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      For the people who told me that an upside-down pineapple in my grocery cart would attract swingers like flies to honey and then let me out in the world with this information as if I wouldn’t do anything about it.

      Hypothesis proven, ladies. Hypothesis proven.

      Tonight, the pineapple upside-down cake is on me.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          POPPY, THEN

        

      

    

    
      The name’s Poppy, Poppy Pratt, and I’m at your service, though I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not always so agreeable.

      It’s in my nature, I suppose, and always has been—that fire I keep hidden within me is in my blood. Dad says it’s like air, like water, anything that sits there unnoticed until you don’t have it anymore. I don’t have a single reason to disbelieve him.

      I think we’re all one step from a storm if we don’t get what we need, but I guess that makes it sound more intense than it is. You won’t find maniacs here, frothing at the mouth—we aren’t those people.

      Maniac adjacent, maybe, but only if you believe the gossip around town. The gossip is not about us, though; it’s never about us. It’s about the “deserters”—the folks who leave this or any of the other nearby towns looking for something better. This is the kind of place people move on from—they find a job, they find love, they drive away as fast as they can. It’s not a shock that anyone might up and disappear, so most of the gossips cluck their tongues, but they don’t worry about the deserters. They don’t know they should.

      I know more than most people. I can read the high school books, even if I’m not allowed to in my elementary classes, and the education I get at home… well, that’s a different kind of smart.

      I rest my elbows on the railing of our narrow back porch, the wood already wet, little slivers embedding themselves in my forearms. I like the way it feels, damp and prickly—like something. Thrashy. I made that word up when I was smaller to describe the way some things get through your defenses against your will, stabbing at your soft spots. I don’t think my father likes the word much. That’s why he bought me a dictionary, then a thesaurus. He doesn’t like anything he’s on the outside of, and here, in this house, the things you don’t know can be dangerous.

      I press my arms harder against the wood, letting the slivers prick, letting them stab—thrashy, thrashy, thrashy. Acres of glistening grass stare back at me. Beyond the green, the sky cuts the horizon with a wound of deep indigo that looks like a mark left by a good whipping. I wouldn’t know from personal experience—my father would never hit me—but almost every other child I know bears the scars of their parents’ rage. It’s no wonder people leave here.

      The wood of the shed is damp, too, I can tell by the darker color along the slab. What little remains of twilight glows against the west-facing boards and paints the roses that bloom around the building with a grayed blush of color. The single window is a hazy black.

      The wind brushes silky fingers through my hair, but there’s electricity in the clouds tonight—not just rain. We’re going to get a storm. Just as well—it happens all the time down here in Alabama, one hurricane after another some years—but this’ll be a soupy wet trek toward a flood, and that’s worse than the wind. Torrential rains took out our shed one year, the water rising over the concrete slab, picking up the lower boards like it was going to lift the thing clean off like a newfangled Noah’s Ark. I stood in the doorway, Dad’s arm warm at my side, and imagined myself climbing aboard, my blond curls like corkscrews in the breeze, setting sail for somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      That was a bad year. Until we rebuilt the shed. That’s the thing about life, about all things that fall apart, that crumble under pressure: they can’t stay crumbled. Not when they’re up against me. Nature gave me glue, too, and I don’t break easy.

      I blink. The light in the shed goes on, and the glass of the single window glares at me from the other side of the yard, the path to the shed glowing a hazy reddish-orange. Tepid. Watered-down.

      It still looks like blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          POPPY, NOW

        

      

    

    
      I crouch in the wildflowers, a sea of soft, filmy purples and feathery yellows—bulbous pink heads that appear far too heavy for their waif-like stems. I relate to those blossoms the most. The small ones bearing all the weight, straining to find the sun, the world still expecting them to be pretty despite their relentless and exhausting crawl toward the sky. I’ve released my burden as well as I know how, as well as anyone can, but having a father like mine… well, that’s a thing a daughter is saddled with for life.

      I wish I felt more like a poppy. Bright and happy—addictive to anyone who gets near enough. Leave it to Dad to name me after a flower I can’t possess without getting arrested… not that the law ever stopped him. He used to grow them out behind our property in Alabama after our woods burned down, a field of beautiful anarchy rising from the ashes.

      “There’s no one else that would be worth a risk like this, Poppy,” he’d say. Those words always made me seem more important than any person should be. A single human is mostly irrelevant in the grand scheme of things, except to other insignificant humans.

      I inhale deeply, the chill of early autumn biting at my nose. New Hampshire smells different from Alabama. Fresher somehow—unspoiled. I’ve only been back south once since the trial, to sell off Dad’s property, but the air down there smells like hate.

      I could lay in this field and stare at the cerulean sky for hours, just breathing. No one would even find me if not for the scarecrow posts that rise from the ground. There are no hay-stuffed men nailed to them, though; no bulging plaid shirts or old boots, no burlap heads with black X‘s sewn for on eyes—no spikes of yellow straw springing from their insides like spurting wounds. Instead, these wooden posts are adorned with little houses of blue and purple that anyone else would believe to be birdhouses.

      I’m not much like anyone else. Maybe a little like Dad, but no one spends eighteen years of their life with someone and doesn’t share a single trait. I see him every time I look in the mirror. But I rarely think about that; my therapist says that to hate him is to hate myself. That forgiveness matters.

      It’s a tall order, or so I hear—forgiveness. I think it’s easier for most people to live with the guilt than to forgive themselves, let alone forgive someone else. My father was a lot of things, but he was still my father, and he was always good to me. That has to count for something.

      The thorns from the flowers in my hand prick at my thumb. I force my fist to relax and lay my bouquet on top of the plain gray stone I’ve settled near the middle of the field. Rose petals fall, thick sanguine drops puddling on his grave. So many roses, their thorns wet with blood. Just the way Dad liked them.

      “Hey, Dad.” He isn’t really buried here—nothing is—but I come here to mourn him, to mourn what might have been if he was a different person… or if I was. To wonder what might have happened if I hadn’t turned him in. I’m not sure how I would have turned out if he was still free. Would someone have caught on eventually, someone following the money trail left by a dead aunt or a long-lost cousin? Dad was a damn fine con-man, at least I think he was—his money had to come from somewhere, and he always was a charmer, so conning rich women makes sense. But that was all moot after the night I turned him in. Who cares about a series of financial cons when you have the bloody body of a teenager hanging from the rafters in your shed?

      At least all that money hidden beneath our floorboards paid my way through school and then some. Thirty-six years old and I’ve got six acres in a scenic part of New Hampshire where the ground stays frozen until nearly summer; a place where no one knows my father’s name. And that’s the most important thing to me. Dad is famous whether I want him to be or not—the man with the shed.

      The man with the hooks.

      The man who laughed when they came for him—laughed with his arms covered in blood and the body of an eighteen-year-old boy hanging from the ceiling, his insides on the outside.

      I blink at the ground, at the puddling rose petals. I hear the way Dad always used to laugh, boisterous like there was nothing in the world except that joke, that moment.

      All I smell is my boyfriend’s blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      My Tesla starts up with barely a noise. It’s not the fancy version—electric but understated, with none of the bells and whistles. The price of my car is not attached to how I feel about my genitalia, thank you very much. I grew up in a nice house in Alabama, a price point that might have barely eked us into middle class in New York, but in that little town down south, we were gods. Five bedrooms on thirty acres. The shed reeking of sweat and iron and fear. It’s weird the things people don’t notice when they don’t know to look for them.

      I reverse down the limestone driveway through a corridor of pines and maples and oaks and birches and emerge onto my street. The road is paved like all the other driveways, but I like the way the rocks feel under my tires when I pull into mine. I like the way they sound, too—high and sharp plinking against the undercarriage like fairies saying “good morning.”

      Stupid, maybe. But if believing in fairies is the worst thing you do in life, I think you should get a medal, quite honestly. People are capable of immense wickedness. Trust me, I know.

      I flip the visor against the glow of the rising sun. Every house in my neighborhood has about six acres and lots of woods, but that’s where the similarities to my childhood home end. This neighborhood is filled with well-to-do citizens with well-to-do jobs who order out for dinner once a week—at least—and buy their kids convertibles the day they turn fifteen. Justin Hicks is pulling out of his drive, and I raise a hand and wave. He smiles and waves back. He’s been married twenty years to a lovely woman; they have three lovely children, too, kids who help with the shoveling and walk the dog. We never had a dog growing up. I never had a mother either—mine left just after I was born. Some people aren’t meant to be parents. I had Dad’s girlfriend, Sharon, for a couple years, but she was gone by the time I was seven, along with Molly, her four-year-old daughter. After that, any woman Dad brought home wasn’t there long enough for me to remember their name. Probably for the best. I know what happened to Sharon, even if the world doesn’t. I know what happened to Molly, too. Knowing the names of my father’s other victims wouldn’t make things any easier.

      With that in mind, I guess it goes without saying that I wasn’t spoiled, not like the kids around here. I had jobs these children would never be able to handle. Well, one of Justin’s kids might be fine—he wants to be a doctor, doesn’t seem to mind blood. When his brother broke his arm skateboarding in the street, he just… watched. Blank. Maybe he’s more like Dad than anyone knows, but it’s hard to say, and mostly irrelevant.

      I’ve released my burden as well as I know how—yes, I have—but it likes to whisper in my ears sometimes like the breath of Alabama air through a field of poppies.

      I turn out onto the main drag and start toward my office. Like Justin’s son, Shawn was supposed to be a doctor—my first real boyfriend. And my last. I would have married him if Dad hadn’t bled him like a hog for slaughter. I should have warned him, but there are only so many ways to say, “Hey, my dad’s a serial killer, so if he ever catches you alone, run.” People think psychopaths are maniacs, but that’s just because it makes them feel better. If psychopaths are maniacs, they can pick them out of the crowd and identify them so they don’t get hurt. But you don’t see them coming—you never see them coming. I know Shawn didn’t.

      I shake my head as if to free myself of the rumination. The caramel-cinnamon scent of donuts from the passing bakery leaks through my closed car window, choking out the chemicals from the dry cleaner on the other side of the road. I inhale deeply and watch the trees shed orange and yellow teardrops across my windshield. “Smell something, see something, taste something, hear something”—that’s what my therapist said to do when negative thoughts start up. But it doesn’t make me feel anything different—I still feel numb. From the trauma, she says. I think that’s hard for most people to understand, but the numbness… it gets to you. Some days, I’d do anything just to feel alive.

      I hit the gas. The scuttling of the dying foliage is louder than my engine, but the tires on the pavement hiss like rattlesnakes. The bakery vanishes in my rearview. The strip where my office is located appears on the horizon.

      I park around the back of the clinic and get out of the car, letting the breeze kiss my cheeks as I tug my coat tighter around my shoulders. No purse—I don’t buy any clothes without pockets, half for convenience and half because it’s a stupid double standard that men’s clothes always have pockets. No matter how accomplished, a vagina means I have to lug around a sack on my shoulder? No thank you. Plus, I’m a chiropractor; I know what purses do to posture. I like to tell myself that I chose my vocation because of Shawn, to remember him—he wanted to be a general practitioner. But late at night, when the moon’s slicing blades of silver across my skin, and my chest is heavy with some feeling I can’t identify, I let myself accept that I chose chiropractic work because I wanted to learn what bones Dad looped his meat hooks through. Not all bones are strong enough to keep a person suspended from the rafters like that, especially if they’re still fighting.

      It’s sick, it’s weird, and being alone with all those little hidden pieces… well, it can be pretty lonely. Better than being hated, I guess. I’d rather be invisible than be a pariah.

      It’s only eight, so my bosses aren’t in yet. Three other doctors own the practice, all of them older, all of them men. But there’s one other car in the lot besides the office administrator’s VW Bug: a rusty pickup truck with wheels that nearly reach my waist. The crisp wind bites at my nose as I make my way across the lot, but the lemon scent inside bites harder—a plug-in air freshener. I dislike the fake stuff, but I don’t get a say. I’m the only doc without partner status; fewer years on the job.

      I suppress a cough. The office administrator smiles from behind the chest-high counter, her brilliant white teeth all the brighter against her dark skin—purple contacts today, but not an alien-purple, just glittering flecks of indigo in her otherwise amber irises. They match her fingernails.

      I smile at her. “Good morning, Monique.”

      She says without preamble: “Your eight-fifteen showed up early again.” She rolls her eyes and lowers her voice. “I’ve got him on the TENS, but I swear he does this on purpose, that entitled prick. If you yank them off hard, maybe he’ll finally say uncle and stop showing up outside his appointment time.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “That’s it? Okay?” She raises one perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “You really are hard to fluster. I’m always angrier at these jerks than you are.”

      I shrug. I never know the right thing to say, so I rarely try. “Sorry. I meant to say, ‘Oh no! Whatever will we do!?’” I throw my hands in the air and wave them around. Excited jazz hands and panic look remarkably similar because they’re so close biochemically.

      One corner of her mouth turns up. “You’re ridiculous, Poppy, and I love it.”

      I laugh with her. If the world was full of Moniques, maybe Dad wouldn’t have hurt anyone… okay, that’s a stretch, but maybe he’d have hurt fewer people. I’d do most anything for her—I almost donated my kidney to Monique’s mother, got all the prep work done, but a closer match showed up last minute. What can I say? I tried. But of course, I did—she’s the closest thing I have to a friend. I’m not prone to trusting people. Maybe the daughters of other boyfriend-murdering psychopaths turned out just fine, but weirdly, there are no support groups for that, so I can’t verify my theory.

      The last peals of laughter dissipate against the walls. My patient is probably listening—stewing. “Oh, before I forget…” I pull a cellophane package from my pocket and slide it across the counter. “Your favorite tea place came out with a new take on Darjeeling. Four ounces of deliciousness. If you like it, I’ll order it in bulk, and we can drink it in the break room to forget about the Mr. Turners of the world.”

      She smiles so wide I can see her one silver filling sparkle. Cracked her tooth on a rye seed in France, of all things. “And this, Poppy, is why you’re my absolute favorite person.”

      “Right back at you.” It feels nice. Maybe a duller joy than what other people feel—all that psycho-dad trauma and all—but it’s as close to joy as I’ve got in me.

      The hallway is covered in a drab minty color that sometimes matches the other doctors’ scrubs. I wear a red turtleneck and black slacks under my jacket, and sensible black shoes that make me feel like I’m walking on a cloud. Like purses, high heels just aren’t for me. And I refuse to wear scrubs like the other docs.

      The first door on the right is whisper-quiet, and as I step over the threshold, I hear the steady buzzing vibration of the TENS machine: Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation, a device which transmits electricity into the muscles through little pads on the skin. The man who decided to arrive before his scheduled appointment is laying on his stomach, sticky pads adhering to either side of his spine. His fleshy back glows fish-belly white where it’s not spotted with freckles. One of the spots looks cancerous—lopsided and strange—but I won’t say a word about it. Maybe if he was nicer to Monique, I’d warn him, but the last time he was here, he called her “Smurfette” because she had a blue streak in her hair. And no one messes with Monique. I hope that cancer eats him alive.

      “Mr. Turner?”

      He looks over his shoulder and grumbles, “Took you long enough.” He has a sandy mustache sparse enough that I can see his thin upper lip—oddly bright and as ugly as he is.

      “Your appointment isn’t for ten more minutes, Mr. Turner. Would you like to stay on the TENS machine during that time, or would you like to be adjusted early?”

      He snorts. “Early, obviously. I didn’t get up at seven o’clock for my health.”

      That’s exactly why you got up; we’re not a fast-food restaurant. I smile. “Let’s get these pads off of you.”

      His skin is greasy and damp, like touching a wet mushroom, and he smells a little like fungus too. I slide my fingernail carefully beneath the white pad nearest me, grip it, and yank.

      He howls and jolts off the table, but the pads go with him, tugging on his back hair, and on the skin that rolls above his ribs. It’s not like waxing your legs or even like tearing off a bandage, but a few fine straggling hairs remain stuck to the edge of the pad. His blue eyes are bright with fury.

      I lay a hand on his clammy shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Turner. Did the pads get you? I’ll do the next ones quick.”

      He winces at the thought, sparse mustache trembling.

      What an absolute wuss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The day passes in a haze of spinal adjustments, friendly and not-so-friendly patients, and paperwork. Monique and I have lunch together in the break room. The other doctors go out, which works better for us; guessing about their sexual prowess is difficult with them standing right there. Kidding, kidding—we talk about things that matter because dick really doesn’t, not beyond an evening, and sometimes not even during the act. Mostly, we talk about her mother. Whether this practice will be our end game—if we’ll move on to something bigger. Plus, we don’t have to share our sweet potato fries. I wouldn’t have anyway, but Monique is decidedly nicer than I am.

      Mr. Mushroom Turner was the only one I got to rip the TENS off of and the only one who irritated me even a little. I hear that people who grow up in abusive households have more sensitive trigger fingers, an easier path to rage—zero to sixty in a second—but growing up with a man like my father, I don’t react hot. I’m not sure if psychopaths are better parents so long as they don’t hurt you, and the books seem to refute this, but it was true for me. I don’t think I ever heard Dad raise his voice. If you push a psychopath hard enough, though, they explode. Once you get to the last straw, you’re in a zero to sixty situation and should probably run.

      Monique’s still at her desk typing up our billing when I lock my office door and head for the exit. She glances up as I emerge from the hall. “First two to get here, and the last of the day to leave. Again.”

      “Those lame-os,” I say, making her laugh, but I don’t mind the hours. If Dad taught me anything, it’s that hard work is one of the only things that matters. If the world taught me anything, it’s that my hard work is only half as good as a man’s. Everyone knows it, even if they don’t admit it, and Monique knows better than me. I might have grown up female, but she grew up a Black female, and that’s an even steeper slope to climb.

      “They’re probably going to the bar,” she says, her violet-flecked eyes glittering. She raises an eyebrow. “I hope you are too.”

      “I’m ready for dinner and bed,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s been a long day.”

      She nods. I sometimes wonder if she knows when I’m lying, when I’m trying to pretend I have a normal social life—that I’m a normal person.

      But I don’t wonder enough to ask her.
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        * * *

      

      Today, I told Monique the truth, at least about dinner.

      The restaurant is located sixty-two miles away from the office, according to my GPS, just up the road from the place where I told him I lived. Leonard lives fifteen miles beyond, a little bungalow that he moved into after his divorce from a boring but kind Protestant woman—no children, and no close friends either. Maybe he’s like me: a loner, quiet, tough to love. Maybe he’ll be like Dad, at least the charismatic, talkative, likable parts.

      Or he could be an asshole. A psycho. A murderer.

      Time will tell.

      I know him the moment I duck out of the cold—dark hair, thick glasses, a button-down shirt under a sweater that does not hide the pooch of his belly. Heavier than his photo, but that’s okay; I don’t look like the stock photo I used either. He won’t mind—I’m prettier than the snapshot. And I’d take an obese fellow with a healthy respect for how lucky he is to be with me over a gorgeous specimen who thinks he’s god’s gift. If a guy spends the night chatting about his sexual prowess, sitting just so to show off his hours at the gym, he’s going to expect you to fake-choke on his penis to boost his ego, then get yourself off in the bathroom when he’s finished.

      I’m not that girl. I always come first.

      I pause, peel the backing off the sign in my hand, and affix a single palm-sized sticker to the front door in one fluid motion. Quick. Perfect. I shrug out of my knee-length jacket. My red silk dress is like butter against my skin, the air conditioning raising gooseflesh on my thighs—my nipples show through my top. Women get self-conscious about that, as if men worry whether their nipples might attract the “wrong kind” of attention. I don’t care if mine do; I spend my nights training in mixed martial arts and jiujitsu, and I’m a black belt three times over.

      I square my shoulders and stride to the table in a flurry of tinkling piano notes, each one harmonizing with the crystal wine glasses and punctuated by the scrape of silverware on china. My blond corkscrew curls bounce against my shoulders in time to the music—unruly, but guys seem to like them. Men have a weird thing about hair pulling. I think porn makes them think we like it, but they seem to like it less when we yank out a few of their thinning strands. Go figure.

      He barely looks up when I stop beside the table; he’s perusing the menu with his glasses halfway down his nose, cutting his eyes at the door for the woman he saw online. But his eyes widen as I slip into the seat across from him—obligatory body scan, taking in the boobs, enough of a handful to be satisfying.

      “Hey, I’m Ruby.” I like the name, shiny and smooth, but my first-date voice never really sounds like mine—too high and laced with tension. At work, it’s lower, almost husky. Someone once asked me if I ever had a throat injury, but I don’t remember any injuries. I guess there’s a lot I don’t remember about my early years. Maybe it’s purposeful, my brain trying to protect me.

      “Sorry I’m a few minutes late,” I say. “My last sale went long.” He thinks I sell real estate. I cross my legs, letting my high heel dangle—a shoe Poppy would never wear. Ruby likes a lot of things I don’t.

      He grins, not even trying to mask his surprise, but it takes me a second to understand what his face means—Dad never looked surprised. Not even when the police burst through the shed door. Not even when he realized it was me who brought them there. I think he expected it. I used to imagine that he could read my mind, but I know that educated guesses based on the knowledge of one’s personality are not the same as being psychic.

      “Leonard,” he says in a low bass that doesn’t fit his frame or his slender, geeky wrists; it’s a voice that might rattle the silverware if he gets mad, but there’s a hummed edge to it like he’s got a tiny cicada trapped in his nasal passages. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I feel like I already know you so well, and… oh!” He reaches for the chair next to him and produces a beautiful bouquet from beneath the table—white lilies and baby’s breath. “I got these for you. You said you liked daisies, but I couldn’t find a place that had any, so…”

      I smile. “They’re gorgeous.” Our fingers brush, and I wait for heat, for tingling, for something. His hands are damp, but not like a mushroom—like the hide of a wet hog. My hands are cold. Whenever I meet someone, I wonder, just for a moment, whether they have a hole inside them, too, a hole where their tender feelings should reside. Shawn brought those feelings out in me, but they vanished the night I watched him die. Maybe Shawn was my one and only love, the way my mother was Dad’s one and only—she’s the only woman Dad ever let walk away from him. But she’s as good as dead; she’s just as gone.

      Leonard smiles, and that’s when I know—he doesn’t have that emotionless hole in his guts. He believes he understands the woman across from him, this realtor with the lovely smile and the psychologically abusive ex-husband, which is, I think, the closest I can get to the truth. That’s the problem with a background like mine—you can’t lead with the details. Ruby has no children, also close enough. Ruby thinks Leonard is very funny, likes to listen to his stories about his ex-wife, and would never do what that “ball-buster” did to him. It might not be love, but it will pass the night. He’ll hold my hand if I let him.

      We both look up as a waiter approaches wearing shiny shoes the color of molasses.

      “I’ll take another glass of red,” Leonard says. “And…” He nods to me, eyebrows raised—what would you like? Not presumptuous, ordering for me like so many others have tried to. So far, so good.

      “Pinot Grigio,” I say. I won’t drink it—I rarely drink—but it’s less socially acceptable to order water. Strange what raises eyebrows.

      “May I see your license, ma’am?” The waiter looks apologetic, trying to see if I’m one of those women who will give him grief about it, but laws exist for a reason, even if they can’t always protect us.

      I smile wider. “Of course you can see my ID, sweet talker.” I slide it from my garter, the license that matches the name I gave Leonard. I have business cards with my face on them, too, just in case—it’s good to have an “in case.” Leonard cuts his eyes at the license. Does he know I’m not Ruby, real estate agent to the greater area suburbs? But then the license is back against my thigh, Leonard’s eyes are on his wine glass, and the waiter is scampering off. I don’t notice his cologne until it’s wafting toward me on the slipstream—something with lime in it. Lime and bergamot.

      “You looked younger in your photo,” Leonard says. He purses his lips, the tiniest bit only, and then forces a smile. I rarely feel it, rarely see it, but I know what emotion it is: disappointment. He thinks I’m not good enough. My therapist would call this type of thinking “self-deprecation.”

      I blink at him, considering my response. The girl in my photo wasn’t a teenager, but… I suppose she was a little younger than I am. I cock my head. “Am I too old for you?”

      These are the kinds of questions you always ask in person. These are the kinds of questions that tell you whether you’re dealing with an asshole.

      “You’re just different than I was expecting, but that’s not a bad thing.” His voice has softened—nervous?

      “You have a way with words.”

      He laughs, but it’s bitter—sour. “You sound like my ex-wife.”

      “I do? She’s an alto, too?”

      He laughs again; his eyes gleam. They stay on me as we order. The food comes out remarkably quickly, salmon with lemon and dill that melts on my tongue like cotton candy. Steak for him, rare and bloody—I can’t stand red meat, and pork is enough to turn my stomach. We both get asparagus. He asks all the usual questions about hobbies, goals, but I see the way his gaze lingers on my clavicle like he wants to bite it. The notes of the piano waft over us, peppering the air with Mozart and the droning song of small talk.

      I nod to the pianist—a slight man with skinny but fast fingers and a singular wiry eyebrow. “Do you still play, Leonard? I mean, for an audience?” His online profile says he plays piano, which probably means he played in high school when he was trying to be cool for some girl. He probably doesn’t even know how to stroke the right chords anymore, and I mean that in every sense of the phrase.

      “I don’t have a lot of time for it now.” He sniffs and saws at his steak, the blade squealing against the china—aggressive. Interesting, but not worrisome. Yet.

      “I bet you miss it though, all that time spent working on your craft just to have your talent bleed away into the world of corporate drudgery.” I meet his eyes and watch his nostrils flare as I fork up the last bite of my salmon. “I get it,” I say. “I feel the same. Real estate is fine, but I think people like us need to have a little fun, be… creative.”

      “Yeah.” His shoulders relax, but the subtle twinge of irritation remains. And though he reported being shy on the phone, though he’s still maintaining a softer voice laced with self-imposed anxiety, he hasn’t blushed once. It’s suspicious.

      Yeah, yeah, trust issues; I know I’ve got them.

      “Leonard, I have to ask you something.” I put my elbows on the table and lean closer to him. “It’s so strange, but I feel like I’ve known you forever—like I can tell you anything. But with my history… I need to know what happened with your ex. And I need you to be honest about it.” She was hospitalized around the time she left him. I don’t expect him to tell me the truth, but growing up the way I did, I’m very good at spotting a lie.

      “Open.” A woman’s voice, from near the entrance. Too loud.

      I ignore her. “Why did you two break up?”

      His gaze darkens. “She was… cheating on me.”

      Cheating is a good reason to hurt her—to put her in the hospital. I wait, my gaze on his enormous eyes, magnified by the glasses. Is he a predator, using that “nice-guy” shyness to gain my trust? My therapist thinks this is a symptom of emotional abuse—always afraid of the worst-case scenario—but I don’t feel afraid. I’ve already seen the worst that can happen to a person. It’s hard to scare the daughter of a psychopath.

      “Open!” the woman says more insistently. This time, we both glance over—dark hair, expensive shoes, a handbag that might be alligator. The maître d’ approaches, whispers something to her, then pulls the door open for her. He hasn’t noticed the sticker on the wood yet: VOICE ACTIVATED. Pranks often make the world less boring, especially when the emotional world inside your head leaves something to be desired. I repress a smile and turn back in time to see Leonard shrug.

      “It’s moot now. Sue got what she deserved.” He sets his napkin beside his plate and leans in as if he wants to share a secret. “Her new guy, the one she was cheating with? He beat her up.” He reaches for his wine—his hand is trembling. “I hated thinking about her in pain, but there’s a part of me that felt… okay about it, you know? She left me for a guy who put her in the hospital on week one.” His voice is shaking, too, but it stays soft. Pained. He’s telling the truth, and he might even hate himself a little for it.

      He drops his gaze to his plate. “You must think I’m an asshole.”

      Nah. Boring, maybe, but normal and probably mostly nice. I put my hand over his—How is his skin still damp?—and mirror his sadness and concern. “I don’t think you’re an asshole, Leonard. I swear.”

      “Some first date, huh?” He shakes his head. “You’ll probably never want to see me again.”

      I squeeze his hand. That part is true enough.
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      Dad doesn’t like the boy, I can tell from the way he’s holding his shoulders, though his lips are hidden in the dark recesses of his beard—his brown eyes are as calm as ever. Larry’s got a bloody rag pressed against his face, but it’s for show. His nose stopped bleeding a long time ago. Above the rag, his eyes are on me—smug. That kid knows exactly what he’s doing.

      His father does too. Big Larry sits across from us, beside his son, four hundred pounds of puffy pink agitation. I think their last name is Henry, but I won’t ever call him Mr. Henry. Dad says you don’t call people by honorary titles unless they earn your respect.

      And Larry’s father has not.

      Mrs. Wedgeman is still talking, explaining how Little Larry came running out of the cafeteria with blood all over his shirt. How other students saw what she’s been calling “the event.” She’s earned the “Mrs.” The principal is always nice to me, even if she is on edge now. My knuckles throb in my lap. Sweat sticks my shirt to my skin. It’s true that I broke Little Larry’s nose, but my arm is still smarting from where that jerk grabbed me. It’s not fair.

      Big Larry looks as smug as his son as he glares at me. He’s waiting for me to get suspended. Waiting for an apology.

      Finally, Mrs. Wedgeman finishes her recap of the afternoon’s events and directs her gaze from me, to Larry, then to our parents. There are no windows in here; it’s like being locked in a closet that smells of salted meat.

      For a moment, no one speaks. Then my father clears his throat. “He’s twelve years old—she’s only six,” my father says. He’s so quiet that Mrs. Wedgeman has to lean forward to hear him, but his voice raises the hairs on my neck.

      “She broke his nose, Mr. Pratt.” Mrs. Wedgeman’s voice is low and soft, but she’s nervous too. Dad does more to fund the school than any other donor; I heard the teachers talking about that once, but they all clammed up when they saw me looking. I don’t think they like me. The kids don’t like me either. Everyone hates me, mostly. Everyone but Dad.

      “He’s been smelling her hair for weeks and grabbed her by the arm when she told him to keep his nose to himself,” my father says. “She’s allowed her space. I taught her that, that all women deserve to feel safe. How can she know what it is to be respected when he’s allowed to manhandle her?”

      How to handle the sniffing is the kind of thing a mother should have talked to me about, that’s what Mrs. Wedgemen said. I don’t have a mother, though Dad’s girlfriend, Sharon, has been around since I was three. I was too young to remember the day she moved in, but she has a daughter, too, and that kid’s hard to miss. Molly is only three years old now, but she’s a thief, a terrible child, maybe just as bad as Larry, which is probably why Sharon told me to just ignore him the way she wants me to ignore Molly’s thieving. I won’t tell Dad about that though, about what Sharon said about Larry—it would make him mad. No one’s allowed to touch me without permission and get away with it.

      No one.

      “I don’t know why she’s acting so high and mighty,” Little Larry snorts. “I don’t care if she skipped grades or whatever, like she’s some kind of genius. She ain’t special.”

      I feel the change in the air like spiky balls of sweet gum along my spine. Larry drops the rag from his nose—swollen, smudges of purple bruising already visible beneath both eyes. Good.

      “Now, Larry…” Big Larry begins, but Mrs. Wedgeman is already shaking her head, aiming a frown at the boy.

      “I want him expelled,” my father says. Three pairs of eyes widen—I’m sure they didn’t see that coming.

      But I did. I let my eyes widen anyway.

      Mrs. Wedgeman blinks. “Mr. Pratt⁠—”

      “Mr. Pratt nothing. Either one of you needs to discipline that boy, or I’ll call the sheriff’s department and have them take care of it. I funded last year’s equipment upgrades, so I’m sure the sheriff’s office would love to hear from me again.” He levels one steady finger at the boy—Little Larry’s mouth makes him look like a suffocating goldfish. He’s not smug anymore. But I don’t smile; this is not a time for smiling. “A few years in juvenile detention ought to teach Larry here that he can’t go around assaulting little girls like a damn pedophile.”

      Mrs. Wedgeman’s eyebrows hit her hairline with an almost silly amount of shock. My father never has a bad word to say against anyone, and for him to call Larry a pedophile⁠—

      “Now you wait just a minute,” Big Larry says, rising from his seat like a rubbery pink marshmallow.

      “I’ll do no such thing.” Dad crosses one ankle over the opposite knee and levels a steely gaze at the man towering over his seat. “My daughter ain’t the first victim of that delinquent, but she’ll damn sure be the last, y’all got me?” It’s weird hearing his accent because he doesn’t use it at home. In public, a Southern accent makes people think you’re simpler than you are—rougher around the edges, like the plaid shirt he’s wearing even though he owns a lot of suits. It’s the little things that make you more real. The imperfections. The quirks.

      “She’s not a victim,” Big Larry snaps, aiming his index finger like a sausage-gun at my father—that sausage-finger is part of his weirdness, a quirk. That and his frumpy pig-fat neck. “Your daughter broke his⁠—”

      My father puts up his hand. “Maybe we can come to an understanding here, but unless you’re ready to offer my daughter an apology for raising a boy who feels it’s his right to put his hands on her, you have nothin’ more to say.”
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