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I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. Any other day, I might have enjoyed the drive. Beyond the lashing of the rain, ferny green brush clung to the cliff closest to me. Tall trees with multicoloured leaves lined the bank of the river on my right. Between us, a sheer drop to rushing water, which snaked its way through the valley. Today, I couldn’t appreciate the twisting, narrow road, the scenic view or the adventure of exploring a place I had never seen before. Because of the rain.

Rain conjured up all sorts of worst-case scenarios; memories I fought to push aside. An ache in my shoulders told me I was tense. Relax, I willed myself, giving them a quick shrug. It wasn’t even raining that day. I tried to shake that thought from my brain too. My breath fogged up the inside of the windscreen, and I gave it a swipe with my hand.

The wipers scraped against the glass, setting my teeth on edge. I needed new blades. They barely made a difference against the sluicing downpour. I made a mental note to move it up my to-do list.

The soft stream of air from the car’s demister battled against the clouding glass, but it was a losing battle. I smeared my palm across the windscreen again, droplets of water falling onto the dashboard. Then, not knowing what else to do, I wiped my hand on my jeans. Sparing a glance in the rear-view mirror, I was relieved to note I was alone on the road. Since I wouldn’t be holding anyone up, I eased off the gas pedal a little more. No reason to hurry – I had been intentionally open-ended on the phone about when I would arrive. It had taken me up to the last minute to even convince myself to go.

What if I went off the road, through the guardrails, and plummeted down the steep cliff to the rocks and water below? What then? How long before anyone would find me?

Maybe as long as last time, a voice replied.

I gritted my teeth.

It took me a moment to notice the bluesy waltz drifting through my subconscious. A few more bars passed before I caught myself humming it – a nervous tic I had thought I’d killed.

Yes, but everything that dies comes back someday, the voice said.

Not now, I wanted to argue.

As always, the radio remained silent. Almost three years had passed since I had driven with it on. I focused instead on the clawing of the windscreen blades across the window. Yet I could still feel the melancholic tune, suspended in the surrounding air, trapped in my car and my head.

I forced myself to think of the weekend ahead, catching up with friends. Friends I hadn’t seen for… Had it really been that long?

Eyes on the road!

The steering wheel tugged at my hands as my tyres fought against hydroplaning. I jerked the car back the other way as it tried to set its own course, exhaling hard when the wheels found traction. Of course water was going to be on the road, I scolded myself.

My heart hammered in my chest to a tune I wanted to forget.

Come on, Soph, breath. Think of something else. Think, think, think … just don’t think of … that.


Thanks to the GPS on my phone, I found the house easily enough. Without it, I would have had no chance. The main road continued to carve a path through hills and valleys for another thirty minutes. The rain hadn’t once let up. My fingers ached from white-knuckling the drive. No matter how many times I tried to relax my shoulders, I continued to hunch forward in my seat, straining my eyes against the onslaught of the deluge.

I crawled my way through the seaside village, passing a two-pump gas station and its flickering sign. Next came a garage, a Four Square supermarket and a gothic, steepled chapel stoically guarding a scattering of headstones. I took it all in with barely a blink of my eyelids. From there, I headed back towards the coastline, holding close to the middle line in fear of the drop now on my right. An asphalt-coloured sky disguised the fact it was late afternoon, and the rain made visibility stark. Another ten minutes, and I headed inland again, climbing, winding, my heart sharing tempo with the swish, swish, swish of the wipers.

Eventually trees sprung up on both sides of the road, silent sentinels watching as I weaved my way towards my destination. My headlights made shadows dance and twist on the periphery of my vision. I slowed down further. According to my phone, a fork in the road was coming up soon. I didn’t want to miss it. The road left very little room to turn around if I did.

Still, I almost didn’t see it, hidden as it was by overgrowth. Braking sharply, I exhaled with relief that I was still alone on the road.

A few minutes later, the road turned to gravel, and the trees and bush that had sheltered me on both sides disappeared. My jaw slackened as a dark, ominous building rose before me. It was larger than I imagined, Kylie having called it Margot’s ‘cottage’ on the phone. I followed the curve of the drive to where it pulled up to the front of the house. The warm glow of porch sconces illuminated the three wide steps leading to a covered portico and oversized front door. Naked, woody vines wound their way up the two supporting columns. A garage sat off to the right of the house with a minivan parked in front of it, white silhouetted figures of a mum, dad, three kids and a dog, on the rear window. Kylie was here. I bit back a smile. It really had been too long, and God, I had missed my friend.

After pulling the car up alongside the minivan, I cut the engine. Grabbing my purse from the passenger seat, I debated whether to take my overnight bag too or wait until the weather eased. No. Better to do it now.

Fortunately, I had thrown my overnight bag on the back seat, instead of storing it in the trunk like I normally would. Undoing my seatbelt, I twisted in my seat and tugged at my bag. With a bit of effort, it squeezed through the gap between the front seats and landed in my lap, leaving little room between me and the steering wheel.

Keys in one hand, duffel in the other, and handbag over my shoulder, I did my best to climb out of the vehicle without pressing on the horn and announcing my arrival. The rain attacked me with its needles as I slammed the door and made a mad dash for shelter.

The door appeared twice the size of a normal one, with chestnut stained vertical boards and a solid iron door knocker. So very gothic looking for a day like today. I took a moment to drop my overnight bag on the ground and wipe the rivulets of water from my face, bracing myself for whatever awaited me. If I hadn’t seen Kylie’s people mover, it would be easy enough to believe no one was home. The windows facing the drive remained dark and faceless, and except for the lashing of rain, all was silent. I searched for any small button disguising a doorbell. Finding none, I picked up the heavy knocker and tentatively pounded three times on the door.

A few seconds later, the door swung open. I barely had a moment to murmur a greeting before being engulfed in a hug and pressed against the warm body of a strongly perfumed memory.

“Sophie!” Margot said, her voice pitching, before pushing me away to eye me up and down.

“Hi, Margot,” I said, forcing a smile, uneasy under her gaze. I grasped my handbag tighter to my body.

A small line etched between Margot’s eyebrows before relaxing completely. “Come in, come in.” She took my overnight bag and hauled it inside.

Margot hadn’t changed a bit since I had last laid eyes on her. She towered over me by at least a foot. Though dressed in mom jeans and a bulky crocheted jumper, she still couldn’t hide her svelte figure. If anything, she looked younger, fitter than when I had last seen her. Divorce had been kind.

“Kylie’s in the kitchen. She’s been manic waiting for you to get here. How was the drive? Did you find the place alright? What do you think of my cottage?”

The questions came fast and furious. I did my best to keep pace, both answering Margot’s questions and following her down the hall.

“Sophie’s here!” Margot called out as we neared the staircase at the end of
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