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Prologue



1999



As if in slow motion, the heavy brass lamp in her hand made contact with his face. He stumbled away from her best friend; his neck wasn’t broken, but she wished it were. She watched as he lost his balance and fell to the floor, cupping his face in pain.



“Bitch,” he screamed, then spat blood and saliva, and finally a tooth.



The sight infuriated her. He had hurt her friend and had to pay. Still gripping the lamp, she swung it again like a baseball bat as he tried to sit up. This time she knocked him out, the sound of his neck cracking made her heart race.



Her friend lay face down on the bed, sobbing. She pulled her up by the shoulders. But the girl pushed her away.



“Come on.” She grabbed her hand, trying to pull her to her feet, but the girl wouldn’t budge. Instead, she focused on the window next to the bed. It slid open with some effort and she knocked the screen out. “This way.”



Reaching behind her, she didn’t find her friend’s hand. She turned, worried. Something had changed, her friend looked devoid of any emotions while she stared at the man on the floor. He’d fallen on his back, head almost spun around one hundred and eighty degrees. She stepped over to her friend, standing in front of her. She tipped her chin upward to meet her eyes.





“We need to go. Okay? We gotta move.”



Her friend appeared to be in a trance, hardly even breathing.






“C’mon!” she said, louder this time. Desperation and panic filled her stomach. “C’mon!” She pulled harder. “I’m not gonna slap you like they do in the movies.”



She expected her friend to laugh. Under any other circumstances, she would have. But the girl just stared. She put her hands beneath her friend’s armpits and pushed.



“Move your feet!” she pleaded.
 “Please!”
 Her tears came unwillingly. She wasn’t going to leave her friend behind.



They needed to get out, and every moment wasted meant they might get caught.



Finally, her friend picked up one foot, then the other, and slowly made her way to the window.



She boosted her friend up and out to the ground below. Before she followed, she looked at the body on the ground. The sight hit her hard, like a punch in the face. He looked dead.
 He can’t be dead
 , she thought
 .
 I’m not that kind of person
 . She suddenly pitched forward, her breath eluding her. She righted herself and looked out the window at her friend, who was staring out into the flat desert; the city lights illuminated the sky beyond.



We need to leave
 .



She gathered the sheets and the grungy coverlet from the bed, several spots soaked with her friend’s blood, and now spattered with the man’s as well. She balled it up and pushed it out the window. Next, she grabbed a dingy towel from the bathroom and wiped down all the places in the room that might have her or her friend’s prints, taking an extra moment to clean the brass lamp thoroughly.



She swung one leg over the window ledge, then took one last look at the man, still lying deathly still on the floor. She felt terrified and sickened, but she knew she had done the right thing. She joined her friend on the ground below, and wiped off the windowsill with the towel. She then grabbed her friend’s hand and they ran.
















Chapter 1



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Every now and then, I sit in the crawlspace beneath my house and look through a small shoebox of private things: framed photos of me as a teenager and the kids I used to know; old journals; notes that had been passed back and forth in school, folded into complicated origami; and beer bottle caps and liquor bottle labels that once meant something, now long forgotten. Everything in this box is a secret. I’m not proud of any of it, or of anything I’ve kept from my husband for the past ten years because I was so afraid to tell him who I was before we met.



Before I became the girl he’d always dreamed of, before I’d become this reformed version of myself, I was Lindsay Richardson. If I revealed my past, I risked losing the way he looked into my eyes as if I were something pure.



I lied to him on our fourth date. I had planned on telling him everything later. But as we got to know each other—after he told me of all the times he’d been lied to and cheated on, and seeing the anguish in his face—I couldn’t bear to disappointed him.





He has his flaws. He’s a bit judgmental, often uptight. But everyone has flaws. I’ve spent ten years loving this man. I know he loves me, at least for who I am now. I can’t imagine the pain I’d cause if he
 did
 know who I used to be.



I pull a relic of the old me from the box: a print of a sonogram dated June 2000, right after I graduated from high school. Even though I’d been accepted at Arizona State, I deferred for one year, still unsure of whether I was going to keep the baby or not. I press the sonogram to my lips and wished for the millionth time that Paul knew about him. My precious Thomas, taken from me before I could even decide what I wanted to do.






It’s four o’clock in the morning and I can’t sleep. Paul rests soundly next to me, a small drop of drool threatening to spill from the corner of his mouth and onto our sheets. It’s rare that he’s even home, so I’m glad he’s here. I just wish I were sleeping. Even the kids are asleep. It seems like at least one of my three children hasn’t made it through a whole night in weeks. If one doesn’t wet the bed, another gets up to get water and wakes the others, or has a bad dream. I hold my breath for a moment and listen for the sound of crying, almost willing one of them to have a nightmare so I’ll have something to do.



I want to crawl into bed with my five-year-old, Lily. I should want to cuddle up with my husband, but it’s my daughter I want. She always smells sweet, but especially after bath night, her hair smelling of her strawberry-scented no-tears shampoo.



I shut my eyes tight, wanting so badly to at least feel tired. I can’t. I open my eyes again. If I turn on the lights, Paul will wake up. Being an ER nurse, the second light hits his eyes, he’s up and ready for action. Maybe I should wake him and we could make love. I consider it, then tell myself he needs his sleep after a thirty-six-hour shift.



God, I love him so much.



I slowly peel back the covers and maneuver myself out of bed, then replace the duvet as if I’d never been there. Paul grunts and jerks, but doesn’t wake.



I shut the bedroom door soundlessly and pad out to the living room. The room is stuffy and hot, the air conditioning turned down considerably to save money. Yesterday the temperature reached ninety-eight degrees. Even though the sun’s not up yet, it feels like its eighty in here.






I check on the kids, hoping one of them is awake. I’m disappointed to find Lily fast asleep, eyelids twitching, one chubby little arm raised over her head, just like Paul. In the next room, my three-year-old identical twins, Andy and Jackson, are both sound asleep as well, illuminated by the Buzz Lightyear nightlight between their beds. Andy is in the bed on the left side of the room, sleeping on his back in the center of the bed, his sheet pulled up to his chin. Jackson is on the right side of the room. He’s sprawled across the mattress, one leg on the wall and an arm dangling off the side. These twins couldn’t be more different.



I shut their door and make my way to the living room again, where I curl up on the sofa and grab the remote control. With a push of a button, the large flat-screen TV slowly comes to life. We have cable, but most of it is trash, so there’s very little I’ll watch. Except every now and then I’ll put my judgment on mute and indulge in a little fun.



I choose a show about an ‘80s rock star looking for love. By 7:00 a.m. I’m on episode three, and hooked. All the women on the show are complete psychos with names such as “Linda Luvsya” and “Cassie the Cat.” I can’t take my eyes off the program. I keep the volume low until I hear Paul shuffling out to the living room. I almost hit the DVR, but Paul would laugh if he saw it in the queue. He’d tease me about it for weeks. I don’t want to deal with that. I flip from VH1 to CNN before he sees what I’m watching.



He looks so cute when he’s just woken up, sandy hair all mussed in different directions like some silly teen idol. His light green eyes stand out against his suntanned skin. I see his morning erection through his blue pajama pants. If I’d been in bed I’d have done something about it. We shouldn’t now; the kids are going to be awake too soon for me to take care of him.








“Good morning, my love,” he says, smiling crookedly. He plops down next to me on the couch, wraps his arms around my waist, and pulls me toward him so I’m lying on my back. He parts my legs with his knees and settles onto me.





“Why are you up so early?”



“I couldn’t sleep.”



He wiggles his hips against me. “You should have woken me up.”



“I thought about it.” I grin and gyrate my hips. I’m incredibly turned on, but for some reason my brain doesn’t want to have sex. “You need to sleep. You just came off that thirty-six-hour shift.”



Paul grabs my breast and presses his groin against me. It hurts. Not because he’s being rough, but because my breasts have been aching. They hurt so bad I can’t sleep on my stomach. I’m worried I might be pregnant. I was taking antibiotics last month for a sinus infection, which can mess up my birth control. I’m not opposed to more kids; I just don’t want them right now.



Paul slips his hands down into my pajama pants, inserting two fingers inside me. I’d usually respond, but this time I don’t. What if I lose another baby?



“What’s the matter?” Paul asks.



“Nothing,” I say more defensively than I mean.



“You’re totally staring off into space.” He removes his hand, then sits back on his knees. His erection is nearly gone. “You’re not into it.”



I push up onto my elbows and look at him. “I’m into it,” I protest. I try to come up with something close to the truth. “I’m just tired because I’ve been up since four.” He looks skeptical. I reach out and pull him back to me by the elastic waistband of his pajamas. I have to do this now. He lays flat on top of me.



God
 ,
 my breasts really hurt.






Pulling down my pajama pants, I work on his with my feet. We have to be quick—the kids will be up any minute. They’ve never walked in on us before, and I certainly don’t want it to happen today. He slides inside me. My breath catches in my throat. First entry is always a thrill to me.



We’re quick. He comes in a matter of minutes, knowing we can’t make it last longer. Still, he wants me to come, too.



“I’m nowhere near,” I tell him. “C’mon, we need to hurry.”



Still, he insists. So I fake it, breathing loudly and forcing my body to shake. Not even close to the real thing.
















Chapter 2



New York, New York



2010



Oh, hell. Where have I wound up this time?



My head feels as if it’s full of cement, as if I try to lift it off the pillow my brain will fall out the back of my skull. As I inch closer to consciousness, I wonder where I am. I usually make it home, even on the craziest of nights. I’m on a couch, but it’s not the hard leather Roche Bobois piece in my living room; it’s made of soft, supple leather. I must be in my office. It smells familiar, like dust and books. I’ve never passed out in my office before. I’m not covered by a blanket or a sheet. I might be naked, for all I know. I wiggle just a little. Nope, not naked. Just in my underpants. I rub my feet together, soothing myself, and move my fingers to start waking up my body.



My God, I’m hung-over. My mouth is full of cotton. I can smell vomit.
 Please let me have made it to a trashcan,
 I pray. I hope I’m in my office and not somewhere else.



I slowly open my eyes. Yep, the office. Thank God. But even the dull light from the overcast sky feels like too much to take in.



I hear my glass office door slowly click open, and my chest fills with panic. I’m suddenly awake. I scramble to find my shirt, but fail to do so before my assistant, Angela, walks in with a stack of manuscripts in her arms. She looks over at my desk, not noticing me. She knows I don’t usually come in until ten, so of course she would enter without knocking. The offices outside my own are still dark except for the lamp on Angela’s desk. It must be around seven-thirty or eight. She places the manuscripts carefully on my desk, arranged perfectly, then starts to open the long, heavy drapes covering the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that separates my office from everyone else.






Then she sees me in the reflection of the glass.



“Oh my God,” she shouts. Covering her eyes, she pulls the drape closed again, and hurries out the door, closing it too hard behind her. I manage to sit up, then grab my shirt off the floor and the skinny black pants I wore to last night’s happy hour. I couldn’t have stayed out too late. But I remember leaving my stack of manuscripts in my office with every intention of coming back to retrieve them on my way home. A bag full of manuscripts is always cumbersome in a crowded bar. I’m an editor at Hyde Park Books, an imprint of a much larger publishing conglomerate. I handle the women’s fiction, sometimes a little paranormal romance just for fun, and the occasional socialite memoir. I must have decided I couldn’t make it home last night and lay down on the couch. I no doubt had every intention of hauling myself home after an hour of sobering up. The question is, how did I lose my clothes?



I dress myself, then lean down and tie up the trash bag containing the vomit.
 Thank God for good aim.
 I stumble over to my desk. My purse is on the floor, and my BlackBerry is plugged in and charging on my desk. I push a button and it comes to life; there are thirty-five text messages.
 Thirty-five!
 I check the time, eight o’clock, just as I’d expected. I open a desk drawer and pull out a small mirror. I look like hell. My red curls are frizzy and the tips on the left side appear to have a fine crust of puke on them.



Great. I reach for a bottle of whiskey from the same desk drawer for some hair of the dog. I pour it into a coffee mug. Turning back to my phone, I scroll through the list of messages. Not one of them is from my boyfriend of six years, James. He’s in Toronto on business, so it wouldn’t matter to him that I didn’t come home. Communication has been lax lately. While I used to get “good night,” “good morning,” and “I love you” texts, after six years of living together, the fire seems to have died out. Things are somewhat worse than rocky, to be completely honest. He has always traveled for work and we’re far past the stage of knowing where the other is at all times of the day, but it still sucks that he hasn’t even tried to contact me for the two days he’s been gone. I’ve got to get serious about fixing our relationship.






I take another sip of whiskey and hold my breath—it burns on the way down.



I wish I had some Kahlúa—at least it’s coffee flavored. With my head still pounding, I pull up my work e-mail: two hundred unread messages. Excessive, even for a Tuesday. I barely have time to scan the list of senders when I hear the loud voice of the associate publisher, Rob Tilbury, outside my door. He’s really early. No one comes in until nine o’clock, usually.



“Have you heard from Sylvia today?” he asks. There’s a stuttering mumble that can only be from Angela, who has never been comfortable with my requests that she lie about my whereabouts.



“She’s
 here
 ?” Rob practically shouts. “Sylvia!” Despite Angela’s protests, Rob bursts into my office. “What are you doing here?” he demands.



Shit. What
 did
 I do last night? I must have really fucked up. That little junior editor shit Jane Smart probably took notes if I did something stupid at way-too-happy hour. This is why you shouldn’t drink with coworkers. Or get drunk with coworkers. Especially ones who hate you.



“We told you to stay home today.” He pauses and looks me up and down. “Damn, you look like shit.”



“You told me to stay home?”






“Don’t you ever check your phone? Or read the news?”



The news? Now my heart starts pounding even harder. What did F-List.com write about me today?



I slowly pick up my phone, unable to process what exactly is happening, wanting another sip of that whiskey. “I have thirty-five text messages,” I say pathetically. “I haven’t read any of them. So . . . can you just tell me what I did so we can get on with the day? I don’t have the energy to play the guessing game.”



Rob’s eyes widen. “What
 you
 did? Sylvia, it’s what happened
 to
 you.”



“Nothing’s happened to me.” I straighten my shoulders. “I’m fine.”



Rob takes a folded-up newspaper from under his arm and places it front-page up on the table. It’s the
 New York
 Post
 , its main headline, in big white block letters:



WALL STREET BARON’S INTERN-AL TRADING



And its subhead:



Wall Street honcho James Ryan caught in naughty tryst with 19-year-old Intern
 





Everything around me goes silent for what feels like minutes, until:



“I’m so sorry, Sylvia.” Rob is calm, sympathetic. “I thought for sure you’d have been the first to know.”



I shake my pounding head. “No,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “There must be some mistake. He’s in Toronto.” It’s a dumb thing to say. He’s cheated on me before, but I didn’t know he was lying to me about his whereabouts.



“Right,” Rob says. “Okay then. Let me know if I can do anything.” I hear the soft click of the door closing, hardly registering what has just happened.



I look down at the paper. There, has to be some kind of mistake. But on the front page is a grainy photo of James’s BMW parked in front of an East Hampton restaurant, and what looks like two figures inside. Inset, there are two portraits: James in a suit—his 2010 company portrait—and the girl. Dang, it looks like a high school portrait. Like something out of a yearbook. I take another gulp of whiskey, emptying the mug. I momentarily forget that I slept in my office, that I vomited in my trash can, that poor Angela walked in on me in my underwear.






My BlackBerry starts chiming with new texts. I turn my head in its direction, eyes blurry and unfocused. How am I going to get out of this office? How am I going to hail a cab on the street? Everyone will have seen the paper. Everyone. There are newspaper salesmen outside every subway entrance. There are newsstands on every block. It’s a Tuesday morning. People will be on their way to work, reading the morning’s headlines on their smartphones as they rev up for the day. A New York D-lister scandal is just what everyone needs to while away the spring days until they head out to Long Island or the Jersey Shore for the summer. My desk phone starts to ring. And ring. And ring. I grab it, yank the chord out, and throw it against the wall. It smashes into pieces.
















Chapter 3



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Paul whistles while he cooks. He makes the best breakfasts—Denver omelets, sourdough pancakes, eggs benedict with lox. My stomach growls as the smell of huevos rancheros fills my nose.



I’ve gotten the kids out of bed and set up them up with cereal at the breakfast bar: Corn Pops for Lily, Cheerios for Andy, and Frosted Flakes for Jackson. Andy is so cranky this morning he actually hit me when I shook him awake. I told myself that he’s three and doesn’t know any better.



“I don’t want to go to church,” Lily whines, stirring the milk in her bowl.



“Drink your milk, sweetie,” I say. Paul and I stand in the kitchen while we eat. He holds a cup of coffee in one hand, and occasionally caresses my blond hair with the other. He smiles lovingly. Our family is a modern-day Norman Rockwell painting.



“We have to go to church, Lily,” Paul says. “God wants us to.”



“I love Jesus!” Jackson squeals with delight, lifting his spoon into the air. I’ve never seen a child get as excited about Sunday school as this one does. Every week he brings home at least three new pieces of art, usually depicting grinning yellow suns or some strange scribbled approximation of Jesus.






This is one of the rare Sundays where Paul has the whole day off and we’re all going to church together. With Paul working such unreliable hours, no day is safe from work. I should be excited about being together today, but church will take at least four hours out of the one precious day that we have all together. I never used to resent church. It started out as something that Paul did that made me feel included in his life. I went because I loved him, I wanted to be with him, and I even used to like it. But we had to leave our old church when we moved to Scottsdale. I don’t like this new church or its members.



We lived in Tucson up until a few months ago. After Paul’s father died, he felt we needed to be closer to his mother and mine; both of them live in Scottsdale, so we moved. He also got a position as head nurse in the ER that was too good to pass up. I was lucky to get a permanent job teaching when a science teacher abruptly quit after Thanksgiving. Now here we are, back in the town I grew up in, the one I fought tooth and nail to get out of.



“Honey?” Paul asks, clearing away the kids’ bowls. “Have you RSVP’d for the reunion yet?” He nods toward the invitation stuck to the middle of the refrigerator. I tense up immediately. I do
 not
 want to go to my high school reunion.



“No, I haven’t.”



He looks puzzled. “Why not? I thought we agreed to go.”





“Honey,” I say, trying to imitate his “let’s be reasonable” voice, “I don’t have any desire to go. I wasn’t friends with any of those people, and I don’t feel the need to reunite with any of them.”



Paul grew up in Tempe. While he still hangs out with his old friends and has fond memories of high school—playing football, being elected homecoming king, placing in the state track competitions, and getting the “Cutest Jeans Fit” superlative of his senior class—I spent as little time in mine as I could. It’s a miracle I passed, let alone got into college. If there was trouble around, I managed to be in the thick of it.






I don’t tell Paul these things. I’ve managed to avoid the subject for ten years, and I’m not going to bring it up now. Sometimes I can’t help wondering what attracted him to me. He’s kind and generous. He sends me fruit bouquets at school, texts me funny pictures of the crazy ER staff, and even after ten years together, he calls just to tell me he loves me. I never in a million years would have thought I’d end up with a man as wonderful as him.



Paul hugs me around my shoulders and squeezes. “It’ll be fun. Maybe you’ll find out you have a lot in common with your old classmates now.”



The truth is, I don’t think any of those people could get past my high school reputation enough to actually think I was worth getting to know now. None of my so-called friends from back then went to my school, and I lost touch with them by my senior year anyway. I spent most of my last year begrudgingly hanging out with the preppy, popular kids because my mom pushed me into it. But they all left me behind the moment news got out that I was pregnant. My conscience slaps me again—I hate that Paul doesn’t know.



“Going could be a great way to make some friends. And hey, maybe you’ll dredge up some fun memories.”



I cock my eyebrow. He’s been like a Hallmark commercial lately. I’ve spent the last ten years trying to forget about high school.



“I’ll think about it,” I concede, just to end the conversation. But there’s no way I’m going. Paul kisses me on the forehead, then rounds the breakfast bar.



“Time to get dressed, boys!” He picks up a twin with each arm. The boys are giggling as Paul hauls them off to their room to get ready for church. I turn to Lily. She’s glaring at me, a new look she’s developed over the last few months that I’d hoped I wouldn’t see until she was at least fourteen.








“I don’t want to go,” she says matter-of-factly. I want to tell her that I don’t want to go to church, either. I don’t have the energy to plaster on my life-is-perfect face and smile at the blond, tanned, perky-breasted mommies and their overweight husbands. I want to stay home with Lily and watch
 Yo Gabba Gabba
 and catch up on the celebrity gossip blogs I haven’t read in weeks.



“Get dressed, honey,” I say.



“I don’t want to go to church!” Her face is starting to turn red. My stomach tightens. I know what’s coming.



“C’mon, sweetie.” I’m on the verge of pleading with a five-year-old. She crosses her arms over her chest. Her lips purse. Now her face is approaching purple.



“Come on, sweetie.” She’s about to blow. My voice is getting timid. I hold my breath. Her mouth seems to open in slow motion, wider and wider. Then it happens: the scream that could blow holes in airplanes. I simply shut my eyes and turn my face to the floor, wincing. She finally takes a breath and I open my eyes. She emits a massive sob. Tears are streaming down her face, her thick eyelashes soaking wet, the whites of her eyes bloodshot. I want to cry, too. Five years of raising her and I still don’t know how to properly handle these situations.



It kills me to do it, but I simply turn and walk away.



Mavis Baker is walking up to me, her knee-length designer skirt swishing around her hips, her perfectly glossed, collagen-pumped lips parted just enough to indicate that she’s about to start talking to me. Her body moves, but her rock-hard fake boobs don’t. It strikes me as incredibly bizarre every time I see her. I can’t help staring, dumbfounded, as she moves swiftly toward me. My boobs definitely move. And today I’m very conscious of them, swollen and sore. They feel as big as Mavis’s.






“Lindsay Sekulich, just the person I wanted to see,” Mavis trills. She stops just short of barreling me over, grabs my shoulders, pulls me in for an air kiss on the left cheek, pushes me out, then pulls me in for a kiss on the right cheek.



“Just like every Sunday, Mavis.” I laugh. I wonder if I sound as fake as I feel. I hope not. I wish we’d done more homework when choosing a church, but Paul wanted to attend this one because his cousins attend. It’s especially strange to me that Paul doesn’t seem to notice how intensely phony everyone seems.



Jackson is clawing at my leg, screaming that he wants to nurse. Mavis doesn’t seem to notice him. I gently grab one of his little hands, but he just pulls away and keeps fussing.



“I was wondering if you’ve had a chance to look over that Vacation Bible School packet I gave you last weekend. I hope you’ve had a chance to think about fund-raising.” Mavis has this thick Texas accent that almost sounds put-on. She’s always smiling, her big pearly whites gleaming, and her lips so full they’re practically floating on top of her teeth.



“I did glance at it. I’ve just had a big week with the school year ending, and Paul and I both working like crazy—”



“Well, I really would appreciate it if you’d give that a closer look.” Mavis’s tone changes from happy and perky to almost disciplinarian. “Vacation Bible School may be free for the kids, but it isn’t free for the church. Everyone needs to contribute.” As if she realizes she’s being severe, she clutches her hands at her chest and looks up at the ceiling. “And we just want to see all those little children get saved!” She sighs dramatically. “Bless their hearts.” She blows air kisses at me, then turns quickly, off to accost another unsuspecting mother.



Lily’s Sunday school teacher, Janet, roped me into helping to organize Vacation Bible School. She seemed like a cool person, someone I wouldn’t mind having coffee with, and I enjoyed our brief chat about the renovations being made to the park nearby. I thought signing up for the VBS committee would help me make some friends. But after I put my name on the sign-up sheet, Janet watching over my shoulder, she walked away and started chatting with someone else, and hasn’t spoken to me since.






I sigh, annoyed. I want to go home. Jackson gives another huge yank on the hem of my skirt and stretches it over his face.



“Booby!” he screams, even though we’re standing in the middle of the vestibule. He still hasn’t mastered using his inside voice. I’m embarrassed, even though I know most of the five hundred or so members of the church are politely ignoring us. They’ve unfortunately seen this act before. Jackson is three and I’ve yet to break him of nursing. I try to say no, but he’ll dive under my shirt and yank my bra down. I think more people have seen my breasts since the twins were born than in high school. And believe me, that’s a lot. Not to mention there’s something that feels so wrong about exposing myself in church.



I kneel down and make yet another attempt to reason with him, the third since leaving the house.



“Jackson,” I say. “Big boys don’t need to nurse—”



“Booby!” He dives under my shirt and yanks down my bra. His little mouth clamps onto my left nipple; I wince. This isn’t why my breasts are hurting, but it’s certainly not helping. I pull my stretchy fuchsia tee over my son, gather him up, and hobble over to the bathroom where I can sit on the bench in the ladies’ lounge until he’s decided he’s done. It’s always like this. Every day. It’s embarrassing, to say the least. I thank God we’re not in the grocery store this time. I know I should speak to the pediatrician about this soon, but I keep putting it off. Maybe I’m not ready to wean Jackson.



Tamra Martin enters the bathroom and clutches one hand over her chest, her teased hair shaking from side to side. She looks at me and I can’t tell if it’s sympathy or something else.






“Oh, bless his little heart,” she coos, before disappearing into a stall and dropping a toxic Master Cleanse dump.



Ten minutes later, I drop Jackson off at the Tots’ Bible Class in the basement. Andy is there too, but he ignores me, too focused on building towers out of blocks and preventing other kids from destroying them. I kiss Jackson good-bye and he toddles off to join a group of little girls in the corner playing with dolls. I have to sneak past Lily’s classroom, ducking around like a fugitive because the teacher hasn’t shut the door yet.



Upstairs, I find Paul and slide into the row of padded chairs. He’s sitting with his cousin, Jason, and Jason’s wife, Jennifer. Jason and Jennifer are incredibly sweet people, but, like most of the other women in the church, I just don’t click with Jennifer. We have nothing in common. I’m a full-time teacher, wife, and mother, while Jennifer spends all her time either focusing on fertility treatments or leading aerobics classes at a chic overpriced gym. Though they’re first cousins, Jason looks nothing like Paul. Jason is not as tall, he’s chubby, and he has a receding hairline and a hideous mid-nineties goatee. He also makes a lot more money than Paul and I put together, which is why Jennifer doesn’t really have to work.



Jennifer turns around and her face lights up when she sees me. Her brunette hair falls in delicate waves around her face, and her blue eyes stand out against olive skin. We’ll never be close, but she’s one of the nicest women I know. I just wish we had more in common.



“Hi!” she says as I sit down. She pats my knee with both hands, and I suddenly have the urge to cry. “How are you?”



I’m suddenly overcome with panic.
 Pregnant,
 I want to say, because in that moment I just know I am. And I don’t know if I can handle another kid right now. What if it’s twins again? What if I lose the baby like when we got pregnant in college? I can’t lose another.






“Oh, I’m okay,” I manage.



Jennifer screws up her face and looks at me questioningly. “You sure?”



No,
 I think. But I can’t voice my concerns. Not to her. Especially not to her. She and Jason have been trying to have a baby for three years now. In that moment I feel guilty and my hand flies to my stomach.



“Just tired,” I say, trying to smile. “I woke up really early and couldn’t fall back to sleep.”



“Oooh.” Jennifer nods and starts yammering on about one of the old ladies in her seniors spin class and how the woman’s great-grandson had to sit in the corner because he’d been kicked out of the babysitting room.



“I can’t even imagine,” she said, “being old enough to have a great-grandchild.”



My eyes tear up and I curse my hormones. And I curse my husband’s and my amazing fertility. I look into Jennifer’s eyes and she sees mine glimmering.



“Oh, no,” she says, squeezing my hand. “I don’t want you to feel bad for me. That’s not the point of my story.” But of course it is.



“Good morning, everyone,” music leader Sam Baker croons near the pulpit. The band starts playing softly and Jennifer turns around, giving them her full attention. “Let’s praise Him.” Mavis, who is Sam’s wife, leans into her own microphone and adds an “ooh ooh ooh.”



“I can feel the Spirit in this place,” Sam whispers dramatically into the mic; the music escalates. He waits a few beats, then launches into song. The crowd gets to its feet and I follow. Paul squeezes my hand, then let’s go to fold his over his stomach. I look at him—his eyes are closed, his mind lost to the Sunday morning service.






The service ends two hours later. Lynn Shelton’s niece from Reno accepted Jesus, and Sam decided he should play all the songs in his Christian rock arsenal because people were really “feeling the Spirit.” I had to sit after the twenty minutes of post-sermon worship, holding Paul’s Bible in my lap and pretending to pray.



I grew up Catholic. My parents took my brother Chuck and I to church every Sunday until I was about eleven. That might have lasted two hours from the time we left the house to the time we’d burst back in, kicking off our fancy shoes and flopping in front of the television. Sundays at Christ’s Holy Grace Center can last up to three hours, sometimes four, and that’s not including travel to and from the house. At least the sit-stand-kneel-repeat routine of the Catholic service got you a little exercise.



Then there’s the fellowship after the service, where we all chitchat in the large entryway to the church. Then there’s the chitchat as you pick up your kids downstairs. All in all, we leave for the ten o’clock service at nine-fifteen and we’re lucky if we make it home by two. And because Paul is often working on Sundays, I’m usually left to go it alone. Paul’s sporadic appearances make him want to stick around even longer and talk with everyone. He wants to get to know all of them, to build community. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t mind sporadic Sunday appearances.



My stomach growls and I feel as if I’m going to keel over. Breakfast really didn’t sustain me. Church is important, but couldn’t they at least serve cookies or donuts and coffee afterward? Even a tiny thimble of Communion grape juice would be preferable to nothing. This is another pattern with this church—by the time we leave, I’m ravenous. Which is why I’m standing in the bathroom stall devouring a chocolate Zone. I’ve been dreaming about eating it for the last hour, but couldn’t find a good spot in the service to slip out without being disruptive.






Paul is shaking Sam Baker’s hand outside the women’s lavatory when I emerge two minutes later. I hang back, not stepping into their conversation, hardly standing by my husband’s side as I wait for him to notice me so we can collect the kids, then bolt.



Paul and I met in the science building three months into our first year at Arizona State. It was like something out of a romantic comedy. I was running to class, late for my bio lab, when I plowed smack into him, my books spilling everywhere. He knelt down to pick them up and our eyes locked. My tongue was tied. I managed to say thank you and ran off, kicking myself for not getting his name. Paul waited for me outside my classroom, skipping his Spanish class just so he could ask me to have lunch with him. I remember my cheeks flushing, and a hotness spreading all over me. I’d never been pursued before, let alone by a chivalrous man.



Everything changed on our fourth date. I changed. Paul and I had just finished dinner in the cafeteria and he was walking me back to the dorms so I could polish up my lab report. He had not been to my dorm yet, at least not inside. I was anxious to hop on him. I’d never had to wait this long before, and I didn’t want to wait any longer. I wanted the goods.





We stopped every few feet along the walk to embrace, kissing maniacally, unable to get enough of each other. I was drunk on him. Paul pushed me up against a building. He pressed his hips into me. I felt his erection against my pelvis and was impressed. His hands squeezed my waist, but never roamed. He pressed in harder, held me tighter, and I lost control.



“When are we gonna have sex?” I nearly shouted.



He pulled back. I looked up, expecting him to be delighted; instead, he was shocked.



“What do you mean?” he asked. It was my turn to be stunned; I had to hold myself back from saying,
 I thought lab report was code for “let’s bone.”
 








“Well,” I said, pulling him back to me by his shirt collar. I kissed him lightly on the lips. “It’s our fourth date.”



“So?” he said, his expression unchanging.



My muscles melted with embarrassment and worry that I’d just blown it with him. I’d never liked a boy so much. I’d never felt this way before.



I laughed uncomfortably. I wanted him to laugh back, to tell me he was kidding. But he stared at me quizzically. Then, the fear of losing him crashed over me, and for the first time, I felt that breathlessness when he was upset, as if he sucked all of the air out of me.



“Do you usually have sex on the fourth date?” he asked.



I shrugged, subtly. I didn’t know how to respond. I’d had a lot of sex—a
 lot
 —but not a lot of dates. Paul leaned back to look at me. He tilted my chin upward.



“Lindsay?” he asked sternly. I didn’t want to look at him. I thought he’d see right through me. I was almost ashamed, and definitely embarrassed. Didn’t guys like him bang their brains out in high school? Was he one of those slutty guys who needed his woman to be pure and devoted?



“How many people have you slept with?”



I had to think quickly. Finally, I forced myself to look him in the eyes. His thin eyebrows furrowed with worry. He wasn’t looking at me with longing like he had only minutes before. Instead, he was hovering somewhere between disappointment and disgust.



“One,” I said at last. “Just one. One person.” What a liar.



“Really? Just one?” He wanted to believe me. I held my breath, waiting for him to pull out a rumor he knew about me—there were so many before college. And it felt like everyone knew them. But this number, this Lindsay—the one who had only slept with one other person, the one who had never had a pregnancy scare let alone a baby, the one Paul Sekulich was going to fall madly in love with—I desperately wanted her to be real.






“Really,” I replied. Paul’s body relaxed immediately and he sunk back into me.



“I’m so glad,” he said.



From that little lie sprouted more tales of who I would become in the following years—Lindsay Sekulich, wife of Paul, happy homemaker, high school science teacher, all-around good girl. Everyone in my life today knows that part of me. No one knows who I
 used
 to be, not even my mother, not entirely. Lindsay Richardson was a far cry from all of those things, and now that we’re living back in Scottsdale, I’m terrified that something from my past is going to destroy my present.
















Chapter 4



New York, New York



2010



I can’t move from my bed. The housekeeper came, but I sent her away. God knows what she could find in the apartment to sell to the press. I can’t believe James. He’s cheated before, but I still can’t believe it. I’ll bet that girl has a Brazilian wax, too. He used to hound me about getting them, but I hated looking like a prepubescent girl. Now that this has come out, I wonder if maybe I should have gotten one. I usually gave him what he wanted. I never should have argued with him. I never should have denied him anything. I bury my face in my pillow and will myself to cry, but my stomach keeps clenching and all I want to do is vomit.



James and I met in a bar, what a cliché. If I had done what I was supposed to be doing, my life might have turned out differently. I’m only twenty-eight. This is not how my life was supposed to be.



The night we met started with an e-mail that came as I was packing my bag to leave the office. I was an editorial assistant at Penguin. My one-time friend, Dana Lacey, was a publicity assistant and had snagged us two invites to a soiree on the rooftop at the Gansevoort in the Meatpacking District. I only hesitated because it was a Tuesday, and my editorial meeting was the next day. My boss expected me to have notes on the five manuscripts he’d given me the week before. I hadn’t started any of them. Despite my better judgment, I couldn’t pass up a party at the Gansevoort, so I changed into the little black dress and patent leather pumps that I kept in my desk, grabbed my purse, and hefted the bag containing the five manuscripts to a small bar near my office for five-dollar well drinks. I promised myself I’d stay up all night to read if I had to, then get to work super early to finish.






After three of the pint-sized drinks, Dana and I took our broke selves on foot to the hotel in the Meatpacking District.



“Shit!” I cried when the hotel was in sight. “I left my work at the bar!” Dana patted my shoulder.



“Tell them they were all crap submissions.”



She had a point. How would anyone at work know any different? I could always try to read them off my computer in the morning.



The Gansevoort rooftop had a crystal-clear view of Manhattan and was glimmering with glamorous people: shiny-haired models in stunning couture, clean-cut men in tailored suits, and big-busted servers spilling out of their shirts. Dana mentioned our names to the doorman and we were in. We made our way through the sexy crowd to stop number one, the bar.



“It’s not an open bar,” Dana shouted in my ear over the music.



My heart sank and my wallet cried. I didn’t have anything left in my bank account, so it would be up to Uncle Visa and Auntie AmEx to satiate me.



I waited patiently for a few minutes, trying to get through the crowd, attempting to make eyes at any of the men around me, but I was completely ignored. Frustrated, I shoved my way through until I finally got to the bar. The bartenders, all women, were making drinks, but they were only paying attention to the men and the models. I looked young. I stank of being a poor city newbie. And I definitely didn’t fit in at the Gansevoort. So I did the only thing I could think to do: I pushed my way out of the crowd, elbowed through to the end of the bar, and slipped behind it to make my own damn drink.






“Hey!” one of the bartenders shouted. “You can’t be back here.”



I cocked an eyebrow at her and pointed from her black spaghetti-strap dress to my own.



“I’m new,” I said. She looked down at my feet, skeptical.



“You can’t wear heels behind the bar.”



I shrugged. “Like I said, I’m new.” She stared. “Brand-new.”





“We’ll see about that. Wait here and don’t touch anything.” She slipped behind me and pushed through the crowd toward a back room.





I made myself a vodka with cranberry juice, then made one for Dana, too, wherever she was. I finally spotted her down at the other end of the bar, flirting with a less-than-attractive man in a slightly wrinkled suit. She already had a drink in her hand and was sipping on the straw seductively. I rolled my eyes and turned to step out from behind the bar, drink in hand, when a man asked me for a Johnny Walker Red, neat.





Before I could protest, he threw a fifty-dollar bill on the bar in front of me.



“That’s yours if you take care of me for the next few rounds,” he said, a sly smile creeping onto his face. I smiled back and agreed. Before I knew it, I was taking care of multiple businessmen, my bra filling up with tens, twenties, and a few more fifties (for want of anywhere else to put them except my purse, which was getting soggy on the bar floor in front of me). It was more money than I’d ever made before, even when serving at the Outback Steakhouse during college.



“Hey! You!” someone shouted at me, and it wasn’t someone who wanted to be served. The bartender was pushing through the people with a very serious-looking man in a suit, and not the happy-hour celebration kind. They both looked pissed and were heading toward me faster than most people would move through a crowd.






“Shit!” I ducked down under the bar to retrieve my purse, then grabbed for the bar towel to dry it off, but it was no use—my cloth-covered cardboard Chinatown knockoff was soaked through. I stood up just as the angry man’s hand clamped down on my wrist.



“Ow!” I cried, more from surprise than pain.



“What do you think you’re doing?” the man seethed. “You could get us in serious trouble—” He stopped suddenly. I looked up. A tall, excruciatingly handsome man with a strong jawline and hazel eyes had stepped in.



“I’m sorry, Marco,” he said. “She just thought it would be fun.” He turned his attention on me. “Didn’t you, darling?” I tried to relax my terrified face and smile. The manager took his hand from my wrist, then straightened his jacket.



“Babe, this is Marco, the bar manager,” the man said. I immediately stuck out my hand and shook his too vigorously.



“Sylvia Miloche,” I said, then nodded at my savior. “Penguin Books.” I’d always wanted to say that.



Marco looked at me skeptically, but gave a slight bow. “My pleasure,” he said. “And a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Ryan. Please let me know if there’s anything you need.”



“Of course,” the man said, oozing confidence and finesse. He turned and put one hand on my shoulder, gently pushing me in the opposite direction. He followed at a respectable distance, but his hand moved from my shoulder to the small of my back. We stopped near the elevators.



“Perhaps you’d like to try another bar?” he said. I felt my face redden.



“It’s not what you think,” I said. “I’m not a party crasher. I really am on the list. Er, at least my friend is. She disappeared somewhere. The bartender was ignoring me and—” He held up one hand, a sexy smirk on his lips.



“It’s fine.” His arm traveled around my shoulders. “I meant that perhaps you and I should find another bar.”






I didn’t know who he was. He could have been anybody. We wound up walking all the way from the Meatpacking District to a wine bar in Chelsea. He ordered, tasting and rejecting the first wine, and telling me that it had been bottled before its time. I didn’t know what that meant. I always drank three-dollar bottles and had grown up with a mother who bought wine by the box. I stole a glance at the menu and couldn’t help being amazed that he had ordered a sixty-dollar bottle of red.





As the evening progressed, I learned that his name was James Ryan, that he worked in finance, spoke Portuguese, Spanish, German, and Japanese, often traveled for business, and lived on the Upper East Side. It didn’t matter that he was fifteen years older than me—I was infatuated.





I expected that we’d wind up in his bed at the end of the evening. Instead, after a late-night dinner at a hole-in-the-wall Italian joint on the Upper West Side where I had the best gnocchi of my life, James put me in a cab, handed the driver an unspecified amount of cash, then leaned in and kissed me softly on the cheek. My body was buzzing and I wanted him to kiss me—
 really
 kiss me—so badly. He moved his lips down my jawline and finally ended with one firm but gentle kiss on the lips. He ran his hand under my chin and tilted my face as if he were going to go in for the real thing. I was dreamy-eyed, paralyzed by a hungry force that wouldn’t be sated by anything but James Ryan.



“You’re beautiful, Sylvia Miloche,” he said. “I can’t wait to see you again.” He held my gaze for just a moment more, then kissed my hand, let go, then shut the cab door. I turned, watching him as long as I could as the taxi sped up Broadway, taking me away from the land of the rich and famous, back to the Inwood ghetto.



My BlackBerry rings late in the afternoon, startling me out of a deep, booze-induced sleep. It’s Dave Turner, the PR director at work. The news broke yesterday and judging by the number of texts and missed calls I have, people are still gossip mongering. I try to sit up in bed, but I’m still very drunk. I couldn’t answer questions even if wanted to. I have no doubt that Dave’s not calling about work, despite what Rob said about getting the publicity department involved. No, Dave’s trying to get the gossip. He’s an evil prick who would stab his own lover in the ass while riding bareback if it meant he’d make F-List.com. I refuse to answer my phone.






Instead, I lie back and think about James, how things were when we first fell in love; an intimate private dinner at the Gagosian among the art; an unheard-of midnight tour of the Metropolitan Museum; a trip to a fish market at dawn for a 5:00 a.m. dinner after a night spent talking and making love in a simple house in Montauk; a limo picking me up on a Friday after work for a surprise weekend getaway to St. Barths; hand-penned love notes taped to the apartment door, slipped inside my purse, or tucked under the flap of my cereal box.



What happened to
 that
 James?



No one has come around to see how I’ve been. My boyfriend cheated on me and got caught by the
 New York
 Post
 . All anyone wants to know is if I have any comment.
 How about you find him and bring him to me, then I’ll give you a comment. I’ll give you a whole string of comments.



Someone sent a flower bouquet with sympathies, but I sent it back down to the doorman. I’m sure his wife will appreciate it. I don’t need a visual reminder that my boyfriend is a pedophilic scumbag. Where the hell is he anyway? He should have been home yesterday from Toronto. But he’s not actually in Toronto—he was caught in the Hamptons. He hasn’t called, e-mailed, texted, or even come home to get clean underwear. He probably just bought new ones and is holing up in a hotel. Coward.



I haven’t stopped drinking since the news broke just over twenty-four hours ago. I reach up and wipe the tears from my cheeks. Every rich, successful man cheats. I know this. I’ve
 known
 this. Why does it hurt so much? Somehow, seeing it splashed on the front page of a New York rag makes it so much more real. It’s embarrassing that the whole world knows. Shameful, even. Now I have no choice but to end the relationship. I’ll be a laughingstock if I don’t. I’ll be seen as weak, pathetic. Even though it’s been over for a while, for more than a year, I don’t want to live my life without James. I cling to him, because despite all the bad things that he’s done, he’s all I know anymore. This hurts like hell.






Once upon a time, James spoiled me rotten. Tiffany was no longer just some bitch I knew in middle school, she was platinum and diamonds. Coach wasn’t just the economy class on airplanes. Versace wasn’t just some dead Italian guy. The money and the treats were irresistible. We met when I was an irresponsible twenty-two-year-old editorial assistant. He was a thirty-seven-year-old social-scene staple. Six years later, I’m an editor and he’s forty-two . . . and still fucking girls half his age.



I know I should have left him a long time ago, when things really started to go downhill, maybe even when he cheated for the first time. But I was too enthralled by him, with the way he treated me, the way he made me believe I actually mattered. With him I felt like something precious. No one had ever protected me. No one had ever stood up for me. It was always
 me
 doing the protecting. Even after things started to sour, he convinced me he still loved me. He told me over and over that he loved me . . . that he loves me. But now that I think about it, I haven’t heard him say it for quite some time. I bury my face in my pillow and yearn for the past.





I’ve wasted my twenties on someone who for the last year has treated me like garbage. I have to find the courage to leave him. I
 have
 to. At least Hillary Clinton had her political career to fall back on. Silda Wall Spitzer had her law degree if she wanted to leave Elliot. Christie Brinkley was famous in her own right when that prick Peter Cook cheated on her with a teenager. Not to mention Elin and Tiger, Sandra and Jesse . . . But all those women had one major advantage over me; they were married, and therefore entitled to a ton of money.






James and I aren’t married. We don’t even have a joint bank account. We only live together. He handles all of my finances. He pays my credit card bills and he owns the Trump Palace condo we live in. Everything is charged to him, from the grocery orders to the cable bill to my tabs at clubs around town. I haven’t thought about it recently, but my salary, even though it’s really high for a young book editor, will never cover the lifestyle I’ve gotten so used to. The balance of my bank account was around five figures the last time I checked. Could I live on that alone? I could manage for a while. I could rent a decent apartment in Manhattan, but it wouldn’t last. I’d still have to change everything.



I haven’t edited a bestseller in a year now, and none of my current authors show much promise. There’s little chance for a decent raise right now. And what if this scandal gets me fired? The publishing company won’t want the bad press I’m bringing in. Then again, they say all press is good press, right?



After three weeks of dating, James took me to the opening of
 Aida
 at the Metropolitan Opera. We landed on Page Six. Two weeks later, we attended a film premiere and were featured in “Party Lines” in
 New York
 magazine, our photo pasted next to Padma Lakshmi and Tom Colicchio. The two media appearances landed me a massive pile of manuscript submissions from agents all over town, and some from L.A. Soon, photos of James and me were everywhere. The media ate it up: a pseudo-celebrity dating a regular person, not a model. My newfound celebrity led me to a chummy relationship with my bosses, speedy book acquisitions, and job offers for positions relatively outside my spectrum of experience.



In just six short years, I landed where I am today, a full-fledged editor working under a publishing legend. That sort of upward momentum just doesn’t happen in publishing—not to normal people. James moved me into his condo after only four months of dating. He paid off my credit cards and student loans and didn’t let me pay rent or help with the utilities. He took over. He consumed me. I have to admit, it was magic.






Three months later, I found out that he cheated on me. I’d picked up his BlackBerry, mistaking it for my own, and couldn’t stop myself from reading his text messages. The most recent were all from someone named Danielle Giovanni.



“It was nothing,” he said when I confronted him. “Just a drunken fling with a pair of double Ds.”



I didn’t threaten to leave, and not because I only have Cs. I didn’t threaten to leave the next few times I caught him, either, and not because I refused the breast implants he’d offered to get me. I stayed after it came out that he was sleeping with New York Liberty defensive guard Lola Wade. The Liberty PR guys and James’s own contacts handled the scandal with ease, turning the too-affectionate paparazzi shots in restaurants into cases of him working on her finances.



When did I stop sticking up for myself? I’d gotten all the way through college and moved myself to New York all on my own dime. No one ever took care of me. I always worked hard. Now I’m deeply, deeply ashamed that I’ve let myself become so consumed I’ve practically forgotten how to handle anything on my own.



I bury my face in my hands, as if shielding myself from someone watching me. I hate myself. I’m such an idiot.
















Chapter 5



New York, New York



2010



“Razz,” I shout into my phone, not sober. “Where are you?” I hit the END button on my phone angrily and lay back in bed. I’ve finished the bottle of Maker’s that I started at 9:00 a.m. and I feel like shit. A drunken piece of shit.



It’s Saturday, 9:00 p.m.



A big pile of manuscripts that I still haven’t edited sits in the corner near the closet. They’re all going to be late. The only one I really care about is
 Better Bed than Dead,
 a paranormal romance in which a college lit professor falls for a super-sexy werewolf. They must battle the living dead when a crazy med school professor starts reviving corpses from the hospital morgue. It may not be award-winning stuff, but the sex scenes are amazing and the series sells like crazy. I rub my eyes and try to breathe. All this work could take years, even if I do ever manage to sober up.



My BlackBerry buzzes next to me: Razz. Finally.



“Baby girl, where
 are
 you?” he shouts.



“Where are
 you
 ?” I reply.



“I’m at Ginger Snap having dinner.”



“Thanks for inviting me,” I grumble. He ignores this.



I have to go out tonight. Chelsea Carr, a casual acquaintance who also happens to be a gossip columnist for StarStalkers.com, sent me a text to let me know that James was having dinner at Da Silvano—at a sidewalk table no less—with party circuit playboy Stinson West and Hank McEvoy, a left wing for the New York Rangers. It figures James would go somewhere highly visible soon after his scandal broke, and with a hypermasculine crowd. He’s too smart to be seen out in public with anyone female. At least not anywhere cameras will catch him. And that means I have to retaliate. I have to be seen in public, with friends, having fun. Looking carefree. And sexy.






“I’m spinning at Duel tonight, that new club on Little West Twelfth. It’s gonna be off the hizzoo!” I hear people cheer in the background and I feel bummed that he didn’t invite me out to dinner with his crew.



I don’t actually want to go out, but I can’t let anyone, especially James, know I’ve holed up in this stupid apartment like a hibernating squirrel. I need to have some fun. Or at least look like it.



“You’re coming. Even if I have to call you a car service myself.”



“Razz, the only services you call are hookers.”



He laughs.



I almost said
 your dealer,
 but Razz has been sober for two years. He used to have a serious heroin problem, which started with cocaine, thanks to spending five to seven nights a week in DJ booths.



With his bow-tie-and-hoodie fashion sense and amazing ear for mixes, mash-ups, and new talent, Razz has managed to stand out among the thousands of wannabe DJs in the city. I knew him back when he was just Jason Rasmussen, a friend of a coworker’s roommate, back when he lived in a four-bedroom with six people in Bushwick. One time when James was out of town, I went to an underground club in the East Village with a mutual acquaintance where Razz was spinning. He blew up three years ago when he caught the eye (and some say an STD or two) of a major club owner who was scouring the underground circuits for new talent. Razz skyrocketed.






I liked being one of his glitterati crew. But when he started flying to L.A., Las Vegas, and Miami on a regular basis to make special appearances spinning celeb parties and promoting nightclubs, we couldn’t see each other as much as we used to. I can’t just drop everything and fly away. I wish I could. Now would be the perfect time to escape.



I wasn’t around during Razz’s darkest drug days, either. That was our period of separation, when he’d blocked out everyone. He played the rehab game four times before he finally got clean, with a lot of help from his manager. And once he beat it, he worked harder than ever. I don’t know how he does it.



Being an addict, Razz is often on me about my alcohol intake. I tell him if he was dating James Ryan he’d drink a lot, too. He tells me if he was dating James Ryan the man wouldn’t be cheating. That line somehow isn’t as funny now that everyone knows. I’m glad Razz is in town. I can’t imagine having to call anyone and ask to go out with them.



“Make sure my name is on the list.” I slur, just a little.



“Already done, honey.”



Maybe Ginger Snap is too loud and he can’t hear me, but for once Razz doesn’t lecture me on being drunk; he didn’t even ask me about it. Maybe being publicly humiliated gives you a free pass to get plastered.



I pull myself up to a seated position, then swing my legs to the floor. I need to shower and get myself out of this apartment. I haven’t seen James in a week. All I know is that someone saw him in the Village.



Thanks for calling, asshole.
 





There’s no one who I want to bring clubbing with me. I don’t trust anyone enough. But I don’t want to show up alone. If I don’t have James, I can at least have my own social appearances. Maybe I’ll even start to make new friends. I don’t have many, not real ones.






The cab stops outside Duel on Little West 12th Street. There’s already a long line at the door. The crowd is almost exclusively bridge and tunnel—at least the ones in line—meaning they’ve come in from Long Island, Staten Island, and New Jersey. Tastelessly short skirts, blond streaks in super-dark hair, acrylic French-tipped nails, and orange-tanned skin. Those were the kinds of girls James liked to cheat with. I never understood the appeal, but apparently certain rich men like to go slumming.



I shudder at the sight of some of the B&Ts. I didn’t always know how to dress for clubs, but I never looked like a skank. Tonight I’m in a black mini-dress, tight on the hips and baggy in the torso with one shoulder off. I’ve added a touch of sparkle with super-long silver and gold necklaces that reach down to my navel. It’s not quite spring yet, but it’s warm enough that I’m getting away with bare legs. The real treasures of this outfit are my shoes, five-inch heels embellished with silver and gold chains. I bought them to wear the next time James took me out. That was before the snow had come and gone.



I study the crowd. A few photographers are outside, which means there must be someone famous inside. My heart stops for a moment. This is what I wanted, right? To be seen. If they see me, I’ll definitely make Monday’s Page Six. The James story is too big. But I have options. I could just leave. Or I could try to hide my face while I walk in. Or I could pretend to be happy and smile and wave. Maybe I’ll blow a kiss. Show James that I really am okay. But he’d know. He’d see right through me. He knows me better than anyone. He knows my weaknesses. And he knows how to exploit them. Maybe I’m falling into a trap being here—



“Hey! You pay! Fifteen dollah,” the cab driver shouts at me.






Horns honk behind us. I’m holding people up from getting their drink on. Much of the crowd and the photographers turn and look in my direction, bending to see who’s in the car. I shrink back and dig into my purse for cab fare. The crowd quickly loses interest—a famous person wouldn’t be in a cab anyway—and turns its collective attention back to the door.



I throw a twenty at the driver and step out. A few people nearby look, but if they recognize me, they don’t let on. I walk past the front of the line, then up to the doorman. The two photographers don’t notice me.



“Name?” the bouncer asks. I’m two parts annoyed that he doesn’t know who I am and one part relieved.



“Sylvia Miloche. I’m with DJ Razz.”



How many people tell him that? Probably a lot. The bouncer looks skeptical, one eyebrow cocked. Then he scans his list. I swear if Razz didn’t put my name in, I will kill him. It occurs to me that James could be here. I stretch my neck to look at the list. A flash goes off behind me.



“Sylvia!” one of the photographers shouts. “Hey, Sylvia! Look here!” They camp out by the doors so they can see you stumble out drunk at 4:00 a.m. I can’t see the list very well and lean in farther, pretending that I don’t hear the guy behind me.



FLASH.



Shit.



The doorman notices me trying to look at the list and pulls the clipboard close to his chest.



“Excuse me,” he says. “Back up.”



“Sylvia!” another photographer shouts. I look at the doorman.



“Do you really not know who I am?” I ask, pleading with my eyes.



I don’t mean it in a snobby way. In fact, I’m kind of glad he doesn’t. I almost hope I can’t get in so I have an excuse to run away and grab a cab home. I don’t really want to be here. I don’t really want to be out. I have never been to Duel and, so far, I’m not impressed.






FLASH.



FLASH. FLASH. FLASH. FLASH.



The doorman just stares at me. “I don’t,” he says.



“Sylvia! Sylvia!”



“But
 they
 seem to.” He steps aside and motions for me to enter.



FLASH. FLASH. FLASH.



“Have a good night,” the doorman says before clipping the velvet rope back onto its post.



Inside, the club is no different from the ones that came before it. I step gingerly down a set of stairs in a hallway lit with red light, feeling like I’m walking into some Disneyland dungeon. The space beyond it pulses with writhing bodies to the beat Razz pumps into the room. There’s a long onyx bar staffed by large-breasted, lean women and annoyed-looking men in tight black T-shirts. I recognize one of the women—Kara Conn.



Kara Conn is a piece of B&T trash who managed to leverage her hot body for a few modeling gigs and a job pouring drinks for D-listers and wannabes. I know her because she once slept with James. I found her cell phone in our apartment and told her to stay the hell away from my boyfriend. She’s sort of cute, but by no means beautiful. The tip of her nose turns down, making me think of melting wax or maybe an elephant seal. I remember her because she was the only one of James’s flings I’ve ever gotten to confront. Kara Conn. I looked her up once on Facebook. Her profile picture shows her in a too-short, too-tight dress, leaning against a wall, looking coyly into the camera. She’s twenty-three. Faux blond. Bartending slut.



Someone bumps into me from behind. An already-drunk girl and her friend—they look like teenage models, can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. The more sober one pulls the drunker one up to the VIP section, where I usually am. I ought to be up there tonight, but I don’t know if Razz remembered to put me on
 that
 list, and I don’t see his usual entourage. They may be farther back, but I can’t see from here. I feel too sober for this, so I go to the bar.






I must avoid Kara Conn. She sees me, looks right at me in fact, then moves down to the other end of the bar.
 That’s right, bitch. Stay away
 , I think.



One of the annoyed-looking male bartenders approaches me.





“What’ll you have?” he asks, seeming totally put out.





I consider saying,
 A bartender who does his job with a fucking smile.
 





Instead I say, “Maker’s Manhattan.”



It’s a good Manhattan, I have to admit, despite the splash of asshole bartender. I leave him a decent tip in the hope that he’ll be nicer next time, and make my way toward the DJ booth.





Razz never allows anyone else in the booth with him. I stand on my tiptoes, a true feat in these heels, to see him. He’s ensconced in the music, large headphones over his ears, jamming and scratching on the turntables, wearing a skinny black bow tie under the collar of his short-sleeved fuchsia button-down.





I still don’t see Razz’s entourage. I wish I had a place to sit, but I would look like a loser, pouting in a corner alone. And I cannot look like a loser. I need to stop looking around. People will think I look desperate. The second I let my guard down, someone will be there with a camera. They’ll snap a photo and send it to
 TMZ
 or something. I suck down my Manhattan, drinking my nerves steady. Then I go and get another . . . then another.



Three or four cocktails later, sufficiently buzzed, I make my way to the dance floor and wriggle the rest of my worries away.





I look back at the VIP section and tip up on my toes again, trying to see if James is there. He’s not. I wobble. I think about texting Chelsea Carr to see if she has any more information on where he is, but I don’t. The last thing I need is the gossip columnist knowing where I am and tipping her people off. Sending in your own tip-off, even if it’s by accident, is just pathetic.






The first time I ever saw James with another woman in real life was at a club like this. We had been together a year. I was so hooked on him that I couldn’t sleep without him, which made his business trips near agony for me. I started to take comfort in alcohol and in going out to clubs with friends when he was away. When he was around, we hung out with athletes, actors, and the New York elite. We went to the ESPYs and the MTV VMAs. I’d gotten a promotion at work. He’d taken me to Saint-Tropez for my birthday. I was twenty-four and living a life I’d only read about in
 People
 magazine.





The Yankees had just won their first play-off game and were looking like the favorite to head to the World Series that fall, which meant that James had just won a massive sports bet. We were all out celebrating. We sat in the VIP section at Tenjune with Stinson West, Hank McEvoy, two PR guys, an entourage of girls and hangers-on, and Alex Norman, the newest Knicks point guard, who—thanks to sharing a manager with Hank—had started hanging out with us. He and I became fast friends, but friends only. Alex had led me out onto the dance floor. He loved to dance, especially to house music, and he was teaching me how to move to hip-hop. It was one of those fabulous nights where people just cleared part of the floor and danced around us. Everyone in that club knew who we were, even if they didn’t pay attention to money news, hockey, or basketball. Our clubbing exploits had been hitting the local gossip sites, and now that we were semiregular fixtures on Page Six, we were practically superstars in the clubs.



Those nights were some of the best of my life.



Drunk on vodka, Alex and I stumbled back to our seats. My heart sank when I saw James. He was sitting on a maroon leather bench with girls much hotter than me on either side of him, his arms draped across their shoulders. The one on the right was sucking on his earlobe. He looked up at me. There was no twinge of guilt in his eyes, no sense of shock at the sight of me, or shame that he’d been caught. His body didn’t even tense for a second with the fear of getting caught. Instead, he slowly peeled the girl off of him and stood. He walked over to me, took me by the shoulders, and kissed me hard and passionately on the lips, bending me backward slightly. I melted in his arms, kissing him back.






“You should head home, baby,” he said after pulling away. I kissed him again.



“Good.” I pulled myself closer to him. “Because I want you.”





He gently removed my arms from his neck.



“I’m going to stay,” he said.



I felt like I’d been slammed in the stomach by a wrecking ball. Why would he stay behind?



Then I laughed, trying to think it was a joke, but his serious expression didn’t crack. He wasn’t kidding. Instead, he stepped backward and sat down again on the bench. The women with him looked at me with malice, then both started kissing him, sucking his earlobes, sticking their fingers between the buttons of his Prada shirt. Those were
 my
 buttons,
 my
 earlobes. He was
 mine
 . I was ready to throw down, and maybe that’s what James wanted me to do, but he just stared at me. I was paralyzed.



“Alex,” James said, barely audible over the thumping music, “make sure she gets home, would you?”



I felt Alex step behind me, putting his warm, giant hands on my shoulders. I was so tiny next to him, my five foot four compared to his six foot eight. He slowly turned me around. Everyone was so drunk they didn’t notice my misery. I cast a glance over my shoulder as we walked away, hoping that James’s eyes were at least on me. The girl on his left had her hand on his chin and she turned his face to hers, planting her pouty lips on his. I expected him to pull away, to look in my direction, but he didn’t. He kissed her back. He kissed her
 back
 ! Tears welled in my eyes, but I held back.
 We’re all drunk,
 I told myself.
 And we’re high. Stupid things happen. That’s all.
 I couldn’t imagine James would romp with entourage hoes in front of me if he was sober.






Alex grabbed my hand and we made our way out of the club. It was only 2:30 a.m., too early to leave. There was still a line of wannabes outside and photographers. There were a good two hours to go until the club shut down. Alex led me to the line of waiting cabs. He let me into the car first, camera flashes going off behind us. Once inside, he held my hand again.



“He loves you,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze. “I’m sure he’s on something right now. These things happen.”



I wiped away the hot tear that finally spilled over.



“I hope so,” I said, but I knew better. This wasn’t the first time, and this wouldn’t be the last. Still, I thought, this wouldn’t be the end.
 I’m stronger than that.
 He was mine, and I wasn’t about to let go.



I fell asleep on Alex and he put me to bed in James’s apartment. The next morning I woke up to a bottled water and Advil on the nightstand and a trash can with a fresh plastic bag next to the bed on the floor. James wasn’t home.



Monday morning’s Page Six had a photo of Alex leading me by the hand out of the club with a caption that read: “Is Sylvia done with finance honcho James Ryan? She was spotted holding hands with new Knicks point guard, Alex Norman, as they left hotspot Tenjune late Saturday night. Sources on the Upper East Side said Norman accompanied Syl inside Trump Palace, where she lives with Ryan, and he didn’t leave until early Sunday morning.”



James came home later that night in clean clothes, freshly shaven, and kissed me hello as if he hadn’t been gone all night and day. After the Page Six photo, I saw him almost every night for two weeks. He took me out to Gramercy Tavern, Waverly Inn, and Da Silvano, places we’d be spotted, but James purposely had us seated in far corners so as not to be too obvious. It didn’t occur to me that he was covering his ass from any bad press. I thought he was just trying to prove to me that he did love me. After the gossip was printed, Alex stopped coming out with us. His cell phone number changed and I couldn’t get a hold of him. Weeks later, he started dating a New York socialite and we never hung out again.






Sunlight slams me in the eyelids.



“Rise ’n’ shine, bright bird!” Razz trills. He’s thrown open the curtains of the floor-to-ceiling windows in his SoHo apartment. It doesn’t take me long to realize I’m on his couch.



“God, I can’t tell you how much I
 love
 dragging your passed-out ass home at four a.m., Syl.” He perches his skinny frame on the arm of the couch and pats my feet. “But, honestly, it’s getting old. You realize you have to stop doing it once you hit thirty, right? Hell, even twenty-nine. And that’s not too far off.”



“I know, you stupid jerk,” I mumble. I roll over and bury my face in the plush velour couch.



“Can’t wait to see what Page Six has to say about you tomorrow, what with security carrying you out the club, drunk as a skunk.”



I curse into the couch. I usually love his little Southern drawl, but today I want to sock him in the jaw for talking too loud.



“You got to pull yourself together, baby.”



“I know,” I say. “But don’t I deserve a few weeks of wallowing first?”






Razz brushes a stray curl out of my eyes. “Syl, you and I both know this isn’t just because of James. You need to go to an AA meeting. Maybe even check into rehab.”



I sigh. “Maybe tomorrow.”



“Maybe today. I’ll even go with you.”



“Why? Do you need it too?”



He bites his bottom lip and looks away, then jumps off the couch. “A healthy smoothie will get ya going. Then we’ll go to a meeting. I’ll Google it now—”



“
 Razz
 ,” I snap. “I’m not going to a meeting. I have too much work to do.” I hear the blender start. The smell of banana makes me want to puke, so I get up, bracing myself on whatever I can, then make my way to the bathroom.



I vomit twice in the toilet, rest a moment, then vomit again. I look for some mouthwash in the cupboard, and instead, find bottles of pills. Xanax, Oxycontin, Percocet, and Vicodin.
 Gang’s all here.
 I should probably confront him about it, but I can only think of
 me
 right now.
 Later
 , I tell myself. I slip some of the Xanax and Oxy into my bra, then rinse my cotton mouth out with Scope.



Forty-five minutes later, I’m tottering out of Razz’s big glass building, wearing my heels from last night, a pair of Razz’s skinny jeans cuffed at the ankles, and a big hooded sweatshirt. I look for a cab, but there’s none to be found, so I walk north.



I have a pair of his sunglasses on, even though they are
 not
 flattering. I don’t see a cab until I hit Houston, a street flush with yellow taxis glinting in the sunlight. Tourists and locals are staring at me. Not because they know who I am, but because I look like a freak. I look like I’m doing the walk of shame. Finally, a cab pulls over and I practically throw myself in, swallowing back the soy yogurt, and Maker’s flavored bile creeping into the back of my throat.
















Chapter 6





Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Lindsay Sekulich, née Richardson. I should have kept my maiden name for professional purposes. It would be nice to have a name that my students and their parents could pronounce. Heck, even the principal forgets how to pronounce it most of the time.



My tenth grade biology class just vacated the classroom when I spot a folded piece of paper on the floor. I’d bet my life it’s a note the kids were passing around. Notes are almost obsolete, thanks to texting. But this school is blessedly a dead zone for cell service. I pick up the paper and turn it over. Sure enough, “Elizabeth” is written on the front in that swirly, fat, rounded high school girl handwriting that I’m so familiar with. The note is from Hanna Gregorio. I take the letter to my desk, sit, then unfold it.



Mrs. suck-u-bitch is annoying the hell out of me
 





“Suck-u-bitch.” Another reason I should be going by Richardson. Too late to change it now.



I look through the stack of quizzes that were just handed in and pull Hanna’s out. I deduct five points without even reading it—the Brat Tax. Hanna usually scores well, but I know I can find a reason to take points off.



I glance over the rest of the note and see that she has a thing for Chase Duffy, which doesn’t surprise me. Pretty much every girl in the school has a crush on him—some teachers, too, I suspect. His cute green eyes and sloppy brown hair are probably half the reason he’s passing every class. Every class but mine. I wasn’t about to fall for that act. I knew his uncle in high school. That devil-may-care attitude was genetic, and the family money was passed down, too. I’d always resented Dan Duffy, and his nephew is worse than he was.






Chase is a junior now, still hitting on freshman girls, and always flirting with the younger teachers. I worry about how many of the girls he’s devirginized, and it makes me fear for my own daughter. She’s only five, but there’s a seven-year-old Duffy boy, too. Dan’s son. They could wind up in high school together.



I get the urge to take another five points off of Hanna’s test for being dumb enough to have a crush on Chase, but my conscience gets the better of me and I don’t. I shove her test back into the middle of the pile, and sit back in my chair.



Only one more class, then I can go home. I hate my job—I can’t help it. I was supposed to be a pharmacist. I majored in chemistry in college. But getting pregnant senior year with Paul put all of my plans on hold, then I lost direction. Taking care of a child and trying to apply to grad school was just too overwhelming. The very idea of motherhood felt suffocating. It kept me from my dreams, from my career aspirations. My hands fly to my stomach instinctively. I want the baby to move, to somehow tell me it’s there without having to take a test.



I postponed applying to pharmacy programs because of my first baby with Paul, a girl. Her name was Bonnie. There was no way we were going to be able to afford tuition and a baby, even with help from our parents. Then we lost her. Five months in, Bonnie’s heart stopped beating, and she was forced out of my body in the ER. I was twenty-two, Paul was twenty-one.



I didn’t have it in me to go to grad school after that. I could hardly get out of bed. Another baby gone. I took online classes to get certified for teaching, and started to sub in Tucson until I found a permanent job or decided to go to grad school. But before either of those things happened, we became pregnant with Lily. And one month into that, I was offered a job teaching middle school science. I actually preferred middle school. The kids could be snots, but they weren’t cocky like high schoolers. They were still hovering around innocence, still indulging healthy curiosity even though they were battling their first encounters with raging hormones.






But teaching high school? In Scottsdale? I dread going to work every day. There are three little mouths to feed and a new mortgage, so we need the money. Paul’s car breaks down regularly, and he’s still paying off student loans. I think about going into a pharmacy program—the sacrifice would pay off in spades after a few years. But my kids are too young, and we are too strapped financially. We also need to stay near Paul’s mother for now while she learns to live independently.



I don’t want to stay at school past the bell, but I need to kill at least a half an hour after the final bell rings in case a student needs help or angry parents need to rip into me. Today, I just want to go home to my Lily.



When I went to say goodbye to her at six-thirty this morning, I found a stiff crust had formed around her nostrils sometime in the night. I had to hold a warm washcloth to her nose to loosen it and right as I pulled the cloth away, she threw up in my lap.



I’m just glad the twins weren’t there. It would have been a chain reaction of vomiting, and I’m sure Paul would have joined the boys at the toilet.



My ninth grade students start to file in for the last class of the day—earth science. Tawny Bradford and Taylor Hack are sitting at their lab table looking in opposite directions, but their knees rubbing in full force. For all my complaints about high schoolers, I do kind of like the ninth graders. A lot of them haven’t changed much since middle school, so at the beginning of the year, they’re a bit more tolerable. If I had been one of those kids, with that mind-set, my life would have turned out so differently.






I stand outside my classroom, watching the remaining students file through the hall on their way out of the building. I was never a lingerer when I was in school. I was the first one out the door, if I was there at all. I never had disciplinary problems—I was good at dodging authority figures—but I never did well in school, either. I was too busy worrying about boys and recovering from hangovers. My God, I was a bad kid. I see my former self in some of my students—the dark circles under Jesse Thomas’s eyes, the low-cut shirts that Hailey Smith wears. I want to pull them aside and tell them to stop, but if they’re anything like I was, there’s nothing I can say that will get through to them, nothing I can do to make them understand how their behavior could alter their lives forever.



I leave work around five-thirty, two hours later than I wanted. Teacher parking is in the back, near the gym. I take my time; traffic’s going to be insane. There are students in the weight room and the track team is stretching and filtering into the locker rooms. I look into the gym: cheerleading tryouts for the fall. The girls are sitting in a half circle around the coaches, Hillary Rubenstein and Emily Webster.



Hillary and I went to high school together, but we weren’t friends, and still aren’t to this day. Hillary still looks the same, albeit worse for wear. She’s kind of thick around the middle and still single, but her stick-straight bleach-blond hair still ends just above her ass. It’s kind of gross, hair that long. Especially when I think about the fact that hair is a dead part of the human body. Hillary and I hung out in the same crowd in middle school, but I avoided them in high school. That group, the Clique, went by the “Follow the Leader” rule. Neither Hillary nor I were the leaders.






Hillary never reeled in the top-shelf boys. She tended to get the stragglers, or their friends. Not like the group’s leader, Kimmie Fielder. Top shelf was reserved for her unless she said otherwise. I had already blown through most of those boys before Kimmie ever got them—I was that kind of girl. I wasn’t girlfriend material; I was just a really good time. And because everyone hated me, they bullied the hell out of me. They pushed me into walls. They wrote horrible things in the bathrooms. They stuck cruel notes on my locker for everyone to see. And no one ever did anything to stop it.



These days, Hillary and I barely acknowledge each other’s presence, despite the fact that we work in the same building. Her health class is next door to my science lab. We’d rather eat alone in our classrooms than sit together in the teachers’ lounge. I’m not holding on to high school grudges, but I don’t need someone like her in my life.



The house is silent when I arrive home—almost eerily so. I’m used to chaos in the evenings. I find my sister, Kaylah, playing blocks in the living room with Jackson while Andy colors at the coffee table, and Kaylah’s eighteen-month-old, Mikey, burbles and bounces in his swing by the television.



“Hi, guys,” I say, dropping my bags on the floor.



“Mommy!” Jackson jumps up from the castle he’s building, knocking part of it down, and runs to hug me around my thighs. I brace myself for “Booby!” but he doesn’t demand it, he just hugs.



“Hi, Andy,” I say, once Jackson relaxes his arms.



“Hi, Mommy.”



Kaylah rises. Eight years younger than me, she and I share the same blond hair as our mother, but that’s where our similarities end. She is tall, tan, and visibly strong, still bulky with the swimmer’s muscles that once powered her through the water as a competitive swimmer.






“Everyone’s so well behaved. What have you done to my children?” I laugh, but actually mean it a little.



“I think I wore them out, honestly. We ran around outside for almost an hour—”



“Please tell me you put the sunscreen on them,” I interrupt.



Kaylah rolls her eyes and I can only assume that means yes.





“Where’s Lily? How is she?”



“She’s fine. Watching a movie. I set her up with my iPad so the little sickling would just stay in bed. She seems pretty happy about it.”



Genius
 .



My sister is only twenty. Hardly old enough to have her own baby, let alone be so good at taking care of mine. She can’t even legally drink.



“Did you get any studying done?” She’s also a junior at ASU studying child development.



“Not really. But my finals aren’t until next week, so . . .” She trails off, and I get a wave of feeling that she’s not planning to finish college. And that something may be up. It can’t be easy raising a baby and going to school, but she lives with our mother and has her help.



When I was eight years old, Kaylah’s birth shot me out of my position as baby of the family into the dreaded roll of middle child, right behind perfect older brother, Chuck. Despite my efforts to hate Kaylah, she was and still is the sweetest girl I’ve ever met. So when her high school sweetheart knocked her up at eighteen and abandoned her to run off and play football for Ohio State, I felt an overwhelming need to protect her. Not even Little Miss Perfect State Champion Swimmer Prom Queen did everything right, but it was our family’s biggest shock that the perfect daughter made the same mistake as the delinquent one. It probably wasn’t even until then that I allowed myself to really get to know Kaylah. The odd thing was that even though my parents derided me for my bad behavior, they seemed to accept and forgive Kaylah’s, even embracing her.






There were times when I feared my family would let it slip that I’d been pregnant at the same age. I remember Paul’s disappointment in Kaylah when he found out. Because we’re so much older, and she was only in middle school when we met, she’s as much his little sister as mine. So the perfect daughter screwed up. My shiny-veneered mother couldn’t bear to let anyone know that both of her daughters made such horrific mistakes.



“Do you want to stay for dinner?” I ask Kaylah. She lifts Mikey from his swing and considers my offer.



“I really should get home to study,” she says. “And Mom can watch Mikey.”



Because she’s the baby, she gets to live with our mom, and even though the pregnancy was an accident, our mom is obsessed with Mikey. I can’t help wondering how she’d be if Thomas had lived.



“Oh, come on. I’ll watch him and you can study here.”



“Are you kidding me? Lily wouldn’t even let me pick up a book.”



At the mention of her name again, Lily appears in the doorway.



“Hey, baby,” I say, rushing over to her, then crouching down. I pull her in close and try not to hug her too tightly; she returns my hug.



“Is Aunt Kay-Kay leaving?” she asks. Kaylah’s face softens.



“I’ll stay, sweetie.”



Sucker.
 I love her.
 





“Let’s get to bed, Lills.” I usher her back to her room, hearing Kaylah shout something about starting dinner.






“Who are you texting so smiley?” I ask as my sister checks her phone and grins for the billionth time that evening.



“Just someone I started seeing,” she says, her cheeks glowing.



I nudge her elbow with my own. “So? Tell me.”



She shakes her head, failing to bite back a smile. “It’s too soon.” Her color intensifies.



“Does he know about Mikey?”



“Of course,” she says, completely unfazed. “He has a son of his own.” She leans forward and slides her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. It buzzes again almost immediately.



“You might as well just keep your phone out and tell me about him.”



Kaylah squirms, then screws up her lips, still biting the bottom one. When she scrunches her face she looks like Lily.



“You kind of know him,” she says. “Well, he knows you. Who you are, I mean.”



My stomach tightens. Who could she be dating that would know me? And more important, what does this person know about me?



“So, who is he?”



Kaylah hesitates for a moment, but she can no longer contain her poorly suppressed smile. “His name’s Dan.”



My heart plops into my stomach. She can’t mean—



“Dan Duffy.”



I groan impulsively, and immediately regret it. Kaylah’s face falls.



“I knew you’d react like this.” She stands up suddenly, her giddiness morphed into huffiness inherited from our mother. “You’re never happy for me!”



Despite her cool levelheadedness with kids, Kaylah still acts like a child around me sometimes.



I suck in my breath, then pat the table in front of her.






“Sit down, Kaylah,” I say. “I did know Dan Duffy back in high school. He was an asshole.” She inhales sharply, but I put my hand up to stop her. I don’t want to, but I say, “He’s probably different now if you’re seeing him. I know you’re capable of making good choices.”



The former part was a lie, and, I admit, the latter was a dig, but Kaylah doesn’t notice. Her shoulders relax.



The truth is, Dan Duffy harassed me endlessly in high school. It was nonstop. He often dated girls in the Clique, and he was one of the few boys at the school who I wouldn’t sleep with. Nailing Dan Duffy would have been a real prize for any other girl—he was the one to have. But as it was, I enjoyed torturing him, being the one girl he could never get. I used to flirt with him for fun, but after a while, he started to tug at my shorts and grope me in the hallways. I stopped acknowledging him completely, which only egged him on.



One winter day after school during senior year, I found him waiting for me outside the library. He shoved me against a locker, hard, and pinned me there, my arms flat against the cold metal. I struggled, but he had four inches and at least sixty pounds on me.



“I’ve been waiting for you to show up,” he said, his face buried in my neck, his teeth nipping at my skin.



I struggled again, but he only lifted my hands and slammed me against the lockers again. His lips pressed anxiously against my neck and he sucked as hard as he could. He moved his mouth down slightly and did it again. The hickeys would be proof; he could finally show his friends that he’d gotten me.



I wanted to scream for help, but I was paralyzed.



“You’ve been asking for it,” he said, jamming his crotch into my hips, his erection striking my pelvis like a stone through his rough jeans and my thin shorts.



I cried out in pain, which only made him do it again. He gripped my hair, cut into a sleek, super-short bob, and pulled, making my neck crack. His blond spiky hair reeked of gel, battling the scents of sweat and the pungent leather sleeves of his letterman’s jacket.






The lights down the hall went out and I heard the library door swing open, then softly click shut.



“What are you doing?” It was the sharp voice of Miss Calvert, the prematurely gray librarian.



Dan pushed off me and I lost my balance. I pressed my back into the locker and tried to find my footing in my rubber platform shoes. Miss Calvert scowled at me. Teachers knew my reputation. Calvert would never believe I’d just been attacked. I’d been caught in precarious situations before—Jeff Murphy in the wrestling room; Vince Keller on the rush pads on the football field; Stephen Schrader in the nurse’s office—but none of them had ever seen enough to convict me. But now Miss Calvert would have the evidence. Even though this encounter was not consensual.



“Miss Richardson,” she said. “Mr. Duffy.” She stared each of us in the eyes as she over-enunciated our names. She held each of our gazes just long enough time to make it severely uncomfortable. I wanted to blurt out everything that had happened. But, I thought, maybe Dan was right. Maybe I had been asking for it.



I remember the sick feeling in my stomach I’d had for even thinking that. But I’d been teasing him for years. I’d been tantalizing. I was wearing short shorts. I had never regretted or even second-guessed any of these things before. My cheeks burned and I hung my head in shame. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Dan was puffed up with pride.



“Get off school grounds,” Miss Calvert said. “Playtime is over.”



Dan took a step toward me and grabbed a handful of my hair again. He stared me in the face, then released me, walking away. I cowered for a moment, then looked at Miss Calvert. Her face held firm in a scowl; there was no way I could confide in her.






“I know what happened between you two in high school,” Kaylah says, startling me out of the memory. Her hand sits gently on top of mine. Does she really know? “Dan told me you two hooked up in high school. And I feel like maybe that’s why you’re uncomfortable.” She pauses but hardly allows half a breath to let me break in. “I’m okay with it, really. I mean, it was ten years ago. What happens in high school doesn’t matter afterward.”



We both look down, both thinking of Mikey. Sometimes the things that happen in high school do matter.



I struggle to find the right words.



“I—” Where are the words? “I’m just . . . still annoyed over certain things.” To say the very least.



Kaylah pulls her hand away and sits back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest defiantly. She rolls her eyes, looking every bit her age, not like the capable young woman who babysat my kids all day.



“Well, you need to just get over it. Because he’s great. He’s not at all a bad person. He’s different than you remember.”



I reach across the table, hoping she’ll grab my hand. She doesn’t.



“I’m sure he is,” I lie. “I just worry because I have his nephew in one of my classes, and he’s not much different than Dan was back then.” I pull my hand back because she wants nothing to do with it and babble on. The pitch in my voice rises, and before I know it, I’m talking like one of my students. I tell her how Chase Duffy corrupts as many girls as he can, and that the teachers’ lounge gossip has it that he even took a senior’s V card when he was a freshman. I tell her about the note I found—without mentioning my fear of being known as “Mrs. Suck-u-Bitch”— then everything I know about Chase Duffy’s reputation comes pouring out of my mouth, including a list of all the girls he’s been with, and how he participated in a train on Suzette Hall at Maddie Hawkin’s party in the fall. The only thing I don’t mention is what Dan Duffy did to me in high school.






Kaylah straightens in her chair, a cynical look on her face.



“Nasty, right?” I say, hoping to elicit an equally disgusted response from my baby sister. Maybe she’ll rethink her decision to date Dan Duffy. “Maybe they have bad genes.”



“Lindsay,” Kaylah says, her hands falling softly into her lap, “I love you, but you really need to get a hobby.”



I’m taken aback. I thought she was going to people bash with me. Or at least ask me for more dirt.



“For someone who hated high school so much, you’re way too into it.”
















Chapter 7



New York, New York



2010



Monday morning, I have to go to work today. I can’t hide from the world forever. I can only hope that people have forgotten about James and his intern and that the press didn’t notice my scene at Duel. I don’t remember anything, but from what Razz said, it sounds embarrassing enough.



It’s a struggle to get out of bed, and not because I’m hung-over—I didn’t even drink yesterday until 4:00 p.m. I was so exhausted from my apparently crazy Saturday night that I hurt right down to the marrow in my bones.



I pull one foot out from under the covers and put it on the floor. I follow with the other. It takes immense effort, but I have to move my body. I have to carry on. God, I sound like an old country tune.



I shuffle over to the closet and swing it open. But—where are James’s suits? I reach in and riffle through what’s left of his clothes; only his wool winter suits remain. Most of his button-downs are gone. His tie rack is half empty. My body snaps back to life with adrenaline and the realization of what’s happened. I run to the dresser, pulling open his drawers with such vigor that one of them falls out and almost lands on my foot. Half of his undershirts are gone. His boxers, too.



My breath catches in my chest and I stumble back to the closet. I don’t trust my own eyes; I rifle through his clothes again, but nothing has changed. When did he take his clothes away? What else did he take? Did he come over during the short amount of time I was gone? I try to think back to the last time I looked in the closet: Saturday night, as I was getting ready for Duel. He either has a spy-ally in the doorman or he sent his assistant to fetch his things. He wouldn’t have snuck in here himself. He wouldn’t have risked running into me.






I pull one of the jackets to me and press my face into it. His Dior Homme cologne still lingers. The jacket slips off its wooden hanger and I slowly sink to the floor. My heart is broken. I’m broken.



I start sobbing, deep, heaving cries. This is the first crying I’ve done since the story broke. With his things gone, it suddenly becomes real.



He’s leaving me. He’s left. He’s gone.



I cheated on James once. We’d been together for nearly three years. It was autumn and we hadn’t had sex in two months. He was traveling a lot—Paris, Hong Kong, Singapore. He was always somewhere, and never in New York. Even when he was, he said he was too tired to make love. But I knew there were other girls. According to James, his fall and early winter were packed with traveling for work. Colombia, Tokyo, and Säo Paolo. It was going to be a long, cold winter for me, even worse than the scorching lonely summer.





It was another Thursday night home alone. There were party invites and messages on my phone. I kept trying to call James. I wanted to hear a “hey, baby.” Even though I knew of at least three people he’d cheated with in the previous months, he was still mildly affectionate at that point. And I needed it. I savored every ounce of attention he paid me. I couldn’t go another two months without him and my vibrator had ceased to make me feel better. At the bare minimum, I needed the touch of another person.





After several unanswered phone calls to James, I called a few stock party friends. They weren’t judgmental and always available.








There were nothing but beautiful people at Tenjune that night. The music pumped and my libido hammered at my insides, increasing its need with every drink I consumed. A young, mildly attractive, and very green finance guy, still in his button-down, his tie loosened, shimmied up to me. We danced for a while, then found ourselves grinding; grinding led to kissing; kissing led to leaving together.



He lived in Chelsea, in a studio in a brand-new building that catered to young people with disposable incomes. His name was Todd, or maybe Tyler. Something yuppie that started with a
 T
 . I didn’t care enough to remember.



He hailed a cab outside the club. We weren’t in it one minute before I straddled him, unable to control myself. Inside his apartment, I stripped him naked, pushed him down on the bed, and mounted him. It was raw and animalistic. I didn’t even think about who he was—I never looked at his face, and didn’t care. This was about me. It was about making me feel good, satisfying both a need for sex and a need to punish James.



I passed out around 3:00 a.m. The alarm clock went off at five and I was out the door, leaving my nameless conquest stark naked on his bed. As I strutted up Eighth Avenue looking for a cab, I felt empowered. I’d just taken full advantage of a man the same way he’d wanted to take advantage of me. I felt no shame, no guilt. I felt sated for the first time in months.



I crawled into my bed, but I was too anxious, too excited over my conquest to sleep. I decided to take a shower instead, and stood in the hot steam for half an hour. I ordered breakfast and coffee, then sat around in my cozy terrycloth robe, catching the morning news shows for the first time in years. I couldn’t believe how amazing I felt. Maybe this was the solution to the problems with James. Maybe we just needed to have an open relationship in which we slept with other people but always came home to each other. What was wrong with that? If it was mutually agreed upon, it could make a world of difference.






With this new idea in my head, I strutted into work feeling confident. I was turning men’s heads on the street, and several people at work commented on how wonderful and glowing I looked.
 That’s what sex does,
 I thought. I kept checking myself out in the mirrors at work. Not to be vain, but because I wanted to see what other people were seeing that day. The compliments boosted my ego to a level I hadn’t felt in a long time. James was coming home that night from his most recent trip; I was planning to order in a fancy dinner and make my proposal for an open relationship. And I would look gorgeous when I did it.



I smiled the whole way home. My plan was perfect. Either James would be scared of losing me and decide to stop cheating, or he’d agree. It was a win-win. The elevator doors opened; I walked lazily down the hallway to our apartment and kicked my heels off once I was inside. James’s plane wasn’t supposed to land until seven that night, so I still had a couple hours to get everything ready. I hadn’t even chosen a caterer to deliver dinner yet. I flopped down on our California King and let the exhaustion of the past twenty-some hours wash over me. This was going to be the best night ever.



My phone beeped. I lazily groped for it. A new photo message. From James. I opened it: a picture of me making out with what’s-his-name on the dance floor. Another beep. Another message. Me leaving the club with what’s-his-name. I scrambled off the bed, my heart pounding. My cheeks burned with panic. I looked at the photos again. Another one came in.



“Did you really think I wouldn’t find out, Sylvia?”



His voice made me jump. I looked up—James was standing in the doorway behind me, blocking the exit with both hands, trapping me inside the bedroom.






“Everyone knows us,” he said, walking in. “How stupid do you have to be to let this happen? To let people get pictures of you?” He leaned in. “How stupid are you to cheat on me?”



My lips moved, but no sound came out. What would I say? Was this the moment to launch my proposal?



“I haven’t seen you in days,” I choked out, meek and pathetic.



Not what I wanted to say. Not at all how I wanted to say it. He just stared at me, eyes blazing with fury. I tried to reach up and touch his cheek, but he viciously slapped my hand away.



“We—” I stammered. “We haven’t been together in months.”



“I’ve been busy,” he roared. “I’ve been working. What the fuck have you been doing?”



I gathered courage, then stepped closer to him. I was not going to back down. “You’ve been with other women, James. And people have seen. What’s the harm if we both see other—”



James picked up a crystal dish and threw it across the room. It smashed against a small marble eagle.



“You’ve humiliated me! People saw you!”



“People see you, too!”



“I don’t wind up a viral phone message, you stupid slut!” He reached out as if intent on choking me, but his hands turned to fists instead. He punched his thighs, then looked away.



“I have needs,” I whimpered.



Without a word, he slapped me. Too stunned to move, he grabbed my shoulders, lowering his face to mine. He cupped the back of my neck, then pulled my forehead to his. A moment of hope flickered inside me. This would be the moment when he apologized. Maybe he’d even cry. He’d kiss me, tell me he was wrong, then take me to bed and make love to me.






“I don’t care about your needs,” he said, his voice a low growl. He shook me hard. “You will never, ever cheat on me again. Do you hear me?” He held on a moment longer, his grip getting tighter. Finally, he pushed me away, obviously disgusted.



I stared at the empty doorway long after James walked out, long after I heard the front door slam. I turned back to the mirror above my dresser. Where minutes before I’d seen a powerful woman in control, now I saw a pale girl with smudged makeup and absolutely no guts.



I should have left him. I knew it, but I couldn’t. I was too weak. I was still madly in love with him, and not for the lifestyle he was providing me. It was him. When things were good, he made me feel like the most important person in the world. He would send a car to pick me up for a surprise date or do something simple like have dinner preordered and delivered right on time if he was out of town. Once, he sent a rare first edition of
 The Great Gatsby,
 one of my favorite books, to the office.



Every now and then, he’d even show up and whisk me off to a fancy lunch at Pastis or at a quiet hole-in-the-wall where he’d hum along to the Rachmaninoff playing in the background. With him, I felt like a queen, like someone to be celebrated.



It’s terrible to admit, but today, the idea of living without James, is almost as scary as the thought of losing him was three years ago. I don’t care about losing the social status or the lifestyle. Without him, I have nothing. If I just had the James I had when we first met, and nothing else—no Trump Palace, no table at the Waverly Inn, no box seats at the Met—I’d be happy. Because I would be loved.



The next day at work, I didn’t receive any compliments. I’d done my damnedest to cover up the bruise that had blossomed across my cheek, and even had most of my meetings cancelled or insisted on doing them via conference call. When my publisher’s assistant tapped lightly at my office door, I figured it was to remind me about the meeting with John Sullivan I’d have in ten minutes. Instead, she came in bearing a massive bouquet of exotic flowers.






“Hi-eee!” she trilled. “Looks like someone’s seriously loved.”



My heart swelled in my chest. He’d forgiven me. He wanted to make things work. He was sorry for hitting me. Everything was going to be okay. Oh, my sweet, sweet James Ryan was coming back to me. Despite last night, my plan had worked.



I held my breath and tried to wipe back the tears. I smiled and held my breath as I opened the card. But what it said smacked the smile off my face…



Now, I’ve cheated on you, too
 .



If James’s note was supposed to make me wonder if I’d been the first of us to cheat, it failed. I’d seen him with all of those other women, kissing them, groping them. Still, the entire episode made me never cheat again. And if he continued cheating on me all this time, he was doing it far outside of New York, where no one I knew was going to catch him.



I manage to peel myself up off the floor and get dressed. Not only do I shower, but I pull myself together and put on an actual suit for work. A
 suit
 ! It’s Dolce & Gabbana.
 Good job,
 I think as I look in the mirror. I’ve straightened my red curly hair. I’ve put on full makeup. I’m going to work all day and not worrying about the strange looks people are bound to give me.



“You’re strong,” I say to myself. Then I feel stupid for having said it.






My shoulders slump and I bend to grab my black patent leather Louis Vuitton tote full of manuscripts. I
 am
 going to get work done today. I kick the
 Post
 to the side of the hallway as I leave and make my way to the lobby. My doorman, Javier, nods at me politely and holds the golden Trump Palace door open.



Ugh, it’s raining. I shouldn’t have bothered straightening my hair. The subway is only a few blocks away, but I am not schlepping through that. Cab it is.



Everyone stares at me as I cross the lobby to the elevators at Rockefeller Plaza. People aren’t staring at me because they’re scared of me—I’m no Anna Wintour. They’re staring because they saw the newspaper covers and myriad blog posts. I silently curse Richard Johnson and the whole gossip institution. I’ve never felt smaller in this grand marble lobby.



I make it to my office on the twenty-first floor without anyone casting obvious “OMG” looks at me, though I did hear the manic clicking of text messages from several assistants’ cubicles. I dump some things on my desk and take a notepad to the conference room on the other side of the floor. I haven’t read any submissions since our meeting last week, so I don’t have anything to bring up today, but I’m sure John will understand. I wonder if anyone will have expected me to show up to work, but by the stunned looks on all of their faces when I enter the conference room for the weekly editorial meeting, I can see that they didn’t.



“Sylvia!” John booms. He’s a jolly old beardless Santa Claus with buckteeth and a big smile. “Welcome!”



Everyone shifts uncomfortably in their seats. I would have expected this on Friday, but couldn’t they all have taken the weekend to get over it? That junior editor shit, Jane Smart, looks at me with a smirk under her rodent nose. And she’s in my seat. She usually sits at the other end of the conference table, if there’s a seat for her at all. Half the time she has to sit in one of the chairs lined up in front of the windows with the assistants. She’s still an assistant herself—she supports John, after all—but she likes to fancy herself a full editor. I try to shoot her my best “get out of my chair” look, but she switches her gaze back to the pile of manuscripts in front of her, so I just stand there.






“Take a seat,” John says. He shoos Jane out of my chair. She takes the nonverbal cue immediately and hefts her massive pile of manuscripts over to the chairs along the windows. I take a seat and space out almost immediately, staring at the blank, pale green page of my steno pad as Rob Tilbury rambles on about some new corporate policy that all of us will surely ignore. Publishing is fueled by legacy, not corporate law.



It seems like I haven’t missed much, at least nothing out of the ordinary. Hilda Koch has some new submissions that sound mildly interesting. Usually she would ask for a second read on them, and usually Rob would volunteer me to do it, but no one asks. Karen Pruitt has a few new memoirs on submission, one from a roadie on Michael Jackson’s last tour. I want to offer to read it, but Rob asks Angela to do it before I can volunteer. Angela enthusiastically accepts; Jane purses her lips. All I have to report is that I’m still editing
 Better Bed than Dead,
 and no one asks for an ETA. They all know it’s a long way off. And so goes the editorial meeting.



Everyone is silent as they rise from their chairs when John dismisses us from the two-hour meeting. They shuffle out almost single file from the conference room and back to their offices, where they’ll spend all day juggling e-mails and fielding phone calls from authors, agents, and publicists. There is never any time to edit in the office.



I settle behind my desk, concealed in my glass-walled office with the only view of the outside world through the small window behind me, facing the brick wall of the building next door. Angela pops her head in, a small stack of messages in her hand and her steno pad tucked under her arm. I wish I could give Angela a promotion, or at the very least, a raise. She lives with five roommates in Greenpoint. But unless she starts dating someone relatively famous, Angela’s rise to editor will be a hardscrabble, much harder than my own. I straighten a few papers on my desk and turn on my computer. Angela lays the messages next to my keyboard.






“How are you doing?” she asks. She really means, “How on earth are you coping?” I look up at her, stone-faced.



“Fine,” I say. I turn to the messages and start shuffling through them, not reading a thing.



“Okay.” Angela backs out of the room. “If you need anything, and I mean
 anything,
 just let me know.”



“Thank you,” I reply, not looking up at her.



Angela closes the door, and I have half a mind to draw the drapes. But I don’t want more rumors to get started. I need everyone to see me working hard and being focused so they don’t think I’m sitting around crying. I’m supposed to come out the stronger one. I’m the one that got cheated on. I’m Silda Wall Spitzer, or at least I want to be. I can’t lose my job on top of my boyfriend. Maybe without James, I’ll even start to excel. Or maybe he’ll come back and things will be good again.



I get through the next hour with few interruptions, making Angela field all of my calls and filter through the sea of e-mails coming in. Some of them she keeps, but as I watch them land in my inbox, my computer pinging every few minutes, I notice that many of them are from media contacts requesting interviews. I’m not a fame whore. I won’t use my being cheated on as a poor excuse to get fifteen additional minutes of fame. Though I’m certainly not going to snub all these submissions that are pouring in . . . until I look at them. Scorned woman fiction, scorned woman memoir, scorned woman essay collection . . . They just assume they know how I feel. I put my forehead on my desk.






I suddenly hear raised voices outside my door, and the back of Angela’s chair hits the glass wall of my office as she stands up quickly. I’m startled out of my daze. Evil Dave Turner is shoving past Angela. He barges into my office without even knocking or pausing at the threshold, and shuts the door in my assistant’s face. I make a mental note to buy her coffee later. Maybe even lunch.



“I can
 not
 believe you came in,” he says.



He cocks one hip, manuscripts and galleys in the crook of the opposite arm. He stares at me over the top of his rimless designer glasses. He’s wearing a pale pink button-down with a subtle sheen and a blue-checkered tie.



“Oh my God, and you actually got
 dressed
 today. I’d think you were still so hung-over you couldn’t even lift your foot off the bed.”



“I don’t want to talk to you, Dave.” I really want a drink. And, for the record, it
 was
 really hard to lift my head off the pillow this morning. “If you have actual work-related stuff to talk about, fine. Otherwise—”



Dave pulls out the guest chair in front of my desk and plops his tight ass into it. I’d like to think he’s here with some ounce of concern, but he’s just looking for gossip. I should have checked the rags and blogs before I left home, or at least while everyone was in the meeting.



“Honey, really? Did you think you could come back to work on a day when you’re the biggest thing on Page Six?”



Please, God. Don’t tell me.



“What are you talking about?”



“Please,” he scoffs and looks out through the glass wall. I sneak a glance myself. The office work has stopped and everyone is watching us. Dave looks back, biting back a vicious smirk. I fold my hands on my desk and lean forward.



“What is it?”



A snivelly little smile creeps onto his lips as he tosses today’s
 Post,
 open to the Page Six column, flat out in front of me.








“Had a fun Saturday, didja?”



I want to commit a hate crime. There, in the
 Post,
 is a picture of me being carried out of Duel like a fire victim melted into a chair, my arms around the necks of two burly security guards and one leg hooked over each of their arms, my knees spread open like I’m at the gynecologist.



“Thank God you wore underwear.”



I look up. Dave is biting his lip, trying not to laugh. I feel sweat bead above my lip. My head pounds, like my brain is going to explode. I can’t help myself—I totally lose it.



“You asshole!” I pick up my plastic paperclip container and literally throw it at him; it hits him square on the nose. I wish it were something harder, like my big metal stapler.



“Bitch,” he shouts. “You’re the only one in New York City who hasn’t seen this and you’re blaming me?” He seems to be choking back tears.



“I hope you bruise,” I say. Dave heads to the door in a huff.





“You’re gonna wish you didn’t do that!” He pulls open the door, then dramatically slams it behind him.



My knees buckle. I sink down into my chair. I can’t believe I just did that. Turner’s totally the type to press charges, or at least file a complaint with HR. No doubt he’s going to text all his gossip contacts right now. It can only help his career, after all. I pull the newspaper an inch closer and look at the blurb next to the photo.



Sylvia Miloche spent her Saturday drowning her sorrows at hotspot Duel after finding out—along with the rest of us—that longtime boyfriend financier James Ryan was caught cheating with a much younger intern.



How did I end up being the one with the bad press? He was fucking his nineteen-year-old intern! I’m supposed to be the poor, scorned woman here. Yet, I’m painted as anything but.






Duel mixologist Kara Conn said she told bartenders to cut Syl off around 1:00 a.m. but that the editrix started throwing cash at them, demanding more drinks, at one point even trying to shove a hundred dollar bill down Conn’s cleavage. Syl, clearly out of control, was hauled out at four in the morning by bouncers and apparently taken home by sexually ambiguous spinner DJ Razz. Could Syl be rebounding already?



Kara Conn would
 never
 tell them to cut me off. She’d sooner be doubling my shots with her fingers poised over 911, ready to turn me in for public drunkenness and misconduct. I don’t remember trying to shove bills down her shirt. If anything, I probably shouted at her for fucking my boyfriend.



Elbows on my desk, I put my head in my hands. I try to breathe in and out. Why didn’t I just draw those damn drapes first thing this morning? People thinking I was crying would be preferable to the ten of them seeing me throw a paper-clip holder at Dave Turner’s face. At least I hit him, I think as I reach down into my lower desk drawer and extract the bottle of whiskey.



There’s a soft rap at my door mid-pour and John enters without waiting for me to admit him. His massive belly hangs over his belt. It shakes when he laughs, and it’s still when he’s mad. But it’s his face that tells me all I need to know; brows knit together, he looks utterly concerned. His eyes shoot to the whiskey bottle in my hand and the coffee cup I’m pouring it into.



“Sylvia,” he says, taking a seat.



My heart stops. He’s going to fire me, I just know it. I shove the bottle back in the drawer and slam it shut. My mouth is watering; I’m dying for that whiskey. It would make this moment so much more bearable. Instead I leave the mug on the floor and sit back upright. John’s eyes go to Page Six, lying open on my desk, the gynecological photo staring up at the both of us. This is guaranteed firing material.






John takes in a deep breath and exhales through his hairy nostrils. “I think maybe you need some time off.”



“Are you firing me?” I burst.



“No, no.” He’s looking everywhere but at me. “None of us expected you to be back today.” He pauses. “You’re going through a lot. And to have the public watching you go through it . . . well, I’ve been there. They want to rip you to shreds. I get it.” He sucks in his breath through his teeth. He had a massive public meltdown in the late ‘80s after a drunken, violent tirade at a huge book launch sent him straight to jail. “Maybe you don’t need your whole office watching you, too.”



“But,” I squeak. I will not cry. “I need this.” I sound timid. “I need to work. I need to . . . occupy myself.”



“Sylvia, you’re dealing with some very big books. You’re falling behind. Everyone knows it. You’re missing deadlines, pushing pub dates on co-op books. It’s not okay. Your work is seriously suffering.” I see him flicking a card around in his right hand, running it around his fingers. “Your last three books haven’t even earned out. Marketing’s not getting behind you anymore.”



I stare down at a small gouge on my desk. I have no idea what it’s from and I don’t care. All I can think is that I want a drink—bad. John’s lecturing me makes me feel like a child being told “I’m disappointed in you” by a parent. The worst thing ever. I want him to hug me.



“I think you should go home for the day,” he says, breaking the tense silence. Then, “And take about ten days off.”





I look up, snapping like a rubber band let loose.



“Are you really firing me?”



“No. I think you just need time . . . away.”



“Ten days?”






He nods. “Ten days. Take more, if you think you need it.”





“No. No! I’ll—I’ll go stir crazy! It won’t be good for me, I know it! It’s just . . . just going to make everything worse.”



John stands. “We need you, Sylvia. But we need you at your best. And you’re far from it right now.” He makes a point to stare a moment too long at the drawer with the whiskey in it. He places the business card that he’s been twirling on my desk.



“I know what you’re going through.” He pauses. “Not exactly, but I do understand.” He gestures to the business card and steps away. “Look into this. If you decide to take more than ten days, your job will be waiting for you when you return.” He takes two steps toward the door and opens it, then turns back to me. “You’re very good at your job, Sylvia. You just need to regain your focus. Figure out what you want.” He walks out, and closes the door softly behind him.



I pick up the card, examining it closely.
 bright horizons rehab center—the berkshires
 :
 your sober journey is our mission.
 





I run my hands through my hair, then spin my chair around to stare at the brick wall out the small window. Rain is pelting the glass, falling in sheets. I bend down and pick up my coffee mug off the floor, then down the vicious brown liquid.
















Chapter 8



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



After packing up the three kids and getting them into their Sunday school classes, the idea of sitting through the nearly two-hour church service without Paul because he’s working, becomes almost physically painful for me today. I want to leave the children and go somewhere quiet.





As I stand at the threshold of the sanctuary, I hear the first guitar strings plucked, see Mavis lean into the microphone and sing “ooh ooh ooh,” and watch Sam Baker announce, “Everybody rise.” I start to back out of the doorway. But I feel a hand on my shoulder. I spin to find Jen Fossil. Her premature gray hair springs out in wisps, forming a bizarre halo around her head.





“Where are you going, sweetie?”



I resent being called
 sweetie.
 The woman’s not but five years older than me.



“I—have to go to the bathroom.”



“Oh,” she says, a fake, yet snide smile creeps onto her lined face. “Maybe you should have gone before the service started. You don’t want to miss the worship.”



This is a cult,
 I think.



“It just hit me,” I say. “You know how it is.” I force myself to smile back at her. Then, to my horror, she reaches out and rubs my belly.



“Got a little surprise for us, do you?” She winks, and I want to punch her in the face. But I clench my fists, holding them close to my hips.






“I’m just going to use the ladies’.” I turn, but not before I catch Jen wink at me again.



“Your secret’s safe with me,” she whispers loudly.



I wait in the bathroom for five minutes, sufficient time for the cultists to slip into the rapture of Sam and Mavis’s singing. I don’t think I can stand this place anymore. I’ve got to talk to Paul about finding a new church.



I exit the bathroom and walk silently down the vast entry hall. The doors to the sanctuary are blessedly shut. I almost expect the main doors to be locked, keeping us all in. But my suspicions aren’t confirmed and I slip out, practically leaping with joy across the parking lot.



I sit in my car, wondering what to do with my next two hours of free time. Maybe I’ll go to the Safeway and scarf down three donuts and a massive latte. I pull into the nearest gas station and fill up. Inside, I see the station attendant reach up and pull down a few packs of cigarettes, handing them to a boy who is definitely not eighteen.



“Hi,” I say, after patiently waiting my turn in line. “I’d like a pack of Marlboro menthols.”



The station attendant, a scrawny man old before his time with sunken cheeks and stringy, greasy salt-and-pepper hair, looks at me skeptically. Surely lots of suburbanite mothers must come in asking for cigs. He doesn’t say anything, just pulls the pack down. I hand him cash, then think better of it. This would be the stupidest thing in the world if I were actually pregnant. That’s what I really need to do first, take a pregnancy test.



I drive to a nearby park and sit on the hood of my car. A few children are running around the playground with their caretakers, the kids laughing and squealing delightedly.



I don’t know when I started to feel so trapped. As a teenager I had the popular older brother, Chuck, and I was a legacy destined to be popular myself, but I couldn’t stand that label. I couldn’t stand hanging out with those people. They were so boring, sitting around on Friday nights doing one another’s hair and playing the Girl Talk board game, occasionally sneaking outside with swiped cigarettes from someone’s stepparent, passing it around and coughing violently after only one puff.






But any of us caught kissing a boy, especially if it was one that the leaders didn’t really like, was instantly labeled a slut. I’d kissed Jake Levinson during the first dance of eighth grade. He was a pizza-faced Jewish boy with tight curls and early sproutings of facial hair that he refused to trim. He was much farther into puberty than the other boys and he walked around proud of the signs of his budding manhood. I thought he was funny, and a good lab partner, so I kissed him, then the girls ridiculed me for months afterward.



I spot a trio of teenagers on the other end of the parking lot. One of them beats a pack of cigarettes against her hand, then unwraps the plastic and doles them out to her two friends. I can’t help wondering how I would feel if I caught one of my children smoking. I’d be furious and disappointed. One of the girls, one with long, soft brown curls, rolls the cigarette between her thumb and forefinger, seemingly contemplating whether she wants to smoke or not. I remember that sweet burn in the back of my throat, the sensation of smoke filling my lungs, polluting my body with poison.



Through my teen years my mother was far too concerned with my outward appearance and how it reflected on her to worry about what I was really doing. Smoking, drinking, whatever. I just had to tell her I was going to some popular kid’s party. She knew there’d be drinking there, maybe more. She didn’t care about that; she was just happy I was hanging out with preppy kids, kids who were involved in school activities and actually gave a damn about school spirit—all the kids that would be attending the ten-year high school reunion I’m so adamantly avoiding. The thing is, I never actually hung out with any of those kids. All those times? They were just lies.






I watch the hesitant girl take a drag on the cigarette, hold the smoke in, then cough violently. Her two friends point and laugh at her. I want to tell her to stop, but at the same time I want to offer to buy them alcohol.



I shake my head. What am I thinking? How stupid.



Then I resolve to not let those church people take up any more of my Sunday. I’m free today—no husband, no chores, no items on our agenda except to spend too many hours inside a so-called sanctuary with judgmental people who do God knows what in their free time, people who worry about being judged for having alcohol in their refrigerators when other members of the church come to their homes. People who hide things even from their close friends for fear of the judgment they can dish out but can’t take themselves.



My mother put me into counseling during my senior year due to my falling into a serious depression over the breakup with my closest friend—an event she never knew about, only worried that I was depressed, spending all my time in my room. My old friend. The one who occupies most of the space in my box of secrets. The one who was gone by the time Thomas was growing inside me.



My mother begged my therapist to give her all the gritty details, but I was eighteen by then, legally protected from my doctor revealing anything to my mother without my permission. In fact, I rarely spoke to my doctor anyway, often staring at her blankly while she tried to prod me with questions in a sympathetic manner. I never told her about my friend. I couldn’t bring myself to relive our separation. She was everything, the only thing, the only person I had in my life who was trustworthy, and I hated myself for giving up on her when she needed me most, for letting her go. By the time I went to the headshrinker, it was too late to save our relationship. So what was the point of talking about it?






My eyes tear up just thinking about her. To this day, I don’t know what happened to her, where she is, what she’s doing. If she’s married, has kids. If she turned out anything like me. I’d simply be happy to know she’s alive.



Every now and then it occurs to me that I could do an Internet search for her, but I rarely have time to even check my e-mail, let alone search for a long-lost friend. And part of me is scared to do so. Because she’s probably as different from the person she once was as I am. Still, I know there’s no way she’d be caught dead at the reunion. As desperately as I want—no, need—to hide my nefarious past from Paul, I can’t help wondering what happened to her.



I hop off the car and shake my head. There’s no way I can go looking for her. I can’t even do an Internet search on her. I can’t risk Paul ever finding out about her, because it could lead to questions I don’t want to answer.



I straighten my blouse and smooth down my skirt. I’m going back to church, and I’m pulling my kids out early. We’re going to McDonald’s. We’re eating too much. We’re going to rent a movie and eat popcorn and I’m going to let them have soda. Right now, that’s about as much risk as I’m willing to take.
















Chapter 9





New York, New York



2010



My fingers reach clumsily across the bed, looking for the bottle of Maker’s Mark on the end table. I haven’t moved much since I was cast out of the office on Monday, except to grab the papers at the door. I’ve been checking the gossip columns of the
 Post
 and the
 Daily News
 every morning since that damn Turner incident. It’s the only thing that gets me out of bed anymore. That and refills on my drinks.



I pour the remainder of the Maker’s into a glass. I’ve been keeping it by the bed so I can minimize my movement. I’ve already got a massive bruise on my hip from running into the marble kitchen counter more than once in the last four days.



I try to replace the bottle on the nightstand, but it slips and falls to the wooden floor. I flinch, waiting for the sound of breaking glass, but it simply bounces a few times, then comes to a rest.



My BlackBerry is buzzing across the room. I have an urge to look at it, though I’ve been ignoring it for days. I somehow manage to roll upright and reluctantly heft myself off the bed. I can’t bring myself to look in the mirror as I stumble by it, though I do catch a glimpse of a dark, frizzy-haired shadow. I look at the BlackBerry, holding it with my numb, clumsy fingers—it’s a message from Angela.



I don’t read the text, let alone respond to it. Part of me is starting to think getting fired might be all right. I could just die alone in this apartment and cockroaches would lay eggs in my ears and no one would find me until the babies eat my brain.






I stumble to the kitchen in search of the last unopened bottle of Maker’s. I’d ordered two bottles with yesterday’s delivery. I feel like a cliché—the scorned woman losing herself in the bottle. But those women drink wine or vodka. This is fucking Maker’s.



A knock at the door. I freeze mid-pour. James wouldn’t knock. And why didn’t I get a call from the doorman? Isn’t that what he’s paid for? I set the bottle down and shakily lift the glass to my lips, expecting another knock. Instead, I hear a key. I freeze. Who has a key to my apartment?



In what feels like slow motion, I hear the dead bolt drop and I watch the door open. It feels like an eternity before I see a face enter—it’s Razz. Beautiful, fuzzy-faced, neon pink bow tie–wearing Razz. I think I’m smiling at him—my face is numb so I’m not sure—but he doesn’t smile back. His thick black brows knit together in concern as he looks around the apartment, apparently not seeing me.



“Syl?”



I almost answer when I hear a voice behind him.



“Just go in.”



Razz looks to the voice in the hall, then steps in.



“Baby girl?” He looks down the hall, toward the bedroom for a moment, and I wonder if I’m dead and watching the discovery of my body play out. Hey, at least there’s whiskey in heaven.



I grab a fistful of my T-shirt. Nope, still alive. I drain the Maker’s and set the cut-crystal glass on the marble counter with a clunk. Razz jumps and whirls around. He sees me and clutches his chest.



“Damn, girl!” he says. “You ’bout scared the blood out of my heart!”



I purse my lips in fake annoyance, but I can’t hold back a half smile. I’m glad he’s here. Maybe someone in my life really does care. But finding the words to express that—or any words, really—is going to be hard.






I’m about to say something when Gina Caruso enters the living room and stares directly at me.



“Oh good, you found her.”



I loathe Gina Caruso—a rich daddy’s girl, a spoiled brat who grew up in Westchester and never lacked for any material thing, and didn’t know a hard day’s work from a deep tissue massage. The girl who shat her pants on the 6 train one night after coming back from a date of hot curry and shots of tequila and too many bumps of cocaine in the bathroom. Her date got off at Union Square and she only had to hold it a few more stops until she got to her apartment on East 86th Street. She’d been holding her bowels since Spring Street, four stops from where her date debarked. By the time she was at her stop, she had diarrhea running down the insides of her calves.



She texted her date that she’d made it home, then texted me urgently, asking me to bring something—anything!—so she could cover up her now soiled skirt and make it off the train without further embarrassment. But I hadn’t looked at my phone since her train had made the turnaround at Pelham Bay, practically up in Westchester, where she could easily have phoned a cab and gone to Daddy’s house. I, meanwhile, was down on the Lower East Side, barely able to comprehend what in the hell was happening around me, let alone be in a position to help someone else.



help me!
 her final text read before her train went back underground into Manhattan. She’d passed her East 86th Street train stop again and still wouldn’t get off. We’d seen plenty of homeless people who smelled like shit wandering around the city; I didn’t understand why she couldn’t be one of them for five minutes. I finally found her sitting on a bench at Brooklyn Bridge in lower Manhattan, the last stop on the 6 train. The conductor had kicked her off after the train she’d trapped herself on the turnaround. He planted her on a bench on the platform and phoned me from a pay phone down there after looking at her most recent texts.






“Your friend is in bad shape,” he said through the fuzzy line before telling me where I could find her.



When I finally made it over there, I had stopped by five stores I knew in the area, none of which were open, looking for something she could at least tie around her waist. I eventually found an overpriced sweatshirt with “NEW YORK!” embroidered on the chest in shiny gold thread from a twenty-four-hour Duane Reade, which she didn’t even wear because the conductor had given her an industrial-sized trash bag that she decided to wear like a dress.



Only a few months later, Gina Caruso had shaved off her waist-length hair, punched out her landlord, and was found passed out on the floor at Marquee, having OD’d on a cocktail of cocaine, ecstasy, and vodka. Daddy put her into rehab, the same one her mother had been rumored to have gone to multiple times. Thirty days later, she came back to the city clean, sober, and pretentious as hell. She made friends with Razz, who was also recently recovered at the time, and made him her sober partner. Needless to say, she disapproved of me. I was still living a chemically enhanced lifestyle, and if you weren’t like Gina Caruso, you weren’t good enough.



“Fuck you, Caruso,” I say. “What the hell are you doing here?”





“We’re staging an intervention.” She grabs the bottle out of my hands and overturns it in the sink.



“They deliver, you know!” I snipe.



“Whatever.”



“This is a shitty intervention.” I stumble out of the kitchen, but not before Gina lifts the glass from my hand and dumps it into the sink as well.



“Why don’t you get some water? You reek.”






I ignore her and stumble to the living room, then flop down onto the hard white sofa. I nearly slide off but catch myself, planting one foot on the floor.



“You smell like a hipster bar.”



She’s probably right. My body has been working overtime trying to get rid of the alcohol. The amount coming out my pores was more than likely contributing to my repugnant stench.



“You a nasty mess, girl,” Razz says, holding out a glass of clear liquid.



“I don’t drink vodka,” I reply, pushing his hand away.



“It’s water,” he says. I shake my head no.



Gina approaches, her arms crossed over her chest.



“If I go into your bathroom, what am I gonna find?” She looks at me, accusatory.



“Nothing.” A string of drool escapes from my mouth and lands on the couch. “You know I don’t do that drug shit.”



“Good,” Razz says, his eyes downcast.



I feel a fleeting pang of guilt that he has to see me this way for the second time in less than a week. I can’t help wondering what situations like this do to his sobriety.



Gina disappears down the hall to the bathroom. Razz sits on the couch next to me and brushes some hair out of my face. I start to cry.



“Nobody loves me, Razz.”



“Oh, honey,” he says, then swipes tears away with a soft thumb. “Am I nobody?” I want to hug him, but I don’t.



“No. But it’s sad that you’re everybody.”



He runs a hand to the base of my skull and twines his fingers through the roots of my ratty red curls.



“People love you, baby. You’ve just shut them all out.”



Gina reenters the room. “Hey, pity party,” she says, tossing my Blackberry to Razz. “You’ve got eighty-five voice mails.”



I wave my hand at her. “None of them matter.”






Razz huffs and I feel his true irritation at me for the first time.





“Five of them are from me, bitch,” he says.



“And now you’re here.”



He shifts uncomfortably on the couch. “Look, I’m trying to cut you some slack because we all been there—”



“Oh, really?” I snap, but he goes on.



“—You in the thick of depression and addiction and you don’t want to move. But I can’t be here all the time for you, baby girl.”



“You’re
 never
 here for me!” I explode. “You’re
 always
 gone!”



“I been working!” Razz shouts, finally losing his ever-present cool. “I can’t be here to babysit yo ass twenty-four-seven! You a grown-ass woman. Time to start actin’ like one!”





I slam my face down onto the couch like a little kid and start to cry.



“Just get out!” I shout. “Leave me alone!”



I feel a packet of paper land on the couch next to me. I look at it through the crook of my elbow.



“We got you a space at a rehab center in Malibu,” Gina says. “Tickets already reserved if you decide to go. But don’t call us again until you’re sober.”



“Well, I wouldn’t call you anyway, Gina,” I say, mimicking her snotty tone.



“Me, either,” Razz says. I chuckle for a moment because I think he means he wouldn’t call Gina. But then he says, “I’m serious.” I turn just enough to look at him. “I won’t speak to you again until you’ve completed rehab.” He sighs. It almost feels too dramatic. “It’s too much. I don’t want to deal with it.”





I put on the proverbial stiff upper lip, but my lower lip shakes. “Fine,” I manage. “Fine.”



I finally move around 4:30 a.m. and manage to get my ragged body to bed. I sleep until 5:00 p.m. the next day.






When I wake and make my way out of the bedroom, I discover that Gina and Razz emptied the apartment of booze, even taking the NyQuil from the bathroom cabinet. My body shakes with withdrawal. I can get a bottle faster by walking to the store down the block than by having them deliver it, so I force myself to put on my coat and get into the elevator.



The warm spring air laps at my face as I head down the block. I decide to pass the liquor store and cross over Third Avenue instead, making my way west toward Central Park. I feel like I haven’t seen the park in years. I used to jog off my hangovers here. I played softball for my company team here. Played kickball in a beer league for one summer and used to lounge around Sheep Meadow on lazy summer afternoons drinking cheap wine. I miss those times. I miss those friends. I actually miss my life before James.



Before I started dating James I was training for the New York City marathon after having won a spot in the lottery on a total crapshoot. But running wasn’t important to him. He worked out in an overpriced, posh gym, never in the park. He didn’t get excited when I’d drop my mile pace and he’d pull me back into bed on mornings I tried to get up early to hit the pavement. I started to skip races. Then I’d only run once a week, and soon I stopped altogether.



The air in the park isn’t clean, but it feels like it compared to the rest of the city. Especially compared to my apartment. Maybe it’s because of all the greenery. Here, there are no yellow cabs or black-exhaust-spewing delivery trucks. Only ornery cyclists and rail-thin runners, women with strollers, and teenagers in packs trying to impress one another.



I’m brought back to reality when I mistake my shaking hands in my pockets for the vibration of my Blackberry. I turn my back on the park and start east again. I walk by the liquor store. I almost pass it. But my lack of self-control and my shaking hands don’t let me just walk by, so I enter.






I stare at my blurry reflection in the glass case holding expensive bottles of champagne behind the counter. I don’t know how I got here. Once upon a time I was just some crazy teenager in Arizona with a fake ID, speeding my way through the desert, inviting big-time trouble like a babysitter who keeps answering the phone calls of a heavy breather. Those were good times, fun times, back when my handwriting was big and round and all I cared about was boys, my best friend, and my next hit of adrenaline.



I had a dream while I was passed out; I can’t seem to shake it. I’m standing in the middle of a large open space, the center of a suburban mall when someone taps me on the shoulder. It’s James. And he’s not smiling . . . he’s smirking.



“Come on,” he says. I take his outstretched hand. It’s warm and soft like always, and I don’t question my lack of protest. I just follow him.



We walk through the mall and out into the bright sunshine. The seemingly never-ending black pavement of the parking lot intensifies the heat as we walk across. I start to wonder if I should pull away, demand that we talk, discuss the state of our non-union. But I don’t. I follow him through the infinite rows of cars, and soon it gets dark. He never says anything or looks at me. I stay silent and turn to check behind me; the mall is nowhere to be seen, there’s only a black abyss. We’re standing in front of a small hotel. It’s basic. Bland. Mostly clean but oddly sleazy.



“Go inside,” he commands. “Wait for me.”



He now looks considerably older. I know exactly what’s going to happen in there. We’ll have sex. I’ll do it because I can’t say no to him. I’ll do it because I’m terrified of letting him go. And he knows that. Which is why he hits me.



He punches me in the face, and looks down on me as though he loves nothing more than me. He punches me again, the same look of adoration on his face. I smile back at him and he punches me again. Then everything goes black. When I wake up, he’s left me there, lying covered in my own blood and stripped naked on nothing but a bare, stained mattress.






“Sylvia,” Bill the liquor store cashier says, trying to get my attention. He knows me by name; I’ve been in here too many times over the last few years. “Sylvia,” he says again. “It’s thirty-eight.”



I reach into my purse for my wallet, and I realize that the dream is far too close to the truth—he would do that to me. Lead me somewhere, beat me, tell me he loves me, then abandon me. If James came back now and told me he loved me and wanted me with him, I’d go to him. I can’t let that happen, not now. I need to get away. Out of the apartment. Out of Manhattan. Out of James’s grasp.



I take out my phone and e-mail Angela to tell her that I’m going out of town and she should tell Tom and Rob. I can picture her reading it with that well-practiced, unsurprised expression that she often has. She’s the wide-eyed idealist. The ever-loyal student. She stays late to accommodate West Coast calls and sleeps less so she can read submissions, sacrificing her own social life for a job that barely pays the rent. She has a head full of Bohemian idealism and believes that literature makes the world a better place. She’s in her job, willing to cover for her boss, even though the books we publish have nothing to do with what she wants for her future, working for a boss who can’t carry her own weight.



I almost want to fire her or tell her to quit or recommend her for another job so she can work on better books, but I can’t afford to get rid of her, especially now. I almost hate the girl because she can practically do my job better than I can, and we both know it.



I push the bottle of Maker’s back across the counter and tell Bill I want ten of the tiny bottles of Jim Beam instead. I’m getting the hell out of here.






Two hours later, I’m barreling down the Van Wyck Expressway, then passing my ID to the ticket agent and blurrily passing through security with five of the little bottles of Jim Beam in a quart-size plastic baggie. I stumble, already half drunk, to the plane gate. Once I board and take my window seat in first class, I order a glass of ice. If this big silver beast is taking me back to hell, I’m doing it unconscious. Back to the heat, back to where no one knows me anymore. I’d rather be anywhere but New York. Away from the
 Post,
 away from BigAppleCore.com, away from publicity hacks and self-righteous sober “friends.” I’m going to hide from everything.
















Chapter 10



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



It’s ninety-four degrees outside and I’m wearing sweatpants. I hate Arizona. It was barely spring when I left New York, but it might as well be August here. My sweat pants are cut at half calf. I used to wear these in high school; I can’t believe my mother hasn’t thrown out everything still left in my drawers, especially these.



My mother has never met James. I haven’t been home for five years, not since the Christmas of my second year in New York. I was dating James then; we were living together. He bought me the ticket and bought one for himself as well, but as always, something unexpected came up at the last minute. James’s aunt was ill and she lived in Aruba and he had to go because no one else in the family would. I was devastated.



I didn’t tell my mother the news until I’d deplaned in Phoenix, hoping that he’d change his mind. When I told her James wouldn’t be coming, she simply shook her head, cupped my cheek, and said, “I’m just glad you have someone taking care of you.” There was no talking about him after that.





My mom still lives in her little two-bedroom, one-story house in Scottsdale. She’s still working her receptionist job at State Farm; I’m worried she’ll never be able to retire. Always in the back of my mind, though I rarely ever contact her, I assumed that James and I would be able to take care of her when she reached a certain age. Now I can hardly take care of myself.






This suburban grocery store is huge. And packed, because it’s a Saturday. I’ve grown so accustomed to the basement Food Emporiums and the dark, cramped D’Agostinos of Manhattan that I forgot all about the large, luxurious grocery stores everywhere else.



At first, I reach for a small handbasket, but change my mind and go for the big-bellied basket on wheels. I slog slowly up and down the aisles, pausing for a significant amount of time in the frozen foods section gazing at pizzas, cheesecakes, ice cream . . . they’re all here. This Safeway even has soy products—every kind I could ever want. But I’m not about to start watching my fat and sugar intakes, not today, when my liver is pickled like a gherkin, so I pass them and grab a pint of cherry ice cream with double chocolate chunks. Make that two pints.



There is one last travel-sized bottle of Jim Beam in my purse. I pull a liter-size Coke from a shelf, crack it open, and dump some on the floor. The people around me look for a moment at the sound of something spilling, and just as quickly look away, embarrassed for me.



“Oops,” I say, my voice flat and uncaring. I then openly pour the bottle of Beam into the Coke, followed by a casual toss of the small empty over my left shoulder.



I take a slug from my drink, then I see a head of pin-straight blond hair that I’d recognize anywhere; Lindsay Richardson. Her clothes are all wrong—high-waisted khakis aren’t a good look for anyone—but there’s no mistaking my high school best friend, even from a grocery store aisle–length away, even with a wiggling child in the cart she’s pushing.



Lindsay bends down and examines the child’s face, trying to wipe its nose. The kid screams and hits her in the chest.





“We do not hit Mommy,” she scolds, grabbing the kid’s chin.








The child’s chest puffs up and its mouth opens wide. I curl my lip and brace my drunk ass against a high-pitched full-lung-blast scream, the type usually reserved for a Walmart or the subway on a Sunday afternoon coming back from Coney Island. It’s tired and it’s probably sick and it should be in bed, not in a grocery store. Perfect mommy types with golden tans wearing twinsets and hip-hugging khakis pass by her, and she whips her head around, apologizing, moving from side to side trying to let others into and out of the aisle while attending to the slobbering mess in front of her.



Someone nudges me with a cart from behind and I trip forward. My lips are numb and dry, and I’m hunched over, drunk enough that it’s difficult to keep myself standing up straight. I turn my head to see the woman behind me jostling with other mommies for the two-liter bottles of Coca Cola that are fifty cents off
 today only
 , according to the sign.



I take a long sip from my Jim-spiked soda when I notice that Lindsay has noticed me. Part of my mind tells me to run, but that part doesn’t control my feet, which are planted firmly on the ground just so I can be upright. There’s nowhere for me to go, anyway, not with the mommies wrestling through the Coke sale behind me. A blond woman in a headband—a headband!—elbows past me and gropes at the juice boxes I didn’t realize I was blocking. I see her eye the open bottle in my hand and she tiptoes around my cart as if it’s a puddle of acid blocking her way to the children’s boxed drinks.



“Be careful there, Super Mom,” I warn. She tries not to react, then grabs a pack of juice boxes and all but throws it into her cart. I half expect the silent, blond alien child sitting in it to say,
 Tsk tsk, Mother,
 but he calmly plays with his Transformers action figure without so much as looking up as her.





I watch as she whisks her child away in the cart, bending down and putting her cheek next to his as she moves. I imagine her whispering what a perfect little angel he is in his ear, which only makes me laugh harder when I hear a sudden high-pitched squeal as the kid raises his arm and whomps his mom over her head with his Transformer.






“Sylvia?” Her voice is unmistakable, even in my semipermanent state of drunkenness. Her face still looks the same, though her Rachel cut is gone and she is already starting to get crow’s feet at twenty-eight.



“Linds,” I say, nodding as if we just saw each other last month. “What’s new?” She laughs and bends forward slightly at the hips, just as she always has.



“I can’t believe it’s you!” she exclaims, because it’s been about ten years, not just a month. She reaches out to touch me, as if to prove I’m not an illusion, but then changes her mind, pulling her hand back quickly and placing it on the cart. “What are you doing here?”



“Exercising my right to three weeks of paid vacation,” I say, sipping from my drink. I swallow and look at her again, her face blurrier than it was ten seconds ago. “Thought I’d get away to the real world for a while.”



Lindsay looks momentarily perplexed and I take another swig from my Coke, now almost empty.



“I live in Manhattan,” I clarify, realizing she probably doesn’t know that.



Lindsay doesn’t respond. She turns her back on me as my eyes get a little fuzzy and my head falls forward. The last thing I see is a fat, curly-haired blond kid with chocolate around its mouth and a snot-crusted nose. Then everything goes black.



I peel my eyes open; everything is a monochromatic blur. This entire room is beige, and for a moment, I worry that I’m in some kind of insane asylum . . . or rehab center. The furniture, the picture frames, and even the coffee table are made from pale beechwood.



Where the hell am I?






I stay perfectly still, looking around the room until I finally, very slowly, sit. It hurts like hell to move and the room starts to spin—first to the left, a big swirl, then to the right. I swing my legs over the side of the couch—



“Ow!” I shout, then look down. I’ve plunked my feet on a set of hard plastic toys, blocks in bright colors. “What the f—”





A fat little kid with blond curls comes running into the room, her arms waving at her sides. This little person looks vaguely familiar.



“
 Mommy
 !” she shouts, and comes to a halt about ten feet from me.
 “She’s awake!”
 The kid uses a flat, shrill tone like an adult mocking a kid in a comedy routine.



A woman appears at the entry to the room, from what I presume is the kitchen. She’s beige, too—pin-straight blond hair, khaki pants, light pink T-shirt. The grocery store scene comes back just a little, and I feel a twinge of embarrassment.



“Lily, don’t shout,” she says.
 Oh, Lord. It’s Lindsay Richardson
 . She may look like a teacher, ten years older and probably thirty pounds heavier, but her voice hasn’t changed a bit.





“Hey, Sylvia,” she says, head cocked to one side. She dries her hands on a pink flower-print kitchen towel and steps, almost hesitantly, toward me. An uncomfortable silence parks itself in the air between us. Lindsay attempts to penetrate it by laughing nervously.



I make an
 mmm
 sound, momentarily enjoying the buzz on my lips, until I blurt out, “Where the hell am I?”



Lindsay looks down at the fat little curly-haired girl. “Lily, go play in the other room,” she says, a twinge of panic in her voice. Was it because I cursed? Is that a joke?



“I don’t wanna!” The kid flops down on the floor, shaking vases and glasses in the china cupboard against the wall.



“Lily May—”



I stifle a laugh.






“—get—” The kid’s face scrunches up, ready to release one of those Walmart-worthy screams. My eyes widen and I brace myself. Lindsay freezes. Then her tone softens, becomes sing-songy.



“If you go play in your room,” she coos, “Mommy will bake you cookies.”



The little girl gets to her feet as quickly as she can, shaking the living room again. I rub my eyes in disbelief. I always thought bribing kids with food only worked in the movies and on Saturday morning cartoons. But, by God, it worked. Lily scurries down a hall and farther into the belly of the house.



Now it’s only me and Lindsay.
















Chapter 11



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Sylvia and I just stare at each other. I know she’s judging me, judging my child.



“You’re a mom,” she says. She’s more sober now. Or at least I can understand her. All I got in the supermarket was a lot of jumbled, slurred, indiscernible nonsense.



“You’re a—” I want to say something back, but there’s nothing. I don’t know a thing about her current life.



“Drunk?” she finishes.



“I wasn’t going to say that.” Except it’s the most appropriate thing.



“But it’s true.” She leans back on the couch, her legs spread far apart, one foot propped on the back of the couch, the other on the coffee table.



“C-can I . . .” I stutter. My stomach does flips; I can’t believe it’s so awkward to talk to someone I never went a day without seeing or calling when we were younger. “Can I get you some water?”



Paul doesn’t know a thing about Sylvia or my past. He’s never really even heard of her. If he found out even 5 percent of what we’d gotten into together, he’d never trust me again. My heart skips a beat, and I wonder for the millionth time in only a few minutes if I did the wrong thing by bringing her home with me.



The only other time my husband has heard Sylvia’s name, was when we flipped through my high school yearbook. While he went to school in Tempe, played football, and took home honors such as Prom King, I made out under the bleachers at the few football games I attended and was too busy smoking and grinding in the parking lot to even know who was nominated at my school..






What if she says something wrong? What if Paul asks her questions? What if she gets so drunk again that she can’t even speak clearly? Paul wouldn’t want someone like her in the house, not around our kids. I need to move quickly to sober her up and make her presentable before my husband gets home.





I wait on the bed until Sylvia comes out of the bathroom, a folded towel on my lap, even though she has one in there already. A smile stretches across my face when she emerges, her heavy red curls sopping wet.



“Staying for dinner?” I ask, half hoping that she’ll ask me to take her home.



She looks everywhere but at me.



“Um, sure,” she says.



I stand, then step toward the walk-in closet.



“Now, Lily you’ve already met,” I say. “Andy and Jackson are out with Daddy.” I stop myself, Breathe in, then say, “I mean Paul. My husband’s name is Paul.” I shake my head, realizing I’m talking to her the way I talk to my kids. I rest my head in my hands, embarrassed. Sylvia plops down on the bed.



“So . . . this is your room.”



I follow her gaze. The walls are light green and there are dark wood accents, nothing like the girlie pink room with the Garbage, Cranberries, and Nine Inch Nails posters I had plastered to my walls as a teenager.



“So.” I walk into the closet and stare at the rack of dresses. I pull down a rather shapeless one. I wear it on my bloated days, when the idea of wearing anything that more than barely touches my skin feels unbearable. “I know we’re different sizes—though I can’t really tell under your sweats—but I think something like this will fit you.”






Sylvia wrinkles her nose. “You want me to wear that?”



She takes the dress from me, then holds it against her small frame.



“This dress is for a fifty-year-old schoolteacher.” She looks down at it again. I have to admit, it’s not at all stylish—overly faded pink pseudo denim straight out of the early ’90s—but the fabric is soft, and it would be comfortable.



“It’s like the dress version of hospital scrubs,” she adds.



I’m kind of hurt. “It’s from Dillard’s.”



“Well, you should return it to Dillard’s. As soon as possible.” Sylvia falls back onto the bed, letting the dress fall over her. “Do you have any alcohol?”



“No,” I lie. “We don’t drink.”



I can’t help feeling ashamed by Sylvia’s comments. I know the dress isn’t fashionable, but it’s not
 that
 bad. “You know, you’re criticizing my dress when you’re wearing cutoff sweats from high school and smell like a homeless person.”





Sylvia’s head pops up, she looks at me. Then she laughs. “Now that’s the Lindsay I used to love,” she says before emitting a long, loud sigh. “You have no idea what I’ve gone through the last few weeks . . . Hell, the last few years.”



I sit on the corner of the bed. “You’re right. I don’t.”



Sylvia props herself up on her elbows and looks at me, an almost hopeful expression on her face.



“Your clothes really do smell terrible.” I walk toward the bedroom door. “Please, join us for dinner. Meet my family.” What am I saying? This could be a huge mistake.



She frowns, then looks away. I can’t tell if she’s about to protest or cry.



“Sure,” she says, looking back to me. “Why not?”



Paul arrives home with Jackson and Andy at exactly five-thirty. Lily greets jumps into his open arms as if she hasn’t seen him in weeks. What a night for him to actually be off work.






“Hi, honey,” he says, warmly kissing me on the cheek. “So, where is our distinguished guest?”



There’s a bit of a nasty edge to his voice. I wish I hadn’t told him she’d passed out in the store. I’m glad I didn’t tell him she was drunk, too. All he knows about Sylvia is that we had a falling-out before our senior year of high school. End of story.



“She’s just changing after a shower.”



“You’re being hospitable. Is she staying with us, too?”



He’s annoyed I didn’t consult with him about this first. All I did was send a text message informing him of her arrival.



“No, but I couldn’t very well leave her in the grocery store, could I? Besides, she had soda in her hair. She slipped on a bottle of Coke and knocked herself out. What else was I supposed to do?”



“Take her to the hospital, Lindsay. She might have a concussion.”



Stupid, Lindsay. Of course that’s what he’d say—he works in the E.R.



“She seems okay. I just figured I’d take care of her for a while and make sure she is. You would never leave someone like that.”



Paul nods his head, somewhat skeptical. He takes a tumbler glass from the dishwasher, then reaches for the liquor cabinet above the refrigerator.



“No, don’t,” I half-shout.



“I can’t have an evening drink?”



“I told her we don’t keep alcohol in the house.” He rolls his eyes at me and opens the cupboard. “I think she might have a problem.”



“What?”



He continues to pour the drink.






“She—” I don’t know if it’s a good idea to actually tell him. “We need to have some compassion here. She shouldn’t be drinking if she really does have a concussion. Right?”



A smirk flashes across his face. He knows something I don’t.





“What?” I put my hands on my hips.



Paul cups my cheek, looking at me as if I just don’t get it. “She was probably drunk when you found her, Linds.”



How does he know? God, the gossip in this town—



“I heard she’s had quite a reputation back in New York. Especially lately.” He puts his drink down on the counter, then leans against it, arms crossed casually over his chest. “She was with this business tycoon—” He takes a moment to remember, then snaps his fingers. “—No, Wall Street, I think. Anyway, some paparazzi caught him with some girl and it wound up in the tabloids, which sent her off the deep end. We should Google it later.” Then his face becomes serious again. “I don’t really want her around our kids, Linds. From what little I’ve heard, she doesn’t seem like a very stable person.”



“You’ll find a ton of stuff online that confirms that.” Sylvia stands at the kitchen entrance, wearing the tent dress, before I can even find out how Paul knows any of that. “But you might as well just ask me, since I’m here.” Her hair is piled up on her head, still soaked. “The girl was my boyfriend’s intern. She was nineteen.” She stumbles toward us, eyeing the kids eating their mac and cheese, Jackson with his hands. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.” She leans toward us, mock conspiratorial. “I heard once there was one who ripped her clothes off in the middle of a board meeting and had fetish-wear under her suit.” She stands upright. “But who really knows. This one time—”



“Okay.” Paul stops her. Sylvia chuckles.



“That’s awful,” I say, pulling out the stool next to Lily at the breakfast bar. I pat it, hoping she’ll sit down before Paul notices her residual drunken stumble. But she ignores me, and instead, crosses the kitchen and grabs Paul’s bottle of rye off the counter. It rubs him the wrong way, and his arms go from casual to tightly crossed.






“Can I get you something?” he asks curtly.



“Glasses? Since it turns out you
 do
 have booze after all.”



My cheeks burn at her calling me out. Paul turns, then takes a glass out of the dishwasher.



“How did you hear about James anyway?” she asks. “You keep up with the
 New York Post
 here in Scottsdale?”



“Someone at the ER heard from someone, who heard from someone. Probably read it on the Internet. Just one of those break-room conversations. I didn’t really make the connection until Lindsay mentioned you today, her old high school friend.” He glances over at me quickly, then focuses on Sylvia again. Why is he being a jerk? “Lindsay almost never talks about high school.”



“I can’t say that I blame her,” Sylvia says, taking a congealed chunk of cheese from noon snack time off the cutting board and shoving it in her mouth. “There’s nothing worth remembering from back then.” She fills the glass almost to the rim. “At least as far as I can remember.” She chuckles into her glass. “Which isn’t much.”



“So I take it you didn’t come to town for the reunion?” Paul asks.



“The re-what?” Sylvia says after she takes a long pull. This is surreal, like watching some bizarre mash-up of
 The X-Files
 and
 Friends.
 





“Our ten-year reunion,” I say, stepping in. “It’s this weekend.”



“Are you planning on going?” Paul asks.



Sylvia laughs, loud and deep. “Fuck no!”



“Hey,” Paul shouts. I see the kids jump out of the corner of my eye; one of them drops a spoon. I place a hand on his arm. “Please,” he says through gritted teeth, “don’t talk that way in front of my family.”






How will Sylvia respond to this? Will she tell him I had a mouth filthier than a Tijuana whore when I was sixteen?



No, she lets it go and takes another long swallow from her glass, then reaches to refill it. Paul grabs the bottle from the counter. My cheeks get hot.



“I think that’s enough for you.” He puts the bottle on top of the refrigerator. She’s too short to reach it, and doesn’t protest.



“How long have you known about this story?” I ask Paul, changing the subject.



“A week or so.”



“A week?” I practically shout. Paul puts his hands up to stop me from having a fit.



“Like I said, I just put it together today when you said you ran into this Sylvia person. I wasn’t deliberately keeping anything from you.”



“Mommy, I done,” Jackson announces. I step over and smile at him, noticing that all the kids are done eating.



“She’s never talked about you, you know.” Paul looks directly at me as I place the kids’ dishes in the sink.



“Yeah, you already mentioned that,” Sylvia replies. “Is that why you’re being kind of a di—”



“Sylvia,” I scold.



“Sorry—is that why you’re being such a
 meanie
 to me?”



Paul takes in a deep breath.



“I’m sorry,” he says, catching both Sylvia and I off guard. “I don’t know you. I don’t have any right.”



“Ha,” Sylvia bursts. “You’re damn right.”



Paul finishes off the mac and cheese in front of the evening news while Sylvia and I munch on snack food on the patio. Unsure what to say to each other, our conversation is full of question-and-answers at the shallowest of levels.






“Do you miss grass?” she asks.



I duck a little, lowering my voice. “What, like weed?”



“Like . . . green lawns.”



That would have been funny ten years ago.



The visit doesn’t last long. After forty minutes or so, Sylvia asks me to take her back to the grocery store parking lot. I probably should have checked her level of sobriety, but I wanted her out of the house to cut the tension with Paul. They exchange a terse good-bye, Paul visibly happy to see her go.





The grocery store is a merciless fifteen minutes away. We have even less to talk about until I ask,



“So, would you consider going to the reunion?”



She rolls her eyes. “Hell no. You couldn’t pay me to go. And anyway, why would you even consider it? I know you hung out with the Clique at the end but, c’mon, I hated high school, and everyone in it. And if they actually knew who I was, they hated me, too.”



That hurts more than expected. She and I had some great times. It was senior year that sucked, when we weren’t friends anymore.



“I don’t really want to go,” I say. “I don’t actually have anyone to reunite with, except you. But I thought maybe since you’re in town—”



She shoots me an icy look that shuts me down.



“Well, I—I thought it could be fun.”



“Doubt it.”



“Paul wants me to go—” I pull into the parking lot.



“It’s the silver Honda over there.”



“But, the thing is, he doesn’t know anything about how I used to be.”



“What?” she spits. I grip the wheel harder, hoping she doesn’t notice that I’m shaking all over. Maybe it was a terrible idea to tell her any of this, but now I can’t stop. I need to tell someone.






“He doesn’t know . . . anything. Not the drugs or the sex. Not the—the thing that happened senior year.”



She visibly tenses. “Jesus, nobody knows about . . . you know. Right?”



I don’t know if Sylvia’s talking about my baby or the other thing. The Vegas thing. Regardless, Paul doesn’t know about any of it. And it has to stay that way.



“No. No. Of course not. It’s just— Paul wants to go with me to the reunion. He thinks it’ll be good for me. Heal old wounds and maybe make friends—”



“Bullshit,” Sylvia grumbles.



“But I can’t risk anyone bringing up something bad to his face. Or even saying something that might make him suspicious. I was thinking that if maybe you come with me, he won’t have to go, then he’ll never have to find out.”



“You want to make me your patsy? No, thanks.”



“No. We could make it a girls’ night—”



“A girls’ night?”



“—and I could leave him at home, then I wouldn’t have to face all those judgmental people with someone who doesn’t need to know why.” I’m pleading.



“Just tell him you don’t want to go.”



“I know it’s pathetic, but—”



“No,” she says, straight up. “No way.”



I whimper. “Are you sure?”



She unbuckles her seatbelt, then gets out of the car. “Thanks for the ride.”



She slams the door. My jaw drops and I sit in silence for a second, trying to digest it all. Then I back out quickly, don’t even wait to see if she gets in her car safely. I speed away.





We didn’t exchange e-mails or phone numbers. The door slam said it all.
 Stay out of my life
 .






At home, Paul is reading a bedtime story to the boys, and Lily is on her bedroom floor putting her American Girl doll to sleep in its bed next to hers. I tuck her into bed, relieved that I didn’t spend one minute more with Sylvia; I would have missed this. Lily’s asleep halfway into my second reading of
 Corduroy.



The boys’ door is open just an inch and I peek in to check on them; they’re asleep. I find Paul at the kitchen counter nursing a root beer and staring at a big, tan Gucci bag.



“What’s this?” he asks, poking it as if it’s an alien. I struggle to keep quiet, barely able to control my giggles.



“Oh gosh, it’s Sylvia’s!” I reply, whispering. “She must have left it behind.”



And you know what? She’s not getting it back until she agrees to go to that stupid reunion with me. I take the purse. This is my ticket out. I am not going to risk my marriage because of something as stupid as a high school reunion. I look over at him, his cock-eyed, exhausted stare, and his messy brown hair falling in his eyes. Paul and my beautiful children. I’ll do anything to keep my secret.
















Chapter 12



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



I watch Lindsay drive away—speed away is more like it. And, crap. I don’t have my purse. I don’t know if I left it in her car or at her house. I’m pretty sure I saw it there and didn’t lose it in the store. I turn to my rental car. Locked. Of course. Of course! Things can’t suck worse right now, can they? C’mon, universe! Give it to me! I don’t even have a quarter on me to call my mom, if I could even find a pay phone in the first place.



I stomp, scream, jump up and down, then try every door on the vehicle. No luck. I could call a locksmith from a pay phone. But then how would I start it? Kind of pointless. I could call my mom collect, but she’ll be over half a bottle in by now, and almost done with it by the time she actually got off the couch to come get me.



How could I have forgotten my purse? Did I really need to flee Lindsay Richardson’s house that badly? I did, I couldn’t handle the anxiety coursing through my veins every single second that I was there. Her confused, sympathetic, and disappointed expression. Her husband’s obvious irritation at my presence for reasons unknown. And how the hell did Lindsay never tell him about her crazy high school years? Didn’t she have
 any
 fun in college? Goddamn.



I stop and realize that I’m standing in the middle of an empty grocery store parking lot. Where’s Razz when I need him? He’d tell me to shut the fuck up and find a way back to Lindsay’s. Better now than later, when I’m sober and can’t remember where her place is. But no. I’m a class-A idiot.






My only choice is to walk home . . . in the dark. I’m wearing the ugliest dress known to man, carrying my sticky cutoff sweats in a grocery bag, and my hair is being blown around in the hot desert wind because I don’t have a hair tie. To top it off, no one walks here. I’ll be surprised if a cop doesn’t pull over and ask me which hospital I’ve escaped from, especially in this pseudo-denim monstrosity.



Thank God my mom left the door unlocked.



Just like in high school, I walk in with no questions asked. Mom falls asleep earlier now than she used to. I go to the fridge, but then see that my mom has set the table for dinner for one—me. I feel a slight twinge of guilt. I hadn’t called her, didn’t tell her where I was. That’s almost worse than when I did the same in high school. Back then she considered me independent. Now that I’m a visitor, it’s just disrespectful. There’s a sweet note on the table saying she made meatloaf and left me a plate in the fridge. I hate meatloaf, but I’m going to eat it just for her.





She’s passed out on the couch with an empty bottle of wine on the coffee table in front of her, just as I expected. TV Land is on television, showing an old episode of
 Family Feud
 from the 1990s. Mom is still fully dressed. It’s eight-thirty.





I didn’t come from a broken home, so I don’t have any “daddy issues” on which to blame my problems with men. My father died of colon cancer when I was five, and my mother never bothered to replace him. I think she just gave up on dating around the time she decided never to change her early ’90s mod Fawcett do. She seemed resigned to be content raising me, working at State Farm, and spending her nights drinking cheap boxed wine.






I stare down at her; she doesn’t look like the mom I remember. The years of constant drinking have made her look puffy and older than her fifty-one years. Her white curls are mashed up against the couch cushion, her cheek bunched into her eye, mouth open with crusties at the corner. I know this could be me in twenty years. It might as well be me now. My future flashes in my mind: If I keep going this way, living in crazy-laden Manhattan where, I think, the odds of going insane must increase at a much higher rate, I’m probably doomed by thirty—thirty-two if I’m lucky.



Against my better judgment, I shuffle back to the kitchen. Mom is old-fashioned enough that she still keeps a phone book around. She doesn’t even have Wi-Fi. The phone book is on a stool next to the refrigerator and on top of it sits an old brown phone with a cord.



Lindsay mentioned she teaches at a Scottsdale high school, but which one? I could try calling them all on Monday. But my rental would probably be towed by then. Fuck.





What’s her last name, now? Damn, I don’t even know. Mom usually keeps up with everyone, but she never liked Lindsay all that much. She wouldn’t have kept in touch, and certainly not with Lindsay’s snotty mom. I sigh. I suppose I could find her mom in the phone book and call her. I shake my head.
 Last resort.
 I’ll just take Mom’s car tomorrow and attempt to dig out Lindsay and Paul’s house from my fuzzy memory.



I open the liquor cabinet—there’s a fresh bottle of Maker’s Mark with a little bow on it. My mom is adorable, but she’s a fucking enabler. Always has been. And, like me, has absolutely no self-control.



Though I shouldn’t, I grab the bottle because it’s too hard not to. And because it’ll help me sleep. And because I don’t want to think about Lindsay Richardson, or her children, or her husband, who seems like an asshole. And she probably has my stupid purse and I have no way to contact her.






I pour myself a small glass of whiskey, then down it in one gulp. I pour another, then force myself to put the bottle away. I grab the local newspaper from the coffee table, turn off Mom’s TV, and go into my old room for the rest of the night with the bottle of Maker’s under my arm. Because even though I had put it back, I couldn’t stop from taking it back out again.
















Chapter 13



Scottsdale, Arizona



1996



A blond slammed into the lockers next to me, hard. I didn’t know if she’d tripped or been shoved. But judging by the collective cackling of a group of girls down the hall, I supposed the latter. She just stood there, bracing herself with her hands, staring at the floor.



“I’m so sick of this shit,” she mumbled. I stood there, not knowing what to do, and just stared. She slowly turned her head, looking at me through a long sheet of shining blond hair. “What?” she snapped. “What are you staring at?”



I looked down at my right hand, then held it out to her. “Do you want a cupcake?”



“What?”



“I mean, they’re really good. You kinda can’t go wrong with a Hostess cupcake when you’re having a shitty day.”



She pushed herself upright, gazing at the plastic-wrapped treat in my hand.



“My mom never lets me eat those things,” she said, taking it. She slowly unwrapped it and took a big bite, right down to the creamy center. “These are so good,” she said, spitting chocolate crumbs at me. We both laughed, looked at each other, then started laughing even harder.



That’s how I met Lindsay Richardson. Even though we’d gone to middle school together, I never paid her much mind. Girls and I never meshed. Even in elementary school I was the lone girl you’d find playing football with the boys. I let them touch my budding breasts when they tackled me. I thought it was funny. They thought they were getting away with something. The mean girls called me a slut. I didn’t even know what it meant yet, and thought they meant to call me “klutz.” But it was only a matter of time until I lived up to that word. “You show me yours, I’ll show you mine” was only fair and logical to me.






Why shouldn’t I be trying to figure out the differences between me and boys? I touched them, too, behind the school near the ball fields after class was over for the day, sometimes at the top of one of the play structures. I was just curious.



The difference between Lindsay and I was that while she genuinely wanted to rebel from her cookie-cutter silver platter, I was just bored with everything. I wanted to experience as much as possible. School was never challenging, and until I met Lindsay, I didn’t have any social matters or really any friends to take up my time. I read a lot. Mostly tattered trashy romance and erotica novels from the fifty-cent bin at the local used bookstore and the occasional thriller.



In retrospect, I realize that my life was headed in one direction with no off ramps. I was out for discovery with no sense to stop and think of the consequences. No matter the exact details of the path I’d chosen, I would have ended up in the same situation, falling madly in love with a man who could control a big part of me, a part that I was too tired from taking care of my mother to take control of myself. Lindsay was fun. Lindsay was different. Lindsay wanted to do things that the few friends I had didn’t. Lindsay appealed to my sense of curiosity more than any friend I’d ever had. And so it was that we instantly clicked.
 





I vaguely knew who Sylvia Miloche was the day I met her. She was in my first-semester, seventh-grade gym class, the girl who could usually be found sitting on the bench holding a towel to her bleeding nose or an ice pack to her cheek, some ratty thick paperback with yellow-tinted pages in her lap. I knew who she was because I put together the class collage for the yearbook both years of middle school, and I made sure only my friends were included in it. I specifically remember cutting Sylvia out of the background of a picture of me, Kimmie Fielder, Lynn Swanson, and Jaime Pendleton with our arms around one another’s shoulders after a rousing game of gym-class volleyball. We’re happy and pretty in the picture, our cheeks rosy. When I was finished cleaning up the photo scraps, I found Sylvia again—walking toward the locker room in her white tee-shirt, blue shorts, and knee socks, her curly hair a frizzy mess and not pulled back in a ponytail.






She was staring at us, a blank expression on her face. She didn’t look sad, she wasn’t staring at us with jealousy or that longing to be popular like so many other girls in our grade. She didn’t want to be one of us, she was just bored. That was the epitome of Sylvia Miloche, a bored girl too smart for her own good. Most teachers read it as lazy. They were all wrong.



The last day of eighth grade marked my last day of being popular. My best friend, Kimmie Fielder, told me that my crush Bobby Fleischman had kissed her that morning and that they were officially boyfriend and girlfriend. Our friendship ended right then and there with a screaming match at the eighth-grade picnic. Kimmie was always a bitch, and always tried to one-up everyone, especially me, and she always succeeded. Being her friend was exhausting, constantly trying to keep up with who we liked and who we despised, which changed almost daily. Our parents were good friends and my mother adored popular, rich, self-absorbed soccer-star Kimmie. It was only a matter of time before our friendship would implode.






When she told me about her and Bobby, I lost it. As if it were a reflex, my hands shot out from my sides and grabbed her perfect platinum blond hair and threw her to the ground, right in front of the entire eighth grade.



I met Sylvia the third week of ninth grade; I’d been suspended for the first time because of the fight. There was something funny about her that I just liked.



I remember being surprised by how deep Sylvia’s voice was since her body hadn’t really developed to match. She looked like a fourteen-year-old, but her deep, throaty voice, her guffaw of a laugh, and her speech, which always seemed to have a hint of sarcasm in it, made her seem more grown-up and wiser than the rest of us. I remember her red curls were loaded with gel and stacked high on her head that day, looking like a wet janitor’s mop, secured with a dirty yellow scrunchie. She was offbeat, different. She didn’t fit into my life or my world, and she was exactly the kind of friend I needed.





After what I’d done to Kimmie, I was labeled an outcast and treated like a leper. I was constantly hounded, called
 slut
 or
 bitch,
 and had pieces of paper with one word or the other written huge with pink pen or red marker taped to my locker or thrown at my head during class.



“I’m Lindsay,” I said, my mouth full of the chocolate cupcake she’d given me.



“Right,” she laughed. “I know. I’m Sylvia. Hey”—she cracked a smile—“way to throw that nasty witch down.”



It was a funny thing to say—
 witch
 .



“Do you wanna sit with me?” she asked.



“Um, where do you sit?”



“The end of east hall.”



“East hall?” I wrinkled my nose. East hall was the land of the freaks and outcasts, even worse than our section of the freshman hall.






“I don’t really want to go sit down there. It’s kind of a weird place,” she said. “I know some people sitting there, and I don’t really know where else to go.”



“I don't really want to go there,” I said, not to be snotty, but I was already getting bullied enough. Going down to east hall with the sexually active Goth kids and the ones who didn’t shower and played Hacky Sack or Magic: The Gathering during passing periods could only add to my harassment.



“Let’s go outside or something.”



We didn’t say much to each other during that first lunch. We just walked around the campus together. We went outside, because it wasn’t too hot, and took a few slow turns around the track until the final bell rang and we ran off to our respective classes. I didn’t see Sylvia for the rest of that day, but I went to the front office right after school and requested a locker near hers.
















Chapter 14



Scottsdale, Arizona



1996



I don’t know what possessed me to do it, maybe that I wanted a new friend so badly, but I started to bring an extra Hostess cupcake for Lindsay each day. Her mom didn’t buy them, and I was showered with them. I got Twinkies and fruit snacks; she got apple slices and carrot sticks and the occasional sugar-free Jell-O cup if she was lucky. It seemed wrong to me that her mom would deprive her of such deliciousness.



“I brought something for you,” I said, extracting the treat from my locker. Lindsay looked shocked as I handed it to her, as if no one had ever done anything thoughtful for her.



“No one’s ever brought me food,” she said. It seemed like a strange thing to say since her family was pretty well off. “Chubbiness runs in my family,” she continued, as we sank to the floor in front of our lockers. It was nearly one hundred degrees outside. There would be no track for us. “Or so my mom says. She’s been trying to control my weight since I was a kid.” Lindsay had an older, exceptionally popular brother who was starting his second year of college at UCLA, and a younger sister in sixth grade. “And anyway, Kimmie would have flipped out if someone brought food like this to her lunch.”



That’s how our conversations usually went, I’d say or do something—anything—and Lindsay would go on and on about how her parents or Kimmie did it differently or how she’d never done it before. Everything from food to stores to clothing brands. How had she never shopped at Goodwill? What do you mean you’ve never had a Papa John’s pizza?






Our first brush with rebellion came in the second month of that ninth grade year. We’d spent a good deal of time together both at school and after school in the library pretending to do homework when we were really just reading
 Rolling Stone
 and
 Cosmopolitan
 and looking up body parts in a book called
 Talk to Me About Sex
 and giggling childishly. But it wasn’t until after that second month that I finally invited Lindsay over to my house. I wasn’t embarrassed—not at first. We knew we came from different families, different social statuses, and different incomes.



She walked through my tiny, cluttered living room, then my microscopic kitchen saying, “Wow, my family’s house is nothing like this,” which I took to mean her house was simply two stories. In fact, her house was considerably bigger, more modern, and much cleaner. Lindsay was unashamed as she picked through the cupboards and poked around the living room, flashing a delighted smile when she pulled a box of light pink Franzia from the cabinet next to the stove.



“What is this?” she asked excitedly.



“It’s wine.”



Her eyes got huge. “
 This
 is wine? But it’s like a giant juice box! My family has never drank wine like this.”



Admittedly, I began to feel offended by Lindsay’s “I’ve never, we’ve never” remarks. It was almost as if she was covering up her disgust with interested naïveté. Who didn’t know about boxed wine, for God’s sake?



“Can we try some?”



I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”
 There was no reason not to
 , I thought,
 other than Mom might be irritated that we’d depleted her supply
 .



We filled small juice glasses with the translucent pink liquid and went out to the back patio. It was a hot fall day, which didn’t feel anything like the fall anyone else had around the country. If Lindsay hadn’t grown up in Scottsdale she would have commented on that, too.






“It’s so pretty,” Lindsay said, holding her glass up to the sun. She held it close to her face. “It smells weird.” She laughed.



“It does,” I agreed. In fact, to me, it just smelled like Mom. I was accustomed to refilling her glass several times a night, though she drank the least during
 Jeopardy
 and
 Wheel of Fortune
 so she could concentrate on getting the answers right and solving the puzzles.



“I’ve tried this before, you know.” I looked at Lindsay earnestly.



I’d sneak sips of my mom’s wine every now and then when I’d bring it out to her. Curiosity. Something new. I wanted to know exactly what it was that I was bringing her and why she liked it so much. “It doesn’t taste like juice, even though it looks like watermelon Kool-Aid.” I took small, quick sips and looked over just as Lindsay knocked back half of her glass.



She choked. “Good!” Then she puckered and stuck out her tongue. “Not good.” We giggled uncontrollably.



“You’re not supposed to chug it, stupid!”



“Why? It’s so gross, how else would you get it down?” She grinned, then chugged the rest of her glass. I laughed, feeling a little bit buzzy already. Lindsay got up and walked toward the patio door.



“You want some more?”



Sylvia and I didn’t drink any more than a second glass of the wine. We couldn’t handle more than that, and by the time Ms. Miloche got home, we were pretty giddy and probably drunk. Her mom shooed us out of the kitchen so she could fix dinner, never giving any indication that she knew what we’d been up to. On my way out the front door, I saw her open the cabinet next to the fridge and extract the box of wine. Then she poured herself a huge glass.






“That was fun,” I said, skipping down the front walk toward the bus stop.



“Be ca’ful,” Sylvia giggled. “Don’t fall and hur’ yerrsef.”



She was drunker than I was. Of course, I’d had wine at my aunt’s wedding the summer before, so I thought I knew how to handle myself.



The sudden upstart of a Weedwacker next door startled me.





“Isokay,” Sylvia said. “That’s jus’ Hatch.”





“Who’s Hatch?”



“A drunk.”



“You’re a drunk,” I laughed, pushing her sideways. She stumbled, then righted herself.



We watched Hatch from across the street. He had a plastic cup in one hand, the Weedwacker in the other. His lawn was almost bare, slow-growing desert weeds pretty much the only life there.



“He always whacks the weeds before dinner.”



“I’m surprised he hasn’t sliced himself to death.”



“He’s so fat,” Sylvia continued. “His belly, like, comes out to here!” She held her hands out in front of her. “Like a pregnant man.” He did look pregnant, with spindly little legs and arms. He looked like an orange with four toothpicks sticking out of him. His face was bright red, his bald head shone in the setting sun, and he had a bloated face beneath his Coke-bottle glasses.



“I’m surprised he can hold himself up,” I said. Hatch lifted his cup to take a chug, and stumbled. The Weedwacker dropped to the ground and spun around until it landed on its side and whirred in the air. Hatch fell on his backside, then scrambled upright, leaving a big oval in the dry dirt.



“Dag-blammit!” he shouted.






“Just wait until later tonight.” Sylvia sounded more like herself now. Perhaps seeing Hatch the drunk was sobering. “He’ll be passed out in his easy chair by seven. Mom said he had to move to that house because he kept falling down the stairs at his old one. So he needed a one-story. Sometimes she catches me staring and says, ‘Leave that poor old man alone!’” She rolled her eyes. “Whatever, he’s weird.”



“How do you know he passes out at seven every night?”



“Because you can see him through that big front window. Sometimes I take walks at night and think about sneaking into his house.”



“What?” I grabbed her arm. There was mischief in the air, and it smelled good.



“Well, he’s always totally passed out with the TV blaring. I could hear it in my room, so I tried to knock on the door once to ask him to turn it down, but he didn’t even budge.”



I leaned in close. “Sylvia,” I asked, “do you want to sneak into Hatch’s house?”



“Now?”



“No, no. Some other time.”



A wicked little smile crept onto Sylvia’s face. “It could be fun.” Her eyebrows flicked upward in a way I’d soon become accustomed to whenever we cooked up a new scheme.



“Tomorrow,” I said.



She agreed. Tomorrow we’d sneak into Hatch’s house. Boredom be damned.



It was a struggle to get Mom to agree to let Lindsay stay for dinner. I’d left the request to the very last minute—right when she came home from work. My mother was never a very social person. She never hosted or attended dinners or parties the way Lindsay’s mom did. So she wasn’t happy when I asked—especially on such short notice. People never came over to our cluttered, dusty house. For the most part, I liked it that way. Home was our sanctuary from the world. I felt intruded upon when the utilities man came to read the electrical meter, or even when someone was working on the phone lines near the driveway. It’s strange that my proprietary sense never applied to my own body.






I’d come into the kitchen in search of a snack for Lindsay and found my mom putting frozen chicken nuggets in the microwave.



“Sylvia,” she said. I froze. She’d noticed the low wine level, I just knew it. “The next time you want to have someone over for dinner, give me a bit more notice, okay?”



I nodded and half smiled, then returned to my room, forgetting the crackers I’d left on the table.



Lindsay and I left my house around eight that night. Mom was already four glasses of wine in and was starting to doze on the couch. She barely heard me say I was going to put Lindsay on the bus and that I’d do the dishes when I got back.



We left through the front door, then walked around the side of Hatch’s house. From the street I could see him through the big window, his bald head resting on the back of the recliner, the TV on. The side door was unlocked. We walked into a neat but dusty garage, the TV excruciatingly loud even from there. Hatch’s dark green Ford Taurus with its missing driver’s-side door handle was parked inside. There was a shelf containing a few gardening tools, and the trusty Weedwacker sat on the floor beneath the obvious spot where it should have been hanging.



Lindsay led the way into the house and we found ourselves in the kitchen. Everything was covered in a thick layer of desert-city dust, and it appeared Hatch had few possessions. An empty Hungry-Man meatloaf-and-mashed-potatoes microwave-dinner box sat on the kitchen counter and there was an empty glass on a dish rack next to the sink, a moldy plastic drain pan beneath it. The refrigerator was ’70s olive green and the cabinets were dark wood with black fixtures. The old gold-and-brown linoleum was dried out and cracked. There was a gaping hole in the cabinets where a dishwasher should have been.






Next to the kitchen was a small dining room doubling as an office. Stacks of bills were piled high on the table and there was a leather folio in the middle of the only cleared space at the head. I continued to follow Lindsay through the next doorway and into the living room. Hatch was passed out, a crystal glass with brown booze in his left hand. The empty plastic tray from the Hungry-Man meal sat on the end table beside him and looked like it had been licked clean. There was almost no furniture in the living room, just the chair, a coffee table, and a buffet along the opposite side wall.





The TV glowed, some news magazine show, and was turned up so loud there was no point in trying to talk with Lindsay until we got out of there. The noise would cover up any sounds we were making. The TV remote rested on Hatch’s enormous belly, which swelled up high above the chair’s armrests. I couldn’t help staring; his chubby hands sported filthy nails, and his toenails were long. A long, thick scar ran from his right ear to the left side of his chin. I’d never noticed it before.



Lindsay gestured wildly at me from over at the buffet. The brown-carpeted floor creaked beneath me, loud enough to hear over the TV, but Hatch didn’t stir.



“Look,” Lindsay whispered in my ear. She pointed up at the framed photos hanging on the wall. “He’s a cop.”



“
 Was
 a cop,” I corrected her.



I didn’t know which was more shocking, his occupation or the fact that he used to be young and rather good-looking with a tight chest and a head of thick, dark hair. There was Hatch as a young academy cadet. There was Hatch in the newspaper in the ’80s. There was Hatch getting an award from Senator McCain. I was mesmerized.






Lindsay whapped me on the shoulder, then pointed to the buffet. It was dark, solid wood, some sort of antique, and piled high with an assortment of liquor bottles, but no wine or beer.



“He must party a lot,” Lindsay joked.



I almost told her that in the five years we lived next door I’d never seen anyone at his house.



We left the liquor and made our way to the bedroom. There were stacks of books on the floor. I eyed a long six-drawer dresser with laundry thrown on top and a mattress and box spring on a metal frame. The bed was neatly made with a raggedy blue crocheted blanket on top.



“I think this is the most depressing house I’ve ever seen,” Lindsay said.



I stepped away and entered the bathroom across the hall. Light pink sink, toilet, and tub, pink and pale green tiles on the floor. And more dust. Back in the living room, where Lindsay was ogling the bar again, Hatch started moving, perhaps disturbed by his own loud snores. I was at Lindsay’s side in a second.



“Is he waking up?” she asked.



“How should I know?”



Hatch wrinkled his nose, then licked his dry, cracked lips.





“We should get out of here.”



As we made our way back through the dusty garage, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit sorry for Hatch. Something must have happened to make him like that.



“People don’t just become drunks on their own, do they?”





Lindsay shrugged. “Maybe he’s alone because he’s like that. No one wants to date a fat, sloppy drunk.”



I nodded in sad agreement. I knew I didn’t.
















Chapter 15



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



It’s been two days, and I still haven’t heard from Sylvia about her purse. The reunion is getting closer. Too close. I try to shake off the worry, but for days it’s been nearly impossible. It’s a quiet Saturday afternoon . . . too quiet. Too much time to think.



The kids are playing in the wading pool I set up in the backyard, and I’m grilling hot dogs for lunch. I look behind me for the tenth time in as many minutes to make sure the kids haven’t drowned and that none of them have wandered into our aboveground pool. They’re all so cute splashing one another. Lily squirts Andy with a water gun, laughing almost maliciously, while Jackson plays with two rubber ducks. Then there’s Sylvia . . .



Wait. Sylvia?



She’s standing in my backyard. The kids don’t notice at first, but my heart nearly stops.



“All these goddamn houses look the same,” she says. “I knocked on four doors before someone could tell me which was yours.”



I stare at her, dumbfounded, for what feels like minutes, holding the oversized silver grill spatula in my hand.





“What are you doing here?” I ask, even though I know.



“I want my damn purse,” she says. “Thanks for calling me by the way. You know my mom still lives in the same house. You could have dropped it off.”






As she moves closer, I notice that she reeks of alcohol again; it’s dripping from her pores.



I stand straighter, growing defensive. “How was I supposed to know?”



“Look, I just want my purse. Then I’ll go.”



“How did you find me?”



Sylvia rolls her eyes. “It’s 2010. I looked up all the schools in town online and read the faculty names. Then I Googled you.”





“And that took you two days?”



“Eff you, Lindsay. Just give me my purse. I’d like to get my rental car if it hasn’t been towed already.”



Despite the bags under her eyes, and the stench of alcohol masked by perfume, she looks chic in her flowing light sweater and white tank top with skinny gray pants and gladiator sandals. She’s thin and hides her stomach well. Envy swirls inside me. I fold my arms over my chest. I can’t let her walk away. I need her help.



“Only if you come to the reunion with me,” I say.



“Are you serious? You’re holding my purse hostage?”



My brain stumbles. “Y-yes. I guess I am.”



We stare at each other for a long moment, a Lindsay vs. Sylvia standoff. Then she bolts around me, across the patio, and into the house.



“Where’s my purse?” she screams.



I race after her into the dining room and follow her to the kitchen. She knocks stacks of newspapers, magazines, and bills off the counter. The tips of her ears are red, just as they always were when she was angry when we were younger. She reaches for some plates on the drying rack next to the sink.





“Sylvia Miloche!” I say in my best school administrator voice. “Don’t you d—”






CRASH.



She did it. Holy hell, I can’t believe she just did that!



“You could have come back to the grocery store and given me my fucking purse! You left me to walk home in the dark! In that
 dress
 !”



CRASH.



Another plate breaks.



“Sylvia. Stop!”



CRASH.



She’s run out of dishes. She looks around for something else to throw, then stops and leans against the counter, out of breath, nostrils flaring.



“Are you ready to be a grown-up now?”



A piercing scream comes from the backyard. My heart stops. I rush to the patio door to see Lily, screaming at the top of her lungs, holding her hand in the air. Andy and Jackson are both standing in the ankle-deep pool water crying, terrified at the sight of their sister in so much pain. There’s a hot dog on the ground next to the silver spatula. Uh-oh. Lily has burned her hand on the grill. I scoop her up and rush her into the kitchen, pushing Sylvia out of the way and plunging my daughter’s hand under cool running tap water. Her cries only get louder. I’m trying to hold it together. I have to get her to the ER.



“Jackson! Andy!” I shout over Lily’s screaming. “Get your shoes on and get in the car. Now!”



The boys don’t hesitate. They slip on their shoes and run around to the front of the house. I wrap Lily’s hand in a wet towel and rush her toward the front door.



“Hey! What about my fucking purse?”



“I don’t give a shit about your fucking purse!”



I plop Lily in her booster seat and strap her in. Jackson and Andy have already put themselves in their car seats, their sopping little shorts dripping everywhere. I get into the car and back out of the driveway, then zoom down the road, Sylvia’s purse locked safely in my trunk.






Four hours later, two of them spent with at least one of my children crying, if not all three, we’re free to leave the hospital. Paul’s work is in Tempe, so I’m lucky I even got him on his cell on my way to the nearest hospital, weaving through traffic, struggling to hear him over Lily and the two boys, who were sympathy crying.



The nurses helped Lily right away. The doctor who finally examined her took an hour and a half to get to us, followed by another forty-five minutes of waiting for him to return with prescriptions and salve. Another forty-five minutes was spent waiting for a nurse to wrap Lily up and send us home.



The boys were restless the entire time. Both were draped in hospital blankets, shivering in the air-conditioning. As soon as they both warmed up, they crashed. Twenty minutes later, they woke up and started chasing each other around Lily’s hospital bed. A rousing fifty-minute game of I spy followed, with Lily insisting on being counted in after the first fifteen minutes.



It was after the nurse left that Andy started doing the potty dance, hopping from one foot to the other, holding his crotch with both hands.



“Andy,” I said, “do you have something to tell me?”



He pursed his little lips at me and shook his head no. He’s the quietest of my children, the least needy, and at times he seems to struggle for independence, to set himself apart from his twin, who was a very affectionate and attentive child, and his older sister, who was a very needy one.



“Don’t worry, Mommy,” Jackson says, taking his brother’s hand. “I’ll help him.”






I watched Jackson follow Andy, both taking clumsy little steps to the bathroom.



“Leave the door open so Mommy can see you,” I called after them, unable to control the proud smile on my face.



Hopped up on sugary ice cream, we pull into the driveway at home. As I mentally try to check off the things I need to clean up—the grill, the no-doubt-charred hot dogs, the broken plates all over the floor—I ease the kids’ crankiness with the promise of pizza and an iTunes movie rental. It doesn’t even occur to me that Sylvia might still be around. I’m still too busy kicking myself for what happened to Lily. Not to mention for not asking to take a pregnancy test at the ER. I have got to stop putting that off.



I jump at the sight of her sitting on my couch and surfing through channels we never watch, a tumbler of rye on the coffee table in front of her—without a coaster.



“You hung around and couldn’t clean up your mess?” I’m curt.



“No,” she replies, as if nothing has happened. “I was too busy looking for my purse.” She looks me up and down, then half snickers and takes a long pull from the tumbler. “You look like shit.”



I step over and rip the cup out of her hands, not caring if it spills.



“My kids are in their rooms getting ready for dinner. I’m trying to make this day a little less traumatic for them. So if you could just please”—I lower my voice to a harsh whisper—“get the hell out of my house now and I won’t call the police.”



Sylvia’s face turns a dark shade of red as she stands, facing me. “Just give me my purse, and I’ll leave.”



I point out the window to the driveway and click the trunk button on my key fob. “It’s in the trunk. Go get it, and get out of my life. I don’t care if I ever see you again.” I’ll figure out what to do about the reunion later. But it’s clear that Sylvia will bring me nothing but trouble.






Sylvia’s shoulders stiffen for a moment, then relax, as if what I’ve said literally hit her. She nods at me, then heads for the front door. This time, she doesn’t slam the door. I think I actually managed to hurt her. And I’m suddenly surprised that it hurt me, too.
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I want to scream.



I take two steps down the walkway and stop. I huff, then turn around. I don’t want to admit it, but I know I acted like a child. A psychotic child. Our friendship fell apart a million years ago, in an entirely different lifetime. We’re both so different now. I haven’t seen or thought of her since our falling out. So why does it hurt so badly knowing how I treated her just now?



I knock on the door. There’s no answer. I knock again—harder, longer, until her muffled voice sounds.



“I told you I never want to see you again,” Lindsay shouts.



“I need to tell you something,” I shout back.



“Go. Away!”



I won’t. I have a compulsion to tell her I’m sorry. I start knocking fiercely. Finally, the door swings open. My hand barely stops inches from her face.



“What!?” she asks. “What do you want?” Her face is red; I’ve made her cry and I feel even worse for it.



“I—”
 Say it, Sylvia.
 “I’m sorry.”



Lindsay’s brow furrows.



“I’m so, so sorry.”



Her face softens. “Why?”



I laugh, bitterly. “Why shouldn’t I be?”






She crosses her arms over her chest. “Because you’re a thoughtless brat.”



“Said the spoiled suburban princess.”



She starts to close the door again, but I stop her.



“Look, at least let me help you clean up the mess I made.”



“Which one?”



“Come on. It’s the least I can do.”



Lindsay hesitates, then finally steps aside. “The very least,” she says.



Her bad attitude makes me want to tell her to fuck off. But after what I’ve done, the way I acted out today, I owe her. I cross the threshold, stepping into the aftermath of the chaos I’ve created.



“Guys,” Lindsay calls to the kids. “Stay in there and watch TV. Don’t come in the kitchen.”



Lily toddles in. “Why?” she asks. She looks determined to disobey.



“Because you’ll hurt yourself.”



“I already did that.” What a sassy little five-year-old. How very familiar.



“Don’t speak to your mom like that,” I say. I couldn’t help myself. It just came out. Both Lindsay and Lily look at me with the same expression, mouths open, brows raised in surprise.



“Don’t talk to her like that. She’s
 my
 daughter.”



“Yeah, I can tell. She acts just like you.”



Lily frowns at me, spinning on one foot, then heads back into the living room.



“You didn’t know me at that age,” Lindsay says.



“I imagine you were just as stubborn and disobedient as you were when we did actually know each other.”



“And you don’t know me now. Or my child.”



I stop in my tracks. “Look, I’m trying to apologize here. I know I acted like a psycho, but you don’t need to act like such a bitch.”






“Keep your voice down. My kids might hear you, and they’ve had enough stress for the day. Lord knows you’ve already done enough damage.”





“Look!”—my temper is shortening by the second—“You’re the one who took me to your house, asked me to go to that stupid reunion so you can keep lying to your husband, and hid my purse to try to force me into it. What is your deal? This is all
 your
 fault! You should have just left me at the grocery store!” I pause to let her respond, but she doesn’t. I inhale deeply and try to calm down. “If you really didn’t want me around, you wouldn’t have opened the door just now.”





“I grew up,” she says.



“That’s not it.”



“People change,
 Sylvia
 .”



“Yes, I’m aware of that.”



“
 You
 abandoned
 me
 . Let’s not forget that.”



“Oh!” she snaps. “I was just supposed to move on and pretend that it never happened?”



“No—”



“He
 broke
 me!” she shouts, cutting me off.



“I tried to help you!”



“Well, you didn’t try hard enough.”



Silence. Deafening silence. I turn and grab one of the remaining glasses from the cabinet and pour it full of whiskey.



“Now. Where’s your damn broom?”



We cleaned in silence for over an hour. Now, we’re sitting at the kitchen table eating the remains of the pizza we had delivered. The kids are passed out on the floor. I glance at the clock; it’s 8:00 p.m. Sylvia just refilled her glass with whiskey, and while I tried to press her to fill it with water, she merely waved her hand dismissively and said she was fine.






“All right,” she says, taking another sip of her drink. “So, you never told Paul about our high school antics.”



“I never really told him about you in general, let alone our troubles.”



“Fine, fair. But, come on, how could you
 not
 have told him? That’s kind of an idiot move.”



I laugh bitterly and reach across the table to take her glass. She pushes it toward me with one finger, but I pull my hand back.



“No, I know. You’re right. There really isn’t any excuse. Not now, anyway.” I feel my cheeks redden under her drunken stare.



“You have to tell him, Lindsay,” she says. “You don’t really have a choice. What’s going to happen if you wake up twenty years from now and he finds that sonogram in a box? What if you die and he finds it? He deserves to know.”



She’s telling me everything I’ve contemplated for years, and I’m surprised it’s coming from her mouth of all places. But she’s right: I can’t risk Paul finding out from anyone else. And every year, day, and hour that passes is just one more that I’ve been lying to him. It’s time to tell him the truth.
















Chapter 17



Scottsdale, Arizona



1996



My mom stopped me in the doorway when I returned home after dropping Lindsay at the bus stop the night we snuck into Hatch’s, and told me not to bring Lindsay over after school anymore. I didn’t ask her why. Instead I said, “okay,” walked sullenly to my room, shut the door, then watched a marathon of
 Singled Out
 on MTV.



At the time I thought she was being hideously unfair, but in retrospect, I realized that my hermit mother didn’t like the idea of two teenagers skulking around in her house when she wasn’t home. I would also later learn that she was never a fan of Lindsay, a fact that she was relatively good at hiding up until the bitter end of our friendship.



In fact, Lindsay and I would have been safer at my house, under more or less protected conditions. If it didn’t prevent our soon-to-come troublemaking, it would have at least delayed us.



After Mom’s proclamation I thought we’d just make the natural move to Lindsay’s house. I had only been over there once for a sleepover. We never hung out there after school because Lindsay’s mom was always home, and Lindsay couldn’t stand her. She claimed her mom would just make us sit at the table and do homework until we had finished or until it was dinnertime, then I’d have to go home. I wondered what was wrong with that. I got up early every morning to do my homework and study for tests, putting everything off until the last minute, always pulling through with surprisingly good grades.






Lindsay was annoyed when I told her the next morning that my house was no longer an option for post-school hanging. She fell against the wall of lockers and pursed her lips to one side.



“Your mom doesn’t like me,” she said matter-of-factly. I shrugged, unwilling to kowtow to Lindsay’s attention mongering.



“We could just go to the library again.”



“But we’ve already been there and done that. Besides, the librarians look at us like we’re delinquents.” There really was nothing to do. It was far too hot to hang outside.



“We could go to the mall,” she finally suggested.



I frowned. “I don’t have any money. Besides, what would we do there? Sit in the food court and do homework?”



“God, no,” she said with a snort.



I started laughing so hard I had to lean against the wall of lockers just to hold myself up. Lindsay pushed me, knocking me off-balance again. I stumbled.



“That was the ugliest sound I’ve ever heard come out of you,” I cried, still laughing. She threw a balled-up chunk of paper at me, trying to hold back her own smile.



“Get it together,” she said. “I have a few dollars. I’ll buy us lemonades. We can at least go try on clothes or something.”



“C’mon, I dare you to take it.” Lindsay elbowed me and nodded at the small lead Empire State Building statue I held.



The shop sold all kinds of random crap, and this had caught my eye. Not only for how oddly placed it was in a Scottsdale shop, but because I fantasized about visiting New York, maybe one day living there. A fantasy I never shared with anyone, even Lindsay. My goal at that point was to keep my grades up and hope for an academic scholarship. But that didn’t stop me from doing stupid things. I dropped my hand to the waist-high shelf that the figurine came from.






“You have no guts,” Lindsay said, turning and walking away. I schlepped along after her, the Empire State Building clutched tightly in my hand.



I started to follow Lindsay out of the store, but before I could make it, a hand clamped down on my shoulder.



“Who do you think you are?” demanded the Middle Eastern store manager. “You think you can steal?” I looked out at Lindsay.



She stared helplessly, her face full of confusion because, as far as she knew, I hadn’t stolen the figurine. The manager—Ed, his name tag read—snatched my messenger-style schoolbag, dragging me with it. He opened the flap and riffled through my bag, then peeked in the front pocket. Nothing.



“Turn out your pockets,” he demanded. “Now!” His shout made me jump, and I looked over my shoulder to see if Lindsay was still watching. But she was gone.



I reached into the pockets of my baggy jeans and pulled them out. Empty.



“Your jacket, too.”



I complied.



As I pulled up the cuffs of my jeans and allowed Ed to check out my socks, a mall security guard walked in. “Is there a problem here?”



Ed looked up, annoyed.



“No,” he said. “I could have sworn I saw her steal from me, but there’s nothing.”





“Sure,” I said, trying to hold back a smile. There was nothing for me to be nervous about. After all, I was a young girl. Even if I had stuck the figurine in my pants, they couldn’t have patted me down. I looked Ed directly in the eyes. “Are we done here?”








He nodded curtly. “Go,” he said, making a shooing motion with his hands. The mall patrol officer looked at me skeptically. A lone teenager in baggy jeans with a too-tight T-shirt; there was no way I wasn’t guilty of
 something,
 I knew he was thinking it.



“Don’t ever come into my store again.”



I smirked at Ed, then sauntered out. Lindsay was nowhere to be found. Had that chicken fled the scene? I looked around. Yes. But, I wasn’t mad. Best-friend telepathy led me to the bathroom. Where else would she be?



“Hey, you, sissy!” I called. “Come out.” I saw her feet drop to the ground and she exited the corner stall.



“Are you in trouble?” she asked.



“No, chicken. Because I didn’t have anything on me.”



“Then, why did he stop you?”





I couldn’t help but grin. “Because he knew I’d stolen something.”





“What? What did you steal?”



I pulled her over by the bag and reached into the unzipped pocket. “’Cause I stuck this in your bag when you weren’t looking.”





Now it was her turn to smirk. “Please,” she said. “I stole that for you.”



“What? No. I—”



Lindsay reached into her bag and pulled out a second of the exact same figurine.



Sylvia and I traded figurines, then headed out of the bathroom, turning down the long, poorly lit hallway back to the mall.



“You.” The same security guard from the store was waiting for us at the end of the corridor. We stopped. “You need to leave the mall,” he said.



“But we didn’t do anything,” Sylvia protested. The guard just looked at us, shaking his head.






“I don’t like you,” he said. It was a strange thing to say, I thought. Would he call our moms?



“Can we at least get lemonades before we leave?”



The guard escorted us to the food court where we ordered extra-extra-large drinks, then he showed us to the doors. I checked my watch; we’d only killed two hours. We could either walk aimlessly around our neighborhood in the heat, or, we could head to the library. Both options sucked.



I loved hanging out with Sylvia. She was easygoing and funny. We often did what I suggested, which was a fantastic switch from domineering Kimmie and the Clique. I hated that we couldn’t hang out at her house anymore. I didn’t want to be around my mom; the one time Sylvia came to my house, my mother wouldn’t stop knocking on my door, asking if we wanted more juice. She was always nice to my friends, but Sylvia wasn’t popular, she was the opposite of preppy, and I knew my mom was just checking up on us. There was no soda at my house, no microwavable pizza bagels, and certainly no light pink boxed wine.



I slowed my pace as we exited the mall, not wanting to go home so early, the tip of my straw stuck between my teeth.





“Where are you two off to?”



The boy’s voice stopped me in my tracks. He was leaning against the building. He wore a scrubby old camouflage army jacket with the name tag ripped off and big, baggy jeans with grungy sneakers. His slightly greasy dark hair fell to his ears. He pushed it back, running his fingers through it with one hand and pointed at us with his other, a lit cigarette between his fore- and middle fingers.



“You two,” he said again.



Of
 course
 us two. There was no one else around.



He looked like a stoner. “Looking for some trouble?”



I wanted to jump into his arms and scream,
 Yes!
 I was looking for trouble and this guy reeked of it.






“We’re looking for something exciting,” I replied, biting the end of my straw, trying to look seductive.



He was Cam, an eighteen-year-old dropout from Prescott who lived with friends in Glendale.



“We’re throwing a party Friday. You can come, if you can have some money or something else to contribute.”



“Like what?” Sylvia asked. “Liquor?”



“We can get liquor,” I said. Sylvia elbowed me. “Don’t you think we’re contribution enough?”



“Tell you what,” Cam said, pushing off the wall. “You bring me a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and you can stay at the party.”





“And what if we don’t?” Sylvia demanded.



“Then one of you gives me a blow job.”



I was taken aback by his brashness. Sylvia scrunched up her face, seeming repulsed.



“That doesn’t seem like a very fair trade,” she said.



I realized I was holding my breath, until I sputtered, “Sure it does, Syl. I mean, we can get anything, right?”



I couldn't believe I’d just said that, but I really wanted Cam to like me. I could tell by his smile that he did.



“I like your confidence.” Cam flicked his cigarette into the parking lot despite the ashtray next to him. He wrote down the address. “Be there between ten-thirty and eleven.”



We waited until he was far enough away, then ducked into the corner where he’d been standing. Despite her hesitation, I could tell she was excited. I was exhilarated.



“So,” I said, “where are we going to get this liquor from? My brother’s not coming home until Saturday.”



“Hello!” She smacked me in my still-flat chest with the back of her hand. “Hatch’s house. He has that whole bar.”



Oh my God, Sylvia was a genius.



I didn’t tell Lindsay that I’d gone back to Hatch’s house after dropping her off at the bus stop the night we’d gone in together. I’d taken a nip from the open bottle of vodka. It burned on the way down. I held my breath and took a few larger sips. Then I started to feel a bit dizzy, pleasantly dizzy. I sat on the floor next to Hatch’s chair, far enough back that he wouldn’t see me if he woke, and wound up watching the full hour of
 20/20
 while he snored. When he did wake up, the digital clock on his cable box glowed 9:20.






He leaned forward, head in hands, then made a hacking sound. He was on his feet and bolting to his bathroom before I could worry about being spotted. He retched and retched. I scrambled to the dining room, but stopped. The puking didn’t seem to stop. I thought only my mom did that . . . I’d grown accustomed to the sounds of her vomiting every night, the bathroom sharing a thin wall with my bedroom.





The toilet flushed and I could hear him coughing, trying to catch his breath. I waited several beats, my chest muscles tight as I held my breath. Peeking around the corner, I saw him stumble back to his chair. He stared blankly at the television. I knew I should have left; hell, I should have left before he even woke up, but I couldn’t make my feet move until Hatch finally fell asleep again, maybe fifteen minutes later.





The day after we met Cam, Lindsay and I snuck into Hatch’s house through the side door. We pinched an unopened bottle of vodka from behind the open one and a mostly full bottle of Jim Beam.



“Do you think this one’s okay even though it’s not Jack?” I asked.



Lindsay shrugged.



“They’re both brown. How different could they be?”



Hatch let out a snort from his chair, causing Lindsay to jump. I put my hand on her forearm. She was ready to run; I was ready to pull her back into the dining room, fearing he would bolt to the bathroom again. But this time was a fake-out. Hatch licked his dry lips and rolled his head from the left to the right.






I expected to be more nervous the night of Cam’s party. Sylvia and I were lowly freshmen and he was out of high school. He was
 eighteen
 . So we, of course, pulled the classic sleepover lie. As far as my mom knew, I was at Sylvia’s house, while her mom thought she was at mine.



The plan was to meet at a gas station near my house, where we’d catch the first of the two busses we needed to get to Glendale. I told my mom I was going to take the bus to Sylvia’s house and ran out without saying good-bye. The last thing I needed from that woman was another lecture about safety, which I’d never gotten when I hung out with Kimmie and the Clique. Sylvia wasn’t up to my mother’s standards.



I locked myself in the gas station bathroom to do my makeup and change into the super-short skirt that my mom would have never allowed me to leave the house in. I was surprised she let me go out as late as I did, at nine o’clock. I took my time in the bathroom, hoping to meet Sylvia outside right when I was done. But she wasn’t there. I waited by the ice cooler around the corner from the entrance, feeling like my skirt was too short. I tugged at the hem, wishing I had something to do with my hands. Maybe this was why people took up smoking.



A big, shiny yellow pickup truck pulled into the parking spot four down from me. The man who stepped out of it looked at me, curious.



“Howdy, little lady,” he said, tipping his wide-brimmed cowboy hat at me.



“Hi,” I said, flashing a smile at him, cocking my hip to the right and tossing my hair over my shoulder seductively.






Whether it worked, I’ll never know, but the man turned away from me quickly and walked faster to the door. Part of me felt disappointed. I didn’t actually want an old cowboy to be interested in me—that would be perverted—but I did want men to pay attention.



I looked at my watch. Sylvia was already fifteen minutes late. I walked to the edge of the parking lot and looked down the road, hoping I’d at least see the headlights of the bus. Disappointed, I dragged my chunky-heeled feet back to the ice cooler. Someone tapped me on the shoulder.



“Well it’s about time—” I turned, but it wasn’t my friend. It was an older overweight guy, pudgy-faced, with stubble around his chin.



“Got a light?” he asked.



He adjusted his groin, knocking one hip to the right and yanking on the waistband of his pants. I didn’t have a light, and made a mental note to carry matches with me from there on out.



“No,” I replied. “I’m too young to smoke.”



He held out his pack and offered me one. “Never too young to start.”



I took one, holding it up, then focused on him.“Thanks,” I said, “but how are we gonna light these?”



“I’ll go in an’ get a lighter,” he said, his words slightly slurred. “Then you an’ me can talk.”



I watched him hustle into the store. Then I looked down at my hands, the cigarette still between my fore- and middle fingers, just as Cam held his. Suddenly I wanted to go home, and would have if I’d had any way to get a hold of Sylvia. She must have left her house already.



I stuck the cigarette behind my ear and went to the pay phone on the other side of the cooler. I slid a quarter into the phone and started to dial her number when the door by the phones opened violently. It smacked the brick wall. I dropped the receiver. A gas station employee, face riddled with acne scars, popped his head out the door and looked at me.






“Hey,” he said, “we don’t want your kind hanging around here.”



“Excuse me?”



“Hookers. Can’t have none of you around here. Better move on before I call the police.”



The police would have been better than my mom. The phone beeped and I grabbed the handset.



“Don’t worry.” I could see the bus ambling down the street at last. “I’m going.” I slammed the receiver down, then skipped across the parking lot to the bus stop.



I turned back to the gas station. The attendant was gone, but the chubby man had just walked out. He stopped in his tracks, a megasize drink in his hand, and stared at me. I didn’t react. As the bus halted and its doors creaked open, I saw the concerned face of Sylvia peering down the stairwell. She reached down and I grabbed her hand, feeling triumphant. We’d done it. I’d been mistaken for a prostitute, which was pretty repulsive, but we’d done it.



“It’s about time,” I scolded Sylvia, dropping my change into the fare machine. “I got hit on by an old man.”



Sylvia collapsed into the front seat. I followed.



“Sorry. I couldn’t figure out what to wear, then I missed the first bus by, like, two seconds. And I couldn’t just go back to my house, so I tried to run after it, but it was no use. Now I’m sweaty.”



I checked her outfit, wide-flared jeans, a red V-neck T, and chunky black shoes.



“Your shoes are the only thing we agreed on,” I said. “I thought you were going to wear the short black skirt. And the turquoise shirt.” I suddenly felt self-conscious in my denim mini with my baby cleavage peeking out of my black tank top.



“Turquoise doesn’t go with my hair.”






“You’re tan, idiot,” I said, flicking her on the side of the head. “You’re the only redhead in the world who can tan. You’re a freak of nature and you’re throwing it away on a red T-shirt and jeans that are too big for you.”



“How did you get out of the house wearing that outfit?” she asked.



“Don’t change the subject. You could have worn the skirt.”



We stared each other down.



“I changed in the gas station bathroom,” I conceded.



We both had small backpacks that we hoped to stash somewhere at the party. In our imaginations, the party would go all night. All we would have to do is ride the thing out, maybe find a spot to fall asleep together, then get up early and head home. That’s what people did in movies. As far as we were knew, real life must be the same. It was all new territory to us, but the confidence we had in ourselves was impressive.



The party was at an old, dilapidated, multilevel house, nothing like you’d see nowadays in Phoenix. It had dirty white clapboard siding and dirt with weeds growing up in some spots in the yard. Air-conditioning units slumped sadly out the windows, audibly chugging along in the hot desert night air.



Lindsay and I stood at the end of the cracked cement walkway staring at the front door. Music pounded from inside. If the area didn’t seem so dead, I would have worried about neighbors complaining or cops breaking up the party. But the sagging tri-level apartment buildings and the other crappy houses appeared either empty or pumping like this house.





The loud rock music turned into a hip-hop beat; the crowd inside cheered and the music got louder.






I wanted to grab Lindsay’s hand. I wanted to tell her I was nervous, but I wouldn’t admit it. I looked at her; a wide grin spread across her face. This would be Lindsay Richardson’s entrée into the world of cookie-cutter rebellion.



She squeezed my hand, not once taking her eyes off the house.



“Well?” she asked. “Ready?”



I nodded. “I’m always ready.”



We approached the door; Lindsay opened it and walked in. I followed her, holding my bag with the liquor bottles close to my chest, just in case someone tried to snatch it from me.



“Names?” A short, stocky guy who looked like he spent so much time in the gym that he never saw the sun held out one arm, blocking Lindsay from moving.



“I’m here to see Cam,” Lindsay said, oozing a confidence neither of us truly possessed. “He invited me.”



“Right. And who’s she?”



“She’s with me.”



Tank rolled his eyes and lowered his arm, which was double the size of my thigh. “I figured,” he said. “But who’s she here to see?”



“Cam,” I said. “Duh.” I squared my shoulders. “Why only invite one girl when you can have two?”



Tank smiled, then looked me up and down the way I ogled cakes at the Safeway bakery.



“Cam’s upstairs,” he said. “Second door on your left.”



We jammed our bodies through the crush of drunk people, most of them teenagers, all of them older than us. We didn’t recognize anyone. And that was awesome.



We went upstairs and knocked on the second door to the left.





No answer. We knocked again. Same result.



Lindsay grabbed the handle and pushed the door open. Four boys looked up at us from a mattress across the room where they sat with a bong. A mirror and a crowded ashtray sat on the coffee table in front of them. I had actually expected to find Cam in there with a girl, maybe two, naked.






All the boys were dressed. Three lines of white powder were on the coffee table—cocaine. One of the boys leaned over with a rolled-up dollar bill up his nose and snorted some coke. I pinched my nostrils, imagining what it felt like to do a line. It looked unpleasant.



“Hi, Cam,” Lindsay said loudly. “Remember me?” I’d seen Lindsay flirt before, but never like this. She practically pushed her pelvis toward them. She tossed her pin-straight blond hair behind her and ran her tongue subtly over her lips. This was hypersexual, raging-hormones Lindsay, a Lindsay I didn’t know. Cam looked up and smiled.



One of the guys took the rolled-up dollar bill from the first guy and bent over the table. He snorted a line, then shot up and tipped his head back and breathed in deeply through his nose. My throat clenched in disgust. I’d never seen anyone do drugs before. I’d never even been in close proximity to drugs. I didn’t know what marijuana smelled like, and I certainly hadn’t yet experienced the sour ear-wax taste of cocaine snot sliding down my throat.



I glanced nervously at Lindsay, expecting her to display the same look of shock that I couldn’t hold back. But she looked cool, as if she’d seen it a million times before.



Cam stood up from the dirty mattress and approached us slowly. He wore a tattered brown camping jacket and jeans that were baggy. The room stank of alcohol and sweat. I wanted to run for the front door. My heart was beating fast. The only thing that would calm me down was alcohol. I brought the bottle of Jim Beam around the front of me and held it out, followed by the bottle of vodka.



“Where can I find a cup for this shit?” I burst, my voice cracking slightly. Cam’s eyebrows shot up; he almost looked impressed.






“I told you to bring stuff and you delivered.” He grabbed the Jim Beam. Then turned the bottle over, a smug expression settling on his face. He turned his attention back to Lindsay, as if I were nothing but the mailman.



“I’m pretty sure I told you to bring Jack Daniel’s, though. Am I right?”



Lindsay smirked.



“We don’t drink that shit,” she said.



“I need a cup,” I repeated.



“Drink from the bottle,” Lindsay suggested.



I bit my lip. She couldn’t be serious. Cam nodded at me.



“Yeah. Just drink from the bottle,
 Red
 .”



Every pair of eyes was on me, even the coked-out blond whose head rested on the wall.



“Okay,” I said, completely unsure of myself. “Sure. Fine. Whatever.” I unscrewed the cap, hoping no one noticed my shaking hands, and took a long pull. I held my breath, like I always did with cough syrup, swallowing. The liquor burned my esophagus, catching fire as it hit my stomach.



“Blach!”
 I shouted, surprised at the high pitch of my own voice. Warmth washed over me, from my shoulders to the tips of my fingers to my toes. For a moment I thought I could run a mile, then came the sudden spinning. I thought I was going to throw up. Then, someone thrust a bottle in front of me.



“Chase it,” a guy said. “Chase it with beer. Here. Take it.” Without thinking, I grabbed it and took a sip. It tasted like fizzy water after the whiskey, so I inhaled, held my breath, and chugged the rest. When I was done, I dropped the bottle in triumph, just like I’d seen people do on TV. I wiped my mouth, then looked at Lindsay. Her expression had changed; I couldn’t tell if she was shocked or impressed. Maybe both.



I held up the bottle of Jim Beam and stared at it. I’d drank a large portion—the line was down to the white label already.






“Whoa-ho!” Cam said, laughing from his belly. “This girl’s all right.” I thought he was going to pat me on the back, congratulate me, but his eyes were fixed on Lindsay and his hand went to the wall, blocking her from me. He leaned in close to her.



“You, on the other hand,” he said. “I told you to bring me Jack and you brought me Jim. What kind of girl does that?”





I hiccupped. “Can’t keep those
 J
 s straight, I guess.” Lindsay looked at me; Cam ignored me.



The cokeheads had gone back to snorting lines.



“Remember what I told you? I told you to bring me the Jack. If you couldn’t, I’d need a little something from you.”



“I remember,” Lindsay said. She put her hands on her hips. “But we
 did
 deliver.”



“Just not the right thing.” Cam looked over at me, then back at Lindsay. “Will your friend mind entertaining herself while you entertain me?”



The air turned sour and I found myself backing out of the room. I hesitated for a moment, staring at Lindsay. Should I leave? Then I saw her nod subtly at me, a silent language that we seemed to have developed without even realizing it. It was my cue to go.



My stomach churned as I left the room. I couldn’t believe what we had gotten ourselves into. I couldn’t believe Lindsay might have to touch that greasy boy’s dirty cock. Halfway down the hall, I stopped and looked over my shoulder. Cam was leading Lindsay out of the coke room to another room across the hall, two bottles of beer in his hand. Lindsay never bothered to see where I was going.



I wobbled downstairs to the main party, where people were dancing in the center of the unfurnished living room. I had lost my friend for now, but I still had the whiskey and vodka. I pushed through the crush of people, realizing I was definitely the youngest one there. Some of them even looked as though they were in their twenties. As I made my way around the perimeter of the living room, I spotted the kitchen. There would probably be things to mix the alcohol with, and I could donate the vodka.






The kitchen walls and cream-colored appliances were splattered with orange and brown drips, remnants of food and drink and cigarette smoke. The floor was filthy, cracked, faded brown linoleum, and the breakfast bar separating the living room from the kitchen was covered in juice and soda bottles and a variety of liquor bottles, some of them so cheap their labels looked fake.



I didn’t want to be standing there alone. I wished Lindsay hadn’t left me so early in the party, even if it was to pay off some bogus debt. I thought I knew everything about her, but I guess I didn’t think she’d go with a boy so easily. I was curious about my own sexuality, having explored myself several times already, and wanted to know what it was like to touch boys and be touched by them. A large part of me was even a little jealous of Lindsay. She was going to have that experience, but not me. At least I knew she’d share every detail, and I couldn’t wait to hear about it.



It might have been the alcohol, but at that moment, something surged within me. I wanted to be like Lindsay; I wanted to be bad. I stood at the doorway between the kitchen and living room and opened the vodka. I raised the bottle to my mouth, held my breath, then took a mouthful. It tasted the way rubbing alcohol smells, and burned worse than the whiskey.



“Care to share some of that, honey?” A boy in a backwards Diamondbacks cap stood at my side. My lips pursed as the vodka hit my stomach like an explosion, sending shivers throughout my entire body. I was momentarily paralyzed, then for a second I thought I was going to throw up.



When I regained control, I managed to take a deep breath. I turned to him and said, “You ready to show me a good time?”






After that drink, I stopped worrying about Lindsay. Neither of us were worried about getting roofied, attacked, or even hurt. After all, rapists only caught people on the street, right? Like kidnappers. After that shot of vodka, the only thing I worried about was someone else draining the bottle before it was passed back to me.



Sylvia’s sudden departure left me jarred. I thought we’d at least sort out some kind of contingency plan in case we were separated. Something along the lines of “meet me at the rock by the lake at midnight,” like in the movies. We should have discussed a plan before the party.



Cam had taken my hand and led me out of the room and across the hall. Different smells filled my nose—cigarette smoke and something similar to skunk, which I would later learn was really bad weed. Cam took out a key and unlatched the padlock on the door. This room was smaller than the one we were just in, but more crowded with
 things
 .



“Welcome to my palace,” he said. The room smelled vaguely of cedar chips from a caged bunny on the floor. The only other furniture was a lone mattress without a frame and a three-drawer dresser with a broken top. Cam’s pupils were dilated. The only light in the room came from the back porch just under the bedroom window. Part of me wanted to flick on the overhead light. I was scared and my hands were shaking. He stood directly in front of me, then ran his hands down my shoulders and arms. He took my hands in his.



“You don’t really think I’m going to make you blow me, do you?”



I didn’t know what to say. I really did think he was going to make me. So I shrugged. He laughed.



“No, no.” He brought his mouth to my ear. “A pretty girl like you? I’m sure you kiss your mother with those lips.” Then he was kissing my neck. A tingling sensation shot down the whole left side of my body. I wanted to collapse into a heap on the floor. I imagined the headline: “Local teen dies from intense pleasure.” I hadn’t even had a drink yet.






Cam pushed me toward the wall, then held me lightly against it. He put his hands on my waist and moved them up to just under my small breasts, then down over my butt.



“You’re perfect,” he said, breathing against my skin. “Your body is perfect.”



He pushed his hips against mine. I could feel his erection in the right leg of his baggy jeans. I was still scared, but at the same time, I liked it. I’d never seen a penis before, only a drawing in seventh-grade sex ed.



Cam moved his warm hands under my shirt.



“You’re so soft,” he moaned. He thrust his hips up, and I realized my skirt had hiked up over my panties, white cotton things with little pale pink hearts. I was suddenly embarrassed; I vowed to secretly buy something sexy if I ever got invited to a party again. Then he started kissing me on the mouth, his lips finally finding mine. The kisses were warm and wet, not the way I’d imagined them from the movies. I kissed him back, not really knowing what I was doing, but just going on instinct. This wasn’t my first kiss. Actually, I’d kissed three boys, but none of them meant anything. And those were all in daylight. I thought kisses at night must
 really
 mean something.



Cam’s hands moved swiftly, and before I could protest, he was stroking my labia over my panties. His fingers traveled down, then slipped inside. His fingers skimmed my privates. I was tense, unable to breathe. Was this okay? Could I say no? He didn’t even ask. He just did it. Now his fingers slipped inside me, moving in and out, then swirling around, almost as if he were searching for something in there.



After what felt like minutes, Cam knelt, then pulled my panties down around my ankles. I had heard of “eating out,” but only Cynthia Stevens, the principal’s daughter, did stuff like that. And she was a sophomore.






Still, I didn’t protest. I felt his warm breath on my labia as he parted the lips with his forefinger and thumb. He flicked the tip of his tongue on my clitoris, making me giggle and squirm. He placed both hands on my hips to keep me still and moved his mouth farther down, his head at an uncomfortable-looking angle, until his tongue found its way inside me. He then traveled back up, sucking and licking my clitoris again and slipped one finger inside me, then two. I suddenly felt overwhelmed. I tensed up, then clenched my knees together without thinking, knocking him in the chin and sending him backward in shock.



“Fuck!” he shouted as he sat up. It wasn’t long before I could see his cocky smirk back on his lips. He lay down on the dirty carpeted floor. I flicked on the lights—I don’t know why—and clumsily pulled up my underpants. My heart raced as I saw Cam reaching for the zipper on his pants.
 This is it,
 I told myself. I was finally going to see my first penis, and not just the outline in a guy’s pants. I was extremely excited. Tingling returned to my privates. But Cam didn’t get naked. Instead, he took out a baggy of cocaine.



“You’re an awesome girl,” he said. “I bet you’re even more awesome on coke.”



I wasn’t ready for that many new experiences tonight. So I made a quick decision.



“I’ve done it before,” I lied effortlessly. “It’s not my thing.” I fell to my knees beside him, then reached into his pants and grabbed his dick. “Now this,” I said, “is my thing.”



It was over quickly. I had barely gotten my mouth over the mushroom-shaped head of his penis and down the shaft before he blasted off. Cam smelled weird down there, sweaty and salty and something else I didn’t have the vocabulary to describe. He didn’t warn me before he came, something I didn’t know at the time boys were supposed to do, and I wound up unexpectedly with a mouthful of semen. He seemed to pass out on the floor immediately after. I looked around the room, then spit the semen into the pile of dirty clothes in the corner. I righted my clothes and, as I headed for the door, I looked back at Cam—he didn’t budge. I flicked off the light and left.






The party was more crowded and louder now. I had no idea where to even begin looking for Sylvia. I didn’t know if she had chickened out and abandoned me or if she was sitting in a corner somewhere. The living room was packed wall to wall with dancing bodies. I pushed my way through, hyperaware of how wet my underwear was. It felt like I had started my period, though I didn’t see any blood in them when I’d pulled them up.



After a while I started to feel desperate. I thought I’d never find Sylvia. I found myself in the kitchen, where people, mostly boys, were standing around the breakfast bar watching something. I pushed my way through until I could see: It was Sylvia. People were pouring shots into her belly button, boys and girls, then sucking them out. She was laughing, elated in a way I’d never seen her before. She was the center of attention, maybe for the first time in her life, and she was loving every second. I saw a boy in a Diamondbacks hat take a shot, then bend down to kiss her, transferring half the shot to her mouth. Sylvia swallowed, sat up, grabbed Diamondbacks guy and kissed him hard, then pushed him away.



She threw her arms up. “Who’s next?” she shouted. I covered my mouth in shock.



“Linds!” she exclaimed, waving me over wildly. She jumped off the counter, then pounced on me, trying to hug me, and knocked me off-balance. We fell to the floor, her on top of me, but it didn’t seem to faze her. She jumped to her feet, then pulled me up next to her, throwing her arm around my neck.






“Come!” she shouted. “Have drinks!”



I was ready to go home after two drinks. I didn’t see Cam for the rest of the night, and I definitely wasn’t used to seeing Sylvia be the life of anything, especially not a party. I didn’t want to feel jealous of her; she was my best friend. I couldn’t help it, though. I had a big story to tell her. I’d had my first
 real
 sexual encounter. But Sylvia was up on the kitchen island, pole dancing on some guy’s body.



We couldn’t go home for the night. I racked my brain trying to figure out where we could sleep. I wanted to get out of that house. Even though I wasn’t ashamed, I wanted to avoid Cam.



Around 1:00 a.m., I managed to pull Sylvia away from the two boys she was alternately tongue-kissing and get her out the front door. She was singing words to a song I didn’t know and stumbled down the pathway.



We wandered aimlessly for an hour, until I finally gave up. Even if we did find the bus, I didn’t know if it was running that late. At least I had had the foresight to save my allowance; I had sixty dollars in my wallet. When I found a gas station in a part of town I had never seen, I called a cab.



A man leered at us when he came in to buy a carton of cigarettes as we huddled near the toothless woman behind the counter.



“She looks rough,” the woman said, nodding at Sylvia, who was fading in and out of consciousness. Sylvia’s head fell onto my shoulder and I smoothed her hair back.



“Tell me about it.”



The taxi finally arrived just as a cop pulled into the parking lot. Sylvia and I had been sitting on the floor by the counter. I pulled her up, adrenaline fueling my movement, and walk-dragged her out to the cab. The cop sat in his patrol car; I could feel him staring at us. My face burned from the physical exertion, and I felt sober and exhausted. Just as we got to the cab, Sylvia pitched forward and vomited.






“I’m sure she’s almost empty,” I told the driver, praying he wouldn’t leave us there.



To my surprise, he chuckled. I pushed Sylvia into the dimly lit car and recited her address. If we were going to sleep anywhere, it would have to be there. I could just tell her mom in the morning that she got sick at my house and I brought her home in the middle of the night. If she even bothered to ask. Ms. Miloche would never call my mom to check up. She would probably just think she’d forgotten that I was staying over.



The cab ride felt like it lasted hours. There were a few times the driver got lost because I had no idea where we were coming from and couldn’t give accurate directions. I couldn’t find that gas station again if I tried, even though we would wind up going back to Cam’s countless times in the months ahead. The meter ticked past sixty dollars and I started to cry. I had been watching it, imagining each dollar floating out of my wallet. I couldn’t stop my tears. Sylvia was passed out next to me. I didn’t have a bank account and Sylvia didn’t have a dime on her.



The driver finally looked back at me and asked me if I was all right.



I confessed I didn’t have the money to cover the fare.



“Don’t worry,” he said kindly. “I drive these streets many years. We will find it.” He watched me in his rearview mirror, then, with a grunt, flicked off the meter.



“Feel better now?” he asked.



Ten minutes later, we arrived at Sylvia’s house. I thanked the driver profusely, half hoping he’d help me drag her inside. No such luck. I pulled Sylvia’s keys out of her backpack and struggled with her through the front door. If we woke her mom, I never found out. Ms. Miloche either turned a blind eye to our antics for three years or truly didn’t notice.






I placed Sylvia in her bed, then pulled a trash can over to the side in case she hurled again. I grabbed the forty-ounce soda cup from her bedside table and filled it with water. I managed to stay up all night, monitoring her and watching a marathon of
 Singled Out
 on MTV.



I heard Ms. Miloche rouse around 7:00 a.m. and finally leave around eight. Once I heard the garage door closing, I ventured out into the kitchen to find some food. There were piles of magazines and junk mail all over the kitchen. Sylvia’s mother tended to keep everything. The sight of it made me embarrassed for Sylvia. I was surprised she ever invited me over at all.



Sylvia hardly moved until noon. I’d already helped myself to three bowls of Honey Combs and Saturday morning cartoons, followed by horrible midmorning infomercials.



Her eyes slowly opened. She groaned. “I feel like I got hit by a truck.”



She rolled over, then vomited, missing the trash can by a mile. I knew I knew I couldn’t tell her about my experience with Cam until the next time we hung out. It wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted to talk about over the phone.



I finally went home around 4:30, just before Syl’s mom came home. I found my mother putting dinner on the table. Her blond hair was perfectly set from her rigorous daily routine of hot rollers and hairspray, and she was wearing the pink apron that my grandmother had given her for Christmas the year before. I felt a pang of guilt, with my mother smiling at me, until I realized there wasn’t a place set for me at the dinner table.



“I didn’t expect you’d be around for dinner,” she said, mouth pursed. “You were gone all day. Maybe if you had let me know when you were coming home, I would have made enough food for you.” I was slightly hurt by her comments. She could have easily called Sylvia’s house—the number was on the refrigerator. She was being cruel.






I tromped up the stairs to my room without responding to my mother. Once inside, I collapsed onto my bed. My stomach rumbled with hunger, but I wouldn’t give in and ask to join them. There would be leftovers later, I thought.



I lay back and thought about Cam and how he touched me. I thought about how I didn’t bother to say good-bye to him. I’d just up and left. I wondered if we’d see him again at the mall. I wondered if we’d ever get invited to another party. I wondered how much farther I’d go with him if I did see him again. I wanted more.
















Chapter 18





Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



The pizza came and went. The movie came and went. Sylvia came and went. No word from Paul; I texted him and left a message for him with the receptionist at the ER letting him know that Lily was fine and we were on our way home.



I take each of my children to their respective rooms, scooping them off the floor one by one. Each is heavier than the next, making me realize not only that I should have started with Lily, the heaviest, but that my kids are growing at epic rates.
 What if they turn out like me?
 I ask myself.
 Liar. Slut. Cokehead.
 I can’t let that happen to them. I won’t.



Sylvia’s reappearance in my life should have been a flicker, not a flare. A quick run-in in the Safeway. When she passed out, I should have told the store manager and waited for an ambulance, then left. But her flare sparked my flame, reminding me of how much fun we had together, how when we were younger all we needed was each other. Yes, I feel that way about Paul—he’s my best friend and all, but in the way a husband is supposed to be. It’s different with women. It’s different with Sylvia. She never judged me for the bad things I did, especially when she was a willing participant. On top of that, it just reminds me how big of a lie I’ve told Paul about who I am—who I used to be.



If I could, I’d go back and tell the truth. Let Paul know everything from the get-go. I’d like to say that if I could, I’d suck myself back in time to find fifteen-year-old me, the girl who pranced around carefree, never did her homework, loathed the teachers who were just like I am today, and sought out every bad thing she could do. I’d track her down and tell her to straighten up, stop acting like such a selfish brat, and start paying attention to what she’s doing to herself. But fifteen-year-old me would never listen to twenty-eight-year-old me. She’d scowl. She’d ask me why I became a teacher when high school was the place I hated most in the entire world. She’d demand to know how I ended up with a preppy Jesus freak for a husband. Fifteen-year-old me wanted to wind up with someone like Leonardo DiCaprio’s Romeo, the proverbial sexy bad boy. To this day, I can’t drive past the mall without remembering the boy who helped transform me into the little beast I wanted to be.






So much of me doesn’t want to remember that girl. I need to let her go. I need to stop reminiscing, wishing I could be even 1 percent like her, because I’m not and I don’t.



“Hey, babe?” Paul says, walking into the bathroom as I get ready for church, for another Sunday without him. “What happened to our dishes?”



I want to joke and say,
 Earthquake.
 But that won’t fly. I wouldn’t be able to pull it off with the mood I’m in. So I tell the truth.



“Sylvia.”



“What?” His face grows dark, his voice low. “I don’t understand.”



I tell him everything, even how I wanted her to go to the reunion with me so I wouldn’t have to face those people alone. The truth doesn’t make him happy.



“What is it with this Sylvia?” he asks. “You’ve almost never mentioned her in all the years we’ve been together, then she shows up and brings her drama and starts causing problems. Was she always like this? Did you even know her that well? Why would you associate with someone like that?”






I stare at the floor and nod, then look up, step toward him, place my hands on his arms, and guide him to the bedroom. I shut the door behind us and he sits on the bed.



“Paul, there’s a lot I need to tell you.”



He frowns. “What do you mean?”



“When we met, I—” I can’t believe I’m going to say it. “—I lied to you.”



“What?” His body tenses. “Lindsay, what are you talking about?”



“I lied to you.” It’s easier to say each time. “When we first started dating, I lied to you. I don’t want to go to the reunion because— because of how I was back in high school. I had . . . a
 reputation
 .”



“Okay. What does that mean?”



“You aren’t the second guy I’ve ever slept with. And Sylvia? She was my best friend back then. We had a falling-out just before our senior year.”



His face hardens. “Back up. What do you mean I’m not the second guy you’ve slept with?”



“Remember, on our fourth date, when I wanted to have sex, and you were surprised and then asked me how many guys I’d been with?”



“Of course I remember.”



“And I said one.”



“Right. So, there were others?”



I nod. He cups my cheek.



“God, Lindsay. I thought you were going to tell me you cheated on me or something.”



I’m shocked. “What? No! Why?”



“You’ve been acting so weird since the reunion invite. I’ve been wondering why. I mean, I’m not happy you lied to me—”



“I didn’t want you to find out,” I interrupt.






He rubs his palm over his forehead, then his hand drops to his lap. “So, how many were there? Two? Three?”



I shrug.



“
 More
 than four?”



“I—” I stutter. “I think I lost count.”



“You
 think
 you lost count?”



There. There was that judgmental attitude I was trying to avoid way back when. He’d slept with at least ten girls when we started dating. He stands and I follow him into the bathroom.



“You were acting so judgmental,” I say. “I liked you so much, I couldn’t bear the thought of what we had ending. I was afraid you were going to think I was a slut.”



He whips around. “Well, weren’t you?”



Daggers.



“That’s not fair.”



“You’ve waited ten years to tell me. I don’t want to talk about fair.”



“I’m sorry!”



“Why didn’t you tell me? I eventually fell in love with you. I would have gotten over it.”



“Eventually?” There’s a knot in my throat. I’m worried—afraid of what he’s going to say next. “I loved you from our second date.”



“You know what I mean . . . I fell in love you. And I love you now and I always will. But how could you have kept this from me? Didn’t I deserve to know? Wouldn’t I have fallen in love with you anyway?”



“Would you have?”



“Have I ever known the real you?”



“Of course,” I whisper. “Of course you know the real me. And Sylvia—”



“Sylvia?” He repeats her name like a curse. “I suppose she’s the only reason for your confession.”






“Well, sort of. Last night, she came back. To apologize and help clean up.”



“Oh, well that makes everything better, doesn’t it?”



“Drop the sarcasm, Paul.” Whoa. Did that just come out of my mouth? “I told her everything. She helped me figure out how to tell you.” And I have to tell him about the baby. Not our first, but Thomas.
 My
 first.



“So what? She was a slut, too? She dragged you down with her?”



“Actually, it was the other way around,” I mumble.



“What else haven’t you told me?”



I’m on a roll. I can’t stop. This is it. I’m going to tell him. There’s no going back.



“We did a lot . . . a lot of everything. A lot of booze, a lot of drugs—well, I did a lot of drugs. She mostly drank.”



“Which explains a lot.”



I sigh.



“And what else? STDs? Pregnancy? Abortions?”



Now.
 Now is the time to tell him about Thomas.



“C’mon Lindsay, get it all out.” He looks like a kicked puppy. “How many?”



“What?” I blubber.



“STDs! Abortions! How many?”



“None!” I burst.



His tension visibly releases.



“None?”



I nod.
 Lindsay, just tell him about the baby.
 There were no STDs. There were no abortions. That’s the truth. But I have to tell him.
 I’m going to tell him—
 





“Where are you going?” I ask as he moves to the bedroom door.



“Work,” he says. But I know he doesn’t need to leave for another hour.
















Chapter 19



Phoenix, Arizona



1998



Lindsay and I were well into our second semester of sophomore year and I was sick of partying at Cam’s house. There are only so many times you can throw up in one place before you never want to see it again.





I was sitting in the kitchen with a scruffy guy named Freddie, totally smashed, talking about whether or not it was fair that people were forced to go on Medicare at age sixty-five. He spoke so affectionately about his grandma it was endearing, and I found myself shifting from my barstool to stand between Freddie’s legs. I wrapped my arms around his neck. I was moving in to kiss him when I heard a crash upstairs followed by a slamming door.





“Bitch!” Cam screamed.



Lindsay marched downstairs, Cam in hot pursuit.



“We’re leaving,” she commanded.



“If you leave right now, don’t ever come back!” Cam shouted. “I don’t know why I ever bothered with a spoiled little bitch like you!”



Almost in slow motion, I watched Lindsay reach for a beer bottle. There was pain in her eyes as she threw the bottle with her teeth gritted, anger seeping out her pores. Cam ducked. The glass shattered on the cinder-block wall behind him.





I looked at Freddie. “Would you mind taking us home?”



Without licenses, Lindsay and I frequently relied on the kindness of boys to drive us home after parties. We’d never gotten in any trouble other than the occasional mild sexual harassment we were used to. They usually dropped us off at the gas station so we could take the bus home or call a cab. We didn’t want them to know where we lived.






Freddie left me to fetch his friend Ron, and met Lindsay and I outside the house. They led us down the street to an old gray Crown Victoria that looked like a retired police car.



“You guys aren’t cops, are you?” Lindsay joked.



The boys laughed.



“Nah, baby.” Ron put one hand around Lindsay’s tiny waist and reached around to open the back door. “Climb in.”



“You guys can head north on route seventeen. I’ll give you directions from there,” Lindsay said. But when we hit I-17 we started to head south.



“I said north!” Lindsay shouted. “I’ve been fucked with enough tonight.”



“Chill, it’s an honest mistake,” Ron said. “I’ll find a good place to turn around.”



He took the exit for Indian School Road, which ran the length of Phoenix from the east side to the west. Instead of getting back on 17, he stayed on the road. Not only was he not turning around, but we were heading right into one of the most dangerous parts of Phoenix.





I yanked Freddie’s hair from the backseat playfully. “Where are we going?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light. Lindsay looked at me, horrified. Her fear was palpable. Between the Cam incident and this, she was clearly at her boiling point.





“Just making a little stop on the side,” Ron replied.



Freddie turned, then took my hand. He kissed it.



“Don’t worry, baby. We’ll take you home.”



“Yeah,” Ron huffed. Then, under his breath, said, “Eventually.”



“I want to get out,” Lindsay announced. She unlocked her door as we approached a red light at an empty intersection. As Ron slowed, Lindsay opened her door.






“No way, girl.” Ron laughed and sped through the light. His acceleration threw Lindsay back, slamming her door shut. I grabbed onto her and held her tight. It was officially us against them.



Neither of us knew what to do. We didn’t have cell phones back then. No one we knew did. Guys had never mistreated us before, not like this.



The worst part was that no one knew where we were.



My heart wouldn’t stop racing after I slammed against the seat. I was trembling. Sylvia was keeping calm and I felt angry that she didn’t seem too concerned. This
 wasn’t
 normal. This wasn’t something we’d ever prepared for.



We eventually turned off Indian School and headed south. After a series of left and right turns, we ended up in a housing complex on a very narrow street. Ron pulled into the parking lot of a run-down two-story apartment building. Ron got out, then held the car door open for me. I couldn’t help wondering, what kind of sick people would take girls against their will? He held out his hand, playing the gentleman, and I reluctantly grabbed it.



“Oh, Toto,” said Sylvia as she stepped out of the car, running her eyes over the decrepit building. “We’re not in Scottsdale anymore.”



Both boys laughed and Freddie put his arm around Sylvia’s waist. I wondered what they would do if we struggled to get away, but all I could think of were worst-case scenarios. Rape. Amber alerts.



“C’mon ladies, let’s go have some fun.”



We entered a ground-level apartment that reeked of dusty air, greasy dudes, and liquor. There was a piece of mirror on the chipped coffee table in the middle of the living room with remnants of cocaine on it. That stuff. It was everywhere.






Ron took a seat on the filthy ’80s-style couch and patted the spot next to him. I reluctantly sat. Freddie bolted the door.



“Don’t you feel better now that you’re inside?” he asked.



“Better, or
 safer
 ?” I asked hotly.



Ron chuckled, put his arm around my shoulders, and pulled me toward him. He tossed his keys to Freddie, who used them to open a small lock box on the kitchen counter across the room. He took out a baggie of coke, then pocketed the keys.



After making several lines on the mirror, Freddie offered Sylvia a broken pen tube.



“Nah, man,” she said. “I’m already pretty fucked up.” She giggled. My heart plummeted. No wonder she kept her cool. Ron nudged me and gestured toward the mirror.



“Have some,” he said. I had sworn it off last week. Sylvia collapsed on the couch next to me. She pinched my thigh hard.



“Ow,” I shouted. She held her finger up to my lips.



“Shh,” she said, then giggled again. “Aren’t you messed up, too?”



I pulled back. “No!” I said, ready to knock her in the head.





“Don’t you want to be?” Ron pushed the pen tube at me. Sylvia pinched my thigh again.



“Ow. Stop it.” I pushed her away.



Freddie plopped down on the couch and embraced Sylvia. I reluctantly took the tube from Ron. If Sylvia was already messed up, I figured we’d be here for a while. She was clearly into Freddie. I might as well make the most of this shitty situation.



I shakily snorted one line, then sat back. I plugged one nostril and inhaled, then did the same with the other. When I opened my eyes, Freddie was on top of Sylvia, humping her. She grabbed his ass with both hands, kissing him passionately. All the blood and energy drained from my body. I wanted to pull him off her and drag her out the door. But Ron was there to run interference. And I wouldn’t know where to go even if we did make it out the door.






Ron moved in on me.



I kept my eyes shut as he pushed me back, groping my breasts. I hated the feel of his stinky beer breath on my neck. Then I heard Sylvia tell Freddie she wanted to be alone with him. They left the couch, and Ron squeezed my thigh and shifted me into a horizontal position. He shoved his knee between my legs, then guided my ankle behind his back. He started humping me hard, digging his crotch into mine. The coke made my ears buzz. How could Sylvia do this to me? Just leave me? It was her guy we’d gotten in the car with. And now I was stuck with this filthy asshole.



I laid there, dead weight while he ground his crotch against me. I blinked back tears as Ron moved his sweaty hands up my torso, under my shirt, and fondled my breasts.



“Oh, fuck,” Freddie shouted from the back of the apartment.



Ron huffed into my neck. “Sounds like your girl’s givin’ it to him good. Maybe later we can trade.”



I heard a muffled thump from the other room, followed immediately by a door opening. Sylvia rushed into the room, panicked.



“Ron,” she cried, breathless.



I felt the sensation of the blood leaving my body again; cold beads of sweat popped up on my face. Sylvia’s hair was mussed, eye makeup smeared. “Ron, help. It’s Freddie. His nose is bleeding and it won’t stop.” Ron jumped off of me and crossed the living room.



“What’d you do to him, girl?”



Sylvia let him pass.



“In the bathroom,” she said, following him down the hall. I heard another thump followed by a “What the fuck?” A door slammed.






“Take that, assholes,” Sylvia shouted.



I jumped off the couch, running to her. She had shoved Ron into the bathroom with Freddie, then jammed a chair under the doorknob.



“C’mon, help me get this dresser from across the hall.”



I stood there, dumbfounded.



“Move it,” she shouted. “I’ll explain later.”



“Where are we gonna go? A cab won’t get here fast enough. We don’t even know where we are!”



Sylvia reached into her cleavage. “We’ll figure it out,” she said, dangling Ron’s car keys in the air.



When I saw Freddie pocket the keys, I knew exactly what to do. Lindsay’s defeated spirit made her brain malfunction, and I wanted to smack her when I watched her snort that line of coke. Didn’t she know I was playing drunk? She’d seen me do it before. But she wasn’t thinking clearly. If I was going to pull off my escape plan, I knew I had to play the part.





I pressed my body into Freddie and made sure I knew exactly where the keys were. I played along a little longer once we were in the bathroom, going down on him and slipping my hand into his pocket when his pants were bunched around his ankles. I retrieved the keys, slipped three between my fingers, then, as soon as he came, stood up and slashed at him, leaving bloody marks on his right cheek. I spit his come in his face, then punched him in the nose with the heel of my hand. He tripped into the bathtub, knocking his head on the tile wall. That’s when I ran to get Ron.





Ron was caught so off guard by the sight of his friend in the tub that he wasn’t thinking when he turned his back on me. I slammed the door shut, then grabbed a chair from inside the room across the hall. Before we left, Lindsay and I secured the door with a dresser we dragged over from the bedroom.








We fled the apartment and I felt like I didn’t breathe until we were back in the car. I only had a driver’s permit and I hadn’t practiced much, but I knew enough to get the car out of there. When I pulled out of the parking lot, Lindsay started to cry.



The confusing neighborhood wasn’t easy to get out of, but after twenty minutes, I managed to find my way back to Indian School Road. About halfway up I-17, I exited and pulled the car into the parking lot of a large grocery store. The clock in the car read 3:30 a.m.



“Why are you stopping here?” Lindsay whined. “I want to go home.”



“Shut up,” I exploded. “I need to focus. They’re either gonna come looking for this car or the cops will find it. Now get out and help me wipe off our prints.”



We used paper towels and dirty windshield water from a gas station across the parking lot to wipe down the steering wheel, dash, and door handles. I left the keys in the front seat, locked the doors, and called a cab from a pay phone.



We dropped Lindsay off first. She was still so freaked out that I felt bad leaving her, but I needed to be alone.



I also needed to check on my mom. She had come home worse than usual that evening, alcohol on her breath.



I arrived home and found her exactly where she always was at that time of night, passed out on the couch. I checked the box of wine on the coffee table: empty. I threw it in the trash can on the back porch, which already held three other empty boxes.



Sometimes it made me angry to find her passed out drunk. She’s supposed to be the adult, not me. And here I was, cleaning up her shit like I did every night. I didn’t know what else to do. At least she went to work every day and brought home a paycheck. So why did I care if she quit drinking or not? If she was still functioning, paying the bills, was there any real harm? I was out of there in two years anyway.






I took the remote control from her hand and turned off the television. The stench of her booze-saturated body mixed with her Chloé perfume had become so familiar that I hardly even noticed it anymore, but tonight it seemed stronger. Maybe all my senses were heightened from the night’s shenanigans.



I went to my room and kicked off the chunky rubber sneakers that Lindsay had given me for Christmas, then opened my closet. I found my secret bottle of vodka; I needed something strong to rinse the lingering taste of Freddie’s come from my mouth. I poured three fingers of vodka into the water glass I kept on my nightstand and chugged it, then crawled into bed. Two minutes later I heard the creak of the couch and feet staggering across the floor to the bathroom, followed by the sound of my mother’s nightly ritual of alcohol-induced vomiting.
















Chapter 20





Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



I’m frumpy. Soggy in the middle. I wasn’t soft like this in high school. Now, three babies later—no, five—I’m thirty pounds heavier. I stare at myself in the mirror, smooth my blouse over my belly and sigh. I got my period yesterday, so I’m not pregnant after all.



“Linds!” Paul shouts from the living room. “You don’t want to be late!”



Of course I want to be late. I don’t want to go at all. Lindsay Richardson wouldn’t have gone. Lindsay Richardson would have taken Paul to a deserted part of town with a bottle of Jack in the glove compartment and made it with him in the backseat. I never went to high school functions when I was in high school, so why start now?



“Lindsay!”



“I’m coming!” I shout, a little too angrily.



I linger in front of the mirror, debating if I should wear the yellow cardigan around my shoulders. If I didn’t have those thirty pounds I could look like those thin country club women. In the face, I look better than usual because I actually bothered to do my makeup tonight. But the rest of me just looks as if I’m off to answer someone’s phone all day. Or check in library books.



The doorbell rings. Thank God, she actually showed up. I head down the hall and peek into the living room. Sylvia Miloche in a black cocktail dress, her makeup and curls perfect, is standing at my front door with a garment bag in one hand and an expensive-looking clutch in the other.






“I’m here to escort Lindsay to the reunion,” she says, flashing a PR-perfect smile.



Paul stares her down the way I imagine he will look at boys when Lily starts dating.



Sylvia catches sight of me. “Hey, Linds.” She steps under Paul’s arm, then walks across the living room. I sense his irritation. Despite our making up, and despite his forgiving me, Paul doesn’t understand why I want to spend any more time with her, why I’m letting her take me to the reunion when I was so adamant about not going for so long.



“What’s that?” I ask, motioning to the garment bag. She pulls out a burgundy-colored silk cocktail dress and holds it up to me.



“I think I got your size right. Hurry up and change.”



“Syl, this cost a fortune,” I say, glancing at the Neiman Marcus tag she forgot to remove.



She waves her hand at me. “Please. It’s on James.”



“How did you—”



“I couldn’t very well show up with someone who looks like she was doing parent-teacher conferences all day, could I?”





“Lindsay, I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Paul whispers in my ear as I head to the bedroom to change.



I cup his cheek. “It’ll be fine,” I say. He follows me into the bathroom.



“I wanted to go with you.” His voice is a borderline whine.



“Paul, I’ve told you a million times I hated high school. Sylvia and I went through a lot of things together. This is a time for us to heal old wounds.” Or at least attempt to.



“I thought you said you were on the prom committee. And some Valentine’s Day dance court.”



“Don’t remind me.”






“You couldn’t have hated high school that much.”



I square off. “Paul, we’ve been discussing this for days. I’m going with Sylvia. And that’s that.”



He flicks the water on, then shoves a glass under the spout. “Fine.”



“Stop sulking,” I command. “Call a babysitter. Go do something fun.”



“No. I’ll just stay home with the kids.”



“Fine,” I say. We’re both tense. We’re both trying to cover up our feelings. But tonight, I’m going out.





After I’m dressed, I join Sylvia in the living room. She looks completely uncomfortable, sitting on the edge of the couch as Lily commands her attention, showing off her stuffed animals, shoving each in Sylvia’s face and describing them in turn, complete with backstories and middle names. I tell the twins good-bye, but they are so glued to
 The Little Mermaid
 they hardly notice. I kiss Paul, then I grab Sylvia’s hand and pull her out the door. I haven’t felt this exhilarated in a long time.





In the car, my nervousness comes back full force. I run my hand across my forehead. Sylvia slaps my hand off my face.





“Don’t touch. You’ll get wrinkles.”



I take a huge breath, then notice she’s going the wrong way.





“The reunion’s not at the high school, you know,” I say.



“What? That’s stupid. I was all ready to go visit my old locker. Find the one we dented with Hillary what’s-her-face’s Klingon head.”



“Barely dented,” I say.



“But still, pretty impressive.”



We laugh for the first time. She’s still warm Sylvia. And I still need her to stand up for me.



We talk mostly about unimportant stuff. How’s your mother? Fine. (She still hates me.) How’s Lily’s hand? Healing. (No thanks to you.) When are you going back to work? Don’t know. (She’s supposed to take as much time as she needs.) There are a few long pauses, but for the first time since we’ve reunited it doesn’t feel awkward. It almost feels . . . normal.






There are huge hand-painted signs and banners inside the Sheraton lobby. “Welcome back, Class of 2000!” I feel a slight panic. Is someone decked out in a blue and gold cheerleader costume going to tell me to
 Be. Aggressive. B-E- Aggressive
 ?



Sylvia goes rigid. Her breath quickens and her eyes dart around, looking for the bar. She needs a drink, now.



I never thought stereotypes about high school reunions were true. But they exist for a reason. And I realize this when I see Sally Sather checking people in at the door.



“Do we really have to wear fucking name tags?” Sylvia murmurs. The line’s moving too fast. I suddenly want to leave. I don’t want to do this; Sylvia doesn’t, either. Why did I think this would be any easier with Sylvia by my side? And did Sally, of all people, have to be checking names at the front? She
 hated
 us. And she wasn’t even part of the Clique.



“Name?” she says. Her tone lets us know that she doesn’t recognize either of us, even though her eyes say differently.



“Lindsay Sekulich.”



“We didn’t have a Lindsay Sekulich in our class,” Sally says without even looking at the list. She knows who I am. I can see the glimmer of disgust in her creepy gray eyes. We tag-teamed her boyfriend sophomore year at a party. I notice the large diamond on her left hand and wonder if she married him. “Maiden name?”



“Richardson. Lindsay Richardson.”



“Oh. Right, right. Here you are.” Sally checks off my name on a long list, then hands me a nice printed name tag with a pin fastener. “And your plus one? Paul?”






“Hey, yo, I’m Paul,” Sylvia says, man-walking up next to me in her cocktail finest. She slaps me on the rear, then throws her arm around my shoulders. Sally doesn’t react, just looks at her.



“There’s a long line behind you,” she says coldly. “Name, please?”



“Syl—” I start, but Sylvia cuts me off.



“I’m an alum.”



Sally just stares, one eyebrow on the verge of cocking like a loaded Glock.



“Sylvia Miloche.”



“You’re not on the list,” Sally says. “You didn’t RSVP.” She shoves a blank
 Hello, My name is
 tag at Sylvia. “It’s seventy-five.”



“I thought it was only fifty,” I protest.



“No,” Sally snaps. “Seventy-five. She should have registered early for the discount.”



Sylvia takes a credit card out of her clutch, and mumbles, “Courtesy of the cheating fucktard.” She holds the card out.



“Does it look like we’re taking credit cards?” Sally asks.



I’m waiting for Sylvia to explode, but she just screws up her face and takes two twenties out of her purse.



“Forty dollars oughta do it,” she says, slapping the bills on the table. “This thing’s gonna suck anyway.”



“I’ll pay the rest for her,” I say, reaching for my wallet.



“I don’t even understand why you two are here,” Sally comments. I stop; Sylvia turns back to her. “Nobody liked you then, and no one wants you here now.”



Sylvia steps closer to the table. “Call it a healing exercise,” she says. “Exposure therapy.”



“Everyone knows about your little incident at the grocery store,” Sally continues. “And that your
 boyfriend
 left you.”



“Sally,” I say, holding back as much as possible, “if I had a drink, I’d throw it in your face.”






She flashes a smile as big and fake as her boobs. “Bar’s over that way. Or you two could do us all a favor and leave.”



I want to. More than anything. But I don’t want to give that bitch the satisfaction. I’m not going to let her intimidate me or Sylvia. I guess word traveled fast about the drunk woman with the red hair who passed out in Safeway. I start for the bar, but Sylvia stays at the registration table.



“Hey, Sally?” She waits for her attention. “Fuck you.”



I hold my head high as we march to the bar. I want to cheer, but Sylvia carries herself as if what she said is a regular thing. And I wouldn’t doubt that it is.



“Maker’s Mark on the rocks. Double.”



“Sylvia, do you think you should be drinking?”



She gives me a sideways glance



“I mean, you’re driving tonight.”



“I’ll be fine. Worse comes to worst, we’ll take a cab.” She grabs her drink right out of the bartender’s hand and takes a long pull. She laughs. “Fucking bitches.”



“We can totally leave if you want,” I say.



“No.” She says. “I just paid forty bucks. I’m not going to let that bitch run me off. I’m Sylvia fucking Miloche. I edit
 New York Times
 bestsellers and live in a fucking Trump building.
 No one
 intimidates me.”



I’d like to think she believes herself, but I’d bet she’s been rehearsing the lines in her head over and over for days. I’m not convinced. She turns back to the bar.



“What are you having?”



“Well . . . I . . .”



“She’ll have a dirty martini. Kettle One. Extra olives.” She looks back at me. “You like martinis, right?”



“Love ’em.”



The bartender hands me my drink and Sylvia pays, leaving a twenty for a tip. I take a sip, eager and nervous like a twelve-year-old having her first drink.






“I’m guessing you don’t drink much these days,” Sylvia says.



“Not with Jackson still breastfeeding.”



“Yeah, what’s up with
 that
 ?” she asks, but moves on quickly.
 “You keep that little liquor cabinet stocked pretty well for not being a drinker.”



I sigh and roll my eyes. “Paul’s mother. She loves her booze. You name it, she drinks it, and she always leaves things behind, like she’s encouraging us to drink. I just don’t want the kids to find it and be like—”



“Us?” she interrupts. “It’s okay. I get it.”



I shrug.



“From the looks of that cabinet she visits a lot.”



“Pretty often. We moved to Scottsdale to be near her after Paul’s father died. Just recently.”



“Dang, I’m sorry.”



I take another sip of the martini. It’s half gone already. And I’m starting to feel like I am, too.



“Maybe you should slow down. You can’t drink like you used to,” Sylvia says.





“Whatever.” I drain my glass and stuff an olive in my mouth. Sylvia shrugs and follows suit, taking another long drink.





Two fresh drinks are waiting for us on the bar. Sylvia throws down another twenty and grabs the glasses.



“Let’s go sit somewhere.”



We find a secluded corner far from the podium at the front of the ballroom where someone will probably give a speech later.



There’s an uncomfortable silence again. I panic a little—what if the night cleaning up the kitchen and our conversation that led to my confession to Paul was just a fluke? What if we truly have nothing to talk about? How did we have a good rapport going on and then nothing? My eyes dart around the room, trying to find something to talk about.






“What the hell is wrong with you?” Sylvia laughs, breaking the silence. “You look paranoid or something.”



“I’m just . . . trying to think of something to say,” I manage.



Sylvia takes another drink, followed by a deep breath. “Well,” she says, staring at the floor. “Why don’t I start? Hi, I’m Sylvia. I’m a borderline alcoholic with a cheating ex, and most of my twenties have been covered by gossip columns.”



“Borderline?” I say.



“What about you?” Sylvia obviously wants to change the subject stat. “What’s your excuse?”



“Excuse for what? Anyway, we’ve talked about me. I want to talk about you.”



“No, I’m boring. Now you. Tell me what life is like being Lindsay Rich— Er, what’s your last name again?”



“Sekulich.”



“Right. What the
 hell
 are you doing teaching high school? Why subject yourself to that all over again?”



“Well I wanted to be a pharmacist.”



“You always did like science.”



And I always knew the boys who had the pills. And the coke. And the booze. But that’s not why I wanted to pursue pharmaceuticals.



“So, why didn’t you go all the way? Why stop at teaching high school science?”



I look around sheepishly. “That was the plan, originally. For me to go to pharmacy school. But Paul and I were so surprised by our first baby—”



“And what? He forced you into housewifedom?”



I twist my lips, unsure of the proper way to respond that won’t make me sound as weak as I am. “I deferred pharmacy school, then I miscarried that baby.”



“Oh, damn, I’m sorry.”






“Anyway, by the time I was ready to go back to school, I got pregnant with Lily. I didn’t have the energy to deal with pregnancy and pursue the degree, especially not with Paul getting his RN certifications and working insane hours. It was too much. After I deferred a second year I just dropped the idea all together.”





“Well, why not go for it now? Your kids could have a nanny.”



“Nannies are expensive. And so is tuition. We’ll never have the money for me to go to grad school.”





“Yeah, but you could take out loans and pay it all back in a few years with all that mad dough you’d make shilling drugs.”



I shrug.



“Or why can’t Paul stay home with the kids? You’d make way more money as a pharmacist than he does as a—whatever he is.”



I shrug again.



We sit in uncomfortable silence once more. I want to down my drink but I feel a definite buzz from having nothing in my stomach. The glass sweats in my hand. I want the bitterness on my tongue.





“How’s your mom?” I ask at last, then finish my drink.



“Pretty sure you asked me that in the car.”



I roll my eyes. The vodka hits my stomach with a burn. “I know, but we’re trying to . . . reunite. The other day was, well—”





“Awkward?” She laughs and leans forward on the chair, her curls falling into her eyes. “Yeah. To say the least.”



I shrug and move to take another sip but my glass is empty. And now it’s a good thing, because I need something to talk about since she isn’t willing to open up yet. Maybe I’m just not asking the right questions.



“Hey,” Sylvia says, looking around, avoiding my eyes, “do you think they have servers here or do we have to go to the bar each time we need refills?”






I point and she follows my finger across the room. There are servers, but we’re in a rather dark, remote corner of the ballroom. Sylvia stands up and waves her arms. I tug at the hem of her dress like a little kid, trying to get her to sit down. Our former classmates, none of whose names we recall, stare at her with judgmental pusses that they’re all trying to pass off as kind curiosity. Finally, she garners the attention of one server, a cute, young man barely old enough to be serving liquor at all.



“Yes, ma’am?” he says when he finally reaches us.



“It’s Sylvia,” she says, planting a hundred-dollar bill on his tray. “We’re going to need another round. And another after that”—she twirls a finger in the air—“and so on.” She points to the bill. “This should keep you coming back, yeah?” He nods slowly and a tiny smile creeps into the right corner of his mouth. “Thank you.”



I watch him walk away, the strut in his young hips, a distinctly straight swagger. “Damn, I’d hit that,” she murmurs.



“What?”



“Sorry.” She shakes her head and turns back to me. “It’s just that . . . Damn, I’m horny as hell. I haven’t gotten any in way too long.” She looks up and meets my gaze. “How about you?”



My eyes are half squinty as I think of the best way to answer that. I clear my throat, straighten my posture, and swish my hair over my shoulders.



“I don’t actually talk about that with anyone,” I say.



“Ooh,” Sylvia crows. “So this is how it is now that you’re
 married
 ? You keep your sex life a secret because you’re
 committed
 and I’m the weird one because I’m
 unmarried
 and horny.”



She’s got it all wrong, actually. To me, Sylvia seems vastly superior. She’s free. And I’m enslaved.



“Thirteen hours,” I declare.






Sylvia throws her head back and that huge guffaw of a laugh shoots out. She even slaps her knee.



“I love it,” she says as she wipes the laughter tears from her eyes. She looks at me with childish anticipation, excited about what we’ll talk about next.



“So,” I say. “Your mom—”



“I have no idea when she last had sex,” Sylvia interrupts. We laugh, but then I narrow my eyes at her.



“How is she?”



“Oh, she’s fine, I guess.” Sylvia’s face falls a little and she clears her throat and sits up a little straighter. I suppose this is as good a place to start as any. Talking about family in the suburbs is like talking about the weather anywhere else.



“Not much has changed. She still lives in the same house, still works at the insurance agency. She did finally get a new car, though.”



The young server comes back and Sylvia snatches her drink from his tray. We need a change in conversation. I’m looking past her at the crowd of our former classmates, none of whom we ever gave a damn about.



Another uncomfortable silence. Then:



“Do you think any of your kids could be gay?”



“What?”



“I mean, that one can’t let go of your boob, so . . . I mean, I’m just saying. What if he grows up to have major mommy issues?”



“Even if he was,” I say, unable to mask that I’m offended, “mommy issues don’t make someone gay.”



“I know that. I’m just trying to fill the void.”



I’m buzzed and suddenly angry, a million questions flooding my mind. I want to ask her why she abandoned me. Why she stopped being my friend. Why she left Arizona and never came back, why she never contacted me. I let her in on everything the other day, telling her about my situation with Paul, about baby Thomas. But it’s obvious that she won’t let me pry into her personal life. She doesn’t want to talk about the reason she’s here. She doesn’t even want to reminisce. What
 does
 she want? I want to infiltrate her brain and knock around until bits and pieces of information fall out. I want every single detail.






“Look,” I say, turning my knees toward her. “This is fucking awkward.” Sylvia stares at me, a half smirk playing on her lips. But she says nothing. “I’m sick of making stupid small talk. I’m sitting here with my old best friend and all you can do is talk about nothing!”



She sits up straight, full of faux bravado.



“You mean you don’t want to hear about my mother’s job at an insurance agency?” She bobbles her head, forcing a fake laugh. I hunch over. There’s no point trying to suck in my gut, Spanx or not.



“This is pathetic,” I mumble.



“I completely agree,” Sylvia says. I don’t find her amusing. “Well,” she says, spreading her hands palms up, “what do you want me to say?”



I stare. “I want to talk about what happened.” I’m completely serious now. “I want to know why we aren’t friends anymore.” Still nothing.



This silence and the empty stares, it’s like the few times I went to a shrink—the doctor just gazed at me, never responded, not even a nod. I want to shake Sylvia awake.



“Tell me,” I demand. “Why aren’t we friends anymore?”



Sylvia grabs my hand, then emits a clipped, high-pitched “Ha!”





“I’m not being funny.” Tears prick my eyes. “I needed you. Then we just . . . stopped being friends. I hated that.” She stares into her whiskey. I sniff. “Where did you go? What happened?”



Sylvia squeezes my hand. She takes a deep breath.



“I guess we have a little time to make up for,” she says at last.








I grin, then squeeze her hand in return. I want to hug her, but before I can, she stands up and skips in place. I can’t tell if she’s actually cheerful or being facetious. “C’mon! Stop screwing around!” she shouts, pumping her fist in the air. People turn around and stare. “Let’s reunite!”
















Chapter 21



Scottsdale, Arizona



1998



My mom wouldn’t stop fidgeting at the dinner table, but I didn’t suspect something was up until I saw Kaylah, then eight years old, stick a finger in her mashed potatoes without a word of scolding from Mom. Dad’s nose was stuck in his
 National Geographic
 and she’d only hounded him about it twice. I was two bites of overcooked meatloaf away from escaping to my room when Mom dropped her fork on her plate.





“Dammit, Lindsay! Eat slower. Stop shoveling food in your mouth like a savage.”



Kaylah’s hands flew to her lap, and even Dad looked up for a moment.



Sylvia and I were juniors. Mom had given up on trying to figure out why I preferred to hang out with Sylvia over Kimmie and the Clique, or any of the preppy kids for that matter, but she hadn’t stopped hoping that I’d eventually rise back to popular status. Even if I had to drag Sylvia up with me.





“It’s no wonder Kimmie and her friends don’t invite you out, if that’s how you act around them.”



This wasn’t unusual. In fact, it was practically routine. I just never quite knew when to expect it. Sometimes it was in the mornings before school, sometimes on the weekends if I slept in, during homework time, during TV time, pretty much any time she and I were both home. If I
 wasn’t
 being social, I was in the wrong. And if I
 was
 being social, it was with the wrong people. Mom was still a close friend of Mrs. Fielder and some of the other Clique moms. She also seemed to have selective memory, as if she chose to forget that one, I punched Kimmie in the face three years before, and two, Kimmie was evil.






“I don’t act any way around them,” I said. “I don’t ever spend time with them.” I stared at my mother, waiting for her to respond and hopefully just get to the point. She took a deep breath.



“I’d really like you to go to homecoming this year.”



I opened my mouth to protest, but something stopped me. This wasn’t exactly unusual. I was always supposed to go to basketball games, pep rallies, public service club—all the things I would have done had I still been friends with Kimmie.



I’d like to say that I conceded to my mother just to do something nice for her, but the truth was that ever since that night with Freddie and Ron the previous spring, Sylvia and I had been watching our backs. We hadn’t been doing much of anything. We had put an indefinite ban on Cam and anyone associated with him. While we attended some parties throughout the summer, they were few and far between, and always big enough that I could avoid Cam and most of the people close to him. I was bored. Going to homecoming would at least open us up to some new party possibilities, even if they were just high school parties. There might also be new boys.



“No!” Sylvia shouted, slamming her locker shut. “Absolutely not. I am not going to put some stupid outfit on that people will just make fun of me for and dance to stupid music that I hate and hang around stupid people that I already know I don’t like and who don’t like me.”



“Syl, c’mon!” I whined, following her to biology even though my geometry class was on the other side of the school. “We need to find some new parties. I’m bored! We haven’t done anything in a month. And there might be boys from other schools there. Or college boys!” Sylvia didn’t even flinch. She just powered down the hall. I touched her shoulder. “And I bet Elliott Powers will be there.” This made Sylvia stop. Elliott was her crush of the moment.






“Fine,” she said. “But if this sucks, it’s all your fault.”



“Of course,” I said, putting up my hands. “But really, what else have you got to do that’s better?”



She cocked her head. “Good point. But I’m not getting dressed up. And don’t ask me to wear a skirt.”



“Everyone wears jeans. I mean, they just go straight from the game.” This was a direct quote from my mother after I’d put up the same argument.



“Well, fine then.” I could tell from the mischievous spark in her left eye that she was up for homecoming, only because she was just as bored as I was. “As long as we’re together we know we’ll have a fantastic time.”



Lindsay and I made good on her promise to her mom that we’d go to the game and the dance, though we found ourselves under the bleachers inside the gym instead of sitting on them with the other kids who didn’t want to be there. I was making out with chubby-cheeked Billy Logan and Lindsay was with Kyle Harris. Kyle had a face like a pepperoni pizza and Billy had creepily small hands, but he was a pretty decent kisser. They weren’t hot, but they were fun; they lived in a trailer park, stole Boone’s and Wild Turkey from their parents’ liquor stashes, and knew a guy in their neighborhood who’d buy booze for them at a 20 percent mark-up. And they shared it with us.



Billy was rubbing me through my jeans and our kissing intensified. My hips moved; I was surprisingly into it. Then I felt a tapping on my shoulder. Lindsay. I wanted to smack her for interrupting. I tore my face away from Billy’s neck and looked toward the hand. Lindsay was staring at me, eyes wide, mouth pursed in annoyance. Kyle was massaging her tensed-up shoulders while smelling her hair.






“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said through gritted teeth. “Come with me.” Her eyes blinked a sort of Morse code that we had developed over the years. Rapid flashes, like she was giving me now, signaled,
 get me out of here!



I grabbed Billy’s chin, my ring and pointer fingers smushing his lips.



“Be right back.” I rose quickly and scrambled after Lindsay.



“Where are you going?” Kyle cried after us. Lindsay ignored him.



We wove our way through the metal crossbars supporting the bleachers to the locker-room bathroom.



“You’re sweating hard-core!” Lindsay pointed out, collapsing against the bathroom wall.



“What can I say? I was enjoying myself.” I washed my hands for want of something else to do.



Lindsay stretched her neck left and right. “God, I thought Kyle was going to rip my head off,” she said.



“That bad?”



“Yeah. And he stuck his tongue so far down my throat I thought he was checking for strep. Seriously.”



“Maybe he was.” I laughed.



“That’s not even the worst part. His tongue just did that jabbing thing—”



“Eew!”



“—I thought he was trying to suffocate me.”



“Or make you puke.”



“He just kept jabbing at the back of my throat. His tongue is
 long,
 too!”



I couldn’t help laughing harder and harder as she went on. “Maybe Kimmie put a hit on you and paid him to do it.”






Lindsay pulled a small silver flask from the waistband of her skirt. The initials G. R. H. were engraved on it: Gerald Richard Hatcher. We’d found it in the back of his bar, tarnished and collecting dust. She took a long pull from the flask.



“Billy is actually a pretty decent kisser,” I said. “Hey, give it here, flask hog.” I put it to my lips and drank—Jack Daniels. It seared down my throat.



“It hurts so good! C’mon, let’s go—”



“I’m not going back to those boys!”



“But Linds—”



“I will not die from his tongue.” She laughed. “Especially if Kimmie put a hit on me.”



Lindsay had been skipping classes, making out with Kimmie’s boyfriend Travis Johnson and smoking cigarettes behind the gym, for the last few weeks until pathetic, mousy Jocelyn James found them. The popularity-seeker ran straight to Kimmie, even going so far as to pull her from our algebra class to blab in the hall. No one ever found out why Jocelyn was out behind the gym during third period, but rumor had it that Kimmie had assigned the social climber to tail Travis, even though they had just broken up, in exchange for Jocelyn hanging with the Clique during passing periods for one month. It was all so pathetic; for the longest time I didn’t take any of it seriously. But over the last couple months, the Big Bitch Mafia, as I liked to refer to them, had started to taunt Lindsay more than usual, writing nasty things in the bathroom stalls about her, egging her new-used Volvo sedan in the parking lot, scratching boobs and penises into the paint on her locker—they even dumped used tampons in her backpack one day during passing period. Those bitches were vicious.



Sylvia never seemed intimidated by Kimmie or the Clique, even when they amped up their attacks. I admired her for it. She was stronger than me. But I knew the kinds of things they got up to, from spreading gossip whether it was a lie or an actual private matter to sending male or female escorts to one of their targets. No one was safe and nothing was sacred. Even though they did the same kinds of things we did—making out, having sex, and drinking—we were somehow the bad girls.






“So, I overheard earlier that the party tonight is at Taylor VanGuard’s house,” I said, changing the subject. Taylor VanGuard was destined to be valedictorian of our class, not the party king. “Jared Mesa is gonna be there, too,” I added. “I overheard him near the bathroom.”



Despite Sylvia’s crush on Elliott Powers, Jared Mesa, the new kid from Mexico whose real name was Jorge, got her all hot and bothered, too. He was in my geometry class, wore loose Gap jeans, nice brown shoes, and a different Ralph Lauren polo shirt every day. I used to write notes to Sylvia and describe what he did in class, especially if our teacher misinterpreted something from his thick Mexican accent. Sylvia had all kinds of crushes, all of which usually culminated in sharing a fifth of liquor and making out in someone’s car or in a hidden corner near the locker rooms during lunch periods.



“I just saw him leaving with some guys. We should scoot if we’re going to grab more Jack before the party.”



Then, seemingly out of nowhere:



“You’re not welcome there,
 whores
 .” We looked up to see Hillary Rubenstein, Rose Hibbert, and Jaime Pendleton standing in a triangle battle stance with Hillary in the front. Hillary’s fists were placed firmly on her narrow gymnast hips, Rose’s nose was turned up in the air, and Jaime pressed her lips into a straight line and frowned, trying to look intimidating. The attack wasn’t unprecedented but it didn’t seem to come from anywhere, either.






“What do you care?” I said, stepping forward, taking my own stance. Maybe they saw us with Kyle and Billy under the bleachers. But things had been heating up around the school for me anyway.



The Clique, and probably countless other wannabes, had taken to targeting me more than usual lately, usually unprovoked. I was used to seeing unoriginal things such as
 lindsay richardson is a whore
 on bathroom stalls and doors, but throwing wads of paper at my head during classes when the teacher wasn’t looking was new. I got shoved into lockers more than usual, and the other day someone had even flung red paint in my hair during art class, then claimed it was an accident.



“You make us sick, both of you,” Hillary said.



“What did we supposedly do this time?” Sylvia said, stepping next to me. “It’s not like you cared about either of those boys.” She was thinking the exact same thing as me, which wasn’t uncommon, and was always a delight.



“What boys?” Hillary spat. She thrust her finger out at Lindsay. “I’m talking about this slut making out with Travis.”



Oh, right. Travis.



“That was weeks ago, dummy,” Sylvia said. “And he and Kimmie had broken up. Besides, how is this any of your business?” I could feel her defenses rising. If she were a wolf, her hackles would be straight up.



The truth was, I had run into Travis at a 7-Eleven. He offered to give me a ride home to go with my Slurpee, which turned into face Slurpee-ing. Then we started skipping the occasional class and meeting behind the gym. No big deal.



“It’s your fault they broke up again. Kimmie found out.”



“Oh, all right.” I rolled my eyes. Hillary stepped toward me, reached out, and pushed me by the shoulders, knocking me back a few steps. Sylvia caught me by the arm.



“What the hell is your problem?” I said.



“You’re my problem.”






“I haven’t done shit to you.”



“The fact that I have to look at your nasty whore face every day makes you a problem. You should do us all a favor and off yourself, you stupid slut. And your fire-crotch friend, too.”





“I have a name, cheer bitch,” Sylvia said.



“Oh yeah? What is it, Dirty Herpes Whore?”



“Look,” I said, stepping in. “If Kimmie’s upset about Travis, tell her to come fight her own damn battles and deal with me herself.”



Sylvia took me by the crook of my arm and said, “I’m tired of this subject, Linds. Let’s go.” As we moved to leave, Hillary stepped out to block us. Sylvia let go of me and stepped in front as if to block me from Hillary.



“Back the truck up, Hillary,” Sylvia warned.



“Or what?”



“There is no ‘or what.’ Just do it.”



Hillary reached out and pushed Sylvia as she had with me. But Sylvia didn’t stumble or even budge. We had been in plenty of verbal altercations with members of the Clique, but they never put their hands on us, and Sylvia would never push back.



“C’mon, you skank wimp!”



Sylvia just stared at her and licked her lips. Hillary reached out and pushed her again.



“Stop it, Hillary,” I said.



“C’mon, Hillary,” Jaime piped up, tugging on the cheerleader’s letterman jacket. “Let’s just go.”



But Hillary’s eyes were locked on Sylvia. She began to open her fat mouth to say something else when Sylvia snorted a ton of air through her nose and hawked a ginormous loogie right in Hillary’s face. The cheerleader just stared at Sylvia for a moment, dumbfounded, then opened her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs.



“You vile slut!”






Sylvia stepped around Hillary and past the other two, who just let her by, speechless. I ran after Sylvia as she stormed out the door. The tips of her ears were red, which meant she was beyond angry. I was hot on her heels as she crossed the gym, the last song of the night starting, according to the DJ, boys and girls holding one another close, swaying back and forth and making out while the teachers tried to intervene.





“Sylvia!” I cried after her as she blasted through the double doors into the breezeway. It took a lot to make her angry, let alone this infuriated.





I followed Sylvia to her locker, where she stopped and kicked it. She was shaking, her face dark red. I reached out and rubbed her shoulder.



“Syl—” I said, trying to calm her down.



“Don’t,” she said, choking back tears. She opened the locker and leaned in, reaching for something hidden. She extracted a small bottle of whiskey, opened it, then downed two gulps. She wiped angry tears from her face. “I’m so sick of this fucking place. I’m fucking sick of it. I want out.”



“Soon,” I said. “We’ll be out soon.”



“Not soon enough. What do you wanna bet there will be more graffiti Monday morning about how I have AIDs or some other STD? Or that you get off by being pooped on?”



“That would be a new one.” I wanted her to laugh, but she just took another gulp from the bottle.



“Hey, it’s okay,” I said, trying to soothe her.



“It’s not okay! They can’t say those things about you! You haven’t done anything wrong!”



“
 We
 haven’t
 done anything wrong.”



“They couldn’t care less about me. I’m just so sick of them treating you like that. It’s been three years since you punched out that witch and they
 still
 target you!”



“They target
 us,
 Syl. Both of us. They only get on you because of me.”






She smirked and chuckled. “Right. It’s all your fault.” Finally, a real smile.



I smiled, too. “Just blame me.” I took the bottle from her and took a swig myself.



“Do you want to go to Taylor’s party?” I asked.



“No. I don’t want to be around any of those people. I don’t know why I thought it might be okay to come tonight.”



“Because whenever we’re together we have fun,” I replied.



“I know. But let’s just . . . I don’t know. Let’s do anything but that.”



I grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight and she offered the bottle to me. I was about to take it when Hillary’s hands clenched around both our necks from behind.



“Well if it isn’t two little slut dykes holding hands. Ran out of boys to fuck?”



“Get off, Hillary,” I said, trying to shrug her off. Her grip tightened. Sylvia managed to wriggle away.



“I never said we were done,” Hillary sneered.



“Let her go, Buffarilla,” Sylvia said.



I couldn’t help but snort with laughter. Behind Hillary, Jaime and Rose were keeping watch over the breezeway doors; Jaime was biting her lip, trying not to smile at Sylvia’s comment.



“Your man-hands are hurting me,” I fake whined. “Sylvia, make her stop!” We started laughing, making Hillary even angrier. Hillary shoved me hard, sending me into the lockers, knocking the wind out of me. Without a moment’s hesitation, Sylvia leapt at Hillary, grabbing a fistful of the cheerleader’s hair by the roots, and swung her away from me.



“You wanna mess with someone, mess with me!” Sylvia shouted. “I’m sick of this bullshit. Let’s end it now!”



I looked up; a small crowd had gathered behind Jaime and Rose.






“Give it to her, Hillary!” someone shouted.



Hillary lunged at Sylvia full force, like a charging bull. Sylvia stepped to the side just enough to throw the cheerleader off. She grabbed Hillary’s arm and swung her into the lockers headfirst. Everyone went silent at the sound of clanging metal; Hillary fell to the floor, dumbstruck.



“Holy shit,” a boy said from the crowd. I looked from Hillary to Sylvia to the locker, which had been shallowly dented. Hillary grabbed her head and looked up at Sylvia from the floor.



“Bitch,” she managed. Sylvia arched one eyebrow, then spat on Hillary.



“There’s one more for good luck,” she said.
















Chapter 22
 





Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



I dropped Lindsay at her house at around 2:00 a.m. We were some of the last people to leave the reunion. I was way too drunk to be driving, but no one at the valet service tried to stop me. I woke up this morning with my usual pounding headache, except this time, I was wracked with guilt. Driving drunk was the single, most stupid thing I’ve done in a long, long time. I was buzzed on the way to the grocery store the other week, but this was even worse. I could have hit something or someone. I could have injured Lindsay—or worse, killed her.



Lindsay’s life is far more valuable than mine. I put all that she has on the line because my numb brain told me that I was capable of driving. Hot tears roll down my cheeks as I’m lying in bed. I shouldn’t be in her life. I’ll just mess everything up, if I haven’t already. She has children, a husband. People who love and depend on her. And I put her in danger.



It’s been a month now since I’ve heard from James. Forget being loved, he just plain doesn’t care. I wipe the tears from my cheeks. My skin feels greasy. My mouth is dry, head throbbing like fat little Lily is beating the inside of my forehead with padded drumsticks.



I choke. It was so nice being with Lindsay last night, and I realize I want to be a part of her life now, part of her family. It’s been almost eleven years, but I miss our little twosome.






I rub my eyes again. The clock says ten-thirty. I smell toasted waffles and heave out of the old, creaky bed. Everything hurts.



In the kitchen, I find my mom setting a place for me at the table. Her short salt-and-pepper hair is in hot rollers and she’s wearing the same ratty maroon bathrobe she’s had since I was twelve.



“Here, honey,” she says, handing me a mug of coffee. I sip it, surprised. She’s spiked it with Jim. “Hair of the dog,” she says, patting my shoulder. I can smell that her own mug is spiked with Bailey’s. She turns quickly and wobbles, catching herself on the stove. She’s been drinking since she got up, however long that’s been.



Her face is puffy, just like the rest of her, but she’s so small. You’d only realize it if you knew her years ago, or saw old photos. There’s a distinct difference between gaining weight and having that alcoholic bloat. Maybe if I hadn’t fled right after high school I could have made a difference in my mom’s life. Maybe if I hadn’t checked out, been so selfish, let her go on for so long, she wouldn’t be this way. I abandoned her, just like I did Lindsay. Lindsay was my only
 real
 friend, my mother the only family I had.



I cry-hiccup and take a sip of my coffee to try to stop myself from really crying. Mom sets a plate of Eggos down in front of me and sits at the other side of the small kitchen table.





“Well, dig in,” she croaks, then clears her throat. I take a long sip of my coffee, then sit down. This is nice, sitting at the table together. I wonder what it would be like giving up everything in New York and staying in Scottsdale with Mom. I have that savings in the bank. It would get us through for a while. Maybe Mom could retire. Maybe I could freelance; I have a lot of connections.



“So, when are you going home?”






Oh. She doesn’t want me here. My mood darkens when I realize she hasn’t asked about James, not once. We haven’t done anything together except go out to a tea shop for lunch. Her question hurts. I’m cramping her life, messing with her routine. And two drunks should be under one roof for too long. She’s an enabler, and I don’t set any kind of example. She’d rather sit and watch TV Land every night until she passes out, just like she always has, her bloated body full of wine.



“Tonight,” I blurt, even though I don’t have a return ticket.





I sidle up to the airport bar near my gate. I haven’t had a drink since the coffee hours ago and my hands are shaking, I’m sweating. I need to sate myself.



At the far end of the bar, two people are flirting and smiling. Farther down from them, a chubby, short-haired man in a gray ASU hoodie nurses a Heineken and keeps his eyes glued to the baseball game blaring from the flat-screen behind the bar.



The bartender, an older woman with long gray hair pulled back in a braid, approaches, bedazzled silver-rimmed glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She pats the bar in front of me.



“Whaddya have, honey?”



“Maker’s Manhattan, please.”



She peers at me over her glasses. “You’re too young to be drinkin’ Manhattans.” She holds my gaze for a moment, then cracks a smile and lets out a laugh. She turns and reaches for the liquor behind her.



“I guess I’m just old school,” I say.



“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that.”



I watch as she pours my drink, doubling the amount of Maker’s. She catches me staring and winks, then slides the cocktail in my direction. The smell of the liquor wafts up, little slivers of ice floating on the top. It relaxes me, and I take a long, satisfying drink.
















Chapter 23
 





Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Sylvia dropped me off at my house after the reunion and zoomed away. I know I should have stopped her from driving while she was drunk. I knew this even in my own drunkenness. I should have made her stay here, but I didn’t want Paul waking up and finding her in our house. We should have caught a cab.



Paul’s side of the bed is made when I wake up, and cold. I hear my babies in the kitchen, delighted over the sounds of their clinking plastic dishes and utensils. It’s Sunday morning and Daddy’s actually home, a cause for pancakes.



“I hope you’re not planning on sleeping all day,” Paul says, appearing at the door. “It’s already seven-thirty. If you are, we’ll have to hire a babysitter. I have to work in a few hours, and you should be getting ready for church.”



What’s he so huffy about?



He goes into the bathroom.



“Honey?” I whine. I push my bottom lip out and talk in a baby voice that usually gets me sympathy. “Can you
 pwease
 get me some Advil and water?” Paul pokes his head out the bathroom door.



“No,” he says, straight faced. He goes back into the bathroom. Is he serious? I force myself out of bed and stumble after him. The room is spinning and my head feels as if it might explode all over, but I manage.



“Paul, what’s with the attitude?”






“I already took care of you last night, Lindsay. I guess you don’t remember.”



“Excuse me? There’s a limit on how much you’re willing to take care of me?”



“When you’re drunk there is.” He strips and gets into the shower. “You threw up last night,” he says. “I had to get up at three a.m. and peel you off the bathroom floor. Do you know how unpleasant that is?”



I blush, embarrassed. I’ve never done that in front of Paul. Come to think of it, I haven’t done it since I tried to drown my sorrows.



“Pretty foul.” I pull back the shower curtain and peek in. My husband, his chiseled body, is so handsome even when he’s pissed off. “That was really nice of you,” I say.



“Well, I wasn’t going to let you sleep on the floor in your own vomit.”



“I didn’t mean to get that drunk,” I say sheepishly. “I just hadn’t eaten enough.” Then I lie. “I only had a few.”



“Well, you were drunk.” The chill is back in his voice.



I close the shower curtain, then help myself to water and Advil. After, I crawl back into bed. I’m dizzy and I think I’m going to die. Paul emerges from the bathroom a few moments later, towel draped around his waist. If I weren’t so hung-over, I’d ask for sex.



“You’re not staying in bed all day,” he says, yanking the covers off me. At first I think he’s still angry, but then he sits on the side of the bed and leans down, kissing me lightly on the lips. “You smell bad,” he says. “C’mon, we have kids to take care of.” He starts to get up, but I reach inside his towel and grab his penis.



“You know what makes me feel better when I’m hung-over?” I feel his erection and unwrap the towel.



He locks the bedroom door, then comes back, lifts up my sleep shirt, and plants kisses all over my torso. I’m in physical pain, dehydrated, and desperate to feel better, but the moment he penetrates me, I forget it all.






The rest of the day is not easy. Lily got into the cookies while Paul and I were making love. When we got out of bed we found the boys on the patio trying to fill up the kiddie pool by bringing buckets of water from the kitchen. The floor is sopping wet from all the spilling. It’s a struggle to get them all to pay enough attention to get ready for church. After we’ve almost corralled them, I run to the bathroom to vomit, and don’t emerge for fifteen minutes. Another Advil, another glass of water. I want my bed more than anything, but Paul is due at work in less than an hour. I decide there’s no way I can go to church, and Paul actually agrees, so the kids and I stay home.



By lunchtime, Jackson decides he wants to nurse. There’s so much alcohol in my system that I fear I’ll get my baby drunk, so I keep pushing him away, trying unsuccessfully to distract him. Nothing works. He screams for an hour and a half straight.
















Chapter 24



New York, New York



2010



I take a town car back to Manhattan from the airport. The only seat I could get on the first flight out of Phoenix was in coach, so I treat myself to the car service. Javier, my doorman, tries to put my bag on a shiny rolling cart to take it upstairs but I decline. As the elevator doors close in front of me, I wonder how much longer I’ll call this place home. Heading up to the thirtieth floor to the three-bedroom apartment, I realize this place doesn’t feel like home anymore. In fact, nowhere does.



James has been my life for the last six years. I’ve gone from poor to an aged-before-my-time starter-wife without the ring or the prenup.



I stop just inside the beautiful apartment, looking toward the kitchen with its marble countertops and shiny white tiled floor. I flip on the living room lights—the room is completely empty. The hard leather sofas are gone, as is the fifty-two-inch flat-screen and the $32,000 dining set. A voice echoes from down the hall. My heart leaps.



“Is that you?” It’s him.



I make my way to James’s office, trying to stop my hands from shaking. I’m so nervous. This man I’ve been sleeping next to for the last five years actually makes me nervous.



I leave my suitcase in the hall and enter his office, which is almost completely empty save for the large cherry wood desk and the executive chair he’s sitting in. His salt-and-pepper hair is brushed back effortlessly, his gray Prada button-down made casual by his Armani jeans. His face is glowing, his eyes piercing. He’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. God, I want a drink.






No. Don’t.



“Where’d you run off to?” I ask. “St. Barths? Costa Rica?”





He tents his hands under his chin. “Tribeca,” he says. “Bought a lovely little loft.”



Are we getting a do-over? Don’t be silly, Sylvia.



“How nice for you,” I say coldly.



He rises from his chair. “Yes, it is quite nice. Made even more so since you won’t be joining me.”



Nope. Definitely no do-over.



“I’ve left the bedroom intact. You can have it.”



Nothing that will remind him of us. Of me.



He hands me a stack of mail. As he passes by I feel him slip from me one last time, and even though I’ve known it’s been over for the last five weeks—months, years even—I am terrified to let him go. I struggle to resist throwing myself at him, begging him to give me a second chance. Yes, he’s treated me horribly. Abused me. But my heart still yearns for the James Ryan of our first year, and I can’t seem to accept that that person is gone.



I follow him out the door and down the hall.



“Why did you stay with me for as long as you did?”



He stops, then resumes his trajectory out to the living room. I follow again, determined to get an answer.



“Why did you bother to spend time with me? Why did you bother moving me into your apartment to play house?” He heads to the front door. “And how did you know I’d be back today? How did you even know I was gone? Why would you even look if you didn’t care?”



I’m hoping he whips around, takes me in his arms and says,
 because I love you desperately and I can’t keep watching you destroy yourself.
 I want him to say,
 I’ll wait for you. I want you to clean yourself up. I’ll be here when you’re ready.
 But he doesn’t.






Instead, he says, “I can see everything you do, Sylvia.” He nods at the stack of envelopes in my hand, then looks me directly in the eye. I break the stare by looking down at the mail. Then, he leaves, slamming the heavy oak door behind him.



I stand for a moment, dumbfounded. I completely wasted that whole opportunity. I should have kicked and screamed. Or maybe I should have been sweet and loving. But he left me. He left me for good. The apartment is empty. My hands are shaking. I need a drink. I think of the pills I stole from Razz’s bathroom weeks ago. They’re still in my change purse. I wish I could call Lindsay, but it would seem odd. We didn’t go into any details about my situation. I wouldn’t allow it, kept blocking her. All things aside, I didn’t even let her know that I was leaving, didn’t say good-bye. I didn’t even give her my number.





I set the stack of bills on the kitchen counter and look inside the liquor cabinet. There are a few of the travel-size bottles of Jim Beam that I bought just before I left for Phoenix, the ones that wouldn’t fit in my quart-size plastic bag. I shut the cabinet door.
 I will not drink them. I will not even look at them.
 





But I want them. I go to the cabinet, open the door, and reach for a bottle. Then I pause. I pull my hand back as if something’s going to bite me.



“To hell with you,” I say to the door.



I pick up my BlackBerry and text Razz. If anyone can relate to what I’m going through, it’s him.



back in nyc. get 2gether soon. miss u.



I should have texted him a long time ago. I should have let him know I was going to Phoenix. But then he might have let it slip to someone, who’d slip it to someone else, who’d slip it to the bottom-feeding gossip sites.






The bills sit in a stack on the counter, all of them opened cleanly at the top with the precise strokes of James’s metal letter-opener. I rifle through them, cell phone, AmEx, checking account statement, Saks card. I’ll have to start paying these on my own. Maybe James paid them as a parting gift. That would be nice.



I haven’t looked at my bills for at least two years. James always took care of them for me. Now I have to relearn a whole system, the one I’d designed for my mom when I was in high school and carried into my young adult life, the one I stopped needing when I met James. The fact that he took care of everything never bothered me. I was too busy enjoying being taken care of for the first time in my life. I exhale loudly. I don’t want to be that person anymore. And, in reality, I
 can’t
 be that person. There’s no one left to take care of me.



I inhale deeply and fish out a random bill from the pile: my bank statement.



I have twelve thousand in checking. Okay, that’s not bad. I could definitely get a decent apartment with that. I look over the recent activity, nothing but ATM withdrawals over the last month.



Next up is my cell phone statement.



It’s past due. Three months past due! They’re threatening to cut my service. I owe four hundred and fifty dollars!
 Okay,
 I tell myself.
 There’s plenty of money in the bank to pay it. Just take care of it today.
 





Then cable: Three months past due.



I turn toward the liquor cabinet, then tear my eyes away. I clench my fists, then head for the cabinet and grab one of the three tiny bottles of Beam. But I don’t drink it. I pop off the top and invert it over the sink, holding my breath so I won’t get a whiff. I leave it and go back to the bills. Time to face the AmEx. My gaze roams over the ten-page statement until I find the balance.






My knees go weak and I have to catch myself on the counter. This
 can’t
 be right!





$89,873.35.



I think I’m going to be sick. How long has it been like this?





I scan the pages. The last payment was received months ago. James must have been planning his escape for a long time. I can’t believe Collections hasn’t called me. I flip to the back page and find the APR: 28.9 percent.





I let out an involuntary scream and burst into tears, sinking to the floor. I’m fucked. There goes my savings, my livelihood without James. What the hell am I going to do? I feel a panic attack coming on. I clamber to my feet and rush to the cabinet. There are still three little bottles left. I grab them and chug.
















Chapter 25



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



Good riddance, high school. I’ve finished grading all the finals, papers, and projects, and I just turned in the grades. I don’t have to come back to this place until August. I don’t think students realize that teachers are just as happy to be done as they are. Now it’s time for a quiet, stress-free summer.





I pull into the driveway feeling calm for the first time in weeks. Not only was school stressing me out, I was a little depressed over Sylvia disappearing without saying good-bye. At the same time, I was relieved. Now that I’ve told Paul the secrets—well, most of them—Sylvia is gone, and the reunion has passed, things can go back to normal.



I walk into the house with a grocery bag full of goodies to make cookies, but the kids are nowhere in sight. They should be home. Paul had the day off and we were all going to have a fun dinner together. I shrug and set the groceries on the kitchen counter; they must be out running errands or something. I set my purse down, kick off my shoes, and make my way across the house, stepping over toys like a pro, nudging some of them out of my way with my bare feet. I don’t even care that the house is a mess, that there’s dishes in the sink, or that the bag of Pull-Ups has been opened and scattered around the floor. Tonight I am going to make dinner and treats for my babies and make love to my husband.






I head straight for my bathroom to take my hair down and my earrings out, the large, heavy, gold dangly ones that Sylvia brought over the night we went to the reunion. She told me to keep them and I’ve worn them almost every day since. I turn around to head out of the bedroom and jump when I see Paul sitting on the bed.



“Oh my God. How long have you been sitting there?”



He shrugs. “A while.” He looks weary, worn down. His eyes are red.



“What’s wrong?” I ask, taking a seat next to him. “What’s happened? Is your mom all right? Are you okay?”



“No, I’m not okay,” he replies. He hands a photo to me. “What is this?”



It’s the sonogram. Date June 2000. Baby Thomas.



“Where did you get that?”



“What
 is
 it?” he asks. “Whose is that?” He stands, then paces the room. “It’s yours, isn’t it?”



“Where did you get this?” I demand again, more desperation in my voice. Paul runs his hands through his hair, tearing at the roots. “Did you go through my things? What right did you have to do that?” I shout.



“I wanted to know why you’ve been acting so damn strange,” he says. “You haven’t been yourself since . . . since that
 Sylvia
 came to town. All your lies are coming out, I keep finding out more and more . . . There’s this whole other person in you.”



“You had no right—”



“No right? No
 right
 ? You’re my wife,” he roars. “I have every right. You’ve been keeping this from me for ten goddamn years. Why? Who is that? Tell me!”



“It’s my baby,” I burst out. “
 My
 baby. And he’s none of your business.”



I storm out, across the living room, grab my purse from the counter, and, forgetting my shoes by the door, get into my car and drive away, the sonogram in my lap.
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It had been three months since I’d lost Sylvia. I was sitting in the lunchroom when Jaime Pendleton came and sat next to me. After a few short exchanges, she invited me to sit with her and the Clique out on the lawn.



“No thanks,” I said, shoveling a spoonful of contraband mac and cheese into my mouth.



“Come on, it’ll be fine. I know no one will mind.”



I snorted. “You mean after all these years calling me a slut and pushing me into lockers?” I’d sooner have expected a bucket of pig’s blood dumped on me than to be accepted by the Clique again.



But over the next few weeks, various members of the Big Bitch Mafia started to talk to me—in class, in the hallways. Hanger-on Jacob Evans even invited me to a party. I refused them all. I didn’t want to speak to them, and I certainly didn’t want to hang out with them. I’d seen teen movies. This was how popular kids tortured nobodies. This was how bullies got their kicks.



So imagine my shock when I heard the doorbell ring one afternoon, followed by my mother shouting at me from down the hall. I ignored her. The only person I wanted to see was Sylvia, and I knew it couldn’t be her. She was gone.



There was a knock at my door followed by the knob turning without an invitation or even an answer. My mother walked in, followed by a perfectly coiffed, salon-enhanced, blond-haired bobblehead doll with a bronzed face—Kimmie Fielder herself.






“Thanks, Mrs. Rich,” she piped up. Her skin was flawless and her teeth were straight, having been forced into submission by middle school braces. My mom smiled so big I thought she might swallow the whole room with her next inhale. She backed out gracefully and the door softly clicked shut behind her.



“Hi,” Kimmie said. She half smiled, but I couldn’t tell if she was legit or not, which made me even more apprehensive. She didn’t look like her usual calculating snakelike self.



“What?” I asked.



She took a cautious step forward. “I just—” she paused. “I’m thinking it’s time you came back to the Crew.”



The Crew. Their self-appointed title.



“Why?”



“Why not? We’ve been friends since kindergarten. Our moms have been friends forever.”



“And you’ve been making my life hell for the last three years.”





She waved her hand through the air. “That’s all in the past.”





“Is it?”



She took another step forward.



“Come on. Just come to pizza with me and the Crew. You’ll see.” She didn’t plead. That was far below Kimmie. And I knew that this extended invite would only happen once. Our mothers probably pushed her into it, forced a reunion. I couldn’t help wondering what her mother had hanging over her to make her invite me back into her life. I hated them all, but I was also lonely as hell. So I reluctantly agreed.



I never truly felt comfortable spending time with the Clique, eating lunch with them, going to the movies, going to parties. Hillary and I definitely kept our distance. Jaime Pendleton was probably the nicest person. She always made sure I knew when we were all supposed to hang out. I was usually relegated to the outside circle, just enough to still be considered one of the Crew and not a hanger-on, but far enough from the inside that I was almost an accessory. I always watched my back, but I had to admit it was nice to not be bullied anymore.






I didn’t drink around them, and I definitely didn’t do any drugs—which, of course, I found out they all did. Kimmie loved coke. I almost never hooked up with guys except for the occasional snuggle on a couch. I had completely reversed my behavior around them, but that didn’t stop rumors from swirling that I was Jacob Evans’s girlfriend. I’d still get confronted by Kimmie and her inner circle about who I liked and whether or not it was smart for me to like him, and my lunches were watched over with prison guard–like attention. Mac and cheese was definitely out, and forget about Hostess cupcakes. It was middle school all over again, only worse.



But I didn’t have the strength of mind to leave. I didn’t want to be bullied again. I’d been beaten down. I’d lost my best friend. I was sick of eating lunch alone. I was tired of seeing my name plastered everywhere followed by lewd comments and poorly drawn caricatures of me doing disgusting things. Now people just left me alone. I never talked in class, I barely talked to anyone in the Clique, and most of the time it was hard for me to plaster on a fake smile. I didn’t know what else to do.



I had nowhere else to turn after Sylvia disappeared, so I eventually went back to Cam. He was my safety net of sorts—the one person I could always go to when I felt lower than low. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes he did make me feel better. But without Sylvia, nothing seemed to make me feel truly good anymore. Not sex, not cocaine, not booze. I’d been doing all those things, but only at Cam’s house, never with the Clique. They thought I was practically revirginized. Oh, how I had changed my ways in their eyes.






Jacob Evans did eventually ask me out on a real date. He had muscular soccer legs and a skinny torso. He wasn’t bad looking and was pretty nice, but most important, he was Kimmie approved. The furthest he ever got was the occasional grope in the movie theater or a mid-party make-out session in front of everyone—almost never in private, which I found very odd. Then, two months into dating, just before Christmas, I was giving him a blow job in his Camaro when he tapped me politely on the shoulder and told me he was gay. I literally fell into his lap with relief.



While Jacob and I continued to date and publicly go through the motions of two teenagers in a relationship—even kissing each other at Kimmie’s Millennium New Year’s Eve party—I spent a lot of late nights with Cam, heading to his house after playing the Clique’s designated driver and dropping them at their houses.



The situation with Jacob worked for both of us, but I never told him about Cam. We were even nominated for the Sweethearts’ Court, which was a group of seniors who were voted “best couples” at the Valentine’s Day dance. All the nice, pretty kids got voted in for the Sweethearts’ Court. The most popular kids, on the other hand, won spots on the senior prom court, Kimmie and Dan Duffy leading the way as king and queen.



Meanwhile, everyone thought Jacob and I were in a happy, stable high school relationship, when all we really did was hang out in my room watching
 Sex and the City
 and
 Queer as Folk.
 My mom couldn’t be happier. I was Kimmie’s friend again
 and
 I had a popular jock boyfriend. Everything, in her eyes, was perfect. Especially because
 that Sylvia
 was gone.



It wasn’t until mid-March, before my Sweetheart crown had time to collect dust, that I found out I was pregnant. There was only one possible father. I was in a panic. I needed someone to confide in. I couldn’t tell Cam, and no one in the Clique would ever stand by me. I couldn’t even talk about a UTI with any of those girls. There was only Jacob. I was always there for him, so I felt sure he’d be there for me.






He came over on Wednesday night as usual. I’d taken three pregnancy tests and leaned them all upright on my desk. He gave me the requisite hug and sank into me, free to be himself for the first time all day.



“He just
 had
 to come into the coffee shop again,” Jacob said. “He looked hotter than ever.” He collapsed onto my bed as he recounted yet another nearly no-contact exchange with a lean, ripped cyclist who wore padded bike shorts and whom we’d nicknamed Mr. Hot Pants. I collapsed onto the bed next to him, waiting for his long, yearning story of a barista’s unrequited love to reach its eventual end.



“. . . And of course he
 still
 didn’t ask me out.”



“Jacob,” I said, obliging as always, “when the right one comes, you’ll know. Not every hot guy who comes into the coffee shop is going to ask for your number.”



“I know, but he’s
 torturing
 me. Can’t he just come in for his triple-shot skinny latte when I’m
 not
 working?” He flipped onto his stomach and flung his arm over my belly, which I had never been more conscious of.



“I have something to tell you,” I said. He opened one eye.



“Please don’t tell me you’re seeing someone and going to end our fauxmance.”



“Well”—I blushed—“not exactly.” His brow furrowed and he boosted himself up on one elbow.



“Well? What?”



I sat, too, glanced at the row of three positive pregnancy tests, then said, “I’m pregnant.”



Jacob bolted upright.



“What?” His voice was flat and cold. Accusatory. “We know it’s not mine,” he said. “So don’t you dare try to tell anyone it is.”






“Well, no shit.” I made signals for him to lower his voice and took mine down to a whisper. “God, what kind of person do you think I am?”



“A whore.” His face wrinkled as if he’d just smelled the foulest stench. “Obviously.” Jacob rolled off the bed, standing. “I’m telling everyone we broke up. I can’t believe you cheated on me.”



I couldn’t help laughing, actually waiting for him to drop the joke. But he wasn’t joking. I didn’t understand his extreme reaction. Clearly it wasn’t his, and I never would have claimed it was. But I thought he’d at least help me through this. Go with me to the abortion clinic if that’s what I chose. Or at least hold my hand while I went to a secret sonogram. There were only two and a half months left of school. If I decided to keep it, I just had to get through the prom and whatever other Clique social events. I’d get through graduation without my bump really showing. I could just pretend I was getting fat.



But I never had the chance. By second period the next day, Jacob told a few people, who told a few people, and soon our whole world knew that not only had we broken up, but that I cheated on him and was pregnant.



Once again, I found myself a complete outcast, left out in D hall where even the lowliest freshmen avoided me.



I could have outed Jacob, taken him down with me, told everyone that I find someone else because my boyfriend wasn’t into girls. Had he even considered that? But that wasn’t my style. I wasn’t the same girl who punched Kimmie in the face four years ago. I wasn’t even the same girl who faced Hillary at last year’s homecoming.



To make matters worse, I didn't even get to tell my mother myself. Kimmie told her mother, who got right on the phone with mine, who demanded an explanation. Suddenly my mother was an outcast, too. After one hell of a screaming match, my mother refused to speak to me for ten days. During that time, I managed to gather the courage to call Cam.






“I’m pregnant,” I said before he could even say hello.



“What?” he said, his voice lazy and stoned as usual. “Whose is it?”



I couldn’t answer right away. Did I even want him to know? Of course. Why would I have called him otherwise?



“It’s not mine, right?”



And with that, I knew I was on my own. I spluttered. Then:



“No. No. It’s someone else’s.”



I heard a sigh of relief on the other end and felt sure, at least in that moment, that I’d done the right thing not telling him. Lying had kept me out of far more trouble than it caused.



“Well, good luck to you,” he said.



And that was that.
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I drive around town, trying to calm down. How dare he? I pound my steering wheel. I don’t know where to go. I don’t have any shoes on, so I can’t exactly go anywhere in public. Emotions crash over me—one moment I’m cursing my husband, the next I’m beating myself up for keeping Thomas a secret for so long.



I can’t see through my tears, so I pull over, then call Kaylah.



“Lindsay?”



“Kaylah?” I blubber.



“What’s going on? Paul just called me an hour ago and asked me to take the kids and didn’t say why. His voice was all crazy.”



“Where are you?” My voice wavers. I can hear my babies in the background.



“I’m at home. Mom’s here, too—”



My mother grabs the phone. “What is going on?” she demands. “Babysitting was
 not
 in my plans for tonight.”



“Mom, I’m coming over.”



I hang up, then bury my face in my hands and lean over the steering wheel. Everything’s ruined. Everything. Paul will never forgive me. The secret that Mom, Dad, Kaylah, and I have all kept for so long is out. I eventually straighten, clean my face with the baby wipes that live in the glove compartment, then pull back onto the road.






I have never turned to my mother for anything, but it’s not her I need. I need Kaylah.



My little sister comes running out to the driveway as I pull in. I’m barely unbuckled when she pulls me into a hug, enveloping me with her swimmer’s arms. I start to sob. She lets me cry for a minute, then gently pulls away.



“What happened?” she asks.



“Thomas,” I say between sobs. “He found out.” Kaylah’s eyes grow big.



“What?”



Then my mother arrives, her perfectly dyed blond hair coiffed and pushed off her face with a headband.



“What do you mean he found out?” she spits. “How could you let this happen?”



Kaylah pulls my head against her chest and holds her hand out to quiet our mother. “Mom, hold on. Let’s wait until we get inside.”



Kaylah leads me into the house, my mother fuming at our heels. I take a seat at the kitchen table and Kaylah pours me a glass of water. I can hear the kids squealing with delight, playing in the other room. My mom stares down at me, one hand on her hip.



“What happened? How did Paul find out about that baby? We agreed—”



“No,
 you
 agreed, Mom. You just made it all disappear!”



“And thank God for it,” she says. “At least Kaylah was in love with Mikey’s father. You wouldn’t even tell us who knocked you up!”



“That’s not important. Paul was going through my things and found the sonogram. He had no right to violate my privacy.”



“He’s your husband, Lindsay. When that baby died, we all agreed to pretend it never happened. But it’s your fault you never told Paul.”






“Thomas, Mom. His name was Thomas. And
 you’re
 the one who decided to bury it. How could I have ever told Paul?”





She had been so ashamed of me. She barely acknowledged my pregnancy. She wouldn’t take me to my doctor appointments, wouldn’t council me, and definitely didn’t throw me a baby shower. Even though I was living under her roof, I was on my own. Kaylah was only ten at the time and didn’t really understand why my having a baby was wrong. She used to spend nights with me in my room, watching TV and falling asleep with her head on my belly. Despite her sweetness, I couldn’t help resenting her. She was infallible in my mother’s eyes.





My father largely remained silent, probably at my mother’s behest. And even though they weren’t happy when Kaylah announced her own pregnancy eight years later, they were strangely accepting. Whether they’d learned a lesson the first time or liked her better, I’ll never know.



Thomas was born at only six months old after I went into early labor. He wasn’t dead when they took him out, but he was barely alive. His little lungs weren’t working right, even with a ventilator. Twelve hours later, my baby stopped breathing.



“How could you have even kept that in your house?” my mother demanded. “You should have gotten rid of that years ago. And now you want us to sympathize?”



I don’t know what to say.



“I told you long ago to get rid of any evidence, but you didn’t listen. I’ve seen you mess up before, Lindsay, but this really takes the cake.”



“Mom!” I shout. “I didn’t mess up.” Of course I messed up. Big-time. But she’ll never hear me admit it. When the room falls silent, I hear my kids.






“Mommy,” Jackson calls from the other room, followed by the patter of three sets of tiny feet headed my way. Kids flood the kitchen. I suck in my breath.



“Hi, babies,” I say, gathering them into my arms. I glance up at my mother.



She grabs her purse off the counter. “I have a Bunco game to get to.”
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RAZZED – New York Post, Thursday



Jason Rasmussen, a.k.a. DJ Razz, was rushed to Bellevue ER last night due to an apparent drug overdose. According to sources, Rasmussen, a nationally renowned disc jockey and known addict, is suspected of relapsing after a bizarre and uncharacteristically sloppy show opening for an intimate Kanye West performance at the Bowery Ballroom last Thursday.



Never known to be reclusive or even media-shy since getting clean in 2007, Razz also missed a private gig at Chateau Marmont in Los Angeles on Saturday, claiming he was too sick to get on a plane. Tuesday night, after skipping a show at the new Meatpacking hot spot Duel, Razz was nowhere to be found. Spy-witnesses at Bellevue said Razz was accompanied to the ER by none other than notorious loose-cannon editrix Sylvia Miloche, marking the first time Syl’s been spotted outside of her Rock Center office building since her infamous carry-out from Duel last month.



Speculation abounds that Syl’s boozy ways might be behind Razz’s relapse, despite the recent after-the-fact whispers that she’d been sighted entering two different AA meetings in recent days. Another source claims Syl was seen outside Razz’s apartment Tuesday night screaming his name and trying to get into the unit. Whether she was rescuing him or enabling him remains to be seen. No official word yet on Razz’s condition. Early buzz says he’s alive, but barely.






I pick up yesterday’s
 Post
 in the ER waiting room, where I’ve been for the last eighteen hours, groping for news about Razz. Since I’m not next of kin, the hospital’s not telling me anything.



I want to drink so bad right now, sitting in this hospital, inhaling air that reeks of ammonia and something similar to urine.



baby grl need ur help. pls
 





I keep reading the text message over and over. There’s nothing else coming through to my BlackBerry, and all I want to do is go to Razz and comfort him the way he’s done for me more times than I can remember. Instead, all I can do is think about is the image of his lifeless body lying in his bed in that absurd SoHo apartment.



Razz’s text messages are always perfect in their grammar. He never uses acronyms or text slang, so seeing
 baby grl need ur help
 shot me into panic mode.



I stomp my foot on the floor. I want to puke. Why did I ignore him when I was in Phoenix? How could I have been so selfish? But I’m grateful I’m here now.



After his text, I caught a cab to his apartment and rang the doorbell, hoping he’d answer, but he never came. Fortunately, I had a set of keys. The door opened two inches. Razz had put the chain on, and barricaded the door with a heavy leather chair.



“Razz!” I shouted, then knocked as hard as I could. “It’s me!” I banged, desperate to get inside. I jammed my foot into the crack and tried to push the chair farther into the apartment, barely moving it five inches. I rammed the door with my shoulder, bounced off of it, and flew backward.



“Razz!” I prayed no one would call the police. This time I put all my weight behind my shoulder and rammed into the door so hard the chain snapped. I stumbled inside and gazed around. Where was he?






“Razz?”



The warm apartment reeked of sweat and garbage and cigarette smoke. I found a broken glass rose on the coffee table in front of the couch; the curtains over the floor-to-ceiling windows facing downtown had been drawn. An ashtray full of cigarette butts sat next to a crack pipe. I suddenly felt like my heart dropped into my stomach: Razz had relapsed. Even though I didn’t know what set him off, I couldn’t help worrying it was my fault. What if he’d been trying to reach out? Asking for help? He’d had all those pills in his bathroom. I had been too much of a mess to pay any attention to anyone.



I strode across the room and checked the bathroom, holding my breath, afraid of what I might find. Empty. I exhaled. The last place to check was the bedroom. I opened the door.



Razz was sprawled across his bed facedown, the covers halfway on the floor. I called his name again, but he didn’t respond; hell, he didn’t move. Was he dead? No. I could hear him breathing. Thank God. Two lines of cocaine remained on a piece of mirror alongside the granules of however many preceded them. Plastic baggies and his credit cards were strewn across the floor, indicating he’d been on a bender for quite some time. He snorted, startling me. I sank to my knees at his bedside, and shook him.



“Razz? Baby? Wake up.”



He slowly turned his head toward me. His eyes were puffy, his mouth crusty. He hadn’t shaved in days, far beyond his trademark Sexy Scruff look. I hadn’t seen him without his iconic horn-rimmed glasses in over a year.



He cracked his eyes open. “Ung . . . Syl,” he mumbled.



“Yeah, I’m here.”



I nursed Razz through the night, cleaning up the coke and other paraphernalia while he slept. I didn’t know if I should start calling rehab facilities or his sponsor. Instead, I made one of his infamous hangover smoothies, which he sternly rejected. Well, maybe a bath.






As I ran the soapy sponge up and down Razz’s bony back, he stared at the water. I couldn’t help thinking of Lindsay in her suburban paradise, with her perfectly boring beige house, her teaching job, and her gorgeous, adoring husband and three children.



I should have been better at taking care of Razz, but I was feeling my way blindly through the night. People, especially Razz, had been taking care of me for years, but I’d been such an incapable mess. I’d never thanked anyone; instead I pushed them away, denying I had problems. I won’t ever make that mistake again. It starts here with Razz.



All I know right now is he’s in stable condition. He locked me out of his bedroom when I went to pee and proceeded to overdose on a cocktail of pills and cocaine. I don’t know if he’s conscious or a vegetable. His manager won’t speak to me, he just walked right past me in the lobby with Gina Caruso at his side. Sober buddies only; drunks need not apply.



I have never felt this out of control. On top of James and Phoenix, I don’t know if I can handle it. Tired of waiting, I find the nearest bar and order three consecutive shots of Maker’s Mark.
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Paul called Kaylah an hour after my mother left to find out how the kids were. She told him they were fine and shoved the phone in my hand.



“Hello,” he said tersely. “Are you planning to stay there?”



I shook my head, forgetting that he couldn’t see me. “No. But I don’t know what I’m going to do.”



After a long pause, he said, “I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and I think we need some time apart.”



My heart raced. “Okay.” I didn’t know what else to say.



We agreed that the kids would stay with Kaylah and my parents while we figured things out; there was no reason to expose the kids to our problems. We’d tell them it was a vacation. Paul would call his mother, stay with her. As for us, we agreed not to speak for a week. I told him I was going away, but I didn’t tell him where. Quite frankly, I didn’t really know.





I’m standing in the departures terminal at the airport, surveying the on-screen schedule, waiting for whatever seems like the right place to go. I have nothing with me but a purse, the clothes I’m wearing, and a pair of Kaylah’s flip-flops on my feet.



My eyes are sore from crying. I want to hold Lily. I want Andy and Jackson in my lap, giving me sweet kisses. My eyes water just thinking about it.






The next flight to New York leaves in two hours. I don’t know if that’s the right choice, but I walk over to the American Airlines counter and wait in line, just in case I can get on the flight.



“Next,” the attendant calls. She looks up, her eyes go wide.





“I’m—” My voice catches, I swallow, then inhale, trying to get a hold of myself. “I’m—” The tears spill over. I can only imagine the look on the pretty Filipino woman’s face.



“Checking in?” she says. “I just need your ID.”



I shake my head. “No,” I manage. “I—I’m actually hoping I can get on that flight to New York.”



“Oh,” she says. I hear her fingers clicking rapidly on the keyboard. “Well,” she says. I look up. Her head cocked to one side. She looks at me. “Bereavement?” she asks. “Death of a relative?”



Death of my marriage,
 I think.
 The end of my life.
 





I nod.



“Aww.” The woman reaches across the counter and rubs my forearm. It feels nice. “Well, I can’t get you on the direct flight, but, if you want, you can wait until tomorrow morning and get on this flight—”



“No, no, I need to get out,
 now
 ,” I say.



“Well, I can get you on a flight from Phoenix to Boston in three hours. I’m afraid there’s nothing else until tomorrow morning.”



“I’ll take it,” I say, plopping down my credit card. “There’s gotta be a hopper flight or something to New York, right?”



The woman smiles and taps away at her keyboard. “There’s nothing available with us, I’m afraid,” she says at last. “But there may be seats on other airlines. It’s worth a shot.”





Though I often felt guilty about it, now I’m glad I keep a secret credit card for emergencies. Paul and I share finances for everything; he doesn’t believe in credit cards. The only thing he’ll be able to see is a three-hundred-dollar cash withdrawal from the ATM.






With hours to kill, I wander around Terminal 3. The airport smells like sweaty, unwashed people and cleaning fluid. I need clothes and toiletries. All I see at first is a souvenir shop called, and I fear I’ll be stuck with a tacky tourist T and hoodie. But there’s also a PGA shop and a store called Southwest Pizazz that sells some old-person resort-style fashion. I take my chances and pick out a polo shirt from the PGA store and some pants from the other. In the News Travels Fast shop I purchase some baby wipes, lotion, lip balm, a travel-size deodorant, toothbrush and toothpaste, cheap mascara, a
 phoenix!
 duffel bag, and an armful of tabloid magazines.



I clean myself with the baby wipes in the handicap stall near my gate, then slather myself with lotion. My eyes look hollow under the horrendous fluorescent light and I can barely look in the mirror as I apply the mascara. So here I am, prepping myself for the unknown, washing myself in a bathroom like I’m fifteen all over again.



The plane ride to Boston was turbulent and miserable. I had three Sprite and vodkas, but still didn’t pass out. My celeb rags sat untouched in the seat pocket and I did nothing but stare at the pattern on the seat back in front of me.



I learn there are multiple shuttle flights from Boston to New York every hour, and resolve to go and find Sylvia, even though I don’t know where she works and don’t have her cell phone number. If she really is in the papers, I reason, surely she’ll be easy to find on Google.



I don’t start to panic about the predicament I’ve put myself in—alone in New York, where I’ve never been before, with no clothes, no contacts, little money, and zero sense of direction—until the pilot announces that we’re descending toward JFK. There’s only a thirty-five-hundred-dollar limit on my credit card. My hands are shaking as I disembark, praying to find one of those Internet kiosks. I get lucky. The JetBlue terminal at JFK is full of little online stations.






I Google Sylvia Miloche. She’s all over gossip sites, with a few publishing-related pieces thrown in helter-skelter. I click on something called “Scene and Heard” from several weeks ago.



Sylvia Miloche, an editor at Hyde Park Books USA, is more or less known in New York social circles for dating the City’s most Scene and Heard party men, New York financier James Ryan. Recently, Ryan was caught infidelious
 with his nineteen-year-old intern in the back of his BMW. Like any good society wife or, in Syl’s case, long-term drag-along girlfriend, Miloche has dipped off the radar and hasn’t been Scene OR Heard from in weeks. Why so shy, Syl?



Hyde Park Books. That may be all I need to know. I Google it and find the general number, then punch it in on my outdated flip phone. I keep on reading articles about Sylvia as the phone rings. How is it that I never looked her up until now?



Last time we saw our reigning hangover queen, she was exiting club Duel. And by exiting, of course we mean being carried out by two bouncers and thrown into a cab with DJ Razz.



The receptionist at Hyde Park Books answers and connects me to Sylvia’s office, where a perky assistant answers.



“Yes, hi,” I say. “I’m hoping Sylvia is in.”



“I’m sorry, she’s away at the moment. May I take a message?”






“Um, sure. Wait, is there any way I can get her cell phone number?”



“I’m sorry. I can’t give you that information.”



“Oh.” What to do? “What about her e-mail address?”



“If you’d like to submit a manuscript, you can send it to miloche submissions at hyde park dot com.”



“No, I don’t want to submit anything.”



The assistant is the keeper of all information. Whereabouts, schedule, contact info. Dammit, Sylvia.



“Well, Sylvia was just in Phoenix visiting me. My name’s Lindsay Seku—I mean, Richardson. Lindsay Richardson. We went to our high school reunion together the other week.” Too much information? Would the girl even care? “Anyway, I lost her cell phone number and I’m in New York and was hoping to meet up.”



“I’m sorry. I can’t give out her phone number.”



Of course you can’t.



“I can take a message and ask her to get back to you.” Pause. “She’s out to lunch right now. I haven’t been able to get a hold of her for a while. She may have just lost her BlackBerry again.” The girl chuckles. “I mean,” she says, regaining her composure. “I mean, she has done that in the past, as I’m sure you know.” She laughs again. I smile obligingly, as if the girl can actually see me. At least I know Sylvia’s back at work. This is a good place to start.



I leave my cell number and hang up. I suppose I’ll take a taxi into the city, assuming I can figure it out, and wander around until I either hear from Sylvia or find a hotel. Maybe I’ll find a place to buy some underwear.
















Chapter 30



New York, New York



2010



The phone in my office rings, startling me.
 security
 flashes on the caller ID screen. I momentarily panic. What if it’s something to do with James? Or a creditor? The landlord? Is there a landlord?



My heart thumps as I hold my breath so I can hear the voice on the other end of the phone line.



“Miss Miloche?” It’s Andre, the lobby security guard with the thick Puerto Rican accent.



“Yes?” Who is it? James? The NYPD? The bank?



“I have a Miss Lindsay Richardson here to see you.”



“What?” I respond. There’s no way I heard that right. I riffle through a stack of notes on my desk, all the messages Angela has taken that I haven’t looked through.



“Miss. Lindsay. Richardson.” Andre speaks to me the way most Americans speak to foreigners, loud and slow.



“Are you sure?” I ask. I hear him pull the phone away from his face and ask Lindsay to confirm her name. I hear her in the background; he wasn’t shitting me.



“It is Miss Lindsay Richardson.”



“Please, send her up,” I concede. “Twenty-fifth floor.”



I put the phone down, then immediately buzz Angela to collect Lindsay from the elevator bank. I stand and shuffle things around on my desk, trying to figure out what to do. I straighten some books and wipe dust from a shelf with my hand, then wipe my fingers on my skirt.






The knock startles me. But there she is, standing behind Angela. Childless. The smile on her face is completely fake. She looks like shit, greasy hair pulled back in an old-lady bun, bags under her eyes, wearing only one of the heavy gold earrings I gave her.



“Come in,” I say. Angela leaves and closes the door.



“So, this where you work,” Lindsay says, her voice an octave higher than it should be. I’m still speechless, but manage to grunt an “uh-huh.”



After moments of uncomfortable silence, she spills, her head falling into her hands. I run for the drapes and pull them shut before too many people can catch a glimpse of my former best friend weeping. The old me would rush to her side, but the new me hesitates, unsure. I guess if I still had the whiskey in my drawer I would give her some. But I don’t.



After Lindsay babbles, spitting as many words as she sheds tears, I think I understand what happened with Paul. I’m shocked and a little impressed that she had the balls to come all the way across the country to get away from her problems.



I’m pissed that her supposedly loving, perfect husband would want to take time apart just like that. I feel even more disappointed by the scenario Lindsay described, Paul sitting in the shadows in the bedroom, the sonogram print in his hand. But it’s no time for me to be judgmental. I already had my bad moments, so I buck up and dab some powder and a little eye shadow on Lindsay’s face, then bustle her out of the office.



I instruct Angela to tell anyone who asks that I’m in a late meeting and will be out editing for the rest of the day. I almost second-guess it because it used to be my code for “I’m going home to drink my stress out.” I crave a strong drink, but right now I need to be strong for Lindsay.
















Chapter 31



New York, New York



2010



I’m overwhelmed by the sheer size of Manhattan. I failed to pay much attention to anything on my way to Rockefeller Center from the airport. And now, speeding up Sixth Avenue in a taxicab, my stomach grumbling with hunger, Sylvia Miloche in the seat next to me, I’m positively awestruck. Bright yellow taxicabs everywhere. Pedestrians walk out in the middle of traffic without looking. Men in tailored business suits. Young women in oversized sunglasses carrying designer purses. People walking dogs and bending down to pick up their poop. Fat tourists and their even fatter children. They all crowd the streets and I can’t even fathom how anyone can fit on those sidewalks.





I imagine Sylvia lives in a building with a grand marble lobby and a doorman who wears a hat and white gloves. But the cab takes us uptown. Far uptown. Farther than the Manhattan shown in movies. Sylvia calls it Inwood. We exit the cab and enter an old brick building. We hike up to the third floor on narrow stone steps that reek of urine. Her apartment is nothing like I imagined. I pictured an elegant place the size of a ballroom with lush, cream-colored walls, yellow swallow-you couches, and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park or one of the rivers. But this place is small.





“I know, it’s empty.” Sylvia drops her purse on the warped parquet floor, the contents spilling out of it, then kicks off her shoes. She looks down and picks up a small pink device. “Taser,” she says, holding it out so I can see it. “To keep the paparazzi away.” She laughs, then puts everything back in her purse.






Her barren apartment is all of one room; there’s a dingy futon with coffee stains along one wall and a rickety-looking table with two chairs next to the kitchen, which is laid out on another wall. I set my duffel down and just stand there. The apartment smells strange, stale, as if it hasn’t been aired out in weeks. There are clothes piled high on the floor, dirty laundry, I presume, multiple suitcases practically vomiting out more clothes, and a hastily made bed, a mattress without a frame. She spins and falls dramatically onto the bed.



“I had to move,” she says. “James conveniently sold the place we shared and bought a new apartment in Tribeca. Would have been nice if he’d told me first.”



“How long have you been here?” I ask.



“About a week, I guess. I’m just subletting this shithole for now. Thirteen hundred a month. You believe that?”



I can’t. She pauses, looks around the room, then pops up off the bed and looks at me. “Want a drink?”



Sylvia’s off the bed before I can even respond and pads over to the kitchen.



“So what are you gonna do? Where are you going to go?” I ask.



“Dunno yet,” she says, opening the fridge. I hear the clatter of glass bottles, followed by the sound of releasing fizz. My heart lurches. I don’t want to drink. But when she emerges holding a bottle of San Pellegrino, I smile.



“Want some?”



I nod and take a seat at the wobbly table. Sylvia pulls a handful of menus out of a drawer and fans them out in front of me.



“Take your pick. We got Chinese, Thai, Japanese, Indian, Italian, Tex-Mex, real Mex . . .” She rattles off more food choices, but I’m not even paying attention. I’m still stunned by the empty, filthy apartment.






“Where’s all your stuff?” I ask, cutting her off. She takes a swig of her drink like it’s a beer.



“James took it all,” she says. “I came home from Arizona and everything but the bedroom set was gone.”



My face turns red. I’m embarrassed for her.



“I got rid of that stuff. I don’t want any of those things. He also left me with almost six figures of credit card debt. Told me he figured he didn’t need to be paying for my things since he didn’t love me anymore.” She takes another swig and laughs bitterly. “Would have been nice if he’d told me that a long time ago instead of dragging me down. Might have saved me a lot of money.”



“How could he do that to you?” I ask. “How could they do this to us?” I’m going to completely break down again. I put my head on the table and just sob. I feel like a fool. I want my situation to be worse than Sylvia’s, and that makes me a bad person because we’ve both lost a lot.



I’m surprised when I suddenly feel the warmth of her hands on my shoulders, then her face pressed into the nape of my neck as she hugs me. I cry harder, wondering why I didn’t try harder to get her back senior year, wondering how I ever managed to live the last ten years without my best friend, my true soul mate. She squeezes my hand briefly, then pulls away. I hear her shuffle across the kitchen. I look up as she extracts a half-empty bottle of Maker’s Mark from the cupboard and pours two generous helpings. She sets one glass on the table and slides it my way.



“Drink up,” she says. “We’re going out tonight.”



Sylvia adeptly teases my hair, does my lipstick, and finds an outfit for me that actually fits. I even manage to squeeze my size eight feet into a pair of her sevens.



I stand back from the bathroom mirror, able to see myself from my head to my knees. I look absurd. I’m wearing a tight black miniskirt that does nothing for my mom-hips, and I haven’t been this tall since, well, ever. We never wore heels in high school except for a few times.






The best-looking thing about me right now is my boobs in her tight black camisole. They’re still big from nursing. My lips quiver at the thought of Jackson. Does he miss nursing? Sylvia took a roll of duct tape and stretched it from one of my armpits to the other to give me a massive amount of cleavage, then draped shiny gold chains of different lengths around my neck.



“You don’t have tissues, but you have duct tape?” I asked. She shrugged. Bras are yet another thing we’ve never been able to share, and still can’t. She’d always been a solid C and I somehow shot from a double-A to a 38C.



Sylvia has a small, but noticeable gut now, but the rest of her is lithe; she almost looks like she’s suffering from malnutrition. She doesn’t take care of herself; her paunch is clearly the result of too much whiskey.



Outside, Sylvia hails a livery cab. “Yellow cabs don’t come this far up,” she says. She looks absolutely stunning in a silver sequined miniskirt and a flowing black tank. Her shapely calves, which have always been one of her best features, are perfectly accentuated in her black designer heels. I’m wearing a pair of purple Louboutins that I recognize because of the signature red soles. These shoes cost more than I spend in a month on groceries. Aside from the reunion, I can’t remember the last time I went out without Paul. The prospect is terrifying.



I don’t know where we’re going, but Sylvia, despite her tipsiness, obviously does. I’m stunned silent by the lights of the city, the glimmering, closed bank lobbies, the department stores with their brightly lit display windows, honking cabs, jaywalkers, traffic-dodging cyclists, and, even at night, the endless number of sneaker-wearing tourists.






We zoom down Broadway, the cab stopping only for red lights. We finally come to a near-screeching halt on a cobblestone street. Sylvia pays, and we step out among a massive crowd of people. I can make out one of the rivers to my left. I don’t know which one, but I want to see it. Sylvia wraps her arm around my wrist and pulls me toward her.



“This way.”



She drags me past the line of too-tanned, slick-haired, trendily dressed people, straight to the door of what I guess is a nightclub. She smiles confidently at the bouncer; I manage a nervous grimace, utterly failing to look cool and collected. I don’t know where we are, but I don’t belong here. After speaking into a headset for a few minutes, the bouncer pulls back a red rope and ushers us in.



We walk down a set of red-lit stairs and I feel like I’m entering a dungeon until we finally pop into a long hallway that leads to a packed nightclub. The lights are low, but I can see cocktail waitresses holding up full liquor bottles with sparklers on top. We go to the bar.



“They always take a while to fucking serve you here,” Sylvia shouts over the loud music. “I’ve only been here once, but they weren’t exactly accommodating.” She slurs out the last word.





“Then why are we here?” She looks at me and shrugs. “What’s this place called?”



“Duel,” she shouts into my ear. Oh, Duel. I read about this place when I Googled her.



“Are you sure we should be here?” I ask. Sylvia shoots a surprised look my way.



“What?”



I shrug.



“We’re fine. Now help me get that bartender’s attention. Hey!”





She orders a vodka martini and a Maker’s Manhattan. I sip slowly at first while I watch her drain most of her glass in the first drink. She then looks at me.






“What?”



She lowers her glass. “Would you just relax and try to have a good time? You’re sipping with turtle lips.” I hold my glass back to my mouth and she pushes gently on the bottom of it. I choke, martini dribbling down both sides of my chin. Sylvia laughs, then turns back to the bar. “Two more,” she orders. She faces me. “C’mon. Drink up!”



I do.



And before I know it, we’re three cocktails in, dancing like utter fools on the packed dance floor. I don’t give a shit about Paul right now or whether I might destroy Sylvia’s overpriced shoes.



I’m totally trashed as we stumble up Tenth Avenue. Sylvia wanted to grab a cab, but I need fresh air. I’ve already vomited. My feet are aching and I probably have blisters on my heels. I don’t care. I’m drunk.



“We never took a honeymoon,” I whine as Sylvia totters and leans out from the sidewalk to look up the street for a cab.





“What?” she asks.



I realize she’s a half a block ahead of me. The streets are mostly empty, but I see black town cars and cabs zip by, mingled with a few pricey sports cars that are no doubt driven by people too drunk to drive.



“If Paul saw me right now, he’d probably divorce me.”



Sylvia stumbles back.



“I’d divorce me,” I mumble.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



Sylvia thrusts her hands on her hips. “Nobody wants to take us home,” she says. Then she stares at me, wavers, and sinks down to the sidewalk, sitting on the curb. She looks me over.



“What? What could
 possibly
 be the matter now?”






“What?” I echo.



“
 What?
 ”
 she mocks.



“What did I do?”



“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she slurs. “It’s all over your face. I’m sick of it.”



“What are you talking about? I’m not feeling sorry for myself,” I protest. “And who are you to talk? All you do is sulk and bitch.”



“You had everything and tossed it away.”



“That’s not fair,” I whimper.



“You’re in denial, too. You think this is all
 his
 fault. But really it’s
 your
 fault for being so dumb in the first place.”



Is she talking about me or herself? She scoots over, her skirt hiking up her backside. Her hair is falling down. She looks so pathetic I can barely stand the sight of her.



“Look at yourself,” I say. “You’re disgusting. You can’t even function without a drink.
 You’re
 a mess, not me.”



“
 I
 ”—she points to herself—“am aware of that.
 You,
 on the other hand, have completely fucked up your life because you couldn’t be bothered to be honest with your man.”



I can’t contain myself any longer.



“At least I’m not a waste.” My cheeks are getting hot. “A slurring, stumbling
 waste
 of a human being. Twenty-eight years old with nothing to show for your life but a liver that probably looks like beef jerky and a series of gossip columns featuring all the stupid-ass shit you do.”



I brace myself for fallout, but she just stares at her hands.



“You got knocked-up at twenty-one,” she replies, gazing up at me. “No, I’m sorry. Eighteen. Then you lied and kept it a secret for a million years. You’re living with a man who doesn’t know you. The real you.” She staggers to her feet, then wobbles toward me. “At least I never lied about who I am.”





“I know who I am—”



“You’re a fake.”



It’s like she just shot me in the gut.






“At least I’ve done something with my life,” I say. “I’m not running around living in some alternate reality.”



“Maybe I haven’t contributed a lot to this world, but at least I can sleep better because I don’t have anyone relying on my dumb ass, you pretentious suburban piece of shit!”



Retaliate,
 I tell myself.
 Fire back!
 She is just as pathetic as I am, relying on a man to keep up her lifestyle. Lying to herself all these years because she was too afraid to leave. That’s it, that’s what I’ll say.



When I look up she’s already halfway up the block again. She stumbles in her heels, her left ankle practically hitting the pavement. Then she bends down and yanks her shoes off, throwing them at a building. She wipes furiously at her eyes. I hurry to catch up. I touch her shoulders from behind, sorry for the horrible things we’ve said to each other. She’s so tense, and I bury my face in her frizzy curls seeking comfort, forgiveness.



“I don’t know how to fix any of this,” I say. “I need your help.”



“I don’t know how to help you.” She wipes her eyes.



“You were so easy to hang out with in high school,” I comment. “So easygoing. You just went with it all and were the only person who ever stood up for me.” I take a deep breath. “Then I lost you. And then I met Paul. And he was the exact opposite—a little uptight, but knew what he wanted out of life, out of a relationship. Stable. I found myself wanting to do anything that he wanted to do because I didn’t have anyone else. I didn’t have you. Whatever I wanted didn’t matter anymore, because everything he wanted was better.”



Sylvia steps away from me.



“Once I fell for Paul, it was too late to go back. All the things I lied about, pretended to like. I don’t actually like chicken parmesan, but if I confessed even one little thing like that, I felt I’d have to tell him all the other things I fibbed about. So I kept lying, digging a deeper hole. And now—now, I’m this.” I can’t believe it, the words just keep coming. “Syl, I never meant to put you in a bad situation.”






“But you did,” she says. “I mean,
 we
 did. We were bad together, in lots of bad situations.”



I nod. It’s true. “That night in Vegas. I—I just . . . it took me a long time to get over it.”



Sylvia’s face hardens. “You actually got over it? Lucky you.”





After her reaction, my words are gone. I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know why I said that. We aren’t supposed to talk about Vegas. It was the night that destroyed our friendship. We were never the same.



Sylvia turns, then picks up her shoes. She steps into the street and hails a cab. A car stops and she opens the door and climbs in, leaving the door open for me. I contemplate not getting in, getting my own ride and returning to Arizona tonight. But that would be running away again, something I’m finished doing. I can’t abandon her this time. Yes, I’m scared. Because I’m a coward and a liar. I came here hoping to help myself, but it’s Sylvia that needs help. She’s always been the one who took care of everything. This time, I’m staying.
















Chapter 32



Scottsdale, Arizona



1999



“I’m bored,” Lindsay said, lying on her back in the bed of my pickup truck, staring up at the cloudless sky. It was the Thursday before the last weekend of summer—school started on Monday. It was just another weekend to our crowd, another excuse to go camping in the desert near Camp Verde and get wasted. So what else was new? We’d been camping all summer, had even started hanging out with Cam and his friends again because we were just that bored.



“I’m bored, too,” I echoed lazily. I was lying next to her, my arm draped over my forehead. The bed of my truck was littered with debris—sand from the desert, dirt and dust from the roads of Phoenix, ponderosa pine needles from the forests near Flagstaff. I hadn’t bothered to wash my old orange Chevy once. We’d passed out in the cab, screwed boys in the bed, and vomited near the tires.



“I don’t know how I’m going to go back to class,” I said. My lips were chapped from the sun. We’d been lying in the bed of the truck for the last few hours after fleeing Lindsay’s pool deck because her mother showed up with tons of groceries, then tried to get us to sit down and outline a back-to-school plan for ourselves.



I could never figure out why Lindsay hated her mother so much. Mrs. Richardson wasn’t a fan of mine—in fact she hardly ever spoke to me—but she always plied us with snacks, like fresh-cut fruit or little homemade pita pizzas that she’d actually cook in the oven so they were crispy. She made lemonade from scratch and there was always fresh salsa in the refrigerator. So long as the pool and pita pizzas existed, I’d have happily listened to Mrs. Richardson drone on about back-to-school plans all day long.






After fleeing Lindsay’s house, we parked in an RV lot outside the city, which was still mostly empty since it wasn’t quite the season for snowbirds. The other residents ignored us; they were either basking in their air-conditioned mobile homes or sitting in the shade under an awning on their Astroturf porches.



“So you being bored,” I said. “Does this mean you’re not up for camping with Cam this weekend?” After we’d gotten over the homecoming incident and actually started going to high school parties we found they were even more boring than Cam’s—always the same. So we hopped back on the mallrat express, where the boys were stupid, but old enough to get a hold of something other than Boone’s Farm. We still bounced between the crowds, sometimes the B-List groups from school, sometimes Cam’s crowd.



Lindsay lowered the silly, oversize heart-shaped sunglasses that she was wearing and looked at me. “I don’t want to go,” she said. “Same old camping spot, same old guys, same old booze. Lame!” She sighed dramatically. “We need college friends.”



I laughed. “We should just skip the college guys, go right to Vegas and find us some men.”



I felt Lindsay sit up.



“What did you say?” she asked.



“Don’t be dumb. You heard me.”



“I know. Right. But . . . I mean, you’re actually right!”



I laughed. “Yeah, sure.”



“No, no, really. Let’s do it.”



Now it was my turn to sit up. “We don’t look twenty-one. We don’t even have fake IDs anymore.” They’d been confiscated by a campus security officer the one time we tried to party at ASU. “It wouldn’t be any fun. What would we do? Wander around the Strip like loser idiots?”






“We can get new fake IDs. I’m sure we know someone who can hook us up. And if we don’t, Cam does.”



“I thought you were done with Cam.”



“I am, but not through with what he can do for me.”



Cam wasn’t happy about our bailing on the camping trip. After all, if I wasn’t there, his chances of getting laid went down significantly. Even though it had been over a year since our big blowup, we still had the occasional mid-party screaming matches, usually caused by some drunken jealousy over one of us hooking up with someone else. I had no interest in being with him anymore, but that didn’t stop my brain from feeling like he was mine, particularly when I was wasted.



I didn’t tell him we were bailing until after he hooked us up with Jimmy Hernandez, purveyor of fake IDs. Sylvia and I agreed that if Vegas was a total bust, we’d make the drive to Camp Verde for the camping trip. Jimmy delivered an impressive product. The ages were reasonable, twenty-two for the both of us, and even had our photos on them.



My only experience with Las Vegas had been from watching
 Showgirls,
 Leaving Las Vegas,
 and
 Vegas Vacation,
 none of which painted the city in any kind of positive light. But then there were the fun ones like
 Ocean’s Eleven
 that made it look so glamorous. The place reeked of scandal and trouble and I wanted to be a part of it, if only for a night.



By this time, we’d become experts at lying to our mothers. Our moms didn’t need to know who we were hanging out with exactly, and especially not that boys were there. Simply telling them that we were at each other’s houses had stopped working halfway through junior year when my mom called Sylvia’s house to inform me that Kaylah has sprained her ankle and might miss three swim meets.
 The horror.
 We had to be craftier after that. Make-believe friends were the first step as our lies became more creative.






My parents eventually bought me a cell phone, thinking that would keep me on a tighter leash. All it did was make it easier to pretend I was where I was supposed to be. If I happened to miss a call, all I had to claim was that I hadn’t heard the ringer.



We packed up my Volvo, which we figured was more adult-looking than Sylvia’s Chevy, and drove north to Nevada. We stopped to take pictures by the
 welcome to fabulous las vegas
 sign that I’d seen in all the movies, then we headed down Las Vegas Boulevard. We didn’t have a lot of money. I’d cobbled together three hundred dollars and the emergency credit card from my parents. Sylvia had about a hundred and eighty, which she stole from our booze fund that we kept in her bedroom. We needed to save most of that money for gas and food and, if we needed it, a hotel.



We finally parked the car in a garage behind the New York-New York casino and went inside. We took our backpacks and found a public restroom, where we changed into what we thought were casino-appropriate clothes. I wore a short black skirt as usual, with a low-cut purple tank top, a push-up bra, and platform shoes. I topped it off with a short black wig. Sylvia wore a denim mini with black fishnets, a fitted black muscle tank that showed off her tanned shoulders, low chunky heels, and a long blond wig. When we were finished with our hair and makeup, we stashed our packs in the trunk of the Volvo and went back into the casino. I was so proud; we looked every bit the part of casino girls.



My pride didn’t last long, though. We hadn’t been at the slots more than a minute before we were apprehended by security. They checked our IDs. I tried to play it cool, but I was terrified. The fakes were no match for casino security, not to mention we didn’t really look like our pictures with the wigs on. The security man smiled, showing his big yellow Chiclet teeth, handed us our fake IDs, then pointed toward the door.






“Have a nice night, ladies,” he said.



We found ourselves outside on the Strip wondering where to go next.



“No one’s going to let us in. They probably all have security like that,” Sylvia said. I didn’t want to lose hope, but I knew she was right.



After failed gambling attempts at the Tropicana and Excalibur and older places off the Strip, we headed out.



“Any ideas?” Lindsay asked.



I kind of thought this might happen. We didn’t even have a place to stay. We discovered you also had to be twenty-one to get a room.



“Should we go home?” I suggested.



“I don’t want to,” Lindsay snapped.



We drove south on Las Vegas Boulevard. After a while, buildings disappeared and it seemed there was nothing but flat landscape. We were silent, the crackling from a bad FM signal on the car stereo the only sound. I wanted to point out the humor in hearing SisQó’s “Thong Song” in bits and pieces, but Lindsay was annoyed, so adamant about finding a place to hang out. She was on a mission, so I sat back and enjoyed the ride. I wanted to tell her to stop pouting, just suck it up and head to Camp Verde before it got too late. Instead, I kept my mouth shut.



We passed through the suburbs. The city reminded me of Phoenix in some ways, growing out and swallowing everything in its path. It felt as if we’d been driving for an hour when Lindsay finally pulled to the side of the road at a motel. I opened my eyes, having dozed off a little, and was surprised. The place was poorly lit, but its flashing sign told me it was the Desert Inn—a nice name for such a dump. There were tractor-trailers in the parking lot and a few pickup trucks.






“This place looks like a truck stop,” I said. “Are we staying here?”



“Maybe,” Lindsay said, climbing out of the car. “There’s a bar.”



I couldn’t help but feel that we looked like a couple of baby hookers looking for Johns.



“Seriously, this place looks like a Tarantino scene.” I giggled, amused at myself. “I feel like I’m gonna get ball-gagged and ass-raped.”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “You can tell by the pickup trucks that there are probably young guys in there. Look”—she pointed—“red seventies Chevy, blue early eighties Ford. They’re old shitter trucks that only young guys drive.”



“Or old ones,” I replied.



“If you don’t want to go in, just stay in the car.”



I’m tempted, but I couldn’t let Lindsay go in there alone. Above it all, my curiosity far outweighed my good sense, so I followed her in.



The small bar was thick with smoke. Most of the room’s light came from fluorescent beer signs that hung in the windows and behind the bar. There were maybe ten men seated at the bar—all old, some fat. Truck drivers. Sylvia had been right. I tried not to let on that I was disappointed. This wasn’t the night I had planned. Instead of admitting that I’d made a mistake, I sidled up to the bar. This was my last attempt. If we got thrown out, I resolved, we’d go home or find Cam and his friends in Camp Verde.



“What’ll ya have?” I expected the bartender to be a crotchety old thing, maybe with tanned, worn skin and creases so deep that desert sand lived in them. But this bartender was fairly young. He had to have been in his late twenties or early thirties, which didn’t exactly seem young at the time, but didn’t make him an old man, either.






“Um. . .” I wasn’t as familiar with beers as I thought I should have been. I didn’t know vodkas or brands of liquors except Jack and Smirnoff. “Jack and Coke,” I finally managed. The bartender raised his eyebrows. Would I have to brandish my ID? He shook his head and reached for the Jack.





“Give the lady what she wants,” the bartender said as he poured a more than generous glass of whiskey.



“And one for her, too.” I motioned behind me to Sylvia, who had wandered over to a bank of four cowboy-themed slot machines.



“You wanna start a tab?”



I felt a bead of sweat travel down my back and land at the top of my butt crack.



“Sure,” I said, not entirely sure what that meant. Maybe, I thought, we could get away without paying if we played our cards right.



“I just need your ID,” he said.
 Shit
 . Just when I thought we had finally succeeded. I handed it over, but he didn’t look at it. He just laid it on the counter and wrote our drink orders next to it.



Relieved, I walked over to Sylvia and handed her a drink.



“Got any quarters?” she asked. I fished in my purse and found a few. Sylvia sipped her drink mindlessly while she plugged the quarters and pulled at the ancient handle. She seemed dazzled by the flashing lights and the ringing, tinkling bells. By her sixth try, Sylvia had sucked all the booze and soda from her glass and hadn’t won a thing.



“Got more change?” she asked, putting her hand out.



“I’m all out,” I replied.



“There’s gotta be a change machine—Ah! Over there.”



I followed her.






“Damn. Out of order.” She slammed her hand against the machine, then suggested we get change from the bartender.



“Syl, no,” I said sternly. “Let’s just hang out for a bit. If nothing pans out, we’ll drive to Verde and find Cam.”



“It’s already eight. It will take five hours to get there.”



She had a point, though I hated to admit it. “Well, if all else fails, we’ll just get drunk here and get a room at the motel.”



“Lindsay, I think we’ll get hepatitis from the rooms here.”



Forty-five minutes later, the bar still sucked. Sylvia had gotten change from the bartender three times and had quickly blown through forty dollars of her saved allowance. I was bored enough that I briefly considered flirting with the bartender, but I noticed the silver ring on his left hand.



After five too-stiff Jack and Cokes, I stumbled back to Sylvia, who was down to her last two quarters and nearing the bottom of her fourth drink. I’d already settled the tab—twenty-four dollars. The bartender had only charged for four drinks. I wondered if it would have all been free had I bothered to flirt, but I was too drunk and annoyed at that point to care.



“C’mon, Syl. Let’s get a room.”



I knew she was drunk enough not to care, despite her earlier comment. Besides, her mom’s house wasn’t exactly clean. Who was she to judge?



Sylvia plugged one of her last quarters into the machine and pulled the handle hard; three cherries lined up in a row—



“Oh my God!” she cried, clapping her hands. The machine started to spew coins, then abruptly stopped.



“Hey!” She hit the machine with the palm of her hand. “Where’s the rest?”



“C’mon, Syl. That’s it.”



“No, no! Now I can play some more!”






“No,” I said more forcefully. “I want to go now.” I crouched and started to gather the quarters into Sylvia’s plastic money cup, then headed to the bar to cash it in.



“You suck,” she mumbled behind me.



I was pissed that Lindsay was making me leave. That thing was ready to pay out, I just knew it.



The hot desert air hit us like a wall after being in the air-conditioned bar for so long. I looked at my watch: ten o’clock. I wanted to smack Lindsay on the back of the head and tell her I was right about that stupid bar. But the last thing we needed was a drunken fight we’d both wind up regretting. At least I won back twenty-five of my forty dollars.



Lindsay walked a few steps ahead of me, which she knew I hated because my mom had a habit of doing it. But just before we got to the car, our attention was summoned by a pack of guys. A pack of
 men
 .



“Hey,” one called. He separated from his friends, who stood around a battered, desert-sandblasted old SUV. He had a shaved head and broad shoulders.



Lindsay looked at them; a smirk crept onto her face.



“Hi,” she said. I knew what she was thinking—the same thing as me.



“Hey,” I said. “What are you guys up to?”



“Just hangin’ out,” Baldy said, seemingly surprised that we responded.



“Fun,” I said. Then, as if I read Lindsay’s mind, I asked, “Can we join you?” I was around her enough to know that her mood that night was affected by the utter lack of male attention, because it certainly wasn’t the booze. She looked at me and smiled.



There were five guys: Bud, Joe, Trey, Mike, and Dan, the bald shouter. Bud was comfortable sitting on the SUV’s tailgate with a thick-waisted, bleached blond perched on his lap. Her friend Tricia was leaning against the side of a Chevy Impala, puffing on a cigarette, sizing us up. I wanted to tell her that we weren’t on the job, not like her, but I kept my mouth shut.






An hour and four beers later, Lindsay and I found ourselves separated. She was semi-surrounded by three of the guys, showering her with attention, while I was stuck with Trey, a bearded, skinny-armed man with stale beer breath and a bag of pot. I’d stopped listening to most of what Trey was saying long before; most of my attention was on the joint we were passing back and forth.



Sufficiently buzzed, I was ready for bed. But I didn’t want to crash with these guys.



“Hey,” I said to Trey. He leaned in close, then exhaled pot smoke into my mouth.



“What?” he said. He reeked of days-long booze binges, sweat, and smoke. I needed to get away.



“I—I need to use the bathroom.”



“You want to use the one in my room?” he offered. I couldn’t tell if he was being sleazy or courteous, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.



“No,” I replied, looking anxiously to catch Lindsay’s attention, clutching my money cup tighter. “Li—I mean, Chelsea and I got a room. I’ll go there.”



I’d never slipped up before. Lindsay and I had introduced ourselves as Chelsea and Heidi. Those were the names on our fake IDs. I’d memorized every detail on mine, Heidi Smith, 970 W. Indian School Road, Phoenix. Date of birth: 08/19/78.



Trey slinked closer. “Oh yeah? Which room?”



I sucked in my breath. “We were actually on our way to check in when we stopped to talk to you guys.”



“Well,” he said, “let me take you to my room—so you can use the toilet.”






I hesitated. I was drunk, high, and out of excuses. “Um. Okay. Let me—let me just tell my friend.” Trey put his hand on the small of my back, sending uncomfortable shivers across my body. “Ch-Chelsea!” I shouted across the SUV, where Lindsay was laughing too loudly, charming the guys with her drunken flirtations. I shouted for her again, finally getting her attention.



Potty,
 I mouthed. She looked from me to Trey and scowled, shaking her head.



Eew, no,
 she mouthed back. She’d misinterpreted and thought I was going to hook up with this scuzzbag. I shot her an “oh my god no way” face and held up my five right fingers, indicating that if I wasn’t back in five minutes, she should come looking for me. She nodded and went back to her audience, but I had no idea if she understood. Trey squeezed my shoulder, and I reluctantly turned and crossed the parking lot with him to his ground-level room.



I wasn’t sure why Sylvia went with the ugly guy, but it was Sylvia. I knew she was drunk and high, and she often got a bad case of the beer goggles. But even that guy was below her standards. She’d gestured
 five minutes,
 though, so maybe she’d gone to do some blow. Sylvia never did coke, but there was a first time for everything.



I focused on the men around me, but couldn’t shake the feeling that if Sylvia was doing blow or something else, why didn’t she invite me along? Coke was my thing.



“Hey,” I said, cutting Dan off mid-sentence. Sylvia had been gone for more than five minutes. “I need to use your bathroom.” Dan smiled and handed me a room key. I’d already decided to sleep with him.



“One-eleven,” he said, smiling. “Should I come with you?”



I smirked. “No, I’m fine on my own.” Then, “Are you all staying in the same room?”






“Yeah,” he replied. “Room’s not much, but then, look where we are.”



I nodded and told him I’d be right back. I headed across the parking lot, hoping the room would be clean enough that Sylvia wouldn’t mind staying there.



The drapes were pulled as I approached, with only a little light peeking through the crack in the curtains. I thought I heard something—screams. Of pleasure or pain? Sometimes Sylvia sounded like she was being downright tortured when she had sex, but she always assured me everything was all right. But this . . . I couldn’t quite tell. So I knocked.



No response. Then a loud scream, a cry for help. My legs went completely weak. I sobered immediately.



I put my hand on the doorknob and inserted the key. I held my breath and the world went silent around me as I entered the room.



Sylvia was face down on the bed, bent over, with her skirt around her waist, her black panties around her ankles. She was sobbing. She and Trey both snapped around to stare at me.



“Get the fuck out!” Trey shouted.



Sylvia’s face looked bad. One eye was starting to swell shut and her lip and nose were bleeding. Holy shit, the bastard hurt my best friend. Regardless of my presence, Trey kept thrusting inside her. Raping her in front of me.



I slammed the door shut behind me, instinct taking over.



“Oh, you’re fucking
 next
 !” Trey threatened, his wild gaze focused on me.



Never, I thought. I’d see to it the greasy bastard never hurt anyone again. I grabbed a heavy brass lamp from the bedside table and swung. The base collided with Trey’s jaw and he staged back.



“Bitch!” he managed to scream, holding the side of his face. He spat out blood and a tooth. It only infuriated me more.






I swung again. He hit the floor, moaning. I froze momentarily, my gaze flicking from Trey to Sylvia curled up on the mattress. Whatever came over me I don’t know, but I smashed Trey in the head one last time, dropping the lamp on the floor after I was sure he was completely out.



I rushed to the bed, pulling Sylvia up by the shoulders. She tried to jerk free.



“Come on.” I grabbed her hand. She wouldn’t budge. I huffed in frustration and went over to the back window and slid it open, then knocked the screen out. “Out this way.” I stared at Sylvia. “Now.”



She gaped at the man on the floor. He’d collapsed on his back; his neck looked broken, bent in an unnatural position. Fuck him. I returned to the side of the bed and grabbed both her hands.



“We need to go. Okay? We gotta move.”



Sylvia didn’t respond—she appeared lifeless.



“C’mon!” I coaxed, desperation and panic in my voice. My chest was tightening by the second. If those guys came in and found us . . . What about the police? “Now, dammit!” I yanked her to her feet. “I’m not gonna slap you like they do in the movies.”



Although she was standing, she wouldn’t move. “Move your fucking feet.” I gave her a hard push toward the window.
 “Please.”
 Tears burned my eyes.



Finally, she walked.



I boosted her out the window, then gazed over my shoulder at Trey. Dead? I was too scared to find out. My stomach groaned. I looked out the window at Sylvia.



“We have to get out of here,” I said.



Wait.
 If we leave here without cleaning up the scene . . .
 Every crime show I ever watched came back to me. I moved mindlessly and gathered the blood-soaked sheet from the bed. I rolled it into a ball and pushed it out the window. Next, I wiped down any place in the room that might have our fingerprints on it with a dingy towel, paying special attention to the lamp. After I made it out the window, I used the sheet to clean the windowsill. Then I grabbed Sylvia’s hand and we ran.






My car was parked around the other side of the motel, near the bar. The lot was mostly dark and I couldn’t have been more grateful. Sylvia tumbled into the front seat. I buckled her in then, as calmly as I could, drove away.



Silence reigned as we barreled down the highway. I didn’t ask Sylvia if she was okay; I knew she wasn’t.



Hours later, I pulled off the highway at a Motel 6 just outside Flagstaff. I registered under my fake name for a single room on the second floor.



Once we made it to the room, I guided Sylvia right into the bathroom. She didn’t protest when I started to undress her or complain about the super-hot bath. She stared straight ahead, as helpless as a baby while I scrubbed her down with fragrant soap and a washcloth.



Her stomach was covered with bruises. She winced when I grazed her rib cage.
 Should I take her to the hospital?
 But then they’d ask questions, demand to call our parents. With fake IDs and everything else that had happened, I decided to nurse her myself, although she’d never be the same. As soon as I could, I would destroy the IDs.



After the bath, I wrapped Sylvia in blankets and sat her in a chair facing the television with a bag of ice to hold over her left eye and swollen lips. Then I went into the bathroom to wash my face and cry as quietly as I could. Her pain became mine.



Later, I tried to move Sylvia to the bed, but she refused. Hardly able to keep my eyes open anymore, I gave up and crawled between the sheets. I eventually fell asleep, obsessed with worry.



From what I could tell the next morning, Sylvia hadn’t slept at all. She was still sitting in the same position staring at the T.V. Both her eyes were purple and her bottom lip was swollen to twice its usual size. Seeing her this way while I was completely sober nearly gave me a heart attack.






There was only one thing to do: take Sylvia home.



Hours later, as I pulled into Sylvia’s driveway, I still hadn’t planned what to tell her mother. Even though Ms. Miloche had usually seemed laid-back, we’d always avoided speaking to each other unless absolutely necessary.



I left Sylvia in the passenger seat and went inside. The house needed to be aired out, as usual—it was stuffy, especially in the morning. Ms. Miloche was asleep on the couch, a box of wine on the table. I had to shake her awake. She yelped, completely startled.



“What are you doing?” she demanded.



“It’s—it’s Sylvia,” I stammered.



“What?”



“Sylvia. She—she’s out in my car. She’s hurt.”



I’d never seen Sylvia’s mom move so fast before. She bolted off the couch and raced out the front door. She stayed calm as she collected Sylvia, the extent of her daughter’s injuries registering as horror on her face.



“She was raped.” I choked on the words.



Ms. Miloche stared at me, hard.



“When?”



“Last night.”



“Last night! And you waited this long? What is wrong with you?”



“I’m sorry,” I cried. “I was scared. I didn’t know what to do.”



“Move your car.”



I watched, helpless yet again, as she shuffled Sylvia into her sedan.



“Where are you going? I want to go with you.” I couldn’t leave my best friend.






“To the hospital. Where
 you
 should have taken her last night!”



“I’m coming with—”



Ms. Miloche slammed the passenger door and marched over to me.



“Not on your goddamn life,” she seethed. “Now. Move. Your. Car.”



Her voice frightened me. I dragged myself to my car, doing as I was told. I didn’t follow Ms. Miloche. Instead, I drove home in a stupor, went inside, told my mother I was sick, and stayed in bed for two days, too terrified to call Sylvia, and too sick feeling to eat. Monday came quickly, and I had to face the first day of my last year of high school alone.





Sylvia missed the entire first week of senior year. It was hell for me. I didn’t know how she was, if she was home, if she was physically okay. Or if we were going to be in massive trouble with the law.



Because I bathed her at the hotel, I destroyed all the DNA evidence. So much for crime shows. I didn’t even know if a police report had been filed. When I finally got the guts to visit Sylvia, Ms. Miloche told me Sylvia wouldn’t see anyone, especially me, and wouldn’t let me inside. I begged, but she blocked the doorway. My phone calls were rejected; letters were marked
 return to sender
 in Ms. Miloche’s handwriting.





When Sylvia finally came back to school, the bruising on her face had faded, but she moved like an old woman. She wouldn’t speak to me or anyone. We were supposed to have lockers next to each other, but I guess she requested a new one in east hall. She remained silent in classes, always sitting in the back. I tried to talk to her, but she rebuffed me every time.



Wracked with guilt and self-hate, I considered all the things I’d done wrong on our trip. I should have gone with her to the hotel room. I shouldn’t have been angry with her about the slots. I should have driven us home after we left the Strip. I never should have pushed to go to Las Vegas in the first place. Now my best friend was a zombie. She never wore makeup, rarely washed her hair, and wore a baggy gray sweatshirt and baggy jeans to cover her body every day.






My Sylvia was gone, and it was all my fault.
















Chapter 33



New York, New York



2010



The Saturday morning light hits me directly in the eyes as I slowly come to, aware only of my pounding head and dry mouth. What did we do last night?



The last thing I remember is returning to the apartment. I followed Sylvia inside but trailed a few steps behind. She stripped off her dress, grabbed a bottle of Maker’s, and collapsed onto her bed. Apparently I claimed the floor, passing out.



I can’t believe I slept straight through the night. Or was it day? I’m wrapped in a blanket, holding on to a pillow. Sylvia must have gotten up at some point and given them to me. I’m a little dizzy and not quite ready to open my eyes all the way.



After what feels like an hour, I try to roll over. I feel as if my body weighs ten thousand pounds. I can barely wiggle my toes, let alone lift my legs. I can’t believe I didn’t need my stomach pumped after how much alcohol I drank last night. I’m disgusting. This isn’t who I am anymore.



I crawl out of my nest, making my way to the bathroom. As soon as I close the door, I’m on my knees vomiting in the toilet. I continue to dry heave. Why did I do this to myself? Then, I feel Sylvia’s hands smooth my hair back. She’s making soothing
 shh
 sounds, then starts rubbing my back. I hover over toilet, wondering what in the hell I’m going to do.








“Sylvia,” I croak. “I need to know.”



“Need to know what?”



“What happened that night. In Vegas.”



She stiffens. “You know what happened. You saw.”



“But, how did you end up in his room?”



“Does it matter anymore? It happened. We have bigger things to worry about.”



I face her, resting my cheek on my hand on the toilet seat. “I need to know, because—” I choke on tears. “I need to know because I was irritated with you. That night. Before I found you. I thought you went off to do coke or something without me. I was jealous. So I told the guys I had to pee and they gave me the room key. But when I heard you screaming—” I pause. “I should have gone with you. If for no other reason that asshole was gross.”



“He was disgusting,” she agrees bitterly. “And for the record, I told him I had to pee, too. I was trying to get away from him. I tried to avoid going to his room, but he insisted on going with me.”



She sighs. “I tried to tell you to come get me if I didn’t come back in five minutes. I’d stalled in the bathroom as long as I could while he waited in the room. But after five minutes, he started teasing me about taking so long. When I finally came out, I tried to go for the door, but he blocked me. Said he just wanted to kiss me. I held my breath the whole time, he smelled so bad. I tried to tell him I wanted to get back to the party, but the more I resisted, the harder he pushed back.”



She closes her eyes. I wait for her to finish, still plagued by waves of nausea not only brought on by overdrinking.



“I tried to get around him, but it just made him angry. He ripped the wig off my head, and slammed my face into the dresser. He dragged me by my hair, beating and kicking me. Then he dumped me on the bed, ripped my panties off, and sodomized me. I bled. I couldn’t stop screaming. The pain was so intense I blacked out. Or maybe he knocked me out, I don’t know. But when I woke up, he was inside me again. That’s when you showed up.”






“I’m so, so sorry,” I whisper.



“He gave me chlamydia. And a raunchy yeast infection.” She sniffs and gazes at the ceiling. “And two months later, I had an abortion.” She pulls a piece of toilet paper off the roll and wipes her tearstained cheeks and eyes. Then she dabs my eyes. She leans against the bathtub and we just stare at each other.



“Did, uh . . . did anyone ever come looking for you?” she asks. I shake my head.



“No. I thought your mom would kill me, or make me give a statement to the police. But she never so much as asked me where we’d been.”



“Yeah. She tried to get me to tell her. I didn’t. I’m almost surprised she didn’t come after you. The doctors and nurses in the ER tried to get me to talk, to go to the police. But what good would it have done? There was no evidence. We couldn’t admit that we’d left him for dead.”



“Do you know”—I struggle to find the words—“if we killed him?”



She stares, silent.



“I mean, me. I thought I killed him,” I say. “But I never heard anything. I was too scared to do much digging.”



I see anger and hatred in Sylvia’s face. “I wasn’t.”



“What?”



“He died.”



I do my best to sit, resting against the cabinet. “But how did we get away with it? We probably left fingerprints. His friends knew you were with him.”



“His
 friends
 buried his body in the desert behind the motel. Police didn’t find him for weeks. Great guys we were hanging out with, huh?” She laughs bitterly. “I kept my eyes on the Vegas papers for weeks. Apparently his name was Trey Reynolds, and he was a registered sex offender. He could smell a teenager a mile away.”






“I killed him.” My voice is barely above a whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me? Didn’t I deserve to know?”



“By the time I came around, you were back to hanging out with Kimmie and the Clique. You were dating Jacob Evans. You were on the fucking homecoming committee.”



“I didn’t know what else to do,” I said. “I was so lost, alone. I felt like—”



She holds up her hands. “Spare me, Lindsay, please.” She’s not being nasty. She’s just being honest. “It’s so in the past. It doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t want to talk about this. Ever.”



“It matters to me. It really does.”



“Believe me, Linds. We’ve got way bigger things to worry about.” She turns around and grabs something out of the tub, a blood-soaked towel. “Or have you already forgotten?”
















Chapter 34
 





New York, New York



2010



Lindsay looks like she’s going to have a heart attack when I show her the bloody linen. Her hand flies to her mouth.



“What the fuck is that?” she shouts.



“Don’t you remember?” I ask. Her expression changes from one of horror to confusion.



“I thought it was all a dream. That—that’s just something I imagined.” She pauses. “Isn’t it?”



“You’re kidding, right?” I ask. “How do you not know what I’m talking about?” I realize I’m clenching the towel to my chest like a doll. I let it drop on the floor.



“Sylvia,” she says in a tone I imagine she uses on her students when they haven’t done an assignment. “The last thing I remember is doing blow in the cab after our fight on the sidewalk.”



She had shocked me with that one, the coke. I thought we’d head home after the club; instead, Lindsay fished around in her bra and pulled out a tiny bag of cocaine. We snorted some in the car and told the driver to take us to L’Express on Park Avenue South in Gramercy. It’s a twenty-four-hour French bistro, a place I always wind up when the clubs shut down and I’m not ready to go home. We sat at a table far in the back corner next to a middle-aged couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other.



Lindsay ordered crème brûlée and a martini while I sipped Maker’s neat with a water back. It was 4:30 a.m. Lindsay and I took turns going back and forth to the bathroom and snorting blow off the toilet seat.






“Where did you even get that coke from?” I ask.



Lindsay shrugs.



“A guy hanging outside the bathrooms at Duel.”



I can’t hide my shock. Little Lindsay Homemaker, public school science teacher, scored blow outside the restrooms at one of New York’s hottest clubs.



“Jesus, Lindsay.”



She cocks an eyebrow. “Says the woman holding the bloody towel.” Fear comes back into her eyes. “Please,” she says. “I honestly can’t recall a thing. Just a—” She stops short, scrunching up her face. “No.” She shakes her head. “That was just a dream.”



“What was?” I ask.



“I had this horrible nightmare that we—that we killed James.”



I pause before I respond.



“It wasn’t a dream.”



Lindsay starts to panic. Her eyes fill with tears. “What?” She rolls onto her belly and crawls out of the bathroom. When she tries to get up, she trips and slams into the wall.



“Lindsay, I’m screwing with you,” I shout. “We didn’t do anything wrong.” I jump to my feet. She’s probably still drunk. “Well, technically yes, but not that bad. The towel is bloody is because you hit yourself in the face on the front door this morning and got a bloody nose.”



I hoist her to her feet. She’s hyperventilating. I should have known that she’d have memory lapse after a night of heavy drinking and a few bumps of coke.



I drag her to the living room and manage to plop her back in the little blanket nest I built for her early this morning.



I kneel beside her, then smooth her hair back, just like we did for each other countless times as teenagers. I reach for the water bottle I left next to her pillow. I tip some water into her mouth. I shut my eyes and try unsuccessfully not to think about what happened last night. We aren’t in trouble, but I made a huge, huge mistake.






I raised my head from the toilet seat at L’Express, plugging one nostril and sniffing. I was never one to do coke, that was always Lindsay’s thing. I’d been trying so hard to get my mind straight after Razz’s relapse, but I was weak that night and everything destructive sounded so . . . appealing.



I stared into the toilet bowl. It looked clean enough, but, like me, it was truly disgusting.



Back at the table, I found that Lindsay had drained another martini. Her pupils were enormous in the dim light. I didn’t want to waste my buzz and go home. But it was 5:00 a.m. The only places open would be twenty-four-hour diners and the coffee carts that were no doubt rolling out and setting up for the morning commuters.



Lindsay put a hand over mine.



“I have an idea,” she said, mischief in her eyes. “You have James’s new address, right?”



I shrugged. “Of course.”



Actually, I only had it because I dragged it out of the broker selling the Trump Palace condo. I’d told her I had to mail some of his belongings. When she still refused, I had pitifully recounted what James had put me through. In what I can only imagine was female solidarity, the broker scribbled down the new address and handed it over. She looked away as if we weren’t the only two people in the room. I had tucked the paper behind my BlackBerry, inside its little rubber case, then grabbed the last box, never once turning to look back at the old apartment.



Lindsay squeezed my hand. “You know what we should do? Scare him.”






I rolled my eyes. “And how exactly are we supposed to do that?”



“Break into his apartment.”



“One, I don’t even know if he’s in town. Two, there are security cameras everywhere. This isn’t Scottsdale, you can’t just crawl in and out through a window, Linds.”



“I didn’t see cameras in your building.”



“That’s because I live in the ghetto.” I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms over my chest.



“C’mon, Syl. Let’s have an adventure.”



I had to admit, I didn’t hate the idea. We were just scaring him after all. Well, and trespassing. But he did deserve a little shit after what he did.



“Just think,” Lindsay said, “If he has a girl in bed, it will be that much sweeter.”



I cringed. I wasn’t ready to see James again, let alone find him with another woman. The thought of him with someone else in his brand-new bed made my blood boil. I was still licking my raw wounds of humiliation and heartbreak.



Lindsay just sat there, staring at me.



“All right,” I conceded. “Let’s do it.”



We were both out of cash, so we took the subway. She stumbled around in the station. There was a homeless man taking a shit against the wall at the far end of the platform. A group of college kids were passing around a bottle of booze in a paper bag. Only in New York.



I worried the train would make Lindsay sick; there’s nothing worse than puke on the subway. But it was better than the harsh stop-and-go and hard turns of a taxi. Finally onboard, we rode the subway to its final stop at Brooklyn Bridge – City Hall. We disembarked and walked the eight blocks across Chambers Street and up Greenwich to James’s new building. There were alleyways between most of the old converted Tribeca factories, where trash went in and out.






There was a black mesh cage-like structure over the basement door to the garbage room. It was latched from the inside, but the padlock on it was left undone. I grabbed a pen from my clutch and stuck it through the wire mesh, hitting the lock until it finally popped off. I thought it would have been more difficult to get inside. What dumb luck.



The low-ceilinged garbage room was dimly lit, refuse piled up on the floor. I took out my BlackBerry and checked the apartment number one more time. Seventh floor. James’s lucky number.



We climbed the back stairs. I was surprised Lindsay managed to keep her mouth shut the entire time. Perhaps her constant chatter on the way downtown had exhausted her. As for me, I had never felt calmer. I was sick of playing the rag doll. But I wasn’t going to let him get away with it anymore. I was going to make him confess to everything he ever did to me.



I had taken photos of myself every time James beat me. I saved them in a password-protected folder on my laptop and in a journal. I never told anyone. I had never gone to the hospital, except for the two times bones were broken, and I had never called in sick unless the bruises were on my face, especially if I’d been spotted out partying the night before. But no one was going to abuse me anymore.



At the top of the stairs, we found a tiny window that looked down into the alleyway and a metal door that opened into a hallway. I breathed a sigh of relief that the elevator didn’t go directly into the apartments. I held my breath and tried the door—unlocked.



I looked back at Lindsay and she grinned. We entered another hallway with a black ceiling and exposed pipes and exhaust vents. The floor was poured concrete, stained a rusty color. The apartment doors were those old industrial sliding things. I hated those. They were heavy and noisy, and there was no way we’d be able to jimmy one of the locks. But when I read the numbers, I was shocked to find only apartments 12 and 14—13 was unlucky. James’s number seven would be on a lower floor. Two apartments per floor meant his would be on the fourth.






“I’ll grab the elevator and go to four. You take the stairs, just in case the elevator is locked.”



“Why can’t I take the elevator?” Lindsay asked.



“You could use the exercise.”



I bit my lip, waiting for her to look wounded. But she just laughed and we parted ways.



Just as I thought, James’ apartment was on the fourth floor. With the stairwell door locked, Lindsay couldn’t gain access. She looked through the window on the door and knocked. I pretended not to see or hear her; this was my mission.





“I’m here,” Lindsay said, her voice muffled.



I checked my watch. 5:30 a.m. There was a good chance James was home. Even if he’d gone out and fucked someone, he wouldn’t have slept over.



I rang the doorbell, and when no one answered, I banged on the door until I finally heard footsteps. The dead bolt dropped and the door slid open.



“What is it?” A disheveled James stood before me.



“Hello, darling.” I lunged at him and jammed my little pink Taser into his neck.



He collapsed, hitting his head on a coffee table, knocking himself out. I rushed to the stairwell to let Lindsay in.



“What took so long?” she asked, then she saw James’s body on the floor.



“Shut the door and help me move him before he wakes up.”





Lindsay stared down in horror; the side of his head was bleeding.



“What did you do to him?”



“Tased him,” I said.



“But you can’t knock someone out with a stun gun.”



“He fell and hit his head on the coffee table.”






Lindsay laughed, then caught herself. “What if he’s dead?”





“Jesus, he’s not dead. Look, he’s still breathing.”



“He’s so handsome,” Lindsay cooed. James was still in his party clothes, a Prada button-down, this time in black, and those Armani jeans again, both rumpled. He liked to pick one style and run with it.



The TV was on, ESPN Classic, and the blanket on that horribly uncomfortable leather couch was askew.



“Help lift him,” I said, grabbing him under his armpits. He reeked of Scotch. It made my mouth water for another drink. Sometimes I miss him terribly. But I had to force my feelings aside. We heaved him onto the couch, face down.



“Watch him.”



“What? Where are you going?” Lindsay asked.



“Handcuffs.”



“Handcuffs? How do you know he has—”



“We were together for six years, Linds. Believe me, he has handcuffs.”



Sure enough, he kept them in the nightstand.



“You’re so predictable, James.”



“Syl! He’s waking up!”



I hustled to the living room. Lindsay held his wrists together behind his back, as if she would be able to take him if he woke. We slid him off the couch and I cuffed him to the nearby heat pipe. I removed my jacket and handed Lindsay my purse.



“Get out,” I said.



“No,” she cried. “I want to stay with you.” My cell phone slipped out of my purse, which she was holding upside down. I needed it anyway.



“You can’t.” I pushed her outside, then slid the door closed as fast as I could.



“Sylvia!”



“Be quiet.” I picked up my phone and turned back to James. His eyes fluttered open.






“Well, well, well. The emperor wakes.”



James cursed. “What the hell are you doing here?”



“Oh, you know. Just came over to watch some HBO. I can’t afford cable now that you’ve left me in massive debt and all.”



“That’s your own damn fault,” he spat. “All you did was spend my goddamn money.”



“You know I was doing just fine before I moved in with you. You told me to never worry. You told me it was okay. You paid my fucking bills for five years. You controlled me.”



“You liked it,” he hissed.



“Come live with me, Syl. I’ll pay off your debt, Syl. Let me treat you like a queen, Syl. Chivalry’s not dead, Syl.” I grabbed a pillow from the couch and threw it at his face. “I wish you’d told me there was an expiration date on chivalry!”



“Keep your voice down.”



“Why, James? Afraid your fancy new neighbors might hear us?”



His nostrils flared; his eyes were red, and his face was scruffy. “Untie me.” He lunged at me, but I didn’t flinch. “I have a nine a.m. plane to catch. Untie me before I—”



“Before what? You gonna call the cops from there? I’d pay to see you try.”



He guffawed. “With what money?”



I kneeled in front of him and unzipped my dress at the side, revealing a hideous lumpy scar from the top of my rib cage to the bottom. “Remember this, James? Remember when you pushed me onto the glass table?” I picked up my phone and held it up to his face, a picture of my eye bloodied and bruised. “Remember that?” I scrolled and found another one, this time of my left shoulder and left breast covered in a deep purple, almost black bruise. “What about this one?”



He lifted his legs off the ground and kicked me in the ribs, sending me sliding a few feet away on my butt. I twisted around and found the bronze Wall Street bull on the end table. I grabbed it and threw it at him, hitting him smack in his left shoulder.






He growled in pain.



“What do you
 want,
 Sylvia?”



“I want the last five years of my life back!”



“Fuck you. You got
 everything
 you wanted!”



“You stripped me of my dignity.”



“What do you want?” he repeated. “Money? Want me to put you up in a nice apartment? Pay off your debts?”



Those were the last things on my mind.



“I never asked for anything you gave me. Money especially. And I certainly never asked to be smacked around. At this point, all I want from you is an apology.”



“Have you lost your damn mind? I have nothing to apologize for.”



“Nothing?”



“I should have just had you killed, you stupid cunt!”



“Excuse me?” I stepped closer, daring him to kick me again.



“You stupid, selfish gash!” he yelled. “You did nothing but flush my money down the toilet. You embarrassed me in public. You put my reputation on the line and I’m not going to let it happen again. You’re lucky I’m tied up or I’d fucking kill you with my own two hands!”



My entire body started trembling. I’d forgotten what it was like when he spoke that way. But this was far worse than ever. He’d never threatened to kill me before.



“You’re not even worth the cab fare it took to get down here.”





“I took the subway, asshole.”



I picked up a glass display case containing an autographed baseball from Derek Jeter and hurled it at him, this time hitting him in the head. The force from the ball made the back of his head slam against the brick wall, knocking him out again. I checked his pulse, strong and steady. Lucky asshole.






Then I grabbed my phone and ended the recording.



“Caught on tape,” I said.



Before I opened the door to leave, I glanced over my shoulder at him. Finally, I was free.
















Chapter 35



New York, New York



2010



“What are you crying about?” Sylvia stops the recording playing on her phone, then reaches out and puts her hand on my shoulder. “It’s over. Done. And you’re not going to be implicated in anything.”



“I don’t care about that, Sylvia.” I sniffle, then wipe the snot on my sleeve. “I just can’t believe all of that happened to you.”



“It’s over now. You don’t have to worry. In fact, I’ve never felt so free.”



“How can you actually be happy about this? You
 assaulted
 him. We broke into his apartment.”



“We didn’t break in, he let me in.”



I grit my teeth. “That doesn’t make it okay.”



“Hey, think of it this way, my not letting you get on the elevator means there’s no video of you. I didn’t see cameras in the hallway.”



I shake my head and look down at my hands. “How can you be so cavalier about this? Are you drunk?”



She laughs. “No. No, I’m actually not drunk. Insanely hung-over, yes. But not drunk. Honestly? This whole thing is enough to make me never want to drink again.”



“I can’t believe he was beating you.”



Sylvia pulls up the left side of her T-shirt just enough so I can see a long, bumpy scar.



“In case you’re curious,” she says.






I lean against her and cry. I feel her warm tears drop on my arms and we just hold each other.



“So what do we do now?” I ask.



“Nothing. You’re going back to Scottsdale. You actually have something to go back to. I’ll figure out what to do here.”



I know she already has. And I know there’s no way she’ll let me help her.



“You can’t take the fall for this,” I say. “It was my idea to go over there in the first place.”



She puts her palm up. “Stop, please. I’m the one who led you to the building. I’m the one who wanted to cuff him. I’m not going to let you take any blame. I won’t even tell anyone you were there. James didn’t see you.”



I sigh, trying not to sob again.



“But . . . Vegas,” I blubber.



“Look, you did everything you could think to do in Vegas. That wasn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have gone in there. But if it weren’t for you, Lindsay, I could be dead. I may not be sitting here right now.”



I laugh bitterly. “Right. And you wouldn’t potentially be facing criminal charges. I feel like I’m losing my best friend all over again.”



“Hey.” She nudges me in the shoulder. “You won’t lose me. I promise.”
















Chapter 36



New York, New York



2010



I’m hunched over the pitiful kitchen table shoveling cereal into my mouth when Sylvia emerges from the bathroom, her hair wrapped in a towel. She grabs two pieces of paper from the printer and hands them to me.



“I booked you on the 8:45 flight to Phoenix while you were in the shower. Used your card. I hope that’s okay.”



I nod.



“We need to leave in about thirty minutes.”



Not even the crunchy cereal clusters can dislodge the lump in my throat. I just got my best friend back, and despite what she said, I know I’m going to lose her all over again.



We pull up to the terminal at JFK. The cab idles. Sylvia pulls the door closed on the plastic divider between the driver and us so we have a moment of privacy.



“Don’t do this on your own, Syl,” I say, trying not to whine. “Let me help you.”



She shakes her head. “This isn’t your problem to fix,” she says. “You have your own to work on.” She pulls out her phone and hits 911. I hear the ringing through the earpiece, followed by an annoyed “
 Hello?”
 Sylvia winks at me, but her falsely confident demeanor can’t mask the fear on her face.





“Hi,” she says. “My name is Silvia Miloche. I’m calling from a cab. Right now I’m heading to the first precinct on Beach and Varick to file a domestic abuse report.”






“Ma’am, is the abuse happening right now in the cab?” The annoyance in the woman’s voice grows. “Because this is for emergencies only.”



“Well, I’m calling because I think you should send someone over to James Ryan’s place. I left him handcuffed to a heat pipe.”



“What?”
 





Sylvia rattles off James’s address, then hangs up on the dispatcher.



“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” I tell her.



“I know. I could just run away.”



“Hey, the offer still stands if you want to take my car and flee to Mexico. I might even come with you.”



She laughs. “No. I mean, we know how things turned out for Thelma and Louise. There’s no need to complicate things any more than they already are.”



“You could wind up in a lot of trouble.”



She shrugs. “I know. I just don’t even care anymore.”



The driver opens the divider.



“Forty dollars,” he demands. “You get out or I drive. Cops gonna ticket me—”



“She’s going, chill out,” Sylvia says.



I squeeze her hand and we lean in for one last hug.



“Call me if you can,” I say as I step out of the cab.



“Sure,” she nods. “If I can.” She turns to the driver. “Beach and Varick. Manhattan.” The driver starts to protest, but she slams the divider shut and rolls her eyes in my direction. We look at each other one more time, then I close the door and watch the car speed away.


























Chapter 37



Scottsdale, Arizona



2010



When I landed in Phoenix, I had a long voice mail from Paul asking me to have dinner at our favorite spot, Blue Agave. My entire body shook as I drove home. I even considered not going home at first, pulling over and grabbing a meal at Chili's instead, but finally picked up my phone and called him back. Was he going to serve me with divorce papers? Would he seek full custody of the kids? None of the above. I had barely gotten out of my car at the house when he pulled me into his arms, kissed every inch of my face, and begged me never to leave again.



That night at dinner, we talked about the state of our relationship, about how I’d started to feel so stifled, about how he was judging me too harshly. He told me he could feel me pulling away and how it made him feel helpless.



We certainly had a long way to go before things would be right again, but we weren’t going to sacrifice our family for it. We brought the kids home the next day and had a long family dinner, just enjoying being together and listening to the kids’ chatter. Things would never be the same, but, I realized, that was definitely a good thing.



NYSludge.com





Tabloid staple Sylvia Miloche has reemerged after what some are calling “a visit to the funny farm.” Contrary to buzz, sources claim Miloche was taking some much-needed time off from the city to recuperate in the aftermath of ex-boyfriend Wall Street baron James Ryan’s affair with his 19-year-old intern, not, in fact, spending time in rehab. Though a spy says that’s exactly where she should have been after a series of drunken disasters in very public places in Phoenix, Arizona.






New York Post
 - MONDAY MORNING FRONT PAGE STORY



It just keeps getting worse for Sylvia Miloche. The editor by day, party girl by night turned herself into the NYPD Saturday evening, confessing to breaking and entering into ex-boyfriend James Ryan’s Tribeca apartment building. She alleges that Ryan let her into the loft, but not into the building itself. Once inside, Syl and Ryan launched into a massive argument, which may have escalated to a physical altercation, leading to speculation that charges of assault could also be brought against the troubled woman.
 





NYSludge.com - BLIND ITEM
 





Which infamous D-list party girl is changing her ways? Spotted leaving an AA meeting on the Upper West Side, Sylvia Miloche was seen soon after entering another meeting in Inwood. Is this simply a show for the jury she’s facing? Or is this boozy floozy really turning things around? Perhaps the craziest thing of all, her BFF, DJ Razz, recently released from the hospital after a supposedly accidental drug overdose, has been on her arm at almost every single meeting. Could they finally be enabling each other in a positive way?
 





NYStalker.com
 





More details emerged today at Sylvia Miloche’s arraignment in New York Supreme Court. The NYPD released information that Miloche entered James Ryan’s building through the unlocked basement garbage room and climbed the back stairs. There is no security footage to support this since security cameras are not installed in those areas of the building. Miloche doesn’t appear on any of the building’s security cameras and there is no evidence of forced entry.
 








BigAppleCore.com





James Ryan took the stand to testify against ex-girlfriend Sylvia Miloche this morning on charges of breaking and entering and aggravated assault. Ryan said he awoke at 6:00 a.m. to someone pounding on his door. He claims he didn’t know it was Sylvia, but that whoever it was, it sounded urgent.



“I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Ryan said. “I had been woken from a deep sleep and didn’t think twice about helping whoever was out there.”



When Ryan opened the door he was met by Miloche, who stuck a Taser in his neck. He couldn’t react and lost his balance, he claims, then fell to the ground. He doesn’t know how he lost consciousness. When he woke he was handcuffed to a steam pipe in his loft, where, he says, Miloche interrogated him and refused to release him. Miloche left Ryan handcuffed to the pipe for nearly twenty-four hours until, after perhaps a strange change of heart or feeling that he'd been punished enough, she called 911 and turned herself in to the NYPD.



Prosecutors say they are confident they’ll get a conviction. Miloche has already plead guilty to trespassing, but not guilty to assault.
 





NY NEWS
 - FRONT PAGE



Shocking new allegations of abuse arose this morning in the ongoing drama of Miloche vs. Ryan as the lady herself officially filed charges of physical and sexual abuse against her ex. Is this a last-ditch effort on Miloche’s part to get in one final dig? That’s what Ryan’s lawyers are saying.






But Miloche’s lawyer, Philip Wilson, alleges there are three other women who have come forward, accusing the financier of physical abuse, and some even of rape. But the burden of proof is still quite a burden indeed. Wilson says Miloche, who is being charged in a separate case with trespassing and assault against Ryan, claims they not only have testimony from those women, but that more are coming forward every day.



“I am confident,” said Wilson, “that the testimony of these women will prove beyond a doubt that James Ryan is guilty of cruel physical and sexual abuse.”
 





BigAppleCore.com
 





Gianna Randazzo, the 19-year-old Spencer Harris intern who infamously shagged James Ryan, has been called as a witness in the assault and rape case against the financier, and is expected to testify against him. No specifics yet on why the prosecution wants her to testify.
 





NYSludge.com





The case against financier James Ryan is at a standstill as the prosecution struggles to prove its case. Testimonies have gone stale as his many accusers fail to present physical evidence of so-called assaults, and none filed police reports.



Ryan maintains his cool next to his super-lawyers, Harvey Stein and Gilbert Tibbs. Is this the face of a sociopath monster? Or is he terrified under that stone-cold demeanor? Either way, his lawyers continue to defend his innocence.



“Mr. Ryan is exhausted and ready for the trials to be over. The testimony from the women who have come forward do not line up because they are simply untrue,” Tibbs said outside the courthouse last night. “Ms. Miloche continues to stir up trouble in any way she can. Mr. Ryan just wants to return to work and get on with his life.”
 








NYSludge.com





Women’s rights groups have thrown their full support behind Sylvia Miloche, picketing the trial, their numbers growing every day. They wave signs proclaiming,
 justice for women!
 and
 rapists belong behind bars!
 





BigAppleCore.com
 





Two more women have come forward against James Ryan, and this time, Miloche’s camp says they have physical evidence. Could one of these women be the as-yet unheard-from Gianna Randazzo?
 





NYCourtReporter.com



Attorneys for Sylvia Miloche argued her charges down from first degree assault to third degree assault, which means that, if found guilty, Miloche would face a misdemeanor charge rather than a felony. What could they possibly have?
 





BigAppleCore.com - BREAKING NEWS
 





The tables have turned. Lawyers for Sylvia Miloche have produced a sound recording from Miloche’s phone on the night of the confrontation. We’re told it was recorded when James Ryan was handcuffed to a steam pipe in his apartment. In it, he’s shouting at Miloche, threatening to kill her, and confirming her allegations of longtime abuse at the hands of Ryan—straight from the horse’s mouth.
 





BREAKING NEWS
 





Superior court judge finds Sylvia Milloche guilty of trespassing and guilty of assault in the third degree.
 





UPDATE
 





Miloche is sentenced to 3 months at Riker’s for third degree assault and 3 days for criminal trespassing, the minimum sentence for that charge. She will also face one year of probation and pay a $500 fine.
 








NY NEWS
 





Wall Street baron James Ryan has been convicted on four counts of assault and battery, and one count of rape in the first degree. After medical records were produced proving battery against three of the women, including long-term partner Sylvia Miloche, who meticulously detailed attacks in a journal over the last three years and captured a full confession on her cell phone, little doubt was left that Ryan was indeed the monster his accusers pegged him to be. Then prosecutors dropped a major bomb: 19-year-old Gianna Randazzo, the Spencer Harris intern he was caught having sex with, finally came forward, testifying and producing a rape kit that she alleges was collected after the BMW tryst infamously caught by cameras and splashed across New York tabloids. She also produced an uncashed Spencer Harris check worth fifty times her intern stipend, claiming Ryan tried to pay her off to keep her quiet. She refused to come forward, despite not cashing the check, she claims, out of fear that Ryan would come after her.



Judge Henry Holloway threw the book at Ryan, sentencing him to twenty-five years in prison, the maximum allowed for first degree rape, with no chance of parole for at least eight years.



In addition to the rape conviction, Judge Holloway threw down another twenty-five years for the four assault convictions.



Up next: Ryan faces a second trial on charges of extortion, where evidence from this case will be brought forth alleging that he bribed, threatened, and paid off the women he sexually assaulted. If convicted on those counts, Ryan could face up to an additional 10 years behind bars. Rumors are also flying that Ryan used Spencer Harris funds to pay those women. Evidence has been promised, including Randazzo’s uncashed check. Women's rights groups are protesting what they call an easy sentencing.






In other money news, Ryan has been ordered to pay damages to the women he assaulted, including $250,000 to ex-partner Sylvia Miloche.



Ryan’s lawyers promise to file appeals for all charges.
















Epilogue



Scottsdale, Arizona



2013



Sylvia’s confession first appeared in the tabloids. But as the case got bigger, so did the media coverage. I followed the trials. Every day. I e-mailed Sylvia constantly, even though she hardly ever wrote back. It was like keeping my own sort of journal; writing letters to her made me feel better.



I didn't sleep soundly for the entire eight months of Sylvia's and James's trials. Even now, three years later, I worry that I’m going to be discovered at the scene of the break-in. Or that someone will uncover what happened in that motel room all those years ago.



So far, nothing.



Instead, things have actually been improving. I came clean to Paul about my past, giving him all the gritty details, and even told him about my being with Sylvia in New York, about the drinking and the cocaine. It didn't go well. He left the house and spent the night with his mother. I know telling him was the right thing to do. It didn’t end our marriage.



Eventually we attended counseling. Since then, we switched churches; we now go to a more liberal, nondenominational group. We attend every Sunday, and I put up with it for my family.



I walk to the mailbox at the end of the driveway. Magazines, catalogs, bills, and junk mail as usual, and the one thing I look forward to and hope to find in my box every time I look in it, a postcard from Sylvia. This time from Brazil. I turn it over excitedly.






Dear Lindsay,
 





Brazil is beautiful! But isn't that what everyone is supposed to say? I've been holing up in a little hostel, sipping caipirinhas and dancing at night, working in an orphanage by day.
 





No, I'm totally kidding. I'm not really working in an orphanage. (Totally caught you off guard there, didn't I?)
 





Actually, I'm at this tiny women's crisis shelter. It's amazing what these women have been through. It makes my situation look pathetic by comparison.



I hope you and the family are well. Please tell my mother the next time you visit her that I'm safe and will call her soon. I just turned in the final draft of my book to my agent. Maybe someone will even buy it.
 





Much love to you and the family,
 





Syl.
 





I read the postcard about forty times over. I prop it up on the kitchen counter while I make dinner to celebrate Kaylah and Dan’s engagement. I use it as a bookmark in the novel I've been reading, one Sylvia edited years ago. Finally, three days later, I tuck it in the drawer of my bedside table along with the eight other cards she sent me from El Salvador, Peru, Chile, and Puerto Rico.



We're gonna be all right
 , I tell myself. And this time, I believe it.
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