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This Book is dedicated to Henry

Sometimes you find an adventure buddy always game to discover new places, challenges and sports. Now and then, you are gifted with a true friend, rain or shine. If luck allows, life might even bring you a devoted life partner. Henry is all those things, and I am grateful beyond measure. Love you forever, H.




“Beware; I am fearless and therefore powerful.”

— Mary Shelley






Near the end …


THE GIRL’S HAIR is plastered to her skull. Her jeans and hoodie are soaked through and untied black Converse sneakers balance on a slick railing. One hand hovers in the cold air. The other is wrapped around a light post.

A hundred feet below, cars race by, oblivious to the teen perched above and ready to take flight. My headlights slice through the rain, but she doesn’t register the beams, or my driver’s door as it rasps open.

I whisper, “Please.” More loudly, “Please, don’t jump.”

She glances over her shoulder. “You can’t understand.”

I know when she lost her first tooth, advanced from crawling to walking, learned to ride a bike … “I do.”

Cautiously, I take a step forward. Her left hand releases the steel post. She sways, then steadies, but the storm’s wind kicks up and her back arches, arms flutter … like wings? One of her sneakers slips, and she grabs the post, rights herself, a single breath from oblivion.

There’s a taste to terror—bitter, salty, metallic. “Let me tell you a story.”

“Don’t come any closer,” she warns.

I hold up my hands, like I’m the victim and she’s the one with the gun. But that’s not true. I don’t have a gun, would never shoot anyone, but what I’ve done is far worse. “I promise I won’t. But will you listen?”

“Why should I?” she demands.

“Because this is my fault. Let me tell you why. Then you can decide what to do next.”

She shifts on the top rail. Her knees tremble. Breath catches in my throat …

“If I listen, you won’t try to stop me?”

She used to love tea parties, sleepovers, and every dog she met … I wedge my hands in my jacket pockets to prove I’m no threat. Another lie. “I won’t, if you listen to the whole story.” But if you jump, I will, too.

“Tell me.”

“It all began when the phone rang. The caller ID said Potential Spam …”






Part I








CHAPTER
1



“DINNER OUT TONIGHT?” I ask. It’s our anniversary and we always go to Oscar’s for Italian, followed by the best tiramisu in the city.

Bruce adjusts his tie. He’s a partner at Crosby & Stone Insurance, believes if he doesn’t dress seriously, why would their clients trust him. “Can’t tonight. Partner meeting with Hal. We’re opening a new office in Chicago.”

He forgot? This is the first time, and it lands like a sucker punch. Bruce is under a lot of stress. But he wouldn’t forget. Would he? Uneasy, I tap the icon I recently created and installed on my phone. “Are you sure you don’t want to go out?” I repeat.

My husband gives his head a quick shake, the way he does when he thinks I’ve missed the obvious. “Penn, hello?” he jokes. “Work meeting. New office in Chicago.”

“Got it. Sorry.”

“No worries. Your head was in the clouds.”

Irritation chafes. I don’t like it when he makes me sound like a space cadet. Bruce’s phone rings, he glances at the screen—Potential Spam—declines the call. His screensaver, a photo of him with our daughter, Circe, at Alpine Meadows, reappears. The setting sun casts them and the mountain in alpenglow. That shot got 4,500 views on LivLoud and earned three gold medals, meaning more than three thousand people actively engaged to like it.

“I can make a late meal.”

“Up to you, hon.”

“I don’t mind.” I could remind him it’s our anniversary, but don’t want flowers or a gift out of guilt. Plus, if he does have something planned, I’d be ruining the surprise.

I sip my coffee. “You get so much spam.”

“’Tis always the season for scams,” he replies, then downs the last of his cappuccino, pushes back from the breakfast table, leaving half the caramelized onion, roasted red pepper, and Havarti cheese omelet I made uneaten.

Bruce grabs keys to his new BMW, hanging on a hook by the back door. “Can you pick up the dry cleaning? I’m running low on shirts.”

“Sure.”

“You’re the best.” He slips out to our garage.

I flick on the TV to fill the silence. A self-help show plays, though it’s a repeat. “You can’t change what you don’t admit,” Dr. Bob tells Bill and his wife, Shelly, who are fighting nonstop.

Circe lopes into the kitchen, a long-legged gazelle dressed in ripped jeans and an oversized black hoodie. Yesterday it was a short skirt, high socks, and a white blouse tied at the waist that showed a peek of her midriff. My daughter is trying to find her style—all part of being fourteen. I’m glad she has choices.

She passes a wall hung with yellow-and-white painted disks of tiny hand- and footprints, a framed paint-by-number of a sailboat that we made when she was eight, and a glass shelf lined with some of the mother-daughter art projects we’ve done over the years. There are decorated Easter eggs set on silver stands and coffee filter butterflies, along with Circe’s first Popsicle-stick bird feeder, painted a shocking pink that stained our hands for days.

“You should throw all that crap out,” Circe says, then plops onto a kitchen chair, takes a sip of OJ, squeezed fresh, bites into the sunflower spelt bread I learned to make from Ken Bianco’s Best Bread Ever book.

“Never,” I reply. “They remind me of all my favorite times.” Circe rolls her eyes but can’t help a half smile.

On TV, Dr. Bob listens to Shelly talk about how insensitive Bill is, how she does everything and it’s never enough, then remarks, “No matter how flat you make an omelet, it’s still got two sides.”

“FYI, that guy you’re watching is a has-been.”

Fact? Teenage girls believe they know everything, and that their mothers are fools. I study my only child. Her blond hair is shoulder-length, and she has her father’s light-green eyes, something I’d hoped for when I was pregnant. Mine are a muddy greenish-brown. I’m not sure when Circe turned from a little girl who loved craft projects, bike rides, and snuggling to a tween with braces and now an opinionated young woman. But I’m glad she’s found her voice early on.

The has-been, according to Circe, tells Bill and Shelly their problem is that they don’t like each other. “You can glue feathers on a dog,” he explains, “but it still doesn’t make him an eagle.”

“Seriously ridiculous,” Circe commentates.

I turn off the show and pivot. “Did you finish your computer science homework?” Two weeks ago, one of her teachers called to say Circe was handing in half-completed assignments.

Circe makes a face. “Done. But I still don’t get why I need C-Sharp.”

“Once you have a handle on it, you’ll be able to learn other computer programming languages more easily.”

“But I have no interest in coding, and—news flash—I’m not you.”

She’s right, programming does come easily for me, even after all these years. It just makes sense. For fun, I visit sites like HackerRank and Codewars to see if I can solve their challenges. I don’t know all the newest languages but always figure out a creative solution. “You’ll get the hang of it,” I say with encouragement.

“What are you two lovebirds doing for your anniversary?” Circe asks to change the subject.

She remembered. But there’s a good chance Bruce has something up his sleeve. He’s always been a surprise kind of guy—hand-drawn coupons for foot rubs, ice cream sundaes, breakfast in bed. Uncertainty stresses me out, though. I’d gladly trade a romantic surprise to know the truth about Bruce’s plans for tonight. A muscle twinges in my low back. Lately there have been moments between us, slightly off-key notes that pass quickly enough that I’m not sure I’ve heard them at all. Maybe I should talk to Bruce about it, but I don’t want to rock the boat when it’s probably my own insecurities and childish paranoia.

“Mom?” Circe prods.

“Your dad needs to work late.”

“No Oscar’s?” Circe arches one brow. “But you do that every year.”

I focus on scrubbing a pan. “No big deal. We’ll celebrate another night.”

“I was supposed to go to Emi’s, but I could have dinner with you and watch one of those old movies you like?”

The gesture catches me off guard. That’s the way it is with teens. One minute you’re radioactive, the next they shock you with kindness. “That’s okay,” I say with a sunny smile. “Just call when you get to Emi’s house, make sure you do all of your homework, and curfew is nine thirty tonight.”

“If it was up to Dad, he’d let me stay out later,” she wheedles.

“Nine thirty,” I repeat. Even though it’d be nice to be the easier parent.

Circe shoulders her backpack, then grumbles, “Sometimes it’s hard to like you.”

It’s one of those offhand remarks teenagers make, especially girls, to their mothers. But it still leaves an invisible bruise. “I love you, too!” I call after my daughter as the quiet of our home, far beyond my wildest childhood dreams, brings on a wave of claustrophobia.





Button Bridge Underpass, San Francisco

The Past

I HOLD DADDY, MY  stuffed kitty, tight. “Was she scared?”

Mama J looks out the tiny tent’s flap. “Who?”

“Persephone.” Sometimes she loses track of the story.

Mama J glances over her shoulder at me, fiddles with the blue-green feather earring dangling beneath wavy brown hair. “Persephone was just picking flowers. Why would she be scared?”

“Because the God of the Dead saw her, fell in love.”

“Yeah, but Persephone didn’t know Hades was gonna kidnap her.”

I scoot closer. “Why did he?”

“You already know.”

“Because she was so pretty.”

“Fat lotta good that did Persephone. Hades dragged her to the Underworld. Then, she was terrified. But there wasn’t nothing she could do. Men.”

I nod even though I’m not sure what Mama J means. “What did her mama do?”

“Demeter? She called for Persephone but only found scattered flower petals. Then she scoured the world looking for her kid. Punished anyone who didn’t help find her—”

Mama J abruptly switches gears, tears through her backpack, tosses the tattered book of Greek myths she sometimes still reads me, cracked makeup tubes found behind a CVS, a few pairs of underwear, and her Do not ever touch! plastic baggy onto the floor of the tent.

Goosebumps dot my arms. “What are you looking for?”

“Medicine.”

If anything happens to Mama J, I’ll be alone. “Are you sick?”

She scratches her neck, nails rasping on pale flesh and crusty scabs. “Not yet.”

It’s cold tonight and I burrow deeper in my sleeping bag. It has daisies on it and sometimes I imagine them in the same breeze as the flowers Persephone picked. Mama J would come find me.

“How did Demeter get Persephone back?”

Mama J rocks onto her heels. She coughs and the sound is thick, wet. “She traveled to the Underworld and demanded that Hades free her daughter or else.”

“And he did!”

“I don’t know why you love this story so much.” She sighs.

“’Cause Demeter saved Persephone!”

Mama J scowls. “The truth is that Demeter was forced by Zeus to have Persephone.”

Her tone is sharp. That happens when I’m being dim. I’m only five and three-quarters. I really, really want to understand the truth part, but don’t. I can tell, though, that Mama J thinks Demeter didn’t really love Persephone. But she went to the Underworld, a very scary place, and rescued her.

Headlights flash on orange tent walls held together with gray tape. Mama J, dressed in a T-shirt with a lightning bolt on the front that shows her belly button and tight jeans she calls her moneymakers, looks out the flap, then sprays her body with perfume that clogs my nose like a cold.

“Did you name me Penny after Persephone?” I can sing the alphabet and know that both of our names begin with the letter P. I’m hoping the answer will take a long time and the driver of the car will move on.

“I saw an old penny on the sidewalk. Thought naming you Penny would bring me luck. Joke’s on me. Go to sleep.” She scooches forward.

“When are you coming back?”

“Two minutes.”

I can never tell if she’s lying but do know it’ll be longer if she gets in the stranger’s car for a ride. “Stay. Please.”

Before Mama J ducks out of the tent, she says, “Don’t go anywhere.”

She doesn’t want me to end up like Persephone. “Never ever,” I reply, but she’s already gone. I hear gravel crunch under heavy footsteps, a man’s low voice, Mama J’s laugh, then rustles, zippers, a ripping sound, lots of moans and words I’m not allowed to say. It’s now pitch-black. I’m afraid of the dark.

Headlights sweep, illuminate Cerberus, the watchdog of the Underworld, and throw his shadow on our tent. He keeps the dead from leaving hell and now he’s outside. Shaking, I watch Cerberus’s two heads, double back, eight legs, and serpent’s spiked tail writhe each time a car goes by. Sharp cries cut through the night. My heart hammers. No one in the other tents stirs. I want Mama J!

With shaking fingers, I count the sewn-on cherries dotting my favorite sweatshirt again and again and again. Finally, the beast runs off and Mama J slides back into our tent. She smells of roses, dirt, and a sharp funk that makes my stomach clench. As a truck rumbles past, I see that the neck of her shirt is torn and there are red marks on her arms.

“Mama J’s gonna take her medicine now.”

I roll away like I’m supposed to, squeeze my eyes tight, and hear the tin foil crinkle. Her lighter hisses like a snake.

“Cerberus was outside,” I whisper.

Mama J slides onto her blanket, kisses my cheek, then says dreamily, “That wasn’t the beast. The only real monsters are the ones inside us.”







CHAPTER
2



OUT THE LARGE window over the kitchen sink, San Francisco Bay sparkles and cars stream across the Golden Gate Bridge. Our house is on a steep street in Pacific Heights. The exterior white, the style Victorian. Bruce’s father was a gardener for homes like ours, his mother a housekeeper for the place two doors down, and I grew up with Mama J. This house is meaningful for both of us.

When we purchased the home ten years ago, it was run-down but still an enormous stretch, the mortgage massive. Bruce believed that if we created the illusion of the life we wanted, our dreams would come true. And he was right. We restored the place ourselves using how-to books checked out from the library and home improvement videos, scrimped and saved to renovate, bought secondhand furniture.

Now everything in our home is custom—velvet upholstery, Turkish carpets, artwork picked for its future value, all chosen by an interior designer. Sometimes it feels like I’ve been plopped down in someone else’s life. Occasionally, I still have nightmares that my family, our house, was a beautiful dream and that I really live alone in a roach-infested apartment with peeling ceilings, clanking pipes, and a cracked tub with rust stains that look like dried blood.

Banishing that thought, I make another cup of coffee, finish Bruce’s cold omelet, then open my computer and click on LivLoud. It’s a social media site with endless free creative filters and super easy video options that have made it popular with both middle-aged women and teenagers. Teens employ the disappearing DMs to get into all sorts of trouble.

I pull up a photo of this morning’s breakfast. The sun streams onto our maple table, glances off a blue hydrangea centerpiece I cut from outside the front door early this morning, the omelet, sprinkled with home-grown chives, and a cut crystal glass of orange juice. Steam from Bruce’s cappuccino spirals upward. Beneath the photo I type: Another perfect breakfast with the family! Try lightly browning the butter when you make an omelet to add a caramelized flavor. #breakfasttip. I click the green button and hear the satisfying bell chime.

Val has posted a new shot. It’s a black-and-white of her daughter Emi’s blond hair in a perfect French braid. My best friend was once primarily a stylist. I leave a star on Val’s post and a private DM: #jealous. Val knows that Circe thinks I’m totally uncool these days.

My phone rings. It’s Magnolia High School. “Hello?”

“Hey Penn, it’s Lindy from the school office. We have another computer problem I can’t solve. Could you stop by?”

“Sure thing. I’ll swing over before lunch.”

“I’m not sure what we’d do without you. Thanks a million!”

Her palpable relief makes me smile. School networks have private personal information on students, staff, and teachers, including their Social Security numbers. There was a hacking incident last year, and ever since I set up a firewall to protect Magnolia’s confidential data from malware, ransomware, and phishing attacks, Lindy thinks I can solve any IT problem. It’s nice to feel productive.

I return to LivLoud. Kiki, my other best friend, has posted a photo of Charlotte, also fourteen, in her winter-white cheerleading uniform. My phone rings again; the tone is a fox giggling. Kiki picked it herself.

“Hey there! I was just thinking about you. That picture of Charlotte is gorgeous.”

“Too gorgeous?” Kiki asks.

Her daughter filled out this past year, and she worries that Char will now attract boys like bees to flowers. “It’s fine, promise.” We’re like Rachel and Monica on the Friends reruns I still watch. We talk each other off the ledges.

“I also have two boys, Penn. I know how they think.” She sighs dramatically. “What are you up to?”

“Right now, I’m going through Circe’s posts.”

“You are such a better mom than me,” she laments. “I can’t stay current with it all.”

“It makes me feel like a stalker,” I admit. Even though Circe knows I occasionally check her feed. Social media can be a cesspool—there’s bullying and predators. I scroll on as Kiki rattles off her morning plans—SoulCycle and acupuncture. Circe’s most current posts include selfies with Emi and Charlotte. The three went to the same Montessori school pre-K and have been friends ever since. I notice a new guy—tall, brown hair, lacrosse jersey, a cocky smile that hits like a wrong note. Beneath his photo is #topscorer #winnerwinner. I click on the boy’s face and the name Wess Morehead appears.

“Have you heard of a kid named Wess?” I ask.

Kiki giggles, sounding like her ringtone. “Char is seeing Wess, but they’re not official yet.”

I don’t ask what it takes to be considered official. Our daughter hasn’t brought up dating. I’m relieved that she’s a late bloomer. Dr. Beth, a psychologist podcaster I sometimes listen to, says that kids shouldn’t date one-on-one until they’re eighteen. That’s over-the-top, but I do want Circe to enjoy childhood for as long as possible.

“We still on for lunch?” Kiki asks.

Her voice is higher pitched than usual, but getting three kids off to school is mayhem. “I’ll be there.”

I continue scrolling as she shares the new word Char taught her—karmaquences.

“It means if you do something good, you’ll attract good things,” Kiki explains.

“And if you’re bad?” I ask.

“Karma will kick your butt.”

“I like it!”

Hal Crosby’s wife, Heather, has posted on her LivLoud feed a photo of a shiny black Range Rover with a yellow bow on the hood. Underneath it she’s written: Who knew another trip around the sun would bring this baby! #besthusbandever. I swipe right to a shot of Heather’s tall, handsome sons and Hal, who is short and bald, around a birthday cake. Below the picture I add #youdeserveitall!

Kiki asks, “Weekend plans?”

I stretch arms over my head, yawn despite two cups of coffee. “Let’s see … Bruce and Circe are going skiing with Hal and the boys at their house in Tahoe.”

“You’re not going with them?” Kiki sounds worried.

“I like them to have father-daughter adventures.” And I never learned to ski well. Kiki doesn’t say anything, and the silence feels freighted. Why am I so on edge? “Anyway, I plan to be a slug, read a Stephen King novel.”

“It’s impossible for you to be a slug, and no one would ever guess that you’re a horror fan.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re you. Former Girl Scout leader, PTA member, computer whiz, and consummate corporate wife.”

Perception is reality. “Stephen King’s stories aren’t just about horror. They shine a light on the human condition.”

“Okay smarty-pants,” Kiki says with a chuckle. “See you in a few hours?”

“Yup.” I hang up, then open a flagged folder on my desktop for the project that I resurrected in earnest six months ago. Once it sank in that Circe is now a full-fledged teenager with a busy schedule that rarely includes me, unless she needs a ride. Bruce works all day and has more and more late meetings, so I’ve been left with way too much time on my hands.

I pull up the computer program begun the first year of my PhD program. The idea was to create a different kind of lie detector that, instead of recording pulse, blood pressure, and perspiration, used word choices, cadence, enunciation, and rate of speech to detect lies. I interviewed and recorded thousands of people reading declarative statements that could be true or false, like “I have never urinated in a public swimming pool,” or “I once stole a candy bar,” then had them truthfully answer those questions on a corresponding form with the goal of creating a computer program that could determine with 99.9 percent certainty—nothing is 100 percent but death—if they were lying.

Why tackle lying? Dr. Edmunds, my PhD Applied Language Sciences doctoral adviser, had asked when I first proposed my thesis project.


I’m not high.

I’ll be home in an hour.

We won’t have to live back on the street.

He’s a good guy.

Just one hit.

You can stay in this school.

He loves little kids.

I’ll keep you safe …



By my teens, I’d learned all of Mama J’s tells. But experience had also shown me that the world was full of liars. I wanted a way to weed them out. But instead of the truth—the irony didn’t escape me—I told Dr. Edmunds that a new kind of lie detector could have fascinating, real-world applications.

Penn, you have a hunger to learn that’s rare, Dr. Edmunds said. He leaned back in his leather office chair, a pipe clenched between back molars. You can achieve greatness.

I blushed from my head to my toes, unused to compliments, especially from this professor, but also because Luc, his teaching assistant, was in the doctoral meeting. Anytime Luc was near, my stomach filled with butterflies, despite having a boyfriend. Part of that was Luc’s intellect, the other part, his intense eyes … and dimples.

But there is a danger to the program you’re proposing, Dr. Edmunds continued. To quote Marvin Minsky, the 1970s computer scientist, “Once the computers get control, we might never get it back.” He paused for emphasis. We would survive at their sufferance. If we’re lucky, they might decide to keep us as pets.

I laughed. My computer program will just identify lies.

He took a puff of his pipe. What if that program developed a mind of its own?

In the 1950s, Luc said, Alan Turing proposed a test to see if a human evaluator could tell the difference between a conversation with a human and one with a machine. But far as I know, no computer has passed it.

A resigned look settled on Dr. Edmund’s face. Yet. But when one does, how will you know what to believe?

There was a knock on the closed door. Come in, Luc called.

Bruce stepped into the wood-paneled office. He knew I had a meeting with my thesis adviser; we’d agreed I’d call him when it was finished.

Ready to go? Bruce said.

Could you give us a few more minutes? Luc asked. We’re finishing up a discussion about the future of artificial intelligence.

Bruce chuckled. That fad? It’ll be great for playing checkers, maybe chess. He shifted the leather briefcase he always carried to his business school classes. It’s Larry, right?

Luc smiled. Luc.

I blushed again. They’d met several times. Bruce had taken an instant dislike to my TA.

Sorry, but we have lunch reservations, Bruce said.

Dr. Edmunds set down his pipe. Then let’s wrap this up.

Bruce held out his hand and I took it.

Turns out, we didn’t have a reservation anywhere, but Bruce had made us peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. We had a romantic lunch on the university’s lawn. It only bothered me a little that he’d been able to lie so easily.







CHAPTER
3



A WAVE OF MELANCHOLY  descends. I never had the chance to finish compiling the data, prove my thesis. But I’ve gone back to it over the years, picked it up now and then. It’s a touchstone that reminds me of a time when I was finally turning into the person I wanted to be. For the past six months, I’ve been focused on developing a framework for growing the program. The idea is to make it not only able to detect lies, but eventually capable of giving advice. I have no idea how to do this, but I’m sifting through the options.

Bruce would say it’s a rabbit hole and I’m Alice, chasing a white bunny. He’s probably right. I mean, my doctoral ship sailed almost fifteen years ago. I’m so far behind the newest advances it’s laughable. I do wonder, though, what Dr. Edmunds would say if he knew my current plan. He’d probably ask me to consider the AI implications, but he’d also want to know, why a program that gives advice, too?

The answer is embarrassing. Over the years, my confidence has deteriorated. It makes no sense—Girl Scout leader, PTA member, computer whiz, and consummate corporate wife … All true. But the world I inhabit is sometimes so foreign to me, even now, it’s like living on a different planet. I’ve heard it can take a lifetime abroad to master a new culture and language. That even when you’re fluent, it’s still difficult to fit in. I want a safeguard in order to avoid missteps. A guaranteed way to be the best wife (lately it feels like I’m somehow failing, though I can’t pinpoint how), mother (a constant minefield, more so as the years go by), and friend (I can never lose Val and Kiki, who are both best friends and guides).

Pushing the past aside, I pull up the recording made of Bruce this morning, load it. My old thesis is far from done. I still have reams of data to parse. Basically, I need to teach my program how to most accurately detect lies and understand the social nuances of infinite situations. A few months ago, I finally began phase one, testing a skeletal program that uses previous recordings. For fun, I’m now adding Bruce to that mix. If he knew I’d taped him this morning, he’d be annoyed. Not because he has anything to hide. Bruce would just think it was a colossal waste of energy. If it doesn’t have a bottom line, can’t be monetized, my husband isn’t interested. When you grow up like him, feeling like you’re behind in the race to succeed, you don’t want to waste a moment. Bruce can’t possibly understand that when you’re raised the way I was, always afraid of losing what little you have, unsure who to trust and how to navigate the world, the need for truth and advice is ever-present.

Once my husband’s voice has downloaded, the icon I created—an image of a woman in a white off-the-shoulder gown, with wide blue eyes and long blond hair topped with a crown of roses—spins as the program does its thing. It took me weeks to make that likeness, but it adds a flare.

My body tenses. What am I worried about? Lately a sense of unease has permeated through me, like a low-level chronic illness. Maybe it’s my age—is thirty-eight too early for a midlife crisis? Am I regretting past decisions, or wishing for the road not taken? That’s silly. Circe is my world.

My thoughts drift back to breakfast. Bruce’s patience with me has been decreasing in direct proportion to his success. Other things have declined, too. We’ve been married fifteen years. Familiarity can sometimes breed disinterest, but that doesn’t mean our commitment to each other has changed. Still, sex used to be so important to us. Is that why things are feeling off?

As I wait for my program to tell me whether Bruce was lying, my stomach seesaws. I hope he was, and that he’s planned a special night. Fifteen is a big number. It seems wrong to complain, though. All I ever wished for was love and stability, and I got so much more.

Finally, the icon slows, then stops. Her hair settles back on polished shoulders. A message appears.

Can’t tonight. Work meeting. New office in Chicago.

That is a lie.

Relief rains down and I release the breath stacked like sandbags in my lungs. Disaster averted. Midlife crisis ten years off. Bruce has been distracted lately; who wouldn’t be, running a huge company with offices in San Francisco, LA, Portland, and Seattle, and another one about to open in Chicago? But he didn’t forget.

Of course, I could’ve told him or taken it upon myself to surprise Bruce. I have done that in the past. But come on! No matter how long you’ve been married, sometimes you just need your man to, well, sweep you off your feet.

The icon spins again, a glitch. They abound at this early stage of a program. It revolves two, three, four more times, then abruptly stops.

I don’t mind.

That is a lie.

I must’ve forgotten to stop recording. “Of course it’s a lie,” I say with a laugh. “What woman wouldn’t mind?” I wish my program could already respond, tell me I’m normal, then drop the perfect morsel to see me through and settle nerves that are still twitching.

Again, the icon resumes spinning. Her blond hair whips sideways as she turns in tight circles, then comes to a halt.

’Tis always the season for scams.

That is a lie.

The icon remains still. Her eyes, the color of the Pacific Ocean, the darkest of blues, regard me. It doesn’t mean anything, just another error in the code I’ve written. So why do I imagine sharks lurking beneath the calm of her irises?

An old-fashioned ringtone cuts through the quiet. It’s Bruce’s. He left for work fifteen minutes ago. If he doesn’t realize he forgot his phone before he gets to the office, I’ll drive the half hour and drop it off for him. Now I search for his iPhone and find it under the San Francisco Times. The screen says Potential Spam. I hesitate—Bruce doesn’t like me to engage with spammers—then pick up anyway.

“Hello … Hello?” The line is silent, but I hear someone breathing …





Pacific Heights, San Francisco

The Past

“CLOSE YOUR MOUTH. You look like a fish tossed out of water.”

Mama J yanks my hand, and I stumble. We’re not anywhere near home—the Tenderloin, sometimes the Mission if the police decide to clean up the neighborhood, which just means pushing us to a different underpass. “That house,” I say, looking back over my shoulder at the white castle with turrets and windows filled with blue, yellow, and green glass, “is where I’ll live when I grow up.”

“Places like these,” Mama J says, gesturing at the three-story homes with balconies, trimmed hedges, and gardens filled with perfect blooms, before hawking up phlegm and spitting a yellow-green gob on the smooth sidewalk, “aren’t for people like us.”

“Why not?”

“Penny, there are stories and there’s real life. In real life, happily ever after doesn’t happen the way you think.”

“But it could.”

Mama J sighs. “You’ll get it, eventually.”

A man in a suit and tie walks to his car. It’s a white one with a Mercedes symbol on the front. He glances at us, frowns. My skin burns. I’m dressed in my favorite cherry sweatshirt and the overalls Mama J found at the Salvation House that have cartoon characters sewn above the pockets—a mouse, a duck, and a grinning pig. I loved the overalls but now I don’t as much.

“Fake it,” Mama J says, then squares her shoulders, lowers the sunglasses she swiped from the Dollar Store, and struts like she owns this street. I stand up straighter. “That’s my girl.”

We near a mother, yellow dress, low heels, putting her baby in the back of a shiny silver minivan. When we pass, she glances at us, waves. Maybe Mama J is right about pretending.

“Keep up,” she instructs.

We fall in behind three teenage girls in matching gray-and-blue plaid skirts. Snow-white collars peek from cabled sweaters, shiny loafers make tappity-taps. They must be best friends. If I found a magic lantern on the beach and a genie came out of it, granted me one wish, I’d ask to be them. The tallest girl, her hair in a blond ponytail, giggles as they race up the wide steps of a columned stone building. I can’t read the sign, I’m only six, but bet it’s a school. Jealousy is like the cough syrup Mama J once made me take when my skin was on fire, throat too sore to swallow.

“Can we go home?” I ask, longing for the familiar orange walls of our tent; desperate not to see a world that’s like the chocolate in a store window we can never taste.

Mama J nods at the plastic blue cans lining the street. “Rich folks throw out good food, nice clothes, and new shoes, sometimes even jewelry. It’s garbage day, and who better to take out the trash than us?”

“I don’t want to,” I whine, embarrassed.

“Damn it, kid, sometimes you’re hard to like.” Mama J drags me over to the trash bins. “Get used to it. This is life.”







CHAPTER
4



“HELLO? IS ANYONE there?” More breathing. I hang up just as the front door opens.

“Forgot my phone,” Bruce calls, his Italian leather shoes clopping down the front hall.

“You got another spam call,” I say as he rounds the corner.

“Did you answer it?”

Invisible fingers pluck at the back of my neck. “Yes.”

Bruce grimaces. “Penny.”

I hate when he uses my full name instead of the shortened version I chose when I left for college. It’s like being shoved in the chest, stumbling back into the past. He knows that. He’s the sole person in my life who does. But he still calls me Penny when he’s annoyed. I sneeze three times in a row. Bruce is wearing a new cologne with hints of patchouli. “Sorry. Thought I could ask them to stop calling you. But the line dropped.”

He takes his phone. “Never answer. That just spawns a dozen more calls from different numbers.”

“So, how do you stop the calls?”

Bruce pockets his phone. “I block the number.”

It’s not worth telling him that his plan doesn’t make sense. He no longer thinks of me as the promising PhD candidate he met at grad school, head stuck in books, parsing data as I battled through my thesis.

What are you working on? Bruce had asked when he neared my library carrel late one night.

An interactive program that allows the user to detect lies.

Impressive, Bruce said.… but am I lying?

I laughed. Bruce was geeky—oversized glasses balanced on a narrow nose, outdated jeans, and no-brand sneakers. I recognized a fellow traveler. Plus he had beautiful green eyes.

A few weeks later, he left a scavenger hunt in my carrel on paper burned at the corners to look like old parchment, rolled into a scroll and tied with a gold ribbon. I followed the hunt all over campus, picking up prizes along the way—a plastic snow globe with sailboats that rocked in waves of glitter, a pair of navy-blue socks dotted with white rabbits, a small box of chocolates, a dozen cherry lollipops wrapped like roses in green tissue paper, vouchers for the local laundromat, a bottle of Chianti, and a pen that, when tipped, went from the SF skyline at night to dawn breaking over the Golden Gate Bridge. The final stop was the student union where Bruce was waiting with two hot chocolates and gingersnap cookies. I’d never been pursued before. It felt like standing in a sunbeam.

Now Bruce pecks my forehead with chapped lips. “Sorry for being short, hon. Lots on my mind. Have a good day.”

I can’t recall the last time he kissed me like he meant it and wish we could wind back time. “No worries. See you tonight,” I call out as the door slams.

The memory of our first conversation in the library fades and my mood slips. I’m Penn Stone, not Penn Roberts, who was once on a full-ride scholarship, both undergraduate and grad school at San Francisco Polytechnical Institute. I’ve been a wife and mother almost half my life. And my husband has long forgotten that I was anonymously nominated for the Henry Johnson Fellowship only six months into my PhD work, given to students in financial need, for exceptional creativity, promise, and the belief that the nominee’s work will lead to future advances important to the world at large. Sometimes, I do wonder what I could’ve accomplished with the no-strings-attached award. But I dropped out of the PhD program before I had the chance to find out.

When the kitchen is clean, I head upstairs for a quick shower and shampoo with the citrus blend Kiki gifted me this past Christmas. After toweling off, I study my reflection in the mirror—something I rarely do. My breasts are small, legs long, middle a little soft. I do Pilates, spin, and hot yoga when Kiki drags me to the classes, but lately I’ve begged off. In college I owned a pair of Hoka running sneakers, a castoff from my freshman-year roommate, and loved to jog in Golden Gate Park, listen to the pound of my heart until I was carved-out. A nameless anxiety pinches. Maybe I need to start running again?

Turning away from the mirror, I pull up Dr. Beth’s podcast. She always makes me feel better. She’s talking with a married lady embarrassed to have sex with the lights on after gaining weight during pregnancy. Her husband is frustrated, and she’s worried he might leave her.

“Go for morning walks or bike rides,” Dr. Beth advises. “That will provide endorphins. Then buy a new dress, cook your husband’s favorite meal, and act like his girlfriend. He loves you, not the number on a scale. Tonight, leave those lights on and blow his mind!”

While Dr. Beth sounds like a 1950s housewife—out of date and politically incorrect—some of her advice is pragmatic. It doesn’t hurt to remind your husband how he felt when you first started dating.

I focus on the present. My program might be wrong—it’s not foolproof yet. Bruce still could’ve forgotten our anniversary. Last week I recorded the statement “I have four children,” and the program told me that was true. Just in case it’s mistaken now, I’ll plan a late candlelit dinner, cook all Bruce’s favorite foods, have the freshly ironed sheets on the bed that he’s loved ever since he was delighted by them at a small family-run hotel on a vacation we took to Greece. Then I’ll do my best to blow his mind.

I spin through my photo album, pull up a nice shot of us from a fundraising dinner at Circe’s school. Bruce’s arm loosely circles my waist. I upload the photo to LivLoud and write beneath it: 15 years today!!! Happy Anniversary to my best friend, soulmate, and darling husband.

Now I feel better. I really do. But my nerves still rustle like an intruder creeping up the back stairs.







CHAPTER
5



VAL AND KIKI already have a table in the corner when I arrive at Le Pain Quotidien. I left my Tesla in doggy mode—even though Bruce’s allergies won’t allow us to have a dog—to make sure the lamb I picked up from the butcher doesn’t spoil in an overheated car. The café is busy, a friendly buzz punctuated by the grinding of coffee beans and clatter of plates and cutlery. My friends have ordered. A steaming double cappuccino and an almond croissant dusted with confectioners’ sugar wait for me at a linen-covered table. They know me so well.

Kiki wears a matching Lululemon yoga outfit and Val’s gleaming brunette tresses brush the top of her checkered dress. I’m in my usual uniform: a perfectly pressed baby-blue button-down from Frank & Eileen paired with linen khakis and Cole Haan leather slides, my navy-blue blazer at the ready in case I get cold.

A lock of highlighted brown hair slips from a neat bun and I tuck it behind an ear decorated with a tasteful diamond stud. “Sorry I’m late.” I slip onto the woven chair. “The high school called, hardware malfunction. Their system was freezing because of a faulty RAM combined with a failing hard drive.”

“In English?” Kiki jokes.

I laugh. “It’s fixed.”

Val takes a sip of her latte. “They really should pay you.”

“They don’t have the funds.” Once the principal, Dr. Boone, learned at a school event that I have some IT skills, he asked if I’d volunteer to get their systems up to date. My croissant crumbles as I take a big bite, sends pastry flakes down the front of my shirt. Quickly, I brush them away.

“We’re lucky to have you helping out,” Kiki notes.

“Thanks.” Magnolia is a public school—Bruce wanted private, but I dug in. Like Val and Kiki, I don’t want my daughter to live in a bubble, though neither of my friends know I didn’t grow up in one. I’ve told them that I spent my childhood in a suburb outside Chicago, Dad was a CFO, mom volunteered; that they’re still happily married but don’t like to travel so we Zoom a lot. My best friends might find my real past fascinating, lean into stories about Mama J, living under a bridge, scrounging food from dumpsters. But ultimately those things would paint me as other, leave an invisible stain. Sometimes I do feel guilty lying about my past. Real friends tell each other everything, just like the characters on Friends. But who I am now is what matters most.

You’ll get it, eventually, Mama J whispers.

Lately, I’ve been flashing back to my childhood and hearing her voice more and more. What is going on with me? I take a quick photo of my croissant and coffee and post it on LivLoud: #bestiescoffeebreak. As Val munches a tofu lettuce wrap and Kiki nibbles her Cobb salad, I ask “So, what’d I miss?”

“Sara Curry has a new petition,” Val says. “She wants to have Madame Gault, the high school French teacher, fired because she’d once appeared in a swimsuit calendar. In a one-piece.”

Kiki leans in. “I heard Caroline Gold has a boyfriend. He’s twenty-four!”

Caroline is one of the older moms. Her daughter, Sophia, is the same age as our girls, but Caroline is fifty-two while the rest of us are late thirties to mid-forties.

A few years ago, Caroline’s husband cheated on her. She caught him in the act, in their bed, then sent an email to all their friends, acquaintances, and Roger Gold’s business partners telling them about her discovery with a photo that showcased Roger’s hairy ass.

“Good for her,” I say.

Kiki gives me a startled look. “Okay,” she says, drawing out the word.

“What?” I ask.

“It’s nothing. I’m being judgey.” She glances at my empty mug. “Do you want more coffee?”

“Sure. You can never be too caffeinated, right?”

Kiki signals the busy waiter for a refresh when he gets the chance, then sighs. “Christopher wants us to go to St. John’s, scuba dive for spring break.”

“And that’s a problem?” Val asks with a snort.

“Topher has lacrosse practice during vacation and Haynes is desperate to go skiing in Utah with his best friend’s family. Charlotte wants to attend cheer camp in Texas.”

“Topher can stay with a friend, send Haynes skiing and Char to cheer camp, then you and Christopher could go alone,” I suggest.

“You’re right.” Kiki grins. “I’ll buy the tickets today.”

Those tickets will be first class. Christopher Hunt is one of the Hunts, a mining family originally from Nevada, though they sold the business a generation ago. Kiki and Chris met in San Francisco, at a bowling alley of all places. He saw her dark-blond curls, heart-shaped face, and sexy curves and threw a ball into her lane, said it was love at first sight. Because it’s Kiki, I believe him.

Val notices a man at the next table staring at us—or more probably the two of them. “What are you looking at?” she demands. He blanches and moves his coffee and croissant to a table inside.

Kiki chides, “Don’t be a hater. In ten years, we’ll wish a guy would check us out.”

Val makes a face. “He seemed like a creep.”

Unlike Kiki, there was never a Christopher in her life. Val’s Prince Charming bailed after learning she was pregnant. Good riddance, Val always says, I’d never want to share my kid. The three of us have watched many divorces play out over the years and all agree that a fifty-fifty custody split would break our hearts.

“Did I mention I’m opening another salon?” Val asks, then takes a sip of her cold brew. She already owns three, plus a med spa.

Kiki hugs her, which Val hates but allows. “You’re flipping amazing!”

“No biggie,” Val replies with a wave of her hand.

She’s being humble. She’s successful and totally independent. I feel a twist of envy. I don’t want her life, but it’d be nice to know I’m capable of success.

Val adds, “Helps that I only have one kid.”

Heat dusts my cheeks. I only have one kid. “Congratulations,” I say and raise my coffee mug to toast her. A hand darts over my left shoulder. There’s a tattoo—

Fingers curl over the ripped fabric of the station wagon’s front seat, nails ragged, a black skull tattoo on the back of a meaty hand. The skull’s eyes are red pits, and a snake with fangs slithers from an open mouth. Before I can scream, the man launches over the seat. He smells like a wet, dirty dog, grips a serrated knife, and holds it to my neck. There’s a sharp bite and then blood dribbles down my sweaty skin. The man puts his finger to his lips and says shhhhh, then unbuttons my jeans and yanks them down …
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