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      The hairs on Kristen’s neck prickled as she watched the shadowy figure of a woman peer over the edge of a sandstone cliff. She rarely encountered anyone at this rock outcrop and often came to soak in the beauty in solitude. As she came closer, Kristen could hear strangled sobs and see the shaky movements of the woman’s slender limbs. Should she check in with her, or would that make her more distraught?

      Kristen heard a crack in the bush behind her and turned, hoping someone else might help her work out what to do. Unfortunately, their footsteps became more muffled as they retreated. It was so strange to bump into one person, let alone two in this early hour. Kristen shivered as she faced the now pacing woman, knowing it would make her worry all day if she left this distressed woman alone.

      Kristen’s breath caught as the woman once again edged to the drop and looked over. Shit! She pressed her lips together and moved even closer. The woman’s jacket flapped in the breeze. There was something familiar about her. She appeared not to hear Kristen’s sneakers skid on the dirt track or notice the birds as they shrieked their greeting to the rising sun.

      ‘Hey, is everything alright?’ Kristen asked. Dumb thing to ask, but no other words penetrated her brain.

      ‘What?’ The woman jolted so hard she almost slipped into the abyss. She turned, and any words froze in Kristen’s throat. Her brow furrowed.

      ‘Kris?’

      Kristen felt a blush rise to her cheeks and the thud of her heart. ‘Yeah, it’s me. What are you doing?’ She had never wanted to see her best friend again.

      ‘Nothing for you to worry about.’ She shook her head, blonde hair covering her face. ‘Could you just leave.’

      Kristen inhaled deeply. ‘C’mon, Bianca.’

      ‘You were right not to forgive me. I was a total bitch to you, but don’t worry karma has been biting my arse ever since.’ Bianca peered yet again over the edge of the cliff to the eucalypt canopy below.

      ‘Don’t be stupid. Move away from there. I’m sure we can sort things out.’ Could they? Kristen had no idea. Part of her wanted to pull Bianca in and squeeze her into a bear hug, the kind they used to give each other, and another part had her fingers twitching. Give her a nudge and down she’d fall. Kristen took a step back.

      Bianca stared at her in disbelief. ‘As if. I know how long you can hold a grudge. None of it matters anymore.’ Her blue eyes blazed, intense in the redness from her tears. ‘Could you go.’

      ‘Yes, I’m still pissed off with you, but not enough to want to see you jump. That is what you are doing here, right?’ Kristen licked her dry lips. Would she have to yank her back from the edge and call the police or psych ward people?

      Bianca snorted. ‘Pretty sure, your last parting words were something to that effect.’

      Bloody hell. Yes, she had told her to go jump or drop dead, or words to that effect when Bianca had tried to apologise for the umpteenth time.

      ‘Kris. I am so sorry.’ Bianca’s shoulders dropped and Kristen’s heart choked.

      ‘Okay.’ Kristen looked down into the swirling mist in the gully below and gulped. ‘Wow, it’s a long way down, huh.’

      Bianca stood there, staring for the longest time. Kristen looked on as the trees and rocks disappeared into the haze. Beyond the mist she could hear the gurgle of the creek far below.

      ‘Do you have any idea how long it took me to get up the courage to get ready to do this?’ Bianca asked.

      ‘Look, you know this has always been my chill out place. I can’t believe you would taint it by jumping off and splatting yourself.’ Kristen cringed. Did she really just say that?

      Bianca dropped her head. ‘Always a way with words. If I’m gone, then it’s all over.’

      ‘What’s all over? Well, apart from your life?’

      Bianca clamped her lips shut.

      Why was she making this so hard?

      ‘Seriously? If you wish to give me that push, go right ahead. Otherwise, leave me to it.’ The flatness in her eyes held a glimmer of hostility. The panic that had tentatively been massaging Kristen’s shoulders gave a pinching squeeze.

      She really didn’t like the way Bianca’s toes edged further out as Kristen stepped forward, so she backed off.

      Bianca took a breath, but her eyes remained on the swirling mist below.

      Every nerve tingled. Surely, she wouldn’t…

      Her eyes flicked between Kristen and the mist, then she turned.

      With no conscious thought, Kristen’s body responded. She clasped her arms around Bianca’s waist and pulled her backwards, propelling them both onto the rocks and dirt.

      Kristen gasped. Bianca had really tried to jump.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Kristen pushed herself upright and stared at Bianca, still lying there. ‘What the hell?’

      She looked like a floppy doll. Bianca squinted up at her. ‘Why did you stop me?’ She sounded really pissed off. ‘After everything, I’d have thought you’d be happy I’m gone. Why care now?’

      Kristen sat close to her, taking no chances. ‘Even though you might hurt me, I’d never let you to do this.’

      Her lips were set and her jaw popped in and out. Pain tugged at her pretty features. ‘I don’t need you to get caught up in this. Enough people have had problems because of me, and right now this has nothing to do with you.’

      ‘Come on, Bianca. Look, in the end I won’t be able to stop you every time, but why?’

      She sighed and pulled herself upright, rubbing a grazed elbow. ‘Ow, that bloody hurt by the way. Look, I’m sure you’re going to think this is something I probably deserve. I didn’t do the right thing by Lochie and got caught up with this other guy, Caleb. Worst decision ever. I didn't realise how good I had it with Lochie.

      Kristen gritted her teeth. Unfriggingbelievable. Not only did Bianca steal her fiancé, Lochie, betraying her in the worst way, now it seems Bianca had discarded him. Lochie had fallen out of contact since he’d taken up with Bianca. Part of Kristen hoped it had hurt him to be tossed aside for someone else… with a pain similar to treading on a Lego block with shampoo in your eyes.

      ‘To cut a long story short, all of Caleb’s attention and charm was bullshit. I was an idiot and didn’t see what he was really like until too late. Now, he's inescapable. He’s been stalking me and making my life hell for the last year, and there’s nothing anyone can do. I can’t take it anymore.’ Bianca looked out at the stunning view of the mountain valley, but her look was so glazed it could have been a brick wall.

      ‘So, what does this guy, Caleb, want? I mean terrifying you is hardly the way to win you back.’

      Bianca looked at Kristen’s hand on her arm. She hadn’t realised she remained gripping some part of Bianca and held tighter. It took Bianca so long to answer, Kristen wasn’t sure she’d been heard.

      ‘I have no idea anymore. I think he wants me dead.’
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      Kristen slammed the picket gate and stood under the entrance arbour. Damn, Bianca. Why in the hell had the universe, or whatever powers that be, pulled her back into her life? She paused and drew in a large breath, taking in the earthy scent. The lemon and cream weatherboard cottage was hugged by vivid pink camellias, lavender, and roses. Every fibre in her settled. Maybe at twenty-four she should have moved out of her childhood home, but she loved this place.

      As she crunched down the gravel driveway and around towards the rear French doors, thoughts flitted like the ruby leaves of the red maple tree alongside the house. What if Bianca had returned to the cliff? Argh, she had spent so long blocking that two-faced bitch out of her life, and now here she was worrying about her. Bianca had seduced Lochie right out of her future. She kicked her shoes off, then plonked on the lounge. If only her mum was there to moan to. She checked her phone. Nope, it would be getting close to midnight in Paris where Mum was staying with her sister.

      Kristen’s toes started tapping against the Turkish rug. She was still absorbing the shock of seeing Bianca again after all this time. How awful things must be with this guy for her to want to die and Bianca to feel driven to do it herself. What the hell had happened since they’d stopped talking? Kristen couldn’t totally ignore that she had loved Bianca once.

      She had literally stuffed Bianca into a box. Kristen opened the box shoved way at the back of her wardrobe and let the photos spill out onto the carpet. These photos had once adorned her bedroom walls in a massive collage. There she was. Bianca with her blonde hair in tight French braids, a big grin, dimples and all, next to Kristen all scruffy and worn. A dark ponytail with hair sprouting out, Vegemite on her cheek, but a smile as big as her best friend’s. Even at five years old, they were a mash of contrasts. Bianca bubbly and social, Kristen aloof and bookish. Bianca, a graceful dancer even then, Kristen preferring to kick things, especially boys. Yet they shared everything. Clothes, ice cream, secrets. Should Kristen have been shocked when Bianca shared the one she loved? Finding them locked in a passionate kiss had broken her.

      She jammed the photos inside the box and threw it inside the wardrobe. Maybe she should have let Bianca jump.
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      Dear Kris,

      

      I think I’ve finally accepted that you will never respond to any of my pleas for you to forgive me for my really shitty betrayal. So, that’s it? We are done? But I’m not done.

      I’m clueless about how to do life without you, so I’m writing to you. I doubt I’ll send it, but remember how we used to write to each other all of time when we were kids? We got that idea when you found that stash of letters your mum wrote to her best friend when they were in year 4 or something. Life was so simple for us in Year 4, wasn’t it?

      I will not go on about what happened with Lochie and me, but the guilt we felt killed any hope of having a good relationship. We so regretted hurting you. I haven’t seen him since we broke up.

      I need to pretend you are still there for me and that you care, so I will write to you.

      Soooooo. I’ve met this guy, Caleb. He is so amazing. He listens, treats me like a princess- like nothing is too much of a problem and I’m the centre of the universe, which is weird, but he really sees me. It’s not all about how hot I am and just having sex (mind you, that is pretty good…. I can hear you sticking your fingers in your ears and saying la, la, la but truly…I’ll stop there…I know you don’t want the gory details). I am used to you meeting any potentials and vetting them- you haven’t been wrong yet- and I have no idea why I learn the hard way and go out with some of them but well, I really like him.

      I have other friends, but it’s not the same. I miss you.

      2 * () * (hope I got that right- to the moon and back??)

      

      Love B.
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      Kristen’s phone vibrated on the bedside table. Geez, ten o’clock and still in bed. She hesitated to admit that she’d been losing sleep. Seeing Bianca had set off thoughts and memories that whirled around like a song that’s turned into an ear worm…same words over and over. Maybe she should have changed her phone number…why did she talk to Bianca when she’d rung the day after she’d tried to jump?

      It was Bianca texting, thanking Kristen for listening and that she’d applied for the ADVO they’d discussed. Kristen felt a spike of guilt for not going with her when she mentioned the police officer was a bit of a dick. Bianca still needed to go to court but felt good about it. Seems she accepted they were done for now. Kristen knew she would never trust Bianca again, so it was pointless to renew their friendship.

      She cat stretched. Soooo out of shape. Leaving her work placement, the routine of training and helping her mum look after Dad had all been the right things to do. Thinking of Dad brought tears burning. Another time in the many that she had really missed having a best friend. Bianca would have known just what to say and do when she told her that her precious dad was dying from lung cancer. She’d had to work that all out on her own. She shook her head. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.

      She’d restarted her Masters in Sports Psychology but needed to do more to get back on track. Straight away she heard her coach, Amy’s voice, ‘Get moving, Kennedy. You get one shot at this, so make it your best one.’ She really needed to see Amy.

      That afternoon, Kristen parked near the stretch of warehouses and walked into a large silver one. The roof had industrial lights and fans; the floor a mix of blue carpet and a collection of foam mats of various sizes. She watched a guy kick some paddles with gusto. It was too early for any classes yet. When he finished a set, Amy looked up and dropped the paddles she was holding. With no thought to the lanky guy, she rushed over to hug her.

      ‘Kris Kennedy, I’ve missed you. How’s my star taekwondo pupil doing? If you get back to it, we might still have a shot at the Olympic squad. You were supposed to keep up some light training and keep in touch,’ Amy admonished, then stood back, scrutinising her. ‘You’ve gotten skinny there.’ She held up an arm. ‘And floppy. When are you coming back…I mean, of course once you’ve grieved some.’

      Amy was so petite and almost elfin looking you’d never guess she was an Olympic gold medallist in taekwondo, and she could pack a mean kick, but she was blushing and had none of her usual commanding tone. Guess talking about illness and death maybe freaked her out a bit.

      ‘It’s okay. Even though Dad died late last year, it’s taken me a while to get my head straight. I’m definitely not up to Olympic standard.’

      ‘I get it was hard to keep contact. I was at the funeral, but you were…’ Her gaze fell upon Kristen’s face, and then she poked her in the stomach. ‘Anyway. Are you ready to come back now? Promise I’ll ease you back in.’

      She laughed at Kristen’s expression. ‘I’ll try to ease you back in. It’s just a shame to go back to square one.’

      ‘I know. It’s not like I would have gotten a medal. I couldn’t have left Mum to do it all. I wasn’t able to help much because she really wanted me to stay at uni but with all the training at nights and weekends well something had to give and I’m trying really hard not to get all bitter and twisted about it so I can’t really go there…about what could have been.’

      ‘You’re right, it’s just me getting my head around it a little more. Let's put all of that aside and get you back in training.

      ‘Sounds good.’

      They made up a training schedule.

      ‘Are you still at uni doing the sports psychology thing? I think you’d be great and I could use you,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah. I have to do another placement, so I’ll look into it.’ She felt so good coming out of her cave. Amy was a little older than Kristen but often seemed as wise as her mum. The big sister she’d never had.

      ‘Have you heard from Bianca or Lochie?’ Amy asked.

      Since Amy had been there for the fallout. Kristen filled her in.

      ‘Wow, from sweet Lochie to a psycho stalker. Regardless of what she did, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Good move to suggest that she get an ADVO. Do you reckon you’ll ever be friends again?’

      Kristen threw the set of paddles near the punching bag. ‘I don’t know. One minute I would like to move on with my life without her in it, the next I’m worried that Caleb will hurt her and well, that makes me sick.’

      ‘Mmmm. It’s a shame. You used to be such good friends, and I get that you have a lot to work through, but it might be good for you to be there for each other again,’ Amy said as she tightened her ponytail.

      Kristen wanted to yank it. How could Amy expect her to forgive Bianca? Her whole life had turned to shit so quickly. One minute she had a loving family, was on track for the Olympics, had a best friend and a future with a great guy then boom. Her best friend and fiancé betrayed her; her dad was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and everything stopped. She was still trying to make sense of it all. Even though she was back to studying and now training, as for Bianca…no, rebuilding a friendship wasn’t what she wanted. Part of Kristen still wanted to forget she’d ever met her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Letter Two

      

      

      

      Dear Kris,

      

      I am absolutely gutted. Mum told me she’d heard your dad died. I feel like shit. I didn’t even know he was sick, and I know how much you and your mum adored him. I am splattering tears all over this letter. Here I am having a great life I truly don’t deserve, and things have been awful for you. I want to reach out to you more than ever, but I know it would be the last thing you’d want. Mum made it clear I am to stay away from you- she’s still ashamed of me.

      My mind is just flooded with so memories of your dad, and the times we spent together. I had taken all of that for granted…my extra family. You don’t get to know other friend’s families like that once you’ve grown up. He was the best, even if he chased me with the dead rat he’d caught in the roof once and I thought it was gross how he made the prawn heads dance every Christmas…maybe I shouldn’t have squealed so much because you’d just sit there and roll your eyes. Anyway, I am aching all over, wanting to hug you.

      Things are still going well with Caleb. He’s so romantic. Lots of candlelit dinners, gifts, and attention. He even wrote a song for me. Awwww. He says I’m the one for him constantly and talks weddings and kids, which is very rare with guys our age, but I don’t know if I’m enough for him. I’d hate to disappoint him. The other day I got him a shirt he’d admired at the shop, and he was so happy, but then he frowned. He made out as if it was perfect, but I’d stuffed up and got the wrong size. When I offered to take it back, he told me not to worry; he’d do it, but things were off with us all night. Can’t believe I was so stupid. I’ll be more careful next time.

      I’m loving my job at Camp Quality. It’s not quite working in the disability field as such, but the kids and families coping with cancer are really inspiring. Caleb is squeamish with sick kids. He reckons I will burn out because I get too attached and some kids will die. That might be true, but I am uncertain that once we’re married, I’d be better off focusing on our own kids. Seems a bit ‘50s housewife to me. Not that I wouldn’t love being a mum and stuff, but I want to work too.

      I wonder how things are for you? I wonder if you are working, studying, have a new guy, how things have been without your dad. It’s so much harder since I can’t even check in with anyone who knows you. Being off social media blocks me out really well, as I’m sure you intended. I hope you are doing okay.

      

      2*()*

      

      
        
        Love B x
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      Kristen wandered around the village fair among the white-tented stalls. It was a mix of local village businesses sharing information, rides and amusements for the kids, and food vans.

      ‘Hey, Kris.’ She turned to see Bianca holding hands with a young girl.

      ‘Hi, I’m Georgia,’ the girl said, sticking her hand straight out.

      Kristen smiled and shook her hand. ‘Hi Georgia, I’m Kris.’

      ‘This is Bianca,’ she said, looking up. She waited, and Bianca laughed, putting out her hand.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Bianca.’ Bianca looked stunning in a simple sundress, but it was more the glow in her face. No drawn cheeks or dark circles.

      ‘Georgia is one of my students at Clairstar,’ Bianca said. ‘I enjoyed doing some practice at one of the Schools for Specific Purposes that I decided to make a career of it.’

      Kristen smiled as the affection between Georgia and Bianca was obvious.

      ‘Can we go see the pony now?’ Georgia asked, twirling one of her plaits around her finger. ‘You coming too.’

      Grabbing a hand each, she lugged them towards the Shetland pony ride. Bianca raised an eyebrow in apology, but Kristen grinned. ‘How did you know I loved ponies?’

      Georgia shot her a look. ‘Everybody love ponies.’

      They watched the three ponies being led around the makeshift ring, with children of varying ages and reactions riding on top. Some giggled, some sat still with a frozen look, and others burst into tears- hands out to their mums, only just being caught by the handler before they tipped off the pony.

      ‘I know you’d like a ride too, Georgia but Mum said not today,’ Bianca said then placated her as her face crumpled and she kicked the dirt. She glanced at Kristen. ‘Georgia’s just come out of hospital. Nothing major but Down’s kids have a bit of trouble regulating their body temp.’

      ‘Would it be okay if we just took her into the ring so she could pat a pony?’ Kristen whispered.

      ‘I think so.’

      The plump woman attending to the money, looked over at Georgia and gave her the biggest smile. ‘Come over here, honey. You wanna come meet Charlie and give him a carrot? He’s the best little pony.’

      ‘Really?’ Georgia shook off Bianca’s hand and hugged the woman. She squeezed her hard then let go, glanced back at Bianca, and stuck her hand out. ‘I’m Georgia.’

      ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Gwen.’

      Bianca nodded as Gwen asked if it was okay to take her to the area to the side where the ponies who were resting were. ‘We’ll be just over there.’

      Georgia grinned, then hugged them both before she took Gwen’s hand.

      ‘We’ve been practising boundaries and introductions, as you can see. It’s been a mixed success,’ Bianca said with a smile, her eyes never leaving Georgia.

      ‘Georgia’s cute.’ Kristen watched Georgia hug the little pony, who was drooling a mixture of carrot and apple juice from his mouth.

      ‘Ew, that’s going to get in her hair. Don’t tell, but she’s probably my favourite. Clairstar is an awesome place to work. Mum and Dad don’t want her mainstreamed and it was tricky as the other school available had kids with much higher needs than Georgia, so they were really relieved when Clairstar opened.’ They both grimaced as Georgia gave the slobbering horse a kiss before Gwen could pull her back. Gwen tried to wipe her hair and face with a hanky then shrugged an apology, but Bianca waved it was all okay.

      ‘Georgia is not all smiles and hugs. She can be very stubborn when she wants to be, but I think she’s awesome.’ She took some wipes from her handbag, ready for Georgia, but it didn’t look like she was keen to leave Charlie. ‘I should go rescue Gwen. Wow, that guy she asked to look after the money box looks ready to take off with it.’

      Her eyes flickered past Georgia and narrowed. A Goliath of a bloke was stomping towards us. Caleb?

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘No. Just one of his boofhead mates.’ She straightened up, and Kristen took a step closer to her.

      His face reddened with every step he took until he stood over them. ‘That was a real low act, Princess,’ he said, spittle flying from his thick lips.

      Bianca held her ground. ‘What do you want, Sam? I’m working.’

      ‘Cancel the ADVO. I know you found out he slept around on you, but there’s no need to be a vindictive bitch about it.’ Kristen watched the veins pulse in his bull neck.

      Bianca eyed him so much that he took a step back. ‘It has nothing to do with that. I don’t care what he’s doing or who he’s with. I want him to leave me alone.’

      ‘Yeah, right. Wasn’t that long ago you were texting every five seconds every time we had a boys’ night. Pathetic! Now you say he’s the stalker. If you don’t leave him be, you’ll have to take out an ADVO on a lot of his boys.’

      Kristen never seen a guy with such a beet-coloured face have such an icy stare. Maybe it was time she said something?

      ‘Hi, I’m Georgia,’ a voice piped up, and a hand was thrust between Bianca and Sam.

      Sam looked as if he intended to swat Georgia like a fly, then he pulled himself up. ‘Uh, hi.’ He took her hand for a gentle shake. Gwen stood just behind her, giving Sam a pointed stare.

      ‘Who are you?’ Georgia asked.

      ‘Sam. Look I’ll get going. But remember, we’ve got Caleb’s back, and you can stick your whole me too crap.’ He strode off.

      ‘Are you girls okay?’ Gwen asked, her eyes still on Sam. She didn’t release her gaze until he got into a car and squealed off.

      Bianca shook her shoulders as if trying to shake the incident away and opened the packet of wipes. ‘We’re fine. One of my ex’s mates having a go at me. Thank you so much for letting Georgia meet Charlie.’

      Gwen’s forehead wrinkled, then smoothed as she gave Georgia’s back a pat. ‘No problem. I think the love was mutual. I should get back before my grandson pockets the cash. He’s a bit of a bugger that one. Bye now.’

      ‘Thank you, Gwen. Bye Charlie,’ Georgia yelled across to the pony. Kristen swore the pony smiled back at her.

      ‘Sam mean.’ Georgia declared.

      ‘I think you are right there. Let’s get you cleaned up and back to Mum,’ Bianca said. Georgia was given the once-over with the wipes, then they all linked hands again and returned Georgia to her mum. They were quickly forgotten once she spotted the ice-cream van.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Kristen questioned as Bianca ran her hands through her hair.

      ‘Like shit. I didn’t even think about it. He was always tight with his mates but found fault with my friends and family until no one wanted to be around me. I was warned by some of them, but he dismissed it, saying they were jealous of how much he loved me. Sam’s right. The ADVO is only about him and me. What’s stopping him getting them to do some of his dirty work? Just like with Caleb I had to collect what evidence I could, but now he’s going to be a lot smarter about how he does this.’ She shut her eyes and stretched her head up. ‘I’ve made things worse.’

      Kristen touched her arm. ‘Hey. Caleb might have mates, but you do too. I’m still here.’

      She bit her lip. ‘Thanks. Other people tried to help me when he first started. Once things were over, I got in touch with Kate. Remember her from gymnastics?’

      She nodded. Even though Bianca had been far more social than Kristen was and had done gymnastics, ice skating, Tylerce, collecting friends in each activity, they’d remained the closest. Kate had been next in line.

      ‘I told Kate how sorry I was that I hadn’t listened to her and that I pushed her away. I had already stuffed things up so badly with you, and she even told me off for that. I was lucky that she forgave me, and we started hanging out again even though I was a train wreck, frightened of every shadow. I had already moved twice, changed my phone number but I wouldn’t leave my job.’ Kristen guided Bianca to some shade under a gum tree, away from the noise of the band starting up.

      ‘He always found me. Would send dick pics, saying all sorts of gross stuff. Turn up at any events I went to. I had no social media or anything and couldn’t work some of it out. Kate figured he must be tracking me, so I ditched my phone and computer that I’d had when we were together. He stopped for a short while, then there he was again. Kate would send him angry texts back and get in his face, telling him to back off. I know that should have been me. I had nothing left in the tank. It took a few months to build back up, and one day it was me telling him to leave me alone or I’d report him to the police. He laughed at me and said I mustn’t speak back to him like that.’ She picked up a stick and poked at a sappy patch in the bark that looked like congealed blood.

      She seemed to have forgotten Kristen was there, her eyes absent as she poked.

      ‘What happened then?’

      ‘Oh. Um.’ Bianca threw the stick away. ‘Kate’s flat got broken into- stuff smashed everywhere. Her tyres got slashed. Her mail stolen. She reported it all, but seems no one could prove who did any of it. She was so brave about it. I felt so bad, so I told her I’d leave her be for a while, and she agreed. Things got back to normal for her. Even though we got together for dinner recently, I haven’t heard from her since.’

      Shit, Kristen had just declared she’d be there for her and was already regretting it. In her mind, she could almost see her mum frowning…or worse, the look of disappointment…she had raised Kristen better than that. Bianca needed support.

      I understand you are trying to warn me off. I’m not going anywhere,’ Kristen declared.

      ‘Look, it’s okay. It’s overwhelming for many people. My sister tried too… you know we were never that close, and she was all full of ideas, but eventually, it was so easy for her to be questioning why I did this or didn’t do that and what I should do. Why did I stay when he was clearly mistreating me, and didn’t I know it was called emotional abuse, coercive control. Blah, blah, blah.’ She heard the bitterness return, that same brittle tone she’d used at the lookout, so Kristen kept her mouth shut.

      Bianca stroked the bark and then started picking some strips off. ‘It was so easy for her to blame me it felt like I was with Caleb again, questioning everything. Why doesn’t anyone ask why the guy does what he does? I got so pissed off when I realised Caleb had been speaking to her. They’d been talking about how fragile I was and how worried he was about me. That I was unstable and it might be necessary to hospitalise me. God, they were going to put me in the loony bin. I thought Hayley knew me better and would be on my side. She was my bloody sister! I took off. I found out once I left he kept showing up demanding to know where I was. When I rang her, she told me to stay away, that I was bringing Tylerger to her and her kids. I guess at least she finally believed me.’

      ‘That sucks.’

      Bianca nodded her agreement. ‘Hey, those mini quiches over there look good.’

      Kristen doubted Bianca was truly hungry, but let her think she could be distracted. Once they were eating, she wouldn’t let it drop. She had to know what support Bianca did or didn’t have before she felt okay to step back again. ‘What do your mum and dad think of the Caleb thing?’

      Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘Dad is too busy with the new wife and her kids. He thinks I’m being a drama queen as usual and exaggerating things. He hasn't a clue. Once he finds a new girl, he’ll leave me be.’ She picked at her quiche. ‘As for Mum…supposed to be all supportive. It’s not like she doesn’t know about psychology and domestic abuse after being a social worker for years, but she’s not one to believe it could happen to people she knows. It’s so weird. Must be the being burnt out thing. Anything too confronting has the denial blind drop down. She agreed with you about the ADVO but wouldn’t come to the station with me. Too busy with some crisis with a
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