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Bestselling Author Disappears Without a Trace

Seventy-four-year-old romance novelist Cassandra Tipp, best known for titles like Golden Suns and A Wish for Carrie, has been missing from her home since at least late August, authorities say. Nothing is known about the prolific author’s whereabouts or why she has left her home. The police do not suspect – but cannot rule out – foul play.

Local deliveryman Brian Frost had no way of knowing that he would be the last person to see the reclusive writer before she disappeared. Cassandra Tipp seemed in good health, even cheery, when she picked up her bags of groceries on the porch of her house in the woods last week.

She had given Mr Frost a handsome tip and a small smile before retiring inside with her oatmeal and tea bags. No one has spoken to her since.

‘She definitely didn’t look unhappy,’ the young man said, commenting on the rumor that the writer chose to end her life in some unknown location.

The S— Police are not so certain. ‘Maybe the past came back to haunt

is no doubt referring to the trial following her husband’s violent death 38 years ago, where Cassandra Tipp was a suspect. The murder and its aftermath launched Mrs Tipp’s writing career; her fame partly due to her therapist Dr V. Martin’s book about the case, Away with the Fairies: A Study in Trauma-Induced Psychosis, which briefly climbed the bestseller lists.

Mrs Tipp’s latest novel, Thorns in November, was published in June last year to much acclaim and the usual high sales.

A Haunted Life

Cassandra Tipp’s family was back in the limelight 27 years ago, when her father and brother tragically died in a supposed murder-suicide. Mrs Tipp was estranged from her family at that point, but the ripples from the tragedy added to her already considerable aura of tristesse. The novel she published that year, A Wish for Carrie, became an instant bestseller.

‘It is not fair to say that she profited from the tragedy,’ book critic and Tipp enthusiast Miranda Hope said, ‘but it certainly didn’t hurt the numbers either. Everyone wanted a peek inside her head, and her novels gave them just that, even if they were promise of true love. Not to say she didn’t know how to write,’ Hope continued. ‘You don’t get to publish 42 books if you can’t deliver the magic.’
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Now Cassandra Tipp herself seems to be the next bead on the string of misfortune that has followed her family for decades – though not everyone is convinced.

‘She might not be dead at all,’ said Olivia Blatten, sister of the woman in question. ‘She always had a flair for drama. She could be anywhere, France or Italy, reading the headlines about herself while sipping a glass of cool wine. It would be just like her. She destroyed our family, you know, ruined it with her shameful lies.’

Mrs Blatten’s son, Janus Blatten, was not as harsh in the judgment of his aunt. ‘She is not so young anymore. Maybe she just wanted to retire with a bang.’

The S— Police do not endorse this theory. ‘She has not been in contact with anyone since the last

‘There has not been any activity in her bank accounts or calls made from her phone. We do not know when and we do not know how, but we are convinced that Cassandra Tipp is dead.’
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INSTRUCTIONS REGARDING THE LAST WILL

AND TESTAMENT OF CASSANDRA TIPP

1. Only Cassandra Tipp’s named heirs, Janus and Penelope Blatten, son and daughter of her estranged sister, Olivia Blatten, can claim the estate.

2. In the event of Cassandra Tipp’s natural or accidental death, her estate can be claimed immediately.

3. Should Cassandra Tipp go missing, a year must pass from the day she was last seen or heard from before a claim can be made.

4. When or if that happens, Cassandra Tipp’s heirs must complete the following steps to secure the transaction of the estate:

– Go to Cassandra Tipp’s residence.

– Enter the study on the ground floor.

– Read the manuscript left for them on the desk.

– Within the manuscript is a password that must be verbally communicated to the estate’s executive, Mr Owen Norris, with Norris, Norris and Nesbit, in order for the claim to be valid.

5. One or both parties can claim the estate.

6. Should one of the parties choose not to claim the estate, this must be conveyed in writing, signed by the party and two witnesses. The party’s share of the estate will pass on to their sibling.

7. If none of the parties claims the estate, Mr Norris will sell all assets and ensure that all funds belonging to the estate will benefit various organizations (list enclosed).

Signed,

Cassandra Tipp







Written by

CASSANDRA TIPP
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You drive up the dirt road between the old oak trees. It’s October, so I guess it must be raining. Maybe there’s a wind blowing too, leaving yellow leaves on your windshield. You scan your surroundings keenly on the way, check the mirrors for signs of life, but find none. There are no neighbors here, no Sunday strollers. It’s only you two and the dirt road, the leafy forest around you, ancient trees with wide trunks and gnarled bark, coiling roots and branches.

The road ends right at my porch, so that is where you’re coming to a halt. You park the car by the empty hen-house and give my humble home a long, hard stare. Janus, you step out of the car first, maybe you take off your sunglasses or tussle your thinning hair. Penelope, you purse your lips and shield your eyes from the sun with your hand, even though it’s cloudy. Your high heel sinks into the soggy ground, catches yellow strands of wizened grass and, maybe, an old and tattered hen feather.

Neither of you says anything I think, not at first. You just stand there for a while, looking up at the three-story building; the multitude of windows, some square, some round, the flaking paint in a light shade of lilac. She’s a magical house, but she isn’t pretty. She’s like an overdone birthday cake gone stale, old frosting sliding off the edges. The apple and cherry trees that flank her on both sides have long since ceased blooming and touch the walls with black, spindly fingers. This time of year they serve mostly as the home of spiders. In the windows, you see sheets of old lace and heavy drapes of bottle-green velvet.

Janus, you shake your head, give your sister a telling look, and mumble under your breath: ‘Crazy Aunt Cassie. I never knew it was this bad …’

You step gingerly onto the porch then, unsure if the old boards will hold your weight. Janus, you take the key from your pocket. My solicitor gave it to you this very morning with a sheet of instructions. Maybe he laughed a little when he gave it to you, apologized even, saying something along the lines of ‘The old lady went a little soft before she vanished.’ He doesn’t like me much, Mr Norris. The feeling is in every way mutual.

You are good kids, however, so it would never occur to you not to follow the instructions that I left you, and that is why you are at the house, carefully crossing the deck of my porch. The lock on the front door gives in to the key with a clicking sound, and the door itself swings open on creaking hinges. Penelope wrinkles up her nose at the scent of old and musty, thinly veiled with lavender and thyme, that greets you when you step inside.

In the hallway, you look upon rows of hats and coats and shawls, hanging from hooks on the walls. They are horribly outdated – old woman’s clothes. Penelope smiles when she gazes upon straw hats with flowers and wax fruits attached to the pull. Her soft fingers with the dark red nails swiftly touch the handle of my black umbrella, the yellowing lace of a shawl. Even when young I had vintage tastes.

Janus doesn’t dally. He swiftly strides further inside, takes it all in: the black painted stairs to the next floor, the dusty chandelier with three dozen prisms, the open kitchen door that gives you a glimpse of the black-and-white-checked floor. Penelope’s nose wrinkles up again when she imagines cupboards filled with stale food, but not to worry, Penelope, I have taken care of all that.

At this point, I think, your tongues are less tied:

‘Sure could do with a dusting,’ one of you, I’m guessing Janus, says when you enter the parlor, his hand resting lightly on my champagne-colored sofa. Penelope walks straight to the bookcase that runs from floor to ceiling, her red nails trailing old spines. She is a librarian, after all, and books are like honey and cream to her. Down on the floor, her high heels leave marks on the dusty floorboards.

‘Where is her study, then?’ Janus looks around the room, the sheet of instructions crumpled between his fingers. It says to go to the study, but you, poor hatchlings, don’t know where that study is, so you are left there, standing, looking around the room. Hoping for some sign or clue to point you in the right direction.

‘These are her books,’ Penelope says, having found the row of pink-backed novels on their special shelf.

‘How could a childless widow write so much about romance and love?’ Janus comes up behind her – maybe.

Penelope shrugs. ‘Fiction is sometimes better than reality, don’t you think?’

‘Perhaps.’ Now he shrugs. ‘I still think it’s strange, though.’

‘I think it’s even stranger that she wrote about such romantic things, considering—’

‘Considering what?’

‘What she was accused of. If we believe it to be true.’

‘That was a very long time ago.’ Janus doesn’t want to think about all that. Such things are messy and uncomfortable and he is a very neat boy.

‘Come on, then,’ says Penelope, ‘let’s find this mysterious study.’ She will be craving a cigarette at this point, be eager to get things over with so she can attend to her vices. She knows better, of course, being a modern woman in an aging body, but not even the dreaded forty can make her quit her beloved cigarettes, wrinkled skin or not.

Back in the hall, there is only one door left to try, and lo and behold, it’s the study in there; my large oaken desk – not so polished anymore, typewriters hidden beneath thick plastic covers, a chunky old laptop, and windows framed by velvet drapes. Behind the desk is a wide wicker chair, heaped with hard pillows in green silk, matching the hand-painted wallpaper where vines dance like charmed snakes, sprouting fat and glossy leaves. Penelope is instantly taken, trails the vines with her fingertips.

Janus’s gaze travels further, and takes in the pieces of wood, roots, and pebbles littering the windowsills; the taxidermy viper mounted on the wall, scales like hard nails, black eyes peering. He sees all the glass jars filled with dried flowers, sometimes a dead moth, sometimes a rock, lined up neatly on the shelf behind the desk, and then, at last, he sees this: a stack of pink paper, typed out by yours truly, lying there like a marzipan cake, all ready to be sliced and eaten. Neither of you looks at the room after that. Your eyes are glued to this pink shape.

‘There it is,’ one of you says.

‘That must be it,’ says the other.

Janus’s hand reaches for it first, Penelope’s red nails follow quickly. Both of you read your names on the top sheet. Penelope lifts it away.

And now, here you are. You’re standing in my study, holding this story in your hands – the last one I’ll ever tell. That means I’ve been gone for more than a year and that my whereabouts are still unknown, as that was my agreement with Mr Norris. Within these pages is the key to unlock my last will and testament, the secret word that will make Mr Norris open that thick manila envelope and tell you how rich you’ve become. If you can’t find it, there’ll be no prize and my money will go elsewhere.

It’s a drag, I know. But sometimes the world is just cruel. And you do want to know, don’t you? Want to know if those stories your mother told you are true. If I really killed them all. If I am that mad.

This is the story as I recall it, and yours now too, to guard or treasure or forget as you please. I wanted someone to know, you see. To know my truth, now that I am gone.

How everything and none of it happened.
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I have sometimes been asked why I remained in S— after the trial. After the man you knew as Tommy Tipp died. It would have been so easy then, to slip away and move somewhere else, to a town or a city where people didn’t know me. A clean slate was what Dr Martin prescribed.

A fresh start.

Of course, I didn’t particularly like staying in S—. All the eyes staring when I walked down the street or bought ground beef and carrots at the grocery store. My name had been on everyone’s lips for months, my face gracing the front pages. If they didn’t know me before, they certainly did by then. But I had reasons, as you’ll come to understand.

And things weren’t quite as they seemed.

Tommy Tipp was not what you think he was.

I know you liked him, he was always good to you children. I remember him taking Janus fishing and spinning with Penelope on the lawn. You picked him flowers once, do you remember, Penelope, those daisies and bluebells you gave him? Even your mother warmed to him, eventually. Told me how happy she was that I had finally found ‘an ounce of happiness’, that I was ‘settling down’ – even with Tommy Tipp.

They were mystified, I think, Olivia and her friends, and Mother too, as to why Tommy Tipp chose me. He was dashingly handsome in a dangerous way with a shock of blond hair and very blue eyes, body lean and skin tanned. He was the man all the women in S— dreamed of at night while lying in their husbands’ arms. He was at the center of that guilty, sweet lust they could not curb, no matter how respectable, how well adjusted and successful they were. Tommy Tipp could ignite a fire in virgins and widows alike. Married women were his specialty; they cost him very little both in effort and in risk. Before he met me, he made a business of it, sleeping around for gifts and favors. He was a champion of secret daytime trysts, every one of the women thinking herself the only one. We all knew he had been to prison, of course, that his past was littered with battery and theft. S— is a small town. But who doesn’t love a redeemed villain, an angel with the alluring taint of sin? I never was so blind, never wanted him for being dangerous; I already had a dangerous lover – already knew the taste of sin. No wonder the ladies were cross, though, when his gorgeous body was found in the woods.

But I’m moving too fast, we’re not there yet. A lot of things happened before that.

***

One thing you must know: I was never a good girl.

Never like your mother, all compliant and soft. She reveled in praise, that one, twinkled like a star when someone told her she did well. I was the awkward older sister, ungainly and thin where she was soft and round. Olivia’s hair shone like polished copper, mine was wavy and brown. Her skin was like milk, mine marred by freckles, but a sprinkle of pigments makes no bad girl, of course, it runs deeper than that, runs in the blood. Some of us are just born wrong.

Your mother would have told you we were never close. How we were never the same, she and I. Especially after the rumors and, of course, after the trial, she was eager to forsake me.

I remember it differently, though. I remember summer vacations spent at the seaside, small golden anchors pinned to our chests. I remember looking through the glass-like water in shallow ponds, teasing crabs, collecting seashells. I remember sand between our toes, sweet ice cream melting on our tongues. I remember cake on the porch, fat pieces of fruit embedded like jewels in the sponge. The setting sun before us bleeding a golden light that turned her hair into a coppery river, turned her milky skin a darker, softer shade.

I remember the dolls we got one Christmas morning; pale skinned and black of hair. The home we made for them under the dining room table; white walls of tablecloth, eggcups as goblets and silken pillows as thrones. Medieval princesses both. We picked roses in the garden and adorned their hair, wrought thorny stems as crowns, and had our brother, Ferdinand, serenade them with his recorder, which he played with zeal if not delight.

I remember laughing together, like sisters.

I remember that, and more.

Olivia would tell you it never happened.

Maybe she’s forgotten that it did.




3

Mother was a stern woman, maybe not too happy. Her hair when she was young was a mass of yellow curls, her lips painted a stark shade of red. Her body was lithe and very thin. She liked to wear pencil skirts in dark blue and bright red. Her boat-neck sweaters were striped or dotted. Her everyday jewels were pieces of glass set in cheap frames; pure colors and pearls of polished metal. Her shoes had high but sensible heels; thick stubs, not thin spikes. Her nylons never tore.

Father was a big man with fleshy lips and cheeks like a basset hound. His skin held a shade between scarlet and blue. Stars like fireworks bloomed on his cheeks where vessels had erupted. He used to be a boxer back in the day, but after we arrived, his litter of cubs, he was a salesman honing a taste for vodka.

I sometimes imagine the two of them meeting by the ring, floor stained with sweat and spit, a spatter of crimson blood. His body was fit then; hard muscles and slick skin. She was perky and young, nothing but lips and tits. Sometimes I think I was already there when they met, hidden in the hot, dark cave of my mother’s belly. As a child, I dearly wished it to be so. As an adult, it’s just speculation. What is true, though, is that I arrived into this world a little too soon after the wedding bells rang.

Mother brought some money with her into the marriage. She always had class, if not the brains to play it smart. Hers was the remains of old money, shipping money, steeped in the sweat and labor of others. As the only child of an only child the money was hers by right. It made her feel entitled, I think. Made her feel there was something to lose. She carried with her a picture of who she thought she ought to be – who we all ought to be. Falling in love with a boxer had clearly not been a part of her plan. She’d had a ‘phase’, I think now, back when they met, raging against the confinements of society.

He was different, a simple man, fueled by quiet anger. I’m sure it was no coincidence that he ended up in that ring. If he hadn’t met my mother, he probably would’ve been happy enough just working at the docks. Instead my father sold things: machinery mostly, expensive farm equipment, lawnmowers. We always kept a lovely garden. Our house was very white. We had help because Mother’s back was broken from carrying us children. Our surroundings were always spotless; fresh flowers in every vase, white surfaces unmarred by clutter. I think she needed that to keep calm, to feel an ounce of control. She always seemed to me a string wound too tight. One day it would snap, and we would all be in trouble.

My younger brother Ferdinand was a quiet boy, chewing his emotions. Honey hair and blushing cheeks. He was good at chess, but neither of my parents saw any value in that. He took up fencing for a while, but I think the weapons scared him. It always unnerved me, the silence in that boy, or maybe I’m only saying that now because I know what happened later.

And then there was Olivia; round of cheek, sweet as marzipan, protected by her own radiance. She was the image my mother had in mind when she set about producing children. It took her three tries to get one like that. When she saw what became of your mother, though, I imagine she probably cried. She could never have envisioned her golden child to grow so dull, didn’t pay for those ballet lessons and acting classes so Olivia would go on to be a mere housewife. She was supposed to accomplish, I think. Do those things our mother could not because she went and had us. Olivia was supposed to make a name for herself, be a movie star or a woman of the world. Have expensive lunches, host fundraisers for orphans, and click her way across marble floors in very expensive shoes.

Olivia blames me for how things turned out. How could she ever be all that, with my notoriety hanging around her neck?

I have ruined it all for her, haven’t I? Forced her to dwell in the shadows.

Forced you all to dwell in the shadows.

I am not sorry for that.

It’s not like I had any choice, you know, and even if I did, I might not have acted any differently. There was always a distance between them and me. They didn’t see what I saw, didn’t know what I knew. And maybe there’s some resentment in there too, because what my mother failed so spectacularly to see was how vulnerable it all made me. How I was like a raw egg, all tender and fragile, so easy to break.

No one keeps an eye on the bad girl. The peculiar daughter is left on her own. So easy to slip away then, fall into the twilight places of the world. To be taken and lost. Preyed upon.

Good girls smell like burnt tangerines for those with bad intentions – fragrant but bitter, it is a repellant. Bad girls like me smell like ripe apples, ready for picking, juicy and tart.

No one will miss them at all.

But I could have used a mother’s protection.
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This I remember: the horrid sound when the flowerpot crashed to the floor. I was five at the time, standing by the living room window, bright sunlight was streaming inside, and thin white curtains billowed in the breeze. My companion – my only friend – smiled at me, a toothy grin.

I called him ‘Pepper-Man’, for the strong scent that emitted from him, warning me of his arrival. Usually he would appear at the end of my bed, sat there cross-legged, grooming his hair with a comb made from bone, or twisting twigs into animals and crowns; gifts for his little girl.

His skin was gray and gnarled, black warts clustered at his joints, his long white hair hung nearly to his knees, ragged and dry as old hay. He was very tall. His fingers were long. They had just swept the newly filled flowerpot off the white-painted windowsill and now his dark eyes, the color of moss, were watching the door expectantly – curious.

Pepper-Man’s black lips drew back from his teeth when my mother came into the room. The gray tatters that clothed his ungainly body shifted and moved in the draft from the door.

‘Oh, Cassie,’ my mother said, hands on the hips of her navy-blue skirt. ‘Why do you keep doing that? I told you to leave those flowers alone.’ Her gaze was on the red petunia, petals crushed by dirt and pottery shards.

‘It wasn’t me.’ I twisted my sweaty hands in the skirt of my yellow summer dress. ‘It was Pepper-Man—’

‘Oh, won’t you stop with that already.’ She crossed the floor swiftly, mid-sized heels clicking on the floorboards. ‘Where is this Pepper-Man, then? Flew out the window?’ She bent down, collecting sharp pieces of pottery in her hand. My friend was towering above her, still with that curiosity in his gaze, that smile plastered to his black lips.

‘No,’ I said, breathless, watched as my mother’s stiff hair nearly brushed Pepper-Man’s body when she straightened up again.

‘You are a big girl now, Cassie,’ said Mother. ‘I think it’s time you stopped blaming someone else for your mistakes. This is the fifth flowerpot this week, why can’t you just leave them be? What did the poor flowers ever do to you?’

‘Nothing,’ I muttered, my gaze on the floor, where Mother’s black and shiny shoes stood next to the twisted toes of my friend. I just wanted her to go away, didn’t trust Pepper-Man around other people. He was capricious and sometimes cruel, too curious about everything. His hand reached now, for the top of her head; fingers flexing, rubbing together; long nails stretching through the air. ‘They are stupid,’ I said quickly, to grab her attention and get her away from Pepper-Man’s fingers. ‘I hate the flowers! They are stupid flowers! They are ugly and red and I hate them!’ I spun around, grabbed another flowerpot from the windowsill, this one topped with fluffy, white blossoms, and threw it hard to the floor. Dirt spattered everywhere. This pot didn’t break but rolled across the floor, coming to a halt by my mother’s feet. Pepper-Man’s hand retracted.

‘Cassie!’ Mother cried, dropping the broken shards she held. They landed on the floor, in the heap of dirt and greenery. ‘Look what you made me do.’ She held up a finger. Fat droplets of blood trailed her white skin, aiming for her golden rings.

‘Good,’ I said and stomped my foot. Pepper-Man’s thin nostrils flared, his black tongue came out to lick his lips. He liked blood a lot. It made him perk up like a dog with a treat. It felt like a stab to my tiny chest watching him watch her like that, so I ran. I brushed past her, tears streaming, and slammed the door behind me; up the stairs; feet like drumsticks, into my room, where I threw myself on top of the bed and let my tears soak into the mattress.

Pepper-Man was already there, as I knew he’d be. That was the point of the whole charade, to lure him away from Mother. He sat perched on top of my crocheted bedspread, humming a gentle tune; fingers braiding, twisting, and shaping the birch twigs in his hands. He didn’t look at me, didn’t have to.

Ours was an intimate relationship.

***

I cannot recall a world without Pepper-Man; he has always been around me, coming and going, mostly just there. Sometimes a menace, other times bliss. Pepper-Man is very old.

Once, he told me he had found me as a toddler, playing on the banks by the river. He had been floating downstream, he said, when he caught sight of my gleaming hair in the meadow. My mother and father, young then and still in love, were having a picnic nearby. He said they had sandwiches and pears, drank tea from painted china. He was riding the water on an oak leaf when he saw me sitting there alone, all round cheeked and plump. He wanted me, he said, so he jumped.

When I said I didn’t believe that he would want me like that, for no reason at all, he laughed and said that all of his kind wanted hair like mine to stroke and braid and play with, but maybe I was right.

In truth, he said, he had been traveling the sky as a crow at the time, his bird’s eyes trailing the ground for prey. He was very hungry, he said, for meat. Then he saw me, just a baby then, lying alone outside our home. He swept down and perched on the edge of my basket, talons curling around the edge. He thought I had the loveliest eyes, and wondered how they’d taste. But then my mother came out and shooed at him, chasing him away. He said that was why he remained with me; still wondered about the taste of my eyes, how it would feel to have them slip down his throat.

I didn’t quite believe that, either, and told him as much. Why would he wait so long to eat them, if my eyes made his stomach growl like that? He laughed again, said I might be right, and told me I’d tripped on a faerie mound. He’d been strolling nearby, minding his own business, when a terrible wail rose from the ground. That was me, knees bruised and hands dirty, white dress all ruined. He felt sorry for me then, and wanted to make me something pretty, like a wreath of flowers or a crown of twigs, but then my mother and father came rushing and carried me away, shushing and kissing and tending my wounds. He followed me home and slipped inside, making me gifts ever since.

There is another story too, where Pepper-Man and I are born from the same pod. Siblings in spirit if not in flesh, forever connected through unbreakable bonds. We are the same, he and I, even if we don’t share DNA. We have always been together and will always remain so.

I will not speak of that other option, so brazenly launched at the murder trial. There will be time for that later. Unlike the others, the latter was not among the stories I heard as a child, when I was lying in his hard arms, breathing against his still chest, his dry hair a blanket, his pepper scent a comfort, feeling the paper-thin leather of his pointed ears against my fingertips as I trailed their shape against the lace of my pillows. His voice sounded only in my head; a soft whisper, like wind rustling in leaves. I used to close my eyes and drift on the sound of his voice, losing myself in its rise and fall. Like being submerged under water, that feeling; that falling into him. A rattle would start at the base of my spine and push its way through my body; push and push, rattle and shake, until I split open and rushed from my skin; sped like a lightning bolt through the roof, toward the sky, while images and noises flashed past me. I saw people I hadn’t seen before walking unfamiliar streets. Once, it was a woman in a black coat looking through her purse, the pavement under her feet was cobbled, the buildings surrounding her made of brick. Another time it was a man with a mustard-colored tie, chasing a blue bus. The bus driver glanced at him in the mirror and drove on, while the man stomped his foot and threw his hat to the ground. I saw children with brown skin in a playground, wearing gray uniforms, munching soft candy. And other things too, twisting, coiling among the roots of ancient trees: pale snakes and old women licking black juice from the trunks, men with goat’s heads running through the woods, and girls with snapping jaws spinning dresses from spider silk in hot, dry caves underground. Sometimes I was at sea, moving with the waves, salt on my lips and seaweed in my hair, moving with the shadows beneath me.

When I woke up from these trips, Pepper-Man was always there, his teeth buried deep in my throat. He lifted his head to whisper in my ear: ‘I love you, Cassie, I do. You taste like the finest buttercups and wine.’

***

At Sunday dinner it was Mother who poured the wine, letting it slouch off the rim and down on the table. Her lips were crusted with crimson. There were chicken and mashed potatoes. Caramel pudding for dessert. In this memory, I am eight years old.

‘Eat,’ she wheezed at me. Her eyes were shiny and blue. They reminded me of the stained-glass window at church. The one with Mary and the baby, the color being the only likeness. The pearls around her neck swung back and forth between her breasts; cool white globes, shimmering and hard.

Father asked: ‘What has Cassandra done now?’

Mother lifted her hands in exasperation. ‘Well, look at her! Look at that hair. Why couldn’t she at least try to comb it before church?’ In truth, I had given up on that hair. Pepper-Man kept twisting it at night, braiding it and curling it, licking it even, with his long, black tongue.

‘What does it matter?’ Father’s eyes were bloodshot, his tie all
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Now Cassandra Tipp herself
seems to be the next bead on the
string of misfortune that has fol-
lowed her family for decades —
though not everyone is convinced.

‘She might not be dead at all,’
said Olivia Blatten, sister of the
woman in question. ‘She always
had a flair for drama. She could be
anywhere, France or Italy, reading
the headlines about herself while
sipping a glass of cool wine. It
would be just like her. She destroyed
our family, you know, ruined it with
her shameful lies.’

Mrs Blatten’s son, Janus Blatten,
was not as harsh in the judgment
of his aunt. ‘She is not so young
anymore. Maybe she just wanted to
retire with a bang.’

The S— Police do not endorse
this theory. ‘She has not been in
contact with anyone since the last
week of August,” Officer Parks said.
‘There has not been any activity in
her bank accounts or calls made
from her phone. We do not know
when and we do not know how, but
we are convinced that Cassandra
Tipp is dead.’
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Bestselling Author
Disappears Without
a Trace

Seventy-four-year-old romance novel-
ist Cassandra Tipp, best known
for titles like Golden Suns and A
Wish for Carrie, has been missing
from her home since at least late
August, authorities say. Nothing is
known about the prolific author’s
whereabouts or why she has left her
home. The police do not suspect —
but cannot rule out — foul play.

Local deliveryman Brian Frost had
no way of knowing that he would
be the last person to see the reclu-
sive writer before she disappeared.
Cassandra Tipp seemed in good
health, even cheery, when she picked
up her bags of groceries on the porch
of her house in the woods last week.

She had given Mr Frost a hand-
some tip and a small smile before
retiring inside with her oatmeal and
tea bags. No one has spoken to her
since.

‘She definitely didn’t look un-
happy,” the young man said, commenting
on the rumor that the writer chose
to end her life in some unknown
location.

The S— Police are not so certain.
‘Maybe the past came back to haunt

her. She has a history here,” Officer
William Parks Jr said. The officer
is no doubt referring to the trial fol-
lowing her husband’s violent death
38 years ago, where Cassandra Tipp
was a suspect. The murder and its
aftermath launched Mrs Tipp’s writ-
ing career; her fame partly due to her
therapist Dr V. Martin’s book about the
case, Away with the Fairies: A Study
in Trauma-Induced Psychosis, which
briefly climbed the bestseller lists.

Mrs Tipp’s latest novel, Thorns
in November, was published in June
last year to much acclaim and the
usual high sales.

A Haunted Life

Cassandra Tipp’s family was back
in the limelight 27 years ago, when
her father and brother tragically died
in a supposed murder-suicide. Mrs
Tipp was estranged from her family
at that point, but the ripples from
the tragedy added to her already
considerable aura of tristesse. The
novel she published that year, A
Wish for Carrie, became an instant
bestseller.

‘It is not fair to say that she prof-
ited from the tragedy,” book critic
and Tipp enthusiast Miranda Hope
said, ‘but it certainly didn’t hurt the
numbers either. Everyone wanted a
peek inside her head, and her novels
gave them just that, even if they were
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INSTRUCTIONS REGARDING THE LAST WILL
AND TESTAMENT OF CASSANDRA TIPP

1. Only Cassandra Tipp’s named heirs, Janus and

Penelope Blatten, son and:daughter of her estranged:

sister, Olivia Blatten, ican claim the estate.

2. In the event of Cassandra Tipp’s natural or
accidental death, her estate can be claimed
immediately.

3. Should Cassandra Tipp go missing, a year must
pass from the day she was last seen or heard from
before a claim can be made.

4, When or if that happens, Cassandra Tipp’s heirs
mist complete the following steps to.secure: the
transaction of the estate:
— Go to Cassandra Tipp’s residence.
— Enter the study on the ground floor.
— Read the manusecrip® left for ghiem onsthexdesk’
— Within the manuscript is a password that must be
verbally communiecafed to the estate’>suexecuitive;
Mr Owen Norris, with Norris, Norris and Nesbit,
in order for the claim to be wvalid.

5., 0ne or both partiecs can ¢laim the-estate.

6. Should one of the parties choose not to claim
the estate, this must be conveyed in writing,
signed by the party and two witnesses. The party’s
share of the estate will pass on to their sibling.

7. If none of the parties claims the estate, Mr
Norris-will sell :all assE®stand —curiirc Esiis titeil i
funds belonging to the estate will benefit various
organizations (listencil@=ecdy:

Signed,

Cossandna T 7’/’
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‘This might be the best book I’ve read all year.’
JOANNE HARRIS
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