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To the memory of my great-grandfather,

            who bought the fairy tale book to give to my grandfather, to give to my father, to give to me.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            “Snowy White, and Rosy Red. Will you beat your lover dead?”

            —“Snow-White and Rose-Red” from Kinder und Hausmärchen Vol. 2, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, 1812

         

         
            GERALDINE, PRESENT DAY

            MICHIGAN, HEADING NORTH

         

         1.

         Twenty-five years ago, I killed my mother.

         I tried to kill myself immediately afterward. Probably that was from remorse, but I have to admit, I’ve never been sure. My suicide attempt, though, didn’t actually work out. You can tell.

         I’ve been back before for a couple of weddings, a few births, and the big anniversaries. This time, it’s my nephew Robbie’s high school graduation. I promised my sister, Marie, that I would not miss it.

         Marie has never been above playing the Robbie card to get what she needs from me. She knows I love her son without reservation, and that’s not a feeling I have about many people. So, if she wants something, she’ll say, “Robbie was asking about you.” Or “Robbie’s hoping you’ll be here.” Or she’ll bring out the big guns, like she did this time, when she called to tell me to keep an eye out for the invitation card and the ticket. “You have to promise, Geraldine. Robbie’s counting on you.”

         A tight smile forms and pulls at my old scar. Robbie. Prince Charming of the Monroe family’s fairy tale.

         I’m one of the world’s experts on the stories of the Brothers Grimm and their influence on pop culture. Therefore, I’m qualified to lecture you about the structure of the basic fairy tale arc. Including the fact that in most stories, somebody comes back during the big transitions: weddings, or christenings, or executions. Sometimes it’s that should-be-dead princess returning to claim her castle. Sometimes, it’s the witch or the bad fairy appearing to drop the curse.

         I wonder which one I am? My smile broadens. It’s an old, sharp, nasty smile, and the pull deepens. Guess we’ll find out when I get there.

         Assuming I don’t lose my nerve.

         It’s a tiring drive. Whitestone Harbor, Michigan, is three days away from Alowana, New York, and Lillywell College, where I lecture. You go down through the Allegheny Mountains and across to Buffalo. Over the Peace Bridge. All the way across the flat expanse of Ontario, where you struggle to stay awake and thank God for satellite radio. Over the Ambassador Bridge and through grim, battered Detroit. Then it’s point the wheels north, until the world turns green and the hills roll out in front and bunch up behind.

         No matter how many times I do this drive, I need all three days to decide if I’m going through with it. Sometimes the shakes come, and memory blots out the road in front of me. Sometimes, I can’t stop myself from seeing Mom standing in the ruined driveway—her arms thrown wide, so she’s crucified in the headlights. Then, I have to turn around. I have to call Marie and make some lame excuse about a department emergency, or the flu, or the car breaking down.

         When this happens, Marie always acts like she believes me. “Are you okay, Geraldine?” she asks. “Do you need help? Do you have enough money?”

         “I’m fine,” I tell her, every time.

         “Okay then, call if you need anything, all right? Don’t just text. I need to hear you’re okay.”

         “I promise, Marie,” I say, and we hang up and I do call, but it’s always to tell her that I went back home and I’m fine, whether it’s the truth or not.

         Obviously, I haven’t been caught, or tried, or punished, for my murder. If I was ever even seriously suspected, those suspicions were quickly tidied away. In Whitestone, the Monroe family name is good for that sort of thing. I got asked a few questions in the hospital, and that was that. It was decided that my mother, Stacey Jean Burnovich Monroe, killed herself. Everybody in Whitestone breathed a great sigh of relief. Especially my father’s family.

         Perhaps I should say, especially my father.

         The two-lane ribbon of blacktop unspools up and down the achingly familiar hills. Every so often there’s a gravel drive with a little white shack or flatbed trailer and a hand-painted sign:

         
            STRAWBERRIES

ASPARAGUS

LAST CHANCE

         

         Last chance. The words hover in front of my eyes like a heat mirage. I don’t have to do this. I could turn around. I could break down. Let my phone run out of juice.

         I could run away for good this time. All the bridges to the world I thought I’d created for myself outside Whitestone Harbor and Rose House are well and truly burnt. I’ve got my whole life packed up with me. My rusting yellow Subaru is crammed with suitcases of clothes and dishes, and boxes upon boxes of files and academic journals. The parts of my ancient desktop computer ride shotgun on the passenger seat. My sleeping bag and backpack are crammed behind the driver’s seat.

         I can go anywhere. Marie and I can just keep pretending we don’t know what we know, just like we’ve been doing all our lives.

         But then there’s Robbie. And there’s Dad. If I turn around this time, what will I do about Dad?

      

   


   
      
         
            “I have gained great wealth through you. I shall take care of you in splendor as long as you live.”

            —“The Girl without Hands” from Kinder und Hausmärchen Vol. 1, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, 1812

         

         
            MARIE, PRESENT DAY

            THE ROSE HOUSE

         

         1.

         “Geraldine? Are you sure you’re okay?”

         “…Marie! It’s the battery,” Geraldine is saying in my ear. I press my free ear closed with two fingers and lean in to the receiver, like that’s going to help me hear over all the family we have in the great room. “Swear to God, Marie, I had the thing checked before I left, but the garage says it’ll only be maybe another twenty, thirty minutes. So, I’ll be there in an hour, tops. I promise.”

         “You’re already in Whitestone?”

         “Petoskey. Almost made it this time.”

         This is a test, I think. We are being tested. I knew it would come.

         I take a deep, cleansing breath, so I can answer as cheerfully as I should. “Do you want someone to come get you?”

         “No, no. Don’t bother. It’ll be finished by the time you got here.”

         “Okay. We’ll see you soon then. Robbie’s really looking forward to having you here.” I glance over my shoulder, reflexively looking for my son. I see my father instead.

         He’s poised on the threshold between the great room and the terrace, framed by the exquisite stained-glass wall that gives the Rose House its name. Behind him, Monroes cluster around the grills and the buffet table. Dad raises his martini glass and I smile in answer. My father is a handsome man, tall and tan with thick gray hair. His yellow Oxford shirt is crisp despite the unseasonable June heat. He looks like an aging Robert Redford, only with brown eyes. He has an easy smile, an infinite store of patience, and a limitless attention for detail. He might appear relaxed, but I know he is alert to the dynamic of our crowd. Including me. Including this unexpected phone call. It’s only natural. This is a family gathering, and family is the focus of my father’s whole life.

         “Do you have enough money, Geraldine?” I say into the phone.

         “Hey, Marie!” someone calls. Carla comes out of the pass-through to the dining room, a knife in one hand and celery stalk in the other. I hold up one finger at her. “Oh, sorry!”

         “Yes, Marie, I have enough money. I’m fine!” Geraldine shouts in my other ear, while Carla shouts over the voices. “Didn’t see you were on the phone!”

         Dad sips his drink. His gaze drifts casually from Carla to the rest of the gathering, before returning to me.

         Does he see something’s wrong? I squint between my relatives’ heads, all tinted gold, green, and red from the stained glass. Grandma Millicent seems all right. She’s seated by the hearth, talking with Amber. Amber’s mother, my aunt June, is perched on the sofa, ready in case Millicent needs anything. So that’s all right.

         Out on the terrace, the plates of hors d’oeuvres have been completely disarranged and the buffet table cloths are covered in crumbs. I’ll need to fix that, but it’s not so urgent. What’s important is that people are talking and laughing, circulating smoothly.

         Down on the lawn at the bottom of the concrete stairs, boys slap and shove and dance around each other in the teenage male ritual of bluster and negotiation. I pick Robbie out from the crowd. He’s shouting and punching shoulders and tearing around with the ball under one arm. They’ve switched from playing football to playing keep-away.

         Just like Geraldine. My sister has been playing keep-away for twenty-five years.

         But that’s over now. This time, Geraldine is coming home for good. No one knows this yet, of course. I’m not even sure Geraldine knows it. But I do. This time she is staying, and we’re going to be real sisters again.

         I smile into the phone. “Okay! I’ll let everyone know. Drive safe, Geraldine.”

         “I will. Tell Robbie I’m on my way, all right?”

         “I will!” We both hang up before either one has to try to think up more reassurances.

         Not that there’s anything really wrong, of course. Everything is happening the way it must. It is important to understand that no matter how chaotic things might seem, there is order underneath. This is one of the many important things that life with my father has taught me.

         Dad takes another drink of his martini. He slips smoothly through the ripples of the gathering, pausing only to smile in a gentle conspiracy with Grandma Millicent.

         “Was that Geraldine?” He comes up beside me, close enough so I can smell how his Ralph Lauren aftershave mixes with the brine and vermouth. Of course he knew I was talking to Geraldine, even from the terrace. No one can read faces like my father. “What’s gone wrong this time?”

         “Just car trouble.” I’m already heading for the kitchen, like I’m not worried, and we can all believe what Geraldine tells us. “Something with the battery. She’s at a garage in Petoskey. She says she’ll be here in about an hour, maybe an hour and a half.”

         “She’s in Petoskey? I thought she wasn’t coming up until next week?”

         “No. I told you. The timing worked out better for her to come early.”

         Dad does not trust this. I can’t really blame him. This is Geraldine, after all. Geraldine does not fit. Everyone wonders how someone like her could be Martin Monroe’s daughter. A scarred, rumpled woman who spends her life writing for obscure journals that don’t even pay money and teaching easy-A courses to slacker kids at a little college nobody ever heard of.

         Not that Dad—or anyone else at our family barbecue—would ever say anything like that to Geraldine’s face. If they mention her at all, it’s to say that really, considering everything Geraldine put us all through, it’s amazing how well she’s done.

         But still, they add and leave the words to dangle and twist. But still…

         I stride toward the kitchen. I smile at Grandma, and Aunt June, and Amber and Walt, and all the rest as I pass.

         A selfish part of me thinks, Please don’t follow me. Just give me a minute. But I dismiss that. I will not be selfish today.

         Carla’s standing at the butcher-block island. She’s turned her attention from celery to watermelon, neatly sectioning the ring-shaped slices into quarters.

         “Is your father on the prowl?” My cousin-in-law is a tall, substantial woman with a big bosom and no intention of engaging in diets or surgeries. All the rest of us Monroe women wear the approved barbecue-night uniform of khakis, open-toed sandals, and striped tank tops or twinsets. Carla wears jeans and a plain T-shirt. Her dark curls are bundled up in a ponytail. She looks more like one of Robbie’s friends than one of the family.

         I’ve always liked Walt better because of Carla. She’s his first and only wife. All the rest of us have been divorced at least once.

         “Dad’s just a little antsy,” I tell her. “You know how he stresses about these family parties.”

         Carla glances at me sharply from under her sparse eyelashes. She really should have put on more makeup today. The jeans and the ponytail are bad enough. People will say she looks tired. Sloppy. I resist the urge to touch my own face. Instead, I stack watermelon pieces on the platter. Pink juice films my fingertips.

         “I heard him talking to Millicent,” Carla says. “He knows you’re planning something.”

         A melon wedge drops—splat!—onto my exposed toes.

         “Oh, damn.” I grab a towel and wipe frantically at my white sandals. “That’s going to stain.” I scoop up the spattered melon bits and toss them quickly into the sink.

         Carla leans her ample behind against the counter and picks up her coffee mug. She’s the only person over eighteen drinking coffee before dinner. “So, I’m guessing you haven’t told him that you and Geraldine want to take over the other house?”

         I shake my head, a little impatiently. The “other house” is a small, battered, white building at the bottom of the hill. You can’t even see it from here.

         What is that quote? Two houses, both alike in dignity…?

         But our two houses were never anything alike. Down underneath the trees is where Geraldine and I grew up, and where Mom ran Stacey B’s Sandwiches and Stuff while we waited for Dad’s assorted businesses to take off. It’s also where we waited for the chance to move where we really belonged, the Rose House. This house. But first, Mom’s older sister had to die. And so did Mom.

         No. Don’t think it, Marie.

         But it’s too late. The skin on the back of my neck prickles and I catch the stale scent of tobacco and beer.

         Mom.

         My mother has been dead since I was nineteen, but dead does not mean gone. Nothing is ever truly created or destroyed. It only changes form. This house is a perfect example. It’s changed forms so many times over the years. Sometimes, I can feel the dank old layers shifting beneath the sheetrock.

         “Marie?” says Carla. “Everything okay?”

         “Sorry. Woolgathering.” I straighten Carla’s wedges into a tidier stack. “But you know, Carla, I’m not trying to get Geraldine to take over anything,” I say out loud. I wipe my fingers on the dishrag, hard, like I’m trying to get rid of something much more tenacious than watermelon juice. “Mom and Aunt Trish left the houses to me and Geraldine. We are equally responsible for them. Anything that happens, we have to decide on together.”

         “But your father thinks—”

         “What do I think?” asks Dad from the threshold.

         Carla and I both freeze. We both see my father’s cheerful smile, the one that says, Gotcha.

         2.

         “Oh, great, more watermelon. Thanks, Carla.” Dad gestures toward the terrace buffet with his half-empty martini glass. “They’re running low out there.”

         Carla hesitates just long enough to let me reach for the platter if I want to get away. But of course I don’t. Dad wants Carla to be the one who leaves.

         “Would you mind, Carla?” I ask her. “It’s like a swarm of locusts landed out there.”

         “Sure thing.”

         I pretend I don’t see her sympathetic look as she heads out the door toward the terrace.

         Now that Dad’s here, I am suddenly aware of how messy I’ve let the kitchen become. There are Whole Foods bags, empty bakery boxes, an empty plastic container that used to have grape tomatoes in it. Crumbs are scattered all over the counters, along with some lemon halves and a few crisscrossed celery ribs. It’s as if the room itself is an indictment of my management skills. I shouldn’t feel that way, of course. It’s a complete overreaction. I’m always doing that. It’s one of the things I need to work on.

         “Marie?” Dad asks.

         I rip a length of plastic wrap off the roll bolted to the underside of the cabinets and bundle up the leftover celery like I’m afraid it’s going to escape.

         “What were you and Carla talking about? What do I think?”

         “I have no idea. You’ll need to ask her.”

         “Carla’s got enough on her plate right now.”

         I can’t turn away fast enough to hide my surprise. “What’s the matter?”

         Dad arches his eyebrows. “She didn’t tell you?” He sips his martini, inviting me to fill the pause. When I don’t, he sighs. “Typical Carla. Talks about everybody else when she’s the one…”

         I will not be led down this road. I can already tell it’s nowhere I want to go.

         “I don’t think Geraldine will be delayed too badly,” I say firmly.

         This is a clumsy and transparent change of subject. It’s also exactly what Dad was hoping for. I can tell by the timbre of his fresh sigh and the tilt of his head.

         I have learned so much over the years from my father, but the most important thing is how to really pay attention. You have to remain aware of all the details, no matter how tired you are. That’s how I’ve become such a good hostess and a good manager, and, of course, a good daughter. I really owe him everything. If it wasn’t for Dad, I might not even have my son. After all, it was Dad who stepped right in as male parent and role model for Robbie when my husband, David, walked away.

         “Marie, I hate to bring this up now, but even if Geraldine doesn’t make it, you’re still going to have to talk with her about the old house.”

         There it is. Carla was right. Dad does suspect something.

         “She’s never going to stay, Marie. You can’t keep hanging on to that decrepit old place hoping she’ll change her mind.”

         “There’ll be plenty of time to talk houses after Robbie’s graduation.” I wet a dishrag and start wiping counters. “And Geraldine will be here soon.”

         “I know you love your sister,” Dad says behind me. “It breaks my heart to see how many times she’s disappointed you, and Robbie. You have to—what is it they say these days?—you have to try to distance yourself.”

         “Dad, please,” I say softly, and with the pleading little smile that he enjoys seeing so much. “Let’s just put it aside, all right? This is Robbie’s week. When it’s over, we’ll talk about the old house and Geraldine and everything else.”

         Sadness and patience gather behind my father’s eyes. He is always so understanding. You can see it in the way he nods, and in the warm, paternal kiss he presses against my forehead.

         “All right. We’ll do it your way, baby girl,” he says, because I will always be his baby girl. I am forty-three. My son is graduating high school. I was married, am divorced, have been troubled, but even when I’ve been on the edge of disaster, I’ve remained my father’s baby girl. That’s how much he loves me.

         My hands are shaking.

         Slowly, so I can concentrate on each separate motion, I undo the flaps on the bakery boxes and flatten them out. I am fully present. I feel the brush of thin cardboard under my hands. I feel the warmth from the stove at my back. I feel the tackiness of watermelon juice on my fingers and my feet. I will not be distracted by thoughts of the past, or my own absurd ideas about how the universe works, or even my mother’s shadow beneath our clean white walls. These things only confuse me and worry Dad.

         I do not want my father worried.

         Fortunately for us all, he’s focused on one of his favorite themes.

         “You have to buy Geraldine out, Marie. These constant delays aren’t fair to her, or to the property. As long as you let her dither, the place will just sit there empty, and Geraldine won’t be able to move on.”

         “It’s a house, Dad, not an ex-boyfriend,” I say, lightly, of course. Just teasing.

         Dad smiles a little and tips his now-empty glass from side to side. “You can have a bad relationship with a house, too. Look at Patricia Burnovich and this place.”

         Patricia Burnovich. That’s how Dad likes to refer Mom’s sister. It helps emphasize the distance that must be kept between us. He never calls her “your aunt,” let alone “my sister-in-law.” Acknowledgment of those sorts of relationships is reserved for the poised and practiced people he brings into this house. People who know just how much they owe, and to whom.

         My aunt June and her daughter Amber are a perfect example. Both wear twinsets (June blue, Amber green) and strappy sandals. Amber’s finally given up on her third husband, which puts her just one shy of her mother’s total. Each holds a cocktail in one hand, and uses the other to wave and point. Diamonds flash on wrists and skinny fingers.

         Aunt June remembers appearances and the importance of keeping up the family reputation. June would never go crazy. She would never starve to death alone in an empty ruin of a house because she was too stubborn to sign it over to people who could manage it properly.

         June would never, ever kidnap her vulnerable adolescent nieces in the middle of winter.

         But I am not thinking about that. I am in the present. The present is a cutting board to be wiped down, a discarded knife that should be in the dishwasher. A houseful of Monroes to keep fed and lubricated.

         “You know that’s what your sister is really coming to do,” Dad says.

         “Please be quiet.”

         “What did you say?”

         I don’t even know. Why don’t I know? But I am saved from having to answer.

         “Hey, Mom! Look what I found!”

         Robbie. My tall, beautiful, golden, cheerful son, the star of the day. He strolls into the kitchen and then abruptly steps back.

         “Surprise!”

         It’s my sister. Geraldine’s here.

         3.

         “Geraldine!”

         Robbie dodges so my sister and I can hug—Geraldine with one arm and me with both and all my might. My sister is short and soft and scarred, but she’s strong. I can hug Geraldine as hard as I want and she will not complain or wince away. She smells like sweat and outdoors. Her hair is snarled, her black skirt is too tight, her top and jacket are too loose. She’s wearing a pair of ridiculously high-heeled boots and carries a battered bucket-sized purse slung across her shoulders. But she’s here. She made it. Relief rushes up from the bottom of my heart. Everything’s going to be all right. This time it all comes true.

         “She was sitting in the car.” Robbie smirks. “It was like she was trying to sneak a smoke or something.”

         “Or something,” Geraldine agrees sheepishly. Then, she smacks his shoulder. “And you, you can just stop being taller than me.”

         “Too late!” Robbie rests his chin on the top of Geraldine’s head. “Oh, snap! Aunt G, you’re getting shorter!”

         She shoves him off. “Go away, whippersnapper, or I’ll bite your kneecaps.”

         “I’ll get a ladder.”

         I am so happy to see them together, something is going to burst.

         “I’m sorry I’m so late, Marie. Really. I…” She holds up a squashy green cardboard basket. “I brought strawberries.”

         “Thank you.” I take them and I notice her blunt finger ends are all stained red. There is probably a second, and now mostly empty, carton in her car someplace. Geraldine has always adored fresh berries. I look down my nose at her and she puts up one finger, right across the puckered scar that runs from her nose to her chin. Shhh.

         “Hello, Geraldine.” Dad straightens up.

         And just like that, the switch is flipped. The cheerful little moment is over, and we all remember we are on display. Aunts and cousins and plus-ones are peering into the kitchen, waiting to see what Geraldine will do now that she’s face-to-face with my father.

         I mean our father, of course.

         “Hi, Dad.” Geraldine’s mouth twists uncomfortably around the scar. She fell hard against the stairs one winter when she was fifteen and it left a permanent mark. I’ve always suspected she could have done something about it if she wanted to, but that’s just not Geraldine’s way.

         “So glad you finally made it,” Dad says. “We were starting to worry.”

         “I had some car trouble.”

         “That’s what Marie said.”

         This could become awkward. Fortunately, Robbie is too focused on Geraldine to let that happen.

         “So, what’d you bring me?” He bumps his shoulder against hers.

         “He’s asking for a present?” Geraldine bumps Robbie back. Neither of them notice the tiny wrinkles that appear at the corner of Dad’s eyes as he watches this display. “What kind of manners have you taught this kid, Marie?”

         Bump. “Not her fault.” Bump. “I take after my aunt.”

         “Explains where you got the good looks.”

         “So, what’d you bring me?”

         “Your graduation’s not even ’til next Sunday!”

         “Awww…Come on, Aunt G! Please!”

         Geraldine sighs and rolls her eyes and digs into that bucket of a purse. “Let’s see…nope, nope, what the heck is that? Oh, never mind. Nope…” Robbie is grinning. What’s-in-Aunt-G’s-Purse is a game they’ve played since he was little. “Hello, George, you still here?…Nope…Well, I guess this’ll have to do.”

         She pulls out a fat, brown-paper package about the size of my fist.

         “It’s not a gift card,” she says as she hands it over.

         Robbie tears off the paper. It’s definitely not a gift card. It’s a roll of bills. Twenties. My son’s jaw drops. So does mine.

         “I…but…Aunt G…that’s…”

         “Pizza, video games, movies, whatever.” She waves her hand.

         “Thank you, Aunt G!” Robbie throws his arms around her and hauls her right off her feet. “Thank you!”

         Geraldine shrieks and laughs, and tears prick the back of my eyes. “Congratulations, Robbie! You earned every bit of it.”

         Dad picks the roll of bills up off the counter and turns it over. “Wow. This must be, what? A thousand?”

         “Two,” says Geraldine. “Graduation gift adjusted for inflation. Besides, I didn’t know what he’d need.”

         I’m startled, I admit it. Where did this come from? Geraldine doesn’t earn much money.

         Dad puts the roll back down. For a moment I think he’s going to wipe his fingers on his khakis. “Robbie, you can’t accept that. Geraldine can’t possibly afford that kind of gift.”

         “If I couldn’t afford it, I wouldn’t have done it,” she says. “Robbie’s only going to graduate high school once, and it’s different these days. You need a lot of stuff. Who knows? He might even buy books.” She digs both hands into Robbie’s fair hair, which contrasts so sharply with her dark waterfall of curls. “Feed this head!”

         “All that is taken care of, as Robbie knows perfectly well.”

         “Come on, Granddad.” Surely, I just imagine the hitch in Robbie’s voice. “It’s up to her, right?”

         The white noise of muted conversation has faded. Heads and eyes flick toward us, and away, but no one comes into the kitchen to say hello.

         “Yeah, it’s up to me, Granddad,” Geraldine says through clenched teeth. Her scar is a burning red thread across her pale mouth. “This is my money.”

         “I understand you want your nephew to know you care, but this is much too much.” He says this to Robbie. He says it to me, but most of all, he says it to Geraldine. Patiently, of course, but firmly and finally. “Robbie, give the money back.”

         “It’s my present.” Robbie straightens up. “It’s my call.”

         “You’re a grown man now, Robbie,” Dad reminds him. “I’ve always taught you that actions have consequences, especially where money is involved. You don’t want to hurt your aunt, or your mother, or me.”

         “Wow. Just jumping right into it, aren’t you, Dad?” says Geraldine softly. “Couldn’t let me say hi or get a drink…”

         “Robbie already knows you care, Geraldine. You don’t need to hurt yourself to prove it.” Dad’s smile is soft and sad.

         Say something! Do something! I shout at myself. I should take the money and give it back to Geraldine myself. That will end this trouble before Dad feels he’s forced to take action. But I’m paralyzed. He, she, they, he, couldn’t give me even five minutes to be happy that my sister is home. To see her and my son laughing together. Not five minutes.

         My hand hurts. I look down. My hand is on the cutting board where Carla was slicing watermelon, but the red runnels on the oak board are too bright to be melon juice.

         “Oh my God, Marie!”

         Geraldine’s grabbed my wrist. The paring knife clatters to the floor.

         “Mom!” shouts Robbie. “Jesus…!”

         Geraldine snatches up the dishrag and shoves it hard against my palm, holding my hand up over my head so the blood runs down my arm.

         I wrapped my fingers around the knife blade without even noticing. The blood is hot and it tickles as it drips down my raised arm to the sleeve of my tank top. That’s going to stain.

         “Robbie, is there a first-aid kit? Bandages? Anything?”

         “Yeah, yeah. Hang on.” My son thunders up the kitchen stairs.

         Now Monroes are crowding around the doorways, come to see the blood and hear what this new shouting is about. Even Grandma Millicent is on her feet. Carla tries to squeeze past Walt, but he’s shoving her back.

         Now Dad moves.

         “It’s okay, folks,” he says cheerfully. “A little accident. Walt, nobody’s got any drinks. Help me out here. June, can you close the terrace doors? It’s getting chilly.”

         He’s smiling and shepherding people away. He has to keep the party going and not give anybody a chance to be upset by my clumsy little mistakes.

         “Shit.” Geraldine’s pressing on the cut. “Come on, Marie, let’s get out of here. You still in the old guest room?”

         Geraldine leads me to the back stairs. I look over my shoulder at my bloody kitchen and ruined family party, and I can’t help noticing that the roll of bills isn’t on the counter anymore.

      

   


   
      
         
            It is worth noting that the German title of the Brothers Grimm collection is Kinder und Hausmärchen, literally “Children and Household Tales.” The emphasis here is not on the magic, the fairies, or the exotic monsters in the woods. These are stories experienced by the children, from inside the house.

            —Out of the Woods: Musings on Fairy Tales in the Real World,

Dr. Geraldine Monroe

         

         
            GERALDINE, PRESENT DAY

            THE ROSE HOUSE

         

         1.

         Welcome home, Geraldine, I think as I drag my bleeding, stupefied sister into her bedroom.

         It’s so damn clean, I think. I never get used to that. Even up here, away from public view, there’s nothing left of the gloomy, grimy magnificent house where Aunt Trish died.

         Marie’s in what used to be the biggest guest room. It looks like a picture in a Pottery Barn catalogue. Dad, of course, has the master suite down the blank, white hall.

         Dad. I grind my teeth down. Can a whisper ring in your ears? Because I keep hearing his parting shot.

         Get her cleaned up before somebody sees.

         I bet he doesn’t even remember all the other times he said that to me. Only then, of course, he was talking about Mom. So maybe he does remember and just doesn’t care.

         “It’s okay.” Marie’s whiter than her brushed cotton sheets. Robbie’s out in the hall, swearing as he digs through the linen cupboard to find something better than a box of Band-Aids. Downstairs, I just know our father is busy explaining things to the family. It’s a minor accident. Marie is so clumsy. Geraldine is overreacting. Some things never change. Walt, that steak looks terrific. Oh, hey, Greg, let me freshen that up for you.

         I shove Marie into her bathroom and yank her hand down so it’s under the faucet.

         “It’s not that bad,” she whispers. “Really, it’s not.”

         “Shut up.”

         “Got it!” Robbie tries to jam himself into the little bathroom behind us. He waves an ancient white plastic first-aid kit.

         “Disinfectant. Gauze,” I tell him. “Shit,” I add because I’ve just peeled back the dish towel and gotten a look at my sister’s cut. It’s straight and deep and runs right across her palm. Dark blood wells up fast and only turns scarlet once it mixes with the water.

         My scar blazes with a kind of sympathetic heat. I am remembering the winter cold and the way my feet shot out from under me on the icy steps as I tried to run away from Dad. The step’s edge strikes like an axe. My teeth rattle. Shock numbs mind and nerve. The screams only start when I bring my hand down from my face and stare stupidly at the bright red river pouring between my fingers.

         Here with me now, Marie doesn’t make a sound.

         Robbie dumps disinfectant onto a gauze pad. I pull Marie’s hand out from under the water and grab the gauze so I can press it against the cut. Marie sucks in a breath, but clenches her teeth so she won’t let out an accidental shout and alarm her son.

         “Get back downstairs,” I say to Robbie. “Tell Dad everything’s fine.”

         Our eyes meet. Robbie’s almost as pale as his mother, but fury blazes behind his dark eyes.

         Oh, kid. I’m so sorry.

         “Please, Robbie,” whispers Marie.

         “Yeah, right, sure. ’Cuz what the hell else should I be doing right now?” He tosses the crumpled gauze package onto the floor and stomps out.

         This of course sets Marie off. “I’ve got to get back down there.”

         “You’ve got to hold still.”

         “He can’t…Everyone will be upset.”

         She tries to get up. She’s stronger than she looks, but so am I.

         “You need stitches.” I’m dabbing at the gash. The blood isn’t slowing down.

         “Just get some more gauze on it, and tape it up,” she snaps.

         “It’s a barbecue, Marie, not a national emergency. What does it matter?”

         She looks me right in the eye. Her color’s back. In fact, her cheeks are flushed. “It matters,” she says, steady as stone. “You know it does.”

         Get her cleaned up before somebody sees.

         “Yes, yes, okay.”

         Marie winces and spasms as I press down with the layers of gauze and use half the roll of tape to hold them in place.

         “Geraldine?” whispers Marie.

         “Yeah?”

         But Marie’s busy reevaluating. The sight of my sister’s careful internal calculations triggers a déjà vu so strong I’m instantly motion sick. I once joked my sister couldn’t climax until she planned out the duration and intensity of the orgasm.

         Not one of my better jokes, or my better days.

         The sleek digital clock on Marie’s nightstand flicks over another silent minute. Laughter flutters through the floor vent, probably from kids all the way down in the rec room. Nobody else has come up here to make sure everything is okay. Nobody is going to, either, not if I know the Monroes.

         “What is it, Marie?”

         “There was some trouble down at the old house,” she tells me. “I had to change the locks. The new keys are in the top drawer of the dresser.”

         “Thanks for taking care of that.” I pull the neatly labeled ring out of her (dust-free) dresser and I let it lie in my palm, as if testing the weight. There are two brass keys, both with those little colored caps on them so I can tell them apart. Red and green. Front door and back door.

         Marie was the one who saved the house. She was the one who realized it would be needed again. I didn’t ask her to. I didn’t have to. Marie always plans for the long term. Then, she puts the keys in her drawer and waits.

         I close my fingers around the keys. My hands are stained with blood and strawberry juice, but I swear to God I smell tobacco and beer. But it’s really salt and iron and cold water. Scents of memory, of self-harm and delusion. Mine. My mother’s. Her sister’s. My sister’s. It doesn’t matter which. It’s all blended together into one great swampy mess.

         “Geraldine, you need to make a decision,” Marie says slowly and reluctantly. “The development commission is getting ready to condemn the old house.” She waves her unbandaged hand, but lets it fall, thump onto the bed.

         I stare out the window, over the green hills toward the shimmering silver expanse on the horizon that is Lake Michigan. Right up until this second, it wasn’t real. I could still just sneak away. Now, no matter how quietly I leave, Marie will know, and all our plans become just one more secret I’m asking her to carry for me.

         “Dad’s on the development commission, isn’t he?”

         “Yes.”

         “How hard has he been riding you about it?”

         “He just thinks it’s a waste to have it sitting there unused, especially with property values on the rise like they are.”

         The shiver that runs through me is far too much like a premonition for anybody’s comfort.

         “I’ll make sure everything’s okay downstairs,” I tell her. “You are going to lie there for a half hour with your arm up. If I see you a minute sooner, I’ll call 911 and tell them you’re gushing blood from a suicide attempt.”

         My sister believes me. She should. I walk out and close the door.

         Robbie’s standing at the top of the stairs, craning his neck to see past me for a glimpse of his mother.

         “Is she gonna be okay?”

         “She’s fine,” I lie, but I do it with conviction. “She’s just going to change and take it easy for a bit.”

         We face each other, this slender, grim boy and I. His full name is Robin James Pendarves. Marie wouldn’t let him change his last name after she divorced David, even though I know Dad and Grandma Millicent pushed for it. He’s Hollywood handsome with his fair hair and square jaw and those big eyes over fashionably sharp cheekbones. He holds himself carefully, trying not to make any sudden moves with his too-long arms and legs. I see this a lot in my freshman boys. I thank all my stars for those boys right now, because they’ve taught me how to stay relaxed while looking up into young, hostile faces.

         “Aunt G?”

         “Yeah?”

         “Mom’s not going to say anything…”

         “Yeah, she never says, does she?”

         That cracks his shell just enough to let out a hard, wry smile. He knows that I know, about this house and about Dad. About all of them, really. Or, I should say, about all of us.

         “Hell, no, of course not.” Robbie shoves his hands into his back pockets. “But she really wants to know if you’re going to stay.”

         I rub at my scar. It’s itching. Badly. There’s a question I should ask, and now is the perfect time. But I just can’t do it. Not yet.

         “I’m going downstairs. Gotta say hi to your grandfather and all the family.”

         “That should be fun,” he breathes.

         We smile at each other. Tight. Sharp. Angry. I bet his mother has never seen this smile. Robbie’s keeping his own secrets. I smell them on his Coca-Cola breath and see them in the black pupils that are too large in his dark Monroe eyes.

         Tobacco and beer. Salt and iron and cold fresh water. Sex and danger and blood and friends who will never be invited into this house and plans of his own that don’t fit the picture frame he’s been shoved into.

         I see myself in Robbie’s eyes and the terror of it slashes straight through me.

         “You didn’t answer my question, Aunt G. Are you staying?”

         Am I staying?

         “I don’t know,” I tell him. “But I’m going to try.”

         2.

         Once upon a time, the Monroes ruled the town of Whitestone Harbor. Monroes built the first barn, and church, and dormitory from out of the scrub and the forest. We pulled the stumps and planted corn and apple trees. We exploited the local loads of timber, then the limestone and sand. We opened the pits, which brought the workers and opened the roads, which brought the banks and the businessmen to found a fortune that lasted through a better part of the twentieth century.

         But the world changed, construction slowed, and it got too expensive to haul sand and stone down from northern Michigan. People moved away, and the Monroe hand on the tiller of Whitestone Harbor shriveled, weakened, and almost gave way.

         Then my father came along, with his charm and his savvy, and his rock-hard certainty that Whitestone could be hauled back from the brink. Thanks to him, the Monroes are kings of the castle again. Literally.

         I take the long way around through what used to be the children’s wing and down the back stairs so I’ll come down in the kitchen instead of the great room. The air is filled with the scent of smoke and hot meats, the sizzle of frying food and the clatter of dishes. Carla is stacking empty plates in the dishwasher, a job that, incidentally, allows her to avoid the rest of the family.

         “Oh, Geraldine, great! How’s Marie?”

         “Just a cut,” I say, which is true as far as it goes. “But it’s messy. I told her to lie down.”

         Carla smirks. “Yeah, and that’s going to work. How are you holding up?”

         “Ask me after the third martini. It’s still martinis, isn’t it?”

         She rolls her eyes. “Does anything ever change around here?”

         Yes. It does. I shove my hand into my pocket so my fingers press against the keys. We just pretend it doesn’t. That way we don’t have to admit to all our deals, compromises, and petty thievery.

         Carla snaps her fingers. “Oh, I meant to tell you. While you were upstairs your phone rang, like three times.”

         “Oh. Thanks.”

         My purse is still where I dropped it on the kitchen island. I don’t want to check. I really don’t. I’m pretty sure I know who called. He’s been calling all three days of my drive from Lillywell to Whitestone. But Carla is watching, so, I dig in among my private flotsam, and find my phone. Yep. I’ve got three missed calls, all from the same number.

         Tyler.

         “Something wrong, G?”

         Yes. My heart squeezes, a lot harder than it should.

         “Just my department.” I shove the phone into my back pocket. I’m going to need it later. “Always something.”

         Carla nods like she believes me, but movement in the other room catches her eye. Dad is out on the terrace, heading over to the grill. Carla’s husband, Walt, is forking a piece of steak onto my cousin Amber’s plate. Dad whispers something in Walt’s ear. Carla stiffens.

         And just like that, I know that Marie and I aren’t the only ones with secrets here.

         “Shit,” Carla mutters. “I wish…” She glances toward the stairs and nibbles on her lower lip. “I’ve got to get the desserts ready.”

         “Want me to take care of it? I can still slice a mean cheesecake.”

         “No. You can’t hide in here all night.” She doesn’t look at me when she says this though. Dad puts his hand on Walt’s shoulder to give him a little “snap out of it” shake. Carla twists her gold rope chain, and untwists it, and twists it again.

         “Well.” I take a deep breath and a swallow out of the coffee cup on the counter. It’s stone cold, and not mine. I make a face and hand it back to Carla. “Once more into the breach, dear friend.”

         I shake my jacket back on my shoulders and cross the threshold to the great room.

         3.

         Our little family gathering has segregated itself by sex. The men cluster on the terrace while the women have taken over the great room. Originally, the kitchen was closed off. Its door opened onto the formal dining room, and that opened onto the great room. But that was too old-fashioned. The walls had to be torn down to make this modern, pillared open plan where everybody can see everybody else at all times.

         Grandma Millicent, of course, has pride of place in the square, white Nella Vetrina chair. Aunt June hovers beside her, an uneasy combination of honor guard and lady’s maid. The little kids duck between the grown-ups to grab deviled eggs and baby carrots. These are my second and third cousins, the disregarded children of a legion of unsatisfactory marriages.

         Danish modern furnishings have been traded for Italian modern since I was last here. This isn’t really a surprise. Dad gets bored easily, and Marie is always having to redecorate. Currently, the great room that holds these decorous, gossipy, hard-drinking ladies is pristine black and white, except of course, for the Tiffany glass.

         That stained glass is our home’s crowning glory. Dark painted evergreens stretch from floor to ceiling in a series of panels that alternate with delicate amber-tinted glass. Glorious scarlet glass roses wind around the French doors. When the light is just right, like it is now, you feel as if you’re standing at the edge of a pine forest while the sun streams in from some adjacent meadow.

         As I come out of the kitchen, Dad is handing Grandma Millicent a plate of salad and delicate pink salmon. They have identical expressions—their special blend of satisfaction and disdain. Dad straightens and colored light turns the familiar angles of his face into a gaudy, painted mask. But his eyes, as they turn to see through to me, remain clear and bottomless.

         He knows. My throat closes. Old, ludicrous adolescent guilt floods me. He found out what we’re doing.

         “Geraldine, there you are!”

         I just about jump out of my skin. But it’s only Aunt June. She doesn’t notice how badly I’m startled. She transfers her dinner plate from one hand to the other so she can throw a bony arm around my shoulders, and give me a pair of loud air kisses. “Is Marie all right?”

         “She’s fine. Just needed a lie down.” I put my back to the enormous fieldstone fireplace so nobody else can sneak up on me. Standing here, I’m draped in the colors of blood, sand, and moss.

         Dad smirks and turns his back, dismissing me from his list of immediate concerns.

         “Marie works too hard,” Aunt June is saying around a mouthful of blackened chicken. “I’ll never know where she gets the energy. But look at you! All New York chic!” She steps back so she can properly take in my black jacket, black blouse, pencil skirt, and stiletto boots. I’m a shadow walking through all the pastel and khaki. “Mother, doesn’t Geraldine look wonderful?”

         Grandma Millicent sets her plate down on the side table and blots her mouth carefully so as not to smudge her coral lipstick.

         “I’m so glad you could make it, Geraldine.” She gives me her light, cool hand. We will not hug. We have never hugged.

         “You look great, Grandma.” This is true. My grandmother is as polished, sharp, and strong as ever. “How’ve you been?”

         “I’m old and getting older,” she says with crisp modesty. “Will you be with us long?”

         So, now’s the time for the big announcement. It’s appropriate that I tell the Monroe matriarch first. “Well, actually, I’m on sabbatical.”

         She arches her neatly plucked brows. “Sabbatical?”

         “Mmm-hmm. I’m writing my book, and I was planning on working from here.”

         “A book? Well.” Grandma Millicent picks up her plate. “That sounds very exciting. I look forward to hearing all about it.”

         But not now. Now she has to eat her salad before it gets warm and her salmon before it gets cold. I am dismissed.

         “A book!” Aunt June threads her arm through mine and steers me away from Millicent, just in case I didn’t get the hint. “That’s amazing! I could never write a book. Oh, I should tell you.” She snuggles up, all confidential. “The new medical center downtown? They’re making a specialty out of cosmetic surgery. Susan Fisk—you remember her? She just had her eyes done and she looks twenty years younger. You wouldn’t believe what they can do with lasers these days. If you wanted, I could set you up a consultation for your, you know…?” She lays her finger across her lip, like she’s telling me to shush.

         I squish my mouth into a smile that makes my “you know” wrinkle and pull tight. “I’ll think about it.” I slide away from her with a nonchalance I picked up at faculty cocktail parties and come up next to my cousin Amber.

         “Well, you made it.” Amber rakes me over with gray eyes that have grown colder and harder since I was last here.

         “I heard you were out in Seattle,” I remark.

         “For a while.” The weight of her failure makes Amber’s words fall flat. “Are you really writing a book?” My cousin has never worked a day in her life. Amber lives off husbands, when she has them, as well as her share of the assorted Monroe family funds that my father doles out.

         “I really am writing a book.” Amber looks positively panicked at this and I laugh. I can’t help it. “Don’t worry, it’s not a memoir. Strictly pop culture with a little pop psych sprinkled on top. My department wants to shake off the academic dust, get us out in the mainstream, and fairy tales are hyper-trendy right now.” God bless the good ship Disney and all who sail her.

         “So, what’s it called?”

         “Seven Secrets of Highly Successful Princesses.”

         Amber stares for a moment longer. “Well, sounds like a bestseller to me, but then what do I know?”

         Before I have to answer, Walt steps up to the edge of our little knot. “Hello, Geraldine. You made it.” He hands me a paper plate that holds a cheeseburger, rich with grilled onions and cheese on a big brioche bun. “I thought you might be hungry.”

         “My savior!” Amber, who has been loading up on the salad and chicken, looks away politely as I take a big bite. “Mmmmm!”

         Walter’s got the beginnings of a serious widow’s peak and a blossoming paunch. He blinks at the world from behind round, wire-framed glasses. He beams as I roll my eyes in rapturous enjoyment.

         If I’ve got a direct opposite among the Monroes, it’s Walt. I ran away from home. Walt, he ran back. I tore up my father’s last bribe. Walter’s not only on the family payroll, he’s my father’s right-hand man, just one rung down from Marie on the ladder of trust. I’ve never been able to hold a relationship together. Walt has defied the odds and stayed married to Carla for over twenty years.

         My mom was killed. Walt’s father…well, we never talk about what really happened to Walt’s father. In that way, we are both genuine Monroes.

         “So,” Walt begins.

         “Marie’s fine, I’m still at Lillywell,” I tell him. “But I’m taking a year off to write my book.”

         Walt not only gets the joke, he actually laughs. “Okay, okay, genius. We are all unoriginal drones and you have broken the mold. I’ll find a new question. How about this? You seeing anybody?” Because of Carla, Walt still believes that people like us can fall in love if we just try hard enough. He’s a genuine sweetie, and whatever’s got Carla on edge does not seem to be bothering him at all. Worry creeps through me and takes some of the enjoyment out of the burger he’s made.

         “No, not seeing anybody now.” I try very hard not to think about the phone I have shoved in my pocket and all the calls I haven’t answered.

         That’s when my shoulder blades twitch. It’s Dad. It’s got to be. I turn my head, just enough so I can see he’s crossed back over the window-forest threshold. Evidently, he feels he’s given me enough line. It’s time to reel Geraldine in.

         As he approaches, Amber and Walt are both suddenly trying to find something to look at that is not my face.

         “Amber, you’re running on empty,” Dad announces jovially. “Walt, you might want to get back and check those steaks. Shame to overcook such good meat. Geraldine, come help me with the refills, will you?”

         4.

         Dad’s study is a haven of traditional masculine competence. The furniture is all rich leather and dark wood. The broad desk is empty except for the blotter and the computer. It’s also angled to face the door. Nobody is going to sneak up on Dad.

         A curated selection of family photographs hangs on the navy-blue accent wall. Mostly they’re of Marie and Robbie. You can track my nephew’s growth from a plump toddler to a rangy young man looking stiff and awkward in his sport coat and tie. Dad is there, and Grandma Millicent. There’s one carefully composed portrait of Millicent’s children: Dad, Aunt June, and poor, dead, deluded Uncle Pete. Grandma’s dead brothers are absent. No cousins are in evidence, either, and no spouses, not even Robbie’s father. Going just on the photographic evidence, my nephew seems to have been the result of a virgin birth.

         I let my gaze drift across our edited family until I find the one representation of me. I haven’t moved. I’m still bottom corner, left. I’m eleven years old. Marie in the same portrait is thirteen. We’re wearing matching dresses covered in big sunflowers. Marie’s got a bow in her hair. I sport a crooked ponytail. That eleven-year-old me hasn’t got the scar yet, and her face is freckled and sunburnt. She’s been told to smile, but she looks like she’s baring her teeth for an attack.

         From this angle, eleven-year-old me seems to be looking out past my grown-up shoulder toward Dad at the vintage minibar. There’s a whole sideboard full of booze in the great room, but the best stuff stays in here. The imported single malts. The top-shelf vodka. The wine that’s been brought up from the (locked) state-of-the-art cooler in the basement. He’s slowly mixing up the fresh drinks, giving me time to get all tense and awkward.

         It’s okay, I assure my young self. I know this trick.

         “How’s Marie doing?” he asks finally.

         I ignore him and let my gaze tick backward up the timeline of Marie’s and Robbie’s lives, to the middle of the wall and the spot I’ve been avoiding.

         And there she is. My mother. Stacey Jean Burnovich Monroe.

         She’s the only casual shot in the sea of studio portraits. She was caught shoving her hair back from her tanned face. Her hair was always the most remarkable thing about Mom. It’s a natural blond so fair it’s almost white. Sun streams through the tangles and fine strands, making them glow. It’s a close-up so tight, it might be a selfie, if they had had selfies in the late eighties. You can see every line that time, anger, and raucous laughter have carved around her wide mouth and summer-brown eyes.

         Since she died, Dad has kept her right in the middle of the office wall. That way, everybody can see how important she still is to him and how much he misses her. It also means you’re less likely to notice how this picture is the only trace of the late Mrs. Stacey Monroe left in the whole house.

         “Geraldine?” says Dad behind me. “I asked you a question.”

         “Yes,” I agree. I also turn around. Dad is still pouring and mixing, his competent hands running on autopilot. Those hands are gnarled and spotted with veins like tree roots running down the back. They give him away. He’s hiding it well, but my father is an old man. I take a little vicious comfort in this.

         “Like I told everybody, Dad, Marie is fine. It’s just a messy cut. You must have heard me. I only repeated it about six times.”

         “Is it the truth?”

         And they’re off!

         “If you’re worried, why don’t you go up and check? I’m sure she’d love to know how much you care.” I bare my teeth. Me and eleven-year-old Geraldine.

         “Marie knows I love her,” says Dad softly. “And what worries me…” He pauses for a sigh, like he needs to collect himself for what’s coming. “Is what you’ve been telling her. Yes, I heard you say her hand is fine. I also heard you say you’re on sabbatical.”

         “That’s right.”

         “Now, I know it’s been a while since I was in college, but I seem to recall it’s professors who get sabbaticals. The last I heard, you were just a lecturer.”

         “Sabbatical’s a blanket term. When you’re in the humanities, you’re pretty much expected to write a book. If you’ve been a good little worker bee, you get time off to do it.”

         “I see.”

         Dad folds his arms and leans against the minibar. Casual, in command. I feel short and squat, the dark and lumpish invader in this lean and golden family. I used to pretend I was a changeling. I used to climb trees, up so high the branches would barely hold me. I’d hide there, waiting for my real family to come get me. My real family were gnomes and trolls and crows. Dark and dangerous monsters who rode black horses, and trailed ghosts and secrets. Unlike the daylight family I’d been stuck with, my real family could command their ghosts, and they would share those secrets with me.

         “You’re lying, Geraldine,” says Dad. “Like you lied about your car breaking down. You’re not on sabbatical. Something’s happened to you.”

         He waits for me to deny it, or blanch. Or maybe start crying. I’m sure any or all of those would do.

         I shrug. “Gold star for you, Dad.”

         “Are you going to tell Marie and Robbie? Or do I have to?”

         “Are you going to tell Marie you stole Robbie’s graduation present?” I say back. “Or do I have to?”

         Dad, of course, receives this bitter repartee with all his usual patience and understanding.

         “I am not playing your games, Geraldine. Do you think for one minute I will let you come in here and ruin my family?”

         “Your family?”

         “My family. You abandoned us years ago.”

         “After you told me it would be better if I wasn’t around anymore.”

         Dad’s gaze doesn’t flicker, not even a little. “Since you were bent on suicide, I thought you should at least kill yourself someplace your sister didn’t have to watch.”

         Memory digs its teeth in—the hospital room, the terrible lethargy that was the aftermath of blood loss and hypothermia. Marie’s face was stark white then, just like it was when she saw the cut on her hand.

         Mom was dead, but I didn’t know that yet. Dad was busy with the people who mattered, covering up his wife’s undignified departure from this world, as well as my unsuccessful attempt to follow along.

         But I didn’t know that yet, either. I just lay there hating Marie with all the strength left in me. I hated her because there she was sitting beside my hospital bed, and because my last, desperate, and unsuccessful attempt to spark even a tiny desire to live involved getting drunk and screwing a guy I barely knew. Who just happened to be her then boyfriend. How the hell could she still love me after that?

         Away in the real world, I smell beer and tobacco, and I jerk my head around.

         “My God,” whispers Dad. “After all these years, you still twitch like you’re the one who got bit. How do you live with yourself?”

         He moves forward. With each step, the years slide away. I shrink down until I’m just a fifteen-year-old girl, bloated with fear and anger. This isn’t the suicide time, or the murder time, we’re regressing to. Oh, no. We’re headed straight back to Disappearance Week. I’m shut in our bedroom again, and there’s no way out. There’s never going to be any way out. There’s just my father’s patient, searching eyes and his cold, steady voice telling me what’s going to happen next. And the pain. The pain of my stitched-up lip fills my face and my skull so full, I’m sure it’s never going away.

         If you want to hide from everybody who loves you, then you get to hide, he says. You’re going to bed for three days. You’re not coming out, no matter how hungry you get or how bad you have to pee. If you do, you’ll be staying in bed for four days. Then five.

         What about Marie? I hear my shaking, stammering self ask.

         Don’t you dare try to blame Marie, he whispers. Marie is a good girl. She loves her father and understands what is expected of her. She never would have done this except for you.

         My father’s words are like handcuffs and deadbolts. They’re actually worse than blows. Because while I’m shut in our bedroom, Dad’s going to tell our teachers that Marie won’t talk about what happened at Aunt Trish’s house. He’ll tell them we were only gone a couple of days, not a week. He’s going to tell them I won’t leave my room. No matter how much he begs or shouts, I won’t even get out of bed. No one would believe the truth, not when the lies sound so much more reasonable.

         I’m so worried about my girl, he’s going to whisper to them all. What should I do? Please, what should I do?

         “I won’t let you put Marie and Robbie through this, Geraldine,” says my father. “You’re going to leave, right after graduation next Sunday. I’ll let Marie down easy. She doesn’t have to know you’ve lost your job, or that you’re trying to buy Robbie’s affection with money that isn’t yours.” He pauses because despite my best efforts, he sees something in my eyes that isn’t simple anger or old fear.

         He knows. He sees I’m planning something, we’re planning something. In that moment, I’m so sure of this, it’s all I can do to keep it together.

         “Whatever’s going on can stay your private disaster,” he tells me.

         He’s sure this’ll work. Why wouldn’t he be? It’s worked every other time I’ve tried to come back. Usually, he doesn’t even have to say anything. At most, I can stand four or five days of his sad, loving commentary on my every move. Then I lose my patience and my nerve and take off all on my own.

         Because there has always been something about Dad, about being here, that makes it impossible to think straight.

         Anger presses down against me. This is nothing like the bright, impulsive fury that makes you yell at your boyfriend or throw rocks at your ex’s car. This is old, thick, and slow. It’s sick and sweet, built up across the long years of our lives. I inhale it deeply and hold it in my lungs for as long as I can, because I know that as long as I feel this way I can do anything, and I will not give a shit what happens next.

         “You stole two thousand dollars, Dad. It was sitting right there on the counter. Robbie didn’t take it. Marie couldn’t. There was nobody else in the kitchen. You stole from me, and your grandson.”

         We’re toe to toe, almost nose to nose. I smell the martini and aftershave. Inside I’m crawling and I’m screaming and trying to get away. But I can’t. I’m sneaking out the window to save myself, but always creeping right back. I’m falling hard, slamming face-first onto the steps. My teeth and skull are rattling, my skin is splitting wide open to let out the blood and the pain. I’m swimming out into the frigid lake, trailing yet more blood into the black water.

         But this once, I am not backing down.

         “I’m staying, Dad. I know what you’re really doing, and so do you.”

         Right on cue, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I yank it out.

         “You’re going to take that, now?” Dad asks, scornful and surprised.

         I glance at the screen and my hand shakes, just for a second. Tyler. Tyler. Thank you, damn you. Go away, Tyler.

         “If it’s so important you’d better go ahead.” Dad’s permission comes mixed with equal parts contempt and resignation.

         “It’s just a faculty friend,” I lie. “From the business school.”

         “Lillywell has a business school?”

         “Well, it’s pretty small, but it does have one specialty that gets it into the top ten lists.”

         It’s news to Dad that my college is considered good at anything, and it puts a particular gleam in his eye. The one that says, Maybe there’s something useful here after all.

         “What’s the specialty?”

         Don’t, G. You’re going to screw everything up.

         “Forensic accounting,” I say.

         I watch that gleam of pride and condescension fade. Will I regret this later? Oh, yes. I know I will.

         But for now, I smile and I smile, and I keep right on smiling.
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