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Chapter Eight  

 

 A few blocks north of Magnolia, Drew found himself standing in the dirt parking lot of 

the local farmers’ market. The market was in full swing despite the storm the night before, 

regardless of the fact that it would more than likely roll in again. The place was dotted with 

little booths and hand-painted signs: strawberries, three dollars a pint; freshly baked loaves of 

bread, two for five dollars. A little girl and her mother sold lemonade while others hocked their 

watermelons and organically grown zucchini.  

 Overwhelmed with gratitude, Drew was determined to give the Wards a proper thank-

you for all that they’d done. Sitting in his just-fixed pickup, he was no longer unemployed, and 

while he barely had enough cash to scrape by, he owed a debt, and he planned on paying it.  

 An older woman occupied the booth closest to him. Her carefully painted sign assured 

anyone who was looking for a unique gift that yes, she had cellophane and would arrange the 

purchase into an attractive gift basket, perfect for that special someone. Drew didn’t know the 

Wards very well, but a fruit basket was a classic gift. Anytime someone greeted a new neighbor 

on television, they presented a big basket full of fresh produce. He thought he remembered the 

ritual signifying bounty, or that the recipient would never know hunger. Whatever the 

meaning, he was sure Harlow would appreciate the retro touch.  

 “Do I buy the basket first and come back to have it arranged?” Drew asked the woman 

behind the precarious wall of wicker. She sat on a collapsible fishing chair, her hands busy with 

two aluminum knitting needles looping through the air like twin conductor’s staffs. She nodded 

at him with a smile.  

 “For someone special?” she asked. 

 He picked up on her tone. Someone special, in her eyes, should have been a pretty 

young lady in a free-flowing summer dress—a beautiful girl with an easy smile and hair that 



 

 

rode upon the wind. Once upon a time, that girl had been Emily, but Emily was gone. And 

while Harlow may have not been Andrew’s age, she was still beautiful, still pure and elegant 

and utterly sophisticated. Drew offered the woman a smile.  

 “For a neighbor,” he answered. He flushed when he realized he had almost said “a 

friend.” 

 “Sweet child,” she said. “Neighbors are important too. Just don’t forget Robert Frost.”  

 “Sorry?”  

 “Frost, dear,” the woman repeated. “The poet. Don’t tell me you haven’t read him.”  

 He knew the name, and he was sure he’d read an obligatory poem or two in his senior 

English class, but nothing specific came to mind.  

 The woman rose from her chair, put her knitting aside, and picked out a basket from 

the pile.  

 “Good fences make good neighbors, dear. But a pretty basket never hurt anyone.”  

 She handed the basket over with a smile. Drew reached into his back pocket for his 

wallet, but she waved the notion away.  

 “Pay later,” she told him with a wink.  

 Drew blinked at her refusal. “Are you sure?”  

 “Well, are you going to run off with my basket without coming back?” she asked with a 

teasing smile. “You wouldn’t deny an old woman a few minutes of your time on your way out, 

now, would you?” 

 “Of course not,” he told her, taking the basket from her hands. He couldn’t help shaking 

his head as he walked away from her booth. Since he’d moved onto Magnolia, everything had 

turned to gold. 

 By the time Drew had walked around the entire market, he had collected a bouquet of 

fruit, complete with a grapefruit as big as his head. There was a pint of freshly picked 



 

 

strawberries, a couple of oranges, and a giant slice of Saran-wrapped watermelon. He plucked up 

a pineapple as well, recalling that it was a symbol of hospitality, and filled the remaining nooks 

and crannies with plump cherries. Unable to resist temptation, he popped one of them into his 

mouth, tasting summer. He spit the pit onto the ground before heading back toward the baskets, 

remembering his Gamma’s warning: Don’t swallow the seed, or a tree will sprout inside your 

stomach and roots will shoot out your toes. 

 He set the heavy load onto the old woman’s table, and she put her knitting aside once 

again and got to her feet. She was a lot like Drew’s Gamma before she had passed away—

shrinking down toward the ground while Andrew grew up toward the sky. It makes it easier to 

reach for the stars, she had told him. So reach while you’re young. He missed her; the way she 

used to balance him on top of her feet and dance with him on the wraparound porch. PopPop 

knew how to play the guitar, and he’d play old country songs while Drew and his Gamma danced, 

his mom and dad dancing and laughing together just a few steps away.  

 He watched the older woman work in silence, arranging the produce with a contemplative 

expression, stacking and draping, making sure it looked like Drew had picked it out of a glossy-

paged magazine. A pink ribbon was the finishing touch.  

 “For friendship,” she told him. “May it go well for you, my dear.” 

 She offered him the basket with a fond glint in her eye. He paid her, thanked her, and 

nearly skipped back to his truck. 

 Once on Magnolia, with the basket precariously balanced on his knee, Drew struggled 

with the Wards’ front gate, fiddling with the latch. Moving up the walkway, he took deep pulls of 

air that smelled of fresh-cut grass, thrilled to be on the other side of the picket fence yet again. A 

momentary breeze carried the perfume of Harlow’s roses across the yard, while breezy licks of 

jazz danced out an open window. A pair of fresh white curtains billowed outward into the 



 

 

afternoon sun. It was absurd in its perfection; another world—one that Andrew would be 

allowed to experience on a daily basis starting bright and early tomorrow morning. 

 He pressed the glowing doorbell button and heard it ding above an accompanying piano. 

But the footsteps he expected didn’t come. He pushed the doorbell again, but still, nothing. 

Taking a few steps to the side, he peeked in through the long window beside the door. The place 

looked empty. His anticipation dwindled, a tinge of disappointment coloring his good spirits. 

 Just as he was about to give up, Harlow called from the sidewalk. 

 “Andy, honey…” He turned, and there she was, appearing out of thin air. “Good heavens, 

darlin’.” She paused, placing a hand to her chest as she blinked at the comically oversize fruit 

basket in Andrew’s arms. “What’s that?” 

 Drew grinned as she made her way up to the front door, holding the basket out to her. 

 “I just thought, since Red was nice enough to offer me a job…” 

 Harlow’s surprise melted into what looked like genuine enchantment, and for a split 

second she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen: the way her hair shone in the sun like gold, 

the way her bright red lips pulled back with exhaled laughter—just like his mother, once upon a 

time. 

 “For me?” Her lashes fluttered almost flirtatiously.  

 He nodded, and she shook her head as though it were the nicest gesture she’d ever 

known. 

 “My goodness, you’re the sweetest thing in all the world, do you know that? The sweetest 

thing.”  

 Drew felt his face flush as she leaned in to kiss his cheek. She smelled like sweet vanilla. 

He pictured her pushing that basket of fruit from his arms and onto the ground, oranges rolling 

down the front steps and onto the lawn. She’d shove him against the wall next to the door, her 



 

 

mouth against his, her knee coming up on his hip, the entire neighborhood peeking through their 

blinds at Mrs. Ward and the boy next door. 

 Startled, he took a step away from her. What the hell was that? His heart thumped 

against his ribs. His initial thought was that Harlow was seducing him, but that was ridiculous. She 

hadn’t done anything at all, save for giving him a peck on the cheek. He stood staring at her as 

she plucked the basket from his hands and stepped around him, her high heels clicking against 

the porch. Pushing open the front door, she offered him a look over her shoulder. 

 “Come in,” she told him. 

 The door had been unlocked. 

 Andrew hesitated, that flash of fantasy making him uncomfortable in his own skin. There 

was something wrong with him. Harlow was gorgeous, hot, even, but she was old enough to be 

his mom. Hell, that was one of the things that drew him to her—the fact that a long time ago, 

before the world fell apart, his mother was a lot like Harlow. And yet, there he was, imagining 

things that made him feel like a total creep. 

 But he couldn’t refuse her invitation to go inside. That would have been rude—a complete 

contradiction to the gift basket she held in her arms. Taking a steadying breath, he followed her 

into the house.  

___ 

 

 Mickey cracked open the screen door as he watched Harlow click up the sidewalk. He 

saw Drew offer her a giant basket, a ridiculous pink ribbon fluttering in the breeze. He 

clenched his jaw as Harlow leaned into him. When Drew followed her inside, he almost called 

out: No! Stop! Don’t!  

 Something tightened in his chest, like a tourniquet around his heart.  



 

 

 “So you just randomly decide to grow a conscience now?” he asked himself, disgusted. 

“You let her bring him here, and now you have morals?”  

 He grimaced, let the screen door slam closed behind him, and turned to look at a fresh 

plate of cookies on the coffee table.  

 Harlow’s perfume still lingered in the air.  

____ 

 

 Mickey had been in his early twenties when he came out of a Narcotics Anonymous 

meeting to find a strange woman leaning against a slick black Cadillac, looking like the 

president’s wife. Her hair shone beneath the streetlight like spun gold. Her lacquered lips 

looked as though they’d been coated in ruby-colored glass. The porcelain-finish of her skin 

glowed ethereal in the moonlight, and her curves…they invoked images of classy pinup girls 

posing with fighter jets and power tools. With his hands deep in the pockets of his jeans and the 

hood of his sweatshirt pulled over his head, he couldn’t help glancing her way, and she smiled 

widely enough to show off her perfect teeth. She gave off the scent of money like a pheromone. 

Some poor junkie’s overprotective mother, he thought.  

 He hesitated when she flagged him down. She told him she was waiting for a “friend,” 

that she hadn’t expected to run into a dashing young man such as Mickey when she had set out 

for the community center that night. He smelled vanilla when she leaned into him a little too 

close, her lips brushing his cheek as she invited him to a late dinner.  

 He would have been a fool to decline.  

 Mickey didn’t know she was married, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have cared. 

Despite her age—at least forty was his best guess—the woman was hotter than fire: everything 

from the way she talked to the way she batted her eyelashes, her chin tipped downward just 



 

 

so—it was an instant turn-on. Just having dodged possession charges, he was in the shittiest 

spot in his life. Banging a woman like this, married or not, was a welcome distraction.  

 The night was predictable. Dinner. A few too many drinks—Mickey stuck to beer while 

she ordered exotic cocktails. She laughed a little too loud, flirting like a girl half her age. Sex in 

the back of her sleek black Cadillac had been phenomenal. She had been wild, bloodying his 

back with her nails, bucking beneath him like she hadn’t been properly laid in years. For half a 

second, Mickey could have sworn he was in love.  

 A week later, she was parked in the same spot outside the Creekside Community 

Center, waiting for him. They repeated the process, this time trading the backseat of the Caddy 

for a roadside motel just off the freeway. She dragged her fingers up and down his chest as he 

stared up at the cracks in the ceiling.  

 And then things started getting weird. She started calling him even though he hadn’t 

given her his number. She started asking questions: What are you doing? Where are you? When 

can I see you? Why haven’t you called? Suddenly their torrid affair was turning sour. Harlow 

Ward wanted more than Mickey was willing to give, and that was strange, because he could 

sense that she knew she was pushing him beyond his comfort zone. He wanted to tell her that it 

was over between them, that he didn’t want anything to do with her, that it was just a fling, get 

over it, get fucking over it, lady, get a life. But for whatever reason, he couldn’t bring himself to 

do it. He didn’t like confrontation. He was ill-equipped for dealing with life.  

 Stressed out, Mickey folded beneath the strain of her advances. He found himself at his 

dealer, Shawn Tennant’s house. Unable to cope, he shoved bills into the hand of a man he had 

sworn he’d never allow himself to see again.  

___ 

 



 

 

 The next afternoon, Harlow left a message on Mickey’s voice mail: he would either meet 

her for dinner that evening, or he’d regret it for the rest of his life.  

 Mickey declined the invitation; the woman was a goddamn nutcase.  

 A day later, Mickey’s cell buzzed inside his pocket. “Your little friend?” her unexpected 

voice told him when he answered. “He’s dead, which is a real shame, since the cops are going to 

pin it on you as soon as they get here. You’d better beat them over here.” 

 He didn’t think—didn’t stop to question why the cops would finger him for the crime, 

didn’t consider that she could have been bluffing. He didn’t question these things because the 

number on his caller ID hadn’t been Harlow’s. 

 It had been Shawn Tennant’s. 

 He hadn’t driven as carefully as he did that night in all his life. He drove beneath the speed 

limit, slowed on every yellow light rather than blowing through them like he usually did. Every 

fiber of his being told him to floor it, to break the land-speed record and get to Shawn’s as fast as 

he could, but logic screamed no. Harlow was giving him a chance to fix this, and the last thing 

Mick wanted to see was the flash of red and blue in his rearview mirror. 

 The scene was brutal, bad enough to have Mickey stumbling away from it, nearly tripping 

over his own feet. There was blood everywhere. The walls. The carpet. The ceiling. Had it not 

been for the pulp that used to be Shawn in the center of the room, it would have almost been 

beautiful—a Jackson Pollock in thick scarlet paint. Mickey turned to run but crashed chest-to-

chest with the woman he’d been avoiding for weeks. Harlow gave him a stiff-armed shove into 

the room, and if she hadn’t had a way of pinning Shawn’s murder on Mickey before, she had one 

now: Mickey’s sneakers skidded on the carpet. He staggered backward, his arms flying out behind 

him like a pair of featherless wings. The wad of flesh that used to be Shawn caved beneath 

Mickey’s weight as his palms sank wrist-deep in human remains. 



 

 

 “Oh, dear!” Harlow singsonged, raising her hand to her mouth in faux surprise. “That’s 

going to stain.” 

 Mickey scrambled to get to his feet, his throat closing up, threatening to suffocate him. 

But the harder he tried to get up the more he slid around, spreading Shawn’s entrails across the 

floor like finger paint. He exhaled a scream—one that sounded far away and detached, as though 

somewhere in that room, somewhere away from that gore, Mickey was watching himself roll 

around in blood. 

 “You’re a murderer,” Harlow announced, canting her head to the side, doglike, watching 

him struggle, watching him gasp for air. “And you know what’s even worse?” she asked. “Not 

only did you kill him, but you stole all his drugs too. And from what I see in Mr. Tennant’s ledger, 

you were his very last customer.” 

 Mickey blinked up at her, unable to process what was happening.  

 “I’m not a police detective by any means,” she said, “but my husband does watch a lot of 

CSI. I’m pretty sure your name being the last name in that book marks you as suspect number 

one.” 

 He shook his head at her, speechless, waiting for her to let him in on the joke. This was 

some sort of trick, like that Criss Angel guy who walked the streets of Vegas blowing people’s 

minds. He began to scramble again—but rather than trying to escape the mess, he was leaning 

into it, moving his arms in wide swoops to try to put Shawn Tennant together again. Humpty 

Dumpty, he screamed inside his head. Humpty fucking Dumpty. Because if he gathered the parts, 

if he scrunched them up together, he’d be able to ride out this nightmarish trip. 

 Shawn must have laced his coke with LSD. What an asshole, he thought. 

 “Mickey,” she said flatly, apparently tired of watching him slide around like a kid at an ice-

skating rink. “Stop moving.” 



 

 

 He didn’t. 

 “Stop moving,” she snapped. “Or the cops will find you right along with your friend here.” 

 Mickey’s hands slipped beneath him. He fell flat on his chest, his T-shirt sopping up 

Shawn’s blood. The metallic scent—like warm iron—wafted across the floor and assaulted his 

lungs, assuring him that nobody had laced his drugs, that there was no smoke and mirrors here. 

He was sober. Awake. This was real. 

 “Mickey. Darling.” She offered him a smile. “I’ll kill you. I promise.” 

 He twitched, his eyes glazing over in alarm. Numbed with shock, he could only think one 

thing: her high heels matched the color of his hands, and his hands matched the color of Shawn’s 

insides. 

 Mickey Fitch spent that evening weeping—sniveling between dry heaves while scooping 

up human remains with his bare hands. Harlow sat across from the scene in one of Shawn’s 

armchairs, one leg crossed over the other. When Mickey finished his assignment, Harlow stepped 

to the edge of the bloodstain that had overwhelmed the carpet, leaned in, and held a tightly 

wrapped bag of white powder out to him—his payment. Delirious with fear, Mickey reached out 

to take it, wrapping his bloody fingers around the plastic, only to pull back a second too late. 

Harlow’s smile was brilliant. She gazed at the fresh fingerprints on Shawn’s stash, Shawn’s blood 

marking Mickey as his killer.  

 “Oh, Mickey.” She sighed. “You’re so stupid. I love it.”  

___ 

 

 As it turned out, nobody cared if a guy like Shawn Tennant got axed, be it murder or 

otherwise. Mickey had pulled up the carpet in his drug dealer’s apartment—the final step in 

that particular cleanup—while Harlow tossed things into a couple of crappy old duffel bags. In 



 

 

the case of a vanished drug dealer, all it took was a few missing items to get the cops to drop the 

case.  

 It scared Mickey how easily the crime was covered up.  

 After that, Mickey moved into the house next to Harlow’s. He hadn’t wanted to, but she 

hadn’t given him a choice, and Mick wasn’t ready to go to jail.  

 That was when a series of short-term roommates began to filter through the house, all 

of them stragglers—kids trying to get away from their parents, kids who wanted to disappear. 

They were always fresh from a fight—slammed doors and screamed words, accusations and 

tears. Rent was cheap at Mickey’s place. It was a beacon of hope, a ray of good fortune that 

nobody could pass up. And Harlow was the cherry on top. She fed them, listened to their 

stories, comforted them.  

 And from what Mick had put together, Red didn’t seem to mind. There was no way he 

didn’t know what Harlow was, and yet he stuck with her, napping on the porch hammock and 

mowing the lawn, as though he never heard the screams.  

___ 

 

 Now, sitting in a dirty house twelve years later, Mickey pressed a hand over his mouth 

while his knee jackhammered up and down. He hated this part, hated being involved, hated 

knowing that he was part of the madness.  

 He would have never invited Andrew to move in, not of his own free will. But that was 

the bitch of it: Mickey’s free will was gone. He didn’t have any privacy, couldn’t do anything 

without Harlow knowing about it. She knew every nuance of his life, because she had become 

Mickey Fitch. When Andrew had contacted him on Facebook, he had been contacting Harlow 

Ward. When Harlow boasted about exchanging e-mails with Mickey’s childhood friend, he 



 

 

crossed his fingers and prayed that she’d mess up, that she’d say something in one of her e-

mails that didn’t make sense and Drew would back off, weirded out.  

 But Andrew didn’t have a clue.  

 Andrew had just been a kid the last time Mickey had seen him, but there was something 

about him, a profound sadness masked in hope. Mick had picked up on the same thing in Drew 

years ago, and it was what made him reach out to the neighborhood kid with nobody to hang 

out with. Harlow had picked up on it too. Drew had reached out to Mickey, and Harlow had 

caught his hand instead.  

 Chewing on the pad of his thumb, he considered what he could do to keep what was 

going to happen from happening. But he knew it was no good.  

 Stay out of it, he told himself. Disconnect.  

 Because he knew it was either him or Andrew, and Mickey wasn’t ready to die. 

 


