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Every thing is an attempt
To be human.
William Blake
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To the dull angry world let’s prove
There’s a Religion in our Love.
Katherine Philips
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1. STAR FISH



DONNA RAMIREZ


SATURDAY, 21 SEPTEMBER 1996
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I’m in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department. Donna keeps saying it in her mind, over and over. Her brain can’t grasp it, it keeps wriggling from her like an eel. Maybe if she says the words enough times, it might start to feel real. I’m in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department. Over on the adjacent table, Rae seems to be having the same problem. She has a grin on her face the size of the moon, teeth bared, eyes crinkled in glee. This is not the appropriate response for where they are, in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department, and Donna fights the urge to grab her and shake the grin off. It’s too much, to be here, to have lived through what they have just lived through.


Although, if she’s honest, she’s not even sure exactly what it is they’ve lived through.


It is two days now since she came stumbling into consciousness. Literally, stumbling. Rae half-carrying, half-dragging her along a deer path, deeper into the darkness of the woods. No idea where she was, what was happening. Rae was hysterical, babbling that they had to run, her hair wet, her face streaked with mud.


The last thing she remembers before that is climbing over some boulders towards Ronnie Gaskins’s cave, Rae’s dark bob bouncing up ahead. In between those two moments is blank, a film strip badly spliced. It’s not amnesia, everything else is still there. She knows who she is. And she knows where she is: I’m in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department. That’s a start. Hold on to that.


Rae turns to her, brown eyes sparkling from the fluorescent lights, squinting and squeezed from that too-big smile. It must be that she’s just struggling to press down the panic. Find the right emotions. Or… maybe it’s what Rae remembers, and she doesn’t. Maybe Rae understands how lucky they are to be alive.


The doctor asked them several times if they wouldn’t prefer to let her examine them separately, but they refused to be separated. They’d had to drag a second examination table in from another room.


Rae’s grin seems to be spooking the doctor. She won’t make eye contact with either of them, but she keeps repeating their names, tacking them onto the end of every sentence as she narrates her actions.


“I’m going to take samples from under your fingernails now, Donna.”


“I’m going to check your wrists for bruises, Tammy-Rae.”


“I’m taking some photographs now, Donna.”


“I just need a bit of blood for the lab, Donna.”


Probably something she learned in a textbook about how to calm the traumatised. Remind them they are more than a victim, they are a full human being. But Donna does not feel like a full human being right now, no siree; she feels like she’s had a chunk lopped off her. Worse, she feels like the chunk that’s been lopped off. Isn’t it starfish, where if you chop off a leg, it can grow into a whole new starfish? That’s what she feels like: a wriggling leg trying to remember how to be a person.


The hospital gown feels scratchy against her skin. Their clothes are already sealed up in a paper evidence bag, balanced carefully on the counter to be checked for hair and semen. Some scrap that can speak for them, in place of their stubborn muteness.


The doctor leans over her to photograph a mud-smear on her waist that she has no memory of getting. She smells of fruity perfume and antiseptic. Donna can make out the shape of an oversized engagement ring through her blue surgical gloves.


Not a doctor, Donna notices. FORENSIC NURSE: CARLA MENDEZ, according to the small plastic badge pinned to her white coat. Donna’s never seen her before, and she’s pretty sure she knows everyone in this town. They must have driven her up from Sacramento. Is Sacramento big enough to employ someone to do this full-time, comb over the bodies of girls who’ve been missing and are now found, to try to catalogue exactly the ways they’ve been violated? Seems like a weird profession. There’s probably more to the job, but on this, the strangest night of her life, Donna can’t bring herself to imagine what.


At least it’s not Dr Abrams, the town’s skeevy family doctor, who looks for any excuse to get you to lift your shirt and breathes too deeply when he holds the stethoscope against your ribs. That’s something to be grateful for, that it’s no one who knows her, no one who could look into her eyes and see how much is missing. What should she be feeling right now? Grief? Terror? That’s what everyone around her seems to want. They seem to want her to be sobbing or screaming. But each breath feels wonderful, cold and tickling her nose, the soft rise of her chest under the thin hospital gown. It’s all just too absurd, to be lying here, reminding herself over and over again that she’s in the medical examination room of the Little Hope Police Department like that’s supposed to mean something.


Sacramento’s more than an hour away. They must have called Nurse Mendez just after they were found. There are no windows in this room so it’s hard to tell exactly, but it can’t be long since they stumbled into Louanne Martin’s diner, Rae screaming for help. It was dawn. Louanne was the only person there, lining up condiments on the melamine counter before the breakfast rush. She clasped her chest at the sight of them, sending bottles of watered-down ketchup careening across the floor, splashing bright red across the tiles like some kind of high-fructose crime scene.


That can’t have been more than a couple of hours ago. Maybe more. Time seems to be loping past her in chunks. Like there’s an absence inside of her, a hole that things keep slipping through.


She has no sense of how long they were missing. It must have been a few days at least, judging from how Louanne gasped when she saw them, and the posters plastered up all around town. She saw them earlier, her nose pressed up against the window of the police car that drove them here. Her own face on every wall, every street light. HAVE YOU SEEN THESE GIRLS?


“I’m just checking for injuries, Donna,” trills Nurse Mendez, running gloved hands gently down her arm. She frowns at a spot of bright red on her elbow and reaches for a swab. Donna starts to tell her not to worry, it’s just ketchup, but she’s afraid she’ll laugh. She lets the nurse swab it and slip it into a baggie, which joins the growing pile on the steel trolley.


Actually, as far as she can tell, Donna doesn’t have a scratch on her anywhere. Like this might be some elaborate prank they’re playing on everyone.


She needs to get her face under control before she ends up grinning like Rae, leering like a loon, scaring everyone. She focuses on trying to freeze her face, keeps repeating, I am in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department in her mind. The paint has chipped off and been painted over the metal bars lining the examination table, coarse beneath the pads of her thumbs. The air is heavy in her lungs, anchoring her back to her body. Cold in her throat. Breathe. Just breathe. Remember where you are.


Rae’s mom gave them something for the shock, two little pills, oblong and powdery. She said it might make them feel a little sleepy. Sleepy’s the last thing Donna feels. It’s like somebody stuck jumper cables inside her brain, like her whole body is buzzing and dangerous to touch.


Her dad asked if he could take her home, let her wash, let her sleep a while. But no, there’s too much to do. They need to catalogue and sample her. Her whole body is a clue, a crime scene. This is the grim admin of trauma. A trauma she can’t even remember.


There are… fragments, maybe. Vague outlines of memories through the white mist of her brain. Crunching sounds in the darkness. The iron smell of blood. Something cold and wet on her face. And something else, nagging at her consciousness, like a memory she’s not ready to look at yet.


Nurse Mendez guides Rae’s feet into stirrups and begins to lubricate a speculum. “This might feel a little cold, Tammy-Rae.” She pauses to look at the white scars laddering their way up Rae’s thighs, but those are old.


Donna glances back at her. Rae, her best friend, her blood sister. A stranger to her now, that skeletal grin twisting her features, knees sprawled apart under a thin sheet, her normally glossy dark bob matted against her head with grime and sweat and leaves. She looks like a feral thing. Something that doesn’t belong here, here in the shiny white and chrome medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department.


“You look like a Troll doll,” Donna tries to say. But the words come out slurred. “Ulook like a traw-daw.” Rae barely glances at her. Donna supposes she probably doesn’t look much better herself.


Nurse Mendez ducks under the sheet draped across Rae’s knees. Rae flinches, hisses through her bared teeth. She’s crying, tears sliding over her smile.


“We’re OK,” Donna says, the words clearer now.


But are they? She can’t be sure. If she could just remember what happened, maybe then she’d know.


Rae turns her head away from her. Donna’s not sure if she’s hiding the tears or the maniac grin.


There’s a shriek from outside. A woman screaming. A muffled thump, raised voices, heavy footsteps pounding up the passageway. She recognises Chief Pittman’s voice, yelling that she can’t be down here. More shouting. A crash, and Marybeth Larkin falls through the doors to the examining room.


“Where is she?” Her face is red. A pink coat pulled on over flannel Minnie Mouse pyjamas, bottle-blonde hair tumbling out of its bun. It’s the first time Donna’s ever seen her without make-up, and she looks much older than her thirty-three years.


Nurse Mendez pulls her head out from under the sheet, nearly falling off her stool in shock.


Donna feels her body cringing, trying to make itself smaller. She doesn’t want this, not now. Not here.


Chief Pittman runs in and grabs Marybeth, holding her tight. “Please, Marybeth. This is a medical room. Let’s talk in my office.”


“Where is she?” Marybeth yells again. “Where’s my Katie?” She snarls and tries to fight her way out of his grip, but the chief has her tight. She collapses against him, her face crumpling into helpless, angry tears. “You left her. You left her behind. Where is she? Please just tell me, where...” And then she can’t speak any more. She leans against Chief Pittman and sobs.


Oh yes, the absence. Part of what her brain has been working so hard not to remember. That she and Rae are here, found, grinning and sobbing and scaring people in the medical examination room at the Little Hope Police Department.


But Kat, Kat is still gone.





2. BITTERNESS BARBIE



MARYBETH LARKIN


SATURDAY, 21 SEPTEMBER 1996
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Sixty-eight hours since her daughter disappeared, Marybeth stands at her own front door, daring herself to open it. A wild thought has entered her mind, that she can’t seem to shake: that if she doesn’t open the door, Katie might be behind it, curled in her favourite spot, legs up on the window seat, book on her lap. She might look up with a smile, ready to tell her about the latest fact she’s just learned. She might just be there, and everything might be fine, as long as the door stays shut.


There’s shuffling behind her. Marybeth glances over her shoulder. The two officers are squinting at her. The chief said he was sending them back with her to gather evidence from the home, but Marybeth knows what they really are: babysitters. Their job is to keep her far away from Donna Ramirez and Tammy-Rae Hooper so she cannot grab them and shake them until they tell her what the hell happened to her daughter.


“Key’s sticky,” Marybeth mumbles, turning back to the door. Her very hand resists her. The officer she thinks of as Sergeant Underbite clears her throat. She can’t put this off forever. Marybeth fills her lungs and swings open the door.


The living room is empty. Empty as a ditch a girl might have fallen into. Empty as a shallow grave dug in a killer’s backyard. Empty as a coffin sized for a fifteen-year-old girl.


The cops follow her in. The other one, Sergeant Pockmarks, pulls out a disposable Kodak and snaps a photograph of the living room. It doesn’t exactly engender trust, that they can’t even afford a digital camera.


“Any messages?” Sergeant Underbite prompts her.


Marybeth walks over to the answering machine and shakes her head.


“The boys will be over later to install a trap and trace,” she says, adding a neat tick to the checklist that’s clipped to a clipboard. “In case a kidnapper calls,” she adds, to Marybeth’s blank look.


Marybeth nods. There’s too much spit in her mouth, like she’s forgetting to swallow. She pulls her upper lip between her teeth and tongues the thin cleft lip scar that twists up to her nose, an ugly habit she thought she’d kicked long ago.


Pockmarks moves slowly through the room, photographing every corner. He runs out of film in the first camera, and pulls a fresh one from his backpack. Marybeth’s eyes flick to the half-eaten chicken sandwich that Polly dropped off last night, abandoned on the coffee table next to the undrunk Slim-Fast shake, unwashed mugs and a mound of crumpled tissues. A better woman would have cleaned up, she thinks, be doing helpful things, keeping it together. A better woman wouldn’t have lost her fucking daughter.


“Have you opened or shut these windows?”


“She wasn’t taken from the house. The last anyone saw her was at school.”


Underbite stares at her blankly, pen poised above her notepad.


Marybeth feels a vein pulse in her throat. “I haven’t touched the windows.”


“Does Katherine have her own key for the house?”


“Yes.”


Another tick on the clipboard. Underbite picks up the notepad by the phone and holds it up to the light, examining the top blank page. “Did you find a note?”


“No.”


Tick. “Have you been in contact with her father?”


“He’s dead.” Underbite can’t be older than twenty-five. Too young to remember the scandal it caused when they found Bill’s body lying in the living room of his girlfriend’s house with three bullet holes in his chest. The cops were about as useful then as they’re being now. And exactly as stupid.


Tick. “Are you the only other person who lives here?”


“Yes.”


Tick. “Do you have a computer in the house?”


“Can’t afford one.”


Tick. “Have you looked through the home thoroughly?” Underbite reads flatly. “You’ve checked laundry rooms, the attic, any vehicles that might be parked on the property—”


“Jesus. She’s a teenage girl, not a lost wallet.” It comes out as a shout.


Both officers flinch and look up at her with wide eyes. Underbite’s mouth opens, then closes again.


“Please, Mrs Larkin,” says Pockmarks. “We’re trying to help.”


Marybeth closes her eyes for a second, wishing she could press some kind of button to not be here right now, for this to not be happening. She takes a deep, shuddering breath. “I searched the house on Thursday after we reported her missing. Back when you people were telling me the girls were probably just taking a joyride to the city. She’s not here.”


Tick. Underbite tucks the list under her arm, sheepish, and goes through to the kitchen.


“Beautiful smile,” Pockmarks says, gesturing to the framed photograph above the mantel. The day Katie won Little Miss Golden State.


Marybeth nods. Feeling a surge of pride, despite the circumstances. Not just that Katie was so beautiful, but at all the work they’d put in to make her so. The little tiara perched on perfect blonde curls took a whole can of hairspray and about one hundred bobby pins. The dazzling beauty-queen smile was Vaseline on the teeth, a trick she’d learned from the other pageant moms. The bright eyes were peppermint teabags chilled in the refrigerator, left on for twenty minutes before the final make-up check. And the fact that she won, that was endless hours in the garage working out choreography, that was Marybeth’s detailed notebook tracking the biases of every judge in the state, that was the thousands upon thousands of dollars she’d drained from her bank account because she knew Katie was special. A triumph of transformation, living proof that you can be anything you want to be, if you try.


Pockmarks smiles at her gently. “This looks like it was a couple of years ago?”


“Three years. She was thirteen.” The last pageant Katie ever won, before she’d unilaterally declared she was retiring and refused to ever be on stage again. Just as she was on the cusp of making the transition from regionals to nationals and the big money. That was it, the end of all their weekends spent together, the end of her childhood.


“Got anything more recent?” He glances over at the collection of framed family photographs arranged underneath the TV, amongst the trophies.


“Maybe in her room,” she says. Katie hates photographs, now. She hates a lot of things.


Underbite comes back from the kitchen. “Can you show us?”


Marybeth leads them back to the two bedroom doors at the back of the house, side by side. Hers is open, her bedspread a floral tangle on the floor, the pink sheets rumpled and sweat-stained. The other door is shut tight, like a girl’s mouth clamped shut by a man’s gloved hand. A small nameplate in the centre declares it KATIE’S ROOM in patriotic red, white and blue, a peace offering from Katie’s grandmother just before she died.


The spit in Marybeth’s mouth feels thicker. She swallows it down.


“This is as she left it?”


“Yes. Zach told me not to disturb anything.” She can’t bear to call him Chief Pittman, he was only a patrol officer when she was married, darkened her front door more than a couple times back then.


Officer Underbite nods, adding another tick to her list. Standing this close, Marybeth notices a nest of blackheads in the crease of her nose. She revises down her age estimate: twenty, twenty-one at best. In a flash of empathy, Marybeth realises this is probably her first missing child, too. Poor girl probably feels as lost as she does.


The door whines as it swings open. There’s the faintest smell of White Musk body spray. Mid-morning light streams into the room, shimmering on the dust motes their entrance has disturbed. Bits of Katie. Bits of her skin and her hair, everywhere.


Pockmarks begins a slow circuit of the room, capturing every inch of it with his camera. Marybeth and Underbite hang back in the doorway.


“Nothing looks out of the ordinary, to you?” Underbite checks with her.


Marybeth shakes her head. The room is just as austere as always. The yellow sponged walls, the single bed, the dresser, the kidney-shaped curtained dressing table Katie uses as a desk. Two small photo frames next to her bed, one with herself and Katie eating ice creams in Bodega Bay, the other with Tammy-Rae and Donna pulling faces at the camera. Miserably bare, for a teenage girl’s room. Marybeth had encouraged her to put up some posters, offered to make her a window dressing to match the bedspread. Anything to brighten things up a bit. She’d gotten nothing in response but a shrug and an eye roll.


The only real personality in the room is the bookshelf Bill built for her when she was little, which is crammed tight, books overflowing into teetering piles on either end. The whole top shelf is taken up with Katie’s beloved collection of Nancy Drew books.


“What’s she like?” Underbite asks.


“Smart. So smart. Top of all her classes. Never in trouble.” The other pageant moms called Katie a “package kid”.


“Any extramurals?”


“No. She was in a newspaper club for a while, but that stopped a few months ago.”


“Friends?”


“Only Tammy-Rae and Donna.” Who are sitting at the station right now, while she’s here, being asked pointless questions. “It’s not that she’s shy. Just… always in her head, you know?” This wasn’t always true. There was a time they’d been confidants. Katie would come home from elementary school and they’d sit at the kitchen counter drinking juice together, and she’d tell her everything, who her favourite teachers were, who she sat with at recess, every bit of gossip that made it round the schoolyard. A born storyteller, just like her dad. She’d add touches of drama in the retelling, little exaggerations. Scold Marybeth if she looked away, “Ma Bear, listen!” Once, when she was small, Katie had heard someone calling her Marybeth and she’d heard it as “Ma Bear”, which sounded right to her, because bears were big and strong and they could protect you from forest fires. Fires had been little Katie’s greatest fear since she heard about how her aunt and uncle’s house burned down in a grease fire back in ’89.


Where did she go, that little girl who shared everything with her? When did she begin to tuck herself away? Logically, she knows this is probably a normal part of teenagehood. But it still hurts. It didn’t matter how hard she tried to be different to her own mother, to never be cold and scolding, Katie pulled away anyway, a thousand thousand small retreats. And now she’s gone, completely.


Pockmarks completes his catalogue of the room and waves them in. Underbite pulls an evidence bag from her jacket and starts rummaging through the clutter on the nightstand. She bags a hairbrush and the retainer that stops Katie from grinding her teeth.


“She needs those,” Marybeth says, reflexively.


“I understand, ma’am,” says Underbite, in the kind of singsong you’d use to calm a horse. “But we need to take samples of DNA, fingerprints, teeth impressions. That will help us to find her.”


But that doesn’t make sense, does it? An image flashes in Marybeth’s mind. A body, lying on a cold metal table in a morgue. They don’t need these things to find Katie; they need them in case they have to identify her body.


She retreats to the corner of the room, feeling conscious of the stupid cartoon pyjamas she’s still wearing, tonguing the scar on her lip, watching as Underbite bags up and seals and violates Katie’s things. A cold fury rises in her. They could have done all of this on Thursday morning, when she and Estelle Hooper marched into the police department saying their daughters were missing. They could have sent out helicopters. They could have called the FBI. They could have responded, goddamn it, instead of making her feel like she was being hysterical and overreacting to three teenage girls who’d probably taken a trip up to the city, or were sleeping off a hangover in one of the empty warehouses in Eastside. And no matter how many times she told them her daughter was a good kid, and she would never worry her mother like this, they placated and nodded and soothed her and did fuck-all. Did a cursory search around town. Spoke to some teachers. Told her to put up posters if she needed something to do.


Until this morning, when the other two came back covered in bruises and naked as the day they were born, staggering out of the woods, and they couldn’t dismiss her any more.


And all she can think of is how many hours they’ve lost. She’s counted every single one, each wasted moment. If only that English teacher had realised they weren’t in class one hour after they skipped out of lunch on Wednesday. If only Estelle Horseface Hooper had thought to check that the girls were actually in her basement after she got home late from that church meeting, they might have realised nine hours later. If only Zachary Toilet-Brush-Moustache Pittman had just taken them seriously when she and Estelle told him the girls hadn’t shown up for breakfast, seventeen hours later. If only any one of these supposed adults had actually looked after the children who were in their care she wouldn’t be standing here, sixty-eight hours after her daughter went missing, watching a police officer pull the sheet off Katie’s bed and stuffit into an evidence bag.


“The K9 unit can get her smell off of it,” Pockmarks says quietly, sidling up to her. “They’re sending a team up from the city to start searching the woods.”


Marybeth nods, afraid that if she opens her mouth she’ll scream.


Underbite adds the sheet to the growing pile of evidence bags in the corner of the room. She asks Marybeth to check the closet, to see if anything is missing.


“The girls have a movie night every Wednesday at the Hoopers’. She’d have taken a set of pyjamas. A change of clothing. Her toothbrush. They’d be in her school bag.” They go through the closet together, Pockmarks prompting her to be sure that nothing else is gone. Everything’s there, every single one of the awful flannel men’s shirts she’s taken to wearing recently. Marybeth can’t help but feel a rush of shame, on her daughter’s behalf, at how huge each one is.


Underbite finally seems to be coming to the end of her list. “Was your daughter taking any medications?”


“Nothing important.”


Underbite waits, pen poised above the notepad.


“Diet pills,” Marybeth confesses. She doesn’t mention that Katie doesn’t know she’s taking diet pills. Marybeth crushes them up and adds them to her orange juice in the morning. She has no other choice. They’ve already tried the Ornish diet, the Zone, Jazzercize, but Katie keeps finding ways to sabotage herself. Katie calls her shallow, says things like “I’d rather be pretty on the inside,” like politics will protect her. She’s got no idea how cruel people can be. But this is what mothers do: they hide the ugliness of the world from their children, so they can believe in goodness for just a little while longer.


Underbite frowns and makes a note. “Did she keep a planner? A diary? Anything like that?”


“She has a journal. Thick. Black leather cover. She’s always scribbling in it.” Marybeth crosses her arms. “It must be here somewhere.”


Pockmarks and Underbite glance at each other. She knows what they’re thinking: that’s exactly the kind of thing a girl running away from home would think to pack. She has to bite her lip again to keep from snapping at them.


“She might have taken it to school,” Marybeth adds.


But they’ve already turned from her and are searching for it. Pockmarks opens the top drawer in the desk and pulls out a bright orange square of plastic cut into puzzle pieces. The pieces seem half-glued together, shrivelled. He holds it up to her in a silent question.


“No idea,” Marybeth responds.


Underbite crouches by the bookshelf and starts going through the books one by one, tipping each one forwards to peer behind it. It’s terrible, seeing them here, in this room she knows as intimately as she knows her own daughter’s face. And it’s all pointless, isn’t it? There are no answers here. The answers are sitting in the police station right now, both of them, telling the chief what happened to Katie. And she has to stand here and wait until they decide what to tell her.


She walks over to the window, staring out at the peach tree in their front yard. It’s heavy with fruit. She pictures them rotting on the branches, worms crawling through soft flesh.


“Your daughter was a smoker?” says Pockmarks from the floor.


It’s the last straw. She turns to him to tell him to fuck off and get out of her house instead of insulting her daughter… only to see him holding a half-empty package of Marlboro Reds. The words die in her mouth.


He shows her where he found it. It’s the hardcover copy of The Catcher in the Rye that Katie read for freshman English. The pages have been hollowed out, the remaining edges glued together. A secret storage box.


More than the cigarettes, the thing Marybeth is most surprised about is that Katie would ever mutilate a book like this. She’s seen her pick up old books at the Salvation Army and sniff them.


“Teenagers keep secrets, Mrs Larkin,” Pockmarks says gently. “Trust me, I’ve got three of my own.” He pulls out a white plastic rod the length of his hand. A pregnancy test. Unused. “Do you know if she had a boyfriend?”


Marybeth shakes her head, feeling her scar tingling from how much she’s chewed on it.


Underbite takes the book from him and scratches a finger into the hollow. She pulls out a piece of paper, folded up so that the corner tucks into one of the folds, a neat little envelope. Her eyebrows shoot up as she unfolds it. “And this?” She holds it up to Marybeth.


It’s a five-pointed star, drawn in thick marker, crudely occult-looking, a rust-coloured splodge in the corner. At the centre of the star is a bird, like a crow, holding up its middle finger.


“Can you tell me what this is?”


Marybeth can’t. In fact, for the first time, she’s confronting the idea that maybe she doesn’t know who her daughter is, at all.





3. YES IT’S FUCKING POLITICAL



KATHERINE LARKIN


SUNDAY, 8 OCTOBER 1995
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Dear Diary,


Wait, sorry, that’s too familiar of me. We’ve never formally met. Hello, Diary. I’m Kat Larkin. Or Kate Larkin, or Katherine Larkin, or Ma Bear’s Little Katie Cub, depending on who you ask. Never Kathy, thank goat. Pleased to make your acquaintance.


I always thought that directly addressing a diary was one of those made-up things people do on TV, but Donna and Rae have both been out of town all weekend and I’m so bored I’m TALKING TO A BOOK, apparently. That’s just the level of excitement you can expect from Little Hope. Like, you can’t even turn the town’s name into a joke, it’s already LITTLE HOPE, c’mon.


It’s 1995, and a new millennium is coming, and all the magazines talk about how we’re living in the future, and girls have the power now and we can be anything, and capitalism won the Cold War and the whole world’s just going to get better and better until we all get spaceships and we’re all connected by the World Wide Web into one big master brain that spans the whole world (unless, you know, the planet gets fried from the hole in the ozone layer but HEY let’s not talk about THAT). It’s ’90s energy baby!


Except all of that feels like it’s happening elsewhere, to other people. Here in Little Hope we might as well be stuck in the 1890s. This whole stupid town is like a gold rush theme park even though everyone knows there was never actually any gold here. But still, we put on a mock gunfight in the town square every Saturday to keep the tourists stopping by for a couple of hours before they head on to Tahoe. It’s basically the only industry left since all the factories closed in the recession. Come for the gold rush museum, stay for the alcoholism and ennui!


Only three people I know actually have a computer in their house (one of them’s Rae, but her brother barely ever lets her touch it). No, here in Little Hope, girls still have to take home ec and boys get to take shop. Donna tried getting into shop, saying her dad taught her to wield a hammer better than any of the pipsqueak boys in our school, but HA HA HA, like that was ever going to happen. We get movies two years after they come out everywhere else (if ever). We have one CD shop and they have a single rack of what the owner Mr Walker calls “that grungy music” and everything else is golden oldies and pop. Donna has to get her grrrl punk tapes on mail order from Olympia, and it costs her a damn fortune. Here in Little Hope, the most thrilling change the ’90s has brought us is a new portrait centre at the JCPenney.


Even our library’s filled with books about the past: pioneer days, the glories of the civil war, the transcontinental railroad, but I’ve been waiting for a YEAR for them to stock the new Anne Rice. It’s for Rae, she makes me take them out on my library card and then she only reads them at my house. Vampires are on the long list of Forbidden Demonic Things banned in the Hooper household, a list that includes The X-Files, “homosexuals”, spaghetti-strap tops, discussions about stem cells, Judy Blume, Aladdin, The Simpsons and, for some reason that continues to baffle us all, Cabbage Patch dolls.


That dirtbag Fred Stein once tried to throw a “rave” at the old bottling factory. He said he’d managed to get some ecstasy from his brother who goes to college in Oakland, but they turned out to be caffeine pills (April Hollister recognised them, her dad’s a long-haul driver). So everyone just got super buzzed on caffeine and danced around to a beatbox playing terrible club music until we were all too wired and were struck with the urge to go do something productive like homework. Some rave.


Here in Little Hope, it feels like the greatest decade in history is happening, and it’s passing us by.


It’s like one time I asked Ma Bear whether she was a hippie in the ’70s, and she blinked and said, “No, all the hippies were in San Francisco.” Jeez. Imagine being alive during Woodstock and the civil rights movement and thinking, You know what, I think I’ll just stay in my small town, thanks, and watch a lot of television.


I really don’t understand any adult who chooses to live here. But then, adults are a total mystery to me in general. It’s like something happens to you when you turn twenty-five where your whole personality is sucked out of you and replaced with a sudden obsession with real-estate prices and decor from Crate & Barrel. Like you actually become a different person.


It sucks that one day when people ask me what it was like to live through a new millennium, I’ll have to say, “I don’t know. I wasn’t really there.”


Sometimes I think if Rae and Donna and I hadn’t found each other, we’d be dead. Dead inside, anyway. The three of us should never have become friends. Like, in what universe would you have ever looked at us: a wannabe rebel, a preppy church girl and a wallflower nerd and thought, OH SURE, those three are going to be best friends and change each other’s lives forever. But that’s what happened.


It wouldn’t have worked with any two of us alone. Without Donna around, Rae and I just spend hours ranting about how awful and plastic and ruined the world is. When it’s just me and Donna, I always feel kind of slow-witted and dull. And Donna and Rae, jeesh. Within five minutes they’re bickering and in ten minutes they’ve basically dropped emotional napalm all over each other. One time they had a fight about The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air that somehow ended with Donna throwing a milkshake over her in the middle of the cafeteria.


But together, something magic happens. Any two of us are dangerous, volatile. But as three, we balance out each other, make up for our worst excesses. Maybe that’s why three is always the magic number. Three witches. Three fates. The holy trinity. Body, mind, spirit. Donna, Rae and me.


We’d known each other for years without ever really KNOWING each other, y’know? I mean, there is exactly one high school in the vast metropolis of Little Hope, California, population 8,902, so obviously we’d met. But the first time I remember actually speaking to either of them was at the inaugural meeting of a school newspaper club Rae was trying to start. Donna and I were the only two people lame enough to show up. Donna because the guidance counsellor said she had to; me because I was sick of spending every lunch break hiding in the music room with Kylie Cochrane, who’s obsessed with John Stamos and would spend endless hours talking me through magazine cut-outs she’d compiled in her Stamos Scrapbook.


We were all pretty apprehensive of each other, sitting there in Mrs Green’s classroom last period. I thought Donna was a poser, with her Courtney Love-imitation smeared lipstick and hand-painted rip-off Babes in Toyland T-shirt (Donna would cut off and sell any part of her body for a real one, but it’s not exactly the kind of thing they sell at the Sears in Sacramento). I’d pegged Rae as an annoying suck-up: star of the athletics team, Christian youth leader, Perfect American Girl. And I guess they both thought I was a dork probably (eh, who am I kidding, they never thought about me at all).


But then Donna pitched a super-smart story about how we should investigate which local stores sell things made in sweatshops, and Rae confessed that her main interest in starting the newspaper club was to have an excuse to skip her Wednesday after-school Bible study group, so she didn’t really give a shit what we wrote about, and then the three of us started making jokes about how awful The Catcher in the Rye was (which we were being forced to read for English) and how if a girl had been as whiny and entitled as Holden Caulfield, no one would ever have thought it was worth writing a book about, and by the end of that hour that was it, we were friends.


Sometimes I wonder if our friendship would have meant so much to us if we’d lived in anywhere more interesting than Little Hope. That’s the real thing that binds us together: all of us are determined not to be anything like the drones that live in this town. We want bigger lives than anything that’s on offer here. I’ll be a writer, scientist, gentlewoman scholar, Donna will be an actual rock star, and Rae’s going to run for governor and single-handedly fix the hole in the ozone layer. We’re going to get the hell out of here, the moment we can, and then our lives can finally begin.


Until then, the three of us keep each other sane by being our own ’90s experience. We MAKE it happen for ourselves. We can’t join raves and revolutions. But we can foment our own quiet revolution right here. A revolution of three.


Anyway, Diary, it’s nice to make your acquaintance.


Your new friend,


Kat


FACT I LEARNED TODAY: Ecstasy was invented in 1912! Now I’m imagining what Theodore Roosevelt would be like at a rave.
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4. PRETEND WE’RE DEAD



TAMMY-RAE HOOPER


SATURDAY, 21 SEPTEMBER 1996
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“Are you feeling calmer now?” Chief Pittman asks her.


“Yes, sir.” But it’s a lie. Rae has stopped shrieking, it’s true, but only in the way that Lot’s wife stopped shrieking when she turned to salt, mind cracked into crystals.


She tries to pull herself back to this room, to this utterly essential conversation she is having. Chief Pittman’s desk is a cheap laminate thing dominated by a model steam train, a replica of the real one on display in the backyard of the Little Hope Museum, which doubles as the favourite make-out spot for the town’s randy teenagers. Professional family portraits line the shelf behind his desk, all in matching outfits against a muddy studio backdrop. Those kids are grown up now, living elsewhere, some of the lucky few who got out of Little Hope. In the photographs, Chief Pittman is chubby-cheeked and smiling, the cheerful man Rae’s seen every Sunday of her entire life, his job involving little more than drunks and speeding fines.


The man sitting in front of her now looks like his malnourished cousin, a refugee newly arrived from some violent country. He could fit everything he owns into the purple sacks under his eyes. Even his moustache droops, exhausted.


“I think you know as well as I do that time is of the essence here.”


Rae arranges her face into the one she’s practised presenting to teachers, parents and church leaders for years. Attentive. Polite. Trustworthy. But it’s taking every bit of her self-control to keep that hideous frightened grin off her face, to keep the low frantic giggle stuffed into her throat. If it bubbles out, they’ll all see, and they’ll know that she’s cracked.


Donna was so out of it. She remembers even less than Rae does. So Rae needs to focus. She needs her brain to stop whirling swirling hurling nonsense for a g-d minute so she can get this right.


“You said you last saw Katherine on Wednesday afternoon. In the woods somewhere.”


Rae tucks her matted hair behind her ears, uncomfortably aware of how sweaty her face is. She tries to channel poise, calm. “Yes, sir.”


“You can’t tell me where?”


“Sorry, sir. We were so lost. Just stumbling through the trees hoping to get back to the trail. One minute she was behind us, then she was gone. I wish I could tell you where exactly.” She allows her voice to wobble just so slightly. “I know we started hiking out towards Wildman’s Canyon.”


“West? The trail that starts from Black Oak Lane?”


“Yes. But I don’t know where we ended up.”


All liars will have part in the second death, the lake of fire, that’s what the Bible says. But she’ll take the lake of fire rather than ever going back into that hole.


“Don’t worry, sweetheart. The sniffer dogs will find it, now we know where to start looking. What were you doing out there?”


Rae swallows. Careful, careful. “It’s stupid,” she says, finally. “We were looking for the mine.”


“What mine?”


“The mine, sir. The Lost Mine of Little Hope. Kat found a map in some old brochure from the museum and we thought we’d check it out. You’ve seen The Goonies? I guess we thought we were the Goonies. I know it was foolish.” The portholes of the model train stare back at her from the desk.


She is lying in the dark. A rich copper smell, sounds of crunching. There is something heavy on her chest, and she runs her hand along it until it reaches a shoe, but the ankle flesh is cold, much colder than living skin should be, and through the gloom she can just see Donna’s face, right there next to her, eyes wide open and unseeing.


Chief Pittman clears his throat, bringing her back to this bright office with its model steam train and happy family snaps. “What happened to your clothes?”


Of course. Rae suspects that this fact, of all the terrible facts of this awful morning, is the one already being whispered through town, black mould rooting in the small dirty minds of every person in this whole sick sad little town: Did you hear? They were naked. Buck naked. Teenage girls. As though that explains what must have happened to them.


“They got wet when we crossed a river. We hung them up to dry when we slept, and they weren’t there when we woke up.”


Donna is still swimming in and out of consciousness. Rae holds her head up as she washes the blood off. It’s thick in their hair and just starting to crust in the creases of their bodies. She thought she’d got it all, but what if she didn’t? The nurse was so thorough, running a tiny spatula beneath their fingernails, taking swabs from between their toes, piling up bag after bag of evidence.


And it wasn’t theirs, it wasn’t theirs.


Chief Pittman looks up from his notes. “Did you see anyone else out there?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.” Sobbing as she tried to scramble up the wall of the gully. Donna limp as a ragdoll, too heavy, Rae begging her to help her climb. She gave up; they ran the other way, deep into the ravine.


His unibrow splits into two arches. “Maybe?”


Rae shakes her head. “No. We didn’t see anybody.”


“You sure?”


“Yes.” No. She’s sure of nothing, that’s the g-d problem. All she has are brief flashes she doesn’t understand, like a Magic Eye poster you can’t get to snap into place. An image you think your brain maybe doesn’t want you to see.


A shape unfolding and unfolding in the darkness.


Chief Pittman’s eyebrows have pulled so close together they’ve met in a single furry track running along the top of his face. “OK, so the three of you skip out on school on Wednesday afternoon. And you go out into the woods to find a mythical mine. Then you got lost, and at some point Katherine vanished. Then you spent the next few days just walking around the forest. That’s it?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You were missing for almost three days and nights. Is there anything else you remember that might help us find Katherine? Any landmarks you passed? Anything at all?”


Rae shakes her head. She feels clammy, like the ice water of the river soaked into her bones and never left. “I wish I knew more.” That, at least, is true.


He smooths his moustache again and locks eyes with her. Is that a flash of frustration? Bafflement? “Sweetheart, if someone threatened you, or told you not to say anything, you’re safe now.”


“It’s nothing like that. Honestly—”


They’re interrupted by a knock at the door. Detective Knox’s head appears, waving the chief to come out and talk to him.


The two men have a hushed conversation in the hallway. Chief Pittman is turned away from her, so she can’t see his face.


Rae sits frozen in her chair, small prey pretending to be dead in the face of a predator, but the predator’s an oncoming car. Soon, they’ll come back, ask more questions, and she’s not confident that their flimsy story can withstand much more prodding. She needs to stop this conversation, now.


Chief Pittman comes back in. “Good news, Tammy-Rae. The K9 unit just arrived from the main county office. Sniffer dogs, just like I said. I need to brief them now. We’ll talk again later.”


Rae’s stomach clenches. “Thank you, sir,” she says, allowing her voice to crack a little. “I’m so sorry, could I see my parents first? I saw them for just a minute, but I was in shock…”


The chief strokes his moustache. “Of course, of course.” A reprieve, for the moment. And maybe a gap to wriggle through.


She stands, and the floor lurches beneath her feet like a ship. She grabs the back of the chair to steady herself. She must still be lightheaded from low blood sugar. Chief Pittman puts a hand on her shoulder and guides her to the door. He gives it a gentle squeeze.


Donna is already in the rec room, wrapped in a tight hug around her dad, Hector. His thin body convulses in silent sobs. Donna’s nearly a head taller than him already, stroking his shoulders gently, kissing the top of his head, whispering that she’s OK. Someone’s found her a beige police shirt and knee-length yellow gym shorts.


Rae’s own parents are huddled together on an old green sofa, clutching polystyrene cups still half-filled with milky coffee. Her brother, Brandon, is a sprawl of pubescent limbs on the floor between them, fast asleep. Her mother smiles, and it pulls her lips so thin they vanish. Her father’s jaw is clenched tight, like rictus. They don’t get up.


Rae, who has learned from a lifetime of fear how to anticipate her father’s anger, reads the vein throbbing in his neck like Morse code, spelling a warning. Good, she thinks. She can use this.


Chief Pittman hovers behind them, shifting from foot to foot. Any minute, he’s going to ask Donna to go with him to his office to answer some questions.


Rae carefully avoids her father’s gaze, and goes to her mother. “Mom,” she says, opening the valve on her fear just a little, letting it show on her face. “Marybeth was there. She screamed at us. It was horrible.”


Her father stiffens, as she hoped he would. “What’s this?”


“It’s nothing, Dave. She pushed past reception. She was upset, well, you can imagine—”


“She lunged at us, Daddy. I thought she was going to hurt us,” Rae says, letting her voice shake. Donna flashes her the withering look she reserves for tattletales and suck-ups.


“Can we take them home?”


“I’m sorry, not yet. I’ve got more questions for them. I just need a few minutes with the K9 team first.”


Her father’s eyes narrow. “Zach, it’s my daughter. Let me take her home so she can wash herself, put on her own clothes.” He gestures to the oversized sweater that one of the detectives found for her, hanging almost to her shins.


Chief Pittman smooths his moustache. He might be the chief of police, but her father’s a church elder and the town’s only veterinarian, which makes him more important than the mayor. “There’s still a girl out there, Dave.”


“And I’m sure you’ll do your job, and find her.” He says this softly. David Hooper never raises his voice. He never has to: his steely gaze speaks clearly enough.


The two men stare at each other. Rae’s mother stares intently at her hands, squeezed so tight together that the knuckles are white.


Chief Pittman looks like he’s going to appeal to Donna and Rae directly. But he shakes his head and lets them go. “I need you back here, as soon as you’ve rested. Or I’m sending a car to get you.” The last bit he says directly to her father, but David’s already halfway out the door, waving the rest of them to follow him before the chief can change his mind.


There was an incident last year, that’s how they always refer to it, “the incident”, involving one of her ex-friends, Ann Mullins, that resulted in her being pulled out of school and bundled her off to “reparative therapy” faster than their school banned Pogs. This feels the same: like everyone’s just trying to limit the damage.


Still, it’s a reprieve from the questions.


It’s brighter outside the station than Rae realised it would be. It must be nearly noon already. The glare hurts her eyes, like the start of a migraine. She still feels lopsided, unsteady. She wishes she knew why.


“Sorry to ask, Dave, but would you mind swinging past ours on your way?” Donna’s dad asks. “Don’t feel up to the bus, know what I mean?”


Her parents glance at each other. She suspects they were waiting for the moment they got in the car to start their own interrogation. But there’s no way to decline Hector’s request politely, and politeness is the true Hooper family religion.


They all pile into her mother’s Audi, Donna in the middle between her dad and Rae, Brandon tucking himself into the wagon’s trunk, and, for once, not even complaining about it.


Donna’s head seems heavy on her neck, like she’s half-asleep again. Her shirt is bunching weirdly.


“You’ve buttoned your shirt wrong, you clown,” Rae says, reaching over to fix it for her. But her fingers aren’t working right. Grasping the buttons is like trying to pick up a toy with the claw machine at the arcade. Her middle finger feels naked without the TRUE LOVE WAITS ring she’s worn since she was twelve (“True Love Mates”, as Donna calls it).


They hit the road, driving a little too fast, her father taking his fury out on the gas pedal. She wonders whether he thinks something terrible has been done to her, or she’s done something terrible. Not that it would matter. Either way, she’s shamed him. In her father’s worldview, God is just, and people get what they deserve.


Her mom clears her throat and puts on the radio. Shaggy’s ‘Mr Boombastic’. Hardly the right music for the mood, but better than the silence.


Rae lets her head fall onto Donna’s shoulder. Donna leans back, tucking her chin over Rae’s hair. Close up, Donna smells of minerals and rot. She smells like the forest.


“Total dick move, by the way,” Donna mumbles to her under the noise of Mr Ro-oh-oh-mantic.


“What?”


“Saving my life.”


“Why’s that a dick move?”
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