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THE OFFICE OF 
DR. WARREN, PSYCHIATRIST


Dr. Warren sits in a gray folding chair, one ankle resting on the opposite knee. His suit is brown; his tie, red. His thin-rimmed glasses lie against his chest, on a chain. When I knock on the open door, he points to the vacant chair facing him, his gaze fixed on an old-school manila folder in his lap. His bald, liver-spotted head is as waxed and shiny as a freshly buffed sports car.


“Hello,” I say.


No response. After a brief hesitation, I squeak across the floors in my sneakers and sit.


Dr. Warren remains bent over his file.


The room is bare apart from the chairs, a potted plant, and a battered wooden coffee table. While I wait for him to acknowledge me, I observe a couple of sparrows pecking at the peeling paint on the windowsill outside.


“Excuse me,” I say, after several minutes, when Dr. Warren still hasn’t greeted me. The clock on the wall says five past the hour.


He looks up, faintly irritated. “Yes?”


“Are we . . .” I feel silly. “. . . going to start?”


He looks at the clock, then back at his paperwork. “Whenever you like.”


I haven’t seen a therapist before, but this feels a little unorthodox. Perhaps he is one of those therapists who uses unconventional means to bring about a particular result—like failing to provide a chair because he believes people get to the heart of things faster when they are uncomfortable?


That, or Dr. Warren is an asshole.


“So I just . . . talk?”


“Yes.”


“About what?”


He sighs. “It’s up to you. But I’d suggest that you might want to talk about what happened at Wild Meadows.”


It shouldn’t be jarring, hearing the name of my childhood home spoken in such a familiar way. These days everyone is familiar with Wild Meadows. The media love the juxtaposition of the whimsical country estate and the atrocities that happened therein. They also love anything to do with foster children. The headlines practically wrote themselves.




Wild Meadows or House of Horrors?


The Secrets Buried Beneath the Wild Meadows


What’s Lurking in the Wild Meadows





These headlines have put Wild Meadows on the map. Apparently people even drive up there to see it . . . or what’s left of it. But while it’s a headline or novelty to most, it’s my life. The place where I learned about loss, and shame . . . and hate.


“I can’t talk about Wild Meadows,” I say. “Not yet.”


Maybe not ever.


Dr. Warren leans back in his chair, clearly disappointed. I don’t like to disappoint people. And yet, if I just come out with it, he won’t understand. No one understands what it was like for me, growing up at Wild Meadows. The suffering that woman caused me. The only ones who understand are those who lived it.


“Well, we can just sit here if you’d prefer.”


He looks back at his file, which I now realize is folded to conceal a newspaper. It confirms something I’d suspected for most of my life: that no one cares.
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JESSICA


SIX MONTHS EARLIER . . .


Jessica!”


Jessica had nearly escaped through the magnificent double front doors of Debbie Montgomery-Squires’s home when she heard her name. Again.


She had just finished up a “room overhaul.” Three hours of painstakingly ordering her client’s bathroom cabinets into a Pinterestworthy vision of color-coded, labeled, and stackable containers. The result looked spectacular—all of Debbie’s friends said so. The fact that all of Debbie’s friends were present to say so was the reason Jessica was dangerously close to being late for her next client . . . even with the extra fifteen-minute contingency time she built into her schedule.


Her first instinct was to keep walking. Nothing—nothing!—vexed Jessica more than tardiness. Except perhaps messiness. And people who cut corners, or people who missed RSVP deadlines. Jessica always RSVP’d to invitations the moment they landed in her hand or inbox. Then she diarized the event, made a note in her Organization app to buy a gift, if necessary, and created a block of time in her calendar to ensure she had an appropriate outfit to wear. At least forty-eight hours before the event, she decided on appropriate transport and mapped out the approximate time it would take to get there (with fifteen minutes added for contingencies).


Jessica had agreed to today’s job only as a personal favor to Tina Valand, a beloved client, who’d purchased the voucher for Debbie as a birthday present and begged Jessica attend personally (rather than sending one of her excellent staff) because “Debbie is such a dear friend.”


These days, Jessica could afford to be choosy. Since her home-organization business had taken off a few years back, Jessica left the grunt work to her team of staff while she concentrated on positioning herself as Australia’s leading expert on home organization, appearing on The Morning Show and Better Homes and Gardens with handy tips for a more structured life.


When Debbie finally got around to booking her session with Jessica, she’d done it on the same day she hosted a post-Pilates coffee morning for her class. It wouldn’t have bothered Jessica had Debbie not seen fit to bring each woman into the bathroom one by one, announcing, “Jessica is my home-organization whiz” before inviting the guest to tell Jessica all about their own organizational struggles.


“You don’t mind, do you, Jessica?” she’d say.


“Of course not, Mrs. Montgomery-Squires,” she replied.


Jessica did mind, of course. Now, Jessica was running late for her next job.


“Jessica?” Debbie said again, jogging to catch her at the door.


Jessica sighed. Pasted on a smile. Turned around.


“This is awkward,” Debbie said, “but I’ve noticed some items missing from the bathroom. I feel awful even bringing it up . . .”


Debbie did not feel awful. Debbie could barely breathe through her delight. Behind her, in the living room, seven women in activewear sipped lattes and pretended not to listen. The eighth leaned forward in her chair and gawked unashamedly.


“I reorganized your bathroom cabinets,” Jessica said, trying for patience, “which means everything will be in a slightly different place. I left a cheat sheet showing you how to find—”


“I understand that,” she interrupted. “But I’ve looked carefully.”


Jessica wondered how carefully she could have looked in the four minutes that had passed since she left the bathroom. She also wondered if there was a way to go back in time to the moment she agreed to the do the job so she could slap herself in the face.


“May I ask what is missing?”


Debbie glanced back toward her Pilates friends, suddenly less assured. She lowered her voice and leaned a little closer. “A bottle of Valium.”


Jessica pulled herself up to her full five-foot-nothing height. She felt humiliated, as well as appalled for service people everywhere. “I can assure you, Mrs. Montgomery-Squires, I have not taken anything from your bathroom. But, if you are concerned, I’d be very happy for you to search my bag.”


She held out the bag, glancing away, over her shoulder as if she couldn’t bear to watch. For a shocking moment, Jessica thought Debbie might actually search it. But the other woman said, “That won’t be necessary.”


After a momentary stalemate, Jessica’s phone began to ring, saving them both from navigating an awkward exit. “Well,” she said, “if there’s nothing else, I do need to get to my next appointment.”


Jessica waited a moment. When Debbie didn’t speak she turned and strode away.


“Love Your Home Organizational Services,” she said as she slid into the leather seats of her new Audi. If the traffic lights were all miraculously green, there was a chance she could still make it on time. She started the car. “Jessica Lovat speaking.”


“Ms. Lovat? My name is . . .”


There was a pause as the phone synced with the car’s speakers. “Sorry,” Jessica said, pulling into the traffic. “I missed that. Who is calling?”


“My name is Detective Ashleigh Patel.”


No, Jessica wanted to scream. No, no, no.


There was only one reason detectives contacted her. Norah. But Jessica didn’t have time for it today. She’d already used up her fifteen-minute buffer!


“What can I do for you, Detective?” Jessica said.


Last time the police called, her sister had assaulted a minor. Upon investigation, Jessica discovered the “minor” was a fifteen-year-old boy whom she’d jabbed with a broomstick after catching him peering through her window while she was getting dressed one morning. Still, it wasn’t Norah’s first assault, and her motives weren’t always quite so reasonable. The court had imposed a community corrections order; if she reoffended in a twelve-month period, the sentence would be considerably harsher.


“It’s time to stop this pattern of behavior,” the judge said to Norah. “If I see you in this courtroom again, it will be to decide how long you’ll go to prison for.”


“Did you hear that, Norah,” Jessica had cried on the way home. “Next time you’re going to jail! In the real world, you can’t use violence to deal with your feelings.”


“How do you deal with your feelings in the real world?” Norah had asked.


“You bury them,” Jessica replied. “Good and deep.”


It was a philosophy Jessica had always lived by. But a couple of weeks ago, Jessica had stumbled across an article which claimed that burying toxic feelings could cause cancer. Immediately Jessica decided she must be riddled with cancer. After all, no one repressed more toxic emotions than she did. The idea of a physical manifestation of her suffering held a perverse sort of appeal. She found herself visualizing her insides, admiring the spoils.


“You,” she’d say to the tumor wrapped around her spleen, “were caused by that time I had to bail Norah out of jail for the four thousand five hundred and sixty-seventh time. And you,” she’d say to the masses in her ovaries, “you are the product of every time I had to worry about Alicia. And you,” she’d say to the tumors dotted across her pancreas like confetti, “are the product of my childhood.”


She’d almost been disappointed when her doctor gave her a clean bill of health All that repressed anger and nothing to show for it.


She’d been repressing anger about it ever since.


“I hope I’m not calling at a bad time,” the detective said. She sounded young and unthreatening and polite—which was something, Jessica supposed.


“I have a few minutes,” Jessica said. She put on her indicator to switch lanes. “What can I do for you?”


A learner driver pulled in front of Jessica, and she had to slam on the brakes to stop from hitting him. The mother waved in apology, and Jessica waved back, repressing her anger yet again.


“It’s a little sensitive, to be honest,” the detective said. “If you’re driving it might be an idea to pull over.”


“I’m not driving,” Jessica lied. She had seventeen minutes to get where she was going—with no allowance for contingencies. She could listen and drive.


“Good. I’m calling to ask for assistance with an investigation I’m working on.”


Jessica frowned. An investigation. Perhaps it would be like the time she was summoned for jury duty? A man was being tried for murder after strangling his wife in front of their three small children. Of course Jessica had been selected as a juror. A small, neat, thirty-something-year-old woman with honest brown eyes, scrupulous morals and tasteful nude flats—she’d been born for the role. Perhaps the judge had given this detective her name?


“What are you investigating?”


“I understand that you lived at Wild Meadows Farm back when it was a foster home in the 1990s?”


Jessica slammed on the brakes. A cacophony of horns sounded behind her.


Suddenly she understood why the detective had asked if she was driving.


“Are you all right?”


“Fine,” Jessica squeaked. She pulled over to the side of the road, feeling strangely distant from her body.


“As you may or may not have heard, Wild Meadows has recently been demolished to build a McDonald’s.”


Jessica had heard. Even though she was now living in inner-city Melbourne, a two-hour drive—and another world—away from the country town where she grew up, her meticulous level of organization in all aspects of her life meant she kept tabs on everything she needed to know—and quite a lot that she didn’t. She probably had a better idea of the goings-on in Port Agatha than most of the locals.


“Well,” the detective continued, “the excavators had to dig quite deep to make room for the parking lot, and . . . they uncovered something.”


Jessica thought she might vomit. She’d heard about these kinds of moments. One minute you’re living your life, caught up in the trite little everyday stresses, the next you’re blindsided by a full-blown crisis.


She started fossicking in her handbag.


“I’m afraid that what I have to tell you is quite upsetting,” the detective was saying. “There’s really no way to sugarcoat it . . .”


Jessica’s fingers wrapped around the bottle of pills she’d tucked into the secret side pocket of her bag. With two Valiums in her hand, she reached for her bottle of water. Thank goodness, she thought, for Mrs. Montgomery-Squires.


“What did you find?” she asked the detective.
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NORAH


At a secluded table in the back of a cheap Mexican restaurant opposite the train line, Norah was counting the number of ways her date had disappointed her. One: in his profile, Kevin professed to be “interesting,” yet he’d already mentioned his passion for Dungeons & Dragons twice. Two: he’d called himself “intelligent” but wore the gormless dull-witted smile of a simpleton (it was common knowledge that, on average, smiley people had a significantly lower IQ than the somber). Three (the most glaring of the disappointments so far): his profile picture resembled Harry Styles, yet the man who sat before her bore a striking resemblance to a weasel.


“So,” Kevin said, beaming like a fool, “I noticed that you were Norah with an h? What’s that all about?”


Norah stared at him. “I noticed you were Kevin without a h?” she said. “What’s that all about?”


“A h?” Kevin replied, perplexed. “In Kevin?”


She closed her eyes. Four: his self-professed “great sense of humor” appeared to be in the eye of the beholder.


Norah was starting to wonder if this was worth it. All she wanted was a few odd jobs done. Probably only a couple of hours’ work.


A few years ago, when she’d discovered she could get the majority of her household maintenance taken care of easily—and, of more importance, cheaply—by having dinner with a man and planting the faintest suggestion of sex in his mind, she’d thought herself a genius. Particularly since she rarely had to deliver on the sex. Even on the occasions when she did, it was worth it; growing up with a scarcity mentality, Norah was nothing if not parsimonious. And as Kevin had listed “handyman” as a quality in his online dating profile (something that would inevitably be the fifth disappointment), she’d thought this would be a fairly straightforward transaction. They’d wake up Saturday morning, he’d complete a few odd jobs, and be gone by lunchtime.


No such luck.


Norah’s therapist, Neil, was forever telling her she had a dysfunctional attitude toward sex.


“Actually,” she said, “the opposite is true. I have sex with a man, and he fixes my hot-water service. Or cleans out the gutters. Or pays a bill. Sex, quite literally, allows me to function.”


Neil was unmoved. “Sex isn’t supposed to be quid pro quo, Norah.”


“No?” She considered that. “Then what is it supposed to be?”


Neil hadn’t responded straightaway, which made Norah think she’d won. But it turned out he was just taking his time to answer, acting thoughtful when he was probably just taking advantage of the fact that he was getting paid by the hour.


“It’s an act of mutual pleasure,” he said finally.


“Exactly,” Norah said. “He gets pleasure from the sex, and I get pleasure from free help around the house.”


Neil had got exasperated then. “Norah, I suspect your skewed idea of sex and its power stems from your childhood. Do you want to talk about that a bit?”


“No.” Norah wanted to keep proving her point. She knew she could go several more rounds with Neil, each time reinforcing the fact that sex was, in fact, a transaction. Instead, Neil wanted to talk about her stupid childhood. It was a crying shame.


“Do you like kids?” Kevin asked her eagerly.


“No,” she said. “I like dogs.”


Specifically, she liked the big stupid ones, the ones that barked at the wind and got underfoot and bowled you over every time you walked in the door. Norah had three of this particular type of dog—a greyhound–Great Dane cross named Converse, a regular greyhound named Couch, and a mutt named Thong who almost certainly had some bullmastiff in him. They were all named for the first item they destroyed after coming to live with Norah.


Kevin beamed, revealing comically large front teeth. He resembled a marketplace caricature. “I have a Jack Russell called Harvey!”


For the love of God.


The worst part of dating, she’d told Neil at their last session—far worse than the sex if it happened—was the conversation. It was not only tedious but also pointless, given that if they were to become life partners eventually, then they would most likely spend the next thirty or forty years gazing at either the television or their phones in companionable silence. Why not practice some of that silence now, to get the feel of it? See if the silence felt right.


Norah signaled to the waiter, who was lurking nearby.


“Can I get you anything, ma’am?”


“A lobotomy,” Norah said. “And make it a double.”


The waiter smirked.


Outside the window a couple of dachshunds passed by with their owners. Norah waved at them. Kevin ordered a margarita.


“What is it you do for a living, Norah?” Kevin asked as the waiter shuffled off.


“I run my own business.”


“Really?” Kevin leaned forward to get a better look at her boobs. “What kind of business?”


“I complete online IQ and psychometric testing on behalf of idiots who are applying for jobs.”


Kevin’s puzzled face demonstrated that he would almost certainly need her services if the circumstances arose. She wondered if she should give him her business card. “Psychometric testing?” he repeated.


“Businesses these days are stupid enough to think that they’ll get better employees if they force them through a rigorous screening of ridiculous tests,” she explained. “Instead, they get the most inventive cheaters. Which, admittedly, often translates to success in the workplace . . .”


“So you complete the test for them?”


“Guaranteed pass or your money back,” she said in an American infomercial-type voice. She liked her infomercial voice, and often wondered if she should audition to use it professionally. “I usually get a few wrong so they don’t mistake the person for a genius. That would be irresponsible.”


“How does it work?” Kevin asked.


“It’s pretty easy. I use a VPN that places my IP address at the client’s location, then I log on at the same time as the candidate and complete the test while they sit there. They fill out all their own details and submit it from their own computer. For the privilege I charge them three hundred dollars a pop.”


“Three hundred bucks? You must be pretty good at those tests.”


“What’s shocking is how bad most people are at them. Makes me worry for the world, it really does.”


She’d been enjoying her monologue—Norah liked nothing more than talking about what idiots people were—but her mood dipped when she noticed Kevin staring at her. His eyes were all gooey.


“What?”


Kevin bared his teeth in a weaselly smile. “It’s just . . . you’re really pretty.”


Norah was aware that she was attractive. She wasn’t blind and, unlike Kevin, she wasn’t a half-wit. She was six feet tall—and most of it was her legs—with unblemished olive skin and tumbling brown hair, courtesy of her Lebanese mother. She also had bright blue eyes—unusual for her complexion. People went wild for her eyes, regularly stopping her on the street to comment—or at least trying to, but usually Norah forestalled them, saying, “Yes, I know I have amazing eyes, thanks for noticing.” Presumably she had her father to thank for her bright blue eyes but as she didn’t know who he was she hadn’t bothered.


It baffled Norah that her breasts weren’t given more attention. They were, objectively speaking, an exercise in perfect symmetry, scale, and shape. A few years back, when Neil asked her to think of one thing she was grateful for, she hadn’t hesitated. “The girls,” she said, glancing down. Neil had appeared confused, so she’d lifted her top. She’d had to endure a lengthy lecture on “appropriate behavior in therapy” after that.


Kevin was still smiling at her. “I just . . . I can’t believe I’m on a date with you.”


Norah had just come to the conclusion that no amount of help around the house was worth spending time with Kevin when her phone began to ring. The gods, it seemed, were smiling on her.


“Must take this,” she said, seizing the phone. “Hello?”


“Am I speaking to Norah Anderson?”


“Yes.” Norah pressed a finger into the ear not holding the phone to block out the ambient noise. “Who is this?”


“My name is Detective Ashleigh Patel.”


Norah frowned. The fact that Norah couldn’t recall any dealings with a Detective Patel didn’t mean anything necessarily. When you were in trouble with the cops as often as Norah was, the names and voices tended to blur.


“Sorry, Detective,” Norah shouted, “I’m in a restaurant and it’s a little hard to hear. I’m just going to step outside.”


She waved at Kevin, who nodded, and walked out of the restaurant, onto the busy street. “Okay, I’m outside. What’s this regarding?”


“It’s to do with an investigation I’m working on.”


“What investigation?” Norah kept walking away from the restaurant. She wasn’t planning to return. She doubted Kevin would be able to fix the fan in her bathroom anyway.


“I’m part of a team investigating a crime we think may have occurred around the time you were living at Wild Meadows foster home.”


Norah stopped walking so abruptly that a man crashed into her. She spun around and shoved him away, glaring as he called her a “psycho bitch.”


“Are you all right?” the detective asked.


Norah didn’t reply. She couldn’t. Her heart was pounding in her ears, like when she swam laps underwater. “Yes.”


“What I have to tell you is a little distressing,” the detective cautioned. “It might be helpful if you were with someone right now.”


“Norah!”


She glanced back over her shoulder. Kevin was striding toward her. Shit.


“I grew up in foster care,” she told the detective as she began to jog. “I’m comfortable with distressing. Shoot.”


Norah began to jog away.


“Hey!” Kevin called. “Wait up!”


“Are you sure you’re all right?” the policewoman asked.


“I’m fine.” Norah slowed, partly out of shock and partly because she was out of breath. She hadn’t run since the last time she’d been chased by police, and she was out of shape.


“Well, some excavation work has been done at your former foster home. And while they were down there, they uncovered—”


“Norah!” Kevin called again, closing in her.


For fuck’s sake.


She stopped short. It was all too much. Police. Wild Meadows. Kevin. Something had to give.


“Hold on a second,” Norah said to the detective. She lowered the phone a waited until Kevin was right behind her before she spun around, taking him down with a right hook. It was a solid punch. Strong and from the chest.


Kevin stared up at her from the pavement, his nose spurting blood. “Jesus! What did you do that for?”


“Are you there, Norah?” the police officer was saying.


Norah lifted the phone back to her ear. “Yes,” she said. “Sorry about that. Go ahead.”










3


ALICIA


Seven hours. That’s how much time had passed since Alicia collected two-and-a-half-year-old Theo from the police station and brought him to his new foster home. Seven hours since he scampered out of her grasp and disappeared under the dining room table. Seven hours since Alicia sat on the linoleum floor and promised him she would wait until he was ready to come out. Alicia always kept her promises to the kids. Which meant now she might have to die on this linoleum floor.


“Hey, buddy, I think Bluey might be on the TV,” Alicia tried, without much hope. “Should we go and see?”


Theo didn’t turn his little blond head from the wall. She had to admire his resolve. Since they’d arrived, he hadn’t spoken, he’d refused all food and drink, and, if smell was anything to go by, he’d soiled himself. Still, he wouldn’t budge.


Last night, he’d been taken to the police station by a neighbor who’d discovered him playing on the road at midnight, wearing nothing but a dirty nappy. Apparently his father had been too inebriated to realize he was gone. His mother had yet to be located and it wasn’t looking hopeful. Alicia had hoped that returning Theo to Trish’s, where he’d spent a few months earlier in the year, might provide Theo with some reassurance; but, if anything, his understanding of what was happening made things worse. His head remained down, his tiny, twiggy arms remained ramrod straight by his sides.


“Do you like chocolate?” she asked, as another foster kid, Aaron, sloped into the kitchen, and started rummaging in the cupboards, presumably for food. “I’ve got a Kit Kat here. Want some?”


Alicia broke off a chocolate finger and held it out to Theo under the table. To her delight, he scooted across the floor to inspect it.


“Ow!” she cried, as she felt the sharp milk teeth clamp down hard on her own fingers.


“You walked into that one,” Aaron said, sitting at the table now, devouring a bag of crisps.


His comment delighted Alicia no end. In her experience, when kids felt comfortable enough to dis you, in her experience, it meant you were doing something right. As for the bite, Alicia had suffered worse. The fact was it took a certain kind of person to choose a woefully paid, underappreciated career in which most of the people you dealt with wanted to cause you physical harm. Alicia didn’t blame the kids for disliking her—after all, in most instances she was the one who separated them from their parents. Of course they wanted to hit her, kick her, spit on her. It wore a lot of social workers down after a while, but for Alicia the opposite was true: knowing these kids had some fight left in them buoyed her. If there was one thing foster kids needed, it was fight.


Besides, Alicia had learned to accept being poorly treated a long time ago. It felt familiar, and in a way—even comforting. Like coming home.


“Oh yeah?” Alicia said to Aaron. “You think you can do better?”


“Five bucks says I can.”


“Make it ten.” Frankly Alicia would have paid a hundred, but Aaron held out his hand to shake on it, so Alicia did.


Alicia wasn’t Aaron’s caseworker, but she had a soft spot for him. At seventeen, Aaron had reached those precarious months before he aged out of foster care, and she always felt for those kids. The last time she’d seen Aaron she’d given him her card and told him to get in touch if he wanted some information about services and programs for kids aging out, or scholarships if he was interested in university. So far he hadn’t reached out, and she suspected her card was in the rubbish bin, but there was always room for hope.


“Watch and learn,” Aaron said, grabbing a fistful of his crisps and holding them under the table, palm up, like a kid feeding an animal at a petting zoo.


“Be careful,” Alicia said. “He’s got a sharp set of chompers.”


As Theo glanced toward Aaron’s outstretched hand, Alicia’s phone rang. Normally she wouldn’t answer the phone in this situation, but given that she likely wasn’t getting out of here anytime soon, she decided to make an exception.


“Ten bucks,” she said to Aaron. She stood up and accepted the call. “Hello?”


“Am I speaking to Alicia Connelly?”


“If you’re a debt collector, no,” Alicia said. “If I’ve won the lottery, yes.”


She glanced at Aaron, who rolled his eyes. Theo was looking at Aaron’s outstretched palm.


“Alicia, my name is Detective Ashleigh Patel,” the woman said. “Have you got a minute?”


Alicia glanced at her watch. Six P.M. Not the latest call she’d had for crisis care, but late enough that it would be a struggle to find a family who’d be ready to take in a child tonight. Usually, it was a case manager who called to give her the particulars of a child’s situation, but occasionally she did receive a call direct from the police. She got out her notebook and clicked her pen, waiting for the onslaught of grisly information—about the physical and emotional state of the child or children, their age or ages, and any previous history in the foster system.


“Sure. What have you got for me?”


A pause. “Actually, this is related to an investigation I’m working on. I’m hoping you might be able to help me.”


Alicia unclicked her pen. “What investigation?”


Theo started eating the crisps directly from Aaron’s hand, like a baby goat. Aaron made a grossed-out face, but he kept his hand there. He held his other hand out to Alicia, rubbing his index finger and thumb together. “Ten bucks,” he mouthed. Alicia reached into her pocket for her wallet.


“It’s in relation to a discovery made at Wild Meadows foster home in Port Agatha. I understand you grew up there?”


Alicia froze, her hand still in her pocket. “What?”


“I said it’s in relation to—”


“Yes, sorry. I heard.” She walked to the kitchen counter and leaned against it for support. “And yes . . . I . . . I spent a few years at Wild Meadows foster home when I was a kid.”


Alicia’s chest became tight. She had been waiting for this phone call for twenty-five years. Not looking forward to it . . . but waiting. It felt terrifying and exciting and important. Like the part of the movie when the truth starts to come out and the prisoner begins to believe they might have a shot at escaping death row.


“Well, as you may or may not be aware, Wild Meadows has recently been demolished. And while excavating, the construction workers uncovered . . .”


Aaron lowered another fistful of crisps under the table for Theo. Salt and crumbs were all over the boy’s face and the floor.


“. . . human remains. Bones, really. It looks like they’ve been there awhile. Possibly since the time that you were living there.”


Alicia began to shake. She may have been waiting for this call for years but that didn’t mean she was prepared for it. How could one prepare for something like this? Something that would, should, blow up her entire life?


“Are you there?” the detective asked.


“I’m here,” she said. But she wasn’t, not really. She was already back at Wild Meadows, reliving everything that had happened there twenty-five years ago with new, clear eyes.
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JESSICA


After the call from Detective Patel, Jessica canceled her afternoon appointment (citing food poisoning, and offering the client a free Garage Storage Intervention session valued at $599—a little excessive, perhaps, but warranted under the circumstances) and drove directly home. By the time she got there, her sisters were already waiting in her living room.


Jessica hadn’t told them to come; they just showed up. It wasn’t a surprise, they always gathered at Jessica’s house—perhaps because it was the most centrally located, but also because it was the nicest. Both Norah and Alicia lived happily in student-like accommodations, whereas Jessica lived in a beautifully renovated Edwardian home with three bedrooms, ceiling roses, two original fireplaces, and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked a sparkling aquatiled pool that she never swam in and, frankly, found it difficult even to look at. (Jessica hated pools. Every so often she considered filling it in.)


“Who do you think it is?” Alicia asked.


Norah frowned. “Who do I think who is?”


“The body, you goose.”


“Oh. Right. Don’t know.”


Jessica looked at her sisters, who were flopped across various pieces of her furniture. Jessica had no idea how they could flop under the circumstances. Jessica never flopped. Jessica stood. Usually while tidying or cleaning or filing paperwork. Doing. Even when she was home alone, she sat upright, her feet on the floor or maybe tucked neatly underneath her. A few years back, Norah told Jessica that she always needed a nap after spending time with her because her energy was so exhausting. Evidently it was true, because a few weeks ago Norah had actually taken a nap midvisit, which frankly was a little rich as the purpose of the visit was for Jessica to do Norah’s taxes (though, admittedly, Jessica preferred to work alone).


“Jess?” Alicia said, sitting up. Her hair was pulled up in a bun and her face was ringed with staticky ginger curls. “Who do you think it is?”


“How should I know?” Jessica snapped. “Wild Meadows is an old farmhouse. These bones might have been buried there for a hundred years for all we know. It could be anyone!”


“Okay,” Alicia said, hands up like she was soothing a skittish horse. “Calm down.”


Jessica laughed. Calm down? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt calm. Panic was her constant state of being, as familiar to her as breathing. She imagined that even as a newborn she’d awoken each day with her heart in her throat, asking, What will today be like? Will I forget something, or say the wrong thing? How can I make everyone happy? What if I can’t?


Despite her inner panic, a glance in the mirror above the mantel told her she looked utterly unflustered. Her muted makeup was flawless, her black hair was glossy and smooth, there wasn’t a hint of color in her cheeks. Her white shift dress looked as fresh as when she’d put it on that morning. Of course it did. Alicia once joked that Jessica’s linen shirts were too afraid to wrinkle. Quite right, Jessica had thought. They wouldn’t dare.


As Jessica dragged in a breath she was reminded of an episode of the Mel Robbins podcast that she’d listened to recently. It was about how to deal with panic. Apparently panic felt quite a lot like excitement, and if you told yourself you were excited you could trick your feelings. She decided to try it now.


I’m excited that bones were found buried under Wild Meadows. Woo-hoo.


Great. Now she was a psychopath.


“The detective wants us to go to Port Agatha,” Norah was saying. “Tomorrow.”


Her tone was neutral, almost indifferent, but there were little giveaways that she was unsettled. The repetitive bounce of her right leg. The thumbnail she’d chewed down to the quick.


“Tomorrow?” Jessica exclaimed. “We can’t just drop everything and go to Port Agatha.”


“It’s a police investigation, Jess,” Alicia said. “I don’t think we have a lot of choice. Besides, it’s Saturday tomorrow.”


“Of course we have a choice!” Jessica felt heat creeping up her neck. “We’re not under arrest. We don’t have to go there just because they asked us to.”


Alicia, as usual, remained calm. “I’m just saying we might want to consider it. After all, we haven’t done anything wrong. And if we refuse to go, how will it look?”


Jessica felt dangerously close to tears. This wasn’t how she’d planned to spend the evening. She hated changing her plans; hated surprises and calls out of the blue, even when it was good news. And there was nothing good about this. This was her worst nightmare.


“I just . . . I just don’t think I can go back there.”


A long moment of silence passed, broken only by the jangle of Phil’s keys in the door. From where she stood, Jessica heard him toss his keys, miss the bowl, and then chase after them as they skittered across the marble floor of the foyer.


“Hey, Phil,” Alicia and Norah said in unison when he appeared in the living room a moment later in his Victoria Golf Club polo shirt. Phil had worked as a greenskeeper at the club for the past ten years, and he’d likely continue to do it for the next twenty. Jessica found herself irritated by this lack of ambition, even as she envied his contentment. And if there was one thing Phil radiated, it was contentment.


“Hey.” He grinned. “I thought that was your car parked across the entire driveway, Norah.”


He said it cheerfully, and Norah confirmed that it was indeed her car, equally cheerfully. She did not suggest moving it, nor did Phil ask her to. He is so chill, everyone always said. His mates called him “Chill Phil.”


Now, for example, he looked so happy to see them all. And it was actual happiness, rather than the forced, polite kind. Jessica often tried to mimic his joyful demeanor, ever since a marriage counseling session a few years ago when he’d commented, “You just never seem happy to see me. I’d love it if you looked at me how you look at your sisters. If you cared about me the same way.”


She felt awful when he said that. Particularly as she usually was happy to see him. She enjoyed his lanky, lingering presence in the house, his thoughtful commentary about whatever he’d listened to on the radio on the way home. She enjoyed caring for him—cooking his favorite meals, booking golf or surfing weekends, only buying one hundred percent cotton sheets, because any other kind made him itch. But the relationship could never compete with what she had with her sisters. Nothing could. They might not have been related by blood, but their time together in foster care had made them closer than biology ever could.


“It’s a sister thing,” Jessica had once said, glancing at their female therapist for solidarity. “No one loves their husband as much as their sisters, am I right?”


The therapist clearly didn’t have any sisters, because she’d stabbed Jessica in the back. “I wouldn’t say ‘no one’—but it’s interesting that you would think so.”


They’d discontinued therapy shortly after that because Jessica was too busy helping Alicia move house and dealing with Norah’s anger-management problems to attend appointments.


“There’s lasagna in the oven,” Jessica said to Phil. “You go ahead—I’m not eating.”


“You didn’t need to cook for me,” he said.


They went through this dance every time: Phil pretending he knew how to cook, Jessica pretending she wouldn’t have an anxiety attack if Phil started messing about in her kitchen. Their kitchen.


“I’m happy to do it,” Jessica said. “But, Phil, would you mind giving us a minute? We’re dealing with some family stuff.”


“Cool,” he said, and wandered toward the kitchen without another word. Chill Phil.


“Thank you!” she called after him, smiling extra hard.


“We need to go to Port Agatha,” Alicia said when he was gone, her tone more decisive now. “If we leave in the morning, we’ll be there by lunchtime and you can be home by tomorrow night. It’s only a day. We can do this.”


“We’ll be together,” Norah added.


Jessica stared at her sisters. They’d gone mad.


“If we go to Port Agatha they’re going to pore over every detail of our childhood and analyze every moment we remember from Wild Meadows!” Jessica cried. “Have you forgotten what happened last time we did that?”


“They didn’t believe us,” Alicia admitted.


“They thought we were batshit crazy,” Norah added.


“Exactly. So you’ll forgive me if I don’t want to go running back there after one vague phone call.”


Jessica sat in an attempt to present an air of finality. As far as she was concerned, the matter was settled. There was no need to go to Port Agatha. The discovery of the bones was tragic, but nothing to do with them. They couldn’t shed any light on them, even if they wanted to.


“But what if we weren’t crazy?” Alicia said quietly.


Norah and Alicia were no longer flopped. They sat upright, spines straight, their eyes wide like the vulnerable little girls they’d once been.


“Alicia,” Jessica warned, but it was too late. Pandora’s box was open. Maybe it had been open from the moment the detective called.


“If we weren’t crazy,” Norah was saying, almost to herself, “it explains why human bones were found under Wild Meadows.”


This was exactly what Jessica was afraid of.
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JESSICA


BEFORE 


Jessica only had a handful of memories of life before she came to Wild Meadows. According to her social worker, she’d lived in a tiny studio apartment that was perched above the shop where her mother—a Chinese immigrant—worked as a seamstress. When Jessica sent her mind back to that time, she could unearth only a few small details—the smell of instant noodles cooking in the microwave; the sound of her mother’s slippers scuffing on the kitchen floor; the women standing on chairs while her mother hemmed their skirts and trousers. As for her father, she always associated him with the smell of cigarettes and the prickle of his stubble when he kissed her cheek, but she might easily have invented those things. There was no information about him in the social worker’s file for him.


She did distinctly remember the day her mother died. She’d been at day care. When the police officer came into the room, Jessica had thought it was going to be like the firefighter’s visit they’d had the week prior. But the police officer spoke only to the teacher, who immediately looked at Jessica.


They told Jessica her mother had been very sad, and then she died. Jessica didn’t know you could die from being sad. She remembered being very careful not to cry about her mother in case she died too. To distract herself from her pain, she focused on practical matters. Jessica didn’t have any aunts or uncles, and no one knew anything about her mother’s parents.


“Who will look after me?”


“Where will I live?”


“What will I do for money?”


Jessica hadn’t known about the foster system back then, of course. She pictured herself living out of a cardboard box on the street. She was already wondering if she’d be allowed to go back to her home to get some cushions and blankets when the social worker, Scott, told her “the good news.” He’d found a place for Jessica to go—wasn’t that lucky?


Jessica’s instinct was to agree. Yes. That was very lucky.


“She’s a single woman, who doesn’t have any children of her own. She lives on a country estate called Wild Meadows with horses and a swimming pool!”


Her social worker’s eyes popped, like Jessica had won a prize. Jessica remembered conjuring up a smile. She didn’t want to disappoint him. And she didn’t want to be sad, in case she died.


When she arrived at Wild Meadows later that day, Jessica smiled again—and not just because she didn’t want to disappoint Scott, the social worker. The house looked like something out of a storybook. A classic white weatherboard farmhouse with shutters and  a wide porch, overlooking the pastures and stables, complete with a huge swimming pool. Still, despite its grandeur, she felt a pang of longing for her mother and the cozy little apartment they had shared.


“I’m going to live here?” she said.


“Lucky, eh?” Scott said, using that word again. It prompted Jessica to reframe it in her mind. In the past, she’d thought being lucky was an unequivocally good thing. But there was another side to it, she realized. If you were lucky, it implied that your good fortune hadn’t been earned. You couldn’t question it, or take it for granted. You had to be grateful. Because what had been given to you could just as easily be taken away.


The woman standing on the porch looked like a fairy princess. She had wavy golden hair, blue eyes, and wore a white dress covered in tiny blue flowers. Her feet were bare and she smelled of flowers.


“Darling girl,” she said, squatting down. “My name is Miss Fairchild.”


To Jessica’s surprise, the woman wrapped her arms around her. It was the first time someone had hugged Jessica since her mother died. It brought tears to her eyes. When she pulled back, the woman saw her tears. “What’s the matter?”


“I miss my mummy.”


“I know, poppet,” Miss Fairchild said, kissing each of Jessica’s eyelids. Her voice was sweet as honey. “But I promise I’m going to make everything better.”


“You are?”


Jessica felt an agonizing burst of optimism. No one—not the day-care teacher, the police officer, or the social worker—had said that to her. Maybe this woman could make everything better? Maybe she could bring her mother back and make everything okay again?


Miss Fairchild beamed. “I’m going to make you forget all about your mummy,” she said. “Wait and see. Before long, you’ll forget she ever existed.”


Miss Fairchild blasted into Jessica’s world with everything a four-year-old girl needed. Love, security, devotion. Grand gestures, like allowing her to paint her room pink with purple stripes, and small gestures, like leaving tiny letters in envelopes from the tooth fairy. It was hard not to be swept up in it. Jessica didn’t try. After all, she was lucky.


She didn’t let Miss Fairchild out of her sight. If Miss Fairchild was raking the leaves, Jessica was too. If Miss Fairchild was running errands, or cleaning the house or going to the bathroom, Jessica was by her side. Miss Fairchild used to joke that the only time they were apart was when Jessica was sleeping, but even that wasn’t true, because most nights Jessica crept across the hall into Miss Fairchild’s room, climbed into her bed and snuggled up close to her.


Miss Fairchild didn’t seem to mind Jessica’s clinginess. If anything, she encouraged it. She even dressed them alike. “So we look like mother and daughter,” she explained, even though the dresses were the only similarity between them. Miss Fairchild’s hair was as golden and curly as Jessica’s was dark and pin-straight; her eyes were as blue as Jessica’s were brown.


“That child’s feet haven’t touched the ground since she arrived,” people around town said. Or, worse, “You baby her,” when Miss Fairchild pushed her along the main street in a stroller that she was too big for. Jessica always wanted to tell them to mind their own business. She loved that stroller, loved being held on Miss Fairchild’s hip or sitting in the antique high chair in the kitchen while Miss Fairchild fed her. It made her feel safe. But if Jessica worried that Miss Fairchild might change her behavior in response to people’s comments, she needn’t have. If anything, it made Miss Fairchild more determined.


“Darling girl,” she’d say, “I didn’t get to push you or hold you or feed you when you were a baby, so this is our time with each other, and no one is going to take it away from us.”


It was exactly what Jessica needed. She had only one thing to offer in exchange, and she gave it freely: her utter devotion.


“A party fit for a princess,” Miss Fairchild said.


It was Jessica’s fifth birthday and she was dressed in a pink tutu, with pink lipstick and a pink tiara. Miss Fairchild wore a pink sleeveless dress with a drop waist and a ruffled skirt that she’d made on her sewing machine. In the past few months, Jessica had become accustomed to feeling excited whenever she heard whirring in the kitchen.


The party was held in the garden. The porch was filled with pink balloons, the trestle tables were draped in pink tablecloths, and the napkins, the cake, the piñata and the goody bags were all pink. Pink was Miss Fairchild’s favorite color—which made it Jessica’s too.


Miss Fairchild had invited all the local kids, most of whom Jessica hadn’t met before. Several of them tried to play with her, but Jessica felt shy, preferring to stay wrapped in the folds of Miss Fairchild’s pink skirt instead. Jessica was grateful for the party, as she was grateful for everything Miss Fairchild did for her. But she preferred it when it was just the two of them, cleaning and organizing the house.


At the end of the afternoon, everyone lined up to thank Miss Fairchild for the lovely party.


“Anything for my darling girl,” Miss Fairchild told them.


That night, as they lay in bed, Jessica whispered to her, “I wish I was really your girl.”


She was unable to look at Miss Fairchild when she said it. As close as they were, and as much as Miss Fairchild doted on her, Jessica understood the tenuous nature of their relationship. Miss Fairchild wasn’t her mother. There was no permanent agreement. It troubled Jessica, and she knew it troubled Miss Fairchild.


“We could pretend,” Miss Fairchild said.


“Really?” Jessica whispered.


“Why not? You could call me Mummy. I like the sound of it, don’t you?”


Jessica really liked the sound of it.


“Say it now,” Miss Fairchild instructed.


“Mummy.” Jessica giggled.


“Sat it again!”


“Mummy!”


“Shout it!”


“Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!” Jessica screamed at the top of her lungs.


“Yes,” Miss Fairchild said with a nod. “I like it. It’s settled, my darling girl.”


Jessica’s heart was so full she thought it might burst.
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