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Prologue

Let’s take a deep breath. We all deserve a moment of calm amongst the chaos.

As I’m sure you’ll understand, the @_TrulyMadison_ Instagram account will be closing with immediate effect. Over the last decade, Madison March has been an inspiration to millions of women in the United States and across the world. She chose to share her life and beautiful family with us all in the hope that others might embrace the all-American values that she held so close.

Thank you to everyone who has followed Madison’s story with such positivity and support. It’s a tragedy that this wonderful journey has been cut short in such an abrupt and violent way. But please remember Madison as I will – a beautiful soul who loved her family above all else. And whose only mistake may have been loving them too much.

RIP @_TrulyMadison_

Erica

@daisymaisie16 I’m heartbroken! How can this ever make sense? 

@kateaidavine I can’t believe it. I mean, I know it’s true. 
But it’s just too awful.

@bonnieliveson8 Full respect to that lady for doing what she could for her family.

@barneylovell43 Stupid bitch deserved everything she got.




Chapter 1

Madison

@loufromlouisiana You have a beautiful home and a beautiful family. God bless you all. 

#homemaker #tradwife #familyfirst #truefemininity #inspiration

I give the camera my signature smile, holding it for a second longer than feels comfortable. This always feels a little false, but I know it’s what my followers expect, and I don’t want to disappoint them. ‘Don’t you love summer mornings?’ I say in my honey, breathy voice. ‘Wow, the sun is just peeking out over our mountains, full of promise. I just know today is going to be a good day.’ 

I rise onto my tiptoes and pull open one of the high kitchen cabinets. I know some of my less savory followers will get a kick out of this, watching my calf muscles lift and bulge, maybe rubbing their groins as they stare. But in my knee-length, floral smock dress, I’m hardly encouraging it, and what happens in the darker corners of the internet isn’t my responsibility.

I reach for a bag of oats, then four different mason jars with handwritten labels, and turn back to the camera. I pause for a moment, knowing from experience that the early morning sunshine will light up my eyes, then reach forward, stop the video and exhale. These dawn reels, making the most of the golden hour, might be high currency on Instagram, but filming before seven a.m. every day is exhausting. 

I grab a ceramic mixing bowl from the cupboard and tip in most of the ingredients. Then I scoop a handful of dried fruit from a jar and position it on the wooden chopping board to look like it’s just been dropped there. I shift the board until 
I find the right angle for the cherries to be drenched in sunshine – the red is mesmerizing when it gleams – then pull a knife out of the block and place it next to the fruit. One final check, a deep breath and a quick practice smile, then I press record. 

‘It’s breeding season on the ranch,’ I say, not looking at the camera now, but knowing the video will pick up my profile, my best side. ‘And Michael has got a tough day ahead of him, so I’m making something super nutritious for breakfast. Homemade granola. And a lot of the ingredients are grown right here on the homestead. You might remember the children picking cherries and apricots last weekend. We set a few handfuls out in the sunshine, and I think they’ve turned out pretty well.’ I roll the knife blade over the fruit, hoping the new external microphone picks up the faint squelch as the soft centers split open (because at over five hundred bucks, it really should). Then I add the dried fruit to the mixing bowl and eye the jar of honey. 

Normally I’d stop filming now to set up the next scene. But the honey is exactly where I need it. Did Lori place it there last night for me? I don’t remember telling her I planned to make granola this morning. As I ponder this, I realize I’m frowning, so I reach for the stop button. Honey or no honey, I need a moment to compose myself. 

I breathe, thank the Lord for editing software, and press record. ‘You know, our beautiful honeybees have been busy this summer,’ I say, scraping thick honey out of the glass jar. ‘We’ve had two harvests already, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s more to come. I think they might love the Montana sunshine as much as we do.’ I let the honey ooze into the mixture. As I catch the last drop with my little finger, I turn to the camera and lick it off with a mischievous grin. 

I pick a long wooden spoon from the wobbly utensil pot that Molly made as a gift for me last Christmas and place the mixing bowl against my hip. Making sure its contents are directly in line with the camera, I stir in wide circles. It’s more physically demanding than it looks, but I keep up the rhythm until it’s all blended together.

After another break to line two trays with parchment paper, I set up my final shot, then transfer the mixture, one gloopy dollop at a time. ‘You don’t need to bake it for too long, fifteen, maybe twenty minutes.’ I have learned over the years what works best when I’m explaining recipes, and accommodating rather than bossy always gets me more likes. ‘Which is lucky,’ I go on. ‘Because I don’t think Michael is going to be in the mood for waiting around on such a nice day. Oh, and let me know in the comments if you’d like the recipe, and have a truly gorgeous day!’ 

I pause for one final smile after my trademark sign off, then reach forward to stop the video. I fight the urge to watch the footage back because I’m bound to see imperfections – a shadow somewhere, or possibly even fine lines around my eyes – and I know that’s what editing is for. I wash my hands – my little finger still feels sticky from that honey – and head for the door. These days, I spend as little time as possible in the kitchen.

‘Lori!’ I exhale, as I find our housekeeper loitering in the hallway. She’s wearing a long denim skirt, sneakers, and a white sweatshirt that’s been washed so many times it’s now a pale gray. When we first moved here, I bought clothes for Lori, floaty dresses and colourful skirts. She was only twenty-seven, even though she has always acted older, and she deserved to look beautiful too. But the feminine clothes rarely made it out of the closet, and eventually I gave up. ‘What are you doing out here?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t sure if you were still filming, and I didn’t want to mess things up by getting in the way.’

‘It’s fine. I’m finished. The place is all yours. The granola needs to come out of the stove in about ten minutes, if that’s okay. So can you leave it to cool and let Erica know to come film it? And do you have time to cook some steak and eggs for Michael?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Lori says. ‘And I’m sure the children will eat the granola if I give them free rein over the maple syrup.’

‘Have you seen them this morning?’ I ask with that familiar mix of gratitude and envy. Lori is great with the children, but I sometimes worry that they prefer her company to mine. 

‘Myron had a nightmare last night, poor thing,’ Lori says. ‘But he’s fast asleep in my bed now. Matilda is wandering around in her cow costume; I think she’s trying to impress her daddy. And I haven’t seen Molly or Mason yet.’

‘Okay, thanks. I’ll go round them up. I need them looking their best this morning.’

‘Oh?’

‘The new tutor is arriving today,’ I explain, not quite holding eye contact. ‘And she’ll be here soon. She flew in from Boston last night, stayed at the airport hotel. Bill’s picking her up about now.’

‘A new tutor?’ Lori raises her eyebrows into a question. ‘I thought you said that you were going to homeschool the children yourself after the last one left?’

‘I wanted to, initially,’ I say smoothly. I try to blot out the memory of holding back tears as I threw the girl out, screaming at her to never set foot on our property again. ‘But Michael persuaded me to try again with a new one.’

‘Michael did?’

I hear the unspoken meaning behind her question and push my lips together in annoyance. ‘He wants to make sure I have plenty of time for him,’ I say, taking care not to sound defensive. ‘Because we all know that’s the secret to a good marriage.’

Lori searches my face, and I flinch slightly as I see sympathy in hers. ‘Are you sure this is the kind of life you want, Madison?’

I smile. ‘This is the perfect life, Lori. And I’m truly grateful for it. You more than anyone should understand that.’




Chapter 2

Madison

@jemimapuddlef_ck97 Did you make that dress yourself? Please tell me you bought it at Walmart lol! I need that dress!!

#smockdress #handmade #tradwife #naturalbeauty #lifegoals

I sit on the edge of our Alaskan King bed, the sheets still mussed from last night, and listen to the shower running in our en suite bathroom. I think about the times I’ve followed Michael in there, slipping off my dress and panties as I go, the grin on his face as he realizes what’s coming. I wonder what would happen if I tried that now. Would he lift me up, let me curl my legs around his torso, hold me against the limestone tiles, and make love to me? Or would he disentangle himself, remind me about his busy day, and leave me smarting with embarrassment?

But the shower noise stops, ending my dreamy conundrum, and a minute later, Michael walks into the bedroom. His thick chestnut hair is wet, pushed off his face, and he’s wearing a white towel knotted around his hips. He gives me one of his languid half-smiles. Easy as breathing to him, but even now, after over a decade of marriage, it makes my insides twist. ‘So what was it this morning?’ he asks. ‘Banana bread? French toast?’

‘Granola.’

He nods. ‘Happy with it?’ Michael is a barrel of a man. Muscular, strong, but thickset rather than ripped. More heavyweight boxer than track sprinter. He drops his towel on the floor and wanders over to his underwear drawer butt naked. Michael has never been prudish about his own physique, although it’s a different story when it comes to women’s bodies, and the biology that goes with them. 

Thank goodness. 

‘I think it’ll turn out well,’ I say. ‘The light was perfect.’

‘Sounds great.’ Then he twists towards me, his eyes narrowing. ‘I take it there’s something more filling for me?’ 

‘Of course,’ I say quickly. ‘Lori’s making you steak and eggs.’

He nods. ‘Good. Cattle breeding starts today, so I need a proper breakfast. All being well, I’ll have fertilized one hundred ladies by dusk.’ He lets out a crack of laughter, then reaches for me. I go willingly into his arms, arch my body into his, give him my most seductive smile. His bulge expands against my dress, and I feel a frisson of excitement – laced with power. I might be in my thirties and a mother four times over now, but I can still arouse him. I’m not like Rose, and I never will be.

But then my sense of power vanishes, because Michael pulls back, gives my ass a light slap, and returns his attention to his underwear drawer. ‘Will Lori make me a packed lunch too? And can you make sure, between you, that dinner is ready at six? I’ll be starving by then, and you know how I hate to wait for a meal.’

‘Of course. I’ll let Lori know.’

‘And what about you?’ he says, pulling on a pair of jeans. ‘You got much on today?’ 

He says it so dismissively that I have the crazy urge to goad him. To remind him that I’m the one who has built a global brand. But the compulsion evaporates as quickly as it arrived. ‘Oh, just the usual. Helping Lori in the kitchen. Spending time with the children. And, um.’ I swallow. I find that I don’t want to tell him about the new tutor, even though it was him who pointed out that we needed a replacement, that our children deserved someone more qualified than me to teach them. But he’s going to find out soon enough. And at least I took precautions this time. 

‘What’s up, Madison. Cat got your tongue?’

‘The new tutor is arriving this morning,’ I say. ‘Ready to start lessons next week.’

He stops buttoning his shirt. ‘I didn’t know you’d hired someone.’ His voice cools. ‘You didn’t think to speak to me about something as important as that?’

My cheeks sting with the error. Why did I let my pain at his straying blind me to something so obvious? ‘You’re right, I should have done.’ I wring my hands in frustration at my own stupidity, hoping it looks like humility. ‘But you’ve been so busy working on the ranch; I wanted to take some of the burden of running the home off your shoulders.’

‘Hmmm.’ He resumes doing up his shirt and it gives me the impetus to keep going.

‘And I used an agency that specializes in finding tutors who hold traditional family values. People like us.’ This is a lie, but I can’t tell Michael the truth. That I chose an agency in Boston exactly because the area is liberal, progressive. Full of people who are different to us. Young women that Michael won’t want to sleep with. Because I knew a male tutor was out of the question.

‘You interviewed her?’

‘Yes, absolutely. She’ll fit in, I promise.’

‘If she doesn’t smell right to me, she’s gone, you understand? I don’t care how much it will cost me.’ 

‘Of course, honey.’ This is a familiar dance for us. I never mention the huge paychecks I get through my brand deals and advertising revenue, and in return, Michael turns a blind eye to the hours I spend developing my social media presence. While we can pretend it’s just a wholesome hobby – even though he knows exactly what I earn because those dollars go straight into his bank account – our marriage can stay strong. But sometimes that pretense is harder to maintain. Needing to give staff a sweetener in return for their discretion is one of the ways it spills over into our family life, but there are trickier obstacles to navigate.

Like security. The fence around the homestead is designed to keep animals out, not people, and whenever I get a particularly creepy message, I ask about hiring a security detail. But Michael always says that defending our family is his job, and that me suggesting otherwise questions his masculinity. Of course I never want to push things after that – Michael’s masculinity is more important to him than oxygen – but I do wish I could ask him about all the time he spends on his ranch, away from the homestead, and who would defend us then. 

I walk over to him, run my open palm across his broad chest. ‘A word from you, and she’s gone; you’ve always been a better judge of character than me.’ I look up into his face and give him my most alluring smile, while internally praying that he doesn’t decide to get rid of our new tutor. I need this one to work out. I can’t let him replace her with yet another blonde-haired, wide-eyed good girl.




Chapter 3

Cally

I gaze out the half-open passenger seat window, my eyes wide. I thought the coastline around Boston was beautiful, but this is scenery on steroids. Snowcapped mountains. Lush green fields. High-definition blue sky. Vast swathes of pine trees that make the whole place smell like air freshener.

I had mixed feelings about this new chapter in my life when I flew out of Logan with just a heavy backpack for my year away from home – because having zero choice is never a good starting point. But with every hour that passed, fidgeting in an American Airlines middle seat, I became more excited about my new adventure. And now – with this incredible tableau – I’m even starting to feel a bit optimistic about how things have turned out.

I uncoil my spine and lean back against the seat cushion. Finally, I’ve had some luck. And jeez, it’s been a long time coming. I didn’t make it into an Ivy League university like my brother Luke did. And I got my grandma’s creative brain rather than either of my parents’ scientific ones, halving my earning potential in one DNA irregularity. And then I make one stupid mistake, and suddenly I’m exiled from my own city.

But none of that matters now. Because not only have I found a way to solve my own problem, I am deep diving into the crazy, wild world of tradwife influencers. And not just any influencer, but Madison March, the absolute queen. I’m not buying the lifestyle she’s selling, all that saying grace before dinner and kowtowing to your husband. But wow, that house. Those cute kids. The amazing food she makes from scratch. And she’s got to be one of the most beautiful women on the planet. 

When I started tutoring sixth- and seventh-grade children in my neighborhood back home, it was just a way to earn some pocket money while I decided what to do with my life. But after some false starts on the career front – marketing wasn’t for me, and apparently, I wasn’t right for human resources – suddenly my two years’ tutoring was my only solid employment history. Then one day, the tutoring agency said they had an interesting opportunity to run past me. I had nothing else on the horizon, so I agreed to an interview. And by the time that came around, I would have taken any job that took me out of state.

‘So I hear you’re the new tutor.’ 

I turn and stare at Bill, the driver. I have watched enough Westerns in my twenty-four years to know that cowboys wear Stetsons and plaid shirts in the movies. I just hadn’t realized they dressed that way in real life too. ‘That’s right.’ 

‘They’re livewires those kids,’ he warns, his Montana accent like a slow smile. ‘I imagine you’ll have your work cut out for you there, Cally. Getting them to sit still for more than five minutes.’ 

I look at Bill with renewed interest. His description of the children is news – they always seem super well-behaved on Madison’s reels, and I thought children and animals were the two things you couldn’t stage-manage – but it’s more that Bill knows them well enough to make the comment. ‘It sounds like you spend plenty of time with the Marches then?’

‘I’m there most days, yeah. Depending on Mrs. March’s schedule.’

‘Oh, right.’ Of course a woman with four children, ten million Instagram followers, and a husband who’s never changed a diaper has a schedule. Madison must spend a ton of hours editing her reels to make her life look perfect. But I guess I assumed the rest of her day would be spent getting through the mush of raising kids and keeping home. I look back at Bill. ‘So what’s it like then, her schedule?’

Bill taps the steering wheel. He’s quiet for a moment, a frown forming on his face. ‘I take it you’ve signed the legal stuff?’ he finally says.

‘What legal stuff?’

Her tilts his head, then shakes it. ‘Ain’t no way the Marches employed a new tutor without getting you to sign a confidentiality agreement.’

I dredge up a memory of the offer letter that arrived in the mail a few weeks ago, a large envelope stuffed with papers I skimmed rather than read. My interview had been via a Zoom call with Madison in mid-July. It wasn’t easy. I had to pretend I shared her views on how children should be educated – and decide if I had any red lines on the issue (which, once my bonus had been explained, it turned out I didn’t). The conversation had then widened to questions I found easier to lie about. The only sticking point came when I let slip that I was vegetarian, but it clearly wasn’t too much of a problem, because a couple of hours later the tutoring agency phoned to say I’d got the job. 

And a week after that, the paperwork arrived. Once I’d seen my pay confirmed in black and white – my living costs covered plus a fifty-dollar weekly allowance, and then a fifty-thousand-dollar bonus if I completed one full school year – I realized someone up there was soundly coming to my rescue, and nothing was going to stop me taking the job. So I signed the rest of the forms without paying much attention to the detail.

‘I guess maybe I did,’ I admit, shrugging, trying to hide how dumb I feel.

‘Listen, we all sign it,’ Bill says, the warm voice back. ‘It’s for our benefit as well as theirs, just so everyone knows what’s what.’

‘All?’ So Bill and I aren’t the only ones on the payroll? Madison never mentions having staff on her social media posts, and she always gives the impression that she does the domestic stuff herself. Originally, I thought that she homeschooled her children, but I’m not an avid follower, so I wasn’t too surprised when I discovered I’d got that wrong. But now Bill’s talking like there’s a whole team behind her.

My surprise must show on my face too, because Bill cackles with laughter and shakes his head. ‘I think you’re going to learn a few things about the Marches, Miss Cally.’ Then he turns up the volume on the car stereo and starts swaying in time with the music, a vaguely familiar country and western song.

I stare out the windshield and try to swallow my embarrassment. Of course Madison has an entourage. My parents only had two children, and Mom still talks about how hard it was when we were little, how going out to work felt like a rest – and she’s an emergency doctor. Madison has got double the number of kids, and enough money to hire all the help she needs. 

And if she wants to pretend that she does everything herself for gullible followers to lap up, then who am I to judge? I’ve made a fair number of morally questionable decisions in my time too.

Suddenly the truck screeches to a halt and I’m flung forward, the seatbelt cutting into my shoulder. My head ricochets back up to the sight of a huge black cow staring at me through the 
windshield nostrils flaring. I sense Bill reach forward, then watch him pull a pistol from under the dash. Jeez, the ease with which he handles that thing. Then my shock morphs into a hot, sick feeling as I realize he’s going to shoot the cow. My eyes bulge as he maneuvers the gun out the window.

But instead he cocks his arm and aims at the sky. As he pulls the trigger, a deep boom rips through my eardrums. The cow tilts, then flees.

And Bill carries on driving as though nothing has happened.




Chapter 4

Cally

A long, bumpy track finally gives way to a smooth tarmac driveway. Bill parks up in the shade of a giant pine tree and nods for me to get out. I’m still shaky from the cow incident, but seeing my home for the next year proves to be a powerful antidote.

I stand next to an imposing stone water feature and stare. The March Homestead is like a ranch from the movies – there are even horses grazing on the lawn. The walls are made of stripped logs, stacked horizontally, and there’s a huge stone fire pit out front plus a life-sized bronze statue of a stag. The March home is also bigger than I imagined. And swankier. There’s a grand, double-height entrance way with manicured flowerbeds either side, and an intricately carved oak front door. 

It hits me that Madison never posts pictures of the outside of her home. There are plenty of valid reasons for that – protecting her privacy for one; there are probably hundreds of crazies out there who would stalk her if they could work out where she lives. Or she might not think it’s appropriate to flaunt her wealth – even Madison must know about the cost-of-living crisis. Yet I can’t help thinking that social media’s favorite tradwife hides her lavish home because she wants her gazillions of followers to believe she’s just a simple homemaker.

But Truly Madison can be as false as she likes for all I care, I remind myself. She offered me a way out, and I grabbed it. What her fans believe is none of my business.

‘I’ve got some errands in town, so I’ve got to run,’ Bill calls out from inside the cab. ‘I’ll drop your cases in your room as soon as I’m back, Cally, if that’s okay. But everyone’s expecting you, so head on in.’ 

I just have time to nod before he swings around the wide drive and disappears down the track, a puff of dust trailing after him. I walk towards the house but when I reach the front door, I pause. Because it’s already open. 

‘Excuse me.’ 

I turn around. A woman in jeans and a navy blazer with blonde hair cut into a sharp bob is standing behind me, nodding impatiently at the doorway. She seems out of place here, her pink loafers more suited to East Coast city streets than bear country dirt roads. 

‘I need to get inside, if you wouldn’t mind?’

‘Sorry, yes,’ I mumble, stepping aside. I watch the woman march into the entrance hall but then she stops, turns, pushes her sunglasses onto her head.

‘Are you the new tutor?’ 

‘I am, yes.’

‘Okay, follow me.’ She resumes her pace, and I scurry to keep up. There’s no time to take in my surroundings in any detail, but I clock more wood, a wall of sparkling gray stone, and a black and white cow hide hanging down from the ceiling.

‘Have you seen Nathan yet?’

‘Nathan? No. I’ve met Bill,’ I offer, but that’s clearly not helpful because she rolls her eyes.

‘Wait in here. I’ll find Nathan. I’m Erica, by the way. But I’ve got a million things to get through today, so I can’t hang around.’

‘Okay,’ I stutter. ‘But I think I’m supposed to meet Madison? Is she around?’ 

Erica sighs. ‘Yes, she’s here, somewhere.’ Her shoulders drop a couple of inches and her features soften. ‘Sorry, this isn’t much of a welcome, is it. Once you’ve had your meeting with Nathan, everything will fall into place, I promise. Now if you can hang here for a few minutes, I’ll find him for you.’ She gestures to a sitting room at the back of the property, gives me a bright and almost genuine smile, then strides back down the hallway. 

I drop into the chestnut-brown leather sofa and stare at the incredible view through the window. The glass is pristine, no little hand smudges anywhere, and I wonder if that’s because the children aren’t allowed in this room, or because Madison is one of those obsessive cleaners. Or Erica, of course. Or Bill. Or Nathan. 

‘Good morning.’ A large man with a thick moustache and bulbous nose stomps into the room. ‘I’m Nathan, the March’s lawyer. I assume you’re Cally? Good to meet you.’ I expect him to give me one of those bone-crushing handshakes, but he backs into the opposite sofa without proffering his hand and drops a briefcase on the coffee table between us. I listen to the click-click of the catch, then watch him pull out a file.

‘It’s great to have you on the homestead,’ he continues. ‘The kids are really excited to meet you. Michael and Madison too. So I’m just going to run over the legal stuff, and then we’re good to go.’

I give him a tight smile. Bill talked about legal stuff, and now Nathan, but I still don’t really know what they mean.

He smiles back. Somewhere between a cat and a wolf. ‘Of course you’ve signed all the paperwork, so this is just a quick reminder of the obligations you agreed to. You remember signing the lifetime non-disclosure agreement on August 15th 2024?’

‘Um, well…’ 

 ‘Luckily it’s very easy to remember what it covers,’ he goes on. ‘Because it’s anything and everything that happens during your time here. That means no posting on social media. No talking to journalists. And no spreading gossip amongst your friends back home. Oh, and it’s ad infinitum, which means it lasts forever.’ He rolls his tongue over the last word, making my stomach churn. ‘I’m going to level with you, Cally,’ he continues, leaning forward. ‘If you break this contract, spill a word of what you see here, on any medium, it’s going to be jaw-droppingly expensive for you, do you understand?’

I swallow. ‘What about my family?’

‘Not a word. You know the phrase, “loose lips sink ships”?’ he adds. ‘It’s like that. Keep your mouth shut, and there won’t be any trouble.’

I tell myself that Madison has every right to protect her image, her privacy, as well as her home. She has millions of followers, who knows how many of them are obsessive weirdos. I’m sure this is totally normal. And anyway, it’s not like I have much choice. 

I dredge up my best fresh-faced smile. ‘All fully understood,’ I say. ‘I won’t breathe a word.’

He beams. ‘That’s my girl.’ Then he reaches over and pats my knee faster than I can swing it away, setting off another wave of nausea. ‘Now we’ve got that sorted, Madison will be along any minute. See you soon, Cally.’ 

Once he’s gone, I pull out my phone and tap into Instagram. There’s a new reel from Madison and I find myself wanting to watch it. As though, after everything I’ve just heard, I need to see this side of her again. Yes, it’s a fantasy, but it doesn’t stop me sinking back into the sofa and letting her soft voice wash over me. 




Chapter 5

Madison

@debbiecolts47 I’m sorry but that man needs more than granola to fill him up!!! 

#hothusband #ranchlife #manneedsmeat

She’s prettier than I remember her looking on Zoom, but I’m not worried. She’s still not Michael’s type. Dark hair rather than blonde, and worn in a choppy bob rather than long and neat. Her brown eyes are framed with black eyeliner, but without contouring or blush, it makes her look both too made up, and not enough. And the only sparkle on her face comes from a small stud in her nose. I know Michael will take one look at her and think ‘East Coast Gen Z progressive’, and I allow myself a small inward smile. I did good.

‘Hi, Cally, wow it’s so lovely to finally meet you in person. How was your trip?’

‘Oh,’ she stutters. ‘It was fine, thanks.’

There’s a reticence in her voice that wasn’t there during our Zoom interview. This will be Nathan’s doing, I imagine, his heavy-handed approach to guaranteeing her discretion. Secretly I can’t stand the man, but there’s no way I could tell Michael that. Nathan has worked for the March family for decades, and of course it’s not my place to have an opinion about those kinds of things. 

‘And you’re not too tired?’ I ask. ‘Can I get you something? I’ve just made some lemonade, although I can’t guarantee there’ll be any left now that Matilda’s worked out how to climb onto the counter. You know, I’m not sure if I should be impressed or worried by her new acrobatic skills.’ 

The wariness on Cally’s face fades, replaced with a smile. I love that I can do this. Erica, my social media manager, is always telling me that my ability to get people on side is a rare talent. But social media is just numbers. My adoration measured in views, likes, shares, comments. Even with ten million followers, being able to see my influence unfold in real-time gives me a warm feeling in my chest.

‘I can’t wait to meet her,’ Cally says. ‘And the others of course. Molly and Mason. And Myron.’

‘And they can’t wait to meet you too, so how about we go find them?’

Cally unfurls from the sofa, nodding, and as she stands up, I realize how petite she is. An inch or two shorter than me even, and maybe a size four. I ready myself for the wave of panic that I know will come – Michael likes them small – and ride it well, but the mix of curiosity and confidence on Cally’s face makes me wilt. When did I last wear that expression? Feel excited about discovering something new? Except of course I know exactly when it was. And why I now know better.

‘Great! Follow me.’ I take a meandering path through our home, but only for effect. In truth, I know exactly where the children are, where I asked Lori to entertain them until I appeared. I’m not a fan of leaving things to chance.

‘Ah! Found you,’ I say as I push open the door to the craft room, taking in my four children plus Lori, who’s building a tower of wooden bricks with Myron.

Molly is at the easel, a stick of blue chalk in her hand, filling in the Montana sky on the picture she’s drawing. My heart melts a little at the sight. Molly is so pretty. While I know it’s not a kind thing to say, lots of girls have lost their looks by ten years old. Too old to be cute, suddenly afflicted by oversized teeth and early signs of puberty. But not Molly. Before she was born, I worried that she wouldn’t look like me. And that as a result, I might even find her difficult to love. But perhaps all parents have those concerns with their firstborn, because on the day of her birth, with Michael by my side, love came easily. 

‘Hey, Mom!’ Mason shouts out, dropping the stick he’d been whittling with a penknife that is possibly too sharp for an eight-year-old boy to be playing with, a present from his father. ‘Is this our new tutor?’ He stares at Cally, and for a horrifying moment I wonder if he’s assessing her in the same way I did. Deciding whether she’s going to make his mom cry like the last one. But I relax when he blurts out his question. ‘What’s that in your nose?’

Cally laughs, and it’s a nice one. Light and contagious. Lori must think so too because her face softens at the sound. ‘Well, it’s a little stud,’ Cally explains. ‘Sometimes I pretend it’s a diamond, but it’s actually rhinestone. Do you know what that is?’

‘I do!’ Myron shouts out, lifting his hand. ‘Daddy shot one in Africa.’

‘That was a rhino, dumbo,’ Mason says.

‘Mason, don’t call your brother a dumbo,’ I say, while wondering whether dumbo is cute enough to not be offensive. And whether I should be filming this exchange between my children – editing Lori and Cally out of course.

‘Isn’t pretending like lying?’ Matilda asks suspiciously. ‘Because lying is bad.’

‘Oh.’ Cally’s cheeks flush. ‘I didn’t mean…’

‘No, Matilda,’ Molly says, shaking her head at her sister. ‘Pretending can be okay if you do it for the right reasons. That’s right, isn’t it, Mommy?’

I tense, but then remember that Cally has signed an NDA. She’s one of us now. ‘As long as we always put family first, that’s the most important thing,’ I say smoothly. ‘Now, I think Cally would love it if you introduced yourselves. Who wants to go first?’

As I listen to each of my children step forward in age order and reel off their name, age, and what they love to do on the homestead – from collecting eggs from the coop in the morning, to swinging on the makeshift tire swing that Michael set up for the summer – I feel a swell of pride. Michael, Lori, and me. Between us, we’ve done a great job raising them.

‘And this is Lori,’ I say when Myron has finished talking about butterflies. ‘Lori is our housekeeper, so she’s the person who’s really in charge.’

Matilda giggles. ‘I thought Daddy was in charge, Mommy! That’s what you always say.’

‘Of course, that’s right, honey,’ I say, slightly flustered by being pulled up by my six-year-old. ‘I just mean that Lori is the best person to show Cally the ropes.’ I turn back to our new tutor. ‘You might have seen from my content that I love cooking, and working the vegetable patch, and of course hanging out with the children. Well, it can get a little exhausting at times, so Lori is here to help me out when I need it.’

‘Hello, Cally,’ Lori cuts in, instinctively knowing when I need a little help. ‘Welcome to the March Homestead. Your room is ready, and Bill just dropped your bags in, so you’re all set. Maybe this afternoon I can give you a tour of the place, but right now I need to get on with making…’ She slows to a stop. Thank goodness. I need to ease Cally into our set-up gently, she doesn’t need to know that I can barely cook. ‘Anyway, Madison, are you okay to mind Myron for a little while?’ Lori finally continues.

I look at my three-year-old son. His shoulder-length curly blond hair is so adorable that it’s hard to believe it’s the subject of such furious exchanges. Erica loves its cherubic aesthetic while Michael rails against its femininity. I secretly agree with Erica – covertly encourage her, I suppose – but I don’t dare oppose Michael’s wishes. Even the thought of challenging him directly exhausts me. I feel my hand move to my belly. 

‘Is there any chance you could take him with you today, Lori? You know how the first couple of months always knock me out.’

Lori gives me one of her understanding smiles. ‘Of course, I wasn’t thinking. Let’s go, Myron.’

‘Wait, you’re pregnant?’ Cally blurts out, then blushes. ‘Sorry, that’s none of my business.’

I smile at her. ‘Of course it’s your business. You’re one of the family now. And yes, all being well, there’ll be a new March before March.’




Chapter 6

Madison

@tradlife.bestlife wow your kids are so cute! I hope I get lots of babies like you!

#tradlife #tradwife #bigfamily #familyislife #blessed

A new March before March. 

Michael came up with that little quip when I told him about the baby, and Erica practically salivated at the prospect of using it to reveal my fifth pregnancy. But I’m not ready to share the news with the world just yet. I want to keep this one to myself for just a little while longer.

Because I think this will be my last. 

I drop down onto my huge mattress and stare at the imposing rosewood ceiling fan above me. The quiet whir is verging on hypnotic, but it doesn’t calm me. I don’t exactly feel old – I’m barely into my thirties – but I have this sense that things are slipping away. That I’ve reached my peak, and there is now only one direction for me. Downwards.

I pull out my phone, open the camera, and switch it to the reverse lens. I stare at my face. I know it’s a form of self-torture, that iPhone cameras are brutal in the wrong light, but I take note of every new blemish and unfamiliar fine line. I wonder how I will look in a year’s time, after the baby is born. Older? Too old? An image from this morning appears behind my eyes. Michael’s fading interest, his gentle slap on my backside. Like I’m one of his more likeable cows.

Then I think about Rose, his ex-wife. I don’t know her personally – we’ve never spoken – but I’ve seen her around town often enough, and she’s earned herself quite a reputation over the years. Old, unattractive, unfeminine. Either angry or morose. She works in the grocery store in the mornings, but spends most afternoons drinking liquor in the bar. I couldn’t understand how Michael could choose someone like that, so one day, I begged Bill to explain it. 

And then I wished I hadn’t. Because Bill told me that when Rose and Michael were married, she’d been beautiful. Long blonde hair like mine, piercing blue eyes, bright smile. Not the woman I see now with her cropped white hair, darting, faded eyes, and heavy crow’s feet. But when I pointed out the change in her appearance, Bill just shrugged and went quiet, as though women are a puzzle that he never expects to solve.

I know it’s crazy, but I’ve never asked Michael what happened between them. There are plenty of rumors I’ve heard over the years – that Michael found hidden birth control pills, even that she hounded him about wanting to work on the ranch. But in over eleven years of marriage, I haven’t dared ask him directly. In case the truth is that he simply got bored of her.

I flick the camera closed, shuffle up onto the pillows, and open Instagram instead. My post this morning is doing okay. Only two hundred thousand likes, but over a thousand comments. I scroll through a few, and for every nasty one, there are twenty good ones, and it lifts my mood. They love my dress, my granola, my utensil pot, my positivity.

I sigh, wonder if that’s the biggest lie of them all.

Except it makes no sense to feel down. I have everything I have ever dreamed of, things I fought so hard to get. A successful husband who provides generously for his family. A brood of adoring children. Money to buy all the dresses I want, the expensive face creams, the little luxuries that remind me how far I’ve come. And millions upon millions of fans. 

But somehow it feels like it’s all resting on a precipice. And that one wrong move could bring it crashing down.

I click out of my notifications and start scrolling my feed instead. I set up my Instagram account while I waited impatiently for Molly to be born, over ten years ago. I was in full nesting mode at the time, so my early posts were of cute, knitted mitts and socks, or the homemade stencils Lori made to decorate the nursery. I wasn’t called a tradwife back then, I was just a homemaker fresh on my journey. But a lot can happen in a decade.

Now I give talks at conventions. I’m quoted in articles, interviewed on podcasts, invited to judge beauty pageants. Feminist commentators discuss how oppressed I am while drooling over my plantation shutters, and Californian boss bitches miss work deadlines to find out how long I leave my sourdough to rise. I am the First Lady of tradwives. I lead, and every wannabe tradwife follows. 

Except they don’t anymore. The new audiences – young women rejecting the lose-lose working mom lifestyle their own mothers chose, disillusioned women finally prioritizing marriage and family over their failing careers – are joining the movement without knowing its history. They discover Sky Anderson or Alice DeMille, or any of those Mormon blondes on #momtok and think that these new tradwives know best. That their Marilyn Monroe looks, or botox-filled lips, or hypnotic voices mean that their content is better than mine. 

And of course the algorithms prioritize their posts because they’re all younger, fresher, more tech savvy than me. Jumping on every viral trend going. I thought bringing in a social media team – Erica and Noah – would change that, but it’s like these platforms know that I’m cheating. They can sense my desperation. I take a deep breath to prepare myself, then swap to one of my other Instagram profiles – so I can keep my snooping under the radar – and click on Alice DeMille’s latest reel. Seven hundred and eighty thousand likes. And for what? Making her own toothpaste? I click back into @_TrulyMadison_.

I’m about to throw my phone on the bed in despair, when I notice the messaging icon is showing new messages. Maybe that’s what I need. A reminder that I’m still the main inspiration for millions of women. With my messaging profile set to public, it’s guaranteed there’ll be some weird ones, but I’ve got better at brushing those off, pretending they’re just bots. 

I click in and count twenty-three messages in total. Five of them are military veterans who want to screw me, three are African doctors who want to marry me, and there’s a few sales pitches plus one death threat (which I delete and block), but the rest seem to be genuine followers. I snuggle down into the pillow and let their words sink in. How much joy I bring them. What an amazing wife and mother I am. It works like a balm. The sun is shining through the window now too, so I stretch out like a cat and feel its warmth settle on my skin. 

When I get to the most recent message, the name of the account makes me pause. I run my fingertip over the screen. The message is from someone calling themselves Brianna Wyoming. With a mix of curiosity and nervousness, I tap into the message. 


I love that your DMs are open. 

That tells me a lot about you.

I won’t take up your time, I know you have four kids

and a husband to look after. 

I know everything about you!

But I just want to say that you’re an inspiration to me. 

After seeing how life worked out for you, I’m doing something 

a bit risky, and I’d love to get your blessing.

Love Brianna



I frown at the message, trying to decipher any hidden meaning. But it reads like a genuine fan reaching out, showing gratitude, like so many others I receive. I usually delete my messages after I read them so that my account doesn’t get too clogged up, but destroying this one feels wrong. The bare optimism of it perhaps. Deep in thought, I run my free hand along my belly, from hip bone to hip bone. It feels empty in this position, hollow, so I push up to sitting, and my belly curls into my hand. 

Then I slide my finger along the message to delete it. 

I don’t have time for newbie tradwives anymore.




Chapter 7

Brianna

I stare at the hunk of sourdough bread and sigh. Because it looks more like cow dung than anything we might want to eat. Why didn’t it rise? I followed the recipe. I even cheated this time, stealing a sourdough starter kit from the store when Jonah was too busy in the hardware aisle to notice. But still it went wrong. 

I don’t want to put the bread in the bin, in case Jonah sees what a mess I’ve made, so I drop it in the pocket of my sundress and walk outside. I can see him in the distance, unrolling wire mesh to cover the new chicken coop he’s built, and the sight makes my chest swell. He’s working so hard for this, for us. Soon this place is going to be a palace, I know it.

As I walk through the long grass, a gentle breeze cooling my skin from the sun’s rays, I wonder what my friends back home are doing now. They’re probably at work, grafting in a hot, airless office to raise money for their college funds. Wishing they could take my place, out here with our beautiful views, our acres of land and no schedule to follow. No nagging parents or handsy bosses to worry about. I suppose there’s always the chance they’ll be at the lake on a day like today, water skiing maybe, or just hanging out in the sunshine. But their pleasure will only be fleeting, while mine and Jonah’s is a way of life. That’s the difference.

When Jonah first brought up the idea of homesteading, after football practice one evening, I didn’t think that way of life could be possible for two eighteen-year-olds with only a few hundred dollars of savings between us. But the more we talked about it, the more excited I became. We drove west from Buffalo and found these old homesteads in deep farming country that had been gradually abandoned over the last century as people moved to the cities for jobs. Each one was huge, and grand, and the crazy thing was that the state was selling them off for a dollar because they wanted people to bring the properties – and the land – back to life. 

Jonah and I had been dating for nearly two years by then, and I knew without question that he was my forever man. Just like Dad was to Mom when they met as teenagers, and it worked out pretty well for them. Twenty years married, five kids, a family home on Prairie Drive. Jonah was Buffalo High’s star football player, and I was the captain of our cheerleading squad. It was a match made in heaven, that’s what everyone said, so when we found this place, with all its potential, I knew this would be our little piece of paradise. I sorted the paperwork and as soon as we finished school, we came out here. Rejecting the hustle, sticking it to the man. Living our best life on our own terms. It really is a dream come true.

Our land spreads out in every direction. It’s flatter on this side of Bighorn Mountain, and if I look north or west, I can see for miles. But there’s dense woodland to the southeast that starts only a few hundred feet from the homestead. An easy place to hide a failed lump of bread. But when I reach the edge of the treeline, I hear someone behind me. Jonah.

‘What are you doing?’

I turn around, blush at getting caught. 

‘You weren’t going to throw food in there, were you?’ he goes on, his brow furrowing. ‘Jesus, Bri, we may as well put up a sign saying, “Bears welcome”.’

‘You’re right, I’m sorry, I forgot.’ At home, I throw garbage in the trash can, and it disappears. Period. I need to remember things are different here. 

‘It’s fine, don’t worry. We’re both still finding our way. Just remember that food needs to be eaten, used for compost, or burned, okay?’

I hang my head and nod. 

‘You know, you could just tell me that you mucked up the sourdough again.’ Jonah gives me his wide, lopsided grin, the one that’s impossible to resist. ‘I take it that is what happened?’

‘Honest to God, Jonah, can we not just buy Wonder and save on the cooking costs? Not
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