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For Lyric, Braelynn, Blakely, and Austin, it could be worse, at least I’m not a serial killer.







And for my baby sister, Laura, who is becoming a new mom the same year this book is published. She is also not a serial killer (or she’s really good and hasn’t been caught yet).
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Chapter 1


Melissa





I never understood why people say things like, “She died doing what she loved.” I died doing what I loved, and it didn’t make my death any less tragic. I guess if it makes them feel better, they can go ahead and spout that contrived line from an uninspired obituary. However, despite the unfortunate situation of being dead, I’d much prefer they’d dig a bit deeper, try a bit harder. You do only die once, after all. 

“Such a shame. So young. But hey, she died doing what she loved!”

Nope. Still awful, still terrible, still dead. 

My Nikes pounded rhythmically on the leaf-covered path, each step creating a satisfying crunch. I didn’t listen to music when I ran in the woods on those early mornings. Instead, I preferred the measured sound of my even breaths and the steady increase of my heartbeat as my footfalls connected with the winding trail. 

The forest was most alive on fall mornings. The crisp air bent the tree’s branches, making their leaves quiver and the speckled light dance on the trail. These sights, sounds, and smells, all so rich and overwhelming, faded the faster I ran, until it was just my body and me. 

On these mornings, running in the woods, I experienced pure, unadulterated bliss. The stress of my business, the worries of never finding the right man to marry and dying alone, and my regrets of past decisions all melted away. Turns out one fear was worth fearing. The dying alone part. But I wasn’t alone, not in the literal sense. She was there.

Morning after morning, I woke up, put on my leggings and tank top, slipped into my running shoes, and lost myself in the forest.

I always knew the risks, all women runners do, especially here in DC. Years ago, the infamous Chandra Levy case consumed every media outlet. You couldn’t watch TV or read the newspaper without hearing about it. The rumors of her affair with a senator made the story so tantalizing, that the entire nation tuned in. Eventually, a man already serving time for attacking two female joggers in Rock Creek Park was convicted of Levy’s murder. Her remains decomposed for almost a year before they found her body on a trail not more than ten miles from the one that I was running on that morning. Even with the statistics and constant coverage of attacks on women doing exactly what I was doing every morning, I never felt afraid in those woods. I should have. Maybe I’d still be alive.

She seemed so normal, so safe, at first. Just a woman, around mid-forties, in need of help. That is until I drew close. Her eyes were the last thing I remembered. Irises as green as winding ivy surrounded by dark, full lashes. I looked into those eyes and thought They’re so beautiful. I’d never seen eyes that color before. But they weren’t human eyes. Human eyes have compassion. These eyes held no love, they had no soul. 

When you’re dying, time doesn’t work the way it normally does. Those green eyes became a green sea with white-capped waves fierce enough to swallow a massive ship whole. As the angry water pulled me deeper and the green water turned black, I couldn’t help but wonder how many people those beautiful eyes had fooled. How many people those pupils had burrowed beneath—people who looked back without fear, too mesmerized by their beauty. They saw no storm and instead gazed into sea glass and emeralds. 

The problem was, you had to look, really look. 

The burning in my lungs cooled, and I became sure no one had looked hard enough. 

For the ones who had—the others like me—it was too late. 

She stole our voices, and we couldn’t warn anyone.










  
  

Chapter 2


Eloise





The news anchor laughs at something her co-anchor says. She then turns to the camera and covers her big white teeth with a red frown. “A body found on a popular hiking trail in Great Falls Park has been identified as prominent local business owner, thirty-six-year-old Melissa Goodwin. Tom is reporting live from Great Falls, Virginia. Tom, what can you tell us?” She shuffles her papers, revealing chipped nail polish on the middle finger of her left hand. One should be more prepared when they are reporting on such a paramount discovery. 

The camera cuts to Tom. He grips his microphone; his thin lips plunge in an exaggerated frown. He’s trying his best to look solemn, but I don’t miss that twinkle in his eyes. It’s an excitement brought on by murder, as long as that murder isn’t yours or someone you love. He, like his viewers, yearns to know more. He’s placed himself strategically in front of the plethora of fussing police, the angle perfect so we gawkers can witness the activity behind him from the comfort—and perceived safety—of our living rooms. The bright yellow tape screams ‘a terrible crime has been committed’ with its bold black lettering announcing Police Line Do Not Cross.

Another woman killed. That makes six in the last twelve months; a serial killer is amongst us. How appalling, how alarming. I clutch my pearls and gasp at the TV while hiding my smirk.

“Robert!” I cry to my husband. He grunts his acknowledgement. “Robert, do you hear this, love? Another woman murdered. And found so close.” I tsk, tsk, tsk. My head shake, shake, shakes.

I am Eloise Williams. PTO president, stay-at-home mom, HOA treasurer, respected local philanthropist who sits on the boards of many distinguished charities, doting wife, and serial killer. And tonight, they have found another one of My Darlings.

I abhor that name, though—serial killer. I am an artist creating masterpieces. Pure, poetic magic. When My Darlings’ souls leave their bodies, their eyes ignite with fear, then glaze over with a milky film. A delicate puff of air escapes their lips. To observe this moment is to be connected to them in a way very few people have experienced. I become them while my veins pulsate from the power of it all. 

Cancer, fatal car accident, murder. People gorge themselves on the misery of others while assuring themselves these things happen to other people and that it’s nothing they need to fret over. But it can happen to them. Terrible, life-destroying things can happen to anyone. Every second of every day, we are potentially breathing our last breath. Would people live their lives differently if they were more conscious of this fact?

Bryony, my daughter, is tap, tap, scrolling on her phone. I refrain from huffing in annoyance. Robert’s gaze is on the TV, but he’s tuning it out, looking through it, thinking of his latest case most likely. My husband is a prestigious attorney. His field is corporate law, so of no use to me should I ever find myself in need of criminal defense. Not that I would. I’m very good at what I do. They’ll never catch me. Robert works for a large company. He does a lot of mergers, a lot of acquisitions, a lot of business things requiring him to be on the road, out of town and out of my hair. In addition to his constant absence, he earns a generous salary with annual bonuses. When I decided I was ready to marry, this was the most important quality I sought in a mate. I love money as much as I love My Darlings. With my looks, talent, and body, I could have had any man I wanted. Beautiful men require too much work. Their egos are too large, always in need of stroking and complimenting. What I required was someone average-looking but wealthy, interested but distant, someone like Robert. He is the perfect companion. While an ugly husband was perfectly fine with me, I realized after-the-fact that ugly children wouldn’t do. Thankfully, Bryony takes after me in looks. She is stunning, perfect. I’m obsessed with her. My gaze travels to her, and I study my perfect specimen. My doll. My pet. My favorite possession. She senses me looking, and her eyes leave her phone and look up. I smile my sweetest smile, the one I’ve ritualistically practiced every night in the mirror. I’m sure I’ve mastered it; Bryony and Robert could lick their lips and taste honey if they really concentrated. 

“You look lovely tonight, Bryony. Is that sweater new? That shade truly is your color.”

“Thanks, Mom. It’s the one you bought.”

I don’t need her to tell me this. She never did thank me for it, though. “Ah, yes. I must have forgotten. Did you see?” I ask, ensuring I don’t sound too eager. The perfect fusion of concern and shock. “They found another dead woman.” 

“Mhm,” she replies, eyes back on her phone, not even looking. I resist the urge to cluck my tongue. Melissa was some of my finest work and the two people who are supposed to be my biggest supporters sit there ignoring the big reveal. Well, I may have a headache the next time either of them requires my presence to celebrate a victory or accomplishment of theirs.

“Eloise,” Robert says. “Would you mind grabbing me another beer?”

I would mind. But instead, I say, “Of course, dear.” I take the empty beer from his outstretched hand and narrow my eyes at the wet circle imprinted on the side table next to his chair. When I come back with a fresh beer, I make it a point to wipe the wet mess with a paper towel, slide a coaster over the empty spot, and place the beer on top of it. It’s insufferable he insists on drinking his beer straight from the bottle but then to ruin my snakewood end table in the process? Really.

My house, like me, is beautiful. Enviable. I prefer it that way, for friends and strangers to covet my possessions and life. Most of the homes in Northern Virginia are cookie-cutter versions of their neighbors, McMansions, they call them. Highly unacceptable. I demand different, special. We purchased our land on the outskirts of DC—where my husband commutes to daily—and custom-built our home. My design aesthetic ranges from modern to classic, with a hint of southern charm derived from my Mississippi roots. A handcrafted, wrought-iron gate opens to a brick driveway lined with red maples. In the fall, when their leaves turn, a river of blood leads to my home.

Every room features carefully selected materials and details, from the imported, Italian white marble flooring in the two-story entryway to the contrasting African Blackwood floors throughout the rest of the home. I spent over a year visiting foreign lands and inspecting the finest furnishings and art available. I painstakingly curated each item and each architectural nuance. My home is so exquisite several local and national magazines have featured it. 

The news anchors have moved on to other less appalling features: the weekend’s upcoming farmers’ market and craft fair, the weather report, and a local scam targeting the elderly. My moment has passed with little fanfare. I turn off the television and announce that I’m going to bed. Robert heaves himself from his chair, muttering something about work, and plods off to his study. 

My tongue traces my teeth, counting—molars, canines, incisors—this keeps my inside thoughts from oozing through my lips. 

Bryony—eyes and fingers still glued to her phone—stands and departs without so much as a goodnight.

I tidy the room, put everything back in proper order, and glide up the winding staircase to our bedroom. Even with no audience, I ensure every move I make is as elegant as a ballerina’s. Robert and I have separate walk-in closets, another feature I insisted on. I take two steps into mine and inhale the musky notes of vanilla, sandalwood, and mandarin orange, a bespoke detail courtesy of a master perfumer in Paris. Robert always insists on scrunching his nose and complaining of the smell being too strong. According to several studies, sociopaths have shown to have an impaired sense of smell. However, in this case, I’m sure it’s simply his lack of taste, and he’d be better off staying out of my things anyway. 

I step out of my nude Jimmy Choo kitten heels before unzipping my A-line, short-sleeved, belted, black Prada dress and placing it in the concealed hamper. Melanie, our house manager, will empty the hamper on Wednesday for laundering. I slide open a drawer and select a pajama set. Once dressed, I release the pin holding my hair in its chignon and let my long, silky, black waves cascade down my back. Not a single gray in sight. Lorna, my hair stylist, always compliments me on this fact when she sees me every Tuesday for my weekly appointment. I step up to my vanity and walk through my nightly skincare routine. Wash, skin serum, moisturizer, eye cream, lash serum, lip mask. I’m a big proponent of leveraging science where nature has disappointed. A good skincare regimen makes a world of difference in the amount of Botox units one needs every six weeks. With my skin glowing and the light reflecting in my lips, I begin: smile, frown, smile but sympathetic, laugh, smile again. With a curt nod, I internally compliment myself on how well I’ve done. 

After fluffing the down-filled pillow on my bed and sitting with my back supported, I grab my readers and book from the nightstand. I read a single chapter, then slide between Egyptian Giza sheets. Their soft, luxurious embrace doesn’t distract me from the itch, the one which accompanies the announcement a Darling has been found. 

The excitement is over. 

It’s time to find the next








  
  

Chapter 3


Beatrix





I’m not sure whether it’s Melissa being the same age as me or because of the striking similarities we share, but the news of her murder has stitched a constant sense of unease to my ribcage. I didn’t know her, never met her once, yet as I flip through the articles on my phone, zooming in on each image of this smiling stranger, I realize I’ve never felt so connected to someone I’ve never met. 

After finding her social media pages, I spent hours scrolling through pictures and posts. She no longer feels like a stranger, more like a sister or an old roommate. With each new piece of information I devour, grief blooms in my heart. Our hair is—or in her case was—the same chestnut brown, both cut in the same style and length, layers to frame our face, falling just below our shoulders. Our eyes are the same pale shade of blue, closer to gray, really. There were differences, of course; her nose was slightly larger, a bit pointier, her face a little rounder. But the longer I looked, the more similarities I found, and the more I missed her—this woman I’d never met. 

A cool shudder vibrates through me. I exit out of the article and trade my phone for the glass of wine on my nightstand. A smooth merlot. It’s risky, I know, to sit with my legs crisscrossed while drinking red wine over our white comforter. But David, my husband, is sleeping at the hospital tonight after a long surgery, and I’m too, something—nervous, uneasy—to be downstairs by myself.

My fingers tap on my bottom lip. Despite the empty wine bottles sitting on my nightstand, the last one just opened an hour ago; I’m wide awake. If I close my eyes, it’s Melissa’s face I’ll see, and she’ll haunt my dreams. I could call Poppy, Suzanne, or even Eloise. Hearing another voice would bring comfort, I’m sure of it. I can’t bring myself to do it. I’ve been pulling away from them, all my friends, lately. Spending more time at home alone, drinking. I still show up to the brunches, dinner parties, and events. But that’s simply to keep up appearances. My secrets have grown like ivy, imprisoning me. I’ve no one to blame but myself, which makes it all the more lonesome.








  
  

Chapter 4


Eloise





Beatrix leans forward with her gray eyes wide, making her look more insect-like than usual. “Did you hear? They found another woman.” A full circle of white shows around her irises. It’s unbecoming.  

I do sit up straighter, though. Finally, this conversation has taken a more intriguing turn. We are on Tuscarora Mill’s back patio. A brunch meeting to discuss our upcoming Gatsby-themed dinner event. “Revamps and Champs,” is the name the ladies have chosen for this brunch. Not the actual event. We are gathered at the event—if one could call a brunch an event—to plan the event. They name everything, usually with rhymes. I suppose that’s what you do when you have nothing but time on your hands and your husband’s money in your designer purse. In reality, Revamps and Champs is a get-together to plan the Night of the Restoration. Working name, of course, it doesn’t rhyme, so we can’t have that. And if these ladies were being honest with themselves—which they never are—Revamps and Champs is just an excuse to day-drink. Because drinking is okay if it’s champagne and orange juice and in the name of charity. It’s sophisticated, even. 

I’m enjoying my virgin juice. Alcohol causes bloating, and while I’ll enjoy a glass of wine on occasion, I prefer to abstain in the early afternoon of a weekday. I also prefer a sharp mind, especially when Beatrix, Suzanne, and Poppy are in attendance. My best friends and all that. If only I could flick my wrist to demonstrate how I truly feel. They are neither friends nor the best of anything. I smile and nod and frown and shake my head in all the right places. No sense in alerting them to the fact that I’m in my head thinking, scheming, only partially paying attention to their yapping and droning on about whatever it is they are droning on about. 

The lattice of the metal chair is carving its pattern into my thighs, and I shift in my seat. Fidgeting isn’t something I’m prone to, but I prefer my porcelain skin to remain unmarred, and some sacrifices just need to be made.

“Horrific, just horrific,” Suzanne says. I like horrific. It snaps me from my thoughts. She places her right hand across her heart as if she is feigning the horror she’s reacting to. A diamond tennis bracelet dangles around her wrist, catching the sun.

“Oh, Suz.” Poppy gasps. “It’s gorge!” She grabs Suzanne’s wrist and twists it, inspecting the diamonds.

“Isn’t it? Tobin bought it for me.” She smiles and smooths her hair with her free hand as if even the slightest strand would be out of place. When you’ve let yourself go as she has, it’s natural for one to attempt to maintain control over the things still within your control. In Suzanne’s case, that includes her hair and makeup, but sadly, not much else. Desperate really. Pathetic mostly. I do, however, silently curse myself for changing my hair appointment to Friday when I knew we’d be meeting today.

“What’s the occasion?” I ask, smiling over my champagne flute of OJ.

She flashes me a look and juts her chin slightly. “No special occasion. He came home with it last night. A ‘just because’ gift, he said.” Turning her attention back to the group, she beams, holding out her wrist and twisting it to bring out the diamond’s sparkle. 

Beatrix chokes on her mimosa.

“Something wrong, Beatrix?” Suzanne turns pointedly, not dropping her hand.

“No.” Beatrix chortles. “You know what they say about random gifts, though.” It’s almost a song, these words dancing from her lips.

Suzanne drops her hand to her lap, her eyes narrowing. “I do not. Why don’t you enlighten us?” 

“That it’s the first sign of a cheater.” Beatrix grins at Suzanne, but it doesn’t meet her eyes. I could teach her a thing or two. She continues, “I’m sure that’s not the case with Tobin.”

Suzanne’s glare melts into a too-sweet smile. “Tobin would never cheat. I’m not worried about that.” She flicks her other unadorned wrist to demonstrate how unconcerned she is. The one with the bracelet is now hidden away below the table.

“Of course, he wouldn’t,” I say, patting her arm. “What a ridiculous thing to suggest, Beatrix. Really.” 

Beatrix’s grin doesn’t leave her face, clearly unfazed by my judgment. Suzanne seems to have disappeared into her head, searching for clues she may have missed, no doubt. 

I slice through the silence to bring the ladies back to the more important topic. “Did anyone know her?” I ask.

“Who?” Poppy asks.

I stomp down the flash of annoyance that sparks in my chest. “The woman they found. The dead one.”

Poppy rolls her eyes. “Oh, duh, silly me. I didn’t.” She lowers her voice and leans in as if she’s about to deliver a secret. I can’t help myself and lean in to scoop it up. “Did y’all notice how much she looked like Beatrix?”

“She did not,” Beatrix snaps, loud enough to catch the attention of the other diners. “Why would you say that Poppy?”

“Sorry,” Poppy says, patting her mouth with her napkin to hide her flushed face. She looks from Suzanne to me. “You two see it though, don’t you? The hair, the eyes…”

“Now that you mention it—” Suzanne says. I can’t tell if she actually agrees with Poppy, or if this is her revenge for the cheating comment.

Beatrix’s hands are clenched in fists on the table, and she looks like she may jump it and wrap them around Poppy’s neck. Her reaction fascinates me. “Enough. Shut up, both of you.”

“Now, ladies, this conversation is clearly upsetting Beatrix,” I interject. “Why don’t we move on?”

There’s an awkward silence, and everyone except me avoids glancing in Beatrix’s direction. She almost looks on the verge of tears. How strange. 

“Well, I, for one, will not be doing any running or anything else alone,” Suzanne says, pursing her pink lips. 

Beatrix stifles a laugh behind her champagne glass, apparently fully over her earlier outburst. We all know Suzanne hasn’t run a day in her life. Her loose blouses do nothing to hide the extra forty pounds she’s carrying around. She tosses her blonde hair over her shoulder and looks away from the group. I suck in a breath of anticipation, wondering if anyone will point this out and make her blue irises swim beneath tears.

“Me either,” Poppy exclaims. I deflate internally.

“I’m most worried about my Bryony,” I say. “Teenagers can be so brazen, never taking these things seriously.” 

Three heads bob up and down in unison.

The server approaches and asks if he can bring us anything else. Both Poppy and Suzanne ask for mimosa refills. Poppy is on number two, Suzanne three, and Beatrix is working through her fourth. They will all get in their luxury SUVs and drive home, potentially killing themselves and any number of innocent drivers or pedestrians on the roads. And yet, I’m the evil one. If I could roll my eyes without raising eyebrows, I would.

We finish our meals—the ladies finish their drinks—and we make our way to the parking lot. Beatrix has already sped off, and as I walk away, I hear Suzanne say to Poppy, “You don’t think it’s true, do you?”

I pause and pretend to be in search of something deep in the recesses of my purse.

“Don’t think what’s true?” Poppy asks.

“What Beatrix said about Tobin and the cheating. Eloise, have you lost something?”

Both Poppy and Suzanne are staring at me. I can’t decipher if they’re attempting to be helpful or prying. I open my mouth to say my keys but stop. Not one of us drives a car that requires a key to unlock our vehicles or even turn our cars on.

I smile. “I thought I left my phone at the table.” I hold it up. They return my smile.

Poppy turns back to Suzanne. “No, ‘course not. Tobin adores you. You know how Beatrix is, always trying to get you all riled up. If you let her, she wins.”

I make a humming sound. Their attention is back on me. Waiting. I let the moment drag on a few beats to raise Suzanne’s blood pressure a tick.

“It’s just,” I say, tapping a finger on my lips. “While Beatrix’s delivery might have been a tad crass, she makes a good point, don’t you think?”

Suzanne’s jaw seemingly unhinges, and her mandible drops. That is the lower part of the jaw. I’m well-versed in human anatomy.

Her mouth clamps shut, recovering herself quickly. “Beatrix doesn’t know what the hell she’s talking about. Look at what she did earlier, throwing an absolute fit over a dead girl.”

Poppy’s head bobs. “It was weird. Such an overreaction, especially since they look like they could be sisters, twins, even. Don’t you agree, Eloise?”

I want them to stop talking about Melissa. She’s mine. At the same time, I want them to go on forever. I shrug and turn my back to them, continuing to my car. 

I spend the drive home wondering if Suzanne’s drama could make for a nice distraction while I find my next Darling. Suzanne has never been the most stable of our group. A few little taps to the chest. It wouldn’t take much to push her off the edge she’s already teetering on. 








  
  

Chapter 5


The Watcher





She’s having lunch with her friends today. Or brunch, I suppose they would call it, thinking they are fancy. Her friends are as awful as she is, but I’m sure she realizes this. She doesn’t care about them, and they don’t care about her. They all deserve each other. Eloise has surrounded herself with a circle of vapid women for as long as I’ve known her. Well, that’s not exactly fair. They weren’t all terrible people, not before meeting her. She changes people, warps them, and draws out their faults. She’s like a virus, spreading her sickness to anyone she breathes on.  

I’ve been watching her for so long that I fear I’m becoming desensitized to her or even becoming her. I used to wail and vomit and scream after each murder, wishing I had stepped in, wanting to do more, knowing I couldn’t. I tried once. It didn’t work. Nothing ever does when Eloise is involved. 

I do none of that now. I simply bear witness, go home. 

“Ma’am?”

I peek over my large sunglasses at the server, unsure how long she’s been standing there.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I asked if everything came out alright.” Our gazes fall to my untouched food.

“Oh yes, great. Thanks.” My smile is pinched.

She looks doubtful. I take a bite to reassure her.

“Mhm,” I exclaim through a mouthful.

Eloise’s head turns our way. Always the careful observer. Probably considering whether I’m a worthy victim. I raise my glass and smile at her and wonder if some instinctual alarm bell rings in her mind, alerting her to the fact that she knows me from somewhere. She’d never recognize me. I look so different from the last time we saw each other. And the time before as well. She nods curtly and focuses her attention back on her friends.

I pop a green grape in my mouth. My teeth break the skin, and I enjoy the sweet juice bathing my tongue. Beatrix has said something to upset Suzanne. There’s always one, a woman who wants to be her more so than the rest. That woman in this circle is Beatrix. At one point, she even dyed her light brown hair black and wore green contacts. I can only assume by how quickly her look changed back that one of the other women, or even Eloise herself, commented on these changes in a very public and humiliating way. This all occurred at the beginning of their friendship. Once Beatrix realized she could never be Eloise or even a poor copy of her, her infatuation turned to hate. Thinly veiled, but even to the far away observer, it’s obvious. 

Poppy is my favorite. Maybe it’s the sprinkling of freckles splashed across her nose. They remind me of my cousin Layla. I was always jealous of Layla’s freckles, especially when our grandpa would tell her every freckle was a new kiss from an angel. I wanted angel kisses too. One day, I took a brown marker and dotted it across my nose and cheeks. Layla pointed and laughed, sending me running to the bathroom to scrub my skin until it was red and raw. I know where Grandpa is now, six feet below the earth. His death wasn’t long after my ‘incident.’ I’m sure my mother blamed me for the heart attack that killed him. I wish I knew where Layla was. I miss her something fierce. I hope she is living an amazing life with a husband who’s sweet to her, one or maybe two kids, and a house with a picket fence. 

I look at my lap. My fists are squeezed, knuckles white.

The face with the constellations painted on it flickers behind my eyes. An old movie, I can practically hear the film clicking and crackling.

I watch from the sidewalk, standing behind that white picket fence. The front door opens. She lifts her hand in a wave, her image juddering and disappearing along with Layla’s imaginary life and imaginary family.

I blink and stare at Poppy’s freckles. 

Maybe one day I’ll find Layla and tell her I’m sorry for the lost time. If I ever get the chance to start over.

I throw a hundred-dollar bill on the table. I’m done with Eloise for the day. 










  
  

Chapter 6


Eloise





The news got a few things right. Melissa Walters was thirty-six and she did own a business. But prominent? Quite the stretch. Melissa’s florist shop catered to small weddings and Hallmark-manufactured holidays. Washington, DC, isn’t short of rich and powerful people—politicians, celebrities, athletes. Maybe if her client list included any of these well-respected figures, she would be considered ‘prominent,’ but no, before her death, she was just an average woman living a boring and monotonous life. I made her special. I made her prominent. Something she should be thankful for. 

Melissa, being a nonentity, was the precise reason I chose her. I spend a good deal of time selecting My Darlings according to specific criteria: unmarried with no children. This has nothing to do with me possessing a conscience of any sort. There is no bit of heart or some kernel of goodness inside that would prevent me from ripping a mother from her young children’s lives. It’s nothing like that. It’s simply self-preservation. Husbands and children are emotionally attached to their wives and mothers, which increases my chances of getting caught. You can’t hunt and kill from jail, which would bring my fun to an end. 

I plucked Melissa from this world as easily as the flowers adorning her shop were plucked from the soil. When I first laid eyes on her mousey brown hair, pulled on top of her head in a messy bun, and saw her crooked smile, I knew she was the one. I never finalize my choice right away. There is always more research, but my initial instincts have never been wrong. She was wearing a black apron draped over a T-shirt and what they refer to as ‘boyfriend jeans,’ but which are simply ill-fitting, baggy pants. These pants give the impression the wearer is clueless that an entire profession of tailors exists to customize clothing to fit and flatter. Her small shop was in one of the many pockets of historical downtown areas speckled around Northern Virginia on a cobbled street in Alexandria. The downtown area is preserved to retain Virginia’s roots and differentiate us from other suburban areas. To prove we’re more cultured due to our history and whatnot. 

Alexandria is also known for its haunted history. An ice cream shop shares its space with the spirit of Laura Schafer, who burned to death the night before her wedding in the 1800s. The Devil-Bat occupies the old clock tower, keeping watch over the town and its people. The Female Stranger, a nameless ghost, still wanders the tavern she died in. I often wonder if Melissa somehow made it back to her shop when her spirit left her body and if she’ll become a legend as well. While I’m not sure I believe in any of that nonsense, I do find the stories to be quite entertaining.

Bryony and I were doing some Saturday shopping when we came upon Blooms of Happy.

“Let’s pop in and buy fresh lilies for the entryway,” I said.

She read the shop’s name and rolled her eyes, only expressing what I was thinking: a terrible name, so trite. Bryony and I, we’re so alike.

“Fine, but can we go home after? I’m sick of walking.”

“Of course, dear. Do you have plans tonight?”

“Yes, Mother, just a few girlfriends watching a movie at Olivia’s house.”

A lie. Bryony thinks she’s the most capable liar, but what she doesn’t realize is I’m the best liar of all. No one can fool me, especially not her. I had no desire for a debate to unfurl in front of Blooms of Happy, so I let this lie slide.

We stepped through the door into a room filled with every color nature could produce. I pretended to breathe in the mixture of perfumes emanating from the flowers stuffed into every corner, commenting on how lovely it smelled. Melissa greeted us with a toothy grin, giving her a horse-like expression, and provided exemplary customer service while she explained the home delivery service she offered. A chatty one, she also divulged a significant chunk of her life story while Bryony stood off in a corner absorbed by her phone. Confident I’d gathered the information I needed, I cut her off, accepting a business card in exchange for a promise I’d be in touch. The less Bryony remembered, the better. None of my personal details or credit card were provided. My connection to Melissa was severed almost as quickly as it had formed.

With my new Darling selected, the arduous pre-murder process began. The first phase is always research. I start with online—social media, public records, and the like. While the internet has made getting to know My Darlings much easier, it is also traceable. For this reason, I utilize VPN access to hide my search and browsing history. Another connection snipped away, like pruning shears snipping through weeds. My investigation confirmed Melissa Walters was the perfect selection. She lived in a row house in Georgetown with no roommates save for a black tabby named Shadow. Her father died of colon cancer ten years prior. Her mother—bless her heart—was living in a home, suffering from dementia. No siblings. No close family. She did, however, have a good many friends. But Melissa was independent, often going days or weeks with no social obligations. She ran in Great Falls Park, usually in the very early mornings before opening Blooms of Happy for patrons.

I have been waking up at five to run each morning for the entirety of my marriage. In keeping this regimented schedule, when I move from the research to the stalking phase of hunting my prey, my family is none the wiser. They think I’m just out for my daily jogs. When more bodies began turning up, Robert casually mentioned I should consider joining a gym. Safer, he said. At least until they catch the creep. 

I’ve become hungrier lately, killing more frequently, and that’s the only reason the media or he took notice. DC has plenty of murders, almost two a week, to be exact. But when those murders aren’t gang members and drug dealers and are instead pretty, young women, people start to pay attention.

The morning of Melissa’s last breath was a crisp September day. The air was tinged with the scent of fire, nature’s whisper alerting us colder weather is on its way. She came up the path, and I hobbled from the tree line in front of her.

“Dear, do you mind helping me?” I moaned.

“Oh my gosh,” she said. “What happened?”

I reached out a hand, showing her the empty dog leash. “I’m afraid my Rex got excited by a squirrel. He ran into the woods, and I twisted my ankle chasing after him. I hate to bother you, but I could use some assistance finding him.” I frowned and took a limping step for emphasis.

“Of course. Which way did he run? What kind of dog?”

“German Shepherd. He’s quite old, so I don’t suspect he’s gotten very far. He went off that way.” I pointed deeper into the woods. Melissa followed obediently like Rex would have if he had been real. Both of us called Rex’s name. I rested on a tree, rubbing my ankle, and let her get a few steps ahead before limping behind her. Once far enough from the path, out of sight, I slipped on a pair of leather gloves, pulled a black ski mask over my head, and retrieved the syringe from my pocket. Jamming the needle into her neck, I pierced her skin and released the poison into her blood. She turned, eyes wide. But I had the shock of it all working for me. Her lips parted, preparing to scream, and I slammed her head into a tree next to us. She collapsed to the leaf-covered ground, still fighting, still thinking she’d live through this. I had time before the drugs would do more damage than simply soften her senses, so I straddled her, fighting through her grasping hands and kicking feet, and used her attempts at sitting up to slip the garrote fashioned from piano wire behind her head. She was young, healthy, and full of vitality, but I was practiced, precise, and too fast. I crossed the garrote across her throat, switched hands, and pulled. When her hands lowered and stopped scratching at my face, I pushed the mask up, re-revealing my face. You see, the mask isn’t to conceal my identity. What would be the point when she saw my face and dead mouths don’t speak? Facial injuries, however, do. They can be hard to explain away, especially claw marks from a Darling not ready to die. The mask keeps fingernails from scratching my skin. 

Leaning down, I looked into her panicked eyes, trying to drink her thoughts. They rolled into the back of her head, and her convulsing lessened. Sitting back, I twirled a strand of her brown hair around my finger and shushed her while running my fingers down her cheek. I wish I could have stayed longer, the two of us, enjoying this moment. Too risky.

My face tilted to the sky. The hum of the woods seemed to grow louder, almost deafening. I sucked in a deep breath, and with closed eyes, laughed. My entire body ignited. Pricks of ecstasy danced across my skin. Orgasmic, but more intense. 

I opened my eyes and looked down at her, still alive, but barely. I picked up the garotte’s handles and pulled, finishing the task. 

Melissa’s jerking settled, her death mask resting permanently on her face. I stood, brushed the dirt from my clothes, placed the garrote and syringe in my jacket pockets, and retrieved a compact. After a quick smoothing of my hair and fixing of my face, I filled my chest with the fire-scented air and sauntered away from her body.








  
  

Chapter 7


Eloise





A few days after brunch with the ladies, I stand with Bryony in our entryway. 

“Bryony, that just won’t do. This is an important night. First impressions are crucial. Go back upstairs and put on the dress I had Melanie lay out for you.”

Her mouth opens. I cross my arms and dare her with my eyes to defy me. She makes the right decision and turns around without a word, heading up the stairs and into her room. She emerges at the top of the stairs a few minutes later and, much improved, adorned in the long-sleeved, boat-neck black dress that falls an inch above her knees. Her hair is in a bun circled at its base by a thick braid. A simple pearl necklace with matching pearl earrings are her only accessories. This is more acceptable. Elegant and beautiful, complementing the notes from her violin rather than distracting the audience from them.

“Better, Mother?” she asks, once again joining me in the entryway. 

I give her a curt nod. “Is your father almost ready?”

She shrugs and digs her phone from her clutch. The room turns crimson, and my hand twitches with the desire to smack the dreaded device from her palm. To calm my temper, I close my eyes and picture the custom invitations I sent a few weeks earlier. Gold foil lettering embossed on thick cream paper had been received by scouting agents for the most prestigious programs for young classical musicians from all over the world. I included the event details in a loopy script and tucked a photo of Bryony and a short bio neatly inside the thick envelopes. All but three responded positively, with those three not able to make the trip due to scheduling conflicts. I considered offering accommodations and flights as part of the invitation but didn’t want to be perceived as desperate. They needed to crave Bryony, not the other way around. The positive response rate improved from the last concert. Word of her talent must be making its way around the right circles.

Robert comes pounding down the stairs with his elephant-like steps. “Bryony, my love, you look so grown, so beautiful. How about a twirl for your old dad?”

Bryony’s face lights up as if her father has flipped up some invisible switch on the side of her neck. He grabs her hand and holds it above her head while she spins in circles, head thrown back, laughing.

“Stop that right now! She’ll be disheveled before we get there.” 

I can sense the look exchanged behind my back while I walk to the front door. I mentally note the time, so later, when they are both in bed, I can scroll through the security footage and observe their exchange for myself.

We drive to the theater, listening to the compilation of Bryony’s past mistakes, a ‘symphony of failure’ I called it when I played it the first time. There is to be no talking during this drive. Bryony knows she’s expected to study every missed note, every faltered timing. Listening and learning. A reminder that the only acceptable outcome for tonight is perfection.




      [image: image-placeholder]Annabelle, Bryony’s best friend, and her mother, Grace, are in the parking lot when we arrive. Annabelle spots us and waves. They stop walking and wait for us while Robert pulls the car into an empty spot. I practice in my head. A smile not forced. A greeting not grating. 

We exit the vehicle and make our way to them. Bryony and I exchange cheek kisses with the mother and daughter, and Robert and Terrence shake hands. Our husbands are both rich and lawyers, but that’s where the similarities end. Despite being the same age, Terrence looks ten years younger. He’s tall and fit, with dark skin and a smile that sets fire to his entire face. Grace is elegant and beautiful herself, but marrying such a handsome man was a mistake. I see the way the other moms drink him in with their eyes, as if he was the only glass of Sauvignon Blanc at a dinner party. Only a few inches shorter than her husband, Grace resembles a model who has just stepped off the runway. Tonight, her fitted column dress hugs her body like it was made for her, which it probably was. The hues of her rich brown skin against the emerald-green dress have an enchanting effect. I wonder if she designed the dress for this occasion. I consider my own Armani and wonder if I should have gone Couture instead. Grace’s fashion brand is iconic, especially in the DC area. She’s dressed women from First Ladies to movie stars. Annabelle, on the other hand, looks inappropriate for the event. Her own black dress’s neckline plunges too low. Her natural curls, usually thick and lovely, have been ironed flat and blunt bangs slice a sharp line across her forehead.

“The girls have worked so hard for tonight. It should be a wonderful show,” Grace says. “I swear Annabelle hasn’t left the piano bench for months.” She chuckles.

“I’m sure your performance will be splendid, Annabelle,” I say, offering her a quick smile. “Bryony hasn’t really changed much in the way of her practice schedule. No extra sessions. If only she could be so dedicated.”

“A natural talent,” Grace says, offering Bryony her own smile. I study the angle of her lips and how the expression changes her eyes. Grace probably assumes I’m suggesting Bryony should practice more. I know what’s said behind my back, how much I push her. But what I’m implying is that my Bryony does not need extra practice. Grace, always the picture of class, sidestepped the hidden insult. The other ladies are more fun. They take my bait. Killing Grace would be a delight, but I’d have to break so many rules to do so, including the most important one: No killing anyone whom I’m personally connected to. 

We walk into the theater and the girls leave us to head backstage. Two other mothers join Grace and me, and the fathers walk to the bar.

“What do you think about the … murders?” one of the moms, shorter and rounder than the other, asks. She lowers her voice while saying ‘murder,’ as if speaking the word will cause her to drop dead in front of us.

“It’s just so awful,” her friend says. Her features don’t fit properly on her face, all small and pinched, like a Fernando Botero painting come to life. 

“Eloise, what are your thoughts? Do you think they’re related?” Grace asks. 

I sniff. “I try not to pay much attention to those types of things. It’s too depressing and stressful. Robert and I are keeping a closer eye on Bryony these days, though.”

It would be just like Robert to choose this moment to appear behind me and take an interest in our conversation, mentioning that I was in fact quite interested in Melissa’s demise based on my reaction to the news report. I glance over my shoulder; he’s deep in conversation with Terrance and not paying a lick of attention to us. My annoyance goes from his possible injection to him talking, unaware that I am looking at him and could possibly require his focus.

The three moms nod in unison. I spot a recruiter for a New York-based program, a known feeder for the New York Philharmonic, and excuse myself to pick my way through the crowd and make my introductions. Robert joins us as we are chatting and places a hand on my lower back. I introduce them, then it is time to take our seats for the concert. All perfectly timed, giving Robert no time to open his mouth and undo my work with some silly statement about letting kids be kids or that Bryony plays music for fun, or who knows what else. I haven’t spotted any of the other recruiters amongst the parents, but they are here, I have no doubt. Once we have found our seats, I’ll be able to scan the crowd more easily.

Annabelle performs before Bryony, who always closes the show. She is a decent technical pianist, but her performances lack heart. Her musical career will end when high school does. I escape into my head and re-watch Melissa’s murder like a favorite movie. Her smile, so open and trusting, so willing to help. Her body writhing and convulsing while the wire compressed around her throat, stealing her final breath. Finally, it’s my Bryony’s turn. She walks to the center of the stage, and a single spotlight illuminates only her. She lifts the violin and places it under her chin, dragging out the start, making the audience sit forward in anticipation. This is all part of the show. I close my eyes, ready to be taken away by Bach’s Partita No. 2. She begins to play, and my eyes pop open.

“What is this?” I hiss to Robert, keeping the pleasant smile on my face and gaze locked on the stage.

“I believe that would be Radiohead, Eloise.” 

“Radio-what?” Unable to control the volume of my voice, a few heads swivel in our direction. I return their glares with my own until the last head swivels back to Bryony.

“Radiohead is a band, and ‘Creep’ is the name of the song, if I’m remembering correctly.” He chuckles.

I sit still for the remainder of her performance as if a steel rod has replaced my spine. I’m confident our important guests are as appalled as I am. The last note echoes through the auditorium. Bryony lowers her bow and violin to her side. The silence has thickened the air. I refuse to lift my clasped hands to wipe the sweat beading my face.  

After a few pounding heartbeats, someone whistles. The entire crowd follows suit and Bryony receives a standing ovation. I’m the only one still seated.

In the car on the way home, Robert showers Bryony with compliments. I twist in my seat and wipe that proud look from her face with one look.

“The crowd seemed to enjoy her performance. Don’t you agree, Eloise?” Robert says. There’s an edge to his voice. Is that a threat, I sense? 

Silence is such a powerful weapon. I ignore his threat and continue to stare silently. 

I smile because if you smile when you speak, it makes your words seem softer, kinder. A smile is also a powerful weapon. “Yes,” I agree. “Wonderful indeed.”

The sweet smell of fear seeps from Bryony’s pores. I wonder if Robert, with his keen olfactory system, picks up on it.

We arrive home, and Robert announces he has some emails to respond to. When I’m sure he’s safely tucked away in his office, I step toward Bryony and lower my face inches from hers. “Go to your room and play Bach’s Partita No. 2 until I’m asleep.”

“How am I supposed to know when you fall asl—” 

My palm connects with her cheek, and she hunches over, cradling the side of her face with a hand.

“Figure it out,” I snap on my way up the stairs.







OEBPS/images/e5995dde-5bc6-412d-94ad-5167cc0ebd92.png





OEBPS/images/6ab4f884-6fef-499f-89e6-03e3f04a73ae.png
Cacno










