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			To my son Max, 

			one of my favourite people in the whole wide world, 

			and in memory of Maggie. 

			We will miss you always, baby girl.

		

	
		
			

			‘. . .  it all [came] from such a simple thing as just wanting to be loved’

			Patricia Krenwinkel

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This book was inspired by various true crime cases. However, the characters in the novel, their actions and motivations, are all entirely the product of the author’s imagination and are wholly fictitious.
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			From the California Tribune

			July 21, 2003

			FEARS MOUNT FOR TURTLE LAKE TEEN

			Fears mount for a thirteen-­year-­old girl who disappeared from a party at Carlsbad’s Turtle Lake four days ago — Maya Hopkins reports.

			 

			What We Know

			The missing girl was last seen at around midnight on July 17. She told friends she was leaving because she’d ‘had enough’. They offered to go with her but she told them to stay and have fun. That she would be fine on her own.

			No one has seen or heard from her since.

			 

			Chilling . . .

			Then yesterday, hikers made a grisly discovery: the word ‘LIAR’ on a tree trunk near the lake – scrawled in blood.

			Police are yet to confirm whether the blood is a match for the missing teen, though a source told the Tribune the development is ‘troubling’.

			 

			Latest

			Investigators have now issued an AMBER Alert and are urging partygoers to call 911 if they have any information.

			‘Someone will have seen something, even if they didn’t realize what it was at the time,’ Lieutenant Owen King told reporters. ‘People don’t just vanish into thin air. Nobody disappears without a trace.’

			Yet there is still no trace of the missing girl.

		

	
		
			NOW

			It was a case that shocked the nation, rocked our town to its roots. Put it on the map for all the wrong reasons.

			As the details emerged, strangers hashed over the particulars waiting in line at supermarkets and Starbucks. Shook their heads at the horror of it all. At the terrible tragedy. On each of their faces, the same expressions of slack-­jawed disbelief. And perhaps a certain ghoulish delight too.

			How could such a thing happen? they asked. Here in our neighbourhood? A neighbourhood like this?

			It’s always the quiet ones, they said. Shows you can never really know anybody . . .

			In time, of course, the conversation shifted. Obama was elected president. Michael Jackson suffered a cardiac arrest. The financial markets crashed.

			Izzy’s fate became just another true crime curiosity for people to puzzle over. They didn’t forget about her, but they did move on.

			It’s different for me. I’m Izzy Jackman’s sister. I don’t get to forget or move on.

			Especially given my role in what happened to her. The shameful part I played.

			 

			My iPhone rings as I’m rummaging in my handbag for a para­cetamol. Shoulders hunched against the driving rain. Converse soaked; socks sodden.

			The water is cold between my toes. March already but still no sign of spring.

			I should have brought an umbrella, should have drunk less last night. Could have at least knocked back a glass of water before I hit the hay. That would have been good, would have made a change.

			Story of my life: should’ve, could’ve, would’ve . . .

			When will I learn?

			The phone trills again, a nail through my skull.

			I thought the point of vodka was it didn’t give you a hangover. Or maybe I’m just getting old. Less tolerant in more ways than one. Knocking on thirty and already ancient.

			Maybe if I drank less . . .

			Should. Could. Won’t.

			I bypass the pill packet, pull out the phone, check the screen. It’s not often I get calls. Or make them.

			Backlit, three words: No Caller ID.

			A telemarketer, I expect.

			I could have some fun here. Say I’ve got my hands full, don’t have time to speak. Unless do they perhaps know where I can get hold of some strong acid on the down-­low? And a human-­size barrel?

			Or how about requesting their home number so I can call them back at a more convenient time. Refuse to take ‘no’ for an answer, like that scene in Curb Your Enthusiasm. I do a pretty good Larry David impression. ‘Prett-­ay, prett-­ay good . . .’

			Or perhaps just a sharp whistle down the line? Simple but effective. Though I’m not sure my thumping brain could take it today.

			I answer.

			‘Yes?’

			Always braver in my head . . .

			There’s a pause and a click as the line connects. The wail of a police siren in the background, different to the type you get on the limey side of the pond.

			My physical response is immediate. A prickle down my spine. Hairs rising on my forearms.

			Muscle memory. They say the mind forgets but the body never does.

			‘Finn?’ says the voice on the other end.

			Californian. Female. A faint lisp.

			‘Finn Jackman?’

			Finn?

			Blood crashes in my ears, the sudden onslaught of waves. My grip tightens around the phone, fingers unconsciously searching for solidity. In my chest cavity, a hollowing.

			Finn Jackman . . .

			It’s been twenty years since I’ve heard that name.

			Twenty years, I’ve been wearing a mask.

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			I changed my name after I lost my sister. All anybody saw when they saw me was Izzy Jackman even though she was a good foot taller and we looked absolutely nothing alike.

			Izzy with her turned-­in knees and knobbly elbows. Wide-­set eyes and coltish limbs. Sprawled sideways on a chair, legs flung over the arm. Chewing the tip of a pen or a hangnail. Always chewing something.

			Versus me of the stocky legs and dust-­covered feet. Scabs from climbing trees. Easily bored and hair invariably awry.

			Branded cattle after I lost my sister. A flashing sign above my head.

			Going to the grocery store, walking down the street – wherever I went, strangers would gawk. Whisper behind their hands—

			‘Isn’t that Finn? Izzy Jackman’s sister?’

			‘God, that family . . . What must it be like?’

			‘Only thirteen. Just awful . . .’

			It was three years before Hannah Montana hit the Disney Channel, yet even then most ten-­year-­olds dreamed of fame. But I wasn’t most girls. Not after Turtle Lake.

			After Izzy was taken from us, I craved anonymity. Longed to blend into the background. To become invisible.

			Instead, I was an exhibit. Everyone wanted a piece of me. The reporters who’d holler after me as I walked to school, wanting to know how I was doing. How it felt to be related to Izzy.

			People I knew, people I’d never met. They all had an opinion, all wanted to be part of the story.

			Vultures, my father called them, pushing the slats in the blinds apart with his thumb and forefinger. Tutting as he took in the hounds and their news vans before ducking back into his study . . . His sanctuary. His escape room.

			I longed to escape what had happened. Not that you ever get to escape something like that. Murder is a stone cast into a pond. The ripples fan wide, a disturbance beneath the surface that never goes away.

			Carlsbad was haunted. My sister was everywhere I looked and yet nowhere she should have been. Her ghost was down by the lagoon where we clambered on rocks and caught the frog that day. In the potato-­chips aisle at Vons, badgering Dita for Fritos back before she started dieting and checking the calorie count on everything. In the yard reading Judy Blume, swaying gently in our old string hammock.

			If only I could stop seeing her, stop thinking about her. Remembering was agony. Every cloud carried her face, every crack in the sidewalk brought back her smile. It was as if the whole world were conspiring to remind me what I’d had and what I’d lost.

			As if it would never let me alone.

			My father was haunted, too. He forgot to eat, would go days without sleeping. I’d come down in the morning to find him sitting in yesterday’s clothes, eyes made of marble.

			He spoke in monosyllables. Got thinner by the week.

			‘Goddamn internet,’ he’d mutter. ‘Are they ever going to stop?’

			The web had given him a rough ride. People he’d never even met, blaming him for what had happened with Izzy.

			They called him a ‘bad parent’, reckoned if he’d been working fewer hours and paying closer attention, things wouldn’t have wound up the way they had. That she would never have got involved with a man like Ryder Grady. That her friendship with Plum and Lu would never have turned so deadly.

			Maybe the naysayers were right.

			Maybe I was a bad sister too. There are things I should have done differently as well. Things that might have changed what came to pass.

			He was aloof, folk said when my father ignored their questions. Cold, when he kept his eyes directed at the ground.

			‘I’ve never once seen him cry,’ I heard one of our dumbass neighbours tell the mailman.

			Mothers at the school gates pondered whether he was ‘taking anything’. Our pastor suggested he started coming to services. Jesus loves you . . .

			Jesus had a funny way of showing it.

			My father was a judge, one of the youngest ever elected to the Californian bench, though he never seemed very young to me with his plodding walk and the way he squinted at the Olive Garden menu when he forgot to bring his reading glasses.

			Not that he needed them. He always ordered the same thing.

			Let me guess. Parmigiana for you, Judge?

			I used to think he was famous. Everyone seemed to know who he was. Used to have a ‘Hi, Judge’ for him when he came into their shops. Asked his opinion on everything from fishing to football, although he was interested in neither (but polite enough not to show it).

			Or maybe he was just smart. He needed folk to like him. Needed them to put a cross by his name each time fresh ballot papers came out.

			My sister and I didn’t see that side of it. We were just two girls proud of our dad.

			‘People really look up to him,’ Izzy said. ‘Imagine what that must feel like . . .’

			It all changed after Turtle Lake. The judge found himself judged, which was tough, not least because of how hard he was already judging himself. The town’s criticisms amplifying his own:

			How did I miss the signs?

			Where did it all go wrong?

			How could I have been so blind?

			I’ve spent my adult life asking the same questions, reading whatever I could lay my hands on about Turtle Lake.

			I must have listened to every podcast, scoured every Reddit thread. Studied all the books and police reports. Even watched that stupid movie that came out on cable a couple of years ago. Inside the Circle, it was called. The shout line: She thought they were her friends . . . Yet despite all my searching, I still don’t understand how it could have happened. How things could have gone so far.

			Gone so wrong.

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			We left California and moved to London at the end of ’03. Three months after the sentencing, three days after the capture of Saddam Hussein. The dictator’s dishevelled hair and scraggy beard were on all the front pages but all anyone in our town was talking about was Izzy.

			‘Fresh start will be good for us,’ my father said, sealing yet another box shut.

			BOOKS, he wrote on the side in black marker pen. Added: FINN in brackets.

			‘Not Finn,’ I whined. ‘You have to call me Kat now.’

			As if a new name would change what had happened. As if it would make everything okay.

			‘What’s that?’ he asked in an absent way, breaking off another piece of tape with his teeth.

			‘My name’s Kat. Not Finn anymore.’

			How many times had I told him?

			‘Sorry, yes,’ he mumbled. ‘Takes a bit of getting used to . . .’

			The idea of moving took some getting used to as well.

			The house was filled with cardboard boxes. Rooms stripped bare, back to their bones. A carcass when the birds have done picking at it.

			I was on the couch, sorting the contents of a drawer. The couch that had been in our living room my whole life. There was now a photo of it on eBay: L-­shaped sectional, 100% brown leather . . .

			‘Are you ready for me to do that one up?’ my father asked, coming over to inspect how far I’d got. (Not very far.)

			He pulled out a pink shell, grains of sand embedded in the whorls. Let out an exasperated sigh.

			‘I’m tired of saying the same thing, Finn. You need to be selective. We can’t take every little doodad.’

			‘Kat, not Finn!’

			I snatched the shell back, traced my finger along the spiral lines.

			‘It’s special.’

			‘So is everything, apparently. Put it in the “chuck” pile, please.’

			I don’t know why I didn’t tell him I’d found the shell at South Beach with my mother. He might have let me keep it if I had.

			She had died six years earlier. June 1997, a few short months after our housekeeper, Dita, moved in with us. A collision coming home from the supermarket. On the passenger seat beside her, a cooler bag containing the rum raisin Häagen-­Dazs I’d nagged her to get because we were all out and it was my favourite. The reason she’d gone out that day. The reason she hadn’t made it home.

			‘You can’t think like that, chick,’ Dita told me. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

			‘Whose fault was it, then?’

			She kissed the top of my head, said God must have needed another angel in heaven.

			‘He only chooses the best people.’

			I was mad at God for a long time. Why couldn’t he have picked someone else’s mom?

			I liked to hold the things that reminded me of her. A penny she’d given to me for luck. The perfectly round pebble we’d discovered together on a walk up in the hills. The pink shell my father was now demanding I leave behind.

			He could demand all he liked . . .

			I told him I was going to the bathroom and snuck into Dita’s room, planning to secrete the shell in one of her boxes. No way my father would go through our housekeeper’s things.

			‘Place would fall apart without Dita,’ he used to say.

			The year my mother died, my father was elected to the Superior Court bench. I’m not sure which of the two events was the real reason he started working longer hours. Shutting himself in his study more. Telling us silence was golden and he wasn’t to be disturbed.

			Dita was the boss, he said.

			‘Make sure you do what she tells you.’

			‘You pay her. Doesn’t that make you the boss?’

			He said that was a terrible way to talk about a person who loved me like her own. It occurred to me that he hadn’t answered my question, and also that it was probably wise not to say so. My father liked to encourage what he called ‘independent thinking’, but he also didn’t like backchat.

			A tricky tightrope.

			Plus, it was true. Dita did love Izzy and me. And we loved her right back. Even when she was lecturing us about our attitudes and the state of our hair or fingernails.

			You trying to start a garden under those? Go clean them before you get worms . . .

			I opened the door to her room now, a room that always smelled of cinnamon and vanilla. The smell of baking and of her.

			It took me a beat to realise what was wrong.

			We were moving to England in two days and yet there wasn’t a single box or suitcase in sight. Her hairbrushes and pots of face cream were still laid out on top of her dresser. The closet still full of her clothes. Her cardigans and smocks and the polka-­dot two-­piece she kept special for church. A size twenty and too tight on her.

			Dita’s clothes were always big and always tight.

			On the shelves, the collection of porcelain kittens that had belonged to her mother, whom she’d stayed in Green River to nurse before moving in with us, because ‘Family’s all you got. You do everything you can to take care of them, chick’.

			On the nightstand, one of her Barbara Cartland paperbacks with two people in Victorian costume kissing on the jacket. A box of Kleenex. A half-­empty box of See’s Candies. (I checked, helped myself to a Scotchmallow.)

			I looked around, chewing. Understanding slowly seeping in.

			‘Dita!’ I yelled. ‘Dita!’

			She came hurrying into the room, wiping floury hands on her apron. Put one of them to my forehead.

			‘What’s wrong? Are you feeling okay?’

			I pushed her off, made a sweeping gesture with my arm.

			‘All your stuff . . . None of it’s packed.’

			She exhaled, rubbed her lips together. Then in a soft voice –

			‘I’m not coming with you, chick.’

			I examined her face, searching for the joke. But her expression was serious.

			‘What are you talking about?’

			Dita had practically raised me after my mother passed. It was Dita who tucked me in at night and got me up for school in the morning. Dita who knew without me needing to say a word if something was wrong. Who always knew what to say to make it better.

			Of course, she was coming. We couldn’t move without her!

			I love you girls to heaven and back, she’d tell Izzy and me.

			I was three and a half when she arrived on our doorstep with her big carpetbag and Mary Poppins umbrella. It was the year Madeleine Albright became the first female secretary of state and The Lion King debuted on Broadway. An omen in that, my father would joke once we’d got to know her better. Nothing Miss Dita wouldn’t do for her cubs!

			My mother introduced us carefully, explained this was our new housekeeper and she was coming to live with us. To help look after us and take care of the place.

			‘Can you say “hello” nicely, Finn?’

			I stuck out my lip, told her, ‘I wouldn’t say it meanly.’

			Dita laughed a booming laugh that matched her big bouncy curls. A laugh from the belly with her head tipped back and all her teeth on display. I’d never seen such white teeth. Asked, ‘Are you a dentist?’

			She crouched down so we were level, took my hands in hers. Swung my arms open and closed.

			‘Afraid I like cookies too much to be a dentist,’ she said, chuckling, and straight away I knew we’d be friends.

			I loved her immediately. Loved her scent of snickerdoodles, which it turned out she was rather good at making, though peach cobbler was her real speciality.

			‘How old are you?’ I asked.

			She winked, tapped the side of her nose.

			‘Old enough not to share.’

			I never did find out her age, though she wasn’t exactly what she’d have called a ‘spring lamb’. Mrs Malaprop, my father nicknamed her. For a long time, I thought that was her actual last name.

			The idea she wasn’t coming with us to London was ridiculous. I must have misunderstood.

			‘You mean you’re getting a different flight?’

			Maybe she was staying back to close up the house? To tidy away the last bits? If so, perhaps she could help me out with that shell . . .

			She shook her head.

			‘No, honey. I’m not taking a different flight.’

			‘Then what? I don’t get it.’

			She breathed in deep, said my father would explain.

			‘But—’

			‘Talk to Daddy, chick . . .’

			‘Fine, I will,’ I replied as if it were a threat.

			I marched into the living room where my father was closing up another box.

			‘Dita says she’s not coming to London. You need to tell her she is.’

			He set down the tape, squeezed his temples.

			I took in the set of his shoulders, the downturn at the corners of his mouth.

			‘Daddy?’ I said, stomach tightening. Then, in a quieter tone – ‘What’s going on?’

			‘I can’t get her a visa,’ he said.

			‘What are you talking about? You got them for us.’

			‘It’s different. I’m sorry. I’ve tried everything, Finn.’

			I folded my arms, told him to try harder.

			You can achieve anything you want if you just put your mind to it, he used to tell my sister and me. One of his ‘life lessons’.

			Hard work is all it takes. A bit of elbow grease.

			Clearly, he wasn’t giving it his all. I said as much.

			He shook his head slowly from side to side, told me he was sorry.

			‘I’ve done everything I can, sweetheart.’

			But he wouldn’t look at me as he said it.

			I started to cry.

			‘She’s got to come. She’s family.’

			All we have left hung unspoken like so much else.

			At last, he met my eyes. Told me:

			‘I’m your family, Finn.’

			‘So is Dita,’ I shouted. ‘And I’ve told you. My name’s Kat!’

		

	
		
			NOW

			The woman at the end of the phone speaks again.

			‘Are you still there, Finn?’

			Finn . . .

			Down the line, her voice splinters. Shards sticking in my veins.

			How does she know who I am?

			How has she found me?

			How has she got my number?

			After we moved to England, my father finally stopped calling me Finn. He slipped now and then, but each time I put him straight and gradually he became used to my new name. Or maybe he just didn’t care anymore about who I used to be.

			I know I didn’t.

			I stopped caring about anything. Worked hard at it, realising not caring was the only way not to feel. And what wouldn’t I sacrifice to not feel? What wouldn’t I do?

			I craved numbness the same way girls my age craved adventure. If only I could block out what had happened.

			If only I could kid myself I’d had nothing to do with it. That it wasn’t my fault.

			At school we learned about the Buddhist Wheel of Life. The hungry ghosts with empty stomachs they can’t fill because their necks are too thin for food. My father and I were hungry ghosts, unable to connect with the world. Empty inside.

			‘I don’t know how to move past it,’ he admitted one time.

			‘Me neither,’ I told him.

			A rare moment of openness on both our parts. After Izzy, after the move to England, we both turned inwards. Clammed up.

			I kept my bedroom door shut, Coldplay’s ‘Fix You’ crying through the walls as I took my first experimental nips of vodka and painted my nails black.

			It was only at night, when the house was still, that I let the tears come. Silent tears leaking into my pillow.

			Words uttered like a mantra to keep me safe—

			‘My name is Kat. My name is Kat . . .’

			I whispered the words over and over until the sobs began to fade and I finally drifted off to sleep.

			My name is Kat . . .

			I’ve been saying it so long, I almost believe it. Yet the woman at the end of the phone knows it’s a lie.

			Knows my name isn’t Kat. It’s Finn Jackman.

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			I chose my new name on a whim. I was eating a KitKat, nibbling the chocolate off the fingers in a way my father said always put him in mind of a hamster.

			‘Your mother used to eat them the same way . . .’

			‘Sure you don’t want to give it some more thought?’ Dita asked as I filled in the name change form later on.

			I shook my head, told her no. Kat would do.

			All I wanted was to be someone else. I didn’t care who, so long as it wasn’t Finn Jackman anymore.

			It was a far cry from the first time I’d changed my name.

			My mother was a voracious reader. She called me and my sister after her favourite literary characters, though neither moniker stuck.

			Izzy was christened Elizabeth after Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. My father wasn’t sure about it, felt it was a bit formal for such a ‘little one’ and promptly shortened it to ‘Lizzie’, which in time got cut down to Izzy, and that one clung fast, no matter how much my mother kept up with her Elizabeth-­ing.

			She tried and failed again with me. I was never going to be an Anne, just as I’d never be persuaded out of my overalls or down from the trees. Would you get out of there? You’re a girl, not a gorilla . . .

			‘I hate the name Anne.’

			Hated Anne of Green Gables too. What a priss!

			‘Anne’s a lovely, sensible name. Everyone should be called Anne.’

			My father laughed.

			‘That’d work . . .’

			He rented The Adventures of Huck Finn from the Blockbuster over on El Camino Real.

			DVDs make such a difference. When you compare the picture quality to cassettes . . .

			We watched it together one rainy afternoon, the two of us curled up on the couch with Twizzlers and a big bowl of buttered popcorn.

			‘Huck’s brilliant,’ I said between mouthfuls.

			A kindred spirit as against ‘sivilizing’ as I was. No one ever managed to force that guy into fancy clothes or shouted at him for snapping up their cigarettes to stop them getting lung cancer.

			My mother came into the den as the credits were rolling. She perched on the arm of the couch and helped herself to a handful of corn. One piece at a time in her mouth like a baby bird.

			‘What have you two been watching?’

			My father told her. I told her I wanted to change my name. That Huck was my new hero and that’s what I wanted to be called from now on.

			‘I’m not calling you Huckleberry,’ she replied, face steely like the day she’d discovered what I’d done to her Marlboros.

			‘Finn, then.’

			And that was that.

		

	
		
			NOW

			‘Finn . . . ?’

			The woman on the end of the phone isn’t giving up.

			‘It’s Kat now,’ I say, immediately kicking myself. I haven’t got by all these years by spilling the beans on the first ‘hello’.

			‘I know who you are,’ she replies.

			The animal part of my brain is screaming, but when I respond, my voice is steady. A pitch higher than usual, maybe, but not so high as to draw attention to my creeping panic. I’ve been wearing a mask for twenty years, hiding who I am. I’ve got good at it.

			Good at deflecting too.

			‘Who are you?’

			I hear the click of a lighter. A deep draw.

			‘Elsa Stone. I’m working on a TV documentary about your sister’s case. An exposé.’

			‘What sort of exposé?’

			I inject a note of disdain into the last word. There have been a number of programme-­makers over the years claiming to have new details about what has become known as the ‘Turtle Lake Case’. So far, the only thing that’s ever been new is the person narrating.

			‘I’ve uncovered some information,’ Elsa Stone says. ‘Raises some questions . . .’

			‘Oh yeah? What sort of questions?’

			‘If we got the whole picture.’

			I scoff.

			‘Seems every day there’s some new conspiracy theory.’

			It’s true and yet, despite what I tell myself about not expecting anything, I live in hope that one of them will hit the mark. Because, although I have no intention of admitting it to Elsa Stone, I’ve spent the last twenty years wondering if there’s more to what happened at Turtle Lake than we’ve been led to believe.

			The confessions wrapped things up nicely for the District Attorney, but for me, the ribbon was loosely tied. Questions nag all this time later, questions I’ve never been quite able to resolve.

			Elsa Stone seems to read my mind, not a mean feat from five and a half thousand miles away. Or what must be the early hours in Cali.

			‘The DA got his scalps,’ she says. ‘But there are parts of the story that don’t make sense. Especially given what I’ve discovered.’

			‘And what have you discovered?’

			I try to sound dismissive. I never was much good at poker though. Elsa Stone, it seems, is rather better at it than me.

			She injects a teasing note – ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours . . .’

			I feign ignorance, keep my voice neutral despite my scudding heart.

			‘I was ten years old,’ I say. ‘I don’t know what you think I know.’

			‘I expect you know more than you think you do,’ she answers, echoing the way Lieutenant King implored the Turtle Lake party­goers to come forward as the days wore on with no results.

			We’re more interested in what you know than what you did . . .

			‘Don’t you want to know what really happened out there?’ Stone asks.

			More than anything, I think but don’t say.

			Again, she reads my mind. Asks:

			‘What if I could help you fill in the blanks?’

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			I can’t help thinking that what happened at Turtle Lake was in some way born out of our mother’s car accident back when my sister was in the second grade learning her multiplication tables – and I was still at home watching Sesame Street.

			If our mother had been around, would Izzy have become so shy? Such an introvert? Would she have struggled quite so hard to fit in? Wanted to, so much?

			Would she have been such an easy target for Ryder Grady? Or Plum and Lu, who were in many ways just as predatory. Plum in particular was a master manipulator. A skilled puppeteer.

			Grady’s pimp, I suspect. Bringing him girls so desperate to belong, they’d fall for his charm and false promises.

			Though perhaps that’s unfair. Grady was good-­looking and charismatic enough to lure his own girls, from what I’ve read since.

			I don’t know if our mother’s death paved the way to Turtle Lake, but I do know it exploded our world. Nothing could be counted on anymore, nothing taken for granted.

			‘I thought death was something that happened to other people,’ I told my father one night, as he sat by my bed stroking my hair while I fought sleep and the terrors that came with it.

			‘Everyone dies, sweetheart,’ he said, voice thick.

			‘Not like that.’

			He kissed the top of my head, lips resting there an extra second.

			‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Not like that.’

			In an instant, the friendly existence we’d known had become unsafe. Threats lurked in every crevice, monsters under the bed all too real.

			I bawled each time my father got in the car, started shaking whenever the doorbell rang.

			Was there a police officer on the stoop? What fresh horror were they waiting to relay?

			Who had died now?

			The way we found out about the car accident wasn’t dissimilar to the way we found out about Izzy. The police showing up at the door. The terrible pronouncement.

			The aftershock.

			The shock of our mother’s sudden death affected Izzy and me differently. For my part, I reacted with panic attacks and nightmares.

			My sister stopped talking.

			She became completely mute, although inside, she was screaming.

			A screaming that left no space for words, Dr Ableman, our family doctor, explained. When pain becomes too much to bear, we shut down.

			‘It’s the brain’s way of protecting itself.’

			The only time I heard Izzy speak was in her sleep as I tiptoed to the bathroom in the night. She was garrulous then, even if what she said was nonsense: Where’s my cape . . . Try harder . . . Stand back!

			I’d curl up on the floor beside her bed to listen. To remind myself of how her voice sounded. Of the way things used to be.

			I have a memory of her elementary school principal, Mrs Langley, phoning up my father to say she was worried about her.

			‘It’s not only that Izzy’s not speaking. I’m concerned she’s cutting herself off from the other kids, Judge. She sits by herself in the corner, refusing to join everyone else on the mat at circle time. At recess, she just kicks a pebble about. At lunchtime, she hardly eats.’

			There was a moment’s pause and then when my father didn’t fill it, Mrs Langley suggested that perhaps it might be worth taking her to a therapist.

			I was listening in on the phone in the living room. A habit I’d recently acquired in the fervent hope that any day now we were going to get a call telling us there had been a huge mistake and my mother hadn’t died after all.

			If that call came, I wanted to be the first to hear it.

			‘When traumas are left unprocessed, they metastasize,’ the principal told my father. ‘Talking is the only way to heal.’

			He made a scoffing sound.

			‘I think that’s what you call a Catch-­22, Mrs Langley.’

			I wasn’t sure what playing ball had to do with anything.

			Dr Ableman came to the house again. The man who gave us all our childhood illness vaccinations and lemon sherbets afterwards. What a brave girl. I told you it wouldn’t hurt!

			He took Izzy’s pulse. Flattened her tongue with a popsicle stick and looked down her throat. Checked her heart with a stethoscope that he rubbed on his jacket first to warm it up.

			‘Friction,’ he explained to my sister, who responded with a robot stare and steely silence.

			He said he was going to check her heart rate if that was okay with her.

			She said nothing to that either.

			‘Do you know what your heart’s for, Izzy?’

			I glanced at Dita. He knew she’s stopped talking, right?

			‘I know what your heart’s for,’ I said, wondering if the right answer would earn me a candy. ‘It’s where you keep your love.’

			Dr Ableman smiled at my father, said something about wasn’t that precious? But nothing about lemon sherbets.

			‘It’s been two months, Doc,’ he responded, throwing his hands up. ‘The child hasn’t said a word. Not one.’

			Ableman wound up his stethoscope. Put it away in his black leather bag that magically snapped shut without a single zip or clasp.

			‘There’s nothing wrong with her. She’s simply processing the trauma, Judge. She’ll speak when she’s ready.’

			‘Two months,’ my father repeated, exasperated. ‘It’s not right.’

			‘You can’t expect her to understand the permanence of death, to come to terms immediately with her mother’s loss. To be honest, Nathaniel, even I struggle to understand death sometimes.’

			My father rubbed his chin. The bristles made a sandpaper sound. It had been a while since he’d shaved.

			‘How long will it last? This . . . mutism.’

			He was a man who liked certainty, who dealt in facts.

			Dr Ableman shrugged. Moved his pudgy palms up and down like he was weighing the air.

			‘It’s hard to say. Every case is different.’

			‘What can I do, doctor?’ Dita asked. Doc-­tor. ‘I’d do anything for these girls. But nothing’s working. Bribes. Cuddles. Washington Beach. Nothing . . .’

			Washington Beach was a fair old ways away from our house, but Dita’s favourite place ever since my father had first introduced it to us all one Labor Day weekend.

			She’d take us to the pier. Look, girls! Do you see the seals? Treat us to ice cream sundaes at Moo Town, the parlour ‘your daddy’s folks used to take him when he was a kid . . .’

			She shook her head now. Tutted.

			‘Poor little worm.’

			Ableman’s bushy eyebrows shot up.

			‘Worm?’

			‘A term of endearment,’ my father explained.

			He didn’t explain ‘Mrs Malaprop’.

			‘Of course, it’s an endearment,’ Dita said, clearly horrified the doctor could possibly think anything different. ‘Izzy is my whole world. Both those girls are. Please, how to get my baby talking again?’

			Her grammar aways got screwy when she was anxious or stressed.

			The doctor picked up his leather bag that I’d been playing with, stole my nose.

			‘Give her time,’ he answered, and then he was gone.

			Weeks went by, maybe longer. Izzy kept her lips sealed shut, communicated only with nods and head shakes.

			‘She’ll come round,’ my father reassured Dita, his tone hopeful more than confident. ‘You heard what the doc said. Just needs time, that’s all.’

			‘Doctor’s barking at the wrong dog,’ Dita muttered. ‘That child don’t need time. She needs to speak. You remember what her principal told you? That Mrs Langley. You can’t heal without talking.’

			I wasn’t sure if Dita knew about the conversation with Mrs Langley because my father had told her, or because she’d been listening in on his phone call as I had.

			‘Dita’s like Santa Claus,’ my mother used to say. ‘She knows everything.

			‘So, you’d better behave yourselves . . .’

			‘Dr Ableman’s a professional,’ my father said now. ‘We need to trust him. He knows best.’

			She made the little harrumphing noise Izzy reckoned made her sound like the seals she took us to watch at the beach. Their cute little whiskery faces . . .

			When he’d left for court, she did things her way. And as usual, her way involved food.

			‘What you need is an incentive, chick. Am I right? Doctor knows best?’ Another harrumph. ‘Not better than Dita.’

			There followed a series of bribes.

			‘Say my name, chick. Just my name, that’s all, and you can have a Tootsie Roll.’

			Izzy sat under the table picking at her cuffs as if wondering how far she could stretch them. Whether they’d make her disappear.

			‘Or a piece of apple pie? You like apple pie, don’t you, baby?’

			‘I like apple pie,’ I said, pulling at Dita’s apron. ‘I’ll say your name . . .’

			Izzy tugged harder at her cuffs, couldn’t quite get them over her wrists.

			Dita swatted me away (Not now, chick . . .) crouched down to Izzy’s level.

			‘With ice cream. You want ice cream? Just my name, baby. Or yours. Can you say your name for me?’

			My sister looked up at Dita, like all she could hear was white noise.

			Then she went back to her sleeves.

		

	
		
			BEFORE

			It turned out there was one person Izzy was prepared to speak to, as I discovered on a rainy evening in early fall, three months exactly since our mother’s car accident. I know the date because every day I’d make a tally mark on the wall behind my headboard. My secret place.

			I’m not sure why I was keeping track of the time, only that it seemed important to mark the days between ‘Before’ and ‘After’.

			When we lost Izzy, I delineated time in the same way. Though I didn’t mark it off on my wall.

			Dita told me so long as my mother was in my heart, she’d always be with me. But already I felt she was slipping away. As the weeks passed, I found it harder to conjure the way she felt when I hugged her. The sound of her laugh. How she smelled.

			I’d open her closet sometimes, take out a sweater. Bury my nose in it trying to catch her scent. Though too often, all I caught was Yardley’s Lavender rather than the true tang of her.

			Dita found me crying once, my mother’s pink angora cardigan balled up in my lap.

			‘What’s wrong?’ she asked and I told her.

			‘Your mother smelled of sunshine,’ she said. ‘And toast and vanilla. Her smell is here. The smell of home. Breathe it in. You couldn’t lose it if you tried.’

			She pulled me on to her lap. Kissed my hair, rubbed my back in circles the way she did when I’d had a bad dream.

			Dita smelled of home, too.

			Gradually my tears dried up.

			Izzy didn’t cry after our mother died. But she did speak to her, even though she was unable to speak to us.

			Dita had sent me upstairs to tidy my room. Like a grenade’s hit it . . .

			Izzy’s bedroom was next to mine. Her door was open, rain pattering against the windowpane.

			From inside, the sound of someone talking.

			It took me a beat to realise that someone was Izzy.

			I peered in.

			Who was she speaking to? There was no one else there, just Izzy lying on her back, staring at the ceiling with her knees tented. Deep in one-­sided conversation with the air while she fiddled with her charm bracelet. A Christmas present from my mother. Our last Christmas together.

			She wore it all the time in those days, only taking it off at night. ‘You don’t want the chain catching and snapping while you’re asleep,’ Dita said.

			So, Izzy tucked it under her pillow, the same place she used to leave her teeth for the tooth fairy, until she decided fairies were babyish and not real and it was just Dita anyway.

			How can it be Dita? She doesn’t have wings . . .

			I watched now, holding my breath in case it gave me away and broke the spell.

			‘I miss you,’ Izzy was saying. ‘Why did you have to leave us?’

			There was a pause, a moment’s silence punctuated only by the tick of her elephant clock on the nightstand. Its trunk was the minute hand. Its tail marked the seconds.

			Dita said when I learned to tell time, I could get one too.

			‘I know you’re always with us but not everywhere, right?’ Izzy asked. ‘Not the bathroom, I mean . . .’

			There was another pause, then she said okay, good. Followed by: ‘Have you met God yet?’

			I couldn’t contain myself any longer. Not because of the excitement at hearing Izzy speaking again after months of silence, but rather because I’d figured out who she was speaking to.

			‘Where is she?’ I asked, bursting in.

			My head went this way and that searching.

			‘Mommy?’ I got down on the floor to look under the bed. Opened Izzy’s closet. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Don’t be a dum-­dum,’ Izzy said rolling her eyes. ‘You can’t see her.’

			‘Can you?’ I asked.

			She shook her head, told me of course not.

			‘But you can hear her?’

			Izzy just shrugged.

			My stomach fluttered. A whole flock of butterflies, or whatever the collective noun is, landing at once.

			‘What did she say? When is she coming back?’

			‘She’s not coming back, Finn. That’s what dying means.’

			‘But you’re talking to her?’

			She stroked her bracelet, said, ‘Yes.’

			The butterflies gave way to something heavier.

			‘Why is she talking to you and not me? Why can’t I hear her?’
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