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PRAISE FOR BLURRED FATES




“A woman’s seemingly perfect life unravels in this debut novel that explores what happens when past traumas resurface.… will keep readers glued to the page.… The author’s tale is as chilling as it is affecting.… A hypnotic page-turner …”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Blurred Fates is an unerring portrayal of the realities of trauma survival in an enthralling tale of tragedy, love, and betrayal. Broken family, sexual assault, infidelity, and ulterior motives—turning each page makes you cringe, gasp, then breathe and repeat. Zadeik’s elegance on the page is captivating from start to finish.”


—AMELIA ZACHRY, author of Enough: A Memoir of Mistakes, Mania, and Motherhood


“Blurred Fates is a beautifully written debut novel about love, betrayal, secrets, and the courage to speak the truth … whatever the consequences.”


—SONDRA HELENE, author of Appearances


“In the haunting and finely written Blurred Fates, Anastasia Zadeik unravels themes of adultery, jealousy, crimes of passion, betrayal, loss, and guilt. It’s impossible to not keep turning the pages, as Zadeik’s voice leads us deeper and deeper into a compulsively readable plot that takes the reader from a place of shock and horror to understanding and clarity. Zadeik has written a psychological thriller that is touching, troubling, and ultimately a story of redemption.”


—DONNA BROWN AGINS, author of NAACP Image Award–nominated Maya Angelou: Diversity Makes for a Rich Tapestry


“A smart, stunning debut. This novel grabbed me on page one and I simply could not put it down. Look for Zadeik’s work on the big screen.”


—CARLOS DE LOS RIOS, award-winning screenwriter and producer of Diablo and author of Kids in Cages


“Nothing less than a feast for the senses, Blurred Fates is haunting and lyrical, lush and suspenseful. Zadeik takes the reader on a raw and mesmerizing exploration of the psychological grip that old family wounds and secrets can have on a person’s soul. With crisp prose and deep empathy, Zadeik masterfully presents characters you’ll root for as they search for the true meaning of love, safety, and home. This is a book club essential.”


—MARNI FREEDMAN, LMFT, author of Permission to Roar


“Blurred Fates is at once thrilling and unexpected, with twists and turns that will keep you turning the page well into the night. I couldn’t put it down. It’s also an important commentary on mental health and a window into what it’s like to suffer from PTSD. Brava to debut author Anastasia Zadeik for this compelling first novel.”


—JENIFFER THOMPSON, host of The Premise podcast
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PROLOGUE






I HAVE NO CHILDHOOD SNAPSHOTS. No picture of an infant Kathryn swathed in a pink hospital blanket, head still misshapen from her descent down the birth canal. No picture of one-year-old Katie clutching her favorite stuffed animal. No awkward school photos with Peter Pan collars, pigtails, or braces. No baby books, scrapbooks, or yearbooks. Other than a slightly worn copy of Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit, acquired at age seventeen, and a dog-eared copy of William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, acquired at age nine, I have nothing tangible from my childhood.


The remarkable thing is that, while I have no pictures of my brother, Daniel, and I never see his face in my dreams, I can easily recall his features: stormy slate-blue eyes that remind me of the sky before it opens with rain; curly dirty-blond hair framing a chiseled face; the perpetual shadow of a beard; his broad mouth, lips taut in a permanent sneer. He is frozen for me at age nineteen—cynicism and evil wrapped in shorts and a Grateful Dead T-shirt.


It is this version of him that randomly appears across the street at a busy intersection, in the window of a passing car as I park at the grocery store, or in my rearview mirror as I drive home or to the kids’ school for pickup. Rationally, I know it cannot be him—he would be nearly forty by now, his appearance dulled by age and ravaged by his life choices. Yet when I see, or imagine I see, his nineteen-year-old face, my heart races, sweat forms, my foot presses on the gas, my vision blurs, and I forget for a moment where I am. I drive past my destination, hoping to lose him.


Then, as quickly as he appeared, he is gone.


I focus on breathing, in and out, cycling the mantra Be here, not there. I tell myself that a mentally unstable, drug-abusing drifter is unlikely to persist in efforts to find me. Nevertheless, Daniel holds the power of the past, and over the years, with an intuitive sense of terrifying unpredictability, he has reminded me to be afraid— of him, of what he knows, of who I might become.


A call. A letter. A message.


The first one—sixteen years ago, less than a month after I married Jacob—a late-afternoon shower interrupted by the sound of the phone. Thinking it would be my new husband calling, I reached for the nearest towel—meant for hands, not bodies—and grabbed the handset. Post-honeymoon bliss shattered as I stood dripping onto the hardwood floor.


“Well, I’ll be damned.”


Not Jacob.


“My little sister struck it rich.”


Daniel.


I can recall it as if it happened yesterday. Chest-crushing, breathtaking, visceral fear slammed into me like a truck, jostling my brain, making coherent thought nearly impossible. How did he find me?


“Old lady down the street saw your picture in The New York Times. Told Dad you married some high-class dude. Whitman, Whittier, something like that. John, no, Jacob. Yeah, that was it. Jacob Whittier.”


Shit. The wedding announcement.


“Look at you. Doing the family proud.”


The whip of sarcasm caught me around the ribcage, making me immediately aware of my vulnerability—how hope had placed me at a disadvantage.


Daniel’s raspy voice coiled to strike again. “Lady said she couldn’t help but notice”—he gave a short laugh—“there wasn’t much about the bride.”


“Why are you calling?” I wanted to sound strong. What I heard was pathetic. “What do you want?”


“Since you ask, I’d have liked to meet the guy. Bond. You know … share stories.”


I said nothing.


“Dad was crestfallen he didn’t get an invite. Said he thinks about you all the time. I didn’t want to burst his bubble, but I’m guessing Mr. Whittier doesn’t know about us—me or dear old Dad.”


You’re wrong, I thought but didn’t say. Jacob did know, and he hadn’t argued to include my family in the wedding celebrations. Despite prodigious editing and edge-softening, the life story I’d provided had been barely palatable to him, let alone to his parents: motherless since age eleven; estranged from a neglectful father and troubled older brother; determined to escape and put the past behind me, whatever the cost.


“Do you want money?” I asked.


“Money?” Daniel snorted. “Sorry to disappoint, little bitch, it won’t be that easy. I don’t need your fucking money, or should I say your husband’s fucking money. Got an enterprise of my own. No, I’m just calling to remind you, I know what you’ve done, and as the saying goes …” His voice slowed to a crawl, each word enunciated: “You can run, but you can’t—”


I yanked the phone from my ear, let “hide” drop away into silence.


Shivering, staring at my bedraggled image in the mirror, I weighed the risks and merits of coming clean to Jacob—for all of about thirty seconds. Not for the first time, I realized the truth would not set me free.


Phone numbers could be changed. Unlisted.


Secrets buried.


Family legacy suppressed.


For a while, it appeared my reasoning was sound. Six years went by without a word from my brother. But then a letter arrived. My name in block letters. The upper left corner complete with “D Barton” over a return address for the Federal Correctional Institute at Mendota. Inside, a simple message: “Out in four. I’ll be in touch.”


I took more precautions: a post-office box, new phone numbers, aliases on social media.


Four years went by—then another, and another—with no contact from Daniel.


Hope bubbled up again.


Until six months ago. An Unknown message in my voicemail box. A dry cough. That voice.


“My, my, little sister, actually took some work to track you down.” The raspy short laugh. “Looks like things are going real well. Shame. All that running, for nothing.” And then, the slow enunciation: “You can’t hide. Remember this: I’ll always find you.”


I am propelled back to seventeen. Daniel standing over me, his hands clenching and unclenching with rage. The taste of iron in my mouth. “I’ll always find you.” Words like blows, punctuated with solid kicks. Curling inward, I wrap my arms around my head. Burning pain radiates from my cheekbone, jaw, and lower back.


I hear the door slam, shaking it in its frame, a cracking sound like glass breaking, and my father’s slurred “What the hell’s going on?”


And I hear Daniel’s clear reply: “She’s fucking crazy.”
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Here and now, miles and years away, I pray Daniel is wrong. But I fear he may be very, very right. His words ring in my head, reverberating through the darkness of memories, faulty synapses, and uneven neurotransmitters. Like magma stored in the core of the earth—pressurized, roiling, looking for an opening, waiting to scorch and destroy.


I change my number, again. I watch for him. I wait.


And I learn that, in the end, anticipating disaster does not prepare you for it. Life can change in the space of a heartbeat: tectonic plates shift, a violent squall strikes, a weakened vessel breaks, the phone rings, a lie is told.


Quite suddenly, an ordinary day becomes the last ordinary day.












ONE






HOMEMADE TOMATO SAUCE is simmering, the salad is tossed, and the pasta is just about al dente. I turn to call out to the kids that dinner is ready, and I’m startled to see Jacob standing next to the island, watching me. I wonder how it is I didn’t hear him come in or feel his presence in the room.


“Hey, I didn’t know you were there,” I say before returning my attention to the stovetop. “Can you get the kids?”


He doesn’t answer, so I turn my head again. “Honey?”


And then I notice—his expression is strange, indecipherable.


I feel an immediate sense of disorientation, the feeling that what is about to transpire will be life-altering, though I have no idea how or why. My hand stops mid-stir as my breath catches. I stand there, silently acknowledging the randomness of the moment. Of all things. For here I am, simply making dinner like I always do, day after day, in this Architectural Digest–worthy kitchen I don’t need and certainly don’t deserve, and I know my world is about to go haywire and there is nothing I can do to stop it.


All this from my husband’s expression.


Jacob is an open book of limited pages: happiness, concern, mild disappointment, pride, and, most often, equable contentment. An old-money upbringing combined with a natural tendency toward restraint has produced a man devoted to subdued appropriateness. Allowed emotions are kept on a short lead. Disallowed emotions are bottled up tight and cellared. After nearly two decades together, I’ve rarely seen him head down the cellar stairs.


Reading the open book is easy. Happy is, well, happy—a genuine, though muted, smile and lightly crinkled eyes. Disappointment presents with a slight downward, diagonal tilt of his head, a firm jaw, lips sealed in a line. Contentment, his go-to expression, would best be described as pleasantly neutral everything.


Indecipherable is instantly, deeply troubling.


“Are you okay?” I ask, hoping he will answer with his standard, “All good, babe,” and his face will revert to recognizable, neutral content.


Instead, I’m met with more silence and a pleading glance. No, not quite pleading—more like reluctance and a bit of frustration.


“Kathryn,” he says.


And I know, it’s real. Jacob does not call me by my given name. It’s always “Kate,” “babe,” “honey.” His face clouds over again, but I know whatever this is—it is significant. I recall hearing him on the phone earlier, the cadence of his voice strained. Long silences. I thought it was a business call, a dissatisfied client. Now I consider other possibilities. His mother is ill. The doctor’s office called about the tests I had done a week ago.


Or, oh my God, Daniel.


A bubble of fear forms inside me.


“That call,” I say.


Jacob’s nod is barely perceptible. “There’s something I need to tell you, about those tests …”


It was the doctor’s office. Not Daniel. But Jacob’s face says it all. Something’s wrong, something serious. Cancer. The kids are so little. I look down, see red, and realize I’ve dropped the wooden spoon on the counter, splattering sauce.


“They called with the results?” I ask, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, I’m confused. Jacob couldn’t have received the results because our concierge doctor uses this recorded system that requires typing in a personalized code, and Jacob doesn’t know my code, so how could he know the results? My thoughts tumble one on top of the other, so many that I wonder how they fit into the space between my question and his reply.


“No, no. It wasn’t the doctor. I shouldn’t have said that.” His expression is now clearly one of frustration. “I mean, it isn’t about you or the tests.”


I’m relieved for a split second, until Jacob’s face contorts into a grimace. “Well, not really.”


Jacob does not grimace, ever. My hand moves to my throat.


“What do you mean, not really?” I ask.


“I mean …” He shakes his head, sighs audibly. “I don’t know how to tell you this.”


“Whatever it is, Jacob, just tell me.”


“Okay,” he says—then repeats himself, “Okay,” looking at me as he nods, like we’ve agreed to something. “Remember when I was in the city a couple of months ago and I extended the trip so the guys could take me out for my birthday?”


Though he ends with a slight up tone, I know it’s not really a question, and this question that’s not a question and the abrupt change in the direction of the conversation throw me. Of course I remember. Jacob stayed two extra days on his monthly trip to the East Coast—smack in the middle of a visit from his mother and Logan and Becca’s regional soccer tournaments, which were being held hours apart. It was incredibly bad timing.


“Yes,” I say, trying to not let the irritation from then enter now. “I remember.”


“Right,” he says. “So, I know I told you we went to a game and dinner, but there was more.”


He looks down.


“We went out afterwards, it turned into a really long night, and somehow we ended up doing shots at this club on the West Side, at which point I was exceedingly drunk.” He looks up to gauge my response. “I think the correct term would be wasted.”


“You were wasted,” I say, “at a club?”


None of this is making sense. Jacob does not grimace or pound shots or go to clubs. He drinks fine wine at white-linen restaurants or a single craft beer after docking his sailboat.


“Yes,” he says solemnly. “I was. I don’t remember anything, really, after the shots. I must have blacked out or something, and as you can imagine, I certainly wasn’t proud, so I put it out of my mind. But then, just now, I was talking with Ryan—that’s who the call was from—and I mentioned how you’ve been worried maybe something’s wrong, that you had these tests done …”


I stare at him, trying to process what he’s saying, as the conversation veers further toward surreal. Questions spin along with his statements: Jacob blacked out? Why does he keep talking about the tests? And why is he talking to anyone, even Ryan, about such a personal thing?


What emerges from my lips with equal parts confusion and righteous anger is “Wait, what? You were talking to Ryan about—?” I look down. “Why? Why would you do that?”


“Why would I do that?” Jacob asks incredulously. “He’s my best friend, Kate—no, he’s our best friend—and I’m worried about you.”


He does seem worried. Sympathy briefly flitters in; I would do the same thing if I were worried about him, and Ryan is our best friend—first his, then mine, then ours.


“So this is about me.”


The grimace returns.


“There’s no good way to tell you this.” He presses his lips together and exhales audibly, shaking his head, like he can’t believe he’s got to say what he’s about to say. “The club was a strip club, Kate. Apparently, the guys bought champagne for this private room and then, according to Ryan, they bought me a lap dance, for my birthday. And the woman, the stripper …” He pauses, repeats the exhaling head shake. “She gave me a, you know, a …” He glances down at his crotch and then back up at me.


No, I think, no. He swore he didn’t need that from me, from anyone.


The bubble of fear inside changes shape and texture. Expanding. Creating pressure.


“I’m sorry, Kate,” he says, reaching for me. But that can’t be right; he can’t be reaching for me, not as he tells me this.


I lean back, away, as I hear Jacob’s voice go on, “I don’t have any symptoms. But apparently that doesn’t mean anything. She could have given me something, and I could have given it to you, unwittingly.”


Comprehension is sudden. How did I not see it? This is about a sexually transmitted infection. After my last appointment, I told Jacob how the doctor had insisted on running a bunch of tests—standard procedure and all that—and how I’d objected, explaining it was impossible for me to have an STI. Now Jacob is telling me it was not impossible—that it is, rather, entirely possible that I could have a sexually transmitted infection. Contracted from a stripper. From a stripper’s mouth. In a bar. From an act he does not remember. This is what is impossible. How can he not remember this?


The pressure builds inside and out. I can hear it, like a low buzz, the sound of a heavy freight train straining the tracks.


“Honey?” Jacob says, tentatively, breaking my stunned silence.


Questions fly, unprocessed, raw.


“Are you saying I have an STI? From a stripper? Is that what you’re saying?”


Jacob, quiet, stands there with a pained expression on his face—like he’s been wronged somehow—which angers me. My voice accelerates, crescendos.


“You’ve given me an STI from a stripper unwittingly? Is that what you said? Unwittingly?”


The train is thundering down, metal on metal, steel, smoke, and steam. The ground beneath me seems to move, triggering tremors from within. Darkness clouds the periphery of my vision. Jacob’s face blurs.


“I didn’t …” Jacob stops, starts again. “I don’t remember any of it.”


“How is that possible?” I ask, even louder. “How is it possible you don’t remember a stripper giving you a—”


“Kate!” Jacob reaches for my arm. “Keep your voice down. The kids are right down the hall.”


His tone is harsh, disapproving.


I jerk out of his grasp and step back. Although he’s right, the suggestion that somehow, now, at this moment, I’m the one who is behaving badly only fuels the fire that has ignited inside my head, the cracking-open in my body.


“Are you saying I’m doing something wrong?” I say, seething but not yelling. “You’ve contracted an STI from a stripper, but I’m the one doing something wrong?”


The heat inside me swirls. I hear my mother, cursing at my father for wrongs done.


Don’t, I think to myself. Don’t say it.


I lower my voice to just above a whisper. “Fuck you, Jacob.”


Jacob reels as if I have struck him. Foul language does not befit a Whittier. Swearing at your spouse is definitely off-limits. The Barton in me is rising, hot and dangerous.


I bring my hands to my chest as the room begins to spin.


“Kate, you need to breathe. You need to calm down and breathe.”


Of course, he’s right. Again. I need to breathe. Somehow, though, the fact that he’s right about this makes me even angrier. I have a right to be upset, and he has no right to be right about anything.


“Seriously, Kate.” Jacob stands in front of me with his hands palms up in supplication. A look of concern on his face. “Breathe.”


So I do. I close my eyes, bow my head, and force myself to take a breath. But instead of growing calmer, in the darkness I see Jacob with his arms splayed across a black leather booth, the head of a dark-haired woman between his knees. Psychedelic blue and purple lights pulse across his face to bass-thumping music.


And then another image emerges from the depths, as if released by the train and the tremors, black and white and red, blurring with the first, a young girl with her hands held firm by others. Loud voices. Coarse laughter. Too many hands, everywhere.


I cannot stop it. I can never stop it.


Instant shame.


I breathe in through my nose, sparking an involuntary shudder. I blow out through pursed lips and bring my hands down, rigid and flexed, against my thighs.


“Bring it in, Kate,” my therapist, Dr. Farber, has told me. “Focus on the here and now, and what you can control. Remove yourself from the situation if you can.”


I try to focus on anything other than the images I’ve conjured and the rage now threatening to overtake me. I hear Jacob, mere feet away. I force myself to breathe—inhale, exhale. Another shudder. I move my arms and feel the hard, cold marble counter at the small of my back. I hear the tomato sauce and water bubbling on the stovetop. If I don’t drain the pasta, it will be mushy, inedible. Jacob has ruined dinner.


Jacob has ruined everything.


Memories press against my will, but I need to stay here, in the present. Removing myself from the situation is not an option because I need to take care of my children. Logan and Becca need to eat so they can take their showers and go to bed. I cannot leave.


Jacob must remove himself. He has to leave. Now.


“Kate?”


I slowly lift my head and open my eyes to see Jacob’s face, still concerned. How often has he lied to me with that face on? I think. How often have I misread him? What a fool I’ve been.


“You have to go,” I say. “You have to leave. You can come back later, when the kids are in bed.”


“Kate, please.”


“Please?” I say, clenching my hands at my side. “I can’t do this, Jacob—not like this. Not now. Please. Leave.”


The colander is already in the sink. I placed it there a minute before Jacob derailed our lives with this, whatever this is. I reach into the drawer by the stove for the pair of yellow paisley oven mitts I spent twenty minutes choosing last Tuesday at Williams Sonoma—deliberating over yellow paisley, red paisley, blue stripe, Tuscan fruit print—when I thought oven mitts mattered.


“I’m not leaving,” Jacob says. “I’ll tell the kids it’ll be a while till dinner. I want to explain what happened, so we can get through this and move on.”


As I walk from stove to sink, the heavy, steaming pot in my hands, I see that he is now wearing his reasonable face, the one he uses when those around him—difficult clients, poorly informed partners, bickering children—are being unreasonable. His calculated effort to control the situation with a dispassionate demeanor has the reverse result: I feel accused, unfairly, and must stifle the suddenly conscious, entirely unacceptable Bartonesque desire to forcibly remove his composed expression. Get through this? Move on? Does he really believe that after a simple explanation, we’ll sit down to dinner with our children as if nothing is wrong?


Overcooked pasta and still-boiling water pour into stainless steel, draining. Steam envelops me. It billows up, reflected in the window by the sink, the one that looks out over the pool. Just an hour ago, I was watching Becca and her best friend floating there, Becca’s hand trailing in the water, creating gentle ripples.


I was chopping carrots.


“Hon?”


The pot is empty.


“I can’t do this,” I say. My voice is clipped, strained; not yelling is so much harder than yelling. “Please.” I turn to face him, head-on. “Just go.”


Before he can speak, I yell, loudly, “Becca! Logan! Dinner!”


Yelling feels good; a release valve opens, allowing me to breathe without feeling like a massive air balloon is residing in my lungs. I turn back to the sink. The window begins to clear. Drops of condensed steam fall, weeping across the surface of the glass—revealing my reflection and the familiar shadows of the backyard.


“Please, Jacob, before the kids come. You’ve got about two minutes. They usually come after the second call.” Closed, the valve has begun to pressurize again. Turning only my head, I yell again. “Logan! Becca!” Release. My voice ricochets off the marble.


“Kate—”


“Now, Jacob.” My throat constricts as I try to hold my shit together. I am shaking with effort. I pull the words out. “I mean it. Please go, just go.”


We are both silent. I will not look at him. I stare out the window, watching a single, straggling drop of water trail down my face. I hear Jacob grab his keys and his wallet, slide his feet into the flip-flops he keeps in the hall by the garage, and open the door. There is a muffled whoosh as the door meets its frame in closing. Everything in this goddamn house is designed to shut softly—restrained, controlled.


I don’t belong here. I never have.












TWO






“WHERE’S DADDY?”


Becca has been in the kitchen for fifteen seconds before she asks after Jacob. I am in the process of hurriedly removing the fourth table setting; I do not need a visual reminder of my absent husband. I cannot think about infections and strippers and betrayal—about the girl on her knees. Not now. I have decided to give Jacob what I call “the psychic silent treatment,” a protective technique I’ve developed to block someone or the abuse they’ve inflicted. Though I have years of practice on others, with varying degrees of success, I haven’t had to use it on my husband before, and I’m not sure I’ll have the necessary willpower. It won’t help that Becca and Logan expect him to be here.


“He had to go out, sweetie.”


“But he said he’d read me the next chapter of The Hobbit tonight.”


Normally, my daughter’s petulance is endearing. We have countless photos of her with her lower lip stuck out, preternaturally blue eyes wide. She expects this expression to have a certain effect—an expectation that, I admit, we’ve reinforced consistently most of her life. Tonight, however, she will be disappointed.


“He must have forgotten. Sometimes Daddy gets caught up in his own life.” I allow a small measure of bitterness and a generous portion of criticism into my voice. He let her down. He let us down. He gets the blame. Then, remembering she’s only eight and quick to register parental animosity, I self-edit. Warming my voice and expression, I say, “I can read it to you, if you want.”


“With voices?”


“But of course,” I say with an English accent and stiff smile.


On rare good days—bright, sunny, yellow days—my mother used to read aloud to me from our single book of classic Grimm’s fairy tales using an elaborate library of voices for the characters. It is the only Barton family tradition I have embraced. Jacob has embraced it as well—his Gollum is magnificent, a blend of Scottish and Transylvanian accents. My specialties are the characters from the Harry Potter series, particularly Hermione, but I have a pretty good Gandalf, and my cuddles in the warm glow of her bedside lamp are just as good as her dad’s.


“Yay!” Becca wraps herself around my waist from behind, the side of her face peeking out under my arm. “It’s my favorite.”


Becca’s ebullience arises as quickly as her petulance. Despite appearances, her emotions are fairly balanced for a little girl; they do not run deep.


I know. I grew up with deep emotional imbalance. I live with the knowledge that my neurons might be fostering it, waiting for the catalytic spark. Life-altering events are never without risk: childbirth, moving, relationships changing. Jacob’s confession. A sexually transmitted infection. Darkness descending. Struggling to breathe.


Stop, Kate, I tell myself. Slow down. Stay here.


“Did you see your brother, sweetie?” I ask, my voice tremulous. “I can’t believe he couldn’t hear me.”


“I’ll go get him,” she says, skipping away.


“Thanks, Boo,” I call after her, struck, as I often am, by my daughter’s innocence and my fierce longing to preserve it. At her age, I was worrying about where on the color spectrum my mother would be on any given day: if she was feeling blue or violet, she might remain in bed, shades drawn; if she was feeling vibrant orange or blazing red, she might plan a backyard circus, frightening the neighborhood children with her frantic exuberance. Of course, there was the remote possibility, wonderfully tantalizing, that she might be yellow, and we would have a creative, love-infused day of joy and wonder. Although it wasn’t intentional on her part, my mother gave me a glimpse of epic happiness every once in a while—just often enough to keep me hopeful. It’s astounding how little it takes to keep a child believing and how messed up a little faith can make you.


Becca is back within three minutes.


“He was playing his game, and he was really mad I bothered him, but I told him it was pasta night, and that worked.”


Although Logan looks like Jacob’s mini-me—wavy chestnut hair, dark brown eyes, and classic English blue-blood features—he tends toward my side of the family when it comes to temperament.


Becca, on the other hand, is physically a Barton—honey-blond hair curling wildly about an open, expressive face—but with the personality I imagine Jacob might have had before his mother and her upper-crust expectations shaped him. Loving and beloved, Becca still believes the world is just as it seems and that life will be fair. I fear this perspective will all too soon be lost.


I spoon pasta into the bowls Jacob and I purchased two years ago in Italy while celebrating our fourteenth anniversary and remember how he chose the bright kaleidoscopic pattern in shades of cobalt blue, emerald green, and gold. How, while I wondered why we needed another set of dishes, he held up a plate across the showroom and said, “This is the one. Bold and beautiful.”


Here and now, I feel the urge to throw each one of them against the marble backsplash and watch the red sauce and noodles splatter all over this perfect kitchen.


But I cannot.


I need to pretend everything is okay. That’s the plan for tonight: Act like nothing is wrong. Block out Jacob. Do not fall apart. Do not let unloosed memories bring out the Barton. Do not channel my mother: yelling wild things, throwing plates, scaring my family shitless. Do not channel my father: drinking finger after finger of vodka, saying nothing, leaving without leaving.


No. I will place these bold, beautiful ceramic bowls of homemade food gently on the table. I will talk about school and soccer and having a barbecue this weekend. Shit. Scratch that last item—who knows what the situation will be this weekend.


“Where’s Dad?” Logan asks as he shuffles into the kitchen, his scuffling, kick-the-heel gait just like his father’s.


“He had to go out,” Becca chimes in. “But Mom’s going to read The Hobbit, if you want to listen.”


“Why would I want to do that?” Logan scoffs, dismissively.


Going on twelve, Logan has adopted a preteen blend of misplaced arrogance and bravado, a boy testing the waters of manhood without knowing the first thing about how to swim there. Normally, I find this endearing, like Becca’s petulance. My firstborn, growing up. But tonight, I hear Jacob and his mother in Logan’s scoffing dismissal.


The dishes. The scoffing. The shuffling. My psychic silent treatment is failing. Execution of the Nothing Is Wrong, Block Jacob plan is not going well.


“Logan, watch your tone,” I say with a harsh tone of my own. “Your sister is trying to be nice.” I gesture to the refrigerator with my head. “Get the water, please.”


“Someone’s in a bad mood,” he mutters, though he does as he’s asked.


I take a long intentional breath and say, “Perhaps we could both try to be more pleasant.”


“I’m not being unpleasant,” Logan responds evenly, pouring water into his glass.


And in an instant, I am transported back to my tiny childhood home with its paper-thin walls. I’m sitting at the mottled green Formica kitchen table my father bought at some garage sale, purchased because it was cheap and said to be indestructible, and being indestructible is critical in our house. My mother breaks things when she loses control, and she is on the verge of a blind rage. Aware we are all on eggshells, I try to disappear, but Daniel refuses to cow to her. “I’m not being unpleasant,” he says, with an emphasis on the “I’m”—the most reproachful he can be of our mercurial mother. Too much reproach. Inside my head I’m begging him to Shut up, Daniel, please shut up. The air is sucked out of the room. I instinctively hunch my shoulders and hold my breath, shrinking my heart as far into my ribcage as I can. My mother flies into a fury, unencumbered by reason. “How dare you?” she yells. I look up and see the silent appeal in Daniel’s eyes as the back of our mother’s hand meets with the side of his head, right above his ear. I say nothing. Neither does our father.


Hurt people hurt people.


Daniel will learn to perfect this blow on me when she is gone.


“Mommy?”


Becca’s voice brings me back to the present. She looks frightened. I turn to Logan. I cannot see his face, but he’s stopped pouring water. He stands very still, his body stiff, defensive, which frightens me.


How must I appear to them?


I remind myself these molten memories are in my head.


I am here, now, with my children. The air is not thin.


I lift my hand from the polished mahogany table and rest it gently on Logan’s shoulder. “Sorry, big guy.”


I can see his inner deliberation. Should he shrug my hand off and hold on to his attitude or capitulate? Thankfully, he chooses capitulation.


Granting me a half smile, he says, “It’s all right. It’s not that I don’t like it. I’m just not into the whole reading aloud thing anymore.”


He rolls his eyes toward Becca. I recognize the gesture as an invitation to a detente of sorts, so I match his half smile with one of my own.


Nothing Is Wrong, Block Jacob is back on track.


Only a few hours until I can properly vent. I can make it.


Eating commences.


My children are enthusiastic about food—and dinnertime.


Dinnertime. When I first approached the idea of having children with Dr. Farber, I revealed my primary fear was that I had no idea what a normal family looked like. Countless therapeutic hours were spent in her hushed, dimly lit, slightly-too-warm office while we discussed how to establish healthy family rules and rituals: chores, reading on the couch, bedtime, and dinnertime—the last of which, according to Dr. Farber, was most important of all. Positive family dinners, she said, were linked to healthier, more connected children, less likely to do drugs or drink alcohol, more resilient in the face of life’s problems, more likely to do well in school. As she went over the list of benefits, I remember thinking, Just another reason I’m so fucked up.


“Mommy, watch this!” Becca pulls a noodle in through pursed lips, leaving a small bit of it left at the end.


Logan laughs. “You didn’t make it. Here, watch me again.”


He demonstrates, inserting a noodle and inhaling it in one swoop. Then he looks at me and says, “Fish face.”


I oblige—suck my cheeks in to create guppy lips, moving them apart and together, registering that this sort of behavior would have never been allowed at the table when I was growing up.


Until her own father’s disastrous financial decisions led to an acrimonious divorce and subsequent fall from societal grace, my mother lived a life of privilege, and she resented losing it. Moreover, when she felt in control, she became intent on exerting it over us, as if this might keep chaos at bay. On those nights, dinner was executed according to her childhood remembrance of proper behavior: each bite to be chewed twenty-four times, to facilitate digestion; silverware to be placed neatly at prescribed angles on the plate; meaningful contributions to be made to conversation structured around the contents of the two newspapers delivered daily, the San Francisco Chronicle and The New York Times, the latter of which was always the final word.


Unless my mother disagreed, and then it wasn’t.


If, on the other hand, Mom was in a mood, dinner could follow any number of scenarios: a feast of epic proportions with no identifiable menu plan, consisting of several meats, piles of vegetables, potatoes, and noodles; a slapdash, thrown-together meal of minimal nutritional value; bread and water, with a side of guilt; or, of course, no food at all.


Not surprisingly, considering Dr. Farber’s emphasis, dinner was one of the first issues I tackled head-on. It didn’t take much psychological layer-peeling to understand my mother’s approach had been warped, and it was a relatively simple thing to put right with my own children—of all of the parenting tasks, cooking is by far the easiest to do by the book. I appreciate the predictability of recipes turning out the way they’re supposed to, as long as you follow instructions.


And so, for our family, dinnertime is a comforting routine. We pass food around the table with basic polite behavior and have age-appropriate conversations about third-grade reading group and preparations for the sixth-grade science emporium, the latest game on the playground, and whether their soccer coaches are fair and good at their jobs.


Even tonight, struggling on my own, it is a relief for me to relax into the simple pleasure of listening to my children slurp long strands of spaghetti through pursed lips and laugh.


Nothing Is Wrong, Block Jacob has worked after all.


And then, right on the tails of that thought, comes another: It won’t last, this little piece of heaven.


I should have known.












THREE






A DOUBLE BEEP TONE indicating an exterior door has opened lets me know Jacob has returned. I am curled behind Becca in her canopy bed, watching the curve of her back rise and fall. She is curled around our gray tabby cat, Ophelia.


I pull the sheet up over Becca’s shoulder and maneuver off the mattress. She doesn’t stir, but Ophelia rises, arches her back stiffly, and gives me a contemptuous look before leaping off the bed and padding out of the room.


Ophelia is a skittish creature. Jacob and I adopted her shortly after marrying. He’d begun traveling extensively and I was lonely, so he suggested a dog. Growing up, he’d always had Labradors and had a pedigreed puppy in mind. I insisted that we go to a shelter to rescue me a loyal companion, and once there I fell for an emaciated kitten that had been found in a trashcan full of rainwater—the only surviving member of her litter. The shelter had called her Ophelia. Although we found it a bit macabre, Jacob and I couldn’t help but appreciate the literary reference, and the name stuck. With the exception of Becca, for whom she has a particular affinity, Ophelia bestows and receives affection on her own terms; her love is slow to develop and quick to be removed for even the slightest infraction.


I move over to dim the light on Becca’s peace lamp with the purple polka-dot shade, an item it took my daughter approximately five seconds to choose. Her room is a plethora of purple: walls, sheets, pillowcases, and lamps; shorts, dresses, tops, even shoes. It has always been her favorite color—“pup-ell,” she called it when she was little.


One benefit of her obsession is the ease with which I can buy her things I know she will love. Another is that it has dulled the sensitivity I developed to the color as a child. Purple days were some of the worst: blue sadness with a tint of red rage, mixing to create the despair and hopelessness that ruled our lives when my mother slipped away.


Becca’s purple is the color of lilacs and lavender—sweet, soft spring.


I pause, studying myself in the framed oval mirror on the wall over the dresser. The steam exposure earlier tonight wreaked havoc on my hair. Dark dirty-blond curls spin wildly, an outward manifestation of the pandemonium whirling inside my head. I pull my fingers through the curls, trying to exert some influence.


Stepping closer to the mirror, eyes blazing, I see a shadow in the hall. My hand pauses mid-pull. Irrational terror rises along with a memory. Daniel lurking outside my room. Voices. A fist to the door, popping the lock.


I am trapped.


I stop. Breathe. Tell myself quietly, “Be here, not there.” Losing control is not an option. I gather my hair back into a ponytail, wrapping one of Becca’s hairbands once, twice, three times—tight—around the curls, and stare again at my reflection, channeling the whirling thoughts, distilling them to Love and trust can be dangerous. I’m not safe.


Nonetheless, my heart tugs at the sound of Jacob’s voice calling from the hallway, “Kate?” I can see his reflection in the mirror behind me as he peers into the room.


Taking a step inside, he gestures with his head toward Becca’s sleeping form.


He wants to go to her.


Our faces are framed by photographs Becca has wedged between the mirror and the whitewashed wood: Becca kicking a goal as she falls to the ground; Becca, Logan, Jacob, and I on a snowy mountaintop, each lifting a ski perpendicular to the ground; Becca precariously balanced on a surfboard, Jacob standing behind her in a waist-high breaking wave; Jacob and I from the back, hand in hand at the edge of a trail. Becca took this last one with the purple Instax camera she got for a birthday, the kind with instant developing film. The image is crooked and too thick for the mirror frame; it is barely hanging on.


I’m reminded that the stable, happy family we’ve created is fragile after all. It could come apart at any time. It could be coming apart now. Because of a stripper. Because of Jacob.


As he takes another step, I turn abruptly and hold up my hand, shaking my head slowly.


I brush past him and walk down the hallway, contemplating which room to mar forever by the memory of what is about to transpire. Not much of a debate in the end—I enter Jacob’s paneled office with the antique desk and plush, rich oriental carpet. It’s his favorite room. Go ahead, I think. Ruin this.


I sense rather than hear Jacob following me. I flip the light on and see him in the window, his figure moving in the darkness of the hallway. As he closes the door behind him, squares of glare reveal one slight flaw in my room choice. The doors leading to the hall have beveled glass windows—no solid core soundproofing to protect my children’s ears. I hesitate for a minute before realizing this may not be a flaw after all.


No yelling.


I slide into the corner of the couch across from the desk. Jacob stands awkwardly by the door. He looks to me, flicks his gaze toward his tall leather banker’s desk chair, looks back to me. He takes two steps in my direction.


“Don’t even think about it,” I say.


“Kate, please. I’m sorry. You’ve got to know, I never intended for this to happen. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


“Those are words, Jacob, just words. You’re the one who’s always telling the kids”—I imitate Jacob’s contrived motivational speaker tone, the one he uses when schmoozing a client or imparting sage parental wisdom—“it’s what you do that matters.”


Jacob looks me right in the eye. “I know what I’ve told the kids. What I’m telling you is that this—this thing—it didn’t matter. I barely remember any of it. If Ryan hadn’t told me that it happened …”


His voice trails off.


I leave his hanging statement hanging there, watch him scrunch his mouth and face in what I interpret as a combination of injury and repentance.


“Barely remembering it doesn’t change a thing. No one forced you. Drunk or not, you allowed a woman you didn’t even know to do what I, what I …” The words catch. Like a hangnail, I press on; it hurts, and yet I can’t help pushing on it. The pain reminds you it’s real, this life you’re leading. “I’m ready to hear exactly what Ryan told you about that night. All of it.”


“All of it?”


“Yes. All of it. I think I deserve to know.”


“All right,” he says, drawing out the words. “But before I tell you what Ryan said, you’ve got to believe me—whatever happened, it meant nothing.”


Jacob takes a step toward me, hands outstretched like he’s holding or offering me an imaginary gift the size of a beach ball.


It meant nothing? Doesn’t he see that makes it worse?


“Oh please, it didn’t happen to you. You could have stopped it.”


I think but don’t say, It’s not like you were held in place. Or forced to your knees. The image of the young girl struggling flashes again, black and white and red, at the edge of my consciousness. My body tenses. My gag reflex kicks in.


Block it. Block it.


Anger has the power to purge pain.


“For God’s sake, Jacob, just spit it out.”


As soon as the words leave my mouth, I recognize the irony of my word choice.


Jacob begins his story haltingly, his voice cracking after the first sentence. He called Ryan to check on the time of their doubles tennis match tomorrow, and Ryan, as usual, asked about me and the kids. Jacob told him the kids were great—terrific, actually—and that I was okay, though he was worried because I’d had some issues recently, so they were running tests to make sure it was nothing serious. How I was angry, railing at the medical establishment that mandates running tests for sexually transmitted infections on happily married women. Ryan was quiet, like maybe he was embarrassed, or this was too much information—but then he said, “You don’t suppose it could have anything to do with what happened at your birthday party in the city, do you?” To which Jacob responded, “What do you mean? How could it have anything to do with that?” And Ryan said, “Hey, I get you don’t want to talk about it, but you can get an STD from …”


Jacob pauses, looks at me intently. “Kate, are you breathing?”


I’m not. I’m not breathing. I’m doing my disappearing act, which by necessity involves holding one’s breath.


I inhale and exhale.


“Go on.”


Jacob sighs wearily. “So then, of course, I asked him what the hell he was talking about, and he said something like, ‘You don’t remember much from that night, do you?’ and I reminded him I’d blacked out, which I thought he knew. I told him the last thing I recalled was the Patrón shots, thinking I should stop, go back to the hotel. That I’d had enough.”


Jacob stops again. Looks at me. He wants me to acknowledge that he was trying to do the right thing, that if it weren’t for peer pressure, he would have—that he is the good boy. Which is usually true. He is. My husband is even-keeled, responsible. He’s the ballast in our relationship. That’s one of the reasons I married him. Trusted him.


“Go on,” I say.


“Then Ryan told me Alex and Christoph bought a magnum for one of those private rooms, and then, well, then they bought the lap dance.”


I do not like Jacob’s New York friends. Entitled society boys grown-up in name only. Christoph is an arrogant, womanizing cad—trust-fund enabled, better-looking than he deserves to be, and an unapologetic snob. And Alex is a lying son of a bitch. He cheated on his wife, Maria, my only good friend from our New York days. When Maria found out he was having an affair and, after some digging, realized it wasn’t the first time, she was devastated—no, gutted. It took her weeks to get through a day without crying in her office or having to lock herself in the bathroom so their daughter, Maddie, wouldn’t hear her falling apart.


“So Christoph and Alex paid for it,” I say, my voice flat, matter-of-fact.


Jacob nods. “Ryan says he doesn’t know how it went from there. He said the whole thing was getting out of control and he was uncomfortable, so he left and went to the bathroom or something. When he came back to the room, Alex and Christoph were gone and Ryan says he, well, saw the girl, you know …” Another goddamn pause. “And that’s it. That’s what he told me.”


The image that’s more of feeling returns: a dark-haired woman on her knees, my husband finally getting what he’s been missing. Strobe lights flashing. Music thumping.


“Was it good?” I hear the words coming from my mouth, the trembling in my voice.


“God, Kate, it wasn’t like that. Please, can’t we stop this?”


“Stop this?” Hot, unbidden tears pool. “That’s the problem, Jacob. I look at you and that’s what fills my head. I don’t want to see it or think about it—but I can’t stop it.”


My voice breaks. The tears fall.


“I can’t stop it.”


I close my eyes and put my hands over my ears to block out Jacob, and suddenly, without warning, I’m fifteen and back in the shower in our little house with the paper-thin walls. I’m there rinsing and rinsing my hair, trying to get the conditioner out. I’m in the shower—but I’m also watching myself in the shower. It’s always the same. The girl in the shower closes her eyes. She hears the door open. The plastic shower curtain sucks in toward her wet skin. “Daniel, Jesus, can’t you wait?” She waits for her brother to respond, to peek around the shower curtain or pee or yell at her for taking so long. She prepares herself, covering her breasts with one arm, dropping her other arm so that her hand can cover the space between her legs. But it’s not Daniel. It’s Daniel’s friend from college. She’s only met him this morning. Adam, his name is Adam. He’s taking his jeans and his underwear off and jerking the plastic curtain aside. The girl in the shower says, “What are you doing?” and then she screams when it becomes clear what he’s doing and she screams and cries while he does it to her on the tile floor of the bathroom, her head wedged against the wall, looking up at the crooked toilet paper roll. The girl in the bathroom knows, and I know, that Daniel and her father are right outside, in the kitchen or the living room. They must hear her. They do nothing to stop the assault.


I don’t do anything either. I never can.


I can never stop it. So it goes on—and on—and on. Jeans. Underwear. Trapped. Choking.


Memories burning through me. Pressure and heat building.


“Kate?” Jacob’s voice calls to me. He is close by. I open my eyes to see him crouched in front of me. My head is bowed, lips pressed together; my shoulders are hunched, elbows tight against my ribs; my legs are locked, hands clenched at the top of my thighs. Every muscle in my body is tensed. Poised. Fight or flight.


“Don’t touch me,” I say in a menacingly soft voice. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”


I wonder if I will ever enjoy being touched by anyone again. I don’t want to cry in front of him. And yet, and yet … sadness and rage wash over shame, salt in a wound.


Jacob’s hands stop in midair. He sits back on his heels and then slowly stands upright.


“Please, babe. I know you’re angry and have every right to be.”


I’m not capable of saying anything. Fight or flight. My instinct hasn’t decided which course to take.


“There’s no excuse,” he says. “But we can get over this.”


This—this I can say something about. I rise from the couch, forcefully wiping my nose with the back of my wrist. “Get over it? This isn’t an argument or a bad day, Jacob. It’s a betrayal.”


“A betrayal?”


How is there a question about this? His tone forces me to look directly at him. I must make him understand this.


“Yes, a betrayal. You cheated on me. With a stripper. In public. In front of your friends. I’ll bet they remember it. I’ll bet Alex and Christoph are thrilled you’ve finally sunk to their level.”


He winces at the words in public.


“I’m not Alex. Or Christoph. I know what I did was wrong, but don’t you think you might be overreacting? I didn’t have an affair. It was just—”


Though he doesn’t complete the phrase, I hear it, whispered in my ear, “Just a blow job.” And the pressure cracks me wide open.


“Overreacting? Overreacting.” My voice drips. “You let a stripper, a stripper, do what I, what … I …” I feel the heat again, boiling in my head. “And now you’ve given me a sexually transmitted infection—me, the wife you vowed to love and protect.”
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