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For my mom, Carole Joan Langan, who never asked for it, but definitely deserved her own dedication, her own story, a library full of them.
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2020

MAGIC HOUR IN WESTERN Pennsylvania, not far from Lake Eerie.

The town had fallen on hard times. Gravel weeds burst through its blacktop roads like green spray fireworks. To the east were corn farms; to the north, the abandoned railroad. Though most had left, a smattering of villagers remained. They’d gone to school together, or worshipped together, or were, in some tangled way—through generations of Sylvaners—related.

There was a routine here. Sundays were for God. The rest of the week, they farmed. At dawn, they rose. At dusk, they parked tractors into sheds. They locked silos and corralled animals. They soaped away the dirt crammed under their fingernails. Saturdays, the two-block strip of stores along Main Street’s curve of river lit up: nights out, romantic meals, gatherings in the old Union Hall that served tray meals on picnic tables, cafeteria style.

And then, a rare event in Sylvan Village: magic hour.

They stopped what they were doing. They left their houses and shops. They came out from kitchens and washrooms and dens. Light floated up from the soft, fertile earth—a foggy yellow that bloomed like pollen, skirting the air in radiant ribbons.

Shall we?

Yes, we shall.

Those in town gathered by the river, to bask in the wondrous yellow as it fogged and tumbled across the babbling water.

On this occasion, the yellow brought something new. A slender, pregnant woman staggered down the storefront sidewalk. Weak—sick?—she clung from one timber overhang to the next.

Was it the Wright woman?

Her jeans and shirt were stained with children’s spit-up, her brunette hair a nest of snarls. She must have walked all the miles here with bare feet. They’d broken open, the skin of her soles flapping.

… Had something bad happened out on Black Swan Farm?

A shocking drama: she threw open the doors to Tremblay’s Bar and Grill to find a lone drunk, his head on the bar.

“Help me!” she cried.

Like a rock had been tied to his consciousness, the drunk twitched, then returned to the bottomless well of sleep. She limped back out, her tears marking clean paths down an otherwise filthy face. It was so unlike Mia Wright, a tidy, stoic woman. Mother to how many now? Four? Another on the way?

… Had she left them alone, back home?

The yellow rose into a thick, waist-high fog. Tomorrow, the villagers would clean the bloody trail Mia’s feet had left. They would forget to whom the trail belonged. For now, they watched in bewilderment. It was as if they were actors in a play, and one of the characters had gone off-script.

At last, she spotted the crowd and ran to them, her gait an excruciating shamble. She grabbed hold of the innkeeper, Claire Helel, by the shoulders and sank to her knees.

“Help me!” she begged. She was skinny except for the baby, her eyes so sunken they looked chewed out. “Get it out of me!” she cried.

It was then that they heard the engine. Headlights shone and refracted as a Silverado pickup crawled down Main Street. Like the splitting of the Red Sea, they got out of the way.

Mia’s husband Steadman popped open the driver’s side door.

“Dear God in heaven, thank you God,” he said, his hands in prayer, his voice thick with emotion. “I was so afraid.” Then, to the crowd: “She was down for a rest. But you know how she sleepwalks.”

By now, everything was yellow.

With care—compassion, even—Claire pried Mia’s tightly clenched fingers from her thighs. Steadman hoisted her by the underarms.

“It’s okay, now,” he said to everyone watching. “I have her.”

He walk-carried Mia back to his pickup. As the dark at last arrived, they drove into it.




ACT I

TRAP




PRESENT DAY

DO IT, A VOICE whispered.

If asked, Jenny Kaplan would not have been able to pinpoint the moment at which Black Swan Farm took over her life. Does fate begin with a snap! when the trap is sprung, the rabbit snared? Does it begin with the rabbit’s first sight of the lure? Or does it go back even farther, to the reason the rabbit is attracted to the trap in the first place?

It was the morning of Kaplan’s thirty-second birthday, a Monday in May in the city that never sleeps, but does enjoy sleeping in. She squinted into her bathroom mirror and thought: I’m so fucking old.

In another reality, she was married to Jarron Stills right now: Justice of the Peace, a lilac bouquet, his nice friend Victor and her obnoxious little sister Melissa as witnesses. But things between her and Jarron ended months ago. Thinking about what happened still knotted her stomach. So she didn’t think about it. She kept it in a pile in her mind like unsorted dirty laundry, to be accounted for tomorrow, or the next day, or never.

Forget her personal life. Too big a shit show. That left work.

Nobody in charge had ever thought Jenny was special. No gold stars for outstanding contributions, no recommendations for advanced placement classes, no special, employee-of-the-month parking spaces at the Taco Bell.

At Rutgers University, she’d written effete human-interest pieces about people who kept iguanas in their dorm rooms as pets, and the best study nooks on campus. None of her professors had thought she belonged in the program. They’d let her know this, in the petty ways mid-level artists love to do. Well written and researched but boring, her senior seminar professor had scrawled on her final piece, about the decline in Sadie Hawkins Dances around the country: B-minus. Those publishing mixers sponsored by the journalism department, to help students find jobs? Never once was she invited.

Only her mom had expected her to make a career of it. There’s a reason you’ve been keeping a diary since you could hold a pen, Christine Kaplan had told her. Stop putting a clock on this. You’ll find your voice when you’re damned good and ready. Christine hadn’t been an especially good or interested mother, but she’d seen her children clearly, and in Jenny’s case, she’d believed.

Writing was free. Writing came from within. Her desk and laptop and a little silence were the three things in life that reliably made her happy. On good days, when she entered the zone, it felt like spreading her hands through the dark and tugging the shirtsleeves of the divine.

She’d worked at Bread and Circus Magazine for a decade now. Early on, the job had been genuinely glamorous. One flash of the corporate credit card at Delancey Rooftop and she’d been at the front of the line, where somebody’d handed her something wet and free.

The Condé Nast building used to house every imprint. She’d sometimes spotted Anna Wintour noshing on Niçoise salads in the VIP section of the Frank Gehry-designed cafeteria. The fancies all sat together—GQ, The New Yorker, Vanity Fair, Wired. The women’s magazines sat together—Vogue, Mademoiselle, Glamour, Allure. The lessor slicks like Bread and Circus were satellites around them, crouched and eager for gossip scraps.

One building to rule them all.

That was the Wild West of the industry, when the slicks expanded their staffs to accommodate an ever-growing thirst for online content. Clickbait, listicles, long-form journalism, advertorials—you name it, they’d paid somebody to write it. For a few shining years, the internet democratized rich-kid magazine culture. You didn’t have to have money or important parents or professors who’d singled you out as chosen. All that mattered was that you could write.

“I’ll do anything. I’ll wear any hat,” Jenny’d promised at her Bread and Circus interview. She’d been working in academic publishing since college, writing curriculums and brochures. She’d hated it.

“Good,” the editor who’d hired her had answered. He was gone, now. Moved to LA to be a screenwriter. “Can you start tomorrow?”

Bread and Circus was small but feisty. It covered the intersection between culture and politics, a lowbrow Vanity Fair. She started as an online staff writer and worked her way up. In that time, she published a slew of comedic pieces and lists—puff stuff. She interviewed B-list celebrities on Zoom, too. She played it off like it was no big deal, but every time someone like Natalie Dormer or Jason Momoa popped up on her screen, she was thrilled.

The problem: she never wrote anything serious or important. I have time, she thought. But soon, the hiring craze ended. The bottom fell out. Condé Nast moved to a building downtown with cheaper rent and a cheaper restaurant. The credit cards got canceled. The industry standard pay of $3-a-word fell to 50 cents. Quality suffered. The same force that had democratized publishing began to destroy it.

Bread and Circus got lucky. The Judge Will Stoughton Trust bought it as a tax shelter. Their offices moved again, this time to the meatpacking district. She kept working, though she noticed she was doing more for less. She was managing the website and writing listicles and assigning and editing features. She was submitting receipts for her entire department, and standing during meetings, to write ideas on the whiteboard, because the assistants and interns never stayed long enough to get it right. She was making coffee. A ton of coffee. Though the stakes got lower, the staff meetings intensified: Who’d be fired next? When would the shrinking end?

Thirty’s not old. It’s a celebration. Thirty-one is the alarm you press snooze on. Thirty-two, though, is practically Jesus-aged.

She realized that morning, that she’d been climbing a sinking ladder. She’d made bad choices. She’d wasted years on a dying industry. Every second that passed was more time wasted. Guttered. Nothing. It was as if an invisible goblin was chewing the string of her life, digesting it, leaving a dirty package behind.

Looking at herself in the mirror, disappointed by the aging, stalled woman reflected back, she came to a resolution. Now or never, Jenny Heloise Kaplan.

She marched into Bread and Circus that morning, knocked hard on the door of the editor-in-chief, Milton King. He was the institutional memory of the magazine, the silver daddy that everybody, including Jenny, adored. “I want to write something important.”

“Delightful. What, pray tell, is the subject of this magnum opus?” Milton asked. Though he’d grown up in a trailer outside Buffalo, he talked fancy. He dressed fancy, too, in bow-ties and dapper paisley shirts. Without irony, he called this his brand.

“The religious revival in America,” she said. “I’ve done some research. Nobody’s written anything long form about it. But it’s everywhere and it’s billions of dollars.”

He frowned. “There was a Dateline no one watched. They’re calling it the Fifth Great Awakening.”

“Let me pull together a proposal. I can do this. I swear,” she said.

“I’ve no doubt. But think of all the legwork. We don’t have the budget.” He looked down at his desk again, where he was red-lining a mock-up of this month’s YouTube’s Hottest Influencers! issue, his lefty fingers ink-stained.

Despite the dismissal, she stood in the doorway, her heart pounding. She was wearing loose jeans and a blue hoodie. She kept her fingernails very short to hide the fact that she bit them. The cuticles sometimes bled, but not today. Her hair was unusually fine, and she was sensitive about that.

“What about that gerrymandering you ran last month? That had to be expensive,” she said.

He looked up at her, eyes steady as bollards, and sighed with genuine sadness. “Half that research came from the Associated Press. What little money we paid never earned out. The Stoughton family sent a memo just this morning. No more long form.”

“Oh,” she said. “Really?”

“Perhaps if the Stoughton family backed it,” he said, and this time he didn’t return to his work. He stayed with her, a kind of commiseration. In the heady, early days, writers covered any and every subject. That had changed, especially here, under this new ownership. The scope of what you could say—and how you could say it—had shrunk.

Milton’s office was nice, though it lacked the sheen of golden era publishing. The brown, nailhead-trimmed leather couch he’d brought with him through the downsizings was deep and long. He kept a bottle of Moët and Chandon in the half-fridge for celebrities, though they never visited anymore. Along the walls were framed photos—Milton’s glory days, posing with noughties monoculture stars like Lindsay Lohan, Keegan-Michael Key, Heath Ledger, and Lucy Liu. These had a museum quality: This industry used to be important. If you squinted, it still was.

“What would appeal to the Stoughton Family Trust?”

Milton lifted and dropped the mock-up like it was trash. “My hope was that they’d stay out of editorial, but in this morning’s memo, they mentioned Hallmark Movies. They’d like our tone to be light like that, uplifting—more Nashville-based than Hollywood.”

“That’s ominous,” Jenny said.

Neither of them said anything after that. Despondent, she was about to head to her cubicle when she realized she didn’t want to sit down, edit any of the cutesy lists on her desk: “How Xers, Millennials, Z, and Alpha wear their jeans”; “Ten Reasons Why Thirteen Reasons Why and Adolescence are pain porn.” She used to love writing this kind of content. Now it felt stale. She was thirty-two, and yeah, that was old. But she was too young to give up.

“It’s my birthday,” she said.

He flashed a slim, closed-lip smile. “Happy birthday.”

“Can I go home?”

He checked the time on his phone. “And miss the staff meeting?”

She didn’t answer. Yes, obviously. She didn’t want to be here, in this place where the ladder had no top. This sinking place.

He waved the back of his hand at her, a kind of scoot, then went back to work.

Optimistically (or perhaps wishfully), she decided the wave had meant: go home. She left the office, took the subway. Her thoughts buzzing and stinging too wildly to sit, she held the strap. The train emerged from the 63rd Street Tunnel, entering Queens. Manhattan looked frustratingly far away.

Before heading home, she hit the local bodega, where she bought a four-pack of Underwood Rosé. Then up the stairs to her apartment.

She keyed open her door. Jarron Stills was written in Sharpie in the jam. During his slide into madness, he’d been into that: writing his name in small places. His break hadn’t been a cute, my-shaman-fixed-it-with-weekly-ketamine-shots kind of break. It had been very real and very scary.

She’d been at work when he left, the sneak. He rented a U-Haul and took everything: his stuff, her stuff, even the thirty or so diaries she’d been keeping since childhood. Now, her apartment was so empty it echoed. She’d replenished the necessities—the bed, couch, and toiletries. But she was often missing things when she needed them, like the spaghetti strainer, and the stapler, and the toilet plunger. It’s shocking, being robbed by a guy who once promised to lasso the moon for you. She still hadn’t recovered. She didn’t think she ever would.

The one thing Jarron hadn’t taken was her desk. It waited in the center of the empty front room. She cracked open a birthday can of rosé, bowed to the desk: “Hello, friend. Did you miss me?”

She’d researched many subjects over the years as possible articles. Before today, she hadn’t pitched any of them. Sometimes a thing is too momentous. It’s scary to pull a dream out from its locked place, dust it off, find out if it’s silk or rags.

She sifted through the material she had on the new evangelism—the Fifth Great Awakening. By the time the can of wine was done, she agreed with Milton: this mammoth subject would take more resources than the magazine had. Should she pitch The New Yorker? Vanity Fair? The Times Magazine? No, those places were trimming fat, too. They had their own staff reporters. Without clips to prove she could handle this, they’d never hire her.

Fundraise?

No.

Spend twenty or thirty grand she didn’t have and write it on spec?

Of course not.

She came to a painful conclusion. A serious, long-form article under her own byline wasn’t going to happen. She’d missed her shot. This was not her time.

What now? She had the day, the quiet, a screen, and an empty room. She could write her own story. But she’d never been a very open person. She’d always saved her feelings for her journals.

Then again, her journals were gone.

So was Jarron. And all her shit. That was gone, too.

She opened a second can of wine and thought an angry thought: Write something. Write anything, or else, why bother being alive? Listicles? B-list celebrity puff pieces? A lonely walk-up in Queens? What’s the fucking point?

She started typing. She had no idea what she was going to say, or whether it would be any good. But it came out easily and in a rush. It was as if a stuck part of her had been waiting for a very long time to break free.

She wrote about her little sister Melissa and their mom, who’d died of breast cancer five years before. She wrote about bikini waxes gone bad and bloody. She wrote about how her hair was so fine that the kids in Catholic school relentlessly teased her for it until she lied and told them the reason was tragic: She’d accidentally swallowed Drano. Happily, she’d survived, but the chemicals had messed everything up and her hair would be fine forever.

Confusingly, like there’d been a glitch in the multiverse, those gullible kids had believed it. They’d felt sorry and backed off.

She wrote about a high-school boy feeling her up behind the 7-Eleven when she was fourteen, and how someone recorded the act and it went viral through her middle school. She wrote about the haunting sounds of ambulances in New York during quarantine, and the way Jarron had shut down—how scary that had been, to be trapped alone with him for months upon months. She wrote about the clinic she’d visited in secret, and the nice nurse who held her hand while she cried.

She’d always believed that tell-alls were solipsistic. It was women who tended to write them, typically because they couldn’t cut it as real writers. They doled bad advice that they mistook for good advice, and exposed their trainwreck lives with confused pride. They were not serious writers. This, therefore, was not serious writing.

She kept typing.

Friends texted warm birthday wishes. Lilacs arrived from her sister Melissa. Her friend Victor asked if he could take her to dinner.

She’d thank them tomorrow. For now, she kept typing. This work was her birthday present. The best possible present.

She wrote about stuff that was shameful, stuff that was dark, stuff that was angry. Frenzied, her fingers typing so fast they hurt, her body hunched, Jenny worked all day and half the night. The world fell away. She reached through the dark oblivion and for the first time in a very long time, felt something divine.

She finished with this:

The hardest part is: you don’t know what you don’t know. And once you see it, once you figure it out, you can’t believe you missed it, because the calling is always coming from inside the house.

Before heading to the office, she cleaned the piece up, read it, and thought, Not bad.

Should she self-publish? But she only had a few thousand followers, most of whom weren’t active. What would that accomplish, except allotting that past-chewing goblin more gold to spin into shit?

There was another place she might send it. A venue with a readership. Bread and Circus.

Do it, a voice whispered. Her own voice? Possibly. But it felt deeper and more primitive. It felt like an intelligence from the future, telegraphed backward—the voice of the woman she’d always hoped to become. The well-heeled success with thick hair and a slim waist, who was better at navigating personalities and bureaucracies, who took initiative instead of waiting for charity that would never come. The unstuck journalist who would one day take the world by storm. Do it, that smart, successful version of Jenny said.

She pressed SEND.

Two hours later, running on zero sleep, Jenny arrived at Bread and Circus. Milton was waiting at her cubicle. He leaned his five-foot-eight stature against the gray fabric wall, his bow-tie crisp.

“I sent you something crazy. Please don’t fire me,” she said.

“Two things. One: I did not send you home,” Milton told her.

She started to apologize. He held up his hand. “Two: The piece is a barnburner. Why haven’t I seen this intensity from you before?”

Around her were more cubicles. Back at the office in Times Square, Bread and Circus had occupied two floors. Now they were down to just this ninth floor of a much smaller building.

“You don’t think it’s … self-absorbed?”

Polka-dotted bow-tie perfectly knotted, suit jacket unbuttoned, silver beard clean-shaven, he held her gaze and waited, willing her to respond to her own question as if the answer were obvious. But she didn’t know the answer!

“I just wonder if people will care about my problems. I’m not even sure I care about my problems,” she said.

“Abandonment … abortion … a psychotic break … larceny … inheriting a spoiled earth and a stunted future,” he itemized with his ink-stained fingers.

Her heart pounded. “I always thought real journalists told other people’s stories.”

“The truth is the story,” Milton said, blue eyes steady as ever. More so. She realized then that he wasn’t just being nice. He was never being nice when it came to Bread and Circus. He wanted this piece. She felt a swell of pride. Was it really that good?

“Yeah … I guess I’m just embarrassed. And I’m afraid Jarron won’t like it if he ever reads it.”

Milton made a tsk-tsk sound, like she’d said something absurd. “You wrote that you make yourself small to please others.”

“So?”

“Stop!”

She studied him. Decided: now or never. “Let’s do it.”

It was Milton who shaped the shaggy dog of a narrative. She’d named it “Love in the Time of Quarantine”; he renamed it the far catchier “Bad Boyfriends: Is Gen Z Drinking Drano?”

Timing is everything. There was a lull in the news cycle. A brief, eye-of-the-storm lacuna perfectly shaped for the “Drano” piece. People didn’t just read it; they consumed it. They posted and re-read and shot viral reaction videos about it. It was cited so many times that it passed a tipping point, and even people who had no interest in Bread and Circus or New York or single women felt they had to read and react to it. Bankers read it. Cosmetologists read it. High-school kids read it.

People she hadn’t seen or spoken to in years dropped lines to congratulate her: Wow! Is that you? Shit, girl, you’re amazing! Even her kid sister Melissa treated her like she was important. Or, not a loser. Briefly, she stopped treating Jenny like a loser. The only person who might have objected was Jarron, but he never surfaced.

“Drano” wasn’t that different from all the other tell-alls. There were smarter stories and more lascivious stories. Crazier, messier stories. Funnier stories. It was a needle in a pile of needles at the needle factory.

Still, it pricked.

For a brief and glittering instant, Jenny Kaplan was the most viral writer in the country. She got invited to book festivals, to parties, and even to a lecture series at the Center for Fiction. The freaking Center for Fiction! Hollywood called. One of the producers who’d made the Barbie movie wondered if she’d adapt “Drano” into a screenplay.

“What’s the action?” he asked. “How do we give this story more juice? … Also, I’m as open-minded as the next guy—I have daughters!—but we gotta screen in Kansas and our hero’s gotta be likable. How about you take out the abortion?”

Her piece was a hit. Her dream had come true. At last, she had something to show.

But before the studio finalized the contracts, before she had to decide what to cut from the adaptation, before the fancy appearances and festivals, before the big Met Gala, to which she’d finally snagged an invitation, an ugly development occurred. The studio canceled the contract. The invitations were rescinded. Like a wave that pushes into the beach, but must inevitably return to the ocean, the backlash began.

When you reach your hands out into the magic dark, you have no idea what creatures lurk. You have no idea what specific kind of monster you might wake.




SIX MONTHS LATER

JENNY KAPLAN SHOULD KILL herself was the title of this morning’s newest thread, started by DirtyGarry, Jenny’s most relentless troll.

“Uggghh,” she groaned, so loud that the people beside her on the Manhattan-bound 7 train startled.

Since her cancellation, she’d taught herself to avoid social media, but couldn’t always resist. About thirty comments (and growing) nested under DirtyGarry’s original thread. They were the usual players, their handles familiar.

She had no idea who they were, but whenever she imagined them, she pictured pimple-faced incels who’d nested in their parents’ suburban basements like rats. They played video games. They jerked off into crusty blankets, which they re-used until their enabling moms ran the laundry.

She hoped they were that. It was far worse—scary, even—to imagine that they were normal, otherwise good people that she might meet at her deli or gym.

It was late fall—the best time of year in New York. Jenny sipped her coffee. The LED banner scrolled the next stop: Grand Central Station. Though it was early, the car was packed, its straphangers fitted together like Jenga pieces. A commuter faux pas, the woman to her left was filing her fingernails. The man across chewed his bagel open-mouthed. Sesame seeds fell between his wide-spread legs like dandruff.

They’re worse than me, she thought. Why doesn’t The Brotherhood go after them?

She wasn’t new to public shaming. There was that video her entire middle school saw, of Tom Gallo feeling her up inside her bra behind the 7-Eleven. She’d received unwelcome dick pics, had her private texts screenshotted and passed around, been excoriated on pre-X Twitter, that dog show of an interface, for not being woke enough. She’d grown thick skin for such humiliations.

But this latest thing with The Brotherhood felt personal. It hurt.

It happened just when people began losing interest in “Drano”. Her inbox and newly robust socials had quieted down. And then, on a hot July day, like they’d been living in bunkers without internet, a loosely connected group that called themselves The Brotherhood of the American Agenda stumbled across “Drano” for the first time. They went apeshit.

Why? She hadn’t thought her essay was all that provocative. Lots of people get abortions. Lots of people don’t tell their boyfriends they’re doing it. Maybe The Brotherhood went after her for the same reason “Drano” went viral. Right place, right time.

DirtyGarry, the angriest of them, threatened to boycott Bread and Circus unless Milton fired her. He claimed she was morally corrupt—a threat to the national character. Bread and Circus needed to send a message to its readers.

Who were The Brotherhood? Small and loosely affiliated, she’d learned from her research that they communicated via an ever-changing 4chan thread. One member’s IP was New York-based. But that was all she had.

To defuse the tension, her department joked about it at the next staff meeting. “DirtyGarry’s the name of a 1970s porn star, not a revolutionary,” the new assistant, a trustafarian named Vida Sackler, announced in deadpan, and the whole department laughed. From exhaustion and elation and even horror, Jenny’d laughed hardest of all.

“Let them pout, the jealous goblins. In their wildest fantasies, they’ll never garner the praise you’ve received. It kills them,” Milton reassured, hands inky, bow-tie just slightly, uncharacteristically, askew.

She clapped back against the most vicious comments. It made The Brotherhood angrier. Louder. So she tried silence. That incensed them, too. She came to think of them as wasps. They’d gotten her scent. It didn’t matter how she acted now. They’d never stop.

Though they were few—she’d never counted more than two dozen Brotherhood handles at a single time—they were active. They started pestering her coworkers, Milton, the new owners, and even the magazine’s advertisers.

She became a name. A person to hate. They hounded her appearances, going so far as to egg her at that writers’ conference in Baton Rouge. Under pressure, the Sewell Literary Festival removed her from their website and rescinded her Guest of Honor invitation. We’re so sorry, the administrator wrote in an email with unknown ghost cowards in BCC: We hope you’re able to clear this up and we wish you the best of luck!

Even her position at Bread and Circus was under threat.

“The Stoughton family wants you off the masthead,” Milton told her one day in his office, door shut. “Fear not. I’m still the editor-in-chief.”

She was so shocked that she didn’t answer right away. Instead, she looked out the window, at his view of the Highline.

She changed her phone number. She froze her socials. She printed every piece of evidence and gave it to the detective at the 115th precinct, who told her to come back if and when The Brotherhood came at her physically (The egging didn’t count?).

“We don’t have the resources to track these guys down, and even if we did, a restraining order’s a bad idea. It gives them your personal address. Right now, you’re just some fancy writer they can’t touch. If you serve them papers, that changes. Do nothing. A year from now, this will be a memory. Meantime,” he said, “hunker down and don’t poke the tiger.”

She hunkered. Or hid, really. She hid.

The hate didn’t end. They said she was an awful person—gross and fat and ugly, with hair so fine it looked like it had been transplanted from a baby’s head. They said she was selfish. A homewrecker. They said she was trying to ruin women—make them miserable and bitter, like she was miserable and bitter.

They spammed her with aborted fetus photos. So many fetuses.

It came to her one day, when she was trying to write a few lines in her new journal, just for herself, but was unable (What if it got published? What if everyone hated it?), that The Brotherhood wanted more than her public shaming. Their threat was existential. They wanted her erasure.

She transferred trains twice, got off on 8th Avenue. Pushed through the building’s revolving glass doors. The wrought-iron elevator ticked slowly, nine floors up to Bread and Circus.

Over the weekend, reps from the Stoughton Family Trust had met with Bread and Circus’ publisher, CEO, and all the department heads, Milton included. He’d told her not to worry. She’d nodded, knowing very well that he’d been back-handedly preparing her for catastrophe.

The creaking elevator opened. She pressed her keycard against the mounted reader. The light went red. She pressed again. Red. And a third time. Still red. She picked up the phone by the door and dialed zero.

“My card’s broken,” she said to the receptionist, a temp.

“Hold!” he said.

She held. The phone disconnected. Or … had he hung up?

She moved aside so Kieu, the head of marketing (a perennially stressed-out matron in her sixties), could press her card against the reader.

“I think it’s broken,” Jenny said.

Without answering, Kieu winced. The light turned green. She opened the door. Jenny tried to follow. With wide, panicked eyes, Kieu tried to close it on her.

“Hey!” Jenny said. “Kieu!”

Kieu froze.

Jenny had a sense of what was happening but didn’t want to admit it, so she pushed past.

The office was typically bustling. But as she walked through the rows, everything quieted. Either this business with The Brotherhood had made her paranoid, or everyone was looking at her. When she got to her cubicle, she found a cardboard box filled with her things. These were packed tidily, nothing bent or jammed. Someone had taken great care.

Some people might have charged into Milton’s office or called a lawyer. Eventually, she would have done that, too. For now, she pulled out the chair, her chair. Because she needed a moment to settle into this new reality, she told herself a lie: Maybe this wasn’t as dire as it appeared. Maybe she’d finally been promoted to senior editor.

She spun once. Twice. Her heart beat inside her chest like it wasn’t a heart at all, but a timed bomb.

“Jennifer,” Milton said. He was standing over her. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

They went to his office. He shut the door. She had a seat.

“I spoke up for you,” Milton said. Instead of sitting behind his desk, he leaned against the front of it, close to her. A truly bad sign.

In the silence, she waited for the conjunction. The “however” or “nevertheless.”

“But they want you gone,” he said.

“But …” she said.

Something sparked in his expression. An affinity between people who made their livings writing words.

“It’s Bill Stoughton. He’s a tech guy. He doesn’t understand any of this … The Brotherhood has bombarded him with threats. Not just at his office. At his house. His wife received terrible pictures. You know the pictures. The same ones you’ve received.

“These wealthy types are very private. And he was never a fan of the piece.” Milton offered his slim, bittersweet smile—the smile of surrender, she now understood. “No accounting for taste … The press release will say you’ve been terminated. Your name will be removed from the masthead.”

Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. She held them back. Her throat swelled like there was glass there. “I need this job right now. I’m honestly frightened for my life. I need some stability.”

Milton widened his eyes, performatively scanned his ever-shrinking office. “You’ve chosen the wrong profession.”

She looked down at her hands. Peeled a loose strip of cuticle from her index finger. Regretted that, because it bled. “That piece brought in a lot of advertising dollars. I should be getting a raise.”

“In a just world. But this is not that … These morality terminations are happening all over the country. No one’s happy. It’s bad for you, it’s bad for morale, it’s bad for the magazine.”

“Maybe I’ll sue,” Jenny said.

“I’d advise against that. The money won’t be much and it’ll ruin your career. You’ll be known to bite the hand that feeds.”

Her hands and legs shook. It was shock. Anger, too.

“What—?” Her voice broke. She swallowed. “I’m supposed to just take this?”

“Yes. You are. But I have an idea. A feature.”

Jenny squinted. A feature? How would that help? She wanted to throw her chair at him.

“I have a lead. I’d like to assign it to you, freelance. It’ll give you a soft landing.”

She blinked. Looked up, so the water in her eyes dried out. “What kind of lead?”

“I received an email from a woman named Mia Wright. She said she’d read ‘Drano’ and hoped you’d come out to her farm.”

“Who’s she?” Jenny asked. The bow had come loose from his tie. He wasn’t wearing his jacket and sweat made half-moons under his arms. This was the most unraveled she’d seen him since B&C had lost that slander lawsuit against that senator from Utah.

“She’s a Trad Wife,” he said.

“What?”

“A woman who’s chosen to return to a more traditional lifestyle—more traditional gender roles. She’s an influencer on a working farm with seven children and another on the way.”

“I know what a Trad Wife is. They’re unhinged. Why would I write about one?”

“The culture war! You’re an avowed career woman. Trad Wives are the opposite of that. It’s literary catnip.”

Jenny’s heart was pounding. This was happening very fast, and she was having a hard time making sense of it. “Why would she want me to tell her story? I’m obviously not Trad Wife-friendly.”

“She says she likes your work. Besides, if she can convert someone like you, she’ll double her following. These influencers live and die by their numbers.”

“I’m not going to be converted,” Jenny said.

“Of course not. Write something critical. That’s even better.”

“The board couldn’t handle ‘Drano.’ What makes you think they’d okay an anti-Trad Wife feature?”

“What can they do? Fire you? They already did that. Here’s my offer: We’ve got enough in the budget for a long feature. I’ll stake you. If the Stoughtons don’t like the end result they can fire me, too.”

“Really?” She had never known Milton to stick his neck out like this. Then again, she’d never been so close to the top before, learning how decisions got made.

“Yes. Really. What do you say?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She was afraid to publish something new in her name. The Brotherhood might come after her. Or someone worse.

Milton lowered his voice, urgent and serious. It occurred to her then that he genuinely cared about what was happening here—to her and in general. And of course he would; he’d put forty years into this business, and now, inch by inch, the gremlins were unscrewing all its rivets. “This woman’s request came at a perfect time. Trolls are like bedbugs. They hide in the light. Your next byline is the only thing that can save you. Your readers will lose interest, but The Brotherhood won’t forget. They’ll never leave you alone. You have to get out from under them.”

Jenny looked out the window, at the Highline. She knew Milton’s advice was correct. Hiding hadn’t worked. The Brotherhood were wasps on her scent. Another story was the only way out. Besides, now that she’d finally found her voice, she didn’t want to bury it.

“We’re a dying industry,” Milton said. “No one reads like they used to. The astounding part is, you captured them. I’d bottle that lightning if I could. I told Bill Stoughton. I was very clear—he made a mistake. You’ve had more eyeballs on your work than any journalist this year. If you play this right, we’re the ones who’ll need you.”

“Can I think about it?” Jenny asked.

He gave her his furrow-browed, get-over-yourself expression. She’d seen it directed at other editors, but not her. Before now, she’d never been important enough to receive that look. “I’ll give you a week. After that, I’m assigning it to someone else.”

——

She knew on the subway, box of belongings in her lap, that she’d write the story.

Three things stopped her from texting Milton right away and diving in. First, she really wasn’t ready to have her name in print again. Since The Brotherhood, she’d become anxious. It wasn’t simply a fear of them—it was a pervasive general fear of everything. She got scared walking home alone. She was nagged by illogical worries: Had she left the stove on? What if she took a beta blocker for her nerves, had an allergic reaction, and died?

The second reason: A group of guys (presumably they were guys) hated her so much that they wanted to erase her. In order to climb out of the box they’d trapped her inside, she was now supposed to write a piece evaluating the worth of another woman. It was circular in an ugly way.

The final reason: Fresh from a firing that felt very much like a betrayal, she was mad. How easily Milton and the other department heads had caved. She shouldn’t have been surprised. The world lately had gotten very quiet, even as very bad things happened. It was a specific and ominous kind of silence. A silence populated by faces without mouths.

It was mid-morning by the time she got back to her apartment. The coffee table was a milk crate, the couch a donation from a friend. She looked at the place as if it were new to her, decided it resembled the sad apartment of a recently divorced TV show dad.

“You are not helping my problem,” she told the room.

An empty room. An empty apartment. In absence of purpose for the first time in years, it felt like the gape here was contagious; likely to carve a hole inside her person, too.

To stave that off, she did what came naturally and went to work. Trad Wives. She began with an old text chain her college friends had initiated, in which they’d traded Trad Wife links—a source of entertainment and mockery. This had become less fun as the phenomenon grew and people started taking Trad Wives seriously, going so far as to start dressing and talking like them.

Trad Wives were … weird. She didn’t know if any existed out in the wild, living the lives they claimed, but they were all over the internet. They tended to be pretty women who spoke in baby talk. They wore retro outfits. They cooked from scratch. They raised kids. They believed their purpose in life was marriage, children, and subservience to their husbands.

Though a small minority of Trad Wives weren’t religious, most obsessively referenced Jesus, and not just regular, everyday Jesus, but Jesus in his many incarnations—martyred Jesus, wine-making Jesus, Super Bowl-deciding Jesus, pissed-off-in-the-temple Jesus, and even, during a particularly bizarre Easter baking video, chocolate Jesus. They also tended to believe in the devil, who apparently got inside people and made them do bad things.

The religions were sometimes formal, but more often, they were homespun—part of the new evangelism Jenny had already researched. They were grocery-store Catholics to the extreme—adopting or abandoning dogma as it suited them, typically to justify self-enrichment.

In her chat history, Jenny found an old link to a short, extra-voluptuous, blonde Barbie doll in a rockabilly swing dress. The woman announced that because she and her husband didn’t have kids yet, she spent most of her days at the gym or else mixing vinegar solutions to spray at hard-to-clean crevices in her kitchen. She quoted Ephesians 5:22: Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. Her husband, a used Honda salesman, made a cameo and was as charismatic as a soggy grilled cheese sandwich.

There is no sex happening in that house, her friend April had commented.

Another link: Jana, a tall, pretty blonde in a floral halter dress who made cough drops from scratch for her sick kid. The process seemed straightforward, but she worked at it with a painstaking intricacy. She kept her eyes open especially wide, probably because she thought it made them look big. She didn’t blink. It was disturbing. She seemed … insane.

Get a Halls, bitch! her friend Jodi wrote.

The Salt Lake Friends were the most famous of them—three comfortable, upper-middle-class women who cooked and exercised together while their husbands worked. Every tenth video or so, they roped their Black Trad Wife friend Theresa into the mix. Theresa seemed confused by the whole operation and at one point announced, “Why make homemade tater tots? I love you ladies, but I’d rather buy the Costco.” Theresa’s inclusion, Jenny surmised, was their effort at pretending they were worldly and had Black friends. Poor Theresa, trapped in Salt Lake City with lunatics.

I don’t understand why anybody’d want to work in an office when they could be doing this, the shy Salt Lake Trad Wife announced in video twelve.

For real! the bully of the pack answered. Then she added, her eyes widening: But we acknowledge our privilege. It’s a privilege to be home and it’s through His will that we can do it.

They’re fucking pod people, Jenny had declared more than a year ago. It was uncomfortable to see a text from that time. Had she been at the office when she’d written it? Had she been home with Jarron, her breath caught in her throat?

By the time she got through all those texts, it was noon. Jenny went out and treated herself to three spicy fish tacos on Roosevelt Avenue. When she returned, she opened that last can of birthday wine from six months before, and relocated her research to her laptop. After a few more videos, the autoplay took over. Videos flitted, all showing the curated, beautiful faces of women struggling for the camera’s attention so they could pay their bills or become famous, or both, even as they pretended not to need these things.

Sad and buzzed, these images affected her in unexpected ways.

She imagined herself in a suburban kitchen, squeezing fresh orange juice for the kid she and Jarron could have had.

… Would have had?

“You’re so selfish,” Jarron said right before he moved out. She’d found the accusation absurd. But The Brotherhood had said the same thing in meaner language: Narcissistic bitch. Now, she wondered … was she?

She was thinking this as a new video rolled. It started all black, with words in white that slowly emerged as if surfacing from underwater: Welcome to Black Swan Farm.

Goosebumps bloomed along her neck. Something about this video felt momentous.

A new image emerged, of a beautiful woman. Jenny pressed pause. This was her subject, Mia Wright, and Jenny could tell already that she was different. Her brown hair hung long and messy. She leaned against a wooden fence, looking into the camera with calm eyes. Behind her were grazing horses, muscular and beautiful. The blue sky overhead was vast.

Welcome to Black Swan Farm.

Jenny’s finger hovered on play.

“Not yet,” she said to the empty room. “I’m not ready.”

She closed her laptop. Stomach pleasantly tight with rosé, she went about doing all the things you’re supposed to do when you get fired. She called her lawyer friend Arlaina in Hoboken, who told her she could definitely sue for wrongful termination, but it probably wasn’t worth her time: “You’ll make the news cycle for fighting back, but you won’t win.”

She contacted her Zoom therapist that she’d started seeing during the bad times with Jarron. This is a wonderful opportunity! he wrote, his optimism practically manic. Your homework for our meeting tomorrow: think about your feelings and try to describe them! He’d told her she intellectualized too much, and was always trying to get her to name her feelings and then feel her feelings. She enjoyed neither of these tasks.

Night now. The empty apartment, a gape. Jarron’s name written small all over, like he’d claimed it in perpetuity.

Was she going to fall apart? What did falling apart look like? Should she feel just one emotion, to keep from popping?

Before climbing into bed, she made room for a crying jag. She sat on the sunken couch and thought: Okay, go! No one’s looking. Be sad!

Like something was stuck inside of her, no tears came.

——

Bread and Circus announced Jenny’s termination the next morning.

She texted Milton: Don’t assign it to anyone else. I’m taking it. I just need the week to recover.

Over that week, she zoomed with her therapist, who tried to get her to talk about her mom. Was she sad about Christine Kaplan’s protracted death? Because it seemed like she hadn’t dealt with it. This was a theme he wanted her to notice—she didn’t deal with things.

He suggested that her anger at Milton and Jarron was transference—they’d each represented a kind of home, something she’d wanted badly for as long as she’d been able to articulate want. But both had abandoned her in their own ways, taking that home away. This was triggering. How was she handling that?

The question made her so mad she ended the session early.

Through research, she learned that Mia Wright lived on a farm in rural Pennsylvania, in a town called Sylvan Village, famous for a luminous yellow fog and a scandal soon after its founding, known as Corrie’s Fire.

Mia and her husband moved to Sylvan Village after their wedding, and began the arduous work of restoring the Wright family’s long-abandoned farm. Her subscribership peaked last year at about a million and had been shrinking since. She sold farm and lifestyle products to viewers, and had begun what she called an “ambassador” program, in which fans paid an initiation fee to buy and resell product in bulk. They were encouraged to rope more ambassadors into the program, and were rewarded for it by a percentage of that ambassador’s sales. This was a typical multi-level marketing scheme, common in the influencer ghetto. It was legal, but only barely so.

To fill her time, Jenny went out with coworkers, and she had dinner with college friends. She tidied her apartment. She went to the gym. She priced new deadbolts for her door, to keep The Brotherhood away. She considered crying. A host of emotions were stuck deep inside her. They’d been crammed so tight for so long that she found it impossible to let them out.

By Sunday, she was almost ready to climb back on the sinking ladder, to watch Mia’s videos and write a feature, exposing herself to public censure all over again, when a text arrived from her sister Melissa: Where RU RN? Get ice?

Jenny’d totally forgotten! Today was her nephew’s first birthday party out in Jersey.

No time for a shower. She did all the things she knew Melissa expected: She put her hair in a French twist (it was too fine for a ponytail). She applied lipstick and mascara. She traded her jeans and hoodie for a flattering, low-cut red dress. She ran into the subway station, then caught the connection to New Jersey Transit at Penn Station. She would be ninety minutes late, which was very bad.

Melissa was five years younger than Jenny and had married young. It happened during quarantine. Jenny’d been in lockdown with Jarron or she would have spoken against it. She liked Portia well enough, but the power dynamic was very unbalanced.

With the same desperation she’d once approached fitting in with the popular kids, Melissa now threw herself into her role as a wife and mom in Chatham, New Jersey, which boasted two pool clubs and a US Open-class golf course. Melissa had already placed Luke on the waitlist for the best preschool in town. Softly, she played Mozart from a speaker in his bedroom all night. It’s good for his math side and his artsy side, she explained. Though he could barely walk, she took him to pre-soccer at the British Sports Academy in Maplewood. She also went to Pilates three days a week, had gotten regular Botox injections since turning twenty-one, walked every morning with the neighborhood moms and their babies, and took a Japanese cooking class Wednesday nights. It was a lot. Too much. Melissa was too much.

Melissa’s house in Chatham was only three blocks from the train station. Jenny stopped at the nearby Sunoco for ice, and walked.

The party was ripping by the time she got there. A rainbow of about 100 helium balloons spelled out Happy Birthday in front of Melissa’s 1980s brick colonial. Jenny imagined an adventurous kid grabbing hold of the tie on the second story, holding strong to all 100 balloons, and floating away.

Balloon-gate.

A clown with juggling pins was just leaving the house as Jenny headed in. Behind him, a furious mom toted a baby who’d barfed all over her hot-pink velour pantsuit.

Puke mom was gorgeous and fit. Six gossamer-fine gold chains, all different lengths, emphasized her ample cleavage. Jenny jumped out of the way as she passed. “I don’t know why you always do this to me. Why do you do this to me?” she asked her baby.

Puke velour pantsuit mom looked at the baby like he was going to answer, and this was an utterly reasonable accusation. Like he’d not just spit up, but done something truly awful, and murdered war hostages.

Inside the house, Jenny passed a cloud of neighbors, or friends, or whomever. She and Melissa often communicated, but rarely got together in person. These were strangers.

In the enormous living room, two hired teen girls chased after a field of one-year-olds, upright but wobbly as corn stalks. Chubby Luke was among but removed from them, his expression pure horror at so much chaos in his home. He clutched the Pinkie Pie stuffy Jenny’d given to him when he was born. She was tempted to rescue him with a pick-up, but the nearest adult in the room beat her to it.

In the kitchen, she found Melissa’s closest circle, who were complaining about a playground biter.

“That kid drew blood,” one of them said. “He’s messed up!”

“Nature or nurture?” one of them asked. “Seriously. Which is it?”

“Nurture. The dad’s always on his phone. He puts it on speaker, like we care he works in cryogenics. Who are these Eurotrash Borats who flash-freeze dead epidermis for $1,000 a pop, thinking it’s the fountain of youth?”

“That’s so naughty. We’re naughty gossips. But have you seen the wife? Her lips are all messed up from injections. She’s a gremlin,” the lady with the spanking white jogging jacket and pearl necklace talk-whispered, then they all laughed.

Jenny had forgotten the predatory nature of Chatham’s social scene. Probably, this amnesia had been self-defense, a kind of personal Novocain. These people, including Melissa, did not accommodate imperfection. They papered over it, disgusted by it. She resolved, right then, not to tell Melissa or anybody else in this room about her recent troubles at work.

“Hello, good people of Chatham!” she called, announcing herself in blustery, awkward cheer.

All eyes turned. Melissa looked her up and down. Wrong outfit, she realized. Wrong everything. The dress code was expensive athleisure wear that’s never been used for exercise. Hair, it turned out, could be messy. This was the just-out-of-bed look, only it took an hour.

With Melissa’s big mouth, surely, these people knew about or had read “Drano” and, in places like this, suburbs with country clubs, being a smart screw-up didn’t make you a celebrity. It just made you weird.

At first, nobody said anything. A citified maniac had burst into the kitchen like the Kool-Aid Man. Jenny had the feeling they were trying to figure out whether they were supposed to greet her, or strong-arm her out the back door.

For a moment, the floor spun and Jenny wondered if she might faint. It’s mortifying, being the big sister nobody admires.

But then, just as quickly as Melissa’s disappointment registered, it faded.

“Jenny! It’s my sister Jenny!” Melissa cried. She pushed through the crowd like they were weeds, and hugged her. “I’m so mad at you! I was so worried you weren’t coming!”

The smell of Melissa, the feel of her arms and ribs, was a comfort. She’d missed this kid.

Melissa tried to let go but Jenny held tight. She slow-counted to five, smelled her sister’s blonde, shampooed hair; her sweat and skin, so like their mom’s.

“Okay,” Melissa said, curt and self-conscious. “Time’s up.”

To keep from making a scene, Jenny let go.

Hours later, Jenny was the fool who stuck around to clean up. Melissa’s much older wife Portia, a lawyer for Chevron, was sleeping. She’d drunk too much wine and disappeared halfway through the party.

In the chaos, nobody’d noticed. “Portia works hard. I try to let her relax,” Melissa explained once Luke was down and they were alone.

Everything had seemed okay during the party, but now that the fifty or so kids were gone (Why on earth had Melissa invited the whole preschool?), Jenny could see that the den, kitchen, bathroom, and front yard were trashed. Additionally, all the touch spots—the walls, the light switches, the fridge, counters, and door handles, even the bathroom seat—were sticky.

Jenny’d tried. After excusing herself from the mom group (and one lonely dad that everyone performatively befriended while also passive-aggressively impugning his masculinity), who mostly stayed at home with the kids, she’d gotten cornered by Portia’s parents, who’d bragged for thirty minutes about how much money Portia made, the addition she’d paid for on their house in Florida, and her older children from another marriage who were engineers.

“Your sister’s a peach!” the dad said.

“We’re so glad she signed the prenup!” the mom drunkenly added.

Jenny wanted to say something quick and smart to defend her sister, to let them know that Melissa came from people, too. But her mind drew a blank.

After that, she talked to an accountant, an actuary, a dentist, and a real estate broker. They were bland. Except for the smarmy actuary, who wanted Jenny to know he was still hip (and also game to screw around), none had an ear for sarcasm. These were not her people.

Once they were all gone, Melissa handed Jenny a sponge, mop, and bucket. She took the vacuum and broom. “You good to help?”

“Yeah.”

The time went by fast. From their childhood, they were used to cleaning together and knew the rhythm of it. They’d done this most Sundays. Jenny had come up with the idea. It had filled the time, kept Melissa occupied, and made the apartment more livable.

They met in the kitchen, where Melissa had lit a votive candle that smelled like cherries. The label read Black Swan Farm.

“You seem … jumpy. Everything okay?” Melissa asked. She looked tired, the black mascara under her eyes all smeary. A few times since Luke’s birth, she’d called Jenny crying. She’d said things like: I don’t know what to do. This is so hard.

“I’m fine,” Jenny said, because she knew it was what Melissa wanted to hear. “Getting by, like always.”

“You hear from DirtyGarry?”

“No,” she lied.

“Thank God,” Melissa said. “I was beginning to think I was going to have to enter you into witness protection.”

“It’s no big deal.” It was best to tell Melissa these small lies, otherwise she fixated. She talked about the bad things in Jenny’s life like they were catastrophes. She worried over them and offered unhelpful solutions. She compared her own circumstances, and said things like: I’m really glad I’m settled down. It must be so hard!

When they were kids, Jenny used to read Melissa to sleep. She’d especially liked this book called A House Is a House for Me. Every page of that book had contained an illustration about how all kinds of things could be houses. Walls were houses for mice, books were houses for words, stomachs were houses for pancakes. “Read it again,” Melissa used to say, like a tiny dictator. “Again!”

Jenny’d also helped her dress, and held her hand on the walk to school. She’d cooked for her, packed her lunch for her. The kid had been her shadow. It was for this reason that Jenny refused to babysit Luke. It was also the reason she didn’t like to hold babies, and the reason, in “Drano,” she said she didn’t ever want kids. Not that she resented Melissa. She adored her. But the responsibility of a small, innocent creature had been a weight.

Where had their mom been? Good question.

“What about Jarron? How’s he
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