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The Coroner

The body will be shipped back to its family. A shame, the coroner thinks; the body belonged to a person who had been young—relatively young—and beautiful.

So much life left to live, people might say. Taken too soon.

Most of the time, the coroner deals with elderly bodies: skin lined with wrinkles, marked by scars from surgeries and injuries and the bumps and bruises accumulated over a lifetime, the sort that never entirely fade.

Despite its relative youth, this body is mangled nearly as badly as those older ones, its skin scattered with remnants of the aches and pains it endured in life. The coroner surveys each blemish carefully, noting which are recent and which are from months, even years ago. Every line on the body is a clue. The family will want an explanation; when someone dies like this—unexpectedly, needlessly—there are so many questions.

Over the years, the coroner has told himself that his is an honorable job, that giving a family answers helps them accept the loss of their loved one. But now, for the first time in his long career, he wonders how much the answer itself matters. After all, he need only give the family some reason. Just last week, he prepared the body of a seventy-four-year-old woman for burial. She’d had metastatic breast cancer, though the true cause of her death may have been any number of contributing factors: According to her family, she’d been on high doses of painkillers for weeks and had all but stopped eating months ago, barely taking even sips of water. Still, he’d recorded her cause of death as cancer.

Would it have given the family more peace if he’d discovered that the true cause was dehydration? If he’d told them that the painkillers their beloved had taken for relief in fact hurried her demise? Or would it have been a burden to know that if only they’d forced more water down her throat, curbed her pain pills, their mother, or wife, or grandmother (depending on who’d been managing her care; the coroner doesn’t know) might have lived a little bit longer?

Absently, he fingers his phone in his jacket pocket, wondering when it might ring again. It’s cool inside the morgue, but his palms are sweating. It’s hard work, conducting an autopsy: sawing open a body, lifting the organs one by one.

He finds it easier to think of his subjects as bodies than people. Some might consider him insensitive or cold, but he thinks it’s simply fair this way. He treats each patient exactly the same, no matter their background. After all, they say death is the great equalizer, coming to the rich and poor alike.

He brushes the body’s hair away from its face. He cleans beneath its fingernails, bitten to the quick. Perhaps this may begin happening more often, given the goings-on at the nearby recovery center. This being finding younger bodies on his table, troubled people meeting an untimely end. People don’t go to a place like that because they’re healthy. They don’t go there because the rest of the world has been a safe place.

The center, the coronor knows, promises its guests the utmost discretion, but he and his neighbors will certainly be able to find out which Wall Street scion or Hollywood celebrity is taking up residence at any given time. His daughter works on the ferry, saving for her college fund, so he knows the island’s arrivals and departures better than most.

He thinks it’s fitting that the center is on Shelter Island, where his family has lived for multiple generations. He’s always found the island’s name comforting, conjuring images of a port against the storm, barricades against invaders, safety when the earth tilts off its axis, isolation from the noise and madness of the outside world. He understands why so many millionaires have chosen this small stretch of land for their lavish vacation homes. Many locals resent the summer people who take over the island each year, but as far as the coroner is concerned, the occasional crowds are a small price to pay for living in paradise.

He eyes the bluish cast around the body’s fingertips. All the money in the world can’t protect the wealthy from their own bodies, as vulnerable to the elements as anyone else’s.

The coroner estimates the time of death to a narrow window—one hour, perhaps two. It will be a week before he receives the results of the tox screen, but he can suggest a cause of death without it. There are so many ways for even a young, healthy body to die: blunt force trauma, overdose, accident, hypothermia. There’s even such a thing as death by misadventure. He looks at the body’s blue knuckles and writes one word on his form: exposure.

Now, he must prepare the body for its journey home, shut tight in a casket for the flight. The family might hire another examiner—some expensive city type, no doubt—to verify his findings. Should someone else come to a different conclusion, the coroner might be questioned, but he won’t be blamed. He’s small-town, after all, accustomed to preparing bodies for burial, not investigation. No elite practitioner, charging, he imagines, more for one examination than the coroner makes in a year, would question his incompetence. It would merely confirm the wealthy’s confidence in their wealth. Someone else might get into trouble, but not him.

The coroner is not a religious man, but he finds himself offering up a small prayer, wishing the body more comfort in death than it, apparently, found in life.
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1 Amelia Blue


Let me tell you what I know.

I know how many calories are in a serving of fat-free Greek yogurt (eighty) and how many are in the three frozen strawberries I chop and mix into it (six each; eighteen total). I know precisely how many miles there are between our house in Laurel Canyon and LAX (17.9), and approximately how many minutes it will take to get there (never under an hour, unless I’m taking a very early morning flight). I know the date of my father’s death (December 8, 2001) and the time (4:17 in the morning), but I didn’t know it before the general public. (I was only five at the time, and my mother waited days to tell me. By then I’d seen Dad’s face plastered on the cover of magazines beneath headlines I couldn’t read but could tell were nothing good.)

I know my grandmother’s old landline by heart (914-555-0654) even though she hasn’t lived in her East Coast apartment since January 30, 2002, when it became apparent that my mother was ill-equipped to raise me by herself. I know that my grandmother has never arrived at an airport less than two hours before her flight was scheduled to take off and that my mother has never arrived more than twenty minutes before her scheduled departure, not even if we lied to her about the time, hoping to get her there earlier. I know my mother’s Social Security number and that my father’s suicide note was dated two days before he went through with taking the drugs that ended his life. I know that particular fact not because anyone told me but because my mother posted the letter to her Myspace account two years after my father died for the whole world to see (Myspace being all the rage at the time), and eventually the whole world included me. There are, by my count, approximately seventy-seven conspiracy theories suggesting that my mother murdered my father, and that the date on the note somehow proves it. Personally I think my dad was so out of it by then that he didn’t know what day of the week it was, let alone the actual date. I suppose it’s strange that he dated his suicide note at all, but apparently Dad dated everything. Here’s another number I know: In 2021, some billionaire bought a page of Dad’s lyrics dated March 3, 1993, for five hundred thousand dollars from a fan who’d swiped Dad’s notepad from his dressing room after a concert.

Right now, I know that my flight (American 29) is scheduled for takeoff at 6:11 a.m. from LAX for a 3:02 p.m. arrival at JFK. Which means it is precisely 4:11 a.m. when my grandmother (Naomi) drops me off at the airport. Traffic is light, and the drive takes fifty-nine minutes; it’s hard to say whether the other drivers on the road are early risers or still awake from the night before.

“You sure you don’t want me to walk you to the gate?” Naomi asks. “I could park the car.”

“You’re not allowed past security.”

“I could get permission.”

They let her walk me to the gate when I was small, flying to meet my mother while she crisscrossed the country, ostensibly to work, though it looked to me like a prolonged party, stretching from sea to shining sea. Back then, I was an unaccompanied minor, often the first person to board. Naomi would hug me tight, and I’d walk up the Jetway alone.

When it was time to send me back home, my mother and I would arrive at the gate panting, winded, having begged someone or other to hold the plane for me, always certain they’d make an exception for her, for Georgia Blue, whose face they’d seen on magazine covers and posters and late-night talk shows. There was never time for hugs or kisses goodbye. Sometimes I wondered whether she made us late on purpose so she had an excuse not to hug me, like I was a child made of spikes, like she already knew I would become all bones and angles, not at all pleasant for a parent to hold.

All of this to say, another thing I know is how to navigate an airport. “I’ll be fine,” I tell my grandmother now.

I merely have to get from the curb to the gate in a timely manner. Then, sit in my assigned seat, where someone will tell me when it’s time to fasten my seat belt, time to drink, when it’s safe to stand, when it’s safe to leave. If there’s a delay, it’s not my fault, and if we’re early, it isn’t because I did something right.

“And it has to be this place?” Naomi asks for the hundredth time. “There are dozens of other places that specialize—”

“I’ve been to those places,” I interrupt, also for the hundredth time. “They haven’t helped.”

Naomi sniffs, and I hear the words she isn’t saying, ghosts of arguments we’ve already had.

“You agreed this was the right choice.”

“I agreed that you needed to go back into treatment. You insisted it be there.”

In fact, I refused to consider anyplace else. I felt guilty for practically blackmailing my grandmother, but it was the only way I could get her to go to the bank and secure the funds from my trust to finance my stay.

“The best care money could buy. Even Georgia said so, remember?” I say. “They must have something all those other places don’t.”

Naomi nods, not because she agrees, but because this part of the conversation is over. We’re at the airport; the tickets have been purchased, my spot secured: I’m going. She gets out of the car to hug me goodbye. “So skinny,” she says, her fingers digging into my ribs like she’s checking to make sure they’re each still there. “You packed warm clothes?”

It’s such a normal question that for a split second I believe that I’m magically leaving for college or grad school all over again. “Of course,” I promise. I spread out my arms, indicating the oversize cable-knit cardigan I’m wearing even though the average high temperature in LA in January is sixty-six degrees. (Another thing I know.)

“Are you sure you don’t want me to arrange a car to take you from the airport to Shelter Island?”

Shelter Island. The name should be comforting, but instead it makes me picture stormy waters and pursuing pirates. Things from which you seek shelter, not shelter itself.

“I don’t mind the train,” I assure her. I lift my bag over my shoulder and walk into the terminal.



Inside, I’m hit by an onslaught of smells: cheap food, cinnamon chewing gum, bare feet, anxious sweat. I hear children crying, businesspeople taking meetings on their cellphones, metal detectors beeping in protest, change being emptied from pockets. When I was little, I loved airports. Everyone at the airport, it seemed to me, was on their own private mission: checking their bags, getting through security, racing to make it to their gate on time. The people who work at airports wear uniforms with nametags fastened to their chest or on lanyards around their neck; they manage to look at once harried and bored. I used to play at distinguishing the business travelers from the vacationers, the people who are leaving home from the ones returning.

Today, when I reach the gate, I curl into a rubbery chair, circling my left wrist with the fingers of my right hand, pleased that I can do it pinkie finger to thumb, fitting like a loose bracelet. My phone buzzes with a text.

Abby, I’m getting worried. I clear the screen before I can read the rest of the message, before my heart can feel warm at the nickname Jonah gave me. (I really should block his number.)

I stand and pace. Moving burns calories, and there will be no choice but to keep (mostly) still on the plane. The next several hours of my life are literally mapped out, west to east: just under six hours to JFK, two hours on the train to Bridgehampton, followed by forty minutes in a car including ten on a ferry. It’ll be long past dusk by the time I get where I’m going. This time of year, the days are short. Shelter Island is so far east that the sun there sets nearly fifteen minutes earlier than it does in Manhattan.

When they board us, I’m the last person to take her seat. My mother used to say, Celebrities board last. We’d hold up the line with people stopping to gawk at us. Not that I’m a celebrity. No one on the plane seems to recognize me, and why should they? It’s mostly my name that’s famous, not my face. And that’s only to an ever-shrinking group of fans.

But if you’re a certain age and like a certain kind of music, you’ve heard the stories. You know (because the press said so) that I was addicted to heroin when I was born in 1996. Maybe you read the tabloid articles “reporting” that I was kept in the hospital following my birth because I was going through withdrawal. They said that CPS came and refused to release me to my parents’ care. They said my dad (Scott Harris, bass-playing Gen X god) paid off the agents who were supposed to keep me safe. They said it was disgusting that government employees would prioritize money and fame over a helpless child’s welfare, and my birth story turned into a warning tale about government corruption. Meanwhile, I was (apparently) home with my parents, and my grandmother had taken charge (Naomi moved herself in until I was six months old), so I was fed and diapered and sleep-trained and whatever else you do with infants. If I’d gone through withdrawal, I certainly didn’t know it.

When I was thirteen years old, I asked Naomi what really happened and she said the press exaggerated to sell papers, which isn’t exactly a denial. I didn’t bother asking my mother. (You know what they say: How can you tell if an addict is lying? Their lips are moving.)

The flight attendants walk the aisles to offer drinks, pretzels, stale cookies. The person sitting beside me pulls a paper bag from beneath the seat in front of him: McDonald’s. I haven’t eaten McDonald’s for years, but the smell is so familiar it’s like I’m five years old again. My seatmate rips his ketchup packets open with his teeth. I feel like sugar is entering my bloodstream through osmosis.

I root through my bag until I find a piece of gum. No minty freshness for me: I prefer watermelon, orange, strawberry, flavors made from artificial sweeteners packaged in colors that don’t exist in nature. It’s almost enough to overpower the scent of soggy french fries and overcooked meat. I chew so hard my jaw aches, trying to distract myself from the twist of hunger in my belly.

Six hours later, I watch pale winter sun glint off New York City’s skyscrapers as the plane turns east toward JFK. I close my eyes, trying to imagine Manhattan in the early nineties, Georgia traipsing down one or another city block with her bad dye job, dark roots pulled into a greasy bun. Something else I know: The expression jonesing comes from Great Jones Street, because it’s where dealers used to hang out. Now there are million-dollar condos on the same corners where my mother scored her first highs.

By the time I was old enough to notice, Georgia’s celebrity was fading. Still, she always found a way to keep the world paying attention. So many times, I almost told her that I was paying attention, but I knew there was no point. One little girl’s focus is nothing compared with the whole damn world.

For as long as I can remember, I knew that my mother was a drunk and a drug addict, too interested in her substances to spend time with her daughter, so interested that she found a way to score, time and again, even at rehab. That’s what the tabloids said, the industry insiders, her manager, even her mother. It’s what I would’ve said, too, had anyone asked me.

I squeeze my right wrist with the thumb and forefinger of my opposite hand until it feels like my bones are protesting against my grip, as if to say, Don’t you know you can’t make your bones shrink like you can the rest of you?

No, I want to tell my bones. I don’t know anything anymore.






2 Lord Edward


I’m late to meet my sister for lunch. Each step I take through Midtown Manhattan is agony. The restaurant is only a block away, but I might as well be heading to China for all the progress I’m making.

I picture Anne waiting for me, her long brown hair coiled neatly into a bun at the nape of her neck. She’s wearing a woolen blazer over pleated trousers, a belt cinched at the waist, a tailored white blouse, no wrinkles. She studies the menu, her face placid, her expression giving nothing away. Strangers wouldn’t know how angry she is at her little brother’s tardiness, wouldn’t recognize how she works her jaw when she’s annoyed, the way her pale white skin flushes pink. She’s pretending she can’t hear the people at the adjacent table staring, whispering, gasping.

Can it really be her?

What’s she doing in the States?

Didn’t you hear they sent the brother to school here?

Oh, that’s right. I read he got kicked out of Eton.

That was years ago, I want to tell them. Since then, I’ve also been kicked out of Columbia.

Did they kick me out, or did I drop out? My leg hurts so much that I can’t concentrate enough to recall. It doesn’t matter. The result is the same. Lady Anne’s good-for-nothing, undereducated baby brother, well into his twenties now, and utterly useless.

Anne studies the menu like it’s a thousand-page novel, though she would never waste time reading fiction. Frivolous, I can hear her say, voice dripping with disapproval. Our mother’s favorite book was Wuthering Heights, one of the few facts I know about her, and that only because it’s a running joke between Anne and our father, who took it as proof of the former duchess’s foolish romanticism. When I was a teenager, curious what all the fuss was about, I tried reading the novel myself. It didn’t strike me as a romance so much as a cautionary tale.

Anne taps her fingers against the table, a subtle but sure sign that she’s furious. Outside, I crumple to the ground, right in the middle of East Fifty-Seventh Street, but no one offers to help. Everyone is looking at me and I want to scream at them to fuck right off. They have their phones out, they’re taking photos, recording videos. There’s the sound of brakes screeching in the distance, and everyone starts to run, leaving me in a heap on the sidewalk, an out-of-control car coming straight toward me. I hear the crowd screaming for the car to stop, but it only moves faster, as though the driver mistook the accelerator for the brake pedal.

“Please fasten your seat belt, sir. The plane will be landing soon.”

I open my eyes, shaking myself awake. I’m not in Midtown. I’m not in New York City. I’m not on the earth at all. I left London this morning, flew to JFK, then boarded a small private plane to East Hampton. Anne wouldn’t let me go back to my apartment in Tribeca. She said everything I need will be waiting for me when I arrive. Anne believes she knows what I need, whether or not it’s what I want.

I rub my left leg, digging the heel of my palm into my thigh until it aches.

Aches more. It already hurt. It always hurts.

“I have to use the bathroom first,” I say, and the attendant nods obligingly, walking away briskly in high heels, her gait easy and sure. She tucks an absent strand of blond hair behind her right ear.

I make my way to the back of the plane. Bringing a water bottle would’ve been too obvious, so I use water from the tap; it tastes sour. I wait a few moments and then flush, in case the attendant is listening.

It’s not true that painkillers eliminate pain. They only make it seem far away, as if it’s happening to someone else and you have no choice but to watch.






3 Florence


My ears hurt like they’re gonna explode. I chew the gum Callie gave me before she left me at the airport—like a care package is enough to make up for sending me to the middle of nowhere—until my teeth ache, but it makes no difference. The plane dips, and I clutch the armrest, the guitar-string scars on my fingers turning even whiter than usual.

It’s for your own good, Callie said. Like she’s the authority on good versus bad. Really, she knew I couldn’t argue, because she’s the only person who hasn’t abandoned me. Sometimes I want to remind her that she works for me, not the other way around. But then, everyone else who worked for me left no matter what I promised them, and not always peacefully. An old assistant threatened to leak stories to the press if I didn’t agree to his exorbitant demands, which he called a “severance package.” Callie said it was my fault for not making him sign an NDA before I hired him.

I make a mental list of my heroes: Janis Joplin, Stevie Nicks, Carrie Fisher, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, Scott Harris. Stars and geniuses, every one of them. Every single one of them a troublemaker. And yes, every single one of them used drugs.

Only some of them died from it. For the rest, it was a rite of passage, just part of being a star.

That could be a song. “Rite of Passage.” Angry guitar riff over a pretty melody. My voice, the one Rolling Stone once called “almost as shrill as Yoko Ono’s,” screaming the lyrics. They panned our first album, but I had the review framed.

Call me shrill?

On the second album, I went even higher-pitched.


Rite of passage.

What’s your damage?

Everybody’s going to rehab.

I’m gonna be a star.



Fuck that. I already am a star.

Carly Simon came up with her “clouds in my coffee” lyric on a plane, though I don’t think she used drugs, at least not enough to make headlines. I release the armrest long enough to scribble the words into my notebook. I could sing it like it rhymes even though it doesn’t.

Lazy, the Janis Joplin in my head accuses.

You need to do better, my mental Scott Harris agrees.

I’ve been hearing their voices for as long as I can remember. Every time someone died, they were added to the chorus. Not sure if I’m haunted, clairvoyant, or crazy.

I toss my notebook onto the empty seat beside me. Callie booked two seats. She knows I like to spread out. Plus the only way to avoid checking my guitar is to buy it a seat.

Two seats in first class. Not bad for a working-class Jewish girl who didn’t set foot on a plane until she ran away from home at eighteen. I paid for the ticket with money from Mom’s sock drawer. She never acknowledged the fact that I left a note promising to give it back, with interest. Back then, I flew coach.

The lyricism of Joni Mitchell paired with the barbaric yawp of the Sex Pistols.

That’s from the Stone’s review of our second album.

Anyhow, the point is, plenty of stars get shipped off for talk therapy and group therapy and arts therapy and even electroshock therapy.

Callie said this wasn’t that kind of place. But Callie doesn’t know that these places are all the same.

These places have given me dozens of labels over the years: alcoholic, addict, borderline, narcissist, bipolar, postpartum.

I put enormous black sunglasses on before exiting the plane. Callie chose the red-eye, thinking a 6:00 a.m. arrival might protect me from the press, and she was right. The only person waiting for me at baggage claim is a man in a suit who recognizes me on sight.

There was a time when the paps would’ve woken up with dawn to catch a glimpse of me.

“Ms. Bloom?” I can’t remember the last time anyone called me that—so polite, so professional. “I’ll be escorting you to Rush’s Recovery.”

He says it like it’s the name of a five-star hotel, not a mental-health facility. I keep my sunglasses on as he leads the way to the parking lot. He takes my phone from my hand before helping me into the car, then pockets it like he thinks I’m not going to notice that he didn’t give it back.

What the fuck? Callie said I’d be able to keep my phone.

The car is a shiny black Range Rover with windows tinted so dark that I wonder how the driver can see through them. I didn’t even know what a Range Rover was when I was a kid. Like, I’d literally never heard of that kind of car.

I don’t ask the driver his name. I’m not being rude; it’s just that I never know how to act in situations like this. Would it be weird to introduce myself? People who were born with money are probably also born knowing these kinds of things. But no one teaches you the etiquette when you make your own way in the world.

There’s bottled water in the back seat, and that’s in glass bottles, not plastic. Swiss chocolate in a pretty little box tied with a bow and the nameless driver explaining that of course it’s nut-free, like that’s supposed to make me feel safe and sound, well taken care of—pampered instead of put away.

I look out the dim back window as we drive east, watching the sunrise, pretty even over the streets of Queens in the dead of winter. It’s so cold here that the bare branches on the trees lining the roadway are covered in ice.

When Callie told me this place was in the Hamptons, she’d widened her eyes like she thought she could trick me into believing this was all so glamorous. Even I know that no one who’s anyone goes to the Hamptons in fucking January.

The first time I ran away—money from Mom’s sock drawer, a guitar, and a seat in coach—I wanted to be found. Discovered, like I was a new world and everyone else was an explorer who didn’t know they were looking for me yet, like Columbus discovering America even though he was looking for India.

It’s been years since all those explorers mined my silver and gold, leaving me spent and hollow. Now, I’m running to Shelter Island to hide.

Do they think I’m seeking shelter or that they’re sheltering the rest of the world from me?






4 Florence


Pretty soon I get carsick from the winding roads, followed by a bumpy ferry ride, followed by even more winding roads. The streets here are narrow and crowded with trees, their bare branches touching overhead. I don’t know how many turns we’ve made since we got off the ferry. I think about Hansel and Gretel, leaving a trail of crumbs in the forest so they could find their way home.

I lean my head against the cool glass window. Half the houses we pass are fancy mansions behind gates and long driveways, the other half clapboard ranches in various degrees of disrepair, so that one yard after another starts looking like a mismatched set of teeth: one large, one small, one jagged and cracked.

Gentrification, my kid would say, smart like that.

“You’re not supposed to take my phone,” I say to the driver finally. That’s what Callie said. It’s not that kind of place.

“Don’t worry,” the driver assures me. “You can discuss everything with your care manager.”

Care manager? Not therapist, or doctor, or counselor? The word manager makes it sound like this is some kind of business deal.

I check the time on the Range Rover’s console; it’s just after 9:00 a.m. The driver makes a sharp right turn, and I gasp because I think we’re about to run headlong into a wrought iron gate, but it swings open at the last second. Motion sensors, I guess, or maybe there’s some hidden person controlling who gets in and out. The driveway is so long that it seems to go on forever, surrounded by bare hedges that look less like topiaries than twisted chains. I try to roll down my window, but apparently the driver controls it, not me.

The car bounces as the road shifts from asphalt to gravel. In the murky morning light, I make out a series of square-shaped buildings with sharp edges, the sort of modern architecture you’d expect in Malibu. The driver stops in front of one of the glass boxes. A bright white dusting of snow frames the building so perfectly it’s like someone swept it into place with a broom. (Maybe someone did.) I have to wait for the driver to let me out—like the windows, the doors are set with a child lock, trapping me in the back seat. If the car caught fire, would the driver remember to release the locks before jumping out? There’s a reason those locks were designed for parents—only a parent would stop to free their child before saving themselves.

A woman walks out the front door and down a set of broad, shallow steps to the driveway. She’s wearing black wide-leg pants and a crisp white blouse; the only nod to the fact that it’s wintertime is a camel-colored scarf wrapped around her neck. Her ice-blond hair is pulled back into a slick ponytail with a few pieces pulled out artfully around her pale white face, and she wants you to believe she’s not wearing a stitch of makeup, but I can tell that she’s got on foundation and blush. She isn’t wearing any rings, no necklace. Tiny little diamond studs in her ears. I don’t have to wonder whether they’re real.

“Good morning, Florence.” She says my name like we’re old friends. “I’m Dr. Evelyn—”

“Hi, Evelyn,” I say, cutting her off. I’m not about to call her Dr. So-and-So when she came out and called me Florence without asking. She pronounced it like Eeevelyn, and I’m tempted to say Ehvelyn just to annoy her.

She looks momentarily flustered but recovers smoothly, extending her hand for me to shake. “Welcome to Rush’s Recovery.” She says it like I’m an honored guest, which—at these prices—I ought to be. Callie promised I could afford it. This particular center is for particularly rich people, but really all of these places are for people with some degree of privilege—most aren’t covered by insurance or, even if they are, not completely. Why do you think you hear so many stories about celebrities in rehab? We’re among the lucky few who can afford to go back over and over again.

“I’ll be your care manager while you’re here with us. Let me show you around your cottage.” She gestures to the building behind her without breaking eye contact. I’m not sure she’s blinked once since I arrived. Even robots are programmed to blink so that they’ll look human.

“Cottage?” I echo. There’s nothing cottagey about it. For starters, it’s huge, as big as the sort of house I would’ve called a mansion as a kid. (Before I found out what real mansions were.) Cottages are made of wood and stone with thatched roofs—at least the ones in the movies are. This whole building is a window, with exposed iron beams holding it together, framed by towering pine trees. The trees give the impression of being hidden while the gleaming glass walls make the place seem fragile and exposed.

Over the years, I’ve learned that rich people like to give their expensive belongings playful names, like calling the 2,000-square-foot guest house in their backyard their “shed,” or calling their $150,000 vintage Bronco their “knock-around car,” as though being poor is a charming affectation.

“That entire building is for me?” I ask.

“We respect your privacy here,” Eeevelyn says, and I almost laugh. It’s been years since anyone’s respected my privacy, least of all at places like this, where I’m expected to share my deepest, darkest secrets and fears.

“But not to worry, Florence.” She says my name again, as if to remind me of it. “I’ll be available to you at any hour for the duration of your time here.”

Time here is rehab-speak for treatment, but the only treatment I need is a quiet place where the paparazzi can’t find me.

I wonder if Eeevelyn has heard Joni Jewell’s latest hit, the one everyone knows is about me though she never says my name; it’s oh so very wink wink, hush hush. The tune might be in Evelyn’s head right now. It’s nothing if not catchy; I have to give Joni credit for that. Billboard said it was full of sonic surprises.

Joni Jewell. God, I hate that girl’s name. And it’s her real name, too, I checked. I can still hear her nonthreatening little girl voice telling some interviewer that her parents named her after Joni Mitchell because they always knew she was going to be a songwriter. Her parents didn’t give her a name they thought would look good on college applications and résumés, determined for her to end up as a banker or a lawyer, the sort of secure job that comes with a pension plan and a 401 (k). The whole family moved to LA when she was fifteen, driving in their van cross-country like the fucking Partridge family.

No one ever called Joni Jewell shrill. Natural blond (unlike Evelyn; I can tell from years of dyeing my own hair, there’s gray underneath her perfect highlights), skinny as a rail, perfect little double-A chest that doesn’t need a bra, not one hair out of place, brown eyes so big and round she looks like a cartoon character.


She couldn’t put a foot wrong if she tried.

So I walked all over her.



I reach for my notebook, but realize I left it in the car. My hands itch. I shiver, watching the steam of my hot breath hit the cold air. It was sixty degrees when I left LA last night, but I wore a fur coat on the plane. I bought it after our second album went gold. My kid hates this coat, animal cruelty and all that.

I run back to the car and grab my notebook from the back seat, scribbling the lyrics fast, like if I have to hold them in much longer, I’ll be sick.


I walked all over her.



Even as I write it, I know I’ll never turn it into a song, because it’s a lie. If anyone’s getting stomped on, it’s me.

Callie said it all might have blown over if I hadn’t threatened her. (Joni, not Callie. I never threaten Callie except threatening to fire her— an empty threat since we both know I can’t. No one else will have me now.)

Drop off the grid until the Joni Jewell mess blows over, she said. Wait a week or two, and some other starlet will offend someone, and no one will even remember what “Get Her Back” is about.

“Let me show you inside.” Evelyn leads the way up the stairs and into the cottage. The back wall is made of the same floor-to-ceiling windows, with ocean views as far as the eye can see. I know I’m supposed to ooh and aahh, but the sea looks gray and angry, waves tossing in the wind. What’s the point of a house with glass walls, so easy to see into, so easy to break?

I swallow a sigh. Joni Jewell is currently on a twenty-city tour across America, and every night, her finale is “Get Her Back.” There are videos of her performances all over the internet like the algorithms themselves are promoting her. Her record label is paying for security detail to keep her safe from me.

It’s an easy story for the press to sell, tale as old as time and all that. The wrinkled crone and the good little girl. I’m the wicked witch to her Dorothy, the evil queen to her Snow White, the aging starlet to her ingenue.

Even when I was Joni’s age, I was never what anyone called sweet.






5 Lord Edward


I close my eyes as we touch down, gritting my teeth when the small plane shudders on contact. There’s a driver waiting for me on the tarmac of the tiny East Hampton airport beside a black Range Rover with dark windows.

“Sir,” he begins. “I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”

The word accident conjures the sounds of screeching tires, twisting metal, and shattered glass, as though someone turned the volume up too loud. My head starts to pound.

“Lord Edward?” the driver prompts, looking at me expectantly.

“Oh no,” I say finally. I try to look concerned. I must go too far, because the driver’s face falls.

“Not that sort of accident,” he explains quickly.

They should’ve sent him a list of words not to use around me: accident, car, inheritance, leg.

The driver’s wearing a well-tailored dark suit and tie, his white collar starched and bright. He takes my bag from my hand—I do carry my own luggage, even if I don’t always pack it myself—and leads the way to the Range Rover without missing a step. His gait is brisk and efficient.

I stuff my hands into the pockets of my overcoat. According to my phone, it’s twenty-seven degrees, but it feels colder. The wind off the ocean, maybe, so much sharper than the wind rushing between skyscrapers in Manhattan, more than one hundred miles west of here.

Why can’t you send me someplace in the city? I’d asked last month, my arms folded across my chest, standing lopsided beside Anne’s desk in the drawing room. I wanted to sound authoritative and reasonable, but I felt like a little boy begging his parents to let him stay awake an hour after bedtime.

Anne scoffed when I referred to Manhattan as the city like a local, though I’d been living in Tribeca since being asked to leave Columbia’s campus five years ago. I’m not sure, honestly, whether I still live there. The family might not let me go back.

Facilities in the city could never guarantee your anonymity like this place.

I couldn’t argue, knowing the paps would hound me across New York City given the chance. But I wasn’t about to let Anne know I agreed with her.

Don’t they all guarantee anonymity? It’s called Alcoholics Anonymous, right?

You can’t go to AA meetings! Anne hissed. How anonymous can it be when anyone is welcome to join?

She sounded so much like Dad then that I laughed out loud, which only enraged her more.

Do you know how many celebrities and aristocrats have been helped by these people?

No.

Exactly, she said. Anyhow, I thought you’d feel more at home there. She sounded so sweet that for a split second I thought she might actually mean it, but when I looked at her face, I could see she was trying not to smile. Sending me here—to this particular part of the world—is Anne’s idea of a joke. There isn’t a more discreet center on the planet. Even when things go awry, no one finds out.

Maybe nothing’s ever gone wrong.

Anne scoffed, and I heard the words she didn’t say: With people like you getting sent there, of course things go wrong.

Only Anne—and our father—would see a place’s ability to conceal its fuckups as an asset.

“What kind of accident?” I ask the driver now, following him to the car.

“One of our guests got off at the wrong train station,” he explains. He hasn’t told me his name. People do that more often than you’d think, diminishing themselves because they think it’s more comfortable to be waited on by a nameless person in a nondescript black suit than to acknowledge that the person opening your doors and carrying your luggage is a human being with a name and a home and a family.

Anne is careful to learn everyone’s names, and the names of their spouses, their kids, their dogs. She says it’s part of the job, and she is very good at her job.

The driver continues. “The guest exited the train at East Hampton rather than Bridgehampton, where a car was waiting for her. It’s very cold outside, and unfortunately there’s no indoor waiting area at the station—this area is more equipped for summer travelers than winter, as I’m sure you know.”

He pauses so I can catch his meaning: The driver knows exactly how well I know the area. He knows when I was here last and what happened and why I’ve come back. At least, he knows the version Anne released to the public.

“So this guest, you see, we’re so close now, though of course it’s an unpleasant thing to have to ask—”

I realize I’m supposed to invite some stranger, some daft idiot who got off at the wrong station, to join me in my car.

I imagine the anonymity Anne held in such high regard vanishing into thin air.

“Of course.” The more the merrier, Anne would say, and the driver wouldn’t be able to sense the irritation behind her words. Anne is all smiles in public, no matter whether she’s comforting a stranger in a hospital ward, attending a banquet after articles about our father’s sexual peccadillos are splashed on the tabloids’ front pages, or arranging yet another meeting about her troubled baby brother. I’m surely not the first member of my family to have an issue with alcohol, but I am the first for whom it’s a problem rather than a charming personality quirk.

The driver beams. “I’m so glad you understand, sir.” I can practically see him thinking that perhaps I’m more like my beloved sister than the rumors about me (selfish, spoiled, shallow) have led him to believe.

I get into the back seat, and the driver turns smoothly onto Highway 27.

The first time I came to the east end of Long Island was for the Hampton Classic the August I turned fourteen. In summer, the trees are bright with leaves, planted so thickly they join over the highway. At the time, I didn’t notice the safety hazards: one-lane roads carved into the woods with no shoulder for idling cars. In the high season, the streets are packed with inexperienced city drivers speeding around town in expensive cars they rented for the summer. People who grew up in Manhattan are so used to taking cabs and subways that they barely know how to drive. And surely some of them, like me, grew up with security guards to drive them.

Now, it’s January and the trees are bare. The streets are nearly empty without vacationers to crowd them. I look through the Rover’s moon roof, gazing at the trees’ bare branches stretching over the road like skeletons. It’s hard to imagine they will ever be green with life again.






6 Amelia Blue


If I’d gotten off at the wrong station because I hadn’t been paying attention, that would’ve been bad enough. But this is so much worse because I was paying attention. Someone else might have rented a car at the airport, driven themselves to Shelter Island, but not me—I don’t drive. I was the only teenager in LA who didn’t cherish her learner’s permit, beg for her own car the instant she passed the driving test.

I stopped reading my book at Westhampton, knowing that after that came Hampton Bays, then Southampton, then Bridgehampton (where I was supposed to get off). I stood up, bag in hand, as the train slowed. But somehow I still missed the announcement that I was supposed to be in one of the first four cars to exit. (I was in the fifth car.) So now I’m shivering in the cold, waiting for someone to pick me up from the wrong station.

Toddlers can count to four, but not me. Add it to the list of things I can’t do, the list of ways my body doesn’t work like it’s supposed to. I imagine dividing myself into pieces and packing them into boxes like I’m nothing but doll parts. I would send everything back to where it came from, the way you do with a dress that doesn’t fit or jeans that won’t button.

I stand firmly beneath the station’s lone streetlamp. Everywhere else is pitch-dark: no other streetlamps, no oncoming headlights from down the street. I shudder as the light flickers, the fluorescent bulb buzzing as though it’s filled not with chemicals but a swarm of bees.

The center promised that someone will be here as soon as possible.

I press my headphones to my ears, listening to the sort of music my mother would hate: Taylor Swift, the National, Bon Iver, music whose lyrics will make you cry if you listen too closely. Georgia used to say music stopped being worthwhile in the nineties, an era she never stopped trying to recapture: She kept wearing baby-doll dresses with Doc Martens and shooting up heroin well into the 2000s. As the former lead singer of the grunge band Shocking Pink (though mostly famous for being famous long before the Kardashians perfected that particular art), Georgia disdained squeaky-clean pop stars, stylists and makeup artists, sobriety coaches and promise rings and bare midriffs over low-rise designer jeans.

My phone buzzes with a fresh text, and I force my eyes open.

If I don’t hear from you, I’m going to reach out to your grandmother. Just to make sure you’re okay.

If Jonah contacted Naomi, I’d have to make up some version of events to explain why a stranger (to her, he would be a stranger) is asking after her granddaughter’s well-being.

How would he even reach Naomi? I never gave him her number.

Then again, he always found a way to do everything he said he was going to do, like every word out of his mouth was a promise that couldn’t be broken.

I blow on my hands until they’re warm enough to write back: I’m okay. I just need some space.

I exhale when a black Range Rover pulls up in front of me, its windows tinted so that all I can see when I try to peer inside is my own reflection, my pale skin and frizzy hair, my chin jutting sharply. When the driver holds open the door for me, I practically dive into the light of the back seat.

It feels like I’ve been waiting a very long time—so much longer than a few minutes here at the station, a few hours on the plane, a few weeks while Naomi made the arrangements—to make it to Rush’s Recovery.

I wonder whether Georgia felt that way when she arrived there.






7 Lord Edward


When we get to the train station in East Hampton, the sidewalk is empty except for a single person shivering in the cold. Even though it’s winter, and we’re in the bloody Northeastern United States, she’s not wearing a coat, only a bulky gray sweater over a pair of black leggings. Sneakers instead of boots. I’d guess she was coming from someplace warm—Australia, maybe, Florida—but she’s so pale it’s hard to imagine her basking in the sunlight. It’s dark enough that if it weren’t for the streetlights, we might not have seen her at all.

The girl is tiny, and as far as I can tell, she’s not wearing a stitch of makeup. The driver gets out and takes her bag—an oversize duffel slung over her shoulder—and puts it in the trunk. She doesn’t so much walk as shuffle toward the car, her gait tight and compact. The driver opens the door, and she climbs into the SUV beside me. Close up, I can see faint lines peeking out from the corners of her eyes, one arch like a parenthesis on the left side of her mouth. Her skin is slightly loose over the bones of her face. I guess that she’s older than I am, but still young, not yet thirty.
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Dunderhead Duke Parties All Night Long in the Hamptons.

Lord Eddie says a totaled Porsche and some damage to his leg is a
small price to pay for the party of the summer. (DD’s companion is
under a doctor’s care.)
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