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PROLOGUE
The pounding on my door is as heart-stopping as gunshots.
I add a tiny folded shirt to the laundry pile on my bed and wait a second. Maybe it will pass—a delivery person, a solicitor.
But no, the violent knocking starts up again.
My skin crawls as I make my way to the front living room window to peek out the paisley curtains. I’m scared I’ll see men in pink, but instead, it’s men in blue. Outside, next to my rusty wind spinner and crooked mailbox, two police officers wait with hands on hips. I flick the curtain shut and a one-second horror movie filled with infinite possibilities flashes through my mind.
“Mommy?” a little voice calls out. “Who is it?”
“Nobody, noodle, please stay in your room,” I tell her.
An invisible brick crushes my chest. Hand on the knob, I collect myself with a moment of stillness, then open the door.
“Yes?” I ask them.
“You Pearl Blackwood?” the taller one asks, his voice a baritone.
“I am.” Calm. Staying in the moment. Inhale and exhale. “What’s this about?”
The shorter cop has a jagged scar on his face that looks like it has a story, one I probably don’t want to know. “It’s about Christopher McKinney.”
I widen my eyes. “What about him?”
“We’d like to ask you some questions. Mind if we come in?”
“Sure, sure.” I beckon them inside and gesture to the embarrassment of paper and crayons on the shag carpet. “Sorry about the mess.”
“It’s no problem,” one of them assures me.
We take our seats around the kitchen table. As nice as they’re trying to be, clamped-mouthed smiles, I can’t forget the guns at their hips. I always feel that way around police, even if they’re pretending to be ordinary people. Here to ask questions about Christopher—I could vomit. This man-shaped nightmare’s going to follow me to my grave.
“What’d he do now?” I ask.
“Nothing,” Baritone says, taking out his black book and pen. “He’s missing.”
I wait a beat, giving myself a hand massage under the table to ease the tension, not sure what this means.
“Missing,” I repeat.
The word echoes through me and though I know it’s not what they mean at all, I miss him badly in a toxic spill of emotion. I breathe out slowly, as slowly as I can, until I’m so emptied of air that even my stomach deflates. The cop’s mouth is moving and sound is flowing out of him but all I can process is that word missing, missing, missing, which becomes more than a word, an ache deep in my bones.
And is it wrong that what washes over me next, as the meaning sinks in, is relief?





FIVE YEARS AGO







CHAPTER ONE
I’M CRYING in an elevator full of mirrors, surrounded by sad Pearls.
Not ten minutes ago, I was publicly chewed out by my boss—chewed up and spit out, more like. I work at Sky, the rooftop restaurant perched atop the thirtieth floor of a skyscraper in downtown San Francisco. Four-letter words weren’t hurled against me, but four-syllable words were, and that might hurt worse. Wiping my leaking eyes with my apron, the elevator doors open. A man waits. He stares back unblinkingly with what I assume is concern.
“All right if I join you?” he asks.
“It’s fine,” I say, swallowing.
He hesitates and then steps in. We both face the silver doors as they shut and we stand side by side. The elevator gently plummets. In the reflection, I watch him turn to me to study my face.
“Want to talk about it?” he asks.
“That’s okay,” I say.
He turns to face forward again, eyeing me there in the mirrored doors.
“Let me guess,” he says. “You work at that restaurant on the top floor?”
“What gave it away?” I ask. “The apron or the despair?”
“The unmistakable mix of both,” he says, turning to look at the side of my face again. “Did you get fired?”
“No,” I say. “Just yelled at in front of the entire restaurant.”
“By the manager?”
“The owner.” I turn to look him in the face, finally. “Why do you care?”
He shrugs, offering me a half-smile. Upon closer investigation, I notice the cleft in his chin. The intensity of his hazel eyes, framed by long lashes. The cinnamon brown hair just a little in need of a trim, falling across his forehead and curling up around his ears.
“Just like to know who to complain about for making his staff cry.”
“Oh, I hardly think he’d give a shit if anyone complained,” I laugh. “But thanks.”
I sniff, appreciative of this stranger in an elevator who’s turned my mood around by the time we hit the ground floor. The doors ding, open to the lobby, and we scurry our separate ways.





CHAPTER TWO
THE NEXT DAY I come in for my lunch shift. Not eleven yet, tables still being set with white tablecloths, the wall-sized windows wiped down. The unoccupied carpet spills out like a wine-colored velvet sea and the robo-vacuums glide across it, leaving tracks. Before I can scan my phone to signal the start of my shift, Vanessa immediately pulls me into the coat room. Vanessa wears her hair in a tight, gelled bun on top of her head, ridiculous false eyelashes, and tiny stars that twinkle from her earlobes. She also has a low, sexy voice that must be the reason she makes twice the tips I do.
“Did you hear?” she asks excitedly.
“Hear what?” My stomach pitfalls. Layoffs? Firings? But Vanessa’s beaming, so it can’t be bad news. “What is it?”
“Barron got destroyed by a customer after you left yesterday. In front of everyone. This guy drinking a martini at the bar asked to speak with the owner and then tore Barron a new asshole for treating his staff like shit.”
“Really?” A smile spreads on my face. There’s nothing like the sweet satisfaction of poetic justice. “What happened? Why?”
“Because of you, dummy. Because of how Barron shouted at you like a maniac right before you left your shift.”
My mouth drops.
“Apparently the guy who saw it is some big shot—heads one of the investment firms in the building. He promised to tell his entire staff and roster of clients not to come to Sky unless Barron offered you a public apology today. He said he’d be back to ask you and make sure that Barron did.”
I gasp, hand covering my mouth. “He didn’t!”
“Yes, bitch, he did!”
We explode into a quiet fit of laughter.
“Ugh, don’t make me redo my makeup,” she says, straightening up. “I’m going to see if I can secretly film this, because I have never seen Barron apologize about anything and I probably never will again.”
“Who was this guy?” I ask. “The one drinking the martini, the one who tore Barron a new one?”
“Never seen him before, but he was a snack.”
The man in the elevator crosses my mind in a flicker, but I dismiss the thought. Ridiculous.
We hear the rise and fall of Barron’s voice down the hall—guess he’s just coming out of his office. Barron is a control freak, here before Sky opens and here after it closes, here weekends and holidays. Vanessa gives me a look and zips out of the coat room and I follow soon after.
“Good morning, Ms. Valencia,” he says to Vanessa as she rounds the corner near his office. Then, in a more subdued tone, “Ms. Blackwood.”
He stands in the hallway, straightening his tie, a steely blue that matches his eyes, his starched button-up shirt the same silver as his ponytail. The last words he spoke to me yesterday were when he shouted that I’m an “incompetent embarrassment” for accidentally crossing my arms in front of my chest while describing the specials to someone—a no-no when it comes to fine dining. I slow my pace to see if he says anything, but he remains mum.
When we open at eleven for our first lunch reservations, Barron comes out after my first table’s orders. He stands near the kitchen doors, clears his throat and, with the seriousness and pretentious articulation of a Shakespearean actor, loudly apologizes to me for his “reprehensible behavior” and promises he will “strive to learn from the experience.” Then he turns and disappears through the kitchen doors.
I look at Vanessa, who stomps her foot and mouths “damn” because she didn’t get her phone out in time. It was two scant sentences and Barron squeezed his apology in when there were only about ten people seated who hardly seemed to notice or care about the performance. Still, it feels like a victory.
I wish I knew who to thank.





CHAPTER THREE
I FORGET all about the apology over the next month, though it does scare something into Barron—he’s careful to berate his employees in private now. And then one late afternoon, that sweet lull between the lunch and dinner rush, I walk by the bar with its mirrored backdrop and shiny rows of liquor bottles and a hand reaches out to pull my sleeve. It’s him—the man from the elevator.
Drinking a martini.
“There you are,” he says, as if he’s been waiting for me.
“Hi,” I say with surprise.
“Remember me? The elevator?”
“Oh—right.”
“I came back to check and make sure that your boss apologized to you.” He sips his drink. “I told him I’d be back to find out.”
I look over my shoulder, to make sure Barron isn’t there.
“So that was you!” I say.
He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but he instantly becomes a hero in my eyes.
“What time are you off?” he asks.
“In an hour.”
He nods and says, softly, “I’ll wait for you.”
He doesn’t say it flirtatiously at all, more like there’s no conceivable way I’ll say no. He has an easy confidence and I giggle, even though I probably seem juvenile for doing so. But I can’t help it. The surprise of him, the fact he stood up for me, this mysterious stranger who is apparently very important—I feel special in a way I never have before.
“I’m Christopher,” he says, taking my hand in his.
“Pearl,” I say.
“Pearl,” he says, drawing the word out like he relishes the sound of it. “What a beautiful name. The only gemstone formed by a living creature.”
He smiles, his mesmerizing eyes locking with mine. And just like that—a snap of invisible fingers, a skipped heartbeat—I know I will follow him anywhere.





CHAPTER FOUR
AS PROMISED,
Christopher waits for me to get off my shift. When I do, he takes my arm and informs me he’s taking me to dinner.
“Have you eaten at Paradis?” he asks as we get into the elevator.
I raise my eyebrows. Paradis is a hard place to land a reservation, with a chef’s tasting menu that probably costs as much as I make in a week.
“I haven’t,” I say.
Christopher pushes the button for the ground floor. He’s dressed in an ink-blue suit with a white button-up shirt, no tie, collar unbuttoned sexily. I remember what Vanessa called him—a snack. He certainly is. The doors close and he takes my hand. The weirdest part is me letting him, but it feels so natural. It’s as if he’s cast a spell over me.
“You sure?” I ask him. “About Paradis? That place is pretty upscale.”
“You don’t like upscale?”
I laugh, pointing to my work outfit. “I mean, sure, but I’d have to go home and change.”
“Don’t worry.” He squeezes my hand. “I’ve got you.”
My heart races as we exit the building, my mind unable to comprehend the breakneck speed at which this night is moving. It’s as if I’m two people. One is me, being led into the department store across the street, holding the hand of a perfect stranger. The other is watching this all happening. What are you doing, Pearl? What on fucking earth are you doing? But I’ve always had this way about me—wave a red flag and I’ll charge toward it like a bull.
He picks out a dress. Black satin, V-neck, and he guesses my size correctly. It costs more than I make in an entire paycheck.
“I can’t let you pay for this,” I say, putting it back.
“No, it’s on me.”
“I can’t let you—”
“The reservation’s in a half hour,” he says, pulling the tag off. “How about I go pay for this and you get changed in the dressing room?”
“Seriously, I can’t—”
“I insist,” he says, softly but firmly.
I shiver at his command, deliciously. I like men who insist. Yes, I have issues.
In the dressing room, I hesitate, exchanging a look with myself in the mirror as I hastily brush my hair and put on some red lipstick. This is crazy. Weird. Suspicious. I don’t even know this guy’s last name and he’s buying me dresses and taking me to dinner. Somewhere deep inside, I know this is wrong, but it’s like he’s deactivated my emotional alarm system. I just need a fucking fairy tale. I’m willing to ignore my better instincts if it means I get to play Cinderella at the ball for one night. I’m deep in student debt for a useless Social Work degree, working a job I hate, living in a studio the size of a cardboard box.
We climb into a self-driving taxi that drives us to Nob Hill. Christopher whisks me inside the restaurant. This place makes Sky look like Applebee’s. You can smell the money the second you step inside—women with diamonds dripping from their earlobes, silver-haired men with expensive watches. Christopher orders us a bottle of wine.
“So,” I say, watching him pour a glass. “What is it that you do?”
“I’m in tech,” he said, which surprises me. I thought Vanessa said he worked at a financial firm or something, but maybe I misheard her when she was telling me the story.
“What kind of tech?” I ask.
“I work at Jolvix,” he says. “In the Alternative Reality sector.”
“Meaning what?”
“How long have you been at Sky?” he asks, as if he didn’t hear my question.
“A little under six months.”
“What drew you to that line of work?”
He asks it as if anyone aspires to be a waitress. The deadpan delivery makes me wonder if he’s making fun of me—I’m having trouble reading him.
I move the candle, center it perfectly in the middle of the table. “I think I might want to own a restaurant someday.”
Feels good to say it out loud, the secret dream I’ve been mulling for months. I haven’t told anyone yet for fear that it’s just a whim that will fizzle out soon, or that people might think it’s foolish considering how little I know about the restaurant business besides serving. But this man knows nothing about me. I can be anyone with him, my best, most impossible self.
“That’s wonderful!” he says. “I love cooking.”
“Do you?”
“I mean, yes, as an amateur. You like cooking too?”
“I prefer eating,” I say.
He laughs. “What is it about the restaurant business that appeals to you, then?”
I glance around the room. Though ostentatious as hell and not the kind of place I’d imagine owning myself, every restaurant offers the same magical experience: each table a bubble of intimacy, though we’re in a shared public space. Creative drinks and daring foods you’d never cook yourself. It’s hard for me to articulate, though, especially because this life dream only occurred to me months ago.
“I like that restaurants are a place where people can feel special, just for an hour or two,” I say.
He holds up his glass to toast me. “To feeling special.”
We cheers with a clink, a flutter in my belly a bit like a roller coaster ride.
“Do you feel special right now, Pearl?” he asks, leaning in, studying me.
“I do,” I say. “Do you?”
He nods. “You have no idea.”
“I can’t believe I let you buy me a dress,” I say, fighting a smile.
“You’ve never let a man buy you a dress?”
Somehow, as he looks at me, it’s like I’m a woman made of glass. He can see right through me. He asks it as if he knows I’ve let a man buy me many things before, that it’s something I’m not proud of.
As the conversation continues, as the second glass of wine gets poured, the roller coaster feeling relaxes a little. Our dinner is an absurd twelve courses, served in these tiny containers that look like jewelry boxes.
“What’s your expert opinion?” he asks me as we dive into our third dish, although “dish” is a generous term for something the size of a quarter. Before this we had basically a thimbleful of fennel soup and a tea-bag sized spinach salad. “Is this place any good?”
Not wanting to seem ungrateful but also not wanting to be dishonest, I take a moment to answer, “It’s definitely an experience.”
“So it’s not good.”
“No, no, it’s good, it’s just …”
“Ludicrous,” he finishes for me.
The smile I’ve been fighting wins the war. “Something like that.”
“I agree with you,” he whispers.
I squint at him, trying to figure this guy out. “Aren’t you some kind of foodie, eating at a restaurant like this?”
“I’m not really a foodie, but every time I come to the city I like to make a reservation at a new place. I saw an article about Paradis and thought, why the hell not. Let’s see what the buzz is about.” He looks behind him, at the other candlelit tables, as if afraid someone will hear him. “I’m just a shmo from a small town in Iowa. We had one restaurant. When a Mr. Droidburger opened up, it was such a big deal that the mayor declared it a holiday.”
“Wow,” I say.
He lowers his voice. “I don’t even care about the food here. Is that terrible?”
“It’s not terrible,” I say. “Just … a little weird. Why come here, then?”
“Because I want what these people have,” he says, nodding at the other customers.
An odd answer, but I understand what he means. I’ve long been fascinated with pulling back the curtain and glimpsing the mystique of the ultra-rich.
“I get it,” I say.
“You do?”
“My dad was a political consultant,” I say. “Every once in a while, growing up, he would take me and my mom out to a place like this.”
Christopher’s eyes light up as he pours us more sparkling water from the carafe. “Political consultant?”
“Yeah.”
“Must have been fascinating.”
“Not really. He was rarely home. Spent most of his time in DC.”
I don’t mention that those were the best weeks—the ones when my father wasn’t home.
“You must have met all sorts of important people, though,” Christopher says.
I’m sorry I brought my dad up. His memory casts a shadow over me. “Kind of,” is all I say, then quickly change the subject.
Turns out that Christopher and I have more in common than I would have guessed. We both went to San Francisco State and were only children. Both of us graduated and then moved on to internships in the area—he at Jolvix, which turned into a full-time job, and me at the Guardian Ship Women’s Shelter.
“Women’s shelter?” he repeats, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “Why did you choose that?”
“Well,” I say, straightening my silverware on the table. “I was a Social Work major, so initially I hoped to run a women’s shelter of my own one day. But once I got there, I just realized I wasn’t cut out for it.”
“Why not?”
I shake my head. “Many reasons.”
I don’t want to admit it had been too intense for me, that it hit much too close to home. That I was relieved when I left and pivoted my career plans to something that wasn’t looking to fix the world’s problems, but to just allow people to escape them a little while. I’m not proud to admit that I believe escape might be the best I can manage in this lifetime.
“You going to elaborate?” he asks, his gaze relentless.
I shake my head.
“You have all sorts of deep, dark things in there, don’t you, Pearl?” he says softly.
Heat rises to my cheeks and it occurs to me that I perhaps overshared with this stranger. The way he watches me makes me feel naked.
“So do I,” he assures me.
We finish the wine and our tiny, pretentious dishes. When we leave and go out to the dark street, we stop under the streetlight. Here comes goodbye. My stomach grumbles. Even though the date was a thrill, it was the stupidest, tiniest meal I’ve ever eaten. I’m going to go home and eat cereal.
“I’m still hungry,” he says.
“I was just thinking the same thing!”
“Want to go get a burger?”
“Hell yes.”
He takes my hand and off we go to Mr. Droidburger. We’re the only humans inside. Just us, a robot cashier, and a janitor bot. Christopher starts waltzing with me while we wait for the meal, making me laugh. It’s like it’s not our first date; I’ve somehow long known him.
The burgers are so much more satisfying than Paradis. As we wait for a self-driving cab to drop him off at the Jolvix shuttle station and then take me home, he puts his warm hands on my cold cheeks and pulls me in for a kiss. It’s the kind of kiss that makes the world disappear, the kind of kiss so consuming I forget myself for a minute. I cease to exist. I want to keep kissing him. I’m scared I’ll never see this Prince Charming again.
“Want to come to my place?” I ask.
“Not tonight.” He strokes my neck. “I have to work early in the morning.”
“What is it that you do at Jolvix again?” I ask, trying to mask my disappointment with curiosity.
The self-driving cab pulls up and we get in. The Jolvix shuttle station is only six blocks away, so we barely have time to exchange phone numbers before he leaves. As I sit alone in the back of the self-driving cab, a sadness washes over me. Out the window, the fog-softened traffic lights, the buses and cable cars, the glowing lights of clubs and restaurants pass by. I try not to get emotional and feel rejected, but this is so familiar. Perfectly on cue, I get a text from Henrick.
  How’s my baby doll doing? Planning to come to SF next month. Can’t wait to spoil you.  

I don’t answer him. Don’t give a shit about him at the moment.
The cab drives toward the Sunset. The streets get darker, quieter, rows of apartments lit with glowing windows. Next to me, there’s a receipt where Christopher was sitting. I pick it up.
It’s from the department store earlier, a purchase that totals seventeen dollars for an item that just says WOMEN’S.
I stare for a good minute, trying to make sense of it. I run my hand up and down the satin dress that was supposed to cost more than a paycheck. I won’t lie, the thought that perhaps this dress wasn’t paid for turns me on a little bit. I’ve never shoplifted in my life. I can’t even bring myself to jaywalk.
I replay the world-stopping kiss under the streetlamp, the silly waltz in Mr. Droidburger. The Cinderella feeling lingers. And I’m not ready for it to be over, for the clock to strike midnight.
I want more.





CHAPTER FIVE
I THINK HE GHOSTED ME.
After that captivating evening, I don’t hear from him. I text, but no response. As the days tick by, I become tragic about it, trying to go over what could have gone wrong. Did I say something to offend him? Did he think I was too easy, inviting him over after the first date? I obsess, scouring the internet for his social media pages but getting nowhere. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of Christophers employed by Jolvix and I can’t remember his obscure title and don’t know his last name.
My disappointment settles into a vague, familiar self-hatred carried everywhere beneath my smile. I earn tips. Go out for drinks with Vanessa, research business classes I could take. Henrick rolls into town for a few days and we stay at the St. Regis where he wines, dines, and spanks me and then leaves me with a nice fat check to help me make rent on time.
After nearly two weeks, I get a call from Christopher that I ignore just to be coy and show him I don’t give a shit about him (I most certainly do), but he also calls while I’m busy waiting tables. I listen to the message while on a ten-minute break and melt.
“Hey Pearl. So sorry I haven’t called until now. I was pulled into this top-secret project for work and security was incredibly high, so I didn’t have my phone.” His voice cracks, like he’s exhausted. But his tone is sweet, soft. “You probably hate me, right? I hope not, because the entire time I was there, I was thinking about you and our date. Can I take you out to dinner again—maybe someplace in between Paradis and Droidburger? Maybe you can pick, since you’re the girl with the restaurant dream.” He laughs. “I do hope you’ll call me back. Don’t break my heart already, Pearl.”
I bite my lip, listening to the message again before pocketing my phone. I have no idea what to think, whether I can trust him—but I’m so smitten, and this idea of him working on some top-secret project adds a layer of allure to him that makes me even more desperate to call him back.
“I don’t know, Pearl,” Vanessa says to me, sipping her vodka soda. “He didn’t call for how many weeks? Two?”
I nod. She and I are at a dive bar down the street from Sky after our shift. Vanessa’s waiting for Vinny, her personal trainer boyfriend, to get off work. They are revoltingly in love—the kind of couple who runs 5ks together on the weekends and takes pictures every fall with matching sweaters with their dogs who also have matching sweaters. My love life is an ongoing disaster. I don’t confide in anyone about it—no one knows about Henrick, for example, who I’ve been seeing since my senior year at SF State and who I originally met on an app called Sugar Daddy-O. But tonight I need a second opinion on the Christopher situation.
Vanessa opens her palm. “Let me hear it.”
I cue the message and drop my phone in her hand. She holds it up to her ear and listens, then shakes her head.
“He sounds genuine,” she says. “And, I don’t know, Jolvix does have all kinds of secretive projects. My brother knew someone who worked down at the Labs campus in LA for a bit, it’s out-there stuff.” She squints in thought. “I could have sworn he said he worked in finance that day he chewed out Barron, that he worked in the building. Maybe I misheard him—‘finance, Jolvix.’”
“How do I know if he’s lying?”
“Well.” She knocks back the dregs of her drink. “Guess you have to call him back, yeah? You know, the first time Vinny and I met at the gym, I thought he was a total douchebag. But I gave him another chance and thank God I did.”
Okay, I feel a little more hopeful. She stands up and we hug goodbye. I double back and go to the bar after she’s gone and down an extra shot of tequila, just to up my courage. Then I ride MUNI home and call him as soon as I walk through the door to my apartment—a place the size of a closet, with fairy lights and floral tapestries that cheerfully try to distract from the scuffed, used IKEA furniture and stained carpet.
He picks up on the first ring.





CHAPTER SIX
“I LIT up like a Christmas tree seeing your name on my screen,” he says, sounding so relieved at the sound of my voice.
I lie on my bed in the dim lamplight, still in my coat, catching my breath from how quickly I climbed the stairs to call him back.
“I thought you ghosted me,” I say.
“I should have warned you I was flying to New York for the project I was working on. I had no idea it was going to take that long.”
“It’s okay,” I say.
And just like that, I forgive him.
“What was the project?” I ask.
“I can’t talk about it. I signed a bunch of legal paperwork, NDAs. And believe me, they’re serious about it. I wouldn’t be surprised if Jolvix tapped my phone.”
I frown at my ceiling, where the shadows shift every time a car passes on the street outside my window.
“So someone’s listening to us right now?” I ask.
“It’s entirely possible. I mean, it’s Jolvix.”
“Right,” I say, even though I don’t understand.
“How about I meet you in a half hour?” he says. “Dinner?”
“Tonight?” I sit up. “Where are you?”
“Funny enough, I’m just getting out of a meeting with my financial advisor. It’s in the building where you work. That’s why I’m up here. We meet every month.”
“I’m at home.”
“Give me your address, I’ll pick you up. You have anything in green? It’s my favorite color. God, you’d look ravishing in green, it would bring out your eyes.”
“I think so,” I say, sitting up, butterflies in my stomach.
I pick out a green sweater dress and boots and he picks me up in thirty minutes, coming up to ring the buzzer. I answer the door and melt at the sight of his face. His eyes twinkle.
The way he looks at me makes me feel like a dish to be devoured.
In the back seat of the self-driving taxi, Christopher presents me with a bouquet of roses.
I bend to inhale them, surprised they smell like nothing. “Beautiful.”
“You look exquisite,” Christopher says. “That dress really does bring an emerald fire to your eyes.”
He squeezes my hand and I have the same feeling I did with him last time—as if something runs deep between us, as if we’ve known each other before. As if we’re more than strangers.
Christopher grimaces. “That apartment.”
“I wish you hadn’t come up,” I say. “Embarrassing.”
“You’re so much better than all that,” he says.
Not sure what he means.
“Let me take you to my neck of the woods tonight,” he says. “Make you dinner?”
“Don’t you live near the Jolvix campus?”
He nods. “Santa Clara.”
“But how will I get home?”
“I’ll get you home.” He puts a hand on my knee. “Don’t worry.”
There’s this air about him that puts me at ease. The man’s a human tranquilizer. His presence makes me sit a little farther into my seat, breathe a little easier. In the car, he talks evasively about his work, saying it involves “certain celebrities and influencers” and that he can’t say more than that. I ask him to remind me of his title at Jolvix and he says he’s a “Specialist within the Alternative Reality sector.”
“Alternative Reality,” I repeat. “What does that mean?”
“I’ll show you a bit later,” he says cryptically.





CHAPTER SEVEN
CHRISTOPHER’S CONDO is the polar opposite of my apartment—glass building with wall-sized windows that overlook a park. Art on the walls and lush carpeting. He makes me take my shoes off when we get inside. He’s only a few years older than me, but he’s light years ahead when it comes to his life stage.
He’s also an excellent cook—salmon, asparagus, and couscous paired with a pinot noir.
“You told me last time how much you love seafood,” he says.
“How thoughtful,” I say, touching my collarbone and admiring the beautiful way he plated the food, the zigzag drizzle of the sauce.
I tell him about my childhood, growing up in Auburn outside of Sacramento. He puts his hand on mine when I tell him that my dad died in a car accident when I was sixteen. I don’t accept his apology, instead stewing a moment in silence before admitting that it was mostly a relief, that my dad was an abusive asshole I tried to convince my mother to leave since I was old enough to know better. I say this and Christopher puts his fork down with a look of shock. Regret blooms in me—maybe I overshared.
“Pearl, my parents were the same. Are the same, I should say, because they’re unfortunately still together.”
I smooth my napkin on my lap. Rarely do I share details about the abuse that went on in my house. “Really?”
“I envy you,” he says. “I wish my old man had died.”
Though my eyes widen, I understand the feeling so well—the pain of wishing my father would just disappear.
“I tried to kill him,” Christopher says without blinking. “Went to juvenile hall for it.”
“Oh my God,” I say, hand to my mouth.
“I know, it was unacceptable. I was just so desperate to stop the fighting.”
“What did you … do?”
He goes back to eating, as if we’re not discussing attempted homicide. “Pulled him off my mom and tried to strangle him with a whatchamacallit … those cords that hang on blinds.”
“Oh my God,” I repeat.
“I didn’t succeed,” he says, as if I’m overreacting. He stabs the salmon with his fork. “I usually don’t tell people this. I hope it doesn’t taint your view of me.”
I watch him for a beat, asking myself—does this taint my view of him? Should I be scared? But no. This only makes me more intrigued by him. He defended his mother from attack. That makes him some kind of a hero.
“I thought about killing my father.” I take a sip of my wine. “I always thought the best way would be poisoning.”
The way Christopher watches me—it’s deeper than love or lust. It’s like Narcissus staring into a placid pool of water.
“Pearl,” he says in surprise.
“I would never have the guts to do something like that, though.” I sit back. “And I’m sure the guilt would wreck me.”
He keeps chewing and staring at me, like he’s seen me in a new light. We share a smile, a coy one with secrets. Call me sick, but it’s right now, right here, that I know I am falling for this man. Because he feels like the first person I’ve ever met who sees me for who I truly am.





CHAPTER EIGHT
AFTER DINNER, Christopher and I move into his bedroom.
When we kiss this time, it’s even better than the first time, charged with meaning. His lips travel to my ear, my throat, my chest. He tells me to stand up and take my clothes off in front of him while he touches himself and maybe that would weird someone else out, but it doesn’t weird me out. I’m used to being told what to do in the bedroom and liking it. The sex is so good I scream when I come. Not fake screaming, like with Henrick—this, here, is real.
Getting dressed again, Christopher slips into his silk robe and pours us both glasses of bourbon in the living room. I sip mine, not telling him I don’t even like bourbon—it reminds me of my father—and glance at my phone. It’s almost ten o’clock and I have a long ride home. But Christopher takes out his phone and starts recording me as I sit here on the couch.
“What?” I laugh.
“Just putting you on the record,” he says. “Tell me a couple things about yourself.”
“What is this, an interview?” I ask, baffled.
He smiles, still watching the screen on his phone. “Promise, it’s for a good cause. Just tell me what your favorite flowers are.”
“Tulips,” I say slowly.
“Ahh, not roses. Duly noted.”
“I’ll forgive you this one time.”
“Tell me who your favorite sports team is.”
“I don’t do sports.”
“Girl after my own heart. Okay … where would you travel if you could travel anywhere in the world?”
We continue like this for a few minutes until I finally ask him, as politely as possible, what the hell he’s interviewing me for. He stops filming and steps back, returning his phone to his pocket.
He asks, “You really want to know what I do for a living?”
“Yeah,” I say, taking another tiny sip from my glass and trying not to visibly wince.
“Give me a couple minutes, all right?”
“Sure.”
A couple minutes becomes fifteen minutes becomes an hour. The next thing I know, I’m opening my eyes. I drifted off to the gentle whirr of his air conditioning and robo-vacuum while waiting for him and it’s now eleven. He comes and sits next to me, bringing an eager energy back into the room.
“Oh, my precious Pearl can’t handle her drinks, huh?” he jokes.
“I had a long day.” I yawn. “I should probably get back soon.”
He opens his laptop. “You wanted to know what I do for a living, right?”
“Definitely.”
Onscreen, he opens a window. It’s me, on the couch, in the same green dress I’m wearing. Clearly it’s the video he took on his phone a little while ago. He looks over at me and raises his eyebrows.
“Recognize that gorgeous girl?”
“Yes,” I laugh.
“Remember when I filmed you, what you said?”
“Of course. I’m not that tipsy.”
“So you remember saying this?”
He types something on his keyboard. In the video, I look at the camera with a smile and say, with total clarity, “I’m in love with Christopher McKinney and I’m going to treat him like a king every day for the rest of my life because that’s what he deserves.”
My smile falters. My throat tightens. It’s eerie in a way that makes my skin feel like it’s turning inside out, to see and hear myself say something that I know—I know—I did not and would not say.
He types again quickly and the me onscreen says, “Christopher can make me say anything he wants.”
He’s controlling what she—me—says. In real time.
I turn to Christopher and whisper, “What the fuck?”
“That’s what I do, Pearl,” he says, closing his laptop, grinning.





CHAPTER NINE
I KNOW ABOUT DEEPFAKE VIDEO, of course.
I’ve seen plenty making the rounds on social media, prompting debate in comments about whether certain videos are real. California legislation passed when I was in college outlawing admitting video evidence in criminal courts because deepfake and the ability to detect it is fast becoming such a problem—it was a hot topic in my seminars at the time. But I’ve never met anyone who could actually produce a deepfake video. I’ve certainly never starred in one.
Even though it’s one of the most unsettling things I’ve ever seen, there’s something dangerous and alluring about the idea that Christopher is capable of such a thing. Like finding out someone is secretly wealthy. It makes him powerful. Sexy.
Kissing me goodnight, he holds me tight and puts his forehead to mine, staring at me so intensely I close my eyes. “I need to know you won’t tell anyone what I showed you tonight,” he whispers.
“Okay,” I say.
“Look at me when you say it. Promise me.”
I open my eyes. “Promise.”
“You promise what.”
“I promise I won’t tell anyone what you showed me tonight.”
Goosebumps. He pulls back, as if he can read my mind, and rubs his hands up and down my arms. “You cold?”
A nervous laugh escapes me. “A little.”
He kisses my cheek. “Let me get you something.”
Christopher sends me home in one of his cashmere sweaters. As I peer out the self-driving taxi’s window at the yellow lights dotting the black hillsides, the video billboards, the glowing signs of megastores, I imagine that a man who could whip up a realistic video in that amount of time is like a modern-day magician. I tingle remembering his lips on my throat, the hungry way he watched me as he touched himself, and the sound of my own voice saying, “I’m in love with Christopher McKinney and I’m going to treat him like a king every day for the rest of my life because that’s what he deserves.”
Another woman might run the other way. But I’m not another woman.
“So, did you call him?” Vanessa asks the next day as we stand side by side in the powder room before the lunch shift starts. She glues her eyelashes on as I work on styling my long hair into milkmaid braids.
“I did.” I meet her eyes in the mirror. “And we went out.”
She gasps. “Already?”
I nod. “He took me to his place. Made me dinner.”
“Made you dinner as in …” She wiggles her painted-on eyebrows. “Made you dinner or made you actual dinner?”
“Both,” I say, trying not to smile.
“Bitch, I saw you at happy hour last night and you’re telling me not only did you go out on a date since then, you consummated your date?”
I nod.
“How was it?” she asks, turning to look at me.
“It was amazing,” I tell her.
She remains frozen. “And?”
“And what?” I fasten a braid to my head with a pin, then another.
“I don’t know! Details? Not … too many details. But, you know, what’s he like?”
“He’s very intense.”
“Intense how?”
I think of his magnetic embrace, his unrelenting hazel stare. Of course, the video, too. But I just give Vanessa a coy smile and shrug.
“Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it?” Vanessa says, turning back to the mirror and uncapping her can of hairspray with a pop. “I see.”
A silence stretches between us as I apply lipstick and she sprays her hair. We put our products away, zipping our makeup bags. I clear my throat.
“Have you ever heard of deepfake?” I ask her.
“What’s that? A sex position or something?”
“No, like deepfake video.”
“Ohhh. I thought we were still talking about what’s-his-face.”
“Christopher. No. I mean, not exactly. It’s something we talked about.”
“Yes, I know deepfake video. Some weird shit. Don’t know what you can believe anymore in this crazy world, right?” She swings the door open, holding it for me. “You good?”
“I’m good,” I say, following her out the door.
I want to say more, to tell her about the video he whipped up in practically no time, of how odd it was to see myself saying things I never said—but I promised Christopher I wouldn’t.
And I want him to know I’m honest.





CHAPTER TEN
FRIDAY NIGHT, I’m supposed to see Christopher again, but Barron asks me to work at the last minute to cover for someone calling in sick. “Asks” is a generous term for it. He issues a vague threat implying that if I don’t show that I’m a “team player,” I’ll be “replaced.” That’s how Barron is, treating his staff like interchangeable pieces, like items and not human beings.
“There’s nothing I can do,” I tell Christopher on a video call as I wait at a MUNI stop to catch my train, shivering in my peacoat. “I really have to go in.”
“Well, that’s disappointing,” Christopher says, jaw clenched. “I bought the groceries and everything. I was going to make you lobster. You said it was your favorite.”
“I know, I’m so sorry,” I say. “My boss Barron does this sometimes. If I don’t go in, he’ll fire me.”
“That same prick? The one I chewed out?”
“The one and only.”
`“What do you need me to do to him?” he asks simply. “You want me to kill him?”
I laugh. “I think that’s a slight overreaction.”
My train pulls up. I say goodbye. The whole ride through the city, the world out the window looks black and white. It’s an overcast day fast approaching twilight and the buildings are washed of all their color. Something clenches in my chest, something like pain. But by the time I reach my destination and step out into the busy street, I realize it isn’t pain at all—it’s just desire. I like him. I want to be with him so much it hurts and I hate the thought that I disappointed him.
Barron is a prick. He doesn’t even thank me for canceling my Friday night plans to come in. On top of that, it’s a “clopening” shift—I have to close, then open the next morning. Christopher doesn’t answer any of my texts after my closing shift and my mind goes wild imagining he’s with someone else in my absence. He doesn’t answer the next morning, either, when I ask if we could get together tonight instead.
By the time I come in for my opening shift, I’m in a wretched mood. I don’t say hello to anyone and fight the urge to kick a robo-vacuum as it spins in circles on the carpet. In the kitchen, the two cooks Andre and Stefan are snickering behind the silver window.
I snap, “What?” at them.
They wave me over. They’re hunched over a cutting board, watching something on a phone. Looks like porn. Some guy getting sucked off.
I push the phone away. “Okay, no.”
“But look at who it is,” Andre says.
“Please.” I turn to leave the kitchen. “Not in the mood. Barron made me come in last night and I’m exhausted.”
“That’s who it is!” Stefan exclaims in as quiet a voice as he can.
Slowly, I turn around, unable to help my curiosity.
“We got texts this morning, me and Stefan. Some blocked number sent this video.”
I creep back to where they stand and peer over his shoulder, brow furrowed. He presses play. And holy shit. It is. It’s Barron, getting blown by a redheaded woman who is definitely not his wife.
“Eat it, bitch,” he’s saying to her. “Eat my little salami.”
Absolutely revolting. I wave the phone away and burst into laughter. Andre and Stefan join me.
“Little salami?” I manage after catching my breath.
Vanessa bursts into the kitchen, her hand in the air. “You will never believe the text I got.”
The video really puts a bounce in everyone’s step this morning, and when Barron comes into work in his usual foul mood, stalking to his office and slamming the door after the lunch rush, it takes everything for us all to greet him as if everything is normal. Quickly, Vanessa scurries to the kitchen to erase the “little salami” that she wrote on the 86 list during our joyous laughfest earlier. Passing by Barron’s door, I stop a moment and hear him yelling, “It wasn’t me, Buffy, my God!” at one point and Vanessa, who is walking by, whispers in my ear, “Oooh, sounds like Little Salami’s in trouble” in my ear. I giggle and move on. Barron is such a tyrant in the restaurant, such a pompous dick, it doesn’t surprise me to learn he cheated on his wife. But it does strike me as odd that someone sent his staff—and wife, apparently—the video. I assume the redheaded woman is seeking her revenge.
After work, Christopher waits for me in the lobby. I’m shocked and overcome with a wave of relief to see him grinning at me and getting up to hug me. His hug lifts me up off the ground and he kisses my temple as he places me back down. Then he interlaces his fingers with mine.
“I’m here to cash in that rain check,” he says. “Ready for lobster?”
I nod, sparkling like champagne. “You didn’t answer your phone. I thought you were mad.”
“Just busy,” he says as we walk toward the exit. “How was work?”
I shrug as we step inside the revolving glass doors. “It was work.”
“I hope Barron had a bad day.” He squeezes my hand. “You see the video?”
It’s at this moment, the two of us in the heart of the revolving glass doors, that I understand what that video really is. I stop. He stops. We stand, our gazes locked, his smile wicked. I gasp, a cold gust of wind blowing through me.
“Christopher,” I whisper.
He puts a finger under my chin and leans down to plant a tender, lasting kiss on my lips. My skin prickles with lust.
“He mistreated you, I couldn’t let him get away with that,” he whispers back. “I could wreck him if you say the word.”
I shake my head. “No, no.”
We step out onto the cobblestoned sidewalk. He orders a self-driving taxi on his phone’s app as I chew my lip and process what he’s done. How did he … make that? How did he find the contacts to send it to? And so quickly? It’s exhilarating and terrifying what Christopher is capable of, what power he's comfortable exerting. And it makes me a little sick when I think of Barron’s voice through the door trying to defend himself to his wife. I feel Christopher’s gaze and turn and it’s as if he can read my mind.
“He’s an asshole,” he says. “He deserves it.”
I nod and, though I hold onto it for a brief second, I let guilt float away like a balloon in the sky. We climb into the taxi. And then, starving for his touch, I put my hand on his leg. I run it all the way up. And I kiss him deeper than I’ve ever kissed anyone before.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
EVERYTHING TAKES off at rapid speed with Christopher. Our first date was in September, when the evening air first started to crisp. By November, we’re booking flights to Arizona because he wants to meet my mom at Thanksgiving.
It’s like a dream I don’t want to make any sudden movements in, for fear I might wake up. What does he see in me? People I’ve dated before are so immature they use “party” as a verb, have roommates, don’t own entire sets of dishes. Christopher is a man. He has a career, a condo, makes elaborate dinners. And yes, I’ve been wined and dined before, but by Henrick, who’s a glorified john. That doesn’t count. And as soon as Christopher and I began dating, I called it off with Henrick, who seemed genuinely sad to hear it, telling me he was “so fond of” me. A couple of years ago that would have elated me—Henrick is intelligent, successful, attractive (for fifty-something)—but I’m not the same Pearl.
The one disappointment I encounter with Christopher is the night when, on an evening walk, the wind whipping our hair and leaves scratching across the sidewalks, we spot a child and mother through a diner window and he tells me he doesn’t like children.
I stop walking, pause in the middle of the sidewalk. “Why?”
“Because they’re useless to me.” He wipes a smudge from underneath my eye. “Why? Do you want kids? Because that’s a bit of a dealbreaker.”
I open my mouth to tell him how I’ve long hoped to get married and one day have a daughter. But the word “dealbreaker” frightens me. Christopher’s past relationships haven’t lasted long. I don’t want to be another girlfriend who gets the cut. So I say, “I could go either way.”
He squeezes my hand, saying, “I knew it was meant to be.”





CHAPTER TWELVE
ON THE FLIGHT to Arizona to meet my mom, Christopher and I flip through the travel magazine page by page and fantasize about all the places we’ll go together someday.
“What do you think—ice hotel in Sweden, or underwater hotel in Bali?” he asks. “You want snow or you want the beach?”
“The beach, of course.” I run my hand along the two-dimensional shoreline. “Maybe we’ll spend Christmas at the ice hotel.”
“Love that. White Christmas, every year,” he says, reaching over and caressing my jawline. “When we get sick of that, we’ll go to Australia and celebrate Christmas in summer.”
“I’ve always wanted to go to Australia.”
“We’ll get scuba certified.”
“Mmm,” I say with a smile.
After we’ve reached the end of the magazine, traveling round the world and back again without leaving our seats, he turns to me and rubs his hands together.
“Help me prep for the meeting,” he says.
Not sure if this is odd or endearing or if it’s just Christopher’s alpha personality, but I half-smile and tuck the magazine filled with our fantastic future back into the seat pocket in front of me.
“Well,” I tell him. “My mom’s … kind of introverted. Reserved. Honestly—I don’t want to freak you out—but she’s never liked anyone I’ve dated.”
His eyebrows rise, as if this is a fun challenge. “She hasn’t met me.”
“I’m sure she’ll like you, don’t worry.”
“Not worried.” He rolls up his shirt sleeves. “So give it to me. What’s she like? Who is she? What makes her tick?”
“She likes … I don’t know. Italian food? Reading mysteries? Knitting?”
“And what did she do when you were growing up? Did she work?”
I shake my head. “She was a stay-at-home mom.”
I don’t mention she was more like a stay-in-bed mom, her depression coupled with a deep denial about her depression, her codependence on my father, that she took his slaps and punches without a word. While Christopher and I have bonded over our abusive upbringings, neither of us ever delve into much detail. There are certain things I keep in a locked box inside myself, a box I’ve guarded with great care since my childhood that holds all the most hurtful things I don’t want to share.
“She volunteered for a lot of the candidates my dad worked with,” I go on. “She’s always kept up with news about elections, politics. She still works the polls every other November.”
“What political party?”
“Democrat.”
He shakes his head. “My family’s Republican. You still think we can make this work?”
“Well, I don’t vote at all.”
“Neither do I.” We high-five. “Look at us, overcoming adversity with our apathy.”
I laugh. He takes his phone out and scrolls. When I try to continue the conversation, he holds his hand up without looking at me and says, “I’m busy, Pearl. Find something to do.”
A childlike déjà vu stirs as I straighten my posture in the seat, reaching for the travel magazine again to pore over glossy photos of extravagant resorts on other continents. There’s something familiar about this moment—being excited to talk to someone and immediately getting shut down.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
AT MY MOM’S HOUSE, she has a sour look as we greet her on her doorstep with a bouquet of lilies in hand. I offer her a hug, which she slackly receives, and we step inside.
Immediately, I’m mortified, scouring Christopher’s face for reaction. She lives with six pugs. A poster-sized picture of my father still hangs on her living room wall, the same picture that they blew up for his funeral. She moved to Arizona only a year ago, but somehow it’s already nearing hoarder status—towers of paperbacks that can’t fit on the shelves, a mountain of yarn, and the stench of dogs. It’s nearly as bad as her place in Auburn.
“I told you, Pearl, no need to make some big thing of coming out here and visiting me,” Mom says. “I don’t need company on Thanksgiving.”
She looks older, unkempt, two inches of gray roots in her hair and saggy sweatpants. She walks back toward the kitchen, leaving us in the doorway, not even introducing herself or acknowledging Christopher’s existence.
“Mom,” I say. “This is Christopher.”
“Hello,” she says from the kitchen. “Would you like a soda? Water? That’s all I’ve got.”
“Marilyn, it’s so nice to meet you.” He comes to her. “I brought you a little something.”
As the plastic crinkles in his hand, she looks up and, at the sight of the lilies, stands straighter. Her expression softens. It was wise to stop by the supermarket on the way here after all. Christopher asked what her favorite flowers are and I told him, but I bit the side of my tongue afterward, uncertain if it was the best idea. The only times in life my mom ever got flowers were when my dad was offering some kind of apology and I feared it would bring up bad memories. But instead, my mom’s utterly taken by the gesture. She reaches for the bouquet.
“Oh,” she says. “Christopher, these are so lovely.” She meets his eyes. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“And the same to you. I’ve been dying to meet the woman who raised this dazzling girl,” he says, putting his arm around me.
My mom blinks, taking in the sight of us. Her gaze sparkles. It’s as if she sees something new in me here at his side. It’s not an illusion. Since I met him, I feel prettier, smarter, more exciting. I feel full of potential, like I’m humming with a new electricity.
She smiles shyly, covering her mouth with her hand, the way she always has—my mother is embarrassed of her crooked teeth. “You hungry? I can order us a pizza.”
“How about you get those in a vase, put on something nice, and the three of us can go out somewhere for dinner?” Christopher says. “I saw something about a restaurant, Palazzo, that looks delicious.”
“Palazzo!” my mom exclaims with the excitement of a child.
She takes care of the flowers and disappears into her room to change, where her pugs bark at her. I turn to Christopher, my eyebrows up. He’s grinning.
“See? Not ten minutes in and I have her wrapped around my finger,” he says.
Seems like an odd way to put it, but it’s true—Christopher lights something up in my mom that I haven’t seen in a long time.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE RESTAURANT IS cool and dark inside and Christopher pulls out my mom’s chair like she’s the one he’s dating. It’s sweet how hard he’s trying.
“What a gorgeous shawl that is! I can’t believe you knit it yourself, people would pay good money for a piece like that.”
“Pardon me for saying so, Marilyn, but you really don’t look your age.”
“Now I know where your daughter gets her incredible intelligence!”
I stay quiet, a rapt audience of one, watching Christopher perform a spell on someone else. She’s enthralled by him the entire evening, from appetizers through dessert, and I am, too … but there’s something odd about the way he speaks, salesman-like. Then there’s the fact he tells my mom he works at Jolvix managing a team of software engineers, which is never how he’s described his job to me. He talks extensively about plots of bestselling mysteries, which I had no idea he read. He says his parents live in Iowa and that they’re very active in local elections, diehard Democrats—yet on the plane, he said they were Republicans. He squeezes my hand under the table and glances at me with a mischievous smirk, as if he can read my thoughts, as if we’re in on the deception together.
Sometimes I wonder if he can’t read my mind so much as he can write it.
After dinner, we drop my mom off, wine-tipsy and excited to see us in the morning. I clench my hands as the self-driving taxi rental makes its way to our hotel. Christopher’s eyeing his phone, his expression slack, grumpy in the blue light of the screen. He appears to be a different man than the one at dinner. He has that quality about him, like an actor who transforms depending on the scene. Outside our window, cactuses whip by under a star-littered sky.
“Why did you lie to her?” I finally ask.
He looks up with surprise, almost as if he forgot I’m here with him. “About what?”
“You said your parents were Democrats.”
“Well.” He pockets his phone again, adopting the tone as if he’s speaking to a child. “I want her to like me, Pearl.”
“Do you lie to me?”
“Of course not.”
“Did you really read those mysteries?”
“I read a few book reviews. Research, on the plane.” He pats my knee. “Relax.”
I don’t ask anything else about it. Really, is it that big of a deal? That he didn’t read the books, just the reviews? That he lied about who his parents voted for? Everyone is guilty of white lies.
On second thought, it was harmless. I would even call it sweet—that he tried so hard to brighten an evening for a lonely older woman.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE NEXT DAY we eat a prepared supermarket feast in my mom’s house—turkey and all the rest. It’s a day filled with stories, laughter, and my mom even blows the dust off the photo albums to show Christopher snapshots of my childhood. I haven’t seen her express that much interest in me in all my life; it means a lot that he brings that out of her. He gushes about what an adorable child I was and my mother agrees. Her eyes linger on the photos and she beams in a way I haven’t seen since I was in pigtails.
No more lies today, but there’s just one thing Christopher does that bothers me.
He’s in the kitchen brewing coffee after pie and I come in for a cup myself, only he doesn’t see me here with his back turned. I watch him shove one of my mom’s pugs away with his Oxford shoe, making the poor thing yelp. When I gasp, he turns around with the coffee pot in his hand, asking, “What?”
“You just kicked Maizie!” I whisper.
“She’s all right,” he says, directing his attention back to his coffee.
I’m stunned, mouth agape.
He turns around again. “Oh, come on. I didn’t kick her. I moved her with my foot. You want a cup?”
I’m not sure what just happened, what the real difference is between moving a dog with your foot and kicking a dog. He’s right, it wasn’t like he punted her. Maybe I’m being oversensitive. But after last night, the ease with which I watched him lie, I’m not sure what to believe anymore.
“Yeah,” I say quietly. “I’d love a cup.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
ON THE PLANE RIDE HOME, Christopher leans over and whispers, “Soon you and I will be flying everywhere first-class.”
“Oh yeah?” I ask, reapplying lip gloss I’m sure I’ll just kiss off again soon.
“Of course. You know, when you have that successful restaurant.”
“Riiight.”
He loosens the collar on his shirt. “Your one and only flaw, Pearl, is that you don’t give yourself enough credit.” He laces his fingers with mine. “I wish you could see yourself the way I see you.”
I smile, warmed by his compliment.
“I think you should enroll in business classes when we get back,” he says. “We’ll make this restaurant happen for you.”
Reaching out, I run my hand along the stubble on his cheek and get a lovely shiver. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have found him. The other Pearl asks in a whisper, is he only telling you what you want to hear? But I pretend not to hear her.
It’s hard to describe the shift that happens within, like weather changing so gradually I hardly notice it. In between brunches and walks in the rain and late-night movies and afternoons spent in bed there are these flickers of doubt. I try to pinpoint where it started and I can’t. Was it back at my mom’s when I thought I saw him kick the dog? The white lies? These things don’t matter, shouldn’t matter, but ever since, doubts keep dripping in the background of our sweet days and spicy nights.
Drip. In December, as we set up the tiny Christmas tree together at his place, I note his shelves upon shelves of psychology books with a whole section dedicated specifically to psychopaths. I can’t imagine my modest stack of beach reads and rom-coms fitting in here.
Drip. He unveils a digital slideshow of pictures of us that now hangs in his dining room. We look radiant, joyful. I stare at it while he cooks us dinners and imagine that soon there could be a wedding photo, but never a family photo.
“Marry him,” my mom tells me every time I call. “Good Lord, that kind of man only comes around once in a lifetime. Marry him before the spell wears off.”
The spell.
Drip, drip, drip.
In January, his space looks a little different—a chair missing, some paintings no longer on his wall. While we eat, he tells me he’s getting rid of things in his apartment to make room for me, as if I already agreed to move in. But I’m not sure moving in is the right step.
I swirl my wine in my glass and respond with a wry smile, asking, “Did you get rid of your two hundred books about psychopaths?”
“No,” he says, cutting his steak. “I’m hanging onto those.”
“Why do you have so many books on psychopaths anyway?” I say. “Are you one?”
“Yes, I think I am,” he answers brightly.
A pause balloons in the air. I’m not sure whether I should laugh—instead, my stomach tightens.
“Is that a problem?” he asks, drinking his wine.
Good God, he’s serious.
“No,” I manage.
“More than one out of every hundred men is a psychopath,” he says. “It isn’t anything you should worry about.”
I nod slowly.
“They paint this picture of the psychopath like every one of us is a deranged serial killer—but most are just ordinary guys like me. Nothing to be scared of. Just a brain that works differently than others. It’s like depression or anxiety or anything else.”
“Interesting,” I say. “I had no idea.”
“Pearl, I held off telling you, because every woman I’ve ever told couldn’t handle it.” He reaches and wraps his hand around mine. “But you’re different. You’re the first woman to really get me. I feel like there’s nothing I can do that would scare you away.”
I swallow and nod. And suddenly I realize the drips have formed a puddle.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
OVER THE NEXT week or so, I spend a lot of time researching psychopaths. I don’t know how to feel about dating one. All my life, when I’ve heard the word “psychopath” it’s attached to horror stories. I know that’s not fair, but I can’t help it—I imagine serial killers, villains, criminals when I hear the word.
Modern research definitely says that they’ve been painted unfairly in the media, but there aren’t clear-cut answers about their capacity for love. Psychopaths can have romantic relationships and can truly crave and seek love even if they don’t exactly feel it. However, they can be incredibly skilled at reading and knowing how to please people. Is that enough? Does it matter how he loves me back, what it feels or doesn’t feel like inside him, does it matter how much he actually feels versus how much he pretends to feel? Like most other things in life, it’s also a spectrum. I’d like to think he’s somewhere on the edge of that spectrum.
He seems so normal.
Is this something I can live with? If he said he was bipolar or something I absolutely would stay with him. How is this different?
Well, I argue with myself, it’s different because people with bipolar disorder still have empathy. Their condition doesn’t cause them to lie, manipulate, violate the rights of other people, go against social norms, and get in trouble with the law.
I’m back and forth like a ping pong ball. It’s a lot to process. I can feel my heart beginning to break like I’ve lost someone, because in a way, I have. I always imagined my soulmate would have a soul.
I don’t know if I can do this. How can I live the rest of my life with a man who has no capacity for remorse or empathy?
We see each other over the next month, but even though I assured him initially it didn’t matter, I can’t get over it. His charm rings hollow now that I know there’s no feeling behind it. His unflinching gaze reminds me, at times, of a snake. When he puts his hands around my neck during sex, it’s not fun anymore. I think of what he did to his father. I wonder if he has the capacity to actually kill me.
I finally meet the love of my life and he turns out to be a psychopath.
In February, after agonizing for weeks on end, I finally break up with him. Being the cowardly little mouse I am, I do it over the phone. I tell him how special he is to me, but it’s just something I can’t seem to get over. I tell him I’m so sorry.
“I really do love you,” I say.
He’s so quiet. Finally, he says, “What a shame.”
Then he hangs up on me.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THAT’S IT. Nothing more.
It clinches my decision, the way he just hung up, how breezily he answered “what a shame,” as if I’d told him a restaurant he liked closed. The man was nothing but a mirage. I cry hard. A relationship ending is one thing. But realizing the person you fell in love with is not the person you thought he was—that’s what hurts the most. It’s bigger than heartbreak, it’s grief.
I figure I won’t hear from him again. And for the next month, I don’t. Henrick comes into town and that cheers me up a bit. I have a new appreciation for his sensitivity, the way he holds me almost desperately, the way he caresses my cheek and tells me I make him feel young again. It’s a gratifying distraction, a reminder that there are other people out there who want me, that I am worthy of love.
My mother sobs when I relay the news that I broke up with Christopher. I tell her he’s a psychopath and she says, “And you’re so perfect? If you spend your life expecting to find someone with no problems, you’ll end up alone.”
In March, I’m working one gray day, the wall-tall windows pelted with rain. I’ve been sick to my stomach all afternoon and when I take a break to stand in the walk-in, which helps my nausea, I notice three voicemail messages from Christopher. It’s odd, since there’s been no communication since we broke up.
“It’s been hard,” he says in the first one. “Being without you. I’ve tried to move on, but I can’t, Pearl. Can you call me back?”
“What was it?” he asks in the second one. “Was it the psychopath thing? Because I’m not even officially diagnosed. I just diagnosed myself, I don’t know, I could be wrong.”
“It’s discrimination, now that I think about it,” he says in the third. “It’s cruel to break up with someone for something like that, for a condition they may or may not have by no fault of their own.”
“Dammit, Pearl,” is all he says in the last one. “I’m not giving up.”
I’m creeped out. I look over my shoulder the whole way home, scared he’s going to pop out of nowhere and … who knows what he’s capable of? I run up the stairs and lock my door.
The next morning, I wake up to a text from him. It’s a video. Before I even press play, I’m nervous, because the video is of me. Unmistakably me, my hair up in a ponytail, my green eyes twinkling, my freckles spread over my nose.
But the words aren’t mine.
“Pearl, listen to me. You’re not being fair. Christopher loves you. Remember? You two had a bond like nothing you’ve ever felt before.”
I throw my phone across the room. Then I run to the bathroom to throw up.
In the evening, I bite the bullet and take a pregnancy test.
When I see the plus sign, I scream.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE URGE TO reproduce is one hell of a force.
I’m not even referring to sex drive which of course works against our better judgment, nor the fact that the invisible will to multiply was somehow strong enough to override my birth control. I’m talking about why it is I scream in horror when I see the plus sign on my pregnancy test and yet know I am absolutely going to keep the baby.
After the panic subsides and I tire of crying, I sit down with a pen and piece of paper and try to calculate how late I am. My periods are irregular, sometimes weeks late. I can’t pinpoint exactly when it would have happened, but Henrick was in town just weeks ago and he seems like the likeliest candidate. I breathe a sigh of relief. Then I walk to the market for some chicken soup and prenatal vitamins.
The next day, Christopher calls again. And again. I stroll to the used bookstore and buy a couple well-worn books on pregnancy to get myself hyped up for what’s coming. No matter how many times I think the words, I can’t believe I’m going to have a baby. By the time I get home, I have three missed calls; no disturbing videos this time. I’ve been creeped out by that video of me, but I have more pressing matters at hand. Like how I can afford to raise a baby in the most expensive metro area in the country with nothing but a part-time waitressing job. Like how there’s no way I’ll be taking business classes or opening any restaurants in the near future.
The next time Christopher calls, I answer. I know exactly how to repel him forever, and that’s with the truth.
“You picked up,” he says, surprised. “Pearl, you’re there?”
“I’m here.”
His voice seems to get louder, closer, though he speaks more softly. “I thought you were going to ignore me forever.”
“I’m pregnant,” I say.
The silence is so long I think he might have hung up, which wouldn’t surprise me. But then he clears his throat.
“It’s not mine, is it?” he asks in a low tone.
“Of course not.”
“Thank God. You’re not going to have it, are you?”
“I am.”
“For the love of …” He sighs. “Pearl, you’re not even twenty-five. You want to throw your life in the garbage?”
“Yes.”
“What about all your big dreams of opening a restaurant, going to business school?”
“They can wait.”
“So whose is it? Not the old man, is it?”
I made the mistake of telling Christopher about Henrick at some point. He loves making fun of me for it. What a desperate little whore I was to register on an app called Sugar Daddy-O, et cetera. “No wonder you think I’m so great,” he said once. “Your last boyfriend was a mummy.”
The silence on the phone extends long enough that Christopher fills it in with meaning—yes, it’s Henrick’s.
He groans. “Pearl, you have no self-esteem.”
“You’re right.” I lie on my bed with my hand on my stomach. “I dated you.”
“Ouch.”
“What is wrong with you?” The ceiling above my bed’s cracking. There’s mold in a corner. I can’t imagine bringing a baby into this toxic shoebox. I close my eyes. “Calling me nonstop, out of the blue? That video?”
“That video was something, right?”
He sounds so proud.
“You need therapy,” I say.
“Sad thing is, therapy won’t work for me.”
“Because you’re a psychopath.”
“Yes.”
“That video was so fucked up.”
“I know. I was just trying to get your attention.”
“Seriously, Christopher,” I say. “I want you to go away.”
“I will,” he says. “And I’m sorry if the video upset you, sometimes I’m not good at knowing when something is too much—part of my condition. Listen, I want to say one thing to you, okay? Then you can move on and go marry that old piece of jerky and move to the suburbs and live the American dream.”
I don’t speak, allowing him to have the floor, the only concession I can muster.
“I love you,” he says simply.
“I’m not even clear if you can love me.”
“I absolutely can. I just do it in my own way.”
“You sure do.”
“And we had something amazing. I can’t believe you were willing to throw it away over something in me that I can’t control. It’s like breaking up with someone for having diabetes.”
“I’m not going to enter into an emotional relationship with someone who has no emotions.”
“I may be the psychopath, but you’re the cruel one.”
“Give me a break.”
“Pearl, it’s clear you have a fundamental misunderstanding of psychopathy. You think I’m some kind of android, incapable of any emotion. But that’s a myth. Studies have shown psychopaths do have a reduced ability to detect or process emotion under certain circumstances. We misjudge feelings sometimes, but we aren’t devoid of them. We can be sad, angry, experience happiness and love. It just looks different. Our responses might feel inappropriate at times. And yes, we can be callous. But look how you dumped me. You can be callous too.”
I open my eyes and sit up, the spin of nausea beginning again. I imagine a crib in the corner of the room between the radiator and the kitchenette and how pitiful that will be.
“How much research have you really done on psychopaths?” he asks. “Before deciding you suddenly hated me?”
“I don’t hate you,” I say. “I just—it changed something for me.”
“I’m the same Christopher I was before,” he says. “I wouldn’t have dumped you if I found out you had a condition like mine. I would have stayed with you no matter what.”
“What if I was pregnant?” I ask.
In the quiet that stretches, I’m sure I’ve stumped him with that one. Then he says, softly, “I would have stayed with you.”
“But you don’t even want kids.”
“I don’t want to be a father. I could be with a woman who has one.”
“I need to barf. Please don’t call again.”
“I won’t,” he says, sounding defeated. “But if you need someone to talk to, I’m here. Look it up. Read about my condition. I’m not a monster.”
“Goodbye.”
I hang up. As I vomit chicken soup into my dirty toilet, I think of the video he sent me, the sight of me there saying his words. He just breezed over it, like it was nothing—but I doubt I’ll ever forget it.





CHAPTER TWENTY
I CALL Henrick this week to tell him the news, chewing my nails and pacing the four steps in my kitchenette. He’s in a car, I can hear it from the wind and traffic noise, probably his convertible he likes to take all his selfies in. He shouts, “What? You said you were on birth control!”
“I was,” I say tearfully. “It happened anyway.”
“Just what I need.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Can I … send you some money to get a …”
“I’m not doing that.”
He blows out a sigh. “And you’re sure it’s mine.”
“I’m sure.”
“Pearl, I have adult grandchildren. I’ve just been made partner. I can’t be a father.”
“I know.”
“So you’re prepared to do this alone?”
“Yes.” I stop pacing, clenching my fists. “With your financial support, I hope.”
I wait, biting the side of my tongue. Biting it harder as he doesn’t answer, then so hard I taste blood.
“Yes, of course,” he replies reluctantly. “I’ll send you child support.”
I breathe deeply with relief. “Thank you. So glad to hear that.”
“I wouldn’t leave you in the lurch,” he says. “Look, I just got to the golf course. Let’s talk tomorrow.”
“Sounds good.”
Then a click. No goodbyes. It’s nothing personal, Henrick just doesn’t believe in goodbyes.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
IN THE WEEKS AFTERWARD, it starts to become real.
I see my baby in an ultrasound, a lightning bug in the dark cave of my womb. The midwife sends me home with a stream of black-and-white pictures that I tack to my wall with excitement. Yes, it’s a blob; it’s my blob. For the first couple months, that’s what I call it lovingly, caressing my belly. “I love you, Blob,” I say.
Once the second trimester hits, the vomit tide subsides and I feel much better. They say she’s (she’s!) measuring big and I take pride in hearing that—proof that I’m healthy, eating well, giving my baby all she needs. I read my books about what to expect and go to thrift shops to buy baby outfits: frilly dresses, a silly jumpsuit covered in pineapples. Henrick and I agree on an amount for child support and he sends me legal paperwork to sign.
The monthly payment is more than I’ve made at any job I’ve ever had.
A part of me secretly hopes Henrick might offer to marry me, move me out to Florida. It would be so much easier that way, and I like Henrick, I really do. We have fun together. It’s not passion like with Christopher, but Henrick is a man with a heart, a soul. He doesn’t ask me to marry him, though. He just asks me how much I want each month and signs on the dotted line.
At the end of the second trimester, the midwife adjusts my due date.
“She’s measuring so big, I think your due date’s off—we’re going to move it to October.”
She might as well have pushed me off a ledge.
“Excuse me?” I ask as I wipe the goo off my stomach with a rag.
The midwife puts the ultrasound wand away and wheels her squeaky stool to the computer screen, typing. “You must have conceived earlier than we thought.”
I split, becoming two Pearls again. One’s doing the math and the other’s singing over my thoughts, La la la, I don’t want to hear it. The idea that Henrick might not be the father of the baby is too sickening for me to consciously entertain.
Is psychopathy genetic, I type into a search on my phone while riding MUNI home, a rainbow of row houses and a long stretch of park passing by through the window.
The answers I find are less than comforting.
Psychopathy runs in families.
Studies have shown significant genetic influence on psychopathic traits.
It is believed that psychopathy can be transmitted from father to offspring.
Nope. I put my phone away, gazing out the window at the shops and apartments instead. Know what? It’s pointless jumping to extreme conclusions.
But soon after, certain thoughts creep up. I recollect the last time I spoke to Christopher, how he claimed I wasn’t being fair to him. Is it possible he was right? After a little internet research, I verify the truth of his claims: psychopaths are capable of emotion, but they process it differently. Articles repeat that it’s a gross exaggeration that psychopaths are constantly painted as serial killers and cold-hearted murderers in media portrayals.
Since that conversation, Christopher hasn’t called me again. No more disturbing videos or voice messages.
I might have overreacted by cutting him out of my life.
I revisit pictures, scrolling backward as we stood by the lit-up Christmas tree in Union Square, sat side by side cheersing plastic cups on the plane ride to Arizona, the first picture of us we took in a dark bar, where he’s watching me like I hold the moon.
And then, suddenly, I miss him.
Maybe he’s not so bad.
“Just think, you could have had the man of your dreams,” my mom tells me sadly when I call. “Now you’re a single mother and I’m the grandmother of a love child, minus the love. Oh, what a predicament you’ve gotten yourself into.”
I’m sure if she thought Christopher was the father, the woman would be planning my baby shower and moving to California. But I told her he isn’t the father. So instead she’s acting like I’ve set fire to my life by having this baby. It’s okay. Every conversation with her serves as an important reminder: never be a mother like this. If there’s such a thing as an anti-example, that’s what my mother is.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
TURNS OUT, pregnant life is boring. And even though I carry a human being inside me and am technically never alone, I’ve never been lonelier. No one I know has kids, except my best friend Polly from high school, who had twins last year.
Polly still lives in Auburn in the same house she grew up in. When I knew her, we were on basketball team together and she had dreams of playing professionally. Instead, she grew up and married a man who owns a sporting goods store. She and I haven’t kept in close touch, but we talk on the phone once and she sure doesn’t make me feel any better.
“When I had Andromeda and Omega,” she says, audibly chewing gum, “I lost so much blood I almost died. Doctor said I was lucky. Emergency C-section, cords wrapped around both the babies’ necks, then there’s the jaundice. Even now, I still leak piss every time I laugh, cough, or sneeze … you know what an episiotomy is, right? I ripped from my asshole to …”
I don’t call her back after that.
Vanessa’s a sweetheart to me at work, but I can tell she feels sorry for me. It’s like instead of pregnancy, I’ve been diagnosed with a terminal illness.
I can’t go to bars anymore, though I’m too tired and my ankles are too swollen to do much of anything after work’s done anyway. Life was such a wild ride for a while. I was sure I’d found my person. I remember the plane ride to Arizona, Christopher and I flipping through magazines and whipping up fantasies of traveling and seeing the whole world. Him encouraging me to take business classes, moving his furniture around in his condo because he wanted me to move in so badly. Now I’m about to embark on the most momentous thing I’ve ever done and I’m doing it all alone.
Would it be so wrong if I reach out to Christopher, as a friend?
I don’t think so. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that.
So one night, I find his name in my contacts and put a finger to it.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“I KNEW it was only a matter of time,” he says smugly, as a way of greeting me.
“You are so full of yourself.”
“What else should I be full of?” His voice gets softer. “I’ve missed you so much, Pearl.”
I swallow. “Yeah. Me too.”
We talk every night for a week. Our conversation flows easily, he’s so funny and sweet with me, that I’m finding it hard to hold onto the concern about him being a psychopath. When he invites me over for dinner, I say yes. I wear a green maternity dress and he jokes that I look like “the most exquisite watermelon the world has ever seen,” hugging me from the side, as if my belly is dynamite. He cooks pasta and serves me non-alcoholic wine and after dessert, we go to his bedroom.
“Quit your job and move in with me,” he says, pushing me gently onto his bed and running his tongue along my throat.
I shiver. “Too much,” I tell him. “You’re always too much.”
“I’m serious.”
“I’m going to have a baby.”
“We’ll get a nanny.”
I laugh, thinking he’s joking, but he just blinks at me. “What?” he asks.
“That’s not a solution.”
“Hire a nanny, you and I can do whatever we want.”
I prop myself up on my elbows. “It doesn’t work that way.”
“Who says? Aristocrats did it all the time. Rich people don’t raise children.”
I shake my head, the honeymoon bubble popping. No matter how handsome, how charming Christopher is, he’ll always lack something human.
“Let’s take it slowly,” I say.
“Whatever you say, Pearl,” he says with a mischievous grin, then goes back for my throat.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
EVEN THOUGH I try to resist, I do start falling back in love with Christopher. It’s almost a deeper, better love this time, because I know who he truly is. His odd behavior isn’t a mystery. Well, for the most part. In early October he drops out of contact and I don’t hear from him again until November. It’s fine. I’ve been busy.
I have a baby now, sweet Tallulah Jane, who sleeps in a portable crib in my studio apartment. I’m looking for a new place to move into early next year. When Christopher finally calls and hears a baby crying in the background, he says, “You had the baby already?”
“She was born early,” I say.
It’s not a lie. She was born two days early. I don’t elaborate. Before I can let the wheels turn in his head, I clear my throat, asking, “Where’ve you been?”
“That I can’t tell you, Pearl.”
If there was any hope this man could be father material, it’s squelched by this response after dropping out of contact for a month.
“Work?” I ask.
“Something like that. Business opportunities.”
“With Jolvix?”
“I quit Jolvix.”
“Really? Why?”
“Eh, they dream too small.”
Tallulah finally quiets and I place her, gently, gently as a bomb, back into her crib. “Dream too small how?”
“You’re nosy, aren’t you? Doesn’t matter. My skill set’s outgrown that job. It’s about time I branched out and did something on my own. I think I’m going to open a chain of gourmet restaurants.”
I almost start laughing, it’s so out of the blue. I sit on my bed, hating how his phone call makes me as foolishly ecstatic as a schoolgirl with a crush, especially when he dropped out of contact during the most intense month of my life. Then again, we haven’t been dating seriously. And he’s disappeared before for work, so though I might be disappointed, I’m in no way shocked.
“Since when do you want to open a restaurant?” I ask.
“Why do you say it like that? I love cooking. You know that. I’m a fantastic cook, aren’t I?”
“You are,” I admit.
“And I have all sorts of contacts within the entertainment industry. If I could get a celebrity to sign on, it could make millions.”
“Millions,” I repeat.
I’ve worked in the restaurant industry now for well over a year and I’ve never thought of it as a place to make millions. Then again, Barron has a yacht and a now ex-wife who wears fur coats and clearly has a lot of expensive plastic surgery done. So who knows?
“I want you to marry me,” Christopher says.
Even I, with my poor judgment, have limits. “I’m not going to do that.”
“Well then,” he says. “How about you be my business partner?”
I almost scoff at the offer. This is so bizarre—he expects to become a successful restaurateur?
“Remember your dream, Pearl?” he asks quietly. “I want to help you achieve it.”
I don’t tell him that over the past few months, I’ve wondered if I even care about that dream anymore, if it was just another flash in the pan like basketball in high school or my internship at the women’s shelter. If it was only that—a dream—while entry-level work and motherhood’s my destiny. But then it dawns on me, as I cast a glance down at Tallulah’s sweet, cherubic face, that the restaurant business is something I do know something about.
It’s not so ridiculous.
Christopher might have the slick charm and clever ideas, but I have the actual firsthand knowledge needed to build something in the real world. It’s what I want, isn’t it? And wouldn’t it be so much more fulfilling than waiting tables, living on the hope that Henrick’s child support checks will keep us afloat? Don’t I deserve what Barron has?
I run a fingertip along Tallulah’s soft, pink cheek. I tell myself she has Henrick’s slanted eyes. I tell myself she has his nose.
I tell myself, I tell myself—the very words imply there are two Pearls.
“Tell me more about your plan,” I say.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“AN UNDERWATER SEAFOOD RESTAURANT,” I repeat, seated next to Christopher at his dining room table. 
He’s brought out his computer to present me with his idea, which changed since the first time he pitched it as a three-star restaurant chain weeks ago. A few feet away, Tallulah sleeps contentedly in her car seat near the miniature Christmas tree that Christopher bought pre-strung with lights and pre-decorated with snowflake ornaments.
“It’s serendipity.” Christopher clicks to the next slide, where a news article highlighting the San Francisco aquarium’s recent closing fills the screen. “What are the chances you’d ever see this come up as a vacant space? The building is palatial and it’s in the most tourist-infested area of the city. All that’s needed is a renovation to convert it to a restaurant, build a kitchen out.”
I chew my lip, trying to imagine it. “Do people want to be surrounded by living fish when they’re eating dead fish? Isn’t it kind of like—I don’t know—eating a burger in front of a cow?”
“Sometimes the things you say are so absurd I’m not sure if you’re joking,” he says.
“I was,” I say defensively, though on second thought I’m not sure. 
“How romantic would this be?” He puts his hand over mine. “A dinner in an oceanic tunnel surrounded by jellies, sharks, and stingrays?”
“Have you looked into the cost of renovating it?”
“Dan hooked me up with a guy who can do it for cheap,” he says. 
Dan Buchman is a seed investor in Christopher’s restaurant, someone Christopher met through his financial advisor. I’ve heard about Dan a lot recently but have yet to meet him. 
“What does Dan think about this?” I ask.
“He thinks it’s brilliant.”
“Sounds like the money has spoken.”
“It has. But I want to hear you say it.”
“Say what?”
“That it’s brilliant.”
I roll my eyes. He turns to his computer and, with just a few taps on his keyboard, my own voice comes piping out of the speakers.
“You’re so brilliant, Christopher,” my voice says.
My smile melts. “Stop.”
He types and my voice says, “I’ll do anything you say, Christopher.”
I frown. There’s a blank spot on the dining room wall, a reminder that once there was a picture of Christopher and me up there and that it’s gone for a reason. 
“If you do that again, I’m out of here,” I say, meeting his eyes.
“Oh Pearl, lighten up.” He reaches out and gives my thigh an affectionate squeeze. “We’re going to be so fucking rich.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
IT FEELS like bluster at first. Christopher and I have always been prone to wild shared fantasies, spinning elaborate honeymoons, poring over a listing for a faraway castle for sale in another country, dreaming up where we would live if we could have multiple homes. At first, the restaurant idea doesn’t seem any different, even though I know Christopher really did have his first investor and has been taking business courses online. Since Jolvix laid him off, he committed to this full-time. Even when he tells me he’s landed a five-year lease on the aquarium building, I just can’t wrap my head around it. 
The night it finally becomes real, I leave Tallulah with my mom who’s visiting for the long weekend so Christopher can show me the aquarium. It’s a rainy January night—red brake lights of traffic reflected on the dark, slick streets, muddy rivers in the gutter. I shiver in my peacoat as he punches the code into the door in front of me. We step inside a gift shop stripped bare, nothing but a few forgotten stuffed sea creatures and bookbags on the floor.
“This will be where people walk in,” he says, flipping a switch and illuminating the empty room with a weak fluorescent light. He gestures toward the ceiling. “Obviously, lighting will be totally redone.”
“So this is where the hostess station will go?” I ask.
“Yeah. And a spillover room for people waiting for tables.”
My heart skips a beat as I grab his arm and move with him through the room and into the next—a giant, open space filled with wall-to-wall lit aquariums. Our footsteps echo in the darkness and Christopher takes out his phone to illuminate our path forward on the concrete floor, where carpet has recently been stripped. 
“The lights are blaring in here, that’s why I’m not turning them on,” he says. “Ruins the ambience. Can you imagine it, though?” He stops to sweep his arm through the air. “This will be the main dining room.”
 I’m spellbound, stopping to take it in. The aquamarine glow of the tanks. The faint bubbling sounds that give me tingles. I imagine the tables with white tablecloths, plush carpeting, waiters bustling with elegant plates of food.
“This is really happening,” I say.
“What, you thought I was lying?” he asks, turning to me. “You didn’t think we could do this?”
Say what you will about this man—but he’s the first person I’ve met in my life who makes me feel like anything is possible.
Behind the glass, a clownfish curls along a rainbow coral reef, disappearing behind a rock. Jellyfish puff upward like billowing skirts. An octopus pops out of a cavern, only to dart right back in. I watch it with childlike wonder and Christopher watches me, grinning, beaming like a man who’s won a prize. 
“Who’s feeding the fish?” I whisper.
“I contracted some of the former aquarium employees,” he says softly. “They’ve been doing upkeep and we’ll likely keep them on for maintenance.”
I glance around again, still in disbelief. 
“You’re really doing this,” I say.
“We’re doing this, Pearl.” 
I shake my head, doubt blooming. As unbelievably enchanting as this is—and yes, it is a brilliant business idea, I can see what a hot spot this could be—now that we’re here, I’m not sure I have anything to offer anymore. Despite my boasting about wanting to own my own place, all I’ve done is wait tables. I have a baby I’m still learning how to mother. 
“I don’t know,” I say. “I—I think I might be in over my head. I—”
Christopher pulls me to him tightly and plants a kiss on my lips, one so intense it has its own gravitational force. Sexy electricity travels up and down my limbs.
“We’re doing this,” he whispers. “Okay? You’ve got what it takes, Pearl. You’re brilliant. It was your dream first, remember? I’m just along for the ride.”
I nod. 
We continue walking through the main room toward a spiral staircase, descending downward together, still holding hands, treading carefully in the darkness as he shines the light on our feet. Once we get to the bottom of the steps, I gasp and freeze to a standstill.
We’ve entered a turquoise tunnel surrounded by water, the glass walls lit brightly up, a vibrant world of fish and sharks twisting all around us, except for the long narrow floor. I peer up at a stingray, its slit of a smile, its ghost-white underbelly flapping like a ribbon as it glides by. The dancing water casts shadows and highlights over Christopher’s face. He keeps his gaze on me the whole time.
“Do you see now?” he asks. “How real this is?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
AWESTRUCK, I swallow. He beckons me along through the tunnel, where, in the very middle, a round table with a white tablecloth awaits. Am I dreaming? How am I not? He pulls my chair out and I sit down. He takes his seat across from me.
“Close your eyes,” he says. 
I do as I’m told, taking a deep breath.
“Imagine: even before doors open, celebrities sign on. A buzz starts. The restaurant’s a smash hit—the place people go for not just dinner, but an experience. A culinary adventure, with a main dining room up top and an exclusive VIP area below. You and I rake it in, we buy whatever we want. Houses, cars, whatever we want. We travel the world. Every continent. You and me, Pearl.”
I open my eyes. He’s still grinning, but I’m not.
“I have a daughter,” I remind him.
“You and me and baby and nanny,” he corrects himself, leaning in. “One big happy family.”
“You are so annoyingly persistent,” I say, fighting a smile.
“You can’t help it,” he says. 
“Help what?”
“The fact that you’re in love with me.” 
It so bothers me that he’s right—that I’m this transparent, this gullible. That I love him even knowing he’s a psychopath. I clench and unclench my hand under the table. Everything pitched sounds amazing, like a life so out of reach I’ve never even bothered to dream of it until now. A small voice in me asks if this is indeed possible. If he’s feeding me lies. If we’re getting in over our heads. But I tune the little voice out and peer at a darting school of sardines, shiny as silver. 
“Well,” I say. 
“You’re in love with me,” he says in a singsongy voice.
I can’t help but laugh. As if that signals victory, he puts his hands above his head like a soccer player who just won a goal.
“You know I’m going to have to get a place in the city,” he says. “Soon. You know that, don’t you? And you’re still looking for a place big enough for you and baby. So …”
“Too much.” I move my hand up. “You exhaust me. One thing at a time.” 
My phone vibrates with a text from my mom. Bottle feeding wasn’t a success and Tallulah’s inconsolable, howling for the boob. I tell Christopher. A shadow falls over his face, but he says nothing as we stand to leave. He takes my hand and we start up the stairs.
“What are we going to call this place?” I ask.
“Sea,” he answers.
I say nothing, my footsteps echoing up the spiral staircase.
“S-E-A, Sea,” he clarifies.
“Right,” I say. “Like Sky.” 
“Yes,” he says with a little surprise, like he only just now realized the similarity. “Hey—are you thinking we should get Barron in on this?”
I laugh, assuming he’s joking, until we get to the top of the stairs and I see his phone light illuminating his earnest face.
“What? It’s a great idea, Pearl. Seriously. You’re brilliant.”
My mouth hangs open, thoughts spinning. Christopher walks ahead toward the dim-lit room that was once a gift shop and will someday be the entrance to our restaurant. After I recover from the shock, I hurry to catch up with him.
“You know, now that I think about it, it could align with your quitting,” he says as he turns off the lights, unlocks the door. “You and I could work on a pitch you could give him. Genius, Pearl.”
“You think—you really think I could?” I ask as we walk out the doors, back into the dreamy rain.
He looks me in the eye and says, with sheer confidence, “The world is your oyster.”
No one has ever said that to me before.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
WE PART WAYS in separate cabs. I hold my breath as I turn the thought over and over in my mind the whole ride home.
Back inside my apartment, Tallulah’s desperate to nurse and I sit down on my bed with her first thing. My mom’s in a foul mood, milk stains all over her sweatshirt shoulder. If there’s such a thing as a grandmotherly instinct, she’s clearly lacking. Mostly, my mom just seems upset she didn’t get to see Christopher. When I called and shared the news that he and I are back together before she visited, she screamed in joy as if she’d won the lottery.
“I’m only here until tomorrow,” she reminds me.
“He sends his love,” I reply. 
My mother breathes in, as if this means a lot to her. “Well, how was the space?”
Images flicker in my mind: the majestic sea creatures drifting around us, the glimmering potential, the calming hum of the water. A smile spreads. “Amazing.”
My mom stands awkwardly, watching me nurse. “I still don’t understand what your role is once it opens.”
“Co-founder,” I remind her. 
“Yes, but honey, you don’t have business experience.”
“I’ve worked in the restaurant industry for almost two years now.”
“As a server.” She waves her hand. “It’s fine. At least you have Christopher. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”
Annoyed, I shoot her a look. “I’m not an idiot.”
“I didn’t say you were! Goodness.”
I sit up straighter, adjusting Tallulah to nurse the other side. “You know, I’m the person who found, and who’s pitching, our next investor.” 
“Are you?” Mom asks, impressed. “Well.”
Pride surges. It’s not often in life that I leave my mom speechless, at least not for positive reasons. She’s staying at a motel a block away, the studio can’t hold three generations. While hugging me goodbye, she hiss-whispers in my hair, “Marry him. Don’t let him get away again. He brings out the best in you.”
“Night, Mom,” I say.
Tonight, just for fun, I scroll through listings for two and three-bedroom apartments in the Marina District.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
WE MOVE IN TOGETHER in March, hire Tallulah’s live-in nanny Olga in April, and I put in my two weeks in May. Life’s picking up at rocket speed, every day new, and I’m so motivated I feel vibrant, reborn.
Our apartment is in the Marina District, unthinkably pricey, but Christopher says it doesn’t matter. The business is paying for it all—all twenty-two hundred square feet, the atomic starburst crystal chandelier, the elegant staircase with its silver banister and transparent glass steps, more bathrooms than bedrooms, marbled and heated floors.
“Isn’t this a bit much?” I ask.
Christopher shrugs. “It’s all a business expense since we have a home office. We’ll be using the space to host occasional parties for potential investors. Look, we need to give off the impression to wealthy people that we’re upscale, that we have what it takes. Otherwise no one’s going to trust us with their money.”
Tallulah has a nursery downstairs next to Olga’s room. Christopher pressures me to wean the baby to make our lives easier, so I do. In that first week afterward, I wake up in the middle of the night clutching my aching breasts and listening for her cries over the sound of Christopher’s noise machine. Something in me physically hurts, knowing I won’t be first in line to comfort her. But I suppose it’s natural. People have done it for centuries, hired nannies, nurses, and au pairs. 
My last day at Sky, I pop my head into Barron’s office, shake his hand and force myself to thank him for the “wonderful opportunity” it’s been to work for him. I ask if we can set up a time to meet so I can tell him about the restaurant my partner and I are opening later this year.
“You’re opening a restaurant?” Barron asks, as if I just informed him I built a spaceship and plan to fly it to the moon. He sits at his desk eating a plate of food, dignified in his waistcoat and napkin tucked into his collar, but with a satisfying smear of mustard on the side of his mouth.
“Yes. This has been such an inspiration for me. I’d love to tell you about it.”
Barron continues chewing and studies me. It’s obvious his image of me just transformed. He never even asked why I put in my notice. 
“I’m very curious,” he admits. “Certainly. Reach out to me, you of course have my number.”
I nod and leave the room. Vanessa’s waiting for me in the coat room. She has a gift bag, pink tissue paper erupting out the top. She’s tearing up. I try to avoid meeting her gaze because then I might join her. Many things in this world are worth my tears—leaving Sky is not one of them.
“For you,” she says. 
Inside there’s a pink T-shirt in my size that says boss lady and an infant onesie that says boss baby. 
“So proud of you,” she says, putting her arms around me. “You know who you should call when you start looking for managers.”
“Of course. I told you I would.” Her hairspray smells delicious and I close my eyes to savor the hug before pulling back.
“Ruining my makeup.” She wipes her eyes carefully. “You say goodbye to Little Salami?”  
I nod.
“Ugh, I hate you for leaving,” she says, stamping her foot. “But I’m so happy for you.”
“We’ll have you and Vinny over for dinner one of these nights.” I sling my purse over my shoulder. Then I wave goodbye, stride across the carpeted floors, and ride the elevator back down for the last time.





CHAPTER THIRTY
AT HOME, I pop my head into the kitchen to give Tallulah a kiss as Olga spoon-feeds her bananas. 
“I haven’t fed her those yet,” I say.
“No? She loves them,” Olga says.
Olga’s perhaps the most plain-looking, expressionless woman I’ve ever met—until she speaks to Tallulah and lights up like a bulb, or when she calls her boyfriend back in Poland. Maybe she just doesn’t like me. Maybe she resents the fact we can afford to live in this posh apartment or thinks I’m a bad mother for leaving my baby with a nanny all day. 
Or maybe I’m projecting.
“Let me try.” I take a seat on the other side of the highchair and grab the food.
“This is good because I need to use the facility,” Olga says, getting up to go to the bathroom.
“Hi baby,” I say to Tallulah. “I missed you today.”
She lights up and claps. Chubby, curly-haired, with eyes darkening by the day to a muddy green. I scoop some bananas onto the rubber spoon and bring it to her lips.
“Since when do you eat bananas?” I ask her. “Excuse me, but you need to slow down! You’re growing up too fast!”
She bats the banana away, getting it everywhere, and yells loudly. I scoop some more onto it and bring it to her mouth—same thing. 
“You don’t want mommy feeding you?” I ask, feeling rejected, then pathetic on top of that for feeling rejected by a damn baby. “Is that it?”
She bursts into tears, turning red. Just as I reach for her, Olga comes back into the room and scoops Tallulah into her arms with a baby cloth ready to wipe down her face. “Maybe it’s enough. Yes, kochanie? You had enough, yes?”
Olga whisks her away to wash her up. I ignore the ache and head upstairs.
Christopher’s in a rotten mood, pacing the home office in his slippers. I tell him about how Barron seemed to “nibble,” as Christopher called it earlier when coaching me on what to say. 
“Did he,” Christopher says, running a hand through his hair, looking distracted.
“You okay?” I ask.
“Yeah, yeah, fine.”
“How’d the call with Murray go?”
Murray Ferrari is a former client of Christopher’s through Jolvix, an actor most famous for his portrayal of a mob boss on a popular TV show. Christopher did deepfake work for him, setting up Murray’s social media team to be able to make videos of him saying whatever they want him to say, including livestream deepfakes, which are Christopher’s specialty. This was a lot of the work Christopher apparently did at Jolvix—he worked with high-profile people and public figures to enable their teams to produce content like pictures, audio, and video for commercials, endorsements, and social media use. In the past few weeks, Christopher’s started going through his roster of former clients casting out a line to see if we can get some celebrity interest in Sea. So far, we hadn’t had any “nibbles.”
“It was fine.” Christopher crosses the room to look out the window. We have a magnificent view of the fog-veiled Golden Gate Bridge. “It doesn’t matter. Guy’s an idiot.”
“So … no nibble,” I say, coming up from behind to slip my arms around him.
He’s perfectly still for a pause. Then he snaps, turning around. His eyes blaze with something—that devious fire I’m so drawn to.
“It doesn’t matter,” he says. “They don’t write the story. We do. We write our story.”
I nod, though I’m not sure what he means.
“Murray’s in,” Christopher says with a grin.
“Oh!” I say, surprised. “That’s so great!”
I throw my arms around him and laugh as he picks me up off the ground. 
He squeezes me tight and whispers, “Don’t ever doubt me, Pearl,” before letting go.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
DESPITE THE FACT I have the “co-founder” title, I’m completely in the dark about how Sea is going to work. Christopher says he’ll handle the business end and I’ll handle the logistics of the restaurant itself once it opens. But for now, he works alone with his office door closed and locked.
In spring, with no notice, I come home from the gym one afternoon and find him gone. I don’t think much of it until a day passes, then two, and by day four or five I’m bothered. This shit again. No note, no message. He doesn’t answer his phone or emails. I call my mother to vent and immediately regret it.
“Oh, stop being dramatic,” she sighs. “This is what happens when you love important men. Your father used to leave for months at a time.”
After a week and still no word from Christopher, I let out some steam by crying in my bedroom, asking myself if it was a mistake to merge my life with Christopher’s and to trust him wholeheartedly. Maybe I would have been happier not chasing some extravagant dream and simply working a part-time job and taking care of Tallulah myself. It’s all happened so quickly that I didn’t have time to think.
“Pardon,” Olga says from the doorway. She wears a sun hat and is holding Tallulah and a packed bag, as if she has some outing planned. “I hear crying. You okay?”
Embarrassed she heard me and came up to check on me, I wipe my nose. “I don’t know where Christopher is,” I say. “He’s been gone a week now and hasn’t answered his phone.”
“He do this before, yes?”
I nod.
She waves a hand. “No worries. He will come back soon.”
I blow a sigh out. “Yeah.”
She lingers, adjusting Tallulah on her hip—she’s getting so big, so chubby. It seems every time I pick her up, she’s heavier. “If my Mikolaj do this to me, I would say, goodbye to you.” As if nervous she overstepped by saying so, she clears her throat. “But Mr. Christopher is businessman—different from Mikolaj.” She tucks a curl behind Tallulah’s ear. “You want to say goodbye to your matka?”
Olga brings her over to me and I hold Tallulah, closing my eyes to absorb her warmth. I ache for her. I see her constantly and yet I ache for her.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
BY THE TIME Christopher comes home from his ten-day disappearance—suspiciously tan, with a haircut and a new suit—he’s all apologies, plus two dozen purple tulips.
“My precious Pearl.” He puts a hand on my face, acting surprised at my anger. “Where I go doesn’t concern you. It’s all professional. Meeting with people for the restaurant.”
“What people?”
“Not your business.”
“It is my business, actually,” I say, raising my voice. “It’s literally my business.”
He shoots me a look as he puts his suitcase on the bed. “You wouldn’t know them. Old clients.”
“Celebrities? Give me names. This is my work, too. Don’t keep me in the dark.”
Christopher unzips his suitcase and begrudgingly rattles off a list of mostly C-list celebrities—a reality star, an aging wrestler, a washed-up standup comedian.
“Any bites?” I ask.
“There was interest.”
“Prove it to me.”
He chucks some clothes in the hamper. “You don’t believe me? You think I wasn’t there for us? I’m not gallivanting around the globe with other women, for Christ’s sake.”
“Then why can’t you even spare two seconds to send me a text?” I ask.
“I get hyper focused—it’s how I need to be when it’s business.”
I sit on the bed. “If we’re actually partners, you’ll tell me where you were. You’ll let me know ahead of time. You won’t just leave me here.”
“Sometimes opportunities spring up without notice,” he says, unpacking the last item in his suitcase—a pair of swim trunks I’d never seen before. “Deal with it.”
“I wish you weren’t a fucking psychopath,” I tell him.
“And I wish you weren’t a needy little bitch, but we are what we are,” he says as he zips the suitcase shut with a plastic scream and wheels it to the closet.
I’m about ready to lose my shit. But when he comes out of the closet, he wraps me tightly in his arms and kisses my forehead.
“I’m sorry I called you that,” he says. “You probably didn’t like that, did you?”
“Of course I didn’t like it.” I can feel my racing heart next to the steady drumbeat of his. I don’t hug him back, but the warmth of his embrace thaws me, just a little bit.
“It’s just—you say I’m a psychopath like it’s such a bad thing.” He pulls back to look at me, his hair disheveled and his five o-clock shadow rendering him aggravatingly handsome. “But with me, Pearl, you know exactly what you’re getting. With other men, you’d have to wonder—what does he really feel?”
“And you feel nothing,” I say, finishing his sentence.
Christopher breathes in deeply, closing his eyes, as if I just stuck him with a tiny knife. But I don’t even know if I can believe the reaction. “I thought you had learned it wasn’t that simple.” He opens his hazel eyes and fixes them on me, burns them into me with the intensity of a hypnotist. “I have feelings, though they may look different than yours. I’m capable of love. I love you. Only you. You are my prize, Pearl. You’re my treasure. My gem. Got that? I might slip off for days to focus on work. I might not be sensitive at times. But you can trust that I love you.”
When we kiss, all the hurt that hardened within me since he left softens. He’s honest, I’ll give him that. He’s at least up front about his weaknesses. Other men, like Henrick, like my father, did not openly discuss their flaws. In fact, they pretended they didn’t have them.
It’s not until later, in a quiet moment in the bubble bath, that his words echo in my mind: prize, treasure, gem.
Things. Not creatures, not life; just things.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CHRISTOPHER STARTS MAKING a concerted effort to involve me more in the business, mostly because he’s prepping me for my big pitch to Barron which is quickly approaching in June. Christopher pulls me into his office to help me memorize the elevator pitch, watching me from his rolling chair as I stand in the middle of his room like an actor reciting a monologue.
Hi Barron, it’s such a pleasure to see you! I so appreciate you taking the time to meet with me today. Since you’re a restaurant entrepreneur yourself, and one who invested in such an innovative location as one of the most elevated eateries (literally!) in San Francisco, I figured you’d be interested in learning that there are only about a dozen underwater restaurants in the entire world—and even fewer in the United States. You’re probably wondering why I’m bringing that up. Well, I’m excited to tell you that my business partner and I will be opening the first-ever underwater restaurant in California in the historic aquarium building and I think it could be a tremendous opportunity for you and the brand you’ve built.
“Shoulders back, head up, keep that eye contact,” Christopher coaches me, making his index and middle finger into a peace sign and gesturing from his eyes to mine. “You need to walk in there with utter confidence.”
I nod, trying to swat away the gnat of doubt. It’s hard for me to fake confidence, especially when I don’t know what the hell is going on with this business most of the time unless you count research on hypothetical menus, restaurant décor, or wholesalers. But I’m going to give this my best shot—be a boss lady like that shirt Vanessa gave me says, that I’ve yet to wear.
There’s a deck Christopher’s building with video endorsements from other investors and a straightforward ask at the end—two hundred thousand dollars for five percent ownership of the restaurant. He breezes through the deck, which mostly consists of blank slides with titles only. He doesn’t linger on the presentation for more than a minute.
“It’ll all be there for you to just read, Pearl,” he says. “I haven’t put the finishing touches on this one yet. But I promise it’ll be easy for you.”
I chew my lip. “I wish you were going to be there with me.”
“I wish I could, too, but I already took my shot with him when I publicly chewed him out for you, remember?”
I nod. Seems so far away now, like that happened in another life. But he did that for me. Now I’m going to do this for him.
“He’s going to ask hard questions.” Christopher pulls out a clear earbud from a desk drawer and drops it in my hand. “That’s why I’ll be there with you. I can tell you what to say if you get stumped.”
I roll the clear bead around my palm, relieved. “Okay, that’s good. Thank you.”
“I’ll have a hidden camera on you so I can read him as well.”
“Wow, really?” I ask. “You have a hidden camera?”
“Oh, Pearl.” He raises his eyebrows. “I have many hidden cameras.”
I don’t believe him. Is he messing with me?
“No you don’t,” I scoff.
“Yeah?” He swivels in his chair. “Put that earbud in your ear. Go into the bedroom right now.”
I hesitate, scrunching my brow.
“Go,” he says, sharper.
As I make my way from the office to our bedroom down the hall, I still think he must be kidding. I don’t believe him. I enter our room and put the bead in my ear.
“Close the door,” he says in my ear, his voice so near and velvety, making me shiver.
I close it.
“Take off your shirt,” he says.
I lie across the bed and roll my eyes. “Okay. I’m taking it off.”
“You liar,” he chides. “Stand back up and take it off.”
Chills. He did put cameras in here. He really can see me. Slowly, I stand up‚ undoing my shirt button by button, an odd mix of creeped out and turned on.
“Bra too,” he says.
I unclasp my bra, my gaze flickering around the room, trying to figure out where the camera is.
“You’ll never find it,” he says, as if he can read my mind. “Never in a million years.”
“Christopher,” I say. “Why would you do this?”
“Security,” he says. “People have cameras in their house all the time.”
“But hidden cameras?”
“Now take off your pants, lie down on the bed, and wait for me.”
I obey.
I won’t lie, the sex is dynamite. Something about the shock of surveillance makes it new, revitalized. I turn my face into a pillow to dampen my screaming. We lie side by side when it’s done, my eyes still searching for where it is—the hidden camera, the secret.
“I don’t like it,” I tell him, my hand on his rising-falling chest. “I really don’t like knowing you’ve been filming me without my knowledge.”
“Is it so different from you and that baby monitor app you have on your phone?”
“That’s different,” I say. “She’s my baby.”
“And you’re you,” he says, as if that means anything.
I sit up, run my fingers through my hair. “I want you to get rid of whatever you have in here.”
“Okay Pearl,” he says with a yawn. “Anything you say.”
“I mean it.”
“So do I.”
Despite his promise, a strange wheel turns in me. I suspect there’s nowhere in this house—maybe anywhere—that I’ll trust in a real sense of privacy again.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
“HI BARRON, it’s such a pleasure to see you! I so appreciate you taking the time to meet with me today.”
Christopher and I agreed this pitch meeting had to happen at a neutral location, not Sky, a place where the power dynamic of Barron as my boss and me as a waitress would be erased. So here I sit, in a public office space downtown. The room’s utterly bare, nothing but a table, chairs, a whiteboard, and a screen mounted on the wall. It smells so strongly of cleaning products and is so gleamingly white it reminds me of a hospital.
I fix a plastic smile on my face and fold my manicured hands on the table in front of me. My heartbeat thunders and my stomach implodes but I try to ignore the truth my body can’t help telling. Christopher picked out the forest-green suit for me, and on the pearl brooch that decorates the lapel—also a gift from Christopher—he affixed the hidden camera. Barron sits across from me in his usual button-down shirt, waistcoat, and pants, arms folded and wearing a smirk on his face that’s already throwing me off.
He thinks I’m a joke. I’m sweating.
“Pearl,” Christopher whispers in my ear. “Come on, you’ve got this. Turn up the charm. Lure him in.”
I take a deep breath and meet Barron’s intimidating gaze. “Since you’re a restaurant entrepreneur yourself, and one who invested in such an innovative location as one of the most elevated eateries (literally!) in San Francisco—” Here I pause to nervously laugh, hoping he might chuckle as well. Instead, he snorts, and not at the joke, it seems; at me. I swallow and continue. “—I figured you’d be interested to know that there are only about a dozen underwater restaurants in the entire world, and even fewer in the United States.”
“Why on earth would I care to know that?” he interrupts.
I clear my throat to collect my nerves.
“Keep going,” Christopher says. “This is just the elevator pitch.”
“Well,” I say, the smile on my face beginning to ache. “I was about to say, you’re probably wondering why I brought that up.”
“I’m guessing it’s because you’re opening one,” Barron says, glancing at his smart watch.
“Yes!” I say. “My business partner and I will be opening the first-ever aquarium restaurant in this city—”
“Who’s your partner?” Barron asks.
“Tell him it’s Dan Buchman,” Christopher jumps in. “I don’t want him searching my name and recognizing me from our encounter.”
I press my tongue to the back of my teeth, squeeze my folded hands together. We never discussed this, though we were stupid to not see this as one of the first questions Barron would ask. I wasn’t prepared to lie. Dan Buchman’s an investor, not a business partner. The silence stretches awkwardly long.
“Come on, Pearl!” Christopher says.
“Dan Buchman,” I tell Barron. “His name is Dan Buchman. You probably haven’t heard of him, but he’s an absolute genius businessman. He’s built numerous successful enterprises all across the board. May I begin the deck now? I believe it will answer many of the burning questions you have.”
“Proceed,” Barron says, relaxing a bit in his chair.
“Very good,” Christopher says to me. “Smooth response. You’re doing great.”
I stand and, with shaking hands, open my laptop. On the screen on the wall, the deck’s projected. The title page shows an AI-produced image of a well-dressed couple enjoying a meal at a tableclothed table with a glowing aquarium wall behind them.
SEA: Not just a restaurant … an experience.
“What I’m talking to you about today is the first-ever underwater restaurant this city has ever seen,” I say. “It’s a tremendous opportunity for you and the brand you’ve built.”
I continue through the slides, diving into a profile of our ideal customer: a wealthy middle-aged Bay Area local; our menu, which will focus on elegant seafood dishes and farm-to-table vegetable accompaniments and seasonal cocktails; the market demand, complete with brightly colored graphs; the potential ROI for early investors like him.
This entire time, Barron says nothing, which is almost worse than the skeptical interruptions that kicked off the meeting. Or maybe it’s a promising sign—it’s hard to read him. The judgmental expression on his face is a permanent fixture. As I click through to the slide that shows our investors, he straightens his posture and squints at the names and pictures, and I feel a flutter of hope that maybe a nibble is possible after all.
I turn to the screen, ready to read off the names below each headshot. Immediately I can tell Christopher tinkered with the document since I last saw it, maybe even since the meeting started. Dan Buchman’s face is no longer there, which was smart of Christopher to remove because that would have been messy. But there are faces I haven’t seen before—familiar faces. Celebrities, and not the C-list kind Christopher’s been pitching. There’s Oscar winner Abigail Daw and major league player Claudio Pineda above the row with Murray Ferrari and a couple of non-famous investors Christopher gained through Dan.
Reading their names aloud, my throat tightens.
“This is real?” Barron clarifies.
It takes a moment for me to respond.
“Yes!” hisses Christopher.
“Yes,” I repeat.
I click to the next slide, eager to avoid any follow-up questions and get to the last part of the pitch, but there’s a new slide there. A video. It plays automatically.
“The minute I heard about Sea, I was like, count me in,” Claudio Pineda says. He wears his Giants jersey and hat and smiles at the camera with a plain white background behind him. “Listen, I’ve invested in restaurants all across the country and I know an opportunity when I see one.”
“It’s elegant. It’s experiential. It starts a conversation,” Abigail Daw says, silver hair upswept, a shawl draped on her shoulders. “That is why I’m proud to add my name to the list of investors for Sea.”
“Picture it,” Murray Ferrari says in his gravelly voice thick with his trademark New York accent. He sports a newsboy hat and has a cigar in his mouth and speaks fast. “You wanna take your lady somewhere special, right? Where ya gonna go? Ya gonna pick some hoity toity run-of-the-mill dime-a-dozen hole in the wall? Or you gonna go to the place where you can have steak and lobster and eat it next to a mother-(bleep)-ing great white shark?”
My head spins as I take this in and the video ends. Is this real? It looks so real, no difference in quality between any of the videos. But then why wouldn’t Christopher have told me they signed on?
“Pearl,” Christopher says in my ear. “Now reel him in.”
I snap out of my shock. The last slide has a picture of the restaurant being renovated and our timeline for launch. I read the details aloud and then slide back into my seat at the table. My hands shake and I hide them from sight on my lap.
“We’re asking you for two hundred thousand,” I say as evenly as I can, meeting Barron’s gaze even though it’s like burning sunshine I want to escape. “And expect that ROI to be forty percent within the first year.”
Barron takes a deep breath, as if he’s about to say something important, and instead bursts into laughter. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the man laugh—never noticed before the silver caps on his molars. The sound of it is devastating because it exposes me for the fraud I am. I don’t know what I’m doing. The only confidence I know is faked. I don’t know a damn thing about running a restaurant.
And this man sees right through me.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
“WHY IS HE LAUGHING?” Christopher asks. “What the fuck? Keep smiling, Pearl. Laugh with him, as if you get the joke.”
I force a laugh, but it hurts my throat. After Barron dries his eyes with a handkerchief produced from his pocket, he audibly sighs and shakes his head.
“Pearl, no restaurant in the business is going to produce a forty percent ROI in its first year, especially something as ludicrous as this. The costs you breezed over were wildly off for a restaurant of that square footage and that’s not even factoring in the upkeep on the aquarium, which is astronomical—you do know why the aquarium shut down in the first place, yes?”
“But we’re selling an experience—”
“Every meal is an experience.” Barron turns to put his coat on, which hangs on the chair behind him. “Every outing, every museum—this city is chock-full of them. The fact these restaurants are rare is not so much an opportunity as a testament to the fact they’re bad ideas to begin with.”
“Tell him this is the chance of a lifetime,” Christopher says.
“This is the chance of a lifetime,” I say, without much verve.
But Barron’s standing now, flicking up the collar on his jacket. “Celebrity-backed restaurants rarely deliver the kind of sophistication and class that we have at Sky. At best, should this ‘Sea’ business survive a year, which I very much doubt, it will be nothing but a novelty. A tourist trap.”
I stand, my mind racing for the right response. Christopher speaks in my ear, but Barron’s voice cuts over it and I can’t hear the earbud.
“Pearl,” Barron says, stepping closer. “You appear to be the most knowledgeable person behind this business, and that should scare you. You want advice from an old pro? A man who’s had restaurants that have both wildly succeeded and colossally failed?”
I nod, grateful that he’s speaking to me without his usual condescending tone.
“Get out. Get out now. This is either an enormous scam or it’s an utterly doomed idea pitched in earnest. I’m sorry to tell you that, fittingly, within a year the whole thing will be underwater.”
He puts his hand out and I shake it. It’s surprisingly warm.
“Tell him he’s a fucking idiot and we don’t need him,” Christopher says.
I don’t.
Instead, I thank Barron, and after he leaves the room I pack my bag, unpin the brooch from my chest, and drop it in a trash can. I locate the women’s bathroom and, only after I’m locked in the stall and sure I’m alone, I sob until my well of sorrow is empty. Then I wipe my face, reapply my mascara, and head back out into the busy city streets.
My phone’s been vibrating in my pocket since the meeting ended, but I don’t want to look at it yet. Even though it’ll take nearly an hour, I walk home instead of ordering a taxi. I need the time to collect my thoughts after the humiliation of having my imposter syndrome confirmed by an outside source. I grit my teeth and ask myself again honestly if I’m making a mistake. If being with Christopher and enmeshing our lives both romantically and financially is an ill-fated prospect. That other, wiser Pearl is trying to be heard after months of keeping quiet, woken up by the blow of the failed pitch. Barron’s words keep echoing in my mind: Get out now … within a year the whole thing will be underwater.
But then I can hear another voice of mine, louder than the others, as I turn onto a quieter side street with a line of maples whispering with wind.
“Pearl, it doesn’t matter whether Barron went for it or not,” this Pearl says. “Because if we want him to be in, we say he’s in. And he’s in. You understand? It’ll do us a world of good to just have his name attached as backing us, considering his industry reputation. We’ll get investors much easier.”
I shake my head. Why am I thinking that? Revising what just happened in my mind? It makes no sense.
“I know you’re there, Pearl,” the voice in my head says. “I know you can hear me. You’re smarter than thinking the world is black and white. It’s a full spectrum of color. Well, the truth is like that, too. It’s a spectrum. It’s a story that changes depending on who’s telling it, who they’re telling it to, and when, and why … you know this already. You know.”
My pulse races as I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, craning my neck back to stare at a tree’s rustling emerald leaves. Even though it’s warm, I shiver. And then I remember that the earbud’s still in my ear. I pluck it out and study it for a single second before chucking it into the gutter and continuing my walk home.
But it doesn’t matter who’s talking anymore, does it? It doesn’t matter what’s real and what’s fake.
I’ve lost the ability to understand the difference.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
OVER THE SUMMER, in a sudden wave, investments roll in.
It’s as if the game works simply and exponentially—the more who invest, the more other investors want in. By July, the restaurant’s remodel is underway, seven investors are in for thirty-five percent of the company, and we have nearly two million dollars in the bank. This isn’t an illusion; I saw the bank statement with my own eyes. I might not be sure which investors are real and which are exaggerations. But finally, I let myself believe we can do this.
In August, Christopher surprises me with a European trip for my birthday that stretches for three weeks. It’s the longest I’ve been away from Tallulah and it’s excruciating, but Christopher grows tired of hearing me say it because this trip’s “supposed to be about the two of us,” about “celebrating our freedom one last time” before the restaurant opens in the fall. But the whole trip, as we row in gondolas and ponder the Mona Lisa and snap pictures of crumbling ruins of castles, I miss Tallulah with such intensity I carry a black hole around with me. When I get home Labor Day weekend, she’s learned to pull herself up to a standing position and say “Ga, ga!” for Olga.
“That’s so wonderful!” I say.
But later, I go to Christopher’s office and tell him I’ll never leave her like that again.
“When you and I fantasized about all the places we’d go, it never involved shlepping a baby around the globe,” he says, his back to me as he sits at his computer.
“I don’t know if you noticed, but things have changed.”
He swivels in his chair, turning to face me, a dark look on his face.
“Don’t force me to choose between you and my daughter,” I tell him. “You won’t like the results.”
“And don’t issue threats to me,” he says. “You won’t like the results, either.”
Then he swivels back around to face his screen and I leave the room to go downstairs and play with Tallulah on the floor of her nursery. Later that night, he comes into the bedroom bearing tulips.
“I don’t want to fight with you,” he says, kissing my cheek. “Can we chalk this up to jet lag and move on?”
Even though our disagreement feels realer than that, bigger than that, I nod and get up to put the flowers in a vase.
In September, we get news that there’s a ventilation issue in the Sea kitchen which will push our opening date back a couple months, which means we won’t open until early next year. Christopher and I fly to Maui for most of the month, this time taking Olga and Tallulah with us—though they stay in a separate hotel room. The resort is stunning: man-made waterfalls; epicurean dining, swim-up bars; daily massages and spa treatments. He signs the bills without even glancing at them.
“When you’re rich, who cares what the bottom line is,” he says, grinning at me devilishly and staring back through designer sunglasses.
We fly first-class. We drink top-shelf liquor. After Maui, we’ve barely unpacked when we pack it all up again and head to Cabo.
We spend a weekend home for Tallulah’s first birthday. Christopher hires a party planner, rents out an entire restaurant, and writes it off as a business expense. I wear a diamond choker and a green velvet dress that Christopher picked for me.
There are no children at the party, just adults, and no one I know well—Vanessa’s the guest I’m most familiar with, and I haven’t even seen her since I quit Sky. As I stand mesmerized by the champagne fountain, drink in hand, she comes and pinches my elbow. It’s been so many months that she looks different somehow, even though nothing has physically changed about her appearance.
“What is all this?” she asks as she hugs me. “Is this really your life?”
“It is,” I say, showing off my smile.
“Are those real diamonds?”
I nod, my fingers touching my throat. The shock with which Vanessa asks these questions makes me a bit embarrassed—why, I’m not sure. I’m not the one wearing a pleather coat and a dress clearly held together by safety pins.
“Dang, girl,” she says, sipping her glass. “You moved up since I saw you.”
“It’s all Christopher.” I gesture in his general direction, where Christopher’s huddled with a group of well-dressed men—Dan Buchman and some acquaintances of his—making them all laugh in unison.
“Well, good thing I told you to call his ass, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So where’s the party girl?” she asks me.
I’m not sure what she means—some odd reference to the girl I used to be?
“Your daughter?” she clarifies.
“Oh, she’s here somewhere with our nanny Olga.”
“Your nanny,” Vanessa says.
I nod.
“Olga,” Vanessa says.
Her dark gaze is searing. I can’t stare back too long. Finally, I clear my throat and excuse myself. I find Olga with Tallulah in a corner, Tallulah sleeping in her stroller, lulled to sleep by the drone of noise.
“It doesn’t matter,” Christopher tells me later that night as we lie in bed. “One-year-old birthday parties aren’t for one-year-olds, they’re for the parents. Did you have a good time? That’s what’s important. That and the fact that Dan introduced me to two more potential investors tonight.”
“I did have a good time,” I say.
And I believe myself, I do. I swear I do.
When I pull my phone out to look through pictures I’ve posted of Tallulah over the past year—the heartachingly rapid stop-jump animation from wrinkled pink newborn to curly-haired toddler—Christopher gently pulls my phone from my hand and kisses me intensely, as if he wants me to forget everything in my life except him.
Christopher isn’t mean to Tallulah, just dismissive. Most of the time, he ignores her. At worst, he complains she’s in his way. He describes Tallulah as a “death trap on wheels” when she pushes her walker around the kitchen floor. I laugh at his joking tone, but I never did forget the time I thought I saw him kick my mother’s dog. And more and more, I wonder what it would be like to love someone with feelings that look like mine, someone with a sharp sense of empathy, who doesn’t play head games. But it’s like wondering what it would be like to be a fish.
“The man you end up with is never the one you dreamed of,” my mom assures me. “There are always sacrifices you make. If you’re too picky, you’ll end up alone. Look at you, where you live, what you have. You’re very lucky.”
I am very lucky, I whisper to myself as I shoot a bloodshot gaze at the mirror.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
THANKSGIVING IN NEW YORK CITY.
Christmas in London.
New Year’s in Cairo.
I take pictures on my phone and fill my social media accounts with vibrant images of me, Christopher, and Tallulah, but the real story is this: most of the time, Christopher books restaurants for two, museum visits for two, tourist attractions for two while Olga and Tallulah stick close to our hotel and stay in a separate room. When we all return, Tallulah seems bigger and says more words than before and it’s like even though we’ve been together the whole time, I miss her.
“This is what children do, they grow up, and eventually they outgrow you,” Christopher tells me, squeezing my hand. “They don’t choose you. But me?” He leans in, raises his dark eyebrows. “I’m here to stay.”
The restaurant runs into a slew of issues in the new year, pushing our opening date even further back to March. There’s an electrical problem that means the entire bottom floor needs rewiring. Most of the staff who we hired in the fall quit before starting once the date gets pushed back. Even Vanessa, who had planned to come on as kitchen manager once we open.
“This place doesn’t seem anywhere near ready,” Vanessa says when I show her our progress, the gutted kitchen with silver furniture still shrink-wrapped. “You don’t have a walk-in yet?”
I shake my head.
“We just had the one at Sky replaced. It took six months, because there’s an industry shortage right now.”
“I’ll get on it,” I say.
“And there’s no way that ventilation system’s up to code.”
I peer up at the new hoods mounted to the ceiling. “We just put those in.”
“We who?”
“The contractors.”
“They licensed?”
“Of course they are,” I say, sounding insulted, though I’m not actually sure.
When Vanessa leaves, I go and throw up in the bathroom. What a fool I was to trust Christopher with the details of the renovation and making sure it’s up to code. I go down the spiral staircase, ear cocked, and hear Christopher’s voice echoing from the aquarium tunnel. He can’t see me as I hang back in the shadows at the bottom of the staircase, watching him pace and speak intently into his phone.
“Dan, I didn’t spend the money. The money is there. I’m just asking for a loan, a small one, to pay the aquarium people.” Pause. “Because that money is earmarked for renovation, it’s tied up there.” Pause. “Right, and the problem is that Josh hasn’t come through with the funding yet. We got a verbal yes, but he said it would be a couple weeks.” Pause. “Dan, if we lose momentum right now, it’s going to set us back six months, a year, swear to God.” Pause. “Twenty grand. That’s it. Pay you back in thirty days.” Pause. “Yeah, just wire it. Today?” Pause. “Thanks, man. The place is looking great, we’re almost there.”
I watch Christopher in the humming blue light of the room, the way he drops his phone in his pocket and rubs his hands together, grinning at the fish—or at himself in the reflection, who knows.
“Hi,” I say after a beat, stepping out of the darkness.
“Oh.” He turns. “You startled me.”
I study him, the way the blue light dances across his face. “I heard you talking to Dan.”
“Yeah, well, the assholes feeding the fish didn’t show up this week. They’re waiting to be paid.”
“Why haven’t they been paid?”
“I forgot. I’m doing a lot, if you haven’t noticed.”
“But why would we need a loan?”
“Why do you think, Pearl?” he asks sharply before turning around and sauntering toward the end of the hall. “Want to help me feed some fish?”
I bite my lip and then say, “Sure,” and follow him.
We climb up the ladder to the top of the landing above the tank, about five-by-five feet, with a plastic bucket of what smells like slightly rotten fish. Christopher watches me as I plunge my hand in and take one out—slippery, silver, cloudy-eyed with a mouth permanently open. I toss it into the aquarium and a tiger shark shoots out of a corner to devour it in a single gulp. I flinch.
Christopher laughs. “What, too squeamish for this job? I thought you love seafood.”
“Love it when it’s cooked and on my plate.”
“But not when it’s in its natural state.”
I shake my head.
“Perfect metaphor for you, really,” he says.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That you’re something like a predator once removed.”
I don’t like what he just said. I’m also not entirely sure what it means, but I don’t dwell long enough for my brain to figure it out.
“I’m scared we might be spending way too much.” I toss another fish in and hear a slap as it hits the water, then a flurry as it gets eaten. “Is that what’s happening?”
Christopher steps closer to me. Below, the water’s a quivering aquamarine thick now with rays and sharks in a feeding frenzy. I drop another fish in, slap, then another.
“I hope you’re not doing anything illegal,” I say when Christopher doesn’t answer. “Because if you are, I don’t want any part of it. I will back out if that’s what’s happening.”
I expect him to tell me he isn’t, that I’m being ridiculous. Instead, I feel his hand on my arm, gripping tightly. His face is cast in shadow. Then, in a flash, something buckles in my leg. I look down to see myself slipping, the bucket dropping with a clatter and the silver half-frozen fish overflowing near my feet.
My body pitches toward the water.
It happens so fast, I don’t know how it starts—is it his hand on my arm, or my leg, or the bucket slipping? It’s all one feeling with no origin, just a sickening pull of gravity as I start falling and then feel, in a scream of pain, his arm yanking me back to remain on the platform. He helps me steady myself and I see all those eyes of the fish at my feet—their horrified, agape faces.
I look up at Christopher, out of breath.
“Jesus, Pearl,” he says, eyes quivering with something that resembles fear. “Watch your step. I’d hate to lose you.”
I tell myself he saved my life.





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
THE RESTAURANT finally opens in March.
It’s splashed all over local media. Christopher keeps the investor names private but assures reporters that they’re “megastars and well-known entrepreneurs whose names will be revealed in time.” After all the stress, the doubt, the headache after headache we ran into getting the space to comply with regulations, the licensing, the staffing issues, now it’s real. That dream I had of being a restaurant owner, of dosing out that magic two-hour delicious fantasy you can’t find anywhere else—it’s real.
People flock to Sea, over a hundred every night, gathering for special occasions or meeting for dates they’ll never forget. They step into the dining room with that awestruck look on their faces that I first had when Christopher showed me this space—their eyes lighting up at the other world in the aquariums. My favorite part is when faces become familiar, when people come back with their friends to show it off and watch someone else experience it for the first time.
I have my own office near the back, the same way Barron had at Sky, within eyeshot of the kitchen so I can keep watch over things. One evening, while working on the next week’s schedule at my desk, Dan Buchman brings a throng of college buddies around to show off the kitchen. He points at it all with pride, as if he had anything to do with it when he’s hardly seen the place since we leased it.
“Where’s Barron?” he asks, appearing shocked to see me at my own desk.
My brow wrinkles. “Excuse me?”
“Can you tell him we came by?” Dan asks, then knocks on the doorframe once and the throng of men in suits follows him back out to the restaurant floor.
I put my pen down, unable to ignore the unease.
Earlier today, two vendors called saying our checks bounced. Despite how boisterous and crowded the restaurant is and what an ostensible success we’re experiencing, something is very off. But Christopher tells me to relax, this is how business is, turbulent at first. Money needs to be shifted around, loans repaid with other loans, credit lines extended. On my wall, I hang glossy framed photographs of Christopher and me smiling in our designer clothing in front of aquarium walls for a print feature that recently covered our opening. I stare at it often, as if the picture itself can assure me this is real and that we are, indeed, not only successful but deserving of success.
Henrick visits the restaurant one evening during the summer, enveloping me in a hug and a European kiss-kiss on my cheeks.
“Look at what you’ve done!” he says. “I’m so proud of you.”
“Well, Christopher is the business brain behind it all,” I say, turning to flash a wide smile at Christopher.
When Christopher shakes Henrick’s hand, I get queasy, expecting a dig. He always says such mean things about Henrick. But he nods.
“Pearl sells herself short,” Christopher says. “A lot of this was her. She determined the decor, helped craft the menu, dealt with hiring most of the staff. Without her, there would be no Sea.”
“She’s never given herself proper credit. She’s sharp as a knife.”
“As a knife,” Christopher agrees, beaming at me.
I never expected them to get along. You’d think I’d like it that they do, but I don’t. There’s this way Christopher charms people close to me, immediately softening them, luring him to his side.
I mean, my own mother now loves him more than she ever loved me.





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
SEA’S HONEYMOON phase goes by in a blink.
By summer’s end, we’re running into issues in the kitchen with ventilation again. When I hire someone to come look at it, they inform me that whoever installed the system before had done the entire thing wrong and the restaurant will need to be shut down for weeks so they can redo it. Christopher insists we get a second opinion, and then when the second opinion agrees with the first, he disappears for a week to chase investors on the east coast, leaving me to manage the entire restaurant myself.
That week, two collection agencies call my cell.
Olga is set to fly back to Poland for vacation and I don’t know how I can manage work and Tallulah on my own—while she loves stumbling around the restaurant and slapping her baby hands on the aquariums, she’s at that stage where she’s hell on two unsteady legs and you can’t look away for a second without her putting something in her mouth. So, begrudgingly, I call my mother and beg for help.
“What’d you do to make him run away like that?” my mom asks me as she sits on the couch with a soda in hand, watching Tallulah rattle the walls of her playpen.
“Nothing. He needed to drum up more investments.” I swallow and pick Tallulah up, wipe a little dribble from her chin. “I think we might be in money trouble, I don’t know.”
“All those pedicures,” Mom says with a slurp of her soda.
Such an odd thing to say all I can do is shake my head.
When I get home from Sea tonight, I’m in tears. Our employees’ direct deposit didn’t go through and I don’t have control of the payroll account and Christopher hasn’t answered my texts. I fix my makeup in the bathroom at the entrance and when I enter the kitchen, I’m surprised to see Christopher home—tan, refreshed, suitcase next to him. A bouquet of tulips bursts from a vase on the counter. He’s laughing with my mom at the kitchen table as Tallulah sits in a highchair, eating crackers.
“You’ve lived such an exciting life, Marilyn. I had no idea you knew Senator Sterling personally.”
“He was practically a family friend,” she says, covering her mouth with a hand as she smiles.
“What I wouldn’t give for an introduction. Why, I’ll bet you know all sorts of important people!”
“Pearl’s father knew everyone.” My mother spreads her fingers out on the table and admires her wedding ring. “He knew how to make you feel like the only person in the world, when he felt like it.”
I clear my throat and get their attention.
“No need to lurk, Pearl,” my mother says.
“Pearl!” Christopher says, getting up to give me a hug, which I tolerate but don’t reciprocate.
“Did you get my texts?” I ask.
“Is that any way to greet him?” my mom asks me.
Tallulah yells “Mama!”—I imagine she’s coming to my defense. My mother turns to wipe crumbs off her as I pull Christopher upstairs and demand to know why he didn’t answer my texts.
“Do you realize what deep shit we’re in right now?” I hiss-whisper at him.
“I was holding meetings trying to get us money,” he hiss-whispers back as I shut the door.
“I’m getting really tired of this game,” I tell him.
“What game?”
“You not answering when I need you. This—this complete mess of a restaurant.” I meet his unblinking gaze. “We’ve got debt collectors calling my phone.”
“Which is why I’m getting us more money!” he nearly yells, smacking the wall with his hand. I flinch. “What do you think I’m doing? You think I’m off at a yoga retreat? For Christ’s sake.”
“I have a bad feeling about all this,” I say.
“Feelings don’t matter,” he says simply, sitting on the edge of the bed. “What matters right now is milking every contact we have. We need to land at least one or two more investments right fucking now. Fucking yesterday we need them.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “Like Senator Sterling. All your mom’s contacts, the families and people your dad worked for. You could reach out to them, set up meetings—”
“No.” My stomach turns at the prospect of being humiliated the way I was with Barron. “These people—it’s been at least ten years since my dad worked with them.”
“So? He ran successful campaigns for them, didn’t he?”
“They’re busy, powerful. They’re politicians, not businesspeople. You don’t want to pitch them.”
“You’re right, I don’t. You would pitch them.”
“I can’t,” I whisper.
“Sometimes, Pearl.” He shakes his head. “I could wring your little neck.”
My throat tightens. “Yeah, I’ll bet you could.”
He kicks his shoes off and they thwack against the dresser. In a flash, I hear my father’s footsteps thumping around the house. His every step used to make me flinch.
“Are we our parents?” I ask him, fighting tears. “Are we just repeating the same mistakes?”
That seems to jolt something in him. He comes over to me, his gaze softening just a bit, as if the light shifted and he now sees me for what I am. He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Pearl, how could you say that?”
“You don’t see it?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer, just holds me tightly and moves my hair so he can kiss the neck he told me he wanted to wring. It sends shivers all over my skin, the kind I thought I loved. But I push him away and leave the room.





CHAPTER FORTY
WITHIN HOURS, I get a text from Henrick.
  Pearl, I seem to have programmed Christopher’s number wrong. Can you relay to him how much I enjoyed our conversation about Sea this week? It does sound like an exciting opportunity. If you could pass along his number, I’d appreciate it as I think it over.  

“What the hell is this?” I ask Christopher, bursting into his home office and showing him the text.
Christopher squints at the screen. “Oh, met with the old corpse when I was in Florida this week.”
“You can’t ask him for money,” I say in disbelief.
He turns back to his computer, where he’s playing a poker game. “Why? You got dibs on scamming the man?”
That hurts. I bite my tongue, breathing in and out to suppress the rising rage. Despite how we met, Henrick has proven himself to be kind, decent. He’s given me anything I ever asked for and provided more than enough child support for Tallulah. I can’t put his money into what feels right now like a sinking ship.
“Look, I’ll reach out to one of my mom’s old contacts, okay?” I say. “But you’ve got to leave Henrick out of this. Just coach me on pitching again and give me an updated deck. I’ll see how I can go about setting up video meetings.”
“I don’t need you to do anything,” Christopher says.
He leans back in his chair with a squeak and clicks a different window, the poker game disappearing. And there I am, as if by magic—my blond hair in a headband, a red-lipsticked smile. He types something and the me onscreen says, “I’ll make contacts with whoever Christopher wants me to contact and say whatever Christopher wants me to say.”
Without even looking up to see my reaction, he clicks back to the window and resumes his poker game. “Just get me names and I’ll take care of the rest.”
My belly squirms like I swallowed a slug. Arms akimbo, I open my mouth to tell him I don’t ever want to see him using my likeness again—that it’s a betrayal beyond comparison—but honestly, the thought of having to pitch people myself is even worse. I’ll bet his Pearl will do a better job than I could. So, on second thought, I clamp my mouth shut.
“Is that all people are to you?” I finally respond. “Just a means to an end?”
“Don’t pretend you’re not like me,” he says. “At least I have the guts to own up to it.”
“Is that all I am to you?”
“What do you want to hear, Pearl?” He turns to me, raking his hair back. “That it was your incredible intellect and ravishing beauty?”
Ouch. I shake my head. “So you saw me and you saw a puppet.”
“No,” he says softer. “I saw someone who really got me. Who understood me. I saw a partner in crime.” He swivels his attention back to the computer. “You act like I’m so dishonest. At least I have the decency to not lie to myself.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I tell people what they want to hear,” he says. “And you hear what you want to hear. What’s the difference?”
Watching him at this moment, his back to me when we’re having perhaps the most important confrontation of our relationship, I consciously realize that this is all an illusion. We built an entire empire on nothing. And then I put that thought in a room somewhere inside myself and close the door, turning the lock when I’m done.
We speed through fall, where the only memorable splash of joy is Tallulah’s second birthday spent in a rented private jet. It’s Christopher’s idea, of course, and he assures me he got a fantastic deal on it. We crash into winter which offers nothing but another onslaught of bill collectors, increasingly frequent bounced checks, employees quitting and desperate searches for quick replacements, the first wave of investors who try to get out—it really does remind me of when a ship begins springing leaks, of desperately patching up one hole only to have water spurt out of another.
I’m not sure how long we can keep going this way.
This was my dream, to own a restaurant, I tell myself sometimes. But they’re just words now; I don’t feel them anymore. Once Christopher got his hands on my dream, he wrung the soul out of it.
As winter thaws to spring, I spend more time at home with Tallulah, coming into Sea only a few times a week to take care of details like inventory and scheduling. I look up one-bedroom apartments and waitressing jobs, chewing my cheek as I do the impossible math of what it would take to raise my daughter alone. I spend more and more nights in the guest room. I pause for too long when I catch a glimpse of the Golden Gate Bridge through the window, imagining what it would feel like to jump. The French have a term l’appel du vide, the call of the void—the brief, uncharacteristic pull you feel to hurl yourself off a high place for no reason at all. That’s what Christopher is to me. There’s no other explanation. A dark gravitational force, nothing logical about it.
When I pass by Christopher’s office, sometimes I swear I hear my own voice and disassociate, imagining this isn’t real, not life, the real me isn’t here. I’m on a beach somewhere.
He can only have one piece of me—my voice or my heart—never both. Never again.





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
THIS SUMMER, I develop a Sea-induced ulcer. We close the bottom floor because of a leak, halving our income. We get demolished in a review that calls the setting “garish and unappetizing” and claims our entrées gave them food poisoning. Christopher becomes obsessed with suing the publication for libel, which means we now need legal funds when we can barely pay our bills. He comes back to the idea of asking Henrick to invest and, for the first time, I threaten to leave him.
“How could you say that?” Christopher asks me. “Over something so trivial? Over money? Look at us. Look at how happy we are.”
He points to the digital photo frame on the wall, as if to convince me: Christopher with his arm around me, us laughing on a park bench; me giving Tallulah a smooch on her chubby baby cheek; the three of us at Golden Gate Park, one of the rare times we spent an afternoon just the three of us.
“Have you been talking to someone about us?” His expression goes dark. “You realize that I could buy a drone that looks like a bug that could follow you wherever I want and hear your every word.”
“What an utterly fucked-up thing to say,” I tell him, my heart picking up speed.
“I’m just saying I could.”
My mouth hangs open.
He winces, as if to say oopsie! “Did I sound like a psychopath there?”
“Yeah, you did.”
“Sorry. I could see it in your face—too far.”
I sense tulips in my near future.
Does his apology mean anything? Does his awareness of his own fucked-upness mean anything? I just stare at him, not knowing what the hell lives behind his beautiful mask.
“My precious Pearl.” Christopher comes over and massages my shoulders. “I’m worried about you. You haven’t been acting like yourself lately.” He kisses my temple. “How about you take September off? I’ll deal with Sea. You stay here and rest up. Maybe go see a doctor, see if they can give you some medication or something.”
“Okay,” I say, although I’ve got a feeling that what I’m suffering from can’t be treated with pills.
For Tallulah’s third birthday, Christopher rents a historic carousel in the Berkeley hills. It seems strangely deserted, just us and a few employees from the restaurant, no children. A light rain blows over the party out of nowhere and Olga races around with a plastic bag tied on her head, trying to rescue the gifts from the storm. Tallulah wants to ride the kitty cat the whole time, waving at us tirelessly, her tiara catching the light. I take picture after picture, chasing the present moment that endlessly seems to slip from my grasp.
“Where is everyone?” I ask Christopher.
“Everyone who?” he asks as he scrolls on his phone.
“I don’t know, Dan and that group?”
Christopher sighs and slips his phone into his pocket. “I have some news: Dan’s out.”
My smile remains on my face as I continue waving back to Tallulah, but my stomach does a somersault.
“Out out? Completely?”
“We need to cast out some new lines,” Christopher says. “Dan’s done a total one-eighty, is demanding I pay him back by the year’s end.”
We lock eyes. This might be the first time I’ve seen any glimmer of nerves in Christopher. But the moment is soon over because the ornate three-tiered red velvet cake gets rolled in by the caterer and Christopher claps his hands and yells at everyone, “Let them eat cake!”
He puts on a good show. You’d think, looking at him today, that he’s a tender, involved stepfather figure, when really, he considers Tallulah nothing but a walking, talking inconvenience.
In December, business is slower than ever. Two of our cooks walk off the job because their checks bounced yet again. We switch seafood merchants because Christopher hasn’t paid the bill and the fish in one of the tanks are dying of some fin rot disease that is
not an aesthetically pleasing sight while dining. The belly-burn of my ulcer returns. Then, one day as I sift through the pile of mail on my desk—bill, bill, final notice, final notice—someone knocks on my office door. It’s Dan Buchman, his mouth a straight line.
“May I?” he asks.
I sit up straighter. “Um … sure. Christopher isn’t here—”
Dan shuts the door behind him. “I know he isn’t. I wanted to catch you alone.”
I’ve never seen Dan without a suit and tie and he almost looks like a celebrity in disguise in his baseball cap and zip-up sweatshirt. Dan’s someone I only know through Christopher and, while things ended badly between them, while Christopher still owes Dan money, I don’t know enough details to be able to help him. Still, Dan sits down on the other side of my desk and folds his hands on the table.
“I need to know what you know,” he finally says.
“I’m not sure what—”
“Don’t.” He puts a hand up. “Please. Don’t insult me. You owe me at least that much. I need to know how deep you’re in this, too, Pearl.”
“In what?”
“In this fucking scam of a business.”
My jaw drops.
“Because I ran into Barron at a gala last week,” he goes on. “Remember Barron? The guy Christopher had me talking to in virtual meetings for months to give status updates and reports? Your old boss, apparently?”
My cheeks burn. I can barely make out the word, “Yes?”
“It was my first time meeting him in person.” Dan looks sad, circles under his eyes, but his voice quivers and I can tell he’s fighting the urge to explode. “He had absolutely no fucking idea who I was or what I was talking to him about.”
“Really,” I say.
The room is ballooning, like I stepped into a funhouse mirror. I understand Dan’s words but can’t quite grasp the reality of their meaning. Déjà vu washes over me.
“Barron was never a part of this business,” he says. “And after digging, it turns out neither is Murray Ferrari or half the people Christopher has been pretending are behind this restaurant.”
“You’re kidding,” I say, so quietly it’s nearly a whisper.
“You really have no idea about this?” Dan asks.
I shake my head, fingers on my lips, fighting a dizzy spell. This is unreal. And yet, at the same time, that other, wiser Pearl stands ten feet away, shaking her head at me. Because while I might not have known—not known consciously, not known loud enough to hear my own thoughts—she knew. She knew and I ignored her.
“I just wanted to come and talk to you before I contact the authorities,” Dan says. “Because you have a kid. I—you really didn’t know this?”
“No,” I say. “I pitched Barron some time ago, before we opened. He turned me down. That’s—that’s all I know.”
Dan stands up and studies me as if he’s not sure whether to believe me. Then he says, “If I were you, I’d lawyer the fuck up.”
I nod, stammering, “Okay. Sure. Thank you. I’m sorry—thank you.”
He leaves and I sit down at my desk with the door closed, the shock washing over me in waves.





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
I DON’T CALL a lawyer for two reasons.
One, I’m afraid calling a lawyer only implicates me. Who needs a lawyer unless you know you’ve done something wrong? None of this was my doing. Second, I’m afraid Christopher would find out if I did. This is a man who planted hidden cameras all over the house, who tracks me on our phones, who once dropped a comment about how there are drones that look like bugs that could follow me to hear my every word.
The next week is a nerve-wracking waking nightmare. I tell Christopher I want him to hire a general manager, that I’m out of the business. I say it’s for my mental health, which isn’t untrue. I don’t breathe a word of my conversation with Dan to Christopher because it seems like warning him only makes me some kind of accomplice.
Every time my phone rings, every time our doorbell buzzes, I just about jump out of my skin. But life goes on. I craft an escape plan, debating when I should take Tallulah and move out to Arizona near my mom once Christopher gets busted. I lie to Christopher that I’ll pitch Henrick once the new year starts, just because I want him off my back. The end is near, the lie harmless.
“Something’s come over you,” Christopher keeps saying. “You’re hiding something from me. I can tell.”
“Just tired,” I lie, easy as a wave on the beach.
He sends me voice messages of my own voice saying stuff like, “What is it you’re not telling Christopher, Pearl? You’d better not be keeping secrets.”
When I get angry at him for it, all I get is tulips.
Christmas passes. Then New Year’s. I begin to wonder if Dan was wrong about the trouble Christopher is in. January deepens and a phantom fog clings to the city streets. One morning, I’m followed by a tiny fly-like drone when I get a latte at a corner coffee shop. It buzzes near my ear just as I get a text from Christopher, who’s at Sea, bribing a health inspector to give us a pass on our many violations.
Out for coffee? his text asks.
How does he know?
It must be a drone, though to an unfucked mind, it looks like a regular insect.
I bat it away, but it trails me through the neighborhood. Even when I hurry my footsteps up the sidewalk, it’s there. It’s there when I break into a run and drop my coffee, splattering it in the gutter of a busy intersection. Finally, I make an unexpected turn, elbowing my way past a tour guide and his camera-toting flock who are shivering in the biting wind near the entrance to the Golden Gate Bridge.
Traffic thunders ahead, a cacophony of cars.
My hair whips around, carried by the mean winter air. I walk quickly up the pedestrian bridge. Passersby take selfies. Families, bundled up in puffy jackets and speaking in languages I don’t understand. I stop and shiver, my face pained and chapped by the air, but a little laugh escapes because I outran the drone.
Teeth chattering, a strange icy sense of peace washes over me. A sign above screams in blue that crisis counseling is available, that the consequences of jumping from the bridge are irreversible and tragic. And I don’t know why, these signs make me want to jump even though I know that’s not really what I want at all. L'appel du vide, forever with me.
A lovely blankness hits my veins, a painkiller. Two hundred feet below, the water is choppy and not even blue—it’s a murky charcoal color. I could never leave Tallulah. But it is satisfying to imagine how shocking, how awful it would be for Christopher. Because whether or not he has the capacity to truly love me, he certainly has the capacity to—even the need to—possess me.
Sometimes I’m scared I’ll never escape him.
As if by magic, my phone buzzes in my hand. It’s an unknown number. I answer it, not saying a word, just listening. I expect it to be Christopher’s voice. If not his, than mine, his favorite method of psychic torture. But it’s Tallulah’s high, soft voice instead and I know within one sickening second that it’s not really my daughter.
“What’s wrong, Mommy? What are you keeping from Christopher? You love him. You love him so much. We don’t keep secrets, Mommy, secrets get people hurt. Mommy, are you listening?”
I chuck the phone over the bridge, watching it spiral down and then get swallowed up by the beastly churn of water. People passing by ask if I’m all right, concern contorting their faces, and I assure them I’m fine. A peace flatlines as I savor this moment, this brief freedom of unreachability, the clouds in me parting, my fingers gripping the railing, my hair lifted by wild gusts of wind.
I turn around. I keep walking. I stay out all day, walking the city until my boots cut into my heels, in a lovely spell of forgetting myself. But finally, when the sun goes down, like a child who ran away from home in a dramatic performance of independence, I know there’s nowhere to go but back to my apartment.
When I pass through the front door, Christopher is waiting for me in the dark living room the same way my father did when I was a teenager and I missed my curfew. The dread is similar—it seizes my throat, makes me instantly want to run.
“Pearl,” Christopher says, hunched on the couch, gazed fixed on the fire. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Out,” I say. “Walking around. You know what that’s like, just disappearing whenever you feel like it, don’t you?” I lower my voice to mimic him, saying mockingly, “Where I go doesn’t concern you. It’s not your business.”
That’s when I notice the haphazard towers of boxes. There are files, spilled all over the floor. The fire roars with the withering ashes of paper.
“What’s all this?” I ask. “Where’s Lulu?”
“She and Olga are at Mécanique for the night.”
Hotel Mécanique is an upscale bot-run hotel in Pacific Heights, the place my mother usually stays now when she visits. Sometimes when Christopher wants “peace” he sends Olga and Tallulah away for the night.
“Why?” I ask. “Are they okay?”
“They’re fine. But we need to talk.”





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
MY FIRST SICKENING knee-jerk reaction is that this has something to do with my going incommunicado, that he’s punishing me. This ashen expression on his face, like a man who lost a pint of blood—I don’t know how to interpret it. I’ve never seen it before.
“About what?” I ask.
Christopher turns to me. I’m prepared for his rage, but I am not prepared for what he beams me with instead—pure, unadulterated fear. It renders him unrecognizable. I come to sit next to him on the couch, flooded with stupid affection seeing such a human emotion smeared on his face.
He presses his hands together, as if in prayer. “Pearl, I got a phone call around four from an FBI agent asking to set up a meeting.”
I loosen my scarf, shed my jacket. I’ve been wading knee-deep in dread all day, but now I’m flooded with it. The thought of the FBI—of that level of trouble—never occurred to me. For weeks after Dan Buchman’s warning, I fantasized about Christopher getting taken down. But now, suddenly, the possibility is gaping back and with it, the fresh consideration that I could get taken down with him. I went over this in my head multiple times, though. My name isn’t on any documents. We aren’t legally married. I didn’t do anything besides pitch Barron and manage the most trivial details of the restaurant.
“Earth to Pearl.” Christopher snaps his fingers in front of my nose. “You get that? The fucking FBI.”
I nod.
“So you got a call too, I’m assuming.”
I shake my head.
His eyebrows shoot up. “They said they were working on setting up a meeting with you as well.”
“I didn’t hear from them,” I say, raising my palms to show him I’m empty-handed. “I—I lost my phone this afternoon.”
He huffs, as if he doesn’t believe me. “After they called, I reached out to every investor we have left. I couldn’t reach anyone except for a receptionist in Guffman’s office who was stupid enough to admit to me that Guffman met with the FBI several times last month.”
I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what this means, exactly.
The reflection of the fire blazes back in his hazel eyes and his voice breaks. “We’re ruined, Pearl. They’re going to arrest us. Our life here is over.”
He says it like we’re one thing, one being. Which I guess is what a relationship is in the end, isn’t it? An impossible equation, one plus one equals one. Although the news is explosive, my thoughts shrapnel, what I’m focused on right now aren’t the ramifications of what he’s telling me, but what is happening to him as he processes it.
He looks … different.
A stranger.
As if a pipe within him bursts, tears well and then run down his cheeks. Never in my years of knowing him, loving him, resenting him, fearing him, unable to keep my hands off him, have I ever seen him cry. I didn’t think he was capable. Shocked, I wrap my arms around him as he rocks with sobs. This has never happened before. He’s never needed my comfort. He’s comforted me in this way, many times. But it’s so warm and wonderful to be on this side of the emotional breakdown for once. And what kind of oxymoron is this, a psychopath having an emotional breakdown? Is he not what he says he is?
“We’re going to figure this out,” I tell him. “Maybe it’s not as bad as you think.”
“Pearl, I will go to federal prison.” He pulls away from me and stands to get himself a tissue from a corner table. “You will too.”
“What?” I say. “I don’t even know what this is about.”
He wipes his eyes and chuckles bitterly. “Sure.”
It’s hard to put into words the space that lives between knowledge and ignorance, but it’s a space I’ve occupied enough that it feels like home. I am vaguely aware that we built an empire on nothing but air. I know, somewhere, there are trick mirrors that have been operating out of my sight, promises that are illusions. I know if I look hard enough, if I dig in deeper, I wouldn’t like what I see. So I simply don’t look, don’t dig. Is that knowing? I don’t think it is.
“I don’t want to know,” I tell him.
“Exactly. You don’t want to know.” He points a finger at me. “But you do.”
I say nothing, shaking my head. A sickening fear stirs in my gut. I don’t want to face what is coming, never saw myself getting grilled by federal agents and certainly never saw myself going to prison. That can’t happen, it just can’t. Which is another reason why, when Dan warned me, I never lawyered up. At the heart of it, I don’t think I fully believed the weight of Dan’s warning.
Christopher comes over to me and wraps his arms around me from behind. We’re in the middle area of the open concept floor plan where the living room meets the kitchen. I lock eyes with a family photo of us, wondering what would happen if Christopher knew Dan had warned me. My gaze pans over the dangling cord on the shuttered window and I turn around, still locked in Christopher’s embrace.
“What are we going to do?” I whisper.
“We’re going to leave,” he says. “I’m burning each record I have that could be considered evidence, erasing everything on my cloud. I brought home every file, every piece of paper I could grab from the office.”
My heart picks up speed. “Where are we going?”
I ask it genuinely and hate myself for it—for suddenly turning upside-down to stay with him. Just earlier today, when I thought he was following me with a drone, I would have told you I wanted to leave him forever. Now that the threat of the FBI looms, I suddenly don’t want to lose him.
“We’ll get an offshore account,” he whispers, moving my hair to kiss my neck. “Leave the country, find another place to settle.”
I break away from him gently, step back. I consider his suggestion, pacing. Distantly, the other, wiser Pearl is yelling for my attention like a lifeguard back on the sandy shore, but I’m so far out in the water that as usual, I don’t hear her.
Because I can imagine getting on a plane, leaving all this behind.
“If you really are under investigation, they could detain you at the airport,” I say.
“I’m ten steps ahead of you,” he says. “Follow me.”





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
I TRAIL behind him as he takes the stairs two at a time. He beckons me into his office, which is dim, nothing but a green glass desk lamp lit. I shiver as I follow him into his walk-in closet, where he kneels to reach his safe and swivels the combination into the lock. I despise this safe and try to forget it exists most of the time, because it’s where Christopher keeps his revolver. He’s never threatened me with it or anything. He keeps it for “protection.” But it makes me sick to imagine what could be done with it.
“Christopher,” I whisper, thinking he’s going to take out the gun.
But instead, he turns around with a manila envelope and hands it to me as he returns to his feet. I furrow my brow and unclasp the brass fastener, peering down into the envelope. There are two passports inside. I pick one up, flip it open.
A man’s picture smiles back at me. He resembles Christopher, but slightly altered. His eyes are a little closer together, he has a short beard and a squarer face shape. But anyone who knows Christopher less intimately than I do would easily accept that this is his passport. The birthdate is the same year as Christopher’s, but a different month and day. His name is Peter Simmons. Wordlessly, I drop it back into the envelope to examine the second passport. It’s a blond woman with my same complexion, red lipsticked, her darker eyebrows and bangs the only noticeable difference from me. Her name is Harper Hudson.
What a relief, actually, to be born again, to be a whole new person. Who hasn’t dreamed of such a scenario? It would be the chance of a lifetime.
“Where did these come from?” I ask.
“I had them made a while ago, just in case.” He rubs my arm. “See, Pearl? Think what you will about me, but I take care of us.”
“Who are these people?” I ask, unable to look away from the familiar stranger in the photograph.
“The people you’re looking at aren’t real,” he says. “Those are images of us altered by AI, just enough to resemble us but to throw people checking our passports off from actually recognizing us.” He pries the passport from my hand and drops it back into the envelope. “But the identification info—birthdate, passport number—they’re tied to real people.”
“How did you get them?” I ask. “Isn’t that identity theft?”
He laughs, kicking the safe shut. “Really, Pearl? You adopt scruples at this point in the game?”
“How did you get them?” I repeat.
“Anything can be bought.”
“Except the FBI.”
He breathes deeply, like my remark cut deep. “Yes, except the FBI,” he agrees.
Christopher heads for our bedroom and I follow him like a ghost. He pulls our luggage out of the closet. I stare at my suitcase, the one I took on so many vacations with him.
I clear my throat. “Where’s Tallulah’s passport?”
He zips open his suitcase. “She doesn’t need one.”
“Because of her age?” I open my top dresser drawer. “Are you sure about that?”
“She’s not coming.”
I shut the dresser drawer and turn around. My mind goes blank, unable to compute. “What?” is all I can manage.
“We’ll have to get Olga to take her to your mom’s for the time being. Your mom will take care of her.”
I take a seat on the bed, my ears ringing with disbelief as I watch Christopher chuck boxer briefs and balled-up pairs of socks into his suitcase.
“I can’t do that,” I say.
He crosses to the closet, pulling shirts off the rack. “Do what?”
“Leave her with my mom.”
“Why not? Your mom loves her. She’ll be safe with her.”
“Because she’s my fucking daughter, Christopher!”
Christopher emerges from the closet with an armful of button-up shirts and lays them gently in his suitcase. He gives me a look, almost like he pities me. The man who cried, who exposed his vulnerability in a rare display of emotion not a half hour ago, has vanished. It’s the same old Christopher, same casual monster he’s always been.
“You can send for her later, when we’ve landed on our feet,” he says sharply.
“I’m not doing that.”
“What the hell do you expect me to do, Pearl? We’re fleeing the country to avoid getting picked up by the FBI, we can’t exactly be toting a toddler around. It’s going to make us even easier to find. And let’s face it, you don’t mother much anyway. Olga sees your child more than you do.”
I inhale deeply, knifed by his comment. There’s so much I’ve been willing to do for Christopher, to put up with, to overlook, to sacrifice, to pretend, to tolerate, to concede, to swallow, to endure. Look at me—I’m ready to flee the damn country for this man whose crimes I don’t even fully understand. But leaving my daughter behind?
Never.
I nod though, and say, “You’re right. Okay. Sure.”
And I pack my bags so full they look ready to explode.
He books us flights for the following afternoon. He wants the red eye, to leave as soon as we can, but I convince him we need more time to get our plans together. I need to call my mother in the morning. To arrange how Olga will get Tallulah to Arizona and I need to at least say goodbye to my daughter before leaving her indefinitely. I lie awake all night, holding Christopher tightly, fighting the urge to cry, basking in his warmth while I can. I love him. I’m not proud of it, but I love him. We’re one person, more so than I’ve ever been with another person save when I was carrying one inside my womb. My being melts into his, we breathe in sync like one four-lunged animal, his skin is my skin in the dark, but I ache alone.
When the first hint of sunrise peeks through the curtains, I slip out of bed quietly, not even stopping to change into clothes, just throwing a fur jacket on over my pajamas and stepping out into a sleepy bay morning. Fog dances around the streetlamps and my hot breath meets the air’s chill, puffing like smoke. I hail the first yellow cab in sight and slide into the leather back seat.
It’s been ages since I’ve been in one of these—a relic from another era. I’m used to hailing self-driving taxis on my smartphone, but my smartphone is probably on the bottom of the sea floor right now. Maybe life is better like this, without a phone, a car with a driver. I long to go backward to a simpler time. Not just before Christopher and his magic tricks, but further back, to a time before I was born.
“Where we going?” the grumpy man behind the wheel asks.
“The Federal Building downtown,” I tell him.
When we get there, I wait a while for it to open. I stand in the shadows of the entrance, shivering until someone comes and unlocks the door.
It’s ultra-modern yet palatial inside, walls slanted at angles, the ceiling patterned with spirals. A low, unintelligible hum of multiple far-off conversations, the purring rings of telephones. My boots echo as I make my way across the slate-gray marble floors. I stride up to the reception area, a long desk behind Plexiglass near the back wall.
“Can I help you?” asks the woman with silver pupils—clearly a bot.
“I need to talk to someone about my partner right away.” I jam my trembling hands into my coat pockets. “I think the FBI is pulling together charges against him. He’s about to flee the country and you’ve got to stop him.”
And, dam breaking, I burst into tears.





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
AS MY MOUTH moves and answers questions for the federal agents and the blinking video camera, my brain keeps insistently whispering, this can’t be real.
The motions of it all are an eerie balance of familiar and unfamiliar. I’ve seen enough movies about criminal investigations that I could be an actress playing a part. At the same time, I have no script. The anguish of turning in the love of my life, the desperation to get back to Tallulah to figure out next steps, is shrouded in a surreal blankness throughout the interviews. This is what I tell them: Christopher has a fake passport and is ready to leave the country. He committed some kind of crime beyond my understanding having to do with funding the restaurant. He burned documents in our fireplace. And all I’ve done is manage the restaurant, though I don’t anymore, and have nothing whatsoever to do with it.
From there, life accelerates. I give federal agents permission to search our house. They get a warrant within the hour. They arrest Christopher and tear our house apart collecting evidence. Meanwhile, I’m a mile away hiding out with Olga and Tallulah at Hotel Mécanique in a state of shock. Not five minutes after I explain what’s going down, Olga unzips her suitcase to pack her things.
“I don’t know what to do,” I say as I pace the room.
“This here, not my problem.” Olga shoves shapeless house dresses in one by one. “I could lose my green card. I have no part in this.”
On the bed, Tallulah is cross-legged, hypnotized by the kitten channel on TV—lucky, oblivious. Olga wheels her suitcase over and bends down to kiss Tallulah’s cheek and give her a hug and say goodbye. Olga is stoic. She doesn’t smile or frown. But there’s fear and tears in her eyes as she clings to Tallulah in that embrace. I stop my pacing to steep in jealousy. They will always share a bond—the woman who spends more hours in the week with my child than I do. Olga stands, wipes her eyes, and wishes us good luck. Then she leaves.
I turn to Tallulah, who is focused on me with slit-eyed rage.
“You made Olga go,” she says.
“It wasn’t what I wanted.” I sit beside her and circle my arms around her. “Believe me, none of this is. Lulu, Christopher did some bad things. But you and me, we’re going to be okay. All right? We’re—we’ll get our own place and I’ll have to get a job and … I don’t know, we could stay with Grandma? We might have to.” I’m rambling. I’m thinking out loud, desperately trying to fend off the anxiety fast approaching.
Tallulah appears unmoved, frowning.
“We’ll be okay,” I assure us both. “It’ll be fun, right? Just you and me? Mommy’s got you.”
“Is Olga coming back?” she asks.
“I don’t know, noodle.” I shift, try another tactic. “Hey, want to go get some hot cocoa?”
Her eyes brighten and she claps in celebration. We slip our coats on and she reaches out and puts her tiny hand in mine. And that’s all it takes. Us against the world. I buy my daughter’s trust with chocolate.





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
WHILE CHRISTOPHER WAITS for his initial court appearance in these first couple of days, my guilt festers.
I can’t even begin to imagine how he feels about what I’ve done to him. I excuse myself by reminding myself that he’s a psychopath, as if his heart is wrapped in plastic. All I’ve done is tell the truth. What backwards relationship did we have, that telling the truth feels like the ultimate betrayal?
But freedom from Christopher isn’t as exhilarating as I had imagined it would be. I’m hit with an unexpected gust of loneliness. Of wanting him. No matter what lives inside him, what he did, he has been my person now for years. For all the times I feared him or didn’t understand him, there were times I laughed with him and pushed my lips to his for the pure thrill of it and answered the phone excited to gush about my day to him. With shame, in the early sleepless hours of the morning, I miss the weight of his arms around me and the rhythm of his heavy breathing. The image of him in jail keeps popping up but I push it back under.
I vacuum the emotion away by reducing life to a list of tasks to perform. First up, I need to pack some items at our apartment. Now that I don’t have a nanny, even this straightforward undertaking becomes a logic problem. How can I focus on packing while watching Tallulah? What if bringing her to the house upsets her? The girl’s always had a temper and I have to admit that I’ve never been the best at managing it. Olga is the one she listens to.
Flipping through the mental roster of friends or acquaintances I can tap for a favor doesn’t take long; the roster is pathetically short. Shit, I have completely isolated myself from everyone I know without even noticing. There are Sea employees, but the restaurant was shuttered the morning after Christopher’s arrest. They’re just as screwed as I am right now and I doubt they want to do me any favors. There’s my useless mother, a state away.
So I end up reaching out to Vanessa and begging for a few hours of her time. She gets someone to cover her shift—she’s now head waiter at Sky—and swings by our hotel room to watch Tallulah so I can pack up boxes. I haven’t seen Vanessa in so long I’m shocked when I open the door and behold her enormous belly beneath her leopard print coat.
“Right?” she says when I gasp. “Never thought this’d be me.”
“Oh my God, congratulations!” I hug her. “That’s so wonderful.”
“You should see Vinny, he’s so cute about it. He’s been spending every waking hour turning the second bedroom into the nursery. Butterflies stenciled all over the freaking walls. It’s a girl. We’re naming her Vienna. Vinny, Vanessa, Vienna, isn’t that so cute you could vomit?”
“I could,” I joke. I gesture behind me. “Come in!”
Tallulah is hypnotized by the kitten channel again. God bless television, which has helped me tame her these past few days—television and a steady drip of sugar.
“Lulu, this is my friend Vanessa. Can you say hi?”
She does not say hi.
“Look at you! You’re so big!” Vanessa says to her, but the tiny zombie doesn’t even look up.
“She’s elsewhere,” I say.
“I was reading about how addictive screens are,” Vanessa says. “Vinny and I were talking about how we’re not going to allow any screen time until at least age five.”
Yes, I remember the good old days when I was pregnant and thought the same thing, but I don’t tell her that. Instead, I offer a pursed smile. “That’s probably for the best.”
Vanessa collapses on a chair and drops her wallet and keys on the tabletop with a clank. “So what the eff is going on?”
Awww, she’s watching her language now.
I sit across from her and shake my head. “I don’t even know. Some scam Christopher was involved in that I guess had something to do with the restaurant?” I lean in and whisper, “He was arrested by the FBI.”
Vanessa raises her penciled eyebrows.
“I had nothing to do with it,” I say.
Saying it makes me sound defensive. I regret my words as soon as they exit my mouth.
“Damn, girl,” is all Vanessa says in response. “That’s serious. What are you going to do?”
Tallulah, now standing in the middle of the bed, interrupts with a shrill string of “Meow meow meow!”
I turn to her. “Lulu, no standing on the bed.”
Tallulah, transfixed by kittens, doesn’t answer.
“Lulu,” I try again, but I might as well be pleading with a brick of cheese. At least she stopped meowing. I sigh and turn back to Vanessa. “Got to pick your battles,” I say, waving my hand. “Anyway, I need to box up some stuff. I’m going to send it to my mom’s and go out there while I figure out next steps.”
Vanessa nods, but the shock is still visible on her face.
“Thank you so much for coming,” I say. “I didn’t know who else to call. Everything’s just so overwhelming right now. Christopher—I know we looked happy, but he was …” My chest tightens. “It’s hard to explain.”
She puts her hand on mine on the table, her nails long, manicured talons. “I’m here for you, all right? I’m glad you reached out. Go, do whatever you need. I’ll take care of your baby girl today.”
I nod, so choked up by a wave of gratitude it takes a beat to respond. “There’s milk and juice in the fridge. I just fed her but if she gets hungry, there are some peanut butter crackers. This should only take a few hours, tops. Like I told you, I don’t have a cell phone right now.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll be right here, mama.” She moves to the bed, taking a seat near Tallulah. “You like kitties, huh? Guess what? I like kitties, too.”
That catches Tallulah’s attention. As I leave, the sweetness of that image lingers. Vanessa glows. She’ll be a great mother. A much better mother than me. God, I don’t know how I’m going to do it alone.
While walking the mile to the apartment, in a sickening blow from nowhere, I miss Christopher so badly I stop at a street corner to catch my breath.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
THE APARTMENT HAS BEEN UTTERLY RANSACKED.
Couch cushions on the floors, cupboards open. Christopher’s office has been stripped bare of every piece of electronic equipment and its entire file cabinet is missing, the safe open, empty. The scene seems post-apocalyptic. In my room, I focus on boxing up my most expensive items, things I can sell if I need to: jewelry, designer gowns, purses. A trembling hand hovers over the digital picture frame in my room that cycles through images of Christopher and me kissing in front of the Eiffel Tower, snorkeling in Mexico, making goofy faces in a photo booth. I watch our love story’s slideshow with sadness. Our life’s in shambles. Christopher’s in jail. And I did this. I did this. It was his fault, but it was my doing, and that responsibility is a heavy weight to carry.
Three boxes, two suitcases, and a trunk. Our entire lives now fit in three boxes, two suitcases, and a trunk. I ask the taxi driver to wait in the loading zone for me as I run into Sea one last time to grab a couple of things I left there—my favorite faux fur coat, a scarf my mom knitted for me. The lights are off. No one is inside, just the bubbling aquariums. In the office, the room has been overturned, gutted the same way Christopher’s office was. I pick my coat and scarf out of the pile and wander out to the kitchen, where the refrigerators I once picked out of a catalog hum, where nobody cooks anymore. The stench of rotten fish is in the air.
Out in the middle of the restaurant floor, half the tables are set and half still have chairs on top of them as if the place was shut down while staff was in the process of opening. I remember the magic of the first night Christopher showed me the space, the dream of it. I was right to feel that way. Like the end to a shitty movie, it was all nothing but a dream in the end.
I take one last walk downstairs to make sure someone stopped by to feed the fish. Our feeders mark it on a sheet that lives on the bottom floor each day. The FBI assured me the feeding would continue no matter what, but I imagine with everything they’re dealing with it’s a detail that could get overlooked.
Slowly, I make my way through the glowing turquoise tunnel, stopping to witness a glinting school of fish and a tiger shark. The memory replays in my mind of the romantic setup Christopher arranged that first night down here and I miss him again, so much I’m sick with it. I can hear my mother’s voice in my head saying, No one will ever love you the way Christopher loved you. Is that her voice? Has she said that to me before? Or is it Christopher’s words and her voice? Funny how our minds can deepfake anything they want and we seldom complain.
At the end of the hall, I’m relieved to double-check and see the feeding company has indeed continued feeding the fish. I pause here in the deepest corner of the restaurant, immersed in nostalgia. I almost can’t move. I don’t want to leave, for this to be over. I don’t want the spell to be broken. But then my gaze wanders up the steel ladder beside me and reminds me of that day I almost fell in the water—the day I swear he almost pushed me to the sharks. Either that or it was my old friend l’appel du vide.
“Fuck you, asshole,” I say.
And I don’t even know who I’m talking to exactly, but I hurry out of there and never look back.





CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
I FLY TO ARIZONA, where my mother cries into my shoulder as if I’m the one who was arrested.
“This is so awful,” she keeps saying. “There must be some misunderstanding.”
The extra room she cleared out for us still smells like a thousand dogs. Tallulah and I share about eight-by-eight square feet of space. My mother keeps trying to convince me that we need to find a defense lawyer who can get Christopher out of this; I tell her I’m done with him and she shakes her head at me, saying he brings out the best in me. Even after everything, a picture of Christopher and me hangs in her living room, on the opposite wall from where my dad’s portrait lives.
The weeks in Arizona feel eternal. I have nightmares of FBI agents raiding my mom’s house and charging me as an accessory. Tallulah cries for Olga every night and my mother complains that Tallulah’s crying gives her migraines. My mom’s complaining gives me migraines. The dogs yowl at all hours.
One of the federal agents who I'm in contact with informs me that Christopher has been charged with grand larceny and fraud and could possibly face separate charges for defamation. He enters a plea bargain and from that point on, I don’t hear updates anymore. I get emails from Bay Area reporters but delete them without responding.
“He got Finn Franklin to defend him, you see that?” Mom shows me an article on her phone. She’s beaming. Wouldn’t be surprised to hear she signed up for alerts for Christopher’s name, this woman is so obsessed with his case. “Franklin defended the state senator who was accused of strangling his wife, remember?”
I’m not sure how I’m supposed to respond to this news.
“Interesting,” I finally say.
“Pro bono,” my mom adds.
“What’s a bono?” asks Tallulah.
“You should reach out to him.” Mom ignores Tallulah. She picks up a fat library paperback and adjusts her reading glasses. “I’m sure he misses you.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“You’re never going to find another man who loves you the way Christopher loves you,” she says without looking up from her novel. “You know relationships are built on compromise. You know that, right?”
Get me the hell out of here.





CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
TALLULAH and I fly out to Florida in late May. On the airplane, as I thumb through a newspaper I bought at the airport, I’m shocked to see the headline NO PRISON TIME FOR DEEPFAKE GENIUS AND ENTREPRENEUR. It’s a story about Christopher, his handsome face smiling back at me from the black-and-white pages. I took that photo. Surreal.
Genius. I’m sure he’s loving seeing that. Why’s the media covering his case to this extent? Is it really that interesting? Apparently any case involving Finn Franklin gets you in the news.
“Is that Christopher?” Tallulah asks as she drinks her juice box.
“Yes,” I say.
She nods, as if it’s perfectly normal for mommy’s ex to be in the newspaper. According to what I read, Finn Franklin managed to get the bulk of evidence suppressed and multiple charges dropped. Christopher ended up slapped with parole, fines, an agreement to not create deepfakes of any kind moving forward, and restitution. That’s it. But the excerpt that brings my jaw to the floor is this one, tucked into the last paragraphs of the story:
McKinney claims his ex-girlfriend Pearl Blackwood, who managed and co-founded the restaurant, was a co-conspirator in the scam. He calls his sentencing “reverse sexism.”
Blackwood did not respond for comment.
I shut the newspaper, flames rising to my cheeks. That fucker.
Well, reading that only solidifies what I’m doing here—visiting Henrick and seeing if he might let Tallulah and I stay with him a while in Palm Beach. Who knows? If we charm him enough and it all works out, we could be a little family. But as soon as he opens his door, his arm around a tanning-bed-toasted, toothpaste-commercial-smiling woman who is younger than I am, I know the visit is going to be just that—a visit.
“This is my fiancée Angie,” Henrick says.
“Nice to meet you!” I say, even though I feel like a popped balloon.
I force a smile to my lips as he stoops with twinkling eyes, taking Tallulah’s tiny hand in his giant palm.
“I’ve heard a great deal about you,” he says. “How old are you again? Two?”
“Three and half,” she says proudly.
He laughs a booming laugh and welcomes us inside.
They’re wonderful hosts during our visit. I want to resent Angie, but I can’t—she’s nothing but sweet with us. They feed us and let us swim in their pool. Angie plays in the yard with Tallulah, blowing bubbles on their expansive lawn.
“She’s expecting,” Henrick tells me, pouring more wine into my goblet as we lounge on deck chairs. “A girl.”
“Really?” I ask.
“Yeah. Can you imagine? At my age?”
Neither of us say anything about Tallulah getting a sister but it’s in the air between us. A pregnant pause, if you will.
“Congratulations,” I tell him.
And I mean it. But I also wonder how different my life might have been if I had made different choices. Maybe I would be living in a six-bedroom mansion with a pool in Palm Beach.
“So what is it you’re looking for?” Henrick meets my eyes. “What brought you out here?”
“Change of scenery,” I say. “I’m losing my mind in Arizona.”
“Well, I was surprised to hear you wanted to visit.” Henrick runs a hand through his silver hair. “Never asked to come out here before. Of course, you’re welcome to … I was just surprised.”
“I don’t know what to do next,” I say, my voice tight. “Tell me what to do next.”
My throat burns and it hits me that what I’m here for isn’t what I thought I was here for. I thought I came for the possibility of a partner. What I really want is a parent.
“You need money?” he asks. “You know I’ll do what I can to help you get on your feet.”
I nod. “But it’s more than that. I don’t know where to go.”
“What about Santa Cruz? You liked it there. On our first date, that’s where you said you’d live if you could live anywhere.”
“Did I say that?” I ask.
I can’t even remember anything from our first “date” except how shocked I was that his body looked so good at his age and how hard he spanked me.
“Santa Cruz,” I murmur.
He’s already taking his phone out to wire me money for moving expenses. I feel guilty, a little gross that he’s so used to buying me off, but I don’t protest.
When I return to Arizona, I make the mistake of searching myself on the internet. Alarmed, I see that I’m now everywhere in local media, Christopher name-dropping me in quotes as somehow being partly responsible for the crimes he committed. The messages from reporters keep coming. But the worst thing of all is an email that comes from a gobbledygook address with no subject line. It contains a video. Before I even press play, I tense up, bracing myself. There I am, in a green sweater, grinning placidly.
“Pearl, you’ve made the hugest mistake of your life,” I say in the video. “Do you realize what you’ve done? You and Christopher were happy, so happy, and then you fucked him like a cold-hearted bitch. You’re done. Your life? It’s over. You might as well just—”
And then the me in the video takes a gun out, puts it to her temple, and pulls the trigger, brains and blood spattering everywhere.





CHAPTER FIFTY
I CONSIDER CALLING THE POLICE, but how would I prove who it came from? And from my short stint at the women’s shelter, I know how useless the police can be when it comes to men threatening women. Besides that, Christopher’s been implicating me in quote after quote in local media and I’m getting scared I’ll eventually be investigated if he doesn’t shut up. All I want is to move on and fly under the radar. If only I could erase myself. So I do the next best thing: I close my email account, start a new one, and deactivate my social media profiles. Then I pivot my undivided attention back to hightailing it to Santa Cruz, diving into the virtual process of apartment-hunting.
Shocking how expensive rent is, bad as San Francisco, but I’m determined to make a new life there. One without him. One that exists in a town where he can’t find me. It becomes a focus, a goal, the city transforming into my own personal Xanadu—Santa Cruz. They even sound alike.
The first week of June, I send my deposit to Wonderland trailer park to move in September first. The night before we leave for Santa Cruz, my mom drives Tallulah and me to her favorite Italian restaurant, Palazzo—the one Christopher took us to that first night she met him. She notes this fondly as we wait at a red light.
“Such a gentleman,” she says. “Wasn’t he? And oh, how he loved you. He loved you to the moon and back. Maybe someday, you’ll be able to forgive one another, to understand that love isn’t a placid lake but a wild river.”
Something boils over in me as I stare at my dad’s faded headshot hanging from her rearview, his big-shot smile and slick hair. I turn to my mother, the soft half-smile on her face.
“Mom, why would you keep this here?” I flick the picture. “Dad was an abusive asshole. Why would you want to be reminded of him?”
“He was not.” Her expression slackens. “Take that back.”
“No.”
“He did not abuse me.” She says it so insistently. “What is wrong with you, making up stories like that?”
“He—”
“We had a very happy marriage. We were married almost twenty years.”
“He—”
“We had a very happy marriage,” she repeats, louder this time. “He took care of me. Gave me everything I ever wanted.”
“But that’s just not the truth,” I say, as gently as I can.
“My truth is whatever in heck I want it to be,” she barks.
And that’s that. My gaze on the rearview, I focus not on my dad’s photo, but on Tallulah in the back seat. She looks at me with blank curiosity and I think, I will not do this to you. Mark my words—I will not make you bear witness to my self-delusion.
The next day, she and I drive to Santa Cruz in a moving truck. As soon I spot the forever blur of the ocean, my heart swells so big I swear it’s spilling out of me.
I’m in a strange new land and I’m home.





CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
SANTA CRUZ IS a windswept beach town nestled between redwood-covered mountains and the Pacific Ocean, with a long boardwalk where a wooden roller coaster rises like a serpent on the skyline. It’s home to surfers, skaters, beach lovers, drifters, new-agers, and college students. I’ve been here a handful of times on day trips since it’s only a couple hours from San Francisco. Never any significant time, though. Our new place is in Wonderland Mobile Home Park, where Tallulah and I live in a retro 1950s trailer with an attached sunroom. It’s six hundred square feet, but it’s cute, and it’s the only place we can afford. Anyway, after everything that’s happened, I’m positive it’s better to have a tiny home than it is to live in a penthouse with a psychopath who sends videos of me blowing my brains out.
Despite the 1950s vibe of our little house, it was a real pain in the ass to get an actual landline put in today. At least I have a phone now, a transparent trimline that glows when it rings. I can call Henrick to tell him we made it here in one piece.
“I’m not really understanding the refusal to get a cell phone,” he says.
I curl the cord around my finger. “I want a simpler life, a private life. I’ve told you about Christopher and what he’s capable of.”
“I hear you, but what happens when Tallulah goes to kindergarten and her teacher needs to send you an email?”
“Kindergarten is years away. Plus, I have an email address I check at the library computer.”
“You think this will solve your problems? I’ve been on this planet a lot longer than you have, Pearl, and I can tell you that this is just a phase. It’s like getting a new haircut and thinking you’ve reinvented yourself.”
There’s cheering on his end.
“Are you at a game right now?” I ask.
“Yes. So how about I call you back later?”
“I’ll make this quick. Can you send the child support check a week early? Just this month. I’m running low already because of all these unexpected moving costs—”
“Sure, sure. But Pearl, sweetie, you might need to think about getting a job.”
“I know,” I say, annoyed. “I called for money, not advice.”
“I’ll have Angie do it tomorrow morning,” he says.
I hang up the phone and Tallulah comes in, pajama-clad, hair a wild mess, and tugs on the phone cord with her index finger.
“Who was that?” she asks. “Uncle Henrick?”
I nod and pull her up into my lap for a hug. My girl, my sweet baby. Somehow, she got so inconceivably big. Time dripped and dripped and suddenly she’s almost four. All the drama, all the moving and the changes, and she’s remained a sparkle-eyed, curly-haired ball of light … most of the time.
“I love you so much, my noodle,” I tell her.
She puts a palm to my face and says, “Your breath smells like a trash can.”
“Love the honesty.”
I put her down on the floor, go gargle mouthwash.
After putting her to bed, I set myself up in the closet-sized bathroom, laying out my scissors, my box of hair dye, and the picture I ripped from a magazine. The woman in the picture is younger and prettier than I am. She has plump pink lips and impeccable bone structure and I have neither of those things. Still, I’m hoping this will work for me. I look in the mirror, pull my long blond hair up to try to imagine a change. I can’t. So I put the scissors to work.
Two hours later, I emerge from the shower and I don’t look like myself. I stand in front of the fogged mirror, the steam swirling in the air around me. My hair is a chocolate-brown shag cut with bangs. It’s messy and imperfect, but it does make me unrecognizable. I rub a circle in the fogged mirror for a clearer picture and smile at myself.
I don’t look like the Pearl in the video who blew her brains out. If Christopher saw me, I’ll bet he wouldn’t even know me.
The thought of that video is so unsettling, I check the front door again to make sure it’s locked and take one last peek out the window before blowing out a sigh of relief that there’s no sight of him.





CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
TALLULAH WAKES UP THIS MORNING, patters out in her footed pajamas, and stops cold in the middle of the living room. She shoots a long, accusing look my way. Then she points a tiny finger and screeches, “You are not my mommy!”
“It’s just a haircut!” I run my fingers through it, to show her. “See? Just hair.”
The sorrow, the betrayal, the despair in her face—you’d think I killed a puppy. I can’t help it, I start laughing.
“Put it back!” she yells, stomping her foot.
I kneel, so we’re the same height. “I can’t put it back. This is how it is now.”
“I hate it.”
I stand up. “Well, thank you for voicing your opinion. Would you like toast for breakfast?”
She nods.
“With a banana?”
She nods.
Off to the kitchen. Turns out, mothering is a bit like waitressing and dealing with unruly customers—only the tips suck.
I open the living room curtains while Tallulah eats her breakfast, the sight of the palm trees swaying across the street, the gush of sunshine pouring through the clouds. Bicyclists coast by on beach cruisers, a long-haired guy on a hoverboard, a couple women with coffee cups from the shop up the street. It’s so peaceful here. Only thirty miles south of Silicon Valley, yet the pace of life’s a world away.
Once we’re fed, dressed, and packed up for a day at the beach, Tallulah and I step outside. Our front yard is a patch of astroturf with a rusted wind spinner and a lawn chair that were here when we moved in. I lock the door and check it twice. When I turn around, a voice is calling, “Yoohoo! Yoohoo! Good morning, darlin! You headed to the beach today?”
I look up, shielding the sun from my eyes with my hand. It’s the woman who lives upstairs in the apartment building next door … what’s her name again? I met her when we were moving in and we’ve waved in passing since, but I have the memory of a goldfish cracker.
She’s coming down the stairs right now, holding tightly to the railing with one hand and using her cane to get down with the other. Tallulah and I wait for her at the bottom of the steps. The woman is wearing a loudly patterned muumuu, her short hair dyed black with an inch of silver roots. She’s dolled up with mascara and hot pink lipstick. She pants as she gets to the bottom step. I feel bad for her—poor woman with mobility issues up there on the second floor. Seems like there should be better accessibility in the building.
“Good morning!” I say to her. “Yep, another beach day.”
“Look at your hair!” she says. “My stars, I’d almost think you were someone else. And aren’t you just the cutest thing, with your little tutu?”
“It’s my ballerina bathing suit,” Tallulah says, twirling.
The neighbor laughs a deep belly laugh. “You remember my name, sugar?”
Oh, thank God. She’s going to tell us her name again.
Tallulah shakes her head, the little cherub. “Nope,” she says proudly.
The woman laughs again. “It’s Stormi. S-T-O-R-M-I.”
Of course, Stormi. How could I forget this sweet old lady has a stripper name?
“You going to kindergarten soon?” Stormi asks Tallulah.
She shakes her head.
“She’s about to be four, so we’re not quite there yet,” I tell Stormi.
“Oh,” Stormi says, as if this is the most heartbreaking thing in the world. “Well, if you ever need a sitter, you just send her on over to Stormi’s house. I’ve got—you’re never going to believe this—eight grandchildren. The oldest is … let’s see … twenty now, I think. The youngest is four.”
“Wow,” I say. “Where do all your grandkids live?”
“Back in Louisiana,” she says. “Baton Rouge and thereabouts.” She sighs a little wistfully. “Well, I hope you have a wonderful day at the beach.”
“We’re headed to Cuppa first—that coffee shop up the street,” I say. “You want me to pick up something for you?”
“Too kind of you,” Stormi says. “But I’m all right. Y’all take care, now. Bye bye, Lulu.”
“Bye,” Tallulah says.
Stormi turns around and starts back up the stairs at an excruciatingly slow pace. Seems like she’s alone up there, like my mom out in Arizona.
If Christopher met Stormi, he’d probably see a target with a red bullseye.
We walk to the coffee shop, the thought of him turning my stomach. I hate that he takes up space in my head, that he’s so burrowed into my brain that I walk the world playing What Would Christopher Do? While I’m rid of him, the idea of him remains, stubborn as a stain.
The beach is surprisingly cold and windy, fog still clinging to the shore. Still, Tallulah shivers in the waves and screams with delight. Then she parks herself in the sand and works on making a “beautiful mountain.” In the past, I would have pulled my phone out to take a picture or film a little movie. I would have posted it to social media and waited for the likes to pour in. But I know better now.
Pictures and movies will never be real life.





CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
A MAJOR DRAWBACK to landlines is that they’re flooded with telemarketers and robocalls. When I had a cell phone, spam calls announced themselves helpfully with all-caps POTENTIAL SPAM and I ignored them. Now I have to screen every call myself. Spam calls are pretty easy to recognize—there’s a long pause after I ask, “Hello?” before the person starts pitching me hotel discounts or solar panels. I’ve memorized a script and abruptly end every call with “Sorry, not interested. Please take me off your list.” I don’t think they’re actually taking me off their list, but it’s worth the try.
One night, I get a call that freaks me out. It comes around eight or nine p.m. when I’m unwinding after putting Tallulah to bed and even the sound of the ring makes me jump—I’m not used to getting calls this late.
“Hello?” I say.
The pause hangs here, where I expect a telemarketer to jump in. But they don’t. Instead, I’m met with silence. But it’s not quite silence—if I wait, if I listen closely, I swear I can hear a noise, a rolling sound like water bubbling and boiling. Then a gurgling sound as if a person is yelling underwater.
When I hang up, my stomach turns.





CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
LATER IN THE week I check the mail and when I spy an envelope with Angie’s curly handwriting in pink glittery ink, I jump for joy at the mailbox.
“Finally!” I say.
“You get something good there?” a voice says.
I look up. It’s Stormi at the foot of the stairs, smiling at me. She’s got a floppy beach hat on and holds a water canister.
“Oh, hi. Yeah, just a check I was waiting for.” I smile back. “Thank God for child support. What are you up to?”
“Going to water my garden. Where’s your little one?”
“Inside, coloring.” I put my hand up to block the sunshine from blinding my eyes. “Where’s your garden?”
“Round back. You haven’t seen it?”
I shake my head.
“Oh, it’s a little slice of heaven. Let me show it to you.”
I grab Tallulah and we follow Stormi first up the alley and then down a cement walkway lined with squat palm trees that runs along a pool, where Tallulah stops and peers through the chain link fence.
“You like to swim?” Stormi asks Tallulah.
Tallulah nods.
“Y’all can come swim in my pool anytime,” she says, continuing up the pathway. She’s not using a cane today, but still limps slightly as she walks. “My grandbabies love swimming, too.”
Past the pool, at the end of the walkway, Stormi unlatches a wooden gate. She pushes it open to reveal a shock of greenery—walls crawling with jasmine, pots bursting with technicolor flowers, even a fountain that tinkles in the corner next to a wrought iron table and chairs. I gasp at the unexpected beauty.
“Wow,” I manage.
“Ooooh,” Tallulah says. “Mommy, are we still in Santa Cruz?”
Stormi laughs, shuffling over to the hose coiled and hung on the side of the wall. “It’s a whole new world back here, isn’t it?”
“This is … part of the apartment building?” I ask.
“Go ahead, have a sit, relax,” Stormi says, gesturing toward the chairs and table as she fills her canister from the hose. I take a seat. Tallulah stands, entranced by the fountain, running her fingers through the waterfall. “Yes, this is my secret garden. When I bought this place, this was just a concrete courtyard. Can you believe it?”
“So you own the apartment building,” I clarify.
“Indeed I do.”
“You’ve got quite the green thumb,” I say. “I can’t even keep a houseplant alive.”
“Well, you’ve got a lot on your plate there already, nurturing that sweet baby girl.” Stormi takes her water canister and showers some lilies. “You raising her alone?”
I nod.
“Where’s her father?” Stormi asks.
Tallulah glances at me, as if waiting for me to answer, too.
“Not in the picture,” I say with a tight smile.
“I’m sorry. Nosy.” Stormi makes her way back to the hose. “I should shut my trap.”
“No, no, it’s okay,” I say. “I’m on my own though.”
“You got family in the area?”
I shake my head, tracing the pattern of the wrought iron table, the twisted tulip in the middle. “I’m kind of starting over here. I just got out of a … complicated relationship.”
“With the father?” she says.
“No, he’s great,” I say. “But he’s all the way in Palm Beach.”
“Palm Beach, that’s a nice place,” Stormi says with a raise of a single eyebrow that tells me she means a rich place.
“Yeah, he’s very well off. Patent lawyer.”
“Oooh, that must help keep y’all afloat,” she says with a chuckle. “Now I know why you looked so happy when you were checking your mailbox earlier.”
“Yeah. Unfortunately it’s not quite enough for childcare, but it helps.”
“If you need help, I mean it. I’m happy to watch her—”
“Oh, no no.” Heat rises to my cheeks. “I wasn’t fishing for free childcare, I swear.”
“I know you weren’t! I’m just being neighborly.” Stormi hands Tallulah her water canister. “Want to get those poppies over there for me?”
Tallulah takes the canister and, with the steadfast, dead-serious determination of a gymnast on a balance beam, walks it to the poppies.
“That’s sweet of you,” I tell Stormi, touched by her kindness.
Stormi raises her eyebrows, arms akimbo. “When was the last time you did something for yourself?”
“So long I can’t even remember,” I tell her. “I was thinking of hiring a sitter bot so I could go job hunting—”
Stormi gasps. “One of those machines? Those soulless companion bots? Oh, honey, please don’t. You hear about those companion bots that ran off from their owners? They’re still looking for two of them out in the hills of southern California. Imagine if one of them took off while they’re supposed to be watching your child. Or, God forbid, ran off with your child!” Stormi flashes a bright smile at Tallulah. “What a good job you’re doing! You’re making those poppies so happy!”
“They’re thirsty,” Tallulah says.
“They sure are, sugar,” Stormi laughs.
“The water is peeing on them,” Tallulah continues.
“Lulu,” I say, as a warning.
“And they’re drinking the pee,” Tallulah finishes proudly.
Oh, my pigtailed dreamchild. How I wish you knew when to read the room.
“No filter on this one,” I say to Stormi. “Sorry.”
But Stormi only laughs like my kid’s got a future in standup. And when we get ready to go, she asks Tallulah if she’d like to come back tomorrow to help her water again. Tallulah claps excitedly. I watch her take Stormi’s hand as we walk back to the house, crossing my arms and following behind, aching as I wonder what life would have been like if my relationship with my mom was better, if every time I asked for her support it wasn’t an imposition.
I know my mom once loved me. I’ve seen pictures of her holding me when I was a baby, the love that shone in her eyes. But as I got older, she showed less and less interest in me. That lack of interest extends now to my own child. I’ve tried to numb the sting of all this by telling myself she’s one of the worst judges of character I’ve ever known.
Must be where I got it from.





CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
TALLULAH and I part ways with Stormi in the alley and head toward our trailer.
“Look at the beautiful clouds, Mommy,” Tallulah says.
“Mmm,” I say, just noticing them up there for the first time.
Children are lucky to effortlessly thrive in the present moment. That’s one thing I love about motherhood—Tallulah is truly here all the time and pulls me out of the mire of my mind. As I unlock our front door and push it open, I stop and turn around just to take in the Rorschach clouds, the palm leaves waving, the salty scent of the ocean.
And then the smile melts from my face as my gaze pans to the man across the street.
Cinnamon-brown hair just slightly shaggy, sunglasses, a grin on his face. He’s standing on the sidewalk, facing us, as if he’s been watching us. There’s nothing striking about him, nothing flashy or memorable, nothing that stands out. But I’d know Christopher anywhere.
“Oh my God,” I whisper.
The ground falls out underneath me. Tallulah runs inside the trailer and all I can think is, he knows where we fucking live. I step inside and shut the door behind me as fast as I can and move to the curtain to peek outside, my pulse racing. But across the street, where I swear he was just a second ago, the sidewalk is empty. In fact, there’s not a person in sight.
I swallow, tell Tallulah I’ll be right back, and go outside again, running across the street to where I thought I saw him. I look up and down the sidewalk. But all I see is a flier-covered telephone pole, the word PAPA screaming from a neon-pink paper advertising something or other. I take one last gander up and down the street again, and the thought that I hallucinated, that he was never there at all, blitzes with a different kind of terror.
We all know video can’t be trusted. But perhaps even more disturbingly, often neither can eyewitnesses.
Our minds lie to us all the time.





CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
I MUST HAVE LOOKED out the window and checked the locks two dozen times since I saw Christopher this afternoon. After dinner, bath, stories, lullabies, and escorting Tallulah back into bed approximately a hundred times after she keeps wandering out again, finally, finally I hear her murmuring to herself in there and then silence.
Silence: at the end of a mother’s day, it’s sweeter than a symphony.
Peeking out at the street from the window one more time, I imagine him there, smiling at me, watching us. I close my eyes and try to tell myself to be here now. Focus on my shallow breath, relax the invisible hand of paranoia squeezing my chest. I should meditate, do yoga, listen to some positive mantras. But I shut the curtains and decide, screw it. I’m drinking wine instead.
I uncork a bottle, settle into the couch … and am startled by a rattling sound at the living room window. Throat tightening, I put my wine glass on the coffee table. I shoot up to a standing position.
Rattle, rattle, then a bang.
Panic creeps in—what do I do? All this time worrying about him, and I didn’t even come up with what I would do if he actually arrived. What if he still has that gun? What if he blows my head off, like in that horrible video? That seems too direct for him. He’s more like a cat who likes playing with a mouse until it’s bloody and limp. But I will not be fucked with anymore. I scurry to the kitchen, grabbing the largest knife from the block. A sound out front clatters, scuffles, another bang of metal against glass. I close my eyes as I stand against the front door, pulse rapid, ears ringing, waiting for my bravery to surge.
I pull the door open a sliver, peek outside. A gust of wind quivers the moonlit trees. There’s no one outside my door, no one anywhere in sight. My wind spinner is twirling with an agonizing creak. There, on the astroturf, my mailbox is on the ground.
That must have been the loud banging sound.
I take a deep breath, my muscles unclenching, and put the knife on the floor behind me. Stepping outside, my hair blows everywhere. I shiver and stoop down to pull my mailbox back up and lean it against the wall. The front is dented in, buckled, and the door won’t open. I stoop to pick up my mail from the ground. It’s all junk mail, rumpled and covered in faint muddy footprints.
With a frown, my finger traces the footprints, and I take another look at my caved-in mailbox propped against the side of the trailer. Did someone kick it? Did someone destroy my mailbox, step on my mail, and run away?
Enough, I tell myself. I’m on edge because of what I thought I saw earlier. I’m making up scary stories. It had to have been the wind.
I hate this feeling, like I’m unraveling, like I don’t know what to believe. I thought this was over. Now suddenly it’s like he’s here again. But he’s not, Pearl, the wiser me promises. I don’t know whether to believe her.
Back inside, I sit on the couch with the mail on my lap and wait for my pulse to settle. I can still hear the wind in the cracks of the window frame, like tiny screams.





CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
AT THE COFFEE shop later that week, there’s a handwritten Barista Wanted sign taped to the pastry case. Tallulah whines at my side about wanting hot cocoa instead of steamed milk and I ignore her, smiling at the young woman who is blasting death metal and wearing a scowl and black lipstick.
“You’re hiring?” I ask.
“Yeah, just for a Saturday afternoon shift. You interested?”
Even though I don’t know how it would work, I nod. This place seems like it would be fun—it has a mellow vibe, brightly painted walls and psychedelic artwork. “I live right up the street. I love this place.”
“Bring in your resume and we’ll set up an interview.”
“Mommy,” Tallulah says loudly.
“Lulu, mommy is talking to someone,” I say in the sweetest voice I can. “What’s your name?” I ask the cashier.
“Cecelia,” she says, rolling her eyes as if she hates her own name.
“I’m Pearl,” I say, just as I feel an intense pain surging. “Ow!”
Tallulah just bit my fucking hand. My mouth drops as I look down at her. She’s smiling. I look at the side of my palm, the purple bite marks from tiny teeth.
“Thanks,” I tell Cecelia, forcing my tone to remain upbeat. “I’ll be back.
I pull Tallulah to a corner and kneel to meet her at her level. “Lulu, that hurt me. You can’t bite people.”
“You don’t listen,” she says, brow furrowed. Tallulah has dramatic, dark eyebrows and when she glares at me this way, it’s intense.
“It doesn’t matter why, you don’t bite people. Look.” I show her my hand. “Look what you did.”
She looks at my hand, deadpan expression.
I stand up, annoyed. I consider telling her she can’t have the chocolate croissant I bought her that’s in my purse right now, but then I’d be inviting a public meltdown. Bringing Tallulah anywhere lately has been like carrying a pint-sized human grenade. I’m afraid an explosion’s coming at any second. “If you do it again, you’re not going to be allowed to have sweets.”
I walk a couple steps over to a bulletin board and scan the fliers as we wait for my pumpkin spice latte and her steamed milk. Yoga lessons. A piano for sale. Reiki therapy. A neon flier that says PAPA. Recognizing that one from the telephone pole across the street, I lean in to read the fine print.
PAPA: Psychopaths Are People Also. Have you ever been told you’re a psychopath? Do you suspect you might be one?
PAPA is a *MEN’S ONLY* space uniting to provide support, build community, and spread public awareness about our misunderstood condition. Join others like you at one of our weekly meetings Saturday mornings 10 a.m. at the Santa Cruz Community Center.
My muscles have already tensed up. But at the sight of the last line, I can’t even find the breath in my lungs.
Led by Proud Psychopath Christopher McKinney.





CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
I’LL TAKE a transaction over a favor any day—I’ve always had a hard time relying on people acting solely out of the goodness of their hearts. It kills me that not only did Stormi provide me with a personal reference for the job, but I took her up on her offer to watch Tallulah on Saturdays so I can work at Cuppa with nothing to give her in return. Before my first shift, I try offering her cash when I show up at her doorstep with Tallulah at my side.
“What is that?” Stormi asks, squinting at my hand. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Put that away. I can’t even believe anyone carries cash anymore.” She smiles at Tallulah. “Don’t you look pretty with those bows in your hair. Match your eyes. My,” she says, pointing her attention back at me. “Doesn’t she have unique eyes? They look gold. I’ve never seen eyes that color. And so piercing.”
We follow Stormi inside her dim apartment, which looks sparklingly clean, a robo-feather duster dancing along the knickknack shelves. She steps into her kitchen. I recognize the expensive appliances. Christopher’s kitchen—my kitchen too, I guess—was filled with them.
Adorably, Stormi seems to have dressed up today for the occasion. She has a sparkly silver top on and a chunky necklace that catches the lights.
“We going to have some fun today, sugar?” Stormi asks Tallulah.
Tallulah nods, pigtails bobbing, with such enthusiasm that you’d never know the kid’s never baked a thing in her life. I put my arm around her tiny shoulders.
“Thanks for letting me bring her by a little early,” I tell Stormi. “I have an errand I need to run first.”
“Well, we’re going to have a lot of fun,” she assures me.
“I’ll be right up the street,” I say, more to myself than to her. “I gave you the number, right?”
“Twice, actually. Now get the heck out of here.”
Outside, in the chilly morning air that smells like wet sand, I take a deep breath as I get on my secondhand beach cruiser and pedal.
Time to put an end to Christopher’s bullshit.





CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
“BEFORE WE WRAP UP, how about we welcome the new faces here today?”
Though I’m standing in the hall outside the room in the community center, overhearing the meeting bleeding out the door’s crack, I would know Christopher’s voice anywhere.
“You there,” he continues, “with the dapper sweater and glasses? You’ve got to tell me where you shop, by the way.”
Which is so something he would say. Christopher has a PhD in kissing ass.
“My name is Marvin,” a man’s voice says. “My wife buys my clothes online. And I’m a psychopath—though I’m still in the closet.”
“Welcome, Marvin,” a chorus of men’s voices responds.
“Great to have some new folks joining this group today,” Christopher goes on. “And how many guys in this room are like Marvin—still trying to keep your psychopathy a secret, for fear of judgment?” A pause. “Geez. Over half. Wow. How sick is that? How sick is our society?”
“Motherfucker,” a man bursts out. “Burn it all to the ground!”
“Shut up, Wendell,” someone says, with a boredom in their voice that suggests that this isn’t the first time someone has told Wendell to shut up.
“Seriously,” someone else mutters. “People like you make the rest of us look bad.”
“We’ve got to wrap, people,” Christopher says. “But before we do, repeat after me: I am a psychopath.”
“I am a psychopath,” the chorus echoes, making my skin crawl.
“I am proud of the man I am.”
“I am proud of the man I am.”
“I am not necessarily evil.”
“I am not necessarily evil.”
“I am a member of a marginalized group.”
“I am a member of a marginalized group.”
Some claps. A whistle. Someone saying, “Hallelujah!”
This is so skin-crawlingly weird.
“Hold onto those talking points,” Christopher says. “For those of you out of the closet, try a talking point out on a non-psychopath and come back to report next week.”
“What if I don’t want to?” a man challenges.
“Then you don’t have to. Good day, Anton.”
The sounds of people shuffling. Someone saying, “Watch where you’re stepping.” Then someone else saying, “Watch where you’re standing in those clown shoes.” Then a voice yelling, “Motherfuckers!” And multiple people saying, “Shut up, Wendell.”
I scurry a few steps to pretend to be studying a bulletin board. I must look pretty stupid, because there’s nothing pinned to it, but no one seems to notice as the door opens and people pour out of the room, the murmur of conversation and footsteps trailing behind me as they leave the hall. While my gaze is pointed to the bulletin board, my focus is really my side-eye to make sure I don’t miss Christopher in the throng of people exiting. The traffic dies down after a minute and it seems like most everyone has left the room. I hope I didn’t miss him in the rush. I turn, passing a few people waiting to use the room next, and walk to the doorway, my boots clicking on the linoleum. Then I step inside the room.
His back is turned to me. He’s listening to someone—a young guy with bad skin who waves his hands a lot when he speaks. “So it’s like, for every person you get to sign up, you get a hundred bucks and if they get someone to sign up, you get two hundred.”
“I’m sorry, Dirk. I’m not looking for any more business opportunities.”
Dirk performs a long sigh, puts his coat on—a ski coat that seems an odd choice for September in California. “You’ll be sorry you didn’t get in early, man.”
“That’s my cross to bear,” Christopher says gravely.
Dirk passes me without a word as he hurries through the doorway. Christopher’s erasing the whiteboard that has the words “marginalized,” “neurodivergent,” and “NOT EVIL” written on it.
So wrong. This is all so very wrong. And so very Christopher.
I clear my throat, catching his attention. He turns around.
“Pearl,” he says, looking genuinely shocked. A grin spreads slowly over his face. He puts the eraser down and steps over to me. His hair has grown out around his ears. He’s got a manicured five o’clock shadow. He’s tanner and there appear to be crow’s feet around his bright, hazel eyes. I guess it has been a hell of a year. “Your hair. You look absolutely stunning.”
My fingers touch my bare neck. I hate myself for the flattery that flutters. I bite my tongue to keep myself from accepting his compliment.
“What on earth are you doing here?” he asks.
I fold my arms over my chest. “What do you think I’m doing?”
Such satisfaction, to stump him. He opens his mouth but offers no response.
“I saw you across the street from my house,” I say. “And—did you kick in my mailbox?”
By his bewildered expression, you’d think I just spoke gibberish to him. “Excuse me?”
“Why did you follow me here?”
“I …” He runs a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It seems you’re the one who followed me—” He does a voila gesture at the room. “—here.”
“You know what I mean. Here. Santa Cruz. What are you doing?”
“I live here, Pearl.” He blinks at me. “I’m sorry—do you live here, too?”
Christopher fucking lives here? In my new city? It takes strength for me to not slap his face. “Yes,” I say, through my teeth. “Drop the act. Just tell me—what is it you want?”
He blinks, looking utterly fascinated.
“That video? Me blowing my brains out? What the fuck, Christopher?”
He holds his hands up. “I plead the fifth.”
“I thought your sentence included no more deepfakes.”
“It did. I’m a new man. That video was technically made before the sentence was issued, by the way.”
“What is all this?” I ask, gesturing wildly to him and his entire existence. “You want to scare me? Intimidate me? Is this about making me miserable? Look, my life’s already been ruined.”
“Your life has been ruined.”
I bite the side of my tongue, a fire burning in my chest.
His expression darkens, his smile gone in an instant. “You ruined our lives. Have you forgotten you threw me under the bus?”
“Telling the truth about someone is not throwing someone under the bus.”
His lips perk up on one side. “You’ve always had an amazing ability to bend the truth to fit your needs.” He leans in. I have the odd urge to kiss him, which is disgusting. “That’s one of my favorite things about you.”
“What are you doing?” I repeat. “What are you after?”
He breathes in deeply and takes a step back from me—almost as if he, too, is feeling the chemistry between us and is resisting it. “Pearl,” he says in a tired voice. “I’m just trying to do the same thing as you—start over. It’s no coincidence we both ended up here. Santa Cruz is a well-known paradise and it’s not even that far from the city. Thinking you’re the only one drawn to this beautiful place is a bit narcissistic of you.”
There’s a knock at the door, a woman popping her head in, dangly earrings glittering. “So sorry to intrude! I just—I’m with the Screenaholics Group and we’re supposed to be able to use this space at eleven sharp. Are you …?”
“Yes, we’re leaving.” Christopher flashes the woman a smile and grabs his markers. “So sorry. Didn’t realize we’d gone over time.”
The woman comes in, giggling to Christopher that it’s fine, really, and we go out. The hall is abuzz with people waiting to enter the room. As I stop to locate the closest exit, Christopher pulls me into a generous closet filled with electronic equipment. He closes the door and pulls a string to pop a light bulb on over our head. Under the yellow light, I see there’s sweat on his brow. The ease with which he pulled me in here, the lack of resistance from me, is frightening.
“You still want me,” he says, as if in disbelief. “After everything that happened—you still want me.”
He says it with such certainty, such playfulness dancing in his expression, for a moment I wonder if it’s the truth. But no. This is how it’s always been with him: he says it and, like magic, he makes it real.
Not anymore.
“What is the end goal?” I ask him, cocking my chin. “To bug me? Record me, blackmail me?”
“As noted earlier, my deepfake days are done.”
“I’m sure,” I say flatly. “What is it you’re after? Money?”
He reaches out and straightens the scarf around my neck, affectionately. “Pearl, I know you’re worth nothing.”
I bat his hand away. “Then what? You want to get me in trouble?”
“Clearly you’re an expert at avoiding it.”
“What’s this about?” I try again, softening my tone. “You want to drive me to the brink?”
“Do I hold that kind of power over you?” he asks, angling his head inquisitively.
“You want to hurt me?” I ask, in almost a whisper.
His eyes twinkle.
“Kill me?” I go on.
He scoffs. “Where’s the fun in that?”
“Is this about revenge?”
“If it was, would I tell you?”
Answering questions with questions. He’ll run me around like this all day long if I let him. I put my hand on the doorknob and stab a finger in the air toward the middle of his face for emphasis, enunciating every word.
“Stay the fuck away,” I say.
As I pop the door open and turn to leave, he asks, “How’s Tallulah, by the way?”
I freeze, my blood pressure skyrocketing. Slowly, I turn to him, a glare ready on my face.
“What’s her personality like?” he goes on, brushing some lint off his shirt. “Is she demure and self-critical, like her mother—or is she more of a go-getter like her father?”
I consider clocking him in the face.
“Henrick,” he finishes after a loaded beat.
“If you ever come near Tallulah, I will have you arrested,” I say. “In fact, if I see you anywhere near my house—”
“I was just being polite, asking about your daughter.” He puts his hands up. “Bit of an overreaction.” He pushes past me, gently, going into the hall, not looking behind him. “Goodbye, Pearl.”
And then he turns a corner and I’m left feeling like I’ve lost it.





CHAPTER SIXTY
AT CUPPA, the woman who trains me is probably ten years my junior. Maybe “woman” is a reach. She’s so young I don’t even know if she is one yet. It’s the same barista Cecelia who’s been in here every time I’ve dropped in, daughter of the owners. She’s wearing Army pants, two giant braids on the top of her head, and black lipliner with no lipstick.
“So like, when you steam some milk, right? You want to make sure you’re kinda moving that shit around and doing it by hand, ‘cause no one wants some burned-ass milk with some weak-ass froth on their cap.” She turns up the rap on the stereo, mouthing a line before turning it back down again and continuing her lesson. She bangs on a plastic drum-shaped container. “Did we go over seasonals yet?”
I shake my head.
“This is the nastiness known as pumpkin spice mix,” Cecelia says. “Because you know it’s not September until we’re poisoning everything with this basic-bitch shit.”
I nod. Note to self: don’t divulge my love for pumpkin spice lattes to Cecelia.
“Am I overwhelming you?” she asks.
This feels like a new low—getting trained by a girl who must still be in high school for a job that pays minimum wage, a job nowhere near as fancy as Sky and a solar system away from running a business worth millions. I thought it would be good for me to get back to work, to do something different, easy, so close to home. But instead this just feels humiliating.
“No, I got it,” I say with a smile.
I leave my first shift with a pocket full of ones from tips, something I haven’t had for a long time.
When I get to Stormi’s, Tallulah is clearly not happy to see me. I wipe the chocolate stains from the edge of her mouth. “Sorry, noodle, but it’s time to go.”
“I want to stay, Mommy,” Tallulah says, face darkening.
Tallulah’s holding a doll in one of her hands—tangled blond hair, blue eyes frozen open.
“What is … that?” I ask.
“We found it in a free box by the curb,” Stormi says. “Bunch of old toys someone left. There were some puzzles, too, though I doubt they have all their pieces. But don’t worry, I wiped her down and disinfected her. I just hate to see old toys go to waste!”
The thought of bringing a garbage doll into my house isn’t exactly appealing, but I’m not about to say it. I can tell a tantrum’s brewing already in Tallulah.
She stamps her Mary Jane on the floor. “I don’t want to go home!”
“Thank you so much, Stormi,” I say, as warmly as I can while picking up my thrashing toddler.
At least Tallulah waits until Stormi’s door is shut before screaming bloody murder.





CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
BEFORE ARRIVING in Santa Cruz a couple months ago now, I sold my laptop, my smartphone, the brand-new reissued Maxine smart device still in its box, the robot vacuum cleaners and feather dusters. Christopher’s time working at Jolvix had given him deep discounts on so many high-tech gadgets and even looking at them made me want to throw up.
There’s a lightness that comes with not relying on technology, a stripped-bare sense of freedom. It’s also isolating, not going to lie. When night hits and Tallulah’s sleeping and I’m alone in the trailer, there’s nowhere to escape myself. No phone to pick up and scroll feeds of other people’s lives to forget Pearl for a little while. I don’t even own a television so there’s nothing to watch. Sometimes I put a record on the portable record player. Or I pick up a book and try to read—though even there, I sometimes find the sound of my own inner voice too distracting.
The retro spin I’ve given our new chapter is cute, though. The vintage furniture, the bell-bottomed jeans I wear almost daily as if I’m pretending to be a time traveler. I still find myself patting my back pocket for my smartphone every time Tallulah’s doing something adorable and I want to take a picture, then realize I have to go find the polaroid camera … at which point, the moment has usually passed. My heart aches thinking that Tallulah’s growing so fast and I might not be making enough of a record of her—but then I tell myself, I’m here with her. I’m here with her, every moment of the day, in a way I never was before when I had rolls of photos and videos of her I posted online to great accolades from acquaintances and strangers. And isn’t my presence with her more valuable than all that? Isn’t it?
Though I know it’s true, right now it doesn’t feel that way. Because I’m standing in the bathroom, my jaw dropped, watching as Tallulah plops crayons into our toilet one by one.
“Excuse me,” I say, hands on hips. “What are you doing?”
Tallulah looks up at me. Her doll is sitting next to her, on the edge of the bathtub, with that fixed smile and wide eyes.
“I’m busy,” she tells me.
“Tallulah Jane,” I say, stooping to yank the crayons from her hand. “Why on earth would you do that? You know you should never flush anything down the toilet.”
“Don’t,” Tallulah yells. “I was making a rainbow pumpkin latte!”
I begin laughing because I can’t help myself. That only seems to piss her off.
“Stop laughing!” she yells, coming over and hitting my leg.
My smile melts. “Lulu, this isn’t okay.”
She hits me again.
“Lulu!” I say, voice climbing. “You know it’s not okay to hit and flush things down the toilet. What has gotten into you?”
Her lip juts out and tears spring to her eyes. “Don’t be mean, Mommy.”
“Why are you being like this?” I ask. “I don’t understand.”
“I wish I didn’t live with you.”
I stand up straighter, an invisible arrow piercing my heart. “Where do you wish you lived?”
“With Olga.”
I swallow. “Well, Olga’s gone now, baby. She was a nanny. I’m your mom.”
“I wish I had a nanny instead of a mom!” she yells, then pushes past me to go to her room, her little bare feet stomping on the carpet and making the thin walls rattle.
Trying to contain my rage, I follow her, but she shuts the door in my face.
“I need space!” she says.
Man, if this is toddlerhood, what the hell am I in for when she’s a teenager?
I stand on the other side of her door, listening to her cry, my chest tearing open. And though I badly want to go in there and hold her, we recently went over the concept of “needing space” to cool off so I’ve got to respect it right now. I know I’m an adult and she’s a child and I need to be the bigger person both literally and figuratively—but I’m gutted thinking that my child prefers her nanny to me.
A few minutes later she comes out with a runny nose and tear-stained cheeks. I hug her and wipe her down. “Listen, I’m sorry I raised my voice,” I say, planting a loud smack of a kiss on her cheek. “But the crayon thing? That wasn’t okay. And you can’t hit me. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Mommy,” she says in a tiny, exasperated voice, bending her neck back and closing her eyes as if I’ve said this a thousand times already. “I’ll never do it again.”
“Can I have a hug?”
“I don’t want hugs, I just want macaroni.”
I blow out a sigh and stand up. “All right.”
In the kitchen, I fill a silver pot with water, put it on the stove, and stare at it, arms akimbo. I am trying to ignore the burn in my chest, the rejection I feel from my own daughter, to swat away the scene that just happened. The horrific whispers that come with it—the nagging sense that something is wrong with Tallulah to behave the way she does and talk to me the way she does. That if there’s something wrong with her, it’s my fault. Or worse, that it’s not my fault at all.
Nurture, nature, equal horrors.





CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
ONCE UPON A TIME, I served foie gras to millionaires in a four-star restaurant. These days, I serve sliced hot dogs in boxed macaroni and cheese in a trailer. I haven’t been to a restaurant in ages and yet my whole world used to revolve around them. Sometimes I sit at the dinner table with Tallulah and flashback to my life before this and it feels like I’m remembering a dream.
“How’s dolly doing?” I ask, using my fork to point at Tallulah’s doll who sits on a chair staring at us as we eat macaroni.
“Good,” Tallulah says.
“Does she have a name?”
Tallulah studies the air a moment before replying, “Chrissy.”
I stop chewing. The room seems to still.
“What’s her name again?” I finally respond.
“Chrissy,” Tallulah says, taking a sip of milk from her miniature neon cup.
My chest tightens. I put my fork down. “Where did that name come from?”
Tallulah beams a cheerful smile. “It’s just … it’s just what I call her sometimes.”
I force myself to swallow my food, but my appetite has suddenly shrunk.
Tallulah chatters to me about how much fun she has with her “best friend” Stormi and the “secret garden” and I nod and smile but I can feel myself shrinking and all I can think is, why Chrissy? Chrissy of all names. A conspiracy starts to percolate in my mind, but you know, maybe she misses him. Maybe it’s that simple. They lived together for years and even though he never showed much interest in her, he was of course part of her everyday life.
Chrissy.
Tallulah goes to wash her hands and I’m left alone at the table staring at the doll still perched on a chair. I shiver. Dolls have always creeped me out, and this one’s got about as much charm as a ventriloquist dummy. After clearing the table, I pick it up and squeeze her plastic belly, peek under her skirt, unbutton her and examine her back. I don’t know what I was expecting, but all I see is smooth plastic.
It’s unbearable sometimes carrying a feeling like the whole world’s about to crumble in on us. I don’t know anymore if it’s how I’m wired or if Christopher warped me or if there really is something I should be afraid of. I’ve always carried a darkness in me, I guess—I don’t know if that’s the right word. It’s an uptightness, a permanent sense that shit’s ready to hit the fan. Christopher said I was like prey.
“Like a rabbit, never able to relax,” he’d say with a lupine grin.
How sweet and easy life must feel when you’re a predator.





CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
THE NEXT MORNING, after Tallulah and I come back for a walk, I open the door and freeze when I see a neon pink flier on our carpet. As Tallulah goes running inside to her room, I stoop to pick it up and my stomach churns.
PAPA: Psychopaths Are People Also. Have you ever been told you’re a psychopath? Do you suspect you might be one?
It’s the same flier I saw in the coffee shop. Someone—I have a wild guess who—slipped it under my door.
I clench my jaw, balling up the flier and throwing it against a wall. He’s trying to torture me. He has to be. This is too much, too many things happening to be coincidences. There was the phone call, the mailbox, now the flier. He’s trying to make me afraid, but right now I’m just pissed.
There has to be more to this story. This all feels too juvenile for him. These are pranks a teenager could pull off. Christopher’s innovative. He plays the long game. This must be part of something bigger and I have to figure out what it is.
I stop pacing, an idea floating to mind like a bubble. What if I figured out a way to listen in on their meeting?
Pearl, the other Pearl says sternly.
Yes, I know, it might be illegal. Even if not, it’s immoral. I of all people know the particular sense of violation that comes with being recorded or eavesdropped on without consent.
Then again, what if it wasn’t a recording device in there, but instead a phone “accidentally” got left in the room? Is that even really “bugging,” by definition? What if that phone just happened to be left there, mid-phone call, so the person on the other end of the line—me—could hear it?
It’s such an ethical stretch I almost break in half justifying it to myself. But I do. Because immoral or not, I need to know what Christopher is up to in there. It’s one time. One meeting. After that, I won’t need to do anything like this again because I’ll know from listening whether this meeting is truly just an innocent exercise in community building or if it’s part of some plot to ruin my and Tallulah’s lives.
I’m not using a bug device. It’s a public meeting. I’m not breaking into anyone’s house or anything.
Those cheap burner phones for sale at the corner store—I’m going to pick one up. I know I said I’m trying to avoid technology, but it’s not like a flip phone’s going to make me more accessible to Christopher. It won’t even have the internet. I have to do this. He’s given me no choice.
Because I think that might be the only way I can win the game he’s playing.





CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
SATURDAY MORNING, I drop Tallulah off with Stormi, who has an entire day planned: muffin-baking in the morning, frozen pizza for lunch, a brand-new plastic tea set to pass the afternoon. Though Stormi’s chipper and bustling around her apartment, she’s wearing a neck brace.
“You okay?” I ask.
“Oh,” she sighs, touching it. “Just an injury from years ago acting up again. My advice? Don’t get old, honey. Just don’t do it.”
“I’m so sorry you’re in pain. You sure you’re okay to watch her?” I ask. “I don’t want you to strain yourself—”
“No, no, no. I’ve been looking forward to this all week. Bought some tulip bulbs, just for you—though I’m not sure we’ll get to them today with that weather. Brrrr,” Stormi tells Tallulah, who is painfully adorable in her furry purple jacket and twin buns atop her head as she hugs her doll. Stormi turns to me. “She told me tulips were her favorite flower.”
The word “tulips” makes me flinch, but I try not to show it.
“That’s so fun, Lulu,” I say, squatting to say goodbye. Tallulah lets me hug her but doesn’t hug me back. Instead, she hurries to the countertop where the tea set gleams from its plastic package.
“I swear, Stormi.” I shoot her a look as I stand back up. “You’re spoiling her.”
Stormi puts a hand to her cheek, her long red nails shining. “You know I can’t help myself. I found that on discount. It hardly cost a thing.”
I raise my eyebrows. “Mmm-hmm.”
Sometimes when I’m near Stormi, I ache for my mother. Moreso, I ache for the things my mother’s never been able to give me, the hole she occupies in my heart. It’s strange to grieve for a woman who’s still alive, who I still talk to regularly, but that’s how it feels. My neighbor makes me and my daughter feel more welcome than my own flesh and blood. I give Stormi a hug, careful of her neck brace. She smells like the perfume counter at a department store.
“Thanks for taking her early this morning,” I say.
“You know it’s a pleasure.” Stormi takes Tallulah’s hand. “I love having you here, sugar!”
Tallulah does a jump for joy in the air and Stormi chuckles.
“Where’re you off to?” Stormi asks me. “Breakfast date?”
I scoff. “Yeah right. No, I’m …” It occurs to me that saying I’m about to spy on my ex’s psychopathic men’s group is probably not something I should admit to, so I clear my throat and instead say, “I’m going out to breakfast with a friend.”
“Ah.” Stormi raises her stenciled black eyebrows. “A friend.”
I ignore the insinuation. Yeah, right. I’ll probably never date anyone again. Tallulah’s gone back to studying the tea set.
“Behave today, Lulu,” I say.
“She always does,” Stormi says. “She’s an angel over here.”
If only you saw her at home, Stormi. The day before yesterday it was the crayon incident. Last night, she asked if there was a mommy store where she could buy a different mommy. And yet.
“She’s the best,” I tell Stormi.
I mean it, too. Despite our issues, despite feeling like I’m getting something wrong with her and can’t quite figure out what, I love that little girl so much. I would do anything for her.
Which might explain why I’m willing to do something so outlandish today.





CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
I STEP OUTSIDE and head down the stairs. The palm trees sway wildly and the sky’s charcoal clouds threaten rain. Hurrying into my trailer, I take the burner flip phone from my pocket and dial my own number. I answer the call from my landline, leaving the phone off the hook. Then I drop the open flip phone in my pocket and go outside to get on my bike and ride it as fast as I can to the community center, where I don’t even lock my bike up. I zip inside, find the meeting room, and, with trembling hands, I jump to put the phone up on top of a storage cabinet. No one can spot it there. Then I sprint out of the room and hop on my bike to ride home. I get back just as fat raindrops begin patterning the pavement.
While locking my bike up, a woman in a plastic poncho with a shopping cart full of bagged recyclables glares at me from the sidewalk.
“She’s a scam artist!” she screams.
Just what I need—an unhinged stranger having an episode in front of my house. I turn to my door, ignoring her, unlocking it with shaky hands.
“Watch out!” Plastic Poncho yells. “She’ll take everything!”
Once inside my trailer, I lock the door and lean against it as I catch my breath. I’m damp and shivering like someone in shock. I could throw up from the stress, but instead what bursts out of me is a long, tear-jerking bout of laughter.
Because holy shit, I did it.
On the counter, my phone’s off the hook. I pick it up and hear a distant murmuring. I can’t believe my janky flip phone idea worked. I’ve bugged their meeting and they have no clue.
How does it feel now, Christopher?
The kitchen clock says it’s almost ten. I will my breath to remain steady and glance at the phone receiver on the counter, buzzing with unintelligible noise.
“Well, guess I’m doing this,” I whisper.
I pick up the receiver and put it to my ear, leaning against the wood-paneled wall as I listen. That warm male voice with the confident lilt of a public speaker—I recognize Christopher before I understand a single word.
Closing my eyes, I give the phone my complete attention. I try to still my entire body so all I can concentrate on is understanding what I’m hearing. But while the gist is there—Christopher’s voice, laughter peppered in, other voices interjecting—I’m not able to hear anything with clarity.
I frown. Damn it. All that effort, and I put the burner too far away to pick up anything.
There are a few words I recognize and as I hear them, I write them down on a piece of paper.
Glad you could
Together
Without community
Freaks
Recognize
Problem
Rebranding exercise
Then the sound changes on the line into chatter, overlapping voices. It’s indecipherable. I check the clock—the meeting’s more than half over and all I have so far is a list of nonsense. They’re clearly discussing something and I have no idea what it is.
I sit hunched on a stool at my counter, pen poised for minutes on end. I’m such a fool. If Christopher knew about this, I’m sure he’d laugh at me and tell me what a stupid plan this is. He would have come up with something so much cleverer than this.
Then the audio seems to come in clearer for about thirty seconds. I jot down every word I catch.
Psychopaths
Campaign
Partner
Restaurant
Pearl Blackwood
I gasp and drop my pen.
Holy shit. He’s talking about me.
He’s talking about me to a room full of psychopaths.





CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX
THE SOUND GETS MUFFLED after that, and then the meeting ends a little before eleven. I’m so shaken up that I feel ready to jump out of my own skin. The rain has waned to a drizzle, so I grab an umbrella and go for a walk, as if I can outpace the dread. I walk around the neighborhood. Every telephone pole I pass has a neon pink flier stuck to it. I don’t know how I’m ever going to escape him. I’ll bet if I up and moved somewhere else, there he’d pop up again, acting like it was pure coincidence.
Why was I mentioned in the meeting?
The other Pearl talks me down: he was probably filling in his backstory. He was explaining what happened with Sea. It’s not surprising that he would mention me. He loves dropping my name to any media outlet that quotes him, why wouldn’t he drop my name in a meeting he’s leading? It doesn’t mean the entire meeting revolved around me. It’s a bit narcissistic of you to think so, isn’t it, Pearl?
I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, halted by my voice in my head. It sounds like my voice. But didn’t Christopher say that to me? It’s a bit narcissistic of you.
People can be poison. He’s poisoned my mind.
I glance at my watch. Shit. I’ve wandered half a mile from my own neighborhood and now I’m going to be late to work.
At Cuppa, Cecelia waits behind the counter with heavy eyeliner and a murderous glare. There’s a long line of customers waiting for drinks and she’s zooming between the register and the espresso machine.
“You’re late,” she says.
“Sorry,” I tell her.
She tosses me a paper cup. “Get your apron on, start this double latte, and don’t let it happen again.”
I swallow, ignoring the sting of humiliation from being chewed out by someone basically half my age, and do as I’m told.





CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN
AFTER WORK, the sun comes out at the end of the afternoon, the rainy sidewalks sparkle, and the world’s painted more vividly in its dampness. I pick up Tallulah and tell her we’re going to the library, which thankfully seems to distract her from throwing a fit when we leave Stormi today. I bought a bike trailer this week so I can tow Tallulah around town, and after I strap on our helmets, she can’t wait to go for the ride.
We take the long way, up along the beach and across a walking bridge so we can pass the Boardwalk, the roller coaster looping and Ferris wheel turning as we veer around the people-traffic on the sidewalks.
“See that?” I call back.
“I want to go there!” she shouts gleefully.
“We will soon, I promise!”
At the library, I set her up on a chair near me with a pile of board books to flip through. Meanwhile, I settle into my seat. My hands hover over the keyboard. I glance back over at Tallulah, who appears engrossed in her books.
Signs of child psychopathy, I type.
Pages upon pages of search results appear. I scroll through them, my stomach tying itself into a knot, but then close the window without clicking. It’s a fear so discreet I’ve never dared to type it; even seeing the words child and psychopathy so near each other unleashes panic. I shake the thought from my mind and open a new window, a fresh search bar to type into.
Can you bug a public room California
According to what I read, in the Golden State it’s illegal to place a covert listening device in any room, public or private, without the consent of the people you’re recording. Not surprising. What does surprise me, however, is the loophole that says that the consent requirement is excluded in circumstances where the parties can “reasonably expect” to be overheard or put on the record.
I drum my fingers on the table, mulling over the phrase “reasonably expect.” Couldn’t it be argued that, at a public meeting, you could “reasonably expect” to be overheard? Prop a door open, a window … any passerby might accidentally hear you. Such is the price paid to conduct meetings in a public space.
Following that train of logic—couldn’t I buy a better listening device instead of using a flip phone?
“Ouch!” I say.
A nasty pinch on my leg breaks me out of my reverie.
I jerk my neck to see Tallulah there, smiling placidly, a thumbtack in her fingers.
“Did you just—” I look around me, to see if anyone else is here to witness us. But there are only a couple of students studying at tables with their backs to us and another with his head down, snoring. “Did you just stab me with a thumbtack?”
Tallulah doesn’t answer.
“Give me that,” I whisper, pulling it from her hand. “That’s so mean, Lulu. Why?”
“It’s good to be bad to bad people,” she says.
Speechless. I’d like to raise my voice, but we’re in a public library. Fuming, I log out of the computer, grab her hand, and go outside.
“What did you say in there?” I ask as we stand near the bikes.
She shrugs.
“Lulu.” My eyes fill. “You hurt my feelings.”
I wait for her to respond, but she only stares past me, as if I’m not even here.
After a beat, I say, “You scare me sometimes.”
Saying nothing, she only peers down at her Mary Janes and hugs her doll, whispering in its ear. Great. Now she’s talking shit about me to a toy. Something about her brow, the crease in it … she reminds me of someone. I suck in a breath and don’t let myself finish the thought. I clip on her helmet, zip her in the bike trailer, and head home, grateful for the cold evening air as I ride because it numbs the sting I’ve become.





CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT
EVEN THOUGH I’M dying to know what’s discussed in PAPA’s meetings, I let Christopher’s merry band of psychopaths go for a couple weeks. After letting it percolate in my mind, I’m not sure what I really heard anymore. My name, sure, but that doesn’t seem enough to justify a full-fledged freakout. Plus, I need to focus on what’s important. I have bigger things to worry about.
For one, Henrick’s check is lagging. I don’t have enough money to pay off my credit card. I’ve found myself ringing up lattes at Cuppa, my fingers lingering on the pile of twenties an extra moment before banging the door shut. I can’t believe my life has come to this—that now I’m taping a sign to the tip jar that says HELP ME PAY FOR MY KID’S BIRTHDAY PARTY.
“Playing the pity card.” Cecelia flicks it with a black acrylic nail. “Clever.”
I blow on my pumpkin spice latte to cool it down, watching her open the register with a ding, take a hundred bucks out, and replace it with an IOU written on the back of a scrap of paper. Perks of being the owners’ daughter.
“Later,” she says, leaving me behind the counter alone.
I’m contemplating how far I’ve fallen that I envy this girl when a group enters the coffee shop, all in neon pink shirts, men with loud booming voices. There must be twenty, at least. It happens occasionally—sports teams, church groups, college kids studying together. But the hot pink shirts and the noise of them catches everyone’s attention, ends every conversation, people’s heads snapping up from their textbooks to gaze at them. The group slowly approaches the counter, all in overlapping conversation with one another, a swarm that has taken over the coffee shop, and my smile falters as I read what’s printed on their shirts.
PAPA.
“Hey, hey, pardon me, gentlemen, coming through,” a horribly familiar voice says, and the group parts like a neon-pink sea for Christopher to make his way to the front, leading the pack. He struts up to the counter where I’m standing and, I swear, this man should have been an actor, because the surprise that lights up his face is so convincing, I almost believe him for a moment.
Almost.
“What on earth?” He puts his hands on the wooden counter. “What are you doing here?”
“Working,” I say in a tight voice, adrenaline spiking at the sight of him here, of the pink army behind him.
“You work an actual job now,” he says.
I study his face, the silver nick on his chin, the slightly off-center cowlick of his brown hair. I still know every inch of him. “What do you want from me, Christopher?”
“I’ll have whatever you’re drinking,” he says, pointing to the cup next to the register. He gestures behind him. “And I’m buying for all my friends here.”
The men, their herd energy, seems to have calmed now and they lean in like they’re listening to us. My mouth goes dry at the sight of them—too many to count—the intent shine of their eyes. They’re all like him. A whole group of soulless men.
What a fucking nightmare.
“Gentlemen.” Christopher turns around. “This is Pearl Blackwood, my ex. I can’t believe it—what a small world.”
“You were just talking about her!” a short, bearded man says.
“You manifested her,” says a tall guy with a man-bun.
“He didn’t manifest anything,” I say, swallowing.
Christopher reaches out and touches the sign on the tip jar with his index finger, a grin slowly spreading. “Awww. Tallulah’s birthday, huh?”
The sound of her name on his lips makes me want to scream. I yank the sign off and let it fall to the floor. If only I could bolt from this scene. But run from a predator and they only chase you more.
I put a stack of paper cups on the counter. “Drip coffee is all I’m serving you. Just get your coffee and get out.”
“Why?” Christopher asks. “Because we’re psychopaths?”
“That’s discrimination,” a greasy-haired man in sunglasses says.
And suddenly, the group erupts with protest, about how unfair this is, how they’re people, too. My entire body tenses up.
“I have the right to refuse service,” I say.
They continue protesting, the anger palpable, the temperature in the room rising.
“Come on,” Christopher says, turning around. “Let’s take our business elsewhere.”
Some of the men in pink are yelling now. Man Bun is staring at me, still as a mannequin. Helplessly, I pull the landline out from under the counter, about to threaten to call the police, but then Christopher parts the pink sea again and leads the way out. Now that they’re turned around, the backs of their pink shirts are visible with the words
PROUD PSYCHOPATH. I can hear snippets of the waning sound of their conversation as they leave.
“You were so right about her.”
“Isn’t that illegal? Racism or some shit? Are psychopaths a race?”
“Fucking ice queen.”
“You don’t get to tell us who we are!”
That was shouted by the last one to leave—a beefy, biker-looking man in sunglasses who kicks a chair on his way out, the entire room flinching.
“I’m a person, too!” the man yells to the room.
Every customer in the coffee shop looks alarmed. My heartbeat is racing so fast I’m dizzy.
“Sorry everyone,” I say.
Nervous laughter titters, breaking the silence. A couple throw their cups in the trash and take off. Students pop their headphones back on and resume their studies. The room goes back to normal and it’s like that never happened, the pink tornado of psychopathic men never happened. I try to tell that to myself, but my racing pulse still won’t calm down and for the rest of my shift, I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack every time someone walks through the door.
A flip in me switches. I’m not finished with those assholes. In fact, I’ve just gotten started.
Next, I need to buy a real bug.





CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE
BUGS ARE EVERYWHERE THESE DAYS. They aren’t too expensive, but when I’m struggling to pay bills, even shelling out a hundred dollars for one feels irresponsible.
Today I’m holding a white box that contains Tallulah’s birthday cake I just picked up from the bakery, browsing in an electronics shop a few blocks away from Wonderland. The girl behind the counter is on a video call and doesn’t even seem to notice I’m in here, comparing the listening devices that hang from a display case. Chewing my lip, I do the mental math to decide if I can afford a day at the Boardwalk for Tallulah’s birthday today and also this bug shaped like a button. I glance up at the woman laughing at her phone as if it’s a person and think, I could just slip it in my pocket and walk out of here right now. She wouldn’t even notice.
But I’m better than that.
After an excruciating internal debate, I decide my burning curiosity’s just going to have to wait until Henrick’s check hopefully arrives this week. It’s six days until Saturday, until PAPA’s next meeting. So I hang the bug back up on the shelf and head back home.
As soon as I turn onto our street and see the flash of pink in front of the coffee shop, it’s like a corkscrew in my stomach. There are five men holding signs in the air. I can’t quite read what they say except for the word DISCRIMINATION.
Holy shit. They’re picketing.
They don’t see me right now, since I’m across the street from them, and I break into a run toward Wonderland with the cake box in my hands. I run across the street to my trailer. I’m fumbling to unlock the front door when I hear a male voice behind me yelling, “It’s you!”
I turn. Oh my God, a man in a pink shirt is in front of my house. It’s the biker-looking guy from yesterday and he has a sign that says IM A PERSON DAMIT I DESERVE COFEE. He looks like he was heading up the street and stopped in his tracks when he saw me.
“You live here?” he asks.
Is this what cardiac arrest feels like?
“I will call the police,” I manage in as steady a voice as I can.
But by the time I get inside, lock the door, and look out the window, the man is long gone.





CHAPTER SEVENTY
IN MY TRAILER, Stormi’s sitting in the living room letting Tallulah scroll on her phone.
“Someone just called your landline from your work,” Stormi says. “Cynthia or something?”
“Yeah, pretty sure I know why she’s calling,” I mutter, putting the cake on the counter.
I would like to have a meltdown but I can’t because I’m a mom and it’s my kid’s birthday and I have to pretend like everything is fine and dandy. That poor kid has lived enough of her life with me distracted by Christopher and the misery he puts me through. So I take a moment to collect myself in the bathroom, say, “Get it together, Pearl,” to the mirror, and stride back out to the living room to blow up some balloons and order pizza.
I wish I could do something more extravagant for Tallulah, that I could rent a place out, that we knew other kids her age to invite. But this is the best I can do this year. Next year I’ll be in a better place financially, I just know it. But for now it’s me, Stormi, pizza, cake, and presents.
Despite the disturbing encounter I had with the psychopath out front earlier, I swallow my fear and focus on my daughter. Four years ago today, I met the true love of my life. Won’t lie, it’s a hard thing to keep in mind when Tallulah opens my present for her and immediately frowns.
“What is it?” she asks.
“A doll, noodle,” I say.
Tallulah eyes the plastic box with suspicion and hugs her doll harder. “But I already have one.”
“Yes, but this one’s new. I thought maybe this could replace—”
She pushes it away. “I don’t want it.”
I swallow and sit back in my chair, that plastic face of the doll she calls Chrissy smiling back at me. I know it’s ridiculous, but I hate that doll. Its too-wide soulless eyes and horrifying grin creep me out. I hoped buying her a new one would be an opportunity for us to get rid of the garbage doll and clearly my plan backfired.
“Maybe your new dolly can be friends with Chrissy,” Stormi says. “Right?”
“Maybe,” Tallulah says.
“How about you say thank you to your mommy, sugar,” Stormi says.
“Thank you,” she says, without even glancing at me. “Can I have more presents now?”
Stormi chuckles, wiping the corner of her mascara-heavy eye as if Tallulah’s ungratefulness is hilarious. I’m glad Stormi’s endlessly entertained by her. My own mom didn’t even bother to call today.
“That’s what I love about children,” Stormi says as she gazes dreamily at Tallulah there on the carpet in a pile of ravaged wrapping paper. “They just say whatever they think. They don’t care what other people think about them or worry about hurting feelings—they’re truly free.”
As I squat to clean up the mess, it occurs to me that I’ve known grownups like that, too, who treat people like trash and call it “freedom.”
Stormi can’t handle staying on her feet too long—heart palpitations, she says—so I take Tallulah to the Boardwalk for the rest of the afternoon and it’s the best day we’ve had in a long time, the roar of the rollercoaster and the salty smell of the ocean, kettle corn and carnival games. We squeal when we get on the Ferris wheel and point at all the things we see once we’re stopped at the top of it—the soft blue spill of ocean; the spinning swing ride and its flashing lights; the crowd below, all those lives that from here just appear a bobbing head, a splash of color.
Neon pink.
“Look, Mommy, it’s a seagull!” Tallulah shouts.
The Ferris wheel lurches as we descend a level and stop again. I squint and confirm that, yes, a few men in matching neon-pink shirts are gathered there below, in line for the Ferris wheel. My stomach turns.
“You’re not even looking!” Tallulah shouts.
“I see it, Lulu,” I say quietly.
“What’s wrong, Mommy?” she asks in a little voice, peering up at me.
The Ferris wheel descends again. I swear, the pink-shirted men are staring at us. Waiting for us. Did they follow us here? The realization that my daughter and I are essentially sitting in a teetering cage sinks in with sharp teeth.
“My tummy,” I say as we make our final descent. Soon the teenager comes to unlock us from our pod. “Lulu, I’m sorry, we need to go home now.”
I take her hand and hurry through the crowd, speed-walking away from the Ferris wheel, ignoring the tantrum that’s bursting from her, the I hate yous, gritting my teeth and thinking, someday, maybe you’ll understand, Tallulah.
But today is not that day.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE
TWO HOURS LATER, I’m sitting at my kitchen table across from a police officer who looks like he must be fresh out of high school. He has a black booklet open, pen poised, but nothing written on the page.
“So you think you’re being stalked by a group of men who wear pink shirts?” he clarifies.
When he says it out loud, it sounds nuts. I jiggle my knee under the table.
“Led by my ex,” I say.
“Because they went to buy coffee but then you wouldn’t give them coffee and then they were picketing the coffee shop?”
“And then one was outside my house,” I remind him. “And then they were at the Boardwalk. All of this in basically a twenty-four-hour period. Come on. That doesn’t sound weird to you?”
He draws a little vortex on his page, then closes the booklet.
“If that’s all you have, I’m sorry, Mrs. Darkwood—”
“Blackwood,” I correct him.
“Mrs. Blackwood—”
“Ms. Blackwood.”
“I’m sorry, but it’s just not enough for me to follow up on.” The cop rubs his upper lip, where he’s struggling to grow a mustache.
“How can you do nothing about it?” I ask, my voice rising. “It’s intimidation. It’s mind games, it’s what he does.”
“Has he threatened you?” the cop asks, almost hopefully. “Threatened your life, threatened harm to you or your loved ones?”
I bite the side of my tongue. I could mention the deepfake video, but I have no proof of it anymore. This was one of the frustrations I had at the women’s shelter—sometimes cops came and interviewed and acted so concerned about the women who were scared for their long-term safety. But most of the time, law enforcement was utterly useless.
“No,” I admit.
He blows out a sigh. “That’s a shame. Not much I can do today then, I’m afraid.”
When the cop leaves, I go to Tallulah’s room. The door’s closed and I can hear her talking, the honeyed murmur of her voice. She sounds content in there as she plays alone and there’s something sweet but a touch heartbreaking that she plays so well alone—that she’s a strange little child who’s always been surrounded by adults.
I push the door open. She’s on the floor, cross-legged, her doll on her lap.
“Hey,” I say.
She glances up at me but doesn’t answer.
“Who’re you talking to?” I ask.
“To Chrissy.”
I stare down at the doll, its gnarled hair and dirty face.
“Chrissy thinks you’re a bad mommy,” she says.
Swear to God, this child knows every shortcut to my most vulnerable points of pain. I stoop to meet Tallulah’s eyes. “Chrissy said that, huh?”
She touches the doll’s long eyelashes with a fingertip. “Can you go away now?”
I open my mouth to respond.
“I need space,” she says.
A moment elapses, just long enough for the blow to fade. Then I stand up to leave the room again, closing her door. Maybe moving out here was a mistake, maybe we should get out of here and try elsewhere again—somewhere he can’t find us this time. But that would be letting him win. And who am I kidding anyway?
If he wants to find me, he will.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO
HENRICK’S CHECK is so late that I assume it’s lost in the mail. Saturday morning, after dropping Tallulah off with Stormi, I call him first thing.
“It’s November in three days,” I remind him. “If the money doesn’t come soon, my rent’s going to be late.”
“I’m sorry, love,” he says. “But who was it who decided they wouldn’t use apps with instant transfers again?”
The tinkling of silverware and background conversation on his end tells me he’s out to lunch right now. I take a deep breath and lean on the counter, closing my eyes.
“I’ll have Angie overnight another check,” he says. “It’ll get there Monday at this point. Will that do?”
“Yeah, it’ll do. Thanks.”
A beat passes before he asks, “How was the birthday?”
“It was fine. Kept it low-key.”
“You know who called my office this week?”
I don’t answer, waiting for him to finish.
“Christopher,” he says. “Can you believe that?”
“What the hell did he want?”
“Probably looking for money, same as you.”
“Don’t insult me.”
“I’m only kidding.”
“I sure hope you didn’t take his call.”
“Of course I didn’t, you think I’m a fool?”
“I can’t believe he had the nerve to call you.”
“And how are you, Pearl?” His tone drops. “Are you really doing all right out there? I can never read you.”
Christopher used to say the same thing. Funny, because I feel like an open book. Apparently if I’m a book, men are illiterate. I glance up at the black cat kitchen clock, its tail pendulum swinging back and forth. It’s just after nine.
“I’m okay. Thanks for sending the check. Talk soon. Enjoy your lunch.”
“Brunch,” he corrects me before hanging up.
We’re stocked with groceries and the check’s on its way, so I hurry to the electronics store to use the last of the credit on my card to buy a bug. The woman behind the counter is the same one who was here the last time I was browsing and she’s all smiles today.
“That’s so funny,” she says as she opens the register.
“What is?” I ask.
She points to where her phone is resting on the counter and I realize she’s talking to someone there and not me. I have to say, I don’t miss that part of technology—the splitting of the mind, the need to occupy two places at once. But as I’m handed my purchase in a crinkling plastic bag, it occurs to me that I must be a hypocrite because that’s what this bug is going to do for me today.
The bike ride to the community center is bitingly cold and inside the building, it seems unusually quiet. I find a restroom down the hall from the meeting rooms, unpackage the button, and stick a double-sided adhesive sticker included with it to the back side. My watch tells me I have thirty minutes before Christopher’s PAPA session begins, so no need to stress.
I head into the hall, which is empty, just an open door near the end where I can hear a woman talking to a group about weight loss. The door to the room PAPA uses is closed, the lights off, and I slip inside. I find my dead burner phone from weeks ago, still resting on top of the cupboard, and pocket it. I’ve got something much better this time.
Only now—in the pressing silence of the dim room, button-bug pressed between my fingertips—do I pause to question if this is something I should do or if I’m as bad as Christopher.
“It’s not against the law,” I say to myself quietly as I put my hand underneath the bottom edge of the whiteboard and press the button there. “It’s a public meeting in a public room where parties can reasonably expect to be overheard.”
My thoughts are interrupted by a creak of the door opening and I’m jolted by a lightning strike of alarm. I whip around in the darkness as the light comes on, a blinding, fluorescent flood. When I focus, my eyes widen at the sight of Christopher there in a neon pink shirt, backpack slung over his shoulder. His eyes are just as wide as mine as he stands frozen, hand on the light switch. And then a grin creeps across his lips.
“What are you doing here, Pearl?” he asks.
I swallow and clasp my hands in front of me.
“You look guilty,” he says, coming closer. “What are you up to?”





CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE
THIS MUST BE how a deer feels when it tiptoes around a corner to find a hunter with its gun cocked. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.
“Cat got your tongue?” he asks, coming closer.
He must have just shaved and showered before coming here. His hair is still damp, slightly curly at the ends. I’m so conflicted every time I see him—as if my brain knows he’s the enemy, but my body hasn’t gotten the message yet. My lips tingle with the memory of how it felt to kiss him and I press my fingers to them a moment before pulling them away and finding my voice.
“I came to talk to you,” I say.
He puts his backpack down and sits on the edge of the desk next to the whiteboard, crossing his arms and waiting. The bug is less than two feet from him. My pulse races and I wonder if there’s any way he saw me putting it there.
“You need to stay away from me and Tallulah,” I say.
“Seems like you’re the one who can’t stay away.”
I steady my gaze, trying to match the intensity of his stare. “You know what I’m talking about. Showing up at my work, then there’s some pink shirt outside my house and a bunch of pink shirts following me to the Boardwalk …”
He cocks his head to the side, as if he doesn’t understand. He’s so full of it.
“Stop it, Christopher,” I say sharply. “I’ve already contacted the police.”
“Really,” he says, as if this is amusing. “And how did that go?”
I hate the effect this man has on me, how he can speak to me so calmly and yet rile me up to the point where I want to scream. He knows how it went—nowhere.
“Referring to us as ‘pink shirts’ is offensive, dehumanizing language,” he says, standing back up from the desk and opening his backpack. He takes a handful of markers out and sets them on the whiteboard tray with a click. I flinch; his hand is mere inches away from the bug. “We’re people too.”
“Yes, I’m aware. A big scary man in your group yelled that at me several times and your minions have been picketing the coffee shop all week.” I’m about to tell him that he’s putting my job in danger, that I’ve felt intimidated in my own neighborhood and afraid in my own home, but that would only give him satisfaction he doesn’t deserve. I put my hands in my pockets. “I’m not fucking around. If I see you anywhere near me or Tallulah again, I’m calling the cops. Every time. I’m getting it on the record.”
“And if you don’t stop following me and harassing me while I’m simply going about my business and leading my meetings, I’ll do the same,” he says.
He’s no longer smiling. We’ve reached a dead end. I turn on my heel and head toward the open door.
“And you know, if I really wanted to be near Tallulah, I’d have done it already.”
I stop in the doorway. “Excuse me?”
“I’m certainly within my rights to do so.”
It’s as if I’ve forgotten the simple act of breathing. I can’t even muster a sound, a response. His grin is back. He sees my fear. I can’t stand even one more moment in his presence, so I hurry the hell out of there.
What he said chilled my bones. The upside? Any remorse, any hesitation I felt about bugging his room—it’s history. What he just hinted at is something so unthinkable I would be willing to break any law on the books to keep it from happening.
That man will never get a grip on my daughter.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR
THIS TIME, I bought a burner smartphone so I could download the app that came with the bug. I know, I know, I claimed I was done with smartphones. But my fear of whatever Christopher’s doing outweighs my fear of technology at this point.
The bug’s been planted. The app’s downloaded. I open it and the phone lights up with a shot of a sound wave moving.
Christopher’s lecturing, “… great to see so many of you here rocking the shirts. I’m about to put another order in, so if you’re looking for another one, maybe a backup for laundry day? Just let me know your size and I’ll have it here hopefully next week.”
Okay, this sound quality is solid, well worth the two hundred I spent on the bug and burner. I shiver with delight. The sound wave dances on the app.
“Wow,” I say to it with a smile.
“Can I ask you something, boss?” a different man pipes up. “Why’s it pink? All respect, I don’t want to be walking around wearing a fuckin’ pink shirt.”
“‘Boss,’” I say, rolling my eyes.
“I’ll tell you why, Mike,” Christopher answers. “It’s an excellent question. Why do we wear pink?” A dramatic pause, one loud enough to inject meaning into whatever’s coming. “We wear pink because we want to stand out. We want to make people do a double take when they see us walking down the street. And I’ll tell you something else—I know it’s the twenty-first century, but it still takes guts to be a man willing to wear this shade of pink, just like it takes guts to tell people you’re a psychopath. We’re real men in here. We’re not ashamed of the color pink, we’re not ashamed of being psychopaths. We’re not ashamed of who we are.”
The room erupts into applause. There’s a whistle and an “Amen, brother!”
“Sounds like a lot of people,” I murmur, a disturbing flutter of butterflies in my stomach.
“… meant to be conversation starters,” Christopher continues. “So let me ask all of you—who here did their homework? Who here used this shirt to broach a conversation with an emotypical?”
“Emotypical?” I say indignantly, leaning into the phone as if I’m talking to it. “What?”
“I did,” a man’s voice says.
“Zayan, go ahead,” Christopher says. “You have the floor.”
“So you all know my story,” the man, who I assume is Zayan, says. “Diagnosed with ‘antisocial personality disorder’ when I was barely out of high school.”
“Sorry to interrupt you, buddy,” says Christopher. “But I wanted to pause a moment here to say how problematic I find even the name for that. I mean, you hear that and you think of some weirdo who never leaves his house, right? ‘Antisocial.’ At the same time, fearmongering psychiatrists like Robert Hare have created an entire mythology about us being so calculatingly sociable we’re endlessly described as ‘slick’ and ‘charming.’ Which is it, world? Are we antisocial weirdos, or are we smooth-talking salesmen?”
This provokes laughter and applause from his psychopathic congregation.
“I’m sorry to go off on a tangent but it doesn’t even make sense if you think about it. Anyway, Zayan, go ahead.”
“So like I was saying, I work in a vet’s office,” Zayan says, sounding annoyed. “And I came in wearing this. When I was putting my scrubs on over it, our receptionist is like—” Here he changes his voice into a ludicrous falsetto. “‘Zayan, is that a joke? I think it’s unprofessional of you to wear that in here.’”
Everyone laughs.
I glare at the phone. I’m sure she sounds just like that, you misogynistic turd.
Zayan picks up speed. “I’m like, ‘hey, I’m actually a psychopath. And there’s nothing wrong with that. It just means my brain’s wired a little differently. It’s something I was born with and something I have no control over. Would you tell someone who had breast cancer they couldn’t wear a shirt saying they were a breast cancer survivor?’ I threw that one in there because she had breast cancer years ago, had to cut her fuckin tits off and everything, pretty sure.”
“‘Cut her fuckin tits off?’” I almost yell. “Is this guy for real?”
“And what did she say, Zayan?” Christopher asks.
“She said she was sorry and I told her thanks. I repeated what we were talking about last week, saying we’re actually a marginalized group and some of us are starting a movement to finally stand up for our rights, including in the workplace. That shut her up pretty good.”
Everyone cheers.
“I’ll bet that did shut her up,” Christopher answers. “Because guess what, papas?”
“Papas,” I say, screwing my face up like I tasted a lemon.
“Once we start banding together,” Christopher continues, “and rebranding ourselves as emodivergent, as a discriminated class, that opens up all sorts of possibilities. If you tell your work you’re a psychopath and they discriminate against you or imply you have to keep your identity hidden, you can take it straight to the EEOC.”
“What’s that?” someone asks.
“Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Look it up,” Christopher says. “You should all bookmark it later. But I’m not just talking about complaints filed at some bureaucratic organization. I’m talking about lawsuits beyond the workplace. Suing businesses that won’t serve you, for example.”
“Like that Cuppa place,” someone says.
“Cuppa bullshit is what that place is,” someone else says.
Laughter explodes through the room. I blow out a breath, long and slow, trying to keep it under control.
“Great,” I whisper.
“That’s a perfect example,” Christopher says. “And, by the way, great job organizing that boycott, Milos. Jefferson, was it you who was going to contact your buddy at the Sentinel to pitch it as a story idea?”
“I did,” a voice that I assume is Jefferson replies. “He was interested, said he was going to look into it and follow up soon. I gave him your contact info.”
“That’s really going to raise our profile,” Christopher says.
“And put them out of business!” someone else shouts.
Hoots and hollers and applause. Swear to God I hear stamping. You’d think I was listening to a rodeo.
“That bitch should be behind bars,” one of the men says.
I tense up at the words that bitch.
“Now, now, let’s settle down,” Christopher says. “It’s not personal. It’s not about my history with Pearl. It’s about the coffee shop discriminating against a group of emodivergent people. That’s the talking point.”
“But come on, man, after what you told us?” someone says. “She did you dirty.”
“I did not, you asshat,” I say, pointing at my phone as if a tiny man lives in there.
“She fucked you over,” another man agrees.
“Lying ass ho!”
The meeting breaks into unintelligible shouting. My ears ring and I put a hand to my mouth. I can’t be hearing what I’m hearing. This is revolting. I’m listening to the man who I thought was the love of my life turn a group of men into an angry mob who’d probably come running after me with torches and pitchforks if they could.
“They don’t even know me and they hate me,” I say, still in disbelief.
“All right, all right, let’s focus,” Christopher is saying loudly.
“You need to get revenge, papa,” someone tells him.
“My revenge is my business. Just know this: I never let anyone get the last dig in, okay?”
Clapping and a few bursts of “yeah!”
My stomach clenches. The smug way he said that, dropping that line about revenge so nonchalantly. No doubt, he’s scheming and he’s keeping mum about the details, even to his psychopathic cronies.
“Man, I got a question,” someone yells. “How much money did you make off that scam anyway? That was some epic shit.”
A few other people murmur in agreement.
“Oh, just a couple million,” Christopher responds.
“Like a boss!” someone shouts.
Wild, approving whoops and claps.
“How’d you do it, though, man? Like how’d you convince everyone?”
“Yeah, dude, give us some tips.”
Christopher laughs. “Look, this isn’t what I’m here for, okay? I’m not going to dwell on the scam that took me down.”
“Wouldn’t have been taken down if it wasn’t for that traitor Pearl,” someone says.
“I’ll just give you all one tip, okay?” Christopher answers. “Just one today. And that’s this: you can sell anyone anything you want as long as you sell it to yourself first.”
It’s like I’m listening to a TED talk for criminals. There’s a polite round of applause for that one. I imagine the psychopaths in there, diligently taking notes.
“You know what I’ve realized, papas? Society loves psychopaths,” Christopher says.
A few snickers.
“No, no, I mean it,” he goes on. “They love us. They’re obsessed with us. They make movies and TV shows and write books about us. Pearl, swear to God, wanted me more than ever once she knew that I was a psychopath.”
“Liar,” I say. “I broke up with you!”
“She broke up with me at first,” he says at the same time. “But then she came back. She was fascinated by me, the same way those audiences are fascinated with Dexter and Hannibal Lecter and serial killers and con artists and all the other most gruesome, infamous psychopaths. You want to know why?”
A beat of silence passes.
“Because psychopaths are living out emotypicals’ ultimate fantasy,” he says. “A life unconstrained by societal norms and rules. A life free of worrying about other people’s feelings all the time. A life without empathy. We’re lucky. We’re gifted. Wendell, please keep your pants on or I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
There’s boisterous yelling and then an abrasive roar, like furniture scooting around. After that, the sound becomes less clear—it’s as if everyone’s broken up into groups for discussion. The rest of the meeting is like that and I sit, hands clenched, waiting for more, but then it’s over. I keep thinking I’m hearing my name, but I don’t know, it’s hard to tell. Pearl sounds so much like her and girl and world and so many other words.
The burner smartphone runs out of data right when the meeting ends—perfect timing—and I let the silence wash over me along with the shock of everything I just heard. Looking down at the blank piece of paper and pen on my lap, it hits me that I was so engrossed in listening I forgot to take notes.
That was beyond bad. Yes, I came into this expecting it to be bad, but holy shit, there’s a literal gang of psychopaths who hate my guts. Christopher just has this way, he can hypnotize people, he can rile them up and make them believe anything he says. That line about revenge—he’s up to something. I don’t know what exactly it is, but I’m scared it has to do with Tallulah.
I bite the tip of my tongue, the fear rising up like an internal ocean threatening to drown me.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE
AT MY CUPPA SHIFT, I’m relieved to see no pink shirts loitering outside with hand-drawn cardboard signs. At least I have that going for me. But Cecelia is clearly pissed when I come in, answering my bright “hello!” with, “I’m not even supposed to be here today, but I’ve got to keep an eye on you. So thanks for ruining my Saturday.”
“I’m sorry,” I tell her, my cheeks getting warm as I tie my apron on. I desperately want a pumpkin spice latte but I’m afraid of her judgment, so I pour myself a coffee with an absurd amount of cream instead. “Why?”
“You know why. Those fucking pink dudes and their fucking protest drove away business and guess what? Yesterday my mom got a fucking call from a fucking reporter about it.”
“Oh fuckin’ fuck,” I say.
The reporter. Probably the buddy of the psychopath who spoke up about the Sentinel in the meeting.
“Yeah. So thanks a lot.” With her heavy makeup, Cecelia’s reminding me of an infuriated raccoon. “One more misstep and my parents gave me permission to fire your ass.”
I swallow. The prospect of being fired by someone who is not old enough to legally drink alcohol is utterly humiliating. I can’t believe this is happening. I consider walking, just quitting, taking off my apron and saying to hell with this. But I need the money. Especially now. I’m broke and I can’t rely on Henrick to get me checks on time. So I take a deep breath and paint a lie of a smile on my face and spend the remainder of my shift doing my best impression of a woman who isn’t falling apart.
When I pick up Tallulah from Stormi’s, the little noodle’s sedated by the television, smiling on the sofa. Stormi pulls me into the dark hall and whispers, “She was perfect today. Just perfect. But honey … she said some awful things about not wanting to live with you. Has she said that to you? I didn’t realize she was so unhappy, but it just about broke my heart to hear her say that.”
Oh, the mortifying sting.
“Yes, she—we’ve been having issues,” I say, not knowing how to phrase it. “I’m planning to get her help when I can afford it.”
“Well, what about her daddy in Florida? Isn’t he well-off? Isn’t he financially responsible for her too?”
“He is but his checks have been late, it’s a whole thing.” I wave my hand. “Anyway, thank you, I’m sorry, I’ll take care of it. I’ll look into a sliding scale place or something.”
“I know you’re doing the best you can.” Stormi’s mascara-clumpy gaze searches my expression for something, I don’t know what. Does she think I’m an unfit parent? Is she worried about Tallulah’s wellbeing? Horrible to think someone as generous and kind as Stormi is judging my parenting abilities.
“I am,” I say, chest caving. “I’m trying so hard.”
Stormi engulfs me in an embrace and I close my eyes and lose myself in the overwhelming eau de toilette that comes with it. Though they smell nothing alike, I miss my mother with the imploding force of a black hole.
“I know,” she whispers.
Back in our trailer, I glance at the table where, just this morning, I sat listening to the PAPA meeting. I shudder. I don’t even know what the point of hearing that was; it only fills me with more questions. And to top it all off, I spent my last hundred dollars on that stupid bug when an objective party today basically told me my kid’s screwed up and I’m a shitty parent. I should be spending extra money getting her help, not falling down Christopher’s psychopathic rabbithole.
After ramen for dinner, board book stories, bathtime, and lullabies, I’m so tired I collapse on my bed, not in it. I close my eyes, drifting off, lulled by the gorgeous silence.
I jerk awake later to a sound—one that seizes me up. It’s a small voice, saying, “Hello?”
“I’m coming, Lulu.” I leap to my feet. “I’m here, baby,” I say, coming into her room, breathlessly.
But she’s sleeping. She’s the perfect picture of childhood bliss, her long-lashed eyes closed in the golden glow of her night-light. All she’s missing is a halo above her messy-haired head.
“Hello?”
A lurch of nausea. The sound’s coming not from Tallulah, but from something in her bed. Gently, trying not to wake her, I peel her blanket back and see Chrissy there, that demonic grin on her face.
I pick her up. The doll utters another “Hello?” and I startle, so spooked my ears are ringing.
“Oh hell no,” I whisper.
Wandering back into my room, I sit on the bed and run my fingers along the doll’s plastic shape, scanning it for an off switch. There is none.
I don’t like this. I really don’t like this. Yes, there are talking dolls, but my brain’s so hardwired for paranoia this is one thing I cannot handle right now. I should throw it away. Would that be insane? Throw away my kid’s favorite toy because it creeps me out? What would Stormi think if Tallulah told her?
I’m too tired for this nonsense. I hide the ugly doll in a trunk in my closet. The trunk has a buckle on it that Tallulah doesn’t know how to open. Thunk; click. There.
Back in my bed, it takes a while for my pulse to calm, that thudding bass drum in my chest that seems to be repeating the word hello, hello, hello …





CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX
WHEN I TELL Tallulah that Chrissy went on “vacation,” she erupts like a mini volcano. Even she, at four years old, knows I’m responsible for Chrissy’s sudden disappearance.
“I want to push you down the stairs and make you go away forever!” Tallulah screams.
Excuse me, did my toddler just threaten my fucking life? My mouth drops open and I can’t even find the proper response, so I pick her up and put her in her room and give her some of that space she so adores.
Push me down the stairs. I have no idea where she got that idea. As she screams like a child possessed in her room, banging on the door, I ask myself—is there some way Christopher has been communicating with her? Something having to do with that doll? Something else? I can’t believe she would say that. Now every time I stand on the top of a staircase with her, I’m going to be holding tight to the railing. I wonder what Christopher was like as a child, but then zap that thought from my mind.
I call sliding scale therapists and, as I expected from my time working at the women’s shelter, every place I call has no appointments available for at least a month. So I put Tallulah on the waiting list, then go into my bedroom and have a good cry. At the bottom of the well of my sorrow, there’s nothing but the cold floor of loneliness. Being a single parent is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I’m never alone but I’m always lonely. And in a total paradox of feeling, I both blame Christopher for my ruin and long for him at the same time. He did this to me, but if he were here, he could fix it.
My feelings for him have never made any sense.
Despite all the deception, what he and I had was real. It was passion. I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t miss him sometimes with intensity, an invisible fist of regret closing over my heart and squeezing. Sometimes I have to remind myself that I hate him, I fear him, because while my mind knows this is true, all my body remembers is the lure of him, the pull of him, the way he made me feel like the most special woman on earth—my favorite lie I’ve ever let myself believe.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN
THE BUTTON BUG’S probably still there listening in on Christopher’s little psychopathic anti-Pearl cult, but I have to skip the next couple of weeks of listening in. My burner smartphone ran out of data and I have no money to reload it. It makes me itch to imagine Christopher plotting against me and Tallulah, whether his goons are in on it or not. That thing I overheard him saying, about revenge—it’s driven me up the wall. On top of everything, someone messed with my mail. I find my envelopes torn in half in the mailbox one day. Maybe that explains why Henrick’s checks keep disappearing. Those pink-shirted pricks.
So this week, I change tactics.
Saturday morning I decide, to hell with it. I drop Tallulah off early with Stormi and ride my bike to the community center, parking it up the block. I put my sweatshirt hood up to hide my hair, a mask like I’m looking to avoid the next pandemic, and don sunglasses even though the sky’s silver with fog. It’s ten forty-five and I wait out underneath a tree in the shade of the lawn, my gaze fixed on the front doors of the community center. Close to eleven, people begin to spill out, conversation bubbling. First it’s another group, but soon the pink shirts and booming voices follow. I swallow hard and ask myself, for what probably shouldn’t be the first time, if I’m losing my mind. If I’m going too far. But too far is exactly where he’ll go, so what’s my choice? He could take everything from me.
The only way to survive swimming with sharks is to become one.
Most of the crowd and the pink shirts have dispersed when I spot him exiting the front doors and stepping down the stairs to the sidewalk. He looks up at the sky, smiling as if he’s sharing a moment with a higher power. He’s not. The only higher power the man believes in is his own. I know him so well that even from fifteen, twenty feet away I can see the smug self-satisfaction beaming from his half-smile. As much as I wish I could slap him, there’s also something so delicious about watching him and knowing he doesn’t see me—knowing that, for once, I have some advantage. I felt the same when I got away with putting the bug in his meeting.
After a short stretch, Christopher turns and walks up the sidewalk toward the intersection. I wait a beat and follow, a woman walking her dog between us. I have no idea where he’s going, but I want to find out. He checks his phone as he waits for the light to change. Maybe he’s summoning a taxi. Nope, because now he slips the phone back into his pocket and crosses the road.
I keep my eyes on him but remain on the opposite side of the street, making my way in the same direction, my gaze still glued to him. He looks behind him, almost as if he senses he’s being followed—or maybe I’m projecting. We walk for five minutes or so before he turns left on the main street that connects downtown with the university up on the hill, overhanging trees and traffic. I hesitate at the corner before crossing the street and trailing behind him.
My pulse is racing, probably a combination of the steep uphill climb and the nervousness of getting caught. I’m about twenty feet behind and he glances back at me but there’s no flicker of recognition in his face. Then he turns left on a quieter, narrower street and I hang back at the corner to catch my breath and give it an extra second for the gap between us to widen.
I peek out to make sure I’ve still got him in sight. He’s jogging toward a two-story cream-colored apartment complex with a sign that says Oak Village. I make my way to the edge of the fence that flanks the parking lot. There look to be dozens of units, all stamped from the same cookie cutter with brown balconies in the back and brown doors in the front. I watch him as he takes the stairs, two at a time, then gets to the top. He unlocks the door and disappears inside.
A victorious rush comes over me. I don’t know why. The other Pearl is outside me right now, shaking her head at me. Why did you come here, Pearl? What are you expecting? But I swat her words away. I savor the moment, the adrenaline hitting like a drug.
I can’t quite articulate why this matters, why I did this, but now I know where Christopher lives. Whatever he’s up to—it’s happening in there. That’s his home base.
Now I just need to find a way in.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT
THANKSGIVING, Tallulah and I feast on frozen pizza and cut out elaborate strings of paper dolls. It’s in no way festive, and part of me feels guilty, but the kid is barely four and has no concept of gratitude. It’s a good day for us. She’s smiley and wears a tutu. I let her try on my lipstick and I’ll never forget the way she stares at herself in the mirror, almost flirtatiously, like she just realized who she is.
I call my mom. Her dogs are barking in the background.
“You didn’t need to call me,” she says. “No need to bother, I don’t care for holidays.”
My voice catches in my throat as I swirl a glass of wine in my hand. “I just wanted to say thank you,” I tell her. “Now that I’m a mom, I know how hard the job is.”
“It was nothing,” she says.
She probably means it one way, but I take it another.
“What you need is a partner,” my mom says. “I couldn’t have done it without your father.”
That belief was certainly my mom’s greatest downfall, one she’ll likely never reckon with.
“You hear from Christopher lately?” Mom asks, her voice perking up.
“Not exactly,” I say.
There’s no point in going into detail with my mom. I haven’t bothered telling her about him living in Santa Cruz or PAPA or any of it—she’d likely urge me to make amends with him.
“Why, have you?” I ask.
I utter the words with an edge, something bordering on sarcasm, so I’m shocked when she answers, “Yes, I have.”
Slowly, I sink into a seat on a stool at the counter.
“What?” I ask.
“He called,” she says. “He misses me, you know. We were like family.”
There’s no sense in arguing with delusion.
“What did you talk about?” I ask, trying to control the quiver sneaking into my voice.
“Oh, he was sweet, very sweet. Just asking me about Tallulah, mostly. I think he misses her.”
I swallow a lump. “Mom, he’s a psychopath. He doesn’t give a shit about Tallulah. I can’t believe—look, you cannot talk to him if he calls again, okay?”
“You’re being unreasonable,” Mom says. “Give the poor man a chance.”
The poor man. The poor con man! It takes every ounce of maturity to not hang up. I close my eyes. “Happy Thanksgiving, Mom.”
After I put the phone back into its cradle, I hear a muffled noise repeating. Peeking into the hall, Tallulah’s door is open but she’s not in there. I step farther into my bedroom, which is dark, the light off. The noise is coming from the other side of my bed, where the closet is.
“Lulu?” I murmur. “Are you hiding?”
She sure is. I spy her fluff of curly hair as I step closer, where she sits cross-legged on the ground in front of the closet. That’s when I understand the sound that’s repeating—it’s the doll in the trunk saying, “Hello? Hello?”
“Hello,” Tallulah repeats to it. “Chrissy, I’m here.”
“Lulu,” I say, sharper than I intended.
She turns, startled by my presence, lighting up. “Mommy, Chrissy’s not on vacation anymore, she’s in here!”
I cross my arms, goosebumps on my skin. I’m so stupid. Why the hell didn’t I just throw that thing when I had the chance? I guess I was hoping with a little space Tallulah might forget about it entirely. But here we are.
“Yes, noodle, she’s in there,” I mutter.
“She misses me!” Tallulah’s eyes well up as if she’s realizing the emergency of this moment. “You have to let her out!”
I consider my options: tell her we’re getting rid of it and shatter my kid’s heart or give her the doll back and see how it goes. Both options suck.
“I’ve been good.” Tallulah scrambles to her feet, clasping her little hands as she attempts to reason with me. “I’ve been not behaving.”
I don’t correct her.
“Please, Mommy,” she begs.
I blow out a sigh. I can’t shake the idea that Christopher has something to do with its unexplained appearance in our lives. It could be bugged for all I know. Or I could be nuts and this could all be fodder for therapy sessions when Tallulah’s an adult. I can imagine a caring therapist leaning in, jotting notes on her tablet. So tell me about the time your mom stole your favorite doll again…
“Tell you what,” I say. “Let mommy take care of a couple of things. Let me think about it. How about you go play with your dinosaurs for a little bit?”
Tallulah doesn’t budge.
“Please?” I ask, softer.
She stomps to her bedroom and closes the door.
I squat and open the trunk, taking the doll out for examination. Turning it over in my hands, peeking under her dress, parting her plastic hair and inspecting her scalp like a lice check. She has a half-ripped tag that says “Chatty.”
“Hello?” she asks.
The sound seems to be coming from her chest. I put an ear up to it, but it doesn’t do it again. I squeeze her skull and watch her little face get narrow and then fatten up again as the air fills it up.
It can’t be bugged, can it? That’s ridiculous. Clearly it was manufactured as a talking doll. Also, it looks old. Analog. This is no slick, Jolvix-manufactured device that Christopher would use. This is a busted-up, basic doll you’d see in a bargain bin at a thrift store.
Still, I sneak out of my room, through the hall, and into the kitchen. I take a steak knife out of the drawer and pry open her mouth with it, but it’s nothing but a dark hole. I squint at her unblinking eyes to spot a camera, in vain.
I lay the doll on the counter like a patient and, with a quick pop, stab it in the sternum. The knife hits something hard. I stick a finger in her chest to feel it—a square plastic block buried in fluff and fabric. I get a fork out of the drawer and start trying to dig it out of her chest like I’m digging a heart out of a tiny body. Fluff spills out of her. Now I can see the plastic block poking out of her chest with holes in it like the receiver on my phone, like talk boxes in old-school dolls.
“Hello?” it says, the sound coming through the holes and vibrating my fingertips.
At this exact moment, Tallulah’s scream fills my ears.
Tallulah’s standing about three feet away from me with a look of absolute horror on her face. Of course she is—I’m standing over her disemboweled doll like a mad scientist.
I drop the knife on the countertop with a clatter. “Oh, Lulu—”
“What are you doing, Mommy?” Her voice reaches a high pitch. “Why are you hurting Chrissy like that?”
The disturbing absurdity of the moment is heat in my cheeks. Desperately, I shove the block back into the doll’s chest and stuff the fluff that had escaped back in with it.
“She … Chrissy needed heart surgery,” I say.
Tallulah’s face is still wrenched as if she wants to keep screaming, but the silence tells me she’s buying this story.
“I was just making sure Chrissy is healthy. And she is! Now she’s all healthy. All I have to do is stitch her up.” I bang around a drawer, grabbing duct tape and tearing a piece off with my teeth. “See?” I ask, sealing the chest back together with a strip of silver tape. I button her dress, smooth her hair, and hand her to Tallulah. “Good as new.”
“Oh Chrissy,” Tallulah whispers, hugging the doll tightly. “I’m sorry Mommy hurt you.”
“I didn’t hurt her,” I say. “I was fixing her.”
Tallulah’s scrunched brow tells me that she might be four years old, but even she has enough sense to tell I’m full of shit.
Yeah, no doubt about it: she’ll be recounting this for her therapist one day.





CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE
“YOUR DOLLY HAD SURGERY?” Stormi asks with wide-eyed concern.
It’s the first Saturday morning in December and I’m dropping Tallulah off early so I can spy on the psychopaths again. After Henrick’s check came this week, the first thing I did after picking up groceries and paying my rent was buy more data for my burner smartphone. Tallulah’s already halfway through a donut and turning the television on like she lives here, but Stormi’s frozen in her kitchen processing the news about Chrissy.
“Mommy said she needed heart surgery,” Tallulah explains as she settles into the couch.
Stormi glances at me with blue-eyed worry. “Heart surgery,” she repeats.
“She’s better now,” I say.
“Mommy stabbed her with a knife,” Tallulah says as she uses the remote to navigate to the kitten channel.
“Uh-huh,” Stormi says. “Goodness gracious. Well, I’m so glad she’s better now.”
I open my mouth to try to muster some kind of reasonable explanation for why I stabbed my daughter’s doll with a knife, but then I realize no such explanation exists. Plus, I don’t want to miss the meeting. I’ve been waiting weeks for this and I’m dying to listen in on PAPA. So I kiss my zombie child goodbye and thank Stormi and run back to my trailer.





CHAPTER EIGHTY
EVEN THOUGH THE mere sound of Christopher’s voice makes me want to jump out of a window, the whole thing unfolds more or less like a typical AA meeting. New people are introduced—hi, I’m so-and-so, and I’m a psychopath. One of the new people insists he’s not, that he’s simply been told he is by other people and came here out of “curiosity,” and he’s booed by the entire group.
“I’m sorry, friend,” Christopher says. “But this group is for men who are psychopaths, not psychopath-curious.”
Laughter erupts.
“Everyone here is out of the closet now. Each one of these men around you is a brave soul who is willing to look the world in the eye and say, ‘Yes, I’m a psychopath. And I’m not afraid to say it.’ You’re not there yet. That’s fine. That’s your journey. But I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
“Seriously?” the man scoffs.
“Yes. And shut the door on the way out.”
“Yeah, get the fuck out, punk!” someone yells.
Christopher says, “Wendell, please.”
There’s the sound of a door opening and shutting, then the room bursts into applause.
“We’ve got no time for dabblers,” Christopher says.
“That’s right, boss!”
“You tell ‘em, papa!”
“Cute,” I say to the phone. “Start a support effort for a supposedly ‘marginalized’ group and then kick people out who don’t fit the mold.”
“I’m going to level with you, papas,” Christopher says. “I’ve been thinking of closing this format for the time being. We’ve been discussing some sensitive topics, some tactics the general public might find problematic. We’ve built trust within these walls, but I worry at some point someone new might come in here and leak some of what we’ve discussed.”
“We don’t want no rats,” someone says.
“What are you, the mafia?” I ask the phone.
Now I’m kicking myself for missing out on the recent meetings. I knew, I knew I was missing important stuff.
“I’m thinking that this meeting will be the last in-person we have this year,” Christopher says.
The room hums with conversation, a couple boos, someone yelling, “Why?”
“We’ll still meet at the same time, only we’ll be virtual.” Christopher shushes everyone with the gentle patience of a high school teacher. “Come on, guys. We’ll reunite in person on our booze cruise New Year’s Eve. Which, by the way—I just signed the contract. Thank you all for your deposits, we’ve got a killer yacht booked.”
“Hells yeah!”
“That’s how we do it!”
“… WASTED!”
“Psychopathic booze cruise,” I repeat. “Sounds like a terrible band name.”
I can’t even smile at my own joke. I’m fixed on the phone, the dancing sound wave line. I can’t believe these men know who Christopher is, what he’s done, and they willingly gave him their money.
He’s not a leader. He’s a snake charmer. Bet you everything I own there is no yacht and they never see that money again.
Christopher’s saying, “… food and full bar provided by the Classy Catering company, and the ship’s going to be captained by—drumroll please—”
Christopher’s brainwashed suckers comply, rolling their tongues to create a thunderous sound that reminds me more of tigers purring than drumbeats rolling.
“Joe Chesterton! That’s right, there he is, the man of the high seas!”
The room gets loud. At first, it sounds like raucous excitement, but then the approving hoots seem to heighten and then someone’s yelling, “Think you’re Jesus Christ about to walk on water!” and then multiple men yelling, “Fight! Fight! Fight!”
“What on earth?” I ask.
I pick up the phone and put it to my ear, as if that will help this make sense. It doesn’t. Soon, though, the sound softens back into something nearer to silence and Christopher’s voice cuts through.
“Well, looks like one less mouth to feed on the booze cruise,” he jokes.
“… so fuckin’ tired of his shit, man!” someone yells.
“You know, this is why we’re hard-pressed to find psychopathic groups that have worked out there, let’s just be honest,” Christopher says. “Because we’re not born to be followers.”
A cry of “Yes, papa!”
“And that’s not a bad thing, necessarily. But look—let’s squash this right now. I’m not your leader,” Christopher says. “We’re all equal. All of us. I’m just helping get this thing off the ground. PAPA belongs to all of us.”
“I came up with the name,” one man says, kind of defensively.
“You did,” Christopher agrees. “Thanks for that, Anton.”
I put the phone back on the table as a silence stretches, just low unintelligible talking.
“... I never liked kids,” Christopher’s voice says, coming back through clearly. “Frankly, I consider them obnoxious little parasites, their cuteness nothing but manipulation. How many of you in here have kids?”
Some affirmative whoops.
“Yeah, you guys know what I’m talking about,” Christopher continues, his footsteps rhythmically tapping the floor. I picture him, marker in hand, pacing the linoleum like a lecturer. “They don’t give a shit about other human beings. They don’t know wrong from right. They lie, break rules, and they have no remorse. No empathy.”
The room titters with low laughter. An invisible spider walks up my vertebrae, giving me a shiver.
Holy shit. I know exactly where he’s going with this.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE
“CHILDREN,” Christopher keeps on, “are nothing but tiny psychopaths who haven’t yet been corrupted by empathy.”
I snap and point to the phone.
God, I hate that I know him this well. I knew where he was headed as soon as he started. My pulse gallops because I’m not quite sure where he’s going next, but I’m certain it will be horrifying.
“That’s right: I said corrupted,” he says. “Let’s play devil’s advocate a moment. Let’s imagine a world where psychopathy is typical and empathy is the disease.”
Unintelligible conversation swells and then Christopher speaks again.
“Empathy. What’s it good for? Really. Look at nature. Look at the top of the food chain in every other species. Did empathy help them get there?”
“Fuck no,” someone says.
“Think of the soldiers. Did empathy help them win wars?”
Everyone emphatically boos.
“You know where the word ‘empathy’ comes from?” Christopher asks. “From a German word that means something like, ‘feeling yourself into a work of art.’ Take that in for a second. Projection, pure and simple. So maligned in psychology, projection—and yet we herald it when we call it by another name. ‘Empathy!’ It’s so selfish. It’s downright masturbatory. Who does empathy even benefit? The empath, the person who empathizes. What immediate good does it do anyone else?”
A few claps.
“Our culture is so obsessed with empathy that we force it onto children. There are entire books dedicated to the art of ‘developing empathy’ in toddlers.”
Some scoffing, as if this is so ridiculous.
“Well, what if we didn’t?” Christopher asks. “What if we just let our children be … little psychopaths? Look at these brain scans, side by side …”
The sound in the phone gets muffled, like people are moving around the room, conversing with each other. Maybe a break? An activity? I don’t fucking know. But then there’s a loud scooting sound and I can’t distinguish any sound at all, as if the bug itself was moved out of range or the connection got scrambled. The phone’s app flashes with a notification saying
CONNECTION LOST.
“You can’t do this right now, come on.” I pick up the phone, hand shaking. “Not now, please.”
After closing and reopening the app, the sound wave’s still flatlined. I feel as desperate as a doctor given a code blue.
I smack the phone. “Come on, he was—he was going somewhere with that, I need to hear it!”
I restart my phone. The panic stiffens me up like living breathing rigor mortis. But even after restarting the phone twice, deleting and re-downloading the app, I get nothing.
And now that it’s nearly eleven, I’m sure the meeting’s over anyway.
That? What he was saying back there? That was about Tallulah. Still stinging from what I heard, from everything, still burning with a dread that I can’t quite locate, I sit for a moment, unable to move or respond.
If they’re gathering virtually, I’ll bet that’s where all the real talk happens. I need to hear those meetings. And I know just how I’m going to do it.
Because I know where he lives.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO
AT CUPPA, Cecelia’s behind the counter, arms crossed. She has a new piercing, an enormous barbell through her septum, and a surprisingly festive Santa hat on as grindcore music blasts from the speakers, which might explain the fact the place is nearly empty.
I point to my nose. “Nice new, um …”
“Did you see this?” she asks, flapping a newspaper in the air.
I shake my head, bracing myself as I peer at the headline she’s pointing to.
CUPPA ABLEISM: MEN’S GROUP THREATENS CAFÉ WITH LAWSUIT.
I gulp. “Oh.”
“You’re fired.” Cecelia pronounces those two syllables with such flourish she must have practiced in the mirror before my arrival. Then she murmurs under her breath, as if this part’s just for her, “Pumpkin spice bitch.”
My ears ring, the humiliation something like déjà vu.
“Your last check’s sitting in an envelope in the back, on the desk,” Cecelia says.
I don’t give her the pleasure of responding, gliding past her into the cramped office shelved with boxes of coffee cups, lids, and napkins, with nothing else but a desk and the safe and a place to hang my coat.
For a moment, in this dark room, it’s all threatening to drown me. I close my eyes, thinking, I can’t. I can’t keep going. How can I keep going when Christopher ruins everything? When he’s plotting to sink me and when I try to tell people this, no one believes me? When I have nothing, not even this dumbass job at a coffee shop, to keep me afloat?
I wipe my eyes and lean over to take the envelope on the table that says only Pearl on it, filling my lungs and trying to wait a moment to deny Cecelia the sight of my tears.
That’s when my gaze falls on the safe, just barely ajar, the deposit bag in there from this morning’s drawer gleaming like a shiny black brick.
Without giving myself time for doubt, I scribble an IOU on a scrap of paper in bubbly handwriting unlike my own. I squat on the floor, reach my hand in, and unzip the bag. I make a trade. It’s justified because Cecelia is cruel. Because I need the money desperately. Because this firing was unfair. Call it severance. I’ll pay them back someday.
It isn’t until I’m out the door that I realize the voice I heard coaxing me through what I just did wasn’t my own—it was his.
Christopher lives inside me now.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE
I GO STRAIGHT from Cuppa to the electronics store down the street again.
The same young woman is behind the counter, only this time she’s wearing a knit cap and a haggard look of exhaustion. I write a whole story for her in my head: the person she was on the phone with the last couple of times I was in here dumped her, thrusting Knit Cap into depression. On the speakers overhead, a saxophone rendition of “Here Comes Santa Claus” pollutes the air. I squint at the drones in a glass case, scanning for the smallest one. I’m searching for something bug-like, fly-like, but the closest I spot is something that resembles a black golf ball.
“Excuse me,” I say, approaching the counter. “Can I ask you something?”
“Just feeling down today,” she says. “About to get my period and feeling like an emotional walrus.”
And that’s what we call “oversharing,” children. But I flash a no-teeth smile at her. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I’m on the phone,” she whispers, pointing to the register, where I now see her phone is propped up like last time. Apparently, I never learn.
Irritation crawls hot up my neck, melting the smile from my face. “I need to ask you a question about your drones, please.”
Knit Cap, who I hope gets fired soon because she’s someone who actually deserves it, has the audacity to sigh in response. “Hold up,” she tells the phone. “BRB.”
And she speaks in internet acronyms. A winner, this one.
“I wanted to know if you have something smaller than what’s on display,” I tell her.
“No.”
“Like something that looks like a bug, an insect.”
“Never heard of that.”
“You sure?”
“What you see is all we’ve got.”
“Can you come unlock the display case for me?”
Without an affirmative response, she trudges over to the case and inputs a code to open it. She picks out the black golf-ball-looking one. “This is the smallest.”
“I’ll take it.”
She rings me up behind the counter. I pull the wad of cash from my pocket and give her nearly the entire thing, my heart beating wildly as I do it. I’m glad to just be rid of the money, rid of the reminder of my wrongdoing. But I did it for the right reasons, I whisper silently. The other Pearl offers no response.
I use the rest of the leftover money, which isn’t much, to buy a tiny pine tree from a nursery a block away. When Tallulah comes home, I surprise her with it.
“We can decorate it together, for Christmas!” I say.
Tallulah’s wearing a winter jacket I picked up at the thrift store. It’s two sizes too big for her; I can’t even see her fingertips.
“This isn’t a tree,” Tallulah says. “This is a plant.” She beams an accusing golden gaze up at me. “When I lived with Olga, we had real trees.”
“We did,” I say through my teeth. “But Olga didn’t buy those trees, noodle. Mommy and Christopher did.”
“You can just buy one again.”
“I can’t. Things are different now,” I say, sitting on the couch, descending to her level and unzipping her jacket. “We don’t have money like we did, Lulu. We’ve talked about this. We’re living a new life now.”
“I like the other life better,” she says.
Then off she goes to sulk in her room with her doll, closing the door behind her. I hang up her jacket on one of the hooks in the short hallway and linger a moment next to her door, pressing my ear to it.
“I don’t want to have a mommy anymore,” she says to herself.
Sledgehammer to the gut would probably feel better than hearing this. It’s like no matter what I do with Tallulah, in the end I’m never going to be enough for her. I try and try and try until there’s nothing of me left—everything I’ve done is for her—and she’s so mean to me.
Christopher’s words reverberate in my skull. Children are tiny psychopaths who haven’t yet been corrupted by empathy. It’s a horrid suggestion. But even worse is the lurking fear that he’s right.
Especially when it comes to Tallulah.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR
A WEEK LATER, Saturday morning, it’s game on.
I pack a backpack with my newly purchased spy gear and hop on my bike. It’s not too long of a ride, but it’s long enough that I have plenty of time to ponder whether I’ve fallen off the deep end. The air is brisk and salty, despite the blue skies and sunshine. As I coast in the bike lane, passing surf shops and beach-bleached houses, my wiser counterpart has questions. Such as, why are you doing this? Aren’t there better ways to find out what he’s up to? Didn’t you hate the paranoia about unknown surveillance when you were with him, the inkling that you were being followed, recorded, that your likeness wasn’t yours alone? Why a drone, why like this? But the questions pass right through me. Because I know the truth, whether I’d utter the word aloud or not.
Revenge.
I lock my bike to a street sign a block away, flip my sweatshirt hood, strap my N-95 mask on my face, fix my sunglasses. Up the tree-shadowed sidewalk I go, toward Oak Village.
I know Christopher well. One annoying habit he has is always leaving windows and sliding doors open. Doesn’t matter how cold it is or if we had the heat on, he said he liked the fresh air. So my thinking is that if I can fly the drone to his balcony, there’s a good chance the sliding door will be open. While I’d guess there’s a screen door and doubt I could fly the drone into his house, this thing is supposed to be able to pick up sound from twenty feet away. That apartment has got to be pretty small. Hopefully the drone could hang out on his balcony and overhear the virtual PAPA meeting.
I set up in the parking lot, unfortunately wedged between a dumpster and the fence, which is the only place where people coming from and going to their cars won’t see me and where I can also get a clear view of the apartment. A woman jogs by the Oak Village sign with a practically pony-sized dog keeping up beside her. On the apartment lawn, a few kids play softball. With a surge of joy, I note that Christopher’s back door is cracked. Not a ton, but I think it should be enough for me to overhear something.
If only Tallulah knew the lengths I go to, all to protect her.
I sit on a cement block and open my backpack, buzzing with excitement. I unpackage the drone and fire up the burner smartphone—I already downloaded the app and connected them earlier this week—and place the black golf-ball-looking device on the ground.
Onscreen, the camera shows the tip of my boot and some fallen leaves. I use my fingers to zoom out and then shoot the drone up. It goes so fast it hits a tree branch and falls back down.
“Shit,” I whisper, catching its motion on screen with my fingertip and picking it back up again before it hits the ground.
Now the black golf ball hovers about five feet in the air in front of me. I lift it higher and shift the angle onscreen, then send it over the fence. It zooms across the lawn over the softball game. A kid points at it, but by the time he’s flagged the attention of his playmates, it’s already gone. I’ve managed to steer it to Christopher’s balcony. And I press “lock” to leave it hovering there a moment as I change angles and examine the balcony’s surroundings. There’s a knee-high barbecue, a lawn chair, some flip flops lined up against the wall, a shelf of cacti. Neat, swept. Everything aligned and symmetrical the way Christopher likes.
The camera isn’t showing much, just a view of the ajar balcony door. I can’t see much else through the haze of the screen. I put the phone up to my ear and listen. Christopher’s voice is coming through loud and clear. A thrill snakes up my tailbone to the nape of my neck and infects my lips next, curling them into a smile.
He has no idea.
You think you’re such a genius, Christopher, but look at me now.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE
“WENDELL, I’m going to have to mute you again, my man,” Christopher says. “So papas, this week we talked on the forum about the data Alex shared concerning psychopaths in prison. They were staggering. Sixteen percent of the adult male population in prison or on parole are psychopaths. Another statistic said that over ninety percent of adult male psychopaths have been to prison or are on parole or probation. Now, emotypical people try to act like these statistics somehow support the idea that psychopaths are dangerous and criminals. But what could another explanation be?”
“They’re friggin liars!” someone yells back.
“Well, Anton, that’s actually a good point,” Christopher says. “How can we even trust the data? But assuming the data is right, what else could it mean?”
“Misdiagnosis?” someone pipes up.
“Also a possibility,” Christopher says. “But what I’m getting at is that maybe it’s not that we’re more likely to be criminals, but that society doesn’t support the male psychopath enough to help them succeed. Instead, it marginalizes them, dismisses them, and then locks them up when they fail to fall in step with emotypical society.”
What garbage. I snort.
“So this week, on the forum,” Christopher says, “I want us to dream together. What if we had our own society, our own set of rules? What would that look like?”
The forum. He keeps talking about a forum. What I wouldn’t give to infiltrate it.
“This is going to be the main focus of our New Year’s cruise—besides the libations, of course,” he says. “I want us all to think about what it would be like to build a world with our set of rules. Excuse me, can you give me a second? Some kids outside are shouting, I need to go shut my door.”
“No,” I whisper.
I pull the phone away from my ear. Christopher’s right: through the fence, the kids’ softball game has grown in number of participants and in volume. Damn it. In a panicked moment, I press the “unlock” button onscreen and the drone falls to the ground. It rolls along the balcony, ending in a standstill. The angle now faces up at the door and I cringe at the sight of Christopher’s bare feet and legs coming into focus. He bends down and peers at the drone—though it feels like he’s looking right at me.
Oh God … does he know what it is?
Of course he does, right?
Will he know it’s me who flew it there?
No, he can’t trace it. But I should get a move on, abandon mission, leave the area. After all my threats to him about calling the police, he has a legitimate reason to call them on me now. Why was I so daring and stupid?
On the screen, Christopher squats, his face fully coming into view. He rubs his chin with his hand, squints, and reaches to pick the drone up. The screen in my hand dizzies with motion.
I could vomit.
His hazel eye gets closer, closer, blurry now and enormous onscreen as he inspects it—as we inspect each other. The camera gets unsteady and his voice cuts through the air loudly in stereo, one Christopher coming through the smartphone and the other carrying from thirty, forty feet away, where he stands on the balcony.
“Hey, you missing something?” he yells.
Is he shouting at me? My blood turns to ice in my veins.
But no, he’s leaning over the edge of his balcony and addressing the kids playing softball. Christopher chucks the drone down at them. I see it in a wide shot through the fence and then get a first-person view on the smartphone. Christopher turns back into his apartment and shuts his sliding glass door. I watch in disbelief, expecting him to come back out, but he doesn’t. The realization solidifies slowly—he didn’t recognize it was a drone.
I can’t help it, the tension bursts into a fit of laughter. I put my hands over my N-95 mask and laugh until my side aches and my sunglasses are fogged up. When my maniacal giggling fit subsides, my ears focus in on the noise I’m hearing. The kids holler, punctuated by loud pops. I take my sunglasses off and squint at the smartphone again. It’s dark, flickers of jerky movement.
“What is happening?” I mutter.
I peer back through the fence for another angle. What I see makes me gasp. Like a bunch of deranged hooligans, they’re beating my poor drone with their baseball bats—smashing it and hooting at each other in a fit of childish violence that makes me flinch.
“Kill it!” one kid yells.
“Smash it til it’s dead!” another yells back.
My mouth drops open. Frantically, I put my fingers to the screen to try to lift the drone up. Through the fence, I can see the poor thing trying to float off the ground but not making it more than a foot before the kids come at it again from multiple angles, smashing it to smithereens.
“You little assholes,” I whisper.
I stand up, eyeing them through the fence as they cheer, nauseated at innocent children being capable of that level of instantaneous destruction. Jesus. And almost five hundred dollars down the drain. I wish I could chew them all out, but I can’t, because Christopher’s right there and the last thing I want to do is call attention to what just happened or link the drone to me in any way.
Guess I’ve got to accept the fact my mission today was thwarted by a bunch of prepubescent monsters.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX
THE DISAPPOINTMENT IS SO stunning I’m having something akin to an out-of-body experience on the bike ride home. I take the long way, stopping to walk my bike along Beach Street and ogling the waves reaching for the sand. Surfers in wetsuits come and go from the water, kids make sandcastles. Doesn’t matter that it’s almost Christmas and sixty frigid degrees—the beach is crowded, the sidewalk a people-river, the roller coaster’s still rolling, the Ferris wheel churns in the sky.
Once I’m able to process the shock of my poor murdered drone, I try to comb back over the short bit I was able to overhear from Christopher’s meeting. I guess I should be relieved I didn’t hear another group character assassination of me or anything more about children this time. No evidence of some sinister plot in the works. In fact, there wasn’t anything that set off any personal alarms that I can recall. And the way he just hurled the drone, not for one second entertaining the idea that it was a listening device—I guess that’s what happens when you’re a person carried by a delusional level of confidence.
Or maybe he has nothing to hide.
It makes me queasy to wonder if this has all been in my head all along. If Christopher moved to Santa Cruz and did have no idea I moved here too. If he really is just trying to stroke his own ego by fancying himself a cult leader building a psychopathic fraternity and there’s no more to this story than that. If he gives zero shits about me and Tallulah—if we’re nothing to him. If it’s me who’s obsessed, me who’s delusional, me who won’t let go of him.
These thoughts form in me like clouds. I fix my gaze on the ocean—ever reaching, ever wanting, ever moving. I think I know how it feels to be a body of water and yet still suffer from an unquenchable thirst. My chest tightens as I look my life square in the eye: I’ve been fired from a four-hour-per week job by a teenager; my kid hates me, likely because I basically left her nanny to raise her for the first three years of her life; I stole money like a common thief to buy a drone to spy on my ex.
This needs to stop right here. Right now. My fixation on Christopher’s going to sink me if I don’t give it a rest, move on from him.
I get on my bike and head home.
When I turn onto my street, the sight of a fire truck and an ambulance strobe-lighting in front of Wonderland’s driveway makes me drop my bike on the sidewalk in front of Stormi’s apartment and break into a full-speed run toward the emergency.
A crowd has gathered in the driveway between the trailer park and Stormi’s place, maybe a dozen bystanders along with a few firefighters clustered at the foot of the staircase. I can barely breathe as I push my way through the gawkers, saying, “Excuse me!” shrilly.
I’m on fear-fueled autopilot. There’s nothing in my mind, no words, just pure, unadulterated fear that something happened to Tallulah. Motherhood is the most primal terror I’ve ever known. It’s as if the world has no floor, no place for me to land, I’m floating in space until I see her and know she’s all right.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN
THERE SHE IS—THERE,
there.
I press a palm to my chest, able to breathe again. Tallulah’s staring into space, blank-faced, listening to a firefighter who kneels on the asphalt and speaks to her. I sprint to her, knees buckling.
Relief, sweet relief, pouring like honey.
“Lulu!” I shout, scooping her up in my arms and squeezing, tears stinging. “Are you okay? God, I was so scared something happened to you …”
Tallulah is limp as a rag doll in my arms. “Mommy.”
“Is she okay?” I ask the firefighter, who stands to his feet.
“You her mother?”
“Yes, yes. She’s okay?” I try again.
“She’s fine,” he says, then draws his index finger into the air and points behind me. “The woman she was with, on the other hand …”
I suck in a breath, clutching Tallulah even harder, turning around and surveying the scene from a new angle. Jesus. At the foot of the stairs, Stormi’s in a gurney and getting wheeled toward the ambulance by a paramedic. Her face is twisted up in pain. She’s moaning.
“I can’t move,” she yells.
My stomach drops along with my jaw. I start to step toward her but stop myself, uncertain what I can do for her.
“Is she okay?” I manage, turning to the firefighter again. I hug Tallulah tighter, kissing the curls on the side of her head. “Oh my God. I hope she’s okay. She was watching my girl.”
“The woman fell down the stairs,” he answers.
“What?” I say. “You’re kidding. Do you know how it happened?”
The firefighter, in his scuffed mustard-yellow uniform, is old enough to be my father. He’s got bags under his eyes and he’s probably seen more tragedy in the past week than I’ve seen in a lifetime. As he studies me, his mouth flattens into a line and his eyes narrow, as if there’s something in me he sees that he doesn’t like.
“I’m sorry to tell you this,” he says finally. “But it sounds like your daughter pushed her.”
The scene around me seems to pause, the crowd hushes, the world stops spinning on its axis. I put Tallulah down, gently, and step back to look at her. Her hair is mussed and cheeks tear-stained but the expression on her face is as blank as the doll she’s hugging.
“What?” I say. “No. I’m sure she didn’t—”
“We have two witnesses up there who saw the whole thing happen,” the firefighter says, pointing to where a couple stands near the ambulance. “Next door neighbors.”
Oh God. Oh my God. The words are sinking in, but they just don’t feel real, how can a tiny person do such a thing? My tiny person? I kneel down to meet her faraway hazel stare.
“You pushed her?” I say softly.
She nods, curls bouncing.
“You pushed Stormi down the stairs,” I clarify, a little louder.
She juts her chin up. “Yep.”
I clap my hand over my mouth in horror. “Why?”
As if I just asked her what her favorite zoo animal is, Tallulah appears delighted, beaming a sunny smile back at me. “Because I was getting mommy in trouble.”
I make a sound like someone punched me in the gut. The firefighter’s studying me with a knit brow, probably thinking it’s my fault. It must be, right? Children are products of their upbringing. Her misbehavior is my responsibility. She pushed our sweet neighbor down the stairs. She hurt someone who offered us nothing but kindness and she’s not even sorry about it. This is on me. There’s no other explanation—I’ve failed as a parent.
Or, my mind whispers, Tallulah’s a fucking psychopath.
Runs in the family, I’ve heard.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT
TALLULAH and I ride in the back seat of a police car to give an official statement. Tallulah’s smiling and bouncing in her seat, thinking this is a fun adventure. I’m so angry with her, so terrified of her, it’s hard to look her in the eyes. I try to ignore her for the time being.
“You’re not arresting us, right?” I ask through the grating.
“No, just need to ask some questions. No one’s getting arrested,” the cop replies.
“You know, if you were older, you’d be going to jail for what you did,” I whisper to Tallulah.
“Maybe Mommy will go to jail?” she asks, almost hopefully.
“Lulu,” I say in disbelief.
I make a fist so tight my nails dig into my palm. I wish I were anywhere else but sitting in the back of a police car with my screwed-up kid. Outside the window, we pass the downtown shops decorated with holiday lights, chipper pedestrians toting shopping bags. Lucky, lucky people.
“Nobody’s going to jail, hon,” the cop says. “We just need to ask you some questions.”
If it was awful the first time, it’s even worse getting into a blank interrogation room and hearing my child repeat over and over that she pushed Stormi down the stairs and she did it because she wanted me to get in trouble. I’m asked to leave the room at one point so the police can talk to Tallulah alone, scooping up my purse and her doll and jacket and going numbly to sit outside on the front steps.
There are infinite forks in the road in life. Right now, I look back and wonder where I chose the wrong path. Was it getting together with Christopher in the first place? Was it getting pregnant when I was nowhere near ready for motherhood? Was it staying with him all those years? Or maybe it was leaving him. Because right now I’m imagining an alternate life where Christopher and I fled the country and my mother raised Tallulah. And even though I know my mother’s not about to win any Grandma of the Year awards, she probably would have done a better job raising my child than I’m doing right now. For all my crappy upbringing, I never pushed anyone down a flight of stairs.
A janitor bot wheels out to sweep the front steps, where I sit in front of the police building and continue waiting to get called back in. In my arms, the doll stares back at me with her creepy wide eyes and frozen plastic smile. And I can’t explain why, but right now I hate this situation so much and want to punish my daughter so badly for this baffling wrongdoing that in an impulsive snap of the fingers, I stalk to the curb and shove the doll in the garbage. I get a surge of satisfaction seeing her bare foot sticking out of the pile of rotting food, cardboard containers, and empty cups.
A little while later, a police officer questions me alone in a separate office, followed by a social worker who wants to know about our home life. My throat tightens as I begin explaining it all the best I can, breezing over the scam and my and Christopher’s downfall and instead framing it as a breakup. I tell her that our life has undergone some serious changes.
The woman starts rattling off all sorts of resources for us and gives me her card, telling me she’s been assigned my case and wants to set up an appointment for a home visit. That’s when I squint closer at her badge and realize, holy shit—this woman works for Child Protective Services.
“Am I in trouble?” I ask. “Are you investigating me?”
She flashes a tight smile. “We’re just here to ensure that Tallulah’s home life is in order. It happens sometimes when a child is involved in a crime or accident.”
But after she leaves, I’m left trembling in my plastic chair, still holding Tallulah’s tiny jacket. What if they visit my home and don’t like what they find? What if she gets taken away from me? This whole day’s made my head spin, I’ve run such a gauntlet of sickening emotions, but it didn’t occur to me until right now that I could lose her.





CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE
I MUST BE WAITING an hour after that in the cold, blank room before a police officer comes in to brief me on what the hell is going on. He’s a bald man with a bushy silver mustache who appears to be physically incapable of smiling. First, he updates me that Stormi’s in stable condition at a nearby hospital.
“Can I visit her?” I ask. “The woman is practically family. I feel so awful about what happened.”
“That I’m not sure about. You might want to reach out first.”
I nod.
“Tallulah’s too young to fully understand what she did,” Bushy Mustache says. “She kept saying that she did it because she thought it would get you in trouble, and we’re not exactly sure why.”
“Like I was telling the social worker, we’ve been through a tumultuous year,” I say, wiping my eyes with a tissue.
“The strange thing is she kept saying Chrissy told her to do it.” He thumbs through the notes in his black book. “Chrissy is a doll?”
My mouth goes dry. “Yeah. Her favorite toy.”
“‘Chrissy says to push Stormi down the stairs and get Mommy in trouble,’” he reads in a flat voice. “‘Chrissy says Mommy’s a bad lady. Chrissy says we can make Mommy go away.’” He closes the booklet with a flap. “Has she talked about hearing voices before?”
I shake my head at first, then roll it into a nod. The room seems to tilt, I’m so overwhelmed by what he’s saying. “She’s—she talks to her doll,” I whisper.
“Not my place, of course, and I’m sure the social worker already went over this with you—but you might want to look into a child psychologist.” He claps the book shut, stands up. “Thank you for your time today. I’m sorry about all this. It’s shocking and unfortunate. We’ll be following up soon …”
As he continues, my ears ring so loudly I can barely hear him. He goes to fetch Tallulah from the other room and I’m left to stew in my astonishment, the puzzle pieces coming together to form a horrendous big picture.
The doll told her to do it.
The doll, who she calls “Chrissy.”
“Hello?” the doll repeating, “Hello?”
Tallulah talking to the doll quietly in her room.
Christopher’s words saying, “My revenge is my business. Just know this: I never let anyone get the last dig in, okay?”
My breath becomes shallow as I begin to understand what’s going on. Why Tallulah’s behavior has been so terrible, why she’s been so distrustful of me, why she would do something terrible like this. To get Mommy in trouble. Who in this world would love to see me in trouble more than anyone else? Who has been working for months to sink me?
“Christopher,” I whisper.
I get up, leaving my purse and our coats in the room, and run through the wide halls and out the station entrance. I hurry down the front steps to the trash can in front of the building, desperate to get the doll back, the only evidence I have to prove I’m right. But the trash can’s no longer overflowing. In the past couple of hours that I’ve been inside the station, it got emptied. Desperation chokes me. Just to be sure, I lean over into it, rifling through the trash on the bottom—soggy food containers, used tissues, a dirty diaper.
I snap my attention up, noticing a man with a staring problem about six feet away, like he paused in the sidewalk just to gape at me. He’s a hippie-looking guy who wears socks with sandals and a BE HERE NOW shirt. He has a pitying look on his face.
I pull my hands from the trash can and stand up. “Be here now,” I muse bitterly. “I’d do anything to not ‘be here now.’ My life’s a pile of shit ‘here, now.’ I am digging through a garbage can for an evil, talking doll.”
My voice culminates in a shriek and the guy casts one last judgmental look at the damn shame I am before continuing up the street.
I plunge my hands back into the rubbish, gagging at the soggy smell of rot. But it’s too late.
The doll’s gone.





CHAPTER NINETY
BIZARRE HOW LIFE doesn’t feel real at moments when it’s at its realest.
In the hospital the next day, Tallulah and I hold hands and approach Stormi’s room with an enormous bouquet of gift shop flowers. For a second, I imagine we’re actors in a movie. Cheerful Christmas music plays from the speakers along with intermittent beeping from machines in rooms we pass. Outside room 323, I pause and stoop to smooth Tallulah’s hair.
“What are we going to say, noodle?” I ask.
“Sorry.”
“Sorry about what?”
“Sorry I pushed you down the stairs.”
I stand up straight. “That’s right. Good girl.”
I meet her gaze, those bright hazel eyes that still don’t seem to see who I really am.
“You are a good girl,” I say again, insistently. “This wasn’t your fault.” I swallow. “It was Chrissy’s fault.”
“I miss Chrissy.”
“I know you do. But Chrissy was a bad, naughty doll telling you to do that.”
She doesn’t respond, just looks down at her rain boots.
“But we’re going to say sorry,” I say. “And give Aunt Stormi these flowers. Okay?”
Tallulah nods. I squeeze her hand and we push open the ajar door.
“Knock knock,” I say brightly.
Stormi’s in a neck brace in her hospital bed, watching something on a tablet that sits on her lap. I’ve never seen her without makeup and normal clothes on, her hair bed-headed. At the sight of us, she stiffens up.
“Oh,” is all she says.
“Sorry,” Tallulah blurts from the doorway.
Stormi shifts in her bed. “Y’all shouldn’t be here,” she says. “Who let you in?”
It shatters me to see the suspicion in her eyes. Stupid of me, but I hoped she wouldn’t be this cold to us. That we could offer to help, to take care of her, that she would accept my little girl’s apologies. But the hardness of her stare tells me that what happened is unforgivable. And it’s crushing to realize that as much as I maybe wished her to be, this woman isn’t family. She doesn’t have to put up with us.
“We wanted to drop off these flowers,” I say.
“I don’t need flowers,” she says. “You can take those flowers and go on out of here.”
Tallulah and I remain frozen.
“Sorry,” Tallulah tries again.
“We’re so sorry,” I echo.
“Well, I certainly hope so,” Stormi says. “I almost died. You realize that?”
“Are you—are you okay?” I ask.
“My neck’s all messed up and I’ve got vertigo. Can’t even walk properly.”
“I’m so sorry,” I say.
Every apology seems to flop. Sorry’s nothing but a stupid word. The only thing in Stormi’s eyes right now is distrust.
“Listen, you’re going to be hearing from my lawyer soon enough,” Stormi says.
“Lawyer?” I ask in disbelief. “Why?”
“Because your child pushed me down a flight of gosh-darn stairs!” Stormi points to the hospital equipment. “And now I’m gonna be up to my ears in medical debt, not to mention the emotional distress.” Her lip trembles. She looks feebler right now than I’ve ever seen her. “I gave y’all nothing but kindness, and this is how you repay me.”
“She didn’t mean to,” I say.
“That child’s been a ticking time bomb for months. I’ve told you and told you,” Stormi says.
Told me and told me? Really? I swear she dropped a couple comments, tops. There was no official warning issued, no alarm bells sounded.
“Come on.” I pull Tallulah closer to me. “Don’t say that. It wasn’t her fault, there’s this doll—it was the doll’s fault, it was telling her things—”
“The doll? Honey.” Stormi’s lip curls up in disgust. “Just go on now. Don’t make a fool of yourself.” Stormi lies her head on her pillow. “My lawyer’ll be in touch with you and her father soon enough.”
Stunned, I put the flowers on the end of her table and make a silent exit. Tallulah says nothing as we go down the hallway and into the elevator. I feel like I’m drowning in dry air. All I can think is, she’s getting a lawyer? Why would she need a lawyer? She’s really going to sue me? And Henrick, too? He’s going to be so disappointed in me. I have thirty dollars to my name, no job, nothing but his child support checks to live on, and now he's going to be pulled into a fucking lawsuit he had nothing to do with.
If only there were a bridge, I could jump.
“It’s okay, Mommy,” Tallulah says quietly.
I wipe my eyes and look down at her. Her doe-eyed expression, her baby-fat cheeks. She looks like how I looked when I was her age, only darker haired. What will she be like when she’s my age? Will she be better than I am? Will she make the same dumb mistakes? Will she fall in love with a man who destroys her life?
Will she have the courage to take him down?





CHAPTER NINETY-ONE
OVER THE NEXT WEEK, it comes together in my mind, and though it’s ugly, it makes sense. After the drone incident, I was ready to walk away from Christopher and my paranoia about PAPA. I was willing to accept that I was going overboard by trying to spy on them. But it’s since become clear to me that he’s been winning at games I didn’t even know we were playing.
Think about it: the doll appeared out of nowhere, in a box out in front of my trailer. It had a talking device in it, but it probably had some kind listening device as well. I never found it, but it must have been there. Christopher’s clever about those sorts of things. I jokingly said Tallulah liked to talk shit about me to the doll, but I now realize, as absurd as it sounds, that was exactly what was happening. Except it went both ways—the doll talked back, too. When Tallulah said Chrissy told her things, it wasn’t some four-year-old imaginary friend scenario. They were actually talking.
At first I couldn’t imagine why though. Why would Christopher do that? Why go to those lengths to turn Tallulah against me? Was it to torture me? I’m sure that was part of it, but as I go over the meetings I’ve overheard, I piece together a new theory, one I’ve suspected without wanting to look it in the face: Christopher’s end game is to take Tallulah away from me. This is why he moved here, why he’s taken a sudden interest in children in PAPA meetings, why he’s tried to get hold of my mother and Henrick, why he planted the doll. He knows Tallulah is my Achilles heel. I’m aware of how far-fetched this sounds, how absurdly diabolical. But “absurdly diabolical” describes Christopher to a T.
I’ve fallen off the deep end, but he was the one who pushed me.
Now all I can think of is how the hell I’m going to get on that booze cruise ship on New Year’s to hear the full story of what Christopher’s doing and how we fit into his plans. Because I know, I know this is all related. It has to be. The doll, Tallulah, PAPA—it all fits together somehow. Should I completely alter my appearance? Get in male drag, pass myself off as one of them?
One late night, mental lightning strikes as I’m pacing my room.
The cruise. What was it he said? It would just be them and the company serving the food … Classy Catering. That’s it. It was something like that, Classy Catering. Those places are always hiring for events. I worked in catering one summer when I was at San Francisco State. I’m sure I could get a job. Caterers always wear face masks, which would mean I could climb aboard and not be recognized.
Here’s the problem: I don’t have any references at this point because it’s not like Barron or Cecelia or Stormi are going to vouch for me; and should I get the job, I can’t risk anyone in the psychopath group recognizing me or my name while I’m onboard. If anyone I worked with called me Pearl within earshot, psychopathic heads would turn. His entire group gets bloodthirsty at the sound of it.
Lightning strikes again.
I turn to my closet, crouching on the floor and unbuckling my trunk.
Inside, there are mostly expensive high-heeled shoes another Pearl wore once upon a time—to parties, to galas, on extravagant vacations. I’ll probably end up selling them soon for grocery money. But at the bottom, I have a manila envelope, one that was folded in my purse the day I first visited the FBI office to turn Christopher in and that I’ve kept tucked away ever since.
I open it up and pull out the passport, looking down at Harper Hudson—me, but not me.
I’ve kept it all this time, not sure when I might need it. Maybe Tallulah and I would have to conceal our identities at some point, start over somewhere. And maybe that is what we should do. Just start all the way over, somewhere far away, with new names. Transform myself physically. Go into a new line of work. Win the game not by one-upping him, but by disappearing altogether.
Maybe I will do that. But I’m going to do it after I climb aboard that cruise ship and figure out what the hell Christopher is up to.





CHAPTER NINETY-TWO
IN THE KITCHEN, I sit at the counter and dial Vanessa’s number. She picks up after the third ring.
“Hello?” she asks slowly.
“Vanessa! It’s Pearl.”
The silence is long.
“From Sky?” I add.
“Pearl, what the hell? Oh my God.”
“Is it too late? I’m so sorry if it is …”
“No, no, it’s fine. I’m just sitting here watching that bot housewives reality show. It’s so bad. Let me turn it off. How are you? Man. I have wondered what happened to you.”
I twirl the phone cord around my finger. “I moved to Santa Cruz. Trying to start over. You know.”
“Yeah.” She pauses. “I read a few of the articles about Christopher’s case.”
“He ruined my life,” I say.
“We were all shocked. Everyone at Sky. You couldn’t have really been involved, like you didn’t know what he was doing, right? I know you wouldn’t have been a part of all that.”
“Of course not.”
“So now you’re in Santa Cruz. You’re not even that far! I thought you’d moved to Arizona. That’s what I heard.”
“I did, stayed with my mom. It’s been a whirlwind.”
“I’ll bet.”
“And how are you? You had your baby, right?”
“Yep. She’s growing so fast! Crawling and everything. You see the pictures I’ve posted?”
“I deleted all my accounts.”
“Ah. I could text you a picture—this your new number?”
“It is, but it’s just a landline.”
“Oh, okay.”
It’s like we’re on two different planets.
“But maybe we could see each other in person sometime?” I try.
“Yeah, that’d be great.”
A silence stretches. I clear my throat.
“Listen,” I say. “I need to ask you a favor.”
She asks, “What?”
“I need a reference for a job,” I say. “I was hoping I could put you down.”
“Yeah, sure. What kind of job?”
“Catering.”
She yawns. “Of course.”
“Great. The only thing is—I’m going by a new name now,” I say. “I’m going by Harper Hudson.”
“Oh.”
“It’s just easier, after everything.”
“Sure, sure. So should I call you Harper now?”
“No, you can call me Pearl. But if the job calls …”
“I’ll sing Harper’s praises.”
I take a deep breath. “Thank you so much, Vanessa.”
“No problem. It’s good to hear from you. Let’s catch up again soon?”
“Definitely,” I say. “Say hi to Vinny for me.”
“Will do. Give Tallulah a squeeze.”
We say goodbye and I hang up. A rush of adrenaline hits. I drum my fingertips on the countertop and think through the logistics I’m going to need to put in place over the next few weeks to get on that ship. But undoubtedly, I will. Because it’s simple: either I’m right and Christopher’s up to something, or I’m wrong and I have lost my mind. This is about my child and the doll she says told her to do bad things, this is about poor Stormi in the hospital, this is about what the cult is up to and whether or not we’re a target.
But most of all, I need to know if I can trust myself.





CHAPTER NINETY-THREE
OVER THE PAST couple of weeks, I’ve resorted to hiring bots to watch Tallulah so I could start my Classy Catering work, something I swore I would never do. But now that I’ve burned my bridge with Stormi, I’m not sure how I can work a job without childcare.
I still have some data left on my burner smartphone and use it primarily for the Sitter Bot app. Bots are so much cheaper than human sitters and while their doll-dead gazes and responses give me the chills, Tallulah doesn’t even seem to notice they’re not human. Oddly, their flat demeanors seem to put her at ease.
Tonight is New Year’s Eve. The week before Christmas and my first catering gig, I dyed my hair black and buzzed it so short I’m androgynous. I got a pair of fake thick black glasses. As I look at myself in the mirror, buttoning the top button of my white shirt and tightening my little black tie, I don’t even recognize myself. Pearl, a voice whispers. Who are you? I have no answer. I fix a mask on my face. As I leave the house, neither the bot Anna 237 nor Tallulah look up from the blocks they’re playing with on the floor.
“Enjoy your New Year’s Eve,” Anna says with a queenly wave. “Please complete our customer survey after you return.”
“Night Lulu,” I say, blowing her a kiss.
The dark clouds forming overhead in the night sky promise rain. Looking up, I get a pang seeing Stormi’s window light on. When I said hello to her outside our apartments last week, she just reminded me she’ll only speak to me through her lawyer. I mount my bike and pedal through the salty wind, to the harbor, managing to get there right as a drizzle starts.
The manager of tonight’s event is Sean, a ginger-haired man with bug eyes. He stands in front of a yacht that has La Sirena written in cursive on the side. Sean does not offer me a “Hello” of any kind but instead shouts “Come on, come on, let’s go!” and points to the tubs that need loading onto the boat with the intensity of a drill sergeant. I’m flying high on nerves right now. I can’t believe this night is finally here after weeks of working toward this, so I’m grateful to pick up the tub and keep moving.
I’ve been on yachts before. Christopher flirted with buying one at one point, which is ridiculous, because the man can barely swim. He wanted us to sail the world in it. I’m sure he’s thrilled to be cosplaying a rich person again tonight and I’m sure he found some way to pocket some of the money and stiff people on the bill.
The kitchen on the boat is small, much smaller than I’m used to in actual restaurants, but the other nine people working tonight and I get to work setting up the kitchen and the dining area. I stop to check my reflection in the silver door of the refrigerator, adjusting my mask—Christopher would never guess this boyish, bespectacled woman is me.
“Hey all, I’m Captain Joe,” a man says, coming into the dining room and waving. Muscular, tanned, he wears a uniform and cap and a friendly smile.
I remember what Christopher said in the meeting: The ship’s going to be captained by—drumroll please … Joe Chesterton! That’s right, there he is, the man of the high seas! A psychopath at the ship’s helm. You would never look at this respectable man and think, that there looks like a man who is a member of a psychopathic cult. But he is.
The catering staff murmurs hellos and waves back. Sean yells, “Aye, aye!” like a dumbass. I could imagine Sean as one of them.
After we’ve whipped the last white tablecloths across each round table, our crew moves quickly to assemble the cooking carts and chafers and the bartenders put together the bar. The rain picks up outside just when the psychopaths board the ship, a loud, obnoxious sea of pink button-up shirts. They dressed up for the occasion. I try to not stare at them, to blend into the background as I bring chafing dishes out to warm, but when I hear Christopher’s voice, I can’t help but glance over at him.
He’s mid-fist bump. “And what’d she say? That’s amazing, Rod. I might ask you to tell the group about this tonight if you don’t mind.” He high fives another man. “What’s up, Zayan? Have a good holiday?” He points at someone else. “Happy new year, you filthy animal.”
Laughter. Back-clapping. Hugs. Look at him, the way he works a room—he’s like the politicians my dad used to work for, every lamp a spotlight, every floor a stage. I want to keep watching him. The sight of him at work is mesmerizing. But I swallow the lump in my throat and keep moving.





CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR
IT’S hard to tell the difference between the drumbeat of the intensifying rain and my pounding heart. I linger in the doorway as the captain gathers the pink-shirted men in the middle of the main room, whistles for their attention, and makes a series of announcements. Life jackets are available in the closet. There’s a men’s bathroom and a women’s bathroom located at the back of the ship. That back door is to remain closed at all times. No one is to go up to the top deck, not that anyone would want to because it's “colder than a tit out there.” Yes, he said that. No, I don’t know what that means.
“Not that you all are a bunch of rule followers,” he stage-whispers.
Everyone laughs at that one. I feel a pinch on my arm.
“Ow,” I say, looking up. Sean’s in the doorway of the kitchen and his eyeballs might pop out at any second.
“Harper, what the hell are you doing?” he hisses. “You’re supposed to be in charge of the au gratin.”
“Sorry,” I say.
The men in the main room don’t even notice me here. It’s perfect. The waitstaff might as well be ghosts to them. They’re caught up in cheering as the boat takes off, stamping their feet. Christopher’s set up a microphone and PA speaker and he taps it and talks into it.
“Papas, it’s good to be together again!” he says.
The men whoop.
“Damn it, Harper,” Sean says from the kitchen. “What’s your problem? You stoned or something?”
Reluctantly, I head back in for the au gratin. The other employees are all wearing identical black N-95 masks, only their eyes visible, but from their gazes I can tell everyone’s feeling bad for me. Little do they know I have no shits left to give about getting chewed out by Sean tonight. I load the au gratin up and deliver it out to the dining area, taking as long as I possibly can.
“Tonight marks the beginning of a new era for us,” Christopher’s saying. “We’re staking a claim this year. We’re taking what’s ours. We’re stepping it up. We’re going to start building out our community, our family, our world, so that a year from now we’ll be off the grid and starting the greatest social experiment ever seen. What would the world look like without the stain of empathy?”
I’m puzzled, trying to unpack what is literal and what is figurative in his speech. If I were a smart woman, I’d have brought a recorder with me so I could listen to it later, but I think we’ve determined by now no one’s going to mistake me for a smart woman.
“He’s trying to get your attention,” one of my co-workers says as they set up the cart beside me.
At first, I think they’re talking about Christopher. That Christopher recognizes me and is talking straight to me, which floods me with dread. But then they gesture toward Sean, who is crossing his arms and taking his finger to his eye and then pointing at me from the kitchen. I sigh and head back in.
“Do I need to remind you that you’re working?” Sean asks me. “That you aren’t on the booze cruise for fun? For the love of Christ.” He yells, “Focus, people!” and starts furiously polishing silverware. “Harper, help me out here.”
I work on polishing forks. It’s killing me, absolutely killing me—I can hear the titter of laughter, the rise and fall of Christopher’s voice, but his words are indistinguishable beneath the clatter of pots, thump of footsteps, and the rising drone of the rain. He’s talking about the future of their movement and whatever it is they’re up to and I’m missing it.
The boat’s movement is somehow both comforting and sickening. Through the porthole windows, I can’t see anything but the rain on the dark night like splattered ink. Finally, the silverware’s polished and I’m taking it out to the tables, able to join the PAPA group in the main room. But Christopher’s not talking into the mic anymore. The bar’s open, the music’s on, and everyone’s boozing and schmoozing. I finish setting the last table as slowly as I possibly can.
“Hey cutie,” a baby-faced guy with a flashing grin and silver hair on his temples says to me, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. He’s in a pink button-up shirt and a pink tie. “What do you look like under that mask?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” I say.
“Yeah, I would,” he says, scooting uncomfortably close to me. “C’mon, give me peek.”
He doesn’t blink, his gaze is so fixed. I don’t like it. It’s like he suspects me or thinks he recognizes me. I scurry back to the kitchen and pretend I need a new apron just to avoid him.
It hadn’t occurred to me before that getting on this ship could be putting myself in danger. It should have, but didn’t. I can’t imagine something scarier than being out on open water on a boat with drunken psychopaths who suddenly recognize me as Pearl Blackwood—they’d probably toss me overboard.
I shudder.
“Now what?” Sean’s asking me, hands on hips. “First I can’t get you back in the kitchen, now we’re getting ready to serve food and I can’t get you out in the dining area. What is it with you?”
“Sorry,” I say. “One of the guests was making me uncomfortable.”
“You know what’s making me uncomfortable? Your crappy work ethic. Go back out to the au gratin table before I fire you.”
Frankly, I don’t care if he fires me. I only wanted this job to get on the ship during this event. But I can’t imagine how that would work if he fired me and I had to stay on the ship for hours afterward. So I tie my apron on and do as he says.
A dinner bell rings. A line forms, a pink river of loud, unconscientious men. I glop potatoes onto porcelain plates. Splat. The whole time, I’ve got my eye on Christopher, who’s in the very back of the line, surrounded by three animated ass-kissers. As he gets closer, my blood pressure rises.
“… you can always hire a nanny. I mean, my daughter was practically raised by a nanny,” he’s saying.
I almost start choking on air when I hear “my daughter” come out of his mouth.
“Hey, like I’ve told you all, I’m not a kid person myself,” he says, next in line for potatoes. “But if we want to build our community, we have to engage as fathers. Whether that means suing for custody or spending more time with your litter or impregnating someone, that’s your journey. You’ve got yours, I’ve got mine, you know?”
Yeah, asshole. Your journey is sending a spying doll into my house and convincing my daughter to push an old woman down a flight of stairs. And what’s up with that language? “Your litter” like they’re a bunch of puppies? “Impregnating someone?” Romance, baby! It’s hard for me to stand still, to not glare at him as he approaches for potatoes.
“Just a lump,” he says softly to me, flashing a charming smile.
I make the mistake of eye contact. Christopher’s amber-eyed attention lingers on me and in this eternal second, I’m convinced the jig is up. He recognizes the shape of my eyes, their particular shade of green. But then he continues on without looking back and even more alarming than his recognizing me right now might be him not recognizing me. For the man who claimed I was the love of his life to not remember me at all, even if he is a psychopath.





CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE
AS DINNER CONTINUES, I overhear various conversations. The men are talking about kids. One of them is bragging about how he told his son to beat up another kid who was talking shit. An entire table is debating the possibility of lobotomizing “emotypicals” in civilized voices, napkins tucked into shirt collars. I glance at my co-workers, who don’t seem to notice that we’re all on a psychopathic voyage. They’re busy cleaning up the tables, emptying out dishes. Across the room, Silver Temples is wiggling his eyebrows at me. Yikes on several levels. I pick up the tray with a couple of hot pads and make myself busy putting the potatoes away. The boat tips from side to side and everyone cheers—a fitting bit of symbolism. These men seem like the type who would hail the boat’s capsizing just because.
Soon, it’s the hurricane of cleanup time. As the pink-shirted men go back to drinking at the open bar, we clean up their mess. Dirty plates whisked away, tablecloths replaced, a long table set up with fancy cupcakes. At one point, Christopher takes the mic and asks the room to hush so he can make an announcement.
“What is it, boss?” someone yells.
It’s almost scary how fast he can quiet the room. He pauses dramatically, a smile creeping on his face.
“Who here thinks they could survive in the desert?” he asks.
The men look at each other, amused. Slowly, one by one, hands pop up.
“I hope the answer is all of you. Because I just found the place where we’re going to build our PAPA compound this new year and it’s down in Imperial Valley. Sixty acres. Dirt cheap. All ours.”
The room erupts into applause and cheering. It’s like their team just won the Superbowl. I flinch from the intensity of the noise.
“Once I get your deposits, congratulations, papas—we’ve bought ourselves a new world!” Christopher shouts into the mic.
All the room’s missing is champagne and confetti. Grown men are jumping, fist-bumping, and embracing each other. Beefy biker dude who kicked a chair in Cuppa is now kicking another chair, apparently from joy this time. Numbly, I shake my head from the back of the room where I’ve been pretending to slowly sweep for five minutes.
You suckers, I think. Giving the king of cons your money to buy property in the asscrack of California.
It’s mind-blowing. Either Christopher’s scamming them all out of their deposit money or he really is trying to step this up into a full-blown cult.
His announcement amps the party up. The music gets cranked, voices get louder, faces get redder as we approach midnight, and the main room transforms into a dance floor. At this point, I’ve lost track of Christopher. The room is claustrophobically pink, thick with noise. Looking up, I see two men’s eyes on me—Silver Temples, licking his lips suggestively from the dessert table. And Sean, like a frustrated mime, pointing to the corner where I was supposed to be sweeping. I’m not here for any of it right now, still processing the insanity of Christopher’s announcement, so I slip into the women’s restroom and rub my temples, feeling like I’ve hit a wall.
What do I do?
I’m here, I made it, I used a fake passport to get this job and nearly shaved my own head trying to disguise myself. Christopher’s mini-cult is clearly getting ready to step up their game with a piece of property and a movement to shape their children into little psychopaths. But what am I supposed to do about it?
As I open the bathroom door, it’s as if fate snapped its fingers. Christopher is emerging from the men’s room, the door facing mine. From this angle, neither of us can see the main room—only each other. In this short dark hall, it’s only us. We both freeze, hands on doorknobs, his hazel eyes dead set on me. My heartbeat spikes. I draw the mask down so he can see my face and I can’t help it—the sight of him recognizing me, the shock of his expression makes my lips curl up in a crocodile smile.
“What in hell,” he says, breaking into an identical grin.





CHAPTER NINETY-SIX
I REACH OUT, grab his hand, and unlock the back door. It sticks for a moment, but then bursts open. I pull him behind me and we’re out on the deck. The rain’s still coming down, soft on its landing but seeming to blow from every direction at once. Behind his bewildered face, a mist-veiled moon and an endless expanse of glimmering sea water.
“What are you doing here?” he asks loudly, competing with the wind. He reaches out and has the audacity to run a hand across the soft buzzcut on my head. “What have you done to yourself?”
“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Is this your latest scam or are you really auditioning for the role of cult leader?”
I can tell my presence has thrown him. For maybe the first time since I’ve known him, the man appears to be speechless.
“You work for the catering company?” he finally responds.
“What do you want from me?” I ask, unable to help the quiver in my voice. It’s freezing out here. “Why are you trying to warp Tallulah? She pushed a woman down the stairs because of your fucking games.”
Christopher’s mouth is open. The rain coming down is dampening his hair, making it stick to his forehead.
“You want to turn Tallulah into a psychopath, is that it?” I ask him, getting closer, close enough that even in this moment, I wonder what the rain on his lips tastes like. “Is that what all this PAPA shit’s about, what the doll was about?” My voice breaks. “Just tell me what you want from me and my daughter.”
“Your daughter.” His smile disappears. “That’s half the truth.” Christopher steps closer and I back up, against the shut door. The ship lurches and I hold onto the railing with my hand. “But you’ve always been an artist at half-truths, haven’t you?”
I swallow, weak in the knees.
“You know what half-truths are, Pearl?” Christopher’s face is right up to mine now, leaning in as if he’s about to press our foreheads together, the rain dripping from his hair to my shirt. “They’re lies.” He draws his lips to my ear. “You act like you’re so much better than me. But you’re not. You and I are the same. That’s what I love about you.”
“What the fuck are you up to?” I burst, shoving him back. “What the fuck is your end game?”
He almost loses his footing, slipping on the wet deck, but grasps the rail. His expression darkens.
“Are you trying to take Tallulah away from me?” I shout.
“I could have taken her a long time ago if I’d wanted,” he shouts back. “I’m not an idiot. You might be able to fool an old demented geezer like Henrick but I knew from the moment you were pregnant that baby was mine.” He straightens up, dripping wet, his mouth a line. “I got a DNA test to prove it once we moved in together. And know what? I didn’t say anything. I let you have your lie.”
It’s as if I’m falling. That’s what it feels like—the earth has opened up and swallowed me. The lie he’s calling me out on is something that I disassociated myself from long ago. Somewhere, a distant Pearl has always been aware that Tallulah was Christopher’s, but it was easy for me to pretend and to believe my own pretending. It was a thing that lurked in my darkness, never a thing to be spoken aloud or dwelled upon. All this time, Christopher knew.
“I could have told Henrick,” he says, with a bitter laugh. “After you threw me under the bus to the FBI, I almost did. You would have had nothing, Pearl. You would have been destitute.”
“And you didn’t because why?” I ask him, shivering.
A rush of wind lifts our hair up, tips the boat. We both hold onto the railing.
“Because then I’d have to foot your child support bill,” he answers. “And I never wanted to be her father.” He leans in, his voice getting lower. “Until recently. I’m starting to think she needs a father figure in her life.” His eyebrows raise. “Did you say she pushed an old lady down the stairs?”
“She did it because of you and that fucking doll!” I scream, charging toward him.
The deck is slippery. We both slip and end up reaching for each other, falling backward, grabbing the railing of the stern. I grip it as best I can as the raindrops fatten and come down louder on the deck, harder on my face. The expression in his eyes is difficult to read in the wet, in the dark.
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!” he finally responds.
“You’re lying,” I say, voice climbing. “You’re always lying. It was you who put the doll out front for her to find and you—you talked to Tallulah through it. You told her to push Stormi down the stairs. You’re trying to get her to hate me, you’re trying to drive me to the brink.”
Christopher bursts out laughing now, turning the other way over the railing as if he’s sharing a private joke with the ocean, his shoulders rocking with it.
“Oh Pearl,” he finally says, turning to me with something resembling pity in his eyes. He’s soaked to the bone. His pink shirt clings to his chest, his hair is stuck to his face. “I don’t have to do anything to drive you to the brink. I’ve always known that. I simply need to exist near you and that’s enough to undo you.” He comes to me, pulls my face in his hands. “I was so devastated about what you did to me. But then I remembered that you and I are bound by something far greater, something that will outlive us. That every time you look at your daughter’s face, you would see me there. That every time you went somewhere, you’d wonder if I followed. If I was watching. If I was listening. That you might always feel like I’d stolen a part of you and you didn’t know what I’d do with it.” His hands move to my neck, circling it with his fingers. “I didn’t just love you. I made you.”
He squeezes once, hard, my windpipe closing, his expression going completely blank.
In animalistic panic, I try to jerk free of his grip. That only seems to make him squeeze harder, yank me closer. I thrash so wildly I push him, hard, at the exact moment the boat pitches backward over a sudden wave. He lets go of my neck and I scurry back toward the door. His feet are slipping. He stumbles, his back smacking the stern, his face contorting in pain, his eyes locking with mine for a single second before he tips backward, overboard.
The last thing I see as I clamp a hand over my mouth are the soles of his dress shoes, then I hear a sickening smack.
I don’t breathe. I forget how. My hand remains over my mouth, my neck burning with the memory of his fingertips. That didn’t just happen. That couldn’t have just happened. This is another trick, isn’t it? Another plot to drive me out of my mind. He pretended to go overboard. That wasn’t real. This can’t be real. A clap of thunder breaks and finally, my lungs fill with air, my eyes with tears, and my mind begins desperately trying to make sense of this.
I step over to the edge, yelling, “Christopher?”
But all I see is the black tumult of the sea, moonlight glinting on the water.





CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN
MY BREATH GETS SHALLOW.
I look over, wondering what to do. What should I do?
I’m sure as hell not jumping into stormy and probably shark-infested waters to save him. If I go inside and tell everyone, I’m sure the psychopaths would have no problem jumping into the ocean after him. But then what? Once Christopher gets rescued, he’ll surely blame me—say I pushed him—though did I? I wasn’t trying to. He was choking me, he was about to kill me, I swear he was. I keep scanning the water, stuck in a helpless loop, waiting for Christopher’s head to pop out of the water at any moment with a mischievous grin.
The shock of the situation slows time, the movement of the ship, the carousel of panic, the rain pelting my head, everything. Where did he go? Did that really happen? No. I don’t think it did. I really don’t. There has to be a grander plan. Christopher loves elaborate plans. He’s probably faking his own death, going to run away with everyone’s money and start over somewhere as Peter Simmons. A sob wells up in my throat but I don’t let it out, because this can’t really be true. Nothing is ever what it seems with him.
I put my hand over the knob and pull the door open, go back inside. The countdown is happening. Men are all shouting together—10, 9, 8—champagne flutes in the air. I lock myself in the tiny women’s bathroom, sit on the toilet, and go perfectly still as they all cheer, as last year becomes this year, as the past flips to the future. I can’t feel anything. Why can’t I feel anything? My hands are trembling. I’m icy cold. I take paper towels and wipe off my face, my neck, my short hair, my shoulders. Any minute now, the joke’s going to be revealed. He’ll knock on the door, be waiting there soaking wet, eyes bright with rage.
I open the door, but no one’s standing there. Just a stringy-haired man coming out of the men’s room with bloodshot eyes, a beer in each hand.
“You see a guy with, uh … brown hair? Thirtysomething?”
I shake my head and make my way through the main room and back into the kitchen. Be here now, the wiser Pearl says. And I am. I’m here. For once, I’m not thinking of anything else but this moment.
“There you are,” Sean says, throwing his hands up in the air at the sight of me. “Where in the hell have you been?”
“Seasick,” I tell him. “I’ve been in the bathroom.”
Sean’s eyes flash as he looks me up and down. “You do look a little green. Why’re you all wet?”
“I stood outside a minute to see if it would help, but it only made it worse.”
“Go ahead and sit in the corner for a few, see if that helps.”
I nod and do as he says, zoning out at the sight of my co-workers zipping to and from the main room with armfuls of dirty tablecloths, trays of empty champagne glasses and dessert plates. When the thought of anything but this moment tries to come in, I push it out and focus on my breath. Even when I can hear the captain making an announcement asking if anyone has seen Christopher McKinney, I don’t let my mind wander, I don’t let it go backward or forward, only let it stay here shivering with me as I try to not throw up.
It isn’t until we’re almost back to the harbor that I hear word of the Coast Guard being called. A Coast Guard boat is waiting at the dock when we pull in. As the Classy Catering crew leaves the ship with tubs of equipment, running it back to the van parked in the loading zone, I can see the crestfallen faces of the pink-faced men in pink shirts, the shocked looks of confusion as they crowd around the Coast Guard ship. I tell myself, this has nothing to do with me. It’s a trick. Don’t look at it.
Getting on my bike, I head home into the startling quiet of the one a.m. darkness, whispering over and over again, I didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything at all.
And I didn’t. I really didn’t. Man overboard, and I stayed mum.
It may not be pretty, but it’s the truth.





CHAPTER NINETY-EIGHT
THE COAST GUARD CONDUCTS A SEARCH, but Christopher’s body is never found. Police come knocking on my door one day to ask questions and say he’s “missing.” Other than that, it’s as if it all never happened.
Weeks later, knee-deep into January, I still can’t believe he’s dead. Christopher wasn’t human—he was a magician. I still expect him to pop up at any moment, for this all to be an elaborate head game. After I see the full-page article in the Sentinel about the PAPA group mourning his loss, it finally hits me that he might really be gone. But I didn’t do anything. It wasn’t me. See, I wasn’t on that boat. Harper Hudson was on that boat, but Pearl Blackwood? She wasn’t there at all.
When I toss the newspaper in the recycling bin after reading the article, the strangest part is how little I feel. All those men mourning his loss, a community of supposedly soulless men openly grieving for him—but me? The woman who once loved him more than anything? I don’t shed a tear. Instead, an inexplicable zen has spread over me. I spend entire afternoons never once glancing over my shoulder.
The last week of January, the weather teases us with a warm stretch of days, a heat wave that feels like a week-long kiss of sunshine. Tallulah and I get our suits and sandals on and head down to the beach. We make castles in the sand, palaces, and they disappear. I think about how once upon a time, I thought I was building something made to last. Self-importance is the biggest lie of all, isn’t it?
“Do you remember Sea?” I ask her. “Mommy’s restaurant? With the big aquariums everywhere?”
Tallulah scrunches up her face, working hard to conjure up the memory. But that was almost half her lifetime ago.
“It’s not important now,” I say, leaning over to kiss her head.
She doesn’t reciprocate, but she tolerates it.
As we head back to the apartment, I notice a moving truck parked in the middle of the street with its hazards on. Movers are bounding up and down the stairs to Stormi’s apartment, clearing the place out.
“Is she moving?” I murmur as I open our front door.
I can’t remember the last time I saw Stormi. Last week, someone knocked on my door and served me with papers informing me I was being sued for “emotional distress” and I have an appointment with a lawyer this week. It seems odd that Stormi’s leaving right after slapping me with a lawsuit. Inside, I’m so puzzled by what I just saw that I quickly change into bell bottoms and a T-shirt and set Tallulah up at the table with some crackers and a juice box.
“Mommy will be right back,” I promise.
Outside, the movers are talking to a heavyset man on the sidewalk for some time. I wait patiently, busying myself for a bit by straightening up the front yard. When the movers close the back of their truck, pulling the door shut, I jog over to the heavyset man who had been talking to the movers.
“Hi,” I say. “I’m Stormi’s neighbor. Are you …?”
The man puts his hands on his hips. “I’m her son, John.”
“Is she moving away?” I ask.
Maybe she decided to move somewhere more accessible. Maybe she couldn’t stand the thought of living next door to us anymore.
“She passed away,” he says flatly.
“What?” I say, my hands coming to my face.
“You knew her?”
“Yeah. Wow, I’m so sorry. How? I’m sorry, I …”
I’m stumped, struggling to make sense of this. First, I’m afraid her death has something to do with Tallulah pushing her, and second, I have no idea what this means when it comes to the lawsuit.
“My condolences,” I say.
“Thanks.”
“She was … she was a good family friend.”
“Was she?”
“She—” I was ready to tell him she used to watch my kid but stop myself, not sure what he knows about the accident or the lawsuit. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”
“Massive heart attack,” he says.
Horrible as this sounds, I’m relieved to hear it was something random and not complications from injuries from the accident or whatever.
“So sad,” I say, though I’m still too stunned to feel it. “Such a shame.”
“Yeah.” He turns to me, a fire in his blue eyes—same shape as his mother’s. “What’s really a shame is how much shit she’s got in her apartment and now I’ve got to deal with it.”
“Oh,” I say.
“Even dead, she’s a pain in my ass,” he says.
The resentment is palpable.
“She um … she had a lawsuit against me,” I tell him. “Did she say anything to you about that?”
“I’m not close to my mother. She’s estranged from the family. And doesn’t surprise me to hear about the lawsuit, that woman sued anything with a heartbeat.” He wipes sweat from his forehead. “Tried to sue her own family, goaded her granddaughter into pushing her down some stairs so she could sue the parents, and that’s how she ended up estranged from the family to begin with.”
My jaw drops.
“It’s how she got everything she ever had,” he goes on. “Didn’t work a day in her damn life—she lived off payouts. She could smell a potential moneymaker from a mile away. And oh how she loved faking injuries. Loved getting people’s sympathy. That cane she walked with? She never needed that thing.” He gives me a look. “Let me guess. Something to do with falling down some stairs, right?”
“My daughter pushed her,” I barely manage to say.
He snickers. “Yep, same old scam. Sue the parents. Jackpot.”
My mouth’s open and I’m about to protest—it makes no sense. I have no money, Stormi knew that. But then I remember that I told her about Henrick. She knew he was well off and in the end, she was threatening to sue both of us. I close my mouth.
John gestures to the sidewalk, where a bunch of open boxes sit. “Feel free to go through some of her stuff and take anything you want. I don’t have the wherewithal to take everything with me.”
“Sure,” I whisper.
He goes up the stairs and I’m left stunned on the astroturf. I swallow and go over to the boxes on the curb, stooping to look at them. Romance novels, trinket boxes, costume jewelry, knickknacks, cracked bottles of perfume. I rifle through it with shaking hands. I open a music box and gasp when I see what’s inside.
There’s only one thing in there: a little pink walkie talkie.
Chatty Maddy, it says.
Chatty, the doll’s ripped tag said.
“What?” I whisper, turning it over in my palm.
I stand up, hand clamped over my mouth.
“Mommy?”
I whip around. Tallulah’s standing in the doorway.
“Can I have a popsicle?” she asks.
“Sure,” I say, dizzy from what I just found. But I make my way back to the trailer. “Sure, let me get that for you.”
Inside our trailer, I am reeling. I sit at the table with Tallulah, massaging my temples, trying to understand what this means. What does this mean? Stormi was talking through the doll? Stormi wanted my child to push her down the stairs? That’s all her kindness was, that’s all she saw in me—the potential for a lawsuit?
My breath gets short. All I can think of is how confused Christopher seemed when I told him about the doll. I’d thought he was messing with my head, denying what he knew to be true, but now it seems he might have had nothing to do with it. And all at once, it hurts so badly to have lost him, and I wish I could take it back. I wish I could rewind my life’s tape and yell for help, save him, tell someone—but it’s too late now.
“Mommy, why are you crying?” Tallulah asks.
I wipe my eyes and force a smile, patting her hand, looking into her familiar hazel eyes.
“No reason, Lulu,” I say.
And I push it all from my mind. Push it down, deep down, to the bottom sea of me, the place the unthinkably ugly creatures dwell in the black. I swim back up to the surface where the sun shines and my child smiles and the water glimmers and dances and the palm trees sway.
My truth is whatever I want it to be.





CHAPTER NINETY-NINE
ONE NIGHT, months later, I’m listening to music and rinsing dishes in the kitchen when my phone startles me with a bell-purr of a ring. A restaurant’s supposed to be calling about a job, so I say, “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” and jog to the record player to quiet it. I move the needle with a hiss, record still spinning, and quickly wipe my hands on my jeans and round the counter to answer the call.
“Hello?” I ask.
Static fills the silence, loud as a waterfall.
“Hello?” I ask again.
There’s a faint whispering, one I can’t quite make out.
“Who is this?” I ask. “Speak up, I can’t hear you.”
I close my eyes, plug my other ear, and hold my breath to listen. It’s unintelligible. Then, in a swell, I swear I hear something—something stills the blood in my veins.
“Pearl,” my own voice whispers, so slowly it makes the word two syllables, two notes, like an eerie ding-dong.
At least I think that’s what it said. I’ll never know, will I?
Because then the line goes dead.





ONE MORE THING…
WANT to read a bonus epilogue for Pearl in Deep that shows what happened at the last PAPA meeting? Sign up for my newsletter and download it for free!
Pearl in Deep is one of the Jolvix Episodes. If you dug it, you can read the rest of the series in whatever order you want—they’re all standalone psychological thrillers!





A new marriage. A perfect home. A machine that says it’s all a lie.
After moving to Silicon Valley, Rowena struggles to adjust to the changes — so her husband gifts her Maxine, a newly developed digital assistant, to help with her mental health. But when the device begins offering eerily accurate predictions, Rowena isn’t sure who she can trust…





Two strangers. One phone. Everything on the line.
Rising rock star Violet wakes up locked in a cabin in the middle of nowhere with a mysterious note and a burner phone that only dials one unfamiliar number … and he’s a total stranger. They have one week to figure out the connection between them. Otherwise someone out there—or something—will take her life.





A dysfunctional family holiday, a possible murder, and a partridge in a pear tree.
The Jaggers were once a tight-knit family. But after their mother’s tragic death years ago, the four children and their father drifted apart. This year, they’re reuniting in their childhood home to celebrate the holidays. But in the days before they gather, the children each get a sinister note that reads Your mother was murdered.
Is one of the Jaggers hiding a horrible, guilty secret?





When an outspoken writer buys the car of her dreams, it turns into a full-speed nightmare.
Eve Alexopoulos is a journalist who has worked to expose the most outrageous online trolls. Her column has been so successful, she can afford to buy a Sunray: a self-driving, solar-powered car custom-programmed by an engineer at the tech goliath company Jolvix. Too bad the engineer who programmed her new Sunray isn’t a big fan of Eve’s work … because now her life’s about to make a sharp U-turn into unthinkable terror.





A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
If you got this far, I wanted to take a moment to thank you for reading and supporting my work. As an indie author, I don’t just write—I edit, format, market, promote, and everything in between. It can be a bit of a lonely process, but knowing there are readers like you makes it all worthwhile.
If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review. I can’t stress enough how important reviews are for writers. And if you’re interested in keeping up with book news, please join my newsletter or follow me on social media. And I love to hear from readers anytime at faith@faithgardner.com. 
As always, I tried my damndest to fix every typo, but alas, I am only human. If you spot an error, please let me know! I appreciate every reader who makes me look smarter.
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