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To my extraordinary mother, Liz, who told me the story that inspired this novel; you continue to inspire me each and every day.


And to my fabulous husband, Chuck, who guided me out of the depths of writer’s block by saying: “Well, you better write something.”
This one’s for you.
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Prologue


I KEEP SEEING her face, upturned in the pool. Her long hair darkened by the water, stringy and tangled and noodling around her neck. Her eyes are closed, her body floating. Her lips are parted just slightly, and it looks as if she’s resting, tranquil and at peace.


Of course, it wasn’t like that at all. Her body was found facedown in a puddle of ­mud-­soaked leaves. A shotgun blast had shredded her back. She was slumped down next to the edge of the lake, and near the silty shoreline, the lake water is the color of rust, not a sparkling turquoise. But the pool was the first place I saw her.


A week later, she was dead.
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Tuesday, March 13, 2018


THINGS ARE DIFFERENT tonight. Electric and humming. There’s a charge building in the air, crackling and buzzing through me, and I can pinpoint the moment this morning when everything shifted.


When my flat, dull routine of walking from room to room, collecting wads of wilted laundry, became something more luminous, something pulsing with an energy of anticipation so that even then, as I stuffed the washer with clothes and shook a thin layer of soap flakes over the top, I knew my day would follow a different course than the one usually mapped out by me, a stay-­at-­home mom.


I’M AT THE local wine bar now, waiting for Erin. We’re meeting for happy hour and I’m outside at one of the bistro tables, the light from the sun dancing in my glass of chardonnay, the taste buttery and sharp on the back of my tongue.


It was a frigid ­thirty-­eight degrees here this morning, but by late afternoon, it had climbed to eighty, our first warm snap this spring, and I’m taking full advantage, sitting out here like this.


I’m tapping on my iPhone, scrolling through my Facebook feed, but finding nothing interesting. Just more back-­to-­school posts even though we’re well into March. It’s endless. Day #63 of second grade! Or Time please slow down! They grow up too fast!—­the kinds of updates I wince at and can’t bring myself to post. I place my phone down on the table and stretch my bare legs, letting the sun warm them.


It feels so good to be in a dress; I can’t remember the last time I wore one, and I’ve piled my hair in a neat but relaxed bun. Hoping for chic, but effortlessly so. Silver earrings in the shape of feathers tickle my neck as I turn to scan the crowd, hoping to spot them as soon as they arrive.


THIS MORNING, WHEN everything tilted, so that my day would end here instead of at the dinner table with Graham and Jack, watching Jack mop up spaghetti sauce with an elbow of crusty bread, adorable streaks of orange painting his cherub cheeks, I had just finished my morning jog on the trail that runs through the woods near our house. I had stepped inside the back door and peeled off my yoga pants, which were drenched with sweat and sucking and clinging to my thighs, and slid back into my comfy flannel pj’s. It’s cold here. Not Chicago cold, of course, but the humidity makes it a vicious, different kind of cold that grabs its icy paws around your bones and doesn’t let go.


Still shivering, I padded to the kitchen and steamed some milk for a second latte and rubbed my hands together, trying to warm up.


I powered up my laptop in the home ­office—­just a small nook, really, in the back ­parlor—­and was just beginning to type in my password for Facebook when I heard a loud banging at the front door.


I figured it was the FedEx man with yet another of my online purchases. Maybe a case of Illy ­espresso—­our ­favorite—­which I used to buy at the flagship store in the city, or, perhaps, the set of ­lime-­green throw pillows I’d been waiting for. It’s hard to find cute textiles in this town, and lately I’ve fixated on making the inside of my house look like a dreamy spread from Pinterest, or, more specifically, how I imagine the inside of Margot’s home looks.


I’ve only seen glimpses of the outside, of course, from our mutual friends’ photos on Facebook, but all of that changed this morning when I was invited into her world.


THE LOUD KNOCKING was followed by the chime of the doorbell, then a quick, staccato rapping, so I jumped up and rushed to the front door. Where I found Mrs. Murphy from down the street. Yet again. She’s persistent. Ever since we moved in, she’s found an excuse to pop by at least once a week.


“Hello, dear,” she said, aggressively thrusting a crate of blushing grapefruits toward me.


“Thanks so much for these, Mrs. Murphy. They’re gorgeous.”


She craned her head around my shoulder, clearly fishing for an invite inside. But I just stood there shivering as cold shards of wind blasted us, a plastic smile frozen on my face.


“Well, then,” I said quickly, before she had a chance to fill the void, “I’d better get these beauties inside!” I leaned down and took them, gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “So nice of you to think of us. Jack and I will drop by soon, I promise.”


“Oh, I would love that! And Erin’s so happy you’re back. She’s been filling me in on everything.” I flashed another smile and turned around, then walked inside and shut the door.


I PLOPPED BACK down again in front of my laptop and finished logging on. My eye immediately caught the three new notifications glaring at me in red, which always give me a frisson of excitement. Sadly, not much else going on these days.


Janis White reacted to a photo you shared.


A heart, in “reaction” to a pic I posted of Jack, his hair wild with sweat, yesterday on a swing set.


Angela Cline commented on your post.


Same post. Love this little man.


But it was the third notification that drew heat to my face, made my heart flutter.


You are now friends with Margot Banks.


Margot Banks. She of the famed Banks family in East Texas. Oil money dripping out of their ears and pouring back for generations.


Last week, I finally caved and sent Margot a friend request after a few months of trolling her pics on Facebook. Her profile is set to private, but I would click through photos of her—pics she was tagged in by our mutual friends, like Erin, for instance—and find myself entranced.


I took a sip of my latte and felt the warmth spread through my chest; now that we were friends, I began scrolling through her photos.


There was Margot at an upscale restaurant, raven hair perfectly coiffed. Cut just above the chin line. She’s leaning back in the booth, slender legs toned and ­scissor-­crossed. Her ­candy-­apple-­red lips are slightly parted, as if in invitation. ­Heavy-­lidded, ­smoky-­gray eyes with a hint of smirk in them. Bedroom eyes, as Graham would call them.


I clicked on another photo: Margot draped in a glittering red evening gown. At a charity ball or some such event for the Junior League, no doubt. She’s backlit. Her chiseled shoulders are bare, her olive skin flawless. She wears the same smirk, as if mocking the camera.


Next, I hopped over to her updates, scrolled through her posts. Landed on one dated from last Tuesday, from the local wine bar. The post read: Tuesday happy hour at Chino’s—­SO fun. I scrolled farther back and saw a similar post from the previous Tuesday, took out my phone, and texted Erin:


Up for happy hour tonight?


A second hadn’t even passed and she was already typing back. Erin, always there, solid and dependable and as eager as a teenage boy on prom night.


Woo-­hoo! YESSSS.


Her response was followed by a champagne glasses emoji. I typed back the thumbs-­up, which usually wraps up her text-­a-­thons.


I SWIPED BACK to Margot’s photos, clicked on yet another one. Margot on her front lawn wearing a black wrap dress, her arms draped around two children who look as if they’ve stepped from a Renoir painting.


My eyes were drawn to her plunging neckline with a pinch of cleavage. A single diamond dangled from a chain and rested just above her breasts. I zoomed in and, to my absolute horror, Facebook asked me, Who do you want to tag?


I panicked and closed out. I felt like I’d been caught watching a dirty movie. The latte screamed in my bladder, and I stood and went to the bathroom and checked the time. I realized an hour had passed.


I’M WELL INTO my second glass by the time Erin arrives, dressed in frumpy browns and blacks, harried and disheveled, a bead of sweat licking her hairline.


“Sorry I’m late!” She sinks into a chair and swings her ­mom-­bag down next to her. She’s wearing clunky sandals, and suddenly I’m a bit embarrassed to be seen with her. But it’s better than being alone. Plus, I like Erin. Truly. She’s reliably cheery with a toothy grin and childlike energy. And I hate myself for thinking like this, for judging Erin this way, but a decade spent in the lifestyle magazine business has me hardwired toward shallowness. It’s something I’m keen to shake off, to leave behind me.


The waiter saunters over to take our order.


“Split a bottle?” I ask.


“Yes, ma’am!” Erin beams.


We order chardonnay, the brand they have on special for happy hour, and Erin launches into a ragged monologue.


“I SO needed this! Mattie was a complete tyrant today,” she says, tucking a lock of cowlicked hair behind an ear. ­Mattie—­short for ­Matilda—­is Erin’s ­five-­year-­old daughter, and she’s a spitfire, an adorable brunette with ringlets of hair framing her face. I love her.


“She started in on me this morning with wanting to wear a ­miniskirt—­and you know that’s not gonna ­happen—­and she was so keyed up by the time we hit school that I wanted to stab my eye out with a butter knife!”


Erin serves on the board for a bunch of civic ­stuff—­the children’s museum, the local ­library—­and her husband, a ­teddy-­bear type, works from home building websites. Erin’s able to stay at home, too, doing volunteer work and raising Mattie.


The waiter stops by and refreshes our glasses. Erin is becoming more animated with each glass of wine and drones on and on. I nod in the correct places, but find myself unable to listen. I keep eyeing the street for Margot, slyly checking my Facebook feed on my phone.


Before I know it, though, more than an hour has passed and the night sky is turning to ink all around us. There’s no sign of Margot and I’m more disappointed than I should be.




One Week Later
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Tuesday, March 20, 2018


I’M IN THE car with Graham. He’s driving us over to the party at the Banks estate. His hand rests on my bare knee; he looks handsome in his simple gray sports jacket and crisp white tee.


After tearing through my closet this morning, discarding old dresses and skirts to a heap on the floor, I finally settled on a ­spring-­green eyelet dress with ­cream-­colored espadrilles. I looked fairly casual, so I threw on a pair of ruby drop earrings with a matching necklace for safe measure.


I feel exhilarated, like the old days, like we’re on our way to a gallery opening in Chicago. I place my hand on top of Graham’s and squeeze it.


The Banks estate is in Castle Hill, the oldest section of Mapleton. The streets are dotted with 1920s mansions, all left over from the oil boom. And Margot’s in-­laws’ is by and far the largest, and as we slip through the black iron gates, a long, winding drive leads us down a grassy slope toward a massive, ­two-­story colonial that sprawls like a plantation home.


Ancient, twisted oaks shelter the plush green lawn, and white lights twinkle from their branches. Our wheels chomp the gravel lane until we arrive at the paved, circular drive that rims the entrance to the house.


A tall valet in a white tux opens my door.


“Evenin’, ma’am,” he says and guides me from the car to the lawn. The sultry night air bathes my skin like a balm after the chill of the car’s AC, and I can almost feel my hair frizz. Graham circles the car, takes my arm, and leads me around to the back of the house, where the party is already well under way.


The backyard is even vaster, and like the front, it’s studded with giant oaks, glittering with lights. A hundred or so people are gathered in gossipy ­clumps—­mostly older ladies in all their ­finery—­and for a second, I feel a bit ­self-­conscious in my modest dress. But then I spot Erin holding court at the open bar. She’s wearing a white skirt with a plain, blue knit top and chatting with her husband, Ryan, and a group of guys who are all in khakis and ­short-­sleeved ­button-­ups.


A string quartet is parked on the back steps of the mansion, the cellist sawing away sonorously. Dozens of waitstaff in white tuxes hover over the crowd, brandishing silver trays of hors d’oeuvres. One of the ­tux-­clad men, tall and ­broad-­chested, is parked under a magnolia tree in the corner of the patio and shucking oysters.


“You guys made it!” Erin says, her voice already slurry with drink. She’s clutching a pewter mug stuffed with mint leaves and ice. She shakes it in front of her like a Yahtzee cup. “Gimme a refill, Ryan. And a few for our friends!”


Ryan waves at us and then turns toward the bar.


“Total freak show. Am I right?” Erin cackles, swinging her mug at the garishly made-­up older women. Her breath smells of bourbon and mint. “But the food. Damn good!”


I decide I like her tipsy; she’s funnier this way.


“Care for a lobster roll?” a waiter asks, and I pluck two from the tray and pop one in my mouth, passing the other one to Graham. We skipped a proper dinner, splitting, instead, a hastily made sandwich in the breakfast nook while Jack wove between our legs as we chatted with the babysitter, giving her instructions. My stomach rumbles but then Ryan passes me a mint julep, drops of condensation beading the mug.


I sip. The sugary, minty flavor coats my mouth and is so sweet the bourbon doesn’t even burn as it slides down my throat. I drain the mug greedily and order another.


“Graham, if you see the crab cake tray floating by, swipe ’em all!” Erin says. “They’re insane.”


Graham raises his mug to Erin’s, clinks it with a toast. “To insane crab cakes!”


“Hear, hear!” Ryan chimes in, and we all toast together.


As if on command, a waiter appears brandishing a wide tray covered in said crab cakes. Graham lifts several, passing them around. I stuff one in my mouth (they are insane) and nab another from Graham, hoping the food will sop up some of the alcohol that’s already fuming through my bloodstream.


The sun is fading behind the treetops, smearing the sky with peach and orange streaks, and as the night darkens, the party becomes both more intimate and animated.


The string quartet has stopped playing and Katy Perry’s voice sings blandly from the speakers at the DJ booth. A chorus of crickets has begun to trill, and everyone’s chattering reaches such a loud pitch that you have to practically yell to be heard.


I peer across the crowd, trying to spy Margot, but I can’t find her.


“Where’s the ladies’ room?” I shout to Erin.


“It’s over by the bathhouse. A friggin’ bathhouse!” She cackles and motions to a ­low-­slung structure by the pool, which is the size of a small pond.


Before I turn to go, Graham palms me a flute of champagne, the bubbles fizzing from the glass, pinging the top of my hand. I weave through the crowd, feeling ­light-­headed and buzzed, my legs unsure in my tall wedges.


The pool is a ­slate-­blue oasis flanked by gray flagstone pavers. I circle it and steer myself toward the bathhouse, which has a line of overly perfumed ladies spilling from its mouth. I take my place in the queue and nurse my glass while the line creeps forward. I’m just about to enter the ­well-­lit room when I hear a throaty laugh from around the corner.


I step out of line and snake around the building.


There’s Margot, leaning against the shiplap wall, a glass of champagne dangling from her hand. My heart flutters in my chest. She’s in a taupe chiffon dress, short and sheer, and her legs glisten in the glow of the bathhouse lights. I inch forward but there are three women circling her, whom I recognize from Facebook.


I shift on my feet, vying to be noticed, but the women seem to sway, too, forming an impenetrable wall around her. My palms are glazed with sweat and I feel foolish standing outside their circle, so I twist around to leave, when I hear Margot.


“Don’t mind us, I’m just hiding from Mother,” she purrs.


The other three pivot around and give me the ­once-­over, their eyes veering from my shoes up to my throat. I guess they approve because they unlatch their ring and stand aside. A busty, attractive brunette flashes me a wide smile. Next to her : a ­broad-­shouldered pillar of a woman in a simple black dress. Callie Jenkins. Margot’s best friend, according to Facebook. ­Shoulder-­length ­ash-­blond hair molded in a sorority cut and eyes unsmiling as she takes me in.


The third is a ­diminutive-­looking woman in a strappy white dress, arms crossed over her stomach, clutching a simple black handbag. She’s pretty, in an understated sort of way, with ­jet-­black hair and stark blue eyes framed in a sleek pair of ­cat-­eye glasses. Prim but with an undertow of sexuality, like a librarian from a porn film.


“Need a refill?” Margot fishes a bottle from an ice bucket at her feet.


“Absolutely,” I say, though my head swims. She fills my glass.


“I’m Tina!” the friendly brunette offers, shaking my hand vigorously.


“Sophie. Sophie O’Neill,” I say. “Nice to meet you.”


“And I’m Jill. Jill Simmons.” The ­small-­framed, ­black-­haired one steps forward, planting her delicate hand in mine.


Callie just stands there, parked in place like a suburban until Margot elbows her and whispers, “Manners.”


“Callie,” she says, extending a buff arm toward me, palm sweaty, limp handshake.


“And I’m Margot, by the way,” Margot says, her smoky eyes level with mine, her voice ­velvet-­smooth. I search them for a hint of recognition, wondering if she recognizes me from Facebook, but she acts as though she’s never laid eyes on me before. “This is my husband’s parents’ place. And this is our hideout,” she snickers.


They all look at me expectantly, so I rush in to fill the void.


“I just moved here,” I say, my voice creaking out of me, shaky and small.


“Me, too!” Tina says.


“You did not,” Margot snorts.


“Well, I guess it has been two years already,” Tina says, her voice slinky. “But I’m from Fort Worth. I’m not native like the rest of these girls.”


I glance around and notice they all seem as tipsy as I am. I bring the glass to my lips and sip. The champagne tickles my throat and scorches my ­still-­empty stomach.


“So, where are you from?” Tina asks, diamond studs twinkling from her earlobes.


“Chicago. Or just outside of Chicago.”


“What did you do up there?”


“I was the lifestyle editor at a magazine.” As I say this, I notice that Margot is now leaning toward me, paying closer attention.


“You know, I was in charge of celebrity profiles, arts coverage, that sort of thing,” I ramble on.


Margot locks her eyes onto mine. Her finger traces the rim of her wineglass.


“That’s so cool! But how’d you wind up here?” Margot asks, crinkling her nose.


They all chuckle. Margot grasps the neck of the champagne bottle, refills my glass.


“I lived here for two years in high school. Junior and senior year. And I kind of liked it. It’s nice here, no?” I ask, taking another huge mouthful. It’s both flattering and unnerving to be under the sudden glare of her attention.


Even though the sun has set, the night is still warm, panting and heaving around us. I smooth my hair over one shoulder, hoping to cool my neck.


“It’s okaaay,” Margot drawls, “but it’s no Chicago.”


Callie strokes the pearls on her necklace, her eyes steady on me, her other hand parked on her hip.


“I wanted to slow down, get away from it all. I’ve got a kiddo now, and my husband’s an architect, found good work here. We’ve been in Mapleton about seven months now.”


I swivel around and look for Graham. He’s leaning against the open bar, pinned in by Erin, who’s no doubt telling him one of her endless stories. But his eyes are intent and warm, his head tilted to one side, listening. His hair is still ­pomade-­perfect, and his smile is a shock of white, even from here.


“Is that him?” Margot asks, motioning toward Graham.


I nod.


“He’s so ­good-­lookin’,” she says, hip cocked, still staring at him.


My stomach drops. The thought that she thinks Graham is hot thrills me for some reason.


My eyes graze along the hem of her dress. Her thighs are flawless; I imagine the hours she must spend each day doing lunges.


From inside her purse, Jill’s phone chimes loudly. She unzips it, spilling the contents on the grass.


“God, you’re already drunk!” Margot howls.


“S’okay,” Jill says, bent over and scrambling on the lawn. “I can stagger home from here.”


She rises with her phone in hand. Turns to me. “I live two blocks that way.” She waves her phone in the direction of the dark woods behind us. She swipes the screen of her phone.


“Well, who wants you now?” Margot teases.


Jill studies the screen, brows furrowed. “It’s Alex. He wants to know if we can have a dinner date Friday night. Ugh! He knows Fridays are for you guys.” Her shoulders slump as she types into her phone.


“I want to do something different this week,” Margot says.


“I’m game,” Tina says, her ­heart-­shaped mouth curling into a devilish grin.


Callie shifts toward Margot, yanks on her shoulder, mouths something in her ear.


“It’s fine,” Margot hisses to Callie, shrugging her off. She turns toward the group. “I actually think we should invite her.”


Jill looks up from her phone, exhales, blowing her bangs skyward. I have no idea what they’re talking about, but they’re all studying my face.


“Don’t you think we can tell her?” Margot asks Tina.


Tina shrugs, her radiant smile dancing all the way to her eyes. “I don’t see why not. It’s not like she knows anyone in town.”


Callie narrows her eyes at me but Margot slides in between us. She leans in and lowers her voice. “We’re in a secret club. A shooting club.” Her breath feels electric against my neck.


“Every Friday night, without fail, we go out to my lake house and shoot skeet, sometimes target practice. Blow off some steam.”


My neck smolders; my mouth goes dry.


“Care to join us?”


I nod robotically, willing to do anything she asks.


“See ya Friday, then,” she says and pivots away from me. “Gotta go make an appearance,” she says over her shoulder, and heads for the crowd, the other three trailing her.


AS WE WAIT for the valet under a twinkling oak tree, its branches as chubby as a newborn’s legs, Graham fishes out his wallet and fumbles with bills for a tip. Erin breaks away from Ryan and walks over to us, pulls me to the side.


“I noticed you were talking to Margot and her friends for a while tonight,” she says, without a trace of jealousy in her voice. The silhouette of the oak tree is black against the ­bruised-­purple night sky. “I was surprised,” she says. Her buzz from earlier seems to have lifted, and her face is now edged with concern. “And I just need to tell you”—­she leans in closer as if she doesn’t want anyone to ­overhear—­“be careful. Margot Banks is not a nice person.”




One Week Earlier
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Present
Wednesday, March 14, 2018


LEMON-­YELLOW LIGHT SPILLS through the blinds. Too much of it; I’ve overslept. I check the ­clock—­it’s seven ­forty-­five. I sit up in bed, my tongue thick and dry from all I drank with Erin last night at the wine bar, and a dull ache circles my head like a halo.


I peel myself out of bed and drift down the hall. Graham and Jack are in the ­sun-­drenched kitchen, Jack at the breakfast table mopping up grape jam with his toast, and Graham leaning over the cutting board, slicing an apple for Jack’s lunch. His hair is still slick from the shower, and a damp lock hangs over his forehead, making him look boyishly handsome.


My heart melts at the sight of them.


“Morning, sunshine!” he says, flashing me a teasing smile.


He was already asleep last night when I slipped into bed and curled up next to him, snuggling into his warmth.


He’s just made me a fresh latte and slides it across the counter toward me. My god, I love this man. I often wonder how I managed to land someone so solid, so endlessly ­good-­natured. I grab his face and give him a quick kiss. Jack toddles over and wraps his sticky arms around my legs, and I bend down, tickling him until he squeals.


“I’ll take him on my way in,” Graham says.


“You sure?”


“Yep. We’re already running a bit late. And your hair’s definitely not ­church-­ready.” He grins and gives me a wink, scoops Jack up, and they head out the back door, their matching blond locks bouncing in time together.


I sip my latte, but what I really need is water, so I drag a tumbler down from the cabinet and fill it from the tap. That’s one of the nice things about living ­here—­the town’s water is crisp and ­clean—­and I drain it completely before heading out for my morning jog.


IT’S WARMER HERE today; the sky is cloudless and sunny, so I slip off my hoodie and knot it around my waist. I head down our steep drive and walk toward the trail. The neighbor’s fence is choking with honeysuckle vines, and today their blossoms are wide open and so fragrant that the air itself tastes like candy.


A few houses up I see the elderly lady who’s always outside, tending to her flower beds. She must be ninety but there she is, stooped over a freshly tilled patch of dirt, planting a row of pink tulips. She raises a small, ­red-­gloved hand at me and I wave back.


The neighborhood is old and established with 1960s ­ranch-­style homes on sprawling lots. Grandma homes, I like to think of them.


Of course, when we bought ours (509 Sycamore Drive), Graham and I wanted to remodel it, so out came the aluminum windows, and in their place, we installed ­crank-­out windows, the kind we saw in the South of France on our honeymoon.


We shaved off the popcorn ceiling, ripped up the ­pea-­green carpet, and installed planks of gleaming oak. We painted the outside bricks slate gray (they were orange and tan originally) and trimmed the house in turquoise and black.


But I love these older homes, preserved in time, and also the quiet ticktock of the street, the way you can hear the birds singing. Or the tinkling of a watering can. Sounds that are all but lost in suburban Chicago.


It was one of the reasons we moved here. To slow down. To get away from it all. And on mornings like these, I think that it might actually work out here for us.


I remember the hot and languid day last summer when I finally snapped and decided we had to move from Evanston.


We were at a park near the center of town. Graham was scouting for a picnic ­table—­they were all ­taken—­and I was pushing Jack in a toddler swing, the cracked, rubber seat warm against my hand.


I looked up and realized we were stranded in a sea of skinny jeans, all worn by the men. Each of them also clad in ­Top-­Siders or ­low-­top Converse sneakers. Their hair graying, their hands frantic as they routinely checked their iPhones. The women all drenched in designer clothes. (And I love nice clothes myself, but on a Saturday morning? It felt forced.) And everyone keyed up on Starbucks and straining to be happy. Hovering over the children and looking downright exhausted.


Where was the wildness of my childhood? With packs of children running free through the neighborhoods, building forts in the woods? And if the parents were ­around—­say, at a backyard birthday ­party—­they would’ve all been congregated together, mixing cocktails and minding their own business, not swarming over the kids like bloodthirsty mosquitoes.


I CRACKED. I looked over at Jack and wanted something different for him.


I thought moving here would be the answer.


Mapleton, Texas. A town of fifty thousand. Small enough to feel quaint at times but big enough to have a Chipotle. A quick, ­ninety-­minute drive due east from Dallas, but nestled deep in the piney woods so that it feels a world away. Also, a ­two-­year stop on my mother’s endless, whirlwind march through America.


My mother, Nikki Jones. A traveling ER nurse with a man in every port. Long blond hair and brash. Perpetually bronzed from the tanning salon. Currently stationed in San Diego, and she’s made it clear that she wants to be a ­holiday-­only, ­FaceTime-­only grandma. And that’s fine with me. Preferred, actually.


The last selfie she sent us a few weeks ago: Nikki in a string bikini with an American flag print. I passed the phone to Graham, rolled my eyes.


“Holy shit, did she get a new boob job?” he hooted.


I yanked the phone back. Studied her springy breasts. Why yes, she had. I tapped on the photo and hit delete.


My dad took off when I was five years old, and he’s printed on my memory in smells and ­sounds—­his broad, ­nicotine-­stained hands that always smelled richly of oak and tobacco, his deep baritone voice making sugary promises he rarely kept. But mostly while growing up, I felt him by his absence, the void that my mother tried to constantly fill with new and different men.


Mapleton was the last landing place during my high school years. We arrived in time for my junior year, rented yet another bland house with equally bland rented furniture, and when Nikki (I’m not sure I ever called her Mom) got twitchy just before senior year, I begged her to at least stay and let me graduate. I had made some friends. Erin, for instance, whom I met in geometry class and who was one of the only girls who would talk to me.


YOU WOULD THINK this would make me come unglued, but the fact is, it’s made me crave stability all the more. So when Graham fell to one knee outside an Irish pub in Chicago just six months into our courtship and asked if I would marry him, I screamed, “Yes!” Squealed, actually, buzzed and giddy off my third pint of Guinness. I was happy to be absorbed into his ­corn-­fed Kansas family, the very jovial and very Catholic O’Neill clan.


And I’m still happy. But maybe my mother’s transient nature is in me, too. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling so restless.
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I’M AT THE entrance to the trail now. The trees are so tall and the path so narrow, it feels like you’re stepping inside a cave. The temperature drops by ten degrees, and the feathery tops of the pines form a canopy, snuffing out the sunlight.


I unknot my hoodie from my waist, slip it on, and begin to jog. The trail is several miles long, and to the south, it borders spacious, sculpted backyards. To the north, a thick, tangled forest. This isn’t the Texas of ­legend—­all steers and dusty ­ranches—­this is deep East Texas.


I jog down the hill. My calves and lungs start to burn, but I press on and run until I’m a good mile in. Until I reach my favorite bridge that crosses a clear, shallow stream. Stopping, I bend over and take in huge gulps of air, which is heavy and moist.


The stream gurgles and coos over ­moss-­covered rocks, and ferns the size of small children drip with moisture. This place feels ancient, sacred even. And luxurious to me after the manufactured, concrete trails that ran behind our old subdivision in Evanston.


Of course, this trail is ­man-­made, too, but the black tar path was poured so long ago, it feels like it’s part of the earth now, the surface of it cracked and buckled like an old face.


I haven’t seen a single soul on the trail this morning, which isn’t at all unusual. I will sometimes pass the odd jogger or harried nanny pushing a chubby newborn in a stroller, but most mornings, I have the trail to myself.


“Are you sure it’s safe, you being out there all by yourself?” Graham regularly asks me.


I remind him that I used to catch the L in Chicago late at night, to get home after an event.


“I’m perfectly safe,” I always assure him. “Just me and the ­whip-­poor-­wills.”


THE TRAIL IS also a rich source for my Instagram feed, @sloweddownlife, except the feed’s not so rich at all at the ­moment—­I’ve barely fed ­it. But this morning, I find myself snapping pictures on my ­iPhone—­of the wild blackberry bush strangling the little bridge, the woodpecker drilling holes into the auburn pine ­bark—­and creating mental hashtags (#foresttherapy #nature­photography #lovewhereIlive), and today when I get home, I might even post a few.


Our thinking was that in moving back here, with the lower cost of living and the money we made off the sale of our house, I could ditch my day job and raise Jack in the ­slowed-­down way I’d envisioned. Farmers’ markets on the weekends, relaxed dinners that I’d actually have time to prepare, the three of us frolicking in a ­flower-­studded field during lazy family picnics.


Also, I could pursue my dream of writing for myself with my blog and Insta feed that would hopefully blossom into a lifestyle picture book. I fancy myself a sort of “Pioneer Woman” without all the cast iron, a sort of everywoman’s Gwyneth Paltrow, without all the ­eye-­rolling nonsense.


Graham was up for partner at a boutique architect firm in Chicago, but he gamely agreed to the move, and with the oil boom in Texas, he was offered an ­even-­higher-­paying job here.


And I liked it, at first. But things that felt like a blast of fresh air when we first ­arrived—­zero traffic, ­near-­empty stores, bottomless hours in the ­day—­have begun, instead, to feel oppressive.


Weekends are a snap. I have Jack and Graham with me all the time. It’s the weekdays that can drag on. I can finish all my errands for the day in less than an hour, zipping around the open streets and rarely hitting a line at the market, but even with my blog and Instagram posting, there are all these endless hours to fill.


I SNAP ONE last shot of the ­trail—­a wide angle of the swirling ­creek—­before heading up the incline. I force myself into a sprint, until the hangover begins to loosen its grip, until the fog in my mind clears.


I’m near the top of the hill when I slow to a walk and notice the man standing in his backyard.


I tug my shades down and zip up my hoodie. He’s harmless, I’m sure, but he’s always out there in a pair of faded overalls, tending to something in the garden, a pair of binoculars slung across his bulging belly. His name’s Harold; I think he mentioned that the first time we spoke.


“These are for birding,” he had chortled, clapping the binoculars with his pudgy hands. “And my wife’s just got me this iPhone for Christmas, so now I can take pictures of the little guys.” He brandished the new phone from his front pocket, and passed it to me so I could examine it.	


He was friendly enough, but something about him that day seemed a bit off. He’s one of those types who never breaks eye contact while talking to you, and his eyes had lingered over my chest a beat too long. Since then, when I pass by, I instinctively throw my guard up and just give him the briefest of waves.


Today I don’t even do that. I pull out my phone and fidget with it, pretending to be absorbed in a text message. But I feel the pull of his stare, and sure enough, when I’ve walked a good way down the hill, I glance over my shoulder and his binoculars are trained in my direction.
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Thursday, March 15, 2018


IT’S MORNING. I’M sitting in my office, sipping a latte and gazing out the window while my laptop powers up. It rained last night and everything in our backyard is lush and green. I watch a red hummingbird dart in and out of the blossoms of our trumpet vine, their silky petals coral and tipped with golden yellow.


TODAY IS MAID’S day. Not at our house, of course. At Margot’s—­5 Ken­sington Drive. In the gilded and gated neighborhood Kensington Place.


I know this because two months ago on a frosty winter morning, I was parked outside the gates, and a weathered minivan, wheezing puffs of exhaust, had trundled to the entrance of the neighborhood. That’s how bored I’d become in this small town. The driver, a ­middle-­aged woman with frazzled hair, lowered her window and stabbed the keypad. The gates swung open and I trailed the minivan inside.


I had sat, idling, outside the gates a few times before, hoping to get a glimpse of Margot’s house, but never had the courage to follow in, say, a gleaming Jaguar, or a Mercedes. But I somehow felt inconspicuous drifting behind the minivan in my ­five-­year-­old Toyota Highlander.


I already knew the address (another perk of ­small-­town life: phone books still get dropped at your doorstep, and sure enough, all Margot’s contact information was reliably listed under Banks), and I shadowed the van as it coasted through the parklike neighborhood. Immaculate, curving streets with ­bleach-­white sidewalks.


Golf ­course–­green lawns the size of small estates rolling out from enormous, newly built mansions with rooms fanning out like accordions. A glittering pond anchoring the center of the neighborhood, rimmed with willow trees combing the wind, and a fountain in the center of the pond shooting water orgasmically toward the sky.


THE MINIVAN PARKED at the lip of the curb just outside Margot’s house, and I slowed my SUV and found a spot under a giant sycamore across the street a little ways up.


The woman lumbered out with cleaning supplies and scuttled toward the house. Margot opened the hulking wooden front door and they disappeared inside.


I had seen both an aerial and a street view on Google Earth, but somehow, the house was even more magnificent in person. A sprawling, ­Mediterranean-­style villa. The stucco painted a creamy white and trimmed in reds and yellows. Climbing fig hugged the exterior, and a pair of black Mercedes as sleek as seals rested in the drive.


I sat with the heater roaring, the seat warmers toasting my ass for a few moments before I drove off.


Today, I don’t have to do that. I hook up my phone to the computer, and while my photos are uploading, I head to Facebook, to Margot’s profile.


I know I shouldn’t. I should be working on my blog first thing in the morning but I’m having a hard time getting motivated with it lately. I don’t have a ton of traffic yet, or followers on Instagram, so sometimes it feels like I’m slinging posts out into the abyss.


Unlike in the magazine world, there’s no real gratification, say, from a published article or finished edition. Also, there are no deadlines to meet, no one to answer to.


Just five minutes, I tell myself. And then I’ll get to work.


Margot’s made it easy for me; she even has an album titled “Our Home” and I click through the photos and look through acres of rooms with gleaming floors and glittering chandeliers. Breathtaking, yet chilly. Even the children’s bedrooms are too ­magazine-­shoot ­perfect—­not a toy on the floor nor a doll out of place. The boy’s room looks ripped from a Ralph Lauren catalog, and I can see the trail of his future mapped out in the ­navy-­blue-­and-­white-­plaid color scheme: private school, Ivy League, Wall Street next, or perhaps law school.


Next up, the master bedroom. Creamy whites and taupes. Sensual. The ­king-­size bed is dolled up with satiny throws and looks like a sumptuous gift waiting to be unwrapped.


I close out of her photos and go to my feed.


The first post that pops up is from Erin. A cute pic of Mattie playing in the creek. I click the heart button, leave a comment:


Adorable!


Another post from Erin:


Don’t forget, tomorrow the food bank will be accepting canned goods.


I click “like” and scribble a note on a sticky pad to gather canned goods.
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I FIRST DISCOVERED Margot on Facebook shortly after moving back. Via Erin. Even though Erin is an earth mama through and through and doesn’t care much for the socialite scene, because of her volunteer work, she sometimes runs in the same ­high-­society circles as Margot.


A few days before Christmas, Erin was tagged in a splashy post with twenty or so other women. A post about a Christmas ­party—­specifically a “Mommy and Kiddos Dance”—­benefiting the local children’s theater.


Almost instantly, my eyes found Margot in the lineup of all the women and kids in the group.


She was dressed in a black, ­one-­shoulder evening gown with a slit up the leg so high it reached the top of her thigh. A diamond choker clasped her neck, and her dark hair was smoothed back, shiny as a new penny.


I found myself drawn to her, my eyes studying her sculpted thigh, her slender wrist. But more than anything, it was her expression that jolted me. Her fuck-­me eyes, but also, while everyone else was flashing giddy grins, Margot’s mouth was pressed into that same smirk she wears in nearly all the other photos I’ve seen of her. That smirk of irreverence that lets me know she is different from all the others in the photograph.


I took a sip of the chardonnay I’d been nursing all evening and swiped through the comments. The first was Erin’s:


That was SO fun! Mattie had a blast!


Followed by a stream of others that echoed Erin’s sentiment:


Yasssss!
We should do this every year!
SO fun!


Then one from Margot:


Ladies, paleez. There wasn’t enough booze in the joint to make the night bearable.


I grinned. I noticed her comment had racked up the most ­likes—­nearly ­forty—­and that people were still hitting the “like” button while I was looking at it.


I dragged the cursor and hovered over her name, which in and of itself sounded beguiling: Margot Banks.


I clicked on it. But her profile was set to private. A locked door. The standard Facebook message glared at me beneath her profile pic:


To see what she shares with friends, send her a friend request.


But I wasn’t ready to do that just yet.


All I could gather from her profile were scant biographical details:


Age: ­Thirty-­eight. Three years older than me.


Birthday: August 20.


Friends: 3,121. Jesus.


Her profile pic: Margot in oversize shades with the tease of a smile curling on her lips. Her arms wrapped around a dashing man. I clicked on the photo. The caption simply read: “Me and the hubs.” The person tagged in the photo was Jed Banks.


I knew of that name, not because I’d ever met Jed, but because the Bankses are Mapleton royalty. The local library, for one, bears their family name.


I clicked on it; his profile was public. But clearly untended, like those of most males his age. Just stale birthday wishes to him from last fall, none of which he ever replied to.


I scanned through a few of his photos. Dark, wavy hair, olive skin. ­Roman-­god handsome. Every bit as much of a scorcher as Margot.


I headed back to Erin’s page, dug around, and found a handful more of mutually tagged posts with Margot.


One from last Easter at the Piney Woods Country Club. A ladies’ luncheon.


The ­sun-­soaked dining room filled with women of all ages, sitting at long tables adorned with pink and yellow tulip bouquets. Margot sumptuously dressed in a white sundress dotted with red poppies, her expression exuding an air of boredom.


The comments section was ripe with the usual:


Fun, fun, fun!
Lovely day, Ladies!


And also sprinkled with some religious comments:


We serve an awesome God!
He is risen!


Then Margot’s:


Yes, fun. But if one more person in this godforsaken town tells me to have a blessed day, I’m going to commit ritual suicide.


I nearly spit my wine out reading that, I laughed so hard.


This very thing had actually become an in-­joke between me and Graham. “And how many times were you blessed today?” he began to ask me shortly after we moved here.


“Was it this rabidly religious when you lived here before?” he asked me.


No, no it was not. It seemed that in the past twenty years, the town had gone ­full-­tilt-­boogie fanatical. Jesus signs in front yards. Perfect strangers inviting us to their Sunday church services under the guise of “being led by the Lord to ask” us.


So when I read Margot’s comment, she felt simpatico.


I found myself looking forward to checking Facebook to try and catch posts she was tagged in. And thinking about her more and more, wondering about her life, which seemed so much bigger than my own. And yes, digging her name out of the phone book and locating her house. It wasn’t envy, though; I didn’t want to be her.


It was so much more than that. I wanted to be near her. For her to notice me, too. The idea of it took my breath away. It became powerful and even consuming.




7


Saturday, March 17, 2018


WE’RE BACK HOME now and I’m carrying an ­almost-­asleep Jack to his bedroom, his warm face lolling on my shoulder, his thumb plugged into his mouth.


We’ve been at Erin’s all afternoon for a barbecue for Saint Paddy’s Day. Just the six of us: Erin, Ryan, and Mattie; Jack, Graham, and me.


Mattie is two years older than ­Jack—­but they get along great and Jack doesn’t mind Mattie bossing him around, fussing over him. I think he craves the attention. They chased each other around the backyard while burgers sizzled on the grill. Graham and Ryan sipped craft beers while Erin and I shared a bottle of prosecco.


Their house is a funky 1960s ranch, all endless ­dark-­paneled halls and a sunken living room, the windows lined with pots of houseplants in varying stages of germination.


I love it. Precisely because of its unhipness. It’s refreshing, relaxing.


As the men talked sports and Jack and Mattie started a water gun fight, Erin and I stumbled into the house to refresh our wine. I was leaning against her linoleum counter in the kitchen, admiring the collage of photos on the wall, when I saw a flyer pinned to her fridge.


MINT JULEPS FOR THE MUSEUM


A Garden Party
Hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Roger Banks
Tuesday, March 20th, 6:30 p.m. at their estate 710 Castle Hill


“What’s this?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant. There was no way, of course, I was going to tell her about my ridiculous online crush on Margot.


“Oh,” Erin exhaled, swirling her prosecco around in her glass. “Yet another stupid fundraiser for the children’s museum. And guess who’s on the committee? So, I have to attend. Shoot me now.”


I kept staring at it.


“­Wait … do you and Graham want to go?”


“Actually, yeah,” I said, a roar of excitement building in my chest. “It sounds like an excuse to dress up!” I had to bite down my smile, try and contain my open glee.


“God, you are bored,” she said. “Hang on, I’ve got a wad of tickets to get rid of,” she said, crossing the kitchen to wrench open an overstuffed drawer.
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