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For Cricket, my little demon.





Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.

—1 Peter 4:8






I



FIRST TRIMESTER




CHAPTER 1

I DON’T DARE LOOK at the pregnancy test.

Not yet. First, I must set up the tripod, adjusting its legs so that it’s the correct height, snapping my phone into the clutch, positioning it perfectly.

I want my reaction to be genuine if it’s good news. I remind myself to think positive thoughts: Worries create wrinkles! Smile instead!

I wouldn’t normally film in our bathroom. It’s a private space, and Graham would be embarrassed, but this is different. Special. Besides, our bathroom is beautiful. It’s new enough that I stop to admire it after washing my hands or, apparently, peeing on a stick.

We redid the downstairs bathroom after we closed on the house, and I told Graham it would be worth the price tag. The sink is made from hundred-year-old reclaimed wood; a porcelain bowl sits atop of it, as if waiting to be filled with colorful fruit, fragrant and shiny. The walls are white wood, and fluffy eggshell-colored towels are neatly displayed on floating shelves. The towels are still warm; I did the laundry earlier today, carefully folding everything. The bathroom smells of lavender, from the oil diffuser on the counter, and eucalyptus, from the ribboned bundle that hangs from the showerhead, tender green heads resting against the subway tiles.

The plastic test is flat on the sink’s counter, sitting on top of a lace doily I crocheted last year. I recorded a time-lapse video of me making the doily, flaxen hair spilling loosely over sun-kissed shoulders, my face fresh and filter-free; it got over a million views.

Standing behind the tripod that holds my phone, I place both my hands on my flat belly, imagining it swelling, imagining the photos I will take, imagining baking barefoot in the kitchen, flour dusting my glowing skin.

Manifest this, I repeat to myself. Manifest.

Graham would tell me to pray, but that’s more his wheelhouse than mine.

I move around the tripod, ducking out of the bathroom to check my reflection in the hall mirror. The one in the bathroom is too close to the pregnancy test. I don’t want to be tempted to glance down before I’m ready.

I examine my face in the mirror. Pinch my cheeks, bringing color to them. My eyes are wide and hopeful. Almost desperate. That won’t do. I lean closer to my reflection and think of sad things like dogs in pounds and old men waiting for the bus in the rain. Dewy tears collect along the rims of my eyes, making them look more hazel and less brown. Perfect.

Now I am ready.

Stepping back into the bathroom, I hit record on my phone and hop into the camera’s frame, smiling.

“Hi, friends! It’s me, Camille. If you’ve been following me for a while, you know how important this is. So I wanted to share it all live.” Technically, that is a lie. There’s no way I would actually live stream my pregnancy results. I want to tell Graham first. And what if it’s bad news?

Happy thoughts only! I correct myself, hoping the agitation doesn’t show on my features. Graham is always saying I look far less cherubic when I’m upset. It will be positive!

“OK, here we go, the results from my pregnancy test!” I chirp, staring into the camera lens. “I’m so excited. I already know we’re going to have a little girl; I can feel it …”

I lean over, lift the test up, cast my teary eyes down, a celebration already forming on my naturally exfoliated lips.

The plastic trembles and my sight blurs for a moment before I refocus, swallowing hard, words tumbling down the back of my throat like rancid pomegranate seeds.

Tearing a piece of toilet paper from the roll, I wind it around the test, dropping it in the trash. I have to remember to take the garbage out before Graham gets home in an hour. And I should have started dinner already. I’ll have to make a few canapés so he has something to tide him over.

All our food must be handmade, cooked from scratch. Dinner will take a while. I was going to do a pork roast with sautéed vegetables; I haven’t even washed the veggies yet. I was avoiding them, ashamed I had to buy the zucchini and peppers from the nearby farm instead of yanking them from my own garden like I did at our old house. I haven’t had enough time to set up a new plot here yet. But I can whip up some bruschetta—we have leftover sourdough from the batch I made this weekend and local tomatoes and basil. There’s fresh-squeezed lemonade in our fridge. We aren’t big drinkers, but maybe I’ll add vodka to Graham’s lemonade tonight. He’ll put on a game and relax on the ivory sectional while I cook, thinking I planned it that way.

At least I had the forethought to not tell him I was testing today. If I don’t say anything, he’ll have no idea.

I take down the tripod quickly, deleting the truncated video from my phone and swiping away the tears, real ones, this time, clinging to my expertly applied mascara. I’m smudging my “makeup-free” look and I’ll have to retouch it before Graham comes home, but I can’t help it.

I really thought things would be different here, in the new house. It’s only been a month, but I had hoped the change in location would make everything better. Instead, here I am again with a negative test and an empty womb.

I need a baby. I promised our family. I promised my husband. I promised my followers.

Looking at my reddening face in the gold-trimmed bathroom mirror, I picture slamming a fist into the glass, watching shards drive into my knuckles and wrist, scowling as blood runs down my arm, staining my beautiful taupe linen dress.

Instead, I shake my head, golden locks swaying, dab at my eyes, and smile.




CHAPTER 2

GRAHAM IS GOING to be late. Again. Second time this week. He texts me twenty minutes after he is due home—the phone screen lights up as my fingers drip with balsamic.

Grabbing drinks with the sales team. Be home later. Don’t worry about dinner.

When I was little, my mother would tell me that every time I felt like frowning, I should smile instead. It’s one of the few memories I have of her.

“It takes more muscles to frown, Camille,” she would say. “Avoid those wrinkles on your forehead. Change the negative into a positive and smile!”

When my mother died, my father continued her tradition, warning me off creases and crinkles by telling me to stay calm and serene.

Early on in our relationship, Graham asked why I smiled so much. I didn’t tell him the truth. I said smiling was part of who I was.

Graham and I met when I was twenty and he was twenty-five. We were both at a farmers market—he noticed my handwoven basket filled with fresh fruit and vegetables and came over to chat, asking if I liked to cook, if I had made the basket myself. We planned a coffee date, an enraptured expression on Graham’s face when I showed up with loose hair and a long, linen dress.

“So, Camille, what do you do?” he asked over lattes and scones.

“Oh, well, I’m not in school anymore, so I’m working at a wholesale growing center. I help grow and harvest plants and flowers, then we send them to retailers and local florists.” Graham’s expression glazed over, his eyes skimming the rest of the coffee shop. Hurriedly, I added, “But I’d love to have a family one day. I lost my mother when I was young, and I’ve always dreamed of giving my child what I didn’t have.”

This Graham liked. He perked up, gaze swiveling back to my face. “I’m so sorry to hear that, Camille. That must have been hard for you. Do you want to talk about it?”

His kindness in that moment endeared him to me even more, and he spent the rest of the date holding my hand across the table, stroking a thumb against my knuckles.

A picnic in the park followed the success of our coffee date, then we made it official. We married a year after we first met. Very romantic. Photos of our wedding day, me with soft curls and a lace dress, him in a smart blue suit, dark hair slicked back, decorate our walls.

Shortly after we wed, I noticed a new type of content pop up online: attractive women in beautiful kitchens, baking bread from scratch, collecting eggs from their chickens, doting upon angelic children who politely smiled for the camera. Their ruggedly good-looking husbands bought them aprons and handwoven wool blankets as gifts. I saw their lifestyle, and I wanted it. With Graham’s blessing, I started posting photos and videos of our life with a pretty, rustic aesthetic that people—mostly women—flocked to.

I made sure to always smile, showing gratitude and keeping those pesky wrinkles at bay.

I smile now as I rinse off my hands in the farm sink. I grin as I use a moss-green dish towel to dry off. I keep my lips curled as I put plastic wrap over the bruschetta and slip it into the huge stainless fridge.

The kitchen smells of pork, slowly roasting. The vegetables sit dripping on the butcher block counter. I haven’t gotten around to cutting them yet.

Learning to cook, and cook well, took me a while. Years, really. It wasn’t natural for me like it is for some of the women online, making meals from scratch easily and calmly. But perhaps that’s because my home education started earlier, under more dire circumstances. When my mother passed, it was only me and my father, so I became the lady of the house. I was eight. Father was an attorney, always busy, always hungry when he returned home. Adopting my mother’s recipe books, I painstakingly learned to cook for him, but I didn’t get any good at it until I reached my teens. Cleaning the house was easier. Keeping things tidy and organized was my forte.

The first time I cooked a perfect steak, my father sighed, lips twitching. “Finally. No more sneaking takeout after you go to bed. Excellent work, Camille. You’re your mother’s daughter.”

That approval meant more to me than anything else in the world. I latched on to it, craved it. Smeared it around my lips and licked it up like ice cream.

No worries, babe, I text back to Graham when I’m calmer and my smile has faded slightly. I’ll see you later. I’ll leave leftovers in the fridge for you in case you get hungry.

He’s been doing this more and more often since we moved. Staying out late. Coming home looking peculiar, like a stranger wearing a mask of his face. We haven’t had sex in weeks. I think of the pregnancy test. I had hoped his dip in amorousness was because he knew, on some level, that I was growing our child. As if his manly, evolutionary instinct had kicked in and recognized the pheromones of his mate. But I know now that can’t be true.

The roast still has thirty-five minutes in the vintage oven Graham bought for us when we first moved in, upon my request. I have some time. Unwinding the ties from around my neck and waist, I drape my apron across the back of a wooden stool at the marble breakfast bar and move around the muted, minimalistic space.

Our new home is a farmhouse-style two-story that we—well, I—decorated to be quietly rustic, with wooden accent furniture and white walls. The color palette for everything is neutral tones—beige, champaign, pearl, sand. Where I wanted pops of color, I used a light apricot, which shows itself in throw pillows and candlestick holders. I had researched other accounts like mine, pausing on videos and zooming in on homes in the background, eager to imitate the gorgeous aesthetic I was never able to recreate in our other house. Our old place was cramped, too small for the farmhouse minimalist style that’s popular within my online niche. But, with Graham’s help, I made this place into the ideal home. Both for us and for social media.

I don’t stop to admire the open-concept living room today. The smell of meat permeates the first floor as I open a charmingly carved pine box that sits on the glass coffee table. I dip a hand inside, digging around the loose change until I find what I’m looking for: a penny, shiny and coppery. I don’t keep ugly coins. If they look green or battered, I toss them in the church collection basket along with whatever crisp bills Graham has in his wallet that week.

Holding the penny loosely in my hand, I move through the living room until I come to the sliding glass door at the back of the house, floating out onto the concrete slab that will eventually become a patio and into the backyard. Which is really just a giant field.

A lot of girls like me have a real farm, but we’re not at that point yet. I don’t even have a chicken coop—we get our eggs and meat from the Calloways, our neighbors up the road. I’ll need to work on that; the least I can do is get the herb and vegetable garden started soon.

We have no fence. We have no boundaries. Our land is sizable and unbound—we are the only house in sight. I stride over the gently sloping grassy lawn, walking straight into the wheat field, turning the penny in my palm, feeling it grow warm with the heat from my skin.

The ankle-length linen dress I’m wearing shushes against my shins as I walk, bare feet parting the green blades as I go. The late-summer sun is beginning to sink below the faraway tree line, casting mellow liquid gold over the wheat. The field moves as one being in the breeze, and my breath catches as I am reminded again that this is mine now. Well, Graham’s, technically. But part of my life. My home.

The wheat comes up to my shoulders. I discovered early on that walking in the field made me feel like I was swimming in a sea of straw. When Graham caught me wandering into the wheat the first time, he cautioned against it, citing ticks and snakes. Chastised, I avoided the field for a few days before I was drawn back to it. Now I only visit when Graham isn’t home, letting my palms drift against the wheat heads, my feet crunching through the fallen stalks.

The setting sun bathes my face and the penny grows hotter in my hand. I try to swallow the lump forming in my throat, but it makes my eyes water more.

I wander through the field, heading toward the back of the property, where a thick line of ancient trees announces the arrival of the forest. I am consumed by the wheat, and I glance over my shoulder to catch a glimpse of our house’s eaves rising above the thicket.

Everything is quiet inside the field; I am aware of crickets chirping and birds whizzing by overhead, traveling to their nests ahead of the sinking sun, but there is a silence within the wheat all the same. The inside of my head quiets the most, easing away thoughts of the pregnancy test, the pork roast, Graham.

At the edge of the field, the wheat drops away, getting shorter and sparser, creating a bare strip of land right before the trunks of the trees erupt from the ground, signaling the darkness of the forest.

I haven’t dared to go into the woods; I always stay in the liminal space between the wheat and the forest. The trees sprawling before me are thick and close together—the light is dim and watery, like the bottom of a brackish pond. I can’t see much more from here except gnarled roots and underbrush lashed together.

Walking in the field is one thing, but there are probably animals lurking among the trees that I don’t want to come upon. Bears, maybe. Or foxes with needle-sharp teeth. Owls that will rip my hair out for their nests.

The other reason I don’t like the forest is because it hums. A low, almost inaudible vibration that steals into my body and settles on my bones. But I keep coming back to this part of our property, every chance I get, because this is where the old well is, crouching several yards away from the forest’s hemline.

I approach the well now, weeds flattened around it from where I’ve trampled them, rocky wall eroding slightly, the tattered remnants of a wooden bucket leaning sadly against its side. The whole thing will have to be boarded up when I eventually have a baby, but for now, I keep its existence to myself. I haven’t told Graham.

I discovered the well a week ago, and at first, it frightened me. It smells sweet and sharp, like rotting flowers, and it reminds me of a person, hunched over, waiting to spring to their feet. But now I need it.

Before the car accident, my mother and I used to take walks to Mr. Jasper’s yard down the block from our ranch house. He had a little wishing well in the front yard. There was no water at the bottom, no hole—it was for show only, but my mother and I would still toss pennies in there, wishing.

“What did you wish for?” I would always ask her.

“If I tell you, it won’t come true,” she would reply, smiling.

And every night after visiting the wishing well, while she was tucking me into bed, she would whisper in my ear, “I wished for you to be happy.”

This well doesn’t have the little awning over the top that Mr. Jasper’s well did. Maybe it used to, but it rotted away. The rocky rim comes up to my hips, and the frayed end of a rope drapes against its lip.

I peer over the edge, looking down.

It’s pure darkness. The penny is sweaty in my hand.

The sun’s rays turn red, growing longer and darker as it begins to slip from my sight, offering no light to examine the bottom of the well with.

I slide my phone from my dress’s pocket and tap on the flashlight app, lifting the light over the lip of the well. The phone’s beam shines into the darkness and immediately disappears.

I pull my hand back, skin prickling. Is my phone broken?

I tap the flashlight off and on. Try again. The same thing happens—it’s like the well has consumed the light, chewing off the ends of the beam so it can’t reach the bottom.

My heart flutters. The quietness in my head dissipates, and I start thinking of the roast in the oven. Of my to-do list, all the things I still need to finish before Graham comes home. What am I doing out here with this musty old well in front of a decrepit forest?

The lighting is nice, though. I quickly step back from the well, turning off the flashlight and positioning the phone for a selfie. I hide my hand with the penny. I stare shyly at the camera, as if I’ve just noticed it, admiring the golden hour glow on my flawless skin. The well is visible in the background. It gives the photo a charming look—my followers might like to hear about it. This could end up being a marvelous content plan: I can throw the penny in, make my wish, and when it comes true, I’ll post the photo and story. It will definitely go viral.

After snapping several dozen photos with slightly different angles and facial expressions, I put the phone back in my pocket and hesitate, staring at the well.

I came here for this, to do this, but now that I’m looking at the yawning opening that eats up light, I am apprehensive.

The pork roast, I remind myself.

Yes. I have things to do.

I step forward again, gazing down into the inkiness of the hole. I press the penny against my lips, kissing it, feeling the hot metal ridge against my mouth.

“I wish for a baby,” I whisper, and before I can second-guess myself, I release the penny, letting it fall into the darkness.

I lean forward, hands resting against the rough ring of rocks around the edge of the well, listening for a splash. Or even a clink if the well is dry. But there is nothing. A cool breeze caresses my face, but it doesn’t come from the woods or the field—it comes up from the well, and it carries a mildewy, earthy scent. The breeze is accompanied by a whooshing sigh. My mouth goes dry, and my hands tremble, gripping on to the lip of the well so hard that they begin to cramp.

The darkness below shifts. There’s no other way to describe it—the hole is becoming even murkier, swirling, moving around within itself. A scraping noise comes from far below me, soft at first, then more insistent. Like a bird rubbing its beak against the metal bars of a cage.

My breath comes short and fast, and I want to pull my hands away, turn back to the house, but I can’t seem to move. My feet are rooted down, a tree that has fused itself to the stones of the well. I can only blink, rolling my eyes back and forth, my brain seeking images within the black hole. The bottom of the well beckons me; the sighing breeze, the rhythmic scraping, the smell of wet soil getting stronger and stronger.

Goose bumps collect on my arms. I can’t look away. The shadows in the well are like liquid, and there’s something moving underneath the surface of them, pulling itself upward, toward the dying light of the day.

My phone chimes, breaking my trance.

I release the lip of the well, gasping, stumbling back, nearly tripping over the skirt of my dress. Automatically, I check my phone, noting Graham’s text: See you soon, love.

Soon? He said he would be late.

When I look back at the well, the sun has set. The sky is an indigo blanket above me, the sleepy shine of early stars showing their faces. The temperature has dropped, and I shiver in my white linen, staring at the well. It’s too dark to see it clearly now.

Where did the time go? How long was I out here?

“Oh no, the roast,” I murmur.

I turn my back on the well, ignoring the tightness in my chest as I do. I run through the field, following the beckoning lights of our house in the distance, the absence of the penny pressing into my hand.




CHAPTER 3

I AM LEANING AGAINST the counter in the kitchen, scrolling through Mara Shoemaker’s Instagram page, when Graham’s car crunches outside on the gravel driveway. Inhaling deeply, I glance up from my phone screen. Hopefully I got the acrid smell of charred pig out of the house—I opened all the windows and lit some incense after returning from the well and throwing out the ruined pork roast. I opted to whip up a simple pasta salad instead, using the veggies as a side. Then I turned to Mara’s social media, needing to forget the strange way time had slid away when I was out in the field, the things I thought I saw in the well.

Mara Shoemaker is my favorite influencer, queen of the niche we both belong to—traditional women who focus on taking care of our families and tending the house, living a natural and healthy life.

Mara was on her way to becoming a potential Hollywood star before she switched to influencing. She was a semi-known household name from her Micastra commercials; people loved the way she sang her line, “Now my heart burns only for you,” to her handsome costar-turned-boyfriend.

Micastra built an ad campaign around her, the Heartburn Girl, with her short dark bob and appealingly soft features. People were actually turning on their TVs to sing along to her catchy and charming commercials, and there were rumors she was being circled for a sitcom pilot. But then she got serious with the man she met on the set of that first commercial, Jake Shoemaker, and married him. Mara hung up her promising acting career and focused on starting a family instead.

I don’t personally know Mara; she has millions of followers and I only have forty thousand on my Instagram and seventy thousand on my TikTok, but that’s to be expected. Mara has a publicity background, plus she and her husband have eight children. I have none. My content is sorely lacking something important, and one of the reasons I’m not seeing much online growth is because I don’t have any children to share with the world.

The clunk of the garage door opening echoes from the front of the house, and my gaze drops back down to my phone screen.

I have a few minutes—Graham will park the car and grab a beer from the mini-fridge I set up for him in the garage before kicking off his shoes and plodding through the hallway to meet me in the kitchen. I can finish watching Mara’s latest video. It’s her evening routine, with exact time stamps and quick cuts.

Mara, with sun-drenched skin and dark braided hair, wears a white linen skirt that I know for a fact costs $275 and a blue blouse. Her makeup is fresh and minimal, and even though she tells her followers she gets up at five in the morning to start her day, there are no bags or shadows under her eyes. She ignores the camera in her newest video, instead leading her eight children inside the house, helping each one hang up their backpack and cardigan on assigned hooks near the front door.

They move through the house in a series of smash cuts—washing their hands, taking a bath (Mara strategically positions the camera here so that all you can see of the children are bubbles and chubby cheeks), getting into loungewear, sitting quietly in their playroom so Mara can start dinner. Mara’s slender, unblemished, tanned arms come into frame as she chops vegetables, seasons meat, deftly cuts homemade bread. Even her cutlery and glassware are intimately selected—cucumber water is drizzled into heavy mason jars; bamboo utensils and place mats complete the look.

Mara sits down at her spotless table to eat with her family, her square-jawed husband Jake swooping in the frame at the last second to drop a kiss on her forehead.

I wonder how she gets some of these camera angles—it’s like there’s a tripod on her highest shelves or dangling from the ceiling. Maybe her past life in the film and TV industry helped her organize a fancy setup, but I suspect Mara and Jake have generational wealth too.

The video ends with Mara collecting her family’s dishes and handwashing them in their farmhouse sink. She glances up, finally acknowledging the camera, and smiles.

Mara’s home is immaculate. Gorgeous. It’s all white lines and slick pine floors, white wooden furniture, beautiful open shelving, high ceilings with mahogany beams—her world is a Pinterest board come to life. I’ve tried to style much of our home after hers, but she is unrivaled.

I want it so badly I can taste blood in my mouth. Real blood—I’ve bitten my tongue.

“Hello, Camille.”

I swallow the blood at the sound of Graham’s voice. I smile at my husband with my lips closed in case there are any lines of red trapped between my teeth.

“Welcome home,” I murmur as he sweeps into the kitchen, looking dapper in his white button-down and blue jacket. Then again, Graham could look dapper in anything. He’s not quite as handsome as Mara’s godly husband, but he’s close—cropped dark hair, a short, trimmed beard that smells of licorice, and thick arms that can wrap you up and make you feel miniscule.

Graham drops a kiss on my cheek; he has to bend slightly to do so. “You look beautiful today.”

Graham says this to me almost every day, but I still cherish it. It’s validating—like when I was younger and my father complimented my cooking or noticed what a good job I did folding his laundry.

A coal of warmth nestles in my stomach as I kiss Graham back. “Thank you, darling.”

I wish I had good news to tell him. I wish I could share the test with him so we could commiserate together. But Graham doesn’t like bad news. He’s a positive person; I can’t bring him down with my complaints and worries. Besides, I’m feeling off-kilter, unsettled by what happened earlier by the well. It was all in my imagination, obviously, but I don’t want my sour mood to ruin my husband’s day.

“What’s that?” Graham asks, looking down.

My phone is still out, paused on Mara’s smiling face. I show him, turning the phone screen toward him and unpausing the video so he can see Mara, on a loop now, puttering through her perfect life.

I say, “She’s incredible.” Graham nods sagely. He is aware of my admiration of Mara, my desire to emulate her impeccable life. “I want this to be us.”

“Me too, honey.” Graham squeezes my shoulder.

I don’t have to say it’s about the children. He knows.

I start to bite down on my tongue again and stop myself at the last second. I look up at Graham coyly, tucking a perfumed strand of blonde hair behind my ear. “Should we try tonight?”

My husband sighs, heavy, burdened, like a dog in front of a fireplace. “Oh, Camille, not today. I’m sorry. I’m so exhausted. Rain check?”

“Sure,” I say quickly, choking down the rejection. This has happened more and more often lately. Graham is always kind about it. Acts as if he’s genuinely disappointed. But then he’ll stay out late or play golf with his buddies on the weekend instead of making time for romance like he used to. It’s probably my fault. I’m the one who wanted to move so far from his friends and job, after all. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked the second you came through the door. Here, sit down. Relax. Do you want a beer? Some dinner?”

“I already ate,” Graham says carelessly, his eyes trailing over my face, but in a way that seems almost objective. Like I’m a car making a coughing noise he can’t figure out. “You OK? Your eyes look a little red.”

“I’m fine,” I say, smiling again at him. “I missed you, that’s all. Come on, go sit in the living room. Watch the game.” What game? I never know. It’s late summer; what sport is played in late summer? Football? “I’ll make you a plate.”

“No thanks. I told you I’m not hungry,” Graham says, gaze sliding away from me. “A beer would be good, though. Thanks, babe.”

He drifts away, already slipping past our interaction as if he is a leaf in a river. Meanwhile, I latch on to a log in the current, holding on for dear life as I tiptoe over to the fridge and get him an icy-cold bottle of beer.

* * *

I think of Mara as I clean up the kitchen, zipping back and forth from the living room to get Graham beers or offer him food.

Mara is luckier than most—she realized her true calling, being a mother and wife, in her mid-twenties, and immediately began popping out babies to make up for lost time. From her social media, it seems like she has no qualms or regrets about leaving her potential rise to stardom in Hollywood behind.

My mother was the same way. She was a systems analyst before she was pregnant with me, but when I was born, she quit. I don’t remember much of her, since she died when I was young, but I do remember her telling me often that it was the best decision she ever made, that there was nothing more important than being a good wife and mother. And her thesis was backed up by evidence—my father said he was madly in love with her, and we were a happy, healthy family unit. Right up until the day a truck blew through a stop sign and ended her life.

I wish I had known right away, like Mara and my mother, but at least I met Graham when I did.

We decided early on that he, a senior technology adviser, would be the breadwinner while I took care of everything else. I embraced my role as a traditional woman, a traditional wife. I started following other girls like me, posting content to cater to the algorithm. I gained ten thousand followers in the first year of our marriage. But now my growth has plateaued, and it’s clear what I’m missing—a child. When Graham was promoted to CTO, I told him it was time to expand. We sold our old place in the suburbs and moved out to the country, into my dream home.

When I come back into the living room for the fourth time to check on him, Graham bristles. “Honey, can you give me a moment? I’d like some private time. Why don’t you go upstairs to your craft room? Do some knitting or something?”

The game he’s watching, which turns out to be baseball, blares as he pointedly picks up the remote and increases the volume. My cheeks grow hot and I offer a smile—not a frown, never a frown—and nod.

I’ve been clingy lately. I can’t help it—he’s been distant since we moved. Graham clearly misses being closer to his office in the outskirts of the suburbs. Misses his friends. Am I not enough? This was supposed to be a good thing. A fresh start in the countryside; a house to fill with children.

I suspect Graham is pulling away because he thinks I can’t do it. My husband doesn’t believe in birth control, and the first few years of our marriage he would withdraw, aim elsewhere. That stopped over a year ago, but still no baby. I haven’t seen a doctor, too afraid of what Graham’s reaction might be if it turns out I can’t have children at all. There’s usually a conception rate of 30 percent after the first month of trying for healthy couples, and women my age have a very high chance of getting pregnant within a year. But it hasn’t happened yet for us.

And it could be him, a voice in the back of my head points out before I chase it away. It’s true, the voice mutters, almost petulantly. I read a chapter about male infertility three weeks ago.

It isn’t Graham’s fault. It couldn’t be. That’s not how this is supposed to work.

I turn off the lights in the kitchen and pad away from the hub of light and sound in the living room that Graham has sequestered himself in.

Our house has a simple layout: The kitchen gracefully transforms into the wide living room, which takes up the whole back end of the house and leads to the sliding glass door that opens to the yard, the fields. The front of the house holds a hallway, Graham’s home office, which is rarely used, and a bathroom and laundry room near the flight of stairs that leads to the three bedrooms and one bath on the second floor.

I take the stairs quickly, eager to return to the comfort of my phone, speeding through the upstairs hallway, ignoring the engagement photos lovingly framed on the walls.

Filled with our belongings, the house feels welcoming, but we’ve only been here a month. I’m still getting used to navigating the new space. My eyes dart into each room as I pass them on my way to our bedroom at the back of the house. One room is filled with crafts—sewing and knitting supplies, candle-making kits, and other quaint hobbies I picked up from scrolling through social media and copying the women with larger accounts than mine.

The next room features a crib with a beige mobile dangling from the ceiling above it. There’s a matching beige dresser. Brown flower decals are stuck to the white walls. A round, wooden mirror reflects the wicker baskets on the other side of the room, stuffed with beautiful, handmade toys. All within my preferred neutral color palette.

The nursery was the first thing I set up in the new house. Like I could will a baby into existence simply by being overprepared for it.

I reach our bedroom, complete with an en suite bathroom. Swiping open my photo app, I collapse onto our king-size bed with its tight hospital corners and latte-colored comforter. I have dozens of photos of the nursery on my phone, filtered, edited, ready to be posted once I have good news. Sometimes when I feel sad, I look at the photos and begin drafting captions for them in my Notes app. That always cheers me up—thinking of the likes and comments I’ll get. The videos I’ll be able to take of tiny hands and little beige outfits.

As I scroll, looking for my nursery photos, I spot the shots I took earlier at the well, and pause. I swipe through the selfies. Most of them I deem unusable for various reasons—my face looks wide, my lips are too thin at that angle, you can see a flyaway—but one makes me hesitate for reasons other than critiquing my physical appearance.

It’s the well, visible behind my right shoulder. It’s slightly blurry, since I’m in the foreground of the photo, reddish-gold sunlight dappling my face. I pinch the screen, zooming in on the well.

Something is coming out of it.

It’s as if the darkness inside the well is spilling out from the lip, dripping over the edge and reaching for the ground. Or reaching for me. The longer I stare, the more the darkness forms into an actual shape. Not just shadows overflowing, but what looks like a long, searching arm, melting over the stones of the well, pulling itself up.




CHAPTER 4

I STARE AT THE photo for several minutes, zooming in, zooming out, trying to discern if what I’m seeing is real or a terrible exposure issue gone wrong. The armlike shape is in none of the other photos, and eventually I decide it’s a trick of the light, the setting sun’s rays mangling the background so that it looks eerie and odd.

I delete the photo, which slows down my pattering heartbeat, and go back to Instagram, scrolling through Mara’s posts, letting her curated aesthetic and charmingly posed children rub a cooling salve on my nerves.

When I hear Graham’s footsteps on the stairs, I shove my phone away—Graham doesn’t like me to be on it too long; he says it rots my brain—and dart into the bathroom to get ready for bed. I’m applying lavender-scented lotion to my smooth legs, one foot up on the clawfoot tub, when Graham’s snores come from the other room.

He didn’t say good-night. He didn’t even brush his teeth. I sigh, rubbing cream into my golden, toned calf. Graham does this sometimes when he’s had more than three drinks.

I fight away the disgust that creeps up my throat at the thought of his beer-filmed teeth, his molars hoarding food crumbs from whatever he ate tonight without me. He’s my husband and I love him. Even when he does things I wouldn’t do. Or things that make me not want to touch him.

I am very lucky to have Graham. I try to remind myself of that often.

Every day after our first date, Graham would text me once in the morning and once at night, saying how beautiful I was and how he couldn’t stop thinking about me. He extolled my virtues often and ardently: I can’t believe I met someone like you. You’re different from other girls. You’re special.

I brimmed with joy from the compliments, heart fluttering the whole time. Three weeks later, he took me to the nicest restaurant in town and disappeared for ten minutes during the meal. When the waiter brought out dessert, a gluten-free torte, the words I love you, Camille were written in frosting across its chocolate face.

I didn’t think about it. I didn’t pause to assess the time frame or the fact that we had only been on a handful of dates. This was true romance. I beamed at Graham across the table, instantly responding, “I love you too.”

It didn’t matter that Graham was my first real relationship—I’d been too busy taking care of my father in high school to date. My father hoped I would find a good man one day, and he got his wish with Graham. We were meant to be.

When I finish my nighttime routine, I slip back into the bedroom. Graham has turned all the lights off, leaving me to blunder through the darkness, my eyes not yet adjusted after being in our bright and spotless bathroom. The room is still unfamiliar enough to me that I have to feel my way along the wall, fingertips brushing against the white pine dresser, trailing over the door handle to the walk-in closet. Slowly, I begin to make out the moonlight bleeding over the floorboards, the rustling white flap of the sheer curtains in the breeze entering through the open windows. The massive shape of the bed rises before me, punctuated by my husband’s guttural snores.

I crawl onto my side of the mattress, feeling a chill in the air even though fall is still several weeks away. We’ll have to start shutting the windows at night soon.

Everything is unpacked—I got everything decorated and put away in record time—but this will be our first winter in a new home. I can’t help feeling anxious about it. Especially because I want to be pregnant for it. I want a summer baby.

Once my eyes have adjusted, I stare at Graham to make sure he is asleep, watching the rise and fall of his broad, shirtless chest. I’m struck by a sudden desire to score my nails across his skin, drawing pink lines across his pecs and nipples. I shake my head, alarmed.

You’re tired. Read. And sleep.

I remove the secret book I have stashed under a pile of Country Living magazines in my bedside drawer. It’s not that Graham wouldn’t approve, although he might have something to say about the name, which I admit was off-putting to me at first too. The Flesh of Fear sounds lurid, but it’s really about the physiological fear response in humans and other mammals. No, I hide the book because sometimes I crave … privacy. Something that is mine alone. It’s wrong—not the way a good, traditional woman should be—but I can’t help it.

Clipping a tiny book light onto the back cover, I adjust the beam so it shines down on the pages, allowing me to read the text without waking Graham.


One of the most fascinating characteristics of the human skin is its ability to flex. Within the skin are arrector pili muscles, located inside hair follicles. These largely involuntary muscles can contract when faced with cold or certain emotions, such as fear or arousal, causing the hair on the skin to become erect. Colloquially, this is known as “getting goose bumps.”



My eyes get heavy as I continue reading, beginning to drift off. This isn’t new information, and its familiarity soothes me. Thoughts of my arrector pili muscles, taut and on guard at the well earlier, dance in my mind. I’m dimly aware of the book slumping forward on my chest.

Everything goes dark for a moment, and then I jolt awake, eyes flying open. Trying to move, I find I’m frozen to the bed, and Graham’s sleeping form has vanished. I am alone, buried in blankets, staring up at the ceiling, which shifts in shadow. Moonlight moves, illuminating a giant, half-lidded eye watching me from the faux rafters.

Everything in my body feels like it’s made of syrup. Slow. Melted. Sedated.

The eye blinks—the wet squelch of white jelly, a click as the eyelashes thread downward as if they’re made of metal and not keratin. There are massive feathered wings reaching from the corners of the eye, tips disappearing into the shadows at the edges of the room.

The wings begin to rotate, spinning around the eye, which doesn’t move, centered on its own axis, unperturbed by the feathered arms around it.

My throat is stuffed with cotton. I want to move, hide my face, but I can’t. I try to smile. Like my mother taught me. My mouth is rigid and laced shut like a corset.

All at once, the wings cease their circles and freeze. The eye opens wide; it has no irises. Only an inkblot of a pupil.

A voice comes from nowhere and everywhere—both in my bones and outside my head; too loud and too soft. I can’t understand it at first. It speaks in a way I can’t fathom. There’s a clicking sound as the eye blinks rapidly and then settles.

The next time the voice speaks, I can follow its words, but only by tracing them on my own skin. It’s as if someone’s mouth is pressing against my body, speaking directly into my being.

Why do you want a baby?

I must be sleeping. This must be a dream. I try to wake myself up, try to jerk out of this nightmare. When that doesn’t work, I imagine licking my lips, freeing my tongue, screaming for help. My mouth doesn’t move. Not even a twitch.

Why do you want a baby?

The voice is starting to hurt; its words are like electric currents that burrow into my marrow. I don’t want it to ask again, and I can’t open my mouth, so I try to answer in my head.

Because I have so much love to give. I want to share my life with a child. I want to start a family with my loving husband.

It’s what I’ve said online, over and over.

WHY DO YOU WANT A BABY?

A whimper trapped against my throat vibrates my uvula as I try to articulate the pain that has suddenly invaded my body, but I still can’t say anything.

WHY DO YOU—

I need something to take care of! I think as loudly as I can, frantic, hoping to cast my inner voice up toward the eye. The other speaker falls silent, and I sense it waiting. Fearing it starting up again, I continue. I’ve always been a caretaker. My father. Now my husband. But something is changing with us. He’s … he’s pulling away. I feel it. If we had a baby … I could have someone else to take care of. Someone who wouldn’t leave me. I would always have someone to watch over. Someone to love.

A baby is also expected. I have a husband. A home. The natural progression is a child. Then another. That is my job as a wife. A housekeeper, a nurturer, a homemaker, a mother. This is what it means to be a good woman—it was how my mother was, and her mother. It was what my father expected, what Graham loved about me. He said I was a rare breed these days, that he loved my values and femininity. But it isn’t enough, because he’s slipping away. A baby would tether him back to me, but more importantly, a baby would give me purpose again. Not to mention necessary and important content for the burgeoning influencer I’ve become.

You shall have a baby, the voice announces, interrupting my stream of consciousness.

What? I ask in my head, frozen, hope lodged in my lungs.

You shall have a baby, the voice repeats into my skin, and the eye above me tears up, damp, shiny. Forming in the center of the black pupil is a copper coin. A penny.

A drop of liquid, molten and metallic, hisses from the eye and lands squarely on my face, the pain so rampant and intense that everything around me shatters, waking me up instantly.

Gasping, I scramble upright, sweat clinging to my brow and armpits, my blonde hair sticking to my shoulders. The Flesh of Fear falls off my chest and thumps to the floor. Raggedly inhaling, I turn to see Graham, sound asleep. His hairy arm is flung over his face as if to block out the sight of me. His snoring is even louder now—something I couldn’t hear in the dream at all.

“Don’t you care?” I whisper. “I had the worst nightmare.”

His snores are uninterrupted.

I glance at the ceiling. There’s nothing there, just shifting patterns of moonlight gently dancing from the breeze pushing through the white curtains and the half-open window.

My hands tremble as I reach over to the nightstand and sip from the glass of water I keep there. Warm liquid laps against my lips. It tastes metallic and thick. A dense odor comes from the cup. I look down at the dark fluid.

Dark?

Before I can swallow, I spit it back into the container, gagging, finally recognizing the salty, tangy taste.

Blood.

Even shaking, choking down vomit, I don’t dare drop the glass. The carpet in our bedroom is white. It would be ruined.

Carefully, I put the glass back on the nightstand, trying to extricate myself from the down comforter, stomach churning. Graham hasn’t moved; his snores are as deep as they were moments earlier. Dry heaving, I grab the cord of the lamp on the end table, wincing as warm yellow light blasts through the bedroom.

When my eyes have adjusted, I stare at the glass, the rollicking in my stomach refusing to subside despite what I see. I can taste the blood. Smell its scent.

But the glass is filled, nearly to the brim, with crystal-clear water.
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