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CHAPTER ONE


          

          POPPY, THEN

        

      

    

    
      Black Lake is quiet at night, steeped in a haunted kind of stillness that eats through your flesh and shivers into your marrow. The humid air settles in your lungs on hooked barbs, refusing to be expelled. It’s the kind of quiet that becomes a part of you, but not in the way of a tattoo or healthy muscle tissue expanding over bone with repeated workouts. It’s gangrenous. A tumor.

      I sometimes wonder if I’ll ever get it out of me.

      The truck parked at the shore is as silent as the shimmering water. But the occupants of the vehicle are not far off. I can see her hair from here, red and shining in the moon, her skin a ghostly silver as if she’s already half dead as she walks along the water’s edge. She is like the women in my father’s shed with their shallow breaths echoing against the plank walls, the subtly slowing timbre of death, the only color on their flesh the crimson stains of blood.

      And all I can do is watch them the way I’m watching this girl—the way I’m watching the water. The way I’m watching him.

      Her companion’s skin is impervious to the gray light, ruddier somehow, though I don’t think he’s cold. He’s just more vibrant than she is. More alive. He’s out here on this stretch of shore all the time—always at the lake even when he’s alone, playing his guitar, staring out over the water.

      I creep forward, crouched low in the brush. They can’t see me. The trees here are all thick with shadow, thicker than the sultry air, but I still feel exposed. Probably paranoia, though I’m not generally susceptible to such things—it’s not paranoid if it’s true, and if I suspect that my father is doing something terrible, he is. He’d say that terrible is a relative word depending on who’s using it, but does that matter? Terrible has no bearing on whether you should do it. The world is a selfish place, and you can’t always save the innocents. Anyone who wears kindness like a shield of protection has never come against my father’s blade—has never seen his hooks.

      Annabelle giggles. Her voice drifts across the lake.

      I huff a laugh, too, the sound merging with the hissing wind. Oh, you’re just so funny.

      Annabelle has lived in Riverside all her life. Her father likes to have sex with men, but he’ll stay married to her mother. I know this because my father knows this, though he’s told no one else. My dad knows everything about the people in this town, and he wields every piece of information like currency. Goodwill comes easily to men who have the funds to buy books for the entire school and bankroll equipment upgrades for the sheriff’s department, but it comes easier to those who also know the mayor’s darkest secrets.

      And Dad knows nothing about Shawn.

      Either the boy’s family is devoid of dirty secrets, or they’ve simply been in town too short a time for Dad to dig into their past—they’ve only been here a few months. That they came here at all is strange in itself; Riverside is not a place to aspire to, but the type of place that people escape from. The ones who stay are the watchers, the old biddies committed to maintaining the Riverside status quo, convincing everyone still stuck here that there’s nothing worthwhile outside the county lines. They say that the people who leave are the ones missing out.

      Those who leave are mostly dead to the people who stay here. I think I’d like that—to be dead to them.

      I squint at the couple on the shore. Shawn has broad shoulders—he’s strong—and wears a T-shirt with a rock band on it. The air is sweeter with his baritone wafting through it, caressing my cheek and pushing my blond curls back over my shoulder. Eloise, my best friend, said something to him at school last week, and he turned his back on her. That homecoming-queen bitch thinks she owns the world, the daughter of the town’s big-shot doctor—people smile at her just to avoid her gossip. So for this new guy to walk away from her, leave her frowning in the hallway? Amazing.

      I wish I could disparage her in public, humiliate her the way she deserves, but when your father kills people in your shed, there are a lot of things you can’t do. Bring friends home for one. Draw attention to yourself for another. I’m generally quite satisfied with my solitude—being alone is not the same as being lonely, no matter what the extroverts think. But a heaviness has crept up in recent months, tugging at my spine every time I see the light in the shed go on. When I smell the blood on my father’s hands. When I watch the smoke from the disintegrating bodies mingling with the Alabama air.

      It’s his joy, I think, that grates on me.

      Annabelle tosses her hair, her hand landing on the biceps of the guy at her side. He brushes her flaming curls off the side of her face. They don’t laugh like this at school. People aren’t really themselves when they know they’re being watched. I guess Eloise probably is. She’s too stupid to pretend.

      Annabelle tosses her hair again.

      I toss my hair back, too. Not as long as Annabelle’s, but that’s okay. I think it’s the movement he likes because that’s what his eyes are following—the hair on her cheek, the way it brushes his elbow. I think he likes the way she laughs at his jokes.

      I can laugh. I can do all kinds of things.

      The murmuring of his voice is a distant rumble, aimed at her, toward the lake. She’s hanging on every word, moonlight glinting off her ghostly cheek and making the whites of her eyes glimmer. She says something, her voice higher than usual—loud, too, almost a shriek.

      Oh, you’re just so interesting. But I doubt she says that to him directly—it sounds desperate to say things like that. Instead, she talks with her laughter. She shows him she’s interested by the way she watches his face. She tells him she wants him by touching his skin.

      I reach my hand out the way she is, my fingers grazing the tree branch at my side the same way she’s grazing the flesh of his forearm. I squeeze gently. I lean a little nearer to the rough wood.

      Can I pull this off? I think I can.

      But there is a bigger question: Do I want him?

      Annabelle says something, and he replies, then stops on the shore. He cups her chin in his hand and lowers his lips to hers, and I can almost feel it, the pressure of his mouth on mine, the way he tastes, like the mint gum he chews at school. I can smell it when I pass by his locker, though I’m not sure he’s ever really looked at me.

      I frown. Is that what I want? To be… seen? Or is it something else, the challenge of human acquisition? Is it the chase and not the killing that will bring me the kind of satisfaction my father gleans from that shed?

      Shawn wraps his arms around her, but instead of leaning into him, Annabelle moves back. He releases her and walks on, his gait slow and easy, his shoulders relaxed. Not even a little upset that she rebuffed him. Huh. That’s unusual; high school boys are more apt to hug you closer and beg you to unzip your pants than to walk away. They’re determined, but more than that, they feel entitled to your flesh… if they want it. Is he gay, like Annabelle’s father? I wouldn’t judge him for it—I don’t understand why anyone would—but it’d certainly be inconvenient for me.

      They continue along the shore, but they’ve only gone a few steps when she takes his hand and tugs it against her back—her ass. He turns, and for a single moment, his face is aimed right at me. Smiling, but not the way Annabelle’s father looks when he hugs her mother in public. Genuinely happy. No, he’s not gay. Just different. Whether it’s physical affection or emotional response, he does not require the things other boys demand; he will not yell when you forget to call him back or whine that you won’t take off your shirt. It seems he’s satisfied with crumbs.

      Their laughter once more echoes through the night, and I mimic it inside my head, drawing my lips up until the muscles in my cheeks force my eyes to crinkle at the corners.

      Do I want him?

      Yes. Yes, I do. As much as I’m capable of wanting anything.

      And I’m pretty as a poppy, too smart for my own good if you ask my father. I’ve never found anything I can’t have.

      Nothing except genuine emotion.

      No matter how smart I am, there’s nothing that can make me feel the way Annabelle does right now with his hand on her ass and her name on his lips. Maybe there’s nothing that can make me feel the joy my father experiences when he’s hanging a woman from those hooks. Maybe I’ll never experience love.

      But that won’t matter, not to Shawn Moore.

      The boy is satisfied with scraps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          POPPY, NOW

        

      

    

    
      The trucker approaches, his jeans black in the moonlight, the rifles crossed over the American flag on his T-shirt practically screaming “my freedom to stockpile weapons trumps the right of schoolchildren to live through class.” The thick way he groans turns my stomach, a heavy “mmmm” as if he already feels my hands on his flesh.

      I crook my finger—come here.

      The nude hula girl on his forearm is quivering as much as he is, the vein in his neck thrumming in a way that makes his flesh vibrate. Beyond him, Black Lake is an inky void, but the places where the moonlight hits are tinged in red—the only hint of color in an otherwise black and white world.

      I smile at it—the crimson waves—and he grins back, surely assuming I’m smiling at him. I’m not. I will be soon, but he won’t be able to smile back then. My victims are the things that make the world come alive, the only thing that gives my life color. And I can already taste his fear. I can already smell his sweat, a musky perfume in my nose. I feel his blood, hot and sticky on my palms.

      The trucker is still leering at me. He doesn’t smell the fear, doesn’t see the red in the moonlit waves. He doesn’t see me reach into the back pocket of my pants to close my fingers around the butterfly knife, the edge honed to razor-sharp perfection. My mouth waters. Excitement races through me, electric, an arching thrill that turns my blood to lightning, my heartbeat throbbing between my legs as I raise the knife⁠—

      I wake with a start. No waves. No music. It’s not the throbbing of blood at the apex of my thighs, either—the baby’s kicking.

      I wonder if she can feel the acidic burn of the poison in my veins. Maybe not; French Fry seems relaxed, the pug snoring on my feet, his eyelids flickering—happily vulnerable. But no one should be quite so calm in my presence. It’s been eight months since I killed a man, which is far too long for comfort. Far too long for calm.

      I drag my gaze from my writhing belly and glare at the ceiling, wondering yet again how I got here. I’ve always known exactly where I’m going—always had a plan. Now I just feel… lost. Numb. And weirdly surprised. It’s as if I dropped a completed puzzle and every shattered piece fell back into the wrong place to create a landscape I never expected. And now I have to live in it. I used to think that psychopaths were better at anticipating life changes, unmoored as we are from emotions. Feelings complicate matters.

      But maybe I would have known, if I were someone else. Maybe if I were normal, I’d have seen that marrying Josh was illogical. I didn’t want to share custody, so when he made it clear he wouldn’t give up without a fight, it seemed like the path of least resistance. I figured a household accident would be easy enough to set up—I even bought an older home so I could screw with the wiring. But he’s craftier than I imagined; more cautious. And as the initial impulse softened, the “black widow” complication became clearer—lose one husband, shame on you, bear witness to a second husband’s death, and you’re going to jail. So now, every morning, I wake up remembering how I drove to the courthouse in a maternity sundress, how we exchanged gold bands that fit like handcuffs. When I said “I do” then puked in the trash can, I should have taken it as a sign that it was all wrong. I don’t even wear the ring anymore; I don’t want anything of his touching me. Swollen fingers, you know. I’m not sure what excuse I’ll come up with after I give birth.

      Yeah, those months were not my finest bout with rational thought.

      In my defense, it was a weird time in my life. I had just watched my father die on his knees in a dirty prison visitation room. The cold cement floor was nicer than he deserved after he tried to kill me, but finding out your whole life is a lie the same week you find out you’re pregnant would be unnerving to anyone. And I was drunk on hormones, alive as the butterflies in my stomach. Suddenly, I didn’t need blood on my hands to feel… something.

      That didn’t last. Most days, I feel nothing at all. Again.

      Then there are the days when every inch of my expanding flesh prickles like needles with the terrible vibration of pent-up rage, an addictive desire to control—to punish. I’m a vegetarian, and I spent thirty minutes marinating steaks last week just to smell the blood. But it wasn’t the same.

      I tossed the steak out before Josh got home, of course. Made tofu instead. He hates tofu.

      The man beside me stirs, as if roused by my thoughts. “Morning.” My husband rolls my way and rests his hand on my wriggling belly. Josh still looks like a cowboy—tall and broad-shouldered with a square jaw and the biceps of a lumberjack. In Alabama, he was the sheriff, probably enough clout and power to make the ladies swoon with his badge, but here, he’s another stocky guy in a sea of CrossFit enthusiasts. With a southern accent.

      “Aw, she’s going to be a soccer player!” he says. So cliché. But I force a smile. I know this is normal with new fathers—physical touching even serves to deepen attachment in men, whose contribution to the pregnancy otherwise ends with ejaculation. But his fingers feel clammy through my pajamas.

      “I’m sure she’ll be into jujitsu like her mother,” I say. I’m a black belt three times over, and a girl can never have too much self-defense training.

      He laughs, a low rumbling that grates along my spine—he’s been laughing a lot lately. Excited about the kid. She’s all that matters to him; he married because I knew he got me pregnant without my consent, and he didn’t know what I’d do with that information. Given a choice between marriage and the potential for a reputation-ruining court case, he chose the ring. I guess we’re both keeping our enemies close.

      “Can you stay home today?” He strokes my stomach, his hand an added weight, a feral, sweaty heat on my guts. It’s weirdly possessive. “Maybe we can watch a movie. It’d be nice to relax a little before Maryanne makes her appearance.”

      Makes her appearance. As if I’ll have nothing to do with bringing her into this world. I shake my head, but his eyes are on my stomach. “I have patients all afternoon.” My last husband never begged me to hang out with him. Sure, he was a psychopath, too, but he made far fewer demands on my time.

      French Fry raises his little pug head, then snuggles closer to my calf. He doesn’t even acknowledge Josh. I’d like to say it’s because the dog has good taste, but it’s probably because I put hot pepper “no-chew” spray on the bottom of Josh’s pant legs for three full months after he moved in. The fact that French Fry runs the other way when Josh comes home—or openly barks at him—always makes agitation gleam in his eyes. But Josh has yet to hurt Fry. He did say we should get rid of the dog before the baby comes, but I’ll get rid of Josh before I let that happen, black widow complication or no.

      He finally raises his gaze to meet mine. “Can I stop by the clinic before your first patient? My back is killing me.”

      Of course it is. I’ve been adjusting him for months; he believes I’m trying to ease his pain. He shouldn’t, but people rarely believe things that seem at odds with a firmly held belief… like that your wife wouldn’t want to hurt you. “Sorry. I told your dad I’d meet him for lunch.”

      He stops stroking my belly. “My dad.” It’s more statement than question, more snarl than statement.

      I plant my hands under me and shove myself to seated, which takes far more effort than it used to. “Your father worries about us, you know. About you.”

      “He hates me, Poppy. How can you still be going to visit him?”

      The same reason I cook tofu instead of steak: because it upsets you. “He doesn’t hate you.”

      “From the things you’ve told me, I highly doubt that’s true.” He pulls his hand back. “If it were up to him, he’d drag me back to Alabama and lock me in the Riverside jail.”

      But Treadwell has never said that aloud, no matter what I’ve told Josh. Those little tidbits keep Josh on edge, like the dog’s barking does. Constant needling wears most people down. Hopefully, one day he’ll haul off and hit me, and I can divorce him and get a restraining order—keep him away from me and my daughter, perhaps from all of civilized society. It was easy enough to put my father in prison. With Josh, it will be a slow build since he’s not dissecting people in our garage, but I’ll find the perfect opportunity. Sometimes, to destroy someone you work with what you have.

      Until then, I have to play nice, so the people around us don’t see what I’m doing. I’m stuck letting him touch my belly and play family man, and he’s better at that game than I imagined he would be. That was my mistake.

      Josh inhales sharply through his nose, trying to keep his temper in check. The tendons in my back go taut. I can imagine the way he’d look in his final moments, his dark eyes wide with shock, blood trickling over his lower lip. And then the release as he exhales one last time. That’s what I picture when I’m playing with my vibrator: that final, tortured breath.

      But even I can’t slice a man’s throat before he’s had coffee.

      He pulls himself together, leans over to kiss my belly, then pushes himself off the bed, onto his feet, and stalks into the bathroom.

      The shower hisses. I rest my hand on my rounded abdomen. “You don’t like Josh either, do you?” I still can’t bear to call him “your dad,” though I’m sure my husband will insist on that when she arrives.

      The baby kicks—I’m with you, Mom. Good girl.

      Josh starts singing, off-key—some country nonsense. I close my eyes for a few minutes, but when the shower squeaks off, I haul myself out of bed and pad down the stairs. Just looking at him makes me a little nauseated, and being as hormonal as I am, I don’t fully trust myself.

      What am I doing? My father would have killed Josh for sport. But I have time. I’m nothing if not patient.

      The kitchen tile gleams with morning light, too bright for me. Maryanne has gone still, as if pondering my composure, or perhaps considering where she’ll fall on the list of psychopath priorities. It’s a good question. She might well be worth loving, but that doesn’t mean I’m capable.

      I hit the button on the espresso maker, a vice I still enjoy despite the pregnancy. Josh hates that. But she’ll be fine, especially if she’s like her mother.

      The sound of the espresso machine almost drowns out Josh’s voice from upstairs: “Where are my boots?”

      I glance at the lower cupboard where I stuck them last night. “No idea.”

      “I thought I left them by the foot of the bed, but they aren’t there. It’s like I’m losing my mind.”

      “You should get tested for early onset dementia—I’d like to know what you’re passing on to our daughter.” His mother didn’t live long enough to show signs of dementia, but he could carry those genes. A fact I remind him of often, the same way I remind him that his father and our dog both hate him. Whether it’s true is irrelevant.

      He ignores the jab as he always does. “I’ll just wear my black shoes. What about my notebook? I must have set them both down somewhere.”

      I know what he’s talking about—a small leather notebook embossed with his initials: JT. I ordered it for him when he got the job in Ash Park. I thought it was corny, that he’d hate it—which is why I chose it—but he carries it everywhere, jotting down appointments or coworker’s birthdays or notes to be transferred into his case reports. I didn’t hide the book, though. It’s probably in his car.

      His feet thunk on the steps.

      “Where was the last place you saw it?” I call.

      “I thought it was in my jacket, but…” He frowns as he ducks into the kitchen—at the coffee. I bring it to my lips and sip defiantly. Say something, asshole. Knock it out of my hands. Let today be the day I get you tossed in jail.

      “I’ll keep an eye out for it,” I say. But I won’t. I’ll tell him that his father took it home with him. That his dad doesn’t think he deserves to be a cop at all. One day, they’ll get into it. Punching his father in the face will speak to his character when I finally push him over the edge and get him arrested.

      I thought once, long ago, that being pregnant might protect me from interrogation—from suspicion. But that’s not true. And I will not have this baby in prison while they try to decide whether I’m innocent. Killing him right now is just too suspicious with a history like mine.

      The man I live with has no idea how lucky he is to have made it this long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Kaleb Treadwell’s skin is a sickly gray color in the light that leaks through the bay window at the front of the restaurant, the harsh shadows from the blinds cutting his cheek like razors. Pancreatic cancer is literally eating him alive, and he still manages to smile at me. Hopefully he’ll be around long enough to show me how normal, feeling parents behave so I can mimic it. I’m great at pretending when I have to, feigning affection—non-psychopathic children seem to need that. And the last thing I need is to deal with a fucked-up kid with attachment issues and a drug habit.

      He forks up a bite of chicken kabob soaked in yogurt dressing. The wooden plates are a mess of runny sauce that looks like semen. “Thanks for coming, Poppy. Over the last few months, we’ve tried a lot of new restaurants, but this is by far my favorite. And I’d like to enjoy it as many times as I can, while I still can.”

      I grin. “You don’t have to ask me twice. I’ll meet you every day if you’re up for it.” Back when I lived in New Hampshire, we used to get takeout together a few times a month, a bonding ritual far easier than what my father and I did to connect. Ordering sweet potato fries is generally preferable to scrubbing blood out of an oven. It’s difficult to clean human fat from the grates, trust me.

      I smile and take a sip of my mango juice, this morning’s coffee still bitter in my guts. The fiber-rich tabouli settles quickly, though; my nausea has been far better since I reached the third trimester. Maybe the incessant vomiting is what clouded my judgment—maybe illness makes me do dumb things like get married because I think it’ll make my life easier. What a joke.

      I pull the salad bowl closer—Greek, no feta. The silverware is gold-plated, the candelabras stone. Between that and the wooden plates, it seems like we’re medieval royalty.

      “I suppose we should get this out of the way.” Treadwell takes one more bite of chicken, sets his fork down, then reaches for the chair beside him and slides a folder across the table—brownish-red, the color of dried blood, and it makes my nose tingle with the scent of iron.

      “What do you think you’ll do with it?” he asks.

      The scent fades. “Nothing.” I grab the folder and set it on the chair beside me. “I just wanted to know. I deserve to know.”

      His eyes stay on the place the folder once sat as if he’s already regretting passing it over. “Are you okay, Poppy?”

      “I am.”

      “Are you sure?” Guilt is etched in every line of Treadwell’s craggy face. Worry and guilt were not emotions I saw growing up, but I’ve grown good at identifying them over the last year—the way they change the brow ridge and tense the muscles around the jaw.

      “I’m positive, Treadwell. Or should I say Grandpa?” He worries because his own sins are directly responsible for the position I’m in now. My husband is his only son, but he knew back in high school that Josh had a penchant for poking holes in condoms. He could have saved me from that, at least.

      I assume that’s why Treadwell killed my father—to protect me from Dad the way he didn’t protect me from Josh. He shot my last husband, too. It’s possible that I set him up perfectly for both of those events, put him in a position where he had no choice but to end those men—okay, it’s not only possible, it’s absolutely true. It wasn’t even hard. But outside of this folder, he can’t really help me with Josh. And I can’t do much on my own for several reasons, not least of which is that whole “black widow” phenomenon. They’d look at me even if Josh just vanished. It’s always easier to kill a stranger. Trust me, I know.

      “Poppy, you can level with me. My son has never been the type of man to put others above himself, and having a child…”

      He believes his son is a narcissist. Not a diagnosed one; Josh is almost as good at pretending as I am. Even I didn’t see it right away—I just thought he was an asshole.

      I follow Treadwell’s gaze to the now-empty spot on the table, then reach for his hand. Unlike the feeling of Josh’s heavy wet palm on my belly this morning, Treadwell’s forearm is cool through his button-down shirt. I get the impression that if I moved my hand too quickly, I’d tear his paper-thin flesh from his bones. “You’ve done so much for me, Treadwell. Taken care of me and Maryanne. And no matter what happens with Josh, I’m strong. I had to be growing up the way I did.” With a serial killer for a father. He was the one who arrested my dad—caught him red-handed… literally. “I’ll take care of your grandchild. And I’ll make sure that she always remembers how wonderful you are.”

      Treadwell smiles, but the sorrow leaks through, the pain of a lost future. “I know you will. Though I can’t hold out hope that Josh will allow you to paint me in a favorable light. That son of mine would like nothing more than to forget I exist.”

      “Josh loves you. He’s just… stressed.” I tell Josh so many things to make him feel alone in this world, to piss him off, but I can’t bring myself to be unkind to Treadwell. Not the man who killed my father and my ex-husband, who cares about me more than my own father ever did, who loves my child more than I can. He deserves better.

      “Liar.” Treadwell chuckles, then hisses a breath through his teeth and slumps back in the chair. I don’t think the oxy is touching the pain anymore. He’s still consulting with the Ash Park Police Department, but he hasn’t gone out in the field in months. He’s got nothing left. Nothing but me. And this baby.

      I squeeze his hand. “I’ll take care of Josh too.” Though perhaps not in the way he imagines. I’ll make sure Josh pays for every crime he’s ever committed. If I can’t kill him, I’ll make his life hell. I glance at the folder again.

      The only question is whether Josh will be the only one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The break room smells like fish, though sushi shouldn’t smell fishy—it’s probably my nose. Pregnancy has changed a number of things, but even more intrusive than the widening of my belly is the way I can detect noxious odors from a mile away.

      I spin the top off my bottled water. The mango juice is still sweet on my lips, though it’s been a few hours since I had lunch with Treadwell. The new doctor pops a bite of raw salmon into her mouth. Her front two teeth are crooked, which works for her, I suppose; imperfections and quirks are vital when it comes to being approachable. It’s why I always embraced the idea of fairies—collected fairy houses, wore T-shirts embossed with tiny winged creatures. But I don’t need the fairies now. I have this kid, and nothing makes you more approachable than a child.

      I force the corners of my lips into a passable, polite grin, though the effort it takes to play nice while I’m lugging a small human around in my abdomen seems like a sadist’s game. I can still hear Monique in my head: “Just eat with her a few times. Dr. Aadhya Basu will be a perfect addition to the practice while you’re on leave, and she can stay on after the baby comes to take the extra pressure off.” But I don’t need to eat with her; I’m not interested in making this woman a friend. The amount of time it takes to get close to someone, the relationship currency—proof of your commitment—is usually more trouble than it’s worth. Besides, I already know the important bits about Basu’s past. Good education and work ethic, with boring friends, a boring family, no anger management issues, and not a single rogue ex with a vendetta. Yes, I trust Monique, but I’m not going to let someone waltz in here without vetting them my way, no matter how perfect they seem.

      But I can play nice until Monique finishes moving her household from New Hampshire. Monique’s also moving her mom to stay with her brother here in Michigan. It’s one of the reasons I chose this state—it’s proof of my friendship. Proof that I want her to be happy. And the fact that Monique’s orthodontist husband changed jobs without argument makes me like him more than most. Whether you feel emotions or not, love is never enough—actions matter.

      I take a swallow from the water bottle, glance once more at Basu’s too-fishy lunch, and say: “How are you liking it here so far?” Her brilliant red sweater, cut perfectly to fit her frame, is exactly my style—the color of poppies—but even that irks me. I’d never be able to fit into it now.

      Basu’s nostrils flare—stifling a yawn. “I love it. The work is incredibly rewarding. Much busier than the clinic in the upper peninsula.” She has mahogany skin but light eyes, which make it appear that she’s looking at me through ocean-colored marbles. Her twin sister is a carbon copy with red hair and brown eyes and skin lighter than mine—ebony and ivory in one womb. Genetics are fascinating, Monique said. But I’m more interested in the things genetics change inside the brain. I rest my hand on my belly.

      Basu yawns again. “Sorry. Rewarding or not, it’s always a little tiring to move to a new city.”

      I nod. “I completely understand. I felt tired for a month after we moved to Michigan.” Moving is not why she’s tired though; I’ve been replacing the coffee in the break room with decaf for exactly one day. It’s important to see how people perform under pressure. A person in the throes of caffeine withdrawal tends to show you exactly who they are.

      “As an aside, I’m happy to stay on full-time after your maternity leave,” Basu says. “I’m thrilled with the part-time position we contracted for, but I could help you guys scale up. There’s so much potential here for expansion.” Interesting. She’s withdrawing from legal cocaine and is still full of blind optimism.

      But Monique has said the same about scaling up—my best friend is always one step ahead. “We just might take you up on that.” Depending on how skilled you are. Human Resources is one area where psychopaths excel; cold calculations devoid of emotional input make it easy for us to fire anyone who leans subpar. It’s why we make good CEOs. Good surgeons. Cops and clergy and the military also have a higher than average number of psychopaths in their ranks, but I suspect that’s because we enjoy unrestrained power.

      “Do you have a name yet?” Basu says, bringing me back.

      The second you get knocked up, your role as an incubator becomes more critical than your other abilities. “Maryanne.”

      Her face changes, what I’ve dubbed the “awwww” face. “That’s beautiful,” she says.

      It’s a name, not a sonnet. But that was Treadwell’s wife’s name—Josh’s mother. I think telling him I planned to name the child after his late wife is what ultimately made him jab a shiv into my father’s throat. Nothing stokes defensive mode like remembering those you failed to protect.

      “Are you okay, Doctor?” Doctor is the only thing she’s ever called me, even when we’re discussing the fleshy bundle inside my body.

      “I’m fine.” But the tension in her shimmering ocean eyes does not abate. She’s the observant type, which isn’t a great thing for those like me. There are a lot of people who are inherently uncomfortable in the presence of psychopaths—they feel our lack of empathy on their goose-pimpled skin, sense that we could slit their throats without blinking. An innate distrust honed through thousands of years of evolution.

      I watch her face, examining the tightness at the corners of her eyes that appears to be pure concern as opposed to suspicion. My shoulders relax. If she sensed anything off about me, she’s already brushed it away—of course she has. Psychopaths tend to be just as good at grooming allies as we are at grooming victims. My father’s monetary donations and playing the doting single father were more than enough to convince people he was a good man. It was enough to make them ignore the prickling sensation along their spines, enough to make them talk about how wonderful he was while he was in our shed bleeding his victims dry. Having a husband and a child and a thriving chiropractic practice and neighbors to whom I lend cups of sugar should buy me enough goodwill to make those around me believe I’m not dangerous.

      Even if it isn’t true.

      Basu raises her fingertips to her temple.

      “Are you okay?” I don’t use her name either. I’m curious to see if she notices—what she notices.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” she says. “Just have a bit of a headache. Might need a little more coffee.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” I avert my gaze and stifle a grin.
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      French Fry snores, one long, snotty rumble that ends abruptly when the door squeals. I glance up from the rocking chair, one foot planted on the floor beside the dog so the seat doesn’t move. I’m not in the mood to have the world swishing beneath me. I already feel sick.

      The visitor’s face does not help my nausea. My husband leans against the jamb in Maryanne’s bedroom, using his muscular shoulder like a doorstop. “Need anything while I’m out?” Josh’s voice is quieter than usual with an over-exaggerated and syrupy sweetness, like he’s already trying not to wake the baby. “Maybe some sausages for dinner tomorrow? I can hit the grocery store on my way home from work in the morning.” He’s on the night shift, as he often is these days. He says the new guy has to pay his debts. I think he requested it, that it affords him additional time to himself; the number of hours he gets paid for is less than the number of hours he says he works. I checked.

      I slip a bookmark into the paperback I’m reading and meet his eyes. “Sausage? No thanks.” I rarely eat meat. I’ve never gotten much enjoyment out of food, and if it’s all the same, why be unhealthy? It’s irrational. “Tofu would be great. Some black beans too.”

      Josh shoves off the door and enters the room, approaching my chair—towering over me. I’m sure that kind of spacial intimidation works with convicts, but I have very little use for fear, and I’d never be afraid of a dickhead like Joshua Treadwell. I don’t even have to act scared; most wives aren’t afraid of their husbands, and the ones who are… well. We’re not that couple, prone to attack. If we were, he’d already be in jail. Or I would.

      I cross my arms.

      “Come on, honey, you can’t stick to beans. You’re feeding my daughter too.” He smiles to show he’s kidding, but he isn’t kidding. He’s old-school Alabama. He’ll probably want to take her hunting when she’s old enough. I’d say it’s the same thing Dad and I did in the shed—killing is killing is killing—but my father never used a gun. He said they’re for wusses, for people who can’t kill things on their own. And shooting something that doesn’t know you’re hunting it at all? That’s a coward’s game. And it’s a game I’d rather Maryanne never get into. Sometimes you can’t stop playing.

      He smiles down at me again—you asshole, you got me pregnant, you trapped me here—and I drag my eyes to the far wall before I start smelling his blood. Fantasies don’t help anyone.

      “Speaking of your daughter, how about setting up the crib?” I nod to the pile of boxes, slats and springs and screws, everything necessary for that final piece of baby furniture. “We’ll need that more than sausage when she arrives.” The kid already has a changing table set up along with a fully stocked dresser. Only the crib remains unassembled against the far wall beneath a mural Monique painted of the solar system—purple and blue planets, brilliant white stars sprinkled across an oval of black, all the more vibrant against the otherwise yellow walls. Bold contrasting colors, good for cognitive development.

      He shakes his head and laughs. “I’ll get it done before Maryanne makes her debut, I promise.” He bends down and kisses me on the head. He smells like PS Fine, a uniquely Alabama scent—moss and sage and nutmeg. “Love you.” He crouches lower, his voice dropping along with his bulky form. “And I love you too, Mary.” Maryanne, her name is Maryanne. He scratches my belly with one gentle index, then kisses my stomach. My flesh squirms as if I’m covered in flatworms, all writhing away from his touch. Get out already, Josh.

      I drop my eyes back to the book in my lap and wait for the bedroom door to close behind him. The front door squeaks open then thunks shut once more. His tires grind down the driveway.

      French Fry snuffles at the noise—phlegmy, but far better than listening to my own sighs of frustration. Better than letting my gaze wander the room as if it might offer some solution to my problem. Is that what motherhood is? A problem to be solved? There are so many things to consider—the hues of the walls, the way I speak, the food I give her. The nuts and bolts of motherhood. But once the nuts and bolts are fastened, and the furniture assembled, and the necessities purchased, that’s where I get lost. I understand the logistics of keeping something alive. I don’t understand the feelings. And kids seem to need that; all the books say so.

      I turn back to the book in my lap. An entire volume on what I’m supposed to expect as a new parent, and there’s not a single paragraph on what to do if you don’t particularly like children. Not a sentence on what to do if you’d rather toss a screaming infant out of a plane window than comfort them.

      Nothing on what to do if you don’t love the kid.

      Motherhood, like friendship, won’t come instinctually, not for me. Dad cared about me more than most—I was his trophy. But while my father was a pure psychopath with a black hole where other people keep their emotions, I wasn’t born this way. He stole me from my mother, molded me into what I became. And somewhere along the way, I chose it.

      He made me a psychopath. I held on to being a killer. Now, I’m going to be a mother. And it’s the latter that’s the most frightening. Because Maryanne is not my trophy. I already feel like Maryanne is a person, much like Monique, but I somehow don’t believe that’s enough for competent parenting.

      Can I pretend to love her for eighteen years until she goes off to college? Convincingly convey just the right amount of worry? Even now, sitting in this room, poring over parenting books, I’m positive that I’m simply not concerned enough. I’m not worried the way a normal mother should be. Thank goodness I have Treadwell. Josh’s father should have enough emotion for both of us, at least during that critical first year.

      I squint at the final paragraph: “Respond to your baby’s needs with love and sensitivity. Trust your instincts.”

      I slam the book closed and toss it to the floor with a heavy fluttering like angry crows, then heave myself to standing. This is nonsense. No book can teach me how to be a real person. No book can tell me what to do when I’d rather kill my husband than put together this stupid crib.

      It’s not forever, Poppy. Josh is not forever. You’ve got this.
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