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For Resa, my fairy godmother


The beauty is an illusion, and also a warning: there’s a dark side to beauty, as with poisonous butterflies.

—­Margaret Atwood, “Alphinland”
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Chapter One

The Night of the Lone Star Princess Pageant

2025

Hail taps the windows, and the roof creaks from the weight of heavy snow. The contestants are trapped by the storm’s bitter cold. Frozen in shut.

The auditorium is a murmur of voices overlapping and dresses rustling, of chairs shifting and mothers shouting for their daughters. The generator hums, and the speaker plays a steady, frantic drumroll. Down a hallway, the sound fades, the world narrows, lit only by the glow of the exit sign. And at the end, there is a door.

Within the room, a standing mirror reflects the wall of glittering gowns, each rhinestone and crystal appliqué catching the light in sharp, splintered glints, like the watchful eyes of creatures lurking in shadow. Under a single dim bulb, sequins and stones pulse, glimmering alive.

A multifeathered headpiece, once pristine white, is splattered with red ribbons of blood. Cans of hair spray and jars of body shimmer are misted in crimson. A large clump of brain matter, still warm, clings to the tulle layers of an emerald-­colored gown.

It is still, but for the overhead fixture swaying, its light twinkling off the beading on dresses and the sparkles on high heels. Still, but for the blood trails snaking slowly down the mirror, pooling on the vanity around tubes of lipstick and pots of blush.

From beyond the door come the sounds of screaming young girls. One’s high-­pitched shriek of terror cuts sharper than the rest, pierces through the echoes of pounding feet across the hollow stage floor. A killer is among them, and panic spreads, stretches its fingers like the fractal shards of ice chilling their bones.

The storm persists, battering the walls as wind continues to howl and scrape and claw.

But the night is far from over.







Chapter Two

Sarah Lynn

Six Days Before the Pageant

“Thank you for stopping by Smoothie Palace, and have a delicious day.” I smile with all my teeth as I hand Mr. Mackey back his loyal customer punch card, the kind of smile that is like a gun, making whoever it’s aimed at feel super special. Smile like you mean it, Sarah Lynn, is one of my mother’s mantras. It works for pageants and for sketchy old men like Mr. Mackey, who Hannah swears eyes my ass every time I turn around to blend his chocolate bananarama. But Mr. Mackey’s wife is a member of the board of Miss Lone Star Princess and has been selected as one of the judges this year.

Beauty is a weapon. That’s another thing Mom says.

But so is kindness. “Oh, and Mr. Mackey, I got an extra punch on there for you.”

“Well, aren’t you a sweetheart?” He gives me a wink, which he never does when his wife is in the passenger seat. I’ve been on the stage enough that I bet I could maintain my smile through a plane crash if I needed to.

Suddenly Hannah is beside me, wet rag wiping along the counter. Our manager is always telling her to tie her hair back, and she does, winding it into an unkempt ball that wobbles on her head as she talks animatedly with her hands. She has the kind of hair that needs a seriously time-­consuming curl routine. Frizzy tendrils pop out around her face at random, and despite the colorful butterfly clips haphazardly shoved in, you can’t be sure she isn’t cosplaying as a tumbleweed.

“Yeah, Mr. Mackey,” she says, mocking my cheery tone. “Have the day you deserve.”

His wiry caterpillar eyebrows twitch together. The squeaky wheels of his brain are working overtime as he tries to figure out if he’s being insulted, but Hannah has handed him a verbal Escher staircase where the steps loop back on themselves. It’s only an insult if he deserves one.

He looks back to me, and my smile sets his world back on its axis.

Just as the automatic drive-­through window soft-­closes on him, Hannah adds, “You old pervert.”

Olivia, who’s been waiting to Windex the glass, shushes Hannah. She tries staring disapproving daggers at us, but it’s no use. We’re laughing so hard that Hannah snorts, which has me clutching at my stomach for relief.

“We’re gonna get in trouble,” Olivia whines, peering over her shoulder to check if Mr. Mackey has pulled away yet.

“Relax,” Hannah says, once she catches her breath. “He couldn’t hear us past all that hair in his ears even if he wanted to.”

Olivia catches her giggle in a cupped palm. She is so quiet, it’s like she doesn’t even want her laugh to make a sound. She puts the spray bottle away, and turns to start refilling the fruit containers.

While the shop is empty, I go to the break room to grab my purse. “I have a surprise for y’all,” I say, pulling out two gold folders and handing one to each of them.

Hannah opens hers and flips through the pages, then looks up at me blankly. “Miss Lone Star? Sarah Lynn, what the hell is this?”

“Surprise!” I throw my hands up and wiggle my fingers for full effect. “You two are going to be princesses.”

“Very funny,” she deadpans, trying to hand the forms right back to me, but I don’t take them.



“This”—­I tap the application on top—­“is exactly what you need to get over your stage fright.”

A few weeks back, when it was just Hannah and me working the last shift together, I heard the faint sound of music coming through the door of the walk-­in freezer. I pressed my ear up against the cold steel and listened. It was Hannah, singing. And it sounded beautiful. Her voice made my ribs tingle, made emotions I couldn’t name fill my throat with sandpaper grit. After closing, I had her covering all my favorite songs. She only ever sings for me when the shop is empty, never in front of people she doesn’t know well. It feels wrong, her hiding her talent away, like she’s stealing something from the world.

Last week, she let it slip she once dreamt of being on Broadway, but when she tried out for choir freshman year, things didn’t go so well. I froze up like I was on bad Wi-­Fi. Just stood with my brain buffering right there in the auditorium.

“You want me to overcome my stage fright by getting up on a stage?” Hannah asks now.

“It’s just walking.” I shove the papers back to her chest, then hand her a pen. “Walking in a dress and smiling. Anyone can do that.”

“I’ll do it with you, Han,” Olivia says, sucking in her lips to hide her smile. Olivia is like one of those flowers that only grows in the shade. She’s pretty, actually, if you ever take the time to look at her. But she styles herself like she’s trying to vanish—­her dark-­blond hair a veil she never quite lifts, wearing baggy T-­shirts and opting for stiff black slacks at work instead of the second-­skin leggings the other girls and I wear.

“Well, look at that,” I say, hand on my hip, clicking my tongue behind my teeth. “Olivia has the balls. Do you?”

Hannah sighs in a way that makes Olivia and me know we’ve won her over.

Olivia squeals, fingers steepled under her nose. “This’ll be so fun.” She twirls around and grabs three one-­ounce measuring cups, the ones we use for energy boosters in the smoothies. She fills them with pineapple juice and passes them out. “To the Lone Star Princess Pageant,” she says, raising her makeshift shot glass.

Hannah rolls her eyes. “What the hell.” She clinks her glass to ours and downs it like she knows what she’s doing. “I mean, what’s the worst that can happen?”







Chapter Three

Cat

The robot vacuum follows me, dutiful as a cocker spaniel, into the kitchen, sweeping up a stray muffin crumb, a dried leaf that must have tracked in on somebody’s shoe. It hums along the baseboard, nosing every corner like it’s looking for trouble. The white granite countertops gleam to a shine that reflects the pendant lights mounted to the high ceilings.

It’s nearly 6 pm. I have a few minutes. I spin the carousel of coffee pods, choose a pecan blend, and start up the Keurig. Then, I scan the fridge. The glass shelves are clean, lined with a variety of flavored sparkling waters, coffee creamers, fresh-­pressed juices, plastic packages of blueberries and blackberries and pre-­cut strawberries. In the door, there is only a half-­bottle of champagne from an event earlier today, resealed with an airtight stopper. While the Keurig groans and spits the last of the coffee, I open the champagne, my heart skipping a second at the delightful pop, the nose-­tickling scent. I pour it down the sink, then toss the bottle in the hidden pull-­out trash.

Just as I’m stirring vanilla soy creamer into my coffee, I hear the beep-­beep-­beep-­whir of the front door pad.

Mark comes in first. He’s wearing a button-­up that at first glance fits him just right, shows off the broadness of his shoulders, but the bottom few buttons cling to his belly. I like the way he’s filled out over the years, as if the generous waistline better suits his generous nature. He flashes me a half-­tipped smile, carrying a cream-­colored canvas bag. Something about the tie matching his blue eyes makes me think, absurdly, of our wedding. Mark’s a contractor. He usually wears a polo and jeans on the job. He must have been meeting with investors today. But maybe it isn’t the tie that’s transported me. Maybe it’s that tilted grin, the look that lets me know I have an ally, that we are in this together.

Shuffling in behind him is our seventeen-­year-­old daughter, Olivia. She’s still wearing her Smoothie Palace uniform, and her dark-­blond sheet of hair covers her face, which is bent over her phone as she types furiously. A pink duffel bag hangs from her shoulder—­her old dance bag, with her name embroidered in glittering gold thread, the letters frayed from wear and tear.

Tonight is the first night Olivia is staying over with me. Mark and I agreed to take it slow this time. For six months we’ve only met up for lunch or dinner, working our way up to this.

“Hey, baby,” I say. “You ready for tonight?”

Olivia doesn’t respond.

Mark elbows her gently in the side and points to his ear. She pulls back her long hair to remove the AirPods.

“Hey, Mom,” she says quietly, averting her eyes. It makes me think of when she was little, when she used to hide behind my legs whenever I introduced her to someone new. Only, now I’m the stranger.

“I ordered Thai,” I say. “Green curry with tofu. That’s your favorite, right?”

Her eyes flick to her father and back to me. “Did Dad tell you that?”

“Olivia,” Mark says, warning.

There was a time when I was the one who knew all her preferences—­dino nuggets and french fries, but only the crinkle-­cut kind, the red plate, but the blue spoon. It’s fine, I mouth to Mark. She has every right to be difficult.

I push past it, keeping the brightness in my voice. “I thought after dinner, we could put on a movie, pop some popcorn. What do you think?”



From behind her hair, Olivia’s eyes scan slowly around the room. “What’s with the apples?”

We all look to the heavy marble bowl atop the oak dining table, filled with glistening Granny Smiths. “I thought they looked nice.”

“Are they fake?”

“Well, yes,” I say.

Olivia hikes the bag higher onto her shoulder. “Is there anywhere I’m allowed to put my things?”

“Upstairs. Second door on the right.” I start to walk her there, but she scurries ahead.

As she disappears upstairs, Mark reaches into the canvas bag he carried in. “I picked these up for y’all.”

“Fashion magazines?”

“She and Hannah are entering Miss Lone Star. I just found out myself. Tell her you picked them up. Y’all can look through them tonight.”

“Hannah is doing Miss Lone Star?” I ask, taking the stack from him. Hannah is my best friend’s daughter, which means the girls have been besties since birth. I’ve known Hannah her whole life, and she’s about the furthest thing I can imagine from a pageant girl.

Mark shrugs and checks his watch. “I better get going. I promised Em I’d grill up some steaks tonight.”

“Don’t want to keep the wife waiting,” I say.

He breathes a laugh through his nose.

I place the magazines in a drawer, shutting it before Olivia returns. At the foot of the stairs, Mark pulls her into a hug. “Have fun,” he says into her hair. Then low, probably so I won’t hear, he adds, “She’s trying.”

Olivia pulls away and starts up the steps again, but as she does, she turns her face to me and gives me a tight smile. She’s trying too, in her own teenage way.

***



The dining table is set for four—­four china plates, four cloth napkins with silverware, four crystal glasses. When the Thai food arrives, I pick up the place settings and put them aside. I set out the curry in the Styrofoam containers, then call Olivia down, and we eat with plastic spoons.

“I was thinking we could watch The Princess Bride,” I say, because Olivia was obsessed with that movie when she was little. I can’t remember how many times we watched it. Mark worried the giant rats would give her nightmares. For the love of God, he’d say, turn that off. Even then, his instinct was to shield her. But the rats were her favorite part. She’d sit up on her knees, eyes wide as poker chips.

“I haven’t seen that movie since I was, like, five. Isn’t it kind of cheesy?”

“It’s a classic,” I say.

“Whatever you want,” she says, and it’s just another reminder of how long it has been since I’ve truly known her. I should be up to date on which actor she has a crush on or which Netflix series she quotes nonstop with her friends. We both push rice around in our containers, and Olivia eats a single green bean.

I switch tactics, getting up and making my way over to the kitchen drawer. “Your father told me you’re entering Miss Lone Star Princess this year.” I pull the magazines out. “He picked these up and wanted me to tell you that I did.”

Olivia cuts her eyes up from her plate, and I’m hoping my honesty will create even the smallest crack in her walls.

“I’ve already looked at dresses online,” she says flatly.

I turn back to the drawer before she can see my eyes, before she can see that all this trying is starting to break me. I think of when she was little, when I’d hear her stirring from her naps, when I’d crack open the door and find her lying in her crib, babbling at her toes. When she’d finally see me peering over the railing. The look on her face, that smile, like I was the sun and she was so happy to see it rising again in her sky.



Then, while my back is still turned, Olivia says, “There’s this one dress.” I look over to see her pulling her phone from her lap onto the table. “It’s really expensive, but Dad said maybe.”

I hold my breath as she swipes through her phone.

“Want to check it out?” She doesn’t look up at me when she asks.

I return to the table, drop into the seat beside her, and she tilts the phone toward me. I catch a glimpse of a sequined dress that looks like liquid silver. My pulse quickens. I feel like I’m on a date with someone out of my league. I’d do just about anything to make her like me. “How about we pick a time this week to go try it on?”

Her face lights up. “Yeah?” There’s an eagerness in her eyes, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

Then, there is a sudden knock on the front door. I know before I answer that it will be Sheriff Ryan, and there he stands, white mustache combed neatly, shirt tucked into Wrangler jeans, cowboy hat in his hands. Behind him, the Texas Hill Country stretches out, hills rising into the horizon, with cedars and live oaks. The evening is quiet, just the sound of the flag snapping in the wind, the metal clasp hooks clanking against the pole. And in the distance, the flowing water of the river where we all used to float as kids.

“Like clockwork,” I say.

“Picked this up for you, Cat. Comes in handy, what with all the construction.” Sheriff Ryan hands me a can of Fix-­a-­Flat. “Just shake it, screw that doohickey on there, and press the button on top. It’ll take care of the rest.”

He doesn’t come by every day, but he finds his reasons to pop in. The sheriff doesn’t like me staying here alone.

He catches sight of Olivia over my shoulder. “Well, hello, darling.”

“Hi, Sheriff.”

“I’ll get out of your hair. Don’t want to be interrupting your dinner.”

I move aside, let the door open wider. “We got plenty. Want to come in?”

I have known Sheriff Ryan all my life, and the man has never changed. He’s one of those men, like Steve Martin, whose hair went white early and then he didn’t age another day over the next forty years. Same horseshoe mustache, same dusty boots, same need to protect everyone. When I first moved in here a few weeks ago, he showed up with an armful of wooden dowels, started measuring my windows, cutting the dowels to size, and sliding them into the frame, so the windows couldn’t be slid open from the outside.

The house has a security system, I told him.

He just nodded and went about his work.

“Can’t,” he says now. “I’m on duty.”

“When are you ever off duty?”

He laughs.

Model homes are dangerous places to be at night, the sheriff has told me. Construction sites are a common target for thieves—­all the tools and equipment, the brand-­new appliances in this house, and the fancy furniture. No one expects anyone to be here after hours.

The truth is, I don’t want to be here either, but I have no choice.

Mark was the one who got me this position, a job showing the model off to prospective buyers, giving them a tour of the luxury Amenity Center, selling the idea of an enviable life. He talked the developer into letting me stay at the model, so long as I promised to keep things tidy, which I do. Every morning, I pack my things, even my toiletries, into a suitcase and slide it under the bed.

All Mark has ever wanted was for me to get back on my feet, and this is the fastest way to get there. The free rent means I can save up for a place of my own, a real place, one Olivia can visit without fake apples, where I can hang my own pictures on the wall, where she can throw her shoes and her bags on the ground, and maybe, just maybe Olivia will believe that I’ve laid anchor. Maybe she’ll believe I’m here to stay.

“You give me a call,” he says, “if you need anything at all. You know I won’t be far.” He puts his hat back on his head, tips it to Olivia, and heads back to his truck.

I lean against the doorframe to watch him leave.



The site is so loud during the day, the beep of the vehicles, the workers playing music and laughing, and all that banging. But at night, it’s dark and dead silent.

When I was a kid, this was all ranchland owned by the Shermans, acres and acres of scrubby grass, cows, and trees. Now the woods are being cleared, the earth overturned, releasing scorpions and displacing the animals. Coyotes and armadillos and deer make their way to the highway. It’s the talk of the town—­accidents have been on the rise—­just one in a long list of complaints.

The sheriff has started his truck, but he hasn’t left yet, and I realize he’s waiting for me to close the door, to lock myself and Olivia safely inside.

I take one last look down the street before I do just that. The place can be creepy at night. Despite acting like I don’t need his protection, it does give me peace of mind that the sheriff checks up on me. There are no lights but the moon, which elongates every shadow, the bulldozers and the backhoes like sleeping beasts, the bones of half-­finished houses. From the milky darkness come the odd sounds of animals searching for a home that’s no longer there.







Chapter Four

Ingrid

Five Days Before the Pageant

Show up for the big things. That’s what my husband, Joel, always says. And it says a lot about where things stand with us that he isn’t here with me now.

You can forget to text people back, cancel on happy hour, even blow off a birthday party every once in a while. But you show up for the big things—­weddings, funerals, the births of babies. Because these are linchpin moments in a person’s life, moments when their identity shifts, when they become a new version of themselves, forever changed. And when you love someone, you show up to witness the change, to meet the new version so you can keep moving forward with them.

So that’s what I’m doing. I’m showing up. I’m coming back home to Anhalt, Texas.

When my plane landed, I had another text from Dad, asking one last time if I needed him to pick me up at the airport. But I’d already reserved a rental car, the exact same make and model that I own back in Colorado, because I don’t like driving a car I don’t know.

The drive from the Austin airport to Anhalt—­about an hour west, along the Blanco River where the hills start to rise—­is almost unrecognizable from the one I used to make years ago, after I first left home. Back then, the city fell away right after the airport—­no Tesla factory, no Amazon facility, no cookie-­cutter subdivisions yet. Just fields, mesquite, and sky. But every time I visit, the city has expanded, bleeding into the nearby towns—­Buda, Kyle, even Dripping Springs—­encroaching closer to our little rural community. As I pull into town, I pass under a banner for the fiftieth annual lone star princess pageant, strung between Herman Smith’s boot shop and a new Aveda hair salon where Timeless Treasures used to be. Back then, Mom dragged us there every Saturday, always on the hunt for something pretty to clutter up her already cluttered display cabinets. That’s where, on a whim, she bought me my first film camera, a 35mm Canon AE-­1, which I used all through high school to snap photos of Izzy and me and all our friends.

The Dairy Queen is gone now too, where in the parking lot out back, Jimmy Marino tried to get to second base. Y’all might look the same, but you’re cuter than your sister, he had said as his hand slid up my shirt. It was exactly what I wanted him to think, but not what I wanted him to say. It’s a drive-­through smoothie place now, touting acai bowls and fresh-­pressed juices. They’ve repurposed the old DQ sign—­the shape of something that once was, with something new plastered on top.

I hate coming back home. I hate seeing the things that have changed. And, probably even more, I hate the things that have stayed the same. Everything’s a trigger, memories come like buckshot, little pellets of remembering that burrow deep beneath my skin.

So I’ve found excuses to avoid it these last few years, and before that, my trips have always been short. A few days for Christmas or a cousin’s wedding. In and out.

And up until now, I’ve always had Joel by my side, a layer of protection, a separation between the person I was when I lived here and the person I am now.

Mom has kept me up to date on the town’s changes. But it’s still odd to see. The woods have been dug up away from the narrow roads, streets widened, construction cones warning of the town’s hollowing.

And, of course, there’s the new housing development.

They sold the Sherman land, Mom had said one day on the phone.

Oh? I’d said.

They’re going to put a bunch of new houses there. They started digging. And before either of us could express what exactly that might mean, she told me about the newly painted benches at the library, and we didn’t say anything more about the Sherman land. We didn’t say Izzy’s name. But she was there anyway, like she always is, the oxidized layers of an antique mirror splotching the surface of our lives.

I pass the developer’s signpost, announcing, sherman ranch. build on your own lot! riverfront property available. I can’t help but look over as I nudge through traffic that didn’t used to be here when I was a kid. Trees have been swept away, wild earth leveled into neat, flat parcels. A few houses stand in various stages of completion.

The construction vehicles tear the earth apart just outside my window, beeping, rolling, digging, tracks grinding over dry dirt. I watch as an excavator jerks, like an animal being shoved forward against its will, before its metal teeth muscle down, audibly straining as the ground breaks and gives way. Its neck lifts, its mouth full. The long yellow arm spins and releases a bucketful of soil and chunks of limestone, white as bone. It gnaws into the earth again. And again. And it groans. It gnaws at me—­the sound—­all those gears crunching, all that unearthing.

I jump at the sound of a horn. I’ve missed the light turning green, and the rusty pickup behind me is annoyed. I look in the rearview to wave an apology and lock eyes with the driver.

It’s him. It’s been twenty-­five years, he’s let his hair get long and scraggly, he’s grown a beard, but I would recognize Ben Sherman anywhere.



And he recognizes me.

I know that for sure, because he’s looking at me now like he’s seeing a ghost.

I stare back, certain I’m looking at a killer.







Chapter Five

Melanie

I hurry past the break room door, hoping my coworker, Tom, won’t notice me, but the swish of my scrub pants gives me away.

“Melanie Jane Campbell,” he says with the cadence of a headmaster calling out the truant student, “you are not skipping your lunch again.”

I turn to him, holding up two decks of cards like the guilty evidence they are.

Tom crosses his arms. “You can’t keep giving up your breaks. You are running yourself ragged.”

Just this last weekend, I stayed up late to bake Tom’s husband my famous turtle cheesecake for his birthday. And Tom never minds asking me for a lift home when he’s had one too many margaritas at happy hour. People love to tell people pleasers how to stand up for themselves, but don’t mind leaning on us when they need it. I don’t hold it against them though. It’s just how people are. And besides, I love people fawning over my cheesecakes.

“We stopped yesterday when Mrs. Whitmore was up by seven hundred points, and I can’t have that old biddy thinking she can clean the floor with me.”

Tom chews his lip, considering this. Tom is tall, with thick dark hair and thick dark eyebrows over chocolatey dark eyes. The old ladies here go gaga for him. Earlier today, I heard Doris telling Lenore about how good his tight rear end looked in his navy scrubs. “Canasta again?” he asks. He already knows it’s a lost cause.

I smile. “Canasta.”

“You better not let her win.”

“It’s all I can do to keep up.”

I spin on my heel and make my way to room 301, picking up Mrs. Whitmore’s chart before I enter. My stomach dropped the first time I saw her name on my patient list. Tom isn’t from Anhalt—­he doesn’t know the Whitmore name, doesn’t know the way people in this town still lower their voices when it comes up.

I take extra care with all my patients, but with Mrs. Whitmore it feels different, like a kind of duty. Playing cards with her is the least I can do.

I was in the same grade as her twins, Ingrid and Isabelle. Of course I remember the day Izzy went missing—­everybody my age does. At the time, I only saw it through the lens of a teenage girl, whispers at lockers and candlelight vigils. Now, with a seventeen-­year-­old daughter of my own, I can’t stop myself from imagining what it must have been like for her mother.

Mrs. Whitmore is sitting up in bed, pillows propped behind her back, watching HGTV on a volume so low I don’t even know that she can hear it. It happens a lot here. Too much time to think. So much time to worry.

When she turns to me, I hold up the cards. “Mind if we finish our game?”

Her face brightens. I love that, love when people look at me like I’ve made their whole day, their whole week.

“Honey, you bring that chair over here.” She straightens the hand-­knit blanket that’s been laid over her hospital sheets. She is wearing a soft, pink terry cloth robe her husband brought from home. Her hair is smoothed, a rich dark shade like black coffee, though faint threads of gray glint at the roots. Mrs. Whitmore has always been a portrait. Even after surgery, she still finds the energy to put on makeup, to put in gold hoop earrings.



She pulls out a folded piece of notebook paper from between the pages of a paperback book, holds it at a distance to read our score from yesterday. “I believe,” she says, as I deal out the cards, “that I was in the lead.”

“Tides are about to turn, Mrs. Whitmore.”

She chuckles.

Two days ago, she told me that she’d be missing her weekly canasta night with “the girls.”

When people receive a cancer diagnosis, the fear comes from the unknown. Will the treatments work? Will I die? As a nurse, I don’t have the answers to those questions.

But canasta? I can learn to play canasta. That’s why I always tell families to maintain every bit of normalcy they can. Because the day-­to-­day anxieties arise from the disruption of the known. Bring a favorite blanket, a familiar terry cloth robe. Keep your routines.

Mrs. Whitmore discards a four. I draw two and discard a four of my own. She picks up the deck, showing me the two hidden fours in her hand. The smallest of pleased smiles turns her lips.

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Oh, you are clever.”

“I’ve just been playing too long.” She uses her little pencil and scrap paper, tallying up her canastas from the spoils of the deck. There will be no comeback.

“That’s a lovely bouquet,” I say of the flowers on her bedside table.

“Isn’t it? It’s from the ladies on the pageant board. They’re trying to butter me up.” She laughs.

Mrs. Whitmore has been a member of that board for as long as I can remember. She was the very first to win the title of Miss Lone Star Princess fifty years ago.

“Well, who wouldn’t want to stay on your good side?” I rearrange the cards in my hand. “My oldest is entering this year.”

Hannah blindsided me with the news last night. I love my daughter to pieces, and I think she’s beautiful, inside and out, but Hannah is not your typical pageant girl.



When she was little, we called Hannah “The Ham.” A wild mass of curls, a Jack Nicholson brow, and a smile that spread her chipmunk cheeks wide. She’d go to church in July, wearing Christmas pajamas with a pink tutu, Peppa Pig rain boots, and seven plastic bracelets.

For heaven’s sake, my mother would sigh. What happened to all those cute dresses I bought her? Mama was always pushing the pinks and sparkles, the patent Mary Janes. I’d shrug and say, She dresses herself, feeling a secret bloom of pride. It was the one time I’d allow myself to disappoint my mother, to disappoint anyone, because I was preserving Hannah.

When Hannah started kindergarten, she became best friends with a boy named Samuel. They were inseparable, holding hands on the playground and sharing snacks. One morning, Hannah tried on a frilly pink dress from Mama. Waylon whistled when she walked in, told her Samuel would have hearts in his eyes. I know my husband meant well, but in that moment, I could have killed him. Hannah wore the dress to school, and everyone—­Waylon, Mama, the teachers—­told her how pretty she was.

After that, she refused to wear any of her old favorites. I’d hold up her blue T. rex shirt, reminding her how much she loved dinosaurs, but she’d stamp her foot. I don’t want to be cute. I want to be pretty.

Waylon yelled from the couch. Since when do you care what she wears?

I didn’t care what she wore. I cared about the why. I didn’t like that she looked at her closet, looked at her reflection, and thought about what someone else might think.

So I don’t like the idea now of her getting up on a stage to be picked at and judged. And, to be honest, I don’t like that she’s getting dragged into this whole thing by the likes of Sarah Lynn Preston. Hannah insists the two of them are friends, but I can’t help my suspicions. I know from experience the way pretty, popular girls can find a target in a chubby girl who doesn’t fit their mold.



“They want me to do the crowning,” Mrs. Whitmore says. “I’ll have to get my hair done.” She touches the top of her head gently with the tips of her fingers. “That’ll be nice, I suppose. Getting my hair done. While I still have it.”

My eyes go to hers, and she looks away. She blinks, and I see the glitter of tears on her lashes.

“You must think I’m so silly,” she says, pressing her fingertips into the corners of her eyes. “Crying over hair.”

I pull a tissue from the packet I keep in my pocket, hand it to her. “Mrs. Whitmore, you get to feel however you feel.”

She dabs at her eyes and nose. “I don’t want people to look at me and just see a sick person. I’m still me. I don’t want to remind people of death.”

I pick up my cards just as the door opens behind me, and we both turn.

The blood drains from my face, leaving me lightheaded and cold. The cards slip from my grip, fall to the tile floor like a tumble of leaves.

I don’t bend to pick them up. I can’t take my eyes off the woman in the doorway, Mrs. Whitmore’s daughter, the one who didn’t disappear.

If there is anyone who makes people think of death, it is Ingrid Whitmore.







Chapter Six

Sarah Lynn

Mom has me doing standing squats in her pageant room upstairs as she thumbs through the Miss Lone Star Princess applications. To Mom, everything is training for the pageant. And the pageant is training for life.

She gets chipper when calling out familiar names—­girls I’ve known since kindergarten, daughters of her friends from church. So-­and-­so is so cute, she’ll say, like she’s rooting for them. But I know what she’s really doing. This is reconnaissance. A threat assessment disguised as chitchat.

Each contestant gets an index card, a color-­coded dot, and then a pushpin onto the corkboard mounted above her desk. The board looks like something out of a war room, all neat rows and shifting ranks.

The way I see it, there is no competition.

In Anhalt, Miss Lone Star Princess isn’t just a pageant. It’s a religion. The board of directors is made up of the same women who’ve run it since before I was born—­the mayor’s wife, the head of the First Baptist Women’s Missionary Union, a few former queens who still wear their sashes to town events. They worship tradition, legacy, and perfect posture.

And since Mom won the title twenty-­five years ago, everyone already knows whose turn it is next.

But my mother is nothing if she isn’t thorough. Complacency breeds failure. Another of her maxims. Probably something she picked up from one of those white-­teethed, “unleash-­your-­power” seminars she swears are “life-­changing” every time.

I’ve won crowns before—­plenty of them, enough that the shelf in my bedroom sags under the weight of rhinestones. But those were practice runs. Every step, every sash, every stage-­ready smile has been training for Miss Lone Star Princess.

This is the pageant Mom cares about. Because, for her, it was the beginning of everything.

“Hold and squeeze at the bottom, Sarah Lynn, and go slower on your way up,” she says, nipping at me. It’s like being in the room with a shark circling, only instead of biting off chunks, she nibbles off the pieces of me she doesn’t like.

I glance up at the life-­sized photo of her Miss Texas 2006 crowning, anchored in a large frame in the center of the room. The roses in her arms are lush, velvety red. Her hand covers her mouth, eyes glistening with tears. She wears a smile so genuine and giant, it’s like she could swallow the whole of the world. She is at her most beautiful and, I know, it’s the happiest moment of her life. I love this picture, even if it’s kind of sad that Mom’s pinnacle came before my brother, Kayden, and me.

I fix my eyes to the portrait and squat low. My thighs burn, and a bead of sweat slips down my spine. I force myself to stay steady, to look composed, to make it look easy. That’s part of the training too—­never let her see you struggle.

“Hannah Campbell?” Mom says, “is that Melanie’s daughter?”

Slowly and with control, I push myself back up to standing. “Yeah, she works with me up at Smoothie Palace. She’s brand-new to pageants. Actually, do you think she could train with us today? She’s going to need it,” I say, hoping to soften any of her predatory inclinations. I told the girls that the pageant will be fun. And, for them, it will be. They have no stake in this game.

“Sure thing,” Mom says, jotting a quick note on Hannah’s index card before pinning it up in the yellow—­“unknown”—­section. Then she pauses at the next name, tapping her pen on the paper. “Hmm,” she says. “Sabrina Doyle signed up.” She presses a red dot onto the card and pins it high on the board, in the “watch list.”

I roll my eyes. Sabrina Doyle is pretty, sure. A cheerleader with a mama that will buy her the best dresses money can buy. But she’s never set foot on a stage. Sabrina Doyle is not a threat. None of the girls on that corkboard are.

No one has trained like I have—­early mornings and late nights, countless coaches, wardrobe fittings, mock interviews. Mom’s been raising me for this stage since I could walk in heels. Some cheerleader in a brand-­new gown is not taking this crown from us.

No one is.







Chapter Seven

Cat

I cross the bridge, the river threading beneath it, and turn in to Sherman Ranch, heading back to the model home. My groceries slide sideways in the trunk, and I try to remember if the kid at H-­E-­B double-­bagged the champagne. That’s just what I’d need—­a car reeking of alcohol. My sponsor would love that.

At the development’s entrance, bouquets slump in the sun, ­petals browned and curling in on themselves. A few teddy bears sag against the post, rain warped and matted. One fading poster board sign asks: where is izzy?

All this construction has dug up more than dirt. It’s brought the story of Izzy Whitmore back to the forefront of everyone’s minds. Twenty-­five years ago, Izzy disappeared without a trace. Everyone in town believes she’s buried somewhere right here, on the Sherman land. And now they’re all just holding their breath, waiting for one of these backhoes to dig her up.

I wonder if that’s partly why her sister, Iggy, is back in town. Though I know from Melanie that her mom is sick. I passed Iggy on the road a few minutes ago, and the sight of her nearly gave me a heart attack. I wonder if she gets that a lot—­if she’s used to people looking at her and seeing Izzy instead—­and if that’s why she moved so far away.

I pull up and park in front of the model home. On the porch, beside the rocking chairs, the plaid throw, and the vase of sunflowers, stand Kennedy Claire Preston and her copy-­paste daughter. Oh, Lord, I haven’t seen Kennedy Claire since high school, and, annoyingly, she looks just as good as she did back then. I have the momentary urge to shift the car back into drive and escape.

But she’s already spotted me, throwing up her hand and waggling her lilac-­painted fingers at me. I take a breath and open the door.

“Cat?” she says, lifting her sunglasses to the top of her blond extensions so she can squint across the yard. “Cat Dennis? I heard you were working here, honey. Good for you.”

I ignore the subtle dig. Back in high school, Kennedy Claire was the master of the backhanded compliment. I go around to open the trunk, loading my arms up with groceries.

“What a surprise,” I say, walking toward her. “You look amazing.”

She looks down at her dress, smoothing the skirt and smiling like she agrees. “This is my daughter, Sarah Lynn.”

“Hi, ma’am,” Sarah Lynn says, holding out her hand. I notice that her fingernails are painted the exact same shade of lilac. Even without the matching nails and matching hair, the resemblance is uncanny.

I punch the code into the keypad on the door and let them into the model home. They follow me into the kitchen, where I set the groceries on the counter. “How can I help you, Kennedy Claire? Are you thinking about buying a Sherman Ranch home?”

As far as I know, these days, Kennedy Claire owns an enormous home on the old money side of town. After she won Miss Texas, she married into one of the most established families in town: the Prestons. Oil money. Generational wealth. The kind that gets a high school named after them—­Preston High, which we all attended. In Anhalt, if you beat all the levels in the game of keeping up with the Joneses, you’ll find that the final boss is a Preston.

“Oh, no,” Kennedy Claire chuckles like the idea is ridiculous. “We’re here to scope out the Events Hall.”

“That’s right,” I say, “the pageant.”



“Our golden jubilee. Can you believe it? After forty-­nine years in that little high school auditorium.” She holds her hands up like she’s praising Jesus. “This is the start of something bigger.”

“Let me get these squared away, and I’ll grab the keys.” I see her eyeing the champagne as I store it away in the pantry, and I try my best to keep my head high, my shoulders back. I owe a lot of people an explanation, an apology, but Kennedy Claire isn’t one of them.

We walk out together. One strip of sidewalk gleams pristine, wide enough for golf carts, but beyond it the roads break off into dirt, piles of gravel heaped up
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