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CHAPTER ONE


          

          POPPY, THEN

        

      

    

    
      It’s the smell of our kitchen that always gets to me. Not the sulphuric reek of burning hair and splitting fingernail; the hair goes quick, and it leaves you gagging the way you’re supposed to. It doesn’t seem like that would be a good thing, but it is—it’s a relief to gag, to feel like you might puke. The gagging makes you feel more human.

      Flesh, though, that’s as fragrant as roasting pork belly. It leaks into your sinuses and makes your mouth water instinctually, deliriously, even though you know exactly what that salty-sweet perfume really is. That’s what gets into your head, under your skin. That’s what eats your soul. The certainty that you’re inhuman for wanting—even fleetingly—to take a bite of it.

      The breeze from the backyard rustles the trees and tugs my blond curls off my shoulder, but it’s not enough to clear the air. I prop the back door open with nary a sound—the hinge is silent. Even the waving fingers of grass seem louder than that door, the acres of green between me and the sun-bleached boards of the shed. I inhale, suppress a cough, and squint at the sky, a clear cerulean that seems to stretch to eternity. No electric green clouds today, just fragile wisps of smoke that slip from the open door and eke into my sinuses. My mouth waters. Delicious.

      I don’t really mind the thought, I guess, even if it does make my spine prickle. I know I was born bad, but the world needs people like me. I read about a man who fired half of his company, then flew off to vacation in Maui. The pictures of him smiling on the beach while his unemployed workers sold their homes upset a lot of normal people, but some tasks take indifference.

      And psychopaths do tend to be efficient.

      Despite knowing this, I’m not sold that the world needs my father, but at least he taught me how to exist in this world, being what I am. He taught me patience—loyalty. And, of course, self-worth. That’s a lot more than most kids get from their dads if the super-submissive “smile and don’t make a fuss” girls at my school are any indication.

      Sometimes a fuss is exactly what you need. I’m thirteen and quiet, but I’m not compliant. There’s a difference.

      I squint once more at the shed, listening, then back away from the door. The light inside the house is not near as brilliant as the glittering morning, especially with the persistent haze from the oven, but the Alabama sun is low enough to glint off the fridge and the white ceramic sink; it sparkles against the metal handle on the blender. The walls are all white too—clean, always so clean, and bright against the dark Formica countertop. The only hints of color are the fresh flowers in a vase on the table—brilliant red roses from the bushes beside the shed.

      I open the oven to a fresh plume of heat and umami. Not done yet, but soon enough. Speed is for the anxious, the unprepared. The squeamish. I guess rushing through the juicy bits might also work for those who think killing is just a means to an end, but Dad takes his time. Piece by piece, day by day—he drags death out. The only time I see joy in my father’s face is when he’s covered in someone else’s blood.

      What does he see when he looks into my face?

      The oven thups closed, taking the extra stink with it. He probably sees what everyone else does when he looks at me: nothing. The other girls at school are content chatting with their stupid friends about getting a note from a boy they like, or fawning over a good grade they didn’t deserve but will proudly wave around at supper. It makes me want to scream just to feel the irritation along my vocal cords, the burning in my chest—to feel something. But I mostly just feel numb, even when Dad brings me into the shed.

      Maybe especially then.

      I’m not sure he really notices me at all, not once he has those hooks in his hand, the long, wickedly sharp points ready to be driven into the soft flesh of some unfortunate woman’s back. I almost never know their names, but I imagine they’re some version of Janey Anne or Katie May or Gracey Lou. Annabelle and Daphne and Charlotte—those were the aristocrats, the ones who had money to burn. That used to matter, but Dad has enough money now. He doesn’t need to choose his women based on station and how much he can bleed out of their pocketbook before he physically bleeds them out. I think now he’s just chasing the high of the last kill.

      I rub at my nose and clear my throat against the acrid air—the meat smell is clearing out. Bone has a hotter, drier stink to it, but that will ease out through the windows too. And once the bones are cooled and ground to bits in the blender, the powdery remnants gritty in my sinuses, the air will clear more quickly. That’s one good thing about Alabama—the breeze is almost always soft and sweet, and it doesn’t go stiff with frost except for a week in early February.

      A long, droning cry cuts the air, and I angle my face toward the door. It sounds like birdsong, so high-pitched and keening it might as well be weeping in my ear. Coming from the shed. I can practically see the gray boards exhaling with her cries. Weak, though—she won’t last for much longer.

      I frown. Dad should be back by now. He left hours ago to walk to Millie’s. Our neighbor is probably giving him that same old “woe is me” speech, but it’s her fault for getting knocked up three times before her twenty-first birthday. When her husband isn’t getting her pregnant, he’s off fighting in… wherever the hell the war is now. Which is why she leans so hard on my father.

      She doesn’t deserve his help, but charity makes you look good. People like us need to look good.

      I didn’t always know how important that was, why we need to force those around us to assume the best. Sometimes, I wish I could go back to the place where I assumed the best, when I thought the shed was just a shed. But I think I always heard the noises. It’s normal to not fully believe some things, even when a part of your brain understands—to ignore the details until you’re ready to accept that reality. I can’t be positive that this is universally true—I don’t talk to a lot of normal people—but I’m pretty sure it’s true for most.

      The scream from the shed comes again: “Help!” She draws that e out forever. I’m surprised she has the energy.

      But I’m not worried. The only one who can hear her is me, and it’s not like she can run.

      I’ve got her legs in the oven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          POPPY, NOW

        

      

    

    
      Do you know what it’s like to have chunks of your life missing like the hole in the middle of a donut? It’s disconcerting, even for a card-carrying psychopath. Especially when something in one of those holes might be trying to kill you.

      I ease my electric car to a stop in front of my office. The strip mall is beige and bland, but each business fits together like pieces of a perfect hippie puzzle: Veg-I-Love, a restaurant my business partner and I frequent, an acupuncture clinic, and our place, Restorative Spine.

      The air against my cheeks is crisp with autumn as I start across the lot. Fall comes earlier in New Hampshire than most other places, definitely earlier than it does in the Alabama bayous where I grew up. I’m not sure the weather ever went beyond fall down there—the air is always sticky and heavy and stinking of stagnant mosquito-infested water. And blood… always the sweet metallic scent of blood. But that was probably just at my father’s house.

      The front door opens silently, the floor-to-ceiling glass sending sunlight across the gray tiles—one long slice of brilliant white that vanishes as the door thunks closed behind me. No pompous bells to announce my presence, and Monique likes sitting out in the lobby anyway, likes dealing with other people. Which makes exactly one of us.

      Monique smiles at me, but her eyes stay tight. Probably worried about me—my emotional state. “You look tired,” she says. At least she didn’t ask me again if I want to take a vacation, “go back home for a while”—wherever she thinks home is. Monique’s violet highlights against her black braids make her head appear bruised. Normally, I love her vibrant colors, like she herself is the rainbow, but lately, the chiropractic clinic, the air sweet with dried lavender fronds, has a solemn edge to it. It’s like there’s a shadow lingering over my life, a haze—clouds that I feel inside me. Perhaps it’s the weather. Autumn always comes with a certain amount of decay.

      Might be my husband’s death, though. The quiet space occupied by a widow feels profoundly observant, as if the space once devoted to another human can now only watch this new solitary reality spin past. There’s something else there, too, bubbling beneath the surface. I can’t yet tell what it is—I’ve never been great at identifying emotions—but it’s hot, like broken glass inside my chest that cuts deeper when I wake clutching my husband’s pillow.

      Monique is still watching me with eyes like chips of amber. No colored contacts today. Just her.

      “I look tired? You sweet talker, you.” I wink, but I stop short of smiling. No normal person would be smiling a month after their husband was shot to death in front of them by “an intruder,” though that’s not really what happened. The stories we tell the world are often less than true, and it was with this in mind that I decided against a funeral. People notice if you can’t dredge up real emotions while standing before a coffin, and I’ve been remarkably numb outside of these clouds in my chest. If widowhood makes psychopaths observant, funerals do the same for everyone else—they’re hyperaware of the absence of emotion, and they don’t like it. Or you.

      But even Monique doesn’t know that the man who died in my kitchen wasn’t really Carson Price, but an identity thief who wanted to get close to me. She also doesn’t know that the stab wound in my shoulder is his doing; I’m still healing from where he rammed a skewer into the muscle. I’m still not sure who my husband was. I only know that he’s connected to my past, connected to the daughter of my father’s long-ago girlfriend—the daughter of a woman he killed. Carson—and he’ll always be Carson to me—said Molly hired him to come after me as revenge for her mother’s untimely end. But I don’t know where Molly is. I don’t know what she looks like. The only picture I ever had of her was taken well before she vanished—a scowling toddler in a frilly sundress, and me, three years older, sitting beside her in jeans and a T-shirt. But even that photo is gone now. All I have is memory… or lack thereof. But I can’t just wait around for her to sneak up on me.

      I’ve made too many stupid mistakes already.

      I carefully shrug out of my jacket, glancing around the waiting area—three chairs, all padded in white cloth studded with violet flowers, colorful spine posters on the lilac walls, cameras standing vigil from the corners of the ceiling. It’s not until I lay my coat over my forearm that my shoulder starts throbbing. I wince, but it settles quickly. Things generally settle quickly for people like me, though I can’t deny that these clouds inside me sometimes go more electric than I’d like—unstable.

      “Where’s French Fry?” I ask. Monique took him home last night. She’s under the impression that seeing my pug wagging his tail reminds me of Carson, and she’s a good friend—wants to help. I couldn’t think of a reason to say no.

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “His chubby butt is sleeping under the desk. About what you’d expect from any self-respecting pug.”

      On cue, French Fry snorts, then waddles from the dark recess near her toes and practically rolls himself to rest at my feet. I scoop that fawn-colored potato into my arms. He snuffles against my forearm, the back half of his body wriggling. He seems happier here than he ever did at my place, and it’s not safe leaving him home alone despite my new state-of-the-art security system. Molly already tried to kill him once—lit my property on fire. My foot still stings sometimes from where I ran into that blaze to save French Fry’s stupid life. My father should have killed her when she was a child. I still can’t believe he didn’t—that he hid her away instead, left her alive to torment me. He left me vulnerable. It’s a breach of the trust we always shared, and a family like ours is nothing without trust.

      At least Detective Treadwell took my husband out. Carson would have died anyway, but no one else knows that. To the masses, I’m just a woman caught in the crossfire of a home invasion gone wrong, a “traumatized victim.” Like I was decades ago when I turned my father in—Dad was arrested by the same detective who killed Carson. Funny how history comes back to bite you.

      I scratch French Fry’s head once more and set him at my feet. He blinks, his long tongue lolling. He licks one of his own bug-eyeballs. What a dummy.

      “Your eight o’clock canceled, but you have an eight-fifteen,” Monique says. “Coffee’s made in your office. I drank half the pot already.”

      I nod. “I’ll make more so you can polish off another pot while I’m with patients.” The end of the month means she comes in early to finalize all the billing, send out invoices, and compile the expense reports. “Thanks, Monique. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d probably starve to death since no one would be paying us.” She laughs, but her eyes darken almost immediately. Normal people feel bad around widows when they inadvertently reference death.

      I chuckle. It’s a risk, but I can’t stand that worried look in her eyes. I don’t feel much about most people, but I’d do most anything to keep Monique happy. She’s the best humanity has to offer, and coming from me, that’s saying a lot. “Without you, I’d probably start my days un-caffeinated, too, and that would be a fate worse than death.”

      Her face softens when I pat her arm—good. “Are you free for dinner tonight?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Not today, but soon. And breakfast is on me tomorrow. Maybe I can snag some chai tea on my way in.”

      She nods. “Absolutely.”

      Once-a-week chai is kind of our thing—it’s hardly a surprise. But I like the routine. Routine makes you look normal, and if there’s anything psychopaths have to try hard at, it’s looking normal. It’s the best we can expect to achieve.

      It’s that, or end up like my father, rotting away in prison.

      Or dead like my husband.
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      I wake on Saturday with my skin on fire, itchy like something is trying to claw itself from inside my muscles. Why is Molly waiting? Just come at me already! I’m glad she hasn’t—my shoulder is barely healed, and I’d hate to be at a disadvantage—but she won’t stay away forever.

      I’d rather get to her first.

      But without any strong emotions to anchor them to the psyche, memories tend to fade, and I haven’t seen her since I was seven. Dad was always laughing about how we used to play in the woods, and I remember searching for Molly with my father when she ran off—I know I hated her. But that won’t help me find her.

      Hopefully Eleanor can.

      My shrink’s office is decorated in a way that makes echoes impossible—objects on every surface, pictures on every wall, a Cheshire cat rug muffling the tapping of my shoes. Even the therapist absorbs the words spoken here and hides them deep within herself, muting the damage they might do elsewhere.

      And she’s ethically bound to keep it all inside. That’s a nice twist.

      The shrink levels her gaze at me, kind and calm, a face that says “I’m ready to uncover those donut holes that are missing from your life”—or so I hope. Eleanor Crandall insisted that I come in more often once she learned about Carson’s untimely demise. Any therapist would assume a recently widowed woman would need more assistance in the months following her husband’s death, and the fact that she sees me as a normal widow is a mark in my favor.

      “I just wish I could remember my sister,” I say. Molly is not my sister, but she is after me, and she has intimate knowledge of my past. It wasn’t just the ear in a box she left for me last year—an ear from a man I killed. It wasn’t the threatening letters I received. The thing that got to me was the rose left on my porch. One flower might have been a coincidence, a gift sent without realizing the full implications, but the rose bush she planted behind the mausoleum where I buried one of my own victims was a much clearer signal. Roses were my father’s trophies, fertilized with the remains of his victims. But no one else knew that. No one knew what to look for—no bodies, no crimes.

      But it seems that Molly remembers; young though she was, the flowers clearly made an impression. As long as Molly is alive, there’s someone out there who knows what I am.

      Eleanor nods. “It has to be hard, not having any family right now.” Easy for her to say; her family is staring at us from the wall, and her son Jaren—not Jared, Jaren—looks even more surly than he did the last time I was here. Eleanor is watching me, too, her eyes magnified behind her enormous purple glasses.

      “It is hard,” I reply, but my heart’s not in it. Can she really help me? I have no idea where Molly might be, or what she looks like now, or what name she’s currently using. Usually, when I close my eyes at night, all I see is blackness; now, all I see is Molly’s stupid pink T-shirt hidden beneath the leaves on the day my fairy houses burned to ash. The day she burned the only things I cared about. It’s the fire that keeps me up at night—the wisps of phantom smoke in my nostrils, the tightness around my ribs that makes it difficult to breathe.

      And Carson’s empty pillow.

      Eleanor is still watching me, waiting for me to elaborate, but what am I going to say? That lost family doesn’t mean much—can’t mean much—when you’re logical about it? That love can’t exist without loyalty? I certainly can’t tell her that if I still had my matching pink T-shirt, I’d wear it every day to celebrate that I’ll get to kill Molly once I find her. It’s one thing to have a shrink to provide a positive character witness in the case of your arrest, to teach you how normal people are supposed to behave and feel, but you can’t tell them that you’re actively planning a murder.

      “I bet it feels very lonely,” she tries again, slipping her glasses down her nose so she can peer at me over the tops of the rims. She smiles, but it’s one of those sad ones—pity. “It’s possible that finding your sister could be beneficial, reconnection out of a tragedy. But you said yourself that you don’t know where she is—that you haven’t seen her or spoken to her since early childhood. She was four years old, yes? How can you be sure she’s alive?”

      I sigh. “Molly isn’t dead.” In Carson’s last breaths, he told me that he was a hired gun—that Molly hired him to come after me. And he came after me, all right; he married me.

      “With your father’s history, you must admit that it’s possible Molly is dead. Lost memories are common with a childhood as traumatic as yours, but perhaps your father didn’t want you considering her—didn’t want you to know he killed her.”

      I shake my head. “My father didn’t kill children.” Unless he had to—the one exception to every rule is self-preservation. Complications, witnesses, were always handled in the shed. And I personally caused some of those complications. I was young once—unstable, unsafe. Untrained. Dad saved me from myself.

      But he didn’t kill Molly. I only wish he had.

      “He killed Shawn,” Eleanor presses.

      My dad was never convicted of killing anyone except my high school boyfriend; I called the sheriff while he was still in the shed, taking Shawn apart. Dad was so good at hiding remains that no one could prove he was a serial killer even after they caught him covered in my boyfriend’s blood. They never found another body, another trophy, not even a rogue shoe from some missing person. And I never told a soul. Which makes me just as guilty in the eyes of the law, even if only for concealing what I know. “He didn’t kill children,” I insist. The clouds inside me roil, then settle.

      “I’m not trying to be insensitive here, Poppy. I just want to make sure your expectations are realistic.” She uses one finger to push her glasses back into position. “Managing expectations is important, especially when your emotions are so raw. Losing your husband and losing your sister probably feel remarkably similar, so it makes sense for Carson’s loss to trigger those memories of her. But finding Molly won’t make your husband’s loss any less real. I think we might do better to discuss what happened to him. You need to explore that trauma.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. Of course that feels like the most pressing issue to her; she doesn’t know I still have a maniac after me. No one outside of Detective Treadwell knows that Molly hired Carson, that she tried to kill my dog, that she’s trying to upend my life. Carson’s death was quietly released as a home invasion gone bad, and that’s plenty enough gossip. My house was burglarized, I was injured, my husband was killed; those are the things normal people focus on, in no small part because spreading rumors about a grieving widow makes you look like a dick. Plus, the lie is far more logical than the truth that my husband was a psychopath who married me at the behest of another woman and then tried to murder me.

      My shoulder throbs once, then eases—almost fully healed, no issues with mobility, and the ache is tolerable, more like the phantom pain from a lost pinky toe. A sore spot where I used to have a husband. “I’m not ready to talk about Carson,” I say. “Discussing Molly feels less overwhelming. Plus, Molly is the one I’m dreaming about, and all I can remember is the last day I saw her. There was a fire, then she was gone, but she left her shirt behind in the woods, under the burning leaves.” Sharon was out there screaming for her—“Molly! Run, Molly!”—but she was too late. Carson said that my father found a way to make Molly vanish; he hid her. But outside of that damn fire, my memories of the girl have been sucked into the black hole where all my memories go to be crushed out of existence. I should ask Dad. I’ve been battling it for weeks, though I’m not entirely sure why. Am I ashamed that I got taken for a fool?

      Probably most ashamed that I made another mistake—that I was irresponsible. I had one free pass to be careless, and I used it when I was a teenager. I can almost see my father shaking his head.

      “That must have been terrifying,” Eleanor says, clearly resigned to delving deeper into my husband’s death later. I can’t even remember what we were talking about. “Let’s say that Molly is alive,” Eleanor goes on. “That she somehow made it out of that fire.” But her look says I doubt it. “How would she just vanish? Who would pick up a child and not bring her to the police?”

      My father got someone to pick her up—he always had a list of people who owed him favors, people he had dirt on. A blackmail list. But which of them would he have called? My chest constricts. I always thought I was smart—a full-fledged genius according to the IQ tests—but I was dumb enough to marry a guy who was only there to fuck with my head. If I can remember this, if I can just remember, maybe that would redeem me a little, if only in my own head.

      And I can’t.

      My guts twist, burning like someone poured molten lead into my chest, a feeling so sudden and forceful that it steals my breath. Not good. But I don’t have to react to it—my therapist has spent years harping on me to see something, hear something, smell something when I get upset. She thinks I’m suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. She’s wrong, but they aren’t bad distraction tactics for a psychopath on the verge of homicidal rage.

      I inhale, smelling the subtle perfume of dusty books and vanilla. A hushed murmuring sound leaks through the wall from the next room. My mouth tastes like ashes.

      My chest is on fire.

      Eleanor’s eyes widen, but not with concern—sympathy. “Poppy, you look angry.”

      Angry seems a little lackluster for this blistering heat in my guts. Vengeful, maybe, vicious and pressured like the fury wants to explode from my body, and then words are flying from my lips: “My dad, Carson, Molly… I want to beat the shit out of all of them.” I can hardly breathe. Psychopaths can go from placid to explosion in seconds; without the social moors to hold us back, the embarrassment of outburst, it’s hard to maintain the facade. But I never ran hot until now. My hands ache, and I force my fists to relax—my nails leave bloody crescents in my palms.

      Eleanor’s face hasn’t changed. “Anger is a normal part of the grief response. And that entire period in your life was colored by fear. I’d be shocked if you thought about this girl positively.” She shrugs as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, but it’s not natural for me—I’m not normal. “Even the trauma of losing your husband so violently might color your memories of him.”

      Yeah, that or the fact that my husband lied to my face, manipulated me—married me just to mess with my head. Those who wrote about my father all thought Dad’s greatest trick was the ability to get away with murdering an untold number of victims, but it wasn’t. His greatest trick was the way he destroyed people before they wound up dead, changed their brains, their thoughts, and the way everyone else looked at them. The way he made the whole world bend to his storyline.

      And that’s what Carson and Molly did to me—they got inside me. That’s what hurts. Especially because I think Molly learned it from my dad. Carson told me that my father trained her, and I hate that it makes sense. I hate that it feels like he chose her over me. Sure, he kept me home with him, but at what cost? I lost every boy I ever liked. He killed the only boy I loved.

      And Molly did it again. Because my father left her out there. Alive.

      “Poppy?” Eleanor says, bringing me back. “This anger about these losses, this hatred that you’re feeling… We’ll find a way to work through it. I promise.”

      Her face is so sincere, so earnest, but I can’t respond. Something’s blocking my airway—it’s the storm, suddenly more than instability, more than a sense of unease. Something… something I can’t identify. And as Eleanor blinks her giant eyes behind those plastic-rimmed glasses, the clouds inside me shift, coalescing into a singular point in my throat just below my jawline, a thick, heavy burning chunk of…

      Hate. She’s right.

      Hate is not something I experience often. I have never hated anything except Molly. And once she was gone, that hate dulled, becoming more of a concept, a vague shadow that I couldn’t quite see—couldn’t feel.

      But apparently, it’s back. It’s been growing, hiding beneath that haze of shadowy numbness, remaking me into someone I don’t recognize. Someone who tells their shrink that they want to hurt their father, their husband, their sister. I’ve already lost more control than I want to.

      But it might well be useful.

      I wonder how much hate bleeds.
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      The ride home is full of sharp air and sharper words running through my brain. Hate. I hate her. The air tastes metallic on my tongue. Instead of the crisp fresh-apple smell that sometimes wafts through the windows, everything has taken on a sour, jagged edge. Like maggot-infested cheese.

      Eleanor’s doubt is eating at me too—you must admit that it’s possible Molly is dead. I’m not sure who my husband was, so I can’t determine his motives outside of what he told me—I can’t prove whether he lied about Molly paying him off. But Dad would have told me if he killed her. We were a lot of things, but we never lied to each other. We couldn’t. And Molly is the only one who might have any inkling of what I really am, the only one who knows about my past. There isn’t a single other logical option. It isn’t like Dad and I had friends.

      I’m not one to ruminate, but I suppose that having a husband who only married me at the behest of my bitch “sister” has reshaped my notion of what constitutes overthinking. And though it seems counterintuitive, it makes sense for Molly to wait to attack again—she’s building the tension, trying to make me worry, trying to take me apart psychologically first. She’s probably messing with my head the way my father messed with Sharon before he killed her. She’ll treat me the way my dad treated her mother.

      The question is what to do about it. I’m not one to play sitting duck, but being injured and memory-impaired puts a damper on any revenge strategy.

      I slow at the stoplight just as it turns green, but it’s enough time for the sweet cinnamon from the bakery to waft through the windows and into my nostrils, momentarily choking out the rotting-cheese stink. A few more blocks to my place, to French Fry—I didn’t have an excuse to take him to the shrink’s office. Will my house be on fire when I get there? Will I find his little body, charred and broken, just inside the front door? My chest burns. The pressure around my rib cage intensifies. Hate. I hate her.

      I press harder on the gas.

      My house is located in the most normal of neighborhoods with the most normal of neighbors. I’ve never belonged here, which makes it feel like home—I didn’t belong in the place where I grew up either. Dad and I were outsiders even when the insiders revered us. We watched from our pedestal when they gave my father humanitarian awards, listened while they thanked him for his donations to the school or to the police department, painted on our grins at church so they’d think we belonged. But people like Dad and I always know better than to think we actually fit. Emotions trick people into thinking a lot of things that aren’t strictly true.

      I hit the turn signal and make the last left onto my road. The homes are all different but the same, some variation on two stories of brick placed securely on several acres of yard and fronted with flowerbeds full of yellow and green, red and purple. Some backyards have wrought iron gates, some have wooden gates, but all have that homey “safety” type feel that makes security systems seem irrelevant. My security system is the best in the neighborhood. The old one didn’t help last year when my psychopathic husband was messing with it, but that’s a moot point.

      I wave to Eliza, my neighbor, her dark hair shining in the sun like an oil slick. Her dog barks at me from behind a tall wrought iron gate, one giant paw propped against the metal. She finally pulled the trigger and adopted a golden retriever after my husband was killed. That whole home-invasion thing made people in the neighborhood nervous, but it’s better than the truth—that would make them more nervous. The retriever barks again; he smells the venom in my blood. I guess it’s good that French Fry’s stupid, or he’d be barking at me too.

      The limestone grinds beneath my tires. My house is the only one set back from the street this far, the only one with all the curtains securely closed at the end of a long gravel drive. The woods outside the passenger window are still part of a burned, dystopian hellscape where Molly tried to kill French Fry: skeletal trees black with ash, the dirt beneath open to the sun. But there are already hints of recovery. Here and there, shoots of green reach skyward from the ruins.

      I squint through the trees—Will today be the day she finally attacks?—and like every day, I see nothing but the burned tree trunks. But the other side of the driveway boasts greenery thick enough to hide a crouching intruder. Perhaps I should burn the rest of the trees down. For safety reasons.

      I might be losing my mind.

      Plus, it appears I already have an extra safety measure in place. There’s a black sedan parked in front of my house and a man sitting on my steps, his bald head dappled with gilded afternoon. Detective Kaleb Treadwell, formerly Sheriff Treadwell of Riverside, Alabama—the man who arrested my father and shot my husband. His son is the sheriff of Riverside, now; Joshua Treadwell, reported by the girls on the bus to exceed the range of normal sexual prowess.

      Then there were the girls who dated Josh a few times but kept their heads down and their lips tight whenever someone mentioned Josh’s name. Like little Beth Trivett, who vanished for nine months senior year and came back to graduate forty pounds heavier. Of all the things to recall over the last month, my brain picks that? Ridiculous.

      Detective Treadwell pushes himself to his feet and raises two cardboard-sheathed cups as I slam the car door. His leather jacket, even the button-down beneath, sag off his shoulders, and his skin has a decidedly gray tint to it. Treadwell has pancreatic cancer and chooses to keep working despite that, or maybe to distract himself from it as best he can, but it’s hard to watch him wither. He’s a good five pounds lighter than he was just a month ago, though that might be the stress of killing Carson. Shooting someone in the chest bothers normal people. Sucks to be them.

      “How’re you holding up?” His hand is hot when he passes me the cup. The espresso inside is only lukewarm, but at least it’s strong.

      “Hanging in there,” I say, squinting against the sun. “It’s… strange, all the silence.” But it’s not entirely silent now.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.

      He nods knowingly—commiserating. His wife died back in Riverside, just before Molly vanished. He thinks Molly killed her, which is part of the reason he’s so intent on catching her; he wants to punish the person who killed Maryanne before he kisses his own life goodbye. He’s wrong about Molly murdering Maryanne, at least partially—I poisoned his wife at school even if young Molly did double-dose her later at the diner—but if it means he’ll help me find Molly, I’m happy letting him believe she’s guilty.

      He reaches out and pats my arm. “I understand that. I had a dream about Maryanne the other night, woke up happy as I’ve been in years—got to keep that joy for about five seconds before I came to. I like to think those dreams are her telling me that it’s going to be okay.”

      The notion is laughable—I might discuss dreams with the shrink as a way to trigger memories, but I know it’s mostly nonsense. He puts a lot more stock in dreams than anyone should. But I nod—commiserating the way he did—and he smiles with one side of his lip.

      It’s strange, this thing Treadwell and I have going on. It isn’t sexual, but there is a softness about it, the same kind I had with Carson. I used to think that actions were all that mattered, that feelings were completely irrelevant, but I was wrong. Feelings are what make people choose one action over another. Feelings make you loyal. I was loyal to my father, but not because of the shared blood in our veins. It was also not because of the women he murdered in our shed, the things he had me do for him—the blood we both had on our hands. It wasn’t just the secrets he kept or the way he protected me.

      It was a feeling—dull or not, it was there. Real loyalty softens a piece of you, makes you do things that defy logic just to keep those who matter safe. Of course, that illogical softness didn’t hold up when I found Shawn in Dad’s murder shed.

      That’s irrelevant now too.

      Treadwell shifts, his eyes on the front door as the sound comes again—thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk.

      “I better get the dog before he knocks himself out,” I say.

      “I’m not sure he’s got enough brain in there for it to matter.” But he moves aside so I can climb the steps. I still have the key in the deadbolt when French Fry scrambles from the house and onto the porch, then trips down the stairs to snuffle around Treadwell’s feet. The dog might not know I’m poisonous, but even he knows the detective is the better choice.

      Treadwell bends to scratch the dog’s ears—“He probably smells the food”—then nods to his car. There’s a sack on the hood: Brenda’s Diner. The greasiest meal you’ve ever let slip down your gullet, but their veggie burgers aren’t bad. I don’t get a lot of enjoyment out of food as a rule, or out of anything—psychopath, remember?—but sharing meals is a bonding ritual.

      There are worse ways to bond. He could have a dead body in his trunk and a hatchet in his backseat. I married Carson after he hid a corpse for me, so I’m clearly not adept at choosing which things should bind people together. Takeout is certainly less complicated than trying to bleach bodily fluids out of a carpet.

      “Let’s eat on the patio,” I say. He’s already headed that way; we’ve done this twice a week for the past month. Sometimes I think he’s here purely to make sure Molly isn’t. If he catches a glimpse of her lurking in the shadows, I think he’ll shoot her the way he did Carson. And I’ll let him—I’ll even help him hide her body. She did kill his wife, after all. Wink, wink.

      He sets the paper bag on the bistro table. The wooden fairy house above the patio is already spinning. Just one, a house Treadwell himself gave me a few weeks ago: a navy-blue diamond with a hole in the center and iridescent windows that shine in the sun. If I squint, it almost looks like a police badge. The patio feels empty without the fairy houses I used to keep here, but I’m not going to give Molly more fuel. When she burned down the woods this summer, she also burned the fairy houses I collected in my adult years; every house reduced to cinders. Again. Now all that’s left in the clearing behind my property is a sea of wildflowers—I’m surprised she didn’t poison them—and the flat gray stone I keep there for when I want to speak to my father. Silly, I know, but everyone should have something weird about them. Weirdness makes us more real to the masses; every normal person has something that makes them different or flat-out bizarre. I’ve always had the fairies, my only eccentricity that’s palatable to anyone who isn’t… well, like me. Being occasionally homicidal isn’t a good talking point.

      “Anything new on Carson?” I ask as Treadwell slips the Styrofoam containers from the sack with a papery crinkle. French Fry snorts from beneath the table.

      He shakes his head and rolls up his jacket’s sleeves. “Still looking. I’ve interviewed anyone who knew the real Carson Price, but almost no one has ever met him in person, and no one recognized the photo of your husband. The only one who knew him, really knew him, was Price’s best friend—the man your husband murdered.”

      My husband spent a year burrowing his way into my life, but all he had to do to steal Carson Price’s identity was kill two people—the real Carson Price and the one guy who actually hung out with him. He barely even had to try.

      “No hits on your husband’s DNA either,” Treadwell goes on. “Nationwide or in Canada. Which isn’t surprising. Even if he had a police record, there’s not a universal DNA database, so his blood would only be in the system if it was evidence—found at a crime scene or the like.” And his fingerprints are a non-starter; Carson had deep scars along the pads of his fingers that marred his identity.

      “And Molly?” But I know the answer before he opens his mouth. If he found her, he would have led with that.

      “I can’t find anything to indicate that the woman exists, though we both know she does. We both remember her.”

      Me from Dad’s house where she lived with us for years until Dad got rid of her… and Sharon. Treadwell knows four-year-old Molly from the Riverside diner where someone saw her with his wife on the day she died. Weird that he seems angrier at Molly than at my father. I think it’s a defense mechanism—he can’t do anything else to my dad, so he’ll put all his rage into finding the girl.

      He’s still watching me, surely expecting an answer. “Plus, Carson said Molly hired him,” I say. “Why lie at the end like that?”

      “Hey, you’re preaching to the choir, but there’s no proof that she’s been here. There’s not even proof that she was ever born, which makes her hard to track.” Sharon moved in with my father when she was pregnant and had the girl in his living room, so outside of the bloody rug, there was no evidence of a birth. “We don’t have a birth certificate,” he goes on. “We don’t have a photo.” Not anymore—Carson stole the only photo I had.

      “Your father hid her away, then got her out of town during that fire without anyone being the wiser,” Treadwell finishes. “As terrible as he was, it’s almost like he protected that girl by spiriting her away.” Almost the same thing Carson said before he died—he protected her. But if Dad wanted to protect Molly, if he cared about the girl at all, why didn’t he spend time with her? She didn’t even eat meals with us. More than anything else, my father used Molly to keep Sharon in line. And once Molly was gone, he had nothing else to hold over her, and Sharon was dead less than a week later.

      I can still smell her meat cooking if I concentrate.

      Hackles along my back spike up, chilly and sharp; that’s the hate too. The hate. At least I can identify it now. Maybe this therapy thing is working after all.

      “I had a dream about Molly the other night too,” he says suddenly. “I sometimes think that if I could just go back, I’d remember something that would help. But even if I knew exactly what she looked like as a child in Riverside, she’s thirty years older. And if I were her, I’d have gotten a mess of plastic surgery by now.”

      I raise my eyes to the fairy house—spinning, spinning, blue, silver, blue, silver, blue. His stupid dreams won’t help with this. Heat rises into my face. My fists clench. Once again, I force them to relax.

      Easy, Poppy. Easy.

      I can’t let her win, can’t let her get inside my head. But I need something—anything—to indicate the tiniest hint of progress. I need proof that my suspicions are accurate. I need to know who helped my father hide her. I need to know who I married so I can figure out where she recruited him. I need to know where she is. I need confirmation that Molly’s alive.

      I can’t spend any more of my life chasing the dead.

      I’ve seen far too many corpses already.
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