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For every woman who saw something,

said something,

and was told she was mistaken.

She wasn't.

"The most dangerous woman in any room is the one who has decided she no longer cares what you think of her."

— Anonymous

"Well-behaved women seldom make history."

— Laurel Thatcher Ulrich
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A NOTE ON STRUCTURE
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This novel alternates between two timelines. Chapters labeled MARGOT take place in the present, beginning the morning after Diane Warwick's death. Chapters labeled DIANE take place in the six months prior, told from Diane's perspective. The two timelines converge in Part Three.
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The Fall
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Chapter One
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MARGOT

October 16

The morning after

The ambulance leaves at 6:47 AM and Margot Chen is still standing at her kitchen window in yesterday's clothes, holding a mug of coffee that she has not drunk, when her neighbor Nina Park appears at the back door with red eyes and a dish of something covered in foil.

"She fell," Nina says, before Margot can open the door fully. "Down the stairs. They think she fell."

Margot says nothing, because there is nothing to say to a sentence that does not, in any meaning she can locate, make sense.

Diane Warwick did not fall.

Margot does not say this. She takes the dish from Nina's hands and says come in, and puts the dish on the counter next to three other dishes that have appeared in the last two hours from other neighbors because this is Heron's Gate, Connecticut, and when something terrible happens the response is casserole. She pours Nina coffee and listens to what Nina knows, which is: the ambulance came at five-thirty, Richard had called from the house, the paramedics were there for forty-five minutes, and then they left without their lights on, which is the detail that made every neighbor who was awake understand what it meant.

"She was at the bottom of the stairs," Nina says. "That's what Richard told Doug. She must have gotten up in the night and—" She stops. Starts again. "She was at the bottom of the stairs."

Margot looks at her coffee.

She has been to Diane's house four hundred times. She knows those stairs. She knows the particular quality of them — wide, carpeted, with a mahogany banister that Diane gripped every time she came down because the carpet is slightly too thick and the tread slightly too shallow and Diane said, more than once, those stairs are going to be the death of someone someday.

She said it as a joke.

She said it as a joke and Margot laughed and they moved on, and now it is 7:03 AM on October 16th and the ambulance has gone without its lights on and Margot is standing in her kitchen trying to locate the part of herself that can perform the required expressions of shock and grief.

She cannot locate it, because she is not shocked.

She is afraid. Which is a different thing entirely.

* * *
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Kevin comes down at seven-thirty. He has his work face on, the one he puts on automatically every weekday morning regardless of anything that may have happened in the world, and he stops at the kitchen doorway when he sees Nina and recalibrates.

"Jesus," he says. "Is it true? Doug texted — is it—"

"She died," Margot says. "Yes."

Kevin comes into the kitchen and puts his hand on her shoulder and she lets him. He is very good at the required gestures. He has always been very good at the required gestures.

"Do we know what happened?" he says.

"She fell," Nina says. "Down the stairs."

Kevin makes the appropriate sound. He sits down at the table and accepts the coffee Margot pours for him without asking and he says: "Richard must be — god. She was so young. They were so—" He stops.

Margot watches him.

Kevin has a tell. He has always had a tell and for eleven years of marriage she has watched it and interpreted it as something other than what it is: when Kevin is afraid, his eyes go still. Not soft, not unfocused — still, as if he is running a very fast calculation behind them and does not want anything happening on his face while the calculation completes.

His eyes are very still right now.

"She fell," he says again, to no one in particular. "What a terrible accident."

Nina nods and blows her nose into a paper towel.

Margot says nothing.

She is thinking about the last time she saw Diane — two weeks ago, a Tuesday, coffee at Diane's kitchen table while their kids were at school. Diane had been — Margot reaches for the right word. Not frightened. Heightened. Burning at a slightly higher frequency than usual, her attention very precise and directed, her laughter a beat too quick. She had hugged Margot at the door when she left, which was not something Diane did often, and she had said: you are the best person I know, Margot. I want you to know that.

At the time Margot thought: Diane is in one of her moods.

Now she thinks: Diane was saying goodbye.

She puts down her coffee and goes upstairs and closes the bathroom door and sits on the edge of the tub and allows herself exactly four minutes of being what she actually is, which is a person who has lost someone irreplaceable, and then she washes her face and goes back downstairs and begins making the phone calls that need to be made.

She is, above all things, a practical woman.

She is going to need to be.
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Chapter Two
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DIANE

April — Six Months Earlier

The beginning

The file starts as an accident.

That is the thing Diane Warwick will think about, later, in the months when the file has grown from an accident into a project into something she can only describe as a weapon — she will think about how it started. Not with courage. Not with intention. With a Thursday afternoon, a moment of boredom, and a password that her husband thought she didn't know.

Richard travels for work every month, four or five days at a stretch, to the New York office and occasionally London, and on these trips he leaves his home office unlocked because Diane has never, in twelve years of marriage, shown any interest in the financial details of his work. She is aware that he finds this quality in her restful. She has been aware of it for twelve years and has, until now, found it useful to let him believe.

The Thursday in question: Richard is in London, Emma next door at Margot's, and Diane has the house to herself for the first time in three weeks. She pours herself a glass of wine and goes into Richard's office not with any particular purpose but simply because the room is there and the house is large and she has been finding the house oppressive lately in a way she cannot explain, and the office, perhaps, is the last room in it she hasn't fully inhabited.

She sits at his desk. She looks at his computer.

The password is their wedding anniversary — June 17, 2012 — which Richard chose because, he has said many times, it is the most important date of his life. Diane types it and it works and she is in.

She is not looking for anything specific. She opens his email. She reads his travel itinerary. She reads a draft email he has not sent about a dinner he is having with someone named Thomas Breck, who she doesn't recognize, and in the draft he describes the dinner as a debriefing re: the Harlow matter, which she also doesn't recognize, and she writes both names in the margin of the notepad on his desk because she is, and has always been, a woman who writes things down.

She closes the email and looks at his desktop and sees a folder labeled Administrative — Confidential, which is the kind of label that exists specifically to prevent a person's wife from opening it, which is, consequently, why Diane opens it.

Inside: spreadsheets. Financial documents. Names, dates, amounts. A document titled simply Protocol that is twelve pages long and that Diane reads once, quickly, and then closes and sits for a moment in her husband's chair with the wine in her hand and a quality of stillness that she will later recognize as the moment her life divided into before and after.

She does not, in this moment, understand everything in the document. She understands enough.

She refills her wine. She copies the file to a
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