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Certain dank gardens cry aloud for a murder;

certain old houses demand to be haunted; certain coasts are set apart for shipwreck.

– Memories and Portraits, Robert Louis Stevenson
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The text message arrives while I’m home alone, enjoying a glass of wine. Andrew’s at a conference – a resort in Vanuatu where the accountants get to swap their neckties for mai tais – so the next four days are mine. He’d booked me to go with him as an accompanying delegate, but I’ve feigned the flu all week to get out of it. I’ve got a phobia about beach resorts and he knows it. Which is why he insists. 

He warned me before he left, “Don’t suddenly start feeling better, Elkie,” – he’s never called me Selkie, the name my mother gave me – “and decide to meet up with any old friends.” 

“What friends?” I murmured. 

He’s turning me into an agoraphobic: ‘Andrew adores that girl so much he won’t let her out of his sight.’ Lately I’ve wondered if he could have stooped to putting a tracking app on my phone.

The text message makes me jump.

Help me at Crystal Cottage. Rina.

Rina? I stare at her name. How long’s it been? Four years without a word. Marina Polivanova. Rina for short. We used to joke that even though I’m afraid of the sea, I chose a best friend called Marina. Spooky. And then she abandoned me to chase after that creep Frank. I was gutted. Still am. She was a kindred spirit who understood my issues with Andrew. And I was worried about her, worried what Frank would do to her. After she left there were a few texts, boasting that they were on their way to London with his band, then they were getting married. Then she stopped writing altogether.

Now other memories flood back, bringing a surge of affection. We met at university when we were thrown together on a project: ‘Feminism in the 1970s’. Over bottles of cheap wine we created a post-modern play, laughing and crying at our clever monologues that contrasted the reasons for the choices women make. Ironic that we both flipped from feminism to living under the close control of our men. 

Hey, babe, I text back. Long time. Welcome back. How did you guess I’ve got a free weekend? Spooky.

We were always saying that: spooky. Especially when we ended each other’s sentences like twins. It reminds me just how much I’ve missed her.

The reply is swift.

Help me at Crystal Cottage. Rina.

The same words again. Spooky is right. It’s as if some troll has hacked my phone. Is the message from Rina at all? And why Crystal Cottage, the scene of that unspeakable weekend? Unless some real estate agent is getting creative with his holiday promotions. But I haven’t been browsing Crystal Cottage. No way. What happened there still gives me nightmares.

Crystal Cottage. A weekender at Pearl Beach. Four years ago it had just been renovated, so the owners asked Frank to live there while he created an outdoor oasis to complement the new interior.

“I’ve got the run of the place,” he told us. “Come up and party like nobody’s listening. Because they’re not.”

Andrew wasn’t keen. For a start Rina was my friend – she called me Selkie which made her ‘subversive’ – and the few times Andrew had met Frank he’d found him crass. But we ended up going because I didn’t want to go – not a beach house, not a house on the beach. Andrew’s crazy about the sea and always pleased to push me towards my greatest primal fear. As if his ego isn’t already the size of Texas, he needs to make me look inferior.

Four other people were invited. A really tall guy – Stork – who used his altitude to peer down the front of my top. A nerdy guy nicknamed Lute – I remember him because of the role he played. One of the women was Jules. And there was a redhead whose name has disappeared into the ugly blur of that night.

My screen’s gone black. When I illuminate it, the text hasn’t changed. 

Help me at Crystal Cottage. Rina.

Why would it change? Stupid thought. But there’s something about it. Something ... spooky.

It’s what we said about the cottage itself. Crystal Cottage sounded like a café that did psychic readings. But then we saw that all the streets in Pearl Beach are named after gems: Diamond Road, Agate Avenue, Tourmaline Street. Not spooky, kind of quaint. Until Frank ruined it. 

Is Rina back because she’s finally given up on Frank? I wish. Anyone could see that he was bad news, that a gorgeous woman like her could do so much better than the charismatic, part-time musician who drank too much and turned ugly. But when he asked her to marry him and go on tour to the UK, she was gone like a shot. In spite of what he did to her at Crystal Cottage.

I’ve only taken a sip of wine. It’s Friday night. Andrew’s away. Rina’s back. Why not glug down this glass, then another?

Because I’m going to do what the message says: help Rina. I’m going to drive to Crystal Cottage, the house opposite the strand at Pearl Beach. A place I never wanted to see again. Am I mad? It’s six p.m. With daylight saving I can be there before sunset.

On way. See you soon, I text back. 

After tossing a few things in my little red suitcase and the wine in a cooler bag, with Andrew’s warning to stay home buzzing in my ears, I’m backing out of our driveway. Pearl Beach is a tiny resort north of Sydney, with a calm ocean beach and a lagoon nestled behind the main street. It’s only accessible by a long slow road, with development limited by the conservation area around it. It means it’s remained a sleepy backwater although the trend for designer beach houses is gradually relegating the humble old cottages to history.

I’m enjoying the freedom of the open window and the wind in my hair on this steamy late spring evening, but beneath my excitement at seeing Rina something feels wrong. How does she know my phone number? Surely I’ve changed it since she left. And what’s she doing back at Crystal Cottage of all remote places? For the first time I panic that Frank might be back too. 

In spite of how we parted, I did try to track her down on social media to make sure she was OK. I figured if she married Frank, she’d have been quick to lose her Russian name Polivanova – a name she always had to spell while also inspiring the nickname Pollyanna – and adopt his. Green. The colour of his thumbs, Frank used to say – and, I thought, the puke inspired by his jokes. I googled his name and various combinations of both their names with no luck. 

The evening peak has dwindled, the Friday night exodus of commuters returning to an affordable house. As the dusk descends the memories return in a rush.

Frank greeted us at the door wearing a pair of shorts and a serious tan. His rugged good looks were marred by a sly tongue and a cocky manner. We followed him into the stainless steel kitchen where Rina was putting roast chickens in the oven, still in their takeaway bags.

“Can’t get takeaway round here,” Frank said, “and the touchy bitch at the general store said not to bother coming back. ‘Suits me,’ I said. Jeez. I only mentioned that she might like to stock some real food and not bloody brie and paté and fruit paste. We had to drive to Woy Woy for supplies.” He opened the enormous fridge, showing shelves stacked with beer and salads in takeaway containers. “Good though. Found something else up there, eh Rina? To get the party going.”

Rina grunted and I sensed she was upset. She’d said ‘hi’ without turning around, and now she was halving giant bread rolls with intent, wielding a state-of-the-art bread knife – its mates gleaming from a block – before slathering the rolls with butter and putting them back together. So the menu was chicken rolls and beer, with a few token shop-made salads. Frank’s answer to gourmet.

Andrew helped himself to a beer from our cooler, then followed Frank outside to inspect the progress on the garden, leaving me alone with Rina.

“Are you OK?” I asked, brushing her blonde hair off her shoulder.

In response she turned and buried her face in my neck. “He’s got porn,” she said, her voice muffled.

“What?”

She lifted her head. “Porn. He got some videos in Woy Woy and he’s going to play them. Tonight.”

I suddenly felt trapped and a long way from home. “That’s gross.” This
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