
  
    
      SISTER IN TROUBLE

    

    
      
        S.A. MCEWEN

      

    

  


  
    
      First published in Australia 2022

      Copyright © S.A. McEwen 2022

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      ISBN: 9780645211030 (ebook)

      ISBN: 9780645211054 (paperback)

      

      Editor: Erica Russikoff, Erica Edits

      Cover Design: Elizabeth Mackey

      

      Disclaimer

      This story is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are a product of the writer’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      SISTER IN TROUBLE

    

    
      
        S.A. MCEWEN

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Romantic Suspense

        Close (Beautiful Ordinary #1)

        Perfect (Beautiful Ordinary #2)

        Ruined(Beautiful Ordinary #3)

        Beautiful Ordinary Box Set (Books 1-3)

      

        

      
        Domestic Thrillers

        The Good Daughter

        The Lost Boy

        Good Girl Bad

        Sister in Trouble

        Domestic Thriller Box Set

      

        

      
        Please Note: Ruined and The Good Daughter are a steamy and non-steamy version of the same book

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Marion.

        Thank you for decades of love and support.

        YOU’RE a treasure x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Excerpt: Good Girl Bad

      

    

    
      
        Author’s note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney, Australia

      March 2006

      The woman hurries along the cliff top.

      It’s late. The sky is a murky black, tiny pinheads of stars invisible through the gloom and city smog.

      The moon, though, is luminous.

      She’s later than she meant to be.

      Her step quickens.

      The moon casts long shadows across the path. Something moves, and she gasps; but it’s just a cloud passing over the moon, making the shadows squirm and morph like cartoonish ghosts.

      Still. There’s something creepy about this path in the dark.

      Far, far below, she can hear the waves crashing into the rocks. The sound is ominous. In the daylight she has walked this path many times, and the sound of the ocean is magic to her, soothing and wild at the same time. But tonight, in the dark, she shivers.

      There’s still no rail between her and the cliffs in some places, despite numerous complaints to the council.

      Not for the first time, she thinks how easy it would be to fall.

      To die.

      To push someone.

      She breaks into a run.

      It’s ridiculous; she’s thirty-something years old, spooking at shadows like a child afraid of monsters.

      Maybe monsters are real, though.

      She thinks about her husband, and her step falters for a moment. Then she braces herself and hurries on.

      It’s just the headlands.

      She knows them like the back of her hand.

      She’s lived nearby her whole life.

      She’s scrambled over ledges and slipped under overhangs more times than she can count, or more often than would be considered strictly safe and sensible.

      Of course she’s fine out here.

      Up ahead, out of sight, someone moves in the shadows.

      They’ve been listening to the crashing of the waves, too.

      They know this path as well as she does. Where the gravel is looser, and poses a slipping risk.

      Where the path skirts dangerously close to the cliff tops, without a rail.

      All the places people have been lost, and all the good places to hide.
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      After

      Monday

      December 2021

      Adele rocks back on her heels, wiping a hand across her mouth.

      How ridiculous, she thinks.

      She fishes in a pocket for a tissue and wipes her chin absentmindedly.

      Her movements are so familiar, she doesn’t have to make decisions about them. She doesn’t think about them at all. She could do this in her sleep, in fact, even after all these years of not doing it at all. So her body carries on with this particular ritual, while her mind meanders almost whimsically.

      She hears the crunch of leaves and twigs outside, and cocks her head, listening.

      For the second time this week, she’s seen a man loitering around the headlands. Adele walks along here most days, enjoying the flex of her glutes as she takes great strides up the inclines, then enjoying a rest and the view from the top at Marks Park. The waves crashing violently into the rocks below her have been the soundtrack to her exercise regime for years.

      She’s still not used to the memorial.

      Did anyone really think about that choice? she wonders, for the three-hundredth time. Sure, sure, she gets it. She knows it’s terribly privileged to not have to think about being beaten up or murdered just because of who you happen to fancy. But it jars her every time. Every single walk, every single day, she sees it and has to think about all the gay men murdered in this spot over the course of decades. And it’s just, well, so glum. It’s so seedy and sad and terribly depressing. And of course, thinking about murdered people inevitably brings her back to Celia.

      Another crackle outside the toilet.

      Adele isn’t worried. There are a lot of people out. It’s overcast and gloomy, but that doesn’t stop the runners or the tourists. For a while, the activity in this area seemed too much to stop at the public toilets and purge there—she had worried that someone would hear her, confront her. But no one ever had.

      What would they say, anyway? “Are you sick? Do you need help? Can I call someone?” That’s what they’d say. Not, “Do you have an eating disorder, ma’am? You’re a mother, for God’s sake! What is wrong with you? Are you completely insane?”

      No, no one would say anything, no one would even consider for a moment that a forty-something-year-old woman, well-dressed and serene-looking, would stop on her power walk around the headlands and choose to vomit in the public toilets. It was too ridiculous. Eating disorders were for teenagers, weren’t they?

      So maybe there’s a man outside the toilets, now.

      Let him loiter, Adele thinks.

      Worse things have happened to her than a creepy man accosting her at public toilets.

      Still, she doesn’t leave immediately. She takes a drink from her water bottle, still locked inside her cubicle. She’d really like to lie down, and wonders if the grass is dry outside. She’ll go check in a minute. She is finding it very hard to get motivated today. Motivated for anything.

      Oh, she knows this is ridiculous. What would Peter say if he knew? Darling Peter. He’d be horrified. He always thinks so highly of her. She’s still not quite sure why he loves her. She’s always thought of herself as a bit of a fixer-upper, and he’s always thought she was a prized, fully renovated mansion on the Italian coast.

      She cocks her head again. She can hear a commotion in the distance, the dull chug of a helicopter. People shouting.

      She wonders if someone has fallen down the cliffs. They have railings now, warning signs. There’re still gaps though. Some parts of the track make her heart skip a beat, the danger feels so close, so tangible.

      How many people died here, before?

      Before Celia.

      Life has been roughly divided along these lines: before Celia vanished, and after.

      In the distance, a siren wails.
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      Before

      February 2006 (five weeks before Celia disappeared)

      Celia lies in bed, pretending to be asleep.

      She can hear Albert fussing in the bathroom, muttering and moving things around loudly enough that it’s apparent he wants Celia to wake up and solve his problem.

      She keeps her eyes resolutely closed.

      Inside, she reviews the list of things she needs to get done today.

      There’s the appointment with the gynaecologist. She really should invite Albert to come with her, but she really doesn’t want to. Sometimes it’s just easier, more efficient when she’s by herself. There’s less fuss. There’s more proficiency and less emotion and that is just the way Celia likes it.

      She’ll walk the coastal track around the headlands. She ought to invite Adele, who keeps suggesting they exercise together, but Celia knows she won’t. Powering around the gravel track is her thinking time, and she has a lot to think about.

      “Darling, I’m sorry to wake you.” Albert’s voice is soft, gentle. “But I can’t find my shaving cream and I’m going to be late for work.”

      Albert works twenty minutes away at Darlinghurst Clinic General Practice. He’s been a GP there for as long as Celia has known him—the better part of fourteen years. She’d seen him around her entire childhood, of course, but she tells people that they met, properly, in her final year of high school, and he swept her off her feet.

      Now, Celia wishes her feet had been a little more steady. She’d been flaky at school, more interested in boys than study, and had no idea what she wanted to do with herself after school. Being pursued by a hot young doctor seemed like an end in itself. And now, well, she has her own little art gallery, and she’s good with art, she has a good eye, people like her, they trust her. But it was all funded by Albert, and Celia wishes she had made something that was entirely hers. Her skill, her passion, her success (though to be fair, when she dwells on this notion, she can’t actually think what that might be, and she feels a little swell of resentment, as though twenty-year-old Albert had stolen something from future Celia, somehow—the opportunity to nurture those things, perhaps).

      She wants something physical that is visible and hers alone.

      Something she could take with her if she needed to leave.

      The thought pops into her head unbidden and she swats it away, irritated, then rolls over and looks at her husband. He smiles at her apologetically. He’s still a handsome man, but he’s let his weight go a little. A round stomach pokes out in front of him, not really noticeable in a shirt and slacks, but very prominent naked. It’s distasteful to Celia, who is as slim and toned as the day they met, and it feels like an affront somehow—that she looks after herself, takes care of her attractiveness, and he…doesn’t.

      Doesn’t he care how he appears to her? That he is attractive to her?

      “You showered in the en suite on the weekend, remember?” she tells him now. “You probably left it in there.”

      “Of course!” Albert’s face brightens. He leans over and kisses her on the lips. “Thanks, angel.”

      Celia watches him bustle out of their bedroom, his saggy bottom filling her with dismay.

      It’s just the baby-making, she thinks to herself. They’ve been trying to fall pregnant for over a year now, and Celia is impatient. Her doctor isn’t very worried. He tells her it often takes couples a year or more. But the relentlessness of pinpointing ovulation and having missionary sex on demand for those few days a month has turned Celia off sex altogether. That and Albert’s paunch.

      They’ve just started IVF, which is oddly a relief to Celia. It seems much more organised. More under control. Which is a ridiculous misconception—if the last twelve months has showed her anything, it is that baby-making is one area of her life that is completely, utterly outside her control.

      Maybe she doesn’t even really want a baby, she thinks now, startling herself.

      Then she texts her sister: I’m not feeling well. Could you fill in for me at the gallery today?

      She knows she shouldn’t. Her therapist has told her that feelings and actions and thoughts all impact each other; that doing things she enjoys will lift her mood. But she only listens to some of the things her therapist tells her. Some of her reflections about Celia and life in general are deeply irritating, and Celia puts those aside with amazing alacrity.

      No, the reason she shouldn’t text her sister is that she knows she asks a little too much of Adele. She knows that if she asks, Adele jumps. It’s sweet and flattering and also…quite convenient. Celia asks things of Adele that she knows she, Celia, would never do for Adele if the situation were reversed.

      But Adele likes helping, doesn’t she? She’s one of those people who likes to be of service, she gets a real little boost from it. Being the helper. Being indispensable. So really, maybe Celia was doing Adele the favour here.

      She smirks to herself, and snuggles back down into her bed.

      Later, when Albert comes to say goodbye, she tells him she’s not feeling well, and he fusses and worries over her, and it annoys her so much she wishes she’d said nothing.

      Why is it that everything he does annoys her these days?

      If he’d left without a fuss she would have been equally annoyed, as though it showed a lack of care, a lack of love. Honestly, sometimes she thinks she just enjoys being in a huff about one thing or another. She doesn’t know what is wrong with her at the moment. Everything seems to exist underneath a gloomy black cloud and nothing she does or doesn’t do seems to shift it.

      Adele texts her back, and they confirm times and tasks required, and Celia smiles to herself. The cloud, apparently, shifts a little when things get done, items get ticked off. When people do what she wants them to do, a little voice murmurs inside her head. But her satisfaction is interrupted by banging on the front door, and her smile vanishes.

      For a moment, she considers ignoring it, closing her eyes firmly against the intrusion, but a part of her is also curious. It’s too early for a parcel, too early for much of anything. No one in their right mind would knock on someone’s door at seven o’clock in the morning and expect to get a sunny reception. People are getting ready for work, getting children ready for day care or school. Shouting at them to find their shoes, or finish their breakfast, or something.

      If they had children, that is.

      The thought of children brings back Celia’s cloudy mood with a vengeance. Her frown deepens further. But she swings her legs out of bed and pulls her bathrobe on, and patters down the hall.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      “I’m coming,” she mutters to herself, her irritation soothed by some good firm stomping as she moves down the hallway. And also soothed by a little buzz of anticipation.

      Are my days so dull, she wonders to herself, that I should be so hopeful about who might be on the other side of my door at this time of the morning?

      Pulling her robe tighter, she turns the lock and swings open the door.

      And steps backward in alarm.
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      Monday

      December 2021

      Adele barely registers the furtive shape stepping back behind a tree outside the toilets when she is accosted by Melissa.

      Melissa lives on Adele’s street, and her face is lit up with horrified excitement. She grabs Adele by the arm and starts leading her back toward the cliffs.

      “Something’s going on down there,” she whispers loudly in Adele’s ear, not even pausing to say hello.

      Adele wonders if she smells odd (a drink of water only goes so far in cleaning one’s palate), and tries to pull slightly away from her friend, but Melissa is having none of it. She leans in even closer, her stage-whisper somehow distasteful to Adele. Perhaps it’s her thinly veiled excitement. “They’ve found something, I bet! Another body, probably.”

      Adele wonders if it is possible that Melissa has forgotten that the police once searched these very cliffs for her sister’s body, and that as such, sharing excitement with Adele about finding human remains there might be inappropriate or insensitive.

      Perhaps, given they never found a trace of Celia, and given that it was fifteen years ago, that wasn’t fair. Perhaps it was reasonable that other people forgot.

      Nevertheless, Adele lets the silence hang. She wonders if Melissa will remember. But Melissa chatters on, oblivious.

      Melissa and Adele went to school together, and though grudgingly Adele might admit that Melissa is her closest friend, in this moment, she wishes Melissa would unclamp her arm, quieten down, and well, quite frankly, bugger off. Let her enjoy her morning walk and morning purge in peace.

      But her irritation is interrupted when Adele thinks she sees something out of the corner of her eye and she stops suddenly, remembering the loitering man. To her satisfaction, Melissa is unbalanced, and jerks to a halt beside her, letting out a surprised gasp. Adele ignores her, staring intently at the line of trees behind her, but she can’t see anything.

      If there is a body at the cliffs, maybe a lurking man is more sinister than she allowed.

      She turns back to Melissa and permits herself to be led to the cliff top. A chopper hovers above them, and Adele cranes her neck. Police, or a news crew? She can’t tell from this angle, but even as she stares, uniformed police officers emerge to their left and start ordering everyone back.

      Swarming, Adele thinks, the solitary word flashing into her consciousness and out again. She watches them spill out from all directions, police tape appearing in long lines out of nowhere, it seemed to her. Onlookers were being gently herded away. It looked both orderly and chaotic at the same time—the sheer volume of them. Where had they all arrived from so suddenly?

      “We need to get you to move behind the tape, please, ladies,” a young constable says, his voice stern, his face fresh, and Adele starts to obediently move away, but Melissa looks at him eagerly. “What’s going on, Officer? What have you found? Is it a body?”

      The constable doesn’t answer, just gestures for them to move along, and Adele suddenly tells him, her voice urgent: “My sister disappeared here fifteen years ago. Could it be…?” The sentence is left hanging, and out of the corner of her eye she sees Melissa’s hand fly to her mouth.

      Even Adele doesn’t know what she is asking. Divers scoured the area, where it was safe to do so, which to be fair wasn’t everywhere of interest. The bottom of the cliffs were violent, ferocious. In low tide, they could do a bit, but none of it was what Adele would call thorough.

      They did their best. But there was a reason these cliffs were notorious. There was a reason bodies disappeared and were never found. When it all started coming out about the gay hate killings, someone had said—who was it? One of the police? A reporter?—that these cliffs were “the perfect murder weapon.” Didn’t they find one victim ten years after he was reported missing, some bones finally working their way out after apparently being pushed deep inside some cracks in the cliffs, an unfortunate side effect of the relentless, violent waves?

      A criminal didn’t even have to try to hide his victim. The surf would do it for him here, it seemed.

      Adele has no doubt that her sister met her end here.

      Her bones are probably deep inside a crevice down there, uncared for, not laid to rest.

      Adele hasn’t been able to rest, either.

      Oh, it’s better now. For a while it consumed her. Needing answers. Needing someone to blame. But that was normal, wasn’t it?

      She had put it aside, she had gotten on with her life. But it was always there. The questions. The wonderings. The blame.

      Albert, though, seemed to have been able to rest. Celia’s slimy, smarmy husband had carried on with his perfectly charmed life, and avoided justice for Celia’s murder (Adele is certain of it) for over fifteen years.
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        * * *

      

      In the cafe across the road, Melissa stumbles her apologies, but Adele waves them away.

      She hardly expects everyone else to ruminate on Celia and her killer the way that she, Adele, does.

      The young constable gave them no information.

      But could this be it?

      Finally, some resolution?

      Some justice?

      For a while, immediately after Celia went missing, Adele had visited the local station almost daily. She’d remember something, something that might be relevant, usually something that incriminated Albert (an argument, a turn of phrase which seemed glaringly suspicious in hindsight).

      The detectives never saw it that way, though. All they saw was a bitter sister, full of unreasonable hatred and rage. No one else ever had a bad word to say about Albert. He was well-loved, “a pillar of the community,” as the saying goes. A local GP, looking after the people of Darlinghurst for many years before Celia disappeared and even more after. The community rallied around him. He claimed money was missing from their accounts (though it was just withdrawals here and there, no big lump sum around the time Celia disappeared, so it seemed just a convenient way to use some normal, everyday spending to try to incriminate Celia).

      There was the fraudulent GoFundMe, too.

      It was widely accepted that Celia had done a runner, and Adele had gone crazy with grief.

      Except, Adele knew that Celia never ran from anything. Celia was a fighter, not a runner. She would fight tooth and nail until the end. She liked to win too much to flee from anything.

      And Adele wasn’t crazy with grief. It was something far more complicated and unsettling than that.

      No, Adele wasn’t crazy with grief.

      She was crazy with guilt, and maybe a little bit of rage.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Adele walks into the police station on Roscoe Street with her head held high. She knows what they think of her. Her desperate scrabbling. Her need to find a culprit, someone to blame.

      She wasn’t always entirely lucid or rational when she spoke to them, she will give them that. She still can’t quite account for the Adele that materialised around that time, most notably around the police involved in the case. Her capacity for anger. How primed she was to fight. She wasn’t really sure who it was she was fighting, or even what she was fighting for. Celia’s name, her memory to be unsullied? The police, to make them do their job? Her own feelings, which were so big, and so difficult, and so unmanageable?

      But the police didn’t really look into Albert as a murder suspect, either. So the low opinion went both ways.

      Now, she speaks primly. “I’d like to talk to Detective Mulgrave, please.” Mulgrave was her main contact in those early days. He was opinionated and arrogant and Adele disliked him immensely.

      The woman behind the glass looks momentarily confused. “Oh. He retired last year. Is there something I can help you with?”

      Adele is temporarily stumped. She doesn’t want to have to explain it all again. She didn’t like Mulgrave, but he knew exactly where she was coming from. He didn’t agree with her or believe her or even particularly like her. But he knew the case. He knew all the little pieces of evidence Adele had tried to provide, over the years.

      But maybe a new person, with fresh eyes, was actually a godsend.

      “Yes. I’m here about what happened at the Tamarama Cliffs this morning. My sister went missing there fifteen years ago. If remains were found…” Her voice trails off, and she shakes herself in irritation. Even she doesn’t know what she is asking. She wants someone just to tell her. To put it all right. To make sense of it, to close that chapter, to help her put it all behind her. To say, “Of course, you will be the first to know. We have all your details at the ready. We will take care of everything. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      “There will be a cold case on my sister. I think you concluded she had run away. But no one has heard from her since. Her bank accounts and passport have never been used. I always thought someone pushed her off the cliffs. If there is new evidence, I’d like to be informed.”

      The officer makes a few notes, and smiles. “Of course. Why don’t you give me your details, and I’ll pass them on to the relevant person, and—”

      “No, thank you.” Adele’s voice is firm. She will not be fobbed off by this young nobody. “I’d like to speak to someone. I am happy to wait. I’ve been waiting for fifteen years, you know. What’s another hour or two.” Her voice is starting to get that shrill note again, that tone that makes people start to shift uncomfortably, and not quite meet her eye. Adele takes a deep breath, and leans on the counter—as though some physical assistance might also support her mind, the ever-so-subtle fraying around the edges. She feels it like effervescence; little tiny bubbles fizzing and spitting around the edges of her sanity.

      The officer looks uncertain. “We don’t have any information, yet. It will likely be a while before we have anything we can release. And I don’t have anyone here who can talk to you any time soon.”

      Adele feels the old familiar rage rising in her, support of the countertop or not. Almost against her will, she can feel her chest puffing out, her eyes narrowing, as though she is pulling herself up to be just a little bit taller, a little bit more intimidating than she has ever actually been in her entire life.

      Why is no one interested in justice except for her? Why can’t they see what is right in front of them?

      But before the bubbling rage manages to escape, she feels a gentle hand on her arm, and a familiar voice whispers, “Easy, tiger,” in her ear, and Peter’s face, always so reassuring, fills her vision.

      Somehow he manages to simultaneously take her seriously and make her laugh a little at herself.

      I know why you’re here. I know how much it still hurts, his face seems to say.

      But also: Come on, crazy lady. Let’s not harass the police again just yet.

      Or maybe: Let’s put your time to better use.

      It was true. How much time and energy had been lost to this already?

      Adele lets Peter lead her away. She doesn’t even look back. It doesn’t even matter which of the above he’s saying. His mere presence soothes her inner turmoil away.

      Peter will sort it out. It’s always a bit better if she leaves things to him. She gets too agitated, she knows. She doesn’t always make sense. She comes across as whiny, or aggressive, her voice too high-pitched, her face too brittle, her reasoning not all that reasonable.

      It’s just, it’s her sister.

      And if it was your sister who was missing, and her loathsome husband living a happy, charmed life without her, making terrible accusations about her, sullying her memory, then how could you know how it affected a person, how it warped your vision, how it messed with reality?

      When she looks back, Adele knows she became tunnel-visioned about convicting Albert of something. She knows she lost her mind a little bit.

      But her sister was missing and no one was finding her, no one was solving it, and wouldn’t anyone go a little bit crazy if it was them?

      If it was their sister?

      Especially if, perhaps, maybe, you worried that you were the reason that she was gone?
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      Harrison pauses in the hallway, and his shoulders slump.

      “I’m telling you, they’ve found something down there.” His mother’s voice has that slightly manic quality to it, a tone he hasn’t heard in so long he’d almost forgotten about it.

      Almost.

      He had been heading down to the kitchen to fix himself a snack. He’s on the verge of turning eighteen, and fixing yourself a snack before going out to meet your mates is the soundtrack to his life right now. He just has a few more exams to get through, then it’s summer holidays, Christmas, university.

      Maybe.

      He’s applied for a Bachelor of Commerce at University of Technology Sydney. He’s also applied for a Bachelor of Arts at the University of Melbourne.

      He hasn’t told his parents that last location. He knows exactly what his mother would think of the distance it would put between them.

      Now, he weighs up his options. If he continues into the kitchen, his mother will see him. And she may well be distracted on the phone right now, but as soon as she hangs up, she’s going to tell him things. Things he probably doesn’t want to hear.

      But if he goes back to his room to wait it out, see if she’ll go to her room or go out, he might be late. The special someone he wants to hang out with might see someone brighter, shinier, more handsome. Timing is everything when you’re nearly eighteen. You don’t want to be so early you look too eager. But if you’re too late, people have formed groups, or worse, pairs.

      Paired off in cozy couples to snuggle under trees and sip warm beer.

      He’s paused there in indecision, and he doesn’t really mean to listen, but as he tries to decide whether to press on or retreat, he can’t help but overhear what Adele is saying. He can tell it’s his Aunt Bethany on the other end. And he can tell that they’re talking about Aunt Celia. Even though Aunt Celia hasn’t been much of a topic in their household for years now, she had been such a feature for such a long time, the rhythms of the conversations are ingrained in his subconscious. The self-righteous, slightly panicked tension in his mother. The soothing, look-for-the-silver-lining, terrible attempts at good cheer of his aunt.

      At one time it was so consuming that he hated Aunt Celia. That was all he ever heard about. Celia, Celia, Celia. Albert, Albert, Albert. He can’t remember either of them in real life, but he can remember a bubbling, childish jealousy that they were all his mother ever talked about and cared about for a while.

      Not childish. That’s what his friend Tom tells him.

      He has a point. You’re allowed to have childish feelings when you’re a child, right? Harrison’s first memory is of being cold, wind whipping around him at the top of the cliffs that he grew up on, his mother snapping at him furiously, and a bunch of yellow papers tearing out of his hands and out to sea.

      He asked his mother about it once, and she told him, without hesitation, that no such event ever occurred. “You must have dreamt that, darling,” she’d said, squeezing his waist, her eyes full of love, and he faltered for a moment. It was crazy, wasn’t it? That someone would ask a three-year-old child to help put up posters about their missing aunt on a freezing cold day on top of a cliff? A cliff with no railings? A cliff where dozens of people had died? And then shout at that child when they accidentally let the posters blow away?

      And yet, he has seen those posters. There’s still a handful in a drawer somewhere in this very house. And they are definitely yellow. The face staring out from them is definitely the face he has pictured in that memory for all these years.

      But maybe he saw them, later, and overlaid them onto that memory?

      Memories are tricky. People always think they’re so reliable, without taking into account their own capacity to want a different narrative, a different truth, and how that might slowly chip away at a memory over the years, wearing it so smooth that eventually it looks nothing like the original.

      Anyway, it was all in the past now. Harrison hadn’t heard much mention of Aunt Celia in this house for at least a few years. It was like finally the waters had settled into something calm and peaceful. Adele seemed content. She still ran Aunt Celia’s art gallery (sold, eventually, to someone else, but Adele stayed on), she walked around the headlands (after refusing to go near them for years, he believes), she volunteered at Harrison’s school tutoring “troubled” kids, and complained about the things all his friends’ mothers complained about: teenage sons, muddy boots left all over the house, worries about whether their kids would ever be able to afford to leave home, and now, with the pandemic, worry about whether life would ever go back to normal again.

      And now, here Harrison was in the hallway, and Adele was almost certainly talking to Aunt Bethany about Aunt Celia, with the overzealous clip in her tone that suggested she was about to take some sort of action, and Harrison was overcome with resentment.

      He just wanted to go out and have a good snog, or more, maybe, and forget about lockdowns, forget about exams, just have a little fun for an hour or two (it was a Monday, after all—he’d hardly be out late).

      “Of course it could be her! And even if it’s not, it’s just like living it all over again! Remembering! The horror of it! The thought of her going over that cliff, terrified, in the dark…” At this point, Adele spins around flamboyantly gesturing with an arm the arc someone might take over the edge of a cliff, and stops short when she sees Harrison in the hallway. She stares at him for a moment, then turns back around, her voice dropping.

      Harrison resolutely starts toward the fridge, pulling out some ham and cheese and slathering butter on some fancy sourdough bread as fast as he can. With his phone already in his pocket, it’s easy enough to change his plans, have his snack on the road, and he grasps his sandwich in one hand and strides purposefully for the door.

      “I’m going to Tom’s for an hour. See you later, Mum!”

      He doesn’t even wait for her response.

      And he’s far too preoccupied with his own goals to remember that she isn’t the first person he’s heard talking about Aunt Celia this week.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re late.”

      Harrison swings around at the sound of the voice. It sounds like chocolate and whiskey and languid mornings in bed entangled in arms and legs and sheets—two of which Harrison has never technically experienced, but it doesn’t stop this particular voice conjuring up the images and warmth and desire that Harrison expects they might exude.

      “I was trying to avoid my mother. I actually thought I was early. I ate on the way instead of at home.”

      “Well, maybe you are early. Maybe waiting for you just felt hard.”

      Harrison squints up at the familiar face (it has hovered above and around him in his very exciting and rather graphic fantasies for weeks now), the warmth of being desired new and exciting and consuming…and illicit. On his morning walks, Harrison has wondered, in fact, how much of this crush is true desire and how much is the exhilaration of wanting something a little bit taboo. He hasn’t come to any conclusion on the matter and he doesn’t much care. Whatever it is, it feels good, and he’s a seventeen-year-old male, and he doesn’t want to be a virgin anymore, and this might be as close as he’s come to sex in a very long time (trying to be a teenager and get it on with anyone was difficult enough, without throwing pandemics and lockdowns and social distancing into the mix), and to hell with what it means or whether it’s a good idea.

      He smiles, self-consciously, and moves a little closer.

      It may well be a Monday night, but he’s never had so much freedom as he does right now. Adele has been very strict about study. Then there was basketball, which Harrison played a few nights a week, and by the time both of these things were done, there wasn’t much time for much else. He thinks Adele may have orchestrated it that way, but he doesn’t mind. He usually chats to Tom in hangouts while he studies, and they usually walk home from school together too. And there’s plenty of mucking around with the basketball boys, as well. Harrison has never felt like he’s missing out. He has always felt like he’s gotten exactly enough of what he needs.

      Until now.

      Now, he has every intention of staying out much longer than an hour. He knows his mother will text him to check in once it’s dark, but she won’t worry like she once did. He’s excelled all the way through school, he’s won awards on the basketball court, he can see her relaxing before his very eyes. Letting him slip away into adulthood, patting herself on the back at how well she and his dad have launched him into the world. He has friends, he has work experience, he has goals and savings even. He’s the only one of his friends who could go out and buy a car if he wanted to, or fund a gap year of travel, pending the pandemic, of course.

      He’s never given his parents any serious trouble. “He’s just an easy kid,” he’s heard Adele telling people for years.

      An easy kid.

      Well, he might be about to turn that on its head. Throw a little hand grenade into that perception. But even now, Harrison doesn’t think it will go that badly.

      Adele lost her sister, then she lost
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