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For the girls who never came home, and the families who carry their light.

For Olive, who taught me that flavors hold memory.

And for every heart learning to begin again.








  
  Chapter one
A Call Across The Waves


Tessa Hartley was halfway through editing an article titled “10 Ways to Churn Ice Cream Like a Michelin Chef” when her phone rang—and everything she wasn’t ready to face came rushing back.
The piece wasn’t going well. Her cursor blinked accusingly at a half-finished line:
#13: Use edible glitter like a minimalist—just a whisper, never a dump.
The joke had landed flat, like all her words lately. She rubbed her eyes and lifted her mug, only to find the coffee stone cold, bitter with neglect.
The newsroom stretched out around her in its usual symphony of chaos. Keyboards clacked in rapid staccato; someone laughed too loudly three desks over; the smell of scorched milk hissed from the espresso machine in the communal kitchen. Overhead, fluorescent lights buzzed softly, giving everything a faintly washed-out glow.
A nearby stack of proofs sagged under a forest of neon flags, each one a miniature accusation pointing out her missed edits. The wall calendar screamed deadlines in bold red lettering: FRIDAY SHOOT, FEATURE SIGN-OFF, COPY LOCK.
This was her entire world—contained, predictable, safe. A world of carefully chosen words, endless rewrites, and the unspoken understanding that personal lives came second. Here, nothing from the past could slip through unless she allowed it.
Her phone buzzed against the desk, breaking through the hum.
The screen flashed an unfamiliar number.
She frowned. Unfamiliar numbers usually meant a problem: a desperate PR rep begging for coverage, a freelancer demanding a late payment, or someone chasing a quote she barely remembered giving. She let it buzz twice more, thumb hovering over the screen, ready to swipe it away.
But there was something about the ring. A strange rhythm. A hush that seemed to settle over the newsroom, as though the entire floor had collectively inhaled, waiting. Against her better judgment, she answered.
“Tessa Hartley, Food & Style,” she said, her voice slipping automatically into its professional cadence.
But the voice on the other end wasn’t a stranger’s. It was soft, gentle, familiar enough to make her stomach knot.
“Tessa,” the caller said. “It’s Miriam. From Byron.”
Byron.
The name cracked something deep inside her, a place she’d bricked up long ago.
Her chair screeched against the polished floor as she sat up straighter, heart hammering.
The word rolled through her like a wave hitting rock. She saw it in an instant: the curve of the bay at sunset, surf pulling back like a heartbeat, the Scoop Shop with its faded mural and smudged chalkboard sign. A place she’d locked away under Do Not Touch.
She hadn’t been back in over fifteen years. Not since the accident. Not since everything had splintered. She’d left for university with a backpack and a storm inside her chest, vowing never to return.
Cities were easier. Sydney was noise, ambition, anonymity. Neon signs and honking taxis. Deadlines stacked like sandbags. No one looked twice if you spent every night in the office or slipped home before dawn. And best of all, no one there spoke her name in a voice wrapped with pity.
Miriam’s voice faltered softly through the line.
“It’s about Olive.”
The name hollowed her out.
Tessa’s fingers tightened on the phone.
“She passed away last night,” Miriam said, her tone careful, as if she were handling something fragile. “Peacefully. In her sleep.”
The newsroom noise receded like a tide. The clicking keyboards, the chatter, the milk frother’s hiss—all of it dulled to a distant hum.
Only her pulse remained, heavy in her ears.
Memories rushed in, uninvited and sharp. Olive leaning over the counter, pressing a warm waffle cone into her hand with a wink. Olive, apron dusted with flour, humming softly as she stirred custard in a heavy-bottomed pan. Olive’s steady hands wrapping around hers the night she thought she’d never stop shaking.
The pastel-painted shopfront, its chalkboard letters crooked and smudged. The air thick with strawberries spilling over onto sun-warmed pavement.
But it wasn’t just the shop.
It was Olive’s house at Suffolk Park—low and sun-bleached, cicadas shrilling in the paperbarks. The screen door groaning on its hinge. Curtains stiff with ocean salt. Nights falling asleep to the hiss of waves rolling across dunes, mornings with Olive grinding coffee by hand.
It was Wategos Beach, afternoons sticky with salt and sand glued to her shins. Bonfires at night where sparks floated skyward like fireflies. Her hair smelled of smoke for days.
It was the lighthouse: the long climb up the headland, wind whipping her hair across her face, the Pacific stretching endlessly below. She’d stood at the railing, toes curled over rock, feeling both small and protected, as though that sweeping beam of light belonged to her too.
A person. A place. An entire world she’d bolted shut. And now the key was useless.
“I didn’t know she was sick,” Tessa whispered.
“She didn’t tell anyone,” Miriam said gently. “You know how she was. Stubborn to the end.”
Tessa pressed a hand to her forehead, trying to steady herself, but guilt bloomed faster than breath. She hadn’t spoken to Olive properly in over a decade. A stiff Christmas card here, a brittle birthday text there. She hadn’t just abandoned Byron—she had abandoned Olive. The woman who’d tried to hold her together after the accident. And now Olive was gone.“But she…” Miriam’s voice faltered, paper rustling faintly through the receiver. “She left something for you.”
Tessa’s stomach dipped. “What do you mean?”
“The Scoop Shop,” Miriam said carefully, as though she already knew she was about to turn Tessa’s world inside out. “The house too. It’s all in your name now. She left you everything.”
The words floated outside of sense, hanging in the air like they belonged to someone else.
Tessa stared blankly at her computer screen, her half-finished article glaring back at her, the cursor still blinking after a half-baked joke about edible glitter. She half expected the message to type itself onto the screen in front of her in stark black letters.
“What?”
“The shop. The house. They’re yours.”
A sharp, breathless laugh slipped from her lips, far too light for the crushing weight pressing down on her chest. “I live in Sydney. I edit a national magazine. I haven’t made ice cream since I was fifteen.”
“She wanted you to have it,” Miriam said softly. “Maybe she hoped it would bring you back. Even just for a visit.”
Tessa turned toward the wide office windows. Outside, Sydney shimmered under the heat haze, glass towers glinting in the late afternoon sun. Delivery trucks rumbled along George Street; a bus exhaled a sharp sigh as it pulled up to the curb. A pigeon strutted along the ledge outside, cocky and unbothered by the world moving beneath it.
Inside, the office hummed with the usual pressure. The red “URGENT” flags sticking out of proofs. The whiteboard scribbled with features she hadn’t had time to review. Her inbox pinging like a metronome, each new email a reminder of something she hadn’t yet done.
This was her world. The only one she’d trusted herself to build.
“You’re serious?” she murmured.
“I wouldn’t joke about something like this,” Miriam said gently. “She was very clear in her will. She wanted you to have the house. The Scoop Shop. All of it.”
Tessa closed her eyes, pressing the heel of her hand against her forehead.
Olive’s house. The faded timber weatherboards bleached pale by the salt air. The porch swing that creaked with every breeze. The big jar of shells by the front door, smooth and sun-bleached, collected on walks down the beach at dawn.
The Scoop Shop. She could picture the mural, faded but still vibrant enough to catch the eye. The chalkboard smudged with messages she’d once scrawled herself. The freezer with its stubborn handle that stuck every second day, and the cheerful bell above the front door that had jingled whenever someone came in smelling of sunscreen and seawater.
She hadn’t let herself picture any of it for years.
“Why would she…” Tessa swallowed hard. “Why me?”
“You know why,” Miriam said softly. “She loved you like her own. And I think… she hoped it might mean something, Tess. Even if you never moved back, even if you sold it all… she wanted you to know that part of her life belonged to you.”
The words hit harder than she expected. Olive had been everything after the accident—a guardian, a steady presence when Tessa’s own parents couldn’t carry the weight of their grief. Olive had been laughter in a dark house, warmth when everything else had gone cold.
And Tessa had left her behind.
The guilt sliced deep, sudden and sharp. She hadn’t just walked away from Byron Bay; she’d walked away from Olive. Her calls had grown less frequent, her Christmas cards more generic, until even the texts had become an obligation. She’d convinced herself Olive didn’t need her. That it was easier for them both.
Now Olive was gone, and all Tessa had left were fragments of memory that clung to her like salt air.
“I don’t know what to say,” Tessa whispered.
“You don’t have to say anything.” Miriam’s voice was steady but threaded with warmth. “I’ll email you the solicitor’s details. There’s no rush. Just… take your time. I thought you should know.”
“Thank you,” Tessa murmured.
Miriam hesitated. “You’ll come home for the service, won’t you?”
Tessa’s throat tightened. The idea of stepping off a plane and breathing Byron’s heavy, floral air again felt impossible. “I—” She faltered, then forced the words out. “Yes. Of course.”
“Good,” Miriam said softly. “We’d love to see you. Olive would have wanted that.”
There was a pause. Tessa heard voices in the background—muffled conversation, the clink of mugs. A soundscape so familiar it sent a pang through her chest.
“Thank you for calling me yourself,” Tessa said quietly.
“She asked me to,” Miriam replied. “She knew you’d take it better from someone who loved her too.”
The weight of that kindness was unbearable.
When Miriam finally hung up, Tessa lowered the phone, staring at the smudged glass screen as if it belonged to someone else.
The office around her carried on, oblivious. A designer hurried past, balancing a stack of mock-ups; her junior, Zoe, was whispering to someone by the printer, papers fanned out like playing cards. No one noticed that her world had just tilted on its axis.
She turned back to her screen. The cursor blinked at her, merciless.
She couldn’t even remember what she’d been writing.Zoe appeared in the doorway, clutching a stack of proofs like a lifeline. Her brow was pinched, lips tight.
“The pâtissier moved the shoot to Friday,” she said. “And the agency’s changing the headline on the summer spread. Should I…?”
“I’ll look in ten,” Tessa said. Her voice came out flat, brittle around the edges. “Email me the proofs.”
“Okay.” Zoe hesitated, then lowered her voice. “You alright?”
Tessa nodded automatically. A lie and not a lie. “Just had a call.”
Zoe’s expression softened, but she didn’t pry. She was good like that—professional, polite, respectful of boundaries. But she was also twenty-four, sharp-eyed and ambitious. The kind of young journalist who lived on caffeine and adrenaline, who sent pitches at midnight with emojis in the subject line, who could charm chefs into giving up their secret recipes with a laugh.
Tessa had been her once. Hungry. Bright. Ready to climb over her own exhaustion to get where she wanted.
Now Zoe was waiting in the wings for a chair Tessa barely had the energy to defend.
When she left, the silence pressed in again, heavier than before.
Tessa turned back to her screen, opened a new document, and typed three words she didn’t send:
Out of office.
The phrase felt foreign. Impossible. She scrolled through her inbox, emails multiplying faster than she could read them. She found her editor’s name and began typing before she could lose her nerve:
Need a week. Family reasons. I’ll clear Friday’s proofs before I go. Zoe can cover the shoots.
Her finger hovered over “Send” for a full five seconds. Then she clicked.
The reply came back in less than a minute:
Fine. Don’t make a habit of it.
No warmth. No pause for sympathy. Just a clipped concession, begrudged even in its brevity.
Tessa stared at the single-line response until the words blurred.
She’d given this job everything. Every weekend. Every late night. Birthdays and anniversaries had passed her by in a blur of deadlines and shoot schedules. She’d sat in this very office on Christmas Eve finalising a holiday issue while her colleagues clinked champagne glasses at the bar downstairs. When she’d once asked for two days off after a brutal flu, her editor had said, “We’re not running a daycare, Hartley. Drink a Berocca.”
She’d laughed it off then, as she always did. But the memory left a sour taste now.
Her phone buzzed with a calendar alert: 8:00 p.m., Interview with Chef Mariani. Another late night. Another dinner eaten at her desk out of a takeaway container, her fork scraping the bottom while she rewrote someone else’s prose until it gleamed.
She imagined walking through her front door tonight: the flat empty, curtains drawn, a lone lamp flicked on. The hum of the fridge, the mail piled by the door. A reminder that she’d built a life designed for survival, not connection.
It had been fine—comforting, even—in the beginning. She’d come to Sydney desperate for numbness. The city offered anonymity, a chance to disappear. The lights were bright enough to blur her memories, the office busy enough to fill the hollow hours.
But lately, that numbness had turned into something else.
Loneliness.
It clung to her when she took the long walk home from the office because she couldn’t face the train. It followed her into her apartment, where she’d collapse onto the sofa with her laptop balanced on her knees, finishing layouts while the clock ticked past midnight. It whispered in the silence of her mornings, when she’d tie her hair into a perfect bun and apply lipstick she didn’t have the energy to care about, because appearances mattered more than how she felt.
She’d told herself she was fine. She was successful. She was building something that mattered. But now, with Olive gone and Byron’s shoreline tugging at her from across the miles, all she could see was a woman running on fumes in a city that didn’t care if she burned out.
Her phone buzzed again. A text from Zoe: Client on line two asking about the wine pairing feature.
Tessa answered automatically, voice crisp and bright, as if she hadn’t just had the ground ripped out from beneath her feet.
When she hung up, she stared at the pale reflection of herself in her monitor. Dark hair scraped into a work knot. Lipstick faded at the edges. Sleeves rolled up over tired forearms. She looked competent. Composed. Like the kind of woman who could juggle ten shoots in a week and still make it to a client dinner smiling.
There was nothing in that reflection to hint at the barefoot teenager who had once raced along Byron’s boardwalk with sugar-dusted fingers and a heart full of sun.
She clicked her inbox shut. Her hand trembled.
The Scoop Shop wasn’t just a building. Olive’s house wasn’t just property. They were anchors. Proof that there had been a time when she belonged somewhere.
She’d thought she’d buried that girl forever. But Olive had left her a key, and she couldn’t ignore it.She stared at her sent email until the screen dimmed. The office buzzed on around her, oblivious.
Her phone lit with a new message. Miriam.
I’m so sorry, love. Service is Saturday morning. I’ll email the solicitor’s notes now. Come if you can. We’ll make space for you.
Tessa typed slowly, as if the words might evaporate if she rushed them.
I’m coming. Please send me times and anything I should bring. Thank you for calling me yourself.
The reply came quickly.
Of course. Olive would’ve insisted. Flights into Ballina are easiest. I’ll meet you at the airport. Text me when you’ve booked.
She hesitated over the words “flights into Ballina,” her fingers hovering over her keyboard. A plane would be faster, efficient, easy. But it felt too sterile for what lay ahead. She needed time, a long stretch of open road to work through the tangle inside her chest. She needed her own car in Byron too—something to ground her, something to make leaving Sydney feel like an actual crossing.
She opened a blank document and drafted the out-of-office message.
Out of office for a family bereavement. I’ll monitor email for anything urgent. Zoe has point on Friday.
She copied Zoe in.
A knock at her door. Zoe stepped in, eyes flicking to the message notification on her own phone.
“I can handle Friday,” Zoe said softly. “Do you want me to take Mariani tonight too?”
“You’ve never interviewed him,” Tessa said, surprised.
Zoe lifted a shoulder. “I’ve transcribed three of his interviews. I know his talking points. You wrote the questions.”
Tessa studied her for a long moment. There was no malice in Zoe’s ambition, just that bright, hungry energy she remembered wearing like a second skin when she was younger.
“Take it,” Tessa said at last. “Record everything. Don’t let him wander off into origin stories for twenty minutes. He will try.”
Zoe grinned, a flicker of pride lighting her face. “Got it.”
“And the summer spread,” Tessa added. “Keep the headline punchy. If the agency wants to smother it in adjectives, remind them our readers are alive, not mannequins.”
Zoe nodded, smile softening. “I’m sorry, by the way. About your—” She hesitated, careful. “About Olive.”
Tessa swallowed hard. “Thank you.”
When Zoe left, Tessa sat still for a long moment. The cursor blinked on her screen. The office hum felt thin, like a background track she could mute if she tried.
She opened a new browser tab. Maps. Directions. Sydney to Byron Bay: seven hours, give or take. She could leave before dawn, slip out of the city before traffic sealed the roads shut. There would be stretches of highway where nothing existed but road, trees, and sky. Maybe the miles would scrape some of the noise from her head.
By the time she shut her laptop, the decision felt final.
Outside, evening had wrapped itself around Sydney. The city glimmered with headlights and neon, a restless energy that made her shoulders ache. She walked fast, weaving through the crowd, the tote over her shoulder thumping softly with proofs she wouldn’t touch tonight.
She passed the wine bar with its striped awning and fairy lights, tables pressed close, laughter spilling into the street. For a moment she imagined slipping in, letting herself be swallowed by the chatter and the soft glow. But the thought dissolved as quickly as it came.
Her building’s lobby smelled faintly of polish and cool marble. The elevator doors closed her in with her reflection: a woman in a blazer, posture taut, her expression drawn tight from weeks of deadlines and years of carrying herself like nothing could shake her.
Inside her apartment, the quiet was sharp. Shoes by the door. Mail stacked neatly on the console. A bowl of perfect, untouched fruit sat like decor instead of food.
She flicked on a lamp. The room held its breath.
On the bookshelf was a shallow dish she’d stopped seeing years ago. White ceramic, crazed with tiny cracks. Inside were three shells and a smooth piece of green sea glass. She reached for it and turned it in her palm. It smelled of dust, not salt.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. She didn’t know if she meant Olive, herself, or both.
An email pinged: Solicitor’s packet attached. A list of formal subject lines filled her screen—Will. Property Holdings. Business Overview.
She closed the laptop without opening a single file. Not yet.
Instead, she pulled a suitcase from under her bed and began to pack. Black dress. Soft grey sweater. Jeans. The old denim jacket she’d almost donated last year. Trainers for the drive. A notebook she’d never used because the paper felt too beautiful for grocery lists or chef quotes.
When the bag was zipped, she sat on the edge of her bed. The apartment buzzed faintly with its usual hum: the fridge, the distant traffic. It felt colder than ever.
“I’ll do it right,” she whispered into the quiet. It wasn’t a vow to the house or the shop; it was to Olive, to the memory of her steady hands and soft humming as she tied an apron.
Her phone buzzed. A message from Zoe.
Got Mariani to stop telling the Marseille origin story by asking about his grandmother’s copper pot. Interview went well. File coming tonight.
A smile tugged at Tessa’s mouth. She typed back quickly: Nice work. Cut the rambling; keep the heat and salt.
Another text from a friend she hadn’t seen in months: Drinks Friday? You vanished again, Hartley.
She typed: Can’t. Out of town. Another time. Deleted. Typed again. Family funeral. Rain check. Sent.
She packed toiletries, chargers, a second notebook. Her keys jingled in her palm.
By the time she rolled her suitcase to the car, the street was damp and glistening, the kind of night that smelled faintly of wet asphalt. A courier jogged past, clutching a paper bag. A cyclist sped through a red light, tires hissing.
She loaded the case into the boot and slid behind the wheel. The familiar scent of her car—old leather and faint vanilla from an air freshener long dead—wrapped around her.
The dashboard clock glowed softly: 9:42 p.m. She could get some rest and leave at first light. Or she could drive now, let the highway swallow her thoughts.
She started the engine.
The roads leading out of the city were thick with brake lights at first, but traffic thinned once she reached the motorway. The city skyline shrank in her mirrors, towers glinting like shards of glass.
She lowered the window an inch. The night air swept in, cool against her face, carrying the scent of rain.
Kilometres unspooled beneath her tyres. Petrol stations glowed like oases. Trucks thundered past, their taillights streaking red across the dark.
She drove in silence, her hands steady on the wheel, the green piece of sea glass warm in her pocket from where she’d slipped it before leaving.
Every so often, she’d catch herself gripping the steering wheel too tightly, jaw clenched, a tide of memories breaking through—Olive’s laugh, the shop’s bell, the smell of strawberries sun-warmed on the counter.
She drove through the night, through small towns asleep under sodium streetlamps, past motels with flickering vacancy signs, and fields that stretched black and endless beneath the stars.
When dawn bled over the horizon, the sky streaked soft pink and apricot, she rolled down the window all the way. The air shifted—fresher, sweeter, threaded with something familiar she hadn’t smelled in years.
Byron wasn’t far now.






  
  Chapter two
A Celebration of Olive


The church was full. Not just full—overflowing. People were packed shoulder-to-shoulder in every pew, wedged along the aisles, leaning against open windowsills where the breeze carried the scent of gum leaves and the faint crash of waves. Byron Bay had turned out in force for Olive. 
The sight stopped Tessa at the door. She had expected… she wasn’t sure. A modest service, perhaps. A few close friends and neighbors, the older locals Olive had known forever. She hadn’t expected the entire town.
She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, pulse thudding in her ears. There wasn’t a single empty seat. Even the steps leading into the church were dotted with people, legs stretched out, sun hats tipped low as they waited for the service to start.
But what struck her most wasn’t the crowd—it was the absence of flowers. Only a handful of simple arrangements sat near the altar, small bunches of daisies and sprigs of wattle in mismatched vases. No towering bouquets, no elaborate wreaths. A line in the printed program explained it all in Olive’s unmistakable voice:
In lieu of flowers, please donate to your favorite charity. Petals don’t last. Love does.
Tessa traced the words with her fingertip. She could hear Olive saying it, warm and practical, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. Even in death, Olive was steering things the way she always had—quietly, kindly, with a little humor tucked inside her wisdom.
The celebrant at the front wore a soft linen dress instead of formal robes. She smiled gently as she greeted the congregation. “Olive asked that this not be called a funeral,” she said once everyone had found a place, even if that place meant standing pressed against a wall. “She said she’d lived too colorful a life for a black-and-white goodbye. So today, we celebrate her. We honor her the way she would have wanted: with stories, laughter, and love.”
The murmur that followed wasn’t sadness, exactly. It was agreement.
Tessa slid into a spot on the end of a pew beside Miriam, who squeezed her hand without a word. Miriam was a solid presence, a familiar anchor in a room full of faces that watched Tessa with polite curiosity. She caught fragments of whispered recognition.
“That’s Olive’s girl…”
“She hasn’t been back in years…”
“She looks so much like her…”
Tessa lowered her gaze to the program in her lap. The photo on the front nearly undid her. Olive, laughing, a smear of chocolate ice cream on her apron, her hair wild around her face. It wasn’t a staged portrait; it was Olive exactly as she’d always been.
Sunlight streamed through the open doors, warming the wooden pews, carrying the scent of the ocean. A child’s giggle broke the hush before being quickly hushed. Even here, Byron felt alive, vibrant. And Olive was at the center of it, just as she always had been.The celebrant lifted her notes and smiled in a way that felt like a welcome rather than a performance.
“Olive asked me to keep this simple,” she said. “She said, ‘Do not make speeches for me. Tell stories. Play music. Feed people. And do not waste money on flowers. Put your love where it can do some good.’ So that is what we will do.”
Soft laughter moved through the pews. Shoulders eased. Someone at the back tuned a guitar, a bright, gentle chord ringing like a bell through timber and light.
A café owner stood first. She wore an apron over a summer dress, flour dust at the hem like a badge.
“Olive refused free muffins,” she said, smiling through a tear. “Every Friday she insisted on paying full price for a dozen and then gave half away to anyone who looked like they needed breakfast. When I tried to thank her, she said, ‘Do not thank me. Keep doing it. Make it a chain that never breaks.’”
A rumble of agreement rolled through the room. Tessa felt her throat tighten. That sounded exactly like Olive.
A surf lifesaver spoke next, his uniform crisp, his face mapped by sun and wind.
“She kept dog biscuits in her pocket,” he said. “She fed every stray at the back door. When council threatened a fine, she told them they could come and try to take the biscuits out of her hand themselves. No one did.”
The
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