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For my Sisters – Fiona and Kirsty

Thank you for always being there. Beach summers and heartbreaking farewells alike.




Contents


	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	29 January 2000

	1. Present Day

	2. Present Day

	3. Present Day

	January 2000: Three weeks before the party

	4. Present Day

	5. Present Day

	January 2000: Twenty days before the party

	January 2000: Nineteen days before the party

	6. Present Day

	7. Present Day

	January 2000: Eighteen days before the party

	8. Present Day

	9. Present Day

	January 2000: Seventeen days before the party

	10. Present Day

	11. Present Day

	January 2000: Sixteen days before the party

	12. Present Day

	13. Present Day

	January 2000: Two weeks before the party

	14. Present Day

	January 2000: Twelve days before the party

	15. Present Day

	16. Present Day

	January 2000: Eleven days before the party

	January 2000: Eleven days before the party

	17. Present Day

	18. Present Day

	January 2000: Ten days before the party

	19. Present Day

	January 2000: Nine days before the party

	20. Present Day

	January 2000: Eight days before the party

	21. Present Day

	January 2000: One week before the party

	22. Present Day

	January 2000: Six days before the party

	23. Present Day

	January 2000: Five days before the party

	24. Present Day

	January 2000: Four days before the party

	25. Present Day

	January 2000: Four days before the party

	26. Present Day

	January 2000: Three days before the party

	27. Present Day

	January 2000: Two days before the party

	28. Present Day

	January 2000: One day before the party

	January 2000: One day before the party

	29. Present Day

	January 2000: The night of the party

	January 2000: The night of the party

	30. Present Day

	31. Present Day

	32. Present Day

	33. Present Day

	34. Present Day

	35. Present Day

	Acknowledgements

	About the Author

	An Invitation from the Publisher






29 JANUARY 2000

The heavy beat of the music thrums through the girl’s body in time with the pounding of her heart. She’s alone for a moment in the crowded party, but then she sees him across the room and nothing else matters. He’s leaning against the mantel, all languid grace, and he’s talking to someone else, but when he catches her eye, he winks. And an actual shiver races down her spine.

He’s going to meet her later, outside, under the vine-clad arch by the fountain at the foot of the garden. A place for privacy. A place for lovers. Her body warms at the memory of the promises in his lips and his expert hands.

There are butterflies, too.

She hasn’t done anything like this before, but she trusts him not to hurt her, physically at least. She has no illusions about what a boy like him will do to her heart. But with her third glass of the delicious punch almost empty, she can’t bring herself to care. Because he’s chosen her.

The hours pass in a blur of music and dancing and more punch, and trying not to pinch herself to be certain this is actually her life. When she finally winds her way through the garden to the rendezvous, she stumbles twice. Intoxication and nerves make her knees tremble.

The twinkling fairy lights mark the paths as if someone has caught the earlier fireworks in tiny glass spheres. White and yellow flowers bloom in perfect stars, their tropical scent heady in the warm night air. She wonders, as the lights spin around her, whether she should have been sipping water these last few hours.

No. Courage was needed, and it’s not like she’s out of control. A few missing minutes, but nothing important. She takes a breath, fights nausea. No regrets.

There’s a boy already there in the shadows. He lifts his head. Clearly, he’s been waiting for her. Her heart trips in its beat. ‘You?’

He moves closer, more assured than she would guess. ‘Were you expecting someone else?’

Her lips part to answer, but he’s right in front of her now and lowering his head towards hers. ‘You look so beautiful,’ he whispers.

His intention is clear but there’s plenty of time for her to back away. She doesn’t.

One kiss won’t hurt even if he’s not… She lets his mouth claim hers. And the butterflies in her belly roar into dragons. She never expected this. Not with him.

He makes a sound of encouragement and she arches closer. His hands slip from her shoulders to her waist, to the curve of her hip. Heat skitters from the contact, and she kisses him deeper. His fingertips find skin left bare by the summer dress. Her breath catches. The faint sounds of the distant party are lost in their heavy breathing and the ricochet of her pulse in her ears. Thoughts of interruption are fanciful; they are truly alone here.

She could scream, and no one would come.

He pulls back a little. She feels the absence of his touch like an unexpected pain, and it’s all she can do not to whimper. His hand brushes her hair back from her face and he stares into her eyes.

Don’t speak, she thinks. Don’t ruin it.

The angry scrape of footsteps approaching on the concrete path overrides the distant music.

The boy’s eyes widen. Suddenly, he’s leaving, ducking away from the footsteps, in the opposite direction to the lights and the rest of the party. The girl hesitates to follow; after all, he didn’t ask her to go with him, and she isn’t sure where the edge of the cliff lies.

Someone stops just the other side of the archway. The girl is completely hidden unless she moves.

The music volume jumps, now so loud the bass is a vibration rather than a sound. The girl strains to listen through the foliage, catching a grumble of voices. Two, she thinks, but they’re low and tense and she doesn’t recognise them. Not definitely. The night’s drinking and what she’s done in the dark is catching up with her. Tears sting her eyes. She just wants them to leave.

There’s a cry. Or maybe a scream. The gut-twisting sound of someone in pain.

The girl’s body tenses, ready to move, to go to them and offer assistance. But before she can take a single step, there’s a new voice. This one is maybe familiar, she thinks, but her whirling brain can’t be sure. She leans towards it. The tone holds anger rather than concern. The scream must have been her imagination.

Her whole body is burning. So much for privacy.

Then there’s only the sounds of the party drifting on the breeze.

Wait, was that a splash?

She delays a bit longer, hoping whoever is close by will have left. Hoping to avoid questions about what she’s doing there. She tries to count to twenty but loses track at thirteen. It’s enough. When she steps out from the archway, there’s no one in sight.




 

 

 

SHOE FOUND WASHED UP BENEATH JETTY ‘MAY CONTAIN HUMAN REMAINS’

A beachcomber walking beneath the jetty in the bay by Queen’s Point, two hours out of Adelaide on South Australia’s Yorke Peninsula, has found a shoe containing suspected human bones, police have said.

Officers were alerted to the discovery by a local man at about 5.30 p.m. on Thursday and moved quickly to investigate and cordon off the area. However, they reported finding nothing else in the water. The shoe in question was found caught between two chunks of driftwood and there was no sign of a body.

A police spokesperson said the shoe’s contents ‘do appear to be human remains’. They have been taken to a forensic mortuary for examination.

Police refuse to speculate on the owner of the remains or where the rest of the body might be and have ruled out it belonging to any bodies already in the morgue. However, with no one in the town having reported a foot missing, talk around the area assumes it most likely belongs to someone passing through, or that it must have drifted in on the current from further up the coast.
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PRESENT DAY

It began with Harry Whitlam buying Lucy a creaming soda, and the flip in her belly when their fingertips touched. But, if she’s honest, she probably fell in love with all three of the Whitlams that summer.

Lucy Ross takes one hand off the steering wheel and brushes the pocket of her handbag, feeling for a telltale bulge in the fabric. There is none. The article she printed from the news website took only a single sheet of paper. Even folded, it’s too thin to betray its location.

When she saw the headline a week ago, her first instinct was to talk to Nan about it, then the grief hit her afresh. Nan’s been gone for months.

Probably for the best. Talking with Nan about Queen’s Point and Lucy’s summer there never ended well. On one of her last visits, Lucy had mentioned the Whitlams after seeing in the retirement home’s sign-in book that Nan had a visitor from the small town in rural South Australia where she used to live. Curious, Lucy asked whether Nan had any news of Anabelle, unquestionably the safest Whitlam.

Nan’s features had darkened. Although she remained in the corner of her room at Seaview Retirement Lodge, ironically named considering its complete lack of ocean views, her unfocused eyes put her far away.

‘Keep away from them kids,’ she’d growled. ‘It was a mistake to let you run wild with them.’

‘They’re not that bad, are they?’ Lucy didn’t comment on their being closer to middle age these days; correcting Nan in such a manner tended to upset her.

Nan had shaken her head. ‘Bad things happen around them. I should never…’ Her voice trailed off, her attention caught by a bird on the windowsill.

Impossible for Lucy not to think of the Whitlams now as her little car crests the hill, the last in the long drive from Adelaide, and she slows to enter the town of Queen’s Point, the very place she’d once – according to Nan – run wild for a summer.

Her blood fizzes as memories jostle for prominence. Good memories, mostly. It was right to come back. The article was the prod she’d needed to finally make the two-hour trek and clean up her grandparents’ cottage, a task she’d put off for the years Nan had been living close to Lucy and the months since her passing.

All that and the thing that happened at work.

Unwilling to let her mind linger on that, Lucy instead speaks to her companion. ‘Well, Hades, what do you think?’

She glances in the rear-view mirror, meeting his contemplative deep-brown gaze. Unavoidably, really, since his head takes up most of the view. Hades, a jet-black short-haired mountain of a dog, with drool weeping from his impressive jowls, only tilts his head thoughtfully in response.

Her gaze catches the side of her face and faint surprise registers – not for the first time – at the crinkle of lines creasing from the corner of her brown eyes behind the rim of the sunglasses. At thirty-five, she’s not young any more, and her skincare routine is longer and more futile than teenage Lucy could have imagined.

She slows the car to a crawl to take in the view. The sight in front of her is so apparently unchanged that if she squints it could be nineteen years ago and her younger self could be glaring in the passenger seat as Mum drove her towards her summer in purgatory. This was what she’d taken to calling the need to stay with Nan for the holidays. When leaving her that day, Mum grabbed Lucy, pulled her close, and squeezed her in a long hug. In Lucy’s head, that moment marks the last hug of her childhood. After that summer, she was different.

The small town huddles around the curve of the coast, like arms outstretched, poised to embrace the rickety old wooden jetty that sticks out into the sea. The ancient structure is as weather-beaten now as it was back then. The wind whips and froths the water around its footings and her mind returns to the newspaper article and the shoe found in the shallows.

May contain human remains.

A few surfers are out in the distance, although the good waves are mostly around the point, the beach there a part of what’s made this small Australian town so sought-after. There are gorgeous shacks along the beachfront and a hodgepodge of weatherboard and brick houses in the town proper, with Main Street curling along a block back from the shore. All of it watched over in benevolence by the enormous house on the hill.

No matter where you stand in town, if you look up you can see it. A glimpse of the wrought-iron fence, a hint of grey-tiled roof, or the gleaming white circular turret that could have been straight from a children’s book. One where the princess is trapped by an evil witch. From here Lucy can see all of it, perched atop the cliff, its multi-storey, white-painted expanse contrasting with the green, manicured gardens. The sweeping verandas wrap around the ground floor and its many windows reflect the dark blue of the sea.

The Whitlam house.

Beep!

The blare of a car horn startles Lucy from her reverie. In case the horn isn’t enough, the driver of the car behind her flashes their headlights, bright in the gloom.

She lifts her hand in apology and accelerates up to the speed limit.

Driving through the town proper, she realises her first impression – that nothing has changed – isn’t true. Although it’s hardly crowded, thanks to the icy wind coming off the water and the threat of rain, there are still more people around than used to be here at the height of summer tourist season. Trendy cafés have replaced empty shops. Chic gift stores and slick surf shops sit where once there was only an old second-hand clothing store and maybe a chemist. And on the corner, across from the pub that’s been renovated into a gorgeous hotel, sits the glass-fronted, elegantly lit ‘Whitlam Homewares’.

She’s been into the store in the city, but knows she won’t be able to resist a visit to the flagship store. Not least because they built it on the site of the old cinema, home of where it all began.

As she heads towards the point, she has to resist telling Hades about the places they pass.

There’s the shortcut down to the beach. The surf club might look official, but the guards did more sunbathing than beach patrol. We’re almost to Nan’s place.

And always ahead, like the road is leading her there, the Whitlam house.

It looms in her line of sight, right until the road curves with the coast at the foot of the hill.

Nan’s cottage looks almost the same. The cheerful yellow stucco walls with blue trim were already faded that summer. Pop hadn’t been up to repairs for a long time before he died, his illness making the physical work he’d loved impossible. She figures Nan hadn’t wanted to have someone else in to do it. The paint is no worse now, like the sun and the salt from the sea could only leach so much colour before it gave up.

The property management company Lucy has engaged have done their job, leaving the garden merely overgrown rather than wild. The air of abandonment suggests the occupiers having ducked out, rather than never returning.

She gets out to open the gates and Hades stirs, wanting to stretch his long legs.

‘Almost,’ Lucy promises.

The large gate squeaks a protest but opens, another plus for the management people she rang a few days ago to say she was coming. She drives in and closes the gate. Since the smaller gate next to the letter box is shut, she lets Hades out and does a quick walk of the perimeter to stretch her travel-cramped legs. Her feet sink into the waterlogged grass in places, the squelch drowned out by the gusting wind. It seems to whistle through the bare tree branches like a plaintive cry.

With no obvious openings in the dilapidated fence, she leaves Hades to explore, and returns to the front of the cottage. She climbs the steps to the front porch with heavy legs. Here, Nan’s absence is raw, rather than the ache she’s grown used to. Mum’s passing more than a decade ago meant caring for Nan towards the end fell to Lucy, as does sorting out her estate.

Entering the cottage this way feels odd. When Nan was alive, only strangers used the formal entrance, but this was the only key Nan had when she moved into the home. Now Lucy’s copy and hers dangle together on the keyring, the jingle betraying Lucy’s shaking hands. She tucks a few strands of hair that have come loose from her ponytail behind her ear and sets herself to face what’s inside.

The key slides easily into the lock. She turns it, and the front door opens.
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The window over the kitchen sink rattles. Lucy realises she’s spent who knows how long staring out of it, lost in memories. Nan always claimed this window was a better gauge of a storm coming than any weather forecaster. Outside, the tree branches shake and there’s a faint rumbling from the fireplace. She shivers. It must have dropped five degrees since she arrived.

Remembering Hades is out there, she peers through the window, the view distorted by the ancient glass. Although he was sniffing something earlier, there’s no black blob that could be him. It’s the same when she hurries outside. But the small gate hangs open. She fights off a stab of panic.

‘Hades,’ she calls, grabbing her heavy waterproof coat. ‘Hades?’

But there’s no familiar shape loping into view, no movement in the bushes or beyond. She stops at the gate and shrugs into the jacket. Scanning desperately along the narrow road, she tries to think like a hulking dog in a strange place. What might have drawn him from the garden?

‘Hades?’ The wind whips the shout from her mouth, but she calls again as she crosses the road. ‘Hades!’

There’s no sign of him. Bloody foolish animal. Why wander from the only place likely to provide his special dog kibble?

Even as she thinks the question, the answer lodges hard in her gut. All the feeding him, walking him, patting him doesn’t really matter. He’s not hers. Never will be. Hades barely shifted from her husband Brian’s side when he was alive, and claimed his pillow when he died, dragging it from their bed with an expression that suggested Lucy would lose her arm if she argued.

‘Idiot.’ But she means herself as much as him. ‘Damn fool.’

They had the funeral outside so Hades could attend. The funeral people thought they were crazy, but it was Brian’s wish and Lucy saw Jasmine bury her head in Hades’ fur after speaking about her dad. Maybe Lucy should have encouraged Jasmine to take the dog. Now the thought of having to tell Brian’s twenty-six-year-old daughter that she’s managed to lose Hades forces her forward.

‘Hades?’

She veers away from the looming gates of the Whitlam property, impassable despite Hades’ long legs, and heads for the distant water. The trail she remembers is now barely a path at all. The sand has shifted, and bushes have grown, reclaiming the narrow way. These dunes have always been a bit wild. Queen’s Point had a thing for leaving coastal dunes intact before anyone worried about protecting the environment. Probably more to do with the Whitlams owning so much of the land than an active choice, if the fancy shacks teetering at the edge of the water further along are any indication.

Even with the wind stirring the sand and the dark clouds overhead, the sight of the white and green rolling expanse and the blue beyond hits her somewhere deep in the chest. God, she loved it here.

She stumbles in the wet, rocky sand, but keeps going. Hades will be by the sea. He loves the water. She slips again, as a fat drop of rain hits her cheek. Then comes another. And then it’s like the heavens rupture.

Blinking, she tugs the hood of her coat tighter around her face. The jacket, which she’d ridiculed as a walking sleeping bag when Brian bought it, proves its worth. She’s almost completely dry, head to calves. A minute later, the rain stops as quickly as it began. The end of her nose is numb, and probably red to match. She hunches further into her coat.

She sees the water at last, but no dog. Where in summer the blue of the water provided a window to the sand below, this winter blue churns until it flows thick with grit. A wave rolls in and crashes into the sand. She can almost hear Anabelle’s voice in memory: ‘Come on in, the water’s always warm in Queen’s Point.’

It seemed believable then, beneath the blazing summer sun, but she doubts the dark, foaming ocean would be anything but icy.

Her mouth opens to call for Hades again when she sees it. A massive tarp, its bright blue absurdly unnatural in the gloom. Remnants of a crime scene?

May contain human remains.

The line from the article echoes in her head.

Whatever it is lies a good distance away up the hill. In her search for Hades, she’s gone further than she meant to. Once, there was a fence here, running down almost to the water. ‘Keep Out’ signs divided the Whitlams’ private beach from the public.

She remembers Mae, the oldest of the three siblings, once muttering, No one should be able to own the point. Seems someone has listened.

Would the bright colour of the tarp have interested Hades? Can dogs see blue?

It draws Lucy, pulling her that way, all the while making the knot in her belly tighten more. Could this have been the location of the rest of the body?

The ground near the tarp is ripped open like a wound, the clay of the earth visible where sand, rock and shrub have fallen away. Here, the tang of salt from the sea is stronger. The winter smells of rotting damp seaweed a new note, jarring her memories of the warmth of the sun.

She takes another step. ‘Hades?’

The ground gives way.

Her foot slips and air gushes from her lungs. ‘Help!’

The cry is snatched on the wind. There’s no one around to hear it. She grabs at a bush, and clings on as sand and pebbles fall to the beach several yards below. It holds and she scrambles away from the edge. A nearby gull calls its displeasure at the disturbance, before wheeling away. As she catches her breath, she dares a glance down, taking in the jut of rocks poking up from stretches of sand.

But for the shrub she’d have fallen. She’d have been stranded, possibly with a limb broken, maybe worse. Alone with nothing but that ominous tarp, and without any phone signal. And with no one waiting for her at home or otherwise.

Brian.

She misses him afresh, with a yearning as breath-snatching as the fall. The pain of his absence accompanied by the usual guilt.

She edges back. Her ankle, sore from the slip, protests every step. Her hand stings, the palm red raw from taking her weight. She returns the way she came, heading back towards the road. Her feet slip often now, the near fall making her uncertain. There’s no sign of Hades, no sign of anyone. Despite the town’s growth, it’s still isolated out here.

The perfect place to do away with someone.

As she finally reaches the road, a drop of rain catches her cheek and slides down beneath the collar of her jacket, chilling skin warm from worry and exertion. Where the hell is Hades?

Her phone vibrates. Reception at last, and it looks like she’s missed some calls. The number is ‘private’.

She taps to answer. ‘Lucy Ross speaking.’
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‘Lost anything?’ asks a masculine voice on the other end of the call. ‘Say, an overgrown dog with a nose for rubbish? I found a mutt investigating a bin off the beach road. Figured I’d try the number on his tag.’

‘Thanks. Yes, Hades is mine.’ Lucy’s throat thickens. The wave of relief has her clutching the phone hard. ‘I’m happy to come and get him. Where did you say you are?’

‘Look, he seems pretty comfy in my ute. Let me bring him to you.’

‘I’m staying at the cottage at the end of Beach Road.’

There’s a long pause. ‘The Antonello place?’

There’s something about the way he says her maiden name. Something knowing. But it’s been nineteen years since she’s been here and she’s probably imagining things. ‘Yes.’

‘I’ll be there soon, Lucy Ross.’

He disconnects and she hurries towards the cottage, replaying his last words and overanalysing every inflection.

He must not have been too far away, because the ute pulls to a stop out the front as she reaches the yard. She peers into the cab of the dusty black vehicle, wanting warning as to the man’s identity.

He gets out, whistling for Hades to follow.

Her breath solidifies like a lump of concrete somewhere behind her ribs.

She remembers him.

The fact that he’s wearing sunglasses, has gone through puberty, and nineteen years passing can’t change Jake Parker enough that she wouldn’t. She hopes her sunglasses hide her jolt of recognition.

He’s taller than she would have imagined he’d become, and the excess weight he carried has turned into broad shoulders. His once pale hair has darkened to a messy, dirty blond and where acne dotted his face, there’s now a pleasing stubble.

He rounds the front of the ute, Hades trotting obediently alongside, and stops a few feet away. A mocking smile curves his lips. ‘Yours?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’ She reaches out a hand. ‘Come here, Hades. There’s a good boy.’ Of course. Of course. Hades sits instead, so close to Jake he’s practically on his foot. ‘Hades,’ she says, a little more insistently. ‘Come.’

He doesn’t budge, doesn’t act like he’s her dog at all. She fears she’s going to have to grab him by the collar when Jake mutters, ‘Go on, then.’

And Hades lopes past her and into the yard without breaking stride.

‘Thanks for finding him,’ she says as she makes sure the gate is secure.

‘All part of the job,’ he replies. When she frowns, he adds, ‘Sergeant Jake Parker at your service.’

Her eyebrows lift. ‘Police officer, huh? Didn’t you want to be an acrobat?’

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘That was just to impress the ladies.’ He shakes his head. ‘Only a teenager could get it so wrong.’ His tone is light, but his shoulders relax a little as he makes the
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