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Now

They checked the stormwater drains for Henry first. Then the swollen banks of Shallow Reservoir. The previous night’s thunderstorm had been the biggest and wildest the area had seen for years. It dumped two months’ worth of rain and hail in half an hour, stripped trees of limbs and turned street gutters into rapids. Sheets of corrugated iron were ripped from the post office roof, and a mudslide took out the same section of Cutler Bend that had been scorched by bushfires only a year ago.

It was the kind of night that chewed everything up and spat it out again. None of us wanted to imagine that Henry might have been caught in its jaws.

We doorknocked homes and searched shops, checked the library as well as his favourite fishing spot. It wasn’t until early afternoon that somebody stumbled across a muddy mountain bike inside the train station’s waiting room. It was propped on its kickstand, the front wheel turned on a playful angle, as if to say, ‘What took you so long?’ At first it was a relief to realise Henry had made it to the station unscathed. He must’ve boarded the previous night’s final service, or one of the morning trains. It was just a matter of waiting a few hours until he came home.

But hours turned into days.

Days into weeks.

Now those weeks have somehow stretched into months.

Since January I’ve been reading everything I can about missing persons. Some people go missing intentionally, like running away or needing time out; others disappear unintentionally, like having an accident or suffering from mental illness. In some cases, such as abduction or homicide, people go missing because they are forced.

And when a person has been missing for more than three months, they are considered to be long term missing. Henry has been gone for two months and thirty days.

Tomorrow he will become a long-term missing person.

His fourteenth birthday is next Friday.

I’d never really thought about what happens when a teenager disappears. Most of those local teens you hear about on social media seem to turn up after a few days, a little worse for wear and with some explaining to do. Beyond a passing curiosity about why they chose to run away, I’d never given much consideration to the days they were actually missing, as though there was a black void between them leaving home and turning up again.

Now it’s all I can think about.

Where do these kids sleep? Are they warm enough? Do they have money for food? Can they shower, clean their teeth? Do they fall asleep easily or do they lie awake in the dark feeling completely alone?

One website explains that a missing person could be a victim of misadventure, which sounds almost silly, like a fun escapade that somehow veered off track. It reminds me of a conversation I had with Henry a couple of months before he disappeared. We were at the service station overlooking the railway line on Bridge Road, and Henry watched on as a train pulled away from the platform, gathering speed towards Sydney and beyond.

‘When I leave here,’ he told me, ‘I won’t be like you. I won’t keep coming back again and again.’

He said it like I had some kind of choice. I’d been bouncing around like a pinball for years since my parents’ marriage imploded, my dad agreeing to whatever custody arrangements Mum demanded because he didn’t want to end up in family court.

‘But this is your home,’ I replied, glancing up from the bike tyre I was filling with air. ‘Won’t you miss it?’

Henry shrugged. ‘Nup. It’s like when I get on my bike – sometimes I just wanna keep going and never look back.’ He ran a hand through his hair before pulling on his green Lucky-7 cap, casting his face in shadow. ‘You know those old black and white movies Uncle Bernie loves?’

‘Westerns?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘How the cowboy always gets on a horse and rides off into the sunset? And all the kids run to watch until he’s this tiny speck on the horizon, then they blink and he’s gone and they know they’ll never see him again?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘That’ll be me. Off on some new adventure.’

I was only half listening at the time. I may have even laughed or said something dismissive.

Then I blinked, Henry.

And now you’re gone.

* * *

I walk the full length of the train station’s waiting room and circle the patch of pebbled concrete where Henry’s bike was found. This room has been swept out regularly since January, probably mopped or hosed down a bunch of times too. Any trace of Henry has been scrubbed clean, the same way The Shallows was drenched and wrung out by that storm.

I don’t feel his presence here. Not in some psychic or spiritual way – I don’t believe in that kind of stuff. I’m all about facts and clues and tangible evidence, and making all the pieces fit together. I do, however, believe in gut instinct. And right now I’m struggling to imagine Henry’s wet footprints leading from the waiting room out onto the platform, in the same way I find it hard to accept he’s a runaway. Henry’s like a brother to me. He wouldn’t leave forever without saying goodbye.

Or maybe that’s just the guilt talking.

Moving through the doorway to the edge of the platform, I glance left and right along the rails. A small skink darts across a wooden sleeper into a tuft of dead grass. It’s a still afternoon. Limp and overcast. I close my eyes and try to recall the pitch black of that January night, the thrashing trees and sideways rain, the thundering wind as it pummelled buildings and moaned through cracks like a tortured soul. I know why I risked going out in that weather, but what was Henry’s reason? What happened that was so desperate he’d rather take his chances on the train, in the city, away from everything he’s ever known?

‘Afternoon,’ says a voice behind me.

I spin around to find an elderly man shuffling through the entry gate towards the waiting room. He touches his fingers to the tip of his flat cap and doesn’t seem to recognise me, even though I’ve smiled at him on the street since I was six.

‘Hi, Mr Milburn,’ I say. ‘It’s me, Chloe Baxter.’

He pauses, tilting his head back to examine me through his multifocals. It takes him a moment to reconcile the image of the sixteen year old who left here a few months ago with the one who’s returned. When he does, a flicker of his brows is the only acknowledgement that I’ve cut off my long, dark-blonde hair, revealing a mousy crop underneath. The summer glow in my skin has faded to pasty white, and I’ve ditched my light floral dresses for a sombre black shirt and jeans. I’m reminded that’s how it is in The Shallows – people pretend to mind their own beeswax and no one ever says anything to your face. Of course, when it comes to car boot sales and sausage sizzles, this small town reeks of community spirit. But as soon as there’s a whiff of trouble, nobody wants to get involved.

‘I have something for you,’ I say to Mr Milburn, hurrying to my suitcase near the station’s entrance. I slide a folder from the side pocket and tug out a piece of paper. Across the top of the page are the words STILL MISSING, with a large colour photo of Henry underneath. I’ve been plastering these flyers all over train stations and shopping centres for months.

Have you seen thirteen-year-old Henry Weaver? it reads. Henry is Caucasian, about 153 cm tall with a thin build, blue eyes and light brown hair. He may be wearing a green baseball cap and black sneakers, and carrying a navy and yellow backpack.

‘Would you mind putting one of these up at the bowling club?’ I ask. ‘I made new ones with a different photo.’

Mr Milburn’s lips stretch thin as he peers at the paper. He and his wife lived next door to the Weavers for years before Mrs Milburn passed away. He knows Henry and his older brother Mason. He knows their mother.

Then again, who doesn’t?

Finally accepting the flyer with a liver-spotted hand, he studies Henry’s photo and the description.

Henry was last seen in The Shallows in the NSW Southern Highlands on the evening of 10 January. He may have boarded a train between the hours of 10 pm on 10 January and 1 pm on 11 January.

Mr Milburn regards me with cloudy eyes. ‘Ever consider the young lad might not want to be found?’

I stare after him as he continues his slow shuffle into the waiting room, unsure of how to respond. I haven’t let myself entertain that scenario.

Trailing over to my suitcase, I feel a sudden ache of loneliness. I wish Dad would hurry up and get here. My mother complains that everyone in the Southern Highlands lives on country time, and says a decade of living here has ruined my dad’s punctuality forever. But honestly, she’ll find any excuse to criticise this town; it helps her justify leaving it three years ago.

It occurs to me Dad might have the dates mixed up – the school holidays don’t start until next Friday. The only reason Mum’s letting me have extra time here is because she has a work retreat next week and refuses to leave me home alone. I pull out my phone and dial the office number. It connects almost immediately.

‘Reservoir Motel,’ a female voice chirps. ‘We have vacancies!’

‘Oh, err …’ I’m thrown by the unfamiliar greeting. When did the motel get a name change? ‘Is David there, please?’

‘You just missed him. He’s gone to pick up his daughter from the train station.’

I glance up towards Railway Parade. ‘This is his daughter.’

‘Oh, Chloe! He should be there any moment. It’s Luisa here. Luisa de Souza.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘Hi.’

Rina de Souza’s mother? She used to teach us jazz ballet down at the Scout hall on Tuesdays after school. Luisa was the only person my mother really befriended during her seven-year stint in this town … if we don’t count Sergeant Homewrecker. And I definitely don’t.

‘David’s running late,’ Luisa continues. ‘He was waiting for the window repairer. We had some trouble last night.’

I want to ask her why she’s using the word ‘we’ and why she’s so attuned to my father’s comings and goings. But I snag on her last few words.

‘What kind of trouble? Is Dad okay?’

My voice sounds small and clipped in contrast to Luisa’s. Her responses have a breathy, theatrical air, emphasised by the musical flow of her Portuguese accent.

‘Oh, yes,’ she says. ‘We’re both fine. It was a bit of a shock, but nobody was injured. Well, except him, of course. He was bleeding before he got here.’

‘Who—’ I start, just as Dad’s white ute appears at the top of the hill. ‘He’s here. I have to go, Luisa.’

‘See you soon!’ She hangs up before I have a chance to ask her why that is.

The ute pulls up alongside the empty ticket office. The driver’s side door pops open and Dad appears, his face weather-worn and silvery with three-day growth.

‘You cut your hair,’ he says.

‘You’re late,’ I reply.

Dad grunts in agreement. He lowers the ute’s tailgate, eyeballing my solitary suitcase. ‘That it?’

‘Same as usual.’

When you alternate between homes, you get pretty good at culling your whole existence into suitcase-sized necessities. Repacking your possessions over and over again is like trying to make peace with bad memories – if you’re not efficient about it, something always gets left behind.

Dad nestles my suitcase between two bags of mulch, then turns to me with open arms. He allows me a longer than normal squeeze, slapping me twice on the back with his sandpapery palm to let me know when the hug is over. My father has a gruff way about him, a bone-dry wit and rough edges that people sometimes mistake for hostility. Truth is, I feel more genuine affection from him than I do from my touchy-feely mother.

‘Okay,’ I say, as I climb into the ute’s cab, with a final glance towards the waiting room. ‘You’d better fill me in about this trouble at the motel last night.’

He gives me a sideways look. ‘You spoke to Luisa?’

‘Yeah. And we’ll revisit that topic later. For now, let’s start with who broke a window.’

* * *

Mason Weaver.

His name and a shrug is all Dad offers when I press for more details. He doesn’t go into what Mason threw at the window, whether he knew what he was doing or if he was so wasted he didn’t know which way was up. I bite my tongue and swallow my I told you so. Dad doesn’t deserve it. For the last few months he’s been keeping Room Fifteen unoccupied in case Henry’s older brother needed a place to crash or cool off.

‘What the hell is that?’ I ask as we pull into the motel driveway. A gaudy concrete fountain has been erected in the middle of the front lawn, a few limp plants scattered around the base in plastic pots. Considering the storm-damaged rain gutters and a large shade sail still in tatters, I’m surprised to see this new addition. I glance at Dad for an explanation, but his gaze is on the opposite side of the driveway, where a police car is parked diagonally across two spaces.

Hope flickers in my chest.

Henry?

But common sense quickly snuffs it out. If Henry had been located, the police would be at the Weavers’ place, not here. We’re not family, as I so heartlessly pointed out to Henry on the night of that storm.

‘Who called this clown?’ Dad mutters. We watch Sergeant Doherty climb out of his vehicle; starched pale blue shirt, navy pants, black boots polished to a high sheen. He clips a small notepad and pen into his breast pocket and moves to greet us as we get out of the car.

‘Apparently there was a ruckus here last night,’ Doherty says. ‘Broken window. Scuffle out here on the driveway. Nobody called us about it.’

Dad rubs a small scratch on the driver’s side door. ‘Wasn’t worth your time.’

‘How ’bout I be the judge of that?’ Doherty rests his hands on his duty belt, elbows at right angles: tough cop stance. It takes all my effort not to roll my eyes. ‘Care to explain what happened?’

Dad shoves his car keys into his pocket. ‘Nup.’

‘Who broke the window?’

‘I did,’ Dad says.

Doherty narrows his eyes at the motel office’s shiny new pane. He’s only a year younger than my father but physically different in every way. While Dad is stocky and bristled, Doherty is lean and clean-shaven. While Dad is square-jawed and lumbering, Doherty is pointy-featured and nimble as a fox. Maybe the opposite of my father is what Mum initially found attractive about The Shallows’ head of police, though I have to wonder if it’s also why their fling only lasted six months.

Doherty stares at my father now, deadpan. ‘That right?’

‘Came out to replace a lightbulb and fumbled with the ladder.’

‘At one in the morning?’

‘When you’re a business owner the work never stops.’

Doherty peers up at the light Dad’s referring to. It’s covered with cobwebs and rusted over. He can’t understand why my father’s lying for Mason Weaver, and I have to admit I’m not sure either.

Luisa appears at the office door in a loose floral blouse and white jeans, her wide smile a welcome distraction from the testosterone-fuelled tension. She holds up the cordless phone and beckons my father over, flapping her other hand in an excited wave when she spots me.

As Dad disappears inside, I move to the back of the ute.

‘Listen,’ Doherty says, following me. He lifts my suitcase out of the tray before I have a chance to reach for it. ‘You’d best have a word to your dad about that Weaver kid. We already know he was plastered and picking fights up at the Criterion last night.’ He swivels the suitcase around and offers me the handle. ‘Kid’s got a destructive streak, and your old man’s not helping anyone by protecting him. So have a word, all right?’

‘Sure thing, Barry.’

Doherty holds my gaze for a beat or two, then shakes his head at the incorrect name. Call me Ben, he told me once, leaning one arm out of his police vehicle, a smug grin slapped across his face. That was when I knew something was going on between him and my mother, because up until that point he’d never given me the time of day.

‘Thanks for stopping by,’ I say, turning and walking towards the office. Can you get in trouble for walking away from a cop while they’re still talking to you? I think of the lie I told Doherty the morning we found out Henry was missing. That would mean real trouble. The kind of trouble I need to keep my dad well away from, for both our sakes.

I hear the scrape of Doherty’s leather boots on the driveway, the dull clunk of his car door opening. There’s a burst of static garble from his police radio before the door thumps shut. I fiddle with the zipper on my suitcase until he finally drives away, then march over to Room Fifteen and hammer my fist against the door.

The striped curtains twitch. Mason has been watching everything from the window. The door swings open and he’s framed in the doorway, a foot taller than me, tanned and freckled with blond hair pillow-flattened on one side. His high cheekbones and sullen mouth remind me of the black and white photos of young soldiers Uncle Bernie keeps in scrapbooks; Mason has the same faraway look in his eyes.

He folds his arms, defiant. His knuckles are purple and swollen. There’s a ring of crusted blood circling one nostril, a puffy tenderness around the bridge of his nose. His grey T-shirt is inside out, blood spatters showing through the fabric around the neckline.

You lost control again, I want to say. ‘What happened to your hands?’

Doherty already told me Mason had been fighting. I want to hear him admit it.

Mason unfolds his arms and shoves his hands into his pockets. ‘Slammed them under a car bonnet at the workshop. No big deal.’

He steps out of the room and tugs the door shut behind him. Crouching next to the shrivelled plant by the doorstep, he tips the terracotta pot on an angle and places the key underneath.

‘Mason,’ I say.

He straightens and starts walking across the forecourt, diverting around a crumbling pothole in the concrete.

‘Mason!’

He ignores the office window as he passes, keeping his head down and pace steady. It’s only when he disappears at the end of the driveway that I realise his last few words couldn’t be more wrong.

It is a big deal.

Mason Weaver just lied to my face.

And it’s not the first time he’s done it.
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Fourteen weeks before the storm

Mason curled his hands into fists, keeping his gaze trained on a gouge in the countertop. His mother was slumped in a chair at the other end of the kitchen where the sunlight didn’t quite reach. She stared into her glass cabinet full of Wedgwood plates propped on tiny display stands. She owned dozens of them, all the same colour blue with white, leafy borders like whipped cream from a can. She’d inherited her mother’s collection and had been adding to it every year, each one with a different picture in the middle, some fancy building or member of the royal family. Mason accidentally chipped Princess Diana when he was seven and his mother didn’t speak to him for a week.

‘Ivy?’ he said now, irritation creeping into his voice. It hadn’t been his idea to call her by her first name. She’d never liked Mum. She said it made her feel trapped.

His mother dragged her attention away from the cabinet and narrowed her eyes like a sulky kid being hassled. A strand of straw-coloured hair curled down one side of her face, her complexion as pallid as wax.

Jesus Christ, he hated how she did this. The way she agreed to things when she was drunk and then ripped them all away when she was hungover. She’d been doing it since he was a little kid, back when it was just the two of them, when she’d hug him too tight and whisper into his ear, desperate and fumy, ‘We don’t need anyone else. You’re never going to leave me.’

Back then it was all wheedling and begging and promises as empty as the whisky bottles she stashed in the back of kitchen cupboards. And Mason would agree to everything because he was a little kid whose hope hadn’t yet been crushed by years of her not delivering. She’d hidden it better in public when he was younger, and things only really fell apart behind closed doors. But his mother’s drinking went through phases, and Mason never knew what the tipping point would be for another downward spiral.

This last year had been one of the worst he could remember. She wasn’t even trying to cut back anymore. He didn’t know whether she’d started hitting the bottle again because she’d lost her job, or if the drinking was the reason she’d been sacked. Her moods were darker, her outbursts more frequent. She was trying less and less to hide her behaviour around town, and the tuts and whispers were growing louder.

‘You can wipe that look off your face,’ she said now. ‘You hear me, Mason? You’re not getting a job. You need to be here.’

‘We talked about it a couple of days ago.’ He kept his tone measured, knowing better than to raise his voice. Nothing shut his mother down faster than ‘goddamn disrespect’. ‘Mr Macleod says seventeen’s the perfect age for an apprenticesh—’

‘O-ohhh.’ She stubbed her cigarette out on the corner of her breakfast plate, ignoring the glass ashtray Mason had emptied and placed by her elbow. ‘And I suppose Stu Macleod’s offering to clean and mend things around here too, is he?’

You could get off your pickled backside and do it yourself, he thought. ‘I can do both. Nothing has to change.’

‘Bull.’ She scrabbled for another cigarette with crimson fingernails, upturning gossip magazines and hardware catalogues in her search for a disposable lighter. Mason found them all over the house like discarded shards of rainbow, their bright colours impossibly cheerful in this wood-panelled prison. ‘You think you’re some kind of big man? Got something to prove?’

‘It’s just a job. Saturdays and two afternoons after school. And we’ll have a car. It’ll really help out.’

He said this part carefully – this was what had sold it to her on Thursday – but he couldn’t remind her of that now or she’d likely flip something over and slam out of the house. She didn’t like being told about things she’d said or done and didn’t have the brain cells to remember. And it wasn’t worth the paranoia afterwards, her watching him like a hawk, as though he might rob her or ditch her or murder her in her sleep. Like he might burn this termite-ridden shithole to the ground.

It’s not like he hadn’t thought about it.

‘Why’s he giving you a car anyway?’ his mother said, abandoning her hunt for a lighter. She hauled herself out of the chair and shuffled towards the gas cooktop, bathrobe sagging across her bony frame. ‘What’s he want in return, huh?’ She gave him the once over, her smirk as cruel as a pinch.

Mason bristled. Stu Macleod was a good guy who’d made the mistake of spending the night with Ivy one drunken time five years ago. Now she’d tell anyone who’d listen that he was a creepy perve because he had the sense to get away before she poisoned him too. She was like a sickness, his mother, one that took hold slyly and wore you down, one that starved you of anything good. It’d taken four years before Wayne, Mason’s stepfather, had managed to cut her disease out of him, once she’d drained his bank account and his liquor cabinet and his will to keep trying. Wayne had moved to Sydney almost a decade ago and never looked back. Mason didn’t really blame him.

Though he hated him for it all the same, the selfish prick.

‘Mr Macleod wants me to work in return for the car,’ Mason said. ‘That’s the deal. Come and work for him to pay it off.’

‘So you’ll work three days a week for no money? What’s the point of that, genius?’

The car, genius, Mason thought. My freedom from this dump. Having something of my own that you can’t destroy.

‘Just until it’s paid for,’ he said calmly. ‘Then he’ll pay me per shift.’

It was probably safer that way anyway. It occurred to Mason that Mr Macleod was a pretty smart guy. He probably knew Ivy would sniff around for any cash Mason brought home; this was the only way he’d ever be able to save for anything. He barely had a chance to buy groceries and pay the power bill before his mother sank their welfare payments into the pokies. And he had no idea whether Wayne had ever sent child support for Henry.

Ivy was already tuning him out, fiddling with the knobs on the cooktop. A gas burner caught alight with a quiet whump. Blue flames flickered dangerously close to her face as she hunched over, cigarette pinched between her cracked lips. How easy it would be to clamp a hand around her bird neck and slam her face into the hotplate.

Mason’s palm itched and he turned away.

‘We’ll talk about this later,’ he said, putting distance between them.

He’d missed his window, he could see that now. He should have caught her half an hour ago before the headache kicked in, before her half-eaten breakfast threatened to shoot back up. That crystal hour after sleep and a shower before meanness resettled in her bones. He could have reminded her about the job and been out the door before she had a chance to stomp all over it. Just once he wished she’d let him have something without making him grovel like a dog.

‘I have to go,’ he told her.

‘I’m out today. Be back here at lunchtime to feed your brother.’

Mason paused in the doorway. ‘He’s thirteen. He can make his own lunch.’

‘Be here.’

White-hot fury shot up Mason’s sternum. It ricocheted inside his ribcage, his chest burning, ears wailing, as he struggled to keep it contained.

‘Why?’ he snapped. ‘Why can’t you do it? Why does it always have to be me?’

Ivy slid back into her chair and took a drag of her cigarette, eyes narrowing. ‘You know why.’ She exhaled in his direction. ‘You owe me.’

Yeah, and it was a debt like a gaping sinkhole. Didn’t matter how much Mason tried to fill it, the walls kept collapsing.

But it was enough to make Mason drop it. That argument went nowhere and he had no intention of getting into it now. Tom was waiting for him in town with an old smartphone his grandpa no longer wanted. They said Mason could have it, and he’d already figured out he could afford a prepaid SIM if he skimmed a little money from the groceries.

With a phone and a car, Mason would have options. And when Stu Macleod’s job started paying, he’d also have cash. He could start making plans. He could find a way out.

Except …

Henry. What the hell would he do about Henry?

Mason put that question in the too-hard basket and moved quickly to the front door.

‘Wait a sec,’ his mother said. ‘What about this?’ She gestured at the laundry off the kitchen, where a pile of dirty clothing had accumulated in the doorway.

‘I’ll do it later,’ he said.

‘It’s going to rain later. Needs to be washed and hung out this morning.’

He turned back to the door, muttering under his breath, ‘You do it then.’

‘What did you say?’

Mason pressed his lips together and willed himself to stay silent. She was hungover; he knew better than to poke the bear.

‘What did you just say to me?’

Mason ignored her, reaching for the doorhandle. He’d barely gripped it when a small gust of air whooshed past his ear.

Crack!

The wall exploded half a metre from his head. He flinched and ducked as tiny fragments ricocheted off his skin, raining down into his hoodie and onto the floorboards. For a split second he thought a wall light had shattered. Then he realised he was shaking shards of the glass ashtray out of his hair.

He jerked around to gape at his mother. She was on her feet now, bent over the kitchen table, the cigarette still smouldering between her fingers. A long wisp of smoke bloomed in the air between them like a poisonous flower.

Mason swallowed, disbelief robbing him of words.

That could have hit me!

The hard look in her eyes responded, I know.

He fumbled for the door again, a sudden tremble making him clumsy. Ivy had smashed plenty of things around the house before, but she’d never thrown anything at him or Henry. Even at her worst, the most they’d copped was a verbal spray or a rough shake of the shoulder. She was definitely getting worse.

Mason struggled with the fiddly lock, trying to ignore the crunch of glass beneath his shoes. When the knob finally turned, he drew a long breath to steady himself before yanking the door open.

Chloe Baxter was standing on the doorstep, her hand poised to knock.

She was wearing one of the flowery dresses that Raf seemed to like so much, her hair braided in a cutesy farm-girl way that completely contradicted her pig-headed personality. She glanced at the floor, at the mess Mason would be cleaning up later. He stepped onto the verandah and pulled the door closed behind him, cutting off her view into the house.

In her right hand Chloe held a bucket containing hooks and lures. Her bike was propped against the front steps, a small fishing net poking out of the wire basket on the front.

‘He’s not home,’ Mason mumbled. He hated how his voice sounded. Rattled. Weak.

‘Is everything all right?’

He cleared his throat. ‘I said Henry’s not in the house.’

Chloe frowned slightly at his abrupt tone. Even though they’d grown up together, they weren’t particularly close anymore, not since she’d moved back to Sydney a few years ago and now only visited during school holidays. But Mason knew it was more than that. The closer Chloe had grown to Henry, the more she’d drifted from Mason. He wondered what his brother had been saying about him to prompt Chloe’s little digs here and there – she seemed to think Mason ought to lift his game when it came to Henry, as if she had any idea what it was like to live in their house.

‘Do you know where he is?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Mason snapped. ‘I’m not my brother’s keeper.’ As he said the words it hit him: that’s exactly who he was. It was a suffocating thought, a snare trap clutching him tighter the more he struggled to escape. He gritted his teeth as that nagging doubt returned.

What would happen to Henry if Mason left him here alone with their mother?

‘Did Henry—’

‘Look, Chloe,’ Mason said bitterly, needing this conversation to be over, needing to be far away from this house. ‘Go and look for him. I’m sure if anyone can find Henry, it’s you.’
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Now

When we were kids, a couple of years after my family moved to The Shallows and bought the motel, our little circle of friends invented a game. Impostor, we called it: perfecting the art of lying. We’d all write silly made-up words on scraps of paper and toss them into a hat, then we’d each pick one out and have less than a minute to come up with a joke or short story with the word slipped in there somewhere. The trick was trying to disguise it while everyone else had to guess which word was the sneaky infiltrator.

I suppose we were impostors too, creating our fake stories, casually deceiving each other in order to win. The victor was whoever could tell a bare-faced lie to their friends most successfully and get away with it. I was actually pretty good at that game. I picked up on the subtlest betrayals: a tiny vocal inflection here, the flicker of an eyebrow there. I knew my friends’ mannerisms so well it was easy to spot the exact moment a lie made them stumble.

The one person I couldn’t crack was Mason. He was inscrutable, as though he was as well practised at lying as he was at telling the truth.

There were no eyes darting left and right like Sabeen, no subtle nostril flare like Raf. No rapid blinking like Tom, or touching his face and hair constantly like Rina. The closest I’ve ever come to catching Mason in a lie was three months ago on the morning we found out Henry was missing. It wasn’t obvious at the time, not with everything else going on, but I definitely sensed something was off.

We were all gathered on the Weavers’ verandah, craving news and awaiting instructions while Sergeant Doherty questioned Mason and his mother inside. Doherty then questioned each of us, one by one, before returning to the police station to coordinate a proper search. When Mason and Ivy joined us on the verandah, we peppered them with the same questions Doherty probably had: When was the last time they saw Henry? What time did they go to bed? Did they hear Henry moving around the house after turning in for the night?

According to his mother and brother, Henry had been in his room when Mason headed to bed at ten o’clock, leaving Ivy dozing on the couch in front of the TV. Their recollection of the evening’s timeline was identical and airtight, but I sensed a weird shift in the energy between them, the weight of things unsaid.

Maybe it was my confusion about why Henry left, or perhaps guilt over things I’d said, that distracted me from something so obvious I’m surprised it’s taken me until now to connect the dots.

For all his quick talking and easy answers, there’s one thing not even Mason Weaver can control.

Biology.

As he stood in the doorway of Room Fifteen just now and lied about his injured knuckles, his ears flushed as red as the bloodstains on his T-shirt.

* * *

I turn this over in my mind as I unpack in my bedroom, avoiding the front office where Luisa is walking Dad through some kind of complicated online booking system. Apparently she’s the new office manager and was the one who convinced Dad to change the motel’s name and install the water fountain. For some reason it’s all making me uncomfortable, and that’s before we address why Luisa was here at one in the morning when Mason broke the window.

My phone chimes with a new message from Sabeen.

Are you here yet?

I let her know I am, glancing out my bedroom window at the Nolans’ house next door. Next door is actually a little way up the hill, a grassy field and a tangle of acacia trees separating the Nolans’ property from our motel. It’s close enough that Sabeen and I spent our entire childhood in each other’s pockets. It’s also close enough that occasionally, late at night, I catch glimpses of her older brother Raf ’s silhouette moving across the glow of his bedroom window.

I’m working tonight, Sabeen adds. Come down for pizza.

My first instinct is to say no. As much as I’d love to see my best friend and her parents, I’m not sure how I’m going to approach Raf. In the last three months our texts and messages have been patchy, and the only subject we’ve touched on is finding Henry. We haven’t talked about that night in January, or what we told Sergeant Doherty the next morning. It’s as though what happened at the bush hut has been packed away and forgotten. Simply erased.

But since I can’t think of a convincing reason to turn Sabeen down, I reply with a smiley face and tell her I’ll be there at six-thirty. She’ll only grill me if I make excuses, and I struggle to keep things from Sabeen. As soon as I see her face I’m like a Catholic in a confession booth, spilling it all and begging for forgiveness. It’s amazing I’ve managed to avoid fessing up about where I was on the night of that storm.

I lay low for an hour until it’s time to head down to the pizzeria, the last gasp of daylight savings encouraging me to walk instead of waiting for a ride from Dad. The hangover from January’s storm is still present in boarded-up windows and hail-damaged cars, in random woodpiles dotted here and there from decades-old trees being chainsawed where they lay. An extreme weather event, meteorologists called it, an effect of our changing climate, as if The Shallows hadn’t already suffered enough with drought and bushfires in the last couple of years. When I spot the string of coloured lightbulbs along the shopfront of The Shallows Pizzeria I’m reminded that things could have been much worse. The Nolans’ family business made it through that wild storm intact. Those blinking lights are a reminder this battling town still has a pulse.

As I pass Shallow Vintage Wares on the town’s main street, I peer inside one of the windows. The shop is full to bursting with old armchairs and table lamps, a labyrinth of tall bookcases heaving with yellowed paperbacks and faded crockery. As kids we’d slip in here and hide under the tables, flicking through comic books and racing wind-up robots down the passageways. Tom’s grandpa, affectionately known to us all as Uncle Bernie, would enlist us to clean the silver and brass trinkets, then treat us all to milkshakes at the bakery across the street.

I nudge open the door and a small bell jingles. I know Tom will be here, organising or tinkering or shifting things around. He told me he was coming home for Easter, and university holidays started today. As if on cue, a lanky figure leans out from behind a filing cabinet. Tom nudges his glasses to the bridge of his nose and squints.

‘Whoa, I almost didn’t recognise you,’ he says. ‘I thought you were a customer.’

Glancing around at the empty aisles, I realise that’s the one thing this shop doesn’t appear to have.

‘Howdy, stranger.’ I grin. ‘Long time no see.’

Tom and I first met here when I was six years old, while my mum was hunting for bedside tables. I wandered to the back of the store where the second-hand toys and children’s books were crammed into a poky corner, and found Tom curled up in a rocking chair reading Harry Potter. He was a watchful kid, two years older than me with pale skin and a thick crop of curly brown hair. As he explained the inner workings of Hogwarts to me, I decided he was the smartest boy I’d ever met.

Tom closes the filing cabinet now and lopes over to me, wiping his hands against his chequered shirt. ‘A week ago you still had hair.’

‘This is the part where you tell me you like it.’

‘It looks awesome,’ he says, holding out his arms for a hug. Just like last week, my arms easily link around his torso with room to spare.

‘You’ve got to let Sally and Liv give you a good feed while you’re here,’ I tell him. ‘You’re fading away since you started living on campus.’

I’m paranoid that everyone living in student accommodation exists on packet soups and two-minute noodles. Tom’s only a couple of months into his Economics degree, and Canberra’s too far away for us to check in and make sure he’s taking care of himself. We caught up for burgers in Sydney last week and he hardly ate anything.

‘It’s the reflux thing,’ he says, rubbing a hand over his chest. ‘Makes it uncomfortable to eat a whole lot.’

‘You promised you’d see a doctor about it.’

‘I will, Mum,’ he says, bugging his eyes at me. ‘Uni’s turning out to be a bit more stressful than I’d anticipated.’

Tom’s studying on a scholarship, so it’s understandable he’s feeling the pressure to do well. He’s expected to maintain a high standard with his marks and attendance, and I know he wants to make his grandparents proud after everything they’ve done for him. Their own son, Tom’s father, is currently serving a prison sentence for fraud, while Tom’s estranged mother lives and works at a holiday resort in Far North Queensland. Bernie and Rose Lawson stepped in to raise Tom when he was eleven years old.

‘You coming for pizza?’ I ask.

‘Was just about to lock up.’ He digs in the pocket of his cargo shorts for a set of keys. As he flips the Closed sign on the door, I take one last look around the shop floor. Maybe it’s the fading light or the fine film of dust on every surface, but instead of the magical treasure trove that enchanted me as a kid, it now feels like a neglected pile of junk.

‘When did you arrive?’ I ask Tom as we follow the footpath past the IGA supermarket. A guy in a green polo shirt is rolling fresh produce bins back inside, even though it’s barely half past six. The IGA used to stay open until nine.

‘Caught the train up yesterday.’

‘What happened to getting your driver’s licence? It was all you could talk about last year.’

‘Don’t you start,’ he says, the pizzeria’s lights reflected in his glasses. ‘Raf ’s already been on at me about it.’ He juts his chin at a silver hatchback puttering towards us up Railway Parade. A tent-shaped light is perched on the car’s roof with an illustration of a pizza slice and the words It’s Pizza Time!. ‘Speak of the devil.’

My hand finds its way to my bare neck, suddenly unsure about my new hairstyle. Already lightly flushed from walking, the heat in my skin deepens.

‘Come on,’ I say, steering Tom by the arm. ‘Let’s see if we can get a table.’

He glances at the empty parking spaces, at the security rollers pulled down over neighbouring shops. The only people around are loitering outside the Criterion Hotel, having a quiet smoke by the pub’s entrance. ‘Somehow I don’t think that’ll be a problem.’

Tom pulls aside the plastic strips hanging across the pizzeria’s doorway, gesturing for me to enter ahead of him. It’s an older-style shop with a long counter down one side and a row of timber booths on the other. Sally and Liv Nolan have refurbished the fittings to their original 1980s glory, including a hand-drawn chalkboard menu with spotlights instead of the modern backlit variety. There are red and white tablecloths and garlic garlands, and even wine bottles with straw baskets hanging along the wood-panelled walls. Known for its kitschy character and primo pizza, this place is usually bustling on a Friday evening with locals and tourists alike.

Tonight though, every booth sits empty except for Sabeen down the back, folding pizza boxes.

‘Hey, hey!’ she says, sliding out of her seat. She skips towards us, her dark brown ponytail swinging like a pendulum. ‘The band’s back together.’ Beneath her apron, a tight white T-shirt dazzles against her olive skin, and she’s managed to smear a very obvious drip of pizza sauce across her collarbone.

‘I think she’s happy to see us,’ I say to Tom, and Sabeen flashes her big toothy grin.

‘I’ve bloody missed you two!’ She hooks an arm around each of us, pulling us into a three-way hug. ‘I hope you’re hungry.’

Tom gives her a weak smile and I nod, even though I’m rapidly losing my appetite. The squeal of brakes outside tells me Raf has pulled the hatchback into a parking space. Any minute he’ll walk inside. An image flashes into my head before I can stop it: Raf leaning against the rough timber door of the bush hut, water droplets clinging to his hair.

My pulse quickens and I try to think about something else.

‘Okay, let me see,’ Sabeen says, taking me by the shoulders. She spins me in a slow circle to scrutinise my hair. ‘It’s shorter than it seemed in the photos. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sold, but I think it’s growing on me.’

‘Or on Chloe,’ Tom says. ‘Literally.’

He gives me a sly glance because she isn’t exactly being complimentary. This is classic Sabeen, though – she always gets straight to the point. On the first day we met, as the moving truck was backing slowly up the motel driveway, she rambled down the hill from her house, tall and gangly, her hair hanging all the way to her bum. ‘I’m Sabeen Nolan,’ she’d announced. ‘I have two mums and a brother called Rafi, and my father was born in Pakistan. He gave Mum and Min a special present so they could have me.’ I had no clue what sperm donation was, or what any of that meant at the time, but even at six years old Sabeen had a confidence about her I didn’t question, an air of authority I knew I could trust.

She invites us now to sit in a booth by the window while she goes to rustle up some garlic bread. Neither of her mums are currently working the prep area or pizza oven, although the smell of pepperoni and garlic wafting through the restaurant indicates the kitchen is very much in use. As Tom and I take a seat, I hear the jangle of car keys and look up in time to see Raf stepping through the doorway. He’s dressed simply in a black T-shirt and jeans, his wavy hair longer on top than when I last saw him. It now falls across the bridge of his nose.

He tosses an empty insulated pouch towards his sister. ‘Fill thy delivery bag, pizza wench.’

Sabeen scoffs and flicks it back. ‘Do it thyself, loser.’

‘Hey,’ comes a voice from behind the counter. ‘Knock it off, you two.’ Liv appears from the storeroom carrying a hefty jar of olives. ‘That’s hardly professional.’

‘Pffft. There’s no one here,’ Raf says, not having seen us by the window.

Tom stands, alerting Raf and Liv to our presence. ‘Ahem?’

‘Tommy-boy!’ Raf breaks into a grin. ‘How are you, mate?’

They grasp hands and do the bro-hug thing, and it gives me a chance to sneak a few glimpses at Raf without being obvious. Unruly eyebrows, thick lashes, hazel eyes, chewed fingernails. I know these features almost as well as my own.

‘Chloe, love,’ Liv says in happy surprise. Her English accent is untainted by fifteen years in Australia. She places the olive jar down and comes around from behind the counter. ‘I didn’t hear you come in. Look at this gorgeous pixie cut. It suits you!’

Raf ’s eyes find me as I slide awkwardly out of the booth, but his mum is already stepping between us. Liv is the older of Sabeen and Raf ’s mums and they call her Min, short for mini-Mum. She’s a petite woman with cropped silver hair and an enormous laugh, always dressed in workout gear like she’s about to go for a run. Her embrace is short, tight and genuine. She cups my face in her hands before glancing over her shoulder at her son.

‘Check out you two, all in black,’ she says, eyes crinkling. ‘Two peas in a pod.’

Raf tugs at the hem of his T-shirt in a way I find endearing. He sometimes seems self-conscious about his body but I’ve always liked the way he fills out his clothes. Though older than Sabeen by eighteen months, he’s slightly shorter and has inherited the sturdy build and deep olive skin of his father. Amir lives in London, but I’ve seen plenty of photos.

‘Hi,’ I manage, barely meeting Raf ’s eyes.

His smile is fleeting, as though acknowledging a stranger waiting for the same bus.

‘Hey,’ he says to the floor.

‘Sit. Sit!’ Liv steers us back towards our table. ‘Let me get you all something to eat. Raf, love, the next order’s almost ready to go.’

‘Duty calls,’ he tells us, holding up the insulated pouch. ‘Catch you guys later.’

I feel a sudden urge to reach for his hand, ask if we could speak outside, alone. But he’s already behind the counter getting in Sabeen’s way, bickering with her about whether the garlic bread she’s holding is part of his next delivery.

‘Where’s Sally?’ I ask Liv. Sabeen returns to our booth with the bread, scooching in beside me.

‘She’s got the night off,’ Liv explains as she hands some plates around. ‘Things have been a little quiet lately.’ As if sensing my worry, she adds, ‘It’ll pick up again, though. Once they reopen Cutler Bend and finish repairing these damaged shops. It’s just taking a bit longer than we hoped.’

‘Grandpa says all the media coverage about the storm damage didn’t do this town any favours,’ Tom says. ‘Daytrippers and tourists have been bypassing it in favour of places like Berrima and Bundanoon. He reckons we’ll be feeling the effects of that night for months.’

Henry’s face drifts into my mind and I realise how accurate Tom’s words are.

Raf heads out with the next delivery. I feel a weird sort of ache when he doesn’t stop by our table on his way out the door.

‘I’d better get some pizzas on for you lot,’ Liv says, heading back to the kitchen. ‘A Mexicana and a Sally’s Special?’

‘Sounds good, Min,’ Sabeen says absently, her attention on the window. A Subaru wagon is pulling up outside at the same time Raf is driving away. Early 2000s model, dark blue with silver bumpers and black roof racks. I recognise it straightaway.

Tom stiffens. ‘I didn’t know you’d invited them.’

I glance at him, curious. Sabeen frowns slightly. ‘Of course I did,’ she says. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’

In Sabeen’s mind we’re the same close-knit circle of friends we’ve been for over a decade. In truth, even before Henry disappeared, the cracks were starting to show. The incident at the reservoir on Boxing Day left us all divided, and Sabeen refuses to acknowledge the group’s dynamic might be changing. She thinks of us all as family and would clutch us in a group hug forever if she could.

As soon as the Subaru’s engine cuts out, we hear raised voices. Angry words puncture the still evening.

‘… enough …’

‘… hate this …’

‘… not fair!’

Mason’s in the driver’s seat, one hand gripping the steering wheel, his head tipped back to stare at the ceiling. On the passenger side, Rina is gesturing wildly with her hands.

‘That’s why,’ Tom says to Sabeen, making a point of turning away from the glass. He rubs a palm across his chest, a pained expression on his face. He’s always hated confrontation. Tom has long been our peacemaker, the levelheaded one we all listen to. With any of our childhood games or squabbles we’d turn to Tom for adjudication because he’s always fair and impartial. But as soon as things get too heated, he’s the first one to locate an escape route.

‘What do you think they’re arguing about?’ I ask, wondering if I should tell them about the motel window and Mason’s lie about his injured hands. But Sabeen might get snippy with me – she doesn’t like it when I criticise Mason – and Tom’s already looking uncomfortable. I decide to file it away for later.

Rina opens the car door and the voices grow louder. Even Tom’s drawn back to the window as she swears and slams the door before stalking off up the road.

‘Oh no,’ Sabeen murmurs. She bites her bottom lip and shifts beside me like she might dash outside to see if Rina’s okay. Mason remains in the car for a while with his head down, and I sense Sabeen’s concern shifting to him. She doesn’t know who to help; she’s immobilised by indecision, like a stressed-out mum who just wants us all to get along.

The Subaru’s engine roars to life and the car reverses quickly into the road, tearing off in the opposite direction to Rina.

‘They’re always doing this,’ Sabeen says, managing an uncertain smile. ‘I’m sure everything will be okay in the morning.’

Tom’s expression is one I can’t quite read, but I get the feeling he thinks Sabeen’s hope might be misplaced. Mason is his best mate; he might know something we don’t.

It’s not long before Liv returns to the table with two piping hot pizzas. She manages to eat a couple of slices with us before a small run of phone orders has her back in the kitchen. Raf is in and out three more times before things slow enough for him to eat dinner himself. He doesn’t sit with us, instead choosing to perch on a stool behind the counter, taking quick bites between sweeping and helping his mum clean up.

‘Hey, Your Highness,’ he says to his sister. ‘You wanna actually do some work around here?’ He holds up a full garbage bag in each hand, indicating for Sabeen to grab another to take out to the dumpster. A look passes between them and Sabeen’s eyes dart to me, then away just as quickly. Raf murmurs something urgent to her on their way out the back door.

‘I’d better get going,’ I tell Tom. ‘It’s almost dark and Dad will worry if I’m not back soon.’ He hugs me farewell and I thank Liv for dinner. ‘I’ll leave the back way to say bye to Raf and Sabeen.’

Ensuring the screen door doesn’t bang behind me, I keep my footsteps light across the pavers in the courtyard. The sun is now low in the sky, long shadows providing me cover as I edge towards the back fence. With only a few wooden palings between us, Sabeen and Raf ’s voices are clearly audible on the other side. A gap near the gate provides me with a view of the two rusty dumpsters in the rear laneway.

‘I know you,’ Raf is saying. ‘You’ll be tempted to blurt something out.’

‘I haven’t said anything to her,’ Sabeen replies, glaring at her brother. ‘But don’t you think we should tell her what we found?’

Raf swings a garbage bag up and over into the dumpster, flicking his hair out of his eyes. ‘We’ve already talked about this.’

‘It’s just—’

‘We agreed, Sabeen.’ Raf ’s voice takes on an edge of warning. He tosses the two remaining garbage bags with a little more force than the first. ‘It’s better if we don’t say anything.’

Sabeen huffs, letting her arms drop to her sides. ‘I know … but Henry …’

Raf turns abruptly and starts walking back towards the restaurant. I duck behind a wheelie bin and crouch in the shadows with my back to the fence, grateful for the gathering darkness. Sabeen follows her brother through the gate with her head down, and as they pass me I hear her inhale as if she’s about to say something else.

‘I mean it,’ Raf says, cutting her off. ‘Chloe doesn’t need to know.’
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Eleven weeks before the storm

25 OCTOBER 2018, 17:25

Henry Weaver accepted Missy Ellwood’s message request.

Missy: Hey!

Henry: Hi.

Missy: Thanks for accepting my friend request.

Henry: No problem.

Missy: How’s it going?

Henry: Okay. Do I know you?

Missy: Yeah, of course.

Henry: I don’t think we’ve met.

Missy: Airsden High?

Henry: Nah, I don’t go there.

Missy: Oops. My bad.

Henry: Where is it?

Missy: Sydney’s North Shore.

Henry: I live in The Shallows.

Missy: Where’s that?

Henry: Middle of nowhere. NSW Southern Highlands.

Missy: Weird. You came up in ‘People you may know’ and I thought your name was familiar. I guess you don’t really look like a parrot in a pirate hat?

Henry: Nah. That’s just a private joke.

Missy: So do you wanna keep talking?

Henry: Sure. Whatever.

Missy: Cool. So how old are you?

Henry: How old are YOU?

Missy: I asked you first! :P

Henry: Fair enough. I’m 13.

Missy: Me too! Glad you’re not some old creep.

Henry: Haha nup.

Missy: So what’s your deal? Got any brothers or sisters?

Henry: A brother. My biggest fan.

Missy: Aww, that’s sweet.

Henry: I was being sarcastic. He calls me a little turd.

Missy: Harsh! Older brothers can be like that I guess.

Henry: How do you know he’s older?

Missy: You said he calls you little.

Henry: Oh right.

Missy: What’s his issue with you?

Henry: –\_(ツ)_/– I was born?

Missy: That’s sad.

Henry: Kinda used to it. Hey sorry, I gotta go. Need to get off this computer.

Missy: You’re not on your phone?

Henry: Don’t have one.

Missy: That’s so weird! Can I message you again?

Henry: Sure, if you want. Thanks for the chat.

Missy: Don’t be a stranger.
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Now

Sleep doesn’t come easily on my first night back in town. Long after I hear Dad lock up the front office and trudge down the hallway to bed, I’m still staring at the ceiling in the dark, listening to a true crime podcast but not really hearing a word.

Uneasiness settles in my chest as I turn Raf and Sabeen’s conversation over in my mind. Dad would tell me I’m reading too much into it – I should let it lie, not make mountains out of molehills. He’s always accused my mother of getting her knickers twisted over the smallest things, saying if she isn’t careful she’ll make me neurotic as well. For better or worse, I’m probably more like my mother in this regard than I care to admit. Reading into things is what I do. It’s what investigators do. And if something sounds suss it’s probably because it is.

‘Chloe doesn’t need to know.’

Chloe does need to know. In my experience it doesn’t help anyone by leaving them in the dark. It hurts more in the long run when that person inevitably finds out. Like my mother’s affair with Doherty. Like Henry running away without breathing a word to me.

Not that I’m one to be lecturing about secrets, I suppose. It’s just that some are more damaging than others.

The podcast episode comes to an end and I don’t bother starting the next one. I kick off the blanket and roll onto my side, catching sight of my alarm clock. It’s ticked over into Saturday, which means Henry is now a long-term missing person.

Three months. No new leads.

I open Gmail and scroll through my messages with Henry. We set up an account for him a couple of years ago so the two of us could stay in touch during school terms. His emails have always been fairly short and light on details, mostly because his internet time was limited to hour-long sessions at the public library. Even so, there’s nothing in the last few messages before the December school holidays that hint at any kind of plan to run away.

Toggling to Facebook, I click through to the Have You Seen Henry Weaver? page. Sabeen’s updated the banner with a different photo of Henry, the same one I’ve used on the new MISSING posters. It’s a selfie he took with my phone outside Shallow Vintage Wares, the most recent photo we have of him. In the uncropped original, Uncle Bernie is unintentionally photobombing through the shop window.

Every time Sabeen posts a new image, the page receives a flurry of comments. Mostly people citing their postcode and declaring they’ve shared it, or a few words like ‘Still missing?’ and ‘Geez, I hope he’s found’. There are always a few angry questions about why police aren’t doing more to find him, theories from armchair detectives who speculate about everything from religious cults to serial killers. A few even claim to have seen Henry sleeping rough in underground train stations or eating out of rubbish bins in Kings Cross.

Even though I’m co-admin, I almost can’t visit the page anymore.

The new header image has attracted about thirty new comments. My pulse skips when I recognise one of the profile pictures. His comment is four days old, nestled in among kind sentiments from strangers.

Rafi Nolan: Miss your corny jokes mate. Please come home.

My thumb wavers over the like button. I picture the way Raf was with me in the pizzeria, how he could hardly meet my eye. Is he embarrassed about what happened at the bush hut? How we kissed and fooled around? Has he decided it was a mistake? He seemed very okay with it at the time.

I close the app without liking the comment, and toss the phone onto my pillow. Moving to the window, I ease the curtain aside for a better view of the Nolans’ house up the hill. There’s no light in Raf ’s window at this hour, and I wonder, not for the first time, if he ever glances down here seeking a light in mine.

I tug the lower half of the window upwards and it jams in the usual place, creating a four-inch gap above the windowsill. I hear, rather than feel, a gentle breeze hissing through the overgrown field beside the motel. My gaze is drawn to the nearby bushland, a sombre mass of vegetation like plumes of black smoke billowing from the horizon.

A quick movement catches my eye. Three shadows – either birds or bats – burst abruptly from the dark treetops and take flight. Directly below this, a pale object hovers near the entrance to the reservoir trail. Barely illuminated by the glow from the motel and streetlights, it’s a struggle to make sense of what it is. I squint for more definition. It sort of looks like—

It could almost be—

A person in a white T-shirt.

Watching my window.

I duck away from the glass. The curtain resettles itself as I lunge sideways to switch off the table lamp. Only when my bedroom is dark do I drop to my knees and move back over to the window. Slipping under the curtain, I peer through the gap at the night outside, willing my eyes to adjust. At first I see nothing. Then … a pale shape moves deeper into bushland along the reservoir trail.

My chest tightens.

Henry?

A ridiculous thought.

Or is it?

Maybe he’s back. Maybe he doesn’t want anyone finding out.

Mr Milburn’s words echo in my mind: ‘Ever consider the young lad might not want to be found?’

Henry knows I’ll be here for the school holidays. Is he doing reconnaissance to confirm that’s the case? There’s really only one way to find out.

My hoodie slips easily over the top of my pyjamas, and I rummage under my bed for my sneakers. I don’t know why I feel such a strong urge to follow. It’s the same feeling I got that evening when Mum said she was going to Julie Somerton’s house for book club, and when I followed her on my bike she drove to Doherty’s neat little weatherboard instead. I was twelve at the time, and all I had to go on was a subtle shift in Doherty’s behaviour, which had set off alarm bells. Sometimes you’re handed clues and you don’t even realise it. Other times you feel that pull in your gut but you talk yourself out of it and go back to bed.

This is not one of those times.

I move quickly to the hallway and then pause, listening for Dad’s snoring. Sure enough, there’s a steady low rumble from behind his bedroom door. He’s a heavy sleeper, and once he’s out his internal alarm clock is the only thing that’ll wake him. That’s not what I’m worried about, though. My mother’s strict curfew is at the front of my mind, her way of controlling things from a hundred and fifty kilometres away. If I break curfew, she’ll blame Dad for irresponsible parenting and threaten to use it as leverage in her case for sole custody. It’s a trap, one that hinges on my good behaviour. Slipping up means I blow it not only for myself but for Dad too.

But if there’s a chance of finding Henry, it’s worth the risk.

As I unlock the back door I feel the weight of my phone in the pocket of my hoodie. I’m not convinced Mum isn’t monitoring me via some kind of location-tracking app. She’d love nothing better than itemised proof of Dad failing in his duty of care. I place it carefully on the hall table before slipping out the back door and locking it behind me. Mum’s voice is in the back of my mind: ‘You’re too curious for your own good, you know. One day it’s going to get you in trouble.’ So far the only person who’s got into trouble because of my curiosity is her.

It’s easy enough to scramble over the motel’s metre-high fence, more of a boundary marker than any kind of security measure. The moonless night makes it challenging to see without the torchlight on my phone. As I move quickly through the field, thistles snag on my flannelette pyjamas and I pause to tuck my pants inside my socks. I try really hard not to think about the kinds of things that enjoy slithering through long, dry grass.

At the end of the field’s narrow dirt track, an established walking trail begins at the tree line. The vegetation becomes denser and more enclosed the further you go in. I hesitate, listening for whispers of movement, widening my eyes to scour the penetrating darkness. I’m not sure if it’s a relief or disappointment when I only find shadows.

The warm glow of the motel lights suddenly feels very far away. Ahead, an endless cavern of trees stretches into nothingness. Despite my climbing heart rate, the night seems to be drawing me in.

Go deeper.

The steel in my spine is corroding with doubt.

‘Henry?’ I whisper.

Did I really see anything out here? Or am I so desperate to find Henry that my mind is now inventing him?

Something flutters in the darkness above my head. It’s enough to unsettle me. Just because I can’t see them, doesn’t mean there aren’t nocturnal creatures out here watching my every move.

I feel the push and pull of my own stubbornness.

Keep going.

Is that a good idea?

You need to find out who it is.

What if I’m following a complete stranger to a remote location without my phone?

Turning on my heel, I scurry back out of the trees and into the field, hyper-aware of the sound of my feet pounding on the dirt track. My pace is faster than my breath can comfortably keep up with, every jolt through my legs like somebody shaking sense into me. By the time I reach the motel fence I’m wheezing.

Headlights sweep across the field as a car crests the hill near the Nolans’ place. I drop down and crouch like a prison escapee trying to evade spotlights. The car cruises slowly towards the motel as I scramble over the fence, and I swear under my breath as I recognise Doherty’s police vehicle.

A paved path runs along the fence line beside our residence, meeting up with the motel’s front lawn. Doherty only needs to glance in this direction and I’ll be easy enough to spot; there’s nothing between me and the road to draw his eye. With no time to fumble for my key, I scramble onto the doorstep and flatten myself against the door. If Doherty catches sight of me, he might mistake me for a burglar. Or Mason Weaver. Either way, he’ll wake my dad to get him involved.

Several minutes pass before I peek my head around the doorway and risk a glimpse of the road. Swarms of moths loop frantically around the streetlights, but otherwise all is still.

As I unlock the door, a breeze at my back seems to shunt me inside, a chorus of crickets mocking my impulsive behaviour. Somewhere behind the motel, deep inside that woody tangle of trees, a bush curlew’s shrill birdcall pierces the darkness. Over and over it cries, like somebody screaming my name.

* * *

I sleep later than intended on Saturday morning.

I’m not exactly sure what time I managed to drift off last night, but it wasn’t before I’d created a new detailed list in my Notes app titled Incidents. I listed every strange thing that had happened in the eight or so hours since I’d arrived: the broken window, Mason’s lie, Mason and Rina’s argument, Sabeen and Raf talking about me and Henry, and the figure in the field. Are any of them connected? It certainly kept me awake trying to figure that out.

Now, as I drag myself out of bed, I realise I’ve missed the motel’s continental breakfast service. We usually like to have it delivered to rooms by seven-thirty and it’s now almost nine. My head is woolly with snatches of dreams I can’t quite remember, frustrations I’m not able to place. What I saw in the field last night now seems vague and half-formed. The more I try to picture it, the less certain I am there was anything there at all.

Luisa’s on the computer in the front office when I surface after my shower. She’s wearing a blue and green blouse patterned with peacocks, her chestnut hair bundled high in a messy bun. She offers me a bright smile as she draws a breath. I’m learning that Luisa doesn’t ease into small talk – she launches into things mid-conversation, as though we’ve already been chatting for an hour.

‘I don’t know why the carpet layer thinks I have his invoice when he didn’t send it,’ she says, shaking her head. Dangly earrings dance around her neck, catching the light. ‘Him and that roofing guy, huh? They make so much money from this town after that storm.’

Through the new window pane I spy Dad across the motel forecourt, heading into Room Three with a paint tin in his hand. The ceilings leaked in five rooms that night and Dad’s still working his way through the knock-on effect: warped plasterboard, stained walls, mouldy carpet, damaged wiring. It’s a big hit for a motel that was already struggling.

As though reading my thoughts, Luisa sighs. ‘Your dad says we just have to horsey up the cash and keep moving.’

A smile finds its way to my lips. ‘I think maybe you mean pony up the cash?’

‘Pony, horsey …’ She wiggles her hand in a same-same gesture, then tilts her head. ‘Remember when you and Rina played My Little Ponies? The little horsies with the brushes and ribbons? You made up those funny names for them. Bowtie? Bo-something?’

‘I can’t remember,’ I admit. ‘It was a long time ago.’

Luisa stares wistfully into the distance before her focus shifts back to me. ‘I told Rina you’re here for the holidays, so maybe you girls can catch up for lunch or something?’

There’s a hint of hope in her question, but something tells me her daughter won’t be interested. My childhood bond with Rina was formed around jazz ballet and Disney movies, and once we grew out of those things we sort of grew out of each other, too. While the foundations of our friendship had gradually weakened in the years since I moved back to Sydney, it was what happened a few months ago that prompted the eventual collapse: Rina was upset with me for confronting her boyfriend about what happened at the reservoir. I have no doubt there’s still some ill feeling simmering under the surface.

I lift one shoulder in a half shrug and give Luisa a weak smile. She seems pleased enough with that response.

‘Sorry about missing the breakfast service,’ I tell her. ‘Can I help you out with something else?’

‘Obrigada. I appreciate it.’ She seems pleasantly surprised by my offer. ‘I have today’s room cleaning all covered. But you could post these for me?’ She reaches into a document tray for a small stack of envelopes. ‘And check the post office box? David always forgets.’

She hands me the pile of letters along with a silver key. I slip them into my tote bag.

‘Chloe?’ Luisa says as I’m heading for the door. ‘Did you have a restless night? You look a little washed up.’

This time I don’t correct her gaffe; anyone who can speak two languages fluently is impressive in my book.

‘I’m okay,’ I assure her. ‘I always have a bit of trouble sleeping on my first night back in town.’

‘Ah. Maybe it’s too quiet for you, yes? You’re so used to the city noise.’

I manage a hollow smile.

Silence isn’t the problem. There’s plenty of noise going on inside my head.

* * *

Outside it’s one of those overcast days where the light barely changes, making it difficult to pinpoint exactly what time it is. My phone tells me it’s almost ten o’clock, but some of the shops on Railway Parade are only just opening. Saturday mornings in The Shallows used to be bustling with weekenders, and at least one tourist coach would have pulled up alongside Eliza Park by now. Maybe Tom’s right – the media coverage about January’s freak storm has done as much damage as the storm itself. And the closure of Cutler Bend now only leaves one route in and out of town, which certainly isn’t helping.

It’s not a huge place, The Shallows. It takes about an hour to walk from one end of town to the other, east to west, north to south, or a twenty-minute bike ride if you keep a steady pace, not the aimless meandering we did as kids. Tom and his grandparents live in a pocket of weatherboard cottages on the westernmost end, out by the graveyard, while the Weavers’ place is in the valley on the eastern outskirts. The rest of us are dotted much closer to the main street of town, with the reservoir nestled in the national park to the south. The Shallows is home to around four thousand people, which felt like a lot when I was a kid, but my Sydney high school’s student population is a third of that number, all crammed into the same bustling campus. No wonder I feel like I can breathe whenever I visit The Shallows.

I cross the street near the Criterion Hotel and continue towards the post office a few doors down. As I pass the laneway beside the pub, a hacking cough snags my attention. A few metres in, Ivy Weaver is leaning against the brick wall, a spray-painted graffiti tag sprouting from behind her like mangled wings.

She has one arm locked across her chest, the other working like a lever, bringing a cigarette to her lips and dropping it back to her side. She smokes quickly, agitated, as though she has somewhere pressing to be.

Our eyes connect long enough that I feel compelled to slow down and acknowledge her. She is, after all, Henry’s mother.

‘Hello,’ I say, coming to a stop. ‘How are you, Mrs Weaver?’ I’ve never been able to address her as Ivy like everybody else.

She stares blankly at the brick wall opposite. ‘I’m nobody’s wife.’

I’m not sure how to respond. Should I call her Ms Weaver? Miss? Technically she’s still Mrs, even though her ex-husband has married again.

Ivy straightens, narrowing her eyes and assessing me. She’s always done this, ever since my mum used to mind her two boys after school when we were younger. A year or so after Ivy’s husband left, when she still had a job at the local supermarket, Henry and Mason would walk to the IGA after school and sit around outside for hours until Ivy finished her shift. I know my mum didn’t like it – I overheard her telling Dad it wasn’t any place for kids and she thought Ivy might be struggling – so she offered to walk them back to the motel with me on the days Ivy had to work. Ivy knew us well enough through the Nolans and Uncle Bernie to accept Mum’s suggestion – a casual arrangement, nothing fancy. Henry and Mason could hang out and have a snack, do their homework and watch TV out of the weather.

While Ivy was grateful for the help, she also seemed wary about the close bond I was forming with Henry. He was like the little brother I’d always wanted, and even after Ivy was laid off from her job and the child-minding fizzled out, I felt attached to Henry and begged my mum to keep inviting him over. Mason was more independent and not particularly interested in hanging out with a girl two years younger. Henry, on the other hand, was delighted about the time I could spend with him, as though he was starved for company at home.

I looked out for him at school. Dad and I took him fishing at Shallow Reservoir and he’d explore the bush behind the motel with me, Sabeen and Raf. He’d come with me to Shallow Vintage Wares to get book recommendations from Tom, and we’d always end up playing whichever old board game had been donated to the shop that week. It became second nature to include Henry in most things, even though Mason didn’t seem thrilled about his little brother tagging along.

Yet, Ivy still didn’t trust me. I was starting to understand it was less about me and more about what I knew.

Henry confided in me. I knew all about the accidents and the arguments, the lean weeks when they could barely afford milk and bread. I was aware of the smashed glassware and missed birthdays, how their power was cut the same week Ivy bought a fancy display cabinet for her collectable plates. It’s why she’s never invited me in any further than her doorstep, why she never holds eye contact with me.

Her gaze drifts away from me now, back to the brick wall.

‘Is there any news about Henry?’

She takes a long drag of her cigarette before answering. ‘No.’

‘I got some new flyers printed. I could drop some off at your house if you need more.’

Ivy shoots me an impatient glance, her red lips pressed thin. She’s always worn red lipstick and matching nail polish like those actresses from the fifties. Uncle Bernie says she was known as ‘a looker’ when she was young; he showed me an old glossy photo of his son – Tom’s dad – with a group of classmates, all dressed up for their Year Ten formal. The girls had big hair and wore pastel taffeta, the boys in matching cummerbunds and rental tuxes. Ivy was the petite blonde in a poufy pink dress with her mouth open wide in laughter, her hand clutching the arm of a square-jawed boy with a mullet. I didn’t have to ask Bernie if that guy was Mason’s father. He had the same broody demeanour, his attention off-camera as though there was somewhere else he’d rather be.

A bald man in paint-splattered overalls peers around the corner of the pub.

‘You’d better get back in here, darl,’ he says to Ivy. ‘Jonesy’s threatening to steal your pokie.’

Ivy pushes herself off the wall, dropping her cigarette and grinding it with the toe of her boot. ‘He won’t if he knows what’s good for him. That’s my lucky machine. There’s a win coming and I’m bloody well owed.’

She almost knocks into me as she passes. The bald man disappears back inside the pub.

‘Should I bring over some flyers?’ I ask quickly.

‘Do what you like,’ Ivy mutters.

‘I thought maybe—’

She jerks around so quickly my words dissolve in my throat.

‘You thought what?’ she says. ‘Got another opinion, have you?’

I take a subtle step back.

‘Sitting up there on your high horse with your nose in everybody’s business. You’re the one who put ideas in Henry’s head.’

‘I—’

‘Ever since he was little. Always droning on about Sydney like the grass is greener. Telling him one day he could get away from here.’

‘I just meant—’

‘How is it any of your business?’ Ivy says. ‘You drift in and out of town with your bossy little opinions, making waves.’

My skin grows hot with shame. I’ve never been told off by any of my friends’ parents before. I feel offended and tiny and mortified all at once.

Ivy points a finger at me, her red nail slicing the air like a tiny dagger. ‘You don’t get to tell me what I should do about my son.’ She turns to leave, cutting me down with a final glare. ‘It’s your fault he’s gone.’
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Ten weeks before the storm

It was almost 11 pm when Mason pulled the car up in front of Rina’s place on Railway Parade. He kept thinking of it as the car instead of his car because it didn’t feel like it really belonged to him. At least, not yet. He’d only been working for Stu Macleod for a couple of weeks, but Stu insisted Mason start driving the Subaru wagon around. ‘Need more space in the workshop,’ he’d said as he handed over the keys. ‘You’ll be doing me a favour by getting it out of the way.’ They’d made some loose arrangements about when the paperwork would get signed over, but for now Stu wanted Mason to get a feel for it and make sure it was the right car for him.

Mason had almost laughed when Stu said that. Any car was the right car for Mason if it put distance between himself and that cage his mother called home.

‘I like the fluffy dice,’ Rina said, batting the two foam cubes dangling from the rear-view mirror. ‘Very retro.’

Mason could tell she was stalling about getting out of the car. He’d purposely suggested a movie for tonight’s outing, then kept the car stereo loud on the way home. He wasn’t in the mood for conversation, and talk was all Rina ever wanted to do these days. Talking about feelings. Talking about the future.

How had he let it get this far?

‘We should take a road trip,’ Rina said, turning in her seat to face him. She still hadn’t taken off her seatbelt. ‘Just the two of us. Maybe after Christmas? We could throw some sleeping bags in the back and drive down to Merimbula or something.’

She slid a hand onto Mason’s knee and his eyes bounced to the dashboard. He didn’t want to say he’d already suggested the same thing to Tom and Raf. Camping with Rina honestly hadn’t even crossed his mind.

He knew there was probably something wrong with that, the way he didn’t think about Rina when he wasn’t with her. When he’d picked her up earlier in the night she’d said she hadn’t stopped thinking about him since the weekend, and he’d had to lie and say he felt the same way. Even when he was with her, his mind often drifted to other places while his body responded on autopilot.

Something’s not right with you.

Whenever Rina whispered in his ear about how he made her feel, Mason scanned his own body for a reaction, coming up with nothing more than a numb kind of dread.

It should never have gone further than that September night when Rina found him on the banks of Shallow Reservoir. Mason thought he was alone with half a bottle of his mother’s whisky, not realising Rina had followed him there from the party on Coleman Road after he’d fought with Tom at the bonfire. Their disagreement hadn’t become physical, but Mason still felt bruised; tender with embarrassment. When Rina emerged from the bush track in the moonlight, Mason’s first instinct was to growl at her to go away. They’d known each other since they were kids, though, and she’d always been sweet and harmless. So Mason offered her the whisky bottle as she sat in the sandy dirt beside him, and in return she offered him a hug.

He’d wordlessly leaned into her, suddenly exhausted, sick and tired of overthinking. When Rina surprised him with a kiss on the forehead he glanced up and gave her a weary smile. Next second her lips were smashed up against his, her hands in his hair. Mason decided it was easier to roll with it. He couldn’t tell if he was responding to Rina because he liked her or because he was drunk.

What stuck with him from that night, more than hooking up with Rina, was the argument with Tom. It had started out as gentle teasing over nothing in particular and somehow morphed into sarcastic insults fuelled by alcohol and frustrations Mason couldn’t quite articulate. Was it jealousy? Maybe. Tom had just announced he’d completed his applications to study in Canberra next year, and this filled Mason with a suffocating sense of panic. Was it because Mason wished he was getting out of here? Or was it because he was going to miss Tom?

They’d met all the way back in preschool when a rough kid called Darren Foster started hassling Tom in the playground. Mason had watched on as the louder, bigger boy ran up to the quiet curly-haired kid with glasses, demanding he hand over a ball. Tom surrendered it without a fight, running to hide in the cubbyhouse. He’d always been like that – not a fan of confrontation – and Mason understood what it felt like to want to hide out until the storm around you had passed. He made both an enemy and a friend that day when he snatched the ball back from Darren Foster and marched it over to the cubbyhouse.

Both of Tom’s parents were still around back then, before the court case and his dad’s prison sentence, before his mum fled to Queensland, promising to move her son up with her when she was in a position to do so. That never happened. Excuse after excuse, and in the end she agreed it was more stable for Tom to stay in The Shallows with her in-laws. When Tom went through that whole mess, Mason was his rock. Tom had told him so many times.

All through primary school and high school they’d had each other’s backs, especially when Darren Foster was around. Mason only shared a fraction of what it was like living with Ivy because he was worried he’d scare Tom away. But his best mate always listened. He forgave Mason when he flew off the handle. He accepted Mason’s flaws because they’d spent nearly every single day together since that morning when Mason had handed Tom his ball.

Glancing at Rina now, Mason almost felt guilty that he’d never have that kind of close bond with her. The whites of her eyes reflected the coloured dashboard lights as she stared at him hopefully. There was no question she was pretty. Long curly hair, honey-coloured skin, the same full lips and long eyelashes as her mother, the local dance teacher. In the first few weeks they were seeing each other, Rina’s touch made Mason’s pulse race and his skin hot, the unfamiliarity of everything almost alarming. Now he wondered if that was because he’d never been touched or held like that before. Ivy used to hug him when he was small, but it was with desperate clutching arms, fingers that dug into his skin like hooks. Cuddles were conditional and often withheld, sometimes as bribery, more often as punishment.

Wayne had been no better, with his hard backslaps and habit of mussing up their hair, although Mason supposed that was affection in its own way. Henry was the one Wayne lifted onto his shoulders and tucked into bed at night, always claiming Mason was ‘too old for all that’. But Mason knew what was really going on. Henry was Wayne’s flesh and blood, and Mason … he was the baggage who’d come as part of a package deal.

Rina cleared her throat and leaned towards him, linking her pinkie finger through his.

‘My mum’s out at a wedding until midnight. Why don’t you come up?’

Her eyes danced towards the windows above the flower shop, to the small flat she shared with her mother. Mason’s pulse thumped. He’d known this was coming but wasn’t expecting it to be tonight. There was a weird pull in the pit of his stomach that felt like guilt and also horniness, but mostly like the feeling of wanting to run away.

What was this reaction? Didn’t guys wish this sort of moment would fall into their laps? He could do it now and then decide afterwards if it was what he wanted, if she was what he wanted. Get the whole thing out of the way and deal with any doubts later.

Except it didn’t seem fair. He liked Rina. Maybe not in the way she hoped, but they’d known each other for a long time and he didn’t want to hurt her. He knew what resentment felt like, the way it chipped away at you until you couldn’t remember how to feel good about anything.

‘Are you going to come up?’ Rina said, unbuckling her seatbelt at last.

Mason stared out the windscreen to avoid her gaze. ‘I’d better get home.’

From the corner of his eye he saw Rina’s shoulders slump. Her defeated sigh reflected his own state of mind, though his dread was less about leaving her and more about going back to that house.

She leaned over and kissed him gently on the jaw. ‘Bye.’

I’m sorry, he wanted to say, because he was already thinking of ways to break up with her.

* * *

The house was dark when he rolled the car into the driveway, save for the faint glow of a lamp in Henry’s bedroom. His brother shouldn’t be up this late, although Ivy didn’t bother policing things like that anymore. She’d probably passed out hours ago, if she was even home at all.

Their house was a tired timber bungalow in the middle of two acres backing onto bushland. Weed-riddled grass pressed up against the house on all sides. They struggled to maintain the inside, let alone the feral garden. Their former neighbour, Mr Milburn, used to take pity on Ivy and mow it for her sometimes, but he’d long since moved away, and the old place next door sat empty.

Tom’s grandpa said Ivy had inherited the house young, when her parents were killed in a car accident one Christmas. Her older brother – Mason’s uncle – showed no interest in either the house or his relatives after moving to Bali. It’s funny how Mason had to hear about his own family’s history from other people. He wondered what his uncle looked like, and if he had children, what he did for a job, whether he ever had a passing thought about the two nephews living in the house he grew up in. Yet another person who’d voluntarily removed themselves from Ivy’s orbit.

Mason hoped his mother was out somewhere so he could kick his shoes off and crash in front of the TV. But as soon as he eased the front door open, the stench hit him in the face. She’d thrown up somewhere, the third time in as many weeks. Jesus Christ.

Henry’s bedroom door was closed. His mother’s was wide open and he could see her from down the hall. She was fully clothed and lying facedown across the mattress, a reeking patch of vomit covering a sizeable area of the carpet just inside her bedroom door. Some of it had splashed up the hallway skirting board and onto the wall.

Mason swore under his breath. He didn’t have the energy. He just wanted a shower. He wanted to watch mindless crap on TV before stumbling off to bed. Even as he collected a bucket of soapy water and rubber gloves, still on hand from the last clean-up, he considered setting the carpet alight instead.

Where the hell was Henry? Surely he’d heard their mother throwing her guts up. Would it kill him to attempt the clean-up himself for once? It’s not like he hadn’t watched Mason do it a hundred times. The little turd would be lying in that room pretending to be asleep, and tomorrow he’d claim he slept through it all. Mason knew Ivy’s behaviour scared his younger brother, but newsflash: it scared Mason as well.

After fifteen minutes of scrubbing, a fresh bucket of water, and another ten minutes of wiping everything down and towelling it off, Mason knew he was going to have to tackle his mother next if they didn’t want to inhale her foulness all night long. He emptied his bucket into the bath, then rinsed out both the bucket and the tub until they smelled clean. Placing a bathmat on the floor, he then located several fresh towels and left the tub filling as he returned to his mother’s bedroom. She tried to swat him away as he removed her shoes and socks, somehow coaxing her to roll over so he could take off her jeans. That was it though. She could go into the bath in her underwear and T-shirt. It was bad enough doing all this without copping an eyeful of his mother as well.

By the time Mason managed to pull her off the bed, her useless arm slung over his shoulder, her feet staggering and tripping all the way down the hall, he was already dog-tired. Trying to lift her dead weight into the bath almost broke him.

She roused a bit when her legs hit the water, complaining it was cold. Then she slid down the side of the bath like a ragdoll, her numb limbs at awkward angles, unable to do anything to get herself out. Mason squeezed a large blob of shampoo under the running tap and took a moment to appreciate the apple scent masking the sourness of his mother. She had smears of dried vomit on her chin and in her hair. Mason wondered how he’d ever have the patience to sponge them out.

As the water level crept higher, he returned to Ivy’s bedroom and stripped the sheets off the bed. He bundled them into a ball along with his mother’s jeans, and shoved it all into the washing machine on a warm cycle. Ivy made a groaning sound in the bathroom, and Mason hoped to god she wasn’t going to throw up again. He hurried back down the hall to find she’d slipped lower in the bath. Water was inching towards her chin.

Her eyelids fluttered open. ‘Gonna let me drown?’ she slurred. ‘Turn it off.’ She attempted to lift a foot and kick at the tap. Her leg smacked down hard against the surface of the water, sending it sloshing up the sides of the tub.

Mason squirted another blob of shampoo into the tap’s stream, making no move to stop the flow.

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ Her eyelids were heavy. ‘Get rid of us all that way if you could.’

Mason watched the water rise over her chin. It was at her bottom lip.

‘No helpless baby this time,’ she murmured, almost nodding off. ‘You wouldn’t have the balls.’

Water trickled into her mouth. She coughed and spluttered, too wasted to lift her head properly. She let it flop to the other side and her mouth found water again.

How’s that feel? Mason thought. Serves you right. You think I like this? Cleaning up after you all the time? You are a baby. You are helpless.

A floorboard creaked in the hallway. Mason glanced over his shoulder to find Henry staring wide-eyed at the bath, flinching at their mother’s spluttering coughs. Mason’s mind had gone elsewhere for a second. He quickly jerked forwards and yanked the rubber plug out of the plughole. A gurgling vortex formed between his mother’s feet as the water level started to drop.

Mason turned and walked out of the bathroom, avoiding his brother’s gaze. ‘Go to bed,’ he told Henry as he passed.

In his mother’s bedroom, Mason remade the bed with robotic precision: clean sheets, crisp corners, fresh blanket, new pillowcases. When he returned to the bathroom, Henry had made himself scarce, and despite the fact that Mason had ordered his brother away, he still felt a twist of annoyance.

Why do you leave me to deal with her on my own?

Mason hauled his mother out of the tub, wrapping her in a dry towel before staggering back down the hall with her. Ivy complained and elbowed him as he peeled off her wet T-shirt before letting her fall against the mattress, leaving her wet underwear on as he yanked the sheet and blanket over the top.

When it was done, Mason trudged around the house switching off lights and collecting sodden towels. There wasn’t a word to describe how drained he felt; he ached all the way through to his bones. Eventually, when he returned to the kitchen, he walked over to the glass cabinet in the corner and stared at his mother’s adored Wedgwood plates for a long time. He scanned every one until his eyes landed on the plate he was looking for. Middle shelf, second from the right. Her favourite. He removed it from the cabinet before gently closing the glass door.

Mason studied the plate for a moment, running a finger over the matte finish, the delicate white cameo resembling icing on a smooth blue cookie. He carried it carefully across the kitchen to the front door, then out onto the verandah and into the darkness.

When Mason reached the brick carport, the sensor light blinked on, sending mice scurrying for the safety of shadows. He walked over to the wooden tool bench where Wayne had often tried in vain to resurrect their broken appliances. Glancing down at the plate in his hand, Mason’s thumb found the familiar chip on the rim. He pressed the fleshy part of his thumb deep into the crack until it broke his skin.

Then Mason cocked his arm and pitched the plate at the wall.
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Now

Ivy Weaver’s words don’t really hit me until I reach the post office. Despite my best efforts, my throat tightens and I have to blink to stop my eyes from leaking. I shove Luisa’s letters into the post box on the footpath and hurry to the PO Boxes at the side of the building. It’s away from the road here and thankfully there’s no one else around.

My hand is unsteady as I attempt to line up the key with the lock. When I finally get the small door open, I grab the pile of envelopes and junk mail and shove them into my tote bag in one messy fistful.

Your fault.

Sabeen would tell me Ivy doesn’t mean it, that she’s lashing out because she’s feeling helpless and needs somebody to blame. She’d say I shouldn’t take it personally, that it could have been any one of us who copped it; I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The thing is, the Nolans see a different version of Ivy Weaver to the one she’s shown me. They get smiles as she’s picking up a pizza, friendly chit-chat on the footpath outside the pub. When Ivy was drunk at the park on New Year’s Eve, Liv and Sally took care of her and drove her home because she’d ‘overindulged’. They make excuses for her because she’s ‘had a rough trot’ and ‘her heart’s in the right place’. I know that’s not her. Or, more accurately, that’s not the only version of her. And I’ve had enough encounters with her over the years to know she doesn’t like me.

When I was around ten or eleven I tried to speak to my mother about it. She laughed it off and said, ‘I think you’ve misinterpreted something there, honey. Grown-ups have a bit more to worry about than taking issue with random children.’ There was no mistaking how I felt, though. Kids know these things. Their gut feelings aren’t muddied by second-guessing or making excuses for people the way we do as we get older.

I’d sensed it in Ivy’s expressionless greetings when she’d find me on their doorstep, the way she’d close the door and make me wait on the verandah until Henry came out. If I spoke at social gatherings she’d stare at me through half-lidded eyes as though everything I said was tedious. Once, when I was thirteen, she loudly accused me of stealing a Mars bar from the newsagency. I had to turn out my pockets as a line of gawkers formed behind us. When the store manager was finally satisfied I hadn’t shoplifted, the look Ivy slid my way told me she already knew.

And now I see nothing’s changed. In fact, it’s probably worse than ever. Ivy blames me for Henry running away.

I blame myself too, but not for the same reasons as Ivy.

My phone dings with a message. It’s from Sabeen. I read it as I’m walking back out to the street.

Helping Uncle Bernie today. Tea break at 10.30. Meet me at the Bakehouse?

I chew the inside of my lip as I reply that I’ll be there, hoping she’s decided to share whatever she and Raf are keeping from me. I head straight to the café, even though I’m fifteen minutes early, so I have a chance to clear my head before she arrives.

The Bakehouse used to resemble a quaint French patisserie with cream rendered walls and green striped window awnings. But severe hail and wind gusts on the night of the storm damaged the shopfront and shredded the matching topiaries on both sides of the door. A microburst, the Bureau of Meteorology called it, where destructive winds are dragged towards the ground by rain and hail during a thunderstorm. They affect an area of four kilometres in diameter or less, and unfortunately for The Shallows, this intense downdraft hit pretty close to the centre of town. Like other shopfronts along the main strip, the Bakehouse’s awnings are long gone, permanent water stains seeping down the walls like mascara on tear-soaked cheeks.

Locals, however, seem unfazed by the café’s dishevelled appearance, with most tables full and a decent crowd queueing along the glass cabinets at the front of the shop. I take a seat at one of the remaining tables, a used cup and saucer pushed off to one side. From the corner of my eye I sense a waitress approaching with a dishcloth.

‘Let me get that for you,’ she says, reaching across to remove the cup.

I glance up. ‘Rina?’

Her eyes widen at her name. ‘Chloe, hey!’ Her initial surprise soon dissolves into uneasiness. Our argument from New Year’s Eve surfaces again and bobs awkwardly between us. ‘Um, you look really different.’

I’m not the only one. Usually heavily made up, Rina’s face is stripped of all decoration, like the Bakehouse’s facade, scrubbed clean and slightly puffy around the eyes. Her curly hair is scraped away from her face in a severe bun, a smattering of angry red pimples glowing on her chin.

‘Mum mentioned you’d arrived for the school holidays,’ she says, wiping the table down in a jerky motion. ‘Sorry I couldn’t make it for pizza last night.’

She doesn’t elaborate and I don’t press her for details. Mason is a subject we should probably avoid. Instead I say, ‘I didn’t know you worked here.’

‘Just since February. To save up for travelling.’

‘You’re going away?’

Rina’s lip curls and she averts her gaze. ‘Not anymore.’

It doesn’t seem like she wants to talk about it, but she hesitates as though she’s expecting a response.

‘That’s a shame,’ I manage.

She frowns, mildly irritated, like I’ve failed a test. ‘I’ll get you a menu.’

‘Two, please,’ I say. ‘Sabeen’s on her way.’

‘Oh, okay.’ Her face hardens. ‘How nice.’

I instantly feel bad for excluding her even though I only found out about this five minutes ago. I know she and Sabeen have become closer since I started living in Sydney, and I suspect Sabeen picked this café because Rina works here and she thought it’d be a good way of spending time with us both. She hasn’t factored in that we’ll be sitting here socialising while Rina has to wait on us. Or the fact that Rina probably resents how much time Sabeen spends with me every time I’m here.

Rina mumbles something I don’t catch and slips away towards the kitchen.

It’s another ten minutes before Sabeen shows, and I find myself feeling moody when she breezes in, even though she’s right on time. I watch from across the café as she greets Rina with a hug and they lean close for a moment, talking solemnly. Sabeen raises a comforting hand to Rina’s shoulder and squeezes. It seems like Rina might be about to crumple, but she manages to hold it together long enough to point me out.

‘Everything okay?’ I say to Sabeen as she approaches the table.

‘Poor Rina,’ she replies. We both watch her hurry towards the kitchen with her head down. ‘I hope she and Mason work things out.’

‘Maybe it’s for the best.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Sabeen says, laughing off my comment.

Another waitress comes to take our drinks order, and Sabeen uses it as a chance to change the subject. I listen politely while she tells me about helping out Tom and Uncle Bernie in the second-hand shop, how she’s offered to declutter the basement while they concentrate on the shop floor. I’m dying to ask her about what I overheard last night, but then she’ll know I eavesdropped on her conversation. I don’t want that getting back to Raf.

Rina appears with a tray of hot drinks and places two on our table before moving across the room. I wait until she’s out of earshot before I lean forwards.

‘Mason smashed a window at the motel the night before last.’

Sabeen’s mouth drops open. ‘Whaaat?’

‘A big one too.’

‘Oh my god. Is he okay?’

I scoff. ‘He was fine. The window wasn’t.’

‘How did it happen?’ she says. ‘Did he fall through it?’

There’s a whole unspoken conversation here we don’t need to have. We both know Mason has been binge-drinking far too much in the last year. Dad told me Stu Macleod almost sacked him for regularly turning up to work still drunk from the night before.

‘He threw something at the glass, I think. I seriously have no idea why. His hands were all messed up, and when I asked about them he lied to my face.’

Sabeen frowns. ‘How do you know he was lying?’

‘He said he slammed his hands under a car bonnet at the workshop, but Sergeant Doherty told me he’d been fighting at the Criterion.’

‘That could have been a bit of shouting. Maybe he really did injure his hands at work.’

‘I could tell he was lying, Sabeen.’

‘How?’ she says dryly. ‘Did his nose grow?’

She picks up her tea and sips it, shifting her gaze to the window. I’m momentarily speechless; I’m not used to this sort of reaction from Sabeen. I expected a little pushback about me criticising Mason, but not this sort of dismissive impatience.

‘Remember when we used to play that game as kids?’ I say. ‘Impostor? We had to figure out when someone was lying?’

‘Yeah, I remember. You always said I had shifty eyes.’

‘Everyone has something that gives them away when they’re not telling the truth,’ I say. ‘I saw it in this crime documentary about how to spot when criminals are faking their reactions and lying. Like this guy in England who went on national television to try to clear his name because he was the prime suspect in his stepdaughter’s disappearance. It wasn’t body language that gave him away, it was biology. When he was being questioned, his ears grew redder and redder.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘A body language expert in the doco said it’s a sign of increasing blood pressure. Apparently we have these fine capillaries in our nostrils and ears, so when our blood pressure rises this can be the first place we feel it. Like when we experience fear.’

‘Fear of what?’

‘Getting caught in a lie.’

‘So Mason lied to you.’ Sabeen shrugs. ‘He was probably embarrassed.’

‘And so he should be. You think my dad can afford that new window?’

‘I’m sure he’ll pay your dad back.’

‘That’s not my point.’ I scan the café and lower my voice. ‘What I’m saying is, I figured out what Mason’s giveaway is when he’s lying.’

Sabeen smirks. ‘Red ears? I’m not sure it’ll hold up in court, counsellor.’

‘You’re not taking this seriously.’

She leans back in the chair and tucks her long hair behind her ears. ‘I don’t even know what we’re talking about.’

‘I’m talking about the night Henry went missing.’

‘Huh?’

‘When we all went over to the Weavers’ house the morning after the storm and Mason ran through the events of the previous evening. What time he and Ivy went to bed, how they didn’t hear Henry leave.’

Sabeen jerks upright, her frown returning. ‘You’re saying Mason was lying about that?’

‘Ssshh!’ I glance over my shoulder again. Thankfully, Rina’s nowhere in sight. I shift my chair forwards and hunch over the table. ‘I couldn’t pick it at the time, but I knew something was up between Mason and Ivy. I was studying Mason’s face, hanging off every word, hoping for some idea of when Henry might have left and why. I remember the way Mason’s ears were flaming hot. I just assumed he was upset. Probably ashamed.’

‘About?’

‘What happened two weeks earlier, at the reservoir,’ I remind her. ‘Maybe that was Henry’s breaking point.’

And not what I said to him. Please don’t let it be that.

‘Oh.’ Sabeen winces. ‘Right.’

‘Now I realise Mason wasn’t embarrassed. He was lying.’

Sabeen shifts in her seat. She pads slender fingers against the side of her cup, deep in thought. ‘So what exactly do you think he was lying about?’

I shake my head. ‘Dunno. Can’t be anything good.’

This time Sabeen scans the café for Rina before she speaks, lowering her voice just in case. ‘You do realise we’re talking about our friend Mason here, the guy we’ve all known since we were kids.’

‘Yeah. The same guy who pushed his little brother into the reservoir knowing he has a fear of deep water.’

Sabeen’s forehead creases, imploring. ‘Mason apologised for that – he admitted it was a brain snap. We all forgave him. Why can’t you?’

‘Because I was the one who jumped in and dragged Henry out. I felt the way he was trembling, the way his heart was pounding.’

Sabeen’s mouth closes and she gives me a whisper of a nod. No one likes the idea of Henry in that water. What if he’d gone under for longer? What if he’d hit his head in the fall off Devil’s Rock?

‘Mason’s having a really hard time about Henry running away,’ Sabeen says, her tone softening. ‘He probably feels responsible. I think you could cut him some slack.’

Her words find their mark, burrowing deep into that soft spot of childhood memories when we all bonded over icy poles and bike races and bushwalks up to the old hut. As kids, I was fond of Mason’s understated sense of humour, his quiet watchfulness, the way he hung back without needing to insert himself into every situation. Now we’re older, I view that same demeanour as cold and detached, even deceptive. I can’t tell if it’s because Mason’s become more jaded and untrusting over the years or because I have.

I dig around in my tote bag so I don’t have to meet Sabeen’s gaze. This is where we end up agreeing to disagree about Mason. She doesn’t like it when any of us are at odds; she wants us to remain the tight circle we were as kids. Except the older we get, the more we grow and change. A circle is nothing but a closed loop.

I dump the wad of motel mail on the table so I can get to my purse.

‘Who’s in Manly?’ Sabeen asks, draining her tea cup.

‘Sorry?’

She taps her finger on the corner of a glossy card poking out between two white envelopes. I crane my neck to see what’s caught her attention. Greetings from Manly Beach, Australia is stamped in gold foil lettering along the lower edge of a postcard.

I pull it out and stare at the image of surf and sand, a long stretch of Norfolk pines against a cloudless blue sky.

Who does Dad know in Manly?

Frowning, I turn it over. To my surprise it’s addressed to me care of the motel’s PO Box number. It’s postmarked nine days ago.

Hi Chloe, it reads. I saw the Facebook page. Just wanted to let you know I’m okay. Please tell everyone not to worry about me. – Henry.

I suck in a sharp breath.

‘What is it?’ Sabeen says.

Reading it a second time, I take in the curve of every handwritten character, the varying pressure of the ballpoint pen. I stare at the sentences for so long they no longer resemble real words. My nerves twitch and I can’t quite put my finger on why.

‘Chlo?’

Passing the postcard to Sabeen, I watch her scan the letters and see the exact moment she reaches the final line.

‘Oh my god,’ she says, eyes widening.

Is it possible? Manly is less than thirty minutes from the terrace house I share with my mother in Glebe. The idea that Henry has been so close all these months feels like some kind of cruel joke. Why wouldn’t he contact me?

‘I … I think we have to tell everyone,’ I say, feeling dazed.

I had no idea Henry was on Facebook. He’s never sent me a friend request. Maybe somebody told him about the page and it prompted him to get in touch.

Who is he with? Where are they staying?

Sabeen flips the card over and back again, examining the message for a long time.

‘Do you think Ivy and Mason received one as well?’ I ask.

‘Chloe,’ Sabeen says.

‘We’ll need to update the Facebook page—’

‘Chloe,’ Sabeen repeats, more firmly. ‘I don’t think this is what you think it is.’

That niggle returns and my heart thumps faster. I sense Rina approaching from the corner of my eye. Sabeen quickly slaps the postcard down on the table and flashes me a warning with her eyes: Don’t say anything.

‘Finished with these?’ Rina asks, reaching for our cups. Her gaze goes straight to Sabeen’s hands, the way her fingers are unnaturally fanned out across the table. The beach side of the postcard is facing up, slivers of sand and sky peeking through the gaps. Between Sabeen’s middle and ring fingers, two gold-stamped words are perfectly legible.

from Manly

Rina hesitates. Sabeen presses her lips together and bugs her eyes at me again, and I respond with a frown. Rina glances from one of us to the other, and I realise she’s expecting an answer.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Yes. We’re finished with them. Thanks.’

Sabeen slides the postcard off the table and into her lap in one swift movement. If it wasn’t obvious we were hiding something from Rina before, there’s certainly no doubting it now.

‘Don’t stop talking on my account,’ Rina mutters, stacking the cups. Does she think we’re talking about her? ‘I’ll get out of your way.’

‘Thanks, Rina,’ I say brightly. It comes off sounding passive aggressive.

She gives me a chilly smile. ‘Pay at the front when you’re ready.’

I wait until she’s all the way in the kitchen before I groan. ‘Well, that was awkward.’

Sabeen covertly slips the postcard back into the middle of the mail pile, gathers up all the letters and hands them to me. ‘Don’t show this to anyone yet.’

‘Why not?’

Sabeen stands abruptly, her chair scraping across the floorboards. She joins me at my side of the table, encouraging me to stand.

‘It might get everyone’s hopes up,’ she says in a low voice. I glance down at the pile of letters in my hand and feel that nervous flutter again. ‘Can you come to my house later? I’ll text you after I finish at Bernie’s.’

‘Okay.’ I swallow. ‘What’s this about?’

‘I need to show you something.’

Sabeen holds eye contact and something in my mind finally clicks into place. I realise I already know what she’s about to say.

‘The postcard says it’s from Henry,’ she tells me, ‘but that’s not Henry’s handwriting.’
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Ten weeks before the storm

31 OCTOBER 2018, 12:49

Missy: Happy Halloween, if you’re into that kind of thing.

1 NOVEMBER 2018, 13:07

Missy: Guess not.

3 NOVEMBER 2018, 17:05

Henry: Hi! Sorry! I can’t check messages every day. I use the computer at the library.

Missy: No worries.

Henry: Whoa! Fast reply.

Missy: My phone pings whenever you reply in our message thread.

Henry: Oh right. Nice.

Missy: Did you think I was stalking you from across the library?

Henry: ([image: images])

Missy: You just looked over your shoulder, didn’t you? :P

Henry: Nah … haha. How was Halloween?

Missy: Pretty quiet. It’s not much of a thing around here.

Henry: Same.

Missy: Took my little sister trick-or-treating along our street.

Henry: Did you all dress up?

Missy: She was a ballerina.

Henry: With a tutu and stuff?

Missy: Yeah, the whole pink tizzy thing. Hanging out with siblings is just sooo much fun.

Henry: I wouldn’t know.

Missy: That’s right. I forgot you don’t get along with your brother.

Henry: He’s my half-brother. We have different dads. Mine lives in Sydney.

Missy: Whereabouts?

Henry: Northern Beaches, I think.

Missy: You don’t know?

Henry: My mum doesn’t want us talking to him.

Missy: Why not?

Henry: He has a new family now. A new wife and two little kids. Mum says he wants the shiny new family, not the crappy old one.

Missy: That’s really harsh. How long ago did he leave?

Henry: When I was about four.

Missy: Does he call at least?

Henry: We don’t have a home phone.

Missy: So you don’t hear from him?

Henry: He’s sent me a few birthday cards. Last one had twenty bucks inside.

Missy: That’s something.

Henry: I bought a hat from the service station. I tell everyone my dad gave it to me because he sorta did.

Missy: Have you ever written back?

Henry: Don’t have his address.

Missy: Isn’t there one on the back of the birthday cards?

Henry: It’s always blank.

Missy: Surely your mum must know?

Henry: She won’t tell me. That’s why I joined Facebook. I’m gonna look for him.

Missy: What will you do if you find him?

Henry: Message him. But I can’t tell my mum.

Missy: Why?

Henry: She’d kill me if she found out.
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Now

I forgot about Henry.

That’s the truth of it. I’d forgotten all about inviting him over that January night for a movie and a sleepover. Henry rolled up on his bike outside the motel office around seven o’clock wearing his green Lucky-7 cap and a backpack, and it was then I realised I’d unintentionally double-booked myself.

Henry didn’t know that, of course. Nobody knew I was planning to sneak out sometime after eleven, and I couldn’t exactly do that with Henry here. Even if the movie finished and we all went to bed, I’d need to walk right through the living room to get to the back door. Henry would be set up on the couch with a blanket and pillow, and would most likely still be awake. He’d want to know where I was going, who I was meeting. He’d want to tag along, and even if he didn’t, he’d end up blurting out everything to my dad.

Henry staying over would completely ruin my plans. I wanted to kick myself for not remembering to cancel on him sooner.

Between the storm warning and my mother’s curfew, I was completely distracted about the logistics of getting myself to the bush hut, let alone what might happen with Raf once I got there. He originally pitched it as a dare for my last night in town – sneak out and meet him at midnight and he’d show me his new hobby. He’d wiggled his brows suggestively and I rolled my eyes and asked him if hobby was code for something else. We were both joking around to hide our nerves.

Ever since we were young, Raf and I have built a connection based on humour and good-natured teasing. He was always the one making subtle jokes in the background, almost as if they were for his own amusement, and if anyone else laughed it was an unexpected bonus. He was always daring me to do stuff because I think he enjoyed how stubborn and competitive I got – I only ever agreed if he was prepared to do the dare as well. Last year we jumped into the reservoir in the dead of winter, and it felt like swimming through thousands of icy razorblades. My leg cramped almost immediately and Raf had to help me back to dry land. As he supported me on the walk up the bank to our towels, a look between us lingered for a beat longer than usual. Anything might have happened if we’d just leaned in, but we both chickened out at the same time.

After that I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I found myself analysing glances and conversations, noticing a million tiny things about Raf ’s appearance I found attractive, as though suddenly seeing him through new eyes. My crush kind of snuck up on me until I realised the reason I’d agreed to all of Raf ’s dares over the years was because I wanted to spend time with him. The thought of being alone with him at the bush hut made my stomach fizz with anticipation.

It’s cruel and selfish when I think about it now, but the minute I saw Henry’s bike cruising up the motel driveway that evening, I knew I had to get rid of him.

He spotted me cleaning the motel office window and smiled, his face carrying that expectant expression he’d worn since he was small. In recent months his nose had broadened and his cheeks had hollowed out. Despite the smattering of tiny freckles across his skin, he was starting to lose his little boy looks and straddle that line between child and adolescent.

I pressed the wad of paper towel against the glass and circled my arm faster, my mind spinning faster still to invent an excuse. He nudged his bike’s kickstand as he dismounted, stopping long enough to pick dry grass out of the spokes. He always doted over that mountain bike, a hand-me-down from Raf two years earlier when, truth be told, Raf hadn’t even outgrown it yet. It’s like he, Sally and Liv simply knew Henry needed it more.

‘You’re smearing that around,’ Henry told me as he walked into the motel office. ‘Looks gross from outside. You might need some more spray or something.’

What could I say to him? I’d never really had reason to cancel plans with Henry before. Things in The Shallows were always so laid-back that we all simply drifted from one thing to another. If you’d agreed to be somewhere you just turned up and that was it, nothing like the scheduling and Google calendars and confirming the day prior like Mum and I have to do in the city.

‘Hope we don’t lose power,’ Henry said, shrugging off his hoodie.

As he unzipped his backpack to shove it inside, I caught sight of his orange toothbrush and a change of clothes. My heart sank.

‘Did you hear about this storm coming through tonight?’ he said. ‘It’s meant to be a whopper.’

I stepped down off the footstool and tossed the wad of paper towel aside. ‘Listen, Henry, about our movie night …’

‘Nuh-uh. It’s my pick this time,’ he said, wagging a finger at me. ‘You agreed to Interstellar. We should start it soon, though, ’cause it goes for hours.’

‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid I need to cancel tonight.’

His smile vanished. ‘What? Why?’

‘I’m just not up for it,’ I lied.

‘You can go to bed whenever you want. Your dad will sit up and watch it with me.’

‘Dad’s tired as well,’ I said quickly. It was only later that I realised I’d made it sound like Dad was rejecting Henry too.

‘But you invited me. Why would you cancel when I’m already here?’

His words were sulky and I was reminded about the age gap between us. He’d become moodier since starting high school; more touchy and less reasonable. Even though he didn’t talk about it much, I knew he’d struggled all year to relate to his peers. He didn’t have a phone or home computer, any gaming systems or streaming services, and his internet access was limited to a couple of hours a week at the library. Henry was on the outer with kids his age, in large part because he wasn’t tech-connected.

I know this is why he loved school holidays, why he tried to cram so much into them when I came to visit. This would’ve been the third movie night in a week, though. Surely it wasn’t the end of the world?

‘I’m sorry,’ I told him. ‘I forgot all about it until you turned up.’

‘Well, that’s not fair,’ he complained. ‘Who skips out on family movie night?’

‘Except we’re not technically family,’ I pointed out, my impatience growing. ‘You don’t live here.’

Henry flinched like I’d thumped him. I regretted the words instantly.

‘Rightio,’ he muttered, folding his arms.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.’ I reached for his shoulder but he shrugged me off and backed away. ‘It’s just this once, I promise.’

‘You go home tomorrow,’ he said. ‘And then you won’t be back here for months.’

‘I know. I’m just tired.’

‘Tired of me?’

I sighed. ‘Of course not.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m used to it.’ He snatched up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. ‘Ivy says it all the time.’

That was when I should have caved. I should have texted Raf and called the whole thing off. I knew Henry viewed our place as a refuge and I’d pulled the rug out from under him without any warning. In hindsight, I should have recognised his anger as desperation, the way he was clinging to our movie night like a life raft to avoid going home.

But I wasn’t thinking about Henry. I was thinking about myself. I was thinking about Raf ’s hazel eyes and how they made my insides flutter with nerves way more than any thunderstorm blowing in.

I didn’t stop Henry as he yanked the glass door open and stomped over to his bike. I didn’t call after him as he flew off down the motel driveway, barely slowing as he hit the road. Even now, months later, the shame of that conversation burns from the tips of my ears all the way down to my toes. The words I said to Henry, the way I said them, how it seemed like I didn’t care.

Can I blame him for leaving without saying goodbye?

* * *

It’s late afternoon by the time Sabeen texts me to let me know she’s arrived home, explaining she’ll leave the back door unlocked so I can let myself in while she takes a shower. I could never leave myself vulnerable like that in Sydney, and I’m not sure I’d feel comfortable doing it here in The Shallows either. I’m always telling Dad that country people are far too trusting. Everyone may know everyone in small towns, but can we ever truly know anyone?

I climb the wooden steps leading up to the Nolans’ back deck and find the sliding glass door slightly ajar. I step inside, pausing for a moment to take in the view. From here you can see right across the dense green treetops of the national park to Shallow Reservoir.

It’s an easy twenty-minute bushwalk to the reservoir from our motel, which has given us an edge over the Traveller’s Rest on the opposite side of town. Shallow Reservoir supplies water to the local area, so you’re not allowed to swim in it or take a boat out on it, although that doesn’t stop people breaking the rules. You can also fish from the bank in three designated fishing spots, like Henry often did. It gave him somewhere to think and be alone. But if his line ever snagged between rocks or on a sunken log, he had to cut it free and lose his plastic lure rather than wade out up to his waist to coax it free. He’d never learned to swim properly because he was afraid of the water. ‘You don’t know what’s down there,’ he’d say. ‘What if you slip under so quietly no one even knows you’re gone?’

In my mind the reservoir has always taken on a sinister edge at night, as though secrets are submerged in those murky depths. I read an article online recently about a man who killed his elderly neighbour in a lakeside town in country Victoria. He weighted her pockets with broken bricks from a wall he’d knocked down on his property, then rowed out to the middle of the lake at night to throw her overboard. A few weeks later, when police divers found her body, detectives were able to match the broken bricks in her pockets to the pile in the skip bin outside her neighbour’s house. No one in the town could fathom what had happened because the neighbours had been friends for thirty years.

You think you know someone, but you don’t really know what they’re capable of.

I slide the glass door shut and flip the lock. As I turn, a figure steps through the living room doorway.

‘Fu—!’ I clutch my chest, swallowing the swearword. ‘Sabeen! You scared the crap out of me.’

She pads across the floorboards in a white bathrobe, a towel wrapped around her wet hair like a turban. ‘Geez,’ she says. ‘Why are you so jumpy?’

‘You should really lock the doors if you’re home alone.’ I collapse onto one of the suede couches. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

‘I left it open for the cats,’ she says, wandering into the kitchen. As if on cue, one of their tabbies slinks across the room towards the hallway, nudging open Raf ’s bedroom door to jump up on the bed. The corner of Raf ’s desk is visible as well as the edge of his large computer screen. Behind the desk is a pinboard of photos, all too dark for me to make out from where I’m sitting. I’m suddenly dying to know what he deems pinboard-worthy.

‘Where’s Raf?’ I ask. ‘And your mums?’

‘Pizza shop.’ Sabeen returns with two glasses of juice. ‘I’ve got tonight off.’

She hands me a drink and settles into the armchair opposite, tucking her bare feet up beside her. As she sips from her glass, Sabeen stares out the large windows at the trees. I leave my drink untouched, waiting for her to tell me why I’m here.

In the kitchen, the old fridge clicks and whirrs as the silence stretches.

‘Sabeen,’ I say impatiently. ‘You have something to show me?’

She places her glass down and sits up. ‘Yeah, sorry. It’s been a long day. Bernie’s shop is such a mess. Tom’s going to have to spend his entire uni holidays sorting it out.’ She hauls herself out of the armchair and leaves the room for a moment. I take a quick gulp of my juice and try to stop my knee from jiggling.

‘We found something,’ Sabeen says, appearing in the doorway. ‘That is to say, I found it. But when I showed it to Raf he said we shouldn’t tell you.’

I’m momentarily stung by Raf ’s betrayal, and I’ll no doubt feel the need to dissect this later in great detail. Right now I’m transfixed by what Sabeen has in her hand.

She passes me a folded sheet of paper then sits back in her chair again, yanking the towel off her head. Damp hair falls around her shoulders, dark and stringy.

I unfold the note quickly, smoothing it out against my thigh. It’s a flyer from our motel before it had the name change, printed in a large, bold font. Patches of the paper are rippled, as though it was wet at some point and then dried out slightly buckled.

MOTEL GUESTS PLEASE NOTE:

Scheduled maintenance of washing machines on 12–13 January. Motel laundry will be closed to guests during this time.

Signed,

Management.

‘It’s from the motel laundry,’ I say, frowning at Sabeen. ‘So what? My dad put these up months ago.’

‘Turn it over.’

I do as instructed. There’s an upside-down message scrawled in red pen. I flip the page around.

Hey Chloe,

Where are you? I came back but you’re not here. Things are bad at home.

I really need your help with something. Can we talk tomorrow?

From Henry

I suck in a sharp breath. ‘Where’d you get this?’

‘I found it when I was cleaning for your dad a couple of weeks back.’ Sabeen fiddles with a strand of hair, wrapping it tightly around her finger. ‘He asked me to vacuum your bedroom to get ready for your visit, and this got caught in the vacuum head behind the curtains. I was about to throw it in the bin when I thought I’d better check it wasn’t important.’

I scan the note again. ‘Where did it come from?’

Sabeen leans forwards with her elbows on her knees. ‘I assume through your window?’

‘That window’s jammed,’ I say. ‘It only opens about ten centimetres.’

‘Well, that’s enough to shove a folded note through.’

I murmur in agreement, unable to take my eyes off the paper.

‘Maybe Henry was trying to toss it onto your bed,’ Sabeen suggests. ‘Remember that time he did it with the rubber spider?’

My mouth forms an echo of a smile. ‘Yeah. Raf put him up to it.’ I frown at the note again. It’s creased in a checkerboard pattern as though it was folded quite small, perhaps to give it some weight. ‘You could be right. Maybe it landed on the floor instead. Or I accidentally flicked it off my bed when I got in to go to sleep.’

‘So when do you reckon Henry put it there?’ Sabeen asks. ‘You were here for a month over summer.’

‘It’s not dated, so I don’t …’

I flip it back to the printed side and re-read the motel notice. Dad stuck three or four of these to the wall in the motel laundry about a week before the maintenance guy was due to service the machines. Were they up before the night of the storm? They must have been. The maintenance was scheduled for the twelfth and thirteenth of January. The storm was on the tenth. Henry came to the motel a few times during that week, so it could have been any of those days. If he looked or called for me through that gap in my window, there’s only one night he would have found my bedroom empty.

‘I thought it could be important,’ Sabeen says. ‘I was going to take it to Sergeant Doherty—’

I jerk upright. ‘No.’

Her mouth drops open. ‘See, that’s how Raf reacted too! He wouldn’t give me a reason and said we shouldn’t tell you about it either. But this right here—’ she taps her finger against the back of the paper, ‘—where Henry says “Things are bad at home”. That’s something Sergeant Doherty should know about, don’t you think?’

I sigh, kneading my forehead with my fingers.

On the one hand, the note might help Doherty pinpoint Henry’s movements, if there was some way of proving the note was indeed dropped through my window on the night he disappeared. There’s nothing to indicate what time of day it was written or even the exact date. There’s also no indication in the note that Henry was planning to run away.

On the other hand, if I show this note to Doherty I have to explain my theory about the timing, how Henry could have returned to the motel on the night of the storm when I wasn’t there. This, in turn, will lead to Doherty asking questions about where I was and why I lied to him about it back in January. And while I’d be prepared to own up and take whatever punishment I’m owed for lying to the police, it isn’t just me I’d be opening up to consequences. Raf lied to Doherty as well, to keep my secret about breaking curfew. There’s no way I’ll drag him down with me. And once my mother finds out about all of this, she’ll take a sledgehammer to the current custody arrangements. How can I do that to Dad?

‘Thanks for giving this to me,’ I tell Sabeen, conflicted about what to do with it. I don’t like keeping her in the dark, but I also don’t want to tell her everything and then swear her to secrecy. I’ve already got one Nolan sibling covering for me. I can’t involve another.

‘Do you see what I mean about the handwriting?’ she asks.

I do. It’s a bit jerky in places, a couple of wobbly words as though it may have been written in a rush. But there’s a familiarity to the letters that I recognise as Henry’s.

‘Now compare it with the postcard,’ Sabeen says. I rummage in my bag to find it, then place it down next to the note on the coffee table. Sabeen moves around to sit beside me on the couch. ‘Okay, so they’re both done in printing, right? Not cursive. No loopy l’s or g’s to analyse.’

I turn to her. ‘When did you become a handwriting expert?’

‘If you’d spent as much time as I have trying to decipher Mum and Min’s scribbles on pizza dockets, you’d be an expert too.’

Poring over both writing samples, I agree they don’t look perfectly alike. One is written in blue pen and one in red. The postcard is definitely neater, like more time and care was taken, and the writing on the laundry note is slightly larger overall. It’s tricky to do an exact comparison.

‘As soon as I saw the postcard, these jumped out at me.’ Sabeen taps her finger on the two capital I’s. They have the little crossbars at the top and bottom of the letter. ‘Now check out the I’s in Henry’s note. They’re simple vertical strokes, no crossbars.’

‘You’re right. They are different.’

‘Also this.’ Sabeen points out my name and Henry’s on the laundry note. ‘See how the letters C-h are joined in Chloe? Almost cursive but not quite. Same with the H-e-n in Henry, and other words like Where and really and Can.’ She points out each one in turn. ‘Now compare that with the postcard. Every word is neatly printed with distinct gaps between the letters.’

‘Do you think it’s because one note was rushed and the other wasn’t?’

‘Maybe. But even the way he signs off is different. Just plain Henry with a dash on the postcard, and From Henry on the note. Again, it might only be a small difference, but there are enough small differences here to add up.’

I sit back in admiration. ‘I’m impressed.’

Sabeen shrugs it off. ‘The I’s made it obvious when I saw the postcard. I don’t know why I remembered how they looked on this note.’

‘Sometimes quirky little things stick in your head, I suppose, and they become useful later.’

We’re both quiet for a moment, doing another comparison to confirm what we already suspect.

‘If Henry didn’t write the postcard,’ I say, ‘who did?’

‘Maybe Henry is in Manly,’ Sabeen says. ‘And he asked someone else to write this.’

‘Who does he know in Sydney?’

‘Doesn’t his dad live there?’

‘Possibly,’ I say. ‘But he deserted them almost a decade ago. Henry doesn’t have a clue where his father lives. They’re not even allowed to say Wayne’s name in front of their mother.’

‘Maybe Henry tracked him down by himself.’

‘How would he even start?’

Sabeen shrugs again. ‘How would you start?’

‘The internet.’

‘There you go. Henry might have been doing more than just emailing you and watching YouTube when he was at the library.’

It doesn’t sound right to me. Henry would have told me if he was searching for his dad. We’ve had lots of conversations about Wayne before, and the idea of Henry tracking him down never came up.

I gather up the note and postcard and slide them back into my bag.

‘What are you going to do with those?’ Sabeen asks.

‘I don’t know yet. Guess I’ll need to pay a visit to our friendly neighbourhood police sergeant.’

She sees me grimace and offers a sympathetic smile. ‘I know you’d rather eat from the pizzeria’s dumpster than speak to Sergeant Doherty. But if it means a lead on Henry, it has to be worth it, right?’

Yes, of course. Of course it is. At the very least I can show Doherty the postcard so he can follow that up while I decide what to do about Henry’s note. Because if Henry didn’t write the postcard himself, that means someone is pretending to be him.

Why would someone do that? Why would they lie?

Why does anyone lie?

To hide the truth.
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Eight weeks before the storm

Mason tasted blood.

He rolled his tongue along his teeth to check none of them were loose, and his tastebuds found that sharp, metallic tang. His front tooth must have gone through his lower lip when Darren Foster’s fist connected with his chin. Admittedly he’d let Foster get in a few good punches. If anyone had been watching they’d probably wonder why Mason had stopped defending himself halfway through. It wouldn’t make any sense if he told them it was because, deep down, he believed he deserved it.

You’re empty.

He couldn’t remember how old he was when the numbness started creeping in. It had compounded over the years, a gradual deadening, until Mason wondered whether he’d ever really felt anything at all. He could pinpoint the exact moment he was taught to be ashamed of himself though, by someone other than his mother. He learned that being honest about who he was would only make life harder.

It was just after Wayne left and Ivy was on one of her downward spirals, not bothering to go into work and spending large portions of the day in bed with the curtains drawn. Mason was eight years old and had come to the realisation it was his stepfather who’d been doing most of the shopping and cooking for the last four years. Dinner around the kitchen table had now turned into home-delivered pizza on the couch, then baked beans on toast, then tinned soup if you were lucky, or half a box of dry crackers if you weren’t. And when the cupboards were really empty, mealtimes became whatever cereal they could shake out of the hollow boxes littered all over the pantry.

One afternoon, when their mother complained of a headache and slept on and on until night crept in, Mason fed his brother slices of plastic-wrapped cheese with tomato sauce because it was the closest thing he could find to a meal. The next day at school, Mason’s Year Two class did an exercise about the food pyramid where they had to illustrate their meals from the previous day. Mason’s desk mates created colourful texta dinners of roast lamb and pumpkin, and spaghetti bolognaise with garlic bread. Mason had to explain to his teacher what a yellow square with a red splotch depicted. Mrs Kruger was unimpressed. She folded that drawing in half in one smooth action before placing it in her pocket.

Don’t make things awkward with your pitiful situation, that gesture said to him now. Fold shame in on itself and pretend it never happened.

‘Try again,’ Mrs Kruger had told him, providing a fresh sheet of paper.

So Mason lied. He wasn’t exactly sure why he couldn’t tell the truth about what he and Henry had eaten for dinner while his mother slept the evening away in another room. He created an elaborate drawing of chicken schnitzel with mashed potatoes, peas and gravy, a meal Wayne had once cooked for Ivy’s birthday.

‘Oh, yum,’ his teacher said approvingly. ‘How delicious!’ There was a hint of relief in her expression. Play along and we will too.

It became easier to pretend. Until the pretending caught up with you and you realised you were nothing but an empty shell, letting a meathead from your English class get a few good punches in just so you could feel something.

Mason hadn’t provoked the fight, though. Despite how bleak things felt, he wasn’t a masochist. Getting the crap beaten out of him wasn’t his idea of a good time, especially in the rancid school toilets with the stench of piss and urinal cakes tainting the air. He shifted his weight now on the tiled floor beside the sinks, his back supported by the cold concrete wall. The wave of nausea had almost passed, leaving behind a dull ache in his lower abdomen.

Foster was built like a tank, but he obviously wasn’t as tough as he thought he was. He’d resorted to kneeing Mason in the balls to gain the upper hand. Or maybe he thought he was sending Mason some kind of message, considering what went down moments before the scuffle.

‘Whattaya think you’re looking at?’ Foster had said when he stepped up to the urinal right beside Mason’s. Mason hadn’t even been aware anyone had entered the toilets. He was staring at an illegible sentence of graffiti etched into the painted concrete wall, thinking about the Geography homework he hadn’t done.

He narrowed his eyes at Foster’s flat-nosed face. ‘What?’

‘Have a good perve, did ya?’ Foster said, glancing down at his own junk.

Mason turned his face to the wall again as he zipped up his fly. ‘What the hell are you on about?’

Foster zipped up his pants too without having pissed at all as far as Mason could tell. That’s when he realised it wasn’t what Foster had come in there to do.

Darren Foster had hated Mason’s guts ever since that day in the preschool playground; little had they known it was a preview of what was to come. Foster got his kicks pushing Tom around in primary school too, and Mason had always stepped in to protect him. He ended up getting into his fair share of scraps with Foster until both of their mothers got called into the school principal’s office in Year Five with a warning about suspension. For a year and a half, Foster finally left them alone.

But in high school the insults and ridiculing started all over again. Foster was the kind of guy with such low self-esteem that he had to pick fault with every single person he came across. For the most part Mason had been able to ignore it, and their shoving matches had been few and far between. No one cared what Foster had to say. The fact that he’d even made it through to Year Twelve without dropping out, being expelled or dying in some Darwin Awards-style accident was a bloody miracle.

Today was different. Mason sensed it as he paused at the sink to rinse his hands. Foster moved between him and the exit.

‘Now I’m gunna have to tell everyone I caught you staring at my dick.’

Mason forced a quick sarcastic smile. ‘Okay, dumbarse. You do that.’

He knew what this was really about. Foster was Stu Macleod’s nephew and he’d really wanted the mechanic apprenticeship at the workshop. Stu had already told Mason he’d never had any intention of employing his sister’s lazy son, even though she’d been nagging him about it for years. ‘You’re the better man for the job,’ Stu told him, and Mason was conflicted. He really needed the job and was grateful for the opportunity, but he also had one eye on the road.

Foster had already threatened Mason not to take the apprenticeship, then badmouthed him to Stu, and had since let down the tyres on Mason’s Subaru in the school car park. Mason felt the seething anger radiating off the guy whenever he passed him outside a classroom, and knew it was only a matter of time before Foster would throw a punch.

As Mason attempted to get past him to the bathroom exit, Foster leaned one arm against the wall to block his path. Mason tried to duck under it, but Foster's arm dropped onto his shoulders and snaked itself around Mason’s neck, dragging him into a headlock.

‘Get off!’ he yelled, his voice muffled against Foster’s stomach. He tried to pull himself backwards, but Foster had him pinned against the wall. The bell had already signalled the end of lunch, and fifth period was now underway. There was no one outside in the corridor.

‘If you keep staring at my dick,’ Foster said, puffing with the effort of holding Mason down, ‘you’re gunna make your little boyfriend jealous.’

Mason flexed his body, forcing Foster into the wall. The arm pinning him loosened enough for Mason to wrench his head free. He backed away a few steps into the centre of the bathroom as Foster straightened up again, moving towards him with his chin down and his shoulders hunched.

‘Come on then,’ Foster sneered, grabbing his crotch. ‘You wanna give us a blowie?’

Mason shoved both hands hard against Foster’s chest. ‘Get out of my way.’

Foster smirked. ‘Aww. You on your period, princess?’

A fist came out of nowhere and Foster’s head snapped sideways. Mason only realised the blow had come from him when he felt the shooting pain across his knuckles and up through his hand. He couldn’t recall exactly what went down between that first hit and Foster’s knee to his groin. Lots of arm swinging and few connections, more shoving and wrestling, a volley of swearwords back and forth. Mason wasn’t much of a fighter, but it did give him a sense of satisfaction to watch Foster limp out of the toilets with a bloody nose and buttons missing from his shirt.

I lost myself there for a minute.

It had been like a drug, the rush of blood and anger and adrenaline making him dizzy and invincible all at once. Even as the pain of each blow registered, Mason felt more alive than he had in months.

But now, slumped on the filthy floor, he felt the ache of his injuries and a familiar hollowness sinking into his limbs. He was even heavier than before. He didn’t know if he could stand. His eyes traced the lines of tile and grout until his vision blurred and everything slid out of focus. It reminded him of another bathroom, another incident, so many years ago but always close at hand.

I didn’t do anything, he heard himself telling his mother. He just slipped under.

Mason thumped his head against the concrete wall, trying to rid himself of his mother’s face, her distrust and disappointment forever seared into his brain. The way she’d pushed him aside to wrench Henry out of the tub, the way she glared at Mason and snarled, ‘Something’s not right with you!’ Henry’s cries filling the bathroom, bouncing off the tiles, overloud and everywhere.

Not right. Not right. Not right.

Mason released a long breath and a tender spot below his ribs ached in protest. The pocket of his school shorts vibrated. He reached down and pulled out his phone to find a message from Tom.

I brought your bag to class. Where are you?

Mason rattled off a quick explanation and waited. He knew Tom would come. He’d helped Mason out of some pretty tough spots without an ounce of judgement, and the way things were going, it was more than likely Tom would have to bail him out again. They were close, and the possibility of Tom going away for university in a couple of months filled Mason with a strange blend of dread, denial and desolate loneliness.

‘Your little boyfriend.’

The words spun around and around inside his pounding head. Foster had just been talking crap as usual, but unlike everything else that loser said, Mason couldn’t seem to let these particular words go.

Within minutes he heard quick footsteps outside in the corridor. Two sets, it turned out. Tom appeared in the doorway with Raf following close behind. Mason was surprised – Raf wasn’t in their class; he was in the year below.

‘I texted Raf,’ Tom explained as they hurried over to him. ‘Wasn’t sure what state you’d be in. Thought I might need some backup.’

‘Any excuse to get out of Maths,’ Raf joked. He hissed when he saw the state of Mason’s lip. ‘Maaate. You’re literally about to graduate. You couldn’t get through two more weeks without rearranging Foster’s face?’

Mason almost laughed. ‘Don’t think I quite managed that. He did have a bloody nose, though. Total fluke. I think it was my elbow.’

‘Here,’ Tom said, tearing some paper towel from the dispenser and running it under the tap. He crouched in front of Mason and dabbed around his mouth. Mason’s bottom lip was throbbing now and felt like it had doubled in size.

He sucked in a sharp breath through gritted teeth. ‘Stings.’ ‘Should have thought of that before you went looking for a fight,’ Tom said, wiping the damp paper towel across Mason’s chin. It came away a deep watery pink. Raf grabbed a few more sheets from the dispenser and dampened them under the tap.

‘He cornered me. I wasn’t looking for anything.’

‘Who threw the first punch?’ Tom asked.

‘He was hassling me.’

‘Just an idea,’ Raf said, ‘but you could, you know, ignore his crap and not let him get to you.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ Mason mumbled, then instantly wished he could retract it. Foster had been tossing racist insults at Raf and Sabeen since primary school, not to mention offensive comments about their gay mums. That Raf was able to let those remarks wash over him was a testament to his even temper, how comfortable he felt in his own skin. How did he convince himself to feel like that? How did anyone?

‘What did Foster say?’ Tom asked, taking Mason by the upper arm. Raf jumped in and grabbed the other, and together they hauled Mason to his feet.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Mason answered, avoiding their eyes. He leaned against the sink, taking a moment to assess which parts of him ached the most.

Raf switched on the cold tap and encouraged Mason to stick his knuckles under the running water. As he did so, Mason scrutinised his reflection in the mirror. His blond hair was stringy with sweat, one side of his shirt collar flipped up. His lip was bulging but his face didn’t seem too swollen anywhere else. A couple of red patches, a graze along his jaw, no blood on his school shirt. Passable. He could go back to class without the humiliation of everyone knowing what had gone down.

‘What really happened?’ Tom pressed.

It was a question with so many possible answers. Mason didn’t have the energy to begin. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied, shaking his head. Tom frowned, so Mason added, ‘I might have a little anger problem, Tommy.’

Raf snorted. ‘Nah. Ya think?’

Mason smiled sheepishly. The cut in his lip reopened and he winced in pain. ‘Ow, don’t make me laugh.’ He was secretly relieved Raf saw the humour in the situation, and he even managed to coax a reluctant smile out of Tom. Mason needed to be able to laugh this off, play it down, anything to avoid facing the reality that he’d completely lost control.

‘How do you do it, then?’ he asked Tom. ‘When people hassle you about your dad being in prison. How do you not let it get to you?’

Tom tossed the sodden pieces of paper towel in the bin and moved to the sink to wash his hands. ‘You go to another place inside,’ he said, nudging his glasses up with the back of his hand. ‘You can’t control what’s happened or what they’re saying, so you block it out and focus on something you can control. Something to work towards. Train your mind to rise above the bad stuff.’

‘How the hell do I do that?’

‘Focus on things you’re good at, or somewhere else you want to be. Just know that whatever is happening right now won’t affect the rest of your life unless you choose to let it.’

They were quiet for a moment, the tap dripping a hollow beat into the steel sink.

‘Jesus, Tommy,’ Raf said. ‘Listen to you getting all zen on us.’

Tom laughed. ‘Hey, don’t be jealous that I’m enlightened.’ Mason sniggered, then winced. Tom leaned in to inspect his lip, his proximity distracting Mason from his injuries for a moment. His pulse thumped loudly in his ears.

‘Bleeding’s almost stopped,’ Tom said. ‘Can you walk?’

Mason scoffed. ‘Foster didn’t do that much damage.’

‘Come on then,’ Raf said. ‘Our teachers will think we’ve all got chronic diarrhoea.’

On the way to the classroom, Mason tried to replay the scuffle in his mind, tried to recall which part of him connected with Foster’s face, where they were standing, what Foster was doing. It was like being under water, blurry snatches of colour and muffled sound, upside down, wrong side up, like he was there but also not fully present.

Where did his mind go for those few minutes when rage took over?

He tried not to think about what he might be capable of if he disappeared again.


[image: Image]

Now

Our game of Impostor was invented at the bush hut on a chilly June morning. The reason I remember it so well was because it was the first time my mother let me go bushwalking with Raf, Sabeen and Rina by myself. I was eight years old, and up until then Mum hadn’t allowed me to venture unsupervised any further than the Nolans’ place.

There was a mist lingering around the trees, and the weak sunlight was struggling to burn it away. Raf spent the whole walk attempting to spook us with a ghost story he tried to pass off as fact. The tale meandered off on ridiculous tangents until he couldn’t remember the thread of the story at all. ‘What was I talking about again?’ he said. And I relayed the entire thing back to him, having memorised the smallest details and silliest plotholes.

‘Stop being so clever, Chloe Baxter,’ he said, slightly miffed. Coming from my best friend’s witty older brother, that felt like the biggest compliment in the world.

When we reached the bush hut, Tom and Mason were already there. They’d been friends since preschool and I knew them both separately; Tom was my book buddy from the second-hand shop, and Mason came to our motel to be minded three afternoons a week. Sabeen and Raf were my neighbours, Raf knew Tom from Scouts, and Rina was my friend from jazz ballet who was in the same year as Raf at school. Somehow our jumbled little crew fit together like the bush hut itself, a random assortment of pieces that supported each other and was stronger as a whole. And when Henry was old enough to tag along on our adventures, he slotted into what we’d created as though he’d been there all along.

I recall how Sabeen wouldn’t stop talking about Raf ’s unbelievable ghost story, and he challenged everyone to come up with a better one of their own.

‘It’s like a game,’ Mason said. ‘You have to make people believe you.’

‘There should be rules,’ Tom pointed out, always insisting everything was fair.

‘We need teams of two!’ Sabeen added.

‘I’m with Chloe then,’ Raf said before we’d even figured out how to play.

The whole thing morphed from there. A silly story where one fact was true. A true story where one fact was false. Eventually the game became a handful of made-up words on scraps of paper drawn out of a hat, every liar for themselves.

Whichever form the game took, the key to winning was understanding one fundamental question.

How well do you really know your friends?

It plays on my mind now as I trudge up Railway Parade, past the library Henry used to visit so regularly. What was he really doing in there on the computer when he wasn’t emailing me? I can’t stop thinking about the postcard, how he referred to the Facebook page. If Henry did write it, maybe he really does have a Facebook account I know nothing about.

I mull this over for another two blocks, finally steering myself to an empty wooden bench outside the Criterion Hotel. I sit and pull out my phone, open Facebook and type Henry’s name into the search bar. A number of results for Henry Weaver fill the screen, but as I scroll through them, none of the profile pictures are of my Henry. Some are cartoon characters, others are scenic snapshots. A few listings don’t have profile pictures at all, just the generic white silhouette in a pale blue circle. It occurs to me that Henry might not even be using his real name, which widens the net even further.

I log out of my account and it takes me back to the Facebook login page. I type in Henry’s email address. He’d entered his middle name and birthdate as a password when we set it up in Gmail. I type it in now and Facebook tells me it’s incorrect. The cursor blinks expectantly in the password field.

My conscience reminds me it’s a breach of privacy to hack into someone else’s account. But if Henry’s on Facebook, that’s a lead Doherty can actually trace. I try Henry’s birthdate by itself. That doesn’t work either. How many attempts can I make before Facebook locks me out?

A dark car rolls by on the road in front of me and my attention drifts along with it. It takes a second to register Mason’s blue station wagon pulling into a car space a little further down the road. Mason gets out of the car and starts striding up the footpath in my direction. He’s dressed in the same red and black polo shirt and dark work pants that Stu Macleod wears whenever we take our ute into his workshop for a service. Mason must be on his lunch break.

I’m partially hidden from his view by a row of trees in planter boxes at regular intervals along the kerb. As I lean back and peer around the greenery, I see him headed straight for me. Sabeen must have told him about the postcard. Or Henry’s note. Hopefully she didn’t blab about my suspicions he was lying on the morning Henry disappeared, or things will probably get heated. I put my phone away and steel myself.

Before he reaches the Criterion, Mason unexpectedly diverts across the road. He checks left and right for cars as he jogs across to the footpath on the other side. Keeping his head down, he walks the length of the block before crossing back to my side of the road again and approaching the post office from the other direction. It seems like an elaborate ploy to avoid me except I’m not sure he’s actually seen me at all. Behind me, the two-storey Victorian pub looms large with its dark iron lacework and imposing panelled windows. Is Mason giving it a wide berth because of his fistfight the other night? Or maybe because his mother is inside?

Curious, I watch him disappear inside the post office with one more furtive glance at the pub. I walk quickly towards the post office and head around the side of the building where the PO Boxes are located. Peering through a side window, I watch as Mason steps up to the counter to be served.

I’m unable to hear what he’s asking through the glass. The postal worker reaches under the counter to retrieve a form. She talks it through with him, pointing at several places on the page. I can’t make out a word, and I’m about to give up and leave when she gestures for Mason to walk to the end of the counter. She reaches up to a bracket attached to the wall and pulls down a white screen.

I hurry to the front of the building and slip inside the entry doors. A greeting cards and gifts section is on my immediate right, and I position myself behind two rotating card racks. The postal worker is telling Mason where to stand, pointing at a masking tape cross on the carpet. He runs a hand through his blond hair and straightens to his full height. ‘Don’t smile,’ she tells him. ‘Passport photos need to show a neutral facial expression.’

My chest flutters. Passport? Do any of our other friends know about this? No one’s mentioned it. Where is Mason going? If he was avoiding the Criterion just now, perhaps he doesn’t want his mother knowing about it either. Why is it secret? Is he planning to go overseas without telling anyone?

Once the photo has been snapped, Mason waits near the counter for it to be processed. The postal worker murmurs a few more things I can’t hear in relation to the form. It must be the passport application. Mason glances over his shoulder a number of times while he’s waiting, and I hesitate behind the card racks, missing my chance to sneak back outside. It’s not long until the postal worker returns with a set of four small photos, which she slides into an envelope. Mason pays with cash and quickly turns to leave.

If he wasn’t scanning the store in such a paranoid manner, he wouldn’t have even noticed me in the gift section. As soon as his pace slows, I know I’ve been spotted. Our eyes meet and I see the reluctance in his, which is no doubt mirrored in my own: we’re going to have to acknowledge each other.

‘Hi,’ I say. I pick up the first card I see and pretend to read the message inside. ‘What are you up to?’

He doesn’t break eye contact as he subtly moves the form and photos behind his back. His tanned skin and freckles help disguise the faint bruising around his nose.

‘Not much,’ he says. ‘Paying the water bill.’

Liar.

I shove the card back in the rack and pull out another one. Surely he must know I saw him having the photo taken. Why would he lie about it?

‘What about you?’ he asks.

‘Shopping for a card.’

‘Whose birthday?’

I nearly say Henry’s name. His birthday is only a few days away so he’s the first person who comes to mind. Mason’s expression makes me think his mind has gone there too.

I shove the card back. ‘No one you’d know.’

It comes out sounding rude. An awkward silence follows and Mason shakes his head like he knows I’m not being truthful either. He turns to walk away, then changes his mind.

‘It feels like you’re always looking down your nose at me,’ he says. ‘You never used to be this hard to talk to.’

My neck grows hot. ‘I could say the same about you.’

‘What is it?’ he says. ‘What do you see in me that you don’t like?’

I swallow and look away.

‘Is it because of my mother?’ he presses. ‘Who we are? Our crappy house?’

‘What? Of course not.’

‘My father then. Everybody in this town knows he was violent. You think I’m like him, right? You think I’m capable of bad things.’

It’s too complex a question to answer. We’re all capable of bad things.

I don’t respond fast enough and Mason’s jaw clenches.

‘For years Henry’s fed you his version of what it’s like to live in our house,’ he says. ‘Have you ever once thought to ask me?’

‘Henry and I are close. He’s like a brother to me.’

‘He’s my brother,’ Mason snaps. ‘And you’ve known me for just as long. Why did you decide Henry was worth your time and I wasn’t?’

‘That’s not true, Mason.’

‘Really? ’Cause guess what? I like movie nights too.’

This catches me off-guard. I had no idea Mason wanted to be included in those nights. I thought he wanted space from Henry, and from me by association. When I think about what those movie nights meant for Henry – an escape from Ivy and the problems at home – perhaps I should have recognised that Mason needed that too. He had Rina, though. He had the Nolans. He had Tom. He didn’t think of me like a sibling the way Henry did.

‘When we were young,’ I say, ‘we were all close—’

‘And something changed.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, a bit too loudly. ‘You did. You became secretive and started bottling everything up. You were always cold towards Henry. You lose control, Mason.’

Two women at the counter glance over and one frowns. Mason ducks his head, avoiding my eyes. ‘Sounds like you’ve got me all figured out.’

I regret my outburst. ‘Listen,’ I say, softening. ‘What I—’

He walks away from me. He gets all the way to the exit doors before doubling back. As he strides towards the card rack, I find myself shrinking away from him. Mason notices and his lips part as though he’s offended.

‘You know what?’ he says, his voice unsteady. ‘I don’t even know who I am. So how the hell do you?’

His words ring out across the post office and everybody turns to stare.

‘Excuse me, young man,’ says the postal worker behind the counter. ‘You can’t be raising your voice like that. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

Mason ignores her, his eyes locked on my face. He scowls at whatever he sees there, then takes off again towards the exit. As the glass doors open for him, he shoots me one last look over his shoulder.

‘Do me a favour,’ he says. ‘Tell your old man to back off and stop talking to my mother.’
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Seven weeks before the storm

21 NOVEMBER 2018, 16:05

Missy: Hey! How’s it going? Any luck finding your dad?

Henry: Not yet. Don’t think he’s on Facebook after all. I’ve tried to google him.

Missy: What’s his job?

Henry: Dunno. Can’t exactly ask my mum either.

Missy: What about your brother?

Henry: He never wants to talk about my dad. He says the only way to get out of here is to do it on your own.

Missy: You think he’s planning to leave?

Henry: Mason?

Missy: Would he tell you?

Henry: Probably not. He isn’t happy though.

Missy: What do you mean?

Henry: Our mum is hard to live with.

Missy: It could be other things too. Stuff he doesn’t talk about.

Has he been acting differently?

Henry: He’s always in a bad mood.

Missy: You think he’s hiding something?

Henry: Why so many questions about my brother?

Missy: Sorry, we got sidetracked. If you find your dad will you leave?

Henry: I wanna visit him in Sydney first. See what he’s like.

Missy: Would your mother let you go?

Henry: No way.

Missy: Then how will you do it?

Henry: I’ll have to sneak out. She can’t stop me if I’m already gone.
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Now

I’ve never been inside a police station before. It reminds me of a medical centre’s waiting room, only without the magazines and daytime TV. Grey-tiled floor, white walls, a row of fixed vinyl chairs along one side and a large counter running the full width of the reception area. It’s currently deserted; just me, a lone table of pamphlets and the humming ceiling vent.

Perhaps if I hadn’t seen Mason in the post office, I might have put this off for a little while longer. I might have tried to find some kind of workaround that didn’t involve having to speak to my mother’s ex-lover. But Mason’s passport application has unsettled me and I now feel a sense of urgency I can’t quite put my finger on. One Weaver brother is missing, another is about to leave town. It feels like any answers will disappear along with him.

There are two empty chairs behind the counter, and a much larger room with desks and computers behind a plate glass window. A young female officer is tapping at a computer keyboard, her red hair pulled into a sensible ponytail. She notices me and takes a sip from her coffee mug as she rolls her swivel chair out to stand, smoothing her pants as she makes her way over to the door leading out to the reception counter.

Just as she’s about to come through, Sergeant Doherty approaches her with some papers in his hand. They have a short conversation I’m unable to hear, and the female officer gestures in my general direction. Doherty blinks as though he’s surprised, then says a few words to the other officer, who returns to her desk. Doherty disappears through a doorway.

What am I supposed to do now? Take a number? Is it normal protocol to leave people waiting when they come into a police station? I lean awkwardly against the counter, wondering what Doherty said to the other officer to make her ignore me.

A security door opens on my right.

‘Chloe?’ says Doherty, stepping into the waiting room. The heavy door automatically clunks shut behind him. ‘Can I help you with something?’

‘Oh, I—’ I glance at the female officer through the glass, then at the automatic doors that lead out to the street. I guess this is as private as it’s going to get. ‘Um, I have something I need to show you.’ I reach into my bag and pull out the postcard.

Doherty’s eyes skim over it briefly and he frowns. With his angular nose and sharp cheekbones, I’ve always thought he looks young and boyish. Up close, though, I see the creases in his skin and the way his upper eyelids sag. His broad shoulders and fitted uniform give the impression he’s capable and athletic, but dark circles under his eyes suggest exhaustion. It occurs to me I’ve only ever seen him smile a handful of times, and that was during the period he was secretly seeing my mother.

‘When did you receive this?’ he says.

‘I just found it in our PO Box.’

There’s something stern in his regard. ‘Has Henry been in touch with you prior to this?’

‘What? No. Don’t you think I would have told you?’

He doesn’t answer, instead flipping the postcard over to read it again. ‘So you haven’t received any phone calls or text messages from him?’

‘Not at all. This is the first I’ve heard from him. Except …’ I sigh, gesturing limply at the postcard. ‘I’m not sure that’s really from him at all. It doesn’t look like Henry’s handwriting.’

I hold my breath and wonder if he’ll ask for proof. Henry’s note feels like it’s burning a hole in my bag.

‘Hmm,’ is all Doherty says. He doesn’t seem shocked or surprised.

‘You don’t think Henry sent it either,’ I say.

‘I don’t know who sent it, and it’s not exactly easy for us to find out.’

‘Can’t you trace it somehow?’

Doherty tilts his head. ‘I can’t interview every shop owner selling postcards of Manly Beach on the off-chance they’ll remember the person who bought it,’ he says. His voice isn’t unkind but it still feels like he’s talking down to me. ‘And there will be dozens of post boxes in that area that thousands of people use every day, most of which won’t be covered by the CCTV system. Even if there was CCTV, how do we know who was mailing a postcard when we trawl through hours and hours of video footage? If it’s not Henry’s handwriting, who are we even searching for?’

He’s right of course, as much as I hate to admit it. ‘I just thought it could be a lead.’

‘Let me take a photocopy of each side and we’ll add it to Henry’s file,’ he says. He leaves me standing at the reception desk while he punches a code into the panel beside the security door. It disarms and he steps through it. The female officer glances up from her computer in the back room, and for some reason I feel like a little kid being humoured. If the postcard was an important clue, Doherty would ask to hang onto it.

He returns after a few minutes. ‘Don’t get too hung up on this,’ he says. ‘We’ll look into it as much as we can, but it’s most likely a troll who’s been following the Facebook page, waiting to see if you’ll post something about the postcard on there.’

‘A troll who knows my name?’ I say. ‘And the motel’s address?’

‘Maybe they saw you were admin of the page and clicked through to your personal profile. Do you have anything about the motel on your private page?’

‘Maybe.’ I narrow my eyes. ‘How do you know I’m admin of Henry’s page?’

‘It’s my job to know things.’ He hands back the postcard, holding onto it for a second to keep my attention. ‘I know how much you want to find your friend. I think it’s admirable how you’ve been putting up posters all over Sydney.’

I stare at him for a beat or two, suspicion lacing my thoughts.

Is Doherty still in touch with my mother?

‘Maybe revisit your privacy settings,’ he says, heading back towards the security door. ‘And if you receive another postcard, let me know.’

* * *

I spend the rest of the afternoon cleaning our unit, which gives me the opportunity to work off some pent-up frustration. The more I think about my conversation with Doherty, the more annoyed I become. It took a lot for me to front up at the police station, only to be fobbed off. The worst part is, I feel like a traitor to my dad for being civil with Doherty at all.

Once I’ve aggressively scrubbed the shower, I move on to the vacuuming. I check Luisa’s not on the phone before dragging the vacuum cleaner down the hallway and through the door that separates our residence from the motel office. With drooping pot plants and a faded couch, it’s pretty drab for a reception area, made significantly more cheery by Luisa’s hibiscus-patterned shirt and matching scrunchie. She also brought a large bunch of orange chrysanthemums with her this morning, gifted to her by the florist on the ground floor of her building.

As I plug the vacuum cleaner into the power point, Luisa glances up from the computer. She throws her hands in the air, gold bangles jangling together at her wrists.

‘It’s not working again,’ she says. ‘Now I’ll be on the phone with tech support for an hour.’

I straighten up. ‘Anything I can help with?’

‘Não, querida. It’s okay. Just this new booking software.’ She mutters something under her breath in Portuguese.

‘It’s giving you some trouble?’

She spins around in her swivel chair to face me, as though grateful for the break. ‘The first two weeks? It works fine. Now the admin screen ices up and we get nowhere.’

I stare at her in confusion for a moment. ‘Oh, it freezes?’

‘Freezes! Yes! David and I were here till one o’clock in the morning last week trying to fix it.’ She stands and stretches, reaching for a ceramic mug covered in bright yellow stars. ‘I’m going to need more coffee if I have to talk to the tech man. You can cover the phones?’

She trots off towards our residence and it occurs to me how personal it is, the way we leave the door unlocked so Luisa can come and go as she pleases. She must use our kitchen and bathroom several times a day, as though she lives here too. However, she did just reveal why she was here so late on Thursday night, and I feel kind of silly for assuming she stayed over. I mean, we’re talking about my father here – he hasn’t asked anyone on a date since before he was married. If he had any moves back then, I seriously doubt he can remember them.

I drag the vacuum around every inch of the reception area, switching it off every now and then to listen out for the phone. Getting right under the old couch with the cleaning head, I hear all sorts of dirt and grit shoot up the metal rod, possibly some tiny shards of glass that were missed when cleaning up the broken window. The rod clangs into a solid object and the cleaning head catches behind something heavy. Crouching on all fours, I flip up the fabric sofa cover and inspect the space beneath. A softball-sized rock is tucked under there, like a wombat in a burrow.

It must be what Mason lobbed through the window. I suspect there’s a matching indent in the soil of the garden bed outside. I’m reminded of a documentary we watched last year for a forensics course at school that showed footage of a murderer’s interrogation. The guilty man, who had lied constantly throughout the interview, was confronted with the rock he’d used to bludgeon his victim. The guilt he felt was so strong he couldn’t bear to look at it, as if it made him feel physically ill, and this is what finally elicited a confession. In the detective’s piece to camera he referred to every guilty person having their ‘rock’, something from the crime scene they struggle to have in their presence.

How would Mason feel if I presented him with this? Would he show remorse? Would he be able to look at it? Instead of returning the rock to the garden bed, I carry it over to Room Three where Dad is painting. I want him to explain exactly what happened last Thursday night, and why Mason asked me to tell Dad to back off. As with everything at the moment, I feel like I only have half the story.

‘Hey Dad,’ I say, stepping into the room among the drop-sheeted furniture. The air is thick with paint fumes and the smell of recently laid carpet. ‘Look what I found.’

I place the rock on the small breakfast table by the window. Dad glances up from where he’s cutting in around the bathroom door.

‘Ah,’ he says, returning to his painting. ‘So that’s what did the job.’

‘Why did Mason throw it through the window?’ I ask. ‘You and Luisa were working late, so he must have seen you both inside the office.’

‘He did,’ Dad agrees, gliding his brush in a neat vertical line beside the doorframe. ‘Wish Luisa hadn’t been there, though. Scared her half to death.’

‘And?’

‘He was drunk and unhappy, chook. Not sure what you want me to say.’

‘Why was he unhappy?’

‘Well,’ he says, ‘only Mason can answer that.’

I shove a corner of the plastic drop sheet aside so I can sit on the bed. ‘Why are you protecting him? You didn’t tell Sergeant Doherty.’

Dad moves to the other side of the bathroom door and lowers himself to his knees with a grunt. He pauses for a moment, as though weighing something up.

‘I’ve told you a bit about my old man,’ he says, bending over to start painting along the skirting board. ‘Your granddad, Bill.’

‘Mm-hmm.’ He passed away when I was four or five and I don’t really remember him. I know Dad and his brother Paul had a difficult time growing up because their father had a bad temper. Dad never goes into much detail about it.

‘He was a hard bloke.’ Dad dips his brush into the tin, gently wiping off the excess. ‘He used to give us a walloping over the smallest things. Kids got smacked all the time back then, but this was more than discipline. It was like he was taking his frustrations out on us.’

‘God, that’s awful.’

‘You never really knew which side of him you were going to get,’ Dad says. ‘Worst part is, everybody thought he was a top bloke. Because he was. To them.’

I shift on the mattress. ‘What did your mum do?’

‘Not much. I don’t know why. Maybe she thought he’d go even harder on us if she made a fuss.’ He shrugs like that’s a reasonable excuse, though it’s far from it.

‘Did anybody help you and Uncle Paul?’

‘We never asked,’ Dad says. ‘Didn’t think we could. Our own mother knew and she didn’t stop it, so why would anyone else?’ He shifts his position, eyes still on the job at hand. ‘It was our lot in life, we thought.’

‘Oh, Dad,’ I say sadly.

He glances over. ‘Point is, I look at Mason and see myself. He has the same empty expression I had as a teenager. Like he’s worn down.’

Through the open door I have a clear view across the forecourt to Room Fifteen. ‘Is that why you offered him the room?’

‘Should’ve done it sooner,’ Dad admits. ‘I’d heard a few things from Stu Macleod before Christmas about how Mason was hanging around the workshop till all hours to avoid going home. When I saw him on New Year’s Eve, I could tell the kid needed some space for whatever he was dealing with. He seemed miserable.’

I stare into my lap, knowing I’m partly to blame. New Year’s Eve started out as such a fun night and ended so badly, leaving our circle of friends fractured. Henry’s disappearance ten days later brought us back together, but things weren’t the same as before.

‘What you said about not knowing which side of your father you were going to get,’ I say. ‘Henry used to say something similar about Ivy. Some days she’s okay, other days she’s in a bad mood from the moment she wakes up. Sometimes she sleeps the whole day away, and other times she smashes things in a rage. It’s why Henry used to hide out in his bedroom most of the time when she was home.’

Dad nods slowly. ‘There’s talk around town Ivy’s been hitting the drink again pretty hard. She’s had issues with it in the past.’

‘Has anyone ever spoken to her about it?’

Dad shifts again, resting his brush on the lip of the paint tin. ‘Sally and Liv had a word to her after New Year’s Eve, but Ivy denied having a problem. It’s tricky because you’re never sure what’s going on behind closed doors.’

‘Mason gave me a message for you to back off and stop talking to his mother,’ I say. ‘When did you do that?’

Dad side-eyes me, looking sheepish. ‘The day before you got here. Had a beer with Stu at the pub last week and we saw Mason getting mouthy with the staff ’cause they wouldn’t keep serving him. He was drinking alone and seemed in a bad way. We thought his mother ought to know.’

‘What did you say to her?’

Dad picks up his paintbrush again and dips it in the tin. ‘I told her I think Mason’s having a rough time of it. He might need some help.’

‘And what did Ivy say?’

‘She said I should mind my own business, that she’s sick and tired of everybody giving their two cents about her family. She got pretty riled up. I’m guessing I made things worse.’

‘You think that’s why Mason smashed the window?’

Dad shrugs. ‘Didn’t ask. Not going to. Just going to keep that room free—’ he nods towards the forecourt, ‘—for whenever he needs it.’

‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, Dad. Mason could have left that house any time he wanted.’

‘Could he?’

‘Why not?’

‘Same reason I didn’t do a runner growing up,’ he says. ‘Couldn’t leave Paul alone with our old man.’

‘Well, Henry’s not here anymore,’ I point out. ‘And Mason’s eighteen. He can walk away right now.’

‘Not always that easy, chook.’

‘Why?’

‘She’s still his mother.’

I’m about to protest until I think about how we didn’t leave Sydney until after Granddad Bill died. Dad told me that ever since he left school his dream was to live in the country, but it wasn’t until twenty years later, after his father passed away in a south Sydney nursing home, that we actually sold the house and hit the road. It was like Dad couldn’t leave his father, compelled to stay out of some sense of duty. It seems both incredibly generous and heartbreakingly sad what a child will do for their parent despite everything that parent may have put them through.

‘I saw Mason getting a passport photo taken at the post office,’ I say.

Dad raises his eyebrows. ‘Yeah? Better not let that get back to Ivy or we might be replacing another window.’

‘He lied to me about it, like he didn’t want me to know.’

‘Can’t really blame him for wanting to keep things hush-hush till he’s ready to leave.’

‘You think that’s what happened with Henry?’

Dad’s head tilts as he considers this. ‘Maybe. Less chance of anyone stopping him.’

‘You mean Ivy stopping him,’ I say.

‘Or his friends, for whatever reason.’

A small groan of annoyance escapes me. ‘I wish I knew what Henry was thinking! I feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark.’

‘You’re not supposed to have all the answers, chook,’ Dad says. ‘I’m forty-eight and still figuring it all out as I go along.’

I place my chin in my hands. ‘I’m going to keep searching for Henry. Problem is, I don’t know what to try next.’

As I say the words I realise that’s not entirely true. I do know somewhere I might be able to find more information, but it’s a place I’ve never been allowed to go.

‘The important thing is not to give up hope,’ Dad says.

I stand up and cross the room to give my father a spontaneous hug. ‘Good talk, Dad,’ I say, planting a kiss on his stubbled cheek.

‘Well,’ he says, ‘you can blame Luisa. She doesn’t let me get away with grunts and one-word answers.’

‘Good,’ I say, and mean it. It seems Luisa might be helping my dad in more ways than simply answering phones.

I leave him to finish painting while I try to figure out how on earth I’m going to get inside the Weavers’ home.
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Six weeks before the storm

Henry stared across the table at Mason, his back to the kitchen where their mother stood by the window with her arms folded. He looked five years old again, the way he silently appealed to Mason with his huge blue eyes. It’s too late, Mason wanted to tell him. We can’t leave. You have to sit here and white-knuckle your way through this. He had no idea what they’d done this time. Had Ivy realised one of the missing whisky bottles was not her doing? Maybe she’d heard about that fight with Darren Foster at school. It could be something as simple as Mason not having done the washing up.

‘Mason?’ Henry asked tentatively. He had trouble picking up on Ivy’s cues. This wasn’t a time for talking; it was a time for keeping your head down. Things would be so much simpler, Mason thought, if I didn’t have you to worry about.

He’d been an only child for four and a half years by the time Henry came along. His mother was working part-time back then at a hardware store in Mittagong, driving a beat-up red sedan everywhere that she ended up selling for parts years later when she lost her licence. Mason had done the calculations and worked out Ivy must have become pregnant with Henry almost as soon as she met Wayne Weaver. Mason was introduced to his soon-to-be stepfather only once before the man moved into their house, and by then Ivy’s belly was the size of a basketball.

Ivy and Wayne got married in a registry office one morning when Mason was at preschool, and while Wayne never formally adopted Mason, they started calling him Mason Weaver straightaway. His surname was still Ivy’s maiden name as stated on his birth certificate, and it was only when he was about to start primary school that his mother filled out the paperwork to make things official. She’d never been married to Mason’s biological father, who had been around on and off for the first couple of years of Mason’s life. For most of that time, Ivy claims, his father was mixed up with drugs and the wrong kind of people.

He wasn’t a good guy. Mason knew that. He was too young to remember most of it, but he’d heard it from plenty of people over the years. His father gave Ivy black eyes and bruised cheekbones, split lips that she tried to hide with red lipstick. Uncle Bernie said Ivy once had a broken wrist and she claimed it happened when she’d slipped in the shower. She never went into details with Mason, and got angry whenever he asked about it. He heard from their old neighbour, Mr Milburn, that his father once pushed Ivy off the verandah while she was cradling Mason in her arms. Most people in town thought that would be the last straw, but it took another two years before he was finally gone for good.

Mason wondered how much of his father’s blood coursed through his veins, whether some sick combination of DNA meant he had a predisposition to cause destruction wherever he went as well.

It felt like it.

It felt like searing hot coals pressed into his chest cavity, piled in and sewn up with no way to escape. Sometimes the heat grew so unbearable Mason wanted to tear at the skin on his chest, rip it open and let everything come tumbling out. It made his head hurt and his heart burn. It felt like he had a secret identity trapped inside that he didn’t want anyone to know about.

He might be a very bad person.

He might be dangerous.

What else would you expect, meshing his father’s genes with Ivy’s?

Henry had only half of that genetic shitstorm to contend with. And it made him soft. Where Mason had to be cynical and vigilant, Henry possessed the sort of naivety that made him needy and vulnerable. He wasn’t equipped for a mother like Ivy. His outer shell was too fragile for her teasing and insults, for her lack of warmth and attention. Mason had adapted over the years, but Henry hadn’t yet figured it out.

She watched them now, dunking a teabag up and down in a chipped ceramic mug. Curls of smoke seeped from her freshly-lit cigarette. The quiet was worse than the yelling because there was no way of knowing which way things would go. There’d always been a miserable predictability to her drunken ramblings, the way she’d feel sorry for herself and shake her fist at the world, drink even more and gamble their money, then throw up and pass out somewhere, wake up hungover and start the process all over again.

When she wasn’t drunk, there was a cruelty to her words and actions. Every look she gave them dripped with resentment. Mason felt himself bowing under the weight of it now. Sit up, he chided himself. Grow a spine. Show her that she hasn’t crushed your spirit.

He pretended to believe that or else he might as well give up. Ivy flicked the teabag into the sink and reached up to open a cupboard. Every door in the house had tiny red slashes near the doorhandles where her nail polish had scraped the wood, like the desperate scratchings of a hostage trying to claw her way out. She found the sugar bowl and took her time spooning three heaped sugars into her tea. The shrill scrape of the teaspoon against the bottom of the cup set Mason’s teeth on edge. A generous dollop of milk, then more stirring, round and round.

Screeech. Screeech. Screeech.

Mason chanced a quick glimpse at Henry’s face. His brother opened his mouth as if to speak, but Mason silenced him with a frown.

They’d never been close the way most siblings are. When they were younger, their age gap put them at different stages, and Mason was jealous of the extra time and attention Wayne devoted to Henry. After Wayne left, Mason became a babysitter and a buffer to protect Henry from Ivy at her worst. It was a job he’d never asked for and didn’t want. He found it hard to see Henry as anything other than more work and worry, of which he already had plenty. It was almost as if the idea of family walked out when Wayne did, and the three of them became resentful housemates, having to tolerate each other because they didn’t have any other option.

Mason tried to soften the blow of Henry’s dad disappearing with a few white lies here and there that gave the impression Wayne still cared. Henry had to find something close to family in other places, like Chloe’s big-sisterly doting, and home-cooked meals with Sally and Liv. He’d bonded with Raf over bad jokes and talked books with Tom, and Bernie Lawson treated him like another grandson. Henry had that sort of easygoing personality that people warmed to without him having to do very much at all. Mason knew how people in The Shallows viewed Ivy’s two children. Henry was the gentle, good-natured Weaver boy. And Mason was … the other one.

When Mason was five years old, just after the bath incident, Ivy told him he was a cold little boy. She said he was empty. He had no reason to disbelieve her because no one had ever told him otherwise. And who knew him better than his own mother? Mason had never really bonded with Wayne, and in the few years his stepfather had lived with them it had been obvious he’d favoured Henry because he was his own flesh and blood. After Wayne walked out, Ivy concluded a two-day bender by screeching at Mason that it was all his fault. ‘Something’s not right with you,’ she’d shrieked. ‘That’s why they leave! There’s something empty inside you and they know it. You drive them away!’

She didn’t remember a thing the next morning, but Mason had never forgotten her words. Something had been permanently woven into his fabric that day.

Ivy shuffled across the kitchen now in her Ugg boots, her face stony. She didn’t sit, instead placing the mug of tea down on the table between them. ‘I think one of you has something to tell me.’

Henry gave Mason a panicked glance. Why was he so worried? What could he think he was possibly in trouble for?

‘Don’t make me force it out of you,’ Ivy said, her voice flat. It was impossible to read her. Most of her moods at home were varying shades of bitterness, even though Mason had seen the way she was with her mates at the pub, all smiles and loud chatter. He ran into her once on the street outside the Criterion, and she made a big fuss of him in front of her fellow smokers. She slung a clumsy arm across his shoulders and used her other hand to take hold of his chin. ‘This is my boy,’ she said, her breath a vapour of spirits, Coke and cigarettes. ‘Good-looking blond like his mum, eh?’ That earned her approving comments and a ‘Cheers to that!’ from a big bloke with a shaved head and sleeve tattoos.

‘She’s good value, your mum,’ he told Mason. ‘You need to do what she says and make her proud.’ Mason felt a thud deep inside, like he’d been punched. None of those people would believe it if he told them how Ivy treated him at home. She was their drinking buddy; they knew her in the context of the pub and the pub only. They didn’t want to know about vomit stains on the carpet and grocery money gambled away on the pokies. They didn’t want to know that she could make a silence so menacing you wanted to tear off your own ears.

‘What’s wrong?’ Henry said to her now. Mason almost groaned.

Ivy picked up her mug, took a sip and placed it back down again. ‘You tell me.’

‘I don’t know,’ Henry said. The colour had drained from his face and Mason was as intrigued as he was nervous. Henry was hiding something. Mason didn’t think he had it in him.

Ivy turned and shuffled the few steps towards her glass cabinet, opening one door slowly, then the other.

Shit, Mason thought. The plate.

He’d forgotten all about it. Of course she’d notice eventually. It was her favourite. That’s what had made it so satisfying when it shattered into a billion pieces against the wall. He’d disposed of the little plate stand by tossing it into a garbage bin at the workshop, then spread out the other plates to fill the gap. His mother never noticed when there was no food in the house to feed her children, but you’d better believe she’d miss one of those precious plates.

‘Where is it?’ she asked, jerking her head at the open cabinet, the plates all propped there like targets. Mason had never wanted a slingshot more in his life.

It was time to confess. He’d say he bumped the cabinet when he was sweeping or something. She’d make him feel like crap for a few weeks and put her hand out for money to purchase a replacement. And then it would be over. Mostly. Apart from all the times she’d bring it up again to remind him how useless he was.

Henry shifted in his chair. ‘You did it,’ he said. Mason shot him a look, expecting his brother to be pointing him out like a criminal in a line-up. To his shock, Henry was staring up at their mother. ‘You broke it one night when you came home … tired.’

Mason’s eyes flicked to Ivy and her expression was impassive. He saw the ripple of fury beneath the surface, though.

‘Don’t you remember?’ Henry said. ‘We helped you clean it up and you said you’d get a new one from eBay.’

This was miraculous. For once in his life Henry was stepping up and helping Mason out. Had he seen Mason carry the plate outside that night? Or had he simply guessed Mason was responsible? Mason couldn’t shake the feeling Henry was relieved about this diversion. He seemed to have his own agenda, but Mason couldn’t figure out what it was.

Ivy levelled her stare at both of them. ‘Where’s the plate stand?’

‘T-the what?’ Henry said. He peeked at Mason. ‘Uh, it’s—’

‘You threw it away as well,’ Mason cut in. ‘Accidentally.’

His mother narrowed her eyes. ‘Really.’ Her expression was one of utter loathing.

Mason could sense something was about to happen. It was the same feeling he got when he felt the rage building within himself. It was like a starving creature prowling around the room, sensing weakness and waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike. Whatever his mother was going to do, it would be quick and brutal. She backed away from the table and Mason gripped the seat of his chair, bracing himself.

Ivy carefully closed the two glass doors of the cabinet, then turned and walked across the kitchen. She paused at the fridge, reaching her hand between the fridge and the wall where they kept the broom. Henry stiffened, his eyes almost comically wide.

‘You two are bad liars,’ she said, gripping the broom in her right hand.

Wanna bet? Mason thought. He was so good at lying it was scary.

Henry slid off his chair, taking tentative steps backwards into the corner. ‘It w-wasn’t us.’

Their mother turned her back on them and walked out into the hallway.

‘What …?’ Henry said, glancing at Mason. They remained frozen, waiting for what might come next.

A loud crash in another room. Mason jumped to his feet, trying to identify the source. Another bang, followed by the dull thud of objects falling onto the floor. A door flung open against the wall. The scrape of coathangers. Mason exchanged a baffled look with Henry before taking off across the kitchen. She was in his room. And it sounded like she was tearing it apart.

He stopped short of the bedroom doorway, Henry close at his heels, and heard his brother’s shocked gasp at the scene in front of them. Ivy had upended the mattress and yanked half of Mason’s clothes from the wardrobe. The contents of his schoolbag were all over the floor, and the middle drawer had been removed from his chest of drawers and tossed aside. Mason was relieved to see his lower desk drawer was still intact. A blue envelope of cash was taped to the underside.

‘It’s okay to break my stuff, is it?’ their mother growled, gripping the broom in both hands. She swung it towards the bedside table, collecting the antique table lamp that had belonged to Mason’s dead grandparents. It flew sideways at the wall, leaving a dent in the wood panelling. The heavy ceramic base somehow held together as it thumped onto the carpet, bending the lampshade at a funny angle. ‘Then it’s okay for me to break yours.’

‘No,’ Henry said, guessing what was to come.

Ivy marched across the room towards them, giving them no choice but to back up into the hall.

‘No, no, no,’ Henry cried. He hurried to the doorway of his bedroom and flung his limbs out like a starfish, attempting to block her entry. He kept that room pristine, the few books he had all lined up in rows, little trinkets he’d found in their grandparents’ belongings, polaroid photos from Uncle Bernie’s camera placed in second-hand frames along his windowsill. It was the nicest room in the house. Mason understood why Henry spent so much time hiding out in there.

Ivy lurched forwards, as though to rush him.

‘Stop it!’ Henry screamed. It was so raw his throat would probably hurt for days.

Still clutching the broom in one hand, Ivy raised the other and placed it against Henry’s chest. She shoved his light frame backwards with such force both of Henry’s feet left the floor. Mason swore out loud. He felt paralysed. An image of the school toilets flew into his mind, how he’d shoved Darren Foster in exactly the same way. I’m just like her, he thought. He’d never laid a hand on his mother, though. It crossed a line he never wanted to find himself on the other side of.

Henry landed heavily on the carpet, an awkward jumble of arms and legs. He quickly raised a hand to protect his face, but their mother didn’t step inside the room. Mason stared past Ivy at his brother cowering on the floor, trying to assess him for injuries. There was wildness in his eyes, like a timid animal about to flee. She’s going to drive him away, he thought. One of these days Henry would run out of here and just keep going.

Ivy turned and trudged down the hallway, catching Mason’s shoulder with her own on the way past. She entered her bedroom and slammed the door.

Mason peered around the doorway at Henry. ‘You okay?’

His brother regarded him with such scorn that Mason’s chest tightened.

‘Go away,’ Henry muttered, kicking the door shut in Mason’s face. It rattled on its hinges. Henry had covered for Mason about the Wedgwood plate and Mason hadn’t stepped in to defend him.

But what was he supposed to do? Hit their mother? He didn’t want to be that person.

And he wasn’t a legal adult yet. Ivy still held the power, and she’d threatened things before.

‘I could’ve called someone, you know,’ Ivy had told him so many times since that day baby Henry slipped under water in the bathtub. ‘I could’ve had you taken away to live in a home for kids with behavioural problems. You did a bad thing, Mason, but I let you stay. You remember that. You owe me.’

Mason brought his fists to his temples now, pressing them hard to drive out her voice. He needed a drink. He needed to forget who he was for a while.

He could head over to the graveyard – he’d been going there since he was a little kid. His friends used to think it was funny that Mason found solace among the gravestones, but it was the most peaceful place in town. The temperature was climbing though, and the graveyard offered little protection. The bush hut seemed like a better option. It was cool and quiet, and Mason would enjoy lying on the floorboards with his eyes closed, feeling his body grow weightless with every sip.

He should probably stop drinking so much.

He didn’t want to be like her.

He didn’t want to be like his father.

As he plucked his jacket and car keys from the wreckage of his bedroom, Mason tried to bury the insistent voice that whispered over and over, You already are.
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Now

Dad’s already dozing in front of Downton Abbey by the time I lock up the motel office. I offered to cover reception after Luisa went home so Dad could take a long shower and have some of the pasta I cooked for dinner. Luisa somehow managed to get the online software working again, so before I shut down the computer I take a quick peek at the bookings for the next few weeks. Apart from a handful of pre-booked rooms for the Easter long weekend, it’s like a ghost town. Something has to turn around soon. With Cutler Bend closed, we don’t even get spontaneous drop-ins coming from the freeway anymore. How can a motel survive if the only guest is an unruly teenager who occasionally crashes for free?

After switching the computer and lights off, I grab the office keys and step out onto the driveway. We leave the laundry open twenty-four hours because the machines and washing powder dispensers are all coin-operated. Guests like to do laundry at all hours, especially if they’re checking out the following morning.

I glance at the clipboard hanging from a hook beside the laundry door. It’s a simple cleaning schedule so we know when the dispensers have been topped up and the lint filters emptied. A red ballpoint pen dangles from a chain attached to the hook. I unfold Henry’s note and hold it up against the wall, seeing how far the pen reaches. He must have written it standing up, which explains some of the wobbly letters.

Why did Henry come in here? If there was no answer at the door or my window, as his note suggests, why didn’t he ride back to his place?

Maybe he was stalling.

Perhaps he was watching the driveway in the hope I’d return home and he could still sleep over. He didn’t know about Room Fifteen, the key under the pot plant. Dad had only offered it to Mason a week or so before the storm, and he asked me not to mention it to Henry. Henry already had the sleepovers, dinners and movie nights at our place. This was somewhere for Mason to come when he needed to be alone.

The flyer is slightly buckled in places. Did it get wet from the rain that night? Henry could have been sheltering in here while he waited for the worst of the storm to pass. By my calculations, that would have been sometime around midnight. When the rain and hail hit I was already up at the bush hut, nervously checking the weather app on my phone and hoping Raf had adjusted his timing to get ahead of the storm as well.

Despite the identical route we both took, there was no sign of Raf at all when I walked up there. I arrived early, reaching the hut by around eleven-thirty, as the first drops of rain plopped in the dirt at my feet. It was probably ten minutes later that Raf turned up, almost completely soaked to the bone.

How long did the storm last after that? Maybe twenty minutes? Thirty? By shortly after midnight, it would have mostly blown over.

What was Henry doing here at midnight?

What did he want to talk to me about that he couldn’t have mentioned when he was here earlier in the evening?

I really need your help with something.

Leaving town? Did he make that decision in the few hours since we’d last seen each other? Maybe me turning him away really did nudge him in that direction.

I read the note again in its entirety. My gut’s telling me that when he wrote it he had no intention of running away at all.

In my pocket, my phone starts bing-bonging with the Skype melody. I pull it out expecting to see my mother’s face pulsing in the circular profile pic. To my surprise it’s Tom.

‘Hi,’ he says as I answer.

‘Hey!’

‘Hope you don’t mind the video call. I wanted to see a friendly face.’

I squint at the background. ‘You still at the shop?’

He sighs. ‘About to head home. Just going through all the crap in Grandpa’s filing cabinets. It’s been a looong day.’ His face moves closer to the screen. ‘Where are you?’

I flick my phone around to show him the row of washing machines.

‘Late-night load of socks and jocks?’

‘No, I came in here to check on something.’ I weigh up whether to share Henry’s note with Tom. His opinion has always been important to me and he’s good at playing devil’s advocate. But I’d have to explain why I have the note and where I was that night, and that seems more of an in-person conversation. ‘Tom, do you think Henry’s in Sydney?’

His eyes widen. ‘What’s that got to do with the laundry?’

‘He’s on my mind tonight, that’s all. More than usual anyway.’

‘Because it’s his birthday soon?’

‘Yeah.’ I lean against the wall. ‘And also because I received a postcard in the motel’s PO Box a couple of days ago, claiming to be from Henry.’

‘Are you serious?’ Tom’s face jerks closer to the screen. ‘That’s amazing! Did he tell you where he is? Oh my god, everyone’s going to be so relieved!’

‘I showed it to Sergeant Doherty.’

‘And? What did he say?’

‘He thinks it’s unlikely it’s really from Henry.’

‘What? Why?’

I hate seeing the disappointment on his face. It’s like giving him a gift and snatching it away again. This is why Sabeen didn’t want me telling anybody. ‘Doherty says it’s likely to be a troll who got my details from Facebook somehow. They’re probably doing it for a reaction.’

Tom frowns. ‘Really? That’s the scenario Doherty’s going with?’

‘You really think it could be from Henry?’

‘Absolutely. Why not?’ He rubs at his eyes, and I can’t tell if he’s emotional or just tired. ‘What did it say?’

‘That he’s okay and not to worry about him.’

‘Maybe he actually did it,’ Tom says.

‘Did what?’

‘Found his dad.’

‘What do you mean?’ I say. ‘Henry doesn’t know where Wayne is.’

Tom rests back in his chair, his face now much smaller on my screen. ‘He asked me about Sydney because he knows I have an aunt there I stay with sometimes. He was particularly interested in knowing more about the Northern Beaches area.’

‘That’s where he thinks Wayne lives?’

‘When I questioned him on it,’ Tom says, ‘he explained he was trying to locate his dad.’

‘He never once asked me about it,’ I say, stung.

Tom shrugs. ‘I guess he was trying to keep it quiet. I can’t imagine Ivy would be happy if she found out.’

I don’t want to burst Tom’s bubble by explaining the doubts Sabeen and I have about the handwriting.

‘Chlo,’ Tom says, leaning forwards again. He breaks into a smile. ‘Don’t look so worried! A postcard from Manly is a good thing. We have to cross our fingers he reaches out again.’

‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘Anyway, it’s late and you must be wrecked. I need to let you get home.’

‘Can we catch up for a coffee or something soon? I feel like I’ve barely seen you since we arrived.’

‘Sounds good,’ I say. ‘I’ll text you tomorrow.’

I slide my phone into my pocket, then head back outside into the night. It’s not until I’m halfway across the motel forecourt that something occurs to me. I never actually told Tom the postcard came from Manly.

* * *

I pace up and down in front of the reception window, my gaze bouncing back and forth between Henry’s note in my hand and the garden bed with the rock I returned a few hours ago. Things are getting sketchier by the minute around here. How is it possible I just caught Tom, of all people, being dishonest? It’s clear Sabeen’s already told him about the postcard, but why did he pretend not to know?

Shivering slightly, I pull my light jacket close and continue up the driveway until I reach the front lawn, then cut across to the side path that runs down between the motel and the field. I purposely left my curtains drawn and window unlocked so I could test Sabeen’s theory about Henry tossing his note into my bedroom.

I’ve just managed to shove my window open when I hear a noise behind me. Not close. At the far end of the field, somebody is coughing.

I stiffen, holding my breath. The coughing stops as quickly as it started. I scour the tree line like I did a few nights ago, and sure enough I can make out the shadowy form of a figure disappearing up the walking track towards the reservoir. There’s nothing vague about it this time.

Scrambling over the motel fence, I cut through the field and hit the dirt trail at a run. I refuse to leave this question unanswered; I’m sick of having only half the information. It doesn’t sit well with my need for resolution. Sabeen calls me a fixer. She thinks it started when my parents split up because I couldn’t repair my broken family, so now I try to fix everything else. ‘You don’t cope when things are beyond your control,’ she told me once. ‘When things go sideways, you have this obsessive need to put it all right again.’ I don’t deny it, but it started long before my parents’ marriage fell apart. Ever since I was little I’ve had trouble processing things and moving past them unless I could understand the reasons why they occurred. The one phrase I’ve heard probably more than any other in my life is, ‘Let it go, Chloe.’

But I refuse. Especially when it’s something as important as finding Henry.

When I reach the point on the track where I stopped the other night, I find myself hesitating again. This time it’s to listen. It’s a clear night with a whiff of chimney smoke in the air, no breeze hissing through the trees. I hear the telltale scrape of a person’s shoes skidding down a dip in the path. Up ahead, the walking track forks, and if I don’t catch up, I won’t know which way they went – one trail leads down to the reservoir and the other in the direction of the old bush hut.

Visibility is almost zero now as the walking path narrows, large tree ferns spilling in from both sides. I keep stubbing my shoes on rocks and tree roots, hoping it’s not loud enough to announce my presence. The torchlight on my phone will be too obvious, so I turn the brightness all the way down and point the screen at the ground. It’s only then that I groan. My phone. I should have left it behind at the motel. I guess we’ll know tomorrow if my mother’s been checking up on my movements. She certainly won’t wait long to rake my dad over the coals.

The fork in the walking track creeps up on me, and before I know it I’m standing in front of a waist-high sign and a wall of trees. The sign points to the right with the words SHALLOW RESERVOIR 1KM carved into the wood. I hold my phone against my chest, making the darkness absolute. Only then do I notice a glowing light further down a bend in the reservoir trail. It shimmers through tree branches like embers from a bonfire.

Who is heading down to the reservoir after eleven at night when it’s dark and there’s barely anything to see?

I slow to increase the gap between us, slapping at a pinprick on the back of my neck. The mosquitoes are probably making a meal of me. In the distance a curlew starts up with its haunting call, wailing like it’s in agony. The trees crowd in, reaching for me with blackened boughs, reminding me that everything out here is alive.

When I finally reach the clearing at the edge of Shallow Reservoir, I don’t expect to find it deserted. I can’t see the light anymore, and there’s only a hint of moonlight to make out the lonely picnic tables. I study them for a moment, in case somebody is sitting out there in the shadows. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Are they hiding? Did they somehow sneak past me back there on the walking track and leave the way we came in?

A flicker of light catches my eye on the far left of the picnic area, moving up the narrow trail that leads to a rocky outcrop jutting over the water. Devil’s Rock. It’s a huge slab of sandstone with a four-metre drop into the reservoir below, perfect for a running leap or a pin drop, or a forward somersault if you’re brave. We jumped off there all the time as kids even though it’s not allowed, which only added to the thrill. I haven’t viewed it in the same way since the day Mason pushed Henry in.

I make my own way up the trail, using the large boulders on either side of the track to steady myself as I navigate the uneven ground. The light up on the rock is stationary now, as though someone has placed it down on the rock’s surface. I get as close as I can without crawling onto Devil’s Rock itself, taking a quick peek around a scrubby tree that has grown between the rocks. The figure is on their knees, hunched over something, hands working quickly. Off to one side is a small picnic rug spread out with a hiking pack and an expensive-looking camera, all lit up with a camping lantern.

The person turns to reach for their backpack, and I’m so surprised at who it is I step forwards out of the shadows. ‘Raf?’

He jerks around.

‘Holy crap!’ he says, clutching his chest. He scrambles to his feet. ‘Where did you come from?’

I can’t help but chuckle. ‘Sorry. I thought you always said I was about as stealthy as a rhinoceros.’

‘I take it back,’ he says, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘Why are you laughing? You’d better know CPR because I’m having a friggin’ heart attack over here.’ I snigger at the way he’s stroking his chest. It’s the icebreaker we’ve needed to get us talking again.

A million things flood into my mind all at once. Questions I want to ask him, things I want to explain. Most of all I want to tell him how much I’ve missed him.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask. I can now see he’s in the middle of assembling a portable camera tripod.

‘Err, shouldn’t that be my question?’

‘I followed you.’

‘Yeah, I guessed that part,’ he says wryly. ‘Just not the part about why.’

‘I saw someone lurking behind the motel, so I wanted to check it out.’

‘Lurking?’ His voice travels out over the water. ‘I was walking from my house to the reservoir trail. No lurking about it, if you don’t mind.’

‘So it was you I saw walking out here on Friday night as well?’

‘I thought you might have seen me. Your bedroom light was on as I was coming down the hill from my place. You appeared at the window and I hesitated. Then the light blinked off so I kept going.’

‘I followed you that night too.’

Raf laughs. ‘Seriously?’

‘I wanted to know who it was,’ I say. ‘But I stopped at the beginning of the walking track because I got spooked.’

‘It can feel a bit creepy out here sometimes. All that fades into the background once I get started, though.’

‘Night photography?’ I ask, glancing at his equipment again.

‘Night sky photography, specifically.’

‘So you really do have a new hobby,’ I say. ‘I thought that was just an elaborate ploy to get me alone at the bush hut.’

Raf guffaws, a bit too loudly. ‘There was no way I was bringing my camera gear out in that storm. And anyway, after I got there we sort of talked about … other things.’

My cheeks grow warm. Thank god it’s dark.

The truth is, we did talk. For hours. Raf had brought pizza leftovers and a couple of beers he’d snuck out of his mums’ bar fridge in the garage. We sat cross-legged on the threadbare rug in the bush hut and talked about school and Netflix and what kind of dessert pizzas we could invent if Sally and Liv gave us half the chance. It’s amazing how much you can babble on about while you’re nervously anticipating a kiss that may or may not happen.

‘So you come out here a lot?’ I ask.

‘I have to make the most of the new moon phase because that’s when the sky is the darkest. But look, it’s already waxing crescent.’ He points out the sliver of moon suspended over the reservoir like a white banana, its twin rippling below it on the surface of the water.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It’s halfway between a new moon – when the moon is invisible – to the first quarter, when about half the moon is visible. Once it gets that bright the conditions aren’t as good for star photography.’

‘So the moon is a problem?’

‘Only if I want to photograph stars. It’s the hero when I want to take photos of moon craters.’

‘You can do that?’

‘I’m still learning’, he says. ‘This time next week the moon will be waxing gibbous, which is my favourite phase. You can see most of the moon except for a segment in shadow. Like the opposite of tonight.’ I’ve never seen him so animated about a topic. ‘And you get this curved edge that feathers off into darkness, throwing all the craters into relief. The detail can be incredible if you know how to photograph it successfully … which I don’t. But I’ll be out here trying to figure it out.’

I take a closer look at his set-up, his DSLR and tripod. ‘I should have guessed you’d be into something like this with all those sci-fi novels and movies you’re obsessed with.’

‘What can I say? I’m an astronomical nerd.’

‘You got that right,’ I say, and we both snigger.

‘Come back next week, if you like,’ he says. His voice is quieter, almost coy. ‘I mean, you’ll probably be out here stalking me anyway since you seem to love it so much.’

‘Har har.’ I whack him lightly on the arm. ‘I guess I’m a sucker for astronomical nerds.’

Silence falls between us. Raf scrapes his shoe awkwardly against the rock.

‘Why didn’t you tell anyone?’ he says. ‘About … you know. The bush hut. Are you ashamed of it?’

I think about that night, how Raf found every reason to keep shifting closer and closer to me on the rug, how a lapse in conversation prompted a quick glance between us that hummed with mutual attraction. When I asked, ‘Do you want to kiss me?’ Raf laughed nervously into his lap before leaning in, his tentative peck morphing into a kissing-until-our-mouths-ached, hands-under-T-shirts make-out session. It was the most satisfying answer to any question I’ve ever asked, and all I could think about was how much I wanted Raf to answer it over and over again.

‘No, I’m not ashamed,’ I say to him now. Then, in a smaller voice, ‘Are you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘You didn’t tell anyone either.’

‘I didn’t want to get you in trouble,’ he says. ‘You’d already lied to Sergeant Doherty by the time he spoke to me, so I just said I’d been home all night in bed. I’ve never brought it up with anyone. I didn’t want to contradict your story.’

I sigh. ‘I never intended for you to be dragged into my lie. When Doherty started asking questions I panicked.’

‘Because of your mum’s curfew.’

‘She’d use it as a reason to stop me coming here. She’s looking for any excuse to put a more legal custody arrangement in place and take Dad to court.’

‘I get it,’ he says. ‘And honestly, it’s not like us lying about the bush hut made an ounce of difference to Henry’s whereabouts.’ He sits down on the picnic rug and gestures for me to join him. ‘So what are you doing out here?’

‘Searching for clues that might help me find Henry.’

‘I figured as much. That’s so you.’ Raf smiles. ‘Cool. I’m into it. Tell me what you have.’

I run through everything I know so far about Mason, the postcard, Henry’s possible Facebook account. Raf pulls out his phone and scrolls through all of the Henry Weaver profile pics. He tries entering some potential passwords, but to no avail. I pull Henry’s note from my pocket and unfold it, laying it flat on the sandy rock.

Raf cringes. ‘Sorry. I should have told you about that.’

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘I thought it would upset you,’ he says. ‘Just how it’s worded … I knew you’d blame yourself.’

‘Well, you’re not wrong,’ I concede.

I show him the postcard and note side by side, explaining how Sabeen spotted the discrepancies.

‘You’re building quite a case here, detective,’ he says. ‘This isn’t exactly sounding like a runaway kid anymore.’

‘I don’t know what it sounds like yet, but I’m going to keep digging.’

‘Okay,’ he says eagerly. ‘I think I have a contribution in the clues department. Check this out.’ He moves to his hiking pack and unzips a side pocket.

‘You have it on you?’

‘This bag is a vault,’ he says, stroking it with affection. ‘Everything of value to me is stored inside it. Camera lenses, external hard drive. Phone and wallet. M&Ms.’ He pulls out the latter and tears the packet open, offering it to me.

‘Why do you store it all in that?’ I say, cupping my palm and holding it out. He pours me a generous handful and does the same for himself.

‘In case there’s a fire, mostly. That bushfire last year has been playing on my mind. If we had to get out quickly, I’d want all my valuable stuff close at hand.’

‘What about your cats? Which pocket do they squeeze into?’

He grins. ‘Excuse me. I’ll be carrying them out in a baby sling like the precious cargo they are.’

I snort and Raf tosses one of his M&Ms at me.

‘Okay then,’ I say. ‘Where is it?’

He tips his whole handful of M&Ms into his mouth, then digs around in the side pocket of the backpack. His mouth is too full to speak, so he simply hands me a triangular object, no larger than a postage stamp.

Switching my phone on again, I shine the light on the palm of my hand. ‘It’s blue.’

I have to wait for him to swallow before he can answer. ‘Careful. It’s sharp.’

‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘I think I might know. You tell me what you think and see if we agree.’

It’s smooth on the flat outer surfaces and porous in the middle. ‘Porcelain or something,’ I say. ‘A piece of broken crockery.’

Raf waits, coaxing me with his eyes to come to a conclusion.

‘It’s stoneware. A shard of Wedgwood plate,’ I say, more to myself than to him. ‘Like the ones Ivy Weaver collects.’

‘Bingo.’

I pinch it between my fingers, avoiding the sharp point. ‘Where did it come from?’

‘The Weavers’ kitchen floor on the morning after the storm. Once Doherty finished asking us all questions and everybody left, Tom and I hung around for a bit, had a cup of tea.’

‘Lucky you. I’m not allowed past the front door.’

‘As I pulled out a kitchen chair to sit down, I spotted this on the floor. Here’s the weird thing,’ Raf says. ‘Apart from finding this, the kitchen was the cleanest I’d ever seen it. You could practically eat off the floor, and it never looks like that.’

‘That is weird.’

‘That’s not all,’ he says, taking back the piece of broken stoneware and holding it up. ‘That fancy plate cabinet of Ivy’s? Nowhere to be seen.’

‘What do you mean?’

Raf makes a poof noise with his mouth, wiggling his fingers like a magician. ‘It’s vanished,’ he says. ‘Just like Henry.’


[image: Image]

Four weeks before the storm

21 DECEMBER 2018, 18:02

Henry: Merry Christmas! I’m a bit early. Last chance before the library closes.

Missy: Thanks! Merry Christmas. What are you doing for it?

Henry: Not much. My mum doesn’t like it.

Missy: No turkey? Christmas crackers?

Henry: We go to our friends’ house for that part. Sally makes a huge lunch.

Missy: She’s a good cook.

Henry: You say that like you know her.

Missy: Sorry, forgot to add a question mark.

Henry: Yeah, she is good. What do you do for Christmas?

Missy: Usually pretty quiet, just me and my mum.

Henry: And the ballerina.

Missy: Who?

Henry: Your sister.

Missy: Oh, yeah. Of course.

Henry: What about your dad?

Missy: He’s not around. I’d rather not talk about him.

Henry: Fair enough. We all have secrets.

Missy: Even you?

Henry: I haven’t told anyone I’m looking for my dad.

Missy: What about that girl you’re always mentioning?

Henry: Chloe? I haven’t told her yet.

Missy: Why not?

Henry: She worries about me a lot. She’ll take over and tell me what to do.

Missy: She sounds bossy.

Henry: Nah, not really. She’s sort of like a cop. Asks a lot of questions.

Missy: She’s thorough.

Henry: Yeah.

Missy: No offence, but she sounds boring. Sometimes you need to be spontaneous.

Henry: Like going to Sydney?

Missy: Exactly! Life’s too short. You gotta take a risk once in a while.
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Now

The sun has almost sunk into the horizon by the time I steer my bike off the road and bump over the kerb into the Weavers’ driveway. The tops of nearby eucalyptus trees glow golden, while everything at ground level is a gloomy blue-grey as evening encroaches. The weatherboard bungalow is overrun with long grass and weeds, some almost as high as the windows. Several wooden palings are missing from the front steps, and the gutters sag with neglect. It has the feeling of a house abandoned, an empty shell of the warm family home it might have been many decades ago.

Mason’s car isn’t here and there are no lights on behind any of the front windows. The verandah seems somehow larger than I remember, perhaps because the last time I stood here it was crowded with people. I recall the look that passed between Mason and his mother that day. There was so much frantic chatter going back and forth between us all, and yet Mason and his mother had very little to say.

What were they hiding? What happened in this house that caused Henry to take a chance out in that storm?

At the front step, I realise the door is ajar.

‘Hello …?’ I say, trying to peer inside. I tap my knuckle against the door. ‘Hello?’

A crunch of gravel on the driveway draws my attention to the side of the house. Ivy appears from the brick carport holding an empty garbage bin in one hand, the other fiddling with her bra strap under an ill-fitting tank top. She must have been in the backyard when I arrived. She trudges up the wooden steps, moving easily around the broken ones as though she doesn’t see them. Her pale hair is scraped into a thin ponytail, emphasising the hollows in her cheeks.

‘What do you want?’ she says.

‘Hi.’ I shift my weight awkwardly from one leg to the other. ‘I wasn’t sure if anyone was home.’

‘And?’

‘I mentioned I’d bring some of these over.’ I slip a hand inside my bag and pull out a small pile of MISSING posters, holding them out to her. Ivy doesn’t take them but her eyes are drawn to Henry’s photo. She tilts her head and the hard line of her mouth softens.

She reluctantly reaches for them. ‘It’s a good photo.’

I sense her thawing slightly. It won’t be enough to get me inside, though.

‘We have to hope he’ll find his way home,’ I say.

Ivy’s face hardens again. ‘Wouldn’t hold your breath.’

‘Why do you say that?’

She looks at me like she’s already grown bored of this conversation. ‘People tend to walk out of my life and never come back.’

She steps around me and moves into the house, turning to close the door behind her.

‘Oh. Um … Henry borrowed a book of mine back in January,’ I say. ‘I was hoping I might be able to get it back.’

It’s weak, I know. I couldn’t come up with anything else plausible enough to gain entry. I’m banking on Ivy having no real idea which books are Henry’s and which aren’t. Most of them were gifted to him by me anyway, and the others were second-hand sci-fi and fantasy titles Tom put aside whenever they got donated to the shop.

To my surprise, Ivy holds the door open and jerks her head for me to come inside.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’m—’

She walks away from me, into the kitchen.

Guess I’m on my own. Which suits me fine. I know which bedroom window is Henry’s from outside, so I orientate myself and head towards the first door on the left. I’m tempted to follow Ivy into the kitchen so I can confirm what Raf revealed last night about her missing Wedgwood plates, except she’ll question what I’m doing. Maybe I can ask for a glass of water on my way out.

Henry’s bedroom is not very large, with some built-in bookcases taking up most of one wall. It means the furniture is a slightly odd configuration, with the single bed jutting into the centre of the room. His bed has been made with straight edges, neat tucks and precision corners, and I struggle to picture Ivy or Mason being responsible. It seems so small and lonely, a forlorn piece of furniture wondering when its owner is coming home.

Something is poking out from underneath the pillow. I glance over my shoulder to make sure Ivy’s not close by, then reach over and pull it out. A white envelope, stamped and addressed to Henry. I flip it over to find the back blank. But I know who it’s from. It’s Henry’s birthday card from his father – he sends one every year. There’s something really heartbreaking about him mailing this year’s knowing Henry isn’t here to receive it.

This jolts me.

If Wayne Weaver posted his son a birthday card, then surely Henry can’t be in Sydney with him.

I hear Ivy moving around across the hall, so I slide the envelope back again and hurry over to Henry’s bookshelves. I pretend to scan the spines of the books, but instead my eyes dance over the wooden figurines and china animals, a small stack of school exercise books and a half-assembled New York City skyline made from Lego. It’s a special set we all put money in for at Christmas, under the guise of Secret Santa at the Nolans’ place. Henry and Mason told us once they’d never had any Lego as kids. It’s the first Lego set Henry’s ever owned.

Ivy appears in the doorway with her arms crossed. ‘Find it?’

‘Still looking.’

And I am looking, letting my eyes scour the walls, the shelves, the floor in search of anything that might support the idea that Henry ran away.

Or didn’t.

‘Maybe Henry took it with him,’ I suggest. ‘He had his backpack, right?’

Ivy leans against the doorframe. ‘A backpack, toothbrush and the clothes he was wearing. Maybe another T-shirt or two. Hard to tell. Doesn’t seem like anything else is missing.’

‘His green Lucky-7 cap,’ I add. ‘The one from his dad.’

Ivy scoffs. ‘Is that what he told you?’

‘He bought it with last year’s birthday money. From the card.’

‘What?’ Ivy says. ‘Wayne’s had nothing to do with Henry since the day he left.’

I frown. ‘You don’t know about the birthday cards? Henry gets one from his dad every year.’

Ivy stares at me like I’m delusional.

‘I just assumed you knew,’ I say quickly, ‘because you put this year’s under his pillow.’

Ivy strides past me to flick the pillow aside. She snatches the envelope off the bed, scrutinising it front and back.

‘No postmark,’ she says, holding it up to prove it.

I hadn’t noticed that. Before I have a chance to stop her, Ivy shoves her finger under the envelope’s back flap.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘You can’t—’

She tears it open and yanks the card out, letting the mangled envelope drop to the floor. When she flips open the card, an orange twenty-dollar note flutters out and lands on the bed. Ivy scans the card quickly, then thrusts it towards me. I fumble to grab hold of it as she reaches down and snatches up the twenty dollars. Beneath the card’s printed message are three words in black felt pen: Love from Dad.

‘Wayne didn’t write that,’ she says. ‘Looks more like Mason’s handwriting.’

She tucks the twenty dollars into her bra and walks out of the room. I follow close behind.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘How do you know?’

‘Wayne cut ties years ago,’ she says. ‘His new wife saw to that. She’s somehow got him convinced Henry isn’t his biological son. Wayne called me after the police got in touch with him about Henry disappearing and he told me he doesn’t want to get involved.’

She lets loose a few swearwords to describe her ex-husband. The realisation sinks in that all those birthday cards to Henry were from Mason. I feel a tug of regret at how I spoke to Mason in the post office, but it’s also difficult reconciling such a thoughtful gesture with the image of Mason pushing Henry into the reservoir.

And it reveals another issue: did Henry really head to Sydney in search of a father who wants nothing to do with him? It seems doubtful that he made contact with Wayne at all.

‘See yourself out,’ Ivy says coldly, reassigning her anger at Wayne to me. She jerks her head at the front door, still open, and walks away.

I take one last scan of Henry’s room, then pause near the kitchen doorway as Ivy shuffles slowly to the table in the corner. If the kitchen was spotless three months ago, it certainly isn’t now. Dirty dishes are stacked high on the draining board, congealed food suggesting they’ve been there for some time. Crumbs and dirt have accumulated along the skirting boards, random food items spread out across the workable surfaces like nobody can be bothered putting anything away.

There’s no sign of a glass cabinet or any collectable plates.

Ivy half-turns her head in my direction as she lowers herself into a chair. ‘You still here?’

‘Sorry.’ I duck my head and take a few more steps towards the front door before pausing. I open my mouth and it just slips out. ‘Why do you hate me so much?’

Ivy reaches for her cigarettes and lighter, taking time to place one between her chapped lips and get it lit. Only once she’s taken a long drag does she answer. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I think you do,’ I say, wondering how I’m finding the spine to do this. It’s been a long time coming. Maybe it’s because of the way she stole Henry’s twenty dollars just now. It’s riled me up. ‘I’ve racked my brain and I can’t figure out why you resent me so much.’

She gives me one of her half-lidded stares. I’m tempted to turn away but I hold my ground and she surprises me by softening her expression and tilting her chin.

‘How old are you?’ she says. She slides a white ceramic ashtray across the tabletop towards her. The Criterion Hotel logo is printed on the side.

‘Sixteen.’

‘My parents died when I was seventeen,’ she says. ‘I hadn’t learned a single thing from my mother. I didn’t know how to wash clothes or cook meals. I couldn’t drive or run a household. My older brother expected me to step in and take over our mother’s role before she was even cold in her grave.’

I swallow and hold eye contact. I don’t know where this is going but it’s the most Ivy Weaver has ever spoken to me.

‘Mark spent all the savings our parents had put away. Pissed it all up the wall. I couldn’t finish high school because I had to get a job. Mark was never home, and my friends stopped calling me because we had nothing in common anymore. My boyfriend told me to stop being such a miserable cow all the time.’ She taps her cigarette over the ashtray and returns it to her lips. ‘When I told him I was pregnant, he gave me a black eye. Three weeks later my brother buggered off to Bali and never came back. I gave birth alone. Brought that baby home alone. Raised him for six months alone until my deadbeat boyfriend came crawling back on my nineteenth birthday.’

I do a quick calculation and realise this means Ivy isn’t even forty yet. She easily looks a decade older.

‘So I’ll tell you something,’ she says, pointing her cigarette at me. ‘Once upon a time, before all of this—’ she gestures vaguely around her, ‘—this house, this life … I was you.’ She slides her gaze away from me to an empty corner of the room, staring at it mournfully as though there’s something missing. When she finally speaks, her words have lost their edge. ‘And it’s hard not to feel resentful about that.’

* * *

I return to my bike, still trying to process Ivy’s words, when I notice headlights a little further down the road. The sun has completely disappeared now, and a narrow wedge of moon is visible through the trees. Waxing crescent, I think, picturing Raf ’s grinning face. It lifts my spirits a little after my strange conversation with Ivy.

As the headlights draw closer I realise it’s likely to be Mason. There aren’t many houses out here on this semi-rural road, and now that Cutler Bend is closed, you have to take a longer route from town via a section of the old highway. The road fizzles out further up near the national park, so you’d only drive out this way if you lived here.

As the car draws closer, I drag my bike away from the letterbox and duck out of sight behind a bush. If Mason wants my dad to keep his distance, I can’t imagine he’d be thrilled to find me here either. I hear the car slow down, the creaking suspension as it bumps over the kerb, the pop and tick of tyres against gravel on the driveway. I peek through the bush to see the station wagon moving slowly towards the carport, red tail-lights blazing.

Suddenly, everything goes pitch black. Mason’s killed the lights. He rolls the last fifty metres in the dark. Curious, I leave my bike where it is and walk back up towards the house, pausing beside a tree when I see a small light in the carport. Mason is illuminated briefly as he climbs out of his car. He presses the driver’s door closed with a gentle, almost soundless shove. Instead of walking over to the verandah, he continues on through the carport towards the backyard.

I follow, hesitating at the end of the carport. The old dirt driveway continues all the way to the bush, an old tin garden shed marking the property’s boundary. The car’s engine ticks as it cools behind me, and I weigh up whether to go on. How often do I get out here to the Weavers’ place? I found nothing of note inside the house. Maybe seeing what Mason’s up to means I won’t leave empty-handed.

I’m too exposed on the open dirt area, even in the dark, so I veer towards a cluster of gum trees growing along the fence line between the Weavers’ block and the neighbouring one. Matching my pace to Mason’s, I stay close to the trees, ducking behind one as he slows outside the tin shed. He glances over his shoulder towards the house and I press myself against the trunk of a tall eucalypt, praying it’s not crawling with ants. When I feel it’s safe to take a peek, Mason is gone and a square of golden light is falling across the ground outside the open shed door. He reappears with a shovel in his hand a moment before the light blinks off.

My heart skips.

I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.

I’m suddenly aware of how secluded this property is now that the old Milburn house sits empty. Bushland at the back, paddocks across the road and vacant properties on either side. You could stand in the middle of this yard and scream your lungs out, and who would hear? Who would come running? Anything could happen out here and nobody would know.

Mason’s moving again, into the wall of trees beyond the shed. There’s a narrow trail here, not often used judging by its overgrown appearance. I pull out my phone, checking it has enough battery just in case I need it. As I turn the screen’s brightness down, I notice the smallest signal bar is dropping in and out.

I’m not sure how far in front Mason is until we get some way into the trees and a light appears ahead. There’s a decent gap between us but I can clearly see Mason is holding a torch. It feels like we’ve walked for ages, though it might only be a hundred metres – it’s difficult to see any landmarks, something to measure distance. I hang back, not wanting to trap myself with no way of slipping out unseen.

The torch’s beam sweeps across the trunk of a large fallen tree. Mason slows and turns off the trail, stepping gingerly through the undergrowth. He places the torch down on one end of the tree trunk and bends over.

I stay where I am, unable to see what he’s doing. There’s a sound like the shovel breaking ground, the light pitter-patter of soil being discarded on top of dry leaves. He digs for less than a minute, then drops to a crouch, only his head visible from my vantage point. It’s not long before he’s on his feet again, and the shovel is back in use.

Chloe, you need to leave.

I have no way of hiding here without him hearing me thrash through ferns and dead leaves. The trail is too narrow for me to hide behind one of the closer trees – Mason would spot me in a second. Doubling back along the trail, I walk quickly with light footsteps, glancing over my shoulder once or twice to check for the torchlight. I’ll never make it up to the carport without being seen on the open ground. As soon as the tin shed comes into view I head straight for it, ducking around the back and squatting close to the ground.

As I suspected, Mason isn’t far behind me. Footsteps scrape up the bush trail, and then nothing. No movement. I strain to listen, hearing only the pounding in my own ears. A few seconds of agonising silence stretch on. Staying low and holding my breath, I glance up at the corner of the shed, expecting to see Mason standing there watching me.

Squeeaakk. The shed door opens. I press my ear to the corrugated tin and hear a dull thump on the other side. The door squeaks shut and Mason’s footsteps retreat until I no longer hear them at all.

I don’t know how long I stay crouched behind the shed until I feel it’s safe to move. By the time I sneak back past the Weavers’ house, the night has well and truly set in. As I’m retrieving my bike, my phone vibrates with new messages, and I’m relieved I put it on silent. It has a signal again at least.

Pumping my legs briskly on the ride home, my mind is spinning along with the wheels, as though I’m trying to shake the bad thoughts chasing me down. I know Sabeen would say I’ve been listening to too many crime podcasts, but I can’t help circling back to the same three questions.

Why is Mason applying for a passport?

Why was the Weavers’ kitchen floor so clean the morning after the storm?

And … what the hell has Mason buried in his backyard?
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Two weeks before the storm

He hadn’t meant to push Henry in. It all happened so fast. It was like the pressure in his head needed releasing, a means to vent the frustration.

The worst part was, it had started out as a completely different kind of day.

Raf and Sabeen had brought the Christmas leftovers for a Boxing Day picnic and laid it all out on the flat surface of Devil’s Rock. The picnic ground was busy with tourists, most of them staying at the nearby motel. There were shrieks of laughter as people took sneaky paddles in the reservoir, somebody’s iPod playing Christmas carols, a family cricket match in full swing. It was a good kind of racket; a cheerful buzz. Mason kicked off his shoes and leaned back on his elbows, the rock warm and firm beneath him, the soaring sky a contented shade of blue.

Tom mirrored his pose, leaning back beside him, his bare legs growing pink in the sun. The two of them had finished Year Twelve now and the pressure was off – no more teachers, no more exams and no more Darren bloody Foster. Apart from Mason’s work days, they had the rest of the summer to kick back and hang out together. This was the perfect start. Rina had gone to Wollongong with her mum for the day, so she wasn’t here insisting Mason put sunscreen on her every five minutes, and Henry was at the Lawsons’ place helping Uncle Bernie work on his caravan. Mason felt unencumbered. Relaxed. No one needed anything from him and he could just … be.

It was the first time in a long time he’d felt something approaching happy.

And then Chloe stood up to brush breadcrumbs off her lap, the warm breeze catching hold of her short floral dress. It rippled briefly in a way that exposed her upper thighs, and Mason realised Tom was watching her intently. His eyes travelled the length of Chloe’s legs before he averted his gaze, slightly embarrassed. Tom was watching Chloe, and Mason was watching Tom. And Mason realised he really, really didn’t want Tom looking at Chloe in that way.

Chloe was Raf ’s girl. Not officially. Raf was too hopeless to have made any kind of move even though he’d clearly had a crush on her for years. Mason had never seen Raf so mopey and sombre as when he found out Chloe’s mum was leaving The Shallows and dragging her daughter back to Sydney with her. Now, every time Chloe visited, there was a whole bunch of flirting going on between them, but neither seemed to have realised they’d have to make a bold move if they wanted it to go anywhere.

Mason struggled to see what the big attraction was with Chloe, especially since she didn’t seem to have much time for him but endless reserves for his brother. She’d been up in Mason’s face a few times about Henry. She was stubborn. And Mason got the impression his mother couldn’t stand her. Although putting aside his own issues with her, something about Chloe and Raf seemed to fit, and Mason wouldn’t be surprised if they eventually ended up together.

None of this was why he didn’t want Tom looking at her in that way, though.

It wasn’t even about Chloe. It was about Tom.

Tom was his best mate, his support team, his confidant. Not Chloe’s.

So maybe this was jealousy. Mason could admit it.

And then she got a leg cramp. A painful spasm in her calf. Sabeen jumped up to help but Tom was already there, telling Chloe to hold still while his hands found her bare skin, massaging her calf muscle in a circular motion with his thumbs. Raf was oblivious to everything, earbuds in, facing the water and trying to toss M&Ms into his own mouth.

Mason had to stop himself from kicking Raf ’s foot to get his attention.

Do something, Raf! he wanted to say. Tom’s over there moving in on your girl.

But what he really thought was, Your girl’s over there moving in on my guy.

He almost laughed at himself. How bloody ridiculous. He didn’t think of Tom that way! They were mates. And Mason had Rina for god’s sake.

But also … it was confusing. He thought about Tom all the time, when he would see him next, what they would talk about. He remembered all the times he’d been able to make Tom belly-laugh and how good it felt. Whenever Mason had had a rough time with his mother, Tom was the person he sought out, and even if Mason didn’t share exactly what happened, Tom knew how to be there for him without needing to know details. They were really, really good friends. The best.

So Mason didn’t know what possessed him to start talking to the two German backpackers who climbed up onto Devil’s Rock to check out the view. He might have wanted to make Tom jealous too. He just wasn’t really sure why.

The blonde girls were trying to take a selfie. Mason jumped up and offered to take the photo for them. The taller girl gave him an appraising once-over, nudging her friend, and they both giggled and introduced themselves in faltering English. As the three of them struggled through a conversation, Mason noticed Sabeen and Raf assisting Chloe across the rock towards the northern trail to help stretch her leg.

Good, he thought. Don’t hurry back.

The German girls insisted on taking some selfies with Mason, and he said something that made them giggle again. He glanced over his shoulder at Tom. Tom wasn’t even watching – he was getting to his feet, his eyes on the short track leading from the picnic ground up to the rock.

‘Henry?’ Tom called. ‘You okay?’

Mason jerked around. His brother was rounding the section of trail through the large boulders. Within seconds Henry was running across the rock towards him.

‘Mason,’ he panted. He was out of breath, like he’d run all the way from the start of the reservoir trail, where he would have dumped his bike. ‘You’ve gotta come.’

Mason frowned. ‘What?’

‘You’ve gotta help me,’ Henry pleaded, pressing a hand to a spot under his ribs and wincing like he had a stitch. ‘I came home and found blood on the kitchen floor. She’s dripped it all the way through the living room. She broke something and there’s glass everywhere. Come on, Mase, please. Please help me clean it up.’

One of the German girls giggled nervously at the mention of blood. And suddenly Mason was eight years old again, at the big supermarket in Bowral, worrying about his mother’s injuries. Ivy had been gripping a bag of groceries in one hand, holding Henry’s hand in the other, taking unsteady steps down the concrete stairs towards the car park. The way she’d spoken to the cashier in the supermarket was probably a giveaway, quibbling over some two-for-one offer that had been advertised in a catalogue but hadn’t shown up on the receipt. Her voice grew increasingly loud, drawing the attention of other customers and causing the cashier to flush a deep shade of pink.

Then his mother slurred the word manager and knocked a tub of charity pins off the counter with her handbag. An old lady tsked and turned to her husband, murmuring something Mason couldn’t hear, then the old man raised his eyebrows and looked Mason’s mother up and down. ‘Had a few you reckon?’ he said to his wife. Mason dropped to the floor to scoop the pins back into their container, and his mother nudged him with her knee. ‘Leave them,’ she growled. ‘Let’s go.’

Her shoulder hit the automatic doors on her way out, almost spinning her in a circle. She swore loudly and a woman at the cigarette counter peered over and shook her head. Mason was keenly aware that people were judging his mother. When Henry stopped to stroke the Guide Dogs collection box, asking if he could put some coins into the dog’s head, Mason’s mother turned on him. ‘You think I can spare money for a plastic dog?’ she spat. She yanked him away by the hand and headed for the stairs, leaving Mason trailing behind. He was so busy throwing everyone apologetic glances he didn’t see the moment her foot missed the step, her body rolling like a wave, Henry yanked clean off his feet in her wake.

He heard glass breaking. The plastic grocery bag had split. Tins scattered and tumbled down the steps with a whirr and a plop. It was only a short set of stairs but his mother landed hard at the bottom. Mason heard the air go out of her. By some miracle Henry landed on top of her as she lay sprawled on the pavement, a little shaken, otherwise unharmed. Ivy stayed down for a minute, groaning, shoving at Henry with her elbow for him to climb off. She lifted her arm to inspect the palm of her hand, a layer of skin scraped off. Unsure of what he should be doing, Mason quickly retrieved two tins of baked beans and scanned the car park, hoping someone else would know how to help.

The car park was deserted except for three teenage girls loitering near the trolley return, passing a sly cigarette back and forth. One of them burst out laughing. The other two sniggered and the first one half-heartedly called out, ‘Need any help?’ Mason couldn’t remember what his mother said, if she’d even bothered to reply. What he did remember is how she swatted his hand away as he tried to assist her.

‘Keep walking,’ his mother hissed at them, struggling to get to her knees, pointing at the bus stop up on the road. The teen girls sniggered again at the abandoned grocery bag lying like roadkill at the base of the stairs. Mason couldn’t take his eyes off it as the bus arrived, thinking about how hard his mother had argued for that two-for-one.

And now there were more giggling girls. Another injury. Tom stepped forwards, his brow furrowed.

‘Hey, mate,’ he said quietly. And then Mason saw it: that fleeting look of pity. It wasn’t how he wanted Tom to look at him. Ever. This day had been perfect and now it was ruined.

‘I’ll be home when I’m home,’ Mason told his brother. ‘I’m going for a swim.’

He moved towards the edge of the rock, his T-shirt slipping from Henry’s grip. Henry shadowed him, stepping directly into his path, so Mason jerked to the right and Henry did too. Under different circumstances it might have been comical.

‘Move,’ Mason growled. ‘Get out of my way.’

‘Please,’ Henry said.

The backpackers murmured to one another and giggled again.

‘Come on, Mason,’ Tom said. ‘We’ll come back here tomorrow.’

Mason couldn’t do it. He couldn’t go home and clean up her mess. He couldn’t patch her up. He couldn’t put her to bed. He couldn’t.

He wouldn’t.

‘Move!’ he begged Henry, his voice cracking.

‘No!’ Henry yelled back.

Everything around Mason went white and silent, like all the colour and sound had bled from the world. He placed his hand in the middle of Henry’s chest and pushed.

The split second that Henry’s chest disappeared from beneath his fingers, Mason flexed them in a bid to grab hold of the T-shirt that was no longer there. It was a reflex – protect Henry – because at that moment Mason felt like he was no longer inside his own head.

Beside him Tom gasped. It barely registered. Mason watched the birds dipping and swooping in the mangrove shallows on the opposite shore. He didn’t even hear his brother hit the water.

‘Bloody hell,’ Tom said, clutching Mason’s lower arm and squeezing. They both looked down at the blue-green water erupting with bubbles. Somewhere, distantly, Mason heard yelling. Chloe. Calling his name, and Henry’s.

Henry surfaced below, an eruption of hacking coughs and flailing arms. The memory of baby Henry in the bathtub sliced into Mason’s consciousness, how still and quiet it had been, the tiny bubbles clustered around Henry’s nose, clinging to his eyelashes like diamonds. How different this was now, so much noisier and messier, as the water tried to claim his brother again.

The cool silence of their tiled bathroom stretched around him, the calm fascination of standing over the tub and finding his brother’s tiny face blinking back at him, his natural instinct to hold his breath kicking in. Mason had let the bath fill too high, he’d got distracted. Six-month-old Henry had only just learned how to sit up by himself. And now here he was lying on the bottom of the tub.

He just slipped under.

I didn’t do anything.

I was going to help him.

It was his mother – she’s the one who made Henry cry, the way she pushed Mason aside and yanked Henry out of the water so fast it shocked him. The way she clutched him too tight and jiggled him up and down. The way she almost dropped him because he was slippery.

‘Mason,’ Tom said now. ‘Come on.’ He whacked the back of his hand against Mason’s chest. It brought Mason back into himself, as though yanking him awake.

Behind him he heard quick footsteps across the rock. He turned to find Chloe barrelling towards him, Raf and Sabeen not far behind.

‘Help him!’ Chloe screeched, pausing long enough to wrench off her sandshoes. She flung one at Mason, the rubber sole hitting him on the side of the face.

And then she was leaping, fully clothed, over the edge, into the water. She slung an arm under Henry’s arms and around his chest, clutching him to her as she frog-kicked them both over to the shallows.

The German girls whispered to each other and slunk off the rock. Raf and Sabeen had already done a U-turn and were now running down the trail leading to the picnic ground, towards the reservoir where Chloe was dragging Henry onto the bank. Tom lingered by Mason’s side for a moment. Mason couldn’t look at him. Instead he bent down to retrieve Chloe’s sandshoes.

‘What happened?’ Tom asked, sounding mystified.

Mason didn’t answer. He stayed down until Tom turned and hurried away.

I’m not a good person, Mason thought. I didn’t deserve this day.

He walked down off the rock, through the picnic ground, along the bank of the reservoir. His friends were gathered around Henry, a couple of adults from a nearby picnic hovering to see if there was anything they could do. His brother was soaked through, but he was sitting up and nodding. He was okay. Chloe had made sure of that.

Mason hung back a few metres and placed Chloe’s sandshoes down carefully in the sandy dirt. Then he turned and started the long walk home to go and put his mother back together again.


[image: Image]

Now

Outside Shallow Vintage Wares, Tom’s grandfather is nursing a cup of tea and leafing through the local newspaper. He’s sitting in the same rocking chair as Henry in the photo I’m using on the new posters. I’m itching to talk to Raf and Sabeen about what I saw last night at the Weavers’ place, and had to wait until school finished. Raf hasn’t been reachable since then, but Sabeen texted me fifteen minutes ago insisting I meet her here straightaway.

‘Hi Uncle Bernie,’ I say, reaching down to give him a hug. ‘It’s okay. Don’t get up.’ I crouch in front of him, one hand resting on the arm of the rocking chair.

With months between visits, it’s obvious to me how much older Uncle Bernie’s looking all of a sudden. I’m sure Tom’s noticed it too. It’s probably why he’s panicking so much about helping out while he’s here. The shop might be getting to be too much work for Bernie and Rose, especially now that Rose has become more forgetful.

‘How are you, poppet?’ Bernie pats the top of my hand with his dry, calloused one. ‘You keeping out of trouble?’

Not exactly, I think dryly. I’m not in the right frame of mind for small talk, but I can’t be rude to Bernie. We touch base about my mum and Sydney, and how I’m doing at school. I ask after Rose and the details about their son’s upcoming parole hearing.

‘I’m worried about Tom,’ Bernie says out of the blue. ‘I think things are getting on top of him.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘He never lets on, but I’m not sure he’s very happy about his course at university.’ He glances over his shoulder at the window, then leans forwards. ‘And did you know he and Mason are no longer speaking?’

‘Are you sure? He hasn’t mentioned anything about that to me.’

Bernie takes off his wire glasses and cleans them on the corner of his shirt. ‘I think they’ve had a falling out. Mason pulled up here in his car the other day to drop off something for Stu Macleod, and Tom disappeared inside without a word. Why didn’t he hang about and say hello?’

‘I’ll ask Tom about it,’ I assure him. ‘I’m sure everything’s all right.’ Now it’s my turn to pat his hand. ‘Enjoy your cuppa.’

My smile fades as soon as I enter the second-hand store. The list of things I need to address with Tom is growing. I find him behind the ornate wooden desk at the rear of the shop, stacks of paper piled up all around him. The nearby basement door is open a few inches, music from a tinny radio drifting up the stairs. A couple of shoppers are browsing through plastic tubs of dog-eared paperbacks. Otherwise the shop is empty.

Tom looks up when he realises he’s being watched.

‘What’re you up to?’ I say.

He takes off his glasses and gives me a weary smile as he rubs his eyes. ‘Incomings, outgoings, insurance stuff. Making sure it’s all backed up online.’ He shoves his glasses on again. ‘Are you here about that coffee? I’m not sure I can do it today.’

I shrug. ‘That’s okay. Thought I’d swing by to say hi.’ I bite my lip, knowing that’s not the reason I came here at all. I pick up a flyer from a small stack on the end of the desk. ‘What’s this?’

Oppose the reconstruction of Cutler Bend, it reads, with a large photo of January’s landslide covered in a red circle with a slash through it. Bushfire-affected terrain puts residents at risk.

‘Oh, those.’ He doesn’t meet my eye. ‘I’m printing a few out for Jack.’

‘Jack from the Traveller’s Rest?’ I say. Sally and Liv reckon Jack Doherty’s shonky, and a wannabe politician. He owns several businesses in The Shallows, and one of those just happens to be the only other motel in town. He’s been Dad’s direct competitor for the past decade. Worse still, he’s Sergeant Doherty’s brother. ‘Since when do you do favours for him?’

Tom’s eyebrows pinch together with a hint of annoyance. ‘Well, that’s what I do, isn’t it? Everybody asks me for favours because I’m the pushover who never says no.’

‘Hey,’ I say, my voice softening. ‘No one thinks you’re a pushover.’

He rolls the swivel chair towards the printer, grabbing another handful of printed flyers, and tosses them on top of the others.

‘What’s this all about?’ I skim over the small print.

Keep the Wiseman Road route. Sign the petition to make your voice heard.

‘He’s campaigning for the council to update their emergency prevention plan or something,’ Tom explains. ‘He wants to keep Cutler Bend closed indefinitely.’

‘Why?’

‘The whole area is prone to landslides because of bushfire damage on the hill. There’s no vegetation to catch the rain.’

‘I mean, that’s true. But surely council will reinforce the mountainside when they rebuild the road so it doesn’t happen again?’

Tom’s expression is doubtful. ‘That’s exactly what your dad was pushing for at the last council meeting, apparently. But with what funds? Grandpa said they practically flipped a coin about whether to repair the post office roof or the Scout hall. The money’s needed for so many other things.’

‘If Cutler Bend stays closed, that leaves only one route for the freeway traffic to enter and leave town.’

Tom shrugs. ‘Well … yeah.’

‘Right beside the Traveller’s Rest. How convenient for Jack Doherty’s motel and how inconvenient for ours. You’re supporting this?’

‘Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,’ Tom says, standing. He slides some paperwork into a folder and crams it into the nearby filing cabinet. ‘I’m only printing flyers, not taking sides.’

‘Tell that to the tumbleweeds blowing through our motel.’

Tom shoves the filing drawer closed so hard it rocks the cabinet. ‘Can’t win, can I? Help one person out, upset another.’

‘Whoa.’ I hold up defensive hands. ‘I’m not having a go at you.’

He drops back into his chair. ‘No one thinks about how much I have to juggle.’

‘You mean uni?’

His shoulders sink. ‘It’s hard living on campus and leaving Nan and Grandpa here by themselves. When Nan was diagnosed with dementia after Christmas, I was ready to reject my uni offer. She begged me to go. No one in our family has ever been to university, and she told me how proud it would make her to see me achieve my degree.’ He sighs. ‘I can’t disappoint them. I need to make sure they’re taken care of.’

‘You will.’

‘I feel so guilty,’ he says, ‘because I’m failing at everything.’

‘You’re not—’

‘I am.’ He digs a roll of chewable Quick-Eze out of his pocket and picks at the paper wrapping. ‘The weekends I’m here I can’t get any studying done, and when I’m at uni I’m constantly worrying about what’s going on here. I keep running late for lectures, and I didn’t even pass my first two tutorial tests. I can’t seem to get it together.’

‘You’re still settling in,’ I suggest. ‘Living away from home is a new challenge. It’s natural to feel overwhelmed.’

He shoves a tablet into his mouth, shaking his head. ‘I’m so distracted all the time, worrying about Nan and this shop and …’ His voice trails off as he finishes chewing the tablet.

‘Did you and Mason have a falling out too?’

He shoots me a look. ‘Is that what Mason said?’

‘It’s what your grandpa thinks.’

His gaze drops to the floor. ‘I don’t have a problem with Mason. We want different things. We’re drifting apart, you know? It happens.’

‘What about Henry?’ I say. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How did you know Henry’s postcard came from Manly?’

‘You told me it did,’ he says.

I shake my head. ‘No, I didn’t.’

He turns to face me, his eyebrows lifting. ‘Are you actually interrogating me right now?’

‘How did you know, Tom?’

‘Am I under arrest, officer?’ he says dryly, then sighs. ‘A few days before he left, Henry told me he might have found his dad in Manly, okay? He asked me not to tell anyone because he didn’t want it getting back to Ivy.’

‘So you’ve known this all along? And you didn’t think to mention it to me?’

‘Jesus.’ Tom takes off his glasses and cleans them on his T-shirt, reminiscent of his grandpa. ‘Here we go again. Help one person out, upset another. Can’t bloody win.’

This isn’t the Tom I know. He’s strung out and sarcastic. Normally he’d do anything to avoid an argument. This whole thing with uni and his grandparents is too much pressure. His dad’s parole hearing must be playing on his mind as well.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, relenting. ‘I wish Henry had spoken to me about all this stuff. I’ve gotta keep pushing until I find answers.’

‘And the postcard doesn’t do that?’

‘To be honest, it’s done nothing but prompt more questions.’

I’m about to say something else when Sabeen appears at the top of the basement stairs, her dark hair twisted into a topknot. There’s a slightly dishevelled appearance to her school uniform, and her cheekbones are high in colour. She seems flustered.

‘Hey,’ I say.

‘Chloe. Hi.’ Her tone is overly formal. ‘Good to see you.’

I smirk at her weird behaviour. ‘Do you want to go and grab a smoothie?’

‘I’m pretty busy,’ she says stiffly. ‘Why don’t you chat to me downstairs?’

Tom glances over and gives her a puzzled look. ‘You’re allowed to have a break, Sab. You’re helping out voluntarily.’

She gives a short, strange laugh. ‘I don’t mind. I’m getting loads of organising done down there. No rest for the wicked!’ She widens her eyes at me behind Tom’s back, her lips pressed tightly together.

She needs to tell me something. And she doesn’t want to do it in front of Tom.

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Lead the way.’

Tom returns to his paperwork as I join Sabeen at the basement door. She holds eye contact, touching a finger to her lips. I step past her and she quietly closes the door.

Halfway down the stairs I clutch her arm, whispering, ‘I have so much to tell you.’

She gives me a look that says, You have nooo idea.

And then I see the state of the basement. There are open boxes everywhere, random piles of paper, a jumbled collection of kitsch ornaments, a few pieces of furniture that are too damaged for the shop floor. A small AM/FM radio is playing that eighties song about the rains in Africa.

‘Don’t judge,’ Sabeen says. ‘It always looks worse before it gets better.’

‘What on earth are you doing down here?’

Sabeen moves a stack of yellowed newspapers from a footstool and invites me to sit down. ‘Hunting for important legal documents, mostly,’ she says. ‘Tom’s been searching everywhere for stuff Uncle Bernie’s misplaced. I’m also trying to figure out what needs to go to the tip.’

There are no windows down here, and a cold mustiness lingers. The bare lightbulbs cast severe shadows across the walls. I’d get claustrophobic if I had to stay down here too long.

‘I’m going to jump straight in and show you,’ Sabeen says, wringing her hands. She treads carefully through the maze of semi-organised piles to a large object wedged between a pedestal fan and the wall. It’s covered in a dark green tarp.

‘I was trying to move some things around,’ she says, ‘and I found this.’

She reaches for a corner of the tarp and tugs, letting it drift to the floor.

Henry’s red mountain bike is leaning against the wall.

* * *

We sit side by side, staring at the bike. The tarp is abandoned at our feet.

‘I thought the police might still have it,’ I say. ‘Or they’d returned it to the Weavers. Why is it here?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You think Ivy donated it?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Why is Bernie keeping it hidden?’

Sabeen shifts uncomfortably, staring down at her hands. I now realise the bike is only part of what she wants to share. She has something else to show me.

‘Sabeen?’

She glances over her shoulder towards the stairs, then reaches for a cardboard archive box sitting on the floor. She lifts the lid, revealing a row of suspension files, each one bulging with paperwork.

‘I swear, I would never normally go through someone’s personal items,’ she says. ‘It’s only because I’m trying to help Tom find bank statements and legal documents.’ She seems distressed, pressing a hand to her forehead. ‘They were in a white envelope, so I assumed it was paperwork …’

‘It’s okay,’ I say, although I have no idea what I’m reassuring her about.

She pulls a large paper envelope out of the box and hands it to me quickly, like she’s happy to be rid of it. She glances towards the stairs again before resettling on the wooden chair beside my footstool.

I tip the contents of the envelope into my hand. It’s a small stack of photos taken with a polaroid camera.

‘These are Bernie’s?’ I ask. Tom bought him a polaroid camera last Christmas because he couldn’t figure out how to take photos on his phone.

Sabeen nods. Her quiet demeanour is unnerving me; she’s usually so boisterous. She seems torn between wanting to study the polaroids as I flick through them, and looking anywhere else at all.

The first few are photos of a small painted kitchenette, the date and the words Work in Progress scribbled inside the white border. It takes me a moment to realise these pictures were taken inside Bernie’s caravan. In December, according to the handwritten caption. I glance at Sabeen. I don’t really understand why she’s showing me these or why she seems so upset. She twirls her finger, gesturing for me to keep flicking through them.

The next photo is of Henry. He has no shirt on.

I glance at Sabeen and she seems uneasy. ‘There are more,’ she says.

Flicking through each photo, I feel a heavy weight settling inside my chest. There are seven of Henry in total, his cheeks flushed pink, smiling and laughing with a paintbrush in his hand. His naked torso has been photographed from a few different angles. One shot even has Henry’s head partially out of frame, the focus on his lower back and the top of his shorts. As with most polaroids, the skin tone is somewhat flat and overexposed, although there’s enough detail for them to seem gratuitous. The focus is not on Henry painting the caravan, but on Henry himself.

I’m not sure what to say. ‘These are …’

Sabeen winces. ‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘It’s Uncle Bernie, though. He’s like a grandfather to us.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘What are we supposed to do with them?’

I think of how Henry always talked about Bernie this and Bernie that. The old Westerns they watched together. The long summer days Henry spent helping Bernie renovate the caravan. None of that is making me feel any better. In fact, it makes me feel worse. Henry’s missing. And these photos seem … not right.

‘Should I take them to Doherty?’ I ask.

Before Sabeen can answer, we hear the door open at the top of the stairs. Sabeen throws me a panicked look as I gather up the photos like a deck of cards. Tom can’t know about these; he’s already stressed out of his mind. Something like this might tip him over the edge.

Heavy footsteps descend quickly, and I manage to slip the polaroids into my pocket just as Tom appears behind us, nudging his glasses to the top of his nose. We’re so busy making sure the photos are squirrelled away that we completely forget to drape the tarp back over Henry’s bike.

Tom’s eyes find it straightaway. His expression is one I can’t read. ‘Is that …?’

‘It is,’ Sabeen says, standing up. Her gaze darts from my face to my pocket, double-checking the photos are safely stowed. I give her a whisper of a nod and stand up as well.

‘Right. Okay,’ Tom says, shaking his head slightly. ‘That’s … unexpected. I didn’t realise Ivy had donated it.’ Seeing the bike here seems to have rattled him too. He casts an eye over the basement like there might be other surprises hidden in the clutter.

‘I’ve gotta go,’ I tell Sabeen.

‘And you’ll do that thing we talked about?’

She means taking the polaroids to Doherty. A look of reluctance passes between us because once we do this there’s no taking it back. Sabeen glances at Henry’s bike, and I can sense what’s going on inside her head. It’s the same thing going on inside mine.

‘I will,’ I assure her. ‘First thing tomorrow.’

We need to find Henry. At any cost.
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One week before the storm

1 JANUARY 2019, 9:37

Missy: Happy New Year!

2 JANUARY 2019, 10:55

Henry: Hey.

Missy: Hi! How are you?

Henry: Not great.

Missy: What’s up?

Henry: I hate being at home. My brother’s a d-bag.

Missy: What did he do?

Henry: You’re gonna think I’m a baby.

Missy: No I won’t. Tell me. Please?

Henry: Last week he pushed me off this really high rock into the reservoir.

Missy: OMG.

Henry: I can’t really swim. Like, I’m really bad at it.

Missy: What the hell is wrong with him?!

Henry: I dunno. He snapped.

Missy: Has he done something like this before? Is he dangerous?

Henry: He’s never tried to hurt me before.

Missy: Maybe something changed?

Henry: Great. Now I’ve gotta watch my back with him AND my mother.

7 JANUARY 2019, 12:26

Missy: Heeey. Are things better this week?

9 JANUARY 2019, 17:31

Missy: Up for a chat?

11 JANUARY 2019, 11:47

Missy: Where are you?

18 JANUARY 2019, 11:08

Missy: Henry, please message me.

1 FEBRUARY 2019, 2:05

Missy: WHERE ARE YOU???

15 FEBRUARY 2019, 19:36

Missy: Henry …?
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Now

The red-headed police officer seems less than thrilled to see me.

She gives me a curt smile, placing her hands on the reception desk and leaning forwards. ‘You again.’

‘I’d like to speak to Sergeant Doherty, please.’

‘He’s busy right now. I can pass on a message.’

I glance behind her at the only part of the police station I can see behind the glass. Beyond the computer area is a row of small rooms. A couple have closed doors and window blinds, making it impossible to see inside.

‘How long will he be?’ I ask.

‘Well, that’s hard to say.’ Her voice has taken on a slightly patronising tone. ‘I can’t really give you an answer.’

‘It’s urgent.’ I fidget with the zipper on my pocket. The polaroids sit stiff and insistent against my hip.

‘If it’s urgent, I can help you,’ she says. ‘Or another officer.’

I peer at the closed doors again. ‘I’ll wait for Sergeant Doherty.’

She straightens to her full height and folds her arms across her chest. ‘How about you tell me what’s going on, hmm?’

Definitely patronising.

‘I have new evidence he’ll be interested in,’ I explain. ‘About Henry Weaver’s disappearance.’

She eyes me for a second, then reaches behind the counter to retrieve a lined notepad. She slips a pen from her shirt pocket and clicks the end, raising her eyebrows for me to go on.

‘It’s something I need to show him,’ I say.

‘Show me then.’

‘I’d rather deal with Sergeant Doherty.’ Add that to phrases I never thought I’d say.

The officer sighs and asks me for my name before gesturing towards the row of vinyl chairs along the wall. A woman I vaguely recognise from the hairdresser’s looks up from her phone long enough to sigh and lift her handbag off the seat beside her. I’m about to sit when I spot Doherty walking through the back room with a coffee mug in his hand.

Busy? Yeah, right.

‘Sergeant Doherty!’ I say, hurrying back over to the counter. He glances in my direction but doesn’t change his course towards a room with the door ajar, jerking his head for the female officer to deal with me.

He’s about to step inside the room when I call out, ‘Ben!’

This stops him in his tracks. I loathe myself for using his first name like he’s always wanted, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

‘It’s about Henry Weaver,’ I say quickly, my voice loud enough for him to hear me through the glass. I sense the hairdresser shifting in her chair behind me. Another officer in a back room looks up from his computer.

‘There’s something you should see.’ I pull the polaroids from my pocket and hold them up as proof.

Doherty frowns, placing the mug down on the corner of a desk before disappearing off to the right. In seconds he’s yanking open the security door.

‘What have you got?’ he says, motioning at my hand. I offer up the polaroids. His frown deepens as he sifts through them one by one. ‘Where did you get these?’

‘I found them hidden in the basement of Bernie Lawson’s shop. Don’t you think that’s suss?’

Doherty’s gaze slides past me to where the hairdresser is sitting. She’s on the edge of her chair in an attempt to see what’s in my hand. He quickly punches a code into the security door and ushers me through to the main area of the police station.

‘You need to keep your voice down,’ he tells me as the door clunks shut. He leads me to the computer area where the redhead is resettling in front of her computer. ‘We don’t need people spreading gossip. Bernie is a respected member of this community.’

‘What’s respectable about this?’ I ask, tapping my finger against the pictures in his hand. ‘Why does he have photos of Henry?’

Doherty shoots a quick glance at the room he was heading towards earlier. Is he even listening to me? Or is he thinking about putting his feet up on the desk and slurping his coffee?

‘It isn’t right,’ I say, drawing his attention back to me. ‘Look at these. Henry doesn’t have a shirt on.’

A muscle in Doherty’s jaw twitches. ‘Why were you in Bernie Lawson’s basement?’

‘What?’

‘Did you break in?’

‘No! I was with my friend Sabeen.’ I fold my arms. ‘She’s working there.’

‘But you don’t work there,’ he says, ‘and now you’ve taken something from private premises without the owner’s permission.’

‘Are you serious? Bernie Lawson has half-naked pictures of Henry and you’re coming after me?’

‘Keep your voice down!’ Doherty says again, his own volume increasing. I glance through the glass at the hairdresser in the waiting room. She shows no sign of having heard.

‘We found Henry’s bike down there too,’ I continue. ‘Hidden under a tarp. Do you know about that?’

He’s not even looking at me. His attention is on the room behind me again. Exasperated, I spin around to find the door is now all the way open. Mason Weaver is standing in the doorway.

‘Go in and sit down,’ Doherty says to him. ‘I’ll be there in a minute. Here’s your cup of tea, if you still want it.’ He gestures at the ceramic mug on the nearby desk. Mason makes no move to retrieve it.

‘You can leave these with me,’ Doherty tells me in a low voice. He holds his hand out to show me the door.

‘What are you going to do with them?’ I ask quickly. ‘Will you question Bernie?’

His jaw flexes again. ‘That isn’t your concern.’

‘Of course it’s my concern. I found something incriminating.’

Doherty glares at me, then throws an irritated glance at Mason. ‘Go in. Sit down. I haven’t finished questioning you yet.’

He turns and grips me lightly by the elbow, escorting me to the security door, through the waiting room and out of the police station altogether. Once we’re outside on the footpath, Doherty straightens the polaroids into a neat stack and shoves them into his breast pocket.

‘I already know about these photos,’ he says. ‘We’ve scanned and entered them into our file on Henry Weaver.’

‘What?’ This scatters my thoughts. ‘So … you are investigating Bernie?’

‘Bernie Lawson brought these photos to us himself.’

‘But—’

Doherty straightens, casting his shadow over me. ‘I’m not going into further detail with you about this.’

‘Henry is my friend.’

‘I appreciate that. But you can’t run around town vigilante-style, making allegations and smearing people’s good names. Let the police do their job.’

‘Do it then,’ I snap, frustration bubbling over. ‘Why haven’t you found him yet? Why have you stopped searching?’

‘We haven’t stopped,’ he says. ‘We’ve simply exhausted the leads we had and we don’t currently have any new information.’

‘So that’s it?’

‘No. We’ll continue to appeal to the public to report any possible sightings or anything suspicious.’

‘Henry’s been missing for three months,’ I say. ‘Doesn’t that make him high priority?’

Doherty sighs, his shoulders dropping. ‘Do you know how many people are reported missing in Australia every year? Over thirty-eight thousand. And two-thirds of those are under the age of eighteen.’

‘Okay. So—’

‘Thirteen to seventeen year olds are reported missing at six times the rate of other age groups.’

‘What’s your point?’

‘That’s a lot of missing kids and a lot of resources needed to find them. Almost all of them are found alive and well within a short period of time.’

‘And those who aren’t?’

‘Their cases stay open and continue to be investigated. Police want to find them as much as their family and friends.’

Doesn’t feel like it, I want to say.

‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go back in there and somehow redirect Mason Weaver away from what he just overheard.’

‘What’s he here for?’ I ask as Doherty turns to walk back inside. I think of the shovel, Mason burying something behind his house. Do I tell Doherty? He’ll probably lecture me about trespassing.

‘I’m obviously not going to answer that. But you already know about the drunk and disorderly behaviour.’

‘He has a temper problem,’ I say, as Doherty reaches the automatic doors. They slide open for him expectantly. ‘Both him and his mother. If you’re searching for reasons why Henry’s missing, you should start with them.’

‘What makes you think we haven’t?’

He walks inside the station and I watch him make his way across the waiting room. He gives me one final glance before slipping through the security door.

I’ve barely crossed the road when my phone dings. It’s a text from Raf.

I’ve cracked Henry’s password. You’re gonna want to see this.

* * *

Sally is in the front garden as I make my way up the Nolans’ driveway. She’s kneeling in a garden bed with a pair of pruning shears in her hand. One of the cats is sprawled across the front patio, watching on with barely one eye open. As soon as it spots me it gets up and slowly slinks away.

‘Ah,’ Sally says, glancing over her shoulder at the sound of my footsteps on the pavestones. ‘Here’s our girl.’ She clumsily pushes herself up off the ground, grumbling about the pain in her knees. Towering over me, she’s a robust woman with a robust bobbed hairstyle, a love of double denim and an English-rose complexion that burns easily in the sun. I see both Raf and Sabeen in her, particularly around the nose and mouth, and especially during highly competitive games of Monopoly.

She dusts her hands together and holds her arms out for a hug. I sink into her, grateful for the friendly face after my run-in with Doherty. ‘You’ve got my boy grinning again,’ Sally says into my hair. ‘He hasn’t stopped talking about you.’ She kisses the top of my head and holds me at arm’s length. ‘He’s even cleaned his bedroom. You should know he doesn’t move those stinky socks for just anybody.’ She winks, then sends me on my way towards the house.

Sabeen meets me on the front doorstep. She looks like she’s about to burst. Glancing past my shoulder at her mum in the garden, she quickly ushers me inside. ‘How did it go at the police station?’ she asks, keeping her voice low.

I fill her in on Doherty already knowing about the polaroids and how Bernie had taken them into the police station himself.

‘Oh, thank god,’ Sabeen says, clutching her chest. ‘That means Bernie didn’t do anything dodgy, right?’

‘It seems not. But we still don’t know why he took them.’

‘Speaking of dodgy,’ Sabeen says, ‘you have to come and check this out.’

She leads me down the hallway towards Raf ’s bedroom, and I realise that whatever it is he wants to show me, he’s already shared it with his sister. Raf is sitting in front of his computer, his dual monitors displaying images of the night sky. On one screen he’s working in Photoshop with the image enlarged, and on the other he has a number of smaller images open that appear to be identical. As we walk in, he spins in his swivel chair to face us.

‘Yesss! You’re here,’ he says, punching his fist. ‘Wait, let me save this.’ He turns back to his computer and clicks his keyboard. ‘I’m stacking some of the photos I took the other night.’

‘Stacking?’ I walk over to sit on the edge of his bed. I’m finally able to see Raf ’s pinboard up close. It’s full of photos of his family, a couple of Amir in a soccer jersey and a selection of our friendship group from childhood all the way through to now.

‘Long story short,’ Raf says, ‘if I take a bunch of photos in quick succession, I can layer them in Photoshop to create a much more detailed image of the Milky Way.’

‘Impressive,’ I say.

‘You think that’s impressive, prepare to have your mind blown.’ He smirks and Sabeen rolls her eyes at him. ‘Wait till you hear how I cracked this password.’ He closes the file he’s working on and opens his internet browser. In the blink of an eye he’s got Facebook open. He stands and offers me his chair so I have a closer view of the screen.

‘This is my account open right now,’ he says, leaning over me to access the keyboard. He types Henry Weaver into the search bar and the long list of profile images comes up. ‘I knew the key would be figuring out which one, if any, is our Henry.’

He runs his finger down the screen until he lands on a profile picture of a cartoon parrot wearing a pirate hat. ‘I had to get inside his head,’ Raf explains. ‘And this here—’ he taps the screen, ‘—is him giving a nod to his favourite joke.’

‘A parrot?’

‘A pirate,’ Sabeen says behind me as she sits down on the bed.

Raf stares at me expectantly. ‘A pirate walks into a bar with a steering wheel down his pants. The bartender asks the pirate: “Isn’t that annoying?” And the pirate responds …’

‘Arrr, it’s driving me nuts!’ we all say together. I snigger. ‘You’re right. It is his favourite.’

‘So it got me thinking if the password might be related to the profile pic.’ He logs out of his account and it takes him back to the login screen. ‘As we suspected, Henry used his Gmail account to log in. And after a bit of trial and error, I figured out the password is drivingmenuts.’ He types it into the password field and presses the Log In button. Henry’s page opens up in front of our eyes.

‘You’re brilliant,’ I say, my eyes scouring the page. Henry has no activity on his profile and only one Facebook friend. Somebody called Missy Ellwood.

‘There’s nothing there,’ Sabeen says. ‘He never posted anything or joined any groups.’

‘However,’ Raf says, clicking open the Messenger icon, ‘there’s one single message thread between him and this girl called Missy Ellwood.’

‘A girl?’ I say, feeling dazed.

Raf backs away from the desk and sits on the bed beside Sabeen.

‘Read the whole thread,’ she says.

I scroll right back up to the beginning. Henry and Missy had been chatting for months. I don’t get very far before pulling out my phone.

‘What are you doing?’ Raf asks.

‘She says her high school is Airsden High in Sydney’s North Shore. For some reason the name is familiar, but it’s an odd name for a school, right? I want to google it.’

Sabeen nudges Raf in the stomach. ‘We should have thought of that,’ she says. Then, to me: ‘What does it say?’

‘No results.’ I hold my phone out to show them.

Raf arches an eyebrow. ‘Oooh. The plot thickens.’

I keep reading, surprised at how much Henry talks about looking for his dad. It’s both terrible and wonderful to hear Henry’s voice coming through in these messages, but more than a few times Missy’s words have me narrowing my eyes.

‘This Missy person is totally bogus,’ I say. ‘Her school doesn’t exist, she’s conveniently the same age as Henry and she forgets she has a sister. Henry has to remind her.’

Sabeen nods in agreement. ‘Dodgy.’

I click through to Missy Ellwood’s profile. The privacy settings are tight. There’s nothing to see except her profile picture: a girl in a hat and sunglasses standing on a beach at sunset, taken from a distance so it’s difficult to make out any defining features. Returning to the message thread, I re-read parts. One thing it confirms is that Henry was looking for his father, and nothing was resolved about it. According to this, Henry never found him. Or if he did, he didn’t tell Missy.

My throat closes over when I reach Missy’s last few messages around 10 January with no responses from Henry. As he did with us, Henry left Missy hanging.

Unless …

Missy could simply be covering her tracks. If she was catfishing Henry, she might have found another way to make contact and lure him away. Is Missy even still around, or has she moved on to another victim because it all fizzled out with Henry?

‘Okay,’ I say, my hands poised over the keyboard.

Sabeen pushes herself off the bed and comes to stand beside me. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going to pose as Henry and write Missy a message.’

‘Umm …’ Raf says, joining us at the desk, ‘are we sure that’s wise?’

‘We’re sure,’ I say. ‘How else are we going to find out who Missy is?’

I start typing.

‘Hang on, hang on,’ Sabeen says. ‘Don’t you think we should show this message thread to someone first?’

‘Like who?’

She shrugs. ‘Sergeant Doherty?’

‘Why? He won’t do anything about it. He’ll only add it to “Henry’s file”—’ I make air quotes with my fingers, ‘—and sit on it. Meanwhile, we could actually get somewhere.’

Sabeen sucks in a breath through her teeth. ‘Yeah, but there are proper channels for doing things, right? I mean, this must be all kinds of wrong.’

My fingers move across the keys and Raf leans over. ‘Oh man. What are you saying?’

He reads the line I’ve written.

Hey. How’s it going? Long time no chat.

I glance at him, my finger hovering over the Enter key.

‘Shit,’ he murmurs, a glint of mischief in his eyes. ‘Send it.’

Sabeen makes a tiny yelping noise as I press the Send button. She doesn’t try to stop me, though. The new message appears in the chat window and we all stare at the screen for a few seconds. There’s no profile picture icon to the right of the message to show it’s been seen.

‘Now what?’ Raf says.

‘We wait.’

Sabeen picks nervously at her lower lip, her round brown eyes flitting between my face and the computer screen. ‘What are you going to ask her if she replies?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘What do you guys think I should ask?’

Raf holds up his hands. ‘Hey, this is your show, lady. We’re just along for the ride.’

As I start to say something else, Missy’s profile pic pops up beneath my message.

‘Holy crap,’ I blurt. ‘She’s read it.’

Three flashing dots indicate Missy is replying. Her one-word message pops up, begging me to engage: HENRY??

Raf nudges me. ‘She wants you to respond, Henry.’

‘I guess it’s showtime,’ I say, and start typing.

Henry: Hi.

Missy: Where the hell have you been? Are you in Sydney?

Henry: Why?

Missy: We need to meet. In person. I’ll meet you somewhere.

Henry: Um, okay.

Missy: Can you do it tomorrow? Or Sunday?

Henry: Yeah, tomorrow’s fine. What time?

Missy: 11. At Hyde Park. There’s a big fountain. Archibald Fountain. You can’t miss it.

Henry: I’ll find it.

Missy: Will you definitely be there?

Henry: Of course.

Missy: You really need to come. Please turn up.

Henry: I will. How will I know who you are?

Missy: I’ll be wearing a red coat. You wear something red too and stand right next to the fountain.

Henry: I’ll find you.

Missy: Henry … don’t freak out. I might not be what you’re expecting.

Henry: I might not be what you’re expecting either.
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Ten days before the storm

Mason checked his phone again. Another text from Rina. Nothing from Tom. Tonight would be the first time the whole group had been together since Boxing Day, and Mason had no idea how things were going to go. It had been nearly a week since Ivy cut her hand and dripped blood all over the kitchen floor. It was only superficial in the end, not even deep enough for stitches, but she had made enough mess for Henry to completely freak out. In some ways that was Mason’s fault for shielding his brother from so much of Ivy’s behaviour over the years. If Henry had cleaned up after her as much as Mason had, it probably wouldn’t have come as such a shock.

Henry wasn’t speaking to him, and Mason couldn’t really blame him. He hadn’t yet apologised for pushing Henry off Devil’s Rock. By the time he’d got home that day to deal with his mother and the mess, the shame of what he’d done had well and truly caught up with him. He’d crawled into bed with a piercing headache and didn’t even hear Henry come home. Mason could lie to himself and pretend there hadn’t been an opportunity to bring it up in the days since. The truth was, he was struggling to find the words.

Why was that? Part of him felt bad about it, yet another part of him felt … nothing at all.

His phone dinged with a new text. Rina. Again.

I’m here. See you soon.

He glanced towards the entrance of Eliza Park, where a number of people were strolling in from Railway Parade. Locals, tourists and visitors from smaller neighbouring towns were all here tonight. It was the first year The Shallows had put on such a huge New Year’s Eve event – food stalls, fireworks at nine-thirty, a few carnival rides rolled in on the back of trucks. Mason heard Jack Doherty was responsible for most of the organisation on behalf of the local council, which meant he probably screwed the vendors on fees and skimmed a hefty cut off the top. Mason assumed everyone knew Jack Doherty was crooked – Stu and the other mechanics talked about it all the time at the workshop – but his fellow council members were either clueless or pretended not to notice. And now Darren Foster had weaseled his way into becoming Jack Doherty’s errand boy, acting like they were The Shallows’ answer to the underworld or something.

Mason caught sight of Rina trotting towards him in heels too high to be grass-friendly. She was dressed in a fitted black top and leather-look pants, her curly hair loose and framing her heart-shaped face.

‘This is going to be so fun,’ she said when she reached him, turning her face up to his for a quick kiss. Her skin had an artificial shimmer around the nose and cheekbones, severe eyebrows and long false eyelashes. It all seemed a bit much considering how naturally pretty she was underneath, but what did he know? People were turning to stare at her in admiration, both guys and girls. It probably should have made Mason feel lucky or proud or maybe even mildly possessive. Instead he felt like an actor playing a role, trying to summon feelings so his performance would seem authentic.

‘You look really nice,’ he said, and she beamed.

They wandered into the small market area, a mix of food stalls, local artisans and overpriced showbags. Rina put on a brave face every time one of her heels sank into the grass. Mason spied Jack Doherty a few marquees down, paunchier than his cop brother, with thinning hair and skin like an old leather boot. He had a clipboard in his hand and was barking orders at his new sidekick. Foster had squeezed himself into a tight black T-shirt and security lanyard like a puffed-up nightclub bouncer.

‘There’s Sabeen,’ Rina said, tugging his arm towards the takeaway food area. The Nolans had set up a white market tent with a portable pizza oven so they could sell pizza by the slice. While Sally and Liv were working in the prep area up the back, Sabeen was taking payments and Raf was retrieving orders from a glass food warmer that took up most of the trestle table.

‘Hi you two!’ Sabeen said, tucking her dark hair behind her ears. ‘Did you just get here?’

Raf peered over the food warmer. ‘You want a slice? Pick anything, on the house.’

As always, Mason was grateful for the Nolans. They were quick to forgive and didn’t appear to hold the Boxing Day incident against him. When he ran into Raf at the service station earlier in the week, things were slightly awkward, but Mason sensed Raf felt uncomfortable for him rather than around him. Sabeen, of course, just wanted everybody to play nice and brush their differences aside.

Mason hoped this would be the case with Tom too. He was worried, though. Tom’s last message was three days ago and he hadn’t replied to any of Mason’s texts since. Mason tried not to be hurt by that, or the fact that it had taken Tom a couple of days to text him back after Boxing Day. He’d said in his message he’d wanted to give Mason some space because he seemed stressed out and probably wanted time alone. Mason couldn’t think of anything worse than more solitary time to reflect on his life, his choices and his prospects. He agreed with Tom anyway, to make things easier on him. It must’ve been difficult for Tom to be loyal to such an absolute train wreck.

Since then … nothing. Mason didn’t want to think what might’ve been going through Tom’s head. He scanned the crowd, wondering if Tom was here yet.

‘Henry’s with Chloe,’ Sabeen told him, misinterpreting the way Mason was looking around. ‘They’re lining up for those inflatable orb things over near the playground.’

Mason nodded. He’d been at the workshop all day and hadn’t even seen his mother or brother. He assumed Henry would be with Chloe, the same way he expected his mother would be parked on a bar stool at the pub down the road.

‘Can we take you up on that slice later?’ Rina said. ‘I want to go and say hi to my mum.’

She grasped Mason’s hand firmly and he let himself be led past the row of food tents to a small stage area with spotlights. Rina waved at her mother, who was herding a troupe of young children in glittery hip-hop outfits onto the stage. Families were already parked on picnic rugs eagerly awaiting the performance, and it wasn’t long before the kids were in formation and waiting on the music. Mason’s attention was drawn to a raucous burst of laughter at some nearby tables behind a white picket fence. Poor event planning meant the alcoholic drinks tent and beer garden was situated right next to the stage.

It didn’t take long for Mason to spot his mother’s blonde ponytail in a large group of adults. He recognised some of them from the pub, including the guy with the shaved head and sleeve tattoos. Judging by the volume of her voice, Ivy was well and truly buzzed.

The stage music started up but it was far too quiet. As Rina’s mother fiddled with the audio equipment, the kids started their dance moves as another roar of laughter boomed from the oblivious beer garden crowd. Mason didn’t want to look, but his eyes were drawn in that direction. Ivy was now standing up and making her way unsteadily around the table. She was talking at the top of her voice, nails-on-blackboard shrill. And while her drinking companions thought whatever she was saying was hilarious, the parents on picnic rugs were unimpressed and restless. It wasn’t long before a couple stalked off and returned with a security guard. Darren bloody Foster.

As Foster snaked his way past tables and patrons in the beer garden, edging closer to Mason’s mother and her friends, Ivy took a wobbly step backwards and toppled over the picket fence. She, along with several fence panels, landed heavily on the grass, narrowly missing a picnic rug occupied by an elderly woman and two small children. There was a collective whoa from the crowd. Mason found himself running to his mother from one direction as Darren Foster closed in from the other.

Foster reached her first.

‘Get up!’ he barked, grabbing Ivy’s arm and yanking it roughly. ‘Your night’s over. Come on.’

‘Hey,’ Mason called. ‘Get your hands off her.’

Ivy struggled to stand, pulling Foster off balance. He jerked forwards, almost falling on top of her.

‘Get up!’ he said again, his fingers digging deep into her upper arm.

Mason closed the last few metres and pushed through the crowd of onlookers who’d gathered to gawk. ‘Back off, Foster.’

Foster glanced at Mason, then ducked his head for a closer glimpse of Ivy. ‘Holy shit. Is this your mother, princess?’ He smirked. ‘She’s so trashed I didn’t even recognise her.’

‘Let go of her,’ Mason said, trying to keep his voice calm. He was aware of how many eyes were on them. There were little kids close by.

Foster smirked again and let his fingers spring open. Ivy fell straight back from her seated position, her head thumping hard against the grass.

Mason lurched forwards and shoved Foster in the shoulder, who took a swing and missed. People around them yelled, ‘Hey, hey, hey!’ Before anything went further, Mason felt firm hands on his shoulders, dragging him away. It took him a second to realise they belonged to Chloe Baxter’s father.

Liv and Sally were running over from their food stall, and in seconds they were helping his mother to her feet. Ivy stared through Mason, glassy-eyed and worse for wear, an afternoon of drinking suddenly catching up with her.

‘Get her out of here,’ Foster said. ‘She’s an absolute mess.’

‘Oh, all right, Darren,’ Sally snapped. ‘Take your little power trip somewhere else.’

Mason scanned the crowd. Faces stared back at him from the beer garden, the picnic rugs, the food stalls. Chloe stood off to one side with Henry, her hands placed protectively on his shoulders. And Tom. Tom was watching from over near the stage, standing beside a horrified Rina.

Mason dropped his gaze, his face burning. He moved towards his mother, but Liv stepped in-between them.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll take her home. We’ll get her into bed.’

‘I can—’

‘No, love,’ Liv said gently. ‘You stay here with your friends. Enjoy your New Year’s Eve.’

Too late, Mason thought.

As the crowd dispersed, Mason sensed someone approaching quietly from one side. Chloe’s dad.

‘You all right, mate?’ he asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘Things got a bit carried away over there.’

Mason’s shoulders slumped. He couldn’t be bothered making something up, inventing excuses for his mother’s behaviour. What would be the point? Mr Baxter saw the whole thing. It wasn’t even eight o’clock and Mason was tired. He was exhausted by this whole year and he needed it to end.

‘Listen,’ Mr Baxter went on. ‘We mentioned to your mum earlier that we’ll bring Henry home with us and he can stay the night.’

‘Okay.’ Mason shrugged. ‘That’s probably a good idea, especially now.’

‘You want to as well?’ he asked. ‘You don’t have to stay at our place, of course – you can have one of the motel rooms.’

Mason averted his gaze again and mumbled, ‘I can’t really afford it right now.’

‘No, mate.’ Mr Baxter stepped forwards. ‘You can stay there free of charge. I’ll leave a key under the pot plant and you can come home whenever you like. Let yourself in. Room Fifteen’s usually vacant anyway; how about that one?’

Mason eyed him warily. ‘I can just stay there? For nothing?’

‘Whenever you need a bit of space from … you know. Things at home.’

‘Why?’

‘Why not?’ said Mr Baxter. ‘Soft bed, hot shower, TV. A bit of peace and quiet, eh?’

Mason’s face burned. He didn’t know where to look.

Mr Baxter shoved his hands deep into his pockets. ‘Let’s just say I could’ve used something like this when I was your age.’ He kicked the toe of his shoe against the ground. ‘It’s there if you need it. I’ll leave it vacant. We can keep this between us.’

Mason didn’t know what to say. The thought of a quiet, clean motel room, a place to hide out if he couldn’t face going home, was almost too good to be true. What was the catch? He heard his mother’s voice snarling in his head: What’s he want in return, huh? But maybe, like Stu Macleod, Chloe’s dad simply wanted to help.

‘Thanks, Mr Baxter,’ Mason managed, trying to meet his eye so he could see Mason meant it.

The older man chuckled. ‘Call me Dave, for god’s sake. No one calls me Mr Baxter except the bank manager.’

Mason half expected Mr Baxter to clap him on the shoulder or hold out a hand for him to shake. Instead the older man said, ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ and trudged away.

Mason spent the next hour on autopilot, helping out at the Nolans’ pizza stand until Liv and Sally returned, even though Raf and Sabeen insisted he didn’t need to.

‘Please,’ he begged them. ‘Your mums are taking care of my mother right now. Let me do them a favour in return.’

As time ticked closer for the fireworks to begin, Sabeen boxed three pizzas and ordered Raf to grab some drinks and the picnic rug. Liv and Sally tied their aprons back on and shunted all three of them out of the marquee. ‘Go on,’ Sally said. ‘Find your friends and enjoy yourselves.’

Mason felt ready to go home then and there. The hipflask of whisky in his jacket pocket remained untouched, and he didn’t have much appetite for pizza anyway. Even so, he followed his friends to a quieter area, away from all the families. Maybe there was a way to salvage this night. It was New Year’s Eve after all.

Sabeen made a few calls and it wasn’t long before Rina found them. Even as she pulled Mason aside to ask if he was okay, he couldn’t stop scouring the area for Tom. Where was he? Was Tom avoiding him?

Chloe turned up next, a couple of bags of chips under one arm.

‘Where’s Henry?’ Mason asked.

‘He’s with my dad and Tom’s grandparents,’ she said, ‘if you’re interested.’

‘I just asked, didn’t I?’

‘Guys?’ Sabeen said hopefully. ‘Why don’t we all sit down and have some pizza?’

Chloe walked past Mason towards the rug, not bothering to make eye contact. ‘Might have been good to check on him an hour ago,’ she said.

‘I was kind of busy an hour ago.’

‘Yeah,’ she said dryly, placing the chip bags on the rug. ‘I saw. We all did.’

Mason’s jaw clenched. ‘You got something to say, Chloe?’

She made a quiet scoffing noise.

‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Spit it out.’

Tom, of course, chose this exact moment to stroll up to their picnic rug.

Chloe folded her arms. ‘How many times are you going to do this?’

‘Do what, exactly?’

‘Lose control,’ she said. ‘Get violent.’

Mason glanced towards the beer garden where the damaged picket fence still lay on its side. ‘My mother—’

‘I’m not even talking about that!’ Chloe cried. ‘What about what happened at the reservoir?’

Here we go. Mason knew it would come up sometime.

‘Hey,’ Raf said, hanging back. ‘Come on guys …’

‘Do you even regret it?’ Chloe went on, as though Raf hadn’t spoken. ‘Because it doesn’t seem like you lost any sleep over it.’

God, he hated this. Her superiority was so grating.

‘Why don’t you tell me how you think I should feel,’ he said.

‘Okay then.’ Chloe sized him up. ‘You should feel sorry for what you did to Henry. You should feel awful.’

Mason shook his head at the ground. He felt awful all the time anyway, so it was hard to know where his old awful ended and his new awful began. Chloe could rest assured there was no chance he might have accidentally ever felt good about himself.

‘Back off, Chloe.’

Everybody turned at these words, surprised, as Rina stepped forwards, squaring her shoulders and staring Chloe down.

For a moment Chloe didn’t say anything. Then, ‘What?’

‘Everybody makes mistakes,’ Rina said. ‘You don’t need to keep having a go at Mason about what happened.’

Even in the dim light, the colour spreading across Chloe’s skin was immediate and obvious. ‘You weren’t there, Rina. You didn’t see what happened.’

‘Mason explained what happened,’ Rina said. ‘He had a brain snap and he’s sorry for what he did.’

Chloe’s gaze shifted to Mason. ‘I haven’t heard the word sorry come out of his mouth at all.’

‘Jesus,’ Rina snapped. ‘Let it go and move on!’ She looked beautiful and fierce, and Mason was both flattered and crushed by her loyalty. He knew he wasn’t worthy of it.

‘Chloe’s just watching out for Henry,’ Raf said to Rina in a placating tone. He was probably trying to defuse the situation, but Mason felt stung. Battlelines had been drawn and Raf was on the other team.

Mason glanced again at Tom, who was still hanging back.

‘Stop ruining our night,’ Rina said.

‘I’m not ruining anything,’ Chloe replied. ‘I wasn’t the one shoving Darren Foster around and almost getting into a brawl.’

‘He had his hands on my mother.’

‘What? So you lose control again?’ Chloe said. ‘Is there anything that doesn’t set you off?’

‘Guys!’ Sabeen said. ‘Please.’

Suddenly, the sky above them lit up with a glittering sphere, followed half a second later by a loud hollow boom. It vibrated through Mason’s chest and for a moment everything paused. Then the night came alive with brilliant explosions of colour. Mason stared at his friends’ upturned faces, long shadows dancing across their features as fireworks arced and shimmered across the sky.

He turned and walked away. Tom hurried towards him, reaching a hand out. His fingers brushed Mason’s arm as he strode past, but Mason didn’t stop. When he was clear of the park, he slid the hipflask from his pocket and unscrewed the lid, tipping it into his mouth, swallow after swallow, until he’d drained the lot.

‘Happy New Year,’ he muttered to no one.
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Now

It’s weird being in Sydney more than a week before I’m due to come back. And even weirder having Raf here with me – a piece of my Shallows life in my other world. I always think of my two lives and homes as separate entities because they’re so different. In Sydney my mother works long hours and is often out with her work colleagues, while my own social life consists of a quiet trio of girls from school who took pity on me when I was new and let me hang around them on the periphery. We rarely do anything together outside of school, and I spend most weekends alone in my bedroom. My urban life has a transient vibe, as though I exist simply to move myself from one required activity to the next.

It’s also weird because my mother’s workplace is only a few blocks away, and even though it’s Saturday, it feels like I could bump into her at any second. Technically I’m not breaking any of her rules; I’m allowed to be here, although things would get tricky if she found out that Dad has no idea I’m here. He thinks Raf is taking me to the Bradman Cricket Museum in Bowral.

‘Why did you say we’re going there?’ Raf asked me on the train when I revealed my cover story.

‘It was all I could think of. I needed somewhere on the train line in case anyone saw us at the station.’

‘So your dad thinks I like cricket now?’ Raf said, a slightly worried look on his face. ‘Amir’s really into it and even Mum and Min watch it, but the cricket gene skipped me altogether. It’s so bloody boring.’

‘I know. Don’t worry about it.’

‘What if your dad asks me the rules and stuff? Or who won what match or whatever?’

‘He won’t.’ I glanced at Raf, arching an eyebrow. ‘Why does it matter so much what my dad thinks of you?’

Turning to the window, his sunlit reflection mumbled, ‘It just does.’

He’s yawning now as we walk up the steps of St James station, the green and cream wall tiles and questionable smell reminding me of a toilet block in dire need of a scrubbing.

‘Missy said eleven o’clock,’ Raf says. ‘Why did we have to leave so early?’

‘Be prepared, Raf,’ I tell him. ‘You were a Scout. Isn’t that the motto?’

‘Yeah, but there’s being prepared and then there’s being two hours early like weirdo stalkers.’

‘We are one hour early,’ I point out, ‘and that gives us the advantage. We can scope out the scene and find a good spot to wait and watch for her.’

Raf yawns again, rubbing a hand over his face and through his hair as we step out of the station and into the sunshine. ‘If I’d known it was a police stakeout I would have brought doughnuts.’

I smile and shake my head at the way he’s glancing up and down the shopping precinct on Elizabeth Street. ‘Now you want a doughnut, don’t you?’

‘Yep,’ he says sadly, finding nothing except designer clothing stores.

Another text comes through from Sabeen.

Tell me when you get to Hyde Park.

She’s stuck helping out in the basement at Shallow Vintage Wares, so she’s insisted on constant updates. She was all set to cancel on Tom and Bernie so she could come with us today, especially since she’s still feeling doubtful about Bernie. We told Raf about the polaroids, but he thinks our suspicions are way off base. I really hope they are. In the end Sabeen’s guilty conscience got the better of her. ‘Rose called me to ask if I prefer strawberry jam or raspberry,’ Sabeen told me. ‘She’s baking scones to bring down to the shop at lunchtime because she knows they’re my favourite. How can I possibly abandon them now?’ I assured Sabeen she’s worth her weight in gold and promised we’d keep her informed.

Raf and I curve around to the left beside the train station, following a wide paved pathway towards the Archibald Fountain. The hexagonal pool must be twenty metres across, and there are currently dozens of people sitting on it, standing alongside it, or walking around the perimeter, not to mention those wandering up and down the nearby walkways through Hyde Park. I try to take in everything all at once, my senses on high alert. I forget for a moment that we’re early, and I’m supposed to be looking for somebody in a bright red coat.

‘We need to stand back a bit,’ Raf says, leading me across to the nearest patch of manicured lawn. There are eight wedges of grass surrounding the fountain in a circular shape, some with park benches and flowerbeds. Raf heads towards an empty seat.

‘Too far,’ I say, tugging the back of his jacket. ‘Here will do.’ I sit on the pathway’s stone kerb. My view of the fountain is momentarily obstructed by a walking tour group. Once they move I’m able to survey the scene from our new vantage point.

‘Listen,’ Raf says. ‘Maybe don’t get your hopes up.’

I turn to him, eyebrows raised.

‘I’m just saying—’ he scans the crowd, up and down, left and right, ‘—this might be a dead end.’

‘Why’d you bother coming then?’ I ask, unable to keep the sulk out of my voice.

Raf pulls a pair of sunglasses from his pocket. ‘I was worried about you coming alone.’

‘A-ha! So you do think someone will turn up.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe’s better than not at all though, right?’

Raf holds my gaze for a moment before slipping his sunglasses on. ‘Maybe is what my mums used to say when we’d ask for things and they couldn’t bring themselves to say no.’

We’re quiet for a while, people-watching, listening to the constant drone of city noise. The sun is warm on the top of my head, and Raf leans back, turning his face up towards the sky. I wonder whether, under different circumstances, I’d be brave enough to reach out and touch his hand.

‘You know,’ I say, ‘I feel like I need to explain a few things.’

From the corner of my eye I see Raf ’s head tilt. ‘About?’

‘That night at the bush hut. Why I kind of ghosted you afterwards.’

Raf sits up, cross-legged. ‘You didn’t really ghost me.’ He picks a blade of grass and twists it between his fingers. ‘We just never talked about it.’

‘I messaged you about practically everything else except my feelings for you.’

He glances over, shoving his sunglasses onto his head, where they hold his wavy hair back like a headband. ‘You have feelings for me?’

‘Well, don’t get a big head about it,’ I say, blood rushing to my face.

He grins. ‘That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.’

Now I smile too. My heart thumps faster.

‘I don’t get it then,’ he says. ‘How come you dropped me like a hot potato?’

‘It’s not like I didn’t want the potato. I still want the potato.’

‘Okay,’ he says, tugging at his T-shirt, ‘let’s stop referring to me as a potato.’

My smile fades and I shake my head. ‘I was confused. Upset about Henry. You never mentioned it, so …’

Raf ’s lips twitch with amusement. ‘Hey, you never mentioned it. After that I was too embarrassed to bring it up.’

I nod. ‘Things got awkward.’

‘Yep,’ he says quietly, rolling the blade of grass between his thumb and finger before flicking it onto the path. He lowers his sunglasses again.

We watch the crowd again for a while, people stopping for selfies, children running off from their parents. My gaze falls on a man with salt and pepper hair in a polo shirt and blue jeans. He’s doing slow laps of the fountain.

I nudge Raf. ‘Check it out. Navy polo seems a bit suss.’

‘Hipster beard?’ he says. ‘You reckon?’

‘Why not? You really think Missy Ellwood is a thirteen-year-old girl?’

‘She might be.’

‘Ever heard of catfishing?’

‘Of course. But not everyone you chat to online is pretending to be someone they’re not.’

I stare at him, deadpan. ‘Raf, we pretended to be a thirteen-year-old boy to lure Missy here today.’

He snorts. ‘Good point.’

‘Come on, let’s get closer.’ I stand slowly, half crouching.

‘Uh, I admire that rhinoceros stealth of yours,’ Raf says, ‘but you do realise you’re more conspicuous creeping around like that in broad daylight?’

I straighten up, realising how silly I look.

‘Missy,’ he continues, ‘is searching for a thirteen-year-old boy dressed in red. So we’ll just blend into the background. We’re hiding in plain sight.’

He slides his hand into mine and it takes me by surprise. Before I can figure out what he’s doing, he casually strolls towards the other side of the fountain, dragging me with him. He swings my arm back and forth and starts mid-conversation about some random TV series.

Hiding in plain sight. I get it.

I smile and nod as Raf chatters on, my eyes locking onto the bearded guy in the polo shirt. He’s texting, and I hold my breath, expecting my phone to chime with a new message in Henry’s Messenger account. It doesn’t, though. We pause right beside him while Raf pretends to take a photo of me in front of the fountain.

I pull out my phone and type a message to Missy.

I’m already here. Are you?

I hit Send and watch the bearded guy. His phone doesn’t chime, but somewhere on the other side of the fountain I hear a ding. Raf and I exchange a glance. Twenty metres away, partially hidden behind one of the fountain’s bronze sculptures, is the back of a figure in a red coat.

I’ve had it all wrong. It is a girl, with a dark curly ponytail. Missy is just some fibbing thirteen year old who is here to meet her online friend.

‘Come on,’ I say to Raf, grabbing hold of his hand again. We dash over to her, our footsteps heavy on the pavestones.

Missy half-turns at the sound of us drawing close. Her thumbs are busy typing a message on her phone.

‘Wait …’ I say, catching sight of her profile. My lips part in surprise.

‘Rina?’ Raf says to her, lifting his sunglasses. ‘What are you doing here?’

Her head turns, eyes wide. My phone dings with the message she just sent Henry.

‘Okay,’ she says, raising defensive hands, ‘I can explain.’

* * *

I want to kick myself. As soon as I see Rina’s face, so many things click into place.

Missy’s questions about Mason. The ballerina sister. Knowing Sally is a good cook. I picture the two of us belly-down on the floor of the Scout hall as kids while her mum set-up for our jazz ballet classes. We’d trot our My Little Ponies up and down the dusty floorboards, creating jumps and obstacles out of sultana boxes and plastic drink bottles. My pony was fairy-floss pink with glittery flowers stamped across its rump, and Rina’s was powder blue with a long rainbow mane. Luisa was almost right when she recalled the name of mine: not Bowtie, but Bochel. An anagram of Chloe B. Only now, as I stare across the café table at Rina’s red face does it come back to me, along with the name she gave hers. An anagram of Rina de S.

‘Airsden,’ I mutter, shaking my head. ‘Airsden High.’ The fake school name she gave Missy Ellwood. She shifts uncomfortably in her chair and won’t make eye contact with me.

At Raf ’s suggestion we’ve found ourselves an outdoor table at the café between the fountain and St James station. A garden chessboard nearby has drawn a small crowd, a patient and cautious game unfolding in complete contrast to my racing pulse and frayed nerves. The waitress who showed us to the table now returns with a bottle of water and three glasses. She’s barely poured the first glass before Rina reaches for it and bolts it down.

Raf picks up a menu and gives me a subtle shrug, like he’s not sure how we should start. ‘Maybe we should order first. Get it out of the way.’

Rina sheds her red coat and tentatively picks up her menu to see what’s on offer. I reach across and yank it out of her hands. ‘What the hell are you doing here, Rina?’

She folds her arms and slouches in her chair. ‘What is this? Good cop, bad cop?’

‘Just answer the question,’ I say.

Raf chuckles under his breath. ‘One guess as to which cop Chloe is.’

This really is nothing like the lunch catch-up Luisa was hoping I’d have with her daughter.

The waitress is back again.

‘Maybe a few more minutes,’ Raf says politely.

‘Three Cokes,’ I say. ‘Please.’ I don’t want her coming back and interrupting a second time. I return my focus to Rina and she withers under my glare.

‘Why were you messaging Henry?’ I say. ‘Why were you using a fake name?’

Rina sighs. ‘Because I wanted him to talk.’

‘About what?’

She hunches over the table, picking at a drip of wood lacquer. ‘Mason. I was trying to get information.’

‘What sort of information?’ Raf says.

She’s having a hard time keeping eye contact. ‘I was trying to figure out if he’s been seeing someone else.’

‘Why didn’t you just ask him?’ I say.

Rina makes a pffft noise like I’ve suggested the impossible. ‘Are you serious? Getting Mason to open up is like getting blood from a stone.’

For some reason the mention of blood and stones doesn’t sit well with me. It reminds me too much of that day at the reservoir. Devil’s Rock. Henry so upset about his mother’s blood in the kitchen.

‘Why do you suspect he’s seeing someone else?’ Raf asks. ‘It’s a pretty small town. Surely we’d know?’

I arch an eyebrow at him and he stares blankly at me for a second. Then the realisation of my mum’s affair sinks in. It’s easy to keep a relationship hidden if you’re sneaky enough.

‘He was becoming more and more distant with me,’ Rina says. ‘He never wanted to talk, and he wasn’t showing any interest in, you know, intimate stuff.’

Raf and I both shift awkwardly in our seats.

‘I thought the two of you are planning a trip overseas,’ Raf says.

‘We were. At the end of this year, after I finish Year Twelve. We were going to start booking everything soon.’ She sits back and folds her arms. ‘Mason pulled the plug a few weeks ago, said he didn’t want to go anymore.’

Raf ’s gaze darts towards me. I can tell he doesn’t want me mentioning Mason’s passport.

‘How did you even know Henry had a Facebook account?’ he asks.

Rina sniffs and turns away. ‘I helped him set it up.’

‘Seriously?’ I say. ‘You purposely helped Henry set up a Facebook account so you could catfish him?’

‘No! We were talking about it one day at the library. He asked me how old you have to be to join, and then I walked him through it.’ She pauses, looking from me to Raf. ‘I notice he didn’t bother friending anyone.’

Again, I feel stung that Henry didn’t share this with me.

‘Judging by what he told you – told Missy – he was only using his Facebook account to search for his father,’ Raf says, as though he knows that’s what I need to hear right now. ‘He was keeping it quiet.’

‘Yeah,’ Rina says. ‘He did mention Chloe would take over and boss him around.’

I raise my eyebrows. ‘Excuse me? I believe bossy was your word, not his.’

‘Am I wrong?’ she says, her mouth pulling down at the corners. ‘You’re always telling everyone what to do. Like when you got up in Mason’s face on New Year’s Eve. He’s been miserable ever since, completely shutting me out.’

There it is. I knew she was still carrying this around.

I sit forwards. ‘So I’m to blame for Mason keeping secrets from you? Sounds like he was doing it long before New Year’s Eve.’

‘It’s true,’ Raf says to Rina, almost apologetically. ‘And I say this as his mate: in the last year he’s become more and more closed off. I think he’s drinking a lot more than we realise, and there might be more happening at home he hasn’t told us about.’

‘Maybe …’ Rina flicks her hair over her shoulder and delicately scratches the side of her nose.

‘Wait a minute.’ I narrow my eyes. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

‘No,’ she says, glancing past my shoulder at the next table. She reaches up and brushes a strand of hair away from her cheek, then scratches her nose again.

‘You never were any good at Impostor,’ I say.

Raf looks from my face to Rina’s. ‘You’re right. She always does the face- and hair-touching.’

‘That game we played as kids?’ Rina folds her arms, then quickly unfolds them again. ‘That doesn’t mean anything.’

‘Umm—’ Raf takes a theatrical sip of Coke, ‘—you’ll have to forgive us if we don’t believe the person we just caught catfishing.’

Rina rolls her eyes and I sense her yielding. Only Raf can manage to drop truth bombs in a way that seems amusing rather than cutting.

‘Okay,’ she says, reluctantly sitting up. ‘There is something.’ She peers around the café, then lowers her voice. ‘I saw Mason’s car. Driving around that night.’

I tilt my head. ‘What night?’

‘The night Henry went missing. I couldn’t sleep because of the thunder, so I sat up at my window watching the storm. I love the lightning, you know? I was trying to get some good photos.’

‘I can give you some tips on that,’ Raf offers. I slide him a look: Not now, dude. ‘Right. Sorry. You were saying?’

‘Around midnight, maybe a bit after, I opened the window to let the breeze in. I heard a car coming – the sound of tyres on the wet road.’

‘Coming from which direction?’ I ask. I haven’t been in Rina’s bedroom for years, although I can picture how it overlooks Railway Parade.

‘Umm … the library end.’

‘South,’ Raf and I say together.

‘Yeah, sure. The car drove right past my place and kept going up past the pizzeria, as if Mason was heading home. I thought it was weird because it was so late, and who’d want to be out driving in that storm?’

‘Are you sure it was Mason’s car?’ I ask.

‘It was still raining a bit so I couldn’t see perfectly. But yeah, I’m pretty sure it was.’

‘So weird,’ I say. ‘Mason said he was home all night and Ivy backed that up.’ It explains the look they exchanged on their verandah that morning. Now I know why Mason’s ears were flaming red.

‘I couldn’t get to sleep after that because I was suss Mason was out with another girl,’ Rina continues. ‘I wrote him a bunch of texts and didn’t send any of them. I was really worked up. When I finally decided to try to sleep, I heard tyres outside again. It was the same car, this time going the other way.’

‘What time was this?’ I say, typing this snippet into the Notes app on my phone.

‘I guess it must have been over an hour later. More like an hour and a half.’

‘So about one-thirty? One forty-five?’ Raf asks.

Rina nods. ‘Something like that. I watched the car drive a couple of blocks and turn in at the train station. I thought maybe it was doing a U-turn but it didn’t reappear for ages. Not for like ten or fifteen minutes.’

‘Why? There are no trains at that time of night.’ I scroll to the NSW transport app on my phone and search the local timetable. ‘The next service to Campbelltown isn’t until three-thirty on weekday mornings.’

My head is spinning with this new information. Why was Mason driving around between midnight and two in the morning? Why did he say he was home all night and why did his mother cover for him? Was Mason out searching for Henry?

‘Who else have you told about this?’ I ask Rina.

She shrinks into her seat. ‘No one.’

‘Not even Sergeant Doherty?’

‘I asked Mason and he denied it,’ she says. ‘When his mother backed him up I started to wonder if it really was Mason’s car. Maybe it was some random in a similar model. How could I go to Sergeant Doherty with that?’

‘Plus,’ Raf says, ‘I’m guessing you didn’t exactly want to dob in your boyfriend.’

Rina raises her eyebrows as if to say, Right?

‘Do you think you can get more information from Mason?’ I ask her.

‘Haven’t you heard?’ She withdraws into her seat again, turning her head away. ‘He dumped me a few days ago. We’re not exactly speaking.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I manage, feeling an unexpected pang of concern. Despite our recent tensions and this whole catfishing business, she’s still a childhood friend. ‘I didn’t know that. Are you all right?’

‘Guess I’ll have to be.’

‘Do you think you’ll try to patch things up?’ Raf asks. ‘You have in the past.’

‘Not this time,’ she says. ‘Something’s changed. With him, and also with me. We’re definitely done.’

We don’t hang around for lunch. To my surprise, Rina agrees to catch the train back to The Shallows with us, making small talk until Raf pops his earbuds in and slumps against the window for a doze.

‘Can I ask you a favour?’ Rina says, as graffiti and backyard fences blur past the windows. ‘I know you don’t owe me any.’

‘Okay.’

‘Please let me be the one to explain this whole catfishing thing to Sabeen.’ She eyes the red coat draped across her lap and tugs at a thread along the hem. ‘She’s a good friend and I’d rather she hear it from me. She’ll be mad, but at least I can tell her in my own words.’

‘No time like the present,’ I say, holding up my phone.

Rina nods, resigned. I think we both know she’ll only keep putting it off if she doesn’t do it straightaway. She pulls out her own phone to make the call, then pauses.

‘Can you please hold off telling Sergeant Doherty until I’ve had a chance to talk to my mum about it face to face?’ she says. ‘I know you don’t owe me that either. It would hurt Mum to hear about this from somebody else, especially the police. She’d be so embarrassed.’

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to upset your mum either.’

I try to pretend I’m not listening in as Rina speaks to Sabeen. Every now and then she looks at me as though I’m included anyway, either for approval or moral support. As she explains the circumstances all over again, I open Henry’s Messenger account and scroll through the long chat thread. By the time we reach Campbelltown and have to swap trains, I’m still no closer to understanding what Henry’s intentions were after those final few messages, or where he’s gone.

When I’m finally home again, I feel emotionally strung out. Luisa waves at me from the motel’s front garden as I trudge up the driveway. She’s hunched over the curved flower bed surrounding the fountain. It’s hooked up and running, water trickling from one tier to another.

‘You’ve been busy,’ I tell her. ‘It looks lovely.’ She’s planting yellow and purple pansies in an alternating pattern.

She shades her face with a gloved hand. ‘Once it’s all done we can take some new photos for the website.’

‘I can help with that.’ I glance towards the office. ‘Do you need me to cover the reception desk while you’re out here?’

Luisa taps a hand against her back pocket where the cordless phone is poking out. ‘Phone is covered. It’s quiet. The only guests we have drove up to Wombeyan Caves this morning.’

I don’t see Dad’s ute anywhere.

‘David’s gone to the hardware store,’ she says. ‘He bought the wrong type of mulch.’

It’s awkward standing here making light conversation when I know about what her daughter did. But I have an agreement with Rina, so I’m going to honour that. I offer to make Luisa a cup of tea instead, and wander up towards the motel office. I’m so distracted I only notice that something is blocking the office door from the inside as I try to shove it open.

Peering through my own reflection, I spot the faded couch on the other side of the glass. It’s been overturned, cushions flung into various corners of the room.

‘What …?’ I shove against the door with my shoulder, managing to nudge the couch out of the way. There are papers strewn all over the floor, the small side table and magazines knocked to one side. Luisa’s cup of pens has been upended across the computer keyboard, but the computer seems otherwise untouched. The door into our residence is wide open. I can see all the way through to the back door of our unit, which is also ajar.

With a sinking feeling, I realise somebody has burgled us while Luisa’s been outside in the garden.

I check the top drawer of the desk where we keep the cash box. It’s still safely locked. Moving through into our unit, I brace myself for a missing TV or microwave, the cupboards ransacked and drawers emptied. Everything is exactly how I left it that morning.

From what I can tell, nothing has been taken.

It’s only as I’m walking back into the office that I notice a sheet of paper pinned to the door of our unit. It flaps lightly in the breeze blowing through from the back door.

One message. Only three words long.

LEAVE IT ALONE
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One day before the storm

Please call me.

Can I come over?

Where are you?

Will you talk to me?

I’m worried.

I miss you.

Are you breaking up with me?

Mason’s phone had been chiming with so many messages from Rina over the last week that he was tempted to switch it off altogether. Instead he kept it on silent, just in case something came through from Tom. He worked long days at Stu’s workshop, came home and crawled into bed. Workshop. Bed. Workshop. Bed. Sometimes food. A shower. Workshop. Bed.

Something had shifted. Mason felt detached, and more alone than ever.

He let his eighteenth birthday slip by without a fuss, choosing to drink his first legal beer alone in a corner of the back bar at the Criterion. He’d followed it up by purchasing his own bottle of whisky for the first time ever, and hiking up to the bush hut with a sleeping bag so he could deaden himself without interruptions.

That night alone in the bush hut solidified a few things in Mason’s mind. He’d never felt a stronger pull to leave The Shallows and start over somewhere new. He’d taken the job with Stu Macleod to give himself options, and so far he hadn’t been brave enough to put any real plan into place. He’d managed to pay off the Subaru in the first seven weeks working for Stu, and since then he’d saved over eighteen hundred dollars. It was the most cash he’d ever seen in his life. Now that he was a full-time apprentice, he hoped to double that amount over the next month.

Mason’s phone chimed with another message. He ignored it, his fingers carefully peeling the blue envelope from the underside of his lower desk drawer. He hadn’t yet opened a bank account because he was too worried the bank might send him something in the post and his mother would find out. He’d considered hiring a PO Box in town until he found out what it would cost: over a hundred bucks a year. When you’d scrimped and saved the way Mason had been forced to, a hundred dollars felt like a thousand.

He hadn’t found his birth certificate yet, or his surname change documentation; he was worried his mother had lost everything. They had to be somewhere in this house, though, because they’d never lived anywhere else. He’d need them for when he was ready to hit the road. He pulled out his wallet and slid two green hundred-dollar notes into the envelope along with the rest. How much money would he feel comfortable with if he took off right now? Five thousand? Was that enough? Mason suspected the day would come soon when it would simply have to be.

As he stuck the envelope of cash back underneath the drawer he heard his bedroom door creak behind him.

‘Are you leaving?’ a voice said.

Mason jerked around to find Henry standing in the hall, peering through the gap in the door. He was wearing that green baseball cap he’d bought with last year’s birthday money. Lucky-7. Mason felt a strange attachment to it, like he’d wrapped and gifted it to Henry himself. It had been difficult to make that twenty dollars happen when they’d suffered through a particularly long and lean few months. It was before Mason had a job, so he’d put a two-dollar coin aside from the grocery shopping every week for a couple of months before exchanging them at the post office for a crisp orange note.

‘Are you leaving?’ Henry said again. He must have seen the money. Mason made a mental note to move it later, just in case.

Henry shoved the door open and stepped into the room. ‘I forgive you for pushing me in the water, okay? Even if you didn’t say sorry.’

‘I am sorry,’ Mason said. He meant it, too. After all that, the apology was so easy to muster.

‘So please don’t leave. Don’t leave me here with her.’

‘Henry—’

‘No! You can’t. I don’t know how to do any of this. I don’t want to.’

Mason grabbed the side of the desk and pulled himself to his feet. ‘I’m eighteen now, and it’s time for me to—’

‘Mason!’ Henry’s voice broke and his eyes welled with tears. ‘Take me with you. I promise I’ll do whatever you want.’

Mason felt something deep inside him crack open. He swallowed hard and stared at the carpet. ‘You have to stay here and finish school.’

He was about to say something else when he was distracted by the squeal of brakes outside. Through his bedroom window, Mason could see that black ute on the driveway again, one of Ivy’s drinking buddies from the pub. She had several of them who came out of their way to pick her up and drop her off. Enablers, Mason thought. He wondered how many drinks she shouted them to show her gratitude for all the car rides, money her family desperately needed at home to fix the hot water heater and buy toilet paper.

‘You can’t leave,’ Henry said, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. ‘I won’t let you.’

Mason sighed. ‘You don’t have a choice.’

Something in Henry’s expression changed. Mason couldn’t read it, but the tears were gone, replaced by steely resolve.

The front door banged open and Ivy’s footsteps staggered a wobbly path down the hallway. She bumped right past Mason’s bedroom without noticing they were there and, to Mason’s relief, made it to her own bedroom and closed the door.

Henry was quiet. It was unsettling. He slipped out of the room without another word, and something about this chilled Mason to the bone. Mason didn’t know how to make Henry understand that living here was eating him alive, and if he stayed any longer things would inevitably come to a head. It felt like an approaching storm on the horizon, crackling desperation like fire through his veins.

Mason had to leave. He could only be pushed so far before he’d explode.
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Now

Luisa and I wait in the motel office on Sunday morning, the threatening note sitting on the desk between us. Luisa’s face is downcast and she’s come to work wearing a black dress and grey cardigan, like she’s going to a funeral. I have to wonder if Rina’s spoken to her about the catfishing already because she seems out of sorts, and it’s making me feel even more off-kilter than I already do. I’ve come to rely on Luisa’s warm smiles and colourful blouses as something of a comfort.

Tom came by earlier to drop off a couple of matching table lamps somebody donated to the shop, thinking we could use them in one of the refurbished motel rooms.

‘Feeling guilty about helping Jack Doherty, hmm?’ I teased, and he laughed it off. Our joking quickly subsided when he heard about our break-in.

‘So someone snuck in while Luisa was in the front yard?’ Tom asked. ‘That’s pretty brazen.’

‘Honestly, anybody could have slipped by Luisa while she had her head buried in the garden. She left the office unattended.’

‘In her defence,’ Tom said, ‘it is The Shallows. I bet your dad’s done it a million times himself. This is the last thing anyone would expect to happen.’

‘See, this is the problem, Tom. There are desperate people everywhere. I’m always saying everyone’s far too trusting around here.’

I won’t say this to Luisa, of course. She appears stricken as she glances at the note again.

‘He won’t be long,’ I say, referring to Dad, who’s on the phone in the other room. I suspect it’s my mother on the other end judging by the way his face fell after answering the call. Dad tries to keep their phone conversations short and detached because Mum has a tendency to start criticising the motel, this town and the people in it. Sometimes I think it’s because she misses living here and has to convince herself she’s better off.

‘No,’ Dad says, his voice raised. ‘I won’t let you do that, Mel. We agreed she’s here for three weeks.’

Luisa and I exchange a look. It is my mother. Is she trying to make me go back early? I’m supposed to be here until after Easter weekend, which is still another week away.

Through the doorway that leads into our unit, I can see Dad pacing up and down the hall. He drops his head and stares at the carpet, holding the cordless phone an inch from his ear.

‘I’ll handle it,’ he interrupts loudly. ‘And listen, next time your little spy contacts you, tell him to come directly to me. I’m more than happy to set him straight.’

I widen my eyes at Luisa and she quickly drops her gaze when she hears Dad coming. She opens a desk drawer, pretending to hunt for something so Dad doesn’t think we were eavesdropping. I, on the other hand, stand up as soon as he returns.

‘What’s going on?’ I say.

Dad squeezes my shoulder as he walks past me. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Who’s her little spy?’ I fold my arms. ‘Is it Doherty?’

He moves behind the desk and puts the phone in its cradle. ‘Probably best if we don’t get started about him.’

‘Dad,’ I say, wounded by this new betrayal. ‘Mum’s still in touch with him?’

He turns at the hurt in my voice and his face softens. ‘Sounds like it. He emailed her.’

‘Why?’

‘He says I’m letting you run all over town getting worked up about Henry Weaver. He’s worried you’re causing trouble. Or that you’ll run into some.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Dad moves back around to where I’m standing and grips my upper arms firmly.

‘Listen, chook. I know you want to find Henry, but your mother’s already got her knickers twisted about how much time you’ve been spending on this stuff. The posters all over Sydney, the Facebook page. She says it’s interfering with your schoolwork and you don’t have any kind of social life.’

‘My grades are fine. And I do have friends. They all happen to live here. She’s the one who separated me from them.’

Dad sighs, dropping his hands. ‘All I’m saying is, if you keep making waves your mother will use it as an excuse to cut short your time here.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘No, it’s not.’

‘So, what then? I’m supposed to do nothing about finding Henry?’

‘Ah, now. I didn’t say that.’

I frown. ‘But you said …’

‘Not to make waves. Waves are big and obvious when they smash up against things. Make ripples instead.’ He winks at me. ‘They still keep the water moving.’

‘David,’ Luisa says admiringly. ‘That’s very poetic.’

Dad clears his throat, suddenly self-conscious. He picks the note up off the desk. ‘Anyway, about this …’

Luisa lowers her head again. ‘I’m sorry for leaving the office open while I was in the garden,’ she says. ‘It was my job to keep it safe. I understand if you want me to resign.’

Dad blinks in surprise.

‘No way, Luisa,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Dad needs you.’

‘And it’s obvious from this note—’ Dad places it down on the desk and taps it with his finger, ‘—it wasn’t burglars.’

I have my own suspicions about who it was. I keep thinking about the way Mason stared at me in the police station when I showed Doherty the polaroids, and how he had to know I saw him having that passport photo taken. Maybe he did see me following him in the bush behind his house. At the very least, Ivy probably told him I’d been over there, in Henry’s room.

LEAVE IT ALONE

I’m getting close to something and he doesn’t like it. As if sending a rock sailing through the reception window wasn’t enough, now he’s left another message telling us to butt out.

‘I think I know what this is about,’ Dad says. ‘And who’s responsible.’

‘Mason,’ I say.

Luisa sucks in a breath, scowling. ‘That boy! I tell Rina he’s bad news. First the fighting, then the broken window. Now she’s crying herself to sleep every night …’ She folds her arms and tuts.

‘I don’t think this was Mason,’ Dad says. ‘It’ll be something to do with my opposition to Jack Doherty’s Cutler Bend proposal. He’s sending me a warning to stop rallying support about reopening the road.’

‘He can’t do that!’ I say. ‘He doesn’t own the town.’

I’m about to tell Dad to report it to the police when I realise our predicament: Sergeant Doherty is Jack Doherty’s brother. Nothing will get investigated and it will all be brushed under the rug.

‘I don’t want you two worrying about this,’ Dad tells us. ‘I’ll sort it out.’

I’m still not convinced. If it was Mason out driving on the night of the storm, he’s hiding a lot more than I originally thought. If I’m getting too close to uncovering what that is, he might be desperate enough to leave me threats.

And, I realise with a sinking feeling, he might also be desperate enough to run.

* * *

‘How long does it take for a new passport to arrive?’

‘Well, hello to you too,’ Raf says, holding open the Nolans’ front door for me to step inside. He’s wearing a well-loved grey T-shirt and tracksuit pants, no shoes, his hair scruffy and sticking up at the back like he’s slept on it funny. ‘Still on a mission then?’

He leads me through to his bedroom even though the house is empty. I’d probably find some kind of thrill in this if I wasn’t so preoccupied. Sabeen’s already texted me to let me know she’ll be stuck at the pizzeria all afternoon with her mums for a big fortieth birthday party order, and she wants me to come down for dinner after they’ve finished up. We spoke on the phone last night about Rina’s catfishing. In true Sabeen style she forgave Rina quickly and wants us all to ‘go back to the way things used to be’. But I could hear a hint of helplessness in her voice, as though she knows this is becoming harder and harder to do. Finding out about Mason driving around in the storm has thrown her for a loop, so I held off on telling her about the threatening note. I’ll do it tonight when I can see her face to face.

‘I’m serious, Raf,’ I say. ‘You’ve been overseas. Do you know how long a passport takes?’

‘I dunno. My parents organised mine years ago. Wait a sec.’ He grabs his phone off his desk as I sit on the corner of the bed. I should have thought of googling it myself; my mind keeps jumping from one thing to another. I feel antsy and uncomfortable, like I’ve had too much sugar.

‘It says here,’ he tells me, ‘you should allow approximately three weeks to get a new passport.’

It’s been almost a week since I saw Mason having the photo taken, so it could potentially be another week or two until he receives his passport. The tension in my shoulders releases a little. We still have some time to figure this all out.

‘Hang on,’ Raf says. ‘There’s a priority service. You can get it faster if you pay an extra fee.’

‘How fast?’

‘Two business days.’

‘Two days?!’ My heart starts thumping double-time.

Raf places his phone down and drops into the swivel chair. He’s been editing again; a tranquil starry sky over Shallow Reservoir is staring back at me from both screens. It doesn’t calm me at all, though. Something about the inky water in the image unsettles me.

‘Why are you freaking out?’ Raf says. ‘You think Mason’s gonna take off as soon as his passport arrives?’

‘He might. Check this out.’ I pass him my phone to show him a photo of the threatening note stuck to our door. ‘Somebody trashed the motel’s reception area and left this.’

‘And you reckon Mason did it?’ Raf says, sounding unsure. ‘Why would he?’

‘I think he knows I’m closing in on him. We need to figure out what he was doing when Rina saw him driving around that night.’

‘If it was him.’ Raf chews his fingernail, his leg jiggling up and down. Seems my nervous energy is catching. ‘We don’t know for sure.’

I had a feeling Raf would do this. Even presented with all the dodgy stuff Mason has said and done, Raf is loyal. He’ll always reserve judgement until an admission of guilt, even if the evidence is stacking up. Mason is his friend, and Raf will find every possible excuse for his behaviour until Mason does something Raf simply can’t defend. Pushing Henry into the reservoir and smashing the motel window came pretty close. But somehow Raf found a way to rationalise Mason’s behaviour, to understand where he was coming from. At my most impatient, I’d be tempted to call Raf naïve and too trusting. But the truth is, he’s just genuinely kind.

‘Can you think of anywhere Mason could have gone that night?’ I say. ‘Places he hangs out?’

Raf ’s knee jiggles again. ‘I’ve actually given this some thought,’ he says. ‘We know he wasn’t at Rina’s, so if it was him, three other strong possibilities come to mind.’

I sit up, waiting for him to go on.

‘Firstly, the motel. Room Fifteen. He didn’t stay the night, although he could have come over for a couple of hours. If he was out driving between midnight and two, you weren’t there to witness him coming and going.’

‘True,’ I say. ‘Although he wouldn’t need to drive along Railway Parade to get from his house to the motel. Unless he was really going out of his way.’

‘Agreed. Which is why my second possibility comes to mind. The graveyard.’

‘Really? Mason still hangs out up there?’

‘I think so,’ Raf says. ‘There’ve been a couple of times I couldn’t track him down and I thought that’s where he might be.’

‘But it’s a graveyard. A bunch of headstones and a whole load of weeds. Would he really head there in a thunderstorm? It’s completely exposed.’

Raf nods. ‘I know. Which leads me towards my third possibility.’

‘Which is?’

‘Remember how paranoid we were leaving the bush hut that night, thinking we saw something in the trees?’

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘You think it was Mason?’

Raf sits back and chews his bottom lip. ‘How do you feel about an afternoon hike?’

* * *

It’s overcast again with an unseasonal muggy heat. It presses down on us from above and becomes trapped by the vegetation along the walking track, where there’s no hint of a breeze. Cicadas pulse steadily in the trees around us, their shrill hum rising and falling in waves. I glance at the back of Raf ’s neck and see a trickle of sweat slide from his hairline into his T-shirt collar. The small backpack I’m wearing is pressing against my back and sticking my T-shirt to my skin.

I’m not persuaded by Raf ’s suggestion about Mason visiting the bush hut that night, namely because Raf and I were there ourselves at the time Rina thought she saw Mason’s car. However, the car heading south along Railway Parade around one forty-five in the morning would fit, since Raf and I left the bush hut before two. There’s definitely a possibility he could have driven to the southern end of the reservoir and followed a shorter track to the bush hut from there. It doesn’t explain where he was the rest of the time, though.

When we reach the fork in the track where the sign points to Shallow Reservoir, I hesitate for a moment. A formless idea swirls in the back of my mind. Mason, Henry, the reservoir – a bad combination.

‘You coming?’ Raf says, twenty metres ahead on the other track. I catch up to him, wiping the sweat from my upper lip with the back of my hand.

It’s another fifteen minutes on a gradual incline before we reach the bush hut, and we’re both damp in the armpits and panting by the time we get there. Nestled in among the trees, it’s a rough wooden cabin only five or six metres wide and not quite as deep, propped up by a few low stumps. No one knows who built it originally, although Uncle Bernie said it was here long before he and his friends stumbled across it as kids. Every generation has made new additions over the decades, from furniture to knick-knacks to dodgy repairs. At some point someone managed to lug an old oil drum up here to use as a fire pit, perhaps the same people who added two weathered outdoor chairs. We brought an old rug and a battery-powered radio, and one time Sabeen and I even carried cleaning supplies from the motel to give it a halfhearted once over.

‘So what are we looking for?’ Raf asks. He walks around the small clearing, examining the hut from a few different angles. Surrounded by ferns, some green, others crispy brown and dying, the hut’s timber boards are bowing with damp and covered in lichen.

‘I’m not sure.’ I peer through one of the windows. ‘Evidence Mason was here, I suppose.’

Raf shoves the rickety door open and a long cobweb floats down across the doorway.

‘It looks just how we left it,’ he says.

I follow him in. The hut smells of mildew and the interior is gloomy due to the small grimy windows. The candles we lit on the night of the storm are still sitting on a wooden milk crate pushed up against one wall. I get a nervous hum in my lower abdomen when I glance at the rug where Raf and I sat cross-legged, eating pizza and laughing in the candlelight, flinching at the loudest booms of thunder and hoping the protection of the surrounding trees would help hold the hut together. All I could think about was whether I’d have garlic breath if I ever plucked up the courage to lean over and kiss him.

Raf moves around the hut now, randomly picking things up and putting them down again. He points at a couple of old whisky bottles that were already here. I shrug. There doesn’t seem to be any evidence that someone else has been here in recent months. Raf ’s eyes fall on the rug too and he throws me a quick glance, one eyebrow flickering with amusement. I fold my lips in on themselves to hide my smile.

‘Well, this is a dead end,’ he says, bringing his hands to his hips. ‘I was kinda hoping something obvious would jump out at us. Something big, screaming, “I’m a clue!”’

I release a long breath and step outside into the clearing, tapping my chin as I think. What was Mason doing that night? Where was he going?

‘What if something happened at Shallow Reservoir?’ I say.

Raf follows me out of the low doorway. ‘On the night of the storm?’

‘Mason pushed Henry in once. What if it happened again?’

His face falls as I say the words. ‘He wouldn’t do that.’

‘Maybe Henry followed him. An argument? A spur of the moment thing?’

Raf folds his arms and paces towards the rusted oil drum and back again. ‘So he pushed him in and left him to drown? That’s a pretty dark thought, Chlo. Even for you.’

‘Do you think I want to suggest it?’ I say defensively. ‘Leaving aside how this makes Mason look, it would mean Henry is …’

I can’t finish. Raf ’s face softens and he moves a step closer. ‘Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Henry’s bike was found at the station, remember? It’s more likely he got on a train and whatever Mason was doing that night was related to that.’

I don’t want to say what I’m thinking, but now the seed of this idea has been sown, I can’t stop my brain from growing it. ‘What if Mason planted that bike at the station to make it appear like Henry got on a train?’

Raf ’s mouth opens. He stares at me without saying anything and I feel like I’ve gone too far. Then, in a quiet voice, he says, ‘Rina did say she saw his car at the station.’ As quickly as the words are out, Raf jerks away again. ‘Nah. No way. There’s no way! Mason wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t.’

‘He has a temper problem, Raf. He might have lost it and done something he regretted, then tried to cover it up.’

‘But it’s Mason.’ I’ve never seen his face so conflicted. ‘We’ve known him forever.’

‘How well do we really know our friends?’

He gives me a sober stare. ‘Dude. Enough with the crime podcast talk. We’re talking about people we’ve grown up with here.’

‘Every criminal has friends they grew up with,’ I say. ‘They were all once someone’s neighbour, workmate or school friend. People do bad things, Raf. They make mistakes and take wrong turns all the time.’

He shakes his head at the ground, kicking the toe of his shoe in the dirt.

‘What if Mason was out in that storm trying to cover up a terrible mistake?’ I say. ‘It was you who noticed the Weavers’ unusually clean kitchen.’

Raf rubs a rough hand over his face, looking overwhelmed.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Let’s say something did happen to Henry at home. Or even at the reservoir. How does his note fit in? As far as we can guess, he returned to the motel that night while we were up here.’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘The timeline is key.’

‘And so is evidence, which seems to be lacking at this point. The only trace we have of Henry from that night is the note and his bike at the train station.’

‘Maybe Mason was driving around hiding other traces. Covering up something that may have got out of hand.’

‘Where, though?’ Raf says, gesturing at the towering trees surrounding us. ‘If you’ve got something to hide, where do you take it?’

‘Throw it in the reservoir,’ I suggest. ‘Bury it.’ My pulse quickens as I think about Mason digging in the bush behind his house. ‘If you really want to destroy all traces you’d burn it to ash.’

Raf looks over. I blink at him for a moment and realise we’re sharing the same thought. We both turn to the old oil drum.

Raf already has his phone out and the light on. He holds it over the drum’s circular opening and we peer inside. There are charred blocks of wood, a few charcoaled branches and a thick pile of ashes in the bottom.

‘What’s that?’ I say, pointing. Raf shines the light on a gap between woodblocks where a hint of green is visible among the black.

‘Fire destroys all traces …’ I say, reaching inside the drum and digging around. When I extract my arm, Raf ’s eyes widen at what I’m gripping in my blackened hand. The remains of a charred green baseball cap with the words Lucky-7 embroidered on the front. ‘Except for when it doesn’t.’
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One hour before the storm

It was gone. The money was gone.

Mason groped the underside of the drawer and found nothing but timber. He wrenched it out, flipping it over and ignoring the contents spilling out around his feet.

No.

No!

He scoured the floor underneath the desk in case the envelope had fallen loose. He checked the other drawers. He crawled on his hands and knees over every inch of his bedroom floor.

Two thousand dollars. All the money he had in the world. His escape money.

Gone.

Mason’s heart thudded so hard it felt like it would burst through his chest. His hands trembled as he burrowed them deep into his hair, gripping it between his fingers and tugging, scrunching, ripping.

No, no, no.

She’d found it. He was so stupid. Why didn’t he open that bank account? Even if she’d found out about it, she’d have had no way of accessing the money. Ivy hassling him about it would have been preferable to this. Anything would have been preferable to this feeling of helplessness.

Where was his money?

How could he get it back?

Had she already gambled it?

How could he undo this?

How could he rewind?

How, how, how?

She was here, in the kitchen, staring at that goddamn glass cabinet like it was any old Thursday night. Like she hadn’t just kicked the bottom out of his world.

He walked out of his bedroom and into the kitchen, barely registering Henry peering out from behind his bedroom door.

‘Where’s my money?’ Mason demanded, leaning over the table.

Ivy looked him up and down, slow to react. ‘What money?’ She picked up a coffee mug filled with something resembling water. The empty vodka bottle shoved to one side told the real story.

‘You know what money. My money,’ he said, thumping a closed fist against his chest. ‘The savings from my job.’

She snorted in a dismissive way and took a drag of her cigarette. ‘You been hiding money? Knowing how hard we have it around here?’

The vodka had taken the edge off her words but the curl in her lip showed the cruelty lurking beneath. Mean was her default setting. Mean and drunk was usually Mason’s cue to make himself scarce.

This time he couldn’t.

Not without his money.

‘You have no right,’ he said.

‘If you bring money into this house, I have every bloody right to it.’ She slammed the coffee mug down so hard vodka sloshed up the sides. ‘After everything I’ve done for you. You owe me.’

‘I owe you nothing. Nothing. Not anymore,’ he said. ‘This isn’t even about that.’

‘It’s always about that,’ she spat back, standing so quickly the chair banged into the wall. ‘I protected you. I am your mother.’

Mason clenched his fists by his sides, fingernails digging painfully into his palms. His throat ached with the effort of containing the roar inside his chest.

‘A mother doesn’t steal from her children!’ he said. ‘A mother doesn’t gamble away the grocery money and leave her kids to fend for themselves. A mother doesn’t get so wasted she needs her child to scrape her drunk arse off the floor and hose her down. You are not a mother. You are a burden!’

Once the words were purged Mason thought he might feel better, but saying them aloud only filled him with self-loathing. After everything, he couldn’t even manage to get away from her successfully. He was too weak and useless to even do that right.

She flicked her cigarette onto the floor and reached for the empty vodka bottle.

‘Don’t!’ Mason cried. ‘If you throw that I will not hold back—’

It was already spinning through the air. He wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. The base of the bottle bludgeoned him across his lower jaw. Mason heard the meaty smack of glass against his skin, the dull thud against bone inside his head. The bottle bounced off his shoulder and clattered to the floor. It didn’t break, instead rolling across the kitchen tiles and coming to rest out in the hall.

Pain now. A throbbing ache and blistering sting. It brought tears to his eyes he couldn’t be certain weren’t already there.

‘How dare you,’ his mother said. ‘Turn eighteen and all of a sudden you think you rule the roost around here?’

He almost couldn’t hear her over the ringing in his left ear. Everything was muffled as white dots crept into his vision. It wasn’t the injury; it was rage. It was coming. He felt it rumbling up from deep inside his core.

He jerked around and strode across the kitchen, wrenching the broom out from beside the fridge. His limbs trembled with an intensity he couldn’t control, his mind floating somewhere outside his body. He proceeded towards his mother and she backed against the wall, the dining table between them.

‘You hit me with that,’ she said, ‘and it’s all over for you. I’ll have you arrested. I’ll tell them to lock you up and throw away the key!’

Mason swung at the table and struck the coffee mug like a baseball. It shattered in midair, shards of porcelain flying off in all directions, a splash of vodka flicking across the wall.

‘I’ll tell them what you did! They’ll think you’re one of those sociopaths. You tried to drown your baby brother and now you want to do me in as well!’

Mason raised the broom handle high over his shoulder like a baseball bat.

‘You’re just like him,’ she screeched, cowering.

‘I am nothing like him!’ Mason cried. ‘And I am nothing like you.’

He watched her flinch as he swung the broom forwards in a large sweeping arc. It connected with the plate cabinet, dead centre, destroying one of its doors in a sparkling shower of glass. He brought the broom up and around again, taking out the other door and shattering one of the side walls as well. Plates jumped and toppled from their stands, making satisfying cracking noises as they hit the tile floor.

He smashed again. And again. He kept swinging until his arms ached, and even then he kept going. He tossed the broom aside and pulled the plates out one by one, flicking his wrist to propel them at the ground. He smashed the remaining few underfoot, crushing them up like cookies, the crack of each one beneath his work boots like an exclamation mark punctuating what he’d done.

When he’d finished, Mason looked around with a mixture of euphoria and horror. His chest heaved with shuddering breaths and he sagged as his full weight returned to his body. He felt changed, somehow more free and yet more trapped all at once.

Behind him he heard Henry’s bedroom door click shut, then something heavy being dragged across the room. A bump against the back of the door told Mason he had braced it with the bed.

To keep Mason out.

That was when he knew Henry had told her where to find the money.

Henry said he would stop Mason from leaving. With one petty whisper to their mother, Henry had destroyed it all. Mason would never forgive him.

Outside, thunder rumbled across the sky. The windows shook and the walls trembled as Mason advanced on Henry’s bedroom door.
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Now

‘Hey, hey,’ Sabeen says as we slip through the ribbon curtain into The Shallows Pizzeria just as it’s getting dark. The greeting is a bit more subdued than her usual enthusiasm. She manages to offer a smile, though. We’ve agreed not to bring up the whole Bernie-polaroids thing in front of Tom until we understand more about it. I made a similar pact with Raf regarding what we discovered at the bush hut.

‘Let’s get through dinner,’ Raf suggested, ‘and then we’ll figure out what to do next.’

I agreed, but now I’m feeling on edge, like I’m bursting at the seams.

Tom and Rina are here, sitting up at the counter and chatting to Sally while she’s rolling out pizza dough. I suspect Rina hasn’t mentioned anything to Tom about the catfishing because he hasn’t contacted me. Although there’s a slight stiffness in his demeanour that suggests I could be wrong.

Liv comes out from behind the counter to give Raf a hug and to flip the Closed sign around on the door.

‘Once Mason’s here we’ll lock it,’ she says. ‘After today’s effort we want an early night.’

Raf glances my way at the mention of Mason. Sabeen really did invite everybody tonight, trying to repeat the reunion dinner that didn’t quite eventuate last week. Either Rina didn’t say anything to Sabeen about seeing Mason on the night of the storm, or Sabeen’s reserving judgement until she hears it from Mason directly. Like her brother, Sabeen is loyal. Not even Rina and Mason’s break-up would prompt her to exclude either one of them from a group dinner.

Henry’s burnt baseball cap feels like a lead weight in my backpack. Raf and I agreed we shouldn’t mention it to anyone until we’ve shown it to Sergeant Doherty. I’m worried Doherty will merely add it to Henry’s file and do nothing about it, but short of waving it around and seeing who looks guilty, I’m not sure what else I can do at this point.

I help Sabeen carry plates and napkins to a booth by the window, then slide in opposite Raf, placing my backpack between our feet. Rina joins us, choosing to sit beside Raf instead of me. Good cop, I think wryly. I’d rather sit next to Raf too.

‘What happened to your hand?’ Rina asks. I notice black ash has crept into the creases of my skin and under my fingernails.

‘Oh. Um …’

‘We’ve just come from a bushwalk,’ Raf says, and doesn’t elaborate. It seems to be enough for Rina, who is already staring out the window. Mason’s car has pulled up outside.

‘I’ll go and wash my hands,’ I say quietly to Raf. He gives me a whisper of a nod and I touch his leg with mine under the table before climbing out of the booth. As an afterthought, I grab my backpack too, in case there’s any ash on that I need to wipe off.

I head for the back of the restaurant, to the bathroom outside in the courtyard. As I lather up my hands, scrubbing at the dark dust around my knuckles, I feel a sudden wave of sadness as my initial shock at finding Henry’s hat wears off. There’s a certain callousness in burning someone’s personal belongings. Why would anyone do it, other than to cause hurt or to hide something?

Turning off the tap, I lean against the sink and take a moment to compose myself. I’m about to reach for some paper towel when voices float in from the courtyard. I wipe my hands against my jeans and move closer to the door.

‘So you’re just gonna walk right past me and not acknowledge me again?’

Mason? It certainly sounds like him.

‘I have to use the bathroom.’

Tom’s voice. Definitely Tom.

‘Yeah, okay,’ Mason says dryly. ‘So this is how it’s gonna be. I only bothered turning up tonight because it’s the only way I can get you in the same room.’

‘What do you want me to say?’ Tom hisses. ‘You’ve put me in a really awkward position.’

‘So I’m dead to you now?’ Mason says. ‘Because of what I did?’

I bring a hand to my mouth and press my lips closed. What did Mason do?

There’s a scrape of footsteps pacing the courtyard. Somebody releases a heavy sigh.

‘Believe me, I wish I could undo it,’ Mason says, his voice thick with emotion. ‘Now everything’s messed up.’

Another shuffle of feet, an uncomfortable silence until finally Tom says, ‘What’s done is done. You can’t put it back in the box.’

Mason makes a scoffing sound. ‘Great,’ he says. ‘That’s perfect. Fourteen years of friendship down the toilet.’

‘You’re the one who changed everything!’ Tom says in a vicious whisper. ‘You’re the one who messed it up. Jesus, why is everything always about you?’

‘Are you for real?’ Mason’s voice cracks. ‘Nothing is ever about me.’

My head is pounding as I try to understand what they’re talking about. I press myself against the bathroom wall and wait out a long silence.

‘It’s best if we don’t hang out for a while,’ Tom says at last, sounding calmer now, more like himself. ‘Things will get easier with time.’ It sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as much as Mason.

‘Fine,’ Mason says. ‘It’s done then. You’ve helped me make up my mind.’

‘About what?’ Tom says, alarm creeping into his voice. I hear footsteps walking away, across the courtyard.

‘About what?’ Tom says again. He swears under his breath. The door to the men’s bathroom squeaks open and slams shut. Tom swears loudly again through the wall.

What is going on?

I take the opportunity to sneak out of the bathroom and across the courtyard, pausing by the back door of the restaurant for a deep breath before going inside. Sally has dragged a square table alongside our window booth to accommodate all six of us, and I realise this will be the most uncomfortable dinner of my life, not counting the one where I asked my mother why she skipped book club to drive over to Sergeant Doherty’s house.

Mason is now sitting opposite Raf at the window. His blond hair is unkempt, his neck red and blotchy. He looks completely worn out, like he hasn’t slept in days. Rina is diagonally across from him with her arms folded, staring pointedly at the ceiling. I wait till Sabeen returns to the booth so she can slide in beside Mason, then I take a seat at the square table. Tom soon returns from the bathroom and joins me, giving me a big smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

‘Now that we’re all here,’ I say, raising my glass, ‘I’d like to wish Henry, wherever he is, a happy fourteenth birthday for a couple of days ago.’

‘Cheers,’ say Sabeen and Rina, clinking my glass.

Mason keeps his attention on the window. Raf stares around the table during the awkward silence that follows, picking up the basket of garlic bread and offering it to us one by one.

‘Any news, Mason?’ I say, because it seems weird if no one asks. ‘Sergeant Doherty have anything new to report?’

Raf throws me a desperate look. Don’t go there, he says with his eyes.

Too late.

Mason sits up and clears his throat. Rina glances at him for the first time all evening.

‘No,’ he says to nobody in particular. ‘But if there is, Chloe, I’ll make sure you’re the first to know.’

He doesn’t say it in a sarcastic way. He doesn’t really need to. Friction ripples across the table and falls squarely in my lap. I’m not sure how to respond, and Raf ’s face is begging me not to. Before I have a chance to say anything, Tom leans in.

‘You don’t need to be rude,’ he says to Mason.

Mason turns to Tom, his jaw clenched. ‘Lucky you’re here to defend her then, eh Tommy?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Tom says, nudging his glasses.

‘You do realise you’re in the friend zone, right?’ Mason says. ‘She’s got it bad for Raf.’

Raf ’s eyes go wide, huge and hazel, blinking back at me in surprise. I feel every inch of my skin glowing. Mason isn’t wrong, and Raf and I both know it, but to hear it announced so casually over dinner, as though we’re not here, is excruciating.

‘You’re way off,’ Tom says. ‘Did you have a few in the car on the way over?’ He wiggles his hand like he’s holding an invisible bottle.

Mason recoils as though he’s been slapped. He swallows hard and stares down at the table, his lips pressed together.

‘Speaking of my doofus brother,’ Sabeen says, attempting to change the subject. ‘Are you heading out to photograph your waxy gibbon moon tonight?’

Raf forces a laugh, trying to run with it. ‘Waxing gibbous. And no, not tonight. It’s been a big day.’ His gaze meets mine. ‘Maybe tomorrow.’

‘What did you do today?’ Sabeen asks.

‘Bushwalk,’ Raf and I say together. Everybody looks up at once. It sounds like a cover story and yet it’s actually true.

Mason smirks at Tom, as though we’ve confirmed what he suggested.

‘See what I’m saying?’ Mason mutters. ‘No chance, Tommy.’

‘Why don’t you have another drink, mate,’ Tom shoots back.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’ Sabeen moves her hands in a timeout gesture. ‘Guys!’

‘We need some pizzas over here, stat,’ Raf calls to his mums. ‘Everybody’s a little hangry.’

Rina watches all of this without saying anything. She seems to linger on Mason’s words, every now and then sliding a glance at Tom. When I think everything might settle down again, she says, ‘Where did you go that night, Mason? When you said you were at home?’

Silence falls over the table. Sally and Liv chatter on in the kitchen, oblivious, the radio humming an Ed Sheeran song.

‘What?’ Mason splutters. ‘What night?’

‘The night Henry went missing.’

I can sense Raf staring at me but I keep my full attention on Mason. Please, nobody interrupt.

Mason’s eyes find Rina’s. His face is impassive, all sharp lines and shadows. He stares at her like he’s weighing up what to say next.

Don’t lie. Don’t look her in the face and lie. Even in the dim lighting of the pizzeria, I can see the colour flooding across his cheekbones and around the curve of his ears.

‘I was at home,’ Mason says. ‘How many times are you going to ask me that?’

Rina glowers at him, trying to keep her voice steady. ‘As many as it takes until you tell me the truth.’

‘You want the truth?’ he says. ‘We stayed together way longer than we should have, Rina. I was never with anyone else. I just didn’t want to be with you.’

‘Mason,’ Sabeen gasps. Rina looks down at her hands.

‘Hey,’ Raf says. ‘Come on, mate …’

‘She keeps accusing me of cheating on her,’ Mason says. ‘If she wants the truth, there it is.’

‘Really?’ Tom pipes up.

Mason slides him a wary glance. ‘You calling me a liar too?’

I lean forwards in my seat. ‘So you weren’t driving your car out in that storm?’

‘For god’s sake, no!’ Mason cries. He picks up his fork, tapping it like a microphone. ‘Is this thing on?’

‘Mason?’ Liv calls from the kitchen. ‘You okay, love?’

My backpack is already in my lap, my fingers on the zipper. Raf looks from my hands to my face and back again. He shakes his head quickly: No, no, no.

‘You should probably leave,’ Tom says, rubbing a hand across his chest and wincing.

Mason scowls at him. ‘Should I, Tommy? Would that suit you?’

‘Is everything okay?’ Liv says, from behind the counter.

‘We’re cool, Min. We’re cool,’ Raf assures her, one hand on Mason’s forearm, his attention still on me.

The zipper is open. My hand is inside the backpack. Rina mumbles something under her breath and puts her head in her hands. Sally clangs pizza trays out of the oven and Sabeen jerks her head towards the sound.

Raf ’s eyes beg me not to do it. I can tell he doesn’t want this to escalate. But it might be the only way Mason will drop his guard and admit to knowing more than he’s letting on.

I toss the green hat into the middle of the table.

‘Know anything about this?’ I ask Mason.

It takes him a split second to register what he’s seeing. The green fabric is charred and puckered with holes, some edges completely burned away. The embroidered number seven is untouched though, clear as day.

Raf ’s hand shoots out and grabs the hat. He pulls it into his lap under the table, frowning at me. ‘We’re not doing this right now.’

‘What is it?’ Rina asks.

‘Nothing.’ Raf gives me a pointed look. ‘We’ll talk about it later. When everybody’s calm.’

‘It’s Henry’s hat,’ Mason says, his voice hoarse. He reaches over the table. ‘Give it to me, Raf.’

Raf closes his eyes. ‘Listen. I think we should—’

‘Give it to me!’ Mason half-stands, shoving Raf in the shoulder and knocking him into the back of the booth.

‘Hey!’ Sabeen says, reaching for Mason’s arm. He shrugs her off.

‘Give it to me!’ Mason growls. He suddenly thrashes in his seat, trapped beside the window like a bear in a cage. Liv and Sally are already rushing over from the kitchen.

‘Calm down!’ Rina says, shrinking into her seat on the opposite side of the booth. Tom is standing, backing away from the table. I stand too, giving Liv and Sally room to move in.

‘Let me out, Sab,’ Mason says through gritted teeth, his breathing laboured like he’s about to blow up. Sabeen quickly slides out of the booth.

‘Mason, love, what’s going on?’ Liv says, her eyebrows crushing together. ‘How can we help?’

‘I’m sorry. I need to leave.’ Mason comes face to face with me as he climbs out of the booth. Looming over me, he says, ‘You really hate me that much?’

I don’t understand what he means.

Tom steps forwards.

‘Oh, what Tom? What?’ Mason says, turning on him. ‘You in on this little ambush too? I always thought you had my back. What a joke.’

‘That’s it,’ Tom says. ‘I’m out of here.’ He strides over to the door. ‘Sorry, Sally. Sorry, Liv.’ He shoves the door open and is through the ribbon curtain in a blink.

Mason walks towards the back of the restaurant and disappears through the rear door.

‘I’m leaving too,’ Rina says, hitching her bag over her shoulder. ‘This was such a bad idea.’

Sabeen’s expression is a mixture of hurt and helplessness. ‘I just thought we could all—’

‘Stop trying to force it,’ Rina says sadly. ‘Can’t you see we’re not those kids anymore? Everything’s different now.’ She shakes her head and walks away, leaving through the same door Tom did.

I stand in stunned silence with the Nolans.

‘Well,’ Sally says to her wife. ‘I don’t know what we put in the drinks tonight, but I think I need a stiff one myself.’

‘Hope you’re hungry, Rafi,’ Liv says as she and Sally head back to the kitchen. ‘We’re going to have a lot of leftover pizza.’

I take a seat in the booth opposite Raf.

He holds up his hands. ‘Why?’

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ I hang my head. ‘It was the way he turned on Rina. The way he blatantly lied.’

‘You can’t help yourself,’ Raf says.

Sabeen sits beside me, looking utterly miserable. ‘She’s a fixer.’

‘Where’s the hat?’ I say, holding out my hand.

‘No way,’ Raf says. ‘I’m hanging onto this.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘As a heart attack. You can’t be trusted. It’s going in the vault.’

‘If the two of you don’t mind,’ Sabeen says, ‘I’d love to know exactly what the hell is going on.’

We fill her in over dinner as Liv and Sally head home. I help Raf and Sabeen wash up and wipe down the kitchen, and by the time we’ve swept and locked up, I’ve blown right past my curfew. I call Dad to let him know Raf and Sabeen will drive me back.

The town’s main street is dead as always on a Sunday evening. Raf switches off the pizzeria’s flashing lights and pulls the door shut behind us with a clunk that echoes up the empty block. There’s a strong whiff of smoke in the air but it’s too warm for fireplaces, and I wonder who could be burning off at this hour. We’re just opening the doors of the silver hatchback when we hear a commotion further up the road. Someone’s yelling. A car has pulled in at a funny angle outside the IGA, the driver’s door hanging open. My eyes are drawn to a weird orange glow in the windows of Shallow Vintage Wares.

‘What is—?’ Sabeen starts. She’s cut off by the sound of shattering glass.

Flames lick around the edges of an empty window frame, crackling up into the verandah eaves at the front of the store.

Bernie’s shop is on fire.


[image: Image]

The storm

He put his shoulder into the door. Again. And again. Henry’s bed shunted out of the way bit by bit until Mason was able to squeeze through the gap. Straightaway he could see the venetian blind yanked up at a crooked angle, the window gaping open. Outside, the long grass swayed in a blustery wind that had arrived ahead of the storm.

Henry was gone.

Mason kicked the side of the mattress and it toppled onto the floor. He paced the room, his anger quickly spiralling into hopelessness. What to do? What to do? He couldn’t salvage this. He was beaten. He was working so hard to improve his circumstances, but his family kept tearing him back down. They didn’t even like him, they didn’t even want him around, but they wouldn’t let him leave either. He felt like a puppet, strung up and manipulated, dead on the inside.

Enough.

Enough of this. He couldn’t be here anymore. He needed to go. And even if he was broke and living in his car, at least he would be living. He’d been struggling with the idea of leaving Henry alone here with their mother, but the little turd had betrayed him without a second thought. It was his turn to fend for himself, just like Mason had had to do for the both of them.

His mother was crunching through broken glass in her Ugg boots as Mason walked down the hallway past the kitchen. He didn’t care. He didn’t care about any of it. Let her clean up the mess for once. He felt removed from this scene, as though it was some kind of movie he was watching from afar. He was conscious of his arms and legs only, the effort needed to move them, the motion of one foot in front of the other, all the way to the front door.

She yelled something as Mason slammed the door behind him, a strong wind blasting him in the face and drowning out her words. All he could think about was running, and driving, and quiet, and darkness. He thought about numbing brown liquid slipping down his throat and warming the hollows of his gnawing emptiness.

He found the whisky bottle stashed in the Subaru’s back seat and took a decent swig before climbing behind the wheel. He’d bought it last night after Rina got stuck into him in the fridge section of the IGA about not answering her calls or texts. He’d only popped in for milk, and yet there she was marching down the aisle towards him with a basket of groceries and a frown. She’d accused him of wanting somebody else and being too gutless to tell her it was over, and he hadn’t said anything because she was absolutely right. Other shoppers turned to stare and Mason was transported back to his childhood, the spilled charity pins at the checkout, the way people tutted and shook their heads.

Lightning forked in the sky behind the mountains and thunder rumbled a few seconds later. Incoming, he thought, though there was no sign of rain yet; it was just all wind and bluster. Mason drove without purpose, sipping from his bottle, enjoying the empty roads, speeding up and falling back, driving round and round in circles. He wanted to go to the motel, to the room Mr Baxter kept free for him. He’d stayed there only a couple of times, and always tried to sneak out in the morning when no one was around. He’d leave the room exactly as he found it, not wanting to be any trouble, in the hope it would be an open-ended offer. Even if he didn’t stay there often, it was a comfort to know he could if he needed to.

But Henry would have run off to the motel. To Chloe. Mason wouldn’t be welcome there, not after Chloe had heard about him losing control again and scaring Henry.

He blew straight past the turnoff for the motel and kept driving as the whisky loosened his concentration. He steered his way towards the graveyard and sat in the car with the engine running and headlights on, staring out across the headstones. He pulled out his phone and opened his message thread with Tom. Another mouthful of whisky. What the hell was he going to say?

I need you, he typed, then hit the backspace key just as quickly.

I need you to come. Delete, delete, delete.

I need help.

He stared at those words for a long time, until his phone’s screen went dark. He knew it was true – he felt like he was drowning – but he’d never asked for help before because he didn’t think anyone could.

Mason switched off the car’s engine and got out, trying to shove his car keys into his pocket and missing. It took much longer than it should have to retrieve them from the ground. Now that he was standing, Mason felt the full effect of the whisky, his gait more of a stagger as he took a cobbled path deeper into the graveyard. As soon as he deviated from the path, his shoe caught the corner of a flat gravestone and he tripped face first into the grass. It seemed easier to stay down.

Wriggling onto his back, Mason stared up at the swirling clouds. The sky lit up so bright for a second he had to close his eyes. Dry leaves whipped around headstones, flicking past him as the wind continued to push through. He could smell rain in the air a moment before the first fat drop fell from the sky.

Mason pulled out his phone again and squinted at the unsent message.

I need help.

He jabbed the backspace key again and replaced it with a new request.

I need a favour.

He hit Send.

Tom replied in seconds. Mason knew he would.
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Now

On Monday morning, the remains of Shallow Vintage Wares shiver like a dripping charcoal skeleton. A few structural beams still stand, but the rest of the roof has collapsed inwards onto the large pile of charred rubble below. The police have cordoned off the site and surrounding shops until a structural assessment can be done and everything nearby is deemed safe.

‘That’s all we need,’ I hear one customer say to another at the supermarket checkout. ‘More shops closed down. This town is dying a slow death.’

There have been whispers about arson, although most people think one of the old floor lamps is likely to be the culprit. Fire investigators will confirm it. So far the only information they’ve made public is that it seems to have started in the basement.

The basement. Where Henry’s bike was stored.

I pay for two fruit juices at the checkout and head back out onto Railway Parade, jogging across the street to where Tom is sitting on a wooden bench outside the hairdressers. It’s directly across from where his grandparents’ shop used to be, and he’s staring at the ruins with a slightly stunned expression on his face. He’s barely slept. His glasses are crooked and he’s wearing a faded hoodie and tracksuit pants. He should probably go home and try to sleep some more; there’s not much he can do here anyway.

I offer him a juice. He wrinkles his nose and declines. It’s not long before he’s digging for his chewable Quick-Eze.

‘I feel nauseous, to be honest,’ he says. ‘Is this shock?’

‘Maybe.’ I shrug. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘I keep thinking about all those old photo albums and books and antiques,’ he says. ‘All those collectables Grandpa built up over decades. All gone. Lost forever.’

‘It’s terrible,’ I agree. ‘But it’s just stuff. At least you’re all safe and nobody was inside when it happened.’

Tom nods, looking down at his hands. ‘We’ll be okay,’ he says. ‘Grandpa has insurance. Thank god we managed to get a whole heap of paperwork backed up to the cloud.’

‘Guess it’s forced retirement for him now. Maybe he and Rose will finally get to use that caravan.’

I’m trying to make Tom feel better, but I’m still conflicted about Bernie. I feel guilty for thinking the worst about the polaroids, yet I also wonder what else might have been hidden in that basement that’s now been destroyed. I certainly wouldn’t wish a fire on anybody, though. It’s a huge loss to the Lawson family and Tom is taking it particularly hard.

‘In all honesty, the shop was probably getting beyond him anyway,’ Tom admits. ‘Maybe one day we’ll see this as a blessing in disguise. Right now, it’s pretty tough.’

I reach an arm across his shoulders and pull him to my side. We sit in silence and watch the remaining smoke curl in tendrils around the shop’s burnt carcass.

‘If it was deliberate,’ I say, ‘they’ll catch the person who did it.’

‘I know.’ Tom’s voice is husky, like he might be holding back tears.

‘You got this, Tom,’ I say, wrapping my other arm around him and pulling him into a hug. ‘You’ll pick yourself up again. You always do.’

He nods, the side of his face against mine. He’s quiet for a moment. Then, ‘It’s not true is it?’

‘What’s that?’

‘What Mason said last night?’

‘Mason said a lot of things.’ I move to pull away. Tom hangs on. ‘Which part?’

‘Am I friend-zoned?’ Tom asks.

I stiffen. I drop my arms and he does too. ‘Friend-zoned with me?’

He leans back against the seat, facing the road again. ‘Is it such a wild concept, you and me?’

‘Not at all. I guess I never really …’

‘Forget I said anything.’

‘Tom.’

He takes off his glasses and cleans them on the front of his hoodie. ‘Really. It’s fine. You’ve answered my question without us needing to have a whole awkward conversation about it.’

‘I really value our friendship,’ I say, knowing that’s probably not what he wants to hear. It’s true, but admittedly it sounds like a terrible line.

‘Is it Raf?’ Tom asks, chancing a quick glimpse at my face.

I have to be honest with him. ‘Yes.’

He pulls his lips into a tight line like he’s tasted something sour. The moment passes quickly. ‘It’s all good,’ he says coldly.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Onwards and upwards and all that.’ He turns away towards the road.

With reluctance, I push myself up off the seat. I really don’t want to leave Tom alone here like this, but it’s clear he’d rather I make myself scarce.

‘I’ll see you a bit later, okay?’ I say. ‘Tom?’

‘Bye,’ he says quietly, without looking at me.

* * *

After running errands for Luisa, I go back past the hairdressers to see if Tom is still around. The wooden bench is empty. It gives me a heavy feeling for the entire walk home. I know how I felt when I thought Raf wasn’t interested for all those months – I was crushed. Tom will need a friend, and ironically it can’t be me.

You home? I text Raf.

I bypass the motel and head up to the Nolans’ place anyway. Raf replies to say he’s there as I’m walking across their garden path. Sally and Liv are both outside, enjoying their only day off by tackling the weeds. I fill them in on the latest about the fire.

‘Sabeen home?’ I ask casually. Liv looks at her wife and they both hide their smiles.

‘She’s gone over to see Rina,’ Sally says. ‘Raf ’s here, though. Will he do?’

‘Geez, you don’t have to make me sound like a consolation prize,’ Raf says, appearing on the patio. ‘I am your firstborn, after all.’

I follow him into the house and wait until his mums are out of earshot before I start talking.

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘New theory.’

‘Here we go …’ He rolls his eyes and leads me into the kitchen. ‘At least let me be caffeinated for this.’ He flicks the kettle on to boil.

‘Fire destroys all traces, right?’

‘“Except for when it doesn’t,”’ Raf says, quoting me back to myself.

‘I think Mason set the fire at Bernie’s shop.’

‘Riiight.’ Raf shakes his head, both baffled and amused. ‘Um, why?’

‘To destroy Henry’s bike. Mason knew it was in the basement – he overheard me telling Doherty about it at the police station. If Mason did plant the bike at the train station, he might have been paranoid about his prints or DNA or something turning up on it.’

Raf scoops a spoonful of instant coffee into a mug. ‘You want one?’

‘This is important, Raf. Where’s Henry’s hat?’

‘In the vault.’

I glance over my shoulder into his bedroom. His backpack is tucked underneath his desk.

‘Don’t even think about touching the vault,’ he says, more serious than joking.

‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘Take it to Sergeant Doherty first thing in the morning. Constable Deakin says he’ll be back from Goulburn late tonight. It’s your choice if you want to come with me and tell him everything.’

‘Why? So Doherty can file it all and send us on our way?’

Raf tilts his head. ‘Give the guy a bit of credit. Doherty’s not that useless. You know he actually wants to find Henry too, right? It’s kind of his job.’

I release an impatient sigh, my eyelids fluttering closed. ‘I know he does. My issue is how seriously we’ll be taken if the evidence isn’t strong enough. Doherty thinks I’m some kind of serial pest with a grudge against the Weavers.’

Raf raises his eyebrows like he thinks that assessment might be spot on.

I fold my arms. ‘Doherty won’t do anything unless there’s a way to link all of these pieces of evidence together. I’ve watched enough crime docos to know that by themselves they’re circumstantial.’

Raf blinks a couple of times. ‘I’ve clearly been watching more sci-fi than true crime. What does circumstantial mean exactly?’

‘It’s sort of indirect. Like, it points to someone being guilty but doesn’t conclusively prove it. The problem is, it might not be incriminating enough unless we find more. Or it’s linked to direct evidence.’

‘What would that be?’

‘Like a witness. Or an admission from the guilty party.’

‘We don’t even know how this hat makes anyone guilty of anything. Who is it incriminating? About what exactly?’ Raf hoists himself up to sit on the countertop. ‘Henry could have hidden his hat at the bush hut himself. Or some local kids might have found it somewhere around town. Maybe at the train station near his bike.’

‘So why did they burn it?’

‘I dunno. Why does anyone do anything?’

‘Don’t take it to Doherty yet,’ I beg.

‘He’ll take it seriously.’

‘You reckon? Look at how he treated me when I went to him about the polaroids.’

‘Yeah, but that’s different,’ Raf says. ‘Doherty already knew about those photos and he wanted to stop you from making accusations about Bernie that weren’t true.’

‘Geez, Raf. Whose side are you on?’

He bugs his eyes. ‘Why do there have to be sides? I know you don’t like Doherty but you need to cut him some slack. We’re all working towards the same outcome. We all want to find Henry.’

‘Not all of us,’ I say. ‘Not whoever left me that threatening note.’

‘If that note really was for you and not your dad.’

‘Let’s be real here,’ I say. ‘Someone knows where Henry is and doesn’t want us to find him.’

‘I have a feeling you’ve already made up your mind who that someone is.’

‘Well, if we’re talking circumstantial evidence, it’s certainly stacking up.’

Raf sighs. ‘If Mason really is guilty of something, Doherty will catch him out sooner or later.’

‘Yeah, later is the problem,’ I say. ‘What if none of this is concrete enough for Doherty to do anything? What if Mason runs?’

He shakes his head slowly. ‘You’re overthinking this.’

‘Doherty will shut me down, Raf.’

‘He might not—’

‘He’ll contact my mother again!’ I say. ‘And she’ll haul me back to Sydney. This will be my last chance to find something irrefutable.’

‘It’s not your job to find evidence,’ Raf says.

‘Why not? Why shouldn’t it be my job?’

‘Because you’re not a detective.’

‘Neither is Doherty,’ I point out. ‘And yet we’re stuck with him for the whole case.’

‘Is there a case?’

‘You’ve been investigating this alongside me for the past week!’ My voice is overloud in the quiet house. It’s an effort to lower the volume and speak more slowly. ‘There are too many suspicious things going on here for this to be about Henry running away. Doherty would rather spout statistics and lack of resources than get off his backside and actually follow up leads.’ I scoff. ‘He’s worried about ruffling feathers in case he upsets someone. That’s rich, coming from him.’

Raf exhales, long and low. He drops his head and stares into his lap, thinking things through. I can already tell I lost him, though, when I started making things personal. He thinks my emotions are clouding my judgement.

‘I want to find Henry too,’ he says, finally. ‘More than anything. Which is why I want to see Doherty in the morning and get him involved.’ His forehead is creased, eyes pleading. ‘Can we do that tomorrow? Together?’

I nod my head robotically. It feels like giving up. As soon as Doherty questions Mason about his car being spotted on Railway Parade on the night of the storm, Mason will run. Everything will unravel and all of this will have been for nothing. We won’t find Henry.

As I turn to walk out of the Nolans’ kitchen, Raf slides off the counter behind me.

‘Hey. Come on, Chlo …’

Swallowing over a lump of disappointment, I stumble my way back to the motel on autopilot. I wish I knew how to strengthen the circumstantial evidence we have. If I can track down one more key piece that implicates Mason, Doherty will have to take me seriously.

When I reach the motel driveway, I can see Luisa standing in the middle of the front lawn. She bends down and picks up a pansy plant lying near her feet.

‘Luisa?’ I say as I walk closer. The lawn is littered with tiny plants, their exposed roots pointing skyward. Every single pansy Luisa planted around the fountain has been uprooted and tossed across the grass. She’s already managed to collect a small pile. She gestures sadly at the fountain. It’s spewing rancid black water.

‘A guest called reception saying they thought the fountain might be broken,’ she says. ‘Then I find this …’ She motions at the ground. ‘You think it was Jack Doherty again?’

‘Where’s Dad?’

‘He’s down at the post office.’

‘Luisa,’ I say. ‘Did you remember to lock the office door when you came out?’

She brings a hand to her mouth. ‘No. You don’t think—’

I start running towards the office.

‘Chloe!’ she calls, following me, her sandals slapping against the driveway. ‘We should wait for your father!’

Flinging open the glass door, I scour the reception room. I’m expecting chaos but everything is in order. I check the cash drawer and it’s still locked. Luisa catches up and stumbles through the doorway. The door to our unit is closed but unlocked. There’s no note pinned up anywhere either.

Just a prank?

No. Too coincidental.

I march into our unit and let my eyes comb the kitchen and living room. No cupboards open, nothing taken. I peer inside Dad’s bedroom as I move my way down the hall. Even before I reach my own room I can see a weird shadow falling across the doorway. Slowing my pace, I gesture for Luisa to wait in the motel office, where she’s watching me nervously with the phone in her hand. Inside my bedroom, my mattress has been upended and is propped against the wall at a funny angle. Every single drawer in the tallboy is gaping open; both wardrobe doors too. Even my suitcase has been turned upside down all over the floor.

‘No,’ I say, moving to my bedside table. The drawers have been tampered with. ‘No!’

Pulling the lower drawer out all the way, I dig my hand around underneath my socks and underwear. I’ve been keeping Henry’s postcard and note hidden at the back, but they’re no longer there. I remove the drawer altogether and check the floor underneath. Nothing.

A loud swearword escapes me.

‘Chloe?’ comes Luisa’s worried voice from the office.

‘I’m fine, Luisa,’ I say. ‘Call Dad and tell him about the garden. You should probably take some photos before you start cleaning up.’

I doubt it was a motel guest who called Luisa about the fountain; it was probably the same person who did this, giving themselves an opportunity to sneak through the reception area and search my room.

My only evidence is gone. I’m left with no other choice. I need to move quickly if I don’t want Mason slipping through my fingers.

My first instinct is to call Raf, but I know he won’t want any part in what I’m planning, not after the conversation we’ve just had. I call his sister instead.

Sabeen answers after two rings.

‘Hey,’ I tell her. ‘I need your help with something. I’ll understand if you want to say no.’

‘Okay …’

‘What are you doing tonight?’

She gives me a nervous laugh. ‘I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.’

I glance towards the hallway and lower my voice. ‘We’re going to find out what Mason has buried in his backyard.’
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The storm

‘So this is the Turners’ place?’ Tom said above the howling wind. He stepped inside the stone mausoleum. His hooded jacket was slick with rain as he peeled it off and let it drop to the floor. Outside the narrow wooden doors the downpour had begun, water spilling off the mausoleum’s roof in a heavy stream. Both doors had windows with vertical bars and Mason was thankful the glass in each was still intact. The rain was coming in sideways when Mason ushered Tom inside. Tom said it had started pouring about five minutes into the fifteen-minute walk over from his grandparents’ house.

‘Jonathan, Polly and Oswald,’ Mason said, shining his phone light at the wall on one side where three horizontal crypts were stacked one on top of the other. There was nothing to see except slabs of marble with names carved into them. The other wall of the mausoleum was blank.

‘How the hell did you get in here?’

‘Lock’s busted,’ Mason said, bumping into the wall. Now that Tom was in here with him, he realised how cramped it was. The width and height of a standard door, and only as deep as it was high. Mason swayed slightly, his back finding the cool marble. He bent his knees and let himself slide down until his backside met the concrete floor.

The wind rattled the doors and a flare of lightning glowed white through the windows. But the structure was sturdy. Solid. It had been here for over a hundred years. Tom studied the graveyard, probably to assess how far away Mason’s car was. He sighed, as though realising the storm had really set in.

‘Pull up a pew,’ Mason said, patting the concrete floor beside him. He placed his phone down with the light on and held up the whisky bottle. ‘Sounds like we’ll be here for a while.’

Tom brought his hands to his hips and gave Mason the once over. Mason tried to appear more sober than he felt, and knew he was failing.

‘You actually going to talk about it this time?’ Tom asked. ‘Or am I merely a glorified babysitter?’

Mason lifted the bottle to his lips. He’d asked Tom for a favour but hadn’t specified what it was. He was hoping Tom would see the predicament he was in and suggest Mason could crash with him and his grandparents for a few days. Maybe longer. This meant Mason would have to explain what had happened. In detail.

‘You’re gonna want to sit down,’ Mason said.

Tom did as instructed, lowering himself to the floor beside Mason, so close their elbows touched. Mason offered him the whisky but Tom declined. Keeping his eyes on Polly Turner’s name etched into the marble wall, Mason talked Tom through the events of the evening.

‘Why does your mother say you owe her?’ Tom asked. ‘What exactly is she holding over you?’

Mason confessed about what happened when Henry was six months old, how he’d slipped in the bath when Mason wasn’t watching.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Tom said. ‘You were five years old! Where did she disappear to while you were watching her baby? Henry was her responsibility, not yours.’

‘I’m afraid I’m like her, Tommy.’

‘You’re not.’

‘What’s that saying about inheriting the sins of our parents?’

Tom scoffed. ‘Then I’m screwed as well.’

‘No, you’re not.’ Mason smiled, then quickly grew serious as he turned to take in Tom’s profile. ‘I look up to you, man.’

Tom smirked, shaking his head a little. ‘Come on …’

‘No, seriously, I do. I admire you. Your circumstances have been cruddy too, but you’ve managed to keep your head down and work hard, and now you’ve earned yourself a ticket out of here. I’m never getting out.’

Tom shifted to look at Mason, the seat of his jeans scraping on the dusty floor. ‘How is that possibly true? You can do anything you want. You could leave tomorrow.’

‘Where the hell would I go?’

‘You could travel around. Find work.’

‘I have no money. And I failed my HSC.’ Mason picked at the label of the whisky bottle. ‘Who’d want to hire me?’

‘Heaps of places. You could work in retail, or find another mechanic who’d be willing to take you on. Stu Macleod would write you a reference.’

‘Where would I live?’

Tom made a small growling noise, half amused, half exasperated. ‘God, I don’t know! I obviously haven’t given your future much thought. I’m nervous enough about my own.’

‘Nervous?’ Mason shook his head. ‘What do you have to be nervous about, Mr Brainiac Scholarship? Making everybody so damn proud all the time.’

Tom snorted. ‘Sorry if what I’m doing inconveniences you.’

‘It bloody does!’ Mason said with mock indignation. They both sniggered and Mason took another large swallow of whisky. ‘I’m just jealous. You know exactly what you want and how to get it. You’ve always kept your eye on the prize, consistent and steady.’

‘Now there’s a killer epitaph for my headstone,’ Tom said, nodding towards the rain-soaked graveyard. ‘“Here lies Tom Lawson. He was consistent and steady.”’

Mason shrugged. ‘Hey, don’t knock it, mate. It’s what we all love about you.’

Tom glanced at him without responding and Mason suddenly heard how his words were suspended in the air between them. In the close quarters of the dank mausoleum they felt obvious and weighty, heavy with meaning.

A deafening thundercrack startled them, making them laugh. The wind howled outside like the roar of a freight train, and a large puddle was beginning to spread beneath the doors. Tom got up to peer through the windows again.

‘This storm is wild,’ he said. ‘Places must be flooded. I think one of those big fir trees has come down.’

Mason attempted to stand but the whisky was really taking effect. It made his limbs rubbery and his lips tingly, and it gave him a pleasant floaty sensation along his spine that made him feel a little bit invincible. He stayed where he was, watching the puddle creep closer. They were well protected from the elements between these stone and marble walls. If he had a sleeping bag and a pillow, he’d quite happily sleep in here all night.

‘Come on,’ Tom said after a little while, retrieving his jacket and shrugging it on. ‘It’s starting to die down a bit. We should probably make a break for it if we’re going to walk back to mine.’

The relief was staggering. Mason wouldn’t have to go home to face that woman and that mess. At least, not today.

Mason held his hand out. ‘A lil’ assistance,’ he said.

Tom grabbed Mason’s arm with both hands and hauled him to his feet. With no control over his momentum, Mason kept going and bumped straight into Tom’s chest. They both pummelled into the wall. Tom’s head whacked into the marble and he jerked forwards in pain, headbutting Mason in the forehead.

‘Ow!’ Tom said, the frames of his glasses digging into the skin near his eye. He rubbed his head.

‘Lemme see,’ Mason said, squinting at Tom’s glasses. ‘Not broken. But I think I left a smudge.’

Mason was suddenly aware of how close they were standing, the front of his jacket brushing up against Tom’s. His best friend’s face was only inches away. And Mason felt it; the hammer of his heart against his ribs. His skin came alive like a thousand pinpricks in a steaming hot shower.

Everything seemed so simple.

He slid his hand around the back of Tom’s neck and leaned into him, pressing his lips up against Tom’s. He felt a rush of light-headedness and the recognition of something he’d been trying to understand for years.

I am not empty.

I am not cold.

At that very minute he knew exactly who he was.

Then Mason realised Tom’s lips were frozen beneath his. His back was rigid, stiff arms pinned to his sides. Tom’s mouth broke away and he turned his face towards Mason’s shoulder.

‘No, mate,’ he said. ‘This isn’t what I …’

His voice trailed off as he dropped his gaze to the ground.

This isn’t what I want, Mason finished for him. You’re not what I want.

Tom took a subtle step back, and to Mason it was like a chasm had opened up between them.

Mason blew out a heavy breath. ‘Damn,’ he said quietly.

‘I didn’t realise,’ Tom said. ‘I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea.’

Mason rubbed one hand over his face and held the other up to Tom: please stop talking. Self-loathing soaked through him, so absolute, so staggering, he almost needed to sit down.

‘It’s the whisky,’ Mason said, looking everywhere but at Tom. ‘I’m only mucking around.’

Tom gave an embarrassed sort of sigh, as though he knew that all the whisky did was loosen Mason’s restraint enough for the truth to slip out.

The shame was overwhelming. It was a feeling Mason was never quite prepared for, even though he’d had more than enough practise with it over the years.

‘I’ve gotta go,’ he said, fumbling for the car keys in his pocket and accidentally kicking over the whisky bottle. It spun in circles across the concrete floor, ricocheting off the marble before slowing to a stop, pointing at Tom like a twisted game of spin the bottle.

‘You can’t drive,’ Tom said.

‘I’ll be fine.’ Mason’s voice sounded weak and strange, even to him.

‘Walk back to my place with me.’

‘I can’t,’ Mason said, pushing past Tom to get to the doors. ‘Not now.’

Minutes ago he’d welcomed the intimate space of the mausoleum. Now he found it suffocating and claustrophobic. He was grateful to stagger out into the muddy graveyard, a cool southerly biting at his skin.

It was still raining steadily, making the ground slippery underfoot. Tom shadowed him the whole way back to the car.

‘Give me the keys,’ he said, grabbing hold of Mason’s arm. ‘You’re too drunk.’

‘What do you care?’ Mason mumbled. ‘Just let me go home.’

‘Give them to me.’ Tom yanked at his arm again, shaking the keys loose. They landed in a muddy puddle at the foot of a headstone.

Mason and Tom lurched for them at the same time.
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Now

We reach the Weavers’ place by half past one, having made the trip over on foot. The night is clear and cool, a light breeze playing with the dark strands around Sabeen’s face as she glances over her shoulder at me.

‘Lovely evening for some trespassing,’ she says, throwing me a nervous smile. I return it with a weak one of my own and swallow over the dry spot in my throat. It’s good of her to do this with me; I really didn’t think she’d agree. But after everything that’s happened, even Sabeen’s willingness to give Mason the benefit of the doubt only stretches so far.

‘Remember, the bushland behind the house is not private property,’ I say. ‘We have every right to be there.’

Even in the dark I can make out her deadpan expression.

‘That’s a technicality,’ she says. ‘We still have to cut through the Weavers’ block to reach it.’

She’s not trying to back out, though. Sabeen’s here because she wants to be. My ransacked bedroom, Henry’s charred hat and the fire at Bernie’s shop have put her on edge. ‘Something’s really wrong about all of this,’ she told me this afternoon. ‘I’ll come with you as long as you promise that whatever we find goes straight to Sergeant Doherty.’

If we uncover something that leads us to Henry, I’ll be knocking on Doherty’s door before he’s even had breakfast.

‘In and out,’ I tell Sabeen now. ‘We don’t have to be here very long.’

‘Is your phone on silent?’

I pull it from my pocket to double-check. ‘I’m not getting much signal out here. How about you?’

She checks her phone as well. ‘Enough.’

As we draw closer to the Weavers’ driveway, we veer off behind some trees and hesitate. There’s a lot more moonlight tonight than when I was last here. It will make things easier to see, but much more difficult to hide.

‘Okay, stick to the plan,’ I whisper. ‘Straight to the back of the property and into the trees. There’s no sensor light on the carport and no windows on the carport side of the house. If we get to the backyard and any lights come on, run. In any direction. If we get separated, we meet back up here on the road.’

Sabeen nods, her face owl-like in the darkness.

We move down the driveway slowly, relying on patches of moonlight to guide us around potholes and away from noisy twigs. I monitor the Weavers’ house. The blinds are drawn and the windows are dark. The only sounds surrounding us are chirping crickets and whispering wind through the trees.

Mason’s blue station wagon has been reverse-parked in the carport. Its rectangular headlights follow us like eyes – an overgrown metal lion watching as we creep past its den. I’m so distracted by it that I don’t realise Sabeen has stopped in front of me. I bump into her and we both jump. Sabeen manages to clamp a hand over her mouth to keep from yelping.

‘What?’ I whisper, looking around frantically. What can she see? Is Mason peering at us through a window? Is Ivy sitting in the shadows of the verandah smoking a cigarette? I turn my face upwards and sniff, trying to detect a whiff of cigarette smoke on the breeze.

‘It’s nothing,’ she whispers. ‘I thought I heard something.’ We both glance up towards the road. Sabeen said this three times on our walk over here as well. Her nerves are frayed already and we haven’t even got to the digging part yet.

We steer ourselves towards the safety of the tall trees running down the fence line, and it only now occurs to me we probably could have come through the vacant Milburn property and climbed over the fence to get to the same point. When we reach the tin shed, a little wave of relief washes over me that we’ve made it this far without getting caught.

‘Now for the tricky part,’ I say. ‘Stay here.’

I stick close to the shed walls, making my way around to the door. Glancing up at the house, I hold my breath as I ease the door open.

Squeeaakk.

Sabeen whispers a swearword in the silence that follows. No lights come on in the house, so I slip through the doorway and into the shed. It smells like oil cans and mouse droppings. Something skitters up the wall. I don’t want to use my phone light, and thankfully there’s enough moonlight in the doorway to locate the shovel hanging on a hook by the door.

Sneaking out again with the shovel gripped in my hand, I leave the door hanging open so I don’t risk another loud creak on our return.

‘Come on,’ I tell Sabeen, leading her along the narrow trail into the bush.

We struggle along in dappled moonlight until it feels like we’re in deep enough for me to switch on my phone light. The further we walk into the trees, the more the temperature seems to drop – or maybe it’s my mind playing tricks.

About fifty metres in, Sabeen hesitates. ‘Wait.’ She shines her phone light right in my face.

I hold my hand up to shield my face from the beam. ‘Sab, can you get the light out of my—’

‘Shhh,’ she says, tilting her phone at the ground. ‘You hear that? It sounded like a car starting up.’ She cocks her head towards the way we came in.

‘I can’t hear anything.’ I rest the shovel in the dirt, scanning the path up ahead. I don’t think we’re too far from the fallen tree. It’s hard to tell.

‘That way,’ Sabeen says, shining her phone on the dirt trail behind us. ‘You can hear it moving now, up along the road.’

I drop my head and stare at the walking track, straining to hear what she can. ‘No one else lives out here.’

‘You think it could be Mason?’

‘I don’t know.’ My heart thuds a bit faster. ‘Let’s keep going. I want to get this done as quickly as possible.’

Sabeen follows me without another word until we finally reach the fallen tree. I rest my phone on the trunk, pointing the light up into the tree canopy. With both hands on the shovel, I ask Sabeen to direct her light at the ground. It doesn’t take long to find an area cleared of dead leaves and twigs. Tucked half under the tree trunk is a patch of recently disturbed soil.

‘Here,’ I say. ‘This is it.’

Sabeen steadies the light. I take a deep breath and start scooping away soil with the shovel. My hands are shaking, and I realise Sabeen’s are too by the way the light jiggles. Neither of us are sure what we’re going to find, although we know it won’t be good if Mason feels the need to hide it.

‘What’s that?’ Sabeen asks, pointing into the hole. Something clear and shiny is poking out of the soil. I drop to my knees and clear the rest by hand, scooping around it until I’m able to wiggle it free, then I hold it up while Sabeen shines her phone light on it. It’s a large ziplock bag containing another ziplock bag. Inside it is a passport, a few documents and a huge wad of cash.

My eyes meet Sabeen’s. She appears momentarily relieved until she jerks around, shining her phone towards the way we came in. I stand and grab my phone too, the clear bag dangling in my hand. It’s not Sabeen’s imagination this time: heavy footsteps are pounding quickly along the dirt trail towards us. I shove my phone into my pocket and grope for the shovel at my feet. My fingers find the handle and I snatch it up at the exact moment a figure lurches out of the shadows.

‘What the hell is this?’ Mason says, squinting at the light from Sabeen’s phone. ‘What’s going on?’

He staggers towards us in a crumpled T-shirt and tracksuit pants, and a pair of old runners without socks. His hair is scruffy and he blinks like he’s struggling to focus. He seems drowsy rather than intoxicated.

Sabeen backs away from him to join me beside the tree trunk.

‘What are you doing?’ he says. His eyes dart to the ziplock bag in my hand. ‘What are you doing with my stuff?’

‘How did you know we were here?’ Sabeen says, her voice barely more than a squeak.

Mason points behind him. ‘You think I can’t see those lights from up on my driveway? Who stole my bloody car?’

‘What?’ I say. Sabeen and I exchange a glance. She really did hear a car’s engine starting. ‘That’s nothing to do with us.’

Mason swears under his breath. Ivy’s name pops up in the middle of the expletives.

‘Your mum stole it?’ Sabeen says.

‘Who else?’ Mason growls. ‘And now you’re stealing my stuff. Why won’t any of you just let me leave!’

His voice echoes through the trees around us and I feel a gut punch of fear. I’m scared for myself and Sabeen, but I’m also scared for Henry. Where is he? What did Mason do?

‘Why do you have a passport?’ I say, gripping the shovel. ‘Why are you running?’

‘Jesus Christ, Chloe! Will you give it a rest?’ he cries. ‘It’s none of your business, don’t you get it? None of this has ever been any of your business.’

Sabeen raises a pacifying hand. ‘Mason—’

‘And you,’ he says, turning on her. ‘I thought you were in my corner. Your family’s always been good to me. Now I have no one. I seriously have no one.’

His words have taken on a panicked edge. He’s losing control.

‘We want to leave now,’ I say. ‘We’ll go.’

‘Oh, will you now?’ he mocks. ‘Gonna casually walk out of here with my money?’

I’d almost forgotten it was in my hand. I consider the clear bag for a moment, and see a way for us to get out of here. But we’re going to have to run.

I whisper instructions into Sabeen’s ear and she nods. Mason sees the exchange and starts moving towards us just as I bend my arm and frisbee his ziplock bag further up the trail. It lands somewhere in the darkness behind a thick patch of ferns. He hesitates for a second, like he can’t believe I did that. Then he runs, thrashing through the shadowy undergrowth.

‘Go,’ I tell Sabeen, pushing her ahead of me. She launches herself at the narrow trail using her phone light to guide us. Her long ponytail swings back and forth in my face as I stay right on her heels. The bush around me is a blur. All I can hear is my own breath and the clang of the shovel against ferns. Heavy footsteps are gaining on us. How did Mason find his stuff so quickly? Did he even try to locate it? Or is it more important that he doesn’t let us get away?

I try to run side by side with Sabeen but there’s barely enough room for one person, let alone two.

‘He’s right behind us,’ she says, shaky and breathless. The tin shed is visible up ahead through a break in the trees. Almost there. Mason’s matching us step for step. He’s so close it feels like he’s panting in my ear.

Sabeen bursts out into the open a second before I do, running flat-out towards the house. I try to come up with a plan, knowing we should separate at the top of the driveway. I can draw Mason down towards the national park so Sabeen can run to town to get help.

‘Sabeen,’ I say. ‘When we—’

My voice is cut off as I’m yanked backwards. Mason has me by the hoodie, his fist clutching the fabric in the small of my back. He drags me to the ground and we both slide sideways across the dirt. The shovel flies out of my hand and tumbles away, out of reach.

I try to get up. Mason yanks me down again. I kick a leg out behind me and it connects with his knee.

‘Stop it!’ he yells.

‘Chloe!’ Sabeen cries, doubling back. ‘Mason, let her go.’

‘No,’ he says, dodging another kick from me.

He presses me facedown into the ground and rolls his upper body over my back. I try to buck him off. It’s no use; he’s got me pinned.

Sabeen dances around us, unsure what to do. ‘You’re squashing her, Mason. Stop!’

I try to wriggle out but he’s strong. His limbs feel rock hard with adrenaline.

‘Mason!’ Sabeen says. ‘She’s not getting any air. Get off her!’

My breath is hot against the dirt. I try to kick again.

‘Settle down,’ Mason says, pushing against me as he tries to get to his feet. ‘Tell me—’

Above my head is a whooshing sound followed by a hollow clang. Mason’s body slumps heavily on top of me. He’s a lead weight against my back, no longer moving.

‘What …?’ Rolling him off me, I jerk my head up to see Sabeen standing over us with the shovel in her hand.

‘Oh no,’ she says in a small voice. ‘Oh no, oh no.’

I scramble to my feet and turn to find Mason crumpled on his side, knocked out cold.

‘What did I do?’ Sabeen says. ‘I hit Mason. I hit Mason.’

‘You’re okay.’ I gingerly remove the shovel from her grip. Her hands are trembling. ‘It’s all right. He’s going to have a headache, but he’ll be okay.’

Sabeen looks as though she doesn’t believe me, and then Mason’s leg twitches. He groans.

Sabeen presses her hands to her face. ‘Oh god, he’s going to hate me.’

‘He’s coming around,’ I say.

‘Come on, then.’ Sabeen tugs at my sleeve. ‘Let’s go.’

‘I can’t leave. He hasn’t told us where Henry is.’

‘I don’t care! We’ve got to—’

‘But I care,’ I tell her.

Sabeen’s face scrunches in dismay. ‘I’m not hitting him again, Chloe. You need to let it go.’

‘Let him go, you mean.’ I shake my head. ‘Not until he gives us answers.’

‘I don’t want to stay,’ Sabeen says, on the verge of tears. She pulls out her phone and tries to dial a number. ‘No signal,’ she croaks.

Mason groans again, scratching weak fingers in the dirt. I scour our surroundings in frustration until my eyes find the tin shed, its door still hanging open.

‘You run up to the house,’ I tell her, ‘and see if you can get a better phone signal. If not, go to the road and keep heading towards town until you do.’

‘Who do I call?’

‘Sergeant Doherty. Your parents. My dad. Okay?’

Sabeen looks uncertain. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’ll wait here and make sure he doesn’t leave.’

‘How?’ she says, her voice cracking. ‘He’s too strong for you.’

I take her by the shoulders and turn her towards the house. ‘Let me worry about that. Please go.’

‘Come with me,’ she begs.

‘It’ll be okay,’ I assure her. ‘Just get Sergeant Doherty here as soon as you can.’

She reaches out and squeezes my hand, then takes off. As soon as there’s enough darkness between us to mask my movements, I crouch next to Mason, sliding my arms under his shoulders. I couldn’t ask Sabeen to help me with this; she’s distressed enough already.

Mason grunts as I haul his upper torso off the ground. His body has no fight in it. His head dangles loosely, rocking from side to side between his shoulders. Digging my heels into the dirt, I heave him backwards a metre at a time, my shoulders aching with the effort. By the time I reach the shed I’m drenched in sweat and wheezing.

Mason groans and mumbles something incoherent. He manages to lift his head as I’m pulling him across the dirt floor of the shed. I leave him on his back in the shadows.

‘Owww,’ he says, as I’m slamming the door closed behind me.

I shine my phone light in the darkness to locate the shovel, then wedge it against the shed door, tucking it under the doorhandle and kicking the metal scoop across the ground until it won’t budge any further. It’ll hold … for now.

On the other side of the door there’s a scrape against the dirt as Mason shifts his weight. ‘God, what did you do to me?’

I lean my hand against the cool metal. ‘Mason, I need you to be honest with me.’

‘I don’t owe you a thing, Chloe.’ Something bumps around and I hear a click. A thin strip of light appears under the door.

‘Why did you say you were home the night Henry went missing? Rina saw your car twice on Railway Parade.’

He scrapes against the ground again. ‘For god’s sake! I drove up to the graveyard, okay?’

‘Why?’

He exhales loudly. ‘Stuff went down at home.’

‘Stuff?’ I lean closer to the door. ‘What sort of stuff?’

‘I smashed the living shit out of my mother’s glass cabinet. Let’s just say she wasn’t pleased.’

So Raf was right about the missing cabinet and Ivy’s blue plates. Is that why the kitchen was so clean the following day?

‘What happened to Henry?’ I say. ‘Did you hurt him?’

‘No! I did want to tell him what I thought of him, though. But when I got into his room he was gone. Climbed out his bedroom window.’

I lower myself to the ground. ‘What time was this?’

‘God, I dunno. About eleven? He probably had to wait hours for a train.’

‘You really think he got on a train?’

There’s a pause before Mason asks, ‘Don’t you?’

‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘His bike was found at the train station,’ he says.

I turn my face towards the door. ‘Did you plant it there?’

‘What?’

‘To make it seem like Henry had run away.’

There’s a surprised scoff on the other side of the door. ‘Wow. Wow. Is that really what you think of me? That I did something to Henry? Is that why I’m locked in a shed right now? Unbelievable!’

‘Did your mother do something to him?’

‘Well, yeah! She did plenty. She belittled us, broke our stuff, verbally abused us. But she didn’t murder my brother, Chloe.’

Without thinking, I kick the shovel aside and let the door swing open. I need to see his face. Mason is sitting with an arm resting over his bent knee, a torch on the ground by his side.

‘Why did you lie about being home that night?’ I say, standing in the doorway. ‘Why did your mother cover for you?’

He’s in no hurry to move. ‘Ivy was so hungover the day after the storm, it was after ten or so before she realised Henry wasn’t home and hadn’t slept in his bed. She knew she’d have to start ringing around, and if anyone came over they’d see the state of the place.’ He shifts, stretching the muscles in his neck. ‘She made me clean up the mess, and then she came up with the cover story and told me to stick to it. She said she was sick of everyone in town judging us. She didn’t want them sticking their noses in.’ He shakes his head. ‘I seriously think she believed Henry would turn up at any moment and the whole thing would blow over.’

‘Why didn’t you tell Doherty the truth about where you were?’

Mason hangs his head. ‘There were … circumstances that I didn’t want anyone to know about. It seemed easier to roll with Ivy’s story because none of the other stuff changed the fact that Henry had run away.’

I think of how Raf and I kept the truth about our whereabouts that night from Doherty for similar reasons.

‘And you’re sure your mother was home?’ I say. ‘She didn’t lie about where she was?’

‘I don’t know exactly what time I got in. It couldn’t have been later than one, though – I’d only been out for a couple of hours. She was definitely passed out on the couch in front of the TV when I came home. That part wasn’t a lie.’

‘And you never saw Henry at any stage while you were out?’ I say. ‘Not even when you drove to the train station?’

Mason glances up. ‘I never drove to the train station.’

‘Yes, you did. Rina saw you.’ I pull out my phone and click open my Notes file, scrolling to the details Rina gave us in Hyde Park. ‘Around one-thirty to one forty-five she saw your car drive along Railway Parade and pull into the station. It stayed there for a while and then came back out onto Railway Parade and continued south.’

Mason frowns. ‘I was in bed. I didn’t go out again. Rina must’ve seen a different car.’

‘She was pretty certain it was yours.’

‘Yeah, she told me she saw my car that night, but I denied it because I had to stick to my mother’s story. I thought she meant earlier though, before the storm, when I drove to the graveyard.’

I shove my phone back into my pocket. ‘Your mother then. If she’s not opposed to pinching your car—’ I gesture towards the carport, ‘—maybe she took it that night as well.’

‘Nup. She was well and truly passed out. Believe me, I know how her drinking habits play out. I’ve had plenty of experience.’

‘So Rina’s mistaken?’ I say. She’d seemed so certain, especially since she’d been making her own mental notes in order to confront Mason.

‘I mean, the only other person—’ Mason stops. He stares past me at a spot outside in the darkness, as if something’s coming back to him.

‘Mason?’

He suddenly clutches his stomach. ‘Oh my god.’
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The storm

Henry was relieved to find the motel laundry open. He watched on through the doorway as the gutters overflowed and the wind got beneath the shade sail, shaking it loose from its bolts and shredding it to ribbons. At one point the wind and rain blasted sideways like someone had dropped a huge water bomb from the sky. The storm was as bad as the weatherwoman had said it would be.

Wherever Chloe was, it didn’t seem like she’d be back anytime soon. She said she was going to bed early but now she wasn’t even home. Henry had knocked on her window, then at the back door and even at the motel office. If Chloe was staying at Sabeen’s or something, she could have told him. She didn’t have to lie.

Henry had a lot of time to think in the laundry while the storm did somersaults outside. He decided it was time to tell Chloe that he was looking for his dad, and maybe ask for her help. He’d talk to her about it tomorrow before she headed back to Sydney. And he wanted to meet Missy in person, he decided. She’d become a good friend and she listened whenever he needed to vent about Mason. It was nice having someone else to talk to when Chloe wasn’t around.

Henry wondered if Mason had calmed down yet. He’d never seen his brother explode like that before. He’d wanted to explain about the money but Mason had been too angry to listen. Henry only took it so he could delay Mason from leaving, until he had a chance to track down his father and make his own escape plans. He had to get away from her. He couldn’t be left alone in that house with their mother.

Henry felt inside the zippered pocket on his backpack to double-check the blue envelope was still safely tucked inside. It wasn’t a good idea for Mason to keep it taped to his drawer anyway, not after Henry had caught Ivy going through their wardrobes last week, searching through their jacket pockets. He slung the backpack onto his shoulders and pulled his green cap down tighter, ready to face the weather. There was still some thunder, but the hail and lightning had moved on, and the rain was nowhere near as heavy as before. It might linger for hours and Henry couldn’t stay here all night. He had a numb backside from sitting on the laundry floor.

He grabbed his bike and pedalled up the driveway, cutting across the soggy lawn to the path running down the far side of the motel. Dodging the dripping gutters, he used both hands to shove Chloe’s window open. He slipped the note out of his pocket that he’d written earlier, folded it small, then pushed back the curtain and tossed it towards the bed. It was a bad throw and Chloe’s room was dark, but he was pretty sure it landed on the bed. She’d find it. She was like a detective, always spotting things that were out of place.

When Henry reached the street and rode on towards Railway Parade, he noticed a number of large trees were down. There were leaves and broken branches all over the road, and water gushed along gutters like rivers. At the dip in Railway Parade, a huge lake of brown water covered the road and footpaths, the nearby drains bubbling and overflowing. If it’s flooded, forget it, he thought, recalling the slogan he’d seen on TV. He doubled back to Bridge Road to find another way, weaving his way through tree branches and garbage scattered all over the street.

The road out of town was even trickier, with masses of debris washed over the bitumen. Cutler Bend was a slog to ride at the best of times, the way it curved around the mountain, some parts uphill, others steep dips, and a couple of risky blind bends. With so much mud on the road’s shoulder and rain hitting him in the face, it was even slower going than usual. For the millionth time, Henry wished his family didn’t live on the outskirts of town.

As he neared the section of Cutler Bend where the bushfire came through last year, a flash of lightning revealed the ghostly tree trunks, all skinny and limbless, some fluffy with new leafy growth. Halfway home, he thought. He couldn’t wait to get out of the rain. He rounded the bend and leaned into the decline until his bike light picked up movement on the road ahead. Squeezing the brakes, his back wheel almost skidded out beneath him as he struggled to keep the bike upright. Fast-flowing water was over the road, gushing down off the mountain and sloshing across both lanes. It was thick and muddy brown, swirling and foamy in places, clogged with sticks and tree branches. He paused, one foot on the pedal, the other on the road. Could he go through it? Too flooded. He was starting to think he should have stayed at the motel.

Suddenly, the road lit up. A car was coming around the bend. It was hard to hear it approaching over the sound of the floodwater. Would they see the water in time? Henry hadn’t. He’d barely been able to stop his bike, so he didn’t like a car’s chances. He climbed off his bike and left it by the side of the road before moving to the edge of the water. He took off his hat, using it like a flag as he waved his arms to signal the car.

The driver took the bend too wide. Too fast. Henry had barely raised his arms before he realised the headlights were on the wrong side of the road – the side he was standing on. The wheels locked up at the last minute but the car kept coming, skidding along the road’s slick surface until it hit him. He heard the bump rather than felt it, and then he was airborne, flying backwards over the water he’d been trying to avoid. His backpack cracked into the steel guardrail, his body landing like a bag of sand on the road’s shoulder.

The shock of the water in his face made him gulp. The gushing flow pressed him into the guardrail, tossing and tumbling his limbs like a ragdoll. He could make out headlights. A silhouette. Somebody had climbed out of the car. Henry tried to yell. There was water in his mouth, his eyes, his ears. A smaller light swept back and forth over the water, and then it found him, shining directly in his eyes. It must be Mason. His brother had come searching for him.

I’m here! Henry thought. Hurry, Mason. Hurry up and save me.
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Now

I step into the shed. Mason is still staring at something I can’t see, as though he’s watching a scene play out in his mind. His focus slides back to me. His breath is quick, his voice floaty and strange. ‘What if he took the car out again after he dropped me home?’

‘Who?’

He continues as if he hasn’t heard me. ‘He said we ran into a tree that had fallen into the road. He even got out to check.’

I crouch in front of him. ‘Who, Mason? Who are you talking about?’

‘Tom,’ he says simply. ‘Tom was driving my car.’

Pushing myself to my feet again, I back away. He’s clearly confused. Sabeen hit him too hard with the shovel. ‘No.’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Tom was with me up at the graveyard. Tom drove me home.’

‘No,’ I say again. ‘He told us all he was home that night.’

‘Because I begged him not to tell anyone about it. When he dropped me home I told him to pretend it never happened.’

‘What never happened?’

Mason looks away. ‘It’s private. I don’t want to talk about it, especially to you.’

‘Mason.’

He attempts to stand and then winces, returning to his backside and touching his head. ‘None of that has to do with Henry. On the car ride back from the graveyard, Tom was driving.’

‘Tom doesn’t even have a licence.’

‘That’s why I didn’t want to say anything to Sergeant Doherty.’

I can’t get my head around this, and that’s before I even let myself consider what Mason’s suggesting.

‘We hit something,’ he says. ‘On the way back from the graveyard, Tom hit something with the car.’

I bring my hands to my mouth and shake my head quickly. Mason swallows, slightly dazed.

‘He told me it was a tree that had blown over. He didn’t see it until the last second and he slammed on the brakes. The road was too slippery. I heard the bump and it didn’t seem major. Tom jumped out to look but I didn’t bother. I just wanted to get home.’

‘Where?’ I whisper, my throat closing up.

Mason’s expression is apologetic. ‘I don’t know. I was kinda out of it. Tom and I had had a … disagreement, so I closed my eyes with my head against the window for the whole car ride. I don’t know where it happened. The windows were steamed up and it was raining, I was drunk. I just don’t know.’

I don’t want to believe Mason. But as soon as he says the words I hear one of those true crime detectives in my head: When you find out what the truth is, all the clues fit. I think about that documentary again, the way every guilty person has their ‘rock’, something from the crime scene they struggle to have in their presence. For Tom, it’s Mason’s car. He could barely look at it.

‘Tom’s struggling at uni,’ I say. ‘He’s lost so much weight and he has heartburn all the time.’

Mason nods slowly. ‘He won’t look me in the eye. I thought it was because I’d … because of our disagreement.’

The postcard from Manly. Sabeen never blabbed to Tom about it; he knew where it came from because he sent it. He was in Sydney eating burgers with me the week before it turned up in the motel’s PO Box.

‘Henry’s bike,’ Mason says. ‘Was it really in the basement of Bernie’s shop?’

I think of the day Mason overheard me talking to Doherty at the police station. ‘I thought it was you.’

‘Me?’

‘I thought you set the fire at Shallow Vintage Wares. To dispose of the evidence.’

Mason gives a short, bitter laugh. ‘Jesus, Chloe. You really don’t think much of me, do you?’

I crouch in front of him again. ‘I’m sorry, Mason. I really am. I knew in my gut Henry’s disappearance was suspicious, but I had the wrong person.’

‘Who would ever suspect Tom?’ Mason says. ‘I don’t think I know who he is anymore.’

‘Except we do know him. He’s clever and resourceful. He’s the smartest person we know. And he hates confrontation and will avoid it at all costs. He would never admit what he’s done, especially not to you or me.’

‘Where’s Henry?’ Mason says, his voice breaking. ‘If Tom planted Henry’s bike at the train station to make it look like he caught a train, what did he do with …’

He can’t bring himself to say it, and I’m struggling to let my mind go there. I feel like I’m on the verge of falling apart. Keep it together. Keep it together.

‘I don’t know. We need to find out fast, though,’ I say. ‘If he burned down his grandpa’s shop he’s getting desperate. Do you think it was Tom who took your car earlier?’

Mason shrugs despondently. ‘It could’ve been. He knows where I keep my keys. But why would he?’

I think of the fire in Bernie’s shop. My ransacked bedroom. The missing car.

‘He’s getting rid of the evidence,’ I say.

Mason struggles to his feet, swaying slightly. I reach a hand out to steady him; he might have a concussion.

‘You think he’s gonna torch my car?’ he says anxiously.

‘Maybe …’

I’m more worried about Tom leaving town in it. If he takes off, we’ll never find out where Henry is.

And something else is niggling at me, a detail I’m missing. I move over to the shed door and peer out across the backyard for Sabeen. There’s enough moonlight to see all the way up to the house, but I can’t spot anybody moving around. How far did Sabeen have to go to get a signal?

Wait.

Moonlight.

My eyes are drawn to the bright three-quarter moon. Waxing gibbous. At this very minute Raf will be trying to photograph it. He told us all last night he would be, and he’ll have his backpack with him. The vault.

‘He couldn’t find it in my room,’ I say.

Mason’s head turns. ‘Huh?’

‘Henry’s Lucky-7 cap. It’s evidence. Tom turned my bedroom over searching for it.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Raf has it,’ I say, pulling out my phone.

Mason moves to my side, watching me dial Raf ’s number. I press the phone to my ear.

Silence.

‘There’s no signal,’ I say, my pulse quickening.

‘It’s patchy as hell here in the valley.’

‘I’ve gotta go,’ I say, starting to run away from the shed. ‘I need to get to Devil’s Rock.’

Mason attempts to run with me, then stumbles, nearly falling over. I stop and double back. He takes another wobbly step.

‘Mason, stop. You probably have a concussion. You need to sit down and wait for Sabeen.’

‘No, I’m coming with you. Just give me a sec.’ He presses a hand to his stomach like he might throw up.

‘Please, Mason. I have to go. Wait here for Sabeen to come back. She’s bringing Sergeant Doherty.’

He nods, doubled over. ‘Okay, go. Go.’

I run straight up the dirt driveway towards the carport.

‘Don’t let him leave, Chloe!’ Mason calls after me. ‘Don’t let him disappear!’

I hear how Mason’s voice breaks on that last word and I pump my legs faster.

* * *

It’s just me and the soles of my sneakers slapping against bitumen. A smear of purple-blue haze marks the horizon, black trees punching jagged holes in the clear night sky. It’s almost too beautiful, too serene here in the valley. It’s hard to believe anything bad happens here.

I know it does.

I know it will if I don’t get there in time.

I fumble for my phone again, the bright screen a floating spectre in the darkness. As I dial Raf ’s number with trembling fingers, my shoe slips onto the road’s shoulder, skidding along the gravel. It almost shakes the phone from my hand, but I manage to press it against my ear and hear it ringing. My eyes scour for a gap in the trees, for a wooden sign marking the reservoir trail. When it appears, I lurch towards it, low tree branches whipping me in the face.

Pick up.

My feet pound the dirt track. I listen for a voice over my ragged breathing.

Pick up, pick up, pick up.

Five rings and a lifetime later the call connects.

‘Hi.’

My legs almost buckle with relief. ‘Oh, thank god. You—’

‘Kinda busy right now, so leave me a message and I’ll get back to you.’

‘No!’ I yell. There’s a shrill beep in my ear, and an expectant silence stretches. ‘It’s me,’ I blurt. ‘As soon as you get this—’

My foot rolls into a hole and I pitch forwards. I’m going over before I can stop myself, throwing my hands out in front of me to break my fall. I land awkwardly, my ribs finding a large tree root, pain tearing up my left side. Both hands scrape across the coarse earth as my phone smacks down hard.

Air is forced from my lungs and I struggle to draw any in. Part of me wants to stay down, crumple in the dirt and surrender to the pain.

Come on, Chloe! Move!

Clawing my way to my feet, I wince at the tenderness in my ribs. My phone’s screen is now a spider web of cracks. I try it anyway, but it stays dark.

I will my legs to move faster until my thigh muscles burn and my shins feel like glass about to shatter. I wrap my arms around my middle to keep from falling apart.

Only a little further.

Too far.

I just need to get there.

Too late.

Please.

Please let me get there in time.

I’m not used to approaching the reservoir from the north; the track is unfamiliar, and I’m disorientated and panicked, unsure of exactly how much further I have to go. I spot a small wooden post indicating the public toilets are nearby, which means I’m close to the reservoir’s northern car park. Is this the way Tom came? I round a bend in the track and the trees open to a clearing. A lone station wagon is parked at one end of the gravel parking area. Mason’s car.

The last stretch of my run is the most painful because I have to slow down to a creep as I’m nearing Devil’s Rock. Everything in my body screams for me to run flat out, but I need to step quietly on the sandy path. If Tom thinks he’s cornered, he’ll run. I press a hand to my ribs and try to calm my breathing. I’m so winded I feel perilously close to throwing up.

Voices.

I hold my breath and listen. Devil’s Rock is up ahead, jutting out over the water like a stone wave about to break. Tom’s hard words punch the still night air, leaving ugly bruises on the silence. I creep closer, all the way up to the edge of the rock, and stay low behind a thick clump of ferns.

‘There’s nothing suss about it!’ Tom is saying. ‘I’m doing what Chloe asked, okay? I’ve just come from her place. She said you’d be here.’

‘I don’t have it,’ Raf says.

‘I saw you take it in the pizzeria.’ Tom mutters a swearword under his breath. ‘I don’t have time for this. Where is it then?’

‘It’s the middle of the night, Tommy,’ Raf says. ‘What’s going on?’

Edging closer to the rock, I peer around one of the large boulders. Tom has his back to me and Raf has his back to the water. Raf ’s camera is set up beside him on a tripod, and his backpack is on the picnic rug off to one side.

‘Chloe doesn’t trust you and she wants me to keep all the evidence safe,’ Tom says. ‘Just hand it over.’

I want to yell out in protest. Instead I press my lips together.

Raf shifts his weight from one leg to the other. ‘Chloe said that?’ There’s a hint of disbelief and hurt in his words. ‘Well I’m still not telling you where Henry’s hat is. I already told Chloe I’m taking it to Sergeant Doherty tomorrow.’

‘For god’s sake!’ Tom drags his hands through his hair and paces in my direction. I shrink behind the boulder as he turns sharply and stalks back towards Raf. ‘Do you know how exhausting this has been? To always stay one step ahead? I wanted to get Mason home safely, and suddenly my whole scholarship was in jeopardy. My whole future. Everything I worked so hard for.’

‘What are you—?’

‘My grandpa cried when he heard I’d got into university. No one in his family has ever been, and he and Nan keep telling me how proud they are. It’s crushing me.’

‘Seriously mate, you’ve lost me,’ Raf says. ‘I don’t know what’s going on. Why don’t we go home and talk about it?’

‘Talking won’t help!’ Tom yells. His voice echoes out over the water. Raf is stunned into silence.

‘Tom,’ I say, stepping onto the edge of Devil’s Rock. Raf startles. Tom jerks around to face me. ‘Talking will help. We’ll explain it all to Sergeant Doherty. We’re going to figure this out.’

Tom stares at me, his face crumpling. ‘I don’t know how to fix it. I can’t fix it.’ His voice catches in a sob. Raf looks from Tom to me, his eyes wide in alarm.

I gesture with steady hands. ‘It’s okay. We need everybody to understand what happened, that’s all.’

‘But you hate me now. You hate me.’ His eyes spill over. He yanks his glasses off and swipes tears with the back of his hand. ‘Everybody will hate me. I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t see him until it was too late.’

‘It was an accident, right?’ I ask. ‘You panicked?’

I think about how meticulously Tom covered everything up and know that’s going to look really, really bad when all of this comes out.

‘He hit the steel barrier and he wasn’t moving. I didn’t know what to do.’ Tom’s voice is pleading. ‘I had to get Mason out of there so he didn’t find out. I didn’t want him to find out.’

From the corner of my eye I notice Raf ’s body sag as he pieces it together. I glance at him and his face is slack with shock. I feel an urge to comfort him.

‘When I came back it was too late,’ Tom says. ‘He was already gone.’

A fresh round of sobs racks his body and a painful ache is growing in mine.

‘Where, Tom?’ I manage.

‘I didn’t have any choice,’ he croaks, not hearing me. ‘I had to cover it with a lie. Then cover that with a lie. Then another, then another.’

‘I understand,’ I say, even though I don’t understand at all.

‘And you kept pushing and pushing for answers. You wouldn’t let it go.’ He dabs his wet nose with the sleeve of his hoodie. ‘Now I’m in too deep. There’s no other choice but to leave.’

My stomach rolls. ‘No. No, Tom. There is another choice. You need to tell us where Henry is.’

He stares at the ground, vigorously shaking his head.

‘Come on, Tom,’ I say. ‘I know you regret it. Let’s end it all now. You can come clean to Sergeant Doherty.’

The tears have stopped and Tom frowns at me like that suggestion is ridiculous. ‘I’m not going to prison like my dad.’

‘Speak to Sergeant Doherty,’ I say. ‘Explain what happened.’

‘You think he’s going to care that it was an accident?’ Tom says. ‘Or Mason, or Ivy? Everyone will turn on me.’

‘Tom—’

He moves towards Raf ’s backpack on the picnic rug. ‘Give me the hat.’

Raf mirrors his movements. ‘Don’t touch my bag, mate.’

‘So you do have it here,’ Tom says. ‘Just let me take it and that will be the end of this.’

He darts forwards to grab it but Raf is faster. He plucks the backpack from the ground, swinging it away and out of Tom’s reach.

‘Tom,’ I plead. ‘You need to tell us where Henry is!’

He’s ignoring me. His only focus is Raf ’s backpack. He lunges for it and tackles Raf in the process. The two of them tussle, their bodies thumping into one another, shoes skidding against rock. Raf tumbles onto one knee and I jump in to pull Tom away by the shoulder. He shrugs me off and shoves me backwards. I fall awkwardly, landing hard on my backside and cracking both elbows against the rock. My hands fill with pins and needles, and for a moment I’m winded.

My fall distracts Raf, long enough for Tom to wrench the backpack from his arms. Raf raises both hands in defeat, glancing at me as I struggle to sit up. Tom swings the backpack up and around, hitting Raf across the face. I yell something as Raf ’s head snaps sideways and he falls heavily, smacking his forehead into the rock. It’s a horrible sound. The kind of sound that means Raf really shouldn’t attempt to get up.

He does, though. He manages to wobble onto all fours. He brings a foot underneath himself, struggling to a stand. Even in the moonlight I can see something dark and shiny oozing from his hairline. It flows quickly down his temple and onto his cheek. He’s somehow upright, swaying wildly, trying to find his balance.

Side to side.

Backwards.

Backwards. Backwards. Backwards.

And over the edge.
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Now

Mason shuffles across the verandah to find the front door gaping open. His head is pounding now, the walk from the shed and his own panic making the blood pump faster. There’s a high-pitched ringing in his ears he can’t seem to shake. Everything feels foggy, like he’s had a couple of drinks.

He hears his mother’s voice, dry and croaky, the way she sounds when she’s first woken up in the morning. He’s almost relieved to realise she’s not the one who took his car, until he remembers who did take it and why that’s so much worse.

‘Is he coming over now?’ Ivy says.

‘Yeah. My parents too. I need to go back down there and let Chloe know.’

Sabeen’s voice. Mason instinctively touches a hand to the back of his head. It’s something he won’t forget easily – gentle, goofy Sabeen trying to knock his brains out. He can still hear the sound of metal against his skull a moment before everything went black.

‘She’s gone,’ Mason says, stepping into the kitchen. His mother is blinking blearily in her dressing-gown, an unlit cigarette in one hand and a lighter in the other. Sabeen flinches and backs up against the fridge. ‘Chloe let me out of the shed, okay? I didn’t do anything to her.’

‘Where is she?’ Sabeen says, and then, before he can answer, ‘How’s your head?’

Her eyes are deeply bloodshot, her olive skin pallid. She looks as wretched as he feels.

‘Honestly? Like somebody drop-kicked it across a football field,’ he says. Sabeen winces. ‘Is Sergeant Doherty on the way?’

She nods. ‘Are you going to turn yourself in?’

From the corner of his eye he senses his mother moving closer, awaiting his answer. It takes him a second to formulate a response. Maybe he really is concussed.

‘It wasn’t me, Sabeen,’ he says. ‘I didn’t do anything to Henry. It was Tom.’

Sabeen sucks in a sharp breath and something about that makes Mason want to break down and cry. He hasn’t had time to be shocked. About Henry. About Tom. This is the worst night of his life.

‘What are you talking about?’ his mother says.

He can’t meet her eye. He doesn’t want to be the one to tell her. Please don’t let it come down to him.

‘And you knew about it?’ Sabeen says in a small voice.

‘Of course not! Chloe and I just figured it out.’

His mother is saying something else. Mason pulls out his phone and dials Tom’s number. There’s still a chance this is a mistake. He could have it wrong. He was so drunk that night. How reliable is his memory?

He knows this is denial kicking in but he lets the phone ring out anyway. He tries Tom’s grandpa next. Maybe Tom is asleep with his phone switched to silent.

‘Hello …?’

‘Uncle Bernie? It’s Mason.’ He stops. He has no idea what to say next.

‘Mason? It’s very late to be calling. You gave Rose a bit of a shock.’

She’s about to get an even bigger one, Mason thinks. He’s not going to be the one to break it to them either. That’s Sergeant Doherty’s job.

‘It’s just …’ Mason wills his muddled brain to work. ‘Could you please get Tom for me? I need to speak to him.’

‘Oh, it’s a bit late, son,’ Bernie says. ‘Tom’s asleep.’

Mason’s throat aches. He says hoarsely, ‘Could you please check?’

There’s a shuffle and a scrape as Bernie puts the phone down, and Mason finds himself repeating please, please, please under his breath. This could all be a big misunderstanding. Henry’s in Sydney. And Tom’s in bed.

He can hear his mother and Sabeen murmuring to each other, confused. He hopes Sabeen’s mums are on the way. Ivy will need someone with her when she finds out.

‘Mason?’ Bernie’s back. ‘It’s the strangest thing. Tom isn’t here. His bed’s empty.’

Mason’s legs go weak.

Tom. His Tom.

It’s finally sinking in.

Bernie is still talking about how Tom’s bed is made and things are missing from his room. Books, clothes, laptop. Mason gives him mm-hmm responses because he’s afraid of what might happen if he opens his mouth.

The kitchen is too bright. The wall clock is ticking like it’s any other evening. The fridge is ordinary. The microwave, the teabag tin, the dirty dishes stacked on the draining board – all so very ordinary.

Nothing is ordinary about this night.

The whole world has changed and nothing will feel ordinary again.

‘Thank you, Bernie,’ Mason mumbles, hanging up on him. He finds himself backing out of the kitchen. ‘You need to send Sergeant Doherty to the reservoir,’ he tells Sabeen. ‘Call him again.’

‘Where are you going?’ his mother says.

Mason stumbles down the hallway and out the front door. He runs halfway to the carport before he remembers his car is missing. Come on, brain. Come on! There, propped up against Wayne’s old tool bench, is his bike.

There’s only one road to the freeway now that Cutler Bend is closed. Mason has no clue how he can physically stop Tom behind the wheel, or even keep up with him if he tails the car. He just knows he has to do something.

They need to know where Henry is, and Tom’s the only one who can tell them.
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Now

There’s a deep pa-doosh somewhere out in the darkness. Raf ’s camera and tripod stand vigil in the moonlight, watching over the scene below. Raf was right here with me and now he’s in the water.

His head.

The blood.

I scramble to my feet as Tom is shrugging on Raf ’s backpack. He hurries past me towards the trail and I reach out and grab his arm. He tries to shake me off and I double-down by grabbing the backpack strap as well.

‘Chloe, it’s over!’ Tom says, his voice jagged. He swings around, trying to loosen my grip. ‘You need to let me leave.’

‘I can’t. We have to know. About Henry.’

He jerks violently. My hand slips from his arm. I grip the strap tighter with my other one.

‘You hear that?’ he says. He points towards the edge of the rock. I strain to listen for Raf, his splashing and struggle in the water as he fights his way to the bank. What I hear instead is chilling.

Silence.

Raf isn’t fighting at all.

‘Keep me here or help Raf,’ Tom says. ‘What do you want more?’

I need them both.

It feels like my chest is tearing open. An unbearable pain. I’m losing Raf. I’m losing Tom. I’ve lost Henry.

I can’t fix this.

I have to let go now.

In order to save Raf I have to let go of Henry. I have to abandon my search for him.

Let it go, Chloe.

My fingers spring open, releasing the backpack’s strap. Tom jerks away from me and runs towards the bush trail, his footfalls an echo in the darkness.

I scramble towards the edge of Devil’s Rock and peer into the water below. Shards of moonlight dance on the surface like shimmering jewels.

Where is he?

He fell heavy.

I can’t see him.

He’s not conscious.

Dizzy with terror, I tug off my runners and swing my legs over the edge, bucking my body off the rock to pindrop into the water below.

The cold is a shock; it steals my breath. I release too much air from my lungs and my head pounds with the wrongness of it. The moonlight barely breaks the surface and everything is dark and murky underneath. I flail and kick in the water trying to find him, but my hands grab at emptiness. How deep did he slip under? Has he drifted?

Where is he?!

I thrash and grope, twist and turn. Desperation surges in my throat like acid. I turn my face up to the surface and see the mottled shape of the dark rock jutting out against the moonlit sky.

My foot connects with something soft and solid. I know it’s him. I use my arms to drive myself down until my hands find his arm. His pale shape is suspended in the darkness like an astronaut floating in an ocean of stars.

I lock my hand around his upper arm and feel the muscle there. Is his heart still beating? How long has he been in the water? How long could he hold his breath for?

I scoop and kick at the water, sideways, upwards, towards the light. White dots creep into my vision and I’m woozy, weak.

Push through it, Chloe. Fight!

My head breaks the surface and I take a long, ragged breath. Rolling onto my back, I heave Raf up with me and manoeuvre myself under his upper body. The weight of him forces us both under the water. I kick up and yank him towards me, locking his head between my shoulder and jaw. His wet hair drapes across his face like seaweed. It sticks to my cheek, so very cold and wrong. But his neck is warm against my collarbone and I focus on how it feels. Our faces are barely above water but I can breathe. I place my hand under Raf ’s chin, holding his face up to the sky.

‘Don’t,’ I wheeze. Don’t slip under. Don’t give up. Don’t leave me, Raf.

Water droplets cling to his long black eyelashes. I desperately want to brush them away. I move one arm and leg in unison, dragging Raf ’s limp body. Slowly, slowly we creep towards the bank.

What can I remember from school lifesaving classes? Something about the airway sealing to stop water getting into the lungs. Something about how long the brain can survive without oxygen. Five minutes? Six minutes? How long have we been in the water?

How long, how long, how long?

The sandy bank slides underneath my backside and I cry out with relief and desperation. I need to move faster, but it’s hopeless – in the shallows we’re both impossibly heavy. I reach under Raf ’s arms and lock my own across his chest. I heave his body upwards, digging my heels into the ground. Inch by inch, I struggle onto the bank until our upper bodies are clear of the water.

I wriggle out from under Raf and his head lolls to one side. Blood trickles from the cut on his forehead and pools in his eye socket. His neck is exposed and I’m almost afraid to touch it. What if there’s no pulse there? My hand trembles as I press my fingers to the curve of his neck.

Please.

I can’t feel anything.

Please.

I can’t feel anything!

I slip my hand under his neck and tip his head back, a trickle of water running from the corner of his mouth. I lean close to his lips, listening for signs of breathing that I know won’t be there. My hair drips water into his face as I unzip his hoodie. His wet T-shirt clings to his body like a second skin.

Resting my hand on his stomach, I will it to move under my fingers.

It doesn’t.

I sit upright and place the heel of one trembling hand on Raf ’s breastbone like we practised on plastic dummies at school. Placing my other hand on top, I interlock my fingers and press my hands down into his chest.

One. Two. Three. Four—

—water gushes from Raf ’s mouth—

Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve—

—his body wobbles and buckles—

Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty-two—

—his arms flop at his sides—

Twenty-three. Twenty-four. Twenty-five. Twenty-six. Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

I place my left hand under his neck and tilt his head back, pinching his nostrils closed with my right hand. His lips are cold as I close my mouth over them. His chest inflates as I breathe into him. And again. I turn my head and listen for signs of breathing.

Nothing.

My hands find his chest again and I start pumping. I’m puffing hard and my arms ache but I keep my rhythm.

Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

‘Come on!’ I scream at Raf. At me. At both of us.

Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

I close my mouth over his again. One breath. Then another.

‘COME ON!’ I scream, my voice shattering.

I clutch my shaking hands together and press them to his chest.

I can’t stop. I won’t ever stop.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six—

Raf ’s chest heaves towards the sky. Water spews from his mouth, across my hands, down his chest.

Another convulsion. More water.

‘Breathe!’ I say, shaking him. He’s already taking a wretched lungful of air. It scrapes through his throat in a violent wheeze but it’s the most glorious sound I’ve ever heard. His chest hitches and falls on its own, shuddering with every breath as his lungs remember how to work.

Relief floods through me and I hover over him for a moment, watching him breathe and cough and be alive.

I roll him into the recovery position, and lean into his back, burying my face into his sodden hoodie. My potato. My astronomical nerd. My sweet, funny Raf.

‘Help’s coming,’ I assure him, even though I have no idea if that’s actually true.

My limbs start trembling uncontrollably. I try to relax them but they shudder of their own accord. Shock. So much to take in.

Raf. Tom. Henry.

Henry.

We’ll never know where he is now.

My eyes close and I pull Raf to me, hearing him murmur softly. Something in my body releases. It feels like I’m clutching Henry close, too.

Somewhere deep in the trees, somebody is yelling. I jerk my head up and seek them out. Heavy footsteps, running, echoing across the water. I can’t figure out which direction they’re coming from.

‘Chloe!’ a deep male voice calls. ‘Tom!’

I release my grip on Raf and stumble to my feet.

‘Chloe!’ the voice calls again. Closer now, on the walking track from the southern car park. Not the northern one. Damn. They went to the wrong one.

‘Here!’ I yell, waving my arm even though I can’t see anybody yet. ‘Hurry!’

There’s thrashing through the undergrowth and then a figure bursts into the clearing, his head whipping around left and right. It’s Sergeant Doherty.

‘Ben!’ I call. ‘Ben, over here!’

He turns at my voice, sprinting across the picnic area and hurdling the small shrubs and boulders around the edge. He’s dressed in a white T-shirt and pale trackpants, his runners flicking up tiny stones along the bank.

‘Are you okay?’ he says, breathless, as he pulls up in front of me.

I nod quickly and gesture at Raf.

‘Rafi Nolan?’ he says, confused. He crouches in front of Raf, ducking his head to check he’s breathing. He rests a gentle hand on Raf ’s shoulder, lowering his face to reassure him with a few words. Raf ’s head moves up and down in a weak nod. It’s such a relief I have to bite back a sob.

‘You did CPR?’ Doherty asks me. I nod again.

He stands and pulls his phone out, pacing away from me towards the water’s edge. I hear quick words about Raf and ‘drowning incident’ and paramedics and Raf ’s parents. Something about my dad. Something about me being in shock.

Doherty moves his phone away from his mouth and asks me, ‘Where’s Tom Lawson?’

I point a shaky hand towards the way I came in. ‘Northern car park. He’s in Mason Weaver’s blue Subaru.’

Doherty turns away, talking quickly into his phone.

My legs start wobbling again, though I’m not sure they ever really stopped. I take a few shaky steps back towards Raf ’s limp body, my own wet clothes sending a wave of shivers through me. My teeth chatter and my throat spasms. I start to double over.

Doherty hurries back to me, shoving his phone into his pocket. He grabs me by the upper arms and folds me into his chest.

‘I’ve got you.’ He places a hand on the back of my head and strokes my hair. ‘I’ve got you, Chloe.’

I sink against him and he lets me sob, loud and messy, all over his white T-shirt.
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Now

The ride is tough going in the dark, his head pounding like a drum. Mason shakes himself awake every time he feels like he’s starting to droop. Sergeant Doherty should be at the reservoir soon. Maybe he got there in time. Maybe Chloe and Raf were able to stop Tom from leaving.

Tommy.

Mason can’t picture his face without a pain in his chest. The betrayal stings like a thousand tiny cuts. Mason can’t let his mind really comprehend what Tom has done because that would mean he’d have to think about Henry. He can’t let himself go there or else he’ll fall down and never get up.

Just get this done.

He turns onto Roberts Road in the direction of Shallow Reservoir. This is the only way out of town, no matter which car park you’re coming from. He doesn’t want to slow down and try calling Chloe again. The last call went straight to voicemail, which immediately made Mason think the worst. What was going on down there? Did they catch up with Tom or has he already left town?

Maybe Mason will never see him again.

No. He’ll be easy enough to trace in the stolen vehicle. Mason wishes he hadn’t given Tom all those driving lessons last year – he’ll be familiar with the Subaru’s quirks. It only now occurs to Mason that his car will be taken into evidence when Tom’s caught. They’ll have to analyse it for any traces of …

Henry.

He crushes his eyes shut for a second, shakes his brother’s face away.

No, no, no. Don’t go there.

Not yet.

Just keep pedalling.

Streetlights are dotted down the rolling stretch of Roberts Road, farmland on one side, soil embankment on the other. It’s an easy stretch to ride but his legs are like jelly. He almost pulls the bike over to vomit, his mouth flooded with saliva. He manages to breathe through it and swallow the urge back down.

Headlights.

Up ahead, two blazing orbs are growing larger, dipping and cresting with the undulating road. Mason hears the engine. As the vehicle passes under a streetlight he sees a flash of blue.

His car, closing in fast.

Way too fast for this stretch of road.

As the car draws closer, the rev of the engine backs off momentarily. Tom has seen him. Mason locks his arms at the elbows and grips the handlebars, pumping his legs harder until his muscles scream out in pain. His mind goes to that empty place where he’s not quite connected. He doesn’t care about what happens next. He can’t let Tom leave.

The streetlights glint across the car’s bonnet as it thunders towards him. Mason steers the bike onto the centre line of the road. The station wagon jerks to the right. Mason mirrors it. Then to the left. Mason does the same. The car returns to the centre and Mason steers the bike to meet it. It doesn’t slow. He hears the engine kick up a notch.

Mason holds his course. The car is a hundred metres away. Fifty.

This is going to hurt.

Mason’s tempted to close his eyes. Instead, he hunches his shoulders and stares at the car’s windscreen.

‘Do it,’ he screams. ‘Take me out as well!’

It’s only when he says the words he realises that isn’t what he wants at all. Most of the time he doesn’t want to be here, but that doesn’t mean he wants to go.

Mason veers left. At the last second, the Subaru locks up as Tom slams on the brakes. The car swerves to Mason’s right and hits the embankment, dark soil spraying across the road. It’s airborne for a split second before the bonnet strikes a tree, flipping the car out sideways. It comes to rest right side up, facing the direction it came from.

Mason skids his bike onto the shoulder and it slides out from under him. He sails along the gravel on his stomach, his bike travelling into a ditch. He jerks around, ignoring the gravel embedded in his hands.

His car is a wreck. Glass everywhere. Smoke is pouring from the crumpled bonnet and the passenger side door is completely caved in. A headlight dangles from its wires like a detached eyeball, and he can hear the tick tick tick of something dripping. Stu Macleod is going to be so pissed.

Mason looks for Tom.

The windscreen is cracked and both airbags have deployed. He watches the driver’s side door, waiting for Tom to kick it open and jump out. He doesn’t.

Mason feels a flash of panic about Tom being injured and instantly hates himself for it. His conflicting feelings are tough to get his head around.

He keeps watching the car, too sore to move anyway. He has to blink to focus, his concentration dipping in and out. Only when he sees blue and red flashing lights in the distance does Mason lay his head down in the gravel.

He lets himself think about Henry now, and surrenders to the tears when they come.
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Now

It almost feels like a dream, the memory of that afternoon last year when Henry and I were together at the service station on Bridge Road. I picture the wistful expression on his face as he talked about leaving The Shallows one day.

‘Sometimes I just wanna keep going and never look back.’ I think of those words now as Dad steers the ute past the railway station, my eyes drawn to the waiting room where Henry’s mountain bike was found. Despite knowing the truth, part of me will always imagine Henry got on a train that night to start his big adventure.

Hot tears prick at my eyes and I press a damp tissue to my cheeks in an effort to compose myself. I don’t think I’ve ever cried as much in my whole life as I have in the last three days.

‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?’ Dad says, easing the ute into a parking space not far from the police station. He hasn’t left my side since we heard about the excavation of the mudslide site on Cutler Bend. I’m grateful he was there to hold me when Sergeant Doherty called to inform us Henry’s body had been found in the ravine. Tom provided a full confession, and walked the police through everything that happened.

And still, none of this seems real.

‘I’ll be okay,’ I tell Dad. ‘Will you wait here for me?’

‘Of course, chook.’ He leans over and kisses the top of my head.

I take a deep breath and make the short walk to the police station on wobbly legs. Once again I find myself standing at the reception counter and staring through the glass, only this time I don’t have to wait. The red-headed police officer jumps up and ushers me straight through the security door, and Sergeant Doherty meets me on the other side.

‘You okay with this?’ he asks me gently, his gaze searching my face.

My eyes are bloodshot and my nose is pink from blowing it, but I nod firmly. ‘Yes.’

‘Just because he asked to speak to you doesn’t mean you have to do it.’

‘I know,’ I assure him.

Doherty’s furrowed brow softens slightly. Dark shadows circle his eyes and I wonder how much sleep he’s been getting, especially in the last day or so since media crews descended on the town.

‘All right,’ he says. ‘As you know, he’s already given us a detailed statement. However, there is a camera in the room and it will be recording in case he reveals any other relevant details. He’s requested that his lawyer not be present for this because he wants to speak with you alone. I won’t come into the room unless you ask me to.’

‘Mm-hmm. I understand.’

He glances through the glass at the reception area. ‘I take it Mason’s not joining you?’

I shake my head. ‘He can’t do it. Not yet.’

Doherty’s voice is quiet. ‘That’s understandable.’

He leads me towards an interview room with the blinds drawn and the door closed, gesturing for me to enter whenever I’m ready. I grip the doorhandle and release a long breath before easing the door open and stepping inside.

Tom is sitting with his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. His glasses are resting on the tabletop off to one side. His head snaps up as I enter. He appears pale and drawn, like he’s suffering from the flu, but he has no obvious injuries from the car crash. The airbags in Mason’s car did their job.

Taking the seat opposite, I realise I have no idea what I want to say to him. Tom’s the one who requested this meeting, so I wait for him to talk.

‘Is Mason coming?’ he asks. His voice is husky and he quickly clears his throat.

‘No.’

Tom’s expression wilts. He presses his lips together in a grim line and reaches for his glasses, shoving them on.

‘I just …’ he starts. His eyes well up. ‘I need you to know how sorry I am. For all of it. For Henry, for all the lies, for trying to run. It all spiralled out of control.’ He runs a trembling hand through his hair. ‘I’d give anything to change it. I’d do anything to bring Henry back.’

I’m quiet for a moment, unsure how to respond. It’s still inconceivable to me that I’m having this conversation with Tom. How long did he think he could get away with it? At some point in the future the mudslide would have been cleared so the road could be rebuilt. No wonder he was supporting Jack Doherty’s efforts to keep Cutler Bend closed – it was buying him time. Maybe making sure his grandparents were taken care of with the fire insurance was part of a larger plan to disappear before work ever started on that road.

So many questions. But only one that really matters.

‘Why didn’t you help him?’ I ask, my voice breaking.

Tom gulps as his tears spill over. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’ He shakes his head and pulls off his glasses again, pressing his fingers into his eye sockets. ‘I panicked. I didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t moving, and there was so much water on the road. I—’

‘You drove away and left him there?’ My tone is disbelief and anger all rolled into one.

‘I had to get Mason away!’ he cries. ‘I didn’t want him to know. I didn’t want anyone to know. My grandparents … how could I do that to them?’

‘So you let the water take Henry.’

Tom wipes his nose with his sleeve. ‘I came back. I panicked and took off, and I’m not proud of it. But I came back to find Henry. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t anywhere. He was …’

‘Gone,’ I manage.

His lower lip wobbles. ‘The road’s shoulder had fallen away. All this mud was down in the ravine—’

I hold up my hands. ‘Stop.’

Tom covers his face, his shoulders shaking. My anger quickly subsides and all I feel is desperately sad. I’m heartbroken about Henry. And I’m also heartbroken about Tom. After that moment of impact, they both must have felt so very, very alone.

‘I don’t know how to forgive you for this, Tom.’

‘I know,’ he croaks. ‘I don’t blame you.’

‘You should have told someone. Instead you covered it up.’ I swipe at my wet cheeks with frustrated hands. ‘You planted Henry’s bike at the train station and you disposed of his hat. You faked a postcard from Sydney. You tried to make us all believe Henry had run away.’

He shrinks in his chair under the weight of my words.

‘I thought that was better than …’ His voice trails off. ‘I knew the truth would crush you.’

‘Tom,’ I say, my voice catching. The truth is crushing me, but the fact that Tom has been hiding it from us makes it a hundred times worse. ‘We needed to know. Mason and Ivy needed to know.’

‘It’s been eating away at me ever since,’ he says, his hand finding his chest and rubbing at the pain. In the harsh light of the overhead fluorescents it’s clear how much weight Tom’s lost in the last few months. His cheeks are hollow, his collarbones sunken, the bones in his wrists and elbows protruding and obvious. ‘Will you please tell Mason I really need to see him?’

‘He won’t come, Tom. He’s not ready.’

He hangs his head again, sniffling. I find myself feeling sorry for him one moment, then wanting to shake him the next. Hitting Henry with the car was a regrettable accident, but covering everything up was sly and deceitful.

Wrong turns, bad decisions … everybody makes them. Mistakes show we’re human, but it’s what we do next that reveals who we truly are.

‘I need to go now,’ I tell Tom.

‘Will you come and see me again? Before my court date?’

I frown at the floor, not sure what to say. ‘Maybe after the funeral.’

Tom’s eyes grow wet with tears again and he nods quickly. I stand up and he remains seated. I hesitate, because it feels strange not to hug him goodbye. As I move to the door, I glance over my shoulder. Tom gives me a sad, faint smile.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he says.

‘We’ll talk again soon,’ I tell him, realising that’s something I actually do want. I see him slump in relief as I pull the door closed behind me.

Sergeant Doherty hurries over to meet me as I exit the interview room.

‘You all right?’ he asks, guiding me along the empty corridor.

‘What’s going to happen to him?’

‘Well, he’s already been charged with a number of offences, the main ones being negligent driving causing death, and failing to stop and render assistance.’

‘Is he in trouble for moving Henry’s bike and hat? And faking the postcard?’

Doherty nods. ‘He’s been charged with hindering a police investigation too. There’s also the unlicensed driving charge, and failing to provide the particulars of an accident.’

I swallow. ‘So many charges.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What happens next?’

‘Right now he’s on conditional bail while he awaits trial,’ Doherty says, ‘so he remains at home and has to be supervised by Youth Justice until his court date. He committed the crimes when he was seventeen, so he’ll be tried as a young offender, not an adult.’

‘Will he go to jail?’ I ask.

‘If he’s found guilty he’ll be placed on a control order to be served at a Youth Justice facility.’

‘So, like juvenile detention?’

‘Exactly. Although they will move him to an adult prison when he’s twenty-one.’

‘Right.’ My stomach rolls. I can’t stop thinking about Tom’s bright future, his potential, how it’s all come undone. This in turn makes me think about the future Henry had taken away from him, and how Tom is responsible for that. Under any other circumstances I’d want to see someone punished for what happened to Henry. The fact that it was Tom makes everything so confusing.

‘Come on,’ Doherty says. ‘I’ll walk you out.’

He fills me in on a few other things as we head out through the waiting room. Tom hasn’t admitted to starting the fire at Bernie’s shop and it’s still being investigated. If it turns out it was deliberately lit, it will no doubt affect the Lawsons’ insurance payout.

‘You didn’t seem surprised when I told you Henry’s bike was down in that basement,’ I say.

Doherty sighs. ‘Bernie thought Ivy Weaver may have given it away out of spite. He hoped Henry might return home and want it again.’

‘So what was the deal with those polaroids?’

He gets a look on his face like he’s about to pull the confidential police business card, but then he relents. ‘Bernie thought he saw a bruise on Henry’s lower back and was trying to take some covert photos. He shared them with me because he was worried something might be happening to Henry at home. Did Henry ever mention anything like that to you?’

‘No,’ I admit. ‘Not anything physically abusive. Although he did talk about how hard his mother could be to live with.’ We pause on the footpath outside the police station. ‘I really jumped to the wrong conclusion when I saw the bike and those photos.’

‘Listen,’ Doherty says. ‘Even though I think you went about some things the wrong way, I really admire how tenacious you were about finding Henry. He was lucky to have such a loyal friend. We might still be wondering where he was if you hadn’t kept pushing.’

‘I had so much wrong,’ I say. ‘I missed so many clues.’

He shakes his head. ‘You think there aren’t detectives out there who say exactly the same thing? Doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be in the job. It means the job is really hard. You were getting closer to the truth all the time.’

He walks me over to the ute where Dad is waiting for me. There’s an awkward exchange of nodding and mumbled greetings through the open passenger-side window.

‘How’s Rafi Nolan?’ Doherty asks, holding the door open for me as I climb into the car.

‘I’m on my way to see him now,’ I say, my mood lifting slightly. ‘He came home from hospital last night. They kept him under observation for a couple of days to rule out secondary drowning.’

‘Well, give him my best,’ he says, clunking the door closed for me. He takes a few steps towards the footpath and then quickly doubles back, bending over to speak through the window.

‘Sorry, I forgot to mention—’ he directs this at my dad, ‘—a witness came forward who saw a youth called Darren Foster exiting your residence on the afternoon the motel office was ransacked. He admitted he was paid to do it by … uh … my brother Jack, actually.’

Dad and I exchange a quick glance but say nothing.

‘Anyway,’ Doherty says, tapping the car’s roof to send us on our way, ‘let me know if you want to press charges.’

* * *

Dad and I are embraced warmly as we enter the Nolans’ home, and it’s exactly what I need after my difficult talk with Tom. Rina and her mum are also here, dropping off some flowers for Raf. Luisa assures us she’s locked the motel office and is already on her way back. I notice a lingering look between my dad and Luisa as she’s leaving, and he insists on walking her out even though we’ve only just arrived. Rina raises a curious eyebrow at me, and I find myself returning it with one of my own.

Sally and Liv fuss over me like they did when I visited Raf in the hospital. They keep clutching me to them, thanking me for ‘saving our boy’. Every time I hear them say the words, it’s like they’re talking about somebody else. The whole thing’s a blur, from the moment Raf ’s feet left Devil’s Rock to Sergeant Doherty finding us on the bank of the reservoir. Every time my mind’s able to snatch a clear memory, I start to feel ill and panicked, like I need to sit down. Dad’s suggested I could speak to a counsellor when I’m back in Sydney, and it seems like a good idea. There’s a whole list of things I need to work through.

‘Hey,’ Sabeen says, walking in from the living room and folding me in a hug. ‘Are you okay? How did it go?’

Up until now I was doing my best to hold things together. The worry in Sabeen’s eyes makes my own grow hot. I try to blink the tears away but one manages to escape down my cheek. Grief keeps sneaking up on me, on all of us. For months we’ve been stuck in an uneasy holding pattern, missing Henry, waiting for news, hoping he’d walk back in the door. It’s hard to get our heads around the fact that everything’s changed now. The reality keeps ambushing us like a terrible surprise.

‘We’ll get through this,’ Sabeen says.

Nodding quickly, I dab at my face with my sleeve. ‘Yep.’

‘We will,’ she says. ‘All of us, together.’

I’ve never been more thankful for Sabeen’s unwavering loyalty, her insistence on keeping our friendship group tight, for not letting us fall apart despite the friction over the last year. She’s our glue. We need her now more than ever.

‘I’m going to help Mum and Min pull some lunch together,’ she says. ‘Will you stay?’

‘Of course.’

‘Good. We’ll talk later about your meeting with Tom.’ She turns, gesturing towards the living room. ‘For now, there’s a doofus in there who hasn’t stopped asking me what time you’re coming over. You’d better put him out of his misery.’

I muster a smile. Despite everything, my stomach still manages to fizz in that nervous way when I think about Raf. Sabeen looks at me like she knows, and I have to wonder if her brother’s confessed about where we were on the night of the storm. It will all come out now anyway, the circumstances of that night. It’s time for everybody to tell the truth.

Raf ’s slouched across the living room couch with a cat on his lap, the other one stretched out on the seat cushion next to him. He’s wearing a NASA T-shirt and chequered pyjama bottoms, his hair floppy and unbrushed.

‘You shouldn’t have dressed up,’ I say as I walk in.

He smiles, tossing his phone onto the seat cushion and sitting upright. The cat on his lap slinks onto the floor and scurries away. ‘Doctor’s orders. I’m allowed to be as much of a slob as I like.’

I haven’t had a chance to talk to him alone. At the hospital, at least one of his mums or Sabeen was always around.

‘How are you doing?’ I take a seat beside him. Up close, I notice the deep shadows under his eyes have started to fade. He has more colour in his cheeks as well.

‘Stitches are getting itchy,’ he says, fiddling with the square adhesive bandage tucked under his hairline. ‘Cough’s better though. Only a little rattle now.’

There’s a pause, which feels like the moment to lean over and hug him, but it’s suddenly awkward because touching him now means so much more. Raf tugs at his T-shirt and I chew the inside of my lip. In a blink, the moment’s gone.

‘Did you speak to your mum?’ he asks.

‘Yeah. She’s letting me stay until after Henry’s funeral. She’ll drive down here for it and then take me back with her.’

‘That’s going to be a hard day,’ Raf says, swallowing.

I look down at my lap. ‘Mm.’

‘They’re all hard days at the moment, aren’t they?’ His voice trembles. I lean towards him, reaching my hand over to slide into his. He links his fingers through mine and our eyes meet.

‘I was really scared,’ I whisper. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’

‘God, I’m so sorry.’

‘What for?’

‘I wasn’t even conscious and can’t remember a thing,’ he says. ‘You’re the one who has to carry that memory around.’

I don’t tell him how much I’m struggling with the trauma of what happened. ‘It’ll get easier with time.’

He brings our linked hands up to his mouth and kisses the back of mine.

‘Have I thanked you yet?’ Raf says, giving me an impish grin. ‘For saving my life?’

‘About four times already.’

‘Well, hey – let’s round it up to five.’ He untangles his fingers from mine and places my hand over his heart. ‘Thank you, Chloe Baxter.’

I press my palm against his T-shirt, feeling his body heat through the fabric. I almost imagine I can feel his heartbeat too, although that somersaulting pulse is more likely to be mine.

‘Chloe?’ My dad’s voice. I glance up to see his head poking through the doorway. ‘I’m heading home.’

I reluctantly return my hand to my lap and half-turn to face him.

‘You’re looking better,’ Dad says to Raf. ‘Maybe when you’re back on your feet we can catch a game of cricket sometime.’

‘Oh. I mean, sure …’ Raf starts.

I see the twinkle in my dad’s eye.

‘He’s messing with you,’ I tell Raf. ‘He knows you hate cricket.’

Raf blows out a long breath, relieved.

Dad winks. ‘Maybe come down one night for dinner instead.’

‘Now that I can do,’ Raf replies.

‘Listen,’ Dad says to me, ‘Mason’s arrived. Will you talk to him about what we discussed?’

‘Yeah. Definitely.’

As Dad leaves, Sabeen appears with a jug of water and some glasses. She carries them out to the deck, where we’ll eat lunch.

‘I’d better go and help,’ I say, standing. I take a few steps towards the kitchen before quickly doubling back.

Raf looks up expectantly. ‘What?’

Leaning over, I cup my hands around Raf ’s face and lower mine to meet it. I press my lips against his and feel the warmth spreading through me as he eagerly responds.

‘Whoa,’ Sabeen says on her return trip through the living room. ‘Just so you know, I saw that.’

I smile down at Raf and he grins back.

‘It’s not a secret,’ I say. We’ve all had enough of those.
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Now

‘Mason, love,’ Liv says, ‘it’s so good to see you.’

She invites him in and pulls him into a hug. He’s not quite sure he’s feeling up to this. He hasn’t left the house in a couple of days, but he wanted to check in with Raf now that he’s home from hospital. Mason hasn’t been able to text anyone since his phone was smashed in his pocket on Roberts Road.

He’ll have to buy a new one. A car, too. He’ll have to do a lot of things, none of which he can face at the moment. For now he’ll work on breathing in and out, putting one foot in front of the other.

As soon as he walks into the kitchen he sees Rina. She’s pulling on her jacket in readiness to leave. He wonders if that’s on his account or if she was on her way out anyway. She gives him a sad sort of smile and his throat tightens. Even though they’re not together anymore, the familiarity of her makes him feel safe, or calm, or … something. He’s having trouble deciphering his feelings these days.

Chloe appears in the kitchen doorway. He can tell by the way she holds eye contact that she’s spoken to Tom. Mason couldn’t do it. He’s not even sure he’s strong enough for talking to Chloe about it. This morning was rough. He found Ivy in Henry’s bedroom again, hunched on the bed, facing the wall. He sat down next to her and they stayed like that for ages, not talking, not doing anything. If she hadn’t got up and walked into the kitchen for a cigarette, Mason might have thought time had stopped.

Chloe comes over to say farewell to Rina and they exchange a slightly stiff hug. Mason remembers the tension on New Year’s Eve, and Rina’s fierce loyalty to him.

‘I was thinking,’ Rina says to Chloe, ‘I might come up to Sydney on the train to do some tours of university campuses. Maybe we could get lunch or something?’

‘Good for you,’ Sally says from the kitchen counter. ‘What are you thinking of studying?’

‘I don’t know yet.’ Rina ducks her head. ‘It’s just an idea. Time to think about what to do with myself after Year Twelve.’

She throws a quick glance Mason’s way and he realises how unfair he’s been on her, creating travel plans with her and then pulling the plug. If he’s honest, he never had any intention of hanging around until Rina finished high school because he knew they wouldn’t be together for that long. Rina had been planning a future with Mason, but Mason hadn’t thought any further than escaping his past. He’d always been convinced Rina deserved somebody better; now he realises she deserves somebody different. He can’t keep pretending to be someone he’s not.

‘Okay,’ Chloe tells her. ‘Lunch sounds good.’

‘Maybe you’ll even let me eat this time,’ Rina says wryly, and Chloe’s mouth quirks at what’s obviously some kind of private joke.

As Rina passes Mason on her way out, he follows her into the hall. They stop near the front door and Mason tries to find the right words for all the things he needs to tell her.

‘I’m sorry for what I said at the pizzeria,’ he says, fiddling with the bandages on his hands. ‘It was insensitive and I was a complete dick about it.’

She nods. ‘You were right, though. We did stay together too long when it wasn’t working.’

‘I never wanted to hurt you.’

She sighs. ‘We’ve both done things we regret.’ She bites her lip and averts her gaze, like she’s about to say something else, then her expression clears. ‘Let’s talk more soon.’ She stretches to kiss his cheek. ‘Take care of yourself.’

When Mason returns to the kitchen, it’s a hive of activity. It’s all a bit much, so he slips into the living room to check up on Raf. Mason tagged along with Chloe and her dad on one of their visits to the hospital, and he’s pleased to find Raf looking more like himself than the limp, washed-out version he’d been in the hospital bed.

They manage to touch on the events of the last few days without wading into uncomfortable territory about Henry and Tom.

‘How’s your mum?’ Raf asks after a while. ‘Did you hear back about that rehab place?’

‘Yeah. Your parents are magicians,’ Mason says. ‘They’ve found her somewhere already. There’s a room available next week, after Easter.’

Sally and Liv have helped Ivy secure a place in a government-assisted rehab program that will help with her drinking and gambling, and also provide grief counselling. It’s a residential treatment facility in Sydney where she can have round-the-clock support. For most of his life Mason’s fantasised about what it would be like if Ivy walked out the way his father and Wayne had, how it would feel to exist in that house without her ominous presence haunting every room. But he’d never imagined she might return stable and sober – it would be like meeting a whole new person. Mason wasn’t sure he should let himself entertain that hope.

Chloe trails into the living room and waits for a lull in the conversation.

‘Can I talk to you for a minute?’ she says to Mason. She leads him out onto the Nolans’ back deck, where they can be alone. They stand side by side at the deck railing, taking in the view across the national park to the reservoir.

‘I need to apologise again,’ she says, ‘for making your life so difficult these last few months. There were things going on I didn’t know about, and you’re right – it wasn’t any of my business.’

Mason swallows and looks out over the trees.

‘You may have noticed, I can be incredibly stubborn,’ she says. ‘And more than a little bossy. I’m going to work on it, though.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘And I wouldn’t be stubborn, bossy me if I didn’t point out that I think you have some things you need to work on too.’

Mason meets her eyes and nods. ‘I do.’

Her shoulders relax and she seems relieved. She clasps her hands in front of her. ‘Okay. So my dad and I have this idea. We’re wondering if you’d like to move into the motel – your room, Room Fifteen – for the time being. You know, semi-permanently, while your mum is in rehab. And even after she’s home again, if you like.’

Mason’s speechless for a moment. ‘Like, live with your dad?’

‘And me, when I’m here. Not in our unit, though – you’d have your own space. If you ever want a soak in the bath or need a full kitchen to cook in, you can use ours. We’ll give you a set of keys.’

‘I—I don’t know what to say.’

And he doesn’t. His throat tightens and he swallows over and over again as he works to hold it together. No one’s ever offered to help, not like this. Mason hardly wanted to be at home before, but now it’s unbearable, the way he and Ivy drift in and out of rooms like ghosts in a graveyard. Even when Ivy’s gone, there are too many memories in that house. Mostly bad ones. Also memories about Henry and their childhood, what they’ve endured, everywhere he turns. Mason will sit alone every night in that weatherboard prison and drink until he passes out, to numb that growing ache.

‘You wouldn’t have to pay board or rent,’ Chloe continues, obviously still trying to sell the idea. ‘You can use the motel laundry for your washing. And when you want some company or someone to talk to, we’re right there. My dad’s a great listener, and – Mason? Are you okay?’

Resting his elbows on the railing, he places his head in his hands as his body is racked with sobs. ‘Sorry,’ he croaks, before another sob escapes. Everything pours out of him like a valve has been released.

‘Heeey,’ Chloe says gently, placing a hand on his back. She rubs it in a circular motion. ‘It’s all right, Mason. You don’t have to go through this alone.’

He takes a few shuddery breaths and nods quickly, his voice hiccuping. ‘It’s just. Built up. A bit. You know?’

‘I do know.’ She wipes tears from her own eyes, and something about that makes Mason feel a lot better.

He blows out a big sigh, shaking his head. ‘We’ve got some stuff to work through, huh?’

She gives him a watery smile. ‘So come and do it at our place. Please?’

‘Okay,’ he says at last. ‘When?’

Her eyes soften in that affectionate way they always did for Henry.

‘We’ve already cleaned your shower and made your bed,’ she tells him. ‘Dinner’s at six.’
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Now

‘Tell me about Tom,’ Mason says. ‘What did you talk about when you saw him?’

He doesn’t look at me, casting his view out over the reservoir instead. We’re sitting on Devil’s Rock with our feet dangling over the edge, the sky above us a surreal shade of pink, dotted here and there with early stars. When I explained to Mason how much I was struggling with what happened here, he suggested we walk down and watch the sunset. Make a new memory. I feel like this is as much for him as it is for me – he hasn’t been back here since the incident on Boxing Day.

‘He told me he’s really sorry,’ I say. ‘He knows it’s hard for us to forgive him.’

Mason’s jaw clenches. He picks absently at the bandage on his left hand.

‘He really wants to see you,’ I add.

Mason frowns. His posture sinks like somebody has placed the weight of the world onto his shoulders. It’s hard to know how to feel. We’re angry one minute, melancholy the next, on the verge of forgiveness and then back to feeling betrayed. We’re both so conflicted about Tom, but Mason’s turmoil runs much deeper than mine. I think I know why Mason is struggling about his best friend so much, and I hope one day he’ll feel comfortable enough to open up to me. For now, we’re still learning how to trust each other and understand our feelings about losing Henry.

Henry was lost, and now he’s lost forever. Mason is lost, but he’s still here. I want to help him, mostly because he doesn’t know how to ask for it.

‘I don’t know how I’ll deal with Henry’s funeral,’ he says. ‘The idea of it is …’

‘Really hard,’ I agree.

‘And then Tom’s trial …’

‘I know.’ Turning to face Mason, I see dark clouds brewing behind his eyes. ‘It’s a lot to deal with. But we’re going to get through it.’

I slide my hand on top of his and squeeze. He gives me a trace of a smile.

‘I’ll try,’ he says.

And so will I. We’ll ride out this storm together.
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