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For Margaret Lilleyman

(1936–2012)

The most voracious reader I have known and the perfect mother-in-law for a writer.



kim


THAT NIGHT

Kim should have heard it, would have heard it if she hadn’t installed earplugs and taken half an Ambien. The girls were two floors below, but she’d anticipated giggling, music, a few late-night trips to raid the fridge. . . . To ensure a sound sleep, she’d nibbled a bit of the sedative, despite having had two glasses of white wine after dinner. She’d done it plenty of times without incident. She’d always been a light sleeper, and, lately, adequate rest had become imperative for Kim. There were too many hormones wreaking havoc with her humor. And there was far too much tension in her marriage to handle without a good night’s sleep.

“Mom! Dad!” Kim dragged herself up from under the warm, wet blanket of sedation. It was Hannah’s voice, tearful, close. . . . Kim opened heavy lids and saw her daughter at the end of the bed. Tall, pretty Hannah wearing a nightie that looked like a football jersey, the number 28 across her chest. It was Hannah’s birthday today—sweet sixteen—she was having a slumber party. So why was she here, in the small hours of the morning? Why was she crying? As Kim struggled for lucidity, she realized something was terribly wrong. Tears streamed down Hannah’s face and there was something on her hands . . . something dark and wet, glistening in the faint glow of the LED clock radio . . .

Blood.



kim


THAT DAY

“Should we wake the princess?” The words hovered in the chill morning air, unanswered. Kim leaned her elbows on the custom butcher-block breakfast bar, took a sip of black coffee, and waited. When he finally responded, Jeff’s eyes never left his laptop screen.

“It’s her birthday. Let her sleep. . . .”

Kim glanced at the digital clock on the Miele gas range: 8:37 A.M., an unreasonable hour to ask a girl to rise on any Saturday, let alone her sixteenth birthday. Sixteen . . . God, where had the time gone? Kim allowed herself a brief moment of nostalgia, her mind slipping back to that dreary March day when Hannah was born. It seemed like yesterday and an eternity at the same time. That pink, squalling creature she had birthed with such effort was now tall, beautiful, undeniably womanly. . . . Kim was different now, too. Her physical transformation was less dramatic (at forty-six, she prided herself on being able to pass for forty, maybe even thirty-nine—thanks to a strict regimen of Pilates, cold-pressed juices, and the judicious use of fillers), but she was not the same naive, hopeful woman she’d been that day. She had grown up, as surely as Hannah had.

Jeff’s relentless tap-tap-tapping drew her out of her reverie: Silicon Valley keyboard torture. “Still working on that presentation?” A tinge of annoyance had crept into her tone, but it wasn’t like Jeff noticed. He didn’t seem to notice anything about his wife lately. Kim could have been doing a naked handstand on the back of a unicorn and Jeff would have kept pecking away at his keyboard like a chicken on Ritalin.

“Yep.” He remained focused on his work, as if he was locked in his Palo Alto office on a Tuesday, not drinking coffee in his open-plan kitchen with his spouse on a Saturday morning. Jeff seemed to have forgotten that this was a day traditionally designated for leisure pursuits and family bonding. Not that Kim had any real desire to bond with her husband of eighteen years. After the incident last year, she found civility challenging, let alone quality time. But she couldn’t help but feel neglected. And she envied her husband’s single-minded obsession with providing financial software solutions to corporations, his unblinking belief that his job as VP of global strategy at Fin-Tech Solutions really meant something. In Jeff’s mind, the infrastructure of the entire US economy would come crashing down without his constant attention.

“I’m going to do some work, too,” she said, rising from the barstool.

The typing paused as Jeff headed for the coffeepot. “More coffee?”

“I’m fine. Call me when Aidan gets up. I’ll make him some eggs.”

“If he gets up. That kid could sleep for days.”

“He’s thirteen. He’s growing.”

Half a lukewarm cup of coffee in hand, Kim padded in slippered feet past the sunken living room, its expanse of windows affording spectacular views of the San Francisco Bay. Her office was at the back of the designer home, tucked between the laundry room and the wine cellar, a tidy, compact space allocated for her freelance copywriting job. “It’s just to keep my foot in the door,” she’d explained when Jeff told her his salary negated the need for her to work. “I might want to go back when the kids are older.” At sixteen and thirteen, the kids officially qualified as older, and still, Kim made no move to return to her life in advertising. It was a young person’s career, custom-designed for twentysomethings who had the freedom to work late, then go for after-work drinks that usually led to dark nightclubs and ultimately, some uninhibited but regrettable sex with a colleague. It was fun while it lasted, but those days were over for Kim. She’d replaced them with a hardworking husband; two tall, academically successful children; and a three-thousand-square-foot, mid-century modern remodeled home on Potrero Hill (the coveted North Slope, with panoramic views that raised property values by about a million bucks). She’d traded that stressful, stimulating, slightly debauched life for one of staid, domestic perfection. Most days, she had no regrets.

She sat in her ergonomic rolling chair and booted up the computer. As the screen magically illuminated, her stomach twisted with a mixture of guilt and excitement. It was phenomenal, this box of technology that allowed her to sit less than twenty feet from her husband, in her robe and slippers, her hair unkempt and face free of makeup, and reach out to Tony on the other side of town. She opened Messenger and typed.

U working?

The juvenile shorthand made her feel young, giddy, like an eighth grader sending a note to a boy she was crushing on.

Pretending. U?

Her heart fluttered at his blatant admission.

Finishing some stuff.

It was a lie. Her “foot in the door” had dwindled to an ongoing contract with San Francisco’s third largest outdoor clothing retailer, to provide copy for their biweekly flyer. The two-line descriptions of waterproof jackets and hiking boots consumed roughly seven hours a week, for which she was able to bill fifteen. But she wasn’t ready to admit that the sole reason she was in her office on a Saturday morning was to flirt with her designer, Tony. His message popped up on the screen.

What r u doing today?

Hannah’s b-day. Sweet 16

Happy b-day Hannah

The sentiment made Kim’s stomach twist again. Tony didn’t know Hannah, had no place wishing her a happy birthday. She had not invited him into her personal universe, had not introduced him to her husband and kids. Did Tony really expect Kim to give his regards to her daughter, like some friendly fake uncle? It would have been inappropriate . . . and kind of creepy.

Tony and Kim met twice a month, legitimately, and had recently doubled that as their undefined connection grew. The nature of their relationship remained nebulous: there had been nothing lurid or inappropriate in their communications; a benign, teasing sort of flirtation (again, reminiscent of eighth graders) being the most incriminating aspect. When they met in person, physical contact was limited to a brief hug hello followed by a hand on a shoulder, or a playful punch in the arm as they shared a joke. It was a forced casualness, like two platonic pals, two college buddies, a brother and sister. . . . The only thing lewd about their relationship was the way Kim’s heart would race when she heard his voice, received his messages, or spoke his name; how her cheeks and groin would burn with pleasant heat.

She could only assume Tony felt the same way, though at times, his actions gave her pause. Like wishing Hannah a happy birthday. In that three-word expression, he was acknowledging that Kim was a mother, a wife, a woman with a fully domesticated life outside of their relationship. She knew Tony had such a life, too, but she didn’t like to think about it. She didn’t want to know his kids’ names (Declan and Ruby). She didn’t want to know that his wife (Amanda) was a successful attorney who worked long hours, leaving Tony to pick up the kids from school, drive them to their extracurriculars, and cook dinner most nights—all while juggling his freelance design assignments. Kim preferred to think of Tony as an island.

Another message arrived from him.

Having a party?

A few girls for pizza and cake

Pizza and cake--LOL

???

They’re 16. They’ll sneak booze or boys in

This annoyed Kim. Tony didn’t know Hannah. He wasn’t qualified to lump her in with all the wanton sixteen-year-olds he saw in the media, caught taking pills, having babies in bathroom stalls, or drifting over the center line in her mom’s station wagon and killing a family in a minivan. Kim took her job as a mother very seriously, and her children were evidence of that. She read parenting books. She attended workshops put on by the PTA. She knew the delicate balance between implementing boundaries and allowing children to spread their wings, between setting expectations and applying too much pressure. And she talked to her kids. She and Hannah had discussed all manner of teenaged transgressions, from cutting and marijuana to eating disorders and ecstasy. They had definitely discussed the dangers of binge drinking. (Fortuitously, her nephew in Oregon had gotten so drunk at a party that he’d pissed himself in front of his friends and had to spend a night in the hospital hooked up to an IV.) Obviously, she’d told Hannah that her sixteenth would be alcohol-free. Hannah had rolled her eyes—“Of course, Mom”—because she didn’t drink anyway. Maybe Declan and Ruby would be typical rowdy teens, drinking and smoking and generally rebelling against a workaholic mother and a father who pretended to be designing flyers when he was really messaging with his female copywriter. But Kim’s kids wouldn’t. She was doing her job right. She typed:

GTG

Her irritation still simmering under the surface, she deleted the conversation and headed back to the kitchen. She found Tony attractive, charming, amusing . . . and his interest in her was flattering, particularly in light of her husband’s lack of it. But Tony’s comment reminded her that they really didn’t know each other. They’d been working together for almost six months, but they’d never had a meaningful conversation about issues or values. They talked about work or they flirted like adolescents. She’d just signed off with GTG like some infatuated teenager too lazy to type Got to go. What was wrong with her?

When she entered the kitchen, Jeff didn’t look up from his screen. “Done already?”

“There wasn’t much left to do.” She made her way to the coffeemaker. “You left the empty pot on the burner.”

“You said you didn’t want any more.”

“I don’t. But that doesn’t mean I want the coffeepot to crack. Or the house to burn down.”

He looked away from his computer directly at her. “Why are you so crabby?”

“I’m not,” she barked, belying her words. “I’m going to take a shower.” She headed for the open staircase that led to the master suite.

“Do you need help getting ready for the party?”

She turned back, softening at the offer. It was a rare overture from Jeff, and it reminded her that they were still a team. No matter how far apart they drifted, no matter how much he had hurt her, they were stuck in this family together. She looked at his sandy hair, mussed from sleep, at his stubbly face, still boyish despite his forty-eight years. Deep inside, Kim harbored a tiny kernel of hope that what they once had was salvageable. She suddenly regretted the ten minutes she’d spent secluded in her office with another man’s messages.

“I promised Hannah I’d get her a flourless chocolate cake from that bakery on Cesar Chavez. We could walk there? I think the sun’s trying to come out.”

“Except I’m going for a swim and a run with Graham.”

Her jaw clenched. “Forget it then.”

His words followed her ascension up the stairs. “What? The triathlon’s in August!”
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BY 10:40 A.M., Kim’s Audi wagon was chock-full of trans fat–free snack foods, diet sodas, veggie platters, and three bunches of fresh tulips in Hannah’s favorite color, purple. Nestled in her Gucci purse was the rectangular box housing the tennis bracelet she and Jeff had decided to buy for their daughter. It had cost over five grand, but it was the girl’s sixteenth, after all. And in their affluent world, the bar was high. Hannah had at least one friend who’d been given a car for her birthday. Of course, this friend’s father had run off with his dental hygienist, so a fair amount of guilt factored into the purchase. Kim felt a diamond-and-white-gold bracelet showed love without being overindulgent.

Her last stop was Tout Sweet, a candy-colored bakeshop adored by Hannah and her friends. Its macarons, marshmallows, and meringues were so popular that locations were popping up across the city, a sugary coup. She had just ordered her daughter’s favorite cake when a voice said, “Kim?” She turned and was instantly swept into a hug. “God! How are you?”

It was Lisa, the mother of Hannah’s friend Ronni. The women had been close once, when the girls were small and in each other’s hip pockets. Maybe they weren’t close—they were more thrown together, watching their daughters climb on rickety monkey bars, splash in urine-filled wading pools, and bounce in inflatable castles. When Lisa would pick up Ronni from a playdate, Kim would sometimes invite her in for a glass of white wine. Despite their many differences, the women had forged a bond. Lisa was a New Agey single mom who worked sporadically and lived with her only daughter in an apartment on Potrero’s South Slope—not in the housing projects, but still, a far less affluent hood than the Sanders inhabited. Kim had wanted to expose her children to diversity; that’s why she sent them to a private school with a robust scholarship program. She had set a good example by befriending someone outside her socioeconomic status. Noblesse oblige.

“Lisa . . . It’s been ages.”

“I know! Now that the girls are so independent, I never get to see you.”

Kim scanned Lisa’s long, wavy hair and sun-kissed skin. She was only a few years younger than Kim, but Lisa’s style was bohemian, hip, almost adolescent. . . . Kim’s Tory Burch tunic and ballet flats suddenly seemed matronly in comparison. “You look great.”

“I’ve been surfing. My new guy, Allan, is really into it. He’s a chef, so he’s really creative and intense. But he’s also very physical”—Lisa leaned in, touched Kim’s arm—“if you know what I mean. . . .”

Kim did. She raised her eyebrows and forced an impressed smile, but she felt uncomfortable. It was too much, too intimate . . . and also served to highlight that Kim and Jeff hadn’t had sex in nearly a year.

“But I’ll get down to business in May. I’m starting a Reiki healing and therapeutic-touch course.”

“Good,” Kim said as convincingly as she could. Lisa had made some smart real estate investments in the past, but was Reiki healing really the best skill to acquire in this economy? And was therapeutic touch Lisa’s plan to put her daughter through college? Though Ronni had never seemed particularly academic. . . .

That’s when Kim remembered the main reason her friendship with Lisa had never flourished. Lisa was a flake. A nut. A kook. Kim knew that Lisa had had a difficult life, and she sympathized. But Lisa was just so out there. Kim was grounded. Solid. Practical. When their daughters had drifted apart, so had their mothers. But now Ronni was back in Hannah’s social circle.

“Ronni’s coming to Hannah’s party tonight, right?”

“She can’t wait. It’s so nice that the girls have reconnected.”

“It is.” Kim was lying. Even when Ronni was little, Kim had found her precocious toward adults and domineering over sweet-natured Hannah: a typical only child of a single parent. Now that Ronni was sixteen, she seemed worldly and jaded, affecting that bored, disdainful attitude so popular with teenagers these days.

“’Scuse me. . . .” The bakery girl interrupted them. “Do you want writing on the cake?” Coincidentally, the teen reminded Kim of Ronni: thick, dewy foundation; precisely painted-on eyebrows; long, spidery lashes; and pale, glossy lips. These girls were like dolls . . . sexy dolls. It was disturbing.

Kim asked Lisa, “Will the girls think it’s babyish if I get ‘Happy Sixteenth’ on the cake?”

“No, it’s cute. They may act too cool for school, but they’re still little girls at heart.”

Kim smiled and squeezed Lisa’s hand. She was a flake but a sweet flake. “It’s good to see you. We should have coffee sometime.”

“I’d love that.”

As Kim strolled back to the car, the cake box weighed heavy in her hands. She suddenly felt fragile, drained of energy, and far older than forty-six. She was glad she’d bumped into Lisa—they were still friends despite the passing years and their many differences—but Kim’s life suddenly seemed incredibly mundane. Lisa was training for a new career, she had a new man in her bed, she was surfing. . . . Nothing remotely exciting had happened in Kim’s orbit since they’d bought the house . . . unless she counted the incident last year, which she was not going to. There was excitement and then there was disaster, plain and simple.

She placed the cake box in the hatchback of her car and checked her watch. Hannah would sleep until noon at least; she had some time to kill. She considered going for a facial but she’d had one last week and if she went too often her skin broke out. A mani-pedi was a possibility, but she hadn’t brought any flip-flops with her. She paused for just a moment before pulling out her phone and dialing. Her heart hammered in her chest as she listened to it ring.

“Tony Hoyle.” His voice, as always, prompted that delicious shiver.

“Hey, it’s me.”

“Hey, Kim.” His voice was professional—overly so. Ruby and Declan were obviously within earshot . . . maybe even his wife. “How’s the copy coming along?”

“I’m having a little trouble, actually.” She realized she was blushing and sweating, so unaccustomed was she to playing this game. But there was something so wonderfully naughty about it. “I thought maybe we could get together and brainstorm a bit.”

“That should work. Where and what time?”

“Umm . . . now. At Farley’s.”

“Great. I’ll bring the files on my laptop and we’ll get this sorted out.” He hung up.

As Kim pulled away from the parking meter, she allowed herself a gleeful smile. Just like that, she was back in eighth grade.



hannah


THAT DAY

Hannah drifted out of sleep, squinting in the late-morning light that was pushing through her gauzy curtains. It took only the briefest of moments for her consciousness to register the significance of the day. Sixteen . . . finally. She rolled over and reached for her phone. Her mom told her not to keep it in her bedroom (Kim had heard about teens who texted all night and never slept a wink!), but thankfully, it was a rule her mom often forgot to enforce. Fourteen texts, all various iterations of the sentiment HBD!! Not bad, considering most of her peers were probably still asleep. She checked her social media apps and found even more well-wishes.

Enveloped in the warmth of her luxurious duvet, she took a moment to savor the morning. Her mom usually barged in at some ungodly hour to roust her from her slumber, insisting she needed to get to her studies, her piano, or some inane household chore that didn’t really need to be done. This morning, the house was quiet. Her mom must be at Pilates, her dad was working or working out, and her younger brother was undoubtedly plugged into some electronic device and shoveling food into his pimply face. It was a perfect time for reflection, and so she did, in the way that sixteen-year-olds reflect.

Fifteen had been a pretty good year for Hannah, especially the last two months, since Noah. He turned his attention on her and, like flicking a switch or waving a magic wand, he had changed her life. Hannah had been utterly naive to the transformative powers of a popular boy’s attentions. She was suddenly cool, admired even. When Noah deemed her worthy of his interest, so did the rest of the student population. And that included Ronni Monroe and Lauren Ross.

The girls were Hannah’s age but possessed a sophistication far beyond their years. Lauren in particular was confident, self-assured, and just a little bit mean . . . which everyone knows equates to power in the high school universe. Hannah knew that Lauren liked her only because Noah was hovering around her, but Hannah was sure that she could segue the popular girl’s interest into a meaningful friendship. There was a lot to be learned from a girl like Lauren; Hannah was an eager protégé.

Hannah’s inclusion in the cool clique wasn’t completely out of left field. Ronni Monroe had been Hannah’s best friend in elementary school. But in seventh grade, Ronni had outgrown her, probably because Ronni had developed early and attracted the attention of older boys. Hannah was a late bloomer and, prior to Noah, had been virtually invisible to the opposite sex. Ronni also had a mother who let her wear makeup and short shorts to school. Hannah’s own hovering mom seemed determined to thwart her daughter’s maturation, banning revealing clothing, eyeliner, rap music, and anything else that might lead to the “hypersexualization” of her daughter. Her mom had seen a documentary on this “epidemic” and talked incessantly about empowerment and self-worth. Just Hannah’s luck . . .

Hannah’s life hadn’t been particularly terrible before Noah—it had just been . . . flat. Her focus had been on school, basketball, practicing the piano . . . basically, doing everything that her parents wanted her to do. And then, about two weeks into her coupledom, Ronni and Lauren had approached her. “Wanna hang?” There was little enthusiasm in the invitation, but Hannah knew enough to be honored. She’d spent two years watching the queen bees stroll through the halls of Hillcrest Academy, bored, jaded, beautiful; Hannah was one of them now.

Her mind floated to her boyfriend, Noah, and lingered on his lazy smile, his blue eyes, the outline of his strong shoulders under his ubiquitous black sweatshirt. Her stomach did that funny little dance and her hand slipped down to her panties. Her fingers crept inside and she scratched. Vigorously. Lauren and Ronni insisted she had to shave “down there.” Everyone did it—except hippies and religious people. It was cleaner, sexier, and boys loved it—expected it, really. Pubic hair was gross, Hannah agreed. But Jesus, how it itched!

Noah had yet to be introduced to Hannah’s hairlessness. Despite the life-altering ramifications of their relationship, they had done little more than kiss up to this point. This was largely due to a lack of opportunity. At Tyler Harris’s party, there had been some over-the-clothes fondling, but she knew Noah would be expecting more from her soon. Lauren and Ronni informed her that some guys would be content with petting for a month or two if they really liked you, but they’d soon lose interest if you weren’t up for at least some oral. And Noah dated Kennedy Weaver last summer and they’d had sex a bajillion times. Any day now, Hannah was going to have to put out.

After another bout of violent scratching, Hannah decided to get up. Before she could reconsider, she threw the pale-yellow duvet off her, her body bracing against the chilled air. Her modern house was stunning, everyone said so, but with its sealed concrete floors, high ceilings, and expanses of glass, it was also freezing. Her feet were literally numb as she scurried toward the double bathroom she shared with her kid brother, Aidan. The haste was necessary. In addition to saving her toes from frostbite, she had a ton to do to get ready for the party.

As the rain showerhead poured over her body, Hannah tried to relax, but there was no denying the importance of this evening to her social status. The most popular girls at Hillcrest would be in attendance, along with two of Hannah’s oldest friends. Marta and Caitlin were nice kids, good kids like Hannah, but lately she’d realized that they were kind of immature. Hannah had advised her two pals that they would have to up their game, because tonight was not going to be some childish slumber party. Yesterday, at school, Lauren and Ronni had made their expectations perfectly clear.

They had approached her in the morning as she was putting her books into her locker. “Hey, birthday girl.” Lauren had hugged her first. She was so tiny, like a little girl in Hannah’s embrace—a little girl with rounded hips, perky breasts, a nipped in waist; a little girl with long honey-colored hair, a glossy pout, and sleepy, sexy eyes.

“It’s not until tomorrow.”

“Technicality,” Ronni said, as she stepped in for a hug. She was a little taller, but still compact, with disproportionately large boobs that stirred covetous feelings in Hannah. Beneath her expertly applied makeup, Ronni had perfect tawny skin and her hair was dark and shiny. Her dad was half Puerto Rican or half Guatemalan or something. He wasn’t in the picture, but at least he’d given his daughter some genetic gifts before he disappeared. Around Lauren and Ronni, Hannah always felt huge and dorky. But she also felt special. They had chosen her, after all: the prize puppy, the cutest kitten. Hannah had found the golden ticket; she was going to Hollywood. . . .

Ronni released her, and Hannah caught the envious glance of Sarah Foster as she walked past them. Sarah was tall, lanky, and blond; she wore the right clothes and dated the right boys. Sarah had enjoyed a brief sojourn in Lauren and Ronni’s orbit, but something had gone wrong. Rumor had it that Sarah had flirted with a guy Lauren liked, but Hannah didn’t trust rumors. A lot of people talked shit about Lauren Ross—small, jealous people who had no chance of ever basking in her heat.

Lauren clocked Sarah’s look, too. “Stare much?” she called. Sarah quickened her pace and soon dissolved into the clotted artery of the hallway. Lauren and Ronni exchanged a snicker and Ronni mumbled, “Slut.”

Lauren returned her attention to Hannah. “Can’t wait for tomorrow night.”

“It’s gonna be wild,” Ronni added.

“Totally,” Hannah said, but her stomach twisted with nerves. How could her party be wild when Hannah had the strictest, most vigilant mother in the Bay Area? Her mom had set out the birthday-party decree: no booze, drugs, boys, unsupervised Internet, or R-rated movies. Were PG videos and pizza going to cut it for Lauren and Ronni? Would they giggle and gossip about Hannah’s dull, juvenile party? She could almost hear them. “It was like she was turning twelve. Pizza and a Hunger Games movie? Seriously . . . ?”

“We got you a present,” Lauren said in a teasing voice.

Ronni added, “For you and for Noah.”

It had to have something to do with sex . . . A box of condoms? Some kind of sex toy? Flavored lube? Oh God. “What is it?” Hannah asked gamely, but her voice came out strained and tight.

“We’ll give it to you tomorrow,” Lauren said. “What did Noah get you?”

Hannah’s cheeks burned. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him yet. And I told him I didn’t want anything.”

“Can we help you?” Ronni suddenly snapped. It took Hannah a moment to realize the pointed question was directed at Raymond Sun, Hannah’s locker neighbor.

Nerdy Raymond stood in the hall, separated from locker seventy-one by Hannah’s companions. “I just . . . wanted to get my math book.” He sounded nervous, intimidated.

“We’ll be done in a sec,” Lauren said dismissively. She turned back to Hannah. “What are we drinking tomorrow night?”

Hannah felt a bubble of panic. “I was thinking vodka, maybe? Or do you guys like rum?”

“Vodka has no calories,” Ronni said.

“Ummm . . .” Raymond took a tentative step forward. “The bell’s about to ring. I have math.”

“Chill, loser,” Lauren snarled.

“You’ll get your fucking books when we finish our conversation,” Ronni spat.

Lauren leaned her back against Raymond’s locker and addressed the girls. “I don’t care what we drink or what we take . . .”

“As long as we get fucked-up,” Ronni finished.

“Absolutely.” Hannah had grinned her agreement while, out of the corner of her eye, she watched Raymond Sun shake his head and storm off.

Even now, as she tilted her head back to rinse the conditioner from her shoulder-length hair, she felt queasy at the recollection. Was it pity? Or guilt? It’s not like that mathlete Raymond was her BFF or anything, but they had been hallway neighbors all year. They didn’t talk much, but Raymond was always polite, always picked up her lunch bag when she dropped it, once even chasing her pen when it fell and skittered away down the hall. . . . Hannah did not feel a similar sympathy for Sarah Foster, who had also been subjected to the popular girls’ derision. Obviously, Sarah had it coming; she had been stupid enough to cross Lauren and Ronni, so she deserved what she got. But Raymond was harmless, an innocent, his only offense possessing the locker adjacent to Hannah’s. It was like a pack of wolves attacking a Chihuahua.

But Hannah didn’t have time to worry about Raymond Sun’s hurt feelings. She shook it off and focused on her mission. She knew what she had to do—Lauren and Ronni’s decree was absolute—she just wasn’t sure how she would do it. She turned off the shower.

Her hair still slightly damp, Hannah jogged down the open staircase into the silence of the house. “Hello?” Her voice reverberated off the stark walls, the stretch of glass windows, the smooth, polished floors. . . . She moved toward the modern, spacious kitchen. Empty. That’s when her younger brother loped into the room, a skateboard under his arm and earbuds stuffed into his ears. “Where are Mom and Dad?” she asked.

“I think Mom went shopping. Dad’s running. Or swimming.” He reached into the fridge, grabbed a carton of orange juice, and put it to his lips.

“You’re a pig.”

Aidan gave her a self-satisfied smirk and put the juice back in the fridge. “Tell Mom I went to the skate park.” He moved toward the door. Hannah trailed after him.

“You’re not going to be here tonight, right?” She did not want Lauren Ross to be exposed to her thirteen-year-old brother. He was childish and annoying and he smelled like a pungent combination of BO, mushrooms, and farts.

“I’m sleeping over at Marcus’s.”

“Thank God.”

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck you, too.” The siblings reveled in foul language when their mother wasn’t within earshot. It was a benign rebellion, but a rebellion nonetheless.

Aidan knelt to tie his skate shoes and Hannah watched him. Could her kid brother help with her predicament? Was she desperate enough to ask him? She took a small breath. . . . “Do people sell weed at the skate park?”

The boy stood, removed his earbuds. “You want me to get you some weed?”

She did, desperately, but she wasn’t sure Aidan could be trusted. She took in his shaggy hair, his droopy pants, his poor hygiene . . . all the trappings of badassery, but it was just surface stuff. When she looked into his eyes, she could see his innocence and naiveté. She could see he was still firmly trapped under Mommy’s heavy thumb. No way was Aidan cool enough to buy dope from a dealer. And worse, he’d probably rat her out to their parents for even asking.

“Of course not. I was just wondering if you were, like, a stoner now.”

“Yeah,” he scoffed. “Huge stoner.” He reached for the door handle.

“Aren’t you even going to wish me a happy birthday?”

“I was going to.”

“No, you weren’t. You were leaving.”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” He turned the handle and muttered as he exited, “Happy birthday, bitch.”

“Go to hell!” she screeched, but the door closed on her words.

She was heading back to the kitchen to make a smoothie when the phone rang. Hannah moved to the dock near the double fridge and picked up the handset. Her mom’s number showed in the display bar.

“Happy birthday, sweet sixteen . . .” Her mom’s corny term and singsong voice chafed. Of course, Hannah’s irritation was probably due to stress and the fact that she hadn’t eaten anything yet, but the cliché didn’t help.

“Where are you?”

“I’m getting birthday supplies: chips, soda, a birthday cake . . . And a little something special for you, but you can’t open it until Daddy gets home.”

Chips. Soda. Daddy. The words solidified the fear in the pit of Hannah’s stomach. Her birthday party could not destroy her new social standing, could not turn her into a pariah or a laughing stock. She was turning sixteen, for God’s sake, and she would not let her parents’ denial of this fact ruin her.

“When will you be back?”

“A half hour or so. I’ll make you some brunch. Pancakes with chocolate chips?”

Hannah felt an inexplicable lump of emotion form in her throat. Her mom was trying to be nice, but she was treating Hannah like a toddler. It made her feel an almost overwhelming surge of pity for her mother. Kim’s life was so dull, so quiet, so . . . over. Not that her mom was old, but what did she have to look forward to? Forty more years of domestic puttering, of writing boring flyers, and a passionless marriage? Her parents’ relationship seemed to Hannah a utilitarian coexistence based on an unequal sharing of household and child-rearing duties and a bank account. There was no fondness, no affection, and certainly no passion. Hannah would never accept such a bland existence, would never live vicariously through her children, not realizing that they were pulling away, making their own lives and their own choices. Her mom would never understand the person Hannah was becoming. Kim was losing her, and she didn’t even know it.

“Pancakes would be good. Thanks.”

Hanging up, Hannah moved purposefully to the booze cupboard above the fridge. Her mom had obviously chosen this location because it was inaccessible to small children. But small children weren’t interested in alcohol. Now, at five foot eight, Hannah had both the desire and the reach. She pulled down a bottle of Grey Goose vodka, noting that it was three-quarters full. Her parents rarely had mixed drinks, her mom favoring wine and her dad low-carb, light beer. She bent down to the container cupboard and retrieved a tall, stainless-steel water bottle. Her hands were shaking as she unscrewed the lid and poured over half the vodka into the water bottle. She topped the Grey Goose bottle up with water and replaced it in the cupboard. She hoped her parents wouldn’t be making cocktails anytime soon.

Moving with a swiftness borne of fear, she hurried downstairs to the basement rec room. It was cold and slightly damp, but she was fond of this space. Her parents had ripped the house down to the studs, rebuilding it into their sleek, contemporary dream home. But the basement, with its wood paneling and ancient bathroom fixtures, was untouched. Unlike the stark and stylish decor of the rest of their house, the rec room was old-school. A ratty sectional sofa and a dated glass coffee table reminded her of the house they’d lived in when she was little, when her parents were young and seemed to laugh a lot more. And with a large flat-screen and decent speakers, it was a fine place to host her friends tonight. She dove on the tweedy surface of the couch and pushed the water bottle between the cushions. She stepped back and surveyed the hiding spot. It looked fine, but when she flopped back on the sofa, the metal dug into her tailbone. Kneeling, she shoved the bottle under the couch, tucking it into a torn piece of upholstery fabric.

There . . . Her party wasn’t going to suck after all.



jeff


THAT DAY

Jeff paced in a circle, his heart hammering in his chest, blood rushing audibly through his veins. He breathed deeply through his nose, feeding oxygen to his traumatized muscles, his overworked heart. In this moment, he was immune to the postcard view of the Golden Gate Bridge, the dark blue of the Pacific, even the endless stream of Crissy Field joggers struggling past. He was conscious of nothing but the pain in his legs, the pressure in his lungs, the mechanics of being alive.

Beside him, Graham crouched, dropping his bearlike head toward his knees. “Jesus Christ . . . Holy fuck.”

“That was good.” Jeff’s breathing was returning to normal. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the end of his running shirt.

Graham stood, with effort. “Let’s get a beer, mate. We deserve it.”

“I can’t.” Jeff’s response was automatic, programmed by a year of denying himself the simple pleasure of a beer with friends. “It’s my daughter’s sixteenth.”

“One beer . . .” Graham was from Australia, a culture where you didn’t turn down a cold one, no matter whose birthday it was. His wife, Jennie, was American, but she accepted Graham’s inherent “blokiness,” in fact, seemed to find it adorable. Jennie didn’t get pissed off over a training session followed by a couple of drinks. Jennie was cool, relaxed, fun-loving; she was nothing like Kim.

“Can’t do it. My little girl’s waiting for her birthday gift.” He was glad to have a legitimate excuse; otherwise he would have had to make one up.

“Suit yourself, mate. See you tomorrow.”

Jeff navigated his Tesla Model S through thick, Saturday-afternoon traffic, a low-grade resentment gnawing at him. It wasn’t that he was desperate to have a beer with Graham—he had to limit beer on his triathlon diet, and he spent enough time with Graham at work and on their jogs. But his refusal of his friend’s invitation highlighted the fact that Kim had him on a very short leash. On certain occasions, like now, he felt an almost overwhelming urge to strangle her with it.

He knew he shouldn’t blame Kim. He’d accepted the terms she’d laid down: the terms to staying married, to keeping his family together. It was only when a friend or colleague suggested something as innocuous as an after-work cocktail or a post-run beer that he felt like a scolded child. And he felt like Kim was his controlling mother instead of his wife.

Easing into a break in Van Ness traffic, he gunned the motor. It was a small burst of aggression, momentarily satisfying, but the bitterness soon returned. He had fucked up—he got that—but it was nearly a year ago. Was he doomed to be punished forever? Grounded for life like a recalcitrant child? He really did want to go home for Hannah’s birthday, wanted to be there when she opened the bracelet Kim had picked out for her. He just didn’t want to have to go home.

It had all started in Vegas (of course, Vegas). It was a conference for software vendors and major clients. Besides keynote speakers, roundtables, and breakout sessions, there were golf tournaments, dinners, drinks, and schmoozing. Jeff had played eighteen holes with a female development exec from Montreal, who may or may not have been flirting with him (he was out of practice; she had a French accent); an overweight colleague from the Chicago office; and the CIO of a large southern university. Naturally, numerous beers were imbibed, but he’d paced himself. When they sat down to dinner, he was still in control.

But somewhere between dinner and 3:00 A.M., tequila joined the party. And when Nathan McIntyre, a twenty-six-year-old wunderkind from their Austin office, suggested they take the party back to his room, things began to spiral. Nathan had a business card for some high-end hookers and he was keen for some Vegas-style debauchery. Jeff had no problem declining the invitation. The thought of partying with a bunch of prostitutes held no allure for him; he was a happily married guy, a dad. And he’d never understood the appeal of paying for it. It seemed desperate and tawdry. Besides his moral convictions, he was way too hammered to get it up, even if he’d wanted to—which he didn’t. In fact, he was barely coherent, his vision blurred, his brain fogged. And he was scheduled to speak on global growth strategies at nine thirty the next morning. He needed sleep. With their taunts of “pussy” and “lame ass” in his ears, he stumbled back to his room.

Jeff didn’t remember passing out fully clothed on his bed, but he did remember waking up. His head pounded, his mouth tasted burnt and poisonous, and his stomach threatened revolt. It took several seconds for him to realize that the banging was not just in his skull but at his door. He looked at his watch. Fuck! It was a quarter to nine. His presentation was in less than an hour and he still needed to shower, gather his notes, and probably throw up.

“Jesus Christ. You look like shit.” It was Nathan from Austin, surprisingly fresh despite carrying on long after Jeff had opted out.

“I’ve got to shower, Nathan.” Jeff was abrupt. He didn’t have time to socialize. “I’m on at nine thirty.”

“I know. I brought you a little pick-me-up. Thought you could use it.” He handed Jeff a small vial of clear liquid. Jeff stared at it.

“LSD,” Nathan explained, “diluted in overproof vodka and distilled water.”

Jeff handed it back. “No, thanks.” Jeff had never been into psychedelics, and he wasn’t about to start now, at forty-seven years old, right before an important presentation. What the fuck was wrong with this kid?

Nathan sensed his incredulity. “You’ve never heard of microdosing?”

“No.”

“It’s big in the industry. Take a few drops of this and you’ll be transformed: energetic, focused, insightful . . . and no trace of that hangover.”

Jeff had done drugs before, of course he had, but that was in another lifetime. He’d been in his twenties, studying at NYU, partying for thirty straight hours most weekends. He’d smoked pot, tried coke and mushrooms. But he was a different person now, with kids, a career, a marriage . . . all the responsibilities that made drugs unacceptable. Except he was in Vegas . . . and wasn’t this city just a throbbing, neon neverland where real life melted away and a man could indulge his inner child—or, in this case, his inner twenty-two-year-old? He didn’t have to worry about Kim’s judgments or setting an example for the kids. He just had to worry about getting through his sixteen-minute presentation.

“I won’t trip?” Jeff asked.

“No chance. At a psycholytic dose, it’s like taking Ritalin or Adderall. You’ll still be you. Just super-you.” He smiled and held out the vial. Jeff took it in his clammy palm and headed for the bathroom.

[image: Images]

HE’D KILLED IT! The presentation had been a triumph! Maybe the drugs had skewed his perception of audience response somewhat, but there was no denying that it had been well received. Jeff had been confident, insightful, and in command of the room—with no evidence of a hangover. The vial of LSD nestled in his pants pocket. “Keep it,” Nathan said. “You can dose every two or three days . . . Make the most of it. Develop new strategies at work. Learn a language. Write a song . . .”

The vial lasted nearly a month. Jeff rationed it carefully; there would be no more when this was gone. He didn’t have drug-buying connections, didn’t run in those circles. And he could hardly contact Nathan and ask him to send him some more LSD in the mail. Jeff would just enjoy what he had while he had it—increased clarity, deeper insights, exceptional creativity. One afternoon, he and Graham took a few drops before a run. It was phenomenal! The stamina, the speed, the ability to focus on the physical act of running without the distractions of weakness or pain. It would have been a bit of harmless fun with no ill repercussions . . . if Kim hadn’t found the vial.

He looked at the dashboard clock: 4:45. Hannah’s friends would descend in a matter of minutes, turning his home into a seething hive of chattering and giggling, a tree full of articulate squirrels. He wouldn’t get through this without a beer. Flicking on his indicator, he pulled up in front of a dodgy liquor store—its window crammed with posters and neon signs advertising beer and wine. Plugging a quarter into the meter, Jeff strode down the uneven sidewalk, his mind firmly entrenched in that day last year.

He had tried to lie: it was a vitamin cocktail! But when Kim threatened to sample it, he had to tell her the truth. She was stunned. “What if you’d had a psychotic break? What if the kids had found this?” Her voice was quiet, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. She was sitting on the bed; he was standing in front of her. His work pants were still in her lap, the tiny vial now on the bedside table beside them.

“I can explain.” But his account did little to sway her. Kim didn’t care that everyone in tech was trying it and that, at such diluted intensity, there was virtually no chance of a bad reaction. She didn’t care that it had been a “gift,” or that once it was gone, he never planned to do it again. She wasn’t content to blame this all on Nathan, who had tried to lure Jeff into partying with hookers—yes, hookers—to which he had promptly said no. Kim hadn’t been impressed or grateful. On the contrary, she’d fixed him with a look of such withering contempt that he wished he hadn’t even mentioned it. All Kim could see was that he’d brought illegal, psychedelic drugs into their home—where their children lived, where she lived. It didn’t matter to her that there were only a few drops left (on second thought, this may have made things worse). In her mind, Jeff had broken the law, broken her trust, broken her heart. . . .

They talked most of the night, both of them breaking down in tears on several occasions. Kim wasn’t sure she could live with the betrayal. She was blindsided, her entire world suddenly tilted on its axis. She wanted him to leave, but he refused. He attacked her for being a hypocrite. She’d done drugs when she worked at the ad agency—probably more drugs than he ever had. But Kim was resolute that she’d changed, grown up. She put her family first now, above all else. She thought he had, too. He shifted gears and tried to comfort her, tried to tell her that, really, it could have been much worse. It could have been a meth lab in the garage! There could have been dealers involved! And guns! It was a psycholytic dose, barely enough to have an effect! But his “minimizing it,” as she called it, just upset her more.

Kim’s overreaction was clearly a pretext, the drugs a metaphor for all the other problems in their marriage. She had griped for years about their lack of connection, the “distance” between them, his constant state of distractedness. She resented his obsession with his work, though not the work itself, as if that even made sense. Jeff’s wife had a vision for their life: beautiful house; nice cars; polite, well-educated children; and a partnership that the neighbors envied, no matter what was going on beneath the surface. Kim should have married a politician.

But Jeff had to put the kids first. He knew from experience that growing up with divorced parents was no picnic, so he had agreed to Kim’s conditions. The trust was gone; he’d killed it. She didn’t want to treat him like one of the children, but apparently, she would have to. His extracurricular activities would have to be curtailed: straight home after work, no more drinks with the guys or weekend golf tournaments that invariably led to the bar. Business trips presented a problem that they would have to work around. He would check in before going out for dinner in the evening and once he returned at night. She would then call the hotel and ask to be transferred to his room to ensure he was where he said he was. Of course, there was no way she could know if he went out and got “all tripped out” later, but he told her she could call him at any hour of the day or night if she wanted. A year later, the system was still in place. She’d finally stopped rifling through his pockets every night. . . . Or he was pretty sure she’d stopped.

At least he had his triathlon training. Kim grudgingly accepted the time he spent at the pool, on his bike, or on the pavement. It gave him a goal, something to strive toward. It was also a means of escape from the palpable resentment pervading his home. That, and work kept him sane. And the kids. They were worth it.

He was reaching for the greasy handle of the liquor store door when he became aware of a presence to his right. He turned, a little panicked given the dodgy neighborhood. It was a boy, about Hannah’s age, with dark eyes and artfully shaved hair. “Hey . . . ,” he said, a cheeky grin spreading across his face. Jeff heard distant giggling and glanced over to see two boys with a similar look, lurking at the side of the building. There was a girl with them, too. She was wearing short shorts, her legs a bit too pale and a bit too chubby to successfully pull off the look. But he knew boys that age weren’t expecting supermodels. The kid near him blushed and continued. “You look like a cool guy. Would you buy my friends and me some beer?”

Jeff paused for the briefest of moments. Did he look like a cool guy, sweaty and disheveled in his expensive running gear? Driving his cool electric car? Was he a cool guy? He used to be pretty cool, back in the day, but things had changed. He had changed—thanks, mostly, to Kim. “Sorry, kid.” He said, pulling the door open and cementing his uncool status. He caught a whiff of the kid’s words on the air as the door closed behind him. They weren’t complimentary.

As he moved toward the beer fridge, he felt a twinge of something . . . like regret. He wanted to be the kind of guy who bought those kids beer. He wanted them to wander off with their six-pack and talk about how great he was, instead of calling him an uptight asshole or whatever the kid had muttered in his wake. Twenty, even ten years ago, he might have been that guy. But he wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t about to bootleg for a bunch of underage strangers. He knew what could happen.

When he was a teenager, there had been plenty of drinking and partying and general carousing . . . and he’d survived it, even thrived because of it. Mischief and troublemaking built character. When he got together with his friends from school they laughed themselves sick remembering the antics they got up to. Even Kim had a wild side, once upon a time. When they were first dating, they’d spent plenty of nights at crazy parties or in bars. Once, they’d gone to Mexico and Kim had downed tequila shots and danced on the bar in her bra. And then Kim became a mother and it was like flicking a switch. Overnight, Kim became responsible, earnest, doting . . . boring.
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“Tense and riveting. . . . What lies inside a family is not always as it seems.”
—MEGAN MIRANDA,
New York Times bestselling author of All the Missing Girls

the
party

It was supposed
to be a celebration.

How did it all go so wrong?
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