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FOR MARA AND CHLOE











How could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move their heads?


—Plato, The Allegory of the Cave













The Cave Dwellers CHARACTER FAMILY TREE




• THE MAIN FAMILIES •
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The Banks Family


(Cave Dweller family)


Genevieve + David Banks


(husband and wife, deceased)


Audrey


(daughter, deceased)
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The Wallace Family


(Political family)


Betsy + Senator Doug Wallace


(husband and wife)


Mackenzie


(daughter)


Haley


(daughter)
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The Bartholomew/Morrison Family


(Cave Dweller family)


Elizabeth Spencer Morrison


(Meredith’s mother, deceased)


Meredith + Chuck Bartholomew


(husband and wife)


Elizabeth aka Bunny


(daughter)


Cate


(Bunny’s cousin, niece of Meredith and Chuck)
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The Montgomery Family


(Military family)


Carol + General Edward Montgomery


(husband and wife)


William aka Billy


(son)
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The Williams Family


(Media family)


Linda + Chris Williams


(husband and wife)


Becca


(daughter)






• THE CLIQUE •
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Bunny Bartholomew


(Billy’s girlfriend)
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Billy Montgomery


(Bunny’s boyfriend)
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Stan Stopinski


(son of the Russian Ambassador—aka “Putin”)
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Marty Robinson


(son of Howard University School of Law professors—aka “Smarty Marty”)
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Chase Cowan


(son of the director of the CIA and star football quarterback)
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Mackenzie Wallace


(daughter of Senator Doug Wallace—aka “New Girl”)













Part One









The names in this book have not been changed so as not to protect them but rather to expose them.
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He takes off his jacket and then his mask, lights a match, and dumps kerosene into the limestone fireplace—for ambience.





Dusk in this town is a distraction: broken Metro lines at rush hour, passengers covered in righteous martyrdom riding beneath replicated Parisian circles and monuments of men that smell like piss.


Most burglaries happen in the middle of night: the beeping of alarm systems, the searching for bogeymen in closets. Not on this October day. Above the flooded tunnels where no exits are built, where blue jays fly in the autumn and carved pumpkins grin, a colonial mansion rests on the fringes of Rock Creek Park, a vast and dark wood next to a neighborhood that has no name.


The garage door had been left open, Mr. Banks’s red Ferrari still ticking from the heat of the engine when the unknown man followed him inside. The mailman, just up the sidewalk, had his back turned, a satchel over his right shoulder, earbuds stifling the National Cathedral bells ringing from a tower named for the Christian hymn “Gloria in Excelsis.”





The unknown man places the bottle of kerosene on the mantel next to family photographs with Washington’s Very Important People: ambassadors from European countries, the US secretary of defense, Prince Bandar bin Sultan of Saudi Arabia, a senator, and members of the Walton family.





Mrs. Banks, the Bankses’ young daughter, Audrey, and the housekeeper have no idea anyone else is in the home. If not for the padded wallpaper the decorator installed weeks earlier to benefit the home theater, they might have heard the whoosh of the firelight, beyond the silence.





The unknown man approaches Mr. Banks first, watching from the shadows of the powder room as he removes his branded cuff links, heated marble below his bare feet, and climbs into gym clothes. He confronts Mr. Banks without a beat in his step, wrestling him to the ground, tying his hands with rope behind his back and then shoving a gag in his mouth, explaining what he wants and what he is going to do to get it.





“Dad?” Audrey yells from her bedroom down the corridor. “You ready?”


She has been looking forward to test-driving the new BMW X5 with her father when he got home from work.


When the unknown man walks into Audrey’s room, she stands staring at him in her St. Peter’s Academy sweatshirt and Kate Spade leggings, confused. They’re both startled by the sudden gust of wind, branches slamming against her windows; then the unknown man lunges for her, grabs her by the face, cheeks bulging between his fingers. He ties her to her favorite chair, the one with little fairy-tale scenes sewn into the fabric, and keeps her mouth ungagged. The walls are too thick—the house is too large for any neighbor to hear the echoes of terror soon gifted to her parents.





Mrs. Banks notices the shriveled petal on her white orchid, French doors open to the loggia behind her as photographs of the family’s Christmas card photo shoot at their château in the south of France slide across her computer screen. She is at her desk scrolling down her contact list, the setting sun creating shadows of wild tree branches climbing the walls, when she hears the first round of Audrey’s primal screams.





In the laundry room, down the basement steps next to Audrey’s playroom, the housekeeper loads bottles of Cakebread Chardonnay into the second refrigerator. She can hear nothing but the tumbling of washer-dryers and the clanking of glass against plastic shelves.





It isn’t known whether or not Mrs. Banks made it into her daughter’s bedroom to see her, touch her, smell her, love her one last time. The only retraceable steps at that hour are those outside of the mansion. The minutes between darkness and light no one ever seems to notice. Where did the light go?





A neighbor swishes through dead leaves walking his French bulldog, inhaling the crisp smell of a distant fire, and thinks: It’s my favorite time of year. A private security car cruises by, as smoke rises from Audrey’s chimney like a misty ghost. The security guard waves to the neighbor, then heads toward the bridge in the deep valley of the park, scanning the woods for female joggers. He stops. Shuts off his headlights. Cracks his window. Waits. Hears the sound of his running engine, the hooting of an owl in a distant tree. Then cruises back up the hill, just missing a young girl riding her bike behind him.
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EARLIER THAT DAY…


Doug Wallace pants while struggling to reach for the remote control on the edge of his desk. He fails. He lowers his head and wipes sweat with the back of his forearm, then tries again. His tailored J. Press suit pants, which make him feel superior, are around his ankles as he takes Cate, his new press secretary, from behind. She’s sprawled out on his mahogany desk. Yes. Blond, a good Christian girl from San Diego, small breasts, but he doesn’t care, her face, oh her face is fucking beautiful. He flips her over, so young and sun-kissed; he doesn’t want to break her spirit, but he can’t help himself, this compulsion—he feels he needs her. He’s tired of looking into the dispassionate eyes of his wife, which are now tattooed with eyeliner. He can’t believe he’s been made senator of the great state of North Carolina, can’t believe this is his life now: the pounds of mahogany wood, brass doorknobs, a view of the Capitol. People want to hear what he has to say. The cliché would be unbearable if state officials and politicians had never coerced young interns into having sex with them in what was simply “the conference room” throughout history: drawn curtains, empty walls, a cold wooden table. At least Doug had a leather desktop; this is progress, not perfection! A photograph (when Doug still had a full head of hair) with two college buddies at President Ronald Reagan’s inauguration stares him down on his bookshelf: Look how far you’ve come.


On the television screen in Doug’s office—a millisecond: WARNING: This footage contains explicit content. Viewer discretion is advised. Static, then a shaky camera before interspersed sound bites of civilians: “Is that gunshots?… OH MY GOD, IT’S GUNSHOTS!” The sound of bullets like thundering raindrops, probably an AR-15. Civilians cast guttural screams that melt into sobs, beer cans and red cups scatter on top of what is becoming a bloodbath of average citizens that, let’s be honest, we don’t really care about. Perhaps the sound of a ticking bomb is nearby. No one knows. Not even the FBI agents. The broadcaster: “LIVE! From our nation’s cap—!”


Mute.


Doug drops the remote. It hits the side of his desk and falls to the floor with a pathetic thud.


“What’s wrong, are you okay?” She speaks. She’s worried about him.


“Nothing, nothing.” Doug’s focus reverts to Cate. He puts his hand over her mouth, cupping those plump lips, a loving gesture, because he doesn’t want to be reminded by the look of horror that will soon encompass that sweet face, a young Republican who surely must believe in sensible gun control. When she sees the young and slaughtered, she might not understand that his stocks are rising. AR-15 semiautomatic weapons are selling up to a total of fifteen every hour scrolls at the bottom of the screen.





“Yes,” Cate groans, turning her baby face from left to right, grabbing her breasts, assuming Doug is catching glimpses of her ripe nipples, watching her. But Doug isn’t looking at her at all. In fact, neither one is looking at the other. Cate, lost in her own fantasy of what she believes this is, reminds herself that she is worth it, worth losing his marriage, his children, his reputation, his self-respect—this is love, she tells herself. But really, she’s confused. She thinks about how she’s going to start her public relations firm after they publicly declare their coupling—Doug will be her first client. They will build a political empire together. Spend winter weekends hidden at the new seaside mansion in Nantucket; maybe she’ll buy him pants embroidered with baby whales on them for Christmas, he’ll love that.…





Doug humps like a pubescent boy, sweating profusely now, watching the TV as his gun stocks rise. Cate notices he’s not looking at her; she wraps her legs around his waist, pulls him into her with his tie, their noses touching. But Doug can’t bring himself to look at her. He closes his eyes, imagines the prostitute he met on a business trip to China, the porn star from the Pornhub video he watched in his home office last night before bed. He knows he’s made a mistake. He opens his eyes. He looks up. Closed captions on the screen: The AR-15 is the country’s most popular rifle, now a symbol for all sides of America’s gun debate. Gun advocates say the problem isn’t the weapon—it’s the shooter.


“Oh God, I’m going to…”





It’s one of those damp fall sunsets when red and brown leaves stick to the street as the new season descends upon the nation’s capital. The barricade outside the Russell Senate Office Building, which blocks pedestrians from getting anywhere near the parking garage, lowers into the ground, releasing Doug in his black Porsche 911 out onto the streets of Southeast DC. Bureaucrats scatter toward the Metro like little windup toy soldiers—they have no opinions. No identities, no ability to see any kind of truth other than a biweekly paycheck. Several white vans with FEDERAL POLICE: HOMELAND SECURITY written across the side blaze past. Doug doesn’t notice. He’s too busy searching for the hand sanitizer in his glove compartment while he’s calling Tim on speakerphone. Goddamn it. Doug slams the glove compartment closed, unable to find it. He sniffs his fingers.


“Hello?” A voice on the other end of the phone.


“Hey, Tim, it’s Doug,” he says, panicked.


“Hey, Doug, how are you? Haven’t heard from you in a while.” Tim’s serenity is unnerving.


“I thought about our last conversation, maybe I do have a problem. I suppose… Cate could be anyone.” Doug waits for Tim to respond, but there is only silence. “It’s just… I understand that she could be anyone from an intellectual place, but I just don’t feel that, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying.” Doug lets out a chuckle dabbled in shame.


“Uh-huh.” Tim doesn’t offer advice. “Well, I’m about to walk into Al’s right now. You are always welcome back.”


Doug tightens his grip around the steering wheel. “I’m on my way.”





Doug speeds down Rock Creek Parkway, the remains of Oak Hill Cemetery climbing the hills above him, passing hundred-year-old tombstones, stone crosses, weeping angels, cenotaphs, and mausoleums. One day I will be buried there, he often thinks—with the generals, mayors, bankers, and senators who came before him. Famous men! With the Corcorans and the Grahams! Doug is completely unaware of his delusions of grandeur, just like most people he encounters. He is only certain that he was born a “well-mannered” southern boy, son of the district attorney of Durham, North Carolina. His mother ran the local Sunday school while his father was busy locking up Black and brown people. (Doug doesn’t really get this, of course.)


As Doug slows down to look for the entrance he’s seeking, he remembers his older brother, Ken. Ken was born blind, and Doug blames his mother: despite her religious beliefs, she loved a dirty martini, a Marlboro Red, and Elvis. But Doug’s mother blamed the doctors. During a difficult labor, Ken was pulled out with metal tongs, crushing his soft head. This is the story his mother told, but he never tells. Ken died just before his eighteenth birthday after numerous health problems. His organs were weak. The memory of his mother’s phone call flutters through Doug’s brain—the sound of her rocking on her knees, her sobbing groans letting him know, “He’s dead, he’s dead”—as it often does while he’s alone, driving in his car. The rage he holds for his mother rises in his chest. Ken’s death, the neglect Doug suffered as a child, his father’s empty bottles of bourbon are the instruments of his so-called intimacy issues, Doug’s undying need for power, achievement, and attention from women. The problem was first addressed long before he married Betsy. When Doug was seventeen and he discovered that his mother was having an affair, he decided to fuck the family housekeeper. Days later, his father’s name and paycheck sent her back across the Atlantic to her family in Ghana. They never spoke of it again. And neither did Doug.


He looks down at the address in his phone, then squints at the gold numbers clinging to the side of a redbrick post anchoring two arches of a towering wrought iron gate. Wait a minute. He knows this property! A Vanderbilt, a Mellon—he can’t remember, but it’s tucked high above the park where various gruesome and innocuous things have happened: the rotted flesh of a White House intern found, rape, impassioned lovers, tourists, the laughter of schoolchildren running around Peirce Mill, an old flower plantation where Black people were enslaved and later escaped. The horror and the glamour feed off each other in some diseased symbiosis necessary for making the town of Washington all at once riveting and disturbing.


Doug’s Porsche follows the beaming headlights to the front of the estate, beckoning him as if it were the solution. Tim stands illuminated in between enormous Doric columns with his arms folded: gold Rolex, boat shoes, argyle sweater. Doug parks, gets out, walks up, and shakes his hand. Tim pats him on the back as he leads him inside.


The walls of this mansion are covered in law books, encyclopedia collections, and photographs of foreign diplomats, kings, queens, and presidents—and Jeff Bezos. An original Chagall hangs above the library’s green marble fireplace, near which seven men are seated in Chippendale chairs that form a circle. The men are hard to differentiate from each other, rich white men who are undoubtedly power players. But you’d have to know what kind of car each one drives or the neighborhood in which he lives to truly know who he is: Kalorama, McLean, Chevy Chase, Georgetown. You probably wouldn’t find any of them in Silver Spring, Bethesda, Arlington, or Old Town; those neighborhoods are for the average man at the Pentagon, or worse, the Chamber of Commerce. You might find one in Potomac or Great Falls, but only on acres of land on the cliffs above the Potomac River, and he’s retired and well into his seventies and refuses to admit he’s lost all his money and will soon file for bankruptcy and settle for a condo in Reston, Virginia.


More than half sit in J. Press suits, others in polos and khakis, maybe a red sweater tied around the shoulders. Glasses or mustache or clean-shaven—all have their legs spread, rubbing their hands up and down their knees.


They look up at Doug. “Welcome,” a few mutter, some nodding to acknowledge his existence because he’s important enough to be there. The hero, the lawyer! The man who, before taking office, bailed out the economy (AIG specifically), the man who saved their bonuses! Hear! Hear! The man who knows they’ll return the favor with political funding.


But Doug can’t believe he’s back in this room, and the self-hatred consumes him. His cheeks turn the color of his Nantucket-red pants that are folded in his wife’s cedar closet. He sits in an open Chippendale chair. There’s a book resting on it for him with the engraved initials SAA. But the first thing Doug notices is the tufted ottoman in the center of the circle with various pamphlets fanned out on top of it. It’s the same ottoman his wife circled for him to review in the Kellogg Collection catalogue earlier that morning. He’d forgotten. It was supposed to be confirmed for the dinner they’re hosting tonight. The dinner. Doug panics. The meeting begins.


Jeff, late fifties, gray comb-over, puts his round spectacles on and reads from a binder: “Hi. My name is Jeff, and I am a sex addict. I will be the leader for tonight’s meeting. The focus of this meeting is the eleventh step, which states: ‘Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.’ ”


Doug glances up from his phone to assure that no one is watching him eviscerate his secretary for not reminding him about the dinner he and his wife are hosting in a few hours. Send. He puts his phone in his lap. He waits. He breathes slowly, listening again to Jeff, but not really. He’s thinking about what Betsy is going to say to him when he arrives late, sweaty and smelling like a bottle of whatever floral fragrance Cate wears. Ping. Doug flips the switch to turn his ringer off, then refreshes his e-mail. His secretary did forward him an e-mail reminder an hour and a half ago. Goddamn it. He was with Cate.


“We will now take a ten-minute meditation. During this time, we encourage you to reflect on the issues that brought you here and how you want to live your life in recovery. The timer will sound when the meditation time has come to an end.”


Men around the room make adjustments in their seats, positioning themselves for meditation: arms resting on knees, legs spread with hands resting between them, chests inhaling then exhaling. For Christ’s sake.









Washington Life Magazine


Washington Life Magazine: The Insider’s Guide to Power, Philanthropy, and Society has been the leading DC magazine covering all of the most important social events since 1991. It often categorizes events by hierarchical rank depending on the guest list. There are wealth lists, social lists, gala lists, and power lists. Owned by a billionaire who resides in Kalorama and moved to Washington with a sense of social agency, the magazine is the ultimate symbol of Washington status, aimed at shining light on and preserving current power structures. Those who enter Washington with an ambitious appetite will avidly subscribe. Though largely unknown to those outside the nation’s capital, the magazine is important because it serves as a window into the financial funnels of the most powerful in politics and media, guided by the influence of where individuals are giving their money away, shaping politicians’, philanthropists’, and socialites’ personal and professional narratives. In an article published in the Daily Beast, it is noted that the forty-fifth president of the United States has “seen” (not read) every single issue.I


I. Asawin Suebsaeng, “Trump Is Oddly Obsessed with This DC Society Magazine,” Daily Beast (website), December 4, 2019, https://www.thedailybeast.com/trump-is-oddly-obsessed-with-washington-life-a-dc-society-magazine.
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Betsy Wallace stands in their new Artisan home in McLean, Virginia, pressing her French-manicured hands around her Peruvian housekeeper’s cheeks, and plants a wet kiss—“Gracias, cariño”—leaving a stain of lip gloss across Teresa’s sweet flesh. It’s so nice that she can speak to the help in their native language. With both children attending different campuses of the same private school, Haley at the lower school and Mackenzie at the upper school of St. Peter’s Academy, her life is just exhausting. She needs the silver polished while she goes to pick up the girls from their after-school activities. Their guests will be arriving in two and a half hours: two of Doug’s biggest donors, a venture capitalist, a tech entrepreneur, a private banker, a member of the Mars family, an attorney, a political affairs strategist (with a social media intern), and their wives. But, most important, a photographer from Washington Life Magazine: The Insider’s Guide to Power, Philanthropy, and Society. Doug, Betsy, and the girls will have their photographs taken in front of their limestone fireplace. It’s the kind of ostentatious spread Betsy has campaigned hard for in order to get just the right exposure as the new-to-town couple.


It’s been years since Betsy lived in the district. She has managed to keep it quiet that she was once married to a powerful lobbyist twenty years her senior in the early 1990s who, shortly thereafter, suddenly died of “cancer.” Following two years of infidelity on his part, she finally left him. After the divorce and on his deathbed, he’d confided in Betsy that he had been having sex with men for the duration of their marriage; she’d held his head as he took his last breath. He’d died of AIDS. It was a good thing he never wanted to sleep with her. By then, Betsy had moved back to her hometown of Raleigh and met Doug at a mutual friend’s cocktail party. A handsome and powerful attorney with political ambitions, he was perfect. Now in her midforties, Betsy knows this is her second chance at climbing the Washingtonian social ladder. Perhaps, she thinks, it’s fate.


Before leaving the house, Betsy places three country club applications with gold paper clips on her Kellogg Collection desk: the Washington Club for the white Protestant, Columbia Country Club for the good (probably Irish) Catholic, and the Kenwood Country Club as a backup since they were the first to allow Jews. It might be a stretch, she thinks, given that they don’t have any real history in Washington like most of the other families, but her husband’s current position of power should help their chances.


“Ciao, cariño!” Betsy takes one last look at herself in the antique gold-leafed mirror and purses her lips. Her blond hair has so much spray in it, if she were to quickly move her head from left to right, it would hold as still as a rock.





Betsy pulls up to the lower-school curb in her blue Jag and waits for Haley, her youngest. Also: the pretty one. Across the street young professionals sip on happy-hour frozen margaritas at Cactus Cantina; teenage girls in tight buns, ballet leotards, and windbreakers gallop with their Starbucks cappuccinos from the Washington School of Ballet nearby. Betsy is focused on the mothers in front of her in their Range Rovers and Mercedes SUVs with vanity plates like TENSTAR (Tennis Star) and BLU DVL1 (Blue Devil) and 1800-GD (1-800-GOD?). A few waving to each other and blowing kisses, reminding each other of “Lunch! The benefit dinner! Yoga class!” Democrat, Democrat, Democrat. Betsy is desperately trying to find the Republican moms she can power-walk with when she spots Linda Williams walking to her parked car ahead. Linda is the wife of the famous hotshot Fox newscaster Chris Williams, last moderator of the presidential debates before the GOP took the Senate and the House. Betsy jams the steering wheel all the way to the left so she can cut in line and get closer to Linda.


“Li—Lin—Linda!” Betsy waves from where she is parked, but Linda doesn’t hear her or notice her frantic waving as she climbs into her Audi station wagon. Betsy looks around, frustrated, as children run to their designated cars, then resorts to tapping on her horn. Beep. Beep. Betsy waves again. Finally Linda looks in her direction—but she isn’t looking at Betsy. Linda’s daughter, Becca, mousy brown hair, a plaid skirt over her riding pants, is passing Betsy’s car. “Goddamn it,” Betsy mutters.


Haley, blond, blue-eyed, not quite old enough at eleven to develop an eating disorder yet, but soon, follows behind Becca, pulls open the front passenger-side door.


“Ah, ah, ah, in the back, we’re picking up your sister, she’s driving us home.”


Haley groans and pulls open the back door. She’s wearing a red party dress and carrying a Saks Fifth Avenue vinyl garment bag in one hand and dragging her cello case with the other.


“Oh good, you’re wearing the dress I bought you.”


Betsy crosses Massachusetts Avenue and heads for Cathedral Heights, speeding through stop signs and flashing crosswalks.


“Why don’t you have a playdate with Becca Williams, honey? She seems nice.”


“Ew, no.” Haley sneers. “She’s weird and doesn’t talk.”


“Well, sweetheart, maybe she’s shy and needs a friend!”


Haley stares out the window.


“I could take the two of you shopping in Georgetown, wouldn’t that be fun?”


“Maybe.”


They speed past the abandoned Iranian Embassy and the Naval Observatory. The sun is fading into the bright headlights of cars. Betsy reaches the white picket fence surrounding the upper school to find Mackenzie standing curbside under a streetlamp illuminating the color of bile. She holds her violin case and lugs her Kate Spade monogrammed backpack (copied from the popular girls) in the other. Her hair is brown and abnormally thin. There are faint bald spots toward the back of her head, a few hairs matted across her forehead. Mackenzie began pulling out strands of her hair three months ago when they moved to Washington. A nervous tic Betsy’s determined to get “under control.”


“Oh, honey, honey, honey, why are you not dressed for our dinner tonight? I repeatedly told you.”


“I didn’t have time, Mom! I have SO MUCH HOMEWORK.”


Betsy tries to keep her cool as she hands Mackenzie the keys to the car, then climbs into the passenger seat, careful not to scrape her Manolos.


“Ew, you smell,” Haley says, pinching her nose.


“Shut up, you little bitch,” Mackenzie snaps.


“Girls!” Betsy yells. “Enough.”





As Mackenzie eases out onto Chain Bridge Road, Betsy decides to bring up the fact (again) that she is not dressed for dinner.


“The photographer from Washington Life Magazine is taking our family photograph this evening. I told you this a thousand times. How could you forget?”


Mackenzie taps on the brakes a little too hard, jerking Betsy’s head forward.


“You’re the worst driver,” Haley says, slowly and with perfect diction.


“Shut up, you cunt!” Mackenzie cries.


Betsy whips around to point at Haley, tightens her lips. “No more talking until you’re home, got it?” She whips back and looks down at her diamond Cartier watch. “I want you dressed and ready for guests by seven fifteen with your violin ready, you hear me?”


“No! I’m tired, I don’t wanna play, Mom,” Mackenzie whines.


“Mom, noooo,” Haley cries.


“Girls, we have guests coming! It’s very important to your fa—”


Mackenzie hits the brakes. “NO!” The car slams to a stop.


“That’s it, pull over, you’ve lost your driving privileges.”


“NO!”


“You pull over right this minute or you’re grounded.”


“MAKE ME.”


There’s a red blinking light up ahead at the crossing of Georgetown Pike.


“Pull over.” Betsy tries to grab the steering wheel as Mackenzie jerks the car, her front wheels skidding over the double yellow lines, when out of nowhere a black town car appears—


BEEEEEEEEEEEEP!


Mackenzie jerks the car back into her lane as the town car blows past them. She screeches to a halt. Betsy throws open the passenger-side door, hysterical. Haley, now silent, remains buckled in the backseat, terrified at the potentially fatal consequences of the moments past and the moments that lie ahead.





Beads of sweat begin forming on Doug’s upper lip as he listens to the story of a man who can’t stop compulsively masturbating in the bathroom at work. Doug’s cell phone lights up: Babe Calling (Betsy). He knows it will take him at least thirty minutes to get over the bridge and into Virginia. Doug hits the Decline button on the side of his phone and places it in the inside pocket of his jacket. “Thank you for sharing,” the men say in unison, mirroring compassion despite such a shameful act. Doug gets up and mouths Betsy to Tim and points to his phone in his pocket, tripping over the tufted ottoman as he stumbles quickly out the door.





Guests are arriving in an hour. Teresa greets Betsy in a panic. Mackenzie and Haley drag their instrument cases up the front steps of the house. Betsy turns around and waits for them at the entrance and glares at Mackenzie. “Upstairs. Now,” she says through clenched teeth.





As guests begin trickling in, they stand among tufted ottomans, Chippendale chairs, balloon curtains, and Kellogg Collection credenzas, lamps, and pillows with fringe, plus a brand-new grand piano topped with photographs of the family in Nantucket, the Hamptons, various European castles. Eating crudités and holding flute glasses filled with Kir Royales, they’re talking about tax reform and Medicaid.


Doug sneaks in through the garage door, tiptoeing for the back stairs, and makes his way up to the master bathroom where he splashes water on his face. His phone lights up on the edge of the sink: WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU.


Doug looks at his reflection to psych himself up for his friends (donors) downstairs. He’s not a sex addict, no-ho-ho, he’s just a regular man with needs like his father was and his father’s father was and his father’s father’s father was. He puts on a freshly pressed shirt and blue-and-white-striped tie, then dabs cologne behind his ear and wipes away a tiny trace of lipstick.


As Doug heads down the corridor for the front staircase, Mackenzie appears in the doorway of her bedroom. Finally changed for dinner, she wears a tight black miniskirt, maroon Doc Martens, and a peach spandex tank top from Reformation. Her hair is teased in the back to hide her bald spots. Doug can’t help but notice, in this passing moment between them, her enormous breasts spilling over the brim of her top like bobbleheads. It stops him in his tracks.


“Hey, Dad.”


“Huh?” Doug, tongue-tied, is suddenly reminded that his daughter is only a few years younger than Cate. As if coming out of a trance, he snaps, “Christ, Mackenzie, go put a sweater on. We have guests.”


Mackenzie backs up into her bedroom and slams the door.





The doorbell rings. It’s one of those cheesy singsong tunes. Tony, the photographer from Washington Life Magazine, steps into the foyer. Trendy Warby Parker glasses, bronze skin, he wears skinny jeans and a button-up. Chic. He carries a camera case and appears more Hollywood than Washington. Tony photographs the Who’s Who of the political and financial power players—mostly the wives—and he’s always at the most exclusive social events: book parties, embassy parties, election parties, charity balls, luncheons, and funerals.


Betsy greets him in the hallway with a wide smile and open arms as though she’s known him for years despite not knowing him at all. “Tony, darling!” She kisses him on the cheek.


“You look stunning,” Tony says, grabbing her forearms. He knows the game. “And where is that brilliant husband of yours?” He shakes his head a little.


Doug comes up behind them and pinches Betsy’s ass. She lets out a high-pitched squeal, hops around, and places her French-manicured hand on his cheek.


“There you are!”


Doug leans in to shake Tony’s hand. “Doug, pleasure.”


They walk toward the living room where Haley has set up her music stand; her cello rests beside her, ready to be played. Guests mingle by the piano overlooking the tennis courts, while others sit on the floral sofas eating Brie and carrot sticks. The wives cluster together in their layers of gold necklaces and diamond pins—a firefly, a horse, a cross—while the men stand, some in red bow ties, others in white polos and sports jackets, silk handkerchiefs peeking through the tops of pockets. Except for the tech entrepreneur, who’s in jeans and a black long-sleeved shirt—he doesn’t need to impress these people; he just needs Doug to ensure the tech world remains free of regulation and maintains net neutrality, as God and Mark Zuckerberg intended.


Mackenzie appears in a conservative dress holding her violin and bow. She pulls a chair over next to her sister’s, making a screeching noise across the wood floor and smiling with her mouth closed.





To the donors and constituents, the night is seemingly smooth. Betsy stands holding her flute glass, smiling at her daughters as they strum their instrument strings with fevered passion. Doug comes around to place his arm around Betsy’s waist. Tony snaps candid photographs from each corner of the living room before the final still as guests are in awe—of the parenting, the couple themselves, and the political agenda. They’re all so charming in that initial meeting kind of way, in the way that you can only see from afar: in an article, a Facebook profile picture, a family Christmas card—or a photograph in Washington Life Magazine.
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Elizabeth (Bunny) Bartholomew gazes through a large window. The glass is ancient, the kind that makes the world look wobbly. Her reflection: pale face, freckles, strawberry blond hair, distorted and staring back at her. The sunset behind the glass is colorless; the white Adirondack chairs are scattered at equal distance under an enormous oak tree, its bare limbs poking every which way; the scene: traditional yet uninviting. Almost every single staff member at the Washington Club—server, bartender, valet driver, bathroom attendant—is Black, and every single club member being served in the dining hall is white.


This is fucked up, Bunny thinks.


The Washington Club was one of the first country clubs in the United States, originally known for its fox hunting pursued by cabinet secretaries and generals and various top government officials. Over time it became a haven away from city life for the white Protestant families in the district, and Bartholomews have been members since the founding.


Bunny wears a pleated skirt and baby-blue cashmere sweater because jeans aren’t allowed (club rules!) and sits between her parents, Meredith and Chuck Bartholomew. She turns back to the main dining room and sees that every single father wears a white or pastel polo shirt and every single mother wears a silk scarf around her neck with diamond studs because pearl earrings are for the teenagers.


“I’m in a horror film,” Bunny says.


“What’s that, dear?” Meredith asks, placing a roll of bread for Chuck on his side plate like we’ve time-traveled to the 1950s. Meredith’s hair is short and white around her forehead line. It’s angled toward her chin, giving her a regal edge, sharpening her jawline.


One might think Bunny, at only seventeen, is emotionally intelligent, but it isn’t that at all; she is simply becoming awake to the way things are in her inner circle—her pedigree—her whiteness. She isn’t special; she is just paying attention. Her mother is a Democrat, for God’s sake! And her father, an “old-school” Republican, is, as they say, “fiscally conservative.” Meredith still has an Obama bumper sticker on the back of her 1998 Volvo station wagon, which she refuses to give up for sentimental as well as practical reasons. They just couldn’t be racist! Though the Bartholomews belong to the most exclusive clubs in town, they most certainly are not considered greedy or flashy by any means, but rather understated, classy—old money, if you will, and Bunny is starting to pick up on this.


“I said I’m hungry.” Bunny takes a sip of water, not ready to confront her parents for their unintentional racism. Ever since her grandmother died, the matriarch of the family, Elizabeth Spencer Morrison (Bunny’s namesake), Meredith has become increasingly fragile and obsessed with contacting her mother’s spirit, convinced she hears her banging on her headboard at night. “Do you ever experience that?” she’ll ask Bunny, clicking her mouse back and forth on different psychic medium websites while in her study. Bunny doesn’t have the heart to tell her that she doesn’t believe in past lives or future ones, that when we die, it’s just a vast black of nothingness for eternity.


What Meredith is having trouble with is the slow disintegration of power the Morrison and Bartholomew families are experiencing. Both Meredith’s and Chuck’s lineage traces back to the beginning of Washington—the bishops, the mayors, the colonels, whoever “built” the city, families whose names no one’s ever heard of because they don’t need any public notoriety, so they say. Meredith’s family money comes from supplying half of the gunpowder used by the Union Army in the Civil War and more than five billion pounds of explosives for World War II. Chuck’s grandfather helped create the atomic bomb, the family fortune built on nuclear energy and then later on chemicals used to manufacture heat-resistant products, waterproof clothing, etc.—things no one ever thinks about. Theirs was an arranged marriage of fortunes simply built on weaponry and war.


A Black server with the name tag LANCE comes to the table to take their order.


“Lance! Honey, how are you?” Meredith asks. She’s so nice. She shakes his hand for so long, enthusiastically asking about his family: his mother’s health, his brother who’s studying law at Howard University. Bunny notices this. It irks her. It feels phony: her mother’s wide smile, her veneered teeth.


Meredith has always believed that true equality is unattainable; it does not and will not ever exist. She appears to be in acceptance of this—how easy it is for her. Her grandfather, whom she knew as a young girl, always instilled a great pride in the ideologies of capitalism, putting the interests of their family first because of a deep-seated fear of communism. And yet, after the death of her mother, something inside of Meredith is beginning to unravel.


“And what can I get for you this evening, Mrs. Bartholomew?” Lance asks.


“I will have the Cobb salad. Honey, thank you.”


Bunny looks at Lance, doesn’t smile, her usual self. “I’ll get the cheeseburger and fries. Medium, please.”


“And for you, sir?”


Chuck folds his menu and whips it in Lance’s direction without looking at him. “I’ll have the chicken piccata.”


As Lance turns away, Meredith remembers Cate.


“Oh! Lance, honey, we forgot Cate’s order, she’s meeting us, she should be here any minute.” She turns to Chuck. “Did she text you her order?”


Chuck looks at his Samsung. “Cobb salad with blue cheese.”


“I’ll get those right in for you all.”


Meredith leans over and reaches for Lance’s arm, again. “Thank you, honey,” and if words were just sounds you might think she was saying, “I’m sorry, honey.” Meredith had been to a Black Lives Matter rally with an old friend from Yale University, her alma mater, earlier this week.


Cate gallops into the dining room, out of breath, holding her jacket—black pencil skirt, hair in a disheveled bun. With clothes on, she’s almost unrecognizable to us, except that the back of her pink thong is hiked above the waist of her skirt, her blouse aggressively tucked into it. Bunny notices this as Cate takes the seat next to Chuck, but doesn’t say anything.


“Hi, guys, sorry, the Red Line derailed again. No one got hurt, thank God.” Cate throws her hand-me-down-from-Meredith Burberry plaid jacket over the back of the chair.


Chuck shakes his head. “See, what did I tell you about the infrastructure problem.”


“Honey, you should really think about getting a car here,” Meredith says, concerned. She’s only ridden the Metro once—to get to the Women’s March a year earlier.


“I don’t know, I kind of like not having a carbon footprint.”


“Hey, now, I thought you were a Republican,” Chuck says.


“Uncle Chuck. I believe in global warming.”


“Millennials…” Chuck downs the last gulp of wine in his glass.


Cate clears her throat and puts the white cloth napkin in her lap. “I’m assuming you all heard about the horrific shooting at the Midlands music festival.”


“What’s that?/Where’s that?” Meredith and Chuck say simultaneously.


“Missouri,” Bunny says, scrolling through her phone; she’s in the vortex.


Meredith plays with her gold bangles and sips her wine, feigning interest. “No, honey, I didn’t see that.”


Chuck nods with pursed lips. “Ah yes, I saw something about that tonight.”


“Honey, do you feel safe at school?” Meredith asks Bunny.


“There’s secret service at my school, Mom,” Bunny reminds her, scrolling through her phone. This sort of thing will never be a by-product of her kind of upbringing.


“Oh, right.” Meredith sets down her glass.


“I think I’ll be promoted soon.” Cate takes a large sip of water.


“That’s great, honey,” Meredith replies.


Chuck turns to Cate, folds his hands on the table. “I’m confident you will do a great job, but listen to me carefully. As you climb the political ladder, remember to always remain a private person, as much as you can, so you can live as you want—free—rather than create expectations in others that you feel compelled to meet.”


Cate thinks on this for a moment. But isn’t she supposed to meet the expectations of others in politics?


“Always put your own interests first,” Chuck says, pointing his finger at her.


Cate listens to Chuck like a good girl. She knows this, but she also knows that today fame is what you need to succeed in politics. A high profile, not a low one. Chuck is dead wrong about privacy. Cate smiles with her hands folded in her lap, looking around the room, scoffing in her head at the professors, the partisan journalists, the old political wonks and their dopey-looking wives. Fame is a necessity if you want to win. And Cate wants to win.


Lance arrives at the table carrying a massive tray of food; a busboy probably about Bunny’s age trails behind him and hurries to unfold the stand on which the tray will be placed.


“Thank you.” Meredith leans over, piercing the young boy with her well-intentioned eyes, and slips him a twenty-dollar bill, then winks.









Embassy Row


In the early twentieth century, Massachusetts Avenue between the vice president’s mansion and Sheridan Circle was known as Millionaires’ Row, housing the nation’s elite in gilded mansions.I But when the Great Depression hit, it forced many to put their mansions up for sale. Soon after, social institutions (exclusive clubs) and diplomats started moving in. For example, the British Embassy was built in 1930 and the Japanese Embassy by 1931, and by the 1940s the area was dubbed Embassy Row.


Today diplomats and their families who live in Washington are protected by something called diplomatic immunity.II It means the sons and daughters of ambassadors (and the ambassadors themselves) are not susceptible to lawsuits, arrest, or prosecution under American law. For example, rumors circulated around town that there was a fraternity thrown out by American University (reasons unclear). But the fraternity still continued admitting members, becoming the frat for many international students. Around 2014, after a pledge decided to drop, three frat members assaulted him in a garage. One assailant, the son of a diplomat, served no jail time and fled to his home country, while the two others each served 120 days in jail and 100 hours of community service.


I. Scott Harris, “Ten Facts You May Not Know About DuPont Circle,” DCist (website), January 30, 2017, https://dcist.com/story/17/01/30/you-know-it-as-one/.


II. United States Department of State, Office of Foreign Missions, https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/2018-DipConImm_v5_Web.pdf.
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From her bedroom window, Bunny watches Chuck pull in the trash cans. She listens to the familiar rhythm of the wheels rolling along their cobblestone driveway. The redbrick mansion across the street, once home to then General Ulysses S. Grant after the Civil War, is twinkling with lights, revived by a tech billionaire from Silicon Valley. Bunny’s been spying on the new family of late, no details to report yet, other than that they own a Cavalier King Charles named Steve Jobs that the maid walks every morning.


Bunny turns around to close her bedroom door, a Feel the Bern poster glued to the back of it. She hears Cate giggling on the telephone with a friend from California in the guest bedroom across the hall. She waits for the beep beep beep beep of Chuck setting the house alarm for the night—007 with an extra 0 is the code. Her backpack is zipped and filled with Bernie Sanders rolling papers and condoms she took from a trip to Planned Parenthood. Once the alarm is set, Bunny flips the lever of the lock from left to right, then slowly pulls the top half of the window open, chucking her backpack so it lands in the boxwood bushes below before climbing out. Last year when her parents were on a golfing trip to Ireland, Bunny discovered a loophole in the alarm system: pull open the top half of the window and the alarm won’t sound.


Bunny rides her bike down the uneven brick sidewalk along R Street, passing Katharine Graham’s abandoned estate on her right, Oak Hill Cemetery on her left, its black wrought iron gates chained and locked, protecting the ghosts of Washington royalty from unworthy intruders. Rats scurry behind trash cans and raccoons into the alleyways beneath the old gas streetlamps of Georgetown.


When Bunny stops at the light before Sheridan Circle, the intersection of Kalorama, Dupont, and Georgetown, she peers up at the statue of the Civil War general atop his horse posturing before it bucks, his arm stretched out behind him, an invisible sword ready to defeat the enemy—a hero before he slaughtered the Indians in the Great Plains! Bunny waits as the metropolitan police blast sirens at all exits of the circle. The vice president’s motorcade comes barreling through, one police car after another, the caravan of black Suburbans, the black limousine, American flags stuck to each side of the vehicle waving in the wind before the bomb squad trails behind them. She’s accustomed to this kind of interruption.


Kalorama is the wealthiest neighborhood in the district, the milieu of politicians (Trumps, Obamas, Clintons, Tafts, Roosevelts) who have lived or currently live there, along with Supreme Court justices, media moguls, and international royalty. It is an old neighborhood with clustered colonial mansions sitting almost on top of each other—Embassy Row is just behind it. France is twenty feet to the right. England: twenty feet to the left. Afghanistan: make a right up Wyoming Avenue. When Bunny was little, she and her friends would joke that if one of them were from, say, Albania, and committed a murder, they could run to the embassy for protection and never get arrested as long as they stayed on the foreign property. Kind of dark for eleven-year-olds to think about, but normal in Washington. Kalorama is not the kind of neighborhood where one strolls across the street to ask a neighbor to borrow some milk, not if their people committed genocide against your people just a few decades ago.


The secret service is parked on either side of the street, barricading the entrance where the former president resides. Family members of the current president reside on the block behind it, so close that a baseball could be thrown between the two homes to shatter a window. In fact, most political veterans (both Democrat and Republican) share the same neighborhood. Always have. Always will. Always remember that.


Flags with Arabic symbols and colors blow in the icy wind; the smell of burning wood lingers from some mansion nearby. Only the occasional clanking of metal can be heard as Bunny chains her bike to the green fence behind the mosque. The vice president’s mansion is a few blocks up the street. Surveillance cameras are hidden in stoplights, in trees, on the corners of nearby embassies pointing in every direction, pointed like guns. Bunny whips her backpack over her shoulder, throws her hoodie over her head, and marches toward her boyfriend’s house. Maneuvering through a minefield of government cameras doesn’t make sneaking out of the house easy. She and her friends learned their lesson last year when sophomore Teddy Rasmussen tried to throw a party but was quickly shut down by the security officers of Uzbekistan. The kinds of problems facing the offspring of the Washingtonian elite are unprecedented compared to those of children throughout the rest of the world. Only in the days to come will Bunny begin to question the lot in life she’s been so freely given.
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The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Edward Montgomery, stands between the Doric columns of his home, an old colonial schoolhouse along Massachusetts Avenue converted into a live-in mansion. A towering figure, he stands six feet four with wide shoulders, though age has curled them. Known for fighting in the Persian Gulf War, the Iraq War, and the War in Afghanistan, he has more decorations than any other general in America and is now in charge of the most powerful military in the world. Even at home with his youngest son, Billy, he speaks in military jargon: affirmative, negative, copy that. He expects beds to be made with crisp hospital corners, rooms to be tidy, shirts to be tucked in, and never a hat worn at the dinner table—or any other place, really, except for a baseball field. In addition, it is always yes sir, no sir, when one is spoken to. The general comes from an extraordinarily humble and religious upbringing in coal-mining Virginia where the divide between the haves and the have-nots widens every day. The military provided a way out for the general, which he credits with giving him the abundant life of service he leads today; it’s only as of the last several years that the Montgomery family has grown accustomed to power and wealth.


Several government SUVs line the semicircular driveway, blocking cameras and any passerby from seeing something that might appear suspicious. Bunny watches, hidden across the street behind the hedges of the Haitian Embassy, waiting to sneak around the side to the service entrance where Billy awaits her.


The general shakes the hands of the unknown men in black suits. They climb back in their government SUVs, and General Montgomery stands in the cold air watching as they disappear down Massachusetts Avenue, his breath visible as he exhales, his shoulders reaching toward his ears. He looks up to the bright, round moon, then turns around, steps inside the house, and slams the door behind him.





Carol, the general’s wife, sits in the kitchen nook folding laundry. On the television screen in front of her, BREAKING NEWS interrupts Fox News’s already-breaking coverage of the mass shooting. White House Chief of Staff is accused of domestic violence. No comments yet from POTUS.… scrolls across the screen.


Carol is composed, easy-breezy as she folds the next towel. She’s known for weeks this was coming, but hasn’t said a word to anyone except when discussing the matter with her husband. The general can rage, but he’s never hit Carol before. He’s hit his sons, but never Carol. Carol is still dressed in her tweed blazer, red reading glasses left atop her head of silver hair. She spends most days volunteering at the public library, helping recovering vets use the free computers and Internet. She loves a good Danielle Steel novel, but she’ll never tell you that; she keeps them hidden upstairs in the guest bedroom. A devout Catholic from a small town in Connecticut, she spent her after-school hours bagging groceries for her dad, who owned the local grocery store. Carol doesn’t fit in with the elites of Washington, nor does she care to. She can’t wait for the day her husband retires and they can move back out to Virginia, where they recently purchased a farm—an old corn-mill plantation built before the Civil War.


Hot Fox News reporter Chris Williams’s face appears: “The White House accumulates more chaos. Just in, we have a photograph of the White House chief of staff’s wife from the police report filed several weeks ago.” An image appears of the woman with no makeup on, a swollen blue and brown circle around her right eye, a split lip, and bruises around her neck.


“Jesus,” Carol says under her breath, throwing the last towel in the pile next to her. She gets up to turn the television off just as the general walks into the kitchen. He stands in the doorway. Carol turns to face him, terrified of what he is about to tell her.





“Get in, quick.” Billy ushers Bunny into the old service elevator in the basement. “Shhh.” He puts his fingers over her mouth. The elevator wobbles when he shoves the gate closed and presses the fourth-floor button.


“If this breaks down, it means we have to get married,” he whispers.


Bunny giggles and tries to put her hand up Billy’s sweatshirt. “Show it to me,” she says. Billy’s hair is light brown and tousled up at the front; he has a baseball player’s body: tall and lean. He pitches for the high school team and was MVP last year. He’ll never show it, but Billy is remarkably sensitive, given who his father is.


“Oh, now you want to see it?” Billy playfully pulls Bunny’s arms down, exerting twice the strength she has. He leans in to kiss her. The elevator abruptly stops, bobbles up and down; the door opens.


“Guess we’re not getting married,” Bunny says.


Billy pulls Bunny into his nautical-themed bedroom, trappings of a high school boy on the verge of manhood, sheltered and yearning for adventure. Bunny trails her fingers along his wooden desk. She notices an extra-large bottle of protein powder, leftover Halloween candy from a year earlier, and Abercrombie & Fitch cologne. His bed is made, crisp and smooth, and there’s a giant box of Goldfish under it, conveniently located for weekend hangovers. An Xbox is sprawled on the floor, Vineyard Vines collared shirts hanging perfectly in his closet. A yellow Gadsden flag is strung above the headboard of his bed, the coiled image of a rattlesnake above the words DON’T TREAD ON ME.


Bunny tries to put her hand up Billy’s sweatshirt again and he flinches in pain. “Careful.” She lifts the shirt all the way up to reveal a white bandage under his heart.


“Oh my God, your dad’s gonna kill you.”


“He’d kill me if he knew a lot of things.” Billy moves his hand up Bunny’s pleated skirt.


She pushes it away. “Hold on, I’m not done talking yet.”


Billy takes his hand away, both hands up, not guilty.


“What is it?” Bunny asks of the tattoo, inching toward the windowsill.


“It’s a secret,” Billy says.


Bunny shoves open the window and climbs out. “Come on, tell me.”


“No!” Billy teases, following her.


Bunny strolls along the balcony, looks at the moon then back to Billy, her elbow propped next to a stone gargoyle. “Has your dad seen that?” She takes a cigarette out of her pocket and lights it.


“Are you insane?”


“I meant your sweatshirt.” Bunny exhales, pointing to the logo: NYU.


“Oh, not sure.”


“When do you hear back from the academy?”


“Don’t know.” Billy inches toward her; he wraps his hands around her waist, nuzzling his head into her chest. “Are we done talking now?”


Bunny gently moves him to the side, walks to the other end of the balcony. “Not yet,” she says, teasing him.


Billy sighs, leans over the windowsill, grabs his ukulele resting against the wall of his bedroom, and pulls it outside. He strums, completely avoidant of any discussion having to do with his father and the expectations coming for him after graduation.
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