
The Broken Ones.indd   3 31/10/2019   17:23



First published in Great Britain in 2020 by  
viper, part of Serpent’s Tail 
an imprint of profile Books Ltd  

29 Cloth Fair 
London ec1a 7jq 

www.serpentstail.com

Copyright © Lauren DeStefano, 2020

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2 

Typeset in palatino by MacGuru Ltd 
printed and bound in Great Britain by Cpi Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon cr0 4yy

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright  
reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced,  

stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any  
form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying,  

recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of  
both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

A Cip catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

iSBN 978 1 78816 406 1 
eiSBN 978 1 78283 642 1

The Broken Ones.indd   4 31/10/2019   17:23



1

1 

NOW

Murderers are human too. That’s the part people 
forget. Look at this photo of the Widow Thompson. 
She is a middle-aged woman with grey hair and a 
disoriented sort of smile. Her eyes are distant. She 
looks ashen and strange, but objectively human. 
She has teeth, cheekbones, clavicles that peek out 
from the collar of her olive-coloured dress.

Now you find out this woman is a murderer. 
Suddenly the eyes are not human. The smile is 
evil, depraved. The skin is not covering a skull 
and bones and muscle. Something has changed, 
and you tell yourself that you had already sus-
pected this. You’ll turn to the person next to you 
and say, ‘i knew it. i knew something was off.’

There is no bone, no piece of connective tissue 
or strand of DNA that separates a church mom 
from a woman who drowns all eight of her chil-
dren in a bathtub. And that’s what the woman in 
this photo has done. She started with the oldest, 
who was eleven. eleven is bigger than one or 
three or even nine. An eleven-year-old can weigh 
about ninety pounds and put up a good fight, 
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rake their nails across their mother’s face, rip the 
towel rack from the wall trying to climb out of the 
shallow porcelain grave. pieces of drywall and 
fractured tiles turned the water grey.

But the Widow Thompson was stronger. Not 
by much, but enough to get the job done. The 
other children were smaller, easier. The thirteen-
month-old was last. She took no effort at all. As 
her mother carried her past the bodies of her sib-
lings – all laid out in a silent row on the bedroom 
floor – she stared curiously, wondering why none 
of them looked up to pay her any attention.

Babies are easy to kill. That’s what the Widow 
Thompson said in her interview with police. She 
smiled and said that it was peaceful. Her older 
children hadn’t known that this was the right 
thing to do, but the baby had. She just slipped 
underwater and closed her eyes.

You only have a photo of the woman, though. 
You don’t have the forensics photo of the baby in 
the tub; you just have to take the woman’s word 
for it, and you’d be stupid to believe it happened 
like she said. But don’t kid yourself. The hands 
she used to do it were shaped just like yours.

CTrL + S, and the story was saved to Nell’s hard 
drive. The Widow Thompson would be her second 
true crime novel, the most controversial, and as of 
yet, the most lucrative.
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it was five minutes to midnight. She sat in the 
dark with the blue glow of the screen lighting up her 
face. The tea in her mug had gone cold. The cream 
was curdled and pungent, like metal in the air.

She opened an email to her agent, attached the 
file and hit send, meeting her deadline with four 
minutes to spare.

Sebastian slept in the bed beside her, turned away, 
the muscles of his back creating lines in his shirt.

‘Hey,’ Nell whispered, and leaned over to kiss his 
ear. The laptop slid and she grasped it before it slid 
off the bed.

Bas groaned and shifted.
‘i finished it,’ she said.
Bas turned to face her, and his eyes opened, 

heavy-lidded. ‘Just now?’
She closed the laptop with a resolute slam. ‘Just 

now.’
He coiled his arms around her and pulled her to 

his chest. ‘What’s it like in your head?’ He tucked 
her hair behind her shoulder. ‘All those fucked-up 
stories floating around all the time.’

‘They’re not my stories,’ she said. ‘i’m just report-
ing the facts.’

He buried his face in the curl of her neck. He 
smelled so good, like laundry fresh from the dryer. 
it was the consistency of his presence – his smell, his 
touch, even the soured breath from hours of sleep – 
that Nell loved the most. Consistency was a foreign 

The Broken Ones.indd   3 31/10/2019   17:23



4 5

country whose maps eluded her. Two years of sleep-
ing beside this man and she was still waiting for the 
morning she would wake up and find him gone.

it was a thought that left her fearful of the dark, 
as though he would disappear in the blackness 
between the city lights that dotted the windows. 
But every morning he was exactly where she’d left 
him, and the longer he stayed, the more their lives 
braided together. She could almost believe that he 
was permanent. This frightened her more than any-
thing the Widow Thompson had done.

Sebastian’s eyes were closed now. He tightened 
his hold on her, and her body rose and fell with the 
waves of his breathing. ‘How does it end?’ he asked.

‘The Widow Thompson’s mug shot,’ Nell said. 
‘That’s what made me want to take this story. it was 
just so – sad.’

‘Yeah. eight kids drowning in a tub because their 
mother is one Froot Loop away from a full bowl is 
pretty sad,’ Bas snorted.

‘i didn’t write a book about the kids,’ Nell said. ‘We 
already know their story. They were all over the news. 
Little Stacie in her ballet photos and Caleb getting 
baptised in his tuxedo with the sleeves that are too 
big for him.’ indeed, there had been a dozen two-
hour specials in the three years since the crime had 
occurred. The story had been interred in the endless 
tomb of the world’s tragedies, only to be ripped open 
anew by the Widow Thompson’s appeal case.
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Society had seen fit to let her rot in the New York 
state pen on death row, but a women’s rights group 
successfully won an appeal to have her transferred 
to a mental healthcare facility two months ago. it 
sparked outrage, and the news was plastered with 
the photos of her dead children, forever frozen in 
time. Blowing out birthday candles and holding up 
Fourth of July sparklers and – in a tragic bit of irony 
– splashing each other in the public pool.

But nobody talked about the Widow Thompson. 
Nobody talked about the husband who died when 
his tractor-trailer veered off the road after a forty-
eight-hour shift to provide for the children he’d 
insisted they conceive in bulk. Nobody talked about 
the postpartum depression the Widow Thompson 
had been displaying for a good five years before the 
crime, ever since the birth of her twins, Spencer and 
Lillian.

Someone had to, Nell thought.
For the first half of this writing endeavour, she 

wondered if she would be demonised for daring to 
see such a wicked woman as human. And for the 
second half, she’d ceased to give a fuck. The truth 
came out hard and fast and ugly.

‘You’re going to get a lot of letters,’ Sebastian 
said. ‘They won’t be like the ones you got for your 
last book.’

‘Mm,’ Nell agreed.
it had been five years since the true crime novel 
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that jettisoned her to literary acclaim. That hadn’t 
been the goal. She just wanted to tell the story, and 
it had taken her several years.

Nathan Stuart. Nine-year-old victim of the Syra-
cuse Strangler, a man with a clean record. He had 
been luring children to his ’64 Cadillac eldorado for 
a decade. The car was an antique, bright blue and 
in mint condition; it drew the eye. Children espe-
cially had only seen such a thing in pictures and 
often wanted to climb inside, as though it were a 
sort of time machine. Nathan Stuart was the first of 
his victims to ever be found – half of him, at least. 
His legs were never recovered, though the Strangler 
confessed to throwing them in a landfill outside of 
rochester in exchange for a plea deal.

While every journalist in the city covered the 
story, Nell had been the only one to drive to roches-
ter to meet with the Stuarts. They were in no mood 
to speak to reporters, but Nell was a baby-faced 
college junior with a splash of blonde freckles across 
her nose and a small, unassuming sort of presence. 
The heaviness of her leather jacket nearly swallowed 
her up, and her pinstripe leggings made wrinkles 
where her ankles were too bony to fill them.

Later, Mrs Stuart would say it was the freckles 
that won her over. She showed Nell the photos of 
Nathan’s freckled smile, plucking the four school 
portraits from the mantel and laying them one at a 
time in Nell’s hands. Nathan at six. Nathan at seven. 
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Nathan at eight, holding a baseball bat and missing 
a front tooth. Nathan at nine, in the photo that made 
the news all summer long. Nell handled each with 
care, as though she were holding what had been 
found of the child’s bones.

The interview with Nathan Stuart’s mother and 
sister was a thousand words long and posted on her 
university’s bimonthly page in the town gazette. 
There it sat stagnant for a month, until a liter-
ary agent called the university to find out how to 
contact this Nell Way, who had somehow managed 
to capture an entire lifetime in a thousand words. 
He had never read such a compassionate account of 
something so brutal. ‘You have a gift, Ms Way,’ he’d 
told her. ‘You’re not like those vultures who show 
up looking for a fast story and a faster dollar. You 
bring victims back to life. You make them human 
again.’

For three years, and under her agent’s guidance, 
Nell turned the Stuarts into a humanising true 
crime novel with a finesse every reporter on the 
case would come to envy. And at twenty-nine years 
old, Nell had at last completed her second opus, 
this time favouring the perspective of the villain. 
Her agent had been so enamoured with the Widow 
Thompson project that it had already found a home 
with a publisher who’d agreed a contract for seven 
figures.

The number still didn’t register to Nell, though 
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Sebastian had hoisted her up and spun her around 
the living room when she told him. Her agent said 
she’d realise just how much money she’d made the 
moment she hit send.

But as Nell lay awake, Sebastian dozing beside 
her, she was thinking of Marina Thompson, tucked 
away in a dreary room, fated to a life of pills and 
construction paper hand turkeys. How silent it all 
must have been, to have grown used to a house 
filled with children, and to now be in a place where 
no child would ever visit her again, except in her 
nightmares.
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2 

NOW

Morning light hit the tea in the crystal mug on the 
nightstand.

For a moment Nell thought that she could collect 
the morning itself in that little mug, the way she’d 
caught grasshoppers in her hands when she was 
young. She could keep this warm feeling in her 
stomach, keep the reflection of Sebastian sleeping 
in the tangled white sheets, skin flushed.

She would like to take little sips of this morning 
throughout the rest of her life and remember this 
feeling, because she knew too well that it wouldn’t 
last, that everything good in the world must even-
tually be traded for something sour. That was the 
bargain.

The alarm buzzed. Seven fifteen. Bas’s arm fell 
heavy over her hip and he moaned into her neck. 
‘Aren’t we too rich to work yet?’

Her fingers moved across his hair. ‘is that why 
you’ve been sleeping with me?’

His teeth grazed her earlobe. ‘There are other 
reasons.’

She pretended this didn’t cause her blood to rush 
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from her feet to her chest. it was a sort of game she 
played, hiding how much she loved him, what he 
did to her.

‘Get up.’ She slapped his thigh. ‘Linds is going to 
be here soon to drive with me to King’s.’

royal King’s State penitentiary was a two-hour 
straight shot up industrial Highway 95, and a trip 
Nell and her sister had taken every Christmas since 
Nell was born on the floor in the women’s housing 
unit. The labour had been too quick and the prison 
guards too impassive to get Bonnie to a hospital. 
Who could blame them? She had faked labour 
nearly a dozen times for an ambulance joyride. The 
boy who cried wolf, and all that.

Bonnie had been eight months pregnant when she 
shot her husband with a hunting rifle as he napped 
in his recliner. During trial, sympathy generated by 
Bonnie’s pregnant belly was what saved her from 
death row, her state attorney maintained. it also 
helped that her husband survived the attempt on his 
life. He’d come to court hissing mad and demanding 
that she fry for it. You can’t be charged with murder 
if your victim is present to testify against you.

Nell was born two weeks after the sentencing, 
hitting her head on the concrete floor of the cell. The 
blood and fluids broke her fall. Bonnie had been 
crouched there for hours, screaming as her cellmate 
quoted scriptures and sang ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ 
because it was the only religious song whose words 
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she knew by heart. ‘Fucking simpleton,’ Bonnie said 
in her later retelling of this story. ‘Good pipes though.’

Shortly after her birth, Nell was dumped into the 
arms of her four-year-old sister, and Lindsay had 
never entirely let go of her since. it wasn’t enough 
that their mother was serving 25-to-life and their 
father hadn’t been sober since his teens; the sisters 
also had the misfortune of having nothing but 
headstones for grandparents. Two died young of 
cirrhosis, Grandpa Jake died in a house fire in ’83, 
and Grandma isabelle killed herself in ’82. From the 
start, Nell and Lindsay had only each other. This fact 
nettled at them with every argument, every scream-
ing match where one came away with a fistful of 
the other’s hair. every slammed door, every peal 
of rubber tires when one sped off in a fury. Fuck 
you. I hate you. You’re the worst. Go die in a well. And 
then always, always, a contrite creaking open of the 
door, and: I love you, you asshole.

Foster homes changed like painted settings in a 
school play, each one as flimsy as the one before, 
but Lindsay was all four points in the weathervane 
of Nell’s childhood.

‘You with me?’ Bas slid his hand down the slope 
of her waist, across her stomach, between her legs. 
Nell rewarded him with a shuddered breath, and 
she could feel his triumphant grin against her jaw.

it was a morning that she wanted to keep forever, 
but she knew that she couldn’t, and with her next 

The Broken Ones.indd   11 31/10/2019   17:23



12 13

breath she was pushing him away. ‘Up,’ she ordered 
again. ‘Are you showering first?’

‘Sure,’ Bas said, not turning to look at her as he 
made his way across the room. He paused to stretch, 
his rippled arms silhouetted against the windows. 
Nell forced herself to look away. She pressed her 
palms against her stomach and stared at the ceiling 
instead. She liked to linger in bed after Bas had left 
her side. She liked the feeling of being deprived of 
him, the way her blood moved about under her skin 
in search of his fingers.

She heard the rush of water in the shower, and at 
last she forced herself to get up and contend with 
the dirty dishes. it was an open-concept penthouse 
apartment, perfect for parties if one liked having 
people in one’s home, which Nell didn’t. The view 
alone was worth the rent. She had been here for two 
years, and she could afford better, but she wasn’t 
sure that she wanted to move, though Bas often left 
the newspaper open to real estate in the suburbs.

The bathroom was the only room without a view, 
but like the rest of the apartment, it had fourteen-
feet ceilings, exposed pipes making up a map of 
brass and steel. everything was sweating with con-
densation, and the room smelled like Sebastian, his 
firm presence and flowery sweet cologne. This was 
why Nell always showered second, wrapped up in 
the warmth he didn’t know he left behind.

As she was wringing out her hair over the sink, 
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she heard the doorbell. ‘Lindsay must have forgot-
ten her key,’ she called, her own voice breaking the 
spell she’d fallen under.

‘On my way out anyway.’ Bas poked his head 
into the bathroom, his grey-brown eyes sincere. ‘i 
hope the interview goes well.’

She put her wet hands on his shoulders and 
kissed him. She straightened the collar of his shirt 
as he said it again: ‘i really hope it goes well.’

‘Do i look nervous?’
‘You look cool as ever,’ he said. The doorbell rang 

again, and he turned to leave. ‘Love you,’ he said. Nell 
gave a gentle, firm kick to his backside as he went. it 
left a dark wet imprint on the ass of his grey twill pants.

it was more than an ‘i love you.’ it was better.
Lindsay entered the apartment like a shark in its 

own current. Focused, ready. She was holding three 
glasses by the rim in one hand and a pile of dis-
carded laundry in the other arm when Nell came 
out of the bathroom.

‘Such a slob,’ Lindsay said.
For sisters, they didn’t look alike. Where Nell was 

short, plain and easy to lose in a crowd, Lindsay 
was petite with a commanding presence. She had 
sharp eyes and gold hair; today it was drawn into a 
bun, gleaming under a gallon of hairspray. Her lips 
were painted bright pink, her eyelids shimmering 
with hints of silver. it was a deliberate sort of beauty, 
meant to prove a point. Nell didn’t comment on it; 
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when it came to Lindsay and Bonnie’s tense reun-
ions, she preferred not to get between them.

Silver, the colour of knives. Lindsay was the sort 
of woman who made you wonder what she might 
have been like if she weren’t so clearly broken by 
the events of her life. Her heels made a hard slap-
ping sound as she paced to the kitchen sink. ‘What 
are you going to do with your hair?’

Nell picked up a chunk of her damp brown hair 
and then let it fall to her shoulder again. Lindsay 
had been pestering her for months to get highlights. 
‘i thought i’d leave it like this. it’s eccentric. They 
always expect me to be eccentric.’

‘Honestly,’ Lindsay said, tossing the dirty laundry 
into the hamper, ‘your life would fall apart without 
me. it would fall to utter shit.’

‘i will forever and hereafter do everything you 
say,’ Nell said, being mostly sincere. it had been 
Lindsay’s idea, after all, to interview the Widow 
Thompson and write her story, and the endeavour 
had paid handsomely.

But Lindsay was wary of today’s interview 
with easter Hamblin. it was evident by her flaw-
less makeup and new outfit – denim leggings and 
a white cowl neck whose buttons were the size of 
fists – that she was only coming along for the unsea-
sonable visit with Bonnie. Lindsay’s love for their 
mother was all hostility and aggression, with only a 
perfume spritz of desperation.
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it was no accident that Nell had dressed down for 
the occasion. She wore jeans and a grey sweatshirt. 
She did this so that her sister could feel secure in her 
role as the beautiful one. Today especially, Lindsay 
would need the power this implied.

Lindsay was out of breath as she stood upright, 
gave the blankets a final smoothing over. ‘ready?’



They took Nell’s car, a decade-old Buick with 
scratched blue paint, parked sombrely behind 
Lindsay’s red Obsession coupe. it had already 
been established that Lindsay’s tires would never 
touch the asphalt of the prison parking lot. Nell 
didn’t mind making the drive; fixating on the road 
took her mind off of the anxiety that was starting to 
mount now that she’d turned in the manuscript that 
had haunted her for two years. There was some-
thing terrifying about the months between the send 
button and the box of hardbacks that would arrive 
in the mail the week before publication.

‘Hey,’ Lindsay said, buckling her seatbelt. ‘Did 
you send it off?’

Nell put the car in drive. ‘Yep.’
‘So that’s it,’ Lindsay said. ‘You’re a 

millionaire?’
‘Two thirds of a millionaire, after Jasper’s fee and 

taxes.’
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‘You smug little shit,’ Lindsay said. ‘Just let me be 
proud of you.’

Nell smirked at the road ahead. Lindsay’s pride 
meant even more to her than Sebastian’s love, but 
she wouldn’t let her have the satisfaction.

They turned onto the highway and Lindsay 
cranked the radio to a volume that was wholly 
inappropriate for such an early hour. if Nell had 
her way, she would be sleeping for at least another 
three hours, as per usual. But Lindsay was a relent-
less morning person, and she had no qualms being 
obnoxious about it.

Besides, if Nell was going to interview easter 
Hamblin, now was the time. royal King’s had a 
problem with overcrowding and new convicts were 
often transferred further upstate. Better a two-hour 
drive than a seven-hour trip one way.

This was easter Hamblin’s story: She murdered 
her twin sister and assumed her identity for a 
year. The twins were born in russia, conjoined at 
the hip and forearm. Unable to pay for their sepa-
ration surgery, their parents eventually forfeited 
them to some charity organisation that flew them 
out to America. They were promptly adopted and a 
doctor was able to separate them, leaving each sister 
with mirrored scars and a body of her own. To go 
with their new identities, the twins chose American 
names for themselves.

The twins never spoke about their lives in russia. 
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Not a single mention of their biological parents, 
despite having lived with them for the first ten years 
of their lives. in the months leading up to the trial, 
several child psychologists had come out to give 
interviews to the press, speculating that the twins had 
been abused. Attachment disorders. post-traumatic 
stress. Things that would slip through the cracks in 
the adoption system that brought the twins stateside.

But a physical separation could not undo the 
effect of their years spent sharing an identity. 
Autumn flourished while easter shrank into herself 
and became increasingly reclusive. At twelve, she 
was accused of setting a litter of pit bull puppies on 
fire. She denied this and the murder of many other 
small things found in the twins’ wake.

By their twenties, the sisters lived in a shared 
apartment, having never been apart. Because easter 
had been famously agoraphobic, their neighbours 
thought nothing of only seeing one twin at a time.

it was a year before easter was found out. She’d 
taken great lengths to hide her identity, always 
wearing long sleeves to conceal her scar, which was 
on the opposite arm to Autumn’s.

even after Autumn’s skeleton had been found, 
picked clean by woodland creatures, easter tried to 
maintain her sister’s identity.

Two years ago, it was the most talked about case 
in the country.

Nell had followed the case with the sort of 
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romantic obsession of a girl in love. She held her 
breath when television shows were interrupted 
with newsbreaks; when she retrieved the morning 
paper, her heart was in her mouth.

But she hadn’t written about it. She hadn’t 
planned to. She was waist-high in mothers who had 
drowned their children and spurned lovers who 
poured arsenic into their partner’s tea.

‘Bonnie’s block doesn’t have visitation until 
three,’ Lindsay said. ‘So i’m coming with you.’

Lindsay pitched this as a coincidence, but Nell 
knew better. Lindsay considered herself to be Nell’s 
unofficial manager, not just of her career, but of her 
life. When things started getting serious with Sebas-
tian, Lindsay happened to be in the city rather often. 
She had to stop by Nell’s apartment to pee, or to 
borrow a coat.

So Nell had been expecting her sister to be present 
for the potential dawning of her next big thing.

‘i haven’t decided if i’m going to take her on yet,’ 
Nell said. ‘She reached out to me with an outlandish 
story that her murdered sister is secretly still alive. it 
was oddly lucid – not the rambling delusion you’d 
expect from a story like that.’

‘She sounds nuts,’ Lindsay said. ‘imagine if i 
murdered you and just walked around living your 
life for a year until someone figured it out.’

‘it would mean you have to write the book,’ Nell 
said. ‘Sounds like i’d get the better deal.’
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The parking lot of royal King’s State penitentiary 
was predictably crowded. The prison itself was 
sanctioned as a city by the state of New York, with 
its own zip code and grid of streets that all led to the 
same destination: the sprawling granite building 
surrounded by guard towers that resembled grim 
castle spires, and barbed wire fencing.

The streets beyond the parking lot were jammed 
with parked cars – spouses and heartsick mothers 
coming from out of state to visit their loved ones. 
Nell and Lindsay used to be among those sleeping 
in their cars overnight before they’d moved to New 
York. it was murder on the spine, but worse was 
being turned away when they found out Bonnie 
had violated a rule and been denied visitation. That 
meant another night in the car, hoping they could 
get in the following day.

For Nell, growing up with a parent in prison was 
like having a piece of herself always in a cage. The 
smell of the place soured her for days after, and she 
thought about all those women who were trapped, 
making little animal sculptures out of toilet paper 
and water, fashioning eyeliner from the grease 
under the windows so they could look like they had 
when they were free.

Nell and Lindsay were shuttled from one foster 
home to the next throughout their childhood, and 
every time Nell stuffed her clothes into her back-
pack and climbed into the social worker’s car, she 
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wondered if she’d be sent to prison too. it seemed 
inevitable, like there were only a finite number 
of homes in the world and eventually she’d burn 
through them.

That sick feeling of dread was with her even now 
as she pulled into a parking space.

if Lindsay felt any discomfort, she didn’t let on. 
She pulled down the visor and pursed her lips at 
her reflection, making sure her lipstick was even.

They were an hour early, but it would take that 
long to get to the front of the line anyway. in addi-
tion to being the most crowded prison in the state 
of New York, royal King’s also housed some of the 
most famous prisoners in the tri-state area. They 
seldom stayed permanently; they were usually 
shuttled elsewhere. But there were always visitors 
for famous felons: journalists, writers, beautiful 
women whose fathers hadn’t loved them. And in 
the women’s section of the prison, thousands upon 
thousands of love-struck men who were lured in by 
the siren song of these dangerous women. Women 
who looked like their mothers, or a girl they used 
to lust after in middle school. Women who looked 
lonely and small, or powerful and dominating.

Nell had seen every type. She had interviewed 
dozens of convicts searching for her next story. 
Sebastian was the one who had set up a pO box for 
her after the letters started coming in. Attorneys 
looking for writers to humanise their clients before 
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an appeals case, parents swearing their child was 
wrongfully accused, inmates themselves looking for 
commissary money. Most lost interest in being inter-
viewed when Nell told them they wouldn’t be paid.

easter, being a convicted felon, would be entitled 
to no percentage of the advance if the manuscript 
sold. That was some cold irony, Nell thought. Her 
punishment for her crime was that she could never 
profit from her story, but without her crime she 
would have no story to tell. Nobody was going to 
buy a book about a well-mannered twin who lived 
a quiet little life arranging flowers.

Lindsay draped her arm around Nell’s shoul-
der, hanging on her like a sleepy toddler, her hyper 
morning verve suddenly gone. She hadn’t made 
Nell stop anywhere for coffee, and it was starting 
to show. She stayed like that until they were called.

visiting a convict is a dehumanising experience. 
pat-downs, metal detectors, the deadpan CO drawl-
ing out the same rules about not bringing gifts or 
engaging in physical contact. The physical contact 
rule wasn’t relevant anyway. easter was a high-
profile case being housed in solitary for her own 
protection. This meant all her visits were partitioned 
off by a sheet of bulletproof glass and a phone.

Nell waited on the ruptured vinyl bench whose 
stuffing was billowing out like a polluted cloud. 
Lindsay made room for herself on the edge of it. The 
sisters never needed much space for themselves; 
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that came from a lifetime of sharing bunk beds and 
dining chairs, being crammed together in minivans 
packed with foster siblings like clowns in a vW.

easter Hamblin was brought to her side of the 
glass, shuffling with the hobbled gait of an inmate 
in chains. She was forty years old, and her features 
couldn’t seem to agree on how her face was sup-
posed to look. Her skin was leathery, aged, and her 
lips were pale and thin. But her eyes were large, 
bright green, with long lashes that would have 
made sense on a younger and prettier face. Her hair 
was limp and brown, dulled by the neon lights, but 
it still held the hint of curls.

She’s a set of twins in one body, Nell thought.
easter sat and considered Nell and Lindsay. They 

looked nothing like twins, surely, but Nell realised 
now that she and her sister were sitting the way 
that easter and Autumn had when they were con-
joined. She shifted, but there was little room for her 
to change this.

easter picked up the phone, and Nell held her 
receiver between herself and Lindsay so they could 
both hear.

‘That your manager?’ easter asked. She had a 
thick russian accent, not at all smoothed over by 
her decades in America.

‘Sister,’ Nell said. ‘She’s just here to observe.’
easter laughed. it was the humourless, exagger-

ated bark Nell had heard from Bonnie. Maybe there 
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was something about this place that changed the 
sound of laughter.

‘Observe,’ easter echoed, taunting. ‘Like a watch-
dog looking for a thief to bite, she observes.’ easter 
bared her teeth, animating her imagery.

Lindsay said nothing. if easter meant to unnerve 
her, it would take more than that. Besides, it was 
true. Nell’s presence made Lindsay fierce. A social 
worker had tried once – only once – to separate 
the sisters when the group home got too crowded. 
Lindsay, who was eight, went rabid. She lunged 
into the driver’s seat and bit his neck. His cries were 
drowned out by her screaming. A merciless, shrill 
sound that Nell wouldn’t hear again for another 
decade.

‘Me and Autumn came to America when we were 
ten,’ easter said, not missing a beat. Like most of 
Nell’s interviewees, she had a mind for details. ‘My 
brother Oleg visited sometimes. Kept in touch.’ 
She waved her hand as though swatting at a mos-
quito. ‘Our American mother had the email then 
Facebook.’

Nell wove the pen between her fingers but didn’t 
take notes. She rarely did. She had a strong memory 
for details, but the ideas needed to be written down 
immediately. Those disappeared forever if they 
weren’t captured.

‘What did Autumn think of Oleg?’ Nell said. ‘Did 
she get along with him?’
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She had only met the brother once, a brief chat 
over coffee in preparation for visiting easter. He 
had given her a stack of childhood photographs, 
carefully presented in a crisp white envelope. They 
had looked through them together, laying them out 
on the sticky table. infants turned in slightly differ-
ent directions. Toddlers, one looking sullenly to the 
left while the other stared transfixed by something 
to her right. Sepia memories of little girls in dresses 
whose arms were pinned together.

‘Sometimes i think they are the real twins,’ easter 
said. ‘Joined at the hip.’ She flashed her teeth in a 
taunting smile. ‘She hates most people. That’s some-
thing you don’t see in papers. Beautiful smile. She 
would always talk to the neighbours. “How are you? 
How is work? How’s that cute little poodle? is your 
mother good after her surgery? Maybe i bake her 
some muffins.”’ easter’s face changed as she adopted 
her sister’s persona. Her eyes made sense as the rest 
of her features brightened. She pouted her lips so 
they looked fuller. Then the illusion deflated and 
she looked weathered and old again. ‘But she didn’t 
mean it. That’s what you call an act, like in a play.’

‘Why?’ Nell asked.
‘What do you do when you have a secret?’ easter 

countered. ‘You bury it in the dirt, hope no one will 
dig it up, or you dye it a pretty colour and wrap it 
around your shoulders like a shawl, so nobody will 
see how ugly it is.’
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‘psychotic,’ Lindsay said. ‘The word for what 
you’re describing is psychotic.’

Nell cut her sister a vicious glare. Lindsay pre-
tended not to see it.

easter laughed, not at what Lindsay had said but 
Nell’s reaction to it. She pointed a finger from one 
sister to the other. ‘The blonde one is older. i can tell, 
even though she’s smaller. She thinks she’s the boss, 
but it’s you.’ She was looking at Nell, but then her 
eyes moved to Lindsay. ‘Ask my neighbours and 
they say i was psychotic. Didn’t dress nice or say 
hello. But what is the first thing anyone says about 
a psychotic person when they learn what they’ve 
done? “i never would have expected.” Autumn is 
like this.’

‘i notice you keep referring to Autumn in the 
present,’ Nell said, diverting the attention away 
from herself, as she always did when her interview-
ees started to pry. She shared as little of herself as 
possible. This was why she never invited Lindsay 
to tag along; Lindsay had her own ideas about what 
rules should apply to her, and she had never been 
especially good at keeping her thoughts to herself.

‘past tense is for the dead,’ easter replied. 
‘Autumn is alive.’

Autumn was very much not alive. Nell had seen 
the crime scene photos and the dental records that 
confirmed the pile of bones lying by a woodland 
river was Autumn Hamblin. The twins’ brother saw 
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fit to share this alongside their childhood photos. 
He was willing to help easter convince Nell to take 
her on. But he had no illusions about her.

Nell didn’t challenge easter, however. She sat in 
patient silence, waiting for her to go on. When she 
didn’t, Lindsay said, ‘You’re saying Autumn was 
the evil twin.’

easter laughed. ‘if you like to word it this way, 
yes.’

Below the range of the window, where Autumn 
couldn’t see, Nell was clutching Lindsay’s knee, her 
nails boring into the denim. Mouth shut, she was 
saying.

easter took on Autumn’s expression again. it was 
eerie how she could do that, become someone else 
entirely. She curled her fingertip around the rigid 
cord of the phone. ‘Do you talk about your little girl 
like she’s alive, or dead?’

The room went silent. 
easter leaned back, as though lounging in a 

recliner rather than the empty space behind her 
stool. ‘You don’t talk about her, do you?’ she said. 
‘You’re the type to bury secrets in dirt. But bodies 
always come back up.’ She said those last three 
words slowly, and they popped from her mouth like 
she had been sucking on a lollipop. Like the words 
had a taste she could savour.

Lindsay snatched the phone from Nell’s hand and 
slammed it back on the receiver. ‘We’re done.’ She 
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grabbed Nell’s wrist, but Nell didn’t move. She was 
staring at easter, who was still holding the phone, 
her eyebrows raised expectantly.

The receiver clattered against the hook when Nell 
reached for it; her hand was shaking.

Lindsay was standing over her now. ‘Nell!’
‘Shut up,’ Nell said. She pressed the receiver back 

to her ear.
‘You’re not the only one who does research,’ easter 

said. ‘There are thousands of newspapers in prison 
library. And there is all the time in the world to read 
every word, to find the right person to tell my story. 
You changed your name, grew out your hair. Maybe 
i wouldn’t have found you if i wasn’t looking, but 
you resemble that girl in the newspaper too much to 
be coincidence.’ She smiled, and her eyes were dead. 
‘You’ve been careful. No author photo on your book. 
No interview. The only recent photograph i could 
find was in a local article last year.’

Nell remembered that interview perfectly. The 
young journalist had fawned over her like an excited 
puppy, and she’d insisted on taking Nell’s picture 
at her editor’s behest. it was a small interview in a 
local paper with no online archive, and even then, 
Nell had been reluctant.

She could deny it, but something about easter’s 
gaze had her frozen. Nell still hadn’t answered the 
question. Did she talk about her daughter like she 
was alive, or dead?
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Daughter.
in truth, she hated the word.
easter shrugged. ‘i want you to tell my story. You 

want me to tell you my story so that you can get 
more money in your piggy bank. The least you can 
do is be honest—’

‘i don’t talk about her,’ Nell said. ‘Not in the past 
tense, and not in the present.’ it was the truth. in the 
ten years since it happened, she thought about her 
child constantly, counting the days and bundling 
those days into years, keeping them in neat little 
piles in her brain. And behind all of that organised 
mourning was the child’s name: reina. reina, rusted 
like an abandoned hubcap on the side of the road, 
half covered over with dirt as the world rushed by.

But she didn’t talk about her.
Nell could feel Lindsay’s worry. it was palpa-

ble, like the air after someone had just thrown up. 
Humid and sick. ‘Nell.’

‘Sometimes the papers say you’re innocent and 
sometimes not,’ easter said. ‘Maybe you have your 
own secrets.’

Nell was aware of what the papers said. One 
morning she was the dim-witted teenage mother 
being controlled by her wealthy boyfriend and his 
influential family. The next, she was the girl who 
had snapped. The next, she had been plotting the 
child’s demise since her birth, had punched herself 
in the stomach when she was pregnant. Sometimes 
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she was covering up an accidental drowning, or a 
backyard accident. Sometimes she had beaten her 
child with a shovel and hidden the body. The story 
shifted like hues in a mood ring, never fully coming 
to form.

When all goes as planned, people pour their cereal 
and drive to work and daydream about the beach 
on their desktop wallpaper. everything is safe. But 
when a child goes missing, suddenly they remem-
ber that any horrible thing is possible. everyone is a 
killer or a rapist. There’s a sort of desperation when 
it’s a child, and the theories get uglier and more 
brutal as time passes, until there’s nothing left to do 
but be angry.

Nell had lost her child. That was true. That was all 
anyone knew. Staring at the photos of that chubby-
cheeked little girl would yield no answers; they had 
all been taken before it happened.

‘Did you kill her?’ easter asked.
‘No.’ Nell’s voice came out hoarse and hushed. 

She cleared her throat. ‘No, i didn’t kill her.’
easter considered this. When she spoke again, 

it was with a flawless American accent. ‘Maybe 
you’re telling the truth. Maybe all of those papers 
are telling lies. Just like they’re telling lies about me. 
My sister is still alive, and i know i didn’t kill her, 
just like you know you didn’t kill your little girl.’

it had been nearly a decade since any newspapers 
found Nell worth writing about. in an industry that 
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thrived on tragedy, there was no shortage of mer-
chandise. Still, Nell swiped through the papers on 
her ipad every day, looking for reina amid reports 
of unidentified bodies.

in the first weeks after reina disappeared, Nell 
wondered at what exact moment her child had died. 
As Nell spoke to reporters, as she and ethan forced 
themselves to eat from the covered dishes brought 
by neighbours and church members, as everyone 
said nice words, Nell could feel her child decom-
posing somewhere. She could see it sometimes. She 
could see the skin going cold, then pale, then shrink-
ing down as though the soil were absorbing it. But 
what she couldn’t see was where her daughter was. 
She couldn’t draw a map to that spot. And no search 
was complete until the lost thing was found.

easter was still searching her face. ‘All right,’ she 
said. ‘Take your notes. i’ll tell you my story.’
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