
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for Goodnight Monsters

“Goodnight Monsters is a heady, fever-dream concoction of nightmare, fantasy, and half-imagined killings, all emanating from the disturbed brain of a woman who fears she’s losing her grip on reality. Pitting primal feminine desire and rage against the cultural expectations of women and motherhood, Junered has crafted an unforgettably spiky and deeply human heroine, as well as a story that will have you wondering what the hell you just read.”

—Emily Carpenter, author of Gothictown and A Spell for Saints and Sinners

“Junered’s prose is compulsively readable—the writing is often elegant, with a sinister undertone. . . . A thoroughly entertaining page-turner about the horrors of expecting.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Goodnight Monsters is a twisty exploration of motherhood, marriage, and murder that brazenly probes the extremes of birth and death. Part thriller, part horror, this novel breathtakingly captures the miracle and mayhem that is pregnancy as it builds to its shocking conclusion. Perfect for fans of Anne Heltzel’s Just Like Mother.”

—Erin Flanagan, Edgar Award–winning author of Deer Season, Blackout, and Come With Me

“Suzanne Junered’s Goodnight Monsters is a delicious twist on the choices women face with impending motherhood. Incredibly timely in a post-Roe world, with a plot that will keep you guessing all the way to the end.”

—Michelle Cruz, author of Even When You Lie

“Goodnight Monsters is delightfully dark and obsessive, so sharp-eyed and full of tension that I haven’t stopped thinking about it since I started reading. It’s gripping and full of surprises—I have never read a book that tackles the fear of motherhood in such an absorbing way. A must-read for fans of propulsive psychological horror and masterful prose. And that ending. I never saw it coming.”

—Penny Zang, author of Doll Parts

“A unique work of psychological horror, Goodnight Monsters is a dark, twisted exploration of marriage, motherhood, and death. Junered blurs the lines between nightmare and reality and kept me guessing until the final page. Bravo!”

—K.T. Nguyen, Anthony and Agatha Award–winning author of You Know What You Did

“Junered skillfully juxtaposes the banal and the macabre . . . offering a nuanced portrait of anxiety, identity, and the dissonance between societal expectations and private reality . . . well suited to readers drawn to character-driven literary suspense with unsettling emotional depth.”

—BookLife Reviews

“Dark comedy, reproductive ambivalence, grief, anxiety, and decomposition do not naturally behave themselves in the same room. But Junered seems to know that, and the tension is part of the appeal. This is a novel for readers who like their domestic fiction sharp, strange, and unafraid of moral discomfort.”

—Manhattan Book Review

“Goodnight Monsters is built for readers who want dark humor, strong visuals, and a protagonist whose life is coming apart in unusually compelling ways.”

—Los Angeles Book Review
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For Dexter and Griffin,
who made me a mother and provoked my monsters, and who shall not read this until you are much, much older





“Only when we know our own darkness well can
we be present with the darkness of others.”

—Brené Brown, The Gifts of Imperfection:
Let Go of Who You Think You’re Supposed to Be
and Embrace Who You Are






PrologueTHE TEST[image: ]


The toilet flushes and I watch the water circling the bowl. I picture my miniature self caught in the swirl, getting dizzy from the ride, and wishing for that final expulsion down the drain, that it would all just end with the descent into the black hole. Somewhere beyond this space. Beyond this time.

I leave the bathroom a mess—a cup of pee sitting on my countertop. Not that anyone’s here besides me, considering my husband is chronically absent from the home. It’s my job to keep an orderly house, so this should be unacceptable. And I’m expected to look decent, to be made-up, have my face on, as they say; surely, I’m to be wearing a bra. Pull yourself together, Lia.

I have been the very definition of a suburban stay-at-home mom even though I don’t have kids. We—me and my stay-at-home neighbors—have our own acronym: MITH, Moms in the ’Hood, because who wants to keep writing stay-at-home mom via text message or Facebook or on our nonexistent résumés? MITH meetup Margtaco Tuesday! A full-blown athleisure wardrobe, gossiping at two in the afternoon, making sure our steak is not only grass-fed but grass-finished. Tuesday morning Pilates, Thursday morning SUP Club. This is the life I lead. Though let me be clear on one thing—no goat yoga (I have childhood trauma involving goats). It’s the lifestyle Evan insisted upon when we moved back to the South from New York. It was time for us to start a family, so why would I look for another job? I’d oversee caring for the children soon. He’s old-fashioned, traditional, some might say sexist, like that. Evan has wanted a child since he was one himself. His mother planted the idea that fathering equals success. Now he’s worried we’ve waited too long.

Evan sells cloud storage, which is beyond my scope of understanding. As an anthropologist with great knowledge of the physical human experience, I can’t quite grasp this new technology that you can’t visibly see. He travels to meet customers in a different city each week, so while “we” wait to get pregnant, I’ve upped my social game and gotten to know the neighbors these past two years.

I step out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me, and walk downstairs to the living room. I look at the soft baby rattle on the coffee table. My sister, Miranda, has been sending us hand-me-downs for the last year—clothes, toys, board books—a sure sign that she is finally done procreating. She has a family of seven that fills her Suburban to the max.

I walk aimlessly around the house for the next two and a half minutes, stopping at the window in the front room, and wave to Kitty Curtis outside.

At one o’clock every afternoon, Kitty Curtis rides by on her bicycle in her geo-print tights, towing a Thule behind. If I don’t pronounce “too-lay” like the Swedes do, she snarls her lip at me without realizing she’s done it. If I need her for the latest details about Lily Simmons’s bankruptcy or some of Kitty’s slow-roasted, paleo-friendly trail mix, I can find her at the green space by the river’s edge, staring at her cell phone while her four-year-old plays with her doll and her two-year-old gets a stiff neck snoozing in the trailer. She raises a hand in acknowledgment but keeps her gaze on the road ahead.

My arm falls, my fake smile fades, and I head back upstairs. On the bathroom counter the pregnancy test still soaks. Did I think it would change if I let it sit longer? Clearblue Easy. Nothing’s easy about this.

A fly buzzes past my ear, circling my head three times then landing next to the sink. I wave my hand to swat it away but it stays on the countertop, staring at me. Daring me. I smack down on it and the echo is so loud it makes me jump. I pick the former fly up by its wing and hold it high over the trash can, watching it plummet after I let go.

I dump the pee and leave the cup in the trash, sit on the edge of the bed, and stare out the window at the Coy River. Something about the quiet rush of the water is admirable. The possibility of a fallen leaf being whisked away, never to return. I could float away. If I disappeared, would Evan be more heartbroken over losing his unborn child or me? The river smells rank today.

When I tell him, he will cry without shame—but redeem his masculinity by dancing a ridiculous, end-zone-style victory dance, pointing his fingers toward God, butterflying his knees, and sporting a cocky grin.

But right now, I’m alone, only me and my thoughts. I know I’m prepared; I’ve been observing the MITHs and taking notes on how not to parent. I’d be a present mother. I certainly would not complain of boredom; the responsibility of nurturing new life is the ultimate gift. Pregnancy is the most natural thing a woman’s body can do. And it’s a pretty selfish existence I’ve been living—that of a non-mother stay-at-home mom.

Normally, Friday is garbage day. Evan arrives home from the airport, parks in the driveway, comes into the house, kisses me hello, gathers all the trash from the bathrooms and the kitchen, and dumps it outside into the bins by the side of the house. Then rolls them to the street. Man’s work, he calls it. But today is no normal day. I’ve got to get the trash out of here. It’s whispering through the house. I don’t care if our HOA spy slaps me with a fine for putting the cans out early.

How do women do it—grow a child for nine months, squeeze it out and know what to do with it, how to raise it, love it, feed it, instill values in it?

As a child myself, I remember waking at night, worrying about the shadows dancing in the corner of my bedroom, calling for my Daddy to come in and check for monsters. There was always a reassuring hug, sometimes a cup of milk, and always his calloused fingertips making a sweep across my forehead, ridding me of anxiety.

Monsters invade my room every night now.

At 3 a.m. while my neighbors are sleeping peacefully, my mind is trolling, inviting in irrational thoughts. At night I’m someone I recognize but don’t want to be. First they were simply a nuisance. But they grow stronger and braver. My monsters howl at night, quietly while I lie next to my husband. I think we all have them, the monsters inside. I tuck mine back in, brush the back of my finger along my forehead, erasing them. “I’m pregnant?” I say it out loud to the empty room. I guess I’m not truly alone after all. I’m growing a child. The thing is, I don’t want it anymore.






7 WEEKS







Chapter 1Get Out of the House[image: ]


I come down the stairs to find Celia peering through the foyer window, wearing her latest creation, Henry Junior, in a cloth wrap that looks like it will soon fall apart and plummet the baby to the floor. I’m going to tell her my news.

“Hey, C,” I say as I open the door.

“Lia, good,” she says, stepping in. “I can always count on you to be home.”

Celia latched onto me after hearing I’d been living in “the big city.” She and her husband, Henry, live two doors down from us in Windsor Park, my Wisteria Lane-esque neighborhood nestled against the river. We bonded over Pearl Jam and craft beer when Evan and I first moved into the neighborhood. Celia and Ophelia. Call me C, she’d said. Otherwise, our husbands might confuse us and take the wrong one home, she’d said and laughed while popping the top to another beer and winking at Evan. We’ve been pals ever since. Our husbands now call us “the Lias”—our Southern version of “the Heathers.” Lookin’ pretty, talkin’ ugly.

She steps into the house, this best friend of mine. I can tell her almost anything. But this pregnancy is an exception. I motion her past the stairwell into the kitchen.

“Work bullshit again,” she says. She covers little Henry’s ears after she’s said “bullshit.” “Never run your own business. Got anything to drink?”

I’m already reaching into the fridge for a spiked sparkling water. Celia doesn’t think of them as alcoholic beverages, so they can be had for breakfast if she so desires. It’s like having a Coke without the sugar; there’s barely anything in it, she often defends without being chided. I can’t stand them, but I keep them stocked for her.

“What’s happening at the shop?” I ask. Celia owns a coffee shop at the strip mall a three-and-a-half-minute drive, fourteen-minute walk, or nine-minute jog away. Evan can run it in just under eight, but he’ll slow down for me when we’re together.

“Three different people gave their notice today and now I have to hire a whole new staff. Between interviewing, training, and this fucking kid”—again, the delayed ear covering—“I’ll never get in enough spin classes to get rid of this belly pooch.”

Priorities. “But you knew this was coming, right? Students go at the end of the semester.”

“Yeah, I guess.” She slurps down half of her lime seltzer.

Celia’s coffee shop is named after her—C’s. I once thought those who name their businesses after themselves must be vain. Celia will freely admit she’s narcissistic and with that kind of brutal honesty, I feel she’s allowed to be vain. C for Conceited.

As she paces the room complaining, little Henry’s eyelids get drowsy to the point of closing, his head bobbing, lips parting. He seems to Benjamin Button himself from peach-fuzzy baby to bald-headed old man, limp and motionless. Then he jerks and burps and smiles, still asleep against Celia’s chest, and we both laugh quietly.

“Why don’t you post the job now and I’ll come in tomorrow afternoon and pour coffee for a few hours while you interview.”

“You’ll do that for me?”

“Of course.”

Celia takes out her phone and posts an ad for a barista on the university job board; we gossip on my couch and her phone buzzes incessantly as a flood of responses fills her inbox.

“I got a job,” I say.

“What, long to-do list today?”

“No, an old professor of mine hired me to work for him.”

“Oh, you mean like a professional, full-time job!” She looks up from her phone.

“Yeah, well, it’s temporary to start. I’m onboarding with the summer interns, but I’m hoping it will become permanent.” The full story, which I won’t tell her, is that I called in a favor from dear old Dr. Bradford. We hadn’t seen each other in almost fifteen years, but the first words out of his mouth were that I’d grown up nicely, so I knew I made the right decision in contacting him. I have to get out of the house before I go crazy. I handed him my résumé and he hesitated when he saw the gap from the last two years. We sat in silence for a minute. I didn’t ask about his wife or kids. He didn’t ask if I have any. It was never that personal between us. But by the end of the week, he called and said I could start work with the summer interns. I knew I had the upper hand.

“What about Pilates?” Celia crinkles her nose. “No. Sorry. Tell me about the job, what prompted it, what will you be doing? I’m happy for you, not at all disappointed that I’ll see less of you.” She smirks and I laugh.

“I’m honored that you’ll miss me.” I touch her hand. “I’ll miss you too, but we’ll still have plenty of time together, and I’m super excited about the work. It’s at the Body Farm.”

“No!” Celia says, disgusted or intrigued, I’m not sure.

It’s famous in this town, the university’s forensic anthropology center. Not a lot of people have access, but anyone interested in forensic science, or criminal justice, or plain old creepy shit would love to get a peek inside. The facility has acres of protected outdoor land committed to studying the decomposition of bodies and body parts after death. Corpses are laid in a sunny meadow, submerged in a lake, buried underground, covered with logs—you imagine it, it’s happening on the Farm. Bodies are protected, monitored, cared for graciously. It’s a safe house, of sorts, for the dead. And exactly what I want to be around at the moment.

“The job involves a lot of attention to detail. You know I love that.”

“Are you seriously going to be working with the dead people?”

“I am, but they’re not really people anymore by the time they get to the Farm.” I think about being surrounded by death, nothingness, empty souls. Landing this position makes me feel back in control, steady on my feet again. Celia cringes. “The research is helpful for criminal investigations and stuff like that.”

“Are you qualified for this? I thought you worked in a museum in New York.”

“I did. Different kind of artifacts.”

“Well, friend, I’m both disgusted and impressed.”

Celia books six barista interviews by the time she is ready for her next social call, a playdate with our neighbor Amy and her daughter, who’s five. It’s a pretty good setup—more of a playdate for the moms while the five-year-old babysits. I’m looking forward to running the storefront tomorrow, pouring coffee and swirling patterns in cappuccinos. It will be a nice distraction from the pregnancy test. I’ve already booked an appointment with my gyno; my period’s always been irregular, so there’s hope.

[image: ]
The following afternoon is hot; the warmth is wrapping around me like a swaddle. It’s warm enough for bare arms and legs outside, and though it’s not officially summer solstice, kids are almost out of school, socks are forgotten, mosquitoes bite at dusk until they’re pushed out by lightning bugs when darkness takes over. I consider it the start of summer.

This time of year was difficult for me as a teenager, losing my dad the way I did at the end of May. It took me a few years not to freak out around the anniversary of his death, but that has long since passed. I have regained the ease of the season. I wish someone would explain this to my mom because she doesn’t believe me.

A slender girl walks into C’s. Long stringy hair, fitted clothes with flowy sleeves, chin pointed downward when she smiles.

“Hi, what can I get you today?”

“I’m here for an interview at three. Angela?” She says her name with the upturn of a question at the end.

“Have a seat and she’ll be right out.” Celia’s just finishing her last interview. “Want anything while you wait?” I ask as she sits at a table for two. Behind her, I can see COFFEE CHOCOLATE COMMUNITY carved above the restored oak door. I was there watching when Celia stenciled in the words with a grill match in one hand and a vodka in the other.

“No thanks.” Angela gets her phone out of her purse and starts scrolling and swiping as another blonde girl sporting studs, tattoos, and dark raccoon-shadowed eyes comes in.

“Hi!” A two-syllable word that doesn’t match her gothic fashion. Both Evan and I subconsciously (but consciously) lost our accents while living up north, besides the occasional drunken night and some chosen words (y’all) when they slip out. Even though we’ve been back for a while, listening to family and friends, neighbors, store clerks, and local politicians, some people still surprise me when they open their mouths.

“Hi!” I return with only one syllable but just as much enthusiasm. “What can I get you?”

“Can you make a rose on the top of my mocha? I’m Instagramming roses from every coffee shop in town. My friends are gonna choose where to host our study group based on the number of likes.”

“Uh, I’m not a regular employee here, so I’m not skilled at roses.” I’m thirty-four years old; do I look like a paid barista? “I can make you a fern.” I’m proud of my steamed-milk fern art skills.

She looks at me like the fern trend is years past. “Well. I guess you lose then. I’ll take a mocha anyway.”

Celia will be pissed if she learns I lost her a weekly study group’s business for the summer. She’s already miffed I didn’t tell her I was job hunting.

“I can make one,” says Angela, now looking up from her phone at the interview-waiting table. I nod yes as she’s making her way behind the counter. She goes straight to the steamer and makes a perfectly portioned mocha, as if she’s worked at C’s for years. I watch as she pours the milk, tipping and twirling it into a pattern of circular petals and threading vines. It’s a beautiful flower; I can almost see thorns lining the stems. Tattoo Girl snaps a picture and then lifts the cup to her mouth. I imagine the thorns cutting her tongue when she takes her sip. A drop of blood coming out of the corner of her mouth as she leaves an extra dollar in the tip jar.

I stare at the meek girl standing next to me. “You are an artist.”

She shrugs. “My mom owned a shop. Basically grew up making those things.”

Celia escorts a kid with unwashed hair out from the back room and her fake smile tells me that he’s not impressed her at all.

“Hire her.” I point to Angela. Celia does exactly that, and for the next hour I help her reorganize stockroom shelves.

“So how is Evan taking the news of your job?” Celia lifts her brows, waiting for the story of his almost-certain emotional blowup.

I anticipated a long marital fight, saying hateful things to each other, bringing up old arguments we should have long forgotten. It’s what any ordinary couple does on a Friday night after a long week of work, traveling, deceiving. And Celia knows all about Evan and his insecurities. Outside of sex, she knows him about as well as I do, given the amount of time we spend together as couples. And the amount of filter I don’t have when we talk about our husbands. She’s even seen him naked one time, when the four of us got a little too drunk and went skinny-dipping in the river.

“I told him last week over our Friday night burgers from Bros,” a little tradition we have after a week of him traveling to Phoenix or Cleveland or San Something or Other, “and he looked at me wide-eyed, like I’d just told him his mom died. He said something about me giving up on our dream of a family.”

Celia’s whole face twitches, more likely because I told Evan about my job almost a week before I told her than because of Evan’s reaction, but she seems to let my transgression of her bestie rule book slide. This time. “Y’all rarely see each other during the week anyway. Like that’s going to change how much sex you’re having.”

I think our relationship thrives on Evan being gone three to four nights each week. Missing each other stimulates better conversation when we’re together. And it makes us wild for each other in bed.

“I know. His main worry is that I won’t be lying around, priming my body for baby building,” I say.

She shakes her head. “Trust me, y’all don’t really want to be parents anyway.”

“We’d be completely happy without kids.” I cradle a bag of flour like I would an infant in my arms before pushing it to the back of the shelf. “Then he suggests I’m not appreciative of the life he gives me. I told him my work would not interfere with our baby making and that I understood his generosity. And I added that if we stop trying so hard it might be easier to get pregnant. Remember what happened to the Murphys? That seemed to renew his hope and he dropped it and we had sex like the conversation never happened.”

“It wasn’t a Houston trip, was it?”

“Not Houston.” I’ve been wondering if Evan’s having an affair in Houston. We have the best sex after he returns from Houston trips. But if I’m being honest, I’d rather not know. Not much would be left of yourself if your partner knew everything there was to know. There are tiny pieces of me that are only for myself, so I’ll let him keep a few mysteries too.

“I’m going to miss you when you’re working.”

“Promise me you won’t pull an Evan and take it personally if I can’t sneak away for lunch.”

“I’ll just bug you with text messages instead.”

“I’ll hold you to it,” I say.






Chapter 2Not Everything
Needs Explaining[image: ]


I pull into the parking lot of my gynecologist’s office, the one Evan and I have frequented together in the past year. Pee on this, ejaculate on that, let me stick my hand up there.

It was surprisingly romantic, going through fertility testing. Holding hands, crying together, laughing it off when we needed to, bracing for bad news. We made a plan. If we hit the three-year mark, we’d try in vitro. We were putting away a chunk of money each month in case we needed to resort to that. It was either an IVF baby or a fully loaded college fund. Having a common goal brought Evan and me closer than we’d ever been. We even started calling each other babe, which I always thought meant couples were trying too hard, but it turns out they were probably in love.

But today I’m alone. I walk inside alone. I sit in the waiting room alone. I undress and wrap that paper sheet around my lower half alone.

“Miss Lia,” says our Eastern European doctor. “Where is Mr. Evan today? Of all days.”

“Traveling.”

“Well, I’m sorry he will miss my congratulations for you. You are pregnant. You make a really good surprise for him when he gets home.”

I nod, staring at the image on the wall of a baby growing inside a woman’s uterus. Body parts are labeled, and the woman has no head, yet the baby sucks its thumb, appearing more human than its mother.

Pregnant. Confirmed. I knew it Wednesday, when I took the home test, but I hadn’t quite believed it. Now that I’m here with my legs spread wide in the doctor’s office, now that somebody else knows, I expect relief. Tears. Joy? Anything?

“You’ll check for any problems?”

“Oh, not to worry. You not have baby with problems. Just because it took a couple of years to conceive doesn’t mean we call you high-risk. You actually very low-risk. Under thirty-five, no medical concerns, healthy weight. Even that you are married, middle-class. All those things working in your favor.”

I speak to the ceiling while in the standard scoot to the very edge of the table, wide-open, gynecological position. “And what are my chances of a miscarriage?”

“Miss Lia, you cannot worry yourself with statistics! You must believe in this pregnancy. Then it is my professional opinion that you will grow healthy baby with no problems. My wife give me a book long time ago—The Secret.” He winks.

The doctor sits down between my sprawled knees, puts on gloves, and squeezes a bottle of that cold, clear gel onto a device. “Little pressure,” he says. “This going in.” He holds up a white rod that resembles my vibrator (traveling husband, remember?), then it disappears under the sheet.

I watch the computer screen as he shifts the probe around, pointing out my ovaries, fallopian tubes, and some other things. I stop listening as I watch these strange incandescent blurred blobs on the screen and then I’m jolted back to the room by a two-step beating sound that takes my breath away. A terrifying sound like the theme to Jaws, only much faster.

As I lie on my back, inundated with this noise, I’m taken outside of my body and into the rhythmic pulsing, amazed at the strength of a heartbeat stronger than my own, this heartbeat that belongs to—my baby.

I could faint. Finally, a visceral reaction.

“Based on size of fetus, you are just past seven weeks.” He removes the probe and washes his hands. “Baby size of tip of this pencil.” He holds one up. I cock my head. Seems harmless enough, something that miniscule.

“So now we test for abnormalities?” I ask.

“We can if you want. Always your choice.”

“And if we find anything, what are the options?”

“We can talk about that if we need to.”

“I do need to know, please. If we find a problem, how long into the pregnancy—”

“It’s a tricky conversation, Miss Lia. Unofficial suggestion is to choose before sixteen weeks. Official recommendation as your doctor in this great conservative Southern state is to have baby.” He stops shuffling around the room and takes a business card from a drawer, handing it to me. Babymoon Retreats. The area code is out of state. The doctor looks at me. “Unofficial recommendation. You always have choice. But remember, child is gift. Mother is most important job in the world.”

The most important job in the world. The weight of that alone could crush my heart right here and kill me.

“Schedule amnio with my nurse if you still worry.” The doctor makes a few notes in the computer and gets up to leave. “I’ll see you five weeks more. Bring Mr. Evan so I can shake his hand.”

At the door he turns and says, “You let me know if hormone changes give you any problem. It can be intense; it can not be intense. We see. Nausea we can do something about. Anything else usually go away in a few weeks. Find movie on Netflix.”

And with that he leaves and closes the door behind him.

I’m alone again and wondering if this really just happened. I’m pregnant. I wipe the slime from between my legs and pull on my clothes, different now than who I was when I walked in here twenty minutes ago. Aware of the life growing inside me, the strength of its heart, the possibilities of the future.

I have nine weeks. Sixty-three days. Just over two months. Nine weeks to get an abortion. There. I said it, that nasty word. It doesn’t mean I’m going to. It just means I have the option. A backup plan. For all I know I’ll miscarry and it won’t even be a choice I get to make. It will all take care of itself.

I walk out of the doctor’s office, pay my co-pay. A nurse pops her head around the corner, saying, “Congratulations, Ophelia!”

She doesn’t know me well enough to call me Lia—she has to look at my medical chart to even remember my name—yet she thinks she has the right to congratulate me. And announce my pregnancy to the reception room, hallway, and adjoining waiting room. Patient privacy, my ass. I am so fuming mad that I want to choke her with my bare hands.

[image: ]
I stopped in the pharmacy after my appointment and bought a pocket calendar and some more pregnancy tests and as soon as I got home, I flopped down, spent the rest of my morning dozing on and off, dreaming hazily in and out of consciousness.

Now it is nearly two o’clock in the afternoon. I lift myself out of bed and start obsessing over my naked profile in the mirror. Every single bump and curve and pocket of skin, imagining my belly distending further and further and further until it pops open and spills a baby out onto my bathroom floor. A pool of blood and fluids staining the grout between the floor tiles. I’m about to reach down and pick the tiny thing up when my eyes fall on the take-home folder from my doctor visit. It’s so thick there must be a pamphlet covering the entire next year of my life. From prenatal vitamins and foods to avoid to breastfeeding tips. Postnatal mommy-and-me yoga classes. Even a postpartum depression questionnaire.


I have been anxious or worried for no good reason: ____

Well, no, because I have my reasons for being anxious.

I am experiencing exhaustion: Yes

Sleeplessness: Yes

I have thought of harming myself or my baby: ____



None of this matters because I haven’t given birth yet. I don’t plan on worrying about postpartum depression. There will be no postpartum anything. I shred it all, every single paper and pamphlet. I almost break the shredder by putting a too-thick stack of papers in. I yank them out and regroup to send each crinkled page through individually. Just as I finish, the phone rings—my sister. She wants to meet for coffee.

This is the time of year I tend to ignore my family, but I agree to meet her today, alone, no mom, no nieces or nephews, no husbands, just to talk. I will focus our conversation on my new job, what the hell.

But now that I’m sitting here in C’s, at the wobbly table by the window overlooking the strip mall sidewalk, drinking decaf, I am wishing I had said no.

I can’t believe I am pregnant. At least I don’t have the morning sickness everyone talks about. Or a dry vagina. Yet.

Angela, the new hire, swings by and says hello. She’s wearing a ridiculous—but I admit cute—name tag that says HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA. She’s the kind of girl who can wear geeky things and still look cool, because she doesn’t give a damn what other people think. I made a good choice recommending her to Celia.

“Guy over there’s checking you out.” She nods across the room to a man sitting alone at a two-person table facing my direction. He’s wearing a tan canvas utility jacket—not the trendy L.L.Bean type—and when he smiles at me, I can see his rotting teeth all the way across the room. “Said he wants to buy your next coffee.”

“Seriously?”

“I told him this wasn’t a nightclub.”

“Good.” I laugh. HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA is looking out for me.

“Keep your Mace handy,” she says, walking away.

I glance up again to see the man’s moved two tables closer when the door opens, funneling a breeze in his direction and a familiar scent in mine. I smell death on him. He spits into his coffee mug and greets me across the tables with a “Darlin’” and a head nod. I mouth No and stare until he looks away first. It takes a while but finally he gets up and leaves, and I watch him through the window after he’s gone out the door. His pace is slow, and he spits on the ground twice before disappearing between buildings. It was unlike me to be so confrontational. But it somehow feels like this is me; I can’t really explain it.

Miranda drives up in her family shuttle; I can see three car seats peeking out the windows. She steps out, perfectly composed, makeup perfectly masking the bags under her eyes, smiling a perfect smile when she sees me through the window, her imperfect little sister.

She steps inside and her heels click over to my table. She sets her two-ton shoulder bag on the chair and leans over to give me a hug. Celia rolls her eyes at me from behind the counter as I reach up to embrace Miranda with a few small pats on the back, not the prolonged sisterly squeeze she’s giving me.

“Lia.” She nestles into her seat and though I’m slightly taller, she straightens her spine so she can look down on me. “I’m so glad you agreed to meet me. Thank you for coming.”

Celia swoops past, clearing mugs and plates with half-eaten zucchini bread from neighboring tables, wanting to get a closer look at my illusory sister. “Can I get you something, hon?” she asks Miranda.

“Oh, no thanks.” Miranda practically shoos her away and once Celia’s back behind the counter she leans in and whispers to me, “The help is always pushy in places like this. Expect you to buy something if you sit at their tables.” She pulls at the string of pearls around her neck.

“Well, they are running a business. But you can sit by association. I know the owner.”

“Ooh, Miss Big Shot in town, huh?”

She’s not making it easy for me to be here.

“First,” she says, reaching into her bag, “before I forget. Here.” She slides a board book across the table, the spine creased from being folded past its binding too many times. It’s Goodnight Moon, a timeless classic, so say all the moms.

“I don’t get this book.” I pick it up and flip through the thick pages, watching the great green room getting darker but no less creepy. “Who is that old lady whispering ‘Hush’ and where did she come from? She appeared like magic. Is she a fairy? The nanny? A kidnapper who snuck into this bunny child’s room?” Miranda puffs air through her lips. I turn to the end of the book. “Here, a blank page. Everyone and everything just disappeared? Nobody’s there anymore? The kidnapper took the furniture too?”

“Not everything needs explaining, Lia. Sometimes, you accept things for what they are.”

“Okay.” My sister makes a good point. I put the book in my purse. “I know you didn’t come here just to give me this book.”

She clasps her hands and says, “Mom is so worried about you, she’s not sleeping.”

I resist the urge to run out the door. “Miranda—”

“Just hear me out, Lia,” she interrupts. “She’s our mother for God’s sake.” She sits back, a hand on her heart, scanning the room, embarrassed to have said God’s name in such a frustrated tone.

“Okay, talk.”

She relaxes, placing her hands on the table. “Mothers have an intuition that I can’t explain but I definitely understand. Because I have a lot of experience in the mothering department. So, when Mom worries about you, I believe she has good reason.”

“Mom’s projecting her own sadness onto me. This time of year is hard for her.”

“That’s not true.” Miranda wags her finger at me like I’m one of her children. “She’s worried about you. She went by the other day and saw your car in the garage. Why didn’t you answer the door?”

Because the last thing I need is my mom giving me a psych eval and unsolicited advice. “I don’t know, Miranda, maybe I was taking a walk or in the backyard?”

“She looked.”

“If you want a simple solution, bring Dad back from the dead.”

She takes a deep breath. “Just call her back, Lia. I was hoping that maybe with some maturity, now that you’ve moved closer to home, you could suck it up and stop disconnecting from her every summer. I know it’s difficult for you, Lia, considering . . . considering you found him,” she says quietly.

They want me to talk about it, yet they can barely talk about it themselves.

“Look, I miss Dad. But it doesn’t mean I need a shrink anymore. I promise you I am okay. Tell Mom I’m okay.”

“I think she needs to hear it from you.”

“Miranda. I’m sorry you and Mom are worried about me, but I’m telling you, don’t waste your energy. Stop bugging me. I can’t be bothered with it right now.”

Miranda huffs and pounds her hands on the table. “You’re just being selfish.”

I want to pull her hair like when we fought as kids. I want to wrap my fingers around her throat. I want to bash her head in with my bare knuckles. But I smile politely and tell her, “We’ve had this conversation a thousand times. We fall into this pattern every year and it’s become so irritating I had to stop talking to her. You can tell her that too.”

I stand up to leave. Miranda also stands, gathering her things. “Remember when you hurt yourself? We love you. That’s why we worry.”

“I know. But that was long ago. I’m not that person anymore.”

She starts to walk out, then turns back and says, “One of these days you’ll regret pushing Mom away. What if we lose her just like Dad?”

Miranda always has to get the last word in.

She stomps away, dropping her keys in the parking lot before slamming the car door shut to drive back to her Xanax and Pine-Sol. If I weren’t so angry, I’d watch to make sure Rotting Teeth Man wasn’t hiding in her back seat, but at this moment in time, I don’t care if she drives off with a psychopath or not.

“She seems like a bitch,” Celia says as I bring my mug to the counter.

“She’s just living on another planet.” I shrug. “Hey, maybe we’ll see you this weekend,” I say as I’m heading out the door.

I do check the back seat of my Jeep before hopping in to drive home.






Chapter 3The Joy That
Might Come[image: ]


My husband may be absent 75 percent of the time, but he tends to worship me when we’re face-to-face. He’s waiting for me when I get home that evening, an eager puppy wagging his tail as I open the front door.

I wrap my legs around his waist and when our mouths break free, I see my reflection in the hallway mirror. The woman I see is bright and rosy, but then her face distorts into a sickly, hollow version of myself.

Evan brings me back. He carries me—120 pounds, five foot two—sloppily, halfway to the kitchen, then drops me to my feet. I place my hands on his shoulders. “I love you.”

We don’t say those words to each other that often, only a handful of times in a year. Neither one of us believes we need to say “I love you” to love each other. They’re just words.

He looks into my eyes. “I love you, babe. Everything okay?”

I smile and hold back tears at the same time. I can’t do it. The words won’t physically form in my mouth. I’m pregnant.

I want to tell Evan how I feel about my upcoming orientation at the Farm. I want to tell him my hopes and dreams and fears like any loving spouse would. But I can’t.

He gets a phone call and I nod yes, loosening my grip, so he walks to the living room to pick up his phone, suddenly engrossed in conversation. I pick up the stuffed rattle from the coffee table and dig through my purse for the copy of Goodnight Moon from Miranda, avoiding the mirror this time.

Evan hangs up the phone. “Mom says hello.” He looks at what I’m holding. “Aww, that’s a sweet book.”

“It’s a strange book,” I say firmly.

He laughs. “Yeah, that’s true, it is strange. But I loved it growing up. My mom read it to me every night until I started reading on my own. Then I lost interest. Star Wars early readers took precedence.” His eyes fall away from me. “I’m really thankful for all these things from your sister, but sometimes it’s a bit of a tease, don’t you think?”

“That’s why I’m cleaning up.” I stick the baby things in the corner behind a plant stand. “Let’s take a walk, get some fresh air.”

We make our way outside, hand in hand, feeling the warm early summer air, strolling through our family-filled neighborhood, waving at neighbors. I can’t tell Evan or I won’t have any choices. I tuck my secret away, watching children dig in the sandbox at the pocket park. I imagine them uncovering old bones—a femur, a kneecap, excavating with their plastic shovels all the way down to a foot. Their three- and four-year-old faces light up with each discovery.

Evan and I walk to the river’s edge and sit on a boulder. We snuggle, we grope a little, me brushing a hand against the front of his shorts, Evan blatantly sticking a finger up mine while kissing me and mumbling, “Those are some short shorts, Mrs.”

I keep my eyes open, watching a paddleboarder outfitted in a red life vest float down the river lying on her stomach, arms outstretched and clasped onto another set of hands—a second person floating in the actual water. I watch as the river water washes the skin away bit by bit, revealing a full skeleton being dragged downstream by the human on the board.

I giggle; I must be anticipating my upcoming workload. Evan pulls away from my mouth. “What’s funny?”

“I was just picturing that scene from Titanic,” I lie.

He looks out to the water but won’t get the reference because he fell asleep halfway through the movie and has never seen the end. I don’t need to watch it. The boat sinks, right? he’s said ever since.

He looks back to me. “Let’s go home and take these sweaty shorts off.”

“Who said that’s sweat?” I turn my attention to him.

“Well fuck,” he says. “Now I’m gonna have to sit here for a few before we walk home.”

And we do just that, both of us watching the girl relaxing on the water.
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We walk past Celia and Henry on our way back home; they’re outside on the front porch throwing tense quips back and forth. I wouldn’t have interrupted their fight with as much as a wave, but Evan, oblivious, yells up to them, “Hey! Come over for burgers later!”

Whatever the argument, they hit pause and soon, instead of me ordering our usual takeout from Bros Burgers, the four of us are cutting up in our backyard, firing up the charcoal grill, searing burgers and buns. Celia is hanging all over Henry like a drunk college girl, and his hand is inappropriately on her ass while he tells a story about his boss’s “hot wife” coming to the office in tears with a pair of red lace panties that weren’t her own.

“You know you can always bring little Henry over,” I hear Evan say to Celia as they’re plating the food together. He looks at her with pleading, almost seductive eyes.

“It’s more fun for me if he’s not here,” she says, tipping back the rest of her wine so she can set her cup down and take the plate of burgers to the patio table. She winks at Evan. Celia’s a very skillful flirter; it comes naturally to her. She knows Evan’s obsession with children and plays into that. “Maria’s daughter’s watching him. We pay her, like, three dollars an hour.”

“Isn’t she ten?” I ask. “Is that safe?”

Celia waves her hand in the air. “Her mom’s just next door if anything happens.”

As Celia is heading inside to refill her wine glass, Evan mumbles, “I wouldn’t mind playing with little Henry while you drink.”

“Lia,” C calls to me after we’ve eaten, “let’s check out the river before it gets too dark.” The sun is starting to set and the two of us escape the thirty steps away from the house to the water’s edge. Celia plucks a honeysuckle before joining me in the Adirondack chairs, pinching it perfectly and drawing out the rod through the center of the flower, the prized drop of nectar glistening at the end. She touches it to the tip of her tongue. We sit quietly, watching the sky turn purple and swatting bugs as they invade.

There’s a couple making out across the river, just far enough away that we can’t tell if they’re clothed or not.

“Remember what it’s like to full-on make out with someone new?” Celia asks, squinting to see them better.

“Barely,” I laugh. “But yeah, hot and heavy.” I can’t stop watching them either; they draw me to them like a bad movie, an embarrassing public scene, a car accident.

“Forgetting anything else exists in the world except for the sensations of the moment.”

“I don’t know if I’ve felt that kind of excitement in a long time,” I say, remembering the night Evan and I met.

I was on a date. My date had my hand and while most girls would consider it an affectionate gesture, I felt threatened. Joe Schmo—his name wasn’t memorable—had reached across our table for two and held me with an unspoken force that he had no right to. “How’s the chicken?” he asked.

He was older. An accountant or a stockbroker or something. I didn’t date guys on campus. I always went for the older guys. Daddy issues confirmed.

I was bored out of my mind, sitting in a thirty-dollar-a-plate restaurant with a bottle of wine and a man who needed affirmation that the chicken, aka his money spent, was good.

“Excuse me.” I looked up, startled, to see someone my age staring down at me. “Can I speak to you for a moment?” And without a second glance at my date, I got up and followed this stranger to the corridor leading to the bathrooms, letting my napkin fall to the floor.

The green of his irises reminded me of the grassy fields of my childhood. The sandy specks in his hair reminded me of family trips to the beach. His touch on my hand felt like the familiar touch of my dad’s, and without saying another word, this young man became a warm burst of nostalgia, a comfort I’d not felt since I was twelve years old.

We stood so close against the wall in the dim hallway I could taste the urgency in his whispers. “This is so rude of me, it’s obvious you’re on a date and I shouldn’t say anything, but I feel like I have to, like I’ll be forever mad at myself if I don’t. I’m here with my girlfriend; she’s sitting over there. I’m supposed to be taking a piss. But I walked by and saw you and couldn’t pull myself away. I knew the look on your face. That you don’t want to be here right now, not just in the restaurant but with him, and I knew all of that in that one look because it’s the way I’ve been feeling too.” He pulled his face slightly back and if he hadn’t, our lips would have no doubt made first contact. “I have this crazy man inside that told me I had to rescue you from your table and tell you that. And I have this even crazier man inside who thinks we should start over together, I mean not together together, but comfort in numbers, right? Let’s decide together that we’ll ditch the unhappiness. Let’s walk away from it all. Right now.” He held out his hand.

So we bailed on our dates. It was the kind of scene you’d see in a black-and-white film, a dramatic rehearsed speech, skipping away together in the night. We had a drink at a dive bar down the street but not before Evan peed in the alley behind the courthouse. We got tipsy on cheap beer, and I remember the tingles of a slight touch of an arm, an ankle, all the places that aren’t even sensual until the carnal need arises. The growing urgency in touching every inch of his body, the confidence that stems from being wanted in return.

“I know I haven’t,” Celia says and looks at me. “Which is why I think we should have affairs.”

I laugh but she doesn’t. And for a moment I consider the idea, the thought of another man touching my naked skin, the satisfaction that comes with a new sex partner, the forceful desire of wanting something so badly you give in. “What, you want to make a pact? Like the Virgin Suicides or something?”

“Yeah, the Suburban Infidels.”

“Okay, now we sound like an anti-religion cult.”

“I’m serious, though. I’m really considering having another one.”

Celia stepped outside of her marriage—or should I say slept outside of her marriage—for the first three years. She was so very terrified of being with one man for the rest of her life that she incessantly worked against it, moving between coworkers at her old job until there were none left to be had—and suddenly, she was satisfied with the idea of just being with Henry. It was long before we met but I’ve heard all the details, even the not-nice reality of STD testing.

“Do you have someone in mind?”

“No!” She’s so quick to say it I don’t believe her, but I let it slide. She’ll tell me who she has her eye on when she’s ready. We don’t keep secrets—it’s the kind of friendship where truth comes easily and without judgment. Well, until recently.

“C, isn’t it different now that you have little Henry?”

“I don’t know. Henry and I have been nagging so much lately, all the negativity overpowers any nice moments we have together. And I realized this afternoon it’s me who’s starting all the fights, like I want there to be tension between us. But yeah, now that little Henry is in the picture, I guess it’s like cheating on the whole family, not just big Henry. God, why did we name him Henry? It’s too hard to distinguish them in a damn conversation.”

We both let out long sighs. “Thank goodness for girlfriends to vent to.”

“Amen.”

“If that’s what you need, C, more power to you. I won’t be joining you in the pact, though. I don’t think I could do it.” The joy that might come in the moment would all be overshadowed by guilt and remorse afterward.

“Really? But what about Evan? You think he’s cheating in Houston, right?”

“I joke about it, but I hope he’s not really. If I found out it was true, I don’t think I’d be so cool about it. And I’d rather not know at all.”

“Exactly. What we don’t know can’t hurt us.”

Celia’s words reassure me that not telling Evan about the pregnancy is the right thing to do. It can’t hurt him if he doesn’t know.

She gets up and straddles me, placing her elbows on the wooden arms of my chair. “Maaaaybe,” she says, leaning in close to my face, trailing a finger along the old scar on my lip from a horseback fall, “what we both need is to explore a relationship with another woman.”

I breathe in the alcohol she breathes out and it tingles my throat.

“Too good of friends,” we say in unison and laugh.

“It’s too bad,” Celia says as we trek back up to the house in the dark, hand in hand. “Probably not easy to find a willing woman in this part of town. Guess I’ll stick to a man.”
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With dishes piled in the sink left to clean up in the morning, Evan and I chat with Celia and Henry for ten minutes at the front door before saying goodnight. I notice Henry drops Celia’s hand as I’m closing the front door, and I reach for Evan’s. We walk up the stairs together, both a little sleepy from the day, him from the beer and sun, me from all the hormones wreaking havoc on me, but we find the strength anyway to peel off each other’s clothes and summon a desire for intimacy.

Lying on the bed kissing, like any seasoned couple, I’m enjoying the idea of the sex to come but my body is not quite responding the way I’d like. I tap into the memory from earlier, of the night we met, of the uncontrollable sex we had—multiple times. Except it’s not working, the memory from long ago vivid but the sensations lost.

I stand up, removing the straps of my bra, inching it down my not-quite-youthful waist, then hips, then thighs, and letting that final piece of security fall to the floor, standing there naked at the edge of the bed. Evan reaches his hand out and I meet his fingertips, lifting him out of bed.

“Come. I need a shower.”

Evan’s hands and breath follow me closely, through the bathroom, into the shower, under the water. He doesn’t seem to need any memories to drum up his excitement. I need to up my game, get out of my head.

Adrenaline begins swimming through my veins as soon as I think about the couple across the river. He was going to town on her neck. I couldn’t tell if he was ravishing or ravaging her, over-licking her like a puppy or biting her neck only to later dump her body in the river. It looked like his mouth was desperate to catch up with his desires. I imagine his exploration of her, the discoveries hitting him one after another, reaching an almost Buddhist state of enlightenment in one moment with a girl.

I exhale and my lungs ache as if I’ve been holding my breath. I’m winding my fingers around Evan’s neck, the tight grip slipping under the rain of the shower.

He spreads my legs to straddle him, and I whisper “Not yet,” and he obeys, gentle in the way he moves across my skin, doing all the right things in all the right places.

He moves me from the shower to the towels on the floor to the bed without breaking any sensation. I think he’s a magician.

I wanted the young girl to dominate, to make the boy fulfill her every need, to own her own desires and control his gratification. I move on top of Evan, slowing our dance, teasing. I wanted to see her rise above herself, to gain an awareness of womanhood and her power. I wanted to see her scratch him until he bled. I dig my fingernails into Evan’s chest, grabbing onto my own sovereignty,and he grunts with satisfaction.

At my second, or third, climax, I watch the digital clock turn to twelve. “Let’s get a snack, then bed,” I say, pulling his head from between my thighs.

“PB and crack,” he says once we’re rummaging through the kitchen. Peanut butter and crackers. A little inside joke that’s barely funny to either of us anymore but that we keep using as a reminder of our younger selves.






Chapter 4Babies and Bitches Only[image: ]


On Sundays we brunch. One of the MITHs had the idea to put this on T-shirts for our monthly Brunch Bunch at the country club but thank goodness they never made it to the printing press. We’ll network for entrepreneurial work! We’ll discuss group volunteer opportunities! We will plan that pro-life rally! That’s what we all said we’d do when we started meeting last year. One meal a month is included with our golf and country club memberships. None of us really like the food, but we thought it’d be a great chance to harness our untapped energy and idle skills. From day one, however, it’s been an excuse to get rowdy on a Sunday morning, with bottomless mimosas before noon and a few child-free hours.

“Guess who’s getting married, everyone?!” Celia asks, then holds a dramatic pause.

The whole table quiets, marriage being the second-best topic, after child-rearing.

“Sandy Walker.”

Squeals ensue and a toast is given in her honor even though she’s not here with us—yet another excuse to drink. I sip my watered-down orange juice in pretend. Sandy’s the only woman in the neighborhood not married. She inherited a home from her aunt and happily moved into our prestigious waterfront community but has never fit in too well.

“Maybe now she’ll start coming to Brunch Bunch!” someone says.

Because surely it’s her lack of a husband that’s been keeping her from socializing with this obnoxious group of drunk women. No, Sandy has better things to do with her time. We’re friendly, being the only non-parents in the neighborhood. She told me this engagement news last week; I don’t have as big a mouth as Celia.

“I’m throwing her a bachelorette party next Saturday. I hope all of you will come.”

Ah, therein lies Celia’s excitement—an excuse to party. Bachelorette parties are train wrecks—who can resist that? Let’s celebrate marriage in the most disgusting way. Is marriage even worth celebrating? Evan and I have our share of struggles. Can I commit to raising a child with him? Maybe not having children is what keeps us together.

I can’t tell Evan.

I look at all of these skort-wearing women of the country club—golfing skorts, tennis skorts, khaki staffing skorts. I’m tempted to lift the bottom of Celia’s sundress to see if she’s wearing one too, but knowing her, she’s not even wearing underwear. I consider for a moment trying it out, experiencing the effortless freedom of being Celia, taking my underwear off and tossing them in the trash can. Around our table, friends are already refilling their mimosas and frantically waving Amy over as if she didn’t know where to find us.

The rule of brunch is no children who can stand on their own two feet allowed. Babies and bitches only, someone yelled the first day. There’s lots of drinking and cutting up but ultimately the conversation always turns to parenting.

“Aiden took his first steps, and I didn’t have my phone close enough to get a video.”

“Hayden started reading this summer. She’ll be way ahead of the other kindergartners.”

“We’re trying for a fourth.”

“I’m so jealous. Four is the new three. Mark won’t go for it.”

These women showcase their motherhood. I don’t want to relinquish my identity as a non-mother, losing the ability to talk about anything besides my children. Another tick mark for putting an end to this pregnancy.

“I need advice,” says Kitty. “For the past two weeks, Christian cries for a solid hour and a half every night at seven p.m. What would y’all do?”

Put the fucker to bed, I answer in my head. He’s obviously tired. Babies have earlier internal clocks than we do. It’s common knowledge.

Most mothering decisions are based on instinct; I have instincts too. Which makes me think maybe I could do this. It’s just nerves. That’s typical—feeling anxious about becoming a parent. If Evan knew, if Celia knew, it could take some of the pressure off, knowing they’d hold some of the anxiety for me.

I’ll tell him. It’s happy news.

“What are you so giddy about?” Celia catches me smiling and I shrug.

But then across the room there’s a woman gesturing wildly, a gold pendant the size of my palm flopping around her neckline. I watch as she gets up, soup bowl in hand, to mingle with suited men, leaving her small daughter to sit with a crowd of tipsy adults, obviously all strangers to her. The little girl yawns, bored. The mother—selfish bitch—is laughing at her own jokes and sucking in spoonfuls of lobster bisque between laughs. When she begins coughing aggressively, I wish for her to choke, to turn blue right before my eyes, and to regret ignoring her daughter as she falls to the floor.

“So we’ll meet at Lia’s place for drinks before we go out,” Celia is saying about Sandy’s party. “Six o’clock?” she polls the table.

I get out my new calendar and lean over to Amy. “May I borrow a pen?”

She reaches into her oversized Louis Vuitton knockoff hobo bag that she hasn’t put down since going to Times Square last year during her babymoon. Babymoon—I do still have that card the doctor gave me. She hands it over, a red pen. I flip pages, counting the weeks, and land in August, write in all caps DEADLINE on the Tuesday by which it will be too late. Eight weeks and two days from today. It’s all happening so fast.

“Deadline for what?” Amy’s looking over my shoulder.

I glare at her while gripping her pen. “Just a work thing.”

“Work? What—”

“I’ll pick up some appetizers, so we don’t get loaded too early,” I say to the table of women, making a mental note to make a trip to Costco and not to stick this pen in Amy’s eye. Ten pounds of pretzels and a vat of cocktail sausages will thwart any drunken fights between competitive moms before we make it out to the bars. I write a short list of items in my planner, which Celia had mocked when she saw it. No one uses paper anymore, Lia. Just make a Google calendar and you can share it with Evan. And me! she’d said. The last thing I want to share with Evan is my current daily routine and impending deadlines.

Why can’t I be like these women? Talking about what their children want to be when they grow up, hosting birthday parties and playdates? These women are hopeful, they nurture growth, they celebrate life.

I will tell Evan the truth. I will tell him not only about the pregnancy but about my fears. He will convince me that I am nurturing. He will reassure me that the thoughts I’ve been having are completely normal. That he sometimes wants to watch loudmouths choke on their food too, but that doesn’t mean we’re not fit to be parents. I will tell him, and everything will change.
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“Hi, honey, I’m home,” I say as I walk in the door. Evan prances over, lifts me off the ground, and kisses me, and while this entrance started out of sarcasm months ago, it’s turned into a real-life passionate hello for us.

“How was it?” Evan asks. “You don’t taste like champagne today. Did they run out or something?” He carries me sloppily halfway to the kitchen then drops me to my feet.

“Oh, I only had a little. Too busy chatting away.”

He starts to clean up his lunch plate. “So what did Miranda want the other day?” His back is to me. I might as well tell him.

“Just the usual berating for not calling my mom. I’m so sick of this shit—every year thinking I’m on the edge of going crazy because Dad died when she is the one that’s going to drive me crazy! Be glad you’re an only child.”

“You don’t let much get under your skin, but your sister still gets to you and you’re so freaking cute when you’re riled up.” He leans in and kisses me on the cheek.

“Enough about Miranda.” I lean into him, kiss him gently, a loving gesture. “Let’s go watch TV and be lazy the rest of the day. I need to save some energy for my orientation tomorrow.”

“Oh right.” Evan pulls away from my cheek. “Everything’s about to change.”

“Well, not really everything. You’re flying out in the morning like you always do, so nothing changes for you.”

Evan steps further away from me, busies himself with loading the dishwasher. “But when will you go to the grocery store? And do the laundry and stuff?”

“We’ll figure it out. We made it work in New York.”

“That’s what I’m saying.” He looks up momentarily. “There’s all that other stuff to do, and when both of us are working long hours, neither of us ends up wanting to do it.”

“We’ll sneak it in. Like right now—throw a load of clothes in while we watch something.”

“You keep saying we.” He closes the dishwasher and is forced to look at me.

“Look,” I scoff. “I’ll try to do most of the house stuff still, okay?”

“But why now? You didn’t want to work there after college when Bradford practically handed you a job.”

“You know it’s because of my dad. I wasn’t ready at twenty-two to put aside emotions surrounding death.”

His face softens. “I know you still have a hard time thinking about him. Are you sure you’re ready for this now? At least your previous bodies were mummified at the museum.”

“I’ve matured. And I hope you have too.” That you can let go of your insecurities. “Be happy for me.”

“If that’s what you want, of course I’m happy for you. It’s just—” He scratches the back of his neck, something he does when he gets nervous. “I’ll be honest, it’s weird that you’ll be doing such morbid work. I’d rather create life together instead.”

“It’s not about choosing death over life.” Except it might be.

“What happens when we get pregnant?” he asks.

My monsters come out. I have irrational thoughts. I obsess over—

“What if you’re mad that you have to leave your job?” he persists.

There it is—his ultimate stay-at-home wife plan. “Evan. If this job is everything I hope it will be, who says I have to leave it? Maybe I’ll be a working mother.” Before he can retort, I jog out and up the stairs. “I’m getting the laundry in. Want to set up a show for us?”

By the time I come down, Evan’s decided to keep his thoughts to himself—the right decision—and throughout the afternoon I make sure to finish the laundry and give him a blow job, only because I don’t want to fight.






Chapter 5The Only Thing That Makes Me Queasy [image: ]


I feel as giddy as a schoolgirl on her way to meet the quarterback behind the bleachers. I straighten my skirt and double-check that my orientation ID badge is facing outward before officially entering the University Forensic Anthropology Center—so lovingly called the Body Farm—as an employee. My fate lies here at the Body Farm. Many people’s fates physically lie here, a place where bodies get buried, dropped, drowned, covered, smothered, and diced. Okay, maybe it’s not quite the local Waffle House, but it is a happening place teeming with strange beings at 3 a.m.

I fumble through the security screening like the first-timer I am but inhale and regroup on the other side. I’m in. Rather than replace both my watch and wedding ring after exiting the metal detector, I stuff the ring deep into my bag, squeezing it between tight card slots in my wallet. I want my own identity here.

Dr. Bradford is waiting for me, as promised, in the lobby.

Death was too familiar to me when I entered college, so naturally I found myself drawn to the student union my freshman year, following flyers and chalkboard signs like a scavenger hunt to HOW HUMAN DECOMPOSITION CATCHES CRIMINALS.

“As you can see, we’ve created three shallow stab wounds here.” The lecturer circled his red laser pointer around the bare chest of a man, a pale breast sparse with hairs peppering the muscle, the body smeared with dirt and blood. “The blood dries and ultimately breaks down after five weeks,” he said as he progressed five slides, signifying a time lapse. The blood faded into dirt stains and the body became less recognizable—less of a body.

“Fascinating,” I said out loud, to no one.

After my dad died, I couldn’t stop thinking of his body in the cemetery, lying in the ground alone, disintegrating, withering away. I had only my imagination to conjure what was happening to him day by day: fingers falling off here, dust collecting there. I missed him more and more while he was becoming less and less.

“Only few people think so.”

This was Dr. Bradford, known amongst his students as easy lay, easy A. He had been standing in the aisle and leaned down to whisper in my ear. Until that moment in Lecture Hall 205, neither of us knew of our shared interest in forensic anthropology. It was the start of a beautiful mutual exploitation.

“For a criminal investigation,” the lecturer justified his rationale for mutilating bodies, “we provide the ability to determine a timeline for when the death occurred, working with the appearance and chemical makeup of the decay. We can provide information to help identify bodies, solve murder cases, give families closure.”

The room applauded his honorable work. Or dishonorable, depending on your point of view.

Dr. Bradford officially became my advisor that day and unofficially, well, I still don’t know what to call it. And here I stand today, in the lobby of the Body Farm, remembering our history together, all these years later. Brent Bradford, PhD, the death-obsessed silver fox.

“Lia, welcome,” he says. “I still think of you as a farm girl from Polk County. Look at you now. Are you nervous?”

I’m thrilled. I can’t wait to see the first rotting corpse, the blank and empty stares from the nonexistent beings. “Anxious, I guess,” I say.

“You were persistent when it came to getting this job,” Dr. Bradford says, and I admire the euphemism. “Persistence can pay off, my dear. Perhaps you’re meant to be here. Once raising sheep, now dissecting them.”

He’s got me feeling so Silence of the Lambs-ish today.

“You are overdressed, though,” he says, glancing at my chest, perhaps wondering whether fifteen years of gravity has brought my breasts down or if I’m the same perky, top-heavy teen he once knew. “May want to get scrubs from Goodwill going forward. You won’t feel bad if you have to throw them away.”

“I’m not attached to things like clothing.” I tug at my blouse so it’s not clinging to my chest. I also know how not to smear corpse on my clothes. “I’m ready to get my hands dirty.”

Dr. Bradford leads me down a hallway and through a couple of heavy doors. We go up one flight of stairs and enter a large lab; it feels like I’m seventeen again and back in biology class. There are counters lining two of the walls, whiteboards lining the others, desks, and fluorescent lighting that will cause all who work here to lose track of day and nighttime hours. There are people waiting in the room when we arrive. All three of them lean against the counter with their hands in their pockets, yet they each give off a different vibe as Dr. Bradford begins introductions.

“Lia.” He puts his arm out like he’s presenting me at cotillion. “New decomp analyzer.”

What a job title: decomposition analyzer. I’ll be staring at human bodies, flesh, organs, tissues—looking for changes as they decompose.

“Martin.” The guy barely looks up at me but attempts a smile to be polite. He’s shorter than his lanky build would suggest because his shoulders slump. Probably spent his childhood at the computer and not on the ball field. “New tech lead.”

Thanks for supporting the stereotype, Martin.

“Kate. Summer intern, decomp analysis. The two of you will be learning together the next few weeks.”

I suddenly want a college do-over with Kate as my roommate. A good ten inches shorter than Martin, she has a large presence. Kate’s maroon bob is perfectly pieced. I need to know her stylist. Her eyes are attentive and cordial behind metallic plum cat-eye-style glasses. Geek is chic and girlfriend has it going on. Dr. Bradford puts a hand on Kate’s shoulder, and I make a mental note of her nervous smile for when she needs documentation against him for HR.

I always thought if I had a daughter I’d name her Kate, but then Kate Middleton married Prince William and Kate usurped the baby name popularity charts. So next on my list is River. For a girl or a boy, how’s that for accessible.

And then there’s Robbie for the last introduction. A dark-haired Cool Hand Luke, totally relaxed. A laid-back kinda guy. Neither cocky nor intimidated. Although. The longer I study him, the more attractive his features are. There’s a tiny scar on the left side of his lips, curling its way toward the faintest dimple in his cheek. He’s clean-shaven but rugged, with athletic shoulders and hair purposefully looking one or two days past due for a trim. His eyes have a shimmer that draws me in; I feel like I can read him and he’s thinking of me, and Celia’s right—I could use a new fuck.

He gives me an eyebrow lift hello. I smile back. Then I turn my attention to Dr. Bradford, my guidance counselor to the afterlife, who’s already started his orientation.

“A favorite part of my job,” he says, “is introducing you all to the Farm. The Forensic Anthropology Center has existed since 1987, older than all of you, and our work is highly regarded. We treat our donors with compassion and respect, and I know I can count on all of you to abide by these standards. As you know, part of our research is designed to study different stages in human decomposition, in varied settings, to assist with criminal investigations. You will be critical in helping us observe and document. This lab will be your home base.”

Dr. Bradford looks directly at me. “Lia, while you are in a trial period, you will have your workstation here, with the others. You may get your own space in the future.”

Kate perks up and mouths Yay! and I think she just declared our friendship.

“You’ll each be assigned specific cases to follow from start to finish. You’ll take daily photographs. And tissue samples as needed. You’ll analyze variations. This is where exacting attention to detail comes into play.”

“Kate”—he points to the wall behind him—“in addition to the daily tasks required for your caseload, each morning you’ll have assignments waiting for you on this whiteboard. Be sure to complete them before end of day. The research conducted here is very time sensitive.”

“Lia, step over here with me for a second.” I follow him to the far corner of the room and when I get close enough, he leans in and whispers, “You didn’t have a formal interview. I want to show you a few things.”

I hope it’s not his wrinkled old dick. I’m done with those kinds of consultations.

Dr. Bradford brings out jars of pickled body parts, opens one so I can get a whiff of the rancid smell, then shows me a few landscape pictures—fields with a body far away, a lake with a body at its edge, then some close-ups, with details: rotting faces, muddied organs, lifeless opened eyes. It’s all pretty gruesome, making me wonder what the formal interviews were like. I guess this is some sort of test for resilience; none of it fazes me. The only thing that makes me queasy these days is the smell of Evan’s aftershave.

As he keeps showing me pictures, I begin to wonder how these people died. I think about each cell in their bodies dying at a different rate. How the life may be gone, the soul may be gone, but the cells continue to die, having their own individual endings. Thriving in bacteria for a good amount of time, but ultimately overcome by the bacteria. Maybe I’m like bacteria. Every day I keep this baby alive, but at any moment, I could end it. It’s in me, the ability.

Dr. Bradford puts away the pictures and turns back to the others who are flipping through their welcome packets. A little history of the Body Farm, employee documents, a list of external resources, and a note about the coinciding work with the FBI Evidence Recovery Team. Now this is the kind of packet I’ll enjoy sorting through at home.

“Ready to see your first subject?” Dr. Bradford asks all of us, and we all react with the enthusiasm of a bobblehead on a dashboard. “Let’s go outside.”

We file out the door to a tour of the fields. I hold back slightly so that I can stare at the handsome man who just entered my life. “Robbie,” I say.

He holds the door for me to pass. “Lia.”






8 WEEKS







Chapter 6Across the
Cadaver Table[image: ]


It only took a few days for the affair to start. I didn’t know I had it in me. Then Robbie showed up.

I lie on my side, cheek buried in the buttery 620-thread-count sheets on our guest bed. Arguably the most comfortable bed in the house, yet the door in the corner of the living room is barely noticed, the room barren since we moved in. I never ask my family to visit, and Evan’s lives nearby. Our New York friends have zero desire to come down south, and it’s possible we were never that close to begin with. Friendly is different than friend. The air-conditioning clicks on, and I pull the sheet up to my neck since the air chills my sweat.

“Evan will be home soon,” I say.

Robbie’s body mirrors my own. We’ve been looking into each other’s eyes for days, and now, at the end of the week, we’ve got each other naked in bed.

The flirting on the Farm was the stuff romance books are made of. The forearm touch after a joke. A subtle brush of the leg as we stood in the field listening to Dr. Bradford explain the body placement process. Glances across the cadaver table. Fingers grazing when passing a tube of decaying flesh. Typical flirting stuff. I wondered if the others noticed our attraction and I did not care if they had.

We’d spent our second day on the Farm together, roaming the fields, taking stock in the dissection rooms, learning the tracking software. There was a hint of heat between us, like that moment the kettle takes away the chill of the water but long before boiling.

By day three I was bubbling; I was all in. After lunch, Kate and I hung in the hallway outside the shared lab and chatted before she went outside to check on a body at the edge of the woods. As soon as she turned to leave, Robbie came down the empty hallway. With each step he took, my heart pounded, and he was closer and closer and closer. Without a word, I reached out—it was all happening in slow motion for me—and grabbed his sleeve before he could pass, spinning him around toward me while I pushed open the bathroom door adjacent to our lab, dragging him inside. I pressed my lips against his so hard it wasn’t even sexy or sensual. I was making a statement.

I don’t remember giving him instructions for how to sneak up the river path—I was in such a frenzy—but after the workday, there we were at my house, a Thursday night, Evan out of town, fucking in the spare bedroom for hours. I felt so alive.

Now it’s 4 p.m. Friday afternoon and I don’t want Robbie to leave. To wait the entire weekend before I see him again feels impossible.

“Once more,” I say, and he slips on top of me, tenting the sheet over us in the process, shutting out the external world. Giving my mind a break from all the thoughts, the to-dos, just the two of us burrowed in this tiny little bed universe with nothing existing outside of us. But aren’t there three of us? I almost forgot, but before my mind spirals down the baby rabbit hole, I hear that old rabbit lady herself hiss Hush! in my ear, and Robbie takes me away again with his presence over my body, moving his hands and mouth over every exposed inch of me, and I just lie here, breathing.

We eventually come out for air and dress and straighten the pillows. At the sliding door to the back deck, we kiss and our fingertips tease as if we hadn’t just been naked and groping minutes before, wanting more of each other. Neither of us knows what exactly this is yet, but it feels worth finding out. I unbutton Robbie’s shirt again and rub my hands on his bare chest. He steps through the door, walks across the lawn, his open shirt flapping in the summer’s breeze until he disappears into the trees by the river’s edge.

I rest my forehead against the glass door until the front door clicks behind me. Evan steps in. I shake off my craving for Robbie and meet Evan in the foyer, kissing, touching, relishing what we already have together.

“Glad you’re home,” I say. And I mean it. “Did you have a good week?”

“I did.” He kisses me again, then sets down his duffel bag. His T-shirt is tight against his biceps; jeans accentuate his backside. Evan’s sexy as ever. Celia was right; I’m already happier with my marriage now that I’ve started this extramarital adventure.

“Remind me, where’d you go this time?” I ask as I head into the kitchen, pouring us both glasses of water. We don’t talk much when Evan travels. Maybe a text message now and again, maybe not. It’s almost an unspoken rule of our relationship and it works well for us. No expectations, no disappointments. Daily interaction might bore us anyhow.

“Portland,” he says. “Nice change of pace. It was in the sixties and cool most days. As soon as I landed at the airport tonight, I could feel the humidity in the plane, even before they opened the doors.” He joins me in the kitchen, grabbing a pint glass from the cabinet.

“Yeah, it’s been hot as hell this week. I’ve been sweating all afternoon.” It’s true, even though I was inside. “I still have to run out and grab the burgers.”

“We’ll go together,” Evan says, popping open an IPA. “You can tell me about your first week on the job.” Does he really want to ask if I had time to keep the house tidy and the fridge stocked? He pours his beer into a thermos rather than his glass and tosses me the car keys from his pocket.

We drive past our neighbors’ perfectly manicured lawns and brick-built mailboxes, waving to those we pass on their way home from work. I tell Evan about the lab and the study fields, about meeting Kate and how I think she and I will be friends, how my main job is documentation. I leave out the gory details since Evan has a weak stomach; I keep it vague, using the word subject rather than body. What I really want to tell him is that I’m enamored by the idea of watching a human being, once a living soul, slowly rot away to nothing. I want to tell him about the strange and violent desires that have crept into my psyche. But I can’t. Evan is my companion, my ally, my confidant (mostly), but I don’t want to lose us by oversharing.

And now there’s Robbie. His very presence pushing me to pursue the forbidden. We’ve just met, and we can’t get enough of each other. I feel excited again. I feel freer, confident. I want both of these men in my life.
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The burgers are more delicious than they’ve ever been. Either Bros Burgers has a new grill chef or this pregnancy is changing my taste buds too. I scarf down a bacon burger, my husband chuckling at the ravenous destruction. That’s the joy of long-term relationships, the comfort in forgetting your manners. We binge-watch three episodes of Killing Eve on the couch, and my eyelids get heavy. I slump into Evan’s lap, the warmth of his body heat cradling my cheek.

“Let’s get to bed,” he says in the most tender voice, a voice that would make a great father greater.

Like a child, I fight it, my body heavy and protesting the short walk upstairs. But somehow I muster up the energy and he forgives me for not brushing my teeth and instead flopping straight into bed, burying myself under the covers, removing my pants and bra and slipping them out onto the floor.

A few minutes later, Evan is washed up and beside me in his boxers, laying a hand on my still (thank goodness) flat stomach. We are at peace. And in this moment of content, my eyes pop open. After a child, our relationship will never be the same. Our Friday night dinners will change. Our ability to cuddle and fall asleep on the couch together with not a single care will change. Our financial freedom will change. Our alcohol indulgence will change. We will never be free to leave the house without consulting the other. We will never have a dinner date without hiring a sitter, or worse, asking Evan’s mother to sit for us. We will always be on call to the baby monitors and the tummy aches and we’ll have to lock the door to have sex in our boring bed and certainly I’ll have to give up Robbie. A child and an affair? Impossible. And I am a terrible mother-to-be for thinking this.

After a few full-body jerks, Evan’s breath falls into a pattern. I slip my legs out from under the covers and slide my entire body out of bed, crouching low to the ground, stealth style, as if my shadow, moonlit by the window, could wake Evan.

I walk into the room next to ours, the one that Evan calls the nursery. I pick up a baby blanket draped over the back of the wicker chair; teddy bears with mechanical smiles line its border, each angled either left or right to signify happy dancing, the kind of Charlie Brown jive you find in old cartoons. The longer I look at them, the less happy they seem, wide-eyed and fearful of being trapped in their quilted squares, pounding against the walls with outstretched paws, not smiling but screaming, Get us off of here! I drape the blanket over my arm and gather the stuffed animals scattered around the room along with the bag of spit-up-stained onesies.

Downstairs, I quietly click the sliding door open and slip through the narrow crack into fresh air, feeling less confined than I did minutes ago up in that room. As I turn back to slide the door closed, I catch sight of Goodnight Moon tucked behind the snake plant, taunting me, that crazy old rabbit lady whispering, Hush! I drop all the things I’m carrying on the patio and storm back inside to give that old rabbit lady a piece of my mind. Not forgetting you! I almost scream to her.

We trek through the dewy grass to the river’s edge: me, the psychotic bears, all the hand-me-downs from Miranda, even Lamby—the stuffed sheep from my own childhood that Miranda claims to have salvaged for me because she knew I’d want it—and the old lady in the book. I rest on my knees and bundle everything up inside the blanket, twisting the corners together at the top. Then I send it off on the water, giving it a gentle push like a paper boat in a child’s race. The blanket floats on the river, flowing faster as it gets caught in the current, corners unraveling and exposing its contents. The river carries them away, the pile bobbing erratically, and as the blanket soaks up water, the whole vessel slowly sinks, descending until the river has swallowed the entire thing. Farewell.

I brush my hands off on my legs as I walk back to the house. Out of sight, out of mind.

A lioness-worthy wide-mouth yawn draws me back inside, ready now to nestle into my bed and doze off. The comfort of this life cradling me again. I double-check behind the plant stand that nothing was left, step into the adjoining guest room, and smooth down the bedspread with a flattened hand, smiling, before coming back upstairs and slipping under the covers, returning to safety, happy with the way things are, just the way they are.
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I wake up after a long, solid sleep, my mind slow to process my surroundings, sensations, emotions. I wait for my vision to focus and it’s dark but I see a woman bent over, crying at the edge of the river. She’s wet with water. And blood.

“Are you okay?” I hustle toward her. I can’t imagine what happened to her out here.

“No!” she screams. “Stay away from me!” She can’t stand upright but manages to shift her body so she’s facing me. I reach out to help her away from the water’s edge. In the moonlight, I can see that her eyes are vicious, a predatory animal defending itself. For an instant I wonder if I should fear her.

“You get the fuck away from me,” she barks, calmer, but most certainly more intense.

“Let me help you up the hill,” I say, “to the hospital.”

“Don’t touch me. Please,” she begs and sobs, “don’t touch me anymore.”

“Can you tell me where you’re hurt? Maybe I can do something.”

“You get away from me!” The woman becomes hysterical, crying, screaming, flailing one arm to bat me away when I step closer. The harder she yells the more blood leaks from her abdomen.

“Okay, okay,” I say, raising my arms in defense and backing away. “Just tell me what happened, and I’ll call an ambulance.”

“What happened? You happened, you crazy fucking bitch!” She winces in pain yet keeps screaming at me, but now I don’t hear what she is saying.

Me? She says it was me. That I caused this. I crouch down and sit on the hillside and watch this frantic woman who accuses me of hurting her. This must be a dream. How did we get here? And then I see it.

A knife, a sturdy blade, in the grass next to me. It’s wet with fresh blood.

I know this knife—it was my dad’s. He kept it in the barn to cut the string from bales of hay. And I’ve seen blood on it before. When our mare gave birth, he used it to cut the umbilical cord. Dad also used it to end the suffering of our poor goat. The day Mom, Miranda, and I cleared out the old barn, I grabbed it as a keepsake, a reminder of both the death and of the new life it brought.

I reach out to touch it and see if it’s real. And there she goes again. Panic and cries and screams of terror. She cannot fear me. I look at her like she’s the crazy one, though it is my knife. She seems to think I’m planning to hurt her. Or that I already have. This is only a dream, a fantasy.

She’s exhausted herself, and I’m thankful for the silence. Then she wheezes and lets go of her stomach. “You win, you deranged lunatic,” she says, and rolls herself into the river.

I sit and wait, but nothing happens. I don’t wake up. I don’t drift into another dream. I just sit and feel the seat of my pants getting wet from the dew on the grass.






Chapter 7A Little Bump and Grind[image: ]


Wow, I can see the stars tonight!” The Saturday night bachelorette shenanigans are well underway, and Celia acts as if she’s never seen a star before, looking up while weaving toward the street. She bounces right into a parked car. “Excuse me,” she says before turning and walking back in our direction.

We’re walking—well, I’m walking; the rest are staggering— the non-pedestrian-friendly streets between civilized downtown and rowdy Uni Avenue by the college.

The preparty at my place was a huge success. I managed to get every single lady to stuff her face with equal parts carbs and processed meat in sync with the alcohol going in. Sandy and I had a nice chat in the kitchen about her latest trip to Tokyo. And Evan got to put his hand up my skirt in the stairwell while the mass of lushes was attempting to put on their shoes and get out the door.

The problem is, that was hours ago, and now, after a few too many margaritas, someone had the idea to go foam dancing on the college strip, something I’m pretty sure we all hated even when we were students but feel compelled to do now, to celebrate Sandy’s new life that will be full of monogamy and void of foam dancing with strangers. Really, it’s for all the twentysomething moms in the group who married too young and missed out on the kind of partying a postgrad can enjoy—the freedom of a weekend without work or homework and the choice to do whatever the hell you want with your time.

I glance at Sandy and she—usually straight-faced—has a huge grin as we approach what’s been deemed the last hurrah of the night. I wasn’t sure if Sandy was really into this party, but C put a lot of focus on her all night, and I can see she’s actually having fun. We stand in line for the ID check. If there’s a max age limit, we won’t pass the guards.

“I wish we were twenty again,” says Kitty, who is only six years removed from twenty. “Life was so much fun back then.”

“No way, no how,” I say.

“You don’t miss your perky breasts?” She heaves her bra straps up to lift her postpartum, not-so-perky breasts. “And sex with strangers?”

“I don’t miss sex with twenty-year-old boys who don’t know what the hell they’re doing.” Sex with strangers, though—the moment you strip down for someone they’re no longer a stranger, are they.

“Right! Boys think sex is all for them. I dated one who would, like, squeeze my breast and think that I enjoyed it.” We’re all giddy now—even me, the non-drunk one—and laughing. “He thought forty seconds of fucking was enough to get me off too.”

The group of boys in front of us is now staring. Like any other pack of drunk girls—or women in our case—we’re talking at a volume the whole parking lot can hear.

Amy says directly to them, “Learn about the clitoris, boys!” She steps in front of them to get her ID stamp and all three put their arms out, motioning for the rest of us to follow. It’s a safe bet Amy lets one of them go down on her in the bathroom later.

Inside, I’m wishing the thumping that DJ Wannabe interprets as music had a mute button. At best, it drowns out the nuisance of hearing or talking to any other devotees of this hole and leaves me with my own thoughts. I stand at the bar, elbows in the spill of a cheap drink, and I study the gofers. What I could do to them. All too drunk to defend properly. Too tipsy to pull me out of a lineup.

The MITHs skip the bar and head out to the dance floor. Celia’s already found the center and commandeered it for the night. Look at me, everyone! I’m still hot, even after a baby! She locks eyes with me and motions me over, but I signal that I’m going to grab a drink.

Frat Boy, wobbling next to me in his salmon-colored button-up, is drinking a bottle of Bud Light, the king of you-can’t-really-call-that-beer. When he goes to pick it up, he knocks it over instead, breaking the bottle in two. He sweeps the pieces onto the floor like it never happened, creating a bigger hazard than before.

“Why aren’t you dancing?” the bartender, barely old enough to serve drinks but nearly too old for most of the girls in this place, yells to me as he slides over a girlied-up vodka drink that I didn’t order.

“Just people-watching,” I say as I throw him a buck.

He comes closer, leaning across the bar.

“That’s why I took this job. Watching all the nuts throw away their scholarships and their virginity. Keeps me focused on what’s important.” He puts out a hand. “Matt.”

I look him straight in his charismatic eyes. “Oksana,” I lie.

“Come.” He pours two shots and hands one to me. “I’ve got a ten-minute break. Let’s see if they’re having any fun out there.”

I meet his shot glass in the air with a clink and dump it on the floor on the way back down to my mouth, keeping my head tilted back just a little longer than him, because girls can’t swallow shots as fast as boys.

He hops over the bar like he’s Tom Cruise or David Belle or some beefed-up farmhand in a Save Our Cows commercial and drags me, albeit willingly, out to the wooden platform covered in sweaty soap suds they call the dance floor. It is disgusting out here, but I could go for a little bump and grind. Matt’s a decent dancer. He keeps his distance but holds his gaze on me. I can tell he wants more than just a dance.

“I haven’t seen you in here before, Oksana,” he begins.

I guess we must make small talk. “Obviously I’m about ten years past the age maximum for a place like this.”

“Obviously I don’t care,” he says with the slightest blink that might have been intended as a wink. “Who are you here with?”

“Bachelorette party.”

“Who’s getting hitched?” He looks down at my left hand for a ring, which he finds, and by the look on his face, I’m guessing he’s instantly hard. Ups his chance of getting laid in finding a drunk woman in a monotonous marriage.

“My friend over there.”

“And you’re married too, I see,” he says. Or is he asking?

“Whatever that means to you, sure.” Ambiguity. Such a playful part of life.

Amy shimmies by us, mouthing Help me as she’s backed around the dance floor by a barely five-foot student grinding her leg like the Energizer Bunny. But she is laughing, so Matt and I ignore her plea, and he steps in closer to me. His hand periodically brushes my thighs as the beat gets more intense and turns into an electronic blend of a country song and a Bruno Mars one. Hilariously enough, “Marry You.” Must be in honor of Sandy and our bachelorette crew. Matt and I move faster, sink a little lower, closer. I bet he thinks I’m fluttering inside, wondering if he’ll touch me again and hoping he thinks I’m pretty—and of course he’s wondering if I’m drunk enough to say yes.

He’s given me an opportunity.

I move my mouth to his ear and whisper, but really, I speak at normal volume because it’s hideously loud in here, “You got a few more minutes for me?” and before he answers, I grab his hand and drag him into the center of the dancing drones, all of us squeezed in so that we’re forced to rub up on each other.

He smiles and humors me with a few gentle pelvic thrusts, placing his hands low on my ass. I’ve lost track of the song, it’s so loud. All I hear is the bass. It penetrates my body, rattles my chest. No more talking. More grinding. He really is a good dancer.

I lift the bottom of his slim-fit H&M T-shirt and trace my fingers around his hips. I look at his face and say to him, not yelling, not whispering, “Trust me. I want you more than you want me.” Before he can say “What?” I pierce his gut with the brown bottle piece I confiscated at the bar, street-fighting style. He looks shocked and slightly drunk and not so sure if what is happening to him is real. Thinks I’m trying to go Fifty Shades of Grey on him, but with the amount of blood pouring from his abdomen, he won’t last long enough to get it up.

He falters and I stay close, holding him up so I can watch. Compounded into a single instant, I watch an array of emotions—confusion, self-doubt, resignation, I see it all. I watch his chest hyperventilate, up down up down up down, then slow to a halt. His last breath is a long, quiet, dramatic deflating of his lungs. His life ends with that last exhale, and it is beautiful. That life now dissipating through the air that I breathe.

He is gone. That’s it. Show’s over.

The body slouches over me and, in hindsight, it would have been more convenient to have danced near the empty chairs by the dark hallway to the bathrooms, but this will do too. I simply lay him down, his emptiness, on the middle of the dance floor and step away.

I turn to the zit-faced boy behind me and start grinding my way from lush to stoner to creepy old guy to boy again until I am free from the dance mob and walk out the club door, feeling rejuvenated.

Men are easy to fool because they always want to get close to you.

A few minutes later, the rest of the girls—after that field day we are definitely girls again—giggle their way out the door and we all breathe in the fresh air that is car fumes and cigarette smoke. Compared to the sweaty, filthy foam stench, it’s a relief.

“Let’s never do that again,” says one of us, any of us.

I take Celia’s hand, coaxing her away from the past, snapping her back into the reality that she still has to pump breast milk when she gets home.

“Oksana!” I hear behind me. “Oksana?” from a distance.

It takes three calls before I remember I’m Oksana. I turn back to see Matt the Bartender trotting behind me, a dirty rag still hanging from his back pocket. Glad I didn’t touch that germ-infested thing while we were dancing.

“Can I get your number?” he puffs. “Take you out sometime?”

I place Celia’s hand in Amy’s, closing her fingers around it before turning back toward him. “Matt, I’m already committed,” I say, reminding him that I’m married.

“Oh okay, I get it.” He slumps, and for some reason, I see the little boy in him, and I want to boost his confidence, help him find faith in himself. I step away from my friends.

“Someone like you can find a better woman to spend your time with. But try finding her somewhere else—like the library or a hiking trail.” He nods in agreement. “If I get the chance, though, I’ll stop back in and see you,” I promise, not wanting that sweet young man’s feelings to hurt. Oh, what a terrible mother I will be, giving in to my child’s every want like this. I won’t be stopping in to see him, but hope fades and hurts less than flat-out rejection.

The party stumbles on, yawns begin to appear, and we all start making plans to get safe rides home. Celia and I share a cab, even though my completely sober self could drive. Matt the Bartender is still standing outside staring when I slam the cab door shut.

As unmemorable of a human being as he may be, I cannot get him, or the possibility of gutting him, off my mind. And though it’s stuffy and humid in the car, a chill runs through me, starting at my fingertips and flowing through my insides like a wave, grazing every inch of my body, flooding my senses. Tonight, I feel alive.

[image: ]
The house is dark when I get home. Evan thoughtfully cleaned up our party mess and even got the dishwasher running. Before heading upstairs, I find one of his beer cans on top of the recycling bin and pour the few drops of warm backwashed IPA in my mouth, swishing it around like Listerine, and spit into the sink. I clank my purse against the furniture, drop my phone, and stumble my heels up the stairs.

“Mm,” Evan’s moaning in a half slumber, “do I get drunk Lia tonight?”

“Mm,” I say back.

He turns onto his side, squinting but making an effort to wake. “So how was it?”

“Actually fun. You know after drinking they lose all sense of being moms. And some of those girls are living in the past.”

“Like Celia?”

“Yeah, definitely her.” We both laugh at Celia’s shameless antics, yet we both quietly admire her boldness. “I think Sandy had a good time.”

“Are you wet? Is it raining?” He sits up to look through the cracks in the blinds.

“No, I took a shortcut home and got lost in the car wash.”

“Y’all did not go foam dancing?! They let you old grannies in?”

I smack his leg.

“It was Amy’s idea, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t even remember, but it was pretty awful,” I say, laughing.

“You hook up with anyone?” he asks, winking. A confident wink.

“Well, there was this one guy . . .” I tease.

“Tell me about it.” He sits up now, his eyes opening. Is he having a fantasy of me with another man? “Zits or no zits?”

We laugh again and then we stop and stare. It’s something we’re both good at, locking in on each other.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Evan says as he grazes my bare leg. He pulls me onto his lap and kisses me. I’m not really into it; all my body wants is for me to lie down in that cushiony spot beside Evan and fall asleep, but I kiss him back.

While we’re kissing, I think about what happened with Matt the Bartender.

The thing is, I wish there was blood on my hands. Alive, warm, and flowing across my skin. Forced not from a living heart but from a dying one. The body broken by me, little petite me. But it’s just a wish, a fantasy.

“What’s wrong?” Evan asks. I must have stopped kissing back.

“Oh, sorry, I’m just really tired. We probably walked three miles tonight, and then there was all that dancing.” And the baby, yes, the baby is still alive and well and sucking a lot of energy from me.

He resumes the kissing and this time I don’t even have the strength to consciously move my lips. “Lia, come on.”

“I’m sorry. I need to sleep now.” I collapse onto my side of the bed and consider sleeping in my disgusting foam-danced-in clothes, my body feels so heavy. Evan takes it upon himself to start undressing me and the only reason I don’t mind is because I don’t want to get under the covers in these grubby things.

“I’ll wake you up,” he says, reaching his hand between my legs.

“Thanks, but no.”

“What if you’re ovulating?”

“I’m not.”

“Are you sure? It’s been a while. Here.” He shifts. “Just let me do all the work.” He rolls his body toward mine in a less than snuggly manner. I don’t know why men think that turns women on, a dick pressed against our lower back.

“Evan.” I sit up. “No means no. Didn’t they teach you that in high school?”

“It was better when you could sleep in all week.” Evan pouts. He thumps himself back to his side of the bed. The role of his wife isn’t being fulfilled. I’m meant to be at his every beck and call. “You never complained of being tired until now. And it’s only been one week.”

I don’t respond, avoiding furthering a fight that easily could crowd our bed for the next several hours.






Chapter 8Lingering Dissociation[image: ]


Monday morning couldn’t get here fast enough. How many people get to say this—that they’re looking forward to a Monday morning?

Evan and I had a bipolar sort of weekend. We’d be loving and happy; then, if one of us crinkled a nose the wrong way, we’d be at each other’s throats, later reverting back to snuggly lovebirds. Late Sunday afternoon, I left the house for about an hour, coming home with a new pair of yoga pants and barbecue. With the arrival of hot pants and hot food, he practically got down on one knee. “I don’t want us to spend time apart on the weekend,” he said. “Our time is so limited, let’s make the most of it.” He even cleaned up the dinner mess after we ate while I modeled the tight pants for him. After that, he made me a bouquet of dandelions from the yard because I never think of the bushy little things as weeds like our neighborhood homeowners’ association does.

This morning as we kissed goodbye, I was not only sending Evan off to the airport, I was also on my way to work, to do something of value, wearing a new sense of self-importance with my sleeveless tunic and dress pants.

“Where did you get that top?” Kate demands as I’m setting my bag down in the lab. It’s nice to be fancied.

“Last year’s girls’ weekend in Atlanta,” I say.

Though we’re more than a decade apart in age, Kate and I connect easily. She reminds me a little of myself at her age. She’s found her life partner in a man named Jake, who I hear is climbing his career ladder and shares in her dream of their future together—kids, but not too soon, to experience the world through travel, but also to enjoy the simplicity of daily life together before they expand their family. Sounds like the exact path Evan and I chose, and while I’m struggling with the reality of it right now, I wouldn’t change a thing about what led us here.

“We have a new subject to visit this morning,” Kate says. “I can’t wait to meet them all.”

“I’ll grab my notebook and the camera.”

We walk out of the building through the back door. Once we step outside, we are Dorothy leaving her colorless house. We have stepped through the door at the end of the ocean in The Truman Show.Kate and I enter sacred space, a meadow blooming with flowers and green grasses soaking up sunshine, the meadow of a dream. Bordering the open field is a thick forest of fifty-foot trees with sprawling branches. Years of autumn leaves lay down the mulchy ground, firm yet soft on the feet.

A creek winds through the woods, passing tree stumps and mossy rock beds, carrying fallen leaves, slimy green algae, crayfish, and minnows. There are areas of flat land and rolling hills, huge rocks next to ridges. A frog pond backs to a collection of three oak trees worthy of climbing and holding tree swings. There’s not a sound outside of the trickling water, chirping birds, and scurrying squirrels. Not a soul in sight. Only the rotting bodies whose souls—we hope—have left them. It is essentially an outdoor biology lab. It looks almost like the farm I grew up on, the difference being there was only ever one dead human body on our farm. There are so many here I haven’t seen them all yet, but they’re out there, listening as Kate and I walk past, watching as we take in the sights. Hiding under rocks, behind trees, in the creek embankment. I’m checking them off my list each day as I explore this wondrous land.

Kate and I follow the trodden dirt path as it crosses another field, passing low bushes and shrubs, listening to songbirds in the surrounding forest. In sync with the pace of her footsteps, Kate begins humming the iconic chorus to “The Sound of Music” at the same time the song pops into my head. We’re both right—these hills we traverse are very much alive. We come to a spot inhabited by the brightest of dandelions, the yellow not-weeds gathered in groups of ten, twenty, speckling the field in random patterns, dancing in the breezy afternoon. My favorite little sunbursts are greedy for the nutrient-rich soil decomposition provides.

“Is it terrible that I think it’s incredibly beautiful and serene here?” Kate asks.

“I hope not because I’m right there with you.”

She shrugs. “I wouldn’t mind hanging here after I die.”

“I’ll happily authorize your consent form.”

A wooden post with a map enclosed behind glass marks various sites with red dots and walking paths with continuous dashes.

“Looks like we’re just going over here, first left, then second right,” Kate says, tracing her finger along the map to marker number forty-six. “It’s an Adam.”

Male donors are assigned an Adam number, while females are preceded by Eve. An arrogant assumption of power, I know.

We take the next left, which curves almost all the way back in the direction we came, then pass a clearing to the right with a tarp covering the ground and come upon the next trail, taking a few more steps until a stake in the ground signals that we have arrived. The space reminds me of an abandoned campsite, its center a pile of wood, ready to ignite. Kate and I both stare at the mound for a minute, and I extend a finger slowly when I spot him. His eyes peer out between two logs, fingertips from an outstretched hand escape, but the rest of his body is trapped inside, pleading for help.

“Okay then. Hi, Adam #46,” Kate says, leaning down to peek. She looks at her notes. “The instructions are to lift the top plank but nothing else.”

I put on some latex gloves and hand her a pair. “You want to do the lifting or the documenting?”

“We can take turns,” she says, putting them on and picking up the camera.

I lift the top piece of wood while Kate angles the camera. He’s only a few days in, but I can easily see that both the wood and the body are beginning to decompose, his skin fading to the bone beneath, pockets of decaying stench floating around him. I breathe through my mouth.

I wonder how he died. A boring death, like a heart attack from an unknown defect? A cycling accident on a busy road? Or was he murdered, his body shoved under a pile of wood just like this? Decompanalyzers don’t always know. It all happened before we met him. With no records, we’re in the dark.

“I wonder how he died and ended up here.” Kate and I are on the same wavelength. She passes the camera to me and takes on the weight of the log while I snap a few shots. I zoom in on his mouth, an ant crawling next to his parted lips, the ghost of a scream in the air. I’m fascinated with his state of un-being.

We finish logging data points, note the outside temperature, and pack up our things to head back. I look for Robbie on the trails as we hike back to the building. I know he’s out here somewhere, and I can’t wait to see him today. Though Kate is good company too. She and I work side by side all day, logging data, downloading our pictures, and sharing a few inappropriate jokes. She’s like me in her curiosity about death, and I wonder if she shares my desire to witness someone die. Surely there’s somebody else out there like me?
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Dr. Bradford comes to our lab late in the afternoon carrying a small stack of envelopes. He places one on Martin’s desk, skips over Robbie’s empty chair, hands one to Kate and then to me. “Your first paychecks! This covers the hours from orientation day, so nothing that’s going to help with a down payment on that new house you’ve wanted.” His idea of a little comic relief. “It’s paid out separately because of the dropout rate after orientation. For your regular salaries, you’ll fill out the direct deposit forms that came in your welcome packet. I won’t be dropping off paychecks every two weeks.”

Dr. Bradford looks over Kate’s shoulder as she opens her envelope. “You live over on Rider Lane? I’m in the Fox Run neighborhood, up the hill.”

She takes a small step away from him and says, “Yeah, with my fiancé.” Then she takes two more and he finally drifts away.

Holding this piece of paper in my hand gives me power; it’s like a college diploma, a presidential decree, a sharp knife. Earning my own money again! I pack up my things for the day and excuse myself from the office, in a hurry to get to the bank before closing time, to open a personal account.
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At home I’ve got that feeling you get after riding a roller coaster: lingering dissociation. Immersing myself in the strange world of death and new love all at once is a lot to take in on a Monday. I’m walking that line between nausea and hunger, so I decide to make coffee.

There’s a bang on the door that makes me jump. Evan already texted that he landed in Montreal. Robbie and I agreed he’d never use the front door. Could it be Celia, stumbling onto our porch after her afternoon sangria? We do plan to walk tonight; we’ve been making a habit of it for the last eight months since it’s the only way she can get little Henry to sleep, but usually that’s closer to sunset. Or are the Wilson kids egging houses from their bikes again? Maybe it’s someone knocking? But with their fist; that wasn’t the sound of a knuckle.

I open the front door and I’m eye to eye with a boy dressed like a policeman. He holds up his legitimate-looking badge.

“Ma’am,” says the fresh-from-his-GED patrol officer, “you Ophelia Morris?”

“Ophelia Montgomery,” I tell him, “Morris was my maiden name.”

“I need to talk with you.”

“Okay,” I say, “I just made coffee. Would you like to come in?”

He enters my house, looking around. This kid can’t be more than eighteen. I wonder if this is a joke and I look outside for any neighbors, hidden cameras, or SWAT cars before shutting the front door.

I walk back into the kitchen and he follows, a child being led into the house of a stranger by the promise of a treat.

“My name’s Officer Daniel Griffin,” he says, scratching his head, looking just past me. I motion for him to sit at the counter and offer him a mug, which he accepts. I pour coffee for both of us and set the mugs and pot down by the barstools. I offer sugar and milk like a good host while opening the junk drawer next to the sink, then slide the box cutter into my pocket. When he says no, I sit next to him; it’s awkward not to look at each other in such close proximity. And then it’s awkward when we do.

He swallows, wipes the sweat forming on his brow, makes a note on his electronic tablet—no more leather notepads and pens. “Saturday night, ten p.m., you got an alibi?”

He turns toward me and stares me down.

Shit. Where were we, the traveling bachelorette party, at 10 p.m.? One of us must have done something wrong. It wasn’t me with the bartender. I have a crazy imagination, crazy monstrous desires, but I’m not crazy enough to follow through with them! I wonder if Celia got into a fistfight—it’s happened before. I wonder if one of the girls tried to drive home.

I notice that I’m digging into my pant pocket and have my thumb on the notch to extract the blade of the knife when the rookie fuzz scoots his chair away, backing out from my invasion of his personal space. I’m a fidgeter; been working on that. And then, he laughs.

“Alright. I’m just joking.” He sips his coffee. “Mm, good and strong. I’m here because I got called for a well check. Ophelia—”

“Lia. Please.”

“Okay, Lia. Lia, your mom called us. Says you’ve not been returning her calls, and needed us to come make sure you’re okay.”

Ah, Mom. My mom knows I’m okay. She talks to Miranda every day, twice a day, and she knows I talk to Miranda. But it’s true. I haven’t been returning her calls for a few weeks now—this worry fest happens every summer and her constant nagging forces me to ignore her. I don’t share this with Deputy Daniel Griffin.

“Well, I’m okay,” I assure him, communicating like a human being who is okay does. “What gives her the right to have a police officer come babysit me? I’m a self-sufficient adult.”

“Ma’am—” he starts.

“See, you’re even calling me ma’am, like the mature old lady I am.”

“Lia,” he restarts, “any concerned citizen can call in for a well check if they know your name and address. Your neighbor could call if she hadn’t seen you for a while. Your doctor could call if you missed an appointment. Why haven’t you called your mom back, anyhow?”

I grab the pot of coffee and pour some more. “Refill?”

“Sure, thanks,” he says. “Got nothing else exciting going on today. Already checked in on old Miss Humperdinkle. Get called on her twice a week.”

“So, I could have been in here, drowned in my tub or passed out and broken from a fall down the stairs, and you’d be sipping tea with this Miss Humper . . .”

“Dinkle.”

“Sipping tea with Miss Humperdinkle, before you even came to check on me?”

“And eating cookies.” He laughs. “She makes these great ginger cookies.”

I glare at him.

“Well, ma’am, Lia, I s’pose you’re right. But in that case, I’d a been too late anyhow, right?”

“I s’pose.” I get up and dig into the back of the pantry, finding an opened box of vanilla wafers. “Homemade and one of a kind.” I throw the box on the countertop. “Actually, on Saturday I was with friends. At a bachelorette party.”

“What?” He looks up from his second cup of coffee.

“My alibi.” I refill him again.

“Bachelorette party.” He keeps drinking and nodding, letting his mind wander to the type of debauchery portrayed in movies, full of cleavage and sexual encounters with unsuspecting—but willing—strangers.

“Mostly stay-at-home moms getting sloppily, unattractively, drunk.” I poke a pin in his fantasy.

“Huh. How old are your kids?”

“Don’t have any.”

“You weren’t sloppily and unattractively drunk, I’m guessing.”

“Something like that.”

He shifts in his seat and asks, “Tell me, Lia, why were you less nervous than me when I knocked on your door?”

“You tell me, Daniel.”

“Dan.”

“Okay. Dan.” We’re becoming buddies, on nickname basis. It’s always good to make friends with the law.

He sips again. I’m not sure he’s even drinking anymore, but he’s certainly buying time. “Okay, I’ll be honest,” Dan says. “I’m new at this. Brand new. Four months out the gate. And I don’t know what the hell I’m doing half the time.”

He laughs it off, but I sense a disappointment in himself. I rest my hand on his forearm, a motherly gesture I know how to fake.

“Wingin’ it,” he says.

“That’s pretty much how I live every day of my life,” I say. “And if it makes you feel any better, I just started a new job, so I’m in your exact position.”

“But I’m guessing you’re not. I’ve known you for all of twenty minutes, but I can tell you don’t show nerves or whatever it is that comes out of my pores when I’m on a call.” He wipes his forehead. “How do you air that confidence? I could use some of it.”

“Today was easy. You’re a cop and I have nothing to hide,” I assure him. He is trained to see guilty parties become defensive, aggressive. I learned the art of passive audacity long ago.

“I call bullshit, Lia. You’re telling me you’ve never smoked weed, backed into your neighbor’s parked car, or fudged your tax return? You can tell me. I can’t do anything about it now.”

“None of those things.” I grab a napkin and place it in my lap to make sure Deputy Dan here doesn’t catch sight and get the wrong idea as to why I have an X-Acto knife in my pocket.

“When you were young? Underage drinking, fake ID, that kind of thing? Tell me at least you snuck out of the house as a kid.” He’s fishing. “Speeding ticket?”

“Nope.” To most of those.

“How did you disappoint your parents, then? All teenagers rebel.”

“By not calling them.”

He laughs.

“And it’s just ‘parent’ for me. No dad anymore.”

“I’m sorry. Unless that’s a good thing?” He looks down into his cup. “I was glad when my dad left.”

“I’m not sure.” And that’s an honest answer.

I still miss my dad. Or the idea of him at least. I miss how we used to look up things in the encyclopedia together—back before smartphones. I miss brushing the horses with him and walking the fields at dusk, talking about simple things like school and the sunset. But if he hadn’t died, I might not be the same woman I grew up to be. Aren’t we all living a choose-your-own-adventure life? And that’s all a dad can hope for, right? For his little girl to grow into a self-aware, passionate woman. To follow her dreams, simply be happy.

“I mean, of course it’s not a good thing. It’s just, not to go too deep here, but I probably wouldn’t be me if he were still here. He was murdered.”

“Wait a second—Morris? You’re not related to George Morris, are you?”

“I’m a Montgomery now. But yes, that was my dad.”

“My Uncle Bo worked that case. I’m sorry he couldn’t solve it for you. And, trust me, he is too. Still talks about it.”

“Ah, Bo Griffin. And thank you. He was very kind to our family.”

“I remember him saying that the evidence, meager as it was, pointed to an unexpected attack by someone taller than him. Because of the way he was . . . I remember that much.”

“Yeah. They told us that too.”

“I can’t imagine how hard it is not having closure.” He looks at me with genuine concern.

Everyone always talks about needing closure after a death. I got my closure with my dad, just not the kind anyone ever hopes for. “I don’t harp on it. Though my mom refuses to believe that. Actually—”

Deputy Dan leans in like I’m about to tell him a secret. “I told you I’m new on my job. You know the Body Farm?” He nods. “You’re looking at their newest employee.”

“Okay, that’s effed up. Legal, but effed up. I guess there’s nobody to be nervous about facing there.”

I’m disappointed he’s not more impressed. I want praise and excitement.

“Stay emotionally detached.” He puts his mug down and looks at the clock above our oven. “I’d better stop this caffeine. I’ll be wide-awake at three a.m.”

“Don’t worry. It’s decaf.” I take the mug from him and he—confidently I should say—gets up and heads toward the door.

“Thanks for the coffee. And the lack of confidence-boosting advice,” he jokes. “Enjoy that gruesome job of yours. And Lia—” He turns back. “Call your mother.”

I wave and shake my head. No fucking way, Deputy Dan.






Chapter 9This Secret Is
Actually Fun to Have[image: ]


I don’t want to be alone when day transitions into night. Vibrant sunsets are the exhale of the devil’s fiery breath. Darkness and nighttime rising from his belly. Reds and oranges and a fierce streak of purple swirl in the sky above Windsor Park.

Celia reaches under the neon orange jogging stroller for her bottle of Jack—no flask, no brown bag—and drinks straight from it. No shame. Then, just as she does every night, she offers me some. I usually decline but occasionally partake to ease the loneliness of her perpetual drinking habit. Tonight, I grab the bottle from her and pour a little into my mug of ginger tea—for the last three days, nausea has kicked in this time of night, morning sickness, my ass. I only pretend to drink.

Celia pushes a button on the ragged bunny hanging from the stroller, and it starts to play a lullaby. I wince at the shrillness of supposedly soothing children’s music.

“So, how are things with you and Evan now that you’re officially a workin’ girl?”

“Well. He’s made comments already about how things were better before.”

“Uh, it’s not like you working during the week—when he’s gone anyway—makes him have less time with you on the weekends.”

“Right? Except I turned him down in bed when I was tired after the bachelorette party. And he’s so clingy every second that he’s home. And he practically tried to rape me because he was worried I was ovulating. He was like, ‘Just relax, I’ll do all the work.’”

“Fucker.” She takes another swig. “He’s the one who can’t relax.”

“I know! It’s like he’s failing if he doesn’t have kids. Like spawning is the be-all end-all.”

“Is that him or his mother talking there?”

Evan’s mom has put all these ideas in his head. Being a dad—no actually, giving her a grandchild—equals success. “Yeah, mom all the way.”

“Oh look, Lillian Abernathy.” Celia points across the road to Lillian bending over in her garden, plucking a few weeds from between her kale plants. “Hi, Lil,” she yells out, upping the pace and waving her toned arm in the air as we speed-walk by.

Lillian stands and waves back, and Celia says under her breath, “She’s already showing.”

“C!” I chastise. “That’s normal belly pudge. She carried twins! Give her a break.”

“I can see when anyone’s pregnant by thirteen weeks,” Celia says. “I’m serious. Sometimes earlier. It’s my sixth sense.”

Has anyone been whispering about me, that I should find more time to fit exercise into my new schedule? When will Celia know about me? I count ahead to my deadline. I thought I had an entire seven weeks to decide, but now, subtracting three sends panic up my spine. Celia will know by our annual Fourth of July cookout. I will be expected to wear skimpy clothing in the 100 percent humidity. I will be expected to jump into the river holding C’s hand and I will either be exposed via my bikini or a wet T-shirt clinging to my curves. My breasts might look pretty fabulous, but there will be no hiding the belly pooch. The Fourth of July cookout will forever be synonymous with the reveal of Lia’s secret pregnancy. The rumors will fly for years: I heard she hadn’t even told her husband yet and Celia outed her; some best friend she was.

“You must be wrong. Lillian spent how many hundreds of thousands of dollars to get those twins. If I had to guess, she’s already hit menopause.” I stop and look at Celia. “Lots of women carry extra weight in the middle at her age. Hell, at my age.” I realize my hands are clutching my own belly.

“Lia. You’re the hottest thirty-four-year-old I know.” She brushes my hands down. “I’m not knocking her physique. I promise you I’m right. Just wait a couple more weeks and you’ll see it for yourself. It’s a gift.”

She smiles, so proud of her special ability, hotshot bitch.

We stop at the four-way, and Celia checks her phone, responding to a message from Henry. I remind myself that Celia’s not at fault here. That, if anything, I might need her to know my secret one day, that she might be the only person who can help me through the trauma of it. She could even help me make the right choice. She will be the only person who will never judge me for the decision I make. The crickets are starting to chirp, but there’s enough light to walk another few minutes. I can’t end the day being frustrated with Celia.

“A cop came to my house today.”

“What?” We keep walking. “What’d you do wrong?”

“Nothing. Ob-viously.” I flip my hair, acting the innocent Southern belle.

“Was he hot? Did you fuck him?”

“C,” I scold her lasciviousness. “Not interested.” And it’s true. Not my type. Do I tell her yet about Robbie? No. This secret is actually fun to have all to myself.

“We’re gonna find you someone soon. I’ll ask Donna Frank next time I see her at tennis. I heard she and Joel started swinging.”

“Stop it, C!” But Celia is the one who encouraged me to have an affair in the first place. To share the secret with her could also have its perks. “Turns out I won’t be needing any swinger parties to find someone.”

She stops. “You’re joking.”

I hold a straight face with raised eyebrows.

“Lia, you nasty girl! Tell me everything.”

“There’s not much to tell. I have this new coworker, Robbie. We kind of hit it off.”

“Already? You must have pounced.” Celia looks out into the street and refuses to make eye contact. “I thought you were too good for that,” she finally says, with a hint of mean girl.

“I didn’t think I was above it. I just never pictured myself having an affair.” I said it out loud—it must be real. Surely none of the neighbors overheard? I’d better watch my volume.

Celia continues to stay quiet, a rarity.

“Are you upset with me?”

“No.” She takes a deep breath and comes back to me, shaking away her preoccupation. “No! I’m sorry. I’m just feeling insecure. Nobody wants me now that I have a baby.”

I look down at the sleeping Henry in the stroller.

“Speaking of bulging bellies.” She points at her own.

“C, you’re hotter than ever. And you know Henry wants you. Do you really need someone else? You guys just need a reset, a weekend away or something. You should leave little Henry with us. Evan would be on cloud nine.”

“That’s sweet of you, but that’s what my in-laws are for. Yeah, maybe we should get away and reconnect in the mountains. I should plan it.” She pulls her phone from the side pocket in her leggings and opens the VRBO app. “I guess we’ll either come back rekindled or divorced.” She grabs the bottle of Jack Daniel’s with her free hand, pushing the stroller with her very flat belly as she swigs the last of it.

“What do you think made you do it? The affair. Daddy issues resurfacing?”

It’s a valid question. I’m not saying my mom and sister are wrong to check in on me around the anniversary of Dad’s death, only that they take it way too far. I know Celia won’t go overboard with the psychoanalyzing, so I answer her honestly. “I don’t think so, but you never know what kind of subconscious thoughts are going on inside, right?”

“That’s true. I’m going to blame my subconscious for all my poor decisions.” She looks at the time on her phone. “I gotta get to yoga.” She kisses me on the cheek and veers off toward her home. “Stop by the shop in the morning and I’ll fill you up with coffee and you can fill me up with gossip for the day. And finish the cop story,” she says loudly, before disappearing behind the giant lion statues guarding the Wilson house.
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Whoops and hollers thunder from the Wilsons’ backyard. Trevor and Theo must be having another party while Pops is away cruising the Mediterranean with Stepmom Number Two. I could check on them, show an adult face. Remind them how their almost deaf neighbor, eighty-seven-year-old Linda Baylor, isn’t so deaf when it comes to reporting underage drinking. I could call Deputy Dan to ward trouble off at the pass. He would cut the boys some slack, give them a warning. And it’d be good practice for him.

I don’t want to go home—to my empty, now dark home with no one there to distract me. I feel the temptation to fraternize with the obnoxious teens, so I push open the wooden gate between the ten-foot stone walls framing the Wilson property. Beyond, I almost expect to step into an overgrown flower garden full of gnomes, but instead I’m met with a Ping-Pong table, red Solo cups set up like bowling pins, and shirtless boys with poor aim.

I’m almost twenty years their senior, but they keep chugging and carrying on. I walk up to one of the boys. “Trevor?” I ask.

“Theo,” he says. “Hey, Mrs. Montgomery.” He smiles boyishly but with a slight maturity.

“Listen, I just wanted you to know that I was walking by and heard you guys loud and clear from the street, so if I can hear out there . . .”

“Mrs. Baylor can too. Yeah, thanks.” He trots up the stairs onto the deck and picks up his phone to turn down the volume on the music. “Hey, guys,” he says to the yard full of friends, “now that it’s dark, we should keep it down.” And they listen to him.

A kid walks onto the deck from inside the house and stops, a deer in headlights. “Dude,” he says to Theo, or Trevor, I can’t keep the two of them straight, hiding his cup behind his back.

“No, man, she’s good.” Must be why my house has never been egged. “Hang with us if you want,” he says to me.

Oh, to be seventeen again. I’d let go of the grief and anxiety I carried, get out of the house, and flirt with shirtless boys playing Ping-Pong. I’d flaunt naivete over the rules of the game. I’d hope they noticed my push-up bra, my cutoff shorts, the shine of my lip gloss. I’d yearn to experience the awkwardness of a first sexual encounter. Mine was lost on a much older man. But now I’m a Mrs. about to be a mother. I have no business here.

“I should go.” I turn and spot a hammer on the porch rail, left earlier in the day, I presume, when one of the party planners strung tiny little lanterns haphazardly along the deck. How very Martha Stewart. I stare into the night across the lawn of boys, a quick scan of the scene, wondering who I could knock down while Whac-A-Moling my way through the party. The boys carry on with the Ping-Pong game, and a few girls sit cross-legged under the tree by the river while I picture them each with gashes in their heads, necks crooked to the sides, yet the same salty expressions on their callow faces. But when blue and red lights flash on the leaves of the old sycamore trees lining the side of the yard, I set the hammer down and the kids start to scramble. Can’t say I didn’t warn them.

I sneak out toward the river path connecting a few of the homes because I really can’t afford to be contributing to the delinquency of minors and be questioned in the street by uniformed men with Mrs. Baylor watching, especially on the same day she likely saw a cop at my house.








9 WEEKS







Chapter 10The Recklessness
of Letting Go[image: ]


I sit at my desk after a day in the fields and open my pocket planner, flipping only three pages through time to the Fourth of July weekend. I draw fireworks—an explosion is sure to occur, though not the celebratory kind—and write Celia’s name with a big question mark.

“Having a party?” Martin asks as he walks by on his way out the door. Staring all day at computer screens hasn’t impaired his vision yet.

This morning Kate and I got to uncover a grave; it’s the technique they teach FBI agents when they come on site for evidence recovery training. Very tedious work. Level by level, we scraped layers of the soil down, like skimming foam off a boiling pot of broth. We sifted through but didn’t find any fragments in the soil. Once we hit the bones, we were instructed to take photographs and leave them exposed.

I start entering data into my computer from a checkup on Eve #43, who lies flat on her back in a field of tall grass. Measurements. Day 6. Torso. Width: 68 centimeters. Height: 79 centimeters. Circumference: 146.2 centimeters.

I make a grocery list in my head while I type: yogurt, bread, prenatal vitamins, berries, peanut butter, toothpaste, bleach.

Eve #43. Photograph log. Day 6. #128: left hand, forefinger nail. #129: left hand, thumbnail. #130: left hand, anterior wrist. #131: left anterior wrist to elbow. #132: left anterior elbow to shoulder.

I plan my outfit for tonight. Robbie is taking me out on the town. Since he’s seen me naked more hours than clothed, it feels like a big decision. Last night I painted my nails Risky Red.

Eve #43. Environment stats. Temperature: 9 a.m. 72°F shade, 11 a.m. 76°F direct sun, 1 p.m. 82°F direct sun, 3 p.m. 84°F cloudy. Humidity range 54–85%. Precipitation: none.

When I was walking back through the field after logging these data points for Eve #43, I accidentally veered off the marked trail and almost stepped on an ear. Yes, an ear. Lying alone on the ground, just like that scene from Blue Velvet. What a disturbing movie that was. I only watched it because it was on an All-Time Best Of list on Bustle. Best of what, I can’t recall—All-Time Best Of Gruesome Entertainment?

“Hey, Lia?” I swivel my chair around to Kate, who’s paused the tap-tap-tap of her own typing. The psychedelic cat on the Bonnaroo poster pinned to the corkboard above her head looks as if he’s also been staring at the computer screen too long. “Okay time for a break?”

“Please. Did I tell you that my sunbathing Eve—” What the hell? On the whiteboard we use to list tasks, someone has scribbled Lia has a secret.

“Lia?” Kate prompts me to keep going.

Who the fuck wrote that? What the hell do they know? I shake it off. It’s stupid. “Uh . . . she is developing the look and feel of a sunburn, but she’s only six days in. Weird, right?”

“Interesting! Today, my Adam #12—the one lying on the asphalt pad with a gunshot wound to the abdomen—he is three days in. His chest collapsed, and I was there to see it. It was like all the pressure of the world was on him, yet nothing visible was pressing.”

“Maybe it was the ghost of his killer,” I suggest. Kate and I have started making up stories about our test subjects; we feel responsible for keeping some sense of them alive. That idea that you are not fully dead until the last time your name is spoken.

Dad.

I seriously need to know who’s fucking with me. Maybe it’s Martin who wrote that note on the whiteboard? That silent scoundrel who barely says three words in a day. I force myself to focus on Kate. “Was there something else you wanted to talk about?” I ask.

She fidgets in her seat, staring at the cinder block wall behind me. “I don’t know why I’m mentioning this. But since it’s just us in here.” She pauses, looks at the door to the hallway, and I accept the silence until she’s ready to speak. “You’ve known Dr. Bradford for a while, right?”

“He was my college advisor. In fact, he offered me a job here right after I graduated, but I moved to New York instead. We haven’t really been in touch until I started this job. Why do you ask?” Of course, I’ve noticed Bradford’s interest in Kate. Has he touched her?

“Oh, no reason, really. I’m just curious about him. Like, does he know someone whose body was donated and the Farm became his life’s mission? Was his first career as a professional bodybuilder? Did he get kicked out of med school for a surgical error and they would only let him work with dead bodies after that?”

“Ha! As far as I know, he’s a boring family man with a wife and three kids. He’s no bodybuilder but he has been CrossFitting his way through midlife.”

“Yeah,” she says, with slight admiration. “He’s not that old, though, is he?”

“I think his girls are about to graduate high school, so they are not that much younger than you are.” Dr. Bradford is not worth her interest. And Kate’s not stupid; she wouldn’t make the same mistakes that I did at her age, letting insecurity and flattery fuel decisions.

Speaking of the devil, it could be his handwriting on the whiteboard. He gave in too easily when I demanded this job. Bastard. But if he outed my secrets, he’d be outing his own.

“So . . .” she draws out the thought. “Listen. I’m not trying to be presumptuous here. I know that I’m nothing special, but—” She looks again to the doorway, again making sure no one is lurking nearby. She still does not finish her sentence.

“He’s flirtatious.” I say the words for her. Though my blood is boiling. I know exactly what Dr. Bradford has been doing around her. Kate needs me to stay calm and support her. I want to be a friend. But is she a friend to me—or is she backstabbing me by outing me on the whiteboard for everyone to see?

“Yes!” she almost yells. Then, in a whisper: “I mean if he has a wife and kids, isn’t that inappropriate?”

“It is. Very inappropriate.” I sigh in solidarity.

“It’s kind of a jerk move.”

I’m proud of Kate for calling him out, not falling under his spell. Not that she needs his attention—she’s got supportive people in her life, including her loving fiancé.

“I’m relieved we had this conversation. I wondered if it was all in my head.”

“No, it’s accurate to his personality. But if it ever goes past harmless . . .” I let the words linger and punch a fist into the palm of the other hand.

She laughs and nods. “Girl power.”

If Dr. Bradford oversteps, she’ll stay tough. She’d want revenge on the bastard. We could be Thelma and Louise together. She could do the killing, and I could watch the blood pour out, and we’d make the best of friends. If only it were perfectly normal to want to kill strangers to see them die, I might let her in on my secret.

“Thanks, Lia.” Her demeanor instantly changes. That potential threat to her principles needed to emerge. And now the enigma is tucked back inside neatly, like the corners of a dirty old hospital bed. “Okay, so, I’m heading out soon. What about you?”

Do I tell her? “I have a date,” I say.

A squeal. “Y’all are getting serious then. An actual date with Robbie!” I couldn’t help but blab to her out in the field a couple of days ago.

“We’re just having fun.”

“Oh, I’ve heard about all the fun you’ve been having!” Wide-eyed, she cringes and peeks over at Martin hovering in the doorway, looking uncomfortable and hesitating to come back in. I hope the sly snake didn’t hear our girl talk. Martin—he floats around this lab unnoticed all day long. He must’ve written that message about me.

Kate creates a clear end to the girl gab: “My brain’s fried for the day,” and Martin sits down at his desk. Kate starts to pack up her things but before she leaves, I stop her.

“Listen. Who wrote that on the board? Lia has a secret?”

She picks up a marker. “Some got erased.” She adds crush to the end followed by two hearts.

As soon as she leaves, I erase it in one swipe.
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He’s taking me to Ribs on the River. The summer drought of students doesn’t slow down business for this slow-smoked pig lovers’ haven, so tonight we’ll be seen. Maybe we’ll sneak a touch at the table. Talk dirty in whispered voices. It all seems dangerous, thinking about who might see us, only to go and tell such-and-such who then tells someone-or-other who makes a point to tell Evan. He’s just a colleague, Evan. You know how Southerners like to make up gossip. And not just the women—you talk about Celia all the time and how her V-neck is low to seduce men. You know she just had a baby, right? Believe me, she’s not trying to seduce anyone. That’s how the conversation would go. He would drop it without a second thought.

If I were single, I’d be ready to move to dating status. I’d love to show Robbie off as my date. Ever likable, slightly mysterious. I wonder what we’ll talk about.

The heat of tonight’s thick air wraps around my arms as I get out of my car. We’re meeting at the Riverwalk a short ways down from the restaurant.

“Good, you didn’t wear heels,” Robbie says as he approaches and kisses me lightly. This is dating. “We’re walking this evening.”

“I rarely wear heels,” I tell him. “And I assumed as much.”

“Not even for a date?” He nudges my shoulder. This is flirting.

“Not even for a date. Or barbecue on the river with some guy.”

“Is that all I am, some guy?” Again with the flirting.

“Well, a proper gentleman on a proper date might have picked a lady up, rather than meeting her in an empty corner of the parking lot.” Flirting rebound.

“You know you shouldn’t be seen talking to me in your neighborhood. But don’t you worry, Lia, I will creepily sneak into your home from the river path and make sure you are safely tucked into your bed tonight before I leave you.”

He could be more than some guy, but I don’t tell him this yet. “Tucked in bed, huh? Sounds like a good evening to me.” I wink at him, which is ridiculous, because I don’t wink at people. Who is this guy and what has he done to me? Hello endorphins; goodbye evening nausea.

We walk arm in arm, like a courting couple from the Old South, craving any bit of contact, but keeping it classy because other people are watching. Walking along the water, close to nature, I take off my shoes, my non-heels, and step into the dirt next to the paved path, breaking our unified stride.

When Robbie stops and refuses to go any further before I explain myself, I say, “Ashes to ashes.” He bends down and hops as he takes off his shoes and socks, jokingly fanning his feet before he joins me in the dirt.

“Dust to dust,” he says.

The dirt feels cool and uneven, perfectly soothing for two adults getting to know each other. He asks about my hobbies, my friends, what types of books I like to read. I admit, it’s nice being the center of attention. Until he asks about my mom. Mood killer.

One good thing I inherited from my mom is a fall-off-the-bone baby back ribs recipe. My stomach growls when we come to Ribs on the River. My biggest craving so far has been meat—good old animal protein. And slow-cooked to perfection sounds, well, perfect right now.

“Isn’t that the entrance?” I ask as we walk past the gate to the bustling restaurant patio.

“Yes, but our reservation isn’t until seven and I have a quick errand to run first.” He turns to me. “If you don’t mind, of course.”

So we keep walking, and my stomach keeps growling, but with the change of subject, Robbie doesn’t bring up my mother anymore, so I don’t mind.

He leads me into the shop at the marina. It smells of dead fish, putting my hunger on hold. I browse dust-covered souvenirs while Robbie talks with a greasy-haired man named Joel, and within five minutes we’re standing outside with the key to a small pontoon boat.

He takes my shoes from my hand, puts his arm out to assist, and says, “Hop in.” I’m intrigued but I’m also on the verge of hangry.

“What about dinner?” I remind him. “You should know I get cranky if I skip a meal, and I’m not ready to make that impression on you yet.”

“We’re going now. On the water.” He says this with pride. Was this some elaborate scheme to impress?

“You rented a boat just so we could float up to the dock at the restaurant instead of stepping in the front door that we walked by ten minutes ago?”

“Actually, I rented it for the summer and thought tonight might be a good night to explore the city from a different viewpoint. If you’re interested in doing that with me.”

I hesitate, even though it’s a fun idea.

“We’ll stop by and pick up dinner on the way,” he promises.

“Okay, I’m in.” I take his hand and step onto the boat. My weight shifts the vessel, and river waves start to splash against the dock. Taking a seat, I recognize it’s the same type of boat I found myself googling while pretending to watch The Bachelor with Celia. Reviewers found it easy to maneuver for first-timers. Robbie seems to intuitively know how to start it up. He turns a key, and we float downstream, at quite a pace for being such a smooth ride. The electric motor hums a soft tune. We’re obscure yet exposed in the middle of the river.

Minutes later we pull up to the drive-through, the float-through, whatever—the dock—and praise the expansion of the universe because I’m hungry.

“Ribs?” Robbie asks.

“Do you have to ask?”

A server pops over with a bag of food and a few lidded cups with straws. Robbie hands him a wad of cash.

“Good, because I already ordered,” Robbie says, handing me the bag of greasy grub. With a quick shift of gears, we’re off again, away from all the people we’d have to answer to, floating together, filling our stomachs and seeing the city in a way I never imagined.

Our boat zigzags across the river as Robbie gets the hang of driving it one-handed, overcorrecting the steering wheel each time he takes a bite. The university is to our right, with jagged stonework staircasing down the sides of buildings. Industrial businesses to our left with broken windows and potholed parking lots. There are some docking spaces, but I also spot several unofficial sites where we could motor right up to the land and tie up. The river offers so many things—seclusion and access. The boat steadies (as Robbie’s hand steadies) and glides noiselessly down the center of the river.

“This is getting beautiful,” I say. Robbie, I believe, is also taken aback by the scene.

“Almost romantic, don’t you think?” He overplays a wink, then changes his demeanor. “Did they give us extra handwipes?”

As the setting sun weaves through the trees, I notice he’s covered in barbecue sauce. I laugh and hand him a pile of little square wet wipes. My grandmother used to stash these in her purse whenever Cracker Barrel waitresses brought them with her Brunswick stew. Her handbag was always bursting with those damn wipes. She hoarded them, just in case. Just in case her hands got messy, the grandkids’ faces needed wiping, just in case her son was accidentally skewered by her antique scythe and his grieving wife and daughters needed help wiping up the blood.

Robbie’s clean now, smelling of fake lemons, so he sits next to me and puts an arm around my shoulder. A hint of romance does peek out in this moment, under the swirls of orange and pink in the sky, hypnotizing us both to silence, and I get lost in my own thoughts as we float past gorgeous, oversized mansions backing to the river. The types of houses that belong to people who have too much money and don’t know what to do with it besides buy property on the water. (I do realize I am those people with my obnoxiously groomed neighborhood backing to the river.)

Then—because they’re on the water—they simply must buy a boat. And on Friday nights, when they’re entertaining their friends with the finest cut filets mignons and fancy cocktails on their back patio, everyone can look at the boat and comment on how much they admire it, how beautiful it is. How lovely and nice and relaxing it must be to get out on the water. It’s just like meditating, says the wife who’s been on the boat a total of one time.

I could tie this pontoon to their wooden dock, park right next to the fancy Buoy Oh Buoy!, trudge across the acre of lawn leading to their flagstone patio, and make small talk until I could get the anchor held just firmly enough to swing at their pretentious, Botoxed heads. Their low-voltage pagoda lamps would allow sufficient light for me to watch their blood pour out.

“Why would you do that?” Robbie asks.

Did I say that out loud? I look at him, wondering for a moment if he’s a mind reader, a jedi of sorts, but he’s staring through me, questioning not my bloodlust but the tacky Christmas lights strung along the perimeter of every window in a two-story brick house at the bend of the river.

“Haven’t you heard of Christmas in July?” I ask him.

“It’s June,” he says flatly. I agree it’s tacky, but I wasn’t going to say it out loud.

The river current pushes us closer to the house, and we start to hear the rumble of voices from the back lawn. We drift toward the edge of the grass, and groups of awkward minglers with drinks in hand come into focus. With a jolt of fear, I recognize my neighbor and turn my head away, not wanting to be caught. I would hate to have to explain my trip down the river with a strange man. “Go,” I say to Robbie through gritted teeth, and luckily he has a handle on steering by now, so we drift off, back to the isolated center of the river, Robbie giving a cordial nod. The partygoers turn back to their conversations.

The sky’s completely dark now, the temperature dropping and sending a quick chill up my spine. A brush against Robbie’s elbow draws him closer to me. “I need you,” I tell him, snuggling to warm myself.

He cranks the juice on the boat, and I jerk backward as we speed up, making waves in the water and tangles in my hair. He lets go of the wheel, pulls my body flush against his, and kisses me, magnetizing my body to his so forcefully yet so gently it’s sensual—just like you see in the movies. It’s all so thrilling: the speed of the boat, the recklessness of letting go, the possibility of a crash, all while passionately kissing. It almost doesn’t feel like real life.

He slows the boat, and we drift down the dark river and the stars swallow us up.






Chapter 11How Easy It Might Be[image: ]


Last night’s date with Robbie was magical. It was the kind of date a woman dreams of, full of romance, adventure, sexual exploration. Tonight is a letdown after yesterday’s high. I’m on the couch, watching the sun disappear while the darkness grows. Being alone makes me feel uneasy right now. I texted Celia to see if she wanted to walk, but I never heard back.

There’s a tap on the front door. Surely it’s not Robbie exposing himself to the neighbors? I open the door to Deputy Dan, who has his ear to his radio but who smiles and raises a finger for me to wait, mouthing One sec. Through his walkie-talkie, I hear a scratchy voice say something about a domestic dispute on Sullen Drive. He locks the radio back onto his belt.

“Well, your mom called the station again, angry that I hadn’t convinced you to call her, even though our duty was only to check on you. So here I am again.” He holds his hands out in a jazz-fingers kind of way. “But now I have to go, just got called out.” He puts his hands up with a shrug and turns to leave. “Sorry for any bother.”

I don’t want Deputy Dan to leave—seeing him makes me want to bring him inside and serve him hot chocolate even though it’s a hundred degrees outside, like an oblivious grandmother who’s always freezing would.

“Can I come?” I blurt out. “Like a ride-along thing? People do that, right?”

“Uh.” He scratches his head, probably not knowing if people do this, being as green as he is, or whether he needs prior approval or to arrest me to actually put me in the car. “Sure. Hop in.”

I don’t even lock the door or grab my purse; instead, I immediately jump down the stairs and into his car. I’m giddy in anticipation of watching something exciting go down at this domestic dispute; maybe I’ll be witness to a murder.

“Thanks,” I say, buckling my seat belt. Deputy Dan puts the address in his GPS, and a British woman tells us we will arrive at our destination in eleven minutes. I half expect her to have tea ready when we get there.

“No sirens?” I ask.

“Not this time. Just a quiet complaint from the husband. So far.”

The woman is the abuser? Stereotypes are constantly being overturned these days.

He’s a cautious driver, eyes kept on the road, smooth turns, constantly checking his surroundings. I wonder if he notices the monster sitting next to him.

“I don’t mean to pry, but what’s the story behind you and your mom?”

“I guess I owe you that for letting me tag along.”

“If it’s a sensitive subject, just tell me to shut up. But with what happened to your dad and all, I’d have thought you and your mom’d be close.”

“You would think that, right?”

I remember the conversation that kicked off our estrangement like it was yesterday. Evan calls my strong memory a gift—for me, that is. For him it’s a curse. I remember every word he speaks, every move he makes. Could get a husband in trouble. If you pay close enough attention, anything will stick to your memory. Passing people on the street can be like sifting through an army of drones—until I start paying attention to the details of the individuals. The lone freckle, the asymmetrical cheekbones, that slight lazy eye. Details are what separate us from one another, and studying those features imprints that person in my memory.

I saw the expression of guilt on my mom’s face. Guilt for not being the mother I wanted. A sadness when she realized she had to let me go. This moment is forever graffitied in my head, the conversation replaying like a bad country song stuck on repeat.

“Lia, why are you leaving me? We need to stick together.” Mom stepped close and set a gentle hand on my forearm. “We’re a family.” Like I was going to college for the sole purpose of breaking up our family. Maybe part of me was, I don’t know.

She’d lost Dad, and now she was about to lose me. My sister had turned a 180 after Dad’s death, morphing from irresponsible to Donna Reed, marrying third-year law student Mike McCollum right after high school and buying a house in the next town over shortly after he graduated, only twenty minutes away from our rural farm.

“Mom, this is not an act of defiance against you.” It wasn’t at first, but ultimately it became that when I blew off her efforts to lure me back home. Truth be told, what I needed was to get away from my mom. I needed to get out of small-town life, I needed to get away from her constant assessment of my mental state, or who knows who I would have become—depressed, a recluse, an addict?

“Lia . . .” Mom trailed off, unsure. And then she regained her fight and said, “I love you.” And that’s when the tears started. “Lia, we need each other.” She thought needing each other meant she could protect me, but to me it felt like being trapped with her in the memory of death and sorrow.

“Mom!” I yelled. “You’re not being the mom I need. You haven’t been since Dad died. You’re practically a half step behind me all the time, ready to wipe my ass after taking a shit.” At this she removed her hand from my arm. I didn’t tell her I loved her. I walked out the door and sat in the car until she joined me. We didn’t talk the whole drive up to my dorm.

“My mom and I struggled when I left for college,” I tell Deputy Dan. “Which, without giving away my age, is almost half my lifetime ago.”

“I can do math,” he chuckles.

“Alright, fine. She didn’t want me to go, and I did, so we had this big fight when I left. It was hard on her, considering what happened with Dad. We reconnected, though.”

“Well, that’s good to hear.” He turns into a neighborhood and winds his way from left to right as the accented navigator tells him.

“It was okay for a while until she started obsessing over—and criticizing—everything about my life. What I studied, where I worked, the fact that I was moving to New York with Evan when we weren’t married yet.”

“Hmm. A mother criticizing her daughter’s choices is sure to push her further away.”

See? Deputy Dan’s on my side. I’m not unreasonable for ignoring her.

“But what’s happened recently? For her to be calling for well checks?”

“The trigger is the anniversary of my dad’s death. It stirs up old crap between us; the worst is she assumes I’m having a mental breakdown this time every year, when the reality is I’m fine. She won’t stop harassing me. So, I stop taking her calls. The dust settles by fall.”

“She’ll stop calling me by then?” asks Deputy Dan.

“With any luck. This year she’s calling the police on me. What’s next—having me committed against my will?”

“She did mention you’ve tried to hurt yourself in the past.”

“That was twenty years ago and hasn’t happened since. She’s overreacting, like she does every. Single. Year.”

“Sounds more like this is her way of dealing with the grief herself.”

“That’s what I think too. But I don’t have the capacity to hold that for her. I love my mom, but I have to live my own life.”

“Understood.”

With the last turn, he slows the car and pulls onto a quiet street with sporadic streetlights, the driveways filled with two or three cars, dining rooms lit up and occupied by families eating together. We pull behind another police car parked on the side of the street next to a two-story brick house while the British lady announces, “You have arrived.”

There’s not a mob of people outside the home. Nobody peeks through their curtains from nearby houses. We walk inside seemingly unnoticed. An officer stands in the living room with an arm outstretched, resting his hand on the shoulder of the man of the house. I wonder if someone has died, given the consoling gesture. I look up the nearby stairs in hopes of seeing something tragic, but I only see a small girl with unbrushed hair sitting on the top step, her hands clasped in her lap. For some reason, at the sight of her, my breasts tingle.

“This is the fourth time you’ve called us,” the officer notes on his tablet. The man responds while the officer types up his statement.

“Yes. It’s the same thing again. She gets too drunk, yells, and ultimately starts hitting me and throwing things. Look,” he says, massaging the back of his neck, “how many times will it take before you take her away from this house? I have a three-year-old. What do you think she’ll grow up to be if she sees her mom this way?” The lifelong nature versus nurture question.

The officer finishes his notes. “Let me make a call. I can’t promise anything, but I think we can make something happen tonight.” He turns. “Oh, hey, Dan, thanks for coming. Can you please wait with Mr. Harris here?” And he walks away, lifting his phone to his ear.

“Ben Harris.” The man offers his hand.

“Dan Griffin.” Dan returns the shake. “This is Lia. She’s helping tonight.”

“Maybe she’ll listen to a woman not in uniform. She usually fights tooth and nail. Like, physically biting and scratching. Can I take you up?” He turns and sees his daughter out of bed. “Oh sweetie, did we wake you?” He starts up the stairs, and Deputy Dan and I follow.

“Is Mommy sick again?”

“Yes, but don’t you worry. Let me tuck you back in.” He picks her up and cradles her, carrying her into a dark room. “She’s in the bath,” he whispers, and motions for us to continue down the hallway.

We walk through the master bedroom, and Deputy Dan goes into the bathroom first, looking back and giving the okay.

“Ma’am,” he says to a woman sprawled in the oversized tub, her head leaning back, eyes closed. A now-empty vodka bottle has tipped over and spilled onto the emerald-green tiled floor. The woman doesn’t answer or move, so Dan gets closer and reaches into the tub to check her pulse. “She’s out cold. Water’s freezing too.” He steps back and leans against the wall, careful not to stare at her naked body.

I sit on the edge of the tub and watch her chest rise and fall, thinking how easy it could be to flood her lungs with water.

“Her name’s Jenny,” says the husband from behind me.

“Jenny,” I sing as if waking a child. “Jenny.” She doesn’t move. I lean close to her ear and whisper, “Jenny. You should die.”

“They’re coming to get her,” the officer says, stepping into the bathroom, and Mr. Harris puts a hand over his heart. “They’ll transport her in an ambulance. You can fill out the paperwork for the treatment center here before they take her. It’s best if family isn’t present for involuntary admittance. A caseworker will call you in the morning. Dan,” he continues, turning to us, “I’ll wait with Mr. Harris, but thanks for coming on over tonight.”

Deputy Dan and I see ourselves out and leave the neighborhood as quietly as we came in. I imagine the ambulance will come silently, too, and take Jenny Harris away in darkness while the rest of the neighborhood is glued to prime-time television.

“I’m sorry,” Deputy Dan says once we’re out on the main road. “A nurturing mother is the most important thing for a child. I’m sorry you don’t have that.”

“Do you have one? A nurturer?”

“I do.” He tries to hide the joy his mother brings him out of courtesy to me.

“At least I know the kind of mom I won’t be.”

“Oh, are you—never mind. That’s such a rude question.”

“What? Oh. I can’t have children.” I can’t have my genes out there festering in another human being, growing little gremlins because a little sperm got thrown on them. I will be sure of that.

He sighs. “Foot in mouth. I’m sorry again.”

I want to reach my hand over and touch his arm, but in this dark car, late at night, I resist any gestures that could be taken the wrong way.

“Not a worry.” It’s been nice to unload my family drama on him. Celia’s heard it all before. Same for Evan. They almost know too much for me to be able to vent about it. They take my side right away, interrupting my rants because they’re trying to be supportive, or maybe trying to shut me up because they’ve heard it too many times. But Deputy Dan has been listening. For the twenty-two-minute car ride at least.

“Well,” he says, changing the subject, “not too much excitement on that call. But the company was nice to have.”

“I feel the same. When my crazy mom stops calling, we’ll have to come up with another excuse to see each other.” We pull into my neighborhood and since he’s been here twice already, I don’t have to show him the way.

“That poor family, though.” That mom needed to go and I’m glad she was on her way out tonight. Though if you turned me loose on her she wouldn’t be spending tax dollars on a treatment that’s bound to relapse. She wouldn’t be traumatizing her daughter with continuous trips to the hospital. I’d have pushed her head under the water and left her in the tub to drown.

“What did you say?” he asks as I’m getting out of his car.

“That I feel sorry for the family. Goodnight, Dan. Thanks for letting me tag along.” And I shut the car door.








Chapter 12Lay Out in the Sun, Watch the Clouds
Float Above[image: ]


Awe is what moves us forward.” Joseph Campbell. This morning’s coffee cup from C’s displays these words. HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA and I both rolled our eyes at Celia when she showed us the new shipment of quote cups last week. But here I am thinking about it as I twist and turn through town, heading to the Farm, not for work but for a little team building this Saturday morning. What is it that pulls us to make choices in life and ultimately move forward? It’s awe. I’m in awe of what might happen, what will happen.

Heading to the Farm on a Saturday is a refreshing start to the weekend. An extra day to explore the fields. An extra day with Robbie. Time with Kate.I’m enjoying having a community of my own outside of the neighborhood MITHs and their husbands, outside the wifely duty of catering to Evan. This group of people is all mine.

“Team building!” Dr. Bradford almost jumped out of his chair when he thought of it. “Let’s all gather Saturday morning for a little hike and get to know each other better.” I’m relieved Martin is the last to arrive because I brought coffee for everyone except him, but then Robbie says, “No thanks,” so it turns out I do have one to hand to Martin. Points for being a thoughtful teammate.

We all gather with our hiking shoes and drinks, and Robbie brushes his hand against the small of my back and I almost turn and jump him right there, but I keep my attention on our boss.

“Guys,” Dr. Bradford says as he rubs his hands together, an overexcited camp counselor, “I’m taking you to the cemetery.”

We’re all a little perplexed. The entire Farm is its own cemetery.

“It’s the most beautiful place on the Farm. It was a site we used years ago, and rather than remove the remains that we were finished studying, we left them there. It became a place where we would bring remains from other spots when we needed to turn over a subject, so it’s now a permanent resting place for those bodies. Like a cemetery. We don’t use it anymore—but I thought this would be the perfect way for us all to bond, get to know each other.”

“Sounds great,” Kate says. Martin, Robbie, and I nod in agreement.

“I told you it’s a hike, and it is at the highest point of our land here, a couple miles up. Let’s get to it.” We file in and follow Dr. Bradford onto one of the paths. “This is a casual morning, so feel free to talk, share anything you want. I’m not your boss today.”

Maybe I should call him Brent.

Nah. Can’t do it.

Dr. Bradford starts poking into Kate’s personal life, asking questions about her family and college life. Kate’s happy to talk on the topic of her soccer scholarship and her love of the sport. Martin stays quiet, as usual. Robbie whispers naughty things to me, which makes me laugh out loud now and again, and also makes Martin give me a few weird looks. I think Martin’s uncomfortable around people having fun. Other than that, it seems we all enjoy listening to the sound of our feet on the ground and to the birds and squirrels who bounce between treetops, rustling the leaves.

After a while, Kate falls back in line with me and asks quietly about my date with Robbie. “I want details!” she says, perfectly balancing her volume and excitement. I bet Kate could keep a good secret for the right friend.

“It was nice.” I speak in a low voice. “We ate ribs.”

“On the river?”

“Of course. Also, physically on the river.” The two of us lag behind the rest of the group. “He has this small boat for the summer, so we drove up to the dock at the back of the restaurant and ate while we were floating. It was pretty cool, seeing the city from a different point.”

“Oh my god, did you have sex on the river? I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“No, Kate, we did not have sex on the river.” I add, “This time. There was some kissing, though.”

“So, besides all the kissing and sex, what’s he like?”

“He’s thoughtful, considerate, a good listener, makes light of tough situations, a bit sarcastic.” Robbie turns his head back and looks at me from up ahead. But he’s too far away to have heard me gabbing about him. “We’re still getting to know each other.”

“Sounds like all the qualities I like about you, Lia.”

“Well, thanks, I guess. Yeah, I guess we’re similar in ways.” Or maybe that’s what I want to see in him, and he will surprise me, turning out to be a psychopath.

What I don’t say is that Robbie nudges me to experience new things. To push past my limits. It is an affair after all, a thing I never thought I could do. And when I’m with him, I don’t have to hold back—I can say anything to him, be as goofy or geeky as I want. He laughs or listens intently. I never worry about being myself in front of him.

Before I know it, the path widens and the ascent flattens, and we come upon our first burial site—a pile of bones—reminding me we are still on Farm property. The cemetery description was spot-on. The space is filled with skeletons laid out on the ground like Halloween yard decorations. The only thing missing is cracked and mossy headstones.

“Mostly bones,” Martin says, reminding me that he’s here; he’s been so quiet.

“Yessiree,” Dr. Bradford agrees. “That’s all that’s left.”

We move slowly across a grassy lawn, careful not to step on anyone. I pass a tiny skeleton. “A child?” I say, with horror.

“Oh. Yes.” Dr. Bradford comes to where I stand, my toes at the edge of a tiny spinal cord, next to arms that look like toothpicks stacked on top of each other. “Sad story. There was a kidnapping, right over in the maternity ward at the university medical center. A woman gave birth and never got to hold her baby. The baby went missing; the whole thing was a huge mystery. Do you remember? It was all over the news.”

I shake my head.

“A few days later, the baby showed back up at the hospital, but she wasn’t alive. The parents donated her body. We don’t usually get children, let alone infants.”

I feel tears welling. Dr. Bradford touches my elbow. “I know,” he says. “This one was really hard.” He gives me some space, and I let a few of those tears free. I’m not heartless. That poor mother, anticipating the arrival of her child. I hear an echo of the child’s cries, then the mother’s. Motherhood taken from her without permission. I breathe deeply, down into my lower belly, relaxing as I breathe out. I crouch down and say goodbye to the child, letting her be; she exists here now.

The opening at the top of the hill gives way to expansive views, and on this blue-skied sunny day, we can see the distant Smoky Mountains, layers upon layers of hills and rounded mountain peaks. The group has gathered to take in the view in unity.

“Wow,” Kate says, in awe.

“I’m glad you like it.” Dr. Bradford speaks in earnest. “To be honest, part of the team-building exercise was an excuse to come here myself. Come, this way,” he says, reaching out an arm. “Come look over here with me.”

Kate follows and I watch as he leans in closer the farther they get from us. I wouldn’t be surprised if he convinces her to do a trust fall behind the big oak tree.

While Martin inspects a skeleton, Robbie and I slink off, sneaking a kiss, gutsy in the workplace cemetery.

We catch sight of the frog pond where Eve #48 rests inside a barrel, and I realize we are on the other side of it, having come up and around through the old cemetery. There’s a scattering of bones in the dirt that looks out of place, not quite assembled into the human form. It’s as if someone dumped them out of a wheelbarrow or a garbage bag, leaving them just as they lay, and looking at them now, I see my dad falling to the ground, into this exact position.

I look to Robbie to ask for a private moment, and it turns out he’s already stopped to stare at the mountains in the distance, several steps back.

If my dad had been laid to rest here, I’d tell him I love him. I’d say all the things I didn’t get to say at the end. In this resting place, he’d be able to lie out in the sun and watch the clouds float above, rather than be trapped in a box underground. I wish we had thought to donate my dad’s body here—I’d be able to visit him and know exactly what happens to him as the days go by. I could arrange his bones in a comfortable position, take his daily measurements for study, sing him a song. I could tell him that I’m pregnant.

“Lia!” I hear everyone calling, so I leave the woods to join them, and we trek back down.
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The rest of Saturday could bring any number of things in the Montgomery household. With our party of two, we are free to choose activities as the impulses come over us. Some days we walk or drive up to the mountains to our favorite hiking spot. We may go out to eat or cook together at home. Sometimes we stay in our pajamas all day, lounging around and watching TV. I’d happily jump back into some comfy clothes if that’s what Evan’s up for today. Occasionally we’ll go to bed at two o’clock, not to sleep, ya know? Evan and I are overdue for some good sex—I can’t remember the last time; it’s getting a little fuzzy between him and Robbie.

Evan’s probably getting back from his run about now. Since I spent the morning out, I stop to grab him a sesame bagel with chive cream cheese.

At home I find him in running clothes, glossy face, as suspected. He’s filling a water bottle at the kitchen sink.

“Hey, babe, I brought you a bagel.”

“Oh. That’s a waste. I’m just getting ready to go out.” He shuffles around me and starts putting on his shoes at the front door with barely a glance my way.

“You didn’t go yet? But you’re already sweaty.”

“No, I didn’t go yet. I was doing some laundry. So, you’re welcome.”

His irritation buzzing in my ears is hard to resist swatting, but I stay collected. “Is there something we need to talk about?”

“Listen.” He stands with his hand on the doorknob. “I didn’t want to start something right now because I really do want to get ten miles in before lunch, but—” He takes a deep breath. “Things are shitty between us right now.”

I walk over and sit on the stairs, the paper-wrapped bagel still in my hand, cream cheese soaking through one side. He stays where he is.

“Since you started this new job of yours, we’re not connecting. You’re tired and you have less time for me on the weekends because you have”—he puts air quotes around his next words—“team-building activities.”

“Well, I didn’t know I was reserved all for you every moment you’re available for me.”

“But that’s how it’s always been. We don’t see each other during the week so we have the weekends together.”

“You know this was a work commitment this morning, right?” It’s the new normal. I go to my happy place during the week, and I tense up the minute Evan comes home with all his expectations and annoyances.

“I want you to quit this job.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No. It’s not good for our marriage. You should listen to your mom and take more after your family. You were meant to be a housewife.” He puts earbuds in his ears and cranks the music on his phone so loud it shrieks out of the sides of his head. He opens the door and slams it behind him, running down the stairs, full speed right out the gate.

“You’re welcome for the fucking bagel!” I yell through the closed window after he’s run past the driveway, throwing the bagel against the door and watching it bounce to the floor. I don’t pick it up.

I was meant to be a fucking housewife, he says, like he’s living in a black-and-white sitcom that he watched at his grandmother’s house. I was meant to be no such thing. More like he should have chosen a different woman if that’s what he wants. Spoiled adult man-brat with my keeping of the house and cooking of the meals and my sexual generosity.

My dad knew I’d be better than this. My mom tried to push me into that traditional motherhood lifestyle, but if Dad were still around, he’d speak up for me. He’d toss her old-fashioned ideas in the trash. He told me I needed to get out of the house, away from farm life; thank goodness he told me this when I was young, when he was still around.

It was one of our dinner dates, about a month before he died. He made sure to ask if I was getting too old for that kind of thing, dates with Daddy. I was about to be a teenager. I told him I never would, that I hoped to one day pick him up from the nursing home, roll him out in a wheelchair if I had to, old and wrinkled myself by that time, and take him out on that daddy-daughter date. We would always have each other.

We’d get all dolled up, me in my patent leather flats and Dad in a suit jacket and tie. We were pretty damn adorable, the two of us, sitting at a clothed table, drinking water out of wine glasses.

“Daddy?” I’d asked. “Will I work on our farm after high school?”

He put down his fork, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and gave me his full attention. “Well, it’s your choice, but a sharp kiddo like you needs to find your own way. And the best way to do that is to go off to college. You’ll figure out something that interests you. You’ll find your passion.”

He accepted the dessert menu when the waitress came by. There was always dessert. “I’ll be proud of you, no matter what career you choose. And if you decide to do something adventurous, like travel the world taking photographs, then you have to bring me along,” he had said.

I wish we’d left that very day, seeing the world together.

But instead, I lost him shortly after.

I wonder what we’d talk about if we were sitting together today. We would, no doubt, meet for coffee at C’s on the regular. He’d give me relationship advice. Ask questions about my friends. We’d compare farm notes, him growing new life in the fields, me watching new death in the woods. He’d be proud of me. I miss him dearly.

Would Evan be the same kind of father? It’s a lot to live up to. Or would he be selfish with his love, wanting my attention to go back to him and not to the child, wishing we’d never had one? Regretting the thing he’d always wanted.

I step out the back door, barefoot, down to the river’s edge. I wish I could see Robbie today and take his boat out, let the conversation with Evan float downstream while he and I relax in swaying silence. Robbie doesn’t fight with me over the amount of time we don’t spend together. He makes the most of the time we do have.

I daydream about stepping into the water, a chill running up my legs until I’ve waded in to waist level and the shock of the temperature variance subsides. I lie back with ease and float, the current whisking me away and carrying me far from the conflict, far from the responsibility of pleasing anyone, far from the expectations to nurture a child or to do what everyone else thinks is the right thing. I hum a tranquil tune, grabbing the attention of children skipping stones from the riverbank, floating past fishermen and paddleboarders who don’t think to rescue me as I sink deeper and deeper into the water until my face goes under. Maybe that’s my destiny—to drown in the river. My dramatic mother did name me Ophelia for God’s sake. But I decide not to drown in the river today.

Stepping instead onto the dirt path, I wander for a while, lost in empty thoughts before coming home refreshed. I’m surprised to find Evan already returned and showered when I get back.

“Now where have you been?” he asks, as if I’m a teenager past curfew.

“I was just out back,” I say, not wanting to fight anymore, but a second later I put my hands on my hips. “Wait a sec, do I need to ask permission?”

“I just want to spend time with my wife.”

“Well, I’ll be honest, talking to me this way isn’t helping that scenario along.”

“You know what? I can’t do this anymore today,” he says. “I’m going out. I’m not waiting around the house for you any longer.”

“Good! I never said you had to wait around for me! Don’t you have other friends you’d like to spend time with besides me anyway?”

“Well until now I’ve always chosen you first, but not anymore!”

“Just because we’re in love and married doesn’t mean we can fulfill each other’s every social need!” Now we just sound silly, yelling at each other like middle schoolers fighting over who’s whose best friend. “Please, Evan.” I speak in a normal tone. “Go have some fun, with or without me. I will be here when you get back.” All I want is to get through the weekend and into Monday. That’s no way to live in a marriage.
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Throughout the rest of the weekend, Evan disappears intermittently, always returning in a better mood, texting nonstop, so you know what? I’m happy for him. I tried calling Celia to vent but she never called me back. I hope for her sake that she and Henry took that weekend out of town so at least someone’s marriage is being strengthened rather than strained. I enjoy the serenity in the house during the daytime. I putter around, check out the side view of my belly in the mirror, get some sun on my face on the porch and watch the river flow. At the end of the day, I realize Father’s Day came and went without Evan moping about, disheartened about how he isn’t one, or with me recounting every hike we took with my dad to celebrate, and maybe it’s good we skipped all that this year. We are fine. Everything is fine.






Chapter 13That Might Be Creepy[image: ]


The donation application is surprisingly simple. The list is large—over five thousand people are currently committed to donating their bodies after death—but I’m surprised it isn’t larger given the ease of the process. You fill out two consent forms and a one-page questionnaire, send them with a photo, then we approve it and send you a donor card. It’s almost as quick as checking “yes” to organ donation when you renew your driver’s license, which our donors can concurrently do. Organs harvested in the hospital, then body off to the Farm. I might ask Dr. Bradford what marketing strategies they have in place and if they have the capacity to take more bodies if I suggested some ideas to drum up interest.

I have four applications to review this morning, and I’ll be able to complete at least one in the time it takes HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA to get to my coffee order. Tuesday mornings have a nice flow of customers, but not an overwhelmingly long wait. There were six people in front of me when I walked in today.

HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA brings my coffee to the table where I have the papers spread out.

“Thank you! Will you tell Celia I’m here? I’d hate to leave without saying hi.”

“I already yelled to her in the back, but she said she was busy. Sounded like she might be in a mood, but hopefully she’ll come out.”

“Thanks for the heads-up.”

“What’s all that?” she asks. “I thought you couldn’t take your work home with you.”

Could you imagine? Me carrying a foot or a couple of toes home in my purse to document changes overnight? I glance down at my open bag and see a finger sticking out—a pointer finger with the nail painted bright red—and I push it down beneath my wallet before HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA sees it, but no, turns out it’s just my Burt’s Bees lip shimmer. “It’s not all corpses and fun over there. Tons of paperwork.”

“You’re so gross.”

I laugh. “It’s really not gross. You’ve looked at cells under a microscope in school, right? It’s research. And these are actually consent forms. I approve the donor applications.”

“So, people, like, choose to donate their bodies when they’re still alive, or are these family members filling out the applications after someone dies?”

“A little bit of both; I’d say it’s about half and half. These are from living donors here.” She sits in the chair next to me and reads through the forms. “I’m glad you asked because I don’t think it’s an option that’s well-known, even here in town with the Body Farm practically in our backyard. I’ve been brainstorming ways to get the word out.”

“Um, if you came around knocking on my door asking me to donate my body when I die, that would be a hard pass. I’d probably call the police on you.”

“True. That might be creepy. I was thinking more health fairs, news stories, maybe social media ads.”

“I never trust social media ads.”

“Okay then. You’re already helping me with my market research.”

She gets back up. “Well, don’t knock on my door or tag me on Instagram, and I won’t think you’re a serial killer trying to steal my body for sadistic rituals.”

“Noted.” I hand her a few blank forms. “Here, pass them out to your friends.”

“Okay.” She laughs but takes them. “I’ll go see if Celia’s perked up and willing to come out.”

“Thanks.”

I approve the last two applicants and spend a minute drinking down my decaf in hopes C will come out, but it’s nearing nine and I need to get into the office. When I toss my cup in the compost, I raise my eyebrows and hands at HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA behind the counter, but she shakes her head no and crosses her arms into an X, warning me that Celia’s not coming out, nor should I want her to in this moment. I leave, but before I drive away, I send Celia a quick text with a heart: Sorry I missed you this morning. I hope she’s okay.








Chapter 14Courtship Dance of
the Praying Mantis[image: ]


Sometimes I think I just might be crazy. Urges yank so violently at me that I must give in. My actions so adamantly rival my thoughts. Rationally, I know I shouldn’t touch this man’s bare throat. Is it a lack of willpower? Or does my true will, my desire, simply win?

I want what I want. Who I want. And this time it’s Robbie.

“What’s the plan?” he asks me, both of us trying to catch our breath.

“Don’t move for a while,” I say as I flop down on him so we’re chest to chest, feeling the pulse of his heart still racing, trying to keep up with young, resilient lust in our slightly older, less resilient bodies.

The grandfather clock in the corner of the dining room has been stuck at 4:38 for three days now, so I have no idea what time it really is. I can see it from the guest bed, not ticking, not moving, not doing its job. Evan will be home tomorrow, or is it today?

“Hand me that notebook on the nightstand. And some tissues,” I say, and Robbie stretches an arm out to grab my calendar and the box on the bedside table. Still sitting on top of him, I flip through my calendar, realizing it’s only Tuesday, not the Thursday or Friday I had thought it might be. What a relief to have gained a few more days with Robbie. And a few more days before our Fourth of July party, which means a few more days before my DEADLINE. I wish I could always go back in time—it sure does take stress away. I toss the planner and wad a few tissues, stuffing them between my legs, and tiptoe-sprint to the toilet.

Sex is messy. They never show you that in the movies. You don’t ever see a famous, twentysomething actress of the hour hobbling to the bathroom, naked, sweaty, with her hand cupped between her legs.

“Shower?” I call out to Robbie.

“Not yet. It’s too comfortable here.” He’s perfectly still, imperfect bumps and lumps covering his manly body.

I clean up and hop back into bed, on top of him again. I pry his legs open with my knee and straddle one side, running my hands up and down his waist, finding the V-shaped crevice with my fingers. After our very first sexpedition, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on him again to touch this very spot. That place where his hip bone meets muscle makes me melt into submission. I’ve always dreamed of being with a man who has that prominent hip muscle thing, whatever it’s called.

He rests his hands on my thighs, teasing me, brushing his thumbs deeper to the inner part of my legs. My body responds with a tingle that turns into a slight shiver.

“So, tell me, what is it about decomposing bodies that does it for you?” He interrupts my hunger with a subject just as exciting as sex. I’ll play that game too.

“I needed a job, and the opportunity was there.”

“Bullshit. What do you think happens after someone dies?”

“Are we getting philosophical here? Having a deep religious conversation?” I lower both hands from his hips and lightly squeeze.

“We are most definitely not.” He grunts.

“To answer the question, I don’t really know. All I know is the person is gone. The life ends. There’s nothing left.”

“What do you mean by nothing?”

“Exactly that. Nothing exists anymore.” It can’t. Otherwise, I wouldn’t miss my dad if a piece of him were still around me. It’s why I can so easily let go of this baby, knowing it will just go away, disappearing into nothing.

“So, no Heaven, Hell, reincarnation? Don’t you think our souls are connected?” I shrug. “Think of every important person in your life and the possibility that you’ve had a past with them. And the promise of a future.”

“It is a nice thought. But as far as this life goes? It doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t.” A man who agrees with me, now that’s a turn-on. “I’ll give you that. But I know that you and I have a soul connection. That we were meant to meet. Again and again and again.” He slides his hands deeper between my legs, reaching deeper inside me. “And this confidence certainly is sexy on you.”

“And atheism? That’s sexy too?” I ask.

The corners of his mouth curl up slowly, and he’s clearly trying to hold it back, to keep things intimate between us, but his mouth bursts open and he laughs. Loudly. If there ever was a human mating call, Robbie’s laugh alone would attract me like the courtship dance of the praying mantis. Those devilish females, chewing off their mate’s head during the act. The deep guffaw, not at all the sound I expected, encircles me in an embrace that takes my breath away. I join in. If my last breath is used for a laugh beside Robbie, I will have lived a full life. I’d better watch myself; I could fall for him. And I don’t want to hurt Evan. Cheating is one thing, leaving is a whole other.

And then he stops. The instantaneousness startles me, a switch flicked off, and I wonder if Robbie will ever inhale again or if this is his end, my atheism joke his demise. His silent, motionless stare creates an intensity; I am torn between wanting to see him die and wishing him to live. He sits up and we are face-to-face, me still sitting in his lap, our sweat slippery between us. I feel breath on my lips as he comes in closer and kisses me, lingering gently on my lower lip. He’s still here, with me.

“So . . .” He breaks free and leans back, his elbows resting on the bed beneath us. Though he keeps that crooked smile that has become so familiar. “I got us off topic. Tell me again,” he says, reaching up and tapping my temple, “what in that crazy little head of yours made you go to the Body Farm?”

“Okay. Nobody wants to talk to me about death since my dad died—it’s become a taboo subject. But I think about it a lot. So, working around death feels comfortable. Is that really fucked up?”

“Well, you’ve gotta be at least a little fucked up to want to work in a place like the Farm.” There is truth seeping from his sarcasm and it puts me at ease.

“You’re right, I mean, look at all the crazies there. Like us. Need I say more?”

He runs the back of his forefinger down then up the curve underneath my newly plumped-up breast.

“I bet Martin spent most of his teenage years with an Xbox controller in hand, shooting and stabbing the shit out of people to take over some imaginary world. What is he getting out of working at the Farm?”

Robbie crunches his body up and takes a sip of water from my glass on the nightstand. I slide my hand under his ass as he’s angled over. He swallows, lies back, and curls up that side of his lip that he must know by now gets me. I’m sure he can feel the rush of heat pulse down my body as his fingers settle back in between my legs.

“And Bradford,” he continues, “he spent months staring down decomposing breast tissue for that grant project, then presumably went home at night and had sex with his wife, staring at her full, flesh-covered breasts.”

“But it’s for research,” I say. I’m not really interested in research, in solving anyone’s problems other than my own, but it’s a good excuse.

“It’s all for research. But there’s an element of crazy to anyone not fazed by dead bodies, anyone who has limbs and organs displayed on our work desks. Even if for research.”

Dr. Bradford does have a nice-looking wife. At a public lecture, I once watched his young son scratch a crayon against the program pamphlet, his pregnant wife sitting attentively, smiling proudly from boy to man. A happy family, unfazed by the father’s line of work. Or his sexual exploits outside of the family.

“And sweet little Lia? Feeling comfortable around the dead? That’s normal in comparison.”

I smile. Robbie thinks I’m normal. I’ll never tell Evan about my desires. He wouldn’t understand. But part of me wants to tell Robbie because he’s the dangerous part of my life, the forbidden part. Might as well tell him my forbidden and dangerous desires.

We all have secrets. A secret as simple as having a bad day but saying, I’m fine, how are you? A secret as daunting as reading about a hit-and-run the day after you drove home drunk, left wondering how you got that dent in your front bumper.

“And you, Robbie? What is it about you that brought you to the freak show?”

He grins and slides his hands around my waist, then sits up and wraps his arms behind me. “I like being around all the fucked-up people.” He wrestles me down, practically body-slams me on my side on top of the tangled down comforter and pillows. And if Robbie were to throw his hands around my neck to kill me in this moment, to watch and savor my death, I’d let him.






10 WEEKS







Chapter 15These Fantasies of Mine [image: ]


I consider myself a good driver, and Riverside Drive is one of my favorites. But a two-ton machine in the hands of any human being seems irresponsible. People take for granted the responsibility of operating a vehicle. They don’t think twice about the harm they could do to others. Just like the responsibility of owning a sharp knife. Or a conscience.

The university is to my right; I see students hustling to their classes, some soaking up knowledge and making decisions, while others are dicking around, hungover at 2 p.m. on a Wednesday. Beyond the curves of the slow-flowing river, the hills emerge, lined with trees, a teaser of the mountains northeast of the city. This time of day, if I shift my gaze precisely at the labyrinth in the university gardens, I can catch the reflection of the sun on the rearview mirror of the Suburban parked in the forest on the hill, which contains Eve #5, gagged and hog-tied in the back seat. Cause of donation: alcohol poisoning. If she were alive today, she’d probably be puking in the community bathroom of Forge Hall, while planning which heels she’d wear out tonight. Likely the only smart decision she ever made in college was to donate her body. Rumor has it her parents were grief-stricken that they couldn’t take her back to their family burial plot. I wish I could tell them I’m watching over her.

I slept like a baby last night, yet I feel so fatigued today. Turning the steering wheel takes all the energy I have, as if I’m pushing the entire weight of the Jeep to turn a quarter inch as the road bends. I feel like I just finished a marathon I’m so fucking tired, and I’ve only been awake for two hours.

As I drive under the overpass, I see two people about to collide and I perk up.

She, a vibrant young woman getting in her afternoon 5K, her neon pink sports bra wicking away any sweat. She runs at a brisk clip. She has endurance. She’s strong.

He, an aloof mound of a man, huddled under a mud-caked blanket as he begs for money with a cardboard sign. He must be hiding something to be porcupined up like that in the dead of summer. Is he disfigured? Disabled?

I’m fascinated to witness their connection. Will they attract or repel each other? My heart skips a beat when I realize the hobo has a plan. He’s more than a bump on a log. I instinctively lean forward as I approach the scene. The seat belt stops my forward momentum. I unclick it. Now I can watch as he surges up to make eye contact. She puts her hand on her chest as if fright has made her heart race. His dirt-stained fingers are gripping her skull from both sides: a healer, forgiving all her sins and extracting her ailments. Wanting desperately to be stronger than him, she tries to pry his hands from her face, but her strongest efforts look like a bird flying upwind next to him. She’s almost lifeless already. He slams her face down and her skull crushes on the cracked pavement, toggling back and forth like a dropped dinner plate just before the gush of oxygen-rich blood paints the sidewalk. The dance between these moment-ago strangers is enchanting. I can’t take my eyes off them.
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I crack an eyelid and focus in on a fuzzy Robbie, but he’s not lying with me. He’s standing over me, his arrogant brow concerned. I can hardly think because my head is pounding so hard. The throb and tap and tic of my head must mean tequila. Except I haven’t been drinking because of the baby. I cringe at the thought of tequila. Celia always says, I was fine until the tequila shots.

I turn my head and on the other side of the bed is, of all people, Deputy Dan. He reaches over and holds my wrist to the bed, the pressure intense, a pinning, a restraint. I try to sit up but it’s a nauseating movement and my body sends me back to darkness.
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“What is this?” My mouth is dry. Deputy Dan is lounging in a blue chair in the corner of the room.

“You’re okay. There was an accident. You’re at Blight Medical Center.” He stands and is at my side, filling a cup with water, one hand guiding the cup to my lips, the other gently behind my back supporting me to sit. A crease between his eyes gives away the concern he’s hiding.

“I brought you a book from the gift shop, but I didn’t know what you like to read.” He moves a crinkly plastic bag to my bedside table.

“You going to tell me what I’m being held for?” I lie back against a stack of pillows. “What day is it?”

“Do you remember anything? Maybe I should call a nurse.” He looks to the open door.

“No, please, Dan, tell me yourself.” I draw his attention back to me.

“Okay. You and your Jeep took a plunge into the Coy River. Today is the twenty-second.”

My purse strap is wrapped over the bedside table, left to hang below. Its contents are laid out on a surgical tray. I reach for my pocket planner, and Deputy Dan hands it to me. “You don’t remember?”

I shake my head while peeling the wrinkled pages of the calendar apart.

“Well, you either blacked out while driving or . . . you’re adding to the stereotype about women drivers.”

I can’t find the energy to be snarky with him for that comment. The twenty-second. Two more weeks until Celia might know I’m pregnant. If I am still pregnant.

“Doctors have been running a gamut of tests. Making sure your heart’s okay, blood sugar, they even scanned your head.”

“Without my consent.” I wonder what they can see in there.

“Gee, Lia,” he scolds as he stands up, no longer my compassionate caretaker, “these people are going to do whatever they can for you.” His Barney Fife gosh golly language is endearing. “Instead of complaining, why don’t you fault your lazy self for taking a daylong nap?”

I have to wonder why I have a police officer monitoring my hospital room.

“And why are you here?”

“I had to come check on you.”

“Because my mom called?”

He laughs. “No, because I wanted to. I heard your name over the radio feed when the accident happened.”

So, into the river then. Must have happened right after the encounter between the bum and the jogger. I had forgotten.

A nurse pops her head in. “Oh, you’re up. Everything’s looking good so far, Ophelia.”

“Lia,” Deputy Dan and I say at the same time.

She looks down at my chart in her hand. “Oh, okay. I’m sending an ob-gyn, and I’ll call the rounding doctor too. Should be about ten minutes in case you want to ask the gentleman to step out.”

I look to Deputy Dan, and he grins his goofy grin. I don’t know why, but I’m glad he’s here. This pale hospital room needs the touch of charm he provides.

“I can wait with you if it’s okay?” We play blackjack, watch reruns of The Simpsons on TV—the wait is a lot longer than ten minutes—and scrutinize the idiosyncrasies of the hospital staff. Things that normal people do together, and, besides the fact that I am tethered to this soft-as-rubber mattress by wires and cords, I realize I’m having a good time.

“Shit. If I’m here, what happened to the car?”

“I’m pretty sure she’s a goner.”

After what seems like hours, a doctor in newly shined oxfords arrives. He asks about symptoms, reviews my chart, and warns me what it’ll feel like if my blood pressure drops. “It’s the feeling of impending doom. You’ll know if you’re tanking.”

He listens to my chest through his stethoscope, then goes on, “Just let the nurse know if you start to feel strange.”

I’ve felt strange every day for the last three weeks, but I don’t share this with the nurse.

I lie still for the next half hour waiting for doom to arrive. Like the child I used to be, feeling pain and uncertainty, I think of my mom. I hate that I think of my mom, but I do. Mom used to sing a lullaby to me when I was sick, whispering in my ear with a sweet, soothing tone. I miss that mother.

“Why can’t he just die?” I hear a weeping woman in the hallway. I overhear that it’s Mrs. Corrigan, and that her husband of fifty-nine years is down the hall. The patient doors are always open in this ICU, with sound traveling from room to room like a game of telephone, whispers bouncing in and out of the rooms, connecting us all. “I can’t make that decision for him. I just can’t.” Sobs muffle her words, but I hear her clearly.

No one would have been around to make that decision for me if I hadn’t woken up. I should probably call Evan. I think he’s in Detroit.

Or is it Vancouver? Anyway, I’ll call him.

Or send him a text.

I should really call.

Miraculously, my phone still works—waterproof verified—and I push the button to dial Evan. I can’t remember the last time I heard his voice over the phone, and it seems strange when he answers, like it’s a fake version of him talking through this machine.

“Is everything okay?” he says, rather than hello, proof of our emotional distance on the weekdays.

“Yes. Don’t worry, but I am in the hospital. It was a minor car accident and I promise you I’m fine. They’re just keeping me here for their own liability, you know how that goes.”

There’s silence on the other end. Did I accidentally hang up with my cheek? Finally, I hear him breathe. “Lia.”

“Evan, I’m okay.”

“I’m just . . . so glad.” His voice is shaky. “I’m so sorry for being an ass lately. Let’s not fight anymore. I’ll come home as soon as possible.” I hear him clicking keys on his computer, looking for the next flight out.

“No more fighting. But you don’t need to come home now. We will spend the whole weekend together. I promise.” The doctors will make me sit around and rest anyway.

“I’m so sorry, babe.”

“Stop being sorry. We both agree no more fighting.”

“Will you call me again later?”

“How about I keep you updated with text messages,” I offer. “On the hour, every hour, if you need.” And that appeases him.
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I replay the events on the sidewalk through my mind as I search my SoNews app for the story. I need to know the outcome of the confrontation by the river. You can’t walk out of a theater in the middle of the movie’s big battle scene and miss the action. She must have died. There was so much blood.

I search the headlines for keywords. Murder, woman running, runner, homeless, Riverside Drive, assault. Nothing shows up. Did no one else witness this event? A private viewing—how special for me. I browse a website listing missing persons in the area. I don’t see her picture.

“Opheeeelia,” Nurse Cathy calls me by my formal name every twenty minutes. She records my vitals and somehow brightens my mood every time. “How are the aches and pains this hour?”

“I really feel okay. Just a little bruised where the airbags hit, but it’s not a big deal.”

“I hear you’ve asked to stop all IV meds.”

I nod, confirming. I’m terrified of their potential repercussions to my body, to the baby. And my sanity. I remember the baby. “Cathy, nobody’s told me, did I lose the baby?”

“Oh no, honey, you were very lucky.” She rests a hand on mine. Luck. What does she know? “They want you to stick around to monitor the baby, but there’s no reason to think anything will go wrong.” She cups a hand beside her mouth, whispering to me, “It’s more about the hospital protocol so the doctors don’t get sued, to be honest with you.”

“I appreciate the honesty.” I’ll check myself out tomorrow if they don’t let me go before then.

“All is well. Want me to sneak you some chocolate or decaf coffee or something?”

“Only if it comes from C’s.” Oh shit, I’d better call Celia.

“Ooh, C’s is my favorite too. Sadly, our cafeteria standards aren’t quite the same.”

I blurt out, “Cathy, how was the woman? The runner. In pink. Did they bring her to the hospital too?” My chest tingles with anticipation.

“Oh, you’re so sweet to think of her! I guess you were still out; she came by to check on you.” She says this nonchalantly, like I expected the runner to come visit me.

“Wait, what? She was here to see me? She’s alive?”

“Of course, Ophelia, why wouldn’t she be?” Nurse Cathy looks at me. “She didn’t get injured when she rescued you. She’s quite a good swimmer, training for a triathlon.”

I don’t want this reassurance, that she’s alive. Her head was cracked on the sidewalk.

“You’re telling me this woman jumped into the river and pulled me out of a sinking car?”

“Yes, right after she called 911. She’s your guardian angel.”

Disappointment surrounds and suffocates me. These fantasies of mine are euphoric. I can’t stop. Maybe it’s okay since nobody’s getting hurt? Well, except for me, but that’s on me.

No, this obsession of mine, this fantasy world I’m creating with all the blood and death, it’s out of hand. To wish death on a stranger and for her, in turn, to save my life. She owed me nothing and I was trying to off her in a daydream. I am a monster.

Nurse Cathy finishes up her documentation and tucks me in for the night, leaving a cup of tap water by my bedside and the corded light switch resting near my elbow. I flick the light off and listen to the beep of my heart rate in total darkness. Until my vision adjusts and I begin to see everything.

Late at night the hospital is cold and dim. There are lingering smells of sweat and frustration. A rumble of knobby wheels rolling down the hall every nine and a half to twelve minutes. Taken all together, it reminds me of the subway in New York.

The voices of the nurses are distant. They gossip about the hot new resident who prefers to go by his first name but not without doctor: Dr. Mikael, who tears through vending machine muffins. The incessant beeping by my bedside threatens my sanity, so I loosen the sticky pads and throw them on the floor. I tiptoe out into the hallway, checking left and right for a squad car of night nurses to jump on me for being out of bed. The floor is unsurprisingly empty. I straighten my torso and take a deep breath. It feels good to stand again. I’ll check myself out tomorrow, definitely.

I make a lap around the nurses’ station, nosing my way down the hall. At the chapel, I glance through the open doors to see Mrs. Corrigan slumped in one of the pews, snoring while clutching a Bible in her lap. I’d overheard her husband is eighty-eight years old. Outside is a pile of brochures for Drinkwine Family Mortuary. I stifle a laugh because that sounds like a good way to go.

A few more steps and I discover that the divine has shown me the way. I step into Mr. Corrigan’s room and make sure to close the door behind me.

Standing over him, I’m reminded of the bodies lying on the Farm—he is pale, expressionless, completely still, except for the movement caused by his ventilator. With the rise of his chest, I watch the ventilator force air into his throat, then relax to create an exhale. I inch close enough to touch the plastic tube attaching his mouthpiece to the accordion pump. I imagine Mr. Corrigan’s thoughts screeching a hee-haw in time with his breath as it is stretched and pushed back together by the pump. Hee-haw, hee-haw. Must be awful to be forced to breathe like this. I run my fingers along the tube. It’s flimsier than I expected, being the one thing keeping this man alive. A slight tug and I could help both Corrigans find peace.

“Lia?” Robbie whispers. “Are you sleepwalking?”

I’m so startled that my hands jerk and break apart the tubing to Mr. Corrigan’s ventilator. For a moment, I hold the two pieces in each hand, unable to think of a goddamned thing to say.

Mr. Corrigan’s lungs put forth one last effort. Who knows what they’ve survived? The hills on the golf course, every sexual encounter with the Mrs., the fields of Vietnam, perhaps a Covid infection? But now, they are balloons stretched one too many times, like Mrs. Corrigan’s elastic-waisted pants, worn longer than intended.

And as I’m standing there, Mr. Corrigan’s lungs deflate, and he is no longer Mr. Corrigan. I see relief in his gravitational frown, a state of eternal nonexistent bliss.

One of his machines begins beeping repeatedly, signaling he has died. I look at Robbie, then down at the tubes in my hands.

“It’s okay,” he says. “It had to be done. No one will fault you.” I click the pieces of the ventilator tube back together and lay it gently to the side of Mr. Corrigan’s body.

“Let’s get you back to bed.” Robbie puts his arm around my shoulders to direct me out of his room and holds my waist as we hustle down the hallway. I’m not sure if he’s trying to assist me or comfort me. Probably just wants to feel me up.

Robbie ushers me back into bed, shifting my discarded cords and wires so they dangle to the floor. He leans down and kisses me. A passionate, forceful kiss, the exact thing I need in this moment. I accept it and reciprocate, using my hands to pull him closer.

“You must be feeling better,” he whispers in my ear. I nod my head in the crook of his neck and drag him into the bed with me at the same time he’s nestling in by himself. And all we do is sleep. And it is a good sleep.

I wake, my entire left side tingling, in the most uncomfortably comfortable fetal position, facing Robbie and holding one of his hands. We are a web of serenity.

“It was a gift from God.” I overhear Mrs. Corrigan out in the hallway. “It was his time. I’m so relieved.”






Chapter 16I Can Handle
Everything[image: ]


Celia drives me home, tapping her nails on the steering wheel the entire time. She barely said anything when she arrived in my hospital room, where a coalition of nurses and administrative staff surrounded me, ready to sign off on my exit once I had proof of a ride home. But she did give me a hug. First it was for show, for the people who were watching. But once our bodies touched, I felt the authenticity as she held on stronger, longer than necessary.

Eventually she pipes up, as we’re about to turn into my driveway. “Why on earth did they keep you there so long if you only had bruises?”

“I don’t know.” Monitoring the health of the baby that no one knows about. “Milking the privately insured for money?” I’m starting to open the car door when Celia clicks her teeth nervously.

“Why didn’t you call me?” she asks, as we sit in the driveway having a lover’s quarrel.

“I don’t know, C.” Because I think I can handle everything that comes my way independently. “You’ve been ignoring my messages all week. And you acted a little pissed last time we spoke. I didn’t want to make you feel sorry for me, as if I were using it as a reason to get our friendship back on track.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“I know.”

“You know I’d be honored if you drove into the river as a grand gesture to heal our friendship.” She smiles and cackles the way she does when she’s half serious.

“Well, consider it a very grand gesture. But really, I was fine. I was barely injured. And I didn’t want to bother you if you didn’t want to be bothered.”

“I have been acting distant, haven’t I? But, Lia, I love you no matter what kind of mood I’m in or how mad we may be at each other.”

“Are we mad at each other?”

“No, no, it’s been all me. I’m just going through a thing.” She looks away from me.

“And why haven’t you bothered me with it?”

“Touché.” She looks back and touches my arm. “We both need to be better about coming to each other. But you’re fine and I’m fine, so let’s just move on and be fine together.”

“Deal. Come in?”

“I wish I could, but the sitter has class this afternoon. If you need anything I’ll go to the store and get it for you. I’ll have little Henry the rest of the day, but I can drag him out for a pint of ice cream if that’s what the doctor ordered.”

“I should have everything, but I’ll call you if anything comes up. Evan lands around four so he can pick up dinner on his way in for once.” I kiss her on the cheek and open my door to get out of the car.

“You know—oh never mind,” she says, waving a hand, “I shouldn’t meddle.”

“Meddle away, my friend. Remember we can say anything to each other.” I’m pregnant!

“I wonder if you should cut Evan some slack. You know, your ‘him getting dinner for once’ remark? That is the life you guys used to live, and it’s not a far-flung expectation that he’d need some adjusting to you working again.”

I think about what she’s saying—I’m not sure why she would think to defend Evan when I’m her best friend—but it does make sense. She does have a point.

“See? I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s not my business.”

“It is your business, C, because you’re my best friend. You’re right. It’s not unreasonable for him to take some time to adjust to the change. Luckily, if you can call it luck, this accident scared him and we’re both willing to reset our attitudes and let go a bit of whatever was frustrating us. I do recognize that I’m lucky to have someone who wants to spend every waking moment with me when he’s in town.”

“He has been getting out with friends, right? I mean, don’t overset the new expectations.”

“It’s true. I pushed him out of the house to spend time with people besides me. I’d never expect a hundred percent of his time.”

We blow air-kisses and I hobble up the steps and open the front door. Home sweet home.






Chapter 17The World Was
My Oyster[image: ]


The doctor said to take it easy for a while, so I figure if I lie around all weekend, I’ll be fine to work on Monday. Celia brought coffee Saturday morning, and we sat out on the deck, listening to the faint wake of the river against the bank while she told me about her latest woes at the coffee shop. Evan sat on the couch with me the rest of the day binge-watching Criminal Minds while he rubbed my feet. He may have gone down on me, too, raising my heart rate a little higher than the doctor would have wanted.

Now, Sunday morning, most of our neighbors are pretending to worship at the church down the street, Evan is jogging his stress away, and I’m alone in the house catching up on local gossip from our monthly HOA newsletter, The Windsor Speedbump. It was Donna Frank’s idea, and after news got out that she runs a local swingers’ group, I’m pretty certain there are some sexual innuendos in that name.


Talk of the Town: Lillian Abernathy is due with a baby boy this December! Little Boy Abernathy is an unexpected gift from God and will make the perfect Christmas present for our community. Please congratulate the family next time you see them!



Damn, Celia was right—she does have a magical ability. Some kind of ESP. Extrasensory Pregnancy Perception.

My cell phone rings to the tune of Darth Vader’s march and immediately my blood pressure rises again. It’s Miranda’s ringtone. She’s calling to nag me, and I’ve been so bored today I could use a good fight, so I pick up my phone and answer it.

“Miranda, why are you calling?”

“I—”

“I really don’t need any more of your nagging.” I cut her off at the pass. “We just saw each other a couple of weeks ago. Nothing has changed.” Though that’s a lie. A lot has changed.

“I need you this time. Please.”

“Miranda, I’m tired of hearing Mom’s worries through you.” I flop down at the kitchen table, flipping through my newsletter; I won’t be hanging up on her. She is my sister after all.

“Lia, I just need to talk to you. As my sister. It’s not about Mom, I promise. I don’t have anyone else to go to. And I know you won’t go blabbing to Mike or especially Mom.”

The last time Miranda and I had a sisterly heart-to-heart was a normal school day afternoon. I was scribbling out a few calculus problems when I heard a whimper from Miranda’s room. I slowly creaked her closed door open, finding her curled up in tears on her bed.

I sat down next to her, and she scooted her body, making room for me, but she stayed cocooned, hugging herself.

“Did one of the chickens die or something?”

“What?” That got her to look up. “No.” She took a deep breath and shuddered out the last of her tears before sitting up. She reached to her nightstand for a tissue. “I did it.” She lowered her voice. “I had sex.”

“Oh.” I’d assumed Miranda lost her virginity years before, given the way she gabbed about boys and hiked up her skirt at school. “You weren’t forced . . .”

“No, it wasn’t like that. It’s just that it wasn’t as glamorous as my friends talked about. It hurt. And I don’t know why but I felt sad afterward.”

“I get it, I do.”

“You’ve . . . ?”

“Yeah.” And while there was no glamour, it was okay. Sometimes it felt good and sometimes it didn’t, but you do it anyway. It’s just sex.

“I thought I was supposed to have all these experiences first.”

“It’s not a competition, Miranda.”

“You’re right.” She looked down, silent for a minute. “After we were done—” She started crying again. “The guy made fun of me because I got choked up and here I am,” she said, wiping her eyes with the tissue, “feeling sore and sad. And stupid.”

“Don’t feel stupid. It’s a rite of passage to regret your first sexual experience.”

“No. It was stupid. I thought maybe if I had sex with him . . .”

“What?”

“He’d marry me. His family has money. And he’s set to take over the company one day. It’d be a good life.”

Okay, stupid yes. “You gotta set your standards higher than that, Miranda. You’re smart. You can make your own life. You can’t marry for those kinds of reasons.”

By then Miranda was having an Oprah ugly-cry kind of cry. “I just want to feel like I have a normal life again.”

“This is our normal life. It’s not ideal, without Dad, but it’s our normal. Don’t be forced into any decisions right now. The world is your oyster.”

She stopped mid-sob, snot running down her lips. “What does that even mean?” she asked with a hint of a smile.

“I know, right?” I laughed, feeling the blanket of her dark mood lifting. “That you’re pretty as a pearl? That you can clamp down on any shit that comes your way?”

She exhaled audibly. “I still just feel sad right now. It was so stupid, and I can’t take it back.” I stroked her hair. We stayed there for a while, being sisters. “I’m supposed to take care of you, Lia. I’m the big sister.”

Age didn’t matter between us that day. She had lived more years, but I had watched a man die—the man I would love more than any other in this life. And I’d taken the grief of losing Dad and turned it into ambition. I was going to get out, break free from small-town life, and conquer. The world was my oyster. And I ended up in this life, resembling the very path my sister took.

“Here’s the thing,” Miranda says through the phone now. “I’m in trouble, Lia.” Her breathing becomes more rapid, her voice a little shaky. “I’m pregnant again.”

“And what, Mike’s not the father?” I might be proud of my perfect sister if she’s gotten knocked up by another man. We might have more in common than I thought.

“No! Absolutely not, Lia, what kind of a person do you think I am?”

Apparently a faithful, boring one.

“I’m pregnant, Lia, by my husband of course, but I’m going crazy here because I don’t want another child. Can you imagine? Six children? I already have five little monsters demanding every single minute of the day and all too often through the night. I don’t think I can do it again. Mike and I are already way outnumbered.”

I know a little something about trying to manage monsters. “Well, what does Mike say?”

“He doesn’t know. I’m scared to tell him, because then I won’t have any options.”

“Like not keeping it?”

She’s silent for an entire twenty seconds. “Yeah.”

“He wouldn’t be supportive of you—”

“No. Never,” she says. She starts blabbing about Mike’s religious upbringing and how even though he got into some trouble with drugs in his youth, it wasn’t really his fault because the devil can be convincing, and he’s been forgiven and still has a strong faith and how it would ruin his opinion of her if she didn’t want the child. While I listen, a section in The Windsor Speedbump catches my eye.


Trevor Wilson has been moved from the trauma unit but is still in critical condition at Blight Medical Center’s intensive care unit. While the investigation continues, there are no leads as to what caused his head injury. No one at the party was able to give testimony, as there was alcohol involved. There is speculation that this may have been a hate crime since Trevor had recently come out to his friends as gay. His brother, Theodore, has also been admitted to the hospital for psychiatric care over his grief. Well-wishes, prayers, and casseroles appreciated. 595 Bay Street.



“Lia!” Miranda raises her voice. “Are you even listening?”

No. “Uh-huh.”

“Then what do you think I should do?”

“Miranda, I don’t know.”

“Could you do it? Have an abortion?” She whispers the word abortion. It really is hard to say out loud. I once thought it’d be easy if I had to. Never a doubt. But now that I’m faced with the question, I’m not sure.

“It doesn’t matter what I would do. You need to make the decision for yourself.”

“I can’t decide on my own.” She’s crying now, unable to uphold her perceived perfection. My heart aches for her. Miranda doesn’t show vulnerability often, but when she does, those moments remind me I love her.

“Okay, Miranda, here’s what you need to do. Make a list.” Mom used to do this with us when we were young, teaching us to take time and think through big decisions. “First, what would your life look like with another child? Pros and cons. Then do the same thing for having an abortion, pros and cons.”

I think I already know what she’ll do, considering she took the chance to call me about it. She must have been hoping to get approval from the only person she knows who would approve, to terminate the pregnancy.

“I’ll do that. That’s a good idea.” She sighs. “Can I call when I start to freak out again?”

“Of course. But no Mom talk.”

“Deal. Thanks, sis.”

I end the call and open the pantry to see if I have any cream of mushroom soup. I’ve got enough energy pent up to walk some food over to the Wilsons.






Chapter 18Mouths Open Wider, Teeth Showing[image: ]


I can’t believe you’re back at work,” Kate says as we head out the back door of the lab. “I would have used a hospital stay as a hall pass to get out of work for the next week.”

“Well, I didn’t really get hurt. And I love it here too much to play hooky.”

“You’re right. I’m going to miss this place when the summer ends.”

The chill of the morning air creates goosebumps on my arms. But it’s still the middle of summer. We’ll get our heat in the next hour or so when the sun gets above the trees.

We hike the dirt trails, kicking aside loose rocks and dodging roots. The soil is too dry to show evidence of the hundreds of footprints traveling these paths every week. “When did it last rain?” I ask Kate, reaching back for a notepad from my backpack. “I’m not sure I logged that.”

“Feels like it’s been a while. Have to check when we get back to the office.”

“Okay. I’m making a note.” I scribble a reminder to check the weather history next to a note reminding myself to finalize the donation consent forms. I carry the notepad as we keep walking.

“I had a big fight with my fiancé,” Kate shares.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I started it. I’m questioning if I want to live here forever or try to explore a little before settling down. He’s set on staying here.” She pulls a thermos of steaming something or other out of her pack and chugs it. “I have a lot of big decisions to make. A lot of my life in this city has revolved around Jake and his family, and I’m thinking, I don’t know, I might need to break free, just start somewhere new. Like we could move to San Francisco or something.”

“What’s in San Francisco?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never been!”

“Good way to find out then.”

She turns her head back to me. “Thanks, Lia. You’ve been great to me, listening to all my drama.”

I smile.

“Will you come to San Francisco with me?”

I laugh.

We pass a grassy area lined with a hexagon-ish frame of stakes and yellow tape, housing a figure of deteriorating flesh and prominent bones. Neither of us is fazed by the sight and we keep going like it’s a perfectly normal scene. It is normal in these woods.

At marker twenty-eight on the trail, Kate hops off and says, “Let me say a quick hi to my Adam #14. He’s not due for monitoring, but I want to check on him.”

“No problem.” I stop to tighten my shoelace as she trots out of sight. It’s comforting that she cares about her subjects like I do. Tending to them as if they have needs when really, it’s our needs driving the concern.

We’re on our way to meet a new fella today, and I’m anxious, this time not for the body but for his living quarters.

“Alright, he’s good!” Kate calls as she makes her way back toward me. “Let’s go meet Adam #108.” We keep walking the trail.

“I wonder what #108’s story is? Notes say he’s young, mid-twenties. Not much else in his file. Donated anonymously, so not even a name.”

Kate gets creative. “Let’s say he was living a double life. Garrison Bigwig. Engaged to be married, from a well-to-do family, being groomed to take over his pop’s marketing business, making six figures straight after earning his MBA. But . . .” She pauses for dramatic effect.

“Tonight. On Dateline. A young man’s life exposed,” I join in.

“He’s in love with someone else. Someone his über conservative family would never approve of. A man. And his dad finds out about the secret love affair, worries about his company’s reputation, and kills his own son.”

“Or even better,” I interject, “they’re into kinky sex. They like to suffocate each other until almost the point of dying, and then someone took the plastic bag off his face a little too late, leaving a messy death for the family to cover up.”

“Or!” says Kate. “They decided to commit suicide together—tandem rope chokes while jerking each other off. They leave a very public note humiliating the family.”

“You’re good.”

We laugh together at the absurdity. And then, the absurdity that it could be true in this day where prejudices and shame continue to run high.

“Poor guy,” she says when we stop. And as much as she’s kidded about his death, she genuinely cares about his life cut short. “There it is, Lia!” she says as we catch a glimpse of rusting green metal.

We approach my old Jeep Cherokee, my trusty friend who took a plunge in the river five days ago. Totaled, but I knew it could still be put to good use. So here it sits, off the beaten path, snug behind the bushes lining field number four, protecting Adam #108, the homoerotic asphyxiation tragedy.

Kate’s phone rings and she steps out into the open field, trying to get better reception. I stretch on a pair of latex gloves and reintroduce myself to the Jeep, inspecting new dents and scratches. When I open the back hatch, I’m hit with a wave of nausea, the smell trapped inside punching me in the face. I haven’t puked yet with this pregnancy and I don’t plan to, so I turn my head and take in a few fresh breaths before closing my nose and turning back to the car. Bugs feast on the Adam’s remaining wet cavities, and I track their movement through the thin deteriorating skin. But the nausea returns when familiarity creeps in—Martin? It’s Martin in my old Jeep, rotting away comfortably in the trunk? I think of the last time I saw him, the last time we were in the office together, and suddenly his eyes open and I jump and slam the hatch down.

It has to be a trick. Martin’s playing a trick on us. He climbed in there, knowing we were coming to this spot today.

“How’s he doing?” Kate asks as she comes back from the phone call. “Rotting away?” She opens the hatch and peeks in. “Hmm, not too gross.”

I don’t think she recognizes him. Is it him? “Does he look familiar?”

She leans in closer, squints as if his face is blurry rather than decaying. “I did have that sense. But it’s hard with the decomp, you know?” She laughs. “Must be someone with one of those faces.” She doesn’t give it a second thought.

This guy dead in my Jeep is a guy with one of those faces. Not Martin. Martin is alive.

I’m starting to scare myself. I can’t fully trust myself. But no, the nausea, the false visual of #108’s face—it’s all just the pregnancy. Peeking through the back window, the new Adam’s face morphs from Martin look-alike to total stranger.

[image: ]
Driving home in my brand-new leased four-by-four gives me a simple sense of normalcy, but it’s got that new-car smell that is making me queasy. There’s a calmness I can feel once I’m past the gate into my neighborhood, sheltered from highway traffic sounds and road ragers. People here leave their work behind and come home to their families, to their routines. My Monday evening routine is a quiet, husbandless sit on the back porch, listening to the river, the birds, the frogs, to nothing at all.

I pass Celia’s, pass the kids playing Frisbee in the green space, the teens sneaking a beer by the water’s edge, and I think of Trevor Wilson lying motionless in the ICU. I drive past the tennis courts and pool and come upon the Wilsons’ house, where the lion statues seem on guard today, mouths open wider, teeth showing. It feels like they’re warning me to stay away.

I pull into my driveway and almost ram right into Evan’s car with a motherfucker escaping my mouth—I didn’t expect it to be here.

I stomp through the front door, my mouth wide open and ready to growl.

“Surprise,” he cheers from the kitchen, holding up a bottle of my favorite sparkling wine. He means well, he really does. He’s clueless as to how disruptive he is to my evening. So, I grit my teeth, close my mouth, and fake smile my way into the kitchen.

“What’s this about?”

He pours a glass, hands it to me, and walks out the back sliding door, parking his feet up on one of our lounge chairs, waiting for me to follow before he answers.

“I’ve come to realize that we don’t need a big reason to celebrate life, and tonight I just felt like celebrating.” He clinks his glass against mine. “To us.”

I really want to drink it, I really do, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. I don’t even let it touch my lips and Evan picks up on that.

“Are you pissed or something?”

“No. I just . . . have some things on my mind.”

“Well, that’s what I’m here for, babe. Usually I’m gone, right? But now you have me to talk to.”

“What are you, the woman in this relationship?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He sits up.

“Nothing.” I just wanted to be alone tonight. “Why didn’t you get on your flight?”

“I thought you’d be happy to see me. I just want to spend an extra night with you. I shuffled my work schedule around and you’re pissed at me for it?”

A little, yeah. “I feel like you’re babying me after the accident. And I’m fine.”

He sits back again, downing the rest of his wine in one go. “I don’t think you have the right to be mad at me about that.” Evan stares off across the water. Robbie is peeking out between the birch trees by the river path, watching me with my husband. I slowly shake my head no until Robbie disappears.

“You get to decide what I should be mad about?” I dump the wine from my glass on the patio next to me.

“What the fuck?” Evan throws his hands up. “Did you come home looking for a fight?”

“How could I? You weren’t supposed to be here.”

“And you’re acting like I’m not. You haven’t even hugged me; you’ll barely look at me.”

If I open my mouth again, I’ll say the wrong thing, so I close my eyes and inhale and puff out my breath with a loud and long sigh. Just because I’m not saying the nasty words flying through my head doesn’t mean I’m giving up the frustration, and I’m letting him know it.

I slam my stemmed glass down on the table between us so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t break, and Evan is startled. He’s been living with me long enough to know my temper when we fight, but he still looks shocked every time I throw something or raise my voice. Physical anger soothes my emotional anger, so I use that to my advantage and forcefully slide open the door and stomp into the house. I huff and puff my way up the stairs and sense Evan tiptoeing behind, so when I turn the corner at the top of the stairs, I take off running through our bedroom and into the bathroom, where I grab a box of tampons from under the sink and tear into them, wrapping one in wads of toilet paper and tossing it in the trash with the wrapper on top. I lean against the counter with my forehead in my hands.

Evan walks into the bathroom and starts to speak, but his face falls when he sees the box on the counter. I knew the sorrow would diffuse the anger.

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

He inches closer to me, asking permission after I distanced my rageful self from him, and I reach my arms out, bringing us together in an embrace. We’re both breathing erratically and getting a little choked up, and it’s okay to let that emotion out here, feeling safe in each other’s arms.

“Am I enough for you?” I mumble into his shirt.

“What? Yes.” He tucks his chin down for a more passionate hug, his mouth talking into the top of my head. “If it’s just you and me for the rest of my life, I will die a happy man.” I cry harder, although given all of this started as a ploy, I’m not sure what the tears are for.

“It’s why I didn’t leave today. Your accident had me scared. What if I lose you? We’re not invincible, we’re vulnerable. I can fly out tomorrow. But tonight, I can see your face and hear your voice and touch your skin.”

“Of course I’m happy to see you but we can’t live our lives worrying about what’s happening tomorrow. We can’t stop living because we’re scared.” It’s good advice; I should really listen to my own words.

“Sure, but we have to stop fighting. This was all a good reminder to stay connected, enjoy the moment. Seize the day,” he says in a deep, villain-esque voice, which makes me chuckle.

“We can’t dwell on it, though,” I say. “Please take the morning flight.”

“I will. But tonight, I’m here.”

We peel ourselves away from each other, wiping eyes and cheeks, share a salty kiss, and hold hands for the short walk to our bed. We lie down together, my head on his chest, his arm keeping me from rolling away from him. I hear his heart beating, feel his breath on the top of my head. We watch the sky turn lavender, then dark, out the window.

He twists his fingers up with mine, then lifts his head. “You didn’t wear your ring today?” he asks, breaking the silence.

“No. Too humid to get it on. Plus . . . hormones, bloating.” I let the lie of my period lie between us.

“Of course,” he says. “You hungry? Want chocolate or something?”

“No thanks.”

His stereotypical assumption is kind of cute.

“I’ll just go turn off the lights.” He sits up, gently rolling my head off of him, shakes the tingles from his arm, and goes downstairs.

I go to the window to pull the curtains and see Evan below gathering glasses from the patio. I catch sight of Robbie at the water’s edge, sitting against a tree, watching me in the bedroom window, watching Evan on the patio. “Be patient,” I whisper, closing the curtains.

“Where’s that new day planner you got? My schedule’s a little messed up this week, so I’ll bounce back home Wednesday night, then out again until Saturday,” Evan says as he comes back in the room, hopping onto the bed, pulling his shirt overhead. “Let’s plan something fun this weekend, get out of this stale house.”

“It’s a date,” I say, pulling him close to me.






Chapter 19Skin Is Warm to
the Touch[image: ]


Her forearms are marked. In all the weeks I’ve been face-to-face with HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA, I never noticed this shortcoming. She reaches for a hot coffee sleeve and reveals her weakness. Every Tuesday and Thursday morning on my way to the Farm, around 8:15 or so, I set off the brass bell at the top corner of the door to C’s, desperate for the bitterness of coffee on my tongue, even if it is decaf. If I knew she wanted to feel real pain, I could show her. I would slit her arms to really make her bleed, suffer. And either she would beg me to stop or implore me for more. Then we will know if she really gets off from this cutting she seems to be dabbling in.

My finger finds my own scars near my navel, and my heart skips a beat for her.

“Hi, Lia,” she’ll say when I weave through the empty chairs, scattered by both students and suits rushing out the door. “Decaf dark roast black?” she’ll ask, having already poured it.

“You got it,” I’ll confirm.

And even though I’m the only customer in line, HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA will print my formal name in permanent marker on the cup, making the O three times as big as the other letters.

We’ll make small talk, like, “D’you get outside this weekend?”

“Any rose art requests today?”

“How’s your CSI job going?”

I pinned her as honest and palpable, secure in herself, her job, her interactions. And here I am, discovering now that my impression was false. She is good. Pretending to be someone she’s not. Hiding a deeper part of her. Her own monster.

Today, at four thirty in the afternoon, I discover our customer-patron friendship is simply a lie. Today is the first day she doesn’t hide the cuts, exposing herself on this ninety-two-degree day at the end of June, practically throwing it in my face when handing me the exaggerated O!phelia cup. Is she asking for help?

“Um, your card’s been declined.” HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA hands back my debit card and I ask her to try it again.

“There shouldn’t be a problem.”

She swipes it through the machine and stares at it like she would a drunk classmate trying to woo her with an Aristotle quote. She offers it back across the counter again. “No funds.” She turns the card machine toward me, and it does in fact say no funds. “I know you’re good for it. Just pay next time.”

I take out my cell phone. “I’ll see what the problem is,” I say as I dial the number on the back of the card. I choose a seat by the window and take inventory of people hustling down the sidewalk during my estimated wait time of four minutes. Incompetent students failing their summer classes. An unemployed man walking his employed wife’s frilly dog. A nursing home escapee rolling a mile an hour away from reality.

I put the call on speaker mode while discordant music plays and scroll through my emails, finding one from babyGap asking if I want to Look Again! at the Lined Stripe Infant Overalls that were the tiniest, cutest thing I’d ever seen browsing online but that I didn’t buy because that would be the most ridiculous thing—me buying baby clothes. Delete.

A customer service representative comes on the line and tells me my account is empty, that there was a problem with the direct deposit. I hold for another minute, staticky jazz blasting in my ear. “It looks like your direct deposit never got set up because we were missing some employer information. We never received the form from them. Talk to human resources.”

“I’ll get it sorted out then.” I hang up the call as Dr. Bradford makes his way in.

Let’s talk somewhere private, he’d said earlier in the day. I suggested we meet at C’s, convenient for me since it’s on my way home, convenient for my best friend who will profit from the meeting. Inconvenient if he was planning on luring me to bed in said private space.

He uses the self-serve station and drops a couple of dollars in the payment can. He carries cash. Generation gap exposed. I watch him confidently slide his cup into the hot sleeve and saunter to my table like he’s carrying a Red Bull and a guitar. “This place is nice,” he says. “I’ve been coming in since you introduced me to it.”

“My friend Celia owns it. It’s only been here for a year.”

“Is it successful?” He takes a sip. “Coffee’s good.”

“I think I single-handedly keep her in business.” I raise my cup. “The shop’s doing well. She’s only had a little trouble keeping consistent employees. You know, students. Turnover.”

“I know students all too well.” He laughs and I join him, but it turns quickly into a slow-clap kind of laugh, awkwardness oozing, since our advisor-student relationship took a turn south. Like, below the pants south.

He clears his throat. “It seems soon for you to be back at work already, considering the state of your Jeep. Thanks for donating that to us, by the way.”

“I’m okay, really. They overreacted keeping me in the hospital.”

“Well,” he starts before getting distracted by HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA bending across a table to wipe it down. Though he has aged, his taste in young women clearly has not. “I’ll trust you on that, then.” He shifts in his chair and looks around the room. If he hadn’t given me this job, I would have outed him for sleeping with me three days before my eighteenth birthday. But here we are today, acting like mature adults, letting go of the past, growing a professional relationship.

“You haven’t complained about the data entry and mind-numbing tasks you’ve been doing.” He emphasizes mind-numbing.

“I have no complaints. I’m learning something new every day.” Like yesterday I learned that Adam #38’s eroding rope burn around his neck was self-inflicted, not intentional for our experiment. “Well, one complaint: My paycheck hasn’t made it to my bank account yet. You’re not holding it back, are you?”

“What—not pay you? Don’t be absurd. In fact, I’m here to tell you that I can hire you permanently. One of our analysts has been out on maternity leave, and we just got word she’s decided not to come back. Luckily for you, HR says we have to replace her with another woman. I can give you a full job description, but basically in addition to observing the decomp, you get to hypothesize on new cases.”

“I’m ready to jump into whatever you ask.”

Dr. Bradford smiles. He wants to flirt. He wants me to be flirting with him. But in that split second, he recomposes himself and continues. “You’ll be a part of every step, retrieving the bodies and planting them. My hope is that you’ll come up with some unique placements for us to study. Make me look good for bringing you on.” He puts his hand on mine. To emphasize this business deal we’ve made. “It wasn’t easy to convince the director that you should have this opportunity now, but you should have had this job ten years ago.”

“You came through for me, so I’ll make you proud,” I assure him. A mutually respectful, professional relationship.

He looks at his watch. “I gotta run. I teach a six p.m. class tonight.” He pops a lid onto his cup. “Meet me in my office at 8:15 tomorrow before the staff meeting.”

Dr. Bradford sashays out the door. I’m going to own this job. Life—and perhaps death—is about to take another turn.

I note the 8:15 meeting in my pocket calendar. A couple pages later, just over a week from now, I need to make a decision; it has not been made for me yet.

The afternoon sun comes through the back window and hits the stained-glass panel on the wall across from me—like a knife piercing the skin of Eve #32.Praise be. Evan got on his plane and is out of town for the next two days, so I’m free this afternoon. I’m in a good mood so I decide to pay it forward. Without finishing my now-cold decaf, I make a beeline for HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA.

“Could you do me a favor and show me the ingredients in the muffin mix? I’m a little hungry, but I just need to see . . .” I trail off, acting meek and needy, and as I suspected, she jumps at the opportunity to help out. She now thinks she has the upper hand over me and my food sensitivity.

“I’ll be right back,” she starts, but I interrupt with, “Oh, I don’t mind following you.”

She knows Celia brings me to the stockroom all the time. All her other customers have gone; it is safe to leave the sales counter. It would be okay to lock the front door while we’re gone. I do it, flipping the open sign to closed and clicking the door locked in one graceful swoop.

She waves me around the counter and through the hallway into the stockroom. The pale green walls match the chill of the air in this small, windowless space. I follow her through a maze of tall metal shelves, two inches off the floor as the inspector decreed, that create aisles.

She reaches toward the top shelf for a bag of low-fat blueberry muffin mix—I already know what’s in it: flour, turbinado sugar, dehydrated blueberries, tricalcium phosphate—and as she rises up on her toes and extends her torso and arm and fingers, she’s totally helpless. Her posture is slumped, even while her arm is outstretched. Since we’ve been alone, she refuses to make eye contact. She hands me the bag then tries to hide her arms by crossing them.

Fucking HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA is a disappointment to the entire female species.

“Look at me,” I demand.

Without breaking eye contact, I put down the muffin bag, reach out, and uncross her arms, running a finger over her scars. I take her wrist gently in my hand and step closer, so our bodies are practically touching.

“You are beautiful. I wish you knew that.”

She steps back at the awkwardness, but I hold tight to her arm. Now I have her attention. I slide my other hand around her waist and pull the bow from her apron. I wrap it around her wrist, tying her to the pole of the metal shelving unit. I don’t have to rush; she lets me. She looks directly into my eyes and stands perfectly still while I meticulously wrap the thin strings in figure eights and finish with a couple of half hitch knots. This is the most confident I’ve seen her all day, asking for either a torturous end to her miserable life or a sexual encounter with a cougar. She willingly places her other hand together with the first so I can secure it to the first bond.

I step back to assess my prey, then mosey around looking for some tools. There’s a blender blade in the sink basin. It smells like strawberries and near-sour milk, reminding me that I am hungry. I speed up as adrenaline kicks in, scooping up the blade. The intensity of my approach forces her to lean back against the metal shelf, nowhere to go. I stop just short of her lips, our heavy breaths making the first connection.

Slowly, I run a finger up her jawline, then slide the straps of her tank top off her shoulders, exposing her collarbone. Her skin is warm to the touch. And with a swift stroke, like a paintbrush, I slice down her chest. I don’t watch where I cut; I stare at her face for the reaction. She doesn’t resist as I make a second mark to scratch an X on her skin. I feel her hot breath get faster as blood funnels down between her breasts.

Moving now to her arms, I dig into the lines she made on herself just days ago. “That’s not very effective,” I tell her.

I find the web of blue veins on her wrist and trace them with my blade. The blood begins to pour and she cups her hand, as if catching it could prolong her life. I can see it all happening, right here in front of me—she is very much alive. I see pain, fear. Wonder. The struggle and fight in her, it is brighter than before, brighter than ever, then suddenly it is gone. The color in her face fades, draining out of her as fast as the blood. She looks at me, then her eyelids close at the same time as she slides to the ground, her arms now suspended above. She’s gone.

And that’s it. Emptiness.

With the finality of her death, my breath falters, and a wave of energy flows through me, spreading throughout my body in an ethereal hug. Tingles trail down my arms. I shiver and turn away from her.

I wipe my hands on the damp rag thrown over the sink faucet, dump the blade back in the basin, grab a scone from the cooling rack—it’s no muffin, but it’ll have to do—and step through the delivery door into the alley, hop-skipping out to join the imbeciles on the main walk.

Euphoria is such a privilege.

The sun is shining, radiating warmth. As I look up to intentionally breathe in its affection, I plow straight into Robbie, knocking the wind—and joy—out of me. “Jesus! What the fuck?”

“Happy to see me?” He lifts a brow. “That looks good,” he says, eyeing my scone.

I have to catch my breath. “I always am.” It’s a partial truth in this moment. I toss my scone to him, a perfect pitch, and the clod drops it. I clutch his hand and drag him toward my empty house.








11 WEEKS







Chapter 20Like the Devil
Showing Off[image: ]


The coroner pulls back the sheet and I gag too loud to be discreet.

“Closer to living, right? It’s rough at first, Lia, but I promise you, seeing fresh bodies will get easier,” Dr. Bradford reassures me.

We convened earlier this morning at 8:15 to complete paperwork for my new position, followed by our usual 8:30 meeting in the lab. Daily assignments were reviewed, updates given and recorded. At the end of the meeting, Dr. Bradford announced my transition to solo work. Martin responded in my general direction with a Cool and a head nod. Kate hopped over to hug me. “I’ll miss you in here.” Robbie missed the meeting, but I had already told him the good news last night after I fucked him on the kitchen table. It was cold and uncomfortable and awkward, and Evan would have had a heart attack had he lied to me again about going out of town and walked in. But I was so high, so elated from the day, it made me want him right then and there.

Following the meeting, Dr. Bradford surprised me. “Let’s go to your first retrieval.”

“Now? Already?” My heart fluttered at the prospect.

“It’s your lucky day. Got one called in this morning, not even an hour ago. Sometimes we’ll go half a year without a donation.”

We drove the department’s van: long, gray, practical, not stylish. The unmarked windowless clunker would be perfect for a deranged killer grabbing women from the street. It bounced me around like my grandfather’s old Buick on a worn country road and nauseated me a little, which was odd because I don’t get car sick and I thought I was moving past this not-in-the-morning sickness thing, but I swallowed it down.

I fidgeted in my seat the entire six minutes it took to get to the university medical center.

Stepping into the morgue, I took it all in: how I was feeling and what it looked like. I wanted this moment imprinted in my memory. I memorized the echo of Dr. Bradford’s footsteps, the faint smell of antiseptics, and the iron-rich residue corroding the autopsy tools tossed into the sink. Time be still, I beg of you, I thought.

The coroner grinned like the devil showing off. Doesn’t get many visitors down here. He brought us to the body, covered by a white sheet.

And now here I am, on the verge of vomiting on the stainless-steel floor of the refrigerated holding unit in the morgue at the hospital.

It’s her. HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA.

Dr. Bradford’s hand is resting on my upper arm, and he looks at me, not her. I feel sweat beading along my hairline even though I’m standing in a forty-two-degree holding cell for the fucking dead. Purgatory.

He dramatizes a deep breath, and I instinctively inhale. Dr. Bradford directs his attention to the mortician and releases my shoulder, but not before giving it a few comforting pats.

Did I kill her? I didn’t. I need to pull myself together—these ridiculous thoughts swimming in my head. I’m not a killer. I’m not a killer. I’m not a killer. No shaman could give me a better mantra. The chanting works, and I come fully back into the room.

“Show us how she died, please.”

The coroner fluffs the sheet up into the air, like he’s trying to distract us during a magic trick. I stare at her dull, naked, bloodless body.

I expect him to have a British accent, based on my favorite forensics shows, but he disappoints. “She’s been dead less than twenty-four hours,” he says, making than a two-syllable word. “You see here,” he says, pointing to her chest, “these markings caused only a small amount of blood loss. But here”—he showcases the wounds on her wrists—“that nicked the ulnar artery and she bled out. Suicide. The older scars indicate a history of cutting herself.”

The details of my fantasy about her flood my memory. I relive the smoothness of her lotioned skin and the tickle of her breath on my face. The pleading behind her glassy eyes. I don’t have to ask any questions, but maybe I should. “What kind of material was against her wrists, here?”

Dr. Bradford nods in approval of my initiative. And the stability of my voice.

The coroner flips through her file—police records, photos, I can only imagine—and reads with his finger following the words, “Mix of cotton and terry cloth, from a kitchen apron.”

It felt so real, being with her yesterday. As real as this moment with her now. “Can we have a copy of that file?”

“Well, I guess if she signed her life away to y’all then you can have all the medical records, right? I’ll go make some copies.”

“Appreciate it.” I kick my Southern up a bit, just for him.

Dr. Bradford puts on latex gloves and touches her skin to check for tears or bruising, edema, anything we haven’t discussed yet. He doesn’t appear to recognize her. Good thing he was too busy staring at her behind to get a look at her face yesterday.

The coroner comes back with a second file of photocopied pages. When he reaches out to hand it to me, I graze my fingers across his, lingering a little too long while making eye contact, then gently slide the original file from his other hand. With a passive shrug, he complies. I make a mental note to vote for him this November.

He wraps her back up for us, this time using a huge roll of plastic wrap, the kind that clings to itself incessantly, and directs us to the loading dock. We roll her out the delivery door as men from Aramark roll in pallets of canned green beans.

I stay quiet the entire drive back to the Farm, biting my lip, trying to keep up with the thoughts rushing through my head. I’m sure Dr. Bradford can hear my heart beating a thousand decibels too loud. When he glances my way, I hope I react with normalcy.

I pay attention to details. I’m not a killer. I predicted that HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA was going to die because of the cuts on her arms. I’m not a killer. It would be obvious to anyone who’d paid attention, and I paid attention. I’m not a killer. It’s too bad I can’t brag about my prediction to anyone else.

Dr. Bradford pulls the van around to the west side of the main building, tucked away in the forest. We pass through the electrical fence after he punches his code for the gate.

“The code you chose, Lia, works for both this pad and the ones at the door.”

We continue down the gravel drive, skidding by Field 3T to our left. I like visiting Adam #8 in 3T, because it feels as if we’re totally alone there, he and I. The canopy of thousand-year-old trees isolates us like teenage sweethearts in a crowded room.

Dr. Bradford parks the nose of the van an inch from the old brick siding to shorten the length of carry for our body. Her body. My body now. Would have been best to back the van in, but I don’t say anything. I’ll have my turn to run the show soon enough.

“All right, try your code here.” Dr. Bradford points to a keypad next to a small metal door at my hip’s height.

I scan my ID badge, then punch in my numbers: 1070. I selected those in honor of the numbers repeated over the radio in the patrol car that first showed up when Dad died. The policeman came into the barn, pleading with me, Turn away, don’t look, sweetie, all the while a voice kept blaring from his car, Units in the vicinity of the Morris Farm ten-seventy, ten-seventy, I repeat, ten-seventy ten-seventy ten-seventy. Dead on arrival.

Dr. Bradford pulls on the door handle to reveal a levered hatch to slide a body into the facility. This design couldn’t be more genius or comical. It’s like the Goodwill donation box.

We lift all ninety-eight pounds of the former HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA, light as a feather, stiff as a board, and dump her into the metal tray that, when closed, shoves her down the runway into her new home. Angela—now an angel. She’s coming to live with me.

“Gotta feel a little sorry for them, right?” Dr. Bradford asks. “It’s almost like tossing them down a garbage chute.”

“I’ll take good care of her,” I promise him. And it’s true. I have important plans for this gal. I’ll watch over her from here on out.

“I know you will.” He pats me on the back and points to our entrance. Not quite as grand, or fun, as for the bodies. Another scan of my badge and another entry of my code.

Inside, we see my gal waiting for us, laid out on a conveyor belt, on the other side of another security screen. Feels like she’s a carry-on passing through airport security, heading out on vacation. Next stop, the Body Farm, a delightful rural resort where you’re greeted by the fresh scent of ammonia and the main attraction is a tour of decaying humans. An officer finishes scanning her. “Morning, Dr. Bradford.”

“Hey, Roger, please call me Brent.”

“Thought maybe you’re tryin’ to look official for this pretty young lady here.”

“This pretty lady is just as official as me, Roger.” He turns toward me. “This is Lia Montgomery. You’ll see her come through here by herself from now on.”

“Good to meet you, Miss Montgomery.”

“Hi, Roger. Please, it’s Lia.”

“If you need help gettin’ bodies out of the van, you buzz the door, and I’ll come out. I’m happy to help. They can get awkward sometimes. The large ones.” He pats his gut when he mentions large.

“Thanks.”

“But don’t come between twelve thirty and one. I gotta have my lunch.”

And a smoke, by the smell of the air in here.

“And I leave promptly at five or the wife’ll have a fit.”

“Appreciate the offer.” I reach out to shake his clammy hand.

Roger flops the angel’s body onto a rolling cart and types a few codes into his laptop. I want to cover her with a blanket.

Dr. Bradford holds his ID badge over a device that looks like the checkout station at Publix and steps aside so I can do the same.

We thank Roger, make some small talk about the misery of waiting all summer for football season, then wheel my girl down the hallway.

Dr. Bradford directs me toward my very own private lab, a perk that comes with the promotion. I haven’t seen it yet, but I’ve already envisioned the things I will get to do in that room. I do my best work when no one’s looking.

Another keypad guards the outside of my new office.

“Could use a little decorating,” Dr. Bradford says of the bland room when we walk in. There’s a gray metal table in the center, a desk and chair next to the entrance, and an airplane lavatory–sized washbasin in one far corner. “Call our facilities manager and he’ll get you some shelving, additional tables, anything you need to make it home.”

I nod in approval. It already feels like home. My angel is here and from this day forward, this is her new home.

“And he’ll have supplies for however you plan to place her too. He knows that takes priority with a new arrival. You’ve been tasked to come up with an area of study; it’s certainly time-sensitive, so I’ll leave you with your thoughts. I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.” He squeezes my shoulder and heads toward the door. “I want you to know I’m proud of you, Lia. You handled your first retrieval well and acted like a professional. Come see me this afternoon if you need anything.” The last thing he does before stepping out is point to the dial on the wall. “Thermostat. Keep her comfy.” And by comfy, he means freezing-ass cold.

I lay my shoulder bag on the desk—my desk—and take only my car keys and wallet. I turn the temperature down to thirty-eight, a nice cool refrigerated atmosphere. I walk over to Angel, resting quietly on the cart, scarred arms to her side, pale skin, expressionless. I think I feel sorry for her.

Just yesterday, less than twenty-four hours ago, she was alive with human emotion, inhabiting a warm body, and now—she is nothing. There’s a pull to be close to her again. I resist touching her so that I don’t alter the coming decomp with my oily fingers. But I wish I could. Just like yesterday. My fantasy about yesterday. It seemed so real.

“I’ll be back within the hour,” I tell her, leaving the light on before closing the door.

I trot out to the parking lot and grab the emergency backpack I keep in my car, then stop in the intern lab to gather a few of my items: the camera, desk calendar, scratch pad, ChapStick, pens, and snacks from my drawer. No access code for this joint. “Hey, guys,” I say to Kate and Martin. I toss the backpack on my old desk and unload. Over my summer clothes, I put on a ratty old long-sleeve “Luck o’ the Irish” T-shirt and a fleece pullover, a winter hat, and some leather gloves thick enough to warm but thin enough to be workable. I put on wool knee socks, too, which overlap the capri-length pants I have on, and slip my feet back into my dress flats.

“Nice outfit,” Martin says, barely looking up from his computer. He’s observant too.

Kate asks, “What was it like? Can I see it?”

“You can come visit her anytime.”

“Yeah? Okay. And you’d better come visit us now and again.”

“Please do,” Martin says. “Or who else is she going to talk to?” He nods toward Kate.

“I’m afraid it’s you,” I say. I look up to the task board. Next to Angel’s human name, Angela Abraham, it says Lia with a line drawn through the rest of the chart, signifying that I’m taking the subject all to myself. No outside data tracking needed. But at the end of the row, it says—in blue, not black—Sorry. What is up with these people and their cryptic messages?

“’Course I’ll come visit.”

Kate says, “I’m going to help you carry those so I can see your new setup.”

“Right now, it’s just a cold, empty room, but by tomorrow it should be guest worthy.”

“You’re forgetting something.”

“What?”

“You’ve got a new body in there! Want to come, Martin?”

“Nah,” he says, “see ’em every day.”

Kate grabs my calendar, admittedly an excuse because clearly I’m capable of carrying it, but I’m happy to have her come. I want to show off my first body. I want to see her reaction.

“What’s with the apology on the task board?” I ask as we walk.

“I didn’t write anything this time,” she says.

Down the hall I punch my special numbers quickly while Kate’s standing behind me. “Hot stuff, with a secured entrance,” she says. I open the door and let her step in first. Is she impressed? Nervous? Caught off guard? “It’s freezing in here! Now I get your outfit.”

Come on, Kate, give me something on Angel.

She puts my calendar on top of my desk and moves cautiously toward my Angel. I follow Kate over to the table. Several minutes pass before she speaks. “How did she die?”

“Suicide.”

“From these cuts here?” She points to the old scars on her arms.

“No, here,” I reply, pointing, and she nods.

“Right. The others are old.” She’s quiet minutes more before looking at me and changing her tone. “Okay, I’m going to take off before I freeze to death. Let us know if you need any help. See you tomorrow.”

I smile down at Angel. Lots of attention for this girl today.

I open the file and nineteen-year-old HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA’s sorority photo, the one where they drape a mock turtleneck over your chest and a string of pearls at your neck, is staring at me, paper-clipped over hand-scratched demographic information. Her crooked set of lower teeth peek out and I recognize the uneasiness in her eyes. But look at her now, at peace with her existence on my table. She was smart to give herself a second life.

I scan the rest of the documents in her file.

Victim found in stockroom of C’s Coffee Shop at 5 a.m. by opening clerk, name Jeff Berry. Victim suspended from metal shelving, feet on ground in crouching position with hands raised above head over right shoulder. Hands tethered to metal shelving as shown in photos 36–42. Cuts on wrists appear fresh and source of bleed-out, see photos 20–24 and 31. Blender blade found in utility sink coated with victim’s blood, photo 57. Victim appears to have taken her own life, though further investigation warranted, since both hands were tied.

I’m not a killer. I know I was there with Mr. Corrigan in the hospital, but what happened was an accident. An accident with a beneficial outcome. I am no murderer. I have creative fantasies. I am not a killer. I’m not a killer. I’m not a killer. I’m not a killer. I picture myself writing it on my whiteboard—a Bart Simpson detention, bound to this room until I find out what really happened to her.

List of employees for that day obtained, see file 4A. Store owner states “never got service agreement set up” for security cameras. Customers using credit cards from 2 p.m. onward to be contacted for questioning.

Dr. Bradford will be kept out of this thanks to his cash purchase. And my card was declined, though C would vouch for me anyway. Best friends look out for each other.

Victim must have tied loosely, then cut wrists.

HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA really thought this one through. Did she tie her arms so she couldn’t change her mind? I glance again at the coroner’s report:

Death confirmed by loss of blood through cuts on wrists. Though wrists hung above head, force of blood great enough to exit the body due to nick of the ulnar artery, connected to the brachial artery. Death likely occurred within four minutes of first cut. Additional cuts on arms noted to be minimum of five days old with some scarring from past wounds. Time of death estimated between 5 and 9:45 p.m.

A knock at the door. “Yes?” I ask the empty space and thick door protecting me from the outside.

“It’s Charlie, here with your stock items.”

I called less than an hour ago and here he is with my new furniture. I tell him where to hang the shelves but have him leave the rest of the supplies stacked in the corner. These pieces will be built around Angel.

“You don’t want me to help assemble these right now?”

“No, I need to wait on that; I think I can do it myself.”

“Okay.” He doesn’t argue or imply that I can’t use a drill and properly attach plexiglass to plywood. “Give me a ring when you need to set up the negative air intake.”

And with that he’s out of my hair.

Pictures and pages of additional police documents get skimmed until I find a printed email exchange between the sheriff and investigator: Brian, this is a quick close case. Victim’s parents died in a car accident last year and there’s no known next of kin to release her body to. No suicide note found at victim’s apartment, but this was lying on her desk in plain sight. The Farm’s going to want her quick I bet, and since there’s no other family to contact, I’d say let’s wrap it up. I flip to the next page. A photocopy of HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA’s body donation certificate, dated one week prior. She decided to donate her body to the Farm—to us, to me, she knew I worked here—and then took her life. Case closed.

I want to sign the acceptance line at the bottom of the certificate: Ophelia Montgomery—my name and hers officially together. I could hang it on the wall as I would a diploma, a certificate of recognition. I helped her get here. How was I to know when I showed her the donation forms last week that I was helping HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA come home to me?

“Angel, you made the right choice,” I say. “Let’s get to work.”

Each minute must be tracked when you’re dealing with a decomposing body. Official logs for body placement require tedious attention to detail. I thrive on detail. Dates and times. Of death. Of retrieval. Of placement. Of every photo documented. It could take weeks to see a change in certain features of the body. It could take hours. All of it must be recorded. Coloring, temperature, firmness, state of matter—solid, liquid, et cetera.

I fear if I leave her I will miss something, so when day meets night, I am still ferociously typing notes, taking pictures, memorizing her features at this stage of her post-life. Sampling her tissues and collecting a portfolio of pieces of Angel.
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“Did you see the news today?” Evan pops the top from a beer, splitting it between our glasses across the countertop. He’s here again mid-week, fucking with my routine with his one- and two-night trips rather than four. I haven’t been able to spend as much time with Robbie as I’d like, and it’s wearing on me. “Another shooting. What is wrong with people?”

It was rhetorical, but I answer anyway. “I feel for him.”

“Him? There were, like, five hims killed.” He walks around the counter to sit behind the bar while I peel carrots over the trash can.

Foster Pierce—his name is plastered all over the news in a glorifying, gory tribute to the deceased. He opened fire in a room filled with his friends. His monster got the best of him.

“Of course, I feel bad for the people killed, but the guy who did it—he must have been going through something.”

Evan looks at me like I’ve just pulled the same semi-automatic weapon from my ass.

“Must have been something so big we can’t even fathom for him to carelessly murder all those people.”

“Carelessly?” Evan’s voice squeaks over my choice of words. “If he had done it in a thoughtful manner, you wouldn’t be defending him?”

“I’m not defending him. I’m being empathetic. Look at both of us, Evan. We’re lucky to have grown up in homes with loving parents, and I have my sister. We’d look out for each other if we needed to. Mom’s doing the best she can; I know that. My dad—” I pause, holding back the swell of tears threatening to spill. It’s been twenty years, yet it’s still hard to talk about him. “Some people get beaten or maybe even worse, forgotten. I think that lack of love makes people do crazy things. I bet if we googled Foster Pierce we’d find a broken home, maybe sexual abuse in his childhood, mental illness, something.”

“Wow,” he says, “wow. Okay, I guess I see what you’re saying. I’ve never thought of it that way.” He comes over and rests his head on my shoulder. “But I still hate him. It’s nice that you can feel sorry for him, though.” Evan sits back down and makes an attempt to lighten the mood. “So. How’s your body been feeling after a few full days back?”

We won’t fight anymore, no matter what we disagree on. “Fine,” I say. “I mean a little sore, but I feel good.” Great, really, now that Angel moved into my office. “Dr. Bradford gave me a permanent job and my own office.”

“Really? Well. That’s awesome, babe. Nothing’s permanent, of course, but I’m happy for you if you’re happy.”

A little passive-aggressive comment that my job—which he himself said is disruptive to his life—may not be permanent. I let it go. Don’t poke the dragon if the dragon is pretending to be happy.

“I’d say death is permanent. I went to the morgue today to pick up a body.”

His phone buzzes on the coffee table, and as he trots over to check it, I turn my back and tip my beer into the sink, quietly pouring out a few sips.

It takes him a second to come back from the texting distraction to what I said, but he clues in. “What? Seriously?”

“Yeah. She’s lying in my new office right now as we speak.”

“It. Babe. You can’t call it she. That’s creepy. It’s an it.” Evan sets his drink down and looks at me. “I’m trying to picture it, but I don’t think I want to.”

Is his look of disgust for the body or for me? Now it’s my turn for a phone interruption and I don’t hesitate to walk away from the conversation like Evan just did. Celia’s texted 911. It’s serious. Need you NOW. I know what it’s about. I respond with OK and expect a knock on the door as soon as I press send, but it’s silent so I turn back to Evan.

He speaks toward the river, unable to look at me. “I really don’t like hearing about this stuff. I’m feeling a little sick.” He does look a little green. “Is that okay?”

“Of course, it’s okay.” Better than okay. I want to keep Evan separate from my Farm life—and Robbie—as much as possible. Looks like I don’t have to worry about him popping in to see me at work or prying about the details of my day. Less lying makes for a better marriage.

“You want the rest of this beer?” He tries to pass his glass over to me.

“No thanks.” I wave it off. “Actually,” I say as I return a squeeze to his hand, “I gotta run outside right now anyway. C’s having another crisis.”

“I know. I mean, I know her, so go,” he says, pouring the beer down the drain and going to lie on the couch. He’s a little more sensitive than I thought. My sweet Evan.
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Celia’s text message came as no surprise except for the fact that it took her so long to signal for help. I find her sitting on the steps to the front porch of her house. I can tell by the clarity of her eyes and the pack of cigarettes resting on her knee that she’s stone-cold sober.

The only other time I’ve seen Celia without a drink in her hand was the night her mother died. The fact that she stayed sober has always stuck with me—to be so upset that she doesn’t drink. Most people don’t sleep or eat during times of stress. C doesn’t drink alcohol. It’s her basic need. She cried in my arms that night after three hours of calm conversation about what had happened, how she’d just spent the day with her mom. We shared stories of her childhood as we sat close on her back patio chairs. I tried my best to focus on my friend’s need for comfort and not the image of her mom on the floor of her bedroom all alone.

She tosses a cigarette butt on the walk and twists her toe over it. “One of my girls kicked the bucket in the stockroom.” She looks up at me.

I can’t know what she’s referring to, so I play the naive card. “So what? You owe her workers’ comp for an injured foot?”

“What? No. She fucking died, Lia. Get with the picture.” She’s tapping another cigarette out of the pack. “I hate smoking,” she says as she lights it. “Makes me feel like shit.”

I sit next to her, upwind. “Tell me what happened.” It’s what friends do, they listen.

“I don’t really know what happened. I just know she—you remember Angela?—she came in, worked a shift, closed up early, spent all night locked in my café doing who knows what crazy shit, and went home the next morning in a box.”

Actually, she’s lying on a cold metal table in my office, no box. She’ll get her resting place soon enough, though.

“Angela?”

“Yeah, Angela. I don’t get it. I spent all damn day with the police, it was really fucking weird.” She gets choked up and trapped into a coughing fit. Her dad smoked until the day he left, and the only time Celia picks them up is when she’s in a state of shock.

“What do they think happened?”

“Suicide. Selfish bitch.”

Defense mechanism. It’s okay, I’ve got them too.

She puts her head in her hands and almost burns the strands that escape from the mess of hair balled up with a band on top of her head. “My business will take a hit. No one wants pastries made in a room covered in blood.” She peeks out through her fingers. “She seemed happy, right? Liked her job? I was a good boss, right?”

That’s the real stressor. Guilt. “Yeah, of course you were. She didn’t kill herself because of you, C. I saw she had cuts on her wrists, old ones.” She looks up at me. “She was a sweet girl, a good worker, but some people are good at hiding what’s really going on inside.”

“Wow. I didn’t notice.”

“You didn’t need to.” I put an arm around her shoulder, and she leans into me. “It’s sad that she’s gone”—except she’s not really gone, C, she’s staying with me—“but it is in no way your fault, you hear me? And for someone who was suffering inside, she’s in a better place.”

“Really? You think she’s in Heaven? Even after suicide?”

“We all have our own ideas of what Heaven is and I think she’s there, yes.” I gently tug at the cigarette pack and Celia willingly lets it go.

“Lia, I don’t deserve a friend like you, but thanks for being here.”

“You’d do the same for me.”

She looks to me. “I promise you I would. I’m sorry I’m not—” She perks up, straightens her shoulders. “Wait, when have you ever needed a shoulder to cry on, Miss Stonewall?”

“Okay you got me.” We laugh together. “But one day when the pressure gets to me from years of built-up tears and emotions, you’ll be there to clean up my puddle.”

“Deal,” Celia says. “At the end of the day today, they took down the tape and sent in some cleaners. Said I could open up tomorrow as normal. As if normal can really exist. As if nothing ever happened. As if a teenage girl didn’t slit her wrist and bleed out on my stockroom floor.” Her continued sarcasm tells me she’s rising out of the funk. “Do you think I should open?”

“Well, yeah. I’m gonna need some coffee in the morning. And you know the publicity could drum up business for a little while. Grab you some new customers.”

“I do have a few missed calls from reporters. I was going to ignore them, but maybe I should cash in.”

“Turn up that charm that drew me into your arms,” Henry is saying as he steps out the front door, “and you’ll attract more customers than you know what to do with.” He squats down and wraps his arms around Celia from behind. He turns to me. “Hi, Lia. Thanks for talking her down.”

I smile at his desperate need for escape during times of female crisis.

He whispers in her ear, “Can I have my wife back now? My turn for comforting.” Looks like C and Henry have rekindled their love.

I want to poke and pry about the crime scene and what the police said and what they asked her and if she saw HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA’s body hanging there against the metal shelf. I read all the reports today, but Celia experienced it firsthand. I want to doze off tonight with sweet images of the “C’s Suicide” filling my head. But instead I take my bow and leave with the promise of revisiting my friend in the morning over coffee.






Chapter 21Looking Over My
Shoulder All Day[image: ]


Compassion is what I feel for my Angel. She chose to donate her body for science, to kill herself so that her young form, a special, resilient machine, could be studied. She will outlive herself by assisting with decomp analysis, and I hope my placement for her delivers the respect she deserves. My hands overhead and tangled in ropes, I hear the four-set beeping tone that comes with the punch of a code on my security system. Someone’s intruding.

“What’s going on in here?” Robbie asks, laughing at me. I do look a little ridiculous, trying to tie myself up in the same position as the former Angela had. A twisted game of Twister. Right hand above right shoulder. Left hand above right shoulder.

“I’m trying to figure out how she did it,” I say while I loosen the ties and stand up to greet him with a kiss.

“Wait,” he commands as he pulls me close, “you should leave these on.” He kisses me harder, longer; for a moment I forget where we are.

“We’re not alone, you know.” I point toward Angel lying at the end of the room.

“Oh right, your body.” He walks over to get a closer look, eyes her up and down. “What’s her story?”

She’s encased now, under plexiglass, as if resting in a coffin. I’m trying to preserve her as much as possible before I get her hung up this afternoon. Cold air blows in through a small rubber tube, so I no longer have to work in an icebox. Though there’s still a chill in the air.

“Suicide. Slit her wrists.”

“I can see that. Those are slasher cuts. Girlfriend really went for it this time.”

“This time?” I ask.

“Those scars on her upper arms. Failed attempts. She looks familiar, doesn’t she?” Robbie glances over at me, and his eyes seem accusatory.

He’s speculating; it’s not like he knew her. I mean, maybe he went into the coffee shop now and again, but he couldn’t have known her like I did. He didn’t see her every week, twice a week; he didn’t see the longing in her eyes.

“No,” I state, matter-of-factly. “She doesn’t.”

“Must be one of those faces,” he says. “So, can I help?”

I misread him. “Can you help me lift her in a few minutes? I’m strong enough but I’d like the least contact possible, and I think we can manage that with more hands.”

“I know how strong you are.” He curls his lip as we both remember the time I held myself in the doorframe with my upper half while he took care of my lower half. “Where are you bringing her?”

“She’s staying in here with me.” I point to the partial case I have built in the corner that will house Angel for the rest of her time here. “Just need to add one more wall.”

“Creepy. You know that’s creepy, right?” He runs his hands through the hair on top of my head and holds on, rocking me back and forth. “This fucked-up head of yours turns me on.”

He pushes his body up against mine, so close I feel his heart racing. Or is it mine? He teases by brushing his lips against mine, then holding back. It all turns me on too. Having both him and Angel here.

Robbie helps me tie her up in the glass box high in the back corner of the room, raised enough so she can have a good view of everything that happens in here. I call Charlie back in to get the ventilation system set up. I let her settle in, leaving her to get nestled into her new home, but not without keeping an eye on her. I tack a hand mirror to the pinboard above my desk, slightly offset so that I can glance up and watch her as I please.

And I begin documenting her stats, memorizing her.

The last time I was so close to a fresh dead body was at my uncle’s visitation before his funeral. Only eighteen people attended the service. Usually, in a small town like ours it’s a packed house. Everyone knows everyone. Everyone mourns everyone. Cancel the farmers market today, Jimmy died. But the Morris family had become top news in the town gossip thread. The room was filled with murmurs of “. . . heart condition, too young . . . suspicious . . .” I admit, it was a little suspicious. Two dead relatives in two years. One an unsolved murder. My mom was becoming the Drew Peterson of the South.

I stood over his body, taming the urge to poke a finger into his rubbery face, trying to remember the life that flowed through him just days prior.

Mom had decided against reconstructing Dad’s body for a viewing. At first, I was mad at her, but I realized it was all for the best. With Dad, not seeing his body, not seeing his empty smile, the fake face plastered on with makeup, people remembered him as he had been. They were sharing memories, anecdotes about fun-loving, hardworking George. It didn’t seem like he was completely gone. That’s what everyone said; that this was not his end. He would stay alive inside of all of us. I wish they’d been right, that I felt like a part of Dad was still with me, but I’ve been so empty, so lonely without him.

Miranda and I sat in the front row again, cross-legged in our lacy funeral dresses, which by then fell above the knee rather than below. We watched as people approached the casket, some whispering, others just staring. Mom was going through the motions, accepting condolences. Dead husband, dead brother—who was next? She told us if we were patient that day, she’d take us to the lake. Canoeing, sandwiches, drippy Popsicles that would have melted in the cooler.

That’s when Mom became overprotective and overbearing. We all grieved Dad in our own way. I told myself I didn’t know what was going on inside her head. That’s the best part about our thoughts; we protect them without even having to. Thoughts are sacred, only to be shared by free will.

“Whoa,” Dr. Bradford says, arriving right on time for our two o’clock meeting to check my progress. Though he has access, he respects the privacy of my new office by knocking. “Creepy.” He coughs.

Enough with the creepy already.

“I thought it was as good a place as any if she’s going to be inside.”

“I don’t know if I’d want her looking over my shoulder all day.” He chuckles uncomfortably and I offer him a seat in the foldout chair propped against the wall. We sit at my desk to have an official manager-employee meeting. More of a heart-to-heart, really.

“Tell me what you’re planning for this lady here.” He points back at Angel and starts taking notes on his laptop as I speak.

“Well, I hung her based on the descriptions and pictures from the police reports.”

“Quick thinking, asking for those documents,” he interrupts. “Sometimes, we don’t get anything.”

“My thought is, what if no one had found her for a while? She was alone. This setup will give us a better understanding surrounding time of death from bleeding out as we monitor the decomp. This girl was lucky she was found so soon.”

“Okay, good. We can always use more information on time of death. And placing her in the same position as her actual death. That’ll do.”

He’s emailing the director a synopsis of my plan. He hits send and stands up. “I don’t know if I would call her lucky, considering.” Dr. Bradford motions to the body. “Good work,” he says while reaching out to touch my arm, lingering. I let him think it’s okay, holding onto these exchanges between us as insurance.
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My keyboard is covered with a light coating of pistachio dust the next day. It reminds me of Eve #8, who’s been submerged in a fish tank down the hall for a month now, a thin layer of white mold surrounding her, protecting her. Feeding on her. When I stare into her blank eyes and study the expression on her face, it looks as if she didn’t have time to rub in her Oil of Olay. She woke up late and rushed out the door, too stressed to pay attention to detail, then tripped over the edge of the fish tank, in which she now resides.

But life is thriving in that tank. Well, not Eve #8’s. The water—made to mimic that of a stagnant part of the river—fills her lungs. Her last breath trapped inside.

Knowing this makes my mundane tasks of adding minerals to the water and testing bacteria levels on a daily basis completely entertaining.

“Aren’t you glad I gave you a flow of fresh air?” I ask Angel, who is crouched behind me in her high-rise glass apartment with a comfortable bird’s-eye view of the entire lab. She’s not exposed like Eve #8. No one can sneak up on Angel from behind. Nor is she isolated. I continue entering today’s water specifications in a spreadsheet before turning to her.

“Gotta run. Deputy Dan texted that Mom called again.” I scoop up my bag, and my planner falls out. One week until Fourth of July weekend.

I’m in my eleventh week now; the baby is about the size of a lime at this point. People love comparing the size of womb babies to fruit. The white filmy blanket, liquid flowing through her body—is Eve #8 mimicking the life growing inside of me? I’ll see the doctor next week before the holiday to wrap up the first trimester. Maybe I’ll find out I lost the baby. Maybe he’ll tell me they were wrong, that there was no baby in the first place. You hear of those crazy women who have no idea they are pregnant and get the surprise of their life when they go into labor. How about the opposite, a woman who doctors convinced she was pregnant, but she never really was? I’ll deal with all of that next week, at the appointment. Until then, I have one more night to myself, with Robbie if I choose, then with Evan over the weekend. Living in the moment.

“Goodnight,” I tell Angel as I leave the room.

“Who are you talking to?” Robbie asks from the hallway as I pull the weighted door shut behind me.

“Bluetooth.” I point to my ear hiding beneath my hair, which contains no such thing. Robbie’s leaning against the hall chair rail like he’s about to light up and ask the cheer captain to prom. “Were you waiting on me?”

“Kind of. Lingering a little too long, maybe, hoping to catch a glimpse of this hot chick I’ve been seeing.”

“Call me hot, but do not call me chick,” I warn.

“Right. Sorry. I should have known better,” he says as he leans in for a kiss, wrapping his arms around my back tight enough so I couldn’t break free if I wanted to.

“Let’s take this somewhere else,” Robbie says, looking at the scientist making his way down the hall with two FBI agents by his side. They’re looking at us but continue talking about the case they solved last week because of the recovery training they’d attended at the Farm. I wait for them to pass before turning Robbie down.

“Can’t. I’ve got somebody coming to the house in a few minutes.”

“A hot date?”

“Jealous?” Maybe I want him to be jealous. “It’s a friend.”

We stop talking again while Dr. Bradford walks by with a colleague, staring at the purse dangling from my shoulder.

“It’s that police boy, isn’t it?” Robbie says when he’s gone.

“As a matter of fact, it is. Did I tell you about him?”

“You must have, otherwise I’m psychic.”

“Hmm. Well anyway, I gotta get going.”

“Come back later? Let’s sneak into the Farm tonight.”

“And do what? Paperwork?”

“I don’t know, something fun. Like, move an arm with a stick or mess with Dr. Bradford’s bone collection. Get each other off on a receiving table.”

I half laugh dryly. “A freezing cold metal table is not going to do it for me.” I graze my hand against his pants and give him a surprise squeeze, guessing that he’ll like that; the way he winces and groans in the same moment, my intuition was right.

“You”—he touches the space between my eyebrows—“have complete control over me.”

Even though my whole body’s turned on, I decide not to spend tonight with Robbie. “You’ll have to wait until Monday. I’ll see you in the field.”

Robbie knows weekends are off-limits for us, and while we could break the rules tonight since Evan is gone, I hold off on telling him. I’ve been so scared of being alone at night, but now I almost feel some solitude could do me good.

“Monday,” he says, “I’ll be waiting.” What a perfectly patient man.
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Deputy Dan texted while I was eating lunch. I can be home by 4 p.m., I’d responded. He replied with a thumbs-up icon. And I added a smiley face. It’s how people communicate these days.

“I’ve been anxious to see you again,” he says as he sits himself and a mug of hot coffee down at my kitchen table, “to hear how your creepy job is going. Last time I saw you wasn’t quite the best time to bring up dead bodies.”

“Yeah, thanks for checking on me in the hospital. Always nice to see a familiar face when you have a chronically absent husband.” I sit opposite him at the table.

“From travel, right?”

I catch him looking for a wedding ring, which I forgot to place back on my finger since returning home from work.

“Yeah, I didn’t mean anything negative by it. It’s a lifestyle. Actually, a pretty good one. I might kill him if I saw him every day.”

He nods. “Right. Considering killing your spouse. I’ll note that in your file. But yeah, relationships.” He takes too long of a drink of his too hot coffee so I know he’s faking it. When he backs away from his mug, he says, “So how are you feeling?”

“Oh, you’re not getting off that easy,” I say. “What’s the scoop with you and relationships?”

“I’m seeing a girl. And I love her but she’s talking about marriage. I turn twenty next month, and she’s planning the rest of our lives. When you start a relationship at sixteen, how can you possibly consider committing your life to this person when there’s so much more to discover about yourself?”

“A lot of changes happen throughout the course of life. You may or may not want her beside you for all of that.”

“That’s your advice?” Deputy Dan asks, unimpressed.

“It wasn’t exactly advice. But if you want advice, I’d say you gotta decide for yourself.”

“That’s all you’re giving me?”

“Yeah, I mean, you know yourself best. No one can make that decision for you. It’s the kind of thing my dad would say, and it’s the best thing that he ever did say.”

“Well, it’s nothing I can decide on a Friday night. So, tell me really, how are you feeling?”

“Almost normal.”

“Good to hear.”

He looks me directly in the eye. He’s a sweet young man. “The secretary told me what your mom said when she called today, word for word. ‘My daughter was in a car accident last week and now she’s not answering the phone. Her husband travels. She could be in her home alone, hurt, and unable to call for help.’”

Miranda told her. That bitch. I wonder what she decided to do about her pregnancy.

“Just this week,” I say, changing the subject, “I personally picked up a body from the morgue and now I get to decide how to study it.”

“Congratulations. I think?”

“I’m excited. A sad death, though, young girl, suicide.”

“Wait a second, from the coffee shop?” I nod. “I’m no investigator, and I shouldn’t really be talking about this, but it didn’t look to me like she killed herself. The blade was in the sink.” He’s talking quietly now, as if someone might be listening. I’m listening. “She tossed it in after slicing her wrists and then ties herself to the shelf? Had time to do all that, tie herself up then bleed out? And why even go to so much trouble?”

“We don’t get the whole story with the delivery, only the aftermath. Maybe she wanted it to look like a murder?”

“Or it was one,” he says firmly.

“Okay, conspiracy theorist. But I have a copy of her body donation certificate from a week prior. It was premeditated suicide.”

“Premeditated murder. I shouldn’t be talking to you about this. I mean, the case is closed, but I still have a feeling I shouldn’t be talking about it.”

“Who’m I going to tell? Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned to you that she’s on the Farm—it’s confidential—but I trust you.”

“Well, we’ll keep each other quiet then.” He shrugs and smiles. “And I guess I know who to call if they reopen the case. I have a source at the Body Farm.”

“I’ll be your hotshot anonymous source.” I look at the clock and it’s 4:38 though I know it’s not really 4:38. “I have to get back to work for one more time stamp tonight.”

He presses his phone to check the time. “I’m happy to drive you. I can get you there faster.” He smirks at the thought of abusing the power of his police siren. “I’ll wait in the car while you go in, no meddling, I promise. Even if I do think it’s an unsolved murder.”

“That’s sweet, thanks, but I don’t know how long I’ll be. If I knew you were waiting on me, I’d feel rushed and probably make mistakes. Tell Mom I’m alive and well.”

I see him out like any old friend stopping by.

He stops before opening his car door and looks at me, staring a little too long. “I’m sure we’ll meet again,” he says as he gets in and drives away.
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I’m not going to the Farm. I’m heading to the hospital. I have a legitimate reason for going—my poor sweet neighbor lying in a coma. I don’t know why I lied to Deputy Dan. I’m hoping to make visiting hours to catch sight of something, though I don’t know what, exactly. There are a lot of sick and injured people there, and I want to satisfy a need that’s been creeping up on me; since that weird coincidence with HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA, my dreams have become more vivid, my urges stronger.

I leave my car in the visitor parking area and head inside, then upstairs to the ICU. A nurse sits at a computer in the entryway, a blockade to the unwanted. She smiles apologetically. “Visitors are limited to those requested by the patient or family. Patient last name?”

“Wilson.”

She glances at her computer screen. “Let’s see, Wilson, okay. Are you family, neighbor, church member, country club member, soccer league affiliate, fellow student, or school administrator? It says boyfriend, too, but I’m guessing you’re not his boyfriend.”

“Neighbor.”

“Sign here.” She swings the computer around and reveals a touch screen for me to sign my name with my finger. I scribble illegibly. She doesn’t appear to remember me from Patient Room Twelve. Her computer likely gets more action from solitaire than paperwork. “He’s doing better. His eyes are closed, but he can respond with a hand squeeze if he’s lucid when you talk to him. Room Three.” She points the way.

I pass the first two rooms, enclosed by glass walls, only faintly interested in the people lying in those beds since I know I’ll never be able to get close.

At Room Three, I stare at Trevor Wilson from the doorway. He’s propped in the reclining bed with tangled cords hanging around his head. His eyebrows are slightly raised as if he’s bored with all this sleep. His young face softens my monsters.

I think of his dad and stepmom, grasping for hope at home. The positive front they put up for his brother. The sadness, the anger, the untouched casseroles from neighbors piled high in the fridge. No parent should lose their child. This is not the way of the human life cycle.

I rest a hand on his, but there’s no miraculous awakening, no squeeze to let me know he’s inside. Come on, kid, just open your eyes and get the hell out of here.

I hold my hand to my heart as I step out of the ICU and onto the elevator, scanning the directory inside and landing on Inpatient Hospice Care Center, second floor. Old people, waiting to die. At the ding I weave around a coffee cart, past the phlebotomy room. No guards taking my name here. I browse the rooms, seeing mostly dinners being picked at, televisions being watched, conversations being had. No action in the ICU, no action in the hospice care center.

If it were dark already, I might be willing to help put this entire floor out of their misery. Though they don’t seem that miserable, do they? It seems most have lived entire lives and are accepting their fate, the gracious hospital staff keeping them pain-free and helping them die with dignity. It’s noble work. I have to get out of here.

I take a stairwell exit down two floors to the very bottom, to find the morgue. But I see dead bodies all the time, so it won’t have much to offer; I feel lost.

Wandering, I pass no one, see nothing, hear only a murmuring further down a long hallway that leads into a larger room. As I approach the room there’s a sign next to service elevators pointing me toward the emergent surgical ward. We must be directly beneath the emergency room; I can only imagine the blood spewing out of people being gurneyed from ambulances to beds behind curtains. Dammit if I didn’t just get wheeled through there myself ten days ago, but I was in no position to observe my surroundings, being unconscious.

The sounds that led me here are the somber voices of two elderly women and three younger, some sobbing. A heavy door opens, and a man steps out, explaining, “He’s prepped for surgery, and you may see him for a moment as he’s being wheeled into the OR. Then we’ll show you to the viewing room, but I’ll warn you, not everyone handles seeing the blood well.”

I would, I think, and want to raise my hand. I inch closer to them.

“We’ll come back and open the door for you in a couple of minutes,” the man says.

I’m close enough to stand behind them, leaning against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest, looking down. Holding in a smile.

Anticipation is the thrill that momentarily imitates happiness.

What am I doing here? This is ridiculous. I have the night free; I rarely get a Friday night without Evan. I should have Robbie come over. An illicit affair is more decent than illicitly sneaking into the surgical ward in hopes of watching someone die.

As I’m about to leave, the door opens and the family walks inside. I compulsively follow. We are now in a much brighter space with white light and white walls. Two men in scrubs and a third holding a clipboard huddle with the family. “Please sign your names here,” he says.

“She’s not family,” an old lady hisses, pointing my way.

Clipboard man looks at me. “You’re not authorized to be here then.”

I hear a woman shout. “No! Let me watch,” she says. “I need to see!” The woman won’t stop; her voice is becoming louder and closer in the room. “Let me in before it’s too late!”

A man in scrubs grasps my arm. “Miss,” he says, “I’m going to have to escort you out.”

“I’m perfectly capable of walking on my own, thank you.” I pull my arm out of his and step past the family members, who are all fixated on me now, who are whispering to each other and glaring. I step out of the viewing room and go up the stairs and outside the building. I walk through the parking lot with my head down, my fists clenched around anger I wasn’t expecting.

There’s a cramp, a twinge in my belly. And suddenly I don’t recognize myself. I’m laughing hysterically, but it doesn’t sound like me. I’m laughing so loud it would be embarrassing if I cared. I’m laughing and laughing. Then I’m screaming at the top of my lungs. It’s like part of me is acting out and the other part of me is watching.

I think I stop when I notice a police car idling a few rows away under the darkness of tree branches. Instinctively I focus in to see if it’s my friend Deputy Dan, but the dark figure in the car lowers his head and the light from his laptop goes out so I can no longer see inside. It wouldn’t be Deputy Dan anyhow; why would he have come here after leaving my house? It’s probably just some slacker dicking around when he’s supposed to be patrolling. I ignore him, get into my car, and sit for a moment, slightly dizzy.

Disappointment threads through my body. I won’t get to watch anyone die. I start to cry. And shake. Take a deep breath, my dad would have told me. Whenever I woke from a nightmare, we’d breathe together, syncing our lungs and our emotions. I’d inhale the calmness he released. I wish he were here now. I wouldn’t be in this fucking mess, Dad, if you were here! I want to yell. I’d give you a grandchild and there’d be no secrets, no sneaking, no dark desires!

I’m thinking of him, relaxing into normalcy, and I realize I’m already on the highway, weaving between cars. There’s a slight burning sensation on my leg and I look down under the steering wheel to see blood. Blood! I want to cheer, to yell out in relief, I am bleeding! But it’s a meager scratch. When I was flailing in the parking lot, I guess I scraped my ankle on concrete.

My own blood trickling down my leg. My own body damaged. Not rotting postmortem bodies. Not my fantasy of hurting people. It’s not any of that. It’s about me. I want to bleed.






Chapter 22We’re Both Off Our Game[image: ]


We’re off to the races. Evan was late getting home yesterday. He mumbled something about a mechanical delay with the flight and ran off to shower and sleep as soon as he walked in the door. He promised we could spend Sunday together, lazing the morning away and double-dating at the racetrack with Celia and Henry this afternoon.

We stand in a long line of bums and businessmen and pick horses to win based only on their names. I choose a mare called Killer Legs. Celia chooses Fancy Pants. The guys stand behind us, taking it all more seriously, reading the jockey stats and looking up past wins on their phones. A woman wearing a Hula-Hoop-sized mint-green hat (this ain’t the Derby, lady) waves while walking up to us and asks, “How far along are you?”

“Eleven—” Weeks, I was about to say, before realizing she was talking to a woman in front of us, visibly pregnant once she turns to the side.

“Eleven what?” Celia asks.

“It’s my lucky number,” I say, frazzled, unsure why I blurted it out like that. “If there’s a number eleven, I’m adding him to my bet list.”

“I didn’t know you had a lucky number. I need a lucky number. Everything’s going to shit recently,” she says, staring across the ticket deck.“Oh look. No surprise, that guy across the way won’t stop staring at you. Looks like you have your pick of strangers to have affairs with.”

“Celia!” I shush her before Evan hears. And she just scoffs at me. She’s in one of her moods—what a fun day this won’t be.

I look over to where she’s pointing and see a familiar face.

“I know him.” Though he looks different wearing a button-down loose over shorts rather than tucked into police pants. I reassure Celia that I am not hotter than she is and step out of line. “I’ll just say a quick hello.” He shifts his eyes around as he sees me approach. “Hi, Dan, I guess we have some of the same hobbies, huh?”

“I don’t usually come here but—”

“It’s perfectly legal. You look like you’ve just been caught in the wrong. Are you here with someone? Your girlfriend?”

He scratches his head. “Not her. Just a buddy of mine.” He continues looking around and shrugs. “He’s somewhere around here.”

We stand together for a minute, neither of us knowing what to say next in this happenstance. We’re both off our game, me telling a stranger that I’m eleven weeks pregnant, him reverting to the awkwardness of our first meeting. The racetrack can’t be good for anyone’s lucidity.

“Well, I’m going to get back to my—”

“Yeah, I’m going to find my—”

And we part ways. Celia says something about a young hunk when I make my way back to her. “He’s that policeman I told you about.”

“Goddammit, Lia, why didn’t you introduce me to him? Like weeks ago?”

Why is she so pissed at me for her lack of an extramarital affair? It’s beyond me. I’ve kept my Robbie stories private because of her attitude. Jealousy does not flatter my friend.

We buy tickets and sit in the stands and watch a few races. There’s a guy, maybe mid-forties, sitting alone a few rows ahead of us, hunched over a bit, rocking nervously. No hat, so the sun’s burning him to a crisp. He’s betting and mumbling, “My wife’s gonna kill me.”

I can see how gambling is addictive. A constant obsession, pulling so strong at times that you feel it taking over your body. The hope, the want, the need. It’s also a little boring being here, making small talk, listening to Celia’s bitchy remarks, people-watching, and cheering on horses that lag at the end of the pack. I’m going through the motions today.

I get up and meander through the crowd, looking for something more interesting than my husband and our friends. I find myself alone between the bleachers and the parking lot. My heart’s racing so much that I check my back pocket for my cell phone in case I need to call 911. Just as I worry I might pass out, I get a surge of energy that forces me to start stomping on the trash outside an overflowing can. Kicking mustardy hot dog trays and paper cups and straws as if they—the paper products—were calling me names. Pudgy Preggo, Heartless Psycho, Terrible Mother. After I kick all the trash into a corner, my heart rate slows, so I escort myself back to our seats, to reality. Only Henry is there.

“Where is everyone?” I ask.

“C’s in the bathroom. Don’t know about Evan.” Henry’s so focused on the next race that he doesn’t even look up at me. A moment passes, Starry Knight loses, and Henry curses. I’m relieved when Evan returns with a tray of snacks. “Long line,” he says, wiping a drip of sweat from his temple.

Celia comes back a minute later with a slightly crooked skirt. I fix it for her before she sits. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the two of them were off fucking in the bathroom.

Evan takes my hand and squeezes it, then pulls away. But then he rethinks and rests his hand in mine again with an assured smile. I think we’re happy. I think we’re going to be okay.

We yell at inappropriate times, lose a little money, and people-watch our way into the night. And it feels better, my mood.

On our way home, Miranda calls and I answer. I can always fake lost reception if she starts to annoy me. But the conversation holds my interest. I listen to her as Evan drives us home, holding my hand over the center console, steering with his left.

She apologizes for calling so late, as if I was waiting anxiously by the phone; she had to wait for everyone to fall asleep before calling. She tells me, “It all worked out on its own.” She lost the baby.

“Did it hurt? The miscarriage?”

“Of course it did, Lia. But that’s what happened, and I must live with it.”

But I hear the lie floating, hidden behind her words. Miranda knew she wanted to terminate that pregnancy by the time she called me last week. She already had the appointment scheduled. She walked into a clinic, her head held high, legs spread wide, and never turned back. She’s just like me. We share the same genes, after all. Her only regret is not being able to tell anyone.

Oh, the burden of keeping secrets. I stare at my husband as he stares at the road ahead of us. I know it all too well.






Chapter 23Something I’m Doing
for Me[image: ]


I haven’t been able to get Celia out of my mind, so I’m stopping into C’s on my way home from work. Hopefully Robbie is already waiting for me. I should have told him to put on a blindfold and take off everything else. He understood my need to patch the relationship with my best friend, my need to know what’s really bothering her. He’s such a supportive—what do I call him, anyway? Other significant other. If only Evan could take some of Robbie’s cues.

“Hey, C,” I say, walking in the door. She’s behind the counter with a new guy, Xavier. Xavier is one of those hip, endearing names that predestines a person to coffee pouring. I overhear him say, “I’d love to teach a kundalini class during the afternoon lull. Right over here, we could scoot some of the chairs away.”

If I were even five years younger, I’d love to see his kundalini.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” Celia shuffles some things around and tells Xavier he’s on his own for a little bit.

I ask if we can talk, and she leads me to a table by the far window.

“I’ve missed you,” I say.

“You saw me yesterday,” she says, flipping the back of her hand like she’s swatting a gnat buzzing our table, but I keep talking.

“No, you as my friend. Something’s up and I wanted to check in, one-on-one, no horse racing or husband distractions, no alcohol. Are you okay?”

She only chews on her lip.

“You and Henry okay?” Nothing.

“Are we okay?” Nothing.

“Did you find that affair you were looking for?”

“No,” she responds immediately. “And I don’t want to talk about it.” She looks out the window, puffing air, then back at me. “Do you feel guilty about what you’re doing with Robbie?”

Judgment or jealousy, at least she’s talking to me.

“At first. But then, the way Evan was acting, I got over it really fast. And even though Evan and I are back to a good place, I’ve decided it’s not something I’m doing against him. It’s something I’m doing for me.”

I absorb those words myself, the idea of separating the two relationships, that they have nothing to do with each other, and I really believe it. I’m working on me. My self-care. I feel different now that I’m with Robbie—and not just when we’re physically together. When I took the pregnancy test, it felt like something came up from behind and placed a bag over my head. Except it was more of a sheath, like pantyhose was pulled over my eyes, then rolled down to cover my entire body. I could still see and move, but there was the slightest blurriness, an almost impalpable restriction on my movements. Robbie made it stretch. Talking to him, getting things out of my head, loosened the pressure. And now it’s like I’m no longer confined.

C rolls her eyes when she hears that I’m doing it for me. If only she knew the weight that’s been lifted. If only I could tell her everything. She’d understand, wouldn’t she?

I lay a hand across hers on the table. She starts to tear up. “Henry wants to try for another baby and I don’t know if I want to go through it all again—another pregnancy stretching out my already stretched belly, another crying infant, sleepless and groggy and spewing milk and blood and all the tears.”

Would it help if we were bump buddies? She sits up and says, “I need to get all my affairs in order. I mean, not that kind of affair, I am not having an affair, just get my shit together, you know?” She looks to Xavier across the room, then whispers to me, “I’m losing confidence in myself, Lia.”

“You’re still a fairly new mother and I wonder if you might be suffering—”

“I’m not depressed,” she cuts me off. “You just caught me on a strange day.” She stands up, wiping the liner under her eyes with a finger. “Thanks for checking in but I have to get back to Xavier. I’ll see you this weekend at the party.” And she walks away.

Such moodiness. It dawns on me that maybe she’s already pregnant. She’s pregnant but keeping it a secret because of all her fears and hormones and the kind of twisted mood one gets in when they become pregnant. Imagine that. Me and Celia, bumping bellies after yoga class. Me and Celia, sharing maternity clothes. Me and Celia, waddling through the neighborhood side by side as we complain about our backaches.

Ridiculous thoughts. I can’t be that woman.
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I told Celia I could keep my relationships separate, Evan and Robbie. But I’ve been battling my thoughts on this affair, and now I am second-guessing my choices. Will I end the affair? Will I end my marriage? Will either relationship ever be based on my partner fully knowing me, being invited into my soul? With both relationships there are limitations for how we will spend our lives together. What pleasure—besides sexual—do I get from either of them? These thoughts pass through my head like darts thrown from different directions. Must I choose? I love having both of them: Evan, my security blanket—the history between us a comfortable sherpa fleece on a chilly night. And Robbie, keeping me free of restraint—the stocking disappeared.
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“You’re bringing me through your front door?” he asks as I do just that. “Seen together in public and now in your driveway? What if the neighbors are looking? What if they tell Evan?”

I’m feeling gutsy. Driving too fast, closing my eyes on the road, not remembering making my way safely home. Sometimes I don’t even know where my head is when I do these things, like leading Robbie through the front door for all the neighbors to see. Maybe I want Evan to find out, to know if he’ll leave me.

“That makes it exciting, right?”

“I thought it was my tongue on your—” He lets my imagination take over, stepping close, breathing warm air on my neck before we’ve even closed the front door. “Or our emotional connection.” He starts laughing.

But the truth is, I wonder if I should share more of my personal life with Robbie? Maybe opening the front door of my home to him opens him to my whole self.

“Okay, ground rules,” I tell him as I unbutton his pants. “Front door has to be closed first but curtains can stay open.” Risky, right?

I drag him into the sitting room at the front of the house. We start on the couch and move to the oversized chair, ending with my face knocking up against the front window and Robbie behind me. Keep going, right there, yes yes yes.

“So. Will you leave Evan?” Robbie asks as he pulls up his pants.

“You’re kidding, right?” I pull my loose T-shirt over my bare chest, my breasts so perky lately I don’t even need a bra.

“Don’t do it for me. But it seems you’re not happy in the relationship. Do it for yourself if you think that’s what’s right.”

“I don’t know what you think you know, but it’s none of your business.”

At first it was nice that Robbie saw me so clearly—understood and listened to my feelings about my dad, about my marriage, about my work on the farm—but now it’s getting a little annoying. Can’t I have my own experience without him trying to butt in?

I make a snap decision—to spite Robbie—and grab my phone, text Evan. Gyno appt this Fri. Any chance of you coming back early? It would be a big step for us, seeing the doctor together this week. I stare at the screen until it lights up in my hand.

Too busy.

That’s all I get. I wait a moment more, wondering if the next message will come with a loving apology or a heart emoji or a thanks for thinking of me, but there’s nothing. Evan doesn’t care about our fertility anymore.

So why should I?

“I’ll be here as long as you’ll have me,” Robbie says.

That’s what they always say. And it’s perfect timing; Robbie is playing off my uncertainty over Evan, the loneliness of rejection, the dismissal of our common goal.

“Lia,” he says, breaking me from my trance. He tickles his fingers down my jaw. “Do you think you’ll ever open up to me more? You pretend to be so secretive.”

I kiss his hand. “All I will say is that I’ll keep you both for now.” I rub my hands up under his shirt. “And you’re the kind of man I always fantasize about when I’m with someone else. You might be less interesting without that someone else.” I take my hands back out and walk away from him, flaunting my bare bottom.

He follows like a puppy, bouncing, drooling. “You’re not actually so secretive, you know.”

“You don’t know anything about me besides what my naked body looks like,” I tease.

“Oh Lia, one of these days you’re going to realize how wrong you are. How much of an open book you are to me.”

He’s talking to me like I’m a child. This whole conversation feels strange, not like the transcendence I’m used to when Robbie and I are together. The assumptions on his part. I’m feeling a little defensive. I finish pouring a glass of water in the kitchen and turn to him. “I am an open book to nobody.”

“You can’t hide anything from me. I see it all.” He stares into my eyes, moving the hair out of my face. And against my will, I melt. Could he be the one person in my life to see it all? And be okay with it?






Chapter 24Wanting Things
We Can’t Exactly Have[image: ]


Angel gives me an impassive stare through the plexiglass that separates us. I’ve spent the morning with her, re-memorizing her features. She’s changing so quickly. Robbie shows up, interrupting my solitude. “I don’t think I can get out for lunch today,” I say. “I’m busy here.”

He looks at Angel as I continue to type her latest stats that I’d scribbled on a legal pad. “She’s not going anywhere. She’ll be here when you get back. In that exact,” he says as he tilts his head to match hers, “position.” He straightens himself. “Come on. We’ll do a picnic on the boat.”

“Don’t tell Dr. Bradford I’m taking off in the middle of the day; he’s been asking me questions about where I go and when. I hope he’s not becoming a micromanager.”

He picks up my purse, a gentleman carrying his lady’s bag. We leave my office and I check the door to make sure it stays locked. I remember I need to give some data to Kate. “Give me just a minute,” I say, taking my bag. I head down to the intern office and as soon as my head pokes in the room, Dr. Bradford jerks to standing, having been leaning over Kate, trapping her between him and her computer. I stare him down while handing the papers to Kate.

“Dropping this off before I head to lunch.” I see you, Dr. Bradford.

He’s staring right back at me as he leaves.

“Uncomfortable,” I say to Kate. “Want to have lunch with me and Robbie on the boat?”

“Is he here? I want to lay eyes on this guy.” She looks toward the hall.

“He’s already in the car. Come with us! Then Bradford can’t come back to bother you.”

“Aw, thanks, I’m good here. And I need to make a phone call on my break. Rain check?”

“Another time.”

As I’m walking out the door, I see FUCK OFF scribbled in capital letters on the whiteboard. Exactly. Fuck off, Dr. Bradford.

I put the interaction behind me as I head to the upper parking lot away from the main building. I see Robbie leaning against my car. “Dare I trust your driving?” he jokes.

“Up to you.” And we get in. I look out at the surrounding woods, thinking of all the Adams and Eves lying around us, and I notice a smudgy glare on my window. Ducking and bending, finding the right light, I make out a handprint on the glass. I put my own hand up to it and can see the outline is larger than mine. Someone’s been peeking into my car. I look to Robbie, and he shrugs, so we head to the dock.

He reminds me how the boat operates, and it’s actually very simple, so I steer with ease down the river as Robbie unpacks sandwiches from my lunch cooler.

Looking back to the dock, I see a man at the river’s edge, a few feet from the parking lot. It’s Deputy Dan with a hard-pressed mouth. The farther away I get, the less sure I am that it is actually him on the shore, but I wave anyway, and he waves back. He continues to stand there, staring like he’s intentionally watching my—well, Robbie’s—boat. But why would he be there right now, watching me?

Riverside Drive is getting backed up along the university with businesspeople heading west for a quick bite; they’ll sit in their cars longer than it would take to wait for a table downtown. We float past the line of cars as we eat. I purposefully take us close to the underpass where I first noticed the bum who killed the jogger who—apparently—saved my life after my Jeep jumped into the river.

“There it is,” I tell Robbie. “The spot where I went into the water.”

It’s not obvious, the exact spot, except to me, but he responds with, “Yup. There it is. It doesn’t bother you at all, does it?” he asks. “In fact, do I sense a little pride?” He’s trying to get in my head. It’s a dangerous place for anyone to be.

Is it pride? Pride for my fantasy? Or pride that I survived? Pride that I’ve been able to keep my secrets? That I’m a completely different person than anybody has ever known me to be? “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just a matter of fact. I don’t have any emotions tied to it.”

“But there are emotions tucked away in there somewhere.” He massages the back of my head, gently plays with my hair. “Hidden. Ready to pounce.”

I look at him. Does he know me this well?

He draws his hand back and sits apart from me again, adding, “Just like all women,” with a snarky grin that makes me almost love him.

Remembering what Kate said earlier, I ask, “Hey, do you think Kate has a crush on you? She made this comment that she’d like to lay eyes on you. Like she thinks you’re hot or something. It was kind of cute. And you are easy on the eyes.”

“Maybe she meant we should spend more time together because I’m dating you. Or fucking you. I know you two call me a fuck buddy.”

“Have you been interrogating Kate about what I say about you?”

“Ah, Lia,” he huffs.

“It’s a valid question.”

“And you know the answer. Trust me. You know it. Listen, let it go, huh? I’ll be whoever you want me to be. You’re in control of this.”

“Yeah okay. I don’t know why I got all wound up.”

“Because you’re starting to like me.”

“I really am.” I lean in to kiss him, his lips cool like the breeze off the water’s surface.

“So, you’re upgrading me from fuck buddy status then?”

“As long as fucking is still in the job description.”

“Good thing, ’cause I’m not going anywhere. I’m very loyal, you know.”

I pull back a bit. “You do recall I’m married, right? We talked about this. That I can’t return the loyalty a hundred percent.”

“Don’t worry, you are. In your own way.”

“Alright. As long as you’re happy with the arrangement. I’m not one of those cheaters making false promises.” I put my hands back on the wheel of the boat, letting go of Robbie and focusing on my next move. We dock away from the hustle and bustle of all the people making a living, at the edge of the Farm, where most of the folks are doing the opposite of that.

Robbie laughs. “You’re funny,” he says.

“You feel like elaborating?”

“No need,” he says as he takes a bite out of one of my sandwiches.

There’s a fence about six feet up from the water’s edge, camouflaged by surrounding brush, merely a guideline, not a deterrent from entering, until your eyes move higher, to the height of the trees, and you see the barbed wire coiling on top. The sound of traffic is gone, and the wind whispers between the trees. It’s peaceful.

“Why did you pull us right here?” Robbie asks. “You can be honest with yourself. You know that, right? While I’m here?”

“Okay. You see that rock? The one just to the left of the first tree in that bunch?” I point, and he nods. “Eve #46 is behind it, twisted up like a pretzel. I wanted to see if her hand is raised enough to be seen from this angle. Kind of like a signal for help.”

“I see a finger.”

We sit and stare for a moment.

“Plus, I wanted to drive the boat.”

“Probably should head back though, so no one suspects we’ve been up to no good?”

He kisses me or I kiss him, but we’re kissing out here, tucked into the edge of the Farm, both wanting things we can’t exactly have. “Yeah. We’d better.”

[image: ]
After an afternoon of sailing, I head back to the office but first decide to check in on Kate. I worry about how Dr. Bradford is treating her. I’ll do anything to stop him from preying on her like he did me.

In the lab I find her in the same spot, empty glassware at her side. She turns and I can see wetness on her cheeks. “Hey, how was your lunch date?” she asks, her nose stuffy.

“Did he come back to bother you while I was gone? Dr. Bradford?”

“Oh. No. I ended up having lunch with Jake. I asked him to come by.” Jake, her fiancé. “Then I broke up with him.”

“Oh Kate, I’m sorry.”

“It was my decision. I’d been thinking about it for a while. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. And I hated hurting him.” New tears fall and I sit next to her in an empty chair. “I’ve got to pull myself together. I thought maybe being here would lessen the sadness. Never invite someone to work to break up with them.” She wipes her nose on her sleeve. “I feel like there’s this hole in my heart, like maybe I shouldn’t have ended it.”

“You have to trust yourself, Kate. It might hurt for a while. But your will to live a certain life is stronger than the sadness.”

She cries fairly loudly, and I sit with her until Dr. Bradford barrels into the room.

“What the hell is going on? Lia, what did you do to Kate?” A ridiculous accusation, but I admit this is where his age, deep voice, bench-pressed arms, and ability to command the room all shine. By belittling those around him. Bravo, Dr. Bradford.

Kate holds up a hand. “It wasn’t Lia. She’s comforting me.”

Dr. Bradford moves closer, feigning concern. “Are you okay? Can I help?”

“I’m so embarrassed,” Kate says. “My fiancé and I just broke up, and I didn’t think I would be such a basket case.”

I imagine he has to work hard at not curling the ends of his lips upward in a sly Grinchy smile. Behind Dr. Bradford the FUCK OFF on the whiteboard has been sloppily erased and replaced with the word self-defense. It’s written behind Adam #29’s stats. Was that death an act of self-defense? His own or against him? It’s okay to fend Dr. Bradford off, I want to say to Kate. We’ll do it together, keep this predator at bay. He should be punished for his manipulation. It would be in defense of all future young women.

“Lia, don’t you have a report due on the coffee shop girl?”

Kate is strong, and I know she can stand up to him. “I do.”

Dr. Bradford lingers, not allowing Kate and me to have a moment together to decompress. I touch her on the arm. “You okay?”

“I’m okay. Thanks, Lia.” I want to get her a cup of tea, a warm blanket, a bottle of pepper spray. “You have work to do. I’ll be okay here.”

“’Course. Call me, text me, anything.”

From the hallway I watch as Dr. Bradford crouches down to Kate. He touches her hand; she flinches, but he doesn’t pull away. “Sorry for the drama,” she says to the ground. “I’ll understand if you fire me.”

He places a finger under her chin and lifts her gaze. “No need to apologize. We’re all human here. You’re young. Don’t rush into marriage. Take your time making those kinds of decisions.”

Dr. Bradford is giving fatherly advice.

“And have a little fun along the way, would you?” He moves his hand to Kate’s leg, and she’s not wincing, not cringing. She looks desperate for the attention, the ego boost—a dangerous place to be for a damaged college student. I would know.






Chapter 25Things Live and
Then They Die [image: ]


I was twelve years old and I couldn’t stop crying. I felt as if my tears would drain all the life out of me—and in that moment, I hoped they would do just that. I’d turn into a puddle of salty water on the barn floor, pooling at the feet of my father. If I did, I wouldn’t have to grieve, to bear the pain of living without him. I knew he was going to die.

That morning, I had woken up the grouchiest of grouches. I had my pre-algebra final that afternoon, which would determine my math placement in high school. It seemed like such a big deal. One afternoon that would impact the next four years, then college, and then my career. I had quite the understanding of consequences for a twelve-year-old. But it was consequential, that afternoon in late May right before I turned thirteen.

Miranda, my older sister, had cried all night over the death of Creamsicle, her feral barn cat, who wouldn’t even let us get ten feet from him before hissing himself into a corner and then escaping through the broken board of a vacant horse stall. I couldn’t understand how Miranda was so distraught over an animal that hated her in return. Mom was up with her late into the night, coaxing happy memories between sob sessions. There were hugs that concluded with straight talk. “That’s what happens,” Mom said. “Things live and then they die.”

Boy, was she right.

This all happened on the other side of the drywall at the head of my bed.

Each of us began our morning routines that Tuesday. Dad was grumbling about the forty-five-minute drive as he buttoned his starched white shirt, the only one he owned. He preferred his farming duties to meetings with the chamber of commerce. Miranda’s eyes were puffy and red. She did not want to go to school, likely a combination of the grief and the way she looked. Mom couldn’t get three words out between yawns.

Dad put a hand on Miranda’s shoulder as he scooted by the kitchen table on his way out the door. He kissed Mom on the cheek. He looked right at me, daddy’s little girl, smiled, and said, “Bye, my loves. Everyone have a good day.” That was our life, right out of a sitcom. A family on a Mylanta commercial. It was so happy and warm and full of love that I sometimes wonder if it was real.
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I rocketed home from school, and after throwing my bag through the screen door, I turned right back around, not even thankful to Mom for the cookie she’d passed to me in a relay. I bolted straight back to the barn to tell Dad the news. We share—or shared—a love of science and math and human physiology. It was 4:38 and I couldn’t wait for five o’clock quittin’ time to tell him I’d aced the test.

As I neared the barn, I spotted him. There he was, leaning a shoulder against the chipped paint on the wall, a line of spit falling from his mouth. Our scythe, the one from Granny T’s estate that had hung decoratively above the doors for as long as I can remember, was jutting out from his abdomen. He turned in my direction, and his eyes widened at the sight of me.

I heard a rustle by the honeysuckle bushes, and from the corner of my eye I saw a man run into the woods, but I couldn’t do anything, couldn’t turn away from Dad. Couldn’t stop staring. Disbelieving. Comprehending.

Dad mustered the strength to step away from the wall and reached for my hand, motioning for me to step into the barn. I lunged to support him before he fell; together we fumbled our way in and found stability against a post, his head appearing to be bowed in prayer, if I hadn’t known better. “Help me,” he said in a faint voice, not nearly his own.

“I can call,” I said, turning to run to the house and dial 911, but his “No” stopped me.

“They won’t . . .”—he took three slow breaths—“get to me”—then two more—“in time. Lia, I need you”—he tried to lift his head but it flopped forward again—“to pull it out.”

“But you’ll bleed too much.” I started crying. “I’m a fast runner.”

“It’s too painful. Please. Help me.” He stumbled to the ground, and I fell on my knees, both of us then crouched, our foreheads touching. “Remember the goat. How we saved it.”

“We killed it,” I said. I was only eight when I watched Dad jab his knife into the chest of our littlest baby goat after she got tangled in the barbed wire fence. Dad said it wouldn’t have lived, that it was the humane thing to do.

“We saved it. From suffering. Please, Lia.”

I would always do anything my dad asked. He was my favorite person in the world. But I wasn’t sure if I should do this. I stood up to brace myself and grabbed the end of the scythe with both hands. Dad kneeled on the ground, holding onto the post for support.

“I love you,” he said, and I jerked it out, falling back on my behind.

He exhaled in relief, blood pouring down his stomach, down each leg, coloring him the red of the barn wall,spreading over his knees then creeping downhill toward mine, coming for me. I knew he would die quickly. There was too much blood. Still I frantically looked for something to press on his wound. The color seeped out of him inch by inch, starting at his face, leaving a sad pale man that used to be my dad. “It’s okay,” he said, barely audible. “It’s okay. It had to be done. No one will fault you.”

I don’t remember if I said anything at all. If I could speak his name, tell him I loved him, tell him I’d miss him. All I remember is sobbing, traces of blood, of my dad, on my bare legs.

I watched him close his eyes. I saw his humor, his smile, his gentle soul, leave his body.






12 WEEKS







Chapter 26Let Them Crawl Out[image: ]


Sometimes I picture myself killing people.”

I say this out loud. I wait for his reaction, which seems to take as long as my daydreams do. In the dreams, time slows down, my heartbeat growing stronger as the time between beats grows narrower. The intensity of anticipation is exhilarating.

“So do I,” Robbie says, as if we’re long-lost soulmates. I almost believe him.

“Really?”

“No, not really. That’s your thing. Sounds like you’re crazy to me.” He says this with a laugh, not fear. He hops out of bed, throws the sheet over me, knowing I’ll get chilly soon, and steps into the bathroom, not closing the door behind him. We are at that point in our relationship, not closing the bathroom door. And sharing too much.

I just blurted it out, irresponsibly. It wasn’t a conscious decision to divulge this side of myself. The words rolled off my tongue as easy as I’m hungry or I have five fucking fingers. What’s next—I announce my pregnancy?

It’s mine—this monster piece of me. My secret game, the obsession. I let it slip out and into Robbie. I need to take it back, this knowledge. Maybe I will have to kill him.

He tiptoes across the bedroom floor as I’m thinking of how I could take him out, but it’s too late. He hops back into bed, pulling part of the covers from me and onto him, wrapping us close together, a human burrito. Extra spicy.

“So,” he starts, “are you talking about what you did to Mr. Corrigan in the hospital?”

“Wait a second, that was an accident. You saw how it happened.”

“I know.” He rests a hand on my hip.

“I’m talking more about, I don’t know . . .”—I opened the can of worms, might as well let them crawl out—“visions, fantasies, pretend scenarios.”

He puts his arm fully around me, pulling me closer, snug under the sheets. He’s not frightened or disgusted yet. Maybe I can confide in him, let this part of me be free.

“You’re opening up,” he says. “I’ve been waiting for this.”

“Okay, so I have an interest in death. You must too. And Kate and Martin, Dr. Bradford. Everyone else walking the halls and trails on the Farm.”

He nods. So far I’m still considered normal in his mind.

“These thoughts I have, my daydreams, it’s like, what would happen, what would I see if I killed this person right here and now? What if I wrapped my fingers around his throat and squeezed until his breath stopped? I would get to see the ending.”

“God, Lia.”

Here it comes.

“You and I are the same, I swear. Don’t you see that? We’re connected.” He reaches up and touches my cheek with a finger. It’s an intimate gesture, and it feels nice, being here, with him. “I have daydreams too. Worst-case scenario daydreams.” He props up on one elbow as he describes his type of visions to me. “I’m following a flatbed truck on the highway with a massive drill pointing in my direction, and I imagine what would happen if it comes loose, and it flies off directly through my windshield. Crash.”

He places his middle finger on the point where his eyebrows and nose meet and knocks his head back. “I’m sitting out on the patio of Ribs on the River and a boat races by, and I think, what if they don’t turn fast enough and drive the damn thing right up on the patio, taking out diners and tables, pint glasses flying everywhere.”

He’s excited to share these tales, like he’s describing a scene from a movie I missed while I dozed off. Sometimes the entire time I’m with Robbie feels like that murky space between dreaming and waking up.

“Or I’ll be driving over the Jones Bridge and I’ll think, what if I just swerved and drove right off the edge? I can see it happening in my head, the car breaking through the guardrail and sailing down to the water with me inside.”

“I practically did that! Off Riverside Drive, at least.”

“You lived one of my what-if delusions!”

We laugh together, wrapped in our burrito haven. I feel his abs contracting next to my body, jiggling my free-floating top breast, the two of us moving and shifting in sync. Our minds connecting too. When we settle, he says, “I don’t think I’ll be acting out any of your delusions, though. If I can help it.”

He looks down to the pudge in my belly. “Are you—”

“Fine.” I cut him off and break our bond, taking a turn in the bathroom. I’m at twelve weeks now and I’m starting to grow. Starting to grow out of my pants, starting to grow more anxious, starting to grow reckless. What’s growing in my womb—a rapidly maturing little monster? Tomorrow afternoon is my final appointment with the doctor. Things will be finalized. Door open, I say toward the bedroom, “So you think I’m normal?”

“Sure you are.”

Why not push a little further?

“Because it’s fascinating to me, the idea of watching people die. And it’s an everyday thing. For me to think about killing people.” I’m pushing more and more. “I take them out left and right. Slicing throats, bashing heads. In my mind, of course. Some days it’s all I think about.”

Dead silence.

I flush and wash and walk back out to the bedroom to find it empty.

“Robbie?” I call into the living room. He must have gotten hungry. I slip on some shorts and a T-shirt to join him in the kitchen. “Robbie?” I say again without response.

He’s not in the house. Funny, I didn’t hear the door shut. I look out the window to the backyard, where I expect to see him through the trees if he decided to leave—how rude.

But I don’t see him. No way could he have gotten dressed and snuck out so quickly without me hearing or seeing him in the time it took me to pee. It’s one of those what-the-fuck moments, the opposite of one of Oprah’s “aha” moments.

Regret billows. It swarms around me like a cluster of bees about to sting in unison. I’m embarrassed that I told Robbie my deepest, darkest secret. That was for me to cherish as my own.

I sit on the couch, head in hands, and wait. He doesn’t return with bagels and coffee. Desperation bites at me. I wanted him to know me. Robbie’s never criticized or judged me. My skin still tingles from his touch. Endorphins from the sex and intimacy and the revelations. I touch the goosebumps running down my arm.

If I knew what day of the week it was, I’d remember when Evan comes home, when I’ll see Robbie again. I reach for my pocket planner, but it’s not there. I saw it sticking out of my purse when we came home. Robbie must have taken it. Which means he might know about the pregnancy. I touch the subtle pooch in my midsection. He looked at my calendar and he stole it and now he’ll give it to Evan and expose all of my secrets so he can have me all to himself. I need to find Robbie.
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The moon is full tonight. The moon is full and bright and straying into the bedroom through the cracks of the blinds. And that’s why I’m awake. Because the moon is invading my dreams.

I can’t have Robbie telling Evan about the pregnancy. Soon, I won’t be pregnant anymore, so why should it matter? Or about my monsters. I can’t have Robbie fucking with my marriage, but I need him to stay with me. It’s okay if Robbie knows about my monsters—I need him to know me. I’ll have to talk to him when I see him again. A real heart-to-heart.

I make a note to add some curtains to the guest room. Why do you sleep there when I’m gone? Evan has asked. It’s like I’m out of town too, I tell him. I don’t want to sleep in our bed without you, I tell him. Or with someone else, I don’t tell him.

A dark figure appears in the bedroom doorway—Robbie’s watching me lie awake in bed. But when I plead with him to keep my secrets, he’s not here; the shadow contorts into that of the grandfather clock. 4:38.

Fuck, I wish I could sleep.
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Here I am, pacing my office at six thirty in the morning. Woke Angel up, I’m sure, when I flashed the fluorescent lights on her an hour ago. There’s a long day ahead of me, culminating with my doctor’s appointment, during which I will make an unpleasant but necessary decision. Before all that happens, I need Robbie to get here so we can smooth things over. I feel all jacked up like on multiple cups of coffee and I haven’t even been drinking caffeine. I just wish I could sit down. My office door beeps and opens.

It’s Dr. Bradford. “Why are you here so early?”

No hello, how are you today? bullshit. I’ll play along. “I didn’t know there was an exact arrival time; I’ve been working sometimes into the night.”

“I’d like to talk to you about that. You’re here after hours a lot.”

“Is there a problem?” I sit, tired of Dr. Bradford. While he is trying to step up his authority, I could curl in my chair cozied up next to Angel and take a catnap.

“Yes.” He invites himself to bring out my folding chair and sit next to me. Now we’re on the same level. “I have to write you up,” he says. “For entering the facility after hours.”

“I’m in trouble for extra effort? I want to make sure I’m getting everything right.”

“I understand. But also, there’s more.” He reads from a list. “Curse words on the whiteboard. Incomplete donation consents. Roger, at the receiving dock, says you’re rude to him. Or you ignore him altogether. Generally strange behavior, Lia.”

“Didn’t realize being friendly to Roger was in the job description.” I shrug like a disinterested teenager.

He scratches his head. “Someone saw you touch an Adam without gloves on.”

I don’t know what he’s talking about. “Why didn’t you come to me before any paperwork was necessary? Couldn’t we have had an adult conversation?”

“It all piled up quickly. If it were just one thing, I could have. Would have.”

“What else?” I am tired of defending myself. “I have some work to do now so that I’m not here too late after official hours tonight.”

“Lia, I need you to take this seriously.” He scratches the stubble around his chin but maintains fierce eye contact. “Don’t make me fire you.”

“Don’t make me tell them about your sexual assault.” I sit up taller, my hand on my chin, matching him, staring right back into him.

“It was consensual,” he says.

“Sure. But fucking a minor is considered rape.”

“I didn’t know you weren’t eighteen yet.”

“You were my advisor. You knew everything about me.”

He smiles a crooked smile. “I knew you were a poor little farm girl with daddy issues since you lost him before puberty hit.”

“Don’t test me,” I say.

“I know how much you want this job. So don’t test me,” he returns.

He’s right. It’s the best thing that’s happened to me in the longest time. Introducing me to Robbie. Fuck! Where is Robbie this morning? “Okay,” I agree. “I’ll sign it.”

He stands up and refolds the chair. “Meet me in my office at twelve sharp and I’ll have all the paperwork ready. I need to get this done before the holiday.” He turns back after opening the door. “Don’t be late.”

“You either.”

He walks out, and before the door closes all the way, I catch it, looking through the crack to see Kate walking up to him in the hallway, handing him a coffee. He takes it, leans in, and whispers in her ear, and—it’s almost too much—she giggles. Kate giggles as he lingers by her ear, so inappropriately ignoring the thirty-five years standing between them.

I turn to Angel. “Did you see that? Can you believe him?” I stomp through the room. “And what about her? She’s being the same gullible, trusting child I used to be. Kate is better than that. She deserves a different outcome.” Dr. Bradford’s threats are poking at me, like a little brother who won’t shut up when you want silence, who is just as fast as you so there’s no outrunning the nuisance, no escaping the pricks that drive you crazier and crazier until one day you snap and fight back. And the return fight is never subtle. It has to be big, to make an impact, so the aggravation will finally stop. I will put a stop to Dr. Bradford’s pokes. For the sake of my job. And for the sake of Kate’s innocence.

My phone vibrates, and I let the door close gently. Miranda. I don’t know if I have the energy for her right now. “What,” I answer.

“I’m in trouble. You’re the only one who knows. Well, except Mike now. He found my pro and con list. You know, the one you encouraged me to write?”

“If you’re calling to blame me, you might as well hang up now.”

“No, no, it was a good idea. But I didn’t throw it away and Mike found it. He’s so mad. Even though I didn’t do anything wrong. I told him I lost the baby before I made any decisions. I just don’t know what to do. He’s threatening to leave me.”

“Well, it was your stupid mistake. You always destroy evidence, Miranda. Never get caught. Right, Angel?” I look over my shoulder.

“Who’s Angel?”

“Seems like you wanted him to find it. Maybe you want him to leave you, huh? Just looking for an excuse?”

“Lia!”

“What do you want from me? Want me to kill him for you? You don’t need the bastard anyway. Men are all disappointments.”

I hang up.
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At 11:58 I open the door to my office and dilly-dally down the hallway toward Dr. Bradford’s office. His door is closed—some open-door policy this big shot has—and as I reach for the handle, I freeze. I feel like I’m dangling outside of my own body. Robbie didn’t show his face this morning, and I don’t know how to get out of this performance write-up, and I will hate myself if I can’t protect Kate from getting lured into bed with the vulture on the other side of this door.

I hear a grunt and fear I’m too late. He’s already assaulting Kate behind the wall that separates us, or worse, she’s consenting to his sexual advances and they’re in there together, groaning and moaning out of pleasure and choking out orgasms while I stand out here with a spinning head. I push through the door, into the room to stop this debacle—and I see him, in his chair, coughing and spitting, not masturbating thank goodness, but he is moaning.

I turn quickly to close the door behind me and almost trip over Robbie’s feet. He’s sitting in a chair next to the door, watching me with amusement.

“You made it,” Robbie says to me. “It’s done. I’ve taken care of it for you.”

“For me,” I say, looking at Dr. Bradford gulping, gasping.

“Lia, your fantasies. Your worst-case scenario fantasies—this is the best-case scenario, don’t you think?”

Dr. Bradford’s eyes spasm and flutter. I step nearer and stare. He turns his head and locks eyes with me. I hold my finger to my lips, making a silent shush as he begins convulsing. Then he stills. The man before me is no longer a man. The professor, the mentor, the predator, has slithered off into the netherworld. It’s just a body resembling Dr. Bradford. With the vessel still warm, the only reason he appears dead is the uncomfortable crook in the neck from how the body has slumped in the chair. I touch for a pulse—just to be sure—the last time my hand will come away from this man smelling like Old Spice.

It’s quiet now, almost too quiet. Birds chirp outside, the sound seeping through an open window. I poke my head outside the office door and stop abruptly when I hear, “Let’s see if Brent wants lunch.” I instinctively dart back, carefully clicking the lock. Robbie is wiping Dr. Bradford’s coffee cup with a rag, which he then drops into a red biohazard bin. There’s a knock on the door. A voice says, “Brent?” and there’s a jiggle of the handle.

Robbie and I stare at each other for a long time. Together we pull out sheets from the storage closet. We cut off his clothes with the scissors from his desk. We do this together without talking. Not until we have him naked and wrapped on a rollaway cart do I freak out. I mean, I totally freak. “What the fuck?” I turn to Robbie.

“It was necessary. And a little fun, you have to admit,” he says with a laugh.

“But it’s murder!” I press against my sweaty temples with both hands, holding the weight of my head up. “You can’t go murdering people because you don’t like how they’re acting!”

“But we did and now it’s done.”

“You did.”

“I did.”

I begin shaking, convulsing like Dr. Bradford moments ago. My arms tingle and lose feeling, and I flutter my fingers to wake them up, to wake myself up because this must be a dream. It feels like a dream. I am standing here simultaneously distraught and proud that Dr. Bradford is dead. Dead! And by Robbie’s hand!

Robbie steps closer to me. “I know you enjoyed watching it.”

I can’t admit that out loud. I take comfort in Robbie’s embrace.

“Lia. You and I are going to be okay. Now go get some donor documents.”

I take a deep breath, and I do just that. When everything’s ready, we push the cart through the hallway and out the back doors and my heart beats a million miles an hour and I’m not sure if it’s out of fear or exhilaration but if anyone sees me it will be okay because this is my job, placing donors on the Farm, moving fresh bodies around. I’m just doing my job.

Robbie shoves the body to the edge of the cart like a cheap piece of luggage, one that’s been repeatedly beat up, dropped, then forgotten throughout its lifetime. We transfer it to a wagon and the body bounces around along the uneven trails—an off-roading adventure for you, Dr. Bradford, I know how much you like thrill rides. We come head-to-head with an FBI agent, and I stop in the middle of the trail. I grip the wagon handle to keep my shaking hand still.

“Seems like you have the right-of-way here,” the agent says, stepping off the trail to let us pass.

“Thank you.” Robbie nods for me to keep going. “And thank you for the work you do,” I manage with a steady voice as I pull Dr. Bradford past the motherfucking FBI.

“Thank you for the work you do,” the agent says, continuing on toward the building.

We hike all the way to the frog pond on the east side of the cemetery. This area is covered with old folks, their faded hair fallen long ago, strand by strand, dusty antiques tucked away. He’ll fit right in. His receding hairline and sagging skin won’t stand out among the neighbors lying in this area. Dr. Bradford belongs here.

At the base of a tree, Robbie tips the wagon and the lump thumps to the ground, partially rolling out from the cover of the sheet. I put on a pair of gloves and ball up the sheet. We push the body flush up against the tree, face down in the dirt and underbrush. If anyone recognizes his naked backside, they’ll be too embarrassed to admit it. I lift his head and dig a shallow hole under his face with my fingers in hopes the worms will find him sooner, then take pleasure in dropping his arrogant head to the earth. Dr. Bradford is just another body on the Farm.

Robbie takes my hand, and we stand side by side looking down, two mourners in the local cemetery, visiting an old friend. Except we’re both smiling.

This man whose hand I hold—he knows my secret and is acting out my fantasies. I wait for the flood of emotions. Fear—of this man I’ve come to know. Guilt—that I may have provoked him when I shared my secret. Remorse—that someone has died. But I feel nothing. Only perhaps that I should have been the one to do it. Do I finally have the confidant I’ve been yearning for?

The sun shines down and we release hands, but I still feel his pulse throbbing in mine as we hike back to the building.

“I’ll just double-check his office.”

Robbie surprised him, caught him totally off guard, dropping poison into Dr. Bradford’s coffee when he wasn’t looking. He was in the middle of a chat with an employee when his body shut down. Dr. Bradford’s laptop bag hangs next to the door, his lab coat is draped over the back of his chair, and his cell phone sits on the desk next to the computer, which hasn’t gone to sleep.

I sit at his desk chair, reading the text on the screen. It’s my documentation for human resources. Employee Review - Ophelia Morris Montgomery. I read his account of events and scroll down to the blank electronic signature boxes. There are three at the very bottom of the page. Green for Submit, yellow for Save, and red for Delete.

Robbie’s sitting on the windowsill, watching. He smiles, reassuring me I can trust him in this, that we’re bound together.

I click the red box, stand up, and leave this mess behind, closing the door on Dr. Bradford.






Chapter 27A Twitching Eye
Deep Inside [image: ]


The OB-GYN receptionist called to see if I could come for an earlier appointment time. Apparently, my doctor had a few cancellations and would like to start the holiday weekend early. Since Dr. Bradford will no longer be breathing down my neck (or at all), I said yes. My life goes on as normal. I plan to swing by the grocery store and will still make it home at a decent time. Evan will be there, and after today, it will no longer feel like I’m hiding anything from him, besides Robbie. The next twenty minutes will be pivotal, never to be forgotten, like saying yes to marriage, moving to a new city, blackmailing an old professor for a job. Today, I’m making a very important—and final—decision.

The nurse congratulated me on making it through the first trimester while squeezing the life out of me with the blood pressure cuff. My first trimester doesn’t feel worth celebrating. I can only gauge success by the fact that I’m here, at the office. I made it to this point in time.

I sit under the cloth, waiting for the machine to register a heartbeat. Did the baby make it to twelve weeks? I was hoping there would be nothing to decide, nothing to tell, nothing to worry over, that the baby would disappear as easily as a bad dream falls apart, pieces becoming lost as time goes on.

The doctor shifts the ultrasound probe around, digging deeper. Am I really hoping that the little being that’s grown inside me is void of a heartbeat? Am I really wishing death for my own child?

“How you feeling? Less fatigue by now?” he asks while he turns dials and pushes buttons on the big white machine.

“I feel pretty great. Energized, infrequent nausea. I barely know I’m pregnant.”

“You know very soon when belly grow fatter.” He presses his fingers into my abdomen, and I stiffen. “You have holiday plan?” he asks to distract me.

The Fourth of July party. Celia will know I’m pregnant through her crazy baby-sensing ESP. Then she’ll make me tell Evan. Then my sister will throw me a baby shower and my mother-in-law will take me to BuyBuy Baby and there will be no turning back. My mom might even come visit while we have one of those gender reveal parties, and we’ll reconnect and forgive and forget while biting into pink or blue icing-filled cupcakes.

I could go for a cupcake right now. Hold the celebratory icing.

I have to tell the doctor what I wish for. A good mother does what’s best for her child. Of course, that’s part of my problem: I would not be a good mother. What I do know is that this child cannot be born. Then why can’t I say the words? Abort this fetus.

“A neighborhood party,” I say, sharing my holiday plans in lieu of my strongest wishes. It would be ridiculous after all, me a mother. A female Dexter Morgan, only no such vigilante. “We do a big gathering every year with fireworks and everything.”

He nods and continues moving the probe around my stomach. “Ah,” he says. “There.” And he turns a dial to hear the dreadful ba-duh ba-duh ba-duh. But nothing happens. No sound. He clicks the machine off, then on again, and it rumbles and blows a fan and buzzes, but the doctor is quiet. After a minute more, he puts the ultrasound down and looks me in the eye. “Miss Lia. We need to investigate. I don’t get heartbeat.”

I nod my head.

“You have any blood come out?”

“No.” Not from me.

“Pain?”

Pain is a relative word. There’s the knot in my stomach right now. The residual shock of a murder just hours ago. “I don’t think so.”

“Cramping, contraction? Even mild?”

“I’ve felt nothing.” Nothing at all.

“What about baby movement? Flutter, wiggle, any sensation in the abdomen?”

I think. Surely I’ve felt the same flutter that Miranda talked about, the first movements of a baby. She says it’s like a twitching eye deep inside and it’s the craziest feeling. Have I felt that? I can’t remember.

The doctor breaks my silence by putting a hand on mine as I grip the table beneath me, turning my knuckles white.

“But I haven’t done anything wrong.” Though I’ve known the baby will not be born, I still followed the rules. I haven’t swallowed a single sip of alcohol. I choked down vegetables when I was nauseous. I microwaved my lunch meat and skipped the brie at brunch. I rested all weekend after the crash after numerous doctors and nurses told me the baby was fine and I needn’t worry about a thing. The baby was fine. I haven’t done anything wrong.

“You haven’t. It’s natural course of life. Happens to five percent of women at this stage. We often not know what causes loss. Let me try one more time with different machine, but it may not be good news for you today.” He looks at his watch. “I’ll send nurse with a machine. She check again. But make appointment for next week after the holiday. Please try to enjoy the weekend. Have yourself a drink, okay, Miss Lia?” He pats my leg and is on his way out, heading to the woman in the room next to me who will have a healthy baby. She will get good news. She will shed tears of joy and be told she can spread the news to her friends and family, everything is going smoothly, everything is perfect.

He leaves me in this cold room. I shiver and tears fill my eyes. What about my expanding belly? What about all these hormones going haywire inside me? What about my baby?

It’s punishment for the monster I’ve become.

I sit on the thin paper liner, my belly exposed and covered in clear gel, until a nurse comes in and tells me I have to leave.

“No!” I jump up. “He’s coming back! Someone! Someone’s coming back with another machine!” The hysteria bounces off me as I yell. Yet I feel calm, like I’ve stepped out of my body, watching from across the room. I want to fight for her. I want to fight for the woman who fears the loss of her baby. “I’m not leaving,” I say, quieter and still now.

“Okay,” the nurse says with her hands out in front of her, palms facing me. “I understand.” She places one hand over her heart. “I’ll find out what’s happening.” She goes, and I follow her because part of me thinks she doesn’t know what’s going on, that she’s going to march out that door saying the fucking Pledge of Allegiance with that hand over her heart, as oblivious as a Smurf on a sunflower.

I follow her into a room, and she startles when she turns and sees me. “Oh, Ms. Montgomery, you were to wait for me back in the room.” She clicks on the machine, and fans begin to blow warm air toward us. “But I guess here will do. It will take a minute to get started.”

I invite myself onto the patient bed, the paper crinkling beneath me shrill as nails on a chalkboard. The nurse must see me wince.

“Are you having pain?”

“I’m fine.”

“I’m here to help you, Ms. Montgomery. If there’s something you need. I know this is a stressful time.”

She can’t know how stressful this time is. “Let’s just do this test.” I notice the green light is on and the machine has quieted.

“Oh good. It’s ready.”

But I’m not so ready as she moves the probe closer to my stomach. I have become someone unrecognizable. I was supposed to revel in these past five weeks, celebrating the positive test, crying happy tears with Evan, rejoicing together as our bundle of joy grew from a pea to a walnut to a plum. Instead, I neglected Evan and invited a stranger to my bed. I didn’t learn new nursery rhymes—I learned the stages of decomposition. I didn’t imagine little arms snuggling my neck—I imagined strangling people. Had I embraced the pregnancy, I would be celebrating a heartbeat. My actions have caused this loss—I should not be allowed to be a mother.

What am I doing waiting, lying in this cold room, the table making my back ache—all to not hear a heartbeat again? I don’t think I can take it. Knowing the mass of cells was once replicating over and over, pulsating, stretching, and creating new blood and bone and flesh and now it’s stopped, no longer sourcing life. The cells inside me are worthless. My head begins to ache and throb, intensifying into an actual sound, a dull beat vibrating in my ears.

“There it is,” the nurse says. “That heartbeat was easy to find. Must have been a malfunctioning machine in the other room.”

It wasn’t my head about to explode. The fog lifts, and I take in the rhythmic ba-duh ba-duh ba-duh. “Everything is fine, Ms. Montgomery.”

I sit up in disbelief, and the nurse squeezes my hand. “Strong hundred and sixty beats per minute. I’ll let the doctor know, and we’ll see you again in four weeks.” She takes her hands off me and wipes down the machine.

Standing, it’s as if my bones have broken, and I collapse to the floor, sobbing. She’s right by my side, calling for help, but what she doesn’t know—what I didn’t even know until this very moment—is that I’m not in pain. These are tears of relief. Tears of joy. I am going to be a mother.
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I want to run home and directly into Evan’s arms. Babe, we did it! We made a baby, a healthy twelve-week-old baby with a beating heart, I’ll scream, even though I’d be right next to his ear. The two of us could share that life-changing moment, remembering it forever.

But I decide to wait. Not deviously this time—I must put all of that behind me—but because the Fourth of July party will be the perfect time for an announcement. It’s the date I’ve been dreading, and now I will celebrate it. I’m shifting my perspective. I have complete control over my mind, body, and spirit. Brené Brown said that, so it must be true.

A big baby bump reveal surrounded by my loving husband and very best friend will be the culmination of the day, right before the fireworks are set off. I’ll need a cake, some Sharpies to write on my belly, balloons, all of it.

I smile as I open my car door, sit at stoplights, and drive all the way across town and into the grocery store parking lot. People will think I’m a nutcase, with this open-mouth grin on my face. And maybe I am, a happy nutcase.

Before heading into the store, I step into Baby Bliss a few doors down. Shop local, Celia’s voice echoes in my ear. In cursive under the store sign, I read: A place for mamas and mamas-to-be. That would be me. I’m greeted with smiles by a woman who congratulates me when she hears I am twelve weeks along. She hopes any morning sickness has subsided and tells me the story of her first trimester. I indulge her, listening and laughing. Yes, I tell her. My sickness is gone.

The teeny-tiny clothes catch my eye. And, admittedly, my heart. A gift for Evan will add to my announcement. I’ll tease him with it, telling him he must wait until after we eat, when it’s almost dark. He’ll think it’s a bottle rocket or Roman candles I went across the county line to get for him. We used to do those kinds of things for each other; we used to go out of our way.

The tag—tagless tag, of course—notes the sizing by age. I pick up a 0–3 months onesie with giraffes pasted head to bum. I can see Evan now, gently pulling his child’s arms through the sleeves and snapping the bottom shut, only to laugh when the diaper explodes twenty minutes later. He will be that dad, the hands-on, easygoing dad. It’s part of why I fell in love with him.

“Lia,” calls the sales mama, “I think you’ll get a kick out of these.” She waves me over to the checkout counter and points into a case with baby clothes labeled For Adults. I laugh out loud and consider buying one that says “My Dad Is a Motherfucker.” We could never show it to our moms. Never let the baby wear it in public. But we’d get a good laugh out of it when we’re home together, unshowered and unslept, oohing and aahing over our little human creation, the fact that we are just like God. I settle on “Daddy’s Little Tax Deduction” since it’s more practical.

I leave with a prenatal yoga punch card, a new copy of Goodnight Moon (oops to sending Miranda’s hand-me-downs down the river a few weeks back), and the gift-wrapped onesie in green, gender-neutral and both Evan’s and my favorite color.

It’s been an odd and busy day, ultimately productive. There was a surprising turn of events at the doctor’s office and another at the Farm, and I’m oddly at peace with both. And now I’m coming home to Evan. We are coming home—it’s no longer just a me. I am a we! I wish I could share all my ups and downs from the past few weeks. Evan’s my foundation, who I am. And he’s a source of support, even when he has no clue what I’ve been up to. He’ll be there for me, no matter what kind of messes I run into.

Driving past the Wilson lions, they’re mocking me, both mouths wide open in full attack mode. Judging me for all the choices I’ve made in the last five weeks. For the monstrous thoughts that grew inside of me. “Too bad you’re made of fucking concrete!” I half yell, half sing out my window, mocking them in return.

I make a mental note to taper down the “fucks” from my everyday vocabulary. But— fuck! In my bliss I hadn’t thought about the real fucking that’s been going on with Robbie.

Everything has changed. Since hearing the heartbeat, Robbie seems so far away. I was naked and sweaty, sweet and cuddly with a man who’s practically a stranger. My heart races at the thought, but this time not from lust.The infidelity horrifies me in a way I can only equate to a haunting. Guilt seeps through me, an invisible spirit, like a ghost passing through my body. And to do what he did to Dr. Bradford—I have to end it.

I pull into the driveway and unload the car for the upcoming weekend, slinging the last grocery bag full of hot dogs and buns, relish, and mustard over my shoulder, and grabbing the six-pack I picked up for Evan. It was a mistake. Robbie was a stupid, stupid mistake. I stand outside my house with my arms full of groceries and baby presents. What was I yearning for these past few weeks? To become everything I’m not? A new woman with a grotesque job, grotesque fantasies, and a grotesque affair. I drop the groceries and brace my hands on my knees to keep from falling myself.

The food is out of the bags. I leave it on the ground, picking up only the non-shattered beer, wanting urgently to down one myself to mask the pain. I need to talk to Evan. I need him to tell me it’s okay, that he’s so thrilled about the baby he can forgive my indiscretion. That we all make mistakes and we must not dwell on the past.

I’ll confess my infidelity. We’ll get through this together. Always together—just like the engraving on our wedding bands. We made that promise to each other.

I will tell Evan about the baby tonight. He’ll think I was holding onto a great surprise, not hiding a secret.

The front door is slightly ajar, and I push it open with my elbow to slide through. I notice my pocket planner in my junk basket on the console table in the hall. Evan must have found it, and at that thought, my heart pounds and I worry that he’s figured out I’m pregnant, that I won’t get to tell him myself. But Evan’s not alone in the house. I’m surprised to see Celia in my kitchen. And that slut has her mouth on my husband’s and her hand down his pants. The noise that escapes his mouth is the same half sigh, half moan he makes when I’m with him.

“Feels good, does it?” I say from the foyer.

They both choke a little, Evan practically spits Celia out of his mouth, backing away and tugging at the front of his jeans, red in the face from being caught. Both of them, like teenagers, giggle, not knowing what else to do. I get that it’s uncomfortable, but it most certainly is not funny. “Get out, bitch.”

Celia walks toward me, and for a second I think she’ll stop, try to take my hand, and speak in a soft, apologetic voice—Lia, this was a mistake, the first time it’s even happened, we were caught up in a moment, I’m drunk, you know me, I’m always drunk, and I came onto him because I’m mad at Henry, and Lia, I’m sorry, it will never happen again—but instead, she brushes by me and out my front door. As I’m shutting it behind her, she says, “Haven’t you noticed you’ve gained weight, you lazy cow?”

“Lia—” Evan starts but I don’t let him.

“What the fuck, Evan.” It’s not a question. “You and Celia?” I set the case of beer on the floor, pick up one bottle, and throw it right at him, glass shattering against our kitchen cabinets and foamy beer dripping to the floor.

I call him every dirty name I can think of and throw a few more beers, practically chasing him around the kitchen. There’s screaming and yelling, and a few horrendous growling sounds in the room, or maybe inside my head, and I don’t really know what I’m saying anymore because it all feels so unreal and jumbled in the swell of my anger. I wonder if I’m still breathing because the rage inside is suffocating me.

Once I’ve thrown the last bottle, Evan stares at me. “Who are you?” he asks. He reaches his hands out to me, his wife. “Breathe for a minute, Lia.”

He leads me to the couch, and we sit together in the formation of a young courting couple, angled toward each other, our knees almost touching. His hand holds one of my hands, but he’s started trembling and he takes it back for himself. Selfish prick. “Can I explain?”

I just keep breathing.

“Celia told me you believed I was having an affair. I thought she was joking. It was such a ridiculous thing because I’ve never—or hadn’t at that point, at least—even considered being with another woman. I can honestly say that. I know I’m a man and we’re supposed to think about sex all the time, but the truth is I only thought about sex with you. All the time.” He cracks a smile, which does not crack my fury.

“When do you and Celia talk? Without me around?”

“Well, more since you started working, I guess. I’d get home, you’re nowhere to be found, and she’d be out in the neighborhood walking the baby or exercising or drinking by herself and we’d get to chatting. Seemed harmless because we’re all friends here. You’ve had a lot of late nights and weekend stuff with all your documentation. Then Celia started inviting herself in. She’d bring baby Henry and we’d sit out back watching him slobber on stuff. You know how much I love that kid. Being around him makes me think about our future.”

I look away from him.

“Then, I don’t know, even when Henry wasn’t with her, we started hanging out and having a drink or something.”

“Yeah, something all right.”

There’s a copy of Goodnight Moon on the coffee table with a slightly smushed bow—recycled, I’m sure—stuck on the cover. I pick it up.

“My mom,” Evan says. “We don’t have to keep it if you don’t like it. I noticed you got rid of Miranda’s copy.”

“No, it’s okay. It’s a nice gift. It’s really nice.” I think of the one lying in our driveway. Now we have two copies. One for the nursery and one to keep downstairs for when the baby naps in a bassinet on the back porch on a breezy fall afternoon. Except life will never be as orderly as having two copies of Goodnight Moon because Evan has betrayed me. I feel the wave coming on and start sobbing, an uncontrollable, body-shaking sob. Then the anger returns, and my body stills as I look up at my husband.

He shakes his head. “It was innocent at first. It really was.” He pauses. “And then one day she told me you’d started having an affair, so it felt okay when she leaned in and kissed me.”

I’m yelling again. I don’t even hear what I’m saying, but my voice is loud and my throat burns. I should try to hear him out. It’s only fair. He is my husband. For now, at least.

“Lia. Lia. Lia.” He’s saying my name a million times, like he’s trying to wake me from a bad dream. “I was upset to hear that you were cheating on me, I mean, I physically felt sick. I didn’t know what would happen between us. I felt hurt, then angry, then uncertain, all the things you’re probably feeling right now.” He looks deep into the fire behind my eyes. “But then Celia and I started something up, and I realized maybe it was okay—what you were doing—that it was probably just sex like with me and C.” He thinks he has a moral maturity, but this is no storybook ending. “It’s not a huge deal. It only happened a few times. You know I love you.”

I almost scream that I’m pregnant out of spite, but that’s probably not the best way to reveal the news. He doesn’t deserve to know yet.

“But she’s—she was—my best friend.” It mattered less when I thought Evan was sleeping with a stranger in Houston because emotionally, he was mine. But hanging out with Celia on our back porch, her being the first person he spent time with when getting home from a trip—that was real cheating. That was more than just sex.

“I still love you. I told you, it’s just sex with her. Like with you and Robbie.”

“How do you know his name?” The hurt boils back to anger. “I’m going to kill Celia. Can’t keep her fucking mouth shut. Though you don’t mind that, do you, Evan? Celia’s wide-open mouth?” I stand up, no longer able to sit on the couch, and I zigzag around the room, not sure what I’m going to do with the backstabbing and revelations and all these new feelings.

I turn back to Evan, his lazy, possibly slaphappy sore ass on the couch, watching me like a tourist in his own marriage. “You know, you’re not really thinking this through,” Evan starts again. “We’ve been flowing really well in the last couple of weeks, you and me. I mean, shouldn’t I be mad at you too? For your affair? But I’m not,” he says. “I get it. And it’s okay because we still love each other. Always together, babe.” He holds up his ringed hand.

“You do not get it,” I say. He has no right to turn it around, just like he always does when we fight. “Do we, Evan? Do we love each other?”

I step over glass and slosh through our carpet, stained with beer and animosity. It’s 4:38 again. Nothing good seems to happen at 4:38. I need to get out of here before I regret staying. I need a safe place. What I need is Robbie. Thank goodness I still have him.

And just as I’m feeling confident in my decision to leave, I’m shoved back into a place of pain by stepping on the biggest piece of glass in the room. I curse and stumble, and tears begin to form against my will.

“Lia!” Evan says with true concern, always looking out for me. I know he always has.

“Don’t,” I say, pulling the glass from my foot and holding it out in my hand, nearly striking him, vacillating between whether I should or not. “Don’t come over here right now.” I walk out of my home, resisting the urge to look back because I know I won’t like what I see.






Chapter 28Rabid Animal
in the Woods[image: ]


He’s waiting for me in my office, like he knew my whole world would be turned upside down tonight and that I’d come here looking for comfort. “I’m going to kill him,” I say. It’s what any normal person would say when they catch their spouse cheating. With their best friend. I’m pacing back and forth in the tiny room, talking between Robbie and Angel under the fluorescent lights, my anger ricocheting off the cement walls. “And I’m going to kill her for telling him about you.”

Robbie was all mine until Celia blabbed to Evan about him. I’m so fucking mad I rip his shirt to get it off. Didn’t know I had the strength in me to do that. You see it in the movies, but have you ever tried to tear a piece of clothing? Not easy. Then I go for the pants. It’s like he’s not even human to me anymore, and I get him naked in a matter of seconds, taking all control. I just need to get out my anger, my frustration, my disappointment. I need him to fuck me. I’m a little harsh, the way I’m straddling and shoving him inside me, but he doesn’t say a word, he just takes it, helping guide and thrust when necessary. We’re grunting and sweating together, and I want to scream out, not caring who hears us. I might be crying, too, I’m not sure, but Robbie’s there for me. He has been since the day we met. Building me up, holding my hand when I’m down. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should leave Evan.
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After, Robbie makes his way up the hill to the cemetery. I follow from a distance, curious, to the edge of the frog pond. I can see he is dragging something bulky and heavy, a bag that’s flattening the grass, creating a path that makes it easy to follow him. At the water’s edge, he rips it open, and I can tell it’s a petite woman. I step in closer, not too close, and watch him use the back of his hand to gently move strands of highlighted hair from her face. I know who it is, her eyes so familiar. I cover my mouth to keep from gasping aloud. He has Celia. My backstabbing best friend. She must not have lost those extra ten pounds for Robbie to have struggled with the move so much. Pudgy bitch called me fat.

Robbie’s done it again, sneaking Celia here where she’ll be shielded from discovery by decomposition. I’m surprised I’m not more upset to learn that she’s dead. He’s careless with her, dumping her out and kicking her into the water, rolling her onto her stomach to float, saying, “You deserve to be face down, betraying Lia like that.” It’s slightly chivalrous.

It’s scary to think about leaving a relationship you’ve been comfortable in. But the truth is, after seeing Evan and Celia together, I’m considering it. Evan’s never truly known me. And on the flip side, in a short period of time, Robbie’s come to know me better than anyone ever has.

After balling up the bag that carried Celia, he steps out into the field and heads down the path. I stay to the side and let him go so I can have a moment alone before following him back. Lightning bugs mark the way over to Celia’s final resting place. I’ve got the upper hand here, considering she’s face down, her ears submerged under water, and, well, dead. But I get the last word in anyway.

“Good riddance.” I kick my foot and splash some water on her. “I’ll miss you, though. I’ll miss the friendship we had. You know, I may have strange fantasies, but you were never a part of them. I never would have killed you. But Robbie did.”

I can’t see how she died; the backside of her body is unscathed. I hope she wasn’t scared. I hope he seduced her and played a sex game that Celia enjoyed right up until the minute she passed out. “I wouldn’t have killed my best friend,” I reiterate. “Of course, you weren’t really my best friend, were you? You’re a backstabbing slut. Did you even know I was pregnant? Almost thirteen weeks and my supposedly gifted best friend never noticed. You swore you always knew by thirteen weeks, yet here I am, and you knew nothing, paid no attention. I needed you and you were off fucking my husband. I wish I’d gotten to watch you die. But now I’ll watch you shrivel up in this skunky water. You’ll reek, you’ll be an embarrassing stench. You are nothing now. I should have known you were nothing before. And so, I say again”—I practically bow to her—“good riddance.”

I turn my back on Celia and stroll along the pond’s edge, the fresh air soothing my aggression. The night is crisp. My spirit renewed.

Maybe I should stay with Evan. We’ve been through a lot together. Not just years passing but life changes, growing and aging side by side. Always together. That was the plan. And Celia’s out of the way now. Maybe we can move past his indiscretion. I was going to ask his forgiveness of mine. We’ll work it out. With love between us anything is possible—he has always supported me. Maybe it’s possible for Evan to understand how I am a better version of myself with Robbie. We can find Evan his own Robbie. Someone who’s not my best friend. But, yes, Evan and I will work it out, spend our lives together as we promised to do when he asked me to marry him. After all, we’re going to have a child together.

I’ve almost completed a circle around the pond when I approach a new body resting at the edge, adorned with freshly pulled wildflowers. I wonder whose it is, this new Adam. The glow of the moonlight looks like color in his cheeks. I step to his side and crouch down, and I scream.

I keep screaming and screaming. “Evan!” I yell. “Wake up!”

I fall to the ground on my hands and knees, scraping at the dirt around him, looking for—fuck, I don’t know what I’m looking for. A wound, maybe, a way to resuscitate him, a miracle.

He’s clean; any blood has been meticulously washed away, but there’s a puncture in his neck, right in the jugular.

With a trembling hand, I reach out to touch him, my Evan, but I can’t. If he is dead, I can’t mess with his decomposition. If he is dead, I can’t leave my fingerprints on him.

The tears and howling screams and dry heaves and all that comes pouring out of me are beyond my control. I am a frantic, rabid animal in the woods.

He doesn’t belong here. I never imagined Evan’s body on the Farm. He’s meant to be home, waiting for me to return. He should be pacing the kitchen, worrying about how upset I am about his affair and wanting to make it up to me. He’s meant to be making it up to me for the rest of his life, until we grow old together and we’re wrinkled and wobbly and we’re able to joke about the time he had an affair with my best friend. He’s meant to be waiting at home so I can tell him we are pregnant.

Eventually, I lose the energy to keep crying, so I just sit with him, memorizing his features—the way his nose slopes up at the end, the curve of his jawline, the warmth I felt when he smiled at me. The way he reminded me of my dad.

Sitting next to him feels surreal, just like the moment with my dad so many years ago. They would have been around the same age at the time of their deaths, both lying peacefully, devoid of emotion and sensation. Both lying on their backs with a single honeysuckle resting on their chests. I picked Dad’s from the forest the morning of his funeral and snuck into the back room to place it on his chest before they closed his coffin. Did the wind loosen Evan’s from the bush and carry it to rest on the exact spot I would have placed it?

I’m not sure what to do with myself but to drag my own body out of this dreadful place. My head is pounding, and between my grief and heartache lies the disappointment that I didn’t get to see Evan die.
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I go to my office, crawling over diagonal lines of yellow police tape to get in the door. “Angel.” She doesn’t answer. “I hope you don’t get taken away from me too.”

I sit down cross-legged on the floor and wait. And there he is. Robbie walks in wearing his too-cool leather jacket with a too-cute grin on his deceptively delicious face. He wipes blood off his sleeve with a wet paper towel.

“You killed Evan. And I loved him.” I stand up, feeling out of control, wanting to step back in time and undo my husband’s death, bring him back.

“But he cheated on you. He deserved it.”

“You took it too far.” I groan at the ceiling with clenched teeth. “And Celia was my best friend.”

“Exactly. That’s why she’s dead. Best friends don’t fuck over best friends. You can’t say you aren’t happy about that one.”

I can’t say anything.

“You’re better off without them. You’re better off with me.”

And suddenly I hate Robbie. And I hate myself for having loved him.






Chapter 29Eternally Opened Eyes[image: ]


It’s just like any other Saturday. I’m lying in my soft bed, surrounded by pillows and a thick feathery comforter, listening to a quartet of lawn mowers outside, the sun already up, providing backlight for my closed eyelids.

Evan has his arm wrapped around me the way he always does in the morning after we haven’t seen each other for a while, his knees in a V matching mine from behind. Spooning, such a silly yet appropriate word. We are one comfortable pair of spoons.

I feel safe and secure, held by my husband. The father of my child. The man I love. I don’t even care about the affair with Celia anymore; what a nightmare. The thought that I could have lost Evan is great enough to make me realize now how much I love him, no matter the indiscretions. Always together.

My imagination is powerful. Creating such detailed images, such insane stories inside my head. The scenes so vivid I could almost reach out and touch them; I could feel the overwhelming sadness of grief. I must have imagined it all to grieve the loss of trust between us. And that pain—I admit—is real. It’s still here. But I now know that to lose Evan completely would be much more painful.

Maybe it’s time I visit a therapist. Maybe it’s time I fess up to Evan—about my monsters. Wouldn’t he love me still? It was a completely normal reaction I had, just your average thirtysomething married woman living in suburbia with her anxieties and compulsions. It could broaden the conversations with my girlfriends. Well, my shrink said . . . Maybe it’s time to get to know my sister and nieces and nephews better too. It’s time to call my mom.

I hold onto these joyful revelations, squeeze Evan’s hand, touch my belly, doze a little more, enjoying the peaceful morning in bed.

I roll over to look at the man I love—the man who loves me for better or worse—ready to greet him with apologies over our fight. Make amends for our recent distance. Create a plan to reunite.

But it’s Robbie. And I scream. I scream a horror-movie, bloodcurdling scream so violent I’m forced to close my eyes, and when I stop myself and open them again, he’s gone.

I jump out of bed, throw on a sweatshirt, and run around the house like a madwoman looking for him. I’m flailing my arms as I tear open closet doors, peer into bathrooms, and fumble down the stairs to do it all over again on the main level.

At this point I’m not quite sure if I’m angry at him or scared of him, but my feet are in fast-forward and my hands tingle. I look in every room, behind every closed door.

He’s no longer upstairs. He’s not downstairs. I look out the back window of the guest room, the room where Robbie and I spent so many intimate hours, vulnerable together, and see movement by one of the trees near the river. He must have left out the back door.

I drop down to the floor, the reality of Evan’s death smacking me in the chest. I sit a long time, unable to breathe properly; I might die myself right here.

But I don’t die. My breath eventually steadies, and I get up.

I walk upstairs and put on pants. Take the pants off and choose another pair, a better-fitting pair—now I have to endure this dismal belly bulge while my husband lies dead under a honeysuckle bush—tie my hair back, splash water on my face.

It was all real. Evan is gone. Celia is gone. The two people in my life who knew me best, even if they didn’t know me at all. I’ve no idea how I managed to get home, fold my clothes neatly in the closet, and sleep into the next day.

I dry my face on the hand towel next to the bathroom sink, and as I’m reaching to hang it back on its hook, I catch sight of Robbie again in the mirror. He’s still here. Fuck, he’s still here.

I turn around and he’s gone again—that jackass is messing with me! Instead of running after him this time, playing his game of hide-and-seek, I slam the bathroom door and lock it.

Pulling my phone from my back pocket, I call Deputy Dan. He picks up after two rings, and I don’t even wait for him to speak. “There’s someone here and I’m scared. Help me.”

“What? Where?”

“At my house. Help me, please.”

“I’m ten minutes away,” he says, “but I’ll be there in five. Want me to stay on the phone?”

“No.” I hang up. Again, I sit, this time on the cold tile floor, with the breathing problem. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t know what Deputy Dan’s going to do. But I need someone. I don’t have Evan, I don’t have Celia, and now I don’t have Robbie. Deputy Dan was the only person I could think of.

I hear his car pull up and feel relief, no matter what comes of it.

Or is it Robbie back again? I don’t know what to believe.

I stay right here on the comfort of my bathroom floor, listening to someone rustling through my house. Footsteps creak through the bedroom, closer and closer to me, and I see the carpet smash down under the crack of the bathroom door. A small tap comes next and a voice I recognize, the one I’m glad to hear.

“Lia, you in there?”

I reach up and open the door for Deputy Dan, not bothering to stand—in all honesty, not capable of getting up. He crouches down beside me. He looks different, in worn blue jeans and a T-shirt logoed with some band called Rain City something. Gun in hand. I’m not used to seeing him as a civilian. Or poised to shoot.

“No one is here. I checked.” He sits on the floor and puts his arm around me, and I think I cry silently. “Where’s Evan?” he asks, still clinging to my shoulders. If he lets go, I may collapse.

“He’s not here,” I say through the tears.

“There’s . . .” He hesitates. “A mess downstairs.”

“I know,” is all I tell him.

“I’ll stay as long as you need me. Tell me what happened.”

I sit in silence for a while, tears starting to dry but no words forming yet.

Deputy Dan says softly, “Do you know your friend Celia’s gone missing? I heard dispatch on the radio on my way over and saw a lot of cars at her house.”

I nod.

He lifts my chin with a finger, the boy becoming a man, strong and comforting to the weak woman—now a girl—on the floor, and says, “Lia. You can trust me. I promise you. I’m here as your friend right now. Tell me what happened.”

And I tell him everything. About the pregnancy. About the affair with Robbie. About Dr. Bradford. About Evan’s affair with Celia and our fight. About Evan’s death, his body lying in the grass on the Farm against his will.

He listens without judgment, but when I’m done, he exhales like he’s been holding his breath the entire time.

“That explains some things.” He reaches for a tissue from the counter, hands me one, then grabs one for himself, dabbing his temples. “Lia, there’s something else. My colleague is reopening the case on the coffee shop girl, the C’s suicide you told me was on the Farm. Well, he got over there yesterday afternoon, and she was not where she was expected to be—in some kind of glass enclosure indoors. The director was baffled. So now we have an even bigger investigation. Would you know anything about that?”

I think about Angel creeping out of her nest, tiptoeing down the hallway, and running out the door, across the parking lot, into the woods. Wanting to join my loved ones she’s heard so much about. Their own little playdate—Angel, Celia, and Evan catching tadpoles, swatting mosquitoes in the deserted forest on the hillside. The three of them mocking Dr. Bradford’s pale, bare ass. Robbie may have moved her; he’s fucking with everything.

“He must have moved her. He’s crazy. Robbie’s crazy.”

Deputy Dan sits there, then sighs.

“Dan, I have to go see Evan one last time.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Please,” I say, squeezing his arm.

“Is Robbie a threat to you?”

I think about Robbie, our every interaction, the things he’s said, the things he’s not said. And when I’m certain I know it’s true, I say, “No, he won’t hurt me. He’s doing this for me.”

“Tell me his last name.” He gets out his phone. “I’ll put an official call out.”

I don’t know what his last name is. Or where he lives, or anything at all about him. What the hell have I done? I opened myself up to him, brought him into my home, into my life. And now he’s destroyed it. He’s destroying me. I have to find out who he is. I think back to yesterday when the name badge hanging from his neck dangled dangerously close to the exposed crotch of Dr. Bradford’s corpse—we giggled—and Robbie lifted it over his head like a swimsuit model flexing his bicep. I think about the name above his picture, taken on orientation day.

“Morris. That’s his last name.”

Deputy Dan stops typing into his phone and looks at me, the slightest hint of confusion in his expression. “You’re sure?” he asks.

“It’s what was on his name badge.”

“Okay.” He stares down at the phone in his hands. “I have to report this,” he says finally, “but I’ll take you there. I’ll call once we’re in the car. Maybe we can beat the others and you can have a few private minutes with your husband first.”

I start to push myself off the ground, but he holds onto me, forcing me to listen to what he’s saying. “I’m calling in the troops. Do you understand?”

“Thank you.” Somehow it feels better, having told him about Robbie and Evan. It feels okay having Deputy Dan, my friend, in my home. It feels good that he’s giving me some time to see Evan. I find the strength to rise from the floor. I look to Deputy Dan once more. “Really. Thank you.” And in this moment, I almost want to confess the deepest, darkest of my secrets to him.

I splash water on my face again, consider slapping myself silly but don’t, and when I step out of the bathroom, Deputy Dan is sitting on the edge of my bed—Evan’s and my bed—holding his phone out to me. “I have your mom on the line. I think you should talk.”

I reluctantly put the phone to my ear, not knowing what to say. “Mom?”

“Lia, baby, it’s you,” she says, my mother’s voice hugging me. “Oh Lia, honey, I miss you.”

“Mom . . .” My voice catches. I am a little girl again who wants nothing more than the comfort of her mom. “I’m pregnant, Mom. And I’m a mess.”

“Oh, honey.” She pauses. She knows I won’t be a good mother. She must know about this monstrous side of me hidden deep in my soul. Mothers see everything, whether they want to or not. It was a mistake—I should never have told her. Her breath staggers as she takes a long inhale. “Honey, that’s the best news! I am so happy for you, Lia. You will be the best mother. Don’t tell your sister I said that.”

Deputy Dan’s eyes meet mine, as if he’s heard what she said. A month ago, he would have celebrated, encouraging me to trust in my relationship with my mom.

But it’s too late now. I know it and Deputy Dan knows it, wry creases forming around his eyes. I can’t go on making plans to reconnect with my mother after everything that’s happened. I can’t turn back. “I’m sorry, Mom,” comes out in a whisper. I hang up and hand the phone back to Deputy Dan. Downstairs I tuck my dad’s knife into my purse, in case Robbie does turn on me. “Let’s go.”

I walk out the door and away from my life here that no longer exists, not knowing yet what exactly I will do, but knowing where I’m headed. Deputy Dan and I sit in silence as he drives me to the Farm, not another word between us. There’s nothing more to say.
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Saturdays are quiet. No security personnel on site, no admissions. Authorized access only on the weekends. A maze of yellow tape lines has been put up for—what I assume will be—the hunt for HI, MY NAME IS ANGELA’s missing body. Deputy Dan parks and lets me get out on my own. He nods at me from the car as I duck under a DO NOT ENTER yellow line across the doorway and jog inside, looking for Angel, only to find her cage empty. I walk through the lab and find a message waiting on the whiteboard under “To Do” written in Robbie’s handwriting. I did it. Blame me. And it doesn’t surprise me.

I push past the residual pain and exit the building. I run to the path into the woods, dropping my purse and twisting out of sight in no time, sprinting up the trail, toward thedesertedcemetery. At the open field, I instinctively know where to go. Across and over and down. I see Angel dangling from the branch of a thick tree. “There you are. Angel, you wouldn’t believe the shit that’s going on.”

I drop to the ground, the crack of a twig startling me. She refuses to make eye contact, but I know she’s listening.

“I’ve lost Evan. I know. It’s a lot to process. He’s gone. I thought when I woke up this morning that it was all just a terrible dream, but the nightmare was true. It happened last night. I didn’t believe it either, thought it was just a terrible dream, I know I said that already, but I really did. He was serious. Robbie killed Evan. And Celia, too, but that doesn’t seem as important. I mean Evan was my husband.”

I take a deep breath and do feel a little better now, venting to her.

“And now you’re here too.” I raise my palms and shrug my shoulders. “Deputy Dan’s called other policemen, so I don’t have much time. I need to go see Evan. I owe him a proper goodbye.” The sun’s lighting up the bright blue sky, and now my heart rate is slow and easy as I trek further up the hill to see Evan. I’m calmer than when I saw him last night.

I approach him with an intentional smile. I owe him that, too, after the fight we ended on back when he was alive.

“Hi.” I dig a toe into the dirt by his elbow.

The honeysuckle is wilted this morning, weakened by the overnight dew. I pick it up and twirl it through my fingers, accidentally breaking the petals apart.

“These hands. Stronger and more dangerous than I knew.” Geez, how awkward can this conversation be. Babe, I’m sorry you’re dead. Big oops. But really, I am.

“It’s my fault you’re here. Aah, I told myself I wouldn’t cry.” I wipe a tear from my cheek. “Robbie’s jealous of us. I never should have gotten involved with him, Evan. I’m so sorry. And I want you to know I don’t even care about the Celia thing anymore. I know you always loved me. Me too, Evan, I love you.”

I straighten up. “So. Robbie. I’m going to take care of him for you. I promise you that.” I toss the damaged honeysuckle into the pond and replace it with a new one, sneaking a smell of its sweet nectar before adorning my dead husband. “The cops will be here soon. They’ll take your body, give you a proper burial. Your mom will be hysterical. She’ll blame me. And she’d be right. It’s my fault. I never should have brought Robbie into our home. I never should have let him into my life at all. Look where it’s gotten us.” I think of the last words I’d want to say to Evan if I had the choice. Surprise! You’re going to be a dad! Except you won’t because you’re out of commission. How unfair of me.

“Thank you for loving me.”

I turn from him, our final goodbye, and head back down the path to my purse on the ground, a fight song playing in my head. Finally, I have a good reason to kill. I think I’ll be forgiven for this one.

[image: ]
I sit down on the forest floor, bending my knees and crossing my ankles like a proper lady, and wait. Angel watches over my shoulder. It’s not a huge surprise to me that Robbie brings darkness. I felt most alive and daring around him. He pushed me to the edge and acted on my wishes. Without opening my eyes, I see that Robbie has arrived, is staring right into me. “It was you all this time.”

“It was me all this time.”

He doesn’t argue or fight. I open my purse to find what I need and sign a consent form with a Bros Burgers pen on top of a rotten stump. Another generous donation from me. If they’ll take it, that is.

And I do it.

I thrust my dad’s old knife. Then I slide it out, marveling at the shiny red against the blade. This is what I’ve been waiting for, what I needed all this time. I didn’t mean for people to die. Their blood has done me no good. I needed it to come from me.

My heart pumps faster. My brain, so thoughtful, tells my hand to cover the site of penetration, to stop the spilling of blood from my body. But this is what I want to see. I watch my blood flow out of me and onto the forest floor, creeping further and further away from its source. My life. The living, writhing being convulsing, shivering from physical trauma and fear.

I look for my dad’s open arms, welcoming me into the afterlife. But I don’t see him. I look for Evan, waiting with the same smile that lit up his face on the day we first met. I even look for Celia, rolling her eyes but putting out her hand to help me to the other side. Instead, I find no one, not even Angel above me, to accompany me to wherever I’m going. I’m completely alone.

I feel a solitary tear pool up in my left eye and break free, gracefully sliding down my cheek. And for a moment that seems like eternity, the tear is the only thing I feel. The warmth of its trail on my face. The sting of the salt on my wound. I hardly register Deputy Dan’s arms surrounding me, lifting and cradling me in his lap, pressing against my wound, the two of us sitting on the forest floor, surrounded by remnants of my time here at the Farm—the coffee shop girl hanging from the tree, my totaled Jeep parked up the opposite hillside, Dr. Bradford smothered face down in the ground. Celia’s body dumped in the pond and Evan’s laid to rest near the honeysuckle bushes.

I look from tree to tree, and one by one, bodies begin to appear, all around me—Trevor Wilson with a big gash in his head, Old Mr. Corrigan looking dapper in his death, the jogger who saved me from the river. Matt the Bartender with a bloody rag hanging from his back pocket. They’re all staring at me from dirt piles and grassy beds with eternally opened eyes. The faces of all the people I wanted to see die, of people I all too easily may have killed—I suddenly doubt some fantasies to be imagined. These faces all fade into my memory then back out again, not physically resting in these woods but staying with me in spirit.

Had everything been different, had I shared the baby news right away, we’d all be moving on with our lives intact. I can picture Evan now, mere weeks ago, the cheers and yeses gushing out of him, a little victory dance around the bathroom when he saw the positive pregnancy test. Me, sitting on the toilet, my elbows on my knees, my chin in my hands, holding all the weight of our future. “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” blasting in my head while Evan butterflies his knees and waves his hands in the air. For a second, I long to be sitting on that toilet still, fearing the new life to come, rather than out here, welcoming the end of everything.

But this is what I wanted. I feel it all happening. Searing pain, sweat dripping down my temples. The pressure of Deputy Dan’s hand on my throat. Ears on fire. The faint crackle and static of radios and shouting voices nearby. And suddenly, I hear nothing, feel nothing. The worry is gone, the fog lifted; my path is clear. I no longer fear any of it. Life, death, none of it. Deputy Dan can rock me to sleep. He’ll take care of me.


In the spare bedroom

There was a dark new secret, a strange man

Deceit, distrust, and a feeling of impending doom

A clock that broke

New urges in my head

And a few people who wound up dead

Goodnight fears, goodnight questions

Goodnight Celia and Evan

Goodnight secrets, goodnight Robbie

And goodnight to the monsters inside me



Except . . .

There’s a flutter, a little whisper reminding me that I’m far from alone. I reach for my belly with a hand. Again, another flutter. And again. I can’t go. My baby. The innocent child growing inside. I am the life source. If all the blood drains from me, I will become a bigger monster than I’d ever imagined. I choke out blood with the words, “Please help.”






13 WEEKS







Chapter 30Tethered to
the Consequences[image: ]


Waking in the hospital bed with Deputy Dan by my side feels like Groundhog Day. Sitting next to my sister in the dollar theater, watching Bill Murray fumble through the day, back when PG-rated movies were sweetly innocent, our groans got progressively louder at each cycle of the alarm clock blaring “I Got You Babe.” The repetition drove us out before the movie ended. But this time, there’s no escaping early. A uniformed policeman is standing in my doorway.

Deputy Dan sits as before, a look of concern floating around his face, his hand gently holding mine. “Don’t speak,” he says. “Your throat is healing. But you’re gonna be okay.” My breath becomes shaky on the next inhale. “Lia,” he says, emphasizing each word, “I promise. You are going to be okay.” He reaches to my bedside table and hands me a small dry-erase board and marker.

Frantically, I write, The baby?

“Your baby is fine.” He points to one of the many machines whose cords are tangled up across my body. “That one is the baby’s heartbeat.” Then another. “That’s yours. See those green lights? That means all is well. You lost blood but not enough to harm the baby.”

I smile, and the painful stretch of skin around my mouth and neck reminds me that I did in fact jab a knife into my throat. Tears come—I’m not much of a crier, but these last few days have opened up a whole new me. One who cries. One who kills. One who tries to commit suicide. I start coughing, which irritates my throat, which causes me to jerk upright, wanting to swallow with the help of gravity, but I can’t because my arms are tied down, and it’s not just my arms, my whole torso is bound to the bed with a thick strap, so I’m forced to stay flat, choking on my own sadness. I’m not tied here for medical reasons.

Deputy Dan sits patiently as I regain my composure.

It was the only way, I begin to write, but Deputy Dan places a hand over mine, stopping the marker. “I know.”

But I almost

“But you didn’t. Your baby is fine, Lia. Just fine.”

I nod the weakest, slightest head bob, hoping he’s right.

“Look.” He scratches his head. “There’s a doctor waiting for you in the lobby. For an evaluation.” He hasn’t had any training when it comes to how to accuse a woman of being batshit crazy. “Is he gone? The, uh, Robbie?”

He’s gone, I write. He leans in close, taking my hand with both of his. “I promise you, I promise you, I am doing everything possible to keep you out of jail. I told them about Robbie. I’ve given my statement, more detail than you’d ever believe could come from a man’s mouth, and a psychiatrist is coming for official diagnosis.”

As a policeman, Deputy Dan has a heart. I’ve known it since the day we met. He must see that I have one too.

But here I am, chained to a hospital bed and tethered to the consequences of what I’ve done. I don’t remember doing it, but I’m certain it’s true. I hope I never do remember the details. The body’s defense mechanism against trauma comforts me. Too bad my mind couldn’t black out my dad’s death too. I don’t need a shrink to tell me I’m crazy. And guilty. And I know right from wrong, and taking lives is wrong. I left Robbie to bleed to death in the woods, but I must be held accountable.

“We hope there won’t be a trial,” Deputy Dan is saying, right on cue. “We’ve got a spot reserved for you at Creek Bed Mountain Lodge, if you can afford it. It’s a treatment center that looks like a vacation resort up in the Smokies. Of course you can shop around. I just wanted to get the ball rolling. You might have to be admitted to a psychiatric center first, which is more of a hospital than long-term living quarters, but I talked with one of the nurses, and she was very kind. They’ll take care of you. You’ll go as soon as you’re healthy enough to get out of here. As treatment progresses, you can get approved into a more residential-style place, like Creek Bed. They even offer some independence if you comply with treatment and the facility guidelines. Your baby will be born there, and I’m told children love the grounds. They have horses and hiking trails.”

“Oh, honey,” sings a familiar voice. Nurse Cathy enters my room. Deputy Dan sits back, acknowledging her. “You have been through it, haven’t you?”

She has sympathy for me—a monster. “Are you ready for the psych eval? It might be heavy, right after waking up. You look a little groggy, rightly so.”

Deputy Dan stands. “Not to rush—but we do need to get this done; better to do it before she is arrested. Lia, there’s a lot depending on this, and I think you can do it.”

I can.

“Okay.” Nurse Cathy doesn’t question or push me any further. “I stay as a witness. Is that okay with you?”

I nod and I’m already tired of nodding. One more part of me locked down—not being able to use my voice.

Deputy Dan hovers near the doorway until a woman enters my room. “Remember to call her Lia,” he says. Then he leaves.

I’m relieved she’s a woman. Like somehow a woman will better understand what I’ve been through since becoming pregnant. Dr. Kelly Omaha, Psychiatry. She’s cute and young, probably my age, and wears studious-looking glasses and long, straight hair. I’d imagine her as a psychiatrist cast in a movie.

“Hi, Lia. I’m Kelly.” She’s warm and calm and digs underneath my shackled hand with hers to shake it. “First, I want to express my condolences for all that you’ve been through. Now I have what will seem like a million questions for you, so hang tight with me, okay?”

She hands me a laminated picture of a stoplight.

“Point to the green light for a simple yes. Red light means no. Yellow means you are not sure, or you need to say more. You can write on your whiteboard if you wish to elaborate. Or,” she offers as she hands me her laptop, “type as much as you want here. I need your complete honesty so I can help you in the very best way possible.”

I point to the green light, and she smiles.

She sets a small camera on the bedside table and as the green light flashes on, it feels like a prodded confessional minus the windowless interrogation room. I notice the number on my heart rate monitor rising. Mine, not the baby’s. I’m not stressing the baby. I won’t. I close my eyes, breathe deeply into my lower belly. Dr. Kelly is sitting patiently when I open them.

We go through a series of general questions: Do you like the color red? Do you generally consider yourself happy? When I’m done, Kelly asks if I’m okay to continue with more personal questions. I gulp unintentionally, consequences of the knife to the throat, and Nurse Cathy expresses concern from her seat across the room. “It’s our job to take care of you, so if you feel like this is too much right now, it’s okay.”

“That’s right, it’s okay to pause, Lia.”

I point to the green light.

“Keep going?” I point to green again. “Okay. Dan out there, he believes the two of you have developed a kind of friendship since he came to your house for that first wellness check. Do you agree with this?”

Green light.

“He’s given me his account of what happened. Do you trust him to tell me the truth?”

Green light.

“Are you angry with him at all, for bringing you here? Obviously under restraint? It would be okay if you felt anger or betrayal.”

Somehow, after only a short period of time, rookie Deputy Dan sees the real me. This stranger that walked into my life. He may have had his suspicions about me, but I truly believe he cares.

Red light.

“Lia, you’re a good person. Something outside of you caused this behavior. Do you agree?”

Robbie. Green light.

“Let’s forget, for a moment, everything that’s happened in the last couple of days. Let’s go back to when you found out you were pregnant. Have you ever heard of antepartum depression?”

Postpartum, I write on the whiteboard.

“No, antepartum is during pregnancy. Ante meaning before, partum meaning childbirth.”

Depression. But I wasn’t sad. It’s almost as if I felt . . . happier . . . exploring death, daydreaming about murdering people. I mean sure, there was some anxiety surrounding mothering, but that’s because of the horrific, monstrous desires I’d started having. I think back to the postpartum depression pamphlet I shredded weeks ago.

I write I wasn’t sad on the whiteboard.

“There’s more to it than a feeling of sadness.”

When I don’t write anymore or point to a colored light, Kelly says, “I also hear you have some past trauma.”

Yellow light. I have no reason to lie to her, to hide anything anymore, so I reach for her computer and start typing. Through partly verbal (hers) and partly written (mine) conversation, it all comes out between us—questions, answers, the whole truth. Dad. Death. Saving. Mercy. Blood. Pain. Puberty. Stuck. Arrested development. Reliving trauma. Acting out what we know again . . . and again . . . and again. Things we inherit. What runs through our blood. Dr. Kelly Omaha is in my room for an entire three hours, and by the end of it all, she knows every detail of my story. Now I know my story.

The evaluation ends, and the doctor leaves. Nurse Cathy gets up from her seat, busying herself with my care. “Hormones. Expectations. Women got the short end of the stick,” she says while moving around the room, inspecting all the machines. She finishes making notes in the computer at the end of my bed, rests a hand on my foot, and pauses. I want to ask her if she ever saw Robbie in my room with me during my last ICU stint, but I already know the answer. I’d only embarrass myself.

“I’m so sorry,” Nurse Cathy says. Having heard my story, knowing I have killed people, she still somehow pities me. “You take care, huh?” Then she’s out the door, singing her way into the adjacent patient room.

Deputy Dan settles back in at my side. I’m unsure if it’s mandated that someone stay with me or if he wants to. Possibly it’s both. “I remember her,” he says about Nurse Cathy. I nod in agreement. “How’d it go in here?”

Told her everything.

“Good. She’ll take care of you.”

You’ve taken care of me. Better get a promotion. Detective Dan. Nice ring.

“I don’t think it works like that. But we’ll see what happens.” He tilts his head. He opens his mouth. Then shuts it again.

I scribble on the board. When did you know?

“That I cared about you? At the beginning.” He clears his throat, and I want to clear mine too, because those damn tears are coming again, but I don’t; it will wreak havoc on my wound.

He has a square of folded tissue paper in his hands and he holds it up to show me. “Kate stopped in to see you. She’s cute,” he says, with a little pinkening of his cheeks. He unwraps the paper gently and pulls out a silk teal-and-white patterned scarf. It will cover any scars I have. There’s a note card, which Deputy Dan hands to me.

Lia, you were there for me, so here I am for you. No matter what. ~Kate

It makes me smile. It hurts to smile, but I let myself do it anyway.

He takes the items from me and folds the scarf with care, placing the card on top of it on my bedside table. “So, any questions about Creek Bed?”

A treatment center seems like my best outcome. Not locked in jail but not quite free. Can’t be much different from living inside my head for the past five weeks. And if its name holds true, maybe it will feel a bit like home, living near water, next to mountains.

Maybe tomorrow, I write, hoping he’ll come back to visit me, that this is not goodbye.

“Definitely tomorrow. And it’s not forever, Lia. You’ll have your life again.”

My life. I will live in the outside world, he means, but to live is so much more than that. I can’t help it—I full-on cry. For Evan. Celia. For my monsters. For the people I’d imagined killing but thankfully didn’t. For Angel. Even for Dr. Bradford. For my sister’s miscarriage. For my dad. For my mom, who coped the only way she knew how after Dad died. For Deputy Dan’s grace. For his friendship.

“I’ll come visit you there, Lia. If you’ll let me.”

YES, I write in capital letters. Thank you for everything. Angling the board so the guard at the door cannot see, I add to the end—my friend.

And finally, I cry, I weep, for the life growing inside me. Simultaneously terrified that my sickness is seeping through the uterine wall and elated that I have the privilege of being a mother. It is the same ping-pong of fear and joy hitting most new mothers, wondering which monstrous traits she might pass on to her poor child, and at the same time, which traits might her child be fortunate to get. I wish my own nothing more than Evan’s lightheartedness and my gumption.






2 YEARS







Chapter 31Always with Me[image: ]


My daughter—my daughter!—Evangeline Georgia Montgomery, toddles along the pebbled path by the creek’s edge. She started walking almost a year ago, but she still stumbles and wavers from side to side—I guess that’s why they’re called toddlers—focused more on the scenery than the stability of her legs. Watching her reminds me of myself: times when I stumbled, times when I looked past the clear path I was on and veered another way, then recovered, leading to times when I felt more secure and strong. As humans, we ebb and flow, and it is all normal. I learned this in my therapy sessions; I haven’t turned into a self-help-speak-your-truth junkie.

“Careful, Eva,” my mom interjects, her overprotective tendencies now endearing to me.

“She knows not to get too close to the water, Mom. I trust her.” Though, having those protective tendencies myself, I skip ahead to stay one step behind Eva.

Evan would have loved her to pieces. He would have hated the play on his name at first but would have agreed to it because I chose it and have grown to love it because it is hers. And she would have been his. I constantly think about how Evan would feel about Eva, how he might react to her squishy facial expressions and rapid development, how he would treat her. He is always with me, in mind and spirit. Oh boy, I do sound like a spiritual convert.

I miss my husband. I’m to consider myself a widow, not a killer, to heal. Because Evan wasn’t killed by my hand; he was killed by my illness. I have spent numerous hours in grief counseling, taking therapeutic horse rides, journaling, even getting massages—treatments for a young mother forced to go on living without the father of her child.

Won’t it be traumatic for my daughter once she’s old enough to learn the truth about her mother.

Here’s the funny thing—did I just call my murderous mental illness funny?—I was healed before I got here, before I was sent to the psychiatric center. My official diagnosis was perinatal psychosis, but they downgraded it to perinatal mood disorder when they spoke of it in front of me. Other medical jargon was thrown at me too: depression, anxiety, bipolar, disassociation.

But it all ended that day in the woods. I went through psychosis testing, and lie detectors too—they had to make sure I wasn’t fucking with them, a psychopath. Then the doctors and therapists threw their hands up and finally believed me—that all my symptoms disappeared after the “incident in the woods.” My therapists won’t let me call it a suicide attempt, which I appreciate because that’s not what it was. I was ridding myself of my monsters. And it worked.

Either that or—the newest theory goes—my mental breakdown occurred because of the hormone shift of the first trimester, a severe perinatal depression, and as I entered the second trimester, the instability disappeared. They’ve put a call out for all practitioners to report certain symptoms from their prenatal patients, to see if there is a percentage of women out there dealing with symptoms above and beyond run-of-the-mill depression—the psychosis that is so taboo in conversation. I’m not sure who would be willing to admit to it, considering it’s hard enough to admit to depression given the shame placed on you if you are a woman incapable of fawning over pregnancy and children. But we’ll see. Today’s young generation is more open to talking about mental health, sometimes to a fault, but get it out there, I say.

So, self-cure of an underlying mental disorder or a temporary hormone shift, we’re not sure. They monitored the shit out of me after Eva’s birth, gave me hormone replacement therapy, multiple cognitive behavioral therapy sessions a day, the whole gamut. I was fine. We were fine. The monsters never reappeared.

Though the scar is there. It always will be.

“Mama!” Eva turns on a dime and hugs my legs until they’re numb before swiveling back and trotting down the path again.

“I remember those days with you and Miranda,” my mom says, nostalgic for our childhood. Miranda warned me she gets this way every time she has a new-ish grandchild. I bet it’s part of her ever-present grief, keeping close to those moments with us as babies, the ones where Dad was still with us, alive. Mom and I are able to talk about those things now—share our grief, our feelings, our memories. This has been part of my treatment plan, and it’s healing more than my trauma around Dad’s death—it’s healing Mom too.

“That’s fun, Mom. To think of you as a young mother, receiving my hugs. And my tantrums.” I give her a playful, wide-eyed glance, which she meets with laughter before getting serious again.

“It’s all part of it. I wouldn’t change a thing. Not a single thing, Ophelia. It’s all what’s brought us here today.” Looks like my mom’s been drinking the spiritual Kool-Aid too. Though she’s always been a bit hippy-dippy. Strengthening our relationship now does feel fated.

“Me neither,” I say, because my therapists would want me to. But I’m not sure I believe it quite yet.

We’re working toward my release. Given my “miraculous” cure, the doctors say it will be sooner than originally anticipated. My annual competency review is coming up, and my therapists have been hinting that it might be time. It hasn’t been so bad living at Creek Bed Mountain Lodge, to tell the truth. Thank goodness for the money from Dad’s estate or who knows where Eva and I would have been placed. Funny how my dad’s death paid for the treatment I needed for my psychosis that arose in part over the trauma of my dad’s death. Full circle moment, huh. As a resident I’ve got built-in babysitters for when I go off to therapy or take a solo hike. I order meals from a chef. I befriended another patient who reminds me of my neurotic sister, and I even had a little tryst with one of the horse handlers last month. The social aspects of this community have proven important. I can’t go home alone, that’s for sure.

Mom sold the house for me and donated the money in Evan’s name, which did not go over as well as we’d hoped with Evan’s family. I think they wanted the money for themselves—for the distress they’ve experienced over the murder of their son—but paying off my in-laws to not hate me didn’t seem right. Evan’s mother has been fighting tooth and nail to put me in prison. She writes op-eds for the newspaper calling me a murderer and has hired a lawyer as well as a group of activists to do all her protesting while she sits at home penning another letter to the editor. She recently discovered Facebook and the powers of social media shares, and now my poor mom has been receiving hate mail from far-off places like Idaho. My mother-in-law (former, or is she technically current?) refuses to see her granddaughter, even though I have offered a relationship with open arms. She’s focused only on locking me up, not caring that the child would be left without either parent in that situation. That selfish, prejudiced, insensitive, backward-thinking—this is when my therapist would ask me to stop name-calling and put myself in her shoes and forgive her actions. Deep breath. The good news is, she doesn’t scare me. In truth, I probably scare her! My counselors say she won’t impact my release.

To be honest, I’m uneasy about release, considering how I upended so many people’s lives. I’m on Henry’s list too. I took his wife and little Henry’s mother from them, and big Henry filed a civil suit against me. I hope the quick settlement and the trust fund I set up for little Henry helps ease their lives as a duo. C was right—the names do get confusing. Poor child didn’t get to pick his alcoholic mother nor the best friend who killed her before he turned one. Might need some therapy.

I have my supporters, too, and have drawn attention to perinatal disorders. I’ve been all over the news, like Andrea Yates was when I was younger. I admit I judged her, so I can’t blame my own haters. The good news is, I’m fifty-fifty on approval ratings, but either way I hope the attention will benefit other women. Perhaps someone will get help who wouldn’t have otherwise.

Miranda and her husband have renovated their guesthouse, and I accepted their invitation to live there without hesitation. Who’d have thought my weeks of mayhem would bring my family together again. It’s for Eva—she adores her cousins—but it’s also for me. It’s what I want too. To slip away from the public eye, unnoticed, into small-town life. And to be a family again.

I hug my mom goodbye, and Eva says, “Granny love you” in one fell swoop as if love you were her last name. It’s one of those adorable things I hope never ends but I know will soon be forgotten.

“You tell Dan I’m sorry I missed him this weekend. We’ll have to coordinate a drive next time. See you next week, baby.”

“Thanks for coming, Mom.”

As the sun gets ready to set behind the mountains, it momentarily shines on the creek and I’m reminded of the stillness the water brings, a sort of meditative state for me. Even though the current runs strong, the surface deceives the eye, smoothing out the reflective oranges and reds from the sky above.

Eva and I fall asleep together facing the window, sharing a bed, synced to a very tight schedule, our hands on each other’s skin, feeling the spark connecting our hearts as only a mother and her child can.






Epilogue[image: ]


The familiar squeeze on my arm awakens me after dark, and I start to complain out loud before taking a few deep breaths, remaining patient for my innocent two-year-old daughter.

Three days ago, I decided to start weaning her. The nurses have said to wait until she tapers off nursing herself, that many children still suckle at night for years, to let nature take its course. But the ongoing fatigue is starting to plague me. Those nurses are in their own beds sleeping an uninterrupted eight hours at night.

I don’t like who I’m becoming with the chronic sleeplessness. My patience has been lacking, my motivation waning. I find myself yawning at all hours during the day and too often on the edge of dozing off when I should be watching Eva, keeping her safe. I’ve gotten to the point where I just don’t feel myself. A bit moody, easily angered. I must listen to my intuition and wean Eva. Mother knows best. Not textbook-trained nurses.

Why now, I’ve wondered, more than two years in—and I believe it is the compounding exhaustion. Initially after childbirth, my body fought to recover. Throughout the last couple of years, I have pushed through the night feeds, the backbreaking weight of my baby in my arms for hours upon hours when she wouldn’t let me put her down, the constant want and need of her mother’s attention. Women are resilient, I have thought to myself so many times. But everybody breaks at some point, the fatigue of it all building and building and building.

“Only two minutes,” I say, stroking whisps of hair from her eyes.

The problem for me has been getting back to sleep when it is so quiet, so dark, with no distractions. That’s when the thoughts come: the sadness, the future planning, the did I do all of her laundry? If I were never woken up, I wouldn’t get stuck in the cyclic thoughts that invademy head in the silent night.

“That’s it, baby,” I say gently, popping my nipple out of Eva’s mouth. And unlike the last three nights, she looks up at me with her big green eyes, Evan’s green, and sleepily says, “Okay, Mama,” before snuggling her body against mine. It won’t be long now. I’ll get back to routine sleep and feeling like myself in no time.

And as usual, I lie here, allowing all the thoughts that come my way, but telling myself I’ll deal with that tomorrow, when the sun comes up. Everything will be okay. I’m doing a good job. I lie with Eva wrapped snugly in my arms, her breath now rhythmic, her heartbeat pulsing against my hand—and ever so quietly, in a mother’s practiced whisper so as not to wake her child, I gasp when I see him staring back at me in the window. Robbie.
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PrologueLeave What You Know[image: ]


My hometown was named Peculiar, so how could my ancestry not be?

Grandmother passed in her bed on a Tuesday. Her heart finally gave out, a relief, I admit. For the previous year my mother and I had both silently wished her heart was weaker than her mind, but no: Even after the dementia came on strong one summer, the rest of her body proved strong. She continued to garden, planting tomatoes in the middle of winter and potatoes in the springtime. She kept her house spic and span—occasionally standing on a chair to mop the countertops and dropping to hands and knees with a dishrag to wipe the floors. She painted an abstract mural directly onto the wall at the end of the hallway that resembled her own living room, if analyzed long enough. She was a talented painter, never overlooking the details. As she progressed from frequently forgetful to often disoriented, her disposition, her personality—well, her temperament, we’ll call it—stood its ground.

Passed away is the polite term I was taught to use as a little girl, but I now know it as truth. My grandmother did not die—she passed on. Her body is dead, that is all.

Mom didn’t call me until Thursday.

“I didn’t want to worry you,” she said. “I’m fine. We knew it was coming and with all the medication from the hospice people, she wasn’t in pain.”

Little did she know—little did I know at the time—I had felt it. For the previous two days, I had suffered an inexplicable pain—a heartburn-type ache much deeper inside than the heart. Let me be clear: My metaphorical heart never ached for that woman. She was horrible, and frankly, my mother is better off without her. The reaction I had, the pulsing pain, felt more like dread than a sadness. My whole body tensed, seemed . . . frightened. That was it. It was a feeling of fear. Grandmother was dead, and though I’d been planning to quietly celebrate this day for quite some time, instead I felt terrified.

Grandmother’s will strictly stated no funeral. She didn’t want the attention. Who would’ve come anyway?

“I need you to come help empty the house, Sylvie. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I can’t do it by myself. I need—”

“Of course, Mom. Of course I’ll come.”

She sighed, and I heard her throat catch. “I—thank you.”
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Friday morning, I set an out-of-office message and emptied an entire bag of cat food into two different bowls for Blake Shelton. He looked at me, unimpressed, before bowing his head to eat. I packed only T-shirts and jeans, filled a water bottle for the drive. I so rarely drove my truck that the gas tank sat on full. I took off as the sun just started to come up, hoping to make it out of Nashville before the commuters poured in.

It’s not a super scenic drive between Nashville and Peculiar, so to entertain myself, I usually steal a glimpse of the other drivers and passengers on the road, imagining where everyone is going—whether to or from. To work at the Cracker Barrel or from lunch at the Cracker Barrel. From vacation in the Music City. To vacation in the Ozarks. To start a new life up north in Chicago. From a funeral in rural Kentucky. But this trip I barely noticed anyone else on the road, keeping my eyes straight ahead and trying to imagine more where I was headed—it seemed suddenly so uncertain. To my grandmother’s legacy, to a point of closure. From my independent adulthood, from my disassociation.

Pulling into the gravel drive of Grandmother’s fourteen-acre property in the woods, I hit the brakes when something made me gasp. Startled but unsure why, I looked around—took in the trees, the long driveway ahead—and saw nothing, nothing scary, nothing about to jump out in front of me. The feeling passed as quickly as it had come on. Realizing this was going to be an emotional undertaking, I decided to let it be just that. To ride the wave.

Mom’s wagon was parked in front of the house. It was a perfect seventy-degree day, and the front door stood wide open for me to pass through to the other side.

“Syl.” Mom paused emptying a glassware cabinet onto the kitchen countertop and came over to hug me.

At her touch, I began to cry. I sensed a heaviness pushing down on her that felt like sadness. I stepped back and saw tears in her eyes.

“I know this is weird,” she said. “But she was my mother.”

“I know you loved her,” I said. “You’re a part of each other.”

Good riddance, I thought. Maybe that was the source of my fear: a lifetime of having to tiptoe around my mom’s heartache for the abusive witch who birthed her. I slung an arm around her and pulled her to me as we looked around the room.

It was a decent-sized house for having only two bedrooms and one large living area. The kitchen open to the living room, vaulted ceilings creating a volume of space overhead. The casement windows left without curtains because privacy in those woods was plentiful. And the mannequins. I was so used to them that I hardly noticed the clothed mannequins my grandmother had propped throughout the room—a meal companion at the table in a green blouse, a woman in a yellow sundress reading a book on the couch in front of the fireplace, a tuxedoed man playing the piano. Grandmother must have been lonely to keep company like this. I imagined her raising her voice to scold them and feeling very satisfied at having the upper hand.

I could feel her rage in the room, creeping up my own neck, red hot on my face. I could feel Grandmother’s presence in her home. But I didn’t share that with Mom. I couldn’t insert my own distress into her grief.

Together we stacked dishes and glassware into boxes Mom had picked up from a discarded pile sitting out front of the Dollar General and we laughed over stories from my childhood, like mothers and daughters should do. I noticed the parentheses at the corners of her mouth didn’t go away when she stopped smiling.

I looked at the smooth, untextured faces of the mannequins posed around the room, forever young. “It’s still true,” I said. To Mom. Not the mannequins. “I’d love to have you in Nashville. Not because I think I’ll have to take care of you when you’re old and decrepit, but because I like spending time with you.”

I’d been hinting to my mom for years that she should live near me once Grandmother was out of the picture (I didn’t use those exact words with her—the woman was her mother, after all). Mom needed a fresh start, to be around people who uplifted her rather than broke her down. And she could have it now that she’d be free of the devil herself, now that she would no longer have to put up with my grandmother berating her day in and day out as she’d done for the entire fifty-nine years of my mother’s life—whether about how she folded the napkins or the husband she chose or the color of her hair (not artificial, mind you).

“I know, honey,” she said. “It’s just that I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s hard to leave what you know.”
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Pulling the curly brown wig off the mannequin seated at the kitchen table, I pictured Grandmother in the next chair. I wondered what she ate for breakfast beside the doll each morning.

“Eggs.”

“Was I thinking out loud?” I looked up to find Mom, but she had left the room.

“What, honey?” she yelled from the bedroom.

“Did you say something?” I yelled back.

“No.” She joined me in the room, a pink nightgown in her hands. “You asked me something?”

I shook my head.

Mom finished packing Grandmother’s clothes and I finished disassembling the mannequins as best I could, until I was left with a collection of body parts piled on the wood floor—a couple of torsos, a pair of legs, a whole armless body. The piano man’s head slipped out of my hands, bounced, and rolled to the middle of the room, and amid the clatter I thought I heard an actual grunt.

“Sorry, Grandmother!” I said up to the ceiling, as if speaking to her spirit above. As if I’d hurt one of her precious insentient friends. As if I even cared if I hurt her feelings.

Getting rid of Grandmother’s things—and Grandmother herself—seemed like the last step in moving on from past pain. But I admit I did have a soft spot for some of my memories in that house. That piano man had been playing since I was a little girl. We called him Rodney. Grandmother used to sit beside him, stroke the keys, lay her head on his shoulder, and bat her eyelashes, which always made me giggle. Now the empty room seemed so . . . quiet.

Mom chuckled.

“We’ll never understand her obsession, will we?” I picked up Rodney’s head and looked into his painted-on eyes.

“Well, you know as well as I do that your grandmother was . . . ill.” She pulled a pamphlet from her back pocket. “Look what I found in her bedroom drawer with an old doctor’s visit note from 1997.”

I looked down at it: Living with Bipolar Disorder.

“She knew.” I was surprised, yet not. Grandmother was sharp underneath her antics.

My mom’s cognizant eyes showed empathy. It looked like a yellow beam of light shining through a dark tunnel. “She knew something. About six months ago she was sitting at the kitchen table there, and I was washing dishes, and she randomly said, ‘Diane, I’m sorry you had a hard childhood.’”

“She apologized? What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know how to respond, and then she started talking about a storm that was coming, and that was the end of it. She started rapidly declining a few days later. I read an article about Alzheimer’s that said when patients are about to take a turn for the worse, they often make amends with their loved ones. So”—she shrugged—
“I just took it that I was loved.”

“Wow, Mom.”

“Yeah.”
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Somehow it only took us two days to pack up the whole house. On the third day we drove around town dropping off whatever boxes the thrift stores were willing to take and called the Veterans Association to schedule a pickup of the furniture. Mom suggested I take the electric piano. While I didn’t want anything from Grandmother lurking in my daily memories, I did play a little and it felt like a very adult thing to have in my apartment, so with help of a couple of high school kids—also found out front of the Dollar General—we loaded it into my truck and secured a tarp over the top.

On the fourth day I half-assed my way through a workday, responding to my therapy client emails and texts from Mom’s house so I could spend a little more time with her before hitting the road again. Grandmother’s death had reminded me of my own mother’s mortality, and I wouldn’t be ready to say goodbye to her for a long time. I felt like a clingy, hormonal preteen again, getting teary at thoughts of losing her.

We sat on the couch after dinner, streaming episodes of Surviving Death, and I scooted myself close so I could nuzzle my arm against hers.

“This life can’t be our only one,” she said.

We weren’t religious and I’d never had any kind of certainty about that topic, but sitting there with her that day, I was certain she was right.
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On my way out of town, I stopped by Grandmother’s one last time to make sure we’d closed and locked all the windows.

It was empty, dusted, mopped, and quiet besides the pounding of my bare feet on the hardwood. Nobody had wanted the mannequins, so I’d shoved them as best I could into the coat closet and, before they could slide out, shut the door with a slam that echoed in my ears.

I noticed the padlock Grandmother had lopsidedly drilled into the wall above the door. It was the same closet that she’d once locked my mom into.

Mom was nine or ten years old then. When she came home from school that day, Grandmother ushered her directly into the closet. She’d pushed all the jackets to one side of the rail and had left a cup of water and a few crackers with jam on a plate on the floor. It was for her safety, Grandmother told her. She could come out the next day.

There was no arguing. There was never any arguing with Grandmother.

Mom fell asleep curled up in the womb of the closet floor and woke up the next morning stretched out in her bed, no recollection of how or when she’d gotten there. She’d held her pee so long that her bladder ached for days after. Now my mom has a compulsive thing about always using the toilet when she’s near one, whether she really needs to or not.

Grandmother never spoke of it, as if it had never happened. Her irrational behaviors couldn’t be explained.

I sighed and stepped out of the house. As I closed the door and locked it behind me, I heard another loud, wistful sigh that must have been the wind because there was nobody else around—not a soul in sight.

We’d cleaned out the house, but I hadn’t gotten the closure I’d hoped for. And in the back of my mind I saw an image of a bright purple door, wide open.
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