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Chapter One

	 

	 

	I peeled my thin glove off to call Jackie for the third time since my delayed flight landed in Toronto.

	No answer.

	She’d insisted I fly for five hours to hear her big news. Now, there I was—no sister and freezing to death outside her condo at midnight.

	If only waiting alone in the dark had topped my list of worries. When we’d spoken on the phone, Jackie said she had something to tell me. But then she gave one-word answers. She wanted off the phone. That meant she’d been hiding something. Something she wouldn’t tell me unless I arrived at her doorstep and pried it out of her perfect peach-coloured lips.

	Stepping back, I looked up toward her unit, which faced the street. No one was out on the balcony at this time of year. I couldn’t see anything, let alone the party she was hosting.

	I sent another text message—Where the hell are you? It’s freezing out here.

	I wasn’t dressed for this. It was my second winter visiting Toronto, but I’d forgotten how frigid it got. My phone said it was-14° C. Christ.

	Maybe Jackie and her sometimes-sober public relations colleagues moved the party to a bar.

	I could have checked a nearby drinking spot, the one we went to on my last visit. But I didn’t want to lug around a suitcase in the snow. And if I caught her drinking, I’d lose it. She knew not to drink with a head injury. That girl thought she was invincible.

	The wind slapped snow from the street into my face before I could turn my back. I couldn’t stay outside much longer.

	As I pulled my suitcase away from the building, a guy with a hockey bag held the door open for me. I rushed toward the elevators.

	Once on the twelfth floor, I knocked on Jackie’s door.

	It was unnaturally quiet in the hallway. No elevator dings, no footsteps. I couldn’t hear the sounds of a party inside. The only noise came from my knuckles rapping on her door.

	No answer.

	I tried again, this time with more force.

	Nothing.

	I pressed my ear against the door. Something? A chair being dragged, maybe? Was the sound coming from Jackie’s condo or a neighbouring unit?

	I twisted the handle, and the door opened. Why isn’t it locked?

	“Jackie, you here?” I took a few steps inside, then paused, waiting for the sound of her voice.

	It was a spacious one-bedroom condo, but there were a few places to be unseen.

	I looked down. No extra shoes were scattered by the door. I guessed they’d decided to go out after all.

	The only light came from two white candles. One was burning in the kitchen, the other in the living room.

	Empty wine bottles and red-stained glasses were scattered across the counters and coffee table. Definite proof of a party.

	I circled the kitchen island, treading on the remnants of cheese and baguette on the hardwood floor. Taking the cheese platter from the counter, I held it up to my face and examined the surface. Blue cheese—her favourite. And mine.

	Peering out the floor-to-ceiling window in the living room, I studied the balcony. A small table and two chairs were covered in snow.

	As I placed the platter on the counter, the same noise replayed. I jerked my head up. It was coming from her bedroom. “H-hello?”

	I made my way there, hesitating in the doorway.

	Stop being such a baby. Go.

	My feet remained planted on the floor. What’s inside? I don’t want to know.

	With the curtains drawn, the bedroom was pitch-black. I fumbled my sweaty palm along the wall, searching for the light switch. Flick. Nothing. I’d forgotten. Jackie only used her bedside lamp.

	I activated the flashlight app on my phone and shone the bright light into every corner of the room, including the crack between the door and wall, separated by the door’s hinges.

	The bed was perfectly made and undisturbed. I shoved my phone against my thigh, hiding the light. There was only one other place to hide in this room—the closet. It was closed by double-doors that opened from two center knobs.

	The closet doors were solid. If someone was in there, they couldn’t see me coming. If I approached carefully enough, they wouldn’t be able to hear me, either. 

	Stop it, doesn’t matter. No one is in there. 

	I inched forward.

	That noise again.

	It sounded like something light, maybe a shoe dropped on the closet floor. I spun around and sprinted to the kitchen. There was a block of knives on the counter. I pulled one out, my heart pounding.

	I should call the police. And say what? The couch squeaked?

	This is ridiculous.

	I stalked back into my sister’s bedroom, holding the blade at eye level. Tossing my phone on the bed, I yanked the curtains open, flooding the room with streetlights. Taking my courage into my free hand, I wrenched the closet doors open.

	Dresses, skirts, and blouses hung from a rod—exactly what should be in a closet.

	With a sigh of relief, I dropped the knife on the bed and took off my coat and scarf. Nothing out of the ordinary was there.

	Stupid girl. I took a selfie showing mousy hair stuck to my forehead and a butcher’s knife across my lap. I sent it to Jackie. This is what happens when you don’t pick up your phone.

	Still no new messages. I’d watch something on Netflix while waiting for her to come home.

	I returned the knife to the kitchen and flopped on the L-shaped gray couch. And looked up. A light from the bathroom on the other side of the living room caught my eye.

	How did I not see it earlier?

	A dim light shone through the crack beneath the door. I tapped lightly. “Anyone in there?” I whispered.

	No answer.

	I took another moment to listen.

	No sound.

	This time, it felt different. I wasn’t waiting for a man wearing a ski mask to jump out of nowhere.

	I repeatedly swallowed, even though there was nothing to push down.

	I moved closer. Held my breath and listened. More silence.

	I couldn’t take it. I slowly pushed the door wide open. My heart skipped a beat before I rushed to the side of the bathtub. Knocking over a glass of red wine on the floor, I plunged my arms into the water. I grabbed the back of her arms and shoulders and pulled her from underneath the water. “Oh, God, no. Jackie”

	I was on my knees, holding her, willing her to open her eyes. I moved her dark hair away from her face, frantically listening and feeling for her breath.

	Oh, God. I don’t think she’s breathing.

	The water was warm. Her body was warm.

	 


Chapter Two: One Year Later

	 

	 

	Ben squeezed my left shoulder gently. “Katey, what would you like?”

	“Sorry, what?”

	“Like to drink?” He turned toward the waiter but kept his worried eyes on me.

	“Oh, ginger ale, please.” Sitting up straight, I forced a smile.

	Ben leaned toward me, tipping his giant frame to my level, his sandy hair almost blending with mine. “I appreciate you coming out for my birthday. Stay as long as you’re comfortable.”

	I leaned away from a bottle of wine being uncorked by a waiter. I’d be better if we weren’t at a bar. The scent of red wine was my last memory of Jackie.

	I nodded.

	Happy hour at a I-want-to-be-seen bar was the least I could do to thank him for his support since Jackie’s passing. Or, as my parents said, “The accident.”

	I supposed that was correct. The coroner’s report ruled it was an accidental death—she slipped in the bathtub, hit her head, was knocked unconscious, and drowned. At the time, she was recovering from a cycling crash that had left her with a concussion and a fractured ankle. The biking injuries could have affected her balance and contributed to the fall.

	Just like that—one, two, dead. It wasn’t that simple. There was more to it than that. I’d never been wrong when it came to Jackie.

	I called the police officer who took my statement the night she died. There was something off before I found her. It was right there in front of me, but I couldn’t recognize it. Then I realized—the bathroom door was closed. Jackie never closed it, ever. Not when she took a shower or went to the bathroom. Why would she? She lived alone.

	The policeman said there were no signs of foul play and swore by the coroner’s report. The coroner, who spent a few hours with Jackie’s cold dead body, knew everything, the officer assured me. Then he advised me to get some rest.

	Mom and David shook their heads when I tried to tell them what I told the police.

	Ben listened, then suggested I see a therapist. So every week, I met with Evelyn. Ben thought the sessions helped because I no longer locked my office door and emerged when everyone else had left for the day. Progress, I supposed. Evelyn met my needs for the bare-minimum human contact. I didn’t need obligated company—family, work colleagues, or friends who came out of the woodwork. A therapist wouldn’t spend time with their clients out of pity.

	I’d made some progress, but I was still having the dream. Evelyn wanted me to talk about it—not a chance in hell.

	The dream was always the same. I walked into my sister’s bathroom. The bathroom fixtures were missing—no toilet, sink, towels, shower, or mirror. Only the bathtub, filled to the brim. The lights were bright. The water in the tub had a blue tinge. Jackie lay flat beneath the surface as if she was in a casket. Her eyes were closed, black hair arranged in a perfectly straight line that disappeared behind her shoulders. When I tried to reach out to her, I couldn’t move. When I tried to scream, no sound came out. I kept trying until I woke up, gasping, with a sharp pain in my gut.

	The dream had coloured my memory of that night. Things that happened were a blur, and that was how I wanted them to stay. From the little I’d told her, Evelyn said it was a typical symptom of shock, a defence mechanism that prevented me from revisiting the events.

	“Thank you,” I told the waiter as he placed a tall glass in front of me, nearly spilling the clear soda. He hovered with a glass of red wine inches from my chin before putting it down. Acid crept up the back of my throat, and the insides of my knees bounced off each other.

	Ben was staring at my drink and caught my eye.

	“Sorry, I’ll celebrate next year,” I said. Maybe by then, alcohol wouldn’t smell like cat piss.

	“Don’t apologize.”

	Ben nudged the food platter toward me. I wasn’t hungry, but I dipped a piece of fried squid into the mayonnaise and chewed the rubbery texture.

	He’d done so much. He’d given me whatever time off from work I needed and didn’t flinch on days when I left abruptly. And he allowed me to keep my senior consultant title and pay grade. If there was a time to ask for more help so I could maybe be more normal by next year, it was now.

	“If it’s okay with you, I want to see Evelyn more frequently. I’ll take a pay cut.”

	“Take whatever time you need.”

	I clamped my straw between my teeth, still holding a smile.

	He leaned in once more as the tables flanking us filled. “You’ve come a long way.”

	“Yeah, I can hear her name, and my eyes stay dry.”

	His eyebrows sank and moved closer together. Shoot, that was meant to be a joke.

	“And I went out for lunch with the team and the video game guys from down the hall.”

	“Ha.” His broad smile returned. “You went out with strangers?”

	“We ended up at the same place. But I stayed the whole time.”

	He laughed. “I was going to say...”

	“Sorry, what?” I couldn’t hear him. I twisted around. A rowdy group wearing yellow t-shirts was swarming us.

	“If your therapist can get you to mingle with strangers, I need someone with that kind of magic in my life.”

	A stocky, middle-aged man from the loud t-shirt crowd squeezed up against our table.

	“Heard you’re talking about therapy. It’s your lucky day. I’m with the Nikall workshop. Do you know who Oscar Nikall is?”

	Ben and I stared at him in silence.

	“He’s a famous hypnotist,” the intruder persisted with spread arms. “We just graduated from his seminar.” He pointed to the group wearing the t-shirts. “Would you like to meet Oscar? He’s over here.”

	“No,” we replied.

	“That’s okay. Right here is perfect.”

	“For what?” Ben asked, not glancing his way.

	“Hypnosis. It’s therapy. It gets rid of your worries and problems.”

	The man looked downward, shifted his weight, ground his toe into the floor, and then addressed me alone. “Do you want to try it? It’ll only take a few minutes.”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“C’mon.”

	People sitting nearby were watching. Some banged on their tables. “Show off your witchcraft,” someone hollered.

	“Piss off, asshole,” another voice called.

	Captain t-shirt lowered his voice, pleading a little. “I want to impress this girl in the seminar.”

	Ben motioned to the t-shirt crowd. “Use your voodoo to solve her problem of not wanting you.”

	If I can do this with a stranger in front of a drunk crowd, it’ll show Ben how far I’ve come and that his kindness has paid off. It’ll be over soon, anyway.

	Ben took a long gulp of beer and placed the empty glass beside the uninvited company with a thud.

	Better get going. I stood. “Proceed.”

	Patches of bald skin appeared in his short beard as his grin spread. “It’ll only take ten minutes. Maybe we can go to the corner.”

	“You’ve got five, buddy,” Ben said. “And you’re staying right here.”

	It would be nice to get away from leering eyes, but Ben’s right. Best not be alone with this character.

	The captain closed the space between us, his eyes level with mine. “Close your eyes and think of a minor problem.”

	I leaned back, closing my eyes. Minor problem. That’s rich. A year ago, my problems ranged from unripe avocados to being late for yoga. There was only one problem now. Everything else was just noise.

	“Now, squeeze my two fingers.” He offered the chubby index and middle fingers of his right hand, parallel to his chest.

	I grabbed them and squeezed.

	“Relax. Squeeze harder.”

	My grip tightened as his hot breath hit my face.

	“Relax.” He used his free hand to push down on my shoulders. “Squeeze harder.”

	I did.

	“Now, pose your problem as a question, but don’t say it out loud.”

	I knew the response, but I asked myself anyways—why did my sister leave me?

	“Listen carefully. Let go of my fingers, but keep squeezing.”

	My grip loosened, and his fingers wiggled free.

	“Open your eyes. Good. Now follow my hand with your eyes.” His hand started at the top of my head, barely in my peripheral vision, and slowly moved from left to right.

	“No, no.” His fingers snapped twice at my forehead. “Concentrate. Don’t move your head.”

	Laughter and howls from the audience grew.

	Everyone was looking at me. God, is this over yet? “Maybe I can’t be hypnotized.”

	“Everyone can be,” the captain shot back. “We’re trying again.”

	I formed a stop sign with my hand and held it toward Ben before he got any ideas.

	The captain waited for the laughter to subside. “Close your eyes. Focus on your question. Squeeze my fingers hard.”

	I obeyed.

	“Maintain the tension. Keep squeezing. Let go of my fingers.”

	I released his hand.

	“Good. Now open your eyes. Follow my hand.”

	His hand drew a straight line, crisscrossed, and formed a block. It slowed, and I started to feel light. I could still see, but everything was moving in slow motion. The smell of fish and grease disappeared. The sound of crashing dishes was gone.

	I drifted, feeling aware but also in a deep slumber. And slipped further into another space. And stayed there.

	“Katey, open your eyes.”

	I did, slowly.

	Ben stood over me, and I read his lips to make out his words. “Are you okay?”

	I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

	“Beat it,” Ben told the captain.

	The captain puffed his chest and rejoined the t-shirts.

	Ben waited for me to sit down before taking his seat across from me.

	“You were muttering something. A door? Something about a number. Are you sure you’re all right?”

	I scanned the room—the identical dark-wood adjacent tables, the waiter wearing all black, and the standing crowd dressed the same. I felt like I’d just awakened in the morning but in an unfamiliar place. “I’m absolutely fine.”

	Ben signalled for the check. “I’ll see you home.”

	 

	*

	 

	Thirty-one years old, and I still faced twenty questions every time I came home. I loved my parents. I just didn’t want to see them.

	The last time I did anything social, outside of lunch with colleagues, was months ago. Jackie’s old friends from high school invited me to a movie. They’re the ones who held a community vigil for Jackie and invited me last-minute. Haven’t heard from them since. I went out with them for the same reason I moved back home to sleep in my single bed—to console my mom’s maternal void. A space that I couldn’t fill, but I would be there until she was ready to accept that.

	I reached the second-floor landing. Miko was there, nudging her ball toward me, yelping with joy. “Shh, not now.”

	Her begging hound eyes got me every time, even when she ratted out my presence to the household. I threw the ball against the wall, and she caught it off the first bounce.

	At least one of us should have some fun. I rubbed behind her ears before tossing the ball down the stairs and escaping to my room.

	Within minutes, there was a knock on the door. It was my stepdad.

	“Hi, honey.”

	“Hi, David.”

	“We weren’t sure if you had dinner. Brought you a snack,” he said from the other side of the door.

	“Thanks.” I opened the door, took the pizza, and gave him a kiss. I ate dinner alone in my room. We didn’t argue about it anymore.

	It was times like that when I regretted keeping my biological father’s surname—the man who dropped me off at school and promised to pick me up later that day to take me to T-ball. He hugged me goodbye with one arm.

	When David and Mom married, they asked me if I wanted to change my name. I thought about it, then looked in the mirror. Nakajima seemed weird on a green-eyed blonde. So I stayed Katey Philips.

	Jackie was my half-sister. When people learned about our relationship, their condolences changed to a tilt of the head and a sigh of relief. As if a half-sister wasn’t a real sister.

	I tried to make a life of my own in Vancouver. When I finished my MBA, Ben hired me and promoted me every year. Senior Project Management Environmental Consulting kept me busy. My assessments supported court-ordered fines and even jail time for the white-collared environmental criminals that David advocated were just trying to cut red tape. But then Mom and David would change the subject and ask where Jackie was travelling for work that week.

	Now that Jackie was gone, my parents cared about the maintenance of my car and my vitamin D intake. But I didn’t want that or their concern in the form of late-night snacks. I just needed my sister.

	I waited for my parents to go to bed, climbed out my bedroom window onto the roof, and lit my pipe. When we were teenagers, Jackie and I used to meet late there at night to smoke joints.

	The last time we were on the roof, we stayed out for a long time. It was cold, but we didn’t care.

	“I’m getting you outta here.” Jackie shivered and topped off my glass of red wine. “You’re gonna move to Toronto.”

	“And do what? Surf on your couch?” She was living life in a city built for her. She didn’t need me dragging her down.

	“I have a plan.”

	“What kind of plan?”

	“Can’t tell you yet, but I’m almost ready. It’s going to be perfect.”

	“I won’t fit in with your friends.” I’d told her that so many times before, and she’d always brushed it off.

	She drew close, giving me her lopsided smile, always a little wicked. “They aren’t my friends, Kitty Kat.” She took a long swig from the bottle. “I’m getting away from them, from all that. And soon.” Before I could ask anything else, she switched the subject and flung her arm around my shoulder.

	“I’m gonna set you up with some good guys.”

	“Because that worked so well last time.”

	“He was a loser. I should’ve known better.”

	“He shouldn’t have called me your name all night.”

	My date made it clear that he wanted a trade. But I was used to that. After all, the old me—overweight thigh-chafing sister—disappeared next to her model-scouted sister.

	She linked her arm through mine. “You’re leaving all of that here.”

	I turned my face to hers. She was gone. It was cold and dark, and I was alone.

	 

	*

	 

	That night, the dream was different. I walked into the blindingly bright bare room. Jackie’s pale, motionless body was submerged in the clear water filling the bathtub, but this time she was turned to one side, her ribs exposed. Jet-black hair was floating in hundreds of tendrils around her head. The light became brighter. I moved toward her and saw something dark on her body. A mark running from the top of her rib cage to her waist. A tattoo? But it wasn’t a symbol or letters. What is it? Focus. I leaned forward. It became clear.

	I woke up and turned on the bedside light, almost knocking it over. Grabbing a pen and an envelope from my desk, I wrote down what I saw before the image had a chance to fade.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	804260636. I’d seen this before. I knew I did. But where? Or when?

	Was it a phone number? Not enough digits. A date? Nope. Her SIN number? Hers started with five, same as mine. Pacing, I looked for something to jog my memory.

	It wasn’t like me to be forgetful. That was Jackie’s thing—Jackie was always misplacing everything—her keys, wallet, phone, anything she would need to get through the day. Every time, I told her, “Look under your bed.” And she usually found whatever it was down there.

	Right, her bed. I needed to get under that bed. One problem, though. If I went into her room, my parents would kill me.

	When Jackie died, the only thing David asked for was Mom’s blessing and mine to bolt her bedroom door and keep it shut until two birthdays passed. A family tradition, he said. If the door was opened prematurely, it would bring further suffering to the family. I figured it was some bizarre Japanese superstition, and I didn’t care what he wanted at the time because nothing could have made things worse. So it had stayed locked ever since.

	If I unlocked it, David would be crushed. If I did it and David told his family—which he would—they’d label me insolent and disrespectful to the man who raised me. And, once again, I would have embarrassed Mom. That’s the story they would tell. Not the real one—that David wouldn’t read to me at night until my biological father was gone.

	I needed to get into her room. But my promise...

	What would Jackie do? She wouldn’t ask. And she’d be right. David installed a slide bolt on her bedroom door but no padlock. I just couldn’t get caught. But if I did, I’d be in the shit. Big shit.

	The sun would rise in half an hour, then David–super-boomer–got up for his morning run. Had to be quick. Ninja-quick.

	I scurried down the hall to Jackie’s room, slid the bolt, swung the door open, and stepped onto her white shag rug.

	I breathed deeply. Jackie’s scent still lingered.

	My eyes adjusted to the dark. Her room was exactly as she’d left it. Overpriced constricting exercise clothes were scattered on the chair, and a bath towel hung on the back of the door. The heeled slippers she wore when she blow-dried her hair lay beneath her desk.

	I opened her closet and took out the summer dress that she’d bought for me before she moved to Toronto. It was too tight, so I gave it back. And that was the truth. I didn’t give it back because of the you-are-too-big-to-wear-anything-revealing glares. Jackie had always made me feel beautiful. More than beautiful—like I was her world. It was her voice—one word from her, and what everyone else thought of me faded to nothing. I placed the floral print back next to her James Bond-girl-themed prom dress.

	Get to work.

	I rushed to her bed, got down on my knees and stomach. Reaching under the bed, I felt only dust and carpet. I grabbed a mini flashlight from the top drawer of her bedside table and shone the light beneath the bed and around the bed frame. Nothing.

	I checked her computer. Yes, the security password was the same—chunkeymonkey. Searching her files, it didn’t feel like any time had passed. I could have navigated this system with my eyes closed. Picking up the pace, I scanned through photos—images of her first high school trip to Vegas and baseball stadiums in the states. Nothing came up resembling the numbers in my dream. Her browser history was gone.

	Next to the mouse, the light from the monitor caught a thick gold bracelet wrapped around a bouquet of pens. I hadn’t seen this before. She must have left it the last time she was here. I picked it up. It was clunky and had no give. Not really her style. But the snug metal band felt warm around my wrist, so I took it.

	I looked out the window and saw pink shades of light on the horizon. David would be up any minute now. Move it.

	My eyes were darting around the room. The bookshelf. I was there in a flash, shaking her favourite books upside down—the Fifty Shades of Grey series, which we used to read out loud and laugh over like assholes. Nothing was there, either.

	Her old university textbooks caught my eye next. Ha, no, she’d never leave a clue in something related to school. The thought almost made me laugh out loud. I used her textbooks more than she did, and I didn’t take her courses.

	I used my sleeve to remove dust from her snowboard trophies resting on top of the dresser. And that would happen to her memory if I couldn’t figure this out.

	Through the wall separating Jackie’s bedroom and my parents, I heard the sound of water from the shower in their bathroom. I had five minutes.

	What the hell am I looking for? And where the hell is it?

	I tore through her dresser drawers, still full of clothes, but I turned around every few seconds to check the time on the computer clock. My shaky fingers ran along the drawer cracks where we hid joints. Empty.

	Three minutes.

	I lifted the corner of the mattress. Nothing. And the bed skirt. Bare.

	Two minutes.

	Beside her dresser, I pulled the cover off the air vent where Jackie hid pot. Zip.

	Shut off the computer. The e-mail icon stood out on the screen. I’d already deactivated her account, but mine still had all our messages.

	The sound of running water stopped. Time’s up. Get out.

	Couldn’t use the hall. He would see me. I glanced over at the window. The roof.

	I pulled the sliding window panel upwards to open it. Wouldn’t budge. Again, I used my legs for leverage and pulled. Ow. I took my hands off the frame and gave them a shake. I pulled as hard as I could, c’mon—it slid open with a jolt and crack. Piercing cold air flooded the room. Gripping the icy shingles, I hoisted myself onto the roof and crawled towards my room window. Sharp square corners jabbed my hands and knees, but I didn’t care.

	Crunch, crunch, crunch. I was close to my room now. Crunch, crunch, click. That wasn’t me. I froze. That was the front door. Miko’s nails were clicking on the driveway.

	Stay still. My hands on the frozen shingles were trembling. I pressed them down harder until it felt like a hundred hornets were stinging my palms. Don’t move. The sound of a pin dropping could be heard that early on a Saturday morning. Not that it would matter if Miko smelled me—she’d bark loud enough to wake up the entire street.

	David passed the house next door, then the one after that. At the third house, Miko was barking, using that high-pitched tone she had when someone came home.

	He stopped running.

	Oh crap.

	I lowered my head and pinched my eyes shut and wished I’d turn to stone.

	Not a sound. He saw me. As I raised my head to acknowledge David, some guy approached him on the sidewalk. It was a neighbour and one of his developer friends. Thank God. They chatted, but Miko was still looking my way and whining.

	Shush, Miko.

	Get the hell out of here before they see you.

	David tugged the leash, Miko followed, and they continued jogging up the road. They were gone.

	My heart slowed down, and I peeled my hands from the frozen roof, wincing out loud. I climbed back into my room, into the hall, and replaced the bolt on Jackie’s door. Ignoring the numbing pain in my fingers, I grabbed my phone and continued my search with my phone from my bed.

	 

	*

	 

	Hours and hundreds of e-mails later, I’d produced nothing but a sore jaw from grinding my teeth.

	By evening, I was still lying in bed and was rotating between staring at the ceiling and smothering my face with a pillow. Nothing remotely related to that number had turned up.

	I revisited our e-mails leading up to my final visit to see Jackie. This was how we said goodbye to each other.

	She never received the gift I carefully packed in that suitcase. It was still there one year later. It had stayed in the basement, undisturbed. My version of Jackie’s locked room, I supposed.

	It was perfect—a custom-made dress for her. Exactly the type of floor-length dress she wore to her fancy work events. A gifted tailor turned my design into a runway-ready look—a full-length black lace, high neck, mesh back that formed an arrow to the center of the lower back, and a slit that ran high up the left leg.

	. It could stay there.

	My e-mail flashed an inbox capacity warning, so I began deleting old messages, starting with spam. In the Trash folder, there was an e-mail from Jackie sent right before my final visit. I remembered the message, but had no idea how it landed in the Trash folder.

	The message was her to-do list for the party she threw the night she died.

	1—Wine, martini stuff

	2—Cheese, baguette, olives, shrimp, butter

	3—Clean bathroom

	4—Remind co-workers

	5—Play list

	6—Refill soda water canister

	7—804260636

	The phone slid from my sweaty palm to the floor. I remained as still as a statue until I couldn’t and let the corners of my mouth take over my cheeks.

	I listened to the strong, steady beat of my chest. I knew I was right.

	Nothing about this had ever felt right. She had news to tell me that night, but she said she couldn’t talk about it until she saw me. She didn’t trust her job—her colleagues were at the party the night she died. My mind flashed once more back to the night—the night the dim light shone through the crack of the bathroom door. She never closed the bathroom door. And now this number from that night appeared. It wasn’t a coincidence.

	The police, Mom, David, and everyone else quoted me statistics on how many people died from slipping and falling in bathtubs each year. She was never another number. And I could prove it. But not by staying there.

	 


Chapter Four: Three Months Later

	 

	 

	The car hit a pothole, and my lip liner streaked in a straight line across my cheek. Sigh. Wipe. Try again.

	Applying makeup in a moving car, especially an Uber ride, was never a good idea. But when I checked my reflection in the rear-view mirror—pre-makeup application—I could almost hear Jackie scream at me—where’s the rest of your face? And she was right. For a job interview at DMI, the public relations firm Jackie worked for, I had to take it up a notch. Or ten.

	I barely recognized myself in my compact mirror—white-blonde hair, bronzed skin, rosy cheeks, and glossy lips. It wasn’t me, but it was DMI.

	My makeover began long before I saw the job advertisement for an event planner at the company. I looked down at my waist, hips, and thighs—parts that would have jiggled and blobbed during a car ride a year ago. The people who knew the former larger me saw me now and cheered. When they asked how I lost the weight, I told them it was simple—become so depressed you couldn’t get out of bed to go to the kitchen. Then I’d ask them if that sounded like something they would want to try.

	I ran a wood comb through my brittle hair one final time. That should do it. I looked like one of them, and more importantly, not like I used to. There was a chance Jackie’s colleagues may have seen me on her social media posts. I disabled her accounts, as well as mine, shortly after she died, but there were photos of me the day they were shut down.

	My gloves were moist. I flipped my palms toward the sky. My body would need to cooperate if I was going to pull this off. I didn’t have any event planning experience, but neither did Jackie when DMI hired her. She was confident, though, and could pull the best answers out of her ass any day. The only thing I had going for me was my memory. I paid attention when she talked about her work and kind of know a few industry tricks.

	They might see through it, though, and cut the interview short. And there goes my plan. Focus on what you know, what’s real, and build from there. I closed my eyes. You’ve drawn up million-dollar contracts. You’re a senior event planner. You’ve planned weddings, massive conferences, and art shows. Like Jackie used to say, fake it until you make it.

	Glancing up, I noticed cars idled bumper-to-bumper and were filling the road ahead. “Can you take another route?” I asked the driver.

	The company’s general manager, Claudia Lanley, agreed to interview me while she was in Vancouver on business. I couldn’t blow this by arriving late.

	 

	*

	 

	A hotel room door swung open. A woman with thick square glasses and prominent hip bones answered. “What do you want?” she said.

	I looked up. “Claudia? I’m Katey Philips.”

	“Who?”

	Maybe I had the wrong room. “I’m here for the interview.”

	Her claw-like, manicured dark purple nails drummed on the door. “Oh right, you. Go by the window.”

	Claudia runway-strutted into another room. I followed, tracking the slick tight bun at the top of her head. Not one loose strand of hair strayed from the arrangement.

	She must not have been there for very long. In fact, it was as if no one was staying there at all. There was no suitcase in sight. And nothing rested on top of the dresser or the small bedside table—not even the complimentary hotel pen. Not a ripple on the king-sized bed duvet.

	I waited for her to sit at the small round table by the window. She remained standing, hands on her hips. “Where did you get that outfit? It’s adorable.”

	My head dropped to examine my black pencil skirt and matching blazer covering a cream-coloured blouse. What does she mean by adorable? Girl Guide outfit adorable? Wouldn’t-be-caught-dead-in-that adorable?

	“It’s Tahari, inherited from my sister.”

	Shit. I did not just say that.

	My face was hot. I practiced that and reminded myself over and over not to make any reference to my sister.

	I tried to clarify. “It was a present that I helped myself to. Same thing, right?”

	Get it together, you idiot.

	“Spin around,” she instructed, pointing toward the ground and circling with her index finger.

	Spin? This is freaking weird.

	Trying to rotate naturally, my knees locked, and I was moving like a penguin.

	Claudia rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Maybe she was working through my Jackie blunder.

	Don’t let her go down that path. Forget the slip-up. She was more interested in my wardrobe than anything I had to say. Maybe I could offer her my outfit in exchange for the job.

	A laugh-snort almost surfaced at the thought of walking out of here in only a peacoat. Wrapping my hands around my waist and shoulders pushed back, I twirled like I was wearing a poodle skirt. “Thank you, my mom’s friends love this outfit.”

	“Sit,” she barked.

	We sat opposite each other. She didn’t look at me as she was scribbling in a small, black leather-lined notebook.

	“If you had to choose between giving birth or a shattered femur, which would it be?”

	What kind of interview question is this? Is it a trick question?

	Okay, think like her. No, wait. Think like Jackie. Remember what she told you about Claudia. Claudia was single, late thirties, no friends, the boss’s pet, sucked at her job and delegated her responsibilities to junior staff. But when she was working, she always looked good doing it.

	“Shattered femur.”

	“Why is that?” she asked, not looking up.

	Jackie never mentioned colleagues who had kids. Not a problem. A family wasn’t in the cards for me. “Both are horribly painful and cause damage that can never be undone. However, the burden of a child will sting far longer than the time it takes a broken bone to heal.”

	Claudia made a tick on the page. I think she bought it.

	“Who would you rather go on a date with. Harvey Weinstein or Hannibal Lecter?”

	I paused, taking time to craft my response. Image, think image.

	Claudia was using her pen to let me know she was waiting. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.

	“Hannibal Lecter.”

	She tipped her head upward.

	“Hannibal Lecter would treat me to the best restaurants with the finest wine. I could order whatever I wanted. With Weinstein, we couldn’t go out in public. I’d have to settle for a Subway sandwich. I’ll take my chances with the host who might see me as an ingredient of fine dining.”

	Claudia finally looked me in the eye. I looked right back.

	She gripped the pen tightly and made a few short notes. Bring it.

	“Correct this sentence... the conclusion of Sex and the City has polarized Carrie Bradshaw fans.”

	Anyone can spot that error. “The conclusion of Sex and the City has polarized fans of the show.”

	Claudia scribbled furiously.

	“Do you believe in bears?”

	Sweet Mother of God. What’s she testing now?

	“Yes, being from British Columbia, I’ve seen many bears—”

	“I’ve never seen a bear, so they don’t exist.”

	Point taken. I can lie, too. “Then let me tell you about these four-legged furry creatures. They communicate with trees, the bears eat the insects that destroy the leaves, and in return, the treeline moves, expanding the bears’ territory. Every year, the trees encroach, closing in on remote homes in the forest. If trees are chopped down, they migrate closer until the branches break through windows and roofs. People can try to leave, but bears run faster.”

	Claudia stared at me and parted her lips. I’ll leave it there.

	“Those who are fortunate to work at DMI live a blessed life,” she said. “They travel the world, attend the most desired events, even bypassing celebrities.” She paused, glared out the window, and hummed a longing tone.

	I interrupted. “I would do whatever you ask to show my gratitude for the opportunity.”

	She took a moment to look at me before starting again. When she did, she talked about the firm, occasionally distracted by the mirror behind me. I didn’t learn anything new from her spiel. I knew who the owners were when the company was established and its services—crisis management, social media campaigns, branding, events and media training.

	When she finished, our session finally began to feel like an interview. “Tell me about an event you managed,” she said.

	As I delivered my rehearsed response, tweaking Jackie’s experience organizing a high-profile art show, Claudia answered her phone and was talking over me.

	I stopped.

	“Keep going,” she said to me and continued her phone conversation.

	This might have been a test to determine how easily I was thrown off, so I talked on. And so did she. This was so strange. There was no way she could follow her conversation and my solo discussion at the same time. I wondered what would happen if I started talking about my favourite kidney?

	“We’re done,” Claudia said, rising to her feet while still holding her phone to her ear.

	Clutching the envelope with my references, I hesitated to release its fabricated contents to the woman who saw my sister more than I did in her last years.

	She pointed to the door.

	“Have a great afternoon.” I smiled, placed it in her hand, and turned away.

	 

	*

	 

	Back at home, I was pacing back and forth in my room. I replayed the interview in my mind over and over, followed by a smack of my palm to my forehead.

	My clothes? All I had to say was I didn’t remember where I got them. Maybe mentioning my sister didn’t click with her at the time, but that didn’t mean it would later.

	Lecter or Weinstein? I should have chosen Weinstein. DMI probably had clients like him.

	And because I didn’t have enough to worry about, I submitted fake references to Claudia. I had no choice. I had no event planning experience, and I didn’t want to ask Ben to lie for me, even though he would have. Maybe. So I did a Google search and found a service that would falsely attest to my event experience. I met a guy wearing aviator sunglasses, a toque, and a hoody in an alley behind a shady nightclub. I paid him twenty-five hundred cash to create a few websites for non-existent companies that I’d claim I worked at. He also agreed to pretend to be my references when contacted. When I asked how he would pull this off with one voice, he left with my money.

	My cell phone vibrated on the wooden desk. It was DMI. “Hello?”

	“You can start on Monday.”

	It was Claudia’s voice. My heart pounded. The DMI job was meant to be. I’d be with the company that I knew somehow had something to do with Jackie’s death.

	“Thank you so much, Claudia. I—”

	“I’ll e-mail you more details.”

	“Wait, you mean start this coming Monday, three days from now?”

	“Do you want the job or not?”

	“I’ll be there.”

	“Eight AM sharp.”

	Click.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	“Ben, sorry to call you at this hour.”

	“It’s okay. I’m watching TV. What’s up?”

	“Remember our conversation at the bar? How I’m doing better?”

	Ben paused. “Yeah. Saw you went out for lunch with the team again. Did a double take.”

	“That was before pedicures.”

	He chuckled. He was in a good mood.

	“To get more better, I think I’m going to need more time. A long time away from work.”

	He was quiet.

	“Of course, the offer still stands.”

	Ben, you are the best.

	“I’m going to Toronto.”

	“I knew you would.” He paused. “For how long?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Come back when you’re ready.”

	“Thank you for everything, Ben. I wouldn’t be where I am without you.”

	I meant every word. He was my boss who was better than any friend. There was a time I thought we might be more. But after Jackie died, I couldn’t, I don’t know.

	“Call me for anything, understand?”

	“Of course.”

	“When are you going?”

	“I’m leaving this weekend.”

	“Be well, Katey. Stay safe.”

	 


Chapter Six: Jackie

	 

	 

	June 2016

	“This one, the whole family is together.”

	The roar of the powerboat was our cue. We sprang out of our Muskoka chairs and got in position at the edge of the dock bordering the narrow lake channel.

	“Raise your beer higher. Wave.”

	“Drive closer, Daddy. He sees us. Now make his day.”

	In unison, we turned around, pulled our bathing suit bottoms to our ankles and stuck out our bare bums, and bounced them in the air like balls.

	“Did you see their faces?” Katey shrieked.

	“No, but I can ask my asshole.”

	“Pull your bottoms up before you blind someone with those pasty cheeks,” she told me.

	I grabbed her oversized brimmed sun hat. “I’ll put it on when you take the seniors’ garden tour outfit off.”

	I yelped as she pushed me off the dock.

	Splash. I could see the lake’s stony bottom and would have stayed underwater longer, but when I flipped over, Katey was standing on the balls of her feet on the edge of the dock.

	I broke the water’s surface.

	“Your beer is ruined,” she said.

	“Then I’ll have another.” Treading water, I poured the contaminated can contents into my mouth.

	“I’ll get you another one.”

	“Why don’t you get one for Mom-shorts?” I flicked my ponytail at the refrigerator-shaped neighbour wearing knee-length fire-truck red shorts, stomping on her golf-green lawn.

	All week, I had to hear, “Don’t wear your wet bathing suit in the house
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