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  Before the secrets.

Before the silence.

Before she became the monster —

she was just a girl who learned how.
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Prologue — The White Fence

Briar Ridge, June 2005


Nobody in Briar Ridge locked their doors in summer. 
That was the thing Laura would remember most, years later, long after everything had changed. The way the neighborhood breathed in July:  screen doors propped open, sprinklers tracing wide arcs across front lawns, the smell of cut grass and charcoal drifting from backyard to backyard like a shared secret. It was the kind of place where children ran between houses without knocking. Where everyone knew everyone's name.
Where nobody looked too closely at anything.
The white fence was her father's idea. 
He had built it himself the summer Laura turned nine, the whole thing from scratch, post by post, plank by plank, every weekend for two months while the neighborhood watched and admired and said things like: "Gerald's always been handy," and "That family takes care of what's theirs." Her mother had planted climbing roses along the base in the fall. By spring they were blooming, white, pink, and burgundy red and sweet-smelling, and the fence looked like something out of a magazine.
Laura had been proud of it, once.
Now she was ten, and she was beginning to understand that beautiful things could hide ugly ones.
The morning Amy Decker disappeared, Laura had been eating cereal at the kitchen table.
Amy was eleven. She lived four houses down, on the side of the street with the big oak trees that dropped acorns every fall. She had a gap between her front teeth and a laugh that arrived before the rest of her, loud and uncomplicated. 
Amy and Laura weren't close friends, exactly. They were more the kind of neighborhood acquaintance that summer created and September erased. They had ridden bikes together twice. That was all.
Laura heard the sirens before anyone said a word.
A moment later her mother appeared in the kitchen doorway, a dish towel folded neatly over her arm. She didn’t speak. She simply stood there for a second, listening. Then she walked to the window.
Laura watched her mother at the window. Blue and red light slid across the glass and over her face.
Her mother  didn’t move. The dish towel stayed folded over her arm.
“What has happened?” Laura asked.
“Eat your cereal,” her mother said.
Laura lifted the spoon and ate. The cereal had gone soggy. She didn't like soft cerial.
Outside, the sirens cut off. A car door slammed somewhere down the street.
Laura kept her head down over the bowl, but her eyes drifted toward the window.
Her mother didn’t turn.
Laura held the spoon steady in her hand and listened.
She was learning to be quiet and do as she was told.


      [image: image-placeholder]The police car sat outside the Decker house for most of the morning.
By afternoon, the neighborhood had its story: Amy had gone to the park and not come back. Her mother had called twice for dinner. Her bicycle lay near the creek trail. When a jogger slowed beside it at dusk, his shoe caught the pedal and the back wheel spun once, ticking softly in the quiet.
Laura’s father came home at six, like always. At the kitchen sink, he scrubbed his hands, past the wrists, letting the hot water run, thorough in a way that made Laura glance twice.
He smelled of concrete dust, and something else beneath it. 
Laura didn’t know what it was, but she knew something was off.
"Terrible thing," her father said, drying his hands. "A young girl."
Her mother set dinner on the table, the plates clinking softly against one another. Laura watched the careful way she arranged each fork and knife, the slight crease of concentration between her brows. Even in the ordinary motions of her mother, there was a rhythm Laura had come to study: small hesitations, the faint lift of an eyebrow, a hand lingering too long on the edge of the counter.
Laura’s eyes moved from one detail to another. The way her father’s sleeves were rolled too tightly, the faint smudge of something dark at the edge of the shirt sleeve, She noted the buzzing of the refrigerator, the gentle scrape of a chair on the linoleum, the smell of hot soup. Everything was normal, and yet, somehow, everything felt like it wasn’t.Her younger sister Rachel, seven, chattered on about a cartoon she’d watched that afternoon. The words spilled out in a rush, tumbling over each other in her small, bright voice, full of laughter and exaggeration. It filled the kitchen like sunlight, a sound that belonged to a world untouched, where nothing was wrong yet. Rachel swung her legs beneath the chair, kicking at the air with careless joy, oblivious to the tension Laura felt lingering in the corners of the room.
She listened as Rachel laughed, the sound spilling through the kitchen, and felt the weight of her own quiet watchfulness press against her. One wrong move, one word in the wrong tone, could tip everything over. Laura was learning to notice: the small shifts in expression, the tension behind a voice, the way a hand lingered a moment too long. Those were the details that didn’t belong, even in a room that seemed normal.
Laura watched her father eat.
He ate slowly. Neatly. He did everything neatly. That was one of the things the neighbors always mentioned about Gerald Bennett: how neat he was. How organized. How he'd built that beautiful fence, and how you never saw his tools left out, never saw the work half-done. He always finished what he started.
He looked up and caught Laura watching him. He smiled. It reached his eyes perfectly. 
Laura smiled back. She had already learned the most important thing her family had to teach: that the right expression, held at the right moment, could make anything disappear.
That night, she lay in her bed and listened to the house.
Pipes ticked. Floorboards settled under the weight of the house. Rachel slept beside her, soft, even breaths rising and falling in the dim room. From downstairs came the low murmur of her parents’ voices, words she couldn’t catch, a tone she recognized without naming. They were not arguing. This was something else entirely. It was the sound of two people handling something unpleasant together. 
Amy Decker's face drifted through Laura's mind. The gap-toothed laugh. The bicycle with the spinning wheel.
Laura closed her eyes. She pressed her face into the pillow until she stopped seeing it.
By morning, Laura smoothed the blanket over the bed, tugging the corners tight, arranging the books on the nightstand in neat rows, aligning the pens and papers with exacting care. Her hands moved on their own, each gesture practiced and precise. The room fell into quiet around her, ordered and still, and she moved through it as she always did, measured and controlled, the way her mother had taught her to be.
She went downstairs.
The house smelled of coffee and toast and the faint sweetness from the roses blooming outside the open kitchen window. 
Her mother stood at the counter, folding dish towels with clean, precise movements. 
Her father had left early for the work site. 
Everything was perfectly normal.
That was when Laura understood, for the first time, what normal actually cost.
Outside, the white fence caught the morning sun, its fresh paint gleaming against the roses.
She had helped paint it, that spring. 
Her father had handed her a brush and showed her how to move with the grain, slow and steady, no drips. "A thing worth doing," he had said, "is worth doing right."
She thought about that now.
She thought about it for a very long time.
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 The Good Family

Briar Ridge, Early July 2005


  The Bennett household ran on routine the way other families ran on love.
Breakfast at seven. Father gone by seven-thirty. School at eight. Dinner at six. Dishes cleared by seven. Lights out by nine-thirty on school nights, ten on weekends if the girls had been good, which they usually were, because being good was easier than the alternative. The alternative wasn’t punishment. Gerald Bennett had never raised a hand to his daughters. It was the long, unbroken silence. The look that made you notice your own smallness.
Laura had stopped testing the alternative around age seven.
Rachel still hadn't figured it out. She was seven now, still in the phase of childhood where crying worked, where loudness was allowed, where the full weight of her feelings arrived on her face before she had time to manage them. 
Laura watched her sometimes with something between tenderness and dread. She wanted to tell her: learn faster before something teaches you the hard way.
Rachel was still safe, and still small enough to be shielded from what Laura already knew.
Laura had understood the family rules without being told.

      [image: image-placeholder]The community searched for the missing girl, Amy Decker, for two weeks. Search parties were arranged. Volunteers were recruited. They had flashlights and printed flyers. The police used dogs along the creek trail. 
After a couple of weeks had passed since Amy disappeared, the volunteers were called off. 
A candlelight vigil was held  in the park that half the neighborhood attended, including the Bennetts, standing together in the summer dark while candle flames bent in the warm July wind. 
Laura had held her candle very still. She had watched her father bow his head when the pastor spoke. She had watched her mother place a hand over her heart.
She had held her candle still and said nothing.
The vigil was the last thing Laura remembered of Amy's search. The investigation went quiet after that, the way investigations in small towns often did. The case was not closed, but it got less attention as the new cases emerged. 
The missing-person flyers faded on telephone poles. The neighborhood settled back into its rhythms. Life moved on, the way life insisted on doing, regardless of what it moved past.

      [image: image-placeholder]Laura had been sent upstairs the first time Detective Harlow came. She perched on the top step, just out of sight, and listened.
Detective Harlow had come twice. The first time, Laura had been sent upstairs with Rachel. They sat on the top step, Rachel fidgeting beside her, and listened.
Downstairs, her father’s voice was steady. “I want to help however I can. Anything to find her.”
Harlow’s tone was casual, almost friendly. “Of course. I know this must be worrying for everyone.”
Her mother moved behind him. “Would you like some coffee? I just made a fresh pot.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Harlow said.
Laura stayed still, watching Rachel curl her legs beneath her on the step. The candle of curiosity in the girl’s small body seemed to flicker every time a voice rose or fell.
“So,” Harlow continued, “you knew Amy at school?”
“Yes,” her father said. “She’s in the same grade as Laura. We… we saw her a few times at school events.”
Laura felt Rachel shift beside her. Harlow’s voice softened. “And the last time you saw her?”
“Last week,” her father said. “She went home from school like always. Everything seemed normal.”
Her mother added, careful and polite: “We’ve been worried, of course. But we didn’t want to interfere. Just… hoping she’d come back safely.”
“Of course,” Harlow said, pen scratching on paper. “It helps to know every detail, no matter how small.”
Laura pressed her hands to her knees, listening to the rhythm of their words, and the careful phrasing, the pauses. Everything sounded normal, polite. It sounded like a neighborly chat, not an interrogation, but she could feel the tension in the silences, the spaces between what was said.
“Anything else that might help?” Harlow asked.
“No,” her father replied. “That’s everything we know.”
Harlow stood, chair scraping lightly. “Thank you. I’ll be in touch if I need anything further.”
Laura and Rachel remained on the stairs a few moments longer after he left, Rachel whispering a question Laura didn’t answer. The house felt quieter than before, though nothing seemed to have changed. And yet, from her perch, Laura could sense that something had shifted.
***
The second time
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