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CAST

Renee (43): Single mom, fan favorite, bisexual. Tagline: I may play for both teams, but when it comes to being real, I always bring my A game.

Carmela (47): Tempestuous bitch, sexy (but scary) Italian supremacist. Tagline: I don’t bite but I do scratch, and these talons are 100 percent Italian.

Valerie (46): Carmela’s sister-in-law and puppet, airhead, has prosthetic foot. Tagline: They say to put your best foot forward, so I make sure mine is custom-made… and covered in diamonds!

Birdie (Age unknown): Grande dame, wealthy widow, delusional. Tagline: When life gives me lemons, I make citron pressé on my yacht in Saint-Tropez.

Hope (33): Outsider, singer-songwriter, Californian. Tagline: I checked out of the Hotel California with only my guitar—in Jersey, I hope to be a star.

Leo (44): Hope’s husband, Valerie’s brother, Carmela’s brother-in-law. Handsome diva. Carmela calls him “Leona” due to an abundance of feminine features.

Ruby (13): Renee’s daughter. Aspiring pop star. Adorable, sassy, hormonal.

Pierre (29): Birdie’s adult son and assistant. Equestrian. Likely gay. Breastfed until he was two years old.

Bianca (18): Carmela’s daughter and polar opposite. Timid, soft-spoken, nearly invisible.


CREW

Eden (37): Showrunner, hustler, tough as nails. Hope’s cousin.

Johnny (45): Director of photography. Low-profile, low-drama. Neither seen nor heard.

Caleb (36): Audio supervisor. Tall and lanky. In love with Eden.

Aria (48): Network exec. Blond bob. 5’ 1’. Objectively terrifying.





PROLOGUE

Eden’s star is missing.

Breathless from climbing a third staircase, Eden fantasizes about working in scripted television. Actors aren’t perfect, but they’re easier to wrangle. They’re used to being vessels for other people’s ideas, have given up any notion of agency a long time ago. These reality stars think they run the show. But Eden runs the show. She’s the literal showrunner of Garden State Goddesses, the third-most-popular show on Huzzah, America’s premier network for reality television.

Eden Bennett has earned the right to be cocky.

Growing up, Eden wanted to make documentaries. She worshipped Werner Herzog and Adam Curtis and the Maysles, watched and rewatched Grizzly Man and HyperNormalisation and Grey Gardens. But she soon learned that documentarian is not an actual job for someone without a rather sizable trust fund. Despite this, Eden continued to be driven by the adage that truth is stranger than fiction. She wanted to capture the uncanniness of real people. So she’s been working her way up the ladder at Huzzah for the past fifteen years. At thirty-seven, she’s finally become a showrunner. But when she imagined achieving this milestone, she did not envision climbing countless staircases in a remote equestrian suburb to find her star, who keeps disappearing from the fucking party.

Eden was promoted to showrunner for many reasons: her undying work ethic, her tenacity, and her ability to push and prod her stars toward the most dramatic conclusions on camera. This season, she thought her job would be easier because her star is also her cousin, her flesh and blood, someone she’s known her whole life, someone who would be easy to tame.

But that assumption has turned out to be dead wrong.

Making her way to the third floor, Eden takes a second to catch her breath. A bead of sweat develops on her forehead despite the chill in the air. If there’s one thing she’s learned from nearly three seasons of Garden State Goddesses, it’s that rich people’s homes are drafty as hell. High ceilings, creaky floors. Eden tiptoes down the hallway, the hardwood floors whining with each step, and peers into yet another guest bedroom, which is empty like the others. Still no sign of Hope.

Hope Fontana, née Hope Bennett, grew up with Eden in Weed, California. In New Jersey, when you say you’re from California, people imagine Santa Monica, somewhere sunny and glamorous. Weed gets fifty-five inches of snow a year. And when you say you’re from Northern California, people say, “Oh, I love San Francisco!” Eden wishes she were from San Francisco, which is right smack in the middle of the state, instead of Weed, a three-thousand-person city six hours north of the Bay Area. People assume the city is named for the psychotropic plant, but it’s actually named after Abner Weed, who founded a lumber mill there. Now the city’s gas stations sell shirts and key chains that say I LOVE WEED and then CALIFORNIA in very small script underneath. Eden’s parents would protest the sale of such merchandise, calling it “diabolical blasphemy.”

Eden’s parents aren’t just religious; they’re zealots. Together, Eden’s dad and Hope’s dad founded a rather demented church called Brother God that Eden doesn’t like to think about. When she and Hope were kids, their mobile homes shared a blow-up swimming pool in the backyard. That little pool was about the only bright spot in a very dark childhood. That and running around the woods, playing make-believe, watching Mount Shasta shine in the distance, imagining escape. Eventually, Eden did escape. And she helped Hope escape too. Of course, the act wasn’t entirely selfless. Selflessness is a luxury Eden has never been able to afford. Growing up, it might have killed her—if not literally, then at least figuratively. So, fine, yes, Eden needed Hope, needs Hope.

But she isn’t in the next bedroom or the one after that. Nor is she in the third-floor closets or the bathrooms. Behind one door, Eden finds a back staircase she didn’t notice before, peers down, and sees—to her dismay—just empty space. She shuts the door and returns to the main staircase, walking briskly to stay warm amid the draft. Hopefully by the time she descends, her cousin will have miraculously returned and something dramatic will be happening in front of the cameras. Maybe someone will be yelling at Hope for her disappearance, acting out Eden’s emotions for her. The Goddesses often act out Eden’s emotions. But Hope rarely does. She rarely does anything Eden asks.

But casting Hope filled a void on the show that Eden needed to fill. Eden had her fan favorite—Renee, the single mom, modest, real. She had her villain—Carmela, the explosive bully, clever enough that viewers love to watch her from afar and are glad they don’t know anyone like her IRL. She had her ditz—Valerie, Carmela’s sister-in-law and also her puppet, dumb but pretty, with a Mafia-tied family. And she had her sloppy grande dame—Birdie St. Clair, who has multiple massive properties to film in, like the one Eden is scaling now, and is on the type of strong pharmaceutical cocktail that turns nearly every sentence she speaks into a meme.

For example, when Eden came to set up this afternoon, Birdie told Eden, in a vaguely French accent, that she’d just returned from Europe, where she’d “been on a yacht with Puff Daddy,” which she’d pronounced Pouff Dada. Eden knew Birdie hadn’t been to Europe, as her crew had filmed Birdie in New Jersey several times in the past week, and Sean Combs hasn’t gone by Puff Daddy in nearly twenty years. When Birdie went to get glam, her son, Pierre, told Eden that Birdie had been prescribed a new medication for her arthritis and was therefore loopy. Eden nodded in understanding, as if Birdie wasn’t always loopy, as if she weren’t always drugged. Eden senses that a reality television reckoning is upon them, that they won’t be able to get away with this type of flagrant exploitation much longer. Eden still has a conscience, she thinks, but she’s been hardened by time and trauma and also ambition. This is her first season as showrunner, which means her career is on the line, her paycheck is on the line. Which means she isn’t going to worry about whether she or Huzzah are exploiting Birdie St. Clair, who has multiple homes with over fifteen rooms each. Birdie is fine. Eden has a one-bedroom rental in Hoboken. Eden needs to find Hope.

Soon Eden is back on the first floor, out of breath again and avoiding the cameras so she won’t have to be edited out later. She peeks into the great room and sees a bunch of people she doesn’t recognize, paid extras, none of her stars. Eden wants to scream. She snakes her way down the hallway and toward the kitchen. Maybe the women are congregating in there. Maybe Hope left the party. Maybe she drove all the way back to Weed, California. Maybe they could follow her, catch it on camera. Audiences go crazy for cults, and while Eden didn’t identify it as such growing up, subsequent therapists have suggested to Eden that her upbringing was, at the very least, “cultish.”

Casting Hope killed three birds with one stone. The third bird was extricating Hope from said “cultish” living situation. This was the least important bird for Eden, but it was probably big for Hope. This bird helps Eden feel better about the other two birds, the ones that mattered to her, the ones that are far from selfless.

Bird two: Leo Fontana. Eden would be lying if she didn’t admit that she’d brought Leo to her cousin’s wedding in San Francisco with at least a small desire that he’d meet a future Goddess, someone he could bring into the Fontana family and intensify their chokehold on the Garden State franchise. As Valerie’s brother and Carmela’s brother-in-law, Leo was already on the show some, but he was a ham and a diva and viewers wanted more. So that was the stone in casting Hope—Leo’s entry point to more airtime, which Eden saw as dollar signs.

Bird one, the largest and most important bird, was needing an outsider. Someone to upset the status quo. These bitches are so insular, so obsessed with family and loyalty and the right kind of cookies at Christmas (Neapolitans, amaretti, pignoli). Their Sicilian American heritage is everything to them. Eden almost considered changing her last name to Benetta so they’d respect her more. Eden knew that someone as Anglo and doe-eyed as Hope marrying into the Fontana family would cause everyone to fucking lose it. And she was fucking right. They fucking lost it. Eden is almost always fucking right when it comes to her job.

But she’s wrong about the women being in the kitchen, which is larger than Eden’s apartment, and also empty except for the catering staff. No Hope. Hopeless. Eden chuckles to herself at the wordplay, then stops. It’s not funny. She needs to find Hope so she can deliver a compelling season and move into an apartment that’s bigger than this kitchen. Eden notices a door she didn’t see before. Maybe there are more rooms behind it. This house is so fucking big.

“Can I help you, miss?” asks Birdie’s head of staff. Luz? Birdie’s staff is bigger than Eden’s cast. Luz, if that’s her name, looks stressed. Birdie probably works her to the ground. Or Pierre, rather, who seems to be sailing the ship. If Luz had a larger role on her show, Eden would try to find out what’s beneath those anguished eyes. But Luz is not a main character, so Eden keeps moving.

“Just looking for the ladies,” Eden says, then turns toward the door.

Eden exits the kitchen and—without warning—a scream pierces the air. Not the fun scream of a party, but a haunting, terrified scream. She pauses, heart thudding in her chest, trying to locate the placement of the scream, from where in this massive house it originated. Before she can react, a body comes hurling at her. Eden can’t register who it is, just senses a flash of movement and limbs and hair. And the words, landing like a brick in Eden’s chest:

“She isn’t breathing!”




Part One


Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the shadiest of them all?

—KENYA MOORE, THE REAL HOUSEWIVES OF ATLANTA






ONE Six months earlier

Hope was leaning up against a cherry red Ferrari F40 in a wedding dress. She supposed the average bride would have been worried about the dress, but Hope was worried about the car. This 1987 model was arguably the best Italian car ever made. Hope only knew this from dating Leo, whose family owned a vintage Italian car business. And that business, Medusa Motors, was where Hope was getting married today. A car dealership wedding had at first sounded a little peculiar to Hope, but Leo had convinced her it would be glamorous. His brother and sister had both gotten married here, and he explained that they’d completely transformed the place.

It was transformed today, too, with lush red velvet carpets that trailed across the polished concrete, string lights that would shine bright once the sun went down, and only the most expensive cars on display, including the red F40 on which she was still leaning. After six months with Leo, Hope had developed a genuine love for cars. She enjoyed learning about their specifications and even test-drove them after hours when Leo allowed. Her two favorite cars were the red F40 and the Pagani Zonda C12, which debuted in 1999 at the Geneva Motor Show, could accelerate to 60 mph in four seconds, and resembled something from a sci-fi film of the variety Hope was not allowed to watch as a kid.

Six months with Leo had introduced Hope to so much. It was the longest time she’d been outside of Northern California, a place Hope had convinced herself she loved likely because alternatives felt elusive. She lacked the ambition and courage of her cousin Eden, who’d left at seventeen on a Greyhound Bus for New York City, and her sister, Faith, who’d hitchhiked to San Francisco at nineteen and never returned. Hope had left fifteen years later, at which point staying hadn’t felt like an option.

Hope had met Leo at Faith’s wedding. Before that, Hope hadn’t left Weed in years. Brother God considered Faith fallen for leaving. Growing up, Hope always felt caught between her parents, whom she loved despite their flaws, and her sister, whom she also loved but who hated her parents and Brother God and rebelled at every opportunity. Eden was like that too, always angry and provocative. Hope was dutiful—until fairly recently.

She knew Brother God had issues, but the church had positive elements as well. Hope enjoyed reading the Bible and found many passages uplifting. Recently, she’d been thinking a lot about Isaiah 43:2: When you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flames shall not consume you. But mostly, she loved singing. In Weed, Hope had always been active in the choir, and eventually her father had let her lead it, until he’d taken that away—a fact Hope preferred not to dwell on. Hope missed the choir most. She missed her parents too, or the version of them that had liked her, before everything went up in smoke.

Once she had freed herself from Brother God’s controlling shackles, going to Faith’s wedding was a no-brainer. And it was there that Eden introduced Hope to her platonic date, Leo. Hope was enchanted. Leo was warm and charming and instantly made her feel safe. He was also easy on the eyes, with sharp cheekbones softened by waves of dark hair. He reminded Hope of someone she already knew well. She’d been comfortable enough to go back with him that night to his hotel room, something she’d never done before. Weed didn’t even really have hotels. Leo’s hotel was spectacular, on top of a hill with panoramic views of the glittering bay. Hope felt exhilarated in a way she never had. When Leo offered to fly her out to New Jersey the next week, she felt she had no choice but to say yes. There was nothing left for her in Weed after what had happened. In fact, she hadn’t gone back since.

Hope had never been to the East Coast, and she was instantly blown away by how green it was. Weed had trees, but it was much drier, the forests often in flames. Hope had mostly known dry land and open space, mountains very far in the distance. New Jersey had no mountains, just green, rolling hills. It felt safe somehow, like she was enveloped by leafy trees and soft clouds. And oh my gosh, the clouds! Due to a lack of moisture in the air, Weed never had clouds of the soft, pillowy type that New Jersey did. Hope spent one entire afternoon lying on the grass in Leo’s yard, finding baby animals in the sky.

A bead of sweat dripped down Hope’s arm. She’d originally liked the idea of an August wedding—she and Leo had both been eager to get married quickly—but she hadn’t realized how hot it would be. In Weed, it rarely got above 80 degrees. Currently, Hope felt like she was in a steam room. She’d had no idea the planet could get this humid. The temperature on her phone said 87, but it felt hotter. Leo reassured Hope that it would cool down once the sun set. And everyone loved partying on a warm summer night, he’d said. Weed never had warm nights; in the summer, the temperature would drop up to 40 degrees between afternoon and evening. Hope had been astounded at the Fontanas’ Fourth of July pool party, when it was still balmy and warm after dark, and these little bugs started lighting up the air like magic. Fireflies, Leo had called them.

During that first week on the East Coast, Leo took Hope to New York City, which was unlike anything Hope had seen before. While her parents didn’t believe in television or the internet, Hope had been able to secure both modern luxuries as an adult, as well as a small apartment on the edge of town that she rented with her waitressing money. So she’d seen New York City on a screen, in movies like You’ve Got Mail, but they hadn’t captured the feeling. The city had its own pulse, a vibrant energy coursing through her and awakening her senses, as if she were seeing the world in a whole new spectrum of colors. They’d stayed at a five-star hotel on the edge of Central Park, which had exploded with pink due to spring. Hope couldn’t believe she’d spent thirty-two years of her life without experiencing a proper spring, let alone spring in Central Park. Leo lived only an hour away from the city by car. So when Leo asked Hope to stay with him in New Jersey, to move in, to never go back to California, Hope knew the only answer was yes. Again, there was nothing left for her in Weed. She didn’t even go back to collect her belongings. Leo bought her all new things.

The cars in front of Hope lit up gold as the sun lowered in the sky. This was the plan: Hope would walk down the aisle at golden hour. The light flickering on the cars made her think of the Neil Young song “After the Gold Rush.” Hope didn’t miss the Golden State, not really, but she missed her guitar. Since she’d started renting her own place a few years ago, she’d been making music in the privacy of her apartment and uploading songs to SoundCloud. People seemed to like them. She knew she wasn’t exactly Neil Young, but she’d amassed a following larger than Weed’s population. Thousands of people still seemed like a lot to Hope. New York City had over eight million people, which was almost three thousand times the size of Weed. Shady Pond, the suburb where Leo lived, where Hope was getting married, was roughly five times larger than Weed. But it seemed bigger than that. There was infinitely more to do here. Weed didn’t even have a proper grocery store. Hope’s parents grew their own food and Hope mostly ate at the diner where she’d worked, one of only a handful of restaurants in Weed. Shady Pond had movie theaters and restaurants and shopping centers. Leo’s sister-in-law, Carmela, owned an upscale nail salon in the main shopping center. Carmela kind of scared Hope, but Hope liked the salon, where everything was sparkly and they served champagne.

Carmela would be Hope’s castmate. This was where things got weird. Hope had agreed to something kind of crazy: to appear on Garden State Goddesses, an evidently popular reality television show she’d never seen before. Eden worked for the show and would be showrunner for the upcoming season. Eden had convinced Hope that she’d “shine” on the show, that it would be an optimal opportunity to make friends. Hope liked the idea of a community of girlfriends in Shady Pond, where she knew no one except for Leo. (Eden lived thirty minutes away in Hoboken.) And when Hope had admitted to Eden after a glass of champagne at the nail salon that she’d been making music, Eden told Hope that the show would be an ideal place to promote it, that she could develop a real audience. This possibility really appealed to Hope. Ever since she first heard Joni Mitchell, Hope had wanted to make music like hers—poetic and evocative. Joni Mitchell had moved to New York City in the ’60s. Hope was giddy at the idea of following in her footsteps.

But Hope was still scared to be on the show. She’d never aspired to appear on camera before; in Weed, such a dream would have been as far-fetched as finding a mermaid in the local creek. Hope still hadn’t watched the show; Eden told her it would be better if she didn’t, that it would be easier to be herself. Hope felt pretty boring, but Eden convinced her she had an “easy charisma” that would translate well on camera. Eden could be very convincing. She had nearly convinced Hope to let her film the wedding for the season. In fact, she had convinced Hope and Leo, but Leo’s parents had nixed it. They were old-school and skeptical of the show. They’d appeared on camera a few times, but filming their youngest son’s wedding was a line they were unwilling to cross. Eden didn’t push them. Leo’s parents were polite to Hope but somewhat intimidating. Eden had said there were Mafia rumors, but that there were a lot of rumors in Shady Pond. And either way, Hope was protected. She liked the sound of that. Hope needed a little protection for once. Protecting herself had become exhausting, unsustainable, dangerous.

Hope jumped as the wedding planner called her name. The string quartet started. A knot took shape in her stomach.

She was eager to ditch her father’s name and become Hope Fontana.

Hope Fontana, a new woman.




TWO

Renee had quit smoking thirteen years ago, when she got pregnant. But she was smoking a cigarette right now. Carmela had a way of bringing out Renee’s vices. Everyone seemed to feel more courageous around her. Carmela Fontana was like a drug that way. Addictive, but probably bad for your health.

In the first two seasons of Garden State Goddesses, several castmates had quit, citing Carmela. Renee understood why these women feared Carmela—she had a sharp tongue, eyes that rivaled Sophia Loren’s, and acrylic nails so sharp they should have been registered as lethal weapons. But Renee prided herself on seeing the best in everyone. Carmela was very funny and extremely loyal, and had impeccable style. Tonight, she wore a shimmery, body-conscious black dress with strappy navy blue heels. Oh, that was another of Carmela’s attributes: at forty-seven, she had an incredible body. Her body was enviable for any age, really. Renee figured the chain-smoking curbed her appetite, and she had a Peloton in her garage. Once Renee went over there to film and Carmela was smoking a cigarette on the Peloton.

“My Spidey sense is going off,” Carmela said, taking a drag. They were standing just outside the reception tent because Carmela didn’t want her in-laws to see her smoking. But she was peeking through a slit in the awning, looking at Hope.

“Mine too,” said Valerie, Carmela’s sister-in-law and sister of the groom. Viewers described Valerie as “Carmela’s puppet,” an epithet with which Renee didn’t entirely disagree.

“Something in the milk ain’t clean,” Carmela continued, staring right at Hope inside the tent, as if begging her to stare back.

“I can’t believe she’s going to be our sister-in-law,” Valerie added, seemingly to please Carmela. Carmela was married to Valerie’s older brother, and as of tonight, Hope was married to Valerie’s younger brother. The Fontanas were a massive Sicilian family with alleged Mafia ties. People talked in Shady Pond, and Carmela’s nail salon was just across the shopping center from Renee’s store. Renee heard things. She also read things, on RadarOnline and on Shady Di, an anonymous Instagram account that circulated rumors about all of them, but it was harshest on the Fontanas, going so far as to speculate that Leo was responsible for Valerie’s missing foot. RadarOnline and word on the street said it was Carmela. While Renee didn’t believe Carmela was capable of that kind of violence, she had been burned enough times to know to keep Carmela at a distance. Renee and Carmela could be cordial and share a laugh, but they’d never be close. Boundaries were important in this town, crucial on reality television.

“I think she seems sweet,” Renee cut in. Unlike Valerie, Renee wasn’t afraid of Carmela. Viewers said Renee “played both sides,” which Renee didn’t necessarily see as a bad thing. Renee valued diplomacy more than her castmates did. Also, she was bisexual, so, metaphorically speaking, she did play for both teams. Shady Di had called her “bi for clout.” They all hated Shady Di.

“Too sweet,” said Carmela. “Untrustworthy, sweet. Bitch is hiding something, Giuro su Dio.” Carmela crossed herself. The Fontanas were very Catholic. Renee’s parents had been raised Catholic but had only imparted a lax version to her—Renee couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in a church. And while Renee was Italian American, and her grandfather had been born in Italy, Renee did not feel as connected to “the motherland” as the Fontanas. Renee only knew a handful of Italian words and phrases—she knew that Carmela had just said, “I swear to God,” because she said it a lot—and she’d never been to Italy. The Fontanas spoke Italish, peppering most of their conversations with Italian phrases.

“Straniero,” Carmella nearly spat.

Renee didn’t know this word but assumed it was not flattering. It sounded like stranger.

“Do you think she’s a natural blonde?” Valerie asked. Valerie was blond, but it definitely wasn’t natural. She got her roots touched up once a month at the salon next to Renee’s jewelry store. And when Renee had met Valerie years before the show started, when their kids had been in preschool together, Valerie’s hair had been nearly jet-black.

“Probably.” Carmela tapped her cigarette on the edge of a vintage Fiat’s rearview mirror. “Sick freak of nature.”

Renee never said it out loud, but she preferred Valerie’s natural hair color. But Valerie was a bit of a bimbo, and Renee supposed it made sense she had the hair to match. As if on cue, she began to flap a baby pink fan in front of her face. It had been a hot day, and now it was a hot night. An outdoor wedding in August was an aggressive move. Renee didn’t get why they didn’t just wait until the fall to get married. The whole thing felt rushed.

Renee turned to watch Hope dance with Leo. They were an exceptionally attractive couple. Hope, with her wavy blond hair and innocent blue eyes, and Leo, with his long eyelashes and warm smile. Renee enjoyed watching them dance, which they did with grace and only made her feel slightly envious. Renee had been single for so long, she hardly remembered what it was like to dance with someone. Either way, she was excited to have Hope on the show. She was ready for another castmate who was nice. Well, Renee supposed Valerie was relatively pleasant when she wasn’t with Carmela, but her friendliness often seemed fake, like artificial sweetener. Birdie wasn’t mean, but she was so out to lunch she was basically an alien. Hope seemed genuine and normal. Renee was excited to get to know her better.

Birdie sashayed into Renee’s line of sight. She was dancing with a younger man, as she often was. She fancied herself a cougar and frequently boasted about her active sex life, but Renee didn’t totally buy it. Birdie was often slurring her words by 3 p.m., so Renee wasn’t sure how she could be having these late-night sexcapades. The Garden State Goddesses were often lying to each other and themselves. The fans liked Renee because she was “real.” She didn’t say everything that came to mind, because that would be rude and immature, but Renee was a bad liar with a moral compass. She valued authenticity. The only time she found it acceptable to lie was to spare someone’s feelings, like when Birdie said, “Don’t you just adore my new mink?” Renee would respond, “Of course, darling,” even though Renee found the fact that the animal’s head was still attached a bit macabre. She supposed this was why viewers said she played both sides. But Eden said even the most likable reality TV stars had haters. She also said Renee was among the most likable of all time, but Renee figured Eden said that to everyone. Renee liked Eden, but her mother had taught her never to fully trust the person profiting off your labor.

“Don’t you think?” Carmela stared right at Renee, who hadn’t heard the first part of the question.

“Think what?” Renee asked.

Valerie laughed. “I knew she wasn’t listening.”

Carmela’s scary side flared a bit. Her eyes widened, lips twitched. Renee thought Carmela was more bark than bite, that her bravado cloaked a deeply insecure person.

“Don’t you think the new girl has secrets?” Carmela asked, eyes narrowing.

Before Renee could respond, a loud crash sounded from inside the reception tent. The women turned their gazes. Birdie was on the floor beside a number of broken glasses. The young man was no longer by her side, but a different young man rushed in: Birdie’s son, Pierre, who had been given a decent amount of airtime on the first two seasons of the show. Aside from Ruby, he was the only other Goddess child who had his own confessional. Except Pierre wasn’t a child. He was in his late twenties, likely gay, and astoundingly arrogant. Viewers seemed to get a kick out of him, probably because they were laughing at him—he had a nasal voice that always made it sound like he was whining, as well as mommy issues of Freudian proportions. But Pierre mistook their mockery for genuine adoration and had told Renee at last season’s wrap party that the network should increase his pay as he was “carrying the show.” Until that point, Renee hadn’t realized he was getting paid at all. Ruby didn’t get paid for appearing on the show, although Renee had used Ruby’s popularity in her most recent negotiations to get a raise. Pierre certainly wasn’t carrying the show, but right now he was swooping in to carry Birdie. He lifted her from the floor as wedding guests circled around, gawking. Sadly, it was a familiar sight. Birdie had a habit of becoming unbalanced after noon, horizontal once the sun went down.

Renee turned back to Carmela to answer her question. “Everyone,” Renee said, taking the final drag of her cigarette, “has secrets.”




THREE

Hope was getting antsy in Shady Pond.

Filming wouldn’t start for another week, and Leo had insisted that Hope relax rather than get a short-term job. But Hope was lonely. In Weed, Hope knew everyone and was rarely alone. She went to work at the diner and had choir practice most nights—that is, until her dad took that away from her. Back in California, Hope cherished working on her music in her free time, but now all she had was free time: from the time she woke up to when Leo came home, always after 7 p.m. but sometimes as late as midnight. Business was thriving, which was how Leo could afford his three-bedroom home with a backyard and a pool, the biggest house Hope had ever been inside. But that meant hours were long, and Leo often had to wine and dine clients after work. Sometimes Hope attended these dinners, but that was lonely too, as they often talked about people she didn’t know and sometimes spoke entirely in Italian. Leo’s parents threw family dinners on Sunday evenings, but Hope felt similarly isolated there.

Hope had imagined becoming friends with Leo’s sister, Valerie, but she was always in the corner whispering with Carmela, who seemed to hate Hope—constantly glaring at her and making pointed digs about Hope being from California. Hope had tried asking Valerie to get coffee a few times, just the two of them, but Valerie typically came up with some excuse involving her sons—she had three boys—or flaked last minute. Hope felt similarly rejected by her own cousin, Eden, who lived just thirty minutes away but always seemed to be busy with work whenever Hope asked her to get dinner or go to a movie. Hope’s only real company in Shady Pond was herself.

Leo had gifted Hope a 1972 Fiat 500 in baby blue, Hope’s favorite color. And she adored the car, so much so she was afraid to drive it. It seemed frail, and Hope wasn’t familiar with these roads. She couldn’t bear to think of getting in an accident and damaging the car. So Hope spent most of her days at home, the quiet house seeming to taunt her. Outside, manicured lawns rolled out like green carpets, the neighborhood’s stillness punctuated only by the occasional distant bark of a dog. She made music in part because it made her feel less alone.

As soon as Hope had told Leo about her SoundCloud, he’d created a music room for her in one of his spare bedrooms. The result was nothing short of extravagant—a soundproofed home studio with recessed lighting, stocked with a guitar, a keyboard, drums, several microphones, a recording booth, leather couches, and a computer with a fancy program for mixing that Hope was still figuring out how to use. The setup was a far cry from the corner of her dingy apartment where she’d make music in Weed, a wooden chair by a window overlooking a parking lot.

Her new studio overwhelmed her a bit. Hope mostly stayed away from the electronics, preferring the acoustic guitar, a vintage cherry Gibson Dove, a model popular in the ’60s and favored by the likes of Tom Petty, Cat Stevens, and Bob Dylan, musicians Hope had been drawn to when she’d first discovered music that wasn’t about God. Hope had been homeschooled, so she hadn’t even known non-hymnal music existed until she was a teenager and her sister, Faith, snuck her to McDonald’s, where they were playing a band called the Black Eyed Peas. Faith loved the song, but Hope found it a bit raucous. It wasn’t until she was in her twenties and started working at the diner, where her manager consistently played folk music from the ’60s—Bob Dylan, Neil Young, and, most importantly, Joni Mitchell—that Hope really started to fall in love with secular music.

The Gibson Dove sounded like a bell, rich and bright, a vibrant contrast to the rustic twang of the scratched-up guitar she’d had in Weed. When Hope wasn’t playing the guitar, she was writing lyrics or listening to music to inspire her. She’d started branching out of ’60s folk during her last few years in Weed, enjoying music by Mazzy Star and Sharon Van Etten, who was from New Jersey. Van Etten had started playing electric guitar in her later work, as had Dylan and Joni Michell, which made Hope want to try electric too. But Leo had already given her so much, she couldn’t possibly ask for another guitar. And besides, technology intimidated her. When she wasn’t playing music, Hope was learning Italian on Duolingo, or lying out by the pool, looking at the clouds. She was so lonely she’d started talking to the clouds, as well as the trees in the yard. The oak tree over the pool, she’d named Cheyenne. She was that bored.

So this afternoon, when Hope’s cell phone rang for the first time in days, she was thrilled to answer it, even though she didn’t recognize the number and it was probably spam. But as it turned out, it wasn’t spam. It was Renee Ricci, her future castmate. Hope had met Renee a few times and always liked her energy. She seemed genuine. And Eden had told Hope that Renee would be her favorite, that she was everyone’s favorite.

“So,” Renee said after a brief greeting. “Eden showed me your SoundCloud.”

Hope’s cheeks became hot. She’d never spoken to anyone but Eden, Leo, and one other person about her SoundCloud. All her fans were strangers. A wave of vulnerability washed over her. She felt exposed.

“I love your music,” said Renee. “You have a really interesting voice.”

Warmth blossomed in Hope’s chest. “Thanks, that means the world to me.” Hope was so lonely she would have been happy to hear from someone just calling to say screw you, but the fact that Renee was calling to compliment Hope’s music felt like a dream. She was about to ask Renee if she wanted to get a drink when Renee kept talking.

“So my daughter, Ruby, she’s thirteen,” Renee said. “And she’s determined to be a pop star. Like, literally, being the next Ariana Grande is all she ever talks about.”

“That’s so sweet,” Hope said.

“Is it?” Renee laughed. “I’m kidding, she’s adorable. But I was wondering, since you’re so talented—could you give her voice lessons?”

Hope was silent, taken aback.

“I’d pay, obviously!”

“Oh, you don’t need to pay me,” Hope said. “I’d be thrilled to give your daughter voice lessons.” But Hope was actually a little disappointed. She’d been hoping Renee was going to ask her to hang out. Hope wanted to be friends with Renee, to be friends with any adult in Shady Pond really, but everyone seemed so flashy and intimidating, in leopard-printed silks and fur coats with fake eyelashes and nails long enough to hurt someone. Renee wore jeans and her eyelashes seemed to be her own. She had a melodious laugh and reminded Hope of someone back home, someone she knew, just like when she’d first met Leo. Renee’s daughter was probably cool too, and Hope had had enough practice with the choir to teach singing to anyone. Plus, Hope missed the choir like crazy. Helping Ruby might fill that void.

“Eden thinks it will be a great way to introduce you,” Renee said, and it took a second for Hope to realize that Renee was talking about the show. This voice lesson would be filmed, on camera, for Hope’s introduction to television audiences. Hope still couldn’t believe she was doing this. Was she insane? Probably.

Hope cleared her throat. “That makes sense,” she said. “I look forward to it.”

“I love you!” Renee shouted, and Hope knew it was just an expression, but her heart leaped nonetheless.

The phone call was over too quickly.

And the house returned to being very, very quiet.

Sunlight glinted off the chrome toaster and cast an orange glow that flickered across the wall. It was nothing, just a trick of the light, but for a second, the air seemed charged with something dangerous. Hope shivered and made her way back to her music studio.

She needed to kill the silence.




FOUR

Renee’s doorbell rang. Eden jogged to answer it. It was probably Hope, who still needed to be miked. Then Hope would have to ring the doorbell again and Renee would answer it on camera.

Eden was rarely nervous, but right now she was on edge. Hope was her first cousin, the closest thing Eden had to a sister, and Hope had never been on camera before. Eden was taking a significant risk in hiring her, both personally and professionally. She exhaled and opened the door.

Hope stood in a jean jacket over a paisley dress and not a smidge of makeup. Not a dab of mascara, an ounce of foundation, or a tinge of lip color. Barefaced. Normally, this would have pissed Eden off, but she didn’t have time to be pissed. The camera crew was only booked for a few hours. She used to have a makeup artist for touch-ups, but eventually so many women had their own glam squads on retainer, it seemed like a waste of Huzzah’s money to pay someone. So she had no makeup artist today.

Eden survived in this industry because she’d seen true darkness in her childhood and everything since felt like child’s play. So Hope wasn’t wearing makeup. No big deal. The viewers might love it, might find her “very real.” The viewers loved real. Eden always knew this would be Hope’s archetype: the innocent, naive one. The one who wouldn’t think to put
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