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For my mom, Barbara






Prologue


Every wealthy mom in New York City, from uptown Manhattan to down, from Brooklyn Heights to Cobble Hill to Park Slope, had heard about what happened at Atherton Academy. They’d read the panicked WhatsApp missives from the safety of their penthouses and town homes, huddled under cashmere blankets, clutching glasses of cabernet. An incident at Atherton’s annual benefit, something terrible, beyond words. Someone was behind it all, but no one knew who. Accusations were flying. A mom. It was definitely a mom. A real psycho. A possible murderer in their midst, wearing the same designers that they did, getting a blowout at their same salon, possibly even sharing the same dermatologist.

Maybe it was the selfless mom, the one who always volunteered, who collected money for gifts, who chaperoned the school trips.

Maybe it was the popular mom, the one everyone worshipped, the prettiest and richest and coolest.

Maybe it was the working mom, the one who missed the parent get-togethers, who rarely came to pickup, who was always racing off to a Zoom.

Maybe it was the flirty mom, the one who leaned into the dads at cocktail parties, who showed too much cleavage, who made eyes at the hot male teachers.

Maybe it was the messy mom, the one who arrived ten minutes late, who forgot to buy school supplies, who never read the important emails.

Maybe it was the sporty mom, the one whose kids played lacrosse, hockey, and football, who had coaches on speed-dial, who wore her tennis outfit all day long.

Maybe it was the know-it-all mom, the one who spewed the latest parenting research, who knew exactly what the surgeon general recommended, who could cite stats about the dangers of screen time.

Maybe it was the anxious mom, the one who still cut her middle schooler’s grapes, who’d tracked her children since pre-K.

Maybe it was, maybe it was, maybe it was.

A sociopath standing alongside them at pickup, listening in as they chatted about weekend plans and moms’ nights out. One of their own. But who could it be?







PART I
Fall
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WhatsApp Chat

Atherton Lower School Moms

94 Participants

Dre Finlay

Good morning, Atherton moms! This chat is for general announcements and info, but is not, I repeat, is not, the official channel for school communication. Dr. Broker and your class moms will send emails for that purpose. Please forward me contact info for any moms I missed—only I can add them as admin. Happy first day of school!

Jennifer Smyth

Hi all! I was wondering about after-school sign-ups. I want to get Jordy into chess on Wednesdays but can’t find where to register.

Armena Justice

Jennifer, registration closed last week. Email Mrs. Pegaru to see if there’s any room left.

Jennifer Smyth

How is it closed already? I never got a notification.

Armena Justice

Maybe check your spam folder? I definitely got a notification. Does anyone know when school picture day is? Hermenia’s photos were horrendous last year, the wonky color correction made her blond hair look orange, like a mini Donald Trump. Shudder.☺

Caroline Press

It’s on the 19th. They’re using the same company this year—it’s actually my company.

Armena Justice

OMG, I had no idea! I was only kidding—it was Hermenia’s fault for being born with that hair, not the photographer’s …

Kim Berns

Hi, ladies! We’re no longer at Atherton. We will miss everyone but felt that Liam needed to be in a more structured environment. Dre, can you please take me off the chat?

Jessica Hillton

Remember to save the date—October 3rd—for kindergarten moms’ night out!

Valerie Greg

Why aren’t the dads on this chain?

Dre Finlay

Valerie, we had all the dads on the chain last year, but they never participated, so we felt it best not to inundate their WhatsApp messages ;) But if you’d like to include your husband, feel free to send me his info.

Valerie Greg

I’m a lesbian.

Kim Berns

I’m still receiving these messages … Dre, can you take me off the chat?






Chapter 1
The First Day of School!



Belle Redness lived for the first day of Atherton drop-off. She loved getting back into the swing of her New York City life. She enjoyed the Hamptons, but by August she was hot and bored and sick of the pool, the garden parties, and the bugs. Especially the bugs. This summer, they’d been dealing with a nightmarish infestation of lanternflies, inch-long monsters with spotted brown wings that laid shiny eggs all over her beautiful trees. They’d soar around her yard, creating a horrible, biblical scene on her pristine East Hampton estate. She’d gotten used to the sensation of squashing them, hard, crushing their shells into the grass with her strappy sandals. For nearly the entirety of August, Belle had stopped entertaining, so distressed by the idea that her friends would notice the insect carcasses littering her lawn. Bugs, apparently, didn’t care how much money you had. It was the worst thing about them, worse than the bites.

So she’d been happy to get back to the city last week, away from the vermin plague, settling into their four-thousand-square-foot floor-through penthouse on Leonard Street, their “Tribeca Gem,” as Architectural Digest had put it. Belle and her husband, Jeff, had gutted the apartment over two years, living in the Greenwich Hotel with their daughter, Hildy, and their son, Miles, while their architect and designer, a husband-husband duo who called themselves “the Davids,” went to town. In AD, Belle had described their time at the hotel as Hildy’s “Madeline in the City moment,” which she’d thought was a charming way of putting it. In reality, all of them, particularly Belle, had nearly gone crazy, packed into a two-room suite with no kitchen and just one and a half baths. But they’d survived.

The apartment, after all that, turned out perfectly, exactly how Belle had imagined it. It opened with a gallery-style foyer, ideal for displaying their growing art collection, including pieces by Marilyn Minter and Jeff Koons. The entry led to a living-library space, separated from the rest of the apartment with a sliding door, which the Davids had covered in bright purple felt. (The project, which ended up costing $8 million, was funded entirely by Belle’s father, the former CEO of J.P. Morgan, as was everything else in Belle’s lucky life.) Aesthetics were very important to Belle, who was a fashion designer. Well, she wasn’t quite a designer yet. But soon. Very soon.

This morning, the first morning of school, Belle sat in her kitchen, sipping a latte that their live-in housekeeper, Ivanna, had made for her. She stared out the big bay windows, with their clear southern-facing views of One World Trade. It was 7:30 a.m., the downtown sun was bright, and Belle felt rested and ready to jump into fall. Later this year, she was set to launch her first company, Pippins Cottage Home, a small clothing-slash-lifestyle brand. It was debuting with just one item: a flowy linen dress that resembled the nightgowns Belle wore as a child. She’d named it “The Dress.”

Hildy came in, wearing sweats and a hoodie that hung on her thin frame. Belle winced at Hildy’s outfit but said nothing. Miles followed, in colorful Flow Society shorts and hideous blue Crocs, the pride of every fourth-grade boy. He gave Belle a hug, twirling her long hair playfully as he did. When Belle was young, she’d grown her thick, chestnut hair to her midback, and she’d kept it that length into adulthood. She felt that it gave her a girlish charm and loved that it had become her signature look, topping it with ribbons and bows and the odd headband.

Hildy stayed far away. The family’s white Ragdoll cats, Duke and Sky, came slinking in together, each rubbing on one of Hildy’s legs.

“Mom, come on, let’s go,” said Hildy, bending down to pet Duke. Hildy was in the seventh grade. Both the Redness children attended Atherton Academy, on Sixteenth Street near Stuyvesant Square Park. Atherton was the top private school in downtown Manhattan, catering to children of tech CEOs and creative empires rather than the private-equity crowd that lived uptown. It was eminently more fashionable to have your kid at Atherton than, say, Trinity or Dalton or St. Bernard’s, and Belle was all about being fashionable.

Belle’s only gripe about the school was that it didn’t have a uniform. Some nonsense about the importance of self-expression. Every morning was a war, with Hildy refusing to wear any of the overtly feminine items Belle had bought for her at LoveShackFancy. Hildy had no interest in looking “cute,” as she put it with a grimace. She rightly pointed out that these clothes were Belle’s style, not her own. Instead, Hildy bought her sweats exclusively from Champion.

“Just because you and the other moms are bitchy fembots who dress and look alike doesn’t mean that I have to be like that,” Hildy explained to her matter-of-factly, after Belle had offered to take her school shopping. Belle had nodded and kept her mouth shut. Her therapist had told her that the more she pressured Hildy to look a certain way, the more she would resist, and so Belle had been working on holding her tongue. If this was the worst thing about Hildy, so be it. Hildy already had a couple “theys” in her grade at Atherton, as well as one boy who was transitioning. Hildy had assured Belle that her fashion choices were just that; she liked boys, she didn’t want to be one. But the dread that one day Hildy would change her mind, come home, and tell them to call her “Henry” lingered.

Was this what it felt like during the 1950s, when no one knew which child would come down with polio? Belle wondered. She understood that questioning your gender didn’t equal possible paralysis or even death, but there was something strange about New York City lately, something mysterious and sinister, that was spiking her anxiety. The lanternflies everywhere. Dog poop decorating the sidewalks. Slugs after rainstorms. The uptick in subway slashings, which Belle kept hearing whispered about at cocktail parties. Everything suddenly felt like a threat.

Belle shivered as she and Hildy and Miles approached the main building of Atherton, a gorgeous rust-red structure with proud white columns. They’d had their driver, Fred, drop them off a couple of blocks away from the school, as the area became clogged with SUVs and Ubers and even the occasional Rolls-Royce. The September air was warm and heavy. They passed a sleeping figure on the sidewalk, covered in ratty black blankets, and the pungent, sour smell of unwashed human hit Belle’s nose. She held her breath and grabbed her children’s hands. Hildy shook her off as if Belle was a stranger.

Belle, stung, recovered in time to put on a big smile for the drop-off crowd gathered in front of the school entrance, the moms with fresh chops, waving goodbye, taking pictures of their little ones with signs like NOAH’S FIRST DAY OF FIRST GRADE! ☺ and CONGRATS TO FIFI ON KINDERGARTEN! OUR STAR! All the moms went to the first day of drop-off. It was where you reconnected with people you hadn’t seen over the summer, who’d been living on Shelter Island or Martha’s Vineyard or Fire Island instead of the Hamptons. Everyone dressed up, showing off their tasteful tans and new wardrobes. Belle was in a variation of her standard uniform: a silk cream minidress from Khaite with a dainty scalloped collar, with Manolo Blahnik polka-dot Mary Janes. She’d tied her hair with a large pink bow.

There were no nannies in sight, which would surely change tomorrow, when the sidewalk would be filled with women of different sizes and ethnicities. But today was for the parents. To preen. To chat. To remind each other they existed.

“I can go by myself now, drop-off is for the lower school babies like Miles,” Hildy scoffed. “Suck it, Hildy,” said Miles, who then raced off to find his friends, leaving Hildy and Belle standing together miserably.

“Belle! Hi! Gertrude already went in!” Belle saw Morgan Chary walking toward them through the perfumed throng, her thin arms outstretched. Morgan was the wife of Art Chary, the founder of the billion-dollar sneaker startup Welly, the one that sold trendy shoes for $100. Morgan was in her postworkout best—Beyond Yoga everything, including some sort of Lycra turtleneck situation, her blond hair pulled back in a high ponytail, her feet clad in her favorite Loewe sneakers. “Excuse my outfit,” said Morgan, as if she’d be wearing anything other than overpriced spandex. Morgan was the workout queen. “I’m just coming from a class with Tracy Anderson—she’s the best.”

Belle and Morgan and their other closest friend, Frost Trevor, had known each other since the first day of pre-K at Atherton. The women had become an inseparable troop, gravitating toward one another, as some moms inevitably did, lured by a commonality of style, money, and circumstance. They were a powerful bunch, both the wealthiest and the prettiest moms in the lower school, which was saying something, as most of the Atherton moms were wealthy and pretty. If you weren’t, well, why not?

A minute later, Frost appeared, wearing a sleeveless pinstripe vest and swingy wide-legged pants, which Belle assumed were some prized vintage find. “Oh, thank God you’re both here, I didn’t want to have to speak to anyone else,” Frost said conspiratorially. She was glowing from her summer vacation abroad. Belle noticed that the other mothers, particularly the newer ones, were looking their way, admiring their group as you would celebrities—at a distance, with reverence and not a little jealousy.

“Uh, Mom, I’m still here,” said Hildy with an eye roll. She was standing to the side, slumped a little, and Belle inwardly cringed at her disheveled appearance.

“Hildy, darling, how was your summer?” asked Frost, giving Hildy a big, warm hug. Though Morgan was the super-mom, Frost was the most maternal of the bunch, though you wouldn’t guess it from her avant-garde clothes and intimidating beauty.

“Yeah, fine, sleepaway was good, Mom and Dad didn’t drive me too crazy when I got back,” Hildy said. “Actually, maybe Mom did.” Frost laughed. Belle didn’t. “I’m going into the building now, but nice to see you both,” said Hildy.

“You too, sweetie,” said Morgan. Hildy slunk away, putting her hoodie over her head as she walked inside.

“Maybe you’ll see the boys at lunch,” Frost shouted after her. Frost’s twin sons, Alfred and King, were also in the seventh grade, along with Morgan’s only daughter, Gertrude. Belle watched as Hildy disappeared into the building, a moody twelve-year-old weight off Belle’s shoulders. Then she turned back to her friends, lighter. She saw Miles from afar. He waved at her and blew her a kiss, then headed into school, following King and Alfred like a puppy.

“So…” said Morgan, leaning closer to Belle and Frost. “Have you heard about this new woman? Sofia or something?” Morgan always knew everything first; gossip found her, nourishing her body in place of the food she barely ate.

“A new mom, apparently very … attractive,” continued Morgan, her voice low, her eyes darting around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. Belle wondered how attractive this woman could possibly be. Weren’t they all “very attractive”?

“Her kids are starting in second and fourth; no one has any idea how she got them in. That’s basically impossible,” said Morgan. A blonde and brunette, arms linked, both in crisp white midi dresses, walked by. Belle recognized them as third-grade moms and remembered that they both had four children each, that classic New York City rich-family flex (four private school tuitions plus a five-bedroom apartment equals fuck-off money). Morgan waved as they passed. “Hi, Armena! Hi, Kendra!”

Morgan knew everything and everyone. In between her barre classes and marathon training, Morgan was on every school committee, did copious research about how to live your best life, and made it her job to dole out useful information. Need to find an after-school art class? Ask Morgan. Need a weekend nanny? Ask Morgan. Looking for a contractor to combine two apartments? Ask Morgan! They joked that she should start her own “Ask Morgan” Substack, and that every mom below Twenty-Third Street would subscribe.

“Ohhh, tell us more about this Sofia person,” encouraged Frost, a small smile on her red lips. “She sounds fab. Maybe she’s, like, a princess or something. You know Atherton loves a royal. Remember when Princess Anne’s grandkids went here for a year? Such tiny snobs.” Frost laughed, shaking her glossy red hair, the envy of every Atherton mom. Frost was the daughter of a prominent art dealer and famous literary agent, and she’d been an It Girl in the early 2000s.

Out of the mob appeared a strikingly pale woman in a black leather skirt, ankle boots, and an oversize black cashmere turtleneck, somehow not melting in the September heat. It was Ava Leo, one of Atherton’s most famous parents.

“Ladies! Hello!” said Ava, running her hand through her sharp bob. Belle admired Ava’s blunt bangs, cutting a perfectly straight line across her forehead. Ava had a huge, amorphous job at Pinterest, and she was as out-and-about as they come—in the front row of every fashion show, at galas, fundraisers, even the Oscars, somehow. Her husband, David Chung, was the chef/owner of the hottest restaurant group in New York, BaoFuku, and they had a combined social following of four million. Their girls were in kindergarten and fourth grade.

“What’s happening, Ava? All set for the big to-do?” asked Frost.

A few years ago, Frost had thrown a legendary Valentine’s Day bash at her and her husband Tim’s home, a Gramercy town house overlooking the park. “It’s like a Wes Anderson movie set; it’s just layers upon colors upon symmetry,” Frost had said in a feature about it in Architectural Digest (the story was written by the same journalist who’d profiled Belle, and it was, much to Belle’s frustration, two pages longer than her feature). Frost had thought it’d be a riot to go full-on theme party, so she’d dubbed the shindig “Love-a-Palooza” and hired a high-end wedding planner to execute. They’d painted the outside of her house red and paid the company that owns Conversation Hearts to make life-size candy hearts, with cheeky sayings like TAKE MY HUSBAND and KEY PARTY PARTICIPANT, which were placed around her home like sculptures. And she’d mandated a dress code of “Sexy V-Day Getups.” The Atherton crowd had gone all out. Belle had paid a Broadway costume designer $20,000 to create a Swarovski crystal bodysuit for her and a three-piece red suit for Jeff.

The party was such a smash that it got written up in the New York Times Styles section—“Parents Gone Wild! The New Trend Among Wealthy Breeders: Theme Party Mania.”

Since then, over-the-top theme parties had become an Atherton tradition, with different couples doing the honors. The small school’s already impressive clout had increased as a result. Everyone in Manhattan wanted to send their children to Atherton because everyone wanted to go to these events. Admissions had become even more competitive in recent years, locking out some of the richest and most prominent. (Which is why when someone said there was a “new mom,” particularly one whose children were starting in a nonentry year, an interesting story was certain to follow.)

Ava and David were next up to host. They were calling the party “A Bouquet of Newly Sharpened Pencils,” after a line from You’ve Got Mail, referring to the magic of New York City in the fall. Guests had been tasked with dressing up like “autumn in New York,” whatever that meant.

“Ugh, we are totally not ready,” said Ava. “There’s still so much left to plan, and it’s coming up in two weeks. We have the menu set, at least—David is being obsessive about the food, no surprise. He’s having the BaoFuku staff re-create iconic NYC dishes—Russ & Daughters’ bagels with lox and cream cheese; shooters of Manhattan clam chowder from Grand Central Oyster Bar; Dominique Ansel’s Cronut. I need to figure out the decor, but I think we’ll pull it off in the end.”

“I can’t wait!” said Belle, who meant it. She loved the theme parties and particularly loved picking her looks for them. And she wouldn’t mind the face time with Ava, who could potentially help with PR when The Dress debuted. Belle had been gearing up to ask Ava if she could post a picture of herself wearing The Dress in her Instagram feed. She’d sent a sample over to Ava and hadn’t heard back from her yet. She knew Ava was inundated with these kinds of requests, but Belle was hoping that their Atherton connection would put her at the top of the pile. “I bet it’s going to be one of the best parties ever,” added Belle, laying it on thick. She glanced over at Frost, who was looking at her skeptically.

Their conversation was interrupted by Gabby Mahler, Ava’s best friend and one half of Atherton’s fanciest lesbian couple. Gabby’s family had some sort of real estate fortune and at one point had simultaneously owned the Chrysler Building and the Empire State. Gabby’s white-blond hair was cropped short, and she was wearing almost comically oversize black frame glasses.

“I trust everyone had a faaaabulous summer? At your faaaaabulous Hamptons homes?” Gabby continued mockingly. Gabby was allowed to be funny because Gabby was a lesbian. The rest of them had to be nice, and to take each other very seriously. Those were the rules.

“I have to run,” said Ava. “I’m meeting with one of the set designers of When Harry Met Sally, to see how we can infuse that vibe into the party.”

“Well, that wasn’t in my top ten things I thought you’d say next, Ava,” said Gabby. “But impressive! Can’t wait for it. Margo and I are thinking of dressing up like Richard Gere and Winona Ryder, from Autumn in New York. I’m Richard Gere, with the hair. Margo’s going to be the Winona Ryder character.” Gabby’s wife, Margo, rarely made appearances at school drop-off or mom get-togethers. Margo had carried all three of the couple’s sons, Howie, Sully, and Mac, and there was some gossipy debate over whose eggs went with which kid.

“Doesn’t Winona Ryder die in that movie?” asked Frost.

There was a quick moment of awkward silence before Ava air-kissed them all and ran off, a flash of black leather. They were then joined by Clara Cain, whose son, Ozzie, was in Hildy’s grade. Clara was a high-powered lawyer, defending wealthy men who’d been accused of sexual assault.

“Hi, how is everyone?” Clara said with a gummy smile. She was in a skirt suit and had news anchor hair, overly blown out. “I’ve been so busy with work; I can barely come up for air.” Clara constantly spoke about how much she was working, always in a mildly condescending tone, as if saying to the others, And what the hell are you doing with your time?

“Miladies, it’s been a blast seeing you all, but I’m taking off as well,” said Gabby with a quick bow. “Let’s schedule drinks soonest.” She hurried away, likely hastened by Clara glomming on to the group.

“Oh my God, look,” Clara said in a loud whisper, turning everyone’s attention toward a woman and her two children, a boy and a girl, walking toward Atherton’s main entrance. She was in a form-fitting yellow dress, the color of a banana the minute before it turns brown, showing off a voluptuous, Kardashian-esque figure. Her face, framed by glossy caramel waves, was hidden by large black sunglasses. The beautiful little girl was in a smocked blue romper, and the boy resembled a Ralph Lauren model in khakis and a white polo. This must be the woman Morgan had told them about: Sofia. Belle had never seen anything like her. Not in Manhattan, at least. Not at Atherton, certainly. Belle crossed her arms around her body, her straight, small-breasted shape, so fashionable in New York City, suddenly feeling boyish and unattractive.

“Holy shit,” said Frost in a whisper, her eyes glued to Sofia. “She’s amazing looking.”

“That’s definitely her,” said Morgan. “I heard she’s from Miami. It’s got to be.”

The other moms, in their Toteme flats, their The Row pants, their Rachel Comey jumpsuits, stared at the colorful zoo animal in their midst.

“Should we say hi to her? Be friendly?” asked Frost.

Clara had taken off, leaving the three friends standing alone. Sofia and her children walked up the school steps, stopping in front of Atherton’s headmaster, Dr. Broker, who was greeting students as they entered for their first day. Dr. Broker was in a worn plaid shirt and Levi’s that hugged his fit behind. He had springy, salt-and-pepper hair, and bore a distinct resemblance to Patrick Dempsey. He was unmarried, though definitely not gay—Belle had heard a rumor that he was dating a downtown actress—and he spoke to the moms with a combination of adoration, appeasement, and control that drove them all mad with lust. Frost liked to joke that Dr. Broker should put himself up on the auction block at the annual school fundraiser, generously fucking the mom who paid the most for the privilege. The scholarship tuitions would be covered for years.

Sofia said something to Dr. Broker and then handed her kids off to him, kissing their heads and hugging them into her body before they disappeared into the grand building. She slowly wound down the stairs, careful not to trip in her high heels, lifting her sunglasses and rubbing her eyes briefly, a gesture that could only mean she was wiping away tears. Belle couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried when saying goodbye to Miles and Hildy.

Then Sofia was right in front of them. She paused, taking her phone out of her Gucci logo bag, checking something or other. Or maybe she was just stalling, without anywhere to go.

“Hi! I’m Morgan Chary!” Morgan extended her hand brightly, and, for a second, Sofia looked at it like it was a hot pan she didn’t want to touch. Then she seemed to remember herself, taking Morgan’s fingers in her own.

“I’m Sofia, it’s so nice to meet you. Are you all Atherton mamas?” Her voice was deep, with a hint of a South American accent.

“Yes!” they all said in unison.

Sofia took off her sunglasses. Her eyes were dark, with surprising yellow rings around her pupils that reflected golden in the light.

“My son is in fourth grade, and my daughter is in second. We’ve just moved from Florida. I’m so happy to have them at such a wonderful school. I’m a little nervous for them, being new.”

“Atherton is great at acclimating new kids,” said Morgan reassuringly. “I’m sure they’ll fit in just fine.”

Sofia smiled and a mysteriously creepy feeling came over Belle, her stomach dropping as if she were on a roller coaster. She had the bizarre sense that her head was lighter. Had someone cut off her hair? She reached back and felt its comforting weight.

“I’m Belle and this is Frost,” said Belle, trying to shake it off. “We’d love to get coffee soon and get to know you! We’ve been at the school since pre-K. It’s the best. It’s like this little safe haven in the middle of Manhattan.”

Their attention was then directed to a commotion at the entrance, some sort of scuffle. Belle couldn’t see exactly what was happening, but it looked as though people had started to run in the other direction. Someone let out a frightened squeal, and before the women could move, the homeless man, the one whom Belle and Hildy and Miles had passed by, was standing directly in their sight line. Belle could have touched him, he was that close. He was in a ripped black shirt and hospital scrubs, and was shoeless, his feet swollen and bloody. His barnyard smell made Belle feel ill. Should Belle run? Would he chase her? She momentarily made eye contact with him, breaking that cardinal New York City rule, unable to look away. He winked at her. He winked! Then he made a strange gargling sound, deep in his chest, and abruptly coughed out a white ball of phlegm. The spit went flying straight into Belle’s wide-open mouth, like a dart hitting its human bull’s-eye.

Belle stood there, stunned, trying not to swallow but feeling the slime slip down her throat. The man lurched toward her. She didn’t know what to do other than cover her face with her hands, closing her eyes in panic, hoping he somehow wouldn’t reach her.

“Ayuda! Ayuda!” Belle heard someone shout. There was a thud and then Belle felt herself wrapped tightly in an embrace. “Te tengo,” the voice said into her ear. “I’ve got you.”

Belle, relieved to be alive, opened her eyes to see she was entwined with Sofia, Sofia’s face so close to Belle’s that it felt like they were about to kiss. The man had vanished, leaving behind a pack of petrified women in sweaty designer clothing.

Frost joined them, taking Belle’s hands in hers. “Belle, Sofia whacked that crazy guy with her purse and then he took off running.” Sofia looked down at the ground shyly.

Dr. Broker arrived, taking in the scene. He put his hand on Belle’s shoulder and looked at her with deep concern.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. She shook her head, making sure her hair swung sexily as she did. It was an old trick she used when she wanted male attention.

“I’ve called the police,” Dr. Broker said. Belle noticed, with interest, that Dr. Broker’s wrists were thick, before remembering that she’d nearly been mowed down by a vagrant. Dr. Broker assured the parents that their children were safe, and that this would be taken care of. “Atherton is on it,” he kept repeating to concerned sighs.

“Sofia, let us take you out for a drink sometime, it’s the least we can do,” said Frost.

“I’d love that,” said Sofia gratefully.

“Our hero!” said Frost.

“Our hero,” echoed Belle. She still felt a little trembly. What a disastrous first day of Atherton drop-off. On cue, a lanternfly landed on the sidewalk in front of the women. Belle squashed it with her Manolos, feeling it die beneath her Mary Janes with a satisfying crunch.







Chapter 2
A New Friend!



“You are bad, Frost,” breathed Art Chary into Frost Trevor’s neck. Frost kept going, grinding down on her friend’s husband, as if trying to rub a stain out with her entire body. She did it over and over, until she felt her pelvis start to tingle and her legs begin to shake. Then she seized, her hair flying forward, her breasts swinging, her nipples catching in Art’s mouth. She collapsed on top of him, gently nibbling his shoulder as she allowed herself to relax. “Bad girl,” he said again, his face nuzzled into her neck.

Frost lay like that for a few minutes, inhaling Art’s scent. Then she rolled to his side, staring at his defined chest, almond colored with barely any hair, rising with slow breaths. His left hand was placed gently on top of it, his gold wedding band dulled by time. Frost knew that its inside was inscribed HONEYDEW FOREVER, matching the inside of Morgan’s ring. It was a private joke between the two of them: the name of the dive bar in Cambridge where they’d met, when Art was getting an MBA at Harvard and Morgan had been studying for her master’s in nutrition from Tufts. Morgan, her high-heeled boots still covered in snow, had slipped on spilled beer, crashing into the bar and cutting her forehead on its edge. Art, who’d been premed at Yale before deciding to switch to econ, had rushed to her aid, whisking her away to the emergency room with a supportive arm around her shoulder.

Out of all of them, Frost thought as she gently licked Art’s salty skin, Morgan loved her husband the most. And she didn’t blame her. He was the most handsome dad at school and one of the most successful. Art was also charismatic and kind; though he’d made a killing on Welly, the company’s mission included charity as part of its ethos. For every pair of sneakers purchased, Welly gifted another to a person in need. Morgan seemed to absolutely adore Art—she was always touching the dramatic swoop of his hair, giving him kisses on the cheek, banging into him like a fly to a zapper—which wasn’t something Frost could say about her own husband, Tim.

Frost looked at her phone. It was already two forty-five, and she needed to be at Atherton for pickup by three thirty. King and Alfred had tennis lessons at the John McEnroe Tennis Academy at Randall’s Island, and they were excited to show their coach how much progress they’d made over the summer. The family had brought along a private pro to Europe, the boys training on dusty clay courts in Spain and France while Frost had watched them, plying herself with white wine.

Though a summer abroad had sounded glamorous, and all her friends had proclaimed jealousy from the comfort of their Hamptons mansions, the trip hadn’t been a success. The idea of it—as a cozy family escape, and a marriage kick-in-the-butt for Tim and Frost—had been better than the reality. Tim, a movie producer, had been working the whole time, trying to get a project out of development hell, a midbudget drama about a dysfunctional family of circus performers called Ladies and Gentlemen, The Flying Wallendars! Who would ever pay to see something with that stupid title? But when Frost had said that to Tim, he’d totally snapped, accusing her of being dismissive of his work. So Frost, bored and restless and pissed, drank too much while King and Alfred fought constantly.

She gently shook Art’s arm. He always fell asleep after sex, no matter the time of day. Frost found it endearing. It reminded her of her sons, who could nap anywhere—at the dinner table, on a cold, hard floor, their beautiful eyes with that telltale hooded look, and then … bam. Art fluttered awake. He looked up at her and smiled.

“Well, that was nice,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it. Frost nodded.

“I have to go get the boys and you have to get out of here,” she said, playfully dragging him across the bed, made up in Frost’s favorite white silk sheets. They were in her apartment, her own private space. She and Tim had bought it last year, after she’d said she wanted somewhere to make her art, somewhere that was just hers. Tim had thought it was unnecessary—“Frost, come on, we have an entire house at your disposal, can’t you just designate a room to be your studio? Can’t you fit these”—he’d pointed at the mixed-media collages Frost had been working on, lying vulnerably on their Vern + Vera dining table—“in the basement?”

Frost shook her head. She couldn’t work in her home. There were too many distractions. She needed somewhere empty, somewhere spare and clean. She’d kept at it, bothering Tim until he’d begrudgingly agreed to purchase this one-bedroom condo for $2,200,000 in cash in a new building on Twenty-Second near Park, a few blocks from their home in Gramercy. She’d converted the living space to a studio, filling it with easels and materials, ranging from colored paper to wax to small objects she’d found on the street: coins, receipts, a solo leather glove.

The apartment was now her favorite place on earth. She’d come here after drop-off and spend the morning hours tinkering with her current project—a photo collage portfolio of It Girls through the years, from Ali MacGraw to Chloë Sevigny to a picture of herself, Frost Trevor, at sixteen, staring blankly at the camera, alone in a banquette at a nameless club. She’d layer materials over each photograph, obscuring the location, altering each girl’s face with paper. One she gave a large blue eye, cut out from a magazine, on another she glued a picture of a pit bull over naked breasts. It was meant as a commentary on the worth of a certain type of woman, their sad disposability after a period of intense societal worship.

Frost didn’t really consider herself an artist, though she was desperate to be one, a desire she’d only newly admitted to herself. She’d grown up in the world. Her mother was a trailblazing female art dealer, and she owned an imposing seven-story, Norman Foster–designed gallery on the Lower East Side. Her father was an uber-successful literary agent, working with the likes of David Foster Wallace and Philip Roth, among other male luminaries. Frost had been the only child in a stunning apartment on Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Sixth Street; her bedroom had one of Andy Warhol’s Jackie prints hanging on the wall.

Frost had also been lucky enough to have been born beautiful, with copper-red hair and sparkly brown eyes. She was a bright, aimless kid, attending Chapin, one of the best girls’ schools in Manhattan, but never putting her heart into it. By the time she was twelve, she was sneaking into clubs with her older friends, drinking vodka sodas, smoking Marlboros, and staying out till all hours. She’d given her first blow job when she was thirteen, to an NYU student she’d met at a party at Bowlmor Lanes on University. She gave many more after that. Page Six would frequently publish pictures of her and her semi-famous friends, photographers trailing them on nights out. Her parents, though kind, were absentee, always at events, traveling the world for their jobs. Frost had wanted their attention, but it had never appeared.

Frost toweled off after her shower, glancing in the mirror and pinching her cheeks before going back into the bedroom. Art was sitting on her desk chair and checking his phone. They never spoke of Morgan or Tim, never even mentioned their names. They’d been seeing each other sporadically for over a year, since last July, the night of the “Zoo-ly Fourth” theme party at Trina and Bud Cunningham’s East Hampton house, right on the ocean. The outdoor space had been transformed into a fantastical zoo, including a bird barn and a polar area with penguins (an industrial-grade meat locker company came to facilitate). The pièce de résistance was a trio of live zebras that the Cunninghams had shipped from an exotic animal farm in Texas.

The gossip that night had revolved around: A. if a group of zebras was called a “zeal” or a “dazzle”; B. the legality of converting a Hamptons estate into a zoo; and C. the fact that Caroline Morehouse’s husband, Dave, had brought what looked to be a nasal spray for allergies, but in fact contained ketamine, which partygoers were spraying into their noses and getting high, high, high. Frost had done K before, back when it was a club drug referred to as Special K, but not for a while—she was now strictly a booze-and-gummy kind of gal, having given up the hard stuff after the twins were born.

By that point, more than ten years in, she and Tim had been in a precarious place in their union. Their wedding had been a buzzy affair, the joining of an It Girl and her indie-movie prince, a New York City fairy tale. Tim had just produced his one (and only) big hit, Daylight, about a young Latino man in Spanish Harlem exploring his sexuality, which had been nominated for two Oscars. Frost had been working as a photographer’s assistant, trying to figure out what she wanted to do while her parents paid for her lifestyle. She and Tim had met at a book party for a mutual writer friend. “You’re Frost Trevor, right?” he’d said to her as an opener. “You’re even more beautiful in person than in the Post!” It had delighted her. Tim was kinder than the men Frost usually went for. He was also driven, wanting to make a career of his own though he didn’t need to; he was the heir to a pharmaceutical fortune. They both liked what the other did for their social standing. They just kind of fit, and that was enough. A gorgeous couple who had a gorgeous wedding at the top of the gorgeous Gramercy Park Hotel, worthy of an entire spread in the Styles section.

Afterward, it had been more of the same—parties, luxurious vacations, followed by Frost’s pregnancy, which started out perfectly but soon turned harrowing. She’d nearly lost both twins at five months; she’d been at brunch at Balthazar, eating a burger, and felt something cold on her leg. She’d looked down to see blood everywhere, smeared all over the red leather booth, pouring onto the floor, the fairy tale turned nightmare. The bleeding eventually stopped, but she’d been on bed rest for the duration, spending months alone in their Chelsea loft while Tim flew off to be on the set of his next film, a flop about a drug-addicted dolphin trainer.

Frost had been worried that motherhood would wreck her. Everything in her life before that had been in pursuit of being “cool,” and turning into a mom of screaming babies certainly wasn’t it. But then the opposite had happened. She’d adored it. She’d loved them so much, her precious boys, with their tiny fists and their wailing cries and their deep, insatiable need for her. She’d vowed to be the opposite of her own mother—warm and coddling instead of imperious and distant. And she’d done it. King and Alfred were wonderful.

Her marriage, however, was not. Tim’s career stalled, and he’d spent years spinning his wheels with nothing to show for it. Frost felt for him, but she’d been focused on the kids at the expense of her own creativity as well. Tim had started to take his frustrations out on her, criticizing her and criticizing her, like she could never do anything right. Why was she spending so much time on her artwork? Why was she throwing so many parties? She shouldn’t let the boys watch TV, he’d said, she shouldn’t feed them sweets, he’d said, she shouldn’t let them sleep with her, he’d said, she shouldn’t, she shouldn’t, she shouldn’t.

So at Zoo-ly Fourth, when Dave Morehouse handed her the ketamine nasal spray with a wink, she’d placed it up her nose and inhaled strongly. For about fifteen minutes, she hadn’t felt anything and thought perhaps Dave had been duping them all. She’d lost Tim ages ago, and so she’d gone over to chat with some moms. Ava Leo had been talking shit about someone Frost didn’t know—“and she never brings birthday gifts to parties, it’s the weirdest thing. Like, we all pay for Atherton, you can afford to buy a gift for a seven-year-old.”

“Maybe it’s an environmental thing,” Trina had offered up with a shrug.

And then suddenly Frost was floating outside of her body, watching herself from above, admiring her sharp shoulders, the curve of her butt in the formfitting leopard-print dress. She’d felt happy in a way she hadn’t in years, relaxation flowing through her limbs. She’d walked into the bird barn. Tropical parrots clucked and sang, the sounds overwhelmingly vivid. And then Art had arrived, looking at her with interest. She’d seen him with the nasal spray earlier, so she knew he felt as wonderful as Frost, beyond description, just warmth and joy and light. He was dressed as a wolf, a furry snout covering his nose, in a sleek gray suit, his eyes shining black.

They’d snuck off to the beach, made love, high on illegal substances and on each other, as their spouses mingled, unaware. Had she always been attracted to Art? Or had the drugs made her see him anew?

“I’ve got to go,” she said now to Art, shaking off her memories and guilt and motioning for him to follow her. They took the elevator down together—no one in the building knew her, and so she and Art used the place as if they were a couple. They nodded to the doorman at the entrance (doormen were paid to be vaults; no worry there), and Art gave her a brief kiss on the lips at the door before exiting first.

Frost stepped out not a second later, the searing heat hitting her like a wall. Autumn in the city could be hot, but this felt different, like it was a permanent shift into another dimension. The sidewalks, the buildings, the cars of New York weren’t built for this; they absorbed and absorbed and absorbed until swollen with warmth. Frost, eyes closed against the bright sun, smashed into a woman standing directly in front of her, causing them both to drop their bags, sending lipsticks, mints, phones, and pens scattering to the pavement.

“Ay!” the woman yelled as Frost reeled backward from the impact.

“I’m so sorry,” Frost said, picking up her things, clumsily bumping heads with the woman, who was doing the same thing. “Ouch!” they both said at the same time. Frost stood up to face her and was struck by the woman’s beauty, her perfect body under a pink skirt, which hit well above the knee. Was she an actress? Frost thought, before her brain clicked and she realized she actually knew this person.

“Oh, hello, you!” said Frost to Sofia. “Nice to run into you, though I apologize about literally running into you,” she continued.

“No problem at all! I’d know you anywhere, with those gorgeous eyes and hair,” said Sofia.

Frost, who retained a lifelong pride in her looks, blushed. “I’m going to get King and Alfred now. Are you headed to pickup? If so, let’s walk together.”

Sofia nodded, and they started down the street, walking toward Irving Place. Frost noticed that Sofia was wobbling and saw that her towering stilettos kept getting stuck in the sidewalk crags. “Do you live around here?” Sofia said, walking slower than Frost, a lifelong New Yorker, who was used to running everywhere.

“I have a place in the building I was coming out of,” said Frost. “I use it as my office. Well, actually, that’s where I make my art.” Frost’s therapist had been encouraging her to openly embrace this part of her life, but it was proving tough to do so. Frost’s mother had never taken her seriously as an artist, and so Frost hadn’t taken herself seriously, either.

“You’re an artist? How wonderful,” said Sofia.

“Just for pleasure,” said Frost automatically. Then remembered herself. “Though I do hope one day to turn it into more than a hobby.”

“How cool. I’m not an artist myself, but I love going to museums,” said Sofia. There was something guileless about her that Frost liked, a kind of childlike enthusiasm that was missing from the “over it” attitudes of most of the moms Frost knew. “I was in this neighborhood getting a facial. My skin in this city! Horrible! The dirt is seeping into my pores,” Sofia said.

“But I must say, even though you all are being so kind to me, I’m having a hard time with it all,” she went on, babbling now in an endearing way, clearly starved for company.
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