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It was like going back in time, in successive steps. First the plane, then a train, and finally a ramshackle old bus, on which she was the sole passenger when it finally rolled past the dilapidated sign that read Sandal Lip Park. The i had been dotted with a bullet hole, just off-center. The driver seemed to take pity on her when he realized this must be where she was getting off. It was the last stop. "It's against the rules, but seein' as yer the only one on board, I can take ya right to yer doorstep," he offered. She shook her head.

"Someone's picking me up."

"Okay."

She stepped out on the far side of a flat, iron bridge spanning a wide, languid river, on what had once been Main Street. All the businesses were boarded up, but she could tell what a lot of them had been before they died. The barbershop. The pharmacy. Diner. Gas station. Everything – the buildings, the bridge, the river, even the sky – was the color of rust. She sat down on her huge, cumbersome suitcase and waited.

Five minutes later a car crept around the corner, drifted to the wrong side of the road so that it could roll to a stop right in front of her. A big box of convertible, full of kids about her age. The driver, who had a seventy-years-too-late greaser thing going on, glared at her. An unlit cigarette dangled from his mouth. The girl next to him was quite lovely, light-skinned Hispanic and vaguely goth, with long, curly hair. She wore a tight, black t-shirt that read Ask Me About SATAN. On the back: Better Yet, Don't. She made a show of vaping, slowly exhaling the vapor into the air. One of the three boys crammed in the back seat was working on a beer.

"You stealin' around here?" the driver asked her. The glare extended to his voice.

"What?" she asked.

"You heard me," he said. Yeah, heard. But didn't understand.

"Looting," one of the other boys clarified.

"What? No. I'm waiting for my ride."

"Nobody comes here. You're stealin'." The driver revved his engine. "We're gonna do a loop around Dead Central. If you're still here when we get back, you're gonna regret it."

"Nice thighs, whore," added the girl as the car peeled out, fishtailing across the bridge. The kid in the back threw his empty beer can at her and she had to duck.

As soon as the convertible was out of sight she saw the police car. It, too, crossed the street so that it could ease right up to her. The officer behind the wheel rolled down his window.

"You know them kids?" he asked. He was bulky, just this side of being out of shape, and she swore he had a southern accent, even though this was Michigan.

"No sir," she said. "I'm waiting for my aunt to pick me up."

"Who's yer aunt?"

"Aubrey Dubois."

The sheriff – because that's what he was – nodded.

"I know Aubrey. What's your name?" It was a question, but also an order.

"Rebecca Bledsoe. Becky."

The sheriff nodded, as if she were merely confirming his suspicions.

"Those kids said they were going to come back and rough me up," Becky added.

"Did they now?" The sheriff pondered this for a moment. "I been lookin' for an excuse to give them a hard time. You stay right there, Miss. I'll take care of this." Backing up, he eased the police car into a narrow alley, just out of sight. Then he sat there, waiting.

When they come back and jump me, he's just going to arrest all of us, Becky thought. She nervously fingered the end of her yellow sundress, absently wondering if she did have fat thighs. One minute stretched into five into twenty, and the convertible didn't come back. Eventually the sheriff pulled out of his hiding place and drove off, without so much as a wave of acknowledgment.

Cripes.

Ten minutes later, Aunt Aubrey showed up.

"I'm so sorry I'm late!" she exclaimed as she helped Becky hoist the blocky suitcase into the back of her Sienna. "I lost track of time. Welcome to the Park!"

Yeah, welcome to the Park.
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They drove back across the bridge, then hung right and followed the river. Downtown Sandal Lip Park slipped quickly by, replaced with scattered, box-like homes resting uncomfortably in tangled yards filled with junk – toys, cars on blocks, and an endless parade of appliances not long for this world, their innards scattered in halos around them as if repair work were about to recommence at any moment. The houses were obviously occupied, but she saw few people, and definitely no one her age. Eventually even the houses petered out and they entered a tunnel of dull, washed-out foliage, the branches above intertwining, dappling them with wan, dirty sunlight.

"This is kind of neat, right?" Aunt Aubrey said. "Like the passage to Narnia."

"I guess." Now that she'd broken it, her silence weighed on her. But before she could think of anything substantive to say the trees fell away, they re-emerged into full daylight, and her jaw literally dropped.

The house, precise and meticulous, nevertheless seemed to have grown organically out of the hill in which it was embedded, dark grey rock smoothly seguing into linear art deco madness – five stories of balconies and curves and glass, too much glass, opaque red glass so dark as to appear black except where the light hit it just right. And jutting out of the rock on the extreme left, a wholly incongruous tower, like something out of Harry Potter, its gratuitous triple spire a claw raking across the sky.

"You live here?" Becky gasped, immediately embarrassed by her astonishment.

"We live here," Aubrey corrected her. "At least until I've finished this assignment."

"What's the assignment?"

"I'm compiling a family history of the Rouche family." The name rhymed with gauche. "This little town basically grew up around their glassworks in the 1900s. Their fortunes have fallen since then, but they've managed to hang on to the house and now the eldest surviving generation has suddenly become obsessed with their 'legacy'."

"So they live here?"

"Of course. You'll meet them. We have an entire floor to ourselves though, so don't worry, you'll have plenty of personal space."

The property wasn't fenced, but there was an ornate, standalone gate that swung open to their approach. The road they'd been on since they'd entered the trees, Becky realized, was really just a long drive leading to this house. Aubrey pulled the Sienna into a parking area dominated by a dry fountain of carved stone, intricately decorated with gamboling angels and devils stealing nervous, meticulously realized glances at one another. "Neat, isn't it?" Aubrey asked. Becky nodded.

"Sure."

Aubrey studied her niece. Pug-nosed but pretty, flint-blue eyes, hair just shy of blonde. Maybe five pounds overweight, although she'd undoubtedly say ten. Adorable at first glance and quite beautiful once your eyes settled into her. A far cry from the little girl she'd last seen nearly ten years ago.

"It'll be an adventure," Aubrey said gently. "Then, when we get back to Des Moines, we'll figure everything out."

"My friend Lizzy's parents said I could stay with them so I can finish out junior and senior year at my school. With my friends."

"Well, that's a possibility. We've got all summer to figure it out."

Becky opened her mouth to respond when the ostentatious front door of the manse burst open and a shortish man wearing khakis and a polo shirt barged out. Early thirties, bespectacled, a newsboy cap atop prematurely grey hair, he stomped down the marble stairs.

"Lance," Aubrey said as he stalked past, "this is my niece, Rebecca."

"Hello, hello," he said curtly, without looking at them. Pausing at the shrubbery lining the drive, he plunged his arms into it and extracted a battered ten speed bicycle. "And now my bicycle is in the bushes!" he exclaimed to no one in particular. Mounting the bicycle, he pedaled off down the drive.

"Have a nice day!" Aubrey called after him.

"I will!" he said without looking back.

"That's it, ride away, bitch!" someone called after Lance from the open doorway.

"Richard," Aubrey greeted him. Thin, neat, cruelly handsome, he held a rocks glass, half drained, in one hand.

"Oh, hello, Aubrey," Richard said, noticing them for the first time. "This must be your..."

Aubrey let the pause grow pregnant, live a full life, and die before she answered.

"Niece. Rebecca."

"Becky," Becky corrected her.

"Sorry you had to see that," Richard said to Becky, jerking a head in the departing Lance's direction. "He's... what's the politically correct term? A goddamned retard." A pause. "You drink?" he asked, indicating the glass in his hand.

"I'm sixteen," Becky said, before her aunt could. It was less embarrassing that way.

"That's a non sequitur."

"She's too young to drink and too young for you by a decade, so knock it off," Aubrey said. Her tone was light, but the look in her eyes was not.

"Just having a little fun." Richard made his way down the stairs, opened the back of the van, and hefted Becky's suitcase for her. "Let's get you settled in," he told her, "then I'll give you the ten-cent tour of the asylum."
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The interior of Rouche House was crazier than the exterior. While there were only five stories there were, in fact, many more floors, short staircases connecting multiple wings, rooms, and landings in a veritable labyrinth. The furnishings were a mishmash of styles, antique and expensive but entirely uncoordinated, even within the same room. It was like the entire place had been indifferently set-dressed, with the only instructions being "costly" and "old". Becky was already lost by the time they reached "their" floor, and knew she'd need instructions to find her way back to her room. Still, she couldn't complain about the accommodations. A four-poster bed with a purple canopy and gauzy drapes, a huge seashell vanity, her own washroom. (It was just a bathroom, but washroom seemed the more appropriate term in this milieu.) She anticipated waking up tomorrow feeling like a princess.

Richard tossed her suitcase onto the bed.

"I work for tips," he said.

Cripes, Becky thought, was he the butler or something? He was certainly outspoken enough. Becky had seen enough old movies to know that butlers employed by weird legacy families were almost always rude and outspoken.

"He's joking," Aubrey rescued her. "I have to get back to the library. Richard, if you'd be so kind as to show my niece around? And no booze."

"You can count on me," Richard said.

Aubrey frowned, but exited stage left nonetheless.

"So," Richard said, turning back to Becky, "do you want some booze?"
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"Ugh," Becky said, forcing the amber liquid down. "I usually drink coolers."

"Sorry, we don't have any coolers. That's good scotch. Aged forty years in oak barrels made from the True Cross, or some such shit."

They were in a sort of game room, with a fully-stocked bar, some two levels – not necessarily floors – and unknown hundreds of steps from where they'd started. Carom billiard table, antique poker table, a circa-1920s slot machine, and, almost obscene in these surroundings, an old arcade game: Dragon's Lair. The latter was plugged in and fully functional, and kept cycling through the same introductory animation, over and over.

"Who was that guy you chased out of here?" Becky asked. She took another tiny sip of her drink. It was expensive and sophisticated, and she was determined to like it.

"My brother. You saw the tower, right? That's where most moneyed families would stash their shameful, inbred, mongoloid half-wit. We let ours run around loose for some reason."

"He didn't seem that bad."

"Hyperbole for effect, doll."

"So what is in the tower?"

"Nothing to speak of. But don't go up there. It's dangerous."

"I couldn't find my way there if I tried."

"Good point. I'd better show you how to find your way back to your room, and the kitchen, and the front door. Anything else you'll have to parse out on your own. You're welcome anywhere in the house, but don't trespass anyone's bedroom."
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