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​Chapter 1: The Perfect Family Portrait
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Suzanne pressed her hands against the glass. They were white and smooth, and the panes felt cool against her fingertips. She was satisfied with the reflection—the steady flame of each candle, the glow from the strands of white lights draping the doorway. In the dining room, everything gleamed, silver and white. She drew a breath, deep and deliberate, and it rose from the pit of her stomach, expanded in her chest, escaped with a whisper. The clock above the mantel chimed. Suzanne heard it all over the house. Her heart was ticking, ticking.

Her lips moved, practicing the names, the conversations. Practicing warmth. It would be perfect, everything would be perfect. They would sit together, laughing and light. This was the image she wanted, she needed. She imagined them around the table. She imagined it and imagined it and she would make it real.

Outside, night pressed in, its fingers curling against the window, insistent, like a pulse. It drummed in Suzanne's ears as she crossed the room, straightened a chair, arranged and rearranged. As if their lives depended on it.

Martin entered with heavy steps. His “I’m home” drifted, a faint sound. The front door thudded closed. Suzanne watched him set down his briefcase, unspool the scarf from his neck. He wore the same blank look he had worn for weeks. The look of a man walking through water. He moved past her, through her, and into the next room.

“Long day?” she asked, following him with her eyes. Her voice was as light as she could make it.

“Yes.” The word was flat, colorless.

“They’re almost here.” She looked for his reaction, anything that showed he’d heard her. His shoes were worn, frayed at the edges. They moved like old, tired animals.

In the hall, Lily and Max hovered. They shuffled, glanced at each other, whispered behind their hands. The clock kept its relentless rhythm, and Suzanne felt it inside her skull. The ticking and the silence, woven together, were more than she could bear.

“Let’s get ready, please,” she called. Lily rolled her eyes and made a small sound, the kind of sound she had perfected. A cross between a sigh and a sneer. Suzanne wanted to snap at her but couldn’t afford the energy. Not now.

Max watched, unsure, waiting for someone to tell him what to do. He was still at the age when he wanted to please. Suzanne almost smiled at him, almost let herself soften.

“Fine.” Lily pushed past her, her thin frame disappearing into the dim hallway.

Max hesitated. “Do I have to wear the red one?”

“It’s a special night.” Suzanne said this with more force than she meant to, and Max flinched, retreated.

She waited for the sounds of movement, of changing clothes, but the house stayed still. She could almost feel the weight of the quiet on her shoulders. Almost, but not quite. She wouldn’t let herself.

She moved through the rooms, her steps quick, the clicking of her heels matching the beat of the clock. She set the last figurine in place, touched its porcelain face. She ran her hands over the surface of the table, straightening, aligning. Her fingers shook, and she pretended not to notice.

Suzanne stood in the narrow hall. She stared at her reflection. It stared back, pale and wavering, a ghost. She watched herself form the words, “Hello, welcome,” and heard the way they trembled in the air, the way they echoed inside her. Her hands smoothed the fabric of her sweater. Her smile was wide, artificial. She knew this but didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. She saw how her eyes shone in the half-light, saw the bright gleam of determination, of madness.

They were a perfect family. They would be.

***
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Martin sat at the edge of the bed, his shoulders hunched, the collar of his shirt limp and open. He held the newspaper like a shield. Suzanne’s shadow filled the doorway.

“Martin,” she said, stepping inside.

“Just a minute,” he mumbled, turning a page. The room was dim, but he didn’t bother with the lamp. He had gotten used to the darkness.

“Martin,” she said again. “It’s almost time.”

“I’ll be down,” he replied, but didn’t look up. She felt the weight of his absence, even when he was there. Especially when he was there.

She lingered, then backed away, her reflection slipping from the dresser mirror. She hated to leave him, but she hated to stay more.

The children were somewhere in the house. She hadn’t heard their voices for a while, and the quiet was like an itch beneath her skin. She wanted to scratch at it, dig until it bled. Until it stopped.

The stairs creaked under her weight, each step a sharp report in the hush. She passed the living room, and something made her pause. The edge of a photograph poked out from behind a vase, like an accusation. It was an old picture, from years ago, when the children were small. She stared at their frozen faces. At the version of herself that smiled, unsullied by time.

The knock on the door was loud and unexpected. Suzanne started, almost cried out. Her pulse surged, wild and ragged, then slowed as she smoothed her hair, smoothed her voice.

“Coming!” she sang, then said it again, to make it real.

She swung the door wide, a dazzling smile painted across her lips. Her sister stood on the porch, her face flushed from the cold, her arms laden with gifts. The wind whistled, hungry, eager to enter. Suzanne stepped aside and let them in.

“Maggie,” she said, the name tasting like salt and honey on her tongue. It was too sweet, too bitter.

Maggie kissed her cheek, and Suzanne felt the sting of it long after the contact had broken. She smiled and smiled, like a mask.

“It’s beautiful, as always,” Maggie said, surveying the house, the decorations. “Where is everyone?”

“Getting ready.” Suzanne hoped her voice didn’t betray her. “They’re excited to see you.”

“And you?” Maggie raised an eyebrow, a slight curve of skepticism.

“Of course,” Suzanne said, as if the words could erase all doubt.

They were in the living room when the others finally appeared. Martin, tie askew, hair a mess. Lily, sullen, tugging at the sleeves of her dress. Max, his shirt a red blur, bright against the pale walls.

“Uncle Rob couldn’t make it,” Maggie said. “You know how it is.”

Suzanne didn’t answer, just watched as the image she’d crafted in her mind started to blur, like the edges of an old photograph. Max fiddled with his sleeve, and Suzanne caught his hand, stilled it.

“Let’s eat,” she said, ushering them to the table, her voice an insistent drumbeat.

The chairs scraped the floor, a dissonant symphony. Suzanne looked at their faces, and none of them were quite what she’d imagined. None of them fit.

The meal stretched long, longer than she had planned. The candles burned low, casting unsteady shadows that danced like strangers on the walls. Maggie’s voice was a bright thread, weaving through the dim. She spoke of things Suzanne couldn’t remember, wouldn’t let herself remember. Old things. The past. It lay beneath their feet, under the polished surface of the floorboards. Suzanne felt it there, heavy, a dark shape moving slowly beneath them.

The children fidgeted, pushed their food in small circles. Martin chewed with mechanical precision, as if he could escape through the sheer force of routine. As if the taste had been sucked from everything.

Maggie paused, took a sip from her glass. “And how are things here?”

Suzanne hesitated. The words stuck in her throat, sharp as needles. She swallowed, hard, and they sank deep into her. “We’re fine. Wonderful.” The others didn’t look up.

Maggie set down her fork, the sound of metal on porcelain unnaturally loud. “It must be a lot, getting ready for all this.” She gestured around the room, and Suzanne felt the walls closing in.

“It’s what I love.” Her smile felt like a crack, splitting her face in two. She couldn’t tell if Maggie saw it. She couldn’t tell if Maggie saw anything.

“Mom,” Lily said, a single word with a world of accusation in it.

Suzanne ignored her, passed a dish, kept her hands busy. The air felt thin, like paper, like tissue. She thought it might tear, but she wouldn’t let it. She held everything together with a brittle kind of grace.

Martin was the first to leave the table, his chair pushed back, its legs wobbling on the hardwood. He muttered something about a headache, about work. The words were tangled and half-formed, a clumsy knot of sound.

Lily slipped out next, quiet and efficient. She had become an expert at leaving. At disappearing. Max lingered, glanced from his mother to his aunt, then trailed after his sister.

Maggie sighed, a long exhale. “Are you okay?”

The question hung between them, a delicate thread, a cobweb in the wind. Suzanne reached for it, grasped it with both hands.

“Yes,” she said, her voice clear and thin, like ice. “I am.”

They sat in the living room, the clock ticking with infuriating steadiness. Maggie picked up a photograph, held it in her hands. Suzanne watched, waited for her to put it back, to leave. Her own skin felt tight, stretched over her bones like canvas. Like it might split, at any moment.

“You’re sure?” Maggie’s eyes were needles, piercing.

Suzanne blinked, held her smile in place. “Yes.”

She saw the way Maggie’s face softened, saw the pity. It stung, sharp and hot, and Suzanne drew a breath to extinguish it.

“We’ll get together again soon,” Maggie said, her voice a warm blanket. A suffocating blanket.

Suzanne nodded, led her to the door, watched as she faded into the night. The house closed around her, too big, too empty.

She turned, saw the trail they’d left behind—glasses half-full, napkins askew. The air smelled of smoke, of wax, of something burnt and brittle. She set her shoulders, began to tidy, her hands moving fast, precise. Her fingers shook, and she ignored it.

In the hallway, she stood before the mirror. She studied her reflection, the way it trembled. Her hair was mussed, and she patted it into place. Her sweater was rumpled, and she smoothed it flat. Her lips moved, and she saw how her smile fractured the surface, how it rippled like a stone thrown into still water.

The sound of a door closing came from upstairs, and Suzanne jumped, caught her breath. It took her a moment to steady herself, to collect all the scattered pieces.

The clock chimed. She counted the strokes, slow and careful, like the steps of a dance. Like a dirge. She practiced the names, the conversations. Practiced warmth.

The children were quiet in their rooms. Martin was quiet in his. Suzanne imagined them there, imagined their small, distant faces. Imagined it until it was real. She had created this place, this life. She had polished and preserved it. They were perfect, a perfect family.

Her smile widened, wavered, held. The house watched her, with patient eyes.

The week crept by, each day long and slippery, hard to hold. Suzanne made lists, crossed off each item with a careful hand. She moved through the house with frantic purpose, a blur of certainty. Her hair was perfect, her clothes unwrinkled. Her steps were quick and soundless.

She cooked elaborate meals. They sat together, all four, their voices small and unwilling. Suzanne tried to catch them, pull them into something whole. Something unbroken. Martin ate with grim efficiency, excusing himself as soon as his plate was clean. Lily muttered complaints, vanished to her room. Max looked at her, worried, confused, before trailing after his sister.

The air was heavy with their absence. Suzanne set the table, cleared the table. Her fingers shook, and she pretended not to notice. She wiped the counters, wiped them again.

She arranged the chairs, the plates, the photographs. She watched herself in the glass. Her smile was white and unwavering. It gleamed like bone.

“Do we have to?” Lily asked. She was standing at the bottom of the stairs, her hair a tangled halo, her eyes sullen and dark.

“Yes.” Suzanne’s voice was steady, clipped. She was good at this, good at being steady. “It’s important.”

Lily crossed her arms, a defiant knot. “To you.”

Suzanne wanted to snap at her, but she couldn’t afford the energy. “Yes. To me.”

Max appeared, half-hidden behind his sister. He looked at them, silent, unsure. His hands fidgeted at his sides, a small storm of indecision.

“Red shirt,” Suzanne said, softer, and Max gave her a brief, shy smile before disappearing.

She turned, caught her reflection in the hallway mirror. She looked calm, composed. Her eyes were bright, too bright. Her hair was perfect. She practiced the words, the welcome, until they sounded like someone else. Until they sounded like her.

The doorbell rang. Suzanne felt it like a shock, a sudden, sharp crackle that ran through her limbs, left them trembling. She took a breath, smoothed her sweater, forced the lines of her mouth into a perfect curve.

“Coming!” she called, her voice thin as glass.

The night rushed in, and Maggie was there, framed in the doorway. Her smile was warm, easy. Suzanne mirrored it, as best she could.

“Everything looks beautiful,” Maggie said, her eyes roaming the room, the decorations.

“Thank you.” Suzanne touched her hair, checked its smoothness, checked the strength of her own voice. “The kids are just finishing up.”

She watched as Maggie set a gift under the tree, watched the ease of her movements, the confidence. It made her stomach twist, tight and sour.

The others emerged, hesitant, half-formed. Martin, pale and silent. Lily, her hair brushed, but her mouth a hard line. Max, bright and eager, trailing after them like a small red kite.

“I thought Rob might come this time,” Suzanne said. Her tone was casual, or close enough.

“He wanted to,” Maggie replied, settling into a chair. “You know how it is.”

Suzanne nodded, but she didn’t know. Didn’t want to.

“Can we open these now?” Max asked, holding a package aloft.

Suzanne saw Lily’s glare, saw the impatience in it, the teenage cruelty. She ignored it, let Max tear into the gift. Paper and ribbon scattered across the floor. The sound of ripping filled the room, and Suzanne thought it might swallow her whole.

Dinner was an endless stretch of words and food, the candles guttering low. Suzanne watched them eat, watched their small movements, their small voices. Martin was far away, lost in the dim. The children were quiet, waiting for a cue, a sign that this was over, that they could escape.

“How’s work?” Maggie asked, her fork suspended in midair.

Suzanne’s smile faltered, just for a moment, then found its place again. “Busy. You know.”

Martin glanced up, the first time all evening. His eyes were hollow, and Suzanne looked away, looked at Maggie instead.

“It’s a lot,” Maggie said, her voice soft, knowing.

Suzanne shook her head. “I love it.” The lie was bright and cold.

They fell silent, a thick pause settling over them. The weight of it was unbearable. Suzanne pushed her chair back, the screech of wood on wood shattering the quiet.

“Dessert,” she announced, as if it were a lifeline.

Maggie followed her to the kitchen. The menacing shadows of their reflections lingered in the darkened window.

“Are you—” Maggie started, but Suzanne cut her off.

“Yes.” She turned, gave her sister a brittle smile.

Maggie held her gaze for a long, unbearable moment. Suzanne wanted to scream, to run, to crumble into dust. She wanted to be strong, strong enough for all of them.

Maggie set the plates on the counter, each one an accusation. “You’re sure?”

Suzanne laughed, a sharp, bright sound. “Of course.”

The children were restless, shifting in their seats, impatient. Suzanne could feel them slipping away, feel the shape of their absence growing larger. She reached for them, for all of them, tried to gather them into something that felt real, that felt like it once had. She held on, even as the seams split and the fabric unraveled in her hands.

Lily was the first to leave. Max trailed after her, turning at the door to wave, to offer a small, guilty smile. Martin followed, a pale shadow, silent and swift. Suzanne felt them leaving, felt it in her chest, a dull ache, a bruise that never healed.

Maggie lingered. Suzanne wanted to hate her for it, wanted to pull her close. Wanted to beg her to stay, to go, to not see how thin the walls were, how easily they cracked.

“I worry,” Maggie said, the words quiet, meant to be kind.

“Don’t,” Suzanne replied, as if it were that simple.

The door closed with a soft click. The sound of it rang through the house, a hollow bell, an echo of absence. Suzanne looked at the room, the scattered plates, the flickering candles. Her heart beat a steady, unrelenting rhythm. It was the only sound left.

She tidied, collected the pieces, forced them into a shape that might hold, might last. The clock chimed, and she counted the strokes, counted the days. The time between each visit stretched long and thin, like ice. Like hope. She counted and counted until it shattered, and the silence fell in around her. She imagined them all together. She imagined it until it was real.

In the narrow hall, she watched herself. She saw the lines of her face, the tight, anxious mouth, the brittle hair. Her smile wavered, slipped, and she brought it back, held it there, steady and unwavering.

She practiced the names, the welcome. She imagined the room full of light, of warmth, of family. She saw it in the glass, bright and blurred. She imagined and imagined, and she would make it real.
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​Chapter 2: Cracks in the Facade
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In the early moments of the holiday celebration, the family gathered in the living room. The decorations were deliberate in their arrangement, carefully staged by my own unsteady hand. Suzanne the Dutiful. It was my hand, of course. The rest of them cared little for such appearances. I was not surprised to see Martin arrive in his usual way, his steps clumsy and uncoordinated, his shoulders hunched over the bottle he clutched as though it might keep him from collapsing altogether. Lily hovered by the window, arms crossed and eyes bright with their usual defiance. She was too young, I always thought, to hold so much contempt. Max was the last to arrive, retreating into the corner like a shadow. I almost did not see him there at first, his presence so small, his eyes already lost. I watched them each come in and pretended not to notice how my hands shook, how they trembled as I adjusted the family photos and smoothed the wrinkles from the tablecloth.

“Happy Holidays,” I said, the words forced through a brittle smile. They rang hollow even to my own ears, as though the air itself was too dense with resentment to let them settle.

The signs were there from the beginning, strewn like shards across the room. Martin muttering, his words thick and bitter: “I don’t see why we even have to do this.” The sound of Lily’s derisive scoff as she turned her back on us all. Max, his head bowed low, already wishing himself away. I moved through it all with my shaky composure, desperation mounting with each tremor in my fingers, with each moment of silence that hung too long and too loud between us. It was like walking a thin and splintering wire, a balancing act doomed to fail.

I called them to the table with what little authority I had left, my voice a thin thread against the gathering storm. We moved to the cramped dining room where everything felt close and suffocating. I’d arranged the settings myself: a scarred wooden table, too-long and imposing; candles too-bright against the shadows; mismatched china that seemed to echo every small clatter like a scream. They all took their places, each settling into the awkward familiarity of resentment and barely disguised loathing.

“Let’s eat,” I said, forcing the cheer as I served the meal. It was tradition. It was what we did. Every movement of mine felt sharp and mechanical, every smile a cracked veneer over the rising panic inside.

Martin slumped in his chair, spilling his drink with each careless gesture, eyes glazed and distant. Lily was quick to seize on the weakness in my voice, to dig her sharp words into it with an eagerness that pained me more than I would let her see. Max was silent as ever, withdrawn into the shell of himself.

“This is ridiculous,” Lily said, cutting through the air with a scorn that belied her years.

“It’s tradition,” I insisted, as though the word might hold some magic to bind us all together, to stop us from falling apart. But the pleasantries were already wearing thin, fraying like an old and fragile thread.

We ate in the growing tension, the clatter of utensils against china a jarring rhythm to the discordant notes of our voices. Every attempt of mine to steer us back to civility was a lost cause. It was as though we were on a sinking ship, and I alone was bailing the water while the rest watched it rise.

“I think,” Martin said, his words slow and muddled, “that maybe we should just stop pretending.”

I pretended not to hear, focusing instead on serving more turkey, more stuffing, my hands moving with frantic precision.

Lily scoffed again, the sound as cutting as a knife. “You always do this, Suzanne.”

I wanted to scream, to shout at them to be grateful for what little I tried to hold together, but the words stuck in my throat, a knot of helplessness and fury. I glanced at Max, hoping for an ally, but his eyes were vacant, unseeing. He did not even look up as the arguments grew louder, as my grip on the facade slipped further and further away.

We sat there, suspended in our collective misery, until at last even my own stubbornness could not hold us in place. I watched the tension rise, watched it reach the breaking point where there was nothing left but the inevitable ruin of my own ambitions. The crescendo came with a suddenness that startled even me. It came with Martin’s chair scraping back against the floor, with Lily’s abrupt departure, with Max’s silent disappearance into the same corner of himself where he had begun.

The candles burned down to stubs, wax pooling like small and hopeless sighs on the table. I sat alone in the flickering dimness, surrounded by the evidence of my failure. Even then, my hands would not stop their trembling.

I gathered the strength to rise, to move back to the living room where the chaos had started. There, the carefully placed ornaments and photos seemed to mock me with their false cheer, their empty semblance of a family that no longer existed. I felt their weight press in on me from all sides, a silent reproach that whispered through the shadows. I wanted to scream, to break the oppressive quiet with something loud and terrible, but the energy had left me along with the rest of them.

I sat there, alone with the reminders of what once was, and waited for the dark to close in.

Suzanne watched from the living room window, searching for signs of their arrival, waiting for them to breach the path to her door. It was beginning again. This charade. This game. This merry illusion that unraveled the instant it was born. Her eyes fell upon the carpet and the ornaments and the empty smiles in each
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