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			For Lucy

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
			New York City is supernaturally dark. No streetlights. Or traffic lights. The darkened buildings are looming black shadows in the indigo sky.

			The Milky Way is visible over southern Manhattan, and it’s not natural.

			The night is loud with sirens and shouting. Something somewhere is burning.

			Across the street people have gathered in the shadowy dark park with beers and a guitar because it’s cooler outside and rules don’t apply during a citywide blackout.

			They don’t seem to see the body on the sidewalk. They didn’t hear it fall.

			The crescent moon is reflected in the growing puddle of blood around it.

			I’m sorry, she thinks.

			But she’s not.

			Lady X is dead. She must be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			March 2024

			Montecito, California

			Margot

			
			The end, when it started, was fast. Margot had never been punched in the face, but she imagined it was a similar feeling. Painful in an extremely specific way.

			Brutal.

			It was a normal Wednesday morning. Jack came into the kitchen, his face creased from the pillowcase, his salt-and-pepper hair messy and not in the styled way. She always liked him best like this. So human and flawed.

			“Good morning,” she said, pulling cinnamon rolls out of the oven. He kissed her neck and then her cheek. “Coffee is made.”

			“You were up early,” he said, beelining for the pot.

			“The team is coming over for breakfast,” she said, and belatedly realized not one of them would eat those cinnamon rolls. Oh, well. Skye could have one after school. Margot had been so excited about cooking for more than three people she might have overdone it.

			“To talk about the book?” he asked, grinning over his shoulder. He was so proud of her, it made all her reservations seem ridiculous.

			“The first of many—is what I’ve been told,” was all she said.

			He poured coffee into a mug and winced. “I think I hurt myself sleeping,” he laughed, rolling his shoulder. “How is that possible?”

			“We’re not as young as we think we are,” she said, and brought her mug over for a refill. He turned to her, her husband of over twenty years who just happened to be one of the most famous men in the world, and stroked the hair back from her face. She was still strawberry blonde. Painstakingly strawberry blonde.

			One of the great Hollywood injustices. Men could age. Women could not.

			He cupped her cheeks in his hands and smiled. “You are timeless. You always have been,” he said, and kissed her lips.

			Oh, she thought, her skin waking up. Her bones melting. Maybe they had time before the team came over? It had been so long, they’d both been so busy…She wrapped her hands around his wrists and kissed him back.

			He groaned and lifted his head. “I wish,” he said. “But I’ve got to meet my trainer in…” He glanced at his watch. “Shit. I gotta go. Dinner tonight? Tacos in Carpentaria?”

			“Mi Fiesta?”

			“Yeah, and a picnic on the beach.”

			“How can I say no?” It was her very favorite date night. He’d wear glasses and a hat and no one would expect the Jack Cooper to be eating on the beach, so they’d be left alone.

			He poured his coffee out of a regular mug and into a travel mug and was gone in a whirl of high-tech workout gear. Smiling, she washed the mug he’d left in the sink.

			An hour later her team arrived: Noelle, Rosa, and Paval.

			“Good morning!” she cried when they’d been buzzed in the gate and finally made it into her kitchen. Rosa hugged her. Paval kissed her cheek. Noelle nodded professionally. They brought noise and chaos and shoes at the door. It made Margot so happy. Even if this meeting made her nervous.

			The book.

			The View from Here was the proposed title.

			So pretentious, right? Ridiculous, even. This whole thing. She wanted to ask everyone in her kitchen if they thought it was ridiculous, but everyone’s jobs were her and this book, so they wouldn’t say yes. With straight faces, they would say this book was the book people needed right now.

			Her sister, Julia, would say yes. Julia would tell Margot that this coffee-table book full of her thoughts on motherhood, marriage, gardening, food, and elegant hosting while rich and white was a terrible idea.

			Julia would say, They only care because your husband is Jack Cooper.

			When you are married to Jack Cooper, the world thinks that’s the most interesting thing about you.

			But for years she’d written popular pieces for magazines and newspapers about parenting and motherhood. It started with sneaky ways to get your toddler to eat more vegetables and the perfect menu for a little girl’s tea party. That grew into stories about how hard it was to be a mom. Breastfeeding in change rooms. The foreign, weeping, sagging thing her body had turned into. What she made for dinner parties. Raising teenagers. Raising a teenager on the spectrum. Feeding teenagers. The essays morphed into guest appearances on morning shows, a popular Substack, and an elegant but affordable line of serving dishes at Target.

			Her banana bread TikTok (using her mother’s recipe) had over seventeen million views.

			Accidentally, she’d become a brand.

			As a brand, she was approached by publishers every few years. And every few years she had several reasons to say no. She didn’t have any book ideas. She was already so busy.

			Jack urged her to do the book, and she wanted to ask him, in all seriousness, didn’t they have enough? Enough wealth, fame. Enough attention.

			The social media videos and Substack were fine. Fun.

			A book was officially too much.

			But now her house was nearly empty and it was just Skye in high school and that was only for a few more months and Margot’s days were…well, they were longer. Emptier. So when the book idea got pitched to her again, she’d had one clear thought:

			What else are you going to do?

			The “brand” barely needed her. She hated Pilates. Wasn’t interested in being on nonprofit boards or doing whatever else it was that the wives of very famous men did once their kids were grown up and out of the house.

			So she didn’t say no to the book, and that was as good as a yes.

			“This is beautiful,” said Paval as he took pictures of the frittata she’d made with tomatoes from her garden, the citrus salad with pistachios, and the cinnamon buns no one was going to eat.

			Paval tilted the camera so she could look at the shot. The cinnamon rolls looked amazing in the syrupy California light.

			“That’s not for artwork,” Margot said.

			“What’s it for?” Paval asked.

			“Eating,” Margot laughed and, humoring her, Paval picked a pistachio off the salad and ate it.

			Noelle Kim, Margot’s assistant turned manager turned, she didn’t even know what—CEO?—got everyone to the table and started the meeting.

			Thank God for Noelle, Margot thought for the hundredth time that week.

			When Jack’s career had exploded with the first Code Name movie, and he was gone for months at a time, she found it uncomfortable to have other people doing the work of her life. She’d shocked her friends and the tabloids by refusing a nanny for the twins, for all of her kids, really.

			But when the kids were older and there were invitations to daytime talk shows and newspaper interviews and guest editor gigs at iconic websites—she couldn’t say no. And didn’t want to.

			It was heady and exciting to be someone other than a mom to four kids and a wife to Jack Cooper. At that time, her oldest was in college and she was ready to put on lipstick a few times a month and step out of her house. And to talk about being a mom to four kids and a wife to Jack Cooper. It was fun to project the image of a woman who could do it all. And do it well.

			But she knew she needed help.

			Despite what her mother made look so easy, Margot could not.

			And, as Jack liked to joke, once you got one assistant, you got twenty. They were a Hollywood crop.

			Margot didn’t believe him, but once she hired Noelle, Noelle insisted Margot needed a social media manager, so they hired Rosa. Rosa insisted Margot needed a photographer and video editor, so they hired Paval.

			“Let’s talk about scheduling,” Noelle said, scrolling up on her iPad. Her ebony hair was cut in a bob so sharp it could cut glass. The only makeup she wore was MAC Ruby Woo lipstick.

			Noelle was iconic. Far more than Margot.

			Margot sat, coffee in hand, at her husband’s seat at the big farm table, looking out onto the sunlit Montecito garden being taken care of by its own team. Outside, the trees Jack had planted for the birth of each of their children were starting to bud tiny green leaves. A cherry for Alex. Two apples for the twins. And a plum for Skye. Jack pruned and cared for those trees as he had their children. And every late summer and early fall, he picked the fruit and she made jam that wasn’t very good.

			But the tradition was good. Jack was good. And she was feeling good about all of it.

			Except this book? The essays and articles she wrote were very personal and revealing, but in a way that felt comfortable. The way she talked to her friends. Her sister and mom. She wasn’t an actual writer like her sister Julia. Margot was just an expert on her children, channeling her mother, and being married to Jack Cooper.

			This book felt…contrived.

			“Photography starts in August, and the publisher would like Jack in some of the photos,” Noelle said. “I’ve pushed back on the cover—”

			“They want him on the cover?” Margot asked.

			“God, socials would love it,” Rosa said without looking up from her phone, where, it seemed, she was constantly making TikToks.

			“I’ve pushed back,” Noelle repeated.

			“Jack is filming the war movie in Michigan in August,” Margot said, setting her Natalie Weinberger mug on the table.

			“Even if he could fly in for a day. Maybe two?” Noelle wrinkled her nose like she knew it was a big ask, but somehow unavoidable. “He is your husband. And he is Jack Cooper,” Noelle said, with a sound that passed for laughter.

			Yes. Jack Cooper. Who, after enjoying years of stratospheric fame, had hit a slump that he liked to joke was a grave. As her career took off, he spent ten slow years taking kids to soccer and guitar practice and doctor’s appointments and out for ice cream. But now as a man with some silver in his hair and a jawline that wouldn’t quit, he was having a career renaissance. He’d gone from being the actor playing the young baseball catcher who battled cancer and came back to win the World Series to playing his coach. He was playing generals instead of soldiers. Bosses instead of employees.

			Funny. Jack Cooper let his hair go gray and his middle get soft and he got even more work. Even more famous. Even more handsome.

			Margot refused to be bitter about it. The truth was, she’d take her husband with a paunch over all those years of extreme diets and workouts when he was playing action heroes. Paunchy Jack was a happier man.

			“I’ll ask,” Margot said with a smile. He would do it if Margot asked. Which was why she so rarely asked. But she couldn’t be Margot Cooper, domestic icon, without her very loving husband and the excellent father to her children—Jack Cooper.

			When he was doing the school run and she was guest judging on Food Network competition shows, there’d been speculation that he was playing the part. Pretending to be so doting. Acting. But it wasn’t a part. It was real. It was the bedrock of her life and, according to Noelle, what made her so fascinating.

			Jack loved Margot. Margot loved Jack.

			The way her own parents had loved each other. The way the world wished they were loved. And, outside of her kids, her marriage was Margot’s greatest achievement.

			Her sister rolled her eyes every time she said it out loud in her vicinity. “You’re putting feminism back twenty years,” she’d groan. But it was true. A good marriage—a long marriage—didn’t just happen. It took physical and emotional work. Therapy sometimes. Forgiveness all the time. It was a constant balancing act between needs and wants and anger and kindness.

			It only looked easy because Jack was so charming and Margot still got weak in the knees when he turned his famous blue eyes her way.

			Margot checked her watch. Jack would be coming home from his training session soon. She texted him a reminder that a crowd was currently occupying the kitchen and he could go in through the back if he wanted to avoid them.

			Margot put down her phone and almost immediately there was a beep. She lifted it again, expecting a response from Jack, but the screen was blank. There was another beep. Another. A chime.

			Margot looked at Rosa, who gaped, open-mouthed, at her phone.

			Another beep and Paval at the whiteboard went pale.

			Another one. A chorus of them. Endless beeps. Social media notifications going off like land mines.

			“What’s going on?” Noelle asked, and Paval showed her his phone. Margot watched in what felt like slow motion as Noelle looked at the phone, read whatever was on the screen, then looked across the antique harvest table that Margot and Jack bought in Tuscany on their tenth wedding anniversary and said:

			“This is bad.”

			“What does that mean?” Margot asked, sick with the panic that lived in a mother’s body, just waiting for that phone call that someone was hurt. Scared. In trouble. “What’s bad?”

			Margot’s phone rang and she picked it up.

			“Don’t answer that,” Noelle said.

			“It’s Jack,” Margot said, and the faces around her table went white.

			“Oh my god,” Rosa breathed. “We should leave.”

			Fingers shaking, Margot took her husband’s call.

			“Margs?” his familiar voice said. Jack had never been able to drop his northern Illinois windswept cornfield accent, no matter how many dialect coaches he worked with.

			“What’s going on?” Margot asked, cold in her belly.

			“I’ll explain when I get home. But…I’m sorry.”

			

			—

			At first it was one woman. A TikToker, @yestheyarereal, who went live to tell her 1.5 million followers that she’d been having an affair with Jack Cooper. Yes. The Jack Cooper. She had the text messages to prove it. The pictures. There’d been hotel rooms and late-night hookups in her East L.A. apartment.

			And she was coming forward now because she couldn’t take the guilt anymore.

			It had nothing to do with the blockbuster release of the movie last week.

			Within five minutes another one chimed in, that she too had been fucking the Jack Cooper. Another one soon after who said she wasn’t fucking Jack. But they’d been messaging and video calling, and he asked her to masturbate on camera for him. After then it somehow got worse, with five women saying that Jack had sent them unsolicited dick pics. And did the world want to see?

			Guess what? The world wanted to see.

			“Put everything to private,” Rosa said. “Everything. Shut it all down.”

			“Won’t that make Margot look guilty?” Paval asked.

			“Guilty of what?” Noelle snapped.

			“We need to draft a statement,” Rosa said.

			“No,” Margot said, the word bursting out of her shell-shocked and ruined body. Was her chest in one piece? Where were her legs? “Just…make it all private.”

			“Maybe it’s not him?” Rosa said, in what seemed like an attempt at comfort. “Like it’s just a dick. Who knows who it’s attached to?”

			“It’s him,” Margot said. The large flat mole on his inner thigh. That’s how she knew. Her husband had been firing off well-lit pictures of his hard dick scattershot across the internet. The mole on full display.

			There was a text from her sister.

			I’m sorry. Are you okay? Of course you’re not. Call me.

			And then—

			That fucker. I knew something like this would happen.

			Margot put her phone on silent.

			Ten women. Ten incredibly young women, with fake eyelashes like caterpillars had died on their faces. With flat stomachs and giant breasts and bikini pictures as their avatars. Ten women. All of them revealing a text thread with Jack wherein they asked, “Aren’t you married?” and he said things like “Do you really care?”

			A few of them said, “I love your wife.” To which he replied, “So do I. Show me your tits.”

			Margot immediately sent security for Skye at school and touched base with her other children. The twins Amelia and Ellen were in Paris, and Alex in Cape Canaveral. All of them were safe. All of them were in their homes and apartments. All of them asked if she was okay.

			“Fine,” she said, behind a thick glass wall. Like those scientists watching atom bomb detonations in the desert. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

			She hung up and turned off her phone.

			“You need to leave,” she told her staff. “I’m sure the paparazzi are already at the gates. You should get out while you can.”

			Everyone left except Noelle. Noelle who’d stood, pale and trembling, unmoving for the hour of explosions.

			“You need to go, honey,” Margot said, taking Noelle’s hand in hers. The shock of everything was a beautiful insulation. She could subvert her stress and grief and rage and concentrate on the lovely Noelle, who was blinking back tears.

			“You don’t deserve this,” Noelle whispered.

			“No,” Margot said. “But I’m going to withhold judgment until I talk to Jack.”

			“You don’t think this is real?” Noelle asked. She sounded hopeful, and the hope in Margot longed to leap on it. Combine it with her own, like proof. Two hopeful women against ten @yestheyarereal’s.

			“I don’t know what to think,” Margot answered honestly. “But I know you need to go.”

			Noelle left. Alone for the first time, Margot felt the first spiderweb crack in her shock. A tremble in her foundation. She braced a hand against her marble countertop.

			Jack, she thought, instead of screaming. Or sobbing. I just need Jack to come home and say this is some kind of mistake.

			They’d weathered hard things before. The usual marriage stuff and kid stuff and parent stuff. The twins Amelia and Ellen got arrested for shoplifting when they were fifteen, and the papers got ahold of it before they could manage it. Alex was neurodivergent, which took some time to diagnose and treat, and for more years than she liked to admit as a mother, Margot had insisted he was just bored.

			Margot’s postpartum depression after Skye had nearly swamped all of them, but Jack quit a project he’d been excited about, stayed home, and made sure Margot got to a therapist while he kept things moving at home with four kids under the age of seven.

			Her parents’ car accident. Dad’s death. The funeral. Mom’s care. That year she spent more time in Pittsburgh than she did in Los Angeles, meeting with doctors and specialists. Getting second opinions that all said the same thing as the first. Finally, finding a home that actually felt like a home for her mom. And then, when all the paperwork was signed, finally grieving.

			Once a production assistant on a movie said Jack had been inappropriate with her, but no one believed her. He was Jack Cooper, after all. And people said a lot of things. None of it had ever been true.

			Had it been true?

			The pretty young tutor they’d had for Ellen who quit without explaining why.

			Did Jack have something to do with that?

			All of their normal marriage and family stuff had been strange and amplified because of who they were. But he was Jack and she was Margot and they’d made vows—not just the love and cherish ones, but Hollywood vows.

			Don’t do anything that will bring down what we’ve built. That will humiliate the other. That will bring the locusts of paparazzi to our door. Do not damage the image we have worked so hard to create.

			And they’d done it.

			Survived the fishbowl and the magnifying glass and they were still people. Still in love.

			Skye walked in, with the usual accompaniment of slamming doors and her loafers hitting the wall. The thud of her backpack against the floor. She appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, in her blue-and-green plaid skirt uniform and her tie pulled loose. Her black hair in one long braid over her shoulder.

			“Mom?” Skye whispered. As far as emotions went, Skye really only expressed various degrees of derision. Margot had learned to read those eye rolls and curled lips, but today her baby girl’s dark eyeliner was streaked across her pale cheeks and the fear was obvious.

			“It’s okay,” Margot lied, and pulled her daughter in for a hug. Skye wrapped her arms around Margot’s waist, put her head on Margot’s shoulder, and hugged her back. Skye was so small under her too-big blazer. Margot could feel her spine and her shoulder blades. She remembered the cinnamon rolls from earlier, but they seemed ridiculous now.

			“Is it true?” Skye whispered against Margot’s shoulder.

			“I don’t know,” Margot said.

			Skye leaned back, the moment over. The derision was back. “Mom, it’s like…ten women. There were pictures.”

			“Did you look at them?” Margot asked, suddenly horrified and sick.

			“No. But…everyone else saw them. Everyone at school. All my teachers.”

			“Okay. Okay,” Margot said, squeezing her daughter close, like she might be able to squeeze her back into being ten years old. That intense, funny kid who loved the movie Jaws, the Go-Go’s, and the Narnia books with such obsessiveness. She and Jack would spend whole evenings marveling at how unique she was. How fully formed outside of them. So different from their other kids.

			“I know. But I’m withholding judgment until I talk to your father.”

			Skye stepped away. A tiny island to herself, surrounded by coral reefs of contempt.

			There was the click and hum of the garage door opening and then closing. He’s back.

			Skye was poised like a deer at the edge of a highway and Jack was an eighteen-wheeler in the distance.

			Run? Stay? Margot didn’t have an answer for her.

			She sucked in a deep breath, and it was like her ears popped and the insulation of her shock was gone. What she felt in its absence was razor-sharp and nauseating. Not rage. Not grief. Some mix of the two that made her knees buckle.

			“Skye,” she said, her voice a warning. A teakettle whistle. A tornado alarm.

			Skye ran, her footsteps thudding down the hall and up the stairs.

			She could imagine Jack climbing out of his car, still wearing the clothes he’d worn to the trainer this morning. They used to have a trainer come to the house. When did that stop? Why did it stop?

			He was on the landing. Taking off his shoes. Putting his keys in the small clay dish their son Alex had made in fifth grade.

			There was a trembling. A deep internal shake. The San Andreas Fault ran right down the middle of her body.

			She stood in the kitchen they’d just had renovated, waiting for her life to end. Her life. Her children’s lives. Everything she’d known to be true would come crashing down.

			No, she thought and then again. She might have said it. Yelled it. Because Jack said, “Margot?”

			She grabbed her purse. Her phone. Ran upstairs to throw things in a bag and get her daughter.

			“Mom?” Skye asked.

			“We need to go,” Margot said, and for once Skye did not argue and that felt like proof she was doing the right thing.

			They left through the back door like they were escaping a fire.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Seven hours later

			Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

			Margot

			
			The air smelled like snow and ice salt. And hills empty of coal. Home.

			Margot touched the number six beside the door, where it sat crooked against the seven. She made it straight, let go, and it fell crooked again.

			“What are you doing, Mom?” Skye whispered.

			The sun had set behind the low gray-green hills, but they both wore sunglasses and hats. Disguises from home. Margot would like to believe they didn’t need them in Pittsburgh. But better safe than sorry. The twins had been ambushed by paparazzi in Paris. Alex at the Kennedy Space Station (his bosses had not been pleased). It felt like the world was on fire with Jack’s fall from grace. They’d been trending on Twitter or X or whatever all day. The daytime talk shows, the late shows were going to have a field day. Oprah (who she’d always considered a friend) weighed in. The internet…well, the internet was a place she wouldn’t be visiting again.

			“I feel like I should knock,” Margot said.

			“Mom, you’re being weird.” Skye pulled open the screen door and pushed the storm door open over the old front hall carpet. The smell of her childhood drifted out. Mothballs and sautéed onions, the cranberry mist candle that burned on the kitchen table after dinner for decades.

			Blondie’s Eat to the Beat was playing somewhere in the house.

			Her entire self shuddered. Relief, yes. But beneath the rolled stone of homecoming was nothing but darkness.

			“Aunt Julia?” Skye shouted, walking through the memories of the old house like she couldn’t feel them. They both stepped into the hallway, crowded with a coat tree and a mirror, hooks for Dad’s Steelers hats, and closed the door behind them. It’s so small, she thought. But she always thought that when she stood in this foyer. She’d outgrown this house years ago, her needs and wants taking her far away. But when her life got hard, or scary, she wanted to be here. In her mother’s house. With her sister.

			“Did you call her?” Skye asked over her shoulder, pulling off her hat. Her hair lifted in a halo from static electricity. Margot would smile at her daughter if it wouldn’t be met with a growl.

			“I did not.” She’d turned off her phone to silence Jack’s incessant calls. Everything was one step at a time. One minute at a time. Briefly, she turned on her phone to email Noelle that everyone should stay home until it all blew over. Which it would. She was sure of it. She even added a ludicrous smiley face emoji as if to prove it.

			All that mattered was getting someplace safe. And the safest place she knew was her parents’ house in Pittsburgh. Now they were here, and she wasn’t sure what happened next.

			Julia will know.

			Julia was her older sister and Julia loved to tell her what to do.

			“Aunt Julia?” Skye shouted from the living room with the windows onto the street, and at the top of the stairs to the second floor came a thump.

			“Skye? Is that you, honey?” Bare feet arrived on the landing. And then long, lean legs, and one of Dad’s old Steelers T-shirts. Too big because Dad had been big.

			And then it was her sister, dark wild hair, like Skye’s. Her excellent skin she didn’t take care of and didn’t really have to thanks to Mom’s genetics. The earrings, the nose ring. Those bold eyebrows under which her sharp dark eyes saw everything.

			The trembling was back. Worse than before. Worse than ever. Margot dropped the bag she’d filled with god knows what and pressed that same hand to her stomach.

			Oh, no. Don’t…don’t let that out.

			“I hope…it’s okay…” she said, and attempted to smile.

			“You’re such an idiot,” Julia said, and flew down the last of the steps. She swept Skye and Margot up in her skinny arms and hugged them to her chest. Julia smelled like she had since high school, Pantene shampoo and a faint whiff of weed. The sob caught Margot by surprise. And she tried to swallow it because she had, in the last seven hours, built a home behind the atomic blast glass between her and what had happened.

			For Skye’s sake, she told herself.

			But the truth was, she wasn’t sure where that one sob might lead. How that one sob might bring everything down. If she started, she was scared she’d never stop.

			“Come on, Margs,” Julia whispered. “You’re safe here.”

			“Skye,” Margot muttered, about to tell her that she should go in the other room. Unpack in one of the bedrooms upstairs. Play in the yard, though she was years past that. She should do anything, be anywhere, that wasn’t here. Because things were about to get messy.

			“She’ll survive watching you cry,” Julia murmured.

			That nudge was all it took. The last few hours of white-knuckled control and stomach-burning fear evaporated, and she fell against her sister and sobbed her heart out. Julia patted her back and stroked her hair and didn’t tell her it was going to be okay. She didn’t even say that she’d always known Jack was going to cheat.

			She made soft, soothing noises and let her cry it all out, the way Mom would have. And when Margot’s eyes were swollen and the sobs had been reduced to deep, shuddery breaths, she said the only thing there was to say.

			“Let’s get drunk.”

			

			—

			The house was a brick two-story built at the bottom of a hill, fifteen minutes outside of Pittsburgh. At the top of the hill was a country club where the families of U.S. Steel executives golfed and ate shrimp cocktails. Their houses on top of that hill had views of the Ohio River and one of the last working steel mills in the area.

			Dad had worked at that steel mill and Mom had worked at that country club and their family’s whole life was balanced between those two realities.

			Mom had made it all look easy. Staying a size four. Working as a waitress and bartender up at that country club. On her nights off she ran what she called a living room salon, dyeing her friends’ hair. Giving them perms. Doing their nails. She kept the house in shape, got dinner on the table most nights, and baked pumpkin roll for all the school bake sales.

			Dad taught them how to hit a baseball in the backyard and ride a bike on the sidewalk out front.

			Mom and Dad slow danced in the kitchen to Kenny Rogers, and more than once Margot and Julia had walked in on them making out. Dad’s hand halfway up her shirt.

			She made it all seem…simple.

			And then four years ago, the car accident. The drunk driver who blew through a stop sign and plowed into Mom and Dad’s old Volkswagen, killing Dad instantly and sending Mom into a care facility.

			“Another?” Julia asked, and Margot held out her glass.

			They sat in the windowless wood-paneled den with the side-by-side recliners and family pictures on the wall. The carpet was a deep burgundy and at least as old as Margot.

			Julia lifted the bottle of very fine scotch they’d finished off, slipped out of her recliner onto the rug, and opened the old teak liquor cabinet in the corner.

			“We’re into the dregs,” Julia said. “Do you want Mom’s old rum? Or this?” She lifted an ancient bottle of Tia Maria.

			Margot gathered all the far-flung pieces of herself. “Neither,” she said, and pulled out her phone. She would have some wine delivered. Nope. Margaritas. That was what she wanted. Margaritas and some Mexican food to go with it. Skye would eat black bean burritos and guacamole all day long. And Margot was starving. Had she eaten since the citrus salad?

			“What are you doing?” Julia sat curled up on the rug, looking like a teenager.

			“Getting us provisions. You’ll answer the door.”

			“I don’t know if this is impressive or disturbing. Your life is falling apart and you’re ordering provisions?”

			While she made her order, her phone rang three times. Once from Jack. Two others were unknown numbers. One text from Noelle.

			You have to make a statement.

			She declined all three calls, ignored Noelle, and quickly turned off her phone. Whatever bubbled up in her chest. Behind her eyes. At the back of her throat. Tears or screams or…something worse. She turned it off along with her phone. There’d been enough drama; she wasn’t going to add to it by screaming or vomiting or whatever it was she kept swallowing down.

			“Skye is probably hungry. I’m hungry. You will be—”

			“I have food! You can give up control for a few minutes. You’re not even properly drunk.”

			“That’s what the margaritas are for.”

			“Oh.” Julia looked stymied. “Margaritas do sound good.”

			Julia crawled back into Dad’s old recliner and the two of them sat side by side, looking at the old TV and the family portrait over it.

			Mom’s red hair was set in Farrah Fawcett waves and she wore a black sweater that was just a smidge tight. Cut just a little low. Dad was a giant bear of a man with a mustache, twinkly eyes, and a head of thick black hair. Margot and Julia were dressed in matching prairie dresses with maroon ribbons in their hair. Margot was smiling the smile she’d practiced in the mirror. No teeth, sparkly eyes, head tilted just so.

			Julia was scowling. Arms crossed over her ten-year-old chest, with the most magnificent perm in the history of the world.

			They never took another family photo again.

			“Why haven’t you taken that picture down?” Margot asked. Julia hated that picture.

			“I did. But then the room felt so weird I had to put it back.”

			“Why were you so mad that day?”

			“Who knows? I liked being mad. You look like a miniature Stepford wife.”

			She did. She couldn’t even argue.

			At their home in Montecito, she and Jack had a million family portraits taken by famous photographers who specialized in photojournalism. There was action shot after action shot of Jack throwing kids in the air and wrestling them on the floor. Her favorite was the one of him watching Margot as she breastfed Skye. His face was suffused with love. With adoration and wonder.

			When things were hard, she looked at that photo and was, in a way, restored.

			That picture wasn’t a lie. She knew that. That moment, those feelings, had been real.

			Or they were bullshit. Had they always been bullshit? And she was a fool who’d been polishing a lie and believing it to be true for twenty-five years?

			She bit her lip against the sudden animal growl of pain in her throat.

			“What did Jack say?” Julia asked. “When it all came out.”

			“He was sorry.”

			“That’s it?” Julia asked, jumping to anger. Julia was good at jumping to anger. She’d made righteousness a part of her personality. As Julia’s sister, Margot had made not jumping to anger part of her personality. Someone had to be reasonable. She was, currently, trying to be reasonable.

			“Well, I didn’t give him much of an opportunity to say more.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Nothing.” She ran her hand over the worn spot on the armrest where, for decades, her father rested his cans of Yuengling to watch the Steelers win and the Pirates lose. “I haven’t talked to him.”

			“At all?”

			Margot nodded and braced herself.

			“Holy shit, Margot!” Julia cried. “You’re joking.” Margot shrugged and Julia reached over and grabbed her arm, pulling her attention away from her father and those sweating cans of beer. “Why?” she whispered.

			Julia wouldn’t understand why she ran. Julia had compromised maybe once in her life in kindergarten. She ran toward every confrontation armed with an innate sense of right. She’d never been conflicted or pushed around by the wants and needs of other people. Julia made decisions and never wavered. Never seemed to regret.

			She never needed a goddamn minute to gather herself.

			“You don’t want to tell him to go fuck himself?” Julia asked with a bitter, knife-edged laugh.

			Margot didn’t know what she wanted to tell him. What was she supposed to say? She knew what Julia would say, but they’d never seen eye to eye on those sorts of things. She’d come here in a panic and fog to find out what her mom would say.

			And she didn’t want to feel shitty about that.

			I just need a minute.

			I just need my mom.

			Julia patted Margot’s hand like the older sister she was. Like the friend she was. She didn’t agree, and didn’t understand, but she’d keep her mouth shut about not talking to him. For the moment.

			Margot met her sister’s dark eyes and saw the millions of things she wanted to say about Jack. “Don’t,” Margot whispered. “Don’t rewrite history. You did not know this was going to happen. You love Jack.”

			“Loved.”

			Margot laughed without much humor. “Fair. This has got to be some kind of midlife crisis.”

			“Don’t do that. Don’t excuse it.”

			“I’m not!”

			“No, you are, you’re rationalizing it. Explaining it into a little box so you can manage it.”

			Margot wanted to argue but couldn’t. As always, her sister saw her clearly. She sighed and Julia sighed, and they reached across the small distance between the two chairs and clutched each other’s hands.

			“I’m so glad I’m here,” Margot whispered.

			“Me too,” Julia said.

			“Noelle wants me to make a statement.”

			Julia blinked at her. “What kind of statement?”

			“You know, like we’re working on our marriage so please grant us privacy?”

			“Working on your marriage?” Julia shrieked. “I mean…Margot. How do you go back to him after this?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“What is a statement going to do?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You need to divorce his ass and take him for everything. It seems pretty simple to me.”

			“Nothing about this is simple!” she shouted.

			Margot blinked, her own anger surprising her. Julia smiled, feral and pleased. Of course Julia would love it if Margot just got mad. Just went scorched earth on everything. That wasn’t something Margot had the luxury of doing. “Well, if you need someone to slash his tires or take a golf club to his Range Rover?”

			“I know who to ask.”

			“Mom!” Skye came thumping down the stairs. “I’m starving.”

			“I ordered tacos.”

			Skye thumped back up the stairs.

			“Is she okay?” Julia asked.

			“I mean…” Tears threatened again. “How could she be? It’s one thing to find out your father is a lying scumbag. But to have the whole world find out at the same time?”

			“She’s tough.”

			“I think she only acts tough.” Margot squeezed Julia’s hand. “Like you.”

			Julia squeezed her hand back.

			“How is work?” Margot asked, changing the subject, but not really.

			“Good. I mean…fine. Shit, really. I think they’re going to downsize again.”

			Julia was a reporter for the Post-Gazette and had survived round after round of cuts to the reporting staff. She was currently the last man standing in what used to be a robust investigative journalism department. She had other job opportunities at bigger papers: New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Miami Herald.

			She always said no. Pittsburgh was home. It was enough.

			“I wish you’d—”

			“No.”

			Margot swallowed the offer she’d been making for four years. Podcasts were an exciting opportunity for real journalism, and Margot would love to see her sister start one. And if it was a financial reason holding her back, Margot could take care of that.

			The doorbell rang and Margot stayed in the chair while Julia handled the delivery bags, setting them in the foyer. Wine. Organic milk and fruit because Julia never bought it. Skye’s favorite cereal. A sweater, because she forgot one and the house was freezing.

			Dinner was delivered at the same time.

			Julia shut the door and looked at the pile of bags. “Jesus. Really?”

			Whenever Margot came home, she ran face-first into the reminder that what was normal in her life in Montecito was ostentatious and borderline vulgar here. And salt-of-the-earth Julia could roll her eyes all she wanted, but she’d suck down those delivery margaritas. And probably steal the sweater.

			Margot stood and took some of the bags and boxes to the old kitchen. The kitchen had yellow linoleum chairs and a Formica table in the corner where Mom sat in the morning with her coffee and the paper, wearing the pink-and-red kimono she got on Canal Street when she’d visited New York. When Margot was young, she’d lay on the floor beside the chair and run her fingers through the red-and-black fringe. In her young eyes, that kimono had been the most glamorous thing in the world.

			For a moment, in the doorway, Margot’s hands full of luxury items her mother could never have dreamed of, Margot missed her mother more than she missed her marriage. She missed her mother like she was ten again on the first night of sleepaway camp and her chest was torn open with longing for the way Mom smelled.

			“Do you think…we could go see her?” Margot asked. Julia leaned out of the fridge.

			“Mom?”

			Margot nodded.

			“I can call tomorrow. I mean…it depends, you know.”

			“That would be…I would just…” She put her hands over her face. I really want my mom.

			“Okay. All right.” Julia put her arms around her again. “Sometimes when I call, they tell me she’s having a good day and I go, and she remembers me and we play some music and talk shit about you…”

			“Julia,” Margot laughed.

			“We’ll hope for a good day,” Julia said. “That’s all we can do.”

			That’s all we can ever do. Any one of us.

			Margot got down plates and set the tacos on Mom’s old platters. The vintage Fiestaware that was highly coveted (and maybe radioactive) and that Julia put in the dishwasher like they were from Target.

			“How is it going clearing out the attic?” Margot asked, spooning the guacamole into a bright yellow bowl.

			“Great.”

			Julia filled two glasses with ice, unscrewed the top of the ready-made margarita, and filled the glasses to the brim. She handed one to Margot and then hoisted herself onto the counter and took a noisy sip of her own. She’d pulled on ratty gray sweatpants, also too big. She was skin and bones, her sister. Mom always used to say Julia ran hot, and all that emotion burned through calories.

			“You’re lying.”

			“Am I?” Julia waggled her eyebrows.

			“Julia!” Margot laughed.

			“Fine. It’s not going. I told you I couldn’t do that without you. It’s too much. What if I throw out the wrong thing?”

			“You are a grown woman, Julia.”

			“I am. And that attic is an emotional land mine. Last time I went up there and found my old prom dress…I had to take to my bed.”

			“Take to your bed?”

			“Like a character in a Victorian novel, Margot. I had the vapors.”

			Her sister had been living in this house for four years, since the accident, under the auspices of cleaning it up for sale. That had been Julia’s plan, the thing she said at least three times a year. Selfishly, Margot liked having her sister here. It gave Margot a place to return to. A way to remind herself who she actually was, when the world of Hollywood threatened to eat her up.

			But she also didn’t want Julia to be overwhelmed. Or to feel like she had to do anything.

			“I can’t do it alone,” Julia said. A repeat of what she’d said last Christmas. And on her birthday. “I won’t.”

			Suddenly, fortified with a very strong margarita, some tacos, and a healthy dose of existential despair, it was obvious to Margot that the time for it to be done was now.

			Work. Distraction. The tidying up of some other mess. An easy mess. A solvable problem. All of it put a collar on the low howl in her chest.

			“Let’s go.”

			“No. Come on, Margs…”

			“It’s this, cut each other’s hair, or cry some more. And I don’t want to cry anymore.”

			“I honestly think showing a little reasonable emotion here would do you some good.”

			“Not interested,” Margot said. Emotion was a slippery slope. She needed to think. This wasn’t just a marriage. It was a life.

			And worse, it was a life in a fishbowl. Whatever she said or did would be news. This was already going to haunt her kids for the rest of their lives. She couldn’t compound it by being reactionary.

			Angry.

			“Come on.” She grabbed the bag of surprisingly excellent corn chips and some of the guacamole and her margarita and headed through the house. The old burgundy carpet ran through the first floor and up the stairs, where it stopped at a ragged edge one of the dogs had pulled up at the narrow hardwood hallway.

			Margot knocked on her old bedroom door. The unicorn sticker she’d put on it when she was eight had no more glitter and the unicorn’s face had been rubbed off.

			“Tacos in the kitchen,” she told her daughter. “Julia and I are going up to the attic. Come up when you’re done.”

			The door flew open and her daughter with her big headphones and messy eyeliner blinked at her. “The attic?”

			“I know,” Julia agreed. “It’s a bad idea.”

			“You’ll love it up there. It’s very Narnia,” Margot said. She walked down the hall to the string hanging from the ceiling right in front of her parents’ old room.

			Margot pulled the string, and the drop ladder came sliding down along with the smell of mothballs and cedarwood and dust.

			Home. Mom. Safety.

			Julia caught the ladder.

			“I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” she said.

			I can’t believe Jack is making me do any of this. The thought was angry and bitter and not helpful in any way. She muscled it aside and smiled.

			“It’s gonna be fun.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			March 2024

			Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

			Margot

			
			“God, can you believe this?” Julia said. She put the old straw cowboy hat she’d worn nonstop when she was seven on her head. Dust rained down from its brim, sending Julia into a coughing fit.

			“I thought I’d lost it,” she finally said, her voice gruff.

			The dust in places was an inch thick. And so were the cobwebs. Julia claiming she’d been up here anytime in the last year was an outright lie.

			Margot wore a pink tutu skirt that tied with a ribbon around her waist and two of Mom’s beauty contest sashes—Miss Lehigh Valley 1974 and Miss Pittsburgh 1975. Runner-up Miss Pennsylvania 1976. The crowns were here somewhere. Mom had made the mistake of letting Julia and Margot play with them when they were little and they had barely survived Julia’s Battle Princess phase. Margot had barely survived that phase.

			They were on the last few sips of their margaritas and had drunkenly embraced the attic’s emotional land mines. Because there was no other way to survive it. Half measures would end up with them back in the recliners while Margot tried to ignore her phone.

			“Mom hid a lot of things,” Margot said, yanking the lid off the top of a plastic crate to reveal her old schoolwork and awards from high school. “Remember my trumpet?”

			“Ha! Yes. She said you left it at Bonnie’s at Christmas one year.” Julia had not moved on from her first box of their childhood toys.

			“I found it under her bed two years later.”

			Julia gasped, scandalized.

			“I know. I might have been the best trumpeter the world has ever seen, and we will never know because Mom could not handle one more rendition of the Hill Street Blues theme song.”

			Julia cackled in her metallic-green satin prom dress, with its ruching and the gigantic ruffle at the hem and on the shoulder. Margot slipped her National Honor Society, forensic team, and Mathletics medals around her neck. They were heavier than she remembered.

			“Look!” Julia cried, and pulled from the bottom of her box one of Mom’s crowns. It was bent and missing nearly all its rhinestones, but Julia put it on her head and lifted her hand in a beauty queen wave.

			“I’d like to thank SlimFast and Virginia Slims for keeping me a size four,” she said in an excellent imitation of their mother’s beauty queen voice.

			Margot laughed. Truly those two had been the heavy hitters in Mom’s arsenal against aging. “And 20 Minute Workout.”

			“Yes! Remember Bess? She was my favorite.” Julia in her prom dress attempted some kind of leg lift. She toppled sideways, falling between the joists to the plywood beneath.

			Skye’s head popped up from the doorway in the floor. “Oh my god, what are you doing?”

			Margot clapped at the sight of her. Which predictably made her teenager roll her eyes.

			“It’s called memory lane, honey,” Julia said, sitting back up.

			“Are there bats?” she asked.

			“No,” Margot said at the same time Julia said, “Maybe.”

			Skye put on a show of hating it, but she scrambled up and sat next to Margot. The floor felt like it wasn’t solid, but it was. The wooden planks were splintery and there were random joists to be crawled over, but once you were sitting it was all very fine.

			Julia was playing the Eurythmics on her phone and the acoustics were excellent with the pitched ceilings.

			It was warm and cozy, and the world felt very far away. The paparazzi, Noelle, and Jack could not find her up here. Not ever. Maybe she wouldn’t leave.

			“What are we looking for?” Skye asked, her nose wrinkled, like something smelled bad when it only smelled like dust and Pittsburgh and Mom’s house.

			“Things we can throw out,” Margot said. She pointed at the pile near the door in the floor. It was not very big, and mostly Margot’s stuff. Predictably, Julia had been putting up a fight.

			“What can we throw out?” Skye asked.

			“Nothing!” Julia said, bending low over the boxes in front of her, like she was protecting them from Margot.

			“How can you see anything?” Skye asked, peering into the shadows of the attic. There was one bare bulb with a long string illuminating the tight little circle where they sat.

			“I’m not drunk enough to brave the shadows,” Margot said.

			“Why? What’s back there?” Skye looked over her shoulder at the boxes stacked under the low eaves at the other end of the attic. The boxes were three deep and covered the window that looked out onto Irving Avenue. They’d been sitting there, just like that, for as long as Margot could remember.

			“Who knows,” Margot said.

			“Mom and Dad’s wedding stuff is over there,” Julia said, pointing to the opposite corner. “Our stuff is here.” She waved her hands over the mess they were currently making. “Dad’s college wrestling stuff is over there. That is…” Julia tilted her head and the crown fell off. “I don’t know.”

			“Maybe Nana’s stuff?” Margot asked.

			“What in the world would Mom keep from Nana?” Julia asked. Mom and her own mother had not been close. And Margot had very few memories of the trailer outside Allentown filled with beauty pageant memorabilia. Nana had been a narcissistic, controlling, unpleasable pageant mom before the television shows ever existed.

			It made the way Mom had been so loving and warm, encouraging both Margot and Julia to be whoever they wanted as long as they were happy, even more of a miracle.

			Skye scrambled sideways and crouched in front of the mystery boxes. After careful consideration she pulled out two boxes that had been hidden behind the others.

			Of course she’d do the ones in the darkest corner. The ones with the most entrenched possibility and drama. Skye had always been a girl who did things in her own order. As a toddler learning to dress herself, she would put on socks first. Margot wondered if she still did and felt a margarita-inspired pang that she didn’t know how her daughter dressed herself anymore.

			The top box was full of old records.

			“Mom?” Skye’s face lit up. The twins had given her a record player for Christmas, and finding, buying, and listening to vinyl was a big part of Skye’s identity these days.

			“All yours, honey.”

			The music on Julia’s phone shuffled to “Vacation” by the Go-Go’s.

			“I love this song,” Skye said, going through Mom’s disco collection.

			Julia and Margot shared a quick smile.

			“Hey, Skye,” Julia said after a few minutes of quiet. “How are you doing? Really?”

			“Fine.”

			Julia made a honking noise and Skye laughed. Margot’s heart lifted out from the panicked spot behind her stomach where it had been hiding for the last twelve hours. She watched her daughter, the baby-fat roundness of her cheeks. The black curls against her neck.

			“I’m like…”

			Margot held her breath. If anyone could pull Skye out of her teenage shell it was Julia, with her coolness and her directness and her one-step-removed-from-it-all-ness.

			Skye kept her head down, looking through the box, pulling out a Chic album. Julia was doing the same, each of them pretending like everything was no big deal. Margot sat there, hands clenched. Tears hot in her eyes.

			“I’m embarrassed,” Skye said. “Like so many people have seen the pictures. Like the whole world has seen my dad’s…” She shook her head. “Whatever. I’m just totally embarrassed. I can’t ever go back to school. Like ever.”

			Those tears burned up in a sudden incendiary wave of anger.

			Jack. You asshole. Look at what you’ve done.

			If he was here—right now—she wasn’t sure what she would do to him. She felt capable of anything. It was frightening and probably margarita induced.

			Julia nodded. “You sound mad.”

			“I don’t know,” Skye said with a shrug.

			“It’s okay if you are.” The words burst out of Margot’s chest. “I mean, anything you’re feeling is okay.” Of course, the second Margot opened her mouth, the moment was over. Skye clammed back up and Julia rolled her eyes at Margot.

			Way to go, Mom.

			Skye put all the things she thought could be thrown away back in the box, saving the records in a stack beside her. She pulled forward the bottom box. It was big and had been closed at the top, water-damaged at the bottom. She pulled the flaps open, disrupting heaps of dust.

			What diseases come from mouse poop? Margo wondered and then refused to think about it anymore.

			Skye lifted something from the box and tried to tilt it into the light from the bulb in the middle of the room, but it wasn’t enough and she turned on her phone’s flashlight.

			“Did Grandma live in New York?” Skye asked.

			“No,” Julia answered, digging back into the box of old toys. “She used to take us every year, though. We’d get rush seats to all the musicals.”

			“She loved those musicals,” Margot said, stretching out her legs because her foot had fallen asleep. She took off the medals and wished for a glass of water.

			“I think she wanted to be a dancer,” Julia said.

			“You’re just saying that because of the pageants.” Mom’s talent for jazz dance had come out once during a mother-and-child talent show at elementary school. She’d knocked everyone dead. But she never did it again. Rarely even talked about it. “Mom wanted to be a mom,” she sighed. “And a size four, forever.”

			“God, Margot, sometimes you have the strangest ideas about being a woman.”

			“What?” Margot asked. “They’re not ideas. They’re memories. Mom told me that. Lots of times. I’m not saying every woman wants to be a mom, needs to be a mom, or should be a mom. But Mom did. She wanted a family.”

			“And you don’t think she wanted anything else? Ever?” This was an old argument between them and they barely got heated anymore.

			“I think you’re both wrong,” Skye said.

			“Impossible,” Julia said, putting on a pair of yellow plastic star sunglasses. “We are never wrong.”

			“Even when we are,” Margot laughed.

			“This is a whole box of New York stuff,” Skye said, pulling out newspapers. Faded yellow and pink flyers.

			“Really?” Margot said, thinking maybe Mom saved the programs and the tickets to the musicals. They’d seen Les Mis, Miss Saigon, and City of Angels and each one had been a breathless and exciting wonder. Once Mom stole a menu from Tavern on the Green and Margot had been so scandalized she couldn’t finish her meal. She’d just sat there sweating and waiting to be kicked out.

			It would be very much like Mom to save that menu.

			“What’s the Orbit Room?” Skye asked, pulling out a piece of paper.

			“You don’t know what the Orbit Room is?” Julia asked, throwing the star glasses back in the box. “What are they teaching you in school?”

			“The Orbit Room was a legendary disco club,” Margot told Skye. “Famous people were there every night. It was the height of seventies decadence and depravity.”

			“Did Gran work there?” asked Skye, lifting a piece of paper. She looked up at them, her face washed in white light from the flashlight. Her eyes were dark. She looked owlish.

			“No,” Margot laughed. Mom worked at the Shannopin Country Club. When she retired, they named a cocktail after her (the Diz) and her picture was on a plaque behind the bar.

			“What have you got there?” Julia asked, pointing at the yellowed slip of paper in Skye’s hands.

			“It looks like a pay stub from the Orbit Room. Made out to Ginger Daughtry.” Skye bent back over the box, the light hitting the splintered wood of the ceiling. The tips of roofing nails poked out in places. “There’s a bunch of them.”

			Margot and Julia scrambled over the floor to get to her side. “I didn’t think they paid employees. Wasn’t that part of why they got shut down?” Julia asked.

			“Mom didn’t work there,” Margot said.

			Margot took the handwritten stub. It was dated February 22, 1977, and it was made out to her mother.

			“Mom moved in with Bonnie when she got to Pittsburgh.
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