted a simple, sweet little daughter, and instead got a gangly daydreamer of a child who had to be pushed into the appropriate ladylike behavior. Even now, over ten years into marriage and long past her tomboy days, Claire still stumbles through the everyday steps that every other housewife in the country seems to dance through. She never says the right things, never wears the right clothes. She never quite fits.

The woman is still looking at her like she expects an answer.

“Every painting needs a background?” Claire blurts.

The woman’s expression changes. Claire wishes she could read it, but she truly has no idea what might be going through that lovely head. The woman’s dark eyes brush over Claire from head to toe, and all at once she wishes she had kept her mouth shut. And maybe worn a nicer dress. Next to this woman, Claire might as well be a lanky teen dressed in a paper bag. She almost wants to move behind her cart again just to have some semblance of cover.

Before she can follow that impulse, the woman smiles.

Claire was right. It’s absolutely stunning. It changes her whole face from something uncannily beautiful, like some marble statue behind glass at a museum, to something that feels real. Her eyes crinkle at the corners. One of her canine teeth is very pointed, almost sharp, while the other is slightly shorter, like it’s been sanded down by tooth grinding. It lends a slight crookedness to her grin that only makes her more interesting.

It’s a marvelous smile. Claire is tempted to try to commit it to paper. It’s more than a passing thought, this time—it’s an urge. She can feel the weight of the pencil in her hand, and the wrist movements it would take to draw the sharp line of her jaw. It’s like stretching a long-neglected muscle.

Claire has no idea what she did to earn that smile, but it’s sunshine breaking through clouds.

“My advice?” the woman says, leaning close. Her smile is conspiratorial now. “Don’t bother with the background. Some people belong at the front.”

Claire blinks silently while the woman gathers her basket, hanging it over her arm.

“Thank you for your help,” the woman says. She slips past Claire, headed towards the checkout, while Claire is still rooted to the spot.

“You’re very welcome,” she says faintly to an empty aisle.


 

Chapter 2

The rest of the shopping takes longer than usual. Claire forgets things she normally wouldn’t, having to double back once or even twice to each aisle as ‘Don’t bother with the background’ echoes in her mind. She fumbles her groceries into paper bags at the checkout, and, as the cashier takes her cash, all Claire can think is ‘Some people belong at the front’. By the time she makes it all the way home, it’s almost noon.

She’s lost in thought and midway through unloading the groceries when the kitchen phone rings.

“Davis residence,” Claire says distractedly, tucking the receiver against her ear as she stacks cans into the cupboard.

“Hi, honey,” Pete says across the crackling phone line.

Claire’s hand stops mid-air, a can of peas clutched in her fingers. Her husband calling from the office is quite out of the ordinary. “Pete? Is everything all right?”

“Just wanted to warn you I’m going to be home a little late tonight. We’ve got a big sale coming up, and they want a presentation at six. Expect me at seven-thirty.”

“Oh. All right,” Claire says, mentally adjusting her cooking schedule. “Is that all?”

“And Mom wants to come over for dinner tonight, so I’d like you to make something nice,” Pete continues, crushing Claire’s shifting plans into dust with just a sentence. “She’ll be by around the same time.”

Claire’s stomach drops, and the can of peas along with it. It almost hits her foot, and she twists and dances out of the way as it rolls across the floor, gripping the phone tightly. “Your mother is coming? You didn’t tell me that this morning. And your father, too?”

“Of course.”

“I didn’t plan for that,” Claire says. She picks the dented can up, already running through a mental checklist of the ingredients in her cupboards. She has nothing suitable for a dinner party for four, especially to the standards of Rita Davis. “I already did the shopping, and I don’t have any budget left.”

“I’m sure you’ll whip something up,” Pete says easily. “You always do.”

“Does she like pea soup?” Claire says, growing desperate now. With some fresh bread, it could be a nice last-minute supper.

“You’re not making soup,” Pete says. There are voices in the background of the call. “We don’t want to drink our dinner. I have to go, honey. I’ll see you tonight.”

Claire digs her fingernails into the soft skin of her palm again, finding the same scabbed grooves from earlier in the day. The pain grounds her. She swallows down the frustration, and nods.

“Yes, dear.”

The phone cord is stretched across the kitchen, and in her tizzy Claire has apparently gotten herself tangled in it. For a few moments after Pete hangs up, Claire simply stands in the jumble she’s made.

There’s no chance that she’s going to get something on the table that Rita won’t turn up her nose at. If she had more than eight cents left in her budget she could walk to the store again and get something up to her mother-in-law’s standards, but that wouldn’t leave her much time to cook, and the pennies sitting on the countertop won’t get her far. She never should have gotten the Ovaltine, or dallied in the park.

After quietly untangling herself, Claire puts a record in the player. She turns the volume up enough to be heard in the kitchen, and she turns the faucet to get a start on the dishes left over from breakfast. While the sink fills, she leans forward onto the countertop, letting her breath out slowly until her lungs start to burn.

Rather than cheering her up, the upbeat, familiar pop song playing from the den grinds against her nerves. She wonders, in some idle part of her brain, how long she could actually go without air. A minute? Two? How long before the world goes black?

Three sharp knocks on the front door startle Claire enough to inhale again.

She waits a beat. She turns off the faucet, and tangles her fingers in her necklace—the pearls are cool and smooth under her worried touch. She doesn’t feel up to entertaining this afternoon. Perhaps if she’s quiet enough, they’ll think she’s out.

She stays stock-still, straining her ears, until the knocks sound again.

“Are you going to leave me waiting on the doorstep like a vacuum salesman?”

Claire relaxes somewhat.

Martha Robinson from across the street is maybe the only person in the neighborhood that Claire would consider a friend. She’s always had a penchant for midday visits, but lately she’s been coming over more frequently. Martha and her husband Walter announced her pregnancy a few months ago, and Pete has been effusive ever since about how wonderful it all is. How well Martha is doing as a wife. How perfect a mother she’ll be.

There’s no way that Martha doesn’t know Claire is home. She knows everything in this neighborhood. Luckily for Claire, Martha could just be the solution to her dinner woes.

Claire re-affixes her smile, and heads to the door to let her in.

“Martha! Good afternoon,” Claire says.

“We have new neighbors,” Martha says before she’s even crossed the threshold. She’s on the stoop poised to come inside, framed by the yellow acacia tree that gives their street its name. It towers in the center of their cul-de-sac, taking up most of the grassy circle there. It’s just starting to explode into its golden spring flowers.

The moment Claire moves aside, Martha heads straight to the kitchen table to make herself comfortable. Her hand sits perpetually over her belly, framing the baby bump under her dress—she’s only barely started to show recently, and, ever since, she’s made sure to emphasize it.

“New neighbors?” Claire says, setting the kettle on to boil for some tea. “Whereabouts?”

“Look outside.”

A quick glance out the kitchen window reveals that Martha is right. There’s a moving truck parked in the driveway of the bungalow next door. It must have pulled in right after Claire got home. The movers are just opening the back of the trailer.

She hadn’t even been aware that the house was for sale. She certainly hasn’t seen the original owner in some time, a quiet elderly widower that Claire used to have pleasant conversations with at the mailbox. It’s been under renovation through the winter, and Pete complained endlessly about the painters’ trucks parking on the street all through Christmas. Claire hasn’t seen a For Sale sign on the lawn, though.

“We should be hospitable. Go over and say hello,” Claire says, craning her neck to get a better view. She can’t see anyone in the front yard.

“I’m making cookies. I’ll bring them by once they’ve settled. Who do you think is moving in?” Martha asks. Her foot bops gently in the air to the beat of the song from the den. “That house can’t have been cheap. It’s the only one on the street with a pool.”

“Another retired couple?” Claire suggests.

Martha scoffs. “With three bedrooms? Too much space for that. I’ll bet it’s a family. Some richy-rich lawyer from the city and his pretty little wife. Everyone who’s anyone is leaving San Francisco for the suburbs. I’ll need to make sure Walter’s eye doesn’t wander.”

Claire hums. She isn’t concerned in the least about Pete’s eye wandering.

“Neighbors aside, it’s a stroke of luck that you came along today,” Claire says, turning her attention away from the window as the kettle starts to whistle. “Pete’s parents are coming for dinner tonight, and he’s only just told me.”

Martha makes a sympathetic noise. “Oh, you poor thing. And I’ll bet you don’t have anything ready?”

“You know how critical my mother-in-law is,” Claire admits.

For Martha a change in dinner plans would only mean a quick jaunt to the store in her station wagon with her husband’s checkbook in hand, so she’s always been helpful when Claire needs to borrow something. She’s even given Claire a lift to the big box store further into town a few times, on account of Claire not having a driver’s license. Pete has always insisted she doesn’t need one, but on a day like today it’d sure be nice.

“These husbands of ours—Walter did the same to me just last week. We just have to grin and bear it, don’t we?” Martha says, standing up and abandoning her untouched tea. “Come on, you’ll shop in my pantry. I’ve got enough to feed an army.”

“You’re a peach,” Claire says, breathing a sigh of relief. “What would I do without your help?”

“Struggle endlessly, I’m sure,” Martha says, with a light laugh.

It’s meant as a silly joke, of course, but Claire can’t help but feel the sting of truth in it. She really would struggle without Martha. Pete’s expectations are high. They should be, of course, as the breadwinner of the household, but Martha’s help is sometimes the only reason Claire can meet them.

Martha has one of the nicest houses on the block, and a happy husband. She’s younger than Claire by four years, though Walter is a bit older than Pete. She has a lovely figure, where Claire has always been long-limbed and thin with no curves to speak of. Martha’s red hair is always in a tidy beehive. If there were a class somewhere on how to be the ideal wife, Claire would be the cautionary tale; Martha would be the exemplar.

As she follows Martha across the street, Claire’s mind drifts again to the grocery store.

Why would you want to blend in?

An easy thing to say, coming from someone as pretty as that cereal-aisle woman. Standing out has never gone well for Claire. Standing out meant scoldings, and judgement. It meant rocking the boat for no reason. Ordinary people aren’t destined for the spotlight. Martha, maybe, with her effortless perfection, or someone like that glamorous woman from the store.

Claire needs to keep her head down.

~ ~ ~

A chicken is in the oven and the table is set by the time Rita arrives. The house is perfumed with cleaning products, Claire’s hair and makeup have been fixed after her stressful and sweaty afternoon, and she’s wearing the newest dress Rita sewed for her a few months ago when the doorbell rings.

“You must have lost weight again,” Rita says, before Claire can even get out a greeting. She steps past Claire and into the foyer, handing over her coat and plucking at the places where the fabric of Claire’s dress is loose over her chest. “I tailored this perfectly, and now it’s hanging off you, dear. Send it over later this week and I’ll make some alterations.”

Claire frowns. Rita says this kind of thing often, but Claire has been the exact same size for the last ten years. Rita’s dresses just never quite fit. It’s as if she makes them for curves that she’s hoping Claire will magically grow, and then clucks with disappointment when they don’t appear.

“Thank you, Rita,” Claire says, stifling a sigh. “Pete should be home any minute, and dinner will be ready in a jiffy. Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable in the den?”

“What’s for supper?” Pete’s father says, following Rita to the den while Claire hangs their coats. He hardly looks Claire in the eye.

“Something substantial? I hope you’re not feeding my son some kind of rabbit food,” Rita says. While Pete’s father sits heavily on the couch, Rita doesn’t join him—she walks towards the nearest shelf, swiping her finger across it.

Claire lets out a small breath of relief when the finger comes away without a speck of dust.

“Only if rabbits eat roast chicken,” Claire says.

Pete’s father is already absorbed by the television and pays her joke no mind, but Rita’s lips purse.

“Make sure you eat plenty,” Rita says. “If you’re going to be having my grandchildren, you’re going to need some more meat on your bones. We make healthy babies in this family.”

Claire grits her teeth. After this morning’s appointment, the very mention of grandchildren makes her stomach roil.

It’s not that Rita is viciously unkind, exactly, but she’s never been warm with Claire. Rita is capable of it—she dotes on her existing grandchildren, and she’s more affectionate with her four sons than Claire’s mother ever was with her only daughter. But there’s always been a layer of ice between Rita and each of her sons’ wives. Claire has always suspected that she resents the women who took her boys away.

“I should run and check on dinner,” Claire says. “If you’ll excuse me for just a tick?”

She ducks out of the room before anyone can protest. Her hope that Pete might be home before Rita arrived is dashed, but she can at least retreat to the safe haven of the kitchen until he gets here. The blast of hot air against her face when she opens the oven door to peek at the chicken makes her wince, but she stays there for a few extra moments until her skin starts to tingle.

For once, the sound of Pete’s car pulling into the driveway is a relief.

Dinner is a strain on Claire’s patience. Rita comments on the cooking—too much salt, and she prefers corn to peas. She points out a stain on the tablecloth. Towards the end of the meal the spotlight is taken off Claire when Pete announces his recent promotion at work, but by the time the dishes are done Rita has already insisted on taking Claire’s measurements for the hundredth time and bringing the dress home to fix.

The dark and quiet of the bedroom is a balm once the company has gone home and Pete has fallen asleep. Claire goes through her usual quiet routine, brushing her frazzled hair out of its updo and removing her makeup. Every piece of jewelry has its place on her vanity, and the orderliness of it calms her.

Lost in thought, Claire glances out the window at the neighboring yard.

She’s gotten used to it being dark, but tonight the pool lights are on. There’s lawn furniture out—two reclining chairs, and a table with an umbrella. The windows are lit up. Occasionally a dark silhouette passes by the sheer curtains, but Claire can’t make out any details.

Tomorrow, Claire should go meet the new neighbors.


 

Chapter 3

“Honey! Where’s my good tie?”

Claire flips Pete’s eggs, turning the burner off and reaching into the oven for the bacon. “It’s on the hanger behind your suit jackets, dear. Right next to your other ties.”

“Don’t be smart,” Pete calls down the stairs. “Why aren’t they in the drawer?”

“I’ve started hanging them, remember? To stop them wrinkling?”

“I want you to put them back,” Pete says, his footsteps thundering down the stairs. “I liked them where they were.”

Claire sets out the Tuesday morning paper next to Pete’s bacon and eggs, pressing her usual quick peck to his cheek as he sits down to eat with his good tie now fastened. He smells strongly of aftershave and hair oil, as always.

“Protests again,” he says, putting on his glasses to gesture at the newspaper headline. “At the college, this time. Going to be more of that going into the ‘70s. Hippies and fruits. Soon it’ll be draft-dodgers.”

“Nobody wants to be drafted,” Claire says.

“Then they should be signing up, so we don’t need the draft in the first place,” Pete says. “Serving their country, instead of running to Canada with their tails between their legs.”

Rather than speaking the first thought that comes to mind—I don’t see your enlistment papers in the mail—Claire presses her lips together and hums wordlessly. Pete often talks this way, and Claire knows he just needs a wall to bounce against. Whether she agrees or not, he’d never expect her to have an opinion on the matter.

“Bunch of degenerates. This is why we don’t live in the city. Don’t want to be raising kids in an environment like that,” Pete says.

Claire’s stomach lurches. She almost pours coffee all over Pete’s lap but catches herself just in time.

He doesn’t even notice. He just flips to the sports section, snorting loudly. “Look at this—at this rate, the Mets are going to the top of the league again this year. Someone’s got to give them a run for their money.”

“Quite right,” Claire says quietly, refilling Pete’s coffee cup with a steadier hand.

By 8:15 Pete has bustled out the door with his briefcase and lunch bag, and Claire’s shoulders relax as his noisy black Cadillac trundles out of Acacia Circle. She never feels quite settled into the day until he’s off to work.

First on Claire’s to-do list today is to make a welcome gift for the new neighbors. The leftover chicken from last night’s dinner makes a perfect quick and easy casserole, and while it’s baking and cooling Claire fixes herself a bowl of shredded wheat and finishes up the dishes. Once she finds herself with a few minutes to spare between dusting and ironing, she puts on her nicest dress and picks her way between the lawns with the casserole in hand.

It's a lovely day to be outside. The sun is shining in a vivid blue sky, warm without being too hot yet. The honey-sweet smell of acacia is in the air. The birds that nest in the tree are singing, fluttering around each other in a state of spring twitterpation. With most of the husbands in the neighborhood off at work, the birdsong isn’t interrupted by the sputtering of lawn mowers at this time of day.

It looks like Martha might be right about the richy-rich theory, at first glance. The car that Claire passes in the driveway is a Mustang, a powder-blue convertible with beige leather seats. To have a sports car with no backseats could mean that the new couple doesn’t have children, or that the lady of the house doesn’t drive, like Claire. Either way, the idea of having a kindred spirit in the neighborhood is a nice one. The Mustang is shined up like a new penny inside and out. The man who drives it must take a lot of pride in keeping it nice.

There’s loud music coming from an open kitchen window when Claire climbs the three steps up to the bungalow’s porch, something mellow and haunting with a female singer. It’s completely unfamiliar, but intriguing. Claire adjusts her tight grip on the casserole dish as she knocks soundly on the door. They’re a double set, wood with clouded glass inserts that obscure the movement inside.

The music stops.

The act of bringing a welcome gift should be an innocuous one. It’s something Claire has done dozens of times for families moving into their suburb over the years they’ve lived here. A slight deviation to her daily routine, but not an unfamiliar one.

This feels different, somehow. Claire’s skin tingles with nervous anticipation. Like the very hair on her arms is standing up, waiting, until the doorknob turns.

The woman who answers is nothing like Claire expects. She doesn’t have a child on her hip. She’s fashionably dressed in a blue pinstriped minidress, with long, dark hair and olive skin and large brown eyes that look at Claire with some interest. She’s young, and clearly not retired. She’s also startlingly familiar.

The woman from the grocery store.

For a moment, Claire wonders if she’s hallucinating. Is it possible that she’s thought so often about the woman who gave her that strange advice that she’s conjured her here, in the form of her new neighbor? It wouldn’t be surprising, but no matter how many times Claire blinks, that lovely face doesn’t waver.

“It’s you!” Claire blurts.

The woman looks taken aback for only a moment. Her expression schools quickly into something more neutral, her eyebrows raising slightly—her brows are as thick and dark as her hair.

“So it is,” the woman says. That same half-smile quirks at her lips, and Claire knows that her eyes haven’t deceived her. It is the same woman.

But does she remember Claire at all? She could be humoring Claire by being polite, having no recollection of their short conversation at all.

“I mean—I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting—” Claire clears her throat, fumbling with the glass dish in her hands. She holds it out like it’s a bomb about to go off. The aluminum foil on the top crinkles, and the woman looks at the gift curiously. “I just wanted to say hello, and welcome to Acacia Circle.”

The woman’s smile grows slowly at first, while Claire’s heart races. As it turns into something more genuine, Claire gets another flash of those uneven canines.

“That’s very nice of you. I wasn’t expecting a welcoming committee,” the woman says, taking the dish from Claire’s hands. She sounds confident, in yet another contrast to Claire’s nervous shrillness.

“No committee,” Claire chirps, clasping her hands tightly in front of her. “Just me. I’m number sixty-three, right next door.”

“What a small world. I just enjoyed a bowl of that cereal you helped me get,” the woman says, setting the casserole down on a table just inside the door.

So she does remember Claire. It’s gratifying to have, in even the smallest way, taken the woman’s advice—she stood out just enough to be remembered. “I’m very glad.”

“It’s nice to properly meet you, Miss.…?”

“Davis,” Claire says quickly. “Mrs. Peter Davis.”

The woman chuckles lightly. To Claire, it sounds like wind chimes. Soft and lovely. “I didn’t ask for your husband’s name.”

“Right,” Claire says. She shifts from foot to foot. “It’s Claire. I’m Claire Davis.”

The woman’s smile lights up her eyes, this time. “It’s lovely to meet you, Claire. I’m Jacqueline.”

Jacqueline extends her hand between them, as if she wants to shake hands. Claire hasn’t been offered many handshakes in her time—that’s Pete’s domain—but she accepts this one. Jacqueline’s grip is firm and confident, like her voice. Her hand is dry where Claire’s is clammy, and it’s surprisingly large, matching the size of Claire’s, rather than being engulfed by it.

Once again, Claire’s fingers itch for a pencil. Hands are one of the toughest parts of the body to master drawing, and Jacqueline’s would be a unique challenge. The taper of her long, slender fingers, with rounded knuckles. The tendons flexing as she shakes Claire’s hand. The blunt shape of her short nails.

What is it about this woman that makes Claire want to pick up a sketchbook again?

“Where did you move from?” Claire says, fishing for anything that might prolong the conversation.

“San Francisco.”

“Goodness,” Claire says, with a nervous laugh. “My husband says it’s more dangerous the closer you get to the city. You must be glad to have moved somewhere so safe.”

Jacqueline hums noncommittally. She looks amused, likely because Claire is inexplicably still clutching her hand even though the reasonable timeframe for a handshake has ended.

She pulls her hand back quickly, holding her arms stiffly at her sides. Jacqueline is such a stark contrast to Claire—Claire in her outdated floral dress, with her pale skin and her freckles and her dull, frizzy hair. It’s hard not to see the difference between them as a gulf.

The moment grows awkward. In a daze, Claire forges forward with the next conversation topic she can think of. “Is your husband at home? Maybe once you’re all settled in, we could all get together. We could do fondue?”

Jacqueline’s smile fades a little. Her shoulders straighten; she seems to get a bit taller. “I’m not married.”

Claire blinks owlishly.

How has a woman as beautiful as Jacqueline not been snatched up? Claire has rarely known any woman, let alone a woman who looks to be her own age, to be unmarried unless she’s a widow. Her mother waited four years to remarry after her father died, and that had been considered a bit too long. And besides that, Claire has no earthly idea how an unmarried woman of such ambiguous origin managed to buy a house in this neighborhood. Does she manage her own finances? Have her own bank account?

“Oh. Gosh, I’m sorry for assuming,” Claire stammers. Claire can’t hear any children in the house, either. Pete will be pleased by that.

Martha will have a field day.

Jacqueline’s smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes this time. They’re a very dark shade of brown, like some kind of expensive and glossy wood. The iris and pupil are nearly indistinguishable from each other, split only by occasional flecks of dark amber. They look endless. “It’s fine. I realize a single woman buying a house is a rarity.”

It is a rarity. An impossibility, even, in this neighborhood. Jacqueline truly is a singular woman, the likes of whom Claire has never met before.

“Well. I’m sure you’d like me out of your hair, then,” Claire says, forcing a smile on her face despite the disappointment. If Jacqueline had a husband, Claire would have a comfortable excuse to get to know her better. “Surely you have better things to do than spend your time with a boring old homemaker like me.”

Jacqueline’s shoulders relax a little, but a furrow forms between her thick brows. “Why would you think that?”

Claire blinks at her again. Much like their first meeting in the cereal aisle, every twist and turn in this conversation has been completely unexpected.

“Honestly, I’m not spending my time with anyone just yet,” Jacqueline says after a pause, perhaps seeing Claire’s confusion and taking pity. She leans against the doorframe, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s hard to get to know people in a new place.”

The movement draws Claire’s eyes down to Jacqueline’s bust, but she wrenches them back up as quickly as she can before it becomes inappropriate. Something in her belly is fluttering madly.

“Maybe you should have a housewarming party,” Claire says.

Jacqueline’s head tilts curiously. “Do you think that’s something people would actually come to?”

“Oh, we love a neighborhood barbecue. It’d be a great way to introduce yourself,” Claire says. Her voice has gone up in pitch again, and she clears her throat quickly. “Just stuff an invite in every mailbox.”

“Would you stop by?” Jacqueline says. “It’d be nice to see a friendly face.”

“If you’re sure you’d want me there,” Claire says, probably a bit too eagerly.

“I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it.” Jacqueline smiles, tucking a bit of hair behind her ear. The movement reveals a small tattoo on the outward edge of her wrist—it looks like the branch of a tree, but Claire can’t see the details without asking Jacqueline to push up her sleeve. She can’t take her eyes away from it.

She’s never seen a woman with a tattoo before. She’s never really seen a tattoo up close at all. Dazedly, Claire wonders if the inked skin is a different texture than the rest. Would it feel raised under her fingers, or smooth? The thought is as fascinating as it is shocking.

“Then I’ll be there,” Claire says, dragging her eyes away from Jacqueline’s wrist. She really should be asking Pete first—he’ll be livid if he decides not to attend and she’s already agreed—but she can’t fathom saying no. The fluttering is coursing through her, driven by something panicky and strange, and her hands are starting to shake. “Should I bring anything?”

“Just yourself,” Jacqueline says warmly.

“Sounds swell,” Claire says, already backing away and down the front steps. She needs to get back home, before she makes any other promises she might not be able to keep. “Just swell. It was lovely to see you again, Jacqueline, and I’ll—I’ll see you at the party.”

Claire darts back home as fast as she can without jogging. Only when she’s in the safety of her own kitchen does she sink into a chair, putting a hand to her chest where her heart beats wildly under stiff fabric.

Strange.

She finds a handwritten invitation in her mailbox the next morning. Jacqueline’s writing is slanted and just a bit messy, and Claire finds herself staring at it for much longer than it takes to read the short, scribbled note with the date and time.
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