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Blood on Her Fingers

The silence in our house was always loudest after Mother played the piano. It was as if the notes lingered, clinging to the walls and the high ceilings, haunting the corridors long after her fingers had stilled. That evening, the silence was different; it was thick, almost tangible, like the air before a storm. I remember standing at the threshold of her study, the door slightly ajar, and watching her. She was a picture of elegance and precision, her back straight, her movements deliberate. The music she played was a somber melody, one I had heard many times before, but that night, it seemed to mourn something yet to pass.

I should have known then that something was amiss. Mother never played from her heart; she played from a place of control, a place where every note was a calculated decision, and every pause a strategic move. But that night, there was a tremor in her hands, a slight quiver that betrayed her usual composure. I watched the blood on her fingers, a dark contrast to the ivory keys, and I felt a strange sense of detachment, as though I were observing a scene from someone else's life.

The blood was the first thing that struck me as odd. It was smeared across her forehead too; a grim imitation of the ash crosses she would wear on Ash Wednesday. I called out to her, my voice steady despite the unease that coiled in my stomach. She didn't turn around, and didn't acknowledge me. It was unlike her to ignore me so blatantly. Margaret Montgomery was many things, but negligent wasn't one of them.

I pushed the door open further, the creak of the hinges piercing the silence. "Mother?" I ventured closer, my footsteps muffled by the plush carpet. The room was dimly lit, the only source of light coming from the desk lamp, its glow casting long shadows across the room. The air smelled of jasmine and iron. It was her perfume and the metallic tang of blood.

She slumped forward then, her body going limp. The music died abruptly, the final note echoing in the air like a ghostly whisper. I rushed to her side, my heart pounding in my chest. Her head lolled to one side, and I could see the wound on her temple. It was a jagged cut that oozed blood in a slow, rhythmic pulse.

"Mother!" I cried out, my hands hovering over her, unsure of where to touch, or what to do. I had never seen so much blood, never witnessed such raw vulnerability from her. She was the pillar of our family, always in control, always the one other people leaned on. And now, here she was, broken and bleeding on the floor of her beloved study.

I fumbled for my phone in the pocket of my jeans, my fingers shaking as I dialed 911. The operator's voice was calm, too calm, as she asked me to detail the scene. I told her about the blood, about Mother's unconscious form, and about the fear that was rapidly replacing the detachment I had felt just moments before.

While I spoke, I noticed something glinting near the piano bench. It was a piano key, one of the black ones, stained with blood. Without thinking, I slipped it into my pocket. It felt like a piece of evidence, something important that I couldn't yet understand.

The operator’s voice was a distant echo as she instructed me to check for a pulse. I placed two fingers against Mother's neck, feeling for the steady throb of life beneath her cool skin. It was there, faint but present, and a surge of relief washed over me. She was alive, and help was on the way.

As I waited for the paramedics, I couldn't help but scan the room, my gaze landing on the open window. The curtains billowed gently in the evening breeze, and I remembered Mother's insistence on fresh air, no matter the time of day or the state of her meticulously maintained home. But tonight, the open window felt like an invitation, a beckoning to something dark and unspoken.

The sound of sirens in the distance brought me back to the present. I stood; my legs unsteady and moved to the doorway to guide the emergency responders to Mother's side. They worked with swift precision, their voices a low murmur as they assessed her condition and prepared her for transport.

I watched, detached once more, as they lifted her onto a stretcher and wheeled her out of the house. The flashing lights of the ambulance painted the scene in alternating hues of red and blue, casting an otherworldly glow on the faces of the neighbors who had begun to gather outside. I could feel their eyes on me, a mix of curiosity and pity, but I felt nothing. It was as if I were encased in a bubble of silence, the world around me muffled and distant.

Detective Leena Graves arrived shortly after the paramedics, her presence commanding attention even amidst the chaos. She was a striking woman, her sharp gaze missing nothing as she surveyed the scene. I remember the way she looked at me, her eyes assessing, and calculating. She introduced herself and asked if I was okay, but her tone suggested she already suspected I wasn't.

I nodded, my throat tight. I looked like a traumatized son—shaken, pale, innocent amid a family tragedy. But inside, a spark I couldn't name threatened to ignite a fire I wasn't ready for.

Detective Graves began asking questions, her voice steady and reassuring. She wanted to know about the events leading up to the attack, about any visitors we'd had that day, and about my father, the man who had left us two years prior and had become nothing more than a ghost, haunting the edges of our lives.

I told her what she wanted to hear, my words flowing easily, almost too easily. I spoke of the tension between my parents, of my father's explosive temper, of the way he had looked at my mother the last time he was here with a look that spoke of resentment and unspoken anger. It was a narrative I had constructed in my mind, one that painted my father as the villain in our family's story.

As I told my tale, I could see the detective taking notes, her brow furrowed in concentration. She asked about the open window, and about any signs of forced entry. I told her I hadn't noticed anything out of the ordinary, that the window was often left open for the breeze. But as I spoke, a small part of me wondered if I had truly been as observant as I claimed.

The detective's questions continued, each one probing deeper into the fabric of our family's façade. She asked about my relationship with my mother, about whether we had argued recently. I shook my head, insisting that we were close, and that Mother and I understood each other in a way that no one else could. It was a lie, of course, but one that felt necessary. The truth, that we were locked in a constant battle of wills, that she had never accepted the person I truly was. It was a secret that I intended to keep buried.

As the night wore on, the house began to fill with people. Police officers, crime scene investigators, all moving with purpose, their presence a stark contrast to the stillness that had enveloped our home just hours before. I watched them from the sidelines, my thoughts a whirlwind of confusion and fear. I was acutely aware of the piano key in my pocket, its presence a silent weight against my leg.

Eventually, Detective Graves suggested I spend the night with a neighbor. I nodded, grateful for the reprieve, for the chance to escape the prying eyes and whispered speculations. But as I left the house, I couldn't resist the urge to glance back at Room Nine. It was the old storage room that had become my sanctuary, my place of solitude and secrets. It was there that I had hidden parts of myself that the world could never know, there that I had planned and plotted in the quiet hours of the night.

The neighbor's house was a blur of concerned faces and half-hearted reassurances. I played the part of the grieving son, my expressions carefully measured, my words chosen with precision. Inside, however, I was a tempest of emotions, each one fighting for dominance. There was guilt, yes, but also a sense of satisfaction that I couldn't quite suppress. I had set something into motion, something that would change our lives forever, and the realization of it was both terrifying and exhilarating.

Sleep eluded me that night. I lay in the guest bed, staring at the ceiling, my mind replaying the events of the evening. The blood on Mother's fingers, the look of betrayal in her eyes as she collapsed, and the weight of the piano key in my pocket. Each memory was a thread in the tapestry of deceit I had woven. I told myself that I had done this for us, for the family that was never quite as perfect as it appeared. I had done this to expose the cracks, to shatter the illusion of happiness that Mother clung to so desperately.

But as the night waned and the first light of dawn crept through the curtains, doubt began to gnaw at the edges of my convictions. Had I truly seen my father that night, or had my mind conjured his image from the depths of my own resentment and pain? The details were hazy, the timeline fragmented, and try as I might, I couldn't piece together a coherent sequence of events.

I rose from the bed, my body heavy with exhaustion and guilt. The house was silent; the world outside still lost in the remnants of sleep. I made my way to the bathroom, my reflection in the mirror a stranger to me. The refection had dark circles under hollow eyes, a face devoid of the innocence, something I had always prided myself on. I splashed water on my face, the chill of it doing little to wash away the unease that clung to me like a second skin.

As I dressed, my thoughts returned to Room Nine. It was more than just a storage room; it was a vault for my secrets, a place where I could be myself without fear of judgment or reprimand. It was there that I had first acknowledged my sexuality, there that I had mourned the loss of my father's approval, and there that I had hatched the plan that led to this moment.

I knew I shouldn't return to the house, not with the police still investigating, but the pull of Room Nine was irresistible. I needed to ensure that nothing had been disturbed, that the evidence of my true self remained hidden from prying eyes. Slipping out of the neighbor's house, I moved through the early morning shadows, the dew-soaked grass cool under my feet.

The Montgomery residence loomed before me, an imposing silhouette against the pale sky. I approached with caution, half-expecting to find officers still milling about, but the property was eerily deserted. I made my way to the side entrance, the one that led directly to the wing of the house where Room Nine was nestled. My heart pounded in my chest, the rhythm of it a frantic drumbeat echoing the turmoil in my mind.

The door creaked softly as I pushed it open, the sound unnaturally loud in the stillness. I paused, listening for any indication that I had been detected, but there was nothing—only the steady hum of the house settling around me. I slipped inside, closing the door with a quiet click, and crept down the hallway, my footsteps muffled by the thick carpet.

Room Nine was at the end of the corridor, its door a nondescript panel of wood that blended seamlessly with the wall. I had chosen this room for its isolation, for the privacy it afforded me. It was a space that belonged to no one else, a space where I could explore the facets of my identity that I kept hidden from the world.

I reached into my pocket, my fingers brushing against the bloodied piano key. It was a reminder of what had transpired, a tangible link to the night's events. I turned the key in the lock, the mechanism clicking open with a sense of finality. The door swung inward, revealing the cluttered interior of Room Nine.

The room was a mosaic of my life, bookshelves lined with literature and art history texts, a desk strewn with sheet music and composition notebooks, and a grand metronome that ticked away the seconds with relentless precision. The walls were adorned with sketches and paintings, some of which were my own creations. They depicted scenes of freedom and escape, of soaring landscapes and vast, open skies. A stark contrast to the confines of my existence.

I moved to the metronome, its steady tick-tock a comforting presence amidst the chaos. I lifted the weight on the pendulum arm, silencing the sound, and then carefully unscrewed the cap at the base. Inside, hidden within the hollow body, was a small compartment where I kept my most private thoughts and mementos. I placed the bloodied piano key alongside a collection of letters, photographs, and other items that chronicled my journey of self-discovery.

As I closed the metronome, my gaze fell upon a small, leather-bound journal that lay conspicuously on the desk. It was Mother's, I realized with a start. The cover was embossed with her initials, M.M., and it was filled with her elegant, looping handwriting. My heart skipped a beat as I reached for it, a sense of dread creeping over me. What secrets did it hold? What truths about our family, about me, might be inscribed on its pages?

I flipped the journal open to a random page, my eyes scanning the lines of text. Her words were a mix of observations about the art she studied and personal reflections that offered a glimpse into her innermost thoughts. There were mentions of me, passages where she grappled with her failure to understand me, to connect with me on a level that transcended her own discomfort.

As I read, I felt a pang of sorrow for the relationship we could have had, for the love that had been overshadowed by her need for control and my need to break free. The journal was a testament to her struggle, to the fear that I might one day slip through her fingers and become something, someone she couldn't mold to her liking.

I turned the page, and my breath caught in my throat. There, in stark contrast to the rest of the entries, was a passage that spoke of her growing unease about my behavior. She wrote of her concerns that I had become secretive, withdrawn, and how she feared that the influence of Room Nine on my state of mind. "I'm afraid of what he might become," she had written, the words a chilling echo of my own internal conflict.

The realization that Mother had been watching me, that she had sensed the darkness that lurked beneath my carefully constructed façade, sent a shiver down my spine. Had she suspected the depth of my deception? Had she begun to piece together the puzzle even before the attack that left her comatose?

I closed the journal, the weight of her words pressing down on me. I knew I should return it to her study, that its discovery in Room Nine would raise questions I wasn't prepared to answer. But I couldn't bring myself to part with it, not yet. It was a piece of her, a piece of our fractured relationship, and I needed to understand, to absorb the meaning behind her fears.

I placed the journal back on the desk, aligning it perfectly with the edge. It was a habit I had picked up from her. The room, once a refuge, now felt like a trap, the walls closing in with every tick of the silent metronome. I needed to leave, to clear my head and regain control of the narrative that was rapidly unraveling.
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Appearance Must be Maintained.

The morning after Mother's attack was a performance, a carefully choreographed display of grief and resilience. I awoke in the guest room of our neighbor's house, the scent of their lavender-scented laundry detergent clinging to the unfamiliar sheets. The events of the previous night hung over me like a shroud, a constant reminder of the role I had to play. I was the son of Margaret Montgomery, the golden boy of a family in crisis, and the world expected nothing less than perfection from me, even in the face of tragedy.

I dressed in the clothes that had been provided to me, a crisp white shirt and dark trousers, the attire of a mourner. The fabric felt stiff against my skin, a physical manifestation of the armor I donned each day to face the world. As I caught sight of myself in the mirror, I was struck by the calmness of my expression. It was as if I were looking at someone else, a stranger who had mastered the art of deception with ease.

Breakfast was a somber affair. The neighbors offered sympathetic smiles and platitudes that slid off me like raindrops on glass. I thanked them for their kindness, my voice steady, my demeanor composed. I was playing the part they expected of me, the grieving son, the model of strength in the face of adversity. But inside, I was a storm of conflicting emotions, each one vying for control.

I excused myself as soon as it was polite to do so, citing the need to be available for the police should they have further questions. The truth was, I needed to escape the cloying atmosphere of sympathy and concern. I needed space to breathe, to think, and to remind myself of the narrative I had so carefully constructed.

The walk back to the Montgomery residence was a blur of early morning sunlight and the rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze. The neighborhood was awake now, the idyllic suburban streets buzzing with the quiet hum of daily life. It was a world untouched by the darkness that had seeped into my own, a world where the Montgomery family was still the epitome of grace and sophistication.

As I approached our home, I could see the yellow police tape fluttering in the wind, a stark contrast to the pristine exterior of the house. The once-manicured lawn was marred by the evidence of the night's events, footprints in the grass, the faint outline of the ambulance's path, and the open window of Mother's study, like a silent scream in the fabric of our lives.

I paused at the edge of the property, taking in the scene with a detached curiosity. It was as if I were observing the aftermath of someone else's tragedy, not the shattering of my own family's facade. The house watched me with silent reproach, the windows reflecting the sun’s harsh light. I felt the first stirrings of unease. This was no longer the sanctuary I had known. It was a crime scene, a place where secrets had spilled out into the open.

With a deep breath, I stepped onto the property, the crunch of gravel underfoot the only sound to break the silence. The front door was unlocked, and the police having finished their initial investigation. I entered cautiously, half-expecting to find the remnants of chaos, but the house had been restored to its usual state of immaculate order. The blood had been cleaned from the study's carpet, the piano bench returned to its proper place, and yet, the air was heavy with the memory of what had transpired.

I made my way to the study, the door now standing ajar, an invitation to confront the reality of Mother's absence. The room was bathed in sunlight, the morning rays casting long shadows across the floor. It was here that Mother had spent countless hours, her fingers dancing across the piano keys, her mind lost in the world of art and history that she so adored. It was here that she had fallen, her blood painting a grim tableau that had shattered our world.

I approached the piano, my fingers brushing lightly over the keys. They were cool to the touch; the notes they produced a haunting melody that filled the room with a sense of longing. I played a few chords, the music a language through which I could express the turmoil that words could not capture. The piano key in my pocket seemed to pulse with a life of its own, a silent witness to the night's events.

The sound of the doorbell shattered the silence, pulling me from the reverie of music and memory. I hesitated, the echo of the chime lingering in the air, a reminder of the outside world and its demands. Reluctantly, I left the study, the music fading behind me as I went to answer the door.

Standing on the porch was Detective Leena Graves, her expression unreadable. She held her police badge up for me to see, a formality that seemed out of place given our previous encounter. "Elias," she greeted me, her tone professional yet tinged with a hint of concern. "I hope I'm not intruding. I have a few more questions."

I invited her in, my manners kicking in despite the unease that her presence stirred within me. We settled in the living room, a space that had been designed for comfort and conversation, now transformed into an interrogation room of sorts. Detective Graves took a seat on the sofa, her notebook in hand, while I chose the armchair across from her, a physical barrier between us.

"How are you holding up, Elias?" she asked, her eyes studying me with an intensity that made me want to squirm.

"I'm managing," I replied, my voice betraying none of the turmoil that churned beneath the surface. "It's been quite a shock."

She nodded, jotting something down in her notebook. "Of course. It's a traumatic experience for anyone. I want you to know that we're doing everything we can to find out who did this to your mother."

I nodded, my hands clasped tightly in my lap. "Thank you, Detective."

"Elias," she began, her gaze fixed on mine, "can you walk me through the night again? Any detail, no matter how small, could be important."

I recounted the events, my words measured and precise. I spoke of hearing the music stop abruptly, of finding Mother on the floor, of the open window and the blood. With each retelling, the story became more solidified in my mind, the details sharper, the narrative more convincing.

Detective Graves listened intently, interrupting only to clarify a point or to delve deeper into a particular aspect of my account. She asked about my father again, her questions probing into the fractured dynamic of our family. "You mentioned Charles' temper last night," she said, her pen poised above her notebook. "Can you give me specific examples of when he lost control?"

I hesitated. I saw the image of my father's face, confused and hurt when he was taken into custody. It was flashing before my eyes. I pushed the thought aside, reminding myself of the role he had played in our family's downfall." He had a way of making his anger known," I said carefully. "It wasn't always physical, but the threat was always there, lingering in the air like a bad smell."

"Did you witness any acts of violence between your parents?" she pressed, her gaze never wavering.

"Not directly," I admitted. "But there were times when I'd hear them arguing late at night, things being thrown, Mother's voice rising in fear. After he left, she was a shadow of her former self. It was as if he had taken a part of her with him."

Detective Graves nodded, scribbling more notes. "And how did you feel about your father's departure?"

The question caught me off guard, and for a moment, I allowed the mask of composure to slip. "I was angry," I confessed. "He abandoned us, left Mother to pick up the pieces. I couldn't understand how he could just walk away from his family."

The detective seemed to consider this, her eyes reflecting a depth of understanding that I found unsettling. "It's natural to feel anger in situations like these," she said gently. "But sometimes, that anger can cloud our judgment, make us see things that aren't there."

I felt a flicker of panic. Was she suggesting that my perception of events was skewed? That my anger towards my father had influenced my account of the attack? I swallowed hard, steadying my voice before I responded. "I understand what you're saying, Detective, but I know what I saw. My father was there that night. I'm sure of it."

She leaned back, her gaze sweeping over the room before returning to me. "Elias, there's something that's been bothering me. The back door was unlocked when we arrived, and there were no signs of forced entry. Yet, you claim your father broke in. Can you explain that?"

My mind raced, searching for a plausible explanation. "Mother often left doors unlocked," I said, the lie slipping easily from my lips. "She believed in trust, in the goodness of people. Even after everything that happened with my father, she refused to live in fear."

Detective Graves seemed to mull over my words, her skepticism evident. "And what about you, Elias? Do you share your mother's belief in the goodness of people?"

The question struck a chord, resonating with the hidden truths I had fought so hard to suppress. "I... I want to," I stammered, the uncertainty in my voice betraying the cracks in my armor. "But after what happened to Mother, it's hard to hold onto that belief."

The detective closed her notebook, her eyes locking onto mine with an unsettling intensity. "Elias, I want to believe you. I truly do. But there are inconsistencies in your story that we need to address. It's important that we get to the truth, for your mother's sake and for yours."

I nodded, a sense of dread settling in the pit of my stomach. "I understand, Detective. I want to get to the truth as well."

She stood, her presence commanding the room. "I'll be in touch, Elias. Take care of yourself."

As she left, the weight of her suspicion pressed down on me, a tangible force that threatened to suffocate the lies I had
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