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There were only seventeen California sun-dried raisins left in the little red Sun-Maid box, so I lined them up neatly in a semicircle around the front of my bowl and went to the kitchen to ask Emma for another box. She got one from the pantry and gave it to me, and I returned to the dining room, opened the box, and counted out three more raisins, then carefully arranged the twenty of them, one by one, atop my bowl of heart-healthy Kellogg’s Complete Bran Flakes.
Yes, I know Kellogg’s also makes Raisin Bran, with the raisins already in the box, but when you shake Raisin Bran into your bowl, the raisins come out all haphazard, and I like an orderly breakfast, so I prefer to add the raisins to my cereal myself.
So, where was I? Oh, right, I arranged exactly twenty raisins the way I like them atop precisely one cup of bran flakes, which is Kellogg’s recommended serving size and contains one hundred and twenty calories, one gram of fat, five grams of sugar, five grams of dietary fiber, four grams of protein, two hundred and ten milligrams of sodium, and a hundred and seventy-five milligrams of potassium. (That’s not counting the raisins, which add another thirty-one calories and negligible amounts of other nutrients, and the three quarters of a cup of skim milk I carefully pour from the Staffordshire Willow cow creamer Emma sets at my place every morning.)
I can hear you saying, “Asperger’s much?” Which just goes to show how much you know, since Asperger’s isn’t even a diagnosis anymore. I suppose I’m probably on the autism spectrum somewhere, or it could be Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. I’ve never been formally diagnosed with either, but even if I do have a touch of the ’tism, what business is it of yours? I like my cereal the way I like it, and if that’s a problem for you, well, fuck off.
When my cereal was ready to be consumed, I raised my spoon and, before digging in, announced—as an experiment, to see if he was paying attention—“I think I’m going to kill myself today.”
My father, who was sitting across the table from me, rustled his Wall Street Journal. Over the years, I’ve learned to interpret my father’s rustles, and I knew this one meant, “That’s nice, son. You go right ahead.”
Which in turn meant that he was so absorbed in his paper, he hadn’t actually heard a word I’d said.
By the way, who reads the newspaper anymore? Normal people get all the news they need from the internet—and if you conclude I’m saying my father is anything but normal, you have concluded correctly. Behind his copy of this morning’s WSJ, I knew he was dressed in a bespoke suit he’d had tailored in Hong Kong, a Proper Cloth dress shirt, and a silk jacquard necktie he’d ordered from Italy—so he did know what the internet was and how to use it. But the man is a commodities trader, whatever that means, and he works from home, on the freaking internet, so what’s with the suit and tie, Father? I mean, really, like that’s normal?
Anyway, Mother came into the room at that moment and took her seat at the head of the table. I know, I know, in most households it’s the man who sits at the head of the table, but our money is old money that descended to us from Mother’s ancestors, so she always sits at the head of the table at breakfast—though she yields the power position to Father at dinner if we have company, because she apparently feels a need to pretend that he wears the pants in our family. (I wear pants, too, and even Mother sometimes wears a pantsuit. “Wearing the pants in the family” is an idiomatic expression. I’m not always great at expressions, because I tend to take things literally, but I try….)
“Geoffrey,” Mother said, same as every morning, “you’re looking well. What have you got planned for today?”
“I think I’m going to kill myself,” I repeated, curious to see how she’d react, and dug my spoon into my cereal for my first mouthful.
“Oh, Geoffrey,” Mother sighed, “you’ve been watching Harold and Maude again. I wish you wouldn’t—it’s such a depressing movie.”
“Good music,” Father rumbled from behind his newspaper. “Cat Stevens, before he went all Muslim or Hindu or whatever it was.”
“Yes, Charles, I’ll grant you the music,” said Mother. “But still, that film puts ideas in a child’s mind.”
I wish Mother wouldn’t call me a “child.” I’m nineteen years old, which is old enough to enlist in every branch of the US military (including the Space Force), old enough to vote (in Federal, state, and local elections), old enough to sign a legally binding contract in every state except Indiana, Mississippi, and New York—none of which is where we live. (We live in Silverleaf Village, in Scottsdale, Arizona, and I am old enough to sign a contract here, although to date, the occasion has not arisen.)
“I’m serious,” I said, swallowing bran flakes, skim milk, and a single raisin, “and it’s got nothing to do with Harold and Maude, although I did watch it last night for the eleventh time, and it’s not depressing. It’s a beautiful love story.”
“About a sixteen-year-old boy and an eighty-year-old woman,” Mother scoffed, pouring coffee from a silver Gorham pot into a delicate Wedgewood cup and ruining it with cream and sugar. “And the woman dies at the end.” She hesitated a moment, then added, “Not by suicide.”
“Harold Chasen is nineteen,” I corrected her, “the same age as me. And Maude Chardin is seventy-nine, not—”
“The same age as I,” Mother cut me off, “since the verb ‘am’ is implied. And honestly, Geoffrey, I couldn’t care less how old they are. They’re characters in a movie, not real people, while you are an actual living person with more privilege than ninety-nine-point nine percent of the plebians who populate the earth. Why in the world would you want to kill yourself?”
“Do I have to have a reason?” I mumbled around a mouthful of cereal.
Mother rolled her eyes and looked up and shook her head as if disapproving of the coffered ceiling. “Well, of course you have to have a reason,” she said. “You don’t go killing yourself on a whim, Geoffrey—after all, once your life comes to an end, there’s no turning back.”
“Dead is dead,” Father observed, and Mother and I both turned to look at where his head would be if it wasn’t concealed behind his Wall Street Journal, surprised that he was apparently paying attention to our conversation for a change.
“Your father is absolutely right,” Mother said, her chins bobbing up and down in agreement. “Dead is dead. Besides, Geoffrey, I have people coming this afternoon for bridge, and I couldn’t possibly deal with the scandal if you killed yourself. I absolutely forbid you to do so.”
The word forbid is a conversation ender in our house, so I gave up and returned my attention to my bran flakes.

I wasn’t really planning to kill myself. The life expectancy for an average white American male is seventy-five point three years, and I am certainly above average, so I figure mine is probably somewhere around eighty years, like Maude Chardin. (For an average white American female, it’s eighty point five years, and I seriously considered gender-reassignment surgery for about, oh, eighty point five seconds until I thought about breasts. Like I want those bulgy things flopping around on my chest? Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll stick with my penis, thank you very much.)
Anyway, even if I only get seventy-five point three years, that means I still have more than half a century of life ahead of me. I was what I believe is called a “surprise” to Mother and Father: she was forty-one point four years old when I popped out of her womb, and he was exactly forty-six to the day. (And let me tell you, sharing my birthday with Father has not been what I would call fun. He gets all the attention. I get a sweater and my name under his on a cake. I don’t even wear sweaters, not even in the winter. I’m endothermic, which means warm-blooded, like pygmy goats and penguins.)
So statistically, Mother has another twenty point one years to live, and Father has another ten point three—although that’s assuming they’re both average Americans. In my opinion, they’re both below average, so let’s approximate eighteen more years for Mother and nine for Father.
Gross. I have to watch Father rustle his newspaper for nine more years, and listen to Mother’s stupid bridge-game chatter for eighteen?
Meanwhile, the kids I went with to Phoenix Country Day, the stupid K-12 private school Mother and Father forced me to attend, are all at Harvard and Yale and Princeton now, and I’ll bet most of them have their own Porsches and Lamborghinis and BMWs. But Mother refuses to allow me to tarnish the family name by going to a public university, and despite my objections, she won’t let me go to school out of state until I’m twenty-one—she says I won’t be mature enough to live on my own until then—and not only won’t Father buy me a car, he won’t even let me use his.
(They think I don’t have a driver’s license, but the day I turned fifteen and a half years old I snuck out of PCD with Scooter Jameson—who was eighteen and already had his license and a red Honda Accord his parents gave him so they wouldn’t have to drive him around anymore—and had him take me to the DMV on East Paradise. I’d studied for the written knowledge test, and I had my birth certificate and my school ID and an application on which I’d forged Father’s signature in my backpack, and of course my vision is perfect, so I got my graduated instruction permit without any trouble. Now all I have to do is take a road test, and I’ll get my full license.)
Anyway, so I’m nineteen years old and basically confined to this prison of a palace we live in. There are no other teens in our neighborhood. My friends are all two thousand miles away, Ivy Leaguing. We’re like the only house on North Silverleaf Drive that doesn’t have a pool. I could step out our back door and be practically on the golf course’s putting green, but in my opinion, golf is for idiots. Father plays eighteen holes at least three times a week, so I rest my case.
So, what the f could I have planned for today, Mother? I know: I’ll read a book or watch another movie or—like a good AFOL (Adult Fan of LEGO, if you don’t know the acronym)—work on my Star Wars Super Star Destroyer, which is kit #10221 and has three thousand, one hundred and fifty-two pieces (including minifigs of Darth Vader, Admiral Piett, Dengar, Bossk, and IG-88) and cost one thousand, eight hundred and thirty-four dollars and ninety-seven cents. (I have to admit, it’s a pretty awesome kit. The Avengers Tower—kit #76269—has five thousand, two hundred and one pieces and an amazing thirty-one minifigs, but I’m more of a Star Wars guy than a Marvel guy, so I like the Destroyer better than the Tower. If you disagree, well, it takes all kinds to make a world….)
Where was I? Oh, right: books and movies and LEGO are fine ways to kill some time, but that’s all they are: time killers. And here I am, nineteen years old, and I feel like I haven’t even started living yet. Statistically, I’m more than a quarter of the way through my life expectancy (twenty-five point two three percent, to be exact—at least to two decimal places), and I haven’t done anything that actually matters…and won’t be able to for another twenty point one years, when Father’s been gone for a decade and Mother finally shuffles off this mortal coil—Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 3, Scene 1; it means “die”—and I’m out from under their thumbs at last.
Hmm, now there’s a thought. If Mother and Father were dead, I could start my real life now….

The question was: how to do it?
My first thought was to buy a gun—a .38 Special Police Positive revolver like James Bond uses, a .44 Magnum like Travis Bickle had in Taxi Driver, a cut-down shotgun like in Mad Max—except where would I go to buy one, and how would I get there…and, most importantly, would I have the guts to pull the trigger and then clean up the mess? I mean, talk about guts. There’d be guts and brain matter and blood all over the place. Gross!
I did a Google search on “how much force does it take to stab someone to death?” and learned that “penetrating skin, muscle, and fat requires a maximum stabbing force of 95.5 N,” with N being an abbreviation for newton, which is named after Sir Isaac Newton (1643-1727) and is the International System of Units unit for measuring force and is defined as “the force needed to accelerate a mass of one kilogram by one meter per second squared.” Every one of those words is English, and English is my first (and, so far, only) language, but when you put them in that order, I have no idea what they mean.
Plus, I couldn’t find out what’s the best kind of knife to use for stabbing. A steak knife would surely be better than, say, a butter knife, but would it be good enough? The internet let me down on that one. Plus, again, the blood. One yuck per gross squared!
What else? There’s the old bash-them-in-the-head-with-a-fireplace-poker routine, except our fireplace is gas, so we don’t have a poker, not even for decorative (or head-bashing) purposes.
I could push a stone gargoyle off the roof of the house onto their heads—except that would take incredibly accurate aim and timing…not to mention a gargoyle, which we don’t happen to have, either. (Actually, come to think of it, it would probably take two gargoyles, unless Mother and Father happened to be walking right next to each other, which I’m not sure I have ever seen them do. Honestly, I don’t think they even like each other very much.)
Pushing, pushing, pushing….
Push them off a cliff? In front of a bus? Down a flight of stairs? Nope, nope, and nope: no cliffs around here (and the idea of my parents agreeing to go for a stroll up the Gateway Trail into the mountains is ridiculous), no buses in our neighborhood…and our house, like most of the homes in Silverleaf, is Arizona Ranch style, so all on one level, no stairs.
And anyway, bashing and pushing all wind up involving blood, and I get dizzy and vomity if I so much as prick my finger or get a paper cut. No, sorry, anything involving blood is out.
Dammit! So how to kill those annoying people?
Oh, well, duh, of course: poison!
I did a search on “best poisons to use to kill annoying people” and found an article called “The Five Top Poisons.” They are, in the order they were listed in the article (which should have been alphabetical but wasn’t): arsenic, atropine, strychnine, cyanide, and thallium.
According to the article—which I opened in an incognito window, so the police wouldn’t be able to see that I’d read it—atropine (also known as belladonna) has to be extracted from the juice of the deadly nightshade bush’s berries, and strychnine from the seeds of the nux vomica tree, while cyanide (the fastest-acting of all poisons and therefore used to make the suicide pills spies carry, which I thought was extremely cool) is distilled from the kernels of nuts like almonds and can also be found in the leaves of some laurel bushes.
Well, our front and back “yards” don’t have any deadly nightshade or nux vomica trees or laurel bushes. I did find a container of almonds (Blue Diamond, lightly salted) in the pantry when Emma was having her weekly day off, but it was almost empty (only eleven almonds left, and I ate all but three of them). Anyway, extracting and distilling require a lot of chemistry equipment I didn’t have, and both processes seemed like a lot of fuss and bother.
The article didn’t say how to get hold of thallium (which it did say was used by Saddam Hussein’s secret police and the KGB, also super cool), so that made my choice easy. Arsenic (the first of the five, both alphabetically and according to whatever idiot system of ordering the article’s author used) is found in both weed killers and rat poison. Because of xeriscaping—the type of landscaping used in dry geographic areas like Arizona—we didn’t ever have any weeds, but we did have a rat situation a year ago…and on Emma’s day off I found half a box of puke-green d-CON Rodent Control blocks in a Ziploc baggie way in the back of the pantry, behind a pile of boxes of extra cling wrap and aluminum foil.
Success!
Only not, since the ingredients listed on the box were 0.005% cholecalciferol and 0.995% inert junk like fat and flour and sugar, added to make the blocks tempting to rats and mice. No arsenic, not so much as 0.00001%.
That sent me back to Google, where I learned, first of all, they stopped putting arsenic in rat poison decades ago and, second of all, cholecalciferol is vitamin D3.
Wait a minute: vitamins can kill rats?
More web surfing revealed that, yes, vitamin D toxicity is a thing, not just for rats but for larger mammals, too—including people. In small doses, Vitamin D is good for bone health, muscle movement, nerve function, the immune system, hair growth, reducing inflammation, and modulating cell growth and glucose metabolism. Take too much of it, though—by accident, on purpose, or because someone wants to kill you—and it can cause nausea, vomiting, muscle weakness, confusion, pain, loss of appetite, dehydration, excessive urination and thirst, kidney stones…and even death.
Bingo!
I wasn’t sure I could find a way to get Mother and Father to ingest the little green d-CON blocks. But one afternoon while she was off playing Mahjongg with her “girlfriends” (none of whom has been what you could reasonably call a “girl” for practically as long as rat poison hasn’t contained arsenic) and he was closeted away in his office trading commodities (whatever that means), I snuck into their bathroom. There, I found a bottle of Vitamin D3 softgels in their medicine cabinet.
According to the label, each capsule contained 5000 IU of cholecalciferol. That’s six hundred and twenty-five percent of the Food and Drug Administration’s recommended daily dosage. To drive the point home, a cautionary note on the bottle said, “Do not exceed one softgel daily or take with other supplements containing vitamin D.”
The capsules were made of some kind of transparent squishy plastic, and I could see that what was inside them was liquid. It was easy to poke a little hole in the side of each capsule with a needle I took from the sewing basket Mother inherited from her mother (and has never once, to my knowledge, used) and squeeze the contents into a little dish I swiped from the kitchen while Emma was busy elsewhere in the house.
The bottle held a hundred and eighty doses when it was new, of which there were a hundred and twenty-seven left. I had no idea whether Mother or Father or both of them took the capsules, but I figured neither of them would notice that twenty were missing, and twenty capsules added up to a hundred and twenty-five times the recommended daily dose.
Poke and squeeze, poke and squeeze, poke and squeeze…I was bored by the sixth softgel, but nevertheless, I persisted, and fourteen softgels later I had what I estimated to be a little less than a tablespoon of yellowish goo. I wasn’t sure that’d be enough to kill two people, so I took ten more capsules from the bottle and added their contents to the dish. That now brought me up to almost two hundred times the recommended daily dose—a hundred and eighty-seven point five times, to be exact—and if that wasn’t enough to kill a woman of sixty and a man of sixty-five, then I’d give up and suffer through the rest of my sentence in silence.
My next step was to decide how to administer the poison. I dipped a finger into the goo and touched it to my tongue, and it seemed to be completely tasteless, which meant I could put it into pretty much anything and Mother and Father wouldn’t know they were ingesting it.
The best bet, I decided, was morning coffee, since Father took his black and strong, and Mother added enough sugar to hers that I was sure neither of them would notice anything unusual.
The next morning, I went into the kitchen just as I knew Emma would be getting ready to deliver the tray to the dining room. To explain my presence, I pretended I’d come in for something but had forgotten what and said, “I’ll take the tray in, Emma. I’m heading that way, anyway.”
Emma gave me one of her broad toothy smiles and said, “Why, thank you, Mr. Geoffrey. That’s right kind of you.”
I hoisted the tray and left the kitchen, but instead of going straight to the dining room I ducked into the laundry room, set the tray on top of the dryer, quickly medicine-droppered half of my little vial of goo into one of the three identical china cups and the other half into a second. When I picked the tray up again, I made certain that the undoctored cup was closest to my belly and continued on to the dining room.
One thing I hadn’t been able to learn online was how long it would take for a Vitamin D overdose to prove fatal, but it seemed clear Mother and Father wouldn’t experience any symptoms until well after Emma had cleared the breakfast table and washed any incriminating residue out of their cups. Plus, I’d wiped my fingerprints off the Vitamin D3 bottle, so I wasn’t leaving any clues behind, and no police detective would be able to pin the murders on me, not even Lieutenant Columbo (who was on TV way before my time, but I have the whole series on DVD and have watched every episode twice and a few of my favorites thrice).
Father was already hidden behind his newspaper when I entered the dining room, and Mother appeared moments later and took her usual seat.
As I stood there with the tray in my hands, I found myself having second thoughts. If I killed Mother and Father, Emma would surely find a job somewhere else, and I would be left on my own. Who would trade commodities to earn the money it took to pay the mortgage on our house? Who would buy my clothes and tidy my room? Who would go to the grocery store for my Kellogg’s Complete Bran Flakes and Sun-Maid raisins?
And not only that: wasn’t murder wrong? Lieutenant Columbo certainly seemed to believe it was.
But then I remembered something Maude said to Harold in the movie. I was feeling confused, so I wasn’t sure I had the words exactly right, but it was something like this: “It’s best not to be too moral, Harold. If you are, you’ll cheat yourself out of your life.”
So I smiled to myself and set the tray down on the table.
As if by some kind of telekinesis, Father managed, as he did every morning, to move a cup of coffee from the tray to his side of the table without letting go of his paper. “Thank you, Emma,” he rumbled, so apparently his mystical morning powers were not infallible.
“Why, thank you, Geoffrey,” said Mother, carefully spooning precisely one and a half teaspoons of sugar into her own cup. “What a nice surprise!”
I raised my own cup—like Father, I take mine black and unsweetened—and blew on it and took a healthy swallow. “Mmmm,” I murmured. “The coffee’s especially good this morning!”



