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			Chapter One

			There hadn’t always been something wrong with her.

			As a baby, Briella had been the most beautiful thing Marian had ever seen. Premature by a few weeks, but nothing the doctors had been concerned about. No stay in the NICU or anything like that. She’d been too small for all of the clothes Marian had been given for her baby shower, even the newborn sizes. Tiny, but beautiful and perfect. A little living doll. Ten teensy perfect fingers and toes. With her father’s pale gray eyes and her mother’s dark, spiraling curls, her skin the color of sea-wet sand, Briella had always been a perfect blend of Marian and Tommy. There’d never been a second’s doubt that the kid had inherited the best features from both her parents, even if she’d been an ‘oops’.

			A late night, too many visits from the tequila bottle. Marian and Tommy had been thinking about reconciling, stalling the divorce each had threatened at one time or another. High school sweethearts, eight or nine years together, on and off, neither of them willing to give each other up. A baby was the worst way for them to make things work, but who thinks about that when you’re young and made stupid by love? 

			The pregnancy had seemed like a miracle, after all the trouble Marian had had keeping one before that, the babies they had tried for. Seemed like a sign they ought to try to work it out one more time. Young. Stupid. In love, or what had passed for love between them, at least.

			Not that she would have chosen anything different, even if anyone could have convinced her then how hard it was going to end up being. How beautiful babies become recalcitrant, tantrum-throwing toddlers, who grow into elementary school kids with attitude, who morph into pre-teens who think they ought to rule the world. 

			She and Tommy had stayed together long enough for Briella to be born, and after that Marian had kicked Tommy out for the final time. It had been rough at first. Tommy as her husband had been prone to unreliability. Tommy as not-her-husband felt even less obligation. They got along okay now, for the sake of their daughter. There were still times when Marian could look at him and remember how much she’d loved him, and there were plenty of times when she had no trouble remembering why she didn’t anymore.

			From the start, Briella had focused on the world around her in a way that Marian hadn’t realized was unusual in a newborn until the pediatrician had commented on it, suggesting they check the baby’s vision. Briella had been able to see perfectly fine. She just paid more attention to the world than other infants her age.

			Briella had been born tiny and had stayed small. Maybe that was part of the problem. Always a little bit behind the other, bigger kids, never able to catch up in some ways, but so far beyond them in others. She’d been sorted into a series of supplemental gifted programs since kindergarten, when the teacher realized Briella was falling behind on her reading work because she was spending too much time devouring the copy of Gone with the Wind she’d begged Marian to buy her after they’d watched the movie together. The shortest kid in her class, but the smartest. 

			It had never seemed to matter until the last year or so, when they started sorting the kids into classes according to ability level, when they all started to get taller as they headed toward puberty, when friendships that had been in place since preschool started to shift and change right along with them. 

			In her own elementary school days, Marian had been best friends with two girls in her class. Jody Evans and Angela Heller had lived next door to each other since birth, more like sisters than simply besties. Marian had become their third, happily a bridge between the two strong personalities. Sometimes closer with one, the next week with the other, Marian had been devastated the summer after middle school, when they all moved into the new high school building, to discover Jody and Angela had been placed in a different set of classes to Marian. They had drifted apart after that, although sometimes Marian still bumped into Jody in town. They always promised to get together, but they never managed to find the time. She’d made other friends since, some even better, but there’d never been any who were quite the same.

			What was happening to Briella seemed a lot more deliberate. Kids who’d been her lunch buddies for years were sitting at different tables. The ones in her gifted classes stopped inviting her to their birthday parties. Briella had told Marian it was because they didn’t like her anymore, but she wouldn’t say why. When Marian wanted to know if Briella was being bullied, the school guidance counselor had assured her that she was not.

			“Some children simply aren’t popular,” the counselor had said. “Not being liked isn’t the same thing as being bullied.”

			“Briella…Bean…are you doing something to make them not like you? If you are, why don’t you stop doing it?” Marian had asked later.

			Briella’s answer to that had been a shrug. “Why should I be a different person just to make people like me? You can’t make people like you if they don’t, Mama.”

			Wise words from a little girl, words that Marian knew were true and yet…something about them had seemed off. She’d spent hours sobbing into her own mother’s arms about the loss of her friendships. If Marian had raised Briella to have enough self-esteem that she didn’t worry about the judgment of her classmates, that was supposed to be a good thing, right? Why, then, did it seem to bother Marian so much more than it did her daughter?

			Briella didn’t get into trouble at school. Her grades were above and beyond anything Marian could have asked for, academically. At home, Briella was her usual bright and talkative self, except for an occasional rise of temper that showed itself in ways that Marian wondered might have something to do with the other kids’ opinions of her. Nobody liked to be reminded they weren’t as smart as someone else, and Briella’s go-to insult when she was frustrated about something usually ended up using the words ‘stupid’ or ‘dummy’, no matter how many times Marian scolded her for it.

			The kid had inherited that trait from her dad. Tommy had always been at the head of the class and not afraid to point that out. Teachers had loved him despite his smart-ass attitude, so at school he’d gotten away with a lot of crap nobody else could. At home, he’d been and remained his parents’ golden child, unable to do any wrong – except when it came to Marian, of course. His mother had hated her from the start for ‘taking her baby away,’ an attitude that had not improved with the addition of a grandchild Nancy Gallagher had once called ‘an embarrassment’.

			Unlike Briella, Tommy had always been able to make and keep friends. Even if he was an arrogant son of a bitch, he worked that clichéd Irish charm in ways Marian had to admit that their daughter had not inherited.

			Tommy traveled a lot, and when he was gone it mostly seemed like Briella was out of sight, out of mind. He couldn’t be counted on to send a regular check, but when he came home he threw his money around like he’d printed it. He’d promised Briella he would take her to Disney World for her birthday, but instead he’d taken her to the Disney Store and gaslit her into believing that was what he’d originally said. The kid had come home with a stuffed Pluto dog that was bigger than she was. Briella always acted like her daddy could do no wrong, so if she was resentful about the obvious bait-and-switch, she never said a word about it.

			Still, didn’t that have to be at least part of the reason Briella had started acting out so much more frequently? An absentee dad with feast-or-famine affections was bound to mess with a kid’s well-being, even if she had an amazing step-father like Marian’s husband, Dean. But then so could anything else, Marian thought, knowing it was easier to blame Tommy for not being around than it would be to take a good hard look at herself and how bad she might be screwing up.

			She did the best she could, Marian told herself now, watching her daughter bent over a large, battered notebook at the computer desk. Marian had picked up the five-subject monster at the thrift store back when she’d considered keeping a journal again. Two entries into it, Marian had realized she was never going to do anything or even think anything important enough to write about. She’d torn away the used pages and tucked the book itself into the drawer where she put things she didn’t know what to do with. A year later, Briella had found it there and taken it for her own.

			The best she could. What more could anyone expect out of a mother? Marian paused in the den doorway with the plate of apple slices and peanut butter she’d put together for Briella’s snack. The kid came home from school starving almost every day and usually demanded her snacks in the kitchen while she swung her little feet and told her mother all about her day in the fifth grade. Today, though, she’d gone straight to the ancient desktop set up in the den’s back corner, beneath the window. Marian and Dean had talked about upgrading, but a new computer wasn’t high on the priority list, not with the mortgage upside down and Dean’s overtime being cut back every time they got even a little bit ahead.

			“Hey, Bean, whatcha doing? Homework?” 

			Marian had been floored to realize they gave elementary kids so much homework. Not the bullshit kind she remembered from her days at Southside, either. These kids got full-on assignments that counted toward grades, even in the regular classes that weren’t part of the gifted program.

			Briella didn’t turn to look at her mother. She was hunched over her ‘idea book’. Nobody was allowed to look inside it. She’d taught herself to write at the age of three and a half, only shortly after she’d learned to read. In the beginning, concerned at her preschool kid’s obsession with the heavy, thick notebook she seemed barely able to lift, Marian had sneaked a peek in the notebook a few times. She’d kind of hated herself for doing it because it reminded her of the times her own mother had violated her trust and read her teenage journal.

			There hadn’t been much to snoop on. Scrawled in a nearly illegible hand, it showed that Briella might be able to write, but she wasn’t very good at it. Anyway, at that age, what could Briella be writing in there that was anything for Marian to worry about? She’d stopped checking it after that. Studying her daughter’s intent expression now, Marian wondered if she ought to sneak another look. It might give her at least a tiny clue into what had been going on with the kid since the end of the last school year.

			“Aren’t you hungry? Briella,” Marian said sharply now to get her attention. “I brought your snack.”

			Briella closed the battered notebook with a snap and looked at her mother with an expression Marian couldn’t figure out, only that she didn’t like it. Marian held up the plate. Briella slid off the chair and reached for it.

			“Yum, nom nom nom,” she said. “Thanks, Mama.”

			“How was school today?”

			Briella shrugged and turned back to the computer monitor. “Fine.”

			“Anything good happen?” Marian asked.

			“No.”

			Marian hesitated, bracing herself as she thought of the end of fourth grade. Fifth had barely begun. “Anything bad happen?”

			“No.” 

			Briella’s fingers danced on the keyboard. The desktop was so slow that any kind of internet search became a chore too taxing for Marian to have the patience for. If she wanted to look something up, she did it on her phone. Briella had a tablet that Tommy had given her last year for her birthday, but no phone yet. She might have tested into a gifted-level IQ, and could read at a college level, but she was still only ten years old.

			Marian watched the screen fill with text. Pages of it. Tiny font, hard to read. It looked scientific. “What are you looking at?”

			“Did you know that ravens can recognize human faces?” Briella twisted in the chair and stuffed an apple slice into her mouth. She chomped noisily. Messily. Peanut butter gathered at the corners of her lips in a way that had Marian itching to wipe it away.

			She looked for a tissue on the desk and snagged one from the box. “I didn’t. C’mere. Get the schmutz off.”

			Briella squirmed out of her grip before Marian could take more than a couple swipes. “They can. They remember people who hurt them. Sometimes, they’ll even attack them!”

			“Sounds scary.” Marian grabbed her daughter firmly by the arm, almost pinching. “Stay still.”

			The school had sent home a letter to parents about how it was common for kids this age to slack off in personal hygiene, and Briella had been acting like the perfect example of that. Nightly showers were a constant battle, as was keeping up with her head of springy natural curls. All of her clothes had stains. She had to be reminded repeatedly to brush her teeth. 

			Briella shook her head to keep it away from the tissue and yanked her arm hard enough to dig Marian’s fingers in too deep. “They will remember you if you treat them good, too. They’ll bring you treats. Some can even talk! Better than parrots, even.”

			“Briella! Damn it, you have peanut butter all over the place. If you can’t eat it neatly, you’ll have to do it at the kitchen table. You can’t be getting—” Marian cut herself off with a sigh at the sight of her daughter’s sullen glare and drew in a breath to calm her tone. “Sweetie, I told you before. We can’t afford to replace the keyboard if it gets too messy to use. You promised me you’d be more careful.”

			“Dean could get a second job,” Briella said.

			Marian stopped swiping at the girl’s face. “What?”

			“If he really wanted to, he could get another job so he could buy me a computer. Anyway, Daddy says he’s going to get me a laptop. He’s not poor, like we are.”

			Marian bit the tip of her tongue. Dean worked third shift at the local potato chip plant. He was a supervisor, but that meant instead of working a single line, he often had to take turns at several different jobs when people were out sick or took vacation. There’d been cut-backs and no raise for the past two years. Add in the half-hour commute, and he came home exhausted every morning. He made decent money, but he’d taken on a lot of Marian’s debts when they got together. She’d had some old medical bills from her emergency appendectomy, and not all of them had been paid off yet. They didn’t live hand to mouth, but there was often very little left over from each paycheck.

			“We aren’t poor, Briella. Did your daddy say we were?” Tommy might have money now, but he hadn’t grown up with it. Marian wouldn’t have put it past him to try to make himself look better in Briella’s eyes, though.

			Briella shrugged. “He didn’t have to say it, I just can tell by our house and stuff.”

			This gave Marian pause. They’d moved into Dean’s childhood home when his parents moved to Florida. The house was old, true, and needed some repairs, but old houses always did. Their cars were also old, but paid off. She shopped with coupons, had a budget, saved for things rather than putting them on credit, when she could. They didn’t have the best of everything, but they also didn’t lack for much. She couldn’t recall ever talking about money with or around Briella, and the thought that her child believed they were poor, especially in comparison to Tommy’s unreliable generosity, stung.

			“Your daddy says a lot of things he doesn’t…he can’t.… Briella, Dean works very hard to support us. We told you that maybe for Christmas, Santa might—”

			“I don’t believe in Santa,” Briella said flatly. “Ruthie Miller doesn’t either, and she told me he’s not real.”

			Ruthie Miller was Jewish, something Marian didn’t feel qualified to explain to her kid, since she wasn’t sure exactly what Jews believed, other than they didn’t celebrate Christmas or believe in Jesus. Truth was, Marian herself had stopped believing in him a while ago, right around the time she’d lost her mom. Prayers hadn’t done anything to save June Taylor when she’d stepped into the crosswalk with the right of way, and the drunk asshole with two prior convictions ran her down. Mom had been on her way to church. 

			“Well, then, if it’s not Santa, Dean and I might be able to get you one for Christmas.” Marian had been researching refurbished Macs. Even the used ones cost more than she thought they’d be able to spend, but Briella had been adamant about getting an Apple.

			“That’s three months from now. I need my research sooner than that.” Briella squirmed out of Marian’s grip.

			Marian looked over Briella’s shoulder at the computer screen. “What are you researching? Birds? Is it something for school?”

			As part of Southside’s gifted program, Briella had done a bunch of projects on her own. They called it independent study. Marian thought it was more like busywork for smart kids who’d be bored without something extra, but Briella had always seemed to love the additional work and spent a lot of her time on voluntary projects. Briella had been working steadily on something since the end of school last May, spending hours scribbling notes in her notebook without sharing anything. She’d also been tinkering with bits of metal and wire she scrounged from the garage and sometimes from the trash, but lately Marian had seen all the tiny, twisted pieces tossed into the garbage can in her room. Whatever the experiments had been, apparently they weren’t working out.

			Briella shook her head. “No. Not for school. I just wanted to learn about them.”

			“Is it the same thing you’ve been working on all summer?”

			“I quit that project. It was stupid,” Briella said with a shift in her gaze that told Marian she was being more secretive than honest. 

			That was another of those recent developments. Along with the loathing for personal hygiene and lack of friends, Briella had taken up lying. Much like her father, she wasn’t really very good at it.

			“I’m sure it wasn’t,” Marian said. “Nothing you do is stupid.”

			Briella’s lip curled. “It’s too hard to do anything without the right tools. It never left the theory stage. I wanted it all to work, but I don’t have the right equipment to make it to the practical applications of it. I need better supplies, and if you can’t get me a new computer, you sure can’t get me the other stuff I’d need.”

			“What are you trying to make, a robot?” Marian had meant it as a joke, but seeing the look on Briella’s face, she sobered. “Is that it?”

			“It wasn’t going to be a robot,” Briella said disdainfully.

			Not for the first time, Marian was reminded of how little she could relate to her own daughter. So instead, she fell back on something she did understand. She put her hands on her hips and gave Briella a stern look. 

			“Did you do the rest of your homework before you started on your project?”

			Briella sighed and kicked a small foot against the leg of the rickety desk so that the entire setup shook. “Yeah. It was all stupid. The teacher is stupid, too.”

			“I’ve told you about calling people stupid. And I thought you liked Mrs. Jackson,” Marian said, feeling like she was losing this battle before it had even begun.

			Again, she was reminded of Tommy and how single-mindedly obnoxious he could be. But Briella was still a kid, Marian’s kid as a matter of fact, and there was still plenty of time to make sure Briella didn’t end up like her father as an adult. Marian tried again.

			“Tell you what. Why don’t you bring your snack into the kitchen with me while I cook dinner, and you can tell me about your bird project. Then, when you’re finished, you can get back to it. Sometimes, taking a break on something that’s frustrating you can help you get a fresh perspective.”

			Dean would be up in about an hour, hungry for what would be his breakfast. Marian had a package of chicken thighs thawing in the sink. She was going to use up the last of the boxed potato flakes and do an oven bake. She wouldn’t be able to get to the store until next week, after payday.… With her mind stuck on dinner and the chores and a thousand other things, she didn’t notice at first that the kid hadn’t budged.

			“Briella. Let’s go.”

			At first it looked as though Briella was going to protest, but then she nodded and hopped off the chair. Marian took the plate with its smears of peanut butter all around the rim – how had she managed to make such a mess in so short a time? Both of them went into the kitchen. Marian set the plate on the table.

			“Briella,” she said again, this time to turn the girl’s attention from the window next to the back door, overlooking the yard.

			Her daughter turned with a gap-toothed grin. “He’s out there, Mama. I saw him on the way home from school today, but now he’s in the backyard!”

			“Who?” For a second, Marian’s heart froze with visions of a white van and a man offering ice cream to little girls. 

			“The raven from near my school. His wife raven got killed. She was dead by the garbage cans. I gave him a treat from my backpack, and he followed me home,” Briella said in that tone she’d taken on lately. As though Marian was dumber than a dog’s foot.

			If that was in fact how Briella talked to the other kids at school, no wonder they didn’t like her anymore, Marian thought, then immediately felt guilty. Childhood was hard enough without even your mother not being on your side. She looked out the window, tweaking aside the faded yellow curtains that had belonged to her mom’s Scandinavian grandmother. Her fingers skated on the soft material, tugging at the hem. The backyard, little more than patchy grass and a fire pit ringed with battered metal lawn chairs, edged up to the pine forest and the mountain beyond. She didn’t see any birds, much less a raven.

			Briella didn’t seem to notice that the bird, if one had been there at all, was gone. She turned, beaming, to the table and slid into her seat. “I’m going to name him Onyx.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			This was that sweet, brief stretch of the morning between the time Briella left for school and Dean arrived home from work that was all Marian’s. She’d never been an early riser by nature, but that had all changed after having her daughter. Briella hadn’t slept through the night until she was almost three, and even now would get up on her own around five thirty in the morning, no matter what time she’d gone to bed. And that could be late. With Dean leaving for work by ten p.m., sometimes a little earlier if he had to stop along the way, Marian had fallen into the habit of letting her daughter stay up long past what most parents would consider a proper bedtime, rather than fighting with her to stay in bed when she clearly wasn’t ready to sleep.

			This particular morning had dawned with the fresh, sweet hint of autumn in the coolness. Sure, in September it could still be eighty degrees by the afternoon, and Marian would be sweating and cursing the fact they didn’t have central air, but for now she could sit on the back stoop with the single cigarette she allowed herself every morning, her mug of coffee, and nothing else but the silence.

			She drank, wincing at the bitterness of the black coffee. She’d run out of creamer a couple days ago and thought it might be a good time to wean herself off it. Flavored creamers were full of junk and chemicals, and they cost a fortune. It was hard to justify that indulgence when she was also trying to save for a laptop.

			Briella’s comments about being poor still stung. Maybe it was time Marian talked to Dean about going back to work. Briella was in school all day. Dean was usually still asleep when she got off the bus, but at ten, wasn’t she old enough to manage herself until Marian got home?

			Marian had quit her job at the dentist’s office when she and Dean got married. Briella had been two, and it made sense to stay home rather than keep paying for daycare. They’d talked about having another baby, so staying home made even more sense, but two more losses had ended those conversations.

			Dean had said he wanted to take care of them both. He always had and still did. Marian had no complaints about that. The past couple of years had been leaner than they both liked, but their bills were always paid, and they never went hungry. Still, Marian could surely pick up some hours here or there, no more than part-time. It would ease the pinch, give them some money toward a new computer and other things Briella was going to need. College. It would be here before they knew it.

			A job would also get her out of the house. Dean used a white noise machine and a floor fan to block out sounds so that he could sleep, but even so, she still tiptoed around while he was sleeping  to make sure she didn’t wake him. There were days, stuck in the silence all day, when Marian thought she was going to lose her mind.

			Marian drew deep on the smoke, letting it sear the back of her throat. Her eyes stung. Moments later, the head rush tickled the spot between her eyes. She’d been a heavy smoker before Briella but had quit the minute she found out she was pregnant. She hadn’t taken it up again until a couple years ago, and now restricted herself to that single cigarette per day so she could keep her tolerance low and still get the buzz. She’d promised herself the first time it took more than one to get her there— 

			“Holy shit,” Marian yelped as a black shape dive-bombed past her and flew toward the wild tangle of tall green pokeweed and the deer feeder on the edge of the woods. 

			Her hair, which had been pulled into a messy topknot, now had several curls tickling her cheek from the force of the bird nearly clipping her ear. Marian pushed it away from her face and stood, shading her eyes to watch the black-winged shape strut around the edges of the wooden trough. It squawked loudly as though it were scolding her, then dove into the pokeweed to strip the purple berries off the stems and gobble them down.

			Marian put a hand to her heart, which was thumpa-thumping, and stubbed out her cigarette in the glass ashtray she kept on the back porch railing. There wasn’t any food in the feeder. Dean would fill it later in the fall to bring the deer in so he could make noises like he planned to shoot them for venison, not that he ever did. The bird flapped. It looked like it had the wingspan of a turkey buzzard, but that was impossible, wasn’t it? Ravens didn’t get that big. Did they? Marian tried to remember some of the facts Briella had been spouting about birds, but couldn’t think of any.

			“Hey, babe.”

			Marian shrieked, twisting and grabbing the wrought iron railing. “Holy hell, Dean. You scared the shit out of me!”

			Dean, dark green eyes twinkling, shook his head with a chuckle. “I already know you smoke.”

			“Not because…no. I mean, I was, but…” Marian burst into a flurry of giggles and waved a hand toward the deer feeder. “That bird scared me.”

			He looked past her. “What bird?”

			“It’s at the feeder.” Marian looked, but it had gone. Probably flew off into the woods, which was where birds belonged, as far as she was concerned. Not shitting all over her house and dive-bombing her when she was just trying to grab a smoke. “Well, it was there a minute ago.”

			“Okay, Tippi Hedren. Are you going to come inside and have something to eat with me?” Dean reached for her hand and tugged Marian up against him as they backed through the doorway and into the kitchen. He nudged the door closed with the toe of his boot. “And I don’t mean whatever it is you had on the stovetop when I got home.”

			All thoughts of the bird flew out of her mind as Marian lifted her face to Dean’s for a long, slow kiss. She linked her fingers behind his neck, loving the brush of his thick black hair against her knuckles. He was going gray at the temples, but the rest of his hair was dark as pitch and bristly as a boot brush, such a contrast to her own natural curls. He rubbed his prickling beard against her cheek, then lower, against her throat, until she giggled and pushed out of his grip.

			“What’s got into you today?” she asked.

			Dean grinned and shrugged. “Can’t a guy come home from work raring to get some from his sexy-as-hell old lady?”

			“Oh, sure.” Marian rolled her eyes and gestured at her worn T-shirt and sweatpants. A job, she thought, would give her an excuse to wear real clothes. “All this. So sexy.”

			He kissed her again, a little harder this time. The laundry and floor mopping could wait until he was asleep, she thought as she gave herself up to his embrace. He’d just started to lead her down the hallway to their bedroom when the phone rang. Neither of them tried to answer it, and the machine picked up. When the caller started leaving a message, though, Marian pulled from Dean’s grasp with a groan.

			“It’s the school,” she said. “Shit, it’s the nurse.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The car ride home from school was tense and quiet. Marian glanced a few times in the rearview mirror, but Briella stared steadfastly out of her window and didn’t meet her mother’s gaze. The bandage on her forehead had been clean when they left the nurse’s office, but now sported a pinprick of crimson.

			“We could stop for ice cream, if you want?” Marian offered in a light tone of voice.

			Briella shook her head.

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m not hungry. My belly hurts.” Briella made a face without pulling her gaze from the window.

			“How bad? If you’re going to throw up—”

			“I’m not. It just hurts.”

			The school nurse had told Marian she didn’t think there was anything more than a simple bump to worry about, but to watch for dizziness, nausea, sleepiness. So far, Briella just seemed grumpy. Still, the school had seemed to think it was important enough to send her home, so Marian was at least a little worried.

			“You want to talk about what happened, Bean?”

			“No.”

			Silence for the rest of the car ride, until they pulled into the driveway. Marian turned the car off and twisted in her seat to look back at her daughter. “Dean’s sleeping, so you have to be quiet, okay?”

			“I know.” Briella looked at her, then, with a frown. “Can I watch TV?”

			When Marian was a kid, the television had been on around the clock, a constant background hum of noise and distraction for her and her older brother, Desmond. Her dad still kept it on all the time, even when he wasn’t watching, maybe especially then, to cover up the quiet her mother’s death had left behind. Briella hadn’t grown up in a world with Saturday morning cartoons and Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling and late-night infomercials. She got all her media content via streaming, on demand, parental control locked. She’d never been much of a television watcher, preferring to read or scribble in her notebook.

			“My head hurts,” Briella said when Marian didn’t answer, like she knew what her mother was thinking. “I just want to lie down and not think too hard about anything.”

			“Sure, kiddo. Of course. I’ll make some lunch and you can just get comfy on the couch, okay?” Marian wanted to hug her, but she couldn’t reach across the backseat to do it. She settled for reaching so Briella could squeeze her fingers. “Just keep the volume low.”

			As it turned out, Dean wasn’t asleep when they got inside. He looked tired enough, eyes heavy-lidded and the scruff of his beard standing out even more thickly than it had an hour or so ago when he got home. He greeted them both with a smile from his seat at the kitchen table.

			“Hey, kid,” he said. “Heard you had a little accident at school.”

			Briella nodded and hung back behind Marian for a few seconds. “Yeah.”

			“She’s going to lie down on the couch for a bit and watch some TV.” Marian kissed the top of his head. “Did you eat anything? I can make you something.”

			Briella disappeared into the living room, and Dean snagged Marian’s wrist when she started to move toward the fridge. He tugged her closer to put his hands on her hips. She looked down at him, her hands on his shoulders.

			“What happened?” he asked in a low voice.

			“Apparently a bunch of the kids were playing outside at morning recess, and Briella was taking a turn on the monkey bars when she slipped off and fell.” Marian hesitated. “The nurse said that the kids aren’t supposed to go on top of the monkey bars, but a few of them might have been up there and that’s why she fell. I asked her if she thought any of the kids had pushed Briella, but she said all the kids on the playground swore nobody had.”

			“What’s the kid say?” Dean settled her on his knee, a big hand tucked between her thighs.

			She rested her cheek on the top of his head. “She wouldn’t talk about it. The nurse said the playground monitors didn’t see anything, either.”

			“You think it’s more of what happened last year?” Dean sounded concerned.

			A quick glance toward the hallway showed they were still alone. Marian could hear the drone of the TV. She shrugged and threaded her fingers through his hair, pulling until he looked up at her.

			“The teachers this year were all made aware of the problems from last year, and they’re supposed to be monitoring it,” she said. “Briella hasn’t mentioned any bullying, and the girls from last year who gave her such a hard time aren’t in her class this year.”

			Dean frowned. “Doesn’t mean they weren’t on the playground.”

			“I don’t know.” Marian’s mouth twisted. “We can’t just accuse anyone of pushing her, Dean. Especially if she says she fell.”

			The pack of mean girls who’d stopped being friendly to Briella because they said she was ‘weird’ had made her kid’s life miserable for months before Marian found out anything about it. The school counselor hadn’t been any help, and because there’d been only exclusion and no active bullying that anyone could prove, nothing much had been done. You can’t make people like you if they don’t, Marian remembered now with a frown and a pang in her heart. 

			“You want me to call the guidance counselor again?”

			She shook her head. “Let’s just see what Briella says about it. It really could have been an accident. She’s clumsy, you know?”

			There’d been a brief period of time, right before Dean, when Marian had been certain the pediatrician was going to call protective services on her. Bumps, bruises. Not only had she been prone to throwing herself to the ground in tantrums, she’d also had a healthy sense of inhibition. The kid had leaped from the top of the stairs once, convinced she could fly, and split open her eyebrow. She still bore a scar.

			“Do you think she’d tell you the truth?” Dean nuzzled her throat for a second. “She was pretty adamant last year that those girls were still her friends, even when we found out they weren’t.”

			The shit had hit the fan when Marian discovered that Briella hadn’t been invited to Pamela Morgan’s birthday party. The girls had been in the same classes since preschool. Marian and her mother had been friendly but not friends, and the awkward conversation between them when Marian called her, convinced the invitation had been lost instead of simply not offered, still made Marian cringe when she thought about it. Cringe and also fume.

			“I don’t know.” Marian sighed. “Shit. I was really hoping this year would turn things around for her. She doesn’t seem as bored in school. They’re pulling her out of class half a day three times a week instead of only once to do that gifted stuff.”

			“Which only makes her stand out more as being weird.”

			Marian’s nose wrinkled. “Smart doesn’t have to equal weird, Dean.”

			“Yeah, but…” He trailed off, wisely unwilling to say aloud what she knew he had to be thinking.

			The kid was simply hard to like.

			“She’ll grow out of it. All of it,” Marian said.

			“Sure, baby. Of course.” Dean yawned so wide his jaw popped. “I really got to get to sleep.”

			She slid off his lap. “Of course. You didn’t have to stay up until we got home.”

			“Sure I did. Needed to make sure everything was okay.”

			Marian cupped Dean’s face in her hands, tipping it up so she could look into his eyes. “You’re a good dad. You know that, right?”

			“Sure.” He laughed and cut his gaze, maybe embarrassed with the praise. He shrugged and added in a much lower voice, “She doesn’t even call me Dad.”

			“But that’s what you are to her. You’ve been in her life longer than you haven’t. You’ve been a better father to that kid than her own’s ever been.” Marian kissed him, slow and sweet and with a promise of more for later.

			About five minutes after Dean left the kitchen for the bedroom, Briella appeared in the doorway. “I’m hungry now.”

			“I have tomato soup and a grilled cheese.” Marian turned from the counter, where she was doctoring the heel of the bread loaf to make the sandwich. Nobody in the house liked the heel, including her, but it was the last of the bread and she still hadn’t made it to the store.

			“I don’t want grilled cheese. Can’t I have the ice cream now?”

			Marian shook her head. “We don’t have any here. That’s why I asked if you wanted to stop on the way home.”

			Briella’s sigh was so long and loud it lifted her shoulders. She buried her face in her hands. She looked so distraught that Marian went to her at once to put a hand on the back of her neck.

			“Bean. Are you sure you don’t want to talk to me about what happened? Was it…” Marian cleared her throat and pulled the chair out next to her daughter’s. She braced herself for bad news. “Did someone push you off the monkey bars?”

			“No. I fell all by myself. But they laughed.” Briella looked up then. “Pamela said I was being stupid, because I was trying to show them how birds do it. I mean, I know I can’t really fly like a bird, Mama. I’m not stupid.”

			“No. You’re definitely not.” Marian pushed the hair off Briella’s forehead and wondered if she ought to take off the bandage. The gauze looked even whiter against the sandy tones of Briella’s skin. The small red spot on the bandage had turned brown. “You’re very, very smart. And sometimes, other people who aren’t as smart don’t like that. So they laugh or make fun.”

			“You don’t, and you’re not as smart as I am.”

			Marian’s eyebrows rose, and she pressed her lips together for a moment before answering. “That might be true, Bean, but it’s not really nice to say so. And if that’s what you say to the other kids…”

			“Yeah, I know. Nobody likes a smartypants.” Briella muttered something else under her breath, too low for Marian to hear.

			“What?”

			“I said, Dean’s not smarter than me, either. And he’s not my dad. I heard you say he was a good dad. But he’s just a step. Not a real one.”

			“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you, Briella.”

			“Daddy loves me,” she said in the stubborn tone that grated on Marian’s nerves worse than the scratch of teeth on a fork.

			“It’s not a bad thing to have lots of people in your life who love you,” Marian said. “You love more people than just Daddy, don’t you? You love Grandpa and me and Dean and Auntie Theresa and Uncle Desmond and Dilly and Caitlin, right?”

			“I love my family.”

			“Dean is your family, Briella. You’ll hurt his feelings a lot if you don’t think so,” Marian said and added after a pause, “and you’ll hurt mine, too.”

			Briella frowned and crossed her arms, but didn’t make any other protests. She slid into the chair at the kitchen table and slumped with her chin in her hands. She huffed a loud, dramatic sigh.

			“Do you want some baby aspirin for your head?” Marian asked.

			“No. It feels better. Ice cream would make it even better, though.” Briella gave Marian an adorable grin, all sunshine, the grumpiness of literally only moments before vanishing.

			Marian pressed her lips together, but didn’t scold. Truth was, the idea of the soup and sandwich didn’t thrill her, either. Besides, the kid had fallen off the freaking monkey bars. She deserved at least a little treat.

			 Marian hugged her kid. “All right. Let’s go get some.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Using her credit card at the grocery store was not a habit Marian wanted to get into, but she’d be able to pay off the bill with Dean’s next check, and the bare cupboards had depressed her. At home, she sent Briella out back to play along with the last of her ice cream cone, so she could put the groceries away. It didn’t take long, since she hadn’t fully stocked up. What stopped her, though, was when she looked out the window over the kitchen sink to make sure Briella was still all right.

			The backyard was empty. 

			Irritated now but not yet worried, Marian went to the front door to look out.  Briella stood on the sidewalk, the last of her cone in her raised hand. She giggled wildly as the bird from earlier made swooping passes at it. It had to be the same one, right? Marian couldn’t remember ever seeing a single raven that size, much less more than one.

			Marian went out onto the concrete front porch. “Don’t do that, Briella!”

			“Mama, he likes it.” Briella squealed as the raven again dived at her hand, laughing aloud as it nipped the cone from her fingertips. “Yowch!”

			Marian was down the front porch steps and crossing the tiny front yard in a heartbeat. “Did he peck you? Birds are dirty. Let me see.”

			“Human mouths are dirtier than a bird’s mouth,” Briella said but allowed Marian to take her hand and inspect it. “And you kiss me with yours.”

			Marian stopped to stare at her daughter with a frown. If she’d spoken to her own mother that way, Mom would have done more than give her an irritated look. People didn’t spank anymore, though. New age parenting. 

			 “And you can watch yours, Briella. You’ve had a rough day, but that’s not a reason to get an attitude.”

			“Sorry,” Briella muttered insincerely.

			“Come inside, now.”

			“I want to play with Onyx.” Briella gestured at the raven, which had settled in the middle of the sidewalk across the street with its prize. The cone fragmented on the pavement, and the bird pecked it swiftly.

			The bird looked up, tilting its head like it was staring at them. Marian pressed her lips together in distaste. The late afternoon sun slanting off the inky wings made them look somehow oily. Ravens were bad luck, she thought. Weren’t they?

			“Here, Onyx! Here!”

			“Don’t do that,” Marian scolded.

			From the end of the lane came the familiar rumble of the pickup truck belonging to Hank Simpson, who lived next door. His was the last house on the cul-de-sac, and his property also backed up onto the edges of what eventually became state game lands. He liked to drink too much and drive too fast on this otherwise quiet street. He kept to himself except when he was complaining about his neighbor’s grass being too long, or the kids who took the path along the edge of his property to get to the small frog pond beyond in the woods.

			He was driving too fast now, one beefy arm hanging out the window. Even at this distance, Marian could see the glare of the dropping sun on his windshield. He had to be half-blinded by it, and instinctively, she grabbed Briella’s sleeve as though the girl might tear off and run straight for the road.

			“Here, Onyx, c’mere!”

			Marian shook Briella’s arm. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

			The bird squawked and jerked its head back, swallowing the last of the ice cream cone. It took several exploratory flaps of its wings and began to rise into the air. Incredibly, it started toward them – right into the path of Hank’s truck.

			Briella shrieked and yanked her arm loose. “Onyx!”

			Marian swiped for her daughter’s sleeve, but missed. The girl was already on the sidewalk. The bird cawed as the truck bore down on them.

			“The bird will fly away, Briella, don’t – Oh my God. Oh my God.…” Marian, breathless with terror, stumbled after her daughter.

			At the last minute, before Briella could step off the sidewalk and into the street, the bird swooped. It dove at her, driving her back with flapping wings and screams. Briella tripped and fell, blessedly backward and not into the street. The raven whirled. The truck’s side mirror clipped the bird and sent it tumbling wings over tail onto the grass.

			Hank drove on past, oblivious to anything that had just happened. Marian collapsed next to Briella on the sidewalk. She gathered the girl close, too relieved to shout or scold. She pressed her face to Briella’s hair, which smelled faintly sour and damp.

			“You can’t run into the street,” Marian choked out.

			Briella struggled free of her mother’s grip and knelt next to the bird. She looked up with tears sliding down her cheeks, cutting a path through grime and leftover ice cream. “He’s hurt.”

			“Don’t touch it!”

			Too late. Briella had gathered the injured raven into her lap, where it shuddered and cried out in low, plaintive squawks. She stroked the feathers, wincing in sympathy as she folded the clearly messed-up wing back into place.

			“We have to make him better, Mama.”

			“I don’t know anything about birds, and we don’t have the money to take him to a vet, Bean. He’s a wild bird, he’ll be fine.” Marian’s breath had returned, but now her stomach churned in the aftermath of what had almost happened.

			Briella shook her head. She could be as stubborn as anything when she set her mind to it. That, Marian had to admit, came from her.

			“I’ll look it up on the internet. How to fix his wing. I have to. It’s my fault he got hurt. He was trying to protect me!”

			Marian didn’t believe that for a second. “It’s going to bite you!”

			“He won’t bite me. I’m going to keep him in my room.”

			“Absolutely not,” Marian said, but looking at the determined set of Briella’s jaw, she knew the only way to prevent this was going to be with a fight Marian also knew she didn’t have in her. 

			“I’ll keep him in the den. In a cage,” Briella said.

			The kid would pout and whine and wheedle and beg until Marian gave in, and Marian would give in, eventually. It was easier that way. Not for the first time since losing her, Marian wondered if her mother would have been disappointed in the way she was raising her granddaughter.

			“Fine. But you take care of him. He stays in the garage, in a cage, and you’re responsible for him.”

			Briella was already nodding as she got to her feet with the bird cradled to her chest like it was a baby. Marian was sure it would fight, peck or try to fly away, but the thing seemed content to let Briella carry it. Hell, maybe it was already half dead and they’d wake up tomorrow to find its cold, stiff corpse.

			This idea sent a shiver down Marian’s spine, especially when the bird fixed its unblinking gaze on her before Briella moved too far ahead of her for it to keep looking at her. In the garage, Marian pulled out an old guinea pig cage that had been there when she moved in. It had belonged to Dean’s younger brother, decades ago. It was dusty but otherwise clean, and she helped line the bottom with shredded circulars and watched as Briella settled the bird inside it.

			“He’ll need food and water,” Marian said. “Do you even know what they eat?”

			“Ravens eat anything. Bugs, worms, hamburgers. They’ve totally adapted to both suburban and urban environments,” Briella told her, for once not in a smart-ass way. Simply providing the information. “They can eat even garbage. Usually they eat dead things. Like roadkill.”

			“Stay out of the garbage and the street,” Marian said sharply. 

			Marian bent low to peer into the cage. The bird hadn’t made a sound since they brought it inside. It shifted into a pile of shredded paper and then went still. “It looks better now. Maybe it will be fine on its own.”

			“He got hit by a truck.” Briella made it clear that Marian’s statement was stupid. “I’m going to fix him and make him better. Even better than he used to be.”

			“Just don’t—” Marian stopped herself for a second before continuing firmly, “Don’t be upset or disappointed if you can’t, Bean. Okay? If something should happen to it, it won’t be your fault.”

			Briella’s grin seemed sudden and harsh, more a baring of those gapped teeth than a true grin. “I won’t let anything happen to him. I’m going to protect him, the way he protected me.”

			Again, Marian imagined the bird’s corpse, stiff and cold, and Briella’s screams upon discovering it. She straightened. “Sometimes things happen whether you want them to or not.”

			But Briella was already heading into the den through the garage door to set herself up in front of the computer. Marian bent again to look into the cage. The raven’s eyes had closed, but it didn’t seem to be in pain or anything. She sighed.

			“Don’t you die,” she whispered with a quick glance to see if Briella had overheard her. The kid didn’t seem to, but the bird had. It looked at Marian as though it understood her every word.
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