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Day One



1

A perfectly ordinary Thursday on Birch Street. The July sun was bright, the grass oh-so green, yards blooming with periwinkle and marigolds, vibrant purple asters and brilliant red zinnias. A day to be alive, to breathe in the smell of summer perfection and make it your own. Men in sweat-stained tees were planting shrubs and peonies. Women in sundresses and straw hats weeding garden patches. Their daughters picked daises and daffodils, their sons raked grass clippings. Those too young for gardening and beautification chores skipped carefree up the walks or scribbled on them in chalk, mouths bloodied from cherry Kool-Aid. There were lemonade stands on the corners and hot dogs smoking on charcoal grills in backyards. And even though it was early in the day, people were already gathered on porches, drinking beers and laughing, wiping sweat from their brows and prophesying tomorrow to be another scorcher.

Once upon a time, Birch Street was a well-trodden dirt road that really was fronted by huge stands of yellow birch. It serviced a few farms and the only sounds were the mooing of cows in grassy lanes and the sound of wind blowing through fields of corn and barley. But time clear-cut the birch trees, and the farmhouses fell to make room for austere saltboxes and trim post-World War II brick ranch houses which were soon enough squeezed out for plywood McMansions and kid barns. There were more of the latter than the former now, garish faux Tudors, Victorians, and Colonials with pyramidal roofs, cathedral windows, and blatantly phallic cupolas. The effect was not only disconcerting, but disturbing.

Still, nobody saw this. Not today. Not on a July afternoon in the old nabe when ball games could be heard on radios competing against tinny strands of music and the flappety-flap-flap of playing cards in bicycle spokes. Now and again, a severe weather bulletin was heard against the steady suburban thrum of power motors. They’d been calling for building thunderstorms for days but the air remained warm and still, nearly breezeless. Nobody believed a storm was coming. No one at all. The sky was just as blue as the eye of a homecoming queen. The sun shiny and bright as a new coin.

This was summer on Birch Street. Summer purified and made golden, summer suspended and held forever, pressed like rose petals in a book of memories.

No storm was going to ruin this sort of perfection. The residents of Birch Street were certain of that much.

And on this fact, they were very wrong.
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“I’m not up to this,” Bria Candliss said to her half-brother as he slowly drove across Newton to Birch Street, taking the long way so she could build up her nerve for what was about to come. “This is going to kill me. You have no idea.”

Aiden smiled. “Just get it done with. In a couple weeks, you’ll be leaving. How bad could that be?”

Bria gave him her patented death stare, dark eyes huge and unblinking.

“Okay, that was the wrong thing to say,” he admitted.

“I still don’t see why I couldn’t sleep on your couch for a while. I won’t be in the way.”

Aiden sighed. “No, you totally wouldn’t be in the way, and I’d love to have you over…but you have to do this. Trust me, while you’re away at school, I put myself through this shit at least once a month.”

“But you don’t have to live there twenty-four/seven. You stop by, then you leave.”

He didn’t argue the fact.

“This was a mistake; a terrible mistake and I know it. She’s probably waiting at the door for me right now, ready to wade in and make me miserable. And don’t you laugh. You know that’s exactly what she’s doing.”

Aiden did not laugh. In fact, he cringed.

Bria watched the neighborhoods sweep by as the SUV brought them closer and closer to Birch Street. Her heart was beginning to pound. Her throat felt dry, hands sweating.

“Now, come on,” Aiden said. “She’s your mother. You go in there and let her know you’re not going to put up with her shit. You’re not interested in her advice, her guilt trips, that I-told-you-so nonsense.”

Bria grunted. Oh, it all sounded so good in theory. “Sure. I’ll get right on that.”

With trembling fingers, she fished a cigarette from her purse.

“Come on, don’t smoke in here. You’ll reek it out.”

Bria couldn’t care less about that. All she cared about at that moment was calming her jittery nerves which were jumping like live wires. Going home to see her mother, even for a few weeks, was a purgatory nearly beyond description. Like going before the principal, a nasty childhood bully, and a deranged relative all at the same time. Two hours with Alice Candliss was enough to strip nerves bare and twist guts into square knots, let alone two weeks.

You haven’t seen her in nearly three years. You have to do this.

Yes, familial obligations.

Alice was all alone now. Daddy being long dead. Twelve years already? Good God. Alice buried him the way she buried just about everything in her life sooner or later. She remarried to Aiden’s dad, a real sweetheart everyone called Giggling Roger because he was always smiling, always joking, always finding the silver lining to the darkest fucking clouds imaginable, always there when you needed him. Seven years with Alice wiped the smile from his face, though, turning him into a slat-thin alcoholic wreck who suffered through a series of nervous breakdowns before the gods, in their infinite wisdom and mercy, dropped him in his tracks four years ago with a massive stroke at the age of 46.

Bria put away her cigarette. Not so much to please her step-brother, but because if she smoked Alice would smell it on her, and if she smelled it, it would mean a thirty-minute lecture on the evils of tobacco.

And how much you wanna bet said lecture will segue into your personal life and all your poor choices?

No, no smoking. She wasn’t going to give Mother Alice any more ammunition because that woman was already locked and loaded for big game.

Aiden drove on and Bria became more agitated, everything inside her knotting and twisting up like a tangled net. She felt like a sacrifice being brought to the cave of some flesh-eating ogre. But the idea of Alice would do that to you, oh yes. She’d taken her share of offered virgins and left nothing of them behind but burnt black bones.

“Are you okay?” Aiden asked.

“That’s a hell of a question.”

“Well?”

What a thing to ask at this moment and to me of all people, Bria thought with more than a little self-directed antagonism. She knew the questions he really wanted to ask but did not dare because they were a point of contention. He wanted to know if she was eating, actually putting something in her stomach and leaving it there, not offering it up at the porcelain altar of the greater bulimic god.

“I’m quite well. Thanks for asking.”

He sighed. “Ah, the sarcasm. Really, though, are you okay?”

“Yes.”

“No bad thoughts.”

“Of course not.”

You don’t have bad thoughts. You don’t do bad things, a voice in the back of her head chided her. Only bad girls have bad thoughts and do bad things. That’s why bad girls are locked in boxes.

There was an uneasy silence for a minute or two. It played out, whispered, reverberated with something like far-off angst and guilt.

“How’s Sady?”

Aiden just shrugged. “You know Sady, she’s hard to know. She has…”

“Issues?”

Aiden didn’t comment on that, and he didn’t need to. Sady was their sister. Technically, their half-sister. The child of Roger and Alice. As Aiden said, she was hard to know. Very hard to know. There were ten years between her and Bria, an immeasurable gap that had been hard to bridge when Bria lived at home and nearly insurmountable since. She could be very sweet or very distant or unpleasantly critical, depending on her mood, but one thing was for sure, she was never open about what was inside her or who she really was.

“I’ve called her a dozen times in the past two years,” Bria admitted. “We just can’t connect. We end up talking about the weather or nothing at all. She doesn’t Facebook or Twitter or anything. I tried to get her on Snapchat, but she won’t do apps.”

“She’s always been a little off,” Aiden said.

“Sometimes I think it’s more than that.” Bria stared out her window. “All these years living alone with Alice. It’s surprising she’s not in a straitjacket.”

“It’s amazing we’re not all delusional.”

“Okay, one last time,” Bria said, her voice getting shaky. “This is your last chance to call this slaughter off. I’m your sister. At least, I’m supposed to be your sister. That should mean something. It should ignite some mercy in you. So, let’s drive back to your place, order a pizza, drink some beer, and pretend we weren’t going to throw me to the lions. We could play Xbox. I’ll even let you win at Boogie Bunnies.”

“I always win at Boogie Bunnies.”

“Okay, I’ll show you all the glitches in Breath of the Wild.”

“I showed them to you.”

“Shit.”

Aiden sighed again. “Just go home, deal with her, and if you can’t handle it, text me and I’ll pick you up. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

“Fair, he says. I’ll be skewered and peeled alive long before I can pick up a phone.”

He smiled. “You’re on the fencing team, dear, so defend yourself.”

“Against Alice the Cut-Throat?”

She breathed in and out several times. Yogic. It was supposed to relax you. That’s what they taught her in the Dark Castle. So much for that; her guts still felt like they were full of tacks.

“All right, drop me off here.”

“We’re not even to Birch yet.”

She nodded. “That’s the idea. I need to walk and relax if I can. Besides, you pull up at the house and you don’t come in, oh boy, there’s going to be recriminations and you know it.”

He chuckled.

She looked over at him, her handsome half-brother with his dimpled face and sparkling green eyes that all her teenage friends had been in love with. She groaned at him and kissed him on the cheek.

“I’ll remember this,” she said.

He laughed.

She stepped out, grabbed her bag, and sucked in a draft of heavy July air. Hot, God, it’s hot. This is probably what the perimeter of hell feels like. She stood there by the SUV, her palms sweating.

“Hey, sis, you know I love you. You need anything at all, you just call and I’ll come to your rescue.”

“Yeah, fuck you, Aiden, you prick.”

They both laughed and then he was gone, his shiny new SUV disappearing in the haze of the distance until it seemed like maybe it had never been there to begin with, that she’d always been standing here, desperately, terribly alone.

Okay. Time.

Birch Street was only a block away. Time to start the long walk. As she moved down the sidewalk, she thought of Aiden and playing video games, how he’d practically been her best friend through her trying teenage years. She smiled, then frowned.

She could feel Birch Street getting closer and closer.

At least when they sent Link into battle, they gave him a sword.

She walked on.
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About five minutes later, she was certain a storm was coming. The crazy thing was that the sky was still the most perfect blue you’d ever seen, but scudded by some very dark, very angry-looking clouds. They just didn’t belong. In fact, they seemed so out of place that Bria stopped there on the curb, Birch Street now in sight, and stared up at the sky. Was it her imagination or did those clouds look strangely…unclean? That was the word that jumped into her head and once there, would not leave. The clouds did not look like clouds so much as fuming puffs of noxious smoke from a foundry stack. And even that wasn’t completely right.

“Funny looking, ain’t they?” a voice said.

Bria jumped. A mailman stood there with a heavy blue bag slung around his shoulder and a cream-colored pith helmet on his head as if he was not delivering letters and circulars, but off to find the hidden tomb of Queen Nefertiti.

“Yeah, they are.”

“We must be in for a good one.”

He walked away and she waited there, watching those filthy clouds marring the cerulean sky. It was crazy, absolutely crazy, but they gave her the worst sort of feeling deep in her stomach. She had the craziest sense that she had seen something like them before, maybe in a nightmare. The thought terrified her in ways she could not explain.

But what sense did that make?

They were just clouds. Her nerves must’ve been strung very tight if she was imagining weird stuff like that. She looked down to the curb and the pavement, studying her shadow. Then back up at the sky. Clouds like that simply didn’t belong.

Shrugging, she crossed the avenue to the outer edge of Birch Street where summer was in full progress. Her throat tightened. Sweat trickled down her spine.

In the distance, thunder rumbled.

She looked up, above the tall oaks and elms. She expected to see an advancing wall of darkness, purple thunderheads spilling over the horizon. But there was nothing. The sky was perfectly blue save for those dirty clouds rolling over the town now and again.

Birch Street, finally.

Oh, God.

She heard thunder again and there were a few flashes of lightning. They came and went. Crazy. Perfectly crazy. Lightning flashing on a clear day. Back at the U, she had a roommate who was studying atmospheric physics. She wondered what she would have made of something like this.

Sucking in a stale breath, Bria stepped onto the sidewalk of Birch Street.

Okay, Alice, here I come.
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There was lead in her shoes as she made her way to 2314 Birch, which was technically home even though it had never honestly felt that way. Especially today. Her throat was so dry she could barely swallow. She studied the green lawns and tall elms at the boulevard. The blooming Walmart flowerbeds and squared-off hedges, the decorative shrubberies and ornate Lowes’ birdbaths. Ah, this was Birch Street at full flower, where perceived social status was more important than physical value. Ostentatious sheetrock McMansions squeezed onto lots that once held houses a half, if not a third their size. Squatting in the shadows of them were the older homes, which still maintained a sort of regal dignity despite the garish, mass-produced whorehouses that sprouted around them like toadstools after a hard rain.

Gone were the vacant lots of her youth. Huge willows had been cut down, thickets cleared. Even the ballpark at the end of the street had been parceled and sold off by the city fathers, anxious to spread their legs for ready taxes. Birch Street, in her eye, was a travesty of a neighborhood. Just the sight of it made her sick to her stomach and not all of it had to do with what she was about to face.

A couple of kids on bikes passed her. They were both playing on their phones, oblivious to what stood in their way. They nearly ran her down. She didn’t recognize them. Probably the spawn of new parents on the block, the shills and brogrammers that had replaced the old, tired working-class types that just gave up and gave in, dwindled south.

Okay, here was a ranch house. Mr. Hammerberg sat on the porch, waving away flies with his copy of the Newton Register, an actual print newspaper that would no doubt go to its deathbed once the current crop of oldsters died off. It was probably already digital, but Mr. Hammerberg wouldn’t know that.

He was a retired teacher and self-proclaimed patriot, just don’t ask him about his deceased wife, Donna. It was a touchy subject with him. His only son Joey was killed in the first Gulf War when his helicopter was shot down. Donna blamed him for it and never let him forget it. She killed herself with pills when Bria was in 7th grade. Nasty stuff. He was a fairly nice man around the neighborhood, but a real douchebag as a teacher (ask anyone). After his wife’s death, his life was hanging out his flag each morning, chipmunk feeders in the yard, and an unrepentant hatred for his current crop of students.

Bria made sure she didn’t make eye contact because he was a watcher, always staring…
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He was staring now, fixated and pop-eyed, remembering Bria. Remembering her as a little girl skipping up the sidewalk and later as one of his students, bright but unfocused, a fine mind as yet untuned. He thought of her mother, Alice, a legendary hag-twat that would have been burned at the stake or hanged from an oak limb 300-years before. And that brought Donna to mind, how he found her that morning with the yellow froth of vomit drying on her mouth. And that made him remember Joey. Joey so long gone but never forgotten. He could see Joey on the day he left for the Army and that look in his eyes, that haunted look that said, I don’t want to do this but you expect me to, so I will. And ever since, Mr. Hammerberg had seen those eyes and that look—and the guilt of it—tore his guts out.
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Bria walked on through soccer mom hell, past a neo-classical aberration with too many windows and a mutiny of dormers. The classic Disney dad was out seeding his golf course lawn and bossing his kids around, a typical over-stressed, overextended muppie hacking his way through the entrepreneurial underbrush, reaching for that first million before the banks buried him alive. He was chatting on his phone, red-faced and miserable. The name on the brick-and-bronze mailbox (in elegant script) said, FALCONI.

This is what is encouraged, Bria thought. In school, in society, keep reaching and scrambling until it kills you. Appearance is more important than content.

Oh, there was Anna Lee Posey out watering her buttercups, forget-me-nots, and zinnias. Back bent, balancing herself with a cane, little more than four feet tall, she’d been a fixture in the neighborhood since the upper Paleozoic. She was a kind old lady (long as you didn’t fuck with her flowers or her cats) and much-loved. She had to be in her mid-eighties if she was a day. Good God, how did she keep going? She coiled her hose back up, cast a sidelong glance at Bria, stared, cocked her head to one side, then waved.

She can’t see you, Bria thought, not at this distance. She’s just waving. Wave back.

So, she did, not that Anna Lee seemed to notice as she fussed over her flowers…
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Although her eyesight, like her mind, was fading fast, Anna Lee saw Bria quite clearly. So young, oh dear Christ, so deliciously wonderfully young. To be like that again if only for a day! A young beautiful rose and not a withered, dying weed. Thoughts raced through Anna Lee’s mind like clouds across a blue sky. Age, age, age. It took everything from you one day at a time. That was the horror of it. It felt…it felt like you’d been invaded by a parasite that slowly drained your youth and health like a vampire sucking blood. That’s what age was, she knew: a parasite that sucked you dry and ate your soul.

As she watched Bria pass by, she frowned at her youth. Why, there was enough of it in that girl for everyone.
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Next door, Bria knew, were the Geroys, Tony and Pammy. They were old stoners and everyone knew it, very New Age, tie-dyed, into alternative medicine, herb lore, and crystal power. Bria used to chum around with Autumn, their daughter, who was a med student at Western now. In fact, the first time Bria got high was at Autumn’s thirteenth birthday sleepover when Autumn raided her dad’s stash. Bria liked the Geroys; they were okay. Real easy, tolerant, non-judgmental. People think Tony’s just a pothead, Bria remembered her dad saying. They forget he’s got an MBA from Cornell and knows more about the markets than any twelve Wall Street suits. Pammy was nice, too, but she had an edge. Maybe Tony made the money, but Pammy was the hand that rocked the cradle and ruled the world. Don’t piss her off, Autumn had once said. I’m serious. She’s got three-inch claws, fangs, and eats her meat raw.

Bria looked across the street.

There were the Moodys and the Bakers. In-between, ah yes, another tract mansion where the Tillings once lived in their little house. They were dead now and so was their old home. What had taken its place was unspeakable: a hulking Frankensteinian monstrosity pieced together from the corpses of Colonials, Spanish villas, and Tudors. And next to it, why Mr. DeYoung. A lifelong bachelor, he was considered to be the neighborhood perv who liked to watch all the girls and wives parading by (with his hand down his pants, some said). Another watcher like Mr. Hammerberg, but worse. When they were kids, Bria and the other girls did not trick-or-treat at the DeYoung house…and probably because Megan Moody had told them that Mr. DeYoung snatched kids and tied up virgins in his basement where he tortured them and did far worse things while they screamed.

Bullshit, of course. Yet…Mr. DeYoung was an 8.5 on the old Creep Scale…
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Mr. DeYoung watched her through the window and thought what a pretty girl she was. Even her name was pretty. Bria, Bria, Bria. He hadn’t seen her in a long time. Now she was back.

Girls. They were strange creatures that were real and yet lived in the twilight world of his dreams. Sometimes he had the most awful, sweaty fantasies of laying his hands on them and making them cry out. Aunt Selma told him long ago that good boys did not do such things and he always, always did what Selma said. When he didn’t, she punished him. Thinking of the terrible things she did to him, he found himself getting excited. He saw Bria but thought of Selma with hot forks and cigarette butts and hurting hands. The memory made him so excited he began to masturbate.
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Bria stopped because she saw someone she liked: Lara Stromm. Lara was a tall, striking blonde whose husband—was it Joe? Jim?—was a Class-A jack-off that didn’t deserve her. Bria liked Lara. But Lara had issues and lots of baggage, which was probably why she married the turd she did. Her father (it was said) was some kind of holy roller preacher that beat her and her sisters when she was a kid. He died in state prison where he was serving life for molesting children. Somebody stabbed him like ten times. Poor Lara.

She was painting her little white picket fence. She had a baby in a carriage nearby. Bria had heard she’d been preggers.

“Hey, Lara,” she said.

Lara looked at her, slid her black Ray-Ban Wayfarers up onto her head, peered closely with her bright blue eyes, flicking a long strand of wheat-colored hair away from her face. “Bria? Oh my God! When did you get back? I haven’t seen you in ages.”

Lara gave her a brief but warm, crushing hug. Long-limbed and lean-muscled, she was everything Bria wanted to be as a clumsy teenager. God, she even smelled like honey and fresh air. Some people just had it going on.

Look at her complexion, it’s perfect. She probably doesn’t even have sweat glands.

“I’m just back for a couple weeks and then it’s off to a job downstate and back to school in the fall.” Bria shrugged, self-consciously running a hand through her burgundy-streaked pixie haircut, all the while studying Lara’s long golden locks which she knew were perfectly natural. God.

“English major, I hear.” Lara seemed pleased. “Creative writing is what I’m hearing. Are you working on a novel?”

Bria chuckled. “Of course. Every English major is.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about everything I’ve ever seen and all those things I don’t understand.”

“Wonderfully vague. I like it.” Lara put an arm around her. “Oh, here to see your ma, eh? Well, if you need to escape, come and see me. We’ll get drunk and talk. I’m alone most all the time. Save for the grub over there.”

Bria looked at the boy in the stroller. Well under a year, very blond and Nordic like his mom. Adorable. He smiled at her and went back to his bottle.

“You can call him Billy if you want, but he’s better known as the Grub.”

They had a laugh over that and Bria hesitantly went on her way, gathering strength for 2314 Birch. She had promised Lara she’d stop by. She intended to keep that promise, one way or another…
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Lara watched her leave and badly wanted to leave with her because she didn’t seem to know who she was anymore. Joe had tried again and again to teach her her place in the greater scheme of things, just as her father once had. She remained confused. Sometimes she thought no one was who they claimed to be, and she was trapped in the center of a spinning alien cosmos.
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Walking on, Bria studied the neighborhood in more detail and began to get a crawly feeling along the back of her neck that told her she was being studied. She instantly thought of Mr. DeYoung or Mr. Hammerberg even, but it was neither.

She stopped dead there on the sidewalk.

Like any other college-age girl, she’d had her share of weirdos and pervs stare at her. It was unwanted, often unpleasant, but rarely threatening. Unlike this. Somebody was watching her with burning eyes. She felt like an insect writhing beneath a magnifying glass. The eyes (if that’s really what this was about) were literally crawling over her. Not just her neck, but down her spine and over her ass and legs and right back up again.

She looked around, icy to her core despite the heat, as if she had just been splashed with freezing water. There was nobody. Nobody that she could see at any rate.

Still, the feeling of being studied persisted. It could have been any number of busybodies in the nabe. The same ones that had spread malicious gossip about her when she was a teenager{MISSING SYMBOL}that she was strung out on drugs, pregnant, suicidal, and having affairs with older men. When she was sixteen and going through some very hard times, they decided she was a violent lesbian that worshipped the Devil and all because she had gone emo like a lot of girls at school, dying her hair purple, getting her lips pierced, and wearing torn black t-shirts.

But that’s the sort of neighborhood Birch Street was, shiny and friendly and spotless on the surface, but vile and prejudiced and hypocritical underneath.

“Hey! Is that you, Bria?”

She turned and there was Mr. Bagmore. He was strictly warmed-over 1960s stock with a withering seam of anti-establishment still ruminating in his soul. He’d been friends with her dad and later with Giggling Roger. If anyone knew the lay of the land, it was Mr. Bagmore.

“The prodigal daughter returns with a head full of higher education.”

“That’s what they tell me, anyway.”

Mr. Bagmore smiled, swallowed. “I ran into Alice the other day. She’s pretty proud of you and so am I.”

“Thanks.” She could see by the sparkle in his eyes that he was indeed proud of her, and she could also see that he was lying about her mother. Oh, Alice said something, all right, but whatever it was, it had little to do with pride.

Bria swallowed that down. Negativity. Dispense with it. There would be enough of that later. For right now, there was that sense of being watched. It had not lessened; it had intensified.

“I wish Tanny had lived to see this. You were always one of her favorites. We always knew you’d go places.”

Tanny, his wife, had died two years before. They had three kids, but the oldest was probably in his forties. They were scattered across the country and Mr. Bagmore was most certainly alone. All he had now was his dog and his baseball games on the radio…
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Except he no longer had the dog because Dozer wandered away one afternoon not three weeks before and got his ass pasted on 7th Avenue. The one time Mr. Bagmore didn’t tie up the silly old mutt, he got his guts splashed for thirty feet by a UPS truck. How’s that for fate kicking you in the nuts when you’re down? With Tanny being gone via the big C, old Doz was all he really had.

Now his only entertainment was watching the neighborhood go by and realizing that he was not really part of it and maybe never had been. Ah, quaint peaceful suburbia, lily-white, conservative, and Christian, an ode to those non-threatening years of the 1950s. The kids played ball in the green grass, the wives—born and bred to keep up with those damn Joneses—gardened and perused Reader’s Digest or some equally white-washed periodical for sock puppets, and the men worked twelve- and fifteen-hour days in investment brokerages or insurance offices or pallid little start-ups, busting their asses so they could be the first to have a stroke or a major coronary before they were forty. Mr. Bagmore watched it all go by, the synthetic lives, the greed, the muppie social status, the elusive first million. The only thing that really disturbed him was that the kids would all follow the same path of misery set by their ladder-scaling parents and the cycle would repeat itself ad infinitum, ad nauseam.

Would there ever be an end to it?

Of course, he didn’t say any of that to Bria. He wasn’t sure she’d understand. At the same time, something in her eyes told him she understood too well.
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“Glad to have you back, Bree,” he said. “Stop by.”

She promised him she would.

A tall, pretty redhead in a sports bra and yoga shorts ran by, her face beaded with sweat. Now there’s some candy for Mr. DeYoung to watch. The woman said, “’s up?” and jogged away, her small, perky breasts bouncing happily. Bria waved to Mrs. Standish across the street (her babysitter back in the day) and said hi to Margie Blowers who’d been her Girl Scout leader once upon a time. She didn’t stop and chat with Margie because Margie was Mother Alice’s best friend and her daughter—Polly Pukebag in school—was her sworn enemy. Margie watched her, stroking her little white Pomeranian the entire time. Its name was Bigsby and it was only slightly less annoying than she was.

Bria had no doubt that all the nasty gossip about her had originated with Polly, Margie being its primary vector.
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When Margie saw Bria and acknowledged her limp wave, she had the most horrible feeling deep, deep inside her that something unspeakable was just over the horizon. Then it vanished, and she shook it off. Bria. Alice’s headstrong daughter. She’d come home and she would make trouble for Alice because that’s what girls like her did. In their independence, they did not realize or accept the wisdom of their mothers who were only trying, after all, to mold them into a better version of themselves…
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Other than the infestation of ugly architecture, the neighborhood looked mostly the same. Bria saw many of the same people she’d known in high school. Maybe they were more stooped over or graying, fatter or thinner, but other than that and a slight influx of newbies, it was the same old, same old.

But it’s not, a voice in her head informed her. There’s something in the air and you know it. Birch Street looks like a kid’s playset, Malibu Barbie dreamhouses and pretty plastic figures, a synthetic world of synthetic people…but there’s something behind it, something dark.

That was what passed through her head. Then it was gone and she pretty much forgot thinking it in the first place.

As a teenager, her emotions and impulses were always in hyperdrive, teetering dangerously from one extreme to the next. Some days she cried her eyes out and sneered at who she saw in the mirror; on others, she was cold as ice, incapable of even smiling, quarried from stone.

But now, at twenty, she told herself she was different. That the old Bria was gone.

Ah, the rose bushes of 2314 Birch. This was home. This was where Mother Alice would be waiting behind the whitewashed door. This was endgame.

She moved up the flagstone walk to the porch, her guts filling her throat, sensing danger as if she was approaching the dark cave of a grizzly bear.

She looked up and was startled that a small white face was watching her from the octagonal attic window. It was Sady. By the time Bria got her hand up to wave, the face was gone.

Why the hell would she be up there?

Bria realized that was a foolish question. This was the same kid who used to lock herself in the closet and read by flashlight. She was always hard to figure.

As was Alice.

At the bottom of the steps, Bria paused, breathing in and out again.

It was time.
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“So, you’re here,” Alice said.

Bria’s voice shriveled in her throat. She’d had high and randy plans of storming into the house and letting her mother know that she was not the person who had left years before, but someone else. Someone strong and assertive who walked tall. Someone who had her own ideas and opinions and would happily go to the mat for them. A strong, confident young woman who did not take shit. At least, those were her plans…but being confronted by Mother Alice took the guts and steam right out of her. She had no voice. No willpower. No resolve. In fact, she had nothing. She was a skinny, gangly, scatterbrained thirteen-year-old again beneath Alice’s feral gaze. Alice had a way of making you always feel like an undignified oaf with gravy on your tie, asparagus wedged in your teeth, and your fly wide open.

“Is there something wrong?”

Bria shook her head nearly spasmodically. “No.”

You’re on the fencing team, dear, so defend yourself.

Alice advanced. “Well, why are you just standing there? You look like you want to cry.”

Attagirl, Mom, don’t parry, plunge the blade in deep.

Bria swallowed, pulling something up from inside herself. She either struck back now or Alice would dominate her for the next two weeks, humiliating her at every turn until she was reduced to the same weak-kneed, pudding-gutted wallflower she’d been when she left.

Time to lunge. “Well,” Bria said, not catty but firm, “it’s long been known that you have a gift for exaggeration.”

Alice reeled. She didn’t see that coming. Point. She licked her lips repeatedly (it was an unpleasant habit of hers when she was upset). “Hmm. Well, well, you might have a learned a few things at the university—” she said this with absolute derision “—but manners are not among them.”

Bria was still standing in the doorway, hanging onto her bag. She did not feel like she was home, a place that was safe and comfortable. No, this was like a poor imitation of what a home should be. Alice was appraising her like a TSA officer. Maybe a cavity search would be next.

“Speaking of manners,” Bria said, pressing her attack, “you might want to brush up on yours. It’s customary to greet someone when you haven’t seen them in a while.”

Alice was grinding her teeth. Another point. She was trying to think of something polite yet cutting to say but coming up short. As Bria stepped toward her, she stepped back. Classic Alice. She was a study in fear—fear of getting too close and fear of getting too far away, fear of investing herself and divesting herself and losing control. There was a constant struggle going on inside her, an emotional blood sport.

“I’m glad you’re home. It’s nice to finally see you again,” she managed. “I know you’ve been busy, but a phone call from time to time would be nice.”

“Every time I call, we fight.”

“We do not.”

“Yes, Mother, we do.”

Thrust, parry.

“But that’s my fault, isn’t it? It’s because I’m a bad person who can’t live up to your ideals, I’m sure. Well, I’m sorry,” Mother Alice said, a white froth of saliva at her lips. “It’s hard for the rest of us little people to live up to your grand expectations. We should be honored that you even speak to us.”

Bria just shook her head.

Good God, this could have been any conversation they’d had in the past few years. That was the sad, pathetic part about it. Bet you ten bucks she lies in bed at night and scripts this shit out. Bria wouldn’t have been surprised. Alice was a lot of things, but she rarely arrived unprepared for battle. She liked to organize her life the way other people organized drawers.

Bria pushed past her into the kitchen. She stood there a moment too long, feeling dizzy and disoriented, knowing the room and hating it because it was so tied up in all the things that had gone wrong for her as a teenager.

Do something. If you freeze up like this Alice will know why.

She found a pitcher of lemonade in the fridge and poured herself a glass. When she saw Alice leaning in the doorway, watching her, she said, “There’s no arsenic in this, is there?”

Alice gave her a sour look that could’ve turned milk. But it wouldn’t stop there; no way. Bria knew she would have to parry. Alice was planning another attack. They were circling each other, seeking out weak spots. As she sipped her lemonade, she noticed that Mother Alice had out her summer kitchen decorations—everything was peach motif: cookie jars, wall hangings, even the hand towels on the stove. These would disappear precisely on the 15th of September and be replaced by harvest patterns. To leave them up beyond the 15th would be to invite calamity.

“Would you like something to eat with that?” Alice asked, thrusting into her daughter’s soft white underbelly.

“No, I’m good.”

“Maybe just a sandwich.”

“No.”

“How about a salad? I have fresh tomatoes. Margie grew them.”

The idea of that definitely turned Bria’s stomach{MISSING SYMBOL}anything Margie produced (like Polly, for instance) was gag-inducing. “No, I’m not hungry.”

Alice had found a nerve and she was going to work it. She was an expert. Bria could already feel herself weakening.

“When’s the last time you ate anything?” Alice wanted to know.

“I had an egg this morning.”

It was absolute bullshit, of course, but Bria felt she had to say something, anything. She had not eaten in days. Just the idea of this meeting, this confrontation, had tied her stomach in knots.

Alice moved in for the kill. “Are you throwing up again?”

There it was. No more beating around the bush. This is exactly what Alice had wanted to ask all along.

Bria sighed. “No, I don’t do that anymore, but if I’m forced to eat something Margie touched, I just might.”

Alice didn’t like that. She had her daughter on the ropes, how dare she strike back just when she was going for the jugular! Now poor Alice had no choice but to back off. She had lost her footing. She played about, discussing the weather and the summer, random bits of gossip concerning the nabe.

“I was talking with Margie,” she said, recovering slowly.

In fencing, Bria knew, this was a feint, a false attack. Alice said this and nothing more, carefully gauging her daughter’s reaction which would instruct her on how to proceed.

“Lucky you.”

Alice ignored that. “Polly was telling her you have a very active social life at the U.”

Alice was advancing again. She was accusing her daughter of being promiscuous. Well-played, Mother. Well-played. Bria said nothing. Draw her in, draw her in. Polly Pukebag. Gah. For some ungodly, positively obscene reason, Alice liked her and probably because Polly was much like herself—all hollow pretense. She was wound tight, constantly fighting to keep all the nasty, painful things inside duly suppressed and locked in their individual cages. If they got out, the world might see how frail and broken she truly was, how frustrated and hurt just like all the others. And that would be a sign of weakness. So, like Alice, she kept a tight rein on the soft, squirmy things of her id. She conformed. She dressed right, spoke well, used her manners, never cried or caused trouble, presenting the world with a gleaming, well-polished shell that was wonderfully predictable and trouble free (and godawful empty).

On Birch Street, that was how things were done.

“Polly told Margie you have a lot of friends,” Alice said, moving in slowly.

“Being the campus whore, she would know.”

Counter-thrust.

It nearly drew blood, but Alice was still on her feet. “You particularly spend a lot of time with a certain professor, I understand. One that is twice your age. Is that true?”

Don’t deny it. “It is. Dr. Denning. He’s my advisor. He runs the Communications Lab.”

“What else does he run?”

Bria finished her lemonade. Years ago, she would have flown off the handle and made a fool of herself, which was exactly what Alice was fishing for. But not now. Hey, maybe she had grown up since she was gone. She didn’t like to consider the possibility (and mainly because she would have had to admit she was immature before), but maybe there was something to it.

She looked from her mother to the spice rack on the wall. Annually, Alice put a level to it to make sure it was even. She could not live with unbalanced things, save, perhaps, herself. The spices were arranged alphabetically. Bria had gotten screamed at once when she put several back out of order.

“There’s no romantic relationship between us, Mother, so get your mind out of the filthy black gutter…if possible.” Thrust. “Polly handles all the blowjobs on campus.” Another thrust. Alice was losing her stamina now. Time to press things. Flèche: a violent, running attack. “Interestingly enough, Dr. Denning has written several scholarly books on abnormal psychology which is something I’m fascinated by. It helps me understand you.”

Before Alice could think of an appropriate counter-attack, Bria purposely bumped into the flour and sugar containers which were carefully regimented. She could almost hear a psychic gasp escape her mother. She pressed the attack. She removed several spices—sage, mustard seed, and cinnamon—and made a show of examining them. Then she deliberately returned them out of order. She thrusted again and again, knocking one of the peach towels from the stove bar, bumping into a painting on the wall that featured a wooden bowl of juicy peaches.

Alice was showing all the signs of a building panic attack. She was weakened, leaning against the countertop. One last thrust would finish her, but Bria pulled back. She would leave her opponent here, broken and gored.

“You…you…you think you’re so smart,” Alice began, trying to recover even as her life’s blood spilled to the floor. “After all I’ve done for you.” Now came the guilt trip. “Your father would be so disappointed.”

That hurt. It really hurt.

“Shut up, Alice,” Bria said, which she knew was exactly what her dad would have said. “You were born alone and you’ll die alone.”

Which was an absolutely cruel and insufferable thing to say, but Mother Alice had a way of bringing out the best in people.

Match…
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Alice was speechless. Once again, that little bitch had come to sow discord and reap grief. She was trouble when she was a teenager and only Alice’s firm hand kept her in line.

So cocksure.

So arrogant.

So superior.

Maybe she’d forgotten the pandemonium of her teenage years, the turbulence she created in the calm waters of this family, but Alice had not. She remembered very well the problems Bria caused and the awful aftermath of it, the wreckage she left in her wake, how she ultimately crashed and burned, the darkness and mania she brought to this household, and the final destruction she wrought on herself.

“But I’m sure she blames me,” Alice said under her breath after her daughter was gone. “It was all my fault. It was always all my fault. I was repressive and invasive and overbearing. That’s what she would say. That I pushed her into it all.”

She did not know who had returned from the U, but it was not Bria. A stranger, a pod person perhaps, a parasitic lifeform. The real Bria (the one Alice could control) had been duplicated, assimilated by this mouthy, snotty, uppity little wench. She was not Bria, but an alien thing. Alice remembered her own daughter very well. She saw her now in her pretty dresses and ribbons and princess shoes, always smiling, always so eager to please her mother as all daughters should be. God, what she would have given to have little Bria back…
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Bria made it up to her room, shut the door and locked it. It took all the strength she had left. Leaning against it, panting, her head throbbing, she nearly went to her knees.

Oh no, she thought, don’t let it come back.

Slowly, she slid down to the floor. The room was spinning, rotating in ever-widening circles. Her brain was boiling in her skull. It was bubbling, steaming, liquefying. At least, that’s how it felt as she waited for it to come splashing out of her ears. Her breath was caught in the narrowing channel of her throat, her heart galloping madly in her chest. Tiny BB-sized beads of sweat popped on her brow, running down the bridge of her nose. Gasping, her guts convulsing in waves to her throat, she crawled on her belly until she reached the garbage can. She would throw up in it. Just like the old days, regurgitating some watery bile that would soon enough become blood.

“No!” she heard her own voice cry with some urgency. “No, no, no, no!”

I am not that person.

Gradually, she began to calm at the point where the shadows in the corner grew long and suggestive. Immediately, they retreated as she regained control. She was not the bad girl in the Dark Castle who could not get out of bed, her precious tissues and organs starved to the point where they began to cannibalize themselves. That person no longer existed. She told herself that she could go to the mirror right now and she would not see that horrible, skullish face leering back at her, that pale and deathly visage with its eyes juicy red from all the blood vessels broken during bouts of vomiting.

“Bad things, all bad things,” Bria told herself. “Put them in the box and close the lid.”

That made her feel better.

Ten minutes later, she had nearly forgotten about the episode.

Alice.

Goddamn Alice brought it all on. I knew she would.

That little exchange had taken more strength than just about anything else in her life. But she did it. She neutered the old crow. It was a start.

Bria looked around her room.

God, nothing had been changed since she went away to school. Nothing. Same posters on the walls, same magazines on the desk. Even the Justin Bieber poster (now, that was embarrassing). Bria had only been home once during her time at the U. It was for Christmas and it had been ugly. Alice had bought her a box of leopard-print peek-a-boo panties from Victoria’s Secret. You’re a college girl now and we all know what college girls are like. That had only been the first engagement in the Christmas war of attrition that had kept her away since.

The room was creepy. It was so…untouched. Everything was the way she left it in high school. Oh, sure it had been dusted regularly, the linen changed, but afterwards everything returned to exactly the way it had been. She wouldn’t have put it past Alice to measure things so that they would be in precise relation to one another.

No more.

She sat on the bed, angrily disarranging the magazines on the desk which promptly fell to the floor. Two issues of Seventeen. Bella Thorne was on the cover of one and Victoria Justice on the other. She kicked them under the bed with her heel.

There was a knock at the door, a light rattling of knuckles.

“Mother,” Bria said, “let it lay, just let it lay. It’s enough for one day.”

“It’s me” a soft voice with a slight lisp said. “It’s Sady.”

“Oh.”

Bria got up off the bed, actually seemed to launch
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