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For my mother, who’s always been my first reader

And is definitely not a serial killer








PROLOGUE

OLIANTE, NEW YORK: MARCH 2023

WE’RE EATING DINNER when our front door explodes.

Large, imposing men flood into our kitchen. I’m frozen, spoon halfway to my mouth, my terrified eyes locked on the guns in their hands. Their barrels shift—rapid, frantic—from my dad to me, then back again. They’re shouting, but their words are smothered under the weight of those guns. I watch as one of their thumbs, pulled tight with nerves, spasms on the trigger.

Oh god, they’re going to kill us.

My eardrums pop; suddenly, I can hear them, loud and clear: “Police! Get down on the floor! Hands behind your heads!”

I slide onto the linoleum floor. My bowl’s toppled off the table, and my knees settle in warm cheese. Scattered bits of macaroni squish under their boot treads. My heart pounding in my chest, I watch as one of the officers digs his knee into the small of my dad’s back, yanking his arms behind him and rucking up his shirtsleeves.

“Nicola.”

My gaze shifts to my dad’s. To his watery blue eyes.

“It’s going to be fine.”

The handcuffs click around his wrists.

“Everything’s going to be fine.”

The officer hauls him upright and drags him out the door. The others follow until our kitchen is silent and empty. My breaths beat against the floor, my limbs trembling. Slowly, I pull myself to my feet and stagger to the gaping hole where our door used to be.

The brisk air hits my face, followed by the glare of lights. I lift my hand to shield my eyes. The engines of the police cars sputter; their radios crackle. My lips part, and words come tumbling out:

“He’s a good man.”

No one’s listening. I take a step forward and raise my voice.

“He’s a good man.”

The officers shove my dad into the back seat. He lifts his hands and gently touches the window, mouths something to me through the glass. I love you? The engines rumble, and the cars careen down the road.

I start jogging, following the headlights until they’re nothing but pinpricks in the distance.

Until they disappear into the night.





1 NICOLA

OLIANTE, NEW YORK: JUNE 2023

THREE MONTHS LATER

MURDERER.

It’s scribbled across one of my paintings in thick, black marker. Permanent marker. I stand in front of my classroom bulletin board, staring at that word, reading it over and over until it fissures into nothing more than a series of lines and curves.

The painting is of a rickety dock extending into Ellicott Creek. Algae clumps around the posts, the tall grasses on the banks sticking out like paintbrush bristles. My dad used to take me fishing there when I was little. He’d pull his bucket hat down over my forehead until I could barely see out from under the fraying brim, and we’d eat peanut-butter-and-potato-chip sandwiches while we waited for a nibble on the line.

MURDERER.

I rip the painting off the bulletin board and shred it into tiny pieces—until there’s no more dock and no more creek, and no more murderers. Then I toss them into the nearest trash can and tuck the remaining pieces of art into my cardboard box.

I scan the classroom, debating what else to take. Every set of brushes, every tube of paint was paid for out of my own pocket. That’s how it always goes in underfunded school districts. I should strip the cabinets; I don’t owe my administration anything. But then I think of the students, of myself at their age—feeling like I didn’t belong anywhere, not even in my own body, which outgrew four pairs of khakis in a single school year—and I remove one set of markers from a drawer. These were expensive, professional-grade. If my life’s going to be nothing but free time for the foreseeable future, I might as well get some drawing done. I’m about to close the drawer when I hear the shuffle of footsteps behind me.

“Ms. Fischer?”

One of my students, a third grader named Ava, stands in the doorway, a braided pigtail hanging over each of her shoulders. The ends are stiff from being sucked on all day. “Are you leaving?”

I walk around my desk and lean against the edge. “Yes.”

“Will you be back next year?”

“I don’t think so.”

“My mom says if you come back next year, I have to go to another school.”

I’m not surprised. Last week, someone accidentally CC’ed all the teachers on a PTA email chain about my “continued employment at our school.” Devon Brewster’s mother called me a “distraction”; Kamryn Geary’s claimed her daughter felt “threatened.” More than forty messages followed with various complaints: I’d invaded their children’s personal space, raised my voice without cause, was overly critical of their work, created an “unsafe environment for learning.”

The worst part was that even after fifteen years of teaching—after running after-school programs without pay, coordinating field trips, and setting up gallery shows—I still found myself mentally replaying every lesson from the past month, searching for signs that I’d been the bad teacher they all said I was.

Ava seesaws the joint in our wooden manikin’s elbow up and down. “Art class is my favorite. I don’t want you to leave.”

“I’m sure your new teacher will be just as good,” I say, but deep down, I hope their new teacher is a screw-up who sends half the students home with acrylic paint all over their clothes.

“I don’t think anyone could be as good as you.”

The space behind my eyes grows warm, a surefire sign I’m about to start crying. That’s what matters. Not what parents say, not what the administration says. Parents see me for—what?—three minutes at pickup? Ava spends a hundred and fifty minutes with me each week. We’ve painted watercolor landscapes on paper plates, sculpted papier-mâché birds out of soupy newspaper. We’ve practiced drawing in one-point perspective, and then reversed that perspective because there’s always more than one way of looking at things.

Ava doesn’t know anything about what happened with my father. All she knows is that I care about her. I hold out the set of markers I’d been about to take home. “Here.” I shake it, and the plastic barrels rattle against the cardboard. “For your drawings.”

She tentatively steps forward and takes them. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure.”

Ava grins at me. She’s missing one of her front teeth; I remember her trying to give a closed-mouth smile on school picture day, just like her mom had instructed.

“Thanks, Ms. Fischer,” she says before sprinting out of the classroom, the untied laces of her sneakers skipping against the floor.

I press my thumb and index finger against the bony ridges of my nose and take a deep breath. Wait until you’re outside. Wait until you’re in your car, and no one can see. I pick up the cardboard box, balancing it on my hip, and flip off the overhead fluorescent lights.

It’s the last period of the day, and the hallways are empty. My sneakers squeak against the vinyl floors as I make my way toward the foyer. The door to Ms. Landry’s classroom has been left open. “—heard the PTA refused to release the funds for the new playground equipment unless they agreed to do something.”

Ms. Landry—Jenny—sits at her desk in the corner. Across from her in the metal student desks are two of our coworkers, Mrs. Walsh and Ms. Camus. I hover in the doorway, out of their direct sightline.

“Can you blame them?” Mrs. Walsh gestures at the cracked-open blinds, the news vans already congregating just beyond the wire fences. “How are our students supposed to learn with that outside our windows?”

I knock on the doorframe. Three sets of eyes slowly turn to meet mine. Mrs. Walsh’s mouth tics down at the corners, but other than that, their faces remain impassive.

“Sorry, I was just heading out”—I readjust the cardboard box in my arms—“and wanted to say goodbye.”

Mrs. Walsh fiddles with her bracelets; Ms. Camus looks down at her phone.

“Take care of yourself,” Jenny says. We were both hired at the beginning of last year and quickly bonded during the district-wide training sessions that all new employees were required to attend, the ones where you write your reason for teaching on a Post-it note and stick it on the cafeteria wall. Fresh out of graduate school, she was nervous about managing her classroom, so I volunteered to spend my free periods sitting at her back table, handling any discipline problems that arose. Every Friday, we’d order a pitcher of room-temperature lager at Barry’s and toast to being one week closer to summer.

I wait for her to say something else, invite me out for a farewell drink maybe, but instead, she picks up her purple felt-tip pen and starts marking quizzes. I search for something to break down the wall between myself and them, but no matter what I come up with, it won’t change the fact that those news vans are parked outside because of me.

“Well,” I say, “have a good rest of the school year.”

No one looks up as I leave. I get a few steps down the hall before I hear from inside the classroom, “Can you believe her?” Mrs. Walsh. My sneakers seem to stick to the floor as they continue talking.

“It’s her last day—” Jenny starts, but the other two aren’t having it.

“Thank god for that,” Mrs. Walsh says.

“Are you watching the show?” Ms. Camus has dropped her volume, but her words can still be heard up and down the hallway. “She knew what her father was doing. That last girl—what was her name?”

“Claire.”

“Claire. She befriended her, lured her back to their house, and then—” A sharp knock makes me jump—Ms. Camus’s knuckles against the desk. My cardboard box clatters.

Someone makes a shushing sound. “Did you hear that?” Jenny whispers. “Is she still out there? Should we check?”

“Please.” Mrs. Walsh. “She knows what everyone thinks of her.”

“Maybe we should be more careful.” Ms. Camus. “She has the staff directory. She knows where we live.”

Silence falls over the classroom. And then, all of them burst into laughter. They’re like girls at a slumber party—holding flashlights under their chins and swapping stories about boogeymen that hide at the back of the closet. Except, in this case, I’m the boogeyman.

Claire.

I slam my shoulder against the front door and step out into the summer heat. The shouting begins the moment the reporters realize it’s me. The week To Catch a Killer, the true crime show responsible for my dad’s arrest, premiered, news vans clogged up half the school parking lot. Parents draped jackets over their children’s heads as they hurried them through the front doors. It took the police showing up, court order in hand, before they finally moved behind the wire fences.

Digging around in my pockets, I find my keys and press the unlock button. My car beep-beeps from the front of the parking lot. I slide the cardboard box into the trunk before slipping in behind the steering wheel. If I leave now, the news vans will follow me, like floats in a homecoming parade. But if I wait the half hour until dismissal, I might be able to lose them in traffic. Minutes tick by as the pickup line grows longer and longer, and with every car that pulls in front of the school, something builds deep in my chest. It feels like more and more sets of eyes are turned in my direction. I squeeze my own shut, but the moment I do, Mrs. Walsh’s words reverberate through my mind: “She knows what everyone thinks of her.”

That I was the bait. They found a family photo tucked under the sun visor in my dad’s pickup truck. I imagine him flashing it to a girl walking along the side of the road. “I have a daughter about your age. Wouldn’t want her walking home in this weather.” He thumbs the heater up a few notches. “Get in and warm up. We’ll have you home in no time.” He smiles at her, eyes crinkling at the corners, and pulls the latch, swinging the door wide.

My eyes snap open, and I check the clock on the dashboard. 3:15. I twist the key, and the engine rumbles to life. The cars are packed bumper to bumper. I shrink lower in my seat, certain everyone’s staring at me. That they’re all thinking the same thing Mrs. Walsh and Ms. Camus were: that I’m the reason those girls are dead.

That I’m the reason Claire’s dead.

My bones start itching under my skin. I can’t stay here. As soon as an SUV inches forward, my foot presses down on the accelerator, and my car speeds toward the pickup line.

A little girl darts into my sightline.

I slam down on the brakes.

I sit there, breath sticking in my chest, as I watch Ava, brand-new markers clutched in her hand, pause in front of my bumper, completely unaware of the fact that I was only half a second away from hitting her. Her mother, however, knows very well what just happened. She stalks up to my car and slams her palm against the hood. “What are you—”

She glares at me through the windshield. When she realizes who I am, all the color drains from her face. “You!” she shouts and turns toward our principal, who’s standing next to the entrance. “Are you going to let her get away with this? She almost killed my daughter!”

The principal hurries down the stairs and takes her elbow, gently steering her back onto the sidewalk with words and gestures that appear conciliatory. Ava follows her mother, but when she catches sight of me behind the steering wheel, she brightens and gives a little wave.

My hand drifts up and gives half a wave back.

I glance out the passenger-side window to find all the cameras aimed at the scene. I don’t even want to think about what headlines are being uploaded to their websites. I inch forward, trapped between two gigantic SUVs, and try to ignore all the parents scowling at me. “Move faster,” I mutter as a father points in my direction, then takes a few aggressive steps forward. “Move faster. Move faster.”

Another parent holds him back as I crawl past, closer to the gates. The news vans are stuck behind the pickup line, just like I’d hoped. When my car crosses the border between the parking lot and the street, a round of applause erupts behind me. This is how my teaching career ends: with parents so glad to see me gone, they give my dismissal a standing ovation. My eyes sting, and the street blurs behind my tears.

Muscle memory guides me into the parking lot of Main Liquor Store—thankfully empty this early in the afternoon. I check to make sure the news vans haven’t caught up, but the road’s empty in both directions. Inside, reusable shopping bags in hand, I hurry past the humming coolers to the boxed wine at the back of the store. I have no idea when I’ll next be able to get out here, which means I need to buy in bulk. I start packing boxes into my shopping bags, shifting them like we’re in a game of Tetris. When both bags are stuffed to the brim, I haul them up onto one shoulder and head for the register. The cashier’s unfamiliar; he must be a new hire.

“Hey,” I say, unloading my purchases onto the counter. I feel the need to cushion the sheer amount of wine with, “Hosting a party tonight.” I offer the cashier a half-smile; he doesn’t smile back. Removing my driver’s license and credit card from my wallet, I slide them across the counter. Still no news vans outside. Good.

I turn back to the cashier. My license and credit card lay, untouched, on the counter.

A horrible sinking feeling settles in my stomach. “I’d like to buy those, please.”

The cashier doesn’t move.

“Is there something wrong with my card?” I grab my credit card and check the expiration date on the back, even though I know it’s still valid.

The cashier doesn’t move.

My throat tightens, but I push my emotions down as far as they can go and say, “I’m sure you already know this, but I’m having a really, really bad month. A really bad year, actually. So, if you could please just let me make my purchase.” I place both palms on the counter and lean forward. “I’d really appreciate it.”

“Lady,” the cashier says. “You need to back right the fuck up, or I’m calling the cops.”

I quickly step away from the counter. Taking out my phone, I total up the cost of the wine. A little under two hundred dollars. I retreat to the ATM in the corner of the store and, with shaking fingers, withdraw the money. Then I toss it onto the counter and repack the bags. I consider leaving with a flippant “Keep the change,” but I don’t know if I can get the words out without cracking into sobs. So instead, I shuffle out of the store, head bowed low.

When I reach my street, news vans are parked up and down the block. Reporters huddle outside my house, sipping from thermoses, waiting for me to pull into my driveway. I consider speeding away, bunking down in the lot outside an anonymous big-box store, and pulling out the spigot on one of these boxes of wine. But it’s not like the vans are going to have disappeared by tomorrow or the next day, or the day after that. It’ll just be putting off the inevitable. Better to be safe inside my own home.

A reporter notices my approaching car, and within seconds, they’re jogging alongside me, lobbing questions at the closed windows. I try to ignore them as I pull into the driveway. Within seconds, they’ve surrounded the car—a barricade of boxy camera lenses blocking out the sunlight. I draw my shopping bags onto my shoulder and, with a deep breath, step onto the pavement.

The shouts immediately overwhelm me. “Ms. Fischer! Ms. Fischer!” The front door seems so far away. I hurry up the sidewalk, questions scrabbling at my back. “Do you have anything to say to Greer Woods?”

I fumble the key into the lock, but it jams.

“Is it true you tried to impede the investigation?”

I press my palm against the door, pull the key out, try again.

“Have you been contacted by the Tenenbaums?”

The doorknob turns, and I lurch into the foyer, slamming the door behind me. I drop the shopping bags; flattening my back against the wall, I sink into a crouch. Have you been contacted by the Tenenbaums? Screw them. Screw all of them.

My gaze catches on the envelopes scattered across the floor, at all the red ink: PAST DUE, FINAL NOTICE. I hadn’t known about the second mortgage against our house, not until after the arrest, or the loans owed by our family’s hardware store. When the bills started skidding through our mail slot every afternoon, it had been stressful but manageable—as long as I kept my teaching job.

Famous last words.

I gather up the envelopes and toss them onto the sideboard. I can’t look at them, not today. I grab a mug out of the kitchen sink—one that reads NOT PAINT WATER, a birthday present from my dad—and crack open a box of wine. As the Moscato flows into the cup, it’s like the stress ebbs out of me. This—this is the one thing I still have control over. How drunk I can get in a single night.

And tonight, I’m going to get very, very drunk.

I slump onto the living room couch and, against my better judgment, open up social media. It only takes a few seconds of scrolling to reach the first video starring me. I’m walking out of the school with my cardboard box. The caption underneath reads:

“Nicola Fischer, daughter of Ellicott Creek Ripper, fired from teaching position at Oliante Elementary after parent complaints.”

In the next one, my car swerves madly into the pickup line; I suck in a breath when my bumper almost collides with Ava. Comments pop up as the video plays:

“She tried to hit that kid on purpose.”

“Is this supposed to be revenge because they fired her?”

“Almost had two murderers in the family.”

I have to look away from the screen. Maybe it’s a good thing the news vans have me under house arrest. I shouldn’t be allowed to drive—not with my head as jumbled as it is.

I scroll down to the next video and groan. The cashier must’ve had his phone out because there I am—on camera, stacking box after box of wine into my shopping bags. As I hoist them onto my shoulder, my shirt rides up, exposing the roll of my belly. Don’t look at the comments, I tell myself. Whatever you do, don’t look at the comments.

I click on the comments.

“Is getting drunk supposed to help with the guilt?”

“Not the double chin.”

“Kill yourself.”

I spend the rest of the night drinking and scrolling until the box is half-empty. Then I stagger upstairs to my bedroom, clutching the railing for support, and collapse onto my mattress. My finger finds Greer Woods, the host of To Catch a Killer, in my contacts list. I listen as her familiar voicemail message plays.

“Hey,” I slur into my phone. “Just wanted to let you know I was fired today, so… that was cool. They made me carry out a box of shame and everything.” My head rolls across my pillow, so I can look at myself in the mirror mounted on the wall. I stare at my double chin. “I almost hit a little girl with my car. I was so desperate to get out of there, I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

Silence from the other end of the line.

“I hate you,” I say, still staring at my reflection in the mirror. “I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.”

I keep saying it until my eyes droop shut, until the phone tumbles out of my hand, until my message reaches the time-out limit and never sends.
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“IT SHOULD BE A CRIME.” Dishes clatter in my grandma’s sink. She’s probably elbow-deep in warm, soapy water, scrubbing the remains of hamburger casserole off her battered pan. “I watched last week’s episode, and the way she’s making you look—” A splash. “Shoot,” Grandma mutters, her voice now far from the receiver. “Have you looked into suing that Greer Woods woman? For… oh, what do you call it?”

“Slander?”

“Slander! Have you looked into suing her for slander?”

My gaze shifts to the pile of envelopes on the sideboard. On my last day of work, there was only a small stack; however, it’s since fattened into the leaning tower of financial ruin. I tried opening one yesterday, but the first few sentences (“You are at risk of losing your home to foreclosure…”) were enough to make me quit. If I can’t find the money to keep a roof over my head, how am I supposed to come up with attorneys’ fees? Besides, it’s not like I didn’t sign a release form. I gave the producers permission to use my name and face and words, all with no guarantee of compensation. Because I’m a goddamned idiot.

“It’s technically not slander,” I say, wandering into the kitchen and opening the cupboards. They’re nearly empty. “It’s editing.”

“Editing,” Grandma grumbles. “She’s making it look like you knew what that son of a bitch was doing.”

I flinch, but, of course, Grandma can’t see me from almost two thousand miles away.

“That man,” she spits. “I warned your mother not to marry him. When we were in the vestibule, about to walk down the aisle, I told her, ‘Laurel, honey, you can still change your mind,’ but she was nothing if not stubborn. She was brilliant, just brilliant, could’ve been anything.” She tsks. “He was a pitiful excuse for a husband.”

Silence on the other end of the line; I realize she’s waiting for me to agree with her. “Yeah, sure,” I say, but the words are flat and lukewarm. The truth is, my parents were in love. One of my earliest memories is hovering in the doorframe while they danced, barefoot, in the kitchen—a dishrag thrown over my father’s shoulder, his arm wrapped around my mother’s waist as she hummed along with the radio. He was a good husband; he was an even better father.

He also murdered five women.

I close the cupboards, no longer hungry for expired pretzels. I need to stop defending him. He lied to me, ruined my life. I should hate him. Why can’t I just fucking hate him?

“We should’ve fought for custody,” Grandma says. “After your mother died. You should’ve come down here and lived with us.”

“That’s actually what I called to talk to you about.” I sit at the kitchen table and pull the spigot on the boxed wine. It dribbles into my glass, then runs dry. “I was wondering if maybe I could come for a visit this weekend.”

Her pause stretches long enough to fill the whole room. “A visit?”

“Yeah. With the finale coming up, it’s getting a little tense here.”

“Hank, can you—” She calls for my grandpa. “Just a moment, Nicola.” She mutters something to him; he mutters back. Then she comes back on the line. “We’d love to have you come, really, but—”

My phone clatters onto the table. Grandma’s voice recedes into a muffled blur: “A pipe burst in the guest bathroom, and now we have contractors coming in and out at all hours. It’s just not a good time.”

I press the heels of my palms into my forehead. There’s no burst pipe, no contractors. There are only my grandparents, panicked about what the neighbors might think. It’s my own fault. I haven’t seen them in years, but still—they’re family. They’re supposed to be the last line of defense, the ones you can count on when everyone else has walked away.

“Nicola?” Grandma says, and I slowly lift the phone back to my cheek.

“Yeah.”

“You’ll be all right.”

“Funny. You know who said almost the exact same thing to me?”

No response.

“My dad. Right before he was arrested.”

I hang up without saying goodbye and replace the empty box of wine on the kitchen table with a full one.

Days pass; the situation only gets worse. I contact a property assessor to ask about selling the house and paying off the mortgage. “If you can sit on it for five, maybe ten years,” he says, “you should be able to recoup most of your original investment. Can you afford to rehab the facade?”

“No, and I can’t afford to wait, either. I need to sell as soon as possible.”

“Which house is this again?”

“The Fischer house.” When he doesn’t make the connection, I reluctantly add: “From To Catch a Killer?”

“Oh.” He heaves out a breath. “Between you and me? I’d cut my losses. You won’t be able to give that house away.”

I discover that some of our neighbors are selling memorabilia on eBay: work orders from the hardware store with my dad’s signature at the bottom, greeting cards with “Hope you have an amazing day” and “Sorry for your loss” scribbled inside in his hand. A list of instructions he wrote for how to install a new refrigerator has a current bid of two thousand dollars. I look around our house and wonder how much money is here.

No, gross. Don’t do that. Bad enough everyone else is trying to monetize us. These are our memories—not collectibles for strangers to paste into their morbid little scrapbooks. Our lives shouldn’t be for sale.

The pile of envelopes looms by the front door.

Maybe… maybe if I only listed junk we were planning to get rid of anyway. I’ve been meaning to clean out the house, get it ready for sale—or foreclosure. Inside the sideboard drawers are papers that were ripped off legal pads, notebooks with only the first few pages written on, crumpled-up receipts. I pull out the first one and start reading: “To-Do List (Wed): Take out trash, make dentist appointment, build easels for Nic’s classroom…” I slide the page off to one side. Next come bills for my graduate school program, all paid by my father. This is why we’re in debt, why we’re going to lose our house. Because he was willing to do whatever it took to support me. I rub my shirtsleeve across my eyes.

Interred in the back of the drawer is a Polaroid photo from last year: the three of us—Dad, Greer Woods, and me—sitting on the duct tape–patched couches at Striker’s bowling alley. A basket of fries wilts in the center of the table, watery ketchup seeping into a paper plate. Her chin is propped in her palm, and while you can’t tell in the photo, her rental shoe’s tapping against mine like a pendulum. The memory echoes through my bones, and my toes clench, as if reaching for something that’s no longer there. Now that the show’s airing, now that we’ve all become minor celebrities, this photo would probably net the most profit.

It goes back into the drawer.

In the end, I assemble a pile of around seventy items that could be sold online. If I throw them away, there’s no guarantee that one of our neighbors won’t break open the bag and loot our trash. They’ll end up on eBay anyway, and I’ll be just as broke as I am now. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I snap photos of each item and type up brief descriptions. I pull a blanket off the couch and over my head before pressing the upload button. This shouldn’t be a big deal, but it feels like the most brutal kind of betrayal.

The following morning, I check to see how much money’s waiting in my bank account. I find an email in my inbox instead:


Your listings were removed: Offensive material policy.

Hello Nicola, We had to remove your listings because they didn’t follow our offensive material policy. Listings that promote or glorify hatred, violence, or discrimination aren’t permitted.



A quick search for the listings I browsed yesterday, posted by other sellers, reveals most of them have been removed as well.

I sift through the papers piled next to me: a napkin sketch of a shelving unit, a patient wristband from Oliante Memorial, a menu from the Country Club Family Restaurant. Nothing about the murders, just the jetsam of an ordinary life. So then what makes these materials offensive? Is it my father? Has his very existence somehow become offensive?

Has mine?

I consider the comment posted on social media thousands of times since the arrest: “Kill yourself.” What else is there to do when the world has decided your very presence can no longer be tolerated?

I toss the papers back into the sideboard drawer. So much for that plan to stave off the creditors. Cautiously, I lift my fingers to the edge of the curtain and push it aside. The news vans are still parked outside. Two reporters lean against ABC 7’s vehicle, chuckling; another sits in the back of NBC 4’s, scrolling through her phone.

I could always talk to them. An exclusive interview. There have been more than a few offers slid under our front door—thousands of dollars if only I’d be willing to answer their questions: When did you know something was wrong with your father? What was it like being raised by a serial killer?

The same as being raised by anyone else. They’ll be looking for some revelation about how he abused me, but he never so much as raised his voice. Well, almost never. Back in high school, before I learned how to drive, I used to walk an hour to and from the nearest bus stop. One night, it started raining, and without a poncho or umbrella, I was soaked straight through to my bra. When an elderly couple pulled over and asked if I wanted a lift, I didn’t hesitate to crawl into the back seat. My father, waiting on the porch, thanked them for getting me home safe. But the moment they drove away, he rounded on me: “How could you be so fucking stupid?” I was stunned; my father wasn’t a religious man, but he never swore. It just wasn’t in his nature. “Don’t you know not to get into cars with strangers? Do you want to end up like that girl on the news?”

Heather Dickerson. She’d left her friend’s house late one night and somewhere between there and her front door, she disappeared. Almost a week later, they found her floating facedown in Ellicott Creek. That must’ve been hard for him, I thought, as I peeled off my clothes and left them in the bathroom to dry. Seeing her photo on TV, only a few years older than his own daughter, and wondering if the same thing could happen to me. His anger was understandable; he was trying to keep me safe from dangerous men.

I let the curtains fall closed now. I can’t agree to an interview—even if it would solve all my financial problems. I haul the box of wine into the living room, pour myself a fresh glass, and load up one of those reality shows about families with umpteen kids. My mind slowly goes numb as the TV mother bulk-prepares fourteen school lunches. This was the kind of family my parents wanted; it’s what killed my mother in the end—a risky pregnancy that she refused to terminate, despite my father’s reservations. I blamed myself as much as he did, unable to understand why I hadn’t been enough for them, but now, as an adult, I find myself longing for a TLC household of my own. I imagine a younger brother sitting next to me on the couch, one with my dad’s overcast-blue eyes. “It’s okay,” he’d tell me. “We’ll find a way out together.” I imagine a younger sister stirring up mac and cheese on the stove. “He’s not how they make him out to be on the news,” she’d say. “He’s gentle, selfless, and he loves you so very much. We know. We were there, too.”

No one else was there. It was just me and him. Which means anyone can come along and rewrite his story. How long before I stop trusting my own memories, before I start accepting NBC 4’s or ABC 7’s versions of the truth?

When the box is empty, I push myself upright and stagger out the back door, into the night. In the corner of the yard is the playhouse my dad built for me in first grade. When it turned out I wasn’t interested in cooking plastic food on my Fisher-Price stove, he dug a ditch around it, deep enough to double as a swimming hole in the sweltering summer months, poured some concrete, and repurposed it into a fortress. He brought me to the hardware store, mixed up little sample cans of paint, and together, we traced a fearsome dragon onto the front.

Now, paint peels from the dragon’s spine, curling inward like knobby vertebrae. The water in the moat’s furred in a thin layer of algae, dead crane flies skimming across the surface, their long legs cricked upward. I slide myself into the murk. It’s cold, but the alcohol serves as a layer of insulation. I let my feet drift from the bottom and float onto my back.

The stars swirl above me, like glitter trapped in a mason jar. I pick out the five brightest and use my fingertip to draw lines between them. Five stars. Five dead women. In college, I became obsessed with the Ellicott Creek Ripper case. Learned everything I could about the victims: the clubs they belonged to, the classes they were enrolled in, their after-school jobs. Grilled their friends for any information that might’ve been left out of the newspapers. Worked out timelines for what occurred the nights of the murders.

I point to the first star. Heather Dickerson. In his confession, my dad said it’d been raining, and he offered her a ride home. He drove down a deserted road, and when she tried to break free, he pushed her down and strangled her. He left her in Ellicott Creek, hoping the water would destroy any evidence left behind. That weekend, I was in Corpus Christi visiting my grandparents. When my flight landed, he was waiting in arrivals, wearing his Carhartt jacket that was fraying around the cuffs. He hugged me tight, smelling like engine grease and foamy Barbasol shaving cream.

My finger sweeps to the next star. Jody Hill. She used to buy ice cream at Double Dips, the walk-up stand across from the hardware store. My dad claimed he was delivering some lumber to her neighbors and asked if she wanted a lift. He switched to a knife that time—punctured one of her lungs with the first stab. By then, I’d left for college. That night, I was in one of the shared studio spaces on campus. While she was suffocating, I was gluing strips of balsa wood together for sculpture class.

The third star. Rebecca Stoeffel. She left field hockey practice to find her tires slashed. My dad was parked nearby, volunteered to help. She bled out in his back seat; I think he mentioned scrubbing down the upholstery during one of our phone calls, claiming he’d nicked himself with a table saw or something, but I can’t be sure. It’s hard to tell if my memories—memories of moments that seemed so inconsequential at the time—are accurate, or if I’m filling in the blanks with what I imagine happened.

The fourth star. Lauren Kaminski. She was the only one who didn’t choose to get into my dad’s truck. He followed her to a local trailhead, waited until she was alone, then tackled her from behind and dragged her into the woods. Claire and I bought king-sized pizza slices that night—ones that were so big and greasy, they drooped flaccidly in our hands—and scarfed them down on a bench in Riverside Park. We talked until the early hours of the morning, until joggers started pounding the pavement before work, headphone cords flapping in time with their steps.

My hand drops into the water, but my gaze still lands on the fifth star. Claire Tenenbaum. My best friend.

My father’s confession was televised. Even though each word felt like a knife raking between my ribs, I forced myself to watch—but when he reached Claire, I wrenched the cord clean out of the wall. I didn’t need to know the details, still don’t. Suffice to say, Claire went for a ride with him and never came back.

He stabbed her forty-one times that night.

The water laps at my skin, and I picture what those women must’ve looked like when they went into the creek. I make my face go slack; my eyes, dull. I float until I can’t feel my fingers anymore—and even then, I refuse to pull myself out of the water.

I stare at the sky and wonder if this is the only way out.





3 NICOLA

IT’S 8:57 P.M.

My sketchbook’s open in front of me, pages just as blank as they were an hour ago. The television’s turned off; the clock ticks over to 8:58. Picking up my pencil, I study the sheet of paper. Put the tip down. Start to draw a line. Stop. Check the clock again—still 8:58. Use my hobby knife to sharpen the point. Refill my glass and take a drink. Check the clock.

Now 8:59.

If my life were normal, I’d grab my keys and go for a long walk. However, last time I checked, there were so many news vans parked up and down the street that the police had been called in for crowd control. I’m trapped in this house, with this television, and this clock. With myself.

9:00 p.m.

I resist for as long as I can before seizing the remote control. The opening credits for To Catch a Killer have already started. One by one, photos of my father’s victims appear onscreen. The last is of a young woman with sun-bleached hair, pulled back in a scrunchie. Her nose is wrinkled; the photographer caught her in the middle of a laugh, and not a small one, either. Not the kind of laugh you’d expect from a girl like her, but one that blasts from her nostrils and makes her tumble back into the grass until her sweatshirt’s stained with dirt and chlorophyll. It’s my favorite photo of Claire. I gave it to the producers when they asked for one, and now, I regret it.

Cut to Greer Woods bent over a steel table in the prison visitation room, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, tattoos covering her arms from wrist to god-knows-where. Her black curls have been pulled back in a jawbone clip, presumably to keep them out of her eyes as she closes the case file in front of her. The bars on the prison windows cut shadows across her face. “The Ellicott Creek Ripper has gone quiet for twenty years,” her voice-over says, “leaving everyone to wonder, when will he strike again? We’re here to make sure the answer to that question is never. This season, join us as we hunt down the Ellicott Creek Ripper, because sometimes…”

A cell door clanks open, and the camera pans from canvas shoes striding down the corridor up a dark blue jumpsuit to hands cuffed and chained. Finally, it settles on the face of Tom Woods, one of our country’s most notorious serial killers. That’s when Greer delivers her catchphrase:

“To catch a killer, you need a killer.”

Cut to black. Title card. Boom.

Greer Woods made us a promise: She would do whatever she could to catch the man who’d terrorized our small town, then gone unpunished for all these years. She was a prolific defense attorney who understood the criminal mind. She had all the resources of a television network at her disposal and one other important tool that law enforcement didn’t: her father, Tom Woods. In the pilot episode, Greer, stymied by the case, visited her father on Montana’s Death Row, where he provided her with insight into the murderer. “Look for someone these girls trusted,” he advised. “A teacher maybe, a coach, a classmate’s parent, even a store clerk that everyone knows—someone from the gas station or the 7-Eleven. Serial killers usually hunt close to home, and sometimes they’ll try to insert themselves into the investigation so they can keep tabs on what you know.”

On her first day in town, Greer visited my family’s hardware store looking for help. I’d been the last to see Claire alive and, with all the turnover at our local police department, knew almost as much about the case as they did. Over the course of the investigation, we grew closer, became friends.

Or at least I thought we became friends.

I can’t pinpoint exactly when Greer started suspecting my dad. For weeks, months maybe, she pretended that everything was fine. Every weekend, she came over to our house for dinner—praised my dad’s home cooking, laughed at his jokes, then excused herself to the bathroom, so she could scavenge through closets and AC vents and toilet tanks.

Onscreen, Greer examines the loose tile in our upstairs bathroom wall with her iPhone camera. “I think I can…” She digs into the seams with her fingernails and pries it off. It clatters onto the floor. Switching her flashlight on, she aims the beam into the dark crater beyond the pipes. A shimmer. Her hand stretches inside and when it reemerges, she’s gripping a clump of jewelry.

“Oh my god,” she gasps, holding up an earring to the camera: a little gold hoop. “I think this belongs to Claire Tenenbaum.”

I reach for my glass of wine while onscreen-Greer sneaks into the hallway, turns the corner, and runs straight into me. The shrill scratch of violin strings. Jesus Christ. A jump scare. They’ve turned me into a jump scare.

If her silence regarding her suspicions hadn’t been bad enough, when the series aired months later, I was blindsided by an even worse betrayal. The first few episodes of To Catch a Killer went as expected; they followed our investigation as we trekked to each crime scene, questioned anyone who had known the victims, scrutinized suspects the police had identified—then dismissed. But around episode five, something changed. The camera started lingering on my profile, cataloguing every suspicious wince, every uncharitable sneer. Strange, but it wasn’t until they edited Tom Woods’s voice-over to match one of these reaction shots that I finally understood what they were suggesting: “They’ll try to insert themselves into the investigation, so they can keep tabs on what you know.”

This after Greer approached me, begged me, to be part of her stupid show. Not only did she leverage our friendship to conduct a surreptitious investigation into my father, now she was painting me as an accomplice in front of millions of viewers. She cost me my friends. She cost me my job. And now she’s costing me my home.

All because I trusted her.

I watch as, onscreen, law enforcement inspects the jewelry. A warrant is secured, and an arrest becomes imminent. Greer excuses herself and ducks out the back of the station. Pacing back and forth, clearly distressed, she dials the number for Montana State Prison.

“You did the right thing,” her father reassures her.

“I just…” She sighs. “I just didn’t want it to end like this.”

“I know. You caught him, though. I’m so proud of you.”

There are only a few minutes left in the episode. The police file up our front stairs, battering ram held at the ready. Next thing you know, my dad’s being hauled out in handcuffs, and I’m shambling behind them. “He’s a good man!” onscreen-me calls from the front porch.

I slug back the rest of my wine. Goddamnit.

The camera follows me as I jog down the road after the police car, then stagger to a stop.

“That’s enough,” Greer shouts from somewhere behind the cameraman.

The lens swings toward her. Her mouth’s pinched in a tight line.

“C’mon,” the cameraman gripes. “This is your big moment.”

“I said”—and here, she reaches out, and the camera shakes—“that’s enough.”

That was the last time I saw Greer Woods. Almost every night since, I’ve tried calling her, but not once has she answered. “Please call me back, I don’t know what to do” gave way to “Why aren’t you picking up? Are you all right?”

And then when the show started airing, when I realized I’d been discarded, tossed aside having outlasted my usefulness, “Fuck you.”

A quick tap on her number, and the phone starts ringing. What would I do if she answered? Yell? Cry? Hang up? Hang up, probably. It doesn’t matter; she doesn’t answer. The call redirects to voicemail.

“Hey, Greer. Just finished watching your finale. So, quick question: When exactly did you stop giving a shit about me? A few days before the arrest? A few weeks? Was any of it real, or were you using me the entire time? Because that’s what it feels like.” I switch off the television, unable to watch another moment of her bullshit. “I swear to god, if I ever see you again—”

When my phone chimes, I almost drop it. A message lights up my screen:


Did you get the letter?



It’s from Greer Woods. Disconnecting from the ongoing call, I pound her number again and again until the ringing starts. “Come on,” I mutter. “Pick up.” It goes straight to voicemail.

I text her back:


Greer? Are you there?



I wait for a response. Nothing.

What letter? I dash over to the sideboard, to the stack of envelopes waiting there, and start rummaging through them. Tossing aside all the PAST DUES and LAST NOTICES, I find a nondescript white security envelope without a return address. My thumb edges its way under the flap, ripping it open.


Nicola,

Welcome to the Death Row Club. You are invited to our annual retreat. Please visit the website below for more information.



There’s no additional information, only a seven-digit code. This must be the letter she was asking about. I grab my laptop from the kitchen table and type in the website address. Seven blank lines appear onscreen. Seven lines, seven digits. I type in the code from the letter.

A red notification circle materializes above my email icon. The message in my inbox comes from what looks like a disposable account and contains another code. Again, I type it in, and in response, my phone buzzes with a text message. Whatever this is, they are not messing around with security. Finally, I’m redirected to a website with a few paragraphs of text.


You have been invited to join the Death Row Club, an exclusive social club for the children of serial killers.



I stare at that sentence for a long time. An exclusive social club for the children of serial killers. My daydreams of a TLC household come rushing back with so much force, I sink into the pillows at the end of the couch. I might not have siblings who stood alongside me while our father was dragged away in handcuffs, but if this letter is for real, then there are others out there who’ve lived the same experience. Others who might want to meet me.

I keep reading.


Each year, we host a weekend retreat in an undisclosed location. This provides our members with the opportunity to interact in a safe and secure environment. We understand that it’s difficult to find people who can relate to what you’ve been through, but here at the Death Row Club, you’ll be surrounded by friends who’ve shared the same struggles and come out the other side.

This year’s retreat will take place during the second weekend in June. If you are interested in attending, click YES below. Please note that these retreats are all-expenses paid. We do not want any member to miss out on this experience because of their financial situation.



The second weekend in June. That’s this weekend—as in, the day after tomorrow. I imagine striding into a hotel, duffel bag slung over my shoulder, and being greeted with handshakes and hugs. Lounging around the lobby bar, exchanging war stories in hushed tones, commiserating about our parents and how the news got everything wrong. What I wouldn’t give for a gentle touch, a welcoming word. What I wouldn’t give to be understood. Accepted.

I drag the cursor to the YES button, and am about to click when something occurs to me:

Greer Woods asked if I received the letter. She knows about the Death Row Club.

She’ll probably be there this weekend.

I swallow down my unease. We are long overdue for a conversation. I deserve answers: When did she start suspecting my father? Why did she disappear from my life after his arrest? Does she honestly believe I was complicit in his crimes? Did our friendship mean anything to her at all?

I click YES.

My phone buzzes.


Thank you for registering. Flight details will be sent to your email within the hour.



Another buzz.


Please note: All electronic devices will be confiscated upon your arrival and stored in a safe location.



I close the window on my laptop and head upstairs. My duffel bag waits in my closet, an old luggage tag from JetBlue still looped through the handle. I toss everything I could need for a weekend getaway inside. When I’m finished, another red notification circle hovers above my email icon. Waiting in my inbox is a round-trip ticket to Seattle, Washington, departing tomorrow morning. That’s when I realize I have a much bigger problem than my reunion with Greer Woods.

I need to get past the news vans surrounding my house.

Tonight of all nights, they’ll be desperate for a glimpse of me. How is Nicola Fischer handling the season finale? Is she on the brink of a nervous breakdown? Has the ambulance arrived to cart her away? (God, they’d love that.) If I leave through the front door, they’ll follow me straight to the airport. I need to find a way to disappear without them noticing.

I grind the heels of my hands against my eyes until they’re puffy and inflamed, then grab a canister of Vicks VapoRub, stamp my thumb into the waxy ointment, and smear it across my cheeks. Wait for the menthol to pry my tear ducts open. Holding my camera up, I press the livestream button on social media. “Hey, everyone.” Even though I haven’t been active since the arrest, the viewer count immediately starts ticking up. “Watching tonight’s season finale was really hard.” I sniff back the mucus building in my nostrils. “You’re getting one version of the story from the show’s producers, but there’s another version, mine, and it’s a lot different from whatever you think you know. I don’t know if you can see this—” I cross to my bedroom window and drag the curtain aside, aiming my phone down at the news vans that flash their cameras in response. “There are a lot of reporters outside right now. I’m going to fix myself up, then tell them the truth about what happened with my father.”

I end the recording, wash off my face, then throw on a gray hoodie topped off with a black leather jacket—something that says freelance photographer. An old camera waits, half-forgotten, at the back of my closet. I’ll need to bin it at the airport, since it’s too bulky to fit in my luggage, but it should do the trick. Hefting my packed duffel onto my shoulder, I exit through the back door. My heart’s pounding in my chest as I creep toward the front of the house. This is it. If I’m going to get caught, it’ll be now. I yank up my hood and hold my breath.

As I round the corner, I raise the camera and start snapping at the living room windows. Then I hunch down and scramble for the cavalcade of news vans. “Hey!” one of the reporters shouts, and for a terrifying moment, I think I’ve been made. But he just points at my camera. “Get anything good?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. All the curtains are pulled shut.”

“You know we’re not supposed to be back there, right? The cops already ticketed someone for trespassing. He was trying to jump the fence into the backyard. Not like the cops care about what happens to the Fischers, but with all these cameras around, they at least need to pretend.” He checks his phone. “Did you watch the livestream?”

“No, what happened?”

“She’s coming out here. Finally.” All around us, crews are readying their equipment; reporters, touching up their makeup in rearview mirrors. “She better give us something good. Swear to god, if I have to spend one more night in this backward-ass
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