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      For the nerdy kids who were born sharp and grew up

      honing that sharpness like a weapon

      because they had no choice:

      I see you.

      I am you.

      Never let the assholes dull your shine…

      or your thorns.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          POPPY, NOW

        

      

    

    
      I have a drawing that I keep tucked inside an old doll house—well, a house for fairies. My father always insisted upon the whimsical, albeit in small amounts. It’s little quirks like that which make you real to people. Which make you safe. Everyone has some weird thing they cling to in times of stress, whether it’s listening to a favorite song or snuggling up in a comfortable blanket, or talking to the sky as if it might respond. I had the fairies.

      And that little fairy house, now blackened by soot and flame, is as good a place as any to keep the things that should be gone. I haven’t looked at the drawing since the day I brought it home, can’t even remember stealing it, but I can describe every jagged line by heart.

      The crude slashes of black that make up the stick figure’s arms, the page torn where the scribbled lines meet—shredded by the pressure of the crayon’s point. The sadness of the smallest figure. The horrific, monstrous smile on the father, dead center in the middle of the page.

      Looking back, it should have been a warning—I should have known, I should have run. The child who drew it was no longer there to tell me what happened by the time I stumbled into that house. The boy knew too much; that was obvious from the picture.

      Children have a way of knowing things that adults don’t—a heightened sense of self-preservation that we slowly lose over time as we convince ourselves that the prickling along the backs of our necks is nothing to worry about. Children are too vulnerable not to be ruled by emotion—they’re hardwired to identify threats with razor’s-edge precision. Unfortunately, they have a limited capacity to describe the perils they uncover. They can’t explain why their teacher is scary or what makes them duck into the house if they see the neighbor peeking at them from behind the blinds. They cry. They wet their pants.

      They draw pictures of monsters under the bed to process what they can’t articulate.

      Luckily, most children never find out that the monsters under their bed are real.

      I never had that luxury. But even as a child, I was comforted that my father was a bigger, stronger monster than anything outside could ever be. He would protect me. I knew that to be a fact the way other people know the sky is blue or that their racist Uncle Earl is going to fuck up Thanksgiving. Monster or not, he was my world. And I adored him in the way only a daughter can.

      I know that’s strange to say—to love a man even if you see what terrors lurk beneath. My therapist says it’s normal, but she’s prone to sugarcoating. Or maybe she’s so good at positive thinking that she’s grown blind to real evil.

      I’m not sure what she’d say about the drawing in the fairy house. I’m not sure what she’d think about me if I told her that I understood why my father did what he did, not because I thought it was justified, but because I understood him. I’m an expert when it comes to the motivation of the creatures underneath the bed.

      And I guess that’s why I live where I do, hidden in the New Hampshire wilderness as if I can keep every piece of the past beyond the border of the property—as if a fence might keep the lurking dark from creeping in through the cracks. And there are always cracks, no matter how hard you try to plug them. Humanity is a perilous condition rife with self-inflicted torment and psychological vulnerabilities, the what-ifs and maybes contained only by paper-thin flesh, any inch of which is soft enough to puncture if your blade is sharp.

      I knew that before I found the picture, of course, but something in those jagged lines of crayon drove it home, or dug it in a little deeper. Something changed that week in the mountains. Something foundational, perhaps the first glimmer of certainty that I’d one day need an escape plan. But though I like to think I was trying to save myself from day one, it’s hard to tell through the haze of memory. There are always holes. Cracks.

      I don’t spend a lot of time reminiscing; I’m not especially nostalgic. I think I lost that little piece of myself first. But I’ll never forget the way the sky roiled with electricity, the greenish tinge that threaded through the clouds and seemed to slide down my throat and into my lungs. I can feel the vibration in the air from the birds rising on frantically beating wings. The smell of damp earth and rotting pine will never leave me.

      Yes, it was the storm that kept it memorable; it was the mountains.

      It was the woman.

      It was the blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          POPPY, THEN

        

      

    

    
      Night in the Alabama bayous encroaches with a decadence unknown in the bigger cities—harder and deeper. Like the rest of the world has been sucked into a void. The night it all started, the moon was hidden, too, the only light one low-hanging scarf of stars in the far east, which was not nearly enough to keep the shadows from wrapping around me like a blanket. The night breathed with me, a damp breeze redolent of sleeping magnolias. If my father had stopped the car right then, I’d have heard the tremulous scree of cicadas, the glumpy blat-blat of bullfrogs. As it was, only the buzzing drone of the tires against the highway filled my ears.

      I adjusted myself in the seat, my face aimed at the truck’s window, my blond curls springing against my cheek. I could smell the musty chill of ozone at the edge of the breeze. Even if the neighbors hadn’t been talking about it all week, I would have known a storm was coming.

      I glanced over at my father’s bare face gleaming in the glare of the truck’s instrument panel, his skin pasty, like pizza dough. I was nine years old, and I’d never seen him without his beard. He’d kept his mustache, though, perched on his upper lip like a curly brown caterpillar. I wondered if he’d ever been without the beard before, whether my mother had fallen in love with a clean-shaven man, if his cheeks were slick and pale the day she left us.

      Dad seemed to feel me looking because he turned his head my way. “Are you excited, Poppy?”

      We’d never been on vacation before, and the novelty of it prickled dully along my spine. “Of course I’m excited. Where are we going?”

      My voice came out muffled—sleepy. He’d woken me at three in the morning with his keys already dangling from his fist. I didn’t have time to register the kind of thrill that I probably should have felt, hadn’t even asked where we were going, just climbed out of bed and followed him out to the truck.

      He grinned, and with that bare, pale face, he felt like a mere impression of the man he usually was. Like I was driving off into the night with a stranger. “We’re going to the mountains,” he announced.

      The… mountains? We weren’t hikers. What would we do in the mountains? Had he rented a house to watch the wildlife? He often stared out from the back deck while the deer sniffed at his roses. But unlike everyone else in Alabama, my father would never shoot one; he said that guns were for cowards. It was wrong to blindside an animal that didn’t see you coming, but more than that, there was no chase in it. What fun was the hunt if you couldn’t see the fear in their eyes? At least, I assume that’s what he might have thought. I don’t have a personal frame of reference—I never liked hunting in any form, guns or not.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he went on. “What kind of fun can we have in the mountains? Right?”

      I almost laughed—he had the uncanny ability to read my mind. But I could read him too, and that wasn’t always comforting. Some things you didn’t want to know.

      “It’ll be wonderful. You’ll see.”

      “I know, Dad.” And I did.

      The miles of black highway stretched out forever, a hazy tunnel to a temporary freedom. No school, no pretending, no smiling while everyone else turned their backs on me. Just me and my dad and the mountains. Dad always said how important it was to be normal so as not to attract attention, but he attracted plenty of attention himself. He was the man who bought school supplies for the entire town. Who paid for the sheriff’s department to get new equipment. He was as conspicuous in his heroism as I was in my solitude—I wasn’t like the other kids, and it wasn’t just my brains. I’m certain some of them knew exactly what my father was, but they couldn’t put it into words. Their parents would never believe it anyway.

      My father shifted lanes to pass a slower-moving sedan with a steady tick-tick-tick of his blinker, then hit the gas. “Go back to sleep, Poppy. I’ll wake you when we get close.”

      I stretched my feet into the pocket in front of me. “Can we look for a waterfall?” I’d been assigned a report on waterfalls a few months before. I liked the thought that they’d take all your filth downstream instead of washing it down to be reabsorbed through the pads of your feet.

      “I already looked up the perfect one. We’ll be dancing in a waterfall soon enough.”

      I never even had to ask.

      I relaxed back against the window and closed my eyes. The glass was hard and cool, bumping against my temple, but I liked the way it felt; it kept me on the verge of sleep without letting me drift away.

      How strange that I still remember exactly how the window felt against my hair, how the leaked chill from the torn weather stripping smelled vaguely of exhaust. Yet I do not remember many things that others might deem important. My therapist says it’s the trauma—that I couldn’t remember if I wanted to. I think all of us have pieces of ourselves, of those we love, that we don’t want to accept.

      And though my father and I never once spoke of that week in the mountains after we went home, the memories of that time are a snapshot come to life while the rest of my childhood remains a puzzle that I never understood how to solve.

      If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that thinking too hard about any of it only makes things worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      The sun began to gray the horizon around five, illuminating a landscape pockmarked with hay bales and horses. The fruit Dad had packed did well for breakfast: two nectarines and a baggie of green grapes. He’d even brought me Squeezits to drink, something he usually lamented about for having too much sugar. Just bringing it to my lips made my guts tighten up like I might be tempting a slow slide toward diabetes, and for what? They weren’t even that good.

      I dozed off and on throughout the later morning. I wished I had brought something with me—something to do. I’d barely had time to grab a single notebook so I could finish writing a letter to Johnny, my pen pal. Johnny was mostly dull, loved horses and sea turtles and Def Leppard. He even had sea turtles imprinted on the fancy stationery he sent me letters on every other week.

      But Johnny was smart, which was what I had been hoping for when I snuck my name onto the older kids’ pen pal list at school; with one K-12 for the entire town, I didn’t even have to slip into another building. I simply said I was sixteen instead of nine so I could talk about books and philosophy and chemistry and whether I might like to be a writer one day. It’s funny to think about that now, how the age of technology would have made this impossible—how every parent involved would probably have to talk over social media first, make sure someone else’s delinquent kid wasn’t going to be a bad influence from 500 miles away. It was a different time. Which was lucky, because I needed a place to put all those ideas so they didn’t explode out of me in a way that would be suspicious. Any hint of above-average intelligence would make people pay attention. Safer to write it down and send it off to another state.

      I snuggled down with my arms crossed and stared at the road. I didn’t want to write to my pen pal in front of Dad—I hadn’t even found a good time to tell him about Johnny yet. It had never seemed important enough to bring up. Or maybe Johnny was something that was just… mine.

      The hay bales grew sparser until there were only trees and green, the hills brightening from gray to a hazy emerald that was all the more vibrant against the cloudy sky. Were we still in Alabama? The purple peaks in the distance seemed a lot bigger than the rolling green hills I was used to. Georgia, perhaps. Kentucky. Wildflowers lined the shoulders on either side of the highway, cobalt and pink and yellow and white, all dulled by the gauzy clouds. I hoped we could get to the waterfall before it started raining.

      We drove for nine hours total, the truck’s tires a steady drone like buzzing bees, the wind sweet in my hair.

      I was drifting off again when the truck started ascending—I could feel it in my ears, the pressure that built and popped, and in the swaying of my body as he maneuvered the truck around hairpin curves. Higher. Higher. Finally, he slowed the truck to a crawl. I raised my head and blinked.

      I had expected a campground, maybe a state park, but the landscape was mostly bare, with deeply rutted dirt, gouges like tiny canyons that made the truck rollick and whine. Where the street—more like a wide path—wasn’t gouged, it was littered with reddish gravel, probably churned up when they cut the road through the mountain. The squat stumps of trees peppered the landscape for acres on either side, but the brush that bordered the road suggested that no one had been back here in some time. I could see the thicker woods in the distance, though, stately oaks, the spires of birches, the heavy girth of prickly pines that spread out like rolling waves and vanished into the cloud-shaded mountains. Perhaps this was once meant to be a neighborhood, cleared for townhomes before the market went bad. Or it might have been… an old logging road.

      Either way, I did not believe that this was a place for hiking. Billy Bob and his tractor might find it fun, or the four-wheeler boys who thought mud was more thrilling than finding a job that didn’t involve meth, but what kind of vacation could we have amidst a field of hacked-off lumber?

      I turned to my father, my brow furrowed in question.

      Dad grinned back, a wide, bright-white smile—excited? Or pleased that I might be excited. I know now that the way he experienced the world was not the same as the way a normal person might, but making me happy was a goal in most any context. We crawled along the shoulder, my father edging off the road, the squeaking of the brakes almost obscured by the grinding crunch beneath the tires. Birds chirped in response, or perhaps in agitation.

      And then… I saw it.

      Outside my window, a tiny green ribbon fluttered in the breeze inches above the ground, thin and pale against the brown of the stump it was tied to. It was the kind of ribbon lumberjacks might use to alert others to a diseased plant, or to mark a birch that had to come down to make way for yet another cabin, but it was too clean to have been from the original demolition. New. Put there recently.

      I straightened, my heart pounding. Dad used to set up treasure hunts for me, but I’d imagined the time for such games had passed. I was six the last time he’d woken me up early and sent me searching for a gift: fifteen clues to find the fairy house, all done up in sunny yellow with purple trim.

      I grinned, staring at that ribbon. Was something hidden beneath the scrap of fabric, buried in the dirt? A tiny note, perhaps, a toy or a piece of carved metal to lead me to my next clue? Or would I find a clue gouged into the wood itself?

      My father did not stop the car near the ribbon. He never made his treasure hunts easy—that would have been boring, and for a kid smart enough to blow through all the high school reading in elementary school, boring was insufferable.

      I kept my gaze on the stump, the clue, while he slid the car along the shoulder for another hundred feet. I can hear the grinding noise of the gravel shoulder now, hushed but sharp as a blade. Funny the things you remember when you aren’t trying.

      The moment the truck stopped, I leaped out into the filmy afternoon, squinting. The crow on top of the stump made it easier to track—huge and black with shiny feathers and enormous charcoal eyes. With the harsh thunk of the slamming truck door still echoing in the breeze, I confidently headed off toward the dead tree. Birds sat on nearly every stump beyond the trunk I was watching, some so far off they resembled flakes of black pepper. Eerily quiet, not so much as a chitter from the birds. Not a rumble of thunder to break the stillness.

      “Poppy?”

      “Yeah?” I didn’t turn. The green ribbon was still too far away to see, and I didn’t want to mix up the crow atop that downed tree with a different one. I wanted to find the clue fast—to impress him.

      “Come on back, Poppy.”

      Behind the bird, lightning flashed, brightening his inky feathers with a burst of silver as if we’d all been cast in a Hitchcock movie. “But I see the clue, Dad. I caught it on the way in.” I sounded like I was whining—petulant. Pathetic. And I already knew from his tone that I had made an error. With a final fleeting glance at the trunk, I turned back to my father, disappointment burning in my chest.

      He was frowning, the chalky light staining his skin, his gray T-shirt washing him out further—even his jeans were faded. Only his eyes were bright, a deep amber that glittered like the gaze of a tiger. “The clue?” He shook his head. “Sorry, no clues here. But I have something better. Something you don’t have to search for.”

      I forced my face into a mask of calm acceptance, mostly angry at myself for being wrong. Sometimes a green ribbon attached to the trunk of an old, dead tree was just a ribbon, but when you were trained to watch for the smallest of details, it was easy to get confused. Easy to see clues where they did not exist.

      My sneakers on the gravel made a grainy cshh-cshh sound as I walked back to the truck, my shoulders straight, my head held high. “Sorry, I thought I saw something. Can’t be too careful, right, Dad?” Nice save, dummy. Even then, I knew that self-deprecation was a trick—something my dad used to make him more approachable in mixed company. I couldn’t try it aloud, though. There weren’t many things that upset my father, but hearing me insult myself might have been one of them.

      I stopped beside him just as he pulled the latch on the truck’s bed. Clunk. The birds exploded skyward with beating wings and strangely emphysemic screams.

      “That’s my smart Poppy. Always watching.” He never did anything so trite as ruffling my hair, but that phrase felt like a pat on the back. He glanced at the sky, at the birds, then pulled his blade from his belt and sliced the ropes to release the tarp.

      I stepped closer. Huh. Not just backpacks for our clothes—new sleeping bags, blue and black, were tied onto the top of each backpack. The backpacks themselves were new as well, mine bigger than the one I used at school, with thicker straps, presumably made for hiking. And… a tent? It hung in a bright orange oblong pouch off the side of the larger pack. Interesting. Mountains, yes, hiking sure, but sleeping out in the wilderness? My father wasn’t the outdoorsy type, despite the acres of woods that surrounded our house in Alabama. He didn’t fish. He didn’t forage or take long walks in the woods. And he didn’t hunt animals. How much food did he have in his pack?

      As if in response to my thoughts, the sky growled, a long low rumble of thunder that vibrated my marrow. No, this was all wrong. Hadn’t people in town been talking about a hurricane coming? This far north, there’d be no hurricane, of course, but storms like that always had far-reaching impacts. Tornadoes. Hail. Vicious stuff even hours from the coast.

      Dad smiled, so strange without his beard, and slid the hunting knife that he had never once used for hunting back into the sheath beneath his shirt. He gestured to the smaller of the two packs. “Ready for an adventure?”

      “I… think so.” Was this a vacation? I think that was the first time I considered that it might be an exit plan—an escape. Change your face by shaving the most memorable part of you? Check. Pack a bag? Check. All that was left was to run away. I always thought we’d end up on a plane if we needed to leave Alabama, that we’d be somewhere over the ocean before the sheriff had a chance to arrest him. Maybe no one would find us if we lived off the land forever—which I couldn’t imagine—but someone would find his truck if he left it here.

      I raised my gaze to the sky, to those pregnant clouds. Darker now, for sure.

      My father already had his own pack on his shoulders, no challenge for him as strong as he was—well-defined biceps that didn’t even ripple with the weight of the bag. He pulled my pack from the truck bed and held it up so I could slip my arms through the straps. Heavy—quite heavy. And sitting on the zipper…

      I gasped and stumbled backward as the roach skittered onto my arm, then dropped to the ground.

      My father’s laughter roared through the trees. I squinted at the dirt, at the roach unmoving near my left shoe—the insect was fake. Or… maybe dead. I didn’t know which, and it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he’d put it there.

      My shoulders relaxed, though my heart was still lodged in my throat. “Dad!” But his laughter was contagious. I laughed with him—I couldn’t help it. But I still didn’t like the way the roach was crouched there, as if it might spring back to life and attack me. I lifted my foot over the thing, still giggling. My father raised an eyebrow—no longer laughing. I lowered my foot, leaving the insect uncrushed.

      He nodded and turned his head to the field, the tree graveyard smoky with mist. “Come on, Poppy. Let’s go.”

      “Do you think it will rain?”

      “If it does, we have shelter. But I’m not afraid.” That much was always true—fear was not one of the emotions my father experienced. “Are you afraid, my sweet Poppy? I like to think a girl like you isn’t scared of anything.” Not even roaches. He didn’t say the last part aloud, but I heard it all the same.

      I squared my shoulders, the straps already digging into the soft spots on either side of my neck. “Of course I’m not afraid.” But the truth was, I didn’t know. It would take me years to truly understand fear—in others and in myself. Even if I’d been trembling inside, I would have smiled, but as it was, all I felt was a little sick. From the Squeezits, I was sure.

      “Good. It would be silly for you to be scared. You’re stronger than anything out there.” He slammed the truck’s hatch and adjusted the straps on his backpack, then headed off along the gravel, a single shadowed figure framed by the far-off trees, the field of stumps spread out on either side like corpses on a battlefield. The air was damp inside my nostrils, fingers of breeze tugging at my shirt, pushing me forward after him. Even now I can still see him if I squint into a cloudy day at just the right angle, the square lines of his shoulders, his hips rolling confidently. The way his stocky silhouette seemed to get bigger as he walked away from me.
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