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Prologue

He had been here, that was clear from the marks in the dust. And he had been alone. That, too, was evident in the boot prints at each of the three houses. His movements could be traced with some precision, the scuffs and scrapes showing where he had walked. Along the length of a verandah, up a hallway and then back again, into a kitchen, a bathroom, a bedroom. The dust showed where he had arrived and where he had left. One set of prints in, one set out.

It was almost believable from a distance that someone could still be living in the houses, but up close the illusion quickly crumbled. The truth was revealed in the detail.

The white cottage that looked so postcard-pretty perched at the top of a winding track, with its green coat of ivy reaching up towards the roof, had an odd quality on nearer inspection. The snaking vines smothered the exterior, binding the walls tight and choking the features. Hungry for more space, the growth had wormed its way through the cracks in the windowsills and doorways and was now slowly consuming the rooms inside.

To the west, a kilometre down the hillside, the Hillary farmhouse appeared more hospitable, but only at first glance. The broad wooden gate that used to swing open and closed smoothly and often had, for several years now, been wedged permanently ajar with leaves and debris gathering in dunes at the bottom of the posts. The home’s weatherboard façade was barely clinging on to its last coat of paint, the cream colour flaking away like a scab to show the raw, grey wood beneath. Three sagging steps led to an empty covered porch. The front door was missing. Where it had once stood firm and solid, painted a warm yellow, there was now a vacant rectangle of space. The home gaped open, its threshold unguarded, vulnerable and exposed to the elements.

The third house, across the paddocks to the east this time, did not look inviting even from a distance. The low sandstone bungalow had been decisively boarded up and was now sealed firm and tight, wooden panels nailed across its windows like a blindfold.

Each of the three houses had its own curving track. All were wide enough for a vehicle and all still carried a vague suggestion of having once been welcoming, but the surfaces now lay uneven and rough, overgrown in places with creeping weeds. The three tracks forged their own routes from the front of each home and down through the paddocks, until they met near the southern fence line. There, they converged for a short stretch to form a single access point from a country road. It had always been known as a quiet route, but now the road could often sit wholly undisturbed as a full day slipped away, morning to night.

The monotony had been broken that afternoon, though.

The bright red hatchback that had trundled up to the access point was small, with compact tyres and a suspension designed for city motoring. It was a rental car, chosen for its affordability above anything else. From inside the vehicle, the chip and ping of small stones bouncing off the paintwork could be heard over the frantic whir of the air conditioner.

The driver, a reluctant owner of the cheapest legal level of motor insurance, had winced from behind the wheel at each sound. It was his birthday; he had turned twenty-one years old that morning. His laptop bag jiggled on the passenger seat as he turned off the asphalted country road and onto the dirt track leading to the three houses. The small car immediately laboured and complained, and in the back he heard his water bottle and a thick notebook branded with the name of his university in Sydney slide from the seat and hit the footwell with a pair of rhythmic thumps. He swore lightly and glanced over his shoulder, only to snap his head back around immediately as the front right tyre hit a pothole, sending the car lurching. His hands gripped the wheel tighter as he frowned through the juddering windshield and efficiently guided the vehicle to the side of the track, where he brought it to a stop.

The grass alongside grew tall and yellow, and it shuddered in the hot wind as he opened the driver’s door and stepped out of the cool, contained atmosphere and into the cloying heat of the February afternoon. He paused for a moment, then reached back to grab his broad-brimmed hat from the passenger-side footwell. Of medium height and stocky build, his hair and eyes a matching shade of brown, he slapped his hat on his head before leaning down to check the car. No harm done to the front tyre, he was relieved to see. He licked his thumb and ran it over the metal on the wing panel. A little damage to the paintwork, though. He swore again, silently under his breath, then straightened and turned his attention outwards. He let his eyes wander over each of the three properties in the distance and felt a familiar uneasy prickle of guilt.

When he’d been younger, this view had been pleasant, impressive even. Now the paddocks that used to be a blend of greens were brown and patchy, dotted in places by the odd sparse copse of sickly eucalyptus trees. He adjusted the brim of his hat to shield his eyes as he squinted against the angle of the sun and pushed the car door closed. He hesitated, then clicked the lock on the key fob. He wouldn’t have bothered if it hadn’t been a rental. In front of him lay empty paddocks; behind was only the deserted road and a dense stretch of bushland. There was no-one else in sight.

The boy turned back to the vehicle track. The long grass obscured sections from where he stood, but he didn’t need to see it. He knew this track very well, knew exactly where it divided from one into three, each path leading to a different door. His gaze slid to the end of the trails and once again across the three outlying structures, left to right.

The weatherboard farmhouse, the ivy cottage, the stone bungalow.

The air that afternoon was carrying its strange tang that always seemed to coat his mouth and tongue, and he cleared his throat. The sound felt loud in the stillness. The only noise other than the rustle of the wind was an unnatural droning, distant but constant. The frequency was low enough that at times he could feel it more than he could hear it. Loud or quiet, he could always sense it though, rattling in his head.

He stood for another minute, debating with himself as the air grew hotter, and he felt an unpleasant feathery sensation where the skin of his neck met his hairline. He swatted impatiently at the bead of sweat sliding down and glanced over at the car. It winked back at him, the metallic tint blinding where it caught the sunlight. Somewhere out of sight, the deep murmur continued.

The young man breathed in, sucking in the tainted air, feeling its bitter flavour rolling around his teeth and gums. He exhaled, emptying his lungs. The wind sent the dust at his feet swirling up, dancing and floating in the light as it latched on to his clothes and skin, and only then, at last, did he move.

Above, the sun slowly crawled across the sky.

It was low on the horizon and the light was fading when his parents finally found the small red rental car, more than five hours later, parked near the point where the three tracks converged into one. The car was locked and seemingly undamaged beyond some minor chips to the paintwork. Its metallic sheen appeared dull now as the last of the daylight dwindled. A laptop lay undisturbed on the front seat, a water bottle and notebook in the rear. On the counter of his family’s kitchen, six kilometres away on the south-eastern side of town, the young man’s twenty-first birthday dinner waited for him, cold and untouched.

His parents stood beside the car, looking first to each other for answers and then out, at the horizon, the houses, the road, the bushland. They called their son’s name into the twilight, perhaps a little self-consciously to start with and then, when there was no response, with mounting urgency. Straining their ears for a reply. Beneath the distant low rumbling there was only silence. At the end of the tracks, the three houses stood empty and still as they in turn were swallowed by shadow.

The weatherboard farmhouse. The ivy cottage. The stone bungalow.

Exposed, strangled, blinded, they sat quietly in the growing dark, waiting for whatever would come next.




Chapter 1

Five years later

Ro Crowley couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned, because she had. And by now she shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet still she found she was.

The radio crackled in the dashboard, the sound fading in and out as she drove along the deserted country road, choosing her own speed because she could. There were no other cars, no-one else around to inconvenience or endanger when every now and again she would slow to a halt in the middle of the cracked asphalt, engine idling as she stared through the window at something else that made her face go slack with disbelief. Driving through this place was like being administered with a series of small, unpleasant electric shocks.

The Hewetts had gone, and they’d taken the orchard arch.

It was this absence that made Ro jam her foot hard on the brake, jerking forward against her seatbelt as the car lurched to a stop beside the gravel shoulder.

The Hewetts’ place was deep within the town limits, well beyond the road sign that had once clearly welcomed visitors to Carralon Ridge. The same sign now barely whispered its message in paint that had peeled and faded away.

The Hewetts’ neat little house with its wrought-iron lacework was set well back on a generous acreage that had once been lush with rows of fruit trees. The home was still in good condition, externally at least, but every window was dark and the driveway empty. They’d left the trampoline, Ro could see from the road. The one that the Hewett grandchildren could be found tussling on most days in summer, the warm air punctuated by the creak of the springs and the muffled yelps of sibling arguments. Dead leaves covered the mat now, and the grass around the base, which Doug Hewett had kept permanently short and stubby so the grandkids wouldn’t be bothered by snakes and vice versa, was tall enough to scrape the springs.

Ro peered at the property through the windshield, a stone of disbelief and dismay turning in her chest, as she switched off the engine. She climbed out of her car, leaving it where she’d stopped in the road and walked over to the fence. She put both hands on a post, her gaze sliding past the house, ignoring the vacant windows and the abandoned trampoline, and instead settling on the north-facing orchard, now growing rambling and wild.

An intricate archway made of woven steel had once stood at the entrance to that orchard. And on a spring day, what felt like a long twenty-seven years ago, Ro had helped thread the arch with boughs of native greenery and handfuls of garden flowers and then she’d been married beneath it. Now, though, the archway was gone. In its place stood nothing but tufts of dry grass and sagging trees, groaning under the weight of their unpruned limbs. Ro stared at the void for another minute, then pushed herself away from the fence and went back to her car. She climbed in, restarted the engine and drove away, not looking in the rear-view mirror.

She didn’t stop again, instead simply noting any changes as she caught them. There was a padlocked chain on the door of the community hall. That had been added since her last visit twelve months earlier. The windows of the former medical centre were entirely covered with yellowing newspaper pages, but that was not new; the stories printed on the pages were three-and-a-half years out of date. Ro touched the brake gently as she drew near. The paper was peeling in the corner of the farthest window, the one she used to glance out of between patients’ visits to her clinic room for close to two decades.

As she approached, she considered pulling over, walking up to the blacked-out window and pressing her eye to the gap. She was tall enough that she’d be able to peek through, but there’d be nothing much to see on the other side. The practice manager had sold most of the furniture and equipment after the centre had closed. No-one worked there anymore. Ro drew level but kept moving, driving by slowly and only tearing her gaze away when the building fell behind her, out of sight.

Something was very different here, though, she sensed as she approached the crossroads that over the years had served as the centre of Carralon. Once the heart and hub of the place, the commercial land on the four corners used to be prime real estate, but now the former bank was boarded up. Its official branding had long since been torn down but had left such a distinct shadow on the hoarding that the name of the branch was still clearly legible from the other end of the street. Diagonally opposite had stood Greeves & Son, where Ro used to buy her children’s clothes and school uniforms. Its doors had permanently closed four years ago and twelve months later what remained of the school followed in its wake.

Now, only two of the four corner sites were occupied. On the north-eastern spot, the struggling general store was still limping along, Ro could see. Supplying basics to a handful of residents who barely numbered enough to support the business but also couldn’t do without it.

And on the south-western corner stood the pub.

There was an abnormality in the air, though. Ro could feel it as she brought the car to a stop at the crossroads, the junction as quiet in either direction as the long country roads leading up to it. The sun was low, bathing the town in a warm orange light. Ro tapped her fingers against the steering wheel and looked around. The answer was right in front of her, but even then the sheer peculiarity of it meant it took a moment longer to register.

The pub lights were off.

Ro gaped, only dragging her eyes away to check the time on the dashboard. It was just after six o’clock on a Thursday night. A warm, clear evening in summer, on a day that had traditionally been observed by all in Carralon as the gateway to the weekend, and the Black Creek Inn was closed.

Feeling almost light-headed with disorientation, Ro pulled into the deserted pub car park and got out. A crinkled sheet of paper with a handwritten notice had been stuck to the inside of the glass door, the letters faded in the sunlight to the point that the note may as well have been blank. She squinted at it, trying to get a sense of the message. Giving up, she used her thumb to wipe a clear square in the dirty glass then put her face to it, cupping her hands to shield out the daylight as she peered in.

The place hadn’t been gutted at least. That surely meant something. A single fluorescent exit light flickered at the end of the room, illuminating the battered wooden bar top. The familiar collections of old hats and faded postcards were still pinned to the wall above the shelves behind the bar. Ro couldn’t imagine Sylvie leaving them behind, and besides, Ro felt absolutely certain she would have heard about it if the woman had gone. A couple of tall circular tables still stood by the window, the odd barstool scattered around. Behind the countertop, though, the glass fridges were almost empty. A few lonely bottles and cans barely filled a single shelf. The Black Creek Inn still looked technically operational, Ro decided, but that was probably the best that could be said for it.

She eased away from the door, her blurred reflection staring back at her from the murky glass. It was both like her and not. Her eyes fell somewhere between grey and green but appeared in the glass as dark hollows in her face, her straight nose and gently rounded face without definition in the mirrored image. Ro’s hair had always been a warm golden brown when she’d lived here before, but now it looked flat and colourless, tied back from her face in a way that didn’t suit her but felt more comfortable in the heat. Ro had lived in this town for so many years as a younger woman that she almost half-expected on returning that she’d somehow slip back into the more youthful body that had walked these same streets, tap into that less-burdened mind and lighter spirit. She waited a moment, and when once again it didn’t happen, Ro simply turned away.

She looked back down the road, her ears straining instinctively for the typical sounds of life. The distant rumbling had stopped, for now, leaving the air so quiet that Ro felt she could be standing alone in a wide, open paddock rather than loitering in a car park in the alleged heart of town. The streets seemed to almost sing their own mournful, lonely song. It was the creak and settle of unused spaces, the sound surprisingly loud when not muffled by movement and bodies and chatter.

Ro walked back to her car and was reaching for the door when she heard something else. She paused, fingers grazing the handle, and tilted her head to listen. A clanging noise, metal on metal. And then again, this time possibly metal on wood, or the other way around. It had an unpredictable rhythm, frequent but irregular. Odd gaps of silence filled the space between the pockets of sound. Ro listened for a moment longer, then let her hand slip from the car. The noise had a different quality to the natural cracks and groans of the derelict buildings, and she wandered out onto the street, turning as she tried to pinpoint the source. It stopped, then started again, and somewhere underneath she caught a different noise. A faint gurgle of laughter.

Ro stopped where she stood. She had once known everyone in town, but things changed. Instead, she stayed where she was, outside the old hairdressers’ salon and a storefront that had been dark for so long she couldn’t remember what it had ever been, and listened as the banging started again. It was unexpectedly loud at times, but she had the impression the sound was carrying in the warm, still air. Ro could not tell if she was close or far away when all at once it stopped dead. She stood unmoving in the middle of the street, her own breath in her ears now the loudest noise to be heard. The silence stretched long enough that she began to wonder if she’d been mistaken.

Her phone twitched in her jeans pocket, making her jump a little, and she pulled it out. Ro held it in her palm, letting it ring twice, three times, as she looked at her former husband’s name on the screen, then tapped the button to answer the call.

‘Hi, Griff.’

‘Hi.’ His voice was flat, the end of the word cut off. She could hear the rustle of him swapping the phone over in his hands. ‘I’m up on the ridge. Saw your car.’

Ro pivoted, turning towards the north and shielding her eyes as she looked past the roofline of the town to the hills beyond. It took her longer than it ever had before to find the spot she was looking for. The place where the bushland broke, giving way to a craggy outcrop forming the ridge for which the town had been named. It must have been prominent in the past but the trees had all but swallowed it now. Catching sight of it at last, she scoured the space for a flash of the binoculars that would be trained on her. She couldn’t see them, couldn’t make out Griff at all, and after a few moments she gave up, dropping her hand and turning to make her way back to her car.

‘Found a parking spot at the pub with no problem,’ she said drily into her phone as she walked. ‘It’s closed?’

‘Yeah.’ The word came down the line heavy with emotion. ‘A lot of the time, anyway. Sylvie only opens a few nights a month.’

‘Oh.’

Griff allowed the news a moment of respectful silence, then: ‘Thought you’d be getting in a bit later.’

‘Got lucky with the traffic.’ Ro allowed four-and-a-half hours door to door from her place in Sydney to the centre of Carralon, and it sometimes took all that and more. ‘Is Della here yet?’

‘She wasn’t when I left. Probably not far away, though.’

‘Yeah, hopefully.’

There was a softening in both their voices at the mention of their daughter, followed by another lengthy pause. Ro had reached her car.

‘So –’

‘Listen –’

They started and stopped at the same time. In the sharp slice of dead air, the strange clanging started again. It sounded both closer and somehow further away this time, and Ro turned to look once more, rotating in a slow, full circle. The noise bounced off the buildings, the echo disguising the source. She could see no-one else around.

‘What are you doing?’ Griff’s voice in her ear brought her up short, and something in his tone made her picture him frowning behind his binoculars.

‘Nothing,’ she said, feeling a familiar itch of irritation. ‘Thought I heard someone.’

‘Oh.’ There was a pause and then another rustle of movement on the line, and Ro guessed he was scanning the surrounding streets.

‘Anyone?’ she asked.

‘Not that I can see.’ He was quiet for another short stretch, then: ‘Listen, I’ve left the house unlocked, so if you want to head over whenever you’re ready I can meet you at . . .’

Home.

He so nearly said it, and they both knew it. Ro could hear the bitten-off exhalation of the ‘h’, imagine him clamping his lips shut, releasing the aborted word via a breath through his nose instead. 

‘The house,’ he finished.

‘Right,’ Ro said quickly. Neither of them wanted to let that moment hang. ‘Thanks.’ She hadn’t bothered locking the car and now pulled the driver’s door open. She found herself hesitating, though, as she climbed in and reached for her seatbelt, phone still to her ear. ‘Hey, look, are you going to be up on the ridge for a while?’

‘Bit longer, yeah. High winds on and off today.’

Ro sat in the hot car, debating with herself. She hadn’t seen Griff in person for a year. Whatever they may or may not feel the need to say to each other, she suspected she’d rather do it on neutral ground.

‘Wait for me. I’ll come up.’

If he was surprised, he swallowed it quickly. ‘All right. See you in ten.’

Ro paused, hand on the wheel. There was only one route that would get her to the ridge in ten minutes. Along the northern road, past the three houses.

Griff read her reluctance in her silence.

‘Or more like fifteen, twenty, then.’ He sighed heavily. ‘It’s fine, Ro. Just go the other way. See you whenever you get up here.’

And with that, he was gone. Ro tossed her phone on the passenger seat and started the engine. She backed out of the empty pub car park and onto the deserted street, wondering if Griff still had his binoculars trained on her as she turned right, then right again. Taking the long way around.




Chapter 2

The long way to the ridge took Ro seventeen minutes in the end. She passed no-one else on the roads as she skirted the town’s eastern boundary before turning upwards along a gently winding slope. Dense bushland towered over her on both sides of the road, tall and deep until, nearing the top, she turned a final corner and the trees suddenly parted, opening a window over the valley.

Griff’s ancient four-wheel drive was already there, parked on the wide dirt clearing at the shoulder of the road. He was leaning against the passenger door, frowning at his phone. Tall and solid, at fifty-six he was two years older than Ro and at some point his exhaustion had become permanently etched across his face. He was dressed in old jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt he’d had since they were married. Ro thought she might even have bought it for him as a present one year. It used to be black, she vaguely remembered as she parked her car behind his, but had faded now to a dull grey. His hair and beard were losing their colour too, still thick but more silver than brown, and both could do with a good trim.

Griff straightened as he saw her pull up, stepping away from his battered vehicle and slipping his phone into his pocket.

‘G’day,’ he said as she turned off her engine and climbed out of the car. He was unsmiling, but Ro didn’t take it personally. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked happy. Around their daughter, she supposed. He still smiled at Della. As Ro observed Griff for the first time in a year, she found herself inevitably contrasting the man in front of her with who he’d once been. It was deeply unfair, Ro was very aware, but she suspected Griff was quietly doing the same as he looked back at her.

They had met at the Black Creek Inn, the pub’s doors well and truly open then, the room hot and crammed far past capacity, the music blasting. Ro had known only one person at the wedding, her friend Heather, who was now flushed and laughing helplessly as her new husband tried to spin her in the middle of the crowd, her full white dress blowing out at the hem. Griff had been laughing too as he’d watched from the other side of the bar, leaning with one elbow on the counter, his suit jacket already off in the early evening heat, his hair a touch longer then. In the packed space beside Ro, someone had dropped a glass, the noise cutting through the music as it shattered against the wooden floor. And at that, Griff had turned his head and he had looked Ro’s way.

For the rest of the weekend, Ro had assumed Griffith was his surname. And given that she’d felt very sure that, whatever this thing was, it had a shelf life that would expire in exactly two days’ time when she returned to Sydney, she hadn’t bothered to probe the matter further. It had been a few weeks later when, somewhat to her surprise, she’d found herself having dinner with him in a city restaurant and he’d mentioned that Griffith had been his granddad’s name. For reasons best known to themselves, his parents had decided it should also be his.

That had been close to three decades ago and as Ro looked at Griff now, she could see only traces of that time. It felt like catching a glimpse of an important sign from the window of a speeding car. There, then gone immediately, with a hint of regret. Lost behind the years and the trouble.

Ro waited a moment longer to allow the first impressions of this year to settle on both sides, then nodded at the pair of binoculars resting on Griff’s car roof.

‘How’s it looking today?’ She turned towards the gap in the trees.

‘Yeah, quiet enough so far.’ He scratched his neck. ‘Wind’s let up, so that’s something.’

Ro nodded and moved past him, wandering towards the edge of the ridge. She heard him retrieve the binoculars and follow, but while he focused as usual on the west, Ro found herself drawn, as always, first to the east.

The sun was low enough that she had to squint, the rays of late light casting long, flickering shadows over the land. In the distance below, Ro could make out the miniature version of Carralon. From up on the ridge, it looked delicate and beautiful, like something from one of the illustrated books she used to read to the kids when they were young. The fields, so dead and dry up close, had a welcoming warmth in their yellow tones, and the red roofs of the few houses she could spot looked model-railway charming. Ro slid her eyes over the landscape until she found the most obvious landmark, where the roads crossed in the centre of town. Bathed in the evening light, Carralon glowed, peaceful and inviting. A flock of birds took flight from the trees and soared overhead against the pink sky. The town looked beautiful, Ro thought. It looked like somewhere she could see herself living.

She’d actually pondered the idea, fleetingly, whimsically, the very first time she’d been up here. She had been with Griff then, too, late morning, on the day after Heather’s wedding. Both still a little hungover but gently so, with the aftermath of the celebrations dissolving like champagne bubbles, leaving them both pleasantly slow and lazy. They’d got into Griff’s four-wheel drive, a different one back then, and he’d driven them up to the ridge where they’d wandered to the edge and stood in much the same place as they were now. Probably a little closer then, Ro guessed, although the memory had rusted from disuse over the years. She could picture them, though, shoulder to shoulder, looking in the same direction.

She pulled her eyes away from the town now and walked over to join Griff in looking out to the west. He glanced over his shoulder and held out the binoculars, but she shook her head at the offer. She didn’t need to see what lay that way in detail.

The Lentzer coalmine gaped beneath them like a dark stain. Monstrous and vast, it dwarfed the trees and buildings dotted around its perimeter. It had been carved out by layer after layer dug into the ground, oddly reminiscent of a terraced farm, but every level a variant shade of black. There were two distinct quarries, one more than twice the size of the other. At the bottom of each, a lake of water pooled murky and grey.

Ro stared out at the operation. It looked enormous at a casual glance but it was only the movement of the occasional industrial digger that really gave a true sense of scale, the vehicles appearing as small and flimsy as cheap toys as they crawled around the edges of the quarries. She could hear the low rumble of machinery, the constant grinding reverberating in the air even over this distance. She could smell the sulphur. 

There would be dozens of people down there right now, Ro knew. The coalmine was a twenty-four-hour operation, fully self-contained and staffed by Lentzer’s specialised and vetted workforce who were brought in from elsewhere on rotation. In the very early days, there had been a faint hope around Carralon of a silver lining in the shape of local jobs and a boost to the town’s businesses but none of that had materialised in any meaningful way. The mine’s workers lived, slept and socialised entirely within the sprawling complex and were given no need or excuse to venture into the sleepy neighbouring community. 

Ro turned her focus back from the mine to the town. The boundaries between the two had been blurred badly over the years as houses and land were sold and bought, but the distance from the eastern edge of the Lentzer dig to what used to be the western edge of the Carralon Ridge limits was three kilometres. In reality, though, Ro thought as she stared down, it had always been as good as right next door.

‘They’ve already got going on that southern expansion, have they?’ she said, nodding to where the beginning of a third crater was being carved out.

‘Yep.’ Griff’s voice was resigned. ‘Started the day after they got the green light.’

He raised his binoculars to his eyes again, and Ro felt rather than heard him sigh. Griff had headed up the region’s fire response for two decades until the local station had been permanently closed three years ago, with the trucks and professional equipment and the only paid position relocated more than an hour away to the next nearest station in Blenheim. Now, Griff’s job description was written by Lentzer and his wages were paid from one of the mine’s bank accounts, and Ro didn’t need to be on close terms with her former husband to know exactly how he felt about that.

He was employed by Lentzer to maintain his few remaining neighbours’ private fire-fighting equipment as he patrolled the community for hazards and tackled the spot flares that constantly threatened to break out. With just a sprinkling of rain and oxygen, reject coal had a tendency to spontaneously burst into flame, which Ro had never known before but, like everyone else in Carralon, she certainly knew it now. Griff kept an eye on the winds that carried rogue sparks onto dried, abandoned properties, and generally did his best to prevent what remained of the community from being razed to the ground. Lentzer paid him not for the town’s sake, Ro knew without a doubt, but because an out-of-control blaze raging right on their doorstep would hamper their own operations.

Still, for all its failings the job allowed Griff to stay in Carralon, working in the community that he’d been part of for his whole life, and Ro understood that was where the value lay for him. Whatever their personal circumstances, whatever the financial offer, he would never have accepted a role that involved setting foot on the grounds of the quarry.

Griff had lowered his binoculars now and was staring down at his employer, his face unreadable. Ro turned away, looking back towards the centre of town. The pub sat small and quiet on the crossroads, the car park still deserted.

‘So Sylvie’s still here, is she?’ Ro asked. ‘Who else has gone?’

‘Since last time?’ Griff’s mouth formed a line as he considered. ‘Been a few.’

‘Easier to say who’s still here?’

He gave a small, hard laugh. ‘Getting that way.’

Ro glanced over. ‘I saw the Hewetts left.’

Doug and Ruth Hewett had been among Griff’s mother’s closest friends and when Griff was born, they were elevated to the role of godparents.

‘Yeah,’ was all he said in reply. ‘Think that one had been on the cards for a while.’

Ro nodded. They got rid of the arch, Griff, she wanted to say, but was reluctant to mention it. She waited to see if he might but he stayed silent, which made her feel immediately and unfairly irritated. After all, he’d got married under it too.

‘They left the trampoline,’ she said, instead.

‘I saw. They moved closer to Danielle and the kids. She’s near the city, though. Small block apparently.’

‘Did they get anything for the house in the end, or . . .?’

Griff was already shaking his head. ‘Lentzer wouldn’t make them an offer, and it’s not like anyone else is lining up to buy. Just had to close the door behind them and walk away.’

Ro pictured Doug and Ruth coming to that realisation. The tight conversations, drenched first in denial, then distress. Bank statements laid out over the same kitchen table where they’d fed their children and then grandchildren, calculations run again and again in the hope of reaching a different result. Ro wondered which of them had shut the door of the home for the last time and felt a rush of sadness wash over her as she gazed down at Carralon. Still glowing, still golden, still looking so deceptively like somewhere she might herself like to live.

She’d known Griff maybe eighteen hours that first time they’d been up there. Now, nearly thirty years later, they stood in much the same spot, his arms folded across his chest, her hands on her hips as they each slid their eyes over the scene below. Eventually, he cleared his throat and swapped his binoculars from one hand to the other.

‘Wind’s died off, I reckon. Ready to head down?’

‘Yep. Okay.’ They both turned back to their cars.

‘Right. See you back there.’ He didn’t nearly say home this time.

‘See you there.’ Ro opened her car door and climbed in, hearing his own door slam and the sound of the engine start up. Griff reversed, then turned onto the road, his face grim as he passed her with a curt nod and disappeared down the trail. She sat for a minute, hearing the rumble of his wheels fade into the distance. When all was quiet, she waited a moment longer, then undid her seatbelt and opened her door again. Leaving it ajar as if she might need to make a hasty escape, Ro walked back to the edge of the ridge. She ignored the mine completely this time, her attention focused elsewhere.

Ro had not consciously been seeking out the place, but it seemed at least part of her must have been looking, because her eyes now fell on it immediately. Surrounded by paddocks that looked neglected even from that distance, there they were.

The Hillary farmhouse, the ivy cottage, the stone bungalow.

Ro stood alone amid the rumbling, rolling noise and stared down, her eyes moving from one house to another. Three small shapes, each cast into shadow as the sun dipped lower.

*

Sam had been late for dinner on his twenty-first birthday, and Ro had felt only irritation. It had not crossed her mind to be worried. Not then, at least. Sometimes now she tried to pinpoint the moment when she’d first felt that true bead of concern, the early faint shiver of warning that something was wrong. She suspected she could identify it if she really wanted to, if she tried hard enough, but she never did. Instead, Ro allowed her memory to protect her with its small vagaries and gaps because she knew that whenever it was that she had first sensed trouble, it had been far too late.

Perhaps it had been when Ro’s call had gone unanswered, clicking straight through to Sam’s voicemail without ringing as dinner hovered on the cusp of being overdone. His phone had seemed to be turned off, which was highly unusual. Had it been then that the cold fingers of unease began to creep over her? But batteries only lasted so long without a charge, she would have reasoned. And it was his birthday; he’d probably been texting all day as he finalised plans to meet his friends for a drink. They weren’t due to catch up until later, though, after Sam had eaten dinner with his family. Still, Griff had called the only two of Sam’s mates who still lived in town. Jacob, and then Darcy. Or perhaps the other way around, Ro wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. Their answers were identical. No, they’d both said in turn, sounding surprised. They hadn’t seen Sam. Why? What had happened? Was he still coming to the pub later?

Ro had picked up her phone again and she and Griff had begun calling around their remaining neighbours in the town, which even five years ago had not been a long list. Their daughter, Della, eighteen years old, had checked Sam’s social media, fired off texts to their few mutual acquaintances, attempted to track his phone with an app on her own. The clock hands crawled onward. Sam’s phone continued to go to voicemail and it was at that point that Griff had grabbed his own car keys and then tossed Ro’s to her. This action, this decisive response that had seemed like overkill right until that very moment, felt instantly urgent, rushing up on Ro in a way that had made her feel shamefully, dangerously neglectful for not having gone out to search much, much sooner. They’d left Della watching the door at home and parted ways at the end of the drive, Griff turning his wheels left, Ro steering right.

She had been out for twenty minutes, pausing at driveways and at the end of country tracks, peering out into the growing gloom, when Griff had called. Ro’s heart had lurched so sharply that the steering wheel jerked in her hands. She’d made herself pull over to answer, alone in the driver’s seat beside an untended paddock, the long straws of weeds trembling gently in the warm breeze, the sky turning purple overhead.

‘I’ve found the car,’ Griff had said, then just as quickly: ‘He’s not with it.’

Ro had already restarted the engine. She had driven straight over to join her husband and had reached the turn-off to the three houses still half expecting to see father and son waiting there together. Sam, physically so like a younger version of Griff, would hopefully be merely sheepish rather than injured. Griff would be hiding his relief behind brusque reprimands and an unwanted lecture. During Ro’s short journey there, she had embroidered the scene to a point where she’d felt a ripple of confusion when she’d pulled up at the fork of the track to find only Griff. No relief, no lecture, the worry setting his face hard.

‘I’ve rung everyone again,’ he’d said. ‘No-one’s with him, no-one’s seen him.’

‘We should call the police, Griff.’

‘I already did.’

That had startled her. She had expected to have to convince him.

‘How long away?’ The nearest station was in Blenheim.

‘Few hours, they reckon, minimum. No promises. They’ve got their hands full with a road smash over there.’ Griff forced out a breath of frustration. ‘And Sam’s twenty. Twenty-one,’ he’d corrected himself. ‘So, I dunno. Low priority, I guess.’

Ro couldn’t think of anything to say to that, to a third party’s stark assessment of the relative importance of their child, but she had felt the tiny, warm bubble of disbelief that was still desperately trying to shield some part of her rapidly deflating. Needing to do something, she moved over to Sam’s rental car and jiggled the handle.

‘It’s locked,’ Griff said. He was looking in a different direction, out over the land.

He was right, but Ro had still walked all the way around the hatchback, trying the boot as well with no success. The car had been parked considerately at the side of the track so as not to block access, she noted vaguely, and was facing the houses in a way that implied arriving rather than leaving. All four tyres were solid, and later it had been confirmed that there was fuel in the tank. Peering through the windows, Ro could see Sam’s laptop on the passenger seat, and a university notebook and water bottle in the back.

It had all been sitting there, she remembered, as she stood on the ridge now and looked down at that same spot, allowing herself to examine it through a buffer of time and height and distance. Everything had been there waiting for them, except Sam himself.

On Monday, four days from now, another of Sam’s birthdays would pass. He would be five years older, in theory at least, making him twenty-six. Or not. In Ro’s bleaker, greyer moments, she felt deep in her core that her boy had never passed twenty-one, that his date of birth and date of death had become one and the same. At other times, she reminded herself she knew nothing for certain and allowed brief shelter to a small, undernourished seed of hope. But either way, the facts remained. Five long years later, Sam had never been found.




Chapter 3

A clean silver sedan was already parked outside what had once been Ro’s family home. So, Della was on the premises, Ro thought, and felt herself smile for the first time that day as she pulled up beside it. She and Griff were both better people around their daughter.

Ro climbed out and retrieved her bag from the boot, pausing to consider the house. She had left Carralon Ridge eighteen difficult months after Sam had vanished, and whatever Griff thought, Ro knew she had tried her best. Either way, she had returned only once a year since, each time for a few days around the anniversary of what she still worked very hard to think of as Sam’s birthday.

The feeling of arriving back here at this house only grew more surreal with every visit. It was with a dizzying sense of time travel that Ro found herself following the same route she had driven along a thousand times before, one she could still navigate with her eyes closed. Down along the southern road, through town and out again, the sky large and wide above her as she passed by neighbouring paddocks that had once been the Murphys’ and now belonged to the Lentzer mine. Reaching the familiar turn-off, then bumping up the gravel drive and through the wide-open gate to the low-slung weatherboard cottage. At one time, Ro had felt a sense of relief simply at the sight of her home. She did not feel that way now.

The exterior could do with another coat of paint, Ro couldn’t stop herself from noticing as she stared up at it, but the large verandah had been swept clean and the mature bougainvillea that she’d planted herself had been neatly trimmed back where it climbed the posts, its leaves lush and green and the late-summer flowers adding a splash of colour. She was tempted to fill up a bucket from the outside tap and throw some water on it, but she didn’t. This wasn’t her house anymore. Technically, it wasn’t even Griff’s.

Ro had been six months out of Carralon and leasing a depressing one-bedroom place in North Sydney when Griff had called to tell her that Lentzer had made another offer on their place. The company had long-term expansion plans for the south of the dig, apparently, which would encroach within two kilometres of their back paddock. As a result, the company would be willing to acquire the Crowleys’ property in order to facilitate a smooth expansion in the future. However, Lentzer noted, it considered the market value of their house and land to have fallen sharply since the last time the company had made an approach. Ro’s breath had caught in her throat when Griff had told her the revised number.

‘What do you think?’ he had asked, his voice dull.

Ro had let him make the final decision, as the only one still living there. Made him make the decision, she’d admitted to herself later, after the fog of pain had lifted a little. At the time, she’d convinced herself that she was being considerate, but now she felt it had simply been cowardly. Griff probably felt the same, she suspected. Either way, he had fallen quiet for a few days, and then come back with his answer.

‘Sell,’ he’d said. ‘If you’re really not coming back.’

‘I’m really not coming back, Griff.’

There had been a very long silence at the other end of the line.

‘We should get it over with straight away then,’ he’d said, and even though it was what Ro thought she’d wanted too, the decision had felt like a body blow.

It had been the right choice, though. They’d got far less than they would have if they’d caved earlier and sold in that first year or so, but received more than the literal zero the Hewetts had apparently found themselves with as a consequence of trying to hold out. With the southern expansion still some years away at that point, Lentzer had magnanimously allowed Griff to rent his own house back from them while he was employed as their community fire safety officer.

It was painful to see what a psychological difference that made, Ro thought, even from her safe distance in Sydney. To be a tenant in the house that they had bought and owned together. She had been able to spot telltale signs of the change from her first visit and could see yet more now. The garden was in need of cutting back and she was surprised the weatherboard was still waiting for its latest coat of paint. These were all jobs that Griff, as homeowner, used to do immediately. Prevention and maintenance, that was his mantra. He appeared much slower to act when the weatherboard and the grass belonged to someone else. Griff, as tenant, technically wasn’t required to carry out any repairs at all, Ro supposed, but if he didn’t certainly no-one else would.

Ro slammed the boot now and heard the screen door squeak open. She looked up to see Della silhouetted in the glow from the house. At twenty-three, her smile was warm and broad as she came down the steps towards her mother.

‘Finally.’ Della hugged her. She was wearing a short linen dress and smelled lovely, something musky with a hint of cinnamon. Ro reminded herself to get the name of it later. ‘Dad’s been back for ages, we were wondering where you’d got to.’

‘Sorry,’ Ro said, meaning it. She never wanted Della to worry. ‘I was just . . .’ She shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. Taking things in.’

‘God, I know. So grim, isn’t it?’ Della murmured. ‘Worse every time, I reckon.’ She pulled back. ‘Hey, I like your hair. Take it down so I can see.’

‘Do you?’ Ro self-consciously pulled the elastic tie free so her hair fell loose. It felt limp and sweaty against her neck. At her last appointment she’d decided it was time to let the grey grow out, trying to blend the roots subtly with the golden-brown she’d carefully kept up for more than a decade. There had been a fair bit more to blend than she’d expected.

‘Yeah. It’s good. You can pull it off.’ Della was lying, Ro could tell, but she appreciated it, nonetheless.

While Sam had always taken after Griff, Della had something of Ro’s own mother in her. Particularly in the slightly appraising look she was giving her now. Tall and straight-backed, with a wide, unflinching gaze, Della worked as a junior accountant for a major investment bank in Sydney’s city centre. She and Ro saw each other often, or as often as Della’s punishing schedule allowed her to show up, always a little frazzled, with stress zipping around her like electricity as she threw herself down into a chair for a quick coffee or late dinner. On those occasions, Ro would try her hardest not to let the GP version of herself take over, and made a conscious effort to leave her professional advice about anxiety management and the importance of incorporating balanced lifestyle practices back at her clinic where they belonged. Instead she would sit opposite her daughter, deliberately calm and softly spoken, locked into listening mode, simply hoping that Della would feel better when she stood up than she had when she’d sat down.

Ro had quietly wished Della had accepted her offer to drive them both over to Carralon together, but she had declined with thanks and some complicated story about leaving from a client meeting on the other side of the city. It was probably true, but Ro suspected Della might also want her own means of transport to escape for a few hours if the atmosphere around the house grew too heavy.

‘Dad says you wanted to be in the hut again, but are you sure?’ Della was already talking as she reached over to help Ro with her bag and they set off together, not up the steps to the verandah but along the path leading around the side of the house and out into the large back garden. Magnolia trees lined the space on two sides, with a low fence at the rear separating it from the paddocks beyond. At the bottom of the garden was a wooden cabin, the only window dark. ‘The air conditioner’s so bloody weak in there.’

‘Yeah, I know. It’ll be all right, it’s only a few days.’

‘If it gets too bad you can have my room.’

Of the three bedrooms in the house, one had been shared by Ro and Griff, one had been, or technically still was, Della’s, and the other had been Sam’s. Ro did not want to sleep in any of them.

‘Thanks. I’ll manage. The hut’s good.’ That at least was true. They called it the hut, but the name didn’t do it justice. Griff had built the small self-contained studio twenty years ago to give Ro’s parents some privacy and space when they visited for extended periods.

‘All right, well, if you change your mind . . .’ Della put Ro’s bag on the steps and nodded back towards the house. ‘Dad’s firing up the barbecue for dinner, by the way.’

Ro followed her daughter’s gaze across the expanse of patchy lawn to where Griff stood at the foot of the deck, arms folded and a spatula in one hand as he frowned down at the grill. The lines on his face were rigid in the harsh overhead light of the porch.

‘Sounds good.’ Ro picked up her bag. ‘See you over there.’

The hut wasn’t as homely as it had once been, back when Ro put out fresh flowers and scented soaps for her parents, but as she flicked on the main light the place still had a familiar feel to it. There was a bed tucked up against the far wall, made up with patterned sheets that Ro could see were worn but fresh. A sliding door led to a tiny bathroom and beside the bed stood an armchair and a reading lamp. The wooden floor was covered by a colourful round rug that Ro had chosen herself and she could tell Griff had swept out the place ahead of her arrival. If it had been left more than a day or so, every flat surface would be covered in a fine grey layer of coal dust.

Ro put her bag down and washed her face and hands. She started to fill a glass with tap water, then, seeing the colour run not quite clear, realised she’d better ask Griff what the quality was like these days before gulping it down. She slowly poured it away, feeling suddenly, overwhelmingly exhausted. She slumped into the armchair and turned on the lamp, for the first time noticing a large paper envelope on the side table at her elbow.

Rowena, Griff had written on the front, her name underlined, and as Ro picked it up she could guess from the weight and shape of the contents what was inside. Carefully upending the envelope onto the table, she spread out a collection of photographs.

She had not seen most of these pictures in years, but now she remembered them instantly. Remembered them being taken, in most cases. Nearly all were of her and Sam together. Occasionally Sam appeared on his own, at age two or eight or eleven, but mostly Ro and her son were side by side, celebrating with a birthday cake, or trying on Christmas hats, or messing around in the garden. Ro’s image, the younger version of her, the naive version of her, so stupidly unaware of exactly how good she had it in each of those captured moments, smiled out. Happy, and why wouldn’t she be? With her arm so casually slung around her child’s back, or her hand resting lightly on his shoulder, or her head touching his. Present Ro, the version of her that was sitting alone in this stuffy cabin, clutching a handful of old photos, found it a little hard not to hate that woman.

She focused instead on Sam, watching with uneasy nostalgia as he lost his baby teeth, shed his little boy softness, grew taller, broadened out. Ro’s son had been a man when he disappeared, which she sensed at times was expected to make his loss easier to bear somehow. But Sam had also been her little boy – ​for years and years – ​and she found it impossible to think of one without the other.

There were about forty photos in all, which had felt like a lot at first glance, but in reality was not nearly enough to accurately capture twenty-one years. Ro reached the end of the stack and immediately went back to the start, looking more carefully this time, allowing herself to tentatively creep through the memories they prompted, some faded but some surprisingly vivid.

Occasionally, Della or Griff would appear in the background and Ro felt an almost physical jolt to see how carefree they’d both looked in those unguarded, candid moments. Griff’s grin particularly was relaxed and natural in a way that looked only strange to her now, and he had a sense of calm around his eyes that he’d shed along the way. It was a little unsettling, she thought as she flipped through, how he could look so familiar with his hair and face and clothes, and yet be almost unrecognisable as the same man.

Ro reached the end of the pile again and, checking the time, resisted the temptation to go through once more. Instead, she turned the pictures over in her hands and then slipped them back into the envelope, for now at least. She stood and stretched, readying herself to go, but at the last minute paused. Her bag lay at her feet, still unopened, and after a moment’s debate, Ro reached down and hoisted it up onto the chair.

She unzipped it, ignoring her folded clothes, and reached instead for a faded, pocket-sized notebook with the university branding on the front. The cardboard cover was worn now, but that was mainly from Ro herself handling it. Five years ago, it had been new. She opened the book and flicked through the first few pages, running her eyes over Sam’s spidery writing as it crawled dense and black across the lines. She did not stop to read; she knew well enough what was written there. Occasionally a neighbour’s name would leap out at Ro from the page, or a date or a reference to a local business that had long since closed. Towards the front were two maps of Carralon Ridge, one of the town centre and one of the wider community, both sparse and hastily hand-drawn in Sam’s efficient style. Mostly, though, he had written questions, the curly punctuation marks filling the pages. Ro flipped to the middle of the book, to the final page he had used. At the top he had written a date. The day of his birthday, the very last day Ro ever saw him. Below the date was a name, followed by a short list of questions. Beyond that, the rest of the book was blank.

Ro slowly closed the cover, then reached out and picked up the envelope of photos of her and her son. Held together, the notebook and the pictures had an oddly comforting weight to them, and she placed them carefully on the faded floral bedsheets she’d bought herself seven or eight years ago. She stood there for a minute, her fingertips on the photos and the notebook, then gently brought the heels of her hands to her eyelids, pressing them shut. Just tightly enough that she could see stars and for just long enough to be certain that the tears would not come. Only when she was sure did she let herself lower her hands and open her eyes again. She took a breath in, inhaling the traces of grit and sulphur that were now as much a part of the town’s fabric as its trees and paddocks, then opened the door of the hut and stepped out to rejoin what was left of her family.




Chapter 4

On the many evenings over the years when the Crowley family had barbecued for dinner, they would sit in outdoor chairs around the blazing fire pit in the garden, eating together and catching up on the day over their food as the sky changed colours above them. The pit lay black and unlit now as Ro made her way past it and up the verandah steps to the kitchen. Inside, Griff dropped a handful of cutlery onto the table with a clatter.

‘Hut okay?’ he said, glancing up as she came through the door and then back down to the knives and forks.

‘Yeah, it’s good.’ Ro blinked as her eyes adjusted from the evening gloom to the harsh fluorescent light overhead. ‘And listen, thanks for those photos.’

‘That’s all right.’ There was a tiny, odd pause and as she watched, a furtive look scurried across Griff’s face, vanishing almost instantly. ‘I was sorting through some stuff. Thought you’d want them.’

‘Yeah. Of course. I –’

Ro stopped and they both turned as Della came into the kitchen, covering her mouth with her palm as she yawned widely.

‘God.’ She dropped her hand and frowned. ‘Has the mine got worse or am I just not used to it? That bloody rattling gets right in your head.’ She swatted the air near her ear as though it was the buzz of a trapped fly in the room, close and grating. ‘Can I put on some music?’

She didn’t wait for an answer before pulling out her phone and turning to fiddle with the small portable speaker on the counter. Something low and mellow and jazzy started up. It would have been pleasant in other circumstances but now Ro found it an extra layer of irritation, like spraying air freshener to mask the stench of rot.

‘Food looks good, Dad,’ Della said, taking the plates from the counter and putting them on the table. Out of habit, Ro reached up and opened the cabinet door nearest to her, expecting to find glasses but instead coming face to face with an old blender. She opened the next one along and found only pots and pans.

‘In here.’ Griff opened the cupboard beside the fridge, which frankly made no sense at all because it was all the way on the other side of the room from the sink, and took out three mismatched tumblers. ‘Don’t drink too much water straight from the tap, by the way. It’s okay in small doses but I’ve filtered the stuff in the fridge.’

Ro just nodded, but she felt on edge. She had the strong sensation of being in a dream where everything appeared normal, but daring to scratch the surface would reveal it as somehow distressing and wrong. She sat down at the table and ran her palm over the grain of the wood. That was the same, at least. Although she was sitting, she remembered, in the seat that Sam had been in himself – ​ten days before his birthday, ten days before he vanished – ​as he’d filled them in on his plan for his degree thesis in rural science and development.

‘So the thesis is about Carralon itself?’ Ro had asked as she’d checked the oven. She’d been only half listening, moving around, taking out plates and glasses, swinging cupboard doors wide open with the brash confidence of a woman who knew she would find the correct kitchen items stored inside.

‘Not directly,’ Sam had replied. ‘But yeah, partly. I’m using it as a case study.’

‘Study for what? What’s happened with the mine?’ Griff had glanced up over the top of his reading glasses, then gone back to squinting at the thin pliers in his hand. He and Sam had been fixing something, a small motor maybe, because Ro had a vague memory of sweeping a tangle of wires aside to make space for the cutlery.

‘Kind of. But less about the mine and more about our response to it.’ Sam passed Griff the larger set of pliers from beside his elbow. ‘It’s so shit here now – ​sorry, Dad, but it is, you can see it too. I want to take a look at how we ended up here. I mean, was there some way we could have saved ourselves after the mine came in? Maybe not, but could we have done anything collectively, as a whole community, that would have made
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