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Praise for bestselling author ANIA AHLBORN





THE DEVIL CREPT IN




“A beautiful and deftly wrought horror story of mothers, sons, and the delicate bond between cousins…. With sympathetic attention paid to the relationships between overwhelmed mothers and the sons they can’t save from evil, and prose that elegantly evokes tension while illustrating [a] rich inner world, readers will be engrossed and thrilled right through to the chewy finale.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Creepy… digs under your skin and leaves marks. You may find yourself looking over your shoulder long after the book is done.”


—J. Lincoln Fenn, award-winning author of Dead Souls and Poe


“Ahlborn does a great job of making readers feel the confusion, dread, and frustration…. This is [her] most atmospheric work to date. It also features some of her best character work…. With The Devil Crept In, Ania Ahlborn continues her steady climb through the ranks of horror, proving once again that she’s got the chops, the ideas, and the innate storytelling ability required to build a long and successful career.”


—Cemetery Dance











BROTHER




“[A] visceral, nihilistic thriller…. Ahlborn’s impressive writing and expert exploration of the psychological effects of systemic abuse elevate what could have been the literary equivalent of a slasher flick, and the twist in the final act is jaw-dropping. This relentlessly grim tale is definitely not for the squeamish, but it’s nearly impossible to put down.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“This story of brotherly love/hate will crush you to the core…. Brother delivers horror on all fronts…. The writing is so good, so precision perfect, that Brother may be this year’s sleeper novel, certainly of the Gone Girl caliber, that deserves all the praise and accolades it will definitely receive…. An instant classic…. This is one book you need to get in your hands as soon as possible.”


—This is Horror










WITHIN THESE WALLS




“Terrifyingly sad…. Within These Walls creeps under your skin and stays there. It’s insidious…. The book’s atmosphere is distinctly damp, clammy, overcast, and it isn’t all the Washington weather: its characters’ souls are gray, dimmed by failure. Ahlborn is awfully good on the insecurities that plague both aging writers… and oversensitive young girls… which leave them vulnerable to those who… know how to get into their heads. So grim.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Cruel, bone-chilling, and destined to become a classic, Within These Walls is worth the sleep it will cost you. Some of the most promising horror I’ve encountered in years.”


—Seanan McGuire, New York Times bestselling author


“A monstrous Russian nesting doll of a book, holding secrets within secrets; the plot barrels headlong toward one of the most shocking climaxes you’re ever likely to read. This one’s going to wreck you.”


—Nick Cutter, national bestselling author of Little Heaven and The Troop


“Ania Ahlborn is a great storyteller who spins an atmosphere of dread literally from the first page, increasing the mental pressure all the way through to the terrifying, chilling ending.”


—Jeff Somers, acclaimed author of The Electric Church and We Are Not Good People


“Ever-mounting terror and a foreboding setting make for pure storytelling alchemy…. Ania Ahlborn goes for the gut with surprise twists that will stay with you for days. Not a book, or an author, that you’ll soon forget.”


—Vicki Pettersson, New York Times bestselling author

















Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: Apart in the Dark: Novellas, by Ania Ahlborn. Gallery Books. New York | London | Toronto| Sydney | New Delhi]











INTRODUCTION


The moment I stepped foot onto a university campus, I knew what I wanted to be: a psychologist. I had a love for writing, of course. By then, I was no stranger to unfinished manuscripts and half-baked plot ideas. My well-intentioned parents assured me, however, that writing—at least as a career—was a far-fetched dream. Best to take the road more often traveled, the road that led to a fancy office, a private practice, and a boatload of money.


And so, I settled on the more logical choice. Psychology made sense.


And besides, what better way to crawl inside the weird brains of even weirder people and roll around like a pig in the mud (all while getting paid to do it)? By the end of my first semester, I had put together my dream list of the strange and the broken who would grace my overstuffed patient’s couch: sad goth kids with dismissive parents; angry goth kids with homicidal tendencies; overgrown goth kids who spit in the face of adulthood; Satan-worshiping goth kids who’d morphed into full-on serial killers and mass-murdering psychopaths—you know, the types of people I loved to write about. Obviously, I went through a goth phase. If you’ve read any of my books, you know you’d need a couple of extra hands to accurately count the amount of times I’ve referenced black lipstick, combat boots, and the Cure.


But back then, dammit, I was determined. I was going to be a psychologist come hell or high water. Because if I couldn’t spend my time writing about these fascinatingly skewed personalities, I was going to help them instead. A defender of the weak and abused. A champion of the malcontents. An ambassador to the misunderstood. And I was going to be one hell of a head doctor because I could relate. As Lydia Deetz said in Beetlejuice, I myself was strange and unusual. My life was one big dark room.


It was during the second semester of my sophomore year that I took one of the most difficult classes of my college career—abnormal psychology, which I was so excited about. I mean, come on, abnormal psych! It was going to be a class full of fascinating case studies about the maniacal and deranged: a perfect introduction to my ultimate client—the clinically unhinged, the dangerously unbalanced. Unfortunately for me, the fascinating field of abnormal psychology turned out to be an abnormally huge dose of reality. Somehow, the class that I had been looking forward to with such gusto ended up draining my passion for the bizarre and the broken. And then, at my lowest point—feeling defeated, with a failed test I had crammed for staring back at me—the instructor stood in front of the class and made an announcement.


He told us that if we wanted to help people, we were going into the wrong field. To help, we should be social workers, not psychologists or psychiatrists. As doctors of the mind, we weren’t there to help, but to nod and listen. We were there to give our patients an hour of our time so that they could figure out their own problems by talking it out for themselves. Advice was not allowed, because advice would get you sued. To get far in the field of psychology, you simply sat, listened, and did nothing.


My mouth turned to ash.


I walked out of that lecture feeling like the homicidal maniacs I wanted to treat. His words had cut straight through me. But now, looking back… I know that his weird reverse pep talk changed my life that day. That hard dose of realism completely shifted my trajectory. Do I believe what he said about the field of psychology—that those doctors do nothing? No. But in hindsight, I’m glad he said it, because the next day I found myself sitting across from my advisor, changing my major from psych to English, my first real, genuine, true love. Because if I wasn’t going to be allowed to dissect the human condition as a doctor, then dammit, I’d do it as a writer. This was how I would bring my dream list of patients to life.


Every story I write is about a person I believe is out there somewhere, living and breathing and walking among us, camouflaged by the banality of our everyday lives. The monsters I create aren’t ones you can escape. They’re your neighbors, your family, and your friends. They’re inescapable because you never see their depravity coming… and by the time you do, it’s too late.


Family and friends are a big theme for me. I can’t get away from the idea that what should be a safe haven can actually be the most dangerous place of all. That very concept of a safe space being unsafe gave birth to Nell Sullivan, the main character in The Pretty Ones. Nell is a mouse of a girl with a simple desire, the oh-so-human ache to fit in and find a friend. But Barrett, Nell’s odd and mute intellectual of an older brother, loathes the girls that make up Nell’s office pool. It’s his insistence, his overbearing possessiveness, that would land Nell on my overstuffed therapy couch. And isn’t that always the case? Those who hurt us the most are, at times, the ones who think they’re protecting us from ourselves. It’s how the savior becomes the rival. How the guardian angel becomes the demon. It’s how our love for someone can sour. How our faith can turn toxic.


A similar theme of family and friendship is repeated in I Call Upon Thee, though in a more supernatural way. Maggie Olsen is like Nell in her loneliness; but while Nell continues to struggle with her inability to make friends well into adulthood, Maggie takes matters into her own hands as a child. In doing so, she sets the unthinkable into motion—something that her oh-so-gothic Depeche Mode–loving older sister Brynn warns her about, but that Maggie doesn’t heed. Did I mention I had a goth phase? In case I didn’t, there it is… again.


In these two novellas, you’ll meet a handful of my patients. An insecure wallflower. A manipulative and arrogant sibling. A girl who’s trying to put her past behind her by swallowing the pain she’s convinced that she brought upon her family. A woman who can’t stop weaving stories about the malevolence of the dead. You’ll hear their tales and begin to dissect the causality of their disorders for yourself. Angry, flippant mothers. Jagged memories of lovelessness and trauma. Death and guilt and bitterness. These, it appears, are a few of my favorite things.


I’ve been told by a handful of people that my stories are some of the saddest they’ve read, because the characters are unafraid of reflecting a fragmented and oftentimes flawed humanity. Someone once called me the “Duchess of Despair” and, at one time, I worried that my writing was too grounded in realism, too contemplative of the human condition. But, isn’t that the fundamental basis of great horror—the ability to see yourself in a circumstance that you wouldn’t wish upon the world? The serial killer that wanders the streets of New York City; the kid who finds joy among cemetery graves; the lonely girl who watches her beautiful coworkers lead glamorous lives she can only dream of living; the child who turns to a Ouija board because there’s no one to offer her the camaraderie she seeks. These are the broken. The weird. The lost. They are the ones who sit in the dimly lit therapist’s office of my mind. The tales you find in this collection are the ones they would tell.


I gave up the idea of being a psychologist, but I’ve always been a writer. Somehow I’ve flipped the script that had once seemed like my destiny. Rather than the healer, I’ve become an architect of pain. And you, dear reader… you have the job of piecing these personalities together. And while you can’t offer the characters advice, you can at least try to understand where these strange creatures went wrong. And perhaps where you went wrong—because, my friend, you aren’t that much different from Nell or Maggie or anyone else you’ll find within these pages.


Perhaps the horror isn’t in the story itself as much as it is in the knowledge that these characters are really you; the terror of it is that all you can do is sit and nod and do nothing. Because you chose this book. You chose this darkness. So please, step inside my office. Let me tell you a story. Just take a seat right over there on the couch…










THE PRETTY ONES









The man who smiles when things go wrong has thought of someone to blame it on.


—Robert Bloch









NELL SULLIVAN WAS a mouse.


A square.


A big fat nobody.


Sitting at her desk with her head bowed and her gaze fixed on the keys of her IBM Selectric, she didn’t need to glance at the clock to know the hour had arrived. She’d been ticking away the seconds until quitting time in her head—one Mississippi, two—having spent the last five minutes putting her desk in order, the same as always. Never making small talk. Not once looking up.


She squared her typewriter so it lined up with the edge of her desk, fanned out the pencils in her smiley-face mug like the feathers of a peacock. Have a nice day! Even the heavy glass ashtray she’d never used was meticulously placed at the corner, leaving exactly two inches around two of its four sides. Smoking, in Barrett’s opinion, was a sin reserved for the weak. But Barrett’s opinion didn’t matter to the staff of Rambert & Bertram. Every desk in the office sported the same ashtray, as if inviting the devil to mingle within the office pool. Nell had considered removing the ashtray from her desk, if only to tell Barrett that she had. Heeding his warning would make him happy. Not happy enough to spur conversation… but the act was rebellious, one that the other secretaries would notice. And while Nell dreamed of being “one of the girls,” she was no dummy.


Everyone knew Nell was a drag. She’d been thinking about taking up smoking for that very reason. Maybe a few puffs would make her cool like all the other girls. The ones who congregated around the water cooler, the lunch area, and on the crowded sidewalk outside the building’s revolving doors. If Nell started smoking, she’d have a reason to stand around right along with them. She’d breathe the noxious fumes while listening to cabbies honk their horns. Watch hundreds of busy businesspeople march through intersections—men in pressed suits, women with their hair done up and their lips painted red. She’d inhale exhaust-laced nicotine five days a week if it meant fitting in… even a little.


But Barrett…


Her attention flicked to the ashtray. A sliver of sun shone there, lighting it up like a firework, turning cheap glass into crystal. She looked away, stared down at the extension buttons numbered one through seven beneath the dial pad of her office phone.


Rambert and Bertram, how may I direct your call? One moment, please.


Rambert and Bertram, how may I direct your call? One moment, please.


Rambert and…


Her coworkers, having suppressed their desire for socialization since lunch, were bubbling over with pent-up energy. They’d abandon their desks the moment the clock ticked away the last seconds of 4:59 p.m. Their voices would rise above the din of dwindling telephone conversations and the muffled blare of New York City rush hour. Five o’clock: when the people Nell wished to be a part of were at their most glorious. Excited for happy-hour cocktails. For evening reunions with husbands, boyfriends, fleeting lovers. It was the hour that reminded Nell just how little she was like them. Because no matter how hard a good Irish Catholic girl prayed, God wasn’t in the business of granting good looks or social grace or—dare she even think it—the burst of passion associated with a one-night stand. Twenty-two years old and Nell had more in common with the Virgin Mary than she did with any girl on the inbound call-center floor.


Five o’clock. The girls unraveled in front of their typewriters. Some fell back in their desk chairs with muffled moans. Others pulled bobby pins from their hair and shook out their tresses in cascading waves. Nell never had much success in getting her dull hair to look remotely as good. She’d watched the Breck commercials, bought the shampoos and conditioners and dry oils that Farrah Fawcett swore by. It broke the bank, but she purchased them anyway, hiding them in her bedroom where Barrett wouldn’t look. She didn’t dare speak of her silly, girlish desires. He’d strike them down with a single dubious look of irritation, a look that always made her feel as stupid as she knew she was.


Brigitte Bardot.


Jacqueline Bisset.


Like she had any chance of that.


Don’t think about it, she told herself, purging her mind of the thought as she straightened her sweater, grabbed her purse, and rose from her desk. With her head bowed, she made a beeline for the elevator and, coincidentally, for Mary Ann Thomas as well.


Hail Mary, full of grace.


Mary Ann was the girl. The goddess. The gold standard. The perfect brand of slender, graceful in the way she carried herself up and down the call-center floor. Her calf muscles were smooth and powerful beneath the hem of her Halston skirt. Her hair, freshly bleached from a light chestnut to an almost shocking white, rested on the shoulders of her tunic blouse in buoyant waves. Mary Ann’s red pumps—red for sexy, for dangerous—were a proverbial stop sign: back away, forget about it. Girls like Mary Ann Thomas didn’t cavort with people like Nell.


But Nell didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Mary Ann was in her path, chatting away, surrounded by a group of women not quite as pretty as her, but pretty enough for Nell to fantasize about just the same.


Nell’s heart leaped into her throat when Mary Ann made eye contact. Nell forced a smile, a victory for a girl who could hardly hold a conversation; a tiny win for someone whose reflex was to pull her shoulders up to her ears and look away.


Mary Ann wasn’t impressed by Nell’s weary triumph. She narrowed her eyes and returned Nell’s smile by way of a sarcastic red-lipsticked grin.


“A little warm, Nell?” Mary Ann asked, her tone tinged with disgust, dripping with sarcasm. Dripping much like the sweat that was already starting to bead up along Nell’s hairline.


It was hot—the hottest summer on record in what felt like forever. So hot most people walked around half-naked, in search of relief from the heat. But not Nell. She wore her grandma’s Aran sweater like a pregnant girl trying to fool her mother. She needed to lose a few pounds, sure that every single girl in the office was keenly aware of that fact. Every sideways glance convinced her all the more.


“Gross.” Mary Anne uttered the word beneath her breath, but Nell heard it as clear as a Chinese gong.


Hope splintered into anger.


A flash of pain lit up behind her eyes. The seed of another migraine.


Floozy, she thought. Tramp.


She stopped in front of the elevator, her gaze fixed on the glowing button beside the polished steel doors. Those doors cast back a vague reflection—featureless, little more than the shade of Nell’s dark-brown hair and taupe bell-bottomed slacks.


Librarian, the voice of reason chimed in. Plain Jane. Old maid. Timid white-bread mouse.


Anything Nell could fault Mary Ann for, Mary Ann could fire right back. Which was why Nell never stood up for herself in any situation. Whatever she could say about others, they could say about her twenty times worse.


The elevator dinged above Nell’s head. The doors yawned open. She shuffled inside, pressed herself against the corner, watched chunky heels and wedge sandals congregate around her penny loafers, which were missing the pennies. Even a bit of shiny copper was too flashy for Barrett’s taste.


Too poor to afford them, she’d heard a girl say on one of her first days there.


Maybe if she didn’t spend her entire paycheck at McDonald’s, suggested another.


Stupid bitches, Nell had thought. She hadn’t been to McDonald’s in years.


After overhearing that particular conversation, Nell had considered quitting this job the way she had left all the others. But she was determined to push herself to be better, to be less of a hermit, to be more like Barrett, her confident and artistic older sibling. He was sure to find the perfect girl, and then who would she have? Nobody. She’d be left to weep herself to sleep in her crooked shoebox of an apartment. Hey, look, Brooklyn, Nell’s crying again.


Of course, Barrett insisted she was crazy, that he’d never leave, that he couldn’t. He’d leave her sunshine-yellow notes around the house:


I love you, Nell.


You’re my best friend, don’t forget.


Our blood is our bond.


But his promises made no difference. His love for her was keeping him in place, but a grown man could only love his sister so much. Someday, his affectations would take him in a different direction, and that’s when the notes would change.


Gotta go, found someone else.


Sorry Sis, but you know how it is.


The elevator reeked of day-old hair bleach. It plunged to the ground floor, taking Nell’s stomach with it. Nobody spoke to her. Nobody glanced her way. They turned their bodies so that not a single one of them faced her. She was invisible as they chattered among themselves, not an arm’s length away. They talked about a new dress shop opening up on Fifth. Code, Nell was sure, for how great they’d look in their new frocks, while she was doomed to live out her life in ugly bell-bottoms and boatneck shirts.


Nobody mentioned Sam.


Nell kept her head down as she spilled onto the street, marching toward the subway station and the train that would take her home. She waited on the platform among a sea of professionals, art students, musicians, and homeless. She watched a group of tall black kids occupying too much space in the crowded terminal. They were taking turns spinning a basketball on the tips of their fingers. They dribbled it on the concrete, tossed it back and forth while ignoring the stares and snorts and high-brow eye-rolling of people “just trying to get home.” Nell admired people like those basketball boys—guys who did what they wanted to do no matter how unbecoming it was to others. She inched closer to the group, taking small sidesteps to the left to close the distance. Maybe if she got close enough, a little of their unabashed passion would rub off on her. Perhaps touching that basketball, even if it was by walking into its path during a pass, would transfer some of that confident magic from them to her.


The B train arrived before she could get close enough.


Folks crammed into the cars and scrambled for available seats. Straphangers grabbed dirty strips of plastic and leaned into the upsurge of speed. Nell pressed herself into a straight-backed seat between an old Hasidic Jew and a fat man in a tiny damp suit. Both were as sweaty as she was. Both smelled like they’d been slathered in cumin and sea salt.


Nell dipped into her purse and pulled a stick of Doublemint gum from its slim, green pack. She popped the gum into her mouth, then hovered the silver wrapper in front of her nose, inhaling peppermint to cut through their stink. She concentrated on the graffiti that covered the walls, some of it etched into the plexiglass of the car like a patchwork quilt. Most of it was unreadable—nothing but a bunch of loops and swirls and vaguely distinguishable lettering. Some was more distinct.


REBEL SCUM.


FUCK DISCO.


YOU AIN’T SHIT, CORPRIT MAN.


NEW YORK IS DEAD.


The train screamed through the underground. The fat man and his tiny suit got off at Herald Square. The Hasid rode on to West 4th Street.


Nell sped toward King’s Highway station. The side of an abandoned factory flashed a piece of urban art she read a dozen times a week: WHEREVER YOU GO, THERE YOU’LL BE.


She shuffled off the train behind a string of blacks and Latinos, the only white girl dumb or crazy or poor enough to live in this part of Brooklyn. Pulling her shoulders up to her ears, she braced herself for the routine dose of harassment.


“Hey, bibliotecaria!” A Puerto Rican bicycle gang circled in the street just beyond the station like a wake of vultures. “Hey, you got any good books?” She didn’t dare look right at them, but she knew their voices well. There were five of them, shirtless due to the heat wave. They rode bikes too small for their gangly legs. They wore shabby Dr. Js on their feet, the white leather tattered by pedal spikes. They bothered her despite their lack of ammunition, because really, what did they want from a girl like her anyway? Once, she had told Barrett she’d give them something to remember her by, but her brother had shot her a look she had easily deciphered. Don’t. It would only make it worse. And of course, he was right. Fighting back would only make them bite harder.


“Hey, hey, bibliotecaria!” There was out-and-out mirth in her assailant’s voice. “I heard about this book, it’s called the Karma Sutra.” More laughter. Nell clamped her jaw tight and hastened her steps. “You wanna come back with us to our place? Wanna teach us the ancient Chinese art of fucking?” An eruption of chortles, of boys speaking in fast, clipped Spanish behind her.


She balled her hands into fists and continued to march, a trickle of sweat sending a maddening tickle down her spine.


“Hey, don’t get mad.” One of them cruised next to her on his tiny single-speed bike.


“Hey, Marco, you better shut up, man,” another advised. “You’re too loud, ey. You gotta be quiet in the library.”


They burst into another fit of cackling, but they stopped trailing her down East 16th Street. By the time she turned onto Quentin Road, they were gone.


“It’s Kama Sutra,” she hissed beneath her breath. “And it’s not Chinese, you morons. Why don’t you go make out with your cunt girlfriends?” She muttered the question, the hushed profanity tasting sweet on her tongue. She pictured their leader canoodling with some Spanish girl just before taking a bullet to the head. That was why Mary Ann Thomas had bleached her hair from chestnut to white. It was why the entire call-center floor reeked of ammonia. Blond hair was one of the few lines of defense a girl had against the .44 Caliber Killer, the one that called himself the Son of Sam. He had sent a letter to the Daily News only a few weeks before.


HELLO FROM THE GUTTERS OF NYC!


Nell had read that letter, unable to shake the strange itch of envy. It was a letter written by someone who had had enough. Someone who had been pushed too far; shoved right over the line of civility and onto a path of blood-soaked freedom.


Uninhibited liberation.


A personal renaissance.


She shoved her hands into the pockets of her sweater, felt the soft edges of one of Barrett’s crumpled notes.


Ignore them. Don’t start trouble.


Reaching her row-house apartment on Quentin Road, she climbed up the crumbling concrete steps and pushed open the front door. She had two keys on her vinyl Snoopy key ring. One for the building’s front door. The other was for the apartment. But the front door had been kicked in more than six months before, either by police or a drunk resident who had misplaced his key. Most days the front door flapped open and closed like a kid’s loose tooth. People came and went at all hours, whether they lived there or not. Homeless men had taken to sleeping in the front hall, sometimes blocking the stairs Nell had to take to get to her floor. Sometimes, when she arrived home late, she’d hear people having sex behind the stairwell—women moaning daddy and baby while men puffed You like that? like locomotives. It turned her stomach, and yet, those were the nights she couldn’t help herself. She’d wake up early the next morning and run to King’s Chapel to pray, unable to shake the smell of her own body on her hands, no matter how hard she scrubbed them with Borax and bleach.


Filthy pig.


Nasty whale.


Today, there were a couple of kids playing jacks in the lobby. Their clothes were dirty and half-soaked, most likely from a romp around a curbside fire hydrant. Nell gave them a faint smile, but they only stared with their wide, stupid eyes. Tempted to ask them what the hell they were looking at, she started up the stairs instead. She paused on the second-story landing to catch her breath, then continued to the third floor. Barrett would be waiting for her behind their dead-bolted apartment door.


Barrett didn’t work, but Nell didn’t resent him for it. His joblessness had been her idea. He was creative, had a passion for books and words. He was a writer, and someday he’d be in print. Nell would make sure of it, even though he never let her read a single sentence he wrote.


“Barrett?” Nell stepped inside the apartment, then fastened all three dead-bolt locks behind her. The place was little more than a handful of walls, thin enough for both of them to know everything about their neighbors without ever meeting them face-to-face. Yellowed wallpaper was peeling away in places like blistered skin. The ceiling was pockmarked with stains from where the upstairs neighbor’s kids regularly flooded the kitchen and bathroom. The floor, while hardwood, was so warped it was next to impossible to keep the secondhand kitchen table level. Nell had shoved two old paperbacks beneath one of the legs to keep it from leaning too far to the right. Lady Chatterley and Father Lankester Merrin were doing their best to keep plates and silverware in place. And the rest of the furniture wasn’t any better. All of it had come from the Salvation Army. All of it needed some sort of support.


But despite the old furnishings and dilapidated state, the place was spotless. It held an air of scruffy hipness that lent it an almost cute quality, from Nell’s potted ferns balanced on the windowsills to the miniature herb garden on the fire escape. There were always two settings on that shabby kitchen table. Matching place mats and plates surrounded a small vase of the cheapest flowers the market had been selling on shopping day. Usually they were carnations, and Nell didn’t mind that one bit. Carnations lasted a long time, sometimes over a week if she kept the water fresh. Plain but hearty, just like her.


She dropped her keys into a little bowl on a side table next to the door, slid her purse off her shoulder, and shrugged out of her sweater, then folded it into fourths. When she peeked into his bedroom, Barrett was nowhere to be found. Nell frowned at that, picturing him wandering the streets of Sheepshead Bay, looking for someone more exciting than her. If that was what Barrett wanted, he was likely to find it anywhere but here, in their sorry excuse of a home.


“You’ll be back.” She murmured the reassurance to herself. Peeling the wet back of her shirt away from her skin, she stepped into the kitchenette and tied on her ruffle-trimmed apron with a sigh. Barrett would be back. He never strayed for long. Men were predictable. As soon as they got hungry, they came scratching at the door.





She tried to wait up for Barrett the night before. But after an hour of reading C. S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters with Beary—her teddy bear—she couldn’t keep her eyes open. Barrett had always hated Beary’s name. Even as a boy he’d complained that it was uncreative, that it sounded too much like his name, but Nell hadn’t cared. She liked that it sounded like her big brother’s moniker. And so Beary had stayed Beary, now her only surviving childhood memento. Sometimes, it seemed, her only friend.


Hours later, she woke with her favorite book strewn across the floor. Beary was stuffed beneath her pillow, and the apartment was silent. Her brother’s absence hung like a storm cloud over her head.


When Nell woke for work, Barrett’s empty dinner plate was on the kitchen table, the only sign she had of his return. But when she searched the rooms for him, he was still missing.


She stood in the kitchenette with her arms wound across her chest, staring at his dirty dishes with a sense of doom. There was an early morning argument happening in front of the building. A drunk woman screaming don’t touch me at her stumbling boyfriend. The yelling did little to soothe Nell’s frayed nerves.


She twisted away from the kitchen table—a sorry old thing that looked like it had been salvaged from a down-and-out diner. Its rounded corners and chrome trim made her think of I Love Lucy and Leave It to Beaver, of retro soda fountains and perfect families living in perfect neighborhoods inside their mother’s old black-and-white TV. That memory was the reason Nell had splurged on the red-topped table in the first place. It didn’t match a thing in the apartment, and it was overpriced for what it was, especially because it was missing its matching chairs. But she had bought it with a fleeting hope. Maybe if she stuck that bit of Americana in the center of her apartment, a bit of that vintage happiness would transpose itself into her own life. It was why she kept the little vase of carnations in perpetual bloom, why she fixed dinner every evening despite her long workday. The whole thing had been a stupid idea, a ridiculous childlike notion.


Nell didn’t want to accept it, but the reality of it was becoming harder to shake. They could have moved into a pastel-painted house on Magnolia Lane in a perfect little town a million miles from Brooklyn, but things would stay the same. Barrett would always hate their mother. He’d always wander and never speak. Nothing would ever be perfect, no matter how hard Nell tried. Not after what Faye Sullivan had done.


Pressing her hands to her face, Nell took a deep breath, familiar pain blooming at the back of her brain. She tried not to imagine her sibling, carousing in the seedy streets of New York City or living it up while “You Should Be Dancing” pumped through club speakers. She tried not to picture him as one of the men who took women behind staircases of unlocked buildings, pressing them up against the wall. Most days, Nell thanked God she had a brother like Barrett, but there were the occasional moments… moments when she wished they were only friends.


Roommates that could fall in love.


Fall into bed.


Fall into a life beyond what they had.


It was a temptation she had repressed for years. A desire she didn’t dare put into words. When she heard those couples behind the stairwell, her stomach soured and twisted into a fist. But not before she saw a flash of her own face pulled into a grimace of lust. Not before she imagined his hands, his hands, drawing across the naked flesh of her well-rounded hips.


She squeezed her eyes shut against the thought, gritted her teeth, and exhaled a quiet, abhorrent bleat deep in her throat. When her hands fell away from her face, Barrett stood not three feet from the apartment door. He had a way of sneaking up on her. Nell may have been a mouse in appearance, but Barrett had her beat when it came to silence.


“B-Barrett.” His name was a faltering greeting. “You scared me.”


He raised his eyebrows at her, but didn’t speak. Of course not. Had he said a word, Nell would have fallen right over, maybe even fainted from shock.


That was the thing about Barrett.


He hadn’t spoken since he was six years old.


“Where were you?” Nell asked. She tightened the belt of her robe, scowled at his dirty dishes. “I waited all night. I was worried. You could have at least cleaned up after yourself, instead of leaving it for me.”


Barrett gave her a level look, one that suggested that she had far more pressing issues to worry about. He reached for one of the many pads of paper strewn about the apartment and scribbled something down.


What time is it?


“Oh, damn,” she hissed. “I’m going to miss the train!” She rushed past him fast enough to catch her shoulder on the doorframe. When she appeared from the bathroom smelling of soap, her hair still sopping wet, Barrett was lounging in his tattered wingback. He was reading Robert Louis Stevenson again. Barrett was a little rock-and-roll with his surfer-like Leif Garrett hair, a little intellectual with his forever-pensive expression. Far too cool to be her biological sibling. Way too smart to stick around. He didn’t raise his eyes from his book to acknowledge her exit, only lifted an arm with two fingers held aloft in a lazy peace sign.


Later, dude.


She rolled her eyes and triple-locked the door behind her, hoping it would keep him from disappearing again.





She reached Rambert & Bertram a half hour late; a reason to panic for any employee, but an absolute nightmare for a girl who tried to blend into the beige carpet and potted plants. The elevator spit her out into an incessant ringing of telephones and chipper please holds. Mary Ann Thomas glanced up from her typewriter. Her upper lip curled over her teeth just enough to suggest a sneer, as though some unspoken hope of Nell quitting her job had been dashed onto the rocks of reality. Mary Ann shot a look at Adriana Esposito, who sat to her right, as if to say Are you seeing this? Adriana was a beautiful girl, but she wasn’t quite as pretty as Mary Ann. None of Mary Ann’s friends were. Nell was fairly certain that if Mary Ann ever crossed paths with a better-looking woman, that girl would be found dead in a gutter the next afternoon.


A crime of passion.


Jealousy.


Maybe revenge.


Adriana was Mary Ann’s best friend. Her right hand. A henchgirl if there ever was one. As soon as Mary Ann gave her a nod, Adriana lifted her hands from the keys of her typewriter. She rose from her seat and glided across the office floor as graceful as she’d seen Michael Jackson dance across Johnny Carson’s stage. A seed of panic bloomed in Nell’s stomach as she watched Adriana shimmy toward their supervisor’s door. Nell’s attention bounced back to Mary Ann’s desk, but Mary Ann had turned her back, busy transcribing handwritten notes onto official letterhead.


Oh God.


The words wheeled their way through Nell’s head.


Oh God shit goddamnit oh God.


A flash of pain. A wince between beats of her heart.


She marched down the center aisle of desks as fast as she could, just short of falling into a full run. She shoved her purse into the little cabinet attached to her desk, tore off the Selectric’s cover and shoved it into the compartment along with her things. Snatching up her coffee mug, she pulled her sweater tight across her chest and made for the break room. It was against her better judgment. Logic said to sit down and get to work, but Barrett would have suggested otherwise. Act natural, he would have written. Maybe if she at least looked like she’d been there for a while, Misters Rambert and Bertram would let her tardiness slide—not that she’d ever met them. Men like those spent their days on the golf course, not in a city dying of heatstroke.


No matter how many times Nell had considered quitting this job, she needed it to pay the rent. Without it, she and Barrett would be sleeping in the ground-floor hallway along with the drifters. Barrett would have to find a job—but how? No matter how smart or good-looking he was, he didn’t speak, only wrote notes on his little yellow pad. Maybe a night stocker at a grocery store or a mechanic at a tire shop… a job that didn’t require him to talk to anyone, to interact with customers. And once he did find a place to work, he wouldn’t have time for his writing. That was something Nell wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive her for. Her quitting this job would mean him quitting on his dreams. And then there was the fact that he’d be pulling an eight-hour shift—that was eight hours of him realizing how much better the world was without her in it. Without his sister. The girl who had cost him everything.


Nell’s hands trembled as she reached for the coffeepot, splashing brew into her Mr. Topsy-Turvy mug. Only three minutes into her shift and she was already sweating beneath the wool knit of her sweater. She stared at the orange bean of a character as she chewed on her bottom lip, wondering what she’d do if the boss sent her home early with an empty Xerox box full of her things. She’d think up an excuse. Something that would make her supervisor, Harriet Lamont, think twice before terminating her. Something that Nell couldn’t have prevented. An accident. No, worse. Much worse. A death. Someone had thrown themselves in front of the B train, took a flying leap right off the platform and onto the rails. She’d seen it with her own two eyes. It was like something out of a nightmare. She doubted she’d ever sleep again.


Someone stepped into the break room.


Nell started, turned to see Adriana standing in the doorway. She shot Nell a smile, only making Nell want to scratch her eyes out that much more. She imagined Adriana sinking to her knees, her hands clasped over her bloodied face, crying out in agony while Nell casually walked back to her desk, took a seat, and began her day’s work with blood beneath her nails.


A mauling. A vicious attack on the train. You should have seen it. I hardly made it in to work at all.


“Lamont wants to see you,” Adriana said.


Nell stood silent, picturing Adriana flattened against the third rail. Her body bloodied. Her arms severed. Her guts strewn across a subway platform. People standing around, laughing, laughing because, man, that Adriana Esposito was a bitch.


Nell lifted her mug from the counter and ducked around Adriana on her way to the supervisor’s office, as though stepping into Lamont’s office was no big deal. She even murmured a “thanks” to the girl who’d turned her in. A criminal showing appreciation to her own executioner. A Salem witch filling her own pockets with stones.


How many more for me to hit bottom?


How many licks did it take for the Son of Sam to snap?


“The world,” Nell whispered to herself, “may never know.” A ghost of a smile caught at the corner of her mouth, but it disappeared just as quickly as it came.


Harriet Lamont was intimidating. She sat behind a large desk surrounded by so many plants that it made Nell think of Vietnam. And in that jungle, Harriet Lamont was the tiger, ready to pounce on any girl not pulling her weight. Nell hovered in the door while Lamont finished up a call.


“Well, I don’t care what you have to do, Dan.” She spoke into the receiver. Powerful. Confident. “Just fix it.” It was the way an important person ended a phone call—with a demand and an aggravated hang up. Lamont shot a look toward the office door, steadied her eyes upon Nell, and cleared her throat. “Come in,” she said. “Close the door.”


Nell did as she was told, certain she was going to burst into sloppy tears long before she managed to take a seat in front of the boss’s desk. She didn’t give a damn about Lamont, really. But if she got fired, what would Barrett think? What would Barrett do?


“You know we don’t tolerate tardiness around here,” Lamont said, her tone flat. She retrieved a cigarette out of a little silver case, stuck it between her red lips, then lit it with the crystal Ronson tabletop lighter when a cheap gas-station Bic would have done just fine.


Nell said nothing.


“Right?” Lamont was waiting for a response.


“Yes,” Nell stammered.


“Yes?” Lamont lowered her chin, giving Nell a look that, up until then, only Nell’s mother could have pulled off. It was stern, riddled with an impressive amount of impatience. Nurse Ratched. Cruella de Vil.


“Yes,” Nell said, more quietly this time. “I’m sorry. I got stuck…”


“Stuck.” Lamont seemed to grunt the word.


“At the train station.”


There was blood everywhere. Adriana was dead. I pushed her onto the—


Lamont looked both unimpressed and unconvinced. She’d heard that line a million times. “And why should I care about that?” she asked. “If I cared every time one of my girls got stuck at the train station, there wouldn’t be anyone answering phones at R & B.”


Nell peered down at her coffee mug. It was burning her hands, but she didn’t dare put it on Lamont’s desk. She sat there, clutching it as fiercely as she was clenching her teeth. Because how many Bics could Lamont have bought with the money she’d spent on that fancy lighter? Didn’t that giant varnished desk and having her name on the door make her feel important enough?


“Look, Nell…” Lamont leaned back, took a puff of her cigarette. Sinner. “This is between you and me, okay? You aren’t like the other girls. I gotta say I appreciate that. Dare I say, I like it. God knows we need more girls like you around here. But I’m going to stop appreciating it if this happens again, you understand? If I let you slide, it makes me look bad, and I don’t like looking bad. I’ve got a job to do just like everyone else. Just like you.”


What if Lamont said that, to keep her job, Nell had to smoke a cigarette? Had to light it with that fancy crystal thing too? What if, to keep her job, Nell had to compromise everything she stood for, everything she had promised Barrett she’d be? What if she had to become a Rambert & Bertram girl, like a Stepford Wife? Maybe that’s why all the girls were so goddamn cruel. Their hearts gone. Souls empty. Brains washed. Robots. Nothing but pretty, high heel–wearing, lipstick-smeared—


“Hey.” Lamont snapped her fingers. “Earth to Nell.”


Nell blinked.


“Yes,” she murmured.


“Yes,” Lamont echoed, dubious. She exhaled a stream of smoke while studying Nell from across her desk. “I know you don’t have many friends. None here, anyway.”


Rub it in.


“The girls here can be a little rough, but they aren’t all bad. Maybe reach out a bit more, try a little harder to make a connection.”


A flash. A wince. Stress was bad for Nell’s headaches. She wouldn’t be surprised if she ended up nursing a migraine all night after this.


“It would make things easier,” Lamont promised. “Don’t you think?”


“Yes.” Nell wanted to disappear into the orange and brown weave of the chair beneath her. Disappear, but not before bringing her coffee cup down on top of Lamont’s skull first.


Yes, she thought. I’ve thought of that. I think of that every day, you condescending—


But she cut herself off mid-thought. Because Lamont was, in her own convoluted way, trying to be helpful. Lamont wasn’t going to fire her, which she had all the right in the world to do. She wasn’t going to force Nell and Barrett out onto the street. Pathetic as it was, at that moment, Harriet Lamont was the closest thing Nell had to what might be considered a friend.


Lamont sat quietly, as if waiting for Nell to say something, anything. When Nell failed to speak, Lamont shook her head and waved a hand at the door. “All right. Go on, get back to work,” she said. Nell rose, moved to the door. “But Nell…”


She froze, the door ajar, the trill of telephones and the metallic clap of typewriter keys disrupting the hush that had fallen over the boss’s office.


“I just want to make sure all my girls are happy here. I want you to be happy here.” Lamont gave her that stern, motherly look once more.


Nell stared at her supervisor, her coffee mug continuing to scorch her hands.


“All I’m saying is, if you don’t like the life you have, make the life you want.”


Another zing of pain.


“Yes, ma’am,” Nell whispered.


“Don’t be late again.”


“I won’t,” Nell said, her voice inaudible over the office din. She ducked out of Lamont’s office before the woman decided to say more. Nell knew she meant well, but all her advice had done was make Nell feel smaller than she already did. It had done little but make her want to rage.


To tell Barrett and rage.





Nell couldn’t get Lamont’s hard-nosed advice out of her head. If you don’t like the life you have, make the life you want. There was no doubt in Nell’s mind that Harriet Lamont had done her share of clawing up the corporate ladder, and she’d made it. She was a big-time boss at Rambert & Bertram, keeping the place running while her bosses putted down a perfectly manicured green. Lamont was a woman who lived by her own advice, and she had a private office with a view of East 44th to prove it.


Not that Nell wanted to be the boss of anyone. But the more Barrett went out, the lonelier and more desperate she felt. Barrett never revealed where he was going or where he had been. He never bothered to leave notes. Not even a simple Be back soon. He’d simply vanish like a ghost into the shadowed alleys of Brooklyn, then ignore her pointed questions when he returned.


And yet, despite his secret rendezvous with… whomever, Barrett was the one who told her to stay away from others, to not get too close to anyone, to forget the idea of having friends and going out. Those things were for other people. People who smoked cigarettes on their lunch break and had sex in building entryways. People who weren’t like them—or at least not like her. He wrote long manifestos that he’d leave on her desk while she slept. Letters that, at times, spanned half a dozen pages. The world is poison—a lion waiting to devour innocence, a whore itching to spread her disease.


Poetic.


Hypocritical.


Because despite his insistence that she stay in, he’d run off somewhere and do God only knew what. It seemed that his advice only applied to Nell, while he was free to do as he chose. It was enough to get the anxiety roiling around in her gut, the sizzle of another migraine popping behind the nerves of her eyes. If she continued to follow Barrett’s rules and Barrett continued to do his own thing, Nell would be left to fend for herself. It was as though he wanted her to be alone.


Make the life you want.


Nell frowned down at the keys of her typewriter. She couldn’t just sit back and let her world unravel. If Barrett left, if for some reason, one night, he didn’t come back, she would be the one to lose everything. Her brother. Her only friend. Her mind. With no one to talk to, no one to run to, she’d scream herself into an early coffin, cut her own throat—no, cut her own heart out, put herself down.


If Barrett disappeared, Nell would have no one.


Even their own mother was a ghost, despite being very much alive.


Faye Sullivan was living somewhere in New Jersey. Nell guessed she was maybe only a mile or two from where she and Barrett had grown up as kids. But the last time their mother had moved, Barrett had burned the scrap of paper on which she’d written her new address. He had smirked as her phone number smoldered above the stove’s gas burner and left the ashes he’d smeared across the walls for Nell to clean. Their mother was perhaps little more than an hour-long train ride away, but to them she was lost, because Nell had allowed it. She’d let their mother slip out of their lives in exchange for the love of her brother. It had been years since they had heard anything from Faye, and in those years, Barrett was happier than he’d ever been. Without her, Barrett could be himself.


But without their mother, and without Barrett, Nell was an island. Brooklyn was dangerous. If something happened to him, if someone…


She squeezed her eyes shut against the thought. Against the pain.


Don’t even think it. If you think it, it may come true.


If Nell only had a friend, just one friend beyond her brother’s company, things would be different. She had to kill her loneliness before it made her disappear.


She glanced up from her desk as Lamont skirted the call-center floor. Lamont was the mother hen, keeping her chicks in line. She was taking mental notes of who was doing what, separating the star players from the ones that could be let go the next time layoffs came around. Nell caught her boss’s eye, and Lamont gave her a slight nod, a go on, as though wanting to see if Nell had the ambition—the guts to take her advice.


I’ve got the guts, she thought. Anything Barrett can do, I can do better. A lie if there ever was one, but if it gave her a momentary spark of motivation, she’d make herself believe it.


Pushing her mousy brown hair behind her ears, she squared her shoulders and rose from her desk. She would show Lamont that she was different, that her supervisor hadn’t made a mistake in giving her a second chance. Grabbing her Mr. Topsy-Turvy mug off her desk, she headed back to the break room for a fresh cup of coffee, heading straight for Mary Ann Thomas and her crew of pretty friends. Adriana Esposito was there, flanked by Savannah Wheeler and Miriam Gould.


Mary Ann was leaning against the break-room counter, picking colored sprinkles off a pink-frosted doughnut with manicured nails. She gingerly placed one sprinkle after the other onto her tongue as she chatted with her girlfriends. A sexy move. Way too sexy for the workplace.


Slut.


But as soon as Nell came within earshot, their airy giggles transformed into murmurs. Mary Ann made eye contact, and despite Nell’s nerves, Nell forced a smile and dared to speak.


“Hi,” she said. As soon as the single syllable left her throat, Mary Ann looked to her friends and twisted her face up in grossed-out bemusement.


The whale, it speaks!


Nell caught her bottom lip between her teeth and looked away from them.


Both Adriana and Miriam had been brunettes up until a few weeks ago, just like Mary Ann. But a few days after Mary Ann had bleached her chestnut hair nearly white, Adriana came back a redhead. Miriam chopped off her long, dark hair into a sleek, angular, redheaded bob. Now, half of the office was either a bottle blonde or had cut their hair in an attempt to squelch their fears of being shot dead on the street.


Nell was one of the last girls to sport the Son of Sam’s favorite hairstyle—long and dark. Sometimes she wished he’d come. Maybe, rather than killing her, they’d fall in love and run away together instead. Maybe, if he loved her enough, she wouldn’t even ask him to stop. She’d help him pick out his victims, pinpoint girls who looked a little too confident, a little too bitchy, a little too much like the type of girl that made her life a living hell.


Nell cleared her throat. She forced her gaze toward the girls again. “I was wondering…” Her words came out stammered, sticking to the back of her throat.


“About why you’re so sweaty?” Mary Ann arched a skeptical eyebrow.


Miriam and Adriana tittered beneath their breaths.


“Yeah,” Mary Ann said flatly. “We were wondering about that too.”


“Um, about your hair?” Nell ignored the jab. The mention of Mary Ann’s locks made the bottle blonde’s expression harden to flat-out defensive. She shoved a handful of curls behind her left shoulder, exposing more of the embroidered collar that rimmed her billowing peasant blouse.


“I was just wondering how you did it,” Nell clarified. “What you used, I mean. I was thinking that maybe, because of the scare…” Her words trailed off as Mary Ann’s guarded expression eased into a false grin. Nell looked away again, splashed some coffee into her mug to busy her hands.


Mary Ann exhaled a quiet laugh. “The scare?” she asked. “Trust me, Nell, if anyone has nothing to be afraid of, it’s you.”


Nell swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat.


Bitch.


Adriana and Miriam snickered at their leader’s witty quip.


Savannah stood with her head bowed, avoiding eye contact. “Jesus, Mary,” she murmured.


“… and Joseph,” Adriana tacked on—a shared joke, for sure.


Suddenly bored with her dessert, Mary Ann dropped the doughnut back into the box of pastries and shouldered her way out of the break room with a scoff. Savannah followed, but Adriana stalled her and Miriam’s departure by nudging Nell with her arm as she passed. Coffee splashed out of Nell’s mug. It sloshed onto her sweater sleeve, down the front of her blouse, across the lap of her slacks.


Nell gasped and took a backward step only to crash into the break-room counter. More coffee sloshed over the rim of her cup, scorching her hand, dulling the burn that was blooming along her stomach and thighs. Adriana pulled her face into a look of surprise, but it shifted into a full-on laugh when Miriam exhaled a dramatic “Uh-oh!” They skittered out the door, nearly knocking over Linnie Carter amid their schadenfreude.


Linnie was one of the different ones. She was a short, somewhat homely girl compared to the fashion models who stomped the call-center floor. But that didn’t make any difference. Nell didn’t dare look at her, regardless. Embarrassed, she turned away from the break-room door to keep Linnie from seeing the wet stain that now soiled her entire front.


Idiot, she thought. You’re so stupid, thinking you could talk to Mary Ann. Thinking that you’re good enough. You deserve it. You deserve it. You deserve it!


Her bottom lip quivered. She struggled to keep her composure, her stomach balling itself into a fist. People would stare at her dirty clothes on the train. The bicycle gang at her stop would use it as ammunition.


Hey, bibliotecaria! Next time, maybe try to swallow!


Nell shut her eyes.


Hey, Blanca!


She squeezed them tight.


Hey, Nell!


She was so stupid. Stupid to think that she could change her life. That she could be something she wasn’t.


The headache that lingered at the back of her brain speared her through with a sudden jolt. Concentrated brain freeze. She grasped the break-room counter, gritted her teeth to dampen the pain.


“Hey, um… Nell?”


She jumped when a hand brushed her shoulder. Linnie snatched her fingers away and held them against her chest, as if escaping a bite.


“I’m sorry, I just…” Linnie blinked a pair of wide-set eyes. Her face lacked symmetry, as though she had been created by Van Gogh rather than God. And yet, despite her inability to compete in looks with the likes of Mary Ann or her friends, Linnie Carter wasn’t an outsider. She smoked menthols on the sidewalk while watching taxicabs buzz by. She laughed and socialized by the water cooler with coworkers, all of them thin and tall, with glossy curls in their hair. They weren’t the pretty ones, but they knew what to wear, what to say. Somehow, they still managed to fit in. Ugly ducklings disguised as swans.


“Are you okay? Your clothes, you…”


Nell twisted away from her, the throb in her brain still going strong. She didn’t need fake sympathy.


And what was she supposed to do about her clothes? Ask Lamont for the rest of the day off after arriving late? No. Nell would be forced to endure another four hours at her desk, wearing that coffee stain the way Hester Prynne wore a scarlet letter. L for loser. O for outcast. An N, like her name, but rather than standing for Nell, that N would stand for Nothing. Nothing Sullivan.


“Hey… I’m just trying to help,” Linnie said from behind Nell’s shoulder.


“Help.” Nell croaked out the word. Like anyone would ever help her.


Except sometimes people do help, the second voice inside her reasoned. The kinder voice, the optimist that occasionally drowned out her self-disdain. What about Lamont? What about your second chance?


“Here.” Linnie held out a wad of napkins in a fisted hand. “I’ll run across the street to the deli, get some seltzer water.” Nell slowly turned toward the extended arm, then eyed the girl it was attached to. Linnie gave her a pitying, crooked smile. “My mom swears by seltzer water for any stain.”


Mom.


“That and lemon juice. Maybe they’ll have some of that too, but I don’t know.”


Nell took the napkins, still unsure of Linnie’s intentions. “Really?” The question was one referring to Linnie’s kindness, to the fact that Linnie was willing to run across the street just to help Nell out. But Linnie mistook the question.


“My mom used to work for a dry cleaner.”


Mom.


“I’ll meet you in the bathroom,” Linnie said. “Back in a flash.”


Nell stuck close to the wall as she made her way to the restroom, trying with all her might to blend in against a stark beige wall. She held her arms across her front in awkward angles, tugging at her sweater hard enough to make the weave creak. Attempting to hide the wet spot that stretched from the top of her bra down to her crotch, she was suddenly sick with a memory: Barrett hiding from their mother after having an accident at school.


Her brother had been six years old. Gathered with his class on the floor, they were seated in a carpeted area of the classroom for story time. It seemed like an abnormally long story that afternoon, and Barrett needed to pee. But it was an inopportune moment to raise his hand. He’d interrupt the whole class, all to embarrass himself by asking permission to use the little boy’s room. His friends would gape at him. They’d laugh.


He tried to hold it.


The story dragged on.


His teacher’s tempo slowed to maybe one or two words a minute. One sentence per hour. One page per day.


Barrett held his breath.


Clamped his teeth.


Nearly gasped when warmth enveloped him from the waist down, only to grow cold and wet seconds later.


After story time ended, he shimmied back to his desk along the wall just as Nell was doing now, ignoring the teacher’s questions to the class about the wet spot on the floor. He spent the rest of the day thinking up an elaborate excuse for why his overalls were soaked. During recess, he “accidentally” tripped and fell into a rain puddle—a perfect cover. But it was an excuse that hadn’t worked on their mom. No excuse ever did. As soon as she saw him, she’d twisted both his and Nell’s arms behind their backs and marched them outside, where she barked:


Filthy pig.


Stupid kid.


She sprayed them with the hard jet of the garden hose to wash away the stink. It was just after Halloween. Cold. Windy. They nearly froze where they stood. Anytime Barrett did something wrong, Nell got punished for it right along with him. Anytime she did something wrong, their mother would spare Barrett the rod. That was just the way things were.


Nell didn’t look up as she crossed what seemed like a mile of office space between the break room and the bathroom. But she could feel eyes crawling across her skin. No doubt that Mary Ann and her gang were biting back Cheshire Cat–grins. Nell imagined herself above her shoddy little apartment stove, a pot of water bubbling to a boil. And there, tied to her red diner-style table, would be Mary Ann, Adriana, Miriam, and Savannah. They’d blubber instead of giggle, their pretty faces swollen with tears, ugly from all the crying. Their knees would be raw and bloody from hours of kneeling on grains of uncooked Uncle Ben’s rice. They’d look at her with pleading eyes.


Please, Nell, let us go.


Please, Nell, we love you so.


But it would be too late. Too goddamn late. Nell would stick her hands into a pair of oven gloves. Pluck the pot of boiling water from the stove. And with a pirouette as graceful as Eva Evdokimova’s, she’d spin around and splash the water out of the pot in a ribbon of liquid and steam. They’d scream. Their flesh would turn to soft wax. She’d pry their mouths open with kitchen tongs and pour liquid fire down their throats, scorch their faces, and, with her bare fingers, peel back their blistered skin.


Nell ducked into the office bathroom, blinked at herself in the mirror. The polyester blouse she’d plucked off the JCPenney sale rack was ruined, but whatever. She hadn’t liked it much anyway. Her sweater, however, was a different matter. The right sleeve of her cardigan was soaked. It was doubtful she’d ever manage to get the stain out.


Stupid cow.


Her skin burned beneath the wet blotch that had grown cold and a deeper shade of brown. It was almost pretty, like drying blood.


A few minutes passed before Linnie returned with a bottle of seltzer water in hand. “They didn’t have lemon juice,” she said, breathless and red-cheeked from her run across the street. “But this should help at least.” She tore a handful of paper towels from the roll on the bathroom counter and soaked them in water that fizzed against the white porcelain sink. Nell watched wordlessly as Linnie began to blot the hem of her shirt, ignoring the wool weave of her sweater to focus on cheap polyester instead. When Linnie leaned in close, Nell breathed deep, inhaling the shampoo scent of her hair. She wondered if Linnie had a boyfriend; if, outside of the office, she was more dangerous than demure. Nell imagined her gasping in the shadowed stairwell of a decrepit apartment building, her face twisted in a mask of lust as she huffed Nell, oh Nell… oh Nellett… oh Barrett, yes.


“You know…”


Snap.


Nell could just about hear the sizzle of her own nerves.


Linnie paused, as if disturbed by Nell’s dazed expression, then cleared her throat and looked back down to the hem of Nell’s shirt. “You know,” she repeated, her voice soft, her eyes averted, “you shouldn’t let them treat you like that. They think they’re pretty great, but it isn’t right, the way they act. That Mary Ann… she’s a bully. They all are.”


Nell worried her bottom lip between her teeth. Barrett had teased her about that very thing once. Lucky you don’t wear lipstick, sis, or you’d wolf down half a tube every day before lunch. Linnie wore lipstick, her mouth frosted pale pink, reminiscent of Mary Ann’s forgotten doughnut. If Barrett had the chance, would he run off with a girl like Linnie Carter? Would he leave Nell behind for the girl with a cotton-candy mouth and a cubist face?


“Do they bully you?” Nell asked. Linnie glanced up, seemingly surprised by the question, then shook her head in the negative.


“No, but I don’t think they’d bully you either if you stood up for yourself. It’s a matter of self-respect.”


Nell glanced down to the bit of polyester held between Linnie’s fingers. She reached out, allowing her hand to brush against her newfound friend’s. That’s what Linnie was now. A friend. It hadn’t been what Nell had intended, but somehow, in some way, her plan to change her future had worked, and it hadn’t even been that hard.


Nell leaned in. She wanted to thank her new friend for her help, to brush her lips across Linnie’s cheek. I’ll never forget this…


But Linnie pulled away.


She cleared her throat. Flashed a nervous smile. Offered Nell the wad of wet paper towels, suddenly uninterested in offering her help.


“Anyway, just keep patting at it until it comes out.” An uncomfortable pause. “I should get back to my desk before someone notices I’m gone.”


Nell took the towels. She was ready to speak, to thank Linnie for her kindness, but before she could say a word, Linnie fled the bathroom quick as a thief.


Nell stared at the bathroom door for a long while, then looked down the front of her ruined shirt. A proper thank-you was most certainly in order. After all, she and Linnie were friends now, and friends always showed their appreciation.





By the time Nell returned home, she had pushed Mary Ann’s cruelty to the back of her mind. Even the Puerto Rican boys hadn’t riled her. Her lack of irritation made them back off. Her upright stature and quick steps down East 16th made it clear she had better things to do.


She ducked into her building, sidestepped a homeless man sleeping just shy of the stairwell, rushed up two flights, and unlocked the apartment door. Once inside, she beamed at her lazy brother. Barrett was sprawled across the couch, his arm thrown over his eyes to shield himself from life’s many cruelties, or maybe just from the brightness of the room.


“Hey, Barrett. How was your day?”


No response. He didn’t even bother to lift his arm from across his face. A prince, vexed by the world.


“Did you get any writing done?”


Barrett slid his forearm away from his eyes and gave his sister a tortured look.


“Well, my day was nice.” At least partly. It had been terrible before it had turned terrific. “I made a friend.” The statement left her in a rush of excitement.


Nothing.


Nell tossed her purse aside, studied the stained sleeve of her sweater before shrugging it off her shoulders. She kicked her penniless loafers off beside the door.


“Her name is Linnie Carter, and she’s the kindest, most wonderful person I’ve ever met.”


Barrett’s ailing gaze settled on Nell’s ruined clothes. After Linnie had left the restroom, Nell had done little to remove the coffee stain, too wound up to care about a bit of destroyed fabric. But now, with Barrett staring at the ugly blotch the way a boy would gape at a swath of menstrual blood, a pang of insecurity shot through her. She peered down at the stain, covered it as best she could with her hands.


He sat up on the couch, pushed Robert Louis Stevenson aside. Scribbled a message: I’ll bet.


“Oh.” She shrugged a little, as if dismissing the stain as no big deal. “I just… it was an accident. You know me, all thumbs. I spent half the day covered in coffee. But I’m glad, because that’s how I met Linnie. I mean, I already knew her, though she never had a reason to stop and talk to me. But she came into the break room just as they had…” She paused, corrected herself. “Just as I had my spill, and she was so sweet, Barrett. She was on me in a flash, asking if I was okay, if I needed help. She even went across the street for seltzer water, if you can believe it. Her mother…”


The muscles in Barrett’s face tensed.


“… she knows how to remove stains, see? She worked at a dry cleaning shop, and she swears by seltzer water and lemon juice. The place across from R & B didn’t have any lemon juice, so we…” Her near-manic soliloquy faded to nothing.


Barrett’s expression was blank, as though his soul had escaped his body. Another quip: Yeah, she knows how to remove stains REALLY well.


“Well, I know there’s still a stain,” she told him. “I’m not blind. It’s just that Linnie had to get back to work, and I didn’t know what I was doing, really. It’s my fault the stain didn’t come out, not hers. I could have done a better job, but I wasn’t going to spend the entire day cleaning off a cheap shirt, you know.”


Barrett rose from the couch, his brown eyes level on her face.


Sometimes she hated him for his silence, but she knew it wasn’t his fault. She had tried to convince herself that maybe it was a choice, but it had been so long—long enough for her to completely forget the sound of his voice. Long enough to simply accept the way things were: quiet. Choice or not, she doubted Barrett would ever speak again.


“It was on sale.” She shoved her hair behind her ears and shrugged at him. “Just a cheap shirt,” she murmured. “I can get another one.”


He held up his notepad. I thought we were on a budget.


“We are, but what am I supposed to do, go to the office in my pajamas?” A laugh. “Maybe I’ll buy myself a nicer shirt,” she mused, eyeing the blouse that struck her as more frumpy than usual. “Something that Mary Ann could feast her eyes on, something that’ll show her I’m not such a square after all. What a shock that would be, right?” A snort. “I can just imagine her face, the surprise; look at fat old Nell Sullivan in her pretty new blouse, and maybe even a new skirt and new shoes too.” That would certainly set the snobby priss straight. “Maybe I’ll get my hair cut, give myself a whole new image.” Just what Harriet Lamont would have suggested.


A new image for a new life.


A better life.


One that Nell deserved.


Barrett’s attention remained on her face. Nell caught his eyes and flushed. He looked aggravated. Glaring down at his notepad, he began to write in a rush.


Oh God, Nell thought. Here it comes. Another one of his freak-outs. Slowed by his lack of vocalization, these arguments could last hours. They were exhausting. Silent and vampiric, zapping all of her energy.


“You don’t know how it is, Barrett. Those girls…” She tried to stall him, to make him stop writing with her memory of what Linnie had said. “They’re bullies. Nobody should act the way they do. They think they’re so special, so perfect.” She frowned, then looked down to her bare feet. There was a line of road grit across their tops, the dirt a reminder of Faye Sullivan’s favorite saying: You can’t shine a turd.


You’re kidding yourself. You think everyone is nice right up until they throw dirt in your face. Those chicks aren’t friendly. They aren’t special. They’d be just as happy if you were dead.


But Mary Ann and her friends were special. They were the privileged ones. The gorgeous ones. The ones that even Linnie Carter couldn’t compete with. So where did Linnie get off suggesting that they weren’t as amazing as they seemed? Sure, Mary Ann Thomas was less than kind. That girl could be a real bitch. But Nell supposed that came with the territory. Everyone wanted to be Mary Ann’s friend. Surely, that sort of attention must be exhausting. Nell was only adding to the noise, to the pressure, to the suggestion that Mary Ann had to be perfect. Maybe Mary Ann was responding the only way she knew how: with hostility.


“Anyway.” Nell gave her brother a weary smile, choosing to ignore his glare, to forget the harsh words he’d scribbled onto his small pad of canary-colored paper. “I’m going to invite Linnie over for tea.”


The muscles in Barrett’s jaw went rigid. No you’re fucking not.


Nell raised her hands at him, shook her head. “I know you hate company, but it’s rude not to do it. She helped me, and I have to show my appreciation.” He started writing again, but she turned away, refusing to read whatever aggravated disallowance he was preparing to throw at her next. Her fingers brushed across the fronds of a small fern poised in the kitchen window. Its waxy leaves glowed with the late afternoon sunlight. The entire kitchenette seemed to resonate with a newfound sense of hope.


“Tea,” Nell said to herself. “And a layer cake, frosted with the prettiest pink buttercream.” Pink like Linnie’s lipstick. “And real sugar cubes in a tiny porcelain bowl sitting next to tiny silver spoons. And I’ll need a proper tablecloth, something white, maybe lace.”


She spun around, gave Barrett a look. “You’ll be nice, won’t you?” Her tone edged on pleading. Barrett showed her his back. If she was going to ignore him, he’d return the favor. An eye for an eye. In games like these, Barrett always held the upper hand. She could disregard him all she wanted, but it was Nell who was sensitive to being shut out. Barrett couldn’t have cared less.


“Barrett, please!”


Every time she brought up the idea of a friend outside of their two-person circle, he had a fit. He didn’t trust anyone, especially not women who were too fancy for their own good. To him, Plain Jane was perfect. Those ostentatious girls were little more than sinners stuffed into expensive shoes. They reminded him of their mother. A woman who couldn’t have a drink without swallowing the whole bottle. Who couldn’t disagree without screaming at the top of her lungs, without shoving and clawing and turning into a lunatic.


It was the very way Faye had handled Barrett’s accident in the backyard.


Nell and Barrett had been sitting in a kiddie pool among the weeds and dirt clods of their New Jersey backyard. Their mother and father fought inside, the screaming nothing new. Mom and Dad always argued. Once, Nell had seen their mom try to hit him with a frying pan. Another time, Leigh had shoved Faye against a wall and held her there by her neck while she kicked and screamed to be let go. This particular afternoon, though, four-year-old Nell and six-year-old Barrett sat in their pool and listened to tiny, glittering explosions of breaking glass. There were faint sounds of fists pounding flesh, of palms hitting skin. The argument’s end was punctuated by the slap of the screen door against the jamb. Dad remained inside while Mom stumbled onto the patchy lawn. She struggled to light a crooked cigarette. Her hands were unsteady, her entire body rocking as though she was standing on the deck of a boat.


Nell crawled out of the pool and ran across the yard to go inside and pee. The one time she had let loose in the pool, Barrett had screamed at her that it was the grossest thing in the whole wide world. She had taken a beating from her mother for it. Dirty, disgusting child. Nell was exiled to the closet, and while she had screamed and wept and beat her fists against the door, Barrett was allowed to watch Gumby and eat Trix cereal out of his favorite bowl. Had it been Barrett who had peed, they would have both spent the afternoon sleeping among their mom’s scuffed-up pumps.


When Nell returned from the bathroom to the sun-dappled yard a few minutes later, struggling to pull her little green peplum bathing suit up onto her shoulders, the screaming match between her parents had found a second wind. Her father was outside now, a limp Barrett in his arms. Their mother was wailing. Her hands shook as though each of her fingers contained the seed of a tiny earthquake, her cigarette gone. Nell couldn’t put it together. Had Barrett stood up and slipped as he stepped out of the pool? She’d nearly fallen on her face a few times herself, so maybe he’d lost his footing and hit his head? Or maybe he had gone under and swallowed water? The scenarios were muddled, confused by a sudden burst of motion. Her dad rushed Barrett inside while her mom followed them both, pummeling Leigh with her fists. Neither one of them stopped to regard Nell on their way into the house.


Nell blinked at her mother’s extinguished cigarette. It bobbed up and down in the pool, marooned in a tiny ocean. Her mom’s screams echoed from inside the house. Amid the sepia-colored tones of Nell’s memory, she couldn’t recall the screaming ever stopping that day. That was the day Barrett lost his voice. Whether it had been trauma, stress response syndrome, or a mental break, the doctors couldn’t tell. But Barrett was all right later. He never spoke again, but he was okay.
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