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PRAISE FOR THE PERFECT FAMILY





“Harding creates powerful character studies, reflects on societal expectations from a variety of viewpoints, and ramps up unmanageable chaos in a tale that is unforgettable on many levels. The small cast allows the author to present thoughtful interior monologues as each character considers their actions and responses and makes adjustments before the next event comes along and rearranges our understanding of everything. Readers ready for a roller-coaster ride of guilty admissions peppered with red herrings and actual clues pertaining to the crimes committed will read straight to the end. A great choice for fans of Celeste Ng, Gillian Flynn, and Liane Moriarty.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Robyn Harding is at her twisty, devious best with The Perfect Family, a novel that peels back the veneer of suburban perfection to expose the decay beneath. A propulsive, constantly surprising read that both entertains and chills—and makes the reader question whether they really know not only their neighbors, but their own family. From the opening page to the shocking last line, I was hooked.”


—Laurie Elizabeth Flynn, author of The Girls Are All So Nice Here


“Edgy, diabolical and completely suspenseful! The talented Robyn Harding peels back the sleek façade of suburbia to show its disturbing reality—and all the dangerous (and sometimes heartbreaking) secrets that even loving families keep from each other. Incredibly cinematic and jaw-droppingly devious, this book will have you turning the pages as fast as you can.”


—Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author of The First to Lie


“Robyn Harding has long been one of my favorite, must-read authors, and The Perfect Family is another example why. Brilliantly layered, fabulously developed and interesting characters, and twists and turns galore all made for a compelling read I couldn’t put down. Add to that Robyn’s wry wit and dark sense of humor that made me laugh out loud, and this is definitely a summer hit. I loved it!”


—Hannah Mary McKinnon, bestselling author of Sister Dear and You Will Remember Me


“In The Perfect Family, Robyn Harding wields deep community ties like a garrote and redefines terror in suburbia. Breathless pacing and an inescapable sense of menace make Harding’s latest an absolute must-read that will scare the hell out of you as only Harding can. This one’s a stunner.”


—P. J. Vernon, author of Bath Haus and When You Find Me


“Unsettling and darkly sublime, Robyn Harding deftly explores twisted family dynamics and devastating secrets in suburbia in this stunning novel that will shock readers by the final page. The Perfect Family explores a perfect family’s perfect façade, and how even perfect lies can become perfect nightmares. A mesmerizing, compulsively readable thriller, this one smolders from the first page to the last.”


—Christina McDonald, USA Today bestselling author





PRAISE FOR THE WORKS OF INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ROBYN HARDING


THE SWAP




“Nearly everyone in this passion play becomes delightfully unhinged in the end.… Dangerously addictive.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“[A] convincing tale of obsession and celebrity worship.… Fans of psychological thrillers will be satisfied.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Robyn Harding’s The Swap is everything I’ve come to love about her books—provocative, sexy, and full of surprises!”


—Wendy Walker, nationally bestselling author of The Night Before


“Harding conjures a dark, inescapable feeling.… [Her] tale will please readers.”


—Booklist


“There are books born for summer reading and The Swap is one of them. Steamy sex, obsession, partner swapping—this one has it all.”


—The Globe and Mail


“Gripping from the first line, The Swap is a wickedly delicious, addictive, utterly compelling read. This suspense will shock and rivet readers through each masterful page.”


—Samantha M. Bailey, bestselling author of Woman on the Edge


“[The Swap] reads like a soap opera and is so intense, you’ll be talking about it for days after you finish.”


—The Skimm


“Every summer, Robyn Harding releases a twisty, turn-y thriller. And every summer, we bump it to the top of our reading lists. The Swap will keep you on your toes until the very end.”


—Hello Giggles


“Page-turning and completely riveting. This is a clear-your-night-and-read-in-one-sitting book!”


—Kathleen Barber, author of Truth Be Told and Follow Me


“Robyn Harding is an expert at slowly building creeping dread and The Swap was no exception.… Undoubtedly her best book yet.”


—Kate Moretti, New York Times bestselling author of The Vanishing Year and In Her Bones





THE ARRANGEMENT




“An insider’s look into the world of sugar daddies… full of shocking revelations, volatile characters, and vice. Look out: The Arrangement will blow your mind.”


—Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Girl


“A nightmarish deep dive into the underbelly of a secret world. Rivetingly dark, The Arrangement delivers on every level. Prepare to be blindsided.”


—Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author of The Weight of Silence


“The most compelling, gripping, and entertaining book I’ve read in a long time. Nobody writes about young people and their obsessions as authentically as Robyn.”


—Liz Nugent, bestselling author of Unraveling Oliver


“Deliciously seductive from start to finish. Hang on for the ride, because this tantalizing thriller will knock you sideways.”


—Jennifer Hillier, author of Jar of Hearts


“Pretty Woman’s creepy counterpart.… Throw a little murder in there, and you have yourself a page-turner.”


—29Secrets





HER PRETTY FACE




“A fast-paced, thrilling, gut-wrenching novel.”


—Taylor Jenkins Reid, New York Times bestselling author of Daisy Jones & The Six


“A haunting tale of friendship and loyalty, secrets and betrayal—a book that will grab your insides and give them a twist.”


—Janelle Brown, New York Times bestselling author of Watch Me Disappear


“Harding expertly builds subtle menace.… Creepy and compelling.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A fierce and blazing one-sitting read that will make you question even your closest friendships.… Will undoubtedly spike paranoia levels in school car lines everywhere.”


—Carter Wilson, USA Today bestselling author of Mister Tender’s Girl


“A smart, darkly witty, and perfectly constructed thriller.”


—David Bell, USA Today bestselling author of Since She Went Away





THE PARTY




“Tense and riveting.… I was hooked from the opening scene and could not look away until I reached the very last page.”


—Megan Miranda, New York Times bestselling author of All the Missing Girls


“With teenagers worthy of Mean Girls, and a healthy dose of suspense, The Party reads like a cross between Megan Abbott and Jodi Picoult by way of James Patterson.”


—Booklist


“Cleverly constructed and brilliantly paced, The Party is a raw telling of a family coming apart at the seams.… Impossible to put down.”


—Bill Clegg, New York Times bestselling author of Did You Ever Have a Family


“Everyone is flawed in this contemporary tale of mothers and daughters. Everyone behaves badly. And the story is a pure delight.”


—Lucy Ferriss, author of The Lost Daughter


“Fast-paced and tension-filled, The Party explodes the myth of the perfect family and is one invitation you can’t turn down.”


—Rebecca Drake, author of Only Ever You
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For John


(Thank God our family isn’t perfect.)










Prologue


I STOOD ALONE in the street, watching the silent house turn down for the night. One by one, the lights blinked out, like stars dying in an inky sky. The upscale suburb was eerily quiet, no sound but my own breath. My own heartbeat. Still, I waited. And then I waited some more. The occupants had to be asleep. All of them. If someone heard me, if someone woke up, everything would be ruined. If I got caught, there would be serious consequences. Violence. Or even jail. But I wasn’t going to get caught.


It was a beautiful house; anyone would say that. It was Craftsman style; they were everywhere in Portland. Older, two-story homes with covered front porches, chunky wood columns, big picture windows. This one had been renovated and updated. It wasn’t huge or extravagant, but it was definitely expensive, and well maintained. The yard was manicured to perfection and you could probably eat off the paved driveway. Inside would be the same… an open floor plan with high-end furniture, valuable paintings, and designer knickknacks. All the shit that made a house appear elegant and refined.


But the people who lived there only looked perfect. They had done horrible things. They kept horrible secrets. People like that made me sick. Fakes. Phonies. Pretending they were better than everyone else, when they were rotten inside. Now, they were stressed, panicked, falling apart. The thought made me smile.


Pulling my hood over my head and drawing the strings tight, I moved down the driveway. My sneakers were nearly silent on the pavement, but the red plastic jug banged against my leg, so I held it aloft. The scent of gasoline was already strong in my nostrils. Good thing I’d thought to wear gloves. The smell would linger on my hands and give me away.


I stepped onto the grass, cool and damp, and cut across the lawn to the side of the house. The camera over the door blinked at me, but I’d be nothing more than a dark blur on the screen. The family thought the surveillance would be a deterrent, but it wasn’t. There was no way to identify me, no way to know who I was. Just another faceless figure lurking in the night.


At the side of the house, I squatted down, bouncing on my haunches. Adrenaline was coursing through me, my body vibrating with the need to enact my plan, but I forced myself to wait. And then I waited some more. To be safe. And to build up my courage. Because what I was about to do was serious. It could be fatal. But I couldn’t back out now.


I don’t know how long I crouched in the dark, but my knees were getting stiff and my right leg was starting to fall asleep. It was time. Bursting out of the shadows, I scurried to the decorative hedge that ran along the front of the house. Removing the lid from the gas can, I dumped the accelerant onto the shrubs, dousing the shiny green leaves with the toxic substance. A plant like this wouldn’t burn easily, but the gas would erupt. It would burst into flames, fire skittering across the foliage. There was a chance the porch railing could catch fire, that it could climb the wooden posts and ignite the second story. If the smoke alarms didn’t work…


Well, the world would be a better place without people like the Adlers.


I lit the match. And let it drop.










SIX WEEKS EARLIER










Vivian Adler (Viv)



I SAT CROSS-LEGGED in a pool of spring sunshine, my palms pressed together at heart-center. The morning light offered little warmth, but it bathed the bedroom in a flattering glow, and the color palette I’d chosen—muted blues and creams—created a seaside aura despite our suburban locale. My eyes were heavy, but not quite closed, as I breathed through my nose and took a conscious moment of gratitude. It was a thing I had been trying: starting each morning with a grateful heart. According to a podcast I’d recently listened to, being thankful was the key to health, happiness, and abundance.


Thomas was downstairs in the kitchen making coffee with his usual amount of banging and clatter. I tried to conjure some gratitude for my husband of twenty-two years, but that full feeling in my chest, that warmth and lightness, refused to materialize. I loved him, I did. He was an excellent provider, a great dad, and every morning, he got up and made coffee. But it’s hard to be thankful for a man when he’s cheating on you.


I had no proof, just a sick feeling in my gut. Thomas had been distant, distracted, and irritable of late. His job as a real estate agent was always frenetic, he’d always kept odd hours. An affair would have been easy for him. But I’d trusted him… until now. We’d had rough patches before; what marriage hasn’t? But even in our darkest moments, we’d always been a team, a unit. These days, we felt like two solo performers who’d left the band to go out on our own. He was George Michael. I was Andrew what’s-his-name.


It could have been a midlife crisis; Thomas had turned forty-eight in February. Or perhaps something had happened at work. But another woman seemed the most logical explanation. My partner was attractive in a beefy, middle-aged sort of way. He had charm and style, a twinkle in his hazel eyes. I’d seen women flirt with him. Thomas had always acted oblivious, but maybe he wasn’t? I exercised, ate salads, dyed away my grays. But we all know affairs are not about the spouse.


Sniffing his jackets for perfume and checking his collars for lipstick had provided no evidence. If I wanted proof, I’d have to search through his phone and his laptop. But he kept his devices close, protected by ever-changing passwords and facial ID. This was a relief, in a way. I wasn’t ready to deal with the truth. I wasn’t ready to blow apart my family. My entire life.


Abandoning my attempt to be grateful for my husband, I focused on my son, Eli, sleeping two doors down. He was home for the summer, had just finished his second year at the prestigious Worbey College. The sporty little boy with the green eyes and crooked smile was a man now, taller than his father, and the starting goalie for his college soccer team. But he was still my baby and I was grateful to have him home for four months. Or longer.… Eli had recently announced that he was dropping out of school. Thomas was devasted. He had gone to a state college, couldn’t afford to attend an esteemed school like Worbey. We’d made significant financial sacrifices for Eli’s education, and now he was quitting. Thomas had blown up, had accused Eli of being ungrateful, of throwing his future—and our money—away. But our son held firm. He refused to explain his decision, simply saying, “I’m not going back.”


I had insisted that we refine our approach: no more yelling, badgering, or interrogation. We would simply pretend that everything was normal, let Eli have time to process his issues. He had the whole summer to deal with whatever had upset him. And then, when he had, he’d realize that returning to school was his best option. The flicker of warmth elicited by thoughts of my adorable toddler was extinguished by our recent struggles.


There was no point in trying to summon gratitude for my seventeen-year-old daughter. Tarryn was going through the most unlovable of stages. She was sullen and condescending, seemed to consider her father and me (but mostly me) to be irrelevant, ignorant, tone-deaf boomers. (My explanation that we were, in fact, Generation X was met with an eye roll.) Tarryn still got good grades, she seemed to have friends, but my bubbly little girl had transformed into a surly, angry grouch.


But despite our struggles, we were the same family we’d always been. We were all healthy. We had a lovely home. And for that, I was—


“FUCK!”


It was Thomas. My heart jumped into my throat, constricting with dread. It’s not as if my husband never swore, but he never swore at the top of his lungs at seven thirty in the morning. Something was very wrong. I scrambled up off the floor and ran down the stairs in my pajamas. The front door was wide open, and the living area appeared to be deserted. Peeking my head outside, I searched for my chagrined spouse. I folded my arms across my braless chest and stepped onto the porch.


“Thomas?” I called. But he was nowhere to be seen.


He rounded the corner then with the garden hose in his hand. His handsome face was darkened by a scowl.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


He looked up, scowl still in place. “Some goddamn kids threw eggs at the house last night. And at my car.”


That’s when I noticed the shattered white shells littering the driveway, the viscous goop already congealed on our plate glass window. Thomas’s BMW had been assaulted, too, shards of shell glued to the black paint.


“Why?” I asked.


“I have no idea,” he grumbled, screwing the hose onto the tap at the corner of the house. “Ask Tarryn. She might know what this is about.” He turned the water on and blasted the side of his car.


I retreated into the house, shutting the door behind me. Tarryn would be up soon. Perhaps our teenage daughter could shed some light on the assault. But Tarryn was seventeen, a junior in high school. Wasn’t throwing eggs a bit juvenile for her peer group? And she’d never had enemies before. She saved all her snarky comments for her family, seemed perfectly pleasant with her friends.


As I climbed back up the stairs, I felt fluttery and agitated. Logically, I knew this was not a big deal. Bored, unsupervised kids roamed the streets in search of mischief on a regular basis. But this had happened at night. While we slept. The master bedroom was at the front of the house, so I would have heard the attack, had I not been in a deep sleep. What kind of parents let their children out after eleven on a school night? And why us? Our neighbors’ houses appeared untouched.


Abandoning my attempt at gratitude, I stepped into the walk-in shower. I was meeting a client at nine, and I didn’t want to be late. My interior decorating company was small but thriving, no longer a “hobby business”—unlike my client’s vegan ice cream shop. Her hedge-fund-manager husband was backing the venture. It didn’t matter that she was entering a saturated market, that ice cream was highly seasonal, or that her downtown location was not ideal. This wasn’t about turning a profit. It was about creating something that was viable, that was hers. I understood that, and I was eager to help.


As I shaved under my arms, I reflected on my own business. It had never been funded by Thomas outright, but I still owed its success to him. I’d been working as a graphic designer (packaging mostly) when he asked me to help him stage his listed homes. I’d always had a flair for décor. And I loved sourcing furniture and unique treasures that would turn an empty or dated house into an inviting home. Word spread about my abilities, and other realtors hired me for staging. When buyers started employing me to decorate their recently purchased abodes, I quit the graphic design firm. My business was doing well, but we still relied on Thomas’s income. I made a fraction of what he did.


Stepping out of the shower, I grabbed a towel off the heated rack. As I dried myself, I still felt jittery and my jaw was tense. It was an overreaction. The appropriate response to one’s house being egged was irritation, not this unnerving sense of vulnerability. I was being ridiculous. But I slipped into my robe and hurried to my bedroom.


My recent closet renovation filled me with instant gratitude. We’d knocked out the wall between the master suite and the small nursery next door. I’d had wardrobes installed allowing me to color-code my outfits. Angled racks held my shoes, cubbies displayed my purses, and shelves showed off my sweaters. In the center sat a small island with several drawers for lingerie, nightgowns, and jewelry. The project had gone way over budget—we were still paying it off—but the results were worth it.


Slipping inside, I shut the door on the sound of the hose running in the driveway. Thomas was still washing away the mess; I didn’t need to worry about him interrupting me. I opened the third drawer of the center island and removed the mishmash of hosiery I kept in it. Then I lifted out the false bottom and set it aside. The secret compartment wasn’t necessary in our safe Portland suburb, but it was the perfect place to keep my treasures: a bottle of deep-plum nail polish; one delicate hoop earring; a metal lighter; a corkscrew; and a small plastic bag filled with tiny blue pills.


I picked up the bag and looked at the pale-blue dots. I wasn’t going to take any; I didn’t even know what they were. But as I fingered my bounty, I felt myself relax.


The feeling of vulnerability slipped away. I was in control.










Thomas Adler (Not Tom. Never Tommy.)



THE SMELL OF rotten eggs was in my nostrils as I drove to the office. It was all in my head, I knew that. The eggs weren’t rotten. And I’d washed away the slimy residue on my vehicle. Still, the putrid, metallic scent seemed determined to haunt me. Was it in my clothes? My hair? I sniffed my sleeve. It wasn’t. My brain was playing tricks on me. I needed to let go of the stupid incident and its accompanying odor. It was nothing more than a minor nuisance.… But it was the last thing I needed right now.


I hadn’t had time to wash the house properly. Water alone wouldn’t remove the sticky slime solidified on the plate glass window. It needed soap. And a squeegee. But I had to pick up marketing materials at the office and then get to a showing across town. The listing in Grant Park had been sitting for way too long. It needed a price adjustment, but the sellers were difficult. The potential buyers I was meeting were from out of town, starting new jobs; they were desperate to find a home. I couldn’t afford to be late.


“Hey, Siri. Text Eli.”


She obediently responded: “What do you want to say?”


I wanted to say: Get your lazy ass out of bed, you entitled millennial. Go get a job flipping burgers, then tell me why you want to throw away your parent-funded, top-tier education.


But Viv would have killed me if I spoke to our son that way. When I’d lost my shit on him, he’d gone quiet, turned inward. He’d always been a gentle, anxious boy—even now that he was six foot three, athletic, and handsome. Life was hard enough for sensitive souls like Eli, Viv said. College was intense. He was playing high-level soccer. Goalies always felt the most pressure. It was a lot for anyone, but particularly for Eli. Viv said our best strategy was to act like nothing was wrong. Eventually, our son would open up to us about his issues. We’d arrange support—counseling, maybe some medication. An institution like Worbey would be well-equipped to handle Eli’s problems. He’d go back in the fall. It would be fine.


And I wouldn’t take out my anger at the little shits who’d egged my house on my own son. I might not understand my eldest child, but I loved him. Cleaning the egg off the house was not punitive. It just had to be done.


“Hey, buddy,” I said into the silent car. “Some little brats egged the house. Can you clean the front window with soap and a squeegee? There’s a ladder in the garage. Thanks, pal.”


After reading my genial message back to me, Siri sent the text to my sleeping offspring.


I was approaching the office now, and my pulse began to escalate. Fifteen minutes, in and out, I told myself. No big deal. But sweat was soaking through the armpits of my crisp white shirt, and my hands felt clammy on the wheel. Head office, once a place of support and camaraderie, now felt daunting and hostile. My colleagues, many of whom I had considered my friends, were not. Friends didn’t stand by and watch while you fucked up your entire life.


The gate to the underground parking lot opened automatically, and I drove into its gaping maw. My reserved spot was next to the elevator; I was one of the top agents, after all. The prime parking spots were based on last year’s sales figures; if things didn’t pick up, I’d be parking on the street next year. But I deposited the BMW and then strode to the adjacent elevator. Stabbing the button, I waited. In and out. I could probably do it in ten.


As I rode up, my mind drifted to that golf weekend on the coast. Roger, a forty-six-year-old colleague, was getting married (for the third time), and had felt the need to celebrate the end of his sporadic singledom. It was ridiculous for a bunch of middle-aged guys to party and carouse like we were in our twenties, I could see that now. I thought we’d golf, rent dune buggies, have a few beers. Never, in a million years, could I have predicted what would happen on that trip. I should have stayed home. I should have said I was too busy at work, that my family needed me.


But I’d gone.


The elevator lurched to a stop and the doors opened with a ding. Taking a deep breath through my nostrils, I strode into the office. It was early, quiet, just a few harmless junior staff milling about. Most of the agents trickled in around ten, and then only to pick up paperwork, access online realtor tools, or catch up with colleagues. We were self-employed, and we lived in our cars. Lucky for me. The tension in my shoulders was beginning to ease as I headed toward my assistant’s desk. I shared Emma’s services with three other brokers, but she managed to stay on top of everything. I’d told her to have my feature sheets and paperwork for the house on Hancock Street waiting in a manila envelope. Emma was usually a very conscientious assistant, but she’d been slipping lately. She was distracted by her upcoming wedding to her college sweetheart, a video game designer. Or was he an animator? Something like that.


“Morning,” I said as I approached.


“Oh, hey, Thomas.” She clicked the mouse, shutting down her screen. No doubt she’d been looking at bridesmaids’ dresses or bouquets. It wasn’t the first time. “What are you doing in so early?”


“Picking up the new brochures for Hancock Street. I asked you to prepare them yesterday, remember?”


“Oh, right.” She swiveled in her chair and began to dig through a stack of papers.


Oh, right? I’d specifically told her to have the updated marketing materials ready, that I was in a hurry this morning. I understood that she’d rather google cakes and flowers and wedding rings than handle my paperwork, but I was going to have to have a word with her about her distraction. Just not right now.


Down the hall, I heard the elevator doors open and I caught a glimpse of Leo Grass. Leo had been Roger’s best man at his last two weddings. He’d organized the bachelor weekend at the resort and casino on the Oregon coast, was responsible for the debauchery that had occurred. I wasn’t completely blameless—I was a grown man with free will—but Leo had provided the alcohol and the drugs. He had invited the women. He had created the perfect storm.


“Here they are,” Emma said finally.


“Thanks.” I grabbed the envelope and hustled toward the elevator. I should have checked through the pages. Last month I’d found her gift registry in with the feature sheets. She and the video game guy wanted a full set of Le Creuset cookware. They certainly had expensive taste. I’d tell the office manager to get her a dutch oven from all of us.


As I was punching the elevator call button, Leo strolled up with a cup of coffee.


“Hey, mate,” he said in his British accent, which some considered charming but I’d recently decided I hated. “Haven’t see you around much. Still recovering?”


He winked at me then, and I had the distinct urge to punch him in his smug face. The bachelor party was over a month ago. Yeah, I’d been fucked up, a mess, disgusting even. But it didn’t take a month to recover from one night of depravity.


“Been busy,” I said, with a forced smile that felt like a grimace.


“You shifted the house on Hancock?” he asked, and I caught something taunting in his tone.


“I’m headed to a showing right now.”


“Why isn’t it selling?” He took a sip of his coffee. “Was someone murdered in there?”


I’d like to murder you in there. But I forced a chuckle. He was joking, but it was still a dig. To my relief, the elevator doors opened, and I stepped inside. They closed on his haughty British face.


Alone in the small box, I closed my eyes, let the tension, anger, and shame seep out of me. This wasn’t Leo Grass’s fault. Leo, Roger, and the other guys were just bystanders, just witnesses. This was all on me, and the thought made my throat close with emotion. How could I have done something so heinous? So vile and abhorrent? Never in a million years had I thought I had it in me. I still didn’t believe it. But the photographs…


The doors opened and I hurried to my car. I was not going to fall apart. I was going to sell this house, make some money, and deal with this fucking mess. Viv knew something was up. Her eyes darted to my phone whenever it made a sound, so I kept it on night mode when I was at home. If she got into my e-mails, if she saw what was on there, it would be the end. And not just of my marriage.


Hopping into the car, I reversed out of the space and drove out of the dank garage. The spring sunshine hit me, and I reached for my Tom Ford sunglasses in the console. It had been raining for the past four days and the balmy weather should have been a welcome reprieve. But it barely registered with me as I gunned the car toward Grant Park, lost in my thoughts.


My wife thought I was having an affair, but I wasn’t—never had, never would. I wanted to tell Viv that I still loved her, that she was beautiful, that I was loyal. But how could I?


The truth was so much worse.










Eli Adler (Just Eli.)



I WAS AWAKE when my dad’s text came in. How could I not be? He’d started swearing at the top of his lungs at seven thirty. I knew the house had been egged. I knew he had to get into the office early and that this was the last fucking thing he needed. But I didn’t get out of bed and offer to help him. As usual, I stayed in my room until the house was quiet. And, with luck, empty.


The prospect of scrubbing dried egg off the front window didn’t make it any easier to get up. I lay there, scrolling through my phone. I had two texts: the one from my dad and another from my mom, wishing me luck on my job hunt today. My parents were getting frustrated with me. I’d been home for almost three weeks and I still hadn’t found work. And then, a few nights ago, I’d told them that I was dropping out of college. They’d totally freaked. It had been messy, ugly, but it was what I’d expected from them. How could they brag about a son who had dropped out? What would they tell people who asked about me? Their plan to turn me into the perfect reflection of themselves had gone awry. Now they were employing a new strategy: denial. They were pretending that nothing had happened, that I was going back, that everything was normal. I wasn’t sure which was worse.


If they knew how little I had looked for a job, they really would have been pissed. But they had no way of knowing that when I left the house in my khakis and button-down shirt, I usually bought a coffee and sat on a bench by the river. If it was raining, I went to a movie, sometimes sneaking into another one right after. I’d dropped off a few résumés, but I still had some money left over from last summer’s fast-food job. And I had all the time in the world to work. Because I wasn’t going back to college, no matter how much my parents wanted me to.


Propping myself up on my pillows, I checked the news apps, glanced at social media, and studiously ignored all the notifications on Messenger. Six of my soccer teammates had created a group chat for us to keep in touch over the summer. We’d chosen the Facebook platform ironically; none of us were active on Facebook because we weren’t fifty. The content of their messages was predictable: internships, girls, parties. I had nothing to contribute. When I wasn’t pretending to look for a job, I was home, in my room, gaming. And the guys didn’t know I was dropping out of school. If they found out, there would be questions. Questions that I didn’t want to answer.


Finally, I slipped on a T-shirt and stumbled to the bathroom in my flannel pajama pants and bare feet. My muscles felt stiff and sore in the mornings, reminders of the rigorous training I’d put them through at Worbey. I peed, washed my hands, then shuffled out to the kitchen. My sister, Tarryn, was sitting at the breakfast bar eating toast and staring at her phone.


“Morning,” I mumbled, heading straight for the coffee machine. She didn’t respond, just kept eating her breakfast, staring at Tumblr or some other forum for angsty teens or angry feminists. Unlike most of the girls I knew, Tarryn didn’t wear makeup, didn’t straighten her hair, didn’t dress to show off her figure. She was in sweats and an extra-large concert T-shirt, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. As I poured a cup, I glanced at the clock on the coffee machine: 9:37 A.M. “What are you doing here?”


She double-tapped her AirPods to mute them; I hadn’t noticed that she was wearing them. “I live here,” she snapped. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you have a job by now?”


My parents might be walking on eggshells around me (pun intended) but my sister was not. “I thought you had school,” I retorted.


“I have a free period. What are you—the attendance police?”


Jesus. Tarryn and I used to get along okay, but since I’d been home, she’d turned into a total bitch. It was bad enough that she’d taken over my basement bedroom the minute I left, hauling her furniture downstairs and mine up. I thought she should have at least asked, but my parents said she lived here full-time and I was only home for a few months in the summer. But now I was here for good, and I longed for the privacy and separation of the basement lair.


I dumped some cereal into a bowl, adding milk to it and to my coffee. As soon as I sat at the breakfast bar, Tarryn got up. “Dad wants you to clean the egg off the front window.”


“Yeah, he texted me.” I took a mouthful of cereal. “Any idea who did it?”


My sister dropped her plate and knife into the sink with a clatter. “Why does everyone think this has something to do with me? I’m a junior in high school, for fuck’s sake. I’m not in sixth grade.” She stomped out of the kitchen, down to my basement bedroom.


I finished my cereal and cleaned up the kitchen. As I was dumping out the dregs of the coffee, I heard the front door slam. Tarryn was going to school, finally. I breathed a sigh of relief. My bitchy sister didn’t cause me anxiety, not like my parents did. Tarryn didn’t give a shit about why I’d dropped out of Worbey. As long as I stayed out of her way, she didn’t give a shit about me at all. But I liked being alone in the house. When no one was around, I could almost pretend I was a kid again, before college, before that horrible fucking night that ruined my life.


Eventually, I dressed in an old pair of jeans and a flannel shirt and got the ladder from the garage. The egg was dried on the glass like glue. I probably should have tackled the mess earlier, but with a little elbow grease, and my fingernails, I was able to scrape the gunk off. I scrubbed the whole window with a soapy sponge, rinsed it with the hose, and squeegeed away the excess water to avoid streaks. If my parents got on my case about job hunting, I’d point out their gleaming front window.


I was climbing down off the ladder when I heard my name.


“Eli! Hey, man!”


It was Sam, one of my best friends from high school. He’d gone to college locally, but we’d kept in touch. As I stepped onto the ground, he pulled up on his bike. Sam was small and wiry, with a mop of curly hair in a distinctly triangular shape. He usually wore shorts (in all sorts of weather) and ironic T-shirts, but today he had on a white button-down and black slacks, with a messenger bag slung across his body. He looked happy to see me.


Shit.


Sam rolled to a stop and straddled the crossbar. “Hey, buddy. When did you get home?”


I lied. “Just last week.”


“Why didn’t you text me? Tyrone and Derek are back from U Dub. We should hang out.”


“For sure,” I said, as earnestly as I could. “But I just got home so my parents want me to stick around here.” I rolled my eyes. “Family time.”


“Sarah Ephremova’s having a party on Saturday. It starts at eleven. Your parents will be asleep by then. They won’t care.”


I couldn’t go to Sarah’s party. She was friends with Arianna Tilbury, and I couldn’t handle seeing her. Not now, not in my current state. I should have been over her; we’d broken up a year and a half ago. But even the thought of her made my heart twist in my chest and hot anger burn in my throat. Because we would be together right now, if it weren’t for my parents.


“Maybe.”


“Come on, man.” He gave my arm a playful shove. “Or are you too tight with your elite college soccer team to hang out with your old friends?”


My jaw clenched with the need to tell Sam that he knew nothing about my fucking soccer team, that he knew nothing about me anymore. It was a major overreaction. I couldn’t attack my old friend. Because this wasn’t about Sam. It wasn’t about him at all.


He was watching me, his brow slightly crinkled. I probably looked like I was having a stroke or something.


“I’ll try,” I croaked.


“Okay.” He put his left foot on the pedal. “I’ve got to get to work. You’re looking at Bank of the West’s junior teller.”


I managed a weak chuckle. “Good for you.”


“See you Saturday?” he said as he rolled away from me.


“Sure,” I called after him.


But I wouldn’t.










Tarryn Adler (Call me Tarry at your peril.)



BY THE TIME I got to school, my irritation had almost simmered away. Almost. Being woken from a deep sleep by my mom’s accusations, followed by my brother’s nosy inquisition, was not the best way to start the day. I’d been sound asleep, dreaming about playing mini golf with Timothée Chalamet, when my mom knocked on my door at eight fifteen.


“I have a free period!” I’d yelled, my voice muffled by my pillow. I’d been awake most of the night, finally going to sleep around 3 A.M. I needed at least another hour of shut-eye or I’d feel like shit. But my mom didn’t know I’d been up all night. And I couldn’t let her find out. She entered my room.


“It’s after eight, Tarryn. Why are you still asleep?” She perched on the side of my bed. I could smell her familiar perfume, citrusy and expensive. “No wonder you can’t wake up. Your blackout curtains make it pitch-dark in here.”


“That’s the point,” I muttered. I’d complained that a streetlamp shone through my window and kept me awake at night. It wasn’t exactly true, but my mom had let me order the curtains online.


“Some kids threw eggs at the house last night. Any idea who might have done it?”


“No. Why would I?”


“It’s probably schoolkids. We thought you might know something about it.”


I rolled over, looked at her groggily. “I’m seventeen, not ten.”


“Maybe some younger boys have a crush on you. Or they’re upset at you for some reason.”


“Oh my god!” I turned away from her and closed my eyes. “Don’t put that toxic masculinity shit on me.”


“I’m not blaming you, Tarryn. I was just asking.…” She rubbed my arm under the blanket for a moment. “Everything okay with you?”


“Fine.”


“You don’t seem very happy lately.”


A lump formed in my throat. Which was stupid. And embarrassing. It was self-pity and it was fucking gross. But it was the first time either of my parents had commented on my well-being in like… forever. They’d always been so focused on my brother, the athlete, the A student, the golden boy—and now that he was dropping out of college, they were obsessed. But my mom’s warm hand on my shoulder made me want to tell her that she was right: I wasn’t happy. I hated my face, my body, and everyone at school… except Luke and Georgia, my besties since first grade. I didn’t even know why I hated everything; I just did.


But my mom leaned down and kissed the side of my head. “I’ve got to run. I’ve got a meeting downtown.” She paused in the doorway. “Tell your brother to clean the egg off the front window.”


When I heard the door close, I felt a tear leak from my eye, dampening my pillow, but I wasn’t going to cry like a baby. I didn’t need my mom’s comfort. She wouldn’t understand, anyway. She was beautiful—old, but beautiful. And she’d been married to my dad for a hundred years. What did she know about growing up average in the age of Instagram? In a postfeminist world with rampant impostor syndrome and an epidemic of anxiety? She was basically a housewife. She had her decorating business, had turned my childhood bedroom into her office, but Dad made the money, Dad paid the bills. My mom’s job was just for show.


Besides, I had a new community now. A place where I felt special and adored. I didn’t need to fit into that skinny blond high school girl mold to be appreciated. There were people out there who made me feel unique and beautiful and empowered, not ashamed of my body or myself. They longed for my company, would pay for it even. I wiped my tears and dragged myself out of bed.





WHEN I GOT to school, the hallways were deserted. I headed to my locker, enjoying the squeak of my sneakers on the linoleum floor in the silence. The bell would ring in moments, releasing my peers from first period. I’d lied to my mom about the free period I’d skipped. The school would send an automated call to our home phone that no one ever answered or checked for messages. If the school did manage to contact my parents, I could always fall back on an indignant: I was there! The teacher messed up attendance! It had worked before.


Opening my locker, I stuffed my backpack and light spring jacket inside. I had a precalculus test next and I couldn’t afford to miss it if I wanted to pass. Not that it mattered that much. Grades were not as important as they once were. I was making decent money and I knew I could make a lot more. But I’d always been a conscientious student; apparently, it was a hard habit to break.
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