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CHAPTER ONE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Transcript of Interview with Steven Pratt

      

      

      

      
        
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: Just tell us where you put them, Pratt. There have to be bodies out there.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: I don’t know what you’re talking about.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: You might have everyone in this town fooled, but not me. I was in that shed. I smelled the blood. Watched it leaking into the floorboards. I had it on my shoes, you sick bastard.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: Well, I feel terrible that you had to be in there, but we all have to do things we don’t want to, no matter how we might feel about it.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: I’m surprised you feel anything at all.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: You know better than that. I’m always helping those in need—the only reason your deputies have equipment is because of my contribution to the sheriff’s department. I’m the only reason your son’s school ever had textbooks. This town is going to be awfully upset that you’re taking me away.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: They can think what they want, but I know it’s an act. (unintelligible) Level with me: the way you… (long pause) The things you did to that poor boy… It takes practice. It takes patience. This wasn’t your first time, and if we hadn’t put those cuffs on you, it wouldn’t have been your last. You looked positively gleeful when you saw me coming. Maybe you wanted to stop. Is that it?

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: Gleeful? Now that’s one I can’t say I’ve felt, not since the love of my life left us—left me with our baby. What kind of a mother does that?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: Maybe she knew what a monster you were. Tell me… did you kill her too?

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: I’m not sure why you want there to be more victims, Sheriff. You’re the one who sounds sick. It makes sense though—cops have higher rates of domestic violence, and people with enough power to challenge your authority are probably a threat. I imagine having me chained up like a dog is hitting all the right buttons for you.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: Shut the fuck up, Pratt. This isn’t about me.

        STEVEN PRATT: Oh, but it is. You’re projecting all this onto me, this bloodlust you clearly have. How did you cope before me? Beat your wife? Take it out on your boy?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: (unintelligible) You don’t get to say a word about Maryanne! I will… (long pause). You are not going to make this about me. This is about your sins. About your family—your daughter.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: Where is Poppy? Is she okay?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: After what she saw you do? What do you think?

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: I’m sure she’s more okay with what I did and less so with what that boy did. He tried to rape her, you know. I was just protecting her. Did she tell you that?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: She hasn’t said a single word. She’s been sobbing in the other room for hours now. (banging sound) Does that feel good to you? Do you like knowing that you traumatized your own child into silence?

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: I didn’t do anything to Poppy. Never so much as spanked her. Ask her, she’ll tell you. That girl is untouched, as innocent as they come.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: Innocent maybe, but she won’t ever be the same, Pratt. She’ll blame herself for this. You have to know that.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: You’re trying to tell me I should have let that boy rape her? That I should have just looked the other way?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: He was an athlete, bound for college—he wanted to be a doctor. He wasn’t a rap⁠—

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: I don’t give a damn about what he wanted to be! He could have killed her! You have a child, Sheriff. Any parent should understand wanting to protect their own. And I know you understand better than most.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: Oh, I understand all right. Who else did you protect her from, Steve? Maybe ol’ Donny up the road there? He clean vanished just a few weeks ago.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: Donny? Didn’t you find his overturned boat on the shore?

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: What about the women who conveniently vanished after dating you? If you’ve got any decency left, you should let their families put them to rest.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: Ah, nice try, Sheriff, but I don’t date women with families. That’d be bad for a little girl, don’t you think? Bringing sons in there who might try to molest her—you know how boys are. Even stepdaughters might compete for my time. No, I never would have done that to her. (cough) You can think whatever you want about me, but you should cut Poppy loose; let her go home.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: You just want her to go home because you’re afraid of what she might say. She’s probably in there now, finally spilling her guts.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: (laughter) I’m sure she is.

      

        

      
        SHERIFF TREADWELL: That doesn’t seem to bother you, Pratt. But if she walks away from this, you’ll never see her again.

      

        

      
        STEVEN PRATT: But she’ll be happy. And that’s all I’ve ever wanted. (long pause) Don’t you understand? All that ever mattered was Poppy.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          POPPY, THEN

        

      

    

    
      I found a toe once, in our yard. It was just sitting there on the grass, all plump and pale like a mushroom, but with a toenail—that was the giveaway.

      I felt the crusting when I touched it and stuck it inside my pocket. Most people don’t know what that means—“crusting”—but that’s what I used to call it before I knew a lot of fancy words. That feeling of hardening inside your chest, as if your insides are getting a rind like the one that grows on cheese when you leave it out. Like all your feelings were once gooey and hot, and now they’re dry and rotting—inedible.

      And once you’re all crusted up inside, there’s no going back. I used to wonder if I would have been a psychopath if someone else had raised me—if I had a mother to nurture all those gooey bits—but I don’t wonder that now. Psychopaths don’t really wonder about those kinds of things. The what-ifs are irrelevant.

      I suppose that most people would wonder why there was a toe in their yard, too. Any kind of toe might have inspired curiosity. A rabbit’s toe, even the tread of a dog’s paw. Random body parts tend to make normal people wonder. I think I would have wondered more if the appendage was from a dog or a rabbit; it would have been more of a mystery. Dad didn’t hurt animals. He wasn’t that kind of guy. He even thought shooting a deer was cheating—a coward’s game for people too weak to gain submission on their own merit.

      No, that toe wasn’t from an animal.

      But it also wasn’t a mistake.

      Dad was always too careful for that. Too smart. The toe was there because he wanted me to find it. He never showed anyone things before they were ready to see them, and I’m no exception to that rule. He never asked me to do anything before I was ready. He always planned things so perfectly—it always seemed like he could read my mind.

      That’s the thing about family: you’re inside each other’s heads whether you want to be or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          POPPY, NOW

        

      

    

    
      “Get the fuck out of here,” I snarl. The countertop presses into my hip, black granite to match the espresso cabinetry; the white marble on the floor is run through with shimmering streaks of onyx too. Carson says it’s pretty, but he’s not appreciating it right now. Nor does he seem to be appreciating me.

      My husband glowers at me from the kitchen doorway, his eyes a glittering kaleidoscope of green and blue. His size makes him domineering—all broad shoulders and hard abs—but his goofy fashion sense keeps him from being scary. I’m not one to be afraid anyway, even in situations where normal people would be. I’m not a normal person. Too bad for him.

      “How dare you,” he says. “You kiss our dog with that mouth?”

      Nope. Though I pretend sometimes, do the little smoochy noises and everything. It’s weird, but French Fry is too dumb to care. I raise one corner of my lip—half smile, half snarl. “What are you going to do about it, Mr. Price?”

      He advances, fists at his sides. From the tile beside my shoe, French Fry barks and snuffles and barks again. Carson smiles down at him. “You’re upsetting the little guy, Poppy.”

      I glance over. French Fry’s fawn-colored wrinkles deepen as he licks his jowls with a tongue that seems too large to fit in his mouth. Did he just slobber on his own eyeball?

      “He’s going to be more upset when I shoo him out of this room so I can have my way with you. Unless you get out of here already.” I step toward Carson, and the twinkle in his green eyes brightens. I snatch his jacket from the stool and shove it into his arms—autumn in New Hampshire is like an Alabama winter. “There’s no way you’ll make it to your book signing on time if you don’t get in the car. That extra-special shower already put you behind schedule.”

      He shrugs into the jacket. Good thing too—his Flash T-shirt is doing him no favors. The man I married is undeniably a dork. Cute too, if you’re into that, though the fact that he buried a body for me is more important than his dimples. “Let me dispose of this man you killed” is not a pickup line that would work on most women, but people like me don’t have the requisite feelings to bond us to other humans; we need proof of commitment, not just words and endorphins. And Carson delivered. Which is why he gets special showers.

      “You’re right,” he says. “I’m late. Especially since I have an interview scheduled before the book signing.”

      Ah, yes, another book, this one on a documented murderer; got a confession and everything. The world still hasn’t proven that my father killed a single person outside of my high school boyfriend. That’s why Dad’s so damn intriguing—a serial killer so good no one could prove he was one. Killers who get away with murder are always interesting, and most killers stop short of making bodies vanish completely. It’s like magic, what Dad did, unlike the story Carson’s writing now—a single night, one man on a murder spree, and a sinus cavity full of bath salts to blame for it. Boring. But at least French Fry gets to have his smashed face on the book jackets with Carson’s bio. All Carson’s older books featured his last dog, Potato, and it only seems fair that Fry gets his moment in the limelight. He certainly won’t be famous for anything else.

      “The interview’s on the way to the signing, right? You should be fine if you eat in the car.” The bath salt connoisseur will pull focus from Carson’s last book; the book about my father. I’d rather leave that in the past, but he’d never write something that would hurt me, and letting him publish it felt a lot like a wedding present—proof of my affection—especially since the book is why we met. He showed up at my house, convinced that my father was after him. My dad wasn’t after him, of course—he’s in prison. Instead, a man named Jay Steele was following us both. Jay believed that my father killed his wife and kidnapped his daughter; he was right on both fronts. I had no idea the child was still alive at all until my father told me last year. But I haven’t seen Molly since she was four—I was seven—and with Jay dead, she’s irrelevant.

      “Don’t bring home any stalkers, okay?” Too soon? But he smiles—dark humor has always been my go-to. I think it’s a reasonable tactic when you grow up watching your dad hang people from meat hooks.

      “I make no promises. What if some stalker grabs my ass just right?” He leans down and kisses me on the cheek, gives me a squeeze for good measure, and heads for the foyer. “See you soon, little Fry!” Carson calls as he vanishes beyond the kitchen arch.

      French Fry wags his curly pug tail and scampers over for a scratch, but returns to the kitchen when the front door swings closed. He plants his pudgy butt on the floor—the new floor. The month before the wedding, we tore out the entire kitchen piece by piece, straight to the subfloor to ensure every shred of evidence was gone. You can’t just use soap and water to remove a corpse from your home; bleach makes blood invisible, but there are still traces for law enforcement to pick up later. You might as well leave the body just sitting there like a butchered lamb. Oxy-type cleaners, those are the best. But I can still see Jay’s body if the light hits the kitchen floor just right. It’s the shadows. What’s missing shows more than light ever does.

      I blink once more at French Fry, then let my eyes graze the charcoal counters, the new knife block. I’ve heard that couples often fight while trying to do home improvement projects, but Carson and I didn’t bicker once. Psychopaths like me don’t run hot, and we don’t really give a shit what color the cabinets are, or whether the pattern on the marble runs up and down or left to right. I appreciate neatness, and a room has to be practical, but argue over style? Nah. So long as the room doesn’t tell the world my secrets, I’m pretty agreeable.

      I scoop French Fry into my arms and rub his ears, my eyes on the spot where Jay’s body isn’t. I haven’t killed anyone since the night Jay broke into my house. Dad used to say killing was like breathing, but I’m not sure that’s true. I don’t need it as much these days to keep the hollowness at bay. The void inside me feels smaller.

      Counterintuitive though it may be, it seems I need to breathe less now that I have someone else sharing my air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The morning breeze is crisp like a fresh-picked apple and sweet with impending decay—almost winter. And here, decomposition starts early. I leave the car window open anyway, relishing the bite of air against the tip of my nose, the sound of the tires on the pavement; my electric car’s engine is nearly silent.

      My new office is in the next town over, which suits me fine. Farther to drive than the place I used to work, but a larger patient pool, and a higher caliber patient at that. That might be because of the marketing, though. I gave Monique an owner’s share in the company, let her handle everything except the chiropractic work itself, and I’ve never regretted it for a second.

      They say don’t work with your friends, but they aren’t friends with Monique.

      I park in the back of the lot. Our office is in a strip mall next to a day spa, an acupuncture clinic, and a vegan restaurant that we both like… as much as I like any food. I think the restaurant is part of the reason she picked it. We’re both introverted enough that we rarely hang out outside of work, so it’s a good excuse to grab a bite.

      My comfy shoes beat a muted thud-thud against the asphalt. The entire strip is beige on the outside, boring and bland, but it makes the name of our business stand out: Restorative Spine in brilliant purple. The chiropractic office matches the holistic vibe of the rest of the strip mall. We even get walk-in traffic from the businesses next door—Monique’s a genius. Those patients might be hippie-dippy, but they aren’t ever misogynistic dicks. It’s interesting that the people who love the fluffy science of acupuncture or essential oils tend to be more fully evolved emotionally. It might only be true here, but I’ll believe it until experience or data suggests otherwise, and either way, I can’t really judge them. Using essential oils is probably more socially acceptable than stabbing folks.

      Inside, the waiting area smells like lavender, eucalyptus, and rosemary. Not because we think it will cure cancer, but because it smells better than the flop sweat and aerosolized patchouli that some patients leave behind. Nothing artificial here—sprigs of dried flowers in clay vases grace every corner. Monique painted the walls purple, too, but not as bright as the sign—the color of lilacs.

      She looks up from behind the counter as I walk in, her black braids tight along her hairline and piled into a perfect set of curlicues, a streak of dyed purple woven through her thick, pretty strands like ribbon. We have a secretarial service that answers the phones for us and makes appointments, but she’d rather sit out here than hire someone to check patients in. It’s smart to size people up, but working in the lobby when she has a perfectly good private office seems crazier than the stabbing thing.

      Monique grins at me. The ring on her left hand glitters, a verdant stone shining as brightly as her smile—emerald. Her fiancé is an orthodontist with a dry sense of humor, too dry for Monique’s vibrant personality, but he doesn’t try to dull her shine, and he certainly doesn’t try to make her be someone she isn’t. The ring is proof enough of that. Carson and I have simple white-gold bands, understated—quietly committed—though I rarely wear mine, and never at work. I guess that’s what happens when you basically propose over a corpse.

      “Is Carson off chasing his next book?” she asks.

      She knows I married an author, but she doesn’t like reading about serial killers. She focuses on the bright side, like my therapist, and if she knows who my father is, she’s had the decency not to bring it up. Monique lost her dad young too—sixteen. I imagine a blameless cancer is easier on the conscience than getting your own father arrested the way I did… well, for people who have a conscience. And Monique certainly does.

      I nod. “Yeah, he left this morning. Just me and French Fry at home, but he’s not a great conversationalist.” If Fry has any thoughts at all, they’re probably about what his own eyeball tastes like.

      She raises one perfectly manicured eyebrow. Lilac shadow along her brow ridge. It matches the tips on her nails and the subtle ring of indigo around her irises—contacts. “You’re just not listening right.”

      I can’t help but smile. “I’m sure that’s it.” When dealing with normal people, it’s almost always easier to just agree.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My schedule is packed today: twenty-five patients, all with varying degrees of pain. Spinal adjustment is highly physical work, but I’m strong, and I’m damn good at my job. The cracks and pops of bone manipulation serve as the soundtrack of my treatment room. Around one, Monique and I manage to share fifteen minutes of watercress salads and a conversation about her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s lavish wedding ideas. I’m her maid of honor when she finally sets a date, but Monique isn’t into big parties. I think she’d be happier with a handful of people at a museum—she loves art. If her mother-in-law wants to fight her on it… Well, I suppose that’s what a maid of honor is for. I’m uniquely qualified to make sure no one messes with Monique.

      The day passes more quickly than usual, edging me toward a quiet house. Monique understands what this means. She winked at me four times today—“I know you’ve got a hot date later.”

      Plans like mine only make sense to other introverts, people who understand the drive to be alone. But I know better than to think I belong with the bigger introvert “us.” I can squeeze myself into the right group and still feel like I’m suffocating with boredom. I guess I understand why my father did what he did—when you find what brings you joy, you stick with it.

      I grab my keys and shrug into my coat. A whole week to myself. No pretending to feel things with Carson, lest I risk appearing like a cold, emotionless bitch. No sharing the hot water or the remote. I’ll grab dinner, go for a run, take a bath, and then I’m diving into bed with an E.L. James novel. People think Fifty Shades of Grey is a weird—even abusive—romance, but different people need different things. My dad needed my mother, a druggie who bore his daughter and then ran out on both of us. Maybe he never would have killed anyone if she had stayed, but I’ll never know for sure.

      Monique’s standing by her desk when I get to the lobby, her back to me, the phone at her ear. Her fiancé, maybe? But when she lowers the phone into the cradle and turns my way, her eyes are red—glassy. Her lip is trembling too.

      My spine stiffens. If Issac is messing with her happiness, I swear to⁠—

      “Gavin’s dead.” The words tumble from her lips, pressured like she’s not getting enough air.

      I frown. Gavin Young? We both used to work for him before we opened this place. But he was more than Monique’s boss—he was her lover. Until he surprised me at work, I broke his nose, and I needed a story to save my job; him hitting on me when he was already sleeping with the office administrator wasn’t a stretch. But from the stricken look on Monique’s face, she still has feelings about him. Unlike me. I haven’t considered Gavin since I left the practice last year.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not sure. Gail said there were police cars parked all up and down the road. Maybe it was a heart attack?” Her eyebrows rise; she looks almost hopeful.

      Ah, she’s worried about whether he suffered. “I’m sure it was fast,” I say, though I doubt it was his heart. Gavin was a health-nut, a runner. And since when does she talk to the receptionist over there? Hair bristles along my neck. Sure, she trained Gail, but them being friends⁠—

      “I just… I can’t believe he’s gone,” she says. “I’ve been nervous lately, feeling eyes on my back when I come into work—I thought it was jitters about the wedding. But maybe it was a premonition.” She crosses her arms over her chest, palms rubbing her biceps as if she’s cold. “Do you think someone killed him?”

      “No one would want to kill Gavin.” But that’s not what’s tightening my ribs. “You thought someone was watching you here at the office? When?”

      “I wanted to kill Gavin,” she chokes out, as if she didn’t hear my question. Her eyes drop to the floor, but I can still see the tears leaking from the corners and trickling off her chin. “For a few weeks, I really did. After he hit on you, after he screwed me over, I daydreamed about him getting hit by a car or driving off a bridge. And now…” She sniffles and finally draws her gaze to mine.

      Normal people hug their friends when they’re crying—I know that from the movies. But I’m not sure if she wants to be hugged. Better to let them come to you. I step closer and rest my hand on her shoulder; she wraps her arms around me. Trembling. She’s warm and smells like lavender and gardenia and coconut shampoo.

      “Everyone thinks things like that when they’re angry. You didn’t do this to him,” I say. And neither did I. They’d never have found his corpse if it was me. “It’s okay,” I whisper into her hair. “I know you cared about him once, but it’ll get easier. I promise.” I sound like my shrink, which is half the reason I go there to begin with—it’s good to know what normal people are supposed to feel. It helps me know what to say. And I do believe it will be fine. Monique might be upset now for reasons I can’t fathom, but it will be short-lived. She’ll get married, she’ll stop talking to that bitch Gail who just ruined her night, and she’ll live happily ever after with her new orthodontist husband. And her best friend, of course.

      “Thanks, Poppy.” Her breath against my shoulder has steadied. “I know you understand.”

      She’s wrong about that—I don’t understand. But I’ll be here if Monique needs me. I’m a lot of things, maybe some of them awful things, but I’m a good friend. I even offered her mother a kidney once. Such actions are the price of friendship.

      Regardless of prevailing wisdom, psychopaths don’t do better alone. I know that now. I used to think that my father and I had the perfect situation, a symbiotic relationship where everyone somehow got what they needed. But it was more like the way parasites feed on their hosts. And I still love him as much as I can love anyone, though it’s not this weepy love Monique has in her. For psychopaths, love is more actions than it is feelings. But feeling is never enough anyway, even for normal people—actions always matter.

      Actions, give and take. And need. Need is the language that psychopaths understand best. I hug Monique tighter and let her cry.

      To this day, I’m not sure whether Dad or I was the parasite, but I do know that you never get enough in a relationship like that. One of you will always want more than the other can give. Even if you’re the taker, you’ll end up feeling hollowed out.

      As if I didn’t feel empty enough already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Monique didn’t want to join me for dinner. She’s going home to her almost-husband, probably to have sex and eat cookies, or whatever normal people do to process the death of their estranged ex. I grab food at the vegan place and drive home with a gentle tugging in my chest that might be anxiety, maybe even excitement about a quiet supper alone, but it’s not strong enough for me to say for certain. Either way, it’s not related to my noodles and spicy sauce. Food is for sustenance, nothing more. I’m not sure if other psychopaths crave Oreos in the middle of the night to fill the numb voids where other people keep their emotions, but I doubt it.

      The evening sun sparkles off the trees and turns the white lines on the street to gold. My car’s engine is silent, but that only makes my thoughts louder. Is someone actually watching Monique? Are they watching our office? We don’t have cameras to verify one way or the other, but it’s doubtful. Most normal people feel stalked occasionally, and if she really believed someone was watching our place, she’d have mentioned it before today. And I don’t have any reason to believe that Gavin’s death is connected or is even the result of some malicious force. Sure, a lot of cop cars suggests homicide, but knowing him, he was snuffed out by something innocuous—a fall or a bee sting. It’s probably that magical thinking thing my shrink talks about sometimes: the thought that, after some tragedy, you should have known something bad was coming. That you could have stopped it. And that’s almost exactly what Monique said—she called the eyes on her back “a premonition.” Normal human emotions complicate the logic of any situation because they make it hard to tell what’s real.

      I ease the car into my driveway, the limestone a rattling crunch beneath my tires, and sigh. Premonitions are figments of the imagination, but I also know that danger often lurks where you don’t expect it. I’ll look into Monique’s “feeling watched” thing in the coming days. I’ll look into Gavin’s death too.

      I’ll make sure Monique is okay, emotionally or otherwise. I’m not worried about my emotions—psychopath, remember?—but it’s prudent to ensure that no one’s stalking her… or me. And if someone is watching our office, I’m a more likely target than she is. Dad hurt a lot of people, and Jay Steele proved it will always be possible that the past might come back to haunt me, though the chance of danger decreases as time goes on.

      Nineteen years now since I got Dad locked away. I like my odds.

      French Fry greets me at the door, his wobbly body practically rolling around me on its waves of wrinkled flesh. His grunts of happiness echo through the foyer. I scratch his ears. He grunts more loudly.

      Fry is the first pet that ever tolerated me. I used to wonder if Dad convinced me that dogs hated me just so I’d stop asking for a puppy, but it’s not like he made up all those stories about dogs snapping at my ankles. I think French Fry is just too stupid to know I’m venomous. Growing up, Dad and I built a fairy village in the woods to keep me occupied instead. Fairies aren’t real, of course, but they were as close as I got to pets. Or to friends.

      I eat at the kitchen counter with French Fry snuffling around the stool’s legs, staring up at me with his tongue lolling. I settle him on the stool beside me and feed him the shredded carrots out of my salad, Fry licking his jowls and his eyeball intermittently. Carson doesn’t let him sit on the stools, says it’s a bad habit, but Carson isn’t here. I’m not a “what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him” girl—that isn’t true. Sometimes the things you don’t know end up killing you. But carrots aren’t of critical importance unless you’ve made one into a shiv. I suppose you could kill someone with most vegetables if you aim them right.

      French Fry licks his eyeballs, first one, then the other. Spicy sauce in the eye has to hurt, but that dummy keeps on doing it. What a moron.

      He comes with me after dinner, trotting happily at my heels as I slide open the back door. The stone patio along the side of the house is mostly unchanged since Carson moved in, though he’s added two more chairs to the wrought iron bistro table “in case we ever have company.” We aren’t those people, at least I’m not, but he hangs out with Justin Hicks regularly. I assume they like each other and aren’t just doing it to keep up neighborly appearances, which is the only reason I’d ever hang out with Justin’s cookie-cutter wife.

      The fairy houses I’ve strung around the seating area swing in the autumn breeze, swirling blue and gold and purple, all pieces I’ve collected since leaving Alabama. You can move away from the place you were born, but some things stick. I tie my sneakers beneath their whirling colors, then head out back.

      The woods embrace me as I step inside the tree line; my lungs feel bigger. The trek through the brush takes about twenty minutes. I have six acres, but beyond the borders of the property, the woods thicken, and it’s just regal mountains and shimmering leaves, the occasional babbling brook, and the air, heavy with freedom. People call it “God’s country.” They don’t know about the things their god hides in the wilderness. I’ve never hidden anything out here, though. Nothing except this.

      The wildflowers come into view first. They’ve spread since I first planted them, fuchsia pink and royal purple, sunshine yellows and palest white creeping beyond the confines of the field and poking their colorful heads through the pine straw that hides the forest floor. Seeking the sun on their faces. Wanting to be beautiful.

      Crackle, crash. Snuffle, sniffle, whine.

      French Fry explodes through the brush at the tree line and rolls out into the field. I blink at the trail of destruction, every flower in his wake facing the ground, their stems cracked—broken.

      “You really are a force to be reckoned with, aren’t you?”

      French Fry blinks at me with his bulbous eyes and whines again as if to say you should talk.

      At least he can’t destroy the fairy houses.

      Unlike the ones on the side porch, the fairies here live high on posts like those in a cornfield—scarecrow posts—each house strung up far separate from the next. A safety measure, perhaps; they were all strung close together when I was a child, which meant all of them caught fire much too quickly to save. That was the last time I saw four-year-old Molly, or what I thought was Molly—it turns out, it was just her pink shirt, hidden in the burning leaves. I thought she died that day, and was happy for it, until Jay Steele showed up asking after her. Until my father admitted to sending her off. He should have killed her. To this day, I don’t know why he didn’t, but I guess she’s not much of a threat. She was too young to know what went on in that house, and Dad wouldn’t give her to someone who’d enlighten her. And now, even Dad doesn’t know where she is. Molly is a phantom that only exists in my memory. But I’m quite sure I don’t exist in hers. Dad wouldn’t have let her go otherwise. You never leave a witness alive.

      A plain gray stone, flat and wide, rests between the posts, between the fairy houses, and the fact that it’s exactly where I left it feels more prophetic than it logically should. Dad will always stay exactly where I left him: in prison, trapped behind iron bars. But I can’t go there to see him. I can’t communicate with him, either, not really—going there makes me look sympathetic, and worse than that, complicit. Maybe that wouldn’t matter if I was actually innocent, but as it is, I can’t take the risk.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      He’s not here, but I feel him here with the houses staring down at us like they did in Alabama. And I do miss him.

      No matter what he was, he loved me as well as he knew how.

      People assume that serial killers abuse their kids, that they, by default, fuck them and beat them and mess with their heads. Teach them that their lives aren’t worth living. I’ve read all about it, the gaslighting, the manipulation, but though he did those things to other people, that’s not the way he treated me. He taught me that I deserved the best things in life. He taught me I was worthy of respect, even when the rest of the world was being a jerk—he taught me that no one was allowed to treat me unkindly.

      He taught me that I was worth loving, even if I can’t love back.

      I crouch down in the flowers. Unfortunately for him, Dad also showed me that I was strong enough to make it on my own. He raised a daughter who grew up to watch him murder her boyfriend, then got him locked away for life.

      Dad probably regrets that now. I rest my palm against the rock—cold.

      Would he live here with me if he was free? Up the road, in another perfectly normal, perfectly boring suburban house? I can’t imagine him here. He liked both silence and accolades, and small towns are the only place where those aren’t a contradiction in terms. Space to hide, no one to see, but you make any grand gesture to the community, and—bam!—you’ve won the hearts of the populace.

      I turn my face to the sky. I’m sure some would think the fairy houses are weird, but it’s these eccentricities that make people like me more real. We all need a little weirdness. It’s suspicious to be too normal. Too likable. Thanks to all the true crime shows, the world knows that the unassuming too-quiet nice-to-everyone single guy in the house on the corner probably has a sex slave locked in his basement and three bodies buried under the porch.

      Yes, to normal humans, fairy houses are more palatable than unmarked graves. At least I’m pretty sure that’s true. It’s not like I have anyone to ask.
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