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‘Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.’
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Prologue

Wednesday 20 October 2010

She lies beneath rugged cliffs that glow ochre and orange in the photos on the postcards the tourists buy in summer. Tonight they are an inky blue. A full moon is suspended overhead like a fortune-teller’s ball, casting a glow over her delicate face, illuminating her profile with a fine silver thread.

Every twenty seconds, a beam of light sweeps across the vast ocean, a warning to sailors to avoid this treacherous stretch of coastline that has already claimed too many lives. Waves rise up and crash onto jagged rocks. Frigid water seeps into the denim of her jeans, the thin cotton of her shirt. The tide is coming in.

She is slipping away. She feels cold.

There’s a presence above her.

Breathing. Fast and heavy. Hot on her face.

And everything fades to black.
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Chapter 1

The most significant days of our lives, the pivotal ones that change our trajectory, start just like any other day. Nel Foley would have that thought—once everything had unfolded and she could see it in retrospect—and she would trace the start of it all back to this wet Sunday when her mother called as she was suturing a deep gash in the knee of a sobbing preschooler.

Despite the anaesthetic, Billy was struggling, so his mum sat behind him holding his arms by his sides. Nel’s phone vibrated loudly on the desk as she knotted the stitch and trimmed the thread. She stole a glance at the screen, then looked back at the tear-stained face of little Billy.

‘Just one more t o go, mate,’ she said. ‘You’re being very brave. Another jelly bean?’

He nodded and took a shaky breath as his mum fished an orange one out of the jar with tongs. He popped it into his mouth and gripped the arm of the chair again, his little knuckles white. As Nel pulled the next stitch through, the phone vibrated again.

‘All done!’ she said a minute later when she trimmed the last thread. ‘High five, buddy.’ He raised a weak hand to meet hers. ‘Now you can tell all your friends you got six stitches.’

He gave her a slight smile. She ran through the wound care with his mum, then closed the door behind them. Nel didn’t have the time or the energy for a conversation with her own mother right now, so she put the phone in the top drawer and went to call her next patient.

Nicole the receptionist tapped her watch and looked pointedly around the crowded waiting room. They were meant to close at one o’clock on a Sunday. Nel sighed and glanced at the wall clock above the desk, trying to calculate how far behind she was running.

‘Alice Partridge?’ she said.

A tiny elderly lady looked up from where she sat sandwiched between two mothers in active wear jiggling oversized prams.

‘Goodness,’ she said as she shuffled down the corridor behind Nel. ‘You doctors are getting younger and younger!’

After Mrs Partridge left, Nel saw a rugby player with a dislocated shoulder, who was furious she was running late, followed by a teary new mum and a corporate lawyer with an anxiety disorder. By eleven thirty, she’d decided not to work Sundays anymore. They were always a nightmare. She’d only picked up the extra shift in the first place so she wouldn’t need a flatmate to help with the rent, but she wasn’t sure her solitude was worth it.

It was almost two o’clock when Nel farewelled her last patient. She sighed as she shut down the computer and reached for her bag. Remembering her phone, she opened the drawer. She frowned. Her mum had called again. Just as she was about to call back, Nicole buzzed on the intercom.

‘Mrs Partridge just rang.’ She sounded exasperated. ‘She’s lost the script you wrote her. Said she must have dropped it somewhere in the shopping centre. Can you, I don’t know, maybe send her an electronic one?’

Nel sighed. Mrs Partridge was pushing ninety, so an e-script didn’t seem like a good solution. Besides, the weather was miserable and she would have to go out again to get the medication.

‘I’ll get the antibiotics from the chemist now and drop them over to her,’ Nel said, looking up her patient file to find the address.

‘You sure? I’d offer to do it myself but I’m meeting a friend. I’m already late.’

‘It’s fine, honestly. It’s not far out of my way.’ All Nel had waiting for her at home was Netflix and her cat Winston.

It was almost an hour later by the time Nel had delivered the medication to Mrs Partridge, who answered the door in her quilted dressing-gown, called her ‘a dear girl’ and thanked her profusely. Now Nel sat in traffic on Victoria Road listening to the repetitive drone of her windscreen wipers. She hadn’t moved in five minutes. There must be an accident up ahead. She contemplated an illegal U-turn to go down a side street, but there was no break in the endless procession of cars coming the other way.

There was a long beep from the car behind and she realised the traffic had started moving. She lifted her hand in a wave as the rain came down heavier, drumming on the roof and making a blur of the outside world. She turned the wipers up faster.

Her mobile vibrated on the passenger seat and she looked over at it. Lauren. Her chest tightened. Three missed calls from her mum and now her sister was ringing. A sick feeling took hold in Nel’s stomach as she looked around quickly, checking for police—cursing her broken Bluetooth—and answered the call. She put the phone on speaker mode in her lap.

‘Hello?’

‘Nel?’ Lauren said, an uncharacteristic tremor in her voice.

Nel’s heart lurched. ‘What is it? Is something wrong?’

‘Mum’s been trying to call you.’ Lauren faltered. Was she crying?

‘I just finished my shift. Why? What’s happened?’

‘It’s Dad.’

‘Dad?’

‘He’s had a heart attack. They …’

A long pause.

‘They what? Lauren?’

‘They—’

There was a sudden jolt and the crunch of metal as she realised, too late, that the traffic had stopped again.

‘Shit!’ She hit the steering wheel with both hands.

A balding man got out of the Mercedes in front and stood in the rain, shouting and gesticulating wildly in her direction. A discordant chorus of car horns blared from behind.

Nel took a deep breath. ‘Sorry. I just crashed into the car in front.’ The line was silent. She looked at the phone. ‘Lauren? I missed the last thing you said.’

‘I said … they couldn’t save him.’

Nel dumped her handbag and keys on the kitchen bench and stood looking around her studio apartment, not sure what to do next. Winston barely opened one eye to acknowledge her from where he lay curled up on the bed. She covered her face with her hands as hot tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks.

She tried to calm herself with some deep breaths. She should call her mum. She’d had to end the call with Lauren abruptly to swap insurance details with the balding man who’d become increasingly irate the longer Nel sat in her car. He’d made no effort to share his enormous golf umbrella as they stood on the roadside in the pouring rain while he pointed out all the damage done to his car. He seemed particularly furious that her car had come out of it almost unscathed, except for a slight ding. ‘What the hell were you doing?’ he’d exclaimed more than once, apparently oblivious to the tears streaming down her cheeks.

Nel reached for her phone now and tried her mum, but it went to voicemail. She peeled off her wet clothes, leaving them in a pile on the kitchen floor, then went into the bathroom and flicked on the hot tap. When steam filled the shower, she stepped in, letting the water scald her skin as huge sobs overcame her.

Her legs buckled and she let herself collapse onto the floor, her thoughts swinging between disbelief and despair. How could this be? She’d seen her dad just a month ago when he came to Sydney for a conference. They’d caught the ferry to Manly and walked to Shelly Beach, marvelling at the turquoise water. He’d insisted on swimming, even though it was the middle of winter.

‘Get in here!’ he’d called as she stood on the sand, delaying the inevitable. She knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

She’d squealed as she tiptoed in. ‘It’s bloody freezing!’

‘It’s bloody beautiful!’ Rob had replied, and he was right.

She frowned. This must be a mistake. It had to be. He was only sixty-two. Sixty-two is young! And he was the fittest man she knew. He surfed every morning. He paddled on Saturdays. He’d run a marathon last year, for fuck’s sake! But then Lauren’s words echoed in her mind and sobs overwhelmed her once more.

She wasn’t sure how long she stayed like that, but when she turned the water off she could hear her phone ringing. She wrapped herself in a towel and rushed to answer, her hair dripping on the carpet.

‘Mum,’ she gasped, tears coming again.

‘Oh, Nellie. I’m so sorry, darling.’

For a few minutes, they cried together without speaking.

‘I don’t understand,’ Nel said eventually. ‘What happened?’

Cath sniffed. ‘He went into the clinic this morning to get on top of his paperwork, and he must have started to feel unwell because he called an ambulance. He was unconscious when they found him. They tried …’ She took a shaky breath. ‘They tried to resuscitate him but …’ Her words trailed off as tears took hold again.

Nel pictured her father, all alone, as the symptoms came on. Was it a terrifying tightening in his chest? Did he have the telltale pain down his left arm? Did he know what was happening? What did he think of in those final moments? Was he scared?

‘When will you come home?’

‘Home? Oh … I’m not sure …’ Nel put a hand to her chest, suddenly tight at the thought of returning to Carrinya. It had been fourteen years since she’d left, and in all that time she hadn’t once made the five-hour journey south.

‘Can you come tomorrow?’ her mum said, her tone tentative.

‘Um, I don’t know …’ Nel felt like there was a brick pressing on her chest, but what choice did she have? ‘Okay … I guess I’ll come tomorrow.’

When Nel ended the call, she started pulling out clothes and piling them on the bed beside Winston, wondering how much to pack. It was all so sudden that she couldn’t quite comprehend it. This time tomorrow I’ll be back in Carrinya. It felt both daunting and implausible. Nausea gripped her stomach as she pictured the road into town, the quaint main street, her childhood home. The whispers and stares of the locals.

She took a steadying breath and told herself it would be okay. She’d always known she’d go back one day. It was inevitable. In fact, it was surprising she’d been able to avoid it until now. She would get in and out as quickly as possible, she decided, putting one jumper back in the drawer.

She sat down on the bed and looked at Winston. What would she do with him while she was gone? Her mother was allergic, so taking him with her wasn’t an option. She thought of the neighbours. She’d become friendly with Beth upstairs, but she was a flight attendant so she was away for days at a time. There was a nice couple on the ground floor, but they were expecting a baby any day now. The old guy in number three communicated entirely through aggressive notes—airing grievances relating to recycling and packages left in the foyer (in all caps, with key words double underlined)—and the guys across the hall seemed to spend most of their time partying. Winston wouldn’t cope, even if they were willing, which they probably wouldn’t be.

She had some friends in Sydney, old uni mates, but she’d only seen them a few times since she’d returned from Dublin. After five years away, and very patchy contact, she could hardly expect them to welcome her grumpy rescue cat with open arms. She thought of Nicole from work who had three boys and a high tolerance for chaos, which made Nel think she might not mind taking care of a random cat. It did feel like a stretch of their professional relationship though. By the time she finished packing, she’d decided to put Winston into a cattery. It would be simpler that way anyway. She wouldn’t owe anyone anything. Within fifteen minutes she’d arranged to drop him off at the Balmain Pet Hotel later that afternoon. She reached out to stroke him, but he made a high-pitched sound, jumped off the bed and slunk over to the sofa where he promptly curled up and went back to sleep.

Nel sighed and turned her attention back to the packing. She looked at her warm winter coat, the one she’d bought in her first Irish winter, but decided it would be too heavy and took her leather jacket off the hanger instead. Then she pulled her suitcase down from the top of the wardrobe, put all the clothes inside and zipped it halfway up, ready for Carrinya tomorrow.
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Chapter 2

Sophie glanced at the clock as she put an apple into each of the lunch boxes on the kitchen bench. How was it already ten past eight? She looked over at the table where Jasmine was putting the finishing touches on a drawing of a dragon, her vegemite toast untouched, while Harvey slurped Rice Bubbles, milk dribbling down his chin. He sniffed heavily.

Sophie reached for a tissue. ‘Come on, kids. We need to get a wriggle on.’ She wiped his nose. How long had Harvey had that cold now? It felt like weeks. ‘Keep eating, Jaz, or the drawings will have to go away.’

Duke, their staffie, sat by her side, watching as she reached for her own vegemite toast.

‘Where’s Charlie?’ Sophie asked.

‘On his iPad,’ Harvey said, husky-voiced.

Sophie sighed. Ever since his twelfth birthday, Charlie had been pushing boundaries. ‘Charlie! Come and have breakfast!’ she called as Ryan walked into the kitchen, shirtless.

‘Can you iron this?’ he said, passing her a crumpled shirt.

‘Oh ah …’ Sophie bit her lip. ‘I ironed five on the weekend. They’re hanging in your wardrobe.’

He paused, tilted his head to one side. ‘I want to wear this one.’

‘Sure, okay,’ she said, giving him a tight smile.

She pulled out the ironing board while Ryan spooned protein powder into the NutriBullet. She was pressing the collar when Charlie appeared.

‘You’re not meant to be on the iPad before school,’ she said, then she noticed the stricken look on his face. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Doctor Foley—’

The whirr of the blender drowned out the end of his sentence.

‘What did you say, Charlie?’ Sophie asked when Ryan turned the machine off, careful to conceal her irritation.

‘I said, Doctor Foley died,’ Charlie repeated.

Sophie frowned, picturing Rob Foley, tall and broad, with kind eyes and a year-round surfer’s tan. Ryan’s head snapped up, his dark eyes moving from Charlie to Sophie then back again.

‘I like Doctor Foley,’ Harvey said, sniffing again. ‘He gives me jelly beans.’

‘Well, he won’t be giving you jelly beans anymore,’ Charlie said.

‘Why not?’ Harvey asked.

Charlie rolled his eyes. ‘Cos he’s dead!’

‘Charlie!’ Sophie said. Recently she’d noticed he was lacking in the empathy department. Was it normal or something to worry about? She wasn’t sure.

‘Well he is!’

‘Where’d you hear that, mate?’ Ryan asked.

‘Leo Berry told me. We were playing Minecraft. I said see you at school, and he wrote back that his pop died so he’s not going to school today.’

‘How awful.’ Sophie shook her head as she repositioned the checked fabric. Rob Foley must have only been about sixty. ‘So young.’

Jasmine looked up, frowning. ‘Young?’ Sixty must seem ancient to a ten-year-old.

‘Too young to die, I mean.’ Sophie sighed and put poor Doctor Foley out of her mind. ‘We need to get going. Get your lunch boxes and go do your teeth.’

They filed out.

‘You need to find your library books, Harvey,’ she called after him. ‘One was called Cops and Robbers, and the other one was about motorbikes. Jaz, can you help him look, please?’ She clicked her tongue at the sight of Charlie’s lunch box, still sitting on the bench. ‘Charlie! Your lunch box!’

He returned with a sheepish smile. As she passed it to him, a sharp pain spasmed in her wrist. He thanked her, oblivious, and disappeared. She grimaced, holding her wrist gently with the other hand. It had been three days since the incident with the bar stool but it still hurt when she turned her hand a particular way. She glanced over at Ryan who was watching her.

When the pain subsided, she exhaled and picked up the iron again. Sensing Ryan’s close presence, she looked up to see him standing in front of her. He reached for her hand and drew her wrist to his lips, gently kissing the sore spot.

‘D’you think Nel Foley will come back for the funeral?’ he murmured, his face so close she could smell the earthy protein powder on his warm breath.

‘Maybe. I guess so,’ she said. He held her gaze. ‘What do you think?’ she added. He liked her to be unsure. She passed him the shirt and glanced at the clock again. He’d be late if he kept talking.

He rubbed his chin. ‘I reckon she will.’ He started to go, but then turned back, brushing a blonde lock from her face and tucking it behind her ear. ‘It’s all ancient history,’ he whispered. ‘We’ve got nothing to be worried about.’
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Chapter 3

It was still dark when Nel tossed her suitcase in the boot, strapped her surfboard to the roof racks and left the sprawling suburbs of Sydney, following the Princes Highway south through one quaint town after another, stopping only for a tasteless flat white from the Maccas at Nowra. She played true crime podcasts to pass the time, but whole episodes started and finished without her hearing a thing.

A strange cocktail of emotions churned inside her. Disbelief that her father was gone. Dread about returning to Carrinya. But there was something else too … curiosity perhaps? Anticipation? She was impatient to get there and get it over with.

Four hours after leaving Sydney, she emerged from a towering corridor of eucalypts to open farmland where cattle grazed behind barbed-wire fences. She was getting close now. Up ahead, the sky hung low and dark like a bruise.

Soon the farms gave way to weatherboard cottages side by side, the outskirts of the beachside town she’d left when she finished school and hadn’t visited since.

CARRINYA, JEWEL OF THE OPAL COAST! a sign announced, POPULATION 3718. To her left, the caravan park stretched along the lagoon. In the summer months, the place would be heaving with campers, grey nomads, and SUVs laden with bikes and surfboards. Today it was deserted.

As she turned the corner where the road met the windswept beach, her eyes were drawn to the vivid white lighthouse on the headland in the distance. An image of Maddie in the moonlight flashed in her mind, her cheeks shiny and wet. Nel shuddered and looked away, but then her eyes landed on the cemetery out the driver’s window and she remembered cutting through there with Maddie to get to the beach, treading carefully between the headstones so they didn’t step on the bodies. That was bad luck, according to Maddie.

Now she was buried there. Nel shuddered again. This is what she was worried about. Everything here led back to Maddie.

She followed the road past the surf club, which looked freshly painted, and up the hill to the roundabout on Manning Street where an enormous bronze anchor honoured the town’s lost fishermen. A large pelican stood on it now like a bored bouncer, ignoring her completely as she rolled slowly past. Hopefully the rest of the town would do the same, although Nel doubted it. People around here weren’t known for minding their own business.

She scanned the shops as a young mum hurried across the pedestrian crossing pushing a pram, her long hair whipped across her face by the wind. It was all similar but different. If she was blindfolded and dropped here, she would instantly know exactly where she was, and yet most of the shops had changed in fourteen years. Beachside Seafood looked like a gourmet version of the greasy fish’n’chip shop where they’d ordered their takeaway every Friday night. A tourist shop selling shabby-chic homewares had replaced the bookshop, but it seemed to be closed for the winter. Warner Property took up two shopfronts now. Her chest tightened at the sight of the name.

Nel consciously tried to release the tension in her chest as she turned left after the pub and wove through the back streets intuitively, as though she’d driven them yesterday. Her head swept from side to side, drinking in the vaguely familiar sights as long-forgotten memories resurfaced. Wasn’t that the house with the mulberry tree where she’d stolen leaves for her silkworms? Maddie would eat the berries, staining her lips dark purple. And was this the corner where Nel fell off her yellow Malvern Star and split her chin open? She put her hand up to touch the scar where her dad had done seven stitches. It was almost invisible now, just a ridge of skin.

An image of Geoff Marshall on the fence of a pretty weatherboard cottage caught her eye, beneath bold royal-blue text reading VOTE 1 GEOFF MARSHALL. The tightness in Nel’s chest intensified. She’d forgotten about the election. He would be everywhere.

Her stomach rumbled and she realised she’d only eaten an overripe banana since leaving Sydney at 6 am. At sparrow’s fart, her dad said in her head. She often heard his voice like that—with a dad joke or a bad pun—even though she’d seen him so infrequently since she left town fourteen years ago, running from the whispers that followed her wherever she went.
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Chapter 4

The first fat raindrops hit the windscreen as Nel turned into Queen Street and by the time she pulled up outside number 15 it was coming down in sheets. She groaned at the sight of Geoff Marshall’s face staring at her from the front fence of the house she grew up in.

As she waited for a break in the rain, she studied the Federation cottage, seeing it with new eyes. It looked like a child’s drawing of a house. One curtained window on either side of a front door under a pretty pitched roof. It was smaller than she remembered though, and the woodwork had been repainted pink and blue. Her mum had mentioned it in one of her long monthly emails. Rose pink and duck-egg blue, she’d written. Nel had thought it sounded horrendous, but somehow it worked. It gave the cottage a whimsical feel.

She imagined her dad inside, sitting in his armchair by the fire doing the cryptic crossword like he did when she was a kid. When she was twelve, he’d taught her how to decode the clues, revealing the rules and tricks. It had felt like being admitted into a secret club. In recent years, he would text her clues he particularly liked. He’d sent her one only a few days ago: Only fair (4). She’d seen it at work and solved it while taking someone’s blood pressure. Shit. Had she replied? She reached for her phone to check, a wave of relief washing over her at the sight of her answer.

She adjusted the rear-view mirror to look at her face. Her pale skin—which people described as porcelain on a good day—was sallow and dull, and there were dark circles under her blue eyes. She ran her fingers through her long blunt fringe and contemplated putting on some lip gloss but decided she couldn’t be bothered.

The rain wasn’t getting any lighter so she made a run for it, landing one foot in a deep puddle. When she reached the shelter of the porch, she wiped her wet face with her jumper and pushed off her soggy trainers. She knocked twice and turned the handle.

A sense of deja vu came over her as she stepped inside. She stood for a moment, absorbing the strange familiarity of the space. The little table by the door, with a pottery bowl holding keys. The landscape painting that hung above it. Even the floorboards, worn down the middle from years of footsteps in and out. It was all exactly the same.

She could hear voices.

‘Hello?’ she called.

‘We’re out the back.’

Nel unclenched her fists and relaxed her shoulders as she followed her mum’s voice to the dining room where she and Lauren sat at the table. The mantel was lined with an eclectic array of bouquets in vases, big and small, bright and sombre.

There was a strange delay as they looked at each other, love and pain and loss unspoken in the space between them. The air felt thick, heavy, then her mum stood and pulled her into an awkward embrace, pressing Nel’s face into her coarse blonde hair, the floral scent of her shampoo overpowering. When they parted, Lauren stood up and drew Nel into a tentative hug.

Nel swallowed. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’ she asked, immediately cringing at the inadequacy of the question, but what were the right words for this moment?

Cath shrugged sadly. ‘I just … I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.’ She released a shaky breath, then gestured to Nel’s wet hair. ‘I’ll get you a towel.’

Lauren sighed. ‘Are you hungry?’

Nel nodded. ‘Famished.’

‘I’ll make toasties.’ She picked up two empty mugs and went into the kitchen.

Nel warmed herself by the fire. Through the large window, the rolling green hills to the west were cloaked with misty clouds. In the garden below, her nephews were kicking a soccer ball, oblivious to the rain.

She’d seen them six months ago for the first time since she’d returned from Dublin, when they came through Sydney en route to Fiji. They’d FaceTimed while she was away, but seeing them in the flesh had been a little confronting. Archie, who’d been a chubby toddler when they’d farewelled her at Sydney Airport five years ago, was now seven. Leo, at twelve, had her father’s lanky build and easy confidence. Nel watched as he kicked a goal and ran the length of the yard in a victory celebration, while Archie’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

She went to the doorway of the lounge room where her fifteen-year-old niece was curled up on the sofa, long legs tucked up to her chest. Her dark hair fell forward obscuring her face, eyes glued to her phone.

‘Hey there, stranger. Remember me?’

Poppy looked up through swollen eyes and flashed Nel a beautiful smile. A sprinkle of tiny freckles covered her nose and cheeks.

‘Auntie Nel! When did you get here?’

‘Just now.’

Nel sat on the arm of the sofa, a soft hand on Poppy’s shoulder. She felt closer to her niece than anyone else in the family. Not long after she’d arrived in Dublin, Poppy had emailed asking to interview her for a school project about ‘the person I admire most’. They’d been emailing back and forth ever since.

‘How are you holding up?’

Poppy’s eyes pooled with tears and Nel pulled her into a tight embrace.

‘How long are you going to stay?’ Poppy asked when they separated.

‘Not sure. About a week, I guess. It’ll depend when the funeral is.’

Poppy nodded and went to speak, but there was a ping from her phone. She smiled as she read the message and started typing a response. Nel gave her shoulder a squeeze and went back to the dining room as Cath returned with a fluffy towel. Nel pulled the elastic from her hair and rubbed it over.

‘Aren’t they cold?’ Nel asked, pointing to Leo and Archie outside.

‘No sense, no feeling,’ Cath said. She had a cliché for every occasion. Nel and Lauren used to roll their eyes behind her back, but now Nel felt a pang of affection.

Cath tapped on the glass and gestured for the boys to come back inside, but Leo shook his head and kicked the ball into the goal while Archie was distracted.

Nel went to the door of the kitchen where Lauren was cutting toasted sandwiches.

‘Do you need a hand?’

‘Nearly done,’ Lauren said.

Nel watched as she arranged the golden triangles on a platter. Her sister was a younger version of their mother. She had a tightness about her though, which Nel had noticed was common in excessively fit people. Her blonde hair was styled in a sleek bob that got shorter and shorter with every passing year. Nel tried to remember if they’d ever been close. They were the best of friends when they were little, according to Cath, but it was hard to imagine now. They were so different. It was as though their parents’ genes had been passed on entirely intact—Cath’s going to Lauren, Rob’s to Nel.

‘I’ll grab some plates,’ Nel said as Lauren carried the platter into the dining room and called the kids.

Once they’d eaten, Nel asked her mum to recount what had happened the day before, trying to make sense of it from a medical perspective. Cath was a little hazy on the details, understandably, but it seemed that the ambos had found Rob unconscious but still alive, slumped on his desk in a pool of vomit. They’d started CPR, attached a monitor and tried to shock him three times, but they were unable to bring him back.

While all this was happening, Cath had been wondering why he wasn’t home. When he didn’t answer her calls, she’d driven to the clinic and arrived to see the ambulance parked outside. The paramedics were wheeling him out on a stretcher when she reached the door.

‘God, poor Dad,’ Nel said eventually, wiping away tears as she imagined the panic of her father’s final moments. ‘Do we know when the funeral will be?’

‘Probably Thursday, but it’s not confirmed yet,’ Lauren said, glassy-eyed, as the doorbell rang. ‘We’re meeting with the undertaker tomorrow.’

Lauren went to answer the door, returning moments later with two bouquets of flowers that she laid across the table. She unpinned one of the cards.

‘From the staff of Carrinya High School,’ she read. She looked at the row of vases on the mantel, tapping a finger on her lips. ‘We’re going to need more vases. I’ll get Steve to bring some of ours.’ She reached for her phone and typed a message, then looked back at the flowers, frowning. ‘We’ll need to send thankyou cards for these. I’ll start a list.’

Nel didn’t think that was necessary, but she didn’t say so. She reached for the other card on an oversized bunch of dark pink lilies. Sending our condolences at this very difficult time, all our love, Geoff and Faye.

Lauren looked over. ‘Who are those from?’

After a moment, Nel said, ‘The Marshalls.’

There was a charged silence, then Cath said, ‘That’s nice of Faye. Lovely arrangement.’

Nel could feel them watching her. ‘Do you see her much these days, Mum?’ she asked, still looking at the florist’s childish handwriting. The i’s were dotted with little circles.

Cath shook her head. ‘I think she spends most of her time painting.’

‘She’s never been the same since losing Maddie,’ Lauren added. Cath shot her a look, but she carried on. ‘Geoff spends most of his time in Canberra these days, probably even more so, now that he’s taken over the leadership of the National Party. She’s basically alone, poor woman.’

Nel’s heart dropped as she realised she would have to see the Marshalls at the funeral. It was obvious—Geoff had been her father’s best friend since long before he’d been elected to federal parliament—she just hadn’t thought of it until now.

‘What other news is there around town?’ she asked, keen to change the subject.

Cath and Lauren took turns updating her on events in Carrinya. Marriages and divorces, infidelities and bankruptcies. Nel leaned back and listened. She had no idea who half the people were, despite their insistence that she would remember so-and-so from such-and-such, but it was a relief to be talking about strangers.

‘Oh my god, I can’t believe I nearly forgot,’ Lauren said, sitting forward. ‘Jimmy’s back!’

‘Jimmy Galatas?’

Lauren nodded. ‘He got transferred back here a couple of months ago.’

Nel pictured her old schoolfriend’s dark curls and wide smile, wondering what had brought him back to town. Last she’d heard, he was married and living in Wollongong. She was about to ask more questions but there were footsteps in the hallway and Steve appeared, holding a wine box. Raindrops beaded on his glasses.

‘I brought vases and wine,’ he announced, then he saw Nel and smiled. ‘Hello, Nel.’ He put down the box and kissed her cheek. ‘I’m so sorry about your dad.’ He said this with such genuine feeling that Nel felt like she might cry and could only nod in response.

Lauren took a tall vase out of the box and began unwrapping the lilies. Cath reached for a bottle of red.

‘Is it too early for a glass?’ she asked, holding up the bottle and glancing at the clock.

There was a surreal feel to the afternoon, as though they were in a bubble, where time was suspended and the real world outside the front door was on a different plane altogether. As it got dark, they turned on lights and the house was filled with a warm yellow glow. Leo and Archie returned from the garden, their lips blue. Lauren ran them a bath.

An hour later the kids were watching YouTube in the lounge room, tummies full of Hawaiian pizza, while the adults sat at the dining table among the empty boxes. They toasted Rob as they started a second bottle, a nice pinot that Cath had selected from his makeshift cellar under the house. It felt like a fitting tribute to her poor dad who had died with an extensive wine collection he would never get to enjoy.

The conversation swung between heaviness and lightness, tears and laughter.

‘How about when he got roped into being Santa at the primary school Christmas concert and the kids mobbed him?’ Lauren said.

‘They pulled off his beard!’ Steve laughed. ‘I had to escort him to the staffroom, like a bodyguard.’

‘Poor Rob, he was quite shaken. Who would have thought a bunch of little kids could be so terrifying?’ Cath said.

They all laughed. Nel smiled, picturing the scene, and felt suddenly overwhelmed with regret. She’d missed so much. Why had she assumed there were decades ahead? She excused herself and went to the bathroom where she splashed water onto her face.

As she walked back down the hall towards the dining room, she could see Lauren looking intently at their mother.

‘… you need to ask her, Mum,’ she was saying in a forceful undertone.

Nel stood at the doorway, listening.

‘Not yet,’ Cath replied.

Lauren sighed. ‘When, then?’

‘Leave it, Lauren,’ she heard Steve’s deeper voice say.

Nel cleared her throat and stepped into the room. ‘What do you need to ask me?’

Cath shot Lauren a look, clearly annoyed. ‘Nothing. We’ll talk about it later.’
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Chapter 5

Nel’s old childhood bedroom had been repurposed as a tastefully decorated spare room, with any sign of her previous ownership eradicated. A needlepoint that said Home Sweet Home hung where once there had been a dog-eared poster of Robert Pattinson in his Twilight era. The wardrobe now stored Cath’s summer clothes. Apparently Nel’s remaining possessions had been relocated to boxes in the garage. Only the ornate ceiling with its roses and looping ribbons was the same.

She piled half the decorative cushions on a cane chair in the corner to make space on the bed, threw back the floral quilt and crawled under the covers, suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion.

How strange it was, being back here in this room. In this town. For years, this day—the day she returned to Carrinya—had loomed in her future, vague but inevitable. When she left at eighteen, escaping the whispers and rumours that followed her wherever she went, she’d never intended to stay away for so long, but the anonymity of life in Sydney had been such a relief. It was as though she’d been trapped underwater those last few years here, suffocating. Reaching Sydney was like breaking through the surface of the water. She was finally able to breathe.

Each semester as the holidays approached, her mum would ask if she would come home, but the thought of subjecting herself to the scrutinising glare of Carrinya was more than Nel could manage. And there was always a good excuse. A casual job. Travel plans. Upcoming exams she needed to study for.

When she’d finished her internship, the opportunity to do her general practice training in Ireland presented itself and she jumped at it. Who wouldn’t? But as the years passed and she’d returned to Sydney, it became harder and harder to go back. Her family passed through the city often enough that she didn’t need to go down to see them, so there had just never been a good enough reason to make that five-hour journey. Until now.

There was a knock and the door opened a crack.

‘Can I come in?’ Cath stepped into the room without waiting for an answer and sat down on the bed. She looked weak, drained. The delicate skin under her eyes was swollen.

‘I need your help, Nel.’ She spoke steadily. ‘I’m going to have to sell the clinic, but potential buyers will want to see that it’s operating at capacity.’ Nel held her breath, sensing what was coming. ‘Would you consider running it until I can sell it?’

‘But …’ Nel faltered. ‘But that could take six months. Possibly longer.’

Cath shrugged. ‘Steve thinks it shouldn’t be too hard to find a buyer. Carrinya’s a good spot for families.’

Nel looked away. Being back here for a week or two was one thing. Committing to months at the clinic was another proposition entirely.

‘There’s a new medical centre opening in North Carrinya,’ Cath went on. ‘They did a letterbox drop across town last week.’ Cath stared at her, waiting for an answer. Her pitch rose. ‘Please, Nel. If we have to close the clinic, even for just a few weeks, we’ll lose patients.’

‘But I’ve got a lease—’

‘We can cover that.’

‘I don’t know how much leave I can get.’

‘Please. Do it for your dad.’ Cath’s eyes shone. ‘He spent thirty years building that practice.’

Nel sighed. ‘I just … If I’m honest, Mum, I don’t know that I can handle it. The rumours will start again the minute people know I’m back here. I can cope with that for a week, but …’

‘For god’s sake, Nel!’ Cath snapped. ‘Sixteen years have passed. People have moved on!’

‘Sixteen years is like six months in a place like this.’

‘Rubbish!’ Cath shook her head as though she’d never heard such nonsense. ‘Will you at least stay until I can get a locum?’

Nel covered her face with her hands. Every instinct told her to go, to get out of here as soon as possible, but how could she say no?

Cath’s tone softened. ‘It might be good for you. I know you’ve never got over what happened to Maddie. Maybe this is your chance to come to terms with the past and let it go.’ A long silence. ‘Please?’ There was an awful vulnerability in her mum’s voice.

‘I’ll stay for a couple of weeks,’ Nel said, ‘until you can get a locum.’

But it wasn’t the answer her mother wanted. ‘That’s better than nothing, I suppose,’ she muttered, getting up to leave. When she reached the door, she looked back at Nel. ‘You know, Geoff and Faye weren’t the only ones who lost a daughter.’

She turned away and closed the door behind her.

Nel exhaled and lay back. Guilt sat heavily in her stomach. Was her mum right? Had people moved on? Time was so strange. Sixteen years was both a lifetime and a heartbeat.

It was weird, being back in this room. Unsettling. The past felt too close. Nel looked around, trying to find the source of her uneasiness. Her eyes landed on the needlepoint. Home Sweet Home! God. Sweet wasn’t the first word that sprang to mind. She lifted it off the wall and stashed it in the wardrobe, but she didn’t feel any better.

A strange sensation came over her. The sense that she wasn’t completely alone. It was as though the ghosts of her younger selves were here too. All of them. She pictured herself at five, tucked up under her Buzz Lightyear quilt cover, and then at ten, mesmerised by the glow-in-the-dark stars she’d begged her dad to stick to the ceiling. She could just make out the places where the plaster had chipped when they were removed, years later. Her eyes moved over the walls, picturing the posters that had adorned them. She and Maddie would lie right here, side by side, admiring Robert Pattinson’s brooding eyes and Zac Efron’s rippling abs, debating who was hotter.

Memories of Maddie rushed to the surface, thick and fast, jostling for her attention. She’d spent years tamping them down, locking them away, but now that she was back, it was as though they’d been unlocked. Nel put a hand on her forehead and rolled onto her side, staring at the empty space on the floor where Maddie would sleep on an air mattress. They would talk for half the night, until Cath would lose her patience and threaten to separate them. Nel lifted her hand, looking at the lines on her palm.

*

‘Give me your hand,’ Maddie said. ‘I’ll read your future.’

Nel didn’t believe in crap like that, but she extended her hand anyway.

Maddie studied the lines, running her long fingers over Nel’s outstretched palm. ‘That’s interesting.’ She frowned and raised one eyebrow. Ever the performer.

‘What?’ Nel said, rolling her eyes.

‘Are you sure you want to know?’ Maddie’s tone was low, ominous.

Nel laughed and snatched her hand back. ‘You have no idea what you’re doing!’

Maddie pretended to be hurt. ‘I do so! My auntie taught me.’ She had been obsessed with all sorts of weird stuff since her aunt had visited in the school holidays.

Nel gave a nonchalant shrug, but she was a little curious. ‘All right, what does it say then?’

‘You have no fate line.’

‘What does that mean?’ Nel asked, humouring her. It meant nothing. Obviously.

‘It means your life won’t be controlled by fate. You’ll choose your own path.’

‘Well, I don’t believe in fate, so I guess that makes sense,’ Nel said. ‘Do you have one?’

‘Yes.’ Maddie unfurled her own hand and ran her finger over the deep line that ran from the base of her palm all the way to her fingers. ‘Mine’s strong. Auntie Jess said there’s something big in store for me.’ She looked back at Nel’s palm and traced the deep crease across the middle. ‘This is your head line. See how deep it is?’

‘Yes.’

‘That means you’re very smart and focused.’

Nel tried not to roll her eyes again. It didn’t take a palm reader to know that. She’d duxxed Carrinya Primary School last year.

‘And see this one?’ It tickled as Maddie ran her finger across the faint line that ran from side to side across Nel’s palm. ‘… this is your heart line. It’s very weak, actually.’

‘So?’ Nel asked, at once curious and annoyed with herself for indulging in this nonsense.

‘It means you need to listen to your heart more. It’s a growth area for you. And see these little lines here?’ Nel squinted at the tiny lines that crossed her heart line. ‘They mean there will be pain and trauma in your future.’

Nel took her hand back, forming a fist. ‘So what does your palm say? Is there pain and trauma ahead for you too?’

Maddie opened her own palm. ‘My head line curves down’—she traced it to where it finished, close to her wrist—‘which means I’m very creative. And see that gap there?’ Nel wasn’t sure if she was looking at the right thing. ‘That means I have adventures ahead.’ She looked up and met Nel’s gaze, hazel eyes flashing. ‘I think it means I’m going to leave Carrinya and become a famous actress.’

‘You got all that from a sloping line and a gap that I can’t even see?’ Nel asked, yawning. She turned off the bedside lamp, lay back on her pillow and closed her eyes. She couldn’t imagine wanting to leave Carrinya. They lay in silence for a few minutes.

‘I can’t wait,’ Maddie murmured, her words floating in the darkness above them.

‘For what?’

‘For everything.’
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Chapter 6

Nel slept badly. She dreamed there was a queue of Carrinya locals shuffling down the hallway, craning their necks to get a look at her when they reached the bedroom door. Cath was supervising the queue, hurrying them along when they loitered for too long. She’d woken from that one, only to be delivered into yet another chaotic nightmare full of cameos by random people from her past.

It was a relief when the first rays of daylight leaked through the gap in the heavy curtains. Nel got up and rummaged through her bag in the almost dark, feeling for the rubber of her wetsuit. The floorboards creaked quietly under her bare feet as she tiptoed down the hallway and slipped out the front door to her car.

She turned the heat up high, cursing the initial blast of frigid air, and put the wipers on to clear the frost from the windscreen. When she reached the lighthouse, she cut the engine and watched the steely grey sea below. There was a good swell left over from yesterday’s storm. Four foot at least, maybe five.

She tucked her surfboard under one arm and walked across the grass towards the bush track. The old lighthouse stood to her right, tall and white, the smooth concrete walls of the tower tapering in gracefully until they reached the lantern above a narrow stone balcony. Nel had found graffiti there once, engraved in the curved concrete wall. A message to Maddie. Would it still be there? It was a stupid thought really, given how much time had passed, but her curiosity got the better of her and she changed course. There was no harm in looking.

She put her board down on the grass and held her breath as she rounded the stark stone wall. And then there it was.


To beautiful Maddie,

taken too soon.

Sweet 16 forever.

RIP



The lighthouse had been repainted in the intervening years, probably more than once, so the indentations were barely visible. But they were there. Nel ran her fingers over the words, feeling the letters under her touch.

When she first found the inscription in the months after she lost her friend, it had given her comfort. Someone else had loved Maddie like she did, was missing her like she was. These words, hidden on the lighthouse wall, felt different to the public shrine that had grown and grown at the lookout in the days after her death, a performative pile of bouquets and cards and teddy bears.

She had never worked out whose words they were. Harriet’s perhaps.

Nel picked up her board again and followed the precarious path across the red rock face, through the scrub, down to the rocky outcrop below, and tiptoed over the sharp rocks and molluscs.

Icy water seeped in through a fraying seam as she plunged onto the back of a wave, sending a shiver down her spine. There were only a couple of others out—two guys, mid-twenties—and she kept her distance. This break was a fiercely guarded secret and the locals here were territorial. She’d surfed here with her dad since she was ten, when she’d graduated from the long slow rides at Kiddies Corner, but she wasn’t a local anymore.

She looked back at the coastline. Cape Caution, where the lighthouse loomed above, protruded into the ocean so that it was almost an island. To the north, the sand dunes of Millers Beach disappeared into a salt haze. On the south side was Deception Bay, blue-green beneath red cliffs. Sailors had named it long ago as a warning for others. It looked idyllic, but a hidden rock shelf below the surface meant it was fraught with danger.

But the same reason it was feared by sailors meant it was revered by surfers. The rock shelf made it work like a reef break, and wave after perfect wave peeled off the point, sitting up and barrelling when the swell was big enough.

She looked up at the cliffs, picturing the scene in the days when Maddie was missing, when police and volunteers scoured the coastline searching for anything that might help them locate her.

Three days. That was how long it took for Maddie’s pale bloated body to wash up on Jacksons Beach, eight kilometres south. Three days when no one spoke of anything but Maddie, whispering theories behind their hands. Three days punctuated by appeals to the public for information, for anything that might help, no matter how small, while helicopters thrummed overhead. Three days when Maddie’s body was adrift in the ocean, making its way on currents and tides to its final resting place on a desolate stretch of sand.

The swell of an approaching wave pulled Nel back to the present and she paddled to catch it. The rising sun lit the wave from within. It glowed aquamarine as its momentum gathered her up, exhilaration coursing through her veins as she travelled down its face. Breaking water rushed in her ears until she pulled off and turned to paddle back out.

God, she’d missed this! She’d bought a new board when she returned to Sydney, but she’d been so busy with work that she never managed to get out. Now she wondered why.

An hour later she forced herself to go in. Her mum would be up by now. She would be wondering where Nel was. They had a meeting with the undertaker at ten.

Her feet were numb as she walked across the rocks, her face tingling in the cold air.

The car park was empty. Standing at the boot of her car, she peeled her wetsuit down to her waist and pulled a hoodie over her bikini top, then crouched down, blowing warm air into her hands, trying to get the blood flowing back into her icy fingers.

As she stood up, she noticed a lycra-clad cyclist on the ring road beyond the exit of the car park, staring in her direction. He was just too far away for her to see his face clearly, but she thought she recognised the dark hair, the square jaw.

She looked away quickly, wrapping her towel around her waist and slamming the boot shut, but when she looked up again, the cyclist was still staring in her direction. She’d swear it was Ryan Warner. It felt like a long time before he turned away and rolled slowly around the bend and out of sight.
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Chapter 7

The undertaker was a rotund man with rosy cheeks and a neat white beard, a solemn Santa Claus who greeted them warmly and offered condolences in a soothing baritone. Cath led him to the dining room where she’d prepared a pot of tea and a plate of Scotch Finger biscuits, and then sat back with a glazed expression as Lauren made rapid-fire decisions about everything from the timing of the funeral (Thursday at eleven) to the catering (a selection of finger sandwiches and assorted canapés).

Nel stared out the window at the mist on the hilltops. She’d felt a little off balance since she’d seen Ryan. Or thought she’d seen Ryan. She pictured the cyclist again now, leaning on one foot, his gaze fixed on her. Had she imagined the likeness? He had been staring, hadn’t he? Yes. It was almost as though he wanted her to see him and—

‘Geoff Marshall,’ Cath said.

Nel looked at her mother, frowning. Why was she talking about Geoff Marshall?

‘Lovely,’ the undertaker said, making a note. ‘Eulogy, Geoff Marshall.’

Nel felt dread creep up her spine. She cleared her throat. ‘Won’t he be too busy campaigning to—’

‘They still played golf every second Friday, Nel,’ Lauren said. ‘I’m sure he’ll manage to find the time to speak at Dad’s funeral.’

Nel took a deep breath. Lauren looked at her Apple watch as the undertaker pulled some loose pages out of his folder.

‘I’ll leave you with some suggested readings,’ he said. ‘Have a look through them and let me know which ones you like in the next day or two. You’ll also need to provide any photos you’d like included in the service booklet.’

Lauren took the pages and folded them in half. ‘I’ll read through them this afternoon. Nel, you can do the photos.’

Yes, ma’am, Nel thought, but she mumbled agreement instead.

Lauren checked the time again. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ve got a bootcamp at midday.’

‘You’re running your bootcamp today?’ Nel said.

‘It’s a business, Nel, not some little hobby.’

‘Sorry, of course. I didn’t mean …’ She didn’t intend it as criticism. She was just surprised. ‘Never mind,’ she said, feeling tears threaten. She pinched the back of her hand under the table.

When the meeting was over, Cath dug a pile of yellowing photo albums out of a cupboard before going for a nap. Nel sat cross-legged in front of the fire and flipped one open. It was filled with photos from the era when she was a pot-bellied toddler and Lauren was a pigtailed preschooler with a cheesy smile. Pictures of camping trips, icecream-stained faces, Book Week costumes and birthday cakes. Nel seemed to be naked in at least fifty per cent of them. She stopped at a picture of her dad holding her as a chubby baby and put it to one side, starting a ‘maybe’ pile for the booklet.

When she flipped open the next album, she inhaled sharply at the sight of herself and Maddie at thirteen or fourteen, dressed up for a school dance. Maddie wore a floppy cap and dark eyeliner, channelling Britney Spears, one arm slung around Nel’s bony shoulders. A wave of nausea rose up in her chest and she shut the album. Everywhere she turned she was bombarded with memories of Maddie, and now Geoff was saying the eulogy! This was a nightmare.

As she tossed the album aside, she noticed something tucked into the back. A newspaper clipping. She pulled it out and Maddie’s face beamed back at her from her school photo, reprinted in black and white on the front page of The Opal Coast Chronicle. Her beaming smile showed two rows of white teeth. A shiny satin ribbon tied her hair up in a high ponytail. A picture of innocence under the headline: Fears for MP’s Missing Daughter, 16.

Her own name leaped off the page, halfway down the text: Penelope Foley is assisting police with their inquiries. She pictured her sixteen-year-old self, sitting in that bleak room opposite Sergeant O’Neill with his kind eyes, and Constable Frisk with his blank stare, her dad by her side.

Three weeks later, the headline in the Chronicle had read, FAMILY, FRIENDS OF MP MOURN DAUGHTER MADELINE. A large colour photo of Geoff and Faye in dark suits dominated the page, their eyes downcast. Below was a smaller one of Nel, taken as she emerged from the church behind the white coffin, her gangly frame awkward in the navy dress Cath had bought her especially for the occasion. The photographer had snapped the picture when the corners of her mouth were upturned in a strange smile that seemed callous and out of place. Was she squinting in the bright sunlight, she wondered? Were her eyes adjusting to the glare after the darkness inside the church?

When she first saw that edition of the paper on that Saturday back in November 2010, she’d felt sick with shame. She didn’t remember smiling. She remembered feeling such deep, pervasive sadness it seemed to engulf her and swallow her whole.

It was the first time she’d seen herself in the paper, but it wasn’t the last. The photo resurfaced every time there was a feature about Geoff Marshall. It’s why she’d dropped the ‘Penelope’ and officially changed her name to Nel. At least that way prospective employers didn’t stumble upon the articles when they googled her. The captions invariably referred to her as ‘the last person to see Madeline alive’, which always upset her. Surely it should say, ‘last known person’? If Nel was right, the last person to see Maddie alive was Ryan War—

The sound of efficient footsteps in the hallway pulled her out of her thoughts. She screwed the article into a tight ball in her fist, then walked to the doorway of the kitchen as Lauren heaved shopping bags onto the bench. She wore a hot pink tank top and leggings.

‘Hi,’ Nel said.

‘Shit!’ Lauren exclaimed, shooting her a sharp look as though she suspected Nel had scared her deliberately. ‘I didn’t realise you were here.’

Nel frowned. Where else would she be? ‘I’ve been going through the photos,’ she said.

‘Oh, good.’ Lauren held up a Tupperware container. ‘Chicken curry from one of the girls at my bootcamp. You and Mum can have it for dinner. I’ll let it defrost in the fridge.’

‘Thanks,’ Nel mumbled, tossing the article in the bin under the bench and reaching for the kettle. ‘Do you have time for a cup of tea?’

Lauren looked at her watch. ‘It’ll have to be quick. I have a P and F meeting at two.’ She took the jug from Nel’s hands and started filling it at the sink. ‘I’ll make it. You get back to the photos. I’ll bring it in.’

Nel sighed and went back to the lounge room. A few minutes later Lauren joined her, giving the fire a disapproving glance. She set the mugs down then took a log from the wicker basket beside the fireplace. When she was satisfied with the state of the fire, she picked up an album and opened it in the middle.

For a few minutes, the only sound was the crackle of flames and the flipping of pages. Nel stopped at a photo of her dad, in his mid-forties she guessed, and met his blue-eyed gaze. He was handsome, broad-shouldered, with laughing eyes and a year-round tan. He stood inside a window looking out at the person taking the photo. Cath, she supposed. His expression was bemused, as though he was thinking about something funny that had just happened. Nel pulled it out of the plastic pocket and studied his surroundings, trying to work out where it was taken, but she couldn’t place it.

She passed it to Lauren. ‘What do you think of this one for the cover of the booklet?’ She spoke casually—no doubt Lauren would have a different idea—but when her sister looked up she was glassy-eyed.

‘It’s perfect.’

Nel smiled to herself, grateful for the small victory.

Lauren cleared her throat. ‘Mum said she spoke to you about the clinic. Will you stay?’

‘Just for a couple of weeks,’ Nel said.

Lauren held her gaze for a moment, then looked back at the album. ‘Well I guess that’s better than nothing,’ she muttered.

Nel ignored the comment. ‘I think I saw Ryan Warner this morning at the lighthouse,’ she said. Noticing Lauren’s puzzled expression, she added, ‘I went surfing.’

Lauren shrugged. ‘Well, he lives here so it’s hardly surprising that you’d see him.’ She opened her mouth to go on, but then she seemed to change her mind and looked back at the album.

‘Does he still work for Warner Property?’

‘Yeah. He must be killing it. House prices have been bonkers ever since Daniel Hammond bought the old brewery and the boathouse at the wharf.’ Nel mustn’t have looked impressed enough, because Lauren frowned and added, ‘Don’t you know who Daniel Hammond is?’

‘Yes,’ Nel said, irritated. The pub baron owned half the waterfront pubs in Sydney.

‘Well, Steve reckons house prices in Carrinya have gone up thirty per cent in the last year,’ Lauren said.

‘Gee, that’s good,’ Nel said, hoping she sounded awe-struck enough to satisfy her sister. Her thoughts turned back to Ryan. ‘Does Ryan cycle?’

Lauren sighed. ‘How would I know?’

‘You seem to know everything about everyone else.’

After a long pause, Lauren said, ‘What’s with all the questions about Ryan Warner?’

Nel shrugged.

Lauren pressed her lips into a thin line. ‘The last thing this town needs is for you to reappear after all this time and stir things up.’

Nel glared at her. She knew she should probably drop it, but she couldn’t. ‘The thing is, Lauren, you and Mum want me to stay, but you also want me to pretend that nothing happened.’ Her voice was slow, her words deliberate. ‘Well, I can’t do that, because something did happen and Ryan Warner had something to do with it.’ Nel held her sister’s gaze. ‘And he’s walking around here like he owns the place while I feel like a fucking fugitive.’

A long silence.

‘No one’s made you feel like a fugitive, Nel. You’ve done that to yourself.’

There was a crack from the fire. Orange sparks shot up from the flames. Nel glared at her, but Lauren looked back at the album and flipped a page.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Lauren looked up. ‘Just that we all have choices.’

Nel waited for her to say more, but she didn’t.

Lauren shut the album and tossed it aside. ‘I have to go.’

She took her mug into the kitchen, then disappeared down the hall and out the front door.

Good riddance, Nel thought as the door slammed behind her. She pushed the album aside and stared into the fire. When did her sister become so overbearing? She’d always been bossy—in a typical, firstborn-girl kind of way—but now she was completely insufferable. Was she like this with everyone, Nel wondered? Or was it something to do with her? Everything she said seemed laced with disapproval and irritation.

‘I thought I heard Lauren.’

Nel looked up to see Cath standing in the doorway.

‘You did,’ Nel said. ‘She dropped off some groceries.’

‘Have you sorted out the photos?’

She nodded and passed her mum the photo she’d selected for the cover. ‘We thought this one would be nice on the front of the booklet.’

Cath looked at it for a long time, then put it down on the coffee table. ‘I was thinking of one from just after we were married.’ She reached for the shoebox and started shuffling through the pictures. ‘He was sitting on a beach. Have you come across that one?’
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Chapter 8

‘“The night Max wore his wolf suit, and made mischief of one kind or another, his mother called him ‘WILD THING!’ and Max said, ‘I’LL EAT YOU UP!’ so he was sent to bed without eating anything.’”

Sophie waited as Harvey coughed, his little body convulsing with the force of it. There was a rattling sound in his chest that made her wince.

His cold had got worse. Mrs Penning from the school office had called around midday and asked Sophie to pick him up. When she’d arrived, her heart had lurched at the sight of him slumped on the vinyl chair outside the office.

‘I assume you’ll be taking him to see a doctor,’ Mrs Penning said with a tight smile. ‘All sorts of nasty things are going around. Whooping cough, bronchitis, Influenza A …’

Sophie had given her a nod, although she probably wouldn’t. Ryan was a bit funny about doctors.

‘And while I think of it,’ Mrs Penning went on, ‘Miss Clyde asked me to remind you that Jasmine needs to bring in her materials for the rocket-building activity they’re doing in science tomorrow. I was just about to send you an email.’

‘Rocket building?’

‘Cardboard boxes, toilet rolls …’

‘Right …’ Sophie bit her lip. Was Jaz meant to have told her about this?

‘And I haven’t received Charlie’s permission form for the geography excursion either. They were due back last week.’

‘Okay.’ Sophie couldn’t recall hearing anything about an excursion either. How did she always miss these things?

‘It’s fifteen dollars,’ Mrs Penning added.

Sophie nodded, glad it was only Tuesday. She would have the money. She took Harvey’s hand and hurried to the car before Mrs Penning could raise any other parenting failures.

After listening to Harvey cough all afternoon, she’d decided to go ahead and make him a doctor’s appointment. She’d worry about Ryan later.

‘Of course,’ Viv the clinic receptionist had said. ‘She can see you tomorrow afternoon.’

‘She?’ Sophie asked, confused. Then she remembered the sad news about Rob Foley, which had slipped her mind. ‘Sorry, who’s the doctor Harvey will see?’

‘Doctor Foley’s daughter, Nel,’ Viv said. ‘She’s a GP from Sydney. She’s kindly agreed to see patients until we can arrange a locum.’

Sophie’s mind had raced as she ended the call. So Nel Foley was back. She was a doctor now. Did Ryan know that? Sophie wasn’t sure if it would make him more or less likely to let her take Harvey. These things were hard to predict. Hopefully he would be in a good mood when he got home and she could ask him.

She looked at Harvey’s pale face. ‘You okay, buddy?’ She put a hand on his forehead. It was warm, but not hot. The Panadol she’d given him earlier seemed to be helping.

He nodded, watery-eyed.

‘Shall we keep going?’

He nodded again. Sophie looked back to the book. ‘“That very night in Max’s room a forest grew …”’

As Max arrived at the island of the Wild Things, Harvey curled into her, his raspy breath warm on her neck. By the time Max started the journey back to his bedroom, Harvey’s breathing was long and steady. Sophie closed the book and placed it on the floor beside the bed. Her own eyelids felt heavy. She let them close, just for a minute.

‘Mum, Dad’s home,’ Jasmine whispered.

Sophie sat up, trying to shake off the heaviness of sleep. ‘What time is it?’

‘I don’t know. The Voice is finished.’

‘Where’s Charlie?’

‘In his room.’

‘You better get to bed.’ Sophie kissed Jasmine’s forehead. ‘Goodnight, sweet girl.’

Sophie stopped at the kitchen door, watching Ryan as he waited for the kettle to boil, trying to gauge his mood. The plate she’d put aside for him sat on the bench, untouched. He didn’t like to eat after seven.

‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ she said.

He swung around. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘I was settling Harvey—he’s got a cold. I had to pick him up from school before lunch.’

Ryan shook his head. ‘You had to be half-dead to miss school when I was a kid.’

Sophie murmured in agreement. ‘How was your day?’

‘Brilliant.’ He flashed her a smile. ‘We had another Hammond payday.’

‘Really?’

‘He bought the penthouse in the new development near the wharf for his mum, sight unseen.’

‘Wow, well done!’ Sophie said, striving for the right tone.

It had been three years since the Sydney publican had first flown into Carrinya on his seaplane to inspect the brewery. A lot had changed in those three years. Roy had officially handed over the reins of Warner Property to Ryan and Lachie. Ryan had bought a block of land on the south side of town with a view of the ocean and built them a new house, made possible by the commission from the sale of beachfront properties to wealthy city people. He had also developed an obsession with cycling, which Sophie suspected cost them a small fortune. But despite the upward trajectory of Ryan’s income—which must be significant, not that she knew for sure—her weekly allowance was unchanged. It was becoming harder and harder to muster the appropriate level of excitement.

Ryan scoffed. ‘The man’s got more money than God.’

She laughed, tentative, not sure it was quite the right response.

The kettle clicked off.

‘You go sit down,’ she said. ‘I’ll make the tea.’
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Chapter 9

The clinic was dark and cold when Nel and Cath arrived on Wednesday morning. They flicked on the lights and the heating and stood looking around. Nel was fighting an urge to leave when Viv, the practice manager, appeared at the door.

‘Nel! Look at you, all grown up!’ she said, fleshy arms outstretched to take Nel’s hands in hers, hazel eyes shiny behind red glasses. Generally Nel didn’t like overly affectionate people, but Viv’s warmth was infectious. ‘How wonderful to have you back, darling girl. I just wish it was in better circumstances.’

They talked for a few minutes about the funeral arrangements, then Viv clapped her hands. ‘Right, we’d better get to work. Cath, there are a couple of admin issues we need to sort out while Nel gets settled into Rob’s office. I’ve organised Zoom meetings with two potential locums, and we’ve got patients booked in from late morning. The first one’s at eleven. That okay with you, doll?’

Nel nodded. Viv had been keeping things ticking over for the last few days, rescheduling appointments, returning voice messages and calling anyone waiting for test results, but they needed to get patients in again as soon as possible.

Nel went into her dad’s room and sat down in his heavy leather chair. The desk was covered in unfinished paperwork. To her right, overloaded shelves housed reference books and novels, along with a collection of antique medical instruments and the ubiquitous jar of jelly beans. Certificates covered the opposite wall, the frames slightly crooked.

She leaned back in the chair. For almost thirty years her father had cared for this town. Thousands and thousands of patients had passed through this room. Babies, new mothers, the elderly, the lonely and the overwhelmed, with common colds and suspicious lumps and unexplained fatigue, here for reassurance and tests and a listening ear. Her father’s life’s work happened here, between these four walls.

After a few minutes, she sat forward and flicked on the computer. While it fired up, she picked up the papers, one by one, sorting them into two piles. One for Cath or Viv to deal with, and one for her.

The last thing she came to was a glossy travel brochure that sat on top of an envelope addressed to Dr Robert Foley, ripped open at the top edge. Drive Australia! it implored. A striking image of an outback road cutting through a red desert covered the page, a low sun casting long shadows across the landscape. Tears pooled in her eyes as she remembered her dad talking about packing it all in and hitting the road. It had been his retirement dream for as long as she could remember. She wiped her eyes and put it on Cath’s pile.

*

‘I remember you,’ Mrs Perry said, when Nel greeted her at reception. ‘You’re Doctor Foley’s daughter, aren’t you? The one who left?’

‘Yes, that’s me.’ Nel swallowed. This was exactly what she’d been dreading. ‘Please, have a seat,’ she said, as they entered the consult room.

‘My condolences, dear.’ Mrs Perry shook her head sadly. ‘Your father was such a good man. And so young!’

‘Thank you.’ Nel concentrated on keeping her face neutral, but there was a tightness in her chest that had been building throughout the day with each patient who remembered her. Mrs Perry was the third. ‘How can I help you today?’

She listened as the elderly woman described a painful sensation on her torso, lifting up her floral blouse to show Nel a rash on her left side.

‘When did the symptoms start?’

‘Let’s see, it must have been on Monday because I was playing bridge at Bev O’Connor’s place and I felt so poorly that I had to have a lie-down on the lounge.’

Nel asked some more questions and diagnosed poor Mrs Perry with shingles.

‘I’ll see you at the funeral, dear, if I’m well enough,’ she said as she was leaving. ‘You’re sure it’s okay for me to go? I’d hate to miss it.’

God. At this rate the whole town would be there. Nel had already assured Mrs Perry that as long as the rash was covered there was no concern about her passing it on, but she repeated the advice before closing the door behind her.

She took a breath, trying to ease the tightness in her chest, the sense that people were thinking the worst of her. As she stared at the back of the door, an image flashed in her mind. Her own name on a dirty toilet door, as clear as though it was yesterday.

*

Nel sat beside Maddie’s empty chair, staring at the fake woodgrain on the laminated desktop. Jimmy was in the row in front, his chair turned sideways against the wall. Mr Keating, who suffered from tinnitus, sat at the front wearing earplugs while Troy Farris and his idiot friends stirred up trouble wherever they could find it. Until now they’d left her alone because Maddie had a withering sense of humour and a sharp tongue. She would sit with her pinky finger raised, smirking in Troy’s direction, much to the amusement of his mates. After that, he’d found others to pick on. Mainly Jimmy, whose real name was Dimitri. That made him an easy target in a town like Carrinya.

But now Maddie was gone, and Troy had a bully’s instincts for detecting vulnerability.

Nel’s skin prickled as the whispers swelled to a hum of nervous excitement that rippled through the class. Even Keating noticed something was going on. He took out one earplug and stood up, hands on hips, scanning the room. After a moment, he walked to the desk of an insipid, pimply kid.

‘Pass it here,’ he ordered, hand outstretched.

The kid offered up a ball of paper and raised his hands in surrender. ‘I don’t even know what it says! I just got thrown it!’

Nel watched Keating read the note, observed the quick flick of his eyes to her then back to the class.

‘Who wrote this?’ he demanded, glaring at Farris and his mates.

They shook their heads, feigning innocence. Enjoying the charade.

‘Not me, sir.’

‘What does it say, sir?’

Nel watched on, heart hammering. She felt sick. What did it say?

The silence that hung in the room was pierced by the sound of a siren from the street outside. It wasn’t a common sound in Carrinya.

‘Hey, Nel!’ Farris called out. She turned to look at him despite her better instincts. ‘That’s the cops. They’re coming for you.’

His mates cracked up. She sat paralysed for a moment, then she ran from the room and didn’t stop until she reached the refuge of the girls’ toilets. She went into the furthest cubicle, slammed the door, locking it behind her, and sat on the toilet seat, bent in half as huge heaving sobs shook her body. She held her face in her hands. She’d stay there all day, she told herself, until after the last bell went and all those arseholes had fucked off home.

After a few minutes, the crying stopped. She stayed bent over, motionless, listening to herself breathe. In and out. In and out. In and out.

When she eventually uncurled herself and sat up, her eyes were drawn to the angry, black words graffitied on the back of the door. Black block letters as tall as her palm, dwarfing the other inscriptions there, the declarations of love and attempted witticisms.

NEL FOLEY IS A KILLER.

*

Nel gasped, winded by the memory, so sudden and visceral. She moved to the desk and lowered herself into the chair.

For two years, until she left town, Troy Farris was everywhere she went. He had a toy police car with a piercing siren that he sounded whenever she was in earshot. In class. In the playground. In the street. In the supermarket with her mum. Even one night when they were celebrating Rob’s birthday at Romeo’s Italian. She’d heard that ear-splitting sound and looked around. Sure enough, there was his stupid face looking back at her from a few tables away.

That night, she’d decided she wouldn’t go anywhere other than school. Not even to the baby shower Lauren’s friends had planned. Nel could still picture her sister’s face, all these years later, indignant and angry.

During those two lonely years, all Nel did was study. She set her sights on getting into undergraduate medicine at UNSW. Everyone warned her it was virtually impossible, but it was a convenient goal, given the harassment she faced every time she left the sanctuary of her bedroom. She printed out a picture of the campus—a sprawling lawn surrounded by serious-looking buildings, where students sat in groups or walked in pairs—and would picture herself there surrounded by strangers.

She thought of Troy Farris again. Why had he made it his mission to harass her? Had Ryan put him up to it? Possibly. He was mates with Troy’s older brothers. Or was it just for kicks? Even now, all these years later, whenever she heard a siren she felt like a criminal.

She rubbed her face and took a deep breath. Suddenly the room felt suffocating. She grabbed her bag.
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Chapter 10

Nel put on her dark sunglasses and stepped out onto Manning Street, still shaken by the memory. She wasn’t sure where she was going, but she stopped outside The Larder, a little cafe a block and a half down the road. As she read the menu in the window, which included a halloumi burger and a superfood salad, it struck her how much the town had changed in the years she’d been away. Back then, there was only one cafe in town that made a decent coffee. Now they had four types of milk.

She waited at the counter as a guy with a thick moustache ground coffee beans. She could smell pumpkin soup.

‘Sorry for the wait,’ he said. ‘What can I get you?’

She ordered the soup to go.

‘Name for the order?’

‘Nel,’ she said.

A blonde woman sitting nearby looked up, narrowing her eyes and pausing for a fraction too long. Nel recognised her from school.

‘Haven’t seen you round here,’ the barista said, projecting his voice over the sound of frothing milk. ‘You new in town or just visiting?’

‘I’m … just visiting,’ Nel said, still distracted by the woman who was now leaning forward to whisper something to her friend. Jen Henry! That was her name. She was older, obviously, and her lipstick was an unflattering shade of pink, but it was definitely her. The friend looked up at Nel, wide-eyed, then away again quickly. Nel’s skin prickled with the all-too-familiar feeling of being talked about.

‘What brings you to town?’ the barista said.

‘I’m just …’

She hesitated, unsure how to answer, conscious that Jen and her friend were listening to every word, but then the barista snapped his fingers and pointed at her.

‘Wait, you’re the new doctor!’

‘Oh.’ She laughed nervously. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘Dave,’ he said, putting down the jug and extending his hand. ‘Sorry about your old man, hey.’

‘Thanks.’ She gave him a tight smile. There was a ding from the kitchen. He turned to collect her soup from the window and put it in a paper bag.

‘There you go,’ he said, handing her the bag. ‘Enjoy!’

Jen and her friend watched Nel as she walked out of the cafe. She exhaled with relief when she reached the street and was almost back at the clinic when she remembered that Viv had asked her to pick up tea bags, so she changed course and crossed the road to the supermarket.

As she stepped inside the shop, she stopped, remembering how it was when she was little. She could picture the checked lino floor, the overstocked shelves, the silver-haired owner who wore his glasses on a chain around his neck and scooped mixed lollies out of large jars that were kept behind the counter. Now it was spotless and brightly lit, with big vats of fresh produce and perky coloured signs advertising sale prices.

She walked up and down the aisles, trying to make sense of the layout. Pet food, cleaning products, toiletries. No tea bags. She must have missed them in the last aisle. But as she turned to go back, she froze on the spot, heart pounding with recognition.

 Faye Marshall stood in front of a wall of cereal boxes, looking at a shopping list. She was smaller than Nel remembered, her shoulders stooped. Her hair still hung in a plait down her back, but now it was wispy and white instead of a thick sun-kissed brown.

Nel thought of Maddie’s funeral and shuddered. She couldn’t remember a single detail about the service, except the flannel flowers that had covered the white coffin. It was what happened on the steps afterwards, outside the church, that had been etched in her memory ever since. And, she suspected, in the memories of plenty of people in Carrinya.

*

Nel ran her finger back and forth over the pleat in her dress, trying to avoid making eye contact with the Marshalls. Or anyone else for that matter. She knew what people thought. She’d seen the venomous comments on her Facebook page. She’d deleted them and changed her settings, but it was too late. Their hateful words played on a loop in her mind as the funeral happened around her.

Number one suspect. MURDERER. How can you live with yourself?

When the service was over, she averted her eyes as the Marshalls followed the coffin from the church, and she kept them on the burgundy carpet underfoot as she ambled out among the mourners. Her dad walked beside her, his shoulders back, his head held high. As they emerged from the darkness of the church, she squinted in the harsh sunlight, then turned around and found herself face to face with Faye.

‘Faye,’ she said, her voice faltering. Maddie’s mum looked thinner, more frail than usual. How was that possible in just a few weeks?

Tears welled in Faye’s grey eyes, her face etched with sadness. Nel put a hand on her arm to comfort her, but Faye flinched, anger displacing her sorrow. ‘Don’t you dare touch me,’ she hissed.

Nel pulled her hand back as people nearby stopped their conversations and turned to watch the interaction. She knew what they were thinking: Number one suspect. MURDERER. How can you live with yourself?

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

‘Didn’t mean to what?’

Nel’s thoughts stalled. She grasped for words, for something to say that wouldn’t upset Faye more, but found none. She searched for her dad among the onlookers. Where did he go?

‘Didn’t mean to what?’ Faye said again.

There were whispers, murmurs, more eyes glaring: Number one suspect. MURDERER. How can you live with yourself?

‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’

Faye glared at her. ‘If it wasn’t for you, she wouldn’t be dead,’ she said through clenched teeth.

The words burned on Nel’s chest, as though Faye had branded her with a red-hot iron. Nel recoiled, spinning around, looking desperately for her dad, but all she saw were reproachful stares, accusing eyes: Number one suspect. MURDERER. How can you live with yourself?

She pushed through the crowd and ran as fast as she could.

*

Nel put a hand to her chest on the place where Faye’s words had landed. She couldn’t face her. She had to get out of there.

She grabbed a jar of peanut butter and pretended to read the label as she inched towards the end of the aisle. Faye put a packet of Weetbix in her basket and turned in her direction as Nel scrambled around the corner to the next aisle. Heart pounding, she dumped the peanut butter in a crate of potatoes on her way out the door.
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Chapter 11

Viv was on the phone when Nel got back to the clinic, so she didn’t need to explain the missing tea bags. She shut the door of the consult room and sat down at her desk to eat the soup, but she’d lost her appetite.

She rested her head in her hands. She was so tired of all this. For so long she’d been trying to outrun the past. It’s why she went to Sydney, and then when that wasn’t far enough, to Dublin. But what good had it done? All that running, to get where? Back here in Carrinya, hiding from Faye Marshall. Right where she was all those years ago.

‘Your one thirty’s here, Doctor Foley,’ Viv said over the intercom.

Nel took a deep breath and went out to the waiting room where a blonde woman sat with a large child straddling her, his head resting on her shoulder.

‘Harvey?’ Nel said.

Harvey’s mum stood up, struggling to hold the boy who looked about six.

‘Hi, I’m Nel. I’ll get your bag,’ Nel said, picking up the tote bag from the floor.

‘Thanks.’ She gave Nel a strained smile. Her eyes were the colour of faded denim. ‘I’m Sophie.’

‘Hey, mate,’ Nel said gently, once they’d sat down in the consult room. ‘You’re not feeling too good, hey?’

He regarded her with suspicion, then buried his face in his mother’s neck.

Sophie stroked his blond curls. ‘He’s had a cough and a cold for a couple of weeks, but it’s getting worse.’ She put a hand on his forehead. ‘He feels hot to me.’

‘Let’s take a look. Harvey, can you open your mouth nice and wide for me?’

He reluctantly did as she asked, allowing Nel to examine his throat and ears.

She held up her stethoscope. ‘Do you know what this is?’

He nodded slowly, his face still stern and untrusting.

‘Let’s have a listen to your chest. This might feel a bit cold at first. Can you take three big deep breaths for me? In and out, in and out, in and out. That’s it, good boy. You can cuddle Mum again now.’ Nel spoke to Sophie. ‘He’s got an upper respiratory infection. I’ll give you some antibiotics to clear it up. We’ll swab him too, just to check it’s not any of the other nasty stuff going around.’ She took a cotton bud from a drawer. ‘Head back, mate. That’s it. This will tickle a little bit. Good boy. Now the throat. Perfect.’

She put the cotton bud into a tube for pathology and opened Harvey’s patient record on the computer to write up the script. Her heart skipped a beat as her eyes landed on his last name. Warner. Harvey Warner. Was he Ryan Warner’s son?

Nel looked at Sophie, who was rubbing Harvey’s back. Was she Ryan’s wife? Nel cast her mind back. He’d started going out with a bubbly blonde girl not long after Maddie died. A friend of Lauren’s. Was that girl now this world-weary woman?

Nel tried to refocus. ‘Is Harvey allergic to anything?’

‘No, nothing,’ Sophie said. Nel turned back to the computer. ‘You’re Doctor Foley’s daughter?’

‘That’s right,’ Nel replied, her eyes still on the screen.

‘How long are you in town?’

‘Just for a week or two to keep things running,’ Nel said, as she pressed print.

‘Handy for your mum, having another doctor in the family.’ Sophie smiled. ‘We’ve been seeing your dad for years, since our oldest was a baby. I’m sorry. For your loss, I mean.’

‘Thank you,’ Nel said with a polite smile, taking the page from the printer tray.

‘So where’s home?’

‘Sydney. The inner west.’

Sophie nodded vaguely, as though that meant nothing to her. ‘This must be a change of pace, compared to Sydney.’ She rubbed Harvey’s back. ‘Do you think you’ll stay long?’

Nel looked at Sophie again. Was this small talk, or something else? ‘I’m just taking it week by week,’ she said, keeping her answer vague.

‘Well, I hope you enjoy your time here.’ Sophie gave her a kind smile.

‘I’m sure I will,’ Nel said, chastising herself for being paranoid. The poor woman was just being friendly. She handed Sophie the script and explained the dosages. ‘He should start improving in a day or two.’

‘Great, thanks, Doctor Foley.’

‘Please, call me Nel. Less confusing.’ She reached for the jar of jelly beans on the back of the desk. ‘Hey, Harvey, what’s your favourite colour?’

‘Green,’ he whispered with a shy smile.

She found a green one and used the tongs to pass it to him.

‘What do you say?’ Sophie said.

‘Thank you.’ He popped the lolly in his mouth.

Sophie put her hand on the arm of the chair, wincing as she pushed herself up.

Nel frowned. ‘Are you okay?’

Sophie raised her eyebrows, confused. Nel glanced towards her wrist.

‘Oh. Yeah, it’s fine,’ Sophie said. ‘It’s nothing.’

Nel didn’t say anything.

‘I fell off a bar stool in the kitchen,’ Sophie added, ‘trying to get something from a high cupboard. Stupid really.’

There was something inauthentic about the way she said it. It sounded rehearsed, as though she was a bad actor delivering a line in a play. Nel knew this lie. The neat explanation. The self-deprecation. The casual, offhand delivery. She’d heard it plenty of times before, as a resident at St Vincent’s in Dublin, at the women’s health practice where she’d done her GP training, at the medical centre in Sydney, from women with split lips, broken ribs, black eyes.

‘How are things at home?’ Nel asked gently.

‘Fine,’ Sophie said, but the tears that welled in her eyes told a different story.

‘Do you ever feel unsafe?’

Sophie ran a hand through her hair and shook her head, as though she didn’t understand the question.

Nel held her gaze. ‘It’s just’—she gestured to Sophie’s wrist—‘when I see an injury like this, I wonder if it might have—’

‘Please,’ Sophie interrupted, ‘please don’t. I’m fine. I can handle it.’ She repositioned her grip on Harvey, struggling with the weight of him. ‘I’ve got to go. Would you mind putting my bag over my shoulder?’

Nel reached for the bag. ‘Do you need a hand getting to the car?’

Sophie shook her head. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Nel watched her walk down the corridor and stop at the reception desk.

Nel was typing up patient notes when Viv stuck her head around the door at the end of the day. She’d changed into leopard-print leggings and an oversized t-shirt that said, Give me chocolate and no one gets hurt.

‘Doll, I’m heading off. I’ve got a pickleball game at five thirty down at the netball courts. Anything you need before I go?’

‘Did you speak to the recruitment company?’ The locum interviews had been a dismal failure. One candidate was so shy they’d been unable to hear most of his answers. The other one didn’t show up.

‘They’re lining up a few more for tomorrow.’

‘Okay, good. Actually, there is one other thing,’ she said, remembering Sophie. ‘What can you tell me about Harvey’s mum, Sophie?’

‘She’s Ryan Warner’s wife. Remember Ryan?’ A shadow crossed Viv’s face as she must have remembered the connection. ‘Funny girl.’

‘Funny how?’

‘She’s a bit … aloof. She struggles with her mental health, I think.’ There was empathy in Viv’s tone rather than judgement. ‘And I don’t know what she does with her money, but her card was declined.’

‘Really? But Ryan works at Warner Property, doesn’t he?’

Viv nodded and shrugged. ‘I bulk-billed her to save us both the embarrassment.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I better get moving. Don’t stay too long, will you? Big day tomorrow.’

When Nel was alone again, she typed Sophie’s name into the database and scanned her clinical history for any previous injuries, but she’d only seen Rob for standard things like chest infections and contraceptive prescriptions. There was no record of a mental health diagnosis.

Nel clicked back to her personal details. Sophie was thirty-five, the same age as Lauren. The address listed was 21 Cliff Street, which Google Maps located on the south side of Deception Bay where there had previously been bushland. Streetview showed a sprawling Hamptons-style mansion behind a picket fence and a concrete driveway.

Lauren must be right about Warner Property. Nel tried to imagine Ryan living there, but in her mind he was still a cocky nineteen-year-old with a Holden station wagon and an inflated opinion of himself. She needed to get a sense of him now. She typed his name into Google, along with ‘real estate’, and clicked on his Facebook business page.

When the page loaded she inhaled sharply, unprepared for the sight of his smug face. He sat on a cream outdoor sofa with Millers Beach in the background. He’d thickened up and sported well-groomed stubble and a collared shirt, but the smirk was a bang-on match for the one on the face of the nineteen-year-old in her mind.

She scrolled down. There he was again, posing in front of a SOLD sign, flanked by an elderly couple clutching a champagne bottle. ‘Sea-changers from Sydney’, according to the caption. Next was a testimonial from another satisfied client, his accompanying text peppered with words like ‘humbled’ and ‘honoured’ and ‘grateful to be of service’.

The next post was a Canva creation, a photo of a rainbow over Deception Bay with a quote: You have to look through the rain to see the rainbow. Caption: #motivationmonday.

Nel groaned, thinking it couldn’t get any worse, but then she saw the next photo. Ryan had one shirtsleeve rolled up and a tourniquet around his upper arm as he gave blood. The caption read, Giving back. Jesus.

She clicked the tab shut. If you asked AI to design an upstanding small-town real estate agent, he would look just like Ryan Warner.

And yet.

Nel closed her eyes and pictured Sophie’s face, wincing in pain, replaying their conversation, trying to recall her exact words.

I can handle it.

That was what she’d said. It wasn’t a denial. It was almost a confirmation.

Wasn’t it?
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Chapter 12

Sophie gazed out the kitchen window as sausages sizzled in the frying pan, her eyes tracking the looping path of a sea eagle that soared above the cliff’s edge under a lilac sky. In the distance she could see the lighthouse, its powerful beam sweeping across the surface of the ocean, gaining strength as night fell. It was mesmerising, this view. She often found herself lost in it, staring across the ocean, watching the sweep of light then waiting for it to come again. There was something soothing about its absolute predictability.

She reached for the tongs to turn the sausages and shuddered, nauseated by the slick of grease in the pan, the smell of fat. She took a breath through her mouth, trying to settle her stomach. She’d felt a bit off all day, but worse since Harvey’s appointment.

She recalled the moment Nel had noticed her flinch and asked about her wrist. Did Nel know who she was? Her link to Ryan? Sophie sensed she hadn’t made the connection.

Her pulse quickened as a car engine hummed on the street outside, but it passed by and disappeared down the street. Not Ryan.

She was on edge. There had been a few good days after the bar stool incident, but the energy had started to shift. Her body always sensed it first. Ryan had been irritable that morning—swearing under his breath when he spilled his protein shake—so she hadn’t asked him about taking Harvey to the doctor, but now it felt like she’d gone behind his back. Done something deceptive. That’s how he would see it anyway.

She startled as the front door slammed and Jasmine stormed into the kitchen, her eyes shining with indignant tears.

‘Charlie’s cheating! Every time he gets out he says it doesn’t count!’

‘It’s almost dark anyway, Jaz.’ Sophie looked at the clock on the wall. ‘Can you clear the table, please?’

Jasmine was gathering her dragon drawings into a neat pile as Charlie bustled into the kitchen and threw open the fridge door.

‘I’m starving!’ he said.

Sophie pushed it closed. ‘Dinner’s nearly ready.’

He groaned and peered into the frying pan. ‘Sausages! I hate sausages!’

‘Who hates sausages?’ Jaz wondered aloud.

‘Shut up, idiot!’ Charlie gave her a shove as he left the kitchen.

‘You need to have a shower, Charlie,’ Sophie called after him.

Her skin prickled all over as Ryan’s SUV growled up the driveway. She took a deliberate breath, listening to the car door closing, then footsteps, bracing herself for the slam of the front door. She still jumped when it came.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Shit everywhere.’

She closed her eyes, remembering the state of the lounge room. Harvey had made a cushion fort that afternoon when he was feeling a little better, and then gone back to bed. She glanced at Jasmine who sat motionless at the kitchen table, wide-eyed, as though she could sense the tension too.

‘I forgot to fix the couch,’ Sophie murmured.

‘I’ll do it, Mum,’ Jaz whispered, slipping from the room.

Sophie turned her back to the door and picked up the tongs, listening to Ryan’s footsteps behind her as he entered the kitchen.

‘Hey,’ she said, glancing at him then back to the pan.

He stood behind her and pushed her hair aside, kissing her neck. She felt herself stiffen slightly. Hopefully he hadn’t noticed. She turned to face him and kissed him on the mouth, then pulled back gently. ‘How was your day?’

‘Shit.’

She swallowed. ‘What happened?’

‘Hammond wants to buy the Grand.’

The Grand was the old pub on Manning Street. Sophie wasn’t sure why it was a bad thing that the Sydney pub baron wanted to add it to his ever-expanding Carrinya property portfolio, but she got the sense she was supposed to know so she didn’t ask.

‘Lachie’ll get all the commission,’ he said. Ah, brotherly rivalry. Lachie managed commercial listings. Ryan shrugged as though he didn’t want to talk about it, then leaned back against the bench. ‘What did you do today?’

‘Nothing.’ She turned off the burner under the sausages. When she looked back, he was glaring at her, eyebrows raised, asking an unspoken question. ‘I mean, nothing interesting,’ she added.

‘You didn’t go anywhere?’

‘Just the library.’

He held her gaze. ‘What for?’

‘I took Harvey to get some books.’

It was the answer she’d planned in case Ryan asked. She’d been careful to park outside the library instead of the doctor’s clinic, and she’d left her phone in the glove box. She’d even popped into the library after buckling Harvey into his car seat and grabbed a few picture books from the display shelf by the front desk, just in case.

She turned away, reaching for the frying pan. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 13

Nel and Cath sat in the car watching dark figures exchange subdued handshakes and polite embraces on the steps of the church under an overcast sky.

‘There’s Lauren,’ Nel said as her sister came around the side path with Steve and the kids trailing behind her, wearing a tight navy suit with heels and a wide-brimmed hat. She looked like she was going to the Melbourne Cup. Nel looked down at her black jumpsuit and ankle boots, wondering if she was under-dressed.

‘We should go in, I suppose,’ Cath said.

Nel gave her a nod, steeling herself, and unclicked her seatbelt. This would all be over soon.

Dust particles danced in shafts of sunlight that beamed through the stained-glass windows overhead as Nel and Cath made their way down the long aisle towards Rob’s coffin. The pews on either side were full. Nel kept her eyes on the carpet. It was the colour of a glass of merlot with the light behind it. A rich dark red. Had it not been changed in the sixteen years since Maddie was buried? She was certain it was the same colour back then.

She slid into the front row beside her mum as the heavy wooden doors were closed with a clunk that echoed through the church, sending a hush over the congregation. Nel reached for the booklet that sat on the ledge in front of the pew. A ripple of emotion rose up inside her at the sight of her father’s face, his smile wide, the late afternoon light catching his hair giving him a warm glow.

There was a heavy silence as Poppy and the boys placed special gifts on the coffin, one by one. Poppy’s was a photo in a silver frame. In it, she stood behind her grandpa, her arms around his neck, their faces cheek to cheek. She placed it carefully in front of the wildflower arrangement, which had been selected by Lauren. Leo, who loved surfing like Rob, gave him a block of Mrs Palmer’s wax, which he positioned next to the photo. When Nel asked him later why he chose it, he’d said, ‘Because the waves are always good in heaven and you get to surf whenever you want to.’ Little Archie had chosen a beloved Lego Star Wars spaceship that Rob had helped him build the Christmas before.

Once they’d given their gifts, the boys squeezed past to sit between Lauren and Steve, but Poppy sat next to Nel and felt for her hand as an organ rang out. The congregation struggled through a hymn Nel didn’t know.

An elderly priest with jowly cheeks addressed the congregation. ‘We come together today to celebrate the life of our beloved husband, father, friend and trusted doctor, Robert Foley,’ he said in a deep monotone, ‘to give thanks for the times we shared, and to bless him and commit him to the hands of God.’

Poppy looked at Nel and smiled weakly, then turned her eyes back to the priest. Tears slowly trickled down her flushed cheeks.

Nel looked at the coffin again. It was large—Rob was six foot one—and made of dark glossy mahogany. So different from the small white one that had sat in the same place sixteen years before. That day, the church had also been packed full. Fragments of memories flashed in Nel’s mind. Flannel flowers. ‘Amazing Grace’, sorrowful and stirring. Faye’s face contorted in pain, her knees weak.

‘I’d like to invite the Honourable Geoffrey Marshall MP to speak to us about Rob’s life,’ the priest said.

Geoff appeared from somewhere behind her, buttoning the jacket of his navy suit as he walked up the steps to the lectern and took his time to adjust the microphone. Nel could sense the congregation lean in.

She was so used to seeing him on TV that it was strange to see him in person. In recent years he’d become the media’s go-to politician for a pithy soundbite against anything progressive. Immigration policy. Climate change. Trans rights. Nel didn’t agree with his politics, but he’d been a loyal friend to her father.

He looked up and spoke steadily. ‘Robert Foley was a great man …’ He paused for effect. ‘And it was an honour to call him my friend.’

His delivery was that of a seasoned politician, the cadences mastered over a long career in the public eye. Maddie used to impersonate him, exaggerating the pauses, the emphasis, imitating the lectures he gave whenever she was in trouble, which was often. Nel felt the sudden urge to laugh bubble up inside her and she bit her top lip, trying to block out Geoff Marshall’s voice. What the hell was wrong with her?

When the feeling passed, she looked in the direction where he’d been sitting, a couple of rows back on the other side, searching for Faye. Finding her profile, Nel watched her, sitting motionless, eyes downcast. As though she could sense Nel’s gaze, she looked up and their eyes met. For a moment, it was like they were connected by an invisible thread across the church.

Nel was about to turn away when she noticed Ryan Warner sitting behind Faye. His small dark eyes met hers, a slight smirk playing on his lips. Her skin prickled all over.

*

Nel sat in the middle seat, sandwiched between two Warner boys, watching Maddie’s hand caress Ryan’s thigh as he drove. Green-grey scrub flashed past the car window. How much further out was this place? Maddie had made it sound like it was just out of town. Nel flattened herself against the seat as Dylan leaned across her to take a handful of hot chips from the carton on Lachie’s lap.

She shouldn’t have come. She didn’t even like parties, but Maddie had begged. ‘Please, Nellie?’ she’d said, putting her hands together in prayer beneath her chin and making puppy-dog eyes. ‘Mum won’t let me go unless you come too.’ Nel was powerless to say no to Maddie.

It had been three weeks since Maddie had kissed Ryan Warner at the end-of-season party at the surf club and they’d been inseparable ever since. Faye was struggling with her fourteen-year-old daughter being in a relationship with a Year 11 boy. Nel had overheard Faye telling her own mum that she didn’t know why Maddie couldn’t find a boyfriend her own age.

Cath had reassured Faye. ‘At least he’s from a good family,’ she’d said.

Maddie had laughed when Nel relayed the conversation. ‘Have you seen Year 8 boys?’ she’d said, sticking a finger down her throat, pretending to gag.

Nel shifted position, trying to make herself smaller, but Lachie just let his knee lean further against hers. The car started to slow as Ryan turned onto a dirt road and stopped at a farm gate.

‘Can you do the honours?’ Ryan said to Maddie, who unclipped her seatbelt and jumped out. She pushed open the gate, then put one hand on her hip and playfully waved them through with the other, her striking red hair cascading over her shoulders. The engine idled as she shut the gate.

As she reached the car and put out a hand to open the passenger door, the car lurched forward.

‘Ryan!’ she exclaimed, running to catch up with the car.

Lachie and Dylan cracked up. Ryan sniggered, watching her in the rear-view mirror as she approached the car.

When she reached out to open the door, he hit the accelerator again. Dylan hooted. Lachie threw his head back, laughing. Nel turned around to look at Maddie. She was walking this time, smiling good-naturedly. When she reached for the handle, the car lurched forward again.

‘Ryan!’

He did it twice more. Lachie clutched his stomach as though he was in pain from laughing. Maddie’s smile had dropped slightly. Her arms hung by her sides. As she approached the car for the fifth time, Nel willed him not to do it again, but again, the car lurched forward.

‘Stop it, Ryan!’ Nel said. ‘It’s not funny.’ Her tone was sharper than intended.

‘Oh great, the fun police are here,’ he muttered.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Dylan said, wiping tears from his eyes. ‘It’s just a fucking joke.’

As Maddie approached the car again, Ryan’s eyes met Nel’s in the rear-view mirror. He held her gaze as he did it again. Nel’s eyes felt hot. She pinched the back of her hand and told herself not to cry. She would never live that down.

The next time, he let Maddie in.

She punched his tanned bicep playfully. ‘Bloody hell, Ryan!’

‘You know what I like about you, Maddie?’ he said. ‘You know how to take a joke.’

He kissed her on the mouth. Nel looked down at the carpet between her knees.

Lachie threw the empty chip carton at Ryan’s head. ‘Knock it off, mate!’

Ryan tossed it over his shoulder.

As he drove off, Maddie’s hand was once again caressing his thigh.

*

Nel shifted on the hard wooden pew and tried to refocus on Geoff’s speech, but she was rattled by the memory. She thought of Sophie. Was she here too?

‘So thank you, Rob,’ Geoff went on, ‘for your wonderful conversation, your offbeat sense of humour, your listening ear, your wise counsel, and your unwavering support and friendship over the years. I’m sure I speak on behalf of everyone here when I say … thank you.’ He looked at the coffin. ‘Godspeed, Rob.’ He lowered his head and walked back to his seat.

Nel was desperate to look back at Ryan—to see if she was imagining the smirk and whether Sophie was by his side—but she didn’t dare. Lauren was reading now. Nel zoned in on the words of the poem, trying to think of her father instead of Ryan Warner.

‘Death is nothing at all,’ Lauren read. ‘It does not count. I have only slipped away into the next room. Nothing has happened.’

Nel felt a rush of heat in her body. Death is nothing at all? Tell that to Faye and Geoff. Maddie wasn’t in the next room, she was gone, and now Nel’s father was gone too. She thought about what Lauren had said, that she’d made herself into a fugitive. It wasn’t true. She’d done nothing to deserve the hand she was dealt. She’d had no choice but to leave, and now she was basically a stranger.

She turned around again and looked at Ryan. She could see a lock of blonde hair by his side, but if it was Sophie, her face was obscured by a large man sitting in front. Ryan’s eyes met Nel’s again. This time she stared him down, pinning him with her glare until everything but his dark eyes was a blur. Until he looked away.

‘All is well. Nothing is hurt, nothing is lost,’ Lauren read. ‘One brief moment and all will be as it was before. How we shall laugh at the trouble of parting when we meet again!’

Nel bristled at the idiotic sentiment as Lauren walked solemnly back to her seat.

After a final blessing, the priest asked the family to come forward to escort the coffin from the church. Nel walked by her mother’s side, behind the coffin, eyes down as they made their way up the aisle.

She squinted in the glare as they stepped outside and stood to one side, watching the mourners spilling from the church doors onto the steps. She scanned for Ryan but couldn’t see him, thank god. She was bracing herself for the inevitable encounters with people from her past when a familiar face appeared.

‘Hey there, old friend,’ Jimmy said, dark eyes shining.

Tears welled in her eyes as he pulled her into a hug, her face pressed against the collar of his jacket.

‘You did good, sweetheart,’ he said when they parted. ‘That was tough.’

She nodded, looking at him through tears. He’d changed since she’d last seen him, but that must be over a decade ago, she realised now, when their paths had crossed in Sydney. He seemed taller, although maybe it was actually that he was broader, more solid. His curls were just as she remembered them, but his easy smile was now on the tanned face of a man, rather than a boy.

‘I got you something,’ he said, putting his hand in his pocket and pulling out a Caramello Koala. He’d first given her one the day after she ran from history and hid in the toilets. When she’d arrived in class, wishing she was invisible, he’d slipped the chocolate onto her desk.

She took the small yellow packet, shaking her head. ‘Please tell me you’re coming to the wake?’

‘Wouldn’t miss it.’

She exhaled. It would be bearable if he was there. Just.

Nearby, an undertaker spoke to Lauren, pointing to his watch. Nel looked back at Jimmy. ‘It’s just the family going to the burial, so I’ll see you there soon.’

The priest shuffled forward as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Behind him, the sea was a cold grey. Nel shivered, crossing her arms tightly against the bracing wind. Lauren, who stood beside her in a full-length puffer, gave Nel’s woefully inadequate leather jacket a withering look, then she took off her woollen scarf and passed it to her. Nel took it gratefully, wrapping it twice around her neck so that it covered her chin.

‘In the name of God, the merciful Father, we commit the body of Robert John Foley to the peace of the grave.’

They threw handfuls of dirt onto the coffin as a kookaburra laughed raucously in a gum tree overhead.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 14

Nel pulled into an empty space at the surf club car park and cut the engine, but she and Cath just sat there, motionless. The ocean churned, the colour of steel, under a heavy sky. Cath stared out to sea, but Nel suspected she wasn’t seeing it at all.

An elderly couple walked across the car park towards the building, their bodies bent into the wind. Nel had seen the man at the clinic the day before. His long white hair, which had been carefully combed over his bald crown the previous day, was standing up like a sail, caught by a strong gust of wind.

She looked back at her mother. ‘You okay, Mum?’

Cath gave her a resolute nod as Lauren appeared at her window and opened the door.

‘Coming?’ she asked.

Cath sighed heavily and unclipped her seatbelt.

‘You go ahead,’ Nel said. ‘I’ll come in a minute.’

As the door closed behind Cath, Nel leaned back against the headrest, relieved to be alone for the first time all day. She looked at the building, picturing all the Carrinya locals inside eating chicken and celery finger sandwiches. People she’d spent the last four days—and sixteen years—trying to avoid.

She closed her eyes, remembering the scene during those three days when Maddie was missing, when the surf club was the headquarters of the unofficial search. Crowds of people reporting for duty. Roy Warner with a megaphone and a clipboard, corralling people into teams, assigning them sections of coastline. The unrelenting thrum of the search and rescue helicopter overhead.

*

‘What are we doing here?’ Nel asked, as her father pulled up in front of the surf club. She felt drained after the police interview. Depleted. She thought of her bed, craving the respite of sleep.

‘Let’s see if they need some help,’ he said.

Nel could see a crowd of people in front of the building. Ryan’s stepmum sat at a trestle table as though she was manning the desk at a school fundraiser.

‘What are they all doing here?’ Nel whispered.

‘Searching for Maddie. Roy Warner’s got people walking in groups.’

‘What? Walking? Walking where?’

‘Along sections of the coastline, around lagoons and estuaries.’

Nel noticed the perfect ponytail of Jen Henry among the volunteers, talking with one of her Mean Girl friends. What was she doing here? She didn’t even like Maddie!

Nel felt sick. ‘I want to go home.’

‘I know this is hard, Nellie, but it’s best to keep busy.’

She unbuckled her seatbelt with a sigh.

There was a charge in the air. Not quite excitement, but something like it. People stood in tight groups that buzzed with conversation. Smoke rose from a barbecue where Mr Elliot, the tech teacher, was turning sausages.

‘They’re having a sausage sizzle?’ Nel muttered as they walked towards the building.

‘People have to eat.’

‘It’s weird.’

As they approached, conversations stopped abruptly. Eyes glanced sideways at her, then away again. Word must have got around that she’d been taken to the station. Rob put a hand on her back and steered her to the table where Mrs Warner sat.

He cleared his throat. ‘We wanted to offer our help.’

She gave Nel a pitiful smile. ‘Yes, of course. There’s a group about to head up to Shark Bay if you’d like to join them?’ She gestured to the group of walkers nearby, wearing daypacks and runners.

‘Shark Bay?’ Nel asked. That was a thirty-minute drive north. Why would Maddie be there? What did they think had happened?

‘Tom Taylor’s been looking at the tide charts and he thinks her bod—’ She paused, grimacing. ‘Well, he thinks that if—’ She stopped again and looked at Rob for help.

‘They’re exploring every possibility,’ he said.

Tears welled in Nel’s eyes. ‘I just want to go home,’ she said, her voice cracking.

*

The function room was vibrating with conversation when Nel reached the entrance. The low murmurs and serious faces were gone now, replaced with bright eyes and laughter, fuelled by the open bar. She caught sight of her old drama teacher Mr Scott on the far side of the room, talking with a woman she recognised vaguely. Another teacher. Mrs Watson? Wilson? God, did no one leave this place? She thought of the brown brick building of Carrinya High. How did they stand it? Decade after decade at the same place, doing the same thing.

Lauren appeared by her side. Nel had never been so pleased to see her.

‘I’ll get drinks,’ Lauren announced, vanishing again in the direction of the bar before Nel had time to stop her, leaving her standing alone again.

Where was Jimmy? She scanned the crowd. Her mum was by the window, talking with Geoff Marshall. Roy Warner stood with a group of men in suits and ties, the overhead lights reflecting off his completely bald head. Lachie was on his dad’s left, a fatter version of Ryan, nodding along as Roy held court. Her eyes were drawn to a tall man with thinning hair. Her chest tightened. Was that Troy Farris? She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t see Ryan but he would be here too, somewhere.

God. This was a nightmare. Nel took a deep breath, trying to shake the unsettling realisation that she was an outcast at her own father’s funeral. Where was Lauren? What was taking her so long? She moved her head from side to side, searching for her sister’s smooth, ash-blonde head, and spotted her deep in conversation with Jen Henry, of all people, and a bunch of women Nel recognised from school. She was fighting the urge to leave when Jimmy appeared in front of her, a glass of champagne in his outstretched hand.

She felt her shoulders drop with relief as she took the glass. ‘Is the entire population of Carrinya here?’

‘Popular man, your dad,’ he said.

She took a large sip, but it did little to take the edge off. ‘I can’t face this, but I can’t leave.’

‘Then let’s hide.’ He took her elbow and guided her to a high table in a small annexe off one side of the room.

‘To your dad.’ He clinked his glass against hers.

Warmth spread through her. What a relief it was to have a friend here.

‘You look good, Jimmy,’ she said, studying his face. ‘Kind of the same but different.’

He laughed. ‘You too. I like the hair. Suits you.’

Nel smiled and ran a hand through her long fringe. ‘I can’t believe you’re back here. What’s it like?’

‘Being back? Not so bad. Quieter than Wollongong obviously, but I’m enjoying it.’

‘Really?’ She’d seen him on the news, speaking at press conferences about a high-profile missing child case. How could police work in Carrinya compare with that? ‘I thought you were killing it in Wollongong.’

A shadow crossed his face. ‘I needed a change … so when a general duties position came up back here, I took it.’ He shrugged, took a sip of his beer. ‘It’s a step backwards. I’m still getting used to wearing a uniform again, but a detective role will come up in Mount Clare sooner or later.’

Nel nodded as though it made perfect sense. ‘Did your wife come back with you or …’

‘No, no she’s … still in Wollongong.’ He swallowed, visibly uncomfortable. ‘What about you? Married? Engaged?’

She held up her left hand to show her bare ring finger. ‘I was with someone for a while in Dublin, but that’s over now.’

‘What happened?’

‘It wasn’t serious.’ She took a sip of her drink. ‘At least, I didn’t think it was serious, but then he went and proposed, completely out of the blue. He had a ring and everything.’

‘Sounds like a real bastard,’ Jimmy said with a lopsided smile. ‘So that was it?’

‘Pretty much. We’d never talked about marriage. It felt very … presumptuous, I suppose.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, I’d finished my GP training, so after that happened it felt like the right time to come back to Australia.’

‘What a pair of losers we are.’ He raised his glass even though it was empty. ‘Cheers to us.’ They clinked their glasses. ‘Another one?’

‘I’ll have a beer instead.’ She watched him walk through the crowd to the bar with an easy confidence he’d lacked when he was younger.

Her eyes were drawn to Sophie Warner who stood with her back to the wall, looking at her phone. Nel scanned for Ryan again and found him nearby, talking intently to an elderly lady who was gazing at him like a beloved grandson. He wore a checked shirt and a suit jacket with beige pants, just like he did in the photos on his Facebook page, his short hair gelled to one side.

She looked back at Sophie. Why was she alone? She must know plenty of people here. Nel thought of the look on Sophie’s face, the spasm of pain as she leaned on her wrist at the end of the appointment.

‘Do you ever get called to the Warners’ place?’ Nel asked Jimmy when he returned from the bar.

He followed her line of sight. ‘Ryan Warner’s place?’

‘Yeah.’

He shook his head. ‘What for?’

She hesitated, debating whether to share her suspicions. What did she actually know? Nothing, really. Maybe Sophie did fall off a bar stool.

‘Just curious.’ She took a sip of her beer. ‘So has Carrinya started to feel like home again?’

He rubbed his stubbled cheek. ‘It’s home for now. I’m trying not to plan too far ahead. If Dad manages to sell his business, they’ll move north and there’ll be no reason for me to stay.’ He smiled playfully. ‘Although now that my old friend is back in town, who knows.’

Nel smiled and shook her head. ‘Enjoy it while it lasts, buddy. I’m getting out of here as soon as we have a locum.’
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Chapter 15

Sophie sipped her lemonade and shifted from one foot to the other, trying to ease the spot where her right shoe was rubbing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn heels. She checked the time on her phone. Five to three. The school bell would ring in five minutes. Ryan was talking with Brett Draper, one of the dads from Charlie’s class, who had mentioned his wife was pregnant with twins. They were outgrowing their little cottage, he said.

Ryan’s eyes had that spark they got when he was chasing a listing, although they were a little glazed now too because he’d been drinking. These days he only drank when it was necessary for ‘rapport-building purposes’. Some people don’t trust a non-drinker, according to Ryan. Sophie rubbed the sore spot on her wrist. He’d been at Drifters with a client the night he’d kicked the bar stool.

He was almost finished his beer. His third. Hopefully they could go soon. So far she’d managed to avoid an encounter with Nel Foley, but the longer they stayed, the harder that would be.

Sophie took a sip of her drink, trying to settle the nausea in her stomach. She hadn’t mentioned the doctor’s appointment to Ryan. There just hadn’t been the right moment. She’d told herself it was fine, that she hadn’t actually lied, but the more time that passed, the more it felt like she’d done something deceptive.

It would have been fine if Ryan hadn’t announced, that morning, that they were going to the funeral. She wasn’t sure why he wanted her to go, but she suspected it was meant to communicate something to Nel Foley. A show of power, perhaps. Asserting his position here in Carrinya, even at her own father’s funeral.

She’d spent the whole day feeling slightly sick about the possibility of bumping into Nel, who would have no reason not to mention Harvey’s appointment. Sophie checked her whereabouts again, pleased to see that she was still sitting with Jimmy Galatas in the little area off the side of the main room.

She went to Ryan’s side, hoping to plant the idea that they should go. He glanced at her, eyebrows raised.

‘The kids will be home soon,’ she said as Brett returned with two schooners. Ryan drained his glass and took the new beer.

‘One for the road,’ he said, knocking his glass against Brett’s a little too forcefully.

As Brett changed the subject to Donald Trump, Sophie looked back at Nel. She’d expected to dislike her, before the appointment yesterday. She’d assumed Nel would be pretentious and uptight like her sister, but she wasn’t at all. She was sweet with Harvey, who’d inherited his father’s distrust of doctors, and there was nothing perky or cheerful about her. Sophie couldn’t stand people like that. ‘We need to go,’ Ryan said twenty minutes later, as though she was the one who was reluctant to leave.

He took her hand and led her through the crowded room towards the exit.

‘I need a leak,’ he said, when they reached the entrance foyer, dropping her hand and disappearing down the corridor towards the bathrooms.

Sophie reached for her phone. It was almost three thirty. The kids would be home by now. She didn’t like leaving them home alone. Charlie was so moody these days, so quick to lose his temper with the younger ones.

‘Sophie!’

She looked up, inhaling sharply.

‘Nel, hi!’ Her heart raced as she glanced up the corridor to see Ryan walking towards them. She looked back at Nel. ‘It was a beautiful service.’

‘Thank you,’ Nel said with a sad smile. ‘How’s Harvey?’

‘Much better today, thanks. He’s back at school.’

‘Oh good, I’m glad to hear that,’ Nel said, as Ryan reached Sophie’s side. His dark eyes moved between Nel and Sophie, his lips pressed into a thin line. Sophie willed Nel to stop talking about Harvey.

‘The little ones tend to bounce back quickly,’ Nel added.

‘This is my husband, Ryan,’ Sophie said, trying to steer the conversation away from Harvey. She met Ryan’s stare and swallowed. ‘This is Nel Foley,’ she added, although they needed no introduction.

He raised his eyebrows, demanding an explanation.

‘Nel and I met yesterday at the library’—her mouth felt dry—‘when I took Harvey to get some new books.’

A fleeting frown crossed Nel’s face, then she nodded. ‘It’s great to see a kid who loves reading.’

‘It is.’ Ryan held Nel’s gaze for a moment too long, then turned to Sophie. ‘We’ve got to go.’

‘Nice to see you again,’ Sophie said to Nel. Ryan was already walking out the door. Her heart raced as she hurried after him, sensing his disapproval from his gait, the slam of his car door.

When she reached the car, she steadied herself and looked back at Nel, who was still standing in the foyer, staring back at her.
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Chapter 16

‘There’s a couple of prescription requests here, doll, when you have a moment.’ Viv passed Nel two Post-it notes. ‘And one of the locum interviews has been cancelled. He took a job somewhere else apparently.’

Nel sighed. ‘Really?’ She looked over at her next patient, who was watching her instead of scrolling mindlessly on his phone like people usually did. An uneasy feeling came over her. She turned her attention back to Viv and the locum. At this rate, she would never get out of here. ‘Can we line up a replacement?’

‘Trust me, I’m working on it,’ Viv said.

Nel turned back to the patient. ‘Trent?’

He pushed his floppy hair out of his face and nodded.

‘Have a seat,’ she said when they reached the consult room. ‘I’m—’

‘Penelope Foley.’

She frowned. ‘Nel, actually. Nel Foley.’ She studied his face as he sat down. Should she recognise him? He was about her age. Early thirties. Handsome in a dishevelled way.

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ She swallowed. ‘How can I help?’

Her heart raced as he reached into the side pocket of a worn leather laptop bag. He obviously wasn’t here as a patient. He passed her a business card.

TRENT DONOHUE. Investigative Journalist.

A knot formed in her stomach. ‘Look, whatever it is you want, I don’t have time for it.’

‘I just want a couple of minutes.’

She was irritated now. ‘This is a medical practice. Unless you need a doctor, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

He didn’t move. ‘I’ll pay for the appointment,’ he said as if that was the point.

Nel’s mind raced as she considered her options. She needed to know what he was working on.

‘Let’s make this quick then. What do you want from me?’

‘I’m writing a profile piece about Geoff Marshall for The Weekend Magazine.’

A lump formed in her throat.

‘Obviously it will cover the death of his daughter.’

‘Isn’t it …’ Her voice faltered. ‘Isn’t it old news?’

‘There’s a lot of new interest in the story. If the conservatives win the election and Geoff Marshall wins his seat, he’ll be the Deputy Prime Minister.’

She sighed. Why couldn’t Maddie’s father be an accountant or a schoolteacher? Something ordinary, anonymous.

‘What story though?’ She hoped he couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice. ‘There is no story. It was just an accident. A terrible, tragic accident.’

‘The thing is … I don’t think you really believe that.’

‘Why does it matter what I believe?’

‘You must have a theory. What do you think happened?’

Nel shook her head. ‘I’ve been trying to put this behind me for sixteen years.’

There was a charged silence as he waited for her to say more.

‘I’m writing this story,’ he said eventually, ‘with or without your cooperation.’

‘I just can’t go back there.’

‘Then you’ll continue to be a suspect.’

A bolt of rage shot through her and she stood up. How dare he come in here and ambush her while she was working.

‘You need to go,’ she said, opening the door.

He thanked her for her time and started down the corridor, but then he turned back to face her.

‘Oh, there’s one other thing.’ He spoke as though it had slipped his mind, but it felt like an act. ‘I understand you told the police about a missing ring?’

Shit. How did he know that?

Nel held his gaze, but she was rattled now. ‘I don’t know anything about that. Have a good afternoon.’

She’d regained her composure quickly, but maybe not quickly enough.

He studied her for a long moment. ‘You too,’ he said with a nod.
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Chapter 17

Nel waited until Trent was gone to call her next patient, but the waiting room was empty.

‘Sorry, doll, we’ve had a few cancellations,’ said Viv.

‘A few?’

‘That’s it for the day.’

Nel frowned. There were meant to be three more appointments. There had been a couple of cancellations earlier too. ‘Why?’ she asked, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Viv raised her open hands. ‘It happens, doll. Things come up.’

Nel bit her thumb nail, sensing Viv wasn’t telling her the whole truth. ‘It’s because of me, isn’t it? Word’s got around that it’s me and people don’t want to come.’

Viv opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again.

‘I’m right, aren’t I?’

Viv reached out and squeezed her hand.

Nel let out a little laugh. ‘I don’t believe this.’

‘You get some funny people in towns like this.’

Nel sighed. ‘We might as well knock off early then, I guess.’

She went back to her consult room and sat with her head in her hands, trembling with rage. She couldn’t live like this anymore. For two years after Maddie died, she’d endured whispers and rumours, and for the last fourteen she’d imagined them. Now she was back and it was clear that her worst fears were correct. People still suspected she had something to do with her best friend’s death.

Hot fury swelled inside her. This was her home! A home is somewhere you’re meant to feel safe. Instead she felt misunderstood. Ashamed. Riddled with guilt for something she didn’t do. She thought about leaving, just getting in her car and driving out of town, but she’d tried that. It wouldn’t work.

She stood up, energised by her anger. It felt like electricity was zipping through her veins. Enough was enough. The only way to fix this was to uncover the truth.

She took a shaky breath, impatient to get started. Where though? Her eyes landed on the filing cabinets in the corner of the room. What was in there? Patient files? The spark of an idea took hold as Viv appeared at the door with her bag on her shoulder.

‘You okay?’

Nel gave her a nod.

‘It’ll blow over,’ Viv added, although she didn’t sound convinced.

‘I guess.’

Viv turned to go.

Nel wasn’t convinced either, but it didn’t matter anymore. She was taking matters into her own hands. ‘Hey, Viv?’

She reappeared at the door.

‘I just had a question about the patient records.’ She tried to keep her tone casual. ‘We’ll need to have them in order for the sale. When did Dad switch to digital files?’

‘Gosh.’ Viv scratched her head and made a thinking face. ‘Must have been around 2015. He resisted it for years. I had to drag him kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century.’

Nel smiled.

‘Anyway, we got there eventually. Better late than never! Have a nice night, doll. Don’t stay too long.’

As soon as she heard the front door close, Nel opened the filing cabinet, but it was full of stationery, pathology forms, spare rolls for the fax machine. She went out to reception and scanned the cluttered desk. It seemed Viv was just as disorganised as Rob. Her in-tray contained a large collection of documents. Faded Post-it notes adorned the monitor, curling at the edges. The top drawer was a jumbled mess of pens, paperclips, highlighters, batteries, hair ties and breath mints.

She pushed open a sliding door to reveal a small storeroom. On her left, open shelves were lined with boxes of swabs, blue sheets, syringes. A tall metal cabinet stood on the opposite wall. She pulled out the squeaky drawers, hoping to see manila files, but it was full of forms that looked years out of date.

She closed the drawers and sighed. Where would the paper files be? She bit her nail as a thought occurred to her. Legally, they were only required to keep adult patient files for seven years. Children’s files had to be retained until the patient turned twenty-five, but Maddie would have passed that milestone years before, if she had lived that long. It was possible that her file had been destroyed.

Possible, but unlikely, Nel decided, based on the borderline hoarding tendencies she’d observed in her father’s consult room. The paper files that pre-dated 2015 must be somewhere. Where though? She thought of a closed door down the hallway, past the kitchen. Could they be there?

Dust tickled her nose and she sneezed twice as she opened the door. It had the stale smell of a room that didn’t get used much. Promising. She felt the wall by the door for the light switch. A fluorescent light flashed overhead, then again, then strong white light illuminated the space.

Yes! The walls were lined with metal shelves that reached the ceiling, filled with hundreds of manila folders labelled with coloured tags. On the top shelf were a dozen cardboard archive boxes. If Maddie’s file still existed, surely it would be here somewhere.

There were thousands of files. Where to start? She pulled a few off at random to work out the system. After a few minutes she located the M’s and flicked through them, silently thanking Viv for painstakingly alphabetising the files.

Marriott. Marsden. Marsh. Marshall. Yes! She held her breath. David Marshall. Faye Marshall. Gemma Marshall. Geoffrey Marshall. Madeline Marshall. There it was! She pulled it out, marvelling at it as though it was a precious artefact.

She knelt down on the dusty carpet and opened the file on the floor. She picked up each piece of paper in turn, studied it, then placed it face down on the left side of the open folder. Vaccination records. Prescriptions for penicillin, amoxicillin. Handwritten notes in her father’s hand. All typical of a child’s medical file. Nothing of interest. Her optimism was fading when she reached a page dated 18 October 2010. Two days before Maddie disappeared! Her father had scrawled a few words that she struggled to decipher: Fatigue something something mother something viral. Glandular?

The next page was fax paper. Nel’s heart pounded as she realised what she was looking at. These were blood test results, dated 22 October 2010. The day before Maddie’s body was found. She skimmed the page, not sure what she was looking for, but then she found it. Maddie’s hCG was 176,589 mIU/ml. She was pregnant.

‘Shit,’ Nel whispered, her mind racing. Beta hCG was an imprecise measure of weeks of gestation, but Maddie’s hormone level meant she was most likely between ten and fourteen weeks pregnant when the test was done. That put conception sometime between mid-July and early August.

Nel leaned back against the shelf, reeling. All these years she’d suspected there was more to Maddie’s death. Now she had proof.

She reached for her phone and typed a message: Can we meet up? I need to talk to you asap.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 18

Sophie leaned on the kitchen bench, listening to the hum of the kettle and voices in the lounge room where Ryan and the boys were watching the Raiders game. Jasmine was drawing at the kitchen table. Another dragon. Her forehead was creased with intense concentration as she outlined its scales with a gold pen. Her teacher, Miss Clyde, had called that afternoon to discuss what she referred to as ‘Jasmine’s increasing isolation’. Apparently she was spending her lunchtimes alone in the library.

‘How’s school, Jazzie?’ Sophie asked. Light. Casual.

‘Good.’ She didn’t look up from the drawing.

‘Who are you hanging out with these days?’

Jaz shrugged and sat back to study the drawing. She clicked her tongue, then turned the page ninety degrees and started touching up the tail.

‘Jaz?’

She didn’t answer. She was leaning forward, close to the page, biting her top lip as she drew. Was she avoiding the question? Or was she so absorbed in her drawing that she didn’t hear it?

‘Come on! Come on!’ Ryan shouted.

‘Yessss!’ exclaimed Charlie.

Harvey hooted.

Sophie craned her neck to see them through the doorway. They were all up on their feet. The Raiders must have scored a try. Hopefully they would win. Things were better when they won.

‘You bloody legend!’ Ryan said, high-fiving his sons who beamed back at him.

Sophie smiled to herself as she reached for the kettle. She loved nights like this when everything was exactly as she’d imagined it would be.

Ryan’s good mood tonight was a welcome surprise. He’d been on edge ever since their encounter with Nel at the wake the day before. He’d interrogated Sophie the whole way home. Why was Nel at the library? Why did they talk to each other? How did she know Harvey was sick? Sophie had done her best to supply satisfactory answers while Ryan glared out the windscreen, clenching his jaw.

The kettle clicked off. Sophie poured water into the mugs, then glanced at the calendar to check what was on this weekend. What was the date? The seventh? She looked at the square for Saturday, noting the little P she put in the corner to keep track of her period. It also said, Charlie soccer semi-final.

She frowned. That was last week. Charlie, the goalie, had dived to stop the opposition from equalising in the final moments to secure the win. Today must be the fifteenth. How did a whole week pass in the blink of an eye?

Looking at the right Saturday now, she saw that she’d written Charlie—Leo’s party 3 pm. Damn. She’d forgotten about that. He would need to take a present, but her allowance was gone.

She looked back at the little P written in blue biro on last Saturday. Was her period due a week ago? That couldn’t be right. She must have the date wrong. She flipped back to July and located the previous P, then counted four weeks forward. No, she hadn’t made a mistake.

Her period was late.
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Chapter 19

Nel walked briskly through the desolate streets, pulling her leather jacket across her body against the icy wind, mind reeling as she tried to make sense of her discovery. Was this Ryan’s child? It had to be, didn’t it? There was no one else.

She cast her mind back, trying to remember the timing of things. Conception would have been sometime in late July or early August, but Ryan had called the relationship off by then, hadn’t he?

*

Nel stood behind Faye in the hall as she knocked gently on Maddie’s closed door.

‘Maddie?’ A pause. ‘Nel’s here.’

There was no reply. Maddie hadn’t been at school all week but the news had travelled quickly. Ryan Warner had dumped Maddie Marshall on Sunday night. Nel’s calls and messages had gone unanswered. When Faye rang that afternoon and asked her to try to talk to Maddie, Nel wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but she went anyway. She’d stopped at the mini-mart on the way to pick up a Sara Lee frozen cheesecake. Maddie’s favourite.

Faye knocked again. ‘Maddie?’

Still nothing.

Nel bit her nail as Faye pushed open the door and gestured for her to enter.

‘Maddie?’ Nel whispered.

The room was dark. Her eyes took a moment to adjust. There was a sigh and movement as Maddie rolled over to face the wall. Nel sat on the side of the bed.

‘Are you okay?’

Maddie sniffed.

‘I heard about … you know …’ God, what was the right thing to say? Nel didn’t know. She’d never been in love. She’d never even had a boyfriend. ‘I brought cheesecake.’

Maddie rolled over and sat up. Her eyes were swollen.

Nel pulled the cake out of the cardboard box and passed Maddie one of the forks she’d taken from the kitchen drawer before she’d left home. Maddie took a forkful and put it in her mouth. They’d eaten half the cake before the words started tumbling out.

‘He said he needs space to focus on his HSC, but I don’t get why. It’s not like he’s going to uni. He’s just going to work for his dad at Warner Property.’ She put down the fork. ‘I feel sick.’ She groaned and lay back against the pillows.

‘You’re better off without him,’ Nel said, putting her own fork down.

‘I said I could give him space, but …’

‘Maybe it’s for the best.’ Nel paused to gauge Maddie’s response.

‘Why?’

‘You’re too good for him.’

‘If I’m so good, why doesn’t he want me?’

‘Cos he’s an idiot,’ Nel said. ‘He just dumped the best person he’ll ever meet and he doesn’t even know it.’

Maddie smiled. Relief washed over Nel. She’d said the right thing. ‘I never liked him,’ she added, ‘or his stupid brothers.’ It felt good to say what she really thought after spending so long keeping her opinions to herself, afraid that Maddie would choose Ryan over her.

‘You didn’t? Why not?’

‘It always felt like he was making fun of you.’

Maddie shrugged but didn’t deny it.

‘You’re better off without him, Maddie.’

*

Nel swore under her breath, contemplating her friend’s terrible predicament. Maddie was sixteen and pregnant with her ex-boyfriend’s child. And she couldn’t even confide in her best friend because Nel had made it clear she despised him.

God, how could she have been so stupid? After the break-up, she’d assumed everything would go back to the way it was before Ryan came on the scene, but Maddie’s heartbreak had morphed into an obsession. Everywhere they went, Ryan was there. It had taken Lauren to point out that Maddie was orchestrating these encounters.

‘You’ve got to tell Maddie to stop stalking Ryan,’ she’d said. ‘It’s embarrassing!’

Nel’s cheeks had burned at her own naivety. She told Maddie it had to stop. ‘He doesn’t want to be with you!’ she’d said, trying to get through to her friend. Pain had flashed in Maddie’s eyes and Nel wished she could take the words back. But the chance encounters didn’t stop. Maddie just dumped Nel for a new friend from the ice creamery, an emo girl in the year above.

Nel’s heart ached. She longed to go back and comfort her friend. Protect her. Tell her everything would be okay.

She stopped abruptly when she reached the wharf, taking in the sight of the old boatshed now transformed into a bar called Drifters. Festoon lights hung from the eaves, giving it an inviting glow.

Inside, cane furniture and bamboo pendant lights gave the space a tropical vibe. It was empty, just as Jimmy had assured her it would be when she’d insisted they meet somewhere quiet, away from the prying eyes of Carrinya locals.

Nel studied the blackboard over the unattended bar, noting the tourist prices. No wonder the place was empty. The locals must be up the road at the Grand, she supposed, with its sticky tables and happy-hour prices. She was starting to think they might not be open yet when an impossibly pale barmaid with a pink rinse in her hair wandered through the swinging doors.

‘Sorry, didn’t realise anyone was here,’ she mumbled. ‘What can I get you?’

Nel wondered if she might be anaemic and fought an urge to suggest a blood test. She ordered a nineteen-dollar glass of pinot and chose a table by the window. She gazed into the darkness outside, where she could just make out a whale-watching boat idle on its mooring, its ‘Next Cruise’ blackboard blank. Beyond that, Deception Bay was a black void.

She looked over as Jimmy entered. He gave her a nod and went to the bar. When he reached the table he greeted her with a kiss, his woody aftershave lingering as he sat down and clinked his glass against hers.

‘Cheers,’ he said. He took a sip of his beer and wiped froth from his top lip with the back of his hand. ‘What d’you think? Pretty trendy for Carrinya.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘If it wasn’t completely deserted, I’d feel like I was in Bondi. Have you been here much?’

‘A couple of times. They were getting a decent crowd while there were still some tourists around.’

‘It’s definitely a change of pace from Sydney.’

He laughed. ‘It’s a change of pace from Wollongong.’

She took a sip of wine. ‘What happened in Wollongong?’

‘Long story.’ He paused as though he was trying to work out where to start, or how much to tell her. ‘I was working on the Molly Peters case.’ He looked at her and she nodded. The tiny blonde girl’s photo had been at the top of every news bulletin for months after she disappeared from a school fete, her tiny face painted like a butterfly, fairy floss in hand. ‘We were making progress—I had some good leads—and then I got taken off the case, completely out of the blue. I’d got “too close to it” apparently, whatever that means.’

He ran a hand through his dark curls, then he leaned back and shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s not so bad here. The position comes with a cottage next door to the station so the commute’s a breeze.’ He gave her a smile. ‘To tell you the truth, it’s kind of nice to be dealing with stolen patio furniture instead of missing children, and I get to spend some time with my folks. What about you? Do you think Carrinya could be home again?’

‘Home? God no.’ She shook her head, rejecting the idea without a second thought.

Voices sounded and a young couple entered, hand in hand. Nel watched them walk to a nearby table. They were too young to recognise her but she lowered her voice anyway.

She looked back at Jimmy. ‘I am going to stay a bit longer though.’

‘I thought you couldn’t wait to leave?’

‘Something happened this afternoon.’ She glanced across at the young lovers but they only had eyes for each other. The barmaid must be out the back. Satisfied no one was listening, she told him about the visit from the journalist, Sophie’s wrist injury and her suspicions about Ryan. ‘Sophie didn’t tell him she’d taken Harvey to the doctor. She said we met at the library. She’s scared of him, Jimmy. He’s controlling her.’

Nel sipped her wine, recalling an article she’d read recently about how difficult it was to get convictions in coercive control cases.

‘Have you brought charges against anyone for coercive control yet?’ she asked. The new laws had only come into effect a year or so before.

Jimmy shook his head. ‘A lot of victims don’t report the behaviour because they’re terrified of what will happen when their partner finds out. Or they do report it but then their partner convinces them to drop the charges.’ Nel sighed as Jimmy went on. ‘The wrist might be the first physical assault. Some of these bastards spend years smashing plates and breaking furniture before it escalates into physical abuse.’

‘Does it always escalate?’

‘Usually.’

Nel thought of Sophie and her kids. What was happening in their home right now? Were they safe or scared?

‘There’s something else,’ she said. ‘I went through Maddie’s medical file.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘And?’

‘I didn’t expect to find anything, to be honest. I just thought it was a starting point, but I was wrong about that.’

‘What did you find?’

She leaned in and lowered her voice. ‘Blood test results from the week when she died. She went to see my dad about fatigue earlier that week. According to his barely legible notes, Faye thought she might have glandular fever. But she didn’t.’ A beat. ‘She was pregnant, Jimmy. Ten to fourteen weeks at the time of the test.’

‘Shit.’ His voice was almost a whisper.

Nel glanced around to check they weren’t being overheard. ‘I’ve made a decision.’ She wasn’t sure what he would think but she needed him. ‘I’m convinced Ryan Warner had something to do with Maddie’s death. For years I’ve pretended it doesn’t matter, that knowing won’t change anything, but now that I’m back here, I can’t accept that anymore. I hardly saw my dad for the last fourteen years because of what happened. And now there’s a journalist sniffing around planning to write god knows what. I’m an outcast in my own home, while Ryan Warner basically owns the place. It’s time to get justice for Maddie. And justice for Ryan Warner.’

Jimmy took a long sip. ‘The thing is …’ He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. ‘Solving cold cases is … difficult. Extremely difficult. Even for experienced detectives. There’s a good chance that you’ll get nowhere. Find nothing.’ He paused to let his warning sink in. ‘How will you cope with that? If that’s where you end up?’

‘At least I’ll know I tried.’ She felt her resolve strengthen. ‘Maddie was my best friend, Jimmy. I let her down. At the very least, I will have tried to make amends.’

He nodded. ‘You sure this won’t just bring everything back for you?’

‘It’s never left me. I hid from it for two years, then I ran from it for fourteen.’

‘You need to do this.’

She nodded.

‘Then you need to be careful.’

‘I will.’

‘I mean it. This is a small town. God knows what you’re wading into.’

‘I get it, Jimmy,’ she said firmly.

‘Okay.’ He leaned in. ‘So what’s your theory?’ There was curiosity in his eyes, like she hoped there would be.

‘I think she saw Ryan to talk about the pregnancy after I left her at the lighthouse. I think he killed her. Intentionally or accidentally, I don’t know, but I’m certain he had something to do with it.’

Jimmy looked out the window into the darkness, then back at Nel. ‘Tell me what you know about that night. What you know for sure.’
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Chapter 20

‘Officially, all we know is that Maddie disappeared sometime after I left her at the lighthouse lookout at eight thirty on Wednesday the twentieth of October, and that her body was found by surfers three days later, eight k’s south of town. But there’s definitely more to it than that.’

Nel gazed out the window, letting the memory come alive in her mind. She’d answered endless questions from O’Neill and Frisk in that bland interview room—her father an unwavering, unquestioning presence by her side—so it was strangely vivid.

‘Things had been weird between us for weeks,’ she began. Jimmy tilted his head to one side, listening. ‘Maddie had been really distant, then that night she sent me a message asking me to meet her at the lighthouse. I remember feeling relieved, that maybe our friendship was okay after all, so I told Mum some story about borrowing a textbook and went to meet her.

‘It was dark when I got there, but there was a huge moon so I could see that she’d been crying. I was about to ask her what was wrong when I saw that she was wearing the ring Ryan gave her. They’d broken up months before, so I asked why she was wearing the ring. She looked confused at first, like she’d forgotten she was wearing it.’

Jimmy frowned. ‘I’m kind of hazy on the timeline of Maddie and Ryan’s relationship.’

‘It started when Maddie was in Year 8 and Ryan was in Year 11. Poor Faye was beside herself about the age difference. They were together for about a year, but they broke up around Easter. I was … relieved.’

‘To have your best friend back?’

‘It was more than that. It wasn’t a good relationship. Ryan was … mean. He was always doing things to humiliate her. Little things, but they felt significant.’

She thought of the car door prank. She’d recounted that story to O’Neill and Frisk, trying to make them understand her concerns about Ryan, but in that cold interrogation room it had sounded trivial. Insignificant. A misguided joke, perhaps. Teenage boys having a laugh.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘they’d been broken up for roughly six months by the time she died. That’s why it was so strange that she was wearing the ring again.’

‘How did you know it was the same ring?’

‘It was an unusual design. Silver with a big black stone, onyx I think, with ornate silver clasps on each side. Apparently it had belonged to Ryan’s mother who died when he was really little.’

She looked back out the window, conjuring the scene at the lighthouse again. ‘So when I saw the ring I got really angry. I shouted at her, “Tell me you’re not back with him!”’ Nel pictured Maddie, twisting the ring with her fingers, eyes flashing with defiant tears. ‘She denied it, but I didn’t believe her. I said, “If you’re not back with him, then why are you wearing his ring?” But she just stood there.’

Nel took a steadying breath. ‘That was when I remembered seeing her in Ryan’s car—at least, I thought it was her—so I said, “I saw you with him. You were in his car.”’

‘When was that?’ Jimmy asked, leaning in.

‘I’m pretty sure it was the day before, on the Tuesday. I left school late after debating and I saw Ryan’s car in the distance. I thought I could see Maddie in the front seat.’ Nel had frozen on the spot as she watched them, straining her eyes to make out the figure in the passenger seat, almost certain it was Maddie. ‘I was bluffing. I thought she would deny it, but she didn’t. So I told her I was done with her, and then I left.’

‘You left her there alone?’ Jimmy asked.

She nodded, shame washing over her. She’d left Maddie there alone and run the six blocks home in the dark. Faye’s words rang in her ears. If it wasn’t for you she wouldn’t be dead.

‘So she never admitted that she was seeing him again?’ Jimmy asked.

Nel shook her head. ‘Why would she admit it to me, though? She knew what I thought of him. Some fishermen reported seeing his car there, around 9 pm I think it was.’

‘Was it confirmed that it was his car?’

‘No,’ Nel admitted. ‘But it was a bronze Commodore station wagon, so not a common colour. My understanding is that they brought Ryan in for questioning on the back of that eyewitness report, but apparently the fishermen had been drinking and there were some inconsistencies in what they said …’

‘And how do you know the ring was missing when her body was found?’

‘They brought me in for questioning again. They went over and over it. “How certain are you she was wearing the ring? Could you be mistaken? Maybe it was a different ring.” Over and over. But I wasn’t mistaken.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘And then the whole thing just got dropped. The coronial report called it an accidental death, and that was that.’

Jimmy drained his glass. ‘Another one?’

A few minutes later he returned with the drinks and some menus. The barmaid wandered over and picked up the empty glasses, giving them a half-hearted smile. Jimmy’s eyes tracked her as she walked to the bar then out the back, doors swinging behind her. The young couple had gone.

‘Do you think you could get a look at the case file?’ Nel asked.

He looked out the window into the darkness. ‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s possible, but I’d need approval from Frisk. I can definitely look up Ryan’s record though, see if there’s anything DV-related.’

‘Frisk?’ Nel’s skin prickled at the name. ‘He’s still around?’

‘He’s the region commander for Mount Clare LAC now.’

She narrowed her eyes at the unfamiliar acronym.

‘Local Area Command,’ Jimmy explained.

She nodded. They sat in silence for a few minutes.

‘You know you get a little furrow in your brow when you’re thinking?’ she said.

He scoffed. ‘I do not.’

‘Yeah you do.’ She laughed. ‘So what are you thinking?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘I was thinking about the pregnancy. You think the baby was definitely Ryan’s?’

‘Yeah, I do. She was completely infatuated with him. It was like no one else existed.’

‘Do you think she knew she was pregnant?’

Nel nodded. ‘She’d probably done a test. And even if she hadn’t, she would have missed a few periods so she must have suspected it. This could explain why she was talking with Ryan in his car earlier that week, and why she was wearing his ring again.’

Jimmy stared at the table, the thinking crease between his eyes. ‘Maybe she met Ryan after you left the lighthouse that night to tell him she wanted to keep the baby.’

Nel nodded. ‘If he didn’t want her to keep it, they might have argued. He might have got angry.’ She paused. ‘I wonder if Geoff and Faye knew about the pregnancy. It would have come up in the post-mortem, surely.’

‘The autopsy report will be in the case file,’ Jimmy said, staring at the woodgrain table. He looked up. ‘I’m going to ask Frisk if I can review the file. We need to know if the pregnancy came out in the original investigation. If it didn’t, it’s significant new information. It might be enough to reopen the case.’ He sat back and reached for a menu. ‘They do great fish tacos here,’ he said as two men came through the door.

Nel looked up and froze. ‘Shit.’

Jimmy turned to follow her eyeline and his face lit up. ‘That’s Trent Donohue!’

‘You know him?’

‘I played soccer with him,’ he said, catching Trent’s eye.

Trent raised a hand, then said something to his friend. They walked over. Nel swallowed as they approached, her mouth suddenly dry.

Trent gave her a quick nod then turned to Jimmy. ‘Mate!’ he said warmly, shaking his hand.

‘I didn’t know you were back in town,’ Jimmy said.

‘I’ve only been back for a month or so. I’m doing some freelancing for the Chronicle. Jimmy, this is—’

‘We were just leaving,’ Nel said, standing up.

‘Ah yeah.’ Jimmy frowned slightly but followed her lead. ‘We need to get going.’

Nel hurried to the door and out into the cold night air, crossing her arms tightly. She could hear Jimmy’s footsteps behind her.

‘Slow down!’ he called out. When he caught up, he put a hand on her arm. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I don’t trust that guy.’

‘Why not?’

‘Remember the journalist I mentioned?’ She stopped and rifled through her bag to find Trent’s business card. ‘Your mate Trent ambushed me at work.’

‘Ambushed you?’

‘He pretended he was a patient, then he told me he’s writing a story about Geoff Marshall and what happened to Maddie. He asked me about the ring. I said I had no idea what he was talking about, but how would he know about that? It was never in the papers.’

Jimmy frowned. ‘You think someone tipped him off?’

‘I don’t know, maybe.’ Nel shook her head, trying to make sense of it. ‘But who? And why?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But one thing I do know is that if you want to find out what happened to Maddie, you’ll need to stop running away from people who might know something.’ There was a long silence, then he smiled. ‘And another thing I know is that I’m starving and now we have to find somewhere else to have dinner.’

‘Good point. Sorry. Come back to Mum’s place. Lauren dropped over a lasagne this afternoon. Just promise you won’t mention any of this to Mum.’
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Chapter 21

‘Get him! Get him!’

Nel winced as a chubby boy in camouflage crept out from behind a pile of tyres only to be hammered by a barrage of rubber bullets.

Lauren’s backyard had been transformed into a battlefield for Leo’s birthday party. From where Nel sat, in the relative safety of the veranda with a glass of rosé, it was surprisingly exciting to watch. The deaths were particularly spectacular. Once or twice she’d cheered accidentally.

‘Got him!’

‘You’re dead, Zach!’

‘Get the flag!’

A ginger-haired boy lunged for a red flag on the back fence and held it up, triumphant. Leo and his teammates mobbed him, hooting and back-slapping, while the defeated soldiers lay sprawled on the grass. Barely a minute had passed when Leo yelled, his eyes a little crazed, ‘Let’s play again!’ They all jumped up and started yelling over each other, renegotiating the teams.

Not sure she had the stamina for another round, Nel wandered back inside the once humble bungalow that Lauren and Steve had spent the last few years renovating. Walls had been knocked down so the previously pokey kitchen now flowed into the living room, and bi-fold doors opened onto a large veranda to create what Lauren called ‘indoor-outdoor flow’ and maximise the jaw-dropping views up Millers Beach. The white walls and high ceilings might have felt cold if it wasn’t for the crackling fire and a floor-to-ceiling bookcase on the far wall. Lauren had documented the transformation in a coffee-table book of before-and-after photos that she’d thrust at Nel earlier.

Nel had arrived an hour before the party started, thinking Lauren could probably use some help setting things up, only to find that everything was firmly under control. Instead, her sister had used the opportunity to quiz her about Jimmy. The pink-haired waitress, it turned out, was the daughter of one of her bootcamp clients, so word had already got back to Lauren that her sister was on ‘a date’ with the local cop. Cath had also apparently updated Lauren on the impromptu dinner the night before, when Jimmy had shared some hair-raising policing stories over lasagne.

‘Didn’t you two have a thing at one stage?’ Lauren had asked.

Nel had denied it and quickly changed the subject, but there had been a brief period when it seemed like they might be something more. They’d kissed at a party in Year 9, but then Maddie died and everything changed. It had all been so brief and uneventful that Nel wasn’t sure if Jimmy even remembered. It was a relief, she thought, that it never eventuated into anything. What she needed here was a friend, not an ex-boyfriend.

She walked over to peruse the bookcase, which had been meticulously arranged by colour. Resisting the urge to swap a blue spine with an orange one, she picked up a photo of Lauren and Steve on their wedding day. Her sister wore an empire-line dress to accommodate her enormous baby bump.

Nel remembered standing in the dark hallway earlier that year, eavesdropping, while Lauren and Steve told her parents they were having a baby. Rob had been stunned. Cath had cried. Lauren was halfway through a Bachelor of Education at Canberra Uni, but the pregnancy had been the end of that.

Nel replaced the photo and went into the kitchen where she refilled her glass and sat down on a bar stool. Voices echoed in the wide hallway.

‘Sorry we’re so late.’

‘Honestly, no problem at all!’

Nel’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of Sophie following Lauren into the living room. God, this town was small. They stood talking at the end of the hall, Sophie’s boy by her side, holding a plastic machine gun. She was tiny but wiry, in a floral dress and a long cardigan that she pulled around herself like a shield.

‘Nice outfit,’ Sophie said, referring to Lauren’s camo-print miniskirt and cap, with two black lines of face paint on each cheek.

‘Oh thanks,’ Lauren said. ‘The boys are out the back, Charlie. Follow the shouting!’

He trotted off. Sophie looked across the expansive room and out the bi-fold doors to the stretch of yellow sand and the ocean beyond. ‘What a beautiful home.’

‘Thank you, we’re really happy with how it turned out. The reno was a complete nightmare!’ Lauren said.

Sophie put a hand to her forehead. ‘We forgot Leo’s present!’

‘Oh, don’t worry.’ Lauren waved a hand. ‘This is my sister, Nel.’

‘Of course, yes,’ Sophie said as Nel stood to join them. ‘We met a few days ago.’

There were squeals of excitement from the backyard. ‘It sounds like Steve needs backup,’ Lauren said with an exasperated sigh.

She hurried outside, leaving Nel and Sophie alone. How much did she know about Maddie, Nel wondered? How much had Ryan told her?

‘Will you stay for a glass of wine?’ Nel asked, already taking a glass from the cupboard.

‘Oh, no, I can’t stay … I’ve left Ryan at home with the younger kids. I told him I’d drop and run so …’ She clicked her tongue. ‘Actually, I’d love a glass of water, if that’s okay.’

‘Sure, of course.’ Nel filled a glass at the dispenser on the fridge as Sophie sat down on a stool. She looked tired, Nel thought. Her complexion was pale. Maybe she was coming down with Harvey’s cold. ‘How’s Harvey feeling? Did the antibiotics do the trick?’

‘Yeah, he’s pretty much a hundred per cent again now, thanks.’

Nel sat down beside her. ‘How many kids do you have?’ she asked, trying to keep the conversation casual. She wanted to quiz her, to find out anything Ryan had told her about Maddie and that night, but she sensed it was best to go gently.

‘Three. Charlie’s twelve.’ Sophie gestured towards the backyard. ‘And I’ve got Jasmine who’s ten, and Harvey.’

‘Sounds busy.’ Nel thought of what Viv had said about Sophie, that she was always broke. ‘Do you work too or are you at home with the kids?’

As soon as she said it, she felt she’d got the tone wrong. It was so fraught, asking mothers about their work. They got so defensive.

But Sophie wasn’t defensive. ‘I used to. I liked it.’ She had a wistful look as though she was thinking of an old friend.

‘What sort of work did you do?’

‘Just bookkeeping and admin for a fishing charter company down at the port. Nothing very exciting, but I liked it. I enjoyed the … the sense of order … I suppose.’

‘Did you stop when you had the kids?’

Sophie nodded. ‘Ryan wanted me to be at home with them.’ She hesitated then added, ‘His stepmum didn’t work, so …’

Nel remembered Mrs Warner vividly, an immaculately presented woman with a beauty pageant smile who was universally considered a saint for marrying Roy Warner and mothering his three young boys as if they were her own. It had been a shock to hear of her cancer diagnosis in one of Cath’s emails. The end had been quick, apparently.

‘Do you remember her?’ Sophie asked, as though she could read Nel’s thoughts. ‘I guess you might have met her at the Warners’ place … with Maddie.’

Nel’s heart sped up at the mention of the name. ‘I did, yeah, once or twice.’

There was a taut silence. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to …’ Sophie shook her head, suddenly self-conscious. ‘What were we talking about?’

‘I asked about work. You never wanted to go back?’

‘I did, but when the kids were little it just felt too hard. We had two under two when Jaz was born, and then along came Harvey. By the time I felt like I could manage it, Ryan said my skills would be too rusty, that no one would give me a job.’ A pause. ‘He’s probably right.’

Nel’s skin prickled with suspicion. Had Ryan dissuaded her from working to isolate her? Increase her dependence? ‘I don’t know. Does bookkeeping change that much?’

‘All the software’s changed since I did my training.’

‘There would be an online course you could do if you wanted to get back into it.’

Sophie gave a non-committal shrug.

‘We could probably give you some work doing accounts for the clinic,’ Nel offered. It felt important that Sophie knew there were options, if she wanted them.

‘That’s kind of you, but …’ she dropped her voice, ‘… I don’t think so.’

Nel swallowed. ‘Because of Ryan?’

Another shrug. Sophie gave her a smile that reminded Nel of a country and western song. Beautiful and sad. Full of regret.

The moment was interrupted by the sound of footsteps. Lauren entered and slumped onto the stool next to Nel, resting her head on the benchtop theatrically.

‘It’s like Lord of the Flies out there. Whose idea was a Nerf gun party?’ she asked ironically.

Nel suspected her sister had a whole Pinterest board dedicated to battleground props and bullseye cakes. They laughed, the tension of their conversation slipping away.

Lauren sat up and looked around. ‘Any sign of Poppy?’

‘No. I was wondering where she was,’ Nel said. ‘I thought she must have fled the war zone completely.’

‘She’ll be hiding in her room,’ Lauren said. ‘I agreed to pay her twenty dollars an hour to help out with the party, but she’s having a tantrum. She’s gone on strike.’

‘Oh god, teenage girls terrify me a little bit,’ Sophie said.

‘Yeah, well, brace yourself,’ Lauren said.

‘What’s she upset about?’ Nel asked.

‘She wasn’t where she was meant to be last night. She was supposed to be at a friend’s place, but her friend’s mum knew nothing about it, and she’d switched off location tracking on her phone so I couldn’t see where she was. I’m not sure what she was up to, but it was definitely something shifty.’

Nel frowned. ‘You track her location?’ It struck her as a breach of privacy.

‘Of course I do. Everyone does!’ Lauren huffed. ‘Anyway. I haven’t been able to get a straight answer out of her. Then she had the nerve to ask if she can go camping with her friends next weekend. I said no, obviously. I’m not letting my fifteen-year-old daughter have an orgy in the bush. Does she think I was born yesterday?’

Nel laughed, assuming Lauren was being ironic. ‘Do you think I was born yesterday?’ was one of their mother’s favourite lines. Lauren shot her a sharp look as Sophie gasped.

‘Is that the right time?’ she asked, pointing to the oven clock.

Lauren nodded and jumped up. ‘I better do the cake!’

‘I didn’t mean to stay so long.’ Sophie rummaged through her bag, flustered. When she found her phone, she murmured, ‘Shit, it was on silent.’

She chewed her lip as she typed something, then put the phone down on the bench. Immediately it flashed with a notification and she typed another message.

‘Everything okay?’ Nel asked.

Sophie looked up. ‘Yeah, I just … I forgot to tell him I was going to stay.’ She looked back at the phone. ‘There’s not much point going home now.’

‘Knock knock,’ a voice called down the hall. A moment later a woman appeared. ‘Hello, I’m Zach’s mum.’

‘Come on in!’ Lauren said.

As the boys shouted happy birthday at Leo, Sophie’s phone flashed again. She moved away to answer the call, listening with a furrowed brow, murmuring responses. ‘Okay … I’m sorry … I know … okay …’

When she ended the call, she took a shaky breath then looked up with a tense smile. She walked around to where Charlie stood and tapped his shoulder, gesturing for him to come.

‘Sorry, we have to get going,’ she said to Lauren.

‘Does Charlie want some cake? I’m serving it now.’

‘It’s okay. We can’t wait.’

‘Let me put some in a napkin for him to take home,’ Lauren insisted.

Sophie gave her an apologetic smile. ‘We have to go, sorry.’ She put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder and steered him towards the hallway.

*

‘Thank god that’s over,’ Steve said as he came through the bi-fold doors, holding an overfilled garbage bag. Nel sat by the fire with Cath—who had arrived as the guests were leaving—surrounded by streamers and stray balloons. Lauren was upstairs running a bath for Archie. Steve dumped the bag by the kitchen bench and collapsed into an armchair.

‘Yes,’ Cath said, ‘I’ve never heard of a machine-gun fight at a kids birthday party, but then we only had girls. I’m not sure what your father would have made of it. He was always such a pacifist.’ She sighed heavily, her eyes glassy, then she looked around at the mess. ‘I’ll make a start on the clean-up.’

Steve reached for a sad-looking balloon next to his foot. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’ He went to the kitchen and picked up a tea towel as Lauren came down the stairs. ‘Great party, Loz.’

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a hug. ‘Thanks, babe.’ She yawned and pressed his cheek, which was caked with dry mud. It cracked and a piece flaked off. ‘Have you had a look in a mirror?’

‘No, why?’ he asked, pretending to be unaware of the mud.

‘No reason,’ she said, playing along.

Nel smiled. She liked seeing them together. He softened her edges.

Lauren sat down beside Nel and pushed off her trainers. ‘I feel like I’ve been through an actual war,’ she said, rolling her ankles.

They sat quietly for a moment.

‘Do you see much of Sophie Warner?’ Nel asked, keeping her tone light.

Lauren shook her head. ‘Not really.’

‘I thought you would, with the boys being mates. Weren’t you and Sophie friends at school?’

‘Yeah we were, but it sort of fizzled out once we left school. I used to invite her to stuff but she would never come, so I stopped asking. The boys haven’t had much to do with each other until recently when they started playing Minecraft together. I think she’s a bit …’ She shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished.

‘A bit what?’

‘Depressed, I guess.’

Nel frowned, remembering that Viv had said something similar. ‘Why?’

‘Ryan did a fundraising ride for Beyond Blue a while back. He did a big Facebook post about how depression had touched his own family. I don’t know, I just got the sense he was talking about Sophie. She never goes to anything at school, never volunteers for canteen or reading groups, so our paths rarely cross. And she always seems sort of … detached.’

Detached. Nel knew what Lauren meant. It was as though Sophie wasn’t quite present. Maybe she was depressed. There was no record of anything mental health related on her medical record, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Plenty of people suffered with anxiety or depression for years without seeking help. Still, it felt like a convenient narrative for Ryan, if he was isolating her.

Where was the rest of Sophie’s family? Nel had a vague sense that there was a story there, but couldn’t remember the specifics.

‘What happened with her parents?’ she asked. ‘There was a scandal, wasn’t there?’

‘Yeah her mum was kind of wild. Leopard-print everything. Too much makeup. She ran the school canteen, remember? She reconnected with her first boyfriend on Facebook and went back to Adelaide. Poor Mr Kelly. Remember him? He taught geography.’

Nel didn’t do geography, but she had a mental image of a balding man with a thick beard and a permanent frown.

‘They’d only moved here a year or so before the marriage broke up,’ Lauren added. ‘Sophie was with Ryan by then so she stayed here, but her little sister went to Adelaide with her mum.’

‘Is her dad still in town?’

‘Don’t think so.’ Lauren narrowed her eyes. ‘Why are you so interested anyway?’

‘What do you mean?’

She shrugged. ‘You two were talking for ages. What are you doing, becoming best buddies with her? She’s Ryan’s wife. I know what you think of him.’

‘I’m just being friendly. I like her.’

Lauren scoffed. ‘Well, like I said the other day, no one needs you coming back to town and making trouble.’

Nel held her hands up in mock surrender. ‘Okay, okay, bloody hell.’ She looked over at Cath, who was wiping down the island bench. ‘How do you think Mum’s going?’ she asked, keen to change the subject.

‘Hard to say.’ Lauren followed her line of sight. ‘How’s someone meant to be after their husband of forty years dies so suddenly?’

‘It hasn’t hit her yet,’ Nel said, still watching her. ‘Not properly.’

‘Has it hit you?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Nel looked back at her sister. ‘It’s like I know that he’s gone, but I can’t quite believe that he’s gone. Do you know what I mean?’

Lauren nodded.

‘I just … I never thought he’d die so young. I feel …’ Nel’s voice trembled. ‘I don’t know, I feel kind of …’ She paused, trying to make sense of her emotions, put words around them. ‘Ripped off.’

Lauren looked at her. ‘Ripped off?’

Nel nodded. ‘Cheated. Like I’ve had something stolen from me. I thought there would be years and years ahead, and suddenly there’s just … nothing.’

Lauren went to speak, but seemed to decide against it.

‘What?’ Nel said.

She shook her head, eyes glassy. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that that’s how we’ve all felt, ever since you left?’
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Chapter 22

Nel was woolly headed when she arrived at the clinic on Monday morning. She’d had more to drink than she meant to at Lauren’s place. Then when they got home, Cath had opened a bottle of red, which they drank in front of a British drama about the murder of a young woman in a small seaside town. It had felt a little too familiar for Nel’s liking.

When she went to bed, her brain was buzzing, her thoughts jumping between Maddie and the comment Lauren made, about feeling cheated by Nel’s absence. Nel knew her parents probably felt that way—if she thought about it too much she felt sick with guilt—but it had never occurred to her that Lauren might too. She’d always seemed so busy with the kids, so fully immersed in her life here in Carrinya, that Nel hadn’t thought her sister even missed her. But maybe she’d been wrong about that.

She fumbled in her bag for the keys, but they weren’t there. She swore under her breath. Hopefully Viv wasn’t far off. She needed coffee.

Thankfully, The Larder was empty at this hour.

‘The good doctor!’ Dave said. ‘Flat white to go?’

She nodded, surprised he remembered her order. A warm feeling washed over her, a sense of belonging, but it was quickly replaced by the prickle of suspicion. He’d probably heard the rumours by now. She buried herself in her phone.

There was a tinkle as the door swung open and a tall, pale woman entered. Nel glanced up, accidentally catching her eye. A flicker of recognition crossed the woman’s face.

‘Hello,’ she said.

Nel gave her a nod and a tight smile, then looked back at her phone. Did she know her? She didn’t look familiar. She stole another glance, but Nel didn’t recognise her at all. She was probably just another nosey local who knew more about Nel than she should. Nel kept her head down until her coffee was ready, then she hurried back to the clinic.

As she sat at her desk sipping her coffee, she decided to call the practice manager at Health First and break the news that her return would be delayed. Her mouth felt dry as she listened to the phone ring.

‘Pam Postle,’ said a voice on the end of the line. Brisk. Efficient.

‘Pam, hi, it’s Nel Foley.’

‘Hello, Nel. How are things?’

‘Fine, thanks.’ Nel had learned not to bother giving lengthy responses to Pam’s questions. She cleared her throat. ‘I wanted to let you know that I need to stay down here for longer than expected. We haven’t been able to get a locum and my mum needs me—’

‘No problem, Nel. I’ll extend your time off as leave without pay.’

‘Okay, great. Thanks, Pam, I really apprec—’

‘Get in touch when you know when you’ll be back.’

‘Sure, I’ll do that.’

Silence. Nel frowned and looked at the phone. Pam had hung up.

Nel sighed and leaned back in her dad’s leather chair. She should be pleased that it was easy, but another feeling niggled at her. She looked around the room at the paraphernalia her father had collected over his long career. She thought of the packed church. Row after row full of people who were there because he’d made a difference to their lives.

That was why she’d become a doctor, to make a difference to people. It sounded sanctimonious—she’d never dream of saying it out loud to anyone—but it was true. Medicine had called her. It felt momentous. It was about life and death. What could be more important than that?

She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t planned to be a doctor. According to Cath, she’d asked for a doctor’s bag for her third birthday and spent the next couple of years bandaging ankles and wrists and putting the plastic thermometer under any available tongue. Little Nel would look at the imaginary readings and shake her head sadly, their temperatures always worryingly high.

Working at Health First was certainly not what she’d dreamed of as a little girl. She’d signed the two-year contract before leaving Dublin because having a job lined up made the move feel more manageable, and the sign-on bonus helped with the relocation costs. Within a few weeks of being back though, she knew she’d made a mistake. The corporate company that owned Health First—and a hundred others just like it across the country—prioritised profit over patient health outcomes. Nel craved the sense of fulfilment she’d felt working at the women’s health practice where she’d done her first few years as a GP in Ireland, but by then it was too late to back out of the contract.

She’d recently reached the end of the two-year period. Over recent months, she’d been talking with the manager of a women’s health clinic, which sounded similar in concept to the one in Dublin. She was excited at first, but when three meetings were cancelled at short notice it felt like a red flag. She was determined that whatever she did next was a step in the right direction—one that little girl with the doctor’s bag, or that teenage girl gazing at the photo of the university campus, would be proud of—so for now she was still treading water at Health First.

And then it hit her. She felt dispensable. Pam Postle didn’t care whether she ever turned up at Health First again, and most of the patients there saw a different doctor every time. No one would miss her at all. They would just replace her with someone else. She wasn’t making a difference to anyone.

She sighed and finished her coffee as her phone rang.

‘Pam said you’re staying down there for a while,’ Nicole said. ‘I just wanted to see if you need help with anything while you’re away. You know, keeping an eye on your apartment or watering your plants?’

‘Oh thanks, Nicole, but it’s all good,’ Nel said. Then she thought of poor Winston who was still in the cattery. Even with a special rate for longer stays it was costing her a fortune and she wondered how he was coping with so much company. ‘Actually, there is one thing …’

Nicole assured her it was no trouble at all—the boys had been begging for a pet so they’d be delighted—and scolded her for not asking her in the first place.

‘Thank you, Nic,’ Nel said, touched by her generosity. ‘That’s really kind of you.’

She tossed her empty coffee cup in the bin under the desk and went to call her first patient.

The morning was busy. The cancellations had dropped off thanks to an outbreak of hand, foot and mouth that was going around the local preschools. Nel saw a procession of miserable toddlers and concerned parents with furrowed brows. It was late morning before there was a gap between patients. She was reaching for her handbag to pop out for another coffee when the intercom beeped.

‘You have a … visitor,’ Viv murmured discreetly. ‘Can I send her through?’

Nel frowned, intrigued. Visitor, not patient. Not the journo again, surely?

‘Yeah sure,’ Nel said. Coffee would have to wait.

Viv appeared at the door. ‘You can go in, doll,’ she said, to whoever was standing in the corridor, out of sight.

Then Poppy appeared, pale-faced and wide-eyed.
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Chapter 23

There was a beep as Sophie stepped into the pharmacy on Manning Street and glanced towards the front desk. Edwin, the elderly pharmacist, was behind the counter. Thankfully there was no sign of that dreadful Jen woman, who Sophie suspected worked here purely for the gossip.

She gave the pharmacist a smile and moved between the shelves. Her period was nine days late now. Generally her cycle was like clockwork. Occasionally it would be a day early or late, but it was never this late.

She was trying not to get ahead of herself, but she’d felt queasy for days. She’d noticed her sense of smell was heightened too, like when she was pregnant with Harvey. That morning, she’d been able to smell the protein powder in Ryan’s smoothie from across the kitchen, and she’d only been able to stomach two bites of vegemite toast. Hopefully she was imagining it, but she needed to know. One way or another.

She scanned the shelves. Hair dye. Shampoo. Nail accessories. No pregnancy tests. She went to the next aisle where sanitary products lined the shelves. Closer.

There they were. She scanned the boxes. Some had electronic displays, which was a new development since the last time she’d done one of these tests, seven years ago. It seemed excessive. $79.99! Shit. She couldn’t afford that. 20 tests, the box said. Oh. Okay.

She skimmed the prices for the cheapest one. Clearblue Rapid Detection. Three tests for seventeen dollars. It was still more than she could afford, but she’d have to skimp on something else.

Just as she was about to reach for the box, a voice behind her said, ‘Can I help you with anything?’

She spun around to see Jen Henry’s face beaming back at her. She looked like an older version of her daughter, who had excluded Jasmine from her group for months when they were in Year 2.

‘It’s Sophie, isn’t it? Jasmine’s mum?’

‘Oh, yes … hi …’

‘I’m Jen.’ She put two hands on her chest, tilting her head to one side. ‘Chanel’s mum.’ She waited for a look of recognition, before she went on. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘I’m looking for the, um … ah, the …’

Jen waited.

‘The hair dye,’ Sophie said.

Jen paused a moment too long, still tilting her head, then said, ‘In the next aisle. Follow me.’

Sophie did as she was told. She pretended to peruse the various shades, willing Jen to leave her alone so she could slip out of the store without making a purchase.

‘What colour are you after?’ Jen asked.

‘Um, light brown, maybe,’ Sophie mumbled.

Jen reached for a sixteen-dollar Clairol box. ‘This is a lovely shade.’

Sophie bit her lip. Could she get away with saying she’d changed her mind? No. Jen was smarter than that.

‘Perfect,’ she said, following Jen, who was already walking to the counter.
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Chapter 24

‘Poppy!’ Nel said. ‘This is a nice surprise.’

Her niece gave her a nervous smile. ‘Can I sit down?’

‘Of course.’

Poppy sat, tucking her long stockinged legs underneath her.

‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Viv shut the door behind her.

Nel looked from Poppy’s checked tunic to the clock. It was eleven twenty-five. ‘Aren’t you meant to be at school?’

‘I snuck out the gate behind the hall. I have a double free period so they won’t even notice I’m gone.’ She clasped her hands tightly in her lap, her knuckles white. She looked at the patterned carpet for a moment before looking up.

Nel sensed she wasn’t sure where to start. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Can I ask you something?’ Poppy paused, then went to speak, then stopped and sighed. ‘Actually, never mind.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah, doesn’t matter.’

Nel moved her own chair closer to Poppy’s and took her hand.

‘Whatever it is, you can trust me.’

Poppy took a deep breath. ‘Can I talk to you as a doctor? So it can be confidential?’

‘Well, you’re my niece so I’m not really supposed to be your doctor, but sometimes in small towns or emergency circumstances it’s okay. Why don’t you tell me what’s happened and I’ll work out how to help you?’

‘And you won’t tell Mum?’

‘If you’re in danger I’ll have to report it. Not to Lauren, but to the Department of Family and Community Services. Are you in danger?’

Poppy shook her head, looked back at the carpet. ‘How old were you when you, like …’ She swallowed. ‘You know …’

‘When I …?’ Nel suspected she knew what Poppy was asking, but she waited for her to go on.

Poppy exhaled loudly. ‘Lost your virginity.’

‘For me that didn’t happen until I was at uni in Sydney, but that was later than most people. My last few years of school were pretty strange. Are you thinking about having sex?’ She kept her tone businesslike. Matter of fact. As though she was asking whether Poppy was considering having sushi for lunch.

Poppy fiddled with a loose thread on the sleeve of her jumper. ‘I guess.’

‘I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.’ Did Lauren know? If she did, she hadn’t mentioned it, which seemed unlikely. ‘Is it a new relationship?’

Poppy nodded. ‘We’ve been friends for a while, but we’ve only been together for like a month or so. His name’s Jack. He’s in the year above me.’

‘Have you had boyfriends before?’

She shook her head.

‘Have you and Jack talked about having sex?’

She nodded.

‘Are you feeling any pressure from him to do it?’

She shook her head again, pushing a lock of long brown hair behind her ear. ‘I want to, but Mum’s made me like literally terrified of getting pregnant like she did.’

‘You did a smart thing, coming to see me,’ Nel said, giving her hand a squeeze. ‘I know it’s not easy to talk about this stuff. Have you told your mum about Jack?’

‘No way,’ Poppy said, looking at Nel as though she was mad. ‘She’d literally never let me leave the house again.’

‘Maybe she would surprise you.’

‘Doubt it,’ Poppy said.

Nel thought through her options. Technically it was possible for her to treat Poppy—it was considered unethical to treat an immediate family member, but a niece wasn’t considered immediate family, and there was no legal requirement to notify the parents of a fifteen-year-old before prescribing contraception—but none of that would matter to Lauren.

‘Which doctor do you normally see?’ Nel asked.

‘We go to a clinic in North Carrinya,’ Poppy said. ‘But she’s a friend of Mum’s and she’s not very …’

‘Discreet?’ Nel offered.

Poppy nodded. ‘And Mum knows all the doctors there.’

Nel opened the cupboard where Rob kept samples provided by pharmaceutical reps. She’d reorganised it last week so she could find things more easily. She took out a couple of condoms and turned back to Poppy. ‘How much do you know about contraception?’

‘A bit.’ She gestured to the packets in Nel’s hand. ‘They made us put one of those on a banana last year.’

‘Well, that’s a start.’ Nel gave her a run-down on the pros and cons of condoms and other contraceptive options. ‘I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I can’t treat you, so I’m going to make you an appointment at a clinic up at Mount Clare with someone you can trust. You’re getting older so you need a doctor you can talk to openly, without worrying about confidentiality. They’ll be able to prescribe a good long-term contraceptive. In the meantime, if things get … serious … you need to use one of these.’

She handed Poppy the condoms, then she looked up the number for the Mount Clare clinic and picked up the phone. She wrote down the details of the appointment and passed the page to Poppy.

‘Four thirty on Thursday. How will you get there?’

‘I can get the bus.’

‘You sure? I can drive you if you need me to,’ Nel said, hoping Poppy would decline the offer. How would Lauren react if she discovered Nel was chauffeuring Poppy to and from sexual health appointments? It didn’t bear thinking about.

‘It’s fine, Auntie Nel. I get the bus up there, like, all the time.’

‘What will you tell your mum?’

She shrugged. ‘I’ll make something up.’

‘Okay.’

Poppy’s expression changed. She pressed her lips together, suppressing a laugh.

‘What?’ Nel asked.

‘I was just imagining having this conversation with Granddad. He would literally die.’

Poppy’s eyes widened, realising what she’d said, and she let out a stifled laugh. Nel got the giggles too. A wave of hysterical grief overcame them and they laughed until tears ran down their faces. When it finally passed, they sat looking at each other, breathless. Nel reached for a box of tissues and held it out to Poppy who took one and blew her nose.

Her face became serious again. ‘Thanks for helping me, Auntie Nel.’

‘That’s okay.’

It felt good to be able to help her. She looked so young though, sitting there in her school uniform, all skinny legs and freckles, and Nel felt the sudden urge to protect her from the inevitable pain and heartbreak of living in the world.

‘You know … having sex will change things, Poppy. Fifteen is young to handle the emotions that’ll come with it.’

Poppy nodded.

‘You don’t have to do it until you feel completely ready,’ Nel added, but she sensed it wouldn’t make any difference. ‘So, tell me about this boy. Jack. What’s he like?’

Poppy smiled. ‘He’s really, like …’ She looked up at the ceiling, searching for the right word, as though she was contemplating all Jack’s extraordinary qualities and finding language inadequate. ‘Nice,’ she said eventually, rolling her eyes at herself.

‘Really nice, huh?’ Nel shook her head and clicked her tongue. ‘Oh my goodness.’

Poppy’s unexpected visit meant Nel was running behind, so Viv grabbed her a wrap to eat at her desk. She only had fifteen minutes, but she couldn’t resist a little online stalking. If Poppy wasn’t going to tell Lauren about her new boyfriend, then it was Nel’s duty to check him out, surely. Any decent auntie would do the same.

Poppy’s Instagram grid was full of selfies. Poppy laughing. Poppy pouting. Poppy making a peace sign. Poppy and her friends posing in front of a full-length mirror, their skirts short and legs long. Poppy in a tiny yellow bikini, frolicking in shallow waves.

Nel sighed. Social media mystified her. She’d only joined Instagram to follow medical publications and journalists who shared interesting research. She’d been on Facebook since high school, but her current profile was under the name Penny Foal and her ‘friends’ were mostly acquaintances from her uni days. She never posted anything. She never even ‘liked’ anything. Her profile picture was the sun rising over Coogee Beach.

She’d closed her first Facebook account, but there was nothing she could do about Maddie’s page. She still checked it every few months. A sadistic habit. Surely it won’t be there this time, she would think, each time she typed ‘Madeline Marshall’ into the search field. But each time her best friend’s beaming face would smile back at her, a shock of red hair cascading over freckled shoulders, eyes twinkling. Frozen in time at sixteen.

It was still there when Nel last checked a couple of months ago. Was it still there now? Unable to resist her curiosity, she opened Facebook and typed Maddie’s name. And there it was. She skimmed down the feed to see if the messages were still there, even though she knew they would be. If the Marshalls hadn’t closed down Maddie’s account, there was no way they would have deleted the comments accusing Nel of murder.

Yes. Still there. She clicked the tab shut, wishing she hadn’t looked. She was meant to be looking up Poppy’s boyfriend!

She went back to her niece’s Instagram profile and scanned her follower list for a Jack. There was only one. Jack Barnett. Nel clicked on his profile.

It was immediately clear why Poppy was smitten. Jack had shoulder-length brown hair, blue eyes and dimples. He held a guitar in every photo. She clicked on a reel of him playing an acoustic version of a Harry Styles song. He did seem nice. Talented too. So why was she so worried for Poppy’s heart?

It was almost six o’clock by the time the last patient left. Nel reached for her phone, hoping to see a message from Jimmy, but there was nothing.

Any news on the file? she typed, as Viv appeared in the doorway.

‘Okay if I come in and restock?’

‘Sure.’

A reply flashed on Nel’s phone.

Didn’t get the chance to talk to Frisk today. Hopefully tomorrow.

Nel sighed.

‘Nice to see Poppy earlier,’ Viv said, taking a large bottle of handwash out of a cupboard under the sink. ‘She’s a beautiful girl.’

‘She is. I don’t envy her though, being a teenage girl in this day and age. It’s a bloody minefield.’

Viv laughed. ‘You sound like an old lady!’ She started to refill the soap dispenser. ‘I know what you mean though, with SnapChat and TikTak and what have you.’

Nel smiled.

‘You know,’ Viv’s voice softened, ‘I might have had a daughter the same age as Poppy.’

‘Really?’

Viv turned the bottle back upright and sat it on the sink. ‘I was pregnant when Lauren had Poppy, so she’s been my touchstone over the years. However old Poppy is, my baby would be just that bit behind.’

‘What happened to your baby, Viv?’

‘The father and I weren’t … together. Not properly. He was just a … you know … a friend, I suppose.’ There was a faraway look in Viv’s eyes. ‘I was forty-three. Growing up I always assumed I’d have kids, but by then I’d accepted that it wasn’t going to happen for me, so it was a shock when I found out. For me, but even more so for him.’

Nel just nodded, giving her the space to keep talking.

‘He wanted me to have a termination.’ She paused, her eyes glassy. ‘I hadn’t decided what I would do, but then I lost the baby so my decision was made for me.’ She took off her glasses and wiped her eyes with her fingertips, trying to avoid smudging her mascara. ‘God, look at me, how silly!’

‘It’s not silly, Viv. It’s not silly at all.’
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Chapter 25

Nel checked her phone between every appointment the following day, hoping for an update from Jimmy, but there was nothing. By midafternoon, her mild impatience had escalated to intense frustration. When she saw that her last appointment was at four o’clock she decided to take matters into her own hands and visit Faye. The thought of seeing her filled Nel with deep trepidation, but Jimmy was right. She would never find out the truth if she kept avoiding people.

The wrought-iron gate squealed as she pushed it open, her skin tingling with a thousand memories. Running under the sprinkler. Sitting on the stone steps eating banana Paddle Pops. Practising backward walkovers on the lawn. Even the cracked path was familiar.

She knocked quickly before she could change her mind.

‘Nel,’ Faye said softly when she opened the door, looking at her with the same grey eyes Nel remembered, now creased at the corners.

‘I hope you don’t mind me stopping by,’ Nel said. ‘I didn’t get the chance to talk to you at the funeral.’

Faye gave her a sad smile. ‘I wasn’t feeling well.’ She invited Nel inside, out of politeness probably, rather than desire.

The house had hardly changed. Dozens of framed photos lined the dresser, most of Maddie. Nel studied them as Faye scooped tea leaves into a pot. There was the clink of china as she placed the cups onto saucers. ‘How’s your mum?’

‘She’s okay, I think. It’s hard to say though, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I’ve always wondered that,’ Faye said thoughtfully as she filled the teapot. ‘How is one meant to grieve?’

She poured milk into a small jug and put it on the table.

‘How are you and Geoff?’ Nel asked. ‘He must be busy with the election coming up.’

‘Yes he is. Even when he’s not campaigning, he spends a lot of time in Canberra.’ Faye poured the tea into the cups. ‘Milk?’

‘Thanks,’ Nel said.

‘You’re working at your dad’s clinic?’

Nel nodded. ‘Just keeping things going until Mum can find a buyer.’ There was a long pause as she tried to think of something else to say. ‘Lauren said you paint?’

Faye’s face lit up. ‘Would you like to see my studio?’

Abandoning the tea, she led Nel out the back door to a weatherboard cabin at the bottom of the garden. A single room with a vaulted ceiling. Nel inhaled deeply, trying to place the smell. Turpentine. It reminded her of the art rooms at school. Large canvases lined the walls, leaning against each other, four or five deep.

‘You can have a look if you like,’ Faye said.

The paintings were expressionist landscapes, an assault of red cliffs, garish blue skies and blue-green water. The brash colours of the Australian coast in broad brush strokes, raw and fierce and beautiful.

‘These are incredible,’ Nel said. Looking through the paintings felt like glimpsing into Faye’s soul. Nel had always thought of her as fragile and broken, but now she suspected there was a defiant survivor behind those sad eyes.

‘Thanks,’ Faye said. ‘Do you mind tea bags?’

‘I actually prefer them.’

‘Me too.’ Faye smiled. ‘But Geoff likes the proper stuff.’ She passed Nel a big mug of Earl Grey tea and insisted she take the old green velvet armchair. She pulled up a wooden kitchen chair for herself.

‘Do you see much of Ryan Warner around town?’ Nel asked. As soon as she said it, she wished she’d come to it more gradually, but she was sick of small talk.

Faye shook her head. ‘I don’t go into town very often these days, but he sold an investment property for us a couple of months back.’

‘Do you know his wife? Sophie?’

Faye nodded. ‘Not well, but I’ve seen her here and there over the years. Beautiful girl. Gorgeous kids too. Ryan has a lovely portrait on his desk.’

‘She came in to see me at the clinic. Their son was sick.’ Nel cleared her throat. ‘I always had a funny feeling about Ryan.’

‘Funny?’

Nel swallowed. ‘He could be quite cruel to Maddie.’ There was a flicker of something in Faye’s eyes. Nel took a breath and spoke carefully. ‘Faye, I’ve always thought that Ryan was involved in Maddie’s death. Somehow.’

Faye nodded. Nel waited for her to say something, but she didn’t.

‘What do you think?’ Nel asked gently.

‘I think …’ Faye sighed. ‘Maddie’s accident was a long time ago.’

Nel had to work hard to control a surge of frustration, to keep her voice steady. ‘But the ring was missing, Faye. The ring that Ryan gave her. She was wearing it when I saw her and then it was gone.’

‘Yes.’

Nel waited for her to say more, but she didn’t.

‘Don’t you want to know?’

Faye reached out and took her hands. ‘Nothing will bring Maddie back, Nel. I’ve had to accept that. It’s time you moved on too.’

Nel shook her head. ‘But if he hurt Maddie—’

They were interrupted by footsteps on the path outside. There was a knock, then the door opened and Geoff appeared.

‘There you are,’ he said. He looked from Faye to Nel and smiled warmly. ‘Hello, Nel.’

‘Hi, Geoff. Faye’s been showing me her incredible paintings.’

‘Lovely. They’re … interesting … aren’t they?’ He gestured to a large canvas leaning against the wall beside Nel’s armchair. ‘Did she tell you about the exhibition?’

‘She didn’t.’ Nel looked at Faye who gave a little shrug.

‘It was just a joint exhibition at a little gallery in Mount Clare. I had a few works in it.’

‘A few?’ Geoff said. ‘Eleven! And she sold them all!’ He seemed pleasantly baffled by her success. He must be one of those people who didn’t get art, Nel supposed, like her ex-boyfriend, Pat. She cringed remembering a visit to the Tate Modern when he’d pretended to mistake a rubbish bin for an exhibit. She should have known then that the relationship was doomed.

‘Wow. Congratulations, Faye.’

Faye gave her a self-conscious smile, then looked at her watch. ‘Goodness, I didn’t realise the time.’ She stood and picked up the mugs.

That was the end of the visit.

On a whim, Nel drove south instead of north when she left the Marshalls’ place. The streetlights came on as she reached the outskirts of town. When she found Cliff Street, she scanned the houses on either side until she spotted the white Hamptons-style house she’d seen online. The kids were playing handball on the driveway. She drove past, not wanting Harvey to see her. When she reached a dead end, she turned around and pulled over a couple of houses before the Warners’.

There was a shout as one of the kids—a girl, the spitting image of Sophie—threw the ball at her older brother. Charlie yelled something as she charged inside the house, slamming the door behind her. The boys played on.

A few minutes later, the porch light came on, then the front door opened and Sophie appeared. Nel shrunk in the seat, hoping it was too dark for Sophie to see her. She held her breath as Sophie spoke to Charlie. He was arguing back, his gestures jerky and pointed, then he stormed into the house, leaving his mother with little Harvey. Sophie reached out and ruffled his hair. He smiled up at her and they turned towards the house.

Nel pulled out from the kerb, not realising that Sophie had turned back to fetch the wheelie bin from the end of the driveway. Their eyes met. Nel looked away quickly, but she was too late. Sophie had stopped, mid-stride. In her rear-view mirror, Nel could see her standing there, watching the car, until she turned the corner at the end of the street.
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Chapter 26

It was only six o’clock when Nel got back to her mum’s place, but the house was in darkness. The only light on was a lamp in the lounge room, which cast a beam of yellow light at the end of the hall. Cath was sitting in Rob’s armchair, a glass of red on the side table next to an open bottle. The lamp threw shadows over her face.

‘Mum?’ Nel stood in the doorway. Cath looked up, her wet cheeks shining in the lamp light. ‘What’s wrong?’

Cath held out a piece of paper. ‘I found it today. I was going through his things in the study.’

Nel turned the page towards the light. To Do, it said in her dad’s handwriting. He’d crossed off Write reference for Andrew Hurley and Call hospice re Louise. She could feel her mum watching her as she reached the uncompleted tasks at the bottom.

‘Book angiogram,’ Nel whispered, as she reached the last line. The diagnostic procedure was only done if there were specific concerns. ‘Did he mention he had symptoms?’

Cath shook her head. ‘His own father died of heart disease at forty-three and he’s writing references for Andrew bloody Hurley instead of having a blasted angiogram.’ There was an angry tremor in her voice.

They sat in heavy silence. How easily things could have been different. A coronary angiogram would have diagnosed the narrowing of his arteries that triggered the heart attack, and simple surgery would have saved his life. He would’ve been in and out of hospital on the same day. Nel had referred countless patients for the simple test, resulting in stents and a long life. She cursed her father for his foolish complacency.

‘He was always thinking of everyone else, never himself.’ Cath’s tears flowed again.

Nel moved over to her and put one hand awkwardly on her back. ‘You probably need a good cry, Mum. Don’t you think?’

Cath shrugged. ‘I’ve never been much of a crier.’

‘Maybe long overdue then.’

She sniffed. ‘That’s the pot calling the kettle black.’

Nel prickled at the comment but said nothing. She handed a box of tissues to Cath who blew her nose loudly. Cath took another tissue and dabbed her eyes.

‘I went to see Faye this afternoon,’ Nel said after a few minutes. ‘She showed me her studio. Have you seen it?’

Cath shook her head.

‘Her work’s incredible, so bold and … I don’t know … forceful.’ It wasn’t the right word but it was close.

There was a rattle at the front door then footsteps.

‘Hello?’ Lauren’s voice echoed in the hallway. ‘Why’s everything so dark?’

A light came on in the hall and then the kitchen, casting a shaft of bright light into the lounge room.

‘I just ducked into the supermarket so I picked you up a few things,’ she called from the kitchen, opening and closing cupboard doors as she unpacked groceries.

‘I’m sure she thinks we’d starve if she didn’t keep us stocked up,’ Cath said under her breath.

‘And I picked up a couple of dishes from the Chinese takeaway for you for dinner. Honey chicken and beef in black bean.’

Nel looked at Cath who widened her eyes in silent recognition. Nel smiled. It felt good, this rare moment of connection between them.

‘And I brought you over a coat, Nel. You’ll freeze if you keep wearing that ridiculous leather thing.’ Lauren appeared at the door, holding a navy coat, catching the end of the look between them. Her eyes flicked from one to the other. ‘What?’

‘Nothing, darling,’ Cath said.

‘Thanks,’ Nel said.

‘It’s an old one so you can keep it as long as you like.’ She lay the coat over the back of the armchair. ‘What were you talking about?’ She directed the question to Cath.

‘Nel was telling me about visiting Faye today.’

Lauren turned to Nel and narrowed her eyes. ‘You went to see Faye?’

‘Yeah, I stopped by to say hello.’ A pause. ‘Is that okay with you?’

‘Not really. They don’t need you stirring up the past.’

‘We just had a cup of tea and a chat, Lauren. We talked about her paintings mostly. I didn’t even mention Maddie.’

Lauren scrutinised her. ‘Geoff and Faye lost their daughter, their only daughter. Can you imagine what that must be like?’

Nel didn’t answer.

Cath broke the silence. ‘Did you know that Faye had a stillborn baby a few years before Maddie was born? A boy. She had to deliver him in the labour ward along with all the women giving birth to healthy babies. They called him Hugh.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘She’d already had five or six miscarriages by then, so it was just devastating.’

‘God,’ Nel said. ‘I had no idea.’

‘I wanted to hide from her when I was pregnant with you, Lauren,’ Cath went on. ‘Seeing her felt cruel, like I was rubbing her face in it. It was such a relief when Maddie was born, healthy and beautiful.’ She looked at Nel. ‘You two were inseparable, right from the start. Yin and yang.’

‘And then to lose Maddie too.’ Lauren shook her head.

Nel pictured Faye’s face, grief etched in every line. ‘It’s hard to believe life could be so cruel.’

‘There were more miscarriages after Maddie,’ Cath said. ‘I’m not sure how many, I think she stopped telling me about them.’

Lauren turned to Nel. ‘Do you understand that this is the pain you’re stirring up every time you mention Maddie? Every time you question what happened?’ She paused as though waiting for her words to land. When she spoke again her voice was softer. ‘Maddie was … unstable. Unpredictable. She had a wild energy that felt dangerous. What happened was terribly sad, Nel, but it was either an accident or a suicide. The Marshalls have obviously decided to believe it was an accident, and as a mother I can understand why. You need to let them have that.’

Nel thought back to Faye’s words that afternoon: Maddie’s accident. It had jarred with her at the time because it felt incorrect. Like a euphemism.

‘Okay,’ Nel said.

‘Okay what?’ Lauren pressed her. ‘You’ll leave it?’

Nel shrugged and didn’t answer. ‘I’ve made a decision,’ she said. They looked at her expectantly. ‘I’m going to stay a bit longer. A month or so. Hopefully that’ll be long enough to find a buyer for the clinic.’

‘That’s wonderful news.’ Cath exhaled and smiled. ‘Thank you, Nel.’

Lauren stared at her. ‘Why the change of heart?’

‘Isn’t that what you wanted?’ Nel asked.

There was a long silence. Nel shook her head. She couldn’t win with Lauren.
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Chapter 27

‘What a clown,’ Ryan said, referring to the politician on A Current Affair who had used taxpayers’ funds to take his mistress to Hawaii. Or something like that.

Sophie murmured agreement, although she hadn’t been listening. She’d been scrutinising Ryan who was upset about something. Her senses had been heightened ever since he’d arrived home from work. She’d picked up on some micro-shift in his movements, his gestures, her sense of dread intensifying with every passing minute. She’d sent the kids to their rooms. Duke was asleep at his feet, twitching as though he was dreaming about running. Sophie knew how that felt.

‘I’ll make tea,’ she said. ‘Will you have one?’

‘Yep,’ he said. His eyes didn’t shift from the screen.

When she returned, she put the steaming mugs down on the coffee table. As she went to stand again, he grabbed her arm and glared up at her.

‘Are you planning to tell me who you spoke to at the Berrys’ place on Sunday?’

There it was. Sophie swallowed. There was no point denying it. ‘You mean Nel Foley?’

‘Yes, I mean Nel Foley.’ He held her gaze, his expression hard. ‘According to Matt Green’s wife, you two were having a good old chat. You didn’t think you should mention that?’

She bit her lip. Matt Green was a tradie who did maintenance for the agency. She’d never met his wife. Was she one of the mums who’d arrived as Lauren served the cake? A vein in Ryan’s forehead twitched as he waited for a response.

‘It was just small talk.’ Her voice was weak.

‘Matt’s like, “I didn’t know Sophie was mates with Nel Foley”. How do you think that makes me look? That you’re buddying up to that bitch …’

‘I’m sorry, I forgot—’

‘You forgot?’ He scoffed.

She sat back down.

‘Well? What were you talking about?’

‘Um …’ She shuffled through the conversation, trying to find something acceptable to share. ‘She asked me about work.’

‘What about it?’

‘She asked what I did for work, before I had kids. She offered me some work doing the accounts for their clinic, if I want it.’ She swallowed. ‘I told her no, but …’

He turned to face her. ‘But what?’

‘It’s just …’ She needed to choose her words carefully. ‘I’m finding it hard to … to make ends meet with my allowance each week.’ A beat. ‘And the kids are all at school now, so there’s no reason for me to be at home all the time.’

His dark eyes narrowed. ‘Are you saying I don’t provide properly for this family?’

‘No, no! Of course not.’

‘It sounds like that’s what you’re saying.’ His voice was louder now. Duke sat up, fear in his eyes.

‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘It was just a thought.’

She got up to go to the kitchen but Ryan stood too and grabbed her. A strong hand squeezed each arm, his face just centimetres from hers. Duke yelped, his tail trapped under Ryan’s foot.

‘Shut up!’ he yelled at the dog, who whimpered and looked down at the floor.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Sophie said, breathing quickly, his strong fingers pressing painfully into her flesh. She could feel his hot breath.

‘Leave Mum alone,’ a small voice said.

Charlie was standing at the end of the hallway.

Ryan glared at him. ‘Go back to your room.’

‘Leave Mum alone,’ he said again, louder now. ‘Don’t hurt her!’

Ryan’s nostrils flared. He tossed Sophie aside and lunged at Charlie. Sharp pain spasmed across her jaw as her face hit the corner of the coffee table. She grabbed Ryan’s foot to stop him from reaching Charlie, who swerved out of reach as Ryan lost his balance and fell.

‘Fuck!’ Ryan bellowed, as Charlie ran back down the hall.

Sophie lay on the floor, her face pressed against the plush carpet, hardly daring to breathe. The front door slammed. She didn’t dare to move until she heard Ryan’s car reverse down the driveway.
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Chapter 28

Wednesday morning passed quickly, a steady, satisfying hum of patients in and out, but when Nel checked her schedule at eleven o’clock, a chill ran down her spine.

Ryan Warner.

She took a deep breath, then went out to the waiting room. Sure enough, there he was. He sat leaning forward, legs wide, elbows resting on his knees, staring at a spot on the floor, his large frame too big for the chair.

‘Ryan Warner?’ she said. His eyes snapped up. ‘This way.’

He followed her into the consult room. She sat down and gestured for him to do the same.

‘I’ll stand.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Her pulse quickened but she shrugged, trying to appear unaffected by his menacing energy.

There was silence.

She leaned back in her chair. ‘How can I help?’

Ryan snorted. ‘How can you help? We don’t need your help.’

‘Okay then. Is that all?’

He pointed a stubby finger at her. ‘You keep out of my business and you stay away from my wife. Don’t go filling her head with stupid ideas.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, but your wife is free to do as she pleases. And so am I.’

He glared at her, jaw pulsating.

‘What are you afraid of, Ryan?’ Her voice was steady despite her pounding heart.

He leaned down so his face was just inches from hers. ‘Fuck. Off.’

She stared back, willing herself not to look away until he turned and walked out the door.

She sat paralysed, trembling, her mind racing. What was he talking about? What stupid ideas? The only thing she could think of was offering Sophie work. She must have told him. Nel shuddered, imagining how that conversation must have gone. Had she put Sophie in more danger?

She took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing heart, as her phone vibrated with a message. Poppy.

I need to talk to you. Can I come see you at the clinic tomorrow

Nel tapped a reply, telling her to come anytime, but a knot formed in her stomach. It couldn’t be another contraception conversation, could it? But if it wasn’t that, then what was it?
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Chapter 29

When Nel arrived at the clinic the following morning, Poppy was sitting at the front door waiting for her.

‘What’s going on?’ Nel asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Her voice was almost a whisper. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Of course.’ Nel unlocked the door and led Poppy down the hall.

‘I’ve been getting weird emails,’ Poppy said once they were seated in Nel’s room. ‘Anonymous ones. At first I thought they were from some loser at school and ignored them, but now I’m not sure.’

‘When did this start?’

‘I got the first one the day after Granddad’s funeral.’ She took her phone from her pocket, scrolled for a moment, then passed it to Nel. ‘This is the first one.’

You looked pretty yesterday Poppy.

It was sent from a Gmail account, but the address was a whole lot of random letters and numbers. Nel looked up and shrugged.

‘Show me the next one,’ she said, passing the phone back. She moved her chair next to Poppy’s so she could see the screen. The next email was sent on Saturday.

I saw you with your friends today. I like your shorts. Is Jack your boyfriend?

Nel swallowed. ‘Where were you on Saturday?’

‘Watching the firsts play AFL.’

‘You were there with Jack?’

‘Yeah, and some other friends.’

‘And I take it you were wearing shorts?’

‘Yeah, I was freezing.’

‘So whoever wrote this was definitely watching you.’

Poppy nodded. ‘But I still thought it was probably from some other guy at school. There were, like, hundreds of people there.’

Nel reread the message. It could definitely be from a harmless kid, but she sensed worse was coming. ‘You don’t think it’s a kid from school anymore?’

Poppy shook her head, her expression grim as she tapped on the screen again. ‘I got this one yesterday.’ She bit her fingernails, watching Nel as she read it.

Saw your aunt the other day. She was hanging out with the cop.

Nel’s heart quickened. So this was about her.

‘Take a screenshot of each email and send them to me,’ she said, striving for a calm tone.

Poppy turned her attention to the phone. Nel watched the notifications flash up on her own phone screen.

‘If you get any more, screenshot them and send them to me straightaway.’ Nel sighed heavily. ‘Poppy, I think this is actually about me rather than you. I think someone’s trying to intimidate me by sending you these messages. Whoever sent them wanted you to show them to me.’

Poppy’s eyes were wide. ‘Who would do that though?’

Nel thought of Ryan. He was rattled enough to come in here and threaten her. Did he send these emails to scare her away? Stop her asking questions? Drive her out of town? She wouldn’t put it past him.

‘How much do you know about what happened back when I was at high school? And why I left?’

‘Just that your friend died, the Marshalls’ daughter, and that you left after Year 12 to go to uni in Sydney.’

‘There were a lot of rumours about what happened to my friend Maddie, and because I was the last person to see her—the last confirmed person to see her—a lot of those rumours were about me.’

‘But … so what?’

‘So there are people around here who would rather I left town.’

‘But …’ Poppy hesitated. ‘I don’t want you to leave.’ Tears pooled in her wide eyes and she looked just like the toddler Nel remembered. She felt the urge to wrap her up and tell her everything was going to be okay.

After Poppy left, Nel sat at her desk, trying to decide what to do. She wanted to meet Jimmy to tell him about the emails, but what if Ryan saw them again? He must have been following her, watching her. What was stopping him from following her again today?

A sudden surge of hot fury rose up inside her. Fear was exactly the response Ryan wanted. So what if he saw her with Jimmy? In fact, she hoped he would! It would show him how futile his emails were. This just made her more certain he had something to hide.

‘Fuck him,’ she whispered, sounding braver than she felt.

She reached for her phone. She was done with hiding.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 30

The Grand Hotel was an imposing two-storey building with wrought-iron verandas at the top of Manning Street. The gritty sound of Cold Chisel greeted Nel as she pushed open the heavy door and did a quick check for Ryan. There was no sign of him. She chose a high table by the window and sat down with her back to the wall.

The crowd was mainly tradies with weathered faces, still in work boots, their energy revived by the cold beer. A group of men in hi-vis shirts leaned on the bar, schooners in hand, congratulating themselves on making it through Monday. Three young women with smoky eyes and glossy lips sat at a table by the fireplace. Nel looked out the window, cupping her hands to see past the reflection of the room into the darkness of the street. Was Ryan out there, watching her?

The heavy door swung open and Jimmy entered wearing a navy duffel coat over a white t-shirt. Off duty. He caught her eye and gestured to ask if she wanted a drink.

Beer, she mouthed.

Nel watched the barmaid as she laughed at something Jimmy said and reached for two glasses. Where did Nel know her from? Then she realised it was the woman who had greeted her at The Larder a few days before.

‘Do I know the barmaid?’ Nel asked when Jimmy reached the table and placed a schooner in front of her.

‘Yeah, that’s Harry,’ he said, taking off his coat. He kissed Nel’s cheek and sat down on the stool next to her, facing the room.

Nel tried to remember a Harry. ‘Who?’

‘Maddie’s friend. Harriet.’

It took a moment for Nel to make the connection. She widened her eyes, dumbfounded. ‘That’s Harriet? The emo from the ice creamery?’

Jimmy laughed. ‘Her emo days are long gone. She’s the licensee of this place, runs it with her wife.’

Nel looked back at Harriet, trying to reconcile this tall confident woman with the pale listless girl she remembered.

*

A bass beat pumped like a pulse beneath giddy voices as Nel stumbled over the uneven sand. Where was Maddie? She scanned the skull-like faces, the glow of the bonfire making black holes where eyes should be, and spotted Harriet.

‘Harriet!’ she called, walking over. Maddie was bound to be close by. Harriet’s parents owned the ice-cream parlour and Maddie and Harriet had become fast friends in the month or so since Maddie started working there.

‘Nel, hey,’ Harriet said in her usual bored tone, pushing her long dark fringe out of her eyes. The orange glow of the fire reflected off her piercings.

‘Have you seen Maddie?’ Nel asked.

‘She’s here somewhere.’

Harriet looked around as Maddie emerged from the crowd. She put an arm around them both, stumbling.

‘Shit, Maddie,’ Nel said, pulling her back onto her feet. ‘How much have you had to drink?’

‘Sorry, Mum.’ Maddie rolled her eyes and looked at Harriet. They both laughed.

Nel managed a forced smile, trying to ignore the sting of jealousy she felt whenever Harriet was around. She’d never been the odd one out before and she didn’t like it.

There was a cheer from a group of boys, hooting and clapping as Ryan Warner sculled a beer. Maddie watched him, her eyes glassy in the firelight. Was she about to cry, Nel wondered? But then her face hardened into something else.

‘Hey, guys!’ Maddie yelled, defiant.

Ryan and his mates swung around. When Maddie saw that she had their attention, she pulled Harriet towards her and kissed her deeply on the mouth. More hooting and clapping. Nel felt jealousy ripple up again.

Ryan stood among his cheering mates, glaring, stoney-faced, then threw his empty beer bottle into the fire and walked into the darkness.

When Maddie pulled away, she looked in the direction Ryan had gone, her mouth turned up ever so slightly into a smile. Harriet’s eyes were still on Maddie.

*

The memory lingered as Nel watched Harriet, who was using a remote control to change the channel on the TV above the bar. A woman with long hair said something as she passed her. Harriet laughed. Was that her wife?

‘So what’s going on?’ Jimmy asked.

‘What?’

‘You said you wanted to tell me something?’

‘Oh! Yes.’ Nel refocused her attention on Jimmy. She reached into her bag for her phone. ‘Poppy’s been receiving anonymous emails.’

‘Saying what?’

She showed him the first screenshot. ‘This was the first one, last Tuesday.’

He read the single line of text and shrugged. ‘Teenagers send each other all sorts of shit like this.’

‘Swipe to see the next one.’

He did so. ‘Yeah, probably just a stupid kid.’

‘I thought so too, but then she got another one.’ Nel reached across and swiped to reveal the most recent email. He read it, frowning, then slowly raised his eyes to meet hers.

She glanced around the bar and lowered her voice. ‘I think it’s Ryan.’

He listened with raised eyebrows as she told him about Ryan’s surprise visit to the clinic.

‘I checked his record,’ he said. ‘He has an assault conviction.’

‘He does? Was Sophie the victim?’

Jimmy shook his head. ‘He was charged after a fight right here in this fine establishment five years ago. I asked one of the guys up at Mount Clare what he knew about it. Story is, Ryan thought the other bloke was coming on to Sophie so he beat the crap out of him. He was the father of one of their kids’ schoolfriends.

Nel’s chest tightened. Another red flag. ‘Did he get jail time?’

Jimmy scoffed. ‘He got off on a good behaviour bond due to strong character references.’

She looked back at the screenshots on her phone. ‘Is it possible to trace this sort of thing?’

He tilted his head to one side. ‘Yes and no. Gmail doesn’t include the sender’s IP address.’ She had no idea what he was talking about. Her face must have conveyed this, because he explained. ‘That means the best we can do is trace the server the email was sent from, rather than the specific computer. Gmail’s different from other web-based email in that regard. Even if we got a court order to force Google and the sender’s internet provider to give us any additional user information they have, it’s not likely to help us much.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because the sender would have provided bogus personal info when they set up the account. And the internet service provider, Telstra or Optus or whoever, is legally required to provide the name and address linked to the IP address of the server where Gmail was accessed. Unless the sender’s a total moron, it’ll be a public wi-fi network, like at a library or a cafe.’ He took a sip of his beer and wiped his top lip. ‘At this stage, we wouldn’t have enough to get a court order anyway.’

‘But she’s a fifteen-year-old girl, Jimmy! Are we just meant to ignore this?’

‘I know it seems crazy. This is the problem with the internet. People can get away with all sorts of shit because they’re anonymous.’

She shook her head.

‘We can trace it anyway,’ he said. ‘But best not to get your hopes up.’

She sighed and took a sip of her beer. ‘Did you get a chance to speak to Frisk yet?’

‘I spoke to him this morning. He gave me the go-ahead, but there was a crash on the Mount Clare Road this afternoon so I didn’t get up there today. Hopefully I’ll have time tomorrow.’

They sat in silence.

After a moment, Jimmy put his hand on Nel’s. ‘Do you want me to do anything about Ryan?’ he asked. ‘I could have a chat to him, tell him to keep his distance so it’s on file if he does anything else.’

‘No. I don’t want him to think I’m scared of him.’ She drank the last of her beer. ‘Because I’m not,’ she added, striving for a confident tone despite the ache of doubt in her stomach.

She looked back at Harriet, who was behind the bar again. ‘Do you think she was in love with Maddie?’ Nel wondered aloud, thinking about that night at the bonfire party. For Maddie, the kissing was performative, designed for the male gaze—Ryan’s gaze—but perhaps it meant more for Harriet. ‘I wonder …’ She let her thoughts trail off.

Jimmy raised an eyebrow, waiting for Nel to say more.

‘I was just thinking … they were very close in those last few months. Do you think Maddie confided in her about the pregnancy?’
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Chapter 31

Sophie pulled up outside the pharmacy and leaned across, reaching under the passenger seat for the paper bag containing the Clairol box. Her fingers brushed against it. She leaned further, grasping for it, grimacing as her cheek pressed against the upholstery.

‘Fuck,’ she muttered, wincing, as she sat back up. She put the bag on the seat then covered her bruised cheek gently with her cold fingers, trying to soothe the ache. When the pain subsided, she adjusted the rear-view mirror to study the spot where her face had hit the coffee table. She’d done her best to cover it with makeup. Turning her head from side to side, she decided that if you didn’t know it was there, you probably wouldn’t notice it.

She’d fallen asleep in Jasmine’s bed after the argument. Eventually. She’d replayed the incident over and over in her mind as she lay beside her daughter, berating herself for letting it happen. She shouldn’t have mentioned money or Nel offering her work. She should have made something up, or played dumb, or thought faster. Each time she felt herself drifting into sleep, she would hear brave Charlie’s little voice—Leave Mum alone. Don’t hurt her—and jolt back to consciousness, only to replay the awful scene once more.

Ryan must have gone to Lachie’s place, but he was back by the time she woke up, her face throbbing. The house smelled of coffee. Ryan didn’t drink coffee anymore, so he’d made it for her. A peace offering. When she went into the kitchen, he’d pulled her into a tender embrace.

‘I hate it when we fight,’ he’d whispered, kissing her gently on her forehead like she was a beloved child.

Feeling tears threaten now, Sophie blinked a few times and looked out the window at Anderson’s Pharmacy. She picked up the paper bag and opened the car door.

Edwin glanced up from behind his computer as she made her way to the counter. There was no sign of Jen, Sophie noted with relief.

‘Morning, Sophie,’ Edwin said.

‘Hello,’ she replied as a blonde head popped out from behind a display stand laden with hair accessories.

‘I’ll help Sophie!’ Jen said.

Sophie suppressed a groan, working hard to keep her expression neutral.

‘You keep going with that, Jen,’ Edwin said. ‘How can I help you?’

Sophie could feel Jen watching as she took the hair dye from the bag.

‘I bought this the other day, but I’ve had a change of heart,’ she said.

‘What? You don’t like the colour?’ Jen said. ‘But you’d look stunning as a brunette. Imagine how your gorgeous eyes would pop!’ She put her hands at her temples, flicking her fingers out to resemble tiny explosions.

Sophie smiled politely, wishing Jen would get back to stocking the shelves.

‘I can do an exchange for you,’ Edwin said. ‘Just pick out the one you’d like and I’ll fix it up.’

‘Actually … I’ve decided not to dye it after all. Could I get a refund, please?’

Jen shrugged and turned back to the shelves, losing interest now that her styling expertise was no longer required.

‘Did you pay on a card?’ Edwin asked.

Sophie nodded and passed over her debit card. She bit her lip as he processed the refund, evaluating her options. She felt confident in Edwin’s discretion, but even if he served her, there would be nothing stopping Jen from looking through the sales record to determine what she’d purchased. The last thing she needed was Jen Henry knowing she was possibly pregnant. There was no way she could buy the pregnancy test from this store. And going up to Mount Clare wasn’t an option. Ryan would find out somehow and interrogate her with a million questions. Besides, she couldn’t afford the petrol. There was only one way she could get that test.

‘Done,’ he said, handing back her card.

‘Thanks.’ She took her time putting it back in her wallet as Edwin returned to his computer. Jen was unpacking loofah brushes. Sophie took a steadying breath and moved her bag onto her right shoulder, then walked calmly to the far aisle where the pregnancy tests were. She slowed down as she reached them and glanced back at the counter. Edwin had no line of sight to her. Her heart pounded as she reached for the seventeen-dollar test she’d been about to purchase a few days ago, and dropped it into her bag.

It was only then that she realised someone was watching her from the end of the aisle.
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Chapter 32

Nel was distracted when she arrived at the pharmacy. She was thinking about Harriet, debating whether to speak to her about Maddie’s pregnancy, when she realised that Sophie Warner was walking up the aisle towards her.

Nel stopped, waiting for Sophie to see her, and watched as she took a box from the shelf and dropped it into her tote bag. The gesture was so casual, so fluid, that she’d second-guessed herself. Had she really seen what she thought she’d seen? Sophie put the strap back on her shoulder, then looked up and saw Nel standing there. Her eyes widened first with recognition, then panic, then finally a silent plea.

Nel looked at the products on the shelf—pregnancy tests. Was Sophie pregnant?—then back at Sophie. There were tears in her pale blue eyes. Nel gave her a tiny nod. Sophie lowered her gaze and walked past out of the store.

When Nel got back to the clinic, she searched for Sophie’s mobile number on the database.

I’m here if you need to talk, she typed. Dread sat heavily in her stomach as she hit send. Another child was the last thing Sophie needed.

Nel’s thoughts went back to that other unexpected pregnancy. Maddie’s. Did Harriet know? Her gut said that Maddie would have told someone. Someone other than Ryan. She checked her schedule, pleased to see a gap later that morning.

The Grand was deserted when Nel arrived, right on opening. There was no one at the bar, but she could hear a tap running somewhere, the clink of glasses and muffled voices. It felt like being on the set of a play in an empty theatre.

‘Hello?’ she called.

Harry appeared from a door behind the bar holding a rack of beer glasses. Her eyes met Nel’s, recognition flashing on her face.

Nel smiled. ‘Hi, Harriet.’

‘Hey,’ she said, putting the glasses on the bar. ‘It’s Harry these days.’

Nel nodded. ‘Sorry I didn’t recognise you the other day at The Larder.’

Harry shrugged. ‘Understandable really, without the disguise.’

Nel nodded. Disguise. Is that what the emo thing had been? A mask for a troubled teen who felt unable to reveal her true self to the world?

‘Can I get you a drink?’ Harry offered.

Nel ordered a soda water and sat down on a bar stool. She took a breath, conscious she might be stirring up something Harry would prefer to leave in the past. ‘I wanted to ask you something … about Maddie.’

‘Yep?’ Harry kept her eyes on the post-mix gun as liquid filled the glass.

Nel waited as she added a slice of lemon and placed the glass in front of her. ‘I found out something this week and I wanted to know if you knew.’

Harry raised an eyebrow, intrigued now.

‘Maddie was pregnant.’ She watched Harry’s face to gauge her reaction, but she gave away nothing. ‘I wondered if she might have confided in you.’

Harry reached for a coaster and put it under Nel’s glass. ‘No, I didn’t know that,’ she said eventually.

‘Me neither,’ Nel said. ‘But Maddie and I weren’t as close, in those final weeks. Months. She knew what I thought of Ryan, so I can understand why she didn’t tell me.’ She noticed Harry’s face harden at the mention of Ryan’s name. ‘The baby must have been his,’ Nel said when Harry offered nothing. ‘Don’t you think?’

Harry shrugged and picked up a cloth.

‘Did you know she was sleeping with him again?’ Nel asked.

There was a flicker of something on Harry’s face as she wiped the spotless bar. She opened her mouth to speak then closed it again.

‘Did you?’ Nel asked again.

Harry sighed heavily. ‘Look, I really don’t want to get involved in this.’

Nel observed a flash of something on Harry’s face. ‘You did!’

An elderly man ambled up to the bar and Harry went to serve him. When she returned, she leaned in and spoke in a low tone. ‘She slept with him the night we had that big bonfire on the beach.’

Nel swallowed. ‘How do you know? Did she tell you?’

‘I saw them.’

‘Where?’

‘In the dunes. They didn’t see me. I never told her I knew.’ Harry straightened again. ‘But I meant it when I said I don’t want to get involved in this, Nel. It took me a lot of therapy to make sense of what happened with Maddie.’

‘Her death, you mean?’

‘Yeah … but also the way she used me.’ A beat. ‘And the way I let her.’
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Chapter 33

On Saturday morning, Nel woke up to a car horn blaring. She kept her eyes closed and tried to ignore it but it beeped again. Still groggy with sleep, she pushed the heavy curtain aside, frowning at the sight of a menacing-looking Police SUV. Her first instinct was to assume she was about to be arrested (thanks, Troy Farris), but then she rubbed her eyes and logic kicked in. Jimmy.

She reached for her phone, gasping when she saw it was almost nine thirty. It had been years since she’d slept so late. There were two missed calls from Jimmy. She rang back, watching him through the gap in the curtain.

‘Morning, sleeping beauty. Did you get my message?’

‘No, I … I just woke up,’ she admitted.

‘Wow, some of us have it easy.’

‘What did it say?’

‘It said I’d pick you up at nine fifteen.’

‘To go where?’

‘To the lighthouse lookout. Get dressed, I’ll wait.’

‘I’ve been thinking about Maddie,’ Jimmy said, as Nel climbed into the front seat ten minutes later. She’d told him about her conversation with Harriet the day before. ‘I haven’t had the chance to check out the file yet, but I want you to talk me through what happened again. On location.’ He pulled out from the kerb. ‘You know, once a detective …’

‘Do you miss it?’ Nel asked.

‘What, detective work?’

‘Yeah.’

He tipped his head to one side as he contemplated the question, following the road down past the industrial area at the port. It was the first time she’d seen him in uniform. The pale blue flattered his Mediterranean complexion. ‘Sometimes. I miss immersing myself in a case and letting it take hold of me.’ A pause. ‘There’s plenty I don’t miss about it though.’

What wasn’t he saying, Nel wondered, as they reached Cape Caution, but she sensed not to ask.

She led the way along the sandstone path, trying to remember what it had looked like sixteen years ago. She pictured a dirt track and some rocky steps leading through scrubby bush down to the lookout, which was just a large flat rock back then.

In the intervening years, the bush had been cleared and replaced with grass, and now stone steps led down to a metal viewing platform where a wooden railing protected sightseers from the drop below. A sign mounted on the railing identified the coastal landmarks and provided information about the whale species that passed by, heading north in autumn and south in spring with calves in tow. Next to that was a plaque acknowledging the upgrades to the lookout, which were officially opened by The Honourable Geoffrey Marshall MP on Australia Day in 2015.

Beyond the railing, the vast shimmering ocean stretched into the infinite distance. They stood side by side, gazing across the silver-blue expanse. Nel leaned over the railing, staring down at the swirling white water crashing onto the rocks below.

Jimmy turned to face the land. ‘So this is where you last saw her.’

She nodded. ‘Do you remember what it looked like back then?’

‘Roughly.’

She gestured towards the metal grate underfoot and the wooden railing. ‘None of this was here. It was just a flat rock.’

Jimmy nodded. ‘Geoff Marshall campaigned for the funding to upgrade it. It was on the front page of the Chronicle for years.’

Nel didn’t remember that. ‘I would have left by then.’

She closed her eyes, taking herself back to that night. When she opened them again, she pointed to the area to the left of the steps. ‘There was a metal seat over there. That’s where Maddie was sitting, hugging her knees. When she looked up at me, her cheeks were wet with tears. I was about to ask her what was wrong, but then she covered her face with her hands and I saw the ring.’ She swallowed. ‘And then we argued, like I told you the other night …’

‘And that’s when you left?’

Nel nodded.

‘And she was still sitting here?’

She nodded again.

They didn’t speak again for quite some time. A sea eagle soared effortlessly overhead as water churned on the rocks below.

‘I’ve got another theory,’ Jimmy said. ‘Hear me out.’

‘Okay,’ she said.

‘It’s highly unlikely she could have arranged a termination in such a short timeframe, so let’s assume that night she was still pregnant. Let’s imagine what that would have been like for her. She’s sixteen years old. Her parents are older, conservative. Her dad’s a politician so his reputation is important. She’s panicking about them finding out. The situation feels hopeless. After you leave, she becomes distraught, so she throws the ring over here.’ He pointed beyond the railing, towards the churning blue abyss below. ‘And then she follows.’

Nel’s cheeks burned with shame as she looked over the railing again. If Jimmy’s theory was right, it was her fault. But the lookout wasn’t quite high enough for death to be a certainty. Five k’s around the bay was a cliff twice as high, where Lifeline signs adorned the fence advertising the 24-hour crisis helpline.

‘If she wanted to die, she would have gone to The Pass.’

‘Maybe she did,’ he said, his eyes fixed on the horizon. ‘Maybe she went up there after you left her.’

Nel shook her head. ‘It’s too far to walk in the dark. And if she did, she would’ve followed the road. Someone would have seen her.’ Nel didn’t want it to be true, but she also didn’t believe it was true. ‘And if she was worried about Geoff’s reputation … his daughter dying by suicide was never going to reflect well on him, politically.’ It sounded weak, even to her own ears. She turned to face him. ‘I just know there’s more to it, Jimmy. I know it sounds flimsy, but …’

‘It isn’t flimsy, it’s intuition.’ He gave her a reassuring smile. ‘The best detectives I know listen to it.’

Nel sighed, relieved he was listening to her, when something moved in her peripheral vision. She looked along the cliff line below to see Trent Donohue standing on the rock shelf, a camera pointed in their direction.

‘What the hell?’ she said.

Jimmy followed her line of sight, frowning.

Trent lowered the camera and raised his hand in a wave, then he walked across the rocks towards the path. He emerged from the scrub a few minutes later.

‘Why were you taking photos of us?’ Nel demanded.

‘I wasn’t,’ Trent said. ‘I was taking photos of the lighthouse.’

She scrutinised him, trying to decide if she believed him. ‘What for?’

‘I’m doing a cover story about it for the Chronicle.’

‘About the lighthouse? Why?’

‘Geoff Marshall announced an election promise for a federal funding grant to turn it into a maritime museum.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ Nel mumbled, her face burning with embarrassment at her mistake.
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Chapter 34

Sophie sat on the toilet with the white stick in her hand, staring at the little window where a second blue line would soon appear. If she was pregnant. She was in the powder room near the front door, where she would hear Ryan’s car if he decided to drop in unexpectedly. She’d been planning to do the test as soon as she got home on Friday, but he’d arrived home just as she was about to open the box, which she’d scrambled to stash behind the spare towels in the vanity. She didn’t dare to attempt it over the weekend.

The first time she saw those two lines, she’d been giddy with excitement. She closed her eyes, remembering that moment, the first evidence of Charlie’s existence in the world. The moment she became a mother. She’d squealed at the sight of the faint blue line. Ryan had come running, tears welling in his eyes when she held up the stick. They’d clutched each other, his breath warm on her neck.

‘I’m going to look after you,’ he’d said, his tears spilling over. He was determined to be a good dad right from the start. He was protective. He made sure she ate right, got enough sleep, kept up the exercise, even on days when her feet ached and she longed to lie on the sofa and eat Jatz crackers. He didn’t like her going out at night. She was only six months pregnant when he suggested she quit her job.

‘You don’t need to work,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll take care of you.’

She’d had a niggling suspicion that Ryan’s keenness for her to resign wasn’t entirely related to the pregnancy—he’d started asking questions about Tom from work—but she’d been flattered by his jealousy. It was proof of his love. For years she’d watched her parents sidestep each other in the kitchen, their eyes looking straight through each other, and wondered why they stayed together. She would never have a marriage like that, she’d promised herself.

They’d agreed that Sophie would keep her own bank account and Ryan would transfer money at the start of each week. ‘My money’s our money,’ he’d said. She’d felt so lucky to have a strong man. A man who took his role as a provider seriously. She’d regarded the single mums in her mothers group with pity.

By the next time she saw a second blue line, announcing the imminent arrival of Jasmine, she rarely saw her mothers group anymore. She’d stopped going to the monthly meetings down by the beach when Ryan started to question why she needed them.

‘For support,’ Sophie had said. It had been the wrong thing to say.

‘Don’t I support you?’ he’d asked. He took pride in his role as the head of his little family.

‘I mean, emotional support,’ she’d explained.

Ryan had frowned. ‘Emotional support? What are you telling these people?’

By the time Harvey came along, she only saw them at the school gate or in the supermarket.

‘We’re having dinner at the Thai place in North Carrinya next week,’ Emily had said as they pushed their prams past each other on Manning Street. ‘You should come.’

Sophie had said no. She couldn’t afford to eat out. And Ryan wouldn’t like it. Things had escalated by then. Ryan’s stepmother Valerie was diagnosed with bowel cancer when Sophie was five months pregnant and didn’t live to meet Harvey. Sophie had been hopeful that the new baby might bring joy at a time when everyone needed it, but Ryan’s grief manifested in an unexpected way, deepening his paranoia that Sophie would follow in her mother’s unfaithful footsteps and elevating his own mother to the status of a saint.

Nothing Sophie did was right. If she let Harvey cry, she was neglectful. If she brought him into their bed, she was spoiling him. When she continued to breastfeed after the first few months, Ryan would sulk as though he was jealous. When she suggested formula-feeding, he accused her of being lazy and selfish. His own mother had breastfed him and his brothers until they were twelve months old, he said. He credited his robust constitution to her selfless devotion.

It was during this time that he’d become convinced that she was having an affair with the father of one of Charlie’s schoolfriends. Sophie had laughed when he’d voiced his suspicions; it seemed so ludicrous that she didn’t think he could be serious. That was a mistake. It culminated with a punch-up at the Grand. Ryan had copped a suspended sentence and a lifetime ban.

She hated to think what the effect of another pregnancy might be.

She opened her eyes and held up the white stick.

Two lines.

Fuck.

For a few minutes, she sat with her head in her hands, then she got up. There was no time to waste. She went into the kitchen and opened the kids’ laptop. Ryan had bought it during Covid for them to do their assignments and upload them to Google classroom. She clicked on Chrome and opened an incognito window so there would be no record of the sites she visited. She didn’t know if Ryan monitored the browsing history on this laptop, but she didn’t want to find out.

First she checked the balance of the bank account Ryan didn’t know about. She’d opened it eighteen months ago after seeing an ad for a bank’s Domestic and Family Violence Assistance program on the back of the toilet door at the library. It had been a shock to learn that there were so many women in Sophie’s situation that the bank had a dedicated service to help them. Knowing that made Sophie feel better. And worse. For weeks afterwards, she looked at women differently. Are you in the club? she would wonder, on the street, in the supermarket, at school pick-up.

There was a flutter in her stomach when she saw her balance. $11,752.60. She’d never had that much money before. When she started her secret side hustle, she didn’t know if it would be possible to earn enough to make a difference, but she was getting close. She stared at the figures on the screen. How much would she need?

She went to the corner cupboard and knelt down to reach into the far back corner, behind saucepans and baking dishes and random platters she never used because they never had anyone over. She took out a casserole dish, white glass with an orange floral pattern. It was her mother’s, but she’d left it behind when she moved to Adelaide. Sophie put it on the bench, removed the lid and took out a white linen napkin folded into a rectangle. She lay it on the bench next to the dish and unfolded it.

Her heart raced at the sight of the wad of notes. She fanned through them, a blur of mauve, blue and red. She wouldn’t count it. She’d only counted it a couple of weeks before so there was no need. It wasn’t much anyway, just what she made selling the kids’ old clothes and toys on Facebook Marketplace. She thought Ryan would object when she’d first suggested it—she’d emphasised the environmental benefits rather than the financial ones—but he’d just given her a bemused smile as though she was a child asking to have a lemonade stall. Some weeks it was only five bucks, but she figured it was all money. She put the notes up to her nose and took a deep breath, inhaling the synthetic smell. Then she placed them back on the napkin, folded in the sides, put it back in the dish, replaced the lid and carefully positioned it again in the back corner of the cupboard.

She sat on the floor, leaning against the cupboard door. Was it enough? Time was running out. Charlie was growing up so fast. She couldn’t hide the violence from him anymore. Jasmine was escaping into a fantasy world. Even little Harvey was scared of him. She could see him change when Ryan got home. He literally shrank when his father was around.

And the time was right, now, with Nel here, putting Ryan on edge. There wouldn’t be a better chance.

She looked at the clock above the kitchen bench. 1:15. She had two hours before the kids would get off the bus. She sat back down in front of the laptop and typed adultchatdownunder.com.au into the search bar, then entered her login details. At thirty-two cents per message, she made $36 an hour if she answered two per minute. She could make seventy-two bucks by the time they got home. Maybe more.

There was a steady stream of seedy messages waiting to be answered. There always was. It baffled her. Who were these people? Didn’t they work? She clicked on the first one and typed a response, then the second, and on and on. At twelve minutes past three, after typing two hundred and forty-two combinations of hard and wet and I’m so turned on right now, she logged off.

As she shut the laptop, her chest swelled with pride.
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Chapter 35

On Monday afternoon, while Nel was taking Mary Thompson’s blood pressure, her phone flashed with a message from Jimmy. She stole a quick glance.

Been through the case file. I’m knocking off at six, meet for a drink at the Grand?

She felt a flutter of curiosity and wound up the appointment before Mary could launch into another story about her grandson.

See you then, she messaged back.

The intercom buzzed. ‘Carolyn Austin’s here with Finn,’ Viv said. ‘Can I send them through?’

A couple of hours later, Nel mumbled an apology for her rushed departure and walked up the road to the Grand. Jimmy wasn’t there yet, so she ordered a beer and went to the same table by the window. There was no sign of Ryan among the early evening crowd. She took out her phone to check her emails while she waited.

‘Good evening, young lady.’ She looked up to see the red face of Roy Warner, with a younger man by his side holding a card machine. ‘Can I interest you in a ticket in the meat raffle? All proceeds go to the Carrinya Surf Life Saving Club. One ticket for three dollars or four for ten.’

‘Oh ah …’ She reached for her bag. ‘I’ll take four.’

‘Name?’ Roy asked, pen poised over the first ticket.

A pause. ‘Nel Foley.’

His face shifted subtly as he registered the name. ‘Nel …’ He squinted at her. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’ He cleared his throat and spoke in a more serious tone. ‘I’m very sorry about your dad’s passing.’

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Just doesn’t seem right.’ He shook his head. ‘He was a good man, your father.’

He sighed sadly and turned his attention back to the tickets as the young guy held out the machine. She tapped her card.

‘Best of luck, love,’ Roy said, passing her the ticket stubs.

As he moved to the next table and gave his spiel again, Nel pictured him with his clipboard and megaphone down at the surf club, in those three days when Maddie was missing. How much did he know about what happened to Maddie, she wondered? If Maddie did tell Ryan she was pregnant the day before she disappeared, did Ryan tell his father?

‘Sorry, crazy afternoon,’ Jimmy said, pulling her out of her thoughts. He put his beer down on the table, gave her a kiss and pulled off his duffel coat. When he sat down, he clinked his glass against hers.

‘So, you got the file?’ she said.

‘Yep. There’s a fair bit in there, so it’ll take me a few days to go through it all, but there’s one thing that’s not in there that definitely should be.’

‘What?’

‘The autopsy report.’

‘You’re kidding.’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve put in a request for the digital file, but it’s not related to an active investigation so it could take months.’ He took a sip of his beer and shook his head. ‘There would have been a hard copy of the report though, so it’s weird that it’s not there.’

‘What are you thinking?’

He tilted his head to one side. ‘Not sure. It could just be poor file management.’

‘What, like … it just got lost?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Seriously?’

He nodded. ‘Or it could be deliberate.’

‘You mean someone might have made it disappear? Like … a corrupt cop, you mean? Or have I been listening to too many true-crime podcasts?’

He laughed and his face lightened, giving her a glimpse of the boy she remembered from school. ‘I don’t know, it’s definitely …’ He paused, searching for the right word. ‘Curious.’

She sighed. She’d been so sure the file would hold some answers.

‘I was worried this might happen,’ Jimmy said. ‘Sometimes the truth is buried so deep it barely exists anymore.’

*

How to request an autopsy report, Nel typed as she sat cross-legged on her bed. If coronial documents were subject to the Freedom of Information Act, she might be able to submit a request directly. She had no idea how it worked, but she figured there was no harm in trying.

The top search result took her to a NSW Health page, which listed frequently asked questions about non-coronial post-mortems. Not what she was looking for. She went back to the search results and clicked a link to a Coroners Court page. The title read, Accessing Coronial Documents. This looked more promising.

But as she scanned the page, hope faded with each new piece of information. She wasn’t next of kin, or conducting research approved by an ethics committee, or a member of the police force.

She stopped at a subheading that read, How long will it take to receive the documents? and skimmed the text. Even if she could convince the court to rule that she had ‘an appropriate interest’ in the case—whatever that meant—it would take up to twelve months to receive archived records. Twelve months! It felt like a dead end.

She slumped back on the pillows and stared at the looping ribbon on the ceiling. What was she doing? She wasn’t a detective. She was a doctor. And an idiot, it seemed, to think she could find out the truth. Maybe the truth didn’t even exist anymore, like Jimmy said. Maybe it had been erased from existence, like the autopsy report, leaving just gaps in the story. He’d warned her about this. He’d said it would probably lead nowhere. She didn’t believe him at the time, but maybe he was right.

She closed her eyes and thought of Maddie. ‘What happened to you?’ she whispered to the face in her mind. She waited for an answer, a sign of some sort, but there was nothing. She snorted out loud. What was she expecting?

The image of Maddie was replaced by Ryan’s smirking face, her skin prickling as his menacing words played back in her mind. He was dangerous—she was more convinced of that than ever—but what could she do about it? So far, all she’d done was put Sophie and her kids in more danger. Not to mention Poppy. She’d never forgive herself if anything happened to her.

No. There was no point to any of this. She hated to admit it, but Lauren was right. It would only cause pain. And for what? It was time to drop it. She’d keep her head down—focus on working at the clinic and spending time with the family—until she could pack up and head back out of town.
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Chapter 36

‘Morning, Nel. Flat white to go?’ Dave asked as she approached the takeaway counter at The Larder.

‘Thanks, Dave.’

She breathed in deeply, smelling bacon, and looked out at the street. There’d been a frost overnight. Soft light reflected off the wet road giving the streets a golden glow. A dirt-covered 4WD rolled past as Sue from the mini-mart put out a blackboard advertising half-price leg ham. An old lady ambled along the footpath pushing a tartan shopping trolley, her breath making a cloud of fog in the frigid morning air.

It had been over a week since Nel had decided to leave the past in the past, and for the first time since she returned to Carrinya she felt at ease. She’d met Jimmy for a drink at Drifters on Saturday afternoon and told him about her decision to give up on finding the truth about Maddie.

‘Whatever feels right,’ he said as they sat in the winter sunshine, watching fishing boats pass by.

‘What happened in your marriage, Jimmy?’ Nel had asked, sensing he might be ready to talk about it.

He gazed across the water as he told her about his ex-wife in Wollongong who was now living with his ex-best mate, a former colleague. ‘I was angry at them both for a long time, but it was my fault too. I was living and breathing the job, and then when things went wrong on the Molly Peters case I … I didn’t handle it well.’ A dark cloud came over his face. ‘I would have been hard to live with.’

Nel had reached out, put a hand on his arm.

‘I’ve come to terms with it now,’ he went on, ‘but I still feel … I don’t know …’ He let the sentence hang, unfinished. ‘Mum and Dad have been married for thirty-five years. I thought my marriage would be just like theirs, so I feel kind of … embarrassed, I guess, that it was so short-lived.’

He smiled then, the cloud lifting from his face. ‘So that’s my tragic relationship history covered. Your turn. Any ex-husbands you haven’t mentioned?’

Nel had smiled as he sat back in his chair, his foot resting against hers. ‘Just one failed proposal and a lot of very brief dalliances that ended almost before they began.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Ended by you?’

‘Yeah.’ She shrugged. ‘I think I’ve always felt that I don’t deserve to be happy.’

‘Why?’

She watched a pelican land on the water, then met Jimmy’s eyes again. ‘I guess because Maddie didn’t get to be,’ she said slowly, making sense of it for the first time.

‘Well …’ He leaned forward, reaching across the table and taking her hands. ‘I think you’ve done your time, Nel Foley.’

She felt better after that, as though she’d let go of something heavy that she’d been unaware she was carrying. They’d stayed for hours, talking about everything other than Maddie.

She felt a little dusty the next morning, but she’d dragged herself to one of Lauren’s bootcamps. Nel generally avoided group activities of any sort, particularly ones involving exercise, but she actually quite enjoyed it. It was good to see her sister doing her job. She was good at it, which wasn’t surprising—Lauren delighted in bossing people around, so ordering them to do squats seemed like the ideal job for her—but Nel was surprised by how funny she was. Where had that sense of humour been hiding? For the next two days, Nel’s hamstrings were so sore she’d had to drop onto the toilet, but she assumed that was a good thing.

She was still worried about Sophie. She’d seen her on Sunday for the first time since she stole the pregnancy test, when she went to watch Leo play soccer. Sophie was standing with Ryan and Harvey near the canteen, a brown staffie by her side. Their eyes met briefly across the misty field, but Sophie had looked away quickly. Had she done the test, Nel wondered? What did it reveal? Another pregnancy would ruin any hope of leaving, surely.

Thoughts of Sophie and Ryan had whirred in her head that whole afternoon. She’d tried to distract herself by helping her mum go through her dad’s wardrobe, putting shirts and jackets and trousers in piles. One for Steve, one for Vinnies, one for the bin. It was hard—with each item they put on a pile it felt like he was disappearing bit by bit—but she hoped it would help her mum move forward.

Later that evening, Steve had stopped by with an update on the sale of the clinic. There were two interested parties, and he was optimistic that it wouldn’t be too long before they locked one in. It was the news Nel had been waiting for, but strangely she didn’t feel as relieved as she thought she would. It struck her that she would miss this place once she was gone.

Thankfully, there had been no more strange encounters with Ryan. Nel still felt herself looking over her shoulder, but there was never any sign of him. Hopefully it would stay that way. Maddie still pulled at her of course, deep down, but whenever the questions threatened to draw her back in, she shook them off. It was better that way.

Even her body felt different, she realised, raising her shoulders and dropping them. Freer.

A beep from her phone pulled her out of her thoughts. A message from Poppy:

Just got another one …

There was a screenshot attached.

Nel stared at the phone, trying to make sense of what she saw. Still stirring up shit I see, the email read. Below the single line of text was a blurry photo of the front page of The Opal Coast Chronicle. She tapped the screen to enlarge it, but it was still too hard to read.

‘Do you have the papers, Dave?’ she asked, heart racing.
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Chapter 37

Nel’s hands shook as she picked up the Chronicle. NEW ERA FOR LIGHTHOUSE WITH DARK SECRETS, the headline read, above a photo of her and Jimmy standing at the railing, dwarfed by the lighthouse behind them. She read the caption.

Nel Foley (left) and Sergeant Dimitri ( Jimmy) Galatas revisit the lighthouse lookout where sixteen-year-old Madeline Marshall was last seen in 2010. Foley was a ‘person of interest’ in the original investigation and the last person to see her alive.

‘Fuck,’ Nel whispered under her breath. She walked out of the cafe still holding the newspaper, straight to the Chronicle office, a block and a half down Manning Street. She thrust open the door and stepped inside.

‘I need to speak to Trent Donohue,’ she demanded.

The receptionist looked up, startled. ‘He’s in a meet—’

‘I don’t care,’ Nel said. ‘I need to speak to him now.’

The receptionist seemed to realise objections were futile. She was getting up as Trent appeared through a door behind the desk.

His eyes widened when he saw her. ‘Nel, what brings you here?’

She held up the paper. ‘What the hell is this?’

He sighed. ‘A story that people will read.’

‘You said you were taking a photo of the lighthouse!’

‘It is the lighthouse. It just happens to have you in the foreground.’

She glared at him.

‘Why don’t you come through? Let’s sit down and talk.’ He held the door open.

Still trembling, she followed him down a dark corridor into a small office. The desk was cluttered with files and dirty coffee cups. He moved a pile of papers off a spare chair and sat behind the desk.

‘Have a seat.’

‘Why are you doing this to me?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m not doing anything to you. You think I can write an article about the lighthouse and not mention Maddie Marshall? Or you? I’m a journalist, Nel. I write the truth, and right now, what I wrote in that article is all we know about what happened to Maddie.’

Nel covered her face with her hands. They sat silent for a few minutes, then she looked up. ‘When you came into the clinic, you said you were looking into the case.’

Trent nodded.

‘Well? What have you found?’

‘Maddie discovered she was pregnant shortly before she died.’ He watched her closely. ‘You knew?’

‘I just found out. It was in her medical file. How do you know?’

‘I have a contact who was involved in the investigation.’

Nel’s mind raced. ‘Frisk?’ He shrugged.

‘So the cops knew. How?’

‘Your father came forward. He said he’d done a blood test a few days before Maddie disappeared. The results were faxed through on Friday the twenty-second, before her body was found, but the clinic was closed due to the search so he didn’t see them until he went in on Monday the twenty-fifth.’

‘Was it Frisk—sorry, your contact—who told you about the missing ring?’

‘No, I got an anonymous tip about that,’ Trent said. He narrowed his eyes. ‘I thought it might have been from you?’

‘Me?’

He held her gaze for a moment, as though he was deciding what to make of her denial. ‘What were you and Jimmy doing at the lookout?’

Nel hesitated, then decided she might as well tell him. ‘We were stepping back through what we know about that night.’

Trent raised his eyebrows.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, it’s just … I’m surprised Jimmy’s getting involved in this.’

‘Why?’

‘I would have thought he’d be playing a straight bat after what happened in Wollongong.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He hasn’t told you?’

‘Told me what? What did he do in Wollongong?’

Trent shook his head. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I thought you knew.’
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Chapter 38

Jimmy rang that night as Nel was unpacking the groceries she’d picked up after work.

‘I know we’re not meant to be talking about Maddie, but I’ve got some news,’ he said when she answered the phone.

‘Yeah, me too.’

She went into the bedroom and closed the door.

‘You first,’ he said.

She told him about Poppy’s message—the email with the photo of the article—and what Trent had said about Maddie’s pregnancy.

‘That’s weird,’ Jimmy said.

‘What is?’

‘I’ve been through the whole file now. There’s no record of your dad giving a statement.’

Nel frowned. ‘You still think it’s just poor file management?’

‘I don’t know.’ A pause. ‘This contact of his, you reckon it’s Frisk?’

‘I think so. Trent didn’t deny it.’

‘I wonder what else Frisk knows. He didn’t offer up any information about the case when I asked him if I could look at the file, but he was very quick to give me the go-ahead.’

‘Where’s O’Neill these days? Maybe we should talk to him.’

‘He died a couple of years ago.’

She sighed. ‘Bugger.’

‘Did Trent say anything else?’

She thought of the mysterious comment Trent had made about Jimmy. She didn’t know how much weight to give it but it had thrown her a little. She trusted Jimmy, but now she was questioning her judgement. What wasn’t he telling her?

‘No, nothing else.’

They went round in circles debating what to do about the emails. Nel suggested replying, but Jimmy said it would inflame the situation. He said he’d follow up with the internet company, but that until then it was best to do nothing. She knew he was right—without proof that Ryan was sending them, there really wasn’t anything they could do—but it seemed ridiculous all the same.

‘So, what were you going to tell me?’ Nel said eventually, remembering that Jimmy was the one who called her with news.

‘Well, as I said, I’ve been through the file. A lot of it is what you’d expect. Photos. Transcripts of interviews with you, Ryan, the fishermen who saw his car, but then I came across a DNA report done on evidence collected at the scene.’

There was a flutter in her stomach. ‘What evidence?’

‘Investigators found a number of hairs at the lookout the day Maddie was reported missing and sent them off for analysis. From what I can gather, they must have thought the hair had been pulled out because there were a number of strands found in a clump, follicles attached. They asked Ryan about it when they interviewed him—it’s in the transcript—but he flat out denied even being there.’

‘What about the ring? Did they ask him about that?’

‘He denied knowing anything about that too. He said Maddie was wearing it when he broke up with her months before and he hadn’t seen it since. Anyway, they were able to create a full DNA profile from the hair sample. Hair’s good, especially if the follicle’s attached.’

‘Do we know whose DNA it is?’

‘We know it belongs to a man, but that’s it. Back in 2010, the national DNA database was less than ten years old and they didn’t come up with a match. These days the database has been around for twenty-five years and a few things have changed, which could work in our favour.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, back then they only searched for a direct match, so the person who the sample came from had to have their DNA stored in the database already. The chances of that were pretty slim. Since then, they’ve introduced familial searching, which means now a search can identify biological relatives of an unknown profile.’

‘Right,’ Nel spoke slowly, trying to follow his thinking. ‘So you think the database might give us an answer now?’

‘The odds are a hell of a lot better. If Ryan, or one of his brothers, has their DNA stored, we’ll get a match. If the sample does actually belong to Ryan, that is. Anyway, it’s good news.’

‘How soon will we hear something?’

‘It’s pretty straightforward. The DNA analysis was done during the original investigation, so it’s just a matter of rechecking if there’s a match in the database. I’ve submitted a request. We should hear back within a few days, one way or another.’

‘What happens if it is his? What will that mean?’

‘It won’t be a smoking gun, but it will prove Ryan lied about not being there.’

After she hung up from Jimmy, Nel rang Poppy.

‘You okay?’ Nel asked when she answered.

‘Yeah, yeah.’

‘Poppy?’

‘Ha, yep, totally.’

What was she talking about? ‘Poppy?’

‘My maths book? Yeah, it’s upstairs. Hang on a sec.’

There were footsteps, some muffled sounds, then a door closing.

‘Sorry, Mum was hovering.’

‘Oh right. I just wanted to check you’re okay after the email this morning.’

‘I s’pose. It’s getting kind of weird though.’

‘I told Jimmy about it. He’s going to trace it.’

‘Okay.’

‘In the meantime, if we just ignore them maybe he’ll lose interest and stop.’

‘I guess,’ said Poppy, but neither of them sounded sure.
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Chapter 39

Sophie was about to get out the kids’ laptop to do some messages when her phone flashed with a call. School office.

‘Mrs Warner? It’s Mrs Penning from Carrinya Public School.’

Sophie detected something in her voice and felt panic clutch at her stomach. ‘Yes?’

‘There’s been … an altercation … between Charlie and another student.’

‘What? An altercation?’ Sophie’s thoughts spiralled. An altercation. What did that mean? A fight? Did she mean Charlie had been in a fight?

‘We need you to come up to the school.’

Ten minutes later Sophie pushed open the school office door.

‘This way, Mrs Warner.’ Mrs Penning led her down the hall, stopping outside the principal’s office where she knocked gently.

The first person Sophie saw as the door swung open was Leo Berry, who was sitting next to his dad with his face resting on an icepack. Then she saw Charlie. She sat down beside him, scanning his face for signs of injury but saw none.

She was about to speak when Lauren Berry appeared at the door, breathless. Leo looked up at her, glassy-eyed, and lifted the icepack away from his face to reveal the full extent of the injury. Sophie gasped at the sight of his misshapen eye, ringed by a deep purple bruise. Had Charlie done that to him?

‘Oh my god!’ Lauren cried, lurching towards her son, hugging him awkwardly from one side. She glanced at Sophie, then scrutinised Charlie’s unscathed face.

‘Did you do this to my son?’ She glared at him, her voice a low growl.

Charlie scoffed. Sophie shot him a look.

Steve sat forward. ‘Lauren, calm down.’ He put a firm hand on her knee, but she pushed it off.

‘Lauren, I need you to have a seat,’ the principal said firmly.

Sophie looked at her, registering her presence for the first time. Agnes Holthouse was a short stocky woman who reminded Sophie of a British Bulldog. She stared at Lauren over the top of glasses that sat on the end of her nose. Lauren sat. When Mrs Holthouse gave orders, people followed them. ‘Please refrain from speaking directly to Charlie again.’

Lauren glared at her. ‘Well? What does he have to say for himself?’

Steve cleared his throat again. ‘Lauren, Mrs Holthouse was just telling me what happened. It seems that Leo hit Charlie first, and then Charlie retaliated.’

Sophie exhaled, surprised and reassured by the new information.

Steve looked at his son. ‘Is that true, Leo?’

Lauren scoffed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Leo would never hit anyone. There’s obviously been some mistake—’

Steve raised his hand to stop her from speaking and looked at Leo, waiting for a response. After a long pause, Leo nodded, his eyes on the floor.

‘What? You did? Why?’ Lauren demanded.

Charlie smirked. ‘See! I told you that!’

‘Be quiet,’ Sophie murmured through clenched teeth, troubled by the cocky edge in his voice. The lack of remorse. He slumped back in the chair as Mrs Holthouse wrote something in her notebook.

‘Why did you hit him, Leo?’ Steve asked.

Leo looked at his dad, then over at Charlie, then back to the floor. He shrugged.

‘You’re going to have to do better than that, mate,’ Steve said firmly.

Leo closed his eyes and repositioned the icepack higher over his eye. He mumbled something.

‘I can’t hear you.’ There was clear frustration in Steve’s voice now.

‘I said, ask him!’ Leo said, this time loud and clear.

They all looked at Charlie, who turned his palms up and shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

Lauren sighed and looked at Mrs Holthouse. ‘Do you think we could possibly have a conversation without them here?’ She tipped her head towards Sophie and Charlie.

‘I think we’ve done enough talking,’ Mrs Holthouse said. ‘Regardless of who said what, fighting is unacceptable at Carrinya Public School. It’s my job to ensure the school environment is safe for all students.’ She glared at Leo, then Charlie. ‘Boys, you are both suspended for the rest of the week. Do you understand?’

Leo nodded. Charlie shrugged.

‘Do. You. Understand?’ she repeated, loudly and slowly.

‘Yes, Mrs Holthouse,’ they mumbled in unison.

As Sophie drove home from the school with Charlie in the passenger seat, his face turned towards the window, two thoughts ran through her head. The first filled her with dread: What will Ryan do when he finds out Charlie got suspended? His temper had been getting worse lately and this would be sure to set him off. But the second thought was worse: My boy is turning into Ryan.

She shuddered as Leo Berry’s battered face flashed in her mind. It was just a matter of time before Charlie hit adolescence. He was already teetering on the brink of it. What sort of man would he be? An angry man like his father? A man who hurt people?

‘What do you think Dad will do when he finds out?’ Charlie murmured, still facing the window.

‘I don’t know.’

She put a gentle hand on his leg as he let out a sob. ‘It’ll be okay,’ she said, even though she wasn’t sure it would be.

But it turned out she was right. When they told Ryan what happened, he wasn’t angry at all. Instead, he looked at Charlie with new-found pride. He even put his arm around his shoulder and gave a little speech about not being a victim. Charlie shot her a wary look. A confused half-smile.

As she watched them, that thought came to her mind again: My boy is turning into Ryan.
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Chapter 40

Nel could hear Lauren’s boys squealing before she and Cath even reached the front door. She braced herself, then opened the door and nearly collided with Archie who was sliding down the hallway in his socks. The smell of the barbecue wafted down the hall.

‘My turn!’ Leo yelled.

Nel gasped at the sight of a deep purple bruise that stretched from his eye to his lip.

‘Goodness!’ Cath said, frowning.

‘Leo! What happened to your face?’

He ignored the question as he whizzed past. Nel and Cath made a dash to the kitchen where Lauren was chopping parsley.

‘There you are!’ She tossed the herbs into a bowl of potato salad.

‘What happened to Leo’s face?’ Nel asked.

‘Oh.’ Lauren grimaced. ‘He got into a fight at school.’ She passed Nel the salad bowl. ‘Can you put that on the table?’

Nel took it and waited for Lauren to explain, but she busied herself stacking the dishwasher.

‘What was the fight about?’ Nel asked.

Lauren sighed heavily. Nel looked at Cath, who raised her eyebrows.

‘Lauren?’

‘I don’t know.’ Her tone was clipped.

‘Did you ask him?’

Lauren shut the dishwasher and reached for the sink cloth, avoiding her gaze. Nel swallowed. Lauren knew more than she was saying. Of course she’d asked him. Why wouldn’t she say?

‘Who was the fight with?’ Nel asked.

A pause. ‘Charlie Warner.’

‘Charlie Warner?’ Nel pictured the boy standing by Sophie’s side at Leo’s party. ‘I thought they were friends.’

‘I think Charlie said something that upset Leo.’ Lauren’s tone was vague, as though this was mere speculation, but Nel knew her sister better than that. Lauren would have subjected Leo to an inquisition.

‘What did he say?’

‘I don’t know … just some nonsense,’ Lauren said, rinsing the cloth under the tap. Nel frowned. What wasn’t Lauren saying? Then it hit her.

‘Was it something about me?’

Lauren sighed.

‘Lauren, what did he say?’

‘It’s nothing, Nel! It’s two twelve-year-olds, for god’s sake!’

‘If it’s nothing, why won’t you tell me?’

Lauren turned to face her. ‘Okay, fine. He said you murdered Maddie Marshall.’

‘Lauren!’ Cath exclaimed, shaking her head.

Lauren threw her hands up and let out an exasperated laugh. ‘She made me tell her!’

Nel felt like she’d been winded. It was one thing for people who were there at the time to think these things about her—she was used to that—but the thought of her name being hurled around in the playground, weaponised against her nephew, made her feel sick.

Lauren looked at Nel. ‘I told you that stirring up the past was a bad idea. What do you know? I was right.’ She took the salad bowl from Nel’s hands. ‘Lunch is ready!’ she called, walking into the dining room.

Nel was speechless. Was Lauren implying it was her fault that Charlie hit Leo?

She was still standing in the kitchen, reeling, when there was a beep from her bag. A message from Poppy:

I got another one.

Nel swore under her breath, then she went into the dining room and sat down next to Cath as the boys barrelled into the room. A wave of shame came over her at the sight of Leo’s face.

Cath looked around. ‘Where’s Poppy?’

‘In her room,’ Lauren said, cutting up Archie’s sausage. ‘She’s grounded so she’s refusing to come out.’

‘Why’s she grounded?’ Nel asked.

‘There you go.’ Lauren passed the plate to Archie, then she looked back at Nel. ‘She lied about where she was. Again. Has she mentioned anything to you about a boyfriend?’

Shit. The last thing Nel needed right now was for Lauren to know she’d spoken to Poppy about contraception.

She shook her head as Steve offered Lauren the platter. ‘Lamb cutlet, Loz?’ Nel was grateful for the interruption.

‘Well, this time next week we’ll be at the ballot box,’ Cath said, once everyone was served.

‘I’m organising the fundraiser at school,’ Lauren said. ‘Barbecue and a cake stall. Can you make a big batch of your caramel slice, Mum?’

‘Sure,’ Cath said.

‘You can put me down for a shift on the barbecue,’ Steve offered. ‘As long as everyone thinks my skills are up to scratch.’

‘Thanks, babe, you’re already down for a shift.’

Steve laughed. The discussion moved on to the relative merits of Geoff Marshall and Susan Elliot, who was the only candidate who stood a realistic chance of unseating him.

When the political debate started to wear thin, Nel cleared her throat. ‘Any developments on the sale of the clinic, Steve?’

He gave them an update on a potential buyer who was currently doing due diligence on the business. He felt that an offer was imminent.

‘Thanks for all you’re doing, Steve,’ Cath said. ‘I wouldn’t know what to do without you.’

Leo sighed loudly as though the conversation had officially passed his boredom threshold. ‘Can we please leave the table?’

Steve gave them a nod and the boys disappeared. He reached for the wine bottle and topped up the glasses.

Remembering Poppy’s message, Nel reached for a couple of plates and stacked them on top of her own, then carried them to the kitchen and went to find her.

Poppy was lying on her bed looking at her phone.

‘Shuffle over,’ Nel said. They lay side by side in silence for a few minutes.

‘Did Mum tell you I’m grounded?’ Poppy said.

‘Yeah. Why?’

‘Because she’s a psycho who thinks it’s reasonable to track my location twenty-four seven.’

‘What happened?’

‘I told her I was going to Gemma’s house and turned off location tracking. She freaked out when she couldn’t see where I was and rang her mum, so now I’m grounded until I tell her where I went.’

‘Where were you?’

‘Watching Jack play at the Shark Bay Markets.’ Poppy sighed heavily. ‘But if I asked her, she would have said no. What was I supposed to do?’

‘I don’t know,’ Nel murmured, feeling caught in the middle. Poppy was only fifteen. It wasn’t unreasonable for Lauren to want to know where she was, but Nel sensed that the trust Poppy felt for her was fragile. It might not survive if Nel took Lauren’s side. ‘Let’s have a look at the email,’ she said, keen to move the conversation on.

Poppy opened the message and held it up for Nel to read.

Its time your aunt left town one way or another

‘He’s just trying to scare me away,’ Nel said under her breath.

‘Why though? And why’s he sending the messages to me?’

Nel bit her nail, thinking. It was a good question. ‘Maybe he wants me to think he might do something to you.’

‘Maybe he will do something to me!’

Nel shook her head. ‘Leave Ryan to me.’ She took the phone and typed a reply:

Hi Ryan, it’s Nel. Sounds like you have a guilty conscience. Stop harassing my niece. PS We’ve traced your IP address, so if anything happens to her, you will go down.

‘You’ve traced the emails?’ Poppy asked.

‘Jimmy has, but he hasn’t heard back yet.’ She handed the phone back. ‘If Ryan’s smart he will have used a public computer but …’ She shrugged. ‘It’s worth a try.’
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Chapter 41

Nel sat in her car at the lighthouse, watching the gentle offshore breeze blowing spray off the back of perfect waves that sparkled in the yellow light. She should get out there—soon she would be back in Sydney where she’d be battling dozens of others for waves like this—but she was struggling to muster the energy.

It had been a long slow day with a steady procession of patients but no news from Jimmy about the DNA sample. He said it would take a couple of days, but impatience gnawed at her.

She startled at a knock on the window and looked up to see Sophie, her eyes red-rimmed. Nel lowered the window.

‘What’s wrong?’

Sophie shook her head and looked out at the horizon, then back at Nel with tears in her eyes.

‘You want to hop in?’ Nel asked, sensing she wanted to talk.

Sophie got into the passenger seat and shut the door, then she covered her face with her hands. After a moment she took a deep breath then turned to face Nel. There was a bump above her left eye.

Nel swallowed. ‘What happened?’

Sophie stared through the salty windscreen out to sea. ‘We had an electrician come to do some work at the house. Ryan was watching me talking to him at the front door on the Ring Camera. He’s got an app on his phone. I was just being friendly, but Ryan thought I was flirting.’

‘He hit you?’

‘He pushed me as I left the room. My forehead hit the doorframe.’

Nel felt a surge of hatred pulse through her veins but tried not to show it.

‘He’s paranoid I’ll leave him like my mum left my dad,’ Sophie said.

‘Does he hurt the kids?’

‘Not yet, but it feels like it’s only a matter of time. It’s getting worse. I used to be almost relieved when he’d explode because I knew it would be a few weeks, a month even, until the next time, but it’s happening so often now. Charlie’s starting to stand up to him, trying to protect me.’

‘Have you reported it to the police?’

Sophie let out a cynical laugh. ‘Do you watch the news? You know what happens when women report this stuff? They end up dead. Sometimes the kids do too.’

An image flashed in Nel’s mind. A bright-eyed mum and her three beautiful kids posing with Santa, killed by the man who was supposed to love them most, a week after she’d moved out of the family home. There had been nationwide outrage, with much handwringing and head-shaking by politicians who quoted the horrific statistics about women killed by their intimate partners, insisting that something must be done—but eventually everyone moved on and nothing changed.

Sophie ran a hand through her hair. ‘It’s not just the physical violence. The worst bit is the control, the mind games.’ A shadow crossed her face. ‘When I met him, I had lots of friends, but one by one he turned me against them. I didn’t even realise he was doing it.’

‘What about your family?’

‘He turned me against them too. “They don’t give a shit about you,” he’d say. “They dumped you. You mean nothing to them.”’ She frowned, thinking. ‘I can see through it now, but it made sense to me at the time. I felt abandoned, I guess. My mum had moved to Adelaide with my sister.’

‘Is your dad still here?’

Sophie shook her head. ‘He moved to Cairns with an Indonesian woman he met on the internet. I was with Ryan by then. He was everything my dad wasn’t. Confident. Passionate. Protective.’

There was a long silence. The air between them felt charged.

‘I’m pregnant,’ Sophie whispered.

‘Shit.’ Nel sighed. ‘Have you thought about leaving?’

‘Every day.’

‘Do you think you will?’

Sophie looked at Nel and shook her head.

‘Why not?’

‘It would be a nightmare.’

‘But better than living like this, surely?’

Sophie shook her head again. ‘He’d want shared custody. He’d have plenty of money to keep going back to court. I’ve seen what he’s done to rival real estate agents. He can be ruthless. And what would happen if I wasn’t there to bear the brunt of his temper?’ She shuddered and closed her eyes.

‘What about just … disappearing? There are organisations that could help you.’

‘He would look for me until he found me. He’ll never let me go.’

Nel felt a surge of despair. ‘But you can’t go on living like this, and with a new baby …’

After a moment, Sophie turned to Nel. ‘You should be careful.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t know … He really hates you after what happened with Maddie. I worry about what he might do.’ There was an intensity to her gaze, as though she was trying to communicate more than she was saying.

Nel’s heart quickened. ‘Has he ever talked about the night she went missing?’

Sophie looked back out the windscreen. ‘She was pregnant,’ she whispered. ‘He told me he met her at the lighthouse and told her to get an abortion, and then the next day she was missing.’

Nel exhaled a shaky breath.

Sophie checked the time on her phone. ‘I need to get home,’ she said, reaching for the door handle.

‘Sophie, if you ever need help to leave, or help with anything, you call me, okay? Or the police.’

‘Yeah sure, I will.’

Nel wanted to believe her. ‘Put my number in your phone.’

Sophie shook her head. ‘He goes through my phone.’ She opened the door and got out, then leaned in the open window. ‘Thanks for the chat.’

Nel sighed. ‘You know how you said you don’t have any friends?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s not true. You have me.’

Sophie gave her a half-hearted smile. ‘Thanks.’

As Nel watched the Subaru disappear from the car park, she had a strange feeling that she would never see Sophie again. She leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes. It felt hopeless.

She was replaying the conversation when there was a beep from her phone. Jimmy.

Meet me at the Grand. I have news.
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Chapter 42

Nel got a beer and went to the table by the window, scanning the room. There was no sign of Jimmy. She must have beaten him there. She tried to ease the tension in her chest, still rattled by her conversation with Sophie, confirmation of her pregnancy. Nel had the distinct sense that time was running out.

The door swung open. Not Jimmy. She checked her phone for another message, but there was nothing. Her eyes were drawn to Harry, who was chatting to an elderly couple, a stack of glasses in her hand. Nel bit her nail, still struggling to reconcile this woman with the girl Maddie had befriended in her final months.

*

‘Your time starts now.’

There was a shuffle as everyone in the class opened the maths paper. Nel scanned the questions on the first page, which all looked straightforward. To her right, Maddie hadn’t even opened the exam. She was just sitting there, staring at the wall. Nel tapped her pen on the desk, but she didn’t move.

Nel reread the first question, entered numbers into her calculator and wrote down the answer, then moved to the next question. As she turned the page, she looked back at Maddie, who now lay with her head on the desk. Was she sick?

Nel looked at Mrs Westerway, who was busy marking papers, then she sighed and got back to work. She was checking her answers when Mrs Westerway said, ‘Time’s up. Pens down.’

Maddie sat up. Nel tried to catch her eye as Mrs Westerway collected the papers.

‘Maddie, can you stay back, please?’ Mrs Westerway said as the bell rang.

Nel hung around outside the room waiting for Maddie, but after a few minutes she gave up and went to her next class.

That afternoon, she went to the ice creamery. Maddie always worked on Fridays, when tourists would start arriving for the weekend, but there was no sign of her. Nel waited while Harriet served a Japanese couple. As she reached forward to scoop the mint choc-chip, Nel noticed lines on the inside of her forearm, some red, some silvery white.

When the tourists were gone, Harriet looked at Nel, her eyes heavily lined behind her black fringe.

‘She’s not here,’ she said before Nel even asked.

‘Is she sick?’

‘No.’

Nel frowned.

‘She’s going through some stuff.’

Nel swallowed. How did Harriet know what was going on with Maddie and she didn’t?

‘What stuff?’ she asked as a family stepped up to the counter.

Harriet sighed as though it was none of Nel’s business. ‘You need to give her some space, Nel.’ She turned her attention to the waiting customers. ‘What can I get you?’

*

‘Can I get you another one?’ Harry reached for Nel’s empty glass and added it to the stack in her hand.

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Nel said, the memory still with her. ‘Actually, do you have a sec?’

Harry glanced at the bar then back again and nodded. ‘Seems like things are under control.’ She leaned back on a stool, half-sitting.

‘I came to the ice creamery one afternoon when you were working there, asking about Maddie. Do you remember?’

Harry shrugged and shook her head.

‘Sorry, I know, it’s so long ago. It’s just … I’m starting to remember things I’d forgotten. Or see them differently.’ Nel told her about the maths test. ‘I think it must have been when she was in the early weeks of the pregnancy. You said she was going through some stuff.’

Harry frowned and turned the corners of her mouth down, as though she still couldn’t remember.

‘You said I needed to give her some space.’ Nel paused again, but still Harry’s face was blank. ‘Are you sure she didn’t tell you about the pregnancy?’

Harry looked around, then back at Nel and lowered her voice. ‘Okay. I did know.’

‘She told you?’

Harry nodded.

‘She did? When?’

Harry looked up at the ceiling and rubbed her forehead. ‘I’ve been trying to work that out since our conversation the other day. It wasn’t long before she disappeared. Maybe the previous weekend.’

‘She’d done a pregnancy test then?’

Harry nodded again.

‘Did she tell Ryan?’

‘Yep, and Ryan told his dad. Roy was livid apparently.’

Nel’s thoughts reeled. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because I should have gone to the police.’ Her voice was heavy with regret. ‘I should have told them about the pregnancy. I kept waiting for it to come out, but days passed, and then a week, and …’ She turned up her hands. ‘Nothing.’

Nel shook her head, trying to process what she was hearing.

‘I was scared, Nel. I saw what happened to you. I’d been on the wrong side of the Carrinya rumour mill since I confessed my feelings for the wrong girl the year before. I was terrified of what would happen if I got involved. I wouldn’t have survived what you went through, so I just … pretended not to know.’

Nel thought of the ladder of silver scars on Harry’s forearms. Who was she to judge?

The door swung open and Jimmy entered. Harry wiped over the table as he approached.

‘Let me get you some drinks,’ she said. ‘My shout.’

There was a sparkle in Jimmy’s eyes as he sat down. Nel was dying to tell him about her conversation with Harry, but she didn’t get the chance.

‘I got a result on the DNA,’ he said in an undertone, launching straight into it without even saying hello.

‘And?’

‘It belongs to Ryan Jason Warner.’

‘You’re kidding.’ It seemed too good to be true.

‘Direct match. His DNA must have been stored from the assault conviction.’

Nel felt like punching the air. For sixteen years she’d been saying he was there that night. Now they could prove it.

‘So what happens now?’

‘Well, it suggests he lied in his police interview. He said he hadn’t been in the area for over a week, but the condition and location of the hair sample makes that highly unlikely.’

She frowned. Suggests he lied? Unlikely? ‘So you’re basically saying it doesn’t prove anything?’

‘It’s good news for sure.’ His tone was measured. ‘It puts him in the location at the time. It suggests he lied to the police, which innocent people don’t tend to do, but it’s still circumstantial, Nel. Even if he was there that night, it’s possible it was still an accident.’

‘So it’s still not enough for an arrest.’

‘Not even close.’

Harry returned with a beer in each hand. They thanked her as she put them down, then went to pick up some empty glasses from a nearby table.

Once she was out of earshot, Nel told Jimmy about their conversation. He listened intently, the crease appearing between his eyes.

‘Roy Warner knew too. That’s interesting.’ He looked out the window into the darkness. ‘So Harry, Ryan and Roy all knew about the pregnancy.’ He counted them off on his fingers as he spoke. ‘That’s a lot of people all keeping a secret.’

‘I suppose they all had very good reasons to keep it.’ Nel thought of her conversation with Sophie. ‘We were right, Jimmy. Ryan went to the lighthouse that night to tell Maddie to get an abortion. He told Sophie.’

His eyes widened. ‘When did she tell you this?’

Nel recounted what Sophie had told her about the abuse, about why she was scared to leave. She lowered her voice even further before she went on. ‘And she’s pregnant.’

‘Shit,’ he murmured. ‘Maybe I should go around there and speak to him, so he knows we’re watching.’

An image came to Nel’s mind. The mother with the sparkling eyes and smiling children. Just one of countless women from countless news reports about women just like Sophie. She shook her head. ‘The best way for us to help her is to prove what Ryan did to Maddie.’

Jimmy looked at her for a long time. He went to speak, but hesitated.

Nel frowned. ‘What?’

‘It’s not your job to save her,’ he said gently.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I just wonder if maybe you want to save Sophie from Ryan because you feel responsible for what happened to Maddie.’

Nel felt herself stiffen. ‘I want to prove what Ryan did to Maddie because it’s wrong that he got away with it. If it helps Sophie and her kids too, then what’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing. Nothing’s wrong with it.’

‘Exactly.’

‘But what happened to Maddie wasn’t your fault, Nel.’ He held her gaze. ‘You were just a kid who had a fight with her friend.’

She blinked back tears. It felt good to hear him say it, even if she didn’t believe it. He reached across the table and put his hand over hers.

‘You have to let yourself off the hook.’

She nodded as her tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks. She wiped them away with her other hand and shook her head.

‘God, why am I crying?’ she said, half-laughing.

He held her gaze as he started to stroke her hand with his fingers. The air felt suddenly charged. Something stirred deep inside her. She swallowed. What was he doing? No, this wasn’t what she needed. Things were complicated enough right now, without this.

She moved her hand away and picked up her glass. She sat back and took a sip of her beer.

‘I’m no good for you, Jimmy.’

He looked away, rubbing his stubbled cheek, then looked back again. ‘Why not?’

‘I told you. I’m no good at relationships. It wouldn’t work out and then everything would be, I don’t know … weird and awkward.’ A pause. ‘Kind of like now,’ she added with a smile, trying to lighten the moment.

But his expression remained serious. ‘You can’t live like this, Nel. Never trusting anyone.’

She thought of her conversation with Trent. ‘What about you?’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You haven’t been honest with me! You haven’t told me what you did in Wollongong.’

He looked at her for a long time. ‘It’s none of your business what happened in Wollongong.’

She shook her head and reached for her bag. ‘And you wonder why I don’t trust you.’
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Chapter 43

Nel sat on her surfboard and squinted towards the horizon, searching for a sign of the next wave. The rising sun was low in the sky and she had the break all to herself. There wasn’t a breath of wind, but there wasn’t much swell either.

She’d felt off-balance ever since the awkward situation with Jimmy the night before, her emotions swinging from frustration to regret. He was the closest friend she had, and he had to go and ruin it. What was he thinking? She’d replayed their conversation over and over, and each time when she reached the part where she accused him of hiding things and stormed out, she was racked with self-loathing. She’d managed to make an already awkward situation even worse.

The sound of voices carried across the water and Nel looked over to see two guys paddling out. She moved away to give them space. In an effort to put Jimmy out of her mind, she turned her thoughts to Maddie. What did they actually know? And what did it mean? One by one, she ran through what they knew for sure.

Five days before she died, Maddie was pregnant and she knew it. That was a fact.

She’d confided in Harry, who had seen Maddie and Ryan in the dunes the night of the bonfire party. And she was in his car the day before she disappeared, even though they’d broken up months before. Nel was bluffing when she accused her of it, but Maddie didn’t deny it. She decided she could count that as a fact too.

Then there was the ring. She pictured the strange, old-fashioned ring with its ominous black stone. For the past sixteen years, in the absence of anything else, she’d always come back to that. It went missing sometime between eight o’clock on Wednesday night and early Sunday morning when Maddie’s body was found on a desolate stretch of sand at Jacksons Beach. The police insinuated she was mistaken—or lying—when they brought her in to question her, interrogate her, yet again.

*

‘Thanks for coming back in,’ O’Neill said, his face grim. He had a daughter too, he told Rob.

‘We need to ask you a few more questions.’ Frisk narrowed his pale blue eyes. ‘There’s an inconsistency in your statement.’

Nel frowned. ‘An inconsistency?’

He opened a file and took out the statement she’d signed after the first interview, then ran his finger down the page. ‘When we spoke on Thursday, you said Maddie was wearing a ring.’

‘Yes.’ Nel nodded. ‘She was.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Because I saw it. I told you, we fought about it.’

O’Neill leaned in. ‘By the time Maddie’s body was found, the ring was gone. Why would that be?’

Nel shook her head. ‘I don’t know …’

‘Are you still certain she was wearing the ring?’ Frisk rubbed his chin. ‘You’re sure you’re not mistaken?’

‘I’m not mistaken!’ Nel said more forcefully than she meant to. Rob put a hand on her arm, steadying her. ‘She was wearing the ring. It was the whole reason for our fight.’

‘Your fight?’ Frisk repeated. ‘Was there a physical altercation between you and Maddie?’

‘No! Argument, I mean!’ Her chest felt tight. She didn’t like the way Frisk was looking at her. It felt as though he was deliberately misunderstanding her. ‘I’ve already told you all this. When I saw that she was wearing the ring, I asked her if she was back together with him. She didn’t deny it, so I told her I was finished with her and then I left.’

Frisk held her gaze, nodding.

Nel closed her eyes, trying to make it make sense. A ring couldn’t just disappear. It was on Maddie’s finger when Nel saw her on Wednesday night, and it was gone by the time they found her. Had someone taken it?

‘Have you questioned Ryan Warner yet?’ Nel asked.

O’Neill frowned. ‘Why do you ask that?’

‘Well, he was the one who gave her that ring, and now it’s missing. Maybe he saw her after I left.’

*

A wave rose up, obscuring the sun. Nel paddled and jumped up onto the board, embracing the temporary respite from her incessant thoughts, pumping hard to get momentum. Her ears filled with the sound of fibreglass slicing through the face of the wave, the rush of white water breaking behind her. For thirty seconds, there was nothing but the wave. When it closed out, she peeled off and watched it travel on without her, crashing onto the rocky shore.

She turned to paddle out again. What else did she know? The DNA sample belonged to Ryan. That was a fact, but what did it tell them? It wasn’t the proverbial smoking gun—Jimmy was clear about that—but it did prove that Ryan had lied to the police in the days following Maddie’s disappearance. He said he hadn’t been at the lighthouse lookout for weeks. Why would he lie if he had nothing to hide?

She pictured his smug face. He was rattled enough to turn up at the clinic and threaten her, and she didn’t have proof yet, but he was also emailing her niece to try to drive Nel out of town. He’d misread her though if he thought she’d run away again.

A wave came, glowing translucent as the sun shone through the wall of water, rescuing her from her thoughts. Her heart pounded as she rode down its face, powerful energy thrumming beneath her.

As she peeled off and started to paddle back out, her mind circled back to Maddie’s pregnancy. Who knew about it? Her father did, obviously, and Trent said he had told the police.

According to Harry, Ryan knew too. Nel pictured Maddie sitting in his station wagon the day before she disappeared. Why? It was possible that they’d been somewhere together to get a termination. There was a clinic at Mount Clare that was spoken about in hushed tones in the playground of Carrinya High. Or was Maddie telling Ryan the news that afternoon, when Nel saw them in the car? That was more likely, given what Sophie had said—that Ryan met her at the lighthouse the following night to tell her to abort the pregnancy.

What about Geoff and Faye? Did they know Maddie was pregnant? That was what she really needed to know. Without the autopsy report there was only one way to find out.

She caught the next wave in.
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Chapter 44

The blinds were still closed when Nel arrived at the Marshalls’ place, giving the effect that the house itself was sleeping. She checked the time on her phone, thinking perhaps it was still too early to visit, but it was after eight thirty. She knocked on the screen door.

There was a shuffling sound in a distant room. She waited for footsteps, but there were none. After a minute or two she knocked again. Just as she was about to turn to go, there was a click and the door opened.

‘Nel,’ Geoff said from behind the security screen door. He was wearing a woollen jumper and slippers. She was used to seeing him in a collared shirt, full of gravitas and authority. The difference was jarring.

‘Hi, Geoff. I’m sorry to stop by unexpectedly. I just …’ Her voice faltered. ‘I wonder if I could speak to Faye. Is she home?’

He opened the screen door halfway. ‘She’s still in bed.’ He paused. ‘I’m afraid she’s not well.’

‘Sorry to hear that. Please pass on my best wishes.’ She started to go, then stopped and turned back. ‘Geoff?’

He opened the door again.

‘Would you have time for a quick chat?’

‘Oh, ah …’ He looked at his watch, grimacing. ‘I don’t think so—’

‘Please? I’ve discovered something that I wanted to ask Faye about, but maybe you can help.’ She thought she saw a flicker of curiosity in his eyes. ‘It won’t take long.’

‘I’ve only got half an hour.’

‘That’ll be fine,’ she said, stepping forward.

He held the door open wider to allow her inside. She followed him to the kitchen where a teapot sat on the wooden bench in a red tea cosy.

He cleared his throat. ‘I’ve just made a pot of tea, if you’d like a cuppa.’

‘Lovely, thank you.’ She smiled at the colloquialism, which reminded her of her dad.

She sat at the table and watched him pour the tea, wondering how to start. She’d never had a proper conversation with Geoff before and she felt acutely aware of the strangeness of it.

‘I hope it’s nothing serious,’ she said.

He looked at her blankly.

‘With Faye, I mean,’ she added.

‘Nothing serious, no.’ He carried the mugs to the table and sat down. ‘Do you take milk and sugar?’

‘Just milk, thanks.’

Another silence. She sipped her tea, but it scorched her throat. Geoff spooned sugar into his and stirred it with a teaspoon that clinked against the cup.

‘How are you finding it, being back in town?’ he asked.

She blew gently on the steaming surface of the tea, thinking about how to answer. She decided to tell the truth. ‘It’s always been hard for me here. Well, not always, but since … you know …’

Another silence. The small talk wasn’t coming easily, so she took a breath and spoke again.

‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Maddie since I’ve been back.’

He nodded. ‘You were a good friend to her.’

‘For a long time I’ve thought that I wasn’t. That if I hadn’t left her alone that night she’d still be here.’

‘Faye shouldn’t have said what she said. It wasn’t your fault. You can’t blame yourself.’

She swallowed. ‘Since I’ve been back, I’ve been looking into it. Trying to find out the truth.’

Geoff leaned forward, rubbing his forehead with his hands, then he looked up and fixed his eyes on hers. He lowered his voice. ‘I’ve always been careful not to say this to Faye—god knows she struggles enough as it is—but I think we need to accept that it was suicide.’

The word hung in the air between them.

‘It wasn’t.’ Nel shook her head. ‘I’m sure of it.’

He looked at her with dull eyes. ‘I know it’s hard to accept—’

‘It’s not that it’s hard to accept. It’s that it isn’t the truth. It doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t explain the missing ring.’ She’d raised her voice unintentionally, and she took a steadying breath. ‘What does Faye think?’

‘She thinks it was an accident. It’s the least painful thing to believe.’ He shrugged his shoulders. A simple gesture, but so full of resignation. She could feel the burden of his loss, not just of his daughter, but also, in some sense, of his wife.

‘You said you discovered something?’ he prompted.

She nodded and took a deep breath. ‘Maddie was pregnant.’

She watched his face closely, observed his eyes narrow almost imperceptibly.

‘You knew?’ she said gently.

He nodded, pain etched on his face.

‘How?’

‘It came up in the post-mortem,’ he whispered. ‘Faye doesn’t know. I didn’t think she could bear it, after what we went through.’ He looked up, his eyes glassy. ‘Eleven miscarriages and a stillbirth. Maddie was our miracle. I’d given up by then, but Faye never did. And then we lost her too.’

Nel could feel his pain in her chest.

‘So I spared her from knowing that Maddie was …’ His voice trailed off.

‘How?’ Nel asked.

‘Paul O’Neill, the local cop, was an old friend of mine. He was leading the investigation. I asked him to close the case and he was happy to. He thought it was an accident or a suicide anyway.’

‘I suppose he made the autopsy report disappear from the case file? And the statement from my dad?’

‘He owed me a favour.’

It was simple. That was the way the world worked for men like Geoff Marshall. She tried hard to conceal her irritation. She hated that boys club bullshit.

‘You won’t tell Faye, will you? She’s been struggling since you’ve been back. She was doing better for a while, but now she’s … withdrawn again.’

Usually Nel would have felt guilty and questioned her reasons for pursuing it, but this time she didn’t. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

In her head she added, but I’m doing this anyway.
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Chapter 45

‘O’Neill made the autopsy report disappear,’ Nel said as soon as Jimmy opened the passenger door.

She’d been dreading seeing him since their awkward interaction at the Grand, but she was desperate to tell him what she’d learned through her conversation with Geoff. She’d messaged him as soon as she left the Marshalls’ place, telling him she had new information. On the short drive to pick him up, she’d decided she wouldn’t acknowledge the incident at the pub at all. Hopefully he would do the same, and they could both pretend it never happened.

He looked at her, wide-eyed. ‘How do you know?’

‘Geoff Marshall told me.’

Nel filled him in on their conversation as she drove to the beach. They reached the car park as she finished. Jimmy sat in stunned silence.

Eventually he shook his head. ‘That dodgy bastard.’

‘He was just trying to spare Faye more pain,’ she said. It didn’t make it right, but she could understand why he did it.

‘I’m talking about O’Neill.’

‘Oh. Yeah, it’s pretty bad.’

‘Nothing shits me like corrupt cops.’ His mouth was a hard thin line. Nel could sense his quiet fury.

They walked in silence along the boardwalk that ran over the lagoon and along the beach as a pelican soared overhead. Silver sunlight danced on the breaking waves in the distance.

‘You think Geoff’s telling the truth about why he got the case dropped?’ Jimmy asked.

Nel wasn’t following. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He said it was to spare Faye from the pain. D’you think that’s it?’

She frowned. ‘You think he didn’t want people to know Maddie was pregnant?’

He picked up a pebble and turned it over in his fingers as they walked. ‘It wouldn’t have been a good look for him. His base is very conservative. It wouldn’t have been ideal for him to have a dead teenage daughter, especially one who turned out to be pregnant.’ He skimmed the pebble across the lagoon, watched it bounce once, twice, three times, sending ripples across the surface.

‘Maybe.’ She turned it over in her mind. ‘It doesn’t make much difference though, does it?’

He shrugged and picked up another stone.

‘Poppy got another email on Saturday,’ Nel said, realising she’d forgotten to tell him.

‘I have news on that. You won’t believe it.’

‘What?’

‘I got the IP address traced. Guess where it leads?’

‘Ryan?’

Jimmy nodded. ‘21 Cliff Street.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yep. I can’t believe anyone could be that stupid.’

She should have been pleased that they had the proof, but something had been bothering her about the emails. Suddenly she knew what it was.

‘Shit.’

He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her to explain.

‘My nephew got into a fight with Ryan’s son, Charlie. He called me a murderer, apparently.’ Even days later, shame swelled inside her. ‘D’you think Charlie could have written the emails?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘What should we do?’

Jimmy skimmed the stone, watched it bounce three times then disappear below the glassy surface. He turned back to her. ‘Why don’t I doorknock them and tell them emails have been sent from that address? That way it’s on the record if things escalate.’
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Chapter 46

Sophie was cleaning up after dinner when she saw the police car turn into the driveway. She put the pan in the drying rack and watched as Jimmy Galatas got out and put his hat on. Her first instinct was to assume there’d been an accident, but the kids were safe in their rooms and Ryan was watching the Raiders game in the lounge room.

She dried her hands on a tea towel as she walked to the doorway. Ryan was sitting in his armchair.

‘The police—’

He raised one hand to silence her, his eyes still on the screen. ‘Go! Go! Go!’ he shouted, then, ‘Ah shit, he lost it.’ He turned to her. ‘What?’

There was a knock at the door.

‘It’s the cops,’ she said again.

Ryan frowned. ‘The cops?’

She nodded.

‘What the hell …’ he muttered as he got up and opened the door. The porch light reflected off Jimmy’s shiny leather jacket.

‘Evening, Jimmy. To what do I owe the pleasure?’ Ryan said. Sophie listened from the kitchen door.

‘I’m here about some emails sent to Poppy Berry,’ Jimmy said.

Sophie’s heart pounded.

‘Who?’ Ryan asked.

‘Lauren and Steve Berry’s fifteen-year-old daughter. She’s been receiving anonymous emails. Threatening ones.’

Ryan shook his head. ‘What’s that got to do with me?’

‘We traced the IP address to this location.’

‘What does that mean in English?’

‘It means that the emails were sent from a computer at this address.’

‘Bloody Charlie,’ Ryan muttered under his breath. Sophie’s stomach lurched. ‘Charlie! Get out here!’

She winced at the sharp edge in his voice.

‘My oldest boy was in a fight with their kid last week,’ Ryan explained as he waited for Charlie to appear.

Charlie came down the hall, gave Sophie a nervous glance, then walked tentatively to his father at the front door.

‘The cops are saying something about anonymous emails. What do you know about that?’

Charlie shook his head, clearly confused. ‘I don’t know, nothing.’

Ryan eyeballed him. ‘You haven’t been sending emails to Leo Berry’s sister?’

‘No, I swear, Dad. I haven’t!’ There was a desperate tremor in his voice.

Jimmy looked from Charlie to Ryan. ‘Look, this is just a warning to whoever’s been sending the emails. They need to stop,’ he said, directing the comment to Ryan rather than Charlie.

When Ryan shut the door, he turned to Charlie, glaring into his son’s wide eyes.

‘Listen here.’ He jabbed his finger into Charlie’s chest. ‘I don’t need the bloody cops coming around here, so you make sure it doesn’t happen again. Got it?’

‘Yes, Dad.’ Charlie nodded. ‘But I didn’t do it, Dad.’

Sophie saw Ryan’s temper flare. His jaw twitched. She willed Charlie to stop talking.

After a long moment, Ryan spoke again. ‘Go to your room.’

As Charlie hurried down the hall, Sophie let out a shaky breath.
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Chapter 47

‘Croissant,’ Jimmy said, as he sat down in Nel’s consult room the next morning, passing her a paper bag and a coffee.

‘Thanks. You’re a mind reader.’ She’d opted for an early surf over breakfast.

He gave her a muted smile. Things were still a little strained between them—his tone a little cooler than usual, his demeanour slightly distant.

‘So, did you visit the Warners?’ she asked.

Jimmy nodded. ‘Ryan assures me Poppy won’t be receiving any more emails.’

She swallowed a mouthful of croissant. ‘He admitted to sending them?’

‘No, he assumed it was Charlie.’

‘What happened?’

‘When I told him I was there about emails sent to Poppy from their address, he told me about the fight with Leo and yelled out to Charlie.’

‘Was Sophie there?’

‘She was watching from the kitchen. When Charlie came out, Ryan asked him if he knew anything about anonymous emails.’

‘And?’

‘Charlie flat out denied it.’ The crease deepened between his eyes. ‘It looked to me like he honestly had no idea what Ryan was talking about.’

‘So it was Ryan who sent them then, like we thought.’

‘I don’t know.’ Jimmy shrugged. ‘Anyway, I said it was just a warning to whoever’s been sending the emails, and that they need to stop. The thing is, after he closed the door, I waited a few minutes—I wanted to make sure he didn’t hurt Charlie—and I heard Ryan say, “I don’t need the bloody cops coming around here so make sure it doesn’t happen again.”’ He looked up at Nel. ‘So maybe it was Charlie.’

Nel shrugged. ‘Or maybe Ryan’s just a really good liar.’
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Chapter 48

Jimmy’s visit was still on Sophie’s mind as she stood on the driveway in her dressing-gown the following morning, waving off the kids. Once Ryan had left for work, she forced herself to wait five full minutes in case he’d forgotten something. When she was certain he was gone, she pulled out the kids’ laptop, opened an incognito window and logged into her Gmail account—the anonymous one. She felt a rush of adrenaline when she saw the name in her inbox: Poppy Berry. Her hand shook as she read the message.

Hi Ryan, it’s Nel. Sounds like you have a guilty conscience. Stop harassing my niece. PS We’ve traced your IP address so if anything happens to her you will go down.

The emails had been a gamble. She knew it was possible they could backfire—and drive Nel out of town—but the threats had strengthened her resolve, just as Sophie hoped they would. What she hadn’t considered was the possibility that Charlie might be suspected of sending them. She closed her eyes, remembering the fear she’d felt the night before when Ryan summoned Charlie to the door. Thank god Jimmy hadn’t pursued it any further.

She reread the message, then deleted it from the inbox and the deleted items folder, shut down the computer and put it back exactly where she found it. Her plan was working.

She went into the spare room, pausing in front of the full-length mirror to scrutinise the spot on her forehead where the bruise had been, but it was gone. She turned sideways, lifting her t-shirt. There was the slightest hint of a bump there, undetectable to anyone who didn’t know there was a baby growing inside her, but not for long. She put a hand over her belly, then dropped her shirt and leaned closer to the mirror, studying the lines on her forehead and at the corners of her eyes. When did she get so old? So tired?

She’d been beautiful once. She knew that, not that she’d ever admit it—she wasn’t up herself—but it was true. Her mother had declared it, over and over. ‘Annabelle’s the brains, Sophie’s the beauty,’ she would say, unaware or unconcerned that her words were insulting to both her daughters in different ways.

‘Lucky me,’ she said to her reflection. If she hadn’t been beautiful, she wouldn’t have ended up with Ryan. For the first time though, she was pleased that people underestimated her intelligence. She was relying on it.

She opened the wardrobe and reached up onto a high shelf, grasping for the shoebox. Her heart pounded as she sat on the bed and removed the contents until she spotted the little wooden jewellery box.

She tipped it out onto the quilt, holding her breath as she ran her fingers through the collection of jewellery that had belonged to Ryan’s mother. Tangled chains, pendants, silver earrings. Each time, she feared that he might have moved it or disposed of it. It had been months since she’d last checked it.

Then there it was. The ring. She held it on her open palm.

It was a few years ago that Sophie realised this ring was the key to her freedom and had searched the house for it. It had taken a while to find it. After a few weeks, she’d started to wonder if Ryan had got rid of it—it would have been the logical thing to do, given it would connect him to Maddie’s disappearance if anyone ever found it—but she’d persisted with her search, certain he would have kept it, given it had belonged to his beloved mother.

The plan had taken shape gradually over the years since Sophie found it. Would it work? She didn’t know, but it was all she had. After a moment, she put the ring back in the box along with the rest of the jewellery, then placed the wooden box exactly where it had been, and pushed the shoebox back up onto the shelf, out of sight.

One more day.

She went into the kitchen and took the shopping bags from under the sink, then went into the bedroom. Duke was asleep on his bed under the window. She crouched down and stroked the soft fur between his eyes. He opened his eyes a fraction and stretched his neck towards her.

‘You’re a good boy,’ she said, her throat thick with emotion. She’d been quietly furious when Ryan had brought him home many years before. There’d been no consultation and she already had her hands full—Jasmine was a baby and Charlie was a high-spirited toddler—but she’d quickly come to love him. He’d been her constant companion during those years when the kids were little and the days were very long, and in recent years when things had gone from bad to worse.

She’d thought about taking him, but it just made no sense. It would be hard enough without a dog to complicate things further. She needed to use her head, not her heart.

Tears welled in her eyes. ‘I’m going to miss you, mate,’ she whispered.

She kissed the top of his head and wiped her eyes, then she got up and opened the wardrobe. For now, she would pack just enough so that Ryan wouldn’t notice anything gone, and put the bags in the car. If he happened to check the security camera at the front door, he would just see her carrying shopping bags. Nothing odd about that. She would pack the rest tomorrow.
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Nel woke feeling drained before the day had even begun. She’d slept poorly, tossing and turning. She’d dreamed that she found a body on Jacksons Beach. She’d reached down to turn the corpse over, expecting to see Maddie’s pale face, but it was the blank stare of Sophie Warner that met her terrified gaze. When her alarm went off she’d hit snooze, relieved she had no patients until ten, then she went for a surf to clear her head. She arrived at the clinic at nine thirty surprised to find patients waiting.

‘Sorry, doll,’ Viv whispered. ‘You must have missed my message. We’ve had a couple of walk-ins. Suzie Hart, she’s the one with the newborn.’ Viv tipped her head subtly in the direction of a young woman with a tiny baby in a sling and a toddler playing with an abacus at her feet. ‘The baby has a temperature.’ Her eyes then moved to an older man. ‘And Perry Maguire has an infected sore on his hand. I suggested making an appointment to come back later, but they both wanted to wait. And your ten o’clock will be here any minute.’

Nel nodded. ‘Okay, thanks.’

‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ Viv passed her an envelope. ‘Sophie Warner dropped this in for you.’

Nel frowned. ‘What is it?’ The nondescript envelope gave no clues about its contents.

‘No idea. She just asked me to pass it on to you. I told her you’d be here in a jiffy if she wanted to wait, but she said she was double-parked.’

There was a sudden piercing wail. Suzie Hart stood and started jiggling, trying to settle the baby.

‘Suzie, let’s take a look at your little one,’ Nel said, putting the letter in her bag.

Curiosity gnawed at Nel all morning as she saw one patient after another. Why would Sophie write to her? She counted the minutes until her lunch break, then she closed the door, took the envelope from her bag and ripped it open.

It was a single page, handwritten in blue biro.

Nel,

I’m saying goodbye. I’ve stayed too long already.

Thanks for being a friend to me, even just briefly.

Somehow knowing you has given me the strength to leave.

Sophie

Nel felt a smile unfold on her face.

PS There’s a ring hidden in Ryan’s things. I stumbled across it a while back.

It might be the one that went missing all those years ago.

Nel’s heart raced. She reached for her phone. Her hands shook as she typed a message to Jimmy.

I need to talk to you asap. I’m coming to the station. See you in 5.
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Chapter 50

Nel’s heart thumped in her chest as she dinged the bell on the unattended counter at Carrinya Police Station. A young female officer appeared.

‘I need to speak to Jimmy,’ Nel said, breathless. ‘Is he here?’

‘Sure, one moment.’ The officer disappeared. Moments later, the door swung open.

‘What’s happened?’ Jimmy said. ‘Are you okay?’

Nel unfolded the letter and placed it on the counter between them. When he reached the PS at the bottom, his eyes widened.

‘If he has the ring, it proves he lied,’ Nel said, still breathless.

Jimmy nodded slowly. ‘Between the ring and the DNA we would definitely have enough to question him again. If we find the ring, that is.’

‘Can you search his place?’

‘I’ll need to get a warrant, but it should be relatively straightforward.’ He held up the letter. ‘Can I keep this?’

She nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘Do you remember what the ring looks like?’

‘Yes.’

He ripped a page from a notepad and handed her a pen. ‘Draw it for me.’

That afternoon Nel was physically there in the clinic, taking blood pressure, handing out jelly beans, trying to concentrate as patients described tingling sensations or dull aches, but her mind was with Jimmy. Had he been granted a search warrant? Where was he now? When would he arrive at the Warners’ place?

Dread sat heavily in her stomach. Ryan would be furious when he realised Sophie was gone. Had he arrived home yet and found the house empty? Did Sophie leave him a note? Nel pictured a lined page ripped from a kid’s schoolbook, like the one Sophie had used to write to her, sitting on the kitchen bench waiting for him. Loopy handwriting in blue biro announcing her escape. Or maybe she wouldn’t tell him anything, leaving him to work it out for himself.

Then a thought struck her. She’d assumed Sophie had taken the kids, but what if she hadn’t? She messaged Lauren between appointments.

Can you ask Leo if Charlie Warner was at school today?

She was washing her hands after examining a rash on Hazel Jenkin’s shoulder when her phone lit up. She stole a quick glance as Hazel buttoned her blouse.

He said no. Why?

She breathed out. Sophie had taken the kids. Nel pictured her behind the wheel of her Subaru, kids in the back seat, suitcases in the boot, speeding along a highway. Was she looking in the rear-view mirror, checking for Ryan’s car? Or did she feel free?

‘Sweetheart? Are you okay?’ Nel felt the gentle touch of a hand on her arm and realised she’d been lost in her thoughts. She looked into Hazel’s kind, puzzled eyes.

‘Sorry! Yes, I’m fine.’ She smiled. ‘Right, I’m going to give you a steroid cream that should clear the rash up in a couple of days.’

She sat down at the computer to type up the prescription.
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Sophie looked in the rear-view mirror. Again. No sign of Ryan. She sat up taller in her seat to see the kids in the back. Harvey was lying with his head on Jasmine’s knee. She could just see the top of his blond curls. Jasmine looked up, meeting Sophie’s eyes in the mirror, and gave her a nervous smile. In the front seat, Charlie looked out the window where cows grazed on brown grass beyond barbed-wire fences. She’d been waiting for the questions to start, but so far there were none. Maybe they sensed it was better not to ask.

The dashboard clock said 11:14. She was hoping to reach Parkes before sunset. Six hours, if they didn’t stop.

There were only two roads out of Carrinya: the one to Melbourne and Adelaide, and the one that headed north to Sydney. Sophie had spent hours, days, months contemplating her route, trying to predict where Ryan would expect her to go. She’d nearly driven herself mad with it, deciding on a route, then second-guessing herself and changing her mind, before changing it back again. She had to pick one. She chose the Sydney road, and held her breath until she reached the turn-off before Bateman’s Bay, a single-lane road that led west past Canberra through to the Central West.

She’d written two notes. The first was to Nel, telling her about the ring. Had she read it yet? Were the police at the house right now? Had they found the ring she’d left in an Oakley’s case in Ryan’s bedside drawer?

The second note was to Ryan.

Mum’s had a fall so I’ve taken the kids to Adelaide for a few days.

I’ll call you tonight. Love, Soph xxx

She shuddered imagining his reaction when he found it on the kitchen bench. It wouldn’t take him long to work out she’d gone for good. Hopefully the police would find him before he found her.

Sophie had done an incognito Google search on the kids’ laptop—where to hide a tracker on a Subaru Outback—and checked all the spots listed in the helpful article, which she supposed had been written to help men like Ryan stalk their wives. She’d found nothing.

He was definitely tracking her phone though. She’d spent hours contemplating ways to use it to trick him. Last week while she was vacuuming, she’d daydreamed about posting it to her mother in Adelaide. She’d imagined Ryan watching it on a map, moving towards the southern city where he knew she had family, and following it there. The thought of tricking him delighted her. But what would he do when he got there? That’s when the daydream morphed into a nightmare, and she’d decided against it. She couldn’t put her mum or Annabelle in danger. In the end, she’d wiped the phone and left it behind, hidden in the kitchen cupboard, wrapped in the napkin where she’d stored her cash.

Harvey sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘Mummy?’

‘Yes?’

‘I need to do a wee.’

‘Okay, darling. We’ll stop soon.’

She checked the time again. 11:54. When would Ryan get home and see the note? He sometimes dropped in during the day without warning, but usually not until after lunch. She probably had a few hours before he knew she was gone.
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The sun was casting long shadows across the road when Nel left the clinic. She still hadn’t heard from Jimmy. She must have checked her phone forty-five times since she showed him Sophie’s letter at midday. Maybe a surf would bring her some respite.

She looked up at the sun and decided there was just enough daylight left.

*

An icy southerly whipped around Nel’s face as she looked towards the horizon, trying to work out where the ocean ended and the sky began. Both were an ominous grey. When she’d first paddled out, the horizon had been a crisp line, but now the ocean was seething with white caps. It would be five minutes before the rain reached her. If that.

She started paddling in, cursing herself for not going in sooner. In her mind, her dad’s voice warned her about the fickleness of the ocean. Don’t push your luck, Nellie. She turns on you quick.

Her arms felt like lead, but she didn’t stop until she reached the rock ledge. Breathless, she scrambled onto the rocks as a long low rumble rolled across the water.

She hurried across the rocks as the first fat rain drops hit her face, falling slow and sparse at first then gathering pace, drenching the ground beneath her feet as the angry wind threatened to wrench the board from under her arm. She tightened her grip.

When she reached the shelter of the trees, she stopped to watch, mesmerised as the howling gale whipped up a fury of swirling grey and white, and sheets of rain became one with the sea. A flash of lightning illuminated the ocean, and Nel realised it was almost dark. She turned back to the path where rivers ran down the cliff face, keeping her eyes down, watching where her feet landed on the rocky ground. She stopped at the top to catch her breath, then followed the path across the grassy area in front of the lighthouse.

When she reached the fork in the path though, she took the one leading down to the lookout instead of going to her car. It wouldn’t be safe to drive until the rain eased anyway. She stood at the wooden railing and watched the storm front roll across Deception Bay. Clouds jostled and swirled as rain hammered down, plastering her hair to her face. She imagined fishermen in tiny boats somewhere out there being thrown around like corks.

Was someone shouting? She strained to hear, but the wind was a deafening roar in her ears. Had she imagined it? She leaned over the railing, looking to the rocky outcrop below, scanning the rocks and the water, but no one was there.

Then she heard it again, coming from behind her. She spun around.

It was Ryan. Rain dripped from the peak of his cap as he stood on the steps, clothes sodden, eyes hard.

‘Where is she?’ he barked.

‘Who?’ she mouthed, feigning ignorance, heart racing.

‘Sophie!’

Nel shook her head, turned up her palms.

‘You come back into town, after all this time …’ He took a step towards her, his jaw pulsing with his rising fury. ‘And now the cops are at my place and my wife has gone!’

Frozen by fear and the bitter wind, Nel’s thoughts raced. He was blocking her way out. The only other path was the rocky one leading around the cliff face to the cave, but it was a dead end. It was barely more than a rock ledge anyway. A death wish in weather like this.

Suddenly, he sprung forward and grabbed her. Nel’s surfboard clattered to the ground as he twisted her around, trapping her in front of him, an arm against her throat. He pulled her hair with the other, wrenching her neck back. It felt like a well-honed move. Had he held Sophie like this? Nel lifted her face to the sky to ease the pain on her scalp, gasping for air.

‘Where is she?’ Ryan hissed in her ear.

Her heart pounded. No one knew she was here. She should have told someone where she was going. She struggled to free herself but his grip was too strong. Running wasn’t an option. She would have to fight.

‘Is this what you did to Maddie? When you killed her?’ Her voice was shaky, thin. ‘I know she told you about the baby. You wanted to make it go away, so you killed her.’

‘You don’t know a goddam thing,’ he said, his breath hot on her ear.

‘I know you hurt your wife.’

‘I told you to stay out of my fucking business.’

He thrust her forward, holding her over the cliff’s edge. ‘I warned you but you didn’t listen.’

The rail dug into Nel’s rib cage as she looked down at the rocks below, picturing her body smashing against them. She closed her eyes and prayed to Maddie.

Help me, Maddie. Help me. Please help me.

She gasped. What was that? It sounded like someone calling her name, but she could barely hear over the howling wind, the driving rain. She was imagining it. Desperate, wishful thinking.

But there it was again, louder this time.

‘Auntie Nel? Auntie Nel!’

Poppy. Fuck.

Ryan’s grip loosened as he turned towards the voice. Nel didn’t move. She didn’t dare. She took a deep, greedy breath, her eyes still fixed on the rocks below.

‘Let her go!’ Poppy screamed.

‘Stay back!’ Nel yelled, but her words disappeared into the wind.

‘Shut up!’ Ryan tightened his hold on her again, his hand against her throat.

Then there was sudden movement. Footsteps. A loud smack. Ryan jolted backwards, losing his grip on Nel. She swung around as Ryan’s fist connected with Poppy’s eye, watching in horror as her niece fell to the ground.

Everything stopped.

The wind.

Ryan.

Time.

‘Poppy! Poppy!’ Nel’s voice was little more than a whisper as she scrambled to her niece’s side. ‘Say something, Poppy!’

Poppy let out a long moan. Her eyes met Nel’s, wide with fear as she brought a hand to her face. Blood poured from her nose. A dead branch lay by her side, the makeshift weapon she’d used to hit Ryan.

Nel was vaguely aware of Ryan running up the stairs towards the car park.

Poppy’s eyes rolled back, her eyelids drooping.

‘Stay with me, Poppy,’ she begged. ‘Please, Poppy. Stay with me.’

Her eyes closed.

Fuck. Nel tipped her head back to open her airway, then put her cheek above Poppy’s mouth.

Please, Poppy. Please don’t die.

And then she felt it, soft and warm. She exhaled with relief, feeling Poppy’s neck for a pulse. It was weak, but it was there.

‘It’s going to be okay, Poppy. It’s going to be okay.’

Would it be okay, though? Ryan’s fist must have connected with her temple, where the temporal artery sat just beneath the skin. There could be bleeding in her brain.

Please let it be okay.

There was a sound behind her. She swung around, expecting to see Ryan, but it was a young man. A boy. His dark hair hung wet, his face contorted.

‘Poppy!’ he yelled as he ran towards them.

Who was he? Jack? She raised her hand to slow him down as he reached Poppy’s side.

‘Don’t touch her! She’s breathing, but I don’t know the extent of her injuries yet. Have you got a phone? We need an ambulance.’

Shaking, he took his mobile from his pocket and dialled triple zero. ‘Ambulance,’ he said.

‘Put the phone on speaker,’ Nel said. ‘And give me your t-shirt.’

‘NSW Ambulance,’ an operator said. ‘What’s your exact location?’

‘Cape Caution Lookout. We need an ambulance immediately. My niece has been assaulted. She’s semi-conscious but she’s bleeding profusely.’

She pressed Jack’s shirt to Poppy’s face. Bright crimson blood seeped into the white cotton.

‘I’m worried she might vomit,’ Nel said once the ambulance was on its way. ‘Help me turn her on her side.’

They repositioned her. Nel checked her ears for blood. Clear, thank god.

‘What now?’ he asked.

‘We wait.’
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An eerie stillness took hold as the storm moved out to sea. Nel and Jack sat on either side of Poppy, watching the stairs, willing the ambos to come. But it was Jimmy who appeared first, followed by the female officer Nel had met earlier.

Nel’s eyes filled with tears of relief. She went to stand up as Jimmy reached them, but her legs buckled under her. He crouched down beside her.

‘I’ll radio for an ambulance,’ he said.

‘It’s on its way,’ Nel said. Poppy’s lips were blue. ‘She’s breathing, but she’s too cold.’

Jimmy turned to his partner. ‘Richie, can you get a blanket?’ She gave him a nod and ran up the stairs.

‘What happened?’ Jimmy asked.

‘Ryan attacked me. He was screaming about Sophie. I thought I was going to die, Jimmy, but then Poppy turned up, I don’t know why,’ she gasped, ‘and she hit him and then he punched her and she fell.’

‘Where’s Ryan now?’

‘I don’t know.’

Richie returned with a blanket and lay it over Poppy’s body. Jimmy reached for his radio to put an alert out about Ryan.

‘How did you get here so fast?’ Nel asked, as he holstered the radio.

‘We were looking for Ryan. We found the ring.’

‘You did?’

He nodded. ‘He arrived home when we were there and found a note from Sophie. She said she had to go to Adelaide. He lost it, yelling and swearing, then he punched the wall and left. I’m so sorry, Nel. I should have realised you were in danger.’

‘You couldn’t have known—’

She stopped at the sound of a siren growing steadily louder. Thank god.

Jack gave her a tentative smile as the ambulance pulled up in the distance, red and blue light illuminating the wet bitumen. Two paramedics appeared, a blur of navy blue moving towards them.

‘I’m Donna,’ the middle-aged woman said. ‘This is Carl. What happened?’

Nel moved back to give them space. ‘She was punched in the temple. She’s lost a lot of blood. I’m concerned about internal bleeding.’ Nel swallowed. ‘I’m a doctor.’

‘What’s her name?’ Donna asked, feeling Poppy’s skull for fractures.

‘Poppy Berry. She’s my niece.’

‘Shall I call for backup?’ Carl asked.

‘No time, we need to get her to hospital,’ Donna said, holding a large dressing against the wound. ‘But her breathing’s weak, we’re going to need to intubate her first.’

Nel crossed her numb fingers as Donna inserted an endotracheal tube into Poppy’s mouth. Her eyes, which had been fluttering open and closed, were staying closed now. Donna positioned a mask on her face. There were tears in Jack’s eyes.

‘She’s in safe hands,’ Nel said.

He nodded.

‘Grab the spine board, Carl!’

The dressing on Poppy’s head was drenched with blood. Donna reached for a new one, ripping it open.

Carl reappeared. Nel helped them move Poppy onto the stretcher, following as they carried her to the car park.

Jack and Jimmy stood by Nel’s side as they lifted Poppy into the back of the ambulance. Nel closed her eyes, sick at the thought of telling her sister what had happened. When she opened them, Lauren’s car was turning into the car park—as though Nel had manifested her somehow—and screeched to a stop.

Lauren ran towards the ambulance. ‘Is it Poppy? I’ve been looking everywhere for her!’

Nel opened her mouth, but no words would come.

There was fear in Lauren’s eyes. When she saw her daughter, her face twisted in pain. ‘Poppy!’

Nel stepped forward and touched Lauren’s arm, but she flinched.

Donna looked up at Lauren. ‘Are you her mother?’

Lauren nodded.

‘She’s had a big blow to the temple. She’s stable but we need to get her to hospital. You can come in the ambulance.’

Lauren turned to Nel. ‘Did you see what happened?’

‘I didn’t … He must have hit her across the side of her head …’ Nel was still trying to make sense of it.

‘Who did?’ Lauren’s eyes moved to Jack.

‘No,’ Nel said quickly, ‘it was Ryan.’

‘What?’ Lauren shook her head, confused, and looked back at Jack. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m … I’m Jack. Jack Barnett.’ He hesitated, then held out his hand to her. Lauren looked at his hand, then she gave a short little laugh as though the gesture was absurd. He put his hand back into his jacket pocket.

‘What are you doing here?’ Lauren asked.

‘I was … we were … we just …’ Jack stammered.

Poppy must have arranged to meet him here, Nel realised, and lied to Lauren about where she was going.

Lauren glared at him. ‘Stay away from my daughter.’

Jack stuttered again. ‘But—’

‘I said, stay away from my daughter,’ Lauren hissed.

‘We’re ready to go now,’ Carl said.

Lauren got in the back, then turned around and glared at Nel. ‘This is all your fault.’

Carl shut the doors. Nel stood frozen, paralysed by the words, the accusation, as the tail-lights came on and the ambulance rolled out of the car park, its siren piercing the cold night.

‘I see why Poppy didn’t want to tell her mum about us,’ Jack said.

Nel blinked back tears and gave him an apologetic smile. ‘She’s just scared,’ she said as Jimmy and Constable Richie joined them.

‘Nel, we’ll need you to come to the station and give a statement.’ Jimmy gestured to her wetsuit. ‘Do you have a change of clothes? You must be freezing.’

Nel nodded. ‘In the car.’

‘Why don’t you go warm up?’ he said.

Once Nel was changed she sat in the passenger seat of her car, blowing into her numb hands, watching Jack walk towards the road, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched. He looked shattered. She wanted to give him a hug.

She closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands, suddenly overwhelmed by what had happened. After a moment, there was a tap on the window.

She looked up to see Jimmy, and lowered the window. ‘You okay?’ he asked, tenderness in his voice.

As she met his dark eyes, a sudden longing came over her. She wanted him to wrap his arms around her, the way he had outside the church after the funeral.

The sound of a car approaching drew their attention and they watched as a VW Golf turned into the car park. When it came to a stop, the driver’s door opened and Trent Donohue got out.

Nel swore under her breath and closed her eyes. She didn’t have the energy for this.

‘Stay there,’ Jimmy said. ‘I’ll take care of Trent.’
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Chapter 54

Lauren’s words echoed in Nel’s mind as she followed the dark winding road to Mount Clare.

This is all your fault.

This is all your fault.

This is all your fault.

Her sister was right. It was her fault. Lauren had warned her not to stir up the past, that no good could come of it, but Nel had ignored her and now her fifteen-year-old niece lay in a hospital bed. She shuddered as the sight of Poppy’s face, blood pouring from her nose, flashed in her mind, shame ballooning inside her.

She took a steadying breath and reminded herself that Poppy’s condition was stable. Thank god. Serious, but stable. They were still waiting for CT scan results to determine whether there was any internal bleeding, but according to Cath’s update, the doctors thought it was unlikely. So that was good news. Lauren was still ignoring her calls and messages, but who could blame her?

Headlights appeared in the rear-view mirror, intensifying as a car loomed close behind her. Nel’s chest constricted. Ryan was still out there, somewhere. There was a warrant for his arrest—they had cops looking for him from Adelaide to Brisbane, Jimmy said—but it had given her little comfort.

The car tailgated her as she came over the crest just outside Mount Clare where the road widened and unfurled into a straight line. She moved to her left and it sped past her. An old ute. Not Ryan. She released the breath she’d been holding.

Nel had come straight from the police station, where she’d made an official statement in the same tiny room where O’Neill and Frisk had interrogated her sixteen years ago. This time it was Jimmy and Constable Richie who sat opposite, and she was a victim not a suspect. A fluorescent light buzzed softly overhead as Nel recounted what had happened at the lighthouse.

‘We located a ring at the Warners’ place that matches your description,’ Jimmy said once she’d signed the statement.

‘You did?’ Nel frowned at his subdued tone. ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘The problem is, your statement’s the only thing we have connecting Maddie to that ring. Would you happen to have a photo of Maddie wearing it?’

‘I don’t know, maybe. I’ll have a look,’ she said, but she didn’t like her chances.

WELCOME TO MOUNT CLARE, a sign announced as the speed limit dropped to eighty then sixty. This is all your fault, she thought again, following the white cross on the road signs until she reached the hospital and pulled into a parking space. She checked her phone again, hoping for a text from Lauren, something to appease the dread she felt about seeing her. Still nothing.

Nel glanced behind the curtain of Emergency Bed 3 where Lauren sat, hands clasped as though she was praying. Poppy lay perfectly still, her arms by her sides, her pale face devoid of expression. A dressing covered the wound on her temple.

Nel swallowed. ‘Lauren?’

Her sister’s head snapped up, her red-rimmed eyes meeting Nel’s.

‘Can I come in?’ she asked.

Lauren shrugged, her face hard, and looked back at Poppy. It wasn’t a no, so Nel moved behind the curtain.

She pulled over a spare chair and sat down next to her sister. The rhythmic sound of a respirator accompanied the rise and fall of Poppy’s chest. An ECG beeped slowly, mapping her steady heartbeat.

‘Have you got the CT results yet?’

Lauren shook her head. ‘Jimmy rang,’ she said after a moment, turning to face her. There was an edge in her voice. ‘He said Ryan Warner attacked you, that Poppy saved your life …’

‘She did, Lauren, she was so brave—’

‘I don’t want her to be brave! I want her to be safe!’

‘I know. I’m so sorry she got hurt, Lauren. I’m so sorry she got caught up in the confrontation between me and Ryan.’

A long silence.

‘I don’t understand why she was even there with you.’ Lauren’s voice was a low murmur. ‘We argued when she got home from school. She wanted to go down to the beach, but I knew the storm was coming so I said no. She charged into her room and slammed the door. I thought I’d give her some time to cool down, but when I went to try to talk it out, she wasn’t there. She’d switched off location tracking again, so I got in the car and went to find her.’

Tears welled in Lauren’s eyes. ‘When I heard the siren and saw the flashing lights on the headland, I knew, somehow I just knew that something had happened to her.’ She rested her head on the edge of the bed. After a few minutes she sat up again. ‘Why was she even there though? At the lighthouse? Did you tell her to meet you there?’

‘No! God, of course not. I suppose she was meeting Jack there. She was just … in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

Lauren’s face hardened. ‘Like Leo was?’

‘What?’ Nel frowned, not following.

‘Nothing’s ever your fault, Nel,’ Lauren said. ‘But it is your fault. Can’t you see that? You come back here after all this time, and first Leo gets into a fight because of you, and now this.’ She gestured to Poppy.

‘I would never have intentionally put her in danger,’ Nel murmured weakly.

‘But you did put her in danger!’

Lauren was right. Poppy had been drawn into Nel’s plan right from the start.

‘You’re right. I’m sorry,’ Nel said, her eyes hot with the threat of tears. ‘I’m sorry that Poppy got hurt, and I’m sorry about Leo’s fight.’

Lauren said nothing.

‘I feel like you’ve been angry with me ever since I returned to Carrinya.’ Nel blinked, and felt tears run down her face. ‘I don’t know how to make any of it right.’

A long silence, then Lauren turned to her, tears in her eyes. ‘I have been angry with you. For a long time.’

‘Why?’

Lauren frowned. ‘For leaving us. From the moment Maddie died, it was all about you, Nel. I get why you left, I do, but did you ever think about what it must have felt like for us?’

She hadn’t, Nel realised now. Not really.

‘I would have loved for you to be there for me when I had Poppy,’ Lauren said. ‘You didn’t even come to my baby shower.’

Nel remembered how angry her sister had been when she said she wasn’t going. She’d been confused at the time. Lauren had friends, she had Steve. Why did it matter if her younger sister was there? But she’d been hurt, Nel realised now.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

Lauren nodded. When she spoke again, her tone was softer. ‘I know none of this is what you wanted.’ She turned to Poppy and reached for her hand. ‘Why didn’t she talk to me? Why did she have to lie?’

Nel wasn’t sure if Lauren wanted an answer but she offered one anyway. ‘Maybe you need to trust her, for her to trust you.’

Tears flowed down Lauren’s cheeks as she rubbed Poppy’s hand.

Nel sighed. ‘You’ve got to let her grow up—’

Beepbeepbeepbeepbeepbeepbeepbeep—

Poppy jolted on the bed, her eyes open now, a strange, strangled sound coming from her as she pulled at the endotracheal tube.

‘Press the emergency button!’ Nel ordered, pointing to the red button behind the bed.

Lauren lunged at the button as Nel held Poppy by the arms, looking into her terrified eyes, speaking firmly. ‘Poppy! It’s okay, Poppy! Look at me!’
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Chapter 55

Sophie drove into Parkes as the sun was setting and stopped at the first caravan park she saw. She’d packed the tent to save money but she spent $120 on a ‘basic cabin’ instead—it was the first night, after all. They followed the route drawn on the colourful map by the no-nonsense woman at the reception desk to a tiny room with a double bed and a fold-out sofa. Once the kids were settled in front of the TV, she locked them inside and went to get dinner.

‘How big are the pieces of fish?’ she asked the woman behind the counter at the takeaway shop, wondering if she could get away with sharing two between the four of them.

‘Decent,’ the woman said, shrugging and estimating with her hands.

Sophie ordered twelve dollars’ worth of chips and two pieces of fish, and paid in cash. While she waited, she tried to focus on the travel show on the TV above the counter, but she kept looking at the door, imagining Ryan walking through it. She was desperate to know what had happened in Carrinya. Had they searched the house? Found the ring? Arrested Ryan? She had so many questions, but there was no way to find out. Even if she had a phone, it would be too soon for anything to reach the news.

‘Just visiting, are you?’

It took a moment for Sophie to realise the woman was talking to her. She nodded politely, hoping to discourage further conversation.

‘Stopping here or shooting through?’

‘Just … passing through,’ Sophie said, scrambling to work out where to say she was going when the next question came. Why hadn’t she thought of a story?

‘Where you off to then?’

God, this woman was persistent. ‘Ah, Canberra,’ Sophie said. ‘Visiting my folks.’

That seemed to satisfy her curiosity.

‘There you go, love,’ she said a few minutes later, passing Sophie a warm paper package.

Sophie thanked her and hurried back to the cabin, which still smelled of fish and chips hours later when she crawled into bed beside Jasmine. She lay there, listening to unfamiliar sounds. The hum of the fridge. The whistle of wind. A scraping noise on the wall behind the bed. A branch perhaps. Her hands rested over her belly where her tiny baby was curled up inside her.

She thought of her conversation with the woman at the takeaway shop. She would have to be careful, she realised. Make sure she had a story, and that the kids knew it too.

‘Mum?’ Jasmine murmured.

Sophie thought she was already asleep. The boys had crashed quickly. She could hear the gentle rhythm of their breathing.

‘Yeah?’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Somewhere safe.’

‘What about Dukie?’

Sophie swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘He’s going to stay with Dad.’

A long silence.

‘Will we ever go back home?’

Sophie sighed. ‘That wasn’t a home, Jaz.’

‘It wasn’t?’

‘No. A home is somewhere you feel safe.’

‘So …’ A long pause. ‘Will we make a new home?’

Hot tears welled in Sophie’s eyes. ‘Yes. We’ll make a new home.’
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Chapter 56

‘For Christ’s sake,’ Lauren said. ‘What’s taking so long?’

They’d been asked to move to the corridor beyond the curtain ten minutes before, but it felt like an hour.

‘Why was she …? She looked like she was in pain.’ Lauren shook her head as though trying to dislodge the image of Poppy thrashing on the bed. ‘Why was that? What was happening?’

‘It’s not unusual for patients to be agitated when they start to regain consciousness,’ Nel said. ‘Especially if a traumatic event led to the injury.’

Lauren’s face contorted. She slid down the wall onto the floor and sat with her head in her hands.

Nel sat down beside her and put a tentative hand on her arm, expecting Lauren to push it away, but she didn’t. After a minute, she rested her head on Nel’s shoulder. For fifteen minutes, they sat like that, trying not to imagine the worst as people in scrubs walked briskly up and down the corridor and chatter drifted from the nurses’ station.

Eventually the curtain around Poppy’s bed moved back and a grey-haired doctor emerged. They scrambled to their feet.

‘What’s happening?’ Lauren asked.

‘She’s been sedated,’ he said. ‘You can come back now.’

They followed him to Poppy’s bedside. She was sleeping calmly, her face slack, expressionless.

The doctor spoke in a low tone. ‘The scan results revealed swelling and bruising in her brain, but no bleeding. She’s taking some breaths on her own and the ventilator’s kicking in when she doesn’t. We’ll keep her on the machine overnight and reassess in the morning.’

Lauren nodded, then looked at Nel.

‘It’s good news,’ she said.

‘What happens now?’ Lauren asked, her face still etched with fear.

‘We watch and wait,’ the doctor said. ‘We’re not out of the woods yet, but the prognosis from here is positive. We’ll do repeat scans in the morning. If everything’s okay, we can take the tube out and see how things go.’

The phone in Nel’s hand vibrated. Jimmy.

‘Sorry, I need to take this.’ She swiped to answer and moved away. ‘Hey, what’s happening?’

‘I wanted to let you know that Ryan’s been arrested.’

She let go of the breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding. ‘Where did you find him?’

‘The Victorian police picked him up on a back road. We’ve charged him with aggravated assault and assault occasioning actual bodily harm for his attacks on you and Poppy. I tried to call Lauren, but she didn’t answer.’

‘I’ll let her know, I’m with her now at the hospital.’

‘How’s Poppy?’

‘Stable. No bleeding in the brain. She’s starting to breathe without the ventilator. She’s going to be okay, thank god.’ She swallowed. ‘What happens next with Ryan?’

‘He’ll be held at Mount Clare tonight and face court for a bail hearing tomorrow.’

‘What about the ring? Does he know you found it?’

‘Not yet. We’re dealing with the assault charges first. We’ll question him about Maddie in the morning. We need to ask you some more questions about Sophie and the letter too, so I’ll need you to come in again tomorrow.’

Nel yawned. ‘Sorry.’

‘I’ll let you go. You should get some rest—’

‘Jimmy, sorry, one more thing … do Faye and Geoff know you found the ring?’

‘Yeah, I just spoke to Geoff.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He can’t believe it. Must be a shock, after all this time.’

Nel tried to imagine what they would be feeling. Relief, hopefully. But maybe just more pain.

Nel was beyond tired, but she couldn’t sleep. She’d stayed longer than she intended at the hospital, translating medical jargon for Lauren and Steve. It was after eleven when she got home. When she went to bed, her mind tormented her, relentlessly replaying the scene at the lighthouse. Ryan’s snarling face. The crack of his fist hitting Poppy’s cheek.

She thought of what Jimmy said, that they needed a photo to prove the ring belonged to Maddie. An image flashed in her mind, a photo of Maddie and her, their cheeks pressed against each other, Maddie’s red hair fanning over her shoulder, her arm draped around Nel. In her mind’s eye, she could see the ring on Maddie’s finger. She sat up. Where had she seen it? Was it when she was choosing photos for the funeral booklet?

She padded down the hall to the linen cupboard and pulled out the albums. She turned on the lamp and sat down in her dad’s armchair.

She didn’t feel optimistic. Her first iPhone was a gift from her parents when she was accepted into medicine. Until then she’d had a crappy Nokia. She’d had a digital camera during high school, but who knows where those photos would be. Probably on the hard drive of some long abandoned laptop. It was futile, but she had to check. She opened the first album.

‘Nel?’ Cath stood in the dark by the door, rubbing her eyes.

‘Sorry,’ Nel murmured. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’

She sat down. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

Cath gestured to the album in Nel’s lap. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘Oh … just …’ Nel hesitated, debating whether to tell her mum the truth. She thought of that day when she’d found her mum reading her diary. At least once, Cath had questioned her innocence.

‘I’m looking for a photo of Maddie,’ she said eventually.

‘What photo?’

‘I don’t know. Just one that shows her wearing the ring Ryan Warner gave her.’

Cath studied her, deep in thought. Nel looked back to the album and flipped the page, scanning the faces in the images. No Maddie. She turned the page again. She could feel her mother’s gaze.

She looked up. ‘What?’

Cath reached for an album from the pile. ‘Remind me what the ring looked like.’
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Chapter 57

‘Here we are again,’ Nel said with a wry smile as she sat down opposite Jimmy in the interview room the following morning.

‘Sorry to get you back in, probably the last thing you feel like doing. Richie’ll just be a minute. How’s Poppy?’

‘Much better today, thank god. The swelling’s subsiding. They’re planning to take her off the ventilator this afternoon.’

She’d spoken to Lauren earlier for an update. ‘The doctor was worried when she couldn’t name the Prime Minister,’ Lauren said, ‘so I told him to ask her to name Taylor Swift’s albums instead. She reeled them all off, no worries.’

Jimmy sighed, relieved. ‘That’s good news. We’ll need to interview her about what happened at the lighthouse.’ His voice softened. ‘It was pretty intense, what you went through.’

Nel shrugged. ‘I’m fine.’

Jimmy raised an eyebrow.

‘Really, I am.’

There were footsteps in the hall and Richie entered.

‘You look better,’ she said, pulling out a chair. ‘You’ve got colour back in your face.’

‘Thanks,’ Nel said, realising she might have underestimated just how rattled she’d been the day before.

‘Let’s get started,’ Richie said, hitting record.

Once she’d run through the formalities, Jimmy took Sophie’s letter from a file and pushed it across the table.

‘Nel, can you please tell us who wrote this?’

‘Sophie Warner.’

‘When did you receive it?’

‘Yesterday morning. She left it with Viv at reception at the clinic.’

‘Did Sophie tell you she was planning to leave Carrinya?’

‘No. In fact she told me the opposite. She said she couldn’t.’

‘Why was that?’

‘She said Ryan would find her, that he wouldn’t stop until he tracked her down. She was terrified of what he’d do if he found her.’

‘Did she talk to you about her marriage?’

‘Yes, she said Ryan was violent with her and that it was getting worse. She was worried he’d start on the kids, particularly the oldest, Charlie.’

‘But she gave you no indication she was planning to leave?’ Richie asked, leaning in.

‘None.’

‘Do you have any idea where she might’ve gone?’

Nel trawled back through their conversations, trying to remember what Sophie had said about her family. ‘Her mum’s in Adelaide. I think she said her dad went somewhere up north, Cairns or Port Douglas maybe. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to be found though. It’s not a crime to disappear, is it?’

‘No,’ Richie said, ‘but we need to question her about Maddie Marshall’s death.’

‘Did she tell you what happened that night?’ Jimmy asked.

‘All she said was that Ryan told her he went there to tell Maddie to terminate the pregnancy and then he left.’

‘Ryan said she was there with him.’

Nel frowned. ‘But she didn’t start seeing Ryan until after Maddie died.’

‘Not according to Ryan.’

Nel’s thoughts skidded back through her imagined version of the events of that night, when Ryan confronted Maddie at the lookout. She’d pictured the scene so many times it was like watching a film. Was Sophie there too? She recalibrated the mental image, inserting her by Ryan’s side. ‘So you’ve questioned him? What else did he say?’

‘We can’t go into the details.’ Jimmy gave her an apologetic smile. ‘But without evidence of the ring belonging to Maddie, we don’t have enough to charge him. Did you manage to find a photo?’

‘No.’ She and Cath had searched every album and a couple of shoeboxes stuffed full of loose photos, but they’d found nothing. Nel closed her eyes.

And then she knew where she’d seen it.
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Chapter 58

When Nel left the station, she went straight to the Marshalls’ place. Faye opened the door.

‘Nel,’ she said softly. ‘Come in.’

Geoff stood up from the kitchen table as Nel stepped inside. She hadn’t expected him to be there, in the last days before the election.

‘Jimmy told us what happened at the lighthouse,’ he said. ‘How’s your niece? He said she was injured.’

‘She’s okay, thank god,’ Nel said. ‘Jimmy said he told you about the ring.’

‘Yes,’ Faye murmured.

Geoff nodded. ‘It’s extraordinary news, after all these years. It’s shaken us a little, to be honest.’

Faye sighed heavily and turned to the sink. There was a clunk as she pulled a plate from the soapy water and placed it on the drying rack.

‘We’d come to accept that we would never know,’ Geoff said. ‘But now …’

Nel nodded. ‘It’s a big development, but Jimmy says without evidence that the ring belonged to Maddie, it’s not enough to bring charges.’ Her eyes flicked to the display of framed photos that covered the sideboard. The reason she’d come. ‘I think I saw a photo of Maddie and me here, taken on her birthday …’ She let her words trail off. ‘Do you mind if I have a look?’

‘Of course,’ Geoff said, gesturing to the photos.

Nel went over, her eyes moving from one to the next, and then she saw it. Her breath caught in her throat as she reached for the frame.

The photo showed the girls sitting side by side at the best table at Romeo’s Italian, radiating teenage exuberance, all white teeth and sparkly eyes, celebrating Maddie’s birthday with Geoff and Faye. Her left arm was slung tightly around Nel’s neck, pulling her in so their cheeks were pressed together, her hand hanging over her friend’s shoulder. Clearly visible, on her ring finger, was the black and silver ring. It was unmistakable.

‘This is it,’ she said trembling. ‘Can I take this?’
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Nel stood under the hot steady stream, watching the water run down her legs and pool at the drain, waiting for relief to come. She’d done all she could. She’d delivered the photo to Jimmy as soon as she left the Marshalls’ place. It was out of her hands now, but impatience thrummed inside her.

As she turned her face to the showerhead, her thoughts turned to Sophie. Nel had felt elated when she’d read her letter, but leaving was just the first step. It was the end of one part of Sophie’s story, but the beginning of another. What would she do? Where would she go? How would she make a new home for her three children and her unborn baby? She would need housing, a job, school for the kids, perinatal care—

‘Nel! Come!’ Cath’s voice was just audible over the rush of the water.

Nel jumped out of the bathtub, wrapped herself in a towel and rushed down the hall, dripping on the floorboards. Cath was standing in front of the TV.

Text at the bottom of the screen read, Carrinya Man Charged in Relation to Madeline Marshall Case.

‘I understand there’s been new developments this afternoon in the case of Carrinya teenager, Madeline Marshall?’ the anchor said.

The shot cut to a blonde reporter standing in front of Carrinya Police Station. ‘That’s right, Ross. A 35-year-old man is facing two charges tonight relating to the death of local teenager Madeline Marshall in 2010. The Carrinya local has been charged with perjury and perverting the course of justice in the original investigation into the teenager’s death, following the discovery of new evidence. It’s my understanding, Ross, that this man was charged in relation to a separate matter yesterday, relating to the assault of a local woman and a fifteen-year-old girl. A bail hearing is scheduled for 9 am tomorrow morning.’

The shot cut back to the anchor. ‘Madeline Marshall was the daughter of National Party leader, Geoffrey Marshall. Has he spoken publicly about these unexpected developments?’

‘We’re yet to hear from Geoff Marshall, who is just two days out from the federal election. We’ll stay on this developing story as more news comes to hand. Back to you in the studio, Ross.’

Nel’s phone beeped on the coffee table. Jimmy.

Sorry I didn’t get the chance to call, but you’ve probably heard by now. Charges laid. You did it.
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Chapter 60

‘How many tyres on this one, Harvey?’ Sophie said as she pulled out to pass a road train, dust swirling in the late-afternoon sun. The steering wheel shuddered in her hands as she pressed down on the accelerator.

Harvey sat up, his face peering out the window at the enormous truck. ‘One, two, three, four …’

The first time she’d passed one, a few hours ago when they reached the main highway between Brisbane and Longreach, she’d been nervous as the car shuddered and shook, but now she felt strangely exhilarated by it.

‘… twenty-three, twenty-four …’

Sophie gave the driver a wave as she passed the cab, the open road stretching out in front of her.

When they’d crossed the Queensland border the previous day, she’d breathed a sigh of relief. One more milestone on her journey. She wasn’t sure if she was imagining it, but the light seemed different this side of the border. It was the kind of light that made eyes squint and skin weathered and leathery.

She’d bought a map at the petrol station in Parkes and worked out a route that would keep them in mid-sized towns. They’d driven for nine hours the previous day until they reached Cunnamulla, population 1200 according to the brochure on the front desk at the tourist park, which she read while giving one-word answers to the too-friendly receptionist. That was another part of her strategy: don’t talk too much. She needed to be as forgettable as possible.

Some of the towns out here were tiny. They’d driven through one a few hours ago with a population of 78, according to the welcome sign. It looked like they were all on the veranda of the pub. Charlie had begged to stop, but Sophie had said no. A single mother with three kids in tow might get too much attention from locals who didn’t get many visitors. Charlie was still sulking.

How much further was Longreach, she wondered, glancing at the clock? An hour maybe—

There was a loud bang and the car wobbled and lurched.

Fuck.

Charlie’s head snapped up as she hit the brakes. ‘Did we hit something?’

Jasmine leaned forward between the two front seats as Sophie pulled onto the shoulder of the road and came to a stop.

‘We’ve popped a tyre.’

‘What do we do?’ Charlie said.

‘We change it,’ Sophie replied, trying to sound confident. She’d watched a YouTube tutorial in preparation for a moment like this, hoping she was being unnecessarily pessimistic. Apparently not.

Charlie gave her a doubtful look. ‘You know how to change it?’

‘Yep,’ Sophie said. ‘Everyone out.’

She looked at the shredded tyre, then up at the sun, which was worryingly low in the sky. Night fell quickly out here at this time of year.

‘Help me get the bags out, Charlie,’ she said, opening the boot. ‘The spare tyre’s under here.’

When the boot was clear, she pulled a handle to remove the cover and saw the jack and the wrench, just where the tattooed man in the video said they’d be. She passed them to Charlie, who was starting to look less uncertain and more impressed. Once she’d removed all the tools, she lifted the tray that covered the tyre and gasped as though she’d been winded. There was an empty space where the tyre was meant to be.

Charlie frowned. ‘What?’

She put a hand over her eyes, thoughts reeling. Why hadn’t she checked it? How could she be so fucking stupid! She felt a surge of rage. Fucking Ryan. He must have removed it. How was he still controlling her? Trapping her?

‘Fuck!’ she yelled.

A gentle hand on her back. ‘Mum?’ Charlie said.

She forced back tears, refusing to cry. Refusing to give Ryan that power over her.

She took a breath and looked at her son. ‘The spare’s not here. We need to flag someone down.’
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Chapter 61

A warm breeze caressed Nel’s bare arms as she stood on Lauren’s veranda watching Leo and Archie in the garden below. Behind them, the ocean looked like a painting. She breathed in deeply, trying to place the sweet woody smell in the air. It was triggering a memory, something to do with Maddie, but it lay just out of reach.

‘Ready?’ Leo’s voice carried on the breeze, followed by the crack of the ball on the bat. They were playing Classic Catches, a game they’d invented that involved one of them jumping off the trampoline and diving to catch a ball hit by the other, who stood on the grass below with a cricket bat. They’d convinced Steve to remove the safety net from around the trampoline.

Archie flew through the air and landed on the lawn. Nel grimaced, thinking of potential broken bones, and held her breath until he rolled over and held the tennis ball aloft to claim the catch. He tossed the ball to his brother and jumped back up ready for the next shot. She decided she’d seen enough and sat down at the table that Lauren had set on the veranda.

The barbecue was a last-minute plan. Lauren had sent a text a few hours ago, and now Steve and Jimmy stood at the grill debating when to turn the steaks, while Lauren and Cath prepared salads in the kitchen. Poppy, who had been discharged last night, lay inside on the sofa.

Nel watched her sister through the window, wondering if she could interpret the invitation as a peace offering of sorts after their confrontation at the hospital. She’d told Cath about the argument as they’d flipped pages and shuffled through photos, looking for the picture of Maddie wearing the ring. Cath had listened quietly. When Nel finished recounting the details of the conversation, she’d said something that had floored Nel: ‘I think she’s always been a little jealous of you.’

‘Jealous?’ Nel said. ‘Of me?’

Cath shrugged. ‘Your life has looked pretty exciting from back here,’ she said. ‘I think she probably wonders what she might have done if she didn’t have Poppy so young.’

As though sensing Nel’s gaze, Lauren looked up and gave her a quick smile. Nel smiled back. It felt like something had shifted between them.

Nel was shaken from her thoughts by Jimmy’s warm laugh. He had his head tipped back, still laughing at whatever it was that Steve had said. She felt herself joining in quietly even though she hadn’t heard the joke.

‘What’s so funny?’ Lauren asked. She was standing next to Nel, opening a bottle of champagne.

Nel shook her head. ‘Just Jimmy.’

Lauren looked back at her, one eyebrow raised.

‘What?’ Nel asked, confused.

Lauren lowered her voice. ‘I see the way you look at him.’

‘What?’ Nel’s cheeks felt hot. She glanced over to the barbecue where thankfully Jimmy and Steve were still engrossed in conversation, oblivious. She lowered her voice. ‘For god’s sake, Lauren, he’s like my brother.’

‘Yeah,’ a pause, ‘but he’s not your brother.’

‘We’re just friends,’ Nel said definitively.

‘Okay, okay.’ Lauren raised her hands in mock surrender. ‘Although you know what they say … The woman doth protest too much.’

‘It’s the lady,’ Nel corrected her. ‘And you’re being ridiculous.’

Lauren shrugged and turned her attention back to the champagne cork. Out of the corner of her eye, so that Lauren wouldn’t see, Nel looked back at Jimmy as he took a swig of his beer. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, his forearms tanned against the white linen.

She looked away quickly, feeling self-conscious. The truth was, she had felt something that night at the Grand when he’d stroked her hand. Even now when she thought of that moment again, a pleasant shiver rippled through her, but it was true what she’d told him that night. She wasn’t good at relationships. It probably wouldn’t work out. And it didn’t matter anyway. She was leaving, so what was the point?

Lauren popped the cork. ‘Bubbles?’ She was already filling Nel’s glass. Cath came outside and placed a salad bowl on the table.

‘Have a seat, Mum.’ Lauren passed her a glass.

‘Thanks, darling.’

Poppy wandered out and hovered next to Lauren.

‘Mum, Grace is having some … people … around to her place tomorrow night to watch movies. Can I go? Please? It’s only three doors down the road and I’ll just be, like, lying on the couch at her place instead of here. Please?’

Nel could tell how desperately Poppy wanted to go and she found herself willing Lauren to say yes.

Lauren quizzed her daughter. ‘People? Which people?’

‘Just friends,’ Poppy said vaguely. When Lauren frowned, she added, ‘Mainly girls … and a few boys.’ She reeled off some names.

‘How many people?’

‘I think about four or five.’

‘Will parents be there?’

‘Yes.’

Lauren narrowed her eyes. ‘Will Jack be there?’

‘No,’ Poppy said. ‘He’s playing at a festival in Victoria.’

Lauren sighed. ‘All right, if you’re feeling okay tomorrow. But you need a nice early night tonight.’

Poppy’s face broke into a wide smile. She kissed Lauren’s cheek. ‘Thanks, Mum, you’re the best!’ she said then disappeared back inside.

Lauren sipped her champagne, trying hard, Nel suspected, not to look excessively pleased by the uncharacteristic display of affection.

‘What if it’s really an orgy?’ Nel murmured.

Lauren burst out laughing, almost spitting out her champagne.

‘Nellie!’ Cath exclaimed as Lauren wiped her chin with a serviette.

Steve carried over a platter piled with steaks and sausages and placed it on the table. ‘I hope you’re hungry.’

‘Boys! Dinner’s ready!’ Lauren called over the railing to the boys below. ‘Poppy!’

As Jimmy sat down next to Nel, his arm brushed lightly against hers, sending a tingle up her spine. She expected him to move his arm away, but he didn’t.

Once everyone was seated, Steve dinged his glass with his knife and cleared his throat. Nel tried to focus on him rather than the warmth of Jimmy’s skin on hers.

‘Ah … I have some news.’ He spoke hesitantly, uncomfortable in the spotlight. ‘While some of you have been busy this week with arrests and hospital visits, Cath and I have been busy negotiating with the new owners of the clinic.’

‘What?’ Nel glanced from Steve to Cath and back again.

‘You’re kidding!’ Lauren looked at Steve with admiration.

‘We exchanged contracts on Wednesday morning,’ Cath said. ‘We settle in just over three weeks.’

Nel’s heart raced. Three weeks! She’d thought it would be a relief once they had a buyer, but now that they did, she wasn’t sure what she felt.

‘Congratulations!’ she said, but there was a false note in her voice. ‘Who are the new owners?’

‘They’re a lovely lesbian couple from Melbourne,’ Cath said. ‘Both doctors. They have two little girls. They remind me of you two actually.’ She gestured to Nel and Lauren. ‘The kids I mean, not the lesbians.’

‘Yeah, we get it, Mum,’ Lauren said.

Nel stifled a fit of the giggles. What was wrong with her? The champagne had gone to her head.

‘I’d like to make a toast to Nel,’ Cath said, holding up her glass. ‘Thank you for staying, darling. I don’t know what we would have done without you here to keep the clinic running.’

‘To Nel!’

They clinked their glasses.

‘And now you’re free to get home to your real life in Sydney!’ Cath said.

Nel nodded. Home to Sydney. She pictured her dingy flat. It didn’t feel like a home. She glanced at Jimmy, who looked back at her, his dark eyes shining.
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Chapter 62

As they stood on the road saying their goodbyes, Jimmy looked up at the clear sky, pierced with a thousand bright stars.

‘Nice night for a walk on the beach,’ he murmured, ‘don’t you think?’

There was a flutter in Nel’s stomach. ‘Um, yeah … that would be lovely.’ Her voice sounded strange, stilted, the words too formal. She avoided looking at Lauren, who was listening intently.

‘Okay, Nel,’ Cath said, searching in her bag for her car keys. ‘Let’s get going—’

She stopped abruptly and frowned at Lauren, who had elbowed her. ‘What?’

Lauren groaned. ‘Nothing, Mum.’

Nel cringed. It was impossible for this to be anything other than awkward, so she might as well just be straightforward. ‘I’m going with Jimmy.’

‘Oh?’ Cath’s frown turned into a knowing smile. ‘Ooh! Okay then. Well, you two have a lovely time, won’t you? Goodnight, darling.’ She kissed Nel then Jimmy. ‘Goodnight, Jimmy.’

‘Night, Cath,’ he said, a slight smile playing on his lips.

As they walked through Carrinya’s deserted streets towards the beach, Nel was acutely aware of the proximity of their bodies to each other. It was as though there was a charge in the air between them. Twice the backs of their hands brushed gently against each other and each time she felt a flutter in her stomach.

When they reached the beach, they took their shoes off and walked over the dunes, the wide expanse of sand opening out in front of them. The almost-full moon hung low over the black and silver water. The sand was cold on Nel’s feet and there was a crisp edge on the breeze. She should have worn Lauren’s coat instead of her leather jacket. She shivered and crossed her arms, rubbing them to warm herself up.

Jimmy reached for her hand. ‘Cold?’

‘A little bit.’ He pulled her into his chest and wrapped his strong arms around her. She felt the warmth of his body on hers and then his kiss on her forehead, his stubble rough but his lips gentle.

She looked up at him and they were still, their eyes fixed on each other, then he leaned down and kissed her, softly at first, tentative, then stronger, their lips parting, his tongue brushing gently against hers.
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Chapter 63

‘Where you heading, anyway?’ Barry said, one hand on the steering wheel, eyes on the road ahead.

Sophie wasn’t sure what to make of the laconic stranger who had stopped to help them, but he had kind eyes. Pale blue, the colour of his cotton shirt, and crinkled at the corners. You could tell a lot about someone from their eyes, Sophie thought.

They’d only waited fifteen minutes for a car to pass, but that was long enough. By the time Barry stopped, the temperature was dropping as the sun sank in the west. Sophie had rummaged through the bags to find jumpers for the kids, not sure how long they’d be out there. She was coming to terms with the idea of sleeping in the car when a dirty ute rolled to a stop behind her Subaru. He’d taken one look at the situation and got out his towing equipment.

‘I’ll take you back to my joint,’ he’d said. ‘We can sort out the tyre in the morning.’

Sophie had thought of that English couple who’d gone missing on an outback road years ago—they’d made a movie about it. She’d watched it with Ryan. Two solid hours of backpackers being terrorised by a psychopath who kept them locked in a farm shed—but what choice did they have? She’d ushered the kids into the back seat of his ute.

She cleared her throat. ‘Ah … just to Mount Isa,’ she said, glancing at the kids who sat stiffly in the back. ‘To visit my brother.’ Harvey pulled a face. Sophie shot him a reassuring smile and turned back to Barry. ‘How much further to your place?’

‘Not far,’ he said.

Sophie sighed quietly. Not far. Did that mean five minutes or an hour? Given the distances out here, it was probably the latter. She looked out the window where the first stars were piercing the inky sky.

Ten minutes later, Barry slowed down as the speed limit dropped and they drove down the wide main street of a small town, lights glowing inside scattered homes.

‘Welcome to Willandra,’ he said, turning into a dusty driveway that ran alongside a pub with a corrugated-iron roof. ‘This is home.’

‘We got room for four more?’ Barry asked, as they stepped inside. ‘I found this lot on the side of the road.’

The kids looked around, wide-eyed, surveying the walls that were obscured by historical photos, Akubra hats and sporting memorabilia. Bras hung from the ceiling at the far end of the room where a man with a long white beard sat at a wine-barrel table next to a sign that said, Old Fart’s Corner. The hum of voices came through a corridor that led to the dining room, according to a sign above the door.

The woman behind the bar gave a raspy chuckle. ‘Of course!’ she said, flipping open a big book with a maroon leather cover. Sophie studied her face as she ran her finger down the page. It was tough but warm. Sophie sensed she’d lived a life.

‘There’s no one in the Outstation, Baz,’ the woman said. ‘They can bunk there.’

‘Righto.’ He gave her a nod.

Sophie wondered vaguely what the Outstation was—hopefully it was different from an outhouse—but they were hardly in a position to be choosy.

‘I’m Barb, anyway,’ she said. ‘Baz’s wife.’

Sophie introduced herself and the kids, figuring they were far enough from Carrinya for their names not to matter.

‘You lot look thirsty,’ Barb said to the kids. ‘What’s your poison?’

The kids looked back, blank-faced. ‘What do you want to drink?’ Sophie translated. ‘Lemonade?’

‘Yes, please,’ they said, nodding vigorously.

‘Take a load off.’ Barb gestured to the bar stools and reached for some menus. ‘I reckon you’ll be hungry too. Let me guess …’ She pointed to Harvey. ‘You like chicken nuggets.’

Once their bellies were full, Barb took a key from a rack behind the bar.

‘Follow me,’ she said, leading them down the corridor past the dining room and out the back door into the cold night.

There was a line of doors to what looked like motel rooms. Sophie yearned to spend the night in one of them, but Barb kept walking.

‘Where are we going?’ Harvey whispered. Sophie gave a tiny shrug and took his little hand.

They crossed a dusty paddock towards a small building with a porch light on. Insects buzzed in the yellow glow.

‘This is you.’ Barb unlocked the door and pushed it open to reveal a small cabin. ‘Two bedrooms, internal loo. Should do you nicely for the night.’

Sophie could see a bunk bed in the closest room, made up with crisp white sheets. A rolled white bath towel sat on the end of each. Two conflicting emotions jostled inside her. Relief at the thought of surrendering to sleep in this little sanctuary, and panic at the potential cost.

‘It’s on the house,’ Barb added as though she could read her mind. ‘That’s your room, kids.’ She pointed at the first door. ‘Go pick your beds.’

‘Bags the top bunk!’ Charlie called, running towards the door. Jaz and Harvey followed.

‘This is for you.’ Barb handed her the key.

Sophie took a shaky breath, moved by the generosity of these kind strangers. ‘I don’t know what to say …’

‘Least we can do,’ Barb said, with a wave of her hand. ‘Baz’ll take you up to Longreach in the morning to sort out the tyre. You’ll be back on the road in no time.’
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Chapter 64

When Nel opened her eyes, a slight ache gripping her forehead, she was confused to see that there was a wardrobe where there was meant to be a heavy curtain. She rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling. Instead of the looping ribbons, a characterless white ceiling with two downlights looked back at her. She sat up suddenly, realising where she was, then she looked down and yanked the quilt up over her bare chest.

Oh god. The other side of the bed was empty, the covers tossed back. She reached for her phone to check the time. 7.54. Where was Jimmy? She closed her eyes and listened for some sign of movement in the house, the shuffling of feet or the creak of a floorboard. Nothing.

Dread rose up inside her. What had she done? This was Lauren’s fault. She’d put dumb ideas in Nel’s head and kept refilling her glass, and then the beach had been so beautiful in the moonlight and she was cold and Jimmy was warm and now she’d wrecked her only decent friendship. It was a terrible mistake. Jimmy clearly thought so too. He was so embarrassed about it that he’d got up and left!

She felt sick. She should go, but the thought of gathering her clothes from the bedroom floor and walking out Jimmy’s front door onto Manning Street was mortifying. She lay back down.

Her thoughts went back to the night before. It was a bit hazy. Jimmy’s broad chest flashed in her mind, moving above her in the darkness. She could almost sense the warmth of his body pressed against hers. He’d kissed her face, her neck, his fingertips brushing across her skin as though he was trying to memorise every part of her. A pleasant shiver ran through her.

No, this was a bad idea. It would be best if she left now to save them both from an awkward conversation. She got up and retrieved her crumpled clothes from the floor but as she pulled on her shirt she heard the jangle of keys.

Shit. She should have gone while she had the chance. The front door closed with a thud, followed by footsteps up the hall.

She was sitting on the bed with her jeans in her hand when Jimmy appeared in the doorway holding a tray with two takeaway coffees and a brown paper bag.

‘Hey, sleepyhead, I got croissants,’ he said. His eyes flicked to the jeans, his smile falling a fraction. ‘Are you going?’

‘Yeah, I’m … I’m meeting Viv to start packing up the clinic.’

He looked at the time. ‘At 8 am?’

She bit her lip, clearly caught in a lie. She was meeting Viv, but not until eleven.

Jimmy narrowed his eyes, a smile playing on his lips. ‘Were you about to ghost me?’

‘No, I …’ She swallowed. As she looked at his face, warm and open, she realised she didn’t actually want to leave after all. She rolled her eyes at herself. ‘I guess maybe I do have time for a coffee.’ Nel moved back on the bed, watching him as he checked the lids of the coffee cups and passed her one. She thought of their tense conversation at the Grand. His indignant rebuff when she’d asked him why he’d left Wollongong.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she asked.

‘Anything.’

‘What really happened in Wollongong?’ She needed to know the truth.

There was a long silence. ‘A person of interest in the Molly Peters investigation made a complaint against me.’

‘What for?’ Nel braced herself for the answer, not sure she wanted to know but also desperate to hear it.

‘She said I made a sexual advance on her. I was stood down while the Law Enforcement Integrity Commission investigated the allegation.’

‘And what did they find?’

‘I was wearing a body cam so I was cleared of any wrongdoing, but it took nine months. By then, the reputational damage was done.’

‘Shit, Jimmy, I’m so sorry.’

‘What’s that saying? A lie travels halfway around the world while the truth is putting its shoes on.’ His eyes flashed. There was still anger there. ‘The woman was later found to be an accomplice in the abduction, so I think it was an attempt to derail the investigation. I was shattered. All I wanted was to find that little girl. Instead I was home all day watching Netflix while they investigated an allegation that was total bullshit.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asked gently.

A long pause. ‘I don’t know.’ He ran a hand through his curls. ‘I guess it feels like people will think I’m guilty anyway, even though I was cleared. It’s an awful feeling, being accused of something you didn’t do.’ He gave her a half-smile. ‘I guess you know that better than anyone.’

She smiled. ‘Yeah, I do know a bit about that.’

He rested a hand on her bare leg. ‘But life’s funny, isn’t it? If it didn’t happen, I wouldn’t be here with you, and I wouldn’t change that now for anything.’ A pause. ‘I meant what I said last night.’

As she looked into his eyes, a memory surfaced from the night before. He’d whispered something to her. His breath had been warm, his lips touching her ear as he spoke. But the words were frustratingly out of reach.

‘Last night’s a little … hazy.’ God, how embarrassing. ‘What was it you said again?’

The hint of a smile played on his lips. ‘You don’t remember?’

Her cheeks flushed. ‘It’s Lauren’s fault. She forced me to drink too much champagne. Against my will.’

He laughed. His fingers gently stroked her thigh, sending a tingle through her body. ‘I said I think I’m falling in love with you.’

Nel swallowed, waiting for the impulse to run to come, but it didn’t. Instead warmth swelled inside her. She leaned forward and kissed him, then pulled him towards her onto the bed.
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Chapter 65

Sophie gazed out the window of Barb’s station wagon, marvelling at the endlessness of the flat brown land that stretched into the distance in every direction, dotted with scrubby trees and rusty farm equipment. It was still early but the sky overhead was already impossibly blue. She felt a sense of freedom, but the feeling was fleeting. She looked at her Subaru, which Barry was towing in front. How much would a new tyre cost?

She’d been trying not to access her secret bank account in case Ryan managed to trace it. Was that even possible? She didn’t know, but she suspected he’d find a way. It felt safer to be using cash, but the stash of notes was dwindling. It was only a matter of time before she would have to start leaving an electronic trail.

Barb slowed down as they reached the outskirts of Longreach.

‘Election day,’ she said, gesturing out the window at a council building where primary-coloured campaign posters lined the fence.

Sophie gave her a nod. ‘Have to remember to vote,’ she said, although she had no intention of it.

She thought of Carrinya and Ryan and Maddie Marshall, her chest tight. They must have found the ring by now. Had Ryan been charged? Was he in jail? There’d been nothing in the papers when she checked before they left Cunnamulla the previous day.

The car came to a stop in front of a cafe next door to Longreach Tyre Centre where a man with enormous biceps was unloading Sophie’s car.

Barb turned to the kids in the back. ‘Best milkshakes in town.

My shout.’

Sophie gave her a grateful smile.

‘G’day, Barb!’ the waitress said. ‘Anywhere you like.’

The kids went to a table while Sophie and Barb ordered at the counter.

‘Mum!’ Charlie exclaimed.

Sophie swung around to see him holding up a copy of the Courier-Mail, an image of Geoff Marshall on the cover. Then she realised Charlie was pointing to a smaller photo of Ryan. The headline read, NEW DEVELOPMENTS IN COLD CASE DEATH OF MP’S DAUGHTER.

She grabbed the paper from his hands, her eyes skittering across the text. New charges … Carrinya real estate agent … cold case … perjury … perverting the course of justice … refused bail …

Sophie felt eyes on her and looked up.

‘Someone you know?’ Barb said gently.
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Chapter 66

When Nel arrived back at Cath’s, Lauren was stacking the fridge.

‘Leftovers,’ she said, putting the last Tupperware container in the fridge and closing the door. Her eyes travelled down to Nel’s shirt and jeans, then she looked back up and raised an eyebrow. ‘Good night?’

‘Not a word,’ Nel said, biting her lip to stop herself from smiling. She felt like a giddy teenager.

Cath was hand-sewing the edge of a quilt in the lounge room. Daybreak was on the TV.

‘Morning, Mum,’ Nel said.

Cath looked up and gave her a knowing smile. ‘Morning, darling. Nice night?’

Nel nodded. God, how embarrassing. This was why you weren’t meant to live with your mother at this age. On the screen a reporter, Scott someone, was beachside, surrounded by people holding election placards.

‘Is he here in town?’ Nel asked, recognising the Art Deco facade of the Carrinya surf club.

Cath nodded as Geoff Marshall appeared in the shot.

‘I’m here with National Party Leader Geoff Marshall at the Carrinya Surf Life Saving Club,’ Scott said. Behind him, campaigners held up the VOTE 1 GEOFF MARSHALL placards that had lined the shop windows on Manning Street for weeks.

Lauren wandered in. ‘So do you think Geoff will be the Deputy PM by the end of the day?’

Cath was about to answer when they heard Maddie’s name. They looked back at the screen.

‘I appreciate this is a very difficult matter,’ Scott was saying in a sombre tone, ‘but I wanted to extend our sympathy to you and your wife Faye, in light of the events of the last few days. I imagine it must have come as quite a shock after so many years. What would you like to say about these developments?’

Geoff nodded, his face grave. ‘All Faye and I want, all we’ve ever wanted, is for our beautiful girl to be able to rest in peace.’ He swallowed visibly and cleared his throat. ‘That’s the only comment I’ll make on this matter. Today is about the people of Australia exercising their democratic right to vote …’

Cath clicked her tongue. ‘It must be such a relief to have some answers after all this time.’

Lauren had tears in her eyes. ‘After what happened to Poppy this week …’

‘Now back to Leah and the team in the studio.’

‘Thanks, Scott,’ the presenter said, her tone appropriately solemn. ‘There will be full coverage of developments in the case of Madeline Marshall in our next news bulletin. Back with more on the election after the break.’
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Chapter 67

The smell of democracy sausages filled the air at Carrinya Public School as Nel looked around for Jimmy, but she couldn’t see him anywhere. She’d been having flashbacks all morning. Flashes of his touch. His warm body. His strong hands on hers. Everything felt strangely sensual. It felt almost indecent to be walking around in public having such erotic thoughts.

She tried to put him out of her mind as she hurried across the playground. She didn’t have long before she was meeting Viv to start packing up the clinic. A throng of volunteers with HOW TO VOTE flyers accosted her as she approached the school hall.

‘Vote Greens in the senate!’ said a dreadlocked volunteer, thrusting a page into her hands.

‘Susan Elliot! An independent voice for the Opal Coast.’

An elderly man handed her a page with Geoff Marshall’s face on it. ‘Vote 1 Geoff Marshall!’

Nel emerged out the other side of the pack and joined the voting queue. When she reached the front, she collected her ballot papers and went to a cardboard booth, between a middle-aged man in budgie smugglers and an elderly lady with a walking frame, who she recognised as a patient from the clinic. She followed the directions on Susan Elliot’s flyer, shoved her forms into the right slots then hurried out.

As she reached the exit, she came face to face with Faye. They froze. Tears welled in Faye’s eyes, pain etched on her face. Nel went to speak, but no words came, then Faye shook her head and pushed past her.

Nel frowned as she watched her disappear down a corridor and into the ladies’ bathroom. Should she follow her? Offer her comfort? It was because of Nel that all this had happened after all—she was the one who had stirred up the past—but then she thought of that moment outside the church sixteen years ago. Faye flinching at the touch of Nel’s hand. Her vicious words. And instead she turned to go.

*

The door of the clinic was unlocked when Nel arrived, but the waiting room was dark.

‘Hello?’ Nel called as she stepped inside. There was no answer, but Viv’s handbag was sitting on the front desk.

‘Viv?’ Nel walked down the corridor and into the consult room. Still nothing. Maybe she’d popped out for a coffee.

Nel breathed out, still troubled by the sorrow and despair in Faye’s eyes. It was as though the scar tissue over her pain had been ripped away, leaving the wound of her grief raw once more.

She looked around the room at the filing cabinets, the framed certificates, the shelves heavy with books. It was going to be a big job. She walked over to the bookshelves. Reference books lined the lower shelves—thick, well-thumbed tomes collected over a long career. The upper shelves were full of novels. She scanned the spines, appreciating the eclectic collection. Her father had always been a wide reader. The Da Vinci Code sat next to The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe. Patricia Cornwells rubbed shoulders with Austen and Frank Moorhouse.

A copy of Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet caught Nel’s eye and she took it off the shelf. The cover was familiar, a sepia photo of two kids jumping into a river, the colour dialled up to a brash yellow conjuring the harsh Australian sun. She’d read it in Dublin, with its crowded buses and overcast skies, and felt the deep pang of homesickness.

Tears welled in her eyes. She’d never talked about it with her dad. She didn’t even know he’d read it. She felt a sudden, overwhelming sense of loss for this conversation that had never happened and never could.

She opened the cover to read the first page and found a handwritten inscription.

December 2010

Happy Christmas R.

I’ll always wonder.

She frowned. Wonder what? Who had written it? It wasn’t her mum’s handwriting. She was sure of that. December 2010. That was just a couple of months after Maddie died. She tried to recall that Christmas, but it was a blur. She read the inscription again, trying to solve it like a crossword clue, as the front door slammed.

She slipped the book back into its spot on the shelf as Viv bustled in, carrying a stack of cardboard boxes precariously balanced in front of her.

‘I picked these up from the mini-mart, doll,’ her muffled voice said. She dropped them on the floor and looked from the bookshelves to the boxes, as though assessing whether the books and knick-knacks would fit.

‘I can’t believe it’s less than three weeks until we hand over the keys,’ Nel said.

‘End of an era.’ Viv’s voice faltered slightly as she spoke, her eyes glassy behind her red frames. The new owners were keeping her on, but it wouldn’t be the same. ‘Feels momentous, doesn’t it? Like we should commemorate it. How about I pop up the street and get a bottle of bubbles?’

‘Good idea,’ Nel said.

Viv disappeared out the door. Nel selected a box and started packing the reference books, putting aside a couple of more recent publications. When the lower shelves were empty, she started on the paperbacks, packing them into a separate box so Cath and Lauren could have a look and take anything they wanted. They would donate the rest. When she got to the copy of Cloudstreet, she opened the front cover and read the words again.

I’ll always wonder.

So will I, she thought. There was something familiar about the handwriting. She closed the book and stared at the cover. Just as she was about to put it in the box, she noticed a bookmark between the pages and flipped to it. It wasn’t a bookmark though. It was a photo of her dad. At first she thought it was the one she’d wanted to use for the funeral booklet, but it was slightly different. It had been taken a moment before when he was laughing. His blue eyes sparkled.

She studied it for a moment, then she put it back between the pages and placed the book to one side on the desk. As she turned to pick up another box, it hit her.

She reached for the book again and looked around on the desk for something with Viv’s handwriting. She found a Post-it. Her heart hammered as she opened the cover and placed the note beneath the inscription.

It was a match.

Nel’s mind raced as pieces fell into place. Viv said she was pregnant when Poppy was born, and that she’d miscarried before she’d decided what to do. Nel tried to place these events on a timeline: before Maddie—after Maddie.

The front door banged again. ‘Just grabbing some glasses!’ Viv called out as she passed the door.

When she entered a few minutes later, holding two glasses of champagne, Nel was still sitting motionless on the edge of the desk.

‘There you go, doll!’ Viv passed her a glass. ‘To new beginnings!’ she said, raising her glass.

Nel lifted her glass and clinked it against Viv’s, still distracted. ‘To new beginnings.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah, I just …’

Viv’s eyes looked down to where the book lay open on the desk, next to the photo. Her face dropped. She looked back at Nel. There was a long silence.

‘It was Dad, wasn’t it?’ Nel murmured. ‘He was your … friend.’

Viv closed her eyes and nodded.

‘How long did it go on for?’ Nel wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer, but she had to know.

‘A couple of years.’ Longer than any relationship Nel had ever had.

‘When did it end?’

‘The pregnancy changed everything.’ Viv blinked and the tears pooled in her eyes spilled down her cheeks. ‘Then Maddie died and your dad said it had to stop.’

Nel thought of her dad. Doctor Robert Foley. Principled and virtuous. Such a good man. She’d heard people say that her whole life. She’d always thought she could never measure up to him, but he wasn’t the man she thought he was at all. He wasn’t perfect.

‘Thank god Mum didn’t find out,’ Nel said quietly.

Viv hesitated, and then said, ‘She did.’

‘What?’

‘He chose her,’ Viv said, ‘and she chose to stay.’
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Chapter 68

Nel drove back to her mum’s place, debating whether to tell Cath she knew about the affair. She felt strangely off balance, as though she’d discovered a crack in the foundations of her world and now she could see that everything was slightly out of alignment.

She pushed open the front door and tossed her keys into the bowl on the hall table.

‘Mum?’

Silence.

‘Mum?’

She walked into the lounge room, but Cath’s armchair sat empty. Nel couldn’t remember the last time she’d arrived home to an empty house. The quilt Cath had been working on was folded neatly on top of her sewing box beside the chair. Nel dialled her number, but it rang and rang then went to voicemail. She hung up.

She was still standing there, phone in hand, when there was a jangle of keys at the front door. Cath stepped into the hallway, wearing a flattering navy suit Nel hadn’t seen before. She looked ten years younger.

‘Hi.’

Cath jumped. ‘Oh! Hello, darling. You gave me a fright.’

‘Sorry. You look nice. Where have you been?’

‘I had an appointment.’ She pushed off her sensible heels and padded up the hallway in stockinged feet. ‘I’m dying for a cup of tea. Will you have one?’

‘Yeah, thanks.’ Nel followed her into the kitchen and sat on the bench. ‘What was the appointment?’

‘I met with a financial adviser,’ Cath said, scooping tea leaves into the pot. ‘Steve set it up for me. A couple of weeks ago he asked me what I would do with the money when we settle on the clinic, and I said I didn’t know. He gave me a bit of a talking to actually, said I need to start getting organised. He was quite stern.’

Nel smiled at the thought of mild-mannered Steve getting tough with her. She couldn’t picture it.

‘He’s right too,’ Cath went on. ‘I’ve never had anything to do with the finances. Your dad took care of all of that, bless him, and I was glad to leave him to it. But I can’t stick my head in the sand anymore.’ She paused, then added, ‘Now that I’m on my own.’

‘You’re not on your own, Mum.’

The kettle clicked off. As Cath poured water into the teapot, she gave a small shrug, which made Nel feel sad. ‘You know what I mean.’

She put the teapot on a tray with a jug of milk and two cups on saucers, then carried it into the lounge room.

As Nel watched Cath pour the tea, she thought of that day when she’d found her mother sitting on her bed reading her diary. Trembling with rage, Nel had stormed into the room and wrenched the book from her mother’s hands.

They’d never spoken about the incident since. Nel had interpreted the privacy breach as evidence that Cath doubted her innocence, but now she thought of Lauren’s desperate love for Poppy and wondered.

Nel cleared her throat. ‘Do you remember when you read my diary?’

Cath looked up, frowning slightly as though wary of where the question might lead.

‘Why did you do that?’ Nel asked, careful to keep her tone gentle. Curious.

‘That was a very difficult time,’ Cath said, putting the teapot down. ‘You were so distant after Maddie died. You’d always been closer to your father, but when Maddie died your bond with him got even stronger. I wanted to help you, but you shut me out. I couldn’t reach you. I thought if I understood what you were feeling I might be able to find a way to you, so I read your diary.’ Cath’s eyes shone with tears. ‘I’m sorry.’

Nel frowned. ‘But you said, “Is there something you need to tell me?” as though you thought I’d lied.’

Cath looked up, thinking. ‘I don’t know, I must have meant was there anything you wanted to talk to me about.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘I just wanted you to talk to me.’

‘All these years I thought … I thought you doubted me, doubted my story.’

‘Oh no, I didn’t, not for a second,’ Cath said. She sighed. ‘I should have tried harder to talk to you about it. I wasn’t at my best at that time. Your dad and I were …’ A long pause. ‘Having some challenges.’

Nel thought of Viv. What was it she said? ‘Then Maddie died and your dad said it had to stop.’ Was that before or after the diary incident? Either way, Cath must have known by then.

Nel pictured her mum again with the diary open in her lap as she had so many times before, only this time she saw her in three dimensions. Not just as a mother, but as a woman. She saw Cath’s pain, not just her own.

‘I’m sorry too, Mum.’

Cath moved next to her and wrapped her arms around her. They sat like that for a long time.

‘What did the financial adviser say?’ Nel asked, when they drew apart.

Her mum sighed. ‘Oh, this and that. The good news is that I’m not going to run out of money. Rob had plenty of super. As long as I invest it well it will keep me going. And we’ll settle on the clinic soon, so there’s that too.’ She took a sip of her tea. ‘Do you know I’m likely to live for another twenty-five years?’

Nel nodded.

‘Twenty-five years …’ Cath repeated, stretching the words out as though she was contemplating something unfathomable, like the size of space or the speed of light. ‘The financial planner told me that. He was trying to shock me I think, and it worked. He asked about my plans, wanting to make sure I have enough money, but it made me realise … I don’t have any plans.’

‘Oh, Mum, that’s not true.’

‘It is. I was thinking that I’d lived my life, that I’d just bumble along and soon I’d die too. But twenty-five years is an awfully long time to just bumble along, isn’t it? I can’t just sit here making quilts.’
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Chapter 69

Nel was standing at her car boot, changing after a surf, when she spotted Trent Donohue walking across the car park with a surfboard under his arm. She gave him a tentative smile.

‘I didn’t know you surfed,’ she said when he got closer.

He shrugged. ‘Bit of a stretch to call it surfing. Paddling and falling off would be more accurate. I usually stick to Kiddies Corner.’

Nel laughed. He had an honest face, a warm smile. It was strange now to think she’d felt so threatened by him. He was just doing his job, after all.

‘I … ah … I owe you an apology.’

‘What for?’

‘For not trusting you.’

‘I’m a journalist, I’m used to that. Occupational hazard.’

‘I just have to deal with people showing me rashes at parties.’

He laughed. ‘I’m not sure which is worse.’

She slammed the boot shut. ‘Enjoy your surf.’

As he started walking away, she thought of something. ‘Trent?’ He turned back to her. ‘Have you worked out who tipped you off about the ring?’

He shook his head. ‘No idea. It was an email.’

‘Do you still have it?’

‘Yeah, why?’

‘Can I see it?’

‘Sure.’ She followed him to his car where he took his phone from the glove box. He opened the email and passed the phone to Nel.

The address was random numbers and letters. ‘Oh my god.’

‘What?’

‘I need to check something.’ Still holding Trent’s phone, she hurried back to her car and reached for her own phone. She found the screenshots Poppy had sent her and held the phones side by side.

Her heart raced. ‘Snap.’

Trent looked on. ‘I don’t get it.’

‘These emails were sent to Poppy. Someone was sending her weird messages.’ She spoke slowly, thinking out loud. ‘Jimmy traced the IP address to the Warners’ house. We thought they were from Ryan, or possibly their son Charlie.’ She could see his mind whirring like her own. ‘But there’s no way Ryan would have sent this to you. It wouldn’t make sense for him to tell anyone about the ring, and Charlie wouldn’t know about any of this. He’s only twelve.’

Then suddenly, a jolt of insight. ‘It was Sophie.’

‘But …’ Trent frowned. ‘Why would Sophie do that?’

‘To escape. Ryan’s controlling and abusive. She told me she could never leave him because he would follow her.’

Trent’s eyes widened, following her line of thought. ‘And he wouldn’t be able to follow her if he was in jail.’ He shook his head in disbelief.

Nel replayed their conversations through this new lens. ‘She played us. She used me to stir things up and she tipped you off for the same reason.’ She shook her head, astonished. ‘I thought I was rescuing her, but all this time she was rescuing herself.’

They stood in stunned silence, grappling with the thought of Sophie pulling strings like a master puppeteer.

‘It doesn’t change the fact that justice has finally been done for Maddie,’ Trent said.

‘I guess so,’ Nel said, but she wasn’t sure.

Didn’t this change everything?
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Chapter 70

It was an hour since Sophie had paid the bill at the tyre shop—gratefully accepting the mates rates offered by Barry’s friend—said their farewells, and loaded the kids into the car.

As red dirt flashed past her, she thought of Barb and Baz, still feeling overwhelmed by their uncomplicated generosity. It was as though Barb had sensed not to ask questions about the events in Carrinya. When Sophie responded to her question—Someone you know?—with a simple shrug, Barb had held her gaze, then she’d reached into her bag and pulled out a mobile phone.

‘It’s an old one,’ she said. ‘I dug it out of a cupboard last night when I noticed you didn’t have one.’

Sophie took it, then looked into Barb’s kind eyes. ‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s just sitting around gathering dust.’

‘Why?’

Barb gave her a sad smile. ‘Let’s just say I know what it’s like to be running from someone.’

Who had Barb run from, Sophie wondered?

Her thoughts turned to Ryan, picturing him sitting in a prison cell, trying to make sense of how he’d got there.

*

‘Let me do the talking,’ Ryan said when they arrived at the lighthouse.

Sophie nodded, feeling optimistic. Everything would be okay, like he said. Maddie would see sense.

He took her hand and kissed it. ‘I love you, Soph.’

Warmth flooded her body. It was the first time he’d said it.

‘I love you too,’ she said. He leaned in and kissed her, deep and longing.

‘Let’s do this,’ he said when he pulled away, like they were a team.

He took her hand as they walked across the deserted lot under the bright moon, a shining orb in a clear sky.

‘Where is she?’ Sophie whispered. A shiver ran down her spine as she wondered if this was a good idea.

‘She’ll be down at the lookout.’ His voice was strong and confident, easing her doubt.

They crossed the uneven ground towards the lookout and emerged onto the landing above Deception Bay.

Ryan stopped. ‘Maddie.’ His voice cut through the cold night. Sophie was right behind him, so close she could feel his body heat.

As Maddie stood up, her tear-stained face caught the moonlight giving her a strange luminescence. She took a step towards them, then stopped.

‘Who’s there?’ Her voice was thin. ‘Who’s with you?’

‘This is Sophie.’ A pause. ‘My girlfriend.’

There was a moment of stillness, silence—maybe it will be okay, Sophie thought—then Maddie cried out.

‘No! No, Ryan! Please.’

‘She’s my girlfriend, Maddie. We’ve been together for a little while. I didn’t want to tell you, because …’ He let the sentence hang in midair, unfinished. ‘I’m not gonna be with you, Maddie. You have to get rid of the baby.’

Maddie’s eyes were blank, as though he was speaking a foreign language and none of it made sense to her, then she lunged at him, thumping her fists against him, shrieking.

‘You can’t do this to me! I won’t let you!’

Sophie’s heart raced. All her instincts told her to leave, but Ryan stood there like a stone wall. Strong. Still. Cold.

Then everything started happening quickly, as though it was in fast-forward.

‘That’s my mum’s ring!’ Ryan yelled, grabbing Maddie’s hands and holding her wrists so she couldn’t move. He let go of one arm and started pulling at the ring, trying to wrench it from her finger. ‘You’re a nutcase, Maddie! You’re fucking deluded!’

Sophie flinched at the force of his temper. ‘Stop, Ryan! Let her go!’

As he looked at her, he lost his grip on Maddie who grabbed at his hair, yanking his head backwards. He fell, recoiling in pain.

‘You stupid bitch!’

She scrambled away, panting, her eyes full of fear, and pulled the ring from her finger.

‘Take your stupid ring! It’s fucking ugly anyway.’

She threw it at Ryan and ran, disappearing into the darkness where the narrow path traversed the cliff face.

‘Maddie, stop!’

Sophie bent down to pick up the ring, which had landed at her feet, moonlight glinting off its silver band. She held it up to show Ryan it was safe.

‘Fuck!’ he yelled, following Maddie into the darkness. ‘It’s too dark!

You’ll fall!’

Sophie stood paralysed, listening to him shout into the cold night. There was a desperate edge to his voice.

‘Maddie!’

Nothing.

‘Maddie!’

A few minutes later, he emerged from the darkness.

‘Did she come back this way?’ he asked, breathless.

Sophie shook her head and handed him the ring.

‘At least I got this back,’ he said, pushing it into the pocket of his jeans. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here.’

*

Sophie had remembered the ring a few years ago, sensing it might be the key to her escape. If it was found in Ryan’s possession, it would implicate him in Maddie’s disappearance. She’d searched the house for it and found it in the old jewellery box that had belonged to his mother. Sophie had left it there, checking it every week or two, biding her time until she could work out how to use it.

It wasn’t until the day of Rob Foley’s funeral that she worked it out. The moment Nel had played along with her lie—when Sophie said she’d met her at the library, borrowing books for Harvey—she knew the time was right. Nel’s presence in Carrinya had Ryan on edge. As soon as he left for work the following day, Sophie had created a new Gmail account and emailed Trent about the ring.

The messages to Poppy were an afterthought. Sophie had seen them sitting side by side at the funeral, Poppy’s head resting on Nel’s shoulder, and wondered if she could use their obvious bond to deepen Nel’s hatred of Ryan.

Pride swelled in her chest. She’d done it. Her plan had worked. She looked in the rear-view mirror at the kids. The low sun was catching Harvey’s hair, lighting it up like a golden halo. He looked up at her and smiled. She smiled back, a hand over her tiny bump as tears pooled in her eyes. Her babies were safe.
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Chapter 71

Nel pushed open the heavy door of the Grand and looked around for Lauren, who had messaged earlier to suggest they watch the election coverage together. Nel had been pleasantly surprised—it felt like an official olive branch—and it was a relief to have a distraction. She’d felt strangely disoriented since her conversation with Trent, struggling to make sense of their discovery about Sophie and the emails.

She spotted Lauren’s blonde head in the crowd and weaved her way to the table.

‘Hey,’ Lauren said, pouring her a glass of red. ‘I got a bottle.’

‘Thanks.’ Nel clinked her glass and took a long sip. She gestured to the TV screen. ‘Any results yet?’

‘Not sure about the overall result,’ Lauren said, ‘but it looks like Geoff’ll get back in.’

‘What, already?’ It was just after seven thirty.

‘Yep,’ Lauren said with a shrug. ‘So …’ She narrowed her eyes and made her voice deep and sexy. ‘Where’s your lover tonight?’

‘Oh my god.’ Nel laughed. ‘He’s working.’

‘You going to have another sleepover tonight?’

‘Lauren!’

‘Sorry. I’ve been married for ninety-seven years, so I’ve got to get my excitement where I can.’ She paused. ‘I’m just happy for you.’

Nel thought of Jimmy and sighed. Their timing was terrible. ‘I’m leaving, Lauren. The clinic is sold. There’s nothing for me to do here.’

Lauren made a sad face and sipped her wine. Keen to change the subject, Nel told her about Cath’s meeting with the financial adviser.

‘I think she’s turned a corner,’ Nel said. ‘And then when she went to vote, she bumped into Faye who invited her down to the surf club for Geoff’s election party. I couldn’t believe it when she said yes.’

Lauren’s eyes flicked to the screen overhead. Nel looked up to see a picture of Maddie on the news bulletin. She read the subtitles.

Earlier today, National Party Leader Geoffrey Marshall made a statement regarding the arrest of a Carrinya man on two charges relating to the death of his teenage daughter sixteen years ago.

The statement appeared on the screen next to a photo of Geoff and Faye. Lauren’s eyes welled with tears.

‘What is it?’

Nel put her hand over Lauren’s, waiting for her to say something as she blinked back tears.

‘What’s wrong?’ Nel asked.

‘It’s just …’ Lauren shook her head. ‘I thought … When I arrived at the lighthouse, I thought Poppy was …’

Nel squeezed her hand. ‘I know what you thought.’

Lauren looked back at the screen where there was a childhood photo of Maddie with Geoff and Faye. Her eyes pooled with tears again.

‘You’re just … you’re not meant to bury your own child,’ she murmured. ‘I don’t know how they’ve survived it.’ Her tears spilled over. ‘God, what the hell’s wrong with me?’ She closed her eyes and wiped her cheeks with the sleeve of her jumper. When she opened her eyes, she noticed a balding man at the next table. ‘Shit, that’s Nigel Taylor from the P and F. How embarrassing.’

‘Don’t worry about Nigel,’ Nel said. He looked about six schooners deep.

Lauren sighed. ‘I would have been driven mad by it, if it was me.’

Nel looked back at the screen, but now there was footage of the Prime Minister posting his own vote into the ballot box. She thought of Geoff’s statement. Something had been gnawing at her since she’d heard the comment that morning.

‘All we’ve ever wanted is for our beautiful girl to be able to rest in peace,’ she murmured. She turned to Lauren. ‘What would you want, if it was Poppy?’

‘I’d want her back. I’d do anything.’

‘But if you couldn’t get her back. If she was found dead on a beach like Maddie was, what would you want?’

‘I’d want the person responsible to rot in jail.’ Lauren’s eyes hardened. ‘I’d want to kill them.’

‘Justice. Yeah, that’s what I thought.’

Lauren frowned. ‘I’m not following.’

‘Geoff’s statement. It’s a strange thing to say, don’t you think? That all they’ve ever wanted is for Maddie to rest in peace? Not answers. Not justice.’ She swallowed. ‘What if …’

‘What?’

A long pause. ‘What if Geoff and Faye already know?’

‘What do you mean?’ Lauren asked. ‘You think they know what happened to Maddie?’

Nel looked out the window into the dark street as fragments of conversations echoed in her mind.

Don’t you want to know? she’d asked Faye on her first visit weeks ago.

Faye had taken her hands. I’ve had to accept it, Nel. Nothing will bring Maddie back.

She thought of her visit with Geoff when they spoke about the pregnancy. He was so keen for her to accept that Maddie’s death was a suicide. You won’t tell Faye, will you? he’d said at the end of their conversation.

And when she’d visited a few days ago to find the photo, Faye had been … aloof. Detached. She hadn’t helped Nel look for the photo. Instead, she’d busied herself with the washing up. Nel had hardly given it a thought at the time—grief took many forms—but maybe …

The sight of Faye’s face, that morning, came to her mind. The anguish in her eyes. Nel thought of her paintings. The vicious beauty of the cliffs. The assaulting colours. The bold, angry brush strokes.

Then all the pieces came together to form one solid, undeniable truth.

Nel got up and grabbed her bag from the back of the chair. ‘I’ve got to go.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 72

The strong beam from the lighthouse swept across the ocean in the distance as Nel emerged from the pub and charged up Manning Street.

‘Nel, wait!’ Lauren ran to catch up, then fell in sync with her stride. ‘Where are you going?’

‘To the surf club.’

‘To Geoff’s election party?’

‘Yep.’

‘What are you planning to do?’ There was trepidation in Lauren’s voice.

‘Not sure yet,’ Nel murmured as the surf club came into view. A few media vans were parked out the front. She spotted a police car and wondered if Jimmy was there.

Lauren grabbed her arm. ‘I don’t think this is a good idea.’

Nel shook her off, striding towards the building where Geoff Marshall would shortly make his victory speech.

Voices echoed in the foyer. When Nel reached the function room, she stopped at the door and scanned the crowd. People had started moving towards a small stage at the far end of the room where two Australian flags stood behind a lectern. She could see Geoff’s head above the crowd. Where was Faye? She would be here, a good wife, dutifully standing by her husband’s side. How could she, if Nel was right …

‘Hey.’

She turned to see Trent. ‘Hi. What’s happening?’

‘Geoff’s about to claim victory. You won’t see anything from back here soon. Want to come down the front with me? My photographer’s already down there.’

They squeezed through the crowd and found a spot close to the front as Geoff stepped up onto the stage, Faye one step behind. Nel was struck by how small she looked, how frail. Jimmy stood at the other side of the stage. He glanced up and their eyes met.

‘Hello, darling,’ Cath said, appearing by Nel’s side. ‘Good turnout.’

Nel nodded. She looked back at Faye, who was staring at the floor in front of her. ‘How’s Faye?’

Cath shrugged. ‘Tolerating it all. She’s never been comfortable with the spotlight.’

Applause broke out as Geoff approached the microphone to the flash of cameras. He leaned down and said something into Faye’s ear. She gave a slight shake of her head and looked away.

‘Good evening!’ His deep voice boomed over the speakers. ‘And a very good evening it is!’ He paused for more applause. ‘Firstly, thank you to the wonderful people of Wells.’ That was the federal electorate of the far south coast. ‘It’s been the greatest honour of my life to serve you, and I’m so humbled to have the opportunity to continue to do so for another term …’

His delivery was perfect. Thoughtful, composed, statesmanlike. By his side, Faye’s face was utterly devoid of emotion.

When Geoff finished his victory speech, Trent stepped forward and cleared his throat. ‘Mr Marshall? Congratulations on your resounding victory, but I wondered how you and Faye are doing after the news of Ryan Warner’s arrest on charges relating to Maddie’s death?’

There was silence as though the whole crowd was holding its breath. A shadow crossed Geoff’s face, then he seemed to steel himself.

‘We’re okay … thank you.’

Nel watched Faye. She kept her eyes down. Her mouth was tight, her lips pursed.

‘I don’t want to say much on this matter. Just that all we want, all we’ve ever wanted, is for our beautiful Maddie to be able to rest in peace.’

Those words again. Nel sucked in a deep breath. ‘Faye,’ she said loudly.

Faye’s eyes snapped up as heads swung in Nel’s direction.

‘You need to tell the truth.’

She waited, heart racing, for Faye to say something. A cameraman pointed his camera at her. Some people were filming on their phones.

‘Nel!’ Cath hissed beside her. ‘Be quiet!’

Geoff looked at Faye, who met his gaze, stony-faced, then back at Nel. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Nel ignored him. ‘You need to tell the truth, Faye.’

Geoff scoffed. ‘That’s enough!’

Nel raised her voice. ‘You know what happened to Maddie, Faye. I know you know.’

‘The nerve of you!’ Geoff said, seething. ‘You need to leave or I’ll have you taken away.’ He gestured to Jimmy. ‘Get her out of here.’

Jimmy was unmoved.

‘I’m not going anywhere.’ Nel’s heart pounded. ‘Tell us the truth, Faye.’

‘I can’t do this anymore, Geoff,’ Faye said, her voice thin, weak.

He glared at her. ‘Don’t, Faye.’

Her eyes flashed with defiance. When she spoke again her voice was stronger. ‘I won’t do this anymore.’

‘Faye. Don’t.’ Geoff’s voice cracked as he spoke. ‘Please.’ He grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the side of the stage.

‘Don’t touch me,’ Faye hissed through clenched teeth, wrenching her hand free.

Geoff stepped back and raised his hands slightly.

‘It’s time people knew the truth,’ Faye said. She looked around at the faces before her, then she fixed her eyes on the floor in front of her and began to speak.

‘At first we didn’t think anything was wrong, that night when Maddie didn’t come home.’ Her voice was a low steady murmur. ‘She was a handful, you know. She often pushed the boundaries.’

She looked up and her eyes met Nel’s. ‘We thought she must have been with you, Nel. When it got to about nine and she still wasn’t home, I rang the Foleys, but Cath said Nel had got home just after eight.’

Nel felt Cath stiffen beside her at the mention of her name.

‘That was when I started to worry. We waited a bit longer, telling ourselves that any minute she would turn up. But she didn’t, so we decided that Geoff would go out looking for her in the car and I’d stay at home in case she came back or rang.’

She twisted her wedding ring as she spoke. Geoff’s hands hung by his side, his gaze distant.

‘It was almost midnight when Geoff came back. He said he hadn’t found her and that we should go to bed, that she’d come home eventually. I lay awake all night, convinced she must be dead or abducted, but telling myself it was just an act of teenage rebellion. I’d picture her waltzing back in, telling us to chill out, apologising flippantly in that sing-song way she had that drove me mad.’

A long silence.

‘What happened then, Faye?’ Nel prompted.

‘When daylight came and she still wasn’t home, I knew something was terribly wrong. I woke Geoff. He can sleep through anything.’ She let out a hollow little laugh and shook her head. ‘We rang the police and reported her missing. And then, three days later, she was found. Dead.’

Faye paused, still twisting the ring, anguish on her face. ‘Those first few years after we lost her, I was barely living. The only time I didn’t feel pain was when I was asleep, so I took Stilnox and stayed in bed. I spent eighteen months like that—sleeping, or staring at the wall. Then eventually I started to come out the other side. I started painting instead.’

Faye’s face hardened. She glared at Geoff then looked back at the crowd. ‘That’s when I started to think back to what happened. I kept replaying that night over and over in my mind. And there were some things that didn’t make sense.’

She shook her head, looking down at her hands.

‘Like what?’ Nel asked gently. ‘What didn’t make sense?’

Faye looked up at her. ‘When Geoff got home the night she disappeared, his pants were dirty and torn at one knee. He said he’d walked around the cliff track looking for her, but that didn’t explain why they were so dirty or why they were ripped like that. The day after she went missing, I tried to find them, but they were gone. When I asked him where they were, he said he threw them out. At the time, I didn’t think much about it—I was out of my mind worrying about Maddie—but it bothered me.’

She was speaking to Nel now as if they were the only ones there. ‘It was more than that though. I started to wonder, why didn’t Geoff want to call the police that night? It seemed strange, in retrospect. Out of character. I had terrible guilt about that for a long time. I kept thinking, if we’d called the police then she might not have ended up dead.’ She shrugged sadly. ‘But now I know that’s not true.’

Nel nodded, encouraging her to go on.

‘And I couldn’t understand why Geoff wanted to drop the case. He was very insistent, so I went along with it, but it seemed strange to me. Our daughter was dead. Witnesses saw her ex-boyfriend’s car in the area where she was last seen. Why wouldn’t he want to pursue it?’

She stood taller now, her eyes flashing with resolve. ‘It didn’t add up. I knew there was something he wasn’t telling me. So in the lead-up to the 2013 election, I confronted him. I told him he needed to tell me the truth or I’d go to the police.’

She turned to Geoff. He looked back at her, eyes pleading.

‘Tell them,’ she said. It was an order.
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Chapter 73

Geoff stared back at Faye for a long time.

‘Tell them,’ she said again.

The room was utterly silent. Geoff’s gaze travelled over the faces in front of him. Then he looked at Faye again. Her face was hard, resolute. Nel could feel her heart in her throat.

‘Tell us, Geoff,’ Nel said. He cleared his throat and started to speak.

‘It was like Faye said—she stayed at home, while I went out in the car to look for Maddie.’ He gave a small shrug as though he didn’t understand why any of this was necessary. ‘She often went to the lighthouse lookout so I went there first, but when I got there it felt deserted. I stood at the top of the stairs, shouting her name, but there was just … silence.’

He shook his head, clearly irritated. Because of this moment, Nel wondered? Or was he recalling the emotion of the memory?

‘It was already after ten when I got back to the car. I considered going home. I thought she was probably fine, but Faye was worried so I decided to check if she was at the Warners’ place instead.’

Nel found Roy’s face among the crowd, his mouth a thin line. ‘Roy answered the door in his dressing-gown, clearly annoyed by the late-night visit. I explained why I was there and he called out to Ryan, but he said he hadn’t seen her. I had no idea where else she could be, so when I left the Warners’ I drove up and down every street in town.

‘By eleven o’clock, there was still no sign of her. I was about to give up when I thought of the cave. I used to go there as a boy. It’s not technically a cave, but it feels like one because a rock ledge protrudes over a flat area big enough for a few kids to shelter. I’d found Maddie and Ryan there one night, a year or so before, smoking cigarettes and drinking cans of beer. She’d been grounded for weeks after that.

‘I wondered if she might be there. The path to get around from the lookout is rocky and narrow, only a couple of inches wide in some places, so I thought it was unlikely, but she had to be somewhere. I decided I would check there, then I’d call it a night and go home.’

There was a long pause. When he spoke again, his eyes were more distant, his gaze unfocused. ‘When I reached the lookout I called her name, straining to hear the sound of her voice, but there was nothing.’

A sense of foreboding clutched at Nel’s stomach as she listened, both desperate to hear the truth and filled with dread.

‘I started making my way along the path, pushing back the overgrown foliage. I had to hold onto tree roots at the narrowest section. When I reached the cave, she was there! I couldn’t believe it. She sat with her face down, hugging her knees to her chest.’ He moved his arms, demonstrating. Nel sensed he could see Maddie in front of him. His delivery was almost trance-like now. ‘She looked up at me, her cheeks wet with tears, and asked what I was doing there.

‘Fury overcame me. What was I doing there?’ he said. ‘I was addressing the House of Representatives for the first time the following day. I’d planned to spend the evening revising my speech, not trudging around in the dark looking for her!

‘I told her to get up, but she didn’t move. I’d had enough by this stage so I grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. I told her that I’d spent all night looking for her, that her mother was out of her mind with worry.

‘She broke free from my grip and said, “I never asked you to look for me!” then she pushed past me and disappeared around the cliff. I thought of the precarious ledge and yelled at her to stop. But she didn’t stop.’

He swallowed, his face pale. ‘And then I heard her fall.’ The room was absolutely silent. ‘I scrambled to the edge and looked down, calling out to her, but all I could see was darkness. I knew there was nothing to break her fall before the rock ledge at the bottom. She’d fallen eight or ten metres onto solid rock.’

His eyes were glassy. ‘I yelled her name. Nothing. I made my way back then ran across the lookout and up the stairs towards the bush track. The path was steep. The bush had grown over in places, so it was hard to find my way in the dark. I slipped on loose rocks underfoot. There was a rip as my trousers caught on something, but I didn’t stop. When I reached the bottom, I saw her.’

Tears pooled in his eyes. ‘She lay on her back, her head resting in a dark pool. It looked like black ink in the moonlight. I collapsed beside her, begging her not to die. I reached for her wrist, desperate to feel a pulse, but I knew I wouldn’t find one. I grabbed her face, begging her to come back to me, but her eyes were cold, vacant.’

He frowned. ‘That’s when I realised how it would look. I’d found her. We’d argued. And now she was dead. No one would believe me when I said it was an accident. Why would they? They’d think I pushed her. People want to believe the worst.

‘And what would happen to Faye? If I went to prison, she’d have no one. She would have lost her daughter and her husband, and she’d been through so much already. Too much. She wouldn’t survive it. And even if I wasn’t charged, there would always be rumours. There would always be suspicion linked to my name. I’ve seen people go down for far less in the court of public opinion.’

He stood taller, lifted his chin. ‘And what difference would it make anyway? Maddie was dead. Nothing could change that. It was a tragic accident. That was true. I knew it was true. Would it matter if someone else found her, instead of me? It wouldn’t change anything at all. It was just a little lie, really. Inconsequential.’

The crowd watched on in stunned silence.

‘So I made a split-second decision … to leave her there. To go home and pretend I hadn’t found her. It would be better for everyone that way.’ His tone was defiant as though he still believed, even now, that what he did was right.

‘We reported her missing the next morning. The tide must have risen overnight and taken her body out to sea, washing away the blood. For those three days it was as though she had just … vanished.’

Nel shook her head. ‘Except you knew she was dead. You watched on as police and volunteers searched for her, as I was interrogated—and Ryan Warner too—and the whole time you knew she was dead.’

Geoff said nothing.

‘You let your daughter’s body be washed away, to be found on a deserted beach three days later, bloated and blue,’ Nel said. What sort of person could do such a thing?

Still he said nothing.

Trent cleared his throat, fixing Geoff with his stare. ‘How do we know what you’re telling us is true? How do we know you didn’t push her?’

Geoff sighed. ‘What I’ve said is the truth.’ The irritation had returned to his voice. He was unaccustomed to being challenged and it was clear he didn’t like it.

‘Why should we believe you?’ Trent said. ‘At best you’re a man who left his only daughter lying dead at the bottom of a cliff to protect his career.’

Geoff flinched. ‘Because it’s the truth.’

Jimmy stepped forward. ‘Geoff, I’ll need you and Faye to come down to the station with me.’

Geoff looked from Jimmy to Faye and back again. ‘I just told you what happened. It was an accident.’

‘We’ll need to ask you some more questions.’

He didn’t move.

‘You can make this easy or hard, Geoff,’ Jimmy said.

Nel held her breath. Geoff glared at Jimmy, then he stepped down from the stage. Faye followed. The stunned crowd parted to let them through. Trent joined the other reporters, walking alongside them, shouting questions. People held up phones, filming as Geoff passed by with his head down, one hand up to shield his face from the cameras.

Nel imagined the way the photos would look on tomorrow’s front page. Shifty. Like he had something to hide. People loved to hate politicians, and they would have plenty of reasons to hate Geoff Marshall once this story got out.
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Chapter 74

Sophie yawned as she tipped a jar of sauce into a pan of pasta in the communal kitchen of the Mount Isa Holiday Park. They’d arrived as the neon pink sky was fading to darkness that now covered the red land like a blanket. She was so tired her eyes were stinging. She’d driven almost three thousand kilometres in four days. She’d spent part of the journey today rebuffing questions about Ryan and why his photo was on the front page of the paper.

She looked over to where the kids sat at a plastic table. Harvey was slumped forward with his head on the grimy table. The other two just sat quietly. Two cheerful, grey-haired couples sat nearby together, drinking cask wine from plastic cups. A muted TV in one corner played the Channel Nine election coverage.

Sophie shook some grated cheese into the saucepan and stirred it through, then spooned the sloppy mess into four cereal bowls she’d found in the cupboard under the sink.

‘Charlie, come get a couple of these, hon.’

As Charlie took the bowls to the table, one of the retirees started shushing his companions loudly and got up to fiddle with the buttons on the TV.

A newsreader’s serious voice filled the room. ‘Dramatic events tonight in the NSW coastal town of Carrinya …’

A hush fell over the room as the shot cut to the Prime Minister standing at a lectern in front of an Australian flag. ‘Earlier tonight, the federal member for Wells, Geoffrey Marshall, revealed new information about the circumstances surrounding his daughter’s death in 2010, information he withheld during the initial investigation. He is currently cooperating with police.’

Sophie listened in disbelief, thoughts reeling. Her head felt fuzzy. What the hell was happening?

‘In light of these events,’ the Prime Minister went on, ‘Mr Marshall has resigned from the parliament, effective immediately.’

The shot cut to a reporter outside Carrinya Police Station. ‘Dramatic developments here in Carrinya, culminating with the resignation of long-serving MP and leader of the National Party, Geoffrey Marshall. This comes after a local man, Ryan Jason Warner, was charged on Thursday with two counts also relating to Madeline Marshall’s death.’

The kids’ heads snapped up at the mention of their father’s name.

‘Why did she say Daddy’s name?’ Jasmine whispered.

Sophie raised a finger to her lips, telling them to be quiet. She didn’t want to draw the attention of the retirees who sat open-mouthed, staring at the TV.

Fear prickled Sophie’s skin. What would this mean for Ryan? She knew her plan wasn’t foolproof—all she really wanted was to buy herself time—but she thought it would take longer than this. Three days. It was just this afternoon as they drove west, overtaking road trains with red dust swirling behind them, that the feeling of freedom had started to linger.

She rinsed the dishes and hurried the kids back to the cabin. Once they were in bed, she lay down next to Harvey, who was already asleep.

‘Daddy hurt some people and he’s in jail now,’ she whispered into the darkness.

‘He hurt you too,’ Charlie whispered.

‘Yes.’

‘Will we ever see him again?’ Jasmine asked.

Sophie thought for a long time before she answered. ‘I don’t know, baby girl.’
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One month later

Nel squeezed past the packing boxes in the hallway, stepped over the vacuum cleaner and opened the door of the linen cupboard. Usually it was bursting with sheets, pillows, quilting offcuts, boxes of wrapping paper and other random paraphernalia collected over forty years. Now the shelves were bare.

Cath had meticulously allocated the contents of her cupboards to one of three piles: storage, Vinnies or the bin. She’d been surprisingly strict about what she would keep, using Lauren’s suggested method that involved holding up each item and asking herself if it sparked joy. It turned out very little did, which was good because the boxes would be stored in Faye’s studio, so space was limited. Jimmy and Steve were coming this afternoon with a van to pick them up.

Nel pulled out her suitcase then went back to the bedroom and started packing her clothes. In less than five minutes the drawers of the tallboy were empty. She’d already put her favourite jeans aside to wear in the car, along with a pair of undies and a light jumper. She’d pack her toiletries in the morning.

A wave of tiredness washed over her. She looked longingly at the bed, then she lay down beside the suitcase and closed her eyes.

This time last week, they had officially handed over the keys of the clinic to Cass and Fran. Nel had been there every day this week helping them get up to speed. Viv had hit it off with Fran, an extrovert with a hearty laugh and a wicked sense of humour, and they all went out for a drink last Friday to celebrate. Cass was quieter, more serious. From what Nel had seen, they were excellent doctors and they made a good team. According to Viv there had only been one complaint about the new owners, from old Percy Maguire who’d said it was ‘unnatural’, but he complained about everything so it was hardly surprising. He’d dropped it quickly when Viv told him there was a medical centre at North Carrinya and she’d be happy to send them his file. Nel smiled to herself, pleased that the clinic was in good hands.

The shocking truth of what Geoff Marshall had done had dominated the news nationwide ever since his terrible confession. Every time his name was mentioned, it was preceded by ‘disgraced former MP’. One of the Sydney tabloids ran a front page with SHAME in oversized letters above a black and white photo of Geoff, his face frozen in an unattractive scowl. A smaller colour inset of Maddie’s school photo sat underneath, radiant and youthful.

Reporters remained camped outside the Marshalls’ place, but the curtains were drawn and the house was still. No charges were brought against Geoff in the end, but he hadn’t been seen since he left the police station. He was effectively a prisoner in his own home.

The political ramifications were significant. Geoff’s resignation meant a bi-election would be held for the seat of Wells and a very real possibility the Nationals would lose the seat, given the public’s distaste for what he’d done.

For a few weeks after Geoff’s shocking confession, the town had buzzed with feverish excitement. Nel could see it in the too-bright eyes of the locals as they huddled in the street and the aisles of the mini-mart, their voices vibrant, their words tumbling out too quickly. Carrinya was the talk of the country. Their little town was famous and it was as though the locals felt like celebrities by association.

Trent had written a long article for The Times with the headline, A FRIEND’S FIGHT FOR JUSTICE: HOW TRUTH PREVAILED IN THE CASE OF MADELINE MARSHALL. As Nel read the article, a lightness had come over her and by the time she got to the end, her cheeks were wet with tears. After all those years it was finally over. She was exonerated.

Ryan was still on her mind, but less than he had been. He’d been granted bail on the assault charges on the condition that he stayed away from Nel and Poppy. So far he had. He was due to face Mount Clare court next month. Jimmy was confident he’d be given a decent sentence, given how high profile the case was, and the fact that Poppy was just fifteen. According to Lauren, Ryan had resigned from Warner Property as requested by his father, who was apparently furious about the reputational damage—it had been the main topic of conversation at Lauren’s bootcamps. So maybe Ryan was planning to leave Carrinya for good. What would he have to come back to, after all?

Her thoughts shifted to her conversation with Faye a few weeks before. Nel had avoided her after Geoff’s election night confession, but after tossing and turning for a week, she’d decided enough was enough and arranged to meet her at The Larder.

‘I’m so sorry, Faye,’ Nel had said, bracing herself for Faye’s response. ‘About everything.’

But she wasn’t bitter or angry. She’d taken Nel’s hands in hers. ‘I’m the one who needs to apologise, Nel. And Geoff, although I wouldn’t hold your breath for that. He watched on while you were questioned by the police, knowing the whole time that you knew nothing. By the time I found out the truth, you’d already left town, so I told myself it didn’t matter. But it did matter. I’m so sorry.’

Nel had cried at that.

‘Thank you for fighting for Maddie,’ Faye added. ‘You’re the only one who did.’

‘I thought you’d be angry,’ Nel said. ‘I ruined Geoff’s career.’

But Faye shook her head. ‘He ruined it himself when he made that dreadful decision. You freed us. If it wasn’t for you bringing the truth to light, I’d still be hiding in my studio painting my anger, my shame.’ She smiled then. ‘Instead, I’m excited about the future for the first time in so long.’

Nel pictured Cath and Faye travelling along an outback road, a silver-haired Thelma and Louise. They’d bought a second-hand motorhome and planned to head west to Alice Springs, then across to Perth and up the west coast to Broome. Cath had been talking about exotic places like Kings Canyon, where they would trek, and Monkey Mia, where they would swim with dolphins.

When Cass and Fran had heard about Cath’s plans, they asked if they could rent her house. They were moving in the following week. Cath was pleased that a family would be living there, and the rental income would cover her living expenses while she and Faye were on the road.

Nel let herself drift into sleep. She dreamed of Cath and Faye in a convertible with the top down, wind blowing their hair as they sped down a dead straight road, red desert on either side as far as the eye could see.

‘Nel?’

She sat up, disoriented. The room was darker now. Her mum stood beside the bed.

‘You’ve been asleep for a couple of hours,’ Cath said. ‘I thought you must need it so I let you go, but it’s after four o’clock now.’

Nel rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off the groggy feeling.

‘This came in the mail for you.’ Cath held out a postcard, a puzzled look on her face.

Nel glanced at the picture. Greetings from the Top End! it said cheerfully. She turned it over, but the only writing was her name and Cath’s address.

She frowned. ‘It’s blank.’

‘Yes, it’s strange,’ Cath said with a shrug. ‘Do you know anyone who’s visiting Darwin?’

Nel shook her head slowly.

‘I need to get these boxes ready for the boys,’ Cath said, gesturing out into the hallway. ‘Can you give me a hand?’

‘Sure.’ Nel was still looking at the postcard. She flipped it over again and studied the montage of pictures on the front. A fiery orange sun setting over water. Shoppers at Mindil Beach Markets. A young couple embracing under a waterfall.

Sophie, she thought. It must be from Sophie.
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The next morning, Nel tossed her suitcase into the boot and slammed it shut, then turned to face the others who stood on the kerb. Her preferred exit strategy would have been to slink away unannounced then send an apologetic text message from a rest stop halfway to Sydney, but Cath had invited the whole family around for breakfast and a prolonged farewell.

‘Well …’ she said, ‘I guess this is it.’

She looked from Cath to Lauren to Poppy, who stood next to Jack, his arm loosely draped over her shoulder. They’d just been for a run and both looked rosy-cheeked and impossibly youthful.

That was another thing that had changed in the last month. ‘She’s almost sixteen,’ Lauren had said through gritted teeth when she filled Nel in. ‘It’s going to happen sooner or later, and he seems like quite a nice kid actually.’

Obviously it was nearly killing her, but Nel sensed something had shifted between mother and daughter. There was a warmth there she hadn’t seen before.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a shriek from Archie, who was trapped under his brother on the lawn.

‘Get off him, Leo!’ Lauren ordered. She glared at him until he released his younger brother, then she turned back to Nel. ‘Bye, hon.’ Lauren gave her a quick kiss. ‘Drive safe.’

Cath pulled Nel into a warm embrace. ‘Goodbye, Nellie! Thank you for staying so long, darling girl.’

‘Bye, Mum,’ Nel murmured, savouring the floral scent of her shampoo.

Cath wiped away an uncharacteristic tear. ‘Goodness, I feel all emotional.’

‘You’re turning into a big softie in your old age.’

Cath smiled. ‘Me? Never!’

Poppy stepped up next. ‘Bye, Auntie Nel! I’m going to miss you so much!’

Nel hugged her and kissed her freckled cheek.

‘For god’s sake, the way you’re all carrying on you’d think I was leaving for good!’ Nel said. ‘You know I’m coming back, don’t you?’

They all laughed as Nel opened the car door. ‘Bye, boys!’ she called out, and Leo and Archie paused mid-wrestle to shout unintelligibly in her direction.

She beeped the horn as she pulled away from the kerb. In the rear-view mirror she could see them standing on the road. Cath, Lauren, Poppy. Three generations of women. Her people.

Five minutes later, Nel skipped up the steps of the police station and pushed the buzzer by the door. While she waited, she looked across the main street sparkling in the brilliant sunshine. The sky was already a spectacular blue. She breathed in deeply, savouring the sweet warm air, the promise of summer.

The doors slid open and she stepped inside the foyer as Jimmy appeared through the door on the other side. He reached out and took her hands, drawing them to his chest, studying them. When he looked up, his eyes were shining.

She swallowed. ‘I came to say goodbye.’

He shook his head. ‘No you didn’t.’

‘No?’

‘No goodbyes.’

‘Well … how about “see you soon” then?’

‘Much better.’

He smiled and kissed her hands then wrapped his arms around her. She rested her head on his chest.

‘A month, that’s all.’ She paused. ‘Just long enough to sort out my flat.’

‘I’ll be waiting for you.’ He kissed her gently and they stood like that for a couple of minutes.

She sighed. ‘All right, I’ve got to go.’

As he followed her down the steps to the car, she stopped and turned to him, breathing in deeply. ‘That smell. What is it?’

‘Wattle.’

‘That’s it,’ she said, remembering lying on Maddie’s trampoline on a warm night watching the sky for shooting stars. The memory lingered as she got in the car and wound down the window.

‘I nearly forgot.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a Caramello Koala.

Nel smiled and took the chocolate from him. He leaned down and kissed her one last time.

She stopped again on the next block outside the supermarket, where a collection of plastic buckets held cellophane-wrapped flowers. Nel selected two bunches and went inside to pay.

She laid the flowers on the passenger seat, and indicated left at the anchor roundabout, following the smaller winding road down the hill instead of the main road to Mount Clare and Sydney.

As she passed the church, deserted on this Monday morning, she imagined watching herself from a distance, following her father’s coffin down the steps just a few months ago. It felt like another lifetime. She was leaving that old Nel behind. The Nel who only saw black and white, who was so certain she knew the truth, so utterly convinced that Ryan Warner had killed Maddie. It had all seemed so simple, so obvious. Except that it wasn’t. She had been wrong.

Gravel crunched under her tyres as she pulled to a stop at the cemetery. She cut the engine and sat for a moment, listening to the rhythmic roar of the waves through the open window, then she unclicked her seatbelt and reached for the flowers.

The cemetery was divided into two distinct parts by a wide path that ran through the middle. On her right, closer to the beach, was the Carrinya Historic Cemetery where the headstones stood taller. Some were ancient, broken, their graves bordered by ornate fences, once grand, now rusty from years of sea salt and southerlies. Others were newer, made from polished stone. Nel must have walked past them the day they buried her dad, but she had no memory of ever seeing them before. She read the inscriptions. Names, birth dates, death dates, and sometimes the names of the people they loved. Some bore photos of the deceased and descriptions of tragic accidents that had taken them far too young.

She looked over to the other section, the Carrinya Lawn Cemetery, where manicured grass surrounded low plaques arranged in orderly rows. There was something odd about it, she thought. Jarring. It was too organised, too clinical, sanitising death too much, erasing the differences between those whose bones lay decomposing in the soil below. She preferred the eclectic disorder of the graves by the beach.

 It was easy to spot her dad’s grave. A mound of dirt filled the deep hole they’d stood beside on that grey day in late July. She walked over. The grass was just starting to encroach onto the dirt, like a wound starting to heal. One day it would be flat and green, discreetly blending in with those on either side, and she would have to walk up and down the rows, looking carefully for her father’s name.

A bronze plaque had been put in place.


ROBERT JOHN FOLEY

Loving Husband of Catherine

Father of Lauren and Nel

Grandfather of Poppy, Leo and Archie



That was all that was left once you were gone. The relationships you had with the people you loved. She felt a pang of grief thinking of the time she’d wasted running and hiding.

She laid one of the bouquets beside the plaque. She’d chosen wildflowers, like the ones on his coffin at the funeral. Banksias and kangaroo paws. She read the names again. It looked so simple, but it wasn’t the whole story. She thought of Viv, and all the people missing from the other headstones. The people who were loved unofficially.

There was a blank space alongside Rob’s plaque. For Cath, she supposed, shivering at the thought of one day standing here throwing dirt on her mother’s coffin. Nel pulled the sleeves of her jumper down over her hands. A memory surfaced of wearing her dad’s rugby jersey, which came down past her knees, the long sleeves hanging past her fingers. Hot tears pooled in her eyes.

‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ She took an unsteady breath. ‘I’m so sorry that you had to die for me to find my way home.’

Maddie’s grave was in the other section. Nel weaved between the headstones until she reached a large, pink granite monument. MARSHALL, it read in gold lettering, MADELINE may underneath.

Nel scrutinised the conspicuous headstone. Was it Faye or Geoff who had chosen the design? There was a showiness about it that made her think it must have been Geoff. She pictured him selecting the stone, the font, the wording, the whole time knowing the truth.

She looked at the dates on the headstone and felt a sudden jolt. Today was Maddie’s birthday. She would have been thirty-two. What would her life be like, Nel wondered, if it hadn’t ended under that full moon sixteen years ago?

She placed her flowers on the grave. Poppies with wild stems and untamed beauty.

‘I’m so sorry for leaving you that night,’ she said. Feeling self-conscious, she looked around, but the only person in sight was a gardener in the distance, a dot of fluorescent orange on a ride-on mower. ‘I’ve spent sixteen years crippled with shame because of what I did. Jimmy says I did nothing wrong, but that isn’t true. I wasn’t a good friend to you that night when you needed me most.’ Tears streamed down her cheeks now. Tears of sadness and loss and regret and relief. ‘But I’ve decided to forgive myself, Maddie.’

She let herself cry, for the lost years and her lost friend. When she had no tears left, she wiped her eyes and walked back to the car.

There was just one more stop to make before she left town.

The old cottage was nestled into the headland, set apart from the row of sprawling modern mansions along the beach.

Nel stopped the car in front of the FOR SALE sign. Roy Warner’s smiling face was obscured by a shiny SOLD sticker, which it wore like a sash.

The house was losing its battle with the elements. White paint bubbled and peeled on the weatherboards. Rust spots stained the corrugated-iron roof. Waist-high weeds flourished in the garden bed under the cracked front windows. The whole place appeared to be held together by cobwebs that spanned the eaves and window frames.

It was over a hundred years old, according to the agent. The local kids thought it was haunted, and Nel could see why, but its bones were good. The minute she’d seen it she knew it was the one. She’d made an offer that same day.

Inside, two small bedrooms sat on either side of a central hallway, perfect for consulting rooms. She would convert the sunroom at the front into a small reception area. There was a driveway down one side leading to a backyard that would become a car park, a discreet entrance away from prying eyes.

Nel squinted, imagining it freshly painted, windows shining, and felt a ripple of excitement. The builders would start as soon as she was back in town.

She’d pitched to a lot of investors this past month. Her mum was the first, followed by Jimmy’s parents, then Lauren and Steve and a bunch of other locals, including the publican Dan Hammond, who had made a very generous contribution. She’d also spoken to Geoff Marshall about federal funding for the ongoing running costs, even though he was no longer in parliament. That had been Faye’s idea. Nel was reluctant at first, but he’d been very obliging. He said he was owed a few favours and to leave it with him. A couple of days later, the funding was approved. Nel couldn’t believe it. Was it a form of atonement? An act of redemption? At any rate, at least some good would come out of the terrible thing he did.

Nel had been working on staffing too. She needed the right team. It was a work in progress, but she’d already approached a smart young psychologist currently practising in Mount Clare. She was excited by Nel’s plans, she said, and she couldn’t wait to be a part of them.

Nel looked at the facade of the cottage again and felt a flutter in her stomach. Her vision was taking shape. Soon this would be a place where women and girls could come for support, a listening ear and access to the services they needed, without judgement.

She closed her eyes and pictured it sparkling in the sunlight, humming with activity, a brand-new sign above the door. She knew exactly what it would say: the lighthouse centre. It would be a beacon, a light in the darkness, guiding girls and women to safety.

She opened her eyes and the vision dissolved. The clock on the dashboard said 10:55. At this rate it would be late afternoon by the time she arrived back in Sydney’s congested streets.

Reluctantly, she turned on the ignition, took one last look at the lighthouse up on the hill, and followed the road back along the beach and out of town.
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Author’s Note

Like many Australians, I’m deeply troubled by the ongoing prevalence of domestic and family violence in our society. The statistics are harrowing. One in four Australian women have been victims of intimate partner violence, a figure that doesn’t include those who are victims of other types of abuse, such as coercive control. ‘Why don’t they just leave?’ is so often the question asked of those living in controlling and abusive relationships, yet often leaving is as terrifying as staying, or more so. In fact, the risk of homicide is highest during the separation process and in the period immediately following the end of the relationship.

When the character of Sophie Warner began to emerge in this story, I was conscious that if I was going to create a character experiencing coercive control and violence, as Sophie does, it was important that I did it with thoughtfulness, accuracy and sensitivity. I hope I have achieved this.

There were two resources that I found particularly helpful to understand the nature of coercive control, the cycle of violence and the patterns of escalation. Jess Hill’s seminal work, See What You Made Me Do: Power, Control and Domestic Abuse (Black Inc, 2019), is a meticulously researched, thought-provoking, often-confronting exploration of family violence. I found her insights into the nature of perpetrators of abuse invaluable as I developed the character of Ryan. The podcast There’s No Place Like Home (Future Women, 2025), which was created in collaboration with Commonwealth Bank, was a useful source of practical information and inspiration.

To those who advocate for victims and survivors and campaign for change, thank you for your commitment and resilience. To the policymakers and politicians who have the power to effect real change, I hope you have the humility to listen to those who understand the root causes of these issues and the strength to follow their advice, even if it is politically difficult. And of course, most of all, to women everywhere who are experiencing abuse, I send love and strength. I hope you find a way out.

If you are experiencing, or at risk of experiencing, domestic and family violence, you can call 1800 Respect, the National Sexual Assault Domestic Family Violence Counselling Service, on 1800 737 732
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Dear Reader,

If any of the themes in this story have raised issues, please contact one of the helplines listed below.

Lifeline—13 11 14

National Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Counselling and Support Service.

1800 737 732—(1800RESPECT)

www.1800respect.org.au

National Helpline for Perinatal Anxiety & Depression

Australia (PANDA)—1300 726 306

Beyond Blue for 24/7 Mental Health Information and Support

1300 224 636

www.beyondblue.org.au

24-hour Maternal and Child Health Line—13 22 29

Safe Steps (VIC) Family Violence Response Centre

1800 015 188 24/7 crisis phone line

safesteps.org.au
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*

This book was written on the unceded lands of the Gadigal people.
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