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The Day the Lies Began

TWO COUPLES, FOUR IRONCLAD FRIENDSHIPS, THE PERFECT COASTAL
HOLIDAY TOWN.

It happened the day of the Moon Festival. It could have been left behind, they all could have moved on with their lives. But secrets have a habit of rising to the surface, especially in small towns.

With its salt-stung houses and tight community, Lago Point is the scene of postcards, not crime scenes. Wife and mother Abbi, town cop Blake, schoolteacher Hannah and local doctor Will are caught in their own tangled webs of deceit. Sometimes doing wrong can feel completely right.

When the truth washes in, so do the judgements: victim, or vigilante, who will forgive, who will betray? Not all relationships survive. Nor do all residents.


THE

DAY

THE

LIES
BEGAN

KYLIE KADEN

[image: image]


“We are so accustomed to disguise ourselves to others,
that in the end, we become disguised to ourselves.” 

– François de la Rochefoucauld
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To my husband,
for making the good bits in my life possible.


Chapter 1

6 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

It seemed simple at first – folding one lie over the next. Six mortifying days she’d been doing it, this surrogacy of sorts where Abbi pretended to be normal. She had become an expert at feathering over the cracks to ensure her life appeared the same. But inside, it didn’t feel fixed.

She’d barely seen Blake since it happened, since the ugliness of it all.

But she wanted to get things back on track.

So, there they sat, angle-parked on a balding embankment, staring at the misty line where the horizon met a squally sea. Two cupcakes were perched on a rain-splattered packet on the dash, one pink, the other blue. Abbi pulled out two candles and stabbed one in each. Blake had the car windows down an inch, and gusts of salty air shot inside. Ironically, his police vehicle, with dash cam and radio, was the only place they could really be alone.

‘Let me guess,’ he said, grabbing the pastel-pink cake. ‘This one’s mine.’

Icing shards landed on his starched, eggshell-blue uniform as she flicked her rain-soaked hair. ‘Well, you always were the prissy one.’

His eyebrows arched, the way they had for his Miami Vice face when they were kids. ‘You forget. I have a gun now.’

Abbi smirked. ‘Have you used it yet?’

‘Pointed it once, rather menacingly.’

She blew out a laugh and Blake did a double take. His eyes softened. ‘Watch out, you were almost happy there for a sec.’

Happy. Abbi had been impersonating it all week. She’d forgotten what the real thing felt like. That light, butterfly-in-your-throat feeling she used to have every day. Now she constantly looked over her shoulder, had lost all confidence in her decision making, felt overwhelmed with even the slightest extra task. Her eyes drifted closed as she pressed her shoulder blades against the passenger seat. She could still sit by her brother’s side, hear the ocean, and eat cake. Abbi was content with that. Grateful, even, under the circumstances.

The wrinkled sand was speckled with splotches on the path to the shore. She watched the waves sipping at the spit, and the palm trees bending, twisting in the breeze. A minibus shot past in a whine of spray, then parked on shiny bitumen at the base of the lot. The sun’s rays had incubated the turtle eggs all summer, and it was nearing the end of hatching season. But the locals made sure they milked the last drop of townie money before the leaner, cooler months. The tour leader and a scrum of poloshirt-wearing camera wielders clambered from the bus and unfurled umbrellas.

Abbi felt privileged, growing up by the sea, and remembered the endless heat-haze days of Christmas holidays – eternally sunburnt shoulders stinging in the shower, sunset fry-ups and listening to a chorus of cicadas. It felt pure and simple, living off guava and pineapple and the catch of the day. But after what they did, this sacred place had been cast in shadow. A dense cloud hovered behind her every step and she felt it was only a matter of time before she tripped and fell in the darkness.

A couple from the retirement village zipped by on a motorised golf buggy taken from the country club, the canopy flapping in the breeze. They parked beneath a shivering bottlebrush, pulled out their towels and plodded down to the swirling waves, hand in hand.

‘Look at those two,’ Abbi said. ‘Barefoot. Brazen. Still so in love.’

‘Parked illegally. No rego. Plus, the bloke’s wearing budgie smugglers – now that should be illegal.’

‘I hope I’m that happy at their age, and still married …’ She thought of Will; solid, straight-talking Will. It was like her life relaxed as soon as he walked into it. Will, and the unusual circumstances in which she fell in love with him, had made her a better version of herself. ‘God, I was lucky to find him. You know what I was like before.’

Blake turned to look outside. ‘Dating dickheads, clueless and broke?’

Abbi screwed up her nose. ‘I wasn’t that bad.’

‘You dropped out of journalism three times, dated a pothead who wore socks with sandals, got evicted … By the way, I still think you owe me a grand for that rental bond I lent you.’

Abbi pretended not to hear.

‘You had such promise in high school – head nerd, straight As. What happened?’

‘You know what happened.’

Blake sneezed. ‘I’m getting sick. I’m sure of it.’ He sniffed again, as if to prove it.

Whenever Blake was stressed, he’d worry he was coming down with something. Abbi blamed Dr Google for Blake’s recent medical condition: hypochondria. But deep-down, Abbi knew she was the real problem in his life and a lump formed in her throat.

The palm-tree-lined beach before them was scattered with buckets and spades, a child’s lost thong and an abandoned boogie board tied to a post, and it made Abbi think of her daughter’s holiday-scene Lego set; plastic-like in its perfection.

Abbi combed her fingers through her copper-brown hair, noticing the bedhead style she’d acquired since parenthood (her lifestyle now demanded she get ready in under five minutes). She angled the rear-view mirror and inspected herself; her dark eyebrows seemed scruffier than usual, and with her caramel skin and wisps of sun-bleached hair falling over her face, she looked no better groomed than the homeless woman camped out in the dunes.

A pack of teenagers on rusty bikes skidded on bitumen, skin glowing, boards under arm, not a helmet among them. Blake shook his head. ‘More law-breakers.’ Abbi knew Blake liked to imagine he kept Lago Point in order, but it was an old-fashioned town where dogs wandered off-leash, doors went unlocked. A town where the butcher still kept seniors’ tabs till pension day, and bare feet and board shorts got you in anywhere worth being.

Blake snuck a sideways glance at Abbi, her cupcake balancing on her lap. ‘Didn’t think I’d see you on your birthday. Not this year.’

Abbi wondered why she’d bothered doing anything for it. It was kind of tacky, with everything. ‘Why? It’s your birthday too.’

‘Thought you’d be home. With your people …’

Aren’t you my people? ‘You know my husband. Not one for fanfare.’

Will was the antonym of fanfare.

Using his hand as a shield from the wind funnelling into the car, Blake lit each wick with a lighter that appeared from nowhere, and Abbi figured his Dunhill stash wasn’t far away. ‘Thought you’d quit.’

‘Shut your face.’

Abbi smiled. Back before it was social suicide, back before the age of superfoods and wheatgrass, smoking had been their thing. She liked that it was still a part of him, even if a hidden one. ‘You really should stop that filthy habit, you know,’ she said.

‘What? Hanging out with you?’

She rolled her eyes, and they sat and watched the flame on the candle dance, mesmerised.

Abbi reached over the handbrake and punched his arm. ‘Happy birthday, Blake.’

‘Happy birthday, sis.’

She hated it when he called her that.

The candles flickered in the sea breeze – the flame as fragile as life itself. She closed her eyes as she made a wish and blew. One breath later, the flame was gone. ‘Your turn.’

He did the same, and she wondered if their wishes matched along with their cakes.

‘Remember our first birthday?’

Blake’s eyebrows pulled together. ‘I was one.’

‘First joint birthday. At the beach, just down the front from us near the spit. Our twelfth.’ Life was simple. She missed simple. ‘I do.’

Blake shook his head. ‘No, you don’t. You just make up stories around your photos to fill the gaps. And now there’s no one left but me to correct you.’

Abbi felt a jolt of nostalgia. It had been five years since her mum died and it still hurt like fire when she thought of her not being here, that the world still went on without her. ‘It was the day you were placed with us. Remember?’

A blankness fell over his eyes, as if he resented her pulling him back in time. ‘Not really.’

‘It was in the Macca’s car park on the highway. You know, the one where we did the changeovers. It was raining, like today. Those hypo twins were drawing stupid cock-and-balls pics on the foggy windows in the back of the Tarago. I remember pulling hard on the seatbelt so I could get the first look at the new kid but all I could see was that placement officer with the puffball hair.’ Abbi picked at the icing as Blake brushed crumbs off his uniform. She’d known he was a serial foster because he had the sack – the black plastic rubbish bag to cart his loot from life to life. ‘Your hair was long and you were so skinny; Mum joked if we cut your hair, you’d lose half your body weight.’

Blake patted his belly – more padded than it was during his scrawny teenage years. ‘Your mum bought me three boxes of Macca’s cookies. It was like Christmas.’

‘They didn’t warn us that it was your birthday. She was compensating for not having a present for you.’ Abbi found those same cookies in a hidden stash beneath Blake’s bunk weeks after, together with a torch and map of bus stops and main roads that he must have tried to memorise in case he needed to escape. He was a runner. He always ran back to his real mother.

Months later, Abbi’s mum found his stockpile while checking for drugs like she always did with noobs, and gave him the most long-winded hug ever, just to show him how unnecessary his precautions were. That he was part of them now. They were his twelfth placement, and she told him it would be his last.

Blake smiled. ‘Things got better, from that day.’ Blake started whistling. He never whistled. It was the cop in him. He was usually the grim llama, the first to point out the inherent danger in any situation. He’d been at it ten years now; it had changed his DNA. He could barely sleep the night they’d shoplifted three packets of Skittles from Wyatt’s general store at fifteen, let alone what they’d done this time. But he seemed grounded today, like he’d forgiven himself. She wondered if he’d ever forgive her.

‘Why so chirpy?’ She and Blake hadn’t done chirpy since what went down. ‘Has Seinfeld announced a tour or something?’ Are you in total denial of what we did?

His dimples made their second appearance this rainy morning. ‘She’s coming back. For real this time.’ He drummed a rock beat on the steering wheel.

‘Who?’

‘Hannah Banana.’ His voice was cool but his body betrayed him, bouncing a little in his seat like a galah as he spoke of Hannah Worthington. The same Hannah Worthington who had broken his heart more times than Abbi had missed editor’s deadlines. ‘She’s been threatening to come home for ages, but Molly told me she’s booked her flights. It’s happening.’

Molly had babysat for Abbi last week and hadn’t mentioned anything about her big sister making a comeback tour. Her mind raced. ‘Are you kidding? She’s coming back now?’

He looked at his watch. ‘In eighty-three hours, to be exact.’ He was beaming. ‘God, hope I don’t get sick for that. What if it’s swine flu?’

No, it’s called a guilty conscience. ‘And you’re not worried about her being back? Have you forgotten that thing we did?’

His brow furrowed. ‘We’ve dealt with that.’

‘You hope.’ Abbi scoffed.

It had been almost a week. The sky hadn’t fallen. The world was indifferent, even if they weren’t. It was like spilt wine on a linen tablecloth – disastrous at the time, but now seemed to have been cleaned up without a trace. Only they knew the stain would always be there.

She watched the rain bending the bristly branches of the coastal casuarinas lining the car park. ‘She’s been overseas, what – six years, and now she decides to come back? Isn’t that coincidental?’ Hannah may have been on the other side of the world, but she’d always had Blake by a thread that she’d yank now and then, just to make sure he was still attached. Now the puppet master would be back, pulling strings.

‘You think she planned her life just to piss you off? Self-absorbed much?’

Abbi rolled her eyes. And so, it began – Blake mediating between the two women in his life. ‘How’s Fatso, anyway?’

He laughed that easy laugh she loved. The laugh she hadn’t heard for a while.

‘You were best friends for half your life, now you can’t even say her name?’

‘Hannah.’ Abbi said it like she was sixteen instead of twice that, with the scowl to prove it.

His tongue planted in his cheek. ‘You think you’ll be demoted, hey?’ He laughed that laugh again. She liked it less now.

But he spoke the truth. Abbi preferred Hannah when she was on the other side of the Pacific, not the other side of town. She and Hannah were in nappies when their lives collided. Their mums had met in mothers’ group, so they were first friends by circumstance in that way kids play when they have no choice in the matter. Over the years, something other than proximity kept drawing the girls together, but Abbi feared it was often closer to rivalry than a heartfelt connection.

Abbi shifted in her seat. Her eyes slid sideways and saw a spark in his eyes that had lain dormant for years. He’d been lost without that woman, like a stray sock that sits on the edge of the drawer, ever hopeful.

‘Which reminds me, I was going to ask you to feed Newman the following weekend. Thinking of taking Hannah out to one of those treehouse B&Bs, you know? With the robes.’ He paused like he needed a buffer to what he planned to say. ‘If things go well, I’m gonna ask her to move in. I’ve got the house now. No more stinky cop-shop quarters – she always carried on about staying over when I lived there.’

‘You talk like you’re finally worthy of Miss Worthington.’ What was wrong with the old Blake, anyway? He was already too good for her. ‘But Blay, if you’re hoping for a Notebook-style reunion, I think you should lower your expectations.’

Blake shook his head. ‘It won’t be like last time. She’s different now. I’m different now.’

‘You know this through Skype?’

‘She’s had her fun with that Yank, and she’s realised what a catch I am.’ He flexed his bicep, propping it up with his finger, like boys did at fifteen.

‘Wasn’t she screwing a married guy? Nice type.’

‘His wife had cancer, she was living in a home.’

‘Her husband’s home?’

He rolled his neck. ‘A palliative care facility.’

Abbi shook her head. One thing she hated was disloyalty. But who was she to judge?

The memory of Blake brooding on her couch after the last time Hannah broke his heart filled her mind. But that wasn’t the only reason for her unease. The Hannah she remembered was stroppy, opinionated, always on her high horse about the latest injustice and dogmatic about her views. When she grabbed hold of something, she never let go.

Abbi glared at him, hoping her wisdom, her fear, would transfer via osmosis so she wouldn’t have to say it out loud: Miss Do-Gooder was a threat.

His eyes narrowed. He’d got her drift. He could still read her thoughts. ‘It’ll be fine, Abs.’

Abbi wasn’t so sure. Banners advertising the Lago Moon Festival still adorned the streets, tattered lanterns still looped around lampposts despite the event being old news. If Hannah and Blake did get back together, it would come up; in the bedroom, in a drunken moment of intimacy. He was a sharer. He’d blab, eventually. She’d pry it out with her claws if she knew there was something to be found.

‘It’s just hard to act normal with people who know you well.’

His eyes dropped to the pedals. ‘You’re managing.’

‘Am I?’ She felt like an impersonator around her husband: her marriage was a shell of what it had been. She was just hoping time would fill the hollow. That they still would be that old couple, together forever. ‘Would any sane person manage this?’

The evenings were when she’d remember, her thoughts darkening with the night. She rationed herself to half an hour a day of letting her mind wallow in self-pity, just half an hour, and only when alone. It was the only way to maintain things. But she’d used her quota today in the shower (crying was easier to hide there) so she shut down the thought.

Blake shook his head, rubbed his forehead. ‘The one thing – the one thing I asked was that you never mention it, so stop fucking mentioning it.’

Their bond of silence. Abbi’s throat tightened. ‘I’m sorry.’

They both retreated to their heads, to the ghastliness of it.

‘I just … Something niggles. I keep wondering about that boat, if someone saw us, down by the lake.’

Blake turned and glared. ‘What?’

‘Maybe Catfish was out that night in his tinnie, skulking like he does. He’s been funny with me in town since.’

‘You tell me this now?’

‘You keep asking me to not mention it.’

He shook his head. ‘You’re just paranoid.’

Their gaze settled on the sea once more. Blake’s voice was calm, resigned, but she knew he was trying to convince himself. ‘It was one stupid mistake in the heat of the moment. It’s over.’

Abbi nodded. She trusted him with her life. She wanted to believe him.

But now there was Hannah.

* * *

Abbi spent the rest of her birthday at work, researching white spot disease devastating local prawn farms, interviewing a local girl who made the national netball team and searching, unsuccessfully, for an orange shirt Eadie needed to wear for Stand Against Violence day at school. She was tired, and breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Will’s Mini Cooper in the drive. Eadie’s shoes were by the door. Everyone was where they belonged.

A gust of salty air brushed her face as she skipped up the stairs of their timber home, shell collections and shabby-chic furniture scattered on the verandah. Theirs was a sought-after property perched a little out of town, surrounded by bushland that was home to giant river gums and rare birds. In the distance, the deck overlooked the sandy belt that separated the lake from the ocean and hadn’t broken its banks in decades. She was surrounded by water along with all its moods and mystery.

To Abbi, home meant ocean spray on your windows and sand in your shoes. Even with the maintenance, the rust, the wind-blown hair, she loved it.

As she grabbed her door key, a fluoro pink square on the wall caught her eye. Welcome home, birthday girl was scrawled on a sticky note in her husband’s handwriting.

As she opened the door, another was stuck to the shoe rack. Put your feet up. She walked the hall, more notes, best wifey ever, we love you, followed by a trail of other little square drawings of stick-figure people frolicking in a cloud of hearts. At the end was her family; her daughter dwarfed in her husband’s arms as they sat, transfixed by the burst of pearly pink and muted orange above the coppery shrubs on the deck.

She inhaled a ragged breath, a sharp swell of emotion rattling her. This. Right here; the love of her life and the daughter they created together. Abbi realised only too well that she’d taken her idyllic life for granted. Now she felt a sense of urgency to be present, to savour every moment. Who knew when it might be lost? She swallowed hard.

‘You’re early,’ Will said. ‘Thought your workmates were taking you out for a birthday drink?’

‘Rather be home, with you.’

Will’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who are you and where did you take my wife?’

He was right. She was uncharacteristically becoming a homebody. Abbi had accepted her colleagues’ invitation in an attempt to appear normal, like Blake told her, but putting on the quirk and keeping it together for a few extra hours after work was more than she could handle.

Will beckoned her over to the table. They could see most of the township, tiny clusters of twinkling lights from scattered houses perched along the peninsula, which jutted like a thumb into the sea. The wrinkled ocean was just visible down the rocky embankment to the beach, a small, sandy and well-trodden path the only break in the green. Abbi dumped her laptop and joined them as they stared at nature’s display of wonder.

She kissed them both in quick succession. Abbi knew she lumped Will with the dark side of parenting. The tough love, the sunscreen, the vaccinations she couldn’t bear to watch. But he did it so well. He liked being in charge, being the steadfast, responsible one, didn’t he? She was the balance, the glitter to sprinkle on the glue.

‘Mummy! Me and Daddy maded a cake, but it got burnt,’ Eadie said as Abbi leaned into her.

Will squinted at their daughter, ruffling her hair. ‘Dobber.’

The house smelled like charred pancakes. ‘Oh, hon.’ She smoothed Eadie’s hair. A final sticky note was stuck to a glass sitting next to a bottle of Merlot. Her eyes met Will’s. ‘I love the notes. Exactly what I needed.’

‘That’s good ’cause, ah, it’s kinda all I got you. Unless you want to count the charcoal cake.’

Abbi laughed. She’d never been one to care about stuff, never the type to demand jewellery or flowers on Valentine’s Day, even under normal circumstances. She certainly didn’t deserve spoiling after what she’d kept from him. How she’d lied, and justified it in her mind as the right thing to do. Was avoiding hurt feelings ever an excuse for lying?

Eadie frowned. ‘But hey, how can you wish with no cake?’

‘I already have everything I need,’ she said as she touched Eadie on the bridge of her nose, ‘right here.’

Will arched one eyebrow. ‘You becoming a sook in your old age, hon?’

Abbi elbowed him in the ribs, then rested her head on the bulk of his shoulder and breathed him in.

Blake had been right: Abbi Jordan was a lost cause before Will. She was Abbi Adams now; a wife, a mother. It was the reason she couldn’t reveal to anyone what they’d done – to preserve what was hers.

A sap-sweet smell clung to the air, the sky so clear you could see the way the earth curved. As the sun’s fiery kiss faded, pale stars slid into view and a chorus of cicadas filled the darkening sky.

People said kids these days didn’t appreciate what they had, but Eadie noticed everything, and gawked in wonder. ‘The sky. It’s like love hearts, bursting.’

As the light faded over the township that lay before her, Abbi’s gaze rose to the stars, twinkling like a canopy of fairy lights overhead. Those stars, ever present in the night sky, witnessed all that transpired beneath, and she hoped they would keep her secret.


Chapter 2

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL

‘Mrs Andrews?’ Will hollered, his doctor’s bag in one hand, a punnet of lychees in the other. He knew full well that his patient hated being called Mrs Andrews, but Will didn’t get many chances to be rebellious. He opened her cottage door. ‘You decent?’

‘William, I didn’t expect you,’ Gwen Andrews called from the kitchen, as she dangled a tea bag in her Harrods china cup, swung it three times against the side and dropped it clean in the bin.

‘Sure it’s your eyes failing, not your hearing?’

‘Sorry, can’t hear anything over all the noise.’

He dumped his doctor’s bag on the table, paced over to her, and stowed the cordless kettle back safely on its base. ‘What did I tell you about safety first, Missy?’

‘Who you calling Missy, Mister?’ Gwen turned on the cantankerous librarian voice, but it was such a lame attempt at crotchety that he was sure no one would be intimidated by it. It only made her more endearing.

‘How’s things?’

The lines above her mouth seemed more defined, like she’d spent the weeks since he’d seen her last pursing her lips over something. ‘Answer’s still “no”, if that’s why you’re here.’

Will had been trying to get Gwen to agree to eye surgery for as long as he’d been her doctor. ‘You act like there aren’t advantages to being stuck in a bed, face-down, for weeks. There’s plenty!’

Gwen scowled at him. ‘Like what?’

‘You’d be eligible for more services, so you’d get out of the housework.’ He counted on his fingers. ‘Pity points. Great excuse not to go to family events.’

She hushed him away. ‘What family events? The cat doesn’t hold any bar mitzvahs.’

‘Then there’s the delaying blindness thing.’

Gwen huffed. ‘I’ve lived long enough to know what most things look like.’

‘Yeah? What about when to raise your foot to avoid tripping on a gutter?’

‘I’ve got onto this new supplement, saffron tablets, and I still take the cod liver oil – the orange one is less ghastly.’ Gwen stuck out her tongue in a rare moment of candidness.

Will nodded. It always took a few minutes to see the raw fear surface. The fear she harboured under each thick tier of pride, independence, determination. She was white-haired, but only fifty-five. Far too young to face legal blindness. But she never spoke a word of the helplessness that macular degeneration inflicts, the terror of facing a dimming world as it closed in on you. ‘You know, I read how they’re developing cholesterol-reducing eyedrops that prevent the over-production of white blood cells on the retina.’

‘Cholesterol? I barely eat anything but fruit and oatmeal. And besides, how many years till they develop that?’

‘There are trials. I think we should apply.’

Gwen shrugged. Admitting she needed treatment was admitting that she couldn’t hack it. They were both distracted by the muffled words from a megaphone billowing over from the festival just a few blocks from Gwen’s home.

Tinny music filled the silence. Will withdrew his phone from his jeans pocket and checked the time. ‘I promised to get Eadie early so we could go to the festival before she turns into a ratbag.’

‘You go.’ She swatted him away. ‘Thanks for the lychees.’

Will hesitated. He was never one for mindless chitchat with patients, but he knew it could be as useful as antidepressants but without the side effects. ‘Fancy some mooncakes? I can take you down there if you feel like a night out. I’ll be your guide dog.’

‘No, no. I’ll have an early night. Midsomer Murders will keep me company. Bit too brisk for me out there with this autumn air.’

‘Sure? Jay’s famous for her mooncake – she makes those salty, egg-yolk-centred ones. I reckon they taste like lard balls but people line up. It makes them feel cultured.’

‘What were you saying about cholesterol?’

He grabbed a beige coat from an overloaded hook by the door. ‘C’mon. You’re not dead yet.’

‘But I need to …’ She faltered. ‘Molly often visits about this time.’

‘Molly Worthington? She’s our babysitter. Good kid, for an adolescent. How do you know her?’ Will was sure there was more than one of that girl – she seemed to be everywhere at once. ‘She’ll be working at the festival, surely? And her dad always takes her, if not.’

There were tears in the lady’s clear eyes. Will liked to push his patients, but there was a fine line between motivating and terrorising. He guided her down again. ‘How ’bout I bring some mooncakes over later? I’ll ask for a low-fat lard ball.’ He smiled.

‘Don’t be silly! Enjoy yourself.’ Her shoulders relaxed, and she waved him off.

* * *

Will wished his feet were smaller as he squeezed up the cubbyhouse stairs, drew open the red poplin curtain shading the teeny door, and found his favourite person, cross-legged on the pine-slat floor surrounded by balled-up Play-Doh. He felt more oversized than usual in the tiny play kitchen he’d constructed from recycled crates back when Eadie started kindy.

His pint-sized princess looked expectantly at her dad, her eyes alive with excitement. ‘I maded it for you!’ She shoved the sandy Play-Doh cake his way.

He chewed like it were a garlic risotto ball. ‘Delicious.’

Eadie thanked him with a gap-toothed grin.

Will noticed the peanut butter sandwiches he’d set out on the picnic blanket earlier, getting dry on the corners. ‘Make sure you have your sangas too, sweet pea. And the apple before it goes brown.’

Eadie eyed off the empty teacup and saucer she’d set up. ‘Where’s Mummy?’

Just as Will started to wonder that himself, the curtains parted, his wife’s pretty head filled the doorframe and she roared like a dinosaur, scaring Will more than he liked to admit.

Abbi kissed him and apologised for being late.

‘What happened to finishing work early?’ Will asked.

Abbi rolled her eyes. ‘Procrastination.’ Abbi gave Eadie a wide smile. ‘Is that for me?’ she asked, gesturing to her own fake cake, before nibbling the corner of the salty dough. Will leaned into her, pushing the Play-Doh firmly into the latecomer’s mouth. Abbi lurched back. ‘Stop! Stop!’ She mumbled, dropping clumps of green sandy dough all over the cubbyhouse as he pressed into her, a goofy smile splitting his face. Eadie jumped on them as the elegant tea party turned into a raucous rabble.

They could hear a muffled announcement through the casuarinas lining their yard, providing privacy from the parkland that sprawled the headland. ‘I can smell the mulled wine from here.’ Will smiled. ‘Monkey-breath,’ he tickled their daughter’s sandy feet, ‘wanna go see some lanterns?’

* * *

Walking the short stroll to the festival, led by the sound and light coming from the crowded tents, they entered the row of markets. Lanterns looped between street lamps. Council-tended gardens. Portaloos concealed behind temporary hedges hired for the occasion. Even the seniors from the retirement village borrowed buggies from the country club and came along in convoy.

Their babysitter, Molly Worthington was handing out free cake samples at Jay’s stall, and bent down and offered Eadie one of the Middle Eastern desserts. ‘Hey, guys!’

‘These new?’ Molly pointed to Eadie’s light-up shoes. ‘They’re awesome.’ A line of LED blinked. ‘Do they come in a size nine?’

‘You can have mine when I growed out of them.’

Molly laughed, and waved them off.

Will and his two leading ladies took a right at the end of the food stalls, enjoying the night breeze. He spotted a few empty cans of beer left on the makeshift stools around the fire-pits, and picked them up. ‘You know how many kids get their tendons sliced from cans? Too many.’ He went to place them in the recycling bins, just as Catfish appeared with a large plastic bag.

‘I’ll take ’em, Doc.’

Will smiled, dropped the cans in his bag. ‘Doing a good service for us, there, mate.’

Catfish nodded and picked up a few more littered around the temporary bar. Abbi noticed Eadie poking her tongue out at him, a horrible face distorting her features. ‘Eadie! Don’t do that.’

‘But he’s mean. He doesn’t let me play in their yard with their cat. And he smells.’ She fanned her nose with her fingers.

Abbi shook her by the arm. ‘Shhh, don’t be rude, young lady, or no iPad tomorrow.’

Catfish was carrying a tent pole that he used to prod things found with his metal detector, and waved it at her. ‘Stay away, Missy.’

Will observed with a little concern.

‘I know he comes across a bit strong but he’s not such a bad bloke,’ Abbi said. ‘I tried to interview him for a story when he rescued dozens of turtle hatchlings, but he didn’t want the glory.’ When Eadie pressed her head into the side of her mum’s hip and watched Catfish mutter to himself as he stomped away, Abbi pulled her close. ‘Look. You made him mad.’

‘I think he already was,’ Will whispered. ‘But don’t knock it – some of the best people are.’

Strings of lanterns twinkled along the line of pine trees flanking the point. Abbi, determined to reserve the best position for the show, spread their blue tartan picnic rug out wide, clear of any trees to block the view of the night sky. ‘I’ll wait here if you want to go find some dinner for us.’ Abbi smiled, then noticed a couple of greyhound owners they knew who resembled their dogs and they chatted about which stall offered the best mulled wine. ‘Eadie just wants a hot dog – no sauce,’ Abbi said. ‘And, oh, hon – those vermicelli salads looked good if you don’t mind lining up twice.’ She smiled sweetly to seal the deal. Will made a mental list.

‘Can I get a milkshake?’ Eadie asked.

‘If there’s no big line.’ Will tapped his five-year-old on the nose. ‘You know how Daddy feels about big lines,’ he said, making his way through the patchwork of multicoloured rugs to the food stalls.

* * *

Paper lanterns lined the streets – mostly cheap imitations bought in bulk by the fundraising committee, but down near the shore traditional wishing lanterns were about to be lit and would, with any luck, rise as the burning candles heated the air within. With the full-moon backdrop, they were a sight not to be missed.

Twenty minutes and three lines later, Will negotiated his way back through the crowds to their metre of bagsed space. He’d dropped a handful of chips, returned for sauce and stopped again to stuff water bottles in his pockets to allow an extra hand for Eadie’s hot dog. Twilight had faded into night and excitement buzzed through the breeze.

As he tiptoed through the crowds, Will was relieved to see their tartan rug waiting for him, laid out in prime position beside the greyhound people. What are their names again?

‘Will! Abbi was hoping she’d be back before the food,’ the woman said.

‘Back? Where’d she go?’

‘Oh, she texted you – Blake locked himself out and asked her to bring his spare key.’

‘Not again?’ Will huffed.

‘She left what, twenty minutes ago so she’ll be back shortly, I’d say.’

He hoped so or the chips would be soggy and he wasn’t lining up again for anyone. Bloody Blake. He noticed Abbi’s missed call on his phone and returned it.

‘Sorry, hon,’ Abbi said. ‘I’m still at Blake’s.’

‘Righto. Well, Eadie’s hot dog is getting cold so make it snappy.’

‘What do you mean?’ Abbi laughed. ‘Let her eat; I’ll have mine when I get there.’

Will’s eyebrows pulled together. ‘What do you mean? I left her with you.’

Abbi’s voice changed. ‘No.’ She inhaled sharply. ‘She wanted to make sure you got her a strawberry milkshake and followed you to the stalls. I saw her skip over to you in the crowd.’

‘Well she didn’t catch me. Look, don’t panic. Just get back here. She’s probably found a school friend or something. I’ll start searching.’ He hung up and surveyed the cluster of locals talking in scrums.

The greyhound couple cottoned on to Will’s panicked conversation and started looking around, asking other locals if they’d seen a little girl. ‘What was she wearing?’ one frowning woman asked.

‘A white dress and pink light-up shoes,’ Will answered. The couple rushed to look around the crowds. Eadie was on familiar ground, surrounded by locals who knew her. He was sure she’d see a friendly face and be shepherded back to them, otherwise he’d alert security. As he scanned the crowd, asking parents if they’d seen a lost child, there was no sign of her. He guessed that Eadie would have tracked back to her mum when she didn’t find him, but it sounded like Abbi had left to help Blake by then so wouldn’t have been waiting for her. Will tried to stay calm as he considered where she’d most likely linger, and thought of her latest obsession – shells. His mind turned to the beach.

To the ocean.

He raced down to the water. Eadie was a reasonable swimmer for her age. But not strong enough to last long in a deep ocean, alone. One rogue wave could sweep her out if she walked too close to the shoreline. ‘E?’ he called, but couldn’t hear his own voice over the waves, the leering crowds, the screaming in his mind.

His arms hung rigidly by his side, hands locked in fists.

Abbi off helping Blake while our five-year-old could be drowning. He pushed the thought away. Being a responsible adult never came naturally to Abbi (and she’d often joked that growing up was the silliest thing she ever agreed to do) but motherhood did. Abbi had always put Eadie – or him, for that matter – before herself, feeding her till her nipples bled, sleeping by her bed when she was sick, compromising her career to be with her. She would never leave her alone. Perhaps this was just as much his fault as hers.

He continued darting in and out of stalls, back to the playground at which she’d lingered on the way, over to the car park. There was no Eadie.

They’d told her to go home if they were ever separated, but they had also never been so careless. He ran through the parking lot, down the footpath, parting the bystanders as he raced home, and arrived at their house.

‘Eades?’ She wasn’t in the yard. He tried the cubby. Empty but for some dried Play-Doh.

He sat on the back step, the lawn cascading towards the steep bank to the sea, and rubbed his forehead. She was five. It was verging on nightfall, the sea ink black as far as the horizon. He heard an eruption of sound from the point – crowds in awe of the spectacle. Lanterns now airborne, carried by the autumn breeze. He would have given anything for his daughter to be cuddled next to him, enjoying the splendour.

His phone rang; Abbi’s face lit the screen. ‘Have you found her?’ Will asked, urgency in his tone.

A pause. Will’s heart sank.

Abbi’s voice was shredded with fear. ‘You haven’t?’


Chapter 3

The first fifteen years of a turtle’s life are called the lost years; the years when the female hatchling is untraceable, before she returns to her birthplace to lay a clutch of eggs.

Abbi had once felt like a hatchling, at the mercy of the tides until Will became her home base. She loved the order he brought to her life: the money management, the phone reminders, the annoyingly precise way he’d measure quantities when they cooked, even the way he walked protectively between her and a busy road.

They weren’t alike, never had been. Their daughter adored speed, and when Abbi had joked about buying Eadie a red sports car for her eighteenth birthday, Will corrected her, promising a Volvo (in safety yellow). But their fundamental difference was also the reason they’d never bothered to change each other. They knew they both had a role: his to guide the ship, hers to make it worth sailing on.

She’d never expected this. Her template for family life was rather bent. As a child, Abbi had watched The Wonder Years with all its family dinners and sixties charm as if it were science fiction. In real life she’d seen that families were easily fractured – Blake’s mum was in jail when he joined their motley crew – so she secretly coveted those safe, predictable lives of people on TV, their yellow curtains and warm smiles. Now that she’d found her own wobbly version, she’d do anything to preserve it.

The first thing William Adams was to Abbi, was a customer. A large one. She’d sussed him out from the second he’d ambled into The Flatulent Bear, the bar she’d worked at while studying journalism (the second time). On first impression, he’d reminded her of a dog-eared postcard portrait of Jesus that one of the foster kids carried around in her wallet: saintly, noble, like no harm would come to anyone he touched.

‘You don’t waste any time,’ Jesus had said when Abbi arrived to take his order.

‘At your service.’ She dipped one foot in a modern-day curtsey.

His eyebrows hitched.

She was drawn to his hands: clear pink moons under crisp white nails. They didn’t match his stubbled face and floppy bed-hair fringe. He was a paradox.

‘You look like a man who knows what he wants.’ She’d figured flirting was part of the job, despite having little interest.

‘Do I?’ His voice was softer than she’d expected. He hadn’t smiled. She’d curtseyed, for Christ’s sake (literally), but he wasn’t buying it. She’d even exposed cleavage (it was unintentional – the dryer had shrunk everything in the previous week’s load – but the top bulge of her boobs was right in his line of sight). Still, his eyes never wavered from hers. Abbi figured he was either gay or going for the ‘enigmatic’ thing.

The ‘disciples’ sitting with him ordered burgers with no fanfare, before returning to their discussion about something technical – they said the word ‘prophylaxis’ a lot.

She returned her attention to him.

‘Actually, I’m tossing up between duck pancakes and lamb gyros.’ He’d snorted. She couldn’t picture Jesus snorting, and had to rethink the likeness. ‘Any tips?’

‘No, no.’ Abbi had waved her pen like a mini sword. ‘I can’t be a party to your decision.’

‘Sorry?’ he’d said, mild annoyance creeping in.

Abbi regretted taking this table. ‘You might have order-regret. Been caught before. Not pretty.’

He’d frowned. ‘Right.’

The side door to the pokie parlour opened and a waft of stale air and brashy beeps billowed into the bar. Still no order. She’d occupied herself by wiping down the table of the booth beside them. ‘Decided?’ she’d asked over her shoulder.

‘A little help from the waitress wouldn’t go astray.’

Abbi shrugged. ‘You could leave it to fate.’

His eyebrows raised like they were being wrenched by invisible pulleys from his fringe. ‘Fate?’

Abbi wished she’d just suggested the special. But she’d gone too far with this fate bizzo, she had to see it through. She put her pen behind her ear and tried to keep it casual. ‘So, you’ve never done that thing where, you know, you can’t decide and you say if the next person to walk in that door is male, you’ll have the duck; female and you’ll go the lamb?’

‘No.’ His upper lip bolstered like it was being inflated from within. ‘Never.’

Abbi refused to feel stupid. She tilted her head. She could rely on the head tilt. It was always her best move to appease. ‘So, you never just do things on a whim, like decide you’ll turn right five times in a row, close your eyes when you pick out a shirt, order a meal based on the menu number?’

His lips had deflated, then thinned and Abbi immediately regretted her comment. She never used to be this bohemian. She did mindful, clever things once; senior debating, making career plans, editing the school paper. Since her mum had found the lump two years ago, the world had shrunk in focus, narrowing in on her mother’s treatment schedules, trial studies, survival. All the rest of life’s elements were just distraction. Concepts like order and control and fairness come to feel naive and foolish.

‘Not my style. If that were my MO I’d probably end up ordering lentils and finding myself in some seedy alley wearing a ski jacket.’ There was a quiver of a smile on his deadpan features.

‘Life could be worse,’ Abbi said, confident she could crack that smile wide open. ‘So, what’s your decision-making strategy then, er, Mr …’

‘Will. It’s Will.’ He had examined her like she was a curious species in a Madagascar documentary. ‘And I do what any rational person does: gather data, weigh the risks and benefits. A logical, evidence-based assessment.’

Abbi smiled. ‘How’s that working out for you?’

A short lady walked in the door. They’d both looked.

Will grinned. It changed his whole face. Made it interesting. Made Abbi want to look at it all day. ‘I’ll go the lamb.’

Abbi suppressed a smile as she left the table, pushed against the spring-loaded doors to the kitchen, knowing he was watching. Maybe Mr Analytical could do with a dose of crazy.

* * *

He’d never been with a girl like Abbi. Never heard such thick, cheerful hoarseness in a voice. It did things to him. The morning after he took Abbi home, he’d expected to wake up to an empty bed, a note at best. Like a dream, she’d had that transient quality about her. But as the sun rose, he’d found she was still there beside him, her hair ragged on his pillow, her legs lying in his sheets. All good signs, unless, of course, she was just too hungover to move.

When her shift had ended, he’d seen her shouting at some arty loser type with a half-shaven head and vacant eyes. Her ex, as it turned out. Will invited her to join him at his booth, to give her an out.

After a few tequila shots, her ridiculous outlook on life had grown on him. It became entertaining, and before long, adorably sexy. Abbi was his polar opposite; creative, impulsive, compassionate. He was pretty drunk. So was she. He wondered if she would regret what they did together now she wasn’t (but he certainly didn’t). What he regretted was his departure time.

Who could have imagined he’d be inexplicably drawn to a short, creamy-skinned waitress at The Flatulent Bear? A gravel-voiced, wild-haired woman with amber earrings that matched the flecks in her toffee-coloured eyes. He’d already sublet his unit – to forty-two-year-old Margo with no pets and impeccable grooming – and cleaned out his fridge. He would be on a plane to Haiti, the most impoverished country in the Western Hemisphere, in less than twelve hours. And by some cruel act of God, this intriguing, gorgeous creature had chosen to come home with him on his last day of normality.

Will wanted to impress her by making breakfast, so, low on supplies, he’d lumbered across the permanently curry-smelling hall to borrow eggs from Rahul at number six. He’d whisked yolks till they were thick, infused tarragon in vinegar and simmered it slowly until it reduced, all while she slept.

The bedroom door scraped along carpet and Abbi skulked into the lounge looking delectably scruffy. She was hopping – attempting to get her foot in her second shoe while trying to leave.

Will poked his head around the corner and she inhaled sharply. He’d foiled her escape strategy. ‘Hey, sleepyhead.’

‘Hi …’ She was sheepish, like a kid forced to say hello to a distant cousin at a funeral, and it made him feel just as insignificant.

‘It’s Will … your partner in alcohol poisoning.’

She blushed. ‘I know,’ she said as she shoved one hand into her jeans pocket.

He wondered if he’d imagined their connection last night. If the tequila goggles had completely skewed his judgement. ‘Hungry? I made hollandaise.’

She frowned, as if in shock. ‘Um, thanks, that’s so nice, but I should probably get going – lecture at nine.’

Will had expected an excuse, but a more credible one. She was a creative type. She could do better. ‘Thought you said no one can teach you to write so you rarely go to lectures …’ Not that he wanted her to wag. She was too clever to wait tables forever.

She slipped her other hand into her pocket and twisted her lip. It was agony to watch, after she’d been so honest, so open with him hours before. ‘So, that’s it then? See you later? Can’t even stick around for breakfast?’

She bit her lip.

It turned him on. ‘Give me three good reasons not to.’

She leaned away, scratched her neck. ‘I just have uni …’

His face changed. They both knew it was BS.

She folded her arms and looked towards the door. Towards two suitcases he’d packed the day before. ‘You’re leaving the country …’

‘So, what, that makes it ridiculous to even stay and eat with me?’

She glanced his way.

He knew he had an opening.

She smiled a little. A hint of the sweet, cheeky woman he’d met the night before rose to the surface. He thought she was warming to the idea, but then her face hardened again, like she’d been caught off guard and had to maintain her original position.

‘I’m sorry, I just – I don’t do this.’

‘What, have sex with strangers? And you think I do? Do I look like a player? I’m not exactly Brad Pitt.’ Will pulled at his threadbare t-shirt, warping the face of John Lennon as he pinched at a hint of his spare tyre to make the point. ‘And I’m guessing you noticed the mild case of back-fur.’

Abbi laughed and buried her face in her hand.

Part of him was glad she was unaccustomed to this modern, indelicate routine. That she didn’t take more than tips home from that bar every night. He stepped towards her and took her hand, threading his fingers through hers. ‘Please stay. I’ve got twelve hours left in civilisation. I want to spend them with you.’

The connection. It was fleeting, but there. He hadn’t imagined that they had something here.

She looked away, the thread broken. ‘Look, this has been great but I’m just not the girl you think I am.’ She stepped over to the entry and picked up her jacket, thrown there in a mad rush to bed only a few hours earlier.

‘So, you’re not perfect. Guess what?’ He held out his palms and his belly rose a little, like it was trying to make his point. ‘Me neither.’

‘Not perfect?’ Abbi mumbled, as she turned back. ‘How about a total mess who’s incapable of relationships, broke, exhausted from caring for a terminally ill mother and about to fail her second attempt at finishing her degree?’

‘Actually,’ he said to her retreating back, ‘that’s exactly my type.’ He wedged himself between her chest and the door. ‘Admit it. I’m not yours, I get that, but you had fun last night. I did my Frank Sinatra impression. I don’t do that for just anyone.’

Her face tightened, like she needed to steel herself against the truth.

‘It’s just breakfast.’

‘What’s the point? I start to like you even more before you leave? You’re moving to a disaster zone – I’m already living in one.’

Why was he bothering with this stubborn woman he barely knew? ‘I reckon you’d be running, even if I wasn’t. You’re just scared.’

She turned to him, mouth agape. ‘Scared? Of what?’

‘Of letting someone in, of accepting help.’

She blew out a breath. ‘Help? What is it with you? Saving the world isn’t enough? Can’t live without picking up strays along the way? I don’t need saving.’

Will tried to hide his surprise at how quickly he’d messed this up. Seven hours. A record, even for him. But he hated the thought of her stumbling through life, ping-ponging from one arsehole to the next. The guy he saw with her last night was bad news, and he had no confidence she wouldn’t go back to the prick. They always did. Was she really one of those girls who were so malleable, so easily convinced they didn’t deserve better? He hoped not.

‘You’re lost, Abbi – I bet you have no idea which way you’ll turn when you walk out that lift.’

‘Yeah? Maybe I’m okay with the way I am.’

‘Are you?’ Will felt his throat tighten.

She’d thought about staying. He could tell. He’d been considered a viable option, if only for a moment, like she was peeking over the wall she’d put up and didn’t mind what was on the other side. His eyes locked with hers, and he thought he had this, before her gaze dropped again, along with his hope.

‘I have to go.’

His eyes slammed closed. ‘Okay, you’re not into me. I get it, but promise me you’re not going to see that guy from the bar again.’

Abbi squinted, making her mascara-smeared eyes even sexier. ‘Promise you? What would you know about him?’

‘Only everything you told me last night. That he controls you, that he cheated.’

She’d overlooked her disclosures. What else had she forgotten? How he’d explored every part of her, held her close as she fell asleep. Everything they spoke of: her mother’s treatment, her love of words, her countless foster siblings and how they taught her that security allowed kids to be the best version of themselves, how she wouldn’t have kids if she couldn’t guarantee they’d have a stable life, the same warm bed to crawl into each night. ‘You know, Abbi, generally people get treated the way they allow themselves to be treated. Don’t accept disrespect.’

He’d meant it as a compliment. That she was better than her life, than the piece of shit circling her last night. But she bristled. Her shoulders squared, her eyes lost their warmth. He’d misjudged her.

‘You really believe that? You really think people can just choose not to accept things and keep walking?’

A hardness spread on her face, and he wondered if she was too far gone. ‘You always have a choice, no matter how bad things are. You’re making a choice right now.’

‘Listen to you! Why do you care? You barely know me. You were a mistake, Will. That’s it.’ And she stomped down the hall, late for the next arsehole.

* * *

Abbi couldn’t get Will out of her head after that morning. She wasn’t sure why, exactly. He wasn’t movie-star handsome, but by the third drink she’d failed to see why his looks hadn’t instantly drawn her in. There was something masculine about him (that wide jaw, those broad shoulders). Something robust and reliable that made her feel safe. Her throat tightened when she thought of how she’d left things. She was never usually one for regret, and wasn’t sure which bit hit hardest – the guilt over her own cruel words, or the truth in his. He was out of line – she was still sure about that. Arrogant. Patronising. But since meeting him the previous night, she’d come to realise that she was, as he insinuated, slowly but surely fucking things up. It was like he’d cursed her life in that empty apartment. Or was it a simple case of him shining a spotlight on her glaring denial about how off course things had become?

It had started with the electricity being disconnected. She was sure she’d set up a direct debit, certain she would forget to pay her own bills unless it was automated with all the time she spent at her mum’s at Lago Point, but apparently not, she discovered by candlelight. Then a letter arrived to warn her that she was no longer eligible for Austudy due to her lack of attendance. (Was it really her fault that her mum’s chemo coincided with her tutes?) Not to mention her uni library privileges being revoked until she paid her outstanding parking fines. (Was she really to blame if they didn’t approve her parking permit application?)

It was Rosa, the sixty-year-old regular at the bar, who gave Abbi a different point of view. ‘But he was so pompous about telling me what to do with my life,’ Abbi had told her a few days after meeting Will, as she poured her best client another shandy. ‘Like he knew best. Like he was the grown-up, lecturing a wayward teenager.’ Abbi had worked a double shift, and Rosa had been there for most of it. ‘And he was kind of stupidly big. Like a giant person.’ Abbi impersonated a puffed-up blowfish to demonstrate. ‘The kind of guy that shops at Big and Tall, ducks for doors and barely fits in airline seats, you know?’ But for some reason, she felt disloyal about making jokes at his expense. If she were honest, she was a little turned on by his size. He was solid, manly, not like the flimsy fellas she’d dated of late who thought kale was a meal.

Rosa didn’t seem put off. ‘The sex?’

Abbi faked outrage. ‘I only just met him.’

Rosa looked down her nose at her in obvious disbelief.

‘Not awful.’ Abbi cleared the empty glasses, placed them in the racks. ‘Polite.’ She was lying because the truth didn’t fit with her story. Abbi took the bartending job in the hope that the clientele’s stories would help inspire her screenplay, but she felt like she was the one telling tales. ‘It was good, actually,’ she then admitted. ‘Unexpectedly good.’

‘So, this tall, responsible bloke picked you up, had nice, considerate sex with you, made you breakfast, then pleads with you to stick around and help fix your fucked-up life instead of settling for your cheating ex? What a bastard!’ Rosa laughed a guttural laugh, throwing her hands in the air like she was at one of her Italian family dinners.

Abbi failed to find it funny. She wiped down the bar with menacing strokes, arcs of wet shining the glossy tile.

‘What’s the catch? I mean, is he married? A meth-head? A pimp?’

Abbi frowned. ‘Don’t think so. No evidence of a girl in his house – he had no curtains for God’s sake, but he has a job. A doctor, or something medical.’

Rosa’s painted-on eyebrows rose in unison.

‘Well, he was. Now he’s working with the Red Cross – or so he says. I actually thought he was joking when he told me he shipped out the next day until I saw the suitcases. He’s in Haiti now – you know, the Caribbean island hit by the earthquake, cholera, poverty, all that.’

‘I do watch the news, yes.’

‘But doesn’t even that seem a little strange? To leave your life for nine months, like you have nothing to lose, and go to a foreign country?’ Now I sound superficial, as well as crazy. I need sleep.

‘To help displaced people manage a natural disaster? Kind of heroic, if you ask me. What if no one did that stuff?’

Abbi’s lip drew up into a scowl like she was five. She usually left when people told her truths she didn’t like, but she was stuck behind a bar for two more hours. ‘Oh, and guess what else – my frigging lease is up. I’m as homeless as Harry over there.’ Abbi gestured to the guy on the other side of the bar who slept in the Lifeline bin out the back.

Rosa’s lips thinned. ‘Mmmmhmmm.’

The night manager, all black-shirted and stubbled, frisbeed a tiny package across the bar to Abbi. ‘Says it’s for you. Someone dropped it off.’

Abbi held the small, sticky-taped wad of paper in her hand like a stress ball, clueless as to what it contained.

‘Well, go on,’ Rosa prodded. ‘Open it.’

All eyes were on her. Even corner-booth-guy looked her way.

Abbi peeled back the layers of tape, finally revealing tissue paper folded in a neat square. Inside was one of her earrings – cognac amber framed in gold. Her mind reached back to wearing it the night a broad-shouldered doctor with kind eyes left his rowdy mates to walk her to the bus safely (avoiding her ex, who hadn’t got the message they were over). Somewhere between the bar and Bus Stop Seven, it had dawned on her that she wanted to hold onto this feeling, so she’d gone home with him. Gone home with him and told him things she’d hardly realised about herself (like how she wanted kids, a career in photo journalism and a house with a giant bath). He was like truth serum – a sliver of sanity on the mad canvas that was her life. A life she’d once expected more from.

Rosa leaned in to inspect the single teardrop stone, then looked up at Abbi, confused. ‘What? No note?’

‘I know who it’s from,’ Abbi said, gazing at the stone. Precious, not because it was amber, but because it was a gift from her mother. She’d said it matched her daughter’s spirit – full of light. But Abbi felt heavy and lonely and far away from that version of herself. She served a pint of beer to the drifter, now balancing on the corner stool, but kept her attention with Rosa, who was looking at her strangely, and it wasn’t because she needed another pour. ‘What’s with the face?’

Rosa shrugged. ‘Think the universe is telling you something, is all.’

Abbi pressed the earring to her lips. Perhaps the crazy Italian was right. The earring – it was her favourite thing. It reminded her of who she was, and yet she hadn’t even noticed it was missing.


Chapter 4

Hannah Worthington laughed at the luggage-allowance warnings on her Qantas boarding pass. She knew she had far more baggage returning to Australia than when she left – all of it weighing on her mind. She slumped and watched strangers waving to their families behind the glass of the departure lounge as she waited to board her flight. At that moment she realised it wasn’t just her luggage in limbo. It was her life.

When she’d phoned the week before to tell her dad she was flying home, he’d been stoked. When she’d politely asked Molly to ‘move her crap’ from her old bedroom, the news was met with radio silence. No smart-arse comment or adolescent attitude, at least not at first just simple garden-variety shock. Hannah had threatened her return for years. Molly must have thought she was all bluff.

Eventually, she had grunted, ‘Like, for real? Why now? Did his old lady catch you?’

She was surprised by how perceptive Molly was, despite being half Hannah’s age. Molly had been nearly twelve when Hannah left for the States. She cringed when she thought of how long it had been since she’d seen her. Somehow it was easier not to. Last Christmas, Hannah had sent money home to both of them for tickets to New York, but her father had explained that they needed it for rates, and Molly wanted driving lessons instead, if that was okay. What could she say?

‘Mol, Lago Primary offered me a job. It’s just a floater at this stage, some curriculum office work, but it means I can come home, and that psychology course I started can be done online, so I can still finish it.’

‘Psychology?’ Molly asked. ‘You want to be a shrink?’

Hannah hated when people referred to psychologists as shrinks. It was so unenlightened. The same people complained about the amount of crime and broken homes and terrorists, but had no respect for the occupations that tried to help people avoid those negative life paths. She’d already learned so much from the unit she’d completed. ‘Maybe. Or a student counsellor.’ Hannah heard Molly clear her throat to hide a snigger, but decided she wasn’t in a position to call her out on it.

‘But you hate people crying,’ Molly said. ‘Your face goes all weird.’

‘Thanks for your support.’ She laughed, but it hurt. It hurt because it was true. She’d had her own share of low moments, so it was fair to say Hannah was more interested in the theory of psychology than the practical. She’d have to work on that. Do some … What did her lecturer call it? ‘Exposure therapy’, to become more comfortable with emotions.

‘Soz.’

‘Do Aussie kids talk like that too, now? I was hoping it was just an American thing. And it’s not about the stupid job or the stupid course. Dad’s not getting better …’ And I want to make up for lost time.

The unsaid had settled on the phone line. ‘You say that like he has the flu.’

‘You’ve got uni next year.’

‘So you keep saying.’ Molly’s voice changed in tone. ‘You really think Blake’ll take you back? After everything?’

Hannah let out a noisy breath. ‘Who’s saying I even want that?’

‘Don’t you?’

Hannah’s ribs squeezed. Of course I do. ‘Is he seeing anyone?’

‘Besides his sister?’

‘Funny. You’re a funny girl.’ It had prickled. Blake and Abbi always had the ability to speak without words, like their thoughts broadcast on a network Hannah didn’t have the passcode for. Molly mumbled something stodgy, and Hannah could hear the ching of cutlery on china. Weet-Bix, she guessed. It’s all their father ever had in the pantry (they were probably half wheat by now). ‘Can you not eat for five seconds, Mol?’

‘You know Abbi’s been brainwashing Blake against you ever since you dumped him the third time. Could get awks.’

Hannah knew this. She didn’t need to hear it. Didn’t need relationship advice from a seventeen-year-old.

Molly slurped, then rustled something against the phone. ‘Gotta get ready for school. Duckface is still deputy – I know, crazy hey–so I’ll have detention if I’m even five seconds late for assembly.’

Halls full of farting adolescents; Hannah hadn’t missed that. She’d worked at the high school before swapping to primary teaching. Younger kids were more appreciative than those swearing, spitting teenagers who were too far gone and made her cry half the time. The younger children needed their noses wiped a little too much for her liking but were still preferable to teach than feral high-schoolers.

‘Catcha.’ Molly hung up, a series of hollow beeps replacing her voice.

* * *

On her way to school that day, Molly Worthington felt guilty. Guilty for not feeling how she figured a nice person was supposed to feel when their sister tells them she’s moving back. There had been times when she could have used a big sister (having to learn about tampons from your dad, for example, was nothing short of mortifying). But now she was seventeen, and fully formed. Admittedly, things had been a little chaotic recently, but Molly had the feeling that they were improving – a new normal had begun. Looking out for her dad, ploughing through the same essay topics, working at the bakery, and then there was Gwen.

It wasn’t cool to admit that your best friend was an old librarian with chin hair who never left her house, but if she were honest, that’s what Gwen had become.

The day they’d met, back at the start of term, was still etched in Molly’s mind. And strangely, it was all thanks to Blake Newell. Sweat had soaked the navy cotton brim of her senior’s hat, the canvas rucksack cutting lines into her shoulder as she trudged through the quiet, callistemon-lined streets. She’d dawdled in the shade, admiring the lorikeets bickering over bottlebrush when she heard the ping of tyres on hot bitumen at her back.

A police sedan crawled to a stop, and through the loudspeaker Blake’s voice bellowed, ‘Want a lift, Miss Molly?’

A heavy sigh. ‘Please stop doing that.’

He wound down the window and she saw his beaming smile. ‘What? It’s fun.’

‘People will stare!’

He scanned the street. Not even a dog bore witness to their exchange.

‘They’ll think I’m some sort of crim, coming home in that thing all the time.’

‘You kinda are, aren’t ya?’

She rolled her eyes. The summer heat had been exhausting. She got in, pointed the aircon vent towards her sweat-beaded face and removed her hat. ‘Before you ask, my sister did mention she was thinking of coming back to Australia the other night, but don’t get your hopes up – she says that every time she breaks up with a bloke.’

Molly heard him inhale. ‘She’s single?’

‘I don’t know why you bother with her. Didn’t Miss White have a thing for you? She seems normal. And lives in the same time zone.’

‘She’s got man hands.’

Molly laughed, and Blake had passed her an opened envelope, her name next to the subject line: Community Service Order. She flicked through the letter. Meals on Wheels has been appointed as the service provider to receive one hundred hours labour, to commence 12th February. Molly groaned. ‘This week? How long have you had this?’

‘Sorry. I’ve had it here to give to you but I didn’t want to send it. I know you wanted me to keep all this between us so your dad doesn’t blow a fuse.’

‘Couldn’t I pick up rubbish from vegetation strips or something? That’s what they do in the movies.’

‘Boiling peas and talking to old farts beats scraping roadkill.’ Blake edged the car out from the gutter.

Molly remembered Blake picking up Hannah on the same street when she was little, and him letting her sit on his motorbike after he got his bike licence, her tiny face swallowed up by his huge helmet.

‘You never did quite explain what happened with all that. I mean, a vandalism charge; it’s just not like you.’ Blake gave Molly a sideways glance. ‘Hope you’re not taking the rap for anyone, like What’s-His-Name? The pants-too-low dickwad who hangs around the bakery like a stray. Looks like Ed Sheeran but without the talent.’

‘Jake?’

‘Jake! That’s his name. I think I called him Ed last time I saw him skulking around.’

‘He’s a douche. Why would I do that?’

Blake pulled up just down from her house. ‘Why did you do what you did?’

Molly opened the door, a rush of oppressive heat filling the cabin. She grabbed the letter with a sigh. ‘Thanks for the lift. And for, you know …’

She had started her community service sentence the next week and that was how she’d met Gwen.

Lady Gaga’s ‘Shallow’ belted through the speakers of Molly’s car stereo. She’d sung along, feeling the emotion before misjudging the driveway, clipping the corner of the garden. She parked her rusty 1965 VW Beetle, got out and noticed the first in a line of French lavender had been trampled under her tyres. She groaned. She’d got her open licence two months ago and already had three casualties: a letterbox, a pole and now a living thing. A neat row of old-people plants stared at her as she approached the lowset cottage, the delivery resting on her hip. She manoeuvred the tray so she could reach the doorbell. ‘Mrs Andrews?’

Molly approached each social interaction like a puzzle. An equation where she plugged in values based on her best guess of the person’s needs and expectations, like a chemist with a prescription to fill. She avoided new people, as a rule. But she had no choice today.

She stretched her neck as she waited. Mabel had warned her that many customers were too frail to get up to answer the door easily, so when no one arrived she turned the knob. The paint cracked as the door opened, like it hadn’t budged in a while and she hoped her customer hadn’t carked it. The vacuum-wrapped roll almost fell off the foil tray as Molly glanced down the hall in the dusky light. ‘Hello? Mrs Andrews?’ The house was clean, technically, but the lounge was cluttered with stuff that had no business being together: kitchenware, vases, a pile of records balancing on a suitcase. She felt like she was reading I Spy, searching for a thimble in a circus.

‘Meals on Wheels,’ Molly sang, and relaxed when she detected movement under a rug that wrapped around a recliner in the living room. The source of the movement, a grey-haired woman, was sophisticated and younger than she’d expected. The woman had a Pilates posture in lieu of the senior slump, and Molly wondered why she needed cooked meals provided. Molly coughed and the woman turned, startled, and slipped her headphones to her neck. ‘Hi, there. Where would you like your tray?’

‘You’re not Mabel.’ There was an elegance in her speech despite the distrust in her tone.

‘I’m Molly. From Meals on Wheels?’

Mrs Andrews gestured to the side table next to her chair. Her skin was mostly smooth, and Molly wondered if she was actually her own father’s age, but then she noticed the Cadbury-purple blouse and lilac pants, and figured she must be older – the only people who wore purple were either eight or eighty.

‘Molly Worthington? Dan’s youngest?’ The woman’s tone had changed again. She seemed ruffled suddenly, when it was Molly who was in unfamiliar territory.

‘Is something wrong?’ she asked.

The woman recomposed herself. Chunky headphones nestled around a thin bob of helmet hair, nonspecific colours of grey, white, beige and whatever else grew. She had puckered lips, as if she’d spent her whole life hushing people. ‘Always thought that was an old person’s name.’ Her considered way of speaking reminded Molly of a fortune teller she’d visited when she was still young enough to believe in things she couldn’t see. ‘Mollys should be my age. Like Eunice or Beryl.’

Molly slid the meal on the glass table. ‘Still. Pretty sure it’s my name.’

The woman swallowed hard. ‘Yes. I know, dear. I’m old enough to remember when you were born.’

Small towns: everyone thought they knew who you were. It was a fallacy. Molly didn’t even know that herself. But she was sure she wasn’t one of those ‘spoilt millennials’ grown–ups liked to complain about, as if they weren’t the people who had raised that generation.

‘Didn’t expect Angela to have another one, after so long,’ Gwen continued, ‘Hannah must be twice your age, surely?’

‘You knew Mum?’

Nodding, Mrs Andrews explained, ‘Your parents had just come back from their trip – you were their second-honeymoon surprise. That’s what your mum called you. She was so besotted, carrying you in that hippie-sling thing modern mothers use. Your mum was so lovely, so tall and elegant, she barely showed at all.’ The woman’s lip twisted. ‘Smells like butter chicken again. I told Mabel I don’t have the stomach for Indian. Not with the IBS.’

Molly had no idea what that was but she didn’t want to find out. ‘Sorry.’ Molly frowned. ‘I can see what else I have in the box – do a swap with someone. They’ll never know.’

‘No, no. Don’t want someone else being lumped with my rejects.’

Molly shrugged. ‘Evs.’

Gwen grimaced. ‘Evs? What is Evs?’

‘Short for whatevs.’

Gwen looked confused. ‘I worked in a school for twenty years. I thought I was fluent in teen speak.’

‘Everything is shortened, now. Sorry becomes soz, jealous becomes jelly, get it?’

Gwen shook her head. ‘The hurried generation.’

The woman had asked her to refill the water jug and fetch cutlery from the kitchen, which Molly did. It felt wrong but she’d discovered she liked snooping, seeing how people lived, and usually found the inside was never as impressive as the outside suggested.

Molly had looked around, sliding her finger across the edge of an ornate glass-doored cabinet, wondering why there were no photos resting on it. Catching an inside glimpse of the person’s life was her favourite part. She did the same when she worked at Jay’s Patisserie, sneaking peeks at people’s wallet-photos, making up stories to go with them. ‘Nice place,’ she offered.

‘It’s small.’

Molly shrugged. ‘Easy to clean.’

‘And draughty.’

‘Good in summer.’

The woman’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you always this chipper?’

I have to be. Molly hovered in the hall, pulled at her socks. The lady seemed be to avoiding eye contact, refusing to turn towards Molly, darting her eyes about and parting her lips like she was desperate to spit something out. Molly hoped it wasn’t the chicken.

‘Well, if that’s all okay, I’ll see you next time, Mrs Andrews.’

‘What happened to more than just a meal?’ Gwen asked. ‘Isn’t that their motto?’

‘Oh.’ Molly felt strangely offended. She was Employee of the Month at the bakery (even if there were only three employees). ‘Sorry.’ She flopped on the plastic-covered armchair, her skinny legs stretched long across the carpet as she prepared to wait around, do the right thing. Watch the woman eat.

‘Kick your shoes off, if you like, it’s stinking hot. Roll on autumn, I say!’

‘That’s okay.’

After a silence, Molly started to worry that her old VW wouldn’t start if she left the parkers on too long. But something about this place relaxed her: the homeliness of the random clutter, the embroidery on the table-runner. Womanly things.

‘Where’s Mabel?’ Mrs Andrews had asked between dainty bites. She ate like a bird.

‘I’m doing her run for a while.’ Molly fidgeted with the tassels on the crocheted cushion.

‘MS playing up again?’

Molly frowned at her. ‘MS?’

Mrs Andrews ignored the question, like old people thought they had the right to do. ‘You look like your sister, before she got, what do you kids say? Too cool for school and went abroad.’

Molly wondered if any kid actually said that.

‘Your dad must miss her. He okay with her living over there? Especially being a teacher – all those shootings. Metal detectors at school – my lord!’

‘She’s thirty-three. Think his say on that expired a while back.’ Along with his will to live.

‘Thirty-three! Goodness. Time does march on. Seems like only yesterday.’ Her hand covered her mouth, but she expertly composed herself once more. She reminded Molly of the queen in those Christmas-Day messages – warm and graceful, but forever in check.

‘You’re probably busy with grandchildren, are you, Mrs Andrews? Bowling? And your garden looks nice.’ Molly reminded herself to hunt down a replacement for the lavender she’d flattened. She liked plants. They had simple needs.

‘Does it? I rarely go out there. Henry from the corner runs the mower over it for me. One of the few gentlemen left.’

‘I like succulents. My dad gave me a big pot of them for my birthday.’

‘A teenager who gardens. Wonders will never cease.’

‘They’re hard to kill.’ Hardy but beautiful.

Molly looked around for pictures, wondering if there was a Mr Andrews once. She noticed a happy plant looking rather unhappy in a dark corner, and took the liberty of refilling a watering can that sat near the door to attend to the withered plants. As she walked along the hall, she noticed wobbly piles of books plugging every available nook; along a picture board, jammed in what was probably supposed to be a broom cupboard. ‘You like to read, Mrs Andrews?’ Molly called out as she filled the watering can.

‘You make me feel like I’m at work calling me that. It’s Gwen. I was a school librarian for thirty-three years.’

Looking at the book stacks, Molly wondered if librarians stole novels the same way accountants nicked stationery. Crouched over the pot plant back in the lounge room, she watched the soil darken as she watered.

‘Hate the things now,’ Gwen muttered, all matter of fact.

‘What? Libraries?’ They were Molly’s favourite places.

Gwen glanced at Molly through hooded lids. ‘Books.’

Molly doubted that. No one said ‘hate’ without emotion and meant it. Not really. Gwen’s tone made it sound more like a challenge. Molly looked over to the plant; the leaves had sprung to life like an inflatable toy. She wished people could spruce up as easily.

She stood, approached a bookcase and ran her finger along a line of spines sitting tall on the shelf – from Jane Austen to Tim Winton – wishing she could absorb them via osmosis.

‘How can you hate books? They never judge, and they’re always waiting for you if you need them,’ Molly had mumbled, letting some candour seep through her girl-next-door persona. Books taught her how to be alone.

‘That’s a story requiring more than one course.’

Molly twisted her lip. She had planned to visit someone she probably shouldn’t after her deliveries, but she was trying to curb that habit. ‘I’ve got apricot danish in the esky. I’ve heard it tastes like breadcrumbs but it’s passable with ice cream.’

Molly saw the tension gripping the old woman’s face release, just a squidge.

And it felt good.

* * *

Molly blamed her Beetle for what had happened after that first meeting with Gwen Andrews. She simply felt the steering pull left, guiding her across town and to his place. Or maybe it was Gwen’s fault – something about meeting the old woman had given her the confidence to do what she daydreamed about.

He was home. Molly could feel it. She turned off the headlights and crept past his place, parked in the gravel flanking the Lago Point playground. It had happened before, this detour. Sometimes she justified it to herself, other times she accepted it as a habit she couldn’t kick, a relic of when they were together. When they’d meet after school. When she was still wanted.

But he’d put an end to that.

She sat, watching the waves, stealing glances at his place as though it were roadkill – she hated the sight but couldn’t look away. There was a light on in the little green house. His shadow had crossed the front window and she figured his mum was in bed already. He’d be on his computer. Sometimes, after youth group, when the other kids had left, they’d watch nerdy old shows together like Get Smart and Thunderbirds, Molly watching the screen, him watching her. She preferred The Big Bang Theory. Her dad hadn’t let her watch it back then, so Molly kept quiet about it. She never told him about their meetings. That was half the appeal.

The few pole houses guarding the headland watched over the lake, at the mouth where the lagoon met the ocean; a long sandy spit braced the lake like the elastic pants her mum used to wear, holding everything in place.

Molly saw his washing on the clothesline; his Dr Who t-shirt, side- by- side with his mother’s beige bloomers. He always wore clothes with personality. He’d left his mountain bike out, once. He hadn’t even heard her sneak up the side and puncture the back wheel with a nailfile. He’d gotten complacent, leaving clothes out overnight. Molly wondered if he needed a reminder.

She felt under the dashboard and pulled out the binoculars to give her tunnel vision into his house. He was at the computer, face aglow from the screen, rubbing ointment on his hands, his scaly, reddened hands. The eczema, like a patchy stain on his fingers, was off-putting, but she’d gotten used to it. She knew everything about him, not all of it good. His were the first hands to touch her. The first lips to tell her she was loved, that she was beautiful. Nothing would ever change that.

Molly startled. World’s Longest Dog bounced up the gutter, her greying coat glossy under the street lamp. It was Scout, prowling alone. The Great Dane bent her hind legs and shat in one clean mound. The dog kicked sand over her dirty deed, glanced over to Molly’s car as if it were a gift for her, before prancing off into the darkness.

Molly’s mind raced. Her mouth turned up at the sides, then she waited.

The coast was clear. Here was her chance.

She’d pulled her groceries out of the plastic bag on the passenger seat and, using the bag as a makeshift glove, opened the car door and snuck over to where the dog had stopped. She picked up the poo, turning her head away from the whiff of fresh shit as she scooped it into the bag. Checking she was alone, she snuck towards the little green house, opened the letterbox and shook the contents inside. Gingerly, she shut the lid, and threw the smelly bag in the wheelie bin. As she drove home, a pulse of adrenalin, laced with disgust – surged through her.

She smiled. For the first time in a long time, she felt alive.

* * *

Molly had heard her father’s husky voice call out as she walked into their kitchen, the milk squashing the bread in the over-stuffed bag hanging from her fingers. ‘Hi Dad.’ He was still in the same grey hoodie he’d worn all week, the pizza stain from Friday now a mottled brown.

‘That my princess? Get the Tally –Hos, love?’

‘They were out.’ A lie, but she’d already shed the girl-next-door act on the way in. Lying for her patient’s own good was allowable in caretaker mode.

‘Servo out too?’

‘Sorry. Must be a supply problem.’

Dan had nodded like it was perfectly fine, a forced smile on his cracked lips. When she opened the fridge, Molly noticed the reheating instructions she’d written out for him and stuck beneath the still-full container of stir-fry. ‘Have you been up at all?’ She asked.

‘Yep, yep.’

‘Your dinner. You didn’t see my note.’

Dan nodded again, apologetically. ‘Sorry love, not feeling like it. It smelt great though. How was your day?’

‘Okay.’

Dan looked at the clock. ‘It’s late. They keep you back at the bakery?’

‘Nah, I’ve been helping at the MOW.’

‘Where?’

‘Meals on Wheels. Remember Mabel with the blue hair, wears the weird colourful tights? You did her kitchen for her, years ago. She needs more drivers for a while, so I’ve taken up one of the routes now I’ve got my licence.’ Molly paused from unpacking the dishwasher. It was sort of true.

‘What about the bakery job?’

‘I can still do that.’

Dan’s eyes softened. ‘You’re a gem, M&M, you know that? But don’t forget – senior year. It’s important.’

Molly rolled her eyes, although he was right. She still had three chapters of modern history to read. ‘Did you know Mabel has MS?’

‘True? Man, that’s rough.’ She could see his insides wince from the kitchen. He scratched his thinning hair, now an island of fuzz separated by a ring of bald. ‘We should, I don’t know, get her a card.’

Molly thought it was funny. People got multiple sclerosis, cancer, other physical diseases, and the community sent flowers, well wishes. But her dad had had depression for years and was never sent any of that. People saw ‘weak’, not ill. They thought, snap out of it, not can I help?

He stood to escape back to bed, gently patting his daughter on the shoulder as he left.

‘Dad? I met a nice lady today. I think …’ Molly had mustered the courage to go on. ‘She knew Mum.’

A flicker of misery trespassed on her father’s face before it resumed its usual indifference to life. Grief was like a volcano, never gone for good. It lay dormant, festering silently, waiting to pounce.


Chapter 5

10 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Real-life Hannah was thinner than the Skype version: that was Blake’s first impression of his ex-girlfriend as she dragged herself through the arrival gates. Her auburn hair was longer, her body firmer than when he’d known every inch of it. As she pulled a bulging red suitcase marked ‘heavy’ behind her, a slideshow of welcome-homes from nightshifts and Sunday brunches in bed flicked through his mind.

His life had been in a holding pattern since she’d left: no progress, no change. Still a sergeant. Still single. Still the sidecar on Abbi’s bulletproof marriage. He had moved out of their rumpus, at least. He’d got a house. A dog. He’d thought of Hannah throughout his whole renovation – with the hope she’d return to fill it with thinly veiled sarcasm and Gucci shoes.

Build it and she will come. Pathetic.

But the second he saw her eyes scan scrums of waiting public like she expected him, he wished he’d never come. Wished he’d refused to make the first move. He suddenly felt every inch of the height he never grew, every fail of his HSC, every appraisal in which he was passed over for promotion, and prayed for a river of travellers to bridge the gap between himself and Hannah so that he could escape into anonymity with his pride intact. Return to his predictable days of finding half-arsed crooks and winding up Abbi, to lonely nights filled with pizza and porn, to a good dose of beer with the odd fellow cop who came to town. There were worse lives.

Then Blake remembered that life was no longer his. He was no longer the straight-forward bloke with nothing to fear but papercuts and the odd spit ball from a drunken fool. His new life was now tainted with the memory of something he could still taste, still smell, but wanted to forget ever happened, as if that was enough to banish it for good.

What he needed was a distraction, and Hannah was the best distraction he could imagine.

If she wanted him. But did she?

Shoving his hands into the navy cotton pockets of his pants, Blake was chastising himself for trying to pull this off, telling himself she was scanning the room for someone else – perhaps had a driver booked – when her eyes found his.

The look on her face floored him. It was a fleeting expression (Relief? Joy?), alive only for a nanosecond after their eyes locked: she’d wanted him to come. Him. It showed that this thing between them, even now, was more than a handful of Skype sessions. After all these years, he was her person – in Lago Point, anyway. And if there was one thing Blake appreciated, it was loyalty.

‘Hannah!’ Blake called in a burst of confidence (he never did mastered voice control). As their eyes locked, relief rippled along her face. She stopped a metre out, like she’d reached some invisible boundary, her face refreshed to its default – mildly annoyed with a touch of sass. ‘Blake. What are you doing here?’

Okay, we’re playing like that, are we? He bumped up the swagger, pulled on his collar. ‘Joint taskforce between State and the Feds – with the drug squad.’ Blake lowered his voice, looked around suspiciously as he yanked up his belt like a cowboy and said behind his hand in a whisper, ‘Classified.’

She cocked her head. ‘Is that right?’ Her face relaxed into a smile. ‘I might have some contraband Sudafed in my bag. Seems to have got past the Cocker Spaniel Patrol, but I hear it’s illegal in some provinces.’

Blake’s gaze stayed with hers as he said, ‘Don’t joke about the law, Missy. Might have to arrest you.’ He debated whether or not to go in for a kiss but played it safe with a hug, raising his arm to accommodate her height. The stiffness in Hannah’s frame eased as he pressed her close, their bodies adjusting to each other’s like the kind of mattress that’s meant to be good for you. As his arms snaked around her, her chest pressed tightly to his, Blake had a sudden thought: But are you good for me, Hannah? Or was Abbi right, and you’re here to expose the thinly veiled chaos I’m trying to hide.

The moment dragged on a second too long and Hannah sniffed, pulled away, shaking off whatever feelings the contact stirred. ‘Eyes – they get so watery from the filthy plane air,’ she said, running the edge of her fingertip along her lower lids to blot the tears. ‘Probably in for flight-flu tomorrow.’

‘Uh–uh,’ Blake uttered from twisted lips. He knew this girl, all her warts, all her weaknesses, and that’s why he forgave her prickliness. He grabbed her wheelie bag and she smiled a familiar smile before striding ahead. As they navigated through the crowds, Hannah eying off the Country Road sale as he spoke, it felt like they’d slotted into old, familiar roles – her as the competent leader, him as the loyal sidekick. As if they were actors, and their relationship, a romcom, was just waiting to replay.

* * *

The stand-alone garage down the back of Hannah’s family home was wall to wall with boxes. Hannah’s boxes. She had no idea what was in most of them. In the first, she found evidence of her misguided youth; a giant fake swatch watch, a pile of peasant tops and an Avril Lavigne poster that could all be dumped in one swift kick. Her father had sold her car when she wangled a work visa and needed the cash for rent and, when they could no longer afford the storage fees, he’d moved the rest of her stuff here. And here it had stayed. Hannah caught a glimpse of movement in the corner and looked up to see a sleepy, pink-nosed possum perched on the rafters, watching her rummage through her belongings. The old workbench was riddled with cockroach droppings and dust. She was recovering from a sneeze when a lankier version of the girl she remembered appeared between box towers.

She’d seen Molly’s teenage self a hundred times online, but in person she was a stranger; school bag on shoulder, broom in hand.

Molly sighed. ‘Man, I thought you were a rat!’ She took off her wide-brimmed school hat and leaned the broom against the wall. Slowly, as if it would buy her time to adjust.

‘Glad I’m not.’ Hannah inhaled, choked up.

‘Remember how Dad would always get Mum to kill the spiders? Set the rat traps? Such a Nancy.’

‘Classic Dad,’ they both joked in unison, and they laughed the same laugh. Hannah held her arms out for a hug.

Molly plonked her bag down, stepped towards her sister, arms folded, then unfolded awkwardly. ‘You’re not supposed to be here yet.’

Hannah had purposely failed to tell her dad the flight had changed. She wanted the freedom to go where she wanted once she landed. Turned out that was Blake’s bed. Thirty-three and yet a sense of shame obliged her to hide from her dad the fact that she’d engaged in an adult sleepover. He already had his outdated views about how many partners his oldest daughter must have ‘racked up’ over the years, always sure to ask over Skype if there were ‘any likely suitors over there in Yanky land to make an honest woman of you’. She’d have to learn to fend off his comments in person, now she was home.

‘Look at you!’ A wad of dark, glossy hair was tied up like a cloud, hovering high on Molly’s head in that way young girls did that Hannah hadn’t quite mastered. She was a beanpole, as lean as a runner – God knows how, since the girl was allergic to exercise – and with a familiar elegance in her limbs and warmth in her eyes that would melt hearts. Hannah lifted her hand to her mouth in an unexpected gush of emotion. ‘You remind me of her. You got all Mum’s good parts.’

‘Mum? Everyone says I look like you. I guess I could have done worse, looked like Dad.’

Hannah adjusted her skirt and smiled. Finally, Molly wrapped her arms around her. It was tentative, rigid at first before she felt a quick sob expand Molly’s chest. She let the moment linger for as long as she could, as if it were topping up a dry well inside her, before Molly pulled away. They both composed themselves, too proud to succumb to an all-out cry session. I wouldn’t want my face to go all weird.

‘Your voice. It sounds less American than I expected.’

‘I think hearing Blake’s slow, country drawl all night fixed that.’

Molly’s eyebrows arched. ‘So, he took you back? That didn’t take long.’ She grabbed an apple from her school bag and sat on a box. Hannah ignored the dig. Molly kicked her legs back and forth like an eight-year-old. ‘Surprised Dad let you out here. Found a red-back nest a while back.’

Hannah had forgotten about the pleasures of Australian living. ‘He’s not here. I knocked before, no answer. Figured I’d sift through these babies for a while. Transport myself back to the naughties.’ Hannah held up a pair of Juicy Couture jeans with a questioning look before her eyes fixed on an old Britney Spears CD. She unconsciously started humming, ‘Oops! … I Did It Again’ and felt fifteen again, sneaking out to parties, so sure of herself. The final year life felt simple.

Hannah glanced at the weatherboard cottage, flaking paint, rusted gutters. Her dad used to take such pride in his home when she was little, along with counting her skips-without-stopping and plaiting her hair. All that stopped, of course, when Molly, the new and improved version of Hannah, came along. ‘So, where is Dad?’

‘Oh, he’s in there. He’s always in there. Ageing.’

Hannah checked the driveway again. ‘Then where’s his car?’

‘Sold. Dad doesn’t do cars anymore.’ Molly bit into the hourglass–shaped apple with a crunch.

Hannah frowned. When she saw his car was missing, she’d assumed her dad was out. ‘Didn’t think to mention that during our chats?’

When Molly spoke again, it was one octave higher, and laced with the attitude Hannah was accustomed to. ‘Would you have come home if I did?’ That tone. It reminded Hannah of her teenage self, and a shiver prickled her neck. She remembered her mum’s words: Teenage girls should be buried at fourteen and dug up at twenty-four.

Her father’s declining mental health was exactly the sort of anxiety-provoking news that would have made her stay away – more evidence that she’d get sucked into the vortex of grief and shame that seeped through the fibres of this place. There was no privacy in the town, no anonymity. Hannah hadn’t been able to bear the pity nods after her mum died. She chose life over death. Or tried to, at least. For six years, she’d told herself it’s what her mother would have wanted. For six years, she’d told herself her family was better off without her.

Had she been wrong?


Chapter 6

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL

Molly had attended the inaugural Lago Point Moon Festival seventeen years earlier, and every one since. She had been just six days old that first time, strapped to her mum’s beating heart in a tie-dye baby carrier. Molly had reconstructed her early childhood memories via a few key photos, like the one at the festival – inventing worlds around them, enhancing the raw images to play like film; she could hear the bustling crowd, smell the incense, taste the mooncakes. That very picture was one of her first baby shots, and she’d committed the details to memory: her mum’s flowing dress, windswept hair and a smile as luminous as the lanterns glowing in the foreground as she gazed over towards the camera – at her father, Molly was told. She had imagined him with hair back then. With spirit.

Molly bagged more mooncakes than she could count, stacking each empty tray in the ute as the crowds stumbled through lantern-lined dusty lanes. She kept serving, despite her shift having ended an hour ago. Her dad had promised to meet her but hadn’t yet showed. She could smell the pig roasting on the spit, hear the announcer wooing the crowds.

A group of school friends stopped to chat, bragged about scoring some fireworks online. ‘Gonna be a sick gatho,’ one of them said. ‘Coming?’

‘Nah, Dad’s meeting me, but thanks.’

She’d wait for her dad. He wouldn’t bail on her. Not for the festival. Everything was at its best for the extravaganza. Her dad would be too.

‘Get your mooncakes!’ Jay spruiked.

‘Taste more like arse-cakes,’ one of the boneheads heckled.

They were an acquired taste, like vegemite, alternative music and most things left of the middle. Molly liked what they stood for more than the taste: togetherness, wholeness, family reunion. The crowd lulled and Jay, in her black cotton pants and traditional headgear, encouraged Molly to finish up, have fun with her friends and watch the ceremony.

Molly shrugged, anxious her boss would make her leave the safety of her well-defined role behind the counter. ‘It’s okay.’ Molly liked the excuse, the scaffolding that her work role provided. It not only got her out of the selfie-fest her blinged-up school friends thought was fun, but helped her chip away at her car rego bill. There was only so long Molly could white-knuckle through their whinging about first-world problems before her eye started to twitch. She felt less alone without them.

Molly had left the marquee to get more stock from the ute, when she saw Jake Barker. She pretended not to. Blake was right – he did look a bit like Ed Sheeran. She started humming ‘Perfect’. He staggered forward, his pale skin glowing beneath the cool light of the lanterns. Jake pocketed his hands in his Levis, and she felt a pang of empathy for him. He looked as uncomfortable as she felt. She approached him, leant on the ute, folded her arms.

Jake had stubble now, hidden between freckles, and she wondered how he shaved with all those zit eruptions, remembering all the reasons he used to gross her out. They’d tried starting something again earlier that year, but it failed to launch. He leant in. ‘Sup,’ he grunted.

Molly couldn’t tell if it was a snort or a word.

He smiled, blue eyes alive. ‘Parade starts soon. Come watch with me?’ He was harmless enough for a lanky senior. Not entirely stupid, but he watched too much YouTube – American gangster types on their soapbox as if they knew everything. All Molly pictured when she thought about the States were shootings and obesity, and how strange it was that her sister chose it over them. But if Molly wanted to hang out with people her age, there were limited options. ‘Alice is dressed as a Brahman’s arse on Dad’s cattle float.’

Molly mustered a smile. She felt her phone vibrate. A text.

Her dad. He wasn’t coming.

She tried to interpret the cheery emoticons he’d used, analyse exactly how down he was, to distract herself from her disappointment. She pocketed her phone and exhaled. ‘Maybe I should go home, check on my dad.’ For the thousandth time, she wished her sister hadn’t left. Blake had done his best to fill Hannah’s shoes, but he never quite did. Even Abbi had attempted to take up the slack, but she was so busy with her own daughter. Sometimes, when she babysat for Abbi and Will, Molly saw a glimpse of their quaint family life; the genuine affection they had for each other, how loved that little girl was. ‘You eat breakfast together? Every day?’ Molly had asked once while babysitting, and Abbi did her head tilt and said she was welcome anytime, which only made it worse.

Jake nodded, slid a dank red hair behind his ear. ‘He’d want you to have fun, though, wouldn’t he? How ’bout I get you a Chip Slinky and we check on him?’

Molly smiled. Jake being mature? And she’d been smelling those potato spirals all afternoon. ‘Okay. I’ll just tell Jay.’

In the cool autumn breeze, the soft light cast from the lanterns made the bushy surrounds seem smoother than the reality, like her town was being shot by a forgiving glamour photographer. Everything seemed more palatable.

She said goodbye to Jay and when she returned to the street market, she found Jake had slinky potatoes on sticks, and a wide grin. ‘Thanks.’ At least the guy was trying. It felt peculiarly nice. ‘Hey Jake – can you sing?’

‘No. Why? Is that a prerequisite?’ When he blushed his cheeks matched his fiery hair and it was kind of sweet.

‘It’s just Blake. He told me you remind him of Ed Sheeran.’

Realisation dawned on him. He nodded. ‘That’s why he calls me Ed.’ Then added, ‘Dickhead.’

Molly laughed.

As they meandered through stalls, she snuck glances at him. Under the sepia-toned haze that had shrouded the night, he was almost passable. The glow of red and orange offset his pallid complexion, blurring his acne scars and shaving rash. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad with him. It was just hard to move on from the past.

They stopped in front view of the stage – the youth group band, The Swarm, was sound testing and positioning their mic stands. The crowds on the riverbank roared as the electric lights dimmed, allowing the spectacle of the lanterns to steal the limelight. As the lamps were carefully placed on the mirrored water, the lake’s surface reflecting their colours, it was as if their village had been turned back centuries, the glow illuminating faces brighter than before.

Jake took her hand. Molly flinched, then disguised it with an itch. His hand was coarse from woodchopping, and felt scratchy in hers. He smiled, led her away from the lake and into the blurry darkness, but not before scanning the crowd one last time for her dad.

As they strolled around the bend of the lake, she could hear the squawks of her school friends’ laughter, smell the smoke of a failing fire of too-green wood and newspaper. The way they clustered together around a dwindling fire made her feel unwelcome.

Molly hadn’t felt so alone for a while. She was no stranger to loneliness. She’d tasted its dregs, like drips of stale, hot beer in an abandoned stubby, but never the full gush of it. Not lately, at least. Her strategy was to keep moving – it would never catch her if she kept running. But some things, like this seemingly innocent scene – a whirl of giggling, contented faces leering through puffs of smoke – forced her to stop.

Jake smelt of salt and fat as he took her arm and led her towards the scene. He handed her a hot beer, straight from the sixpack. Molly wondered how long she would need to wait before she could escape them all. But she would not take the easy way, become a recluse. She would stay as long as she could stand it.

As the group cranked their necks, eyes up to the sky, watching the lanterns float by, Molly looked at the original old houses, tall and thin, guarding over the shore. There was Abbi and Will’s rustic place, the wrap-around decks trimmed with fairy lights and scattered with scooters and beach balls; Trevor and Connie’s old cottage, with their boat tied to the jetty; and a series of new unit complexes filled with renters and holiday makers. They’d all be empty tonight. It was the only night of the year when there was anything to do in town.

Her eye caught a flash of pink light in the scrub past the dunes, up near the beach track.

Molly poked Jake. ‘Did you see that? A flash up near the houses.’ She realised she’d seen that light before.

He took a swig of beer, looked up to where she was pointing. ‘Probably just the reflection of the lanterns. Glo-sticks, maybe.’

She sipped her beer, but kept watching.

Waiting for the light.


Chapter 7

12 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Abbi wasn’t an always-running-late person. She considered herself optimistic with time. But she didn’t want to be late tonight. The last time she’d seen Hannah was pre-Will. Pre-Eadie. Abbi’s off-the-rails twenties were in full swing when Hannah left, and Abbi wanted to impress on her that she not only had her shit together, but that she also had it sorted and labelled.

It was beside the point that the ‘together’ image Abbi wanted to project was a stark contrast to the fucked-up mess festering inside her brain. That her perfect suburban existence could implode at any moment. She had to erase that thought from her mind to have any chance of pulling off this charade.

Cash-poor Molly had happily agreed to sit with Abbi’s daughter while they went out for dinner and was currently cross-legged on the shag rug downstairs, French- braiding Eadie’s hair. Molly was an old soul, and the only teenager in town Abbi trusted with her precious five-year-old.

Braid complete, Molly took Eadie’s little starfish hand and led her outside. Eadie subtly lined up her legs to walk at the same speed as the willowy limbs of her babysitter – a peculiar habit Abbi noticed her doing a lot lately. Molly noticed, too, and looked over at Abbi, showing her palm as if to say, What’s that about?

Abbi shrugged, whispering ‘It’s just her latest game,’ and dismissed it as a quirky way her daughter tried to stay in tune with those around her. Molly didn’t look convinced as Abbi ran along to get dressed.

* * *

Will stood naked at the sink like a giant, scruffy bear, and spat frothy toothpaste into the running water. ‘You know it’s supposed to rain tonight – the big wet they’re predicting. Remind me why we’re doing this again? Using a babysitting credit on a woman you don’t have much time for anymore?’ He mumbled in between his brushing. ‘And why don’t we like Hannah, exactly? The Blake thing?’

She liked that he said we. As if they were one person. But she still frowned. ‘I do like her. At least, I did.’

‘What changed? She dumped Blake – some might call that wise.’

Abbi was never sure if Will was joking when it came to his friendship with Blake. Aussie blokes were so different in how they related to each other. The more they took the piss, the more affection they felt.

‘She just leads a different life now. Different priorities. All fit and fancy-free.’

‘You sound envious.’

‘No way.’ Abbi kissed Will’s damp cheek. ‘Ever since she did that student exchange thing in high school she’s been different, like the Frogs put a plum in her mouth.’ Abbi touched up her make-up and mumbled, ‘and a stick up her arse’.

‘Hannah studied in France?’

‘First half of year twelve.’

‘Her parents afforded that? Sounds too elitist for the Dan Worthington I know.’

‘Hannah was obsessed with Paris in high school. With all things foreign, in fact. She delivered pamphlets for all of year eleven to save up. When she finally escaped us, she sent me postcards for the first month, showing off – then it was like we weren’t good enough for her anymore. We studied different courses at uni – her getting honours, me deferring twice. Now I’m married with a daughter, we’ll have even less in common.’

Being a parent had rehabilitated Abbi. It realigned her priorities and taught her daily to be selfless, a lesson she desperately needed. It’s not as if she felt superior to those yet to have children – it wasn’t exactly an exclusive club – just a different life. It was simply harder to connect with women who hadn’t felt motherhood for themselves.

‘You do get to live with the world’s best kid,’ Will piped in, bringing her back to reality. ‘And your husband isn’t too shabby, I hear. Generously endowed. Takes out the bins. Even knows how to plait and make loom bands.’ Will’s lips, still white-rimmed with residual toothpaste, smothered her neck with kisses as his arm snaked around her waist. She crumpled in laughter beneath him. There it was. The fluttery feeling of happiness. As she redid her lipstick, her fears from a moment before felt far away, as if the dark passenger she was hauling around had fallen from her shoulder.

Abbi looked over to him with a rush of emotion and thought to herself, This is what real love is. Not the first flush of lust, the roses or the rings. It’s the daily togetherness, the uniting of common priorities that bonds one life to another like nothing else. It was the first moment in twelve days that made her forget what she was dealing with. That made Abbi feel like getting back to normality was possible. That with Will, she could get through anything. And they had to; they had Eadie to think of.

Will was more involved than most dads. She’d never complain. He was the hold-your-hair-while-you-vomit kind of dad she never had. But she still thought that even the best fathers couldn’t know how motherhood changed women from the core. She thought of Mothers’ Day promotions, all pastel pinks and warm slippers. Were they implying motherhood made you soft? She grew Eadie inside her. She pushed her into this world, nursed her every three hours, day and night, for months. It was like ripping your heart out and watching it walk around. One thing was for sure – that vulnerability weakened you, because from the moment they arrived, the most important thing in life was no longer yourself.

Abbi attempted to smooth the frizz from her hair with various products she had never quite figured out how to apply, bunching the long, multi-tonal lengths into a knot high on her head before focusing on what to wear – popping in and out of the bathroom from their walk-in wardrobe for Will to appraise potential outfits. ‘This one okay?’ She tugged at the zip on an old, pre-pregnancy work dress that wouldn’t quite do up. She clenched her almost non-existent abdominal muscles, which didn’t help at all with the zip. Perhaps this is how motherhood softens you.

He frowned. ‘A little … ambitious.’

Abbi assessed her outfit. ‘As in, too corporate looking?’

‘As in, you won’t get it zipped.’ Diplomacy had never been Will’s forte. No chin hair or extra kilo went unnoticed.

‘Will! Couldn’t you lie? Just a little?’

‘I could, but if I did that enough times my word would mean nothing.’ He smiled.

She scowled. ‘I’m already feeling … suburban. And now we’re about to have dinner with Miss Perfect-Hair-Career-Woman. I could do with some back-up.’

‘You have a career.’

‘I have a job.’

‘There’s no difference. It’s all in how you look at it. And you travel – you went to Haiti, after a man, I believe,’ he said, smirking.

‘And barely travelled again.’ She persisted with the zip. ‘Or fit my clothes,’ she grunted.

Will joined the ends and yanked. She felt winded, but the dress was secure. Her boobs weren’t going anywhere. ‘Sounds like your issue, not hers. Where’s all this sudden life envy coming from? You forget your primrose oil this week, hon?’

Abbi’s eyes narrowed. She could hardly prickle and prove him right but the temptation was too great. ‘Excuse me?’

She wondered if she was, in fact, being harsh. Her mind trudged back to distant days that seemed insignificant at the time: hopping between elastics with eight-year-old Hannah, her rah-rah skirt tucked into her knickers; gas-bagging about boy bands by torchlight in a tent; summers of never-ending Monopoly; barefoot and dodging burning bitumen in hand-me-down board shorts, along with all the expectations she had of life back then. She hadn’t realised those everyday moments were core memories until she’d called them to mind again. A drink with Hannah would be a good distraction from other things – and perhaps it wasn’t a bad idea to keep an eye on Blake, who had a tendency to talk after a few beers.

Whether she liked it or not, Hannah was part of the bricks of her childhood – a faded old t-shirt you no longer wore but couldn’t throw out, hiding at the back of the closet. She could at least try her on again. See if she still fit.

Nothing else did.

* * *

Pastel-coloured bunting looped through freshly painted posts at the seaside burger-and-beers establishment where they’d planned to meet Hannah and Blake for dinner. The Tavern had survived many facelifts and had recently succumbed to the latest rustic trend, with tabletops made of recycled saw-marked doors and glasses fashioned from jam jars. The furniture was industrial, the floors polished concrete, and the young waiters wore dungarees and poorly disguised embarrassment. The overalls paired with ochre sun-kissed faces reminded Abbi of Oompa Loompas. A few huddled around the corner booth begrudgingly singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to a blushing birthday girl towered by her cake.

There he was. With her. Abbi’s throat tightened, and she wondered if part of her unease during the lead-up to dinner wasn’t about Hannah at all. Did her nerves stem from the dread of having to pretend she was fine for another few hours, the realisation that her role in Blake’s life had become redundant since Hannah returned, or simply having to see Blake, in public, with Will as a witness? She had got used to playing one part at home and another with Blake, but trying to be two things at once was destined to fail. Whatever the cause, Abbi needed a drink.

‘The infamous Hannah,’ Will said, offering his hand. ‘Nice to finally meet the woman I’ve heard so much about.’ Their handshake lingered, eyes sparking, and Abbi wondered exactly how nice it was. Hannah blushed. Abbi hoped it was from realising Will knew she’d been rubbish to Blake in the past, not because of an attraction to her husband. She wished he’d worn the mustard shirt that made him look a tad jaundiced, just to tone down his appeal a little.

Was a hug greeting in order? Abbi was unsure which mode to be in: the protective sister to Blake, the childhood friend Hannah always out-styled or the woman who missed her first best friend. Hannah made the decision for them, approaching with open arms, and the women bumped noses like nervous Tinder dates.

As Will and Hannah wandered into the dining area, retro booths along every wall, Blake pulled Abbi back for a moment, his smile morphing to a tight-lipped grimace once the others were out of view. ‘This is bullshit, Abs – out socialising like everything’s hunky-dory. You sure you’re up for this charade?’

She was. She was sick of hiding at home, living a lie. Distracting herself by getting on with life was the best cover she could think of. ‘Act normal, right?’ Abbi shrugged him away, along with his insinuation that she was the weak link. She could smell smoke on his breath, and knew she was the reason he’d started again. ‘And now who’s the one mentioning it?’

Hannah caught the end of their exchange. ‘Mentioning what?’

‘Um … the …’ Blake mumbled, waving his hand in a circle like his brain was a cog powered by the movement.

Abbi attempted to save his fumble. ‘Blake was just saying that, um …’

Hannah glared at them like they were having some sort of mutual stroke.

Blake gestured to the pool table in the corner. ‘That I always thrash Abbi at snooker.’

Hannah looked surprised. ‘You guys play?’ Abbi sighed at the hint of American accent in her friend’s voice, an audible sign of her worldliness. ‘You used to hate snooker,’ Hannah continued, clearly affronted that she didn’t know something about Blake that Abbi was privy to.

Blake narrowed his eyes at Abbi. ‘I still do. But Abbi’s good at roping me into doing stuff I don’t want a bar of.’ His glare was direct, and she felt a sting.

The glare was not lost on Hannah.

Will stood beside them, blank faced, but Abbi knew what he was thinking: What’s going on?

Abbi tried to think of something to change the subject, but couldn’t get past her own stupidity. Why had she put on lipstick and smiles and forced conversation when she was dying inside? All she wanted was to shut the world out, after what they’d done together. After betraying her husband. She was kidding herself to think she could live this way. Duplicity wasn’t her thing. Abbi had friends who could have affairs, live double lives without guilt, but she didn’t have the skillset. Why risk it all coming out?

Blake yanked at his collar, the busy zigzag pattern on his shirt skewing.

‘Nice shirt.’ Abbi raised her eyebrows. ‘New?’ She wanted to say that pattern could cause a seizure, but she knew Will would poke his elbow into her ribs. She wasn’t sure why she felt such anger towards Blake – he wasn’t the one who started this, which only expanded her guilt.

‘Is it hot in here? Maybe I’m coming down with something.’ Blake glanced at Hannah, all concerned. ‘Feel my forehead. Do I have a temp?’

Hannah felt his face and told him he was fine, less like a new couple than an old married one.

‘Had a meningitis case last week, Blake. Better be careful,’ Will joked, playing into Blake’s new bout of health worries.

‘Don’t encourage him.’ Abbi rolled her eyes.

A golden-skinned teen with dreadlocks poking from his cap greeted them with a scripted welcome and they took their seats at a corner booth – one couple a side. So perfectly neat and cordial.

‘Maybe I’m just thirsty. I’ll order a jug then, shall I? Coming, mate?’ Blake thumped Will on the back and the blokes sauntered off to the bar, Will shadowing Blake’s smaller frame. Left alone with Hannah, Abbi realised that Will and Blake’s friendship was the same as theirs: circumstantial.

A salty sea breeze blew through the panoramic windows as the seagulls battled for abandoned chips left on the rusty picnic tables outside. Specks of rain dotted the boardwalk – the start of the big wet everyone was talking about. The humidity was stifling and Abbi felt the thickness of the air weigh her down.

‘It’s weird, being back, seeing you all grown up and married,’ Hannah said. ‘And to a doctor – you’ve done well.’

‘He’s a good egg.’ But not because of his occupation. Why was she so interested in talking about Will? Abbi pulled at her too-small dress – it was too muggy for autumn – and spun the spoon on the table under her finger like a child. She scanned the bar for Will. The owner hadn’t remodelled that part yet, and it still had the remnants of the Tropicana theme from last tourist season – the backdrop a tacky macaw sipping a cocktail.

Blake had ducked over to the ATM, and Abbi noticed Hannah was staring over towards Will. What are you looking at?

‘He’s got this guarded, sort of sexy thing going on, your Will. Kind of mysterious and Colin-Firth-like.’ Hannah’s eyes narrowed like she was imagining some lewd scene.

Abbi laughed out loud in a childish blurt, releasing the pressure she felt inside. She thought of Will with Mr Darcy sideburns, and felt her body relax a notch. She’d always liked Colin Firth (till he got skinny).

‘Whereas Blake,’ Hannah continued, ‘he’s more your Hugh Grant, really. The lovable labrador.’

‘Well, he’s as loyal as one. How many years has he been tyre-kicking, waiting for you to come to your senses?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘He went out with Lucy Forster for a bit, while I was away, didn’t he? Then there’s all those visiting city cops. Think he did more than tyre-kick.’

Abbi sensed Hannah taking her in, just as she had done with her husband. She knew she’d aged – her cheeks a little doughy, like her stomach. But she felt no older on the inside, like she was still waiting to grow up. Hannah had known her best when she was young and playing the role of daughter, not mother. But Hannah didn’t seem older – just better groomed, and with that awareness thirty-something women have of finally knowing what styles suited their shape. She couldn’t believe how great her old friend looked. She couldn’t believe she was now back in Blake’s arms. ‘So, ah, how is living back home again? Must feel weird.’ For a grown woman.

Hannah kinked her head to one side in thought. Abbi had forgotten her habit of evaluating each and every emotion. Abbi didn’t have time for that. Since meeting Will, she’d learned the fine line between mindful self-awareness and self-absorbed twat. Hannah’s glossy long layers fell forward against her face as her gaze dropped. ‘Ah … I’ve been at Blake’s, actually, the last couple of nights since I got back.’

Abbi had assumed as much, but it still irked her. An urge to hide Blake from Hannah’s cheating, abandoning mitts reared inside. Flashbacks sprang to mind of him sucking face with pimple-faced Hannah at the drive-in as she slumped in the front seat, catching her sneaking into his bedroom at seventeen, her auburn hair a swirl of red on his pillow the next morning, sprang to mind. ‘And how’s that working out?’

Hannah must have sensed her concern for Blake, ‘It’s different this time.’

It wasn’t Abbi’s heart that this woman had trashed, but it felt as though it was. When it came to her and Blake, Abbi had always felt like the stronger of the two. She’d protected him from bullies in the school yard, from the savage foster kids that preyed on his scrawniness, and now that he was the one keeping their secret, she felt even more committed to the cause. ‘You hurt him, Hans.’

‘Don’t you think I know that? I don’t plan on doing it again.’

‘Did you plan to last time?’ The words snuck out, a glimpse of her old self. Were they reverting to their teenaged selves?

Hannah pressed her hands to her cheeks and sincerity filled her eyes. ‘I know how this looks, but I had no expectation of Blake forgiving me, Abs. And besides, it was Molly I came back for. And Dad. I didn’t want her making me the excuse not to go off to uni. She’s so clever, you know?’ Abbi almost detected a sense of pride in Hannah’s comment. ‘And I missed you and Blake.’ Hannah reached her hand across the table. Abbi didn’t take it. She knew it was the polite thing to do – the proverbial olive branch was being offered, and all she had to do was accept –but her arm had frozen by her side. ‘You were such a big part of my life.’ Hannah’s hand lay there, open for the taking. It lay right there. Seconds ticked by, before Hannah admitted defeat and swiftly retracted her hand, crossed her arms and looked away.

When she saw the look of hurt on her friend’s face, Abbi regretted not reaching out. She’d be treating this night, this conversation, as something she just had to ‘get through’. She saw Hannah’s concerns as trivial compared to what she was dealing with. But if she did survive her current ordeal, what sort of life would she be left with if she didn’t value the people around her? Her oldest friend?

Hannah was right. They had been inseparable, once. Hell-bent on going to Paris for their eighteenth, buying a flat together by twenty-one. They’d both weathered boyfriends, lost their mothers and broken promises since those days of young adulthood. Even the thought of these unfulfilled dreams felt like a failure. She knew it wasn’t, and she knew it was unfair of her, but every success Hannah had abroad had felt like a personal revenge, a mockery of Abbi’s simple, predictable life in the boring town she’d always found herself returning to.

Hannah was caught in the time trance as well, caught in a cloud of all things that had gone unsaid for years. ‘It felt so strange seeing your life play out online without me in it,’ Hannah said in her mongrel accent.

Abbi scoffed. She wasn’t ungrateful for her predictable suburban lifestyle, but she did have a fleeting urge to project an image of success, babble on about how Eadie was gifted in maths, that her husband won awards for his initiatives in Haiti, that she had a successful photojournalism career (that bit was partly true – she wrote human interest stories for the local rag for minimum wage. She was only expected to take photos because the budget couldn’t stretch to pay photographers, but she could leave out that part). But Abbi found she didn’t want to play that game. Friendship wasn’t meant to be a competition.

Nonetheless, she usually snarled at Hannah’s smug, passive– aggressive Facebook posts, which probably seemed harmless to everyone else. Her series of photos was as perfect as an advertising campaign. Hannah on horseback. Hannah skydiving. Hannah having affairs, adventures, frolicking childless in all that personal freedom and independence while Abbi was two steps behind a firecracker of a toddler, unable to wee on her own (or jump without peeing). While Hannah felt the spray of the Niagara Falls, Abbi scrubbed orange goop off a highchair. Hannah spent New Year’s Eves watching the ball drop in Times Square, Abbi would rarely make it till midnight. It wasn’t a better, or worse existence, just a different one. She didn’t know what to say to plug the hollow the years had eroded. ‘A lot has happened, Hannah.’ Some of which you’ll never know.

Hannah’s eyes flailed around like an old woman at the markets whose cart had overturned, bok choy scattering on the footpath, onions rolling in the gutter. ‘I heard about your mum passing.’

‘Oh really? I didn’t think you had – given you never called.’

‘I’m so sorry about that. Gail was like a mother to me, too, and such a good friend to Mum.’ Hannah looked at the wall, tears glazing her eyes.

The grief hovered over both of them. Six years had passed. A six-year void of highs and lows Hannah knew nothing of and had made no attempt to discover. How many emails had Abbi written (about her grief, her pregnancy, her marriage) that went unanswered? Hannah Worthington had hurt Blake more than once, pillaged this town’s support when her own mother died, taken what she wanted, then abandoned her family. Did she expect to swan back in and have them all waiting for her?

Abbi allowed herself the burst of bitter thoughts but was careful to keep them inside. She sipped her wine, played it cool. She didn’t want Hannah to see her as the type they used to mock; that petty, needy girl who held grudges across continents, over years. She had a life now, even if it could crumble at any moment.

Abbi realised she should have expected this drama. Part of the reason she’d always tolerated Hannah’s theatrics was the rare moments when Hannah was herself; stripped bare, not the avatar Abbi saw on social media, the image Hannah curated to make her life appear bigger than it was.

Hannah and Molly’s mother had died in a car accident ten years ago – riding her bicycle to the local shop, she was hit head-on by the local dentist, who was drunk at the wheel. The tragedy had always allowed Abbi to excuse Hannah more than most. Perhaps now that they were both motherless, they could cut the crap and find common ground. Abbi’s gaze narrowed. ‘You know what it’s like to lose a mother. You could have written or …’

Hannah’s eyes fell away. ‘I wanted to. It was just a hard time for me.’ Upon closer inspection her perfectly made-up face looked drawn, tired. Jetlag, or something more?

Abbi tightened her jaw. ‘Too hard to even pick up the phone?’ She gulped her wine. The booth felt suffocating, the air sticky and thick. We should have stayed home with Netflix and a bottle of red, Eadie asleep on our laps.

‘I was a bad friend, I admit that. But I told myself you needed space to process your feelings. I know how it can get – exhausting, claustrophobic even, with a dozen quiche-bearing neighbours arriving on your doorstep, a pile of sympathy cards and head nods from strangers.’

Abbi squinted at her. ‘At least those people tried to do something – to show I had a friend if I needed one.’

‘I wasn’t sure you still considered me a friend. Besides, I didn’t exactly have a healthy coping mechanism myself – endless cream donuts and a daily block of Cadbury.’ Hannah puffed out her cheeks and curled her arms in a circle like a sumo wrestler, but Abbi was too hurt to be amused.

Will and Blake bounded back to the table, the jug they’d bought already half empty. Their shirts were dappled with damp spots from the rain gusting in from the side of the bar, and Abbi welcomed the change. ‘Started to get rained on out there – it’s bucketing down. Anyway, thought we’d give you ladies a chance to talk shoes,’ Blake said before taking in their brooding faces, both turned in opposite directions. Clearly, shoes were not on the agenda. He looked suspiciously at Abbi.

Abbi sighed, the merlot making her head woolly. Things were still weird with him. He probably thinks I’ve blabbed. She glared back, as if to say, What?

Hannah noticed the silent exchange between Abbi and Blake. Abbi could see it in the way Hannah’s perky lips squashed into a thin, cold line.

Will scanned Abbi’s face, then raised his eyebrows. ‘Everything okay?’

The two women adjusted their clothes, eyes darting, lips thin.

‘Abbi’s been a bit … sensitive today, haven’t you, hon?’ Will said. He patted her thigh under the table.

Abbi glared at him.

Blake raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Great bedside manner you got there, doc.’ He extended an arm over Hannah, rubbed her back and mumbled something supportive.

Will took in their intimate exchange, and belatedly touched his wife on the arm like it was a couple-off. ‘Now you’re making me look bad.’

Abbi shrugged him away. Will should have known she found that sort of doting patronising. He looked confused and she glared again, but reminded herself that her husband wasn’t insensitive, he just cut to the chase, never one to let any tension go undiscussed. It was so pathetically adult.

Will squared his jaw and sipped the froth off his beer. The rain drumming on the tin roof was deafening, but Abbi found she could breathe again. A suicidal seagull flapped its way inside the restaurant across the high ceilings, detoured around the wide-blade fan and escaped into the kitchen, which erupted in raucous screams.

‘I know what you need.’ Blake went to pour Hannah a pot of beer from the jug.

‘Oh, is that low carb?’ Hannah asked, with a strong American ‘r’.

Blake twisted his lip. ‘Low what?’

Abbi resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The real Hannah had been starting to emerge just before, only to pixelate again now.

‘Diet beer,’ Will clarified. ‘For the health-conscious pisshead.’ He swallowed. ‘Ah. Just drink up, Hannah, doctor’s orders – you don’t seem like you need to be conscious of carb intake.’

Hannah’s jaw dropped.

Blake spat his beer, overspray raining on Abbi, who glared as he burst out laughing.

Will just looked confused.

Abbi was sure she’d mentioned to Will that Hannah once had a weight problem. That she’d tipped the scales at well over a hundred kilos at one point. Now it was the elephant in the room, as Hannah glowered at Blake who mouthed sorry and held out his palm.

Will furrowed his brow, his dark eyes narrowing. ‘What did I miss?’

Abbi felt the laughter threatening like a sneeze, building, inevitable. It took all she had to resist the urge. She knew what was brewing – Will’s fat-person rant.

‘Not like that guy who won the biggest loser last year – lost forty kilos like it makes him some sort of hero. I mean, I know losing weight’s hard.’ Will stretched one arm out, and patted his own slightly rounded stomach as if it represented evidence of the fact. ‘But how ’bout the poor bastards who managed to avoid morbid obesity in the first place? And don’t start me on the health costs. All about self-control, if you ask me. We’re a society of instant gratification …’

Hannah’s shoulders shook, her lips thinned, silent laughter breaking free.

‘What’s so funny?’ Will surveyed the three of them.

Hannah spoke first. She was the only one who could. ‘No one told you?’ She grabbed a serviette and dabbed the tears of laughter from her eyes. ‘All those heart-to-hearts with Blake about his horrible ex and he never once mentioned that I was once a big girl?’

‘Serious?’ Will looked at Abbi for guidance.

‘Yep,’ Hannah concurred. ‘Total lard arse.’ ‘Well you’ve certainly overcome that issue.’ Will cocked one eyebrow, and Abbi elbowed him hard.

Blake’s eyes danced. A wall of awkwardness, years in the making, had fallen, but no one was game to walk through the gaping hole.

‘Nothing to be ashamed of, Hannah. You know, I had this patient who was so fat, when he went under anaesthetic he had to wake up in stages,’ Will said, deadpan.

‘Ha, ha,’ Hannah said, smiling with her pretty mouth.

Abbi glanced over at Hannah, laughing, relaxed, as she flicked her shiny hair over her shoulder without a care in the world. Abbi tried to read Hannah’s mind, and found access to her friend’s thoughts was as easy as when they’d chatter between bunk beds at age twelve. With the honesty being served up over dinner, Hannah seemed to believe that the tone was set – an unspoken bro code for no bullshit within the squad. She thought the walls wedged between old friends had tumbled to rubble. Hannah would think of this as the night she cleared the air and set their derailed friendship back on track.

Abbi swallowed hard. She could have told Hannah that her new sense of security was nothing but a trick. Hannah saw four friends walking, hand in hand, but in Abbi’s own muddy mind, she saw them scrambling to grip each other’s hands, balancing on an unsteady platform, floating on an ocean of secrets. There was no way of knowing for sure, but Abbi suspected that they were all about to be beaten by a wave only she was positioned to foresee.

She looked out at the rain pummelling the window and closed her eyes. Her gut instinct had been right. Hannah was a problem.

This woman has no idea what she’s walked in on.


Chapter 8

19 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

The torrential rain of the past few days had eased, allowing flooded roads to subside, gutters to sigh in relief and locals to spring hope of drying the week’s washing. With everyone tucked safely at home, day tours cancelled and sport fields closed, the town took on a kind of post-apocalyptic emptiness. Blake was in his element, flat-out watching Netflix most nights that week. But by the weekend, Hannah persuaded him to leave the house, socialise with the Adams family again. Having just moved away from the city that never sleeps, she wasn’t used to sitting at home … watching Blake sleep.

Hannah couldn’t blame him for his reluctance after the intense night with Abbi and Will last weekend, and was disappointed when the most romantic idea he came up with was take- away on Abbi’s deck, but she felt they’d all connected, eventually, and she was intrigued to observe the life – and man – her oldest friend had chosen.

Hannah considered the way Abbi had confronted her on so many sore points over dinner, how she’d made it all about her. Hannah had forgotten how, as Gail Jordan’s only biological child, Abbi had always controlled the roost, but in such a subtle, well-meaning way that most were unaware of it. But she knew Abbi Jordan had always been the silent, smiling puppeteer, pulling the strings of those foster kids with a tilt of her head. And none was more willing to be guided than Blake.

The Adams’ home, a trendy charcoal grey with white trims, was so different to the crowded house Hannah recalled spending summers in as a kid. Abbi had transformed it from a wind-battered, angular eyesore on the outskirts of town, teeming with a gaggle of wayward kids, to a family home full of character and quirks. Brimming with warm natural light, exposed beams and rustic floorboards, pastel throw pillows and hessian rugs, it had a coastal charm, stylish but unpretentious – not unlike Abbi herself. Throughout, it was casually styled, yet dappled with all the adorable evidence of family life: crayon scribbles, a craft corner, a play kitchen and a poorly disguised undercurrent of benign chaos with washing piled in the hall, benches cluttered with papers.

The sunset hid behind a thick wall of cloud, the sky so overcast it was almost purple. Hannah remembered the feel of this house – as a kid it felt like you were so close to nature you were part of the scenery.

As they sipped ginger beer while overlooking the squally sea, Eadie scuttling between their seats like a circus act, Hannah felt a jolt of jealousy she had to work hard to rein in.

She observed. Other than a few laughter lines and slightly rounder curves, Abbi hadn’t changed. She still had a natural allure, made all the lovelier because she didn’t know it and didn’t really care much how she looked (no one who wore thongs with jeans could, surely?). Her tousled, sun-lightened hair had a sultry, effortless kind of grace – it took Hannah hours in velcro rollers to add body to her reed-thin hair.

Returning from her thoughts, Hannah noticed the burgundy roof and just the tip of heritage green weatherboards of the neighbour’s place poking through the casuarinas down the street. Hannah knew Abbi’s neighbour, Trevor Adler, well. Before she’d won the green card lottery and headed to the States, they’d been colleagues; he the older, wiser principal, Hannah one of his impressionable teachers. He was her mentor, starting out (was it the authority that attracted her, or his genuine connection with young minds?) ‘Haven’t seen the Adlers around town. Assume they’re still next door? Connie must be getting on – she still with us?’

‘In and out of rehab, after her stroke, but she’s still kicking,’ Will explained, bent low to tie Eadie’s shoelace. ‘You know, your old teacher mate retired?’

‘Trevor? Oh?’ He was significantly older than her, but she hadn’t realised he was retirement age.

‘Moved away – few weeks ago actually,’ Will said. ‘Something about running a tourist park.’

Blake, pushing his boot against the wall to swing the hammock he’d sunk into, had been deep in thought. ‘Mmmm. Yep.’

Will continued. ‘Catfish still sniffs around and helps Connie when she’s not in hospital, tends to her garden and sets his brother’s crab pots. Sells his catch down the pub.’

‘Trevor always organised the best school fetes. Are you guys going this year? I hear there’s going to be markets, and fireworks. Not as good as the Moon Fest, but Eadie’ll love it.’

Will, Abbi and Blake looked among each other, all tight lipped and darting glances.

Will cleared his throat. ‘Eadie’s not a big fan of crowds, so we probably won’t make it,’ he said, and Abbi glared like he’d said too much.

Will squared his jaw.

Hannah didn’t push, but it felt like there was something behind the remark, and this time, Will was privy to it.

As the pre-dinner drinks were sipped, somehow the camaraderie Hannah thought they’d found at The Tavern eluded them. Abbi and Blake bickered over what to order for dinner, which Hannah found laughable given there were only two choices in this town: fish and chips or Chinese (and both from the same store). In all of her years in New York, she’d eaten at barely half the restaurants in Soho.

She tried to relax but couldn’t ignore the undercurrent passing between her companions that she was being left out of. Again.

‘What’s with those two?’ Hannah asked Will. Abbi sat with her back to Blake as he loafed in the hammock in the distant corner of the deck, watching Eadie on the swing down below. She lowered her voice, conspiratorially. ‘They used to finish each other’s sentences – they were like a comedy duo but now they’re all awkward silences.’

When Will shrugged, grabbed his keys and announced he’d go get dinner, she took the opportunity to tag along. She wanted to get to know the man who tamed the impulsive Abbi Jordan.

* * *

The red lanterns swinging from greasy beams at the Willow Garden Restaurant gave Will’s face a spruce of colour Hannah hadn’t seen before. Shaking her hair, wet from the rain, she took a seat opposite him while they awaited their food. His thick thighs barely fit on the plastic seat and he wore three shades of blue, but there was something about how comfortable he looked, casually waiting for order fifty-three, that had Hannah intrigued. He was watching her, and when she caught him, he didn’t look away. Social conventions meant nothing to this guy, so taciturn and unaffected by others’ regard, and she envied him.

She admitted having a strong reaction to Will when they’d first met last week, but since he wasn’t classically handsome, she put it down to how his sheer size gave him a presence, and nothing more. But as she sat waiting for her honey chicken, trying to ignore the calories she was about to ingest, something unexpected happened.

‘Amazing to think our lungs developed from those little slits.’ His attention was unwavering as he spoke. It was unnerving.

‘Sorry?’ Hannah’s eyes slid sideways.

Will pointed to the aquarium humming in the corner, next to a bucket of dripping umbrellas. Bug-eyed goldfish swam in circles, in denial that they had nowhere to go. ‘Gills. Every human embryo starts with them, you know. I mean, it makes sense. We were fish once.’

‘Oh, that’s right.’ She gave a knowing nod. ‘I forgot. You’re one of those.’

His face pinched. ‘By “those”, you mean scientists?’

Hannah smiled. ‘I was going to say “atheists”, but go with your word if you like.’ Not that Hannah could talk – she hadn’t gone to church since she was sixteen but she wasn’t entirely a non-believer.

He shrugged. ‘Beats “infidel”. Strange though, people look down their noses at us atheists, and yet no war has been fought in the name of heathenism.’

‘I figured you weren’t a God-botherer. Eadie’s class has Religion on Fridays, and I take the conscientious objectors in the hall – the kids whose parents get them out of RE,’ Hannah said

‘Yeah, well. I never did understand how religion became part of a secular public education system.’

Hannah wanted to avoid that minefield. ‘Anyway, after the “The Santa Incident” I figured you weren’t down with Jesus.’

‘Santa Incident?’ Now his eyes shined like the scales on the fish. ‘Didn’t know we were the stuff of legend.’ Will chuckled.

Did nothing frazzle this man? ‘Abbi was in tears the other day when all that drama went down – wasn’t a great first week back, not when I was trying to stay in her good books’.

‘What did Eadie do?’ he asked.

Hannah shrugged. ‘She was upsetting the other preppies – telling them there was no Santa.’

Will raised his eyebrows. ‘You’re big enough to know now, Hannah – there is no Santa.’

‘Keep your voice down.’ Hannah said under her breath, gesturing to a family in the corner with sticky-beaking children.

‘I mean, I’d never allow her to prejudice anyone on the basis of religion – as far as I know, the jury’s still out on that one – but I think there is a consensus in terms of Santa being a mythical figure.’ A woman wearing shorts too small for her size clamped her hands over her little girl’s ears and frowned at Will from across the stack of dated magazines. Will shrugged, turned back to Hannah. ‘If the kid’s old enough to know what mythical figure means, she’s old enough to know the truth.’

‘Oh, you grouch. St Nicholas gave gifts to the poor. That part is true. And kids get a lot of joy out of Christmas. Is there really any harm in the tradition?’ It was the crux of her childhood best-day list. Hannah couldn’t smell mangoes without thinking of her mother standing over the sink sucking on a fleshy yellow seed, tinsel swooping from the ceiling, carols crackling up the hall.

‘Not until the day they realise their parents have been lying to them their whole lives and start to wonder what else they’ve been scammed on.’

Hannah resisted the urge to meddle, but then meddled anyway. ‘Someone really did a number on you, didn’t they? Did your parents do something evil, like tell you there was a tooth fairy?’ She changed position in her seat, her sandals tacky on the sticky lino as she crossed her legs.

The mother’s order was called and she grabbed her huge golf umbrella from the bucket and left in a bigger hurry than was warranted, glaring at them as she dripped away.

‘Have a great night!’ Will called. He tried to high-five the little girl, as if that would rectify stealing Christmas from her, but the mother pulled her daughter close as if Will were the Devil incarnate. Will surveyed them braving the rain outside until they were out of earshot. Then he grew quiet. ‘My parents never told me I was adopted. I found out at twelve, with my tonsillectomy – blood type on my bed chart was impossible if they were my parents. They didn’t think I’d figure it out.’ He scratched his greying stubble. ‘Questioned everything they told me ever since.’

Hannah felt like a bitch. ‘I’m sorry.’ She thought of her own family. Of her lonely father, locked away at home at that very moment while she gadded about. But she put this out of her mind. Blake had never mentioned that about Will and she wondered if he even knew. She felt weirdly proud, like she was losing her newcomer status.

Will seemed to notice her elation. ‘You don’t look sorry.’

‘Sorry. I mean, I guess I was just surprised you shared that with me. We don’t know each other well.’

‘We don’t.’ Will squinted, as if it made her easier to see. ‘That’s why I was surprised you volunteered to come get the food with me. On your own. In the rain.’

‘Oh, I was just sick of those two bickering. What’s with them tonight? Lovers’ quarrel?’ She laughed.

Will shrugged. ‘All the more reason I wasn’t sure you’d be comfortable leaving them alone.’

Hannah blushed. Will’s honesty was refreshing, but she wasn’t ready to play yet – didn’t feel like she knew the rules. ‘They’re grown-ups. Why wouldn’t I want to leave them alone?’

Will’s mouth eyes softened. He leant in like an expert counsellor, mirroring her posture. Hannah could almost taste his aftershave and something stirred inside as he said, ‘I think we both know why.’

Hannah stretched her back out, hoping like hell their order number would be called so she could escape. But there was no order called, only Will, leaning casually on a plastic chair, drilling for oil inside her head.

He kept going. ‘I just sensed that part of the unease between you and Abbi related to Blake.’

She felt her neck blotching, ugly and red. ‘I’ve known them longer than you, Will. I know what I’m getting into.’ Who was he kidding? She was the original third wheel. But she had always thought she’d imagined the inappropriateness of Blake and Abbi’s relationship. That her suspicions were grounded in her own insecurities, nothing factual. Nothing others could detect.

‘I know, and I’m not suggesting anything more sinister. I’m just glad you’re secure enough to cope with their relationship complexities.’

Hannah fanned her face, rubbed her temple with her fingers. She tasted delight in their common ground, but it quickly mixed with fear. Will sharing her concern somehow gave it leverage, made denial impossible. The sudden urge to vent overwhelmed her.

‘Are you okay with it? I mean, you let him live with you – all three of you under one roof when he was renovating. Wasn’t that unbearable?’ The floodgates were open now and she might never stop. Hannah tried not to show her outrage but could feel her face squish like she’d sucked a sour worm. ‘I mean, their fierce loyalty, their stupid private jokes, the way he flicks her hair.’ She flicked her own, as if to prove a point. ‘Their little tiffs. How do you stand it?’

‘I trust her.’ So sure. So undeniable.

Hannah raised her eyebrows. The cynic inside rose to the surface. ‘Trust? That’s all you’ve got for me?’

Will shrugged. ‘That’s all you need.’

* * *

Cicadas hummed a scratchy chorus as the dregs of dreary daylight succumbed to the stormy night. Hannah and Will exchanged cursory glances when they returned to Will’s house with three bags of oily Chinese to hear the tell-tale sounds of silliness down on the lawn; Abbi had her Canon SLR slung around her neck and was making crazy faces to catch Eadie in a smile. Hannah always thought Abbi laughed too much for a grown-up – it was like no one had told her you’re supposed to grow out of that. But earlier she’d been prickly – melancholy even, and Hannah wasn’t sure which of tonight’s moods was the more real.

More unbridled laughter billowed up from the yard as she unpacked the rice, dim sims and stir-fries. It was strange. As a teacher, Hannah often felt like she was implicit in a process designed to quash this sort of exuberance out of kids so they could be better managed – like the world, with all its rules and responsibilities, slowly but surely drained children of the very magic that made them so joyous.

Eadie raced up the stairs to the deck, moseying over to her bear of a father with one finger firmly planted up her nostril. ‘Daddy, my nose hurts.’

‘Try removing Mr Finger. Then wash him and his friends, or no prawn chips.’

Eadie ran off to the bathroom.

Will called down to Abbi and Blake, ‘Kids – time for dinner.’

As soon as Eadie had come up from the yard, Hannah saw the two start whispering in a shadowy corner near the swings. She observed her friend knotting her mass of wavy hair behind her head like a sultry songstress in a video clip, the action pushing her cleavage together, round and full and sun-kissed. She felt a stab under her ribs as she watched Blake watching Abbi, her face shiny with rain, her t-shirt clinging to her curves. It was paired with a familiar, empty sensation of jealousy. She’d felt it for years but now the feeling had a name.

By saying it out loud, Will had breathed life into a ghost.


Chapter 9

29 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Despite being back three weeks, Hannah didn’t feel settled. Lago was her home, but she didn’t feel welcome in it. Everyone was civil enough, but any attempts to delve a little deeper to help her father had failed dismally and even Molly was a little flighty and distant when she asked about her life. Something was off kilter. And as for Blabby (as she had started to refer to Blake and Abbi in her wicked mind) they were completely unpredictable – one day Abbi would be her chirpy self as she picked up her daughter, but the next morning Hannah was sure she’d spied her crying in her hatchback. When Hannah started walking over to see if she was okay, Abbi literally used her hand like a blinker to cover her eyes and hurriedly drove away.

Blake, too, could be cagey one minute, warm the next, like he was compensating for an invisible something known only to him. Their rollercoaster of emotions made her think of her roommate in Brooklyn, who had a nasty but well-disguised drug habit – perhaps meth was the unexplained current sparking between the two of them?

Hannah wasn’t sure what form it took, but something stank in this town and she was keen to use her sharp nose to sniff it out.

* * *

Since their little chat, Hannah kept seeing Will’s face, and the self-assurance painted on it as he claimed to trust Abbi without hesitation. It was that same confidence, sitting across the table from her now in the dusty school library, she was drawn to. Whether it was his relationship advice or his treasurer’s report, he was so easy to believe. He exuded integrity like a cologne and made people want to follow him.

Hannah was anti-committee and wondered, not for the first time, how she managed to work in a department obsessed with them. She’d always been put off by collaboration, certain it resulted in nothing but decisions based on compromise – a diluted poor cousin of the original vision. So, she was glad when the P&C-meeting-that-should’ve-been-an-email was over.

Will stacked chairs, the fundraising committee lurking, running their ideas past him. He was like the pied piper for mothers. Hannah waited outside, unsure if she was meant to, and pretended she was checking her phone.

‘Hey.’ Will spun his keys around his finger. ‘I saw you uncharacteristically being un-opinionated in the corner.’

Hannah laughed, smoothed down her straightened-with-care auburn hair and adjusted her collar. ‘I’ve learned to be a mushroom at these things – soon as you open your mouth or have an idea, you find you’ve volunteered to manage it.’ She swallowed hard, weighing up the appropriateness of her next question. ‘Pub’s still open, if you want to grab a drink? I could probably use one, and it’s just Newman waiting for me at home. Blake’s working. Again.’

Will’s face squinted. ‘What does that involve, exactly, in Lago Point on a Tuesday night? Playing Fortnite? Can’t imagine there’s too much crime playing out.’

Hannah thought of her earlier suspicions about something feeling off in the township since she returned. ‘You can never be too sure in small towns.’

Will shrugged. ‘It’s pretty sleepy. But you know what they say—’ ‘—it’s the quiet ones you have to watch,’ Hannah added with raised eyebrows.

Will smiled, but it was unconvincing. Was he, too, aware of an undercurrent of something sinister going on?

Hannah hovered, not sure if he was going to take her up on her offer of a drink. She hoped he would. Hannah went home back when Blake worked, and as Molly said she’d be out tonight, Hannah really didn’t want another night of small talk and ABC radio at her dad’s.

Will had changed the subject, perhaps to buy time to work out his response, so she tried to make the event seem as platonic as possible. Because it was, of course. Her nonchalance must have worked because, without arriving at a definitive decision, they wandered across the park to The Tavern. The salty breeze was sticky on her cheeks. A wire-haired dog with a bow tie pranced past with his owner. This place was so outdated that people just did what they wanted, oblivious to the fact that they were out of sync with the modern world. Perhaps she needed a little more of that attitude.

Will’s size still shocked Hannah – he was only six foot three, perhaps, but solid and strong. She never did like men whose thighs were thinner than hers. ‘Least I don’t have to worry about getting mugged walking through here with you.’

‘What, and you do with Blake? You do know he’s the town cop.’ The funny thing about Will was his self-assurance never came across as arrogance – a hard balance to master.

‘He’s had a bit of flack today, actually … Stuck over at Town Hall with some protestors. Blake and his new offsider had to manage a few builders picketing the council – they reckon they’re anti-development, killing their industry.’

Will lifted his eyebrows. ‘Lucky Penny was there to assist.’ He smiled. Constable Penny Ho was about five foot in heels but could kill you with a steely glare.

‘Remember Lakeshores Estate?’ Hannah asked.

‘The one where the builders went bust? Still have that abandoned mansion out in the bush. No one seems to remember it’s there. It’s a great hideout for blokes’ fishing trips away … I hear.’ Sheepishly, he looked away.

They reached the classic old pub, complete with wrap-around verandah, shiny pokies in the carpeted corner, and a scattering of bloated men bent over barstools. Hannah felt eyes on her and wondered if it was her conscience calling. Will this get back to Blake? Part of her hoped so, which made her feel even worse.

Will ordered drinks.

Smoothing her brow, Hannah wished she’d tried harder to find an eyebrow-threading beautician in the area. It had been a long day. Did she look a complete mess? The wine hit her empty stomach and dimmed the day’s tension. She felt small, perched on a barstool, her taut legs hanging next to his bulky frame.

‘So.’ Will looked as uncomfortable as she felt. ‘Just us. Again. Kinda weird.’

Hannah laughed. ‘The millennials call it “awks” … So I hear. “Weird” is as nineties as chambray shirts and Crowded House.’

Will huffed. ‘Now they’re words I understand.’

Hannah smiled, tucked her hair behind her ear, decided to keep things casual. ‘I know you didn’t grow up in Lago. When did you move here?’

‘Six years ago. I studied at UQ, worked at the Royal Brisbane, headed a skin cancer clinic, did a stint with the Red Cross overseas.’

‘Blake said – that must have taken some adjusting.’

‘You learn more when you don’t have the resources to test things properly, so I guess so. But to be honest, it was adjusting back that was hardest. I got used to the simple life. I should’ve been relieved to come back to electricity and hot showers, but it was tough, knowing people were dying and I’d left. Kind of puts life into perspective.’ Will wiped condensation from his glass. ‘Anyway, when we found out Abbi was pregnant, we came back. Abbi needed to be near her mum. The town needed a GP that wasn’t an alcoholic.’

‘And you needed Abbi.’ Hannah smiled.

‘Guilty.’ He sipped his beer, froth lining his lip. ‘She brought a level of chaos to my life that I got accustomed to. My life was pretty beige before her.’ The unconditional love, the tight intertwining of their lives was undeniable.

Envy flooded her, poked at the insecurity, and the throat tightening began. ‘Sounds like a bit of a backward step, career wise.’ Why does the bitch in me come out the second I’m insecure?

‘She kinda went out on a limb to be with me, so …’

‘Oh? How’s that?’ Hannah took another sip.

Will’s eyes narrowed before his gaze fell and a smile played on his mouth. ‘She never told you about that?’

Hannah shook her head.

‘Anyway, I’ll let her fill you in on that story.’ He kinked his neck, uncomfortable. ‘I’m a bit peckish. Not sure Abbi would’ve cooked anything edible. Avez-vous mangez?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Just asked have you eaten. I think. I learned a little French working in Haiti. Abbi said you studied in France?’

Hannah’s eyes fell. ‘Oh, yeah – bit rusty though.’

‘Hit me with your best.’

She brushed Will away. ‘I’m too embarrassed by how bad it would be. Blake thinks it’s romantic, always getting me to say something sexy.’

Will smiled. ‘How is living with my favourite sergeant?’

Hannah was about to give the standard response; to simply say ‘fine’ or joke about laundry missing the basket or pee missing the bowl. But she gazed up at Will’s soft eyes, his attentive stare, and honesty leaked out. ‘I hope I haven’t stuffed it up already.’

‘He seems smitten. He’s even ironing his shirts. Must be serious.’

Hannah felt her face colour. ‘The last few weeks he’s been distracted, jumpy. Always sneaking off and not coming home till hours after his shift finishes, like he’s avoiding me. Keeps telling me it’s just work, but …’

Will frowned. ‘Abbi’s been the same, actually.’

‘Really?’ Which meant what, exactly?

A look passed between them, but neither had the balls to mention it. Hannah shook off the inference. ‘It wasn’t like that when I first came back. It was like he’d been waiting all his life for me to arrive, but I’m scared … I don’t know, that I haven’t met expectation.’

‘Nah.’ Will never seemed to say two words when one would suffice.

Her mind spiralled down into a pit of memories: laughing at Blake’s first attempt to kiss her at seventeen, leaving her key to the cop-shop quarters on the bench when she’d decided she could do better than Lago Point. Better than him. ‘I guess I feel like I’ve risked everything to come home. If it backfires, where does that leave me?’

‘I think you think too much. You should just get to know each other again, make sure you’re still on the same page, that he’s still who you think he is.’

‘Do people really change that much?’ Hannah sipped her drink. ‘I mean, he’s always been kind and treated me well, but … He still eats Coco Pops for breakfast and lives for Seinfeld reruns and pizza. He’s not really someone you go out with if you’re interested in any deep and meaningful discussion.’ She hadn’t realised that bothered her, until now.

Will gulped his beer and considered her comment. ‘Is that necessary? As long as you feel understood, your views respected. You can’t expect your partner to provide you with everything. No one person can do that.’

‘I don’t know. He wouldn’t know where I stand on most things because we just don’t really get into that stuff.’

‘I think you should have the same ideals or you’ll spend your life arguing. But you’re both pragmatic, community-minded people. Seems like a lot to start with. Not to mention he adores you.’

Hannah realised how much she did care what her boyfriend thought of her. She loved Blake. She felt adored, at first, but now feared it was largely physical, and already fading. Would there be something left if it did?

Will watched her reaction.

Hannah was struck by how much she liked his attention and felt a pang of guilt for suggesting the drink. Why do I do these things? She smoothed her hand over her skirt. ‘So, you don’t sit around pondering the meaning of life with Abbi?’

Will leant back. ‘The meaning of life?’ He laughed a guttural laugh. ‘There is none. And if you try to find it you’ll spend your life thinking about yourself, which is the worst way to live. Basically, I think people need to find out what they care about, and care about it. We forget that a lot of what impacts us most comes down to chance: being born in a country with running water, into a family with parents who turn up, or with disease-resistant genes – all these factors are decided by erratic, invisible luck. The only fairness in life is the random ways the luck gets dealt.’

Hannah pictured Will’s invisible luck wafting through the bar like a ghost; a twist here, a poke there – altering the course of every life here. Did one patron leave his phone at home, allowing his wife to see the text from his mistress that would end their marriage? Would another take the wrong way out of town and meet a truck head on? It was true. ‘You don’t have to tell me about bad luck. If my mother’d left home a minute later, she’d still be alive. But saying life has no deeper meaning?’ Hannah raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t agree, and I don’t think you do either.’

‘Why? Because I supposedly have a noble profession? Life is just a big void we need to fill. And the wise fill it by helping others, using the opportunities they’re given, learning as much as they can and being grateful for every moment.’

‘Man – life’s a void we need to fill?’ Hannah stared at the shelves of spirits lining the bar. She felt like working her way through them. ‘That’s depressing.’

‘Not at all. It’s liberating.’

She was astounded by the clarity with which he held his views, and that an atheist could sound so spiritual. Hannah didn’t necessarily agree, but, she was jealous that Abbi had unlimited access to his brain, like a twenty-four-hour helpline. It was as if he provided a key to a universe more fascinating, more complex than the simple one she and Blake inhabited.

Hannah downed the remains of her wine. She felt a familiar dragging sensation that she recognised as guilt – whether it stemmed from being at a bar with her best friend’s husband, or simply from drinking to avoid her own family’s problems, wasn’t clear. Either way, this moment felt a little wrong. Her mind slipped back to the hurt she’d felt, sitting at a booth in this very tavern weeks earlier, reaching out her hand to Abbi in friendship, only to be left looking stupid and rejected.

Hannah ran her finger slowly around the rim of the glass, looked up and met Will’s gaze and asked, ‘Got time for another one?’

She couldn’t tell what his answer would be by his face. It could go either way.

* * *

Abbi’s curves were slick with suds, her hand rising from the bathwater to clutch a plastic IKEA mug full of Margaret River sauvignon blanc. Since Eadie’s arrival, she’d learned to keep things simple and use plastic. It was a habit she knew was pathetic, though, and she promised herself she’d pick up some of those stylish stemless glasses she’d seen on The Block.

She stared aimlessly at the wax that had pooled around the wick of a candle on the bath’s edge. A candle she’d lit to prove she could still find joy in the small things. But it felt as inconsequential as a tea light in a dark ocean of black. There’d been moments where she managed to forget and she hoped they’d become more frequent as time passed, but most of her days were still burdened by the truth of what she was capable of.

Footsteps approached. Will’s bulk filled the doorframe, his deep voice familiar, and Abbi’s mood lightened. He flicked his shoes off, toes to heel. ‘Missed Eadie, I take it?’

Abbi nodded. ‘Asleep. She crashed tonight.’

‘Good, she’s settling better.’ He entered and rested on the edge of the bath. ‘I saw her teacher at the meeting. Got me worried. She mentioned E’s been withdrawn in class – not running things like she usually does. Then there’s the weird synchronised walk thing. Maybe we should go in, talk to them.’

‘And make her feel like she’s in trouble, turn it into a big deal?’

His eyes narrowed. ‘It is a big deal.’ Will brushed a tidemark of suds off his wife’s collarbone.

‘She’s fine.’ Deny, deny, deny.

Will stripped off his clothes and sank into the bath, water overflowing as he lay his body over hers. Her arms encircled his neck as he lolled on top. They’d installed the oversized bath when they’d planned on converting the lower level to an Airbnb. She never really wanted to have to pretend to like strangers (not to mention, clean up after them), so the idea never went further, but the bath was a welcome addition. Abbi laughed as the soapy water sloshed, the bulk of his muscles displacing the contents, and she hoped he wasn’t too tired tonight to come visit her side of the bed.

Will feathered his hand across her, sending rivers down her cleavage. He held her face in his hands and met her eyes, a gesture that he reserved for her, to reconnect when things felt out of reach. It was working, until she smelt beer.

Abbi turned her head away from his breath. ‘They’re serving booze at the fete meetings now?’

‘They are at the pub. Don’t blame me. Hannah’s idea.’

Hannah? ‘How many did you have?’ Abbi squeezed the soaked washer on his temple.

‘One. Probably fewer than you.’ He gestured to the wine and then took a sip. ‘You can always go to the P&C.’

Abbi fake-gagged. ‘No thanks – all those power-freaks and their gossip.’

‘They can’t talk about you if you’re there.’

‘How is she?’

He skimmed his finger over the rise and fall of her breasts in the suds. ‘She reckons Blake’s bored with her.’

‘Bored? She’s only been back five seconds.’ Abbi had learned to treat Blake like a fifteen-year-old – distract him with junk food and digital devices and he’d sit for hours with limited supervision.

‘Said he’s been distant lately.’ Will’s gaze was direct, even though his words seemed to be beating around the bush.

‘And you think I know more than you about that?’ Abbi asked. ‘He’s your mate, too.’

Will twisted his lip. ‘Not really. I mean, you know it’s always been strained.’

‘Strained?’

‘You. Him. Your own personal wi-fi.’ Will smoothed a stray strand of glossy sun-bleached hair from her cheek. ‘Not a lot of fun for me.’

‘You’ve been talking to Hannah too long. You’re starting to sound like her.’

In the six years William Adams had been her husband, including the one when Blake had lived under their roof, sharing their toilet and eating their leftovers, he’d never questioned how close they were. She’d used it as further evidence he understood her, knew her to the bone. But she supposed she’d been lying to him for weeks and he was clueless about the real cause, so how well did he know her, after all? It seemed Hannah may have cottoned on to this farce quicker than Abbi’s intellectual husband. I knew Hannah Worthington was a threat.

‘She asked how we met,’ Will said.

‘What did you tell her? That you picked me up in a pub?’

‘I assumed she meant what happened after … How we got together.’

Abbi exhaled loudly. ‘Why are you talking to her about that?’ He was usually so respectful of her privacy.

‘You sound like you’re ashamed. Too proud to admit you chased after me?’

‘No. It’s just weird. You talking about me to another woman in a bar.’ For once, Will’s arrival had ruined her mood instead of improving it. ‘I’m cold.’ Abbi edged out from under him, a wave of warm water cascading onto the floor with a smack. The candle flickered with the motion, threatening to snuff.

‘Abs. Don’t be like that. I’m just stirring. I didn’t tell her anything.’

She blew out a breath. ‘I’m just cold.’

‘So that’s how we’re going to leave things? Awks?’

‘Awks? Who are you?’ She wrapped a towel around her, shiny limbs dripping water on the tiles as she sloshed her way out.


Chapter 10

30 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

After Lago Point’s wettest week on record, and the final changes to the curriculum unit were done, Hannah made the most of a short break in the rain and headed into town. She picked up her father’s armload of prescriptions from the chemist and, as she left the counter, noticed her neighbour, Betty Grambower. (Grannypower, they’d called her as kids and Hannah still saw her with a cape on her shoulders.) ‘How are you, Mrs Grambower?’

‘Lovely to see you back, Hannah! Saw you and Abbi Adams at The Tavern – nice to see you girls together again and hooked up with such handsome lads.’

God forbid a thirty-something woman be single. Hannah had forgotten how claustrophobic small towns could be. Nothing was anonymous.

Betty continued with blistering politeness. Thin nose, wide-set eyes, square jaw – no part of her face was particularly unsightly but somehow none of the features went together. ‘I often see Abbi at school – I’m there with the grandkids, you see – and there’s Abbi and that skinny little thing in her blinking shoes and rainbow leggings. Doesn’t exactly run a tight ship, does she? No respect for the uniform. And it’s usually well after the bell’s gone. Working mothers today, so busy! Bet she’s hard to keep in line.’

‘Eadie’s only in prep – we don’t start caning them for tardiness until year two.’

The old bat didn’t seem to realise she was joking, and rambled on with a sweet smile. It was remarkable that anyone could fit so many scathing remarks into one minute. Betty used to work at the post office when Hannah was a girl, and she’d always suspected the cow read the town’s mail, just to keep in the loop.

‘Will probably feels like he’s got two kids – no idea how those two ended up together. And my daughter says she’s not even on the P&C, but still managed to get rather sloshed at the centenary fete!’

‘The nerve!’ Hannah scoffed dramatically, leaving the woman free to latch on to another victim. Hannah was forever rubbishing Abbi in her mind, usually out of jealousy, but somehow Grannypower’s gossip sparked an unexpected loyalty towards her friend. She was headed back through the puddled car park when a sixth sense pulled her attention towards a couple heading towards the beach.

Abbi. Blake. Together.

The goodwill she’d felt moments before evaporated.

Hannah didn’t plan on following. It was the way their bodies bent in unison that compelled her. There was just something in their stride: a purpose, a partnership. At first she thought they must be walking to the pub – not unheard of – but as she watched their retreating backs they charged straight past the entry, checking over their shoulders as they continued towards the beach. She slowed to maintain a buffer between them – to find out something that might explain how odd they’d been with each other. It was Eadie’s bedtime, Blake’s wind-down time. He should be home, frying something. There was simply no explanation for them being there. But there they were, strolling in synchrony. Without her.

Hannah waited the requisite three seconds before darting across the street in chase, hiding in the twisted shadows of an overgrown hibiscus shivering in the breeze. She squatted despite the damp, wishing she’d worn pants as her pencil skirt tugged tightly across her thighs. Sandy gravel pressed into her knees as she crouched, expecting, dreading what she might witness. She could barely hear over the waves, relying on Abbi and Blake’s gestures for information. She held her breath, braced herself for what she feared would play out: Blake’s arms around Abbi’s waist, his lips on her neck, her face. Hannah had imagined it a thousand times. She almost wanted to see it, just to end the torture, reveal the horror, provide indisputable evidence that she wasn’t crazy – that Blake and Abbi were sick freaks, and always had been. Maybe their mum’s passing had released long-repressed feelings they’d dared not express before? But they just stood there, at arm’s length, keeping her hanging.

Hannah wasn’t immune to the local gossip – mumbled jokes at the bar about who was going home with whom as they’d stumbled out of The Tavern as if they were the Lago Point swingers. On sport’s day, she’d overheard a parent pointing her out as Blake’s old flame. His mate had replied, ‘Hot. But isn’t the sergeant sleeping with his sister?’ The thick-waisted dads had chuckled again. ‘Only in his head.’ What did they know that she didn’t?

A whiff of dead fish wafted through the branches. Catfish hovered near the line of shrubs, faithful Scout by his side. She braced herself to be peed on but instead, the dog squatted to drop a human-sized turd only a metre from where Hannah sat and she cringed at the ridiculousness of her life.

The huge dog kicked dirt on her deed like a good citizen and pranced off in step with her owner.

Hannah’s attention returned to Blake. His hand reached up to Abbi’s face. She watched him place a windswept hair away from her full lips in that intimate, yet vaguely platonic way, then pulled her close to his chest. He kissed her hair at the crown. Hannah’s head felt heavy, her palms clammy. Surely no normal brother did that to his sister.

I knew it, you bastard. Hannah was about to barge over but, as she brushed the sand from her knees, Abbi pulled away from him, folding her arms. Hannah couldn’t remember feeling this tense. What would they do next? She had to know. She had to be sure, so she crouched down again.

The two of them started walking, drawing nearer.

Blake glanced over his shoulder. Hannah caught the clipped, last few words over the hum of the ocean. His voice was raised. ‘You need to stop calling me. Hannah’ll get suspicious.’

Abbi sighed. ‘So, what? We’ve got bigger problems than our partners finding out. Will’s worried. He wanted to go and speak to—’

‘Nope. That can’t happen. Stop all the freaking out and get your act together – if Will’s already worried it won’t be long before he starts prodding, and then you’ll cave and come clean about what we did. This has to stay between us.’

‘I’m worried it’s too late. Will’s hoodie. I was wearing it that night. When we got disturbed, I took it off and stashed it behind the hot water system. I went and looked the next day but it was gone. Did you take it?’

Hannah heard Blake exhale loudly. ‘A hoodie? I didn’t see any hoodie. Are you sure you didn’t wear it home?’

‘I’m sure. I hid it. Now it’s gone. And Blake – there’s … evidence all over it.’

‘You telling me someone else took it?’

‘It’s gone now, so they must have. Someone knows.’

Blake face-palmed. The gesture was so comical Hannah would have laughed if she hadn’t felt so unnerved. So confused. So utterly betrayed.

There was mumbling as Abbi turned and faced away.

What the hell are they talking about? Had things between them gone too far one night? Why the hell else was Abbi taking her clothes off? Hannah kept watching.

Abbi squared her shoulders and gave Blake a steely look, like a peacock trying to appear bigger than it was, but then the facade dropped. ‘It was one mistake, Blake. One poor decision. I never meant for any of this. It’s like I missed my stop and now I’ve ended up somewhere I never wanted to be.’

‘Grow up! It’s called regret, Abs. Deal with it. I am.’ Blake stormed off.

Hannah panicked as he headed in her direction.

Abbi fell to the sand, still facing away, and Hannah watched as Blake stalled, hesitated and then returned to her side. He sat next to her, crumbled in a heap on the sand. His voice lowered. A wave pounded the rocks with a rumble, muffling his words. Critical words she’d never know.

‘Damn it,’ Hannah whispered, then froze in panic.

Blake turned towards her hideout.

‘You hear that?’ He asked Abbi, the shine of his eyes glinting towards the dune.

Hannah bit her lip and winced.

‘What?’ Abbi looked around.

Blake stepped towards the scrub, moved a branch, scratched his stubble. Less than a metre from Hannah’s face. She could hear him breathing, but he failed to see her khaki skirt through the thick branches. He checked around further before returning to Abbi, guiding her back to the car park, still talking, but all Hannah could hear was the ocean. Their precious secrets were lost in the night.

When they drove off, Hannah texted Will. Still at work? Free at all?

She watched the dots on the mobile screen turn to letters. I’m about to head. You okay?

She texted back. It’s about Abbi. More dots. Hannah waited.

Come to the clinic. Staff entrance.

* * *

Hannah arrived at the The Point Family Practice and hovered around the side until Will brought her through the empty waiting area and to his consulting room. Hannah sat on the padded patient seat and looked at the clutter on his workspace. ‘You’re not exactly a neat freak, are you?’

Will’s eyebrows raised as he surveyed the piles of journals and mail covering his desk. He looked back at Hannah, leaned over and picked a leaf from her hair. ‘I could say the same about you.’

‘Oh.’ Hannah blushed, checking her hair for other offending leaves, brushing her skirt.

‘Have you been hiding in trees casing a joint?’

‘Just down the beach …’ She madly patted her shoulders for other evidence of her romp in the bushes.

When she looked up it was to find his entire focus on her. He smiled a little, and his face changed from a boring canvas to a warm welcome mat. Hannah felt a little mesmerised. It was his way. So grounded. So attentive. ‘So, um … Abbi and Blake. I saw them together.’

‘Okay.’

She had his attention. ‘Abbi was upset over some big mistake she’d made, Blake was growing impatient with her, telling her to keep quiet. Not to involve us. Any idea what that could be about?’

‘Not really.’

‘Are things okay at home?’ She could see his mind was ticking over.

‘Her cooking’s gone from ordinary to pretty bloody awful but nothing I can’t manage with a lot of takeaway.’

He’s not taking this seriously. ‘Otherwise, Abbi seem okay?’

‘She’s been getting melancholy at times, sentimental – which is unlike her. And she has been kind of overprotecting Eadie, but that’s understandable.’

‘Understandable?’

Will waved her away. ‘Mothers.’

‘Sorry. It’s none of my business, really. But I don’t know, overhearing them today, nothing made sense. First they were talking about a missing hoodie, then something about how she had to keep it all to herself, then they said not to involve others. The school, maybe? It made me think of Eadie’s teacher saying how out of sorts she was, asked if I knew if anything was happening at home.’

Will looked as if he was contemplating something, but then he shook his head. ‘Eadie just ran into some trouble a while back. We’re handling it, though.’ He didn’t seem to believe what he said. ‘Why were you following them? Reckon they’re up to no good?’

Heat rushed to Hannah’s head. ‘I didn’t say that.’ I just feared it.

‘So, you weren’t following them because you wanted proof?’

‘No.’ It came out in guilty ten-year-old tone.

‘Blake and I have a complex relationship, mostly because he thinks he knows my wife better than I do, and maybe he’s right, but he’s a straight shooter, a decent person.’

‘So, you’re not at all concerned that they have more than an emotional bond?’ She turned to him like she would to a car crash – not wanting to see but unable to look away.

‘Do I think their relationship’s peculiar? Yes. Do I think they’re having sex? No.’

‘What else would explain that sort of talk? And why is she so upset? Something is definitely going on.’

‘Hannah, I think you’re overreacting to some little tiff you caught the wrong end of. They’re always breaking up and getting back together. The love–hate thing they do is the most sibling thing about them. Just talk to him. If people were more honest with each other, life would be simple.’

Will placed his hand, briefly, on her bare knee, nothing more than a supportive gesture, a mark to close off the conversation and send her on her merry way. But it felt intimate. It felt like something he wouldn’t have done if Abbi were there.

* * *

Hannah had tried every avoidance strategy; mentioned how tired she was, wore the ugly button-up pyjamas and turned her back to him to read, but Blake still curled his arms around her waist, pressed his body into hers and gave it a shot. Hannah couldn’t even pretend tonight or hope to warm with a little prodding. She needed time to establish her position on the fact he was hiding something. Weren’t they supposed to share emotional problems with each other? It made her wonder what else she’d been excluded from. She resumed her default position – polite passive–aggressiveness, until she could figure out whether she really did have reason to be pissed off.

‘So, here’s the thing,’ Blake whispered. She felt obliged to at least turn towards him, a little. ‘I’m not on late shift. I’m actually in bed with you, awake, for a change. I’m not even on call.’ He smoothed her hair to one side and kissed the nape of her neck. ‘I suggest we make the most of the opportunity.’

‘I’m kinda tired, hon.’

Blake groaned. ‘Okay, then. See you in three weeks.’ His tone left her unsure whether he was actually giving up, or just onto the next round. ‘If we want this to be different this time, we have to do something different. Talk to each other.’ He turned over to face the wall. The two of them, back to back, looking out in different directions.

The guilt stung. He was right. The history between them, the cycle of one pulling away when the other needed more, rushed to her thoughts. This was an opportunity to show she had matured. Verbal communication was such a big part of teaching. Why did she suck at it in her personal life? She couldn’t do her nice voice every waking moment. Did she use up all her patience during the day with the kids?

But she had to try. She turned to him, stroked his back, thought of the online interpersonal communication module she’d just completed. Stick to ‘I’ statements, she thought. Avoid defensiveness. But she couldn’t talk about her feelings without revealing that she’d stalked them earlier that day. She let out a breath. ‘I thought I saw you, this arvo. Down at the beach.’

‘When? After work?’ He turned back to her.

‘I saw Abbi there, too.’ She’d tease it out in a slow dance.

‘That’s why you don’t want a bar of me? Because I saw Abbi?’

‘I heard you talking.’

Blake frowned, played innocent, but Hannah could tell he was panicked. ‘Where exactly were you, to hear us? Hiding in the bushes?’

‘No! Yes, well, sort of – stop deflecting! You’ve been all weird and whispery since I got back. What happened tonight? Why was she so upset?’

He sucked his lip – his way of hiding his expression. She knew all his tells. ‘It doesn’t concern you.’

Hannah inhaled. She didn’t want to accuse him straight up, so she settled for a red herring. ‘I realise some things are private, that you don’t have to tell me everything, but I knew her before you, her daughter goes to my school. If something significant is going on, I should be in on it.’

Blake’s face coloured. ‘You talk like you’ve been left out of an insider’s joke.’ He huffed. ‘Besides, it’s not my call. Abbi wanted it to stay between us. I respect that. I keep things confidential when she asks me to, just like I would if you did. It’s called loyalty. I keep my work from you every day, I can’t share the gory details about what I have to deal with, despite wanting to.’ Perspiration lined his lip and Blake grew quiet. ‘Why’d you follow us?’

She thought of Will’s words: I trust her; if people were more honest with each other, life would be simple. She thought of her psychology course: Avoid inflammatory words. ‘I want to be the woman you share things with. I get jealous when I see what you two have, and, I guess I just wanted to watch, to see the way you are together – when I’m not there.’

Blake inhaled, then breathed out as if he were a weightlifter preparing for a powerlift. She could see he was trying to keep tabs on his anger. They were both trying. ‘You thought we might, what, have a quick shag in the dunes the second you’re not there to chaperone us?’

He was joking, trying to make her think he thought the idea preposterous. Hannah didn’t believe it was. She shrugged. ‘It’s not impossible.’

Blake pulled away, folded his hands behind his head. ‘Here we go. At least this time it took you, what – a month to fester enough insecurity about Abbi to start at me again. Well don’t bother with the rant, Hannah, I can remember it by heart.’

Hannah’s throat tightened. If you do the same thing, you will get the same result. She leaned up on her elbow. ‘Blake, instead of fighting, maybe we can just talk about it. Tell me how you really feel about her.’

He paused, thinking. ‘Now that Gail is gone, and the other foster kids have all moved away, me and Abbi are all that’s left – she’s my family.’

Hannah raised her eyebrows. ‘Except she isn’t. She’s no blood relation. Gail never even adopted you, officially.’

‘So? That’s how I think of her. Not everyone hatches in a perfect fucking nuclear family, Han.’

‘You have no idea how far from the truth that is, Blake. Have you seen my father, lately?’

‘Not for a while.’

‘That’s because he doesn’t leave the house. I really wish I could talk to you more about my stuff. There are things I want to share. But it’s hard when I don’t know where we stand. You know I’ve always been jealous of your sister.’

‘Do you hear how stupid that sounds? Jealous of my sister? Look, I care about her, I want to make sure she’s okay. But you’re my girlfriend. You’re the one I want to build a life with, come home to. It’s entirely different.’

‘But the way you look at her …’

‘For the last fucking time, it’s not like that. She’s my sister. You don’t fuck your family where I come from.’

Her brow unfurrowed. She couldn’t not believe him, with that emphatic performance. ‘We all seem to fuck them up, one way or another.’ Hannah thought of a few things that had shaped her life – they came down to Will’s theory on invisible luck. Was control an illusion? Her mind wandered, her eyebrows pulled together, but then Hannah looked over at her boyfriend. The only man she’d ever let undress her with the light on, who’d ever felt like home. Was she overthinking this? Another Hannah self-sabotage? There was so much she wanted to disclose about her own family that she couldn’t. Not yet. Not until she sorted out whatever tensions were bubbling below the surface in this town. Sorting out the friction between Abbi and Blake was part of it. But her instincts told her it was broader than that. That perhaps even the noble doctor was involved somehow. She had to dig deeper.

She ran her finger along Blake’s freckly arm, the wrath of the day melting. ‘In a word, how would you describe your relationship with Abbi?’

‘Seriously?’ He rolled his eyes, before meeting hers again and seeing she wasn’t laughing. ‘Protective.’

That sounded platonic. Acceptable. ‘And me?’

He considered the question, his eyes direct. ‘Infatuated.’

Hannah blushed. He kissed her like he meant it. Or maybe he just wanted sex.

Either way, she could live with it.

But as Blake began their old routine, right hand caressing left breast, something niggled again. Her brokenness – like a bad case of asthma, always returned in her weak moments. Now she’d come back to the place that manifested so many of her hang-ups, she had the choking feeling. Was there something sinister beneath the surface of this town, or was she just catastrophising? She’d always felt like second choice to the men in her life; Blake preferred the easier Abbi, her father adored the more agreeable Molly. Hannah had to work out if this was her usual habit of over-reacting, or something real. The lines had been so blurry for so long, she no longer knew the difference.


Chapter 11

31 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Will went through the motions of his usual workday morning. Part of the appeal of a career in medicine had been the adventure, the absence of nine-to-five in a collared shirt. But here he was, conforming to the modern daily grind.

He and Abby had designed the blueprints of their life for simplicity. His commute was less than five minutes. She packed his lunch. Eadie blew him kisses as he waved goodbye each day. He’d done it for years, with no bitterness about the sidestep in his career.

But today it stank. He bashed about, burned Eadie’s porridge, and now lamented the idiocy of shaving each day, ironing a shirt and playing the professional game.

He kept hearing Hannah’s words from the day before. I saw them together. He couldn’t imagine any reason she’d lie about it. Hannah was highly strung, but she at least believed what she said. He’d then asked Abbi in passing if she’d seen her foster-brother yesterday and she’d denied it. The important question was why?

Here he was, convincing Hannah to accept those two for what they were. Had he been the fool, all these years? His fingers scratched over his greying whiskers and he was lathering the shaving cream when Abbi snuck up behind him. Her hands smoothed over his back. She smelt like toast and tea and home.

‘Want me to shave you?’ Her voice was low and soft and as ragged as their hessian rug. He’d always loved that voice (she’d missed her calling as a newsreader). But today he questioned the motive behind her words.

‘Is that your way of telling me that the chest hair spreading over my shoulders is finally turning you off?’ He raised one brow, momentarily forgetting his anger.

‘I meant your face.’

A smirk landed on his lips. ‘Can you do it without shredding my skin?’

Abbi circled around him in her sports bra and leggings, planted her round behind on the vanity and grabbed the white foam, smoothing it across his skin in swirls. Will was surprised to find his wife had technique, grace and accuracy, working methodically across his cheek like a pro. ‘Another hidden talent.’

‘Don’t wriggle.’ She smiled. ‘What’s the first one?’

Will furrowed his brow. ‘Journalistic flair?’

‘Thought you were going to say hand jobs.’

‘Would you rather I had?’

‘They probably pay better. And at least the demand is pretty reliable.’ She continued shaving him, smooth and systematic.

‘You’ve done this before.’ But not for him.

She grew quiet.

Will resisted the urge to bring him up, but only for a second, then the need raced forward and overran his mind. ‘Did you use to shave Blake?’

‘What?’ She stalled, razor poised mid air. ‘I have known other people with facial hair. Why do you always assume—’

‘Is it that unreasonable? He’s male. You shared a bathroom for years.’

‘Him and six others. Besides, he barely had bumfluff back then and he moved out when he was sixteen.’

‘Moved out? Or kicked out?’

Abbi lurched back, her shoulders pressing against the mirror, toothbrushes tumbling to the tiles. ‘Is that what he told you?’

Will wished he’d resisted the urge to start this now. He didn’t have time for this shit today. ‘Your mum told me, actually. Years ago.’ She’d been chatty when he’d taken her for chemo in her final months, flowing in and out of consciousness. Will almost felt her muscles tense from a foot away.

‘Told you what?’

Will shrugged, grabbed the razor from her hand. ‘About the need to have a lock on your bedroom door. About the reason she made Blake move out.’ He inspected the clean lines of one side of his face in the mirror, anything not to look at her. ‘Still took her carer’s allowance too, she admitted – passed it on to him to ease the guilt. Paid his rent.’

Abbi pushed past, adjusting her barely-there clothes.

She made her way to the door before pausing. ‘Where’s this coming from?’ Her nose wrinkled in that way she did to stop herself crying. She did it the whole first day Eadie started kindy.

Will rinsed the razor under the tap, his jaw rigid. He was sick of pussyfooting around. ‘I always wondered what side it was on. That bedroom door lock. Was it to keep you in, or him out?’

She pressed her hand to her throat. ‘You’re never like this. And last night. Asking me where I was? Who I was with? You barely took note of which days I worked, before.’

‘You’ve never lied to me, before.’

Her face fell. That pretty face, sad in that way he usually did everything to prevent. ‘When did I lie?’

If she’d just come out with it. That she’d seen Blake the day before, and had her own reason she didn’t want to tell him, he’d have accepted that. He was not her keeper. It was not the act itself that got to him, it was the cover-up. But she didn’t. She was sheepish, regretful. Cagey.

‘Do you lie to me so often you can’t narrow it down? That it?’ His heart sank. This was not the isolated incident he’d originally assumed.

‘You talk like I’m the only one keeping secrets.’ ‘What does that mean?’ Will had been so sure of his marriage it bordered on arrogance. He thought they were immune to the ailments he saw his patients’ relationships suffer from: lies, mistrust, miscommunication. But it seemed they were every bit as vulnerable as the next couple.

She had tears now. The second time this week – he’d caught her crying in the shower for no good reason the other night.

What was happening? He felt rattled. ‘Should I be worried?’

His wife shook her head. ‘No, you just leave that to me,’ she blurted out, pushing him away with both fists, then exhaled. Her eyes dropped almost immediately but before they did, her look was scathing. Resentful. Full of blame – for what, he had no clue and he hated feeling like his wife had become a stranger.

His eyes narrowed. ‘What are you talking about? You think I’m keeping something from you? Think I make you take on too much? What’s going on?’

She didn’t answer, just exploded in tears, shaking her head as if she was now full of remorse, a different woman to the one who just cut him down with a steely glare. He could see tell-tale signs of conflicted emotion, but over what, he had no clue.

Will threw the razor into the sink with a snap and stormed out, half shaven.

She gasped and followed. ‘Will? It’s not what you think.’

He turned. ‘Then what is it?’

Her mouth opened but no noise came out.

* * *

Blake was fed up with Abbi thinking he had nothing better to do than answer her cryptic texts (even though he kind of didn’t, most of the time). But there had been a chill in the air, he was tired and he had a city-cop meeting and a day’s paperwork to finish, not to mention the fact that Hannah had been present when Abbi’s number lit up his phone earlier. He crossed his arms to keep warm, wished he had a cigarette. Then he thought of the flutter he felt in his heart that morning and thought it best he didn’t.

He waited in the car park near the boat ramp, far away from Lago Point Primary so there was no chance Hannah would inadvertently see his car. He sipped his muddy cappuccino, glanced over to the boot camp exercisers wearing fluoro lycra and vitality. Morning walkers strutted along the boardwalk, past the row of craft-industry shops and waterfront cafes. Friendly waves and nods were the norm. Very little crime happened this early – all the bad seeds were still asleep – so the town possessed a certain kind of utopia.

He watched her walk his way across the lot.

Abbi was petulant when she got in his car, crossing her arms. She’d ordered him down here as if the sky had fallen, muttering something about how Will was ‘onto us’, and that she couldn’t do this anymore, but now the brat was reluctant to explain.

‘Come on, spit it out. What’s with the mope? Where’s your annoying chirp?’ Still nothing. She put her feet on the dash the way he hated, but he let it slide. ‘Okay, is there something specific? You had a fight? Or is it just a general, girly notion that you’re scared he doesn’t love you as much as you love him?’ His voice was singsong, and he regretted the insult.

‘Why do you say that?’ Abbi presented two durries from her bra like a schoolgirl, and he wasn’t sure if he was impressed or disgusted.

He started to fidget – this could be a long detour in his day. He placed his coffee in the cup-holder. ‘I just know you. And you only urgently want me when you think he doesn’t.’

It was a fairly accurate description of his function in her life since she came back to town, besotted by some bloke he’d never heard of. Blake got that husband trumped brother – it was the natural way of things and he’d take what he could get. The brother got lumped with the moving days, drunken lifts home or the worst job: the taste-tester during her culinary-experiment phase (she had looked so sweet, plodding away in her apron doing trial runs of dinners for Will and she still couldn’t cook more than three edible meals). He knew he was Will’s understudy, always second choice. But he was happy with that.

Abbi was still in a daze. ‘Does he? Want me, that is.’ She sniffed.

‘What are you on about?’

‘We had a big fight before he left for work. God, it was awful. He doesn’t trust me now. And that’s everything to him,’ Abbi whispered. ‘He thinks I’ve lied about something.’

‘You have.’ He looked at his watch. At her. ‘You’re annoying, you know that? Couldn’t you have had this existential crisis after work?’

‘Since when do you say things like existential?’

‘Hannah. She’s got me reading.’ He cringed like he’d said something dirty. ‘Anyway, I have to be back for Penny soon.’

‘The new cop? Aren’t you her boss?’

‘Just ’cause I outrank her doesn’t mean I can be late.’ Civilians.

He liked Constable Ho. She was a straight shooter and was up for anything – even cuffing blokes five times her body weight. He had to respect that. To make a point on her first day at the station, she had pretended not to speak English for half an hour before suddenly conversing with perfect enunciation. Turned out she was fluent in three languages and four steps ahead of him half the time.

‘He somehow found out about my little meltdown with you on the beach. He’s onto us.’

‘Us? What us?’

‘I know, right? He’s been keeping tabs on me. I thought I was being careful – like yesterday arvo, before I met you. I checked his car was at the clinic on the way to dropping Eadie at soccer, so he couldn’t have seen us.’

Blake shook his head. ‘Hannah told me she saw us. She must’ve told him. Spread the love.’

Abbi turned to him, suddenly full of energy. ‘When would she have even spoken to him? It was twelve hours ago.’

‘They’re mates, don’t you know? Meet for drinkies at the pub without us, my sources tell me.’ He shrugged, then thought about it. ‘Bloody hypocrites.’ He glanced at his watch again, growing impatient. He wanted to head off, but couldn’t let Abbi loose like this. She was a risk. And Will wasn’t an idiot. This could unravel faster than a meth-head’s alibi. Blake had just as much to lose if this farce went public – not to mention his relationship with Hannah.

Abbi’s forehead formed a band of wrinkles. ‘They’d never guess the truth, so what the heck do they think we’re doing behind their backs?’

Blake pulled his chin inwards, squinted at her in disbelief. ‘You’re really gonna make me say it?’

Even though he didn’t, he imagined it. The both of them, some heated, salacious scene, a frantic, lustful culmination of years of tension, and he wished that was all he had on his conscience – it would’ve been almost worth it, if not for that overwhelming disgrace thing, and the vision of his foster mum tut-tutting him from heaven.

Blake was surprised. Hannah had always been quick to become insecure – he was no shrink, but figured losing a parent so young would change you, make you fear any relationship you tried to keep would be ripped away without warning, like her mum was. He expected Hannah to get like this. But he had never seen the slightest hint of jealously from Will. He was above pettiness. Will knew who he was, and what was his.

The only thing Abbi had done that could make Will doubt the way he felt about her, was knowing what she’d done. Who he was really married to. ‘Well, I’m guessing you told him, didn’t you? Cause that’d certainly tip you into the never-trust-this-lying-wench-again category.’

The pleading head tilt again. ‘Is that how you think of me?’

Blake put out his cigarette. He was out of practice with the habit, living with Miss Clean-Living-Yogi, and the nicotine made him nauseated. ‘Any rational man would.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘So, that’s a no, then?’

‘See, there’s the chirp.’ Blake tried on a smile.

Abbi gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I spent the first few weeks petrified he’d find out. Doing everything to avoid it, like that would protect us. But it’s sunk its claws into us anyway. I’ve got my guard up all the time. He knows something’s going on. He knows me too well.’

‘Not well enough, if he thinks the reason you keep meeting me is for a shag.’

Blake felt a weird light-headedness. Was his hand tingling? Maybe he should get another check-up. It could be an aneurism.

Abbi looked outside, as if it would lighten her mood. Blake looked at her properly for the first time that day. She seemed so small, sitting in his patrol car. All her bravado had burned out and she was a shell of what she once was. He felt selfish for getting a coffee and a sausage roll on the way, assuming this wasn’t urgent. Maybe shit had hit the fan.

‘Course he fucking wants you. He’s rock solid. He just doesn’t sign-write it like some do. He doesn’t assume the world wants to hear every thought that goes through his head.’ He thought of Hannah. Hannah and her psychoanalytical bullshit (he really had to suggest another career path for her, for his own sake). It got so tiring being that chatty, but he dared not mention anything real to her, or she’d want to bloody ‘unpack’ its hidden meanings. Or buy him a self-help book. ‘Believe me, that’s not always a bad thing.’

Abbi cast her caramel brown eyes over to him. ‘He wouldn’t even let me explain. He couldn’t even look at me. Now he’s shut down. That’s never happened.’

‘Well, you should have married someone different. That’s what he does – he’s an introvert.’

‘You’ve been hanging ’round Hannah too long.’ Abbi rolled her eyes. ‘Even when we fight he does it so stealthily. So neutral. Here I am freaking out and he’ll be at work, calm, composed. Usually wants to hit it head-on, but not now.’ She scrunched her fingers tight, like her face. ‘I’ve never seen him in a flap. I want him to flap. He’s unflappable.’

‘He’s not unflappable. He just flaps on the inside. He’s a closet-flapper.’

‘I am losing it, Blake. He was so absent, ignored me completely, it made me so angry, so scared that I punched him.’

Blake choked on his cappuccino. ‘You what?’

‘Well, kinda. Pushed I spose.’

He exhaled. ‘You like to shock, don’t you?’

‘My point is, I’ve never really got physical with someone like that before.’

‘Well, that’s not true. You hit Katrina White in year nine for picking on the new hippie kid your mum took in – what was his name? Arlo.’

Abbi shrugged. ‘Besides her. What can I say? I protect my people.’

‘And … the other time.’

She glared at him.

‘Too soon?’

The glare sharpened.

Abbi teared up. She leaned across the console, lay her head on his shoulder and started crying. ‘I’m sorry. I’m a total mess.’

She wasn’t kidding. He reached under the seat and grabbed the paper towel he kept there to clean up vomit after carting piss-wrecks to the drunk-tank. He blotted her face inexpertly, then his shirt. ‘Sorry. It’s just, I’ve got a detective’s meeting later. Miller’s up here for this Town-Hall riot stuff. Thinks I can’t handle it. Want to look snail-trail free.’

Abbi smiled. He hoped she’d be okay now. He’d gone through the motions; she’d made him mind-read. She’d vented, blubbered. That was usually the last step.

He sipped his coffee. It had gone from steaming to not hot enough instantly.

Her lips thinned. ‘You didn’t get me one.’

‘Have this.’ It was cold, anyway.

Abbi shook her head. ‘It’s just … you always get me one.’

‘Have mine!’ he bristled.

‘I don’t want it!’

The way she was looking at him, he wondered if they were still talking about the coffee. Blake shook his head. She just wanted to point out his failing. Shit-stirrer. ‘What exactly do you want from me?’

Abbi looked shocked at his tone. ‘What?’

It was an epiphany. A moment in which years of seemingly supportive acts on her behalf were suddenly framed in a different light. He’d had a restless feeling ever since the night Abbi backed him into a corner, but now it was clear she was forever making him prove his alliance, to firm up the boundaries around what he’d do for her, and he was sick of it. He got enough of that from Hannah.

No more.

Blake felt a surge of power, like this knowledge gave immunity against her attempts at manipulation, however harmless they were. ‘You’re always testing me, aren’t you? Haven’t I proven I’ve got your back? I risked everything for you – you made me keep things from Hannah …’ He shook his head, and she looked on, stunned. ‘You never used to be so insecure. The sister I grew up with – she was selfless, fearless, completely sure of herself.’

She looked up at him with her doe-like eyes. ‘But I’m not your sister, Blake.’ She was sixteen again, standing at the side of his bed in the dark of night, pulling the covers up to let herself under them. ‘What if you were never fostered with us? What if you were just another guy at school? What if …’

He swallowed hard.

A cloud of unsaid hovered. Abbi stared out at the autumn sky, white cumulonimbus wafting past. Her attention returned to the cabin. She glanced down at their hands, inches apart on the centre console. Her velvety skin made contact with his hardened knuckles, speckled white from the weekend’s painting. She gently stroked the back of his hand with hers, half graze, half poke, like she couldn’t decide on the nature of the gesture. Either way, her touch felt electric as Blake let the warmth course through him.

‘What if Mum hadn’t told you to leave?’ So casual in tone, so vilifying in meaning.

Was he misreading this? Blake jerked his hand away.

Years earlier, pre-Will, he’d been begging for this line of questioning. Now Hannah was back, now he had accepted their fate, he was fighting it. The whole thing made his skin tingle with shame. Years of self-loathing, confusion and regret welled up.

But she persisted. With words, this time. ‘Aren’t you … curious?’

‘No.’ It was the truth. He knew it would be diabolical – there was no question. It just could not be. Not in this lifetime.

She clutched her stomach. ‘No?’

His lungs contracted. It was hard to breathe. He covered his mouth with his hand and turned away. He figured the less he said, the better. ‘Abbi.’ He spoke softly, like it wasn’t really happening if he said it quietly. Like it was froth on his coffee. Like it would float away in a breeze. ‘Where is this coming from?’ He pinched his bottom lip. ‘We agreed, remember?’

Abbi looked up at him, and he hoped she didn’t see how fired up he was under a calm facade. How he’d been hoping, dreading, she’d come to him with this line every day since he’d returned from the academy. Wondering how he’d react if she did. But now, she had, and it just felt like another test. Another manipulation. Not something she actually wanted.

He picked up her left hand, touched her wedding ring. ‘How do you think your husband would feel if he knew we were having this conversation?’

She withdrew her hand and tucked it under her thigh, straightened herself, as if something had come loose that she had to keep in. Her nerve?

‘You don’t think he’s had the same one with your girlfriend?’

The thought of those two had crossed his mind. Blake knew he and Abbi were a different breed to the partners they’d chosen. Not stupider, but simpler, without the arrogance to believe their existence was to fulfil a purpose greater than the here and now. The pursuit of happiness, the care of family, the search for acceptance. Simple pleasures were enough for Blake and Abbi.

The police radio screeched, a wormhole to reality. A mumbled command.

He gathered himself, pressed the speak button. ‘Sorry. Just on a domestic. Be there in a sec.’

Blake couldn’t look at her. He could see she felt embarrassed and stupid in equal measure, and it ate at him to see her hurt. See her leave him sadder than when she’d arrived. He leaned in, kissed her forehead, subtly breathing her in. ‘Go home, Abs.’

A gush of pride rose in his cheeks. Like he’d finally grown up. Like he had passed the test he’d been expecting, dreading, yearning for half his life and was now somehow freer for it. It was the right thing to do.

So, why did it feel so bad?


Chapter 12

32 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Wrist-deep in soap suds, Abbi heard the faint growl of rotor blades in the distance. She continued to wipe orange pulp from a cup, turning it for longer than necessary and enjoying the warm water swamping her hands. She craned her neck to see the helicopter carve out the sky and felt the reverberation of its blades course through her. The kitchen windows shook and she stared through the glass to where raging sea met grey horizon.

It had been raining so incessantly that the window frames were swollen with moisture and kids were wearing gumboots to school. The bureau had warned of a king tide. Now, seeing the white peaks crash over the rocky bank in the distance, Abbi thought it was the highest tide she’d ever seen here.

This was all wrong. She could feel it. A familiar ringtone burst from the phone and interrupted her climb to panic. Blake’s face flashed on the screen, the incongruence of his cheeky grin as he gave her the bird, adding to the unsettled feeling in her stomach.

I couldn’t get Blake out of my head, last night. He thought I was hitting on him.

She felt sick at the thought. He’d got it wrong, but she was too embarrassed to explain. Their conversation in the car was a low moment of confusion – she was simply thinking aloud, reevaluating the past. She’d never do anything to hurt Will, nor did she have any interest in Blake – the thought made her cringe, but Will’s anger and sudden mistrust forced her to reflect on what exact role Blake played in her life. Did he have a point? Had she ever felt differently? Had Blake?

She exhaled and answered the phone.

‘Abs?’ She could barely hear him over the helicopter outside. His speech was pitched too high and wobbly, like when his voice broke at fifteen.

‘Blake?’ Abbi blocked one ear to focus on the call. ‘What’s with the chopper?’

‘Whole place is a media shit-storm …’ She could barely hear. ‘… tourist …’

‘A story?’ Abbi relaxed – he wasn’t calling about yesterday’s ridiculousness. It sounded like a lead. It was always an advantage to have the inside story when you worked in media. She hadn’t been paged, but her boss at the paper was never on the ball. Too busy on Clash of Clans. ‘Not another drowning?’

‘Nah. Tourist found something, down the rocky end. He was playing Pokémon Go, if you believe it.’ In the background, Abbi heard voices competing for airtime.

‘What was it?’

He sniffed.

She stared at a bubble balancing on the tip of her finger as she waited for him to continue.

‘You need to come down, Abs. Cover the story, if you know what I mean.’ His words were slow, intentional. Her mind raced. She thought of the helicopters. The rain. The tide.

It couldn’t be.

All her wrong choices banked up in her mind. To think they were out socialising, as if life had reset back to normal, and now this.

‘Blake?’ Abbi couldn’t work out if this was the start, or the end. The beginning of the way back, or another step further away. Her heart pounded like she was scampering up a dune of quicksand that was falling faster than she could climb. ‘It’s not, is it?’

‘Uh. It’s a shoe.’

A shoe?

There was a purposeful pause, like he’d put it there to lessen the leap, to let her brace herself for his next words, and somehow, despite her panic, it reminded her that he always had her interests at heart.

‘It’s just that … the foot … it’s still in it. Or what’s left of it.’

She gripped the phone so hard to her ear she could hear him breathe. ‘This can’t be happening.’ Abbi’s mind was in mayhem. ‘It’s him?’

The bulging silence that followed provided the answer. Abbi could hear the rain splintering through the wind, could imagine her brother’s face: blank with seriousness, pale with concern, soft with compassion. ‘Blay?’ she uttered, a pleading tone creeping into her voice.

‘Don’t worry, Abs. I got this.’

He’d have to. Everything depended on it.

* * *

‘Fuck, crap, balls.’

As if things hadn’t gone pear-shaped enough in her world, without this.

After sliding down the kitchen wall, staring at the drip marks staining her cabinets in a stupendous haze, Abbi vowed to get up and to keep a clear head. To prove to herself she was no longer that lost twenty-something, ping-ponging from one cluster-fuck to the next. She was strong once. She could do this.

It took three attempts to place the key in the ignition but she managed to focus and drive down the steep cul-de-sac. Even the landscape felt strange, like a filter had cast Lago Point in eerie light.

She sped over the bridge, taking in the surroundings. The lake was usually holiday-picturesque: a child-safe shallows flanked by a row of salt-stung houses perched like lifeguards on the sandy shore. Ordinarily, stingrays lulled in the shallows and tarps clung to tents flapping in the afternoon breeze as abandoned canoes littered the shoreline. But today this place was no holiday destination. The wetlands were under metres of water, the tidal surge biting the shore. Abbi gasped and pulled over, once across the bridge. She got out, her hand a shelter from the pelting rain. The flooded waterways had changed everything, and panic rose in her throat about what this could mean. The sandy spit – the belt of her town – had gone under, the lake breaking its banks to meet the sea, fresh and salt waters swirling together like forbidden lovers.

She needed to get on top of this, and fast. She checked the road wasn’t flooded ahead, returned to her car and drove to the end of the main beach, the line of parked vehicles signalling she had found the hub of activity. Ground zero.

The wind howled across the debris-scattered shore; old milk crates, tangled cast nets and faded bottles littered the wet sand. A scrum of CIB officers huddled like sheep, their blue vests the only hint of colour in a palette of greys. Cameras flashed. Locals huddled. Morbid scavengers scoured the shore for further clues.

It took all Abbi’s resolve to focus on the story, taking notes longhand, fearful the voice recorder on her phone would detect nothing but the whistling wind. She was out of practice for real news. It all felt like an act. A movie set.

She approached the tourist who’d made the grisly find, just as he’d finished speaking to the police. ‘Sir?’ Another journo beat her to it and she wasn’t the type to push, so Abbi scanned the crowd for another witness, and spied Catfish. He’d usually given her a wave when he’d seen her out visiting his mother, Connie Adler, next door, or with his metal detector on the beach, but he’d been wary of her the past couple of weeks. Did he have the hoodie? Did he know? Or was Blake right and she was just being paranoid?

There was only one way to find out.

She tried to hold it together as she approached him. ‘Catfish?’ Perhaps the name she always called him was a taunt, to him, but she couldn’t remember his real name. ‘Time for a quick chat for the Lago Point Chronicle?’ His face was rubbery, his hair a yellowy grey with patches of freckled scalp peeping through. He was a little wild, like the weather.

‘Likes I told them coppers, it looked like rubbish – all tangled with seaweed, food wrappers, y’know. That bloke wouldn’t have even noticed if it weren’t for Scout sniffing around.’

His oversized khaki shirt drowned his sun-scorched limbs as he chatted away. She could have sworn she’d seen Catfish’s boat in a wake of white water on the dark surface of the lake that night on the shore with Blake. But the bloke seemed to be acting normally towards her, under the circumstances. Abbi’s nerves calmed. She hoped she was just overthinking this, a guilty conscience conjuring up complications that didn’t exist.

His Great Dane shook her short, steel-blue coat, spraying Abbi with drips of seawater.

‘Scout! C’mere, girl.’ She was a gentle giant but when the dog rose on her hind legs she was as tall as Abbi, and she stood listening to her master like she was the interviewer.

Scout. Abbi would have laughed if she wasn’t so uptight. To her, Catfish was their own Boo Radley – the subject of unfounded gossip. Other than a few harsh words to Eadie for getting into his mother’s petunia patch, he always seemed harmless. Was he still? Or did he know more than he was letting on? He frowned, gave a two-fingered salute and scuttled up the rocks, his sand-matted dog bouncing behind, the bag of cans he carried rattling as he walked.

A scuffle caught her attention, and she noticed a huddle of network journalists shoving microphones towards the ringleader. She looked for Blake in the crowd as she paced over, fighting against the wind. The spokesperson – Senior Detective Sergeant Miller, it seemed from his badge – had the smoothness of Obama: he spoke with caution, but demanded respect. ‘I can confirm that human remains, inside a men’s Nike jogger, were found washed up from origins unknown this morning.’

A skinny redhead with stiletto heels puncturing the sand asked, ‘Have you any idea how long the deceased has been in the water?’

The detective pointed his chin with authority. ‘That is unknown at this time, but early enquiries suggest the size nine men’s sneaker was manufactured in May 2018, which indicates the victim is most likely from Australia, male, of average height and became deceased after that date. The remains themselves will be tested further to provide a more accurate time of death.’

Abbi pounced the second the detective finished. ‘Will DNA identification be possible?’

‘It’s unlikely, but if any marrow is present, we’ll cross match all evidence against our missing person’s database. We’ll keep you informed as the case progresses.’

Abbi tried to focus on what angle her article would take. What spin she needed. Miller left and the cameras dropped, the crowd disbanded, but she scurried after him. ‘Is suicide being considered?’

There was a nod. Almost imperceptible, but very present, before he gave the standard response – that nothing would be ruled out at this early stage.

She could work with that. Most of the locals only read the Chronicle, even then it was only while wrapping the day’s catch. She could angle this any way she chose. Suicide was on the rise in remote Queensland towns.

And something uncoiled inside.

* * *

They had only spoken of it two times: Blake was strict on that front. The first was the night after, the second on a drunken downward spiral of despair a few days later, and the third was going to be this day of the shoe.

Abbi hadn’t heard from her brother since his call, and the absence of news was forcing her to invent her own truth. Her thoughts were a nest of intertwined cords with no end in sight; she had to know how bad things had become.

Once Eadie finally settled in bed, Abbi waited till she heard the peculiar huffing noise that was Will’s snore – rattling loudly as he flaked out in front of Q&A – before creeping down the front stairs, out onto the street and three blocks over to Blake’s.

The path was gravelly and Abbi wished she’d worn shoes. She wished she’d called first. She wished …

As she snuck down the dimly lit path, Abbi unwittingly disturbed a bag of recycling cans resting against Blake’s house, or Blake and Hannah’s house; Abbi was still not used to that fact. Hannah was a peppy morning person, though, so Abbi had figured she’d have gone to bed by now. Blake would be alone, wanting to forget.

The study light came on after the commotion, and as her brother’s shadow approached the side door she instantly regretted coming. That feeling only heightened when she tripped on an uneven paver to avoid the bag of cans, stubbing her big toe.

‘Fricking Hannah and her fricking recycling,’ Abbi muttered, biting her lip as pain burned from her split toe.

Through the glass, Blake glanced at the cans strewn up the walkway. He was weary eyed, in boxers and a Matchbox 20 t-shirt. When he recognised her skulking outside his door, he groaned in frustration. ‘What the hell?’ he whispered, grabbing her by the arm and yanking her into the study.

‘Sorry,’ she breathed out as she hobbled in.

‘Hannah’s upstairs.’ He sat at his desk, and shut down the computer. There was a jumpiness to him and she was clearly the cause. Again. ‘How’d you know I’d be down here, anyway?’

‘Figured you wouldn’t be asleep.’ Her woes were wrecking balls, flattening everything in their path.

‘It could have been Hannah. What would you have said then?’

‘Hi Hannah?’ Abbi answered, but as the words formed in her mouth it felt wrong to make light of it. There was nothing funny about any of this. Today’s developments amplified their little predicament significantly, and her partner in crime would be taking the brunt of it. It seemed his role now included Dismembered-Foot Management. ‘Are you okay?’

Blake’s eyes said what his lips couldn’t chance. They were flighty, fearful, full of questions.

She trusted Blake with her life. Hannah was another story.

Blake turned his gaze towards the hall like he’d know if Hannah was approaching by instinct alone. But it was just a vacant hall, silent as before.

Abbi sat on the edge of his futon like it was short on springs. She’d sat on it a thousand times, but never as the creature she’d become. The lying, scheming kind. The kind who put her marriage in jeopardy. All the problems curling through her mind imploded and panic shook her composure. ‘The rain. The king tide. The lake broke its banks. We should’ve known,’ she cried out. ‘And all that rain we had a few weeks back – the creeks were already flooded.’

Blake’s face tensed, his lip thinned and as he stood the chair rolled away from under him. ‘Look, I’ve had a shithouse day and we’re not talking about this.’ He paced over to Abbi on the futon, one eye over his shoulder as if he was keeping tabs on his shadow.

She held up her hands, heavy remorse surging through her as strong as the night this all started. Time had not helped erase her guilt. ‘I know, I’m sorry. But I mean …’ Her fingers covered her mouth and she realised they were shaking ‘Where’s the rest of him?’

He inhaled sharply and he pressed his hand over Abbi’s mouth. ‘Don’t say another word. You’ve already broken the rules by coming here. Situation fucking normal, remember?’

Routine was the only thing holding Abbi together. But today was not routine.

Her survival strategy – deluding herself into a state of flat-out denial – was also hard to maintain when the evidence was telecast on a loop. She was failing, splendidly.

‘I can’t sleep. I keep seeing his face. And interviewing Catfish – I mean, does he realise who owns that foot? It made me feel sick.’ She sniffed back a sob and hung her head low. Scarlet droplets stained the terracotta tiles from her stubbed toe. They both looked down at her mangled nail. Blake sighed, stepped back to his computer desk for a few tissues and gave Abbi one to blot the wound while he used another to clean the drops off the floor. The first smear came up clean but the second smudged and spread across the tile. He scrubbed hard at the stain, back and forth. It wouldn’t budge. Blake crouched on the floor and covered his eyes with his hands.

She could see it, smell it as well as he could, even though the body was long gone: stiff curls of bloodied hair around the man’s temple, the smell of bait and milled sawdust.

Blake stood and kicked the bin, the metal clanging.

Abbi hobbled over to him, hesitated, then touched his arm, which he pushed away. ‘Don’t.’ He got up and turned his back to her.

Abbi felt warm tears meander down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, Blay.’

‘Yeah? For which bit?’

‘All the bits. Every last bit.’ Abbi inhaled, like it would give her superhero strength, but it didn’t. ‘I shouldn’t have got you into this.’

‘You think?’ He turned and looked at her, and she could see the pain on his face, feel it shudder through her own conscience. He was a good cop. A responsible citizen. ‘Well, you did.’

Abbi’s cheeks hollowed. ‘I’m not sure I can do this. Keep it from Will, I mean. I’m already in the doghouse. I think I have to tell him now. Things are different now. People will start asking questions.’

Everything stilled.

Blake’s eyes grew large. ‘No. Way.’

Abbi tapped her fingers to her lips. She couldn’t keep the words in, even now. ‘He’s my husband. Aren’t there rules about that? Not testifying against a spouse? We’ve always been straight with each other. It’s what we do. But keeping something this big from him the past month is killing me. It’s killing us.’ Her breath shuddered but she kept it together. ‘He’s going to know. The town’s overrun with gossip. The media will hound us.’

Blake’s anger subsided, like he’d passed that baton back to her. ‘You’re part of the media. You can manage that. And the foot … It’s been floating in saltwater for weeks, with significant decomp, marine predation, no blood left for DNA, so you could spin it any way you like – asylum seeker, tsunami victim. I managed to get them thinking about that yachty who went missing. You know, from Yeppoon – found the table set, but no one on board. You could go and interview the family, see if they recognise the shoe. Raise suspicion. Buy us some time.’

‘I’m not leading that family to believe their loved one has been found when we both know he hasn’t. It’s unethical.’

‘Unethical? Listen to yourself!’ He laughed, briefly, before becoming thoughtful again. Warmth returned to his eyes. ‘You can do this.’

Abbi shook her head. He was always saying things like that, as if it magically made them true. ‘I’m not built for this. Will is already suspicious.’

‘You’ve been doing it for weeks.’

Abbi remembered to breathe. ‘Will knows if I so much as steal the last biscuit. He reads minds. He’s like a Jedi.’ Her face brightened. ‘Maybe he’ll be okay with it. With why we did it.’

‘Okay with it?’ Blake’s eyes narrowed.

Memories sat in the charged silence.

Blake glanced at Abbi’s smashed toe. ‘Wait here, klutz. I’ll get something for it.’ Blake was convinced he was dying of something most of the time. She wasn’t surprised he had a first-aid kit stashed nearby.

Abbi bundled her unruly hair into a thick wad, looked down at her foot to distract herself, calm the calamity rising in her chest. It felt like she existed in an entirely different world to the one she used to inhabit. Everything had changed, since that night. She had thought it – he – was done with. But apparently everything resurfaced in this town.

Wearing a Nike shoe with midsole air pockets.

Blake returned quicker than expected, holding a bandaid.

Abbi perched back on the futon. Blake lifted her foot and turned up his nose. ‘Your feet are filthy.’

‘I go barefoot a lot.’

‘Do you shower?’ He surveyed the damage and stuck a plaster over the cut. A warped picture of Elsa, wrapped around her toe.

Abbi tried to forget the shadow lurking. ‘Never picked you for a Frozen fan.’

‘Got ’em for Eadie. Figured they’d reduce the hissy fits. She’s forever hooking herself when I take her fishing.’

Abbi smiled. She didn’t have the heart to tell him Eadie was into the Latina princess Elena of Avalor now. Frozen was so last year. ‘She misses Uncle Blakey.’

He’d been around less, since Hannah. Since Abbi’s fuck-up management.

She placed her foot to the floor and he parked himself beside her on the futon. They sat like kids playing corners in the backseat, shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. Soundless words exchanged between them via a sixth sense. And as she turned to meet his gaze, a stillness draped over her mind that she had longed for. There was still love there. She clung to the moment of calm, a fleeting sense that their fractured relationship could still come back from this. He was still on board with this farce.

The rush and rumble of a toilet flushed upstairs. Footsteps clodded down the hall. They were too loud, too close to consider escape.

‘Hannah,’ Abbi said, standing as the word sprang forth. Blake stood immediately, widening the distance between them.

Hannah’s body flinched when she saw them together, and for a moment, seeing Hannah with no make-up or designer jeans, Abbi saw the person she used to know, the fast-witted, freckle-faced girl she’d raced to the top of the headland. But then the weight of the world slumped onto Hannah’s shoulders, she folded her arms and turned on her attitude. She was still better groomed, her hair smoother than Abbi’s on a good day. ‘I thought you were watching the Cowboys game, not sneaking in girls.’

Blake stepped towards Hannah. ‘Abbi hardly counts.’ He folded Hannah into him, one hand curving around her Peter Alexander PJs, and planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘She was just leaving anyway – Klutz-Features here stubbed her toe walking in the dark and for some reason mistook my place for a twenty-four-hour medical clinic.’ He glanced at Abbi and she made a goofy face, taking the insult for the team. Their on-the-spot explanations were improving, at least.

Hannah surveyed the bandaged toe, the bloody tissues, and seemed to buy the excuse, but then turned back to Abbi. ‘Who walks the streets with no shoes?’

Blake raised his eyebrows. ‘Er, most people in this town. This isn’t New York.’

Abbi rapidly launched into small talk just to slice a hunk out of the awkwardness taking up the room.

Before long, Hannah fake-yawned, looked over at Blake and snuck her finger across his chin. ‘Anyway, you were supposed to have an early one tonight after getting home so late. Did you hear about the foot, Abs? Awful. It’s all anyone was talking about today at school.’

Abbi grunted, unable to make structured sound.

Blake unhooked himself from Hannah and threw Abbi a pair of crusty thongs from the pile by the garage door. ‘Here, Doofus. I want them back.’

Abbi slipped on the worn-down thongs.

‘And lock the door,’ Blake ordered. ‘Don’t know what sort of crims are out there, wandering the streets.’ Abbi and Blake shared a look only they understood before she waved silently and Hannah went upstairs.

Abbi slid the screen door closed. Blake flicked the latch, and turned for the hall. She knew Blake would look back, and when he did, she mouthed, I’m sorry. When she got no reaction, Abbi followed it up with a weak smile. She knew he saw. She knew he knew how derailed she was. How hollow she felt to have placed him in this compromising position.

Abbi had considered herself a good sister growing up, always covering up Blake’s truancies and mishaps, not dobbing on him to her mum, but none of that mattered now. Instead, she received a steely look, and he pressed a finger to his lip. A warning.

This game they had been playing had gone on for a month now. She wasn’t sure how long it could last. The one thing she was sure of was that her welcome in Blake’s life was wearing as thin as the flip-flops on her feet.


Chapter 13

33 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Three seagulls squawked as they perched on the railings, hoping for crumbs as Abbi and Eadie scoffed blueberry muffins on the shady half of the deck. Now that the helicopters had gone and the media from yesterday cleared, the incessant grumble of the rolling surf was the only sound. Stand-up paddleboard riders marked the rim of the south-eastern swell like crows on a clothes line, unperturbed by the news that human remains were found on the shore just the day before.

The hardest parts of this game were the unguarded moments. When Will turned off the light and put his heavy arm around her, when he’d notice she was quiet and steal a second glance to take stock of her mood. The moments he expected her to be entirely herself, after all the layers of politeness, obligation and fear were stripped away, like he was used to. But that was hard to give now.

Abbi had accepted the act itself – she had been forced to make a split-second decision – but she simply didn’t have time to consider its long tail of consequences. Did that make her a bad person?

You are what you think. That’s what all the psycho-babble said. So, Abbi figured, all she had to do was transport her mind back to before, and it would be like she was there. She closed her eyes and imagined the last good memory of before: Eadie cartwheeling on springy grass with hundreds and thousands on her lips, Will turning sausages on the rusty barbie with his shirt buttons out of sync, she and Blake making mojitos and mess in the kitchen; it was all a blur of soft edges and swirls, but it represented the last day of normalcy.

‘Mummy?’

It was strange. Since the night of the festival, Abbi felt like her life was on extra time. Like she’d survived a near miss, left a bus before it burst into flames. Her coping mechanism these past few weeks – denial that any evidence would come to light – had fooled her into a false sense of safety, but after yesterday’s development the acid began to rise in her throat once more.

Evidence. Witness statements. Investigation.

‘Mummy?’

She could control the local paper, but the story had gone viral. There was little she could do but keep breathing, resist the urge to crawl into a hole, break every task into smaller parts she could handle, savour every moment of normality. And persevere.

‘Mummy!’ Eadie’s hand shook her arm.

Abbi turned to her daughter. ‘Sorry, hon. I was daydreaming.’

She huffed, then forgave easily, as she always did. ‘About unicorns? I dream about unicorns. Pink ones.’

A yearning look. A pang of remorse. If only. ‘Look at you, Miss Grotty,’ Abbi said, poking the swirls of dried cake mix on Eadie’s checked school uniform. Eadie giggled, and poked her back, before attempting to snatch another muffin from the polka dot plate.

‘So, can we? Boogie-board?’ Eadie’s face flipped to a hopeful smile.

‘Not today, sweet pea. The dunes have been eroded and the water is all yucky from the rain.’ Abbi’s heart sank. All she saw now was an ocean littered with body parts bobbing in the tide, like a legless army of mannequins invading by sea. ‘Plus, it’s getting cold.’ Another lie. Stingers kept you out of the sea in Lago Point, not the water temp. Temperatures in the tropics never got cold, only varying from hot to stinking hot; days that melted your make-up, boiled your radiators and dried your washing in two minutes flat. Abbi tapped her fingers. ‘How ’bout we flip a coin – heads for the trampoline, tails for playground.’

‘Boogie-boarding!’ Eadie stomped inside, rattling on about how it wasn’t too cold, how she was going to find her togs, get the board herself.

Lago Point had always been part of Abbi. The thick, salty air had seeped into her pores. It used to be synonymous with school breaks that stretched forever, days lost pestering soldier crabs running ink-blue stains across the beach, sand in your sheets and sunscreen in your nails.

Abbi was an only child but grew up with a transient group of foster brothers and sisters taking shifts as her stand-in siblings – so many she’d joked they needed a turnstile at the front door, and a night delivery bay. The bunks were stacked with kids like crates at a wholesaler. All types: skittish kids of addicts, wayward boys from juvie, and a few hyperactive serial absconders no one could keep in. There was often a cop on their doorstep at midnight, and a new kid in the spare room the next morning, ready to break in. She’d loved the mayhem, learned how to settle a crying baby by the age of eight, how to cater for a crowd. But she was never alone, and still feared it like fire.

The shriek was heart stopping. ‘Muu-mmy!’

Oh, God, what’s happened? Abbi’s mind raced. Catfish knew her secret and had broken in and had Eadie by the throat. The police had barged the doors with a warrant and her arrest was imminent.

Abbi knocked the table as she raced inside from the deck to find Eadie against the fridge, palms flat like a hostage. ‘Spider! Mummy, get it!’ A thin-legged huntsman scampered across the floorboards.

Abbi laughed out her relief. ‘It’s okay sweetie, he won’t hurt you.’ She grabbed a glass from the sink, scared the spider over to a pile of magazines and caught it. ‘Look, see, we can take Mr Spider outside, where he should be.’ Eadie gingerly held her mother’s hand as they took the stairs in sync, walked to the garden and watched her release the spider safely into the rugged bushland that divided their home from the steep sandy dune.

Under the shade of the flame tree, Abbi held her daughter’s hand as they watched the huntsman slip into hiding. ‘They look scary, but did you know their venom is non-toxic? You can’t tell if something’s dangerous just by looking at it. Like people; some pretend to be kind, but turn out to be bad just like some can seem strange, but turn out to be okay, don’t they?’

Sometimes murderers look just as ordinary as their victims.

Eadie looked up to the deck, the large weatherboard home a silhouette against the sun. ‘What if he comes back?’ she asked.

Abbi realised Eadie’s lisp was less prominent, today. Was it finally improving? Were things moving forward for her, instead of backwards? ‘He won’t scare you again.’

* * *

Will threw the day’s mail on the cluttered bench and looked over at his wife. ‘Late again, sorry. Three-month-old with whooping cough. Had to medivac her to the big smoke.’ He pecked her on the cheek, but she could see by his face that his mind was still at work.

‘That’s awful.’ Abbi could hardly complain about his lateness when that was what kept him. She removed his schnitzel and veg from under a warm plate. With the washed-up foot on the beach yesterday, Abbi had barely had time to worry about the state of her marriage. Things were still strained since that morning fight, but Will hadn’t mentioned it again, so neither would she.

A newspaper was folded under his arm. She could see the familiar red banner of the Chronicle and wondered when he’d started reading her trashy paper again. Today of all days. ‘Don’t bring that in here – Eadie’ll see it and freak. The school was already buzzing with gossip at pick up.’

The body part had brought more than its shoe to Lago Point. The fact that a suspicious death had taken place nearby had flooded the town with a lot of ugly possibilities. All the bad blood from generations of squabbles re-emerged, not to mention local business owners worrying about their livelihoods in the holiday town.

As he flicked the folded paper around, the feature photo caught her breath – a bone protruding from a seaweed-tangled shoe, crime-scene tape holding back a scrum of onlookers. She wished she’d had a win against the editor regarding the gruesome lead story image. She’d wanted to bury it on page three for local tourism reasons alone, but her boss came alive with excitement at the possibility of a real crime in his two-cop town. Abbi grabbed the paper and felt dizzy as she threw it in the bin, shoving it under last night’s bottle of sav blanc.

But Will seemed curious about it. ‘Who do they reckon it is?’

‘Drowned tourist, suicide victim, who knows?’ Abbi felt a swell of tears, turned away and shrugged. She was great at deflection but pathetic under direct assault.

Will stilled. Observed. ‘Then what’s with the waterworks?’

She hated his directness for once. His insistence on resolving things left the shield she hid her emotions behind tattered with big gaping holes. ‘This town is my home. It’s just an awful thought.’ Abbi ran her finger along her lower eyelid, trying to mop up spent tears before the eyeliner she’d caked on to hide her tiredness ran down her face.

‘You sure that’s the reason? I mean, you’re a journo, you’ve seen worse.’

‘You’re happy about dead bodies turning up on our beach?’

He shrugged. ‘Depends whose body, I spose. Kind of intriguing, actually. Did you hear about the duodenum? Kids found one on the rocks at Red Beach.’

Abbi glared. ‘Seriously?’

‘A CIB guy brought it to me this morning in an evidence bag. It was full of grass. Bloody sheep intestine. Stupid kids – reckon it was McGrory. His dad works in the slaughter house, doesn’t he?’

Abbi exhaled. ‘What sort of sick kid does that? Aren’t people panicked enough?’

‘Small town. Not much to do.’

‘Don’t they have iPads?’

Will smiled. ‘That’s probably where they got the idea – YouTube has a lot to answer for.’ He grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat next to her. ‘What’s Blake’s take on who the footloose guy is? Happy to finally have a real case?’

Happy wasn’t exactly Blake’s reaction. Her eyes flittered away. ‘He thinks it’s probably just a suicide.’ Abbi was convincing herself further with each word. That someone far, far away had gone swimming, snagged their leg on a reed and got caught, their lungs filling with water until only tiny bubbles rising to the surface remained. ‘Could be from anywhere.’

Except she knew who owned that shoe. She’d seen his face in her nightmares. Her version of events whirled in her head, filtering fiction from truth; the parts Will knew, the parts he could never know. Abbi had learned that you only lie when you have to, and to stick as close to the truth as you can. ‘Strange, though. I mean, why would it just be a foot?’

‘The shoe protected it from marine life, kept it intact, buoyant.’

Abbi felt bile in her mouth. ‘People were saying he must have been chopped up.’

Will ate his dinner on the couch, the chink of cutlery on china, his chewing in her ear. ‘They’ve been watching too much Dexter. The pathologist said it was a natural break.’

‘Were you talking to him?’

‘You mean her. She came to the clinic yesterday, found it wasn’t severed, that it separated during the natural articulation process.’

‘Do they know when the person died?’

‘Hard to tell. Weeks, at least. They know things break down quicker in salt water than on land. Would have only taken a few days for sea lice to devour it. That’s why it’s mostly bone.’

‘So, the person is definitely deceased, not just, I don’t know, had his leg mangled in a boating accident?’ She felt the need to make up as many red herrings as possible.

‘Nope. The forensic anthropologists can tell by looking at the end of the bones whether they disarticulated naturally or whether there’s any sign of mechanical force: tool marks, any tissue trauma. There was none. Interesting, huh?’

Abbi gagged in disgust. She had science against her. How could she win?

Will squared his jaw. ‘No sign of our favourite neighbour since he moved. Thought he’d at least be back to see his mother. Could be him.’

She coughed in shock. ‘Nah.’ She fiddled with her hem to buy her time. ‘Trevor would be busy with his new job, and Catfish is taking care of Connie. Jay at the bakery was worried it might be Harry – you know, the drifter who sleeps rough down the park. She offers him her leftover bread and he hasn’t been ’round lately.’ Abbi used to buy him a coffee when she saw him busking, and he was always so appreciative, thanking her profusely as he basked in the sun, his battered copy of The Great Gatsby under his arm.

‘I guess gun control took away shootings for people who’ve had enough. Drowning might be a palatable option. No mess.’ Will was almost flippant in his theory, continuing his dinner unperturbed. Perhaps he had to be pragmatic to distance himself from the ugliness. ‘The sea. It’s like a graveyard for lost souls.’

Abbi’s breath caught at the idea and before long, negative thoughts took over. She knew that once she started, the thoughts became unstoppable, like yarn casting off a knitting needle, unravelling row after row. Memories merged with fears that seemed so real, so intense she was finding it harder to separate the two. She couldn’t pretend anymore, and escaped the room to sort washing, alone.

Snippets of that night stabbed at her; lanterns, searching, dirty river water lapping. She didn’t think of the ramifications on herself – the guilt, the risk. If she could rewind to those moments, would she do it again? She couldn’t say. Doing the wrong thing had felt entirely right at the time. But now? She wasn’t so sure.

The problem with this game she’d unwittingly started was that she thought, like a deluded bank robber, that there would be no aftermath. That the body, and the evidence of her being anywhere near it, would wipe clean like felt pen on a wall, never to be revisited. She wasn’t naive. She should have pre-empted the fallout. Never particularly resilient, Abbi was the type who would rehash conversations days later just to check if she’d said anything to offend. Did she really have the gumption to play in this league? She simply wasn’t built for lies and deception.

For making bodies disappear.

But she had no choice. And that bastard deserved what he got.

She wanted it. Willed it, watching her neighbour die over and over in her wicked mind, wishing, hoping. And now she couldn’t get the image out of her head: Trevor Adler lying lifeless on cold concrete, his face flushed, his eyes fixed like she’d sucked the life from his lungs through sheer determination.

And in every choice since, in every betrayal covering the one before, it lingered. She could never quite escape the stench. Her life had become an act, and that scene the morbid backdrop to it. Which parts were real, which imagined?

Abbi hated the sight of blood, yet she’d stood there, gazing down at him with welcomed detachment, his legs splayed ungraciously in the sawdust and spent timber. She’d expected a fish-eyed stare, a pale face, expressionless, like the movies would have you believe. But instead he’d looked pink and plump with life except for an eerie stillness.

As if he knew death was coming. As if he accepted it.

* * *

The following morning, Blake answered the door in boxers, a toothbrush propped between his frothy lips. Abbi scanned his kitchen before blurting out, ‘Will’s been asking questions. I reckon he’ll call you.’

‘Me?’ he mumbled through foamy toothpaste.

‘Wondering if it’s his foot.’

He removed his toothbrush. ‘Keep your voice down, Hannah’s in the shower.’ He came close and whispered, ‘Well, I’m pretty sure it’s not Will’s foot. He still has two, surely? Two lefts, if I remember your wedding.’

Abbi glared at him. ‘You’re such a nob. He’s sniffing around Trevor Adler, questioning his absence.’ She’d noticed Blake had developed a rather macabre sense of humour since starting as a detective, like he employed it as a coping mechanism. The dead became ‘stiffs’ and the criminals ‘grubs’, but she supposed that was how he reconciled the awfulness he dealt with.

Blake squinted, as if thinking required effort. ‘Didn’t we tell Will I found Trevor running a fishing charter?’

‘Caravan park.’ That was the problem with lies: you got so used to telling them you forgot the original version. ‘I don’t think he really bought that. Wasn’t convinced he’d leave his mother, she’s been so ill. We should’ve invented a better cover.’

Blake grimaced. ‘It’s the best I could do on the fly – I mean, other than the obvious, what do we really know about him that we can use? We need to be careful – a bad lie they can prove wrong is as good as an admission. That we had reason to make something up. We need some facts we can elaborate on.’

‘You’re actually good at this.’ Abbi sighed as she considered her neighbour. ‘I don’t know. We weren’t exactly close.’

‘You lived next to him for years.’

‘Not sure that helps. I know he subscribed to Fishing Monthly because they always sent it to me by accident. He liked to blare jazz on Saturday nights, take outdoor showers after he swam and seemed to be allergic to everything – bees, pollen, peanuts. Too paranoid to eat anything at the street’s Christmas drinks. And what’s with all that jogging? Every day, even in the rain. I used to call him Forrest Gump when he grew that beard, running down the highway.’

‘Did Will recognise it? The Nike?’

‘Not specifically. But it obviously raises questions. Average-height male, suspected suicide.’ Abbi said. But the foot wouldn’t be a problem if there was a story to explain how and why it washed up on shore. Years of forensics shows was enough for even Abbi to know that murderers got it wrong when they focused on making the corpse disappear. The corpse itself wasn’t the problem.

Hide the crime, not the body.

‘Let’s face it,’ Abbi said. ‘The prick can’t have been the happiest person. It could have so easily become a suicide. Maybe we should have planned for that.’ She covered her mouth with her hand as if playing Chinese whispers, but without the sense of fun.

Blake stepped into the kitchen and violently spat toothpaste in the sink, threw his brush on the stainless steel with a ting. ‘You say that like there was a plan.’

Abbi drew back, folded her arms. ‘I’m sorry.’ She was mindful to not be critical. He’d risked everything. ‘I just – I want to make sure I don’t fuck it up. Say the wrong thing.’ Her composure slipped.

She thought Blake would go soft, respond to the tremor in her voice, but he remained indifferent. Before Hannah had returned, before all this, he would’ve hugged her. Made her feel safe. Now she was the fly in his salad, ruining his Sunday brunch.

Blake shook his head. ‘Well, if you’d married your average Joe with normal self-preservation instincts, instead of a fucking saint, none of this would be happening.’

‘I can’t ask him to be less than he is.’

Blake pressed on his cheek. ‘Geez, my mouth is sore. Probably gum disease.’

‘Probably. Or signs of an impending stroke.’ Abbi rolled her eyes. How many times had he asked Will to check his blood pressure, his eyes for signs of jaundice, some deadly rash that turned out to be nothing?

He scowled. ‘One of these days I’ll be dead and you’ll be sorry for giving me shit, you know.’

Footsteps. Hannah in the hall. Blake panicked, said he’d suss it out and shut the door like she was hawking something no one needed.

Abbi stumbled the few blocks home, the neighbouring houses becoming scarce as she approached the point. She puffed hard as she pulled herself up the last steep incline, past the new unit block, her eyes focused on her front door as she rushed past the Adler house.

She grabbed a drink from the sink when she got home, her eye catching on a photo on the fridge of Will and Eadie. Their daughter lay on top of Will like an undersized blanket, her ever salt-matted hair leaving a tide mark of damp on his shirt. She marvelled at the swirls of Eadie’s biscuity-blonde locks that fell down his soft belly. She couldn’t believe she’d created something so beautiful. She admired the integrity in Will’s face, the kindness in his eyes.

Blake was right. If she’d married a lesser man, a man who could lie for her, things would be simpler.

The most attractive thing about Will was his commitment to the truth. Finding it, living it. It had seemed child-like at first, his freakish inability to tell even a white lie. ‘What is the point?’ he’d once said. ‘To spare people’s feelings?’ Abbi preferred being liked over being truthful. He’d shrugged, as if trust, and the truths that bred it, were the only things that mattered. And yet, now, through her smile, her carefree banter, Abbi lied to him on a daily basis.

Would he ever understand why?


Chapter 14

35 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

He wasn’t hungry, but Blake flipped the scotch fillets on the George Foreman grill at exactly three minutes, just as Hannah snuck into the kitchen, skin pink and hair dripping from the hot shower. The sweet smell of coconut shampoo mixed with the aroma of burning marinade. Hannah looked ten years younger with her hair wet, and it reminded him of the summer they’d both worked at the waterpark – he oversaw the kids’ slides, while she served in the kiosk. He spent most of his shifts waiting to see Hannah, aged all of fifteen, putting out bins or taking drinks to the office staff in her cut-off jeans. He felt just as enamoured with her now, half a lifetime later. Even though she was a little broken, he understood she had reason to be. She pressed herself against his back as he worked over the grill, and the tension from the day melted away.

‘Have they identified who owns those feet yet?’

‘Not for release.’

‘For release? But you know?’ Her jaw dropped. ‘A local?’

Blake looked down his nose at her. He had spent a good part of his afternoon loitering around the smokers’ corner at the station, just to overhear any morsel of information: a suspect, a lead, anything to show he wasn’t in the firing line, about to be arrested. One of the pavement pounders from the local jogging group produced a photo of a toned Trevor Adler stretching before a fun run. A clear view of his shoes. An exact match with the crime scene.

Bone marrow was present. They were close to confirming the victim’s identity. An investigation would ensue. Blake thought of all the cases where he’d prayed for a rapid response, a cut-tape approach – and the powers that be had to choose this one to lift their game.

There was no way he could hunt around records without official clearance. He’d seen more mates discharged for unauthorised IT access than any other breaches. He just had to lay low, act normal and keep breathing till it was over.

The investigation had narrowed its focus with political pressure due to the media coverage. It wouldn’t take long.

‘I feel bad for the families of missing persons, wondering if it’s their person. God, imagine that. How do you have a coffin, with nothing but body parts in it!’ Hannah said.

Blake stiffened, then shook out his limbs to compensate, which he suspected only made him look stranger, so he pretended to be distracted by the sizzling steak. ‘We’ve had empty coffins before. Crime scenes with blood loss to indicate it’d be impossible to sustain life, but no body.’

‘That’s awful. Imagine living with that hanging over you. Wondering.’ She shook her damp hair. ‘So, about the feet …’

‘Foot. Second one they found on the beach was a fake.’

‘A fake foot?’ Initially she’d been upset about the ghastly act in her home town but these days she was treating it like an episode of CSI, and she wanted the next instalment. This was a game to her.

‘A prank. Like the small intestine the other day. Waste of a perfectly good lamb shank, if you ask me. But nah, couldn’t tell you. Some new hotshot from CIB’s problem now. But something was going down this arvo – secret squirrel stuff from the incident room.’ He tried to sound nonchalant, like the case was just one of many. ‘I won’t get much out of them. They only want me for the grunt work, as usual.’

‘But, I mean, how does the foot separate? Did the ankle get ripped off with the movement of the tides, or what?’

Whatever appetite he’d mustered, evaporated. His gut was a pit of flames. ‘Can’t say I’ve gone into the pathology of it, exactly.’ Except he had. He’d seen Hannah’s beloved teacher buddy bobbing in his dreams, caught on roots, wedged under embankments. Those images were preferable to the zombie versions – foot dragging, limbs hanging like a promo for The Walking Dead. He’d never had trouble sleeping till the night Abbi rang with her little predicament. Since the nightmare that followed.

‘Did you see Abbi’s article on it today?’ Hannah asked. ‘Reckons it was just a suicide.’

‘Yep. Change from her usual rants on keeping Lago Point McDonald’s-free.’ He wasn’t surprised by the level of manipulation in Abbi’s story on the foot – fear mongering, blame deflecting. It was perfect.

‘It was quite an intelligent, well-reasoned article.’

‘You sound surprised.’

Hannah shrugged. ‘I thought she did journalism to get a job at Cleo interviewing bachelors of the year. I didn’t expect her to be covering issues like mental health.’

‘She’s a grown-up, now. You can thank Will for that.’

It was rather genius how Abbi had subtly rebranded the suspicious-death angle into more evidence of our country’s suicide emergency. Hannah patted Newman, who had been besotted with her ever since she arrived. Traitor, Blake thought, realising the dog seemed to love her more than his frisbee.

Hannah grabbed the newspaper, feeding Newman a crust on her way. ‘Apparently thirteen feet have washed up in Canada – something to do with new shoe designs being more buoyant. Most of them took their own lives, they reckon. Rather spooky, when you think of it. How many of those missing persons are actually suicide victims, bobbing in the ocean? One every three hours in Australia. Isn’t that shocking? Eight per day! Mostly men. It’s now the leading cause of premature death.’

‘That goes double for veterans and cops, I reckon.’ Blake had two mates from the academy who had taken their own lives after crumbling from the stress of their jobs.

They sat down for dinner, Hannah rattling on about other matters now – schoolyard gossip and the Gonski report, and Blake started to miss quiet dinners with Newman warming his feet. As he chewed his steak half-heartedly, a distorted reflection of the blue-and-white checked banner arced across the glass doors of his TV cabinet. The only squad car in the area, other than his own, was signed out to CIB. Everything clenched.

Air sucked out of his lungs. This is it.

He saw the shadow moving to the left of the door, the way they were taught to avoid perp through-door gunfire, and heard the confident knock of knuckles on wood. Blake walked in a daze to his front entry, his resentment towards Abbi building, his life flashing before him with each step – everything he’d worked for, his house, his girl, his career.

Blake tried telling himself there was another explanation for why the detective was here: he needed the station alarm code or clarification on something. He squeezed his name out. ‘Mason.’ The hotshot looked younger than he had earlier. Awkward. Blake noticed he had an offsider, one of his minions from the big smoke. Not a good sign.

‘Sorry to disturb, Sarge,’ Mason said.

The detective made small talk, commented on the landscaping like a bastard, prolonging Blake’s terror. Just say it, say it, you prick. ‘You are under arrest for interfering with a corpse. You have the right to remain silent …’ Blake swallowed, hoping to stop the acid pooling in his throat. ‘Has there been a …’ His breath caught. ‘Any development?’

‘The magistrate granted our search warrant for the Adler place. The lead checked out. Just waiting for pathology now to confirm – might take weeks.’

His stomach flipped. ‘You’ve done his place over?’ Blake tried to focus, but none of Mason’s words registered. He could feel his life, his freedom, being chipped away.

Detective Mason prattled on and Blake realised he was delusional to think he ever had a chance. There were more holes in this harebrained plan than a cast net. He considered coming clean right then and there. Taking it on the chin. After all, he hadn’t killed anyone. His career would be shot to shit, but his sentence could be as little as a year or two if he played nice. Maybe prison wouldn’t be so bad?

But then there was Abbi: testifying in court, Eadie crying while visiting her mum through bullet-proof glass. Blake understood how they’d zeroed in on the victim’s identity, but not on his part in this mess. There was no logical link, no motive, for a murder.

Seconds ticked by.

‘Sarge?’ Mason waved a hand in front of Blake, sensing he was deep in thought. ‘Is she here?’

She?

Mason glared at him. ‘Just a few questions – just to rule her out.’

‘Her?’ It wasn’t him they were after.

Abbi. His vision started to blur. That was worse. As useless as he felt, she was riskier. She’d blab like a drunk at closing time. They’d both be in handcuffs by night’s end.

‘Is she able to chat with us?’ Mason craned his neck to check the hall, impatience showing. ‘Mate, it’s just an elimination. We understand she’s been staying with you since she returned from the States, which records show was, no doubt coincidentally, just around the victim’s estimated time of death.’

Mason stopped staring long enough to signal to Blake he was meant to respond. Blake rubbed his forehead, the pressure inside his head immense. ‘Sorry?’

‘Mate? You with me? We need to speak with Hannah about her old boss.’

* * *

She couldn’t believe it. Trev was dead. But once she’d got over the fact that an old friend may have actually been murdered, Hannah was happy to help with the investigation and find the bastard that did it; having them here to question her gave Hannah a shameful feeling of inclusion, something she lacked most of the time.

‘People in town were saying it was a suicide.’ Her hand covered her mouth. ‘But now that I know the foot was Trevor Adler’s … I haven’t seen him for years but he wasn’t the melancholy type. I mean, it seems impossible to me that he ended his own life. It must have been suspicious – is that why you’re interviewing people who knew him?’

Mason’s offsider was as wide as she was tall and smelt like spearmint gum. Hannah wondered what sin she was trying to mask with it. She reached over the table and squeezed Hannah’s hand. ‘I must stress, Miss Worthington, we are yet to confirm he’s deceased; however, things aren’t looking good.’ The cop’s bun was so tight it made her eyes slant like a bad facelift, so impeccably groomed, yet so padded.

Hannah was no stranger to weight problems, but now that she’d finally overcome that challenge it made her feel oddly superior. Then she felt like a bitch for thinking that way, and that, in turn, made her want to eat cake.

The officer switched gears, now the niceties were ticked off. ‘We found letters at his premises.’

‘Letters?’ Hannah frowned. Who wrote letters, these days?

‘And emails. From you.’

Oh, God. Hannah couldn’t remember the exact content of said letters, but she was fully aware of her mental state at the time she’d penned them: grief-stricken, self-absorbed, desperate not to be alone. She had been crushing on a bloke sixteen years older than her, even if he was fit for his age. ‘It was years ago. How’s that even relevant?’ She sat back in her chair, feeling far less comfortable than she had moments before.

The cop’s lips thinned. ‘You expressed a rather … strong reaction to his decision not to continue with the relationship.’

Hannah’s eyes skittered towards the doorway to the kitchen. To Blake. ‘There was no relationship. It was a fling, really, that never quite took off.’ She felt her cheeks redden. Blake’s eyes were on her, and she couldn’t believe she had felt chuffed to be involved in this ridiculous farce. ‘I was surprised, perhaps. Things seemed to be going so well – him not wanting to pursue things came out of the blue. We’d just had a few great nights out, a few dinners in, and the next thing he was dumping me. So yeah, I guess I was rather shocked at first, but that was more out of ego than any real love lost.’

A charity root – that’s what the music teacher had referred to it as when she discovered Hannah was canoodling with the then school principal. She’d felt stupid at staff meetings, appalled by the inferences that the whole thing was ‘screwing up’ – a career move. When it all got too much, Hannah took a leave of absence from Education QLD and bought a one-way ticket to JFK. It occurred to her that these cops thought she might have killed the guy. ‘Do you seriously think I might have had something to do with this? I mean, I haven’t even been in the country for the past six years.’ Detective Morton held up his palm, but before he could refute any suggestion she was a suspect, Hannah went on. ‘I can see how you could think I’m some sort of jilted lover out for revenge based on those stupid old letters, but I’ve barely given him a second thought since. I was just hurt. It’s not like I’d give him a second look now. And that beard. Eww.’ Her lips stretched wide like a duck’s beak.

Both cops outwardly cringed at her lack of sensitivity.

Hannah grimmaced. ‘Sorry. He was a lovely man, actually. Quirky, but nice.’

‘Was?’

‘Jesus. Sorry, I sort of thought that was … I hope very much he still is, of course.’

The officers eyed one another as they both made mental notes. ‘And what do you mean, “quirky”?’

‘You know, a little eccentric. Had his way of doing things, strange sort of dress sense, obsessed with making those traditional toys – he’d hand-paint the faces and sell them at a stall at the farmers’ markets. Always screamed ‘poor business plan’ to me – he’d spend all weekend crafting one and make less than the materials cost, but he enjoyed it, I suppose. He was a woodwork teacher, originally. Good with his hands.’

Blake groaned from the kitchen.

‘Thanks for your time, Miss Worthington. That’s all we need at this stage.’

Hannah felt a surge of disappointment that the drama had ended. ‘So are you seriously thinking he may have been murdered?’

‘We’re just making routine enquiries at this stage.’

When they left, Hannah asked Blake if she’d blown it. ‘God. I sounded suss.’

‘You didn’t. It sounded natural. Grubs don’t blabber so much.’

‘Then why the long face?’

‘They could have given me the courtesy of a heads-up.’ His attention was elsewhere. He sat quietly for a moment, before he shook his head, pushed his chair in and tapped his foot on the barstool. ‘So, you and Principal Adler. It wasn’t just gossip?’ Hannah sucked in her cheeks. It had happened when they were on a break. He had no right to judge her. But she guessed he had a right to ask. ‘Jesus.’ He thumped the benchtop. ‘Trevor Adler? That old prick? Was he the only bloke left in town you hadn’t been with? Was that it?’

Hannah felt tears well. ‘Excuse me?’ She got enough of that from her father; according to him, boys will be boys, but women with multiple partners were common whores.

‘Sorry. I’m just …’ Blake shook his head. ‘I’ve gotta get some air.’ He bashed the stool beneath the breakfast bar.

Hannah baulked. ‘Blake? What’s wrong? You’re not jealous? Seriously?’

As if he hadn’t heard, Blake grabbed his keys and walked out.

* * *

Halfway to Abbi’s, Blake stopped, bent over, palms to his knees and breathed in, slowly, slowly, but it didn’t help settle the panic thrashing inside. Air. Blake felt it on his face, felt it rush through his nostrils in quick erratic breaths, but it didn’t seem to land in his lungs. His vision blurred. His chest pounded. ‘Fucking, Abbi,’ he mumbled as he exhaled, half crying, half laughing at the ridiculous mess they were now in. How did I let this happen?

He raced the rest of the way to her house, pounded up the stairs, half hoping he’d have the heart attack he’d feared just to stop this sinking feeling. ‘Abbi?’ He knocked hard on the front door. He could hear Game of Thrones blaring on the TV inside. This had all gone too far. ‘Abigale?’

He felt like their secret was a rotten appendix. If he didn’t get it out now, it would blow up. He fumbled for the key, opened the door and barged into the living room to find Will crunching on chips, eyes fixed on the screen (no doubt looking forward to an opportunity to see Daenerys in the raw) and Abbi tapping her toes on Will’s hairy legs like nothing was amiss.

Blake muted the TV. ‘We need to talk.’

* * *

Hearing that an ex-sort-of-boyfriend was possibly murdered should have been an entirely negative experience. But Hannah felt a buzz inside, a tingle on her tongue at the six degrees of separation between her and a potential murderer, like it had awakened the Nancy Drew part of her brain that had lain dormant for years. She racked her mind for any clues to Trev’s obvious connection with at least one seedy character. Normal people don’t wind up as disembodied appendages without something overshadowing them: bad debts, jilted lovers, drug cartels.

All of those things seemed too adventurous for such a conservative, community-focused bloke like Trevor Adler. He was benign: a lacklustre lover, a rule-following, level-headed environmentalist. A teacher with integrity. What scandal could have possibly resulted in his becoming fish-bait? She knew he dabbled in politics a while back, before deciding it wasn’t for him, and was passionately opposed to development on the point, a fact that made him unpopular with some of the business community. But it all seemed so unlikely to have landed him in the drink.

Abbi’s article assumed suicide, and the stats were alarming, but he had been such an advocate for healthy minds and bodies. He’d taught his students to become experts in their own weaknesses and personal strengths, and strive to improve. Kids do well when they can, was his motto. It was simply incongruent that the same man would give up. It must have been accidental. Had he slipped down that slimy boat ramp off his garage? Or maybe he’d been diagnosed with some aggressive cancer and simply preferred to die by his own hand?

Poor Connie Adler – one son lost to mental illness and now this? It felt like this development unveiled a large piece of the puzzle in the mystery bubbling beneath the surface of this town. Hannah returned to her stone-cold steak, to the empty chair before her, and wondered what other key pieces she was missing.

* * *

The next few days since the ‘talk’ at Abbi’s had been as hellish as he’d feared. Blake didn’t like attention, as a rule, and the CIB identifying the victim had brought a flurry of interest in Lago Point once more, and particularly at his police station. They’d sent out a Significant Event message, something they always did when a body was a well known. They rarely bothered for druggos and sex workers – even old men never got the funding for a proper investigation. It was all about the level of publicity a job would attract, and keeping up the illusion of justice for the common folk.

Those fucking Nikes were what steered the CIB’s enquiries towards the victim’s ID. A pre-triathlon photo of Trevor Adler in the shoe that wound up on the shore was a fairly obvious lead. A few people had heard the gossip that Trev moved away to manage a caravan park (as Blake had hoped), which explained why he wasn’t seen in town jogging along the boardwalks, picking up his organic coffee and gluten-free bread, and volunteering at the Cash for Cans.

Because Adler was a cleanskin, CIB needed saliva samples from his mother to confirm the DNA found in the bone marrow was indeed, that of her son. Connie Adler had been recovering in a stroke rehab centre for weeks, which explained why no one had reported Trevor missing. She may have, if she’d been home. If she’d been more lucid.

Luck. It was a fickle bitch.

* * *

A sweaty crowd of locals had gathered down near the picnic area and emotions were running high. The primary school marquee was flapping under a fig tree, and the smell of burnt onion and the sight of Hannah’s pretty face drew Blake over. Her skin was flushed crimson under her elegant fawn hat. She had on a white cotton dress that draped low with the weight of the bumbag of coins strapped to her waist, and Blake’s smile brightened. ‘Hello, young lady.’

Hannah stood from behind the table of sauces and napkins, and kissed him on the lips. ‘I was sure you’d forget I’d be here.’

Blake had forgotten. He had no memory of that conversation, but there was no benefit in telling her that. ‘Had to come visit my favourite person.’ He’d been so distracted working through this new development (and how this changed their little predicament) that he hadn’t paid Hannah any attention since the cops landed on their door the other night. Blake threw Hannah a fiver and grabbed the greaseproof-paper-cocooned bacon-and-egg burger from the tray. ‘School still fundraising for aircon?’ He munched through it. ‘If prisoners get cool air, why can’t our kids?’

‘Well, yes, but today’s takings are for the memorial.’

Blake scoffed a piece of bacon slipping out the side of the roll. ‘Who for?’

Hannah cocked one eyebrow. ‘Trev, perhaps?’

Blake choked on his roll. Suddenly he wasn’t hungry.

‘Trev’ was all Hannah had spoken of since it was made public. Suddenly everyone knew the bastard intimately. It was pathetic. And calling Principal Adler, Trev … Even the name sickened him. He threw the half-eaten burger in the bin.

Despite Trevor’s popularity with locals, Blake had never liked the bloke. Never trusted him. Somehow the snuffing out of this bastard’s life wasn’t even in the vicinity of warranting charity. The last time the community had rallied together in aid of something was when Hannah’s mum was hit. When a family was shattered. Blake would never forget it, not only because he’d known Angela personally, but also because it was his first case, the week he’d started as a constable.

Hannah’s tone was sharp. ‘Do you know how much those plaques cost? And there’s his mother. And besides, people want to acknowledge Trev’s service – he was a teacher here for seventeen years, he was the pioneer of the middle-school program, the—’

‘Yeah, righto.’ Blake was tired of it. It was all people spoke of since the news. Hannah was a serial offender – he couldn’t get to work this morning without her questioning him, asking, Do they have a person of interest? It was always worse when she tried to use their lingo. Like she was in on it. He was trying everything to make sure she wasn’t.

Molly arrived with two huge bags of bread rolls. ‘Hey. I bought fifty. That enough?’

‘Thanks, Mol!’

Molly sat next to her sister. ‘Don’t the P&C do this stuff? How come you got stuck with it?’

‘My idea. I thought Trev deserved a fundraiser, after all he did for the school, the youth group.’

Molly’s eyes widened. ‘This is for him?’

‘Why not?’ Hannah brushed her sister’s arm. ‘Think of all the tireless hours of service he’s given the community.’ Molly told her sister she had to get back to the bakery, and waved goodbye.

A helmet-haired lady pushed to the front of the line. ‘Speaking of that bloke – must have been chopped up, huh? Come to think of it, when I was cleaning the backpackers’ a few weeks ago, one of them fruit-pickers had heaps of big knives under his bunk. Strange. I mean, who keeps knives under their bed?’

Hannah raised her eyebrows. ‘Fisherman might, for filleting?’

‘Or chopping up victims!’

Blake was sick of the whole thing. The whole goddamned thing. ‘C’mon now, ladies. There is no truth in that. The ankle joint had naturally separated from the leg – no knives involved.’

The woman puckered her thin lips. ‘Nothing natural about feet falling off, if you ask me.’

Nothing natural about your obsession with ghastly garden gnomes, either.

‘What you reckon, Constable?’

It’s Sergeant, Blake thought, but didn’t say. The town still saw him as a newbie. A nice, loyal newbie, not capable of managing anything more serious than teenagers mucking around with nangs. Blake felt a burning in his chest and wondered if it was his heart, finally caving in. ‘CIB’s handling this one so, I think it’s best if we leave it to the people with the facts. I mean, accidental death hasn’t even been ruled out.’

Mrs Baxter, with a beard thicker than her husband’s (who drank the supermarket out of Metho every pension day), chimed in. ‘I reckon Malcolm got a hitman out on him. They had a falling out, remember? Over the development? Used to be best mates!’

Her husband (with twelve unpaid parking tickets) disagreed, because that’s what their marriage was about: opposition. ‘Malcolm – the dentist? Hardly. I reckon Catfish coulda done it – no love lost between those Adler brothers. Maybe the voices told him to do it!’

Blake frowned. ‘Catfish? He’s harmless. Why would he want his brother dead?’

Mr Baxter continued. ‘Well, their mother’s been telling anyone who’ll listen she’s over this world, and that waterfront house of hers is worth a mint – its own boat ramp right down to the lake, dual living, views of the spit. The less of the Adler brothers left, the more he gets, don’t he?’

Blake winced. ‘Catfish isn’t exactly materialistic. The guy doesn’t own shoes. All he wants in life is a good crab sandwich and his mutt.’

Another local from the retirement village, with shorts so baggy Blake could have him for indecent exposure, meandered over. ‘I heard the old bugger got caught pocketing the school grant money – telling the P&C their applications weren’t successful and when the cash came in, took the loot for himself!” His breath smelt of salami and Blake had to step back from the stench.

Blake actually liked that one. It sounded plausible. Maybe he should run with it, nothing like a red herring to throw an investigation. After all, he’d already crapped all over procedure. Why not throw in another time-wasting lead? He was in desperate territory now.

The pensioners chatted further about their theories – ‘His conscience finally caught up with him, stealing from the very students he was trying to help, threw himself in the drink! No wonder he retired early!’

Hannah rolled her eyes as she continued serving people for the fundraiser.

The obsession over Trevor Adler’s unsolved murder was like an epidemic, spreading through the residents of Lago Point one cluster at a time. The infection was airborne, carried like spawn on the breath of gossipers, each case more critical than the next, until the town was infested with ugly theories.

None of them was as crazy as the truth.


Chapter 15

THE DAY OF THE FESTIVAL

Forty minutes. It had been forty minutes since his daughter went missing from the Moon Festival, and Will was trying hard to stay focused, stay positive. In his job, he knew things didn’t always turn out the way you hoped, but he couldn’t let that fear cloud his thinking.

His wife was still searching the festival grounds and had called for an update but Will had no good news. Her voice was shredded with fear. ‘God, Will. I’m scared senseless. I thought she was with you! I’d never let her out of my sight, you know that!’

Will pressed his mobile to his ear as he continued to scan their backyard for his daughter. Eadie should have found her way home to him by now. ‘I know. It was a misunderstanding – my fault as much as yours.’

‘She’s probably still walking home, right? We always say to walk home. She’s just got distracted at the swings. Should I look there?’ Her voice had an unnatural melody to it, like she was trying hard to keep it together.

‘I came home that way, but she could be there now.’ He sat on the garden edge, gave a heavy sigh. ‘Remember when she used to hide, and we’d be searching everywhere and get angry and then she’d get too scared to show herself? So, don’t be angry if you call her, okay? She’s probably scared she’s in trouble now. I’ll wait here and look around ring me the second you find her.’

Will hung up, the muffled cheers from the distant crowds an unwelcome distraction. He raked his fingers through his hair, started pacing the backyard, the lanterns floating overhead like pendant jewels, illuminating the garden, the side fence. He saw there were a couple of wooden palings missing. He’d been meaning to replace them. But as he stepped closer, he noticed the support beam had been kicked out at the base, dislodged from the rotting post, forming a triangular gap. Will saw it as another thing to fix.

But to a five-year-old, it was a secret passageway. A tunnel. A portal to another world.

There was a kid-sized gap in the fence – he was sure the palings weren’t kicked out before. Instinct pulled him closer. He refused to entertain the logic of the situation – that the missing girl was five years old, that she hated the dark, that she’d be terrified alone. He didn’t allow himself to face the fact that the adjoining steep yard was overgrown with twisted shrubs. One wrong step and …

She had to be okay. He didn’t want to live in a world where she wasn’t.

Eadie was a dreamer – she’d probably invented a magical world in which she escaped a fire-breathing dragon by crawling through a secret passage to a palace filled with unicorns. Or, perhaps she had followed the lanterns’ path, found the neighbours, eyes to the sky, and was now keeping them company.

Will paced towards the pushed-out fence, scurried over to the Adlers’ place.

The back roller-door to their garage was open. She’ll be inside, having milk and cookies with the old bat, or playing Scrabble with Principal Adler. Safe.

It took him a moment to adjust his vision, because what he thought he saw just wasn’t possible. He squinted, like a sharpened focus would change the picture before him. The unthinkable scene.

The moon cast panels of light and shade across the sawdust–covered floor. A small work lamp in the corner. A medley of clutter; scattered tools, offcuts of timber. And his daughter.

‘What the hell?’ Will growled, staring at the corner of the garage like he was watching a sick, twisted film. He felt his limbs charge, curls of spent timber squash under his shoes as he bounded towards her. Eadie. His sweet, innocent Eadie. That filthy man’s arm between her thighs, his fingers inside, his eyes closed, his mouth wide like a clown at the fair, a grotesque look of pleasure flushing his face.

One airborne leap later, Will had him by the throat. Towering over his prey, Will picked the filthy creature up by his shirt, and hurled him against a pegboard of hanging tools.

He looked back to Eadie, saw the horror in her face and tried to calm his voice. ‘Go home, hon! Mummy will be there in a sec.’ He watched her, paused momentarily, glancing back to catch sight of his daughter’s retreat. Then every part of him focused on the matter at hand. All he could see was red. All he could feel was heat. ‘What the fuck were you doing?’ he roared.

‘It’s not what you—’ the coward uttered, shielding his face, spit dribbling from the crack in the corner of his mouth as Will pressed him harder against the wall. ‘I was just helping her down off the trestle—’

‘Bullshit!’ Will screamed, banging Trevor against the wall. Trevor moaned, the pegs from the tool board stabbing into his neck. Will’s primal instinct to protect his child raged as he right-hooked him, firm in the jaw.

The slight man shook the punch off, touched his mouth.

A moment of clarity dawned on Will. He stood back, took a breath, caught up with himself.

‘Shame, really,’ Trevor muttered with a wry smile, his tongue reaching for the fresh cut on his lip, ‘that children have to grow up. Turn into adults, like you and me.’

With that, like a slingshot being tensioned, as if by some unknown force, Will felt his arm being wrenched back and his fist hit him again.

In slow motion, he saw the man fall, a string of saliva drooling, suspended in time. Trevor slowly slumped to the hard, concrete floor. Ears ringing, hand throbbing, Will stumbled back, a shudder in his breath he couldn’t still. ‘Will?’ His wife’s voice was tender, but full of fear. He hadn’t heard her footsteps, nor her gasp at the sight of their neighbour sprawled like a morbid snow angel on the concrete.

* * *

Will turned to her, saw Eadie’s tiny frame clinging to her. ‘Is he okay?’ Eadie asked, her eyebrows pulled together with concern.

Trevor moaned and tried to sit up. Will wanted to kick him again to keep him down, but resisted as he collapsed again, unconscious.

‘Get her out of here!’ he roared, and again he felt the separation from his body. Another force was in control, of his hand, his voice. Not him.

Abbi retreated, scurrying as best she could with a lanky child in her arms, out the garage door and down the side to the street.

Will surveyed the scene: the bastard was still out cold, but not for long. He kicked Adler’s torso, merely to rouse him, he told himself, but harder than necessary.

Trevor lifted his head, and groaned. ‘Stop! Okay! I’m sorry,’ he cried. ‘You don’t know how I’ve tried.’ Trevor pulled himself up, leaned against the wall, closed his eyes in shame. ‘Tried to dampen the urge.’

‘Evidently not fucking hard enough!’ Will exhaled. ‘But don’t worry, they’ll help you with that in jail, you prick.’ He battled the impulse to punch him again, smash his ribs, break his bones.

‘You don’t know what it’s like. You’re free to love who you love without it making you loathe yourself.’ A trickle of blood travelled down Trevor’s temple as he mumbled something like, ‘No one wants to be a monster.’

Will had no sympathy, and no time to care. ‘Don’t you ever so much as look at her again, you hear me? Better still, clear the fuck out. You’re not welcome here.’

He paced down the side and into the street. Abbi had sunk to the ground across the road behind a frangipani tree, Eadie in her arms. She wore a harried look, wild eyes darting about as she took in his expression. ‘What’s going on?’

‘He was …’ The words ballooned on his tongue. An overwhelming sense of failure crippled him. He crouched on the overgrown grass beside his girls. He watched as Eadie stared blankly back at the garage, the light a thin line beneath the front Tilt-A-Dor. He watched as the face of the woman he loved morphed from curiously alarmed to waxy with horror.

‘Oh, God no!’ Her hand pressed against her lips as she rocked Eadie gently in her arms. Realisation struck like a bullet. ‘No, no.’ He could see the panic rise through her, which didn’t help his own. ‘What did you see? Tell me.’

He whispered what he saw. She cradled her daughter’s head in her hands, landing butterfly kisses on her forehead, her cheeks. ‘My baby, are you okay?’ Abbi breathed, inspecting each hand, each finger like she did the day Eadie was born, looking for a sign, a scar, anything to signpost what their little girl had endured. She had sawdust on her shoes, food stains on her dress, but that was all.

‘Has this happened before?’ Abbi pleaded. Eadie looked more confused than traumatised.

‘Slow down, hon. She’ll pick up on your fear,’ he whispered to his wife.

Abbi turned on him, raised her voice. ‘Would you rather pretend it didn’t happen? Let her assume this is okay?’

‘She needs to feel safe,’ he whispered. ‘Panic won’t do that.’

Will tried to gather his thoughts and breathe. He cuddled his daughter, reassured her, and took a moment to really see her. He stared into the sweet innocence of those eyes he knew so well. There were no tears, no tangible sign of what had transpired. But in the same way a ghost might sweep into a dusty barn, an invisible, eerie presence, so unfamiliar, swam in her eyes. The difference was so slight, so subtle that Will couldn’t have said what had changed.

But as he looked over his shoulder at the Adler house, he knew that everything had.

* * *

Once Eadie was settled in bed, the reality of it all hit Abbi hard. She was unravelling. ‘To think I was off helping Blake when she was in that shed with that man. God, I feel sick.’ She bent over the kitchen sink.

‘This is not your fault. It was an unfortunate set of circumstances we never could’ve foreseen.’

‘I’ve been too trusting of people.’ She went and checked the front door was locked, looked over to him, head hung, as he perched on the kitchen stool. ‘He’s lived in our street for years. Did you ever suspect? We had him in our home for all those Christmas drinks things, remember?’

Will shook his head. ‘They don’t come with warning labels.’

Abbi walked through to the lounge and across to the side window. ‘I can’t just sit here when he’s next door. He needs to be in handcuffs. I can’t wait for Blake to take him away. Arrest him.’ She looked up the street, scanning, watching. She could barely make out Trevor’s house behind the trees separating their properties, the nature strip all that buffered them from pure evil.

Will followed, and exhaled as he lowered himself onto the couch. His chin dipped to his chest. ‘You’re forgetting something.’ He rubbed his hands across his thighs. ‘I assaulted him. I had him by the throat. If you hadn’t walked in, I might have …’ He shook his head, shame masking his face.

It was true. She’d never seem him lose composure that way before.

Abbi joined him on the couch, laced her fingers behind his neck, locked eyes with his. ‘But you didn’t. He deserved what he got. He provoked you in the worst possible way. Any father would have reacted the way you did.’ Her was face was wet with tears, taking in his guilt.

He stroked his chin. ‘Maybe I should check on him.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Leave us to go help that animal?’

‘How’s it going to look to the cops if the town doctor left an injured man alone? I might have broken his jaw.’

‘I hope you did.’ She shook her head. ‘You said he was talking when you left. He can ring an ambulance if he’s that bad. Fuck him!’

Will ran his hands over his face. ‘Okay, I’ll go down the station, make a statement.’

‘It’s okay, I called Blake when you were reading to Eadie. He’s going to sort it out, go ’round there.’

He moved closer. ‘You told him?’

‘Of course. We had to report it, and I wanted to make sure he managed it. I don’t want strangers prodding her, examining her. She’s been through enough.’

Will frowned. ‘We need to do this the right way, above board. The sooner the better for the collection of evidence. But don’t worry – Child Protection does everything possible to ensure the process is as child-focused as possible. But I doubt they’d arrest him tonight – it’s late.’

Abbi shook her head. ‘I can’t sleep knowing he’s out there.’ Looking out to his house in the distance, she felt his roofline goading her from between branches, Here I am.

Will kissed her on the forehead. ‘He’s a coward, Abs. An opportunist. She walked right into his shed. He wouldn’t dare look at her again.’

He’d made sure of that.


Chapter 16

35 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Blake muted Game of Thrones on the TV. ‘We need to talk’.

‘What the?’ Will grabbed the remote back, but stilled when he saw Blake’s seriousness.

‘Did you guys see cops next door today, by chance?’

Will’s eyebrows raised. ‘What, a break-in? Wouldn’t have thought they had much to steal. Place has been vacant, I spose, with Connie in hospital.’

‘It wasn’t a break-in,’ Blake said. ‘It was a warrant.’

Abbi was statue-still and staring.

There was no easy way to do this, and besides, it would be on the news tomorrow anyway. ‘They’ve identified the owner of the foot. It was your neighbour, Trevor Adler.’

Abbi sprung up from her slump. ‘What?’

God, she was good. ‘Yep.’

‘How did they … What makes them … I mean, how do they know?’ Abbi asked, pale and breathless.

‘A new lead – photo of him in the Nikes at some fun run. They’ve searched his house. They’re questioning locals, bound to get to you.’

Will’s eyes widened. ‘Jesus. You told me he was in Coffs Harbour. That the New South Wales coppers were looking for him. Didn’t think he’d have the balls to come back here.’

Blake hadn’t thought this through. He wasn’t ready for Will. He’d been so busy worrying about what the CIB knew, he’d forgotten what version he’d spun to Will. He could see the man’s logical mind ticking, ticking, ticking.

‘He was.’ Blake swallowed, as if the lie were a pill he could make disappear that easily.

Concern washed over Will’s face. ‘Do they reckon he came home to knock himself off? Throw himself in the river? Seems strange.’

‘I don’t think they have a clue.’ Blake hoped they didn’t have a clue.

‘They have my statement though – they know what he was.’ Will looked at his wife. ‘Jesus, I would’ve killed the prick if you hadn’t walked in, hon. You can’t live a life like that without collecting enemies.’

Isn’t that the truth.

Abbi stared at Will, a strange expression on her face Blake could not read.

‘But God, he’s dead?’ Will raked his fingers over his cheeks.

‘Well, they’ve brought in some hotshot Detective Sergeant – Mason’s a piece of work, actually. He interviewed Hannah.’

‘Hannah?’ Will and Abbi said in unison.

‘Sounds like she had a thing with him,’ Blake said.

Will frowned. ‘Who? The detective?’

‘The victim.’

Will’s eyes widened. ‘Wow.’ He grimaced. ‘When?’

‘Years ago, back when they were teaching together. Before me. Well, between stints.’

Will’s mouth warped. ‘Jesus.’

For an atheist, the bloke sure prayed a lot.

Blake swallowed, hard. ‘People gossiped about it. I was never sure if she actually did.’ He looked away as he got up. ‘It’s disgusting. To think of her with him. To think of his … Christ, I think I’m gonna be sick.’ He walked to the kitchen sink on the island bench and leaned in, splashed water on his face, exhaled, then paced back into the lounge. ‘I mean, if you’ve had sex with someone, in a way it’s like having sex with everyone they’ve ever been with, you know?’

Will frowned, making a small mock-choking noise. ‘You sound like an STD prevention ad.’ Will was making light of it, but Blake sensed he was flapping on the inside. Neither of them could hide their disgust for the rock spider. And how would Hannah react if, or when, she finds out what her ex-lover did to a little girl? She’d be sickened.

Blake glanced over at Abbi – that curtain of wavy hair, soft creamy skin and big velvety eyes.

Blake felt his composure crumble, feeling far less subtle about venting how he felt. ‘That prick makes my skin crawl. Always has. Call it a street kid’s sixth sense or something but I feel like I was watching that guy all my life, waiting for something bad to happen, to him or by him I was never sure, but I was primed to try to prevent it. But it happened anyway.’

Will frowned. ‘They’ll want to hear it from me, surely. How the bastard defiled my daughter. My statement from that night has to be part of the investigation, right?’

Blake exhaled, loudly. He had to vent some of the secrecy. It was seeping through his stomach like poison. He looked over to Abbi, as if in warning. ‘Ah, here’s the thing, Will. I never lodged it.’

‘What?’ Will glanced at Abbi, then focused back on Blake. Still calm. Still unflappable. ‘You said you did. That you had an arrest warrant out on him, alerts in New South Wales.’

Abbi sat, eyes wide.

Blake’s eyes slammed closed.

‘You told me that telling the school would interfere with the investigation. That it would jeopardise getting the charges to stick. You said it was best to keep things close. That you’d personally handle it, find him and charge him. Remember that, Blake?’ The words came in a torrent.

Blake was silent as he twisted his jaw and glanced up at Abbi.

Will shook his head. ‘You stood in my house, the morning after my daughter was assaulted, took my statement, and said you’d get the bastard. Why the hell didn’t you? Because the only reason I can think of is you didn’t believe me. I saw what I saw.’ Will poked the air.

Blake felt for the guy. For every victim who was doubted. ‘I wish it was, Will. I just didn’t want you to draw attention, to be pinned for this.’

‘What?’ Will gave a cold smile. ‘He wasn’t dead then. You said his car was gone. That he’d shot through. How did you know he’d wind up in the water?’

Abbi sent a knowing glance Blake’s way, but he couldn’t face it. He didn’t want to lose the nerve to do what he knew he had to do. Buzzing filled his mind. His hand trembled. ‘His Patrol was gone because I drove it to Pott’s Beach, took the handbrake off and pushed it into the fucking ocean.’ He was sick of this. Sick of the spreadsheet in his mind of what he’d said to whom. God, confession felt good. ‘Mate, I think it’s time your wife is honest with you.’ He felt himself sliding towards an even bigger confession, aching for the relief of the burden, wanting the lies he’d built around him to collapse so he could gain control of his life again.

‘Blake! You don’t know what you’re starting,’ Abbi cried, her eyes wide as she grabbed his arm, trying to drag him into the kitchen and away from Will.

Will stood by, glaring at his wife. ‘Abbi? You knew about this?’

She turned back to Blake. ‘Blake, just think about this first. You’re upset.’

‘Abbi – it’s Will. He’s never going to do anything to hurt you. He can help us sort through this.’ Blake was embarrassed by the neediness in his voice, but it was true. He was sick of being the only grown-up in this conundrum.

Abbi showed her wounded face. The same face she’d used on him that God-awful night. This time, Blake was immune to those big, brown eyes.

She walked over, pulled Blake into the kitchen, out of Will’s earshot and whispered, ‘You promised you wouldn’t – said you’d never turn me in.’

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Abbi heard Will yell from the lounge. They only had seconds. She pulled Blake deeper into the room.

Blake spoke through gritted teeth out the corner of his lips. ‘I’m not turning you in. Jesus, you’re such a drama queen. I’m just telling your husband.’

She folded her arms as Will’s stomps grew closer. ‘Don’t you know?’ Her voice was soft, a whisper. ‘It’s the same thing.’

* * *

Abbi was trembling, hit with vertigo that made her unsteady, just as it had the morning after the festival. After everything she’d done to move on, she was back to this.

Will entered the kitchen to catch them eyeballing each other. ‘Is someone going to fill me in here?’

Abbi and Blake just stood and stared.

This scene had gone too far. There was no way out other than the truth, and Abbi felt partly relieved. She’d agonised every day about whether to come clean to her husband, feeling the stream of lies corrode their relationship. She was spineless, fearful this would be the beginning of the end.

‘Sit for a sec, mate,’ Blake asked Will.

Will ignored him.

Abbi’s hands started to shake and she sat to avoid keeling over, taking Will’s hand and guiding him to join her.

He sat, the stool barely visible under his girth. ‘Just say it.’

Blake stood between them, like a mediator. ‘You know the night we’re talking about, right? The festival? Well, when I arrived next door later that night to arrest him, Abbi was in Trevor’s garage.’

Abbi wiped tears away. She realised the lying would not end now. Not yet. Not with the version of events Blake had to offer. The lies were just getting bigger, bolder, braver. But she wasn’t feeling brave or bold.

Will looked more hurt than alarmed. ‘You went in? You … You …’

Her eyes stayed on Will. She had categorised every expression, every gesture of his over the years. She knew his tongue pressed into his bottom lip, just a pinch, when he was thinking; that his eyes squinted when he was disappointed, that they danced when Eadie entered the room. Even when their daughter was born, he’d kept things under wraps – a slight clearing of the throat, perhaps, but it didn’t mean he didn’t feel. But right now, the canvas of his face was completely still and stony white. Sweat beaded on his lip. Horror flickered in his eyes.

‘You killed him?’ His voice shook.

There had been so many versions of events that she hesitated at first, the facts lost in the smoke and mirrors. Abbi felt her chest tighten, the pressure so unbearable she thought she would burst. She couldn’t answer, but he knew. He knew what she was saying, even when she wasn’t.

Will squared his jaw, flared his nostrils as his breathing raced. ‘You lied to me.’ His eyes squinted as he said the word, as if the truth were so precious, he couldn’t quite believe it. Will looked over to Blake, his face as crestfallen as his own. ‘Both of you.’

Then he directed his wrath back to her. ‘Why? Why not just fucking tell me?’

She inhaled a jagged breath. ‘We thought you’d … have trouble with the concept of— ’

‘Killing someone? Ya think?’ Will paced the room, raking his fingers through his thick hair. ‘I mean, God, Abbi. It’s a human life! No one has the right to end someone’s life!’

Abbi grabbed his hand. ‘We never meant to—’

Will raised his hand to silence her. ‘I’ll get to you. You first.’ He looked Blake straight in the eye. ‘Tell me everything you saw.’


Chapter 17

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL.

Blake parked his vehicle at the bottom of the cul-de-sac, but he could still hear a rowdy hum coming from the festival. He was determined to keep calm, to do it right. The last thing he wanted was for Eadie, Abbi and Will to be put through the wringer, only for a resulting conviction to be quashed because he fucked up protocol. When the perp was a local, sometimes it helped to smooth things over by keeping it informal: wear plain clothes and play it down. He’d known the bastard for years – never trusted him, but he was a mild-mannered, small-framed guy and so Blake didn’t expect any trouble. These types were cowards at their core.

Blake knew how to play it. He expected nothing more than an awkward conversation, a polite request to bring him downtown to tell his side. Blake’s only concern was letting his disgust for the man get the better of him. Trevor’s Patrol was still in the drive. He knocked. ‘Mr Adler?’

Three times. No movement from the house other than a white cat sniffing his boots. He knew the bloke’s old lady was immobile, but thought Trevor might have at least wanted to settle this thing, explain his side of this fucked-up mess. It had been a while since Blake had been faced with anything more than domestic violence or kids on smack. Bile pushed up his throat.

He knew he had to keep the emotion out of this one – Abbi’s unhinged cries on the phone to ‘arrest the bastard’ echoed in his mind. Blake tried to rein in the fury he felt. He was usually level headed with crims, even with the druggos and vandals, he knew how easily life could go off the rails. But not this crime. Not this victim.

He followed the cat to the side of the property, past a Kombi rusting on stumps and a partially covered woodpile. Blake noticed a handcrafted doll’s house in the window, like a red light in a brothel, and felt sick. He hurried towards the back of the garage that adjoined the house. Screw the fact that he didn’t have witness statements – they were a given – he’d have them by morning and everything would be above board.

The shed backed onto a boat-ramp allowing direct access to the lake. Blake saw Trevor’s tinnie tethered to the oyster-crusted pylon, banging in the ebbing tide at the bottom of the embankment. If the car and boat were still here, he was most likely around, too.

The cat darted past Blake’s boots and slipped under a half-raised roller-door. Unease clung to his throat. Blake felt his heart thump as his fingers reached for the holstered Glock on his belt, and remembered he wasn’t in uniform. He didn’t even have his cuffs.

Perhaps this was a mistake. He should come back tomorrow with Ho.

He levered the door up with his boot, the metal riders screeching as it rolled, revealing a cluttered workshop.

‘What the!’ Blake surveyed the scene: blood drips on sawdust, offcut timber, a frenzy of footprints and Abbi, standing over a corpse.

* * *

She held the block of wood like a cricket bat at her side, Trevor Adler at her feet.

‘What the hell happened?’ Blake shouted, as he lunged towards the man splayed awkwardly on the floor. ‘Call an ambulance!’ He crouched next to him. He knew the bastard was dead before he felt for a pulse. Corpses had a look about them, a stillness that breathing folk never showed. He straddled him anyway, wiped some sort of residue off Trevor’s mouth and beard with his shirt and began CPR. He was drowning in questions, but clear headed. He’d been trained to be efficient under pressure, and he was.

‘Abbi?’ When she didn’t answer, he glanced at her, standing idly by like there wasn’t a dead man at her feet. ‘You all right? Did he attack you?’

She ignored him as stood over the body as if she’d hit a roo on the highway. As if he were roadkill; inconvenient, disgusting, but part of the life cycle.

‘Why are you even here? I said I’d deal with it.’ Blake couldn’t hide his exasperation as he straddled her neighbour, pumped at his chest. The coppery stink of blood rose in his nostrils, laced with what smelt like vomit. ‘You rang ten minutes ago. Ten minutes! Now he’s fucking dead!’

‘I came back for her.’ She spoke like it was obvious.

Blake frowned. ‘For Eadie?’ He stopped compressions as panic dashed through him. He looked over the shed. ‘Where’s Eadie now? Did he get to her again?’

Abbi stared, like he hadn’t spoken. Like he wasn’t there at all.

She’d totally lost it. He wished he’d called this in, wished he’d brought back-up.

‘Gemma. She can’t sleep without her.’ A ragged, one-eyed bunny was pressed against her chest like an infant.

‘Her bunny? You broke into a paedo’s house for a stuffed animal?’ Blake shook his head. ‘What the fuck happened here?’

He stared down at the man beneath him, lost count of the compressions. With each pump, the body shook, but only sucked another puff of hope from Blake’s mind until he was certain he was unresponsive.

Trevor’s chest was motionless. There were no breathing sounds, nothing to be heard but the lapping waves, relentless against the jetty. Blake hoped that didn’t mean a boat was passing. That people were heading home, heading past this house.

Blake punched the man’s chest in anger as he pushed off his body, sat amid the sawdust, now a mayhem of swirls. He felt overcome, but not from grief. The piss-ant could rot in hell for all he cared. What disturbed Blake was what had to happen next.

Abbi squatted next to him. ‘Have you seen one before?’ Her voice was sweet and quiet, like a child’s.

All expression was erased from Blake’s face, as if he were a robot set on standby. ‘Heaps. First one was back in my traffic days. It was kind of unrecognisable though. A bikie – head-on with a truck.’

Blake hadn’t been on a motorbike since.

Crouched on the hard floor, he ran through the original scene, picturing the report he’d have to make: swollen right eye, coagulated blood around a deep cut on the victim’s swollen lip – the likely source of the blood. He closed his eyes to think: Trevor had been on his side when he’d checked his airways, one hand holding his own neck. Had he choked? Suffocated? He couldn’t unravel this scene at a glance, it didn’t add up.

He looked over at Abbi, tried to reconcile the warm, vivacious person he knew with the cold statue sitting next to him. Detached and devoid of emotion. His eyelids fluttered uncontrollably. There was no escaping this. The town would be in uproar. CIB would get their hands on it. And Eadie …

Abbi’s love for her daughter was fierce. He knew that to be true. He thought of the stories of mothers with superhuman strength lifting cement pylons to free their babies, taking bullets for their kids. She came back for a toy, my arse. ‘You came back for him.’ It was a whisper more than anything – he didn’t even look at her as he spoke. ‘You did this.’

His chest caved in, sucking out what little breath he had left. He shook his head. It was simple. ‘I have to call this in. Now.’

She inhaled sharply. How could she not have expected this? Abbi sprang to life like his words were pure adrenalin, crouched down to Blake’s eye level. ‘You have to help me, Blay.’ Her glossy eyes searched his. ‘Please.’

He shook his head. ‘You killed him and thought you’d invite me into your shit-storm? Christ, Abbi.’ His head filled with heat. ‘What were you thinking? What the hell do you expect me to do?’

‘We’ve always had each other’s backs – haven’t we? I need help!’

This was his job. His life! ‘Help? Bit late for that. You shoulda stayed home! But as usual you’re a bull at a gate with no thought for the consequences. You had to make this about you.’

‘None of this would have even happened if I hadn’t left the festival to bring you your fucking key!’

Blake’s eyes narrowed. ‘So, it’s my fault you killed someone?’

As though she hadn’t heard him, she started pacing like she was brainstorming a new story idea. ‘We could make it look like suicide.’

She’d thought he would cover for her. That’s why he was here. No one would suspect the bubbly mum who did the fluff pieces for the local news was a murderer. He wouldn’t have believed it himself if he hadn’t seen it. Killers look exactly like their victims. Heat ran up Blake’s neck and filled his head. ‘No, Abbi. No fucking way.’

‘Will mentioned Trevor was burnt out from looking after his mum. Maybe he was depressed? He could make a statement.’ She’d gone from comatose to enthused.

‘Yeah? And what about the injuries?’

‘I’ll say he came at me with a wrench!’

‘You think they’ll believe that? He was a conservationist. A hippie. He protested when they mistreated donkeys in the fucking Christmas parade. I mean, Jesus Christ, what happened? You were holding a plank when I got here. How long was he down for?’

‘She wouldn’t settle … after what happened. When I came back for her bunny he startled me.’

‘Startled you? It’s his fucking house! You were breaking and entering.’

‘The creep was holding it. Smelling it.’ She seemed to snap back to reality with a look of excitement and put her hand on Blake’s forearm. ‘I could say he went crazy – that it was self-defence. Maybe he was trying to get rid of me to keep his secret from getting out?’

Adler, Principal of the Year, a raging madman? Was it any less credible than Abbi Adams, fluff-piece journalist and cold-blooded murderer? ‘You’ve lost it, Abs! They’ll comb this place – every inch will be forensically tested. Infrared lights. Sniffer dogs. Blood-spatter experts. The facts will be indisputable. And you entered his house.’

Abbi’s eyes fell on the thick timber – blood smeared on the heavy tip. Oh, God. ‘What do I do with it? My fingerprints …’ She dropped it and shook her head. ‘I never meant for this. You have to believe me. I just wanted to get her bunny back, but when I saw him again, holding it in the dark …’ She was in a trance. ‘I just exploded. When he fell, he hit his head on the way down.’ She touched the scratch on her hand. ‘I was scared. It was an accident, I swear.’

Blake felt a surge of hope. He nodded. ‘Then we say that.’ She was provoked. It was self-defence. She might even get out in a year, with parole. You could come back from that.

Abbi shook her head. ‘They won’t believe he’s capable of violence because of his standing in the Goddamn community.’

‘So, we tell him what he did. What he really was.’

‘Then they’ll think I murdered him – that it gave me motive.’ Abbi’s eyes widened. ‘I can’t go to jail! Think of Eadie. It will ruin her.’

Blake hung his head in his hands and exhaled. ‘If you wanted to cover this up, Abbi, why involve me? Why bring me down in the shit with you?’

‘Please, Blake. What are you going to do, arrest me? Leave Eadie motherless? You of all people know what it’s like to grow up with a mother behind bars.’

She was right about that. Was he seriously going to cuff the closest thing to family he had left? The person who’d once made him feel like he could hope for more than just survival?

She stroked his arm, and he pulled away. ‘Can’t we just think about this?’ she said. ‘It’s my life we’re talking about. Eadie’s life. Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve turned a blind eye for a mate.’

Blake was dumbstruck. He never would have believed Abbi could be vindictive enough to bring that history up now. ‘You wouldn’t.’ If she did, it would wreck any chance he ever had with Hannah; not to mention losing his job.

The Persian licking its paws on the workbench pricked its ears and darted between two storage cupboards. The side security bulb triggered and cut shards of light through the window exacerbating the horror inside, the white of Trevor’s face against the blood-speckled floor. Blake crept to the window at half-mast and saw an ambulance parked on the street.

‘What the hell? You called the ambos after beating a man to death?’ He ran his fingers through sweat-soaked hair.

‘Course not. I have no idea what they’re doing here. What do we do?’

Whatever the ambos’ reason for being here, it would only be minutes before they’d invade the scene. Often, they had authority to enter, instructions from locals to find hidden keys, especially with old folks like Connie. He needed to buy time. ‘They’ll check for access, make sure no one’s unconscious and unable to answer the door.’

‘They can’t see him! Just help me move him out of view.’ She bent down to grab the body.

Blake threw his hands in the air. ‘I’m not going to be a part of this.’

Abbi grabbed the bloody weapon she’d hit Trevor with, and threw it in the lake as hard as she could. Which wasn’t actually that far.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Saving myself.’ The wood offcut floated out of view into the darkness. She came closer. ‘Look, Blake, I’m not saying you have to cover for me, just buy us some time. He’s dead already. There’s nothing they can do for him now. We can sort this out when they’re gone.’

Blake’s head felt like it would explode; he was screwed either way. His eyes took in Abbi’s distraught face, her wet cheeks, the desperation in her eyes. The same smile as her mum, their mum, warm and vulnerable. Could he live with himself if he didn’t help her?

The boat ramp was only metres from the body. The back roller-door would close it off, out of view if they came in the front.

He heard car doors slam in the drive. Footsteps up the porch. The white noise of the ambos’ CB radio. A figure shadowed the stained glass flanking the main garage door.

‘I don’t fucking believe this,’ Blake said, adrenalin charging his limbs and panic filling his mind, just as he heard the paramedics talking on the street. ‘Grab his legs.’

* * *

Blake heard Abbi wince as her back scraped against the rough bricks of the garage where she was skulking out of view of the ambos. As he pulled down the back Tilt-A-dor, he paced down the side to find two paramedics sniffing around the front door, calling out, ‘Mr Adler?’ It was Ethan, one of the young snappers, calling, knocking. He saw Blake. ‘Mate. You get called out too, Sarge?’

‘Ethan, g’day mate. Yeah, heard it on the radio and was on my way home from my shift – storm in a tea cup, really.’ Blake’s breath hitched. ‘Damn kids. We’ve had a few pranks at this address – last week it was his letterbox vandalised. Another time someone turned off his bait fridge – stank to high heaven. Ex-students, perhaps, getting even.’

Ethan nodded. ‘Yeah? Thought he was pretty popular. Didn’t they name the hall after him?’

‘Mighta, yeah. Anyway, I’ll let you guys on your way – all seems to be in order. I’ll just do a drive by later.’

Ethan didn’t retreat. ‘Thought it might be the old girl again, had a call-out to her not long ago – Trevor couldn’t get her back into bed. She’s getting on now, huh?’ Ethan said.

‘And what is it – dementia?’ Ethan’s partner said. Blake had forgotten his name. Maybe I’ve got the beginnings of dementia? He took a breath, tried to appear relaxed. Like this was any routine call out. Nothing to see here.

‘She’s not home – out at that stroke rehab place in Mornington, I heard.’

‘Right, okay. Lucky she’s got Trevor then,’ Ethan’s partner said as if he had all day to chat. As if there wasn’t a dead body lolling just above the waterline fifty metres from where they stood. ‘Connie’s other son – he’s a bit of a looper – all that muttering to himself.’

Was that a technical term? Blake took offence on the man’s behalf. He’d always liked Catfish and that huge rescue mutt of his. He’d take him over his brother any day, as it turned out.

‘Anyway.’ Blake fingered his mobile, willing it to ring just to get the paramedics out of his face, out of his crime scene, so he could work out what the hell to do now. ‘I’ll catch you later, huh?’

‘Probably feel better if I could chat to Trevor – you know, for the report.’

Ethan. Always by the book, the straight bastard. ‘Yeah, I get it. Headquarters, huh? But I checked, he’s not here, mate. Banged on the door, went around the back, all clear. No sign of anyone.’ Unless you’re counting corpses. ‘Trev, well, he’s probably at the festival like everyone else.’ He surprised himself. The lies just kept coming. Sailing on a sea of them.

‘Probably right.’ Ethan nodded, seemed happy with that, and Blake’s stomach uncoiled. ‘Got another drunk at the festival to contend with, by the sounds. Should probably check it out.’ The paramedics went on their way with a cheerio.

Oblivious.

As the white van made the descent out of view, Blake darted out the back, expecting to see Trevor’s pale corpse wobbling on the shoreline behind his tinnie.

It wasn’t.

‘Abbi, what the hell? Where is it?’

She hesitantly nudged her head around the corner near the hedge, surveyed the slippery boat ramp down to the river.

‘Shit. You weren’t watching?’

‘A boat came past fast, right in close. I hid. The wash must have swept him … Oh God!’ she gasped as the enormity of it hit home. This was a complete bungled mess, spiralling out of control.

Blake paced along the jetty. ‘He’s bloody gone! He’s fucking gone!’

‘Are you sure he was totally dead?’

‘Totally dead?’ And she’s the one with the degree. ‘Course he was dead! Jesus.’

Seconds passed, silent, leaden.

‘But isn’t this good?’ Abbi brightened. ‘We don’t have to deal with it anymore. Bodies sink, right?’

‘Yes, Einstein. They sink. For days, they sink, until they start to rot. Then they float.’

Abbi inhaled, like she’d just realised they had a problem. As if everything was peachy until then. ‘Days? We can’t wait days – we have to find him. How far could he float in five minutes?’

Blake scratched his face in frustration before looking out into the darkness and wading in past his knees.

Abbi ran back up the jetty, face white with fear, and into the shed, returning with a broom. She followed Blake in, poking randomly at the rocky waterbed. ‘He’s got to be just here. How far could he get?’

‘There’s this thing called a tide, Abs. Heard of it?’

‘But the spit – it’s closed off from the ocean here.’

‘Here. But not everywhere. It’s part of a network of estuaries. How can you live here and not know that?’

‘I’m not thinking.’ Abbi surveyed the deep, dark waterway in front of them as Blake waded about like a trout fisherman. ‘So, he could come to the surface anywhere?’

‘Anywhere in the lake. Unless he gets caught on some debris, tree roots on the bank.’ Blake’s whisper was getting louder as he became more frustrated, continually looking over his shoulder, scanning up the side of the house to the road. The units on the other side were full of tourists, and he hoped they were still at the festival, half pissed, not on their balconies. But the lanterns were long gone. Groups would be wandering home by now.

Abbi looked panicked. He could see she wanted this over with. ‘How long till he floats?’

‘I don’t know!’ He was drenched now, his hair slick, his arms glossy in the moonlight.

‘Didn’t you learn this stuff at the academy?’

‘How to hide a body? Must have missed that week.’ Blake thought he’d stumbled on it, but it was only a mossy crab pot, sunken in the mud.

Abbi stayed close to him, like the Loch Ness Monster was going to get her if she strayed.

‘Check over there. We need to cover more ground.’

‘Blake. I’m freaking out here!’

‘Think I’m good with this? Just find him!’

‘But—’ She stopped, looked back over her shoulder as he waded about in the darkness. He thought back to ghastly scenes on TV – serial killers dissolving bodies in acid as if they were hazardous waste, chopping people like cuts of meat. Was this their Breaking Bad?

‘Blake? If we do find it. What do we do then?’


Chapter 18

35 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Abbi sat motionless on the couch, legs folded to her chest, watching Will’s reaction, as Blake walked him through his version of what happened that night, weeks before. Will kept shaking his head in disbelief at their stupidity. ‘You never found him?’

‘Not till the foot.’ Blake coloured.

‘So, you hid this from me, both of you, for this long. Why?’

Abbi realised it was absurd, when he put it like that. ‘I thought you’d force me to turn myself in. Do the right thing.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t get it. You told me you went to see Blake take him away. Blake finds you wielding a weapon in the shed. Still doesn’t tell me how he wound up dead.’

Abbi swallowed, prepared. ‘I panicked! He just came at me.’

‘Adler found you. In his shed. Which door did he come through? From the house?’

‘Yes.’

‘He got angry, and what, lunged at you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was the back door open?’

Abbi tried to think. ‘The back Tilt-A-Dor, you mean?’

‘Either. Could you get out? Was he holding you captive?’

Who was this man? ‘What is this, a cross-examination? You know how upset I was. It was dark. He didn’t realise I was there at first, but he must have heard me slide up the door, come to investigate, but then he saw me and I just freaked.’

‘So, you hit him with a plank of wood and he just stood there, let you bludgeon him to death? Did he scratch you? Hurt you?’

‘No, but I was scared he could …’

Abbi had forgotten Blake was there until she heard him shuffle as he adjusted his stance, folded his arms. He too, was staring at her, appraising every word. He too, was deep in thought, sewing the patches of information together, and her heart pounded in her ears.

Will turned to Blake. ‘Wait – so he was out cold when you got there? Non-responsive? Are you sure?’

Blake nodded. ‘Yes, I’m sure. It’s about the only thing I am sure of, right now.’ He glowered at Abbi, then looked back at Will. ‘The first thing I did was check his pulse. Nothing.’

‘It could’ve just been weak.’

‘Look, I’m no fucking doctor, but the dude was dead, okay?’

‘Doesn’t sound like you’re a fucking detective either,’ Will mumbled.

Blake shook his head, sighed deeply.

Will’s brow furrowed. ‘Was he cold when you moved him?’

Blake rubbed his forehead. ‘Warm–ish.’

Will was in a trance, indifferent to Blake’s frustration. ‘What about his eyes? Were they cloudy?’

Blake tensed. ‘I didn’t check. They were kinda swollen – I figured it was from the blow to the head. There was blood on his lip, which was puffy too, and a bit of vomit on his shirt.’

‘What about his limbs? You carried him. Was he stiff?’

‘Not really. I could move his limbs.’

‘What time was this?’

‘I’d say nine-ish. I could check the ambulance call-out for the exact—’

Will’s eyes grew wide. ‘Ambulance?’

Blake grimaced. He knew how it looked. ‘Someone called an ambulance.’

‘Jesus Christ, Blake. So, someone saw or heard the scuffle?’

‘That’s what screwed us. We just rolled him outside, down the ramp a bit, so he was out of view when the ambos turned up, and the bloody wake from a motorboat picked him up. He was gone by the time I went back to him.’

‘A boat? Wait – I didn’t hear any ambulance?’

‘You were in the shower. They didn’t use sirens.’

Will glared at them. ‘Who the fuck called it in? Wouldn’t the cops have investigated that by now?’

‘Some kid’s prank. They obviously don’t know that was the day that he died, he could have been in the water weeks either side of the festival night according to pathology results of the foot decomp – they never associated the two.’

‘A prank? Kinda coincidental, don’t you think?’ Will stopped. ‘Wait – was his mother home when this shit went down? When you were rolling her son’s body into the water?’

‘You think I’m that stupid? No. Besides, the woman can’t get up from her chair without her carer. And she’s got Alzheimer’s.’

‘She was lucid last time I saw her, a few months back.’

‘You’ve seen her?’

‘I’m her GP – not much choice around here.’

‘Jesus.’ Blake rubbed the tension from his face and rested on the side of the couch. ‘Look, mate. I know this is a fucking nightmare. But we’ve been living it for weeks, trying to keep your family together. I went there because Abbi needed my help and I did what I could.’

‘It’s not like we’re sitting pretty, here. How did you help, exactly, Blake? Where’s the weapon? How the hell did his foot end up floating in the ocean? How did a dead guy get down a ramp?’ Will glared at Blake.

‘He was lolling in it, on the edge, behind the boat when the wash came through. We carried him right down to the bottom of the embankment. I couldn’t risk them poking around if they got suspicious.’

‘What sort of detective allows a body to float away from the scene of his own Goddamn crime?’

‘Don’t you mean your wife’s crime?’ Like boxers in a ring, Blake and Will stood a foot from each other, tempers flaring. ‘I don’t fucking believe this.’ Blake stepped closer towards Will, finger poking his chest. ‘I risked everything to save your wife’s arse.’

‘Your sister’s arse.’ Will’s face coloured, his eyes inspecting Blake’s before sliding over to Abbi. ‘The sister who was off helping you instead of watching her daughter …’

‘That’s not fair. I covered for her!’ Blake said, and seemed to pull back as if readying to take a swing.

Blake’s street-kid defence had been activated. She knew she had to break this Mexican standoff, and stepped between them. ‘And I’m forever grateful, Blake. Will’s just trying to catch up.’ She pulled him away from her blindsided husband. ‘Just give him some time.’

Blake shrugged Abbi off. ‘You know what? You’re right. I’m done with this.’ His hand swept along the coffee table, papers flying and scattering on the floor. ‘You can manage this shitstorm now, mate, since you reckon you can do a better job. She’s all yours.’

Blake grabbed his keys, stomped out.

Abbi and Will stared at each other, silence dancing around them until Blake’s car took off. Will walked to the front, watched Blake’s tail-lights sink below the crest of the hill, and looked back at Abbi.

‘Okay, he’s gone.’ Will sat her down. His eyes held disappointment and concern. He rubbed his face with his hands as if to reset his mind, turned to her. ‘Are you covering for him? Is that what’s going on? Because what I just heard is bullshit.’

‘Covering for Blake?’

‘Did he try to arrest Trevor? Did things get heated?’

‘No, no, Will, that’s not it.’

‘Then what is?’ Will propped up her chin and looked into her eyes. ‘Start from the beginning. The truth, this time.’

Abbi looked over to him, her hands sprawled out on the couch like stabilisers, and realised something. All this time she’d been living it for the both of them. It was time for him to carry his load.

‘The truth, huh? Well, you first, Will.’ She felt cruel, she could see that he was starting to lose his resolve, but she couldn’t keep the defensiveness from her voice.

His face tensed. ‘Me?’ His brow furrowed. ‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘I think you do.’ She looked up at him. At the man she’d do anything to keep. ‘What really happened in that shed, Will?’

‘You just finished telling me you’ve been covering up a murder, and you’re asking me what happened?’ He was incredulous. ‘You think I made it up? That nothing happened to our daughter? That his fingers weren’t …’ His words fell away, too appalling to say out loud.

She shook her head. ‘It was what happened after that I’m a little unclear about. You told me you punched him, and after I left, you said you threatened him. That’s it.’

‘That’s exactly what did happen.’ His eyes were open, honest as they’d ever been. He was incapable of lying. How could she doubt him?

‘Really, Will? Then why was he dead when I got there?’


Chapter 19

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL

When Abbi had watched her sleep for what seemed like forever, and was sure Eadie wouldn’t self-destruct, she took one last look at her daughter’s sweet face, perfect and round on her pillowslip, and went to make a cuppa. ‘Tea?’ she asked Will.

‘I need a shower before I do anything normal.’

She knew her husband. Showers were his anaesthetic – he could be lost in a cloud of steam for what seemed like forever.

Now was her chance to get out, to breathe. There was a bite in the autumn air, so she slipped on her husband’s olive-green hoodie, which was bundled on the bench, a dress more than a coat on her smaller frame. As she slowly eased her front door closed, the crisp night air still failed to find her lungs.

She could never replace everything Eadie lost today, but she could find her bunny, her favourite thing – and for Abbi in that moment, everything hinged on it; her marriage, her family, her ability to feel useful again. Abbi had searched the yard, car and house, as she had a thousand times for the damn thing. Gemma the rabbit had now become brown and blotchy from her endless adventures with Eadie. She figured they must have dropped her on the way home that afternoon.

Abbi retraced her steps from earlier that evening, down the cul-de-sac, around the frangipani tree, behind the picnic table they’d rushed past as they retreated to safety after finding her. It wasn’t anywhere. She skulked on the footpath, a bundle of mixed emotion lodged in her throat: disgust, anger, fear, but mostly self-blame. If she’d just kept a better eye on her.

Abbi felt claustrophobic. She had to find that bunny.

She stared at the little burgundy house. It had to be in there.

What was that bastard up to right now? Fleeing? Destroying his kiddie-porn? Tying himself a noose after facing the fact he was surely destined for jail? Abbi’s curiosity was like a cut lip she couldn’t ignore.

As she approached the Adler house, the strangling feeling took hold, firmed its grip on her and squeezed, squeezed, squeezed. She powered through her fear, imagining Eadie’s smile when Abbi returned home with her beloved Gemma, how it would help her daughter feel safe again. She bravely stepped down the hill towards the bastard’s house, but didn’t stop there – sneaking down the side of his yard to the shed. Its light was off. A shard of moonlight shone through a small square window and revealed a cluttered workbench in the darkness. She spotted Eadie’s bunny, ears akimbo on the table inside. Out of place. It just didn’t belong there. If nothing else, she was saving that flaming rabbit. Like a woman possessed, Abbi slipped under the back roller-door, adrenalin surging, barely able to see in the dark. She crept towards the bench, reached out to grab it and tripped, landing palms first on the cold concrete, sawdust soft and gritty beneath her nails.

‘Shit,’ she whispered, petrified she’d disturb someone in the house, that he’d find her and tie her up. Who knew where his evil stopped? He could have a freezer full of body parts for all she knew. But she’d take pleasure in punching his lights out if she had to.

She sat up, brushed off the sawdust, and when she pushed herself up she felt soft, warm flesh. Abbi sprang to her feet like a frog, backing up against the bench, her fingers pressed to her lips to suppress the scream lodged in her throat.

Trevor Adler’s body was at her feet. Her mind raced, each breath chased the last as she struggled to understand.

How could this be? He was alive when she’d last seen him. It had happened so fast – finding Eadie alone in the street, screaming for Will, hearing a commotion from the garage and bounding on the scene. She’d seen the anger in Will’s face. He’d had Trevor by the throat, hit him hard, more than once. She’d raced Eadie out, leaving her husband angry and alone with a man who had just violated their daughter.

Suddenly the answer was clear.

Will was a solid six- foot- three. Over one hundred kilos of power behind a charged, primal instinct to protect his daughter. To use brutal force to remove the risk, to resurrect his pride, his masculinity. To be certain that animal never touched her again.

He couldn’t have.

It was merely seconds …

She knew about king hits. One punch could kill. The concrete was a hard landing.

Abbi forced her trembling hand to touch her neighbour’s wrist, a wave of disgust overwhelming her as she imagined the same hands on her daughter only hours before.

No pulse.

She’d got what she wanted. The mongrel was dead, the only fate he deserved.

Tears slid down her face – not for him, but for them. For what this meant.

Abbi grabbed the bunny, backed out through the door, and breathed.

* * *

Abbi realised she was capable of murder the day her daughter was born. It was terrifying. As she’d held that squirming bundle of potential, she knew she’d do anything necessary to keep her safe. Protecting her child was the reason she was here. It was like a pheromone of homicidal potential slipped in with the epidural, as if giving birth had recalibrated her soul. The love was instant, fierce, overarching everything that came before.

That sort of love came at a price. It weakened your foundations, added a latent unpredictability to your seemingly responsible life, because forevermore you knew you’d not only die for them. You’d kill.

She doubted Will loved Eadie any less. Had he done the unthinkable?

In the five or so minutes between finding the body and realising Will was the last to see him alive, Abbi figured there were two possibilities: Will had wanted him dead, and punched to kill, or Will had, unbeknown to him, injured Trevor in a way that caused him to fall and fatally hit his head, and left him to die. In either case, the man she loved had killed someone. With Will’s sheer size and motive, no jury would believe it was accidental.

She never would have believed her compassionate husband could intentionally kill anything, but perhaps, in that fleeting moment, seeing what he saw, his instinct to protect and avenge was stronger than anything else.

Parenting with a saint wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. She was forever getting herself in a flap, and one word, one press on her shoulder from Will and her frustration would diffuse like light through silk. He made an art out of keeping perspective in life. Since having Eadie, Will’s ability to stay calm in even the most frustrating of scenarios had started to grate like wind chimes in a gale: a reminder of all she was yet to become. It was like being married to a giant Yoda. Calm, you’ll be.

Now, she realised, even her saintly husband had his limits.

She had to get home, confront him. He was so convincing, earlier – wanting to go back to check on Trevor. Could he have been acting? Will might not even know his punch had deadly consequences.

But then what? He would go straight to the police. He’d admit to belting the bastard. He’d end up in jail. All because she’d taken her eyes off their daughter.

Blake’s car pulled up – she saw the reflection of lights beam across the small side window.

There was no time to think; Blake was there to arrest Trevor, just like she’d asked. Loyal, dependable Blake.

He was a straight cop. He’d learned early in his career not to mess with procedure. Even though Will was his friend, Blake wouldn’t cover for him. Not for Will.

But Blake would do anything for her.

As she heard Blake’s footsteps approach, she grabbed an offcut of timber, wiped her ‘weapon’ across Trevor’s blood-clotted temple, and raised it high, gripped it hard, like her life depended on the bullshit web she was about to spin.

* * *

It was surprisingly easy, her manipulation of Blake. She realised she’d been doing it for so long it had become second nature. Oscar-winning. And lies were easier to back up when two people were involved.

After the night from hell – her false confession, the ambulance interrupting her impromptu plan, running along the shore in a panic, terrified of finding the body, terrified of failing to – Blake ordered her home.

‘Go. Let me handle this. I can clean up. Will’s gonna wonder where you are, why you aren’t home with Eadie.’

It must have been nearly an hour. He was right.

On shaky legs, she scurried up the hill, home. Her trembling hand found the handle and opened her front door, but she was elsewhere, operating on cache memory like a driverless car. She couldn’t get the image out of her mind: her unflappable husband, his gentle hands, causing harm. Those kind eyes, becoming fierce and menacing. Why didn’t she race home when she found the body, include him in her predicament? She hadn’t dealt with a problem on her own since meeting him six years before. Why start now?

She entered the lounge and collapsed on the couch, remembering only now that she’d removed Will’s sweatshirt – stained with Trevor’s blood – and left it outside Trevor’s house, shaking it off in disgust when she saw the stain. How could she explain that? She’d stowed it behind the hot water system. Did she have time to go back?

Will paced towards her in boxer shorts and a frown, his hair slick and dark. He sighed in relief. ‘Thank God. I was just going to start looking for you. You okay?’

She knew the whole thing depended on him believing her next words, but she couldn’t think. Her mind was a vacuum. ‘I went to find Gemma.’ She held up Eadie’s rabbit, its grey silky ears flopping over her hand. ‘She was asking for her.’

* * *

Okay, that wasn’t going to fly. Abbi had so much to process that she didn’t know where to start, each problem interrupting the next, but figured she’d just put out each fire as it flared. She decided that telling the fewest number of lies possible was simplest.

‘I watched his place until I saw Blake turn up. I just wanted to see the arrest. See the bastard. Vent my anger a bit.’

Will exhaled. ‘Why didn’t you just let Blake handle it?’

‘God, Will. You saw it happen. How can we sleep knowing that man is next door? I couldn’t breathe, thinking of him in that house. I needed to see him taken away.’

‘What did the prick say? Did he mention me thrashing him? He must have a nasty black eye by now.’

A black eye and a still heart.

She froze. She couldn’t meet his eyes. After all she’d done, lying to the man she loved felt like the worst of betrayals.

When Abbi didn’t answer, he asked, ‘So, come on, Blake arrested him? Just like that, no statements or anything?’

A chill crept up her neck. And so it begins. ‘He wasn’t home. Left for good, I reckon.’ Her eyes fell to her lap.

He frowned. ‘Gone? Already?’

Abbi shrugged. ‘His car’s gone. Maybe we scared him off.’ The lies slid off her tongue now as if each one was lubricated for the next. It all felt like a game. ‘Besides, you know what they do to his kind in prison. Blake even went around the back, checked the garage – no sign of him.’

No sign of anything, hopefully. Squeaky clean. Blake said he’d wash the blood away with oxygen bleach – ecofriendly fabric stain- remover he’d found in the bastard’s laundry. To stage a disappearance more than a murder, he’d drive Trevor’s car to the beach with the deepest channel and watch it sink. But she’d forgotten to mention where she’d stowed Will’s stained hoodie. She’d have to go back tomorrow and retrieve it.

Will nodded, which encouraged her to add detail like a layer cake, piling one lie on top of another, hoping the whole thing wouldn’t cave in. ‘He said he’d scheduled an alert to have him picked up and arrested. Said we should put a restraining order on him just in case but he doesn’t think he’ll show his face here again. The humiliation alone would kill him. I mean, he was a teacher, Will – how long has this gone on? How many victims?’

Will sat, rigid on the couch, muscles tightening in his neck. ‘He told me he hated what he was. That he loathed himself. I almost felt sorry for him.’

Abbi grimaced. ‘That makes it even more unforgivable. It wasn’t a one-off.’

He dragged his nails down his cheeks before shaking his head, standing up. ‘I witnessed the bloody crime, surely they need my statement to proceed with anything. I’m going down there.’

Her leg muscles tightened. She tried to hide her panic. ‘It’s almost eleven. You’re right, we should let Blake handle it.’ She guided him down onto the couch once more. ‘He said to get some sleep, that he’d come ’round in the morning, get you to formalise it. He’s already put the alert out for him. What more can we do now?’

‘There’s the school, too. They need to know.’

Abbi bit her teeth down on her bottom lip. ‘If you tell everyone, you’ll have to admit to the assault.’

‘I’m happy to – I was provoked. Anyone can see that.’

‘You’d have a criminal record, lose your medical licence.’ She could see that her comment dug through his basic instinct to just blurt out the truth. ‘And what if child services investigate why a five-year-old was wandering the streets at night, alone?’

‘Hon, calm down. She wandered off in a crowd – hardly child neglect.’

Abbi shook her head. ‘You don’t know what they do – they twist things. They’ll say I placed her at risk. They could take her.’

‘You think I’d let that happen?’ Will reached over to her, his eyes softening. ‘This is not your fault. It’s no one’s fault but his.’

Abbi breathed. He wasn’t buying it. She needed another tactic. ‘Anyway, Blake said we’re best to keep it under wraps until they track him down – that it might jeopardise the investigation if the education department start arse-covering proceedings.’

‘Jesus, hon, everyone’s not out to get us. We are the victims here. The system will see this through, okay? They’ll get to the truth.’

God, I hope not. Will was one of those people who still believed things worked out fairly. That you should trust that justice will be served through the courts. But Abbi knew otherwise. She’d seen plenty of unfair calls, living and breathing the ins and outs of court cases of the foster siblings that churned through her childhood home.

Will was quiet. She reached for him, her panic easing as she tucked herself under his arm.

He rested his chin on her head. ‘Your feet. They’re all muddy.’

‘I walked down near the water for a bit, needed to clear my mind.’

‘Down the lake end?’

‘Yep.’

He stroked her hair. ‘She’ll be okay, hon. We can make sure of it.’

She snuggled in, the safe feeling threatening her resolve to stick to the plan. She felt her composure crumble as she was bursting to tell him the truth, but at the same time wondered if he had any inkling of what he’d done. He was acting normally, consistent with the circumstances, but so was she. She looked up, her eyes falling over his features. She couldn’t reconcile it with the scene she just left. But at the same time, she felt no fear, and no less love for him.

He caught her staring. ‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

There they sat, glaring at the blank TV screen, exhausted yet unable to still their minds. It might have been seconds, or minutes.

‘He looked so normal,’ Abbi said finally. A burst of adrenalin fuelled her muscles, and she leaped from the couch. She had to check on Eadie. ‘I’m sleeping in her bed tonight.’ She got up, walked towards Eadie’s room.

Will refused to let go of her hand as she pulled away. ‘Don’t worry, hon. The bastard will pay for this.’

Abbi flinched as he said it, so genuine, so hopeful.

Will didn’t realise what he’d done. He couldn’t have and been so sincere. Will was incapable of maintaining a lie.

But Abbi knew that Adler had already paid for his crime. The real question was, would she?

* * *

There was a moment – a millisecond after she woke the next morning, when life was still as it had always been. A moment when Abbi recognised it was a school day. That there were lunches to pack, breakfast to prepare, a job to go to. She got as far as mentally picturing the contents of the freezer for what to defrost for dinner before it hit her. What she’d done.

She rose from the sheets and inhaled sharply, but the air felt like needles in her throat. Her heart pulsed and swelled, as if trying to break free from the jail her ribcage had become. The walls wobbled, distorted – like her life. She got up, reached for the wall, off balance as if she was standing on a moving platform that could give way at any moment. Nausea swelled in a great green wave. She ran to the ensuite, heaved into the bowl, but felt no relief.

There was no undoing the done.

She reached to flush, mesmerised by the water as it swirled and sucked away, cleansed, renewed. But for her there was no reprieve. A stain on her life like permanent ink. It could never wash clean.

Abbi wiped her face dry, checked the mirror and saw lies.

She looked identical. Her reflection appeared as if she was the same person she had been yesterday – a little drawn, puffy-eyed, but no worse than after a night sinking too many reds. But the truth of it was, an imposter had replaced the self she knew.

Her husband’s bulk blocked the door, his brow furrowed. ‘You okay, hon?’

Her mind retraced the acts committed in the past twelve hours. She had no idea what this new self was capable of. But Abbi nodded and smiled.

The first of a thousand masks.

* * *

Abbi composed herself, and checked to see Eadie was still sound asleep, then made tea and wandered out to the deck. A marooned lantern rattled in the cluster of narrow-leaved wattles buffering the house from the beach. Resting her tea on the wide wooden arm of the Cape Cod chair as if to observe any ordinary sunrise, Abbi watched the lantern convulse, persisting tirelessly to escape the tangled nest of branches. Seagulls lined the shores. Walkers dappled footprints on the seamless sand. The world kept turning.

She heard a hammering as she stepped downstairs and found the sliding doors to the deck wide open. Abbi noticed the picnic rug, shiny with dew, sprawled on the back lawn, still set with three ant-ridden plates. Will’s head popped up from near the gap in the fence – the panel pushed out, palings missing like rotten teeth. He had re-attached the support beam he’d wrenched down the night before to get to Trevor’s, and was now hammering new palings in – shiny and clean. She suspected they would forever remind her of why they were there, what could have been prevented if only she had been a better mother, if only she had fixed it earlier.

Before the day the lies began.

* * *

Abbi spent the best part of every day for the month that followed qualifying her actions to herself. Deceiving Blake in a moment of madness so he’d cover for her, omitting to tell Will of the sins she’d committed when she snuck back into that evil man’s lair – she convinced herself that these acts of duplicity weren’t betrayal at all, but instead were well intended, planned measures to protect their family. Misguided perhaps, but ultimately acts of love. She faced a dilemma that she knew had an obvious ‘right or wrong’ reply. But in her mind, in the context of her life, the right response felt entirely wrong. People would judge, would flinch at the idea of doing something so ghastly, but Abbi told herself that no one knew what they were truly capable of until they had to do it.

Then you knew. Then you knew the true limits to what you would or wouldn’t do for the ones you loved.

Only time would tell if somehow, someone would trip over her lies, like land mines laid early and forgotten, and rip her family to shreds.


Chapter 20

35 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

His wife’s arms hung by her side, her face blank and wet from crying. ‘I’m telling you the truth now,’ Abbi pleaded. ‘He was dead when I got there.’

Ever since Will found help at the scene of a car crash as a child, he’d considered himself capable of staying calm under pressure. The gravity of the situation focused his mind. But right now, listening to Abbi recount the harrowing night of the festival, he couldn’t comprehend any of it. His vision distorted at the thought of his wife wielding a weapon, moving a body, concealing a crime.

‘Why should I believe you now?’ Will shook his head in disbelief. ‘You just told me you killed him in self-defence. So, you’re either a liar or a killer. Which is it?’ Will wasn’t sure which option he despised more. He pressed the heel of his hand on his eye sockets as if it would ease the tension.

‘It’s not true!’ Abbi shook her head, before her eyes fell. ‘Well, the liar part is.’

‘You both just looked me straight in the eye and rattled off specific details. He saw you standing over Adler with a plank.’

‘He did. I wanted Blake to think I had, but I didn’t.’

‘So, if not by your hand, how did he die? You think it was self-inflicted? Was he hanging by a noose? What?’ Exasperated. Terrified. Will didn’t know what he felt but it wasn’t good.

Tears streamed down her cheeks. She stepped towards him, touched his face, as if he needed consoling. He didn’t. He just wanted answers and his frustration only grew.

‘You were the last one with him, and … I know it must have been an accident and I don’t blame you, Will. I knew that if Blake thought it was me who did it, he’d help me.’ Abbi’s voice was soft, remorseful. ‘I wish I had been the one who ended his life. I’d find it easier to live with than you will.’ She swallowed.

Understanding shone in his eyes – he realised what she couldn’t say – and then he lurched back, horror in his eyes. ‘You think I did this?’

Her chin quivered. ‘Whether you realised it or not, you must have.’ Her voice was shaky. ‘I’m not judging you, Will. But I saw how hard you hit him. You had him by the throat. I left you alone with him and found him dead less than an hour later.’ She exhaled a long, slow breath. ‘He wasn’t hanging by a noose. There was no bullet wound or a garage full of carbon monoxide. There’s no other explanation.’ She reached for him, and for the first time in his life, he pushed her away.

Will refused to entertain the idea that he’d killed anyone. ‘Jesus, he was alive! I can still see him, full of self-pity, muttering something as I left, about how he’d tried to change. I warned him to never come near us again. To clear out, which is why I wasn’t surprised when he did. Or so I thought.’ Trevor’s left, got a job down south, he heard Blake telling him, but that was all bullshit. Will grimaced as he sifted out the lies he’d been fed, and contemplated the facts.

Abbi persisted. ‘Perhaps he stumbled trying to get up, and hit his head, had a brain bleed from the blow.’

‘All of which we could have ruled out, if you’d just called the police and let them do their job. If you hadn’t left him to wash into the river. My God, who are you?’

‘Who am I?’ She exhaled. ‘I did this for you. To protect you.’

Will ran his hand over his lips. ‘I belted him, at least twice. I’ve never denied it. But he was alive.’ Will stood up, paced the room. ‘I wanted to go back. You stopped me. I was worried I’d broken his jaw. I never thought …’

Abbi’s eyes fell. ‘He was already dead. I saw how hard you laid into him. One punch can kill. There was nothing anyone could do for him then or now.’

He sat down, pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger. Abbi approached him again, curled her arm around him, nuzzled into his shoulder. He stared ahead, statue still, ignoring her.

Will had seen people killed sliding off a chair, while others survived plane crashes without a mark. Human life was fickle. There was no motive for her to make this up. It was too crazy. He looked down to gaze at his wife. Despite the shock of realising she’d been lying for weeks, now, looking into her eyes, he believed her. For Abbi, loyalty trumped truth, so he believed she’d do anything to cover for him. Was this possible? He retraced the night in his mind, the time gap, the flimsy evidence. He had to concede that it was. ‘How can you accept this? Accept me, if this is true?’ He asked.

Hurt flooded her eyes. ‘You wouldn’t forgive if it were me?’

He couldn’t answer her. He didn’t know. What he did know was that it was the deceit, the cover-up as much as the crime, that disturbed him.

Will had been responsible for ending lives before. In his profession, it was inevitable. Failing to diagnose meningitis in a baby in his intern days ended tragically; countless lives in his care had been lost in Haiti due to lack of resources; even recently, a farmer with melanoma refused treatment and slipped through the gaps of the system. With the thousands of patients, the rate was low, but it was there. His record wasn’t spotless, but he’d saved more lives than he’d lost. Could the good he’d done ever counteract the bad? All of the tragedies were accidental. All potentially preventable, but ultimately, deaths attributable to his mistakes. Was this debacle that dissimilar?

The difference was, for a fleeting moment, that he had wanted to punch the life out of Trevor Adler. And as it turned out, he most likely had. It was the first time he could remember acting without thinking, and on some level that felt liberating. He’d felt alive – while killing him.

What does that make me?

Until that moment, he’d maintained his composure – as if covering up his scheming wife’s homicide was still in the realms of possibility. The thread keeping him together sprung loose, leaving him untethered to any semblance of reality.

The facts were simple: he lost control, and a man lost his life.

As if that wasn’t enough to live with, Will resented the lack of trust and the loss of control over what now appeared to be his problem. Now he felt like he was centre stage but without any choice, any idea how this drama would end. How could he continue as a doctor without feeling like a hypocrite? Knowing he had sucked the life out of someone with his bare hands. First, do no harm. His family, his career, all that he’d worked hard to build was at stake. And he hadn’t even been given a vote on how to play this. ‘Why didn’t you just tell me? Let me clean up my own mess?’

Abbi touched his face, curled his hair off his forehead the way he usually loved but now it irked him. ‘Because you would have turned yourself in.’

Will leaned forward, his hands covering his face.

She finally backed off. ‘Tell me you wouldn’t have.’

He shook his head. ‘I never meant to kill him,’ he said, his gaze clear and direct. She was questioning his words, he could see it in her face. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

She met his eyes, and he saw doubt. ‘I wouldn’t think any less of you if you did.’

Will’s eyes never wavered. ‘You should.’

Abbi shook her head and sniffed. ‘I might have done it myself if you hadn’t already.’ Her eyes were cold, determined. ‘He preyed on the innocent. The bastard got what he deserved.’

Will’s eyes told a different story. ‘Beaten to death and left to die, alone? Even that mongrel didn’t deserve that.’


Chapter 21

36 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Almost June, a sharp crispness snuck into the air at dusk and dawn, yet the days were still bright with sunshine and clear skies. Much to Molly’s surprise, Hannah kept turning up at home for dinner despite cohabiting with Blake, and she was reluctant to admit her older sister wasn’t that awful to be around – even helpful with her mounting assignments.

But today was Tuesday. And Tuesdays were Gwen days.

Molly’s school uniform was damp and cool on her skin, her hair a frizzy nest, but she didn’t care. It was like being at home at the old lady’s place. She could just be. A comfortable silence lay between them, as the rain dappled the casement windows like a stone-chipped windscreen.

They were unlikely friends, she and Gwen (the thirty-eight-year age gap didn’t help). At first, she enjoyed her company so much – her subtle, non-judgemental advice, her unexpected humour – that she feared she’d have to invent a reason to visit when her community-service hours were finally up.

They worked their way through a punnet of cherries in Gwen’s sunroom. ‘Can I ask you something? Your husband – Jake reckons he was a famous writer. Is he why you hate books?’

Gwen’s eyes widened, then softened, before she looked down and fiddled with the silky hem of the blanket around her knees. ‘Ex-husband.’

‘He cheated?’

Gwen gave a half smile. ‘Only once … per book tour.’ She shrugged, nonchalant.

Molly spat a cherry seed in the cup with the others. ‘I think you should give them another chance.’

‘Who? My husbands?’

How many were there? ‘Books.’

Gwen looked shocked, but it quickly faded. ‘Maybe I will.’

The lady started sorting her medicine dosages for the next day, a rainbow of coloured supplements and oil capsules in little piles on her walnut side table.

‘You know they can do that for you at the chemist.’ She had been getting her dad’s meds organised by the pharmacist ever since he forgot his Sertraline for a week, and started getting dizzy.

‘Never trust someone with that sort of power,’ Gwen said down her nose.

Gwen shot a sideways glance at Molly, pretending not to notice she was cavorting with the enemy – fiction. ‘What have you got there?’ she said with a tone that made Molly feel disloyal towards her for the simple act of reading.

‘Macbeth.’

Gwen lurched back a little. ‘God, it’s been forty years since I read that. Too many witches and beheadings for my liking.’

‘That’s pretty much it. Why don’t you do my essay on symbolism? Hannah was no help with this one.’

‘Nor am I. Why do they do that? Ruin books with all that hooha.’ Molly stretched, suddenly uninterested in murderous kings. ‘How is it having your sister home? See much of her?’

‘Yep. Dinner twice a week. It’s okay. It feels more like a family with three.’ She’d left her wet boots at the door after walking through one too many puddles after school, but her socks were drenched too and made sweat marks on the wooden floor. Without thinking, she peeled them off.

Gwen saw, and horror played on her face before she had a chance to pretend.

Molly quickly pulled her socks back on, her ankles, and the scars of her past, covered. Molly knew they were off-putting; like tiny white worms crawling up her ankle.

‘Molly, my poor girl.’ Gwen’s face fell, like the sun had failed to rise. It was a little like the first time her father had seen them. But he, at least, understood emotional extremes. Now he just didn’t feel at all.

‘They’re old. I don’t do that anymore. Not for ages.’

Gwen seemed marginally happier. ‘But, so many.’ She held her hand to her mouth.

Molly never took her shoes off in front of anyone but her dad. She wagged every school swimming event, or said she had her period. Even at home, she hated reminding her dad of that time in their lives. When everything good had come to an end. ‘I started after Mum … but that wasn’t the only reason.’

Gwen’s lips twitched in that way she got when she was itching to ask but too polite to form the words.

Instead of pushing the memory down, Molly recalled it, in all its pain and confusion, and didn’t feel a chill, like she used to. ‘You remember the other reason?’

A chin wobble. ‘Oh, love, how could I forget?’

Molly shrugged.

Gwen muttered to herself, hesitated. ‘But, Molly, why cut? Did it provide relief? Physical pain to distract from emotional pain – is that it?’

Molly shrugged. People who hadn’t known real despair never really understood. Even some as old as Gwen, who’d survived divorce – which had to suck – still lived in the shiny land of normal, where things could be reasoned. Where bad things only happened to bad people. Molly knew the truth. Life was unfair. If you had low expectations, nothing could disappoint. The sooner you learned that, the better.

When Molly didn’t answer, Gwen waved her hands about. ‘It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me. I know you’ve suffered a lot, losing your mum, dealing with your father’s problems, everything else you’ve gone through. You’re a wonderful young woman, despite, or perhaps because of, the hardships you’ve faced. You know what they say, mountains cannot rise without earthquakes.’

Molly looked perplexed. ‘Wait. I’m the mountain? And that’s a good thing?’

Gwen laughed. ‘I know your father had a rough time with that sister of yours – always off with one fella or the next – but you’re something to be proud of. You know that, don’t you, Molly?’

Gwen reached over and squeezed her hand. It was rare not to flinch at a stranger’s touch, and she was bolstered by the realisation that she hadn’t. That she let her. No one other than her dad had seen her scars. Had touched her without her wanting to recoil. She had improved, incrementally.

She wanted to reward the old lady. For what she’d done for her. Relationships were give and take. So, she tried to put into words why she did what she did. The ritual of it, the cloud that always hovered that she could grab onto when needed. ‘I used to cut because it’s impossible to worry about anything else while you’re bleeding. You get a whole minute with no problems.’

Gwen was trying to wrap her head around it, Molly could tell. She was reining in her judgement of the ridiculousness of it. ‘Except for, well, the fact that you’re bleeding.’

‘But that wasn’t a problem at all. I controlled it. It was the only thing I could. I never felt in control of anything else.’

The woman’s wrinkles deepened as she processed her words. Words that Molly herself had never quite put that clearly, until now. ‘But now you do?’

Molly nodded.

‘Because it’s all in the past now?’

‘Not just that. I met some people who don’t suck. That helps.’ Molly shrugged.

Gwen gave a wry smile. ‘So full of compliments today.’

Molly was seven when she realised that no one knew what was inside her head – they only saw what she chose to show them. So, whenever she was out of control, the easiest way to get it back was to act like she had it. Eventually, she’d fool herself. Confidence wasn’t something you gained if you deserved it – you had to actively work on improving it, like a muscle. Fake it till you make it.

Somehow, lately, it didn’t seem so much like an act.

Gwen’s face relaxed. ‘I’m proud of you, young lady. I’m so glad you delivered that awful butter chicken to me all those months ago.’

‘Sorry not sorry.’

Gwen made a face and Molly gave a sweet smile. An extended silence followed, allowing things to return to the default in Gwen’s little house on Howard Lane.

‘What did you mean by Dad having a rough time with my sister? Like, when Mum died. All the stress-eating?’

Gwen’s eyes darted about. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you should ask your dad about that.’

They had nibbled cashews through Family Feud when an ad for The Project filled the tiny screen.

Gwen poked Molly. ‘Ooh, I like that Waleed.’

The daily headlines flicked up. Political leadership spill. Cyclone brewing in the tropics. And then this.

Gwen glanced up from her handiwork as the voiceover bellowed: ‘Identity revealed of body part found in Tidy Town Finalist; murder suspected.’

Molly held her breath as a photograph of the victim, presumed dead, filled the screen. His small but friendly emerald eyes, greying stubble, broad shoulders.

The foot was that of retired principal and popular local resident, forty-eight-year-old Trevor Adler.

Molly stilled. She kept watching, and saw the shocked locals pour out their grief for the loss to their community. ‘That’s the bakery!’ Molly was grateful she didn’t work Tuesdays. That she wasn’t on television. ‘There’s Jay!’

Gwen turned the TV off with a flick of her wrist. She’d never seen the woman move so fast. In the quiet, without the noise of the TV, Molly was forced to think. ‘What will happen now?’

Gwen shrugged, and gave her a wink. ‘I never did care for the man.’

‘Did you even know him?’

‘Not well. I knew his friend though, Malcolm Hawley.’

Molly felt her lungs contract. ‘Dentist Malcolm? The man driving the car that crashed into my mum?’

Gwen gave a quick, ashamed, nod.

Molly shot out a frustrated breath. ‘He’s up for parole, you know. He might be out, soon. Spose you’re glad about that, are you?’

Gwen looked pained, as if to prove she wasn’t. ‘I heard that. I’m sorry, Molly. But, you know, he did an awful thing, there’s no excuse for it, but he wasn’t a bad person.’

Molly’s jaw fell. ‘Except for the fact that he killed my mother.’

Gwen’s miserable face made Molly regret her comment. It wasn’t Gwen’s fault.

‘And you know how absolutely broken he was about the decisions he made that led to your mother’s death, love. To this day, it haunts him.’

‘How would you know?’ Alarm bells rang.

Gwen swallowed. ‘He writes.’

Molly’s eyes glazed with tears. ‘You’re pen pals? How nice for you!’

‘It’s not like that, Molly.’

‘Even if he poured acid in his eyes every stinking day, it still wouldn’t be enough. It still wouldn’t bring her back.’ Molly felt an unravelling she hadn’t felt for years. She hadn’t felt anything much for years, until now.

Gwen held her gaze, despite how difficult it seemed for her. ‘I know, dear. But I know he’d change places with her in a heartbeat if he could.’

‘Or he could have not got behind the wheel drunk. Not lost control of his car.’

Gwen didn’t shy away from the raw grief Molly was hurling her way. Her face didn’t go all rigid, like her sister’s, and somehow it seemed to make it okay.

‘Darling, what he did was monstrous. Idiotic. Totally irresponsible and inexcusable,’ Gwen reasoned. ‘But he’s just a man who made a mistake. And besides, my relationship with him was before that. I’m so sorry I kept this from you. I’ve enjoyed my time with you so much …’ Gwen coughed the words out, her emotions welling. ‘I just didn’t want to ruin it.’

‘How could you be friends with the man who did that and not tell me?’

‘It was an accident, dear. A horrible accident.’ Gwen was shaking. ‘And you of all people know how good people can make wrong choices – choices that have consequences you never expected. Choices you live to regret.’

Molly felt heat rush to her head. ‘It’s not the same. It’s not even close.’

* * *

Gwen went to bed, heartsick. She remembered the night Angela Worthington died. She remembered everything about it. Not just because she had been in love with the man driving the car. The man who took the corner too fast, who didn’t see the reflectors of the bicycle Angela rode to the corner shop to buy two litres of milk. But because the same man had dropped Gwen home, like he did every night that her wretched husband was away that summer. Gwen turned the conversation over in her head hundreds of times, changing the blame from him to her, depending on her mood, so often that she’d forgotten the real dialogue. But the crux of it was still clear. She’d asked Malcolm to stay because he’d been drinking, but when he hesitated, she didn’t insist. He needed to get home to his wife. She remembered that he’d kissed her longingly on the lips on her porch (the very porch Molly had turned up on ten years later), before he slammed his silver Prado into the glossy-haired, bright and beautiful mother of two girls who needed her more than they knew. And a husband who couldn’t accept it.

But life wasn’t fair. Life was a series of random acts you had to survive.

And she just had to accept it, like everything else.


Chapter 22

36 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Red Hot Chili Peppers billowed in the kitchen as Abbi poured olive oil in a skillet. She sliced red onion into circles of crimson until she heard the door click. ‘Hi, hon.’

Will grabbed a beer, his new arrive-home habit since the news was sprung on him three days earlier, and the number of empties filling the bin was growing. He kissed her cheek in an obligatory kind of way that only confirmed things had changed. That something had broken between them that she didn’t know how to fix. It occurred to her for the first time that, despite divulging everything to him, it was too late. Like termites, her lies had gutted the foundations of their marriage.

Abbi had never really expected a life of domestic bliss. Being surrounded by foster kids exposed her to the realities of broken homes, shattered dreams. There were no Ken and Barbie in her concept of family. Her own parents’ marriage hit the skids early on, so she tried to forge a life without relying on others for happiness. But then she’d met Will; wise, protective, dependable – so easily relied upon. He and Eadie set a new bar for contentment. When had she allowed herself to be so reliant on someone else for something as basic as happiness? Was that love, or dependence?

She told herself she’d covered up the crime for him, but it wasn’t an entirely selfless act. She needed him home. She couldn’t do this on her own. His daughter, too, needed him, now more than ever. After the festival, Will had reluctantly agreed to manage any signs that Eadie wasn’t coping after what happened that night. He’d counselled many kids through worse when he’d worked in paediatrics. But now that everything had come to light, Abbi wondered how much of that decision was based on her fear of Will being found out, her fear of letting another stranger anywhere near her child, and not what was best for Eadie. Perhaps they all needed professional counselling. Eadie seemed unaffected at the time (or so Abbi told herself) but had started bed-wetting again. Was keeping her daughter’s treatment in-house another mistake she made to conceal the truth? She could never forgive herself if it had.

Blake had forced Will to be a reluctant player in their game (not unlike the way that Abbi had forced Blake) and now Abbi tiptoed around him, ever observant, trying to read his mental state, because he simply didn’t connect with her anymore. He was on autopilot, going through the motions. Surviving.

Abbi always knew what kind of day he’d had by the way his eyebrows sat. What mood he was in by the lines of his lips. She had to. Because without killer observation methods, fine-tuned over the six years that she’d known him, Abbi wouldn’t have had a clue what was going on behind that unflappable composure of his.

She started chopping more quickly, ripping basil leaves from the plant like it deserved to be punished. Abbi put the knife down, took a deep breath, and gazed at her husband. He lay on the couch; six foot three inches of man folded onto a cheap two-seater. She wanted to turn off the stove, climb onto his lap, reach him. She wanted to take his cheeks in her hands and tell him she didn’t blame him. That she supported him fighting to protect them. That she loved him more for it. But she knew he’d heard it all before, and so she went back to her chopping.

Were these moments together the final threads of her family? As tainted as they were, she felt compelled to bottle them, savour each moment, in case they were the last. ‘You know, maybe we need a weekend away? Take Eadie to the mountains.’ Space. Greenery. Forgiveness.

Will’s expression failed to mask his contempt. He sat up, peeked down the hall to make sure Eadie wasn’t listening, and in an angry whisper, asked, ‘You think this’ll all go away if we do? I can’t stop thinking about it, wondering when the cops are going to barge in here. It’s no way to live, Abbi.’

Her knuckles were white, she was gripping the knife so hard. He was going to do it. Turn himself in. ‘We’d all go down if you admit to it. Eadie would be alone.’

‘You don’t think I know that? Why did you do this?’ Will asked. ‘All these lies, the cover-up.’

‘I thought you’d lied to me, that you bashed the shit out of him the second I left that shed with Eadie.’

‘I’ve never lied to you. Why would I start then?’

‘I knew you’d have done anything to protect her. When Blake caught me in there, I panicked – I had no choice. I’d already told Blake what Trevor did to Eadie – any parent would want him dead.’ Will’s hand covered his mouth, his eyes slammed closed. She went and sat next to him. ‘Blake was seconds away from discovering a murder scene. It was either me or you.’ She told him the painful truth. ‘And I knew he’d cover for me.’

His eyes narrowed, a slight shake of his head. ‘Since when is the truth something you take or leave when it suits?’

‘Your precious fucking truth. It’s not that simple. Sometimes coming clean is just a way to make yourself feel better, rid yourself of guilt with no thought to the impact telling it has on other people. Do you think lying was easy for me? That I wasn’t bursting to get all the guilt and shame off my chest? And yet I’m the baddie, for choosing not to burden you with all this. The truth is over rated, if you ask me.’

‘What do we have if we can’t trust each other? If I have to question everything you say?’

‘You never have to question that I love you. That my actions were in our best interest. You act like the world would be a better place if everyone was honest, but if we didn’t edit what we say to each other there’d be riots in the street. Most couples would split if they knew exactly what the other was thinking at all times – but at least the awful truth would be spoken, right?’

‘This is not about tact. Don’t make excuses for your deceit. A man died!’

Abbi crossed her arms and laughed a dreadful, ugly laugh. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something, Will? You can hardly take the moral high ground. You’re the one who killed him.’ Like that honesty, Will?

As soon as the words were out, Abbi wanted to catch them and shove them back in. Her eyes slowly closed. He was right. Only a horrible person would ever attempt such a sham. How did she manage to hurt the very people she was trying to protect?

Will got up, paced to the kitchen and slammed the empty bottle in the sink. ‘I’m going to the pub. Don’t wait up.’

* * *

Will was drunk. In public. He was contemplating mustering the energy to stumble home before he did something foolish, like speak the truth. He’d pretended to care all day, listening to patients’ menial ailments, prescribing treatments, when he was fighting a condition that had no cure.

The Project was on the TV screen and blared through the room. The headline, Identity revealed of body part found in Tidy Town Finalist; murder suspected glared at him. It had been on the local radio morning news as well.

Paranoia festered. Now that the town knew it was one of their own that had washed up on their beach, Will was sure every conversation he’d heard all day focused on Principal Adler. Everyone was an expert on what really happened. Even now, he could hear the outpouring of grief, the locals in a flurry over his death. The array of theories he’d overheard astounded him.

‘It must have been his heart. Runners always wear them out, don’t they? Only get so many beats, you know. Why use them up exercising? Can think of better ways.’ Coming from morbidly obese Brian Mills, the theory was almost laughable.

‘News make me sick. I mean, where is rest of body? No good for tourism. No good for my cafe!’ Jay had piped up, as if the bastard died to spite her. No wonder she had high blood pressure.

‘Reckon he just fell off his tinnie after one too many beers!’ Micky-with-the-dodgy-ticker added to the think-tank while sucking on a full-strength lager. He hadn’t listened to Will recommending he cut down.

Sitting next to Micky was Don, the cancer survivor. He pressed on his throat, stuttering a few words through the breathing stoma, a lasting legacy of the disease. ‘Trev was a keen angler. Mighta just fell overboard after one too many beers, sharks got the rest of him.’ Will admired the bloke – socialising despite his challenges.

‘I’ll miss his cumquat jam. So tangy!’ Don’s wife added, and they all drank to that.

Betty Grambower – skin like leather, smoker’s teeth, chronic acid reflux – insisted she’d always thought Adler was gay and that his ‘risky lifestyle choice’ had finally caught up with him. ‘Never trust a bachelor. They’re like priests. It’s unnatural.’ Will had to fight the urge to shut the woman up by letting slip that one of her own kids, eighteen-year-old Oliver, had come out to him in the surgery last year. Nice kid, despite his toxic parents. She kind of deserved the heartburn. You reap what you sow. He didn’t buy into all that religious instruction, but the thought made Will contemplate exactly how he’d be held accountable for his own evil deed.

‘Trevor taught all my kids – a natural born teacher!’

Trevor Adler. Trevor Adler. Trevor Adler.

Will considered himself a compassionate man, able to step easily into the shoes of others. He’d tried to muster sympathy for the man. What were his last words – that he only wished he could love someone who didn’t make him loath himself? Perhaps Adler was a survivor of abuse himself, or had been cursed with a sickening genetic permutation of human sexuality that was no more a choice than Will’s own natural desire for women. Did that make that bastard the real victim?

No. His neighbour was the epitome of everything he despised; his public presence projecting the impression of integrity yet the image proved to be as unsubstantial as a hologram. Up close, knowing who he really was, Will could see right through the illusion, see him as a mirage of false doorways and trickery, but if he stepped back far enough, the image of the town’s respected principal clicked back into place. Perhaps Abbi was right. Perhaps he’d done the world a service by ending Trevor’s life. Will didn’t believe it, but he figured pretending might make him feel better as the beer certainly hadn’t.

Will had to get out of there. He drained the last foamy dregs in the pot.

When a stool scraped along the hardwood floor, he looked up to see Blake across the corner bar. The same bar at which they’d shared a hundred beers. He knew he was supposed to feel gratitude, but he couldn’t muster even a wave. ‘Mr Fix-It, here to save the day, huh?’ Unfortunately, his habit of talking straight only worsened after a few beers.

Blake sighed, rested his beer on the sticky bar. ‘That’s the way you want to play this?’

Will scoffed. ‘What, you thought we’d go back to banter? Pretend we’re mates – have we ever been?’

‘You’re drunk.’ Blake’s jaw squared and he looked at his feet. ‘I think I should take you home.’ He went to lend his hand for support but Will pushed him away. He sat back down.

Now, a scrum of eclectic locals clumped together near the karaoke machine and erupted in raucous laughter. He could just imagine what was to unfold – they were already passing around the hat, planning to plant a tree for Adler and run a candlelight vigil in his honour. Why not have an impromptu wake for their favourite teacher?

Blake tapped the bar with his thumb. ‘You’ve never asked why I didn’t just call it in.’

Will already knew: Abbi was as much family to Blake as she was to him. ‘I know why.’

‘You think you do,’ Blake said before mumbling, ‘you always think you do.’

‘You two have each other’s backs. I get it. Good luck to you both.’ Will went to sip his beer before realising he’d finished. He’d had enough, but it seemed no amount of alcohol could cure his anger at himself. He pictured Trevor’s face, reddening as he spoke, as he smashed it against the peg board. Why didn’t I just stop there? Walk away?

Blake shook his head. ‘You don’t get what it’s like to be raised in a dozen houses, beaten senseless at boys’ homes and then finally find somewhere you feel safe. To have one person you can trust after you’d given up. She just – she’s part of me. That’s unconditional. Doesn’t change the fact that I know what she did was wrong.’

Oh, that’s right, you still think she did this, you stupid prick.

Blake went on. ‘What was I supposed to do? Ruin her life? It would ruin mine.’ He shook his head, flared his nostrils, but he was a lamb, trying to be a wolf. ‘So, if you do anything stupid, thinking it will ease your conscience, make things right – it won’t. It’ll just put us all in the shit. Abbi wouldn’t cope with what she’d have to face. Court. Prison.’

All on my behalf. Will’s lips parted before his bottom jaw closed. He couldn’t believe Blake still thought Abbi was the culprit. He’d just accepted that his five-foot-nothing wife had overpowered a fit man, bludgeoned him to death. It took everything he had to not speak the truth, set Blake straight, spoil her ridiculous farce. Will opened his mouth, but his lips didn’t make a sound.

Was Will now as bad as her – lying by omission? Was this the line in the sand – the moment he would resign from the philosophy of total honesty that he’d subscribed to his whole life? He couldn’t tell Blake he was being conned, not here, not now, but he had to say something.

‘The attractive thing about the truth, Blake, is you don’t need to generate any bullshit around it to make it stick. The evidence will exist as a natural consequence of it being true. The lies only stack up if new lies are created to support them. The new lies compound the problem because there’s no natural evidence to support the new lies either. But now, it seems, you want me to become that – a new layer of bullshit to stack on top of the shit-pile you’re already drowning in.’

Blake looked confused, angry, but then said, ‘We’re not asking you to lie – just to shut the fuck up. Stop thinking of it as lying. They’re just words, Will. They don’t change what’s happened.’

Will frowned. ‘Just words? The ability to use words is what separates us from the apes – they’re what makes us human.’ He laughed at the sloppy philosophy spilling forth from his drunken lips.

Blake thumped his pot on the bar. ‘You think this is funny? What about Abbi?’

Will suppressed a smile. ‘You’re scared of her.’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve got to grow a pair, Blake. That’s your problem. You’re forever trying to please the women in your life – your pot-head mum, your selfish girlfriend, not to mention my wife having you by the short and curlies. The only reason those women manipulate you so easily is because you don’t think for yourself. You’ve been their puppet for so long you have no idea what you really want. It’s pathetic.’

Blake narrowed his brow. ‘Pathetic? For caring about someone? For putting them first? Don’t sit there and pretend you wouldn’t have covered her arse just as quickly as I did. That your life didn’t get thrown to shit when she got pregnant, made you leave your life of adventure and settle for a small-town girl with a terminally ill mum.’

‘I don’t regret any of that.’

‘Not even now? After what she did?’ Blake scanned the emptying tavern. Even the bartender had gone out back. ‘Have you thought for a second where your perfect little family would be now if I’d done my job that night?’ He was whispering, all conspiratorial. ‘A confession, a motive, blood on her hands, and all over that plank? It’s done, Will. Nothing can change that, and we both know the world’s a better place without him in it.’

Will hesitated, glassy eyed. ‘He didn’t deserve what he got. Even after what he did. A man is dead.’ He slapped his hand on the bar. ‘I can’t live with it. I can’t trust her again. I can’t even look at her. This can’t go on.’ He shook his head. He knew he was talking in riddles, and it pained him not to be honest with Blake. He knew he would have to be, eventually. But not yet.

‘Will, if you come clean, the whole thing will blow up like you wouldn’t believe. The media alone will make you wish you were the one who died.’ Blake’s eyes were wide.

‘I could send Eadie to my parents. She’d be safe while we got this cleared up.’

‘Cleared up? It’s not a fucking traffic offence.’ His voice was pleading now. ‘Can’t you see it? Eadie on the front page as the innocent victim – the headline: Beachside Vigilante Murder.’ Blake shook his head. ‘Look, I’ll beg if I have to. I know you’re a straight shooter, that we’re asking you to turn away from everything you stand for, but we can beat this if we stick together, stay calm. There’s too much to unravel. We’re on the homeward stretch now. Look on the bright side, Eadie won’t have to see the animal again. That’s something. And, Jesus, Will, hasn’t justice already been served? Shouldn’t the good guys get to win now and then?’

Will’s brow furrowed, aghast at Blake’s words. ‘There are no winners here, Blake. We’re all fucking losers.’

* * *

They say the truth should set you free, but for Abbi, all it did was give her the feeling the walls were shrinking around her. The dynamic in their home had taken on a strange fractured quality – familiar yet jarringly wrong. The lampshade, the photo frames, the bamboo bowl of trinkets – each item sat in the same place as before, yet their home was unrecognisable now. Everything had turned terrible and unfamiliar and cold. Even Eadie seemed a little quiet and withdrawn, or had she always been, and Abbi had failed to recognise the signs, too busy keeping her parents out of jail? And the biggest change to be found was within her husband.

Abbi remembered the day Will had squeezed his long legs beneath the corner booth at the bar, an overgrown goatee, a mayhem of mousey hair straggly on his shoulders. Abbi was horrible with money, rubbish at being on time, but one thing she did well was judge someone’s character. She’d quickly concluded, by his manner, his friends, the way he spoke to her, that Will was free with his words, generous with his time, and at peace with the person he was.

He looked different now: sitting on the edge of their bed in a crisply ironed shirt, staring blankly, one sock on, the other balled in his hand. She knew what he was thinking. He’d been pretending to be human since that night. That night she’d told him the truth. She had watched his spirit shrivel like an apple core rotting in the sun. There was nothing left, and she couldn’t help but feel responsible for it.

Abbi didn’t need words. The second her husband turned to face her, she knew the sky had fallen. He’d never looked that way before, slumped shoulders, vacant eyed. He couldn’t pretend another second.

She understood Will’s need to come to terms with what he did. He was an introvert. He needed to process things alone. What scared her most was what he would do next, and what that might mean for their family.

Who would have imagined marrying an honest man could be such a liability?

Some might consider her husband a little funny looking – she knew that. Abbi didn’t marry him for his face. His confidence in his own worth, his own decency, was his scaffolding. Without it, he caved in. He just sat there, sock in hand, eyes boring holes into their bedroom wall. It wasn’t just his uncharacteristic stillness that made her realise things were different now. His bag was packed, his intentions were clear. He was leaving her.

Abbi closed her eyes. ‘Where will you go?’

He startled, shocked that she knew, but the reaction quickly faded. Relief, perhaps, that there was no need to say the words. The pragmatic husband she knew took over. ‘Not sure. I’ve told work I’ve got rotavirus. Might buy me a week off. Maybe I’ll go see Dad for a few days. Sort my head out.’

Days. A spark of hope smouldered inside. He wasn’t talking divorce papers and long-term lease. Or heading straight to the police.

‘I’ll still pick up Eadie Thursday afternoon, get her to swimming.’ His voice was like a funeral.

Abbi steadied herself. ‘You don’t need to. I can get her. I like it.’

Will smiled. A real one this time. ‘So do I.’

Abbi smiled at the hilarity of the situation; ruminations about a dead guy, a too-noble husband, a potential murder charge, melding through the day-to-day banalities of domestic life. I’ll do the dishes if you dump the corpse.

He placed the second sock over his giant foot, put on both shoes in quick succession.

Abbi gasped, took his hand, her heart pumping. ‘Please stay.’ Her words sounded threadbare, the way her life felt. She knew her pleas were useless – Will never wavered when he’d made up his mind – but she wouldn’t forgive herself if she didn’t try to persuade him.

His eyes glazed over. They both knew there was no point rehashing what they’d already analysed to death. Facts were facts. There was no undoing what he’d done, no unknowing what he now knew.

‘I just need to reconcile this. Figure it out. See if I can live with it.’

A shot of adrenalin stabbed her. ‘If?’ Oh Jesus, was he going to end up as another lost soul in the cemetery of the sea?

‘How,’ Will corrected.

She wanted to keep him here, under her watchful eye. ‘I just don’t see why you have to go. Why we can’t work this out together.’ She sat on the bed next to him, cradled his face in one hand, and looked into those kind eyes. He turned away. ‘It’s just me, Will. Why can’t you look at me?’

He was silent, as if choosing his words from an elaborate menu a thousand pages thick. ‘Because you know the truth.’

She stroked his face. ‘And I don’t care.’

He covered her hand, and rested it on her lap. ‘But I do.’

Will lumbered over to his bag, and she held her breath. He stumbled back, past the wing chair he’d once re–covered for her birthday, past the print of them arm in arm in Haiti. She made a pact that if he stopped on the way to the door to kiss her goodbye it would all be okay. Abbi played the same game as a girl, testing her mother’s love, and she never failed her.

Yet like a ghost, he walked on by.

* * *

Blake had just finished questioning a thug he’d picked up on a possession charge when his radio hissed. It was Penny. ‘Newell. Guess what a tourist just found with his fishy finder.’

‘His what?’

‘You know,’ Ho said, ‘those machines that tell you what’s below the boat.’

‘A depth sounder?’ Blake clarified. He forgave her ignorance. She wasn’t from around here.

‘Anyway, he found a car – went off the cliff down off Pott’s beach. Sunk good and proper. It’s a 1990 Patrol, and guess what, Newell, it’s registered to Trevor Adler. The divers are on their way from the big smoke, and I’ve lined up Jimmy from the wrecker’s yard with his crane. Reckons once the divers give the all clear he’ll have it up within the hour.’

‘Fuck me.’ Blake inhaled. ‘Okay. I’ll meet you there.’

His mind raced. Images of that night flashed in his head – knowing the car’s presence would make Trevor’s absence more suspicious, he’d driven the Patrol out of town, cut the lights and roared up to the cliff’s edge. No one even lived near that forsaken place. He’d been careful, wiping his prints off all points of contact inside before pushing it over the edge. He’d heard the splash. Windows down, it tipped, then submerged, swallowed by the deep channel within minutes. He froze.

Handprints.

The tailgate. It had rolled away so quickly.

Blake let out a few expletives, cradled his head in his hand. His nostrils flared like a bull. The chance of getting a latent print off a wet surface after being submerged was next to zero. DNA was just as unlikely. But he couldn’t have one more thing go wrong. Oil and water didn’t mix, and he had been sweating like a pig that night, which made for great prints. He’d have to offer the scene crew a hand cataloguing the vehicle. At least then, in the unlikely event that they lifted anything useable, he could explain why his fingerprints were all over it.


Chapter 23

37 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Molly delivered the regulars before pulling out a list of orders at the bottom of the crate to get the address of the last delivery. ‘Constance Adler, 52 Spinifex.’ Fantastic. Molly should have known some health worker would have put her on the Meals On Wheels list when the pensioner returned home.

Molly’s heart fluttered at the thought of going into that house. Dealing with a grief-stricken mother. She looked blankly at the road ahead, a sour taste in her mouth. She felt like chucking the meal in the bin, but then imagined the old bat, skeletal, starved to death in her bed because of her. It was her last delivery before Mabel could sign off on her hours. She could see the end in sight. She turned the car towards her end of town.

The VW coughed as it crested the ridge, the lake curving away; peaceful and statue still except for the trout slapping the surface. The Beetle struggled up the steep incline to the cul-de-sac overlooking the point, passing the Adler house, the Adams house and the playground – once just a rusty swing and a metal slide on patchy grass, it was now a colourful, child-safe fort decked out with shade sales, padded flooring and no sharp corners, as if that was enough to protect kids these days.

Molly pulled over to where she’d parked to babysit Eadie, in the shade of a giant pine. It was misleading, this scenic town. Like nothing bad could happen in such an idyllic place. But she knew that it could, and it had.

She groaned, grabbed the meal, walked up the drive and knocked on the door.

A nurse with kind eyes greeted her and shepherded Molly inside to where Connie Adler sat motionless on a recliner. ‘It’s okay, I don’t want to interrupt. I know it must be a hard time for her with her son.’

‘Not sure how much she processes, hon,’ the nurse said, gesturing for her to sit. ‘She might respond to a different face. I’ll get her tray.’

Molly sat, fingering her necklace, overthinking every movement, unaware of how to be. Tin clanged on tiles in the kitchen, startling her. Connie’s lip twitched and Molly wondered if it did that all day, and what it meant. Was she grieving for her son, or was she completely disoriented? Molly had come to realise underneath those world-weary faces, that old people were the same as her, only they knew more of the answers. Connie moved her head. Molly feared she was having a fit, but then she did it again, an intentional gesture, beckoning her closer.

Molly hesitated, then stood and approached the cracked armchair. She leaned in, smelled the musty clothes. The old woman’s blood-flecked eyes, framed by thinning white brows, found hers. Connie slowly took Molly’s arm and drew her down to within an inch of her thin lips, her breath sharp, she whispered, ‘I’m sorry.’

Dizzy, and with flushed face, Molly ran out of the house, slamming the screen door behind her.

* * *

The next afternoon, Hannah sat at the kitchen bench that doubled as Molly’s study. Textbooks were stacked between the fruit bowl and kettle, biro squiggles stained the tabletop. ‘So, Mol, Mabel caught me at the post office today.’

Molly’s eyes widened.

‘She said she knows your court order is finished but was hoping you could do an extra delivery shift.’ Hannah’s eyebrows were high and accusing.

Molly glared at her. ‘Don’t tell Dad. It would crush him.’

So, it is true. Hannah thought she’d feel angry at her, like a parent of a child caught shoplifting, but instead she felt her pain. ‘Only if you tell me what’s going on.’

Molly slammed her folder shut. ‘It was bullshit. I got stuck with a group of kids who were trashing a car a while back. They did the runner, and I got caught. That’s it.’

Hannah’s heart sank. Molly was such a smart kid with a big heart. How did she find herself in that situation? A rush of protectiveness overcame her, an instinct to do whatever it took to help the young girl get through this hiccup. ‘Somehow I think there’s more to that story. You can tell me, you know.’ Hannah put her arm around Molly, but felt her stiffen.

‘Is this a trick? You’re not mad?’ Molly started tearing up, crying about how she couldn’t go to Connie Adler’s house again. Not since she’d heard about Trevor. That it was all too much. ‘Can’t you do it? I mean, you started that bloody fundraiser for him, surely you can visit his mother.’

Her eyebrows rose. Molly was right. This was an opportunity to step up, be the support she should have been. It felt good, to be useful. To ease her pain. Isn’t this why she came home? She was also a little curious.

Hannah nodded. ‘You’re right. I’ll do it.’

* * *

The faded sign hanging from Trevor Adler’s front door had a hand carved, floppy-eared puppy holding a board saying, Welcome. It reminded Hannah that the middle-aged manual-arts teacher-turned-principal was always a softie at heart, taking an interest in vulnerable students from disadvantaged homes. Hannah likened him to a mature, slightly offbeat George Clooney, and had thought of him every time she’d binged on her ER box set, bought specifically for lonely weekends in between boyfriends. That was years ago, though. She hadn’t seen him since, and found it difficult to believe he was dead.

To the left of the sign, Hannah noticed a shiny patch on the burgundy weatherboards – drips of dried goo, like snail trails, trickling down from a distinct splat. Eggshells were scattered in the garden beneath. Little early in the year for trick or treating.

The screen door was open, but Hannah knocked anyway, then entered the living room to piped laughter. Connie Adler sat in front of the blaring TV watching Family Feud.

‘Evening, Connie.’

If the old woman heard her, she made no sign of it. Her gnarled hands, her translucent skin, her frail limbs – Hannah barely recognised her, and reminded herself to start buying good face cream. ‘I’m Hannah. We met some years ago. Mabel sent me with your meal today.’

She didn’t expect Connie to place her but she caught a glimpse of recognition in her half-hooded eyes as the woman turned. Her wrinkles deepened as her eyes narrowed to slits. ‘Molly?’

‘I’m Molly’s sister – we look a bit alike. I’m so sorry to hear about Trevor. What a loss. I hope the police can find the culprit.’

‘Mmmm.’ Her jaw made circular motions, like she was chewing her cud. Hannah set up her meal on a lap tray and the woman started pouring salt on the braised chicken.

‘I used to work with Trev, years ago. Well, we were friends, too, you might remember. He was a great teacher – always went the extra mile with kids. Had a real way with them, you know? That’s something you can’t learn from books.’

Mild disgust played on Connie’s face. ‘Too much salt?’ asked Hannah. ‘Did you want me to get you a drink?’ Connie shook her head.

Hannah felt sorry for her. For the small life she led. This game show was probably the highlight of her evening.

‘Name something people lie about,’ the host asked a contestant.

‘Weight,’ Hannah said.

‘Age,’ Connie added.

Hannah smiled. This woman is sharp as a tack. Both things were fairly obvious anyway and she wondered why people bothered hiding from who they were. ‘Can I get you anything else?’

‘My pills. I have them with food otherwise I get the runs.’ As she adjusted her weight in the chair, she grimaced in pain and let out a fart. Poor woman.

‘Of course. Arthritis? My dad suffers from gout. Awful.’ She went to the pill box on the kitchen table and found a headache of yellow bottles in neat lines. Uncertain which one she needed, Hannah brought the whole box over.

Connie’s eyes brightened, tried to open it with arthritic fingers, clearly in pain.

‘Let me help, Connie.’ Hannah twisted the cap off, and sat on the worn burgundy couch. A photo of a much younger Connie and a handsome soldier perched on the table. Connie saw her looking and her lips pressed flat.

‘I didn’t know Mr Adler was a soldier – tall, dark and handsome, like your sons,’ Hannah said.

‘Huh.’ She laughed with no warmth. ‘You got kids?’

Hannah’s eyes dropped to the floor. ‘I hope to … but not yet.’

‘Lucky.’ The woman cleared her throat. ‘You never know what you’ll get.’


Chapter 24

38 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Will’s side of the bed was cold and empty as the weak morning sun cast across their bedsheets, and Abbi’s heart sank. All the lies she told herself the night before – he’d be back in the morning, he just needed to clear his head, had proven false.

Well practiced at putting on a smile, she kept to the usual routine despite her newfound low, dropping Eadie at school (late), before heading into town.

Her car hugged the curves of the road as she meandered down the valley until the quaint row of cottage-industry shopfronts signalled she was in central Lago. Her melancholy made her sentimental. When Abbi had grown up here, riding her bike around as a barefoot tomboy, the township was nothing more than a greasy takeaway shop, a smoke-filled pub and an overpriced grocer whose bestseller was cigarettes. By the time she’d left high school, the turtle-hatching tourism had taken off and the council funded a well-needed facelift.

Cobbled pathways now separated springy lawns, fragrant hedges packed with cupped rosebuds and bright canvas awnings gave the main street an English country feel. It was quaint, but in her mind, out of place for a seaside suburb swarming with seagulls and sunbathers (even in June). With a line of trees budded with fairy lights at dusk, the ocean glimmering in the distance, the street looked positively picturesque in tourist brochures but little could undo the damage the suspected-murder media coverage had inflicted.

Angle-parking among cottage gardens, Abbi saw Blake’s squad car near the bakery and pulled in next to it. Sure enough, Blake was leaning on the counter, chatting to Molly over a custard tart. The tension in her shoulders relaxed at the sight of him, but she wanted to vent without the whole town eavesdropping. Blake saw Abbi pull up, waved a finger, but kept talking to Molly. He’d looked out for Molly when Hannah left. It was his way of keeping tabs on her older sister, like he was surviving on a diet of Molly’s bakery treats, with crumbs of info about her sister’s new, big-city life. But he had actual Hannah now. There was no need for crumbs.

Abbi was patient for a few minutes until the heat of the car, mixed with the pain in her heart, was too much. As she walked towards the bakery, the pair stopped talking.

‘Morning,’ Abbi said.

‘Hey, Abs. How are you?’ Molly asked with a weak smile.

Will has left and I’m dying inside. ‘Good thanks, Mol,’ Abbi lied and ordered bread.

Blake looked annoyed by her arrival. An aproned Molly started slicing a sourdough for her, absentmindedly.

‘Everything okay?’ Abbi asked.

Blake looked over at Molly, as if he wasn’t sure if he should answer. ‘Malcolm Hawley has a parole hearing today.’

A clunk was heard from the bread machine and Abbi hoped it wasn’t a finger. She looked back at Blake. Abbi hadn’t heard that name for years – the driver of the car who’d killed Hannah and Molly’s mother. ‘Was that expected? I mean, manslaughter is fifteen, right?’ Abbi had looked it up for another reason.

‘Four, on average. He got more than I’d expected, but not as much as he deserved. I don’t think he’ll come back here though.’ He looked sideways at Abbi. ‘Too many vigilantes in this town.’

Abbi ignored him, and was quietly pleased about the town having a new scandal to deflect the heat off All Things Trevor Adler. She remembered Malcolm as the cheeky silver-fox who’d wave to her around town in his dentist smock and board shorts. He had removed her wisdom teeth – it was hard to picture him as an inmate. What did Australian prisoners even wear? A vision of Will, Blake and herself wearing forlorn faces and orange overalls flashed in her mind and she hoped it wasn’t a premonition.

As Abbi waited for Molly to slice her sourdough, the feature image on the top page of a stack of papers sang to her: Pott’s Beach, Trevor’s 4WD, seaweed stuck on the side mirrors, water pouring from the chassis as it dangled from a crane. Flashes of his body, cold and still in the sawdust stabbed at her.

Her throat tightened, her muscles tensed, the air pressure changed. Her fingers dented the crust as Molly handed Abbi her bread. Abbi was never sure dumping the car was necessary – too big a risk for little gain. Molly passed her the change but it slipped from her fingers, pinged on the pavers. Abbi watched the coins scatter like life was in slow motion. Like she’d have plenty of time to catch up.

She finally crouched, fumbled to find her change and her cool. As she stood, she coughed to hide the squeak on her voice. ‘They’ve found his car?’

‘Yeah,’ Blake said. He was matter-of-fact. Abbi thought he should be apologetic: it kinda was his fault. ‘A camper reckons he heard it go on the night of the moon fest, but thought nothing of it until now, so they’ve pinpointed that as the time of death.’

He was cold and serious and not Blake at all and it only made Abbi panic more. ‘Right.’ Fuck. Abbi’s stomach knotted tighter than the braided breads on display.

‘The car was on its side – forensics are thinking the victim may have driven it over. Body may have floated out with the tide. More evidence for suicide.’

‘God. That’s awful.’ Awfully good. Perhaps Blake’s strategy wasn’t so crazy – staging a disappearance seemed to have worked for them. Her ears stopped ringing.

She didn’t expect this. That was the problem. The locals had originally swarmed around the story, hypothesised on how he died, inventing all manner of events. But it was old news now. The risk of getting caught had faded like the tide, until now.

Ethan the ambo was in line behind them and ordered coffees. ‘Newell. How’s it hanging?’ He leaned on the breadcrumb-scattered bench with his hairy forearms.

‘Good, mate.’

‘Bit of a shock, ain’t it – now they’ve got a witness saying his car went over the same night we got that call out to Trevor’s place and found you there. Got me thinking … you aren’t a part-time axe murderer by chance?’ He laughed, but his eyes were fixed on Blake.

Abbi wanted Ethan to pull his head in, stop the fear mongering and finger pointing before it took over the town. Her town. The very community she’d spent her life being a part of. The very family she’d done all this to protect.

Blake frowned, then nodded as if it all made sense now. ‘Yeah, mate, that was around that time, wasn’t it? We’re still chasing that lead – witness was pissed, from what I heard so you never know with these call-ups. People like to feel involved in something bigger than themselves and make up all sorts of stories.’

Ethan looked at Blake cautiously, then smiled. ‘Glad it’s you, not me sorting that out.’ He patted him on the back, but without much warmth.

‘Keep up the good work, old mate!’ Blake sighed and turned to leave.

Abbi gave Molly a quick wave and shuffled after him. She thought she had this under wraps, but now Will had left and Blake had obviously cut her out of the loop, the point of all of this cover-up seemed blurry. ‘Blake?’ Abbi blurted out, anxiety flapping behind her breastbone like a bird.

He stopped, exhaled but didn’t face her, just turned his head and whispered, ‘It’s under control,’ and kept walking.

Control. Now that it had slipped through her fingers, she had a new respect for it. Why had he not told her about finding Trevor’s vehicle? Abbi unlocked her car, cradled the sourdough in her arms, and waited for the deafening hum in her ears to fade.

She clutched her stomach and gazed at the ocean. When she inadvertently started playing this game, her resolve was strong, like a thick layer of arctic ice, protection from the storms that raged above. Their lives could still thrive below its shield. But now Abbi saw the cracks and felt the chill drawing near.

* * *

After faking her way through a day at work, Abbi drove home via the Lago Point Police – a station that had always seemed unnecessary in such a sleepy town until events of late. There was Trevor’s boxy old Patrol, impounded behind iron gates, the doors sealed with crime-scene tape. Was that 4WD about to be their undoing? Now that they’d pinpointed the day Trevor died, they must be closing in fast. And the paramedic who could place Blake at Trevor’s house the same night didn’t help.

Arriving home to a dark, empty house, Abbi plonked on the couch. It seemed giant without Will hogging it. Eadie had soccer early the next morning and was sleeping over at her best friend’s house, which only made Abbi feel more untethered from her old life.

The silence egged on her fears. Strange sounds pinged in her ears: a dripping tap, the expanding joins of the timber beams. Sounds she’d never heard, as her home was usually overrun with the echoes of human extremes; laughter, screaming, tantrums, tears.

Now, the small, soulless sounds were deafening.

She wanted company. She wanted more information about the case developments. She wanted Blake to tell her it was all going to be okay. Blake didn’t even know Will was MIA, and it just didn’t feel right for him to not know. But he still thought she was a killer, and Abbi wasn’t sure she had the strength to stay in character.

Abbi knew Blake was off at six, and decided to risk it. Regaining control meant having information – finding out what else he wasn’t telling her.

She wandered over to Blake’s, but not without a sense of guilt. When she found he wasn’t home yet, she reached for her key to his place but thought better of it. She’d crossed so many boundaries lately. Abbi waited on the porch, doubting her decision to come. She had no faith in her instincts anymore.

Newman walked over to her when she arrived, circled her the way he did and plonked by her side, licking her hand as if he understood. The dopey mixed-breed was a stray that Blake never had the heart to chase away, decided to feed and then it just kept turning up. ‘A bit like me at your place,’ Blake used to joke.

* * *

Blake’s tyres crunched on the gravel as he arrived home. He was proud of his place – the deck, the bay windows – it was a work in progress but it had focused his life when nothing else could. He got out, walked up the front steps onto the deck, and found Abbi madly wiping tears from her face, as if it would hide the disaster she was. The vulnerable look in her eyes told him everything he’d feared. ‘Is it Will? He took off?’

Her jaw dropped. He’d stolen her thunder. ‘When did he tell you? Did he come to the station?’

‘No. He didn’t. Why would he? I’m not his favourite person right now, remember? The whole bullshitting-to-him-for-weeks, dumping-bodies thing?’ Blake frowned, sidled down next to her against his new door, the fretwork digging into his back. He’d sensed at the pub the other evening that Will was in meltdown, and he knew their kind processed things alone.

Blake scraped greying whiskers and threw the frisbee for Newman who darted off through the garden in pursuit, but in the wrong direction. High emotion from Abbi Adams equalled high risk. ‘Jesus,’ he said. This was bad. There was no telling what Will might do now. ‘Where?’

‘He didn’t say for sure. He said he might visit his parents, but I got desperate and called there – no answer. Mobile’s out of range.’ Blake instinctively lifted his arm and she tucked under like he was a favourite chair. ‘Can you blame him? I’ve hurt him. Disappointed him. Lost his trust.”

‘Abs, he’s just trying to reconcile it. In his head. Just give him time.’

He took Abbi inside. She scanned his living room, looking horrified. ‘You’ve moved the couch. You’ve got scatter cushions. No more bar fridge or festering laundry. What’s happened?’

‘Hannah. And she’s out tonight, by the way. Some work dinner.’ They flopped on the couch in unison, Blake and Newman flanking their visitor, thigh to thigh, shoulder to shoulder. Candles adorned the coffee table that usually sported nothing but motorbike magazines, beer-ring stains and gaming console controllers.

Abbi held up a cushion with a modern design. ‘Pineapples?’

‘Geometric fruit is in, apparently.’

He looked at her sad-sack face, and lifted his arm again. ‘Come here.’ He felt rushed, like he had to patch her up and send her home before Hannah came home.

She wriggled in, started offloading all the details. How Will didn’t even have to say it, she just knew by the slump in his shoulders, the sadness in his eyes. It was both inspirational, and pathetic.

Blake felt heartsick too. If Will and Abbi actually split, what hope was there for him and Hannah? For any couple? Sure, they were dealing with major shit, but he thought they were immune to relationship breakdown. He had never heard either of them speak a bad word about the other.

‘Abs, I know this has been hard. But have you seen it from his point of view? What you kept from him. What …’ He struggled to encompass the gravity of the situation. ‘What sort of shitstorm you’ve left him in? He’s always been big on trust. And you kept something huge from him.’

‘You told me not to tell him!’

Blake figured it had never occurred to her, the damage her lies had inflicted. ‘You knock someone off and somehow this is my fault?’ Hearing it out loud sounded so ludicrous he felt a laugh shudder in his throat.

He was right, but so was she.

* * *

Abbi couldn’t stand Blake thinking she was a violent person, a killer who intentionally put him in this position. She was simply a wife and mother protecting her family. She knew she was the puppeteer in this pantomime. Faced with the fear of her husband going to jail, lying seemed like the logical solution. But now that Will knew, and could turn himself in without implicating all of them as well, the rationale to keep lying to Blake was thin. If she told him Trevor was snuffed out as a result of Will’s assault, would he really expose them, after everything?

Admitting the truth would feel good, and Abbi yearned for the life she’d had, the life in which she could let her guard down and be herself.

She swallowed. It was just there for the taking – all that was required was taking a confession. ‘Blake?’ Abbi couldn’t resist. She would just tell him, end all the foolish games.

‘What?’ He passed her a bag of Clinkers, still doting, still clinging to the shred of trust that was left between them like a fool.

Tears pooled in her eyes. Her throat tightened. But wasn’t it the truth that made Will disappear? She couldn’t risk losing Blake too.

Blake’s eyes narrowed. ‘Abs?’

Her gaze fell. ‘Nothing.’ Coward.

She’d have to stay a killer. It was simpler.

* * *

Blake tried to ease her misery with an hour or two of trash TV and a packet of Clinkers, guessing flavours from taste alone like they were fourteen, before he figured it was time to grow up, and grabbed a bottle of red. They downed a glass each. He picked up the merlot from the coffee table, and poured them both another. As he leant across the couch to hand hers over, he smelt Abbi’s hair. She always smelt like apples, and it made him think of the rhubarb–apple tarts their mum used to make.

He was stuffed. ‘All right, well, I’m going to bed. And you’ve had too many to drive, so have a nap before you head off, okay?’

Abbi stiffened. ‘I should just go. Hannah will freak if she finds me here.’

Blake tilted the bottle of wine and saw it was empty. ‘Better than wrapped around a tree, so unless you’re walking …’

It was only a few blocks but Abbi screwed up her nose at the idea of an empty house.

He grabbed a waffle blanket from the linen cupboard and a bottle of water from the fridge. Abbi shuffled her jeans off and snuggled into the blanket in her undies and t-shirt. ‘It’s not even ten-thirty. Can’t you stay up five more minutes?’

Blake frowned. ‘Hannah’ll have my balls on a plate if she finds me out here with you. Especially since that was her wine.’

Her big eyes pleaded with him. ‘Just till I fall asleep?’

She’d been saying it his whole life.

He sat on the couch, flicked the TV on to something mind-numbing. She wormed under his shoulder and he felt her body uncoil.

He thought about their relationship trajectory, more aware now of her flaws. The power had always been with her, from the day he’d arrived at her home as the latest in a production line of troubled kids. She’d shown him the ropes, and held them ever since.


Chapter 25

39 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

It wasn’t that they were together. It wasn’t a question of what they did. It was the way they lay – almost like parent and child. Abbi’s pouty, Cupid’s-bow lips were parted slightly, resting on his chest, his arm draped casually around her neck. It was different to how Blake lay with her, she accepted that – a protective posture more than a sensual one. There was no beard rash or hands on arse cheeks. But their entwined, sound-asleep bodies still made Hannah’s breath catch. They were so natural, peaceful with each other.

And was that her (now empty) bottle of wine on the table in front of them?

Blake stirred and she retreated to the bedroom in silence. The mocha linen they’d bought to signify their fresh start lay smooth on their bed; crisp lines, hospital corners, European pillowslips she’d ironed herself, and yet, Blake was curled on that mildewy old futon under a faded old blanket, with her.

She’d come home later than she’d planned, a little tipsy after drowning her sorrows. Blake must have heard her arrival and followed her into bed. He explained Abbi’s impromptu sleepover – that Will had left. Hannah was gobsmacked. Telling Will about the little lovers’ quarrel she’d witnessed between Abbi and Blake on the beach must have burst the bubble of denial he’d been living in. It was the only explanation. He was a man of integrity and would never stand for such seedy business.

* * *

The next morning, Hannah was relieved to see Abbi was gone, as she busied herself preparing for work, shooting glances at Blake biting into his cream-cheese bagel (she’d finally convinced him to ditch the sugary cereal). She stared blankly at the Berocca fizzing in her glass, arms tight across her chest, when Blake leaned in and kissed her goodbye.

All she could think as she drove to work was that he smelt like her.

Incest. The word played on her mind. She looked it up: an overly close, improper relationship between family members. Overly close; that part was undeniable. It always felt like the two were in a cone of silence and she was outside reading lips. Had they taken things a step too far? She had to know what Will had seen. What had made such a decent man leave his wife?

By end of the day, her thoughts were a wrecking ball.

Will’s mobile was out of range, so Hannah called the surgery and was greeted by an answering machine with a recorded message from the squeaky-voiced receptionist directing patients to the Harrison clinic an hour away.

She’d gathered the evidence as she went about her day. A kid at the youth centre said Abbi was seen crying, absentmindedly holding a rockmelon at the IGA. In the school office, people had started to talk about the state of Abbi and Will’s marriage. Abbi picked up Eadie in sunglasses and one of Will’s oversized t-shirts – not a sign of someone who was coping. Hannah overheard the uniform shop conveyor suggesting Abbi’s ‘sunny disposition’ with the stay-at-home dads had gotten out of hand and Will put a stop to it. Nothing else seemed serious enough to warrant the breakdown of such a rock-solid marriage, other than a true betrayal.

Curiosity consumed Hannah – she almost wished she could run into Betty and her sticky-beak nose – and she zoned out from her students, deep in questions. At least, that’s what she told herself was the reason she was obsessing about the tall, broad-shouldered man with kind eyes. She told herself it was normal to Google your friends’ names, read journal articles they’d published on things like ‘immune suppression increasing the risk of Merkel Cell Carcinoma’ (she lived in the skin cancer capital of the world, after all), and scroll through old Facebook posts for a glimpse of them. She was just curious. A social researcher, if you like. There was nothing stalkerish about it, when you knew them.

Yet with every bitchy thought, Hannah recalled her friendship with Abbi at thirteen, reading Dolly Fiction on the big boulder next to the rock pools, talking boys and big dreams. Was that sweet, fun girl really capable of such deceit? Was she so stupid as to risk what she had with Will? Abbi always struck Hannah as smarter and stronger than she ever let on, using the damsel-in-distress act a little too much for her liking.

Hannah couldn’t handle all this uncertainty. She needed sugar, and made do with a leftover birthday cupcake she found in the staff freezer. She didn’t even wait for it to defrost.

At first break, she spotted Eadie under the shade cloth at the prep precinct, chasing ladybeetles through the fairy garden. Hannah squatted next to her. ‘Princess E. How are you?’

‘Good.’ Eadie picked flowers from the clover, gathering them in her hand like a fairy bouquet. Her fingers were stained with every colour of the rainbow from craft time.

‘Missing Daddy?’ It felt wrong, using the innocent little thing, but it was for her father’s own good.

Eadie looked confused. ‘I only just sawed him yesterday. He watched my swimming lesson. He’s the only one who can do my cap without squinching my hair.’

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘Mummy always does it too quick.’ That’s because Mummy is always running late. Not for the first time, Hannah realised it was the little things that set parents apart.

‘It was funny. When he waveded goodbye after, his fishing pole was so long it was sticking out the back window of his Mini.’

Hannah smiled. ‘Fishing, huh?’

The clue festered during middle session, before she overheard another staff member mention a protest at the town hall about development restrictions. Hannah thought about when her father was a labourer on that abandoned house near the lake, remembered Will mentioning the locals used it as a bit of a sleepout on fishing trips. A sixth sense told her it was the perfect place for Will to lay low for a few days, still skulk home to see his daughter, and do that thing men did to justify doing not much at all: fish.

Would it be rude to just turn up? They’d become close lately, but she barely knew the man. And he obviously wanted to be alone.

No. It was crazy. She’d just have to interrogate Blake. But he was always loyal to Abbi. What was Will playing at?

Hannah felt a sudden pang of dread. She was the only one who had any lead on Will’s whereabouts. There was power in that knowledge. Responsibility – what if he needed help? She thought of what happened to Trevor – a probable suicide from a man she never would have suspected was the type to self-harm.

So, when Hannah lied to her boss, saying her endometriosis was playing up and she needed to go home, she told herself it was neighbourly concern that steered her car out to the bush track to the old abandoned house.

Only a few locals knew how to access it. It was a relic from a display home, the planned show pony for a new estate before the greenies petitioned against the proposal. Fashion was a fickle beast – white Parthenon-like pillars flanked the entry, arched windows like she remembered from Playschool and a steep, Tudor-style roofline adorned the design. Now it was a graffiti-ridden eyesore, the ivory bricks green with mildew, the generously sized rooms full of leaves and suspiciously stained mattresses, and the whole thing smelt of possum piss. But the way it existed alone, so grand and overbearing, bursting with unmet potential reminded Hannah of Tara from Gone with The Wind (minus the plantation and slavery). The planned road was overgrown, never sealed. You really had to look for it to find it.

As she’d hoped, a racing-green Mini Cooper was rusting under a canopy of jacaranda leaves. Hannah parked next to it, a wave of excitement coursing through her like she’d solved the mystery. She looked around to see a humble campsite just up from the high tide mark of the lake. A hammock. An esky. A single folding canvas chair under a gum tree, like a modern-day Waltzing Matilda.

He wasn’t there. She wondered if she should be worried, and sat to contemplate what to do. She tentatively placed her weight in the hessian hammock, kicking the tree now and then to keep her swinging, and relaxed for a while in the nothingness.

Her own worries came to the surface like the speckled trout skimming the lake.

Blake. There was no denying they cared for each other, always had. But deep down, had it ever really felt right? Were relationships meant to be this much hard work?

Despite her reputation, Hannah had only been with a handful of men. There was Blake, of course, making several comeback tours and return showings; the hairy, hopeless moron she’d cheated on him with in her twenties; her older-man phase beginning with Trev and ending with Married Michael from New York for the last couple of years … Then, her thoughts travelled back to her first crush – didn’t they say the first heartbreak was the deepest?

Andy & Han. She could picture their names carved in the wet sand, and found herself missing that fresh-faced boy – his polite, quiet ways, the cute mole on his left cheek, even now, eighteen years later. Subconsciously she’d gauged every potential boyfriend against that well-bred young man ever since, and usually found them wanting. Did that make her sentimental, or pathetic?

The milky yellow sun filtered through the tree canopy. She’d forgotten how dark and still the lake was in these isolated parts. It had an eerie feel, like you could only imagine what lay in its depths.

Hannah felt strange, invading Will’s space, and wandered to the water, the lake dark and glossy under the setting sun. Despite the autumn chill, the brightness gave the illusion of summer. She felt compelled to immerse herself in the lake, imagined the cool water moving over her skin like a potion, removing the uncertainty and frustration of the past few days. A clear path between the scattering of pine trees led to a picturesque beach of multi- coloured sands, boulders of many shapes and sizes.

The lake was green with the reflection of trees, the ragged shoreline a mess of gnarled roots squirming down to the shallows like arthritic fingers. Shimmers danced across the surface, as if light itself was carried by the wind. It reminded her of a hidden lake in Corfu she’d visited during her ‘solo years’ and loneliness brushed against her. Moments were never as sweet when experienced alone – that’s why she always felt the need to flaunt it on social media, as if it didn’t count until somebody knew.

She slipped off her sandals, let her bare feet soak into the waterlogged sand. She didn’t stop there, pulling off her t-shirt and shorts, wading into the cool depths in her sports bra and undies. Ducking under, she felt invigorated, treading water in the deep, but a sadness plagued her. Perhaps she would always be alone, too broken to keep anyone for long.

When she returned to the surface, she heard a rustle in the bush and there he was, wearing a faded Goodies t-shirt. With a bait bucket in one hand, a rod in the other, and ragged straw hat on his head, Will looked like a scarecrow.

‘Miss Worthington.’ He breathed her name out.

‘There you are.’ Her mood picked up.

‘What brings you to this isolated lake in the middle of nowhere?’ He raised his eyebrows.

She felt foolish, but figured she was caught. She had to go through with it. ‘I thought you might be here.’ Hannah swirled her hands along the surface of the lake. ‘Don’t feel like a swim?’

He gave an emphatic ‘No’. He seemed to weigh his options then sat on his bait bucket under the patchy shade, like he had to reconfigure his plans.

‘Okay.’ She paddled her way back the few metres to the shore. ‘Sorry to intrude …’

‘How’d you find me?’

‘You told me, in a matter of words, about the old house being a fishing retreat. I hope you don’t mind me invading your peace.’ She stepped up the beach, wringing the excess water from her ponytail.

‘I can’t exactly make you leave. It’s not my place. They should probably add trespassing to my record.’

‘Record?’

He shook his head. ‘Forget it.’

She found her clothes by a rock, and sat down to drip dry a little before dressing.

She’d driven out here full of rage, determined to get to the truth about why Will left. Now, after a walk, a swim, her own patchy romantic history replaying in her mind, her jealousy felt childish and petty. She stretched her legs along the hot surface of the rock, enjoying the sun.

Will sat, watching the clouds race through the sky, and a quiet settled between them. He never rushed, never made you feel you had to hasten your response so he could talk.

Will turned to speak, before his eyes quickly flicked back the skyline. ‘Um.’ He twisted his mouth.

Hannah frowned. ‘What?’ It’s not like she was naked.

With his back to her, he continued, ‘Ah, you might want to cover up, you’ve got some see-through going on that I don’t need to see.’

She looked down; eggshell blue undies, as transparent as glass. She even saw a freckle above her public hair and a surgical scar she never liked explaining, glowing through the wet satin. ‘Oh God, sorry.’ Mortified, she hurriedly turned away and slipped her shorts over her traitorous knickers. Not exactly the bush he came to see. Hannah felt her face colour as she turned her gaze back to Will.

He swallowed hard and scuffed his thong on the sand but she couldn’t mistake where his eyes had been focused as she zipped her hipster shorts: the thin, pink scar, just above her panty line. She couldn’t miss the concern on his face, but he kept quiet.

‘Endometriosis,’ Hannah explained.

‘I’m sorry. It’s a real bastard, I hear.’ Will frowned, then stopped. ‘They don’t do laparoscopic surgery in the States?’

Hannah swallowed. ‘It was a long time ago. Anyway, that’s probably enough sharing about my girly regions for the day.’

Once her embarrassment faded, Hannah figured she’d broach the subject. ‘You’ve probably realised I’m not here for the fish.’ He didn’t answer, but then again, it wasn’t a question, and Will only spoke when he had to. ‘Abbi came over, told me what happened.’ She hadn’t, exactly. But Hannah figured Will might fill the gaps.

‘Really?’ His chin dropped. He shifted about on his bucket-chair. ‘She okay?’ His eyes pierced hers, reading, searching.

‘Heartbroken. Worried. Sad. Everything you’d expect.’ Hannah shook her head. ‘I know it’s not any of my business, but if you need someone to talk to—’

‘Hannah, you can’t fix this.’

She felt each syllable like a blow. She wanted to help. Why wouldn’t he let her? ‘Can I ask why you left them?’

‘I haven’t left anybody. I’ve just … stepped away.’

Hannah pulled back, drained the last drips from her auburn hair. ‘You don’t have to tell me what’s going on, but if it has anything to do with Blake, I think I have a right to know.’

‘Blake?’ Will turned to her. ‘Why would you say that? Has he said something?’

‘No.’

‘Then what makes you think …’

She shrugged and shook her head in one confused gesture.

‘Jesus, Han. You’re still hung-up on the idea they’re at it? Is inventing problems a hobby of yours? Like there’s not enough worries in the world already without people imagining more.’

Hannah’s eyes widened. He was sometimes insensitive, but never cruel. It stirred up her defences, made her scrounge for any evidence to illustrate there was substance to her fears. ‘What rock have you been living under? Do you know how I found them when I came home last night? On the couch. Together. Your wife. My boyfriend. Basically on top of each other, barely clothed.’ He didn’t react, so she kept going, unloading all her suspicions. ‘And what about the way she wipes food off his mouth? Blake tells her every single thing that ever happens to him – like he doesn’t know how he feels about anything until he runs it past her. When he made Sergeant, she was the first person he called. Not me. Her. Don’t you see the way his lips linger on her forehead when he kisses her goodnight? Sound platonic?’

‘They’re close. But that doesn’t mean they’re doing anything more.’

‘So, you’re okay with some bloke kissing your wife, sleeping with your wife, wanting to have sex with her, as long as he doesn’t actually slip it in?’

His face grimaced but he didn’t answer.

She let him imagine that vile thought. ‘You talk about trust, Will, but from here it looks a lot closer to denial.’

She thought she had him, but then he shook his head. ‘You’re not even close, Han, so don’t even try. It’s just your mind playing games. That’s all it is.’

‘Why? Because it makes the denial harder?’

He squared his jaw. ‘Can you just trust me on this one? Stay out of it.’

Hannah grabbed her sandals and stomped through the trees all the way to her car, yanked at the seatbelt so hard it locked up, and refused to release. She tried not to cry.

She’d come for answers, yet left with more questions, a thumping headache and wet knickers.

* * *

Will’s caginess, the lake and the memories it rekindled gave Hannah an unsettled feeling she couldn’t shake. Part of her felt an urgent need to reconcile all the ambiguity that was blurring the edges of her life, but she didn’t have the energy. She wanted to go home to a hot bath and a glass of red, but didn’t want to deal with Blake. She didn’t feel like facing her father and his old-fashioned opinions either, but it was the lesser of two unappealing options.

Molly stood on the front landing watering a pot of succulents and Hannah wondered, not for the first time, where she’d got her green thumb. Hannah certainly had no interest in being responsible for keeping anything alive other than herself. ‘Hey,’ Hannah greeted.

Molly grunted.

Hannah’s undies were still damp, had given her a wet patch and a wedgie.

‘You wet yourself at school today?’ Molly asked, only half joking. ‘You know they have things you can buy for that, now.’

‘Ha ha. How was school?’

‘Sucky. But no more than usual.’

Hannah didn’t believe her. Molly was like her father – always a book nerd, always open minded and wanting to please. ‘Dad okay?’

‘As okay as he gets.’

‘No more meals to deliver?’

‘All done.’

‘So, you can actually do homework now? Or you free to spend more time with Redhead Ed? I saw him hanging at the bakery – waiting for you, I take it?’

‘You mean Jake?’ Molly laughed. ‘Dunno.’

A stab of concern jolted Hannah. Was Molly sleeping with that douche? She was just a girl. Hannah realised Molly was already older than the age she started having sex. Maybe her father was right. Maybe she had started too young.

Hannah felt a knot in her throat, but she couldn’t let the opportunity slide. It was peculiar, this instinct she felt since she returned home. This fiery urge to care. She rested her hand on Molly’s sleek shoulder. ‘You know you can always come to me. If you have questions, or need anything.’

Molly shrugged, then realised the subtext in Hannah’s offer, and blushed. ‘Oh, God. We’re not doing it. Gross.’

Hannah felt a little better, and went inside. She heard horseracing blaring from the radio in her parents’ room, her dad egging on his favourite thoroughbred. She waved from the doorway and he gestured he’d be out shortly.

The hallway was a timeline of their family tree, with portraits dappling the faded walls: Hannah starting school; her mother’s hands on her shoulders, Hannah graduating university in her cap and gown. The opposite wall was crowded with Molly’s achievements: every school photo, every milestone. Hannah noticed a vacant hook. She stepped over to an old bureau of her grandmother’s that sat wide, gathering dust, at the end of the hall. It was full of family albums and old videocassettes despite the VCR jamming long ago. Hannah pulled open drawers, sorted under stacks of paper and found what she was looking for – a happy snap of her mother and family friend shaded by sombreros, sipping cocktails on the verandah of the cottage they’d shared with the Gardeners each summer. The photo showed Hannah and Andy sucking on watermelon over the sink in the background with sunburnt shoulders and cut-off shorts. Her mother looked even more beautiful than she remembered, her mouth wide in a natural, open smile. Hannah ran her finger over the dusty frame, the memories the image invoked tethering her to happier times in her childhood.

Hannah realised it wasn’t just her, curating her own image online like a publicist would for a footballer. Everyone moulded their lives by vetting their memories – highlighting some events by keeping reminders of people who left indelible marks on their heart, placing them prominently on display for all to see, while other unworthy parts of themselves were banished with the hope of being forgotten.

Her father had chosen to store that particular summer-house memory out of sight, but Hannah remembered exactly when it was taken down. And she’d never forget why.

Hannah dusted off the framed picture, and gently hung it back where it belonged.


Chapter 26

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Abbi stared at the pesky cursor, rudely blinking on her screen. She was only five hundred words into an eight-hundred-word feature with a deadline to meet and three proofreads to do, and she had barely slept a wink last night with Eadie up with a tummy ache. So when she got a text from Hannah inviting her to coffee, having her pry into the state of her marriage was the last thing she needed, but her fingers had replied, Okay. If something was up, she’d rather find out about it instead of inventing something worse.

What did she know?

Locals huddled around the good coffee van as surfers showered the salt off their wax-bubbled boards. Abbi scanned the picnic area for Hannah, distracted by the line of Kombi vans and Maui motorhomes parked on the front under the palm trees. She was glad to see tourism on the rise. Her attention left the climbing fort full of kids wearing zinc and rashi vests, and found Hannah waiting on the park bench.

‘Sorry I’m late!’ Abbi chirped, as she slid in next to her friend.

Hannah looked like she was dressing for a boardroom, not a classroom. She handed Abbi one of two takeaway coffees, as if that justified the rendezvous. ‘Thanks for meeting me, Abs. I’ve only got an hour till I’m relief-teaching again.’

Abbi tried honesty for a change. ‘I was a little surprised – you haven’t really asked to hang out without the blokes.’

‘Blake mentioned you and Will were having problems. I just thought you might need a friend.’ Hannah’s eyebrows squished together and she patted Abbi awkwardly on the back, as if she were a labrador. ‘How are you coping with things?’

Abbi flattened her skirt, stretched her back and felt bad for questioning Hannah’s motives. ‘Shithouse, but thanks.’ She sipped the coffee Hannah had given her and it tasted bitter and burnt her tongue. Hannah did look sincere.

‘Can I help with anything? I could bring Eadie home after school if you have to work late – I know Will was rather hands on, so …’

‘It’s fine. Eadie’s the only good thing I have at the moment. I need her to feel normal.’

They made small talk, until Abbi became impatient. ‘Was there something you wanted to talk to me about, Han?’

Hannah sat up straight like she needed extra breath in her lungs for what she was about to say. ‘Abbi, there is something important I need to …’

Oh, God. What does she know?

Hannah’s eyes clicked with hers, her gaze steadfast. ‘You and Blake. I mean, has anything ever …’

Abbi groaned and slumped her shoulders, but was partly relieved. ‘Not this again. No. I’ve told you that.’

‘Not ever?’

Abbi glared. ‘We’ve never done it, if that’s what you’re asking.’

Hannah calmed. She slowly sank back on the chair, still focused on an imaginary point on the ground. ‘I’d understand, if you had.’

Can you smell something? I think it’s bullshit.

‘He’s not your blood relation. You didn’t grow up as siblings. I’m not blind, there’s attraction between you two. Did he ever try to back at school?’

Abbi exhaled, adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. ‘I think you should talk to Blake about this.’

‘I did. He refused to say a word, which only makes it worse.’

‘With all that’s happening, Hannah, does it matter?’ Jesus, we hid a body together, who cares if we made out as teenagers? ‘I mean, God. It’s ancient history.’

Her face went soft in resignation. ‘You have, then, in the past?’

Abbi swallowed hard. ‘No. Well …’ It was half true. ‘You really want to know?’

Hannah nodded.

Abbi sighed. There was no avoiding this. And really, was there any shame in what adolescent fumblings were attempted, rejected, advanced, twenty years ago? ‘I used to sneak into his room.’ She wasn’t sure why she felt embarrassed, even now, half a lifetime on. It was perfectly legal, consensual, even if morally questionable. Was it Blake’s shame rubbing off on her? Or was it that now, as a parent, as an adult, she understood? ‘We were sixteen. I was mixed up, curious. It’s not like we grew up together, he wasn’t my real brother. Whatever attraction I thought I felt didn’t seem any less appropriate than liking the new guy at school.’

Hannah’s face was pale.

Abbi looked out at the rolling sea. One of the Kombi campers was skulking to the shower with a towel and toiletries. ‘The difference was that he slept in my house. He was always there, attentive, willing.’ She flattened her skirt with the palm of her hand. ‘I’m not proud of it. I was a tease, really.’

‘Jesus, Abbi. Stop, I’ve changed my mind.’ Hannah raised her hand in protest. ‘No, tell me.’ Her expression belied her words.

‘It was a long time ago. Do you really—’

Hannah squared her shoulders. ‘I’m sure.’

Abbi nodded. ‘I used to sneak down the hall, after Mum was asleep. We’d talk mostly, a bit of first-base stuff, you know, we were kids. It was kind of like practising on your pillow, that’s all.’ Abbi figured if she dazzled Hannah with detail about irrelevant stuff, the Trevor Adler issue would get buried. ‘But Blake … He hated himself for it. Saw it as a betrayal of Mum. That it just wasn’t right. He didn’t see me as a sister then, but the world did, or at least, Mum did. She made him sleep in the den and locked the outside of his room once he was asleep, like he was the problem.’ She swallowed. ‘But I was.’ Abbi paused, all the confusion returning. ‘Later, when things got heated one time, he made me promise we’d never be like that again. That we’d be brother and sister from that day forward, because that was forever. Because that was what we were supposed to be.’ Abbi wanted to make it clear to Hannah that she was not a risk she had to manage. ‘And we never have.’

‘But wanting to is just as bad, Abbi. It’s just as dangerous.’

‘But I don’t. Not for years. I don’t want anyone but Will. And Blake doesn’t want anyone but you. He never has since you started showing interest in him. He was just pretending to live … without you.’ The two women sipped their coffees, a little uncomfortable with the intimacy. ‘Wouldn’t that have been weird – if we’d both lost it to the same bloke.’ Abbi shuddered. ‘Now that would have given us something to talk about.’

‘Blake wasn’t my first,’ Hannah admitted. ‘I know I told him that, and you, but he wasn’t.’

Abbi racked her brains for another Hannah-deflowering contender. She’d been a wall away when the two of them were definitely doing something in her house at seventeen. She assumed that perhaps her first was some Parisian she met while on exchange. The timing was right. Abbi felt offended. Hannah never told her, despite their friendship being at its peak back then. She waited for Hannah to elaborate, but, disappointingly, she didn’t.

Abbi placed her hand over Hannah’s. ‘I know it’s muddy, this thing with me and Blake. I know it must drive you batshit crazy – it would do my head in if Will had a close female friend – but you’ve got to believe me when I say I wish you two the best. This thing Will and I are going through has nothing to do with me and Blake. I love my husband. I want nothing but happiness for Blake.’ She squeezed Hannah’s hand. ‘And for you.’

Abbi gained a sense of comfort from the realisation her words were true, that she did want Hannah to be happy. She felt relief that perhaps she wasn’t the lowlife she had started to believe she was.

What Abbi failed to tell, was that Blake was the first boy she kissed. And it didn’t feel bad. It didn’t feel bad at all.


Chapter 27

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Insomnia. It had never been a problem for Abbi, before. The rare night she didn’t fall asleep in Eadie’s bed, a battered copy of The BFG open between them, she and Will would squish into their two-seater, balancing cups of tea on their knees, his arm a comforting weight on her shoulder, and fall asleep binge-watching their favourite series. But tonight, with Will gone, like a strategy to plough through the awfulness that was life without Will, she yearned for sleep. She folded washing. She unloaded dishes. She packed Eadie’s bag for the following day, even exorcised the saggy zucchini from the fridge. The minute she stopped, the thoughts rolled in.

Will’s wallet and keys weren’t on the bench. His giant shoes weren’t by the door.

What if he’s never coming back? What if he can’t live with what he’s done?

Honesty was the antidote to most things. That’s what he told her the day they’d met. That’s what he lived by. The comfort that knowledge was the most precious thing Abbi had. It eased her anxiety. It fortified her confidence. It simplified life like a child. Life became blissfully uncomplicated, so Abbi kept her end. She’d converted to his religion; truth-telling, above all. Even after confessing to Will, lies trespassed, hiding in corners, leering at her. Blake still knew nothing of the real crime he concealed.

The wind pressed against the glass, cloudy from salt-spray, rattling the casement window in the frame as Abbi sat and drank. More rain.

Rain. Fresh, natural, life-affirming rain.

The same damn rain that swelled the lake, filled the estuaries, flushed that stupid body out into the stupid ocean that she’d stupidly let out of her sight because of that boat, which reminded her: she never did quite work out who was in that tinnie. Could someone have seen her out on Trevor’s jetty, or her and Blake carting a body around moments before? She’d seen Catfish in a similar dinghy weeks after the festival, but couldn’t quite find an acceptable way to ask if he’d, by chance, noticed her dumping his brother’s body. She’d walked down Trevor’s jetty since, noticed the crab pots were gone. Was that all Catfish was after? She also felt nervous about the disappearing bloodstained hoodie. Deciding to wear her husband’s hoodie that night could send him to prison, unless she could work out where it was.

As Abbi poured dregs of wine into her glass, laughter raced up her throat like a carriage on a roller coaster: unstoppable. It sprayed out her mouth. She grabbed a tea towel and dabbed the drips from her lips, still giggling at the ridiculousness of her life. That she’d spent months skulking around the truth to keep her family together, held on so tight that she’d strangled them in the process. One breath later, her laughter turned to sobs.

Abbi stomped up to her bedroom closet, returned a moment later with a scuffed suitcase full of old letters and photos. She fumbled through, flicking between scenes from the past, scribbled notes of love, ticket stubs, snippets of time frozen in ink on paper. She opened her senior magazine and was greeted with fresh-faced Hannah and their friends all dressed like Gwen Stefani at a school disco. A postcard from Hannah of the Eiffel Tower fell from the pages onto the bench. It was postmarked February 2002 – year twelve. Abbi tossed it back in the case before noticing the postage stamp commemorating Queen Elizabeth’s Golden Jubilee, which seemed strange for a French stamp. She took another look and saw it was Australian. She couldn’t explain it, but guessed Hannah must have sent it from the airport just before she left, just to rub it in. Abbi shoved all her precious memories back in the suitcase, and opened another bottle.

A faded photograph, rounded at the corners, peeked out from behind a pile of Eadie’s baby cards. Abbi was tucked under Will’s protective arm near the Hôpital Sacré Coeur in Haiti, a background of rubble, her eyes fixed on his, adoringly. Her life had changed during those heady, early days. Abbi couldn’t go back to her clueless, pre-Will life. She still recalled Blake’s reaction, six years earlier, when she told him she’d quit her job at the bar and volunteered to work for the Red Cross to follow a one-night-stand. ‘You are fucking mental,’ were Blake’s exact words. ‘It’s impoverished. You don’t even like camping.’

It was recklessness that might have blown her chances with the best man she could ask for. Yet Abbi believed it was that same recklessness, that same ability to act on a whim, that drew Will to her, at the start.

* * *

Abbi had vomited copiously in the toilet of the Qantas 727 the Red Cross had chartered to transport the aid volunteers to Haiti. The other passengers put it down to nerves: the fear of the devastation they were all about to witness, the demands she was about to face – and it was, in part. But it was seeing Will again that had, pathetically, terrified her. What possible explanation would she give him for flying across oceans to see him? Because he was kind enough to send her an earring she’d left before her walk of shame from his apartment? Blake was right. This wasn’t like when she got a tattoo, or died her hair purple. She must have finally lost the plot.

It had been months. She’d only seen him once in her life, but she spotted him from fifty feet: that giant quality he lumbered around like luggage. As Abbi watched him calmly assess each patient, lying in lines on top of white sheets in the dust, she’d wondered how those large fingers managed such teeny stitches, such precise procedures. She thought back to the way those fingers had feathered up her thigh, the way he’d held her that night, each swell of her body filling the hollows of his.

Abbi had passed the wreckage of Notre Dame de l’Assomption – the main cathedral in Port-au-Prince – on her way to the village. Yet still, kids had continued to play soccer in the streets. The shock had begun to wane. Life after January 12, the day the goudou goudou had taken form. The Hôpital Sacré Coeur near Milot housed sick locals in hallways. Within days the local schools had taken the overflow but quickly filled with patients with extremity injuries, lacerations, fractures, and amputations with associated dehydration and anaemia. Thankfully, the cholera breakout had been contained.

There he was, in blue plastic scrubs, going about his heroic business, oblivious to the fact he was the reason she’d dumped her life and boarded that plane. A minute later, a stretcher made from an old door was carted in by two Haitians. ‘Translator!’ Will called. ‘I need to know when this man last ate.’

Abbi stepped towards the Haitian man Will had just attended to, took the man’s hand, looked him in the eye and asked, ‘Avezvous mangez?’

The patient shook his head. ‘Pas pour les jours.’

Will paced over to another patient who was spewing blood, using gesture and basic local dialect to determine what treatment was required. He pointed to the supply tent and two other men carted the injured man there. Meanwhile Abbi had just stood there, stunned stupid. All that blood.

‘What do you need?’ Abbi asked Will in a voice that was barely audible. No one had even noticed her.

He’d rattled off something to the nurse following him on his rounds, but Abbi barely heard it with the ringing in her ears, the heat clouding her mind.

Another parade of locals entered the ward, and his attention had turned her way.

Will’s eyes clicked with hers. He stood and stared, then immediately paced across the makeshift triage clinic, straight for her, and stalled. ‘Abbi?’

She exhaled. ‘Thank fuck for that.’

He frowned, confused. ‘Sorry?’

She realised she’d said that out loud. ‘You remembered my name.’

His hustle eased. His body stilled. ‘What …’ He looked sideways, like this was some mistake, a delusion from lack of sleep. He rubbed his eyes with those clean, soft hands. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m here to help,’ Abbi said. It was true, in part. She needed to learn a few of life’s lessons. To grow up.

‘Help?’ he scoffed.

‘I volunteered.’ She laughed it out, barely believing it herself.

‘You’re working here?’ His eyes narrowed as he looked at the ID card swinging from the lanyard around her neck stamped ‘Media’. ‘Do you even speak Creole?’

Her chin dipped down. She was going to explain how her uni course offered prac placements like this for credit, that she needed the reporting experience. But that wasn’t the reason she applied. It was an excuse. ‘I wanted to see you.’ What was it about this guy that made her so transparent?

He shook his head, glared at her like a plantar wart; a benign inconvenience. ‘I don’t have time for this insanity right now.’

Abbi nodded, gripped her elbows. ‘Don’t worry, I get it.’

‘It’s gangrene. I have to go,’ Will said, a hint of regret for his attitude but not enough for her liking.

She had felt herself tearing up, but tried to look in control. ‘Can’t I help? Just tell me what to do.’

‘I don’t have time.’ He shook his head. ‘You don’t get it – I haven’t slept in three days.’

She watched his fast-paced stride as he walked away with an acute sense of purpose, while her legs felt weak. Maybe he was just a drunken mistake. She could see Blake saying, ‘I told you so.’

Afterwards, Abbi had wandered around trying to look helpful, moving supply boxes, smiling at people. She felt useless. Like an imposter: she was foolish to assume her mediocre high-school French would stretch to be of use with locals fluent in Haitian Creole. She didn’t want to waste anyone’s time, but was in deeper than she feared and felt like a fraud. She fought the urge to run, to crumble, to hide behind a post, and spent the rest of the day fumbling through, trying not to cry.

When the clinic closed, she took to the streets. She’d found most were strewn with chunks of concrete, rubble and whatever tropical rains had flooded into the spaces in between. Abbi tried to stop the tremble in her lip from taking over her face. All her problems – missing an assignment deadline, scrimping to cover her rent – all seemed so trivial now, compared to this impoverished land lacking even basic essentials. It had opened her eyes like nothing else.

Then Abbi found her footing over the next week and started feeling less foolish as she found ways to help. As her tired legs carried her to the volunteer village after a day of interviewing locals, the humidity stifling, Abbi had heard a fumbling in the bushes, and then the distinct sound of water rushing like a tap. A Haitian woman squatted in a ditch next to her humble home – a tarp tied to an old crate for shelter from the blistering sun. Everything was done in public here; peeing, bathing, grieving. Life for Haitians played out in full view – even for families who hadn’t lost their homes entirely, not trusting what remained to withstand the aftershocks, the threat of more.

Abbi looked away, continued her walk to the volunteer camp, writing phrases in her mind that she could report on when she returned to Australia. Even if she was no use here, perhaps her words could entice further aid, additional resources to the area. If she’d learned anything at uni, it was that words were powerful. Words could change people’s views.

The rain that had threated all afternoon began to hammer down on the dusty road, and Abbi relished the coolness it brought. She’d stopped to let it wash over her face – at least the water was fresh. She laughed at herself – walking in the torrential rain as others ran for cover. Who was she? Dancing in the rain like a hippie. Being in the Caribbean in the first place. She was spontaneous, impulsive, sure, but she had never done anything like this.

Heavy steps closed in behind her. She tucked her dark wet bob behind her ear, and turned.

‘Abbi?’ Will was following her, pulling off his blue plastic scrubs, discarding them in an overflowing medical-waste bin, as indifferent to the rain as he was to her the day she’d arrived.

She turned, her arms falling to the sides, lifeless. Droplets caught on her eyelashes and she blinked rapidly. ‘I get it. You’re not interested. You don’t need to explain.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘You flew to this hell zone to see me, now you can’t wait a sec?’

Thunder had rumbled through the sky. She’d wanted to run for cover, from him and the storm, but his long legs were fast like skis, ploughing closer, his clothes darkening with rain. She’d built herself back up since he’d turned her away, she couldn’t do it again.

But then she took pause.

Abbi turned to the dripping mess behind her. ‘On second thought: I know you’re a big-important-doctor person but you didn’t need to be such a prick.’ She stood solidly, her neck exposed, her jaw set. ‘I know you didn’t ask me here, but after the lengths I took to see you again – the applications, the training, feeling like a complete git the whole time – for you to then dismiss me as an inconvenience …’ Abbi gave a slow, disbelieving shake of her head, the water streaming down her face. ‘And after all your bullshit about wanting to help me, about not accepting anything less than respect …’

He’d become absolutely still. His eyes were direct, enquiring, and then his face fell to hide the smile he was trying to suppress. If she’d known him better, she’d say Dr Arsehole was impressed. His hair, already impossibly dark, was now jet black and dripping. But he didn’t fuss.

When he looked up again he was Mr Serious again, eyes focused, but a residual smile played on his lips. ‘Forgive me. I was exhausted. Two nurses were down with gastro. I know I was a bear that day, and not just to you.’

She wrinkled her nose, folded her arms. ‘You do have that back fur.’

He sucked in a quick breath, water beaded on his fringe. ‘You said I was a mistake, so forgive me for not expecting you.’

He remembered. Abbi’s eyes closed. She bit her lip. ‘I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.’

Water trickled down her cheek. She thought it was rain but couldn’t be sure anymore. He stepped towards her and wiped it away with his thumb and her breath caught.

Through a curtain of silver rain, he contemplated her, like the answer was written on her face. ‘How sorry?’ Will stood, inches away. He’d leaned in so close that their breath mingled.

Her eyes locked on his, she whispered, ‘Really sorry.’

His lips curved up, his face came alive; empathetic, intelligent, attentive.

The rumbling cloud above couldn’t distract her from the look he gave her; a rebellion against the elements, a moment that could have easily been washed away, but instead had set something between them like colourfast-ink, indelible.

Without words, the tall doctor had guided her through the mud-drenched alley and into his sleeping quarters – superior to hers, but still a canvas tent with ‘US AID’ stamped across the roof. All to be seen was a mattress in the corner with hospital-issue sheets, an oil lamp, empty water bottles and a paperback novel in French.

He folded the flap of the marquee closed, but the water seeped at their feet, dripped at the corners of the tent.

Drenched clothes were peeled off, forming a soggy pile. Will pulled her close with such force, lifted her so high that her feet raised above the canvas floor. Lips, soft as silk, gently pried hers apart, and she felt every cell of her tired body respond. Their hands, their arms a hurried tangle of urgency as he guided her over to the mattress. They both stumbled to their knees. Her legs folded beneath her as his damp body pressed down on hers. His lips travelled down Abbi’s neck to her chest.

He slipped off a lace strap, his finger tracing the hill of her breast, the seam of her bra, now see-through, and sending a charge through her. He continued down the sweep of her neck with ragged breaths. She felt the play of muscles on his back, and remembered the unexpected passion of their first night. Remembered all the reasons she’d chased him here.

Abbi’s breath hitched in her lungs as his fingers stroked along her thigh, towards the tangle beneath her thin cotton knickers. His eyes never wavered from hers as he slipped them off. She quivered as he hunched down, a burst of ecstasy rising as his lips followed where his fingers left. All she could hear was the rhythm of the rain. All she could feel was need. As she began to shudder, her head writhing from side to side, she felt the familiar tightening between her legs before the night air filled with her gasp.


Chapter 28

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

After eating her hummus and rice crackers in the staff room, Hannah grabbed her hat and reported to the playground. As she wandered the school grounds, children’s squeals and chatter in her ears, she was unable to focus. Hannah kept picturing young Abbi Jordan and her great boobs, flicking off her bra strap at the bedside of her impressionable young Blake, vulnerable from his mother’s abandonment. What a little tart. Somehow knowing Abbi had crossed a line with Blake, even if long ago, made it less traitorous for Hannah to think about Abbi’s husband the way she’d started to.

Dr Will Adams. She kept seeing the colour in his cheeks when all of her was on show at the lake yesterday. His floppy hair. His broad shoulders. How good it would feel to be under all that virtuous manhood, knowing exactly where you stood. She couldn’t get Will out of her mind; a marbling of guilt and intrigue, self-loathing and excitement. And how shitty a person she was for thinking any of it.

She could hardly act on any feelings. She’d never do that to Blake. To Abbi. It was preposterous – the guy wasn’t even interested. But she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Them. The secret that made him run.

If Abbi and Blake’s indiscretion was well in the past, why had Will left?

Eadie saw Hannah mid-way down her slippery slide, and her eyes filled with happiness. She waved, and almost dipped off the side. ‘Hannah Banana!’

Hannah crouched down at the bottom of the slide. ‘Remember, Miss Worthington at school, hey? Don’t want the other kids getting jelly.’ They did their top-secret handshake and Eadie’s eyes widened like she was in the most special of underground clubs.

‘Want to walk with me?’ Hannah asked.

‘Can Phoebe come too?’

Hannah looked around. ‘Phoebe?’

‘My cat. She’s invisible.’

‘Ah. They’re the best kind.’

‘Mummy lets me take her everywhere.’ Eadie’s features had the symmetry and sharpness of Will’s and the smooth skin and brown eyes of Abbi. Slightly bug-eyed, she was a perfect little human, unsullied by the world.

As she held the girl’s hand, Hannah noticed Eadie’s compulsion to walk in step with her. She stopped when Hannah stopped, continued on only when she did. That will get annoying fast. ‘Your feet. Are they copy cats?’

‘My feet aren’t cats! Phoebe is the cat. She likes to sit on the steps when it’s sunny and likes peanut-butter sandwiches, same as me.’

‘Is that, right? Well, Miss Adams, that’s news to me. I know you like bunny rabbits, but I didn’t know you liked cats, too.’

Eadie looked at Hannah like she was a bonehead. ‘She misses her friend Kaos.’

‘Chaos?’ Hannah thought of the evil double agents in Get Smart, but Eadie was too young for that reference. ‘As in, out of control?’

‘I think it means grumpy in cat language.’

‘You think? Is she invisible, too?’

Eadie rolled her eyes dramatically. ‘Kaos lives through the hole in the fence, like Alice, and Mummy says I can’t chase her anymore.’

‘How come? Does she make you sneezy? Cat hair makes Uncle Blake sneezy.’

Eadie grew quiet. ‘Kaos lives with Bad Man. We leave out food for her now, though. Because Bad Man wented away.’

The words had barely left Eadie’s sweet lips before Hannah felt a stab of alarm.

‘Bad Man?’

Eadie was silent.

‘What makes him bad? He takes care of a cat. That’s nice. What else do you know about him?’

‘He gives me Freddos. That was nice, too.’

Hannah’s heart raced. It was a dance, when kids started to talk, and she had to be careful not to overstep, but she was barely controlling her own emotions, let alone keeping Eadie’s in check. Hannah knew, as a teacher, reporting any suspicion of child abuse was mandatory. It was her duty.

‘What else does Bad Man do?’ Please don’t tell me.

‘He lets me chase his cat around his shed when he’s making my dollhouse, then he let me sit on his lap and tickled me.’ Eadie’s chin started to wobble. ‘But Mummy said it was wrong.’

No. Hannah’s legs felt full of worms, her whole body restless, but she was desperate not to push away. ‘Where does Bad Man live?’

‘Near the lake, with us. But he’s goned now.’

Eadie was humming away now, piling bark into little mounds, dirt lining her fingernails, sticking to her knees. ‘Do you still think Mummy will let me have the dollhouse?’

Hannah had been so focused on Eadie’s words, she hadn’t noticed the school bell had gone, and the playground was abandoned.

* * *

Hannah hated keeping secrets. A static hum persisted in her head for the rest of the day. She tried to ignore it. To piece it all together. She had to be careful not to overreact. Kids made stuff up all the time, especially when parents were having difficulties.

Bad Man. That wasn’t an expression kids used. She’d told someone something, and they’d reframed the experience, adult-ified the language, no doubt distorting it in the process. Eadie was five, after all, with an invisible cat.

Eadie hadn’t actually described an assault, but her gut told her it was implied. Sue Harrison did also mention she was concerned about Eadie. Was this what sparked Will and Abbi’s blow-out? Was this another piece of the puzzle?

The thought ballooned in her brain until she was afraid it would burst.

* * *

Blake had kitted up well before his general shift started: baton, OC spray, taser, firearm and cuffs, all organised in his loadbearing vest. But the real weight was in his mind. He stared at the three stripes of his rank insignia stitched on his epaulette. Blake leant against the cladding of the cop shop, as he mustered the mojo to go about his day. To enforce the law. With honour, we serve. He closed his eyes, as if that could shut out the hypocrisy.

The labs would be back today with the results on Trevor’s vehicle. And Blake’s latent prints, if found, might have him reprimanded for sloppy incident-management processes, at best, or at worst place him as a suspect in Trevor’s disappearance.

The ping of rubber on gravel alerted him that his partner had arrived for her shift. Constable Penny Ho: Police Liaison Officer. She was shiny and new and incorruptible. Blaring boy band beats bellowed from her car as she opened the door.

‘Afternoon, Ho.’ It had taken Blake ages to stop cringing when he called her that.

‘Saw you out back. Not sneaking a puff-puff? Girls don’t like kissing ashtrays, hmm?’ Penny Ho gestured as if she had a cigarette between her fingers, her long silky plait flicking as she walked.

As Ho stepped out back to kit up, another familiar vehicle rolled into the car park.

Blake watched Hannah pace up the access ramp towards the police station doors. When she reached the desk, he leant in and kissed her cheek. ‘This is an unexpected pleasure,’ he said. ‘Wagging playground duty?’

Hannah inhaled, sat down at a visitor’s chair, her hand to her mouth. She looked up at him. ‘I have to ask you something.’

Blake sat next to her. ‘Babe? You’re freaking me out, here.’ He shifted in his chair.

She stared at the wall, deep in thought.

Blake panicked. She knows something, but what? Which part? His mouth was desert dry. ‘Talk to me.’

‘Now, I’m not saying it’s true, but I’m worried Eadie might have been groomed or even touched inappropriately by a man.’

‘Eadie?’ The tuna sandwich from lunch felt like a stodgy mass in his gut. It could have been worse, but it was a slippery slope from what she had discovered to his lowest point: searching for a runaway corpse.

‘She’s been saying things, at school,’ Hannah said, then went on to spill forth her knowledge like a gush of torrential rain. ‘She said a bad man made her sit on his lap, gave her Freddos.’

‘She said that?’ The vile image made heat crawl up his throat. Classic grooming, the bastard. Abbi had assured him that she’d questioned Eadie and was sure it was an isolated incident. That Eadie had never been alone with the man before. Or was that just what she wanted to believe?

‘I was on my way to inform the principal, but then it hit me – is that what you’ve all been hiding? Do you know who it is?’ Her eyes pleaded with him along with her words. ‘It’s not Will, is it? Please tell me that’s not why he bolted.’

Blake almost choked. ‘Will?’ He was astounded. Has she no instincts for people at all? ‘Are you joking?’

‘He jokingly said something the other day about “adding it to his record”.’ Did Abbi catch him in the act and send him away?’

‘C’mon, Hannah. No.’ And keep your fucking voice down. He could hear Ho out back. She would be out any minute. ‘How ’bout I take you home, we can talk about this … I’ll run you a bath.’ He stood, tried to get her up, shepherd her out.

She pushed him away.

He felt a pulse run through him. It would only take a moment for her to piece it together, and he would get caught in the flood.

‘It must have been someone close to home, then, with access? She talked about a dollhouse, which made me think of Trevor. He lived next door. But that’s just as crazy.’

He tucked his chin in, looked at his feet. He began to arrange his face in mock surprise, to play the game. But he’d used up all his deception. He couldn’t muster another morsel.

Hannah stared. ‘Blake? She accused Trevor, didn’t she? That’s what all the secrecy has been about.’

He sat in silent agreement, and met her eyes, bracing himself for what he’d find.

Outrage. Horror. Denial. Her jaw dropped so low he could see her tonsils.

‘And you believed her?’

Blake looked up at her, every muscle tensing, knowing what this meant. Knowing from this day forward, Hannah was going to piss all over this little shitstorm he thought he had under control. And she’d be far harder to shut down than the other hiccups.

Hannah shook her head. ‘Well, now I know it’s definitely made up.’

‘No, there’s no doubt. It happened, Hannah. I have proof.’

She frowned at him. ‘Are you kidding?’

And here it comes. The beginning of the end. ‘Wish I was.’

‘You can’t be serious.’ She laughed like this was a prank, but he could see her face colour, her mind race. She hated even the possibility of someone she trusted being exposed as something she despised. ‘That’s just as laughable as Will doing this – or you or I, for that matter. Trevor Adler?’ She shook her head. ‘I knew him. I knew him well. And you know how Abbi gets – freaking out over small things, making them big things. She’s just grabbed hold of some silly story her daughter made up and run with it, and now a man is dead! Jesus, no wonder he killed himself, being falsely accused of that! It happened to two male teachers in the States. It ruined their careers, their marriages. It was completely unfounded. And people wonder why women outnumber men in teaching roles ten to one.’

Blake knew this would be hard on her. He took her hand to buffer the shock. ‘Han, you heard her yourself: the dollhouses, the hole in the fence. I know it’s hard for you to hear, but our piece-of-shit prized principal was not what he seemed.’

Hannah’s face was waxen, her eyes still fixed on the wall. She shook her head, like she was reorganising puzzle pieces to make the picture look more appealing. ‘Maybe she’d seen Trevor making dollhouses. Maybe he promised her one, and then she got annoyed when her parents didn’t buy it. She started a story, and when she got attention, she elaborated on it. She’s five, Blake. You can’t tell me you have anything to corroborate her story. And now he’s dead!’

‘We often find that people with these sorts of secrets take their own lives.’ Blake was right – lying to Hannah felt just as bad as he expected it would.

‘So, this theory of yours. This ridiculous theory. If, and it’s a big if, he did this, if he was attracted to minors, he killed himself because he couldn’t bear to face what he was?’

With a little help. Blake exhaled. He could see her face, shiny from tears. It was like he was almost at the surface of a giant well, and now she was pulling him under, about to drown them both. ‘It’s very possible that what he was is linked to the fact that he is dead, yes.’

‘Cut the vague police-talk, Blake. So why hasn’t it been in the news? Don’t people have a right to know? He was a teacher, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Suicide in men, especially in rural areas, is one of the biggest killers we have, Han. Half the suspect death scenes I went to when I worked in the city, the victim had simply checked out.’

‘Don’t bullshit me. Trevor was never a quitter.’

‘He was never a kiddie-fiddler, either, as far as you knew. He realised we were onto him. And looking down the barrel of community outrage and life in prison will do that to you. You know what they do to rock spiders in jail?’

‘Kids say things. Words get misconstrued.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s just not possible. He had a relationship with me – as a fully grown woman. He wasn’t into kids. It’s just not possible.’

‘Han, I know it’s hard to imagine, when you know someone well, that they are capable of things you find abhorrent. But it happens. You see it on the news every night, a murder–suicide then neighbours saying, ‘But they were such a nice family, kept to themselves, so shocked it could happen in our street.’ How well do you ever know anyone?’

Hannah was staring blankly now. ‘He wrote me letters, poetry.’

Jesus. That’s enough of an alarm bell. She started to lose it, the possibility too much to bear.

Footsteps.

Penny Ho wandered in from the locker room.

‘Hon, come out the back. We can chat in private.’ He tried to guide Hannah away from Ho, who was busy unlocking her Glock from the safe.

But as he shepherded Hannah to the interview room, she broke away, her eyes veering to Ho. ‘Penny, did you know about this? That your murder victim was falsely accused of interfering with a child?’

A look of concern washed over Ho’s face, first directed at Hannah, then at Blake.

‘The Adler case? Who’s saying that?’

‘I’ll fill you in, Pen,’ Blake said.

Hannah forged on. ‘Eadie Adams. She’s in prep. It seems she has it in her head that Trevor acted inappropriately with her.’ Hannah started crying. Blake wanted to cry with her. She just blew open the whole case. Months of redirects, covers, lies. Boom.

Tears streamed down her face – whether they were for Eadie, or for Trevor, he couldn’t be sure. All he knew was he needed her gone.

Ho was wary. ‘You just heard about this, Newell? Does Mason know? He was a cleanskin, wasn’t he?’

Blake glared at Ho. ‘Some of it wasn’t made public. Look—’

‘Eadie Adams – your niece? She lives next door to Adler, doesn’t she?’

‘Yeah, but—’

Ho crossed her arms, her mind ticking over. ‘That have anything to do with Ambulance Man telling me he saw you inside Trevor’s house the night of the Moon Festival?’

Blake tried to stay calm, scratched his chin. ‘I attended a call-out on my way home from a shift. Heard it on the radio, and knew we were thin on the ground for staff with the festival and all, but it was just a prank – it’s on file. Look, it’s all good, Ho. I’ll take Hannah’s statement.’ He turned to face her, call her on it. ‘You want to make it formal, don’t you? These allegations?’

Hannah frowned. ‘Statement? I’m not lending my support for this rubbish. Blackening his good name when he can no longer defend himself.’

Ho gave Blake a concerned look. ‘Want me to see if Mason’s still around? He’ll want to know about this.’

‘You’re probably right. I’ll make sure he’s informed.’

After a cup of tea, and under the watchful eye of Blake’s partner, the fire had faded in Hannah’s resolve, and she allowed Blake to guide her outside. She held on to him like an old woman lost in a hospital ward.

Penny waved her off, a frown on her forehead that concerned Blake.

Blake escorted Hannah to her car. ‘I’ll drive you.’

‘No. I just want to be alone. I need to process all this.’

Blake was torn. He had a girlfriend with a conscience – not to mention a Nancy Drew complex – and a straight cop who now had wind of a bloody good reason why Trevor Adler wound up in the drink.

The connection between Adler and Abbi Adams just clicked into place.

He watched as Hannah got into her car and drove off.

Now there are two moral-high-ground freaks on the loose with my reputation.

And with Penny Ho’s ears pricked, there was no containing this.


Chapter 29

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Buzzing blowflies swarmed at her as she stepped out of her car and waded through scratchy yellow grass towards the lake. She couldn’t see Will anywhere, but Hannah sensed she was not alone. As her joggers crunched on dry leaves, a cluster of grey kangaroos standing stealth-still in the shade quickly scattered. Hannah stopped. She watched them size her up before hopping through the scrub towards the emerald grass blanketing distant hills.

Where was Will this time? His car was still here, near his camp, which was now littered with empty beer cans. She choked down the residual embarrassment over her diva-like exit the previous afternoon – getting to the bottom of this Eadie–Trevor business was far more important. She didn’t expect a warm welcome after yesterday, but she knew he was kind enough to listen, involved enough to care.

She entered the dilapidated old mansion, checking inside the sweeping rooms for the good doctor. It was warm. She thought he may have sought shade inside, but there was no sign of him.

Leaning on the columns flanking the front door, Hannah thought about the insidiousness of buried secrets. Had Trevor really been living a double life? She still couldn’t believe it. It was the most shameful of secrets – you’d hardly admit it at dinner parties. If this was true, what choice did he have but to hide away? Resist the urge? Even the possibility that she’d had sex with a child abuser made her stomach churn, and she told herself, again, it wasn’t possible. Not that man. Not that girl.

Hannah followed a winding stream towards the lake, walking across the rounded boulders dimpling the creek. Crouching, she cupped her hands and tasted the fresh water flowing through her fingers like liquid crystal. In the distance, a purple haze of wild flowers spread over the terracotta earth in a dry patch of river bed – a burst of colour in a palette of greys and greens. She contemplated her own life choices, from years earlier. The ones she was still forced to keep cordoned off from reality. Did she have any choice?

Walking back to the lake, Hannah found Will; sitting on a folding stool, his fishing rod pointing to the sky and a line of scaled, boned fish in a bucket half dug in the sand.

Even in the fading light, Hannah could see that this hiatus had taken its toll on her hibernating friend; bloodshot eyes, sallow skin, a three-day growth and matted hair. His eyes narrowed. ‘You. Again.’

She was beyond politeness and knew Will respected straight talk, but it didn’t feel right to just launch right into this. ‘I know you don’t want me here. But I need to talk to you. Can I?’ She gestured to the esky, went to sit.

He squinted at her, then shrugged. ‘As long as you brought swimmers this time.’

He filled a beer mug with rum, grabbed a Coke from the esky and took a sip. His face was flushed from the heat, rubbery from the booze, but he had a freshness about him, damp hair, perhaps from an earlier dip in the lake. He was relaxed.

She was anything but. Hannah folded her arms, unsure how to broach the topic. Slow and steady was the key. She sat on the esky next to Will’s chair. He didn’t object. He gestured to the bottle of rum. While he attempted to clean a second cup with his dirty Goodies t-shirt, Hannah grabbed the bottle and slugged a mouthful. It burned her throat.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Long day?’

‘You could say that.’ She was itching to tell him there was no way Trevor did what his daughter had suggested, but she didn’t want to piss him off, cut off her source. She wanted to observe him first.

‘You want a reel?’

She shrugged. Will grabbed a hand reel from his tackle box, added some bait to a hook and passed it to her. Hannah had fished as a kid, and cast out far into the lake, watched the line sink into the stillness of the surrounds. But it was information she was really fishing for.

As they sat in silence, the only movement the occasional mozzie skimming the water’s surface, she felt the tension of the day loosen just a little. But her mind wouldn’t rest. She couldn’t help but look at Will differently. A man holding secrets.

Will sipped his rum, looked over at Hannah.

Before long he was humming AC/DC, ‘Dirty Deeds.’

‘That song reminds me of uni days,’ Hannah said. ‘Every time I blared it, my roommate used to make up lyrics just to discourage me. I still played it all through first year.’

He smiled. ‘Classic Hannah. Isn’t that what Abbi would say?’

She felt unexpectedly good. Then she smelt fish and remembered why she was here.

Will’s eyes crinkled. ‘Never picked you as an Angus fan.’ He words slurred a little.

‘No?’

Will shrugged, ‘I figured you’d be an alternative listener. Missy Higgins? Jewel? Dido, maybe?’

Hannah chuckled. ‘You think I’m mellow?’

‘I think you’re compassionate, sensitive to others’ opinions, which means you stress easily, are prone to depression and probably use music to relax.’

Annoyingly, he was right. She had a Dido CD in Blake’s bathroom for that very reason. ‘I’m a rather eclectic person.’

‘Everyone likes to think they’re multi-dimensional.’

‘You’re saying I’m not?’

He swayed a little. ‘No.’ His look lingered, like there was more. He was drunker than she’d ever seen him, but she’d only known the man a month. Did she even know anyone?

Hannah frowned. ‘You know what? I really don’t get you sometimes. I thought you were on the brink of some mid-life crisis. And now you’re …’

‘Drunk?’ He turned, looking all matter-of-fact. ‘Probably adds weight to your hypothesis.’

She shook her head, part relieved, part worried about what was to come. Was this all in aid of his inability to cope with Eadie’s supposed run-in with their neighbour? ‘What happens when you stop drinking?’

‘I don’t plan to. What do you new-age people call it? Mindfulness. Living in the moment. Abbi always tells me I live in the future, not the present.’ He reached into the pocket of his knapsack and pulled out a paint-spattered radio, searched through white noise and settled on the Rolling Stones, ‘Beasts of Burden’. ‘Okay, let’s play reinvent the lyrics, in honour of your roomie.’

‘Sorry?’

‘C’mon! Reinvent the lyrics! ‘Beast of Burden …’ You’ve got one verse to think of a new line.’ He sang her into it.

Hannah never worked well under pressure. ‘Ahh, um. I’ll never leave your pizza burnin’ …’ She gave in to the silliness, feeling like a kid.

Will smirked. ‘That’s the spirit.’

Hannah felt a warmth spread over her that she hadn’t felt in ages. Then she felt guilty. This was not a time for partying. But right now she wanted what Will wanted. ‘Your turn, next.’

Whitney Houston’s siren voice sang, ‘Saving all my love for you.’

His eyes narrowed, before a smile split his face, and she lived in suspense until the chorus came around and he bellowed, ‘I’m shaving off my muff for yoooou …’

Hannah wasn’t sure what was worse – his voice or the new lyric, and she laughed through her nose.

Will laughed too. ‘Never took you as a snort-laugher.’

‘Guilty. I usually integrate it better.’

‘Abbi – she’s more of a silent laugher. She does the head bob, the mouth open, but no noise, at least till she has to breathe. Then it gets ugly.’ He’d mentioned Abbi twice in as many minutes. Someone was wife-sick.

‘I can’t imagine she can do ugly,’ Hannah said.

‘Women. So competitive. Want to be liked, but not liked enough to be envied.’ He took a swig – drinking it straight, now, and handed her the bottle. He smiled. A smile that transformed his ordinary face into an extraordinary one. He reeled in his line and rebaited, before taking a sideways glance at her again.

‘Have-you-come-to-confess?’ His words slurred into one. It was fetching, somehow, to see him vulnerable. To see the doctor do silly.

‘Confess?’ Hannah laughed, and took another swig of rum herself. ‘What have I done?’

Will stayed quiet, hesitated then asked, ‘That scar you flashed at me the other day. Anything you want to tell me?’ Hannah was speechless. She was supposed to be the one asking questions. ‘We both know it’s not from what you said.’ Will spun the reel expertly in his hands. ‘Why the big secret? So you had a baby – through the ‘sun roof’, by the looks. I’m guessing you gave the baby up when you were young? Was it when you were on exchange – got knocked up by your mon-amour?’

Hannah couldn’t breathe. She’d come here to talk about his secrets, not hers. She didn’t know what to say, how to form the words.

‘I won’t tell anyone if that’s what you’re worried about. Man, I might not even remember this conversation tomorrow. But there’s no shame in it. Contraception fails. It happens. Shit, it happened to me and Abbi – you know Eadie was a stowaway at our wedding. I just hate to think you carry that around.’

Suddenly everything in her wanted the truth out. It had burned a hole in her soul for seventeen years, and here, in this pocket of privacy, surrounded only by spotted gums and galahs, she wanted the truth to echo through the air. ‘Molly.’

Will swayed a little on his stool as he reeled in the line. ‘I may be drunk but no, pretty sure it was your muff I saw the other day – and your caesarean scar, not your little sister’s.’

Hannah swallowed hard. ‘Molly’s not my sister. She’s my daughter.’ The words caught in her throat, sounding strange out loud.

Will opened his eyes wide, then squeezed them tight. ‘Sorry, I must be really drunk because I could have sworn you just said that Molly was your daughter.’ He laughed, before a slow realisation dawned. He stared at her, dropped the rod into the mud. ‘Jesus.’ He stared some more. ‘Sorry. Okay. Right.’ He gathered his composure. ‘That’s … unexpected.’ Will’s face sunk with concern and confusion. He shook his head, then with a low, knitted brow, asked, ‘Angela and Dan – they raised Molly as their own, just to keep people from knowing?’

Hannah let out a cry that had been dormant for seventeen years; a high-pitched squeak like a corella. But she felt no embarrassment. He was like her priest, open to hearing all her sins with no judgement.

‘That’s fucked up on so many levels. Molly never let on.’

The family secret; it always seemed far more complex when hidden in her guilty heart. ‘She doesn’t know, but she needs to. I’d like to be the one to tell her.’

Will adjusted his weight on the folding seat and almost tipped off. He looked over to Hannah with nothing but compassion and asked, ‘How the hell did you pull that off in a town like ours?’

‘It was the summer before year twelve. I thought I was in love. We were sixteen, irresponsible, clueless about everything, but it was the only time in my life I felt sure about anyone.’ She paused, choked up, eager to show him she didn’t sleep around. That it meant something. ‘After a few months, I started to show – that’s when Mum and Dad concocted the idea about studying abroad. Of course, I never went. I was shoved off to my aunt’s in a duplex in Dubbo until they figured out what to do with their little tramp. They forbade me to tell the father or answer his letters. I had to deal with it all on my own.’ Hannah wiped the tears away. Will waited and listened, and she kept telling, piece by piece. ‘My parents spread the news that Mum was expecting their second child. She started wearing flowy dresses, and when they couldn’t pretend anymore, they hooked on the caravan, came and picked me up from my confinement of hell, and we all set off down south – Dad got work when he could, we moved around whenever anyone got to know us, and I studied half of year twelve by correspondence.’

‘Jesus. And you never told a soul. Not Abbi. Not the father?’

‘I know how crazy it sounds. I know you said your parents never told you that you were adopted and how that affected you, but I really believe they thought they were doing what was best for all of us. You know how old fashioned Dad is. They were desperate for another child. I was scared shitless, couldn’t fathom being responsible for a baby but couldn’t live with the thought of an abortion or handing my own flesh and blood over to strangers. It seemed like the only solution. Molly was breached, so I had to have her via a C-section. She was born in Newcastle, and came home in my mother’s arms. I finished school like nothing ever happened.’

‘Jesus, Hannah. That’s just …’ He shook his head in disbelief.

‘I know.’ Hannah felt like a load had lifted. ‘The whole student-exchange thing – it was just a cover-up. I’ve never even been to Paris. I don’t think I ever could, now.’

Will gave a stuttered cough, which morphed into laughter. Raucous, ugly laughter. ‘Another fucking secret wrecking people’s lives.’ Will leapt up, walked a few feet into the lake, still cackling, until his laughter turned to sobs. He bowed his head, hands on his knees as his breathing raced. He gulped for breath as if the world had been sucked dry of oxygen.

Hannah stood, stepped over to him and placed her arm around his shoulders. ‘Will? You okay?’

His face appeared pained as his lungs grappled for air. Hannah guided him back to the shore. He dropped to the sand, held his face in his hands, his breath racing, close to panic. Hannah sat beside him, rubbing his back through his damp t-shirt. She took a deep breath to calm herself.

‘It’s okay, Will. You don’t have to say it. I know about Eadie.’

The sun dipped behind the horizon, cloaking them in darkness. They sat in silence, as his breathing slowed. He gathered his composure, wiped his face on his sleeve. ‘You know what about Eadie?’

‘She told me today, in the playground.’

He covered his eyes with one hand. A murder of crows gathered on the branches overhanging the lake, bickering over a fish carcass, eyes menacing and cutthroat.

‘I went and told Blake. He told me what you believe – that it was Trevor.’

He stilled, turned to her. ‘What I believe?’

Awkwardness rose in the silence like gas. ‘I’m so sorry this happened. Whatever comes of it, I want to help.’

Will’s chin lifted. ‘You don’t think he did it.’

They were on a knife edge. One wrong move, and he’d scuttle away. ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘You didn’t have to.’ He stood, stumbled around in the shallows again, disturbing his fishing gear, knocking chairs. ‘Another example of the pervasive culture of victim blaming.’

She stood, floundered a bit, unsure of how to paddle out of this shit creek. ‘Okay, I admit, it’s hard for me to believe. It’s not the same as being accused of armed robbery, or drunk driving. This behaviour – it means he wasn’t who he said he was. I knew him well, and I just … I don’t believe he was that depraved.’

‘You think they come with warning labels? Monsters rarely look like evil shines from within, like movies have you believe.’ He turned to her. ‘After what you just told me about how your parents made you live a lie for their own fucking reputation, how can you not accept that people can surprise you?’

Hannah looked to the darkening sky. ‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Some things are true, whether you believe them or not.’

Hannah tried to stay focused on the matter at hand. ‘Developmentally, a child of five doesn’t know the consequences of their words. Perhaps you just misconstrued a comment she made—’

‘Accept it, Hannah. Get it through that pretty head of yours. The man indecently dealt with a little girl. I’m sure Eadie wasn’t the first. But at least she’s the last.’

‘You think he ran his car off that cliff out of guilt? Is that it?’

‘I know this much is true: fingers are pointing, but no one seems to know why the bastard died.’ He paused, gazed out at the darkening sky where it met the rippling horizon. ‘He’s one of them now, the lost souls at the bottom of the sea.’ He threw the empty bottle of Bundy across the lake, concentric circles spreading from where it broke the surface. ‘Now we’ll never fucking know.’

The look on his face told her there was no doubt he’d suffered a trauma. God, it must be true. She lifted her hand to her mouth as a shudder ripped down her spine. ‘Poor Eadie.’

‘She’ll be fine. I’ve talked her through the whole thing – her feelings about him, how wrong it was of him. How it was never her fault. She understands what happened as much as a five-year-old can. We just have to give her time to process it. It’s the rest of us I’m worried about.’

Hannah nodded. Eadie was young. She had that in her favour. ‘I’m sorry, Will.’ Their eyes met, a fleeting, nervous look, before his gaze fell to the swoop of the lake, the sandy shore beneath them. The crows had abandoned them. Even the cicadas had stilled. Hannah had a sense of them being in their own private world, no phones, nothing to link them to reality. No one else, other than her miserable father and the Office of Births, Deaths and Marriages, knew her secret. And now she knew his. Warmth rushed the skin on her neck, the smell of sweet rum and bushfire smoke invaded her senses.

Hannah hadn’t planned this, but in the moment, under the darkening sky, it felt inevitable. As if every casual remark, every lingering look or shared drink had led to this. Hannah reached up and found his face, traced her fingertip along his brow, down the curve of his cheek. Her heart thumped. They bumped noses. The darkness was a dome, their own private bubble. He was blank faced, a little stunned, but he didn’t turn away. Her lips wavered below his jaw, scratchy with whiskers, before pressing onto his mouth.

His lips felt electric, and she flinched from the shock.

Will came alive, a sharp inhale as he kissed her back. Heat rushed through her as he reached around her backside, picked her up, curled her legs around his waist like she was weightless. She’d never felt so feminine. He carried her effortlessly over to an old wooden jetty, the smokiness mingling with the salty river, the moon a swollen globe above their heads as he lowered her onto the deck. There was a fumble of arms and legs, hands and wrists before he pressed himself hard against her.

The weight of him was suffocatingly good.


Chapter 30

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

The jet-black night engulfed the town, made way for a canopy of stars. Abbi stepped onto her deck, the romantic view only heightening her loneliness. Will’s wetsuit flapped in the breeze. His surfboard, lumpy with wax, leaned against the outdoor shower. Where was he now? What was he thinking? Was he even missing her?

The lapping waves seemed louder at night, yet the sounds that used to bring comfort had been replaced by other memories. Memories she was anxious to forget.

Abbi heard footsteps down the side of the deck and her throat tightened in the hope it was Will, until she saw Blake’s stocky build block the staircase.

He wandered up, sat. ‘Saw your light on.’

She tried to hide her disappointment. ‘From your house?’

Blake scowled. ‘What, I need an excuse to visit you?’

‘I just thought Hannah would’ve grounded you.’

‘She knows.’ His look lingered. He was pale. Obviously, he wasn’t referring to that business with Hannah asking about what they got up to as teens. It was more than that.

Heat rushed to her face. All those months, keeping it from Will, for him to share it with Blabbermouth Worthington. ‘You told her?’

‘Eadie did. At least, about what started this. I’ve been working all night trying to figure out what the hell to do now. This changes the goalposts.’

Abbi felt heartsick. Eadie talked about it. Talked about it to Hannah. It was still on her mind. All at once, Abbi doubted every decision she’d made since that night, doubted not seeking out the best counsellor she could find to attempt to dampen the trauma of what her little girl went through. But psychologists were under mandatory reporting regulations, which meant seeking counselling meant risking an investigation, and uncovering Will’s role in the perpetrator’s death. She wanted to believe that forcing Eadie to retell, relive the memories of the event with strangers would just allow the act itself to grab a tighter grip around her. Abbi wanted it to be erased. But here was living proof that it hadn’t been. ‘What did she tell her?’

Blake exhaled. ‘She knows what he did to her.’

‘But not that we—’

‘What’s this “we” business?’ Blake’s face coloured. He did the nostril flare he reserved for complete frustration. It reminded her of Ferdinand the bull. ‘And don’t bloody mention that stuff.’ He looked around as if expecting the walls to gasp. ‘Since we found the car, the media pegged it as a suicide. It kind of filled a gap, in a way.’

‘That’s good then, right?’

‘She doesn’t buy it. Thinks it was out of character, doubts he actually did anything.’

Abbi’s eyes narrowed. ‘Ugh.’

‘She dated the guy. No one wants to think they got jiggy with a paedo.’

‘She’s calling us liars.’

Blake’s face pinched. ‘We kinda are, aren’t we? I’m just giving you a heads-up, okay. No point denying it. She’ll probably badger you about it. Incessantly.’

Abbi shook her head. ‘She’s a bulldog when she wants something.’

‘Passive–aggressive is more her style. But she’s smart. She won’t let this go. Don’t antagonise her. It will just make things worse.’

It was only a matter of time before Hannah linked Trevor Adler’s seedy habit to why he might have ended up in the lake, and started looking for the people who’d put him there.

‘There’s something else. I can tell by your face.’ Abbi braced herself. ‘Just tell me.’

‘My partner knows.’

‘Penny? How?’

‘Ho overheard Hannah’s story. She’s informed CIB. They got a judge to grant a warrant already, they’ve done a computer search in light of the suspicion, found lots of dodgy shit. She’s already gone to the school. Homicide wants statements.’

‘Jesus. I can’t, Blay. I’ll fucking cave. I’ll spill the lot.’

‘I’ve already written them. So, that’s what I’m doing with you now, if anyone asks, okay? You’ll have to sign it.’

‘Okay.’ He pulled out the statements, piecing the fabrication together like a quilt. She read over them, and signed.

* * *

His lies seemed completely plausible. ‘Everyone will look at her differently now. I didn’t want it to become part of who she is. How she views herself.’

‘It’s always gonna be part of her, Abs, but not because of this report. Cops take confidentiality seriously, especially with kids.’

Abbi’s hand covered her mouth as tears welled. This made it real. ‘I’m sorry I got you into this.’

He dismissed her apology with a tightly set jaw. ‘I’ve made you a copy. Memorise it. I didn’t know about the abuse until recently, okay? You can’t hint otherwise.’

‘You think I’d do that?’

‘You threatened to.’ Blake looked away.

Abbi was confused. ‘What?’

Blake regretted bringing it up. ‘You know.’

Abbi frowned.

He couldn’t believe the little control freak. She’d threatened him that night in her neighbour’s shed, brought up the one thing that would have wrecked his chances with Hannah forever, not to mention his job, and now she’d forgotten. Blake finally mustered the courage to say something. He wasn’t backing down now.

‘You told me, in your little pitch to cover your arse, that it wasn’t the first time I’d covered for a mate.’

Abbi’s eyes fell. Her chin trembled. Realisation dawned. ‘I would never—’

‘You just thought you’d hang it over my head anyway. Guarantee I’d toe the line.’

She reached out to him but he pulled away, determined to let his anger find its way to her this time, but before he could yell, she retaliated in true manipulator form. ‘You know that wasn’t your fault, what happened to Angela Worthington. You weren’t to know how drunk Malcolm was when you let him back behind the wheel.’

Blake cringed. He didn’t want to think about that night. It was ten years ago, but as fresh as yesterday. He’d pulled over Malcolm Hawley not half an hour before the man lost control of his vehicle and ploughed into Hannah’s mother’s pushbike. He didn’t want to think about the fact that he’d prioritised the relationship he had with the likeable dentist he’d known his whole life, and didn’t breathalyse him despite his partner indicating there was cause to. That the car had wandered across a lane. That procedure required it. That he could have taken Malcolm’s keys, prevented it. That Hannah and Molly would still have a mum. And a dad, for that matter.

Abbi looked heartsick, like she knew what he was thinking. ‘It was your first week, Blake. Everyone makes wrong calls when they’re starting out. God, I declared the wrong bloke dead in an obituary, my first day at the paper.’

‘Yeah, well my mistake caused a real death.’

‘Half the town felt bad about what happened to her, wound it back to being their fault. Was it Molly’s, for drinking the last of the milk that day? Was it Dan’s, for not replacing his wife’s broken bike light? The council’s, for not widening the road on the blind corner? Or, let me think, Trevor-fucking-Adler, who was on the board that rejected the request for council funding – perhaps you can blame him? It wasn’t your fault.’

Blake would never forget the wording in the local news. ‘Mother dies buying milk’, above a photograph of Angela’s twisted bicycle, a broken wicker basket in the gutter. He thought of it every time he passed the dairy aisle at the shops. Thought of what he could have done to prevent it. The driver was twice the legal limit. He should have smelt it on his breath, heard it in his slur. But he didn’t. He’d been tough on every drunk driver since.

‘I was a coward. I was unwilling to let a bloke I admired be embarrassed by a young, wet-behind-the-ears constable. I wanted to look like a man who made my own decisions, not a newbie who followed procedure blindly. I’ve lived with that every day since, vowed to never compromise my job for anything. And yet you made me. You used that knowledge, something I shared with you in confidence, the one shameful thing I’ve done in my career, to cloud my judgement.’

‘God, Blake. That’s not what happened. I swear, I was just—’

‘Using my own self-doubt against me, for your own good. Like you always have. Like you see me as nothing more than a lapdog. A resource at your beck and call.’ He looked past her, rather than at her.

Abbi tilted her head. ‘What must you think of me, Blake? If you thought me capable of that? Doing something so awful.’

Blake almost laughed. ‘Are you forgetting you fucking killed someone?’

Abbi sighed. ‘I can’t do this anymore, Blake. I’m going to bed.’

‘Wait. That’s not all.’ Blake looked back at Abbi and shook his head. ‘I followed her. Hannah. After barging in at the station, just to check she got home okay.’

‘And?’ Abbi knew it was about to get worse.

‘She turned onto Stilton Road, out to the highway. She went to that old display house, you know, that abandoned development out by the southern bank of the lake?’

Abbi frowned. ‘What for? A drug deal?’

He smiled. ‘No, that’s always the 7-Eleven car park.’ He swallowed. ‘I parked on the road, walked through the bush. There was a campfire. I saw his car.’

‘That’s where he is?’ Abbi’s chest tightened as thoughts crashed through her mind. Will. Hannah. A deserted camp. Tears welled. ‘He wouldn’t.’

Will didn’t do deceit. It was probably the reason he’d hidden – to take stock, strategise. ‘Hannah will barrage him with questions. He’ll want to confess everything. She’ll flutter those fake eyelashes to get him to spill. She’ll feel completely betrayed by us. And so will he.’

Blake sighed. ‘Jesus. I need another drink.’

* * *

Abbi was in her sleep shirt. It was a tight, racerback stretch singlet, and she was short enough for it to be a dress, but it barely covered her heart-shaped arse. She usually paired it with little shorts. Back when Blake had lived with them, if anyone popped in late at night, or a Sunday morning after a big night, and caught her flaked out in front of the TV, she’d put the shorts on to appear proper. He guessed he wasn’t considered in the same class as the general public, so he got the skimpy version. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that as he watched the black lace of her knickers slide up further, but he figured he’d keep watching till he knew. He was sick of caring. Sick of being responsible. Sick of trying to keep it all together.

He never would have met Abbi if his mum had loved him enough to get her shit together. All this trouble with Abbi would not be in his life, all the shame he’d suffered, feeling what he’d felt; the guilt in his heart every time he’d adored her ridiculously long lashes, her milky skin, her warm eyes. Now, simply talking rubbish on her couch, lying beside her, her arm across his chest, he had never felt so at home.

Child Protection had found Blake when he was five. Living out of a car, his mother a ringleader in a drug circle. He was back and forth to her arms for years after, until she lost her appeal for custody when Blake was thirteen. Abbi had always berated him about what she’d overheard the day he arrived in his charity-bin clothes two sizes too big. ‘You didn’t own a bed. Or a fridge. Or shoes.’

He’d shrugged at her. ‘They’re overrated.’

‘Or go to school half the time.’

Sergeant Blake Newell still wasn’t the greatest reader. He still struggled with maths, got Abbi to clarify things for him when he couldn’t manage through high school.

‘She taught me,’ Blake told Abbi.

‘What? About hydroponics?’

He never saw the funny side, not about his mother. ‘About loyalty. That’s what put her in jail. She wouldn’t snitch.’

‘I’m sorry, Blake. You may have forgiven your mother for how she failed you, but I can’t.’

He knew his real mum wasn’t like other kids’ mums. She didn’t pester him to do homework or brush his teeth, or drop him to school with fruit and sandwiches. He scavenged his own lunch, and walked to school alone, the days he actually went. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was the light in his mum’s eyes when he’d entered the room. She’d never raised a hand to him. He’d known he was loved. He’d known he was wanted. He’d lost that, when they took her away.

But then there was Abbi, eventually, who made him feel wanted.

They sunk most of a bottle of Vodka between them, and Blake was soon slurring his words. ‘In any case, I think we’re screwed, Abs. Me and Han. She doesn’t trust me, and she doesn’t know the half of it. Not yet. She’ll kill me if she knows what I did for you. What I risked.’

Abbi winced. He could see the hurt it caused her to see him in pain.

‘She loves you,’ she said.

‘She’ll think I chose you. Because I did – every day that I lied to her to protect you.’

Abbi blanched, looked up with those velvety eyes.

She was drunk too. Abbi never quite got her drinking legs back after pregnancy and nursing Eadie, and always stopped drinking before he did. Besides, Eadie was asleep upstairs and would be demanding porridge at first light. ‘God, I’m so sorry, Blake. This is all my fault. I should never have involved you.’ Abbi inched closer, casually laying her hand across his pecs. He turned his head away from her gaze, thinking he couldn’t risk it, but then thought, Fuck it, and looked her straight in the eye. He kissed her forehead, inhaled the smell of apples and soap and home, a familiar warmth pulsing through him. Abbi might be all he had left.

And there she was, beside him.

Making him feel wanted.


Chapter 31

40 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

A hurried grasping of buttons and zips, a scraping of limbs on the rough decking. Will pulled his t-shirt off. Hannah had never seen him bare chested before. He kissed her neck, clawed lower, reached to pull off her shirt and wrestled with the task. She couldn’t stand the delay, and wriggled out of her shirt and bra, her bare chest crushed beneath his. She was embarrassed by how much she wanted this, barely feeling the splintery deck beneath her. A familiar pulse warmed between her thighs as his hand cupped her breast. He was rugged, strong, handsome in his simplicity. It wasn’t necessarily his appearance that attracted her, it was his confidence that made him sexy. As she anticipated how glorious it was going to be, his lips inched closer.

Then, he hesitated.

It ended as abruptly as it began.

He pulled away, sat up. ‘I can’t.’ He swallowed. Hannah heard his conscience control his words, but she had felt his body betray them. She sat next to him, their legs dangling over the small platform over the water, and cradled his jaw in her hand.

Will took her hand and removed it from his face. She touched his shoulder as he turned, disbelieving. He wanted this. She knew it.

But he handed back her shirt, his eyes avoiding her half nakedness respectfully. ‘I can’t do this to her.’

Hannah replayed the scene in her mind: Abbi and Blake entwined on her couch, arms akimbo, hands straying, and was overwhelmed with jealousy. ‘You don’t think they have?’

His eyes focused on the stars, the sky above, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of her skin.

Embarrassed, Hannah pulled her shirt on, her need turning to shame. Tears pooled in her eyes. In that rock-bottom moment, she knew this wasn’t about Abbi and Blake. This was about her. About wanting to feel wanted. That Hannah Worthington was not that special to anyone. Not since her mum died. Not since she got pregnant at sixteen and disappointed both her parents in one swift kick. Hannah wasn’t even worthy to claim the love of her own daughter. A daughter she thought about every time she ran her finger along that thin red line that traversed her public bone – the only visible sign of their real connection. The only sign of the truth. She felt glimpses of adoration from a few students she’d taught – felt that wide-eyed, focused attention – but they were merely drops, echoing as they dripped into an empty well that never felt close to full.

It was clear Will didn’t want a bar of her, but she hovered her hand above his knee anyway, knowing she’d embarrass herself further, just to feel that familiar sense of rejection, proof she wasn’t worthy of him.

He pulled clear, like she was infectious. ‘Stop, Hannah.’

Will’s denial of her affection was almost a relief. Confirmation.

He put on his shirt, started gathering belongings as if he couldn’t bear her presence another moment. ‘We were both drinking. It was a mistake.’

Her shoulders curled over her chest as she bowed her head. She gathered herself. ‘You kissed me back.’

‘I’m sorry.’ His voice was tender, but then it changed. ‘But what sort of person makes a move in this situation? I’m going out of my mind, here. You think I need another fucking thing to feel bad about?’

‘Did that kiss feel so bad? I don’t think it did. I don’t think you do, either.’

‘You think because it felt good that makes it okay? That we should do whatever we feel like? Can you imagine how our partners would feel? The people we love most. You teach kids every day about self-regulation, impulse control, empathy. That control, that forethought is what separates us from animals. Isn’t that what got your mate Trevor killed – acting on his vile impulses? Same thing that forced me to lay into the bastard when I caught him at it. I don’t want to be that person.’

Hannah’s breath caught. ‘You saw it?’ No wonder he was so adamant.

The mosaic of random pieces in her mind suddenly made sense, shrinking together to form a clear picture. A devoted father. His only daughter. And a man with hands in places they should never be. She knew what that meant.

A man who witnessed that was going to react. Even a man like Will.

She hesitated to leap to the horrific conclusion: that Will had witnessed the worst thing a father could see, and found a permanent solution to prevent it from ever happening again. Because that would not only mean Trevor Adler was a monster.

But that Will Adams was, too.

* * *

Blake awoke to the sound of keys rattling outside Abbi’s front door and the resident seagulls on the verandah flustering away in panic. He scanned her living room; it resembled how his own used to look, before Hannah: congealed cheese on a pizza box, empty shot glasses, beer cans.

Will eclipsed the morning light billowing through the glass-panelled door, sending the room into darkness. His presence charged the air like lightning. Blake sat up too fast, and his stomach churned as if one of those damn seagulls shitting on the deck had died inside him.

Abbi heard the ruckus, came down the stairs, dressed, showered, angelic. ‘Will!’ She threw her arms around him, her face soft with happiness. Blake saw no trace of mistrust despite Abbi knowing that Will had been alone with Hannah out at the lake. Blake had to look away.

‘We have to talk, alone,’ Will said to his wife, peeling his arms away from her.

Blake picked up an armful of rubbish and cans from the coffee table. ‘Sorry ’bout the mess, mate. We had a few last night.’

Will nodded. ‘You weren’t the only ones.’

Blake put the rubbish in the kitchen recycling, scratched, figured he’d make himself scarce. But he had to know. Fuck this trust bullshit. ‘So, ah, what did she weasel out of you?’

Will frowned. ‘Who?’

‘I followed Hannah out to your little secret retreat yesterday.’

Will dumped a bag of fishy, muddy clothes on the hall floor. ‘So, now you decide to be a detective?’

Blake chose to ignore the snipe. ‘It was just after she came to the station yesterday arvo, told Penny what Eadie said about Trevor. I figured she went out there to clarify things.’

Will just stood there with his steely stare. He looked to Abbi, and something passed between them he couldn’t decipher.

Blake continued to prod. ‘I know Han can be persistent. Doesn’t take no for an answer.’

Will’s eyebrows raised. ‘She’s persistent. That’s for sure.’

Heat curled up Blake’s neck. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ He tried to look him in the eye but he was a foot shorter, and felt stupid.

‘Ask her. I think she’s got a lot to tell you.’ Will scraped his beard.

Blake was more confused than before. ‘About what?’

‘Let’s just say I’m not her favourite person right about now.’ Will spoke to his wife but failed to look at her. ‘And she knows I caught Trevor in the act, and reacted badly. So, there’s that.’

Blake cursed under his breath, then louder as if he hadn’t got all of his anger out just yet.

‘I’m having a shower.’ Will looked at Blake. ‘When I get out, you won’t be here.’ He said it like a Jedi, playing tricks with his mind. He paced down the hall.

Blake turned to Abbi, now standing by the window.

‘You reckon that’s all? He admitted decking the prick? Jesus, I have to get back home to Hannah. Talk sense into her.’

Abbi stared outside with animal focus at the fence of the heritage-green house next door, a glare so intense Blake started to sweat alcohol.

He wanted to run, get out of Will’s path, discover what his girlfriend knew, what she did that was so persistent. But Abbi was unravelling. ‘He’s home, Abbi. It’s a start.’

She wiped tears away, crestfallen. ‘He didn’t hug me back.’

‘He does reek.’ Blake approached her. ‘One good thing: if Hannah’s pissed at him, I’m guessing they’re not shagging.’

Abbi’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not funny.’

‘Or he really disappointed. He’s not the most agile of blokes.’

‘You’d be surprised.’ She pulled in a deep breath.

Bastard. Blake cringed on the inside and tried to stay focused on putting out the next fire. ‘I need to talk to her.’

‘You sound like you expect her to cheat. Are you so used to her moves you can’t play it any other way? How do you live like that? You deserve better than her.’ Abbi grimaced.

‘What? Someone like you? Oh, no, that’s right, I’m just your back-up.’

Abbi’s eyes fluttered. ‘What?’

Blake shook his head.

Abbi breathed out. ‘Can you please go talk to her? Make sure she doesn’t get us all jailed?’

‘She’s opinionated, but she’s not stupid.’

‘I can’t have the cops turning up here, in front of E. She’s five years old.’

‘I won’t let that happen. Besides, look at what that kid has faced already. She’s stronger than you think, and so are you. We’ll manage this. She’s already bounced back better than you thought.’

‘Has she? She wets the bed now, not because she’s upset but because she misses that monster and his damn cat – she’s got me feeding it. I don’t know how many times he got to her, Blake. You don’t know what I found her pretending with her dolls last week. She thinks of what he did to her as play.’

He pinched the bridge of his nose. He thought she was fine. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’

She inhaled sharply, as if it had all come to a head. ‘I’m not sorry he’s dead.’ Her face was wet with tears, her voice shredded.

Blake watched the hallway for signs of Eadie. ‘Keep your voice down.’

‘I’m not sorry. He deserved it. He’s a shitty, scum-sucking piece of filth. In fact, I wish I had done it myself. I wish I’d been the one,’ she whispered through gritted teeth.

Blake blanched. ‘What did you say?’

Abbi closed her eyes, then opened them, like a new person had materialised. She tilted her head to the side, as if he was an idiot to not see it before. ‘Blake, did you really think I could bludgeon someone to death? I can’t even kill spiders.’

* * *

Lies. Lies. Lies.

He’d had her back. He’d risked everything. For what? A user?

Blake had never wanted to escape his reality more than he did right then. All the shit he’d moved, all the risks he’d taken to keep Abbi safe, keep her family together, to find she’d played him too. Control – she wielded it so subtly. It made him sick.

Was she seriously willing to cover for him? Do time for him? Blake was sure all that bloody love for her bloody husband would wilt over a twenty-five-year sentence. Wilt, shrivel, die and leave her with nothing but resentment and regret.

He sped home, an audio clip of all their conversations spooling through his mind. Why had he not suspected she was covering for her perfect fucking husband? Why the body was slightly cool to touch, inflexible, despite her hitting him only moments before? And to think he’d been worried about her dealing with the trauma of what she did – researching PTSD, handing her leaflets for online support groups.

And yet, Abbi’s only fear was getting caught. Losing her family. She’d never expressed regret for bludgeoning a man to death. He put it down to what he was. But she hadn’t even been in the room when the bastard had died.

It had been Will – this whole time.

Blake took the corner fast, screeching to a stop in his own driveway. Newman greeted him, tail wagging so hard his whole body lurched from side to side.

It still didn’t make sense. He wasn’t a doctor, but in the one-punch kills he’d heard of, and there had been a couple in drunken brawls he’d witnessed, the guy passed out from the hit immediately, cracked his skull on the way down. Will would have known what he did, surely?

Blake thought back to that night at Will and Abbi’s when he came clean about all of it. Will was awe-struck when they’d told him Trevor died in the shed.

Blake shook his head, bashed the steering wheel.

Abbi. She’d played Will, too. Used them both to orchestrate this absurdity.

Unlawful striking causing death carried a minimum of fifteen. Could he seriously turn Will in? How would he explain his own crimes if he did? Interfering with a corpse, accessory to murder, and he’d just written all those fake statements with the fake facts.

Blake was tired of his life being about everybody else.

Hannah’s car was out the front, and he was glad of it. She was in reach. He could try to de-escalate, reframe her understanding of what she knew, if anything. He took in the cedar panels he’d bought custom, the extra-wide deck he’d laid himself, the potted figs in ball shapes he’d painstakingly hedged with care. This house – he built it to share with someone. No bachelor needs a four-bedroom house with a wrap-around deck and butler’s pantry. Would he ever have someone to share it with? Was this all about to implode?

He got out of his car, walked up the steps to his front door, hesitated, then turned the key. He’d dealt with death knocks, crime scenes, car crashes. He could deal with Hannah.

She was sitting rigid on a chair positioned in the middle of the dimly lit hall. He could tell she knew by the slightly deranged look on her face. Blake was already reeling from Abbi’s betrayal. He had nothing left.

‘It was Will.’ Hannah’s voice was soft and supple, like a child’s, and she was the sweet, innocent, broken Hannah he fell in love with, that he wanted to put back together.

He threw his keys on the bench, almost relieved he didn’t have to break the news himself. It was barbaric, all of it.

Hannah took him in. ‘You knew?’

Blake wasn’t entirely sure this was a question. He felt his eye twitch. He couldn’t stop it. He wondered if this was the first sign of going mad. He resisted the urge to look away, but his lack of denial implied agreement.

‘You helped?’

His eyelids grew heavy, felt them flutter as his jaw twisted, unwilling to admit, yet unable to deny.

‘Say something! How could you keep all this from me?’ As Hannah prattled on, telling him she’d realised what had happened as soon as Will said he’d seen Trevor with Eadie, Blake felt a calm course through him. He was actually glad that she’d figured it out.

‘It was an accident, Hannah. He was provoked. They didn’t plan it. Abbi was just trying to regain control of things. They were both victims of a vicious crime and made poor decisions in the moment.’

‘Let the jury consider that.’ Hannah walked over to him, tried to turn him by touching his shoulder. ‘You’re arresting the bastard, surely? That’s your job, Blake.’

Her plan sounded wise. His eyes closed. He remembered his role in all this. ‘It’s not that simple.’

Her face hardened, her eyes were piercing. The broken, innocent girl was gone. ‘It is.’

Blake lurched back – he’d never seen her so fired up. And sure, murder would do that. But there was more fuelling her determination to see Will pay. I thought she liked the bloke.

He recalled Will’s description of Hannah earlier: persistent. Blake’s eyes closed as it became clear. She had put the word on Will. He’d rejected her and now she was bitter, he was sure of it. He realised how broken and wrong it was that he’d expected her to be unfaithful, and instantly, he knew they were over.

But she didn’t know how entangled he’d become in Will and Abbi’s ploy, and how much trouble he’d be in if it was exposed. The only way to save them all was to tell her everything – including his role in it. He was compelled with a sudden urge to purge every detail like they were germs, eating him from inside. It was the only way out.

He started from the beginning. Finding Abbi at Trevor’s the night of the festival. The ambulance disrupting them. The body sliding into the waves from the wake of the boat. Searching for it to no end. He’d struggled with the lies, keeping it from everyone to lessen the risk.

Hannah sat motionless, slowly grasping the situation, each morsel of knowledge chipping away at her like he’d diagnosed her with a deadly disease. ‘You risked everything to cover for him? Why? What is he to you?’

‘She told me it was her.’ He felt like a royal fool. He knew it would piss Hannah off, but it was the truth.

‘What difference does it make? Him. Her. Both. We have to turn them in. Whatever Trevor did, he paid for it with his life. Why should they get off?’

‘I couldn’t live with myself. I’d rather quit, leave town than do that.’

Hannah moved back slightly. ‘You’d quit your job. Leave me. What is it about her? Why has she always had such a hold on you?’

As pissed as he was at Abbi, he owed her, and in a way, he admired her. She had Will’s back, no matter what. And deep down he knew she had his, too. He couldn’t say the same thing about the woman in front of him now. ‘When I was lost, she made me feel worthy of being here. It saved my life.’

She tapped her finger on the bench. ‘She told me about the lock. About your adolescent fumblings.’

Typical Hannah; they were talking about a man’s life, and she brought up some petty bullshit. ‘What?’ Blinking. Uncontrollably.

‘Forget it.’ Her forehead creased, and she glared at him. ‘I thought things were good this time. I’ve been trying so hard. I loved you.’ She was sobbing now, like a child, her arms folded across her chest. ‘How can I ever trust anything you say? You lied to me. You’ve been lying to me for months. I can’t even look at you.’

‘What was I supposed to do? Arrest her? I only lied to you to keep you safe. I didn’t want you involved. I wanted to protect you.’

‘No, Blake. You wanted to protect her. You put her before me.’ She shook her head, wiped a tear. ‘I want to come first for someone, just once! I wanted you to make me a priority.’ She retreated into herself, curling her arms around herself like she’d fall apart if they weren’t there holding her together.

He knew this was a shock for her. But this wasn’t her story. Here he was, trying to find justice for a family caught in a heinous crime, and she found a way to make it all about her, just like her mum’s death was more about her getting the support she needed, not about her family needing hers. Clarity struck Blake like he’d uncovered a key piece of evidence on a cold case he’d worked for years.

The reason their relationship never worked wasn’t his lack of ambition, like she’d blamed the first time, or living at the station being awful, like she’d alleged the second time. It was that she was a jealous, unfaithful pain in the arse, disguised so beautifully inside a pristine outer shell. He’d tolerated it, knowing the battles she’d faced, but they were grown-ups now. No more excuses.

‘I made you a priority. Twice. And twice you put yourself first, and left. And Abbi picked up the pieces both times.’ His harsh words tumbled out without thought, but they felt so right. ‘You might leave your family when things get rough, but I don’t. It’s called loyalty, Hannah. You should try it.’

Even when he saw the shock on her pretty face, he didn’t regret it.

Truth. It was so easy to tell.


Chapter 32

41 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Control. Abbi never had much time for it, or so she thought. Yet when she’d lost it – when her mum’s cancer refused to shrink, when Eadie went missing, and now, with Hannah holding the knowledge to put Will in jail, she saw the appeal.

In the middle of this mess, all Abbi could think about was Blake calling her manipulative. Like one of those anally retentive control freaks who undermined other people in order to dictate how everything was done around them.

Abbi stopped, and thought. Was he onto something? She admitted, there’d been times she’d orchestrated playdate invites to the ‘nice’ kids in E’s prep class, had a chat to the principal to nudge E towards the kind-eyed teacher. Had she become one of those mothers who orchestrated the world around their little cherub? She hated those mothers and their mollycoddled kids with neat braids and personalised lunch totes. Perhaps she was controlling, too? Perhaps she just gathered it more subtly.

Oh, God. He was right.

This farce was all on her. From the start, she’d directed this play. She’d cast the roles and written the script. A wave of self-loathing pummelled her, before panic overcame her.

If she was the puppet master, there was no way Hannah got to decide how this play would end.

On the drive over to convince her oldest friend to keep quiet, Abbi realised she did what she had to, to make things right for her family. But Blake was her family, too, and she’d let him down, all in the name of her child and giving her the best life she could. Abbi knew she was wrong about one thing. Loving Eadie hadn’t made her vulnerable or weakened her foundations. It had given her strength.

* * *

Abbi parked on the roadside.

‘Hannah?’ Abbi called, wandering through the tiled floors of Blake’s house. ‘We need to talk.’ She heard movement in the master bedroom and found a blotchy faced, miserable Hannah filling a suitcase. She glanced up fleetingly, huffed into her chin, and continued folding.

‘If you’ve come to make me feel guilty, there’s no need. I already do.’

‘You’ve already turned us in?’ Abbi imagined sirens blazing, squad cars surrounding the house.

Hannah frowned. ‘That’s why you’re here? He didn’t tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’

‘He didn’t say anything?’ Hannah’s eyebrows rose.

‘He told me you know that he assaulted Trevor.’ Abbi came to take back the reins, but now felt like she was the one being steered.

‘Assault – I think there’s a stronger word when the victim dies. Or is that just part of your denial?’ Hannah shook her head and smiled. ‘You amaze me. Always with your moral superiority, and look at you now. A man is dead!’

Abbi’s breath was shaky. This was going to be harder than she’d thought. She placed her hands wide on Hannah’s folded clothes. ‘Please. Can you have an open mind for five minutes?’

Hannah stopped her packing and folded her arms. ‘I get it. This isn’t about the lake, you want to plead your case.’ She fired up, poked the air. ‘Tell me why I should be okay with the lot of you …’ She lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘Killing a man! Hiding his body! Dumping his car! Lying to the cops – to me!’

‘Please, Hannah – if you ever cared for me, don’t do this to my family! To Eadie. Haven’t we all been through enough? It was an accident! He must have just had … complications. You know Will – he’d never do that on purpose.’

‘Oh, come on, Abbi. Is that what he told you? Or just what you tell yourself so you can sleep at night? Will wanted Trev dead, he punched his lights out and now he is.’ Hannah choked up, pressed her fingers under her nose. ‘And if that wasn’t enough – you bat your eyelids, make Blake do your dirty work – how can you live with yourself?’ She shook her head, her chin trembling, and turned away.

Anger surged inside Abbi. Hannah was totally missing the point. ‘Your old boyfriend liked to interfere with little girls! How can he not be held accountable for that?’

The words had impact. She could tell Hannah was swayed by the notion. But then she stopped to think, to reason, and opened her mouth again. ‘I’m not excusing what he did, but he didn’t deserve to be bashed to a pulp. Dumped in the mud. To stop paedophiles, we need to help them. But no one wants to hear that.’

Abbi shook her head. ‘I know mental illness can be treated, but if you’re saying his impulses were not a choice, how can that be changed? It’s what he was.’

‘I don’t want to argue politics, Abbi. I just want to pack my stuff and get out of here. Try to make sense of this mess.’ Hannah wiped tears from her eyes, looked to the ceiling. ‘You think I want to be in this position? Put my friends in jail? But, Abbi, do you really believe it’s okay to get away with murder just because the victim was a bad person? I can’t live with that on my conscience.’

Abbi steeled herself. There was no convincing this woman. ‘If you tell, you know Blake will go down with us. Eadie’s life will be changed, forever. She’ll come to learn that her dad is in jail for simply protecting her. Her mum, her uncle, too. And that man will still be dead.’

Hannah cried. ‘I’m sorry, Abbi, I really am. But I can’t keep any more secrets.’

Abbi shook her head. ‘You’re not a parent.’ Abbi spat the words out, like an insult. ‘You can’t imagine what it’s like.’

Hannah tutted, folded her arms. ‘Yeah, well, you can’t use that card to trump me anymore.’

Abbi laughed humourlessly. ‘What are you talking about? You got a kid I don’t know about?’

Then Hannah told her a story stranger than fiction.

* * *

So now Hannah knew their dirty secret, and Hannah had spilled hers.

Abbi was not entirely surprised by the news. In some ways, it cleared up a few anomalies she’d wondered about, but it still felt surreal. All those years, comparing her life to Hannah’s, only to discover her oldest friend had become a mother before she had. She may not have convinced Hannah to keep quiet, but there was nothing more she could say. Perhaps their shared maternal instinct would do some of the convincing work for her.

Her immediate concern was to gauge whether there was even a marriage left to save.

On the drive home, nerves festered in Abbi’s stomach – what clarity had Will found in his days away? And what did they need to talk about?

* * *

Eadie was so slight, her feet barely made a dent in the slate-like sand. She looked up at her with clear, bright eyes, and Abbi could barely believe she’d created something so beautiful. She pulled a stray hair from her mouth. It took Abbi a second to notice, her daughter was walking ahead – not compulsively stepping in rhythm with her like a stilted robot, and she took it as a sign that things were changing for the better.

From November to March, the main beach was no longer theirs. Groups of tourists invaded like soldier crabs, following Akubra-clad rangers in fawn polos. They’d be on the lookout for the greenback’s flipper trails – little tyre tracks kinking the sand as they pulled their weight up from the sea to the safety of the dunes to nest. Even the seagulls knew there’d be no hatchlings for a while, and had reduced to an optimistic few stalking a lonely fisherman.

‘No turtles yet, Mummy?’

Abbi lay her arm around her shoulder. ‘Few more months, sweetheart.’

Would Abbi still be a free citizen then, or be charged as an accessory to murder? Or would her marriage still play out through security glass, but with Will behind bars? Worse still, would Eadie be at the whim of the state, or raised by Will’s parents with both of them incarcerated?

Now that Blake and Hannah knew the truth, anything was possible.

Will and Abbi would often take Eadie turtle-gazing, late on summer nights. They’d sneak down the embankment, walk along the beach track to spy on the nesting females gradually and meticulously drilling down to reach the wet, cool depths to lay clutches of eggs. They’d hear the flick of sand before seeing them. Eadie was the only five-year-old Abbi knew who had the self-restraint to sit perfectly still, perfectly silent, to watch the show unfold.

Eadie skipped at her side, her small, gritty hand secured in Abbi’s, walking in fits and starts like a normal, comfortable little girl. ‘No more stepping game, huh?’

‘I’ve outgrowed it,’ Eadie announced, and Abbi smiled.

Her daughter skipped ahead, stopping randomly to pick up shells.

A line of footprints towards the dunes caught her eye. At the end, there was Catfish, headphones fat on his ears, arms swinging the metal detector back and forth like a blind man’s cane. Abbi stopped and waved. ‘Hello, Greg.’ Abbi had discovered Catfish’s real name on the boat-licence registration list Blake acquired.

Shaken, Catfish removed the speakers from his ears and looked alarmed. ‘Yes?’

‘You saw me on the jetty the night of the lanterns.’ Abbi knew it. It was his boat. He was the only person in town with a flat-bottom tinnie. She didn’t know what he’d witnessed, but she knew he’d seen something.

He shook his head in small slides and frowned.

‘He was your brother. Why haven’t you told the police?’

Catfish shook his head again, mumbled a few obscenities under his breath, rubbed his ear vigorously. ‘I’m sorry – now scoot!’

Abbi smiled to let him know she was not after any trouble. ‘You’re sorry?’

He became madder, pointing violently in the air. ‘For the lass. He hurt her.’

Abbi’s lungs emptied. Eadie? She looked over to her, playing safely in the distance. She wasn’t even at the scene when Catfish went past that night while she fumbled about on Trevor’s jetty.

‘I knew what he was, and I did nothing.’ He banged the side of his head with his flattened palm so hard that Abbi gasped. He kept on hitting, as if the rhythm brought comfort.

She touched his hand, slowed its rhythm. ‘It’s okay, Greg.’

He seemed shocked at the gesture. Another human’s touch, and Abbi wondered when the last one was.

Abbi thought about the missing fake-weapon. Had he found that too, floating on the water? What else did he know? Abbi thought further, the pieces falling into place. ‘The hoodie. That night. You took it.’

Catfish ignored her but made no denial, replaced the headphones on his ears, and went back to scanning the beach in his own world.

Logically, she should be worried. He was an eyewitness. He could put her at the scene. He must have noticed her stash the fleecy jumper behind the hot water system, and for some reason – to help her cover her tracks, perhaps – he had taken it. But she knew his guilt would never allow him to share what he knew. Looking out to the ocean, Abbi couldn’t bring herself to blame the man. Perhaps he’d already paid enough for his silence.

Abbi’s eyes cast ahead to the rocky end, where she saw her husband, slumped on a rock, staring out to the wild peaks of the ocean. He was the only local with a shadow that long. He hadn’t said much since returning home from the lake, nor after she’d returned from Hannah’s. His mind was still ticking, and that afternoon she’d given him space to process whatever it was that needed solving.

‘Daddy!’ Eadie arrived to him first, wrapped her legs around his waist, forcing him out of the trance he was in. His eyes closed and held her as if he were savouring a last visit. Abbi’s heart skipped a beat.

After a few minutes of animated chatter, Eadie dismounted and bolted down the beach, chasing a wet-feathered pelican.

Abbi wedged onto the rock next to Will, curled her arm under his, and looked out at the ocean. The onshore wind ruffled the peaks into white tips, with no order, no direction, an endless curve of more of the same, stretching as far as you could see. Chaos reigned, but also gave nature its power and beauty.

Abbi knew better than to push, so she started broadly. ‘Eadie told me she saw you. At her swimming lesson. She said you came to watch before I got there.’

‘I had to see her. I’ve never not seen her. Not for three days. I didn’t realise I’d think of her, with all that’s going on, but I missed her like sleep.’

Abbi nodded. She could barely talk. ‘I was scared you were saying goodbye.’

His eyes closed. ‘Jesus, no.’

Abbi nodded like a fool, a nervous, confused fool. She reached up again, but once more, he folded her arms back away from him.

She clutched her stomach.

‘I have to tell you something.’ He squared his jaw.

‘Me first.’ Abbi folded her arms. ‘Blake knows I didn’t do it. I admitted I used him to cover for you.’

With raised eyebrows he said, ‘How’d he take it?’

‘Pissed as hell, of course. His ego took a hit. He accused me of being a controlling cow, and I think he’s right.’ Abbi recalled the disappointment that had paled Blake’s face. It still hurt. ‘But he’s hardly going to turn you in. It incriminates him just as much. And it still ruins my life, which my heart tells me he doesn’t want, despite it all. But Hannah …’ Abbi shook her head.

Will shrugged. ‘So be it. It’s all out in the open, Abs. It has to be. I can’t live like this. I’ve seen what secrets can do to families – rot them from the inside out.’

She went to kiss him.

He lifted his chin out of reach, retreated. Will never pulled away. He just spoke. He just did. ‘You haven’t asked about Hannah. About the lake.’

She inhaled sharply. ‘I didn’t think I had to. I just figured she went looking for you, trying to dispel this idea that she dated a …’ She couldn’t say it.

‘That’s how it started.’ He swallowed, shuffled his shoes on the sand and adjusted his weight on the rock. A one-legged seagull came over as if to listen in. ‘We were drinking. It was dark, she told me some stuff, things got out of hand and … we kissed.’

Abbi felt dizzy. She recoiled a little, unable to look at him.

‘Things turned ugly. I wanted to come straight home but we were both too pissed to hold a steering wheel.’

Things turned ugly? What was that code for? Good old Will and his overrated honesty. ‘Were you … safe?’

‘What?’

She felt sick at the thought. ‘Did you use …’ She looked for Eadie, and saw her safely playing on the rocks ahead.

His eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t get it. It was a drunken fumble in the dark. That’s it. The alcohol kind of let it happen for a sec, but then I stopped.’ He swallowed, hard. ‘Forgive me.’

She pictured them, and her chin quivered. ‘Is that all? I mean, I don’t want to find out in a week that it was a kiss plus a skinny dip or a kiss plus a blow job.’

‘There was none of that, and nothing more.’

Abbi’s eyes closed, relieved. ‘So why tell me? So I can feel hurt, imagine her tongue every time I kiss you?’

‘No, I—’

‘Wanted to be honest, unburden yourself of the guilt?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does it feel better? Because it doesn’t from where I’m sitting.’ She crossed her arms, tears fell.

‘I’m sorry,’ Will said. ‘You felt so distant. I was so drunk—’

‘I don’t want to know, then. Honestly, Will, I don’t care.’ As she said the words, Abbi felt her heart die, just a little. Hannah, of all people. She did care, but she cared about their marriage more. It was a wave in a stormy sea – an insignificant bump on the horizon in the grand scheme of their relationship. ‘The only thing that concerns me is if she’s pissed enough at your rejection to turn us in.’

One cheek pulled up on his round face. ‘You’re saying I should have … obliged her to keep her onside?’

Abbi scowled. A rogue wave washed in, wetting their feet as they bunched together on a flat rock, watching the footprints on the sand dissolve into the wave like a slate wiped clean.

Hannah was glamorous. Prettier. Skinnier. She hadn’t lied to him.

Abbi tucked herself under his arm, felt tears fall down her cheeks, and he curled her body into his. She felt petty, but she had to ask. ‘What was it like?’

She looked up to meet his gaze. His brow crinkled, his eyes soft. He wiped her tears, crestfallen. ‘She wasn’t you.’

Abbi held his face in her hands, gazed into his kind eyes, and her mouth met his. The love of her life. The only man that she’d wanted since the day she met him. The man she’d faced a disaster zone to be with. The man who saved her.

‘I’m sorry for what I said to you, about taking the moral high ground, that you were the k—’ Even now, the word made her eyes close in shame. ‘I was angry that you couldn’t see that I did it for you. I never blamed you. You acted on your feelings for once. You fought for your daughter. For what’s right. I’m proud of you.’

‘Proud? I’m as bad as him – lashing out, not keeping my feelings in check. If nothing else, I’ve always been in control of my life, my emotions.’

‘You’re honest about your feelings, you confront me about mine, sure, but you never express your own. Meanwhile I’m in the corner going crazy, screaming, crying, flapping about.’

Will sighed. ‘Exactly. We can’t both do crazy at the same time.’

‘Maybe I wouldn’t do crazy at all if you did it a little more.’

‘You want crazy? I can do crazy.’ His eyes narrowed.

Abbi took his hand, their fingers threading together.

He raised it to his lips and kissed it. ‘I wish you’d just told me. Dealt with it honestly. We’re partners.’

Abbi thought about that. ‘I’m not sure I’ve been an equal partner. Since Eadie came along, you’ve been the one doing the hard yards, making her clean her teeth and eat her greens. You’ve always looked after both of us.’ Her throat swelled, but she wanted to get it all out, explain what this nightmare had changed in her.

‘What made you so sure Mr Good Cop would play your game?’ Will asked.

‘He’d do anything for me.’ The concept filled her with shame now.

‘So would I.’ He pressed his shoulder into her.

Abbi wasn’t used to Will charming her. ‘Is that what you call crazy?’

Will smiled. ‘I’m warming up.’

A whirlwind of sandy pink tulle and bare limbs invaded their space.

Will frowned at Abbi. ‘I’m gone a few days and she’s wearing a tutu to the beach?’

‘Told you. Crazy.’

Eadie tugged at Will’s shorts. ‘Daddy! I made a baby turtle! Look!’ Her daughter towed her father to her sand creation, and he looked back at Abbi with a half-smile, and she wiped a tear from her cheek.

It always seemed cruel – the hundreds of baby turtles running the gauntlet from their sand nests down this beach, escaping dozens of silver gulls patrolling the sky with dinner on their minds, only to reach an ocean full of different predators. Abbi thought of the statistics the rangers spouted to the tourists – only one in a thousand hatchlings that emerged from the nest survived. The odds weren’t much better for human relationships. Some adapted, while most fell victim to everyday hazards. Abbi too, had come out of her own lost years, and matured. She and Will had faced hazards, but were still standing, ducking and diving the waves, together.

* * *

The next morning, despite looking over her shoulder, waiting, wondering what Hannah and Blake would do with the admissions of the day before, an ease returned to her routine. Will was now synchronised with her. Living a life of duplicity had ended, and it felt good.

As soon as Abbi got home from dropping Eadie at school, Blake exploded onto her front doorstep, a half-spent cigarette lit between his fingers. Abbi braced herself.

Blake’s nostrils flared, he took one last drag of his cigarette before snuffing it out on the railing. ‘How could you lie to me for so long? Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?’

The fucking truth thing again. Abbi exhaled. ‘I knew you’d help if it was me who did it. And you did.’

‘Like the sucker that I am.’ His anger was raw and mingled with something she hadn’t seen in him before; disgust. Even standing over a corpse had not elicited such a look.

‘You think you own me. You always have. Forever fucking batting your eyelids, expecting me to come running. Now I find out you told Hannah … what we were.’ Blake’s eyes fell closed.

A fist formed inside her. ‘What? Is that what you’re angry about?’

‘Remember our agreement? Never to talk about what we used to do.’ He inhaled, like the words had stolen the air from his lungs. ‘But you keep testing me. Have for years. Over and over. You know how hard it was to hear you with those loser guys, growing up? It was like you were parading them in front of me on purpose. It was so fucking cruel, and even now …’ He shook his head. Even the new, brave edition of Blake Newell who expressed his feelings couldn’t go there. Couldn’t articulate exactly how much she meant to him.

‘Blake?’

‘You’ve been telling me for years how Hannah had me by the balls, when it’s been you. I did everything you asked. Stayed in town – “I need you here, Blake. Hide a body with me, Blake.” Well, I’m done, Abs. I quit.’

She knew it was true. All of it. She’d controlled him for her own benefit – the fact that he didn’t seem to mind was beside the point. It hit her hard. But part of her was proud of him for calling her on it. A wise man had once told her, ‘People get treated the way they allow themselves to be treated. Don’t accept disrespect.’ She thought back to that afternoon in Haiti, standing in the rain, pulling Will up on his rudeness towards her the day she’d arrived, how he’d smiled at her assertiveness, satisfied she’d listened. She felt the same satisfaction for Blake now, challenging her for her own failings. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve been a manipulative bitch, and I’m going to stop now.’

‘It was just a game to you, all these years. You knew how I felt. That … I loved you. You kept playing with me like a cat with a mouse, knowing I couldn’t say no. That’s not love, Abbi, that’s sick!’

‘Blake, I do love you. You know that. You always said Hannah was my best friend, but it was you. It was always you. The fact you were a bloke just made it a little tricky.’

He squared his jaw. ‘Was it just attention? To rebel? I mean, did you ever even see me that way?’

‘Yes. Before. When you first came to live with us.’ But I was just a girl. You were just a boy.

His jaw shuddered a little, like it did when he was a sulky teen. ‘And now?’

Her eyes glazed over. ‘Now you’re my best friend.’ You’re still a boy, and I need a man.

Abbi was unsure if it was disappointment or loathing playing on his face as he turned and left, and panic bubbled. ‘Blake?’ She paced after him, grabbed his arm. ‘I know you’re mad, but …’

He forced a smile, but it had no warmth. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll still cover your arse, if that’s what you’re worried about, but only because you’d take me down with you.’

She was in the wrong, and she had to make it right. ‘You know I’ve always got your back. No matter what. You and me against the world, remember?’

‘Bullshit. I never would have sucked you into my mess like you have.’

‘Because you don’t make any,’ Abbi said. ‘You never take enough risk to get dirty, but you know what? I wouldn’t care if you did. I’d be there for you. I’d eat dirt with you if you needed me to, so don’t blame me because you never asked.’

They stood still, gaping at each other like kids in a staring comp, until he looked away. ‘You – eat dirt?’ Blake asked. ‘You won’t even drink instant coffee.’

She saw a hint of a smirk simmering on his lips, just a hint but it was enough to give her hope. They’d fought before. They would again. She risked a smile, knowing it could go either way. ‘I’ll prove it if you like.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ll reserve the right.’

Abbi crossed her arms and scuffed her foot on her bamboo floors. ‘So, you and Hannah. Is it too broken to fix?’

He shrugged, and a quiet came over him. ‘She told me about Molly.’ His lip trembled. ‘About everything she hid from me, everything she didn’t trust me enough to know. That’s the bit that really hurt. But part of me wasn’t surprised – the likeness between them, asking me to be there for Molly when she was in the States, her constant questions about how she was. It all makes sense now. But hiding something like that, it makes a mockery of everything we had, and the pathetic part is, I wouldn’t have thought any less of her if I’d known.’

Abbi couldn’t hide her sympathy for what Hannah went through back then. ‘It’s a shit thing to have to go through alone.’

Blake nodded. ‘I can forgive her that part. But it sounds like she really loved the father. I’ll never be her first choice. Shit, after putting the word on Will the other night, I’m not even sure I’m her second. Not sure we can come back from that. Who knows? It’d be nice for somebody to have my back.’ He looked up, eyes locked on hers. ‘My last person fucked it up.’

Abbi’s guilt came to the forefront again. ‘I never meant to hurt you. You were so troubled back then. So lost for someone so good. It wasn’t fair. I wanted you to see how connected I felt to you, how you deserved to be happy. Is that so wrong?’ She reached out to him, made a fist around his hand and gazed up at him adoringly.

‘You see?’ A sadness flooded his eyes before he looked away. ‘That’s not how sisters act.’

Blake walked away, without a backward glance.


Chapter 33

42 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Molly was unaware she was soon to have the final moment of life as she knew it.

Indeed, if she’d been given the chance to reflect on the story of her life thus far, she’d have evaluated it as a rather mixed bag. A childhood marred by loneliness, financial strain, the loss of a parent and other struggles that thrust her into an adult world prematurely. But it had also been a life of stability, grounded by the unwavering love of a damaged man who’d turned up and did his best every day of her seventeen years.

As she approached the paint-flaking cottage, kicking a can along the gutter out of sheer boredom, Molly heard Hannah’s whiny voice shouting through its walls. It was rare; it was usually so repressed, so positively sedate. Since her sister’s return, the usual routines had been set aside, and during the odd stir-fry or pasta-bake for three, things had been said. Feelings had been shared. Her dad took more notice. He had opinions, and right now he was giving them. It had to be another good sign.

She went inside and the bellows grew louder. She wasn’t sure what her dad’s problem was now, because he’d got his way with one thing – Hannah had turned up last night with her suitcase, all cagey, telling them it was over with Blake, so Molly had thought he’d be pleased that his daughter was no longer ‘living in sin’.

Molly was sure about one thing: Hannah was getting a grilling. She could hear the anger in her dad’s voice. She dumped her bag on the floor, and opened the fridge. Their voices carried up the hall. ‘I’m sick of feeling like nothing but your disappointment,’ Hannah yelled, and Molly was relieved that it wasn’t about her, that Hannah hadn’t spilled her guts about her community service hours. Molly grabbed an Up and Go, gave it a shake and wondered if she should take off, leave them to it, or stick around and see what the fuss was about.

She considered visiting Gwen’s place. She wished things hadn’t got so heated last week.

‘Honey!’ Her dad’s gravelly voice. ‘You brought us the best gift a daughter could. I love you both!’

Molly could hear the seriousness in her sister’s voice as she replied, despite it being muffled through the walls, but the words made no sense. Was Hannah back in community theatre? Were they reciting lines?

‘All the reasons we hid it from her no longer exist,’ Hannah said.

‘What about your mother’s wishes? Do they no longer exist?’ Her dad’s voice again.

‘It was my body! You had no right!’

Molly left her drink on the counter, crept down the hall, curiosity drawing her closer. Her dad’s bedroom door was half closed, and the afternoon sun filtered through the lace curtains and danced on the carpet. He was seated on the edge of his bed, legs wide set, bald head in hands. Hannah was leering over him, arms folded, toe pointing in a stance Molly imagined she goaded students with. ‘She’s old enough to know the truth. I’m old enough to take responsibility for my actions – the way you should have let me all along.’

Molly frowned. Take responsibility? What mess was Hannah in now?

Hannah moved, nudging out of Molly’s view from the hall. ‘I’ve always suspected Grannypower knew something – she probably opened the adoption forms. Took a copy.’

Adoption? This was getting weirder.

Her dad’s head shook. ‘She would have blackmailed us all by now.’

Blackmail?

‘Don’t you want to stop living a lie? Wouldn’t you rather control when it comes out? Let her hear it from us?’

Molly couldn’t stand it another second and pushed the door open. ‘Let who hear what?’

* * *

How does one respond when they’re told their whole life has been one big fat stinking lie? That a father is actually a grandfather, a sister, actually a mother. How does one respond when they realise they’ve mourned the death of a mum who never really was? That one was the blunder in their family’s lifelong game of pretend, the epicentre of the cover-up, the reason for their closeted shame.

Molly sat, stony-faced, shocked into silence for what seemed like days as the two bobbing heads explained, reassured, rubbed her shoulder and added antidotes aimed to lessen the blow. As their miserable voices echoed around her, justifying their lies, Molly began the laborious task of revisiting a thousand memories, rewriting a thousand scenes, recasting the impersonators and slotting in the truth.

Worse still, while trying to make sense of the bombshell, she had to cope with their pain – her father’s utter devastation that the truth was out, Hannah’s agony over not telling her earlier.

Then there were the details; Hannah had shared with her how, after giving birth, just watching a baby on a video in class triggered breastmilk to leak through her bra. She’d told her it felt like punishment, as if the shame of their secret was seeping out for all to see. She’d covered it up by spilling her water bottle all down her uniform, and no one was the wiser. But she never forgot the shame.

Molly listened to their pain, and it seemed the overarching message of each story they shared was that raising her as Hannah’s sister was the best solution to their little problem.

But all Molly heard was she had caused this. She was the shame. She was the problem they needed to solve.

She tried to understand it from their perspectives, but she needed to consider her own feelings. ‘Stop!’ Molly yelled. ‘This is not about you!’

Dan gasped. Hannah froze. They both sat silently, in disgrace. It hit her. In their ramblings, no one had mentioned who her real father was. Molly’s hand reached to cover her moth. She couldn’t breathe. ‘OMG. Is Blake my dad?’

‘Oh, hon, no,’ Hannah said, reassuring her. ‘That was … after.’

Molly swallowed, grieving the fleeting thought, not sure if she was disappointed or relieved. ‘Who is it, then? Who’s my father?’

Dan Worthington collapsed into hysterical moans of pain, as if he’d been sacked from the only role in his life he needed. ‘This is why you girls should save yourself for marriage. None of this would have ever happened!’ He ran from the room.

Molly didn’t feel like running after him this time. ‘You mean I would never have happened.’

Mother and daughter looked at each other for the first time since their newfangled relationship began. Hannah took her hand, led her daughter to the hall. To the old photo of Angela Worthington and Liz Gardener in that house they never spoke of. For the first time, Molly noticed two kids in the background. A younger Hannah and a cute boy with raven-black hair, like hers.

‘His name is Andrew Gardener.’

Tears finally ran down Molly’s cheek, her face collapsing into a red ball of snot and tears and grief, and Hannah held her. Minutes passed. Molly took the frame off the wall, leaving a faded square beneath. She held it close. ‘Is he nice?’

Hannah nodded and guided her back to the couch. ‘I grew up with him – every summer he’d be a few inches taller, until we were sixteen, and we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. He was weirdly polite, used to talk to plants and used to walk and read at the same time – just like you.’ Hannah was crying now. ‘He was my first love, and despite all the pain it’s caused, I don’t regret meeting him for a minute. And I don’t regret you. Not for a second.’

Molly wiped her eyes with her school jumper. ‘Why hasn’t he ever contacted me?’

‘He doesn’t know you’re his. But that can change, anytime you want. I’m so sorry we kept this from you, but now you know the truth, it’s your truth to do what you want with. You’re in control, now. Nothing needs to change if you don’t want it to.’

Molly sat, considering.

‘I know you’ll need a while to process all this, and you don’t need to ever call me Mum if it’s too weird – I know Mum raised you, and did a better job than I could have. But now that she’s gone, I think I’m ready now, to take over, if you give me a chance.’ Hannah blotted the tears pooling in her eyes with her finger, and Molly knew that she meant every word.

Molly hesitated, then peered down at Hannah’s belly suspiciously. She shook he head in disgust. ‘I was actually in there?’

‘Yep. Got the stretchmarks to prove it.’ Hannah pointed to the white worms streaking across her midriff that Molly had always assumed had been from her weight gain.

Maybe I’ll show you my scars, one day.

‘I even breastfed you, for a bit. It was kind of freaky.’

Molly cringed. ‘Gross.’


Chapter 34

43 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

The distorted atmosphere the house had developed in Will’s absence began to repair itself. Abbi started playing music, making plans. She opened the blinds, let the winter light warm the floorboards, shine on the pictures once more. After a simple lunch – the first meal that had felt normal in six weeks – Will stood before her, his keys and his wallet in one hand, a printed statement in the other.

‘What does it say?’ she breathed out.

‘The truth.’

Abbi inhaled.

‘It states that I punched a man after catching him abusing my daughter. That I left. That’s all I know for sure. No one seems to have any proof of what happened after that.’

Abbi couldn’t find the words. ‘She needs you, Will.’

He stroked her face. ‘Who knows what we’re in for. A kid just needs one person in their life who loves them. You are all Eades needs. You are. You can do this on your own for a while, if it comes to it. You said it yourself. You just have to believe it.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘So, I’m giving this to Blake and I’m coming clean about what I did. If they can pin his death on me, if they’ve got enough evidence to convict, then I’ll live with that. But I doubt it. I don’t think anyone’s got a fucking clue. As for what shenanigans you and Blake got up to after that, well, I don’t have any proof of any of it. And it’s not my secret to tell.’

Abbi’s eyes glazed over. She was scared, but at the same time, the fear of this predicament was somehow worse than the reality. ‘It’s that simple, is it?’

‘The facts often are.’

* * *

Will walked into the police station, and Blake’s stomach fell to the floor. Blake pushed his office chair out from under him, and crossed his arms. No nerves, no hesitation. The doctor’s self-assurance was annoying. Did he even like Will? Or was he just in awe of his sureness about life?

Blake did a mental stocktake of his friends. He needed to cull a few. No more doormat treatment. ‘I hope you’re here about Hannah. She told me what happened, putting the word on you. She feels stupid about it.’

Will’s chin dipped. ‘So do I. But that’s not why I’m here.’

‘Wait. You need to know something about Hannah.’

‘She cheats on you and you forgive her?’

‘It’s not her fault. Can you see what her parents did to her, hiding her in shame, making her live a lie? Then with her mum gone, her father lost to her, she never got much love. Turned to men for attention. It’s what she does.’

‘She’s had it tough, I get that. But you making excuses for her doesn’t help her change. Besides, I reckon sometimes Hannah just does what suits Hannah.’

Also, true. ‘You’re not exactly in a position to give life advice.’

Will nodded. He was annoying like that. ‘You’re right. On that note, I’d like to issue a statement admitting my assault of Trevor Adler. For the record, this time.’ Will scanned the office. ‘I’ll wait for Penny if I have to. To make sure.’

Blake exhaled. ‘Of course you will.’ Will Adams: the ambassador of truth.

‘It’s short and sweet, but if this gets to court, I won’t perjure myself for anyone. So, you better get your ducks in line, if you know what I mean.’

He looked at the statement. It was brief. Blake’s name wasn’t mentioned. Nor was Abbi’s.

Blake raised his eyebrows.

It might just be simple enough to work. The evidence might be weak enough to dismiss, or let him off with a minor assault charge. It was a reach to conclude murder. Far easier to sweep his death away as an unknown cause. Most of them were in the end.

Blake looked him in the eye. ‘So, should I arrest you now, or later?’

Will nodded. ‘As long as it is made formal, I don’t care. You follow your procedures. Just not in front of Eadie, okay?’

‘I’ll get to it. I’ll be here all night anyway, palming off his mother’s case. Did you hear?’

‘Hear what?’ Will folded his arms.

‘The rock spider’s old lady, Connie Adler.’ Blake welcomed the distraction.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Her carer called it in this afternoon. She was found dead. OD’d.’

‘Jesus.’ Will leant on the front counter.

‘Reckon Mr Kiddie-Fiddler’s mummy knew what he was. She’d written him out of her will, the lawyers reckon.’

Will was gobsmacked. ‘What?’

‘Given it all to her son, Greg.’

‘Who?’

‘Catfish. I interviewed him. Seems he knew about his brother’s habits, too. Bastard.’

‘Bastard.’ Will stared at the wall, deep in thought. ‘He was always yelling at Eadie to stay away. Even on the night of the festival. I just thought he was replying to auditory hallucinations.’

‘Reckon Catfish has got it in him to take out the old bird?’

Will’s looked deep in thought. ‘Enough empathy to euthanise, or enough greed to murder?’

‘Either would do.’

‘I don’t know. He’s hardly the materialistic type. But he cared. I’d see him out there, tending to her garden, walking her to the point for fresh air.’

‘Might find she topped herself, living with the knowledge of what Trevor was.’

Will’s eyes narrowed. ‘She had bad arthritis. Her hands were pretty gnarled. I doubt she’d have the strength to open those caps without help. Maybe a sympathetic carer?’

Blake thought of Hannah talking about delivering meals to Connie. Surely not. ‘Who knows. I’m passing it on to Homicide this time. No funding left to handle it here, even if I wanted to.’

Blake got the sense this was the last time they’d talk. That they couldn’t get past all this. ‘How’s Eadie?’

‘Hopefully too young for this to leave a mark for too long.’

‘And you?’ No one ever asks about the dad. Blake had learned that early in policing. Everyone assumes the bloke is fine – it was un-Australian not to cope.

Surprise played on Will’s face. ‘It’s a kind of grief, I guess. A feeling of loss for your child’s sense of safety and trust. I just hope she had enough of it to start with so that this ordeal won’t put her in the red.’

Blake thought of all the family outings he’d tagged along to. Burying Will in sand at the beach, getting lost in a hedge maze, playing putt-putt. If love was all you needed, that girl of his was bulletproof. ‘She was well stocked before.’ Blake approached him, patted him on the back. ‘Mate, you know it was the only way to protect us all.’

‘Us?’

‘Us, Will. I consider you both family. From the second she asked me to go there, this became my problem.’

‘Then why’d you go?’

‘When have I not jumped when she called? I’m a pussy when it comes to your wife. You know that. That’s why I’m leaving, getting out of your hair.’

Will’s eyes narrowed. ‘Meaning what, a transfer out of Lago?’

‘Long service, anyway. Leaving town. I can’t be in her life for a while. I think you know why.’ A moment passed. They shared a look only they could understand.

Will’s face softened. ‘There’ll be other Abbis. Even ones who can cook.’ Will shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘When’s Penny coming in? I want to make sure it’s lodged.’

‘Not till Sunday. I’ll see to it – I mean it this time. If that’s what you want.’

Will nodded, and walked away with his head held high.


Chapter 35

60 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Blake needed a haircut and a shave. He’d reverted to clichéd bachelor-type behaviour since Hannah had moved out. There had been such a clusterfuck of weird shit come to light these past few weeks – least of all the fact that Hannah had apparently popped out a baby without him noticing – that Blake had become all about the job. Work, work, work. It was the only thing he could rely on.

Detective Sergeant Mason still had Blake’s training room. It had been the best part of a month since the investigation into the foot started, and their cordial relationship was starting to show signs of wear and tear. The fact that one of their team had a habit of reheating sardines for lunch, stinking out the staff room, wasn’t helping.

‘I’ve got court in Brisbane next week. Any chance you guys will be out by the time I get back and I can have my room back?’

Mason sniffed, barely looked up from his screen. ‘Doubt it, mate. Just put in for extra funding, with this abuse angle. Plus, the old bat carking it, Homicide need the room anyway. They’ve found something. Ambos’ call-out to her house, back in April. Paramedic made a statement – said you were there.’

Blake cleared his throat to hide the fear. ‘Yeah, another bloody prank call, as I remember.’ His stomach sank. He thought he’d buried that linkage. But now, with Connie dead, it had risen to the top. Just like the fucking shoe. He felt like he’d been scrambling in quicksand since the festival, and wasn’t any closer to being free. Would this be the connection that buried him? He tapped his pen on the desk to hide the shake.

‘Still worth having a gander, given what the doctor said about the paedo. I thought maybe this Dr Adams did injure him seriously and the victim mighta called the ambos, but doesn’t look like it. We got the voice recording of the emergency call through from headquarters. Triangulated it to a pre-paid; called from South Lago Point tower, nothing more specific – but definitely not from his place – so you’d probably think prank, as you said. Could be a druggo’s drop-phone that some kid found, thought they’d have some fun with. But get this – the voice in the recording, it’s kinda old. And a woman. And pensioners don’t generally prank.’

‘Huh.’ Blake nodded, genuinely baffled. ‘Got a number?’

‘Yep. No longer in use, of course.’

‘You got it there?’ Blake wanted to know who the fuck caused the scene to go so horribly wrong, all those months ago.

‘Why? Want to check it against your little black book?’ Mason joked.

‘Wouldn’t take long,’ Blake said, as Mason scribbled the number on a Post-it and handed it across the desk.

Blake shoved the number in his pocket, went to the staff kitchen and flicked the kettle on. Anything to get out of that room. He keyed the number Mason gave him into his mobile, thinking he’d ring it, just to check. You could get lucky.

He even wondered if it was Will who’d called. Maybe he’d known all along that his so-called ‘light right-hand cuff’ to the arsehole’s jaw was actually a deadly blow to the head, and wanted someone to help the bastard, in a last-minute half-arsed effort to right a wrong. But that wasn’t Will’s style. He acted in broad daylight, to your face.

As Blake plugged the last few digits into his cell, the contact name of the number was recognised, and her photo flashed on the screen. There, in a green box, was the last text that Blake had sent the contact. Don’t forget your big sister’s bday. Any hints for an old fart on what she might need? Cheers.

Lobotomy was all Molly Worthington had replied.

* * *

Not wanting to make a scene, Blake took his own car and wore plain clothes. He wandered through the cobbled paths across to the row of prissy awnings shading the artsy shops. The display shelves at Jay’s Patisserie were mostly empty. The flow of clientele had slowed and just the odd coffee order was still in play. Even the fresh-baked smell from the morning’s bake couldn’t rouse Blake’s appetite. He snuck down the alley to the back of Jay’s shop. Molly’s VW was parked crookedly on the gravel lot, like it was every Thursday. He pulled the beaded curtain aside as he entered the staff-only section, storage boxes and cans of drinks stacked on either side.

Jay caught him out back, and pretended to care. ‘Hey, white boy, you work here now? You stay out front, no?’

‘Just be a sec, woman. I’ll secure the area first.’

‘Ha, ha. You funny man.’

They still thought he was a joke. He shook his head.

‘Caught that axe murderer yet? Sales down since all that, you know?’

‘Working on it, Jay.’

Molly fumbled with a piping bag of meringue, forming a misshapen splat onto a tray of perfect circles. Her mouth opened when she saw him, but no words came out.

‘Can I have a word, Mol?’ His voice sounded like his death-knock voice, and her eyes fluttered.

‘Aren’t we good? I did my hours last month. Didn’t Mabel send the forms?’

‘It’s not about that.’

She held the piping bag up. ‘Is it Dad? I mean, old-Dad?’ Her eyebrows pulled together.

‘He’s fine. It’s you I’m worried about.’ He thought she’d run. She had that sketchy way about her. But Molly lowered herself on a stack of flour sacks, the mixture oozing out of the nozzle a little as she flopped her hand and sat. ‘It’s going to be okay, Mol. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. But you have to talk to me. You have to trust me.’

She looked at him. He’d seen that same look on the face of offenders who wanted to collapse into the unburdening relief of confession.

Blake looked straight into her eyes to show her he was listening. ‘Tell me when it started.’

* * *

Hannah Worthington had been a ghost in Blake’s halls, an empty space in his bed since their fight about arresting Will, and all the secrets between them, but since discovering Molly’s involvement with the case, bigger issues had surpassed those menial problems. He had to inform her of what Molly had been through. Blake knew Hannah was on admin in the office after school on Thursdays. He texted her, made her meet him in the school car park as if she’d forgotten her lunch.

The school grounds were quiet, soulless without the chatter of kids.

She wore a power suit and heels, like armour. Her lips were a thin line, her eyes narrow and cold. The clonk of her shoes clipped the bitumen as he watched, this woman he’d loved half his life, and now felt little for. There was a bitter smile on her face, and she surveyed the car park, empty but for them, as if she’d expected flowers, serenades, something more than just him. ‘You’ve come to tell me you’ve arrested him?’

‘It’s not about that. Not exactly.’

She crossed her arms, one foot forward. ‘If you’re here about us, then I’m not ready to—’

‘I’m not.’ I doubt I ever will.

She sucked her cheeks in and blew out a noisy breath.

It was usually him on this side of their relationship’s ongoing equation. Making that face, a mixture of detachment and desperation – subconsciously wanting her to know he needed her, but his pride forcing him to keep it quiet. Now he had the balance of power, and she was the one making that face. Blake had assumed it felt better to be the one in control, but he was wrong. It felt worse.

He guided her over to a fenced, forgotten vegie garden the students had planted, scrawny tomatoes clinging to yellowing stalks climbing the chain wire. They sat awkwardly on the overlooking bench. Blake took her hand, and told her everything Molly had disclosed that afternoon between the stacks at the bakery.

This time, there was no argument.

Hannah sprang up, covered her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh, Jesus.’ She paced to the kitchen. ‘Oh, God, Blake, this is all my fault.’

‘You weren’t to know.’

‘I was. She came to me when she was about ten or eleven. She tried to tell me. I can still feel her tugging on my arm. She kept asking me not to bring Trevor to the house, that he was a weirdo. I thought she was just jealous that he paid me more attention.’ Her shoulders hunched. ‘I got mad at her for being rude.’ Tears streamed, but she seemed unaware.

Blake stood beside her. He listened. It was all he could do.

Then it hit him – Hannah wasn’t reacting like a sister. She was as gutted as a mother.

‘The funny thing was, he always wanted to meet at my place – saying his mother didn’t like strangers. He always visited me. Molly started nicking off, riding to the library whenever his car arrived. Not long after that, he broke it off with me.’

Her face was pallid, her hand trembling as she reached for her mouth, and looked over to Blake. ‘The whole time. The whole time I was with that rotten piece of shit, it wasn’t me he wanted.’ She rushed to the garden and threw up.

He waited until the initial shock faded, before he hit her with the second wave. ‘Hannah?’ He swallowed. ‘That’s not all.’

* * *

That afternoon, Blake sat on flour sacks with Molly behind the bakery for over an hour. It was disturbing how Molly spoke of Trevor Adler; describing a morbid fascination, with only a vague notion of the boundaries he’d crossed. How she’d misconceived the physical relationship as normal until she was old enough to distinguish right from wrong. That the insidious, emotional manipulation she’d endured made her think of their intimacy as natural. As loving.

But then it stopped. He discarded her at puberty. He retired, quit public life. Molly’s feelings towards her abuser morphed into a perplexing, twisted attraction that lasted years. She’d watched over him. Obsessed over him. Vandalised his property. She cringed at the thought of being close again. Then, as she got older, she felt the incessant need to look out for other girls in her wake. She just couldn’t seem to stay away.

Blake braced himself for what he was about to tell the poor girl. ‘From what you’ve said, Mol, I know you have mixed feelings about this man, but I’m afraid I have to tell you there were other victims. That he got to Eadie.’ Blake’s voice warped, but he pulled it straight. ‘That Eadie’s dad has confessed to an altercation with him after catching him in the act, that Trevor died as a result.’

Molly startled. ‘Why would he say that? Will didn’t kill him.’

Blake’s mouth fell open. ‘What makes you think that?’

Molly looked up at him, all matter of fact. ‘Because I did.’


Chapter 36

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL

Molly didn’t remember how she’d got to Gwen’s cottage. She must have walked the few blocks from Spinifex Crescent to Howard Lane. She must have knocked on the door.

The last thing she was sure of was that calm had settled over her, feet frozen, eyes fixed, as she watched him writhe on the ground, gasping for breath, his lips swollen like botched Botox, his eyes tiny slits peeking through puffball eyes.

It was cathartic, in a way, to feel commanding in his presence.

She couldn’t help but see the irony, as he squeezed out the barely audible word.

‘EpiPen.’

To be granted the ultimate control, the power to allow him to live, was like ice in her veins. Adrenalin – the very substance he’d so often rallied in her for so many years – was the one thing he needed from her. The auto-injector was right there for the taking. She’d seen it given at school. A ten-second jab in the leg was all it took for fifteen minutes of further life, till she got help. She knew she should do it. That’s what nice girls like her did. She ordered her arms to reach for it, but they hung motionless by her side, unwilling. Her eyes wouldn’t waver from his – watching them redden and swell as his face flushed and sweated.

Vomit trickled from his mouth in vile rivers. He’d probably stop breathing soon from that alone.

He stilled.

She stepped over his lifeless body, and left without a backward glance.

As if wading through a cloud, she wandered down the hill, through the cow paddock, across the bridge to Lago central, with little conscious awareness of what came next. Moths stalked street lamps. Starlight wrestled with the moon, as she walked, zombie-like through town.

Her car was still waiting faithfully in the gravel lot at the bakery where she’d helped Jay pack for the festival. The festival; it would never be the same. The thought of getting inside, tapping the dash to start the engine and going about her life seemed ridiculous. The tranquil place she had been floating in, suddenly sucked away, and the reality of what she’d done, or failed to do, hit her like a shockwave. Shallow breaths. Heart racing. Total panic.

Then, at the door of the home she so often found comfort in, Gwen’s face was stricken, her hand pressed to her mouth in horror as Molly repeated the words, ‘I think I killed him.’ But Gwen’s shock was short lived, as a stoic pragmatism found its way through the woman’s fear. Gwen grabbed some water for Molly, rubbing her back to slow her breaths, asking selective, closed questions. ‘Are you sure he’s dead?’

Molly paused from her ugly sobs and thought for a second. Was she? ‘He couldn’t breathe – he had so many allergies. Who knows what set him off, but he was gasping, and then he was vomiting and then he … Then he just … stopped.’ Tears filled Molly’s eyes.

‘Okay. Okay. This is good.’ Gwen stumbled for the phone. ‘I’ll call an ambulance. He might have just … passed out. Maybe they can still help.’

Molly nodded. Gwen would fix it. They would revive him. Then what? He’d tell them. Tell them she was there and didn’t help. But it would be her word against his. ‘Wait. No. Not from your phone.’

Gwen looked at Molly like she didn’t know who she was, but failed to protest as Molly grabbed her mobile phone from her pocket and dialled triple zero. ‘It’s a pre-paid from Aldi. They can’t trace it. The dealers do it all the time.’

Gwen took the phone from Molly. ‘What street number is he?’

‘Fifty-two. But you can’t say—’

‘Is his mother still there?’

‘I guess. She never leaves.’

Gwen placed the phone to her ear and gestured for Molly to hush. ‘Ambulance required … Yes … I’ve had a fall. The address is fifty-two Spinifex Crescent. The little green house. Please hurry.’ Gwen hung up, without any further explanation.

They sat and waited for an ambulance to blaze through town, but the night was still.

Molly wasn’t sure if she wanted them to rush to him, or not. ‘I haven’t heard the sirens. They might think it’s a prank.’

‘Prank? Who would do such a thing?’

Molly raised her eyebrows.

Gwen shook her head. ‘What I don’t get, Molly, is what you were even doing in his house? Will said you were working at the festival.’

‘I was. I met Jake and some others after, down at the beach. You can see the back shed on his property. I saw Eadie go in.’

‘From all the way down the beach?’

‘Her shoes. They had little flashing lights. I could see them racing through his yard and I panicked. I couldn’t let him near her alone. By the time I scrambled up the beach path to get her away from him, Will was out in his yard trying to squeeze through the hole in the fence. I figured she’d be safe then, so I hid for a bit. I watched. I heard yelling, Abbi turned up and a few minutes later they all left. Abbi was wailing. I could tell Trev got to her. He got to her, too.’

‘Oh, my Lord.’

‘I couldn’t let him get away with it. I was going to tell him I wasn’t afraid anymore, that I’d tell this time. That it should have ended with me, but I was scared to go in. I sat on the beach and cried. I just wish I’d dobbed him in years ago, and saved her from him. The thought of poor Eadie – it made me so angry I barged in there after all but he was on the floor by then.’

‘You were too late, love. It’s not your fault.’

She burst into tears, and Gwen cradled her in her arms. ‘I was too late. Too late for her.’


Chapter 37

61 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

Their beach house always made Abbi feel like they’d scored the best box seats inside the auditorium of life. She got to watch nature perform every day from her kitchen sink. As she wiped her outdoor table clean, and cleared it of used glasses, Abbi Adams couldn’t help but remember the stale beer and chime of pokies from her younger waitressing years. The worst loneliness was the kind you felt when surrounded by crowds.

Now the sensory backdrop to her life was the wind in her hair, waves like a distant jet in her ears, the slow, steady rain on the roof, purifying the world for another day. Now she worked for love, not money.

Footsteps on the deck. Hannah on the welcome mat at the top of the side stairs. Abbi sighed, a bitter tang in her mouth. ‘You.’ She tried to reconcile the cheeky, brazen girl with whom she’d shared the news of her first period, her first pash, her first love, with the husband-stealing, sad woman who’d covered up her own child as if she were a crime. ‘Hannah, if you’re coming to tell us to come clean, you’re too late. He’s done that. There’s nothing to hide anymore.’

‘Abbi—’

‘Wait – before you get on your box, you don’t know what it’s like, Hannah. To have a predator like that infiltrate your little girl.’ Abbi felt her stomach contract with the thought. ‘To destroy her innocence, her trust in people.’

‘I do.’

Abbi wanted to roll her eyes, but resisted. A couple of psychology subjects and she thinks she knows it all.

‘He got to Molly, too.’

Hannah’s face was so wet, the light so patchy it took Abbi a moment to realise her visitor was upset. A sudden sense of dread hit Abbi at her core, her head jerking forward. ‘What?’

Hannah started babbling. ‘She tried to tell me, when she was little. When I was dating him. I only just put the pieces together.’ Hannah almost choked the words out. ‘Oh God, I can’t even say it without wanting to vomit.’

Abbi’s hands rushed to her lips. ‘God, Hannah. I’m sorry.’

‘I remember him making her a wooden doll when she was about ten. She told him she was too old for dolls and I yelled at her for being rude and sent her to her room. Can you believe that?’

‘You can’t blame yourself. I lived next door to him for years and had no clue. Never crossed my mind. You always think they’ll look shifty.’ Abbi thought back to Molly babysitting Eadie, staying in their house alone, next door to that man. Had she ever shown signs of fear? Or is that why she was so vigilant?

‘She went to that church youth group he volunteered at sometimes till she was twelve. Who knows how long it had been happening? Or if it’s happened since? She won’t talk to me, only Blake.’

Abbi ran to her, placed an arm around her back. Hannah was as rigid as a mannequin, but Abbi failed to retreat. She held her, until she felt her firm muscles relax beneath her embrace. ‘All you can do is be there for her now. Encourage her to become who she wants to be, not let this define who she is.’

They sat on the bench, comforting each other, sinking into their common grief for their daughters. ‘He wanted to change. The cops found him using a fake name. He’d been seeing a psychiatrist for years, to help. I mean, I hate the bastard, but I keep thinking of what he went through too, you know? Hormone therapy, suicidal ideation, self-loathing.’

Will had told Abbi he’d been haunted by the last words Trevor said to him in that shed: ‘No one wants to be a monster,’ and Abbi felt a sliver of empathy course through her. A sliver. The moment she thought of his hands on her daughter, it faded. ‘Okay, he got dealt a shit hand, for whatever reason, but there is always a choice. Life is a series of choices, one after the next. When he chose to act on his impulse, to abuse an innocent child, he made the wrong one.’

‘I’m not trying to excuse it. I’m trying to understand it.’

‘There is no rational explanation for it.’ Abbi looked at her. Could she really blame Hannah for her attempt at understanding? She admired her, on some level. She was the better person for it. Abbi couldn’t see past what he did.

The two women looked out at the ocean. Abbi gazed up at the star-filled sky, hoping their woes would feel insignificant under its immensity.

Hannah blew her nose. A loud foghorn that nearly made Abbi laugh, the noise was so ridiculous.

Abbi felt the dawning of a new understanding between them, but she wondered whether it was all too broken to fix. ‘I still can’t get over you hiding a pregnancy from me.’

Hannah shrugged. ‘You hid a body from me.’

Abbi looked down her nose at her, but decided to call it even. ‘How are things with Blake?’

‘Over. But you know what? I think it’s not such a bad thing.’ Abbi could tell Hannah was talking herself into it, and nodded supportively to add to her conviction. ‘I can see now I was just using him to tick off my bucket list – to settle down with someone, and he was the most likely candidate. I just wanted to stop wondering about what my life would look like, and start living it. But you can’t force these things.’

‘I don’t think life ever settles down. If anything, having kids stirs it up. How is Molly adjusting to the news? I can’t imagine.’

‘She’s actually pretty amazing. I don’t know where she gets that from – a healthy coping mechanism. Must be from Andy.’

‘Christmas holidays Andy?’ Abbi gave a knowing smile, and felt slightly happier that she at least had heard of the father of Hannah’s child.

Hannah’s eyes danced when she spoke of him, and the two women chatted as if this wasn’t the worst week of their lives. Hannah looked like she was actually listening, instead of just waiting for Abbi to finish. Now she said, ‘I really do regret not being around more for Molly. And for you, when Eadie was born. I had a miscarriage, five years ago. That’s why I couldn’t come home, be around for you and Blake, around a new baby. It was bad enough, having lost so much of Molly, and then to lose another baby completely.’

Abbi’s stomach dropped. ‘Oh, Hans. I had no idea. I feel like a complete arse now.’ She hadn’t realised Hannah wanted a baby, let alone grieved the loss of two. Will was right. She’d been harsh. Hannah was a good egg, underneath the layers of opinionated, insecure twat. And she was going to make a good mother – if only a little belated.

‘While we’re listing confessions, I’m sorry I cracked onto your husband. I’m a dirty rotten cow. I just wanted to have what you had, just for a minute. I’m a shit mother, a shit friend.’

A tingle swept up the back of Abbi’s neck. ‘The girl I used to know was pretty cool. The one who didn’t care much what other people thought, and had faith in herself. She was kind. She was fun. And I think Molly deserves that woman as her mum.’

‘I don’t know where she went.’ Hannah wiped tears from her face.

‘Then find her.’


Chapter 38

80 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

The air-conditioner kicked in with a hum as Blake looked around the room that had been the headquarters of the investigation. For the past few months, it had been as chaotic as his life; a bustle of caffeine-fuelled CIB and intel staff crammed around whiteboards, computers and phones, stealing his milk and leaving skid marks in his toilet as they conducted their search for justice.

Now it was just him, a clear table, a blank whiteboard. They were at the pointy end of the investigation into Trevor Adler’s death – the funding, the leads all but dried up and staff numbers diminished, even Mason was only there half the time. Blake had done all he could to steer the facts to the right end. All he could do now was hope.

At the order of senior management, Mason and two Homicide fellas from Gympie who had travelled up with Senior Detective Sergeant Miller found their chairs and set their disposable cups on the table. Blake had spent the past few weeks taking over some of the grunt work from Mason, who had taken a month’s leave after the birth of his first kid. He’d done it better than either of them had expected. Blake had gained Miller’s respect, and all was in order for the Adler case to bite the dust.

Miller approached Blake and shook his hand.

Mason filed in behind him but went straight to his chair. Blake knew his sort, the type whose favourite hobby was watching a lowly local fail. But there’d be none of that today. What’s more, while Blake might have guided things more than was proper, left out a certain night searching for a body in a lake, he hadn’t even had to stretch the relevant facts. The truth was all he needed.

Miller called them to the table, and the group silenced. ‘Gentlemen. Firstly, I’d like to thank Sergeant Newell for doing the lion’s share of the grunt work to help finalise this case, and secondly, how’s the new bub, Mase?’

‘Pooing like a champ, sir.’

‘Glad those days are behind me.’

‘Sure they are, sir? Retirement’s not far off, is it?’ The bloke was as brave as he was fidgety.

Miller continued. ‘As you’re all familiar with this case, I’ll just summarise things. You’ll see a statement from the local quack, who admitted assaulting the deceased after witnessing him defiling his daughter after she wandered away at that Moon Parade thing they do up here. He was charged with assault; however, the charges were later dropped under 269, provocation. I think we’d all agree any ordinary bloke who caught a rock spider working his web would lose it.’

The balding detective looked sceptical. ‘Hang on. The bloke’s dead. How do we know what happened? Do we know for sure the bloke was a kiddie-fiddler? Were there other witnesses to the crime?’

‘Doc’s wife, for one. Paedo’s mother’s suicide note that apologises to all victims of her son’s “evil ways”, and may I direct you to the sworn statement from a local teen, Molly Worthington, detailing the systemic abuse she suffered at the hands of the deceased. Turns out, she used to stalk the guy, heard some commotion on her way home, found him gasping for breath – either a heart attack or anaphylactic response, out by the back of his shed. She panicked, and ran to get help at a friend’s home, that of ah …’ He shuffled through some paperwork. ‘Gwendoline Andrews, who immediately called for medical attention.’

The Gympie guy piped up. ‘What’s the dude allergic to? Decency?’

Laughter. But Blake wasn’t laughing.

‘Peanuts, as it turns out. Among other things.’ Miller told them. ‘Severe case, even touching them could cause his throat to swell.’ Miller turned to Blake and asked for a further document. ‘This is the forensic pathologist’s report, which basically states DNA in the bone fragment of the metatarsals found a couple of weeks after death was matched to the deceased.’

‘A peanut? You mean this prick was surrounded by enemies who knew his dirty secret, but was done over by a fucking Snickers bar? How do we know for sure it was a peanut?’

‘Other than Molly Worthington’s testimony, we don’t. There were trace elements of nut found on a trestle table in his shed, which is surprising given his allergy, but still doesn’t prove COD. Even if other remains turn up, the body would need to be pretty fresh to confirm anaphylaxis as the COD. But it’s the most likely scenario. People with pre-existing heart disease could have a heart attack precipitated by anaphylaxis. However, even microscopic evidence would only be evident if there is a period of several hours’ survival. With the decomp of the foot, that sample was impossible. So, even in light of the statements made by the local residents, the cause of death is still undetermined.’

Mason chimed in, arms folded. ‘I interviewed that doc; helped us with the foot. He’s a big unit. You don’t think he just whacked the piece of shit to death? I’ve only been a dad a few weeks but I’d be tempted.’

Blake felt this was his moment. ‘At first, but Molly saw him after the fact. His wife saw the victim alive at the scene when they left.’

The Homicide squad were silent, but Mason still looked unconvinced. ‘So, Newell, how’d his body get in the drink? The dead don’t swim, surely? Or you been watching too much Walking Dead on that iPad you take to the crapper every lunch hour?’

There were murmurings of uncommitted laughter, but not from Blake. He had this. He was in control. ‘Molly was a little hazy about that – she didn’t rule out that he might have stumbled outside the shed, trying to catch his breath. That was confirmed by another witness statement – victim last seen on his boat ramp, by his brother who happened to motor past in his tinnie. The river’s tidal, Detective. If you were a local, you’d know that. And there were about fifty boats on that stretch that night. Plenty of wash.’

Mason ignored him. ‘And the woman who saw him last called the ambos. Was she ever a suspect?’

Blake felt himself colour. ‘Molly’s seventeen, so you mean the scared, innocent kid who tried to help?’

Mason flicked over the document before him. ‘She’s seventeen – considered an adult, am I right?’

‘If you’d kept up to date on the legislation, you’d know that seventeen-year-olds are no longer tried as adults in Queensland.’ Blake took over. ‘Are you forgetting what we found on his computer? Those vile images? The statements we got under warrant from his psychiatrist of the man’s self-confessed paedophilia? There’s no doubt. She was abused by the bastard. For years. She didn’t even recognise it as abuse until recently, he’d manipulated her so systematically. And she now lives with the guilt of knowing if she’d spoken out sooner she might have prevented the abuse of another innocent girl.’

Mason pointed his index finger to the ceiling. ‘Exactly! It’d sure motivate me. Nice way to cover it up. Slip a few peanuts in his Crunchy Granola, and your little problem goes away.’ The other two detectives sniggered. It was what cops did to lessen the blow.

Blake remained firm. He was sure his case notes were rock solid, as truthful as possible, and provided a fair outcome. For everyone.

Mason wouldn’t let up. ‘And what’s this about this so-called kid being arrested for damaging property at this bloke’s place beforehand?’

Blake shrugged it off. ‘Few local kids hitting post boxes with cricket bats up and down the street. Hooliganism. Hardly murder. Look fellas, she’s a good kid who not only went to the deceased’s aid, but sought help from an adult she trusted and called an ambulance. Hardly something we can build a case on.’

‘And yet she kept quiet for months after the fact. It wasn’t till the old bird carked it and you got the phone data that she came clean. Why not come forward earlier?’

‘Ask the thousands of abuse victims who take their stories to the grave.’ Blake smacked his folder shut with a purposeful whack.

Miller looked at his watch. ‘Is there anything else? Or can we close this and get back to preventing real crimes where the grubs are still breathing?’

More murmurs. Blake breathed out.

‘Just wait.’ Mason flicked through hand-written notes. ‘We found EpiPens all over his premises. The guy was paranoid. He wore an alert bracelet. She would have known of his allergies, if she knew him as well as you say she did. You don’t think she simply failed to save his life?’

‘He has a point, Newell,’ The balding Homicide detective with the thick moustache said. ‘Lot of budget went on this bloke, to get an undetermined cause and no bastard in jail. Did you look at section 285 at all?’

‘Duty to provide necessities of life?’ Blake had looked. It was a complex case but he knew someone would bring it up, just to swing their dick around a bit. ‘Are you seriously suggesting you would consider a schoolgirl responsible for providing for the necessities of life to a grown man who had repeatedly raped her?’

Mason joined forces with the bald guy. ‘If he was incapacitated, it’s possible. If she was aware of the ramifications of her failing to provide him life-saving medical assistance.’

Blake sucked the emotion down. Shrugged like it was just another case. ‘There is no evidence of that – not enough to charge, let alone convict. And besides, it is hardly in the public interest to commit funding to go after a schoolgirl for what appears to be the accidental death of a paedophile. Even if we could convict, the lawyers would get her off and she’d be looking at a twelve-month suspended sentence. What good would that do anyone?’

Baldy nodded. He was in. He’d done this. ‘You’re probably right, mate.’

‘At the end of the day, do we want to waste any more time on a rock spider, you mean?’ Mason asked.

Blake thought of the lack of investigation into the suspicious death of his own mother – a lowlife druggo, and the care-factor the cops must have had back then. The same rationale was happening right before his eyes, but in his favour this time. Was that the justice in the system? They wanted a familiar narrative – a hero, a villain, someone to blame. When in this case, as in life, it was just a series of unfortunate accidents.

‘I mean, the paedo’s own mother topped herself. You don’t do that on a whim. Still looking into charging her other son with a Section 311.’ Blake felt for Catfish. If he had ‘assisted’ his mother’s death, it would have been out of empathy, nothing more.

Mason nodded. ‘Hard one to prove, mate.’

Baldy shrugged, ‘Not to mention it encroaching on your long-service leave.’ He started checking websites for lunch menus.

They had mentally closed this case. Blake was home.

But Mason kept talking. Kept pissing Blake off with every word. This was another reason he didn’t want to be a cop anymore; a lack of respect, and not just from outside the force. ‘Did I hear you were off on a road trip?’

‘Yep. Bought another bike. Short-wheelbase Yamaha. Going to Perth and back, a month each way oughta do it. Some space would be good.’ Blake was out of this place. Doing what he loved. Eadie had promised to take care of Newman.

‘What does your carrot-top teacher think of that? Is she up for it?’

Blake shrugged. ‘The beauty of bikes. Only room for one.’

Hannah was staying in Lago Point, where she should be.

It was the only way Molly would escape this town. This life.

Blake was glad. It was Molly’s time to get a life as much as it was his, and he’d heard through Betty Grambower that she saw Hannah having coffee with a suave-looking, out-of-towner Blake could only guess was Molly’s real dad – the bloke who popped Hannah’s cherry. If he did see him around town, he’d buy the bloke a drink.

Baldy nodded. ‘Bachelor trip, hey? Find some Swedish backpackers on the way to stop you getting lonely?’

‘Think I’m off women for a while.’

There was a scraping of chairs and a thumping of stomachs as the men stood for lunch. Miller patted Blake on the back. ‘Righto. Where can we find a meatball sub around here?’


Chapter 39

90 DAYS AFTER THE MOON FESTIVAL

In true Worthington style, the three of them had barely mentioned what was revealed that heated afternoon weeks before. Molly still called her adoptive father ‘Dad’ (it was too early in their healing process to joke about calling him ‘Pop’), Hannah was still ‘Hannah’ – but Molly started to buckle on referring to her ‘sister’. Apart from the odd question Molly put to them, the occasional revisiting of old photographs, some passive–aggressive cold shoulders and fiery undercurrents of blame about anything other than the real issue, things had stayed much the same.

Hannah had informed Andy Gardener that he had a daughter, and despite being a complex mix of anger and shock as the details of the scandal became clearer to him, he was open to meeting Molly. By some strange twist, it turned out he’d started his own landscaping business, and had nurseries across the state.

Hannah seemed rather bouncy about the news that Andy was currently single (and by the outfit-swapping and hair-curling going on before she mysteriously ‘went out’ the night he was in town, Molly was sure her ‘parents’ were sneaking around behind her back).

Molly had tried not to get her hopes up before she met her biological father. She didn’t expect to like the guy, but when they met for coffee, she couldn’t help but feel a weird sense of connection to the complete stranger (and his succulent knowledge). In a way, they’d both been kept out of the same loop, so there was that.

Lorikeets chirped on branches in the flame tree shading the shed as the sun skulked behind the hills. Molly had coloured sticky-dots all over her arms and a line of dust striped her cheek like war paint. She flicked off a cobweb tangled in her hair when she heard a clop, clop, clop from the driveway.

Gwen was slowly making her way down the cracked path in the fading winter light. Molly felt overheated. Hot. Bothered. All of it. She hadn’t seen the old lady for weeks, not since Gwen had slipped in that little bombshell – that she had a fling with the man responsible for the death of the woman that raised her. That Gwen was with him the night of the accident, no doubt sharing the grog that contributed to the accident.

Molly hid behind the last of the boxes of Hannah’s random paraphernalia they had priced for the garage sale, but she needn’t have bothered, Gwen’s peripheral vision was so bad now she only saw what was right in front of her. While still rattled by the fact her whole world had been turned upside down since their argument, Molly’s anger had faded. Forgiveness got easier, the more she practised. And having a go-to sounding board outside her mixed-up gene pool was probably a good idea, in any case.

Hannah paused her sorting, looked over to Molly and whispered, ‘Is that her – the librarian?’

‘Yep.’

‘Thought you said she was old?’

‘She is. You all are,’ Molly said.

Gwen had on an eggshell blue coat that made her eyes look like the ocean, and brown, knee-high boots. The shade dappled on her sleek silver bob, her well-preserved skin.

She stumbled on the uneven path and Molly’s pride lost out to her concern for the old chook and she rushed up the drive. ‘Gwen?’

The visitor righted herself, and turned when she heard the girl’s voice.

Once Molly saw she was unharmed, the hurt resurfaced. She was unsure how to be now, with this woman who’d cavorted with her enemy.

Her dad appeared from the house, marching over to her and Gwen.

Molly was surprised. ‘You’re outside.’

‘Heard someone hollering at the door, earlier.’ He folded his arms and gestured to Gwen, but there was a lightness in his voice.

‘Need your vitamin D, Danny, and if you sleep all day you won’t sleep at night,’ Gwen ribbed.

Danny? Molly hadn’t been game to confront her dad about his lack of motivation. She didn’t know how far to push him, so she didn’t push at all. But he didn’t bristle when Gwen did.

Dan Worthington cleared his throat. ‘Mol, Gwen and I have been chatting and, well, if you’re serious about this study business, Gwen has offered a little cottage she rents out, down in Brissy, not far from the uni there, so it happens. The tenants are out at Christmas, just in time for next year. And I figure, since Hannah’s wound up in her old room again, two girls sharing one bathroom is going to get old, fast.’

Gwen chimed in, all business-like. ‘You’ll be doing me a favour. It’s hard to get good tenants, all that drinking they do these days. It’s not charity, though, Missy. I expect you to pay a hundred and fifty a week. Can’t leave you with all that Austudy to blow on books. And only on the condition that you let me come visit from time to time. If you’ll have me.’

Hannah’s eyes darted across to Molly’s. ‘Suits me. I’ll use your room for yoga. Unless Molly wants a roomie. Plenty of teaching positions down there.’

Molly’s heart raced. She wasn’t sure if it was exhilaration, anxiety, or both. ‘But I haven’t even thought about applying for courses.’ The possibilities made her dizzy; horticulture, veterinary science, librarianship. ‘Who says I’ll even get in?’

Gwen attempted her grumpy voice. ‘Well, you’d better, or that would leave me in the lurch. Be stuck with those scoundrels I have now, wrecking the garden.’

Molly kicked at the gravel between the driveway tracks and crossed her arms. ‘Garden?’

‘Was. Needs some fixing.’ Gwen eyes flicked over to Dan. There was interest in his eyes, and she didn’t think it was about gardening.

His brow lifted in response, and Molly saw a shine in his eyes she hadn’t seen since she’d turned her sandpit into a vegie patch in year five. It was always the way they’d relaxed together, but they hadn’t done it since.

‘I know a man who runs a nursery that might be able to help,’ Hannah added, chuckling to herself. Andy the-hot Gardener …

Gwen smiled at him, then turned to Molly. ‘We won’t fit much in that Beetle of yours, Mol. You’ll have to take my old Beamer.’

‘As in BMW?’ More secrets.

‘Thanks to my ex. Oliver was a much better writer than he was a husband. Besides, they don’t let me drive it anymore. Something about needing to see signs …’ Gwen shook her head.

Molly and Gwen stood alone – the long-limbed, glossy-haired teen and the book-hating librarian, and for the first time, they were speechless. Molly had a lot to process lately, so she’d been keeping a low profile. She’d preferred to stay home since everything came out with Blake and her history with Trevor Adler. Since the rumours about her family’s cover-up. People had looked at her strangely when she passed them their bread, but somehow one scandal had dampened the other.

Molly scuffed the driveway with her boots. ‘So, ah, how have you been?’

Gwen inspected her nails. ‘Busy. Reading mostly. You know they let you borrow twelve books at a time? And for a month! What trust the council has!’

Molly baulked. ‘You – reading?’

Gwen’s shoulders shook in a stifled laugh. ‘I’ve missed my butter chicken. The new delivery boy smells like pot, so I’ve been making soup,’ Gwen said, all serious. ‘But whatevs.’

Molly’s chin dipped. ‘My court order hours finished.’

‘You’re a seasoned, crim, I know. You never told me how.’

‘It was ages ago. Just after he retired. All the talk around town about what a great principal he was, it drove me crazy. I took it badly. Smashed in his car windows with a cricket bat.’

Gwen’s pale eyebrows rose to her fringe. ‘Well, I’m disappointed, young lady.’

Molly lowered her head, and Gwen tapped her arm in reassurance. ‘That you got caught.’

Molly’s shoulders relaxed and she looked up. ‘There’s a camera. Corner of Stewart and Irvine. Looks over the youth group car park. Just so you know.’

Gwen pointed to her temple. ‘I’ll keep that in mind. The way things have been ramping up lately, I might need to know the lay of the land.’ She gave a wry smile.

‘Why would you rent me a house for that cheap? You could get heaps more from a normal person.’

‘How do you know? You haven’t even seen it.’

Molly rolled her eyes.

‘That’s what friends do, isn’t it? Help when they can?’

‘But it isn’t only Dad who needs me. With your condition, how will you get around? I was, I mean, who will be your eyes?’

Molly heard a little sob coming from Gwen’s pursed lips. ‘Dr Adams has me on a trial. It looks promising. And I’ll have Penelope.’

‘Penelope?’

‘She’s six months. Beagle. They’re just training her for me now to assist around the house. She’s just adorable. You can come ’round, meet her when she arrives. I hear you might need a break from home, too.’ Gwen’s chin was high, her chest thrust out. ‘If you have time, I mean.’

She knows Hannah is my mother. She doesn’t care.

Sobs rolled out of Molly’s throat as she hugged Gwen, crushing the slight woman against her with the force of her forgiveness. The coloured dots Molly had used for pricing Hannah’s crap slipped off and stuck to Gwen’s face as if she had a polka-dot disease. After a long time, the two of them stood tall, adjusted their clothes and dried their eyes, embarrassed by the sentimentality of it all.

‘God, we’ll be plaiting each other’s hair soon!’ Gwen said.

Molly had a lot to figure out. But in that moment, she felt an anticipation, a feeling she couldn’t name, but she thought it was something like hope.


Chapter 40

THE DAY OF THE MOON FESTIVAL

Eadie did what she was told to do if she ever got lost. She walked back to her house. But when she got there, nobody was home.

Her picnic from earlier was still scattered on the back lawn. She’d fished the tea set out of the charity box her mum had stacked in their shed earlier. Her mum had told her she’d outgrown it, but Eadie proved her wrong, laying each cup and saucer out carefully for one-eyed Gemma, Doc McStuffins and the scruffy-looking Seaworld dolphin that used to be pink. Every guest had their own napkin, one grape, two sultanas and a star-shaped sandwich, which Eadie personally fed them before munching her own. The crusts were a little dry by then, but she didn’t care.

Darkness threatened. She hoped they’d be back soon.

‘Eat up, Gemma,’ Eadie ordered, pressing the sandwich to her bunny’s sewn-on mouth.

Its contents oozed from between the bread onto her fingers, dripping down her crossed legs. ‘It’s cwunchy, better than smooth.’

The grumpy cat Eadie chased but never caught poked its head through the missing paling in the fence and skulked through the overgrown dandelions towards the tea party and snatched a peanut-butter sandwich from the plate.

‘Kaos, no! That’s Gemma’s,’ Eadie scolded. The cat startled and skittered home through the gap in the palings. Regretting scaring her off, Eadie followed, determined, despite the darkness, to catch that cat.

She found the feline eating the stolen sandwich by the boat ramp.

The cat saw the girl in her light-up shoes scampering towards her, and darted inside the garage to safety.

Eadie was a few steps behind, pausing only a moment to wipe the icky peanut butter on her dress.

‘There you are, Kaos,’ Trevor said. He paused his sanding and encouraged the cat up on his shoulder and she nuzzled in, a satisfied purr rattling. The cat’s raspy tongue licked the corner of her owner’s lips as he saw the girl enter his shed, and closed his eyes.
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