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Julie Calloway had not planned on spending her Tuesday afternoon Googling "how to talk to your daughter about peer pressure" while stress eating leftover pad thai straight from the container. But here she was. Fork in hand. Phone propped against the fruit bowl. Reading an article written by someone called Dr. Harmony Bloom, who suggested using "I feel" statements and maintaining "open channels of emotional vulnerability."

"Fuck off, Harmony," Julie muttered, stabbing a clump of noodles.

She was forty one. She had been married to Greg Calloway for nineteen years. She had two children. Katie, eighteen and freshly graduated from the sheltered cocoon of a girls only prep school, and Thomas, twenty one and currently somewhere in Colorado doing something with rocks that he called geology but that Julie suspected was mostly camping with a degree attached. She lived in a four bedroom colonial in Haddonfield, New Jersey, a town where the lawns were green, the fences were white, the women drove SUVs that cost more than their first apartments, and nobody talked about anything real at book club.

Julie fit in here. That was the thing. She fit in the way a hand fits into a glove that's half a size too small. It works. You can still grip things. But there's always that pinch across the knuckles, that slight numbness in the fingertips, that awareness that this was close to right but not quite right.

She had been a copywriter before Katie was born. A good one, too. She'd worked at a mid sized agency in Philadelphia, writing taglines for fast food chains and regional banks, and she'd loved the work with a fierceness that surprised her now when she thought about it. The rhythm of language. The puzzle of saying something true in twelve words or fewer. She'd been sharp. Quick. She'd worn blazers and heels and carried a messenger bag full of drafts marked up in red pen, and she'd felt like a person who existed in the world as a participant rather than an observer.

Then Katie arrived. And Julie loved her daughter with an animal ferocity that rearranged every priority she'd ever held. She'd taken six months of maternity leave and then extended it to twelve and then just never gone back. Greg made good money as a pharmaceutical sales rep. They didn't need her income. And there was always the plan, the comfortable fiction, that she'd return to work "when the kids are older."

The kids were older. She was still here. Pad thai. Dr. Harmony Bloom.

The reason for the Googling was not abstract. It was specific, and her name was Rachel Yoo, and she lived four houses down.

Rachel had moved to Haddonfield with her mother, Sun hee, at the start of the previous summer. Sun hee was Korean American, divorced, quiet in a way that Julie initially read as unfriendly but later came to understand was just the silence of a woman who had been through something difficult and come out the other side with no interest in small talk. She worked remotely for a tech company. She kept her yard neat. She waved from the driveway but did not linger.

Rachel was eighteen, same as Katie. She'd transferred into Haddonfield Memorial for her senior year and had been, by all accounts, an unremarkable student in the best possible way. Good grades. Quiet in class. Sat in the back. Drew in the margins of her notebooks. She had a round face and dark eyes and wore oversized hoodies that swallowed her frame, and she kept her black hair in a ponytail that she pulled over one shoulder when she was nervous, which was almost always.

Katie had befriended her within a week. This was Katie's gift, the thing that made Julie proud and terrified in equal measure. Her daughter collected people. Not in a predatory way. Not like a social climber accumulating contacts. More like a magnet that couldn't help pulling certain things toward it. Katie saw lonely people the way some people saw lost dogs. She couldn't walk past them. She'd come home after Rachel's first day at Memorial and said, "There's a new girl and she ate lunch alone and she looked like she wanted to disappear into the floor and I sat with her and Mom she's so sweet she barely talked but when she did she was funny, like actually funny, not trying to be funny, and I think we're going to be friends."

They were friends. Fast friends. Within a month Rachel was at the Calloway house three or four days a week. She'd sit on the kitchen counter while Katie made snacks, her legs swinging, not quite touching the floor. She laughed at Katie's jokes with her whole body, tipping backward, slapping her own knee, then immediately looking embarrassed about how hard she'd laughed. She called Julie "Mrs. Calloway" for the first three months, and then "Julie" after that, but she always said it carefully, like she was testing whether the name would hold her weight.

Julie liked her. Genuinely, uncomplicatedly liked her. The girl was gentle. Considerate. She took her shoes off at the door without being asked. She always carried her own plate to the sink. Once, Julie had come downstairs at two in the morning to get water and found Rachel asleep on the couch with a textbook open on her chest, and she'd covered her with a blanket and stood there for a moment looking at this kid who had no father in the picture and a mother who loved her but didn't know how to show it, and she'd felt that pull, that maternal undertow, that said this one is yours too, take care of this one.

That was before she knew.

She found out on a Thursday in March, four months into the friendship, in the most mundane way possible. Katie told her.

They were in the car, driving home from the dentist. Katie's mouth was still half numb from a filling, and she was talking with that loose, slurry quality that novocaine gives you, and Julie was only half listening, navigating a left turn onto Warwick Road, when Katie said something that made her foot come off the gas.

"Rachel has a dick."

The car coasted. Julie stared at the road. A cardinal landed on a mailbox to her right, and she noticed its color with absurd clarity, the saturated red against the grey metal, and she would remember that bird for the rest of her life.

"What?"

"A dick. Like. A penis. She was born with it." Katie's tongue was thick. She wiped drool from her chin with the back of her hand. "She told me last week. She was crying. She thought I'd stop being her friend."

Julie pulled the car to the curb. Put it in park. Turned to look at her daughter.

"She's, what? Intersex?"

"She said the doctors told her mom she has all the female stuff too. Ovaries, uterus, everything. But she also has a penis and testicles. She's not trans, Mom. She's not transitioning. She was born this way. Both."

Julie opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. The cardinal flew away. She watched it go.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay? That's it?"

"What do you want me to say?"

"I don't know. Something. I thought you'd freak out."

"I'm processing."

Katie waited. The novocaine made her look lopsided, one half of her face sagging while the other held its shape. She looked five years old for a moment, and then she looked twenty five, and then she looked exactly eighteen, which is an age that contains both of those things at once.

"Does this change anything?" Julie asked. "For you. About being her friend."

"No. God, no. She's Rachel."

Julie nodded. She put the car in drive. They went home. She made dinner. She told Greg nothing. She wasn't sure why. Maybe because she knew how his face would look. The slight narrowing of his eyes, the way his mouth would thin, not in anger but in discomfort, in the particular unease of a man who prided himself on being "cool with everything" but whose coolness had never been tested by anything real. She didn't want to see that face. So she kept it.

And for a few more weeks, nothing changed. Rachel came over. They studied. They watched movies. They lay on Katie's bed with their feet up on the wall and talked about colleges and boys and whether Ariana Grande was actually talented or just loud. Normal teenage girl stuff. Julie moved through the kitchen below them, hearing their laughter through the ceiling, and she thought, okay. This is fine. This is just a kid with a medical condition. It doesn't have to be a thing.

Then it became a thing.

It happened on a Saturday in April. Greg was at a conference in Boston. Thomas was in Colorado with his rocks. Julie was alone in the house with Katie and Rachel, who were upstairs in Katie's room with the door closed.

She heard Katie first. Not a scream. Not a shout. More like a sound that had been caught halfway out, a gasp that wanted to be a moan but got strangled into something smaller. Julie was on the couch reading a novel she wasn't enjoying, and the sound made her set the book down and tilt her head toward the ceiling.

Silence. Then another sound, this one from Rachel. A whimper. Thin and high and desperate.

Julie stood up. Walked to the bottom of the stairs. Listened. Her heart was doing something she didn't appreciate, beating too fast, sending blood to her ears so that she had to breathe through her mouth to hear past her own pulse.

"Katie?" she called up.

A scramble. Movement. Something knocked over. Footsteps.

Katie appeared at the top of the stairs. Her face was red. Not blushing red. Deeper than that. The red of exertion, of blood rushing to the surface of the skin because the body is doing something the mind hasn't agreed to yet.

"We're fine, Mom."

"What was that noise?"

"Nothing. We were, um. Wrestling. Like, play wrestling."

Katie was a terrible liar. Always had been. When she was seven she'd stolen a cookie from the jar and denied it with chocolate smeared across her teeth. This was the grown up version of the chocolate. Whatever had happened up there, it was written on her daughter's face in a font that Julie could read with her eyes closed.

"Come down here."

Katie came down the stairs. Rachel did not. Julie could hear her up there, quiet, a held breath kind of quiet, the quiet of someone who is praying that the floor will open and swallow them whole.

"Sit."

They sat at the kitchen table. Julie across from her daughter. The late afternoon light coming through the window behind Katie, turning her hair gold at the edges, making her look angelic in a way that did not match the conversation they were about to have.

"Tell me what happened."

Katie's hands were on the table. She folded them. Unfolded them. Picked at a cuticle. Folded them again.

"It's not what you think."

"You don't know what I think."

"Rachel has, like. She has this condition. With her body." Katie stopped. Started again. "When she gets, um. When it gets hard. Her body releases these. Like. The doctor called them endorphins but they're not regular endorphins. They're specific to her condition. And when other girls our age are around her, they. We. I."

She trailed off. Her hands were trembling.

"Katie."

"I can smell it, Mom." Katie's voice broke. "When she's aroused. I can smell something and it makes me. I can't. I can't think straight. It's like being drunk except I've never been drunk so I don't know if that's right but it's how I imagine it. Everything gets warm and I want to touch her and I know I shouldn't and she knows I shouldn't and she tries so hard, Mom, she cries about it, she hates it, she thinks she's a monster."

Julie sat very still. The novel she'd been reading was still on the couch. She could see its spine from here. It was a mystery. She'd been trying to figure out who the killer was. It seemed like a very small problem now.

"And today?"

"Today it got bad. It got really bad. She was sitting on my bed and it. It got hard. And I could. I could feel it. In my whole body. Like a wave, no, not a wave. Like heat from an oven when you open the door. All at once." Katie swiped at her eyes. "I touched her arm. That's all. I touched her arm and she jumped up and ran to the corner and curled up and said she was sorry, she was so sorry, she couldn't control it, and I wanted to, Mom, I wanted to go to her and I wanted."

She stopped talking. The kitchen was very quiet. The refrigerator hummed. Outside, a lawn mower started up, someone taking advantage of the last daylight.

"You wanted to have sex with her," Julie said. Not a question. A fact, placed on the table between them.

Katie nodded. One tear ran down her left cheek. She caught it with her thumb.

"And did you?"

"No. You heard us. That was me pulling myself away. That sound. That was me trying to stop."

Julie exhaled. Her hands were flat on the table. She noticed that her wedding ring had left a mark on her finger, the skin beneath it lighter than the rest, a permanent tan line from nineteen years of wearing the same band. She looked at that mark and thought about commitment and protection and the things a mother is supposed to do.

"Where is Rachel now?"
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