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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


It never occurs to you,
until some attentive soul suggests it, that you’re depressed.
Instead, you drag your miserable carcass from one date on the
calendar to the next, operating under the assumption that you suck,
every person and every thing you are responsible for sucks. Most of
the people in your life suck. The past more or less sucks. The
present definitely sucks. And the future will, in all likelihood
suck. You don’t feel like you have a “disease” or “nervous
condition” or any other ailment a pill could cure. A handful of
pills, maybe, washed down with an icy pint of good vodka. But not a
single tablet taken once daily, with or without a snack at bedtime.
And really, you’re past caring if the way out is painless or
excruciating. Tidy or obscenely gory or an embarrassment to your
survivors. You don’t give a rat’s ass if people see your death as a
romantic, tragic end or a foolish, selfish act of desperation.
Eventually they’ll stop talking about it. You just want out. It’s
the only normal reaction to the life you’ve been leading.

That morning I sat on the toilet and dabbed a
wad of tissue between my legs, hoping to see blood. I always felt a
little better once my period started.

Unlucky.



I kept a box of over-the-counter sleeping
pills in the medicine cabinet. Skinny, brittle blue

ovals that had a tendency to break in half
when you tried to wrestle them from their plastic bubble. The box
held forty-eight of the things, and I guessed there were probably
thirty-five or so left in there. It would take a while to get
enough of them out of the freaking bubbles, but that was okay. I
could make time.

I grabbed the box, plopped back down on the
toilet, pulled out a sleeve and started pushing. The first three
pills came out whole. The fourth broke neatly in half. The fifth
one crumbled to dust on one end, which meant I’d have to count it
as five sixths of a pill. My hands trembled as I tried to free the
tenth pill. After that, my eyes burned and leaked so bad I had to
stop to wipe them. I couldn’t very well kill myself if I couldn’t
see straight.

A loud clatter from the vicinity of the
kitchen brought my ass off the toilet seat for a second. The
clatter was quickly followed by a thud, which was followed by “You
bitch,” which sounded like Matt screaming at his sister.

I remained on the stool for five more
seconds. In that skinny, brittle sliver of time was room enough for
me to step outside of myself and feel the tidal pull of obligation.
Responsibility. Compassion. Love. Freaking motherhood. It stopped
me every goddamned time.

 


 


Matt was on the kitchen floor holding a small
chunk of his cell phone. The rest of it was scattered across the
floor. His jeans were a wrinkled mess after spending a week in the
laundry basket. Worse, the hem stopped halfway up his calf. His
sneakers were filthy, and his curly blonde hair, so cherubic when
he was a baby, needed a hard trim. Poor kid already looked like his
mother was dead.

“Can’t you make Shannon stop being such an
asshole? First she kicks me, then she shoves me down, right on top
of my phone. Which broke, ” he said. “She’s such a stupid bitch. I
swear I hate her.”

“Oh my God. The lying shitbag ate all the
cereal.” Shannon was a shouter- mad, glad and all points in
between. When she was in elementary school, the school nurse was
forever testing her hearing, determined to uncover a medical
explanation for the girl’s big mouth. But her ears were fine.

“Stop yelling and watch your language,” I
muttered, already tired of the ordeal.

“She says I ate
all the cereal like it was
half a freaking box,” Matt said. “There was hardly any left.
There’s never enough food around here.” He turned his glare on
me.

“I’ll see about replacing your phone,” I
said. “It’s gonna run me fifty dollars, which will come out of
Shannon’s allowance.”

“What the hell?” She advanced on me, hair
flying, hands on hips, eyes wide with astonishment, like a guest on
The Jerry Springer Show. I never understood how she hoped to become
a veterinarian some day. And not just because her grades were
awful. If she did manage to find people foolish enough to entrust
their sick, frightened pets to the care of a loud-mouthed, bad
tempered, hellcat like her, she’d spend most of her earnings on
bandages, stitches, skin grafts and rabies shots. Even as a
newborn, she could make your ears ring.

I put a hand on her shoulder and gently
pushed her out of my way. “Get your coats on, guys, before you miss
the school bus. I’m late already, so I can’t drive you.”

“I am not paying for his freaking phone,”
she yelled, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. “ I’ll kill
him first. And when are you going to fix our shower? I hate using
your bathroom. Dad leaves so much hair on the soap, it looks like
there’s a toupe in the soap dish. It’s disgusting. I hate this
family.”

“I’ll fix the shower tonight.” On my way out
the door, I felt a soft tap on my shoulder.

“What about that permission slip? You keep
forgetting it,” Mattt said, his brow wrinkled like a worried old
man’s. “If I don’t hand it in today, I don’t get to see the
movie.”

“Good luck with that,” Shannon told him. “I
think she’s got Alzheimer’s.”

“I’ll fax it from work today, honey,” I said.
“Damnit. There’s the bus.”

I stood in the driveway and watched them
chase the school bus for half a block before they turned the corner
and I couldn’t see them anymore. We lived in a great neighborhood.
One we could only afford because John and I worked full time. Most
families had two newish cars. Some cut their own grass but most
used lawn services. Kids played safely outside, built snowmen in
the winter, rode skateboards in the summer. Still, once Matt and
Shannon disappeared around that corner, I knew anything could
happen to them. Shannon could trip and fall. Matt could land on top
of her and they both could lay there bleeding and shivering,
unnoticed as the school bus roared down the block. I shook my head
to dislodge the thought. Then I climbed into my silver Toyota,
turned on the engine to let it warm up, then hurried back into the
house to brush my hair, grab my purse, and put away the sleeping
pills for a better time.

It was nearly 8:15 when I burst through the
door of the dental office. Sheila was already in the waiting room,
bent over a glass and chrome coffee table, straightening stacks of
magazines.

She was tall, thick and pale with frost blue
eyes and dark, oily hair that made me think of an otter gliding
through a pond. She had the creepy, vicious sense of superiority
you see in people who were attacked in high school for being nerds.
“Melanie, how many times have we had the discussion we’re about to
have again?” She didn’t bother to look up.

Whether she was annoyed because I was late or
because I’d left the night before without straightening the
magazines, I couldn’t guess. Either offense could have gotten me
fired at that point. Knowing her, she was deliberately trying to
stump me.

“I don’t expect an answer, Melanie,” she
said, sighing as she stood up and brushed

imaginary dust from her hands. The corners of
her wide mouth sagged with disgust. “I don’t know about you, but
I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve had to counsel you
about tardiness. As I’ve said before, if you’re going to continue
to manage this office, I need you to be prompt and reliable. I need
you here first thing in the morning to take a head count and get
the office up and running. Your behavior suggests an immaturity and
irresponsibility that’s inexcusable in a woman your age.”

It had to be the first time a thirty-year-old
had called me immature, but she was the boss, and at forty-four I
was her flunky. “I’m sorry, Sheila. I’ll get it together. I
promise.”

I’m always clumsy a day or two before my
period starts. Over the next few hours, I spilled coffee on a stack
of invoices, dropped the telephone receiver while talking to a
patient, and caught my foot in the strap of my purse, nearly
toppling the bookcase that broke my fall. On the way back to my
desk, I slammed my knee into the sharp, metal corner of a drawer
I’d left open. I would have cried if my phone hadn’t rung just
then.

“Melanie? Jill Coolidge. Just wanted you to
know I got the kids to school as soon as I could, but I’m afraid
they may have been a few minutes late.”

“Matt and Shannon? What happened?”

“Well, I was on my way to meet the girls for
coffee. With spring break just a couple months away, we wanted to
have a pow-wow before we did our shopping. There are some things
you just hate to buy if you’re only going to use them a few days.
So we thought we’d compare vacation plans and see if, you know,
there were things we could borrow from one another. It’s kind of
fun, actually. Where’s your family going this year?”

“We’ll be staying at home this year. I guess
the kids missed the bus?”

“Oh, sorry. Yes. I was on my way out of the
house when I saw them walking. Poor things, they were so out of
breath. From running, I guess. Shannon should be what, seventeen by
now?”

“ Right.”

“And still no car? You know how to stick to
your guns. Bobby couldn’t survive longer than two months after his
sixteenth birthday without a car. We got a great deal for him.
Would you like the name of the salesman?”

“Oh, that’s not-”

“We thought about getting him something used,
but his grades have been outstanding. Straight A’s three out of
four semesters, so he deserved something brand new, don’t you
think?”

“Uh, sure.”

“He would be more than happy to tutor Matt in
algebra if you’d like.”

“Huh?”

“This morning Matt said he’s really
struggling with math.”

“You know Jill, I have to run, but thank
you-”

“I’m sorry. I forgot you’re at work. So few
of the moms in our neighborhood do. You poor thing, you can’t just
sit and chat when you want, right? Anyway, I was glad to help. And
don’t forget what I said about Bobby. He’d love to help Matt with
algebra.”

I hung up the phone, shook a couple tablets
from a bottle of pain reliever into my hand and headed to the
kitchen for a glass of water.

“Please stop limping,” Sheila whispered when
she passed me in the hallway. “You’ll make the patients
uncomfortable.”

“Oh? Uh- sorry.”

Seconds later, I felt someone rush up behind
me and grab my arm. “Did I hear her right?” Juniper, the definitive
New Age hippie, lives for peace, love, spirituality and vegetarian
shoes. But at that moment, I saw murder in her eyes. That or the
glare from the lime green tunic she’d paired with a purple
turtleneck. Tan bell-bottoms and black ballet slippers completed
the arresting ensemble.

I frowned. “Hear who? You mean Sheila?”

“What the hell happened to you? Why are you
limping?”

“It’s nothing,” I said. “Just banged my
knee.”

“And that Nazi had the nerve
to tell you not to limp? She should have sent you home to rest.
She’s a doctor, for
crying out loud.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said, wanting to calm
her down. I’m not one to stereotype, but Juniper certainly
possesses the volatility associated with red hair, which, when you
think about it, really clashes with the whole peace and love thing.
“Sheila can’t diagnose knee injuries,” I said. “She’s a
dentist.”
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