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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.”
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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.”
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