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The owner had painted over the crack.

Nathan found it beneath the starboard engine mount, where the fresh white coating stopped against twenty years of yellowed fibreglass. He shifted his torch and leaned farther into the engine compartment. Above him, someone moved across the deck.

“Everything all right down there?”

“Come and have a look.”

The footsteps stopped.

Nathan waited. Through the open hatch he could see a strip of late-afternoon sky and the underside of the owner’s chin.

“Surveyor last year didn’t mention anything.”

“That’s why I’d like you to see it.”

The man crouched reluctantly. He was wearing boat shoes without socks and a polo shirt bearing the name of a marina Nathan knew he couldn’t afford.

Nathan directed the torch.

“There. Along the edge of the mount.”

“Just the paint, surely.”

“Possibly. It needs investigating before anyone takes her offshore.”

The man studied him rather than the damage.

“Buyers are coming up from Brisbane on Saturday.”

Nathan said nothing.

“Could you describe it as cosmetic? Pending further inspection?”

“No.”

The owner straightened.

For a moment Nathan stayed where he was, the heat pressing against the back of his neck. Somewhere on the hardstand, a grinder started. He photographed the crack with a ruler beside it, then took a wider photograph showing its position.

When he climbed out, the owner had gone to the bow and was making a phone call.

Nathan packed his tools.

At thirty-four, he was still waiting to learn a graceful way to tell someone something they didn’t want to hear.

***
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By half past five, the yard outside Mackay was emptying.

Nathan sat in his ute with both front windows down, finishing the inspection notes on his tablet. A forklift carried a cradle between the sheds. Beyond the fence, traffic moved slowly towards the highway, people going home to dinner and arguments and children who needed collecting.

His phone vibrated in the cup holder.

A number he didn’t recognise.

He let it ring while he completed a sentence. When it started again less than a minute later, he answered.

“Nathan Cole.”

“Hello, Nathan. It’s Ruth Bell.”

He lifted his eyes from the tablet.

The forklift reversed somewhere behind him. Three sharp electronic beeps, then a pause.

“From Blackwater Reach?”

“Yes.”

He pictured a woman in a loose linen shirt, a notebook folded back in one hand. Dark hair going grey at the temples. She had stood outside the courthouse with the other reporters, although unlike them she’d known his name before anyone told her.

“I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time.”

“What’s this about?”

“The fire.”

Nathan put the tablet on the passenger seat.

Across the yard, the boat’s owner was laughing with a mechanic. He seemed to have recovered from the afternoon’s disappointment.

“There’s nothing I can help you with.”

“I think there might be.”

“You’ve got the transcripts. I’m sure you can find what I said.”

“I have found them.”

“Then you don’t need me.”

He expected her to speak quickly, to offer whatever explanation she had prepared before calling. Instead she waited.

It irritated him enough to keep him on the line.

“I’m not writing an anniversary piece,” she said.

“That’s good.”

“And I’m not asking you to go over everything again.”

“Sounds like you are.”

“I want to ask one question. After that, if you want me to leave you alone, I will.”

Nathan reached for the ignition key, then stopped.

“All right.”

“Who told you Frank Mercer went aboard before your brother?”

“Ben.”

He answered immediately. There had never been any doubt about it.

On the other end of the call, Ruth said nothing.

Nathan looked towards the road.

“Ben Hales,” he added. “You know Ben.”

“Yes.”

“He saw Frank go down the finger. Luke went after him.”

“And you were already aboard?”

“You know I was.”

“Yes,” she said again. “I do.”

Something in her manner had changed. Until then she had sounded careful, professional. Now he could hear her breathing.

“Why?”

“I’ve been given some papers.”

“What papers?”

“From Martin Voss’s family.”

The name meant nothing for a moment. Then Nathan remembered a narrow-faced man wearing a tie at the marina, absurdly formal among the boats and mud. The insurance assessor. His father had disliked him on sight.

“Voss died, didn’t he?”

“In July. His daughter’s clearing his house.”

Nathan rested his forearm on the steering wheel.

“What has that got to do with Ben?”

“I need you to look at something.”

“Send it.”

“I’d rather sit down with you.”

“I’m in Mackay.”

“I know. I found your business website.”

“It’s a long drive for something you could email.”

“It is.”

He watched a mechanic pull the roller door down on the nearest shed. The sound rattled across the yard.

Ruth said, “I want to know what you remember before you see it.”

Nathan felt the old impatience harden into something less manageable.

“I remember enough.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“No. You’re sure you’ve found something in a dead man’s filing cabinet.”

She took that without answering.

He almost ended the call. His thumb moved towards the screen.

Then she said, “There’s a difference between something you saw and something you were told afterwards. That’s all I’m asking you to consider.”

He stared through the windscreen.

A hand around his arm. Water against his face. Someone telling him to stop fighting.

Those things belonged to him.

Other things had been explained in hospital, in his father’s house, in rooms where people asked the same questions in slightly different ways. He had learned to tell the story in an order that made sense.

“Are you saying Frank didn’t do it?”

“I’m saying there’s a question I can’t answer.”

“Kate put you up to this?”

“No.”

The answer came firmly enough to stop him.

“Does she know you’re ringing me?”

“No, Nathan. She doesn’t.”

He hadn’t spoken Kate’s name aloud in months. Hearing it in the enclosed space of the ute unsettled him more than Ruth’s question.

He opened the glove box, although he wanted nothing inside it, then closed it again.

“Tomorrow,” Ruth said. “Three o’clock. My house. I’m still in the same place on Coral Street.”

He remembered the house. A high-set timber place with a leaning letterbox and a mango tree that dropped fruit onto the footpath.

“I haven’t agreed.”

“I know.”

“If this is about selling a story—”

“It isn’t.”

He listened to the certainty in her voice.

“What exactly do you think happened?”

“I don’t know. And I’d rather say that than give you another explanation you might have to live with.”

For the first time, he had no reply ready.

Beyond the fence, a little boy in the back seat of a passing car pressed a toy dinosaur against the window. Nathan watched until the car disappeared.

“Three,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I’ll look at what you’ve got. That’s all.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

After they hung up, Nathan sat with the phone in his hand.

Then he found Ben’s name in his contacts.

Their last exchange was nine days old. A photograph of an enormous barramundi, followed by Nathan’s suggestion that the fish had been borrowed.

He pressed call.

Ben didn’t answer.

Nathan ended it before voicemail and put the phone away.
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His flat was upstairs from a closed accounting office, ten minutes from the marina. Two bedrooms, one of them used for equipment, and a balcony too narrow for the outdoor setting the agent had suggested when he moved in.

Nathan put his keys beside the sink.

There was chicken in the fridge. He took it out, checked the date, put it back.

Instead he made toast and opened his laptop.

Friday’s inspection could be moved to Monday. The broker complained briefly, then accepted the change when Nathan offered an early start. He sent another email, cleared two reports and checked the route north.

The map placed a neat blue line between his flat and Blackwater Reach.

He knew where the highway narrowed. Where the cane came close to the shoulder. Which service station used to sell coffee so bitter Luke claimed it could strip paint.

He closed the map.

He had driven through the region for work over the years. Once, he had taken an extra hour to avoid the turn-off. Another time he’d told himself he would stop, buy fuel, prove that a town was only a town.

He hadn’t.

His phone rang at eight seventeen.

“Sorry, mate.” Ben’s voice arrived with the familiar background noise of wind against a microphone. “Had a supplier here. Didn’t see you’d called.”

“No problem.”

“How’s life?”

“All right.”

“Convincing.”

Nathan leaned against the kitchen counter.

“You still at the yard?”

“Just leaving. We’ve got a charter boat waiting on parts and the owner thinks shouting makes freight travel faster.”

“I met one of those today.”

“Only one? Quiet day.”

Nathan smiled despite himself.

He could hear Ben walking, then the chirp of a vehicle unlocking.

“What’s up?”

Nathan looked at the dark window above the sink. His reflection looked back at him, one hand pressed flat on the bench.

For seven years Ben had managed something almost no one else had: he stayed in touch without insisting Nathan come home. A message on his birthday. A call at Christmas. A photograph from the yard occasionally, carefully chosen.

“I might be up your way tomorrow.”

The walking stopped.

“Seriously?”

“Just overnight.”

“Well, bloody hell. What brought that on?”

Nathan hesitated.

He hadn’t promised Ruth discretion. There was no reason to make a secret of the conversation.

“Something I need to sort out.”

“Work?”

“More or less.”

The lie was small and clumsy. He disliked it as soon as he heard himself say it.

Ben opened his vehicle door.

“You can stay with me.”

“I’ll get a room.”

“Don’t waste your money.”

“I’m used to having my own space.”

“You always were.”

The car door shut. The wind disappeared, leaving Ben’s voice clearer.

“All right. But dinner’s on me. What time are you getting in?”

“Early afternoon.”

“I’ll keep the evening free.”

Nathan picked at a loose corner of laminate on the edge of the counter.

“Ben.”

“Yeah?”

He could have asked then.

What did you actually see?

Instead, he said, “Is Mercer still there?”

A pause.

“Frank?”

“Yeah.”

“He is.”

Nathan had heard about his release through Ben two years earlier. Frank had received an eight-year sentence for manslaughter and spent five years in custody, including remand, before being released on parole. Nathan and Ben had spent perhaps three minutes discussing it. Nathan had gone back to work afterwards and mislaid a measuring instrument he’d held in his hand for most of the morning.

“Living with Kate?”

“No. Small unit out past the old school. Kate checks on him.”

“How is she?”

He regretted the question, but Ben answered without changing his tone.

“Busy. Café’s doing well.”

“Good.”

“She’s got a decent bloke.”

“I didn’t ask that.”

“I know.”

Nathan looked down.

Ben let the silence settle, then said, “You don’t have to see anybody you don’t want to. Come up. Have a feed. We’ll take it from there.”

“All right.”

“And drive carefully. Roadworks north of Bowen.”

After the call, Nathan finished the cold toast.

He left the plate in the sink.

***
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He packed badly.

Three shirts for one night. No belt. Two chargers for the same phone.

At the back of the wardrobe, beneath a spare blanket, was a flat plastic box he had carried through four moves without opening more than twice.

He stood looking at it.

Then he drew it out and set it on the bed.

There were old certificates inside, a watch with a broken strap, photographs still in their paper sleeves. Nathan lifted one sleeve and slid out the top photograph.

Luke stood on the deck of a fishing boat with a hand raised to block the camera. He was laughing. Behind him, Nathan, thin and sunburnt, was bent over a tangle of line.

Thirty-two and twenty-seven.

Nathan tried to remember who had taken it.

His mother, perhaps.

No. Kate.

He could hear her telling Luke to get out of the way.

There was a second photograph stuck to the back. He separated them carefully.

Kate sat on the seawall with her feet on the lower rail. Nathan stood between her knees, his head turned towards someone outside the frame. Her fingers were curled into the back of his shirt.

He remembered the shirt. A faded blue one she said he ought to throw away.

He remembered very little about that particular afternoon.

What returned was the ease of her hand resting there, as though she had never needed to think about whether he wanted her to touch him.

Nathan put the photographs back in their sleeve.

He returned the box to the wardrobe and closed the door.

***
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At six twenty the following morning, he carried his bag downstairs.

The air was already warm. A delivery truck idled outside the bakery on the corner, and he could smell bread as he loaded the ute.

He checked the straps on the equipment in the tray, although he had checked them the night before.

His phone rang before he reached the driver’s door.

Ben.

“Early start?” Nathan said.

“You left yet?”

“Just about.”

There was a sound Nathan couldn’t place. A gate closing, perhaps.

“Listen,” Ben said. “I need to tell you something.”

Nathan set his coffee on the roof of the ute.

“What?”

“Ruth Bell’s dead.”

The morning seemed to continue around him with unnecessary clarity. The truck’s refrigeration unit rattled. A woman walked past with a small white dog pulling at its lead.

“Nate?”

“When?”

“They found her this morning. Down at the sailing club.”

“Found her how?”

“In the water, beside the pontoon. That’s all I know.”

Nathan gripped the edge of the open door.

Ruth had been alive at five forty the previous evening. He knew because he had looked at the time after their call, surprised by how late it had become.

“She rang me yesterday,” he said.

Ben was quiet.

“What about?”

“The fire. She wanted me to look at something.”

Nathan heard himself say it and wished he had told Ben the night before. The secrecy now felt childish.

“Jesus,” Ben said softly.

“I was supposed to meet her at three.”

“Did she say what she’d found?”

“Papers. From Voss. The insurance bloke.”

A vehicle passed at Ben’s end of the call.

“I don’t know anything about that,” he said.

“What are the police saying?”

“I haven’t spoken to them. Word’s only just getting around.”

Nathan looked up at the pale sky above the shops.

Ruth hadn’t sounded confused. She hadn’t sounded drunk. She had sounded like a woman making sure she asked the right question.

“You all right to drive?” Ben asked.

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to come today.”

Nathan took his coffee off the roof.

“I’m coming.”

“All right. Ring me when you’re close.”

Nathan ended the call and stood beside the ute.

Then he opened Ruth’s number.

His thumb hovered over it for several seconds before he pressed.

The phone rang six times.

Her recorded voice was brisk, almost cheerful.

“Ruth Bell. Leave your name and number. If you’re selling solar panels, I already have them.”

A beep.

“It’s Nathan,” he said.

He stopped.

Across the street, the delivery driver wheeled stacked bread trays through an open doorway.

Nathan swallowed.

“You asked who told me.”

His voice sounded strange in the morning air.

“I should have asked you why.”

He ended the call, got into the ute and turned north.
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The turn-off arrived sooner than Nathan wanted.

For the last hour he had been watching the distance fall on the dashboard display. Then the sign was there, green against the cane, and he indicated before he had time to reconsider.

BLACKWATER REACH 18.

He had stopped twice on the way north. At the second stop, he rang the number listed for the town’s police station and explained about Ruth’s call. The constable took his details, asked him to keep any messages and said someone would speak to him when he arrived.

That small practical exchange had steadied him. There was something to do now beyond turning up at a dead woman’s house.

The road wound between paddocks before climbing a low ridge. On the descent he saw the inlet through the trees. The tide was out, exposing a broad margin of mud beneath the mangroves. Farther across, white hulls stood bright against the dark water.

He lowered his window.

Warm salt air entered the cab, carrying the faint sour smell of the flats. He had forgotten that smell. Or perhaps he had simply stopped encountering it anywhere that mattered.

The first houses were new. Low brick places with double garages, set where a paddock had once held three elderly horses. A roundabout had replaced the intersection at the school. He drove past a pharmacy he didn’t remember and a butcher he did.

Then he reached the main street and found himself easing off the accelerator.

The old picture theatre was a discount furniture shop. The bank was empty. Outside the bakery, the same deep verandah sheltered a different arrangement of tables.

A man carrying a loaf of bread glanced at his ute. Nathan looked away before discovering whether he recognised him.

At the far end of the street, the road opened onto the waterfront.

The Cole yard lay across a narrow arm of the inlet. He could see the roof of the main shed and the travel lift beyond it. The shed had been extended. Three large letters, COLE, stood above the open doors, as they had when his father owned every decision made inside them.

Nathan kept driving.

***
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The constable at the front counter was someone Nathan had never met.

Nathan found that unexpectedly comforting.

“Mr Cole? You rang earlier.”

He nodded.

“Detective Sergeant Shaw’s expecting you. Take a seat.”

The waiting area contained four plastic chairs and a table of pamphlets. An air conditioner hummed above a notice asking people to remove motorcycle helmets. Nathan sat beneath it, his phone between his hands.

Through an open doorway he could hear someone describing a stolen trailer. Ordinary business. He tried to take reassurance from that as well.

A woman in dark trousers and a short-sleeved shirt appeared after a few minutes. She was perhaps his age, with a plain watch and hair pulled back from a sunburnt forehead.

“Nathan? I’m Elise Shaw.”

She led him into a small interview room and offered water. He accepted.

“I understand Ruth contacted you yesterday.”

He set his phone on the table and brought up the call history.

Shaw asked him to begin with the first call. She listened without interrupting while he described the question about Frank, the insurance assessor’s papers and the appointment on Coral Street.

When he finished, she glanced at her notes.

“Did she describe a threat? Anything that made you think she was frightened?”

“No.”

“And she didn’t send you a document or photograph?”

“Nothing.”

“Did you tell anyone about the conversation?”

“Ben Hales. This morning, after he told me she was dead.”

“Anyone before that?”

“No. I told Ben I was coming up, but not why.”

She noted that too.

“Is that important?” he asked.

“It helps me establish who knew what, and when.”

“Do you think someone killed her?”

Shaw rested her pen beside the notebook.

“We’re investigating the circumstances of her death. I’m not going to give you an answer before we have one.”

It was sensible. He still disliked hearing it.

“She asks about a seven-year-old fire. A few hours later she’s in the water.”

“Which is why I wanted to speak to you.”

He looked at the glass in front of him.

Shaw said, “I know the broad outline of what happened to your brother. I haven’t read the case. Please don’t assume I know what Ruth was referring to.”

So he told her the accepted version. Frank went aboard. Luke followed. Nathan was below. There had been an argument between Frank and Luke earlier that week, witnessed by half the yard.

“What was the argument about?”

“Frank had been dismissed.”

“By your brother?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I wasn’t involved.”

He heard the defensiveness in that and added, “Luke said it was a work issue. I didn’t ask for details.”

“But you knew Frank personally?”

Nathan took a drink.

“It’s a small town.”

Shaw waited.

“I knew his daughter.”

She made no attempt to help him finish.

“We were close,” he said.

“Are you still in contact?”

“No.”

When the interview ended, she asked where he would be staying. He hadn’t booked anywhere. She gave him a card and asked him to text the address once he had.

At the door, he stopped.

“Can I go to Ruth’s house?”

“What for?”

“The papers.”

“Leave that with us.”

“I’m the person she wanted to show them to.”

“And you’ve told me why. That’s useful.” Her tone softened a little. “If you remember anything else, ring me. But don’t start looking through her belongings.”

Outside, the heat struck him through his shirt.

He stood on the steps long enough to realise he was hungry.

***
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He recognised Kate before he saw her face.

She was standing on a low stool outside a café, unhooking a shade blind that had jammed against its bracket. One hand held the frame while the other worked at the fastening. Her hair was twisted up, with loose strands against the back of her neck.

Nathan had parked opposite. He could have walked to the bakery instead.

Then the stool shifted beneath her.

He crossed the road.

“Hold on.”

He caught the edge of the blind as she freed it. The spring tugged; he checked its movement and guided it into place.

Kate looked down.

Neither of them spoke.

Her eyes were the same grey-green he remembered. At thirty-four, she had fine lines at their corners and a small pale mark near her eyebrow he didn’t recognise. He found himself looking at it, resenting the years in which it had happened without his knowing.

“Nathan.”

“Hello, Kate.”

He put out his hand to help her down.

She looked at it for a moment, then rested her fingers in his palm and stepped onto the pavement.

It was nothing. A practical movement. He let go at once.

“That stool’s had it,” he said.

“Thank you for the inspection.”

There she was, briefly. He nearly smiled.

She moved the stool against the wall.

“Ben said you might be coming.”

“I spoke to him last night.”

“He came in for coffee this morning.”

Through the window Nathan could see a woman wiping down tables. Two customers sat near the back, sharing something on a phone. The chalkboard beside the door read THE LANDING in careful block letters.

“This is yours?”

“Four years.”

“It looks good.”

“You haven’t been inside.”

He glanced towards the door. “Can I?”

Kate stepped aside.

The room smelled of coffee and toasted bread. Ceiling fans turned above mismatched timber tables. A row of photographs showed the waterfront at different stages of its life: fishing boats, a flood, children diving from a jetty that no longer existed.

He chose a table near the front.

Kate remained standing.

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

“Long black?”

“Still.”

She looked towards the machine. “Kitchen’s closing, but there’s a chicken sandwich if you want one.”

“That’d be good.”

When she went behind the counter, Nathan watched her speak to the other woman. Kate pointed towards a stack of containers, listened to a question and nodded. She belonged here in a way he no longer belonged anywhere in the town.

His coffee arrived without sugar.

He had not asked her to leave it out.

“You’ve heard about Ruth,” he said.

Kate set the cup down carefully.

“Yes.”

“She rang me yesterday.”

Her hand stayed beside the saucer.

“About what?”

“The fire.”

The woman behind the counter dropped a spoon into a drawer. The sound seemed excessively loud.

Kate pulled out the opposite chair and sat.

“What did she say?”

He explained the papers, keeping his voice low. Kate listened with her hands beneath the table.

“I asked whether you’d put her up to it,” he admitted.

Kate looked at him steadily.

“Of course you did.”

“She said you hadn’t.”

“Well. That must have been confusing.”

He deserved it. Knowing that didn’t make it easier to sit still.

“I’ve just been to the police.”

Something in her expression eased, though only a little.

“Good.”

“Have they spoken to you?”

“This morning.”

Before he could ask more, the woman brought his sandwich. Kate thanked her and moved the cutlery to make room. It was such an ordinary little gesture that he found himself watching her hands again.

She noticed.

He looked up too late.

“How long are you staying?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s a change.”

“What is?”

“You used to know exactly when you were leaving.”

He laid the knife down.

“Kate—”

The door opened behind him.

“Found the right bracket,” a man said. “Only had to visit every hardware shop on the coast.”

Kate rose. The man carried a paper bag and a short length of galvanised metal. He had plaster dust on one sleeve, a carpenter’s pencil above his ear and the solid, tired posture of someone who had been working since early morning.

His glance moved from Kate to Nathan.

“Daniel,” she said. “This is Nathan Cole.”

Recognition came without surprise.

Daniel set the bag on the counter and held out his hand.

“Nathan. Daniel Reed.”

Nathan stood to shake it. “Good to meet you.”

“Long drive?”

“From Mackay.”

“You’ll want that coffee, then.”

Daniel turned to Kate and touched her elbow.

“You eaten?”

“Not yet.”

“Thought not.”

He took an apple from the paper bag and put it in her hand. She looked at it, then at him, and gave a small smile.

Nathan sat down.

Daniel nodded towards the doorway. “I’ll sort that blind before someone breaks their neck.”

“Apparently the stool’s unsafe as well,” Kate said.

“Been telling you that since Easter.”

He went outside with the bracket.

Nathan took a bite of the sandwich and discovered he could barely swallow it.

Kate stood beside the table, turning the apple in her hand.

“He seems decent,” Nathan said.

“He is.”

There was no challenge in it. That made him feel worse.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know.”

Outside, Daniel unfolded a small stepladder from his vehicle. Nathan watched him test its feet against the pavement before climbing.

“I should let you close,” Nathan said.

“Finish your lunch.”

She returned to the counter. He ate because she had made him food and because leaving half of it felt like another thing he would have to explain.

***
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By the time he went to pay, the other customers had left. Daniel was gathering tools outside. The woman who had served the sandwich called goodbye from the rear doorway, and Kate answered without looking away from the till.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said as Nathan held out his card.

“I’d rather.”

She entered the amount.

For several seconds the only sound was the machine waiting to approve the payment.

“How’s your dad?” he asked.

Kate lifted her eyes.

He wished he could retrieve the question. Nothing in the way he had said it could make it harmless.

“Some days are better than others.”

“Ben said he’s living near the school.”

“Yes.”

The receipt emerged. She tore it off and handed it to him.

“Ruth was kind to him,” she said.

Nathan folded the paper once.

“I didn’t know they were in touch.”

“She helped with a few things after he came home. Forms. Letters. Things that are supposed to be simple until you’ve spent five years needing permission for everything.”

Nathan heard Daniel snap a tool case shut outside.

Kate placed both hands on the counter.

“Whatever she had to show you, don’t go to him with half a story.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“And if you do speak to him, let him finish.”

He looked at her.

She held his gaze until he nodded.

“All right.”

Her shoulders lowered a fraction. For a moment he thought she might say something gentler. Instead she reached for a cloth and wiped a small ring of coffee from the counter.

He turned towards the door.

“Nathan.”

He stopped.

“She was coming to see Dad last night.”

Outside, Daniel stopped beside his vehicle.

“Ruth?”

Kate nodded.

“She rang him yesterday afternoon. Asked if she could come round after dinner.”

“About the papers?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she get there?”

Kate looked past him to the street. When she spoke, her voice was quieter.

“Dad says she didn’t.”

Nathan waited.

“I rang him at nine to ask how it went. He wasn’t home.”

“Where was he?”

“He said he went for a walk.”

Beyond the doorway Daniel put his tools into their case, giving them the privacy of not looking in.

“Have you told the police?” Nathan asked.

“Yes.”

There was hurt in her face now, but she didn’t look away from him.

“This time,” she said, “I wanted you to hear it from me.”
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Chapter Three
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Nathan booked a room at the motel behind the service station.

The woman at reception gave him a key attached to a plastic barramundi and asked whether he was here for work.

“Family,” he said, because it was easier.

He left his bag on the bed, sent the address to Detective Sergeant Shaw and washed his face. In the mirror above the basin, the fluorescent light showed every hour of the drive.

Kate had looked tired too. He hadn’t asked whether she was all right.

He stood with a towel in his hands, remembering how quickly he had asked about the police. As if seven years had passed and the only thing he had learned was to put the accusation more politely.

His phone lit up on the bed.

Ben: You make it?

Nathan rang him.

“At the motel.”

“Which one?”

“Reachside.”

“That air conditioner still sound like a cement mixer?”

Nathan glanced at the unit rattling above the door.

“Seems to.”

“Told you to stay with me.”

Through the phone came the hollow clang of metal striking concrete.

“You at the yard?” Nathan asked.

“For my sins. Come over. Kettle works even if nothing else does.”

***
[image: ]


The gate stood open beneath a sign that still said COLE MARINE.

Smaller lettering underneath read REPAIRS, STORAGE, CHARTER SERVICES. His father would have objected to the size of the lettering. He had liked a sign a man could read from the water.

He parked beside a line of trailers.

At first, the place was too familiar to look at comfortably. The main shed. The office steps. A patch of uneven concrete where he had fallen off a bicycle and Luke had carried him inside, making more fuss about the blood on his shirt than the wound beneath it.

Then he began noticing the changes. Solar panels on the roof. A second security camera above the fuel cage. Fresh yellow lines defining walkways people once crossed wherever they pleased.

A young woman wearing ear protection looked up from a workbench. He raised a hand. She pointed towards the office without asking who he was.

Ben came down the steps before Nathan reached them.

“Look at you.”

He caught Nathan in a brief, awkward embrace and slapped his back twice.

Nathan had expected a handshake. For a moment he couldn’t respond. Then he held on.

Ben stepped away first.

His hair had thinned since they had last met, and there was a crease beside his mouth that hadn’t been there. But his eyes were the same, and the scar beneath his chin still disappeared when he smiled.

“You look terrible,” he said.

“Good to see you too.”

“Come on. I’ve got actual milk. Special occasion.”

Inside, the office smelled of paper, instant coffee and the citrus cleaner Nathan’s mother used to buy in bulk. A portable fan stirred a stack of delivery slips beside the printer.

His father’s desk was gone.

Nathan stopped in the doorway.

Ben noticed.
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