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Chapter 1: The Battlefield




The crystal chandelier caught the light and scattered reflections across the mahogany table. Ten chairs circled it, but only four people sat stiffly in their seats. The maid brought out chicken salad sandwiches on china plates so thin you could see shadows through them. 

Gretchen's father glared at his plate as if it had offended him.

"What the hell is this?" His voice was low, the kind that made Gretchen's stomach tighten. She recognized it. Everyone at the table did.

The maid, Rosa, stood near the kitchen door, her hands clasped tight. "Chicken salad, sir. Like Mrs. Patterson requested."

"I don't eat chicken salad." He picked up the sandwich, turning it over as if it were evidence. "I work twelve-hour days to keep this family in this house, and I come home to chicken salad?"

Gretchen's mother reached for her wine glass, already half empty though dinner had just begun. "It's perfectly fine, Richard. I thought we'd have something light tonight."

"Light?" He laughed, sharp and mean. "You want light? Here's light."

The sandwich sailed across the table and hit the wall behind his wife's head, leaving a smear of mayonnaise and chicken on the silk wallpaper. Gretchen didn't flinch. She had stopped flinching two years ago, about the same time she stopped eating regular meals.

Her younger sister Miriam made a small noise, halfway between a gasp and a whimper. She was twelve and still surprised by these dinners. Gretchen wished she could tell her to save her energy, since surprise was a luxury they couldn't afford here.

"Better?" their mother asked, her words slightly slurred. She took another sip of wine.

"Don't start with me, Patricia." He stood up, his chair scraping against the floor. The sound made Gretchen's teeth hurt. "I provide everything for this family. Everything. The least I should expect is a decent meal."

He walked to the sideboard where the liquor bottles stood like soldiers. Gretchen watched his hands as he poured scotch into a crystal glass. Those hands had thrown mashed potatoes last Tuesday, a baked potato the week before that. Once, memorably, an entire salad bowl had shattered against the television screen.

They bought a new TV the next day. The store delivered it while Gretchen was at school. Rosa cleaned up the glass before anyone got home. That was how things worked in the house with the locked iron gate. Everything broken was replaced, except the people.

"I'm not hungry," Gretchen said quietly. She pushed her untouched plate away from her.

Her father turned, scotch in hand. "Of course you're not. You're never hungry. Look at you." He waved his glass in her direction, and amber liquid sloshed near the rim. "Skin and bones. You look like something from a concentration camp."

"Richard!" her mother gasped, but she didn't stand up. She never stood up.

Gretchen looked down at her lap. Her legs were thin in her jeans, knees pressing against the fabric. She liked how her hip bones stuck out when she looked in the mirror. It was the one thing she could control in this house. What she ate was her choice.

"I had a big lunch," she lied. Lying came easily now. "I'm still full."

"Liar." But he'd lost interest already, turning back to his scotch. "Miriam, eat your sandwich."

Miriam picked up half her sandwich with trembling hands. Gretchen watched her take a small bite and struggle to swallow. Her eyes were wet, but she knew not to cry at the table. Crying only made things worse.

Their mother stood up, unsteady. "I need to make a call." She took her wine glass and walked toward her bedroom. Her heels clicked on the marble floor, each step less steady than the one before.

Now it was just the three of them and Rosa, still frozen by the kitchen door.

Gretchen's father sat down heavily. He looked at his daughters as if he had forgotten why they were there. "Clean this up," he told Rosa, pointing at the chicken salad on the wall.

"Yes, sir."

He stood again, taking his scotch with him. "I'll be in my office. Don't disturb me." He walked out, his footsteps fading down the long hallway.

The silence that followed felt heavy.

Rosa moved quickly, wiping mayonnaise from the wallpaper. Miriam put down her sandwich and began to cry quietly, tears falling onto her plate.

Gretchen reached across the table and took her sister's hand. "It's okay," she whispered, even though they both knew it wasn't. "It's almost over."

Miriam looked at her with red eyes. "Is it always going to be like this?"

"No." Gretchen squeezed her hand. She thought about the college applications hidden in her desk, about California, sunshine, and cafeterias where food was just food. "Not for me. Not much longer."

She felt the rod in her back pressing against her spine, a reminder of last year's surgery. The doctors had straightened her on the outside, but inside, she was still twisted by all the dinners that had happened and all the ones still ahead.

Rosa cleaned in silence. Miriam cried in silence. Gretchen sat in silence.

Outside beyond the locked iron gate, the neighborhood was quiet. Expensive cars sat in driveways, lawns were manicured, and the houses looked perfect, with families that seemed perfect, too.

No one would believe a chicken salad sandwich could be a weapon.








