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one

			The electrodes in my brain were like a loop recorder, continuously dredging up the past. And problematic for the psychiatrist at Green Fields Sanitarium, who was in the process of rewiring me.

			Bear with me as I digress: I witnessed the gruesome death of my father by a mob of birds. I know what you’re picturing: A scene from Alfred Hitchcock’s horror movie The Birds. Not exactly like the movie, it happened in my bedroom. An aberration that my brain conjured, so they say.

			Gramma had reinforced Dad’s untimely disappearance to the police. After the thunderstorm he’d raced to catch a late flight. An overseas business trip. Lacking evidence of any misdeeds, no mutilations as I’d described, the police had nothing to go on besides a batshit crazy kid. I experienced a daymare, a delusion, and it hadn’t been the first time, so said Gramma.

			Afterward, Mom spent a week in bed, purporting she had a bug. She couldn’t keep anything down and stopped eating. I noticed her yellowy sick skin and hair matted as if a brush hadn’t made contact in weeks.

			Thirteen days passed at a snail’s pace since that night. I was in the library’s alcove, my daily vigil, half-expecting Dad to come strolling up the cobbled walkway. My fretfulness heightening because I’d spilled my guts to my best friend, Hillary, telling her everything. If she repeated it to anyone, the repercussions would come back to bite me.

			Sitting on the window seat, winding and unwinding my hair on my fingers, I absently stared into the fields across the lane. Intent on the developing opaque mist weaving toward Crows Nest. Whenever I dwelled on Dad’s whereabouts my heart had the proclivity of getting funky, beating at an abnormal rate.

			There was a faint knock on the archway that led into the library. I twisted on the window seat and gasped.

			“Dad?” Undistinguishable, like a hologram, he appeared. Alive! I repressed my instinct to run into his arms, we hadn’t had that sort of relationship. “Where have you been, are you okay?” I squinted, discerning his expression.

			“Can’t stay.” His voice was nasally and unnatural. “Dropped by to pack.” He turned and left.

			Punching out my arm, I wanted him to stop. “Wait. Dad. Wait.” Unsure of myself and my supposed delirium, I was unable to move. The front door snicked shut. My gaze swung to the panes of glass where misty tendrils devoured his body. I darted from the library, passing Gramma in the foyer, and ran outside.

			“Dad! Dad!” I cried into the muddy mist. Where did he go? I turned in circles trying to catch a wink of him. Everything felt skewed. After all I’d been through, I was afraid. Afraid of another daymare like before.

			Walking backwards, turning this way and that, I went back in. Wiping dew from my face I saw Gramma in the corner.

			“Dad was here.” I neared, but her eyes were glazed like frost over glass. “Did you see him?” Her head tilted sideways, pupils enlarged.

			“Gramma?” I never touched her, but that day, I touched her arm. I felt it immediately. My hand went through an electrical current. I jerked back; my fingers were singed at the tips. I always thought she was a witch. Made of magic.

			“Gramma,” I said tentatively. “You saw him, right?”

			Her eyelashes fluttered while aligning her shoulders. “Now you can stop talking rubbish,” she spat condescendingly. “Your father wasn’t eaten by birds.”

			“When… why… what did…” Words escaped me. “It wasn’t real.”

			“Leave it be.”

			“Does Mom know? You—”

			“Penelope, let me give you my grandmotherly advice.” Her scathing tone cut like a knife. “Shut the fuck up. Get over it. Or else you’ll be going away, and you are not going to like it.”

			I couldn’t believe she said the F-bomb. “Going where?”

			“If you don’t put this behind you, Catherine’s been looking into a retreat.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“A sanitarium, where they put phobic kids in lockdowns.”

			Like a soldier standing at attention, I blinked, piecing it together. No. Mom wouldn’t do that. Gramma didn’t move a muscle as she watched me. I couldn’t describe what I saw in her face. Something, how she inclined her head, the gleam in her gaze.

			“You—” I accused, throwing my arms in the air. “It was an illusion. You did your hocus-pocus thingy.”

			A descending slope to her mouth didn’t sit well on her face. “Catherine’s right. You need help.”

			Stiffening my arms to my sides, the tattletale child came out of me. “I’m telling Mom and asking if Dad was here.” I turned toward the staircase. Gramma grabbed me. Her fingers dug into my arm; she was stronger than I thought.

			Nonetheless, my family endured through weeks of my psychotics before Mom contacted Green Fields.

			What was outright unpredictable, Gramma vetoed Mom’s arrangements, and quite adamantly. What struck me silly, I was, for the first time in my young life, on my grandmother’s team. Mom had been on a mission and even my sister and brother, Hazel and Sammy’s cajoling hadn’t swayed her. Oftentimes, I couldn’t wrap my crippled brain around why Gramma caved. She has madness in her reasoning.

			Subsequent to being carted off like a schizoid, Gramma forewarned me, “Continue to narrate that foolish story and you’ll be there until your teeth rot.”

			I assumed my stay at the sanitarium would be a paltry sabbatical, to get my brain reconstructed. As weeks turned into months, I was indeed going ballistic. I strived to bend to their rules, but not break.

			It was exceedingly unfortunate, I hadn’t taken Gramma’s advice… in the beginning.

			I spewed my guts, driveling garbage of pure insanity. The doctors kept digging deeper, hanging onto my evocative retellings. I presumed by unburdening myself, they’d make me better, it’d all go away. I hadn’t known they’d been building a case, cataloging me as a schizophrenic. I hadn’t deduced their strategy until I was neck-deep in quicksand of my own making.

			I spent incessant restless nights listening to Gramma’s crowing. Her aphorisms, I told you so and Keep your mouth shut.

			Finally heeding my grandmother’s advice, I revamped my story.

			“Penelope,” said Doctor Cartwright, another game of cat and mouse was brewing. A shrink that thought himself as a gift to society, sporting cashmere suits that stunk of money. Ashy brown hair, polished fingernails, and Italian loafers with tassels.

			I couldn’t stand him and his superior arrogance. Exulting his authority by having the power to liberate or keep me locked up.

			Vexing was his propensity of not looking at me while glancing over files and tapping his pen on the frame of his glasses. “Let’s return to that night. The night your father came into your room.” His half-lidded eyes shot like a bullet to gauge my reaction while holding the pen immobile in midair.

			My response had altered since I’d arrived. I mumbled for the zillionth time, “He came to say goodbye. It was the storm. That’s what caused the nightmare. I’ve always been afraid of them.”

			“You’re recanting the account, again?” Doctor Cartwright banged his hand with the pen on his desk. Thoroughly frustrated with my changeable responses. “Here,” his fingers drumming on a stack of papers, “you mention hating your father because he verbally and physically beat you. Is that correct?”

			Honest statements that should not have been divulged during his unrelenting interrogations. I neither answered nor nodded, just stared at the pitcher of water on his desk.

			“You specified your father’s body was half-man and half-beast. And people walked through the walls and then turned into giant blackbirds. Is that correct?”

			My gaze cut to him. “Yes— I mean no,” fidgeting, “it was a dream— like you said.”

			“Like I said?” He angled his head, eyes analytical.

			As usual, I felt I was in a pressure cooker. Fisting hands in my lap and grinding teeth to quell my nerves, I blew. “What do you want me to say? I’ll say it. Just let me out of here. I didn’t do anything wrong.” My body trembled as I tried holding my tongue and myself together.

			A slick bend tugged on the doctor’s mouth. “Let’s revisit the police report and your call to 911, shall we?”

			I didn’t want to go there.

			“You cite dagger-like beaks and hewing of bones.”

			I grimaced, feeling as if I was living in the movie Ground Hog Day. The doctor kept resurrecting that night, breaking it down piece by shockable piece. A part of me still and always would believe it was real. It was too monstrous not to be.

			“Perhaps, you’re misconstruing the deed itself. Isn’t it feasible you acquired a knife of some caliber and stashed it in your room? And when your abusive father came in, it was you, not a mob of murdering birds.”

			“No— I didn’t stab him.” Blood simmered through my veins because that scenario was a guillotine hanging over my head. It hadn’t been the first time he’d insinuated I’d killed my father. And it won’t be the last. The police were nosing around because there hadn’t been any sighting or any communication from him.

			I leapt from the chair, stacking my hands on his desk I stared down at the doctor. “No, it’s not feasible. There wasn’t and isn’t a shred of evidence, or are you forgetting that?” I pictured myself slapping the bigheaded grin off his face.

			“You had an accomplice.”

			Did he want me to go postal? He was throwing out a hooked worm in hopes of reeling me in. I wasn’t biting.

			How many times had we revisited that call, those reports? Damned if I do and damned if I don’t. My God, I’d prayed and prayed and wished upon a star that I’d never made that call. I wanted a redo. I wanted it never to have happened. Why’d I get utterly brainless and spread it thick like peanut butter? Gunky peanut butter that got jammed and I choked on it.

			The doctor relished narrating those initial testimonies of mine. Hadn’t I still been under the influence? Under the influence of replaying that catastrophe. Over and over, a skipping record. I temporarily went mental. The screams. The smell. The birds were a product of my vivid imagination. That’s what the doctors drilled into my brain. Random portions had been chiseled away with handy-dandy drugs and therapy sessions. The hallucinations were waning.

			I’d been a hostage at the sanitarium. Well, not an actual hostage, but I felt like one. I said whatever Doctor Cartwright wanted me to say. I gagged down the meds like a good girl. Meds that made me sleep and dream. Heinous nightmares. I’d find myself being restrained because I’d been screaming and thrashing in my sleep.

			The majority of patients were younger than me. A few older than sixteen, not many. What I’d ascertained in groups and socialization periods, every one of them came from affluent, and some boasted, filthy rich families. Green Fields, a hush-hush, high-security institution to entomb your unhinged children.

			I became acquainted with Duane Simpson, eleven years old, a live-in since he was eight. Kids stayed clear of Duane. His hands and face were scarred, burned in a fire.

			“What you in fer?” he asked, verbalizing like a mobster.

			I couldn’t contain my tight smile, shaking my head. Why spread my folly around the quad?

			“I’m in for torching my neighbors.” Duane liked to boast about his achievements. “They’s a bunch of indecent animals.”

			I thought, don’t piss Duane off.

			Feeling as if I’d squandered half my life at the nuthouse, Gramma recently guaranteed, she’d be busting me out. Come hell or high water, as she phrased it.

			When my group therapy session concluded, I sped to the parlor. It was Sunday. Mom would be there. On our preliminary encounters, her features had been aggrieved. Visible torment in the slope of her shoulders, knolls and valleys afflicting her forehead, and the skin around her eyes looked bruised. Though, as soon as I appeared, she’d put on a mask of shimmering joy. She widened her arms and I plunged into them.

			“Hey, baby. I miss you.”

			I loved the feel of her arms about me. The day brightened as I cushioned my head on her shoulder, drinking her in. “Let’s go outside for a walk. They have cameras everywhere,” I said.

			We moseyed along the cement sidewalk, circling impressive gardens. Hydrangeas, boxwood, snapdragons, foxglove, stonecrop, black-eyed susans, and flowers I couldn’t name. The gardens were the sole component I liked about Green Fields.

			Security guards were stationed around the clock at the wrought-iron entrance and exit gates. Mom assured me the guards were there for the children’s safety because Green Fields housed a monopoly of Richie-rich adolescents. I hadn’t committed a crime per se, but if Doctor Cartwright had his way, I’d be indicted with murder by the end of my stay. Mom’s reassurances had been wearing thin.

			Veering off the beaten path onto manicured grounds, we settled on a park bench beneath a fragrant linden tree. Mom’s trivial banter hadn’t touched upon the subject that mattered most. I couldn’t give two shits about flowers blooming in Bedford Falls or the new diner that opened on Hickory Street with its to-die-for Belgian waffles.

			“When am I getting out of here?” I inquired, hope lacing my voice. She averted her gaze to a babbling brook that cleaved through the landscape. Focusing on her passive expression, it was her wringing hands that drew my interest.

			“Doctor Cartwright isn’t letting me leave, is he?”

			Mom turned, cupping my hand in both of hers. “He says you’re not cooperating.”

			“He’s a douchebag.” I swiped my hand out from between hers and wiped down my face, willing away my anguish. “I told him, over and over, that I’d invented the whole stinking story.” Mom’s eyes welled. “You know the truth. I don’t have to pretend with you, do I?” Her frazzled shaking head had a disquieting effect. She was mollifying her daughter, me, the psycho.

			“What happened to your arm?”

			“This?” she said, fingering a three-inch welt in the throes of healing. “I caught it on a wire on the screen door. The house needs tons of repairs.”

			My gaze fastened onto her lamenting eyes, deficient of happiness. “Will you be honest with me?” I asked. Her teeth gnawed on her lower lip. “I don’t want to hear Gramma’s words coming out of you.”

			“Penelope, just say it.”

			My chest tightened because my question might reward me more weeks in this loony bin if she speaks to my shrink.

			“It wasn’t all a hallucination, was it? You did come into my room, and Dad hit you, right?” Desperate to prove I wasn’t delusional because, in my mind, it was too real to be my subconscious playing an obscene trick. Please give me hope, throw me a bone. Please.

			“My lord!” she bit back, exasperated, fingers curling into a stress ball. “Now I know why the doctor says you’re not cooperating. Purge that fiasco from your head.” She punctuated by poking me in the forehead.

			Defeated, I slouched. Though, she didn’t repeat those words I found contemptible: deluded or hallucination. Was it a slip of the tongue? Had she unconsciously given me reason to think there was substance to my hysteria?

			Sick of the veiled subtexts, I said, “Where is Dad? Is he coming back?” I probed for a reaction.

			“Umm…” She was cautious, inventing a viable response. “Your father is in Russia, on business. You know how he travels for weeks on end.”

			I did. When Crows Nest and I were at peace.

			“He is employed by,” giving an adverse shake of her head, finding the right words, “an exclusive financial society that operates under complete discretion.”

			“The Alliance Federation?”

			Her eyes slashed to my face, stunned. “How did you know that?”

			Ah-ha! “My so-called daymare, remember? I told you, didn’t I?”

			Her lips parted, gawping. “No, you did not.”

			My face tingled as my pulsing blood picked up a notch, vindication was within my grasp. Their secret was out of the bag. “A guy named Edgar was there, came into my room. He mentioned the society and—”

			“Oh no…” Mom groaned, tipping her head back, eyes shuttering. “This explains so, so much. I never put two and two together.”

			“What are you saying?” Likelihood of my exoneration plummeted.

			“Edgar Thornton is the president of the Alliance,” Mom confirmed. “He was at the house that afternoon. A meeting with Glenora involving your father.”

			“Are we talking about the same day, the guy with a scar on his face. The day you and Gramma were canning tomatoes.”

			“Yes, precisely.” Bobbing her head, she said, “Nobody can forget Edgar. His face is disturbing. Then that awful rainstorm.”

			Shaking my head, I thought — no, that’s not right. Mom was entertaining secrets. She knew all about my description of the one-eyed-man from the beginning of this harrowing journey into nutsville.

			Certifying her story, I said, “Where was I when this guy came over?”

			“Honey, I don’t remember.” Working fingers across her lips, she said, “You probably surmised by now, your father has a drinking problem.”

			Duh, of course, I knew.

			“Alcohol eats away the mind and body. I wanted Cray to go into a detox program but, you know your father.” Mom glanced over the grounds of the sanitarium, avoiding meeting my eyes. “Edgar told Glenora that Cray had divulged top-secret intelligence. He—”

			“Why’d he talk to Gramma? What’s she got to do with this Alliance Federation where Dad works?”

			Mom chased twitchy fingers into her hair. “Many families are part of the exclusive financial society. Your father arrived home quite late that night and Gramma confronted him regarding Edgar’s concerns. And the consequences to terminate his employment. He immediately left for another scheduled business trip.”

			Rubbing hope from my eyes, I sat there emotionless.

			Mom reconciled, “You’ll be out soon. I promise.” She draped her arms around my shoulders, embracing me, cheek to cheek.

			Days after Mom’s visit, I was summoned into the psychiatrist’s office.

			Doctor Cartwright was ill-inclined to enlighten me as to how I achieved parole. That’s what I called it. I’d been sprung. Nonetheless, he pontificated for an hour as to healing my scrambled brain. Again, my translation. He went on and on, fond of hearing himself talk, a hypercritical phlegm wad.

			“Don’t forget your journal. It’s essential. Write your feelings.” We were in his stuffy office. A bunch of framed accolades lined the wall. Tributes to his involvement in and out of Green Fields.

			Those awards boggled the brain. A blowhard like him. During our sessions, I’d read them while he rambled on. He certainly had much more to say than I did. I couldn’t pinpoint when, but after a culmination of time, he’d stopped trying to convict me of my father’s murder.

			He felt he’d been reshaping, molding the margins of my brain. In a way, I guess he was. He did.

			“As per Mrs. Cordae and your grandmother, I contacted Doctor Mortimer. He comes highly recommended.” Doctor Cartwright handed my composition notebook that I’d been ordered to write in, back to me. A frown of discontent came over his face. “Penelope, you’re not doing yourself any favors by holding back your feelings, your emotions. How do you expect anyone to help you?”

			“I tried,” I fibbed.

			The man had been excavating into my cranium. Under duress, I communicated certain facts, like, how much I loathed my father. He concluded I’d been retaining an imperative therapeutic factor. Neglecting to come clean concerning that night when hell entered my room. People turning into beastly birds to slay my father was absurd. I know what the shrink believed— I killed him, and with help, stowed his body somewhere.

			Now that I smelled freedom, I saw him in a different light. He was and wasn’t a beast of burden who strove to mince my round body into a square peg. I dealt with prescribed medications that softened my cranium and layers of tissue, meninges. How I agonized as he’d chiseled into the anatomy of my cortex. Jackhammering into my temporal and frontal lobe. Doctor Cartwright took pleasure in wanting to see me break. What he couldn’t and would never grasp— I am a willow. I do not break. I bend.

			Gramma must have paid a hefty ransom or pulled bigwig strings because I was on the portico the very next day waiting for my ride.
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two

			I returned to Crows Nest searching for hope, only to find ghosts.

			Gone for eight months, give or take a few weeks, there had been a drastic change in the house. Perhaps, I’d overlooked the turrets I once imagined as a stairway to Heaven were scarred— like me. Cylinder peaks somewhat askew and shingles hanging in disarray correlated with my life thus far.

			Some things remained the same. The worn exterior didn’t discourage flocks of birds to hover above and roost on the turrets and power lines.

			Dad declared he was the cornerstone of the household, but we all knew it was Gramma. When her fancy tickled her, she told us myths and legends whence our house got its name because crows infested the land. Circling crows, like today, was an omen of death. I shivered. Heedful of that premonition all too well.

			“Crows are inherently clever, intelligent,” Gramma would say, “Pay attention, they bring messages. They’re a symbol of magic, mystery, and destiny.” Her fowl wisdom had been indoctrinated in me since I toddled around the Nest.

			What message are they bringing today? Welcoming or cautioning?

			I should’ve carried a machete to cleave through the scrub, yellowing stalks. Snaking ivy coiled the pillars and canopied the second story balcony, which precariously bowed. On the long drive, Dean had informed me that the unforgiving winter had taken a toll.

			My boots crunched on mulch and brittle leaves as I stepped onto the wraparound porch. It had been my responsibility to sweep it, a chore that should have been handed down to my younger siblings. The ornate beveled picture window was cracked. Something had smashed into it, creating jagged veins in the glass.

			Planting indecisive legs at the front door, my toes grew into unyielding roots, wrestling into the tongue and groove boards. Heartier roots to replenish those that had been trimmed, uprooted, and torn to shreds.

			Will my brother and sister despise me? Considering all those weeks before I was sent away, they’d never given me any reason to doubt their trust or their love. Nevertheless, in all these months, I seldom saw them. Gramma could have brainwashed them against me. She maintained that kind of authority.

			I stared at the tarnished door knocker. Still scary and still life-like. A crow’s head with a gaping beak. Emotionally fraught, I turned, searching for Dean. He was body-deep in the trunk of the car grappling with my baggage.

			“Need help?” I asked, voice squeaky.

			He peeked his head around the car. His expressive, honey-amber eyes flashed as he flicked his arm, a signal to go in. Many nights I’d dreamt of him and those eyes. It shouldn’t be this hard. I veered to the door and thought, I’m home.

			I rotated the knob; an abrasive sound spiked the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck. Breaking my toes free of its roots, I hesitatingly stepped in. Where’s the welcoming committee?

			They knew I was coming home, didn’t they?

			The brilliance of Crows Nest had lost its glimmer. Or I’d never bothered to notice its state of shabbiness.

			The polished hardwood flooring had dulled, scratched, and bruised. And the large, braided rug was unraveling at the seams. Directly upward, it would be difficult for light to pierce the casement. Grime obscured the glass.

			I figured it had been a period of mourning for everybody, even the house was grieving.

			Wrinkling my nose, it smelled fusty. Dust, mold, plain old neglect.

			The grand staircase rose before me, dividing the house in half, and leading to the second level. It called to me like a mythical siren. Ultimate temptation. I’m not ready. It took great willpower to stave off tremors and deflect the magnetic pull. I should have been—but I was not— prepared for that confrontation of memories. I swerved into the living room.

			A shriek was trapped in my throat.

			“Penelope, you’ve grown,” said a decrepit buzzard. A harbinger of death was rocking in the rocker. Cambered talons plink-plinking on the hardwood floor. I could’ve sworn a smirk elongated its hook-nosed beak.

			Tangibly present. I blinked repeatedly, expecting the vision to disperse. It didn’t.

			A mask of rutted, dry flesh, and beady black eyes drilled into me. A balding head leading to spindly feathers sticking out every which way as if it had flown through a gale. Black feathers streaked in silver, and oddly, crocheting a blanket, one that I recognized. A bulky yarn pattern, a blanket that had lain on the rail of my bedpost, and was there still, as far as I knew.

			“Come here. Let me get a look at you. Your carrot hair is still hard to miss.” Its sugary voice, contrasting with her image, was memorable. “These old peepers aren’t what they used to be.” Its rheumy eyes tapered.

			I hugged my arms to my chest, quelling jitters. Squeezing my eyelids, I evoked my therapy sessions. Clear my mind—breathe—take a moment or two. It’s not real. Not real. Not real! I breathed in courage and expelled fear. Slow to slit one eyelid and then the other, the buzzard was gone, the chair still rocking. It worked. I can’t tell Dean what I saw. This has to be my secret.

			My knees jangled as I moved on.

			Every hollow footfall filled me with ambivalence. I’d been ripped from my home. Yes, I had— have problems. But I needed my family, their support. Especially Hazel and Sam. They’d exhibited buoyant laughter, joy, and scrupulous love through it all. Right up to the moment Mom packed the car with my luggage and drove me to Green Fields. For days, I’d felt their arms wrapping my neck, wet cheeks, and sweet kisses.

			Afterward, I wallowed in the nuthouse seeking answers. Why Dad? I habitually pondered—what terrors gripped him. And Mom, you didn’t rescue me. Your promises dissolved like lemon in tea, sweet, but tart.

			Where are they?

			I blinked away brimming water. However, a lonely teardrop had the audacity to trip over my lashes and leak down my cheek. Deterring a waterfall, I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes.

			Don’t you dare. Just don’t.

			A creak came from above, someone was walking in the upstairs hallway. I headed toward the stairs and gripped the newel post. Delaying the unforeseeable, I kept my sight on the upper landing, expecting Mom—or Sammy running by—or worse, which I banned my brain from picturing him. Though, it was useless, Dad had carved indelible scars. I rubbed the pad of my thumb on the fatty palm of my hand. He’d left me with internal and visible scars.

			In a measured climb, my sneakers were a mute hush on the stairs as I reached the halfway mark. My pulse migrated into my ears, drumming an adamant warning.

			Don’t go there. Don’t go there. Don’t go there.

			Garbled voices turned my ear in that direction. I tore up the stairs in hopes it was my sister, and then braked.

			Mom— not Dad? — can’t be!

			My phobia was having a heyday. Why now? Why summon a memory from a year prior? —resurfacing to plague me with their harrowing inflections. I watched the manifestation of a supernatural apparition, an indistinct scene as if played underwater. And I didn’t want to see it…

			“It’s over.” Mom’s despairing tone, laced with weeping. “I’ll never forgive you. We’re through. I’m leaving and taking the kids.”

			“You’re no saint, Babe,” Dad balked, using her nickname like a caress, and then malice entered his voice. “And the kids stay put.”

			I crept closer to their open doorway as I had back then. Mom sat on the edge of the bed excessively swaying. Face flushed, eyes, nose, and mouth draining icky fluid. Dad, a predator lurked in front of her.

			“You disgust me. I’ve known about those women. Your affairs are becoming legendary.” Mom cried. “I caught you hitting Penelope and saw the black and blue marks. You are deplorable, warped in the brain. Your mother is going to deal with—”

			“Penelope is rebellious. It’s called parenting, something you know nothing about,” Dad said. “Rough lessons need to be learned.”

			“Like the lessons you teach me. I have bruises. Proof of your cruelty. But Penelope is just a young girl. You can’t…” her bottom lip quivered, “I could go to the police. Have you arrested for assault.”

			“It’s money, isn’t it? I’ll give you fifty-grand to get the hell out of our lives. Not enough for you, is it?”

			The floorboards squeaked underfoot, making my presence known. “Mom…” I mouthed, more than said aloud. Their bodies evaporated into sparkling dots.

			Grinding my fingers over my eyes, purging the scene, I pivoted on the spot.

			What’s happening?

			Inexplicable memories were messing with my head. What made me think that once I came home, I’d be normal? My shrink was unmistakably correct. I had loose screws, which irritated me more than stepping into a pile of dung. I hastened along the hallway, passing Sammy and Hazel’s bedrooms.

			My room was how I left it. Untouched. And I was optimistic those nightmares had been eviscerated.

			Lowkey voices were coming from the cold duct register. Did they even know I’d arrived home? Where’s Dean? I knelt and pressed my ear against the cool metal of the register. Where are they? The kitchen? Living room?

			“I need your help.” Mom’s voice.

			“All you ever coveted was my money. Fancying the day when you could get your hands on the Cordae family fortune.” Gramma.

			Mom ostensibly ignored her mulishness, and said, “I talked to Peggan and Peter, they’re agreeable to having Penelope. She can’t come home, not now, not with Sammy and Hazel. It’s too dangerous.”

			Too dangerous. Me?

			Clattering of dishes. The kitchen.

			“The Raniers.” Gramma scoffed. “They’re despicable creatures.”

			“I had no other choice on such short notice.”

			“Let nature take its course.” Gramma. “Explain to Penelope about her delusions.”

			Wait until they hear I’m still having them. But who’s telling? Not this girl.

			“You had no right,” I pictured Mom speaking through her teeth, “to have her released from Green Fields.”

			Gramma? I thought Mom liberated me from that hellhole.

			“I found out you were paying them extra to keep her there. Tut, tut, Catherine, what a bad mother you’ve turned out to be.”

			“How dare you,” Mom said, incensed. “You of all people.” The noise of a breaking dish, must’ve fallen to the floor. “You should have waited until—”

			“Until you got your money and absconded in the middle of the night,” Gramma hissed. “I would’ve taken care of her— at home. You went behind my back, admitting her to that institution. It could’ve backfired, and then what?”

			“I thought I was protecting her.” Mom sounded skittish.

			“From me?”

			“Come on, Glenora. You’re not the coy type. You know what I’m talking about.”

			A breather.

			“Penelope shouldn’t have gone off half-cocked telling her friend what she thought she saw. That spread like an inferno. People began making their own assumptions concerning Cray’s disappearance. And a motive for the police to take Penelope in for further questioning, and then having a team of investigators combing our property expecting to find his bones. Cordaes savor seclusion for a damn good reason. We don’t like people, especially police, sniffing around.”

			“Against all my morals and principles, I’ve cooperated, haven’t I?” Mom expressed.

			“And cash abetted in locking your jaw.”

			Gramma is paying her off? Mom is keeping secrets. What isn’t she telling me?

			“The money barely availed for living in this hell,” Mom articulated. “Need we rehash this again and again?”

			“I had to intervene on Penelope’s behalf. Fix your mess.”

			“Green Fields is exalted for its security and discretion.” A slamming cupboard door. “She’s seventeen. There haven’t been any symptoms.” Mom. “Poor Sammy and Hazel. I had hoped… I can’t… I just can’t believe it.”

			“They’re perfect in my eyes. You’ll never see it, though. Cray had a penchant for causing anarchy. He should’ve stayed with his own people,” Gramma grumped. “I wanted the marriage annulled from day one. Didn’t I? But then Cray announced your pregnancy. He was always too impetuous.”

			“They are my children. I love them no matter what,” Mom said, testy. “Not yours to—”

			“Penelope has yet to show me she’s a true Cordae. All these years, I didn’t interfere with Cray’s harsh methods because I often wondered if she really was his child. You might have hoodwinked him. But he isn’t here to arbitrate on your behalf any longer. I demand a paternity test, or you won’t see a dime of his money until I’m positive.”

			True Cordae? The lightbulb effect threw me. Dad never loved me because he didn’t think I was his kid. But still— the damage he incurred.

			“The Alliance is frantic. The magnitudes where this might lead,” Gramma said. “Because of Penelope.”

			“She’s a teenager. What did they expect? The Alliance is at fault. They handled it erroneously.”

			“Either way, we’re being put under a microscope. Edgar has people coming in.”

			“What do you mean coming in? Here? Like spies— because of Penelope?”

			Gramma might have gestured ’cause I didn’t hear a reply.

			“Soon. The pretext of a cook and a butler. I believe that’s what he said.”

			Their voices quieted, all I heard was my own hassled breathing.

			“I don’t trust the Alliance Federation. What will they do if… if…” Mom didn’t finish her sentence, then said, “I’m leaving Crows Nest. Mark my words, Glenora.”

			An interval of silence. Then Gramma said, “By the way, Penelope’s home.”

			“Oh. My. God. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Where’s Sam, Hazel?

			I braced my hands on the wall, resisting strife from penetrating my heart, my bones, my body. It took immeasurable effort to rise. Feeling as if I’d stepped into the Twilight Zone, I glimpsed over my room. Unwarranted images projected on the walls, spilling from the ceiling. Dastardly things I’d beaten into the nether region of my brain and caged in sutured steel. There was an excruciating tug, snip, and fraying. The sutures, that tenable seam where I’d stashed those things unleashed. I was suddenly awash in an undertow of memories dragging me under.
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three

			It was hotter than bacon sizzling in grease on that oppressive summer’s day. The rinky-dink, blow-up pool sprung a leak and deflated over the lawn, and the swing set lost its appeal because it meant pushing my brother and sister on the swings. We’d been bored for the past hour, lazing around the yard like dead Murphy, our dog that died last week.

			Hazel and Sammy had been bugging Mom to go to Rosamund Park and the public pool. Not a fan of the municipal pool since I resembled a toothpick in my bathing suit. My body had been patient to bloom, unlike Hillary Swenson’s with curves up the wazoo. Yet, anything was better than this, and then maybe she’d stop for ice cream.

			Dad left on a business trip, which simplified my existence, lighter and less reserved. Mom was busy canning tomatoes with Gramma. As soon as I’d seen her flushed face and sweaty head of hair, I knew what the answer would be.

			“A storm is moving in,” she said. “Here, take these pails and pick strawberries before the rains come. The berries will mold and decay if we don’t get them off the ground.”

			Given a task instead of a dip in the muni pool wasn’t my choice. I spent the morning babysitting after I’d been invited to Hillary’s. When Mom saw displeasure crushing my face, she nipped my nose with her fingertip, saying, “I’m so proud of my girl. You know how much I love you.” I smiled and caught Gramma’s sour face looking on.

			Hazel and I trooped through the pasture with little Sammy lagging.

			“Hey, waits for me,” he whined, his pudgy legs were being gobbled by weeds.

			Hazel’s stab at taking away my moody blues, said, “Wild strawberries are the bestest. Yummy.” I’d plaited two braids in her hair, they bounced as she skipped over the lumpy ground.

			“Here’s a patch of ripe berries.”

			With the sun baking the dry earth, I couldn’t stand the humidity. “It’s too hot. Let’s go home.”

			“I only have half a pail,” Hazel complained. Strands of hair stuck to her pink-cheeked face.

			“I don’t have any,” said Sammy, licking his fingers.

			“We’re supposed to pick, not eat them,” I laughed, seeing berry juice riding down their childish chins.

			Moseying home, we plucked wildflowers, filling our arms with blossoms, stems, and dirty roots. When we shambled into the house, the kitchen was a hot box. Mom and Gramma looked as if they’d taken baths. In place of pails of strawberries, we presented flowers.

			“Penelope, your arm,” Mom said.

			Inching from the roots of the flowers, ants speckled my arms. I swatted and squashed ant bodies into my skin, sweeping carcasses to the floor. A perturbed rattle entered Mom’s throat, probably because I’d invited insects into the house.

			Sour-puss Gramma observed my dilemma, and if my eyes weren’t deceiving me, she smiled. The biosphere just turned topsy-turvy.

			Later that night, pitter-pattering of raindrops lulled me to sleep. I was awakened by a sudden uproar. Raindrops clinking on the windowpanes and my curtains madly flapping. I leapt out of bed. “Eek!” I squeaked, as my feet skied on the wet floor. I lowered the windows over the screens and then wiped my damp toes on the area rug and hopped back in bed.

			Lightning brightened my room, and I flinched at the crack of thunder.

			I forgot to close the drapes.

			Minutes passed, and instead of subsiding, turbulent winds persisted. Lightning brightened my room, bringing with it the thunder. I screamed, and wrapped my pillow around my head, curling into a fetal position. Bouts of thunder vibrated the floor and my bed, which had me eliciting more shrieks. I literally slithered off the mattress and into my closet and shut the door.

			“Penelope. Where are you?”

			Dad. He’d been gone for days.

			“Penelope?”

			I’m not here. Peaceful without him.

			Footfalls receded. I wedged myself into the corner, between my clothes, shoes, whatever I could hide within. Pressing my body against the cool wall, I felt the wind, the storm.

			I heard the knob turning. A beam of light flashed in the closet.

			“Penelope?” Screening my face, I was invisible. “Hey, I’ve been searching all over for you. I even went into the attic. Come out of there.” He tsked and cussed under his breath. “You know I can see you.”

			I rustled in my crude camouflage and turned. Blinded by the streaming flashlight, I saw his darkened figure and slapped my hands over my eyes.

			“Get out.” Dad clasped my arm and towed me toward him. “Your ridiculous screams are waking the entire house.”

			“I’m okay now.” Though, I let loose a high-pitched squeal as lightning detonated in my room and thunder rumbled. I just about peed my pants.

			“You’re too old for this crap.” His fingers tightened around my upper arm. Lugging me upward, he shook me like a rag doll. “Grow up or get out.” His ever-present whiskey bouquet overwhelmed me. Eyes sagging, cock-eyed and bloodshot, tipsy would be putting it mildly. He must’ve just gotten home from wherever.

			“All I ever wanted was for you to love me like you love Hazel and Sammy,” I sobbed, acting babyish wasn’t endearing me to him. His mouth and nose crinkled as if smelling something stinky. “What have I done? Why do you hate me?”

			“It’s what you haven’t done.” The downturned arc of his mouth hardened. He grumbled and thrust me to the floor. “You aren’t worthy to be a Cordae.” He accentuated the word worthy.

			I wiped off his spittle that sprinkled my face. “You are so frigging mean,” I yelled and recoiled, realizing I’d crossed a dangerous line.

			From my vantage point on the floor, he resembled a fire-breathing dragon looking down at me. I’d never engaged him, never talked back as I did tonight. Darkness tunneled into the heated contours of his face, body rigid.

			His leg lifted off the floor, and acquainted with his chastisements, I grabbed the toe of his shoe before he hit home. Scathing, he wrenched free and countered with his other leg. I wasn’t adept enough to dodge his incoming kick. He clipped my shoulder, sending me sideways. He booted me as if I was a filthy animal. I army crawl out of reach, or so I thought, his fingers entangled into my head of hair. Hoisting me up, airy hissing worked between my teeth. I looped my arms over my head and clutched his wrists, scrabbling to get my feet under me.

			Gritting my teeth, I refused to cry, willing myself into that cloak of invisibility. I’d learned valuable lessons, yelping and tattle-telling only made the lesson harsher. For reasons I couldn’t comprehend, I was a disappointment. He detested me.

			“Cray— Cray!” Mom hollered. “Let her go!” She grabbed his arm.

			For the very first time, she’d intervened. And hearing her voice, my premediated anguish dissipated. Where was she for all those other beatings? Mom will help me. Better late than never, right?

			Dad’s fingers weaved out of my snarls and shoved me onto the bed. Swiftly, he wheeled about and threw a backhand against Mom’s jaw. Her head snapped. She went tottering into my dresser and fell.

			Affronted fear burst over her, hurriedly replaced by revulsion. “You rotten prick,” she raged, jostling into a vertical position. “Never again. I’m getting your mother to see what you’ve become.”

			He threw his head back in laughter. “Ooooh… go get Mommy.”

			She ran from my room. Mom left me! She left me alone— with him.

			Dad swiveled back to me. The flashlight in his hand highlighted lines of discord on his face. Purposely, he shined the beam of light into my eyes. “Hey, chicken-shit, you scared more of the storm or me?”

			I wasn’t simply scared. Terrified. Never had I seen him this intoxicated and meaner than a junkyard dog. Like an injured crab slinking on the bed, bells and warning whistles blasted my brain. Who was this man bearing down on me? He’d changed. Didn’t resemble my father. Something in the shape of his face, chin, and blackening eyes.

			For pity’s sake, someone help me! Possibly, it was a fluke or karma heard my crying heart. Lightning shattered the windows. An electrical current flared overhead. Shards of glass like oscillating blades tore through the air. The storm entered my room. Deafening wind began displacing objects to churn end over end. I barreled onto the floor. Dad cursed. Slanting rain washed over me.

			I fumbled, creeping to the exit, slivers of glass embedded into my hands and knees. My bedroom door was vibrating. I stilled. It crashed open. A strange man was standing there, flaming fervor in his eyes. A pernicious scar carved his face. The craggy disfigurement extended from his forehead through his missing eyeball and along his cheek.

			Petrified, I merged into the wall. I am invisible.

			“Cray Bodi Cordae. Your disease has loosened your tongue, making you a liability. Public displays have been documented, hailing you an illusionist, and whetting the appetite of curiosity seekers. Our society is in peril because of your transgressions. A cleansing has been mandated by the Alliance Federation.” His tone was pivotal as if speaking through a megaphone. “You have been judged and found guilty.”

			“Edgar.” Gramma pushed through the doorway. “There must be another way.”

			Dad remained motionless, gaze thinning.

			“Glenora, it’s a unanimous decision. The council didn’t come by it easily.” The man’s body filled the doorframe, blocking my getaway. “It’s our law. I beg of you— don’t interfere. It’s out of both of our hands.”

			A moan trickled from Gramma’s mouth. Bringing balled hands to her face, she tried to mask her fractured expression.

			The man she called Edgar said, “They’re coming.”

			Gramma’s glossy gaze steered toward Dad. “I cannot protect you.” A limpid tear bled from her eye, snaking down her cheek. “You have become a monster. A disgrace. Your behavior has triggered countless tragedies and deaths.”

			“What the fuck, Mother? You called in Edgar to do your dirty work?” His handsome face turned to granite. Blood stained his body; glass must have cut him. “You can’t touch me.” Rapping his hand on his chest, he spoke above the wind and rain. “Silas is dead. They’re all dead. You need me.”

			“That is your misconception,” she said. Edgar weaseled into the corner of the room, acting a bystander. Gramma’s fingers gripped the doorframe, like she needed the support. “You are not invincible.” Articulated stoutly, yet her chin trembled.

			“Whatever they say I did, they’re all fucking liars!” He lashed his arm at Edgar and then swiped at the blood dripping into his eye.

			“For years, I didn’t believe. Didn’t want to believe the stories. I turned a blind eye. Went against my own family for you. I can no longer stand idly by while you destroy us, one by one. Because I’ve seen with my own eyes what you’re capable of.” She frowned, nose tweaking. “Cray,” she bemoaned, “your own brother.”

			“Silas?”

			“You planted a suggestive seed into Tucker’s ear. Telling him to get his rifle, scavengers were in his crops.”

			“How do you figure that?” He jeered.

			“Tucker told me everything.”

			Neither atoning nor showing symptoms of contrition, he rolled his shoulders. Taking a fighter’s stance, a twist distorted his mouth.

			There was a strike of lightning and then instant thunder, my bedroom was surrendering to the storm. Cowering in a pool of water dappled with blood— my blood— the walls seemed to be giving way.

			“It was you! You sparked the Cordaes demise.” He flaunted a fist at her. “Murdering my father and blaming it on a virus.” His gaze cut to Edgar. “Put her on trial. She’s been fooling the Federation for decades. And has twice the skeletons buried than I could even compete with. Ask her about Tucker.”

			“Such insolence, my son,” she vented, less than credible. Her body was mere inches from showering rain, the storm let her be, safe within the door lintels.

			Maniacal features warped Dad’s face. Executing a darting lurch, his hands were on Gramma’s throat, strangling her. As shocked as I was, I believe she was more so, her eyes screaming. She seized his strangulating wrists as his fingers turned into bands of steel. The woman was resilient, a tank, to combat him.

			The man, Edgar, seemed docile, nonplussed with the goings-on as if waiting for this to play out. I held thoughts of screaming for him to help, to do something, anything.

			Fleeing from my cloak of invisibility, I rose. I couldn’t stand futilely by and watch Dad hurt or even kill her. What reined me in was Gramma. Glaring at me from the corner of her eyes, her message clear.

			Don’t you dare move.

			Through her gagging, incoherent words emitted from her. Dad’s body jettisoned across the room, toppling my nightstand, and dropping to the floor.

			Staggering to his feet, he wiped his cut lip on the back of his hand. “Is that all you got, woman.”

			Dad began to change before my eyes. His nose grew out of his face into a daggered beak. Sleek, black feathers covered flesh, and his head and body morphed into a massive bird. A sudden disfiguring expression gripped him.

			“What are you doing to me!” His body vibrated like coagulating gelatin.

			I flattened my spine on the wall. The wall pushed back. The house was crumbling. We were going to be buried alive. I thought of Mom, Hazel, and Sam. They had to get out— now, before it was too late.

			“You can’t fly away from this. Never again,” Gramma said, her mien fatalistic. “I did my best, considering. I’ve loved you.”

			“You don’t know how to love, you stinking witch.” His countenance shapeshifting into obscene mutations. Half-man, half-bird beast. “You love one person. Yourself.”

			I looked between Dad’s mangling form to Gramma. She retreated into the hallway as Edgar came frontward. He was a sight to behold, pronounced energy.

			“We are all in jeopardy because of you,” Edgar said. “The Alliance must take action before further irrevocable damage.”

			Who is this guy?

			Edgar brought his fingertips together, saying gibberish, and moved his fingers, forming symbols or a type of sign language.

			Explosive thunder and lightning came together, obliterating my bedroom.

			I ducked, covering my head at the sound of splintering. The walls were coming apart, destroying my room. Opening my eyes, I was aghast at the appearance of strangers standing there.

			Dad roared, “What are you trying to prove with these theatrics?”

			For the first time in my life, it wasn’t me recoiling and stifling sobs like when his temper was for me alone. The worm had turned. I should have felt vindicated. I didn’t. What are they going to do? Dad’s face, a mask of calcification, he knew. But I didn’t.

			“No— wait,” Dad begged, arms raising as if surrendering. “We can work this out. I’ll get help. I promise.”

			“You’ve been called before the Federation on numerous occasions.” Edgar’s scar darkened to deep-set purple. “Despite our counseling and recommendations, you’ve never taken us seriously. Your volatile temperament can’t be controlled. The Federation won’t tolerate it another day.”

			Without further preamble, Edgar, his face set in stone, scrutinized the interlopers and then dipped his chin, a signal.

			The outside tempest entered my bedroom, turning it into a living hell.

			Those strangers mutated into enormous blackbirds. And attacked. Pillaging Dad. Marauders decimating their prey. Raspy squawking. Rustling wings. A vortex of loose feathers rained down. Dad’s infernal screams filled me to the brim. He fought to protect his head and face from razor-sharp beaks.

			They ripped out his tongue to stifle his screams. Next, his eye— pecked, plucked, and eaten, then the other. I couldn’t avert my gaze. Transfixed on the abomination. Slaughtering, grinding, and gnashing his skin to gory flesh. A repugnant gurgle fled his mouth. His misshapen body had been flayed, stripping layers of membranes from his bones. They weren’t finished with him yet. Plundering scavengers. Chipping, and hewing his skeleton, demolishing, and devouring him until there was nothing left.

			When every repulsive morsel had been consumed, full-bellied fowls flew out the broken windows. The carnage was ingrained in my eyes, the sound of it echoing in my ears and in my brain.

			My room hushed. No rain or thunder. No Edgar or Gramma.

			She left me.

			Fossilized in body and bones, I couldn’t move. I blinked, directing my gaze over the damage. The walls weren’t caving in, weren’t cleaved apart. Tremors sparked every part of me as I groped into the hallway and puked. I tried calling Mom. But my voice had dried up. I couldn’t swallow. Somehow, I made it to the landline and dialed 911.

			I’d crouched beside the front door, waiting. Police sirens woke Mom and Gramma, hurrying down the staircase. While I was bound in disbelief, Mom appeared grief-stricken. Her complexion sallow and performing jerky movements like an uncoordinated mime. Perhaps it had to do with my bloody knees and the palms of my hands. My gaze skittered to Gramma, afraid of what I’d see. Her mouth pinched as if tasting bitters, and the sharp disapproval of her eyes were shrieking. What did you do!

			I was a trembling bag of bones as I climbed onto the church bench that decorated the foyer entrance. Mom had hurried off and returned with wet dishtowels and cloths to bathe my wounds. Afterward, I sloped over my legs, and with my hands tied in a cloth, I pancaked them between my knees, still trickling blood.

			Two police officers had fenced me in. In my traumatized state, I told them what I’d seen, what happened, no matter how nonsensical. Describing Edgar and the strangers. And insisting that half of Dad’s body had turned into some sort of a beast. How the strangers had morphed into gigantic blackbirds that attacked and ate him.

			After I was spent, I managed a fleeting glimpse to their faces which reeked of— holy shit, this kid is whacked.

			They questioned Mom and Gramma. Validation of my bizarre spinning tale wasn’t forthcoming. Neither of them heard or saw anything, which had me breathing at an abnormally rapid rate because Dad’s yowling was enough to wake the dead.

			Gramma, I could fathom her betrayal, but not my own mother. I’d been disillusioned at a young age, but this racked havoc in my brain.

			The officers went through the whole house, tramping in their black shiny shoes. My bedroom, for some reason, they saved for last. Gnarly oak branches, like fingers, were stealing through the broken windows. Rainwater and glass littered everything. However, there wasn’t any evidence of foul play. No blood or bones. No father. No murder, and, especially, no feathers as I’d hysterically explained.
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four

			Months of psychoanalysis had been for nothing. That day which had been carefree, full of childish endeavors, had conflicted with a night that would live on in infamy. As I was being stricken by memories, whimpering, and screaming, I clawed the floor trying to hide.

			I was halfway beneath the security of my bed when someone shackled my ankles and dragged me out. I fought against them.

			“No, no, no!” My heart racing into a frenzy.

			“Penelope, calm down. Calm down, dear.”

			I flailed my arms and legs until someone reined me in. Tucked into a human straitjacket, Dean cradled me within the safety of his arms, fastening me to his chest. My blubbering diminished into choppy breaths and drawn-out whining.

			“I… ‘membered.”

			“Take a breath and hold it,” Dean suggested.

			My overzealous shaking wasn’t calming anytime soon. “Dad… those people… the… the blood.” Oxygen sucked out of my lungs; the room spun. “He’s still screaming.” I covered my ears. Afraid to close my eyes and return to that night, I fixated on the polo logo on his T-shirt.

			“Doctor Mortimer is coming.” Mom’s voice. I felt her hand on my head and her fingernails parting my hair as Dean continued to rock me. “Penelope. Look at me. Please. Look. At. Me.” A succinct order.

			It took colossal effort to detach my gaze from that logo. My head bobbled like a person with Parkinson’s disease. I found Mom’s angst-ridden frown.

			“Sweetheart, we have to nip this in the bud— or else…” she left her sentence hanging and stroked her knuckles along my temple to my chin, “your father might have come in to see you because you were scared of the storm, but then he left. You must come to terms with that night. We can’t comprehend how or why your mind fabricated that odious hallucination. The doctor’s pinned it down to the branches breaking the windows, and you didn’t want him to leave. Nothing more.”

			Gramma stood behind Mom, her face fire engine red and steamy eyes. Mouth drawn like a dried peach, she shook her head, adding a denouncing huff and walked away.

			“You all lie,” I accused breathily. “You were there. You saw what happened.” My throat stung and I sponged wet tears on Dean’s shirt.

			Again, Mom with a negative nod. “Penelope,” she said calmly. “This is hurting me as much as it’s hurting you. You’re having episodes of delusional disorders.”

			Gramma gestured from the doorway. “She’s in here, doctor.”

			An older man resembling Sigmund Freud came in.

			“Noooo! You’re lying. Dean. Dean.” I stared into his worrisome face. “They’re covering it up. You have to believe me. They killed him.”

			His arms pressed me into him, restricting any form of movement. “I believe you, Pen. I do.”

			I felt the needle prick my arm. My nerves that had been wound tighter than a fishing reel began to unwind, and everything blurred.
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			Prying open my eyelids, I felt muzzy, disjointed. I expected to see my things, my bedroom, about me. Definitely, not my room. My heart did a weird stuttering, gazing over familiar objects.

			How did I get here— in Dean’s bed? The pillowcases and sheets smelled of him. Sandalwood body wash or aftershave, whatever boys splash on themselves. I smooshed the pillow to my face and inhaled deeply. As kids there were plenty of days we played Fortnite and other games. It had been a while, though.

			Bringing the sides of Dean’s pillow up to wrap my head like a taco, I stared at the ceiling, thinking. I remembered Dean, not Mom, retrieving me from Green Fields. I thought it odd. But I wasn’t complaining. His brilliant smile in his brilliant face made me come alive for the first time in months. The boy stole my heart when I was eight, only he didn’t know it. The long ride was full of vague, incomplete dialogue, until neither of us spoke. We’d motored passed Dean’s house, up the lane. I remember my body stiffening as Crows Nest came into view. What caught my sight were six crows on the power lines, watching us.

			My home. A paradox. I loved and hated it. I had a flurry of inconsistent memories competing with one another. Heartwarming and nefarious. Dad’s limning handprint on my cheek for not mucking Chester’s stall. Mom making up for his beatings by her maternal kisses and hugs.

			Sunshine bathed the long-standing house on that warm summer’s day, adding luster to the façade. Verdant oaks were at their peak, and at a young age, I’d unearthed crow nests in the crotches of a couple tree trunks. Most of them dwelled in the evergreens that enveloped the property.

			I’d pressed down my window allowing tepid wind to whittle away my anxiety.

			When Dean turned into the driveway, the once meticulous yard, the gardens, and shrubbery were overgrown, out of control. My initial thought was, Dad’s turning over in his grave. If he had one.

			It felt as if I’d been walking through an obstacle course. After I opened the outer door, that moment became brutally fuzzy like whatever the doctor injected me with last night.

			My brain can’t compute.

			I think I shouted at somebody. Gramma looked panicky.

			No. That’s wrong.

			I was the one panicking. Spine-chilling screams— my own, a deluded nightmare that needed to be caged. The house didn’t want me. They didn’t want me.

			I am dangerous.

			Did I want to wander down that path?

			Not really. Not yet. My head hurts.

			I was in Dean’s bed, having sexy thoughts.

			I’m liberated. Free of Green Fields. I’m golden.
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			The Ranier property buckled the Cordae estate, the nearest and lone neighbor on the western gradient of the village of Bedford Falls.

			A rural remote road, called Cordae Lane named after the founder Azariah Cordae, a homestead founded in the early 1800s. Crows Nest had been handed down from generation to generation. Once a thriving farm yielding extensive crops as Dad liked to brag.

			I recalled when Peter Ranier moved into the ramshackle Dutch-Colonial home down the lane to take care of his ailing father, Tucker. And when bulldozers trucked in, excavating fields of deteriorating stalks of corn.

			There was a soft knock-knock on Dean’s, or now, I guess, my bedroom door. I finished combing my hair and gave myself a once over just in case it was him. When I opened the door, Mom was standing there.

			“Mom!” I flew into her arms. “I was wondering when you’d get here.”

			“I’m always here for you,” she said as I yanked her into the room and shut the door. “Welcome home. Well, close to home.” Mom brushed back a skein of my hair that had fallen over my cheeks. “I should have been waiting outside when you came home from Green Fields. I’m sorry.”

			“Would it have mattered?” I clambered onto the bed and folded my legs. “Seeing my bedroom for the first time since…” I paused. “Was like striking a match and setting my brain on fire.” The mattress moved as she sat on the bed. “Dr. Cartwright tried. His methods apparently were unsuccessful in amputating those hallucinations.”

			Mom was tracing the pattern on the bedspread, gaze lowered, her affinity whenever I brought up my madness.

			“Mom, I didn’t kill Dad. I didn’t commit a crime.” Her eyes snapped to my face. “Why’d you put me in that place? If it wasn’t for Gramma, I’d still be wasting away in there.”

			Her top teeth kept grazing on her bottom lip, a habit of hers, before saying, “It was the best institution within driving distance. It was for your protection.”

			“Protection against what, who?”

			“After that…that hallucination, you were frightened, especially when your father… umm… couldn’t be found, you blabbed it to your friend. When the police came—”

			“I’m aware of that.” Frustration coiled my bones. “The pediatrician gave you a listing of rehabilitation institutions and I still can’t believe you went with it. What makes you think I needed protection?”

			She looked pained as if fighting a migraine and rubbed her pleating brow. “You weren’t yourself. I… I… was afraid you’d harm yourself.”

			“No, that’s not true.” My retort caught her off guard, reshaping her guise into a disquieting mess. “There’s something going on, and you’re not telling me the whole story. Gramma gave you money for something. I overheard the two of you talking.”

			Her anxiety turned to arrogance. “I deserved that money and more for living with that battleax and what she put me… us through.”

			She’s only thinking of herself. Ignoring what Dad put me through.

			I let her fester. Deciding against unveiling what I knew concerning the paternity test. Instead, I asked, “Where is Dad— for real?” A question I’d deferred because, in my noggin, he’d been dead for eight months.

			Her fingers dug into the bedspread, again not making eye contact. She then covered her ripening cherry-red face, breathing quickened, chest pumping. “He… he left. Took off for God knows where.” Same ole retort. Her shoulders jerked, as if she’d developed a type of palsy. Or what I presumed— she’s not being truthful. Mom has secrets. “He… just… left.” Sniffling loudly, she inhaled and exhaled through her mouth, regaining her composure.

			In my delinquent mind, it didn’t add up to a pot of beans. None of it. Yet, neither did my hallucinations. “Gramma just let him go? Are you guys getting a divorce?”

			“Penelope, stop. Right now.” Her gaze sank into me. “You have a delusional disorder. Your father did not turn into a bird beast— whatever you think you saw— and was not killed by a gang of crows. Get over it.”

			Crows. I never said crows. Big, big blackbirds. Feeling lambasted, I uttered, “But…but…” This was the flip side of Mom. Her personality went from serene to prickly in minutes. I thought her a strikingly attractive woman, and she knew her potential. I’d seen her flaunt it when we walked through the village and elsewhere. Burnished coppery hair addled with golden highlights, never a strand out of place. Her emerald eyes reminded me of the budding spring leaves on our oak trees.

			Mom made it known she felt sequestered in Crows Nest with three kids. She’d dispute the topic of being a stay-at-home-mother to homeschool us when she’d prefer to have her own career. Gramma and Dad had been inflexible on the homeschooling thing, which I never understood. Whenever Dad went on business trips, Mom went into the city for adulting and relaxation and splurging on designer clothes, as she’d justified. Gramma liked being rid of her and was transparent in her opinions. Her adage for Mom— floozy, gold-digger— her slang— she mentioned outright.

			Mom gathered me in her arms, halting whatever clutter was sticking to my tongue. “I’m hoping this will work for now. The Ranier’s will take good care of you until things quiet down.”

			Quiet down?

			“I’m shocked Gramma is letting me stay here,” I said. “She isn’t reserved when it comes to the Raniers. She hates them with every fiber of her being.”

			Mom pressed her lips together and gazed to the ceiling as if seeking advice from above. “I’ll tell you a family secret. For decades there has been a standing feud between the Cordaes and the Raniers.”

			“Like the Hatfields and the McCoys?” I grinned, glad she went onto a diverse and interesting narrative.

			She grunted. “Tucker Ranier killed Thaddeus, her father. But not on purpose. It was a tragic accident.”

			“Ooooh…” Breath came out of my mouth, craving more.

			“Tucker shot Thaddeus in his corn fields. He claims he was shooting poachers, but when he went out to inspect, it was Gramma’s father.”

			“What was Thaddeus doing in his fields?”

			“Probably stealing soil samples and corn from Tucker’s land. They had this animosity neighbor thingy going on. A rivalry. Competitive farming, selling marketable goods and stuff. That’s what Cray used to say.”

			“Did Tucker go to prison?”

			“He was young and got away with it. An accident. Thaddeus was trespassing. In the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			A flashing memory unfolded of Gramma and Dad screaming at one another in the library, and it had frightened me. Dad was howling as if someone sliced off his gonads. I caught words like Silas this and Silas that. “Does Uncle Silas’s death have anything to do with the Raniers?”

			She drew in a deep breath which flared her nostrils, mouth pinched. She was stalling, possibly thinking what to say because I chanced upon another Cordae secret. “I was pregnant with Hazel,” she spoke softly, “Cray bought us plane tickets to visit Grandma Mary. We traveled to Wisconsin to stay with her. Do you remember?”

			“My first time in an airplane.”

			“Silas was different than your father. So even tempered, sweet, and kind,” Mom said, voice a minimal hush, reminiscing. “He died while we were gone. A gunshot wound. Nobody, not even Cray ever told me exactly what happened.”

			I let that sink in for a few minutes. Matching Mom’s whispered timbre, I said, “Tucker?” Shrugging, her brows lifted, widening her eye. “Explains why Gramma hates the Raniers. Can’t blame her, though.”

			“Over the years, I learned Cray and Glenora were not going to tell me anything they didn’t want me to know.” Clearing her throat, Mom went on, “Peter and Peggan moved in to care for Tucker instead of sending him to an assisted living home. After Silas died, Tucker got into a huge fight with Dad and your grandmother. Which supported Peter’s idea to eliminate their farmland in hopes of burying the hatchet.” Procrastinating, she ran the knuckle of her thumb over her eyebrow. “Glenora holds bitter grudges. And she hasn’t condoned that I became friends with them. The Raniers are really fabulous people.”

			We sat there with our thoughts around us. A moment passed when I inquired, “How did I get here?” I patted Dean’s bed.

			“You remember Dean driving you home?” She monitored my face for signs of recognition. I rolled my eyes and nodded.

			“Dean must’ve been outside, and you walked in by yourself,” she said, bringing me back to my arrival. “We hadn’t expected you so soon. Green Fields gave you something before leaving, didn’t they?”

			“Ahh…yes. They did.”

			“I asked Doctor Cartwright to give you a little something for your nerves before leaving. When Gramma came in the kitchen to get me, she said it looked like you were sleepwalking.”

			And when I’d eavesdropped on their tête-à-tête.

			“Gramma insisted on letting you explore to get reacquainted while Dean was bringing your luggage in. What a great guy. When I saw him at the market, he volunteered to drive all that way to bring my baby home.” She skimmed my knee, and a practiced smile shaped her lips.

			“How come you didn’t pick me up?” I’d been content to see Dean and breathe his cloying scent in the proximity of the car, but I expected my mother. The person who’s supposed to love me beyond limits, be my anchor and keep me grounded.

			“I just told you, Dean wanted to bring you home. Sweetie, I know you have a crush on the boy.”

			“Hmph.” More like trapped in the car with me for two hours, Mom knew I’d be cross-examining her. Asking questions, she didn’t, wouldn’t, or couldn’t clarify.

			“He mentioned you were perfectly normal, even happy on the two-hour drive.”

			If not perfectly normal, I’d be abnormal. I didn’t appreciate them talking about me like I’m a freakshow.

			“I was pouring him a glass of lemonade when we heard your screams. Dean raced upstairs and found you under the bed. You kept repeating, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Your eyes were so— so barren.” She drew in a ragged breath. “Dean held you until Doctor Mortimer gave you a tranquilizer. He advised us to get you out of the house. Put you in a new environment and allow you to visit until you get acclimated. Either that or return to—”

			“I know all that,” I said, thwarting her litany and adding to my ensuing headache, especially since it was a version Peggan said yesterday only with bonus features. “I want to know how I got here.” I tapped my hand on the bed. “To the Raniers.”

			“Oh.” She wiped her pinkie finger along the corner of her mouth smearing her lipstick. “Dean carried you to the car and drove you here.”

			“Dean… he didn’t tell me—”

			“The Raniers were more than accommodating,” she interposed.

			Ever since Dad’s disappearance, she hadn’t been herself. Besides her hand wringing and ever-present fretting brow, her appearance had taken a downhill spiral. I didn’t know anything of love or marriage, but with my own ears, I overheard her say she was leaving, that it was over. I assumed she meant their marriage. What isn’t she telling me?

			“We’d come to terms with the Raniers. And the doctor counselled us.” The bed heaved as she rose.

			Distraught, her skin stretched over the bones of her delicate face as she paced. She combed both of her hands into her coppery hair, and said, “Penelope, I don’t care what Glenora, or the doctors are saying, I think you have to get away from here, from Crows Nest. I’m going to find us somewhere to live. Far away from here. I spent all day yesterday making connections with several realtors. After you get settled at school next week, I’m flying to California.”

			“California? That’s all the way across the country.”

			“I know.” Nodding and pursing her mouth, an indication moving to another country would suit her just fine. It was sad to think she’d been unhappy.

			“But… but… I just got home. Can’t you wait?”

			“Honey, I can’t postpone this trip. I already booked my flight and set up appointments to meet with realtors. The sooner I find us a place to live, the sooner we’ll be out of here.”

			“I can go with you.”

			“No.” I was startled by her swift reply. “I feel comfortable enough to go now that you’re with Peggan and Peter.”

			“What about Hazel and Sammy?” Depression reared its ugly head. “You’re leaving them in the hands of Gramma?”

			“They’re fine.” She waved a glib hand. “It’s you I’m concerned about.”

			If she’s so concerned, why is she leaving?

			“Stay here, honey. I have to speak privately with the Raniers for a minute. Okay?”

			“Sure.” After a snug embrace, she walked out. I waited, listening to her footfalls going down the stairs. I tiptoed along the carpeted hallway and snuck down a few steps, just enough so I wouldn’t be seen.

			Mom was thanking them for taking me in and telling them her California plans. Scuffing of chair legs made me assume they deposited themselves at the kitchen table. Their voices reduced to whispering levels, enabling the words to lose their significance. I slithered down a couple more steps and leaned my ear into the spokes of the stair railing.

			“She really said that?” Peggan.

			“Contesting my power of attorney over our finances,” Mom said softly. “Won’t give me a red cent until she gets that paternity test. I’m lucky because recently came into a windfall, enough to get us into an apartment. My last resort was to move home with my father. But he’s getting up in age, and he couldn’t handle the kids’ antics.”

			“Does she have just cause to dispute Cray’s financial securities? Aren’t you a joint partner?” Peter’s steep voice. “I… I mean it’s none of my business.”

			“Peter,” Peggan chastised.

			“That’s okay.” Mom. “I’m the beneficiary, but he’s not legally dead. Which leaves me strapped for resources. I’m ashamed to say I cheated on Cray before he proposed. We weren’t getting along and always arguing and then we broke-up. I went out that night, binge drinking, feeling sorry for myself. But I’m positive Penelope is Cray’s.” Pausing. “I wish I could tell you… everything, but there’s this society that Cray worked for, and I don’t want to put your family in jeopardy.”

			“Jeopardy?” Peter said. “I thought Cray worked for a brokerage.”

			Peggan jumped in, “Why would we be in danger?”

			“That’s what I can’t tell you. The less information the better.”

			“Is Cray… is Cray in hiding?” Peggan expressed with a snag to her voice. “Is he alive?”

			Several beats of silence, I nearly fell over the railing to hear her reply.

			“He’s… he’s gone. Can’t find him.”

			“Catherine,” said Mr. Ranier decisively, “do you think this society harmed Cray in some way?”

			Mom is crying.
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five

			Like a shy dormouse, I tiptoed down to the Ranier’s kitchen. The basement door was ajar and Peggan walked through carrying a basket of laundry. She startled when she saw me.

			“Ah… morning, Penelope.”

			The edges of her pale face were as tense as mine. Though we’d been familiarized since Dean was ten and I was eight, this was fresh terrain. The Ranier family were tall, big boned people. Mr. Ranier had burnt sienna skin and dark eyes. Mrs. Ranier, Peggan was chalky. With salt-white hair and light, brownish eyes. And Dean was magnificent, a mixture of both. A shaggy mane of dark, chestnut hair, and sweet buttery mocha skin with toffee undertones, which made his amber eyes glow.

			“Morning. Umm… I—”

			“Dean and Mr. Ranier left for work,” she broke into my bumbling. “I took the morning off to get you settled.” She dropped the basket on the floor. “Just make yourself at home. There’s hot coffee,” she indicated the coffeemaker, “bagels, toaster is on the counter.”

			“Thank you, but… my clothes?” I glanced down to my jeans and shirt, what I’d been wearing yesterday.

			“Your luggage is in the living room. Against my wishes, Dean has offered to give up his bedroom,” she overstated and paused for effect. Apparently, I should curtsy or kiss her feet for allowing me to subsist in her presence. “He’s moving into Tucker’s old room,” and punctuated, “Temporarily.”

			“That’s Dean’s grandfather?” Her head bobbed. “I’m confused.” I tugged on the neckline of my shirt, feeling it tightening around my throat. “I’m not going home? I thought… actually, I don’t know what I’m thinking. What—”

			“You had an episode last night,” she hurried in a second time.

			Mrs. Ranier is telling me something I didn’t know? I was there, not her.

			“The doctor gave you a sedative and suggested a return to Green Fields. I thought that was the best course of action— in your case.” She expressed like a know-it-all-shrink. “They decided you should at least wake in new surroundings. Take the going home thing gradual.”

			“But still… Mom... my sister and brother… I can’t stay here.” I can’t stay where I’m not wanted. I see it in the way she looks at me. I’m a nutter.

			Peggan stretched her neck, easing muscles. “We’d hashed out the particulars well into the night.” Appearing mediocre, she wasn’t impressed with the living arrangements. However, she’d accepted me as a boarder for a motive that would come to light.

			“Peter would do anything to help Catherine, that poor thing. Living with that ogre after Cray walked out on her. She ran out of money and Glenora refused to compensate her. When Catherine told us what she had to endure with her queenship,” scorn rolled off her tongue, “Peter wanted to help. I would’ve said sayonara to the old bag the next day.” She angled her hip on the cupboard and rested her forearm on the countertop. “But then you…” she stalled, realizing who she was speaking to.

			“Yeah, me. I screwed things up.” It seemed Mom and Mr. Ranier were friendly, more so than Peggan, but she was willing to help.

			Opening the cupboard, she retrieved two mugs and poured coffee into both. “Here.” Tendering me a mug, she said, “I’m not going to be serving you like a maid. You are an adult. That means you take care of yourself. Stay out of trouble. Make your bed. Clean the room. And any other room that you use, especially the bathroom. I’ll provide a basket for your laundry, which you will be doing. Your board, food, and whatever you require is being paid by Catherine. Let me know when you need extra spending money.”

			Wow. She darn well wasn’t varnishing her words. A no-nonsense Ranier that could work as a drill sergeant in the army. Although, if my memory hadn’t completely forsaken me, she’d always been insensitive. Dean once related his mom fought ceaselessly with his dad about moving to the boonies to care for his grandfather.

			“There’s creamer and milk in the fridge for your coffee.” She went into the fridge, splashed creamer in her mug and offered it to me. “When Peter gets home from the office, he can explain more.”

			“What more is there to explain?” I sloshed a blob of creamer into my mug and restocked it on the shelf.

			“Oh, there’s more.” She started for the staircase and turned. “I’ll empty his dresser drawers before you can use them.” I stood there like an android. “Have a bagel and then bring your luggage to Dean’s room.”

			After Peggan left for work, I could breathe. The woman was anal, and I never understood why. The year they’d moved in with Tucker, I was an inquisitive child, and wondered what had ruffled Gramma about our new neighbors. I’d peddled my bicycle along the lane and parked in the middle of the street to scout them out. Not discreet in the least. When I’d seen Dean, a boy, I’d been disappointed. I wanted a girlfriend. He’d swaggered over the lawn to where I was, intent on watching the movers unload their junk.

			“Hey, you got a name?” he’d asked.

			“Pen—”

			“Dean! Dean,” barked a lady wearing a polka-dotted jumpsuit, soon discovering it was his mother. “Get out of the street. Tell that girl to go home. We’re busy here.”

			“Pen, my mom says you gotta go.”

			“My name isn’t Pen. It’s Penelope.”

			His freckled nose tweaked. “Okay, Pen.” A frisky grin sat on his face, and he sarcastically conceded, “You’re not leaving. Are you?”

			“Nope.” I’d been gutsy. It was the creation of my nickname and our friendship.
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			I was lazing on the recliner with my legs dangling over the armrest watching television when Dean sauntered in. Like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar, my belly spasmed and I moved my legs to sit properly.

			“Hey, how’s it going?” he said.

			“It’s going.”

			“You settled in?”

			I waffled, shrugging. A wary twinge shaped his brow. I supposed we both felt the rush of unease. Before my alleged breakdown, we’d gone to the movies with Hillary and her new friend, Paul. I’d chalked it up as an official double-date. Our fingers had connected scooping popcorn out of the bucket. A simple touch, a look. I assumed we were becoming more than best friends. I had visions of our first kiss. It never happened. I held onto that promising aspiration. It kept me sane during those endless months and nights I’d been away. He’d made the trip to Green Fields a few times, but his days were full of life, and change. Perhaps it was me that changed, and he didn’t like what he saw.

			“I can tell something’s eating you.”

			Looking dastardly attractive in fitted jeans and a mop of curvy hair, Dean knew me better than I thought. “I’m bummed.” Swirling his hand, he wanted me to expound. “My mother hasn’t stopped in or called since yesterday.”

			“Yeah, I’ll give you that. Did you call her?”

			“I called the landline and her cell. No answer at the house. I thought Hazel or Sammy would’ve picked up. I can only imagine what they’re thinking. Mom’s cell went to voicemail. I called every hour.”

			“Maybe it’s dead.”

			“I wish I had a cell phone. I’d text her.”

			“Here, use mine.” Dean extracted his phone from his pocket and handed it over. “After dinner, I’m meeting a few of the guys at Bedford Billiards. You want to come?”

			“Should I?” I asked while typing a quick text. “Do I know any of them?”

			“Beats me. Either that or stay here with my parents.”

			As I returned the phone, our fingers touched. My eyes flicked to his face, and he was already staring at me. He took it leisurely from my hand and I wondered if he felt the surge of something special.

			“Yeah, right. I’ll come.”

			I romped up the stairs for a hasty shower. Emerging from the bathroom with a towel wrapping my body, I bumped into Dean. Awkward. He blustered, trying to hold my gaze instead of roving downward. He was struggling, which had me smirking on the inside. Mental note: wear a robe— or maybe not.

			“Uhm, my mom’s home. She wants you to help with dinner.”

			“Oh. Okay. I’ll be there in a sec.” Peggan had been quite stern telling me she’s not a maid, but it appears I might be her maid-to-order.

			Back in the day, I’d embraced Dean as any eight-year-old would. A buddy, a pal. Since he was cute, I pretended he was my prince charming. What took a few years to get into my cloudy brain, he was a year and a half older than me. Back then, age wasn’t a factor. We wrestled like warrior ninjas, spent enormous hours playing video games, and he even took part in our homemade productions with Sam and Hazel in our attic.

			What eventually put a wedge between us, I was homeschooled by Mom. All the while Dean collected tons of school chums, girls, and boys. I became second fiddle, so to say. Sports and extra-curricular activities took him from me. Then I had my collapse. When Dean passed his road test, he made the trek to Green Fields.

			With his infrequent visits, I noticed how he was physically changing. Growing taller, broader, and my eyes hadn’t deceived me as he’d matured from cute to achingly appealing. Pining for him became my passion. Though, in his eyes, I sensed I was still that kid jumping rope and playing dress-up.

			I ached to change his impression. I wondered if this was a date-date. Keep dreaming. More likely a night out, a gathering of friends. Would girls be there? I’d been out of the loop, like forever.

			The nights had been clement, so I selected a sleeveless tank top and flowery capri leggings. I was slender enough to pull it off and turned in the mirror. My butt looked decent. I’d also matured. While my predominant freckles hadn’t quite jumped off my face, they’d somewhat paled. I’d reached my maximum height of five-six, and where my body had once been boyish-looking, I’d grown curves.

			Prior to going to the pool hall, we gathered at the table for dinner. Roast beef sandwiches and potato salad. I’d taken a bite of my sandwich just as Mr. Ranier addressed me. “Penelope, you can’t go home unless Catherine or your grandmother calls and asks for you. Don’t go sneaking into the house trying to prove something.”

			His remark caused a wad of the roll to stick in my throat. My head was swimming as I took a drink, dislodging it. Prove what? I have to make an appointment. This isn’t making any sense.

			I kept my mouth buttoned. Because I had no intentions of abiding by those rules. I’d been gone far too long as it was.

			I needed to be with my sister and brother. I missed them terribly. And, there is much to discuss.

			Mom had brought Hazel and Sam for a visit to Green Fields, just once. I’d been drugged, hammered, analyzed, and not myself. They’d been elated to see me, yet I noted the cringe-worthy alarm in their expressions.

			Mr. Ranier speared a forkful of potato salad, and prior to stuffing it in his mouth, said, “This isn’t a form of punishment. This is for your own good. To get you back into day-to-day activities.”

			“Doctor Mortimer preferred a revisit to Green Fields for another month or so, but Glenora nipped that notion.” Mrs. Ranier redundantly piled on to what she’d told me that morning. “You’re staying with us for now. Unless Catherine says otherwise.”

			Peggan obviously concurs with the shrink.

			“Or Glenora.” Mr. Ranier wagged his fork to make his point. “She’s the one with all the clout.”

			I don’t like the sound of that.

			“It’ll be different having a girl around the house,” Mrs. Ranier said, her demeanor amiable. Who was this lady and where did unsympathetic Peggan go? To Dean, she proposed, “Treat her like a sister.”

			Sister? Ah-hah! There’s the zinger. Amiable Mrs. Ranier was setting priorities and boundaries. God forbid impropriety were to take place between her son and the girl interrupted. Sheesh.

			“I almost forgot,” Mr. Ranier added on. “Catherine called the school. You’re enrolled at Washington High come September.”

			Dejection shrugged over my skin, slumping my spine. “I’m not being homeschooled?” I waited all day to talk to her. Why hasn’t she called?

			“She’s doing right by this decision. You need to socialize with kids your own age. I never grasped why Catherine was sheltering her kids like that.” Mr. Ranier ate his sandwich with gusto.

			“You’ll like it, Pen,” Dean reasoned. Heat kindled in my chest appraising his winsome smile, diminishing my glumness. “You can join the drama club. I remember all those plays we performed in the attic.”

			It was moot to dispute the issue. People had my life planned for me. What could I do about it? At my age, nothing. I’d bide my time. Act subservient. Make them think I’m walking the straight and narrow. But—I will go home. And see what Mom and Gramma are hiding.
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			As Dean had suggested before dinner, he’d borrowed his parent’s car and we went to Bedford Billiards. More than a few heads turned as we walked in.

			“You all know Penelope, right?” Dean’s casual introduction had eyes zeroing in on me. And gawking like I had lobsters crawling out of my ears. My cheeks heated as I slid my hands into my hoodie pockets. I met their stares, and then dropped my gaze to my Keds.

			Just because I’d been homeschooled, I hadn’t been a total ostrich with my head stuck in the ground. I recognized some of the guys and girl, though, they’d grown as I had. I lost my childhood friend Hillary when her family relocated to the city. That rash thought dampened my spirits.

			I was a shadow following Dean, standing next to or behind him while he fooled around with the guys. Deciding to give him room to breathe, I found a table in the corner, making myself scarce. This most definitely was not a date. In my book, I’d label it as “my parents made me take her.” Pool tables were manned, and I observed. Dean bought me a soda and went back to his friends.

			I recognized Belinda, a waitress at the diner, waltzing over to me. “I haven’t seen you around lately.” Her snarky look said it all. She knew… or thought she knew. “Heard you were locked in a psych ward.”

			I hadn’t given much thought of clarifying my nonexistence in Bedford. Because it wasn’t anybody’s damn beeswax. “Been busy,” I fared to say.

			“You’re that Cordae girl, aren’t you? Is it true— you mutilated your father and buried him in your backyard?”

			My brow unwillingly crumpled, but then I managed to school my features. “I am— a Cordae.” Disdain dripped off my tongue. I should’ve anticipated this.

			“Did you do it?” Her eyes grew into blinking bulbs lingering on tenterhooks for my reply. “Is it all true— what they’re saying?”

			A flashback of me blabbing that daymare to Hillary. Seeing her aghast gape, which I took as enthrallment, I’d pressed on. What an idiot I was. Of course, she told her mother, a communal rumormonger, and from then on, my dark night of the soul increased.

			I responded with, “I don’t know what they’re saying.”

			Belinda chewed on her tongue, scrunched her nose, and then rejoined a klatch of girly-girls. She must’ve been repeating verbatim what I’d said because they sent me calculating gazes, judging me. I think it was a hung jury.

			“Hey, Penelope,” said a guy that could match Dean in the gorgeous department. “Do you play?” He tilted his head toward the tables. “I’m Lincoln, by the way.”

			“Not really.”

			“C’mon, I’ll teach you.”

			I glanced to Dean. He had his back against the wall, clasping a pool stick on his chest and talking to a beautiful girl. She leaned into him, and he leaned into her. Infatuation? She was into him, big time. When he gave this girl his to-die-for smile, I just about fell off my chair. The green-eyed monster reared its head.

			It’s not as if I merited Dean’s approval or anything. Though, I hated feeling intimidated, and this Lincoln guy gave me pause. I clinked my nails on the surface of the table. I hadn’t any claim on Dean and no right to be jealous. None whatsoever.

			“Okay.” I slid from the chair and Lincoln led me to the far reaches of the pool hall.

			He was patient, showing me how to hold the stick. As I leaned over the pool table to take a shot, he leaned over me, covering my hands with his. A boy breathing down my neck while coaching me how to take aim gave me the willies. Together, we poked the cue ball at a triangle of striped and solid balls.

			“Good.” He skimmed his hand across my back. A caress, more than good job at barely moving the triangle of balls, kid. I’m not positive how I felt about that touch. “Now watch me.”

			I was getting the nub of the game, and my inhibitions frittered like dust in the wind. Lincoln joked, making me laugh out loud. A couple of guys joined us.

			“I get the next game with Penelope,” one of them said. I learned his name was Dave.

			“She has to win first,” Lincoln said while chalking his stick.

			He’d banked all his solid balls into the pockets. The table was scattered with striped balls, which blocked in the black eight ball. Rules of the game, Lincoln had to hit the black ball or lose. To my delight, I won.

			“Winner racks,” said Dave.

			I was well into my second game and losing when someone clasped my elbow. “Hey, Pen, whatcha doing over here?”

			I looked into Dean’s face. “Playing pool.”

			He peered over my head, taking in the boys, and then me. “We’re leaving.”

			There was a chorus of groans. I grinned.

			“I can give Penelope a ride home,” Lincoln offered.

			Meeting Dean’s eyes, I innocently said, “It’s okay, isn’t it?”

			“You’re coming with me.” He took the pool stick from my fingers and laid it on the table. The scowl on his face was an indication not to rock the proverbial boat.

			Once in his father’s Ford, I asked, “Who was the girl you were talking to?”

			He kept his eyes on the road. “Olivia Reynolds. She moved from Buffalo to Bedford a while ago.”

			“She likes you. Do you like her?” My candid retort threw him. His body seemed to freeze.

			“You’ve always been blunt,” he said.

			“Not always. No. I wouldn’t say that.” I chewed on a hangnail, watching him. “Well, do you?”

			“She’s okay.”

			“Hmph… the two of you were nose to nose.”

			Rather than go on about the girl, he said, “Why’d you take off with Linc?” The tires squealed as he took a fast turn onto the lane. “It was just you and a bunch of guys.”

			“It was fun.” You left me alone and the boys liked me.

			“I wanted you to hang with the girls, get to know them before school starts.”

			“Hang with catty girls or hot boys… uhmm, I chose the boys.”

			“Pen, what’s gotten into you?”

			I couldn’t put a finger on my ornery mood. Until I reflected a bit. I wasn’t being truthful. I mentioned, “Belinda. The girl that works at the diner.”

			“What about her?”

			“It’s not just her. I think those girls dared her.”

			“Dared her to do what?”

			I wedged my hands between the seat and my legs. “She wanted to know if I did it. Asked if it’s true what everybody is saying. Dismembering my father and burying him in the backyard.”

			His foot stomped on the brakes, lurching us forward, and bringing the car to a stop. “She really said that?”

			I drew in a deep breath, closed my eyes, and leaned my head on the seat and then exhaled.

			“I’m sorry, Pen.”

			“Don’t be.” My terse riposte had his lips pressing together, looking rueful. “You and I both know. It’s going to be rough.”
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seven

			Days of mental strife persisted, contemplating Mom’s exodus, and entering high school in my junior year. Not cool.

			Prior to heading to California, Mom’s ploy was to give us a day to remember. And by her tenets, that meant shop till you drop. She drove the Buick into the city, her vain attempt of lifting our spirits, but honestly, it was her thing, not mine. While I preferred conservative jeans and shirts to blend in, she went for pricey and glitzy.

			Hazel and Sammy tagged along which made the spree worthwhile. We had a bittersweet reunion. I hadn’t seen them in eight months, excluding the one-time she brought them to Green Fields. However, a peculiar strain that hadn’t been there previously bothered me. They seemed a tad standoffish. I’d catch Hazel’s shirking gaze, and likewise Sam’s. Almost as if they were guilt-ridden.

			What did I do? What did they do?

			When Mom was busy in a dressing room, I asked them, “Are you all right?”

			Rather than a forthright answer, Hazel shared a looked with Sam. “Gramma gave us a good talking to this morning.”

			“About what?”

			“We’d been badgering Mom about you coming home and—”

			“Yeah,” Sam intervened, “and Mom, well she… she… said you can’t come home. Because something happened while you were on vacation.”

			His face, older than I recalled, was cautious. The chubby baby cheeks had all but disappeared, as would be typical for a seven-year-old, and he was taller. Though, he hadn’t lost those intense eyes. Dark amethyst with splashes of blue. The color reminded me of those forlorn nights that I’d spent staring into darkening skies, counting stars, and pondering.

			“Vacation?”

			“That’s what they were calling it.” Hazel rubbed her eye.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“We’re not allowed to tell you, not yet.” Sammy squirmed into a rack of women’s clothing.

			I eyed my sister. “Come on, you can tell me. I won’t snitch.”

			“We can’t.” Hazel peered from below her childish brow. “It’s too… too strange.”

			“Kinda neat.” Sam poked his head between a pair of women’s dresses. “But Mom cried.”

			“Cried? Now you have to tell. You can’t say those things and keep me in suspense.”

			Hazel’s defiant shaking head and bulging lips was directed at Sam. “No one can know. Not even you, Nelope.”

			Mom emerged from the dressing room, limiting our discussion. “I’m going to buy this Hawaiian dress,” she said, holding a gauzy sheathe embellished with pineapples. “It’ll be cool for those hot days in Cali.”

			She already has the California lingo.

			Roaming from store to store, my consolation came when Sam crabbed, “I’m sick of this. Let’s get ice cream.”

			For the beginning of September, the weather cooperated, hotter than the fourth of July, the last hurrah of the dog days of summer. Breaking for ice cream at Antoinette’s Creamery, we claimed an outdoor table beneath a blue and white awning. Hazel foraged around in the surplus of shopping bags.

			“Isn’t it divine,” she said. A diva in the making, holding the multi-colored sequin top up to her chest, it sparkled in the sunlight.

			“Nifty,” said Sam, ice cream melting down his chin.

			“Mom, can I get a cell phone?” I’d been pestering her every chance I got.

			She slanted her head and peered at me. “Sorry, I can’t afford it right now with the trip and house hunting.”

			I half-expected that answer but it was worth a try. I licked my vanilla and chocolate twist with multi-colored sprinkles.

			“I do have good news,” Mom said, voice jovial. My siblings and I waited with bated breath. “Doctor Mortimer said it was a brilliant idea, and Gramma agreed. Once or twice a month, more if Gramma says it’s okay, Penelope is going to have dinner at Crows Nest.”

			My sister and brother Ooohed and clapped. While my heart wilted. I thought she was going to say she’d changed her mind, either about moving or taking us with her.

			Is this supposed to make me giddy? An evening here and there when I should be living at home. So, I had an episode. I’m over it. Aren’t I?

			Even though I didn’t get a phone, and Mom hadn’t changed her mind, it was a fabulous outing. The four of us giggled and talked as if I hadn’t withstood a childhood of unpleasantries. Not a word out of context, thank heaven, had been broached on those months at the sanitarium… or should I call it a vacation.

			It seemed a bit morbid to exclude Dad in our conversations because he’d been a force to be reckoned with. Recent revelations as to why he’d treated me like scum didn’t excuse his malice. I’d funneled those beatings deep inside because Hazel and Sammy were the apples of his eyes. They’d been spared. His absence created a chasm. But kids aren’t stupid, senseless people. They know and sense more than adults give them credit.

			It felt odd as Mom pulled into the Ranier’s driveway to let me off. We all trooped from the Buick toting bags inside their house. Mom went into the kitchen to see Peggan while Sam and Hazel lugged the shopping bags to my room.

			They dumped them on the floor and dived onto the bed.

			“Is this Dean’s room?” Hazel inquired, eyes sparking. “You’re sleeping in his bed.”

			“Gross.” Sammy crinkled his nose and hopped off the bed.

			I chuckled.

			“The Raniers said I can’t come home unless Gramma says so.”

			“Yeah, why is that?” My little brother was also a force to be reckoned with and I loved him for it.

			“You know why.” Hazel jammed her elbow into his stomach. “Stop being a dunderhead.”

			“Owwie! Stop punching me.” His face crunched while massaging his tummy.

			“You have to tell me what’s going on?”

			“Can’t.”

			I watched both mimic zippering their lips. “Either way, I’m coming over, even if I have to sneak in.”

			Their zippered mouths turned upward, smiling.
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			That evening, I refused to go down for dinner. My stomach was a cyclone of indigestion thinking about tomorrow, my first day of high school and the day Mom was getting on that plane for California.

			I thought back— ancient memories. When I’d reached kindergarten age, Dad, Mom, and Gramma had been observing me like I was going to turn into a mermaid or something. I remember because Mom began brushing my hair and lotioning my neck, arms, and legs on a daily basis. It felt great to be pampered and coddled.

			A week prior to my first day of kindergarten, Dad declared, “You’re going to be homeschooled. I checked out Clinton elementary and I don’t like it. You’ll be smarter and brighter if we teach you at home.”

			That was then. This is now.

			Dean knocked on the door. “Hey, I brought you a plate of spaghetti. Open up.”

			I cracked the door. “I’m not hungry, really.”

			The plate balanced on the palm of his hand, and he fanned his other hand over the mound of saucy noodles. “Take a whiff.”

			The Italian delight wafted under my nose, but my belly tightened. “I can’t.”

			“You’re nervous about tomorrow, aren’t you?”

			I nodded.

			“I start my freshmen year on Wednesday. I’m nervous, too.”

			“That’s different.” Comparing me to him was ludicrous. Dean had applied and was accepted to Genesee Community College. The college was within driving radius of Bedford. Mr. Ranier, who normally didn’t say boo, was peeved. More than peeved. Downright furious because Dean had been accepted to Yale and Duke University, and he’d declined. I felt somewhat responsible for his college choice. Because while I was stagnating in Green Fields, I recalled saying, “When you go off to become a bigwig at college, I won’t have my support buddy.”

			Dean replied, “How so?”

			“You’ve been in the system since kindergarten.”

			“I’ll give you that.” His gaze went to my mouth, which had me wondering what he was thinking. “I wish I had words of wisdom, but I don’t. Kids can be cruel as you know.”

			“Yep,” I said woodenly.

			“Sure you don’t want this?”

			“Positive.”

			His lips set in a grim line. “Be yourself. Keep your fiery temper on the down low until you need it.”

			“That’s your advice?”

			“All I got for now.”
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			The bus chugged and stopped in front of the Ranier’s driveway. I climbed up the steps to see many shades of eyes gawking at me. Running off the bus is not an option. I took the first vacant seat and kept my chin to my chest.

			“Hey,” said someone moving to sit next to me. “Penelope Cordae?”

			Looking sidelong at a girl with long brunette hair, I didn’t speak but gave a slight head tweak. She was easy to read. A rich kid living in Arlington Heights wearing posh capris and matching shirt, flawless make-up, and lots of it. Diamond studs in her nose and ears, rings on her fingers and toes with manicured nails. But why ride the bus and not drive her daddy’s Porsche?

			“Cool. Peyton Wyeth. I figured you’d be on this bus with Arlington Heights close-by.”

			I withheld a snort. Word travels in a quaint village. Wealthy kids at Green Fields bragged of the volume of their amenities. They’re born with that silver spoon and make a point of sticking it in everybody’s face. The Cordaes had money. But Gramma wasn’t a spend-thrift, unlike my mother. Frugal. Or as Mom said, a tight wad.

			“I hate riding the stinky old bus, but my Mazda is in the shop. Had a little fender-bender last week after Tyler’s party, but the mechanic said it’d be ready by tonight. My father’s punishment— I have to ride the bus to school on the first day.” She rolled her eyes. “Want me to pick you up tomorrow?”

			What is she after? “Uh… no thanks.”

			Her body twitched in the seat, insulted. Faux pas on me.

			“Are you serious?”

			I looked at her, head on, into her overly made-up face. “Seriously.”

			“Do you know who I am?”

			“Peyton Wyeth,” I said. Here we go. I’m on the shit-list of the popular elites in less minutes than I’d estimated.

			“You’ll regret my offer.”

			I’m sure.

			The bi-fold door of the bus opened to let off a cargo of disgruntled students. Well, they weren’t all dismal. Before my foot touched the sidewalk, I felt a hand on my back and a shove. I fell. My knees and the palms of my hands scraped pavement.

			Peyton high-stepped over me. “Oops, hope you didn’t ruin your gauche jeans.”

			Boys and girls mocked my clumsy arrival and walked around me. My initial mortification.

			An orientation meeting for incoming, new students had been held last week. Mom suggested it would be constructive, to get the lay of the school’s structure and what to expect, but did I listen? Now I was lost in a categorical zoo. My schedule of classes came in the mail, but I was to report to the main office. After filling out paperwork, Mrs. Finch, the office lady, showed me where to go for my homeroom.

			Akin to the mall escalators or a herd of cattle, kids filed up and down stairwells. I went with the flow to the second floor and located room 202. The key was to get where I was going. Don’t look into anyone’s face. Blend in.

			Yet, I had excellent hearing. My name echoed on many tongues. Muffled buzzes such as, killed her father. Crazy chick. A looker, but insane. Her mom put her in the nuthouse.

			Besides hurrying like a lamb amid snipping wolves in the corridors, the classes themselves were interesting. By lunchtime, I was fried. I should’ve been starved, but even the smell of food curdled my stomach. Threading a conglomerate of students sitting at tables and chairs, I went and sat at a far table. I cracked a textbook and drooped behind it.

			The funny thing was, I recognized quite a few of the kids. I hadn’t been enrolled in school, but I’d lived in Bedford my whole life— walked the avenues with Hillary, went to some of their birthday parties, had sodas at Dutch Mill. But now they avoided me. I was taboo.

			My gaze strayed over the rim of my book and spied Jolene Hobbs staring at me. She’d trimmed her hair shorter than short and dyed it purple. I was about to finger wave, but she slighted me like all the rest. Then my body jolted as someone walking behind me kicked the leg of my chair. Swerving on my seat, I watched the girl who’d purposely hit my chair holding a lunch tray. She joined Peyton Wyeth.

			Snide comments and catty glances had me sinking behind my book with thoughts of getting out asap.

			“Hey, chickie-chick, mind if I sit with you?”

			I thought it was a rude joke. My temper was capped at the boiling point and ready to blow. My gaze pinged to a girl with kinder than kind eyes.

			“Hi, I’m Lydia.”

			Lydia was sitting whether I liked it or not. Plopping down next to me, I soon realized she was quite a chatterbox, a free-spirit, and the coolest person I’d ever met. And like me, Peyton didn’t like Lydia, either.
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eight

			Mom had been gone for weeks. No word. No phone call. Zilch— uptight and crotchety wormed under my skin and binged on my nerves. Elevating my level of annoyance were Peggan’s indirect glances, clearly anticipating me to crash and burn. Mr. Ranier overlooked me altogether, which was the norm for him. If I made a comment during dinner or while watching television, he hardly ever responded. I was a nonentity.

			I sensed a grave undercurrent. I couldn’t quite determine the problem. Was Dean in trouble or me? Unless I’d been imagining things, as people say that I do.

			Dean had gone off somewhere. Mr. Ranier was in his home office. Peggan the basement. Feeling claustrophobic, I slipped out.

			I’d been told I was born with an obstinate disposition. And why Dad felt the need to knock the stubborn out of me. I’d been spying every chance I could get, catching a glimpse of Sammy and Hazel playing in the yard. I felt voyeuristic hiding in the woods, and preposterous. No one, not even Gramma could keep me away any longer.

			Instead of taking the standard route along the lane, I chose an indirect route through the forest. Sunbeams shifted amid tree branches as I picked my way around thorny bushes and tributaries of standing water. I liked the quietness, destressing my twisted innards from what I was about to do. Going against the grain.

			Things might have been different if Mom had remained at the helm. I’d be home where I belonged. Or was it Mom that didn’t want me living in Crows Nest? But why?

			Coming to rest at the clearing, I scanned the area and then negotiated around the periphery. I made it to the eastern side of the house, near the garage. Mom’s Buick was gone, which meant Gramma wasn’t home. Perfect.

			However, there was a flurry of commotion. A landscaping vehicle and a construction truck were parked on the road and sounds of chainsaws and lawnmowers in action. I figured it wasn’t a big deal if they saw me. The rear door was unlocked. Wandering through the house, I stalled to gaze at my favorite painting. A panoramic interpretation of our pasture teeming with wildflowers in an array of colors and crows spreading feathery wings as they took flight. The gifted painter was Jerimiah Cordae. His paintings were displayed with prestige throughout the house.

			Don’t dawdle. Gramma might return and I’d have to forfeit my opportunity. Speedily, I jogged up the stairs. I was tempted to enter my bedroom to get a pair of Nikes that had been left behind. Halting on the second-floor landing, I reconsidered. An asinine endeavor. What if I had a reoccurrence? My deliriums had me banished from Crows Nest. Don’t push my luck. I’d been good. No visions to report.

			Being with my brother and sister had been foremost in my thoughts. I’d spent hours reminiscing, picturing them busting into my room, giving me no privacy. I snickered. The munchkins were forever underfoot, in my face, teasing, and tampering with my things. It hadn’t occurred to me how important they were. I missed them more than the worker bee misses the queen and goes to lengths to help and save her. They were here somewhere. I sensed them.

			I went to the door leading to the attic. Not your average attic. Our special place. I took the narrow stairs until I reached another door. The hinges whined as I pushed through and flapped my arms through a cloud of dust.

			“Hazel… Sammy? I know you’re here.” I craved to have them back, like we were before that night. The wooden floorboards groaned beneath my booted feet. Treading between tattered blankets hung from four-by-four posts and rafters, it was our playhouse where we held many performances. I glimpsed over the menagerie.

			A dilapidated couch and chairs, stuffed animals, make-believe wands we’d fashioned from pieces of wood, wizard hats, princess costumes, boas, a crate of miscellaneous junk, a makeup case that Mom bought us one Christmas, and a desk where we’d compose our screenplays. Dad’s pipe lay sideways on the desk. We’d borrowed it and forgot to return it. He never smoked it anyway, a gift from Grampa George. We pretended to be famous playwriters.

			This was our haven. Where we could be anyone, anything we’d ever dreamed of.

			This is where they’ll be.

			Spinning at the sound of scurrying, I was and wasn’t surprised to see the heavy-duty ladder cranked where I could reach it. We weren’t allowed on the roof. Too hazardous. Mom and Dad’s caveat. We ventured to the roof only when one of them accompanied us.

			Tall enough to heave it down to the attic floor, I peered up at the trap door that led outside. “Hazel, are you up there?” I placed my foot on the first rung of the ladder. “Sammy, answer me.” More scuffling. “I’m coming up,” I forewarned them.

			Holding onto the rails of the ladder, I ascended until my head brushed the trap door. One-handedly, I pried upward, the levers shimmied open. Crisp autumn breezes stirred my hair. Clutching the side rails, I climbed outside. I recalled Dad describing to the carpenter about building a flat roof between the turrets. The carpenter thought he was daft because the rear gable would have to be removed. Dad was persistent, and the carpenter relented.

			Chilly and windy, I wrapped my arms around myself, cinching my Trek jacket tighter. Similar to the front porch, there was debris, leaves, twigs, and dirt. I drank in heady air replete with crisp scents. Fall, my favorite season. Watching leaves turning from greens to yellows, russets, and shades of orange, and then have them raining down. How we’d laugh while raking piles upon piles and diving into them. A season of anticipation. And eager for savory Thanksgiving and the advent of Christmas and presents, when things were about to change.

			My gaze pulled to the considerable birdhouse that Dad built. Though, he’d called it a bird sanctuary, fenced in with chicken wire, metal, and timber boards. Ledges were heaping with straw nests for robins, crows, sparrows, whatever fowl wished to reside. There was a door that we could latch, but it was permanently accessible, except when we had an injured fowl that required tending.

			“Nelope!” Hazel climbed onto the roof deck and ran into my arms wearing her sequined shirt of many colors and a billowy skirt. “You’re home!” My lovable sister had returned.

			“Hey, Hazel, cool shirt.” I hugged her to my chest, my arms belting her thin frame. “Sammy, bring it in,” I said, gesturing for him to join the reunion.

			“C’mon, Sammy,” said Hazel, swerving in my arms in the direction of our little brother. “You ‘member Nelope.” His shoulders stiffened, offering a negligible shake of his head. “You silly boy. This is our sister. We just went shopping a few weeks ago, butthead.”

			“You’re the butthead,” he threw back at her.

			Hazel’s voice had changed, sounding grown-up. Midnight hair, curly as ever, pranced over her shoulders and back. And people, me included, were awestruck by her pale blue eyes. Luminous with a brush of blue in white, incongruent to her ebony hair.

			The disparity between my sister and brother was discernable. Whereas Hazel was midnight, Sammy was daylight. His overly long hair, the shade of ivory like keys on a piano. The corners of Sammy’s mouth quirked but wouldn’t allow a full smile to occupy his face. I took this as a good sign.

			“She’s not our real sister,” Sam uttered. “Not really.”

			“Who told you that?” My gaze cut to Hazel, her negative nod credible. “I am your sister, Sammy. Truth.”

			His head teetered, and voice timorous, saying, “Naw-uh. Not what the old buzzard says.” His shoulders caved, crossing his arms in front of himself, fingers gripping opposite elbows. “I don’t like her. And she told me you’re not blood of my blood.”

			Hazel clung onto an intake of breath and let it out gradually. “Penelope is my sister.” It was the first time that I can remember her saying my full name. I’d been Nelope forever.

			Staging her knuckles on her hips, foot tapping the rooftop, her glower hit Sammy between the eyes. “Sammy, you’re turning into a buzzard,” she said, a deceitful grin shaped her face, pleased with herself. “You silly goblin.”

			My sister learned how to hurt the little guy.

			“Noooo. What a mean thing to say.” His hands covered his face, head shaking, and talked through them. “I don’t want to be a goblin or a buzzard. Don’t let her turn me into one.” Pulling the palms of his hands down his face, his soulful gaze skipped to my sister.

			Sam was scared stiff, and I refrained from pulling him into my arms, afraid he might make a scene. After my extended absence, we’d scarcely gotten reacquainted on our shopping extravaganza. I had to earn his trust.

			A mischievous grin slipped into Hazel’s face and pink splashed her cheeks. She’d teased him and liked it.

			After hearing and seeing Sammy’s reaction to the goblin and buzzard taunt, I decided not to stir his active imagination. I feared it was genetic. It was disconcerting to think, he’s like me. I fastened my tongue and wondered what Hazel had been filling his ears with.

			Shivering like a leaf in a windstorm, not only myself but them as well, I prompted, “Let’s go inside. It’s too cold up here.” Neither opposed my idea, and one by one, we descended the rungs of the ladder into our playroom.

			Sammy’s disposition lightened into a display of galloping through blanketed curtains. In and out, and headfirst, juiced up on adrenaline. Hazel giggled. How I missed this. Wild Sammy and Hazel’s infectious laughter.

			Sam looked as if he’d walked out of a page from a Mark Twain novel. Huck Finn came to mind. His wayward hair needed brushing, a greasy smudge on his nose, a baggy shirt ballooning from denim overalls that barely reached his ankles with holes in the knees and ratty high-top sneakers.

			“I’m glad you haven’t changed,” I said with levity.

			Sammy made a mad dash toward me, and, as if sliding into third base, he dropped to the floor, skimming sideways. His body slowed when his foot nicked my ankle. Vaulting like a jack-in-the-box, he said, “A vacation doesn’t last this long. Where have you been?” An accusation, chest pumping from his exertion, shooting a scowl at me, puffing from his mouth and nose.

			“She doesn’t have to answer your stupid questions.” Hazel nudged his shoulder. “Nelope is home now, so let it go.”

			I have to tell them. “I can’t stay, not yet.” Their heads cranked in my direction, gaping. A pageant of emotions marched across their faces. Bemused. Disbelief, transmuting to anger. Lips quivering.

			“I know, it seems like forever.” My gaze went from one to the other. “I knew you’d be here, though. I knew it.” I ran my fingers beneath my eyes, swiping water droplets. “We need Mom. Then we can be whole. A family again.”

			“You have to come home,” Hazel said wistfully. “We lost Daddy. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

			Biting down on my molars, my mouth peeled into an imitation of a smile. Life was convoluted. My heart swelled; they’d taken me back. I loved them more than the moon and stars combined.

			“Has Mom called the house? She must have talked to Gramma,” I prodded. Hazel and Sam swapped glances, shaking heads.

			“Gramma said she flew west. Far, far away,” Hazel confirmed as if retelling a fairytale. She scuffed the sole of her foot on the planked floor, arms looped in front of her, fingers laced. “But she knows where Mom is. I heard Gramma speaking on the phone.”

			Now we’re getting somewhere. “Did she tell you where?”

			“She won’t say. She said soon.”

			“If the phone rings, grab it before Gramma does. If its Mom, talk to her and get her phone number.”

			“We’ll try. But Gramma’s a meanie.” A frown moved over Sammy’s face as he rammed his hands into his overall pockets. “She locks me in the cellar. Its dark and creepy… and—”

			“Because you keep saying you’re going to fly away, like Mom. You have to stop getting her mad,” interjected Hazel, and then she veered to me. “She doesn’t let us go anywhere. Somedays we play outside, but we’re not allowed to go far. And she won’t take us into the village like Mom used to.”

			She made Crows Nest a reformatory. They were suffering from severe cabin fever. I ached for them and wished I could help. “We have to get you away from here.”

			“And go where?”

			Her sad eyes threw me. “Don’t know.” I wondered if the Raniers would be willing to take in my brother and sister, too. On second thought, Gramma will snatch them back.

			Hazel took hold of her skirt and flounced it over her legs. “It shouldn’t be long now.” Outstretching her arms, she whirled as if all was well, reconciled with her domain, and watched the material ballooning around her. Then said, “Mom will be home soon.”

			“Penelope!” A trumpeting voice came from below. “Penelope are you here?”

			Hearing a stranger, Hazel bungled her feet and tumbled. “Who’s that?”

			He must’ve followed me.

			“Dean?” I guessed. “You remember him, don’t you?”

			Hazel’s face screwed up in thought. “That boy you had a gooey crush on? And who’s bed you’re sleeping in now?”

			“I have to go,” I said, as thumping footfalls were getting closer. “But I’ll be back as soon as I can get away.”

			“I’m sick of being here. Someday I’ll fly away, and no one will be able to catch me,” bleated Sammy. “And I want to go to school like other kids.”

			“Me too. Homeschooling isn’t as cracked-up-awesome as Dad said it would be. And now you’re going to school.” Hazel stomped her foot. “It ain’t fair!”

			“Hate it.” Sammy turned and scooted into the hanging blankets again.

			Hazel itched and pulled on her nose; something was bothering her. “Mom promised she’d be back before it got cold.”

			“Feels pretty cold to me,” Sam chirped. “The buzzard is babysitting.”

			“Stop calling her that, Sammy. She’ll hear you,” Hazel cautioned.

			“What’s she going to do— lock me in the cellar? I like it down there.”

			“No, you don’t.” Hazel lasered him with her gaze again.

			Buzzard? Coincidence— that’s what I imagined when I came home. A chill chased across my shoulders.

			“Penelope, where are you?” Now that he was getting closer, I recognized the voice, and it wasn’t Dean.

			“Yeah,” Sammy peeked his head around a fold in the blanket, “that nasty piece-of—”

			“Sammy!” Hazel scolded, and reminded me of Mom, how her eyes blazed. “We have to hide or that boy will see us.”

			“Too late. I see you.” Not Dean, worse, much worse, Peter Ranier.

			Like panicky mice being taken by surprise, Hazel and Sam scurried out of sight.
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nine

			In complete silence, Mr. Ranier drove me to their house. He hadn’t disclosed my thieving into Crows Nest to anybody, not once.

			Following lackluster days, Dean assumed he’d figured out why I’d been a dismal blob. It was after I’d cited my klutzy fall off the bus on day one. Insensitive bullying comes in all shapes and forms. He’d offered to drive me to school before heading to his classes, but I’d have to ride the bus home. Deal.

			He took his role as big brother very earnestly. And despite my love for autumn, the mornings sucked. The din of splattering raindrops enhanced the gloom pressing in on me. I stretched, scratched the back of my neck, and hurried to dress. In an offhanded way, I liked when I hadn’t had to deal with the cold mornings and racing off to school. I grinned reflecting on Sammy’s hatred of being homeschooled and hoped those guys would be registered in school by next year.

			I wasn’t a morning person, and Dean was quick to learn this aspect of me. What a sweetheart to have toast and orange juice ready on the counter as I trudged into the kitchen. Then he’d zoom out the door to rev the motor, and I’d be balancing toast and juice on my lap as he barreled along the lane.

			“Dean, I’m remembering things that I don’t want to remember,” I said, and downed the remnants of pulpy juice. “How can a person rinse away what they’d heard and seen?”

			He took his eyes off the road, glimpsing me. “Is it about that night?”

			“The psychiatrists tried cutting those things out of my brain.” My delusions had grown into a tumor, implanting into my cranium, sinking its roots deeper and deeper. If not properly destroyed, roots tend to regrow, germinate. I never divulged my whole lunacy to him. I was positive his parents or some jughead told him what’s what. “But it’s in here,” clunking my fist on my head, “like a horror movie that still scares me.”

			“Give it more time.” His solution. “You won’t forget, but the pain lessens and lets healing begin.”

			“I’ve been going home to see my brother and sister.”

			“Oh, God, Pen.” We were approaching my high school and he slowed the car. “You’re not supposed to go there.”

			“Tough— it’s my home. Do you want to hear this or not?” I said chagrined. His unresponsiveness meant to carry on. “They seemed off. Different. When Mom had taken us shopping before she left, they said something happened when I was in Green Fields, something they’re not allowed to tell me.”

			“It could be anything,” Dean reasoned. “Like Sammy slept in your room and peed in your bed. And your mom and grandmother warned them not to tell you. Pen, they’re just kids,” he said. “Making mountains out of molehills is their thing.”

			“No, it’s not that simple. Whatever they’re hiding, I think it has to do with my father and that night.”

			“I think you are making a mountain out of a molehill. They’ve been through a lot, too. Not just you.”

			He’s right. “I get that. They’re changing. Their looks and acting... I don’t know.” I fingered my eyebrow, pushing it up my forehead. “Kind of fickle.”

			“You’ve matured a lot while you were gone, and so did they. Plus, you probably have a bout of post-traumatic disorder from what you saw.”

			“Apparently, I didn’t see anything. It was my ultra-imagination going haywire.”

			He harrumphed.

			Nobody believes what I’ve seen, why would he.

			There’s a reason I saw what I saw. It was too gosh darn real. The mystery of Dad’s disappearance had been growing out of proportion, and my family knows more than they’re telling me. I’d been skeptical about my illusions, mostly because of Gramma. My new objective— get into Crows Nest and find clues.

			Dean said, “Give them time to adjust.” He pressed the gas pedal and turned into the school lot. “Just like you.”
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			It was Friday evening when a curt rap sounded on my bedroom door. Dean?

			“It’s open.” Always open for him.

			Mr. Ranier walked in and closed the door. There was a crack in his standard apathetic countenance. “Penelope, may I come in?”

			Not in a million years would I have predicted him coming into my room to talk. “It’s your house.” I’d been sprawled on the bed finishing my homework.

			He browsed my unadorned room as if seeing it for the first time. “You haven’t made this your home.”

			“Because it’s not.” I shut my Health Science textbook and sat on the edge of the mattress. “I thought I’d be back home by now.” I noted the somberness in his gaze and a glint of his white teeth felt like a paper cut.

			Advancing toward me, he arranged his hands on my shoulders. Not a fan of his pressing fingers, I sensed trouble. “What do you want to talk to me about?”

			“First, I must reiterate— you have to stop sneaking into Crows Nest without permission.”

			Dean snitched.

			“Glenora is an infuriating old hag.” Not a question and he wasn’t expounding. He freed his hands from my shoulders and headed to the window. Drawing the curtains aside, he looked out.

			“She’s wise.” I stood and brushed the imprints of his fingers from my shoulders. His impromptu entrance felt off. He said his peace, disciplining me for breaking into my own home. He didn’t leave. The staticky nuance I’d been sensing heightened.

			“Your mother and I were friends.” He spoke into the windowpane with his back to me. “Did you know that?”

			I wondered where he was going with this. Mom recently compared the Raniers and the Cordaes to the Hatfields and the McCoys. Perhaps Mom, who wasn’t a true Cordae, had gotten along with the Raniers. My memories were of Gramma and Dad incessantly bickering about them.

			“I figured as much.” It was Mom who initiated my stay with the Raniers, close to home.

			“We respected each other.” He let the curtain fall into place and turned. His light blue shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, he must have relaxed his tie, it hung crooked. “We talked quite a bit about Hazel and Sammy, and, of course, you.” His attempt at manufacturing a smile appeared bleak. “Glenora made me realize I should’ve talked to you sooner, but I didn’t think you were strong enough.”

			“Strong enough?” Feeling vulnerable, I backtracked until my spine abutted the door and crossed my arms. “You think I made it up, too. Don’t you?” I spluttered, believing he was talking about my warped brain.

			Moving forward he spread his arms, solacing me. “That’s not what I’m—”

			“If that’s the case, why allow me to live here?” I felt the need to unharness my tantrum on the man who treated me like I was invisible. “Did Mom tell you what the doctors suspected? For months and months what he strived to wrangle out of me— that I stabbed my father, hacked him apart. And I had an accomplice.” His mystified frown told me I’d gotten under his skin like a needling tick. “You’re afraid of having me in your home? Or is it the money? Isn’t my mother paying you enough? I’m quite a burden, aren’t I?”

			“Don’t, Penelope. Please. I want to have a civil conversation.” He shuffled backward. Either I worried him, or he was affording me room to vent. “Would you please sit?” Motioning to the one chair in the room, he said, “You look like a rabbit in a snare.”

			Perfect metaphor, I felt like a rabbit in a snare. “We’ve never talked before.”

			“Please.” His eyes implored, saying. “Sit. I’ll stay over here.” Mr. Ranier lowered to the bed.

			He pulled on his tie as if it was strangling him. “Catherine used to say… um… how should I put this…” he scratched his temple, “you didn’t like your father.”

			Mom is spreading secrets. Gramma will be furious. I’d left Dean in the dark all these years because I thought the old witch would somehow find out I’d broken her cardinal rule. What else had Mom confided? I tunneled my fingers where the chair cushion meets the armrest. “I didn’t. Not always.”

			Pensively, he put his hands together and cracked his knuckles. “Cray and I worked together once in a while,” he said still working on his hands, “brokering a few things, here and there.” His nose twitched, like a dog seeking a scent. “I know he had issues.”

			“I thought you were an attorney,” I said, not comprehending where this was going, and not wishing to exhume the dead. Because the dead never stay dead. If we talk about them, they hear us and come as if called.

			“I am. And I have assisted him on a couple deals.” His nose twitched again in conjunction with his right eye. He wasn’t the stoical man I’d come to know. Puzzling was his body language. He shook one leg and then the other until the cuff of his herringbone trousers rode the tops of his shoes.

			“What aren’t you trying to say?” I inquired.

			Ambivalence stole over him as he hemmed and hawed. Buttoning the collar of his shirt, and then fixing his maladjusted tie, jimmying it into place. His gaze disconcerting as he said, “Perhaps, it’d be best if I take you home to talk with Glenora.”

			I crossed my ankles and jiggled my foot. “Now you have to tell me, Mr. Ranier.” My chest felt funny, a flip and a flop. My heart began pinging out of sync with the planet.

			He clamped his hands and brought them up to cover his mouth. Meditatively staring at me, trying to pick his words, he rubbed his fisted hands across his lips. If he didn’t spill it, my chest was going to split in two.

			“Penelope, there… there was an accident. I hate being the bearer of appalling news.”

			“For chrissakes, just tell me!”

			“Catherine,” his voice grave and stammering, “your mother had an accident. She’s… she’s gone. She died driving to the airport.”
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ten

			My heart ground to a halt. Throat tensed. Suffocating on air turning to poison.

			I couldn’t move nor speak and didn’t want to believe him. No calls. No communication. Hazel and Sammy didn’t know, either. Flying west, far, far away was Gramma’s asinine excuse of saying she died. They’d been spared the tragedy, as was I, due to my condition.

			Mortimer, the shrink must’ve thought I couldn’t handle losing another parent. I’d go off the deep end. He’s right— again. Deprived of Mom’s loving arms and encouragement, how could I survive? We’re orphans with a grandmother that hates me. I’m a self-pitying jerk. My poor sister and brother barely got to know her. I’ve had seventeen years, not nearly enough time. She was supposed to grow old, wrinkled, and gray and support me through my days, weeks, and years.

			I can’t believe she’s dead. But— was she really? Just like Dad. Gone, but not gone.

			Shaker beige walls wept, submerging the carpet. Pooling around Mr. Ranier’s ankles, splashing to his knees and climbing. Tears of desolation fell, a rising tide coming to drown me.

			“Penelope,” cried Mr. Ranier, paddling through my quagmire of emotions. “Breathe. Breathe.” His shirt was steeped in red. No longer stoic, his panicky face all pointy and edgy.

			I parted my lips to breathe, a gurgling wheeze came out. Spearing fingers into my hair, squashing my eyes, I didn’t want to see, didn’t want to hear. A metallic tang slathered my tongue. Why didn’t Gramma tell me? I was disintegrating, again. Crashing and burning. A dark abyss had a grip on me, dragging me under.

			Mr. Ranier broke through, tugging me from the dark depths of despair.

			“Calm down. Inhale. Exhale. Take it slow,” Mr. Ranier said as if breathing for me.

			When I opened my eyes, I was on the carpet, a cool compress on my forehead. Mr. and Mrs. Ranier were hunkering over me. Peggan was dabbing my cheeks, hushing as a mother lulls a crying child.

			“All better now, Pen.” She called me by Dean’s nickname, which never happened. A doppelganger had taken over the real Peggan. The woman does have a heart. “Take another deep breath and let it out very slowly. There you go. Good girl.”

			I tasted blood, tinny and yucky.

			“You must have bitten your tongue,” Mr. Ranier explained, inspecting my mouth like a dentist. “Here. Drink this.” He’d been prepared with water. Assisting me upright, he offered me the glass.

			I chugged the contents and then spied specks of red on his shirt. “Sorry ‘bout your shirt,” I mumbled.

			He glanced down, noticing the droplets of blood. “Must’ve leaked out of your mouth when you went down. You passed out. I thought you weren’t breathing.”

			“Peter, I told you,” Peggan said, giving my face a final dab, “You should’ve let Glenora handle this.”

			“We can’t let her go back,” Mr. Ranier uttered under his breath.

			“But Catherine—”

			“Peggan— now isn’t the time.”

			Irksome was their iffy exchange as they aided me back into the chair. Less comatose, I shoved my hair from my damp face. Peggan took the glass and headed out the door, but not before giving Mr. Ranier a wifey look. As if to say, fix this.

			“Why didn’t my grandmother tell me?” I said gravelly, then cleared my throat, not wanting to sound childish or needy. He looked about as done in as I felt. Eyes droopy like an old hound dog, even his brush-cut lacked oomph. After hearing the tragic news, I craved company. Not particularly Dean’s father, but I didn’t want to be alone. Not yet, or my body might crumble like a rotting leaf.

			“She’ll have quite a snit, I’m sure.” His body seemed to shrivel, shoulders slouching inward, arms folded. “I’ve overstepped my bounds. There will be repercussions.”

			“For telling me the truth? My grandmother has problems.” I roped my arms around myself to prevent my body from falling apart and noticed how Mr. Ranier and I struck similar poses.

			He gave a confirming nod. Lowered his gaze, he shoveled the toe of his loafers into the carpet. “Remember the day you came home from Green Fields?”

			Thoughtful for a second, I said, “I was surprised to see Dean instead of Mom. The rest is foggy.”

			“Glenora jumped the gun by getting you released. But Catherine had laid out her plans beforehand. She had previously asked us to take you in for a while. Though, the process hadn’t developed as we’d projected because of the episode you had.” He roughed his hand into his brush-cut. “You were to go home, see your family, and come over here in a few days.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Catherine never liked how Glenora treated you.”

			I hadn’t known, but it appears that Mr. Ranier and my mother might have been more than friends. A potential motive for Peggan’s behavior. Envy? If Mom had confided to him about Gramma’s loveless relationship with me, had she mentioned Dad’s mistreatment?

			“She wanted you out of Crows Nest.” Consuming a reflective breath, he went on, “Catherine led us to believe that Glenora has a hidden agenda. It was evident she couldn’t tell us everything nor why she was frantic about moving to California.”

			I stared into space as the room developed an empathic silence.

			Mr. Ranier’s loafers hushed over the carpet. I caught his sympathetic glance before he left, the door whispered shut. Lifting my legs to my chest and wrapping my arms around them, I rested my forehead on my knees. A sobbing roar ripped from my mouth, singeing my throat. Guzzling down hysteria, my ribs ached, splintering, and scarring my heart.

		


		
[image: chap]

			





eleven

			Wind and thrashing trees batter the barn. Weathered planks groan. The sky opens, hailing pellets. A split second of lightning squelches the gloom and thunder booms.

			I cuddle meowing kittens, snug in the corner of Chester’s stall. Tramping of boots enters the barn. I cover the newborn kittens with my raincoat.

			“Where the hell have you been? We’ve been waiting dinner.” Dad doffs the hood of his slicker. “Kittens?” He leaves for a second and returns with a burlap sack. “Give ‘em.” He holds out his arm, moving his fingers.

			“I’ll take care of them,” I’m begging. Dad bends and pulls at my arms. “No!” I holler. He slaps me across my cheek and takes the kittens, tossing them into the burlap sack. “No.”

			And thunder rolls…

			“Pen, wake up. Pen.”

			I snapped open my eyes. “Where am I?” My heart stormed violently. I squirmed beneath my blankets, chafing my hands over myself, exterminating the predator. “Is it raining?”

			“Yes.” Dean glimpsed toward the window and then back to me. “Is that why you’re crying in your sleep? Are you afraid of thunder and lightning?” He lowered to the bed and plucked damp hair that had glued to my face. “You’re hyperventilating. Take a deep breath and hold it.”

			Breathing choppy through my mouth, I crossed my arms over my chest like a safeguarding breastplate. My vision was darkening into a black hole.

			“Calm down or you’ll pass out.”

			He tried prying my hands from my body, but I yanked away from him. “Don’t touch me. Just don’t.”

			“Okay. Take it easy.” His hands popped off like I’d burned him. “What can I do to help?”

			“Leave me alone.” Then I remembered Peggan had my medications. “I need my meds. Go ask your mom for them.”

			He hastened from my room, and I propped myself up. My body was an icky sweat ball, even the sheets were damp. Ever since Mom’s accident the nightmares had been snowballing, I’d hoped by now they’d lessen.

			It had been months since Peter relinquished the news of Mom’s demise. I’d wallowed into a depressive bog. Coping through a day-to-day existence and maintaining mundane routines. After attending monthly dinners that Mom had devised for me to meld gradually into Crows Nest, I’d begged off last week. Gramma had been putting on a front for my sister and brother. Pretending Mom was alive. Faking cheerfulness was like pulling teeth. They had to be told the truth.

			Emotive memories trolled my dreams. I couldn’t regulate them once I fell into a deep sleep. Throughout the day, I managed to cope, however, those sleepless nights were wearing me down. I’d dozed off in Geometry class twice this week. During study hall, it was becoming my pattern to sneak into the library for a quick forty-minute nap. Miss Castlevetere, the librarian found me on the floor by the section of mathematical textbooks where kids went to die.

			Between Doctor Cartwright and currently with my weekly appointments with Doctor Mortimer, each had differing tactics on treatments and handling my case. Dr. Cartwright had advised me to tackle my terrors head-on. I had nothing to fear but fear itself.

			Doctor Mortimer allotted the take one day at a time approach. Baby steps. He’d upped the dosage of my medications to get me over the humps and gulches.

			I was a ticking bomb. That’s the persona the Raniers had of me. I couldn’t afford to forfeit another night of sleep. Not Dean, but Mrs. Ranier lumbered into my room.

			“Here.” She sounded weary, handing off the pill and a glass of water. “I hate being startled awake in the middle of the night. I wish we could trust you.”

			“You can trust me.” I popped the pill into my mouth, and taking a drink, swallowed it. “Believe me. I didn’t try to off myself.”

			Peggan was stingy with my medicine, namely sleeping pills.

			During one of my manic phases, neither sleeping or semi-snoozing for days, I’d been walking a ring of fire. I would’ve done anything for that precious slumber. School was a downer with my grades bordering on flunking. And I’d been teetering on a precipice with Peyton and her goon squads infinite bullying.

			The psychiatrist prescribed a low dose medication that took the edge off, but I never drifted into la-la-land. Speculating I’d built a tolerance during my period at Green Fields, I figured more pills would suffice.

			A while ago, in the wee hours of the morning, my toes crossed into the ring of fire. My skin blistered. My body was turning to ash. Sleep deprivation was slowly killing me, mentally and physically. Desperate, I’d imbibed two, perhaps three sleeping pills. I don’t recall.

			I’d been conked and Dean couldn’t wake me. An ambulance had been called and the hospital pumped my stomach. I’d sworn committing suicide had never crossed my mind. Deign to say, the result of my idiocy was my medicine would now be controlled by Peter or Peggan.

			“Penelope, I do believe you.” Surprisingly, Peggan’s voice softened. “Let’s see what Doctor Mortimer thinks, shall we?”

			Score one for me.

			Needless to say, after my appointment with the good doctor, he banished my medications altogether. “We’ll wean you off. Let’s see how we do for a couple of weeks.” He liked to say we as if we were in this quagmire together.

			Going cold turkey wasn’t what I had in mind. Sounded more like a form of torture. Was this his medical prognosis— tread water or drown? I merely wished to be treated like an adult, in control of my own medications, when and if needed. For all intents and stupid purposes, I withheld my worsening dreams because I was done with this brain persecution.

			Totally done.
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			“You look like squat.”

			Basking in the heat of the sun, I’d been catching a couple of much-needed winks on the park bench. The ignoramus slating me with a deprecating remark wasn’t worth my time. I feigned sleep.

			A finger traced the contour of my face. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”

			Deducing the creep wasn’t going to let me be, I slit my eyelids. Lincoln Connors, in all his beauty, was gazing down at me.

			“No thank you.” I reclosed my eyes and tried not to think of him staring.

			He chuckled. “You like hanging in the park by yourself, don’t you?”

			“I do.” My hair needed a wash. I just jogged four miles and I smelled like garbage. Go away Linc, and leave me with a mite of self-respect?

			“I notice you’re here a lot.”

			He’s not leaving, is he?

			Buoying myself up, I skid the soles of my sneakers along the bench, bringing my legs to my chest and belted my arms around them. I avoided his gaze and took in Fireman’s Park.

			Winter’s agony of loss had progressed into springtime, expunging snow dunes, and allowing spring flowers to wrestle from mounds of soil. Crocus, daffodils, and hyacinths were budding in prepared gardens. Exuberant children noisily clamored over the playground’s apparatus.

			My primary year enrollment at Washington High was coming to an end. My junior status would go down in the record books as an emotional disaster. I’d gained one friend, Lydia, a girl born in the wrong decade. A hippie, who also had the kinship of being ostracized. We made an imperfect pairing.

			“Hey, where’d you go?” Lincoln snapped his fingers in my face.

			Blinking, diverting back to him, I said, “Oh, hi.”

			“You haven’t been at the pool hall in a while.”

			“Miss me?”

			“You bet your sweet ass I miss you.”

			I didn’t know how to take him. Lincoln was a little sketchy. His mouth pulled upwards on the right side of his face. A one-sided grin. On anyone else it would be creepy, on him, it fit. He lowered onto my bench. Too close. His lightweight jacket skimmed the calves of my legs.

			“I heard you’re having sleeping problems. Among other things.”

			My backbone automatically straightened. “Who told you that?” My accusatory tone struck him as rib-tickling. His head tipped backward, chuckling.

			It’s not funny.

			“For one thing, just by looking at you. You haven’t slept in years. Those maudlin eyes don’t detract from your looks. Sort of provocative.” His slick wink wasn’t the turn-on he might have been going for.

			Okay, this guy was super-hot, although, he sunk a notch on my list of faves. He might have seen my eyes turning to stone.

			“Hey, this is Bedford Falls,” Lincoln said, extending his arms and gazing around the park. “Everybody knows everybody. Rumors and gossip travel at warp speed. Know what I mean?”

			“Dean told you,” I said matter-of-factly.

			“Not directly but, now I’m here to help you out.”

			“Like a knight in shining armor?” I dropped my feet to the ground.

			“Don’t get all freaky.” He gazed at me from under his broad brow. “I have a little something that’ll take care of your problem.”

			The guy is a pusher. Explains a lot. And why he’s gotten extremely popular since moving into the village.

			“I’ve had my share of drugs, thank you very much.”

			“This isn’t knock-you-over-the-head. It’s very subtle.”

			Beleaguered by ceaseless nightmares, closing my eyes was harmful for my mental health. Per Dean’s recommendation, I took up jogging, mostly because we ran together. I’d been endeavoring to drain my limbs into complete submission. I’d collapse into bed, and two or three hours later, I’d be awakened by a bad dream.

			“What do you want for it?”

			He rolled his lips together. Like baiting a fish, he had me. Now to reel me in.

			“Nothing.”

			“Riiight.” My sarcasm came through loud and clear.

			“I mean it. Try it tonight and see if it helps you sleep. It takes the edge off.” His hand dipped into his jacket pocket. “This is on me. A freebie. I only ask for one thing.”

			Here we go. Here’s the catch. I folded my arms and frowned. He blasted me with a hundred-watt smile, which would make any girl gaga.

			Reel me in, Lincoln.

			“Let me know if it helps, that’s all I ask.” He set a teeny plastic packet in my hand.

			It helped… and helped… until Dean got wind of it.
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twelve

			“C’mon, Penelope.” Dean shook my shoulder as if kneading a mound of dough. “Are you stoned or something? My parents will be pissed if you’re wasted.”

			I rolled from my stomach onto my back, and warding off the brightness, laid my arm over my eyes. “Cool it with the lights, will ya? I couldn’t sleep and my head’s in a typhoon right now.”

			“You’re going to be late.” He toggled the light switch toning down the glow. “Your grandmother is calling the shots here, not my parents. You know that, right?”

			His hair straggled over his forehead, and he’d just gotten it cut. I’d clown around saying, why bother getting it cut? It grows twice as fast and shaggier than before. Grow dreadlocks. No clowning or happy thoughts this morning. All business.

			“Ugh. She makes my life miserable.” I smacked my tongue, dryer than the Sahara Desert. “And I’m not wasted.” Propping up, I raked hair from my face and focused on Dean. “Your parents are great. Taking in a whack-a-doodle like me. All those therapy sessions, meds, and stuff.”

			“Your mother paid for those. Now your grandmother—”

			“She feels obligated after...” I stopped short of explaining. I still hadn’t confided in Dean about what it was like growing up. He’s a smart boy and probably resolved his own opinions.

			Slapping my hands to my face, like most mornings and drawn-out nights, I fought to scrub away the past. Those images and feels have entrenched themselves into the left ventricle, the fourth chamber of my heart, and were problematic. If I dwelled on cruel memories, my heart had a penchant for thumping out of sync causing palpitations, breathlessness, and dizziness. Doctor Mortimer said it’s a typical panic attack. There are drugs for that.

			Yet, a smile had its way on my face pondering the good times. Reminiscing on a treasure trove of those memories kept me breathing and beneficial for my psyche.

			“Pen, it’s been a while.”

			Hard to believe.

			I marked each day. Each week and month since Mom’s death with promises on her tongue to move far away from Gramma— and hours and hours of tears.

			He towered over my bed, looking down at me, and pushed his hair that was dangling in his face, exposing blazing amber eyes.

			“She waited until you were well enough to handle it.”

			“You think I don’t know that?” I flung off the quilt that draped my body. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

			Dean ticked his fingertip on his wristwatch. “Haul ass. Your grandmother’s been putting a whip to my parents for a while now.”

			The passage of time hadn’t healed my scars. Internal or external. I kept them hidden in three chambers of my heart. Like I mentioned, the fourth, left ventricle, that chamber had an irregular rhythm, like my life.

			Slogging down the stairs, Gramma’s distinctive voice wiggled like a worm into my ears. Itching the wormy feeling, my body quaked.

			“I had an extensive chat with Doctor Mortimer. Penelope’s sessions have been terminated for the time being.”

			“What about her medications?” Peter asked.

			“He’s weaned her off of everything except a low dose sleeping pill,” she specified. “I’ve been extremely patient, collaborating with Catherine’s decision for Penelope to live here. But it’s gone far and beyond of imposing on your family.”

			“Not a bit,” Mr. Ranier swiftly replied. “Penelope has made this her second home. She’s free to remain here for as long as she wishes.”

			I lingered on the bottom stair, not interrupting. What are they hatching?

			Mr. Ranier said, “We don’t require any of your money, Glenora.”

			“She eats like a bird,” Peggan said. “But if you insist—”

			Hah, as she speaks, Peggan was gearing up to pack my luggage.

			“No,” Mr. Ranier’s mellow, albeit firm voice cut through the malarkey. “Penelope is not ready to go home.”

			“Really, Peter?” Peggan disagreed. “She’s—”

			“I said no. When Penelope is ready, she’ll tell us.”

			A grin spilled into my face. Strange that Mr. Ranier had my back. I’d been a nonentity which rose to the surface. I think he liked me more than he’d let on. Since Mom died, I hadn’t pushed the envelope to go home. Crows Nest was jampacked of memories, and whenever I’d hazard over there, I felt an abysmal void.

			I looked up the staircase to see Dean watching me.

			“I’m secretly listening,” I mouthed. He nodded to move on. Heading down the hallway, my feet stalled where the carpet met the kitchens tile floor. There she was, erect and prim, an old schoolmarm, that’s the depiction that came to mind.

			On her head, a charcoal hat designed with crow feathers sweeping to one side, and a cape cloaked her shoulders, hands folded on her lap. Musk drifted underneath my nose, planting mystic kernels, threading into my veins and into that flippy ventricle, shucking my consternation as to why she’d arranged this excursion.

			As if Gramma’s neck was lodged of a pivot, her head leisurely rotated. Our eyes met. Hers, a violet-blue with dark seeds around the perimeter that said, beware. Her solitary salutation, an eye twitch. She turned back to Mr. Ranier.

			Positioning an intrepid stake between my shoulder blades, I crossed the breach into the kitchen. Irritating butterflies blitzed my belly, and I was glad a yard or more divided us. Toying with a loose button on my knit shirt, I blocked out whatever trivialities were being said.

			Gramma scuffed back the chair. “Ready?” Neither glancing at me nor waiting for an answer, she swept past and out the front door and into the Buick.

			My last ride in Mom’s car had been our shopping trip. I could still catch a scent of her vanilla lotion which had permeated the interior.

			“I don’t know what Catherine did to Cray’s car, but it stinks.” Gramma fanned her hand in front of her crinkling nose, and then lowered the window. Turning the wheel, hand over hand, she pulled into Kloc’s Funeral Home.

			“Why here,” I said, feeling bristly all over.

			“It won’t take long. Come with me.”

			“Do I have to?”

			With a curt nod, her eyes sharpened.

			When we walked into the funeral home, I was smacked in the face with the stench of flowery death.

			“Mrs. Cordae, I’ve been waiting for you,” said a man in a navy suit. “This way.”

			It was too early for a wake, but two rooms had open caskets amid a boatload of bouquets that marinated the home. I trailed Gramma, striving to hold my sight on her hat and crow feathers. My eyes had a mind of their own, wandering to the caskets and the dead bodies.

			We went into a small office where the man carefully picked up a white marbleized urn with indigo veins and proffered it to Gramma. “It’s one of our finest. We made the engraving as you’d stipulated.”

			“Thank you for holding it for me. We’re paid in full I presume?”

			“Yes. We’re all set.”

			“Penelope, take this.” Gramma did an about-face and marched out of the office.

			Gaping at the undertaker with his poignant demeanor, my stomach flipped. My gaze latched onto the engraved silver-toned placard: Catherine Suzanne Cordae: Beloved Mother. The man jammed the urn into my chest, and my arms mechanically enfolded the stony marble.

			I tottered along the hall teeming with death. I sensed hundreds upon hundreds of souls overshadowing my memorial walk of sorrow holding my mother. The cold marble leached through my shirt and slithered into my chest like a python, squeezing my heart.

			Benevolently, I’d stationed the urn on the rear seat. “You needed me to do this?” Huffing loudly, I wouldn’t let her see me crumble.

			“It was either this or a burial plot. I had to make a decision, and at the time, you weren’t in the right state of mind to attend a service at the cemetery. Mr. Kloc has been hounding me to pick it up.”

			Insensitive was Gramma’s middle name. Calling Mom an it.

			She hadn’t turned onto Hampton to make the jaunt home, instead drove by the police station and the municipal building. “Where we going now?” It felt as if Mom was in the back seat leaning over my shoulder, breathing down my neck. A tremor skittered the length of my vertebrae.

			“We have a business appointment.”

			Rather than probe for answers, I pressed my spine into the seat as we careened along Main Street with its Ma and Pop shops. Sycamores spread lush branches across the avenue and flowering window boxes were at the overflowing stage.

			The blinker tick-ticked as the car veered to the curb and Gramma parked. Once on the sidewalk, I read the sign, Pacek, Pacek, and Grogan. Attorneys at Law. Again, I walked in her shadow, leading to a quaint renovated home. On one of the four pillars was an oval sign that stated, circa 1918.

			The well-designed foyer reeked of sophistication. “We have an appointment with Harold Pacek,” Gramma said to the receptionist.

			“Yes, he’s expecting you. He said to—”

			“Glenora,” greeted a middling man wearing glasses and swaggering down the hall to the reception desk. “This must be Penelope. Nice to finally meet you. Come with me.”

			Seaside paintings adorned the hallway and small tables held vases of daisies, baby’s breath, and mauve cornflowers. Mr. Pacek’s office had ceiling to floor shelves, housing legal books and whatnot. A kidney-shaped desk, a laptop, and files. What drew my eye was the unique paperweight. A kaleidoscope of colors resembling a Hersey Kiss that coiled at the top.

			“When Catherine made an appointment, I tried persuading her to make a will, but—”

			Gramma interjected, “Young people think they’re going to live forever.”

			He tweaked his glasses up his nose. “It’s a godsend she had the decency to file those papers you’d mentioned.” He cleared his throat, looking stymied, obviously rethinking his statement while snapping the lid on his laptop. “Take a seat.” Mr. Pacek indicated the cushioned, high-backed chairs in front of his desk.

			He must’ve pushed the chairs together because I perceived grooves in the threads of the carpet. Did he suspect I’d require Gramma’s shoulder to cry on during this meeting or some such nonsense?

			“Glenora,” he said while taking his hobnail leather chair and resting his forearms on his desk, “we’ve been debating certain matters over the phone. After considerable reflecting and considering Penelope’s history, I now tend to agree with you. I made you aware of the rigamarole that funds go through in probate. Like I said, it’s a shame she didn’t have a will. But—” He breezed open a file and began overturning papers. “Catherine did come to the office prior to…” he shifted his shoulders as if the subject felt tacky, “we’d drafted a guardianship. Cray’s beneficiary was Catherine, of course, but he had the smarts to add your name as well. If anything should happen to him or Catherine, you are the sole heir of their estates. And as you requested, I’d been scripting a new will for you. Naming Penelope as executor and the funds to be divided amongst your grandchildren. Also, I added the clause which you felt was necessary.” His chin lowered, peering at Gramma above the rims of his glasses. “Would you care to read it, see if it meets your specifications?”

			My head shot to Gramma, ramrod and impassive.

			“No, Mr. Pacek. I trust you.”

			“I’ve had my associates draw them up. Would you like to sign them today or would you prefer to read them over?”

			“You also have the other contract?”

			“Umm…” he went to another folder, “yes. Here.” Mr. Pacek patted his hand on a manila folder.

			“If you don’t mind, I’ll take them with me.”

			Mr. Pacek’s head went up and down agreeing to her decision, yet his gathered brow spoke another language. “Of course. Have Penelope read them. See if she’s compliant.” He stood, taking a couple of folders. “I should’ve thought to make copies. Can I offer you a cup of coffee or a beverage while you wait?” His gaze pinged between both of us.

			“We’re good,” Gramma spoke for me.

			A loud clunk sounded on the window, jarring us in our seats and the attorney jolted. Mr. Pacek headed toward the casement. “Did you see that? A bird,” he said peering out. “It’s not dead. Must have flown away.”

			I hadn’t seen her move, but Gramma’s hand clutched my upper thigh. My initial thought was the bird had frightened her. But then her fingers tightened, growing into sharp talons, penetrating the denim of my jeans. Rolling in my lips, and biting down, I wanted to scream, cry out. I couldn’t. Because the attorney had delved into my history. He’d already judged me as a kid with scattered marbles for a brain. And I could only imagine what clause Mr. Pacek added to Gramma’s will.

			Mr. Pacek turned from the window, his gaze locating her hand on my thigh. His eyes behind the lenses of his glasses softened, mouth curved as if witnessing a tender moment, like my grandmother was consoling me. Doesn’t he see her talons? Am I imagining it? Another episode? Yet, the pricking sting told me otherwise.

			“I’ll be right back.” He swept from the room.

			“You’ve been coming to Crows Nest without my permission.” Her tone brusque. “I designate the time when you’re allowed to visit.” Transfixed on the paperweight, I snubbed her, wrestling with the pain she was inflicting. “I must tell you the truth— Catherine was never coming back for you.”

			Sticky blood adhered the denim to my leg. “Liar,” I ground out.

			“I bequeathed her a sizable endowment on one condition.” Her subtle voice a mere tendril curling into my ear. “That she provided me guardianship over Hazel and Sam. Hence, why she came here, to see Mr. Pacek. She was provided funds to move to California.”

			The talons retracted, lessening the pain, yet a throb developed.

			“We can’t discuss this here.” She faced forward, stiffening her upper lip as her turkey gobbler vibrated under her chin. “Come to Crows Nest tomorrow after dinner, nine o’clock. Alone.”

			Have I been visiting my home, my sister and brother devoid of her say-so?

			Absolutely.

			What I couldn’t comprehend, why was she so uncompromising. After all these months, I should be able to come and go as I please. What is she hiding?
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thirteen

			“Penelope, I’m sorry for your loss,” Mr. Ranier said over his shoulder as I entered the kitchen. He was wiping dishes Peggan was stacking in the dish rack.

			“You must have a sense of finality.” Peggan gave a conciliatory nod. “A burden is lifted, don’t you think?”

			I grunted a groan, considering her a facetious remark. It was final months ago when Mom died.

			“What’s that?” Dean said, eating nacho chips at the table, and indicating the urn.

			I had the urn compressed to my chest and a folder under my armpits. “My mother.”

			“Yew.” Peggan’s face scrunched reminding me of a bulldog. “Where are you going to put that?”

			“My room for now.”

			Her aversion was plainly printed on her face.

			“Gramma said we could buy a plot to bury her if I wanted.”

			“You definitely want it.” Peggan scoffed.

			“Dean, don’t let Penelope mope around in her room all day.” Mr. Ranier said as if I wasn’t standing in the kitchen with them. “Take her out. Go to an afternoon matinee in the village. My treat.”

			Dean cast me questioning eyes.

			“Sounds good,” I said. “Give me a minute.” Revolving toward the staircase, I stopped. I angled sideways and lifted my arm, the folder thwacked over the kitchen table. “Mr. Ranier, would you mind reading these contracts?”

			He flipped the dishtowel over his shoulder. “Contracts?”

			“Gramma had copies made for me to look over before signing. Mom didn’t have a will, but my father did. I glanced at them in the car, but the wording is difficult to understand.”

			“Too bad Catherine didn’t have a will. I remember mentioning it to her.” A huff resonated from the kitchen sink, Peggan. He leafed through a couple of pages. “I can do that. Sure thing.”

			The Raniers were nice enough, tolerant people. Yet not huggy comforters, let me cry on your shoulders type. They’d steered clear of my mania phases, leaving Dean to mop up my messes.

			Dean’s been there for me. Lifting me up when I was down, an encouraging, inspiring guy. Well, I might be laying it on a little thick because he drives me to distraction. Stunning in the looks department, a brooding male that turned me into a total Dean fanatic. And now, he’s dating Oliva Reynolds girl from the pool hall. Ugh. The day he came home with Olivia, I was crushed. I played it cool, when in reality, I wanted to pluck her blonde hair out by her black roots.

			Hiking the stairs to my bedroom, a zing radiated through my leg. How could I forget those talons? Checking my jeans, I expected perforations and blood seeping into the material. There was nadda. Did I imagine it? Growing talons, the pain? I was scared. Scared I was losing it— again.

			Tomorrow, Gramma said. I shall see what I shall see. Tomorrow at nine.

			Dean and I hightailed it out of there as fast as our legs could carry us.

			“Do you really want to go to the show?” Dean made the turn from Cordae Lane onto Hampton Road. “I heard the crew was heading to Gimleys. Might be interesting.”

			I ironed the tips of my fingers on my thigh, feeling microscopic bumps. Earlier, after sliding Mom’s urn on the dresser and trading my jeans for a pair of leggings, I examined where Gramma’s talons pierced me. I was a fast healer, but not that fast. My skin itched beneath the surface.

			“Hey, where are you?” Dean said, breaking into my musings.

			“Huh. What?”

			He puffed a breath. “Instead of a movie, want to go to Gimleys?”

			“On Route-20? That’s a bar.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			“Do I look like I’m twenty-one?”

			“Sometimes.”

			His wolfish wink jump-started my attitude. “You might be extra tall,” I said, “but that stubble doesn’t hide your baby face. It says you’re crawling into twenty, and I’m being generous.”

			Furrowing his brow, he rubbed his jaw. “If we’re being honest, that face and body of yours says, I’m freaking hot. C’mere and give me a taste of that sweet honey.”

			I needed a chuckle, rinsing down my anxiety. “You ass.” I swatted his shoulder with the back of my hand.

			Only his smile could get my heart to sing. My life-preserver. My BFF. I’d been crushing on him since that day he called me Pen.

			“Besides, it’s a tavern. They have food. You don’t have to be twenty-one to eat.” He pressed the pedal, accelerating the car, cruising by a surfeit of maple, ash, and sycamore trees, plus the view of lofty conifers traipsing across the hilly incline of Boldt’s mountain. “But Linc said they’d been getting served.”

			“Lincoln Connor?” A name that tasted bitter.

			“Yes. The one and only Lincoln in Bedford.” He branched his fingers into the side of his head, shoving a thatch of dark chestnut hair over his ear. “I’m coming to the turnoff. The show or Gimleys?” he asked, voice stilted.

			We came to the junction where it forks to the east toward Route-20 and Gimleys, or to go straight, to the theater. He slowed and veered to the shoulder of the road. “Why the face?”

			“What face?”

			His hand flipped off the wheel. “That face. You look like you just licked a toad.”

			“You’d know that face.” I giggled. “You triple-dogged dared me.” His mouth tugged into a smirk, softening his rugged features and his honey-amber eyes glittered like gold doubloons. “I proved you don’t get warts on your tongue, didn’t I?” Tossing my hair over my shoulder, I said, “Sheesh, that was forever ago. Mr. Toad was scared stiff, looking at me with those bug-eyes. He thought I was going to eat him.”

			Dean’s lips compressed, stifling laughter.

			If I could be honest with myself, when Dean mentioned Linc, my stomach lurched. I hadn’t realized while rehashing the childish prank of Mr. Toad, I’d been nervously scratching my leg. My jeans were a detriment to my obsession, longing to shred skin off the bones.

			I don’t know why I did it, but I revisited the topic of Linc. “I didn’t think you and Lincoln Connor were friends.”

			“We’re not.” Our mutual mirth ebbed from his face. “Hey, girl, I’m not an idiot.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “You think I didn’t know? It killed me,” he said gritting teeth, “seeing you like that.”

			“You knew I was desperate back then. It was only a brief interlude of dependency. No addictions.”

			He stopped tapping and clutched the wheel with both hands, knuckles whitening. “I wanted to take Linc’s head off.”

			“I’m weaned off everything. Straight-edge now.” Suspicion rang in his eyes. “Truth.” I made the sign of the cross over my heart. “Want me to lick a toad?”

			His smart-alecky grin reappeared. “Movie?”

			“Movie.”

			Dean had been heeding Peggan’s proviso to the letter. Treating me like a sister. Whereas I was star-struck. Dreaming of our first kiss, I hungered for when he’d see me other than a buddy. It was after our movie, we went to Mackie’s Diner. I supposed he was handling me like a big brother by protecting me from dirtbag boys and may have thwarted Mark Jenson from asking me on a date.

			“He’s not right for you,” Dean said, scarfing down a burger.

			“Why, what’s wrong with Mark?”

			“Too old and a real fucktard,” he said around a mouthful.

			“Er, he seems nice. And,” I highlighted. “Mark and I are the same age.”

			Hesitation on Dean’s part. “You know what I mean, right?” A crease formed between his eyes, nodding like I should know what was knocking around in his brain.

			“No, not really.”

			He got squirmy, working his fingers over his ear, then running his palm across his face, gliding down his neck. “He’s… he’s had lots of girlfriends.” His prominent cheekbones tinged a pale shade of red.

			“So?” Resting my elbows on the table, I slanted forward, getting in his face. “He’s drop-dead gorgeous.” Saying that on purpose, I hoped to see a crumb of jealousy.

			His mouth flattened against his teeth. “That’s what I mean.” He held onto a French fry, wagging it at me. “You don’t get it.”

			“Get what?” My gaze wandered over him and felt the urge to smooth back a lock of his dark hair that dipped over his dazzling eyes.

			“You don’t get it because you’re immature.”

			“Oh, la-de-da,” I singsonged, “and you’re so mature?”

			He crossed his arms across his chest and inclined into the seat of his chair. Those eyes, fringed in black, frowned. “I already told Mark you’re not interested.”

			Wrenching my curled spine to attention, my mouth parted. “Of course, I’m interested. Every girl in school wants to go out with him.”

			“Yeah,” Dean scowled, “and he’d like nothing better than to get into every girl’s twat, too. And he likes to brag about it.”

			My shoulders sagged. “That’s disgusting. What an asshat.”

			“Now you get it,” he conveyed, and then his brow gathered and a blink of uncertainty that I might have misread. Jealousy?

			When we arrived home, the Raniers had jotted a note saying they’d gone out for the evening. I said to Dean, “Thanks for taking me to the show and to Mackie’s. Got my mind off today and… and everything.”

			“It was a good flick.” Shouldering out of his jacket, he hung it in the hall closet.

			“Seeing Olivia tonight?”

			“Nope. We broke up.”

			Wow, a hasty romance. Roughly five weeks by my count. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know.” My apology sounded forced— because it was. Prior to him loping upstairs and into his room, I said, “Thanks for setting me straight on Mark. He called yesterday and asked me out. I guess what you told him didn’t hold much weight.”

			A faint growl crawled up his throat. “You’re not going, are you?”

			“I’m thinking about it.” A sneer remodeled his handsome face. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to sleep with him.”

			“That’s what they all say.” His tall, broad frame stepped near, looming over me, and cupped his hands on my shoulders. “Don’t go.”

			We gazed into each other’s eyes. Detecting toffee hues flowing through amber, I prayed for a kiss.

			Kiss me.

			His tongue parted his mouth, moistening his lips. Dean’s fingers pressed into my skin, jaw tweaked, stiffening the contours of his face as if fighting inner demons. His hold slackened and gently tilted me backward like I’d been pervading his private space.

			“I almost forgot, gotta meet my friends at the poolhall.” He turned back to the closet and relocated the jacket he’d previously discarded and flung it over his shoulder. “See you later.”
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fourteen

			Enduring another sleepless night, I’d lain in bed longer than normal until dusky grays advanced into a semblance of daylight. I grumbled, evacuating myself from the blanket, and scooched into my jersey shorts. I stalled at the knees. Enflamed welts on my upper thigh looked infected. I surmised I must’ve slept in brief intervals because I didn’t recollect scraping my nails over those blemished bumps— which were probably pimples. In the lawyer’s office, my eyes were playing tricks on me. Gramma’s fingers did not turn into talons, pricking me. That’s what I tell myself. Reaffirming logic.

			Retracing my steps backward with my shorts shackling my ankles, I lowered onto the bed. I assessed the erratic stripes and scabs speckling my skin. I picked a scab and a bubble of blood formed. The deed exacerbated my necessity to itch. I buffed my fingernails on both hands together, preventing myself from skinning my leg to the bone. Something caught my eye. An ant. More than one… several skittering over the carpet.

			Plunking my butt to the floor, I couldn’t defeat the temptation. I plucked the creeping ants from the fibers of the carpet and squished them between my fingers, one by one.

			“So gross.”

			I studied their decimated exoskeletons before mashing them on my leg. Like a girl gone mad, I raked my nails over my skin, husking scabs, and pulverizing ants in briny blood. My thigh was a masterpiece of bloody ant carcasses. Suffice to say, I’d exhumed my psychosis.

			“What the frig?” Bicycling my legs, trying to unfetter the shorts from my ankles, I tore into the bathroom, biting back my rising hysteria.

			The Raniers can’t see me like this.

			Snagging a washcloth and soaking it with water, I applied it to my leg. The coolness pacified the itch. Cleansing my thigh and rinsing the washcloth underneath the faucet, itty-bitty exoskeletons whirlpooled down the drain.

			“Aaacck…”

			Combating that madcap sensation of annihilating ants took a while to overcome. I was getting squirrelly, and trepidation salted heavily on my tongue. The remainder of the day I’d been swarming with mixed emotions. Am I schizophrenic? Why doesn’t Peter Ranier want me to move back home?

			Gramma expected me at nine, and by my calculations, it’d take ten to fifteen minutes to walk down the lane, speedier if I ran.

			Who am I kidding? I’m not running.

			By eight-thirty, I slipped out the door and began hoofing it over the manicured lawn to the road. I hadn’t divulged the meeting to the Raniers, they’d ask questions I couldn’t answer. Trekking beneath a hickory tree and its array of flourishing canopies, a cool breeze stirred branches and a hoot owl echoed from somewhere in the woods.

			“Pen, wait up.” I turned as long-legged Dean crossed the lawn while shouldering on a black hoodie. “You going for a walk?”

			I lacked the cleverness to manufacture an instant fib. My lone explanation was the truth. “I’m heading to Crows Nest.”

			He halted dead in his tracks. “Why are you going there? I thought the place was off-limits.”

			“At the lawyer’s yesterday, my grandmother said she wanted to talk.”

			“About what?” he asked, zippering his hoodie against the night chill.

			Our footsteps were muted by the all-encompassing forest that soldiered along the lane. As we approached the pinnacle of the hill, a view of a coral sunset was radiating golden fingers, reaching for Heaven.

			“I don’t know. She didn’t say.” My ponytail swished as a draft flitted around my throat. Overturning the collar of my Trek jacket, I hugged it to my neck and wished I’d worn my knit hat. Late spring had been unseasonably damp, rainy, and cold. Dean’s hair flew about his head, giving him an untamed look. I liked it.

			A vocal rasp, a cadence drew our gazes. Soaring in deepening skies, a crow with a mushrooming wingspan was gliding in the airstreams. Dive bombing lower, a drawn-out hissing fell over us. The bird continued, sailing into the coral skyline. Two smaller crows came winging in formation as they flew in a northerly direction.

			“When we moved here, I wondered why your family would put a name to their house. Not until I saw dozens of crows perched on the power lines, congregating on your roof and in the trees. When I hiked down the lane, they were always watching me. I have to admit, they’re creepy.”

			“It’s natural to me. I notice, but I’m used to them. My dad built that bird sanctuary. He loved birds.” I dug my hands into my pockets and walked on. Dean flanked my side, matching my steps. I braked. “Wait. You can’t come.”

			“Why not.” He wiped the back of his finger under his nose. “You should’ve told my parents about this meeting. You can’t see her by yourself.”

			“She said to come alone.”

			“After everything you’ve told me?” Consternation clung to his eyes. “I don’t trust her.”

			I didn’t tell him everything. “I’ll be fine.” Hunching my shoulders to my ears, warding off the wind, I said, “Tell you what, if I’m not back,” patting my finger to my lips, “let’s say, two hours. Come and get me.”

			“What should I tell my parents?”

			“You don’t have to tell them anything.” I swept my bangs from sticking into my eyes. “I hope Gramma will let Hazel and Sammy in our meeting or whatever she’s calling it. They’ve been feeling so cooped up. I’d like to convince her to let them come out with me, spend the day at the park or something.”

			His full lips flattened into a daunting line. “You know, one of these days, you’re going to get caught stealing into Crows Nest.”

			“Being summoned for dinner two or three times a month isn’t cutting it.”

			“That’s what your mom wanted. Isn’t it? To steadily get you used to being home. And then you wouldn’t go last week.”

			“Because I can’t fake it like she can. She hasn’t told them about Moms passing yet. They still think she’s coming home someday.”

			“She must have her reasons.”

			I grumped. “I should be living home by now don’t you think?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “I kind of like you sleeping in my bed.”

			Is he flirting? How long have I waited for him to drop the brotherly act? Gosh darn it, I didn’t have time for him, for this. “I can’t talk now. I have to be there by nine sharp. It’s getting late.” I turned, but he snatched my elbow, swinging me to face him. “What?”

			“You shouldn’t go alone.” His fingers lengthened into spherical vise grips. “Glenora hasn’t called my father to approve this meeting like she did for those dinners.”

			“I can do whatever I want. I don’t need your father’s approval,” I hurled at him, and yanked my arm without success. On his own accord, he removed his fingers and outstretched them. After all they’d done for me, I felt like a heel. This morning after the ant incident, I developed a bizarre impulse. An urge I couldn’t grasp.

			“Sorry. I have to go.” Pivoting on my toes, I trotted away. The clump, clump, clumping of my sneakers reverberated like a slap in his face. I didn’t afford him a backward glance, and not a peep of him tailing me. I was both disappointed and relieved.
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fifteen

			Passing the hedge grove that separated the Ranier and Cordae properties, I slowed to a moderate pace. At this stage, I took the opportunity to glimpse over my shoulder. The night consumed Dean’s black silhouette, smaller and smaller until it appeared he’d crouched on his hands and knees.

			The palatial Cordae Estate was erected on higher elevation than the Raniers, materialized before me. I liked the network of beefy sentinels, oak trees that defended the brick and clapboard exterior from the elements. I instantly recalled the gnarled branches poking through my bedroom windows, and frantically crawling over splintered shards. My thoughts took my stride out of sequence, scuffing my toe on the lane, causing me to stumble. Stricken with phantom pain, I scrubbed my hands together.

			I checked the time on my watch, a minute late. I ran. Gramma was a martinet for being on time. Tardiness is slothful. Her quote, and maybe subconsciously why I was a turd to Dean.

			“Nelope.”

			I jumped out of my skin and spun. My heart skipped a beat or two or three.

			“Shush. Don’t scream.” Hazel held her finger to her mouth. “It’s just me.”

			Spanking a hand to my chest, regulating my breathing, I said, “What are you doing out here?”

			“Gramma said you were coming over. I got excited. Been waiting for you.”

			“Do you know what she wants to talk about?” She stepped in line with me.

			“Yes,” she said and didn’t clarify.

			“Hey, bug,” I elbowed her swinging arm, “you going to tell me?” I hinted. Her sneakers skidded on the lane, pebbles scattering as she abruptly halted. “Is something wrong?”

			“She locked Sammy in the cellar again.”

			“Why does she keep doing that?” I noticed her pouty lips. “She could call a time-out and make him go to his bedroom instead of the cellar.”

			“No can do. After Gramma told us about Mom, he snuck out of his window. He wanted to run away by climbing down the trellis. But it’s rickety and it broke. He got pretty banged up.”

			“Gramma told you. When was this?”

			“A while back,” she sniffed. “You never mentioned it, and I didn’t want our short visits to be filled with crying.” Apathetically, my sister had resigned herself to Mom’s death. Whereas I fainted in front of Mr. Rainier. We all grieve in our own way. “That’s when Gramma must have taken a hard look at Crows Nest. The next day, we had all sorts of workers at the house, fixing it up, cleaning, painting and junk.”

			It was my inclination that Gramma called me home to discuss breaking the news to Sam and Hazel. But she’d excluded me. They’re so young. We should’ve been together as a family, holding on to one another. Crying, unloading our woes with each other. My chest felt heavy with sorrow. I wasn’t going to harp or go into it unless she wished to venture on, but she remained silent.

			“I saw the trucks. I’m glad she’s making it pristine again.” I slowed my pace to match Hazel’s shorter legs. To disperse my encroaching grief, I said, “Poor Sammy. The cellar?”

			“Actually, it’s his fault for threatening to run away. To be with Mom.” Hazel’s full moon eyes blinked in rapid succession. “I have to go. Ummm… don’t tell her I came out to meet you. Promise me.”

			I had little faith in promises. When I was Hazel’s age, a promise was an oath that appeased my aching heart, an assurance that the world would right itself.

			Hazel jerked as if spooked. It had been the murkiness shrouding her petite frame because her face became distorted, out of proportion, pale eyes blackening. “I gotta go. I can’t… not now,” she said, voice husky as if she’d been crying. She twirled about and sprinted over the dewy lawn toward the rear of the house.

			“Hazel— wait!” In the eclipsing night, I lost sight of her.

			I sped over the lane and through a maze of shrubs and trees to the bricked path. Winded, I rested to catch my breath. I noted the landscaping, overgrown stalks, shrubs, and the weeds were spruced-up. Even the second story balcony was fixed and painted.

			The landscapers had tackled quite a job. I walked on the cobblestoned path that had been previously gobbled by mossy weeds. An outdoor sconce designed to resemble an old-fashioned gaslight showered over a varnished porch, and the beveled picture window wasn’t cracked. Crows Nest was coming back to life, returning to its original grandeur.

			Standing at the front door, it felt odd not to just walk in. When I tried, though, the door was locked. I jabbed the button and heard the bell from inside. Bewilderingly, a man, not Gramma, answered, attired in a charcoal suit, and starched white shirt. A hawkish nose centered his mundane face and his scalp shone through his graying sparse hair. His body shape reminded me of a penguin.

			“You may come in.” He gave a slight bow of his head. “Mrs. Cordae is in the drawing room. Follow me.”

			Drawing room? Is this the spy? Gramma told Mom we were being put under a microscope because of me. “Edgar has people coming in.”

			My sneakers sunk into a plush area rug. I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder to the huge circular casement, now spotless. The sun had set leaving in its stead a magenta sky streaked with navy brush strokes. I inhaled polish and pine needles— someone’s been busy cleaning. The majestic staircase rose before me, yet I turned, following the penguin man.

			Riled voices coming from the drawing room broke apart my thoughts.

			The butler, a stiff mask of nothingness, stood by the archway. Nosey as to who she was speaking with, I walked with purpose and nearly collided with a brick wall. I lurched backward. Intimidatingly tall, I stared up into the face of the one-eyed man. The skin around the scar was reddened in anger and the scar itself flamed. An icy shiver sliced through me.

			“Penelope, I presume.” His dry baritone voice imbued the foyer, his face siphoning of its heat. “Lovely. You resemble your mother, except for the eyes. Those beauties, I believe, come from Glenora.”

			I never handled compliments well because Dad had drilled into me how inane I was. “I’m sorry to intrude. I didn’t see a car parked outside and thought Gramma was alone.” My delusion was standing before me, a living, breathing human.

			“An Uber should be arriving.” Edgar turned toward the drawing room. “Glenora, mark my words. The Alliance isn’t a society to be trifled with. Beware of pushing boundaries. We push back.” The butler looked shrimpy heading to Edgar, tendering him a hat. Edgar clipped the hat on his head of ebony hair. After a negligible dip of his chin, he said, “Good evening.”

			To maintain Edgar’s lengthy gait, the butler had to scuttle quickly to open the door for him.

			I wished I’d happened by sooner, my curiosity sparked into overdrive.

			A fire had been lit to ward off the unseasonal chill, and shadows stirred in corners where the glow of the hearth hadn’t spread.

			Gramma was on the rocker, but not rocking, gazing into simmering logs, preoccupied in her reflections. Deep-seated indentations etched her features, and an undiagnosed burden stooped her spine. Her salt and pepper hair in its classic, shaped-like-a-donut bun was pinned to the back of her head. Her black blouse was trimmed in a scalloped, high-necked collar, long sleeves, and ankle-length skirt as if she existed during an age when mourning in black was appropriate and proper etiquette.

			I’d always wondered how old she was. Whenever I’d ask Mom, she’d shrug and say, “As old as the moon and stars.” Then she’d snicker. At certain angles Gramma looked almost youthful. Illusory. Because now she resembled the crypt keeper.

			“Why was he here?” I questioned. She remained hypnotized, gazing into flames. I felt warm under the collar and unzipped my jacket. “You asked me to come by at nine.” Whatever Edgar and she had been disputing, by the looks of her, it was upsetting. “It’s nice to see you’re fixing up the house. It needed an overhaul.” Nothing. “Who’s the penguin dude that opened the door?”

			Nothing.

			Determining she needed a kick in the head, I said, “How come you locked Sammy in the cellar?” I kept prodding. “Is penguin dude one of Edgar’s spies?”

			Her body flinched. I’d ruined whatever thoughts were strumming in her noggin. Squaring her shoulders, she reclined into the rocker. “You may sit,” she said. “If you become irrational, this conversation will come to an abrupt end.”

			“I’m not irrational. You—” Her arms pitched upward, fingertips, hampering my comeback. Removing my jacket, I lowered to the cushion and crumpled my jacket on my lap.

			“I’ve been gone too long. I’m ready to come home.” It pained me to think I hadn’t been wanted at Crows Nest.

			“Peter doesn’t agree with you. And neither did Catherine.”

			“That was then, this is now. If Mom was alive, I’d be living in California.”

			She made a face.

			“Mr. Ranier told me how Mom asked if I could stay with them. And that was before I came home from the sanitarium.” My hackles bristled. “You didn’t want me here.”

			Her chin set in a forbidding angle. “Crows Nest was going through a transition. Catherine and I thought it best—”

			“Whatever the heck that means,” I charged in. Glimmering coming from the hearth drew my interest. “When Mom came to the Raniers she explained everything,” I uttered, mesmerized by dancing flames. “I was supposed to come home little by little, to…” An incandescence of heated colors took me back. Back to that stormy night. A flare fizzled and Dad’s screams ignited. Sparks sputtered like droplets of blood spraying my walls, the floor, my bed. “It’s impossible to believe… it… it never happened,” I muttered. “But I—”

			“Are you feeling all right?” She shattered my reverie. “Having more of those delusions lately?”

			I rubbed my eyes, diffusing the scene. “I’m good,” I lied.

			“Good?” She cryptically impersonated my retort. “I highly doubt that.”

			What does she want from me? If I admit to seeing a buzzard rocking in her chair, and my new compulsion of obliterating ants, what would she do? Call the institution. Have them haul me away in a straitjacket.

			Rather than a reasonable reply, I said, “It’s you who’s not telling the truth.”

			She chuckled, a joyless sound. “You can’t handle the truth, Penelope.”

			“Try me.”

			She shut her eyes and tipped her head backward, her bun riding on the bridge of the rocker. “How’s Peggan treating you?” she asked, her eyes still closed.

			Gramma took me off guard. “She’s okay,” I said unconvincingly. “Can be decent one minute and a royal pain the next.”

			Rocking, eyes shuttered, Gramma’s mouth puckered. “That’s because you’re the spitting image of your mother.”

			“So? What’s that got to do with anything?”

			She flattened her feet on the parquet, hindering the rungs of the rocker. “Mr. Peter Ranier liked Catherine— very much.”

			“I know. She said they were friends. Dad had business dealings with him, too.”

			A gurgled snort worked its way out of her mouth. Her eyelids flapped open. “You are naïve, aren’t you?”

			We shared a contest of wills, gauging each other. The fire sizzled, and it dawned on me. “You’re saying— Mom and Mr. Ranier… they were more than friends?”

			“Cray implied as much one day.” She thwacked the palms of her hands on the armrests. “I reckon you’ll have to ask Peter.”

			As if! Her opening up to me was hard to swallow, like gagging on castor oil.

			Staring at me, she shelved her chin on her thumb and rubbed a curled index finger below her bottom lip. “I didn’t know my son had been cruel to you.” Spreading garbage about Mom and Mr. Ranier had been put on hold. She went on, “I should’ve recognized the signs. He’s like his father. A drinker with a mean streak. I didn’t blame Catherine for easing her aching heart with somebody like Peter. And for her sake, I turned a blind eye.” Her gaze strayed to the embers, and emitted a whisper, “I did. Once.”

			Whoa. More info than I craved. “Dad didn’t think I was his daughter, did he?” I blurted. My declaration had her mouth opening and closing like a blowfish. “Even if I’m not his biological daughter, he had no right to hurt me.”

			Her cheeks sunk into her face, head bobbing. “As you grew older,” she said. “You weren’t exhibiting any features of an actual Cordae. He’d claimed the baby was his, and it devastated him to think Catherine cheated. Your mother had the face of an innocent angel, but underneath she was—”

			“Wait— hold your granny panties before trashing my mother. Dad hit me because I don’t resemble your side of the family. That’s ridiculous.”

			In an aberrant twinge, her chin dropped to her chest. Underneath a severe brow, she glared, and her jaw set stubbornly. “Quiet. They’ll hear you,” she said, voice disciplined.

			“Who’ll hear?” After a fleeting glimpse, I snared a wink of the butler near the archway, then he was gone.

			Gramma’s mouth pursed as if she’d sucked a lemon. “The butler.” Her voice mingled with the crackling flames. “And that Dolores woman. Our new cook.”

			“Oh, you mean— the spies,” I quoted with my fingers.

			Her eyes reduced to mere slits. I’d plucked a nerve.

			“Don’t be glib, dear. Your life is hanging in the balance.”

			“Huh?”

			Gramma’s gaze sharpened like a tack. “You and the Raniers were given explicit directives,” she emphasized, louder than need be, navigating our discussion off course and leaving me floundering like a fish out of water. “You were not to step foot on Cordae property. The house is off-limits until I deign you are fit. By your lack of trustworthiness, it appears that you cannot respect my demands. What you seem to forget is those stipulations were in place for your benefit.”

			“My benefit.” My short fuse hit dynamite. I leaned forward, my eyes slinging bullets. “You threw me under the bus. You were there. In my godforsaken delusion. Lie to me. Lie. To. Me— tell me it wasn’t real. And then allowing Mom to drag me kicking and screaming to that hellhole and you didn’t lift a finger to stop her. I hate you.”
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sixteen

			Talons grew out of Gramma’s patent leather shoes, bayoneting the parquet. The smooth planes of her face darkened and melted into pits and glaciers. Her nose grew, hook-like. Obsidian feathers, marbled with silver, stemmed from the pores of her body.

			I smelled fear. My fear.

			An illusion. So. Very. Real.

			“But…but…” I stammered, meek and desperately alarmed. Not merely fearing I was seeing a buzzard, but because I was relapsing. “You were there,” I mentioned breathily. “Why didn’t you tell the police what really happened?”

			“Penelope, I can’t help you,” she clucked and leaned on the points of her talons. “Whatever happened or happens within these walls are sacred. You knew that. Behind closed doors, family dysfunctions remain private. Cray was extremely ill and getting worse. He had to go.”

			My delirium escalated. I feverishly scrubbed the vision from my eyes, but it remained. Her buzzard head slanted, black beady eyes scowling. Hugging my jacket to my chest, I tried to conquer the sting happening behind my eyes.

			Rather than succumb to my illusions, I unbridled my wrath. “You’re the one who should’ve been locked-up. You don’t want me around because I know the truth.” My ratcheting pulse throbbed through my temples. “The doctors thought I mutilated my father, activating my delusions. Insisting I had an accomplice. But he never left us, did he? He’s dead. And I know who killed him. It was you and that scar faced guy, conjuring sinister magic. You’re hiding something and I’m going to—”

			“Going to what,” she derided. “By publicizing your delusions to the police and the psychiatrists and all of Bedford, you haven’t an ounce of credibility. I warned Catherine— and you. When I gave her the money she demanded, she couldn’t get out of Bedford fast enough. Leaving everyone and everything behind.”

			She’s lying. It’s not true. “You gave her money to silence her, to keep her mouth shut.”

			“Are you insinuating Catherine was blackmailing me?”

			Competing with her mind games, my determination faltered like an unbalanced scale. “My mother knew too much, didn’t she?” My voice cracked like fragile crystal.

			“She’d taken the oath, fully aware of the penalties.” The buzzard’s beak opened, producing a hideous caw.

			I couldn’t stand the sight of her and her treachery. “You are my sick nightmare.” Filling with contempt, I kneaded my throbbing temples. “Mom would never intentionally abandon me. She loved us.”

			It flew from the rocker. “You outlandish fool. Cease your mindless jabbering.” Feathers swamped me as she seized my face. Its beak pricked my nose and fierce eyes burned into me. “Right. Now.” Its voice dropped an octave, gnashing its beak, “Before you get us both eliminated.” What did it say? It rammed me into the cushioned sofa. “Lower Catherine’s saintly pedestal. She doesn’t deserve it.”

			The brocade wallpaper, the lamps, and framed panoramas muddied into Picasso-like fragments. Gilded frames teetered, and lamps that hadn’t been lit blinked on and off. Smoldering cinders turned into a whistling serpent. It lunged. A rope of flames looped out, lassoing my ankles. I elevated my legs, foiling its ensnarement.

			I had to let go. Let go of Mom. Guzzling an alleviating breath, the twisting knot in my stomach unraveled. “Stop it,” wheezing, in and out of my mouth, “Whatever you’re doing, stop it.” Slouching over my jacket, I ached inside and out.

			The buzzard waddled from one side of the room to the other, talons changed to black pumps, and an aquiline mandible deflated into a piqued expression. “Penelope, I need you to come to your senses.” She made a grand gesture of sweeping her arm like a real estate agent showcasing the joint. “All this will be yours. It is your birthright. Your inheritance.” She reclaimed the rocker. “You love Crows Nest, don’t you?”

			Her erratic remarks were tough to process. Especially as I endeavored to reorient my enervating mind. Why offer me Crows Nest? She abhorred me. “After all this— you’re finally going to let me come home?”

			“You’re not listening. Why is it, your rudimentary skill of comprehension lacks?” Her patent leather pumps ticked the floor, at least I wasn’t seeing talons. “I’d like you to return—however,” she hesitated and nibbled on her lips.

			Here it comes, the snafu.

			“Have you read the contracts from Mr. Pacek? Are you compliant with the terms?”

			Her ardor for rearranging, reorganizing, and revising my thoughts were outstanding. I couldn’t keep up with her unstable swings. Somewhere in there, she’d murmured something bizarre, or I’d concocted it.

			“Did I hear you right,” I said somewhat baffled, “something about being eliminated?” The look she gave me was difficult to interpret.

			“You’re hearing things,” she ground out like sandpaper and pressed her arm across her midsection as if staving off a bellyache. “Concentrate, Penelope. The will.”

			I jerkily gazed over the living room. The lights weren’t blinking. Paintings hung in symmetrical formation and the fire wasn’t lunging for me. I eased into the cushion of the sofa. Magic. “Not yet. Mr. Ranier is looking it over.”

			“Crows Nest is not just a house.” Her typical tirade, one I’ve heard a million times. “It breathes like a living thing. Our blood flows through these walls. These rooms. Mysteries are preserved within this structure.” Her gaze flicked over the room and then found me. “And you, my dear, are one of them.”

			“I’m a mystery.”

			An undiagnosable grin lifted the side of her mouth. “Yes, my dear. You are a mystery.” Rising from the rocker, she headed to the hearth and sealed the louvered glass panels. The fire would soon dwindle. “We’ve discussed the issue, which you blow off as being inconsequential. It means a great deal to me, and to Crows Nest.”

			“What issue?”

			“You must agree to a paternity test.”

			There’s the rub. I shouldn’t be shocked. “You don’t believe I’m my father’s daughter?”

			“I never trusted Catherine. She was manipulative, and your father was weak-minded when it came to women.”

			“Does it matter?”

			A twinge touched her eyes. “Yes. It does.”

			“What if I refuse?”

			“Then don’t come home.” She took a bold stance, overlapping her arms, looking imperiously down at me.

			“What if it proves I don’t have my father’s DNA?”

			“You won’t be living at Crows Nest.”

			The doorbell clanged, followed by persistent clunking of the crow knocker. Her proclamation was a thorn in my heart. And I didn’t get a chance to respond. What if I’m not a Cordae? She’ll disown me, throw me out of the only home I’ve ever known.

			“Geoffrey, let him in,” Gramma ordered penguin man.

			Perturbed, she veered toward the archway, postponing our chat. I also stood, wondering who was banging on the door. “Why am I not surprised? May I ask why you’re darkening my door?”

			Mr. Ranier, followed by Dean, trooped in. Our gazes met. Dean lifted a shoulder, a rueful grin on his face. What stunned me was Mr. Ranier’s intense belligerence. His demeanor in the past had been anything but stoic.

			“You—” Mr. Ranier pointed a finger at Gramma, “reneged on your word. If Catherine was here—”

			“Catherine is not here.”

			He took an intimidating step forward. “As I recall, Catherine and you— both consented to have Penelope live with us. And then we’d have a mutual gathering to discuss—”

			“How dare you barge in here telling me what I can and cannot do.” Her tone cold with patronizing disdain. “Penelope is my granddaughter. I am her legal guardian. Not you.”

			Acknowledging I’m her granddaughter is a hypocritical joke. She’s hell-bent on disowning me.

			“I realize that. But for the interim of her welfare,” he said, clouding the dispute, “I believe Catherine would’ve liked her to remain with us.”

			Why is he debating on my behalf? I’m more than ready to come home.

			“Peshwa.” She dismissed him with a flick of her wrist, wishing to push the discussion aside. “Penelope has thrived in your care. If it’s the money you’re concerned about—”

			“That’s not it,” he said wearing an affronted frown. “I… Peggan and I feel she needs more time.”

			Signaling to get their attention, I said, “I’m standing right here, and you’re talking in riddles. What’s going on?” Gramma swished around and plunked down on the rocker. “Well?” I looked between her and Mr. Ranier.

			“Peter, I wouldn’t if I were you,” Gramma said.

			“Why not?” He rebuked her, sounding cocky. “You went behind my back to have this rendezvous. Am I being presumptuous by saying you’ve cleared her of her maladies? Her mind disorders are gone. Healed?”

			“That’s not why she’s here.” She fingered the scalloped neckline of her blouse. “We’re discussing the will.”

			Her comment gave Mr. Ranier reason to pause. “Are you sick? Something you’re not telling us?”

			Exasperation pulled on her features as she plucked lint from her skirt. “No. But you’re making me quite ill.”

			“Stop—” I pushed in. “Let’s rewind. Mr. Ranier, is my mind healed? Cured of my neurosis? How can I ever, ever be truly healed— unless my father walked through that door right now.” I said, attempting to smother tears from emerging. “Seeing him slaughtered before my eyes.”
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seventeen

			The dam broke. Welling tears overflowed. My entrails felt like withering roots that couldn’t sustain me. “That’s why I’m living with you. Because of that recurring vision. That night. In my room.” My thoughts fizzled on my thickening tongue. Dean rushed forward, gathering me in his arms. His large hand nuzzling my forehead into the nook of his shoulder. “After Green Fields, nobody wanted me.” My voice was muffled in his hoodie.

			“That was all Catherine’s finagling,” Gramma said. “She threatened to…” She buttoned her mouth.

			“Threatened to what?” Mr. Ranier burst in.

			Gramma cussed, “None of your damn business.”

			Mustering courage, I shoved on Dean’s chest, allowing myself breathing space. “Gramma was there— that night in my room. She witnessed the whole thing. Tell them. Tell them what you did.” I gestured a condemning arm at her. “She’s a witch and turns into a buzzard and hides her hideousness from everybody. It was her!” I shrilled. “Gramma allowed those birds to butcher my father— her own son!” A hiccough clogged my throat as I dried my wet cheeks with my sleeve.

			All quieted, excluding my breathy sniveling. My confession had elicited an awkward, incriminating atmosphere.

			Gramma was in the throes of an Oscar-winning performance. A disguise of commiseration and peering at me with an indolent shake of her head. Tsking and exhaling, she was working on Dean’s and Mr. Ranier’s sympathy.

			“Glenora, are we done here?” Mr. Ranier said, incredulously. “Dean and I will take Penelope back.”

			“Penelope, when you’ve made your decision, or if it’s necessary to discuss this matter privately,” she shed Mr. Ranier a cynical nod, “call me. The sooner the better.”

			Harnessing my madness, I felt like a chess piece being shunted from one square to another. Depleted and submissive, I let Dean assist me with my jacket. Yoking his arm across my shoulders, he escorted me into the foyer. I craned my head, wondering if Hazel was there, snooping. Her favorite pastime. I thought I’d seen a twinkle of a multi-color shirt as they hustled me out the door.

			Mr. Ranier went behind the wheel of his car and caught our eyes through the windshield. The passenger side window went down. “Coming?”

			“We’ll walk,” Dean commented. “We need some fresh air.”

			He started the motor and reversed down the driveway.

			“That was special.” I thrust off his saddling arm. “You think I’m crazy.” His reluctance to offer a hasty reply said it all. “You do.”

			“Isn’t everybody? Myself included.” His redeeming retort didn’t hold much sway. “What you said in there was screwy.” He arched his shoulders, and an indecipherable, perturbed frown found his face. Rubbing his chest, he seemed out of sorts. Like Mom and Gramma, Dean had secrets. Of late, his broodiness was off the charts. He’d been jogging at all hours of the day and night into the forest. I figured it was his remedy for releasing his demons. I’d pondered asking him, but I was scarcely holding myself together by a fraying thread.

			“Think about it,” he said, “if that was me, instead of you, saying those things about my dad, what would you think?”

			I didn’t have to think about it. “I’m not making it up. Why would I? It makes me sound deranged. The entire community of Bedford thinks I’m a lunatic.” I kept my head down, watching my sneakers wading through clustering twigs and leaves. Dean sighed, allowing both of us to dwell on our demons. “I reckon you’re right. It’s sounds insane. But I can’t unsee it. Crows Nest is harboring secrets. And for my sake, and for my sister and brother, I have to discover what it is before something happens again.”

			Dean hissed air through his teeth, weighing heavily on a response. Rather than say anything, he scratched the side of his head, tossing his hair about, and then pocketed his hands in his hoodie.

			“Why’d you tell your father I was here?” I asked after a brief hiatus.

			“He wanted to know where you went.”

			“You told him?”

			“I’m not a good liar.” He bent and picked up a stone and juggled it in his hands. “My father wasn’t himself tonight. Kinda edgy. I can’t explain it.” He threw the stone, hitting a tree. The dinging noise dulled amid the dark forest. “Maybe your grandmother gave him a heads up. She phoned the house recently, wanted to speak to him.”

			More mystery. “I wonder what they talked about.”

			I liked his relaxed snicker when Dean said, “You, probably.”

			“Did you see Hazel?” I changed the subject because my head felt like a bloated balloon ready to burst. “She was at the top of the stairs, listening.”

			His sneakers browsed the pebbly lane. “Nope.”

			“I’ve been sneaking home a lot lately.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me. I knew you’d been going and followed you a couple of times. Thought I’d let you be.”

			“I miss my brother and sister,” I admitted for the millionth time. “Remember when Hazel was little and always wanted to sit on your lap.” From the corner of my eyes, I saw his lips gathering. “She was crushing on you.”

			In midstride, Dean halted, causing me to standstill. I gazed up at him. His tall frame blocked the moon hanging in the background, making him a shady silhouette and unreadable.

			“Pen, you disappoint me.”

			“In what way?”

			“I hoped it was you crushing on me.” A quirk tweaked his mouth.

			“Me? As if.” My attempt at sounding blasé didn’t cut it. Thoughts of Dean and me as an item had been forever on my mind. Whenever I’d visualize our first kiss, he seemed to detach himself from me.

			We were… are close friends. He’d practically lived at Crows Nest, exploring its hiding places. I was smitten. He was all boy, roughhousing and wanting our plays to consist of gun fights. Sammy, barely out of diapers, thought Dean was the greatest.

			“Remember how Sammy—”

			“Let’s not talk about them, not now.” His hand came up and coiled a hank of my hair around his finger. “Even at night, fiery red shines through. Like your temper.”

			“It’s too frizzy—” then realizing his pun, “I don’t have a temper.”

			Reciting my sentence back to me, he said, “As if.”

			“Hmph.” I tried freeing my hair from his fingers, but he held tight. His other hand glided along my collarbone to rest on the column of my neck. He raised my chin to meet his unfathomable gaze.

			“Dean,” his name winded from my mouth, “am I crazy?”

			Absorbed in thought, he then said, “Do you think you are?”

			“Sometimes. I must be.”

			“It doesn’t matter what I think.”

			“It does matter. To me, it matters.”

			He leaned over me, our breathing intertwining. “If you’re crazy, then so am I.”

			Kiss me.

			His fingers pressed into my neck and his breathing came in rapid spurts. Just like the last time, and the time before that, and the time before that, he seemed to be struggling. As if kissing me sealed his destiny.

			Sick and tired of waiting for the inevitable, I took the initiative. Propping up on the balls of my feet and hooking my arm around his neck, I crushed my lips against his. He gripped my shoulders, propelling me within arm’s length. His chest heaved, ingesting open-mouthed breaths, and a muddle of conflicting emotions paraded through his eyes.

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said with hunger. He fastened his arms around me, lips capturing mine. Teasing and parting my mouth with his tongue. I was a novice but was a fast learner. We danced a klutzy tango, shambling over the lane and onto spongy earth.

			I’d fantasized kissing him but hadn’t counted on this kind of intensity. Ferrying us into a grove of conifers, we stumbled to the ground. His fingers slipped past my jacket and under my shirt, gliding across smooth, bare skin. His rousing touch kindled a fire. A passion that had been building for years. I moaned, addicted to unfounded sensations. Tingling inside and out, a thousand bolts vibrating my nerve endings.

			Experienced hands stroked my quivering body. Exchanging hot, searing kisses, he increased pressure. Trembling and uncertain, I slipped my hands beneath his hoodie, exploring his rock-hard body. Coupled as one, our legs interlaced as we rolled.

			A rock punctured my spine.

			“Ou-u-uch.” Not how I’d romanticized this.

			Suddenly, a grating snarl journeyed through the thickets. Dean collected me in his arms, securing me to his chest. I felt his thrumming heart, breathing fast and shallow, harmonizing with my own. A speedy finale to our make-out session. We stayed in this position, and I didn’t mind one bit. Sandalwood clung to him, and I imbibed the scent like an aphrodisiac. He shifted, looking for the source of unnerving sounds.

			“Noises echo at night.” His hold loosened. “I’ve seen wolves in these woods.”

			“There’s a horny wolf in the forest right now.”

			“You’re a comedian,” he quipped. “Let’s get out of here.” Getting to his feet, he pulled me up. He was limber for such a broadly built guy. Feeling lightheaded and tipsy, I righted my wronged shirt underneath my jacket and combed through my disheveled hair. Dean perused the area, then, taking my hand, led us back to the road.

			Once on the lane, his hand popped off mine as if I’d scorched him. I took offense as he brooded and wiped his hand on his hoodie. Is he rejecting my touch? He completely refrained from exercising his voice and appeared irritated as he took long strides to get ahead of me.

			What did I do wrong?

			Delving into our roll in the woods, I’d started it. I kissed him. Had I forced myself through his latent emotions? Did I break a barrier he’d constructed? Hadn’t Peggan wagged a finger in our faces saying, treat her like a sister. Parents like to mess with their kids’ heads.

			Walking in his wake, I musingly speculated on how far we would have gone if we hadn’t been freaked by whatever was lurking in the woods. A delicious prickle chased through my body.
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eighteen

			“Hey, you coming?” Dean thumped on my bedroom door.

			“I’m not going today.” I opened the door a couple of inches. “Feeling lousy.”

			His striking eyes skimmed over my face landing on my lips. My body betrayed me with a blush heating my cheeks. “You look fine, though,” he said.

			It was the best compliment he’d paid me since I became drunk on his kisses, weeks ago. “Well, I’m not.”

			“Okay then, everybody skips the last day of school,” he said, voice carefree, “take it easy.” He turned, and I admired him from behind as he sauntered down the hallway.

			Prior to our tumble in the woods, we used to belittle and tease each other like actual siblings. A fun banter that aided in getting me through my days. That all changed. Therefore, the drive to school became a nail-biter of quiet discomfort.

			Owing to my overexuberance of eradicating the sister persona, my actions pushed him further away rather than closer. Evoking that evening, a rousing tingle washed over me, a ghost of his hands pushing me to new limits, his mouth, his touch, the feel of him. He wanted me as much as I wanted him. I believe he’d been beyond willing to cross the line. What’s his problem?

			He can’t deny the chemistry.

			Instead of discussing what occurred that night, both of us had clammed-up. I’m afraid he’s going to say something I don’t want to hear. For taking the initiative of liberating my sisterly title, he now eludes my gaze at every angle.

			To select what to wear, I drew aside the curtains, revealing a dreary slate-gray morning. For the end of June, I’d been hoping for sunshiny days. “Where’s summer,” I said to no one and switched on the lamp to ease the glum into the corners. Rummaging in the closet, I hunted for my aquamarine sweater. The last gift from Mom when she’d visited me at Green Fields.

			Recalling how we giggled because it was too large for my scrawny body, she’d said, “I can return it.”

			But I’d graciously accepted it saying, “I’ll grow into it.” I’m so glad I wouldn’t let her take it back. I wore it religiously, bringing me comfort when everyone had turned against me.

			During the move from Green Fields to Crows Nest, and then from Crows Nest to the Raniers, I’d misplaced it. On the upper rack, I found a corrugated box labeled: clothes. Transporting it to my bed and opening the flaps, there it was. Loosening a sigh, I hugged it to my chest, liking the softness.

			Pulling it over my head and sliding my arms into the sleeves, warmth permeated my body like a blanket of love. “Mom?” Vanilla bean lotion wreathed my head, tantalizing and tormenting, a life preserver that I held onto. I sensed her. She was here, somewhere. My gaze roved toward the four corners, where lamplight hadn’t touched.

			For a brief second, a trace of her favorite lotion lingered. Widening my mouth, I drank it in, swallowing the memory of her. A flurry of unsavory images escaped from where I’d imprisoned them.

			A monsoon enters my room. Dad’s horrified face. Mouth wrenching open. Bloodcurdling screams. Rampaging blackbirds. Vociferous cawing. Pecking. Hacking. Cracking bones. Hewing body parts. Blood. Feathers.

			Following my disintegration, I’d clung onto Mom’s vanilla-lotioned neck, bawling. She’d pet my long, snarly hair, cooing like a dove.

			Before the trauma grabbed me by the throat to suffocate me, I tamped them into the cruddy fleapit they’d leached from. It had taken ample practice. Implementing a heavy-duty needle and twine to repair that rift. Mending with durable stitches, reinforcing the gobbledygook that was like a cancer, devouring me from the inside.

			I exhaled, dispelling despondent sorrows to flitter in the air. There, better.

			I loitered in my room until the Raniers left for work and then hurried downstairs. Waylaid by my gurgling stomach, I scrounged in the fridge for juice and an apple. After downing the reviving cranberry juice, I headed into a damp morning. If this was a precursor to summer, it sucked.

			I chomped into the crisp apple, the coldness like a brain freeze to my teeth. Grinding the fleshy goodness into pulp, I breathed in the airs moistness and wrinkled my nose— wormy.

			I traipsed into the ubiquitous fog feeling myself being swallowed into an all-assailing, dreamlike vision. An eerie, overhead caw led me to believe the ever-present crows lined the wires but were blind to me. My ankle boots splashed through standing water, hushed in the encapsulating haze.

			Lobbing the apple core into the void, I sought for signs that I was getting closer. Up ahead was the bordering hedge, a mirage-like band, which meant I was passing into Cordae property. I ran my fingers over my eyelids, ridding dampness, and was astonished that I couldn’t see the house.

			All was disturbingly quiet, except for my dull footfalls. There it was, Crows Nest emerging out of the fog, dark and ominous.

			I bypassed the house and journeyed farther down the lane. Here, dulcet birdsong split through the denseness. I left the road, making my way over weedy ground coverage. A vast structure jumped out in front of me. The barn.

			Water filled trenches scored the land, and my boots sunk in a mud hole. “Ugh.” They slurped out of the mud, and I shook off the sludge. Going to the eastern wall and the dual doors, I clutched the wrought-iron bar and pulled. It didn’t budge. It had been a while since we’d played here.

			The barn housed Chester, my pet pony. Dad liked to tell us stories. Stories of the olden days when the barn was more than an elaborate shed for our pets. It was the main focal point when Cordaes worked the acreage. Tractors, hay busters, horses, cows, pigs, the chicken coop was on the side of the barn, a proper farmstead.

			Dad had painted a picture with his words. I imagined generations coming together to build a dynasty. “All these fields used to be crops of corn. And over there,” he’d indicate with a sweep of his arm, “alfalfa, cabbage, fields of vegetables, not equivalent to those harvested by great grandpa. We’d butcher and eat only the meat we’d raised. This land was cultivated by the blood and sweat of our ancestors,” he’d say with pride, gloating. The farm had rapidly declined when he was a kid and was left to rot by the time he’d reached his teens.

			It stood as a reminder. A reminder of blood, sweat, and tears.

			For me, the barn was almost, but not quite, comparable to the attic. An excellent playground. Hardly ever Sammy because he’d been too small, but Hazel and I liked to play in the loft. We read books. Have tea parties. Hop into mounds of hay. Fresh hay for Chester.

			The hinges on the barn doors were corroded, a swift kick might do the trick. Using my heel, I booted and booted until wooden panels quaked. Gripping the handle with both hands, digging my feet into the ground, I tugged them open and cringed from the squealing metal.

			Putrefying straw and waste whacked me in the face. I walked in, fanning the despoiling stench. Shrouded in darkness, I fumbled around for the light switch. A couple of bulbs had died, though, intermittent spotlights, tacked onto two-by-four support beams, immersed the barn in a mellow glow.

			The toes of my boots were nosing up moldering whatnots, secreting a plague upon my senses. Good and bad. At a very young age, might have been before I could walk, I liked the outdoorsy smells. Especially hay. I plugged my nose, not so much anymore.

			Out of habit, I went to Chester’s stall swathed in shadows. Like reading braille, I traced his name that I’d engraved in the wood. A distinct nickering had me roaming from stall to stall. “Hi, Chester.” I snuffled, thinking of his reddish-brown mane that I’d brush and braid. “Miss you, buddy.” Chuffing and a hoofbeat sounded. Whether it was my inventive imagination or his spirit prodding me, he was letting me know he was in a better place.

			He’d been lame and sickly and in the dead of winter Dad clutched his rifle and slammed out of the house. I dashed after him, shoeless and coatless. My legs got buried in foot-high snow. Dad led Chester into the pasture. My feet were cubes of ice.

			Gunfire blasted.

			Hearing the past, I covered my ears, the discharge still prevalent.

			“Nelope? Nelope, are you okay?”

			Taken by surprise, the ruthless reflections disbanded.

			“I figured it was you.” Hazel came waltzing in, garbed in jeans and a jacket that was too big on her. It had been mine, along with the jeans. The unicorn patch on the knees was a sure giveaway. Gramma was giving her my hand-me-downs or Hazel liked to raid my old clothes.

			I bet she seldom takes them shopping as often as Mom did.

			“You saw me in this fog,” I said, my voice tremulous with the past sticking to my brain.

			“Yep.” A cute sound tinkered out of her mouth. “After breakfast, we’re supposed to read for an hour. It’s boring. I was on the window seat when something walked by. I came to investigate. I thought and hoped it was you.” Eyeing me, her happy smile wilted. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m thinking of poor Chester.” I smoothed my hand over the rail of the stall.

			“Oh. Sorry.”

			I figured she didn’t remember him, being so young. “It’s been a while since we played here.” Attempting a weak grin, I moved to the center of the barn.

			“Sammy and I come here a lot. Now that you’re home, we can all play together.” Her lips slanted, looking precocious. She perched her right elbow on the palm of her left hand, flipping her wrist teasingly. “Or— are you too mature to play with us, now that you’re going on eighteen. Dean is probably occupying all your time.” Tenting her fingers over her nose and mouth, she giggled, subtle light catching her shiny eyes.

			I wish. “You slay me, kid.”

			“Come on, let’s go into the loft,” she prompted.

			Before I uttered a syllable, she dashed to the ladder. “Is the ladder safe?”

			“Scaredy cat,” she goaded, ascending nimbler than a spider monkey. Leaning over the ledge of the loft, she said, “C’mon.”

			I was interested, hoping the weathered rungs of the ladder would hold my weight.

			“Look, Nelope, everything’s still here,” she said as I reached the top rung. “Our tea set and books. Just how we left them.” Busying herself arranging plastic teacups and plates on our kiddie table and chairs that Dad had made, I went to the Dutch door.

			I worked the latch until it clicked. Swinging it wide, I rested my arms on the lower section of the Dutch door and peered out. Hazel joined me. How many mornings, days, and nights had we spent like this? Together. Or by myself. In solitude. Mulling over our thoughts in complete silence. Well, usually me, Hazel had been quite a blabbermouth.

			The pastures and meadows were smoking, pluming mist. The grayness had somewhat brightened as evaporating fog roiled upon swales and hills. From our vantage point, the detached garage and the western frame of Crows Nest was blurry, but visible.

			Coxing my sight back to the meadow, the ground coverage came to life. Even though there wasn’t a suggestion of a breeze, tall weeds shivered. A raucous squawk resonated until there was a cacophony of cawing and whirring of wings. I shuddered, and a wisp of foreboding crimped my backbone. Squadrons of black crows launched into the grayness. Brigade after brigade, my sister and I gazed in awe. Their discordant cries magnified tenfold in the rising fog.

			“Creepily breathtaking,” I said, watching their migration into obscurity, and then joggled my shoulders to erase glacial fingers climbing my skin.

			“It never gets old, does it.”

			I’d been disputing with myself whether to broach the appearance of the buzzard or not. That’s what they called her, though mockingly, yet I’d seen it. Materializing before my eyes— or my delusions were accelerating.

			Is my brain falling apart? Dismantling, piece by piece?

			Should I confront her and Sammy? Ask them if they’re seeing what I’m seeing? What if it’s all me? Schizophrenia.

			Hazel rounded her hand on the sleeve of my aquamarine sweater. “Let’s have tea. It’ll take the chill off.”

			Her creativity delighted me, decreasing my qualms. After all these years, even at twelve, she liked to fantasize, and I encouraged her make-believe world. Unlike girls her age that were ditzy over clothes, makeup, and music, she was young in body and spirit. That’s what homeschooling does, lots of sheltering. Unfavorable and favorable. We settled onto miniature chairs and Hazel poured steaming tea from the pot into our cups.

			“Careful, it’s hot. Blow on it.” Making an O with her lips, she blew furling steam and sipped. “Mmm, tasty. It’s a Darjeeling blend. Here, have a biscuit.” She deposited a plate piled with cookies in front of me. “I made them myself.”

			“These look like Mom’s specialties.” My teeth crunched into the sugary goodness, making sure I seized some of the chocolate blob on top. “Mmm…” I hummed, cherishing each morsel.

			“They are Moms. I found her recipe box in the cupboard.” She swiped fingers across her mouth, ridding herself of crumbs. “Since Mom isn’t here to cook anymore, Gramma hired a lady. So, I took the box and hid it in the attic. I don’t want a stranger stealing her recipes.”

			My upbeat mood tanked into the pit. Mom’s gone. I’ll never see her again.

			Instead of spoiling our moment, we finished our tea soiree and read books to each other while lying in the hay like we used to. What stupefied me— there wasn’t that offensive moldering straw from the barn floor, it was ripe and fresh.

			“I missed this. Thanks, Hazel.”

			“You haven’t braided my hair yet.”

			“Ahh… I almost forgot. And then Sammy can pretend your braids are horse reins and lead you around the yard and make you cry.”

			“Now that he’s bigger, I can punch him out,” she spoke through a snigger, and fisted the air. “Mom always thought I was the instigator. But it was Sam. Oh, the spankings I got.”

			“Turn around.” I circled my hand, and she obeyed. “Do you have a hair tie?” She produced one over her shoulder. “Is Gramma treating you and Sammy any better?” I began dividing her luxurious hair into three sections.

			“The old buzzard is as mean as the day she was born.”

			I snorted. “Do you know when she was born?” I pulled her strands taut, creating a near-perfect braid.

			“Dad said, she always was and always will be.”

			Finishing the braid, my hands shook. “Dad said that?”

			“Yes.”

			“Mom told me,” I said while securing the braid with the tie, “she was as old as the sky and the moon.” Hazel gave a nod. The midnight braid dripped down her back. “Isn’t it weird?”

			“What’s weird?” She twisted to face me. Pulling the braid over her shoulder, she brushed the tasseled tip on her perky nose.

			“How both of them described her.”

			“I guess.”

			Hazel slid off her jacket, letting it drop to the hay. Underneath was a plain white T-shirt. “It’s warming up.” She went and stood, facing the band of sunshine spilling through the Dutch door. Dazzling rays bleached her body from head to toe, looking ethereal. The skin on her face shone and her pert nose seemed pointier than I recalled. Swishing her arms above her head, she stretched and brought them down in a wide arc like feathery wings in motion. Coming out of the sunshine, the gleam receded from her body.

			Hazel’s content expression turned mopey, fingering her lengthy braid with two hands. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask since the day you came home. But I never got a chance because Mom was stealing you away from me and Sammy. And when you’d come to visit, I never got up the nerve.”

			The imaginary tea and biscuits turned to stone in my belly. “Sure. You can ask me anything,” I said, wanting to sound cheery but it came out wooden.

			She held onto the braid like it was a lifeline. “Why did you hate Daddy so much?”
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nineteen

			I laced my fingers together, making a solid fist and brought them up under my nose, covering my mouth. Squeezing and reopening my eyes, I wavered. Could she read me? I lacked compunction. The burden of shame. It weighed heavy.

			Was I damaged?

			Yes.

			Was I deficient of scruples?

			Occasionally.

			Did I care— Did I suffer?

			Every day.

			Will it ever end?

			Wasn’t it just yesterday, wasn’t it the day before that, and the day…

			I’d succeeded in suturing, confining my disorders. To live with a fortification I’d contrived. Gazing into her innocuous eyes, mixed with emotions, I felt a pinch, a snap.

			Hazel sank to her knees before me. “I just want to understand.”

			Hazel, don’t be the seam ripper.

			“Dad…Dad… he…” My tongue stumbled. What to say? Tell her he’d slap, knock me around for the fun of it. Spurned me because he didn’t believe I was his biological daughter. That might put Mom’s reputation at risk in her young eyes. Under gauze of discretion, I had countless tales. I thought I was a bad girl, a disobedient child, as he’d say. I’d learn to take my chastisements because he said I deserved them. Until I reached the age of double digits, ten, eleven, twelve, then I’d pray he’d leave on business trips and stay gone. In public and with family he’d been, not loving, but polite.

			I had no right to slander her daddy, or did I? We subsisted in differing realms. Hers was sweet— tea parties, jump rope, dolls, play-acting. Mine was a field of potential landmines and chasms. I’d spent days wrestling through sludge without recourse.

			I’d coped by circumventing deepening gulches. Nevertheless, I found myself tightrope walking on the verge of self-destruction.

			I thought it much simpler to sidestep her question, as was my routine, and said, “He killed Chester.”

			“That’s not what I meant.” Hazel rocked on the heels of her feet. Her head see-sawing from side to side, evaluating me. “I remember Mom rubbing your frozen feet and wrapping you in warm blankets as you cried about Chester. She said the pony was on his last legs. He was dying a slow, agonizing death. Because of you. You wouldn’t let him go. Daddy put Chester out of his misery. It was you, Penelope, making the pony suffer.”

			I hated to concede, a failure of mine, but she was accurate. Another culpable notch to enhance my stubborn thoughts. Chester had stopped eating and drinking. But still, Dad handled it badly.

			“Tell me the real reason. Why did you hate Daddy? No lies. No stupid excuses.”

			Snaap

			I banded my arms across my chest. Curtailing my heart from cracking like an eggshell. “He… he…” She doesn’t need to know.

			Pinch.

			“He wasn’t nice.” Pinch. “Dad never loved me.”

			Hazel’s neck elongated like a long-necked swan, and a delicate tuck formed in her immaculate skin between her brows. “Because of Chester?”

			Sna-a-p

			“I don’t know why.” But now I do. My chest hurt. “Gave me spankings… said nasty things and stuff.” Her pretty face screwed up and began to change. I blinked. Reconfiguring her sudden distortion, trying to get her eyes into her skull where they belonged. Palest blue irises turned liquidly black, deforming her featuring into that of the predator.

			I slapped my hands over my eyes, puffing in and out of my mouth until equanimity returned. “I don’t want to talk about him.” I parted my screening hands like drawing open curtains, making sure Hazel was Hazel.

			Her untweezed eyebrows were riding high on her forehead over moony eyes. “I just wanted to know,” she said, tenuously.

			“Now you know.” No way in hell was I going to clarify I might not be her blood sister. No way.

			“I’m sorry, Nelope.” She wore her innocence like a glowing aura, which, mercifully, led me to believe Dad never raised a hand to my sister or brother.

			Being cloistered might be more of a disadvantage than a blessing in Hazel’s case.

			She won’t make it on the outside where teens bully you to distraction.

			Mom used to take us to the village library where Miss Greta read us stories, and play dates, grocery shopping, the sewing center. I doubted Gramma pampered Sam and Hazel by indulging them with activities. Someday, soon, I will get them out of here.

			“I gotta go.” I scrabbled up and brushed hay from my pants.

			“Don’t go, Nelope. Please, don’t go. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. Sammy’s coming.”

			I started for the ladder. “Where is he? Not in the cellar again?”

			“He wouldn’t finish his math or reading.”

			As we were schlepping out of the barn, Sammy broke through the waning fog sporting a toothy smile. “I thought she’d never leave.”

			Hazel clapped her hands, then Sammy and she executed a fist pump.

			“What’s going on?” I looked from one to the other. “Did you do your math?”

			“Hardly.” He scoffed.

			“Hey, what’s in your hair?” Our hands met in his head of ivory hair. I withdrew a teeny white feather and dangled it in front of his face. “This.”

			“Huh,” he said and took it from my fingers. “Neat.” He puckered his lips and blew it from his fingers and watched it float away. Then said, “Gramma had an errand. She took the Buick.” His Wellington boots were caked in mud and splats dirtied his clothes. “Hurry. Let’s go.”

			“Go where?”

			“We have to show you something,” Hazel said.

			Sammy seized my arm, towing me toward the house. It was impossible to evade mud puddles as he was urging me to move faster. Layers of scudding clouds allowed snippets of chambray skies to peek through, a preview of a sunny day ahead. I was hopeful.

			“What about the new cook and that butler dude?” The spies. “Won’t they tell Gramma?”

			“It’s Cooks day off. And Geoffrey either locks himself in his room or leaves as soon as Gramma goes out.”

			“Look,” Hazel motioned to the driveway. “His car is gone.”

			Hastening into the rear breezeway, we castoff our skuzzy boots and headed into the kitchen. “Smells like disinfectant.”

			“Cook is bleaching everything in sight.”

			“Stop calling her Cook. What’s her name?”

			Sammy went straight to the cookie jar. Doling out a chocolate chip to each of us and then taking a handful, he replaced the lid. “I don’t remember.”

			“It’s Dolores Belmont,” Hazel answered, spitting crumbs. “These don’t come close to Moms.”

			I bit into my cookie. It was okay. But Hazel was right it wasn’t Mom’s, which were baked with love.

			“Have you decided yet?” she asked.

			“Decided what?”

			“To sign the contract.” Hazel popped a chunk of cookie into her mouth and then brushed her hands together.

			I hadn’t given it a second thought. Truth be told, the contracts were a gambit. Like eating in front of a starving man. It’s the paternity test she’s after. The thought of it curled my toes.

			“I gave them to Mr. Ranier.”

			“Whatcha do that for?” Sammy inquired while scarfing down his third cookie.

			“He’s looking them over. Reading the fine print, so he says.”

			Sam pulled the bottom hem of his Superman T-shirt up to dust his mouth. “Hey, we better hurry before she gets home.”

			Hazel pivoted on her stocking toes toward the hallway. “We thought you might want to see this.”

			“See what?” Playing follow the leader, I trailed Hazel with Sammy behind me.

			“The cellar.”
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twenty

			The cellar was exactly how I remembered. Spooky. Fluorescent tubes affixed to the ceiling scarcely made a dent in the dimness.

			An ancient octopus furnace stood in the center. Its tentacles spreading, reaching, inserting into furnace ducts. Those tubular arms gave me the heebie-jeebies, then and now. I avoided the cobwebbed, spider-infested cellar at all costs. Dad once caught a snake that had squiggled in somehow. I felt certain an ancestor or two were buried down here.

			The cellar had been, and I fear still was, a font of controversy. Mom, Dad, and Gramma fought overusing this squalor to discipline us. A retention area where bad kids went. Their objective wasn’t necessarily scaring the poop out of us, but Gramma liked the idea. It’s where we underwent our time out. Theoretically to contemplate our transgressions and be contrite and seek absolution. Repair the injustice we’d instigated, and after all that, if we hadn’t adjusted our thinking or attitude, a spanking was in order.

			There was an ingress on the left, a root cellar where our forbearers stored canned goods and whatnot. Not the kind of tins you’d buy at the market, no, these were canning jars.

			Great-great to great-Gramma and Gramma, boiled water baths and canned in glass jars whatever the farm produced. There were a few crusty jars that should’ve been tossed eons ago.

			In the olden days, cellars had been constructed of cinderblocks, brick, and a dirt floor. Since then, the walls had been reinforced with steel beams and poured concrete. Regardless of the care given, it still stank skunky. A hodge-podge of antiques, lamps, furniture, cushioned chairs, and so forth had been pervaded by dankness adding to the pong.

			“What did you want to show me?”

			“This. Come here.” Shepherding us into shadowland, the far-reaches of the cellar, Sammy stalled. “Here. Look at this.” His hand clutched a chain and a padlock, jiggling it. “What’s behind this door?”

			“It’s been locked for as long as I can remember. Look at all this junk.” I swirled about. “Probably a ton more of it in there.” The door wasn’t made of wood, it was metal. “Why bother bringing me here? We’ll never get in.”

			“Haven’t you ever wondered what’s in there?” Hazel threw her braid over her shoulder.

			“I betcha there’s Cordae carcasses in there,” Sam said, his eyes the size of dad’s golf balls. “Why does she keep it deadbolted?” In a haunting tone, he went on, “Curious minds need to know.” He gave a good rendition of a cackling witch.

			“Being a little melodramatic, aren’t you?” I giggled. He really was the cutest boy.

			“Wait—” he exclaimed. “What’s this in my pocket?” His hand glided into the pocket of his baggy pants. Instead of removing the object, he shrieked, pretending whatever was in there had trapped his wrist. He bashed his body against the metal door and rolled. A laughable, hammy performance. He clutched his right arm, the one joggling in his pocket, acting as if whatever was in there was fighting back.

			“I gotcha, you tricky minx.”

			“C’mon,” reprimanded Hazel, though, her pale gaze was full of humor. “Give.”

			“Tah-dah!” Sammy’s hand slipped out of his pocket, holding a key above his head as if he’d won the grand prize.

			“That’s the key?” I couldn’t believe my eyes. “Are you positive?”

			“Pretty much.” A wily grin spread over his face. “I’ve been down here long enough to know where to hide. And I’d wait, staking out the cellar. I knew one day I’d catch her.”

			“Well, prove it.” Hazel clanked the lock and chains. “Give it here.” She extended her hand, wanting her brother to tender the key.

			“No way, Jose,” sassed Sam. “You’re not stealing my glory. You weren’t the one that spent hours down here.”

			“Fine. Then get on with it.” She folded her arms and stepped back.

			“Dumm-dumm-dumm-duh-duh-dumm-duh-duh-dummmm…” Sammy droned. He held the key between his thumb and finger, flying it through a space like a Star Wars fighter pilot. He navigated the threads into the bolt.

			Tolerating more of his theatrics, my throat rattled with bottled-up snickering. I glimpsed Hazel’s dramatic eye-roll, which broke my resolve. I guffawed like a whistling teapot.

			Sammy pushed the key into the lock’s hole but didn’t turn it. He swerved to catch our gazes, slyness written all over him. “Wait for it… wait for it…”

			And we did, on bated breath.
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twenty-one

			When Sammy turned the key, it made a grating chhhurnch.

			A tendril of air leaked between my lips. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath. First things first, he pocketed the key.

			“Don’t forget to put it back where you found it,” I ordered. He gave me a glimpse that said, Are you serious? I’m not an imbecile.

			His nimble fingers disconnected the durable lock and chain and set them on a timeworn bureau a couple of yards away. Neither Hazel or I had the gumption to flip the padlock and walk in.

			Sammy, acting well beyond his years, took charge. The metal door looked heavy as he wound both hands on the oblong handle. He jimmied it. Yanking and grumbling, his face pinking from exertion. He tilted backward while heaving it open. He wiped his hands on his shirt, and we warily shambled in.

			I’d predicted a dungeon, dark and terrifying, complete with torture devices. Yet, it wasn’t entirely dark. Various flickering pillar candles cast a wide range of disfiguring shapes. I whiffed and wrinkled my nose. A combination of wax and something I couldn’t quite determine. My stomach didn’t like it, churning to mush.

			Hazel or Sam toggled a switch and fluorescent tubes hummed blindingly to life. I stood there oohing and ahhing as did my sister and brother. An intricate mural adorned the rectangular room. Under my stocking feet, I was standing on the deck of the roof. It was an aerial view of the estate when it was a prosperous farm. Disconcertingly, there were crows flying above our heads. Well, they appeared to be flying, suspended by wires or something undetectable unless you really studied them. They looked genuine— stuffed?

			“Cooool,” the word breezing from Sam’s mouth, “cooler than cool. Do you think Jerimiah Cordae painted this too?”

			“I don’t know of anyone else who could have. Gramma praised Jerimiah’s craft as an artist,” I said.

			Gasping in awe, I turned in slow increments, taking it in. From the barn when it was a vibrant vermillion to fenced pastures. Grazing cows on the southern boundary to the horses, chicken coop, and fields. Blossoming crops of fifty shades of colors and I didn’t mistake gaggles of crows swooping into the strawberry patch.

			I was so enthralled in the mural I bumped into an off-centered, protracted table. Rows of framed pictures dotted the surface, and stationed at the rear, a small, roll-top secretary desk, and tucked underneath, a plain wooden chair. I scanned through a confusion of books with spines printed in foreign languages. Unearthing a leather-bound hardcover in a drawer, it had a strap around it with a keyhole. A locked book. Intriguing. Turning it in my hands, there wasn’t a title written on the outside. A diary or journal, perhaps. I wondered whose it was. I pictured Gramma sitting here, jotting her emotions, memories.

			I pulled out another book titled Transference. Turning brittle pages, it was alien to me. Transference, as far as I knew, was a redirection of feelings. Yet, this spoke of redirecting more than feelings. Complicated. I reorganized the books how I’d found them.

			“What is all this?” Hazel walked in a stupor, hands clinging her sides as if afraid to disturb anything.

			“This is awesomely que-e-er,” Sammy crooned, lengthening syllables and ending on a trill. “What’s with all these pictures?”

			I lingered by a framed black and white photograph that had seen better days, the edges crinkled behind glass. I studied the man with a handlebar mustache holding a pitchfork, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, in the backdrop was our barn.

			“I bet it’s a memorial. A room of Cordaes.”

			Resuming my inspection of the photo, the man appeared much closer than my first impression. His melon-sized head was bigger and mustache bushier. Did his eyes move? I took a step back, letting my gaze wander. Every photo or rendering of a person was more than likely a deceased relative.

			“What’s a memorial?” Sam and Hazel said in unison.

			Moving around the table, I randomly picked up framed pictures and gazed at them. “Kind of like honoring the dead. These are pictures of our ancestors. Look, flip over the frames, most of them have their names and dates printed on the back.”

			“This is a drawing, must be before cameras were invented.” Hazel showed me an image of a young girl in a pinafore. “Her name was Isabella, born in 1797 and died in 1803.”

			“She was only six. Sad.” I stared into her baby face. “People died young back then. They didn’t have antibiotics like today.”

			“Hey, here’s Colonel Sanders— the guy who started those chicken restaurants. I didn’t know he was related to us.” Sam flaunted a picture in my face.

			This kid cracks me up.

			“I don’t think so.” I went on to the next frame. “Gramma is eccentric.” Or cracked in the head— another thing I’d inherited from her. “I don’t know why she felt this room had to be bolted and secretive all these years.”

			“Hey guys, here’s Jerimiah. Look at those porkchop sideburns and long hair.” Hazel grinned. “He’s a hippie. See his granny glasses and peace sign tattoo on his neck?”

			“He’s wearing a headband,” Sam said.

			“It’s not a headband, not really. Guys and girls wore them around their foreheads. It was the style back in the sixties.”

			“I wonder how they all died,” Hazel said.

			“This is Gramma’s room of bereavement. Like when people go to cemeteries to remember their loved ones. All she has to do is take a stroll in the cellar.”

			No wonder her repetitive refrain was Crows Nest is alive. Built by the blood, sweat, and tears of our ancestors.” Here’s the proof. They never left. She made the cellar a virtual graveyard. Indubitably, their spirits have manifested into the structural foundation.

			“I’m disappointed.” Sam, looking like the hunchback of Notre Dame, was inspecting the magnificent floor. “I was hoping for skeletons, something cool like that. Dead, decaying bodies, teeth, hair, and bones…”

			“Umm… Nelope. Here, come here.” She stood near a lone burning candle positioned between two picture frames. She’d clasped her hands and laid them against her chest.

			“Dad.”

			There he was. Handsome as ever, gazing at us. Embellishing his features was his reminiscent smile. “Who is this?” I indicated the picture neighboring his. The likeness uncanny to Dad, omitting his blonde hair which was similar to Sammy’s. Yet far younger, a boy in his teens, my age.

			“Beats me,” said Sammy.

			“Wait a minute.” I gaped at the resemblance. “I bet this is Silas. Dad’s brother.”

			They pushed in, each jockeying to get a look. “Dad’s brother?”

			“That’s him?” Sam touched the glass. “Once in a while, Gramma touches my head and says I have Silas’s hair. I didn’t ask because she weirded me out.”

			“And what’s this gunk?” Hazel fingered a vial that was kissing Dad’s frame.

			I took it from her fingers and studied it. “Blood. I think it’s blood.” Candlelight danced through the vial’s glass, setting the garnet-colored gunk on fire.

			“Yuck and awesome.” Sammy was getting his wish.

			“How do you know?”

			“Because it looks like coagulated blood. I’ve seen pictures in textbooks.” It hadn’t offended me not to locate a photograph of Mom. It would’ve been fraudulent on Gramma’s part since she treated her like a skank.

			Motioning to the photo, Hazel said, “I’ve seen this before.” She tugged on the lobe of her ear. “It was on Gramma’s bureau in her bedroom, but it’s not there anymore.”

			“That’s because it’s here, dummy.” Sammy nudged her. A weird noise bolted from Hazel’s mouth as she head pecked his shoulder. “Oooww!” Making a face, he massaged where she’d poked him.

			I rotated, taking a panoramic view of the room.

			“Why is the candle doing that?”

			Hazel brought my interest back to Dad’s picture. The candle flame had swelled, blowtorch high.

			“Whoa!” Sammy said, fascinated. Our spines arched backward, away from the heat. “Why’d it do that?”

			“Dad knows we’re here.”
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twenty-two

			I lay in bed tossing and turning, side to side, back to belly, pushing my legs under the sheets feeling around for a cool spot. My comfort zone fled the coop. By two o’clock in the morning, I’d given up and padded to the window. I knelt on the carpet, leaned into the casement, and propped my arms on the sill.

			The window gave out toward Crows Nest, but the view was obscured by darkening skies and the swell of land. Though, in the distance, peaks of conical turrets pierced the starry, velvety dome.

			It had been quite a day, which contributed to my insomnia. Incongruities rallied in my head like a pinball machine with all the bells and whistles. I yawned and rested my forehead on the cold glass. My breath fogging the pane, I printed Pen + Dean and encased our names in a heart. Another yawn cranked my lips apart and I smacked my tongue. The sandman was skulking on the cusps, making my lids heavy.

			Don’t think about the cellar. I’ll be awake all night.

			Pressing my eyes, I clipped that discovery to the woven seams of my brain. Instead, I thought of those hours after disinterring Gramma’s room of bereavement.

			Sammy, Hazel, and I had trekked up from the cellar and stilled. A car was pulling into the driveway. The butler. We hid behind the cellar door and waited. He walked in whistling a tune. Whether he’d spied three pairs of grubby boots or just neglected them altogether, he went on his business.

			When his footsteps receded, I’d departed in haste.

			The austere morning had morphed into a decent afternoon. Complete with cerulean skies and with the sun baking the lane. I entered the Raniers by the rear door and went straight into the kitchen. I was famished, and helped myself to a bologna sandwich, chips, and a glass of milk.

			Carrying a plate and my milk, I went into the living room to eat in front of the television. I was lowering to the recliner when I heard the upstairs shower. I returned to the kitchen and inspected the attached garage. Dean’s truck was there. A rusty piece of junk that he’d recently bought from his friend. Either afternoon classes had been cancelled or I hadn’t figured out his schedule yet.

			Dean slowly rounded the newel post roughing a towel over his head. Shirtless, baring well-defined pectorals, and a firm stomach narrowing to where his unzippered jeans were riding low on his hips. The gods were gifting me with juicy eye candy.

			I tried not to gawk. No luck. My saving grace was the towel covering his eyes. So, he hadn’t seen me, not yet. Take advantage of the scenery. Like a sculptor observing their model, I scrutinized his delectable body. My fingers itched to skim each definable muscle, instilling it to mind like an exquisite piece of art.

			I sadly broke my pleasurable moment. “Hey, you’re home.” Startled, he repositioned the towel to shield his chest. I sighed.

			“Where’d you come from?”

			“I’ve been here.” I popped a potato chip into my mouth and crunched.

			“No, you weren’t. I came home thinking you were sick.”

			He came home to check on me? “I felt better and went for a walk.” He looked adorable with hair flopping over his face like a wet cocker spaniel.

			“A mental health day, huh?” His arm drooped and so did the towel, taking my sight with it. I was fraught, attempting to glue my gaze on his expressive face. His mouth did that one-sided curl thing.

			“Something like that,” I said. He knew me too well.

			“Glad you’re not sick.” He chucked the towel over his shoulder, and shoved fingers into his wild mane, the deed making his biceps bulge.

			I gaped. A sappy, besotted ninny. He’d been conscientious of going to the gym, lifting weights, and working out. It showed even in the muscles on his back. Playing football in high school, they’d called him the beast. I sighed again and stuffed chips into my mouth.

			Dean went to the fridge and drew out a can of soda and sat with me at the table. “There’s something that’s been bothering me.” Prior to elaborating, he pulled the tab on the can and took a long drink. Wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, he said, “I’ve been a jerk lately. And I’m sorry.”

			I thought of saying, totally, like a dimwitted twit. I said nothing. He fiddled with the can, eyes lowered, seemingly tongue-tied, which was normally my department.

			“It’s been hard having a smokin’ hot chick living in the same house.”

			Smoking hot? Me?

			He kept turning the can in his fingers as if it held all the answers. “I was out of line the other night. I didn’t mean to jump your bones like that. It’s… it’s just…” His intense gaze flicked to meet mine.

			“You’re mad at me for kissing you.” I’d deduced. “That’s why you’ve been harsh, treating me like pond scum.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying. And, I’m not treating you like scum.”

			“Hah!” I flung in his face that was chiseled like a Greek god. “Then what do you call it?”

			“I’m an ass. What can I say?”

			“I’ll go along with that assessment.” A lopsided smirk pulled on the fringes of his mouth. “Are you feeling guilty because of Olivia?”

			He blinked those impossibly long lashes. “Olivia who?”

			“So…you’re not together.”

			“I told you we’d broken up.” He chugged his soda, then pinched one of my chips. “I want to do this right, but it’s unusual with you living here.”

			“Do what right?” Flushed splotches heightened his complexion. His chestnut hair, wet and sloppy was blacker than black, and the tips were drying into gentle waves.

			“How do I ask you to go out with me?”

			I dropped my hands under the table and onto my lap, clinching my fingers to mitigate my nervous excitement. “Ask, I guess.” My unflinching tone astonished me.

			“Will it be weird? With you living here and all?”

			I wondered if he could hear my heart going berserk, thudding against my ribs. Besides, I won’t be living here. I’m moving back to Crows Nest.

			“My whole life is weird.”
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twenty-three

			Dean hadn’t legitimately asked me out. Bummer. I expected an invite that second. Not for him to chafe his knuckles across his whiskered jaw, ruminating his next move. He kept me in suspense with his engaging eyes, lips, and body.

			I buttoned my lips, blocking bluntness from blubbering through, saying something regretful like, are we going to make a date or what? I was out of my league. Those formative months when I could have been studying the art of flirting, I was in the gulag.

			When zippo was incoming, I collected my plate and glass of milk, rinsed them off and stacked them in the dishwasher. While I puttered about, he’d made himself scarce, back upstairs.

			Despite his opinion of my merits, I contemplated my next move.

			Do I behave like he never mentioned it? That is my only option.

			I lounged on the couch, bored and drowsy watching television when Dean came thumping down the stairs.

			“Are you in for going to Gimleys?” he asked.

			“Now?” I just about fell off the couch.

			“Yes, now.” He retrieved his cell from his pocket and checked the time. “We’ll get a bite to eat. Hey, it’s cooler than normal. Might want to grab a sweater.”

			“Nothing like giving me fair warning. I look like puke.” He looked hotter than hot in brushed plaid flannel that molded to his chest in lumberjack style.

			The rim of his lip quirked up as he checked me out from head to toe. “Nah, more like malleable bed head,” he said. I stirred my hands into my rat’s nest. “You’re ruining it.” He stepped closer and buried his fingers into my thick head of ginger hair, scads of excellent feels sped through me.

			Stunned by the scorching heat emanating around him, it took effort not to fall into his arms. “Give me five minutes,” I said. Flustered, I skirted past him, feeling his eyes on me, and up the stairs.

			I splashed water on my face and toweled it dry. My unblemished complexion reflected in the mirror gave me pause. What’s this? Inclining closer to my reflection, I skied my thumb and finger along the sides of my nose and pressed my nostrils together. Thinner than I recalled, and like Hazel, I had wide-ranging freckles, but those speckled dots have either lightened or disappeared.

			Slap-dashing a brush through my hair, I didn’t want to keep him waiting, and I didn’t want to look desperate. Draping my tangerine cardigan over my arm, I leisurely took the stairs and found him watching television. He clicked it off and turned. A flattering grin softened the chiseled contours of his face.

			Dean’s pick-up truck thundered through the village. The bridling tension we’d experienced since our tumble in the woods hadn’t diminished. It evolved. Evolving from brother-slash-sister vibe to girl wants boy, boy wants girl.

			“Your parents know we won’t be home for dinner?” I asked as we headed into Gimleys.

			Peggan is a stickler for family dinners.

			“We’re good.” Dean placed a firm palm on my lower spine.

			Feeling his ushering hand through my shirt, the effect was pleasing, exhibiting a possessive nature. I spotted a classmate that made my existence intolerable. After I’d been enrolled at Washington High, following my stint at Green Fields, her catty undertones spread like a disease into gullible ears.

			Once settled in a booth, I whispered, “Do you know Jolene Hobbs?” Dean shook his head. “Don’t look now. She’s over your shoulder, short brown hair.”

			“What about her?”

			“The girl detests me. I don’t know why or where she gets her information, but she seems to know a lot about me.” I delayed saying more as the waitress took our orders. “Okay, you can look now. The girl with the striped shirt.”

			Dean casually perused Gimleys and returned his sweetened-honey eyes on me. “She’s jealous. That’s why,” he stated as if fact. “I have guys asking about you all the time.”

			News to me.

			“Like who?”

			“Let’s not go there.” He pulled on the collar of his shirt, then rested his arms on the table, leaning into them. “You know what gets me?”

			“What?”

			“How you, don’t see you. Your inability to extol yourself always floored me.” Thinking he was talking bunk, I wrinkled my nose. He continued, “A lot of good-looking girls I’ve met are vain. Turns me off. You don’t wear make-up because you don’t have to.”

			“I should but—”

			“Your eyes…”

			His evocative whisper sent chills through me. “What’s wrong with them?” I ironed my fingertips over my eyebrows.

			“Light purple with a brush of blue and silver. I’ve never seen eyes like yours.”

			“Stop, already. You’re inflating my head.” He hadn’t taken a magnifying glass to Gramma’s eye color, the single thing I’d inherited from her. Whereas she has black specks, I have silver in mine. Providing me faith that Cordae blood flowed in my veins.

			I pushed into the booth’s leathery cushion as the waitress supplied our table with cheeseburgers and fries.

			“I’m starving,” I said, taking a bite of a fry, wishing to squelch dialogue of my appearance. I never took a compliment well, and Dean’s observation of my looks intimidated me. What he’d neglected to touch upon was my impaired mental state. And what Jolene tended to infer to anybody who’d listen to her. My hand trembled as I dug into the plate for another fry.

			He must have seen my inadvertent tremor because he knew me as well as the nose on his face. Tilting over the tabletop, he enclosed my hand in his. “I’ll stop, if you stop.” A judicious grin spilled into his mouth. “You know what I mean.”

			I saw myself in his stellar eyes. I’d been missing him these past weeks. The aloof boy that had been shunning me was replaced by the boy I’d grown up with and cherished.

			“Oh my gawd!” said a caustic voice. “How many times you denied having a thing for your live-in whore.”

			I jerked, and Dean released his hold on my hand.

			What did she call me?

			“Olivia,” he said trite, jaw clenched. “Linc.”

			Standing like disparaging overseers alongside our booth, Olivia and Lincoln sneered down their noses at us.

			“I can’t believe you dumped me for this flaky psycho.” Olivia’s eyes were flinging daggers, no, fiery arrows that pierced me through. “She sliced and diced her father until there wasn’t anything left of him. For chrissakes, Dean, I once feared for your life with her living in your house.”

			My body withered, bleeding profusely, each puncture wound bringing me to my knees. Sweeping my gaze through Gimleys, dozens of eyes were slinging arrows. Mumbling an incoherent moan, I dropped my head into my hands. The sting bone-deep. A black chasm opened, and I fell in.

			“Olivia, that’s enough. We didn’t breakup because of Pen. It was because you are a total bitch. And let me set the record straight, Penelope didn’t kill her father. It’s fuckers like you that pile on the hurt.”

			Absorbing Dean’s grit, I swallowed my humiliation.

			“Hey, man,” Lincoln said, intervening on Olivia’s behalf, “I always wondered if you were doing Penelope. Who wouldn’t?” He gave me a salacious wink.

			I wanted to gouge that eyeball from his druggy head. Dean turned into a quaking boulder. Flexing and unflexing his fingers, antagonism breaking into his face. He growled, and faster than humanly possible, vaulted. His fingers roped Lincoln’s shirt. Jostling him backward, overturning a chair, he had Lincoln pinned against the rail of the bar.

			As an alternative of steering clear of an imminent brawl, people were prone to get involved. Heckling them on, in hopes of a body smashing extravaganza. There was an abrasion of chair legs with persons jockeying into position, corralling them into a fight ring.

			“Dean,” I yelled, worming between bodies. I couldn’t see what was occurring. My face was mashed against some brute’s backside. But there were plenty of grunts, heavy breathing, and name-calling. Whether it came from the boys or the throngs, I didn’t know.

			“Dean, they’re not worth it,” I said haltingly.

			When the crowd thinned, Lincoln was cowering behind a bar stool. Dean was a veritable mass of fury. He’d trooped to our booth, doled out a twenty-dollar bill and, in the process, snarled in Olivia’s ashen face. That part I liked. Her extra-long, fake eyelashes had traces of wetness; she’d been crying. I construed it was a ploy to pacify Dean. He hadn’t taken the bait as far as I could tell.

			Linking my arm, we walked out with our heads held high.

			Once in his truck, he was scathing, ejecting smoke through his nostrils. “That’s what I was worried about.”

			Rather than browbeaten, I felt inspired. He came to my rescue, even though I’d never conveyed the entire truth of what transpired that night or Dad’s meanness. I uttered, “It hurt— what she said.”

			“Don’t think about it.” The wrath tainting his features dissipated bit by bit. The severe facets of his jaw and brow abated. Dragging in a breath, he evicted enmity that had been eating him. His shoulders relaxed and his fingers strangling the steering wheel lost their rigidity.

			“How can I not think about it? It’s what most of the kids are saying behind my back.” I clipped my hair over my ears. “I’m dealing with it. What doesn’t kill me will only make me stronger, right?”

			“Pen, you’re stronger than you realize. I admire you for that.” He sent me brooding grin. “There will always be bullies. Doesn’t matter how old you are.”

			“I couldn’t see what was happening.” I was remiss to mention it, but the thought of a lawsuit from that sleazebag had me in knots. “Did you punch him?”

			Dean worked his hand back and forth across his mouth. “He was wasted. And I’m not an idiot. Lincoln was egging me on with that shit-eating grin of his. He wanted me to throw the first punch. It was tough not to wipe the floor with him with all those people provoking me.” He didn’t go on.

			We drove the rest of the way immersed in our own thoughts. I stared at the blue moon on the rise as the pick-up truck coughed up Cordae Lane.

			Pulling into the driveway he cut the motor. With his arm riding overtop of the steering wheel, he twisted on his seat. “Still want to go out with me or have you had enough excitement for a lifetime?”

			Submitting my irrevocable response, I undid my seatbelt and launched myself at him, crushing my mouth against his.

			Heading into the house, we shucked out of our sneakers and went into the lighted kitchen. Mr. Ranier was coming in from the living room. “Hey, been waiting for you.” His regard fled past Dean to me. “I went through the contract.”

			Bellying up to the table, the papers glared at me. Gramma’s subterfuge of adding a codicil was irksome.

			He knuckled a stack of papers. “This is fairly clean-cut. What it doesn’t denote is if Glenora will allow you to reside in Crows Nest after…” His brow furrowed.

			I knew the answer— a hard no.

			Mr. Ranier massaged the back of his neck and left his hand there. “What I didn’t understand and thought unusual, a codicil that cites you have to agree to a paternity test. Indisputably, a blood test.”

			“Huh? Why’s that?” Dean queried.

			Mr. Ranier’s spine sloped as he angled over the table and began riffling pages. “Here.” He indicated the paragraph.

			I read the legal mumbo-jumbo.

			“Basically, it says,” Mr. Ranier translated the clause, “you must adhere to a blood test proving you’re related. If the test shows you don’t have your father’s DNA, then this contract is null and void. You can’t inherit a dime of Glenora’s wealth, strip you of your role as Executor, and you can’t live at Crows Nest.”

			“You knew, didn’t you?” I said to Mr. Ranier. His mouth wiggled like a caterpillar. “My mother was pregnant when Dad married her and then brought her here to live.”

			“Well, whatever,” Dean expressed as if all was rosy. “You’ll always have a home here, with us.”

			His method of solving my problem was so laidback, it infuriated me. I was on this roller coaster ride. Each clack, clack, clack of the cogs getting higher, gaining altitude, gravity was pressurizing my chest. Achieving a climatic height and then speeding downward, the velocity taking my breath. The struggle was real. Rounding curves at breakneck speed, my neck snapped. I held on for dear life.

			“Evidently, it does matter.” I managed to say, mouth taut, curbing tears and anger. “She had the lawyer write that in.”

			“How can they prove paternity if her father isn’t here?” Dean asked.

			A shiver rattled my bones. Gramma made certain there would be proof. And I knew where it was.
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twenty-four

			Summer recess was a blow-out. Weather-wise, the rainiest, coolest summer in sixty years. Daily, I had a bout of the doldrums with Dean taking summer college courses and then working at his father’s office. We had to keep out feelings on the downlow. Cool it down, way down. If word reached Peggan or Peter that we were acting anything more than friends, we’d hear about it. We had stolen kisses here and there, like sneak thieves, which was thoroughly entertaining. Once, Peggan flipped out when she caught Dean and I playing a video game while lying on the bed.

			Seldom had I felt planted in life. I was in limbo. I read and busied myself in Peggan’s gardens. Also, trespassing into Crows Nest whenever possible or meeting Sam and Hazel halfway in the woods to study wildlife, and just for fun. I suspected Gramma was turning a blind eye as she did with Mom. She had to have known I’d been hanging with my brother and sister.

			With the onset of September, the climate improved. Go figure. I’d been dreading this first week of school. The debacle at Gimleys had spread like a contagion through the all-inclusive student body at Washington High.

			Advancing by the skin of my teeth into the senior monarchy, I thought school would’ve grown easier. I’d been wrong before. Nine more months when I’d be graduating from this perdition.

			Dean drove into the teacher’s lot. “Sure you’re okay?” he’d asked more than once.

			“Yes.” My flair of prevarication. “I’m good.”

			Scarcely surviving my junior year, I’d been poked, prodded, had my head and body tested for aberrations, bullied, spat upon, and worse, deemed a murderer. Scandalmongers had a field day at my expense. I’d prayed those rumors and days were behind me once the calendar blared September. A new beginning. However, once branded, it was challenging to peel it off without leaving scars.

			Nesting my books against my chest like a buffer, I slogged through the main doors. I banked to the left, down the corridor to my locker. A girl coughed into her hands and the word, freak, spewed out. Lowering my gaze, the morning racket was off the charts. I hadn’t detected Peyton Wyeth coming from behind.

			She bumped the right side of my shoulder. My books and folders went flying. Peyton booted my binder and said, “Flakewad.”

			My binder surfed over mud-spattered footprints. Cursing undertones fell from my mouth, it was the start of another torturous day.

			Excluding Lydia Woods. The girl who had friended me on day one. She was shockingly enthralled with my situation and the floating rumors. While she tried her utmost to wheedle into my psyche, I gave her tidbits, enough to satisfy her.

			“Olivia Reynolds really said that?” Lydia asked during lunch, and before putting a forkful of potatoes in her mouth.

			The cafeteria was pulsating with energy. With all the jabbering of the upcoming Halloween dance, I sparsely heard her. “She did.” I sucked the nectar from my tangerine. “Oh my gosh. I wanted to die.”

			“She’s a slut. Been with the entire football team, so it’s been said. Dean wasn’t the only one duped by her.” She was on to the meatloaf, which I wouldn’t eat if I were wasting away on a deserted island. “And it was a real date? You did say date, right?”

			I waggled my head, keeping her in suspense. A constricted smile pulled on my lips giving me away.

			“You live with the guy, and all this time, you’ve only been friends?” She made quotation marks with her fingers when she said friends.

			“More like the sister he never had. I wasn’t fibbing when I told you that.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I remember. Just yanking your chain. Making sure you’re sticking to the fine details of your stories.” A grin overtook her face. “Not a sister anymore, huh?”

			“Nothing juicy to relate.” I hadn’t divulged everything. Never. Our first kiss would be sealed in my heart.

			Billy Watkins, a vile boy, aimed a peashooter at us. We ducked in the nick of time.
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			Washington High had a staff development day, which meant students need not report.

			Yay.

			Being a sister figure to Dean had and had not been unscrambled. We had our first date at Gimleys, and it hadn’t untangled our relationship as I would’ve liked. Whenever we’d arrive home, and due to his parent’s keen senses, we converted into our roles. Brother. Sister.

			Even if his parents weren’t in the living room watching the tube with us, Dean shied away from sitting beside me. Worried, they’d spy the hungering vibes in our closeness. I faked tolerance and snared his sweltering gaze on several occasions.

			I craved more from him. My thoughts revolved around moving out of Ranier county and into Crows Nest.

			Dean won’t be happy. Neither will his parents.

			I’d packed most, not all my belongings. I’d accumulated too much junk. Those unnecessities I’d collect later. I’m going home.

			My soul, spirit, and my heart desired to be home with my sister and brother. I’ll have that stupid DNA test. I once believed Crows Nest was miserable. Not anymore. I loved it and all its eccentricities. I love the blood, sweat, and tears of my ancestors.

			I had to be packed and gone before I’d be discovered. The problem lied in how to get all this stuff a half-mile down the lane. I recalled seeing Dean’s radio flyer wagon tucked away in the garage.

			It’s a miracle we hadn’t mangled ourselves when we were children. Wheeling and pushing the flyer to greater heights through treed forests, flying over ridges, freewheeling down vales. We were reckless. Not fearing broken bones or getting our heads chopped off. Yes, good memories. Treasured every bump and bruise.

			Cramming garbage bags full of clothes, shoes, and whatnot, even hanging bags off the side of the wagon, I started hauling it up the lane. Bedford Falls had been gifted with a sunny day, bolstering my mood. The muscles in my arms were screaming, and the closer I got, niggling reservations were eating me alive. Will Gramma let me in? What if she turns me away, sends me back to the Raniers? The what ifs were skyrocketing.

			I towed the rickety wagon to the porch, set the metal handle on the step, and went to the door. Locked. I rang the bell. When Geoffrey answered, I said, “Mind helping me?” I moved sideways so he could see the wagon.

			“Is Mrs. Cordae expecting you?”

			Not this again. “Tell her I’m home.” His bewildered expression picked over my jumble of bags. “Help me or not. Your choice. But I’m coming in.” Despite his girth, I pushed through him and the door. “Gramma, I’m home!” Broadcasting my arrival, and hoping my cadence hit the rafters in the attic.

			The snooty butler shuffled away.

			“Thanks for the help, buddy.”

			Gramma was a no-show as I lugged my junk into the house and up the stairs to my room. Geoffrey must have informed her I was there and what I was doing. She hadn’t stalked out blazing her disapproval. Which meant, she approved, permitting me access. Never humbling or appearing subservient by admitting I was calling the shots or violating her authority. She would take credit for ordering my return.

			The arduous task took a while. Prone to bungling my feet on the stairs, I fared well enough not to fall and break my neck. When every bag and article was dumped on the floor of my room, I collapsed.

			Pooped, my arms and legs ached, and I still had to return the wagon. Resting on my bed, I recognized the groaning creaks, the house settling which sounded like footsteps. As a child and hearing noises in the middle of the night, I’d cry out. Convinced Crows Nest was entertaining ghosts.

			I missed the smell of pine needles, wood polish, and the sounds of my youth. I’d once thought the noises eerie, especially the creaking and popping of the octopus furnace blasting warmth throughout its reaching tentacles.

			I’m home.

			A drawn-out squeal woke me. Someone was slowly opening my bedroom door. I must have dozed off because my sunny room had dimmed.

			“Hazel. Sammy,” I said groggy, wondering what took them so long.

			“Just me, dear.”

			I wrenched upright. Gramma was the last person I had envisioned to make first contact. Sweeping in, she switched on the bedside lamp. In a dimly lit room, it was natural for shading to slip into hollows and creases exacerbating a person’s features, and not in a good way.

			“You’ve made your decision then.” The matriarch stood above me, arms looped behind her. “I’m hoping this will go better than before.”

			“Before?” I questioned, and then grasped what she’d been implying. She lowered herself onto the bed. Not that she needed my consent, yet it bothered me. You’re not my mother. Don’t try to take her place.

			“That panic attack your first day home. Dean was the only one strong enough to hold you still. You were thrashing like a…” she neglected to say her description of my madness, “until Dr. Mortimer arrived and gave you a sedative. You were unconscious when Dean carried you to the Raniers car,” she cited, like my brain retention had lapsed. “I think you traumatized the poor boy. He looked wretched.”

			I couldn’t contain my eye roll. I felt like I’d been riding this rodeo forever. “Oh— that.” There wasn’t going to be a reenactment, not if I could help it. “Have you heard from Dad yet?”

			In an instant, her mouth turned pruney. “No word.” Smoothing her mid-length skirt, she stood. Evidently, I chanced upon a sore topic. Either she’s leery because I’d accused her of being an accomplice in Dad’s death in front of Mr. Ranier or skittish because I was certifiable.

			“I’m assuming you’ve asked your mother this exact question. What did she say?”

			“She told me everything.” I awaited her reaction, there was none, only apathy. “About the Alliance Federation. How Dad was in trouble and felt he had to leave. All of it.”

			“Then you know— all of it.” Her condescending tone lay like a mealy corndog in my gut. She tucked her loose blouse into the waistband of her skirt. Casting squinty eyes at me, her head abruptly jerked toward the wall. When she turned back, her face was drawn, blanching. “We’ll talk more about this another day, after you’re settled.”

			Did she hear something? Are the spies listening in?

			Seconds after Gramma walked out, Hazel and Sam bounded into my room and onto my bed. She must’ve ordered them not to disturb me while I’d napped and until she had her say.

			“We thought she’d never leave.” My brother and sister jumped up and down, making my body sway like a dinghy in rough water.

			I rolled off the bed and went to my chest of drawers and peered above it where Gramma was having a thing with the wallpaper. Perhaps I’m not the lone nutball. Mental illness is congenital, isn’t it? Thinking of heredity, I wondered when she would make the appointment for the paternity test.

			I rotated to the happy-faced stinkers. Hair prancing over their heads, looking like they didn’t have a care in the world. Holding hands, hopping in a circle, and singing, “Ring-around-the-rosy. Pockets full of posies. Ashes, ashes. We all fall down.”

			Giggling and weeble-wobbling together, Hazel said, “Can you smell it?”

			“Smell what?”

			“Gramma said they killed the fatted calf because the prodigal granddaughter has returned.”

			“She said that?”

			“Yeppers.” Sammy consumed a long breath of enticing air. “Roast beef, gravy, and mashed potatoes.”

			“Oh lordy, Nelope. You’re home!” she bellowed. “Home at last!” Jubilant tears floated in her eyes. “Things will be better now. Come on, let’s go to the attic.”

			“But I’m hungry,” Sammy carped. “Cook told Gramma we’ll be eating shortly.”

			“I miss Mom’s homemade meals. She’s… she made the best food.” Hazel took the words right out of my thoughts.

			The euphoric barometer descended like a ten-ton gorilla sitting on my chest. Mom is never coming home. Gone forever. To keep my waterworks at bay, I stabbed my fingernails into my palms. Splitting skin till I felt blood rising.

			“Time to eat!” a woman trumpeted from below.

			“Yay!” Sammy flew off the bed and out the door.

			“Are you okay?” Hazel inquired, cocking her head.

			I swear, those eyes of hers saw right through me. “I’m fine. Go on down. I’ll be there in a minute. Just want to wash up.”

			“You don’t look fine.”

			“It’s a transition. From being with the Raniers and all.”

			“You looked kind of pukey when we came in. Did Gramma upset you?” She wound the hem of her yellow cardigan around her fingers.

			When she said pukey, my mouth pursed, repressing a giggle. “Well, you know her. She can be a puke-miser.” That cute tinkling that I love so much came out of her.

			“Orrrr…” Her keenness showed in the rounding of her eyes. “It’s Dean, isn’t it? You miss him.”

			Why hasn’t he called? By now, they know I packed up and left. I turned to glimpse my digital clock, six-forty-five.

			“It is Dean.” She tapped her finger on the tip of her nose, spot-on.

			“It might be,” I said liltingly and offered her a synthetic curve of my mouth.

			“Food is getting cold!” the cook yelled.

			“Call him after dinner,” Hazel suggested and darted out.

			Relaxing my fingers, blood tinted the beds of my nails. I went into the bathroom and scrubbed my hands and applied ointment on the tiny cuts. Now that I’m home, my search begins to uncover what Crows Nest is hiding.

			I hesitated at the top landing of the stairs. Deviating from the staircase, I walked along the hallway and stood facing my parents’ bedroom. It felt creepy to go in there, to mess with their things. Instead, I moved further down the hall. My fingers rounded the knob, locked. Who locks their bedroom unless a person is concealing something? Staring at the six-panel door, I murmured, “I have to get in there.” As if the house knew my objectives, the doorknob turned on its own accord and parted a smidge from the frame.

			Quietly pushing myself through, I took in her room. It smelled nasty, like raw meat. Wiping the odor from my nose, I had to hurry. I worked through her closet, checked under her bed, and rifled through her clothing. Tackling her bathroom, I jiggled the trash bin. A scattering of tiny bones were hidden underneath tissues. Chicken wings, is that what reeks? I didn’t have the stomach for picking through her garbage. I turned to leave and skidded to a stop. A black feather was wedged under the bathroom door. Bending, I picked it up by the quill and twirled it in my fingers.

			Taking the feather, I passed her bureau and paused. There was her hat festooned with feathers, the one she wore to the funeral home. I held the feather in my hand up to the others. It matched. How many feathers were in this hat?

			Minutes later, and unfulfilled in my endeavors, I went down for dinner. I discovered nothing of substance. Except she eats in her room and her hat lost a feather.

			“Hey,” Sam addressed me as I walked in, a piglet chowing his meal with gravy buttering his mouth. “Seems weird having you home, eating with us.”

			“Be polite,” Hazel chided. “A good weird.”

			“Looks delicious. Thank you, Gramma,” I said.

			She had claimed Dad’s chair at the head of the table. I supplied my plate with beef, potatoes, and gravy. After spooning broccoli on the side, I took my usual chair.

			“Come, dear. Sit next to me,” Gramma beckoned, motioning to the chair next to her.

			With forkfuls poised near their mouths, my brother and sister eyed the vacant chair. Mom’s chair.

			“This is where I always sit.”

			“Not anymore. Here.”

			“But—”

			Her domineering gaze pinpointed me.

			I skated my plate over the table to Mom’s spot. Bearing through the uncomfortable hush, I sliced my slab of beef into bite-size pieces.

			“Penelope, I scheduled the blood test for tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow?” I croaked over the lump in my throat. “In the village?”

			“There’s a diagnostic center on Wetherstone.”

			“Gramma,” I said reserved. “I need a cell phone.” Her nostrils widened, taking in a forceful breath. Her angst was triggered from Hazel’s fork clattering on her plate or from my request.

			“When you can afford one,” she snipped, “then you may buy it.”

			“Well then, I’ll need a driver’s license to get a job.” I put my plan into action. “Can we take a detour after the blood test to the DMV to get my permit?”

			She didn’t nod. Didn’t say yes. Didn’t say no. A good sign.

			Sam was the first one to ask to be excused. Gramma’s mouth bunched, and he took that as an affirmative. Hazel mouthed, “Attic,” and lagged after him.

			I ate sparingly, my special dinner expanded like a boulder in my stomach. Blotting my lips on my napkin, I laid it on the plate. When Mom and Dad were here, we’d pitch in to do the dishes. Things changed. However, I began clearing the table.

			“Let it go. Dolores will take care of it.” Gramma inclined in her chair. “I’d been giving it some thought, and—”

			The ringing of the doorbell interrupted whatever she was going to say.

			“I’ll get it.”

			“Geoffrey will answer the door.”

			I heard her but did not listen. Sprinting into the foyer, I cut the butler off at the pass. I’d been expecting him and wondered what took him so long.

			“Hey, Dean, come on in.” Gone from the Raniers for half a day and I missed him. He took my breath away with his mussed hair and rosy cheeks. “I thought you would call.”

			“I did. The person who answered said you were resting and couldn’t be disturbed.” He wiped his feet on the outdoor mat and, wearing a frown, walked in. “You could’ve given us fair warning.”

			“I told you I was moving home.”

			“You mentioned it, but...” He shrugged out his jacket and rather than handing it to me, he chucked it on the church bench by the door. “How’s it going?” Thrusting both of his hands into his hair, he slicked it back.

			Gramma wandered in. “Dean, nice to see you,” she said, pretentiously. “I already talked with Penelope regarding that night you brought her home from Green Fields. I don’t desire a reoccurrence.”

			Why did she say that as if cautioning him? The tips of his ears reddened as he shifted from foot to foot and hooked his thumbs into the rear pockets of his jeans.

			“Go into the drawing room and I’ll have Geoffrey make a fire.”

			We wouldn’t have any privacy in there. No doubt, she’d join us. “I prefer the library.” Before she had a chance to oppose, I grasped Dean’s elbow and tugged him across the foyer. His sneakers cuffing on the parquet, leaving Gramma to glare after us.

			The darkened library had slivers of twilight falling from the windows. I released his arm and headed toward the lamp. Prior to reaching the switch, I was nabbed from behind, his arms anchoring my waist. I nestled my backbone into his body, which was pure hotness. I liked the feel, the scent of him.

			His fingers gathered my hair and gently drew it aside, exposing my neck. I cooperated by tilting my head for him to gain access. His tongue teased the column of my throat and then manipulated me like an expert, molding our lips together.

			Tenderly, not the crazed animals in the forest, his mouth tasted mine. Hankering for more, I turned, facing him. I twined my arms around his neck, drawing him to my level. In perfect harmony, our lips parted. I tempted him. He tempted me. What put a damper on our snogging, an amalgam of petty thoughts. Gramma’s reminder of my mania and Dean’s participation. How could this boy like me after seeing me at my worst? Of course, Gramma had to mention he looked wretched.

			When his body hardened and his caresses intensified, I pulled back. Our mouths, a butterfly kiss away, I purred, “Why are you keeping things from me?”
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twenty-five

			In my mind, his duplicity felt bitter. My arms fell from his shoulders, and I switched on the lamp.

			“What are you talking about. What things?” Puzzled, Dean licked his lips as if tasting me still.

			“That day you drove me home from Green Fields. You know what happened.”

			“Yes. I was here. So, what?”

			“So, what?” I hadn’t meant to shriek like a bitch in heat. “I cracked-up. And all this time we never discussed it.”

			“What’s to discuss?” He scuttled a hand through his hair, roughing into a chaotic mess. “My parents met with your mom and grandmother. They made some sort of compromise, and I took you to our place.”

			“That’s the problem, Dean,” I groused, seeking logic. “For some reason, I can’t remember that part. Maybe it’s the drugs. You saw what I’m capable of, and…and…” I spun away because he looked so broodingly adorable, and I had to concentrate.

			That darn burn ignited behind my eyes. I didn’t want him to see me like this. Pacing to the alcove and the window seat, my reflection stared back at me in the glass, and in the background, Dean’s awry brow.

			“It really galled me what my grandmother said to you about not wanting a reoccurrence. She’s warning you and me that I’m hanging on by an unraveling thread of sanity.” I saw him in the glass, closing the gap between us. “You never mentioned that day or night— not once.”

			“Why would I?” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t a momentous period in your life.”

			“It explains a lot. Why your family looked at me like I was possessed and in need of an exorcism.” Furthermore, it could have been why Dean took an eternity in ridding the brother/sister act. He thought I was out of my gourd. Possibly still does.

			I imagined him carrying me, unconscious, my body lifelessly dangling in his arms. When he’d laid me on his bed, was there compassion or disgust on his face? A schizo had come to live with them.

			“Did you think it was a good idea?”

			“It wasn’t my decision to make. My parents were good with it and so was I,” he said unperturbed. “Who knows, maybe your father will come home. He’s on the lam, hiding out. I overheard them in my dad’s office before he took off. They were arguing. A bad investment, something or other.”

			“No, Dean.” I shrugged off his hand. “He’s never coming back.” I went and lowered onto the chair. Bowing over, I propped my elbows on my thighs, and caged my fingers over my face.

			Dean dropped to his knees. He pulled my hands away from my face and embraced them in his large hands. “Your mother might have known—”

			“He’s dead.” Censoring his remark, my gaze ripped into him. “I’m completely cracked and need to be locked away.” He swabbed my unwelcomed tears. Staring at him, I anticipated disdain modeling his face, but saw tenderness. “You don’t believe me. Why should you, nobody does.”

			“I never asked because I thought you would open up when you were ready.” Cupping my face, he pecked his lips on the crescent of my chin. “I’m a good listener. Do you want to talk about it?”

			A constricting frigid scarf wrapped my throat. “Errr… no,” I uttered, and my glacial scarf abated. Shadows were stirring behind Dean. Cold disbelief trickled down my spine. I cocked my head to the breathy murmurings. “Hear that?”

			Dean’s eyes zigged and zagged. “Hear what?”

			Wrapping my arms over his shoulders, I nuzzled into the nook of his neck. “Cordae blood flows through these walls.” My sighing whisper snuggled into his ear. “They’re listening.”

			Frozen in this position, I pressed my lips to the skin under his earlobe and buried my fingers into his downy hair. His firm hands clasped my shoulders and put distance between us. His face full of perplexity, I thought he was through with me and my paranoia.

			“It’s a great night for a walk, don’t you think?” he suggested.

			Somewhat amazed because he hadn’t raced off, leaving me high and dry. “Yes. Let me get my jacket. I’ll meet you by the front door.” I hadn’t unpacked yet, and my jacket was still draped over the bedpost in my room. Taking two stairs at a time, I snagged my fleece, and ran into Hazel on the landing.

			“We’ve been waiting for you.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry, bug. Dean and I are going for a walk. I won’t be long.” Her mopey expression pulled on my heartstrings “Give me half an hour and we’ll play. I promise.”

			“All I hear are broken promises.” She drooped and turned toward the hallway door that led to the attic.

			Broken promises are the worst. A stab of guilt had me reconsidering. “Hazel, I’ll tell Dean I can’t go.” She halted and glimpsed over her shoulder. “It’s my first night home. I have to spend it with you guys.”

			“It’s okay,” she conceded, face sullen. “Go for a walk. Come and get us when you come in.”

			“Thanks, bug. I won’t be long.” I started down the stairs and heard Gramma talking to Dean.

			“Are you leaving so soon?”

			“Penelope and I are going for a walk.”

			“Isn’t it too late for a walk?”

			“It’s only nine-thirty, Mrs. Cordae.”

			Gramma veered to watch my approach. My gaze went from her to Dean. Attracted to his striking eyes, my heel skidded over the final stair. I stumbled like a klutz, twisting my ankle.

			“Pen, are you okay?” Dean rushed to my side.

			“Yes, except for my dignity.” He moored his hands under my pits and carted me to my feet. “Ouch. My ankle.” He bracketed his arm around my back and helped me into the drawing room. “Sorry, Dean.”

			“Doesn’t look like we’ll be going for that walk.” Kneeling, he rucked up the bottom of my jeans. “Can I take your sock off?”

			“I can do it.”

			Dean gingerly pressed and probed the curvatures of my ankle. A sigh winded through my lips.

			“Does it hurt?” Dean darted his gaze to my face.

			I shook my head. His touch prompted all kinds of feels, but no pain.

			“Here? When I apply pressure.”

			“Sore, that’s all.”

			“There doesn’t seem to be any swelling or bruising.”

			“Just tweaked it,” I said as he skimmed both of his hands along my calf to my ankle. I think he liked the feel as much as I did. “It’ll be fine in the morning.”

			Gramma sauntered in with an ice pack. “Put this on.”

			Dean wrapped the ice pack around my ankle. Then he moved the coffee table toward the sofa and braced my leg on the surface. “Best to keep it elevated.”

			“What a shame,” Gramma drawled. “Spoiled your walk.”

			Her candor might have fooled Dean but not me.
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twenty-six

			Before going into the night, Dean assisted me up the stairs to my bedroom. Perhaps my twisted ankle was fate. I believed the house or Gramma had something to do with it.

			If I’d gone on that walk, I’d be inducing self-inflicting wounds. Describing that stormy night, I’d become the seam ripper, opening my handcrafted rift, and resurrecting the dead. With Dean, I thought I’d be strong enough to relive those grisly moments. Though, it might have triggered a relapse.

			Fluffing my pillow, getting situated, I felt sick that I’d broken my promise to Hazel, but she hadn’t paid it any heed. Sam had gone to bed while she burrowed beneath my covers.

			“Whatcha reading?”

			She cuddled into me and scribbled her fingernail over the backside of my hand. “I’m reviewing the driving manual that Dean gave me. Gramma is taking me for my permit tomorrow.”

			“Awesome. Then you can take us places.”

			“That’s the plan and then a job.”

			“And a cell phone, right?”

			“Yes.”

			While running my fingers through Hazel’s ebony hair, I studied until my eyes crossed. Her dainty whiffling was solace to my senses, assuaging nerves that had coiled and uncoiled like a yo-yo. Deviating from the manual, my gaze wandered over her impeccable features. I wondered if she knew how frightened I would have been sleeping alone this first night at home. An endearing smile pulled on my mouth. She was here for me.

			Since I was jittery, the light stayed on. Light was my protection. Shadows retreated, lurking elsewhere.

			I stirred awake. Still night. Hazel cuddled into me, warm and cozy. I didn’t want to get out of bed, but something… the house… called to me. Peeking through the curtains, a large, winged creature emerged out of the darkness. I let the curtain fall into place and padded from the room. The chill soaked into my bare feet, through my boxer shorts and shirt that I’d worn to bed. A magnetic pull came from above. I furtively tiptoed up the creaky stairs to the attic.

			I wasn’t the only one awake. The trapdoor to the roof’s deck was open and faint voices floated around me. I recognized Gramma’s, but not the other. She was having a rendezvous. With whom and why?

			“Anything yet?” a male’s voice.

			“We’ll know soon.” Gramma.

			“There’s friction in Russia.”

			“Because of Cray?” Gramma.

			I couldn’t see them and didn’t hear his reply. Dad can’t be in Russia? He’s dead.

			“It has to end, dissention is spreading.”

			“Not my fault.” Gramma.

			“You should’ve handled it before it all went south.” Inaudible tones quieted.

			Footsteps on the deck were approaching the hatch. I fled and returned to my room. The remainder of the twilight hours were spent gnawing my hangnails, inundated with thoughts.

			Sometime before the break of day, when choirs of birds began singing, I’d fallen asleep. I’d fussed for nothing. The brilliance of the shining sun anesthetized my myriad of worries. Besides getting my driver’s permit, the best part of the day was skipping school.

			The blood draw was a cinch as was my permit test. Ahead of me were nail-biter days, until the results of the DNA test came through.

			Setting my laminated permit on the car seat, and toting a smug smile, Gramma allowed me to cruise through the village at a turtle’s pace. What made me a nervous wreck were my backseat drivers.

			“Egads!” Sammy squawked. “Too close. Too close.”

			Hazel annoyingly kicked the back of my seat. “Break, Nelope. Break.”

			Their mockery, coalescing with their snickering was for my benefit. I glimpsed Gramma in her prudish pose, smirking, gazing out the window. She seemed to be appreciating their magpie comedy act.

			“There’s the bookstore,” I said. “Would you mind if we stopped for a minute?” I’d been plotting this excursion since predawn when I’d opened bloodshot eyes. I’d come to a conclusion, Hazel couldn’t sleep with me every night. A lighthearted novel to while away the hours was a necessity. Moreover, I loved books as did my sister. Sammy was more of a comic book boy.

			Not appearing particularly pleased, Gramma readjusted her paisley pashmina scarf. “That’ll work,” she said, grudgingly. “I have refills at Cushing’s Drug Store across the street.”

			Let’s just say a gold star would not have been awarded for maneuvering into a diagonal parking spot. When I was younger, driving around the farm in the tractor and grandpa’s old jalopy was easy in wide, open spaces. I should have practiced pulling into Chester’s horse stall.

			I winced when Gramma’s door pinged the car next to us as she squeezed out of the Buick. She crossed Hickory Street, and we headed to the bookstore.

			Browsing through the classics and romance, I dawdled in the fantasy section. An incredible cover caught my eye. The jacket of the book sounded like an intriguing read that was sure to hold my interest. I opted for the epic fantasy, Born in Hell.

			“Penelope Cordae?”

			I swung toward the person saying my name. “Yes?” I was a tad startled noting her police uniform and badge.

			“I thought it was you. I’m Veronica Moretti. You probably don’t remember me, but I recognized you. I was just a rookie when we were called to your house.” She had a book in the crook of her elbow, and her other hand on her police belt. “I hope I’m not being untoward, but when I saw you, I was wondering if your father contacted the family yet?”

			Amiable, in her late twenties, and openly convivial. Not a threat.

			“Umm… no.” The policewoman also had to have been familiar with my inexplicable babblings. She didn’t display the typical look of this kid is a whackjob.

			“When the report came into the precinct about your mother,” her bland expression turned weighty, “my heart was breaking. I’m so sorry.”

			“The report?”

			“It occurred a half-mile outside of our jurisdiction. Since your mom resided in Bedford Falls, we got the call.”

			My breath hitched, and the bookshelves shifted perilously. “A car accident.” My voice trembled.

			“I don’t know where you got that impression. Her car ran out of gas on the expressway. It was an unheard-of assault,” the officer said.

			“Assault?” Keep it together, Pen. The ground vibrated or was it my body? I gave the aisle a hasty glance. Not wanting my brother or sister to hear what the policewoman was saying. “I thought the accident involved another car.” I felt a shred of guilt because I’d never inquired if anybody else was hurt.

			“Perhaps I’m overstepping my authority here.” She refrained from divulging anything more. “It was presumptuous of me.”

			“I was told she died in a car accident. Did someone pull over to help or…” The words stung my throat. “Was it a hit and run?”

			She doffed her police cap, and ringed a lone strand of hair over her ear while canvassing the store. “There were witnesses.” Veronica clipped her hat back on her head and tugged down the visor over her brow. “Your mom was out of the car. Trying to flag down help. We think to get a ride to a gas station. From out of nowhere, a flock of aggressive birds swooped down. Dive bombing her face and head. In her struggle, she ran onto the expressway.”

			Feeling off-kilter, my breakfast of syrupy pancakes heaved, threatening expulsion. Prior to turning into a vegetable, I began girding the images she’d spawned. I caged them with a blink of an eye to be dealt with later.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to get so graphic. People driving by videoed the incident, thinking before the accident, it was funny. Afterward, when news of your mom’s death was made public, videos started pouring in.”

			She looked at me, gaze calculating. “Are you okay?”

			I gulped, forcing down the clump in my throat. “I have to go.” I sped to the store clerk and dug into my pocket for the twenty-dollar bill that Gramma had given me. Zombie walking to the exit, the fugue lifted when Sammy and Hazel came skipping from of the bookstore.

			“Hey, wait for us.”

			Gramma was already in the passenger seat. Arranging myself behind the steering wheel, I said, “How did you get in? I locked the doors.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			I did.

			Buckling my seat belt, I tussled animosity beneath my tongue. Abstaining my impulse to snarl into her straitlaced face. She purposely hadn’t given me the facts of Mom’s passing. After Mr. Ranier had furnished the appalling news, I didn’t want to dredge up the crisis details. I had myself to blame. She died, in the car. But now, I was desperate to get to the root of the matter. I pressed the pedal to the floor.

			Not in front of the kids.

			“Look,” said Hazel from the rear seat, “isn’t that Mr. Ranier?”

			I drove past the corner where he was speaking with the policewoman.

			“That man needs to mind his own business.” Gramma hmphed.

			“What makes you say that?”

			“He called twice yesterday.”

			“You didn’t tell me.”

			“An officious know-it-all.”

			She wasn’t going to explain. “I left unexpectedly. And have yet to thank them for all they did for me.”

			“They were paid well for their trouble,” she said, feeling justified.

			In her eyes, I was trouble. I strove to obtain a fervent memory when she’d praised or embraced me. I had none. What I remembered most, at an early age, how she’d watch me. Those slitted eyes, crooked nose, and the bend of her mouth told me I was a disappointment.

			For as long as I could remember, she’d resented me. Because of Mom. Not knowing if I was her biological granddaughter. She wasn’t one to mince words, and I supposed she’d voiced her opinions to her son, my father.
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twenty-seven

			“Nelope, come to the attic,” Hazel said, and scampered up the stairs with Sam in hot pursuit.

			“Be there in a minute.” I slid my purchased book on the entrance table, removed my jacket and lobbed it on the bench.

			“Mrs. Cordae.” The cook bustled into the foyer looking anxious. “You have a guest. The gentleman is in the drawing room.” Quieting her voice, she said, “He insisted on waiting.”

			Dolores Belmont had the personality of vinegary wine. Whatever empowered the Alliance to implant spies into our home, if that’s truly what they were. She reminded me of those black and white movies where maids and cooks wore dresses, starched aprons, and geriatric rubber-soled shoes. Her hairnet pinned over her silvery-haired chignon was the topper. If a smile crossed her face, it might break.

			“That’s fine.”

			“What time should I prepare lunch?”

			“One-ish will suffice.”

			“Shall I bring in tea?”

			“That would be splendid. Thank you.”

			Hoity-toity, aren’t we? I followed Gramma because I had a weight to get off my chest, and nosey as to our guest.

			“Ah, Penelope.” Edgar Thornton turned from the mouth of the fireplace. “I’d been informed you’d come home to the Nest.” He looked a fright, especially when he smiled, distorting his scarred face.

			Did Gramma tell him I moved home? Perhaps not— the spies. Geoffrey or Dolores Belmont. I hadn’t given it much thought then, but now I remember. After twisting my ankle and Dean had aided me to my room, I noticed my closet was open and my clothes in the bureau were mussed. It hadn’t occurred to me then, but somebody had been snooping.

			“Edgar,” Gramma said, “what do we owe this pleasure?”

			His one gray eye lingered on me a bit longer prior to seeking Gramma. “There is a meeting tonight. Your presence is required this time I’m afraid, Glenora.”

			“You know those things bore me.”

			“There’s important issues that need addressing.” He drew aside his navy-blue suit coat and slipped his hands into the pockets of his trousers.

			“You could’ve called. Why come all this way?”

			Compared to stalwart Edgar, Gramma looked feeble. He emanated vitality unlike anyone I’d ever met. I sensed an underlying tenseness and wondered if I should leave them alone.

			“Glenora, remember what we discussed.” His tone abrasive. “The Alliance wants this resolved. It’s of utmost importance to protect the Federation— at all costs. You more than anyone understands the consequences.”

			My grandmother shriveled in his presence. “It’s done, Edgar. We shall know soon enough.”

			More riddles.

			“Nice to see you again, Penelope.” He dipped his head, and like his previous visit, Geoffrey appeared with a bowler hat in hand. He swept out of the room lacking a farewell.

			Gramma had interchanged positions with Edgar, standing at the fireplace. Somebody, probably Geoffrey, enkindled an afternoon blaze. That’s when I noticed a picture frame on the mantle.

			“I never saw this before.” I took down the frame for a closer look.

			“I was going through a trove of memorabilia. That’s your grandfather Jethro, Uncle Silas, your father, and me. A family portrait taken right here, in front of the fireplace.”

			“You’re so young— and beautiful.” My gaze snapped to her face because I hadn’t heard her giggle in years. It wasn’t an outward giggle, one of those twitters that flutter your vocal cords.

			“I was fetching, once upon a time,” she said, her eyes vaunting a winky-wink and gesturing a refined hand to her chest. A rare, animated motion. She came shoulder to shoulder with me to take in the picture I was holding.

			“Uncle Silas is an infant. How old is he here?”

			“Silas was shy of a year and Cray, I believe was fourteen or fifteen.”

			“Big age difference.”

			“Yes, there was.” She didn’t offer specifics, which suited me just fine.

			“You must’ve been quite young when you had Dad.” Gramma looked younger than me in the picture. A shotgun wedding?

			“I had a baby face.” She moved to the rocking chair. “Jethro wasn’t taking any chances of having me falling for another fella. He wanted a brood of children. After Cray was born…” she paused when Mrs. Belmont walked in carrying a tray.

			“I made scones this morning,” Cook said. “Do you wish me to serve?”

			“Penelope is capable.”

			Mrs. Belmont gave a brisk acquiesce and left us to our own devices.

			I suppose I’m serving her Royal Highness. “Lemon, sugar, milk?”

			“Black.”

			“Scone?”

			“Not now.” I extended her the saucer and teacup. “Penelope, I was born and raised in this house.”

			Gramma was a fixture here but wasn’t making sense. “You mean, you moved here after you married Jethro Cordae, my grandfather.”

			“I married Jethro Bodi for the purpose of securing the future.” She tasted her tea, and I restacked the picture frame on the mantel. “I’m a Cordae and will remain a Cordae until my dying breath.”

			Gramma was ahead of her time. Possessing her surname and applying it to their children. I wonder what Grandpa Jethro felt about that. “Securing the future?” I inquired and selected a warm blueberry scone.

			“This is Crows Nest.” She squared her haughty chin. “We cultivated this land. Lived and died here for over a century. I never wanted to marry,” said Gramma, voice indignant. “I had to.”

			Yep, shotgun wedding.

			She sipped her tea, and said, “I had to marry Jethro for the sake of the Cordae legacy.”

			I thought about her comment and what it predestined. “You were the last living Cordae — and you needed heirs?”

			Balancing her teacup and saucer on her lap, she wiped her pinkie across her bottom lip. “I never thought of you as being astute. Sophomoric was my belief. Perhaps there is hope for you yet.”

			Nice— an insult. “I’m smarter than you ever gave me credit for.” I tore apart the scone and placed a generous portion on my tongue.

			Gramma set her cup and saucer on the low-lying table, and slithered her decorative scarf from her neck, arranging it over her legs. She smoothed her palms on the sides of her head, reworking misbehaving strands of hair into her bun.

			“Your past history doesn’t speak well of your character, dear.”

			Don’t get offended. Not now. Not when there’s more at stake. Like Mom’s demise.

			“Cordaes tend to have short life spans.” Her toes began pushing the rocker and Gramma gazed into the fire. Entranced, perchance visualizing her past. “They all died. So young. My poor Silas.”

			“How old was he?” She heard me but was ignoring my question. She was listlessly rocking, time-traveling exactly as I tend to do. At this time, why had she chosen to educate me about our family’s history.

			Since Edgar’s visit, I’d muzzled my mouth concerning Mom, and my sparring thoughts were battling to come out. The policewoman, Veronica Moretti, meeting at the bookstore seemed too coincidental. She’d planted suspicion, activating theories and images that ripped into that durable seam I’d constructed.

			Penelope— you have grown fiercer, stronger. Take control of the situation, ask her how Mom died. I parted my lips but lost the words. Jumbled together like a train wreck, each thought going in different directions, off the main track.

			I can’t think. I can’t speak. Spellbound by her rhythmic rocking, my throat tightened, choking on the words.

			What is she doing to me?

			I rose from the couch, striving to extinguish whatever magic she was deploying.

			Say it!

			Ridding the uncanny blockage affecting my vocal cords, a burble ensued. Despite my attempts, I lost the opportunity to address my thoughts. Gramma said, “Are you aware that Peter’s father killed my son?”

			My sneakered toe clipped the claw-footed coffee table, upsetting china cups and saucers on the tray. Gramma deflected her gaze from the fireplace, focusing on chinking dishes.

			“Uncle Silas,” I said, confused by her admission. “I thought Tucker shot your father?”

			“He killed my father and my son.” Obsessively rocking, face rigid, she added, “I’ve been biding my time. An eye for an eye. A father for a father. A son for a son.”
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twenty-eight

			“What are you saying?”

			“You heard me,” she growled. “Don’t get in the crosshairs or you might become a casualty.”

			“Like my mother. Did she get in your way, too?” I accused full of spitfire. I was struck dumb when she hooted into hysterics. “You think this is a joke?”

			“Penelope, ple-e-ase.” Shaking her head, chortles warbled in her chest and vibrated up her throat. I hadn’t seen tears of mirth, yet she feigned drying beneath her eyes with her hands. “Your imagination has run the gamut, always getting the better of you. Listening to your invented stories when you were growing up astounded me. You should write fiction, my dear.”

			Her mendacity gnawed my bones to distraction. “Do you know how Mom died?”

			“You really want to hear this?” Levity evaporated from her face replaced by a daunting facade. “She’s gone. You have her ashes to prove it. Isn’t that enough?”

			“I thought it was,” I stuttered. “But now… I heard… I heard—”

			“You heard what?” She had the tendency of sloping forward in the rocker to get her point across.

			“I was told she died in a car accident. In. The. Car. That’s not what happened, is it?”

			Holding onto the pashmina scarf, she ran her tongue across the front of her teeth, making a slurpy sound before saying, “Even after her death, Catherine haunts me.” Tsking, she went on, “You’d been through too much pain. I didn’t want you to suffer with the nitty-gritty.”

			“Tell me what happened— from your own mouth.” I retraced my steps and lowered to the couch, in case my legs gave way.

			Minutes ticked by. Gramma met my gaze, her eyes haggard. “This has to do with that policewoman we saw with Peter. I remember her, she was a rookie at the time.”

			“You remember her?” I harnessed my anger. “When she was here… after Dad…”

			“My dear, Cordaes never forget a face.” She flicked her thumbs on her hands as if pondering what to say. “Catherine, the poor thing was hit by a truck.”

			Officer Moretti had previously leaked this specific data, or else I’d be a basket case. I struggled not to envision the scene, quite unsuccessfully. Where was Lincoln Connor when I needed him? A numbing substance to suppress this nightmare.

			“There’s more,” I stated. It wasn’t a question.

			She sprang up, the rocking chair pitched back and forth. “She told you, so why delve into the horror.”

			“Because Mom’s accident was engineered by you.”

			“You are not well, dear. I’ll call the doctor—”

			“Nononono...” My defiance had her blinking repeatedly. “You had something to do with her death, just like my father. I feel it in my bones.”

			“It wasn’t me…” she uttered, a storm cloud passed across her face, “it was an accident.” Her gaze soared toward the archway, hunting for somebody. “From what I’ve been told, the car ran out of gas.”

			“A flock of birds attacked her,” I stressed. “Crows?” Hadn’t she lectured how crows bring messages and are a symbol of magic, mystery, and destiny?

			“Do you honestly believe I have magical prowess to command crows?” She rushed on, “Catherine thought she was taking you away from your delusions.” She buried her fingers into her hair and left them there. Who’s the whack-a-doodle now —not this girl. “She was boxing things, packing. I cautioned her regarding the consequences.” She wheeled around toward the fireplace, arms floppy by her side.

			Consequences? Edgar Thornton threatened Gramma with that identical wording.

			“Catherine didn’t want Hazel and Sammy. She didn’t love them… after…” Ingesting a deep breath and exhaling, she went on to a different path, “I advised her to have custody papers filed. She told Mr. Pacek her plans, and then the Alliance got a whiff of them. She was moving to California and if the paternity test showed you weren’t Cray’s daughter— you’d join her.” Gramma hugged herself, shoulders slouching, mumbling with her back to me. “You don’t comprehend the gravity of what can transpire. Catherine was strung too tight, ever since….” Her voice dispersed in mid-sentence. “She wasn’t fond of living here.”

			“So— you had her killed.” I condemned my grandmother. “Admit it. I want to hear you say it.”

			Exponential frailties poured into her, she turned. “I did not,” she said unswervingly. “As much as you want to accuse me. I did not kill Catherine.”

			I stewed in my own skin, deliberating my next move. “Well then, on my eighteenth birthday, I’m taking Hazel and Sam away from you.” A juvenile fabrication on my part because I refused to surrender the white flag.

			Her complexion grizzled and her nose protruded as her chin blended into a gobbler neck. Droves of blackish-gray feathers grew out of her body. Her feet drew my eyes. Cobbled skin, four cambered talons grazed the floor.

			“Your mom was free to go,” she said. “But you must stay until we get the results. Catherine never understood.”

			“Results?” It looked real, she looked real. A buzzard. “You mean if I’m Dad’s biological daughter?”

			“Yes,” she cawed.

			I can do this. It’s not real— rein it in, Pen. Rein it in. Show restraint. A figment of your imagination. An illusion. I’m damaged. Beyond repair.

			Cautious, so not to ruffle any feathers, I rose and steadily walked backward toward the archway for a quick exit. “I—”

			Whimpering cries resonated in the foyer. I glimpsed over my shoulder. Two little heads were peeking around the archway, faces drenched in tears.

			They heard.

			Sammy and Hazel looked dazed and speechless before they scooted out of sight. I bolted after them, leaving the buzzard to wallow by herself. I tore along the staircase, listening for signs of them. A creaking metal ladder came from above.

			Mounting the ladder to the deck, I witnessed voluminous slate-gray clouds obscuring the afternoon sun. The atmosphere was thickening, and I tasted a brewing storm.

			I found them huddling on the deck clinging to each other, bereaved.

			“Mom didn’t love us,” Hazel gushed.

			Sam hiccoughed, and stammered, “She was leaving us behind.” Sorrow imprinted his face, eyes, nose, and mouth leaking, a faucet lacking a turnoff switch.

			Instead of hovering over them, I knocked to my knees, uniting myself in their grief. Our gazes locked, brimming in tears. I wept for Mom, for myself, for Hazel, and little Sammy.

			Will the pain ever end?

			I extended my arms, reaching, stretching, needing them to comfort me, and for me to comfort them.

			Together, we are strong.

			They tumbled into me, Hazel wrapping around the right of my neck, Sam the left.

			We are one.

			Wailing, weeping until there was nothing left. Drained. Bled dry. My knees gave way as we muddled into three combined lumps. We didn’t talk. Words were impractical at this stage. We didn’t disturb the hush, despite a fitful snuffle, hiccup, and wiping faces on our sleeves.

			Our bodies progressively thawed until we were laying on our backs, staring into the heavens. A thread of a vanilla fragrance drifted by. “Do you smell that?” I ruined our silence.

			“Vanilla,” Hazel voiced.

			“Mom is here.” Each of us inhaled deeply. “She did love us. All of us. Don’t believe what Gramma says.”

			Breezes decreased as the dark clouds descended, lower to the ground. The density enveloped Crows Nest like sticky treacle. It was the calm before the storm.

			We’d lain there mourning as one body, one spirit, one soul.

			Disrupting the stillness, Sammy asked, “Why don’t you fly with us?” His voice nasally from crying.

			None of us moved, not even a twitch.

			I propped myself up. “What?”

			“Sammy, you are an imbecile,” chided Hazel, blasting him with her ray-gun eyes.

			Our brother slapped his hand over his mouth, eyes wide. “I’m bad. Sorry. Not supposed to say anything.”

			“Maybe the paternity test will prove you’re not a real Cordae.” Hazel’s outburst circulated like a barbed rope around me.

			Dumbfounded. I listed upward. “Yes I am.”

			“In a way, I’m hoping you’re not, then you can go wherever you want.” Sammy was attentively scraping his nail on his scabby knee, which reminded me of ants. Ugh!

			“Don’t pick, Sam.”

			“I like to.”

			“You’ll get scars.”

			“So? Scars are cool.”

			Only a little boy would say that. “Once I get my license, I’ll take you guys anywhere you want. And I’m going to get you enrolled in school, too.”

			Hazel chimed in, “We hoped Gramma was going to register us this year, but then something happened and …”

			“She says we’re fickle,” Sam finished her sentence, “can’t control ourselves. Something like that.”

			“Control— in what way?”

			They joggled their heads, this way and that. Hazel tilted her head and hiked up her shoulders. “Just… things—”

			“Pop out,” Sam leapt in. “You know like— wham!” He clapped his hands. “We’re different, Gramma says we’re not ready yet.”

			“Sounds like a meat by-product. Not cured enough.” I snorted, and they looked at me cross-eyed. “You’re not peeing your pants or picking your nose and eating your boogers, are you?”

			They giggled.

			“Different is a good thing. If everybody was the same, how boring would that be?”

			“We’re much more than different.” Hazel’s upper lip peaked, wrinkling her nose. “I’m worried when you see you’ll—”

			“You’ll have a freak-out.” Sam rolled backward chuckling.

			“You mean I’ll freak out.”

			Righting himself, he said, “Come on, Hazel. Let’s show her.” He hopped to his legs. “It’s really, really, really, cool.”

			His enthusiasm was contagious, lessening my heartache.

			“Sam, we’re not supposed to. Remember?”

			“What’s going on, guys?” I glanced to my brother teetering up and down on his tippy toes. He was the receptive one whereas Hazel seemed tight-lipped.

			“Gramma said we can’t show you,” Sammy acknowledged, “’cause it’d be deter… debter…”

			“Detrimental,” Hazel corrected him and sat cross-legged. “She says your mind is brittle, and if you’re not a Cordae, something really bad will happen if you find out.”

			Hmmm, that sounded bizarre. They couldn’t or shouldn’t confide in me because Gramma said so. It bugged me worse than an ice cream cone melting over my hands on a hot summer day. “I’m like hard candy, peanut brittle and everybody is waiting for me to crack. Is that right?” I ascended to my feet and Hazel followed.

			“This is stupid.” Sam glared at Hazel. “Let’s just do it.”

			“No, Sammy,” she severely scolded. “You’re—”

			“Show me, Sam,” I urged. They were entertaining a gigantic secret, and Sam being the youngest and effortless to exploit, I couldn’t help myself.

			His rascally eyes, full of mischief, was a sure indication he wasn’t going to heed his sister. She may as well have been talking to the wind. He backpedaled a yard, and stood there, not moving.

			Hazel stomped her foot on the deck and a winded huff rattled her throat. I ignored her and kept my sights on my stationary brother.

			“It’s coming,” he said and seemed to be concentrating. “Sometimes it takes a—” All of a sudden, his head got smaller and the skin on his face moved as if he had snakes burrowing underneath. His nose distended, shaping into a beak, and eyes turning beady black.

			When feathers sprouted over every inch of his body, I gasped, loud and long, which grew into a scream. His mutation sparking a spell of vertigo. Blood rioted in my veins, and I thought I was going into cardiac arrest.

			“Is this… er… really happening? Am I seeing… what you’re seeing?” I glanced at Hazel, laboring to cease the universe from flipping upside down.

			Hazel was madder than a hatter. “It’s real. We’re real.”

			“But… but… when… when did this… how… I—” my staggering brain couldn’t cogitate a fluid thought. Cautious and shaky, I bumbled closer to my brother, who was larger than a regular crow, and touched him. He cooed, startling me as he ruffled his feathers.

			“Sam, stop scaring her,” Hazel admonished. “Nelope, you’re not hallucinating.”

			“When did you…” my thoughts snarled as crow-Sam changed into my brother.

			“After you went to Green Fields,” Hazel answered my unfinished question. “Gramma was elated. Mom— not so much. It’s a Cordae trait. We’re crows, living as humans.”

			“Frickin’ nifty, huh.” Sammy was ecstatic. His smile taking over his face. “It’s the whole ice cream sundae with the cherry on top!”

			“He’s been hounding me ever since you came home,” she said, “wanting to show you his neat trick. Now you know.”

			“Wait a sec.” I looked from one to the other. “Gramma is a buzzard. Dad, too?”

			“Crows. Gramma is so old she looks more like a buzzard. That’s why we call her that.”

			“Don’t say that to her face, though,” Sammy supplied. “She’ll skin you alive.”

			Ousting a breath, the dizzies subsided, somewhat. “You should’ve forewarned me sooner.”

			“That’s why Gramma ordered that blood test, cause you’re not showing any signs yet, are you?” Hazel asked.

			I had to reflect on that. A variety of peculiar sensations had been emerging. Most of which I’d believed were due to my delusional syndrome. The disorganized building blocks in my brain were beginning to interlock. “I have been feeling,” I scrunched my shoulders, “icky.” The best interpretation I could think of. “Gramma pricked her nails in my leg, and something’s been festering beneath my skin. It was sickening because I found some ants and—”

			“Did you mash ‘em all over yourself?” Sammy licked his lips and Hazel swatted him. “Stop hitting me,” he grouched.

			His reference about ants fetched a recall of toddler Sammy sitting on an anthill, squishing ants on his chubby legs and arms.

			“You might need a little push, an incentive,” Hazel suggested.

			Her voice brought me back to the rooftop. “Maybe I haven’t inherited that gene. A foible of sorts.” Did I want to turn into a crow? The flying part might be outstanding, but the rest of it?

			“That’s what Mom was hoping. And why she wanted to move. So, you could have a normal life.”

			“She said that?”

			They nodded.

			Wanting to inspire Mom’s love for them, I said, “That doesn’t make sense because you’d come with us. Don’t believe the buzzard.”

			“We’d stay here.” Wind lashed at her hair, and with it, taking her melodious words. She realized this and raised her voice a robust octave. “At least for a while until we could control it. Another reason why Gramma wanted you to stay at the Raniers longer than necessary. We had to learn how to control our transformations. It was happening out of the blue. And—”

			“And if you’re not going to be a crow,” Sammy dashed in, “Gramma doesn’t want you here. Word can’t get out about us. There’s this whole society.”

			“The Alliance Federation,” I posed.

			“Edgar Thornton is one of the top guys, I think.” Sam looked to Hazel, who gave a supporting nod.

			“Gramma and Mom had been fighting since the day she took you to Green Fields.”

			“Yeah,” Sam hurdled in, “they’d be screaming. One time, Gramma scratched Mom and drew blood.”

			The cut on Mom’s arm. I remember when she came for her final visit at Green Fields, she said it was from a loose wire on the screen door. I yearned to pick their brains, but the storm was surrounding us.

			“Can we go in?” I recommended. “You can tell me everything.”

			“The wind is just getting to the fun part. Cool currents for flying.” Sam glowed with an impish smile. He waved for me to venture forward to the outer railing that enclosed the deck of the roof. “Here it comes.” He shut his eyes and tipped his face to the sky. “Feel it?” Sam quivered, whether cold or in eagerness.

			“I do.” Hazel opened her mouth taking in the wind. “Nelope, this might be your incentive. Try and imagine yourself flying. It’s a cinch if you’re a true Cordae. Now prove it. Come, fly with us.”

			My hands clung to the ledge as I gazed around the backyard where leaves eddied into a cavorting whirlpool. The forest of trees, fencing in the yard, were bending in stirring gales. A shudder coursed through my body, the cold sneaking through my knit shirt.

			My brother and sister’s stocking feet changed into taloned toes. They hopped onto the ledge. “Penelope, jump up,” Sam insisted. “It’s fun.” He flapped his arms, which began developing plumage.

			Against my better judgement, I crawled up on all fours, clutching both sides of the ledge. Becoming acclimated with the overlooking height and wind, I unlatched my fingers. Cautious and in slow, deliberate movements, I got to my feet and teetered. Lengthening my arms in a horizontal position like a tightrope walker, I balanced precariously until I found my equilibrium.

			“You can do it.” Hazel’s voice was changing, her cadence screechy. “Your body is light as a feather. Let the wind take you.”

			Their metamorphosis quickened. Shrinking, though, much larger than ordinary crows, silky black feathers replaced clothes and skin. I could tell them apart by the tuft of white feathers on Sammy’s head.

			The wind blew fiercer, louder. Excited cawing was stolen by invigorating currents as Sam and Hazel spread their wings, taking off.

			Monitoring their perilous flight into tempestuous skies, I speculated if this was their method of resigning themselves to life as they see it. Spiraling mini missiles, and then soaring up-up-up, higher and higher, getting swallowed by ominous clouds.

			“It’s too windy,” I bellowed as if they could hear me, in case they’d been wondering why I hadn’t transformed. Because I can’t.

			Thoughts of the DNA test disturbed me. What if I’m not a Cordae? Gramma’s going to throw me out of the nest.

			My hair lashed my face, getting into my eyes and mouth as I strained to locate them. A cloud spit two crows with burgeoning wings, gliding naturally. They weaved around one another as if playing a game. Diverting into an arcing loop, and in a unified formation, they flew toward me.

			Approaching within inches of my head, Hazel flew over, and next Sammy. They swooped and circled, cawing, spurring me on. I smiled, waving my arms. I envied them.

			My body needed inspiration. Believe in myself. I am a Cordae. I couldn’t see the boisterous wind, although, closing my eyes, it stroked my face. Taking in an airy breath, I imagined falling forward, off the ledge. Light as a feather. Light as a feather.
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twenty-nine

			“Pen!”

			Strong arms strapped my hips and pulled me off the ledge.

			“What the fuck, Pen?” Dean whirled me around to face him. “What are you trying to prove. Were you going to jump?”

			“No—” I was going to fly. “I… I—”

			“I can’t believe you. Walking on top of the rails is bullshit and you know it.” His fingers dug into my shoulders. “What are you playing at?” He shook me until my teeth clinked together. “The wind is brutal. It could’ve blown you off.”

			I spotted my sister and brother plunging to the roof. Dean followed my gaze.

			“You still think you can fly, don’t you?” His incensed stare had a dash of skepticism. “Or die trying.”

			“I’m a headcase, remember?”

			A remote bolt of lightning seared leaden clouds, and seconds later thunder rumbled.

			“I remember when we were little,” he said, and let go of my shoulders, but I still felt their sore impressions, “coming up here with your dad to feed the birds and clean the birdhouse. You promised that someday you were going to fly. I believed you.” His shaggy hair whipped in the wind. “I was a sucker back then and susceptible.”

			Because Dad said one day I will fly. I never thought he meant literally.

			I retained that memory when we’d be in the sanctuary cleaning and adding hay. Dad swooped me off my feet and carried me onto the deck’s ledge. I stood on the pads of my toes as Dad clamped my waist, suspending me over the ledge, telling me to flap my arms like a little birdy. Despite my heart-numbing fear, I liked the idea, the freedom of being able to fly away— from him.

			A mantle of angry iron deepened the Earth’s dome, pressurizing my gasping breath. Serrated lightning split the ether, targeting forest trees. The menacing storm was upon us. When Hazel and Sam landed, I sighed, scattering my worries. Clucking, they waddled into the birdhouse and into nests of fresh straw.

			“Aren’t you cold?” he asked. His gaze drifted over the length of my body.

			Hugging myself, I said, “I wasn’t. I am now.” He took off his jacket and laid it over my shoulders. Chivalry wasn’t dead.

			“Put it on,” he ordered. “They’re predicting a hell of a storm. Let’s get inside.”

			I upturned the collar, tenting my nose, and swallowed his scent that infused his jacket into my lungs, stemming with warmth extraordinaire. Cool beads of water sprinkled my face and I jerked as thunder vibrated the rooftop.

			Dean flipped the hood of his hoodie over his head and hastened to the trapdoor. While he finagled with the handle, I strayed to the birdhouse. “You can’t stay out here,” I whispered. Squawking and feathers ruffling, they channeled into their nests. The constructed wood and metal roof on the birdhouse was leaking. I hadn’t recognized it until now, Dad had erected the birdhouse with wire fencing, wood, and metal. A lightning rod of sorts. They had to get out of there.

			“Hazel, I know you’re scared of thunder and lightning.”

			“The door is jammed.” Dean barked, his voice mum in the wind. “It must’ve slammed tight when I came up.” Clutching wrought-iron rails that had been built around the trapdoor, he clobbered the heel of his sneaker around the handle in hopes of jimmying the lock.

			Sprinkling advanced into a downpour, and like a turtle hiding in its shell, I pulled Dean’s jacket over my head. I jumped at the crack of lightning, as did Hazel. Squinting through sheeting rain, lightning had sheared branches from our chestnut tree in the farthest reaches of our property. It was gaining impetus.

			Veering back to Dean, he was sopping wet from head to toe. Guilt spread through me because I was wearing his jacket. He crouched on all fours, his spine rounding, growing in stature. I mopped water draining into my eyes as an enraged growl rumbled across the roof.

			Is that thunder or him?

			His back and body heaved upright. Abrading metal and shattering of wood were somewhat muffled by the wind and rain. A perplexed Dean held the door in his hands. “C’mon, hurry.” He looked different, untamed, beastlike. I recoiled. The heels of my feet thudded against the birdhouse.

			Sponging my face on the sleeve of his jacket, he was beckoning me to climb down the ladder. Dean. It was just Dean. A hoax caused by the deafening storm.

			“Are you waiting to get hit by lightning,” he howled. “Get in!”

			“I can’t leave them here.”

			“Who?”

			“Them.” I gestured to the birds. His surly lull sent a shiver along my spine. Upturning his face to the rain, water masked his already soggy face.

			“Come here and hold the door so it doesn’t lock on us again,” he snarled.

			I went and braced the door with both hands. Dean trotted into the birdhouse. He tucked Hazel into the crook of his right arm and a querulous Sam into his left. Blading back to the hatch he knelt and released them to fussily flap into the attic.

			“Those are some big ass birds.” He took the weight of the door from me. “Get in,” he ordered.

			I turned and went down the steel ladder backward. Dean climbed in and toiled riskily at the top of the ladder while I toggled on a lamp, barely making an impression in the gloom. He had a heck of a chore replacing the broken trapdoor into its proper position, securing it as best as he could. His sneakers squished and squeaked, dismounting onto the planks of the attic.

			He removed his hoodie, and his sodden shirt underneath was molded to his muscly chest like shrink wrap. Resembling a wet dog, he shook his head, spritzing rainwater everywhere. “You’re cleaning the poop those birds will dump in this attic.” He looked at me amid ropes of dark hair dangling in his face. Using both hands, he forced his hair over his head. Toeing out of his sneakers, he pried off his wet socks.

			I was and wasn’t cold, but my teeth anxiously chattered watching him like a dummy. With his hair slicked to the crown of his head, rendering free his sculpted features, he was a sight for sore eyes. My eyes. There were all kinds of feels bubbling under my skin.

			The storm grew in decibel. Devoid of actual casement windows, Dad had framed and installed glass blocks, which let in insipid light. Lightning lit them up and earsplitting thunder sounded like a war zone.

			“Why don’t you go downstairs and get out of those clothes,” Dean suggested.

			My hair was toast. I combed through the wetness, taming the multiplying frizzies. “I might bump into my grandmother. And I don’t want her to see me like this. She’ll ask questions. I’ll stay here until I’m dry.”

			“Fine,” he said, and began yanking the makeshift curtains, or rather, blankets from the rafters. I pictured Mom, high on a ladder, diligently working to hammer them up there. Dust particles salted the air as he pulled three of them down. “Get out of that wet jacket.”

			Abandoning the warmth, I felt the water that had soaked into my shirt, along my back and chest. I discarded his jacket on a chair and finger-picked at my wet clothes. Dean wrapped a blanket around me.

			“Thanks,” I said, shivering.

			He gripped the hem of his thermal woven shirt and peeled it over his head. Talk about eye candy. I would never tire of seeing him like this. He wiped himself down with one of the blankets. “Hey, would it bother you if I took off my jeans?” he asked. “They’re sort of wet.”

			I noted the accruing puddles surrounding his bare feet.

			“You must be freezing.”

			“Nah, I can handle the cold. They’re sticking to me and its uncomfortable.”

			I noticed.

			“As long as you don’t mind if I take mine off,” I said. His mouth gathered in a puckish smirk. “I’ll wrap myself in the blanket, of course.”

			“Me too, of course.”

			In my cosseting blanket, I scooted behind one of the curtains that Dean hadn’t abolished. I stripped out of my jeans and moist shirt and rewrapped the blanket around myself. When I hazarded from my provisional dressing room, his arms were crutched on the desk, leaning over, and reading my journal. His blanket bound his narrow hips, the material flowing to the wooden floor. The muscles on his expansive bare back bunched as he shifted.

			“When did you write this?” he said.

			I shuffled in the folds of the blanket to check out what section he was reading just in case I had to nip it.

			“Who is this Duane Simpson guy?”

			“Oh, that. Just a kid I friended at Green Fields.”

			“A boyfriend-friend,” he inquired.

			“He is a boy, and he was a friend. Duane is awfully cute.” I teased. How’d he feel being on the receiving end of jealousy? I was a snot, getting back at him for Olivia and all the other girls he had been with while I was gone.

			“Cripes, is he still there? What you wrote makes him sound pretty off-the-wall intense.” He itched his chest, which drew my eyes like a magnet. “Do you communicate with the guy?”

			“Not anymore.” I dragged my gaze away from his body. “Jealous yet?” I said, holding onto a neutral expression.

			Dean entered my space and stared down at me. I believe his eyes smoldered, like I’d read in romance novels.

			“Yes.” He skimmed his fingers along the sides of my neck. Leveling his thumbs under my chin, he raised my head to meet him in a soul-searching kiss, tasting cotton candy sweet. His hands traveled across my collarbone, smoothing my shoulders as if counting all my bones.

			I clung to my blanket with one hand while taking liberties with the other, exploring his six-pack abs. A quiver went through him. I dared to go lower, but he seized my wrist.

			“Perhaps not a good idea with just these threadbare blankets covering us.”

			“I think it’s a perfect idea,” I proposed. Sassy, so unlike me.

			“You won’t be able to handle it, remember the woods?” He volleyed my sassiness back to me. “When I become a wolf, it’s hard to stop.”

			“Are you a wolf in sheep’s clothing?” Something in his eyes threw me, a sinister flash.

			His mouth slanted. “A naked wolf in a blanket.”

			Engaging in lighthearted banter alleviated my fear. I’d been holding it together since the initial blast of thunder, grappling on the brink of an abyss. The storm, the seam ripper was snipping friable twine. Thunder. Lightning. I was frantic for a distraction. A diversion, while faulty, it was imperative that I disappear.

			Hesitating a beat, my eyes pleading, and said, “Dean, don’t stop.”

			“Did you and this Duane guy…” he expressed, “you know…”

			“Duane?” I chuckled and liked where this was going. “He’s eleven. But bugged me about it. He was interested.”

			“An eleven-year-old?”

			“Does it matter how old? Don’t all boys think with their little head?” Thunder rocked the house and I gagged on my witty giggle. I shrieked and ducked to the floor.

			Dean lowered and enclosed my body in his sturdy legs, embracing me, petting my tangled damp hair. “I love these kinds of storms. Cool to watch,” he pacified. I plowed my face into his chest, clinging to him like a parasite. “Why are you so terrified? Storms can’t hurt you.”

			“Don’t say that. They… do…” Don’t let it rip. Don’t. “It… hurts.”

			“Take it easy. Calm down. You’re hyperventilating again.”

			“It… it happened,” breathe, “the storm.” Deep breathe. “during…”

			Snip.

			“Petrified…” Dean, help me. “I relive it, over and over…”

			Rrrrip…
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thirty

			“Pen, snap out of it. You’re going to be okay. It’s over. That’s ancient history.”

			Cradled on Dean’s lap, I knuckled my closed eyelids. I was in one piece. And hadn’t shattered into a driveling buffoon, an unmitigated whackjob. My brain rift had vomited faster than reproducing spores. I astounded myself, enlightening him about my abusive father and those years and years of misery.

			Yesterday, when Dean and I were in the library, I’d suspected the shadows didn’t want me to tell him. Tonight, I sensed their acceptance and rambled unafraid. Enabling me to preserve my sanity, I went further than I thought I could. I described a portion of that hellacious night of the storm, my drunken father, hitting me and Mom.

			Then, I’d faltered. Reassessing if I should tell him how my father’s body changed, and the inexplicable manifestation of strangers that mutated into blackbirds. Although, I figured he’d heard the sensationalized version from his parents and most of Bedford. Undoubtedly an asinine, secondhand account. Now it was up to me to provide him with the whole truth.

			Apprehensive, I went on, affording him an exact clarification as I’d seen it. After my droning interpretation, I felt mortified beyond belief.

			“The rest is history,” I said, voice toneless. “I waited by the door for the police. When I said my father turned into a half-man and half-beast, they pegged me as a whacked-out kid. You know this already.”

			“Mostly, but I wanted to hear it from you,” he said, looking contrite. “Your mom, what did she say?”

			“Gramma did all the talking, had them convinced I’d been having delusions, saying my father was on a business trip. The police searched the house and didn’t find anything. Dad never came home from that business trip.”

			“Wow. Hard to believe.”

			“You don’t have to believe it. No one did or does.” During my revelation, I had disentangled myself from his arms and hedged off his lap.

			“But, Pen,” his heartbreaking eyes reflected me, “I do believe that something horrible happened.” He gathered my hands and kissed my knuckles. “God, Pen. Good riddance to that piece of shit. He should’ve left sooner.”

			“He never left,” I grumbled in spineless undertones. Dean didn’t believe. In his defense, how could he? It sounded insane. He believed Gramma, that Dad was, and is on, a business trip.

			Dad is still here— in spirit, haunting Crows Nest.

			“Maybe after your father hit you, you blacked out. And then had that nightmare, which only stands to reason with all those crows surrounding this place.” He tried reasoning on my behalf while his fingertips stroked my arm.

			“You are not hearing me,” I said, peeved. “I. Did. Not. Black. Out. I did not hack my father to pieces.” His fingers stopped their tracings and rested them on his thighs. “It was not a delusion or whatever the shrinks are saying. This isn’t a gory fairytale or anything like that. Strangers appeared in my room, turned into big ass birds, and killed him.”

			Why did it take this moment to connect the dots? Hazel informed me, I wasn’t hallucinating. Everything I’d seen, everything that had, and is transpiring, is real.

			A tidal wave of vindication rose in my chest, and yet, that wave fizzled into frothy foam. Mom knew. Gramma knows. They conspired against me. My own mother. How could she. For money? I felt her betrayal as if she’d stuck a knife in my heart. The lies. Her dishonesty. Sending me to Green Fields.

			My thoughts dissolved to a mulling thrum, and I noticed Dean’s deepening frown. Not looking at me but at his hands. Turning them from back to palm upward, and then curling his fingers and reopening them.

			“Did your hands fall asleep, are they numb?” He was distracted by a burden of his own. I read it in heavy weight bearing down his shoulders. Never have I thought of him as having struggles because he was my rock.

			“Pen, you know what,” he said, meditatively. “I believe you. All of it.” Honesty resonated in his words and in his eyes.

			“You do?” A glitch snagged my tonsils, I coughed. “That my father was changing into…into some kind of bird beast?”

			His hesitation was a nail biter, and then he reiterated, “All. Of. It. People aren’t always what they appear to be. If you’re nutballs, then I’m nutballs, too. I’ve heard and seen stranger things.”

			Before I had a chance to ask what happened to change his mind, Dean moved in, and I met his dreamy eyes. “Say it,” he ordered.

			Confused. “Say what?”

			“Repeat after me. It’s over. I’m moving onward.”

			He made it sound basic. “Is it ever really over?”

			Reflecting on my adage, he squinched one eye. “You got a point. I guess it’s never over until you’re six-feet-under. But you’re not fifteen anymore. And I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

			“I like the sound of that. But you can’t be with me twenty-four-seven.”

			His thumb smoothed the heel of my palm. “These are the scars from the glass?”

			“Yes.” An everlasting reminder. What he couldn’t see were my innermost scars. “I have scars on my knees, too. You never saw them before?”

			“Oh, I noticed.” He brought my hand to his mouth and kissed the scars. “I hoped you’d let me in and tell me yourself. You’ve been so bottled-up that I’ve been walking on eggshells around you.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t say that. You have nothing to be sorry for,” he insisted. “I’m sorry. For not being there for you. Now I can say it. I always thought your father was a bastard. He despised me from day one. Whenever I came over here to play, he scared the crapola out of me.” Dean outlined my outer ear with his finger as he spoke. “I suspected something wasn’t right that day you had a black eye and blamed it on Hazel. After that, I’d seen black and blue marks on you. At least, the ones I could see.”

			I pressed my lips on the cleft of his chin.

			He took that as an invitation, and gently rolling backward, he rearranged both of us to lounge on the floor.

			“Those damn birds,” Dean said in between kisses. “They’re making a ruckus. Can you hear ‘em?”

			I sketched his mouth with my tongue. “Mmm…” His sentence sunk in, I pulled the threadbare blanket tighter and sat up. Ack. I’d forgotten about them. My sister and brother were watching.

			“I’ll open the trap door, and you can shoo them out.” Holding his toga together by his hip, he got to his feet.

			“I’ll do that later.”

			“The hinges are busted. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

			“The storm’s winding down. It’s just raining.” I upstretched my hand and he obliged, helping me to my feet. “I’ll keep them here until it stops.”

			He cast me a queer look. “You do realize those birds aren’t house pets? They live outdoors in every kind of weather.”

			I was desperate to tell him. My sister and brother are mutants. Sounds zany. Dean says he believes me, but does he really? By denying realism, he’s stepping over the precipice into supernatural freakdom with me.

			I could show him proof, right here, right now. Have them fly down and transform. It made perfect sense. An onslaught of eerie whisperings prickled my ears. Looking toward the gloomy corner, the shadows were creeping in.

			The house is telling me something.

			The Alliance Federation. Would they hurt Dean?

			I was a coward. And too many lives were at stake. For the sake of Hazel and Sammy, and fearing the Alliance, I couldn’t expose the Cordae family.

			Turning his thoughts from the birds roosting in the rafters, I asked, “Did my grandmother let you in?”

			“That butler dude. She was coming down the stairs and told me I’d better hurry, that you were on the roof.”

			“How did she know I was on the roof?”

			“Beats me. I thought you told her.”

			She followed us.

			Pressing his warm hands on my shoulders, he said, “I should get going. I have a psychology paper due tomorrow. Before I go, are you sure you don’t want me to get these birds out of here?”

			“I’m sure.” Scrutinizing him from his navel to his chest, and lingering on his delicious lips, I inched up to his brilliant amber eyes. “You can’t go dressed in that blanket. My grandmother will have heart palpitations if she sees you.”

			“She hasn’t bothered us.”

			I scoffed.

			He went behind the curtain to change. “Putting on wet jeans is nasty,” he said from his makeshift dressing room.

			I heard rustling and looked up. Even though she blended into the dimness, Hazel was perched on the rafter, beady eyes staring down at him.

			“Hazel!” She made a caw-coo noise.

			He pushed aside the curtain and peeked around it. “Hazel’s here?”

			Yes.

			“I remembered,” I knocked my palm to my forehead, “I was supposed to help with her math homework.”

			“I’d like to say hi. Haven’t seen Sam and Hazel in a while.” Fully dressed in his damp clothes, he flung the blanket on the shabby couch. “Aren’t you going to get dressed?”

			“I’ll wear this magnificent, bejeweled gown,” I finger lifted the material and twirled like a princess, “rather than those wet clothes.” The edge of his mouth tweaked.

			He wedged his bare feet into his drenched sneakers. Wringing out his socks, he crammed them in his pocket and slung his hoodie over his arm. “Ready.”

			“What time is it?” I said purposedly.

			“I don’t know, left my cell and watch at home.”

			“I bet Hazel and Sam are in bed.” I cast him a sorry sulk.

			“You think?” Dean sounded doubtful. “Kind of early.”

			What’s up with him?

			“Gramma is strict.”

			“With them, but not with you.”

			“Hey, what’s up?”

			“Nothing is up with me,” he said tersely. “It’s you I’m worried about.”

			“Whatever for?”

			Dean stood there, nibbling on his lips, he had something to say.

			I crossed my arms which aided in holding my blanket in place and feeling my revving heart.

			“It’s not for me to say.” Looking despondent, head sagging, he turned away. “I better go before I say something I’ll regret.” His sneakers left damp footprints on the planks as he walked away.

			“Dean,” I scrambled in my blanket after him, “what are you talking about?”

			He procrastinated but didn’t turn. “Your grandmother schemes and plots, making Crows Nest a sick neverland.”

			“Neverland?” I navigated around him, hindering his departure. “You can’t leave like this. You have to tell me what’s going on.”

			“I will, Pen, after you talk to your grandmother. Then I’ll tell you what’s bugging me.”

			“What am I supposed to talk to her about?”

			He cupped the back of my neck, and leaning down, pressed his mouth to my lips. Withdrawing mere inches, he stared into my eyes. “Ask her about my Grampa Tucker.”

			“Whatever for?”

			“Just ask— and let me know what she says. Then I’ll tell you the Ranier version.”

			He turned and I snagged his arm. “You can’t go. Talk to me— now. I won’t be able to sleep if you don’t tell me.” Temporarily defying me with glaring eyes, he relented and slumped into the couch, looking grumpy, and his wet clothes weren’t helping his attitude.

			“Talk.” Resisting the temptation to cuddle into him, I went to the opposite end of the couch. “Does it have to do with my Great-Grandfather Thaddeus? Your grandfather killed him and wasn’t charged.”

			Death and murder surrounded the Ranier and Cordae families.

			“Tucker was just nineteen at the time,” he related. “Shooting crows in the corn was like target practice back then.”

			“I can see why. Must’ve been terrifying to see it was his next-door neighbor.”

			“From what my dad says, Tucker never got over it,” Dean attested. “I bet you didn’t know, there were rumors that Tucker and your grandmother were kind of close before the Thaddeus incident. Makes a person wonder.”

			“Wow, that’s news. Picturing them together makes me want to poke out my eyeballs.”

			A grunt vibrated out of him. “I miss the old coot. I’ll never forget the cowboy hat he got in Wyoming at the reservation, turquoise stones decorated the band. He wore it all the time. I thought it was attached to his scalp. Do you remember it?”

			“Kind of.”

			“He told the best stories. When his dementia worsened, he’d get physically agitated whenever the incident with your grandfather was mentioned. Tucker swore on his life that he was shooting at crows. Big ass crows— his words.”

			Crows. The drama resumes. It was never over.

			“Wasn’t there an altercation with my Uncle Silas, too?” I observed Dean kneading his furrowing brow, he wasn’t himself.

			“What do you know about it?” he said into the palm of his hand.

			“I was little and remember my father and Gramma in the den yelling at one another. It concerned Uncle Silas. My mother said he died while we were visiting my other grandparents.”

			Peering at me with questionable eyes, he stated, “He died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound, didn’t he?”

			“Suicide? I’ve never heard anyone say that.”

			Tucker killed Silas and Thaddeus, that’s what Gramma told me. Acting dumb and dumber, I gathered my mouth to the side and shrugged. It’d be remiss of me to add fuel to his fire when my head was a jungle of misconceptions, put there by my own mother and grandmother.

			“I was ‘bout eleven when Tucker juggled his rifle and went gimping into the fields firing like a madman,” he recounted. “That’s why my father got rid of the crops, plowed ‘em under. He’d had enough of Tucker’s shooting sprees.” Dean fisted his hand and hammered the couch cushion. “It was days, maybe a week later when your dad charged into our house. There was a massive fight. Silas’ name was thrown around before my mom made me go upstairs.”

			The atmosphere suddenly solidified, pressurizing every ounce of breath. I didn’t like where this conversation was heading.

			This had to end. “What do you want me to ask my grandmother?”

			“She threatened Tucker— more than once. Saying if he ever crossed into Cordae property, she’d kill him. They had a biblical row and—”

			“Who told you that, your mother?” I broke in. “Tucker’s been gone a while, hasn’t he?”

			“Four years and it still troubles me. He disappeared without a trace. I was a meddlesome brat back then, wanting to find where he went,” he relayed, taking air in through his teeth. “I promised my parents I wouldn’t start digging again. But I can’t do that.” He scrubbed his hands over his face.

			His disgruntled features cried out to me. Eyes solemn, shaking his head. Wishing I could relieve his sorrow, regrettably, I was dealing with my own.

			“I have to tell you, because it matters,” Dean said. “And don’t interrupt.” I pretended to zip my lips. “My father went to see Glenora concerning those contracts you gave him to look over. Supposedly, minor issues. She said since Catherine is gone and you were back where you belonged, she didn’t have any further need to ever see a Ranier as long as she lives. Your grandmother said she’d call the cops and have him arrested for trespassing if he ever came back. Then vowed if a Ranier stepped foot on her land, she can’t and won’t vie for their safety.”

			His remarks spiraled the slippery canal into my eardrums, and my brain treated his comment by barking laughter. “Are you serious right now?”

			“Dead serious.” Dean’s expressive scowl attested he wasn’t amused.

			Like Mom said, the Hatfields and the McCoys. “She’s joshing.”

			Snubbing me, he turned his head and was obsessed with pulling on his fingers, one after the other.

			“There’s something else on your mind?”

			“This isn’t going to work.” He returned to me, eyes guarded. “You and me.”

			Stupefied. I hadn’t anticipated those words to spill from his mouth. “Come on, Dean,” I implored, and jouncing on the couch cushions, I took his hand in mine. “You sound more paranoid than I am. This will blow over. Gramma… she’s not right in the head. Holds a grudge.”

			“It’s not just her.” His gaze flickered from our hands to my face.

			Something in his eyes, the distressed kink of his brow, there was more, secrets, he wasn’t telling me. “You?” I breathed in. “You’re calling it quits?” I pushed through the lump in my throat. “It’s over before it starts?”

			Covering his face with his hands, exasperation bowed his spine over his legs. Inaudible growling hissed between his fingers. “Dean, tell me?” I said ever so softly, hoping to mollify whatever demon he was at war with. “I haven’t impinged on your troubles because I—”

			His head snapped up. Whatever had him by the throat, he’d broken through it. “Tucker left a note,” he rushed his sentence. By the looks of his muddled eyes, he had a boatload of grievances besides his grandfather weighing him down.

			Dean strengthened his spine and shoulders, piecing himself together. “He said he was going to bury the hatchet. He was last seen wandering toward Crows Nest. Dad filed a missing person’s report. They searched everywhere. Because of their history, the cops got a warrant to search your house and property and came up with squat. They wrote it off as an old-timer with dementia. He never came home and was never found.”

			Wow, not what I expected him to say. “You’re implying my grandmother had something to do with Tucker’s disappearance?”

			He sniffed and rubbed the back of his neck. “All my clues point to either your grandmother or your father.”
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thirty-one

			Slack-jawed, I watched Dean’s muscular legs ferrying him away from me.

			Fluttering came from above. “I thought he was never gonna leave.” Sam landed and changed into the boy I loved. “I’m so hungry and tired I could cry.”

			“You could’ve gone to your room.” I roughed my fingers into his platinum-blond hair.

			Hazel huddled next to me. “What, and miss the action.”

			“You’re a poser, you know that.” Snickering, I affably prodded her shoulder. “Trying to snag a peek as Dean was getting dressed.”

			“He’s nice to look at.” Her eyes twinkled. “Why does he want you to ask Gramma about Tucker?”

			“You heard him. He thinks Dad or Gramma knows something about his disappearance.”

			“Are you going to ask?”

			I sighed. “I will, when the time is right.” Emotionally spent and I had yet to confer with them about my so-called night of delusions.

			Sammy looked from Hazel to me. “Did we miss dinner?”

			“Was there dinner? It’s got to be after nine.” My stomach grumbled. “I’ll beat you to the kitchen.”
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			Crows Nest was asleep. I vegetated in the alcove on the window seat bearing witness to the forecasted super moon. Headline News called it a Super Blood Moon. Pretty impressive. Silvery beams drizzled into the library, and I was lonely. This was one of those nights to be shared with someone. I wanted Dean. I wanted him here, holding me.

			Earlier, I felt the intensity enveloping him. And then adamantly saying I had to ask Gramma about Tucker. It was what he wasn’t telling me that hurt.

			The grandfather clock in the drawing room chimed the midnight hour. Sleep had been elusive. I was afraid to shut my eyes, afraid of what I’d see. Dean seduced me today, by slitting the sutures I’d fortified. I allowed it. He’d listened, lacking recourse or rebuttal.

			From mulling over those hours in the attic, I then dwelled on Gramma’s threat. A father for a father. A son for a son. If a flock of harassing crows sent Mom into the path of a truck, that’s murder in my eyes. The public may deem it as a ghastly accident. But I know better. Who were those crows? If she had anything whatsoever to do with Mom’s accident, then she’d be devious enough to hurt or kill Mr. Ranier and Dean.

			I swiveled on the seat and braced my back on the glass of the window. Exploring the muddy library for signs of shadowy motion, I whispered, “Dad, were you part of it? Did you fly into Mom’s face, blinding her?” Hearing a moaning mumble, ice move in my veins. “Are you here?” I expected him to walk out of the shadows.

			He’s guilty as sin.

			“Of course, you are.”

			My eyes were sore from squinting. And I was done in as the clock chimed two times.

			He’s not coming.

			I turned back to the magnificence of the moon and contemplated my tightrope act on the ledge of the roof. My inability to transfigure was leading me believe Cordae blood didn’t flow through me. After Dean had walked out, I’d rallied my nerve and knocked on Gramma’s bedroom door to ask about Tucker. I waited and hadn’t heard any movement, then I remembered Edgar had mentioned her presence was required at a meeting. I hadn’t seen Mrs. Belmont or Geoffrey. The house was quiet. The left chamber of my heart was performing that flump, flutter thingy, making me jittery.

			Separating myself from the alcove and the library, I plodded upstairs. My body felt cumbersome, legs filled with lead, each footfall took effort, and why I’d never fly. A total mouth breather, straining for air.
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			The next day, I hiked through Washington High’s corridors without mishap or a derogatory slur. Since I made senior status, my locker was now on the first floor, and it was a half-day due to teacher conferences. Turning the corner, I went directly to locker 118 and began rotating the locks combination. Releasing the lock, a gooey substance coated my fingers. On closer inspection, it was slathered with Vaseline. I looked down the corridor, to the right and left, positive Peyton and her goon squad were nearby. Even with the halls jamming with hustling kids, I heard subdued giggling.

			I managed to get the locker opened. Folded pieces of paper floated to the floor like disjointed birds. More were sticking to the inside. Someone had the gall to squeeze chocolate pudding through the slats. On the scraps of paper, snide words in bold, black marker screamed at me.

			Snorty snickering drifted from a few doors down. Slamming my locker, I found them clustered inside the doorway of Mr. Eckert’s Earth Science class.

			Every pore in my body filled with animosity. Moving within a nose length, I glowered into Peyton face. Stunned expressions altered their patronizing tones. Never in my life have I ever wanted to… to peck her eyes out.

			Peck her eyes! Where’d that come from?

			Uneasy twittering milled around the goon squad. They stepped back, leaving their leader to fend for herself. It helped that I was a head taller than Peyton. I tried to subdue the hostility pouring out of me.

			My body hardened with a solitary thought, revenge. Besieged by bullying a-holes, I didn’t have a clue how to stop it. Whatever came out of my mouth, they’d eventually twist into mockery.

			“Hey, chickie-chick,” came a recognizable voice. “Let’s blow this joint. Leave Shakespeare to tame these piggy shrews.”

			“She called us pigs?” said goon one.

			Grateful for Lydia’s arrival and her remark, I burst laughter in Peyton’s squeamish face. Pirouetting as if I wasn’t razzed in the least, I hooked onto Lydia’s elbow. I’d be ignorant to believe my bullying days had been conquered, but this was a win-win for me. Laughter was the best medicine, for now.

			Merging into the corridor, Lydia and I heard goon two say, “Who’s this Shakespeare dude?”

			An eager exodus of students plunged from the school, and I was happily amazed to see Dean.

			“Hey, caught you,” he said. “My afternoon class was cancelled; thought I’d give you a ride.”

			“Thanks.” I browsed the multiplying kids rambling to their appropriate buses. I picked Lydia out of the sea by her recently dyed orangey hair carpeting her back. As if she felt my gaze, she’d semi-turned. I waved and she waved back before stepping onto her bus.

			After Dean cranked open the passenger side door, I asked, “Can I drive?”

			“Have your permit?” He stared pensively at me.

			“Yes.”

			His fingers rounded the strap of my bookbag and slid it from my shoulders. “Sure. Why not?” I hurried around the truck to the driver’s side, and he tossed my bag in the rear. “You have to adjust the seat and the mirrors.”

			He leaned over me, explicating how to move the seat forward for my much shorter legs. His hair itched my nose, and I was immediately swathed by his woodsy scent. He continued his instructions while I breathed him in.

			“Gramma is not going to teach me how to drive and I need the practice.”

			“I’ll teach you.”

			“Last night you said, this,” I beckoned back and forth, from me to him, “isn’t going to work. You and me.”

			He gave a lackadaisical shrug. “Might not with your Gramma lording over you. After my father told us what she said, my mom’s been blinking crazed.”

			That was predictable, Peggan was wound pretty tight. His dad, underneath his indifferent persona, was a decent guy. Nevertheless, a disquieting thought tickled my curiosity. It was what Gramma had alluded, that my mother and Mr. Ranier were more than friends. I’d quashed those thoughts, but they kept resurfacing like a dang pimple.

			Making the turn onto Fairfeld Road, I merged into traffic while Dean offered advice at the intersection. His rusty truck had seen better days, but it drove fairly smooth and handled well, even for a beginner like me. Despite his educating me on the rights and wrongs of turn signals, lane changes, watching my rearview and side mirrors, we arrived onto the lane without incident, except for a minor tight turn.

			When I pulled into my driveway, he said, “Keep it running. I have to get going.”

			“You’re not coming in?”

			Dean’s sweet face soured. “Did you talk to your grandmother yet?”

			“After you left, I looked for her. I even knocked on her bedroom door. Then I remembered she had a meeting.”

			“What do you think she’d do if she saw me?”

			It bothered him and it infuriated me. Gramma threatened the Raniers, and I hated to think she’d fulfill her threats.

			Heading up the drive, noise of a spade hewing soil came from the rear of the house. I rounded the corner and saw Gramma in her field coat, gray woolens, wearing gloves and muck boots. She was puttering in the considerable garden, hoeing withered vines to reclaim and rejuvenate earthy loam. She prided herself on homegrown vegetables and I could only imagine what the land resembled when she was a child.

			Without distracting from her task, she said, “Home early.”

			I doubt she cared and didn’t feel the need to answer that. “If I ask you a question, will you tell me the truth?”

			The hoe chopped, crumbling the soil. “Depends,” she said, wrenching the hoe free and kept digging.

			“Did old Tucker Ranier kill my great-grandfather?”

			Pearls of perspiration speckled her forehead. “You know he did. Why ask a question you know the answer to?”

			“What happened to Grampa Jethro?”

			“He died young, like the rest of them.” She thwarted the question, working the hoe faster, ransacking dirt.

			“How did he die?”

			“He contracted West Nile virus while traveling in New Orleans.” A canny and practiced response. “Thank the Lord, he died before bringing it home to infect all of us.”

			Harsh. She had a heart of gold.

			“What about Uncle Silas?” I might have overstepped my bounds by saying, “You said Tucker killed him. I heard he died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.”

			She raised the hoe over her head in a vertical stance, and then rammed it into the ground and left it there. Peeling off her gloves, she fished in her pocket for a handkerchief and swabbed her face. “What’s with the interrogation?”

			“Curious.”

			“You never heard the phrase curiosity killed the cat?” She stuffed the hankie into her pocket and slipped the gloves back on. “Instead of standing there like a princess, grab a hoe and get to work.”

			“Why don’t you use the rototiller. It’s in the barn. It’d be simpler and get the job done in half the time.”

			“Clever girl.” Galumphing in her muck boots, she tendered me the hoe. “You can return this to the barn when you get the rototiller. Dolores will have lunch prepared when you have finished tilling the garden.”

			My mouth fell open. I’d been outplayed and watched her inelegantly striding in her boots into the house. The screen door banged shut behind her.

[image: sb]

			“You’re home early,” Hazel said as I passed her on the stairs. “I saw you driving Dean’s truck.” She emphasized his name and then plugged her nose. “Ugh, you stink.”

			“I know.” Gas fumes from the rototiller permeated my clothes and body, I hadn’t anticipated manual labor after getting home from school.

			Entrenched in a state of befuddlement, I showered and dressed in my loafing sweats. My life— the past, present, and especially my future felt like a millstone around my neck. Enhancing my burdens, I couldn’t quite equate why Dean had jeopardized our relationship.

			My musings did nothing except to trip my heart into an unhealthy rhythm. I thought of calling Dean and decided to wait until I heard what Gramma had to say. I hadn’t mastered levelheadedness, and descending the stairs, I prayed for prudence.

			“Eat,” Gramma said when I strolled in. She’d changed into a stylish taupe and black pantsuit.

			Yuck, breakfast for lunch, not appetizing in the least. The runny scrambled eggs made me want to barf. I chose toast and jam to fill the hole. Hazel shoved her eggs and homefries around her plate. Warily, her gaze was flitting between me and Gramma.

			No one spoke. The toast tasted like sandpaper as my eyes skipped from person to person. Gramma kept her sights on her breakfast lunch, and Sam and Hazel withered in their chairs. Manifest was the ambient tension circling them. Even Sam, who wolfs his food, was mundanely mouthing a portion of cantaloup. A constricting gob of bread had me reaching for the orange juice to plunger it down my esophagus.

			Mrs. Belmont walked in, breezing through the tautness. “Would anyone care for a danish?” Hosting a tray of desserts, she deposited it on the table.

			“We’re done.” Gramma finalized, lacking finesse. She dabbed her lips with the linen napkin and then laid it on her plate. “Thank you, Dolores.” She rose, and passing my chair, she tapped my shoulder. A signal to follow.

			The heels of her pumps clunked on the parquet hardwood as she went into the library. Standing adjacent to the mahogany desk, she rested her hand on the leather surface and her other hand on her hip.

			“Here it is, the results of the paternity test.”

			A panicky chill radiated through me. “You didn’t open it?”

			“Not yet. Thought I’d let you have the honor.”

			There it was, I peered at the legal envelope that would decide my future. If I have Dad’s DNA, no worries. Crows Nest would be my home. If not, Gramma would have my possessions packed and boot me out the door like an unwelcomed cat.

			Or, I knew too much. My pulse accelerated. The Alliance would step in as they did with my mother, and I’d be dealt with accordingly.

			“I…I...” To constrain my trembling, I clutched my hands together.

			Pinging her fingernails on the desktop, Gramma drew my interest from the envelope. She compressed her mouth, and a starburst of lines defined her lips. “Come with me.” She breezed by, her rayon pantsuit flouncing around her ankles.

			“Where we going?”

			“The cellar.”
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thirty-two

			The cellar?

			I looked for my sister and brother. They knew what lurked in Gramma’s mind. A supportive nod or facsimile of a smile from either of them would quell my roiling stomach. I was thankful I hadn’t eaten the eggs. But neither of them were within eyesight.

			Rife with trepidation chipping into my bones, I walked tremulously slow.

			I’d seen her tomb of bereavement. The pictures hadn’t freaked me out, yet, Dad’s blood was of contention. Longstanding wooden stairs creaked beneath our footfalls as we journeyed into the bowels of the nest.

			“I know you and the kids snuck in here, so you know what to expect. But it’s also the safest place to talk and not be overheard.” Gramma spoke quietly with her back to me, striding with purpose to the far reaches of the cellar. “Sammy’s a clever little thief. Stealing my keys.”

			Her right cheek plumped as that half of her mouth curled. Perhaps she applauded his aptitude. Obviously, chastisement for disobeying and stealing into her locked tomb wasn’t imminent. Though, I didn’t breathe any easier, skeptical as to what she was going to tell me.

			Since the month of October ranged over us, stony dankness had encapsulated the brick-and-mortar walls. It still felt like a dungeon with encumbrances of life from beyond the grave.

			Why did Gramma save all this junk?

			She went directly to the metal door, and withdrawing a key, she unbolted the padlock and chain.

			But prior to swinging open the door, she turned. “You violated my privacy, infringing upon my sanctuary. I must insist, don’t let your sister or brother in here until Edgar’s people are gone. And take that look off your face,” she said after spying my tentative facade. “The room is quite spectacular.”

			Fluorescent tubes illuminated the mural as before. A candle burned bright, fluctuating as if elated. It smelled of wax, and pluming smoke frisked around the crows suspended from the ceiling. Drippings leaked down the candles, but oddly, burning wicks didn’t expend the candle’s wax.

			Gramma paced to the secretary desk. Laboring not to be a timid, I galvanized my spine. My ancestors followed me, glaring from an abundance of photos. An undercurrent of mumblings flirted through the interior. Robotically jerking my head from picture to picture, I stumbled.

			Is she hearing what I’m hearing?

			“What do you think of Jerimiah’s rendition of the estate?” The faint curve on her mouth was hard to decipher.

			“Breathtaking,” I said, meaning it. During my break-in with Hazel and Sam, I’d missed much of the intricate workmanship because I was afraid of getting caught. I’d been in awe then and even more so now. Fine brush strokes. Three-dimensional crows and realistic feathers were remarkable. The entire mural seemed to be coming to life before my eyes.

			“You know the Cordae secret,” Gramma crushed my zeal for perusing the mural.

			“I do.”

			“Under duress, your brother and sister confessed this morning.” Her eyes lanced into me. “They weren’t allowed to reveal themselves unless you showed signs of your inbred nature. Now— you are aware of the consequences if our secret is revealed. If word gets out— if Edgar discovers… Dolores and Geoffrey must not find out,” she buffed her hand across her crumpling brow, “the Cordaes will be doomed. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, totally. I would never deliberately hurt Sam and Hazel. Never,” I said with conviction.

			Her cutting gaze, like trying to dissect me, narrowed. “Your traits haven’t come to fruition, a late bloomer, perhaps.” A convoy of sentiments passed through her eyes before she squeezed them closed.

			Being this near to Gramma jumpstarted a chain reaction. My body itched. Pimply bumps spread over my arms and popped up on my legs. Again, I had that hair-raising feeling of ants, thousands of microscopic legs scurrying underneath my skin.

			“Here,” she went toward the southern wall, “look closely. That’s me and Tucker in the strawberry patch.”

			“Dean’s Grandfather?” Chafing the ant sensation from my arms, I observed where her finger indicated, an inch from the mural. Two figures.

			“I loved Tucker— once. I was quite young. A teenager full of girlish dreams. I asked Jerimiah to paint us together, where we went to get away from my father. Tucker had a kind soul and my father reviled him because he wasn’t a member of the Alliance.” She stared at the mural and the two figures.

			Thinking of me and Dean, I said, “The Alliance won’t allow you to marry outside of your society?”

			“Back then— no. We take an oath at a commemorative gathering in front of the society. We’re sworn to secrecy, but over the years, there have been concessions. Now, the human partner takes an oath of death if they break their bond.”

			“Did Tucker know?”

			“Not then.” Her head unhurriedly went from side to side, fixated on those two painted figures. Perhaps somewhere back in time with Tucker. “I should’ve been stronger, more assertive. My life would have been different.” She was talking to herself. “Tucker loved me then. He’d never expose us. I have many regrets.”

			I momentarily delayed while she submerged herself in her memories. Marveling at the colorful painting, I discovered a flying crow with a scarred face. Edgar?

			I broke into her reveries. “Why are you telling me this?”

			She blew breath out of her mouth, returning to me. “You’re snooping, asking questions. To inherit Crows Nest, you should be abreast of your ancestry. May I go on?” I remained mute, and she continued. “My father forced me to marry Jethro Bodi, a malicious man. My only consolation, he was seldom home. A ghost that came and went. I birthed two sons. The first, like his father, had a malevolent streak, filled with insidious pursuits. The second, an angel, loveable and kind. Cray hated Silas. Resentment nurturing him like a disease.

			“To impede the Raniers growing enterprise, my father frequently flew into their crops. Pilfering soil samples and prize-winning vegetables to test and evaluate. Whether it was an accident or Tucker murdered my father on purpose for spurning his proposal of marriage, I don’t know for certain.

			“Years later, Tucker shot Silas. He was only sixteen. Silas lived for two days before he succumbed. He died here, at Crows Nest.” She looked me in the eye. “To the public, it was substantiated as a self-inflicted wound.”

			“Why didn’t you take him to a hospital? They could’ve saved him.”

			She drooped into despair, hopelessness in the depths of her eyes. “He didn’t have control of his mutations. Couldn’t regulate crow to human form or human to crow. The hospital was out of the question.” She withdrew from staring at the figures in the strawberry patch, receding backward while regaling the mural. Again, she was elsewhere, gaze unfocused. “I shouldered my rifle, my intentions obvious. But Cray stopped me before I made a grievous error. He knew Edgar and the Alliance would come down on us. It was Cray who persuaded Tucker to pull the trigger on a high-flying bird. A bird that was despoiling his crops, which was untrue. My Silas didn’t have a scheming bone in his body. Tucker took my baby’s life. First my father and then my son.”

			Tension and retribution condensed the air, even the flaming candles sizzled. Feeling claustrophobic, I could have sworn swarming bodies heated the room, and crows on wires were flying overhead.

			“The Ranier family has much to suffer, like they made me suffer.” Gramma stopped wandering and I near about bumped into her. She picked up Silas’s frame and gazed at it lovingly.

			Haltingly, I asked, “What are you going to do?” She was talking vengeance and it scared me. “Does Peter Ranier know about our family?”

			She outlined Silas’ face on the photograph. “During one of Cray’s alcoholic stints, he might have hinted. Cray always thought he was bigger than life.”

			Her suspicions and mine might have already been confirmed. Peter Ranier had attained Officer Moretti to waylay me at the bookstore, to acknowledge the report of blackbirds attacking my mother.

			“Are you a Cordae?” Gramma said out of the blue, her jaw at an obdurate angle.

			“I guess you have to open that envelope to find out.” There was a shushing, flickering candles reducing to tiny matchheads. Do my ancestors know the answer?

			“Penelope, that’s not what I’m asking. Either you are a true Cordae, or you are not.”

			Wordplay, a riddle of sorts, tugging on my emotions. Had she meant for this to transpire from the beginning? To demand the test, to see where my loyalties lie? There was much more at stake here.

			“I am a Cordae.” My unerring belief I’d recited of late. “What else could I be?” I’d never thought twice of being anyone other than a Cordae. Even after I was told my mother was pregnant when she came to Crows Nest.

			“If the test turns out to be negative,” she stipulated, “The Alliance will step in.”

			A tremor shook my core. “Whatever that means.”

			“Why do you think I permitted Catherine to send you to the Raniers? And for so long. Because Hazel and Sam were coming into their own. At such a young age, they can’t regulate their mutations. It upset your mother to see it, and we needed you out of the house. It was for your protection against the Alliance. You had to remain dumb, mute, and blind. Now your sister and brother spilled the beans.”

			Absorbing her information propelled my thoughts into a blender of confusion. I yearned to hear her confession. “So— that night— in my bedroom. Dad. You. Edgar Thornton. Birds, crows. The gory—”

			“All too true, dear.” She had the effrontery to shed a tear. “It was the Alliance that made the final decision to put you in the sanitarium. Catherine graciously took their recommendation, to protect you from becoming a casualty, like Cray. You involved the authorities and that had to be taken care of. We had to make people believe you had delusional disorders.” She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “And you are correct— about Catherine. Your mother knew too much.”

			Suffocating on pungent air, the bitter taste of wax clogged my throat. It took effort to speak through it. “You killed her.”

			“No, dear, not me. The Alliance.”

			Swallowing my terror, I said, “You’re a member of that society. You knew what they were plotting.”

			“I warned Catherine not to divulge too much information to Mr. Pacek. She was headstrong somewhat like yourself. Beware, Penelope, the Alliance is all around and above you. Crows have excellent hearing.”

			She folded her arms. “Edgar infiltrated spies in our home because of you. He’s been visiting to inquire whether we have a new member for the Federation. You must comprehend the seriousness of our society. If word ever spread, got out, it would be a travesty for all of us. We’d be hunted down. Ostracized, put under diagnostic autopsies like aliens or burned like those poor witches. Think of your siblings, if for nothing else.”

			I didn’t know how to react, except to catch my breath from lack of oxygen. It was too much data for my jumbled brain. If I’m not a Cordae, the Federation will get rid of me.

			She arranged Silas’s frame next to Dad’s. “I suppose you’ve surmised, these are photographs and likenesses of your relatives,” she said like we’d been swapping baking recipes. Tilting her head backward, peering at the crows, she said, “Jerimiah nailed them up there. They’re real. He painted the mural as an everlasting gift. A resplendent room to honor our loved ones.”

			“Like a cemetery.” My voice sounded scratchy.

			“No dear, unlike the boneyard, this room is fond of spirits that walk among us. Crows Nest is alive, or have you forgotten?”
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thirty-three

			I left her to ruminate, or whatever she does, in her tomb of bereavement.

			When I entered the kitchen, Dolores was head-deep in the freezer. Had she been trying to eavesdrop? Or taking her role as a cook too far. Geoffrey wasn’t in sight.

			Finding my sister and brother was vital. A discussion was in order. They weren’t anywhere in the house. Shrugging on my Northface and boots, I trekked to the barn. The dual doors were how I left them, ajar after returning the rototiller. I stepped into hushing silence. The barn was empty.

			I went outside to the weathered fencing, a paddock that was in dire need of repairs. Reposing my forearms on the top rail, I scanned the meadows. A mob of crows were in the chestnut trees. Over my lifetime, I had become blind to them because they were a part of Crows Nest. Now I’d forever wonder— are they human?

			Hiking the outskirts of the fencing, I ducked under a broken rail. Last night the first frost of the season swathed Bedford Falls and the overgrowth of stalky weeds were withering. They had to be here.

			The frost had thawed in the afternoon sunshine, leaving deposits of standing puddles in gaps and cavities. Dodging sludge, I surefooted onto greener pastures and wandered over a berm that sloped into a dell, the width of the municipal pool. I hadn’t been to the strawberry fields since— I can’t remember when. Before Green Fields. A strong pull had me heading in that direction.

			A remote noise delighted my ears. I rotated to the view of two crows swooping around the turret of the house. Their wings expanded, careening over the barn, soaring my way. Had they seen me this far off? Their eyesight must be phenomenal as well as their hearing. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind that they’d be frolicking, having fun. A pang affected my heart, wishing I was flying with them.

			Lunging, performing gyrating cartwheels, playing whatnot in the sky, I was envious. As they’d flown overhead, I waved my arms. “Hazel. Sammy.”

			Nosediving and swirling amidst comical squawking, they alighted ten feet ahead of me.

			Each miniscule, doddering step, from clawed feet to gleaming onyx bodies, their fowl figures transformed. Clawed feet and feathered wings formed skinny legs and arms. Downy feathers transfigured into creamy flesh and skin. Petite crow heads, pointy beaks, and beady eyes developed into youthful faces filled with amusement.

			“Nelope.” Hazel ran to me.

			“Come here. I need a hug.” I spread my arms and she cuddled in. “Come on, Sam.” His face rosy from the brisk wind, and he joined in a bear hug. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?”

			“We know.” Hazel nodded. “Something’s wrong.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			She clasped my hand and inspected my fingers. “You chew your nails when you’re stressed out.”

			My fingernails were chewed, jagged nubs. Curling my fingers, I said, “I want to fly with you guys.” They interchanged gazes.

			“You will, someday,” Hazel guaranteed. Though her voice was something other than confident.

			Sammy interjected, “C’mere, there’s something you gotta see.” He turned and bolted toward the strawberry field.

			“We saw it from above.” Hazel took off after him. “I don’t know how we could’ve missed it.”

			Darting after them through decomposing strawberry plants, I reckoned by next spring those moldering fields would have a rebirth, yielding luscious berries.

			“Over here,” Sammy summoned, pacing forward. “Look. Somebody’s been digging.”

			Lingering on the knoll, there was an oval area of tamped dirt. Berry ivy had wrestled through the fringes, but mounded soil was visible. “What do you think is buried there?”

			“Let’s dig it up,” Sam said, almost too excited. My brother’s avid, wide eyes and broken smile gave me the willies.

			Hazel made a face. “It could be a skeleton.”

			“I’m hoping.” A jack-o-lantern grimace lit his face. “Let’s see.”

			“We can come back another day with shovels,” I proposed.

			“I got an idea.” Quickening before my eyes, the crow came out of Hazel. Ambling over the mound, she implemented her clawed feet like mini bulldozers, quarrying dirt.

			Sammy was fast on the uptake, mutating, and began digging. It looked like a competition as they hoed, mining heaps and heaps of dirt. I went to my knees and lent a hand. My fingers tunneled into grimy soil, shoveling piles off to the side. We slaved and toiled but weren’t generating much of a dent.

			I stooped on my haunches and wiped my forehead. “This is too hard, guys. We have to quit.”

			Sammy protested as did Hazel, screeching. I acquiesced and went back to work, staying clear of their knife-like talons.

			The tearing of something startled me and them. I climbed to my feet, and they hopped out of the crater we’d been excavating. My hands, caked with mud, ached. I crisscrossed my arms over my chest and wedged my cold fingers under my pits.

			The extraordinary crows changed into my siblings. “There is something down there,” I said. The three of us stood around the circumference, leaning inward.

			“I think it’s wrapped in a blanket.” Hazel whispered.

			On further inspection, Sam said, “Isn’t that one of our blankets from the attic?”

			“Who’s going in?” I posed.

			Hazel shivered and chased her hands up and down her arms. “I feel like a graverobber.”

			Sam jumped in and began scarping around the blanketed form. “It’s a body alright.” He scampered out to stand on a pile of dirt.

			“Maybe we should call the police,” I suggested. Both of their heads jolted toward me, faces teeming with speculation.

			Hazel frowned. “Remember what happened the last time you called the police?”

			“This is different.”

			“No!” Sammy stacked his knuckles on his hips. “Let’s just see what it looks like.”

			“It might be Dad,” Hazel cried. “I don’t wanna see it.”

			“It can’t be him,” I empathically said. “And you know that.”

			“I’m going in.” Sam ventured in and grabbed hold of the blanket. He tugged and unwrapped one side and then the other.

			“Oh God,” I gasped. “It’s Tucker Ranier.”
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thirty-four

			Sammy skedaddled out of the crude grave and smacked his hands together. “What makes you think its him? It’s a skeleton with clothes.”

			“Look, a hat with turquoise stones. Dean was just describing it to me the other night.”

			Hazel blanched. “It’s mushed now.” She coughed bringing a hand to her mouth. “I think I’m going to hurl.”

			“Step away.” I took her by the shoulders, alternating her from the sight. “Sam, can you cover him back up?”

			“You want me to go in there again?” he complained.

			“You wanted it to be a skeleton. You got your wish. Now cover him.”

			“Better Hazel?” A weak whine stemmed up her throat, but she nodded. “Good. We’re done here. Sam, are you finished?”

			“Sheesh. You’re getting to be a pain, Penelope. I covered him with the blanket. Should we rebury the guy? There’s all this dirt.”

			“It’d be proper, don’t you think?”

			“Uh, Nelope… Nelope… umm… look.”

			It was normal for crows to be digging in the ground, hunting for insects and whatnot. Today, they corralled us in. Giant crows. In a spontaneous snap, they shifted into men and women. I wondered how many of them had Tucker unknowingly blasted with his rifle. Were they here to rejoice? Two people were identifiable, Edgar Thornton and his perceptible scar. We take care of our own— Gramma’s proverb. And, Mr. Pacek, the attorney. If I wasn’t mistaken, I recognized a New York State congresswoman. Without saying a single word, they bowed their heads and shifted back to birds and flew off.

			“What was that all about?” Hazel said on a breath.

			We watched their winging flight patterns, each going separate routes.

			“Beats me.” How did they know? Spies are everywhere. They know, that I know.

			Am I in danger?

			A healthy tinge restored Hazel’s cheeks, and Sam looked as if he’d just unburied himself. Dirt smudging his boyish face like a mask, even his blond hair was stippled with it. I hadn’t fared much better, taking in my filthy hands and clothes.

			We three amigos traversed through the stalky weeds, debating what we were going to do about Tucker.

			“Nothin’,” Sammy said, steadfast and mature for his age. “Absolutely nothing.”

			“But… but Dean, the Ranier family should know, for closure.”

			In a display of sheer exasperation, Hazel groaned and slapped her forehead. “Penelope, get real. If you tell them, the cops will be crawling all over Crows Nest.”

			“You think I care?”

			“You should.” Sam picked up a stick and slashed it across the weeds like a sickle. “It’ll start all over again.”

			Or I’ll be dead before I get a chance to open my mouth.

			Muskiness was springing up from mildewing vegetation, and elongating shades were overtaking the pastures. With the onset of autumn, the days had been getting shorter, and the nights frosty. Reaching the barn, my legs were tiring.

			“Were you home when Mr. Ranier came over the other day?” I asked, procrastinating from going any further.

			“Where else would we be?” Hazel itched her neck leaving in its stead a grimy splotch.

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I tapped my finger on my lips, “perhaps having a riot flying around Bedford?”

			Smirks ghosted over their faces.

			“Dean said Gramma ordered Mr. Ranier to leave and never step foot on our land again or she’d call the cops and have him arrested for trespassing,” I clarified verbatim. “And vowed if a Ranier steps foot on her land, she won’t vie for their safety.”

			Resembling bobble head dolls, it was Hazel who said, “I heard. But she’d never call the police. After you left for school, we had to suffer through one of Gramma’s tongue lashings. She was so mad at us, I thought she was going to have a stroke.”

			“Yeah. Her eyes were bugging out of her head.” Sammy matched his sister’s brashness. “We weren’t supposed to show or tell you our secret.”

			Hazel went on, “Not until you—”

			“I get it. I get it. But this is crucial. She’s hiding more than we know. I feel it.” I backed into the sidewall of the barn to think. Sam busied himself, plucking stems of timothy and chewing on the ends while Hazel scraped dirt from beneath her fingernails. “Do you think Gramma killed Tucker and buried him out there?”

			“Or Dad,” spewed from Hazel’s mouth, eyes growing big, shocking herself. “I don’t know why I said that. I remember Mom saying he hated old Tucker.”

			Thoughtful, I ran my fingers through my hair. “It makes sense.” Gramma divulged the strawberry patch was their getaway. I pictured them as lovers, holding hands and running through the berries and into the forest.

			“Dad’s gone and Tucker’s gone. No reason to get the police involved.” In Hazel’s mind, the case of Tucker’s dead body was justifiable.

			What about Dean? He’ll keep meddling, asking if I talked to Gramma.

			I went into the house drained, uncertainty tugging on my nerves. After a brisk shower, I paced the halls, nibbling on my nails. Twice I picked up the phones receiver and twice I replaced it.

			Sammy and Hazel, shiny clean from their baths, dashed by. “Hey, dinners ready.”

			Then, not giving it a second thought, I called Dean. It went to voicemail. I didn’t leave a message.

			Gramma’s eyes followed me as I claimed my chair next to her. Slicing into her strip steak, she inquired, “What have you children been up to?”

			“Nothing much,” I blurted, striving for casual. “Played kickball, took a walk.” I prayed they wouldn’t snitch; do not say a word about what we found. With the Alliance having us under a microscope, I bet my life, she knows everything.

			The margins of her mouth rumpled as she veered toward my brother and sister. “You’re helping Penelope, aren’t you?” She’d deduced they were teaching me to accept my destiny. Maybe she’s nailed it. My mind and body have been rejecting my transformation.

			Hazel choked on a carrot stick. Clutching her water glass, she chugged it down. In unison, Sam and Hazel piloted incredulous glances toward me. The tips of my ears burned like they were on fire. The Alliance Federation wouldn’t be that cruel to punish them on my account. Or would they.

			A wry glimmer in Gramma’s eyes spoke volumes. “I understand you don’t want to tell me.” She brought a cup of steaming tea to her mouth. “It will happen.”

			Breathy sighing reached me from across the dining table.

			Wait a minute! What did she say? “You opened the envelope?”
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thirty-five

			Yes, Gramma had opened the envelope. The DNA profile was solid proof. I am Cray Bodi Cordae’s daughter. The letter had lifted a heavy weight but was soon replaced by another.

			The following morning, we drove to the lawyer’s office. Mr. Pacek was conveniently out of the country, and we met with his partner, Mrs. Grogan. Good thing because it was Mr. Pacek who betrayed my mother to the Federation. When I’d spotted him in the strawberry fields with the gaggle of birds, my tongue was numb. Now, if I’d seen him alone, I might punch him in the nose.

			I signed my name as executor of Glenora Bodi Cordae’s will and testament. I was legally bound to the house and property. A commitment that one day might change my life, but I also felt privileged.

			Mrs. Grogan handed me another contract to sign, which I hadn’t any qualms whatsoever. Upon Gramma’s passing, I’d be granted legal guardianship over Hazel and Sammy once I reached eighteen years of age. One month, a week, and four days, but who’s counting.

			The day felt off. I felt off.

			Concentrating on my English essay was a chore. It took hours when it should not have been that complicated. My thoughts revolved around Dean. I hadn’t been able to reach him, and he hadn’t reached out to me. With school on Monday, I wondered if my free ride had expired.

			Waiting like a doofus for his call was preposterous. We’d been friends, like, forever. Steeling my determination, it was past time for a serious discussion. Dean is into me, and I’m into him. Checking myself in the mirror, I looked somewhat respectable. Hurrying down the stairs to the foyer, I grabbed my Northface from the closet.

			“Penelope, where are you off to?” Gramma stood in the archway of the living room or should I say drawing room. A ledger was clasped to her bosom. “Snow is in the forecast. You’ll have to start wearing your winter coat, dear.”

			“I need some air.”

			“Don’t go to the Raniers.”

			She read my mind. “Why not?”

			“I told you why.” She stepped into the foyer. “The Cordaes will no longer be associating with the Raniers. Do you understand?”

			“I understand that you’re brokenhearted, but that’s ancient history. Peter and Dean had nothing to do with it. I’ve been living with them, and they’re like family to me.”

			She sniffed and crumpled her nose as if catching a whiff of manure. “You’ve gone too far. A Ranier is not, and never will be family.” A seething flush stole into her cheeks. “If you want to live in my house, then you have to abide by my rules. I won’t tolerate it.” Putting her point across, she thwacked the ledger on my arm. “You are forbidden to see, talk, and absolutely not permitted to date that boy.”

			“You can’t tell me what to do.” My frank reply riled her. She shuddered and I anticipated the forbidding buzzard to make an appearance.

			“A slip of a girl who lacks discretion requires supervision. I won’t have you undermining me. I’ve lived in sorrow far too long.”

			“You are not the only one who’s suffered.” My voice crackled, falling to pieces around me. “You allowed the Alliance to pulverize my father— your own son. And my mother. I’m a laughingstock in Bedford, a flakewad. A prisoner in that institution, mind-altering drugs to set me straight. How they—”

			“That was of your own making, my dear.” A spiteful grump originated deep within her diaphragm. “I warned you to shut it, didn’t I?”

			My heart tripped out of sync because I knew what she was capable of. “You should’ve explained, helped me to understand.” I’d be damned, that sting started behind my eyes.

			“I couldn’t take that chance. Not knowing if you were Cray’s child. I would have been putting a proverbial bullet into Hazel and Sammy’s heads. You were unstable, how—”

			“I was unstable because of you. You should’ve told me,” I hollered, adding kerosene to her wrath. Gramma’s lip quivered, having the decency to exhibit a trace of remorse. And I was about to stick the blade into her heart, to see if she bleeds. “We found Tucker. The guy you said you loved. Buried in the strawberry patch.”

			Sucking her teeth, her brief display of emotion evaporated. “You stupid, stupid girl,” she snarled, cheeks fire-engine red. “You’ve gone too far.” Gramma’s eyes shifted, looking past me, and shrieked, “Get out of here! Leave us alone.”

			I twisted to see Dolores and Geoffrey, skulking in the hallway. Like fidgety birds being shooed, they fluttered off.

			Our heated argument wasn’t finished. “Tucker disappeared four years ago. Left a note saying he wanted to bury the hatchet. He was last seen coming here. Sounds like he wanted to make amends.” I recapped what Dean told me. “Who killed him? Dad, because Tucker shot Silas, or you?”

			“Cray was the instigator, telling Tucker to shoot the crows in his crops. But afterward, he stayed with Silas, enduring long days of anguish until he died. Silas took a fragment of Cray’s heart when he died. Cray was never the same, and then his drinking escalated...

			“Tucker did come here,” she confessed, inching nearer, eyes blackening, “and I’d intervened before Cray did something he’d regret. Tucker desired to take a walk down memory lane. I merely obliged him. He knew all our secrets. Promised he never told a soul, not even to his son. I knew of his senile ramblings. Peter and Peggan thought he’d lost his mind.” Her nails expanded into talons and then reduced in size; rage was percolating in her. “He asked me to marry him. Claiming he never stopped loving me. But it was a blackmail proposal.” She belted out cynical laughter. “The old codger coveted Crows Nest since he was a boy.”

			“So, you killed him.”

			“My love for Tucker died with Silas. I saved the Alliance by slaying an adversary. Now I have Peter and Dean to contend with.”

			My blood ran cold. “Tucker admitted he didn’t tell Mr. Ranier. Our secret died with him.”

			“If you believe that, then you are as senile as old Tucker.” Gramma jabbed my chest with her finger. “Why do you think Peter had that police officer tell you about your mother? He knows.”

			“Not Dean. He doesn’t know.”

			“I don’t care!” She threw in my face. “Tucker took my son from me. Now it’s time for Peter to repay his debt.”

			“I won’t let you hurt Dean. I won’t—”

			Her metamorphosis impossibly fast, an enormous buzzard came for me. I ducked in the nick of time, yet her dagger-beak grazed my cheek.

			“Penelope—” Hazel screeched from the second story landing. “Sam needs you, hurry. In the attic.”
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thirty-six

			“Yesss…” Gramma hooted, “into the attic and lock yourselves in.”

			Skirting past the buzzard, I sprinted up the stairs. Hazel had a head start and I caught her going into the attic.

			I glimpsed our playroom, looking for my brother, and wiped my cheek where the buzzard caught me. A smear of blood stained my fingers. “What’s wrong, where’s Sam?”

			“I wanted to get you away from Gramma.” Hazel said. Tears glistened on her cheeks, and her hands were clasped under a quivering chin.

			I spread my arms and she melted into them, laying her head on my shoulder. “I love you.”

			“Me too.” Hazel pushed out of my embrace. “Sammy is upset. Doesn’t like it when everyone is fighting and wants to run away again.”

			Before venturing on a hide-and-seek mission, I did lock the door, but doubted it’d hold against Gramma or the Federation.

			“Sam!” I climbed onto the roof with Hazel in my wake. “Sammy?” Gazing over the deck, I said, “He’s not here.” My words misted, nipping my nose. I zippered my fleecy jacket up to my neck.

			“Could be in the woods.” She stood by the ledge. “I’ll get him.”

			“It’s freezing up here and he’s too young to be flying in the forest at night all alone. And so are you.”

			“I’ll find him, don’t worry.”

			Speedily, she changed, beginning from her head to her clawed toes. I gasped. Their transformations would take some time getting used to. Springing onto the ledge, Hazel threw me a reassuring wink, and whooshed into the sky. A black winging smudge on a fresco of dark velvet and navy brush strokes, she vanished into the woody terrain.

			It was excessively quiet. I paced the border of the roof, scrutinizing the dark forest for signs of my brother and sister. The sound of a motor had me veering to the side deck, toward the Ranier’s house. Headlights were streaming down the lane. He’s coming to Crows Nest. Not now Dean. Not now!

			If only I could fly. I must warn him. Concentrating with all my might, squeezing my eyes, clutching my fists to my chest, my body trembled from the intensity. A dramatic surge of energy flowed through my arms and legs. Something was happening. My skin bristled, feeling strangely hollow, light, and airy.

			My focus blurred due to the incessant ringing of the doorbell, exhausting my willpower. I’m too late. He’s in the house— with Gramma determined to kill him. A son for a son.

			“Pen! Pen! Are you up there?” Dean was shouting.

			How did he get into the attic? I locked it. The house let him in. I leaned on the metal fencing that bordered the trapdoor. “I’m on the roof. I’ll be right down.”

			Was my grandmother calling in the Alliance to do her dirty work?

			Go figure, he hadn’t listened to me. Hefty footfalls were scaling the rungs of the ladder. Dean mounted onto the deck.

			“Dean!” I threw my arms around him.

			His arms hung limp by his side, posture guarded. “Why are you up here at night?”

			My tongue knotted. “I… I…” Couldn’t very well tell him the truth. “Just… umm…”

			“Your grandmother called me,” he said. “She’s panicking, saying you’re suicidal, threatening to kill yourself by jumping off the roof.”

			“What?” Gramma had bad juju up her sleeve. “I never—”

			“She said you would only speak to me, not to involve my parents because—”

			“Because she’s the one who’s batshit crazy.”

			He peered at me from below his pragmatic brow. An expression I was accustomed. He’s thinking I’m not all there in the head. Loose marbles. I backed up, as far from him as feasible in the cramped enclosure, till my rear connected with the ledge. As I did, I heard his intake of breath, and the tension thickened around us like floury roux.

			“I have no intention of jumping.” My remark thawed the rigidness from the planes of his face. “I told you a hundred times, I’m not suicidal.”

			“I never thought you were. But when she called my cell, she sounded hysterical. I came as fast as I could.”

			“You have to leave. Now. Quick. I’ll come—”

			The forceful bang of the trapdoor jolted us in place. What minor light spreading from the attic had been cut off. Adapting to the night, I could see remarkably well, and a full moon helped.

			“The wind didn’t do that,” I said.

			Dean bent down and clasped the handle and pulled. “God, Pen. It’s stuck again like the last time.”

			Ten to one, she bolted it on the inside.

			“Sonofabitch,” he growled. “Sucker’s jammed tight.”

			He foraged in his coat pocket extracting his cell.

			“Who are you going to call?”

			“Your grandmother. See if she or that butler dude can open this door.”

			He doesn’t have a clue. Then again, neither do I.

			“Weird, no answer.” The cell screen darkened.

			An artic gust crashed into me, I shivered like a kitten left outside in winter. Discharging an airy breath, it clouded around my face until a breeze took it. I hugged the collar of my jacket around my neck and tucked my chin into the pleats. Dean came to me and began kneading my shoulders and the length of my arms, generating a bit of warmth.

			“You all right?” He draped his arm across my shoulders, snugging me into him.

			“I am now.” Glittering bits of flakes were riding the wind. “Figures it would snow while we’re stranded up here.” I rammed my hands into my pockets and rooted my icy nose into Dean’s woven coat. Maybe that’s her plan, freeze us into human popsicles.

			He pressed the buttons on his cell and called the landline once more. “Where is the old hag?” he cussed. “Why’d your grandmother get me up here on a wild goose chase?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“For what?” he said.

			“For everything.”

			“There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

			“Are we good?” I asked. His large hands cradled my face, lifting me to meet him in a quenching kiss. After thoroughly validating we were more than good, his embrace warmed me through to my bones.

			Perilous howling caused us to part. I leaned over the ledge and squinted, attempting to see into the darkness. Wolves. They weren’t normal wolves, massive by ordinary standards. I’d seen a brush of them before, in the woods. They galloped off somewhere, perhaps found a critter to gobble.

			“I’d seen them from a distance, never this close and never in our yard.”

			“Pen, there’s something…” Dean started, and then cleared whatever was in his throat, “something I have to tell you. Remember when I told you I’ve seen stranger things? This is going to sound—”

			“Shhhh…” I held up a hand. Whirring of wings drew near. My initial inclination was that my brother and sister were homing in. Unscathed, they’d coast into the birdhouse and wait until Dean was gone.

			The noise grew louder. What caused chaos in my chest was the clamorous cawing.

			Sweeping blackness lanced by and landed on the deck in the form of a gigantic buzzard. Its head raised upward and its open beak producing an ear-piercing screech, splitting my eardrums.

			“What the fuck!” In defensive mode, Dean belted his arms around me, spooling us away.

			This isn’t going to end well.
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thirty-seven

			Dean shoved me behind him, thinking I was vulnerable, protecting me. “Go. Fly away. Git!” He charged, stamping his feet and waving his arms to frighten the menace off the roof. He hadn’t any idea what or who he was dealing with.

			The buzzard’s head cocked, assessing its prey. A trickle of foreboding slithered up my backbone into my shoulders, garroting my throat. Dean was within an arm’s span of the buzzard when it turned on him.

			“No—” I cried and raced to protect him. “No, he’s innocent. He doesn’t know. Leave him alone.”

			In a wink of an eye, the buzzard shifted. Dean’s body jerked; his face marbled in horror. He staggered in disbelief and regained his balance with me all over him.

			Gramma stood on the ledge of the railing, hair billowing, looking more deranged than I ever was. Her unhinged laughter vibrated the ether. “Let Peter experience the heartache and tears I’ve had to live with all these years.”

			“Wha… what is this?” he stammered in shock. “Your grandmother is a buzzard?”

			“Dean, back off,” I ordered as he seemed intent of getting in her face. Clutching his elbow, I heaved him backward. “Gramma, you can’t do this.”

			“Too late. He knows. If I don’t fix this, the Alliance will.” A comeuppance sneer cut into her face of granite. “Dean is a dead man walking.”

			“What is she talking about?” Piqued, he pried my arms off him.

			Looking at me, Gramma threw up her hands as a caveat. “Don’t answer that. This is my story to relate to the boy stuck in the middle.” She mirthlessly chortled. “Your dear departed grandfather confessed to killing my father. Then admitted shooting my son, Silas. He thought I’d give him absolution after the conniving bastard made his confession. I heard his disappearance has been bothering you. You’ve been digging for answers. Now you can ask Tucker yourself.”

			Before I could stop him, Dean dove for her throat. Gramma leapt and transformed. Lashing buzzard feet, its daggered claw sliced Dean’s neck. He fell to the deck, clasping his throat. Crimson fluid bubbled between his fingers.

			My screams echoed through the dead of night.

			“Dean!” I dropped to my knees, placing my hand on his shoulder.

			“Too bad.” Clucked the buzzard. “Missed his jugular.”

			“Put pressure on it.”

			“I’m okay. Just a scratch.” Dean downplayed the severity of blood gushing from his neck. He braced his hands, painted in blood, on the roof’s deck and pushed off, readying to charge.

			The roof’s trapdoor that had been unbreachable, magically opened. The buzzard anticipated its assailant. Flapping its wings, it met Dean’s chest with its taloned legs, propelling him over the metal railing and through the opening. It looked like the attic’s mouth had devoured him. The hatch slammed shut, trapping Dean in the attic.

			“Stop!” My worthless pleas plumed into the abyss because she planned on mutilating him.

			“A son for a son,” she professed, altering into her human figure. “I told you to stay out of the way. We slay all witnesses. He’ll be back, and then I’ll finish him.”

			The trapdoor shimmied, thumping, and bumping on its framework. Hostile growling had me backtracking as metal and wood splintered to smithereens. I shielded my head from flying debris. A gigantic wolf pounced. Its backbone rankled, lips curled over fanged incisors, snarls slinking up its throat.

			The hirsute wolf lifted its muzzle, snuffling, ascertaining a scent. He released a bad-tempered roar, followed by a resounding response. It had to be the wolves I’d spotted on the ground. Full of grace, the beast moved toward Gramma. Her gaze narrowing but not distraught, intrigued by the creature.

			The wolf turned, deviating from her, and stalked to within an eyelash stood between us. Its blocky head was nearly level with my own, and steamy breath floated over my face. Its arresting eyes locked onto mine. Standing erect, I raised a defiant chin. Was I scared? Hell yes. The beast’s damp muzzle touched my neck. Its eyes!

			“Dean?” I have seen stranger things.

			What occurred next did and didn’t astound me. The powerful animal reared upright, pawing the air. Its sinewy body transmuted into the boy next door. My friend. My rock. My refuge.

			Before I had a chance to shut my gawping mouth, stampeding thuds wobbled the metal ladder. Wolves that had been on the ground trotted onto the deck and lowered onto their haunches. The smaller wolf, small considering the size of the other two, was female. A slenderer body frame with a pure white pelt was gazing fixedly as was the enormous black wolf. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I never have believed it.

			I am not delusional. A fact I had to keep reminding myself.

			Raspy whisperings had me swerving from the complacent wolves to Gramma. Wickedness was in the making, eyes narrowing, lips working her magic.

			The snowy white wolf started retching as if hacking up a bone. In distress, it was vomiting blood onto her pelt.

			The blacker than night wolf reared onto his hindquarters and shifted. Mr. Ranier.

			Peter rumbled, “Make her stop.”

			The white wolf changed into Peggan, which was a no-brainer. Peter gathered her in his arms, attempting to quash her quaking body.

			Dean’s transformation into wolf was lightspeed. He leapt behind Gramma. Parting his muzzle, his razor blade fangs pierced her neck.

			“Remove your damn magic spell.” Peter scowled scornfully. “Or my son will rip out your throat.”

			An unconscious Peggan was in the grip of a deathly pall. Her convulsing had ebbed, though her shoulders and arms were dealing with sporadic tremors. Shrouded in blood, she wouldn’t be coming around any time soon.

			Dean, in a gradual move, released his fangs from Gramma, leaving bleeding punctures. “We have to do something with her,” he said, again wearing his human bodysuit.

			Is it over?

			In the mellowing twilight, I spied Hazel and Sammy flittering this way and that. Which drew my attention to a much larger, blackness winging toward the house. It said something to my sister, and my siblings flew out of sight. As the creature flew closer, I perceived the prevalent one-eyed fowl with its scarred head.

			The Alliance.

			We’re doomed.

			What did he say to Hazel? To hide because this was going to get ugly?

			My voice quavered, asking, “Now what?” I didn’t think Gramma would destroy me. But the others…

			Gramma sprang onto the ledge, hair whipping about her shoulders, looking absurdly more insane than I ever was. “There are no happy endings.” A devious smirk split her face as she clamped her hands and performed a quick twist of her wrist.

			Crrrack

			“Dean!” Peter bellowed. Peggan’s body sagged in Mr. Ranier’s arms. Head slumping at an aberrant angle, neck noticeably broken.

			Gramma killed her. Who would be next?

			“Please, don’t do this. Please…” I cried. Dean’s wolf was coming out. Yowling, he wore heartache like a smothering bodysuit. “Please, stop this lunacy.” I splayed my arms and fingers, forfeiting myself to her. “I’ll do whatever you want. Whatever you say. Leave them alone.”

			A serpentine smile slithered across her face. “Too late.”

			Crrrack

			Mr. Ranier screamed, a gravelly growl wending through his teeth. His arms hung limp by his sides. The fractures severe, the bones of his forearms had perforated his skin, and Peggan’s body slid to the deck.

			Dean, a full-fledged wolf, pounced. A brawny paw with razored claws mauled her face and slashed her chest. Her eyes were stunned in disbelief, demise imminent.

			Mr. Ranier swore, “Dean, finish her.”

			Dean lunged for her throat, but swiftly, the wolf was levitating in midair.

			Oh no. Oh nooo… She was going to butcher him into bone chips. Gramma hopped down from the ledge onto the deck, unfettered by loss of blood or the skin peeling off her face. The rents in her chest that would have killed a person straightaway, hadn’t affected her. If my eyes weren’t deceiving me, the deep-rooted lacerations were mending.

			“It’ll take more than wolf boy to slay me.” She twitched her hand. Dean, the wolf, shot like a missile, twenty feet above my head, crashing into the stoned turret. Letting loose a yip, he plummeted and collided with the ledge before crumpling onto the deck.

			“Dean!” I ran and surfed on my knees, bending over him. For Mr. Ranier’s benefit, I said, “He’s breathing.” Blood was pooling over his fangs and trickling out of his mouth. He wasn’t moving or opening his eyes. I caressed his furry head, exposing a gash near his temple that was saturating his fur.

			Gramma intended on exterminating the wolf pack. It would end here. Tonight.
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thirty-eight

			I’d been too distracted beholding Dean, morphing into the boy I’d fallen in love with, and hadn’t seen them coming. Raucous cawing and the rushing of wind had me glancing up. Sailing overhead, two smallish crows were leading a squadron.

			The Alliance Federation were coming. Leaving no person or wolves alive that could unveil their guarded secrets. Moonbeams rained over a squad of black crows that were undulating the atmospheres in a regimented pattern. What are they waiting for?

			Peter disrupted the bedlam, voice bleating, “You didn’t know my mother. Did you, Glenora? She knew of you.”

			Warring with a bamboozled expression, Gramma swabbed blood from her chin. “After college, Tucker returned home with that tramp from the islands. She died giving you life. And I can’t say it grieved me.”

			A quibbling scoff activated the throat of the scarred crow that had been concealed beyond the bird sanctuary, perched on the ledge. The crow’s transformation was instantaneous. I can’t say whether Gramma was stunned or enthused to see Edgar.

			What I did catch was a retaliatory scowl growing on Mr. Ranier’s face.

			“My Aunt Faya on my father’s side was a lovely person,” Edgar said, composed, “far from an island tramp, Glenora.”

			“Your aunt?” Confounded for the briefest of moments, Gramma’s gaze tapered, weighing this revelation. “You never mentioned her. All these years… when...” The skin on her face was reshaping as if maggots squirmed underneath, like I’d seen with my father.

			“Tucker murdered Thaddeus and Silas.” Her tone was accusatory, as she shifted into the buzzard. “The Raniers must repay their debt.” She sprang onto the ledge and dove off.

			Dean was coming to, face tangled in pain. He squeezed my hand and then dragged himself to his feet and went straight to his father.

			Mr. Ranier hadn’t been overtly compassionate. His behavior was compelled by my mother, who’d confided in him. It was apparent he knew about the Cordaes. In his unobtrusive manner, he’d cared. I appreciated his guidance and decency.

			In haste, I devised an idea, but would it work? Hopefully, they’d have a chance to escape the Alliance. All these years, my oversight was thinking myself weak, tortured, and disillusioned. In a strange turn of events, those weaknesses developed into strength, fortitude, and endurance.

			Will my sacrifice satisfy the Alliance?

			Crushing me was the sight of the jagged gash and blood spilling down Dean’s neck. His face was draining of color and needed to get to a hospital.

			I had to do what I had to do. No matter how flawed.

			Years of carving scars on my heart, this would be the last. It might have been a matter of months or years of irreversible damage, until they broke my heart into incurable sections.

			Dean attentively watched the buzzard and the mob of crows, a good diversion. I went to the ledge, pulling up one knee and then the other.

			Dean kinked his head in my direction, he’d seen me move.

			“Pen, what are you doing?”

			“Trying to save you and your father. Hurry— Go! Get far away,” I said with the wind kissing my back.

			Stop yammering. Get on with it. You chicken shit.

			“Penelope, I know what you’re thinking,” Edgar challenged me. “Don’t you dare.” Shadows filled his scar, dividing his face in half. “You’re not ready to take that leap.”

			“You’ve gone too far,” I said, balancing on the ledge. “The Alliance shouldn’t be murdering people just to keep your society a secret.” A squall took my hair, I wobbled, and redistributed my weight. “Let Dean and Mr. Ranier leave— alive.”

			His head cocked, mimicking traits of a crow. “Of course, we will. He’s an ally. And you are one of us,” he said in a kindhearted manner. “Now, step down from there. This will all be resolved shortly.”

			Can I believe a murderer?

			He killed my father and my mother. “My Gramma won’t stop, not until the Raniers are dead.”

			“My child, Glenora will be taken care of.”

			My gaze strayed away from Edgar to the savage crows. The buzzard was being blitzed on all fronts. Airborne in a mesh of feathers, striking beaks, talons, and thrashing wings. Their screeching cries set my teeth on edge. Distinctive was the white-feathered head of the smallest bird.

			“Sammy— Hazel get out of there!” I yelped. My stomach lurched, it felt obscene to watch the buzzard torn into piecemeal.

			Perhaps Edgar was speaking the truth, relief came in slow increments. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to live.

			But the gods weren’t on my team.

			A hunk of buzzard carcass walloped my shoulder. Swatting the repulsive mass, I precariously teetered. Pinwheeling my arms, questing for equilibrium, I fell backward over the ledge.

			Plummeting. Frosty wind icing my body. Dean nearly fell over the brink screaming my name, reaching for me. Whether I’d rotated or it was the wind, I faced my doom head-on.

			Falling, spreading my arms to meet my fate. Freedom arrived with the wind beneath my wings. Wings? Flying! I was flying. An updraft accelerated my flight, but not to become a corpse of flesh and bones. My proliferating plumage warmed me inside and out. Polar gales skimmed off my armor. I was born bone-deep. It took a near-death experience to bring out the crow.

			My initial aeronautical endeavor took me over the roof’s deck, sullied in blood. And below, Gramma’s mauled body parts. Dean’s open-mouthed wonder watched my trajectory.

			Chirruping, I dipped a wing.

			Soaring, escalating higher and higher. Two smaller crows joined me.

			I am a Cordae.
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epilogue

			Hazel, Sammy, and I spent days convalescing from the physical ordeal and an emotive one as well. Gramma’s monarchy had ended, generating unabashed feelings and thoughts. The unravelling of my father’s murder wasn’t a welcoming scenario. The clues were in my head the whole time. I learned to believe and trust in myself.

			I went through the house, room to room, and even to the tomb of bereavement. I spread apart my father’s and Uncle Silas frames and tucked the family picture of a beautiful Glenora, her two sons and my grandfather, all now deceased. Today, I lingered. Gramma was right. Most of the people in the photographs had died younger than normal, as per their date-of-death inscribed on the backs of the picture frames. Glenora might have survived the longest than her predecessors. Looking up at the crows hanging above, I noticed one of them was disparate than the rest. An aged bird with grizzled feathers. It reminded me of Gramma. Is this my destiny: a bird on a wire?

			My ancestors’ murmurings were becoming clearer, more audible. Glenora and my father were smirching the Cordae dynasty. Crows Nest loved me. And had been empathetic to my years of abuse. It knew I was a Cordae. They had chosen me and stability, which seemed twisted, to advance the Cordaes through the future, and if it arises, through troubled waters.

			The mysteries of Crows Nest were intact and guarded by the Alliance Federation, whether I liked it or not.

			“My Aunt Faya was Peter’s mother, which makes Peter my cousin. I know what you are thinking. I am a crow, my Aunt Faya should be a crow too. My aunt inherited her father’s genes. A wolf. An intriguing enigma.” Edgar tried explaining for the second time. His gaze swept around our dining room table. “The genetic wolf trait was had by Aunt Faya’s father. My Great-Uncle Greyson’s lineage was pure wolf until he married Lucinda, Faya’s mother and who’s lineage was uncorrupted crow.”

			When Sammy smacked his hand to his cheek and let out a boring drone, everybody chuckled. “This is too messed up. I can’t follow,” he bellyached.

			“It’s okay, Sam,” I said. “Go play. I’ll explain later.”

			Disconcerted, Hazel said, “Nelope, I—”

			“Go ahead. It’s fine.” Looking grateful, she dashed after her brother.

			“I will continue.” Edgar Thornton, a man and a crow, arched a daunting eyebrow. “The comingling of crow and wolf has procreated a diverse range of families. My Aunt Faya, Peter’s mother, inherited her father’s wolf traits. With that clarified, let’s get to the present, shall we?” He paused to sip his Chardonnay. “Peter had been living overseas and the perfect candidate to keep tabs on Crows Nest and Tucker. Cray was a loose cannon, and the Federation’s upper echelon requested that I bring Peter home.”

			“Did Tucker know about Aunt Faya and you, Mr. Ranier?” I inquired, peering at Dean’s father.

			Peter countered, “I believe he did, and kept everything to himself until dementia got the better of him. That’s when Edgar brought me home. People assumed the shooting death of Thaddeus caused Tuckers senility.” He caught my eyes. Tangible was Mr. Ranier’s sorrow, in the fine lines etching his eyes and mouth. Peggan wasn’t my favorite person, but she was loved by Peter and Dean. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

			Very familiar. I wondered if Bedford Falls would ever see me other than a flakewad. That label would take time to eradicate.

			“Our laws have changed,” Edgar educated. “Back in the day, if one of us entered into a mixed human marriage, our mutations remained forever secretive. Eventually, this caused an influx of problems. The Federation scripted a stringent oath. The penalties are severe if a human discloses…” the words died on his tongue, not finishing his thoughts. Imbibing more wine, it loosened his tongue, he stated, “We have introduced dispensations since then.”

			“Tucker, my father was a foolhardy man, a source of contention. But thanks to Penelope, her brother and sister,” Mr. Ranier said. “We know what happened to him.” Lowering his gaze, he unfolded and refolded his napkin. “My biggest regret is Catherine. She was in dire straits and poured her heart out to me. She made the blunder of overindulging Mr. Pacek.”

			“An undue casualty,” Edgar said forlornly.

			“How’s that?” I wanted to rip his heart out for pretending he cared. “My grandmother said she knew too much. The Alliance— they—”

			“A rogue faction that has separated from our society,” Edgar was fast on the uptake, as if he’d rehearsed this spiel, anticipating that the death of my mother would be broached. “We have a mole, and they intercepted information that put your mother in harm’s way.”

			Can I believe him?

			Geoffrey stood behind Edgar against the wall in his appropriate butler suit as Dolores supplied the table with platters of food. Our spies had surmised Gramma’s lethal objective that night and had contacted Edgar. They would remain at Crows Nest, ordered by the Alliance, until things stabilized.

			I wasn’t pleased, but they served a purpose. Hazel, Sam, and I would eat well, and I’d accepted Geoffrey. He wasn’t so bad once I got to know him. I caught him playing cowboys and aliens with Hazel and Sammy.

			“What about me?” Dean asked and squeezed my knee under the table. I covered his hand with mine and squeezed back.

			“Like with Penelope,” Mr. Ranier clarified, “your wolf traits were somewhat dormant. I tried talking to you about it, remember?” He forced his lips into a taut grin.

			“I blew you off because I thought you were giving me the birds and the bees talk and felt it was a little late for that,” Dean expressed. “I was nursing my own private dismantling, and thought I was going loco in the cabeza.” He tapped his temple. “My incisors were turning fanglike, and out of the blue, my fingernails grew into claws. I caught myself growling a lot. And stranger things that I’d rather not relate. That’s why I believed you,” he said, looking at me.

			What kind of friend-slash-girlfriend was I? All these months, brooding Dean had been attending to my woes, my lunacy, my tears, while he’d never cited his own. We had been in the same boat sailing through a tumultuous sea trying to stay afloat.

			“Hazel and Sam are the exceptions, coming into their own at a young age,” Edgar elucidated. “Dean, you are now cognizant of the Federation, and are obliged to take the oath, along with Penelope and the kids.”
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			As decreed, my siblings, Dean, and I were called to join the society. I was amazed by the warm reception and the number in attendance. By their appearances, I couldn’t distinguish who was human, crow, or wolf, or whatever. Those that resided internationally had been excluded from making the voyage across the ocean.

			“Tonight, we welcome Penelope, Hazel, and Samuel Cordae, and Dean Ranier to pledge their oath to the Alliance Federation,” said Edgar, standing at a podium.

			I had to pledge an oath. To obey, protect, and guard the society with my life, and to work alongside the Federation. It’s a do or die situation, and I desired to breathe a little longer. I pledged my allegiance. However, I lied through my teeth. Because I didn’t agree with all their terms. Gramma’s advice still lingered in my ears, plug your pie-hole.

			I’ve had a challenging transition with the whole body-shifting thing. There are days when I flop and other days I fly. I also learned, being human and a crow comes with a morsel of magic, which is sort of nifty, as Sammy would say.

			Lately, I have been inspiring Dean to let the wolf out. And when the wolf is playful, he flattens to the ground, and I twine my fingers into his pelt and climb aboard for a hair-raising romp. When we’re both in sync, we fly together, him through the forest and me above.

			I live in two worlds now.

			Did I trust the Alliance? Not really. But I’m attempting to conceive a more applicable solution in lieu of annihilating our own who go against the grain.

			Reflecting back, when I’d overheard Gramma and Mom in the kitchen, I’d come to grasp their ulterior motives. Gramma never was doting, lovable, or fond of me, but I will remember her fowl wisdom which rings true: Crows are inherently clever, intelligent. Pay attention, they bring messages. They’re a symbol of magic, mystery, and destiny.
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